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Alamannia and Francia - the 4t c. rebirth of Armenia

The personifications of lands and rivers were an integral part of ancient Greek
and Roman art and were employed masterfully in the official propaganda
throughout antiquity. There were ones that reflected the greatness of the father-
land or the own empire, while others glorified victories over foreign territories.
Through the centuries new ones constantly appeared and transformed, often
taking elements from one another, and eventually disappeared forever in accord-
ance with historical changes. The fascinating history of these images would
exceed the length of any paper, so here only an interesting connection between
Alamannia, Francia and Armenia will be discussed.

Alamannia and Francia appeared on gold coins in the beginning of the 4 c.
Both follow the same iconography depicting the female personification seated
left below a trophy in attitude of mourning, wearing tunic, trousers and hat,
leaning on left hand, behind bow and quiver (Fzg. 1-2)".

Fig. 2: A solidus of Constantine the Great with Francia reverse.

The reverse legend GAVDIVM ROMANORVM is common for both, with only the
exergue legend ALAMANNIA or FRANCIA specifying the personified territory?.
These gold coins in various denominations were first minted by Constantine I in
Trier and Siscia in several series. The dating of the first series is disputed, the
RIC putsit at c. 310 and 313, G. Depeyrot between 312-313, while M. Alfoldi gives
a wider period between 307 and 315%. The emperor repeatedly fought with the
Germanic tribes with success, but without more precise dating of the coins, it is
not easy to pinpoint a specific victory for the occasion of the new reverse types*.
Nonetheless, K. Christ’s remarks are still valid that Constantine needed pro-
claiming his military achievements to legitimise his rightful claim to the throne®.
By defeating an arch-enemy of the Empire he not just defended its inhabitants,
but also led his troops to victory. This was the young emperor’s most important
military achievement until the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312. Thus, these
coins could also have been minted without a recent Germanic victory but could
have served as a general reminder of Constantine’s military virtue. Also, the
foreign threat was a great way of diverging the attention from the internal prob-
lems of the civil war to external ones, even though these might not even have
been so dangerous®. In 319-320 and 322-323 these coin reverses were also
issued for Crispus beside his father (Fig. 3)".
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The exception to the rule being

Fig. 3: A solidus of Crispus with Alamannia reverse.

Slight changes occur in that the personification sometimes wearing Phrygian
cap or none at all, turns its head back towards the trophy, a shield appears
instead of the quiver and the left hand is sometimes placed in her lap. Later,
these were only minted for Constantine Il in 328-329 and 332-333, but only with
the ALAMANNIA legend®.

The defeated Alamanni and Franci also appear together on a coin reverse
minted in Ticinum in the autumn of 315 by Constantine I. This depicts two
female captives seated under a trophy. Here we encounter an iconographic anom-
aly, since the one on the left has her hands tied behind her back, which is typical
for male captives who are situated on this side of the trophy, when depicted with
a female counterpart?. However, her long tunic and chignon identifies her as a
woman. The one on the right wears a tall and decorated hat and rests her head
in her hand in a mournful attitude (Fig. 4)*.

Fig. 4: A solidus of Constantine the Great with FRAN ET ALAM reverse.

They both wear a cloak but the left figure does not appear in the coinage of the
previously minted ALAMANNIA or FRANCIA coins. The iconographic innova-
tions do not end here, since two personifications of defeated lands were not
depicted on Roman coins!. The exergue legend FRAN(C) ET ALAM informs us
that now these two tribes are defeated jointly. According to M. Alf6ldi the reverse
was most likely emitted following the great victory over the two Germanic tribes
at the Rhine in 313 i.e. 2 years earlier than the RIC puts it'2.

The ALAMANNIA and FRANCIA reverse depictions immediately recall the
image of Armenia on the coins of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. The per-
sonification is again seated left below a trophy in attitude of mourning, wearing
long garment and tiara, leaning on the left hand, behind her bow and quiver
(Fig. 5).

Fig. 5: An aureus of Marcus Aurelius with Armenia reverse.

These were minted abundantly to celebrate the victories in the name of Lucius
Verus in the East. Several types are known without trophy or with standard,
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some of them were also minted outside Rome e.g., in Alexandria and Osrhoene
by Manu VIII for Lucius Verus®. The gold, silver and aes denominations reflect
the importance of this coin type. The message of the victories over the archen-
emies in the east was conveyed through the personification of the defeated ter-
ritory. These coins described above are exact predecessors of Constantine’s Ala-
mannia and Francia reverses. Therefore, and because of the great similarity
between the depictions, it is not unreasonable to interpret the unusual hat on
these coins as the Armenian tiara. The tall and decorative headgear on the
FRAN(C) ET ALAM reverse also strengthen this identification. These are the
closest parallels in time for the late Roman coins however far that may seem.
This raises an important question: why did Constantine decide to employ the
personification of Armenia to depict his victories on the Rhine? We will get back
to this but let us first briefly look at the history of Armenia in Roman era.

Armenia’s iconography was not an Antonine innovation but had its forerun-
ners under Trajan. It was the optimus princeps, who on his way to conquer the
east successfully fought against the Armenians and Parthians and was of course
not shy about it. His coin type is somewhat different than the Antonine ones and
emphasizes his own virtus that conquered Armenia and Mesopotamia. The
reverse depicts Trajan in the middle holding parazonium and sceptre, at his feet
Armenia seated left in attitude of mourning, flanked by two river gods reclining
on amphorae, wearing himation and holding reed (Fig. 6)%.

Fig. 6: A sestertius of Trajan with Armenia and Mesopotamia reverse.

The ARMENIA ET MESOPOTAMIA IN POTESTATEM P R REDACTAE legend
identifies the figures beyond doubt. It is interesting to note that while Armenia
was personified by a female figure, Mesopotamia was represented by two men,
the river gods of Tigris and Euphrates. Another version shows Trajan’s foot on
Armenia emphasizing her submission even further'. Interestingly enough, this
slight change to the full Virtus scheme also affected Armenia’s head, which now
had to be turned backwards, because there was no more space left for her by
the emperor’s knee!”. This coin reverse was repeated with minor modifications
by Lucius Verus on a bronze medallion minted in 169'®. This shows the two
emperors in military dress holding spears, crowned by Victory from behind,
between them a kneeling Armenia and the two river gods below.

This slight change of Armenia turning her head back was not just noticed,
but also copied by contemporaries and by the 4" c. die-engravers. The reverse
design did not only affect coins, but also other materials®®. The seated Armenia
with bow and quiver turning her head back is seen on a terra sigillata chiara B
ware produced in Arles in the 2-3" ¢.2°. The AR/ME/NIA legend puts her iden-
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tification beyond doubt?.. The Alexandrian coins of Lucius Verus also depict
Armenia with turned head and Phrygian cap but tied to the foot of a trophy?2.

Armenia was in the repertoire of Roman art from republican times, but these
images are quite different. The significance of this eastern territory was owed
to its importance as a buffer state between the Roman and the Parthian Empire.
Following the Mithridatic wars Armenia became a client kingdom of Rome. Sub-
sequently, Marc Antony fought in the east against the Parthians celebrating his
victories by coins depicting the tiara, an originally Armenian royal insignia that
was later also used by the Parthians?®. These were soon followed by Augustus’
ARMENIA CAPTA and RECEPTA coins in 19-18 B. C. depicting tiara, quiver and
bow or Victory holding bull by its horns or a sphinx®. The reverses of P. Petro-
nius Turpilianus also depict the kneeling Armenia or its king with extended
hands®. Thanks to the victorious campaigns of Cn. Domitius Corbulo under
Nero, the Parthians acknowledged the Roman privilege to approve the Armenian
king?®. This triumph was depicted in a Greek environment on a relief in the
Sebasteion of Aphrodisias, where Armenia is held by Nero in an Achilles and
Penthesilea like manner?”. The emperor depicted as a Greek hero and Armenia
as an amazon symbolizes the clash between the Hellenistic and the barbarian
world.

The Armenia coins of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus were also copied by
Septimius Severus during his Parthian campaign early in his reign. We see a
similar, but not nearly as well executed depiction of a small captive seated under
trophy in mourning attitude, wearing Phrygian cap with bow and quiver before.
These were only minted briefly in 193 in Laodicea ad Mare®. The denarii pro-
duced in Emesa in 195 show a captive seated on the ground, occasionally under
trophy, with Phrygian cap in attitude of mourning or with hands tied behind the
back, quiver, bow and shield in front*. Here the same iconographic propaganda
was used by the Antonine and Severan emperors campaigning in the east to
visually glorify their victories®’. Apparently these images were effective and
formed a part of the Roman notion of conveying the message of Roman military
successes in the east. Severus therefore simply reused the depictions that were
employed during the previous eastern campaign. This is not contradicted by the
coins of 193, the time of Septimius’ profectio to the East, depicting an eastern
captive, since fighting against a foreign enemy was always more favourable than
a civil war. In this case the difference between Armenia and Parthia is not that
important, in Rome’s view it was still the same region and therefore in close
iconographic affinity. This is not contradicted by the headgear, which can change
from the usual tiara to the Phrygian cap even on securely identified depictions®.
Despite that the coins of Septimius Severus were later than those of the
Antonines, the Alamannia and Francia reverse show greater and even exact
similarities with those of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus.

During the whole 3™ c., the captives were only depicted in a much inferior
role, mostly under a trophy, or at the feet of Victory or the emperor. Their size
decreased accordingly, so that they merely symbolize the defeat of a general
enemy, not an exact foe®. In these images the emperor, Victory or a Roman god
towering above them is more important. Another common depiction was the
trophy with captives seated underneath, occasionally wearing Phrygian cap indi-



67

cating an eastern enemy. These did not celebrate a certain victorious event, but
rather the most important virtue of every emperori. e. to be successful in battles.
Similar representations can also be found on 4" c. coins in abundance. This is
also true of the emperors campaigning in the east e.g. Gordian III and Valerian,
who did not reuse the 2" c. images, but rather the standard ones emphasizing
their personal role and virtue. So, the question is still left unanswered, why did
Constantine the Great suddenly decide to revive them?

Constantine was not unfamiliar with reusing 2" and 3™ c. coin images, espe-
cially ones under Probus, as M. Alfoldi had pointed out®. A prime example of
this is the Temporum or Saeculi Felicitas reverse depicting the 4 season putti
first appearing in Hadrianic times and lastly employed under Probus, before
being repeated by Constantine. Probus even has some reverses showing the
emperor crowning a trophy with a bound captive underneath looking backwards
with a general VIRTVS AVGVSTI legend?®*. Even if later emperors®® would have
reused the images of Trajan, Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus for their eastern
campaigns, this would still not explain why Constantine the Great revived it for
his wars against the Germanic tribes. This is especially odd considering that the
image of Armenia was not employed during the 3™ c.

The most famous instance for the reuse of images by Constantine is his arch
in Rome dedicated for his decennalia®. The structure showcases reliefs from
Trajan, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius, i. e. the same as for the coins. If Constan-
tine was fond of Marcus Aurelius as H.P. Orange and A. von Gerkan®” sug-
gested, then why did he not employ his Germania personification, celebrating
the victories over the Marcomanni and Quadi with several different types®*? Or
why not employ the image of the defeated Germanic prisoners instead of Arme-
nia? This is even more surprising, if we consider that the bow and quiver was
not a typical weapon of the Germanic tribes, but was a topos for every eastern
foe just like the Phrygian cap. Furthermore, Constantine himself bore the title
of Armenicus maximus before 318 but did not use the personification of Armenia
to celebrate this.

The history of Armenia’s iconography does not stop here. The image of Ala-
mannia and Francia was reapplied with a slight modification to Sarmatia on the
gold coins of Constantine II also minted in Trier 322-323 (Fig. 7)*.

Fig. 7: A solidus of Crispus with Sarmatia reverse.

The only difference is that the personification wears no hat. The legend is also
the same GAVDIVM ROMANORVM, but for SARMATIA in the exergue. The
image and the date correspond to the Alamannia and Francia coins. This means
that the image of Armenia, originally reused for the Germanic tribes by Con-
stantine I, was taken a step further and modified to glorify the victories of the
second son over another non-eastern, but Middle-European enemy. In this case
at least the bow was depicted appropriately as an important weapon of the Sar-
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matians. The Sarmatia coins were only issued for Constantine II even though
the title Sarmaticus maximus was also borne by Constantine I and Crispus®*'.
This suggests that the Armenia image was modified for Constantine II, because
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it was successfully employed by the father and brother, but reflected the division
of responsibilities within the family. Constantine the Great could have used the
reverses of the Marcomannic wars depicting Sarmatian prisoners, but the already
employed images reflected dynastic policies more effectively*>. On the other
hand, aes coins with the legend SARMATIA DEVICTA were minted for Constan-
tine the Great between 322 and 325, and for his two sons in Trier*’. The depiction
shows no resemblance to the previous ones portraying Victory with trophy and
palm-branch advancing right, setting foot on a bound captive on the ground.
This same reverse was also employed with the ALAMANNIA DEVICTA legend
for the coins of Crispus and Constantine II minted in Sirmium in
324-325*. One also must mention the PRINCIPIA IVVENTVTIS gold coins with
SARMATIA sometimes in the exergue minted for Constantine II Caesar in Trier
in 322-324 and 332-333 (Fig. 8)*.

Fig. 8: A multiple of a solidus of Constantine Il Caesar with Sarmatia reverse.

These show the heir in military dress standing left, holding globe and reversed
spear, setting one foot on the kneeling personification with raised hands towards
him. This reverse recalls the coins of Marcus Aurelius, but Germania pleading
for clementia by offering her shield*. These coins were all meant to glorify the
prince’s military successes and to show his excellent capability as an emperor.
These images were also used by his father to legitimize his own claim to the
throne and were handed down to his sons as well.

The reverses celebrating the first victories of Constantine the Great over the
Alamanni and Franci were in fact an exact copy of the Armenia types of Marcus
Aurelius and Lucius Verus. These were of outmost importance to Constantine,
since these successes were the military legitimization of his power. Why he
employed the personification of an eastern foe has to be left unanswered at this
point. This.is especially perplexing, since he could just as easily had copied the
Germania personifications of Marcus, if his figure was truly the motivating fac-
tor behind this. The success of these reverses is signified by that these were also
minted for Crispus and Constantine II and were also modified to celebrate the
Sarmatian victories. Thus, the 2™ c. personification of Armenia was transformed
into a victorious family image of the Constantine dynasty.
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