
MARTIN TRAVERS, who is a mem-
ber of the Gold Coast Coin Club,

asked me to identify a large bronze
medallion that he has in his collection.
(Figure 1) It has been in his collection for
many years and he could not remember
how he acquired it. It is 55 mms in dia-
meter and weighs 75 grams. On the ob-
verse there is the hooded bust of a man
with a laurel wreath on the top of the
hood. The surrounding Latin words are

IOHES.BOCATIVS.FLORES. On the re-
verse a well-dressed woman stands and
looks up at a large snake that she holds
in her right hand. With her left hand she
lifts up her skirt exposing her left leg.
I am a research associate with the
Centre for Coins, Culture and Religious
History (cccrh.org) and I searched the
Internet for somebody with the name on
Martin’s medallion, but I found no one. I
asked the executive director of the Centre,

Dr Greg Jenks, for his assistance. After
searching remote parts of the Internet he
discovered that it was the Latin name
of Giovanni Boccaccio, the 14th century
Italian author and scholar. (Figure 2) Also
he found a similar medallion in the
collection of the British Museum. The
British Museum number of the medal is
G3,IP.136. It is a cast bronze medal, 57
mms in diameter and weighing 74 grams.
Although no image of the medal is

Giovanni Boccaccio
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View of Florence. (Wikimedia Commons. Author: John Samuel)

Figure 1 – Cast bronze medal or medallion showing the hooded bust of a man on the obverse and a woman on the reverse. 



given, the description is the same as for
Martin’s medal. According to the British
Museum the medal was made in Italy
during the period 1490 to 1510. 
The scholars in the Department of
Coins and Medals at the British Mus-
eum translate the Latin inscription on
the obverse as ‘Giovanni Boccaccio of
Florence’. They say that the woman on
the reverse is Wisdom and that the bib-
liographical reference for the medal is
George Francis Hill, A Corpus of Italian
Medals of the Renaissance, 2 vols., London
1930 (p. 281) 1093f. It had been donated
to the British Museum in 1825 by King
George IV. Previously it had been in the
collection of his father, King George III. 

Who is the woman on the reverse?
Although the British Museum says that
she is Wisdom, this seems unlikely, al-
though in Mathew’s gospel (Mt 10:16)
Jesus tells his disciples to ‘be as wise as
serpents’, and the snake that the woman
is holding might refer to this. Also, in
the Old Testament book of Proverbs,
God’s wisdom is personified as a woman
(Prov 4:6-9) and the designer of the
medal might have considered Boccaccio,
who was one of the great humanists of
the Renaissance, to be a wise man. On
coins minted during the Roman Empire
a woman holding or feeding a snake was
Salus, also known as Hygeia. (Figure 3)
She was the personification of health,

which would not be relevant to the life
and works of Boccaccio. 
Boccaccio was born in 1313. His father
was a merchant in Florence, and he sent
Giovanni to learn business in Naples
where he mixed with the learned men
in the court of Robert, who was the king
of Naples from 1309 to 1343. (Figure 4)
In 1340 Boccaccio’s father recalled him
to Florence where he wrote poems and
prose about chivalry and love, and in the
period from 1348 to 1353 he composed
his most famous work, The Decameron.
‘Decameron’ means ‘ten days’. In the
book ten friends leave Florence to escape
the plague and for ten days each of them
tells a story every day, which adds up to

Figure 2 – Portrait of Giovanni Boccaccio by Raff-
aello Morghen, circa 1822. (Wikimedia Commons.)

Figure 3 – Denarius of the Roman emperor
Gordian III (238-244). Diameter 21 mms. On
the reverse Salus holds a snake. RIC 129a.
(Nomos, Obolos Web Auction 5, Lot 727) 

Figure 4 – Silver gros of Robert I of Naples (1309-1343) minted at Provence in France. Diameter
23 mms. The realistic portrait is like the portraits on the coins of ancient Rome. (Classical Numis-
matic Group, Triton XXIII, Lot 1075)

Figure 5 – Cast bronze roundel of Francesco Petrarch (1265-1321). Diameter 154 mms.
(Baldwin’s Auctions Ltd, Auction 64, Lot 244)



100 stories. They are not religious but
deal with everyday human life. Some are
humorous and some quite rude. They were
written in Italian not Latin, and had a
great influence on European literature,
helping to form the movement known as
humanism. Even Geoffrey Chaucer, who
wrote The Canterbury Tales in English
during the 1390s, was influenced by Boc-
caccio’s work.
But who is the woman on the reverse
of Martin’s medal? I asked Professor
Francesco Borghesi for his comments.
He had been the Chair of the Department
of Italian Studies at the University of
Sydney before relocating to Italy this year.
He kindly replied to my email saying
that he did not know what the woman
represented, but he would be reluctant to
identify it as Wisdom. He wondered if it
could be Eve in the Garden of Eden, of
whom Boccaccio writes in his On Fa-
mous Women (De mulieribus clans, 15). 
The image of a woman exposing her leg
and holding a snake has sexual conno-
tations, but Eve is usually depicted naked
or nearly naked. The woman on Martin’s
medal is fully dressed, apparently in
the fashion of Boccaccio’s time. I think it
is more likely that she is someone known
to Boccaccio, and the snake represents
his lust for her. According to The New
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Boccaccio’s
years in Naples ‘were the years of Boc-
caccio’s love for Fiammetta, whose per-
son dominates all his literary activity up
to the Decameron, in which there also
appears a Fiammetta whose character
somewhat resembles that of the Fia-
mmetta of his earlier works.’ (Vol. 2, page
309) Fiammetta might have been Maria,
the supposedly historical daughter of

King Robert. All things considered I think
the woman on the reverse of Martin’s
medal is probably Fiammetta. 
Boccaccio was a friend of Francesco
Petrarch (1304-1374). (Figure 5) He was
like a mentor to Boccaccio, and although
he wrote mostly in Latin he was a hu-
manist and a leader in the revival of
classical learning which led to the Ren-
aissance. ‘Renaissance’ means ‘rebirth’
and it flourished in the fifteenth cen-
tury. Many of the people who played an
important role in it appear on medals.
Wealthy people, especially aristocrats,
commissioned famous medallists to put
their portraits on medals usually of
bronze but occasionally of silver or gold.
Portrait medals appeared in Italy in
the fourth decade of the fifteenth cen-
tury. Stephen Sher, the editor of The
Currency of Fame: Portrait Medals of
the Renaissance emphasizes the signif-
icance of these medals for the Renais-
sance: ‘The philosophical and spiritual
foundations for the appearance of the
portrait medal in Italy in the fourth
decade of the fifteenth century are com-
posed of two interconnecting factors: the
Renaissance philosophy of man and the
reevaluation of classical antiquity, or
humanism.’ Sher’s book is a beautiful
book richly illustrated and recommended
for anyone interested in Renaissance
medals. Unfortunately Martin’s medal
is not in it.
There is a bronze medal of the famous
Florentine preacher and reformer, Giro-
lamo Savonarola (1452-1498) which seems
to be in the same style as Martin’s medal
(Figure 6) and it raises the possibility that
they were made by the same medallist.
In Sher’s book, Mark Wilchusky discusses

all the medals of Savonarola made in
the last decade of the fifteenth century.
He says they comprise ten distinct
types and fall into two groups. Group I
portrays the monk with his head com-
pletely covered by his hood. In Group II
Savonarola’s hood reveals a tuft of his
tonsured hair at the forehead, as in Fig-
ure 6. Wilchusky goes on to say that in
all cases the medallist is unknown. Sadly
the maker of Martin’s medal must also
be unknown, but Martin is lucky to own
such a rare and interesting medal.
The realistic portraits on these medals
witness to a new way of seeing human
beings as individuals worthy of respect
in their own right. This is what human-
ism was all about. These medals signi-
fied the rebirth of the human spirit, the
Renaissance.
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Figure 6 – Cast bronze medal with Girolamo Savonarola on the obverse. On the reverse a hand holds a sword over a city. Diameter 59 mms and
weight 74 grams. The reverse refers to Savonarola’s prophecy that a sword from heaven would bring plague, war and famine if the people did
not repent. Hill 1076. (Solidus Numismatik, Auction 35, Lot 193)
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