The Life and Times of Caesar and Cicero (HPAH5046/HPAH6046) – Evaluating Republican coins
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A coin issued by Marcus Aemilius Scaurus & Publius Plautius Hypsaeus in 58 BC. The imagery seems to allude to events in 62 BC when as Aemilius Scaurus was quaestor to Pompey and had been sent against King Aretas III of Nabataea (Scaurus besieged Petra, although was paid a significant bribe to lift the siege).

In this workshop, we will explore (Late) Republican political and religious ideology through coinage. In early Roman history bronze bars and cast coins were used. However, by the time of the Second Punic War (218-201 BC) we see a shift in which cast bronze coins were displaced by “struck” coinage, including bronze asses and the new silver coins, notably the denarius (at that time a denarius = ten asses, then by the latter 2nd century BC at 16 asses). Besides during the war with Hannibal, and a brief period under Sulla, gold coinage was only sporadically minted until Julius Caesar’s dictatorship. 
By the Late Republic the “moneyers” (triumvir monetalis) – minor magistrates who were responsible for the issue of coinage – increasingly sought to depict imagery related to the achievements of their own ancestors, themselves and their associates and patrons. This could include prominent figures from the past, but also more recent history. A series of coin images is given below (sometimes with accompanying text). Individually or in groups, evaluate the imagery and respond to the accompanying questions. 




Bronze bars and Republican era coinage

It is apparent from the Twelve Tablets (laws promulgated in 449 BC) that bronze by weight acted as a measure of value (a Roman pound of bronze being called an as (pl. asses), although the “as” was considerably reduced in weight by the Imperial period). By the third century BC, the Romans were using both cast bronze bars and bronze coins.  
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A cast bronze bar featuring an elephant on one side and a pig on the other

Question: Can you guess what the imagery on this bronze bar may be alluding to (hint: it is thought that the bar was produced around 275 BC or thereabouts).

The issue of P. Nerva (moneyer)

Plutarch Life of Marius 4.2-3 – transl. by Bernadotte Perrin (1920).
While serving as tribune he introduced a law concerning the mode of voting, which, as it was thought, would lessen the power of the nobles in judicial cases; whereupon Cotta the consul opposed him and persuaded the senate to contest the law, and to summon Marius before it to explain his procedure. The senate voted to do this, and Marius appeared before it. He did not, however, behave like a young man who had just entered political life without any brilliant services behind him, but assumed at once the assurance which his subsequent achievements gave him, and threatened to hale Cotta off to prison unless he had the vote rescinded. Cotta then turned to Metellus and asked him to express his opinion, and Metellus, rising in his place, concurred with the consul; but Marius called in the officer and ordered him to conduct Metellus himself to prison. Metellus appealed to the other tribunes, but none of them came to his support, so the senate gave way and rescinded its vote. Marius therefore came forth in triumph to the people and got them to ratify his law. Men now thought him superior to fear, unmoved by respect of persons, and a formidable champion of the people in opposition to the senate.

Cicero De Legibus 3.38 – transl. by Francis F. Barham (1841-42)
“…and that law of Marius, which makes the passages to the balloting boxes so narrow, should be likewise abolished.”
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Denarius issue of P. Licinius Nerva, minted at Rome (113-112 BC). Obverse featuring the helmeted bust of the Roma holding a spear. Reverse: the legend NERVA and an image of citizens voting, one receiving a ballot from attendant below and another placing their ballot in the cista (box).

Question: Can we use the issue of Nerva to understand the aforementioned passages of Plutarch and Cicero? 

Coinage depicting the dictator Sulla (contemporary and posthumously)
[image: L.Sulla. 84-83 BC. AR Denarius (3.86 gm). Diademed head of Venus right;  cupid with long palm branch before / Capis and lituus between two trophies.  Cr359/2; Syd 761; Cornelia 30. * Sear RCV 276 * WildWinds.com]
Denarius of Sulla, minted in Athens ca. 84-83. Obverse: diademed head of Venus right; cupid with long palm branch. Reverse: capis (ritual jug) and lituus (augural staff) between two trophies. Sulla’s name on the obverse and Imperator on the reverse.
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[bookmark: _Hlk187830500]A silver denarius (4.05g. Mint of Rome) issued by Faustus Cornelius Sulla, as one of the “moneyers” for 56 BC. The obverse has the legend FAVSTVS, diademed and draped bust of Diana with a crescent above and lituus behind. The reverse has the legend FELIX with Sulla seated left on raised platform between King Bocchus of Mauretania (left), presenting him with wreath, and King Jugurta of Numidia (right), hands bound behind him, both kneeling (Crawford 426/1; Sydenham 879; Cornelia 59).

Questions: What is the potential significance of religious symbols, like the lituus, and what underlying messages may be intended (in combination with the other imagery)? What about the inclusion of the epithet “Felix” on one of the reverse of the second coin?  

Denarius of Calenus and Cordus
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A denarius issued by the moneyers Q. Fufius Calenus and Mucius Cordus (70 BC or 68 BC), from the Rome mint. Obverse: Jugate heads right of Honos [Honour], laureate, and Virtus [Virtue], wearing crested helmet; HO to left, VI(RT) to right; KALENI below. Reverse: Italia standing right a holding cornucopia in her left hand, next to Roma standing left, foot on globe and holding sceptre in her left hand. They are clasping each other’s right hand; to left a winged caduceus above I (TA); RO to right, CORDI in exergue (Crawford 403/1; Sydenham 797; Fufia 1; BMCRR Rome 3358-63; Kestner 3299-300; RBW 1445). A temple to Honour and Virtue was dedicated by Marius after his defeat of the Cimbri and Teutoni.

Question: what potentially social and political resonances do you think are conveyed by the imagery on the coins [consider the approximate date of issue]?

Coinage linked to Pompey “the Great”

Cicero De Lege Manilia 47–49 – transl. by H. G. Hodge (1927).
“It remains for me to speak - though guardedly and briefly, as is fitting when men discuss a prerogative of the gods - on the subject of good luck, which no man may claim as his own, but which we may remember and record in the case of another. For in my opinion Quintus Fabius the Great, Marcellus, Scipio, Marius, and other great generals were entrusted with commands and armies not only because of their merits but not infrequently because of their good fortune. For some great men have undoubtedly been helped to the attainment of honour, glory, and success, by a kind of Heaven-sent fortune. And as for the good luck of the man whom we are now discussing, I shall speak of it with such reserve as to convey the impression that, without claiming good fortune as his prerogative, I am both mindful of the past and hopeful for the future, and to avoid appearing by what I say either to show ingratitude or to cause offence to the immortal gods. … no one has ever been so presumptuous that he dared hope in his heart for such great and such constant favours from Heaven as those which Heaven has bestowed upon Gnaeus Pompeius. That this good luck may always and especially be his, gentlemen, should be, as it is, your earnest hope, both for his own sake and equally for the sake of our commonwealth and our empire. Wherefore, since this war is both of such importance that it cannot be neglected and of such magnitude that it must be conducted with the utmost care ; and since you have it in your power to put in command of it one who possesses remarkable knowledge of warfare, exceptional capacity, brilliant prestige, and unusual good fortune, do you hesitate, gentlemen, to employ for the protection and advancement of the State, this great blessing which Heaven has bestowed and conferred upon you?”
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A gold aureus (minted Rome, 71 BC) with the legend MAGNUS on the obverse, and a female figure wearing an elephant skull-cap – a lituus is on the right and a wreath bordering this side. Reverse: Pompey in a triumphal quadriga with Victory flying above and the legend Pro Cos [= proconsul]. The horseman (centre) possible Pompey’s son Gnaeus? 

Questions: What do you think the elephant skullcap is an allusion to? How might be interpret some of the other imagery? 

[image: A close-up of a coin

Description automatically generated]
Another issue of Faustus Cornelius Sulla (56 BC; denarius, 4.05 g, mint of Rome), who, besides being the son of the dictator Sulla, was also the son-in-law of Pompey. Obverse: a laureate and diademed head of Venus (Victrix), with sceptre to left and the Legend S · C [Senatus Consulto] to upper left. On the obverse are three military trophies; capis (ritual jug) to left, lituus to right (Crawford 426/3; Sydenham 884; Cornelia 63).

Cassius Dio 42.18.3 – transl. by Earnest Cary (1916).
“Even when he had died [Pompey, who had been beheaded in Egypt in 48 BC], they did not believe it for a long time, not, in fact, until they saw his seal-ring that had been sent; it had three trophies carved on it, as had that of Sulla.”

Question: What do you think the three trophies might signify? Why might the association of the coin be ambiguous? 
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A silver denarius issued by Terentius Varro, pro-quaestor in 49 BC (probably minted in Spain). The legend on the obverse mentions Varro (as pro-quaestor) with an image of Jupiter (possible Jupiter Terminus = protector of the frontiers). On the reverse is the legend “MAGN · PRO COS” which is an allusion to Pompey as pro-consular commander (i.e., of both Spanish provinces, but also leader of the Republican resistance against Caesar). There is also a dolphin (left) and an eagle (right) with a sceptre between the two. 

Question: What do you think the significance of the dolphin and the eagle on the reverse of the coin may be? 
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