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Mars, the she-wolf, and the Roman community 
 

Jaclyn Neel, Carleton University 
 

The Roman she-wolf, nurse of Romulus and Remus and one of the earliest symbols of Rome, has rarely been analyzed in depth (exceptions include Dulière 1979; Mazzoni 2010; Prescendi 
2024). Yet her role as symbol of the city and nurse of its founders has led to broad generalizations, including in antiquity: that the Romans were fierce and bloodthirsty (Trogus 38.6.7-8) or 
that the story of the twins’ rescue reflected a more rustic era of Rome (Prop. 4.1; Dion. Hal. 1.79.8; cf. Kossaifi 2010). The question “why a wolf” has generally been glossed over in scholarship, 
with the explanation that the wolf was Mars’ special animal (e.g. Martínez Pinna 2011; Hraste and Vuković 2015). A linguistic survey of Greek and Roman texts suggests that the line of 
causality may lie in the opposite direction: that is, Mars becomes associated with the wolf via the foundation myth. Republican authors mentioning wolves do not use the word Martis, but rather 
adjectives (such as martialis) that are also applied to other animals unconnected with Mars. This usage suggests that other explanations for the appearance of the she-wolf must be sought, 
as Bettini (2013) has argued for other myths: wolves are both allotrophic and territorial, characteristics that are important within the broader foundation legend. The she-wolf thus offers herself 
as a role model for the nascent Roman community. 
The significance of the she-wolf evolves over time; in the Principate, authors unequivocally associate the wolf with Mars. This development affects our understanding both of the twins (see 
e.g. Neel 2015) and of changes to Mars’ worship in the Republic and Principate (see e.g. Giannotta 2003). Most notably, the domestication of the wolf as Mars’ animal may reflect the Augustan-
era shift from Mars as a god of protective war to Mars as a deity of preserving peace (see e.g. Bianchi 2016; Cunha 2021). 
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Reading Multilingual Inscriptions: Visual Organisation and the Construction of Audiences in the Graeco-Roman World 

 

Sara Chiarini, University of Potsdam 

 
Since the fundamental works by James Adams appeared around twenty years ago (above all Adams 2003), several attempts have been done to classify the epigraphic evidence for bi- 
or multilingualism in the ancient Mediterranean world as well as to define the writing (and speaking) habits of the communities involved. The most recent contribution on this topic, offered 
by Maria José Estarán Tolosa (2016), aptly warns from a too immediate association between the mastery of a certain language and the assimilation of the respective cultural identity. 
Even the latest scholarship is however still bound to a text-based approach which neglects the visual features involving the framing and the arrangement of the text on the inscribed 
object. Such inferences are methodologically problematic, particularly because written multilingual practices cannot be straightforwardly equated with patterns of spoken language use. 
A readership-based approach to the study of multilingual and multiscriptural inscriptions in the Graeco-Roman world is proposed here instead, shifting attention from the linguistic 
competence and ethnolinguistic identity of the authors to the audiences for whom these texts were produced. The visual organisation of the inscriptions can provide important evidence 
for understanding their intended readership. 
Focusing particularly on bi-version bilingual inscriptions, I will examine how spatial arrangement, graphic separation, framing devices, letter size, and the positioning of different linguistic 
versions shape the reading experience. Examples from different areas of the Mediterranean basin, especially from Roman North Africa, demonstrate a spectrum ranging from strongly 
separated linguistic versions to layouts in which the languages are visually intertwined. Where separate versions are spatially or graphically distinguished, the layout can suggest that 
each linguistic component was intended to be independently comprehensible, thereby accommodating monolingual as well as bilingual readers. Conversely, when different languages 
are closely integrated or interwoven within the same textual sequence, the inscription appears to presuppose a readership capable of navigating both linguistic codes. 
On this basis, the paper proposes a twofold layout-based taxonomy distinguishing inscriptions in which bilingual readership is expected from those in which it is not. Rather than replacing 
existing text-based classifications, this approach complements them by introducing visual organisation as an additional analytical criterion. Systematic application of this method to 
multilingual epigraphy could contribute to reconstructing the linguistic landscapes of ancient communities by providing evidence for the coexistence of monolingual speakers and bilingual 
populations. 
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