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Kings on Coins

 

I often think it can help by making very explicit why I find my self talking on a particular topic 
and by articulating the interconnections with other aspects of my work can help you as 
colleagues understand how questions have arisen and also what blindspots I might still have.  
This latter I always hope will generate better discussion and suggestions, which is after all the 
point of these seminars.  My first book historiography at the end of the Republic, is what I 
would describe as historical rather than literary historiography.  I’m less interested in ancient 
texts as works of art, but more in how their production and their rhetoric were a form of 
sociopolitical action in their own time.  I argue that the writing of contemporary history was a 
political act intended to influence Roman and Non-Roman audiences a like.  The underlying 
premise is that ideas matter and that how we think and talk about the past directly connects to 
our present lives and future intentions.   My second book project on Roman republican coins 
started out very different in form that what was published last year.  I began writing in a 
chronological framework expecting that to be the structure of the book, but that approach 
produced a manuscript far longer and more detailed than the series envisioned.  I wrote a 
pithier, thematic version in the end.  However, it meant that in the original preparation I spend a 
great deal of time reading, writing, and thinking about what republican coins had to say about 
the foundation and regal period of the city.  Since there were obviously no coins then and were 
not to be until the late fourth early third centuries for Rome, that work focused on coins as 
reflections of Roman conceptions of their own past.  As a historiographer by orientation it was 
just the type of rabbit hole I enjoyed falling down.  I’ve been coming back to kings on coins in 
my work again and again for almost a decade now.  My 2018 article on Romulus’  Apotheosis 
speaks to thinking about the Roman kings and kingship in the direct aftermath of Sulla in mid 
70s.  [CLICK] I thought when I gave the title I would be giving you a version of a talk I gave to an 
Australian conference back in December and made the EID mar coin its center piece.  And yet I 
wasn’t happy with the structure of that paper and want to try again with you to write afresh 
through the material. Thus I will start in 58 BCE and in the first half of the paper give a close 
reading of a single coin type.  The second half of the paper tries to open up view to see how 
Pompey’s return from the East and his emerging influence on Roman politics leads to more 
thinking about kingship foreign and legendary and how that thinking about the past connects 
squarely with the rapidly evolving political landscape.  There are a number of other scholars 
who have written and are writing on Roman conceptions of kings.  I forego scholarly survey, but 
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do want to mention that Andrew Johnston’s book on the topic will appear for Harvard university 
press within the year and while I’ve not read the manuscript I hear excellent things.  Likewise 
Anna Accettola just gave a paper on some of the coins I’ll be discussing at this months SCS 
annual meeting. 
 

you called me Tarquin, and Numa, and the third foreign king of Rome. …

do not call me a king, lest you be laughed at.  

Unless, indeed, it appears to be the conduct of a king to live in such a manner as not to be slave not 
only to any man, but not even to any passion; to despise all capricious desires; to covet neither gold 
nor silver, nor anything else; to form one's opinions in the senate with freedom; to consider the real 
interests of the people, rather than their inclinations; to yield to no one, to oppose many men. If 
you think that this is the conduct of a king, then I confess that I am a king. If my power, if my sway, 
it lastly, any arrogant or haughty expression of mine moves your indignation, then you should rather 
allege that, than stoop to raise odium against me by a name, and to employ mere abuse and insult. 

Tarquinium et Numam et me tertium peregrinum regem esse dixisti.  ...

neque regem, ne derideare. Nisi forte regium tibi videtur ita vivere ut non modo homini nemini sed ne cupiditati quidem
ulli servias, contemnere omnis libidines, non auri, non argenti, non ceterarum rerum indigere, in senatu sentire libere, 
populi utilitati magis consulere quam voluntati, nemini cedere, multis obsistere. si hoc putas esse regium, regem me esse
confiteor; sin te potentia mea, si dominatio, si denique aliquod dictum adrogans aut superbum movet, quin tu id potius
profers quam verbi invidiam contumeliamque maledicti? 

62 BCE, Cic., pro Sulla 22 & 25

 

 

What I’m hoping to accomplish is to help visualize and nuance a change in Roman thinking 
regarding Kings from the late 60s through the 40s BCE.  This quote from Cicero in 62 gives us 
some insight into the way kingliness could be construed at both a criticism as virtue.  [Read 
passage.] 
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Dion.
Hal.
RA 
5.77

 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, writing after Actium, in the fifth book of the Roman Antiquities 
spends a good deal of time on the strictly legendary origins of the dictatorship.  His narrative 
culminates in a final chapter in which he claims that it is a type of constitutional tyranny, but 
that it was viewed positively until its name was wrecked by Sulla, after which the title dictator 
becomes loathsome, even when a similar constitutional tyranny is desirable for the state as a 
whole, hence Julius Caesar’s failure, and by implication, Augustus’ success.   Dionysius thesis is 
simple, monarch is useful and necessary but it needs a new name.  This idea is found as early as 
51 BCE in Cicero and is also echoed in Livy and other writers of the early Augustan era.  How did 
we get from point A to point B?  Not in terms of strictly events but in political thought.  I am in 
what following attempting to use the coins to as a vehicle in to a wider contemporary dialogue 
than we get strictly from our literary texts. 
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RRC 419/2; c. 58 BCE – BM 1843,0116.118

 

Early in my work on Republican coins I became interested in this coin because of the possible 
implications of its redating base on the Mesange Hoard as published in the mid 1980s.  The 
contents of the hoard made clear that Crawford’s placement of the issue in 61 BCE was too 
early and that the it should be placed c. 58 BCE, give or take a year.  Unfortunately, revisions to 
our dating of coins have been slow to permeate scholarship. It is very unfortunate that 
Hollstein’s first book has not been more widely circulated especially in Anglophone circles.  He 
points out that even Mommsen had seen in this type a reference to contemporary events and 
that the down dating based on hoard evidence supports Mommsen’s interpretation.   The 
obverse has the head of the Alexandria, the Greek city founded by Alexander in Egypt and the 
seat of Ptolemaic power.  [CLICK] We cannot misread the head because the moneyer has 
included a descriptive legend.  Legends labeling or explaining imagery that could be 
misinterpreted by the view are rarer that one might realize on the republican series.  Less than 
12% of moneyers down to 49 BCE use such legends.  The practice starts and appears 
sporadically from the mid 130s, but becomes increasingly common in period from Sulla’s return 
after which point nearly 90% of moneyers use some sort of descriptive legend.  This 
phenomenon is likely due to the increase diversity and obscurity of imagery used. [Click] The 
head looks much like many other city goddess with a mural crown, that is a crown in the form of 
the wall and towers of the city itself.  This type of personification is often traced back to the 
Tyche of Antioch and borrows from representations of Cybele and similar mother goddesses the 
Eastern Mediterranean and surrounding lands.  However, this city goddess has three distinctive 
attributes that are not shared by other city goddesses. [CLICK] First we the diadem as a symbol 
of the royal status of the city.  Notice how on the head the diadem is given extra prominent 
edging and that the tails of the diadem not only have a fringe, but also two horizontal lines 
indicating further embellishment.  [CLICK]  Second we have the distinctive hair.  Most important 
are the strong thick ringlets.  This is a typical means of represent the hair of African women in 
Hellenistic and Roman art, and in particular is used as a visual attribute and ethnic marker in 
representations of the goddess Isis.  The other feature of the hair are little snaky curls that have 
‘escaped’  the bun and forelock.  These unruly curls are particularly common in this period at 
the Roman mint, ultimately I think were inspired by the royal portraiture of Mithridates, but for 
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today I’ve left out my full thoughts on that phenomenon [CLICK]  Third and finally for the 
obverse we have the pearls, not just at the neck as is relatively common for obverse goddesses 
at the Roman mint, but especially the pearls draped over the forehead. This type of forehead 
decoration is atypical in Hellenistic art, but known from the famous Palmyrean busts.  If anyone 
has a parallel in Greek or Roman or Egyptian art I’d love a reference.  It is likely to be an 
exoticizing feature like the ringlets.  And, others have suggested to me it might be evocative of 
the cult of Isis in someway.  Taken all together we see that Alexandria in the mind’s eye of the 
moneyer and likely his peers is a foreign place and a place of kings.   
 
The moneyer is the Patrician Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, the same Lepidus who will become, the 
so-called failed triumvir, and long exiled Pontifex Maximus, succeeding Julius Caesar in that role 
and thus delaying Augustus’ acquisition of that title until his death in 13 BCE.  When the coin is 
made Lepidus is about 30 years old.  He may already have become a pontifex at this point and if 
not, then within a year or two.  We know of no earlier elected office and he will not be curule 
aedile until 52 BCE.  We presume he may have held a quaestorship but when and with what 
assignment is unknown.    
 
All of his coins celebrate the career of his great grandfather of the same name, the consul of 
187 BCE.  The reverse of this type celebrates more specifically events of c. 200-199 BCE.  At the 
age of about 30, before he himself seems to have held any other offices, the great grandfather 
was sent on a major embassy to the Greek East during the course of which he delivered the 
Roman ultimatum to Philip V at Abydos as recounted to us in a fragment of Polybius.  Either 
immediately before or immediately after this embassy Lepidus became Pontifex Maximus.  We 
know the embassy went to Egypt and numerous latter literary sources including Justin, Valerius 
Maximus, and Tacitus, believe, [CLICK] just as this coin proclaims that Lepidus became the 
guardian or tutor of the young Ptolemy V Epiphanes.  Many have doubted that this role, if 
formally assumed in any way, actually meant a real relationship between Lepidus and the young 
Ptolemy.   That the young Ptolemy or some around him would have wanted the relationship 
seems very plausible given the mass violence in Alexandria against his prior regents and the on-
going and successful indigenous uprisings in the south.  The problem for our historical 
understanding is we’re missing the most of the relevant portions of Polybius. 
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“It was we [Romans] who chose our most virtuous citizen to receive the sacred emblems 
from Ida; we who sent guardians to kings [nos tutores misimus
regibus]; our generals sacrificed their lives to save their country; … [further exempla]  
… Who is there who cannot see that all these deeds and countless others besides were 
done by men who were inspired by the splendor of moral greatness [dignitatis] to forget 
all thought of personal interest [utilitatum], and are praised by us from no other 
consideration but that of moral worth [honestate]?”

- Cic. Fin. 5.65, 45 BCE

“ It is the consuls who ought to complain of these numerous and enormous 
injuries done to our allies, and to kings, and to free states.  Kings and other 
nations have always been guarded [tutela reges] by this magistracy. 

- Cic. Sest. 5.65, 56 BCE

 

Regardless of the historical truth.  In the 50s BCE the moneyer clearly thought his great 
grandfather fulfilled this role and numerous later writers believed him.  There even seems to be 
an allusion to the relationship in Cicero’s de Finibus, made in such a way as to be considered a 
well known historical exempla of Roman moral rectitude.  For our purposes the most important 
fact is the episode was known and accepted as a positive example of past Roman behavior, or 
mos maiorum.  The guarding, or perhaps we should say, ‘oversight’ of kings was considered part 
of responsibility of the highest Roman authorities.  I give the second passage that speaks in 
generalities from Cicero’s speech in defense of Sestius in 56 BCE as a parallel.  Read second 
quote. 
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… the Senate 
appointed M. 
Aemilius Lepidus, the 
Pontifex Maximus, to 
be guardian of the 
young boy, and sent 
him to Alexandria for 
that purpose. They 
made use of the 
sanctity of a famous 
and most upright 
person, experienced 
in public affairs and 
sacred rites; and 
required him to make 
time for a foreign 
mission, so that the 
credit and dignity of 
the city should not in 
any way be impaired 
…

Val. Max. 6.6.1

 

 

A tutor in Roman society was not as in modern English language a teacher, but rather a guardian 
or protector, and in legal terms a role played by an adult male over someone unfit to act on 
their own behalf, minors, women, and those considered of unsound mind.  The role is not one 
of subservience but of superiority.  The reverse echoes the power dynamic through its 
iconography.  We have an impressive hierarchy of scale between the two figures.  The togate 
Roman dominates the king.  [CLICK] Even the king’s spear scepter cannot reach above the 
Roman’s shoulder.  It is the Roman who bestows the diadem.  The SC over the arm probably 
refers to the authorization given by the Senate for the striking of this issue, but it could also be 
read as an indication that the act of bestowing a diadem is an action done under senatorial 
authority.  The placement of the other legends has been so carefully done so as to associate 
words and images that this potential double meaning of the SC seems likely to be intentional.  
Valerius Maximus’ account emphasizes the choice of guardian was made by the Senate and the 
selection of Lepidus was connected to his role as Pontifex Maximus and exemplary reputation.  
The hyperbole of Valerius’ account has caused some past scholars to think that the guardianship 
was over Ptolemy VI so later in Lepidus’ career or not at all.  But it seems more likely to me that 
the coin and the passage partake in a shared version of events emphasizing the moral lessons to 
be derived over and above any concern for chronological precision.  
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While not all crowning imagery makes explicit which party, the crowned or the crowner, is the 
more powerful, there is certainly a genre of the imagery well known in the Hellenistic period 
that removes any ambiguity through just such hierarchy of scale. I show a relief from the 
Athenian Agora in which a personification of the Demos crowns the honorand. 
 
 

RIC 1(2) 120, RPC I, 2221; 
c. 41-42 CE – Vienna GR 
31468

Nero and Agrippina; 
Aphrodisias

Constantine Sardonyx

 

The form of the reverse imagery derives from a traditional statue grouping.  We have testimony 
of such statue groups in Demothenes and Polybius, where one demos crowns another, and from 
Athenaeus where the demos of Corinth was shown crowning Ptolemy.  However, our most 
common surviving visual parallels are thanks to the adoption under the Roman empire of the 
same statue grouping of a divinity, one typically personifying a political authority, crowning the 
emperor.  The iconography dates back at least to the Julio Claudian period and continues 
through the Constantinian period and beyond.  I would argue that this preferred format with a 
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female crowning a male under the principate neutralizes the political ambiguity of the same 
type of imagery in the Hellenistic world into which the Romans entered and eventually 
dominated.   When one demos honored a king or another demos with the gift of such statue 
group it was a validation of the crowned BUT an action by which the crowner ALSO asserts their 
own power to be the legitimating authority of that power.  [CLICK] To understand the power 
dynamics of such crowning, we can recall Napoleon’s refusal to allow the Pope to crown him, 
instead opting to crown himself, before crowning Josephine as Empress.  Both the sketch and 
the painting are by the French realist David, but I prefer the sketch for all I doubt Napoleon or 
the pope would have.  In either case, we see Napoleon knew the lessons of history: accepting a 
crown meant acknowledging the authority of the bestower. 

 

Returning to the republican coin series, we can be confident that the power dynamics of this 
iconography were familiar, even ubiquitous, for the contemporary audience. And yet, the 
iconography plays with the traditional honorific types of crowning with the fillet of a winning 
athlete or victory’s laurel wreath. Instead, the Roman is bestowing the regal diadem on the 
Ptolemaic prince.  It’s reasonable to ask if we can be confident in this assertion that the object 
on the reverse is a diadem. It is small and indistinct, but the obverse clearly prepares us to see it 
as a diadem and an emblem of kingship and on some specimens I’d argue that the die engravers 
made some effort to show the fringes.  This crowning is not a literal part of any of our literary 
accounts of Lepidus and Ptolemy V and we have accounts of his actual coronation from other 
sources, including no less famous an epigraphic document as the Rosetta stone.  Nevertheless, I 
would argue that the appeal of this design for the moneyer and likely many of his immediate 
peers among Rome’s ruling elite was the presentation of Rome as the ultimate source of any 
regal authority within the Mediterranean.  
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…The Roman people has been in the habit of restoring their kingdoms even 
to those kings whom they have subdued in war … 

[Antiochus the Great … Attalus … Tigranes …] 

Pompey—after he had seen [Mithridates] in his camp as a suppliant and in 
an abject condition—raised him up and placed on his head 
again the insigne regium which he himself had taken off, and, 
having imposed certain conditions on him, ordered to continue king. And he 
thought it no less glorious for himself and for this empire, that the king 
should be known to be restored by him, than if he had kept him in bonds.

Cicero, Pro Sestio 57-58; 56BCE

et imperante populo Romano, qui etiam bello victis regibus regna reddere consuevit, …
… hunc Cn. Pompeius cum in suis castris supplicem abiectum vidisset erexit, atque
insigne regium, quod ille de suo capite abiecerat, reposuit et certis rebus imperatis
regnare iussit, nec minus et sibi et huic imperio gloriosum putavit constitutum a se 
regem quam constrictum videri. 

From R.A. Kaster’s 2006 
Commentary, p. 25

 

This conception of the Romans of themselves as kingmakers and arbitors of royal authority has 
perhaps its strongest articulation in Cicero’s Pro Sestio.  {READ TRANSLATION} This passage 
comes within Cicero’s detailed and of course highly opinionated narration of the events of 58 
BCE as part of his case defense of Sestius against charges of public violence against the public 
interest.  [CLICK] Cicero chooses to interpret the charge as political and thus dedicates a 
remarkable amount of the speech to an account of the relevant events.  I show here the outline 
of the speech from the introduction to Kaster’s commentary and largely follow his 
interpretation of the speech.  For Cicero the events of 59 to 57 BCE are very personal indeed 
because of his exile and return, and yet bigger questions held the attention of most of his fellow 
Roman elites and the passage [Click] recalling the restoration of kings at the hands of Roman 
commanders is with in the speech being used to contextualize the treatment and ongoing 
debates over the status of Ptolemy Auletes and his brother Ptolemy of Cyprus.   
 

PVIII Physcon

PIX Lathyros, d. 81 PX Alexander I, d. 88

On and off 
from 181 to 116!

On and off 
from 116 to 81!

Berenice III PXI Alexander II

PXII Auletes

Only 19 days!
Sulla’s Appointee 

Both captured by 
Mithridates on Cos

PVI Philometor

PV Epiphanes

~ 6 children ascending throne 
including Cleopatra VII

Cleopatra V
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I’m sorry to say at this point we need a little late Ptolemaic dynastic history to make sense of 
the coin.  This last portion of the family tree is in many ways the house that Rome built, 
sometimes through their intentional intervention but often through result of various policy 
decisions and their unintended consequences. The bloody conflict between Lathryros and 
Alexander for the Ptolemaic throne of Egypt was largely the result of their mother’s 
manueversto remain in power, and resulted in the evacuation of all of the possible heirs the 
island of Cos.  There they were captured by Mithridates.  One potential heir Alexander II 
escaped and fled to Sulla, who  briefly installed him on the Ptolemaic throne,  However once he 
murdered Berenice III he himself was in turn killed by the angry Alexandrians inside of a month. 
Auletes, the illegitimate son of Lathyros, then took the throne and his brother took Cyprus, both 
with Mithridates’ blessing.  Mithridates even betrothed his daughters to both men and Auletes 
took the surname, Neos Dionysos, echoing Mithridates' own choice.  There was speculation 
their mother was Egyptian, not Greek or Macedonian, perhaps a concubine, but currently some 
accept this mother was more likely to be Lathyros’ first Sister-Wife, Cleopatra IV.  The issues of 
legitimacy, ethnicity, and Pontic backing all are likely to have given the Romans some pause 
before acknowledging Auletes' kingship.  But for all the Roman rhetoric fixates on the 
illegitimacy, I would argue the legacy of Mithridates may have been a more authentic source of 
Roman anxiety. 

c. 117 BCE Birth, mother uncertain
109 Priest of Alexander and the Ptolemaic Kings
107 Remained in Alexandria when father flees
103 Sent Cos along with Ptolemaic treasury
88 Held hostage by Mithridates 
81 or 80 Succeeded his cousin, Sulla’s appointee 
76 Appointed pharaoh at Memphis
69 Sets aside Cleopatra V as co-regent; adopts epithet Neo Dionysus
65 Crassus as censor proposes annexing Egypt
63 Courts Pompey’s support and is rebuffed
60 Visits Rome
59 Recognized by Senate as king
58 Romans seize Cyprus from his brother; Domestic unrest causes him to flee Egypt and seeks Roman help

57 Back in Rome; Alexandrian envoys murdered; takes out loans from Romans
56 Travels to Ephesus
55 Restored by Gabinius to Alexandria without direct senatorial authorization; murder’s his daughter

51 Death after naming PXIII and Cleopatra VII as his successors

 
It is the Roman debate over Auletes and the fate of the Ptolemaic throne that makes the 
redating of this coin from the late 60s to the early 50s so important.  When we try to make 
meaning of this coin type we must consider that most likely it was struck after Auletes was 
officially acknowledged by the Senate as king and given a foedus.  In the 60s BCE there was a 
strong desire by many in Rome to acquire Egypt.  The matter coming up not only in the 65 but in 
63 with regard to Rullus’ agrarian legislation.  Using substantial bribes, Auletes secured official 
recognition only in the consulship of Julius Caesar and Bibulus, but his acknowledgement was 
also tied up in the machinations of the so-called first triumvirate and their own self interested 
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policies.  Auletes was, however, not well loved at home in Egypt, and was particularly despised 
by the Alexandrines who wanted to be recognized by Rome as an autonomous Greek polis.  
Envoys advocating this position were murdered on the journey from Puetoli to Rome in 57 at 
Auletes behest.  The coin likely predates that murder but it does seem to very clearly identify 
not Egypt but specifically the polis of Alexandria as the rightful domain of the Ptolemies.  The 
moneyer, the future triumvir, is not just celebrating the accomplishments of his ancestor, but 
holding up a version of those events to assert the morally correct relationship of Romans to the 
Ptolemaic dynasty, and by extension foreign kings more generally.  The young Lepidus was 
fighting hard to ensure his continued political status among the Roman elite.  His father you will 
remember had died in Sardinia back in 77, after his failed uprising during his consulship of 78.  
Lepidus’ mother was likely a daughter of Saturninus, and we do not know in what house he was 
raised.  However, around the same time as he struck this coin he also secured a marriage to 
Iunia the eldest daughter of Servilia, Brutus’ sister, and secured a place in the pontifical college.   
All signs that suggest he was effectively networking even with the handicap of a disgraced 
father, and a politically unknown grandfather.  It is little wonder that he sought to lean heavily 
on his great grandfather’s legacy and connect it to the questions of the contemporary political 
moment. 

62 BCE - Perseus 58 BCE - Aretas58 BCE – Ptolemy V

56 BCE –
Bocchus and 
Jugurtha

c. 55 BCE  –
Bacchius 
Judaeus

Brothers!

 

In the interests of time, I’m not going to go into such excruciating detail today on all these other 
types as I have with Lepidus’, but rather will try now to open up from the minutia and connect 
the Lepidus coin to what I see as a bigger trend.  Foreign kings in submission to Roman rule 
becomes a leitmotif on the coinage.  The trend starts in 62 with Lepidus’ older brother Paullus.  
The two brothers stay in dialogue but seem more often rivals than allies in our sources.  [CLICK] 
Paullus is no biological relationship to Aemilius Paullus, the conquerer of Macedonia, whom he 
celebrates on his coinage.  Instead, he makes use of a shared name to build a fictional 
relationship.  He also inflates the memory of Aemilius Paullus’ triumphs from two to three.   In 
his moneyership of 62, this brother is pursuing a political strategy of not just by seeking a 
connection with a desirable lineage, but also by building alliances with promising politicians of 
the older generation, especially Cicero and his suppression of the Catilinarian conspiracy. [Click] 
Paullus’ younger brother Lepidus is clearly inspired by this older brother’s strategy, but starts a 
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fashion for foreign kings not strictly deposed and conquered, but rather acknowledging Roman 
hegemony and retaining individual authority through the magnanimous actions of specific 
Romans. 

62 BCE -
Perseus

58 BCE -
Aretas

58 BCE –
Ptolemy V

56 BCE –
Bocchus
and 
Jugurtha

c. 55 BCE  
–
Bacchius 
Judaeus

Cornelia Metella

M. Aemilius Scaurus Faustus Cornelius Sulla

L. Cornelius Sulla FelixM. Aemilius Scaurus

 

Within this fashion for foreign kings there is another pair of brothers, or rather half brothers.  
Scaurus and Faustus are both sons of Cornelia Metella, although by different fathers, and both 
grew up in the shadow of Sulla and came to their political maturity under the mentorship of 
Pompey.   Both served with Pompey on his eastern campaigns making names for themselves in 
Judaea and Syria especially.  Scaurus was the elder by at least two years, but perhaps as much 
as 5 years or more.  Their respective quaestorships are separated by some 9 years. The elder 
introduces to the coinage the motif of the foreign king kneeling in supplication, iconography 
that was already well established in the monumental arts of the city of Rome.  Most specifically 
on the so called Bocchus monument, no long extant, but widely attested, and the inspiration for 
Faustus’  coin design.  All of the coins from the 50s celebrate a world view in which kings can 
exist in submission to Roman imperium and the Roman commanders who wield that power 
abroad.   

Cicero’s Response of the Haruspices; 56 BCE 

[54] We are warned to take care that the republic does not fall under 
the absolute dominion of a single individual [unius imperium]. And 
even if we were not led to this fear by the warning of the gods, still 
we ourselves, of our own accord, by our own senses and conjectures, 
should be forced to entertain it. 

For there is not usually any other termination to dissensions between 
eminent and powerful men, except either universal destruction, or 
the domination of the victorious party, or regal power [regnum]. 
Lucius Sulla, a most noble and gallant consul, quarreled with Caius 
Marius, a most illustrious citizen. Each of these men, when defeated, 
fell so completely that the conqueror became a king [regnaverit]. 
Cinna quarreled with his colleague Octavius. To each of these men 
prosperity gave kingly power [regnum], and adversity brought death. 
The same Sulla became victorious a second time. 
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And yet even as the Romans a formulating a self conception as king makers, they are also 
experiencing greater and greater anxiety about the threat of autocratic rule within the Roman 
state itself.  It is often hard to chose just the right quote to stand in for a mass of scrappy 
evidence, but this piece capture the oft repeated sentiment.  {READ text}  
 

RRC 425/1; c. 56 BCE – TU III 221/18

 

This coin type is made perhaps the same year as the Ciceronian speech from which I just 
quoted, just possibly a year later.  The moneyer is the step-father of the future Augustus, the 
man who raised him and advised him in his early years.  He is also son of the consul of 56 BCE.  
The gens Marcia has come under intense study lately and as Holkeskamp has rightly pointed out 
they were masters of promoting their own myth-history and weaving it into the story and self-
conception of Rome itself.  The moneyer of 56 BCE follows the tradition of previous moneyers in 
his gens by placing on the reverse his ancestor Tremulus whose equestrian statue stood in front 
of the temple of Castor in the Roman forum.  But he foregoes any punny allusion to 
Macedonian kings as his ancestors had done and rather embraces instead a familial connection 
to Rome’s fourth king Ancus Marcius.  He envisions a portrait for this legendary king and 
ancestor looking very much like any Hellenistic king replete with diadem.   

O346/1, 88 BCE O446/1, 48 BCEO404/1, c.72-66 BCEO344/1, 89 BCE  
We should not underestimate the impact of this obverse in the 50s BCE.  The Romans had 
shown surprisingly little interest in celebrating their own kings on their coins.  Romulus only 
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appears either in the prodigy of the wolf and twins or through reference to his apotheosis.  And, 
even these references are more minimal than one might assume.  There are only five issues 
with the wolf in twins over the whole course of the Roman republican series, and only two 
instances on the denarius series, and none in the first century BCE.  We have one reverse 
celebrating Numa offering sacrifice and another that might show Servius Tullius doing the same, 
but references to Roman kings are far and few between.  One the screen you see every head of 
a Roman king as king in the series and one might even throw out the two heads of Tatius as he 
might be being represented more as a reconciled enemy, than as a true king of Rome in his own 
right.  He certainly serves more than any thing as a pun on the moneyers’ cognomens, rather 
than as a direct ancestor.  Philippus’  Ancus of the mid 50s stands apart envisioning a different 
past and perhaps also facing a changing political landscape such as Cicero was directly speaking 
to in that last quote.  

O425/1, c. 56 BCE 

54 54

51 50

48 47

46 44

 

This coin of Philippus starts a fashion for ancestor portraits on coins from the second half of the 
50s (see Flower).  This emphasis on the power of the individual in Roman society and the 
placing of a Roman where normally a god or king appears, is happening simultaneously with 
Pompey’s rise to near absolutely power in the late 50s.  The Civil Wars of the early forties 
quickly evolve the practice.  Through 48 only past consuls are celebrated, but we think the 
Restio on the coin of 47 was only a tribune of the plebs and not a particularly famous one at 
that.  In 46 Pompey is only two years dead when the Pompeian cause begins to use his head on 
their coins and of course in 44 we famously get the head of the living Julius Caesar on the 
coinage.  This opens the flood gates of portraits of living Romans on the obverse of the coins.   
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54 54

 

When Brutus and Pompeius Rufus made their double headed coins in 54 BCE the were clearly in 
dialogue with each other.  We cannot know who made the choice first and whether they were 
though to be in opposition or collaboration with one another.   These odd coins were made in 
relatively small numbers compared with the dominant type selected by each moneyer for truly 
mass production.  The coins of Brutus are often used to illustrate his predisposition via family 
narrative to become a self-appointed tyrannicide. We know the rhetoric of both Brutus and 
Servilius Ahala as historical metaphors for the need to undo the current power of the 
Triumvirate, especially Pompey, had been in place from at least 59. That year during the Vettius 
Affair, Caesar has a so-called conspirator insinuate from the Rostra that, in a secret meeting, 
Cicero had said, "that there was need of some Servilius Ahala or Brutus being found".  The 
plebian aediles of 57 had Accius’ play the Brutus revived at the Floralia festival and we’re told by 
Cicero in 56 the audience on that occasion reacted strongly to the contemporary political 
resonances (Sest. 123). And 54, the same year as these coins, Cicero invoked Lucius Brutus as 
the UR-example of how not all men of highest rank share the same degree of glory.  However, in 
the coin series, there is an inherent tension between the anti-autocratic message of Brutus’ 
coinage, and his eagerness to honor the individual power and prestige of his ancestors, much as 
if they were themselves kings. {CLICK} Famously, of course, this is a tension that Brutus will 
never fully resolve for himself, as is well illustrated by this combination of his own portrait with 
the famous celebration of his slaying of Caesar on the Ides of March.  
 
Rufus’ coins are in many ways more shocking because of the proximity of the commemorated 
individuals to contemporary politics.  These two men were the joint consuls of 88, and were 
both the moneyer’s grandfather. His main type shows just his grandfathers’ curule chairs and 
symbols of their priesthoods.  The moneyer Rufus is competing for a stake in Sulla’s memory.  
The surprising thing is how valuable that memory is for contemporary political capital at the end 
of the republic.   For some, Sulla clearly represented the good ol’ days of law and order, a law 
and order tied up in his willingness to hold autocratic power and pass summary judgment when 
necessary.  Given the riots and open gang-fighting in Rome at this time, it is no surprise that 
some idealized  such firm top-down authority.  The regular cycle of elections was breaking 
down.  Intentional disruptions in 56 led to an interregnum and no other candidates but Crassus 
and Pompey for the delayed elections for 55.  The Censors of 55 never managed to complete 
their lustrum even though they were still in office in mid 54.  The anti-triumvirate consuls of 54 
embroiled themselves in elections scandals.   
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“C. Marius acted like a great citizen 
and public benefactor in crushing L. 
Saturninus, who had summoned the 
slaves to arms by showing them a 
pileus in lieu of a standard. But when 
L. Sulla and his army were breaking 
into the city he raised the pileus to 
call in the help of the slaves. So 
imitating the misdeed he had 
punished, he found another Marius 
to bring him down.”

C. autem Marius, cum magnum 
et salutarem rei publicae civem 
in L. Saturnino opprimendo 
egisset, a quo in modum vexilli 
pilleum servituti ad arma 
capienda ostentatum erat, L. 
Sulla cum exercitu in urbem 
irrumpente ad auxilium 
servorum pilleo sublato 
confugit. itaque, dum facinus 
quod punierat imitatur, alterum 
Marium, a quo adfligeretur, 
invenit.

Val. Max. 8.6.2

 

 

In the interests of time I’m going to skip the copious evidence that the 50s BCE generally saw 
positive, nostalgic portrayals of Sulla put forth not only by his son Faustus, but also a number of 
other descendants and members of the Senatorial Class.  In lieu of a full survey of that evidence 
I give you here a bit of Valerius Maximus (read translation).  The passage makes clear that Sulla’s 
violent actions against Marius were justified in light of the threat to the state.  While I don’t 
think we should believe that either in fact tried to rally servile allies, the accusation plays to the 
largest fears in Roman society and symbolizes the general threat to the social order posed in 
each case. 
 

BM 2002,0102.4374: British Museum; RRC 435/1; 53 BCE

confugiendum est itaque ad Messalae Coruini, disertissimi uiri, illam sententiam "pudet
imperii". 

I must fall back on the remarks of that great orator, Messala Corvinus, 
and say “I am disgusted with power”.  

- Sen. Ap. 10.2 ; deified Augustus speaking; Penguin trans.
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These scandals and subsequent civil unrest were so bad that the consuls of 53 were unable to 
enter office until July, and they were unable to themselves manage to hold elections for 52 
because of the actions of the candidates Milo, Hypsaeus and Clodius. For most of 52, Pompey 
was sole consul, but his son-in-law joined him in office for the final months of the year. It is 
finally in 53 that we finally get an explicitly anti-regal sentiment on the coinage, rather than 
experimentation with acceptable types of kingship and the function of kingship under Roman 
imperial rule.  Here, the curule chair, the symbol of Roman magisterial authority, is firmly set 
over and thus dominating the royal scepter and diadem of Hellenistic kingship.  The legend 
proudly announces that the moneyer’s father is consul at the moment of striking.  He has 
become consul despite scandals and turmoil that delayed his entry into the office until July and 
even in the face of the continued, and very deliberately planned, disruptions, his father was 
attempting to hold regular elections.  His father fails. There will be a series of interregnums and 
then Pompey’s sole consulship.  And yet this young moneyer and his father are in no doubt 
about what they are fighting.  They are fighting kingship.  Roman kingship.  Roman kingship that 
models itself on Hellenistic kingship.  There can be no good king if the republic is to survive.  
 
The coins help us see the degree to which the mid fifties BCE were a period of intense debate 
over autocratic rule, one I might argue that shaped the construction of not only Julius Caesar’s 
but Augustus’  choices. Curiously, we think the young man who made this coin is the very same 
as he who will go on to be appointed consul in 31 BCE over Antony and to be patron of the 
famous literary circle that included Tibullus and Sulpicia.  The same who was to be treated as an 
exemplary figure in the Principate and beyond.  In Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis, the deified 
Augustus is even made to quote him saying pudet imperii, power is shameful. 
 

 

 



Script for Vienna Talk 1/19/22.  Do not cite or quote without contacting author: yarrow@brooklyn.cuny.edu 
 

19 
 

Regal imagery become more and more sparse in the early forties, but the so called perpetual 
dictatorship of Julius Caesar, re enflames conversation about Rome’s relationship to kingship, 
most especially events like the Lupercalia of 44 BCE where he publicly rejects the diadem and 
yet leaves no one confident of his wishes or who was behind the offer in the first place, a 
delightfully messy historiographical tangle of texts and traditions, but not one for today.   We 
might expect a great deal of anti-regal in the imagery produced by the liberators, the theme 
being dominant in our literary sources.  Yet the coin imagery is surprisingly minimal. I show the 
two most explicit types.  The top coin uses the same symbolic vocabulary of the scepter and 
diadem as we saw on the coin of a decade earlier struck by Messala in response to Pompey.  
Victory surrounded by Brutus’  name and title strides over the broken scepter and holds before 
her the ripped diadem.  The bottom is a more obscure representation but seems to 
commemorate Cassius’ victory over the Rhodian fleet allied with the Caesarians.  Notice the 
diadem used for the Caesarians under the crab symbolizing Cos, where the battle was fought. 
 

you called me Tarquin, and Numa, and the third foreign king of Rome. …

do not call me a king, lest you be laughed at.  

Unless, indeed, it appears to be the conduct of a king to live in such a manner as not to be slave not 
only to any man, but not even to any passion; to despise all capricious desires; to covet neither gold 
nor silver, nor anything else; to form one's opinions in the senate with freedom; to consider the real 
interests of the people, rather than their inclinations; to yield to no one, to oppose many men. If 
you think that this is the conduct of a king, then I confess that I am a king. If my power, if my sway, 
it lastly, any arrogant or haughty expression of mine moves your indignation, then you should rather 
allege that, than stoop to raise odium against me by a name, and to employ mere abuse and insult. 

Tarquinium et Numam et me tertium peregrinum regem esse dixisti.  ...

neque regem, ne derideare. Nisi forte regium tibi videtur ita vivere ut non modo homini nemini sed ne cupiditati quidem
ulli servias, contemnere omnis libidines, non auri, non argenti, non ceterarum rerum indigere, in senatu sentire libere, 
populi utilitati magis consulere quam voluntati, nemini cedere, multis obsistere. si hoc putas esse regium, regem me esse
confiteor; sin te potentia mea, si dominatio, si denique aliquod dictum adrogans aut superbum movet, quin tu id potius
profers quam verbi invidiam contumeliamque maledicti? 

62 BCE, Cic., pro Sulla 22 & 25

 

As I said in the beginning What I think we’re seeing on the coins is an evolution in ideas about 
kingship that we can also see in our literary texts. Back in 62, In the aftermath of the Catilinarian 
conspiracy Cicero was upset by accusations that his behavior approached that of a king.  I have 
on the slide a portion of the Pro Sulla, but the accusation and Cicero’s rebuttals emerge 
elsewhere in his writings including in the more personal letters to Atticus.  In 62 BCE Cicero still 
thought he could make rhetorical hay out of the definition of kingship, emphasizing its positive 
characteristics, and embrace the descriptor as a form of praise even while denying any interest 
in authoritarian power.   
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“when Tarquin had been banished, the title of king came to be  as bitterly hated by the 
Romans as it had been longingly desired after the death, or rather the departure, of 
Romulus.  Hence, just as they could not bear to be without a king, so now, after the 
banishment of Tarquinius, they could not bear even to hear the title of king mentioned.”  

54 54

 

 

In 51 BCE Cicero sounds very different.  He tells us in the Republic, that the name of king is 
hated.  This idea that a word or a title rather than the institution or reality of autocratic rule is 
despised by the Roman will occur again  and again in writers under the early years of Augustus’ 
rule.   Pompieus Rufus the maker of these coins from 54 BCE will be exiled in 51 BCE and never 
heard of again.  Nevertheless his Sullan nostalgia, a nostalgia for a strong man to end the chaos 
will prove closer to the truth than Brutus’ historical fantasies.  


