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CHAPTER I

Wolf


‘Then Romulus, proud in the tawny hide of the she-wolf, his nurse, shall found the walls of Mars and call the people Romans after his own name. For these Romans I set no bounds in space or time; but have given empire without end.’

Virgil, The Aeneid



[image: ]5. Silver didrachm, 269–266 BC, Rome mint. The first coin struck in Rome, under the name ‘of the Romans’.

Obverse: Diademed head of young Hercules, with club and lion skin over shoulder.

Reverse: She-wolf suckling the infant twins, Romulus and Remus. ‘ROMANO’ in exergue.



Children of Mars

The flood had passed. Finally, the river had retreated to its tangled banks. From the dark undergrowth there, a pair of amber eyes scanned the waterline. Only when she was sure, did she emerge from the shadows into the open. Thirst often brought her down from the wild hills to drink here, most recently with the latest litter she had reared. Those pups had followed her so closely, grown so fast; until one day they needed her milk no longer, and bounded off into the woods. Now she was alone again. Planting her paws into the soft mud of the riverbank, she lowered her muzzle and lapped at the cool waters.

The scent reached her first, swept downstream on the brisk air. All at once her muscles tightened, her eyes narrowed, her pointed ears stood alert for every sound. A lone wolf quickly learned to sense danger everywhere. Then came the faint whimpering, almost lost as it mingled with the gush of the tumbling waters. She thought of running, but her curiosity – and her hunger – drew her towards the sound. Along the riverbank she stalked, closer and closer to the origin of that strange mewling. Pushing through the thick reeds at the water’s edge, she bared her glistening teeth instinctively. And then she saw them.

They lay, writhing in river muck, next to the basket that had turned them out as the flood receded. Tiny arms and legs flailing, naked, utterly helpless before her. With every weak cry she padded nearer, until she stood over the two infants. Spittle dripped from her open mouth as she sniffed their shivering skin. Famished ribs showed through her fur. She was ravenous, deadly – yet still, a mother.

Curling her grey tail protectively around the pair, she began licking them down. Her slick tongue washed away the mud and warmed their blood. With their wails renewed and vigorous, she offered her teats, still distended and lactating from the recent rearing of her pups. She could hardly spare the energy, drained as she already was, but there on the banks of the Tiber, she suckled the twins with all the life-giving milk she could muster.1 Milk imbued in equal measure with maternal gentleness and wolven ferocity. After the feed she carried each of the babies up to her shadowy cave, the Lupercal, where she would rear them as her own.

It was here, some time later, that the shepherd came upon them as he led his flock through the hills. He was struck dumb with astonishment at the sight before him: a wild wolf tenderly nursing motherless human twins that clung to her lovingly. Moved though he was at the almost supernatural scene, he drove the she-wolf away and took the boys up himself. The moment he held them, Faustulus sensed that they were no normal children, but surely of royal – perhaps even divine – heritage. And he had heard those rumours from the nearby city of Alba Longa; that the princess Rhea Silvia, daughter of the rightful king, Numitor, had given birth to twins after declaring that she had been raped by Mars, the god of war. Her uncle, Amulius, who had seized the throne, threw Rhea in prison and ordered that the illegitimate children be drowned. The servant tasked with the deed could not bring himself to see it through and instead sent the babies down the flooded river in a basket.

Whether the rumours of their parentage were true or not, the gods had clearly decided the miraculous twins should live. Besides, the life of a herdsman like Faustulus was tough, and sons would one day provide him welcome help. The boys needed names – and he would derive them from the Latin ruma, describing the teat at which they were found suckling.2 In naming them, he could not have known he was also naming history’s greatest city and empire. Back at his humble shepherd’s hut, Faustulus presented to his wife their new adopted sons, Romulus and Remus.

Ab Urbe Condita

The story of Rome begins with an enigma: how did a hamlet of a few thatched huts on a hillside above a murky Italian marsh grow in just a few centuries to be the most powerful empire in the history of humanity? Even the Romans themselves struggled to answer this question, concocting a fascinating mythology to explain their staggering explosion out of Italy and seemingly predestined rise to greatness. In the prelude to his epic History of Rome, Livy declares that ‘antiquity draws no hard line between the human and the supernatural’; boundaries that become especially blurred as historians, poets, and artists of every era turn their gaze back to the hidden origins of the Eternal City. Everywhere we encounter ‘tales with more of the charm of poetry than of a sound historical record’ and events which merely ‘carry with them an appearance of truth’.3 The narrative of the founding of Rome has always been a heady mix of primal myth, received tradition, and embellished reality, which even today’s exciting archaeological discoveries struggle to separate from each other.

While they could not settle on a single definitive origin story for the Roman world, the accounts of most ancient writers converge in that sacred scene chanced upon by the shepherd in the woods: the wild wolf-mother suckling the feral human twins, Romulus and Remus. An image so evocative of the Roman character, it would remain an emblem of the city and its citizens across the upheavals of millennia. Any visitor to Rome – where there is no shortage of competition for religious icons – will be greeted by the wolf and twins at every turn, still nursing lovingly to this day. Yet before the strange diorama had been described by the earliest Roman historian in the third century BC, it had already been hammered into gleaming silver at the mint on the Capitoline Hill.4 Rome had barely completed the conquest of the Italian peninsula, let alone the wider Mediterranean, but she had already struck a coin that presented her people with the defining image of her founding myth.

The origin stories that evolved in the Roman mind reveal much about their perceived place in the ancient world. Most accounts link the rise of their legendary city to the fall of another. Following the destruction of Troy – narrated for the ages in Homer’s epic poems The Iliad and The Odyssey – the Trojan warrior Aeneas found himself exiled with a group of his followers, left to wander the Mediterranean in search of a new homeland. After many adventures and divine interventions that echo the journeys of the Homeric hero Odysseus, Aeneas eventually landed on the shores of Latium in Italy, where he chose to settle for good. The Trojans and Latins gradually merged into one people through intermarriage, and the descendants of Aeneas spread out to create cities of their own. His son Ascanius would go on to found the kingdom of Alba Longa, where generations later the princess Rhea Silvia would fall pregnant after apparently being raped by the god of war. These were claims of divine conception that even Roman historians would later question; Livy could not help but wonder if the sworn Vestal Virgin was ‘merely hoping by the pretence to alleviate her guilt’.5

Down the River Tiber would go the twin sons of Mars, towards the teats of the she-wolf and the crook of the herdsman Faustulus. Incidentally, numerous other mythological and historical figures supposedly began their lives as the proverbial ‘baby in the basket’ cast down a river, such as Osiris, Sargon of Akkad, Moses, and Bacchus. The boys grew to be hardy shepherd lads, blissfully unaware of the royal blood in their veins. But signs of their noble lineage – or were they qualities imbued through the mother’s milk of the wolf? – regularly showed themselves. The twins even became Robin Hood-like figures in the local community, attacking brigands and sharing the stolen goods among all the other shepherds. Eventually, they would push their altruistic escapades too far, with Remus being captured by a gang of ruffians and brought before the hateful king Amulius for judgment. Romulus rushed to rescue his brother, but not before his adoptive father Faustulus revealed to him the truth of their parentage: that they were the banished king Numitor’s grandsons, exposed on the riverside by the evil brother who had stolen his throne. Romulus gathered a force of his fellow herdsmen and led a surprise attack on the king’s palace, where he succeeded in rescuing his brother and killing Amulius. Returning to his kingdom, Numitor acknowledged the twins who had reclaimed his throne as his own kin, conferred on them royal titles, and together they led a jubilant parade through the streets.6

Buoyed by their successful revolution and new royal status, the brothers set out on a pilgrimage to find the mystic riverside where they had been rescued by the wolf; and there, do what any self-respecting young princes would do: found a city. Though just when their tale threatens a heroic end, we encounter the dangerous sibling rivalry that would plague Rome throughout her history. Whether it was actual brothers, or power-sharing consuls and co-emperors, many a fraternal bond over the next few centuries would crumble under the weight of personal jealousy and ambition, resulting in more than a few destructive civil wars that brought Rome to the brink of disaster.

A ‘disgraceful quarrel’ arose between Romulus and Remus concerning which brother should govern their new settlement.7 Each stubbornly took to rival hills: Romulus settled on the Palatine and Remus on the Aventine, separated by the valley that would later become the site of Rome’s great racetrack, the Circus Maximus. In what is surely one of history’s most far-reaching neighbour disputes, the twins argued over where to place the boundary dividing their land. When Remus jumped the wall into his brother’s territory, an enraged Romulus struck him down and killed him. ‘So shall it be henceforth with all who leap over my walls!’ he cried out over the body of his brother.8 Fortifying his position on the Palatine Hill – leading to our modern word ‘palace’ and forever marking the hill as the home of the ruling class – Romulus proclaimed the name of his new city, known thereafter as Roma rather than Rema. Its people would chart all future events ab urbe condita – ‘from the founding of the city’. That day of Rome’s birth, by ancient tradition, was 21 April 753 BC.

A Public Thing

Romulus would be the first of seven kings to rule over Rome and her seven hills. We are told that this monarchy lasted for almost 250 years, yet the age of kings remains shrouded in the same fog of myth that cloaks the city’s foundation. Almost no written records or inscriptions survive from Rome’s infancy. Later Roman historians found themselves writing the biography of their all-powerful empire, without knowing the events of its youth that had given it its steel. A great city needed a great provenance, and as it often will, a colourful blend of fable and lore poured in to fill the void.

Modern archaeological discoveries have provided some tantalising insights into the city’s earliest history, showing that at least a few facts may be concealed in the fiction. Romulus was said to have lived in a simple thatched hut on the Palatine that was carefully preserved, like a living museum, through the later Empire. In the mid-twentieth century, post holes of circular Iron Age dwellings were found cut into the tufa bedrock of the hill. Organic material helped date the settlement to between 900 and 700 BC; it would appear Rome did, in fact, begin as a small community on the heights of the Palatine, around the time of its traditional founding date.9 Excavations of the Regia, the office of Rome’s kings and later chief priests like Julius Caesar, uncovered a pottery sherd intriguingly inscribed ‘Rex’, meaning ‘King’. The mysterious ‘Black Stone’ was also discovered nearby in the Roman Forum. Dating to around the sixth century BC, it carries the oldest known Latin inscription and seems to be a warning by the authority of ‘the king’ against desecrating sacred ground.10 We cannot say if a king named Romulus truly founded the city, or to what extent the city was even ‘founded’ at all, but here we do have evidence of that first monarchy that, until recently, was merely the stuff of legend.

It may have been in these humble huts that Romulus and his mostly male followers soon found themselves struggling with a serious problem: a distinct lack of women in their new settlement. Unable to start families, they questioned the long-term future of their new Roman enterprise, which would ‘now only last for one age of man’.11 In desperation, Romulus resorted to drastic actions. The king arranged a lavish pastoral festival as an elaborate ruse and made sure to invite all tribes in the region. There would be games, spectacles, and of course, heavy drinking – the perfect opportunity to launch a strike against his rivals while their guard was down. Many tribes attended, curious to see the new city they had heard so much about; including the Sabines from the north, who happily brought along their wives and children. When all ‘minds and eyes were intent upon the spectacles’, Romulus gave his loyal followers the signal. In an instant, the Roman men set upon and kidnapped the young Sabine women, ‘carrying off a great number of the virgins by force’.12 The legend of the Abduction of the Sabines can be seen in the context of historical bride-kidnap or ‘bridenapping’ – a practice that has been prevalent in cultures all around the world and not only limited to the pages of ancient history.13

[image: ]6. Soldiers of Romulus abducting Sabine women, shown on a denarius struck in 89 BC – from the author’s collection.

A Roman silver denarius, struck centuries later during the Republic, provides a startling visualisation of the legend in miniature, and perfectly exemplifies how coins were vital tools in crafting a collective sense of Roman heritage and identity. Two soldiers of Romulus can be seen, each carrying off a Sabine woman in his arms. The women strike out desperately against their abductors, their flailing arms and flowing robes adding movement and urgency to the scene. The two abductors are seen turning to each other, perhaps avoiding the defensive blows of the young women or maybe encouraging each other in their shocking collective act. That the moneyer responsible for the coin, Lucius Titurius Sabinus, traced his lineage back to the Sabine people might explain his numismatic tribute to the mass abduction, and it would not be his only memorial to his ancestral tribe. Another coin struck during his tenure as moneyer depicts the death of the Vestal Virgin Tarpeia, who defected to the rival Sabines hoping she might be rewarded with gold jewellery. Instead, she was crushed with shields and thrown from the cliff that would thereafter carry her name, the Tarpeian Rock.14

Such are the stories that Romans told themselves about their primordial past, celebrated for centuries to come in coins, art, and literature. Given the chance to invent their own grand mythos, they crafted unapologetic tales of refugees and outcasts, of kidnap, rape, abandonment, and murder. As surprising as these legends might seem to modern sensibilities, they can only be interpreted as the product of the ruthless Iron Age world in which they were forged, with Rome just one minor city-state jostling among many on the Italian peninsula. When life for most was short, threatened by violence, and dogged by hunger, something of the animal was surely needed to prevail. It may have been ‘written in the book of fate that this great city should arise’ but for Romans, there was no shame in their beginnings as the feral underdog of ancient Italy.15

Tales of a somewhat savage childhood also helped illustrate to contemporaries how far Rome had come since the age of kings. After centuries under the yoke of an increasingly tyrannical monarchy, Rome was ready to take a radically new direction. In 509 BC, the final king, Tarquin the Proud, was thrown out of the city by the great liberator, Lucius Junius Brutus. Instantly protective of their newfound freedoms, Brutus gathered the Roman populace together while the ‘taste of liberty was still fresh upon their tongues’ and made them swear a solemn oath that never again would a king – a rex – be allowed to rule in Rome.16 With the monarchy overthrown, they would experiment with a revolutionary new form of government: one where power was held not in the hands of one man but shared among annually elected representatives; where Romans were no longer subjects, but citizens, guaranteed liberty under the authority of the law. The state and all its mechanisms would now be ‘a public thing’ – a res publica. In this new Republic, Brutus himself would become one of the first two consuls – a pair of leading magistrates elected for only a single year, each acting as a check on the other’s power. These liberating systems of the Republic would quickly unleash the full force of Roman potential, resulting in what is surely one of the greatest explosions of human ambition in all of history. These children of Mars, suckled by the wolf, were ready to take on not just the rest of Italy, but the entire known world.

Heirs of the Owl

The young Roman Republic was a relative latecomer to the world of coinage. A hundred years before its foundation, the first coins had been struck in the kingdom of Lydia in western Anatolia (modern-day Turkey). Humans had been exchanging items through systems of barter for thousands of years – be it cattle, animal skins, or axe heads – but these transactions required negotiation and what economists call ‘the double coincidence of wants’.17 The concept of portable currency as a store of wealth evolved gradually, with bullion bars or measures of grain being exchanged at standardised values set by the community or state. Coins were the natural culmination of this journey towards the most efficient form of human exchange; highly portable, of set weight and worth, and guaranteed by the stamp of an authority. These early Lydian coins took the form of small lumps of the naturally occurring compound electrum, punched with the head of a roaring lion. Soon they were struck in glorious gold and silver and with increasingly complex designs.18

As an undeniable catalyst in trade and growth, the use of coins spread quickly through the Greek states that dominated the Mediterranean. This flourishing Hellenic world, with Athens at its heart, used coins as cultural messengers, transporting classical ideals to islands and colonies far and wide. The owl of Athena, symbol of the city of wisdom, now flew to distant shores, stamped on instantly iconic silver coins of Athens. Often called the ‘dollar of the ancient world’, these coins were so prevalent they were fondly known by the nickname ‘Owls’.

Within a couple of centuries of their invention, coins struck by the Greeks achieved a quality of craftsmanship that would arguably never be surpassed. This perfection of the art is exemplified in the audacious coins minted at Agrigento and Syracuse, Greek colonies on the island of Sicily: miniature masterpieces to rival even the most famous classical sculpture. One of these large silver coins, known as a tetradrachm, bears a captivating portrait of the water nymph Arethusa, who turns to face the viewer as playful dolphins leap from the waves of her flowing hair. Described as ‘easily the most beautiful coin of all time’, its magnificence was also recognised by its maker; the coin’s dies are proudly signed by the master engraver Kimon, who is known to have worked at the Syracuse mint in the late fifth century BC and included his signature on his finest creations, just as an artist might today.19

Romans meanwhile were still trading rough, unworked ingots of bronze. With the advent of the Republic these were refined into cast bronze currency bars embossed with simple designs, known as aes signatum or ‘signed bronze’. The city’s economic ambitions grew with her territory. Under the monarchy, Rome had gradually pushed her borders to become the largest city-state in Latium; now renewed as a Republic, the Romans would fully manifest as the progeny of the god of war and seek to dominate the entire Italian peninsula. The Etruscans to the north were an ancient civilisation that had greatly influenced Roman culture, language, and religion, yet their time had passed, and Rome gradually ate away at their lands in a series of bloody wars through the fifth century BC. Next came the tribes of the Samnites who occupied much of central Italy and the Bay of Naples, reduced in similarly gruelling and hard-fought campaigns through the fourth century. When a victory was achieved, Rome integrated each Italic tribe into her expanding orbit, enfranchising them as allies rather than ruling them as subjects. All the while her armies became more deadly, absorbing the most effective weaponry and tactics they encountered.

By 300 BC, Rome’s advancing territory was pushing against the Greek colonies of southern Italy and the island of Sicily. The lasting power of this ‘Greater Greece’ can be felt even today when we visit sites like Paestum, Agrigento, and Segesta, where classical Greek temples still stand majestic on Italian soil. The Golden Age of Greece was nearing its end, but Rome seemed a vulgar, young upstart by comparison. When competing with such a titan – one whose empire was a byword for civilisation itself – there was no shame in using imitation as a shortcut to greatness. Rome would happily emulate Greek architecture, religion, battle tactics – and of course, her coins. The functional bronze currency bars issued by Rome appeared laughably primitive next to the showpieces struck by the Greeks. The time had come for Rome to announce herself on the world’s stage with coins of shining silver that would rival all others.

The first silver coins minted in the name of Rome were struck around 280 BC, as her forces battled the Greek colonists led by the Hellenistic king Pyrrhus. These were probably minted in Neapolis (modern Naples) and used to pay allied troops on the frontlines. Appropriately, they show the portrait of Mars, divine father of the warlike nation, though the helmet he wears is of the Greek Corinthian type. After fierce fighting, the bloodied forces of Pyrrhus retreated from Italy in 275 BC and the final strongholds of Greek resistance were overcome. The wolf of Rome could now claim the whole of the Italian peninsula as her territory.

The Nurturing Beast

She would celebrate her fated ascendancy with this, the first ever silver coin struck at home, on Rome’s Capitoline Hill. A coin that captures the spirit of Italy’s new apex predator so perfectly, its design would remain emblematic of her to this day. The weighty silver piece might announce the arrival of a new superpower, but it is designed to fit seamlessly into the existing economic world of the third century BC. Struck from around seven grams of pure silver, the coin is a didrachm, meaning a double unit of drachm – a standard Greek denomination used across the Mediterranean. It also bears the youthful portrait of one of the most popular action heroes of the Greek pantheon, Heracles – or as the Romans would know him, Hercules. A demi-god born to a human mother but fathered by the mighty Jupiter, Hercules was renowned for his superhuman strength and thrilling Twelve Labours in which he battled a variety of mythic beasts. The pelt of one of them, the ferocious Nemean Lion, can be seen draped over his shoulder, along with the wooden club that was his weapon of choice. The Romans quickly identified with the rough and tough folk-hero who won a place alongside the immortal gods, yet the portrait also evokes another superstar of the Greek world. Alexander the Great, the Macedonian conqueror who brought Greek culture as far east as India, had died only a few decades before this didrachm was struck. The famous coins that spread out in the wake of his conquests also showed Hercules wearing his lion skin. Fresh from their own takeover of Italy, the Romans presented themselves, with this coin, as potential new Alexanders – natural heirs to the classical world.

[image: ]7. The first silver coin struck in Rome, and the artistic introduction of the Lupa Romana she-wolf nursing Romulus and Remus.

Yet turning the didrachm over in our hand, we see that it is not all mindless imitation. On the reverse we are greeted with a design that launches the brand of Rome – logo and all – with an advertising panache that would make any modern marketeer proud. The fearsome she-wolf dominates the frame with powerful musculature and flexing sinews; a ruffled mane makes her seem more lionly than wolflike. Intimidating as her physique appears, she turns her head to gently lick the two babies beneath that reach out for her lactating teats.20 Below the scene, a single word announces to the viewer the name to remember: ‘Romano’, abbreviating the Latin Romanorum – the coin you hold is the product ‘of the Romans’. The striking numismatic tableau shows how, even in their fiery adolescence, the Romans were keenly aware of their contradictory qualities. The she-wolf is both a frightful beast and a gentle mother. In the nourishment of twins with her lupine milk, the Romans saw the perfect reflection of their own duality: brutal yet maternal, wild yet civilised, warlike yet peace-loving.

The prevalence of the wolf in foundational myths and fairy tales from numerous cultures speaks of a primal connection between man and animal. A key figure in Norse mythology is the monstrous wolf Fenrir, son of Loki, who breaks out of all fetters and devours Odin at the doomsday of Ragnarök. Grey wolves of Japan – sadly extinct since the twentieth century – are embodied in various Shinto wolf gods that bring divine messages, inhabit lightning, or escort travellers across dangerous mountains. Wolves would also be of sacred importance to Native American peoples, with tribes sharing their hunting grounds with the revered animals in a symbiotic relationship; even modelling their own community structure on the cooperative wolf packs following an elder male leader.

The psychoanalysts Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung would later see the wolf as an elemental archetype, representing the struggle to suppress our wild and primitive instincts beneath modern civility and domestication, echoing ideas distilled in the ancient proverb ‘Homo homini lupus est’ – ‘Man is a wolf to his fellow man’.21 The Brothers Grimm also made full use of the animal archetype in their collections of cautionary folk tales, several of which included a ‘Big Bad Wolf’ as a predatory antagonist with thinly veiled sexual undertones. Roman writers did not shrink from deconstructing their maternal icon either, candidly observing that the Latin lupa, meaning ‘she-wolf’, was also a word used to describe prostitutes. Brothels like those famously uncovered in Pompeii were called lupanare, or ‘wolf dens’. Perhaps Romulus and Remus were nurtured, not by a mythic beast, but by a common prostitute.22

Roman revelling in these feral origins culminated in the ancient fertility festival of the Lupercalia. Each year on 15 February, a raucous crowd of young men assembled – naked except for animal skins – at the mouth of the Lupercal cave on the Palatine. There this ‘brotherhood of the wolf’ would sacrifice goats, smear themselves in their blood, and fashion whips from their hides. The Luperci then ran riotously through the streets of Rome, flogging young female spectators to bestow fertility, with many coming forward voluntarily to be lashed by the wolf men. The Lupercalia remained a key date in the Roman calendar for centuries; it was during the festival of 44 BC that, as well as being offered a kingly crown, Caesar was first warned by a soothsayer of his approaching demise. The unashamedly pagan ritual even seems to have been celebrated alongside Christian festivals in the later Empire, illustrating its fundamental importance to Roman identity.23

In the intimate nursing scene presented to us on this remarkable coin, we see real-time myth-making in progress. It would arguably be as close as Rome ever came to an artistic depiction of her Genesis, allowing the Republic to revere its own inception; simultaneously comparable to the Christian Nativity, a cradling Madonna and Child, or Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam. An eagle swooping down on distant enemies like a bolt of lightning would become the feared symbol of Rome’s military might, but it was the maternal image on this coin that would be her lasting badge of identity. In a largely illiterate world, its striking visual composition spoke quickly to those within and beyond Rome’s borders. For those already under her sway, she would provide and protect, as this she-wolf nurtures her twins. And for all those yet to meet this lean and hungry Roman wolf – she was on her way.

Lupa Romana

At the heart of Rome’s Capitoline Museum, on the very hill where our Roman coin was first struck, stands one of history’s most iconic and influential statues. The Capitoline Wolf was part of a group of ancient bronzes donated to the city of Rome in 1471 by Pope Sixtus IV, leading to the foundation of the spectacular museum in which it still resides. Much like on our coin, this she-wolf stands sturdily on all four paws, with taut musculature and protruding ribs. A mane of curled fur also echoes the ancient beastly depiction, with little resemblance to an actual grey wolf. If she seems inattentive to the suckling infants reaching for her swollen teats, that is because the chubby twins – clearly executed in a different style – are known to be Renaissance additions. The wolf herself was long assumed to be an ancient Etruscan or early Roman work. Some even identified it with the bronze statue of the wolf and twins known to have stood on the Roman Capitol, dramatically struck by lightning in 65 BC.24 The inauspicious event made quite an impact on the city, with the great orator Cicero describing how the ‘martial beast, nurse of Roman dominion, suckling life-given dew’ was ‘stricken by lightning, toppling to the earth, bringing with her the children of the war god’.25

[image: ]8. The Capitoline Wolf, bronze statue of the she-wolf with Romulus and Remus. Capitoline Museums, Rome.
Recent scientific studies have dared to question the ancient origins of the iconic statue, however. Analysis revealed that the wolf was cast as a single piece in a manner akin to the bells and cannons of the Middle Ages, whereas ancient bronzes were typically constructed from multiple segments. Tantalising scorch marks on the back leg of the wolf are more likely lesions from errors in this casting process and not, as some imagined, damage from Cicero’s lightning bolt. Organic material in the interior of the statue has recently been radiocarbon-dated to the eleventh or twelfth centuries.26 However, references to a ‘wolf’ standing in the portico of the Pope’s Lateran Palace go as far back as the tenth century.27 Remnants of the clay core used in its moulding can be traced to the lands of Etruria, north of Rome, and metal for the statue is known to have been mined in Sardinia – all as would be expected from Etruscan production in the early fifth century BC.28 Some also see in the highly stylised depiction of the wolf Etruscan visual motifs that would have been little known to sculptors of the Middle Ages: a composite creature given the body of a lion in an archaic fashion, with curly mane and crest of locks along its spine. A Greek historian in first-century Rome does indeed describe seeing at the mouth of the Lupercal cave a bronze statue of the she-wolf suckling the twins that was ‘of ancient workmanship’.29 The dating debate rumbles on, but the Capitoline Wolf’s position as ‘the ultimate image of Rome’s tutelary beast’ remains secure.30

Since being struck into our coin in the third century BC, the iconography of the Lupa Romana went on to represent city and empire in countless forms across the centuries. The motif would resurface regularly on later Roman coinage, especially when emperors such as Hadrian or Constantine celebrated the birthday of the city – perhaps even looking to cast themselves as new founders akin to Romulus himself. The wolf and twins would appear as late as the sixth century AD on the coins of Gothic kings ruling in the city, hoping to project a sense of continuity with the Roman state they had overrun. While the crude copper coins are wretched in comparison to our lustrous silver didrachm, their compositions of the nursing wolf, separated by 800 years, remain essentially identical.31

In every corner of the wide Roman Empire, citizens would incorporate the she-wolf into their dress and home decor as a patriotic symbol. An elegant silver brooch from Roman Iadera (modern Zadar, Croatia) shows the Lupa Romana suckling in her cave; dating to the second century AD, it was clearly worn by someone hoping to express pride in their membership of the Roman world. Two centuries later, the owner of a townhouse in what is today Aldborough, North Yorkshire, decided to install a mosaic floor showing the she-wolf with her twins. The finished product – affectionately nicknamed the ‘Wonky wolf’ of Leeds Museum where it is today displayed – is far from a technical masterpiece, but it survives as a testament to the lasting cultural legacy of Rome’s foundational myth, even at the very edge of an empire nearing the end of its life.

[image: ]9. Roman silver brooch depicting the she-wolf suckling the twins Romulus and Remus, second century AD. Zadar Archaeological Museum, Croatia.
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the wolf became an unfortunate living symbol of the city, exploited by popes, kings, and Fascist dictators hoping to link themselves to the magnificence of ancient Rome. In 1872, a grey wolf was placed on display in a cramped cage next to Michelangelo’s staircase to the Capitoline, in commemoration of Rome becoming the new capital of the Kingdom of Italy. Incredibly, captive wolves would remain caged in the heart of the city long after the Second World War and the formation of the modern Italian Republic; it was not until 1971 that the city’s financial problems and changing attitudes to animal rights finally brought the pitiful display to an end.32 The Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini had also embraced the imagery of the she-wolf as part of his quest to restore the glory of the Roman Empire. As well as making sure the wolf cage on the Capitol never stood empty, Mussolini named his Fascist youth organisation the ‘Sons of the She-Wolf’. He would also send bronze copies of the Capitoline Wolf statue to numerous countries as diplomatic gifts from Fascist Italy, one of which still stood in Eden Park, Cincinnati, until it was stolen in 2022.

All around present-day Rome, La Lupa can be seen nursing her human children in the murals of churches, the decoration of palazzos, even on the city’s litter bins. Football fans will instantly recognise the she-wolf from the jerseys of AS Roma, on which she decorates the club’s famous crest. Once a surrogate mother for Rome’s founding king, she has now become a proxy for the city itself; an eternal embodiment of ‘Senatus Populusque Romanus’ – ‘The Senate and People of Rome’.

As the city’s reach extended, the Roman wolf soon counted all the peoples of ancient Italy among her brood – and like that scene struck into pure silver, she would nurture and defend them as she had done her feral twins. By 264 BC the search for new hunting grounds could only bring her to the coastline, where she looked knowingly across the choppy waves to a dark horizon. From not-so-distant shores, another predator stared back. A superpower even more ancient, every bit as deadly, and commanding both land and sea. Their showdown was inevitable. Rome had successfully waged war on her Italian neighbours, but this was to be an all-consuming conflict that would test every principle of the young Republic.

The arena was readied for the battle to decide the future of the ancient world. The winner would rightly call themselves undisputed master of the Mediterranean. As for the loser – they would face an oblivion so profound, it might seem at times like they never even existed.




CHAPTER II

Nemesis


‘War is the father of all, and the king of all. Some he makes gods, others he makes men. Some he enslaves, others he sets free.’

Heraclitus



[image: ]10. Rome’s first silver denarius, struck from 211 BC.

Obverse: Helmeted head of the goddess Roma, with mark of value ‘X’ behind.

Reverse: The Dioscuri twins, Castor and Pollux, galloping right, ‘ROMA’ in exergue.


Blood Oath

The knife plunged, and in a moment, rich red blood spilled down the sides of the altar. With attendants holding the young lamb as its life drained away, the chief priest raised his arms to the sky and recited the necessary prayer. The general stepped forward. Placing his hand on the sacrificial animal, he called out to the king of the gods, Baal Hammon, to hear his solemn words. First a plea, to grant him victories in the coming wars. Then a vow, one of everlasting hatred towards the cursed enemy that had humiliated his homeland.

The gathered elders muttered their approval, while nearby, the general’s three young sons watched the rites with fascination. With the offering made, Hamilcar relaxed and mingled among the city’s nobles, all wishing him good fortune on his campaign. Tomorrow he would set out towards the Pillars of Hercules where the crossing to Iberia was shortest. There he would defeat the local tribes and build a new seafaring empire to make up for the one recently stolen by the treacherous Romans. With this added Mediterranean foothold, they could reclaim their islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica – even take the fight to the city of Rome itself.

The eldest of his boys could contain his enthusiasm no longer. Clasping his father’s tunic, he pleaded to be allowed to join him on his conquest. A wave of warm laughter rippled around the assembly. If the fighting zeal of the nine-year-old was anything to go by, their city still had a bright future. Hamilcar ruffled his son’s hair and shared in the delight of the crowd. Despite his youth, the boy could well prove a charm of fortune when they crossed the strait. He was named in honour of their god-king Baal, after all.1

Hamilcar’s proud smile wavered then faded. He took the hand of his boy and led him towards the crimson altar. There the general guided the hand to rest on the neck of the animal where it was immersed in the warm blood that still seeped forth. Gravely, he asked his son: ‘Do you vow, that if fate stops my sword from cleansing the dishonour of Rome and her unjust treaties from our lands, that you will bring a war to the Romans so widespread, all the people of Italy will rue the day of your birth?’ His son – paler now – swore to his father that he would.2

Then with a voice as booming and resonant as the clash of shields, Hamilcar led his son in the recital of a public oath before the altar of Baal Hammon and the people of the city, the boy repeating each sentence exactly: ‘When I come of age, I will chase the Romans with fire and sword, and re-enact upon them the fate of Troy. No god, no pact, not even the high Alps will deny me. I pledge my unending enmity towards the descendants of Aeneas. Hear these words, O great Baal Hammon – this is the oath of Hannibal, son of Hamilcar!’3

Father and son turned to meet the applause of the roused crowd. From the high citadel known as the Byrsa, they had a panoramic view over the vast metropolis that cascaded down to the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean. The capital of their empire was a modern marvel, with its impregnable circular harbour and towering six-storey buildings housing around half a million people. Carthage was not just the most magnificent city in North Africa, it might even claim to be the greatest city of the entire ancient world.

Like almost every aspect of his life, the blood oath made by a young Hannibal in 238 BC is relayed to us by the hostile voice of the enemies he would later terrorise. Ominous words imagined into his mouth by Roman historians desperate to make sense of the most destructive foe Rome would ever face. Hannibal would inflict such lasting trauma on the Roman psyche, it was vital for their pride that he be depicted as more ghoul than man, driven by irrational hatred and twisted oaths to barbaric gods. Though certain facts are undeniable. That boy would grow to be a charismatic leader able to unite disparate bands of men. In battle he would prove fiendishly inventive, entirely unpredictable, and utterly relentless in his pursuit of his enemy.4 In short, he was Rome’s worst nightmare. But the struggle against Hannibal was just one of three Punic Wars fought against his empire of Carthage. Together they formed the Great War of the ancient world – an existential struggle, apocalyptic in its scope – and it would drag on for almost 120 years. For it to end, an entire civilisation would need to be wiped from the face of the earth.

Rome would prevail in this, ‘the most memorable of all wars ever waged’, but only just.5 Time and time again, she would suffer a knockout blow – losing multiple consuls, naval fleets, entire armies – only to haul herself back up and, inexplicably, return to fight with even greater resolve. The Punic Wars would be the proving ground of the young Roman Republic, revealing in it a wisdom beyond its years. When all hope seemed lost, Rome stubbornly refused to panic – in fact she was at her best. Perhaps the finest example of this fortitude came as the Carthaginian enemy massed at her very gates. While any normal state would be drafting terms of surrender, Rome calmly set about reforming her finances. In the midst of war, she would implement a whole new monetary system aimed at reviving her crippled economy. At its heart was a coin that would go on to become the staple of ancient commerce for the next 500 years. Its influence would last millennia. Every day, millions still refer to it without even realising. This was the coin that saved Rome. Its silver would be pure, yet at the same time imbued with the determination of a people who could lose many a battle, but somehow always seemed to win the war.

Uncharted Waters

By the time young Hannibal bloodied his hands at the sacrificial altar, Carthage and Rome had already fought ‘the longest and most severely contested war in history’.6 The First Punic War erupted in 264 BC, lasting almost twenty-five years and costing hundreds of thousands of lives. At its outset, the opponents were largely indifferent to each other; by its conclusion they were mortal enemies.

It was inevitable that the two worlds of Carthage and Rome would eventually collide. With Roman expansion into the toe of the Italian boot, she looked enviously across the narrow Messina Strait at the island of Sicily. The crossing was only two miles, but for landlubbing Romans that was barrier enough. Besides, these were dangerous waters. The mineral-rich islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica were out of bounds: proud jewels of the Carthaginian Empire. Every day, hundreds of merchant vessels of the North African superpower criss-crossed the lucrative trade routes of the western Mediterranean, unopposed, much of the wealth from their weighty cargoes of precious metals, olive oil, and grain flowing back to their glorious capital on the coast of what is today Tunisia.

While Rome was wary of wading into the shallows, Carthage was a city positively born of the sea. It began life in the ninth century BC as a trading outpost of mariners from the distant shores of Phoenicia, in modern Lebanon. The Phoenician civilisation (in Latin, punicus – hence ‘The Punic Wars’) was already a thousand years old when it began expanding to new coastlines. With it came rare spices, textiles, and the ancient world’s only purple dye, known as ‘Tyrian Purple’, painstakingly extracted from the shells of murex sea snails.7 But their intellectual cargo was even greater: secrets of seafaring, navigation, international trade, even the first alphabet. Carthage had also been striking impressive silver coins for two centuries before Rome had even considered the idea. Minted to Greek monetary standards that dominated at the time, this coinage allowed Carthage to pay its expanding armies more efficiently and to access the thriving sea trade of the Mediterranean. The first of these coins, a tetradrachm struck in Sicily around 400 BC, shows a superbly rendered date palm tree hanging heavy with fruit. The tree would become a numismatic logo of the Carthaginian culture, paying tribute to its ancestral home on the Lebanese coast where date palms grow in abundance to this day.

Carthaginians were famed mariners, and unsurprisingly their colony quickly flourished into a new empire of the waves, surpassing even their Phoenician homeland. This was a merchant sea power that preferred conquest by commerce to the sharp end of a sword – but if blood made business sense, Carthage was more than happy to oblige. Unlike Rome’s conscripted armies, Carthage recruited mercenary soldiers from diverse lands, as and when she needed them. Their loyalty depended on their pay; but between them, a fleet of 350 battleships, and even 300 war elephants, Carthage could crush any rival. Rome knew the risks but would never sleep soundly with this giant on her doorstep. When a Sicilian colony appealed to Rome for help in freeing it from Carthaginian occupation, Rome had the pretext she needed. She crossed the strait, into an uncertain future.

Wars came and went for Carthage, as much a tool of trade as hard selling and negotiation. But for Rome, war was a sacred calling. Once declared by the children of Mars, it was an all-or-nothing commitment; a vocation soon made clear when Roman legions brutally sacked the Carthaginian stronghold of Agrigento and sold the entire population into slavery. Carthage might just have underestimated these scrappy Italian pretenders. Not to worry, the encircling sea was still a thoroughly African one. Rome had made the baffling decision to go to war with the world’s ultimate naval superpower, without a navy of her own. If she wanted to survive, Rome would need to find her sea legs, fast.

The incident that followed perfectly showcases the audacity and resolve that defined the Roman character, helped always by a generous portion of what they called Fortuna – blind luck. When a Carthaginian warship ran aground on the Italian coast, Rome seized the vessel and with it, her opportunity. Dismantling the ship plank by plank, Roman engineers saw that each timber was helpfully marked with corresponding letters indicating its place in the construction. This was a flat-pack superweapon, and it had come with instructions. The fact that Rome had never built a warship before was no matter. Her carpenters set to work on a carbon-copy fleet with blistering speed. While their ships were being built, teams of would-be rowers sat on benches at the shoreline practising their drills.8 In what is surely one of history’s most impressive feats of enterprise, Rome built 120 state-of-the-art warships in just sixty days.9

Summoning up a navy was one thing, taking on the seasoned Carthaginians was another. Ancient maritime warfare was a ruthless test of seafaring skill: hundreds of warships battling for tactical position, each fronted with a lethal bronze ram designed to smash through the hulls of enemy ships and send them to the bottom of the Mediterranean. Since the game did not suit her strengths, Rome simply changed the rules. The ingenious addition of a drop-down boarding bridge to vessels, called the corvus or ‘raven’, meant that Roman soldiers could utilise their superior infantry skills even at sea – storming aboard enemy ships and dispatching their crews with trusty sword and spear. Rome had effectively turned naval battles into land battles.

Victories soon mounted. By the time the opponents met off Sicily’s Cape Ecnomus in 256 BC for what may have been the largest naval battle ever fought, Rome was at home on the waves: thirty Carthaginian ships sent to the seabed and 40,000 of the enemy killed or captured. But these successes were hard won, and Rome was regularly reminded that any battle at sea had a third combatant – nature itself. When her fleet was caught in a freak storm near Tunisia’s Cape Bon the following year, virtually every Roman vessel and a staggering 100,000 men were lost. Almost as soon as they had rebuilt the fleet, it was sunk again in another fierce tempest.10 These were appalling losses for the young Republic. But somehow Rome was able to absorb each catastrophe, getting straight to work rebuilding ships and levying more men.

After many reversals of fortune, the two sides fought a decisive battle among the Aegates islands in 241 BC. Rome was the narrow victor, sinking fifty Carthaginian ships and losing thirty of her own. Today, their enormous bronze rams are still being lifted from the seabed at the site of the battle.11 For Carthage it was one loss too many – war was no longer tenable. Hamilcar was ordered to negotiate a peace treaty with the Romans, a task that he rejected in disgust. Roman terms were harsher than expected, including a total relinquishing of Sicily and crushing reparations to be paid in silver over the next ten years. In a move that even ancient observers called ‘contrary to all justice’, Rome then altered the treaty, seizing Sardinia and Corsica too and demanding even more silver.12 Once-mighty Carthage was powerless to object. She had lost an empire, but Rome had gained one: Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica – the first overseas provinces of an expanding Roman world.

The next two decades could be labelled a peace, but they were more a pause for the two sides to gather their breath and simmer in bitter resentment before meeting again for the even bloodier rematch. Echoing the twentieth century’s two cataclysmic world wars, the seeds of the second conflict had been sown in the perceived ignoble resolution of the first. A hard core of Carthaginians led by general Hamilcar would never accept the dishonour of the Roman treaty. They passed down a hatred of Rome to their sons as a dark inheritance. Oaths of enmity were sworn at bloody altars. Reckoning was in the air.

Scourge of Rome

The second contest between Carthage and Rome would be an entirely different beast to the first. For starters, Carthage was no longer a naval power. Instead she pushed west across North Africa, over today’s Strait of Gibraltar and into the silver-rich lands of Spain. Hamilcar’s quest to build new dominions there was a success, though he would die battling local forces before he saw the task completed. At the heart of this province would be the city of ‘New Carthage’ – its modern name, Cartagena, still echoing the resurgent empire. With Hamilcar’s death, power eventually passed to the capable hands of his three sons: Mago, Hasdrubal, and the eldest, Hannibal.

By 221 BC, Hannibal was in sole command of the entire Carthaginian force while only in his mid-twenties. He was a chip off the old block, magnetically drawing together mercenary bands from varied lands behind a single cause: retribution against Rome. But this vengeance was not some vague notion – Hannibal had a plan of attack. A strategy so simple, and yet so audacious, the Romans would never see it coming. Hannibal’s not-so-secret weapon stomped along with his army, shaking the earth with their approach. The mere sight of his forty African war elephants would make any sane opponent flee in terror. Stampeding into enemy lines, the destruction the animals wreaked was total and often indiscriminate; elephant riders were equipped with a mallet and chisel to drive into the animal’s neck if they began trampling their own men. This was ancient ‘shock and awe’ – and Hannibal was finally ready to make Rome tremble.

The Republic had grown increasingly concerned about Carthaginian rearmament and expansion into Iberia, though it was distracted elsewhere. Delegations were sent to try and talk Hannibal down from whatever he was planning but it was no use. When his mercenary force struck at the Roman-allied town of Saguntum, in modern Valencia, a state of war existed once again between the old rivals. The Romans wondered what the Carthaginian maverick and his marauding elephants would do next; without a navy, however, they believed Hannibal would at least remain a distant annoyance. In the summer of 218 BC, Rome sent one consul north and another south to cover any eventuality, but at no frantic pace. Intelligence was vague, though each report added more ice to Roman blood. Hannibal was moving north with an ever-growing mercenary army; Hannibal had crossed the Ebro river, frontier of Carthaginian influence; Hannibal had skirted the natural barrier of the Pyrenees, near modern Perpignan. The unthinkable reality was slowly dawning on Rome, though it seemed too terrible to utter aloud. Hannibal intended on marching his elephant army across the Alps. He was coming to Italy.

A silver coin minted by Hannibal to pay his soldiers of fortune offers us a remarkable view of one of these elephants – perhaps even showing us the general himself on his personal mount named Surus, ‘The Syrian’. This shekel, an ancient denomination from the East, was minted in Spain using high-quality silver from local mines now controlled by Hannibal. Historians often ask what species of elephant the Carthaginians deployed; this coin seemingly provides the answer, showing as it does an African elephant with large billowing ears and tall shoulders. This animal was a North African subspecies that could be captured close to Carthage, until it was hunted to extinction in the later Roman period. These were the four-legged tanks of the ancient world, and with them Hannibal thundered his way through the Rhône valley towards the Alps.

It was autumn when he reached the mountains. With temperatures dropping and snowstorms inbound, attempting a crossing now would surely be suicide. Hannibal’s own generals warned him that there was no way through. He famously responded that he would ‘either find a way or make one’.13 With that, his army ascended into the cloud-capped peaks. The details of Hannibal’s arduous crossing of the Alps are largely lost to time. Historians have long argued about the possible route by which the enormous force could have navigated Europe’s highest mountain range. Incredibly, a 2016 study of sediments in the Col de la Traversette pass on the France–Italy border discovered bacteria from the droppings of thousands of animals that could be radiocarbon-dated to approximately 218 BC – the exact year of Hannibal’s expedition.14 His army had to march in near single file, overcoming deadly terrain and deep snows, not to mention attacks from Alpine tribes along their route. It is unclear how many of Hannibal’s elephants were able to endure the epic journey; some sources state that most survived, others that only the general’s mount made it through alive. Yet a mere sixteen days after they had entered the Alps, the invasion force emerged miraculously from the mountains and rolled down into the plains of northern Italy near modern Turin.15

[image: ]11. Silver shekel of Carthage, minted in Spain, 237–209 BC.

Rome was in shock but managed to hold her nerve, sending armies to eradicate the Carthaginians who were surely exhausted after their march. Hannibal trampled right over the first near today’s city of Piacenza. He then ambushed the second on the shores of Lake Trasimene, slaughtering 15,000 Romans including the consul Flaminius. The name of the nearby village Sanguineto, translating to ‘blood river’, may still recall the horror. Huge pits, known as ustrini, found in the vicinity are thought to be industrial cremation ovens where Hannibal disposed of the rotting Roman dead – a rare example of an environmental clean-up operation from antiquity.

In the wake of these disasters, Rome opted for the new strategy of starving Hannibal out of Italy. His response was to make straight for the Roman supply depot at Cannae in Apulia and seize it for himself. It was there that Hannibal was cornered by the biggest Roman force yet, twice the size of his own and led by both of that year’s consuls. It seemed that the game was finally up. The following engagement is still taught today at military academies as the textbook example of how to overcome a superior force. Hannibal intentionally weakened the centre of his line while placing his crack cavalry units at its edges. As the Roman legionaries pushed into the middle of his ranks, the Carthaginian flanks curved inwards creating a deadly crescent. Before they realised what was happening, the Romans were encircled.

What followed was sheer butchery: estimates have suggested that up to 600 legionaries were killed every minute, until nightfall forced an end to the bloodbath.16 At the final count, Roman losses numbered more than twice those of the British on the first day of the Battle of the Somme: around 50,000 slain, including another consul and eighty men of senatorial rank.17 When news of the disaster reached the city of Rome, it was met with a reaction so rare to her streets – sheer panic. Hannibal had fulfilled his bloody vow. This was a Roman apocalypse.

Gemini Rising

The question of why Hannibal did not immediately march on the exposed Roman capital in the wake of the massacre at Cannae is one that has intrigued military historians for centuries. Counting his victory as definitive, he likely assumed he would not need to; that the Romans would beg for mercy and he could punish them with a treaty every bit as harsh as the one suffered by his Carthaginian homeland. To help matters along, Hannibal offered the Roman Senate an opportunity to discuss their terms of surrender. They flat-out refused. Like his father, Hannibal was learning that when it came to war, the Romans operated from a different rule book. Reluctant to commit to what would be a gruelling siege of Rome, Hannibal stumbled into a cat-and-mouse game with remnants of the Roman army around the Italian countryside.

With a barbarian army ravaging Italy’s agricultural land, famine was soon a real prospect. Debts were mounting. Soldiers were going without pay. Grinding wartime inflation led to a growing crisis of confidence in Roman currency. These were dark days for Rome – but as we have seen, that was when she often shone the brightest. In 211 BC, just as Hannibal prepared to besiege the city after all, Rome launched sweeping economic changes designed at reinvigorating her war effort. Massive wartime demand for bronze, desperately needed for the production of weapons and armour, had dramatically increased the value of the metal, motivating Rome to adopt a new silver standard in her money.18 Out would go the old Greek denominations and a reliance on roughly made low-value coinage. It was time to launch an independent monetary system based around a new family of high-quality coins that were proudly Roman.

They would follow Roman weight standards, the base unit of which was the bronze assarius, or more simply, the as. A small silver coin worth five asses would therefore be called the quinarius. But the focal point of this new gallery of coins was the denarius. Taking its name from the Latin deni meaning ‘containing ten’, this coin was valued at ten asses – sometimes affectionately called the ‘tenner’ of the Roman world. Crucially, the denarius would be struck with 4.5 grams of the purest possible silver, unlike the recent wartime coinage that had been declining in weight and increasingly ‘mixed with copper’.19 By way of comparison, the 98 per cent silver of the first denarius (plural, denarii) far exceeds the 92.5 per cent standard of British ‘sterling’ silver coinage through the centuries, as well as the 90 per cent purity of America’s iconic silver dollars.20 With its unadulterated precious metal, the denarius was a coin designed to inspire confidence across the Mediterranean.

Portraits of Greek gods would not do for a coin that sought to break free of Greek monetary standards; the goddess Roma herself would be the face of the denarius and would remain so for the first century of its use. The personification of the city can be seen on the obverse, wearing an ornate winged helmet topped with the fierce head of a mythical griffin (Plate section, 1). Rome was a city under siege when this first denarius was struck, and yet her patron goddess looks out fearlessly from the rebranded Roman money – a show of defiance, just like the coins themselves. Behind her portrait, an ‘X’ for ‘ten’ explains to the viewer the numerical value of this denomination. Placing a coin’s face value on its surface is standard practice today, whether it is a British fifty pence or an American quarter dollar, but in the ancient world this was a novel idea, and here we see it used across a series of coins for the first time.

[image: ]12. Colossal statues of the Dioscuri twins, Castor and Pollux, unearthed in Rome in 1561 and re-erected in Piazza del Campidoglio on the Capitoline Hill in 1583.
On the reverse, we meet not Romulus and Remus, but another set of twins beloved to the Roman mythos. Galloping across the coin are the brothers Castor and Pollux, known as the Dioscuri or ‘Sons of Zeus’. Brandishing their spears, the astronomical twins of Gemini ride to the rescue of the city with their guiding stars shining out from above their helmets. In stark contrast to Romulus and Remus, the Dioscuri twins shared an inseparable bond. When Castor alone was offered a place among the gods of Mount Olympus, he voluntarily sacrificed half
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