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Coin circulation in Nijmegen during the reign of
Augustus: the evidence of ‘small hoards

In recent years a great deal of research has been done on
coin circulation in the region of the Rhine frontier
during the reign of Augustus (27 BC-AD 14)". In par-
ticular camps that were occupied for only a few years
provide interesting data, and these finds show —contrary
to what happened in the decades after Augustus— how
fast the composition of the stock of bronze coins (but
only bronze) changed over time. Several successive coin
issues arrived in the North, and each series dominated
the coin circulation for some years’. The first bronze
issues that were used by the military on the Rhine in the
penultimate decade BC were halved asses of the
Republican period and of Vienne and Lyons; then came
the Nimes asses (struck in 16-8 BC?); followed by the
bronze coins of Lyons with the altar on the reverse (two
series: 7-3 BC and AD 10-14). This quick turnover of
bronze coins can be explained by the ever-growing
demand for coins in the region, which was due to the
presence of the army and the increasing monetization of
the entire region. That old bronze coins actually seem to
disappear from circulation within a few decades can be
explained by a continuous drain towards the hinterland,
and the gradual romanization and monetization of the
areas towards the North Sea. It is also possible that the
metal of the old coins was used to forge copies of a ligh-
ter weight. Another reason could have been the fact that
due to an increase in the velocity of circulation bronze
coin actually became worn very quickly, and had to be

countermarked or withdrawn from circulation.

The purpose of this short contribution is to draw atten-
tion to some new material that was recently published in
an important book concerning the coin finds at the Kops
Plateau at Nijmegen (the Netherlands) by Jos van der
Vin'. Tt contains the description of 4,482 Celtic and
Roman coins found in a fore, probably constructed just
before 10 BC. The archaeologists who excavated this site
consider it to be the headquarters of Drusus, comman-
der-in-chief of the Rhine armies from 12 BC. Almost
70% or 3,121 of the coins are from the reign of

Augustus. Seven small groups of bronze coins were

published by van der Vin and can be considered as
hoards, perhaps the contents of purses. They offer a rare
insight in the successive stages of coin circulation
during the reign of Augustus, and serve to strengthen
the ideas we already have on the evolution of the mone-

tary stock of bronze coins in use.

Let us start with two hoards of the so-called Avaucia
coins, struck in the last decade BC by an unknown local
authority®. The first contains only 4 specimens of this
type together with a Nervian bronze coin, while the

second has 19 Avaucia bronzes’. It is quite strange to
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find a hoard of a single bronze denomination, especially
small coins such as these, but other examples are known.
There is a similar depot of Avaucia bronzes from
Cologne’. Why the hoard contained only coins that
could not be worth much more than a Roman quadrans
is not known. But we can perhaps compare this find with
a depot of small change excavated in a bar in Pompeii

that contains 1,237 quadrantes and 374 asses’.

What is more interesting is the fact that at least I3
coins in this second hoard share the same reverse die.

The fact that 726 Avaucia bronzes are know to have

been found in Nijmegen, and the presence of these
die-links suggest that the mint for these coins (or one
of the mints) may actually have been situated at

Nijmegen.

The other hoards (see table 1) are also of interest as
they clearly illustrate how fast old bronzes were repla-
ced by the newer series’. Hoards III and IV contain
mainly bronzes of Nimes, probably struck between 16
and 8 BC, and they mach the circulation pattern
found at Oberaden, a legionary fort occupied between
IT and 8 BC’.

Hoard III Hoard IV Hoard V Hoard VI Hoard VII
Avaucia / Atuatucit
Republic Vs
Vienne
Nimes
Rome
(16-2 BC) I L
Lyons I
(7_3 BC) 5 5 1
Lyons II
(AD 10-14)
Sest. 4
Dup/As 3 4
AVG, Re
"VAR” wheel T
Countermarks IMP, wheel ’ ’ TIB, -
wheel, IMP | VAR, AVG TIBCAVE
Total: 5 11 8 9 9

Fig. I. Nijmegen: purses containing bronze coins
(asses unless otherwise specified).

[2 means a halved coin].
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The issues from Nimes are more or less absent in the
later purses. Hoard V contains almost only altar coins
of the first series struck in Lyons (7-3 B.C.), one with
a Varus countermark that cannot be earlier than AD 6
or 7. Hoards VI and VII illustrate the gradual arri-
val of the second altar series from Lyons, struck bet-
ween AD 10 and 14",

When the composition of hoard IV is considered in
more detail it is surprising to find that it contains
coins with the countermark VAR. As this purse con-
tains no Lyons bronzes it should be dated before 7
BC. But if the well-known VAR countermark indeed
occurs on these coins, and this is what we have to con-
clude from the publication, it would mean it cannot

be a countermark of Publius Quinctilius Varus, who
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became legate of the Rhine armies only in AD 6 or 7",
After having checked the three coins with these marks,
it became clear (Figs. 2—4) why they were read as
VAR, but also that they are completely different from
the ones attributed to the famous Roman general
Varus, defeated by Arminius in AD 9. Their reading 1s
difficult and uncertain, and lacks any explanation for
the time being"’. It should be a warning to us all that
it is very dangerous to study countermarked coins

without having examined the originals.

Small Roman coin hoards like these purses are quite
rare. Their statistical value is perhaps limited as they
only contain a few coins. But this evidence is still
worth looking at, as it gives us a rare insight in what

actually circulated at a precise moment of time™.
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Fig. 2 The “VAR” countermark on an as struck in Nimes
(van der Vin no. 12006/3)

Fig. 3 The “VAR” countermark on an as struck in Nimes
(van der Vin no. 12006/6)

Fig. 4 The "VAR” countermark on an as struck in Nimes
(van der Vin no. 12006/4)
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