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INTRODUCTION 

  

 In Italy during the fourteenth century some men began to study ancient Roman 

coins. This should not be a surprise though, as it was the Renaissance, and there was a 

great interest in the classical past. The humanist Petrarch was the most famous of these 

early numismatists. Petrarch said in a letter that often people would approach him with a 

request to identify a newly discovered ancient coin. “Often there came to me in Rome a 

vinedigger, holding in his hands an ancient jewel or a golden Latin coin, sometimes 

scratched by the hard edge of a hoe, urging me either to buy it or to identify the heroic 

faces inscribed on them.”1  At this time, people were mostly concerned with 

iconography— they mainly wanted to know which emperor was on the front of their 

coin. A quote from Petrarch illustrates the Renaissance interest in the portraits on the 

coins. In 1354, Petrarch gave some Roman coins to Emperor Charles IV. “I presented 

him with some gold and silver coins, which I held very dear. They bore the effigies of 

some of our rulers—one of them, a most life-like head of Caesar Augustus—and were 

inscribed with exceedingly minute characters.”2  These early coin collectors would 

probably be better called antiquarians rather than numismatists. An antiquarian might 

collect just for the acquisition of old objects, but numismatists study coins in an attempt 

                                                 
1 Francesco Petrarch, Letters on Familiar Matters XVII- XXIV. Translated by Aldo S. Bernardo 

(New York: Italica Press, 2005) , 57.  

2 Francesco Petrarch, Petrarch, the First Modern Scholar and Man of Letters; A Selection from 
His Correspondence with Boccaccio and Other Friends, Designed to Illustrate the Beginnings of the 
Renaissance. Translated by James Harvey Robinson (New York: Haskell House Publishers, 1970) , 371- 
372. 
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to answer specific questions that are often historical in nature. In the ensuing centuries 

however, the field of Roman numismatics grew exponentially. Iconography is still 

important, but now the field is a multi-disciplinary endeavor that encompasses many 

areas such as history, archaeology, and science. Many people have long recognized the 

importance of numismatics to history, and some, like the poet W. H. Auden, have argued 

that coins are more reliable than ancient sources: 

Serious historians study coins and weapons 
Not those reiterations of one self-importance 
By whom they date them, 
Knowing that clerks could soon propose a model 
As manly as any of whom schoolmasters tell 
Their yawning pupils.3 

 
Of course, coins can be as problematic and prone to bias as written sources, but as long as 

the numismatist is careful and uses established research criteria, coins can help tell a 

much fuller story of history. 

 This paper will look at bronze coins of Constantine the Great, in conjunction with 

the primary and secondary sources, in an attempt to glean a fuller picture of the past and 

explore some of the debates that occur in the field of Roman numismatics. Constantine 

was one of the most (if not the most) influential of the Roman emperors, and his actions 

and deeds are still affecting people to this day. Constantine looms large in history, and 

even in his own time he was impressive, at least according to Eusebius, who said that 

Constantine was “so exceeding his contemporaries as even to put them in fear…he took 

pride in moral qualities rather than physical superiority.”4 An interesting question one 

                                                 
3 W. H. Auden, quoted in Michael Grant, Roman History from Coins (Barnes & Noble, 1995) , 16. 
 
4 Eusebius, Life of Constantine. Translated by Averil Cameron and Stuart Hall (New York: 

Oxford University Press,1999) , 77.  
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might ask is, “Without Constantine, would Christianity have flourished?”5 The answer to 

that question is outside the scope of this paper, but it helps demonstrate the fundamental 

importance of his actions. Another important decision Constantine made was turning the 

city of Byzantium into his new capitol of Constantinople. So, even though the Western 

Empire eventually fell, it carried on in the east, as the Byzantine Empire centered at 

Constantinople.6 Constantine may have been more responsible for shaping medieval 

Europe than any other single person. Numismatically, Constantine also made a long-

lasting contribution. In A.D. 309, he introduced a unit of currency called the solidus. This 

gold coin remained in use in the Byzantine Empire until the tenth century. To this day, 

people are still fascinated with Constantine and his story and myths, and this paper hopes 

to shed some light on the subject of the significance of this emperor.  

 As numismatics is a specialized field, this paper will use many numismatic terms 

that are the jargon of the field, so some of the more common definitions are in order. 

Ancient Roman coins minted during the fourth century were hand struck by slaves. 

Before minting coins though, someone had to make a die. Two dies had to be engraved, 

the obverse, or front, typically had the bust of the emperor surrounded by the obverse 

legend which generally consisted of the name of the ruler, and the reverse, or back, which 

                                                                                                                                                 
 

5 Ramsay Macmullen asked just this question and ultimately said that without state sponsorship it 
is doubtful that Christianity would have been successful, Christianity & Paganism in the Fourth to Eighth 
Centuries (New Haven: Yale University, 1997). 

 
6 There has been a lot of debate as to whether the Empire fell ( Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire is often cited) or if it was more of a transformation. The concept of transformation was 
really started by Peter Brown. Recently there have been some historians that convincingly argued that it 
was indeed a fall. For example-- Peter Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire: A New History of Rome and 
the Barbarians (New York: Oxford University, 2006) and  Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the 
End of Civilization ( Oxford University Press, 2006). 
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could consist of various types with different messages.7 Before the minting process, 

employees prepared metal by melting it and generally they used circular moulds to make 

coin sized planchets. The engraver made the obverse die so that it would fit into an anvil, 

while the reverse die looked similar to a large punch. Now the tricky and potentially 

dangerous part began as one slave held the planchet with a tong between the anvil and 

punch, while another swung a very large, heavy hammer. The mint workers did this 

repeatedly, and they managed to turn out a remarkably uniform product. Of course, as 

these coins were struck by hand, no two would be exactly the same. Using different dies, 

since they wore out fairly frequently, also meant that there was quite a bit of variety. 

After the planchet has been struck, numismatists often refer to the body of the coin as the 

flan, even though sometimes the term is interchangeable. The specific name of these 

coins is unknown, but modern numismatists regularly refer to the standard unit of this 

period as a follis (plural folles).8 The coins that this paper will deal with have a mintmark 

in the exergue. This area is located on the reverse of a coin, at the bottom, and is often 

separated from the rest of the coin by a line. The mintmark not only tells which city 

minted the coin, but also which officina in the mint performed the operation. Mint 

officials divided the mints into different workshops or officinae for efficiency and also 

for accountability. In the West, Latin, such as P for prima, was used to designate the 

                                                 
7 “The main task of the obverse legend in our period is to facilitate the identification of the ruler.” 

Patrick Bruun, Roman Imperial Coinage Volume VII: Constantine and Licinius (London: Spink & Son, 
1997) , 27. 
 

8 The actual name of the coins used at this time is unknown, and there are also other names used 
such as nummus. The word follis was actually a bag used to hold 12,500 denarii, but it is standard practice 
to call a single coin a follis. For more on this see the article by A. H. M. Jones, “The Origin and Early 
History of the Follis.” The Journal of Roman Studies 49 (1959) : 34-38. 
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officina, while the East used Greek, like A for alpha and so on. For example, a coin from 

Trier might have STR in the exergue, which means that the second workshop (Secunda) 

in Trier (TR) was responsible, while a coin from Alexandria might have an exergue of 

SMALB, which translates as sacred money (sacra moneta) from the second (beta) 

workshop of Alexandria. This was actually a very efficient and quite orderly system for 

identification and accountability, and modern U.S. practice continues to utilize 

mintmarks to distinguish which cities minted particular coins. There may also be various 

symbols in the exergue, like dots or stars, which help to further separate issues, like dot 

PTR, which means this coin was from the first officina of Trier. The reverse may also 

have field marks, which may consist of symbols or letters. These field marks are 

generally found in the left and right fields of the reverse, mainly to the sides of the main 

design.  

 Numismatists have many reference works for the period that this paper will 

encompass, but the most commonly cited work will be volume seven of The Roman 

Imperial Coinage,9 which numismatists commonly abbreviate RIC VII. This book is part 

of a ten volume set that covers the period of Imperial coinage, from 27 B.C. through A.D. 

491. RIC VI, which covers the period from A.D. 294- A.D. 313, has some coins of 

Constantine’s reign, but RIC VII, covering A.D. 313- 337, is the main book for his 

coinage. When Patrick Bruun was working on this book, he surveyed major museum 

collections and the relevant literature in an effort to catalogue the coinage of this period. 

He arranged it geographically by mint so that it starts in the West with London and ends 

                                                 
9 Patrick Bruun, Roman Imperial Coinage Volume VII: Constantine and Licinius (London, Spink 

& Son, 1997).  
 



 8

in the East with Alexandria. Within each city section, the coins are further arranged 

chronologically. This book is very technical and Bruun did not write it for the novice; but 

for the serious numismatist of this period, it is the requisite and authoritative book. Anne 

Robertson, a noted numismatist, said of this book, “It would be difficult to praise too 

highly Dr. Bruun’s volume, an exquisite piece of work, scarcely marred by a single 

misprint. It is fortunate that a numismatist of Dr. Bruun’s caliber should have been 

available to carry out so momentous a task.”10  

 Late Antiquity is currently something of a popular subject in historiography. 

There is even a new journal, the Journal of Late Antiquity, and the cover of the first 

volume shows a follis of Constantine, indicating the importance of both Constantine and 

his coinage. In fact, the first issue had a few articles with a Constantine theme, which also 

included a few other pictures of coins. However, this journal also shows that there might 

be a need for greater numismatic knowledge among historians. One of the pictures shows 

a common reverse type for the Constantinian period—two soldiers flanking a military 

standard.11 The military standard is a little different from most representations of this 

time though, in that it is inscribed with a chi-rho. The author, or editor, said that this was 

a coin of Constantine’s, and attested to his support of Christianity. The problem is that 

the illustrated coin is from Siscia, and this city did not strike these coins with the 

Christogram until after the death of Constantine. The coin depicted was actually issued 

by Constantine II (the oldest son of Constantine) after Constantine's death. The Siscian 

                                                 
10 Anne S. Robertson, “Coins of Constantine and Licinius.” The Classical Review 17 (Dec 1967) : 

377. 
 
11 Christopher Haas, “Mountain Constantines: The Christianization of Aksum and Iberia,” The 

Journal of Late Antiquity 1 (Spring 2008) : 102. The coin in the picture is credited as one time belonging to 
Ralph Mathisen, who is the editor of the journal. 
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issues confuse many people because after the death of Constantine I, his son Constantine 

II used the same legends on the obverse as his father had, CONSTANTINVS MAX 

AVG. The chronology of these coins has long been established, but an easy way to know 

that the coin is Constantine II is that there are no Siscian issues for Constantine II as 

Caesar, as he had already assumed the title of Augustus because his father was dead. This 

might seem like a small issue to some, but God (and Clio) is in the details and history and 

numismatics are so much better when they are right! History and numismatics are also 

better if they are entertaining, so let us hope that, besides getting it right, this paper will 

also entertain the reader. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CHRISTIAN SYMBOLISM ON COINS OF CONSTANTINE 

 

According to Eusebius, the fourth century bishop of Caesarea, the first Christian 

emperor was Philip, who ruled from A. D. 244- 249.1  The anonymous author of the 

Origo Constantini also believed that Philip professed to be a Christian, albeit with 

ulterior motives.  "This Constantine was the first Christian Emperor except for Philip (the 

Arab) who, or so it seems to me, became Christian simply in order that the thousandth 

year of Rome might be said to belong to Christ rather than to idols."2  The accounts of the 

Christian beliefs of Philip were probably just rumors originally started in an attempt to 

make the emperor look bad, as Christianity was not a very popular religion yet. The first  

coin with Christian over-tones may have been issued in the name of Salonina, wife of 

Gallienus, who was the Roman emperor from A.D. 260- 268. There has been speculation 

that she was a Christian because a coin issued in her name has the reverse inscription 

AVE IN PACE.3 There is no historical doubt, however, that Constantine was the first 

emperor that embraced Christianity though, and this chapter investigates the numismatic 

evidence of Constantine's conversion.  

                                                 
1 Eusebius, The History of the Church, trans. G.A. Williamson (New York: Penguin Classics, 

1990) , 206. 
 

2 Samuel N. C.  Lieu and Dominic Monserrat, From Constantine to Julian: Pagan and Byzantine 
Views A Source  History (New York: Routledge, 1996) , 48. 
 

3 Harold Mattingly, Edward Allen Sydenham, and Percy H. Webb, The Roman Imperial Coinage. 
Vol. V, Part I  (London: Spink & Son, 1927). The Salonina coin is Mediolanum 58. 
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People who expect to find Christian imagery on bronze coins of Constantine will 

be disappointed. “Of approximately 1,363 coins of Constantine I in RIC VII, covering the 

period of 313-337, roughly one percent might be classified as having Christian 

symbols.”4 The first instance of Christian symbolism on a coin of Constantine is a chi-rho 

on a rare silver medallion issued from Ticinum in 315. This medallion was not meant 

 

Figure 1. Silver medallion with a chi-rho on the crest of the helmet. 

 

 for general circulation, but was most likely a special presentation piece, and as such, not 

many people would have seen it or its design.5 This coin is important, because it shows a 

clear chi-rho and was issued shortly after A.D. 312, the year Constantine fought the 

                                                 
4 Mark Dunning, "First Christian Symbols on Roman Imperial Coins," The Celator 17 ( December 

2003) : 6. 
 

5 Charles Odahl, “Christian Symbols in Military Motifs on Constantine's Coinage,”  Society for 
Ancient Numismatics 13 (1982-3) :  64-72. 
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Battle of the Milvian Bridge. Eusebius even stated that Constantine “was in the habit of 

wearing on his helmet [the chi-rho] at a later period.”6 

This paper is about the bronze coinage, though, and there is only one bronze 

reverse that has a symbol associated with Christianity as part of the design.7 The reverse 

of this coin has a labarum, which is a military standard topped with a chi-rho, that is  

 

Figure 2. Bronze coin with a chi-rho atop a standard piercing a serpent. 

 

piercing a serpent. There are more coins with symbols used as field marks, though. There 

is a coin with the reverse legend of VICTORIAE LAETAE PRINC PERP from Siscia  

                                                 
6 Eusebius, Life of Constantine, trans. Averil Cameron and Stuart Hall (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999) , 81. 
 

7 C. H. V. Sutherland, R. A. G. Carson, and Patrick Bruun, The Roman Imperial Coinage. Vol. 
VII, Constantine and Licinius A.D. 313-337 (London: Spink, 1966) , 572- 3. 
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Figure 3. Coin with chi-rho (enhanced because it was worn) in the crossbar of the helmet. 

 

that has a chi-rho in the crossbar of Constantine’s helmet, but it only occurs a few times, 

and then only in officina B. There are also the "eyes to the heavens coins", which show 

Constantine with his head raised up and eyes focused upwards, as if he is looking towards 

heaven. This bust type is not a solely Christian image, as Greeks used this upward gaze 

on coins long before Constantine; and the Greek engravers likely meant the bust to show 

an affinity with the gods. Engravers in the fourth century may have even got the idea for 

the upraised bust after seeing some of these Greek coins.  The “eyes to the heavens” bust 

type was officially issued in bronze in three reverse types. It was used for  
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Figure 4.  Coin with an “eyes to the heavens” bust. 

 

VOT XXX, and DAFNE types.8 Sometimes this bust type turns up on 

CONSTANTINOPOLIS and VRBS ROMA coins, but this was probably more artistic 

license on the part of the engraver, rather than an official design from the mint.9 This 

head uplifted seems to have only been officially engraved by mint personnel from eastern 
                                                 

8 VOT is short for votive. Emperors in the fourth century issued these public vows about every 
five years to celebrate the anniversary of their accession to the throne. So VOT XXX marked the thirty year 
anniversary of Constantine’s rule. Sometimes these coins were anticipatory and actually minted before the 
real date. This is overly simplified, but for more information on votive coinage see the articles by Harold 
Mattingly, “The Imperial Vota.” Proceedings of the British Academy 36 (1950) : 155-195; and “The 
Imperial Vota.”  Proceedings of the British Academy 37 (1951) : 219-268. PROVIDENTIAE AVGG 
translates as foresight of the emperors. The reverse features a city gate (see figure 5). With this reverse, 
Constantine wanted to remind his subjects that they were safe and secure due to his actions. The DAFNE 
(Dafne is Greek for victory) coins will be talked about at length in chapter two of this paper. 
  

9 CONSTANTINOPLIS (Constantinople) and VRBS ROMA (City of Rome) coins were issued 
starting in A.D. 330 and continued until A.D. 346. These were issued to mark the foundation of 
Constantinople and to also re-affirm Rome as the traditional center of the Empire. This paper will discuss 
these coins more in chapter two. The reason that the use of the uplifted head on some of these must have 
been unofficial, is that the normal bust occurs at the same time and from the same mint and same officina. 
These coins also come from Eastern mints, which had more Hellenistic influence, which goes back to the 
point that the Greeks originally used the uplifted gaze on coins before the Romans.  
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mints, maybe because Constantine was shifting his capitol to Constantinople. Why did 

mint officials use this bust type? It seems likely that engravers copied this bust from an 

earlier Greek design, but what, if anything, prompted the use of this type?  Eastern mints 

began issuing this series circa A.D. 325. Constantine summoned the Council of Nicea in 

325 and celebrated his vicennalia (15 year anniversary). Eusebius tells us this type was 

issued because of the religious conviction of Constantine.   

How deeply his soul was impressed by the power of divine faith 
may be understood from the circumstance that he directed his likeness to 
be stamped on the golden coin of the empire with eyes uplifted as in the 
posture of prayer to God: and this money became current throughout the 
Roman world. (Eusebius 4:15) 
 

It seems likely that Constantine borrowed this ‘eyes to the heavens’ pose from Greek 

coinage and adapted it to convey a Christian message. It could also be that Constantine 

was sending a message to the Roman world that he was indeed a man of great religious 

piety. 

 The field marks that have Christian significance consist of chi-rho’s and crosses. 

“Early Christian crosses came in several forms including the equilateral or Greek +, the 

letter tau T, the letter chi X sometimes called St. Andrew’s cross, the tau-rho monogram 

and the Latin cross, crux immissa.”10 Historians and numismatists debate whether these 

symbols actually had any Christian relation. The chi-rho appeared for the first time in the 

third century B.C. on a Greek bronze of Ptolemy, and certainly could not have referred to 

Christ. The various field marks on coins usually served an internal function meant to  

                                                 
10 Mark Dunning, "First Christian Symbols on Roman Imperial Coins," The Celator 17 (December 

2003) : 8. 
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Figure 5.  Coin of Ptolemy III with a chi-rho between the legs of the eagle. 

 

show which workers were responsible for the coin, and the mint supervisor, or 

procurator monetae,  probably picked these marks. Since Constantine had been portrayed 

with Christian symbols on the silver medallion issued in 315, "mint supervisors thereafter 

felt free to use Christian signs as control marks or decorative embellishments on imperial 

coinage...In doing so, they were reflecting the emperor's veneration of Christian signs and 

his practice of employing them on his war helmet and military standards."11 It is not so 

important what imagery Constantine used; but rather, it is more important what imagery 

he did not use. A few scholars believe that the coinage of the time only reflected the dead 

weight of traditional Roman belief, but the coin motifs actually had changed quite a bit. 

By 324, Constantine was the sole ruler of the Roman Empire and: "he did all this without 

attributing his success in any way to correct religio toward the ancient gods. It was in this 

                                                 
11 Charles Odahl, Constantine and the Christian Empire (New York: Routledge, 2004) , 168- 9. 
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pointed absence of piety toward the gods, as the traditional guardians of the empire, that 

his subjects came to realize that their emperor was a Christian."12  

Of course the old gods did not disappear from the coinage over night; it was a 

gradual transition that took years. For many of Constantine’s early years as an emperor 

though, he shared rule of the Roman Empire with others and did not have complete 

authority over the types of coins that the mints issued. Shortly after the Battle of the 

Milvian Bridge, when Constantine consolidated his power in the West, the old pagan 

imagery started to disappear from Roman coinage. Constantine certainly realized that he 

could not change the people’s religion immediately, it would take many years to win their 

hearts and minds…and eventually convert them. Constantine had to exercise some 

caution and not upset too many people, especially the army. "He was careful, and that 

was why his Christianization of the empire was only gradual...reflected in the slow and 

for a long time minimal infiltration of the coinage by Christianity."13 He continued to 

occasionally utilize Sol on his coinage until circa A.D. 320, when Sol was eventually 

supplanted by generic reverses such as soldiers holding military standards. 14  By this 

time, Constantine had a pretty firm hold in the western half of the Roman Empire and 

there had been almost a decade for the Christianity of Constantine to trickle down 

through the ranks. It was extremely important for Constantine not to alienate the military.  

                                                 
12 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, 2d ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 

2005) , 61. 
 

13 Michael Grant, Constantine the Great: The Man and His Times (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
1993) , 155. 
 

14 Patrick Bruun, “The Disappearance of Sol from the Coins of Constantine,” Arctos 2 (1958) : 
15- 37. 
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Figure 6. Typical portrayal of Sol 

 

Since the army was responsible for putting him on the throne, it could have just as easily 

removed him. In reality, Constantine owed his position to the army, regardless of his trust 

in God, and he surely realized this. Constantine professed to being a Christian, but the 

army at this time was mostly pagan. There were even Germans in Constantine’s army 

when he clashed with Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge.15 The word pagan comes from 

paganus, which means rustic or pertaining to the country, and most soldiers of the fourth 

century came from the provinces. Christianity took longer to spread to the countryside, so 

that is why the word pagan came to be associated with non-Christians.  

Some historians believe that Constantine was being ambiguous in his personal 

religious beliefs and point out that the Roman Empire continued using Sol on coinage for 

                                                 
15

 Andreas Alföldi, “Cornuti: a Teutonic Contingent in the Service of Constantine the Great and 
its Decisive Role in the Battle at the Milvian Bridge,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 13 (1959) : 169-183. 
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many years after Constantine’s conversion in 312.16 The reverse of these coins typically 

have the legend SOLI INVICTO COMITI, which translates as “Sol, invincible 

companion.” Another theory is that Constantine was being syncretic in his views; he was 

blending Sol with Christ.17 Romans always depicted Sol nimbate, and the portrayal of 

Christ was also often in the same fashion. Just because the Romans, or Constantine, 

employed solar halos to depict deity, it does not mean that they confused or conflated 

these deities. There was definitely some blending, as people are creatures of habit and 

cling to familiar ways. Many people, especially the uninformed and ignorant, could 

indeed have blended solar monotheism with Christianity. However, there is no real 

evidence that Constantine believed, in a neoplatonic fashion, that the two were one and 

the same. These syncretic views of some historians and numismatists also conveniently 

ignore evidence regarding Constantine’s Christianity. There are many letters from 

Constantine where he is very clear in his beliefs. In one example from A.D. 314, 

Constantine wrote : “For I have been informed that you are a worshipper of the most high 

God.” There is no doubt that Constantine is referring to the God of Christianity because, 

besides writing this letter to a bishop, he closes with “I am aware that all men worship the 

most holy God by the due rites of the catholic religion in harmonious and brotherly 

                                                 
16 For a recent work that depicts Constantine as somewhat ambiguous see H.A. Drake Constantine 

and the Bishops:  The Politics of Intolerance. (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2000). Averil 
Cameron uses the word ambiguous in one instance in The Later Roman Empire (Harvard University Press, 
1993) , 65. “Constantine’s actions may have been more ambiguous than Eusebius allows.” 

 
17 The current historiography on Constantine favors a sincere conversion to Christianity, but some 

earlier historians believed that Constantine was a syncretist, see André  Piganiol and René Cagnat 
L'empereur Constantin (Paris: Rieder, 1932). Michael Grant in The Emperor Constantine (London: Butler 
and Tanner, 1993) , 135; wrote that “This connection with the sun made Constantine’s eventual transition 
to Christianity easier, because he may well have believed that Christ and the unconquered sun-god were 
both aspects of the highest divinity, and that no mutual exclusiveness existed between them or separated 
them.” 
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observance. Amen.” 18  This letter is just one among many in which Constantine said that 

he was a Christian or affiliated himself with Christians. Shortly after Constantine 

defeated Maxentius, he also began building churches in honor of God. He demolished the 

camp belonging to the honor guard of Maxentius, the Equites singulares, and built a huge 

Christian basilica on the spot.19 However, there is no record of Constantine building any 

shrines or temples to Sol or any other god. Constantine also passed laws that showed his 

support of Christianity. Early in his career, Constantine was also careful with the laws he 

passed, in what must have been an effort to not upset his subjects, mainly those subjects 

in the army. The Edict of Milan is an example of this, it granted religious tolerance to all, 

but was actually meant to end all persecution of Christians in the Roman Empire. By 

A.D. 321, Constantine was not quite as tolerant of non-Christians. He passed a law that 

on Sunday, Christian soldiers could have time off to go to church. On Sundays, he also 

ordered that pagan soldiers had to leave the city and march to an open space where they 

would offer a generic prayer to God with the use of words like “guardian” and “helper.”20  

An analogy could be used to demonstrate the point of confusing currency with religious 

policy. 1700 years in the future, someone discovers a cache of United States of America 

                                                 
18

 This quote came from Optatus, Against the Donatists, translated by Mark Edwards (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 1998) : 183- 184. Letters from Constantine have been preserved in the works of 
authors such as Eusebius in Church History and Life of Constantine and also by Optatus in Against the 
Donatists. Critics used to say the sources for Constantine’s letters, especially Eusebius, were untrustworthy. 
That changed when archaeologists found a papyrus letter from A.D. 319, which was before Eusebius wrote 
his books, that corresponded word for word with the letter in The Life of Constantine 2: 27- 28. For more 
on this see A. H. M. Jones and T. C. Skeat, “Notes on the Genuineness of the Constantinian Documents in 
Eusebius's Life of Constantine,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History  5 (1954) : 196-200.  
 

19 Noel Lenski, “Evoking the Pagan Past: Instinctu Divinitatis and Constantine’s Capture of 
Rome,” The Journal of Late Antiquity 2 (Fall 2008) : 206. 

 
20 Eusebius, Life of Constantine, trans. Averil Cameron and Stuart Hall (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999) , 81. 
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money. On some of the money, the legend “In God We Trust” is found. However, on the 

back of a dollar bill is something that looks like an Egyptian pyramid with an all-seeing 

occult eye. So according to this evidence, George Washington was a syncretist. He 

blended Christianity and Paganism/ Occult practices! The all-seeing eye is a Masonic 

symbol, and Washington was a Mason, but for someone interpreting this imagery in the 

future, they might wonder if Washington was something of a pagan. This is very similar 

to what many people that only use coins minted 1700 years ago insist on doing with 

Constantine. For numismatists, it may be tempting to assign great importance to coins 

and believe that they reveal intimate details; but coins, like any other source, must be 

taken in context. Coins can be very useful, but one must look at all the sources! 

So the SPES PVBLIC reverse "is the first coin type where the design explicitly 

proclaims Constantine's new faith."21 The reverse of this coin (see figure 2), shows a 

serpent being pierced by a standard topped with a chi-rho. Constantine and Eusebius 

compared serpents/dragons to evil on many occasions. In one instance, when he referred 

to Arius, Constantine talked about the serpent and the Devil as if they were one. "Take 

heed, everyone take heed, how sad he sounds, when pierced by the serpent's sting [that is 

the Devil's]."22 Constantine also used the dragon/serpent symbolism to specifically 

describe Licinius, his rival in the eastern half of the Roman Empire, "like some wild 

beast, or a twisting snake coiling up on itself."23 There is another quote by Eusebius that 

                                                 
21 Elizabeth Hartley, ed. Constantine the Great: York's Roman Emperor (York, England: Ashgate 

Publishing, 2006) , 145. SPES PVBLIC translates as “public hope,” which, with the defeat of Licinius, 
Constantine declares he is the savior of the people. 
 

22 Grant, Constantine the Great: The Man and His Times:,175. 
 

23 Eusebius, Life of Constantine , 94.  
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reflects the SPES coinage and another type issued jointly, circa A.D. 327."But now, with 

liberty restored and that dragon driven out of the public administration through the 

providence of the supreme God and by our service.”24  

 

Figure 7.  LIBERTAS PVBLICA reverse 

 

  "The references to "liberty...restored" and the perishing dragon-serpents in the palace 

sermon and the episcopal letter must be the literary twins of the LIBERTAS PVBLICA 

and the pierced dragon coins issued about the same time."25 LIBERTAS PVBLICA 

means “public liberty,” in reference to freedom restored to the citizens, which could be a 

nice numismatic allusion to the LIBERTAS coin type. In Christianity, the use of 

                                                                                                                                                 
 

24 Ibid. , 111. 
 

25 Charles Odahl, “The Use of Apocalyptic Imagery in Constantine's Christian Propaganda,” 
Centerpoint 4, no. 3 (1981) , 17. 
 



 23

serpent/dragon symbolism to represent evil goes all the way back to the beginning, with 

the tale of Adam and Eve, with Eve tempted by the devil in the guise of a serpent. 

Eusebius also described a painting that Constantine placed above the door to his 

palace.  

    This he displayed on a very high panel set before the entrance to the 
palace for the eyes of all to see, showing in the picture the Saviour's sign 
placed above his own head, and the hostile and inimical beast, which had 
laid siege to the Church of God through the tyranny of the godless, he 
made in the form of a dragon borne down to the deep. For the oracles 
proclaimed him a 'dragon' and a 'crooked serpent' in the books of the 
prophets of God (Isaiah 27:1); therefore the emperor also showed to all, 
through the medium of the encaustic painting, the dragon under his own 
feet and those of his sons, pierced through the body with a javelin, and 
thrust down into the depths of the sea. (Eusebius Life of Constantine 3:3) 

 

    The SPES coin shows three medallions on the standard. The medallions were portraits 

of Constantine I and two of his sons. The sons were probably Constantine II and 

Constantius II, as Eusebius said that Constantine personally showed him the standard. 

Since Eusebius did not meet Constantine until 325, and Crispus, the oldest son of 

Constantine, was dead by 326, the next two oldest sons (Constans, the youngest son of 

Constantine, was only an infant at this time) are the most likely candidates to have been 

represented on the standard. Eusebius continues: 

    The symbol of the Saviour's name, two letters indicating the name of 
Christ by means of its initial characters, the letter P being intersected by X 
in its centre: and these letters the emperor was in the habit of wearing on 
his helmet at a later period. From the cross-bar of the spear was suspended 
a cloth, a royal piece, covered with a profuse embroidery of most brilliant 
precious stones; and which, being also richly interlaced with gold, 
presented an indescribable degree of beauty to the beholder. This banner 
was of a square form, and the upright staff, whose lower section was of  
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great length, bore a golden half-length portrait of the pious emperor and  
his children on its upper part, beneath the trophy of the cross, and 
immediately above the embroidered banner. (Eusebius Life of Constantine 
1:31) 

 

 There is one more coin of Constantine depicting religious symbolism, but it is a  

posthumous issue. After Constantine’s death in A.D. 337, his sons issued a coin with  

 

Figure 8. Posthumous coin of Constantine. 
 
 

Constantine on the obverse wearing a death shroud, and the reverse showed Constantine 

in a quadriga pulled by four horses being lifted up by the hand of God into the heavens. 

Eusebius also wrote about this coin (Life of Constantine 4:73):   "At the same time coins 

were struck portraying the Blessed One on the obverse in the form of one with head 

veiled, on the reverse like a charioteer on a quadriga, being taken up by a right hand 

stretched out to him from above."26  What is interesting is the obverse part of the legend 

starts with the initials DV, which is short for DIVO. This proclaims that Constantine was 

                                                 
26 Eusebius, Life of Constantine , 94. 
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deified, becoming a god himself. For someone that was a committed monotheist most of 

his life, and urged others to be the same, deification is very ironic. Of course, Constantine 

had no choice in this matter! Constantine also has the distinction of being the last Roman 

emperor to be consecrated and deified on a coin.  

 Even as Constantine slowly replaced pagan images on coins around the empire, 

some areas, like Rome, did not completely spurn the old religions. Rome issued a coin in  

 

Figure 9. Coin with a cryptogram in the exergue.  

 

A.D. 320 to celebrate Constantine’s fifteenth year of rule. The reverse of this coin 

proudly claimed ROMAE AETERNAE-- Eternal Rome. What is really interesting about 

this coin is that part of the mintmark is a cryptogram, and is Greek for eros, which in 

Latin is amor. Roma and amor are palindromes-- they read the same backward or 

forward. Amor was the secret name of Rome. This may have been an attempt by the 

pagan aristocracy of Rome confronting the pro-Christian policies of Constantine “with its 



 26

own religion of mystery and romance.”27 The first letter in this mintmark is the Latin 

letter “R”, for Rome. The next symbol is a ligature, which consists of two Greek letters 

epsilon and rho, and then an upward sweep which transforms the ligature into the Greek 

letter omega. What looks like a “C’ is actually the Greek letter sigma. The last letter is 

the Latin “Q’, which is the officina. The Greek cryptogram section reads epsilon rho 

omega sigma or Eros.28 The temple of Venus, who was the goddess of love, and the  

 

Figure 10. Diagram of the cryptogram. 

 

temple of Roma were also located back to back. The close proximity of the temples 

would have made this cryptogram even more amusing to the citizens of Rome. The  

                                                 
27 Andreas Alföldi, The Conversion of Constantine and Pagan Rome, trans. Harold Mattingly 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) , 80. 
 

28 Numismatists and historians agree that this ligature does translate as eros. Alföldi gives some 
older references to this in Alföldi, The Conversion of Constantine and Pagan Rome , 80.  
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Figure 11. Temples of Venus and Roma.  

 

Romans were very fond of palindromes, and there is a famous example in Virgil’s Aenid 

(4:37), where Aeneas said to Dido that the oracle commanded him to go to the land of his 

“amor”-- which is Roma. Sidonius Apollinaris was a Gallo-Roman poet who lived from 

A.D. 430-480. He was the author of a classic palindrome-- roma tibi subito motibus ibit 

amor.29 

 Rome also issued another series of coins that was clearly pagan. Roman emperors 

performed vota pvblica, or public vows, on the third of January. Somehow, an Egyptian 

ritual involving ships of Isis, navigium Isidis, became associated with the vows of the 

emperor. This became the Festival of Isis, and Romans celebrated it on the fifth of 

March. Rome issued coins with the bust of the current emperor and a reverse with 

                                                 
29 This palindrome is from the story of St. Martin and the devil. There are two palindromes in this 

story, signa te signa temere me tangis et angis. roma tibi subito motibus ibit amor, which translates as 
“Cross, cross thyself, thou plaguest and vex'st me needlessly. For by my labors thou shalt soon reach 
Rome, the object of thy wishes.” Sidonius Apollinaris, translated by O. M. Dalton, The Letters of Sidonius 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1915) , 210. 
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Egyptian deities like Isis, Serapis, Anubis, or Harpocrates. Constantine must surely have 

disliked his image on a coin with pagan gods, but the citizens of Rome really enjoyed 

their festival, and Constantine knew he had to judiciously pick his battles. By A.D. 380, 

circumstances had changed, and the emperor Theodosius passed laws forbidding the use 

of the imperial bust on this pagan coinage. Mint personnel circumvented these laws by 

changing the bust of the emperor into a deity, for example an image of Theodosius would 

be changed only by putting on the headdress of the god Serapis.. People celebrated the 

Festival of Isis as the celebration of a new year, and they used a carrus navalis, or ship on 

wheels. Noted numismatist Andreas Alföldi even theorized that in the Middle Ages, the 

Church may have interpreted the phrase carrus navalis as carne vale, which may have 

been the beginning of the modern carnival.30 However it is generally agreed that 

carnevale translates roughly as “going without meat.” On the 29th of March, the citizens 

of Denmark still hold a carrus navalis celebration. 

 So, the coinage of the first Christian emperor has very little in the way of overt 

religious imagery. This fact causes some to question the sincerity of Constantine’s 

beliefs. This questioning ignores the changes to the coinage—the pagan gods almost 

completely disappeared from Roman currency during the reign of Constantine. Some of 

the aristocracy in Rome continued to maintain their pagan traditions, as evidenced by the 

eros mintmark or Festival of Isis coinage, but the religion of the Roman Empire had 

irrevocably changed. The nephew of Constantine, Julian, or better known as Julian the 

Apostate became sole Emperor in A.D. 361. He tried to restore paganism, but 
                                                 

30 Andreas Alföldi, “A Festival of Isis in Rome in the Fourth Century,” Transactions of the 
International Numismatic Congress, Organized and Held in London by the Royal Numismatic Society, June 
30-July 3, 1936, on the Occasion of its Centenary (London: England, 1936) , 135-6. 
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Christianity was far too firmly rooted. Julian died in A.D. 363, and his ideas of pagans 

ruling the Roman Empire died with him. Some historians and numismatists even believe 

that Constantine was syncretic or ambiguous in his beliefs or actions. These opinions 

completely ignore the evidence, though. Harold Mattingly, in a footnote, said that these 

people “must not resent the question again and again presented to them: did Constantine 

really have the Lateran Basilica built ‘in secret’?”31  If some people are confused by 

Constantine’s coinage, the many Christian churched he built leave no room for 

ambiguity. Of course, a modern Christian would probably not have much in common 

with Constantine. He was a man of his times, and above all, a Roman general and 

emperor. “The Christianity of Constantine, then, was not wrapped in the glory of the true 

Christian spirit, but in the darkness of superstition. But to deny the sincerity and urgency 

of his religious convictions is to make a very grave mistake.”32  

 

 

                                                 
31 Alföldi, The Conversion of Constantine and Pagan Rome , 52. 
 
32 Ibid. , 23. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

COINS AND THE CITY OF CONSTANTINE—CONSTANTINOPLE 
 
 

As a young man, Constantine lived in the court of the Roman Emperor Diocletian. 

Constantine may have even served as a hostage of some sorts, in order to ensure that his 

father, Constantius, who was a Caesar in the West, acted according to Diocletian’s 

wishes. Constantine was not ill-treated, but rather had access to the best things in life, 

including Greek culture. In A.D. 306, Constantine went West to be with his father, and, 

after his father died, he assumed control of his father’s territories. The western Roman 

Empire was very much a backwater compared to the magnificent cities in the East, and 

Constantine always seemed to have his eye on the East. He spent the next fifteen years 

slowly moving eastward. He did not necessarily abandon the West, but he certainly had 

grand designs for the East, which did not so much involve the Western half of the Roman 

Empire. After many battles, Constantine fought and won his ultimate battle and became 

the sole ruler of the Roman Empire. Constantine’s new city, Constantinople, issued 

several new coin types that commemorated his great victory and celebrated the unique 

and special nature of his new capitol. 

After the first civil war in A.D. 316, tension between Constantine and Licinius, 

the Emperor in the East, continued to grow.1 In A.D. 322, while Constantine was chasing 

the Sarmatians, a nomadic tribe that originated from present day Iran and ranged in the 

                                                 
1 The first civil war started over a possible assassination plot against Constantine. Constantine had 

appointed Bassianus, who was married to his half sister, but very close to Licinius, his Caesar. Senecio, the 
brother of Bassianus, was reputedly behind the plot and Licinius was implicated. This conspiracy may have 
just been a ploy by Constantine, who may have actually wanted his eldest son Crispus to be Caesar.  
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Danube area, he wound up in the territory of Licinius.2 Constantine eventually celebrated 

a large victory over the Sarmatians; however, Licinius was not pleased at the incursion  

 

Figure 12. Coin issued “on the occasion of Sarmatia being conquered.” 

 

into his territory, and even refused to allow the SARMATIA DEVICTA coinage to 

circulate in his territory.3  Constantine must have surely viewed this refusal to circulate 

his coinage as the insult that it was clearly intended to be. The SARMATIA coinage has a 

reverse depicting Victory advancing right, holding a trophy in one hand and a palm 

branch in the other and spurning a bound captive seated on the ground. This coinage may 

also have been intended as a slight towards Licinius, since it portrayed Constantine as 

being the conqueror of a rebellious tribe that Licinius was unable to placate. Constantine 
                                                 

2 “And a territorial adjustment was arranged at Serdica on 1 March  317, according to which, 
although Licinius remained master of the east, he ceded a large part of the Balkan peninsula to Constantine. 
He kept Thrace, but gave up half of Moesia and the whole of Pannonia: five provinces altogether, 
comprising a major recruiting area, and including the mints of Siscia and Thessalonica.”  Michael Grant, 
Constantine the Great: The Man and His Times (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1993) , 43. 
 

3 Noel Lenski, ed. The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Constantine (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005) , 75. 
 



 32

also fought the Goths in Danubian territory that belonged to Licinius. These incursions 

seemed to give Licinius a legitimate reason to initiate hostilities with Constantine. Of 

course, Constantine may very well have hoped for this reaction from Licinius. The two 

rulers also quarreled over other things. Licinius began to take actions against Christians, 

like not allowing them to hold imperial jobs, which Constantine viewed as persecution. 

This allowed Constantine to promote himself as a protector of Christians and champion 

of the faith. Constantine, the first crusader, was about to embark on a holy war.  

 Regardless of motives, the second civil war between Constantine and Licinius 

was about to begin. In A.D. 324, Constantine and his army set out from Thessalonica. On 

the 3rd of July, Constantine’s forces attacked the army of Licinius. Constantine even 

suffered a wound during the fighting, but his forces won the battle. After his terrible 

defeat, Licinius fled to Byzantium. Approachable only on a narrow peninsula, Byzantium 

was easy to defend from land attacks, but sea attacks were another story—and a sea battle 

would decide the outcome. The naval forces of Licinius were led by the commander 

Amandus. Crispus, the oldest son of Constantine, led Constantine’s navy against the 

naval forces of Licinius. Crispus deployed around eighty ships against some three 

hundred belonging to the enemy.4  Zosimus, a Byzantine historian who lived in the late 

fifth century, said that Constantine's fleet had 200 ships and Licinius had 350 ships.5 

Zosimus might have exaggerated, but all sources agreed that Constantine's fleet was 

greatly outnumbered. What accounted for the surprise victory of Constantine's forces? 

                                                 
4 The number of ships varies according to different sources, but all agree that Constantine’s forces 

were outnumbered. These figures came from Noel Lenski, ed. The Cambridge Companion to the Age of 
Constantine (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005) , 76. 

 
5 Zosimus, New History, Translated by R. Ridley (Sydney: University of Sydney, 2004) ,34. 
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Could it have been that Constantine had better trained sailors...maybe divine providence? 

A papyrus letter from circa A.D. 323, gives an answer. The letter is from a procurator 

who said that the government of Egypt had an urgent requirement of box and acanthus 

wood for repair of the men-at-war vessels in the arsenals of Memphis and Babylon. 

Egypt sent a total of 130 ships to serve in the navy of Licinius, but it seems that they were 

all old tubs!6 Of course, with fewer ships, maybe Constantine’s fleet was able to 

maneuver better, and despite being outnumbered, Crispus won a stunning victory at 

Byzantium and Licinius fled again, this time to Chalcedon. Licinius mustered his 

remaining forces, and on the 18th of September met the army of Constantine at 

Chrysopolis. Constantine’s forces easily won the battle and Licinius escaped to 

Nicomedia. On the run and under pressure, Licinius surrendered through negotiations 

using his wife Constantia, who was also Constantine’s half-sister. Afterwards, 

Constantine ordered Licinius and his son Licinius Junior to be held at Thessalonica but 

Constantine eventually ordered them to be executed, so as to remove any further threats.  

Circa A.D. 326, Constantine decided to turn Byzantium into his new capitol, and 

he renamed it Constantinople. “We may thus assign the spiritual birthday of the new 

capital to 328 as suggested by A. Alföldi, or possibly to 327, at any rate to some time 

after Constantine’s return from his momentous vicennial celebrations at Rome in 326.”7 

In A.D. 327, the mint in Constantinople, which had opened in A.D. 326, began to strike 

                                                 
6 C. H. Roberts, “A Footnote to the Civil War of A.D. 324.” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 31 

(1945) : 113. 
 

7 Patrick Bruun, Roman Imperial Coinage Volume VII: Constantine and Licinius (London: Spink 
& Son, 1997) , 561. 
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Figure 13. Civil War II commemorative coinage. 

 

some new coinage. There were two reasons that the mint struck special types that the 

Roman Empire did not issue from any other cities. Primarily, these coins commemorated 

the victory of Constantine over Licinius. “Four entirely new types were created for 
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Constantine, GLORIA EXERCITVS, GLORIA ROMANORVM, LIBERTAS 

PVBLICA, and SPES PVBLIC…Here the reverses record a summing up of the Civil War 

II, the glory of the army constituting the glory of the Empire, the death of the tyrant 

(SPES PVBLIC) granting liberty for all.”8  These types were fairly obvious in their 

meanings. The GLORIA EXERCITVS reverse, which translates as “glory of the army,” 

has a soldier holding a reversed spear in his right hand and his left hand resting on a 

shield. The reversed spear denoted tranquility.9 Constantine never forgot that he owed his 

position as emperor to his army, and he frequently issued coins praising their honor and 

valor. The GLORIA ROMANORVM type has Roma seated on a shield, holding a long 

scepter, and holding a victory on a globe in her right hand. This type proclaims “the glory 

of the Romans,” which might seem ironic since this coin commemorated a war fought 

between Romans. The LIBERTAS PVBLICA, which proclaims ‘public liberty,” shows 

Victory, who is holding a wreath in each hand, standing in a galley. The Victory in the 

galley is an allusion to the naval victory of Crispus. Maybe the use of two wreaths was 

intended to further remind the public of the stunning naval victory that won Constantine 

the city of Byzantium, or perhaps it was just for symmetry in the design. This type was a 

new one that the officials came up with to commemorate the military victory of 

Constantine. The fourth and last type was also a new type. The SPES PVBLIC, or “public 

hope,” has a chi-rho atop a standard with three medallions impaling a snake. The imagery 

                                                 
8  Bruun, Roman Imperial Coinage Volume VII, 567. 
 
9 Andreas Morell, Sigebert Havercamp, and Hubert Goltzius, Thesaurus Morellianus: sive, 

Familiarum Romanorum numismata omnia, diligentissime undique conquisita, ad ipsorum nummorum 
fidem accuratissime delineata, & juxta ordinem Fulvii Ursini & Caroli Patini disposita. (Amstelaedami: 
Apud J. Wetstenium & Gul. Smith, 1734) , 458. 
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of this coin is very striking—the chi-rho, symbol of Constantine, atop a standard which is 

piercing an evil serpent—Licinius. This coin is fairly rare, and may have been a special 

presentation piece, or it may have been rare simply because it was the last in the series of 

the four coins that the workers produced, and as such, it had a short minting run.  

 So the first reason that Constantinople issued these coins was to celebrate the 

defeat of Licinius. The second reason was much more practical. There were many 

workers in the new city of Constantine, transforming it into a city worthy to represent the 

ruler of the Roman Empire. These workers had to be paid, and there were a lot of them, 

so new coins resulted. According to Jordanes, a Roman bureaucrat who lived during the 

sixth century, many Goths even helped build the new city. “In like manner it was the aid 

of the Goths that enabled him to build the famous city that is named after him, the rival of 

Rome, inasmuch as they entered into a truce with the Emperor and furnished him forty 

thousand men to aid him against various peoples.”10  So Constantine needed to pay the 

many workers in his city, but the propaganda of the reverses was also very important, as 

the many inhabitants of the city, including Goths, were not that familiar with their new 

emperor. The obverse of these coins also told the inhabitants a story, though. In A.D.  

327, the image of Constantine on coins from Constantinople changed. Constantine made 

a choice to never again wear the pagan laurel headdress or radiate headdress associated 

with Sol and began wearing the kingly diadem. Philostorgius said that Constantine started 

wearing the diadem as a sign "of his sole rule and victory over opponents."11 Constantine 

                                                 
10 Jordanes, The Origin and Deeds of the Goths, trans. Charles C. Mierow (London: Dodo Press, 

2007) , 37. 
 

11 Lenski, The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Constantine , 29. 
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may have also started wearing the diadem because it was more Greek in nature, and 

 

Figure 14. Bust with a laurel headdress on the left and diadem on the right.12 

 

Constantinople had a very Greek nature, despite being part of the Roman Empire. These 

busts were also political propaganda, a chance to show the people in the East who their 

new emperor was, or who he wanted to be seen as. Here was their new Roman emperor, 

not wearing the laurel headdress, but rather wearing a diadem like so many Greek kings 

before him—including Alexander the Great.   

The officials of the Constantinople mint reflected the Greek nature of their city 

with the next coin type issued after the civil war coinage. This reverse type was the 

                                                 
12 Both of these coins have the LIBERTAS PVBLICA reverse. The coin with the laurel headdress 

is RIC VII Constantinople 18, issued in A.D. 327. The second bust, with the diadem, is RIC VII 
Constantinople 25, which was issued in the later part of A.D. 327. 
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CONSTANTINIANA DAFNE issue, or Dafne coinage. This coinage not only 

commemorated the victory of Constantine, but also reflected the Greek nature of the city, 

as DAFNE in Greek translates as victory.13  Dafne coinage began in A. D. 327, 

 

Figure 15.  CONSTANTINIANA DAFNE -- RIC VII Constantinople 30. 
 

 
and the mint struck the Dafne type without interruption until A.D. 330. Dafne coins were 

only struck for Constantine; the mint struck other types for his sons. The Constantinople 

mint began issuing the Dafne at seven officinae A (alpha), B (beta),Γ (gamma), ǻ (delta), 

Ǽ (epsilon), S (digamma), and Z (zeta). The use of Greek letters for the officinae further 

demonstrates the blending of Roman and Greek culture. This coin type with the reverse 

legend of “Constantinian victory” is also the only example of mint officials using the 

name of Constantine as an adjective. Despite this coin clearly being a reference to a 

                                                 
 
13 John Melville Jones, A Dictionary of Ancient Roman Coins (Numismatic Fine Arts Intl 1990) , 

81. 
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victory just by virtue of the definition of the reverse legend, many numismatists have 

labeled this coin as a commemorative of a fortress on the Danube. The man responsible 

for popularizing this belief was an Austrian numismatist named Joseph Hilarius Eckhel 

(1737- 1798). “Various have been the opinions expressed by the learned respecting it.- 

Eckhel (viii. 81), in citing them all, considers that interpretation to be decidedly and most 

probable, which Gretser and Spanheim drew from Procopius, viz. that by Constantiniana 

Dafne is to be understood the castle or camp (castrum) Dafne, constructed by Constantine 

on the bank of the Danube.”14   The Romans, however, built many forts, but they did not 

commemorate any of these other forts on coins.  

A few ancient sources even mention the Dafne or Daphne fortress. Around A.D. 

550, Procopius, who was a historian during the reign of the emperor Justinian (ruled A.D. 

527- 565) wrote Buildings, which was an account of construction during Justinian's rule.  

Just opposite this, on the other bank of the river, Constantine, Emperor of 
the Romans, once built with no small care a fort, Daphnê by name, 
thinking it not inexpedient that the river should be guarded on both sides 
at this point. As time went on, the barbarians destroyed this entirely; but 
the Emperor Justinian rebuilt it, beginning at the foundations. (Procopius 
Buildings  4: 5-13) 
 
So some people choose to believe that the Dafne coinage was named after this 

fortress mentioned by Procopius, when the coins and the fort seem to actually have no 

connection, other than a shared name. Dafne in Greek, after all, means victory; so a fort 

that the Romans named victory seems more than appropriate. Thus, if the fort was named 

Dafne, it could actually have no connection with the Dafne coinage, other than the use of  

                                                 
14 This quote is from Seth W. Stevenson, A Dictionary of Roman Coins, originally published in 

1889. He is referencing Eckhel, Doctrina Numorum Veterum, 8 vols., published 1792-1798. 
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Figure 16. Map showing the forts Dafne and Transmarisca outlined. The hand is pointing 
to Dafne- Transmarisca is underneath and to the right. 
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the word Dafne-- or victory. John of Ephesus even wrote about another fort or camp 

called Daphnudii Castra, which was located near the sea.15 There was even a Daphne  

 

Figure 17. Inset from the Peutinger table showing the temple to the left.16 

 

suburb in the city of Antioch, and Eusebius wrote about the Daphnaean Apollo temple in 

Antioch:  

Having been devoted by the folly of her parents to this service, a 
service productive of nothing good or noble, but only of indecent fury, 
such as we find recorded in the case of Daphne. On one occasion,  
 
 

                                                 
15 John of Ephesus lived circa A.D. 507- 588 and spent many years in Constantinople. Translated 

from the original Syriac by R. Payne Smith in Ecclesiastical History of John, Bishop of Ephesus (Oxford 
University Press, 1860) , Book 3: 8 talks about the fort. 
 

16 For more on the Peutinger table and the temple of Apollo see J. M. C. Toynbee “Roma and 
Constantinopolis in Late-Antique Art from 312 to 365.” Journal of Roman Studies 37 (1947) : 143. 
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however, having rushed into the sanctuary of her vain superstition, she 
became really filled with inspiration from above, and declared in prophetic 
verses the future purposes of God. (Eusebius’ Oration of Constantine to 
the Assembly of the Saints Chapter 18) 

 
Figure 17 is an inset from the Peutinger Table, a circa fourth century Roman map, which 

shows the Daphnaean Apollo temple, surrounded by laurels, in Antioch. The passage 

from Eusebius relates how the oracle realized the error of her old pagan beliefs. Maybe 

the Dafne coins also alluded to this sort of change in spirituality. This coin may have had 

a double message from Constantine to the people of Constantinople that his new city 

would be a Christian city while also representing his victory over Licinius-- which was a 

victory of Christianity over paganism.  RIC VII describes the reverse as a victory holding 

a palm branch in each hand; but this is an error. Anyone that looks closely at the coinage 

will see that it is obviously a laurel in the right hand and palm in the left hand of victory. 

Laurel symbolizes victory while the palm symbolizes peace. It is interesting that besides 

turning away from the captive, victory is also turning away from the laurel branch and 

trophy of arms. This could symbolize a rejection of the pagan (i.e. laurel crowns). Maybe 

it is just a rejection of old war-like ways. The trophy of arms reminded Romans that there 

was peace, but only through violence. Si vis pacem, para bellum – If you want peace, 

prepare for war. Maybe the new Constantine wanted to turn his back on his old war-like 

ways? Maybe some of these things are just coincidence or hard to understand after so 

many years. It is interesting though that Dafne in mythology was associated with laurel. 

She was turned into a laurel tree to protect her from Apollo, and that is why the Daphne 

temple was surrounded by laurel trees. 
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 The fort was also on the north bank of the Danube (refer to fig. 16), so a bridge 

would have been needed. The Paschal Chronicle was written by an anonymous Byzantine 

writer. He identified himself as a contemporary of the Emperor Heraclius (ruled A.D. 

610- 641). According to the Paschal Chronicle, in A.D. 328, a bridge was indeed built 

over the Danube. "Constantine the pious crossed the Danube very many times, and made 

a bridge for it in stone."17  Aurelius Victor was a historian who lived circa A.D. 320- 390, 

and he also mentioned the bridge in De Caesaribus. This bridge probably marked the 

start of a Gothic campaign. Victor said that the bridge was built and then, "camps and 

forts were strategically placed in many locations."18  There was also a bronze medallion 

issued to commemorate this bridge.19 As the Dafne coins were possibly issued as early as  

327, it seems unlikely a coin was issued to commemorate a fort that was yet to be built. 

At best, the fortress was in the planning or initial construction stages when the first Dafne 

coins were issued.   The Dafne fort is also mentioned by Ammianus Marcellinus (A.D. 

330-395) in his history of the later Roman Empire. The emperor Valens (ruled A.D. 364- 

378) was preparing for a campaign against the Goths and he "established his base near a 

                                                 
17

 Chronicon Paschale 284- 628 A.D. Translated by Michael and Mary Whitby (New York: 
Liverpool University Press, 2007) , 15. 
 

18 Aurelius Victor De Caesaribus , Translated by H.W. Bird (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 1994) , 15. 
 

19 RIC VII Rome 298. The reverse is SALVS REIP, a bridge with three arches, whereon emperor 
advancing right in military dress, holding transverse spear, shield, preceded by Victory, holding 
trophy,  turning  head towards him, in front, suppliant; beneath, to left, Danube resting; in exergue 
DANVBIS. This medallion was struck between A.D. 327-333. For an article on this medallion see Andreas 
Alföldi, “Die Donaubrücke Constantins des Grossen und verwandte historische Darstellungen auf 
spätrömischen Münzen” Zeitschrift für Numismatik 36 (1926) : 161- 167. 
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Figure 18.  Medallion commemorating the bridge over the Danube. 

 

fort called Daphne, and crossed the Danube on a bridge of boats."20  Marcellinus was 

mistaken in calling this fort Daphne, though. Procopius said that the fort across from 

Dafne on the south bank of the Danube was called Trasmariscas (see fig. 16). Procopius 

also said that the Dafne fort was destroyed; and the bridge had already been destroyed, 

since, according to Marcellinus, Valens had to use boats to cross. So by the campaign of 

Valens, the Dafne fortress and bridge across the Danube had already been destroyed by 

the Goths.21 Constantine did have a victory over the Goths in the Danube area. In 332 

A.D., Constantine was awarded the title Gothicus Maximus.22 Coins issued in 327-8 

                                                 
20 Ammianus Marcellinus, The Later Roman Empire. Translated by Walter Hamilton (New York: 

Penguin Classics, 1986) , 336. 
 
21 For more on the chronology of the bridge's destruction, see the article by  E.A. Thompson, 

“Constantine, Constantius II and the Lower Danube Frontier,” Hermes 84 (1956) : 372- 381. 
 

22 T. D. Barnes, “The Victories of Constantine.” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 20 
(1976) : 153. 



 45

would not celebrate an anticipatory victory, but rather an accomplished victory. After 

looking at the evidence, there is no reason to believe that the Dafne coinage 

commemorated anything other than the A.D. 324 victory of Constantine over Licinius. 

The trophy of arms on the reverse was also a common motif that the Romans used to 

symbolize victories and demonstrate the pacification of enemies, but never used to 

commemorate the building of anything. Besides the trophy of arms, the reverse has some 

other interesting elements. 

 The reverse has a winged Victory, that is more akin to pagan ideals, but at some 

point, the pagan victory became the Christian angel. In this transition, the image of 

victory did not even change. She still had wings and is depicted with the victor's wreath 

and palm. "This is perhaps the only case in which the transition from pagan goddess to 

Christian angel is perfectly clear."23 Did the victory on the Dafne coin represent an angel? 

It certainly could have to some people, but in keeping with the ambiguous religious 

themes used by Constantine, this imagery would have been acceptable to pagans and 

Christians alike. There are different portrayals of the barbarians on the Dafne coins. Since 

barbarians are represented, some people think that these coins must have referred to 

                                                                                                                                                 
 

23 Harold Mattingly, The Man in the Roman Street (New York: W. W. Norton & Company 1976)  
, 79. 
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Figure 19. Portrayals of barbarian captives on Dafne coinage. 

 

 the pacification of a local tribe. The barbarian is actually a symbol of imperial power-- 

the barbarian attribute. Small submissive barbarian figures appear on many Roman coins 

and generally have nothing to do with a specific victory, but rather the representation of 

barbarians had been given a symbolic meaning of Roman policies and authority. 

Barbarians are general symbols of victory and power. However, what might be the most 

interesting element of the coinage is represented by the physical transformation that 

Constantine undergoes as the series progressed. 

 The Dafne issue never portrayed Constantine with a laurel headdress, but only 

with the kingly diadem. Constantine’s physical appearance on this series also changed 

during the three years that Constantinople struck these coins. Maybe his appearance 

changed to reflect his spiritual transformation. The first bust type, RIC 30, is a diademed  
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Figure 20. Three busts types of the Dafne coinage. 

 

head. This shows a bull-necked Constantine with sharp features and short hair. This coin 

was probably an accurate portrayal of what Constantine actually looked like. Constantine 
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appeared thick-necked on his statues and had a nickname of "bull-neck".24 The RIC 30 

bust also looks more like earlier issues from Rome, Arles, and Ostia.25 This bust type is 

very reminiscent of the tetrarchic busts. The Tetrarchy, or rule of four, was established by 

the Emperor Diocletian circa A.D. 293 and lasted until about A.D. 313. The tetrarchic 

busts on coins are typified by the close cropped hair favored by the military and a short 

beard. The images on these coins tend to look so much alike, that at times they are 

interchangeable. Tetrarchic portraits symbolized the new remoteness of the emperors by 

using abstract portraits.26 The similarities in the busts of the tetrarchic emperors might 

have also been meant to demonstrate some degree of interchangeability in order to ensure 

a smooth succession. RIC 32 however depicts Constantine with his eyes lifted up, as if he 

is looking to the heavens. “It is tempting to associate the short use of the eyes raised type 

with the vision of Constantine in November 327 in conjunction with the founding of the 

enlarged capitol, but it is only speculation to do so, though the chronology must be very 

                                                 
24 Samuel N.C. Lieu and Dominic Monserrat, From Constantine to Julian. Pagan and Byzantine: 

Views A source of History (Routledge,1996) , 5. For more on the meaning of the phrase "bull-neck" 
see  Christer Bruun, "The Thick Neck of the Emperor Constantine. Slimy Snails and 'Quellenforschung'" 
Historia : Zeitschrift für alte Geschichte 44.4 (1995): 459 – 480. 
 

25 A new emperor sent images to colleagues and other important people. This was called 
transmission imagines, which was the equivalent of a request for recognition of imperial status. For more 
see Patrick Bruun “Portrait of a Conspirator, Constantine’s Break with the Tetrarchy.” Arctos 10 (1976) : 5-
23, and “Notes on the Transmission of Imperial Images in Late Antiquity.” Studia romana in honorem 
Petri Krarup septuagenarii  (1976) : 122- 131. Lactantius also talked about this—“A few days later the 
image of Constantine wreathed in laurel leaves was brought to the evil beast (Galerius), who deliberated for 
a long time whether he should accept it.”Lactantius. De Mortibus Persecutorum, Translated by J. L. Creed 
(New York: Clarendon Press, 1984) , 39. 

 
 
26 John Casey, Understanding Ancient Coins: An Introduction for Archaeologists and Historians 

(London: B. T. Batsford, 1986) , 35. 
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close.”27  He is a changed man, from the earlier bull-necked man with a close cropped 

hair cut. By RIC 38, the transformation is complete. Constantine has softened, even 

feminized. His features are softer, his neck is thinner and more graceful and his hair is 

now curling down his neck. Constantine has gone from a soldier-Emperor into a 

philosopher king in just three years.28 While this depiction probably appealed to 

Constantine’s senses, it might have also been a reflection of the Greek flavor of 

Constantinople. RIC 38 (issued circa Jan. 328 to late 329) has a star in the exergue. Some 

scholars believe that the star commemorated the residence of Constantine in 

Constantinople because he adopted the star as his personal symbol. There is  actually one  

 

Figure 21. Anepigraphic Dafne issue. 

 

                                                 
27 Speck R. S., and  Stephen M. Huston, Constantine's Dafne Coinage at Constantinople (San 

Francisco: Stephen M. Huston, 1992). 
 
28 For more on Constantinian portraiture see Evelyn B. Harrison,  “The Constantinian Portrait.” 

Dumbarton Oaks Papers 21 (1967) : 79-96. 
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more Dafne type, but it is quite rare. This coin has an anepigraphic (meaning no legend) 

obverse with the “eyes to the heavens” bust. Because of the rarity of this coin, coupled 

with the fact that there is no obverse legend, this coin was probably intended as a special 

presentation piece, which further demonstrates the symbolic importance of the Dafne 

coinage. 29 

In A.D. 330, officials celebrated the dedication of Constantinople with a 

commemorative series. All thirteen Roman mints produced these types: Trier, Lugdunum 

(Lyons), Arelate (Arles), Aquileia, Rome, Siscia, Thessalonica, Heraclea, Constantinople, 

Nicomedia, Cyzicus, Antioch and Alexandria. There were a few different types of 

commemoratives, but the most important and most prolific were the 

CONSTANTINOPOLIS, or victory on a prow type, and VRBS ROMA (City of Rome) 

or wolf and twins type. The pantheon of gods has disappeared from Roman coinage, but 

personifications still appeared. The difference is that the gods, according to Roman 

beliefs, had a real existence, while personifications were only symbols—but they were 

still divine personalities.30 The female figure on the obverse is the personification of 

Constantinople or Rome. The wolf and twins type depict Romulus and Remus (the 

founders of Rome) being suckled by the she-wolf. This design was modeled on the 

famous Capitoline Wolf (Lupa Capitolina). The statue was made circa 500 B.C. and it  

                                                 
29 This type was not known until 1989. According to Speck and  Huston in Constantine's Dafne 

Coinage at Constantinople, note 8, there were three specimens of this coin in the Bankhaus H. Aufhaeuser 
Munich auctions 7. 1990, 777; 8, 1991, 704; and 9, 1992, 522. Two of these coins were officina A and one 
was officina S, so officina Epsilon is a new example of this rare type. An example from officina gamma is 
also known. Speck and Huston placed this type with the other 'raised eyes' type for chronology but 
speculated that these coins could have been for special presentation pieces. Since 1989, a few more 
examples have surfaced, bring the total known examples of this coin to about half a dozen. 

 
30 For more on personifications see J. M. C. Toynbee “Roma and Constantinopolis in Late-

Antique Art from 312 to 365.” Journal of Roman Studies 37 (1947). 
 




