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ABSTRACT 

Mare Fortunatum: Literary Connections Between the Sea and the Goddess Fortuna in Ancient 
Roman Literature  

 
Jonathan Ramos 

Department of Classical Studies 
Texas A&M University 

 

Research Advisor: Dr. Deborah Carlson 
Department of Anthropology 

 

This thesis focuses on the ancient Roman attitudes concerning both the Roman goddess Fortuna 

and the sea. A comparison between the manner in which ancient Roman authors portrayed both 

the sea and Fortuna in literature explains the copious maritime motifs that were commonly 

associated with Fortuna on coinage, statuary, and other media. Additionally, this thesis will also 

demonstrate the reason behind the cult of Fortuna’s popularity amongst ancient Roman seafarers. 

This study will not only make it easier to understand why Fortuna was commonly depicted 

wielding maritime objects, such as gubernacula (steering oars), in place of other objects, but will 

also the reason explore why ancient authors perceived both the sea and Fortuna as unreliable 

entities.	
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In 8 CE, Augustus (63BCE-14 CE) exiled the Roman poet Ovid (43BCE-18 CE) to the remote 

port-town of Tomis. Located in Moesia Inferior (modern day Romania), Tomis was an important 

port in the Black Sea trade circuit. The Constanța (Tomis) Museum of Art, today houses an 

imperial marble sculpture of Fortuna, the Roman goddess of chance, luck, and fate. 

Accompanying Fortuna is a depiction of Pontos, a Greek sea-god, wielding a prora (bow). The 

sculpture arguably represents the alliance between Fortuna and the town of Tomis.1 Because it 

was a port-town, it seems rather natural for ancient sailors to have desired the patronage of the 

																																																													
1 Michele Renee Salzman, M. Sághy, and R.L. Testa, Pagans and Christians in Late Antique Rome: 

Conflict, Competition, and Coexistence in the Fourth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2015), 370.  

Figure 1. Tomis Fortuna with Pontos. Photo courtesy of Constanta Museum (Romania) 
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goddess, but Roman literature demonstrates that the correlations between the sea and Fortuna ran 

much deeper and were more complex than simple patronage. The Tomis Fortuna is just one 

example of the abundant Late Republican and Imperial depictions of Fortuna that affiliated her 

with the sea. Though the Tomis Fortuna features Pontos as an allegorical representation of the 

Black Sea, ancient artists also depicted maritime tools, such as gubernacula (steering oars), 

alongside representations of Fortuna. The most meaningful maritime connections, however, are 

not the surviving statuary and numismatic evidence, but instead the rich parallels found in the 

writings of ancient Roman authors. These texts greatly reveal the manner in which the ancient 

Romans perceived both Fortuna and the sea.  

 

Although most of the literature from antiquity has been lost to time, what little survives reveals a 

partial look into ancient Roman beliefs and values. A study of Fortuna in ancient literature 

reveals that ancient authors commonly employed her as a trope. The sea was also a vital concept 

in much of the surviving literary works of the late-Republican and imperial periods, for it was 

not only an important entity in the heroic lore of legendary figures, such as Aeneas, but also a 

vital component in the everyday workings of Rome’s vast empire. A comparison between the 

manner in which ancient Roman authors portrayed both the sea and Fortuna in literature explains 

the copious maritime motifs that were commonly associated with Fortuna on coinage, statuary, 

and other media. Additionally, this thesis will also demonstrate the reason behind the cult of 

Fortuna’s popularity amongst ancient Roman seafarers. This study not only makes it easier to 

understand why Fortuna was commonly depicted wielding maritime objects, such as 

gubernacula, in place of other objects, but it explores the reason why ancient authors perceived 

both the sea and Fortuna as unreliable entities.  
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Though Fortuna is often defined as the personification of chance, luck, and fate, this definition is 

both vague and oversimplified. In truth, Fortuna is just one aspect of a much grander concept, 

fors (chance). According to Saint Isidore of Seville (560-636 CE), a late antique scholar with 

access to lost ancient sources, lowercase “fortuna” is simply a term that is derived from the 

verbal adjective “fortuitus.”2 Modern scholarship, however, has demonstrated that the word 

actually is derived from the noun fors, which itself derived from ferre (to bear).3 One of the 

earliest uses of fors is found in Rhetorica ad Herennium, a first-century work on rhetoric that 

many formerly attributed to Cicero (107-43 BCE). In ad Herennium, the author quoted Pacuvius 

(ca. 220-130 BCE), who described the disputed nature of Fortuna as follows: “Fortunam 

insanam esse et caecam et brutam perhibent philosophi, Saxoque instare in globoso praedicant 

volubili: Id quo saxum inpulerit fors, eo cadere Fortunam autumant” (Some philosophers claim 

that Fortuna is insane, blind, and irrational, and they proclaim that she stands on a rolling, 

spherical rock: where chance impels the rock, there, they believe, Fortuna falls).4 Thus, fors 

seems to have carried some divine function from at least the third/second BCE century onwards. 

Additionally, Pacuvius stated that fors is the agent responsible for setting Fortuna in motion. 

Pacuvius did not, however, necessarily attribute any negative qualities to fors. He implied that 

while fors is the catalyst that sets Fortuna in motion (saxum inpulerit), it is not ultimately 

responsible for the unplanned direction in which Fortuna may fall. He described Fortuna, 

however, in an extremely negative manner, calling her cruel, uncertain, and inconstant.5 He then 

stated that other philosophers did not believe in Fortuna’s divinity, but instead considered that 
																																																													

2 Saint Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 5.11.94. All 
translations provided by the author unless otherwise stated. 

3 Canter, H.V., “’Fortuna’ in Latin Poetry,” Studies in Philology 19 (1922): 64.  
4 Psuedo-Cicero, Rhetorica ad Herennium, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1954). 2.23-

25.  
5 ibid.  
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events develop aimlessly: “Sunt autem alii philosophi qui contra Fortunam negant ullam misera 

in aetate esse; Temeritatem esse autumant” (There are also other philosophers who deny that in 

this age there exists a wretched Fortuna at all; they believe that thoughtless happenings exist).6 

Pacuvius sided with the latter party: “Id magis veri simile esse usus reapse experiundo edocet” 

(This is more similar to the truth, it is proved by the actual experience of life),7 thus 

demonstrating that not everyone regarded Fortuna as legitimate divinities. Although some people 

did not believe in Fortuna’s omnipotence, it is clear that a negative attitude concerning Fortuna 

began to develop among Greek philosophers in the third century BCE.  

 

By the second century BCE, however, the comic playwright Terence (ca. 185-159 BCE) 

demonstrated that fors was more commonly employed as simply chance and luck: “unum hoc 

scio: Quod fors feret, feremus aequo animo” (This one thing I do know: What chance will bring, 

we shall bear with a calm spirit).8 Though this differs from fors’ role in the unfolding of events 

as described by Pacuvius, Terence does not seem to have ascribed any negative attributes to fors. 

He described fors as the metaphorical agent that begets a result into existence. In the first 

century, Cicero differentiated between fors and Fortuna as follows: “Fortunaque sit vel huiusce 

diei, nam valet in omnis dies... vel Fors, in quo [nomine] incerti casus significantur magis” (And 

Fortuna of this day, for she prevails on all days… or Chance, under which name uncertain 

occurrences are more often called).9 Cicero thus regarded Fortuna as a positive entity, though he 

did condemn the consecration of a temple to Mala Fortuna on the Esquiline Hill.10 On the 

contrary, Cicero’s mention of a temple to Mala Fortuna demonstrates the monumental influence 

																																																													
6 ibid. 
7 ibid. 
8 Terence, Phormio, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 1.2.88. 
9 Cicero, De legibus, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), 2.28. 
10 ibid 



6 
	

that the Greek perception of Tyche had on Fortuna, a topic that will be more extensively 

explored further on in this paper.  

 

Although Cicero associated fors with uncertain happenings, he includes fors in his list of 

acceptable entities/concepts of praise and did not consider its worship to be a vice: “Virtutes 

enim, non vitia consecrari decet” (For it seems suitable to consecrate virtues rather than vices).11 

Therefore, while third-century BCE philosophers believed that Fortuna and fors were 

interconnected concepts, by the first century BCE they had been classified as two separate 

concepts that displayed differentiating degrees of chance and luck. While Cicero described 

Fortuna as a positive force, he was certainly not the first. The celebration of the goddess as the 

forbearer of prosperity was in truth a practice that dated back to the Roman Kingdom.  

 

Fortuna thus finds her etymological root in the abstract noun fors. In its unpersonified form, it 

was used in the same manner as its modern derivative, fortune, is used today. It is clear that as 

some point, as early as the sixth century BCE and no later than the third century, the word 

fortuna was infused with a numen (divine spirit). It seems that after Fortuna was deified, she was 

initially worshipped as a beneficent goddess with the power to bring good luck to her devotees.12 

The cult of Fortuna was one of the oldest cults in the Roman state. Although it has been argued 

that the cult began in the countryside, Ovid (116-27) failed to name her in his list of ancient 

gods, and her popularity amongst women and merchants also negates this theory.13 Ovid, 

however, did mention that Romans honored her every June 24: “quam cito venerunt Fortunae 
																																																													

11 ibid. 
12 Axtell, Harold Lucius, The Deification of Abstract Ideas in Roman Literature and Inscriptions, 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1907), 9.	
13 Axtell, Harold, The Deification of Abstract Ideas, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1907), 

10. 
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Fortis honores” (How quickly the festival of Fors Fortuna has arrived).14 It is also important to 

note that Fortuna’s worship involved both water and sailing: “in Tiberis ripa munera regis habet. 

pars pede, pars etiam celeri decurrite cumba” (She has her royal show on banks of the Tiber. 

Hurry on foot, and others in swift boats).15 Instead, the origins of the cult of Fortuna date back to 

the Roman Kingdom in the sixth century BCE. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (ca. 60-7 CE) noted 

the following:  

ταῦτα διαπραξάµενος ἐν εἰρήνῃ τε καὶ κατὰ πολέµους καὶ ναοὺς δύο 
κατασκευασάµενος Τύχης, ᾗ παρὰ πάντα τὸν βίον ἔδοξεν ἀγαθῇ κεχρῆσθαι, τὸν µὲν 
ἐν ἀγορᾷ τῇ καλουµένῃ Βοαρίᾳ, τὸν δ᾽ ἕτερον ἐπὶ ταῖς ἠιόσι τοῦ Τεβέριος, ἣν 
ἀνδρείαν προσηγόρευσεν, ὡς καὶ νῦν ὑπὸ Ῥωµαίων καλεῖται. (Besides these 
achievements in both peace and war, he built two temples to Fortune, who seemed 
to have favoured him all his life, one in the market called the Cattle Market, the 
other on the banks of the Tiber to the Fortune which he named Fortuna Virilis, as 
she is called by the Romans even to this day).16  

Though Dionysius claimed that Servius Tullius (575–535 BCE) built a temple to Fortuna Virilis, 

Varro (116-27 BCE) stated that the temple along the Tiber was actually dedicated to the earliest 

personification of the concept of chance and luck, Fors Fortuna: “quodis fanum Fortis Fortunae 

secundum Tiberim extraurbem Romam dedicavit” (He dedicated a sanctuary to Fors Fortuna next 

to the Tiber, outside the city of Rome).17  

 

Though later elements of Fortuna were heavily influenced by the influx Hellenistic culture 

during the second and first centuries BCE, literary evidence demonstrates that Fortuna began as 

an Italic deity with a strong presence in the villages located in the peripheries of Rome, but 

																																																													
14 Ovid, Fasti, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 6.771.	
15 ibid., 6.776-7.  
16 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, Volume II, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1939), 4.27.7. 
17 Varro, De lingua Latina, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938), 6.17. 
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primarily in Etruria.18 Horace briefly mentioned the ancient worship of Fortuna in Antium,19 

while Cicero (107-43 BCE) mentioned the “fani pulchritudo et vetustas Praenestinarum” (the 

beauty of the sanctuary and long duration of Praeneste),20 a statement that demonstrates the great 

splendor and antique worship of the goddess in Praeneste (Palestrina). The earliest cult was that 

of Fors Fortuna, who was believed to be the patroness of the lower classes, as well as the 

slaves.21 Because Dionysius credited Servius Tullius with the construction of her first temple, on 

account of the good luck that she provided him throughout his lifetime, it may be that Servius 

Tullius (575-535 BCE) imported Fortuna’s cult into Rome, just as Numa Pompilius (753–673 

BCE) imported the cult of Vesta from Alba Longa.22 The fact that the principal and most 

illustrious sanctuary to Fortuna was located in Praeneste, which was originally an Etruscan 

settlement, may hint at the possibility that Fortuna was originally an Etruscan deity. 

Additionally, Servius Tullius was the second of the legendary Etruscan kings, thus allowing the 

possibility that he introduced this foreign, Etruscan cult into Rome.  

 

The cult of Fortuna seemed to have primarily promoted success in fertility, military endeavors, 

and agriculture.23 Ovid stated that the plebeians worshipped her due to the belief that “qui posuit, 

de plebe fuisse fertur et ex humili sceptra tulisse loco. Convenit et servis serva quia Tullius ortus 

constituit dubiae templa propinqua deae” (the founder of her shrine was one of them, and rose 

from humble rank, to the throne, and her worship suits slaves, because Servius was slave-born, 

																																																													
18 Magini, Leonardo, Stars, Myths and Rituals in Etruscan Rome, (NYC: Springer Publishing, 2014), 

63. 
19 Horace, Odes and Epodes, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 1.35. 
20 Cicero, On Divination, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), 2.86. 
21 Arya, Darius, "The Goddess Fortuna in Imperial Rome: Cult, Art, Text," (dissertation, The 

University of Texas at Austin, 2002), 41.  
22 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 1.20. 
23 The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. Michael Gagarin (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), s.v. “Fortune.” 
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who built the nearby shrines of the fatal goddess).24 Thus, Fortuna was customarily worshipped 

among the plebeian class, as well as the slave class. Though her festival focused on Fortuna’s 

role as the bearer of good luck, her worship outside of Rome traditionally focused on her role as 

the courier of success in regards to fertility. Cicero described a statue of Fortuna in Praeneste as 

follows: “Is est hodie locus saeptus religiose propter Iovis pueri, qui lactens, cum Iunone 

Fortunae in gremio sedens, mammam adpetens, castissime colitur a matribus” (The site where 

the stone was found is religiously guarded to this day. It is hard by the statue of the infant 

Jupiter, who is represented as sitting with Juno in the lap of Fortune and reaching for her breast, 

and it is held in the highest reverence by mothers).25 Thus, at Praeneste, Fortuna was worshipped 

as the primordial mother-goddess, Fortuna Primigenia, the goddess of fertility who was attended 

to by mothers. The choice to depict both Juno and Jupiter suckling from Fortune’s breast, just as 

the she-wolf nursed Romulus and Remus, is of particular interest. It indicates that the ancient 

Romans believed that Fortuna not only predated the foremost deities of the Roman pantheon, but 

she even nursed them from infancy. Thus, it was implied that Fortuna was a greater force than 

the two infant deities that sat on her lap, a theme that would resurface many more times 

throughout Roman history.  

 

Though Cicero did not directly provide a date for the conception of the statue, many Graeco-

Etruscan terracottas have been found in Praeneste, as well as in Latium and Campania, of the 

κουροτρόφος (child nurturer) type.26 These works of art feature a goddess nurturing young 

children, who sit upon the goddess’ lap. The κουροτρόφος type dates back to the Greek Bronze 

																																																													
24 ibid.	
25 Cicero, De Divitione, 2.41. Translated by W. A. Falconer. 
26 Fowler, William Warde, The Roman Festivals of the Period of the Republic, (London: Macmillan, 

1899), 226. 
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Age,27 and it must have made its way into Italy as early as the eight century BCE. While this 

image of Fortuna as a primordial force seems to have originated from Greek influences, Cicero’s 

description of the cult statue suggests that it only became a principal part of Fortuna’s worships 

amongst Etruscans, but also amongst Romans after Praeneste was brought under Roman 

dominion in the fourth century BCE. This early Greek influence, however, would not halt after 

the fourth century. As Greek culture infiltrated Rome during the Hellenistic period (321-31 

BCE), the cult accreted new significances among a broader portion of the population. Although 

Pacuvius explained that she was at first driven by fors, it appears that by at least the first century 

BCE, she was believed to govern over fors, a phenomenon that can only be explained by the 

influence of Greek culture. It is clear that Fortuna is an intricate concept that developed from a 

Greek predecessor. Additionally, the introduction of Hellenistic culture during the second and 

first centuries seems to have affected the manner in which Romans understood Fortuna,28 for it 

was only then that Romans began to make the distinction between Bona Fortuna: “si Bona 

Fortuna veniat”29 (if good Fortuna should come) and Mala Fortuna: “Malam Fortunam in aedis 

te adduxi meas” (I introduced misfortune into my house).30 In order to fully understand Fortuna’s 

development within the Roman psyche, it is important to discuss Fortuna’s predecessor, Tyche 

(Τύχη). 

 

In the early third century BCE, the Greek sculptor Eutychides created a famed sculpture of 

Tyche. The sculpture featured the goddess leaning on Mount Sipylus and a representation of a 

waterway, the river Orentes, appears by her foot. The goddess also dons a mural crown, which 

																																																													
27 Orphanides, Andreas, "The Bronze Age Anthropomorphic Figurines from Cyprus: Women's Child 

Caring Role," Archaeologia Cypria 4 (2001): 90. 	
28 ibid., 10.  
29 Plautus, Aulularia, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 100.  
30 Plautus, Rudens, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 501. 
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represents the city of Antioch, and holds several ears of grain in her hand. Eutychides’ Tyche of                                 

Antioch was the most renowned depiction of Tyche in the Hellenistic world. According to      

mythology, Tyche was the daughter of Aphrodite and either Zeus or Hermes. Much like Fortuna, 

the concept of tyche was also deified and resulted in the worship of the goddess. In the early 

fourth century, Aristotle (384-322 BCE) defined Tyche as being “an incidental cause in the 

sphere of those actions for the sake of something which involve purpose. Intelligent reflection, 

then, and chance are in the same sphere, for purpose implies intelligent reflection.”31 Here 

Aristotle claims that Tyche is not an active agent in the world, but instead she is an “incidental 

cause” that has resulted from a sphere of things that are capable of occurring. He goes on to state 

that Tyche is neither good nor bad,32 but rather she is interpreted in either manner by humans; a 

concept that would later influence the Stoic perception of Fortuna. By the second century BCE, 

however, this passive perception of Tyche had changed. In the Histories, Polybius (ca. 200-118 

BCE) described Tyche as a powerful agent in the physical world: 

ὧν µὲν νὴ Δί᾽ ἀδύνατον ἢ δυσχερὲς τὰς αἰτίας καταλαβεῖν ἄνθρωπον ὄντα, περὶ 
τούτων ἴσως ἄν τις ἀπορῶν ἐπὶ τὸν θεὸν τὴν ἀναφορὰν ποιοῖτο καὶ τὴν Τύχην, 
οἶον ὄµβρων καὶ νιφετῶν ἐξαισίων ἐπιφορὰ συνεχής, ἢ τἀναντία πάλιν αὐχµῶν 
καὶ πάγων καὶ διὰ ταῦτα φθορὰ καρπῶν, ὁµοίως λοιµικαὶ διαθέσεις συνεχεῖς, 
ἄλλα παραπλήσια τούτοις, ὧν οὐκ εὐµαρὲς τὴν αἰτίαν εὑρεῖν. (Now indeed as 
regards things the causes of which it is impossible or difficult for a mere man to 
understand, we may perhaps be justified in getting out of the difficulty by setting them 
down to the action of a god or of Chance, I mean such things as exceptionally heavy and 
continuous rain or snow, or on the other hand the destruction of crops by severe drought 
or frost, or a persistent outbreak of plague or other similar things of which it is not easy to 
detect the cause.)33 

																																																													
31 Aristotle, Physics, translated by P. H. Wicksteed & F. M. Cornford (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1957), 2.4. 
32 ibid. 
33 Polybius, Histories, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 36.17.2 
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Though Polybius’ book strictly regarded the actions of men, he did think it prudent to take into 

consideration the influences of the gods, particularly Tyche, upon the course of history.34 

Polybius primarily noted Tyche’s force over natural calamities, such as ardent storms, snow, and 

drought. When contemplating the nature of Tyche, Aristotle attempted to disprove the notion that 

meeting an individual at the market perchance or the acquisition of money are prime examples of 

Tyche’s existence. Aristotle’s choice of examples, which differed greatly from those used by 

Polybius, demonstrates the manner in which Greeks living during the Classical period perceived 

Tyche. While Aristotle chose mundane examples, Polybius’ examples involve natural forces, 

such rain and flooding. The disparity between these two definitions of Tyche highlights the 

Hellenistic shift towards the belief that Tyche did not only have agency over simple, mundane 

interactions, but also over the events that occur in seas and the skies as well. This Hellenistic 

view of Tyche very much shaped the Late Republican and Imperial perception of Fortuna from a 

benevolent deity into a powerful agent that was able to cause disasters and birth prosperity.  

 

The most important contribution that the Greeks developed in regards to the Roman conception 

of Fortuna, however, was the belief that Tyche is an indifferent, and at times even malevolent, 

power. As Eutychides’ statue demonstrates, Tyche was a benevolent force that could govern a 

city’s prosperity. In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Tyche was said to have been one of the 

nymphs present during the rape of Persephone.35 In the poetry of Pindar (ca. 522-443 BCE), he 

described the goddess as σώτειρα Τύχα (Tyche the savior).36 Thucydides too described the 

																																																													
34 Lianeri, Alexandra, Knowing Future Time In and Through Greek Historiography, (Berlin, 

Germany: Walter de Gruyter, 2016), 252.  
35 Anonymous, Homeric Hymn to Demeter, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 

2.420. 
36 Pindar, Odes, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 1.12. 
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goddess as a benign, divine force.37 Thus, initially Tyche was perceived as a benevolent power 

that was inalterable and fixed rather than variable. During the fourth century BCE, however, this 

perception began to give way to a much more capricious force. In Middle and New Comedy, for 

example, dramatists began to describe Tyche as being ἄνοια (irrational), and later τυφλή (blind), 

in place of ευνοια (good willed).38 Although she was viewed as a reckless force, ancient Greeks 

still felt the need to propitiate her. This may be explained by the desire to ward off the bad omen 

by aversion, just as the Furies were often called the Εὐµενίδες (the gracious ones).39 By the first 

century CE, Dio Chrysostom (40-120CE) attempted to rationalize Tyche’s malevolence:  

Besides the many verbal blasphemies against Tyche, sculptors and painters alike 
also traduce her, some representing her as mad and tossing her gifts recklessly 
about, some as standing on a sphere, as if to say that she has no safe or secure 
support, whereas it is ourselves that we ought to mould or paint like that, since we 
treat everything in a mad and evil fashion — and not, by heaven, standing on a 
sphere but rather on folly — in place of idly finding fault with Tyche.40 

Dio thus employed Tyche as a moralistic motif that sheds light upon man’s idiocy. More 

importantly, however, is the fact that this excerpt demonstrates that while Tyche was often 

celebrated for bringing forth prosperity, she was also extensively detested for maliciously 

robbing men of said prosperity. Thus, Tyche was transformed in ancient Greek thought from a 

benign divinity to a loathed evil. Although there is no clear explanation as to why this shift 

occurred, Dio’s analysis of man’s inclination to attribute their misfortunes to Tyche offers a 

possible motive.  

 

																																																													
37 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), 

5.120. 	
38 Willis, Gwendolen, The Ancient Gods in Greek Romance, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1905), 24. 
39 ibid. 
40 Chrysostom, Dio, Discourse 65, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1951), 65.12.	
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Although the Romans disdained the Greeks for their “softness,” their increasing contact with the 

Greek world during the second and first centuries BCE led to the influence of Greek ideas upon 

Roman culture. Through this increased contact and exposure to Greek culture, ideas, such as the 

omnipotent, malevolent view of Tyche, made their way into Italy and were applied to Fortuna. In 

the Tusculanae Disputationes, Cicero referred to Fortuna as being the “domina rerum”41 (ruler of 

the universe) before quoting Callisthenes’ (360-328 BCE) famous proverb: “Vitam regit 

Fortuna, non sapientia” (Fortuna governs life, not wisdom).42 These two quotes demonstrate that 

Fortuna was understood to be a dominant agent in the lives of men, a belief that differs greatly 

from Pacuvius’ description of Fortuna as a passive force. She wielded control over every aspect 

of the cosmos, ranging from insignificant happenings, such as the acquisition of money, to 

monumental events, such as success in war and death. Cicero’s views on Fortuna closely 

matched that of Polybius, for they both attributed to Fortuna the universal dominance that 

Aristotle attempted to disassociate from Tyche.  

 

During the Imperial period, Seneca (4-65 CE) carried on this notion of Fortuna, while also 

emphasizing her fickle nature: “Non est tuum, Fortuna quod fecit tuum. Dari bonum quod potuit, 

auferri potest” (What Fortuna gives to you is not yours. That which can be given can be snatched 

away).43 This belief can be witnessed in many depictions of Fortuna wielding a gubernaculum, 

which she uses to aimlessly steer fate into whichever direction she pleases. The motif of her 

carrying the gubernaculum was extremely popular during the Imperial period, for it appeared on 

numerous coin depictions of the goddess. Ancient Roman ships were piloted by a gubernator, 

who operated the gubernaculum and steered the ship in whichever direction was necessary. 
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Thus, Fortuna was depicted as the gubernatrix of the cosmos. Though other objects, such as the 

famous rota Fortunae (wheel of Fortune), were used later during Late Antiquity and the Middle 

Ages, the Hellenistic and Imperial use of the gubernaculum is of great curiosity, for it is a 

symbol that not only connects Fortuna to the sea, but equates her to the role of a helmsman.  

In Latin poetry, writers described Fortuna using a plentiful amount of epithets. Ovid speaks of 

Fors Fortuna in the Fasti,44 while other adjectives, to name a few, included instabilis, redux, 

adversa, incerta, and inconstans.45 According to H.V. Canter, over 68 adjectives or laudatory 

and derogatory epithets are attributed to Fortuna.46 Because Fortuna represented luck, chance, 

and happenstance, many naturally decided to either praise her in a positive manner (Bona 

Fortuna, Fortuna Redux, and Fortuna Primagenia), while others made notice of her inconstant 

and flimsy nature (Fortuna Incerta, Fortuna Caeca, and Fortuna Inconstans). It is clear, 

however, that the latter was the more popular option. In book five of Vergil’s Aeneid, for 

example, Palinurus attributes a sea storm to be Fortuna’s doing: “Superat quoniam Fortuna, 

sequamur, quoque vocat, vertamus iter” (Since Fortuna triumphs, let us go where she calls 

obediently).47 Palinurus states that Fortuna must be obeyed, since her actions are not only fated, 

but ultimately cannot be resisted. Though the Aeneid features the principal gods of the Roman 

pantheon, the quoted line demonstrates that Fortune’s will is similar to that of the Fates “Ducunt 

volentem Fata, nolentem trahunt” (The Fates lead the willing and drag the unwilling).48 In the 

first book of the Aeneid, however, Juno approaches Aeolus, ruler of the winds, and urges him to 

raise a storm:  
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“namque tibi divom pater atque hominum rex et mulcere dedit fluctus et tollere 
vento… incute vim ventis submersasque obrue puppes, aut age diversos et disiice 
corpora ponto.” (since the father of the gods and king of men has granted to you 
to both calm and raise the waves by means of the wind… strike force into the 
winds and overwhelm the ships having been sunk or drive the scattered into 
different directions and scatter their bodies on the sea).49  

 As this line demonstrates, though Juno was one of the principal Roman goddesses, she did not 

hold dominion over the winds. She was more generally referred to as Pronuba Iuno50 and Cinxia 

Iuno, both of which associate her with marriage and fertility. Therefore, Juno needed to travel to 

Aeolia, the land of winds, in order to impose an evil onto Aeneas and the Trojans accompanying 

him. Palinurus, however, attributes the tempest that appears in the fifth book as the work of 

Fortuna. He also laments that although Jupiter has promised the Trojans that they will reach 

Italy, Fortuna’s tempest seems to threaten his omnipotence: “magnanime Aenea, non, si mihi 

Iuppiter auctorspondeat, hoc sperem Italiam contingere caelo” (High-souled Aeneas, not if Jove 

the King gave happy omen, would I have good hope of making Italy through yonder sky).51 

Thus, Fortuna’s will seems to be able to trump the abilities of the gods. Vergil presented Fortuna 

not as a goddess, but instead a greater agent that works within/around the background of Aeneas’ 

journey. She represents as a grand force that the gods work under, a concept that Roman 

philosophers further explored. Moreover, Palinurus is introduced as the helmsmen of the ship, 

gubernator Palinurus.52 It is interesting that he is the one who mentions Fortuna because, as 

previously mentioned, Fortuna was also known under the epithet Fortuna Gubernatrix.53 Thus, 

though Fortuna appears under numerous epithets throughout Roman history, it is her role as an 

overruling power that is ultimately apparent in the Roman psyche via literature.  
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As early as the third century BCE, there are allusions to Fortuna’s overruling power. In Plautus’ 

(ca. 254-155 BCE) play, Pseudolus, the titular character lamented an unfortunate situation by 

stating the following: “centum doctum hominum consilia sola haec devincit dea, Fortuna” (This 

goddess, Fortuna, alone prevails over the designs of a hundred learned men).54 In Tusculanae 

Disputationes, Cicero associated her strength with the weather, as well as Jupiter, by mentioning 

the “fulmina Fortunae” (thunderbolts of Fortuna).55 In Commentarii de bello Gallico, Julius 

Caesar’s (100-44 BCE) stated that, “Comprobat hominis consilium Fortuna” (Fortuna verifies a 

man’s plan).56 Thus, Roman authors reflect the notion that Romans had historically perceived 

Fortuna as an omnipotent agent for centuries.57   

 

Fortuna’s erratic nature and supremacy was not limited to Seneca’s philosophy, for she he also 

described her as an omnipotent power in his tragedies. Throughout Agamemnon, Fortuna was 

described as an all-powerful force responsible for the ills that have befallen upon every 

character. When Thyestes describes his perils, for example, he blames Fortuna not only for 

defiling his purity, but he also accuses her of commanding him to commit incest: “Nec hactenus 

Fortuna maculauit patrem, sed maius aliud ausa commisso scelus gnatae nefandos petere 

concubitus iubet” (Nor thus far only has Fortune defiled the father, but, daring greater crime than 

that committed, she bade him seek his daughter’s incestuous embrace).58 The chorus then sings 

of the constancy of Fortuna’s deceitfulness.59 They liken Fortuna’s inconstancy to that of the sea, 

while they ultimately credit her for the mishaps that chance upon mortal men: “ut praecipites 
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regum casus Fortuna rotat” (as does Fortuna roll on the headlong fates of kings).60 Additionally, 

the chorus goes on to portray Fortuna as a malevolent force, for they state that she only brings 

prosperity in order to produce misery: “quidquid in altum Fortuna tulit, ruitura levat” (Whatever 

Fortuna has raised on high, she lifts but about to bring low).61 This sinister portrayal of Fortuna 

demonstrates that although she was originally worshipped as charitable Roman goddess in the 

early sixth century, her nature had changed in the Roman psyche by the first century CE.  

 

By Seneca’s time, Fortuna had almost exclusively acquired the supreme dominance of a 

malevolent force, as elucidated by the chorus in Hercules Furens: “O Fortuna viris invida 

fortibus, quam non aequa bonis praemia dividis” (Oh Fortuna, envious of brave men, in allotting 

favors how unjust you are unto good).62 When the Trojan women sing of death, for example, 

they equate Fortuna to Jupiter: “nullus hunc terror nec impotentis procella Fortunae movet	aut 

iniqui flamma Tonantis” (No fear nor storm of unrestrained Fortuna disturbs that calm, nor bolt 

of the harsh Thunderer).63 The epithet “impotens” allotted to Fortuna demonstrates that she was 

thought of as an unrestrained force whose dominion extended to everything bar death, a 

sentiment that is also emphasized in Seneca’s Oedipus: “mors innocentem sola Fortunae eripit” 

(death alone rescues an innocent man from Fortuna).64 This line enforces Fortuna’s role as an 

omnipotent being because it depicts Fortuna’s inability to disturb death as a singular anomaly. In 

other words, she is expected to have the ability to affect anything and everything. In Tacitus’ 

(56-117 CE) Historiae, Tacitus differentiated Fortuna from the gods:  
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Frater eius Titianus et praefectus praetorii Proculus, imperitia properantes, 
Fortunam et deos et numen Othonis adesse consiliis, adfore conatibus 
testabantur, neu quis obviam ire sententiae auderet, in adulationem concesserant. 
(His brother Titianus and the praetorian prefect, Proculus, impatient as they were 
through inexperience, declared that Fortuna, the gods, and the good genius of 
Otho favoured his policy and would favour its execution.)65  

Thus, Tacitus believed that Fortuna was a force that existed apart from the gods, a sentiment that 

is often referenced in Stoic philosophy, as well as in Vergil’s Aeneid. In Tacitus’ Historiae, 

Fortuna exists as a universal, omnipresent force that controls the fate of human affairs: “Struebat 

iam Fortuna in diversa parte terrarum initia causasque imperio” (Fortuna was already, in an 

opposite quarter of the world, founding and making ready for a new dynasty).66 In Annales, 

Tacitus described Fortuna as a reckless, uncertain, and omnipotent force: “Cum repente turbare 

Fortuna coepit” (When suddenly Fortuna began to disturb everything).67 Seneca too described 

Fortuna’s omnipotence as a (procella), a word that authors used to describe the sea in an 

overwhelming majority of other instances. Vergil, for example, used procella to describe the 

storm that Aeolus raised to hinder Aeneas and his Trojan crew: “creber procellis Africus, et 

vastos volvunt ad litora fluctus” (the quick African wind crowded with gusts and they roll vast 

waves to the shores).68 Propertius (ca.50-15BCE) too used the word when describing the 

violence of the ocean, as well Fortuna’s dominion over it.69 Thus, it is clear that procella had a 

prior association to the sea. Seneca’s decision to use procella to describe Fortuna’s strength 

mirrors his prior description of the sea as a violent entity in Eurybates’ proclamation.70 In order 

to properly explain Fortuna’s association with the sea, it is vital to explore the manner in which 

ancient authors characterized the sea in literature.  
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Although seafaring was the most rapid mode of trade and travel, it was not by any means the 

safest nor often the preferred. Throughout popular ancient literature, sea storms, shipwrecks, and 

other calamities at sea were at the heart of many a story. Though the ancient Greeks had 

developed into an intricate trade-based culture since the Bronze Age,71 and their most popular 

myth centered on the sea, the Romans did not share this sentiment. In truth, the Romans averted 

it for much of their early history. Rome’s expansion between the fifth and third centuries BCE 

ultimately forced it to come into contact with Greeks in Magna Graecia and Carthage, two 

cultures that heavily depended upon maritime trade. A treatise between the Romans and 

Carthaginians demonstrates that the Romans did not particularly care for sea trade:  

“µὴ πλεῖν Ῥωµαίους µηδὲ τοὺς Ῥωµαίων συµµάχους ἐπέκεινα τοῦ Καλοῦ 
ἀκρωτηρίου, ἐὰν µὴ ὑπὸ χειµῶνος ἢ πολεµίων ἀναγκασθῶσιν.” (The Romans and 
their allies not to sail with long ships beyond the Fair Promontory unless forced 
by storm or by enemies: it is forbidden to anyone carried beyond it by force to 
buy or carry away anything beyond what is required for the repair of his ship or 
for sacrifice, and he must depart within five days.)72  

Though some form of activity had to have been present in order for the Carthaginians to feel it 

necessary to ban the Romans and their allies from participating in extensive seafaring, this was 

most likely primarily sanctioned against the coastal cities that practiced sea-based trade and were 

allied to the Romans. It was not until the third century BCE that the Romans built their own 

navy, using a Carthaginian ship as a blueprint. After Pompey the Great (106-48 BCE) helped 

eradicate piracy from Roman waterways, seafaring became much more secure, though natural 

disasters remained the deadliest factor when sailing. Roman literature demonstrates a general 

pessimistic attitude towards seafaring, though this may be due to the fact that literature primarily 
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catered to the tastes of the patricians, who openly regarded seafaring as a greedy and risky 

enterprise, but privately benefitted from it nonetheless.  

 

Propertius described seafaring as an unprolific venture, for it resulted in death: “Ista per 

humanas mors venit acta manus. Terra parum fuerat Fatis, adiecimus undas: Fortunae miseras 

auximus arte vias” (This death comes from the action of human hands. Earth was too small for 

the Fates, we have added the oceans: by our arts we augmented the wretched paths to Fortuna).73 

Propertius’ association of seafaring with death demonstrates the high risks involved with ancient 

seafaring. Apart from describing the sea as a ruthless and uncontrollable venue, he also described 

death at sea as something that could be avoided if one stayed on land: “quid meritum dicas, cui 

sua terra parumst” (What would you say he has earned, whose country is too small for him?)74 

Propertius not only described the sea as being within the dominion of Fortuna, but he also 

explicitly implied that she is much more powerful than any god: “non habet undas deos” (The 

ocean does not have gods).75 While Roman satires, such as Petronius’ (27-66 CE) Satyricon, 

depicted seafaring in a nefarious manner, it remained a vital component of Rome’s empire until 

well into the fifth century CE. Graffiti in Pompeii, for example, not only demonstrate that most 

sailors were of Greek origin, but they were also individuals of relative class.76 These 

iconographic drawings demonstrate the importance that seafaring played in the Roman world, for 

it was not only used for the transport of food, but also of culture.77  
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In the Naturales Quaestiones, Seneca explored various topics not only concerning the physical 

world, but the metaphysical as well. In his third book he explored water and his sentiments 

concerning the sea. Seneca described the sea as a place of perpetual quarrel: “Non vides ut aestus 

fines suos transeat et in possessionem terrarum mare inducat? Non vides ut illi perpetua cum 

claustris suis pugna sit” (Do you not see how the tide sometimes crosses its bounds and installs 

the sea in possession of the land? Do you not see how unceasing is the war it wages against its 

barriers?)78 Seneca thus painted a negative picture of the sea, for he believed it to be a 

malevolent entity that was constantly trying to break from its own threshold. It is not strange to 

say that Seneca almost described the sea as being an untamed creature: “Nihil est tam violentum, 

tam incontinens sui, tam contumax infestumque retinentibus quam magna vis undae” (Nothing is 

so violent, so intemperate of itself, so unyielding and hostile than the great force of a wave).79 To 

Seneca, the sea was eternally at war with the rest of the world, including humans. The Stoics also 

considered both water and the sea to be agents of destruction. Seneca goes on describe the end of 

the world as follows:  

Omnium tunc mare ora fontium implebit et maiore hiatu solvet. Quemadmodum 
corpora nostra ad egestum venter exhaurit, quemadmodum in sudorem eunt vires, 
ita tellus liquefiet et aliis causis quiescentibus intra se quo mergatur inveniet. 
(The sea will fill up the mouth of every fountain, and will open it out to wider 
extent. Just as the bowels drain the body in the draught, or as the strength goes off 
into perspiration, so the earth will dissolve, and though other causes are inactive, 
it will find within itself a flood in which to sink.)80  

This catastrophic scene depicts the sea as a volatile agent that will one day envelop the entire 

world and destroy every living creature that resides on it. Although it is difficult to project this 

view upon all Stoics, it seems that most Stoics, bar the early Greek Stoics, subscribed to this 
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belief.81 Additionally, Seneca mimicked Herodotus by stating that the information gathered in 

the Quaestiones derived from inquiries that he collected through his travels: “mundum circuire 

constitui et causas secretaque eius eruere atque aliis noscenda producere” (I resolve to survey 

the universe, to unearth its motives and secrets, and to reveal them to the knowledge of others).82 

This suggests that those from whom Seneca acquired this information shared this conception of 

the sea as a destructive agent. Seneca’s vivid description of the sea in Quaestiones depicted it as 

an untamed beast, but this perception of the sea can also be found in his tragedies. In 

Agamemnon, Eurybates the herald reports the following to Clytemnestra:  

nam certa fari sors maris dubii uetat. Ut sparsa tumidum classis excepit mare, 
ratis uidere socia non potuit ratem. quin ipse Atrides aequore immenso uagus 
grauiora pelago damna quam bello tulit remeatque uicto similis, exiguas trahens 
lacerasque uictor classe de tanta rates. (For the lot of the wavering sea forbids to 
speak certainty. When our scattered fleet met swollen seas, one ship could scarce 
descry her sister ship. Not even Atrides himself, on the boundless ocean 
wandering, endured losses heavier by sea than war, and like a vanquished man, 
though victor, he returns, bringing but few and shattered vessels from his mighty 
fleet.)83  

Eurybates described the sea as being uncertain, while also noting her harsh nature and fierce 

malevolence. The Romans thus regarded the sea as an uncertain and often evil entity. Although 

sea trade was a vital component of Roman mercantilism, H.H. Huxley argued that the Romans 

perceived sailing itself as a manifestation of human greed.84 Seneca, for example, equated 

seafaring with evil: “utique alicui vitio navigatur” (In any case, the sea is navigated by some 

vice).85 While the modern idea of exploration did exist to some capacity, the end result of 
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exploration was always human profit.86 Thus, the sea was not just malevolent itself, but it was 

also a medium for evil. When Nero (37-68) looked for the ideal manner by which he could 

murder his mother, Agrippina, it was a fleet commander that offered a solution. Tacitus reported 

that Anicetus contived the following plan:  

“nihil tam capax fortuitorum quam mare; et si naufragio intercepta sit, quem 
adeo iniquum, ut sceleri adsignet, quod venti et fluctus deliquerint?” (Nothing is 
more capable of reckless accidents than the sea; and if has been killed by a 
shipwreck, who is hostile to such an extent that they would assign to crime what 
the winds and waves committed.)87  

Because Nero did not wish for others to discover his plot, Anicetus looked towards the sea on 

account of the fact that its violent and reckless nature allowed for the practice of wicked deeds. 

In other words, not only were all things dealing with the sea were viewed as being wicked in 

nature, but it was also seen as a place where wicked deeds could be committed without penalty. 

Just as Fortuna was described in a fickle, cruel, and deceitful manner, so too was the sea. 

Because both of these forces existed outside of human control, it is easy to recognize why these 

two forces were often associated with each other. Much like Tyche, the Romans propitiated both 

the sea and Fortuna in order to ward off the evil omens that were intrinsically tied to both of 

these fickle, violent, and hazardous forces. As demonstrated by the literary evidence, the manner 

in which ancient authors described Fortuna’s uncertain nature mirrors the way in which they 

described the sea, at time even appropriating the same words. This eventually manifested its way 

into the manner in which artists depicted Fortuna in coinage and statuary.  

 

Coins were instrumental media for communication because they were frequently used, traveled 

easily, and were distributed amongst the diverse reaches of Rome’s extensive empire. Originally, 
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imagery on coinage featured images of animals. As the Roman state became a much more 

dynamic entity and political figures gained prominence, however, coinage began to be used as a 

means of propaganda. In the second century BCE, Fortuna began to be associated with the 

cornucopia in her statuary. Although there is no surviving numismatic evidence of this, it can be 

assumed that if any coins were minted of her before the first century, they most likely featured 

her bearing a cornucopia.88 The choice to include the cornucopia alongside Fortuna indicates 

that she was tied to plentitude, which is reflected in the earliest surviving writings on the 

goddess. The earliest surviving Roman coins of Fortuna date to the mid-first century BCE. These 

coins were denarii minted by M. Plaetorius Cestianus, and they feature Fortuna on the obverse, 

while the reverse features a figure holding a tablet that has “sors” (chance, lot, fate) inscribed 

upon it.89 Although Cestianus’ coins do not mention Fortuna by name, Michael H. Crawford 

believes that the inclusion of sors points towards this being an early depiction of Fortuna 

Primigenia.90 The decision to include this association on a coin suggests that Fortuna’s 

popularity may have originally been restricted to that of an oracular power. Variations on these 

coins possibly feature the pediment from of the temple of Fortuna Primigenia in Praeneste, for 

they feature a cornucopia on a pediment on the reverse.91 Around the same time (ca. 48 BCE), 

the denarii of Q. Scinius and Canius Antius both feature Fortuna.92 The denarius of Antius is 

also the first surviving image of Fortuna bearing a gubernaculum. This motif also reappeared in 

Ti. Sempronius Gracchus’ aureus, which featured Fortuna Gubernatrix on the obverse and 
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Octavius (63 BCE-14 CE) on the reverse.93 Though Fortuna’s numismatic iconography featured 

a variety of objects, it was her association with transportation that remained predominant well 

into the third century CE and beyond.  

 

The aforementioned denarii of Scinius featured a caduceus, the staff frequently wielded by 

Mercury, the travel god, in his iconography, on the reverse. Mercury’s association with the 

caduceus was so prominent that at times he could solely be referred to under the epithet 

Caducifer.94 Mercury’s role as the steer of souls into the underworld, as well as the epithet 

Alipes,95 (wing-footed) shows that he was associated with transportation. Thus, the decision to 

include the caduceus on coins that also featured Fortuna demonstrates that by the mid-first 

century BCE, she was also associated with safe transport. The decision to include the 

gubernacula among her iconography too demonstrates that she was tied to commerce and 

transport, particularly sailing. Though Fortuna Gubernatrix remained a popular motif on 

Republican coins, she found prominence on imperial coins, being featured on the imperial 

coinage of countless emperors as a symbol of prosperity, safe return (Fortuna Redux), and 

military success.96  

While the worship of Fortuna by different groups was extensive, evidence of her worship by 

sailors is of particular interest to this study. Firstly, Fortuna’s role as an unpredictable and 

volatile force makes it difficult to understand why sailors wished to worship such an erratic 

deity. As previously demonstrated, however, the ancient Romans commonly propitiated deities 

in order to avoid any evil omens. Dio Chrysostom warned against the condemnation of Tyche:
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“ἴσως γὰρ ἂν τι ἡµῖν πρὸς τὸ εἰπεῖν εὖ καὶ αὐτὴ συλλάβοι” (For perhaps even she herself might 

aid us somewhat in speaking well of her).97 Thus, Dio expressed the sentiment that by appeasing 

a malevolent force, that deity may provide their assistance. As previously expressed by 

Eurybates,98 sailing was the most hazardous activity in the ancient world. Thus, it only seems 

natural that sailors would wish to appease the goddess who was so often associated with the sea. 

In Discourse 64, Dio described the goddess as follows:  

εἶτα τῇ µὲν δεξιᾷ χειρὶ πηδάλιον κατέχει, καί, ὡς ἂν εἴποι τις, ναυτίλλεται. τί δὲ 
ἄρα τοῦτο ἦν; πότερον ὡς µάλιστα τῶν πλεόντων τῆς τύχης δεοµένων? (then in 
her right hand she holds a rudder and, as one might say, she is sailing a ship. But 
why, then was this? Was it in the belief that sailors more than others need 
Tyche?)99  

 

Though Dio used the πηδάλιον (steering oar) in order to go into a philosophical exploration of 

Tyche’s nature, it is clear that he recognized that sailors needed the goddess’ favor. One form of 

physical evidence concerning the worship of Fortuna among sailors or shipwrights is a mast-step 

coin of Domitian (51-96 CE) featuring the goddess that was found in the Blackfriars ship, a 
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99 Chrysostom, Dio, Discourse 64, (1951), 64.5. 

Figure 2 Dupondius of Commodus (left) and Sestertius of Clodius Albinus (right). Photos courtesy of the British Museum 
Collection and Coin Archives 
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second-century CE ship that was discovered in the River Thames in London.100 The coin was 

placed inside the mast-step, a foundation offering that dates back to the earliest Greek temples.101 

The decision to use a coin of Fortuna Gubernatrix demonstrates that sailors wished to appease 

the goddess in order to guarantee their safe return. Although Roman intellectuals warned against 

the worship of Fortuna, both Cicero and Dio Chrysostom make it clear that the majority of the 

Roman populace, particularly sailors, continued to worship the goddess until Theodosius I (347-

395 CE) ordered the closure of all Roman temples during the late fourth century. Her worship 

among sailors demonstrates that her association with the sea was not restricted to literature, 

coinage, and other media, but was also acknowledged by sailors as well.   

Although the gubernaculum became the most recognizable symbol of Fortuna during antiquity, 

this symbol, as well as Fortuna’s association with the sea, declined during the Christianization of 

Roman culture. During the Medieval age, the rota (wheel) became the object most commonly 

associated with Fortuna. This phenomenon, however, finds its roots within classical culture. In 

Tacitus’ Dialogus de oratoribus, the rota Fortunae was described as a trite topos:  

“Nolo inridere ‘rotam Fortunae’ …nam et haec invitus rettuli et plura omisi, quae 
tamen sola mirantur atque exprimunt ii, qui se antiquos oratores vocitant.” (I do 
not wish to ridicule “Fortune’s wheel” …I have mentioned them with reluctance, 
omitting several, although they are the sole peculiarities admired and imitated by 
those who call themselves orators of the old school.)102  

Thus, by as late as the time of Cicero, orators used the rotam Fortunae as a meme. Commodus 

(161-192) was the first emperor to feature the rota Fortunae on his imperial coinage. 

																																																													
100 Carlson, Deborah N., “Mast-Step Coins among the Romans,” The International Journal of 

Nautical Archaeology 36 (2007), 318. 
101 ibid.		
102 Tacitus, Dialogus de oratoribus, (NYC: Random House, 1942), 1.23. 
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Commodus’ sestertius (ca. 184) featured the goddess in the same manner as other emperors had, 

but with the minor addition of a wheel beside her chair.103 Thereafter, the rota Fortunae  

continued to be used in the coinage of other emperors, such as Clodius Albinus and Septimius 

Severus.104 The rota Fortunae did not replace the gubernaculum, but added a new symbol. It was 

not until Late Antiquity that authors dissociated Fortuna from both the sea and the 

gubernaculum.  

 

Though early Christian authors, such as Saint Augustine (354-430 CE),105 as well as medieval 

theologians, such as Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274),106 denied Fortuna’s existence and claimed 

that she had no dominion over human affairs, Boethius (480-524 CE) was instrumental in the 

transmission of Fortuna into the medieval age. In Consolatio Philosophiae, Boethius described 

the rota Fortunae as follows:  

rotam uolubili orbe uersamus, infima summis, summa infimis mutare gaudemus. 
Ascende si placet, sed ea lege, ne uti cum ludicri mei ratio poscet descendere 
iniuriam putes. (we like to change the lowest to the highest, the highest to the 
lowest. Ascend if it pleases, but choose it, only if you will not think it an injury 
when the procedure of my game requires you to descend.)107           

																																																													
103 Perfect, “Fortuna Redux” (2012), 82. 
104 ibid.		
105 Augustine, De diversis quaestionibus octaginta tribus, (Washington, DC: Catholic University of 

America Press, 1982), 83.24.  
106 Aquinas, Thomas, Summa Theologica, (Claremont, CA: Coyote Canyon Press, 2010), 1.116.1. 
107 Boethius, Consolatio Philosophiae, (London: Penguin Classics, 1999), 2.2.9-10. 
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Boethius’ use of the rota Fortunae presented the concept of Fortuna within a Christian context. 

Just as “pagan” authors described Fortuna as an omnipotent and reckless force, Boethius’ use of 

Fortuna within Consolatio conveyed her in the same manner. Medieval artists soon described 

Fortuna’s voluens rota108 (spinning wheel) as having four cardinal points: a monarch at the top 

(regno), a falling monarch at the right (regnavi), a figure at the bottom (sum sine regno), and at 

the left a man rising towards the top (regnabo). Fortuna, as well as her wheel, then became an 

allegory used to aid religious instruction. Medieval authors used Fortuna to remind their 

Christian audience of the fleeting nature of wealth and poverty.109 The Carmina Burana, a 

collection of popular eleventh-to-twelfth-century texts, heavily features Fortuna. Two of the 

works’ more popular poems, Fortuna Imperatrix Mundi (Fortuna the Empress of the World) and 

																																																													
108 Boethius, Consolatio Philosophiae, 2.1.18.  
109 Cioffari, Vincenzo, "The Function of Fortune in Dante, Boccaccio and Machiavelli," Italica 24 

(1947): 1-13. 

Figure 3 The Rota Fortunae in the Carmina Burana. Photo courtesy of the Bavarian State Library, Munich 
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Fortunae Plango Vulnera (I Lament the Wounds of Fortuna), capture the general medieval 

attitude concerning Fortuna. In the seventh canto of Inferno, the first part of Dante Alighieri’s 

(1265-1321 CE) Divina Comedia, Vergil explains Fortuna to Dante as follows:  

He whose wisdom transcends all things, made the heavens, and gave them ruling 
powers… he put in place a controller, and a guide, for earthly splendour, to alter, 
from time to time, idle possession, between nation and nation, and from kin to 
kin, beyond the schemes of human reason. So one people commands: another 
wanes, obeying her judgement, she who is concealed, like a snake in the grass. 
Your wisdom cannot comprehend her: she furnishes, adjudicates, and maintains 
her kingdom, as the other gods do theirs. Her permutations never end: necessity 
makes her swift: so, often, someone comes who creates change. This is she: so 
often reviled, even by those who ought to praise her, but, wrongly, blame her, 
with malicious words. Still, she is in bliss, and does not hear: she spins her globe, 
joyfully, among the other primal spirits, and tastes her bliss.110 

Dante presented Fortuna as agent created by God in order to disturb temporal trappings. He also 

gave Fortuna the same fickleness found within the works of Seneca and Tacitus. He did not, 

however, depict her in a malevolent manner, but instead in the indifferent and “blind” (caeca) 

tone found within Cicero’s works. Thus, Dante fixed the ancient perception of Fortuna within a 

Christian context. Fortuna continued to be a popular motif used well into the Renaissance in the 

works of Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527 CE), William Shakespeare (1564-1616 CE), and other 

writers thereafter.  

 

Although Fortuna began as a benevolent minor deity, through the ages she began to be associated 

with different forces, such as Tyche. After the Hellenization of the Roman world, Fortuna began 

to be seen a malevolent, all-powerful force that recklessly altered the events of the universe. As 

this latter perception of Fortuna changed the way in which authors described her in literature, 

they also began associate Fortuna with the harsh and unruly manner in which the ocean-wary 

Romans viewed the sea. Thus, the manner in which ancient Roman authors depicted Fortuna was 
																																																													

110 Dante, Alighieri, Inferno, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 7.65-99.  
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likely a manifestation of their fear of the sea. Because these two forces were believed to derive 

from the same nature, they were thus equated with one another and propitiated in order to ward 

off the evil omens that they naturally carried. Fortuna’s comparisons to the sea did not restrict 

themselves to literature, but they also physically manifested themselves into Roman coinage and 

statuary. While the Christianization of the Roman world led to the decline of Fortuna’s 

association with the sea, she remained an uncertain and fickle force throughout Late Antiquity 

and into Middle Ages. Although Fortuna began as a benevolent deity, it is clear that as her 

association with the sea and the perception of her as a malevolent force developed around the 

same time. This inference can also shed light upon the manner in which the Romans viewed 

things out of their control: uncertain and volatile. This study provides an in-depth examination of 

Fortuna within the Roman psyche, a concept that is often lost when it is translated as simply 

“fortune.” Additionally, Fortuna proves to be an excellent example of the manner in which a 

concept changed over the span time and thus cannot be interpreted in the same tone by authors 

living centuries apart.  
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