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  Signature
            of the 
                 centurion

THE ITAlIAN vErB “lEggErE” (To rEAD) IS DErIvED froM THE lATIN lEgErE, I.E. To 
joIN, puT TogETHEr pArTS INTo A WHolE IN orDEr To uNDErSTAND THE MEAN-
INg of WrITTEN SIgNS (lETTErS of THE AlpHABET) THAT rEprESENT DIffErENT 
SouNDS of THE HuMAN voICE. THE WorD lEgIo, THE lEgIoN, HAS THE SAME ETy-
MologICAl DErIvATIoN, I.E. A gooD NuMBEr of roMAN SolDIErS BouND By A 
CoMMoN SyMBol AND A SolE MIlITAry INTENT.

Luigi Scrinzi 
Professor of Milano University, Italy

Legio XII Fulminata (The 
Lightning Legion)

This is not its original name. 
We know that Julius Caesar re-
cruited it under the name of Victrix 
(winner) in 58 BC. From then on, it 
took part in the main civil war cam-
paigns, first under Caesar’s own 
command and then under Octa-
vian’s. The unit was also present at 
the siege of Perugia (40-41 BC).

Legio XII Fulminata at Gob-
ustan

In 1948, Memoires de l’Academie 
des Sciences, IV, 7 published the first 
research by I. M. Jafarzade and P. C. 
Toumbili regarding an inscription 
found at Boyukdash mountain in 
the archaeological area of Gobust-

an near Baku. L’Annee Epigraphique 
published a report about this a few 
years later (in 1951, record No. 263). 
The inscription reads as follows: “At 
the time of Emperor Domitian 
Caesar Augustus Germanicus, 
Lucius Julius Maximus (centu-
rion) of the Legio XII Fulminata”.

The inscription is engraved on 
a sedimentary rock from the depth 
of a sea which slowly receded in 
far-off times (the literal meaning of 
the word Gobustan is a site where 
waters have subsided). The extraor-
dinarily beautiful geological area 
is full of thousands of ancient rock 
graffiti. We are tempted to think 
that, owing to the suggestion cre-
ated by the great number of centu-

ries-old inscriptions, the author of 
the Latin epigraph wanted to leave, 
in that sort of open-air sanctuary, a 
mark of himself, of his legion and 
of the emperor ruling at the time. 
As for the text, it must have been 
carved between the years 84 and 
96 – Domitian’s name proves it. 

The last representative of the 
Flavian dynasty, in fact, adopted 
the name of Germanicus after his 
first victory against German popu-
lations in 83. The author of the in-
scription was a centurion, as shown 
by the diacritic beside the cogno-
men. It was usual to indicate a cen-
turion’s rank with a symbol looking 
like 7 turned upside-down, maybe 
a stylized vine-stick, a traditional 
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element of the non-commissioner 
officer’s equipment, a symbol of 
his authority over the legionaries. 
The epigraph is the most distant 
from Rome among the Latin ones 
known up to now. But it is not the 

only one found in Azerbaijan. An-
other document can be added: an 
inscription found on the outskirts 
of Fizuli, a town along the Aras 
River. This one too mentions XII Ful-
minata: unfortunately the rock on 
which the text was engraved was 
lost before it was properly cata-
logued.

The meaning of Roman pres-

ence in the Caucasus
Emperor Nero, during the last 

years of his reign, planned a mili-
tary campaign in the Caucasus, 
which was canceled because of a 
sudden uprising of Julius Vindice’s 

in Gallia Lugdunense. Also, Sveto-
nius mentions an expedition under 
the name of Portae Caspiae. But we 
do not know the aim of this cam-
paign. We can only make assump-
tions about “Caspian gates”. Along 
the Caucasus range, there were 
certainly many passes, but only a 
few of them were large enough to

allow the passage of armies.

In 75, Caesar Vespasianus Au-
gustus contributes to reinforce the 
defence of a site of extraordinar-
ily strategic importance by further 
improving the relations with the 
Caucasus population. It was clear 
that the Emperor’s intention was 
to expand and intensify Roman 
influence in the Caucasus as an 
offensive weapon against Roman 
enemies.

The local population had con-
trol of the passes through the 
Caucasus and for some time the 
Romans took advantage of that. It 
is in this context that the Gobustan 
inscription should be interpreted. 

We know very little about the 
Eastern policy of the last Flavian 
Emperor, Domitian, but we sup-
pose it was more or less the same 

THE lEgIoN of luCIuS julIuS MAxIMuS WAS proBABly AT goBuSTAN IN 
orDEr To DEfEND ANoTHEr pASS of fuNDAMENTAl IMporTANCE IN THE 
CAuCASuS DEfENSIvE SySTEM: THE DErBENT pASS NorTH of BAKu

Before restoration 
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as of his forerunners. A few scholars 
have therefore thought of a con-
nection between the epigraphic 
data on the presence of the Legio 
XII Fulminata and preparations for 
war. It seems that Domitian had 
suffered a defeat just in that region.

But Domitian was not used 
to embarking on war enterprises 
without effective preparation. The 
legion of Lucius Julius Maximus 
was probably at Gobustan in 
order to defend another pass 
of fundamental importance in 
the Caucasus defensive system: 
the Derbent Pass north of Baku, 
which represented a forced pas-
sage for those who wanted to go 
across the Caucasus

in winter. Pass control was in-
cluded on agreements between 

the Albanians and the Romans, 
who could in this way carry out an 
encirclement policy against hostile 
people.

So the stationing of legions al-
ways pursued the purpose of de-
fending the status quo between 
the Empire and the vassal states of 
the area and bringing the unsettled 
Caucasian peoples back to reason. 

As for the journey to Gobustan, 
we can suppose that the legion 
of Lucius Julius Maximus followed 
the flow of the Aras river from its 
base in Cappadocia until conflu-
ence with the Kura, and then to the 
north with the Caspian Sea on the 
right.

Restoration work
Restoration of the rock with the 

Latin inscription of a centurion of 

the XII Legio Fulminata is being 
conducted due to its immense im-
portance from the standpoint of 
studying the history of Azerbaijan 
and the Roman Empire. As part of 
the restoration, the infesting mi-
cro flora, such as mosses, lichens, 
moulds, mushrooms and cyano-
bacteriums, have been removed 
from its surface using distilled wa-
ter. Preservation of the rock, now 
carried out with assistance from 
the young staff of the Gobustan 
preserve, will allow better legibility 
of the paleo-epigraphic document. 
It will also encourage research and 
studies in the fields of geology, ar-
chaeology and history. 

After restoration


