
Hark the raven! How the corvus shaped military history  
 

The story of the Roman Corvus is a tale of unlikely heroes and Roman ingenuity.  

When the Romans decided to side with the Mamertines in Sicily against their 

Carthaginian neighbours, it is unlikely that they planned for a protracted war, 

especially in the form of naval engagements against the Carthaginians, who were 

among the best sailors in the Mediterranean. Yet, somehow, Rome found itself in this 

position in 260 BC, when it was being systematically trounced by the Carthaginians. 

Polybius (c. 200–118 BC), writing nearly a century after the battle, suggests that 

Rome’s navy was built on the model of a wrecked Carthaginian quinquereme (a ship 

with five levels of oars). The Romans had to find a way to undermine the 

Carthaginians’ advantage while at the same time utilizing their own strengths (which 

were mostly in land-based combat). This was achieved through the creation of a 

device called the corvus ‘the raven’, a bridge with railings that was placed on the 

prow of a ship. It was about 1.2 metres (4 feet) wide and 10.9 metres (36 feet) wide. 

Set on a rotating axle, a system of pulleys raised and lowered the device, which folded 

on to the deck of the ship with the eponymous sharp beak (like that of a raven) 

sticking out (Slide 2). This spike would be launched at an enemy vessel, effectively 

destabilizing it, thus preventing the Carthaginians from employing their famous skill 

and manoeuvrability at sea and creating a more land-like battlefield. This would 

undoubtedly have been a morale booster for any Roman soldier in heavy armour who 

could not swim.  

 

The corvus is an ideal case study on account of the wealth of materials that survive: 

from a historic description of the device and the battles in Polybius (Book 1); to 

representations of the corvus on coins; to the finds made in underwater excavations 

off the coast of the Egati Islands, which have uncovered the prows of at least ten 

sunken ancient ships from this period. This case study will consider different accounts 

and what they reveal about how the corvus worked.  

 

Gaius Duilius and the victory at Mylae in 260 BC  
 

Rome’s first epic naval victory came from the jaws of defeat, according to Polybius. 

Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio and Gaius Duilius (a novus homo) were the two consuls, and 

it was decided that the patrician Scipio would lead Rome’s fleet. However, Scipio was 

deceived, trapped in a harbour and lost seventeen ships. This disaster apparently 

earned him the nickname ‘Asina’, which needs no translation. Duilius took what 

forces Rome had left – an estimated 103 ships or more – and successfully confronted 

the Carthaginian forces with the help of the corvus, sinking a number of their ships.  

 

This is not to say that the corvus was a unilateral success, and sources ancient and 

modern have noted its drawbacks: it weighs down the ship; makes it harder to steer, 

especially in rough seas; and, if the enemy ship sinks, it can pull down the attacking 

ship with it. Scholars have also questioned the figures in Polybius’ accounts as well as 

the type of ships involved in the battle (see below) 

 

The corvus and the evidence of coins 
 



Coins minted for the next century depict the corvus on the reverse. One Aes grave 

depicts the head of Janus, the god of beginnings and transitions, often associated with 

doors and the new year (January), on one side and the front of a Roman ship, 

showcasing the sharp claw and pulleys of the corvus, on the other (Slide 3). The 

influx of booty from the wars and increased trade (along with some inflation) resulted 

in Rome minting smaller, lighter, more portable coins that featured more detailed 

treatment of the corvus as well as writing such as ‘ROMA’ to record the mint and 

marks to signify the value. In this way all Romans could see what the innovative 

corvus and the victories it helped to secure had brought to Rome.  

 

Scholars have used differing depictions of the corvus over time to suggest change and 

development of the device. These theories can be found in the web resources detailed 

below. 

 

Gaius Duilius’ victory in Rome 
 

Gaius Duilius, a new man, was hailed back in Rome as a hero. Unlike Scipio Asina, 

he does not appear to have been given an agnomen or a cognomen for his efforts, but 

he was allowed a monumental rostra column in the Forum Romanum (Slides 4–5), the 

marble base of which survives today (though it has been recarved). The inscription is 

fragmentary, but what remains is highly unusual. While the letter forms are clearly 

from the first century AD (Augustus restored this area of the Forum Romanum, and 

after his defeat of the Egyptian navy at Actium, Duilius’ monument would have been 

a key historical touchstone), the layout and spellings (especially endings) are arcane 

(Slide 6). Though it is not difficult to understand, the Latin of 260 BC was quite 

distinct from the classical Latin we know today. The section at the bottom, which 

records the money values and captured ships (see discussion below), is quite damaged 

and many of the figures have been ‘restored’ on the basis of estimates and historical 

accounts, so note the square brackets! Caveat lector!  

 

‘As Consul [260 BC], he (Duilius) freed the people of Segesta, allies of the Roman 

People, from the Carthaginians’ siege, and the Carthaginian army’s highest official 

(Hamilcar Barca) … he was the first consul to wage war at sea (successfully), prepare 

naval forces and warships, with which he defeated the Carthaginian forces, capturing 

their crews: [one] septi[reme], [30 quinqueremes] and triremes [and sank 13]. The 

money he brought back = over 3,000,000 asses.’  

(Duilius’ dedication of booty at the rostra, CIL 6.130 (c. 260 BC), trans. by A. Gordon 

(1983), p. 126) 

 

Duilius, who became a censor in 258, built a victory temple to the god Janus in the 

Forum Holitorium (the vegetable market) by the Forum Boarium on the site of the 

church of St Nicholas in Carcere (Slide 7). Although the identities of the temples here 

(there are three) are debated, it is often thought that the taller grey tufa columns on the 

north side of the church are those associated with Duilius’ temple to Janus. Victory 

temples, often monuments to an individual’s relationship with a god, more than a 

functioning building, were frequently built along the Via Triumphalis, so that a victor 

was permanently set in the background of all past, present and future victories. 

Duilius’ temple to Janus and his rostral column, which held the beaks of defeated 

ships, were thus almost directly connected to circulating coins that depicted Janus (on 

the obverse) and the corvus (on the reverse). 



 

The Egadi Island Survey Project 
 

In addition to ancient historical accounts, surviving coins, monumental buildings and 

an inscription in Rome, modern archaeologists have discovered a number of bronze 

prow battle rams (Slide 8) (seen on the rostral column and in the image of the Roman 

ship on coins). By comparing these prows with other remains, such as Augustus’ 

Actium victory monument at Nicopolis in western Greece (see web resources), 

scholars can speculate about the size of the ships that carried these objects: triremes 

(three oar levels), quinqueremes (five oar levels), etc. Recent finds suggest that there 

were more of the smaller (trireme) ships, which does not tally with the account by 

Polybius. This illustrates the limitations of the evidence: the modern restoration of 

captured ship numbers on Duilius’ column (see above) are based on the figures 

recorded by Polybius. He was an assiduous historian, who consulted a number of 

documents and monuments, so the restoration is quite feasible. However, it is worth 

considering whether a monument to Rome’s first decisive naval victory in the Forum 

Romanum might have been prone to exaggeration, in which case both sources could 

be compromised. Victory monuments are seldom humble in their account, their 

language or their appearance. In this instance, one can see the importance of 

juxtaposing different types of evidence in a case study.  

 

Some of the prows also bear Roman inscriptions, suggesting that they are either 

sunken Roman ships or ships that were captured and reused by the enemy. They 

appear to have been from the final battle of the First Punic War, which occurred off 

the west coast of Sicily in 241 BC. This evidence suggests a far more complex image 

of Roman warfare, with custom-built ships, the names of Roman officials directly 

linked with ships, and the sense that the Romans perhaps weren’t quite the 

‘landlubbers’ that Polybius’ account suggests. The website for this project (see web 

resources, below) has more images of the finds, including a number of cleaned prows.  

 

Web resources 
 

For an excellent treatment of the corvus in coins and ancient history, see: 

http://andrewmccabe.ancients.info/Corvus.html 

For more about maritime archaeology and the ongoing excavations for the Egadi 

Islands Project, see: http://www.rpmnautical.org/battlelandscape.html 

Prows from Augustus’ Actium victory monument at Nicopolis have been studied and 

reconstructed. This site features both the monument itself and amazing three-

dimensional digital reconstructions of the prows: http://aist.usf.edu/ram3d/Aug-

VM.html 

For information about Duilius’ rostral column, see: 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Ro

me/_Texts/PLATOP*/Columna_Rostrata_C.Duilii.html 
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