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Abstract: The M. C. Sutzu collection (Numismatic Department, Library of the 

Romanian Academy) is indisputably one of the most significant in terms of ancient 

numismatics, and the example that would be presented here is no exception. The description 

of the coin under discussion was written in the registry of the Numismatic Cabinet of the 

Romanian Academy on the 5th of December 1921. It was issued by Nikopolis ad Istrum at 

the beginning of Macrinus’ reign (Statius Longinus, April-June/August 217 AD) and bears 

the image of mountain-god Haemus on the reverse, an image with an impressive story 

behind it. The current study presents the origins of this representation, shedding light on 

the complex interplay between mythological narratives and monetary iconography, which 

can go beyond any expectations.  

Rezumat: Colecția M. C. Sutzu (Cabinetul Numismatic, Biblioteca Academiei 

Române) este indiscutabil una dintre cele mai semnificative în materie de numismatică 

antică, iar piesa prezentată aici nu face excepție. Descrierea ei a fost notată în Registrul 

inventar al Cabinetului Numismatic pe data de 5 decembrie 1921. Moneda a fost emisă de 

Nikopolis ad Istrum la începutul domniei lui Macrinus (Statius Longinus, aprilie-

iunie/august 217 d. Hr.) și are pe revers imaginea zeului montan Haemus, o imagine cu o 

interesantă poveste. Studiul de față prezintă originile acestei reprezentări, punând în 

lumină îmbinarea iconografiei monetare cu mitologia, care poate depăși orice așteptare. 

  

The M. C. Sutzu collection is indisputably one of the most significant numismatic 

collections in Romania1. This is no surprise considering that M.C. Sutzu (the first director 

of the Numismatic Cabinet under discussion) was considered by Anghel Saligny (President 

of the Romanian Academy between 1907 and 1910) “the most competent man of the 

country in terms of ancient numismatics” (“Dl. M. C. Sutzu, cel mai competent bărbat al 

țării în materie de numismatică antică”)2. 

                                                
* masterand, Facultatea de Istorie, Universitatea din București 
1 Special thanks for access to the collection to Dr. Emanuel Petac, Senior Researcher at the Numismatic 

Department (Library of the Romanian Academy), who offers continuous support for my current research.  
2 The letter sent to Spiru Haret (Ministry of Instructure and Cults) by Anghel Saligny (President of the Romanian 

Academy, 1907-1910) in which the latter accepts that the Romanian Academy would keep the Museum of 

Antiquities’ collection (6th of May 1910). This was accompanied by Anghel Saligny’s letter to M. C. Sutzu in 

which the latter is appointed as responsible for the mentioned process (Romanian Academy’s archive, Fond 

Biblioteca, File 1/1908, f. 83 v, cf. Petac 2023, p. 589-590). 
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As a result, his collection shows a wide variety, which is of high importance in the 

study of ancient cities’ evolution. The coin under discussion was registered in the Inventory 

of the Numismatic Cabinet (Romanian Academy) on the 5th of December 19213. It was 

minted by Nikopolis ad Istrum during the tenure of Statius Longinus in Lower Moesia 

(April-June/August 217 AD), in the time of emperor Macrinus (217-218 AD). The 

complete description of the piece is as follows: 

 

NIKOPOLIS AD ISTRUM 

Macrinus (Statius Longinus), April-June/August 217 AD 

Obv. […] MAKPEINOC AV 

Laureate head of Macrinus to the right. 

Rev. VΠ CTA. Λ[...]ΝΟV ΝΙΚΟ/ΠΟΛΙΤΟΝ Π/ΡΟC ICTP/Ω, in the field AIMO/C 

Haemus reclining left on rock, head right on which he holds his right hand, holding 

spear in the left hand. Bear at the base of the rock, and a tree to the right. 

AE, Tetrassarion; 12h; 11g; 25 mm; Inv. No. 11100 (54/2333, 5th of December 

1921); Pl.I.1; Hristova, Jekov 2011, Nicopolis, p. 317, No. 8.23.43.1. 

 

As it is clearly visible, the personification of Haemus mountains (today the Balkan 

Mountains) could be distinguished on the reverse. This kind of depiction appears on 

Nikopolis ad Istrum’s coins during the reign of Septimius Severus (193-211 AD)4. 

Generally, various depictions of natural elements, such as rivers and mountains, as 

well as architectural features (gates, temples etc.) play a significant role in defining the 

city's identity and image. This is characteristic for a phenomenon from the 2nd- 3rd century 

AD, which marks the Greek identity’s reinforcement in numerous cities from the entire 

Roman Empire5. The effects are clear in provincial coinages' evolution, as mints develop 

new reverse types. These reflect their features in a more varied way meant to illustrate the 

cities’ uniqueness compared to others6. 

One used mechanism was the inspiration from mythology in creating outstanding 

reverse depictions, a phenomenon that powerfully evolved during the 2nd-3rd centuries AD7. 

Nikopolis ad Istrum’ s coinage also has one example of this kind, as the personification of 

Haemus mountains in the form of a young male figure has a captivating myth behind it, 

mentioned by several sources.  

One of them is Ovid’s “Metamorphoses” which narrates the story of “Thracian 

Rhodope and Haemus, now cold mountains, formerly human bodies, who assumed to 

themselves the names of supreme Gods”8.  

Another description of the story is given by the so-called Pseudo-Plutarch in the 

work “On the Names of Rivers and Mountains”. When describing Strymon, he mentions 

that “near to this river lie the mountains Rhodope and Haemus. They chanced to be siblings 

                                                
3 Inv. No. 54/2333 (5th of December 1921), Registrul Special al Colecției M.C. Sutzu (Cabinetul Numismatic 

al Bibliotecii Academiei Române), p. 136. 
4 Hristova, Jekov 2011, p. 124. 
5 Burnett 2024, p. 174. 
6 Burnett 2024, p. 197. 
7 Burnett 2024, p. 197. 
8 Ovid, Metamorphoses, VI. 87-89, English translation by Henry T. Riley accessed at 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/21765/21765-h/21765-h.htm (10.03.2024). 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/21765/21765-h/21765-h.htm
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who love each other, Haemus calling his sister Hera and Rhodope calling her brother Zeus. 

The gods took such offence at this and feeling wickedness, they changed the pair into 

mountains preserving their real names”9. 

As we see in the myth, the Haemus’ representation is part of an interesting and 

captivating love story, which is also reflected by the numismatic evidence. He was not a 

mountain from the beginning. Initially, Haemus was the son of Boreas (The North wind)10 

and nymph Oreithyia, but also a king of Thrace11. He was married to his sister, Rhodope12.  

Her depiction is identified on Phillippopolis’ coinage, where Rhodope appears as 

a female figure sitting on a rock to the right, resting her right hand on the rocks, while 

holding flowers in the left hand. A tree can be seen on the left (Pl. I. 2)13. An essential 

remark in this discussion is that usually mountains’ personifications take the form of a male 

figure instead of a female one. This shows that both mints followed the storyline of the 

mentioned myth in creating their depictions. 

The significant correlation between the two representations can be discerned 

through a brief examination of the coin types in question. Specifically, Haemus is mainly 

depicted as a male figure oriented to the left, with only the head facing to the right14. His 

orientation to the right is of high rarity15. Conversely, the sole known coin type featuring 

Rhodope portrays her as a female figure oriented to the right16. As a result, if they are put 

together (Haemus on the right, Rhodope on the left) we could reconstruct the couple’s 

image in which the two mountains’ personifications are facing each other. 

The analysed coin from the M.C. Sutzu collection reflects a significant aspect of 

the Greek Imperial Coinage’s evolution during the 2nd-3rd centuries AD, specifically the use 

of mythology in creating exceptional and unique reverse types. Haemus’ example is 

particularly noteworthy as it demonstrates the connection between two prominent ancient 

cities in the Balkan region: Nikopolis ad Istrum (Moesia Inferior) and Philippopolis 

(Thrace).  
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Plate I. Haemus and Rhodope mountains’ monetary depictions. 

1. Nikopolis ad Istrum; 2. Philippopolis 

 


