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The Royal Crowns of the Artaxiad Dynasty of Armenia

Scholars have not as yet given serious
study to the royal crown of the Armenian Ar-
taxiad dynasty. Up until now, P. Bedoukian’s
study'), focusing on the coins which depict the
crown rather than the crown itself, has been
the main source for scholarly study. My own
continuing research for a book on this topic
has yielded insights which I would now like to
share with the public.

According to their style, the Artaxiad
crowns can easily be divided into two groups.
The first and most important group is com-
posed of crowns from the time of Artaxiad I,
founder of the dynasty, until Tigranes II,
whose coins often depict the crowns (illus. 1).
Based especially upon the coins from Antioch,
this group of crowns reveals a distinctive clar-
ity of line and form and a degree of perfection
never obtained before. The second group in-
cludes the set of crowns from Artavazd II un-
til Tigranes V. In the initial years of Artavazd

II’s reign, the coins maintained the general
form of earlier coins, although the details of
ornamentation, the choice of subjects, and ar-
tistic taste begin to decline (illus. 2).

A comparison of some of the best samples
reveal that the crowns by the time of Tigranes
II had adopted a median form. The compari-
sons show differences in the heights of the
crowns. Those ending with salient convex tips
are higher than those whose tips are composed
of two pearllike round balls, imitating pearls
or other pierced gems.

Tigranes II's coin (illus. 3), belonging to
the Historical Museum of Yerevan in Arme-
nia (No. 157), can serve as a prototype of this
period. The reader should also keep in mind
the pictures, measurements, and inter-
relationships of the best Artaxiad coins rep-
resented in P. Bedoukian’s collection?). The
crown of this prototype includes the neck cov-
er and ear flaps, typical for cold countries, and
probably made of silk lined with woolen tissue
and edged with pearls which help to shape the
crown.

Considering the types of materials which
were accessible in the 1st century B. C., I pro-
pose that thick leather was probably used for
the internal construction of the tiara itseif,

covered with purple silk or velvet. Very fine
gold threads interwoven with pearls or thicker
gold wires with pearl-like little balls could
have easily been used to shape the bottom of
the ornament.

The two eagles which appear on the
crown are not without meaning. The left-sided
eagle probably symbolizes Tigranes II’s con-
quests of the minor kingdoms (Lesser Arme-
nia, Sophene, and Commagene), while the
right-sided eagle symbolizes Greater Arme-
nia. In fact, in the last years of Ardavades II's
reign, when the conquered territories were re-
linquished and the Armenian Artaxiad’s au-
thority extended only to Greater Armenia, the
eagles were replaced with laurel leaves’), sig-
nifying peace.

Why didn’t one eagle remain on the
crown to symbolize Greater Armenia? The
answer may lie in the fact that the very short-
lived period of successful rule had turned into
unfavorable times; so the eagles disappeared
completely to give way to a more peaceful
sign.

After three decades and many succeed-
ing kings, the eagles appear again on the
crown of Queen Erato*), this time in a more
modest position. Times had changed. The dy-
nasty would soon disappear from history. The
double ecagles on the Armenian Artaxiad
crowns can therefore be considered a unique
representation in Armenian history, signifying
the satisfaction of national aspirations and
royal pride.

The eagles and the central sun were
probably knit with very fine gold threads or
chiselled with tender, high grade gold. The
round forms could have been pearls, corals,
amber, sardonix or turquoise — but not hard
gems.

Although we only see four or five of the
convex ends on the crown, there must have
been eight, as indicated in our drawing (illus.
4). The number eight corresponds to the num-
ber of petals of the flower-like form which
symbolizes the Sun-God which the Armeni-
ans worshipped. It is also very probable that
the eight convex ends of the crown symbolized
the eight famous pagan temples of Armenia’),
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which Agathangel writes about in his Armeni-
an history.

We have relocated the cagles and the
Sun-God from the right side of the crown to
the front since the appearance of four eagles
and two suns on one crown seems repetitious
and unconvincing (i/lus. 35). We intentionally
corrected this “error” since placement on the
frgnt of the crown in the direction of the
King’s profile (to the right) would only reveal
one eagle and half of the sun. This displace-
ment of the trio on the entire right side of the
crown allows the engraver to more easily de-
pict these images in their entirety and possibly
to satisfy the King’s vanity and pride.

Although the same stfﬂe of crowns ist de-
picted on the bas-reliefs of Nemrut Dagh,
with floral and animal decorations, their
h‘eight and non-conical form suggests a dis-
tinct political antagonism and competition be-
tween Antiochus I of Commagene and the Ar-
taxiads of Greater Armenia (illus. 6).

CONCLUSION

: The Armenian Artaxiad crowns are cer-
tainly derived from the popular Armenian
headdress depicted on Roman coins and med-
als from the 1st century B. C. until the 2nd
century A. D. Such coins include inscriptions
sucl} as: “Armenian Capta” surrounded with
feminine forms representing Armenia and cel-

ebrating the Roman’s temporary occupations
of the country.

Although the Artaxiad crowns may ap-
pear to resemble the Urartian neck covers
with earflaps and Assyrian headdress, the
likeness is coincidental. Their shape is not the
result of borrowing but of an original, individ-
ual creation.

To allow for mobility of the human head
while wearing a crown, only small quantitjes
of gold were probably used in the basic con-
struction and decoration of the crowns.

Knowing that the Armenians practiced
Sun worship (M. Korenatsi, Fr. G. Alishan,
and Y. Nercessian), we can perceive the ro-
sace, with its ray-like form in the middle of
the two onlooking eagles, as a symbol of the
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Sun-God. Later during the Christian era, this
symbol was generalized in Armenian arch’itcc-
ture and sometimes depicted with twelve pe-
tals, perhaps symbolizing the twelve Apostles.

The eight convex erected tips probably
symbolize the eight famous Armenian pagan
temples which were systematically destro;ed
fpllowing St. Gregory the Illuminator’s initia-
tive. It is also quite possible that the eight
erected convex tips of the royal crown (tiara)
and the eight ray-like petals have a similar
symbolic meaning.

\ For various reasons, we consider the Ar-
taxiad crowns to be the sole nationally and
popularly inspired crowns in Armenian histo-
ry: the Arsacid dynasty possibly used the
crowns; the Byzantines and Arabs offered the
crowns to the Bagratids in the beginning of
their reign (artistic depictions of this histori-
cal fact do not remain); and the Roupinian dy-
nasty used crowns inspired by occidentals.

I am convinced by the argument that the
two eagles placed on the crown on both side of
the Sun-God represent the unified Armenia
which was realized for a short period during
the Armenian Empire. I also believe that the
relocation of the sun and eagles from the right
side of the crown to the front is a sound and
cpnvincing interpretation. During a conversa-
tlgn on this topic, Fr. Q. Sekoulian disagreed
with this interpretation, contending instead
that the group represents some kind of coat of
arms, repeated on both sides. Although I find
such a theory to be worthy of consideration, I
am still more convinced by the relocation ar-
g.umcnt. The door, of course, is open to future
discussions and illuminations of the meaning
of the Armenian Artaxiad royal crowns — a re-
search topic which is continually challenging.
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