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The tropaeum of the sea-battle of Actium
at Nikopolis: interim report

Konstantinos L. Zachos

Mote to the reader:

This article comprises a translation of large parts of the author's guidenook Te Munueis sov Ocrafigvod
Avyolrmor et Nivdmody (Athens 20013, adding more recert information lakea from the author’s lecture
“The power af images in the age of Augastus: the bropgeien of Actium at Nikopalis™ delivared at the [. Faul
Getty Museurn in February 2003, itself based wporn a presentation given by the author and his colleagues al
e Becond [ntemational Symposiun on Mikopolis held in September 2332 at Preveza,

Introduction

Cm September 2, 31 B.C., the heir to Julius Caesar's pelitical legacy defeated the joint naval
Forces of Antony and Cleopatra off the coasl of NW CGrecee {lig. 13, marking the commercement
of a new era.! In his Life of Augustus (18.2) Suetonivs recorded his work at Nikopolis as {ollows:

QJuogue Actiacas victuriae memoria celebratior et in posterum easet, urbem Nicopolim azud Actiium
condidit, ludosque illic quingquennales constitit et, ampliato vetere Apollonis rempla, lnrus
castrorurn, quibus fuerat usus, exornatum navalibus spoliis Neptane ac Marti consecravit

And to exalt the fame of his Actiar viotory and <o perpetuate st memory, he founded the oty of
Nikopolis near Actium and estabished guinguennial games there. He enczeged the ancient temple of
Arpollo and adomed the area where he had set up his camp with naval trophies and conzecrated of to
teptune and Mars.

The new city was created from a synoccism of neighbouning citv-states such as Ambrakia,
Anaktorion, leukas and others, and received the skalus of a civtles fiberz, Soon it bocame the
political, economic and social centre of NW Greece, and the Actian games were held every four
years [h a saciod precingt to the north of the city.

Close to the site of the naval hattle stond the sanctuary of Apollo Actius, a venerable shrine
of the Akarnanians. Underlining has piety and his gratitude to kis patron god, and perhaps to
try to win over the local population which was not particularly {riendly to Caesar’s heir,
Octavian enlarged and renuvated the ancient sancluary, and in arsenals lecated close by the
sanctuary he dedicated the principia of the spaoils of the sea-battie in the form of 10 whole war
stips, 2 dekanaia that represented one from each category of ships that participated in the
battle, from the smallest, (he “oncs”, to the “tens” (monakratoi to dekereizy Sirabo (7.7.6)
rcports that a few years after the dedication botn ships and arsenals were destroyed n a tire.

Secondly, im the Michalitsi hills north of Mikopolis, on the spot where he had pitched his
lent before the battle and where the leaders of Antony's decimated army had come to declare
their submission, ke erocted a magrificent trophy monument (fropaewm) with 36 bronee roestra
on its facade in an open-ail sanch:ary dedicated to his protector gods Mars, Neptune and
Apollo. The complex of structures which made up this open-air sanctuary was both a symbol of
Octavian's victory and power and also a monument of political ang religious propaganda. His
dominance was by the will of the gods whe had assisted him in the victory and in creating the
new order of things, bringing peace on land and sea, as' s confidently insoribed — doubtless on
the victor's orders — on the monument's votive inscription,

From the side of this hill overlocking the Preveza peninsula one can see (fig- 3) the coast-
line of the [onian sea and the shores of the Ambracian Gulf, and on a clear day one can plainly
see the promontory of Activm and the mountams of Akamania and {eukas. Below the hill in
the plain, in lhe neck of the Preveza promontosy, lie the ruins of the city of Nikopolis {fig. 2},

1 See i AL Gurval, Actfum and Aiegnstres. The pelivies and emolivns oF ciadl war (Ann Athor 1998), with
reviesy by W ML Murray, JEA 10 (1998 372-T6.
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