View of the Roman Forum. (Wikimedia Commons)
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NE of the exhibitions that the Centre for Coins, Culture and Religious
History (cccrh.org) makes available for
schools and other organizations is about
the Roman Republic. It is entitled ‘The
Roman Republic: An Exhibition of Coins
and Other Objects’. Because the subject
is vast, any such exhibition has to be
selective and deal only with significant
aspects. Accordingly this exhibition provides only a brief overview, but hope-

fully the items displayed will be enough
to stimulate interest in this important
period in history.
According to the legend Rome was
founded by Romulus, one of the twin
sons of Mars, the god of war. The infant
twins would have died if a she-wolf had
not suckled them. Also a woodpecker sent
by Mars dropped fruit for the twins to
eat. Eventually they were found by a
shepherd called Faustulus and were

brought up by him and his wife. On a
denarius minted at Rome in 137 BC we
see Faustulus finding the twins. (Figure
1) He wears a broad-brimmed hat with
a tall top and leans on a staff. The woodpecker perches on a branch in a fig tree.
After the foundation of Rome there was
a shortage of women, and the men abducted some of the women of the neighbouring Sabine tribe. A denarius minted
at Rome in 89 BC shows two Roman

Figure 1 – Denarius minted at Rome in 137 BC by the moneyer Sex. Pompeius. The helmeted head of Roma is on the obverse. On the reverse the
twins Romulus and Remus are being suckled by a she-wolf. On the left FOSTLVS refers to Faustulus, the shepherd who found them. Sear 112.

men each carrying a Sabine woman.
(Figure 2) This event is usually called
‘the rape of the Sabine women’, but the
women were not raped: they were treated
with respect and eventually they decided
to stay with their Roman husbands. The
Sabine king, Tatius, became the co-ruler
of Rome.
Rome became a republic in 509 BC
when the last king, Tarquinius, was expelled. In the republic power was exercised by two consuls elected annually,
and they were advised by a council of
elders called the Senate. The city was
administered by elected officials called
magistrates, and one of these (the moneyer) was responsible for producing coins.
The name of the moneyer usually appears
on the coins.
In 390 BC Rome was sacked by a
marauding band of warriors from Gaul.
Subsequently the Romans focused on
becoming a military power. They expanded their territory, and by 272 BC
they ruled the whole of Italy. The military ethos of Rome is illustrated on a
denarius minted at Rome in 103 BC.
Mars, the god of war, is on the obverse,
and on the reverse two Roman soldiers
are fighting a barbarian warrior who has
horns on his helmet. The fallen Roman
soldier is being protected by his comrade. (Figure 3)
The first coins of the Republic were
minted in the 3rd century BC. They were
large bronze coins and often had the

Figure 2 – Denarius minted at Rome in 89 BC
by the moneyer L. Titurius L.f. Sabinus. King
Tatius is on the obverse. On the reverse Roman
men are carrying off Sabine women. Sear 249.

Figure 3 – Denarius minted at Rome in 103 BC by the moneyer Q. Minucius M.f.Thermus. Mars is on
the obverse. On the reverse Roman soldiers are fighting a barbarian soldier on the right. Sear 197.

Figure 4 – Bronze as minted at Rome, 211-206 BC. Diameter 30 mms. The two-faced head of
Janus is on the obverse. On the reverse there is the prow of a war galley. Sear 627.

Figure 5 – Diagram of the prow in Figure 4.

god Janus on the obverse and the prow
of a war galley on the reverse. (Figures
4 and 5) Janus has two faces to look to
both past and future. He was the god of
beginnings and endings, of coming and
going, and was consulted when any military operation was considered. Our words
‘janitor’ and ‘January’ come from Janus.
At the front of the war galley there is
a bronze projection for ramming enemy
ships. In the National Maritime Museum
at Haifa in Israel there is a bronze ram
that was recovered from the Mediterranean Sea. (Figure 6) It is from the 2nd
century BC and although thought to be
from a Greek warship the Roman naval
ram would have been similar.

The great rivals of the Romans for
power in the Mediterranean were the
Carthaginians. Originally from Phoenicia
they had built a trading empire centred
on their capital, Carthage, in what is now
Tunisia. Their coins often have their
goddess, Tanit, on them as well as horses
or horse’s heads. (Figure 7) Inevitably
there was war between Rome and Carthage. The First Punic War (264-241 BC)
was fought over Sicily. In 250 BC the
Roman general Lucius Caecilius Metellus defeated a Carthaginian army that
was attacking Panormus (modern Palermo) and captured their elephants. In
128 BC one of his descendants minted
a denarius with Roma on the obverse

Figure 6 – Bronze naval ram in the National Maritime Museum in Israel. (Wikimedia Commons)

and a goddess driving a chariot on the
reverse. (Figure 8) Under the horses
there is an elephant’s head with a bell
hanging below. It refers to the moneyer’s ancestor who had captured the
Carthaginian elephants.
In the Second Punic War (218-204 BC)
Hannibal invaded Italy but was eventually defeated, and in the Third Punic
War (149-146 BC) the Romans destroyed
Carthage. Becoming more powerful the
Romans advanced into Greece, and in
168 BC the Roman general Aemilius
Paullus defeated Perseus, the king of
Macedonia in northern Greece. His
kingdom came under Roman control,
and the coin in Figure 9 was minted
there from 158 to 150 BC. In 148 BC
Macedonia became a Roman province.
On the obverse of the coin the goddess
Artemis is on a Macedonian shield, and
on the reverse there is the club of Heracles (Hercules to the Romans) and the
thunderbolt of Zeus (Jupiter). By advancing to the east the Romans came under
the strong influence of Greek culture.
In 133 BC Attalus III, the king of
Pergamum in Asia Minor, died and to
everyone’s surprise he bequeathed his
kingdom to the Romans. On the obverse
of a coin minted at Pergamum from 133
to 67 BC (Figure 10) there is a wreath
of oak leaves surrounding a basket from
which a snake emerges. This image refers
to the mystical rites of Dionysus who

Figure 7 – Carthaginian bronze coin probably minted in Sardinia, 300-264 BC. Tanit is on the obverse and a horse’s head is on the reverse. Like Sear, Greek Coins, 6525.

Figure 8 – Denarius minted at Rome in 128 BC by an anonymous moneyer. Roma is on the obverse.
On the reverse a goddess drives a chariot. Below the horses there is an elephant’s head. Sear 138.

Figure 9 – Tetradrachm minted at Amphipolis
when Macedonia was under Roman rule, 158150 BC. Diameter 32 mms. On the obverse Artemis is on a Macedonian shield. On the reverse
there is a club in a wreath with a lightning bolt
on the left. Like Sear, Greek Coins,1386.

was the god of wine and revelry. He was
a popular god in Asia Minor. On the reverse there is a bow case between two
snakes. Snakes were associated with
Dionysus and were also involved in
healing practices. On the right of the

reverse there is the snake-entwined staff
of Asklepios, the god of medicine. At
Pergamum there was a temple complex
dedicated to him and large numbers of
people who needed healing went there,
making Pergamum a very rich city.

The Romans were gaining more territory and wealth, with the result that in
Italy the rich grew richer but the poor
remained poor. In Rome the Gracchus
brothers, Tiberius (163-133 BC) and
Gaius (154-121 BC) began radical reforms. They wanted to distribute some
of the land controlled by rich landowners to the poor. The coin in Figure 11
was minted at Rome in 155 BC and cir-

Figure 10 – Tetradrachm minted at Pergamum from 133 to 67 BC. On the reverse a snake emerges
from a basket (Cista Mystica) within a wreath. On the obverse there is a bow-case between
snakes with the staff of Asklepios on the right. Sear, Greek Coins, 3947.

Figure 11 – Denarius minted at Rome in 155 BC by the moneyer Pinarius Natta. Roma is on the
obverse with X (10 asses) behind her head. On the reverse Victory drives a chariot. Sear 77.

Figure 13 – Denarius minted at Rome in 82 BC
by L. Cornelius Sulla and L. Manlius Torquatus.
Roma is on the obverse, and Sulla drives a
chariot on the reverse. Sear 286.

Figure 12 – Bronze coin minted at Sinope in 80 BC. Diameter 31 mms. Athena is on the obverse.
On the reverse Perseus holds the severed head of Medusa and the sword he used. Sear, Greek Coins, 3707.

Figure 14 – Bronze as of Sextus Pompeius, younger son of Pompey the Great, minted in Sicily, 4336 BC. Diameter 29 mms. On the obverse the faces of Janus are those of Pompey the Great. On the
reverse the prow of a war galley refers to the naval battles in which Sextus was involved. Sear 1394.

culated during the period of the reforms.
It has Roma on the obverse and Victory
driving a chariot on the reverse.
In the east the Romans were opposed
by Mithradates VI (120-63 BC). He was
the king of Pontus in the north of Asia
Minor, and he fought three wars against
the Romans. He was born at Sinope, a
city on the shore of the Black Sea, and
it became his capital. On a coin minted
at Sinope in 80 BC the goddess Athena
wears a helmet decorated with horses.
On the reverse the hero Perseus stands
holding the head of Medusa in his left
hand and the harpa (a type of sword)
with which he cut off her head. (Figure
12) Such imagery illustrates the influence of Greek culture in Asia Minor.
In the first Mithradatic War (88-66
BC) Mithradates occupied the Roman

Figure 15 – Slingshot of Cnaeus (or Gnaeus) Pompeius, elder son of Pompey the Great.

Figure 16 – Slinger swinging his sling to fire a slingshot. (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 17 – Rusted spearpoint (or spearhead)
from the time of the Roman Republic.

province of Asia, which included Pergamum. Also, aided by the Athenians, he
occupied large parts of Greece, but after
being defeated by the Roman general
Sulla in Greece in 85 BC he retreated
from Greece. When Sulla returned to
Italy in 83 BC he led his army against
the government of Rome and a brutal
civil war ensued. Sulla emerged victorious and became a dictator. On a denarius minted at Rome in 82 BC Roma is
on the obverse, and on the reverse Sulla
drives a chariot in a triumphal proces-

sion in Rome while Victory flies towards
him with a wreath. (Figure 13)
Mithradates continued to oppose the
Romans and in 66 BC the Roman general Pompey defeated him in Asia Minor.
Pompey went on to make Syria a Roman
province and became very influential in
Rome. We can see what he looked like
because his son, Sextus, put his features
on Janus on a large bronze coin minted
in 40 BC. (Figure 14)
Pompey became a rival of Julius
Continued overleaf

Figure 18 – Denarius minted at Rome in 80 BC by the moneyer L. Procilius. Jupiter is on the obverse with SC (Senatus Consulto, by decree of the Senate). On the reverse Juno is about to
throw a spear. Sear 306.

Figure 19 – Denarius minted at Rome in January-February 44 BC. Julius Caesar is on the obverse.
On the reverse the goddess Venus holds Victory on her right hand. Julius Caesar claimed that
he was descended from Venus. Sear 1408.

Figure 20 – Bronze coin minted at Pergamum showing Octavian on the obverse. On the reverse
CA probably means ‘Commune of Asia’. RPC, Vol. I, 4103.

Caesar who defeated him at Pharsalus
in Greece in 48 BC, but Pompey’s sons,
Cnaeus and Sextus, supported their
father’s cause even after his death.

They fought against Julius Caesar but
were defeated by him at Munda in
Spain in 45 BC. In Figure 15 we see a
lead slingshot that was probably fired in

Figure 21 – Denarius of Mark Antony probably minted in Greece in 40 BC. On the obverse Mark
Antony seems to have a broken nose, not unexpected in a Roman general. The prow on the reverse refers to his fleet of warships. Sear 1472.

Figure 22 – Denarius of Mark Antony probably minted in Greece, 32-31 BC. On the obverse there
is a war galley. On the reverse there is LEG XII (12th legion) and a legionary eagle between two
standards. Crawford 544/26.

the battle. We know this because it has
the abbreviated name of Cnaeus on it:
CNMAG (Cnaeus Magnus). Such slingshots were as lethal as bullets are today
and are sometimes called slingbullets. In
Figure 16 a soldier is about to release
one from his sling. He has more in his bag.
Spears were also commonly used by
soldiers in the time of the Roman Republic. In Figure 17 we see a Republican
spearpoint, and on a denarius minted at
Rome in 80 BC the goddess Juno holds
a shield and is about to throw a spear
with the same point. (Figure 18) All of
these weapons were used by Julius Caesar in his successful campaigns in Gaul
(modern France). In 49 BC he invaded
Italy and became a dictator, but on 15th
March 44 BC he was assassinated at a
meeting of the Senate in Rome. He died
at the foot of a statue of Pompey. There
is a realistic portrait of him on a denarius minted at Rome early in the same
year. (Figure 19)
Julius Caesar was succeeded by his
grand-nephew Octavian. (Figure 20) He
was initially aligned with the Roman
general Mark Antony (Figure 21) but
they became enemies when Mark Antony
joined with Cleopatra, the queen of
Egypt. In preparation for a great battle
Mark Antony minted a large number of
denarii with the names of his legions on
them. (Figure 22) Octavian defeated
Mark Antony and Cleopatra in the naval
battle at Actium on the west coast of
Greece in 31 BC. He then became the
sole ruler of the Roman Empire and in
27 BC the Senate gave him the title
‘Augustus’, which became synonymous
with ‘emperor’, and the Roman Republic
came to an end.
✩ ✩ ✩

