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Scholarly reply to ‘Image and Authority in the Coinage of Augustus’

Introduction
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s 1986 paper on the ‘Image and Authority in the coinage of Augustus’ appears to examine and expand on the already established scholarship into numismatics of the Roman era by Crawford, Sutherland and Burnett. Wallace-Hadrill presents a new way of thinking with regards to the obverse and reverse of coins, fundamentally believing that the whole coin must be evaluated and not individual sides. This is most prevalent in Wallace-Hadrill’s initial passages, where he discusses numismatics as a whole, not specifically the Augustan age. A significant proportion of the article is devoted to the transition from republic to imperial periods, with imperial symbolism and language becoming normality in the coinage of the imperial period.
    
The Function of the Image.
Wallace-Hadrill initially discredits Crawford’s second thesis, where Crawford argues that the head of the coin is a far superior asset for the Emperor to control. This is because the portrait of the emperor on the obverse of the coin holds the utmost mark of authority. Crawford dismisses the importance of the reverse as holding any images of authority. Rather it is only a carrier of persuasion to the audience. Crawford’s argument then alters when he states that the coin not only holds authority, but it also envelopes persuasion. This is due to the connotations of the imperial image, the importance it has and its effect on the public. The image of the emperor on coinage presents the emperor as a nearby authority and not a far distant ruler. Where the disagreement begins between Wallace-Hadrill and Crawford is that Crawford’s 1983 publication ‘Roman Imperial Coin Types and the Formation of public Opinion’, summarises his argument suggesting the reverse is redundant in meaning and purely decorative in nature. Wallace-Hadrill views this argument as imbalanced arguing both faces must hold importance to the creator and the receiver and therefore the whole coin must be evaluated, the obverse is not the only important part of coinage. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 68-69.] 


Wallace-Hadrill also questions Levick’s argument in her 1982 publication, questioning who created and chose the images for Augustus’ portrait, Levick favoured the idea that the image was chosen by the Emperor's subjects and not the Emperor himself. Levick argued that placing the image on the coin was a way to offer respect to the Emperor and his position through the choice of image. Wallace-Hadrill challenged this by arguing the subjects did indeed choose the imagery but it was not out of respect for the Emperor, but rather, to display the Emperor in imagery they thought appropriate for the audience, it is essentially persuasive and not respectful. This view has been praised and supported by Kidson who believes Wallace-Hadrill had used very persuasive evidence to support his argument. [footnoteRef:2] Levick in her 1999 response reassessed her initial argument and dismissed her previous statement that the role of the portrait was for respect and honour. She assigned herself a more neutral position of not affirming what the role of the type meant. One must consider Wallace-Hadrill’s theory of persuasion through the portraits of Augustus as correct. The alternative arguments are intertwined with already existing systems of honouring the monarch. I would argue that the benefits gained from the use of coinage as a medium for spreading a message or displaying one’s self in a particular manner would be far too great not to undertake. The benefits from a top-down policy on coinage could counter unsettling acts that may otherwise disrupt public order, for example, administrative reforms. Kidson further developed the argument presented by Wallace-Hadrill, who suggests Sutherland’s description of the purpose of Roman coinage meant it no longer had the primary role of being an economic necessity, but rather it became a tool to promote a cause or point of view of imperial policy. [footnoteRef:3] [2:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 68; Kidson. 2013: 4.]  [3:  Kidson. 2013: 4; Sutherland 1940: 76. Levick: 1982: 107. Levick 1999: 58.] 


Wallace-Hadrill’s discussion of primary and secondary functions once again appears to be a direct critique and response to Crawford’s understanding and argument. Crawford believes the primary function of coinage is to display a figure of authority by the institution or individual that created the coin. The primary function was also to be economic due to Crawford’s belief that without the mark of authority a coin cannot become a coin and therefore cannot hold economic value, therefore, the secondary function such as authority, persuasion or respect was optional to the needs at the time. Sutherland agrees with this idea of the obverse being a method to show the authority of a supreme leader/ government. However, he ascribes the reverse as being a method to spread information. He concludes that the primary function of the coin must be economic and the secondary purpose is to spread a message from authority to the populous/audience. Wallace-Hadrill takes both arguments into account when addressing his four overarching points on coinage. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 69. Crawford 1974: 712. Crawford 1983: 59. Sutherland 1983: 77. ] 


Firstly, authority is present in both the obverse and reverse. The portrait of the emperor is the central power of the state. The reverse, displaying any image of victory or successes also conveys authority of the empire and emperor.
Secondly, the obverse and reverse are also symbols of respect and value; the emperor was worshipped nationally. Therefore, any imagery regarding the emperor was viewed with the utmost respect and honour.
Thirdly, coinage is fundamentally persuasive in its creation. This is evidenced by Procopius’ attempt to usurp Valetinian. Procopius minted gold coins bearing his portrait instead of Valetinian, with the intention of having these coins generate support for his claim.
Fourthly, Wallace-Hadrill argues that coins have both an economic and non-economic purpose. This is due to coins being economic because of exchange. However, the imagery of coins does not bear any economic benefits. Alternately Wallace-Hadrill acknowledges that without such bearings a coin would be a piece of metal and not an asset to the global economy. The imagery is essential to give coins legal, economic value. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 69-70.] 

I agree with some of Wallace-Hadrill’s points, the idea that the coin can be used for persuasion to display a message, such as Procopius’ creation of his own coinage, is persuasive. I also agree with the assumption that coinage portraits and imagery are inherently authoritarian in nature. However, there are aspects of his argument that I question, for example, his assumption of coinage being non-economic and economic. The design of the obverse and reverse does not make the coin economic, the content of the coin, such as the metal content is the actual value of the coin. The design of the coin is purely for displaying its creator, the authority involved with its creation and a message or imagery that the authority wishes to publish to the population. This is evident through the economic use of ‘money’ in the Ancient world, where the society determined what the actual value of the money was. For instance, Roman and Greek society valued money by determining the silver and metal content of coins, should the metal content change through coin debasement, it effectively threatened the stability of the coin’s value. Evidence of this can be seen through the debasement of the denarius in Diocletian’s reign where the silver content was deemed to be below the permitted level required of a denarius. The consequence was that new coinage was commissioned with the metal content being bronze and gold, this shows that the imagery on a denarius was not the economic factor, it was indeed the silver content that made a coin inherently economic.[footnoteRef:6] However, it is true that in the Roman Imperial society the likelihood of a coin being traded that does not hold the markings of the state is improbable. Nevertheless, the economic value does not hold itself in the design of the coin, just the legal authority that it is a Roman coin. That authority, in itself though, stood as a guarantee that all denarius held the same value. [6:  286 AD Diocletian issued a new version of the aureus and shortly after the creation of the tetrarchy in 293 AD, Diocletian issued the Argenteus as a new silver coin. Williams 1985: 117.] 


Heads and Authority.
Wallace-Hadrill’s paper now addresses Augustan coinage in his argument directly. He initially claims that the purpose of Augustan coinage is to connect Caesar with a god. He uses the pair of coins depicting Augustus and Venus and the legend, CAESAR DIVI F. Augustus and Venus switch between the coins from obverse to reverse, both holding a portrait and a full body reverse image. Wallace-Hadrill claims these coins make the traditional meaning of the head as an authority and the reverse as a message redundant. Both sides are interchangeable on this coinage and therefore cannot hold a specific purpose. One could agree with Wallace-Hadrill, coinage with interchangeable obverse and reverse such as these coins, must be evaluated as a whole and not just merely the obverse and reverse.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 71.	] 


Civic coinage under Augustus appears to be somewhat controversial. Augustus’ portrait is not considered a sign of authority as portraits are normally regarded, instead authority is seen through the symbol, name or magistrate that was responsible for the creation of the coin. Burnett argues that cities chose to place Augustus’ head onto their coinage. This is also evident with kings, such as Rhoemetalces of Thrace. Wallace-Hadrill continues this theory by claiming the inclusion of the image of Augustus was to evoke the emotion of honour and association. Wallace-Hadrill claims that the similarities of the inclusion of Augustus in coinage and the spread of inscriptions for Augustus as a heroic cult are too great to dismiss. His image would hold no benefit apart from being intertwined with honouring him. However, Wallace-Hadrill explores if Augustus’ image could have benefited the coin or society in any manner. He concludes that although his portrait is not a symbol of legislation, it does have a powerful emotive response. Portraits of Augustus create an emotional attachment to the coin which Wallace-Hadrill believes would stimulate the movement and acceptance of the coin. This is largely due to Wallace-Hadrill’s belief that an individual would not, or could not, refuse a coin, marked with the emperor’s head.[footnoteRef:8] I agree with Wallace-Hadrill’s assumption that the authority that Augustus’ image brings to the coinage would have contributed to its circulation and economic value. It would have been difficult to refuse a coin on the basis of the imagery it held when Augustus’ position in Imperial Rome was so great. I would argue, that Roman coinage would have circulated naturally in the Roman provinces due to the interconnectivity of trade routes in the Empire. The imagery of the coin would not have contributed mainly to this circulation, but would, have acted as guarantor of its value.  [8:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 72-73.] 


The Emergence of the Imperial image.
Wallace-Hadrill explores this section of his article by comparing how republican coinage was developing, with how the triumvirs fundamentally changed and created the new style of the Imperial era. This change is most evidently seen through the inclusion of the image of living men incorporated onto coinage, with the obverse and reverse both being used to depict the living individuals. Wallace-Hadrill identifies Julius Caesar as being responsible for including the portraits of living men onto Roman coinage. In 44 BC Julius Caesar minted coinage with his portrait on the obverse. The article argues that this paved the way for the symbolism of monarchy and the Imperial period to be created. The head of an individual, presented like a god or deity brings forth and demonstrates either loyalty or acquiescence by the coin user. This strategy may well have been used by Caesar's opponents during Caesar’s civil war; the Republican opponent’s also minted coinage with their own portraits displayed perhaps with the intention of further legitimising their own claims to power. In the area of the triumvirs, it is understandable how this style of coinage continued as individuals sought for more power. Their coinage developed and incorporated a heavier usage of text to present their titulature. An example of this is Octavian’s minted coinage in 43-42 BC, the coin helf Octavian’s image on the reverse holding the equestrian statue, thereby depicting himself on both the obverse and reverse of the coin for the first time. Wallace-Hadrill believes this example is an omen to the future imperial period style.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 75.] 


Coinage of Augustus’ early reign suggests three possibilities to the methods of displaying the Imperial mark and authority. The initial method Wallace-Hadrill discusses is the badge, which refers to a personal image that is specific and solely Augustus and no other. This introduction of a badge to his coinage on their reverse was specific to Augustus’ coinage; no other emperor repeated the style by incorporating their own badge. The argument is that Augustus created this imagery to stop any rival to the Imperial value system. The most common theme of his coinage is the introduction of honours that were awarded to him by the Senate and the populous. This, as has already been established, is very similar to the badge Augustus created which was a method to completely dominate both sides of the coin. His authority is no longer situated strictly in the obverse with his portrait, now the reverse is an advertisement for his numerous honours and victories. It could be argued the reverse of the coin legitimises the obverse of the coin. The purpose of Augustus’ coinage is becoming far more authoritarian as a method for self-advertisement. Augustus has fundamentally changed the meaning and display of coinage from the Republic era.

Another example of the change of style of coinage from Republic to Imperial is the movement of deities. In the Republic, the obverse would be specifically for deities. However, Augustus placed his portrait on the obverse and relocated the deities to the reverse. Wallace-Hadrill refers to the coinage celebrating the battle of Actium to express this method where Apollo is on the reverse, while Augustus takes priority on the obverse. Augustus’ complete absorption of the design of the coin comes to its pinnacle when the only remaining information that is not referring to Augustus himself is the inclusion of the minter’s name.[footnoteRef:10] One must agree with Wallace-Hadrill’s argument that Augustus dominates every aspect of design and control of the Imperial coinage to present and legitimate himself by installing the badge, his honours and the movement of, and connection to deities. All three of these methods are powerful imagery that will present emotive responses by the audience, whether that be an acknowledgement of Augustus’ authority or the new Imperial state. The coin becomes the connector; by using the coin the trader is accepting the power of the empire and Augustus’ legitimacy as its head. [10:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 76-77.] 


Emperor and Senate.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The mark SC on bronze coinage has divided scholars’ opinions; the letters appear on all numismatics in bronze. This is absent in the silver and gold counterparts created by colleges of moneyers. Mommsen’s interpretation of SC as a mark of authority is according to Wallace-Hadrill false, as Mommsen’s argument distinguishes a separation in authority and function between the Senate and emperor. This argument expounded the idea that only the Emperor could mint in gold and silver, but the Senate created coinage in bronze. Kraft brought forward a differing opinion regarding the SC mark, instead of holding a purpose such as authority; it was a design feature for the senatorial origin of the honours to mark the Roman bronze series of coinage. This theory has also failed to gather support by other scholars.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 80. ] 


Wallace-Hadrill counter argues both these scholars and presents an alternative reading, where the purpose of the mark SC was economic to stimulate the circulation of the coin. In the Republic era, SC was already in use in Roman numismatics, in its previous use, the Republic minted coinage with the mark SC on special occasions. One must consider the possibility that this tradition was upheld to some degree with the creation of Augustan imperial coinage. Wallace-Hadrill agrees with Asae Bay, rather than Burnett’s approach on the debate whether SC had the purpose of being used on special occasions. The use of SC would be fitting to be used as a method to indicate reform under Augustus, where it originally would have been in the eastern areas of the Empire. However, Augustus seemingly brought SC to Rome, where the mark SC was printed more regularly over the whole Empire. Another reason Wallace-Hadrill argues that the mark SC is a sign of administrative reform is it appears simultaneously with the reforms of bronze coinage.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 81-82.] 


Conclusions
Wallace-Hadrill believes that coinage holds multiple purposes. Firstly it is a form of authority whether that be by the inclusions of the name of the responsible official, the name of the state that created it and if required bear the image of the emperor who was the ultimate authority in the state. However, these authoritative elements also bring out a persuasive element where the coin and the producer are being legitimised. The imagery on the coin also legitimises the coin as an official currency by virtue of the respect that the images induce on its audience. Alongside this, the respect for the image on the coin also legitimises that individual’s regime, whether that be an emperor or a prominent magistrate.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Wallace-Hadrill. 1986: 84.] 


The coinage of this era, especially under Augustus was a transitional process from Republic to Imperial where a balanced imagery had to be displayed in coinage. This was to avoid unsettling the populous or the prevalent elites of that era, which fundamentally places coins as a large part of state advertisement of itself and its empire. Coinage from a public standpoint would be seen as a direct message from the state that was broadcast throughout the Empire and was therefore increasingly important for the maintenance of public opinion. 

Wallace-Hadrill’s article contains a well thought out argument which both expands and changes the previously accepted theories on the purpose and imagery of Augustan coinage. He specifically questions Crawford, Levick and Sutherland who proposed some of the main accepted scholarly arguments into Roman numismatics. 
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