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FEMALE POWER THAT PROTECTS: WHO IS THE WOMAN
WHO TAKES CARE OF THE CITY?
GODDESS PROTECTRESSES ON THE TERRITORY OF THE
CENTRAL BALKANS IN LATE ANTIQUITY

ABSTRACT

Although many ancient goddesses, like Athens, Artemis, Nemesis and Aphrodite, as well as Isis and
Cybele had the function of protecting the city, in the period of Late Antiquity, the Greek Tyche and Ro-
man Fortuna were the ultimate protectresses of the city. On the territory of the Central Balkans, their
important role during Late Antiquity can be equated with the instability of this region due to the con-
stant barbaric Hun attacks and the permanent need of the people who had lived here for the protection
and good fortune of their cities and land.
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ANTIQUITY.

INTRODUCTION!

In the period of the Late Antiquity, the pop-
ulation of the Central Balkans region worshiped
various divinities, with the most popular god-
desses being of Greco-Roman or Eastern origin.
Archaeological material confirms the important
protective functions of some pagan goddesses that
remained dominant not only in the period after the
Edict of Milan, but also in the time of Justinian’s
reign, when pagan cults were forbidden but still
present in popular motifs and during their trans-

1 The article results from the project: Viminacium, Ro-
man city and military camp — research of the material and
non material culture of inhabitants by using the modern
technologies of remote detection, geophysics, GIS, digita-
lization and 3D visualization (no 47018), funded by The
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Devel-
opment of the Republic of Serbia.

formation into Christian symbols. Many aspects
of the worship of these divinities were changed by
historical circumstances. On one hand, it is very
hard to follow the path of certain cults, due to
the barbaric attacks of the Huns from 441 to 443,
while on the other hand, the mentioned historical
background induced a more tangible popularity of
female deities with protective functions.

On the central Balkans territory, during the an-
tiquity period, Greek cults were mostly transferred
via trade routes, and among the most popular god-
desses were: Hera, Artemis, Hestia, Aphrodite,
Ananke, Hecate and Nemesis (Mapuh 2003: 53-
77). The representations of Greek goddesses, as
well as their Roman equivalents, were mostly ren-
dered in accordance with their Greek models and,
in the period between the 4th and 6th centuries,
they allow an insight into the popularity of certain
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cults within the visual culture of religious syncre-
tism and the rise of Christianity in Roman society.

During the Antiquity period, many goddesses,
such as Athena, Artemis, Nemesis, Cybele and
Isis were worshiped as protectresses of the city,
but the most popular goddess, honoured as the one
who guards and reigns over the boundaries and
the fate of the city and the people in it, was the
Greek goddess Tyche, or her Roman equivalent,
Fortuna (Luyster 1965: 133-163; McCown 1931-
1932: 131-134, 138).

Since almost every Greek, and later Roman,
city had its own Tyche, i.e. Fortuna, the cults of
these deities were widely accepted and, thus, very
popular all over the Roman Empire (Cf. Mathe-
son, Pollitt 1994). The goddess Tyche (Fortuna) is
usually represented as a seated or standing female
figure, with the so-called mural crown, a crown in
the shape of the city walls (corona muralis), on
her head, holding different attributes like a cor-
nucopia (frequently with fruits), a ship’s rudder, a
wheel of fortune, a globe, the horn of Amalthea,
ears of grain etc. Sometimes, she is represented
blind-folded and carrying the infant Ploutos. In
the period of Late Antiquity, goddess protectress-
es of cities like Alexandria, Antioch, Trier, Rome
and Constantinopolis, were depicted in calendar
iconography (for the year 354), with decorations
of silver handles of Esquiline treasure, consular
ivory diptychs etc.?

GODDESS PROTECTRESSES
ON THE TERRITORY OF THE
CENTRAL BALKANS IN LATE
ANTIQUITY

One of the interesting presentations of the god-
dess Tyche was found on the territory of present
day Serbia, within the imperial palace at Sirmi-
um, and is dated to the 4" century (Popovi¢ 2008:
159-162, Fig. 4; Popovi¢ 2009a: 269-270, Fig. 2;
Popovi¢ 2009b: 452; Popovi¢ 2012: 58-60, kat.

Fig. 1: Head of the Sirmium’s Tyche
2 More about this visual material in: Bertelli 1999: 129- (documentation of the Institute of Archaeology)
131; Toynbee 1947: 135-144; Grig 2012: 31-52.
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Fig. 2: Gold ingots from the site of Crasna, with the representation of Sirmium’s Tyche
(documentation of the Institute of Archaeology).

36, sl. 36a-c; Jeremi¢ 2009: 489-490, 495, Fig.
27). It is a fragmented marble head of a mature
woman, slightly inclined backwards (Fig. 1). The
face of the woman has a gentle expression; the
facial features are softly and carefully modelled,
yet without individual portrait characteristics. The
eyes are emphasised and the shape of the woman’s
lips suggests a slight smile, while the nose and the
top of the chin are damaged. The coiffure, part-
ed in the middle, is modelled with gentle waves,
thus surrounding the face, while on the back of the
head the hair is gathered into a bun. The treatment
of the woman’s face and her coiffure are char-
acteristic of representations of Roman empress-
es and women in the 4® century (Petkovi¢ et al.
2015: 81-83). On the top of the woman’s head is
a crown, and its appearance is similar to a corona
muralis, the type of crown characteristic of god-

desses who protected and ensured the fortune and
prosperity of the city (Anhenxosuh et al. 2013:
388-389).° The symbol of the corona muralis is of
great importance for the identification of the god-
dess in question, from Sirmium, and it probably
belonged to a standing or seated sculpture.* The
statue of the Sirmium goddess was possibly locat-
ed near the finding place of the head, in the niche
above the entrance to the imperial palace complex,

3 Bust of the goddess, made of bronze, from Ravna is dat-
ed in the period of the 2™ and 3™ century. On her head is
represented corona muralis, atribute that identified her as
city protectress — Tyche. Iletposuh, JoBanosuh 1977: 86.
Kat. 4; Vuli¢ 1941-48: 49, 6p. 206.

4 The motif of corona muralis on the head of goddess, un-
like the high, cylindrical crowns with accentuated forms
of city walls known from representations of Tyche of Al-
exandria or Antioch, here is lower and reduced on concave
and convex forms that only suggest the impression of city
walls. Popovi¢ 2008: 159, 161; Popovi¢ 2012: 110-112,
kat. 36.

Fig. 3: Tyche of Naissus, on a gold ingot from the site of Feldioara-Bod (after: {pua, xar. 196, 2004).
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Fig. 4: The statue of Dea Dardanica
(documentation of the National Museum Nis).
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where the sculpture of the goddess was placed as a
symbol of the identification of the palace with the
city, i.e. “city inside of the city” (Jeremi¢ 2009:
495). Besides this find, two more representations
of female figures, carved on gold bars, from the
site of Crasna, near Brashov, in Romania, dated to
the last quarter of the 4" century, were identified
as Sirmium’s Tyche (Fig. 2)°. On both depictions
there is schematically rendered seated figure of a
woman presented in profile, holding a palm branch
and cornucopiae in her hands, while on her head
is a mural crown. On both, there are stamps with
the inscription SIRM, which allows the identifica-
tion of these representations as city protectresses,
analogous to similar representations on gold bars
from Rome, Thessaloniki, Naissus and Constanti-
nople, dated to the end of the 4™, or the beginning
of the 5" century (Mundell Mango 1992: 205-206,
Fig. 2a-f; Baratte 1978: 107-108).

Tyche of Naissus is depicted on a gold bar
from the site of Feldioara-Bod, near Brasov, in
Romania, which is dated to the second half of the
4t century (Fig. 3).° The Naissus city protectress
is depicted seated on the throne, dressed in a long
chiton, with a himation placed over her shoulders,
a mural crown on her head, an olive branch in the
right hand and cornucopiae in her left. Beneath
the goddess, on the throne base, there is the in-
scription NAISI.

The female personification of the homeland of
the Dardanians, Dea Dardanica, is presented in
a statue discovered in 1933, during excavations
of the residential complex of Mediana, near Ni$
(Jovanovi¢ 1980: 53-60, cun. 1; Srejovié, Cer-
manovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ 1987: 134, kat. 58; Tomov-
i¢ 1992: 94, cat. 95, Fig. 28/3; [lerposuh 1993:
78; Hpua 2004, kat. 70; [Tomosuh 2008: 31-32, ci.
1-1a; Jbybomuposuh 2014: 738-739, cxn. 5). The

5 Dating is suggested by representations of three busts,
probably of emperors Gratian, Valentinian II and Theodo-
sius, represented on one of these two bars. Popovi¢ 2008:
159-160, Fig. 5a-b.

6 As is the case with the Tyche of Sirmium, dating is sug-
gested by three busts of emperors in medallions, probably
Gratian, Theodosius I and Valentinian II. Ipua 1993, xar.
1, ci. 1; dpua 2004, xat. 196.
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Fig. 5: Personification of the province Moesia Superior on the reverse of coins minted in Viminacium
(source: http://www.cnvaldostano.it/la_zecca_di_viminacium.htm# ftn17, accessed: 15.5.2015).

sculpture represents a woman dressed in a long
chiton and short himation (Fig. 4). Unfortunately,
the sculpture’s head is missing, but it can be pre-
sumed that she wore a veil on her head, since trac-
es are visible on the woman’s shoulders and from
where the veil runs over her back and finishes near
her feet. The weight of the woman’s body is on
her left leg, while her right leg is moved slight-
ly backward. Her right arm is bent at the elbow
and placed on her chest and in her right hand the
woman holds a small figure of an ox, while in her
left hand she holds a bag of money (marsupium).
Beside her left feet, the head of a wild boar and a
double-edged axe (labrys) are presented. Analy-
sis of the goddess’ attributes has determined that
the animals symbolise cattle breeding and hunt-
ing, while the money bag implies mining and the
wealth of the province for which the goddess was
protectress - ancient Dardania. As the main deity
(dea patriae) of Dardania, Dea Dardanica was
the protectress not only of the province and the
people, but also of nature, animals and natural re-
sources. The stylistic characteristics of the sculp-
ture point to the period from the second half of
the 39to the early 4% century (Cf. Tomovi¢ 1992,
cat. 95; [Tommoruh 2008: 31, ped. 2-5). Other exist-
ing analogies for the statue of Dea Dardania show
that the representations of the personification of
Dardania were not only associated with the prov-

ince itself, but also with the wider region that the
Dardanians inhabited (ITomoBuh 2008: 32-40; Cf.
Dobruna-Salihu 2013: 217-224.). Also, it is im-
portant to emphasise that the context in which the
the statue of Dea Dardania was found, near the
entrance of the villa with peristyle in Mediana,
clearly shows that the sculpture carried a deeper,
ideological meaning. Located at the very entrance
of the residential palatial complex of the emperor
Constantine the Great, the statue of Dea Dardania,
the dea patria of the emperor himself, was pro-
tecting not only him and his family, but also the
Roman state and its people (Bacuh 2013: 100).

Therefore, it can be assumed that the placing
of the statue of Dea Dardania at the very entrance
of the villa with peristyle in Mediana, and pos-
sible placing of the statue of the Sirmium Tyche
not far from the assumed entrance to the residen-
tial complex in Sirmium, confirm the placing of
goddess protectresses at the entrances of imperial
complexes, to guard the emperor, his family and
thus, the state and the people in it.

Iconographic representations associated with
the protectress of Moesia Superior or its capital
city Viminacium, are preserved on the reverse of
coins minted in Viminacium during the period
between 239-240 and 254-255,7 as well as in the

7 A representation of the province on the reverse side of
coins can sometimes be depicted with symbols of branch-
es or a globe, the whole scene is surrounded with the title
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Fig. 6: Relief with the personification
of the province Moesia Superior
(documentation of the National Museum Pozarevac).

relief at the National Museum in Pozarevac (Figs.
5 and 6).% The representation of the goddess in the
relief shows a woman dressed in a stola, while
her standing figure symmetrically divides the re-
lief composition into two parts. Her hands rest
upon the heads of an ox (left) and a lion (right),
which are the symbols of the legion VII Claudia
(which was present at Viminacium during the
entire Roman period) and the legion IV Flavia.
Thus composed, the relief iconography demon-
strates the ideological notion that the power and
strength of the province of Moesia Superior relied
on two military forces, which were responsible
for its foundation. Based on the significance that
the goddess Tyche had as the main protectress of
a city, province or region during the 4th century,
it would be justified to assume the worship of the
protectress of Upper Moesia or Viminacium in
this city until the year 441-443.

P(rovincia) M(oesia) S(uperior) COL(onia) VIM(inaci-
um), while at the bottom, the local year of mintage is
inscribed AN (I-XVI). Bopuh-Bpemxosuh 1976; bopuh-
Bpemkosuh 1986: 138-142; Jlymanuh 1961: 141-143.
Dusani¢ 1976: 53-58.

8 This coat of arms was found as spolia, built into the old
structure in the village of Stari Kostolac. More about this
finding in: Jananosuh, Ilmnguh 1986, 61-64; Cnacuh-
Bypuh 2002: 168, ci1. 132; Cnacuh-bypuh 2015, kar. 114.

CONCLUSION

The goddesses who were worshipped as
protectresses of a city/metropolis (metropolis —
uitnpmoAg — mother city), were Athena, Artemis
and Aphrodite/Venus (Greaves 2004: 27). During
the period of Roman reign and especially in the
Late Antiquity, this role was, however, character-
istic of personifications such as Tyche and Fortu-
na, associated not only with large urban centres
like Rome, Constantinople, Antioch, Alexandria
or Trier, but also with smaller centres in Roman
provinces. On the territory of the Central Balkans,
such deities were also associated with regions i.e.,
lands, and among them were the Syrian goddess
Dea Siria (whose cult is confirmed with two find-
ings from the 1 century)’ and the Egyptian god-
dess Isis, who was assimilated with the Roman
goddess Fortuna (whose cult is confirmed with
three statues of the so-called Isis-Fortuna type)
(Vuli¢1941-48: 92, 6p. 199, 200; Zotovi¢ 1966:
no 47, pl. XVI/1, no 49, pl. XVI/2.; Cpejosuh,
LepmanoBuh-Ky3smanosuh 1987a: 102, «kar.
42; Tomovi¢ 1992: 74, kat. 82, 105; Ilerpouh,
JoBanoBuh 1977: 61, 62 kar. 5, 8; Ipda 2004: kar.
62; Lisicar 1961: 127-130).

The deification of the goddess Tyche-Fortuna,
was developed owing to the popularity of these,
predominantly politically oriented, personifica-
tions in Roman literature and art (Smith 2011:
119-122). The largest city of the Roman Empire,
the unique Urbs, caput mundi, with its protectress
Roma, not in a political context, but in accordance
with the early Christian visual culture, had fallen
under the shadow of New Rome, Constantinople
(Grig 2012: 31-52). Similar situations in the cities
within the Roman provinces of the Central Balkans
can be explained not only with the ideal of Roma
Aeterna, but also with the geographically-strategic
positions of urban centres near the Danube Limes
and the familiar atmosphere of the uncertainty of
survival of the Greek polis(es), when the power-

9 More about the cult of Dea Siria and findings from Dol-
no Nerezi and Skopje in: Gavrilovi¢ 2010: 228-237.

68



Female Power That Protects: Who is the Woman...(63-72)

Archaeology and Science 11 (2015)

ful protective force of these deities was evoked
(Beerden 2013: 208). Tyche-Fortuna was more
powerful than other Greek or Roman personifica-
tions, since the fate of the city was in her hands,
as genius loci, yet she was just a deity, not a god-
dess and, thus, did not have the characteristics of
protection which saints or Theotokos would have
during the Middle Ages (Bertelli 1999: 129-130).
Therefore, at one point, the idea of the protection
of this long worshiped deity was abandoned. Un-
like the process of the gradual abandonment of
pagan motifs or their transformation into Chris-
tian symbols, this cessation of the worship of Ty-
che-Fortune happened in the Sth century, before
the powerful patroness of Christianity and Theot-
okos’ cult, Empress Pulcheria (Herrin 2000: 14).

Theotokos became the main and only protec-
tress of the capital city and the whole state, and
her associations with the divine dimensions of Ty-
che are recognisable in the attributes of ancient
goddesses, namely Tyche in Akathist Hymn,!
while in the visual culture of Constantinople, Ty-
che coexisted with Theotokos during the 5th and
6th centuries (Pentcheva 2010: 19-21).
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REZIME
ZENSKA MOC KOJA STITI:

KO JE ZENA KOJA BDI NAD
GRADOM? BOGINJE ZASTITNICE
NA TERITORIJI CENTRALNOG
BALKANA U PERIODU KASNE
ANTIKE

KLJUCNE RECI: BOGINJE ZASTITNICE, TIHE,
FORTUNA, CENTRALNI BALKAN, KASNA
ANTIKA.

Razlicite boginje grckog porekla, poput Atene,
Artemide, Afrodite ili Nemeze, a potom i nji-
hovi rimski ekvivalenti, medu svojim funkcijama
imale su i one koje se ticu zastite gradova i nji-
hovog stanovnistva. Ovde spadaju i boginje is-
tocnjackog porekla poput Izide i Kibele. U kasno-
anticko vreme najpoznatije zastitnice gradova bile
su grcka Tihe 1 rimska Fortuna, odnosno boginje

Cija se zastita odnosi i na provincije ili pak oblasti.
U vizuelnoj kulturi kasnoantickog perioda pored
nekadasnje, najvaznije zastitnice Rima, dominira-
jucu ulogu sticu i zastitnice gradova poput Trira,
Aleksandrije, Antiohije, te ponajviSe novoosno-
vane prestonice Konstantinopolja. Na prostoru
centralnog Balkana, sa njima korespondiraju Tihe
Sirmijuma, Naisa, Viminacijuma... Ovakva situ-
acija odgovara pogledu provincijskih gradova
prema najvaznijem uzoru — Rimu, ali moze biti
objasnjena i istorijskim okolnostima, koje podra-
zumevaju stalne upade varvara na ove prostore, te
zelju i potrebu stanovnistva centralnog Balkana za
uspesno vodstvo 1 zastitu boginja koje ¢e brinuti
o sudbini grada ili zemlje na kojoj Zive. Prekid
u postovanju Tihe kao zastitnice grada, odgovara
Sirenju Bogorodi¢inog kulta, te je od 5. veka Bo-
gorodica preuzela ove funkcije 1 postala najvazni-
ja zastitnica grada, najpre Konstantinopolja.

72



