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It’s Complicated: The Roman Relationship with the Wolf as Examined Through a Relief in Pompeii
The ancient Roman relationship with the wolf was both complex and dual-natured.  According to legend, the animal was their surrogate mother, sent by Mars to nourish his sons and infuse in them a ferocity that Romans saw as foundational to their culture.  However, at the same time that the she-wolf featured prominently in the foundation myth, she was considered a divine anomaly and held separate from the temporal beasts that were bound by their magic, danger, and liminality.  Greek and Etruscan traditions which heavily influenced Roman belief associated wolves with chthonic figures and viewed them as creatures capable of crossing and representing seminal boundaries.  To the Romans the wolf was simultaneously their salvation and representative of something sinister which created a delicate and dangerous relationship.   Because the two sides were in such stark contrast, anxiety over how to represent an animal that carried deep-rooted, varied, and difficult associations undoubtedly developed.  This resulted in a lack of rendering as evident through the inventory of visual culture from currently excavated Pompeii.  In all of Pompeii Pitture e Mosaici there is one textual reference to a wolf (Pugliese, IV, 584).  There are perhaps more hidden in hunting scenes, and in images of the she-wolf, but none feature prominently enough to constitute an allusion. Given those few and a handful of other images with questionable representations, a generous estimate gives us less than ten images of a wolf or wolves in all of Pompeii.

One way the Romans attempted to deal with the idea of a dual-natured creature was through a belief in the werewolf.  A creature that literally changes form, at the most basic level, explains how one being can possess two personalities.  The Greeks had a strong tradition of myths related to this particular transmutation and it can be assumed that the Romans knew many of their stories.  The implication is not that all ancient Romans believed that werewolves existed but that they were part of the cultural consciousness, were prevalent enough to be mentioned in various sources, and carried visual currency.  

This paper will examine the Roman use of the wolf/werewolf  through a relief found in the House of A. Octavius Primus in Pompeii.  In the image, a canine stands in front of a tree, identifiable through the leaves and acorns as an oak.  I will argue that this is a depiction of a wolf and that it has characteristics which reference the cultural construction of a werewolf.  An iconographic analysis formed in conjunction with a reading of ancient sources will reveal that this representation is rich with a sub-contextual meaning often disregarded in modern scholarship.  For a culture so steeped in religion, the werewolf became a metaphor for a moral metamorphosis, wielding incredible symbolic power while at the same time serving to comment on the capacity of human behavior.  Elements like the pomerium, transitional space, boundaries, and apotropaism will be examined while reconsidering this carving, exposing the potency of wolf imagery in to the ancient Romans. 
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