Ivana Popovi¢

ARCADIUS’ SIGNET RING FROM NAISSUS

Byzantine emperor and polyhistor Constantine Porphyrogenitus (905-959)
in his capital work De administrando imperio (53, 251) states that Constantine
the Great in an attempt to achieve the loyalty of the inhabitants of Chersonese
after his victory donated to their leaders besides many valuable presents also the
gold finger rings with his image engraved on the head to use them to seal their
letters and petitions addressed to the emperor. This note about the existence of
imperial signet rings (annuli signatorii) is not clearly and unambiguously con-
firmed by archaeological finds as the rings with gems with the images of the em-
perors as well as those with cameos with similar contents or with coins should
be understood in the first place as objects of the imperial propaganda. Namely,
the signet rings with engraved representation and name of the ruler are known
only from the barbarian finds dating from the end of Antiquity and found in the
periphery of the Empire or outside of its frontiers. Thus, in the exceptionally
rich grave assemblage of the Frank king Childericus (+ 482), discovered in the
town Tournai in present-day France in 1653, was also found the signet ring with
the image of this king and the inscription CHILDERICI REGIS! (Fig. I). To the
similar category of finds belong also two finger rings with monograms from the
site Malaja PerScepina (Fig. 2) in the vicinity of town Poltav in the Ukrainian
steppes to the north of the Black Sea. This find, which contains heterogeneous
luxurious objects dating from the 7th century was explained as the grave as-
semblage of Bulgarian khagan Kuvrat and monograms on the finger rings of the
Byzantine manufacture were read as name, i.e. the name and patrician title of
this nomadic ruler who was in close diplomatic contacts with Byzantium.2 The
mentioned rings besides being found in the periphery of the Roman-Byzantine
world were discovered in the graves of the rulers whose seal they had, so it
could not be considered as good illustration of the information of Constantine
Porphyrogenitus concerning the imperial subjects as owners of the signet rings
intended for their communication with the ruler. It is possible, however, that to
this group of objects belongs one silver signet ring found in Niska banja3 in the
middle of the 20th century and identified vaguely in academic literature as the

1 A ’aube de la France, 1981, 240-245, nr. 408-410, fig. 179.
2 Werner, 1984, 44-45, Taf. 32.
3 Vuli¢, 1941-48, 117, no. 261.
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find from the end of 14th-beginning of the 15th
century4, and then as Early Christian object,>
i.e. the jewelry from the 4th-6th century.6
Silver finger ring (R 2.2 cm, weight
8.15 g), housed in the National Museum
in Ni§ (Inv. 110/B), consists of circular
band hoop and conical head shaped as
oval setting placed above the hoop line
(Fig. 3). On the top surface of the head
is deeply engraved male image in pro-
file, facing left. Although the face fea-
tures are schematized, still large eye,
long, straight nose, large mouth and
strong mandibular bone could be no-
ticed. The hair is combed from the top
of the head towards the forehead, which
) ) o , is completely covered with thick locks.
Fig. 1 —Ring of Childericus, Tournai (3 the head is a diadem depicted by the
Cu. 1 — Xunnepuxos nperen, Tournai — line separating the hair from the face; it
is tied on the back of the head and its
end are fluttering like two ribbons behind the neck. Along the edge of the ring’s
head around the elliptical field with relief representation is running a shallow
engraved inscription in italics with the cross at the beginning. Position of letters
in relation to the direction of reading the inscription is not uniform (Fig. 4). The
inscription has been read as follows:

+ Iste anulus ART sig ()

It was suggested that ART could denote the owner of the signet ring, per-
son of the name Artemidorus, Artemius or something similar, while sig could
be the abbreviation of sigillum.7 Thus, read in this way the inscription could be
translated as:

+This finger ring is the seal of Artemidorus (Artemius).

However, we tried to interpret the inscription in a different way after me-
ticulous examination and on the basis of stylistic and typological analysis of
the ring itself. Namely, as the shallow engraved letters are arranged in different
directions in relation to the field with the image and course of reading and some
were written in capital and some, particularly £, G, T'in italics, the identification
of the name of ring’s owner is not entirely reliable. While letters A and R are
relatively clearly engraved and A is engraved in the same manner as in the word

Krugkovi¢, 1972, 36, no.52.
IMS 1V, 140, nr. 141.
Kondi¢, 1994, 341, cat. 305; Dréa, 2004, 190, cat. 138.

7 IMS 1V, 140, nr. 141. Such reading was used also in the catalogues of exhibitions
on which the ring was displayed, cf. Kondi¢, 1994, 341, cat. 305; Dr¢a, 2004, 190, cat. 138.
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anulus, in this inscription
the last letter, read as T
could in our opinion be
C, as its top and bottom
end is arched and thus it
differs from 7 in the word
iste in this inscription. If
we accept this sugges-
tion then the inscription
would read:

1a 2a

+ Iste anulus ARC
Sig

In this case the in-
scription could be read
and interpreted in this
way:

+  Iste  anulus
Arcadii sigillum in trans-
lation + This ring is
Arcadius’seal

Fig. 2 - Rings of Kuvrat, Malaja Pers¢epina
The suggested Cu. 2 — KyBparoBo npcreme, Manaja [Tepuryenuna

reading of the inscription

would indicate that ring did not belong to any private person, but to Flavius
Arcadius (383-408), the elder son of Theodosius I, who ruled with his younger
brother Flavius Honorius from 393 and after the death of Theodosius in 396
Arcadius became the ruler of the eastern and Honorius of the western part of the
Empire. In favor of such determination of the silver finger ring speaks not only
the suggested reading of the inscription, but also the representation of the male
image with diadem on the head that certainly indicates that it was a person of
the imperial rank. The stylistic and typological characteristics of the ring also
speak in favor of such interpretation. Namely, finger rings with narrow circular
band hoop and prominent head appeared in greatest quantity in the second half
of the 4th century and remained in use also in the beginning of the 5th century.®
On the other hand, motif of engraved volutes, i.e. the stylized lonic capitals on
the shoulders of the ring, is the simplified variant of rich decoration executed
by engraving, embossing and openwork that appears on the expanded shoulders
of the massive Roman finger rings in the 3rd century?, that became even more
lavish by using the filigree and granulation in the end of the 3rd and the begin-
ning of the 4th century!0 and after that they became extremely simplified and

8 Popovi¢, 2001, 20; 168, cat. 18, 19.
9 Popovié, 1992, 16; 66, cat. 51-57.
10 Popovi¢, 2001, cat. 8; Popovi¢, 2005, Cat. 23.
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Fig. 3 — Signet Ring, Niska banja

Ca. 3 — Iewarnn npcten, Humka 6ama

#1STe7SUVILVS/A B RIE

Fig. 4 — Inscription on Signet Ring, Niska banja

Ci1. 4 — Harnuc ca neyarHor npcreHa, Humika 6armba

stylized.!! However, male image represented within small oval medallion on
the ring’s head is exceptionally schematized like some representation on the
gem, which could had been the model. Thus, this representation does not show
much similarity to the precisely executed image of Arcadius on the solidus of
this emperor minted in Thessalonica in 387/8812 (Fig. 5), although both male
images have long straight nose and hair combed in the same manner, like a cap,
that was the male hair style characteristic of the seventies and eighties of the 4th
century.!3 This characteristics could be recognized on the portrait of Arcadius
from Constantinople (Fig. 6).

Therefore, typological characteristics of the finger ring, stylistic traits of
the ornament on its shoulders and the representation of the male image on its
head support the dating of this jewelry in the final decades of the 4th century.
This also speaks in favor of the suggested interpretation according to which
the inscription on the edge of the setting denotes this finger ring as the seal of
Arcadius. However, a question could be asked how this finger ring reached the
territory of Naissus, considering the fact that it does not belong to the impe-
rial grave assemblage. Answer to this question could be found in the complex
historical circumstances of that very epoch. Namely, as the sons of Theodosius
were young in the moment of his death, the elder one, Arcadius, according to his
father’s wish got Rufinus as his mentor and care for the younger son, Honorius,
was taken by Stilicho who was magister utriusque militae. This ambitious com-

11 Popovi¢, 2005, 69-70, Cat. 24.
12 RIC IX, 184, nr. 51.
13 Spdtantike, 1983, 447.
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mander of the barbarian descent carried out
pro-German policy using barbarians
for achieving his goals. As he did not
want to agree that the dioceses Dacia
and Macedonia should be the parts
of the eastern Empire, he came into
conflict with Rufinus who made the
alliance with Alaric, leader of the
Goths. Stilicho resisted the Goths
pursuing them as far as Thessaly,
but was ordered by Arcadius to
leave the Illyricum. However,
the emperor eliminated Rufinus
certainly under the influence of
Stilicho, who did not waive his
ambitions to influence the policy of
the eastern part of the Empire and Fig. 5
secured the autonomous status for
the dioceses Dacia and Macedonia.
Despite the fact that this military
commander conducted negotiations
and made alliances with the Goths,
Alaric broke into Greece. After the
attempt to expel him and his troops
from Illyricum Stilicho made al-
liance with the Goths and also
with Arcadius, according to which
Alaric got the position of magis-
ter militum per Illyricum. But, the
ambitious commander continued
his policy of secret alliances and
intrigues, thus coming into open
conflict with Eutropius, the com-
mander of the eastern part of the
Empire. As Eutropius was in coali-
tion with the Goths who were more
and more dangerous for the Empire.
Arcadius in 399 had to get rid of
him, but that did not help Stilicho
to achieve the primacy at the court
in Constantinople because Aeclia
Eudoxia, the wife of Arcadius, was
proclaimed augusta in AD 400.

Arcadius had to expel the.barbar' Fig. 6 — Portrait of Arcadius, Archaeological
ians from the state administration Museum, Istanbul

anq army and that was met with Ci. 6 — ApkanujeB opTpeT, ApXeoouKy
resistance and resulted in new con- Mysej, McranGyn
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flicts.!4 In this complex historical circumstances when the Empire was definite-
ly divided in two parts (partes), East and West, and when the decisive conflicts
between military commanders, de facto rulers in the name of weak emperors
Arcadius and Honorius took place in the area of the eastern Balkans along with
secret and open agreements with barbarians, we should look for the reasons,
which could result in appearance of the Arcadius’ signet ring in the territory of
Naissus. Silver signet ring, whose inscription confirms that depicted image was
that of Arcadius, could had been given to some of barbarian leaders as confirma-
tion of alliance and means of communication. Naissus was the most important
town in the region, so it is logical to expect that activities of that character took
place just there. After all, this town was also the birthplace of emperor Flavius
Constantius — Constantius III!5, husband of the Arcadius’ half sister Aelia Galla
Placidia. However, judging by the schematized representation of the male im-
age and the use of decoration characteristic of the expanded shoulders of the
rings from the earlier epochs on a thin, usually undecorated hoop, it is pos-
sible that this finger ring was made in the barbarian milieu in order to secure
legitimate position of its owner. In any case, the signet finger ring from Niska
banja viewed in the light of the mentioned circumstances confirms the claim of
Constantine Porphyrogenitus that there were finger rings with imperial image in
possession of the barbarian leaders whose loyalty was important to secure.
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Usana Ilonosuh
APKAJIMJEB INEYATHU IMTPCTEH 13 HUILTA

Busantujcku nap u nonuxucrop Koncrantuu IMopduporenut (905-959), y cBom
KanutaiaHoM Jneny De administrando imperio (53, 251), HaBomu na ja KoHcTaHTHH
Benuku, na 6u, mocie mobene, 00e30em10 JI0jaTHOCT CTAHOBHHKA XEpCOHECa, HHXOBHM
NpBaIMa, ope OpOjHUX BPEIHHUX MOKIIOHA, TAPUBAO U 3IIaTHO MPCTEHE Ca YIPaBUPAaHUM
CBOjUM JIMKOM, KOjUM OM OHM TeUaTHIH CBOja mucMa M 3axteBe ynyhene mapy. OBaj 3amuc
0 TMOCTOjamy IAPCKOT MEeYaTHOT NpcTewma (annuli signatorii) HUje jaCHO W HEABOCMHUCIICHO
noTBpleH apxeonomkuM Hanazuma (ci. 1, 2). PeBu3uja untama HaTIca ca cpeOpHOT MpcTeHa
n3 Humke Oame (ci1. 3) oTBapa MOryhHOCT /2 Taj HAKUT MPECTaBJba MEYAaTHU MPCTEH Iapa
Apxkanuja (383-408), uuju je MUK MpUKa3aH Ha HkeroBoj miasu. Kyp3uBHu Harnuc Ha 0001y
IJIaBe OBOT IpcTeHa (CII. 4) mpoTyMadeH je Ha cienehyu HaunH:

+ Iste annulus Arcadii sigillum. oqHocHO y mpeBony: + Osaj npcmen je Apraoujes
nevam

TIpeanokeHo YnTambe, Ka0 U CTHICKO-THIIONOIIKE OCOOMHE CaMOr MPCTeHa, JIMKa
Ha HErOBOj IIABM M OPHAMEHTA HA HErOBMM paMeHHMMa, oMoryhyjy orpenesberme OBOT
IpUMepKa Kao ApKaJujeBor [e4aTHOT IIPCTeHA, MaKO MPUKA3aH! JIUK TI0Ka3yje CaMo U3BECHE
CIIMYHOCTH ca IOPTPETOM OBOT Ifapa Ha HOBIY (cz. 5). Hama3 oBor mpcerena y Humikoj
0amu MOXe ce 00jaCHHTH y CBETIY CIIOKEHUX HCTOpHjCcKuX morahaja, kama je LlapctBo
ne(pMHUTHBOHO I0JIeJbEHO Ha 1Be partes, cTok u 3amaj, u Kajia cy ce y 001acTi HCTOYHOT
Bankana, y3 TajHe ¥ jaBHE CIIOpa3yMe ca BapBapuMa, OJBHjaIN O[uTyuyjyhu cykoOu BOjHUX
3aloBeIHUKA, de facto Bmagapa y mMe cnabux mapeBa Apkaguja u Xonopuja. CpeOpHH
MeYaTHY NPTEH, YHjH HATIHUC MOTBplyje /a je mpuKa3aHu JIMK ApKaaujeB, MOTao je 1a Oyzae
JaT HEKOM O] BapBapCKUX Boha Kao MOTBpJA caBe3a M CPEICTBO KOMYHHKauuje. Naissus
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je Ouo Haj3HauajHUjU TPaj y PErHoHY, Ma je JOTHYHO OYEKHMBATH a Cy C€ aKTHMBHOCTH Te
BpCTE YIIPABO OBJC OJBHjalic. YOCTANIOM, Taj rpaj je Ouo u poaHo mMecto 1apa KoHncTaHuja
III, myxa Apkamuje nomycecrpe ['ane [Imamunuje. Mehytum, cynehu mo cxemarn3zoBaHOj
MPEICTaBH MYLIKOT JIMKa M IIPUMEHN OPHAMEHTA, KaPAKTEPHUCTUYHOT 32 MPOLIMPEHa paMeHa
NIPCTEha U3 PAaHUjUX €110Xa, Ha TAHKOj, 0ONYHO HEyKpalleHoj ajlly pcTeHa, Moryhe je u 1a
je IIPCTEH HACTao y HEKOj BapBapCKOj CPEANHH, C IUJBEM Ja ce 00e30e 1 JISTUTHMAH ITOJI0XKA]
IETOBOT CONCTBEHHKA. Y CBAKOM CIy4ajy, OCMAarpaH y CBETIy HMOMEHYTHX OKOJHOCTH,
neyaTHU npcTeH n3 Humke 6ame nocraje nmorBpaa HaBoaa Koncrantuna [Topduporenura o
[OCTOjary MPCTEHa ca LAPCKUM JIMKOM Yy ITOCEy BAPBAPCKUX CTAPELINHA YH]y je JI0jaTHOCT
Tpebasno npuaoOUTH.



