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For this assessment I have chosen to analyse the Aureus of Nero and Agrippina, struck in Lugdunum, modern day Lyon in AD 54, during Nero’s quinquennium.  This Julio-Claudian dynasty coin, is tabulated in the Roman Imperial Coinage (RIC) I,1, it differentiates itself from other types through its obverse and reverse legends and images as well as through its denomination, issue place and date.[footnoteRef:1]  This coin of Ancient Rome, is made of gold, it measures 1.8cm in diameter,[footnoteRef:2] and weighs 7.71g.[footnoteRef:3]  It was originally valued at the equivalent to 25 pure silver denarii, though the Roman administrator and historian Cassius Dio claimed in his Romaika, a history of Rome, that “Among the Greeks the aureus is exchanged for twenty drachmas.”[footnoteRef:4] The aureus was, indeed, the only truly imperial coin of the Roman world; it was the sole gold coin in circulation, and it circulated freely everywhere, even in the otherwise closed province of Egypt.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Olivier Hekster and others, "NERO’S ANCESTRY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY IN THE EARLY EMPIRE. A METHODOLOGICAL CASE STUDY", JOURNAL OF ANCIENT HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY, 1.4 (2015) <https://doi.org/10.14795/j.v1i4.77>.]  [2:  "Aureus Issued By Nero", Institute For The Study Of The Ancient World, 2021 <https://isaw.nyu.edu/exhibitions/berthouville/objects/coin-bnc-ii-nero-4> [Accessed 21 September 2021].]  [3:  "Roman Imperial Coins - Free Online Resource For Collectors", Ancientcoins.Ca, 2021 <http://www.ancientcoins.ca/RIC/index.htm> [Accessed 21 September 2021].]  [4:  "Cassius Dio — Book 55", Penelope.Uchicago.Edu, 2021 <https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cassius_Dio/55*.html#ref21> [Accessed 21 September 2021].]  [5:  Andrew Burnett, Coinage In The Roman World (London: Seaby, 1987), p. 51.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk83209101]To consider the detail of the coin, the obverse shows confronting busts of Nero and Agrippina, Nero appears young and bare headed, while Agrippina has a long plait draped over her shoulder.  The nominative case around the edge of the coin reads: AGRIPP AVG DIVI CLAVD NERONIS CAES MATER which translates to: Agrippina Augusta, (wife) of the deified Claudius, mother of Nero Caesar.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  "Aureus Issued By Nero", Institute For The Study Of The Ancient World, 2021 <https://isaw.nyu.edu/exhibitions/berthouville/objects/coin-bnc-ii-nero-4> [Accessed 21 September 2021].] 

These details make this a famous coin, one which shows Agrippina and Nero together; the first time in Roman history that a woman joined the emperor on the obverse of centrally minted coinage.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Olivier Hekster and others, "NERO’S ANCESTRY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY IN THE EARLY EMPIRE. A METHODOLOGICAL CASE STUDY", JOURNAL OF ANCIENT HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY, 1.4 (2015) <https://doi.org/10.14795/j.v1i4.77>.] 

The reverse of the coin shows an oak wreath with the letters EXSC inside.  In common modern idiomatic usage, the wreath is a symbol of honour or victory.  Originally the wreath symbol was a Greek tradition, that the Romans adopted and applied to a number of their own cultural mores, including, eventually, as a means of representing the rank of emperor.[footnoteRef:8] The EXSC translates to; In accordance with a decree of the Senate.  The reverse legend in Latin, reads NERONI CLAVD DIVI F CAES AVG GERM IMP TR P which translates to; Nero, Son of the deified Claudius, Caesar Augustus Germanicus Imperator, (exercising the) Tribunician Power.  The reference here to Nero’s ancestry, Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus means that his personal praenomen gentile nomen and family cognomina officially connect him to his father by adoption the emperor Claudius, to his grandfather Germanicus and his imperial great-grandfather the emperor Augustus.[footnoteRef:9] Exemplifying Nero’s imperial lineage. [8:  "Roman Coins Are A Crowning Achievement: Ancients Today", Coinworld, 2021 <https://www.coinworld.com/news/precious-metals/roman-coins-are-a-crowning-achievement--ancients-today.html#:~:text=Laurel%20wreath,representing%20the%20rank%20of%20emperor.> [Accessed 22 September 2021].]  [9:  Olivier Hekster and others, "NERO’S ANCESTRY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY IN THE EARLY EMPIRE. A METHODOLOGICAL CASE STUDY", JOURNAL OF ANCIENT HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY, 1.4 (2015) <https://doi.org/10.14795/j.v1i4.77>.] 

Now I have identified all the details on the coin, let us consider the meaning of it, or the message it is trying to convey.  Firstly, the appearance of paired busts of imperial figures, express a close relation between the depicted individuals, such as a family connection, a marriage, or shared power.[footnoteRef:10]  The appearance of Agrippina could illustrate her prominence, the fact she had engineered Nero’s succession, or could imply Agrippina was a co ruler.  The legend to the obverse of the coin only mentions Agrippina, where the dedication to Nero features on the reverse.  Professor Kevin Butcher suggests that by reading the front and back legends, we get something similar to the language of dedications, which would imply that the coin was produced for Nero, possibly by Agrippina.  Now would be a good time to note that every emperor issued coins immediately after his accession to the throne and the minting of coins by other persons than the emperor was considered a challenge to imperial power.[footnoteRef:11] These points could imply that the coin was possibly a commemoration to Nero, issued by Agrippina, however, the text to the reverse of the coin makes that theory problematic as the inscription EX SC would imply that the coins were issued by the Senate. [10: Olivier Hekster and others, "NERO’S ANCESTRY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY IN THE EARLY EMPIRE. A METHODOLOGICAL CASE STUDY", JOURNAL OF ANCIENT HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY, 1.4 (2015) <https://doi.org/10.14795/j.v1i4.77>. ]  [11:  Olivier Hekster and others, "NERO’S ANCESTRY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY IN THE EARLY EMPIRE. A METHODOLOGICAL CASE STUDY", JOURNAL OF ANCIENT HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY, 1.4 (2015) <https://doi.org/10.14795/j.v1i4.77>.] 

[image: ]If we now, consider the detail of a similar coin issued the following year (Fig1).

Figure1. Aureus, Rome 55AD (Photo and collection National Numismatic Collection, DNB, Amsterdam, inv.ni. RO 02409)

This coin again features Nero and Agrippina, this time with jugate busts of the emperor with his mother behind him.  The legend on the obverse reads NERO CLAUD DIVI F CAES AVG GERM IMP TR P COS, translating to Nero, Son of the deified Claudius, Caesar Augustus Germanicus Imperator, 
(exercising the) Tribunician Power.  The reverse of the coin features Divus Claudius, holding an eagle tipped sceptre and Divus Augustus holding a sceptre and patera, driving a quadriga of elephants.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  "Coinarchives.Com Search Results : Agrippina II", Coinarchives.Com, 2021 <https://www.coinarchives.com/a/results.php?results=100&search=Agrippina+II> [Accessed 22 September 2021].] 

Elephants were a popular subject on ancient coins and regularly appeared from the time of Julius Caesar.  Typically, elephants appear to represent eternity, while the eagle is symbolic of strength, courage and immortality, and the patera representing divine honour.
The legend on the reverse reads AGRIPP AVG DIVI CLAVD NERONIS CAES MATER which translates to; Agrippina Augusta, (wife) of the deified Claudius, mother of Nero Caesar.  The lay out on this coin could suggest a change in Nero’s perception of his mother, Suetonius claimed that on Nero’s succession “he turned over all his public and private affairs to Agrippina’s management, referring to her as ‘The Best of Mothers’”.[footnoteRef:13] It would appear that by the following year, her extraordinary power and prominence became over bearing to the young Nero and so the imagery changed from them appearing equal, to Agrippina being behind the Emperor.  [13:  Suetonius, Robert Graves and J. B Rives, The Twelve Caesars (London: Penguin Books, 2007), p. 211.] 

We know that coins were symbols of power and were often used to disseminate the emperor’s image across the empire.  Many coins were struck during Nero’s reign, could it be that with Nero’s intense interest in the arts, he played an active part in the design of them.  If you compare the imagery and legends on some of the other coins, not just the two discussed here, it would seem that Nero used the coins to document his journey, possibly in the hope that history would remember him, the way he wished to be remembered.
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