
 

 

The Sidus Iulium and the Imagery of Apotheosis on Roman Coinage 

 Few natural phenomena have been so successfully manipulated, and consequently 

influential, as the appearance of the Sidus Iulium or Julian Star; a comet seen in the skies above 

Rome in the summer of 44 B.C. For a culture that, only 50 years earlier, had seen the appearance 

of mortal men on coins as taboo, the leap to deifying leaders was one that required a combination 

of the horrific event of Caesar’s death and the rise of his nephew, a young man with an 

impressive aptitude for iconographic propaganda. Stemming from the appearance of the Julian 

Star and Octavian’s masterful application and use of the image on his coins, apotheosis became 

an accepted and expected marker in the life of Roman emperors. The purpose of this paper is to 

highlight the appearance and use of the Sidus Iulium as a revolutionary moment in the history of 

Roman coinage, one that brings mortal portraiture into greater use and also lays the foundational 

iconographic canon of imagery used by later Roman leaders. 

 In the exploration of the early imagery on Republican coinage, the important changes 

leading to portraiture and eventually apotheosis are revealed. Up to nearly the end of the 

Republican era, coins with various types of symbols were shown alongside various deities until a 

subtle design shift began to occur. Specificity and, more importantly, intent entered the coin 

production process as the second century B.C. neared. Republican magistrates used their initials 

and, potentially, images, to influence the public towards their own political agenda. Alongside 

the changes made by various magistrates, I address how images of stars and comets served as 

representations of divinity in the Republican era. Thus, the image of the Sidus Iulium would have 

provided a connection not only to Caesar’s assent to the heavens, but also to his new status as a 

god and subsequently Octavian’s own divine lineage.  



 

 

The first coin that arguably portrays the Sidus Iulium, minted by Sepullius Macer, depicts 

the laureate portrait of Caesar facing right with what has been labeled in the past by scholars as 

the Sidus Iulium on the left behind his head. On the reverse, Venus Victrix appears holding a 

statue of Victory in her outstretched right hand, and a scepter with her left. At the base of the 

scepter is another star. This is notable because a star had never before appeared behind a living 

or deceased mortal. From Macer’s coin onward, the star is used by Octavian as a symbol on his 

coinage that provides various levels of significance and meaning when viewed by all those who 

were confronted with Roman currency. The presence of celestial imagery that began with 

Caesar’s death continued up to and beyond the deification of Augustus after his death in 14 A.D. 

Unsurprisingly, other symbols of apotheosis developed and gained popularity during the 2
nd

 

century A.D. These celestial symbols then appear on commemoratively planned temples and 

altars for deceased rulers and their spouses in the centuries that follow. In sum, I hope to 

showcase how the changes in Roman numismatic iconography, namely the appearance of the 

Sidus Iulium, reinforced the practice of apotheosis throughout the remainder of Rome’s history.  
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