Magnentius
Roman Emperor (350 – 353 AD)
by Peter E. Lewis
Gold medallion of Magnentius. (Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 24, Lot 307)

R

ECENTLY I bought a group of
unidentified low-grade Roman coins
hoping to be able to identify them. I
enjoy identifying ancient coins especially if they are fairly worn. Each coin
presents a challenge to my detective
skills and usually I find a reference to
it in Roman Coins and their Values by

David Sear (5 volumes, London, 20002014) or Roman Imperial Coinage (10
volumes, various editors, London, 19231994).
In the group of low-grade coins there
was a small bronze or billon coin with
the bust of a Roman emperor on the obverse. (Figure 1) He is bare-headed and

Figure 1 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted at Trier in northern Gaul. Size 18 x 20 mms.
Weight 3.19 grams. Axis 6h. Mint mark in exergue: P T R.

recognizable as Magnentius who ruled
the western part of the Roman Empire
from 350 to 353 AD. On similar coins of
Magnentius the obverse legend is usually DN MAGNENTIVS PF AVG (Our
Lord Magnentius, dutiful and blessed,
Augustus) and usually there is A in the
left field. On my coin only the A, EN and
AVG are visible, but they are enough to
confirm that the emperor is Magnentius.
On the reverse of the coin Magnentius
is on a horse that is trampling an enemy
soldier whose shield and broken spear
are below the horse. Magnentius holds
a shield with his left hand and is about
to spear the soldier who lifts his arms
in a pleading gesture. The legend, GLORIA ROMANORVM (The glory of the
Romans), is only partly visible on the
coin. The scene is clearly shown on a
similar high-grade example, which is
269 on page 158 in Volume VIII of Roman
Imperial Coinage. (Figure 2)
On the coin in Figure 2 the mint mark
in the exergue is TRP. The TR stands for
the city of Trier, known in Roman times
as Augusta Trevirorum or simply as

Figure 2 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted at Trier. 22 mms, 3.62 gram, 5h. Mint mark: TRP. RIC VIII 269. (Leu Numismatik, Web Auction 12, Lot 1432)

Treviri (Figure 3 – map). The P stands
for prima, the first factory. There are
similar coins with TRS in the exergue
where S stands for secunda, second. On
these coins the TRP or TRS is usually
followed by a dot (Figure 4) or a crescent
(Figure 5).

On my coin in Figure 1 the mint mark
is PTR. For some unknown reason P
was put before TR on this coin. Coins
with this mintmark are not listed on
the Internet or in any of the reference
books that I consulted. I sent photos of
this new coin to the British Museum,

and the duty curator kindly sent me the
following email: “Thank you for your enquiry. You are right that this coin is not
listed in RIC but we suspect that it is a
contemporary copy, based on http://
numismatics.org/ocre/id/ric.8.tri.269
The style does look a little odd and the
mintmark is usually arranged in a
straight line rather than a curve.”
In the email the Internet link takes
one to OCRE (Online Coins of the Roman
Empire) where the diameter and weight
of various examples of RIC 269 are
listed. The average diameter of these
coins is 21 mms and the average weight

Figure 3 – Map showing places mentioned in the text.

Figure 6 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted
at Arles. 24 mms, 4.84 grams. Mint mark SAR.
RIC VIII 150. (Classical Numismatic Group,
Electronic Auction 477, Lot 652)

Figure 4 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted at Trier. 22 mms, 4.73 grams. Mint mark: TRS
followed by a dot. RIC VIII 270. (Classical Numismatic Group, Electronic Auction 135, Lot 207)

Figure 5 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted at Trier. 22 mms, 4.85 grams, 7h. Mint mark TRP
followed by a crescent. RIC VIII 271. (Classical Numismatic Group, Electronic Auction 241, Lot 652)

Figure 7 – 4th-century marble bust of Magnentius at Vienne in France. (Photocopy of picture
in Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Abridged and Illustrated)

is 4.12 grams. My coin is only 18 x 20
mms and weighs only 3.19 grams. Although my coin is quite worn it is significantly smaller and lighter, which
suggests that it was intended to be a
lower denomination. Perhaps the different mint mark indicated this.
It seems unlikely that the coin is a
contemporary copy. The images are similar to those on the authentic coins and
look as if they were made by a skilled dieengraver; and why would the copier use
a different mintmark? Although smaller
than the other coins it was probably an
official issue. Similar coins (Sear 18800
and RIC VIII 150) minted at Arles (Arelate) in southern Gaul have P or S before AR. (Figure 6) My coin is prob-

ably an official but unpublished coin of
Magnentius.
Magnentius (Figure 7) was an interesting character. His full name was
Flavius Magnus Magnentius, and he was
born in about 303 at Amiens (Ambianum) in northern Gaul. His father was
British and his mother Frankish. He
joined the Roman army and rose
through the ranks to become a field
commander. When Constantine the Great
died in 337 his three sons succeeded
him. Constantine II ruled Britain, Gaul
and Spain; Constans ruled Italy and the
Balkans; and Constantius II ruled the
eastern part of the empire. In 340 Constantine II invaded Italy but was killed
in an ambush. Subsequently Constans

Figure 8 – Map showing the extent of the territory ruled by Magnentius. (Wikimedia Commons)

ruled the whole area from Britain to the
Balkans, and Magnentius became one
of his generals.
Constans was unpopular, and at a
party arranged by Marcellinus, Constans’ finance minister, at Autun in central Gaul Magnentius suddenly appeared
dressed in imperial robes. He was acclaimed as Augustus, and Constans was
hunted down and killed. Magnentius
now ruled a large part of the Roman
Empire. (Figure 8 – map)
At first Magnentius tried to negotiate
with Constantius in order to be recognized as the ruler of the western half of
the empire. To gain recognition he even
issued coins with Constantius on the
obverse, e.g. RIC VIII Trier 259, but he
soon realized that recognition was not
forthcoming and he led his army eastwards into the Balkans as far as Mursa
Major near Sirmium. It was there that
a great battle occurred between his army
and that of Constantius. According to
David Sear, ‘The battle of Mursa Major
was not just catastrophic for the ambitions of Magnentius but was a crippling
blow for the entire Roman army. With
total casualties numbering about 50,000
men, this and the battle of Adrianople
27 years later (in which the emperor
Valens lost his life) were probably largely
responsible for the terminal decline of
Roman military power in the 5th century.’
Magnentius was defeated and retreated to Gaul where he issued his
most famous coin: a large bronze coin
with a Christogram, a monogram formed
from the first two letters in the Greek
word for Christ, X and P. (Figure 9) The
Christogram is between the letters A and
ω (alpha and omega), which refer to a
verse in the Book of Revelation (Rev.

Figure 9 – Bronze coin of Magnentius minted at Amiens. 26 mms, 9.77 grams. Mint mark AMB. RIC VIII 34. The legend on the reverse, SALVS DD
NN AVG ET CAES (The safety of our lords, the Augustus and the Caesar) refers to Magnentius and Decentius who was his brother or cousin.
(Roma Numismatics, E-Sale 72, Lot 1666)

1:8). According to David Vagi, author of
Coinage and History of the Roman Empire, this coin ‘is certainly the most cre-

ative for it was meant to incite the Orthodox Christians of the west against
the Arian Constantius II, who intended

Figure 10 – Tombstone of cavalry man, Titus Flavius Bassus, son of Mucala the Thracian. He died
aged 46 after 26 years of service. It dates from about 70 to 96 AD. (Wikimedia Commons. Author:
Didymus Ridgeland)

to reclaim the western provinces.’ (Arianism was the form of Christianity that
denied the full divinity of Jesus Christ.)
But the coin was not enough to save
Magnentius and he committed suicide
in 253.
During the course of this research I
noticed a particular picture in Gibbon’s
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(Abridged and illustrated, Bison Books,
London, 1979). The picture was of the
tombstone of a Roman cavalry officer,
Titus Flavius Bassus, who probably died
during the period 70 to 96 AD. (Figure
10) The picture is surprisingly similar
to the scene on the reverse of the coins
of Magnentius. Notice the shape of the
horse, the way the rider holds the spear
with his right hand, and the shield
under the horse. Was there a connection
between the tombstone and the coin of
Magnentius?
Titus Flavius Bassus was probably
named after Titus Flavius Vespasianus,
who was the Roman emperor from 79 to
81 AD. Magnentius also has ‘Flavius’ in
his name, which raises the possibility
that he was related to the deceased
cavalry officer. Another possibility is
that Magnentius or one of his staff saw
the tombstone beside the road in the region of Trier or Colonia Agrippinensis
(modern Cologne) and realized that it
would be a powerful image on coins.
Currently the tombstone is in the Romano-Germanic Museum (Römisch
Germanisches Museum) in Cologne.
(Figure 11)
Although the coin in Figure 1 is fairly
worn and of little value, I will treasure
it because of its great rarity. Also the violent scene on the reverse will remind
me of the terrible battles that occurred
in the 4th century. Although appalling,
the number of casualties in those battles
could not be compared with the millions
who died in the 20th century.
✩ ✩ ✩

Figure 11 – The Romano-Germanic Museum in Cologne. (Wikimedia Commons. Author: Dietmar Rabich)

