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Hope Personified
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Peach blossoms (Wikimedia Commons. Photo by Berndthaller.)

N ancient Rome the goddess Spes was
the personification of hope. In Latin
the word ‘spes’ simply means ‘hope’. The
goddess was worshiped by the Romans
from the 3rd century BC and there were
several temples to her in Rome. The Roman historian Livy, writing during the
reign of the Roman emperor Augustus
(31 BC-14 AD) mentioned that one of
her temples was in the herb market in
Rome. She was particularly invoked for
births and marriages, and for good crops.
With the corona virus currently causing
disease and death all over world it is
timely to look at how the ancient Romans
portrayed Spes on their coins.
She was a popular goddess and appears
frequently on coins from Claudius in
the first century (Figure 1) to Galerius

I

at the beginning of the fourth century
(Figure 2). She appears on the reverse
usually with the legend SPES PVBLICA
(the hope of the people); and the implication was that the emperor on the
obverse would fulfil the people’s hope by
bringing prosperity. She does not appear
on coins during or after the reign of the
first Christian emperor Constantine the
Great (307-337) because he appears himself on the reverse riding a horse and
with the legend SPES REIPVBL (the
hope of the republic). (Figure 3) He was
very egotistic.
On the coins Spes is usually portrayed
as a young woman elegantly dressed
with a long skirt and a shawl with a
wavy edge that hangs down over her
right arm. On her head there is often a

tiara. In her right hand she holds a flower
because where there is a flower there is
hope of the fruit to come. She holds the
stem of the flower between her thumb
and index finger. In a dignified way she
walks to her right lifting her skirt with
her left hand to prevent tripping on it.
This might mean that one should be
careful as one moves forward into the
future. In the temples her idol probably
looked as she does on the coins because
some of the statues still exist at least
in part. In the Musée de la romanité in
Nîmes, France, there is a headless and
armless statue but we know it is Spes because the skirt has been lifted. (Figure 4)
The next emperor after Claudius to
put Spes on his coins was Vespasian
(69-79) and a wonderful image of her

Figure 1 – Brass sestertius of Claudius (41-54 AD) minted in Rome. 34 mms. Sear 1853.
(Numismatica Ars Classica NAC AG, Auction 114, Lot 1431)

Pius as his successor and the empire
prospered during his long reign. So, in
a way Spes did deliver something good.
Antoninus Pius was succeeded by Marcus Aurelius (161-180) and there is a
nice image of Spes on one of his denarii.
(Figure 10) On some coins Spes appears
without the shawl, as on a sestertius of

Figure 2 – Potin tetradrachm of Galerius (292-311) minted in Egypt. Potin is a dark-grey base
metal consisting mostly of copper. 18 mms. Sear 14434. (Pegasi Numismatics, Sale 154, Lot 276)

Figure 3 – Billon follis of Constantine I minted in London from 310 to 312. The battle of the
Milvian Bridge was in 312. 25 mms. Sear 16130. (Roma Numismatics Ltd, Auction 13, Lot 1280)

appears on a sestertius. She is not
named because everyone would have
known who she was. (Figure 5) Also
there is a rare sestertius on which Spes
offers a flower to Vespasian who stands
between his sons Titus and Domitian.
(Figure 6) They are dressed as soldiers
which means they were hoping for victory
in battle. Today that scene reminds us of
the hippies in the 1960s who were known
as flower people and peace children because they put flowers in soldiers’ guns.
Hadrian (117-138) issued an interesting series of gold coins. On the first Spes
appears on her own. (Figure 7) Then she
appears with Fortuna who holds a cornucopia and supports a ship’s rudder on
a globe. (Figure 8). Finally there is a figure with the attributes of both Fortuna
and Spes, although the legend names her
as Spes. (Figure 9) These aurei were
issued late in Hadrian’s reign when he
had adopted Aelius as his successor, and
sestertii with Aelius as Caesar on the
obverse were issued with the same
images on the reverse as Hadrian’s aurei,
i.e. Spes alone, Spes with Fortuna, and
the combination figure. Some numismatists (RIC II, p. 327) consider that Fortuna with her cornucopia represented
the fruition of the empire and Spes the
expectation of it. Sadly Aelius died suddenly on 1st January 138, which meant
that this huge numismatic build-up came

to nothing. Despite appealing to these
two goddesses, Hadrian’s expectations
were not met.
After the death of Aelius Hadrian’s
health deteriorated, but before he died
on 10th July 138 he adopted Antoninus

Figure 5 – Brass sestertius of Vespasian
minted at Rome in 76 AD. 33 mms. On the reverse SC (Senatus Consulto) means ‘by decree
of the Senate’. Sear 2336. (Bertolami Fine Arts,
Auction 6, Lot 830)

Figure 4 – Headless and armless statue of
Spes from the time of the Roman Empire.
(Wikimedia Commons. Photo by Finoskov)

Figure 6 – Brass sestertius of Vespasian minted
at Rome in 71 AD. 32 mms. Sear 2339. (Leu
Numismatik, Web Auction 3, Lot 826)

Figure 7 – Aureus of Hadrian minted at Rome in 137 AD. 19 mms. In the legend P.R (Populi Romani)
means ‘of the Roman people’. Sear 3420. (Numismatik Lanz München, Auction 94, Lot 476)

Severus Alexander (222-235). (Figures
11 and 12) She has a shawl and looks
pretty on the reverse of an antoninianus
of Claudius Gothicus (268-270). (Figure
13) If you are an actor or have an acting
streak you can pretend to be Spes. Put
a cloth around your shoulders and let it
hang down over your right arm. Then
take a flower in your right hand and
hold it out in front of you as you walk
slowly forward. With your left hand lift
your skirt if you are female or the left
leg of your trousers if you are male, and
think positively.
In the 3rd century the barbarians of
northern Europe began to copy the basemetal coins that were being minted in
the Roman Empire. The Roman emperors wore radiate crowns and the copies

Figure 8 – Aureus of Hadrian minted at Rome in 137 AD. 19 mms.
Sear 3393. (Leu Numismatik Web Auction 16, Lot 3509)

Figure 9 – Aureus of Hadrian minted at Rome from 134 to 138 AD. 19 mms. RIC II 275.
(Stack’s Bowers Galleries, Auction January 2013, Lot 5042)

Figure 10 – Denarius of Marcus Aurelius as Caesar minted at Rome in 145 AD. On the reverse
COS II refers to Marcus Aurelius and means ‘Consul for the 2nd time’. 20 mms. Sear 4783.
(Bertolami Fine Arts, Auction 24, Lot 779)

Figure 11 – Brass sestertius of Severus Alexander minted at Rome in 232 AD. 29 mms. Sear
8019. (Centre for Coins, Culture and Religious
History. cccrh.org)

Figure 12 – Reverse of the coin in Figure 11
with colour added.

are called ‘barbarous radiates’. Coins of
Tetricus and his son with Spes on the
reverse were often copied. (Figure 14)
According to David Sear, “The antoniniani of the late 3rd century, particularly
those of the emperors Claudius Gothicus, Tetricus I and Tetricus II, were frequently imitated in Gaul and Britain.
Some of these copies are almost as good
as the originals, but most are very crude
productions with badly blundered legends and almost unrecognizable types.”
Some are so badly copied that Spes looks
quite funny. (Figure 15) It is obvious that
some of these barbarian die-engravers
did not understand what was on the
original, and on their coins they seem to
have gone crazy! (Figure 16)
Hope (Elpis in Greek) does not appear
on Greek coins and with one notable
exception she does not feature in Greek
mythology or religion. The exception is
the story of Pandora’s box. It begins with
Prometheus who was the Titan who created men out of clay. He stole fire from
the gods to give to men, but this angered
Zeus, the chief of the gods, so much that
he punished Prometheus and decided to
play a trick on men. He created a woman
called Pandora, which means ‘all gifts’.
All the gods gave her gifts: Aphrodite
gave her beauty, Ares gave her courage,
and so on, but Zeus gave her curiosity.
He also gave her a box with instructions

not to open it. Of course she opened it and
all the evils that afflict human beings
flew out: Old Age, Sickness, Vice, etc.

Realizing that horrible things were
escaping from the box (Figure 17) Pandora snapped it shut, but in the bottom

Figure 13 – Reverse of a billon antoninianus of Claudius Gothicus with colour added. It was
minted at Milan in 268-9 AD. In the exergue P means ‘prima’ for the first officina (workshop). 19
mms. Sear 1134. (Centre or Coins, Culture and Religious History)

of the box was Hope and she did not escape. That is why even though human
beings suffer in so many ways they always have hope. Hesiod, the Greek poet
who first told the story in about 700 BC,
wondered why hope was in the box with
all the other evils, and then he realized
that she deluded men and told lies.

Figure 14 - Billon antoninianus of Tetricus II as
Caesar (273-274) minted at Cologne. 19 mms.
SPES AVGG means ‘The hope of the two Augusti’.
Sear 11292. (Classical Numismatic Group Inc.,
Electronic Auction 341. Lot 415. cngcoins.com)

In the Bible, in the New Testament,
hope (elpis) is an important and positive
concept. To have hope means to look forward expectantly for something good in
the future. For Christians the hope is
that the Kingdom of God, which Jesus
inaugurated, will become more of a reality. Although hope looks forward, a
person actually moves forward by faith.
So with hope there is faith; but as St
Paul said in his first letter to the Corinthians, “Faith, hope and love abide, but
the greatest of these is love.”

For people generally, hope is important. It motivates a person to keep trying, and the goal may not be in the fardistant future but something like just
having a good day. Essentially hope
means being positive, but sadly many
people today take a negative attitude to
life: they become depressed and dependent on drugs, sex, etc. Fortunately coin
collectors can own a coin with Spes on the
reverse and they can follow her example,
moving forward holding a flower in
front of them. (Figure 18) Eventually
there will be fruit, but surprisingly, as
for the emperor Hadrian, it might not
be what was expected: it might be a
strengthening of the soul or the realization that there is more than just the
material world. But today we all hope to
soon be free of the coronavirus.

Figure 16 – Barbarous radiate imitating the antoninianus in Figure 14. 15 mms. (Centre for
Coins, Culture and Religious History)

Figure 18 – Aureus of Domitian as Caesar (69-79)
minted at Rome in 74-5. The legend on the reverse refers to Domitian and means ‘Prince of
Youth’. 19 mms. Sear 2622. (Ira and Larry Goldberg Coins and Collectables, Auction 69, Lot 3524)
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Figure 15 – Barbarous radiate imitating the
antoninianus in Figure 14. 16 mms. (Classical
Numismatic Group Inc. Web Shop sale)

Figure 17 – ‘Pandora’ by Dante Gabriel Rossetti,
1871. (Wikimedia Commons)
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