
The Capitoline Wolf: fakes and forgeries in the ancient 

world 
 

A study of the iconic bronze suckling wolf, now in the Capitoline Museums (and so 

called the ‘Capitoline Bronze’; Figure 1), illustrates a number difficulties in the 

analysis of ancient artefacts. By examining this artefact, one can see how a ‘fake’ is 

identified, how a case for a forgery is constructed, and how complicated the process 

can be.  

 

 
Figure 1 

 

Literary sources 
 

The legend Romulus and Remus – the twin sons of a Vestal Virgin (Rhea Silvia) who 

were tossed in the Tiber, rescued by a she-wolf, then raised by Faustulus (a shepherd) 

– is described by Livy (History of Rome 1.3–4) and depicted on a number of ancient 

monuments and coins (Figures 2 and 3). Bronze statues depicting this event in the 

Forum Romanum are attested in Pliny the Elder (Natural History 15.77) and on the 

Capitoline by Cicero (In Catilinam 3.19, apparently when it was struck by lightning in 

65 BC). In Pliny’s account, the statue was by the Curia Hostilia, in the same area as 

the Lapis Niger (one of the oldest surviving Latin inscriptions), which some scholars 

have associated with Romulus. (A recent scholar has identified it with Faustulus, the 

shepherd who raised the twins.) So it seems there was at least one bronze statue of a 

wolf suckling the twins in antiquity.  

 

However, the long intervening period between ancient accounts and tenth- and 

twelfth-century accounts (in Benedict of Soracte’s Chronicon and Magister 

Gregorius’ De Mirabilibus Urbis Romae, respectively) presents a number of 

difficulties. Sources regarding the bronze wolf that is now in the Capitoline collection 

begin in 1471 (more than a thousand years after the latest ancient source), when Pope 

Sistus IV sent the bronze wolf with two suckling twins and a collection of other 

ancient sculptures to the Palazzo dei Conservatori on the Capitoline Hill, which 

marked the start of the Capitoline art collection. 

 



Already, one can see the difficulties in scholarship: the huge gap between ancient 

sources and medieval sources, as well as the dangerous assumption that there is only 

one of these statues floating around Rome. In classical scholarship (especially during 

the Renaissance), there is a tendency to ‘find’ objects cited in the historical sources – 

‘I’ve found a bronze wolf. It must be the one Cicero was talking about!’ – without 

thorough analysis of the evidence. Given scholars who desperately wanted to connect 

an object with an ancient source and a general public that was fascinated by the 

discovery of such iconic pieces of history, there was a perhaps understandable 

absence of scepticism.  

 

Identifying a fake: using material evidence in the form of 

ancient comparanda  
 

When large collections of classical sculpture were established and studied throughout 

Europe in the nineteenth century, a number of questions started to arise about the 

Capitoline Wolf, with queries relating to everything from its style to the casting 

techniques. Nevertheless, this piece remained an ‘icon’ of ancient Rome until fairly 

recently, when an art historian, Anna Maria Carruba, and an Etruscologist, Adriano 

La Regina, studied the wolf closely and used scientific tests (thermoluminescence of 

the metal and radiocarbon dating of organic remains inside the wolf) to substantiate 

their theories. Now we can see that the twins, clearly in a different style, date to the 

fifteenth century AD or later, while the wolf, which was cast as a single piece (rather 

than in parts, as was common in antiquity), probably dates to the eleventh or twelfth 

century AD.  

 

While the scientific methods employed can be studied elsewhere, aspects of ‘style’, 

identified 100–150 years earlier, merit a bit more consideration. It is difficult to date 

by style alone, as any style, as in fashion, is not necessarily limited to a single time 

and place and can reflect personal choice. However, when looking at an object, it is 

important to understand both how and why it has been dated (this is seldom explained 

in books or by museums). Observing a style is something that any individual can learn 

to do simply with their own eyes; it often involves looking at depictions of a similar 

scene, as these usually have similarities in composition (and were frequently based on 

a popular/well-known depiction).  

 

To understand and judge the style of the Capitoline Wolf bronze, we must compare it 

with other ancient depictions of the suckling wolf, which can be found in sculptures 

and on coins, as well as in surviving Etruscan bronzes (see slideshow).  

 



 
 

Figure 2 

 

Some of the first coins minted in Rome (e.g. Figure 2) depict a very different image 

of the wolf: she is much more fluid, in a crouching position, with her head turned 

towards the twins. This image comes up time and again, even under Constantine (RIC 

7.78) in the fourth century AD. A marble altar from Ostia dating from the early 

second century AD, now in the Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, also depicts the wolf in 

a crouching position with her head turned towards the twins (Figure 3). We would 

expect to find a similar image on an Etruscan bronze statue: a sense of motion, thick 

fur, the body crouching forward and the head turned for connection and protection of 

the twins.  

 

 
Figure 3 

 

Even a sixth-century mosaic (weblink: 

https://www.andrew.cmu.edu/course/79104/Readings/Gallery/Gallery1/LA8.jpg) 

https://www.andrew.cmu.edu/course/79104/Readings/Gallery/Gallery1/LA8.jpg


from a hospital in Ma’arrat Nu’man, Syria, depicts the wolf in this pose, with the head 

turned. 

 Having examined the wolf on coins and marble sculpture, one question 

remains: how does the Capitoline Wolf compare with a genuine Etruscan statue?  

 

Will the real Etruscan bronze please stand up? 
 

The most compelling statue comparison is the Arezzo Bronze, a bronze chimera 

(although it was originally thought to be a lion) found in Tuscany around 1553. This 

has been dated to around 400 BC (Figure 4; weblink: 

http://www.surfchem.unifi.it/solid/bardi/chimera/chimarezzo.html).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4 

 

You don’t need to be a fine art scholar to notice the stark differences between this 

creation and Capitoline Wolf. The single-cast wolf looks almost static, and her facial 

expression and hair are limp in comparison with the literally ‘hair-raising’ mane and 

aggressive crouching pose of the chimera. Like so many classical statues, motion is 

conveyed not only by posture but by the flexing of muscles, seen in the front arms and 

rear legs of the chimera. While clearly a different animal, the Arezzo Chimera is 

much closer in style to Roman depictions of the wolf, with respect to the sense of 

movement, the use of muscles and the posture. One can see why ancient sculptors 

chose to case different parts of the body separately, as this allowed for the creation of 

realistic posture and dynamic movement that are missing from the Capitoline Wolf. 

Also missing is any sense of ferocity, not only of the animal itself, but also with 

respect to its instinctive protection of its young – in many respects the truest 

representation of motherhood. 

 

http://www.surfchem.unifi.it/solid/bardi/chimera/chimarezzo.html


Toppling of an icon? 

 
Having examined the evidence, it is clear that the Capitoline Wolf does not fit the 

models of the wolf that were used in Roman mosaics, coins or sculpture; nor does it 

resemble the style of Etruscan bronze works. One can therefore understand how 

nineteenth-century scholars reached their conclusions about its authenticity (working 

with a far smaller and more limited corpus of material and images than we have 

today). Ironically, though, this ‘iconic’ image has spawned a tradition of coins, 

mosaics, and even replica statues made by Mussolini and sent to US cities with 

classical names (Rome, in Georgia and New York, and Cincinnati, Ohio). It was an 

emblem for the Rome Olympics in 1960 and is an emblem for the AS Roma football 

club and Boston Latin School. Used as the cover art for the Penguin edition of Livy’s 

Early History of Rome (2002), the image of the Capitoline Wolf is, perhaps, an 

appropriate anachronism, as Livy’s account, like the statue, was created more than a 

millennium after the events it recorded. 

 This iconic statue, while it isn’t ‘Roman’, provides a brilliant cautionary tale 

about how we use evidence to reconstruct history. What have we learned? Simply that 

we should use our eyes and consult as many different types of evidence as possible! 
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