GOBBBET ANALYSIS - Nero and Agrippina Aureus. Struck AD 54, Lyon (Lugdunum) mint – RIC 1. 
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The image above is an aureus (a gold coin), minted in the year AD 54, the first year of reign of the Roman Emperor Nero. The value of the aureus is equal to 25 Denarii (Buttrey, 1961, p. 40).

[bookmark: _Hlk82620793]On the front of the coin (the obverse) is an image of the heads of both Nero and Agrippina, facing each other, noses touching. Nero is depicted on the left side of the coin facing right and is bare-headed. Behind his head is an ear of corn.   His mother, Agrippina the Younger, is facing him on the right side.  She is clothed, with her hair in a plait and seems to be wearing jewellery.  Surrounding their images, around the circumference of the coin, is the inscription; AGRIPP AVG DIVI CLAVD NERONIS CAES MATER (Latin) Translation: Agrippina Augusta, wife of the deified Claudius, mother of Nero Caesar (Opper, 2021, p. 84).

On the reverse are two inscriptions; EX S C is in the centre of the coin contained within an oak wreath. Translation: In accordance with a decree of the Senate.  (Opper, 2021, p. 84). Surrounding that around the perimeter of the coin: NERONI CLAVD DIVI F CAES GERM IMP TR P (Latin) Translation: Nero, son of the deified Claudius, Caesar Augustus Germanicus Imperator, holder of Tribunician Power (Opper, 2021, p. 84).

It is the TR P part of the inscription that dates the coin to AD 54, as shown by Sydenham in his explanatory table. (Sydenham, 1916, p. 30).  The mint location is declared as Lugdunum, known as Lyon today. “Lugdunum was the only mint outside Rome which, during the reign of Nero, appears to have exercised the privilege of issuing both Imperial and Senatorial coins.” (Sydenham, 1916, p. 31).

This coin was minted in AD 54, which was the year of Nero’s accession to the throne at the age of 16, and as such, he became the youngest emperor. The route to that accession may be viewed as unusual even for Roman times. It was the peak of what might be described as the ultimate example of parental interference involving multiple political murders and clever manoeuvring on the part of Agrippina to place her son in supreme control.

Literary sources for this period are limited and written sometime after the event, so coins are important because they provide further historical evidence. For Roman emperors, coins were used as an effective tool for propaganda, as the saying goes ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’, enabling their image and important aspects of their rule to be viewed all over the empire (Griffin, 1984, p. 58).  

This aureus is an unusual imperial coin for a number of reasons.  Firstly, and perhaps most importantly, it features the busts of both Nero and Agrippina together on the obverse. From Augustus to Claudius, previous emperors had only featured their own portraits in this position, presumably as a clear indication of who was in charge. Nero’s immediate successor, Galba, did not follow this lead on his accession fourteen years later.

[bookmark: _Hlk83024047]Less noticeable to the modern observer, but no doubt of considerable significance at the time, Hiesinger points out that there is a further break with accepted custom in that Agrippinia’s titles are on the obverse whilst Nero’s are relegated to the reverse.  (Hiesinger, 1975, p. 114).

There are other coins, which are almost identical in design except for the corn ear behind Nero’s head.  No numismatic source appears to offer an explanation of this. It may well have been a difference that existed between the different mints. However, a more likely explanation is that corn was an essential crop to the Romans. It was common practice to strike the image of Ceres, goddess of agriculture, onto coins as “reassurance of a good supply, and credit for providing it” (Ceres, Annona and the Corn Supply on Roman Coins, 2009), the ear of corn behind Nero was possibly used as a symbolisation of this.

The significance of this coin may be considered in a number of aspects. Firstly, what it reveals about the relationship between Nero and Agrippina at that time. Secondly, what it tells us about the power of the Senate during the first years of Nero’s reign.  Finally, what was the message that its designer wanted to convey?

[bookmark: _Hlk83024975]The unusual obverse showing both Nero and his mother raises an important question. Was this his idea as a recognition of his mother’s role in his rise to power or rather a reflection of Agrippina’s domination and influence? One of the contemporary sources, Suetonius, clearly thought that Nero was not only extremely grateful for his mother’s efforts but also happy to leave the decision making to her. “He left to his mother the management of all public and private business. Indeed, on the first day of his rule, he gave to the tribune on guard the watchword, the best of Mothers” (Suetonius, 6: 9). This viewpoint seems to be vindicated by the almost revolutionary inclusion of Agrippina’s titles in pride of place on the obverse.

Agrippina's ascendancy over her son, however, was short-lived.  A power struggle between the two developed, which was serialised by changing coin designs. Within a year, Nero's image is superimposed upon that of his mother, and by AD 56, her image has been totally removed.

The letters EX S C on the reverse tell us more than is immediately apparent about the financial policy of Nero during the first years of his reign. Sydenham argues that this represented a significant degree of power given to the Senate. "That is to say, if EX. S. C occurred only on the coins with the Civic Crown, it might be reasonable to infer that the reference was to the bestowal of the crown by the Senate" (Sydenham, 1916, p. 15).  Sydenham argues that Nero gave away his privilege to mint gold and silver, granting the Senate the "sole right of coinage".  Handing over such fiscal power to the state’s offices is hardly the action of a tyrant and characterises Nero’s Quinquennium Neronis, in total contrast to the reputation he built later in his reign. This changed after 63 AD when Nero attempted to crush the Senate.

[bookmark: _Hlk83026201][bookmark: _Hlk83026244]What then was the intent of the facing images and arrangement of titles? “We can only assume from the way in which successive emperors caused a multiplicity of types to be struck on their coins, changing with the greatest frequency, that the Romans and their provincials looked at them far more attentively than we look at our coin types today” (Bond, 1957, p. 150).  Clearly, this design was no accident.  Butcher highlighted the use of the dative for the reverse inscription as evidence of the coin being a dedication by Agrippina to her son (Butcher, 2011). Was it the ultimate mother’s day gift? Was it a message to the people indicating that Agrippina was acting almost as regent while her son was so young?  Could it have been an act of defiance by the Senate surrounding Nero’s strange pathway to power? 

This coin and the message it conveys shows a vital moment in Nero's reign and, as such, is of huge significance.  However, in isolation, it is merely a snapshot of the political situation at that precise time. It is only when it is seen in conjunction with the evolution of coinage during Nero’s reign that its true significance becomes apparent. Even then, it would not paint a complete picture without the traditional evidence provided in the writings of contemporaries such as Suetonius.
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