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A WOLF IN WOLF’S CLOTHING: 
LUPA CAPITOLINA 

Along with the Colosseum and the Trevi Fountain, the 
bronze statue of a she-wolf suckling Romulus and Remus 
in display at the Capitoline Museum is one of the most 
iconic symbols of the city of Rome. Used as a logo for 
the city’s football club since 1927, drawn on the poster 
of the 1960 Summer Olympics, or sold as a small plastic 
reproduction by souvenir stalls in via dei Fori Imperiali, 
this image of the twin orphans adopted by the she-wolf, 
known as the ‘Lupa Capitolina’, acts as modernity’s 
powerful link to the foundation myth of Rome and its 
ancient Roman uses.

In a speech against Catiline in 63BCE, Cicero attests that 
in his days a statue portraying the she-wolf suckling the 
twins was displayed on the Capitoline Hill, while in his 
Roman Antiquities the Greek scholar Dionysius (active in 
Rome a generation later or so), combining his interests 
in rhetoric and antiquarian research, reports that an 
archaic-looking statue, portraying this very scene, could 
be seen in a shrine at the foot of the Palatine Hill. Livy, 
approximately his contemporary, tells us that, in the 3rd 

century BCE, in the same area a statue representing the 
two founders of Rome as infants was added to the image 
of a she-wolf.

Something similar happened to the ‘Lupa Capitolina’. 
When in 1471 Pope Sixtus IV gifted some ancient bronze 

statues to the city of Rome, two statuettes of little babies 
were commissioned from the contemporary sculptor 
Antonio del Pollaiolo to be added to the bronze she-
wolf (at the time regarded an archaic work) to mark 
the continuity with Roman tradition by the use of this 
powerful imagery. The archaic origin of the wolf statue, 
however, firmly and authoritatively established by 18th-
century scholar Johann Joachim Winckelmann, has been 
called into question by recent chemical analysis of the 
material. According to these new studies, the wolf was 
crafted around the 11th/ 12th century CE. However, if the 
technique seems to be unknown to the Etruscan-Roman 
world, the style seems closer to Roman art works. The 
debate rages, the jury is still out. 

Still, the fact remains that the very monument which, 
in the eyes of the world, evokes the legendary origin 
of Rome, is the result of a forgery: composed of a 
couple of plump Renaissance cherubs and, possibly, a 
medieval beast. It is a compelling reminder of how often 
a mythological past is so successfully re-invented to 
achieve contemporary ends.

This article arises from the European funded project 
FRRAnt, ‘The Fragments of the Roman Republican 
Antiquarians’, previously based at UCL and now in the 
process of being transferred to Oxford University.  

Lupa Capitolina: she-wolf with Romulus and Remus. Bronze, 13th-century AD (the twins are a 15th-century addition), image © Merulana via Wikimedia 
under Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license.
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FALSI TITULI 

Students of the ancient world have long grappled with 
the evolving concepts of fakes and forgeries. Inscriptions, 
often considered immutable historical documents, have 
been subjected to manipulation and misinterpretation 
throughout history.

In ancient Rome, the practice of forging inscriptions 
seems to have taken root as early as the 5th century 
BCE. Livy recounts an intriguing case where a forged 
inscription (falsus titulus) was created to bolster the 
reputation of Lucius Minucius, a Roman magistrate who 
falsified his cursus honorum—essentially his résumé—by 
producing a counterfeit epigraphic document to enhance 
his political standing.

But what exactly constitutes a forged inscription? The 
answer is not always straightforward. In late medieval 
Padua, a Roman funerary inscription was unearthed. 
It commemorated a man named Titus Livius Halys, 
whom scholars of the time hastily identified as the 
Roman historian Livy, a native of the city. Celebrated by 
humanists, including Petrarch, the inscription became a 
source of civic pride and even an object of pilgrimage. 
It was eventually placed in Padua’s medieval town hall, 
where it remains today. Only in the 16th century did 
scholars recognise that the text referred to a freedman 
named Livius, not the famous historian. Is this inscription 
a forgery? Not at all—it is a genuine ancient artefact 
whose interpretation had been distorted and re-shaped 
to serve an ideological purpose.

By the 15th and 16th centuries, however, true cases 
of epigraphic forgery became increasingly common. 
Renowned figures like Annius of Viterbo and Pirro Ligorio 
actively fabricated inscriptions, whether on paper or 
durable materials such as stone or metal. Humanists of 
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the time began to identify the key factors which enabled 
forgeries to circulate: the inability personally to inspect 
every inscription (what modern epigraphers call autopsy) 
and the frequent relocation of inscribed objects, which 
disrupted their original contexts and made them harder 
to verify.

In the mid-19th century, Theodor Mommsen pioneered a 
rigorous methodology for epigraphic criticism, grounded 
in positivist principles. In his Corpus inscriptionum 
Latinarum he included all inscriptions—genuine, suspect, 
and forged. Crucially, he judged the trustworthiness 
of transcribers, rejecting entire bodies of evidence 
first recorded by an alleged forger. By introducing 
geographical organisation and systematic classification, 
he established a framework that has shaped the study of 
epigraphy to the present day.

Today, epigraphic criticism refines Mommsen’s approach 
by distinguishing falsae into three categories: deliberate 
forgeries created for gain or fraud, faithful copies for 
study or preservation, and re-elaborations inspired by 
ancient texts without claims to genuineness. Modern 
analysis recognises that detecting a forger’s intent 
remains a complex and nuanced challenge. Digital 
resources and technological tools, including Artificial 
Intelligence, are reshaping the study of forgeries, offering 
new methods for analysis and interpretation.

1724 engraving of Livy’s alleged funerary monument displayed in Padua’s 
medieval town hall (public domain) 

A forged inscription produced by Annio da Viterbo at the end of the 15th century 
(photograph © Sailko 2017, reproduced under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 
Unported license)


