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In 2015, F. Marcattili published a marble head of a young woman,1 found in 1942 

near the temple of Veiovis on the Capitolium and believed to belong to a statue of a Muse by 

Philiscus. Reconsidering the place of find as well as other details, Marcattili quite 

convincingly identified the artefact as a head of Luna. However, since there is no sanctuary 

of Luna nor Diana attested on the Capitolium, he goes even further linking this divinity as 

well as the marble head with the mythological figure of the infamous traitress Tarpeia, who 

– as well as her name – are quite inseparable from the most sacred hill of Rome.  

Marcattili’s presumption is in accord with a relatively frequent opinion based on the 

interpretation of the figure of Tarpeia on the Basilica Aemilia frieze, that Tarpeia was 

originally worshipped and portrayed as a kind of a heroine and that her figure as well as her 

story reflect her prehistoric connections to some deities, besides Luna, also to Juno or Mars.2  

I argue that there is hardly any valid support for such far-reaching conclusions neither 

in the iconography of Tarpeia nor in the literary sources, despite some form of worship of 

Tarpeia on the Capitolium being implied by some ancient authors.3   

In this thesis, I propose another interpretation and I try to demonstrate that Tarpeia 

was not portrayed as an Amazon or an epiphanic divinity performing velificatio,4 not even a 

heroine sacrificing herself for her homeland,5 but that all surviving depictions show her in 

accordance with the majority of ancient authors as a damnable traitress, an exemplum, and 

that her appearance as well as the broader iconographic scheme is totally dependent on the 

Greek and Etruscan imagery of female trespassers and offenders in general.  

In the first part of my thesis, the image of Tarpeia in the Greek and Roman literary 

sources is discussed, together with other mythological parallels to her story. Consequently, 

the basic iconographic schemes in the surviving Roman visual sources – the Basilica Aemilia 

frieze6 and the denarii of L. Titurius Sabinus7 and P. Petronius Turpilianus8 – are analysed. All 

of them show congruence in the basic iconographic scheme depicting a frontal figure of a 

kneeling or standing young woman covered with shields up to her hips that forms the focal 

                                                           
1 Deposited in the Musei Capitolini, Centrale Montemartini.  
2 La Penna 1957; Mazzei 2005; Marcattili 2015.   
3 Dion. Hal., Ant. Rom. 2.40.3; Plut. Rom. 18.1. Fest. 464.  
4 Welch 2015; Mazzei 2005; Marcattili 2015. 
5 Carettoni 1961:31. 
6 Carettoni 1961; Furuhagen 1961; Simon 1966; Albertson 1990.  
7 RRC 334/1.  
8 RIC I2 Augustus 300.  



point and main vertical axis of the composition, eventually supplemented by other figures. 

The dependence of all three types on a long established common prototype is evident.9 

On the other hand, all three types of the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia differ 

substantially in more particular details (dress, hairstyle, gesture), not mentioning the 

number and arrangement of other figures. Moreover, since the Turpilianus coins seem to be 

the earliest surviving depiction of Tarpeia, the possibility that they – as work of minor art – 

could have influenced the major one is highly implausible. Thus, the presumption that all the 

three types stem from a common earlier unpreserved iconographic prototype10 is confirmed.  

Consequently, possible compositional parallels of the Punishment of Tarpeia in the 

Etruscan and Greek art are investigated. While the ancient literary sources, beginning with 

the legendary Scylla, 11 know a good deal of girls who, having betrayed the native city for 

love or for the love of gold, are destroyed by their very beneficiaries, such scenes – quite 

surprisingly – do not appear in the Greek nor in the Etruscan visual arts. Thus, another 

source of inspiration has to be searched for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia. In 

contrast to the contentual similarities of the stories of traitresses, it is especially the shields 

used as an instrument of the punishment that are recognized as a highly unique element in 

Tarpeia´s story.  

The Etruscan relief urns show two scenes featuring the shields and other defensive 

armour used as lethal weapons.12 However, since the central figure being attacked by them 

does not seem to be a passive female, but on the contrary a male warrior defending himself 

actively from two other attackers and since we do not know the story behind them, 

especially its eventual relation to the theme of a punishment, I do not consider these works 

to be a particular source of inspiration for the Tarpeia scheme.  

Since in the Greek art the stories of traitresses linked closely to that of Tarpeia do not 

occur or have not survived, I assume that when looking for a model for the iconographic 

scheme of the Punishment of Tarpeia it is necessary to focus not only on loose visual 

parallels, but on the contentual ones as well. Thus, I examine the scenes portraying female 

(Clytemnestra, Dirce) as well as male transgressors (Myrtilos, Oedipus, Dolon, Caeneus) as 

well as female victims (Andromeda, Polyxena) and I suggest them as possible models.  

                                                           
9 Carettoni 1961:27.  
10 Toynbee 1956:222-223. 
11 Apollod. 2.4.7.  
12 Maggiani 1992:5–10.  



All of them portray a figure standing or kneeling frontally in the centre of the scene 

being attacked usually from both sides and creating thus a more or less symmetric triangular 

composition. Since these figures are mortals and linked more or less closely to the theme of 

a punishment, even of a betrayal, I consider them to be evidence that the image of Tarpeia, 

though portrayed frontally, is not intended as a divine epiphany.  

The symmetric iconographic composition of the scenes of punishment is typical for 

the Etruscan imagery, however, it originated quite a bit earlier in the Greek visual arts.  

Having discussed those proposed models for the basic iconographic scheme of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia, in the second part of the thesis minor but no less important and 

crucial details of the related scenes are examined – the dress and especially its partial 

absence or total removal, hairstyle and the gestures of the focal figure in particular. Besides 

the scenes already brought in I analyse also more distant and less remarkable iconographic 

analogies found in the Greek, Etruscan and Roman arts to support my assumption that the 

imagery of the Punishment of Tarpeia is deeply rooted in the visual traditions and 

conventions of the Greek art even in minor detail.  

One of the most crucial and eye-catching iconographic features in the case of female 

transgressors is bared breast. It has long been recognized to be a mark of a woman facing a 

fatal violent attack in the visual arts.13 I propose the category of female trespassers forms a 

special individual group encompassing the offenders being punished for a transgression of 

social or gender norms by committing an offence against their blood relatives or their 

husbands or against gods (hybris). These female transgressors threatening the social as well 

as divine order usually meet a violent end from their own kin or even by their own hand. 

Nevertheless, into the same category belong also the innocent victims who suffer for the 

deeds of their wretched parents (Iphigenia, Niobids) as well as the Amazons, trespassers of 

natural law, depicted as violently treated women about to die in scenes of combat – hence, I 

argue, the often mentioned similarity between them and Tarpeia, in my opinion more a 

superficial analogy resulting from their shared general imagery of transgressors. Quite a 

surprising exception is Helen, who – despite being considered a paradigm of an unfaithful 

wife – survives and her iconography is quite different and definitely does not correspond 

with that of other traitresses.  

                                                           
13 Bonfante 1997:175, Stewart 1997:26, Cohen 1997:79. 



Having discussed the various functions of the dress and especially its absence or 

partial removal as well as drifty inflated veil that seem to indicate a loss of protection in the 

scenes of punishment I suggest the exposed breast as a result of the loosening of the robe 

points not only to the violent character of the situation ending with the death of the figure. 

It is a reminder of a terrible guilt that cannot be hidden and it also seems to refer to 

maternity that is betrayed (in the case of the transgressor herself) or unfulfilled (in the case 

of virgins punished for the crimes of their parents). Any erotic connotations of bared breasts 

are highly unlikely and unintended in terms of this category.  

Considering the treatment of hair in the scenes of punishment, it is usually not only 

unkempt – not surprisingly, given the situation and emotional as well as physical state of the 

victim – but in many scenes it is also surprisingly short, reminding us of the hair of barbarian 

women in the visual arts. However, I guess it does not point to a ‘barbarity’, but in more 

general terms to an otherness, a strangeness of the trespasser that has no place amongst us, 

in ‘our’ ‘normal’ world.  

In the case of the denarii of Turpilianus, I suggest that on some specimens Tarpeia is 

wearing Vestal insignia referring to her alleged priestly status.  

As for the gestures of the figures in the scenes of punishment, supplication is most 

likely and natural. However, given the strict frontality of Tarpeia, her rendering recalls the 

composition of the Etruscan urns pointing to the utmost fatality, hopelessness and 

irreversibility of her situation, but also to the restoration of balance and divine order.  

Considering the scenes portraying the trespassers being punished or dying and given 

the means of expression as well as the general composition, it is apparent that those females 

are absolutely lacking the usual attributes of a decent honourable woman. The way of 

portraying them even in a humiliating way with their chests exposed confirms that they are 

presented as un-feminine negative characters, opposites to modest loyal wives.  

The fact that the same means of expression are used in the case of Tarpeia attests 

that she was not seen as a positive heroine intending to deceive the Sabines and save her 

city as some authors imply. Her imagery clearly refers to that of trespassers and traitors. 

Indeed, there was hardly any reason to portray Tarpeia as an Amazon. However, there were 

pretty good reasons to depict her as a hostile, un-feminine, treacherous offender of gender 

norms who harms her own kin, crosses social and gender boundaries, opposes the natural 

order and has to be destroyed, erased, removed. In this respect, it makes sense if also 



Caeneus – a hero that also challenges boundaries and transgresses the gender norms in very 

special way changing intentionally her/his own sex – could have been used as one of the 

models for the scene of the Punishment of Tarpeia. Through his death order is restored – the 

corpse is that of a woman – and in the Underworld, Aeneas meets Caenis, not Caeneus.14  

If the iconographic scheme of the Punishment of Tarpeia was inspired by the above 

proposed and analysed Greek and Etruscan iconographic sources, we are facing another 

example of Roman adaptation of the Greek model. However, not a slavish one, but with 

many original modifications. Thus, Tarpeia is portrayed not only as a female trespasser on 

the denarii of Turpilianus. With the combinations of her priestly attributes and ‘barbarian’ 

look she becomes an ‘alien Vestal’, a living cautionary tale of what a Vestal definitely should 

not be.  

Proceeding from this conclusion, the last part of the thesis is concerned with the 

considerable potential of the punishment scenes as a means of political allegory and 

propaganda. Dealing with the most notorious interpretations of the Hanging Marsyas15 and 

the Farnese group16 I finally turn back to Tarpeia. Discussing the possible connection of the 

Punishment of Tarpeia on the Turpilianus denarii and the case of Egnatius Rufus, proposed 

by J. D. Evans,17 I reconsider the previous interpretations of the coinage of L. Titurius 

Sabinus18 and I suggest that even in this case the image of the Punishment of Tarpeia may 

refer to a particular historical event – the proposal of the enfranchisement of the Allies on 

the eve of the Social War by M. Livius Drusus, his violent death and the following trials 

against his partisans – quite current events at the time when the Titurius’ coins were minted.  

Thus, I guess, did the marble head from the temple of Veiovis belong to the statue of 

Tarpeia as Marcattili suggests, her appearance would be quite different, especially as for the 

treatment of her hair as well as perhaps also the facial expressions. According to Festus, 

there was a depiction of the traitress not so easily identifiable in Rome.19 Nevertheless, if it 

resembled Luna, her attributes, especially the lunar one, would identify her clearly as such 

and no speculation regarding Tarpeia would occur at all.  

                                                           
14 Verg. A. 6.448–449 
15 Lippold 1955:81–84; Fleischer 1972–1975:115. 
16 Andreae 1993:129; Kunze 1998:86. 
17 Evans 1992:128–129. 
18 Welch 2015:79.  
19 Fest. 496. 



By this I mean that whatever the origin of the figure of Tarpeia was – a prehistoric 

protective deity20 or aetiologic myth linked to tropaion21 (both I disagree with in the text) – 

the Romans of the Late Republic were hardly aware of it and they considered Tarpeia a 

mortal damnable traitress. Despite there being another quite early variant of her story in the 

3rd century BC mentioned by Piso and portraying Tarpeia in a favourable light as a patriotic 

martyr, her character was apparently more useful as an exemplum of a traitor and a 

cautionary tale. At all events, when Tarpeia entered the visual culture, her eventual nobler 

past had been long forgotten. 
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