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

Emesan Tetradrachms of Caracalla:
An Investigation of their Symbols 

�e article presents a die study of tetradrachms minted in Emesa during 
the reign of Caracalla. �e primary goal of the study was to understand the 
meaning of the various �eld marks on the reverse. Although no solid con-
clusion could be drawn due to the incomplete nature of the data set, some 
informative statistics and observations were made that allow for a better 
understanding of certain characteristics of the coinage and the structure of 
the mint.

Sometimes we don’t even realize what we really care about, because we get 
so distracted by the symbols.

-Tom Wolfe

�e following study was primarily undertaken to explore the signi�cance of the 
various symbols found on the reverse of tetradrachms minted in Emesa under 
Caracalla (Fig. , below). To this end, a die study was conducted with the ex-
pectation that the die links may reveal a coherent pattern, such as a discernible 
spatial or chronological structure. �e results attained were in fact more compli-
cated than anticipated, although it must be emphasized that the sample available 
for the study, while considerable, is certainly not complete and therefore any 
results presented here are provisional.1

*American University of Beirut (jn@aub.edu.lb).

. �is study supersedes a smaller die study conducted on  Emesan tetradrachms of 
Caracalla for a PhD thesis (J. Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria: the Orontes Valley,  BC–
AD  (London: Royal Numismatic Society), forthcoming.

	 Jack Nurpetlian*

AJN Second Series  () pp. –
©  �e American Numismatic Society
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

�e attribution of this series to Emesa is based on the bust of a radiate deity 
placed between the legs of the eagle on the reverse and the prominence given to 
Julia Domna (Fig. ).2 In total, images of  tetradrachms were compiled,  
of which were utilized for the study, with  poorly preserved or photographed, 
and  identi�ed as forgeries (see catalogue below).3 �e sample includes spec-
imens depicting both the busts of Caracalla () and Julia Domna (),4 as 
multiple die links indicate that both types were struck concurrently and in the 
same location.5 �e study does not include tetradrachms of Macrinus and Dia-
dumenian.6

. A. R. Bellinger, �e Syrian Tetradrachms of Caracalla and Macrinus (New York: American 
Numismatic Society, ), . �e same deity is also found on bronzes of this city from 
the reigns of Antoninus Pius, Elagabalus and Uranius Antoninus. Julia Domna is said to be 
the daughter of the high priest in Emesa (F. Millar, �e Roman Near East:  BC–AD  
[Harvard: Harvard University Press, ], ). However, to date, archaeological or historical 
evidence for the attribution of these tetradrachms to Emesa is lacking.

. Data was compiled up to September of . Many specimens were obtained from Michel 
Prieur’s database along with their metrological data; the provenance of some specimens was 
not listed.

. Prieur –.
. Coins with an obverse of Caracalla but struck with a reverse of Julia Domna, and vice 

versa, have been classi�ed under the person depicted on the obverse; this has not corrupted 
the statistics since all the coins are treated as a single issue.

. Prieur –. Since these issues are known in greater numbers and have mostly the 
same symbols as those of Caracalla, their study in the future may add to any information 

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with bare shoulder. . g. 
CNG Triton V, .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Julia Domna. 
Auktionshaus H. D. Rauch GmbH , .
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

�e statistical results of the die study are as follows:7

n =  = the total number of coins in the sample.

do =  = the number of obverse dies identi�ed in the sample.

dr =  = the number of reverse dies identi�ed in the sample.

Do = (ndo) / (n - do) = .= the estimated total number of obverse dies pro-
duced.

Dr = (ndr) / (n - dr) = . = the estimated total number of reverse dies pro-
duced.

do / Do = . and dr  / Dr = . provides the coverage of the dies in the 
sample.8

n / do = . and n / dr = . are index numbers measuring the average number 
of coins per die.

Dr  / Do = . = the ratio of reverse dies to obverse dies.

Altogether eight (possibly nine) groups were identi�ed based on the pres-
ence, or absence, of letters and symbols on the reverses as follows: O, H, A, cres-
cent, two pellets, Λ,9 Γ, and no symbol.10 �e existence of a Δ group remains  

provided here; for preliminary results related to them see Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria.
. Following Esty’s method (W. W. Esty, “�e geometric model for estimating the number 

of dies,” in Quantifying Monetary Supplies in Graeco-Roman Times, ed. F. de Callataÿ [Bari: 
Edipuglia, ], –). See also W. W. Esty, “Estimation of the size of a coinage: a survey and 
comparison of methods,” NC  (), –; W. W. Esty, “How to estimate the original 
number of dies and the coverage of a sample,” NC  (), –. 

. It is apparent that a good portion of the obverse dies have been identi�ed and almost half 
of the reverses, which implies that observations derived from this study are reasonably reliable, 
although future specimens may add, or alter, certain results altogether.

. �e Λ may simply be an Α missing the horizontal bar, as proposed by M. Prieur and K. 
Prieur (�e Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms and their Fractions. [London/Lancaster, Penn.: 
Classical Numismatic Group, ], ), but in the present study it is classi�ed as a separate 
group, since specimens with lambda have been observed for Macrinus also (Caracalla:  dies 
from  specimens; Macrinus:  dies from  specimens, see Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria.

. Caracalla: O, Η, Α, crescent, two pellets, Λ, no symbol; Julia Domna: O, Η, Α, Λ, Γ. �e 
coins with no symbol should not be considered as specimens on which the  symbol was forgotten 
by the engraver, since nine di�erent dies have been identi�ed for this group.

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with bare shoulder. . g. 
CNG Triton V, .
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

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with fully draped bust. . g. 
Naville , .

uncertain.11 �e number of dies identi�ed for each group is given in Table  in 
descending order:

Table . Symbols on Emesan tetradrachms of Caracalla and Julia Domna 
Group Caracalla Julia Domna Total 

O   

H   

A   

Crescent   

None  - 

Two pellets  - 

Λ  - 

Γ -  

Uncertain  - 

Total   

A secondary investigation was undertaken to see if the various depictions 
of Caracalla’s bust (bare, partially draped, and fully draped; Figs. , , and , 
respectively)12 had an intentional signi�cance.13 Preliminary results indicate 
that there was no speci�c preference for the choice of di�erent depictions of 
the bust,14 as was the case in Damascus15 and Tyre16 for this emperor. �e same 
irrelevance was also observed for the varying position of the symbols placed 
on the reverse.17 On one die (O) Caracalla’s bust is supported by an eagle with 

. �e letter Δ (see coin no.  for Julia Domna and a coin of Caracalla, no. , struck from 
the same reverse die) may simply be an Α with a low horizontal bar, considering that this coin 
has an obverse die link with coins of the Α group. �e letter Δ is also known for a tetradrachm 
of Macrinus (CNG EA , lot ) which also has a link with his Α group (Nurpetlian, Coinage 
in Roman Syria). Accordingly, further specimens are needed to classify it as a separate group 
with con�dence.

. Prieur –, , –, Prieur , , and Prieur –, respectively. �e latter 
is known from a single specimen, coin no.  (Naville , lot ) in the present catalogue.

. �e emperor is invariably depicted laureate. A radiate portrait is yet unknown for 
Emesa, unlike at other mints.

. As an example, dies O (partially draped bust) and O (bare bust) share a reverse die 
(R).

. J. Nurpetlian, “Damascene tetradrachms of Caracalla,” AJN  (), –.
. J. Nurpetlian, “Tyrian tetradrachms of Caracalla: a quantitative analysis,” Berytus Ar-

chaeological Studies (forthcoming).
. In front of or behind the eagle’s head; behind deity’s head; bottom right �eld; or within 

legend.

AJN 32 Nurpetlian text.indd   182AJN 32 Nurpetlian text.indd   182 12/7/20   8:31 AM12/7/20   8:31 AM

This content downloaded from 
�������������212.98.144.19 on Fri, 02 Aug 2024 04:49:01 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms





open wings (Fig. ).18 Such extraordinary depictions have been referred to as 
“introductory” or “inaugural” issues,19 but based on the position of this die in 
the die chain (see Chart , fold-out between pp.  and ) this hypothesis 
can be neither con�rmed nor rejected in the case of Emesa; although it has been 
argued in a die study of the Damascene issues that such a depiction of the em-
peror’s bust was unlikely to be the �rst in the die sequence.20

From the number of dies identi�ed, which, in general, should be an indica-
tion of the quantities produced in the past, the issues with no symbol, O, H, A, 
and crescent seem to have had the largest production, with the remaining issues 

. Prieur .
. P. M. Gilmore, “Syrian o�cinae under Caracalla and Macrinus,” NCirc . (), ; 

Prieur, Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, xxv.
. J. Nurpetlian, “Damascene tetradrachms,” .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with partially draped bust. . g.  
Tom Cederlind , .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with fully draped bust. . g. 
Naville , .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with bust supported by eagle. . g. 
Vcoins Den of Antiquities.
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

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with Julia Domna reverse. 
Roma Numismatics , .

Figure . Emesan tetradrachm of Julia Domna with Caracalla reverse. 
Numismatic Fine Arts , .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with uncertain reverse inscription. 
Roma Numismatics , .

represented by small numbers.21 In fact, the former group consisting of “pri-
mary” symbols seems to have been the core of production, whereas the latter 
group, involving two pellets, Λ, or Γ, seem to have been “secondary” in nature,22 
as may be discerned from the symbol-link diagram (Fig. ).23

Some observations
�e average weight of  specimens was calculated to be . g and the aver-
age size . mm ( specimens).24 �e majority of coins are struck with an 
upright axis of  h, and to a lesser extent  h, with  h,  h,  h,  h and  h 
also noted.

. �e quantity of coins surviving to date, or at least those compiled for the study, more or 
less correlate with the quantity of dies identi�ed for each group.

. Prieur (Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, ), in addition to remarking that the issues 
with two pellets and Γ are small, also noted that they are stylistically distinct and therefore 
considered them separate from the “main workshops” (see below). Prieur assimilated Λ with A.

. For the sake of clarity, the diagram was drawn in such a way to avoid lines crossing over 
one another.

. �e weight ranges from  to  g and the size from  to  mm.

Figure . Links between symbols 
(solid lines for Caracalla and dashed lines for Julia Domna).
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

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with Julia Domna reverse. 
Roma Numismatics , .

Figure . Emesan tetradrachm of Julia Domna with Caracalla reverse. 
Numismatic Fine Arts , .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with uncertain reverse inscription. 
Roma Numismatics , .

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with YΠATOC Π Π legend. . g. 
BnF, CdB .
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

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with facing radiate deity. . g. 
BM G..

Figure . Tyrian AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with a�nities to Emesa. . g. 
Yale ..

Eighteen coins of Caracalla were struck from nine reverse dies intended for 
Julia Domna, as attested by the inscription ΔHMAΡX EΞ OΥCIAC (Fig. , above), 
whereas six specimens (from four dies) of the Empress had on the reverse the 
emperor’s title ΔHMAΡX EΞ ΥΠATOC TO Δ (Fig. , above), a good indication that 
both series were concurrent and that dies were freely shared.

Some minor spelling errors for Caracalla’s legends were noticed as follows: 
ΔHMAΡX EΞ ΥΠ[A]TOC TO Δ and ΔHMAΡX EX ΥΠATOC T[O] Δ. Five specimens 
of the reverse die R also have an uncertain relief inscription in the exergue of 
the reverse (Fig. , above). It may be the remains of the legend [ΔHMAΡX E]Ξ [Υ]
ΠA[TOC] T Δ possibly resulting from recutting of the die.

A single specimen with the bust of Caracalla (symbol H, coin no. ) has the 
reverse inscription ΥΠATOC Π Π (Fig. , above). It is doubtful that the engraver 

Figure . Emesan AR tetradrachm of Caracalla with “double crescent.” . g.  
Yale ...
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

deliberately gave the title ΠATHΡ ΠATΡIΔOC to the Emperor; it is more likely that 
the coin is a mule struck in the reign of Macrinus using a reverse of his and an 
obverse of his predecessor.25 A similar case, again from a single specimen, is also 
known from Tyre (a possible association with this mint is discussed below).26 
�us, technically, these specimens should be considered to be issues under Ma-
crinus and not Caracalla.

In addition to the main group featuring two pellets as a symbol, on two dies 
(R and R) a pellet is present along with A and O. It remains uncertain if the 
addition of this pellet was deliberate or accidental. �e same observation is also 
true for the H group, which includes one die (R’) with two letters H.27 On one 
specimen of Julia Domna with a reverse of Caracalla (R’, coin no. ) the let-
ter O is clearly recut over an A (or Λ).

�e tips of the crescent symbol are regularly engraved pointing upward, right 
or le�. Based on the limited die links available no speci�c pattern was found in 
their orientation or position in the �eld, however, an interlocked double-crescent 
symbol is known from a single die (R,  specimens, Fig. ), but it may be an 
upward crescent engraved over a downward crescent (an orientation not known 
for the series). If this is the case, then this die would imply that the orientation of 
the crescent was indeed important and therefore corrected.28

�e radiate deity between the legs of the eagle invariably faces le�, but on 
a single specimen (coin no. , British Museum G.) the bust is depicted 
facing (Fig. ).29 Both Bellinger and Prieur noted that the style is somewhat 
di�erent and considered it as an exceptional case.30

A noteworthy observation was made during a die study of the tetradrachms 
of Caracalla minted at Tyre,31 which depict a murex shell between the legs of 
the eagle.32 One specimen (Fig. ) depicts the emperor’s portrait in a style un-

. �is hypothesis can be con�rmed upon �nding a die pairing between this reverse and 
an obverse of Macrinus. Worth noting is a specimen struck with the obverse of Macrinus and 
a reverse of Caracalla (legend ending in TOC TO Δ with crescent symbol, Forum Ancient Coins 
lot ); Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria.

. Prieur .
. �e “double H” coin is not classi�ed as a separate group, since it is linked with coins 

with a single H. Note: multiple modern counterfeits of the coin in question are known.
. Physical inspection of one of these coins may help settle this matter.
. �ere does not seem to be a symbol on the reverse, but di�cult to con�rm due to the 

poor state of preservation.
. Bellinger, Syrian Tetradrachms, ; Prieur, Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, .
. Nurpetlian, “Tyrian tetradrachms.”
. Bellinger Syrian Tetradrachms, –; Prieur, Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, –.
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

like all other obverses of that city ( obverse dies identi�ed from  coins).33 
Remarkably, the portrait resembles those found on issues of Emesa, while the 
obverse legend and titulature follow the model of Emesan rather than Tyrian 
issues.34 Also notable is the di�erence in the arrangement of the wreath leaves 
on the specimen in question. �us, it may be the case that an obverse die from 
Emesa migrated to Tyre, or an engraver from Emesa travelled there, or a Tyrian 
die engraver simply copied from an Emesan coin.35 Of course, these assumptions 
of die or engraver sharing can be veri�ed if a die link is established between the 
two cities, but none was found between this coin and any of the  dies () 
identi�ed for Caracalla in this die study. To the best of the author’s knowledge 
no evidence for shared dies between the mints of Caracalla’s tetradrachms has 
yet been published, although die sharing is known for his bronzes in Asia Mi-
nor.36 However, certain stylistic similarities between tetradrachms from di�er-
ent mints are known, in addition to uncanonical style of dies from the same 
mint, which reminds us of Butcher’s statement that “mints which produced tet-
radrachms bearing symbols speci�c to their own cities could have issued coins 
for other cities which bore symbols speci�c to those cities.”37 To explore this 
phenomenon further, an attempt was made to �nd similarities in style between 
the Emesan tetradrachms of Caracalla and his bronze coins attributed to that 
mint, but no solid connection was observed.38 It is noteworthy that the bronze 
issues of Emesa, some of which bear dates, do not have �eld marks,39 with the 
exception of those of Antonius Pius, which have the letters A, B, Γ, Δ, E, ɞ and Z, 
which seem to be of an alphanumeric nature and not symbolic. �us, one won-
ders if the silver and bronze coins of Emesa were produced entirely separately, 
keeping in mind that the attribution of the tetradrachms remains uncon�rmed 
in the �rst place.

. �e reverse is for Caracalla’s third consulship, hence cut under Septimius Severus.
. Tyre: AYT KAI ANTWNINOC CE; Emesa: AVT K MA ANTΩNEINOC CEB (with slight 

variants known); the Tyrian specimen in question: AVT K MA ANTΩNEINOC CEB (note the form 
of omega as well).

. One wonders if it is also sheer coincidence that to date muled specimens pairing dies of 
Macrinus and Caracalla are known only from Emesa and Tyre.

. As an example see K. Kra�, Das System der kaiserzeitlichen Münzprägung in Kleinasien 
(Berlin: Mann, ), no. .

. CRS .
. Prieur (Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, ) had also attempted to do this for the 

Cypriot mint but without any tangible success. He noted a stylistic similarity between Emesan 
bronzes of Caracalla and some tetradrachms of Rhesaena, and therefore contemplated whether 
they should be attributed to Emesa (Prieur, Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, ).

. Some issues under Elagabalus have the letter E (Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria).
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

An interesting observation made as a result of the present contribution is the 
reliability of the statistical results derived from die studies in accordance to the 
quantities studied. �e current pool of  specimens with the smaller previous 
study of only  specimens is compared in Table .

Table . Comparison of die statistics between sample groups

n do dr Do Dr do/Do dr/Dr n/do n/dr Dr/Do

   . . . . . . .

   . . . . . . .

�e estimated number of original dies, and hence their ratio, is nearly identi-
cal, whereas the coverage of the dies changes considerably, and accordingly their 
index numbers (n/d), rendering the results more reliable.40 Hence, obviously, the 
larger the pool the better the results of a die study and a good indication that the 
results derived from the formula used here to calculate the original number of 
dies produced in the past is quite consistent. 

Table  compares the volume of production for the mints of Damascus, Eme-
sa, and Tyre, the three tetradrachm mints for which statistical data is currently 
available.

Table . Comparison of production volume at Damascus, Emesa, and Tyre
Damascus Emesa Tyre 

n   

Do . . .

Dr . . .

n/do . . .

n/dr . . .

Dr/Do . . .

Although Table  does provide general patterns in the production of dies and 
mint output, it would be premature to draw conclusions from the three mints 
alone. �e volume of production, when based on the estimated number of ob-
verse dies originally produced,41 provides a view of the output “ranking” of each 

. A minimum index number of  is required for statistics to be of value (W. W. Esty, “�e 
theory of linkage,” NC  [], –). Note that in the second study this was better 
achieved for the reverse (. vs. ., or  vs. ).

. Scholars generally prefer the number of obverse dies for the estimation of output, but 
various elements such as the ratio Dr/Do, n/do and n/dr should be taken into consideration. In 
this study the obverse is preferred since the index number n/do is well above , in particular 
for Emesa and Damascus, and therefore more reliable than the index n/dr.
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

Δ, E, ɞ and Z on the reverse, which would naturally seem to be of a sequential 
nature, has also shown that the dies are non-sequential but spatially connected.48 

Symbols on Roman provincial bronzes have ba�ed scholars for centuries. 
It is needless to present a review of all that has been said on the matter here. 
�e reader is referred to the recent work by Kevin Butcher49 which presents a 
historical survey, starting in the sixteenth century, with an analysis of various 
proposals to better understand these markings.50 It is su�cient to summarize 
his �ndings that there is no speci�c pattern and a simple chronological sequence 
did not provide an answer to the question, unless random overlaps and erratic 
gaps are allowed for. �e evidence of die deterioration has also demonstrated 
that the numbers are not necessarily sequential.51 Also, the letter-numerals do 
not conform to regnal years or a lunar calendar, nor do they necessarily indicate 
o�cina marks, as some are too numerous.52 �ey obviously cannot be numbers 
relating to individual dies, and if they were strictly meant to represent batches 
of metal, the same erratic results listed above also apply. To add to the confu-
sion, preliminary die studies conducted by Butcher have frequently shown that 
the �eld marks are not connected in any discernible pattern, as in the case of 
the above-mentioned Emesan bronze coins of Antonius Pius. However, despite 
the anomalies listed above, McAlee �nds it plausible that these letters, symbols, 
and pellets could represent individual workstations without necessarily implying 
that they were physically separate departments and concludes that “the numeral-
letters on the aes coins represent di�erent o�cinae of the mint, just as they do 
on the provincial tetradrachms and on the Roman coins struck at Antioch.”53

It may simply be the case that this confusion is due to the question being 
approached in the wrong way when trying to understand �eld marks through 
die charts. Consequently, the results would be misleading since the connections 

. Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria. 
. Butcher, “Numerical letters,” –. Information in what follows is from this source. 

See also CRS for general observations, in particular, pp. – and –.
. For other (non-provincial) Roman coinages with �eld marks, see R. Witschonke, “�e 

Use of Die Marks on Roman Republican Coinage,” RBN  (), –, and B. Woytek, 
“System and product in Roman mints from the Late Republic to the High Principate: some 
current problems,” RBN  (), –.

. Following R. McAlee, �e Coins of Roman Antioch [Lancaster, Penn.: Classical 
Numismatic Group, ], ), who has also demonstrated that other die deteriorations do 
demonstrate a sequential order, further adding to the confusion.

. For example under Trajan at Antioch where  numerical letters have been identi�ed 
(including the “no numeral letter” group) (CRS ).

. McAlee, Coins, . He adds that for certain cases the unusually high numbers observed, 
such as under Trajan as mentioned above, are due to increased output in certain periods.

mint, with Tyre, a prominent mint in the region, leading the group, followed by 
Emesa. Further studies can provide a better view for the output of silver by mints 
in the Roman East during the reign of Caracalla.42 An anomaly in the above 
table is the high ratio of Dr/Do at Damascus; future studies are needed to show if 
this is repeated elsewhere or a one-o� case.

The symbols
With regards to the meaning of the symbols on Emesan tetradrachms of Cara-
calla43 Bellinger identi�ed them as o�cina marks, but found them to be surpris-
ingly “numerous.”44 Gilmore proposed that the Greek letters (A, H, O, etc.) were 
initials of the responsible strikers and the (non-alphabetic) symbols (crescent, 
two pellets, etc.) batch marks for their subordinates.45 �is proposition does not 
take into account the Greek letters Λ and Γ (and possibly Δ) and the fact that the 
crescent symbol seems not to be a “subordinate” based on the considerable num-
ber of dies identi�ed. Prieur also considered them to be o�cinae, hence his sys-
tematic classi�cation as “O�cina A,” “O�cina H,” etc.,46 but later contemplated 
whether they might represent the “signatures” of elite families or magistrates.47 

Although it was hoped that the current die study would resolve the above 
hypotheses, the overall die chart (Chart ) does not provide a discernible pattern 
for the linkages between the various symbols. Separate die charts of individual 
symbol groups are provided as Figures –. �e preliminary results indicate 
that the symbols are linked in a rather haphazard way (see Fig. , above), or 
at least they remain incomprehensible, since not all the dies have yet been ac-
counted for. �e symbols are not sequential chronologically, but the numerous 
links imply that the coinage was struck in the same location. A similar die study 
of  Emesan bronze coins of Antoninus Pius with the letter-numerals A, B, Γ,  

. A die study of tetradrachms of Caracalla from the mint of Ptolemaïs ( specimens) is 
currently in process by the present author.

. �ese �eld marks are exceptional for they include both letters and symbols (hence the 
generic reference to them in this article as “symbols”), unlike other Syrian series, in which 
letters/numbers exclusively replaced the earlier use of pellets by the reign of Domitian in Syria 
(K. Butcher, “Numerical letters on Syrian coins: o�cina or sequence marks?” RBN  (),  
).

. Syrian Tetradrachms, .
. Gilmore, “Syrian o�cinae,” .
. Prieur, Syro-Phoenician Tetradrachms, –. 
. Keeping in mind that the �eld marks include non-alphabetic symbols as well (personal 

communication before his untimely death). 
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

Δ, E, ɞ and Z on the reverse, which would naturally seem to be of a sequential 
nature, has also shown that the dies are non-sequential but spatially connected.48 

Symbols on Roman provincial bronzes have ba�ed scholars for centuries. 
It is needless to present a review of all that has been said on the matter here. 
�e reader is referred to the recent work by Kevin Butcher49 which presents a 
historical survey, starting in the sixteenth century, with an analysis of various 
proposals to better understand these markings.50 It is su�cient to summarize 
his �ndings that there is no speci�c pattern and a simple chronological sequence 
did not provide an answer to the question, unless random overlaps and erratic 
gaps are allowed for. �e evidence of die deterioration has also demonstrated 
that the numbers are not necessarily sequential.51 Also, the letter-numerals do 
not conform to regnal years or a lunar calendar, nor do they necessarily indicate 
o�cina marks, as some are too numerous.52 �ey obviously cannot be numbers 
relating to individual dies, and if they were strictly meant to represent batches 
of metal, the same erratic results listed above also apply. To add to the confu-
sion, preliminary die studies conducted by Butcher have frequently shown that 
the �eld marks are not connected in any discernible pattern, as in the case of 
the above-mentioned Emesan bronze coins of Antonius Pius. However, despite 
the anomalies listed above, McAlee �nds it plausible that these letters, symbols, 
and pellets could represent individual workstations without necessarily implying 
that they were physically separate departments and concludes that “the numeral-
letters on the aes coins represent di�erent o�cinae of the mint, just as they do 
on the provincial tetradrachms and on the Roman coins struck at Antioch.”53

It may simply be the case that this confusion is due to the question being 
approached in the wrong way when trying to understand �eld marks through 
die charts. Consequently, the results would be misleading since the connections 

. Nurpetlian, Coinage in Roman Syria. 
. Butcher, “Numerical letters,” –. Information in what follows is from this source. 

See also CRS for general observations, in particular, pp. – and –.
. For other (non-provincial) Roman coinages with �eld marks, see R. Witschonke, “�e 

Use of Die Marks on Roman Republican Coinage,” RBN  (), –, and B. Woytek, 
“System and product in Roman mints from the Late Republic to the High Principate: some 
current problems,” RBN  (), –.

. Following R. McAlee, �e Coins of Roman Antioch [Lancaster, Penn.: Classical 
Numismatic Group, ], ), who has also demonstrated that other die deteriorations do 
demonstrate a sequential order, further adding to the confusion.

. For example under Trajan at Antioch where  numerical letters have been identi�ed 
(including the “no numeral letter” group) (CRS ).

. McAlee, Coins, . He adds that for certain cases the unusually high numbers observed, 
such as under Trajan as mentioned above, are due to increased output in certain periods.
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

observed could be the result of the so-called “obverse die box” hypothesis,54 in 
which obverse dies were freely shared in the mint regardless of the individual 
marks on the reverses, even if they did indicate separate workstations.55 In fact, 

. Esty, “�e theory of linkage”; G. F. Carter and R. S. Nord, “Calculation of the average 
die lifetimes and the number of anvils for coinage in antiquity,” AJN – (), –.

. McAlee, Coins, ; Woytek, “System and product,” –. Consideration should also 
be made of (obverse) dies lying dormant for a duration of time and later being reactivated for 
whatever reason (for such an example see K. J. J. Elks, “Coins of Caracalla with altered dies.” 
NC  [], –).

Figure . Die links for O tetradrachms of Emesa.
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

a strong indication of such free use of the obverses at Emesa is evidenced by the 
frequent use of Caracalla obverses with reverses of Julia Domna and vice ver-
sa.56 Butcher had observed in his preliminary die study of coins of Beroea and 
Antioch that “if o�cinae operated using a common pool of dies we might have 
expected more random links,”57 but at least in the case of Emesa this has been 
demonstrated and it is very reasonable to expect more random links between the 

. Also the reverse of Macrinus (ΥΠATOC Π Π, letter H) used with an obverse of Caracalla.
. Butcher, “Numerical letters,” .

Figure . Die links for H tetradrachms of Emesa.Figure . Die links for O tetradrachms of Emesa.
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