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As it is known the denari i serrat i represent a part icular and original 
typology of republican denari i having the edge indented, instead of l inear.  

A curious comparison for these part icular types of roundels can be fo und 
in some Macedonian and Syrian bronzes issued during the II century BC, 
such as those minted by Philip V and Perseus (185 -168 BC), by Antiochus 
IV (175-164 BC), by Demetrius I  Soter (162-150 BC) and by Alexander II 
Zabinas (126-122 BC).) and by Alexander II Zabinas (126-122 B.C.), such 
specimens were however obtained by casting in moulds of a suitable 
shape, probably after the knowledge of the Roman serrat ic denari i; the 
same for some Carthaginian nominals in noble metal dated around the 
years of the thi rd Punic war.  

In the course of the history of studies, many hypotheses have been 
advanced to make the serratus have a certain function. The most known is 
connected to an anti -fraud or anti -fourré mechanism: the cuts on the edge 
of the denarii, showing a possible copper or bronze core, would have 
guaranteed the purity of si lver and therefore the originality of the coin.  
In 1924 Matt ingly proposed a connection between the serratus and 
the gentes of  the Marian side; from a well -known passage of Tacitus 
(Tac.Germ.5) was formulated the hypothesis that the serratus would be 
used to trade with the Germans. Later it has been hypothesized that they 
would have had a religious destination, or that there would have been a 
connection with the marks of value on the obve rse, and f inally that the 
serration would have been made for a simple aesthetic value.  
Recently, serratos have been studied in their physical and microstructural 
propert ies. The analysis of the edge of the coins has revealed the 
constant presence of microg lyphs on the surface of each cut: this has 
shown that the indentation was performed on the roundel, before minting, 
through the use of a mechanical system.  
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The fragmentation of the edge of the coin would have been created 
intentionally to rel ieve the tensions induced by the mint ing by distr ibuting 
them radial ly; the reason for this technical expedient proved to be 
absolutely necessary since a fragile si lver al loy of f irst cupellat ion with a 
percentage of  copper considerably lower than the other Republican 
denari i was used. During the working of the plain -edged coins copper was 
added both to decrease the si lver t it le and to improve the mechanical 
propert ies of the coin itself : therefore in the coins under examination, to 
avoid the disintegration of the almost  pure silver coin during the mint ing 
phase, the practice of indentation was absolutely necessary.  
In the light of these considerations the above passage of Tacitus could 
acquire a new key of interpretat ion: the historian, more than a century 
after the mint ing of the last serratus, simply describes the Germans' 
preference for coins of purer silver than those circulating at his t ime.  
It is not by chance that among the numerous barbaric imitations of 
republican denarii  the serratus types are held in great cons ideration and, 
in most cases, are even made with serrations, sometimes only impressed 
on the roundel.  
 
The f irst serrate issue of the Roman Republic appears in the famous 
series of anonymous denari i with symbols, dated by Crawford between 
211 BC and the middle of the next century. Despite numerous studies  sti l l  
has not been able to shed light on the meaning of the many symbols 
present in these denari i.  
 
As for our case, that is the denarius with the wheel symbol on the R/, for 
the sake of completeness we must  remember that this appears in the 
coinage of Etruria, Luceria and Massalia, but i t is also known as the wheel 
is a purely Roman symbol related to the military sphere, the road system 
and roads: with caution we could assume the destination of this denarius  
to exceptional expenses for the construction of one or more  viae 
publicae between the end of the third and the f irst half  of the second 
century BC. 
 
The serratos minted subsequently, with a few exceptions, can be easily 
grouped into four major series, both  on the basis of the chronology 
proposed by Crawford through the study of epigraphic and styl ist ic 
elements, and on the basis of a technical criterion: the average number of 
teeth present on the edges of the coins.  
 
The f irst series is composed of f ive issues having at the R/ the same type: 
the cock king Bituitus in chariot and at the exergue the legend 
L. LIC.CN.DOM. . These issues, according to Crawford, were minted 
around 118 BC, the year of the dedication of the f irst Roman colony 
beyond the Alps, Narbo Mart ius. The colony was connected to the road 
network of the Italic peninsula by means of the  Domitia road (the f irst 



Roman road in Gaul that took its name from Cn. Domit ius Ahenobarbus ) 
built in the same years. The foundation of the colony, desired by  L. 
Licinius Crassus against the opposit ion of the Senate, united in the 
framework of the Gracchan reform the characterist ics of the military 
appropriation with the purpose of land assignments to the knights.  
The second series consists of four issues dated be tween 106 and 105 BC. 
We are in the years immediately following the decisive reform of the army 
wanted by G. Marius. Before this inst itution, the fundamental concept of 
the Servian constitution was in force, which l imited the conscription only 
to the landowners and ordered the dif ferent weapons only according to the 
classes of the census holders. In 107 B.C.  Marius declared that he would 
enlist in the army all Roman cit izens, including those who until then had 
been excluded, i.e. those with no property. The  huge expenses for the 
soldiers' equipment were paid by the state and the bond of clientele, a 
very important factor of the whole Roman socio -poli t ical structure, found 
definitely its ref lect ion in the mil itary f ield.  
 
The third series is composed of twelve  issues dated between 83 and 79 
BC. the years of the Sil lan dictatorship. As it is known, in this short period 
of t ime huge expenses seriously affected the Roman state treasury: the 
reconstruct ion of the Capitoline Jupiter temple, the deduction of numerous  
colonies, the proscript ion l ists, the demobilization of the victorious 
armies, the imposit ion of numerous extraordinary taxes, f inal ly the 
promulgation of various laws aimed to limit the expenses of the wealthiest 
families and to f ind, through confiscations, lands for the veterans.  

The fourth and last series is composed by four issues dated between 72 
and 70 BC. We are in the middle of the years of the servi le revolt led 
by Spartacus and in the year following his defeat. The most demanding of 
the servi le wars that Rome had to face for three years against tens of 
thousands of slaves, seriously threatened the Roman 
economy. Spartacus in fact direct ly undermined the lat ifundia system, 
mainly run by slaves and considered the primary focus of large -scale 
agriculture in the Italic peninsula.  
 
The elements highlighted so far, contribute to delineate the following 
picture: several series of serratus denari i were minted in particularly 
crit ical moments in the economic history of the Roman Republic; probably 
the operation consisted in placing on the market coins with an intr insic 
value slight ly higher than normal.  

It could be assumed with extreme caution that this pract ice had certain 
relat ions with the military sphere or that it was used to increase the 
commercial value of the circulating currency issued by the Roman state in 
particular historical junctures during which, for internal polit ical reasons, 



Rome could have lost the strength of its si lver coinage in trade relat ions 
with the entire Mediterranean basin.  

Moreover, a key element of the matter could be represented by the radical 
disappearance of the serratus denarius towards the last years of the 
republic, in favour of the progressive appearance of the aureus which, 
from Caesar onwards, entered definit ively in to circulat ion in the Roman 
commercial orbit.  
The monetary system of the republican Rome was based on the denarius 
and its submultiples. The urban denarii, both with plain and serrate 
borders, minted in Rome or in mints authorized by the Senate and subject  
to the magistracy of the IIIvir i aere, argento auro f lando feriundo, are 
today generally classif ied as "ordinary". When instead we f ind ourselves 
in front of an issue bearing the mark  Ex Senatus Consulto  and signed by 
quaestors, praetors, edil i curul i and  edil i del la plebe, this is classif ied as 
"extraordinary". At this point the denarii serrati  could become part of a 
new classif ication, as if  they were "exceptional" urban denari i. They are 
not at all  coins with particular celebratory, rel igious or aesthet ic 
meanings: they are a real denarial class apart, whose production appears 
to have been systematical ly planned.  
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