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The Problem of Mark Antony’s speculatores

In 32/31 BC, in the mobile mint of Mark Antony was issued a series of
coins to pay his army. Among them was a type of denarius containing on the
obverse a legend ANT-AVG III-VIR-R-P-C and on the reverse C(O)HORTIS
SPECVLATORVM'. It is the earliest preserved source containing informa-
tion about speculatores as a separate formation (in this case a cohort without
a number). During the Imperial period, legionary units of speculatores al-
ways have been integral parts of their legions?. The legend posted on the
reverse suggests that in Antony’s army were different customs. A singular
form C(O)HORTIS demonstrates that there was only one cohort of specu-
latores while on the reverse of the another type of the same series we can
see a plural form C(O)HORTIVM PRAETORIARVMS. If the cohorts of
speculatores had been more than one, minters surely would have used the
form C(O)HORTIVM.

Antony’s coins are not the first source in which using the term speculatores
was testified. According to Oxford Latin Dictionary, speculator in the military
sense is a scout or a spy*. But in the military context specula has exactly the
same meaning as exploratio: scouting or recognition®. In the literary sources
relating to the Republican period except speculatores we can also find the term
exploratores which means soldiers/warriors who make exploratio. The efforts
of Friedrich Lammert¢, N.J.E. Austin, N.B. Rankov’ and Rose Mary Sheldon®

' RRC 544/12. The series includes aurei and denarii but we know only denarii with this
type of legend.

> Eg. legio III Augusta: CIL V 2832, 7164, VI 2453, 2528, 2607, 2743, 2755; legio VII
Gemina: CIL 114122, 4143, 4145; legio X Gemina: CIL 1113021, 3524, 4317, 4452, 4843, 5223.
RRC 544/8.
OLD, 1802.
OLD, 651, 1802.
Lammert 1929, 1583-1584.
Austin, Rankov 1995, 42-60.
Sheldon 2005, 165-171.
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to find differences between Republican speculatores and exploratores have not
reached a satisfactory solution. Contrary to the claim of Austin and Rankov® the
truth is that we do not know any example of using speculatores as spies because
all examples cited by them have been typical for scouting actions. Naming Re-
publican speculatores ‘spies’ is not correct although in other contexts speculator
could mean a spy, indeed'’. Being a spy was not the difference between specu-
latores and exploratores. What is more, Austin, Rankov and Sheldon came to
the conclusion that these terms are often used interchangeably!!.

The best example is Livy. He often used the terms: speculator'?, specula-
tores' and exploratores'* (what is interesting, he did not use the form explor-
ator) but he has not made any clear distinction between them. Caesar, who
was much more competent in military matters than Livy, has used the word
explorator/exploratores with no indication to the type of unit'>. But when he has
written about soldiers making exploratio they were usually being a cavalry!®.
Less frequently he has used the term speculator/speculatores'” and the action
called specula was mentioned by him only once in the sense of ‘to see’!®. In one
passage speculatores even make an exploratio:

Interim speculatoribus in omnes partes dimissis explorat quo commodis-
sime itinere vallem transire possit®.

It confirms that Austin, Rankov and Sheldon were right when they had
written about using these terms interchangeably.

Caesar’s lack of precision suggests speculatores had the same duties as ex-
ploratores. It is possible that the difference between these two categories of soldiers
was their origin: exploratores might have been recruited from allied tribes while

°  Austin, Rankov 1995, 9, 54-60. The similar mistake was made by: Gichon 1989,
157-168; Sheldon 2005, 166.

10" OLD, 1802.

1" Austin, Rankov, 1995, 42; Sheldon 2005, 164. Cf. Harmand, 1967, 140.

12 Liv,, 22.33.1,27.27.3,31.24.4,40.7.4, 42.13.1, 45.19.8.

13 Liv., 3.40.13,4.32.10,4.46.9,9.23.3,27.15.1,28.2.2, 30.4.6, 30.23.5, 30.29.2, 42.26.3.

4 Liv., 7.36.11, 8.17.7, 8.30.3, 9.45.17, 10.10.3, 10.17.1, 22.3.1, 22.15.3, 25.15.11.

15 Caes., BG, 1.12.2, 1.21.1, 1.22.4, 1415, 2.5.4, 2.11.3, 2.17.1, 3.2.1, 4.4.6, 4.19.2,
5.49.1, 5498, 6.7.9, 6.10.3, 6.29.1, 7.11.8, 7.18.3, 7.35.1, 7.44.3, 7.61.1, 7.83.4; BC, 1.62.1,
3.41.4,3.79.6-7.

16 Caes., BG, 1.21.4; BC, 1.66.3,2.24.2, 3.38.2. About scouting and reconnaissance in Caesar’s
army see: Cancik 1986; Austin, Rankov 1995, 95-102; Ezov 1996; Sheldon 2005, 100-140.

17 Caes., BG, 2.11.2,4.26.4, 5.49.8; BC, 3.66.1, 3.67.1.

18 Caes., BG, 2.5.3.

9 Caes., BG, 5.49.8.
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speculatores might have been legionaries®. It is also possible that both types of units
were organized spontaneously according to different rules of different commanders.

Searching analogies with the Imperial army may be useful in solving the
problem. In the first and second century AD, legionary speculatores were typical
scouts?!. It is quite incomprehensible why some historians assumed that in this
period all speculatores changed into members of provincial governors’ staff>. In
such cases they served as messengers, secret agents or executioners®. However,
the number of inscriptions of ‘ordinary’ speculatores is too large to accept the
theory of general change in the conditions of their service. Funerary inscription
of Tiberius Nasidius Messor in which he was called eques speculator** proves
that speculatores could perform their duties as a cavalry.

There is no doubt that also exploratores used horses®. Michael P. Speidel
pointed out that in the first century AD in some provinces they became elite
mounted troops?. Tiberius Claudius Maximus from legio VII Claudia who in
AD 106 captured famous Dacian king Decebalus was mentioned in his funer-
ary inscription as explorator alae*’. He was the Roman citizen so the difference
between speculatores and exploratores could not always rely on a different legal
status. One of the papyri found in Dura Europos is a list of soldiers who had
belonged to the cohors XX Palmyrenorum among whom were two pedites®.
It dates to the third century AD so it could not be evidence of the existence of
infantry exploratores in the earlier centuries. Name pedites might be also refer-
ring to soldiers who lost their horses.

The difference between Imperial speculatores and exploratores was based
on something else. We know many examples of speculatores who were le-

2 T agree with Amiram Ezov (1996, 75, 79) about exploratores but I completely disagree
with him about the role of speculatores who were, in his opinion (1996, 83), spies or individual
scouts. The similar suggestion was made earlier by H.O. Fiebiger (1909, 1690). He made the
same mistake as authors mentioned in n. 9. The important part of gathering information is also
to look after enemy’s camp. When Caesar or any other author called a spy speculator it is not
the same as calling a group of scouting soldiers speculatores. Similarly, equites could be both
a cavalry and social group. The context is crucial. Cf. Lammert 1929, 1584; Austin, Rankov
1995, 189-190.

21 See n. 2.

2 Eg. CIL 11 4122, TI1 4425, RIB 19.

2 Lammert 1929, 1584-1586; Watson 1982, 85; Webster 1998, 270 n. 6; Le Bohec 2001,
51, 56; Sheldon 2005, 166—167. Goldsworthy 1996, 126, also mentioned exploratores as an only
type of units which have made recognition.

% AE, 1954, 162.

3 Speidel 1994, 102; Austin, Rankov 1995, 43-53; Dixon, Southern 1997, 31-32; Sheldon
2005, 168-169.

2% Speidel 1970.

27 AE, 1967/70, 583; Speidel 1983.

2 Speidel 1983, 74.
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gionaries while exploratores always occur as auxilia operating as independent
parts of legions®. It would explain why speculatores, not exploratores were
mentioned on Antony’s coins. He honored only native Roman units (23 legions
and cohortes praetoriae) and not non-Roman allies (at this time Roman citizens
served in a cavalry very rarely, especially on the East®). It suggests that division
into speculatores as legionnaires and exploratores as auxilia, known from the
Imperial period, might be present in the late Republican armies.

In the collection of the Museo Campano in Capua we can find a damaged
inscription dating to the middle of the first century BC:

A(uli) Marei T(iti) f(ili) C(amilla tribu) / ex spe(...) / A(uli) Mari A(uli)
f(ili) Maxs(umi) f(ili) / T(iti) Mari T(iti) f(ili) Pol(lia) fra(tris)?".

The lost fragment of ex spe(...) could be reconstructed as ex speculator®.
If it is correct, it will be strong evidence that speculatores were a permanent
type of units in the late Republican forces. But it is impossible to prove it and
in my opinion it is not very probable interpretation.

We do not even know the way the units of legionary speculatores were
formed. Publius Taruttienus Paternus did not mention them in a category of im-
munes®. It seems that they were just ordinary legionaries with double or triple
pay, maybe principales, who performed additional duties, as well as beneficiarii
in commanders’ staff**.

But why speculatores were honored by Antony in such a specific way?
Were scouts as important to him as legions and cohortes pretoriae? Perhaps
the answer lays again in the analogy to the Imperial period, or, to be more
precise, to the praetorians. Speculatores were the important part of the Roman
emperors’ guard and usually were assigned to praetorian cohorts®. However,
it retains many inscriptions in which there are no numbers of cohorts which
may suggest that in the Roman army were also independent units of praetorian
speculatores®. Speculatores Augusti who were emperors’ personal bodyguards
could be the good example®’. The question is would Antony need another body-

¥ About speculatores see n. 2, and about exploratores see n. 25.
0 See McCall 2002, 100-136.
3 AE, 1991, 488.
32 Keppie 2000, 255.
3 D. 50.6.7.
3 Seen. 22.
3 Eg. CIL VI 2528, 2834, 3891, 1X 4783, X 684.
¢ Eg. CIL II1 4843, V 935, 2784, 2832, 5071.
37 Suet., Cal., 45.1; Claud., 35.1; Galb., 18.1; Tac., Hist., 1.31, 2.11; CIL III 5223; AE,
1995, 259. Speculatores Augusti were probably disbanded by Trajan (Speidel 1994, 23).
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guards? Maybe he would but it is always dangerous to make so strict connec-
tions between the Republican and Imperial eras: in fact, we could not be sure
of elite status of speculatores from 32/31 BC. Of course we cannot exclude the
possibility that Antony’s speculatores were the unit for special tasks rather than
usual scouts. Most prominent scholar who believes Antony’s speculatores were
elite troops or even his personal bodyguards is Lawrence Keppie®®.

The high importance of scouts in Antony’s army could be the result of
a lesson given to the Romans by the Parthians. One of the most important causes
of Marcus Licinius Crassus’ defeat in 53 BC was poor quality of recognition®.
Perhaps Antony before the invasion of Parthia in 36 BC has created a strong
unit of scouts. Republican scouts are treated by some historians very critical,
because the Romans regularly fell into enemies’ ambushes®. If such a unit had
existed in 36 BC, then perhaps it belonged to Antony’s army also in 32/31 BC.
However, it is nothing more than speculation.

The reverse of Antony’s coin includes three images of speculatores’ signs
(signa). All of them at the bottom of the shafts have images of warships’ rams
(rostra)*'. It may suggest that Antony’s speculatores were part of the naval
forces but we do not know any other speculatores navales from the first cen-
tury BC*. The inscription published in 1740 which have not survived to our
times could be the exception. The publisher was Ludovico Antonius Mura-
torius, the author of Novus Thesaurus Veterum Inscriptionum In Praecipuis
Earumdem Collectionibus Hactenus Praetermissarum®. He claimed that the
inscription was found in Italy in the area of agro Bojano. It was in possession
of Marquard Guido and in the catalog of his collection from 1731 we can find
information that the inscription was found near via Campana*. Its content
was as follows:

D(is) M(anibus) / M(arcus) Staberius M(arci) f(ilius) Quir(ina tribu) Lacer
/ coh(ortis) VI speculat(orum) class(is) misen(ensis) / v(ivos) fecit sibi et Stab-
eriae veri/dianae matri [---] et L(uci) Stabe/rio Procillo filio dulcissimo / vix(it)
ann(os) XII. m(enses) VII. d(ies) IIII. h(orae) II.

w

8 Keppie 1984, 127.

® Sheldon 2005, 86-96. Cf. Austin, Rankov 1995, 53.

0 Eg. Adcock 1940, 71; Goldsworthy 2003, 55. Cf. Goldsworthy 1996, 125-131.
' Twould like to thank Pawet Madejski for bringing my attention to this aspect.

2 Cf. Sander 1957; Starr 1960.

4 Muratorius 1740, 855.

4 Hessel 1731, 184.
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In 1796, the inscription was quoted by Joseph Hilarius Eckhel in his de-
scription of Antony’s coins®. He thought Marcus Staberius Lacer had lived in
the first century AD and served as a centurion of speculatores in VI cohort of
classis Misenensis. We know that in the Imperial fleet was a rank called centu-
rio classicus*. If Eckhel was right, the first part of the inscription would be as
follows:

M(arcus) Staberius M(arci) f(ilius) Quir(ina tribu) Lacer / [centurio]
coh(ortis) VI speculat(orum) class(is) misen(ensis).

It is also possible to read it in a different way:

M(arcus) Staberius M(arci) f(ilius) Quir(ina tribu) Lacer / [centurio]
coh(ortis) VI speculat(or) class(is) misen(ensis).

In fact, whether Staberius served as a centurion in the Misenian fleet is of
secondary importance. The key conclusion drawn from the inscription is that
it may confirm the existence of speculatores in the Roman fleet. However, the
inscription has not survived to our times so we cannot evaluate its authentic-
ity. We do not even know to what period it can be dated. We should remember
Antony’s coin was discovered first, so the inscription could be made by a smart
counterfeiter. Its content corresponds a bit too well with the legend of Antony’s
coin but it is not the ultimate argument.

The authors of ancient sources did not mention this type of units so we do
not know what duties exactly it could perform. There are two possibilities. The
first, which I regard as less likely, is that speculatores were Antony’s guard dur-
ing sea battles. However, we have no evidence that speculatores from 32/31 BC
were any type of guard like Imperial speculatores Augusti. The second option
is that Antony’s speculatores were part of scout boats’ crews and they perhaps
looked like soldiers shown on the relief from Praeneste (now in the collection
of the Musei Vaticani). We cannot exclude that on this relief we can see An-
tony’s speculatores because the battering ram of the warship has the shape of
a crocodile so it seems that it is one of the warships of the Egyptian-Roman
fleet from 31 BC.

The similarity between Antony’s speculatores and Imperial milites clas-
siarii 1s not obvious. From the times of Tiberius, the status of Roman ‘marines’

45 Eckhel 1796, 53-55.
4 Sander 1957, 355-357; Starr 1960, 57; Webster 1998, 166.
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was definitely low. They were recruited among peregrini who received, after
26 years of service, the Latin rights*’. In AD 68, among the soldiers of classis
Misenensis there was created legio I Adiutrix*, and in AD 69/70, among the
soldiers of classis Ravennas there was created legio II Adiutrix®. Initially, they
were treated as units of inferior quality. But Silvio Panciera proved that dur-
ing the reign of Augustus in the Roman fleet also served Roman citizens and
therefore, the status of milites classiarii could be higher®. It seems that in the
early first century AD the service in the fleet was better evaluated than in the
later years and Roman nomina of Staberius could accord with the character of
his service.

All these questions show how little we know about the organization of the
Republican fleets. Perhaps speculatores were present in them for some time.
Caesar did not have such units during the sea battle with the Veneti (56 BC) and
the siege of Massallia (49 BC), each time temporary changed ordinary soldiers
into marines®'. In this period, Rome did not have permanent fleet, so the creation
of speculatores navales could be dated for the years after the death of Caesar,
especially for 40-31 BC32. It is also probable that this type of units was present
only in Antony’s army and the existence of speculatores navales have ended
with his defeat at Actium in 31 BC.

Scout boats were mentioned by Flavius Vegetius Renatus — the writer from
the fourth century AD — but he did not use the term speculatores for the descrip-
tion of their crews>®. The presence of small, high-speed scout boats is necessary
in every fleet but for the Imperial period we have no evidence that either they
or soldiers serving on them were called speculatores. The sources on which
Vegetius based in the fourth book of his De Re Militari are not important here>*.
Vegetius applies the term exploratio to the activities of these boats:

Scafae tamen maioribus liburnis exploratoriae sociantur, quae uicenos
prope remiges in singulis partibus habeant, quas Britanni picatos uocant™.

47 Starr 1960, 89-94; Watson 1982, 101-102; Le Bohec 2001, 101.

* Tac., Hist., 1.6.2, 1.31.2.

4 Tac., Hist., 3.50-55; Cass. Dio, 55.24.3.

50 Panciera 1964.

5! Caes., BG, 3.14.3-4, 3.15.1-2; BC, 1.57.1-2.

52 Similar suggestion was made by Austin and Rankov (1995, 189) but for speculatores in
general, not for speculatores navales.

53 See Gauld 1990. About equipment of Vegetius’ marines: Veg. 4.44.46.

4 See Sander 1956.

5 Veg., 4.37.
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And:

Ne tamen exploratiae naues candore prodantur, colore Veneto, qui mari-
nis est fluctibus similis, uela tinguntur et funes, cera etiam, qua ungere solent
naues, inficitur®®.

But is it possible that speculatores served on exploratiae naves? 1 hardly
believe in this, but speculatores as scout boats/warships were known to Caesar:

Quod cum animadvertisset Caesar, scaphas longarum navium, item specu-
latoria navigia militibus compleri iussit, et quos laborantes conspexerat, his
subsidia submittebat®’.

So, it was a term that at the end of the Republic has also been used in rela-
tion to the fleet! Antony may have taken the idea of creating this type of units
from his former commander as well as other Caesarian officers. The identifica-
tion of Antony’s speculatores as marines is still not certain but passage taken
form the Commentarii de Bello Gallico is very significant. The lost inscription
mentioned by Muratorius in addition with the presence of scout boats/warships
in fleet creates a consistent picture, which perhaps is the key to solving the
mystery of Antony’s speculatores.

In conclusion, we can choose one of the three most probable theories.

According to the first one, speculatores mentioned on Antony’s coin were
simply scouts composed of Roman soldiers which unlike Imperial speculatores
have acted as a separate unit (cohort). They were so important that Antony
decided to honor them by a unique type of coin. It is possible that their strong
position in Antony’s army was an effect of the Parthian campaign from 36 BC
when the recognition was particularly important. Crassus had ignored it and
lost. Antony had not made the same mistake but he also was not a triumphant.

According to the second theory, speculatores of 32/31 BC were body-
guards similar to speculatores Augusti. The sources do not give us any infor-
mation about this kind of guard despite the fact that the ancient authors have
mentioned Antony’s praetorians several times>®. Despite this, we cannot exclude
this hypothesis.

These two theories have one weak point: they do not explain the presence
of rostra on Antony’s coin. Such signa are known only from this emission. Be-

% Veg., 4.37.
7 Caes., BG, 4.26.4.
8 App., BC, 3.5.14; RRC 544/8; Durry 1938, 76-77.
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fore 31 BC, Antony’s soldiers had not fought at sea so it is impossible that ros-
tra were placed there to commemorate a naval victory. It was a symbol clearly
associated with the sea that indicates Antony’s speculatores have had maritime
connotations.

The third theory is closely related to the missing inscription published by
Monterius. Antony’s speculatores served — as Staberius — in the fleet. The possi-
bility of the existence of speculatores in the fleet is also provided by the passage
taken from the work of Caesar. They could be naval scouts, or they were used
for other purposes as marines. Rostra on their standards were closely related to
the nature of their service. Antony may have distinguished them because they
were the only standing force composed of Roman citizens which served in the
fleet. During sea battles, Republican commanders usually used ordinary legion-
aries as marines. Perhaps such specultores navales as Staberius were shown on
the relief from the Musei Vaticani.

Although in the light of the preserved information we cannot unambigu-
ously resolve which of these theories is correct, it seems that the third one is the
most likely. Antony’s speculatores would be then the Roman soldiers serving
on scout boats or reconnaissance warships. If the inscription of Staberius is au-
thentic, it will show this custom was still present in the time of Augustus. Late
Republican speculatores could be in Antony’s army the elite force like cohortes
pretoriae but with no doubt they must be so important for their leader to be
honored by him with a different type of coins. After all, we may be sure that the
roots of Imperial speculatores lay in the Republican military institutions which
were common to Antony and Augustus.

Fig. 1.
Antony’s denarius with the legend C(O)HORTIS SPECVLATORVM on the reverse,
32/31 B.C.
(RRC 544/12; The British Museum, London)
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Fig. 2.
The relief from Praeneste (Musei Vaticani, Rome)

Streszczenie
Problem speculatores Marka Antoniusza

Na przetomie 32 i 31 roku p.n.e. mobilna mennica Marka Antoniusza
wyemitowala seri¢ monet przeznaczonych na optacenie podlegtych mu sit
zbrojnych. Na rewersach numizmatéw umieszczono oznaczenie jednostek,
ktorym wyptacono nimi stipendium: 23 legionow, kohort pretorskich i kohorty
speculatores. W przypadku ostatniej z wymienionych jest to pierwsze uchwytne
zrodlowo potwierdzenie istnienia tego typu oddziatlu jako niezaleznej forma-
cji, nieprzyporzadkowanej do zadnego legionu. Wczesniejsze zrodta, ktorych
autorzy stosowali zazwyczaj zamiennie terminy speculatores i exploratores,
nie potwierdzaja istnienia takich rozwigzan w uprzednich wiekach, natomi-
ast w okresie cesarstwa speculatores badz to peknili funkcje zwiadowcow
w konkretnych legionach, badz to wchodzili w sktad otoczenia namiestnikow
prowingcji, badz to tworzyli cz¢§¢ gwardii cesarskiej.

W zwiazku z tym wzgledem speculatores Antoniusza nasuwajg si¢ trzy
mozliwe interpretacje.

Wedtug pierwszej byli oni zwyklym oddziatem rozpoznawczym, ktory
zostat uhonorowany odmiennym typem rewersu z uwagi na wazng role
spelniana w armii Antoniusza. By¢ moze byto to pochodng kampanii partyjskiej
z 36 roku p.n.e., kiedy to rozpoznanie nabierato kluczowego znaczenia.
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Druga interpretacja zmierza do uznania wspomnianych speculatores
za oddziat gwardii przybocznej Antoniusza, podobnie jak miato to miejsce
w przypadku speculatores Augusti w okresie cesarstwa.

Zadna z nich nie wyja$nia jednak tego, dlaczego w dolnej czeséci ukaza-
nych na rewersie znakow bojowych (signa) widnieja przedstawienia rostra.

Trzecia, najbardziej prawdopodobna opcja, polega na uznaniu specula-
tores Antoniusza za ztozony z rzymskich zohierzy oddziat piechoty morskiej
wchodzacy w sklad zalog todzi lub okretow zwiadowcezych. Z taka interpretacja
koresponduje zarowno tres¢ niezachowanej do naszych czaséw inskrypcji op-
ublikowanej w 1740 roku przez Muratoriusa, jak i1 zastosowanie przez Ce-
zara terminu speculatores wobec todzi zwiadowczych. Pozwala to réwniez
wyjasni¢, dlaczego na rewersie opisywanej monety znalazly si¢ rostra. By¢
moze speculatores Antoniusza zostali nawet ukazani na stynnej ptaskorzezbie
z Praeneste, znajdujacej si¢ obecnie w zbiorach Musei Vaticani. Faktem nato-
miast pozostaje, ze choc¢ jest to najbardziej spdjna teoria dotyczaca wyjasnienia
charakteru zagadkowego oddziatu Antoniusza, to nie moze by¢ ona uznana za
w pelni potwierdzona.






