THE ROMAN PROTOTYPES
OF THE ‘CLASPED HANDS’ SHILLING
DAVID WOODS

Anglo-saxon gold coins of the late sixth and seventh centuries seldom bear the name of a
recognisable contemporary figure, with the result that they can only be dated approximately
according to their gold content, where this is assumed to have declined over time in approximate parallel with the debasement of Merovingian coinage. Four main types of shilling have
been dated to the so-called Pale Gold Phase (c.650−75), and in her recent catalogue of the BM
collection, Gannon refers to these as the ‘Clasped Hands/Concordia Militum’ (Fig. 1), the
‘Crispus/delaiona’, the ‘Constantine’, and the ‘Two Emperors’ types.1 These titles reflect the
assumed Roman prototypes of the various types. However, there are several inconsistencies in
the standards of description applied to them, and these highlight the absence of an agreed
methodology when describing the coinage of this period. For example, the first two types just
noted are defined by reference to two characteristics, whereas the second two types are defined
by only one characteristic. Next, the first two types are not defined by the same two characteristics in each case, although the superficial similarities of the descriptions might lead one to
assume this. The description of the ‘Clasped Hands/Concordia Militum’ type refers both to the
main image on the reverse, a pair of clasped hands, and to the Latin inscription of the assumed
Roman prototype for this reverse. In contrast, the description of the ‘Crispus/delaiona’ type
refers to the identity of the bust on the obverse, as defined by the accompanying legend preserving a corrupt version of the name of the Caesar Crispus (317−26), and to a reading of the
runic legend on the reverse. However, the purpose of this note is not so much to propose a
more consistent methodology when describing the gold coinage of the early Anglo-Saxon
period as to investigate the potential Roman prototypes for the ‘Clasped Hands/Concordia
Militum’ type, and to question the assumptions underlying the current description of this type
as the imitation of a Roman coin bearing the reverse legend Concordia Militum (‘The harmony
of the soldiers’).2
One may begin with a brief description of
this type. The obverse depicts a right-facing,
beardless, draped and radiate bust. There is
no surrounding legend. The only item in the
field is a small cross set immediately before
the eyes so that the bust seems to be staring at
it. The rim of the radiate crown runs in a
straight line across the side of the head. The
hair is depicted by means of pellets visible
between, and through, the triangular teeth of Fig. 1. Anglo-Saxon ‘Clasped Hands’ shilling, Pale
the crown, with three pellets visible behind Gold Phase (c.650−75) (12.5 mm, 1.27 g) (EMC
the ear and the two pellets descending from 2015.0396 = PAS WILT-DEDC91; Wiltshire Museum;
the rim of the crown before the eyes repre- © Portable Antiquities Scheme) (3 × actual size; all
senting the continuation of the hair below the other illustrations 2 × actual size)
crown. The head sits tight against drapery so
that no neck is visible, and the drapery rises
Gannon 2013, 92−5.
Four specimens survive: EMC 1948.0023 = Sutherland 1948, no. 23 = SCBI 63, no. 19; EMC 1948.0024 = Sutherland
1948, no. 24 = SCBI 63, no. 20; EMC 2008.0030 = Classical Numismatic Group, Auction 99 (13 May 2015), lot 1206 = Dix
Noonan Webb, Auction 58 (25 June 2003), lot 384; EMC 2015.0396 = PAS WILT-DEDC91 = Spink, Auction 15007 (2 Dec.
2015), lot 896 (acquired by Wiltshire Museum). A fifth has been lost (Sutherland 1948, no. 25).
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0143–8956. © British Numismatic Society.
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high behind the head to create an almost hunchbacked impression. As for the reverse, it depicts
a pair of clasped hands surrounded by a legend consisting merely of four letters, three above
the hands, and one below. A line curves away from each hand at the level of the wrist to create
the impression of a tight sleeve descending as far as the wrist.3 The hands appear to be left
hands.4
It has long been assumed that
both sides of the type imitate a
single third-century coin with a
radiate obverse and a reverse
showing clasped hands surrounded
by
the
legend
CONCORDIA MILITVM, probably either of Marius (269) (Fig.
2) or of Carausius (286−93) (Fig.
3). The reasons why attention has
focussed on these two emperors in
particular are that they were the
Fig. 2. Antoninianus of Marius (RIC 5.2, no. 6) (Gitbud & Naumann, last two emperors to produce coins
with the clasped hands reverse,
Auction 36 (4 Oct. 2015), lot 749; © Gitbud & Naumann)
and that the coins of both are
common as finds in Britain. Hence
Sutherland tentatively identified
the prototype of this type as a coin
of ‘Carausius (?)’, Kent claimed
that it imitated ‘a late third-century radiate, probably Marius or
Carausius’,
Grierson
and
Blackburn referred to ‘a clasped
hands reverse similar to that of
the third-century Concordia type
of Carausius’, Webster and
Backhouse depicted a radiate of
Marius with reverse depicting
Fig. 3. Antoninianus of Carausius (RIC 5.2, no. 759) (Roma
clasped hands surrounded by the
Numismatics, Auction XIII (23 March 2017), lot 1083; © Roma
legend CONCORDIA MILITVM
Numismatics Ltd)
alongside it as its prototype,
Metcalf described it as ‘The ‘Concordia’ type, with clasped hands perhaps copied from a coin
of Carausius’, North briefly noted its prototype as ‘(Carausius?)’, and Abdy and Williams
described it as the ‘‘Concordia’ type, imitating coins of Carausius’.5 No-one seems to have
questioned the assumptions either that it imitated a single original Roman prototype, both
obverse and reverse, or that the reverse of this prototype bore the legend CONCORDIA
MILITVM, or some slight variant thereof. However, there are good reasons to question both
assumptions.
The problem with the assumption that this Anglo-Saxon coin imitates a single Roman prototype is that one cannot identify an appropriate Roman prototype depicting both a beardless
radiate bust on the obverse and a pair of clasped hands as the sole image on the reverse.6 On
the one hand, as will be discussed in more detail below, several third-century emperors did
3
This has not been noted previously, presumably because it is best visible on the most recently discovered specimen, EMC
2015.0396.
4
Sutherland 1948, no. 23 refers to ‘A left and a right hand clasped’, but this would be impossible.
5
Sutherland 1948, 39; Kent 1961, 12; Grierson and Blackburn 1986, 163; Webster and Backhouse 1991, 105−7, nos 73(a)–
(b); Metcalf 1993, 46; North 1994, 54; Abdy and Williams 2006, 67.
6
Some dupondii of Nerva (96–98 AD) do combine a beardless radiate head on the obverse with a pair of hands on the
reverse, but the hands clasp an aquila between them. See RIC 2, Nerva nos 55, 81, 97.
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indeed strike antoniniani depicting a radiate bust on the obverse and a pair of clasped hands
on the reverse, but these busts were always depicted with full beards. Constantine I (306−37)
was the first late Roman emperor to abandon the beard in favour of a more youthful cleanshaven look, and the beardless bust remained the norm subsequently, with few exceptions,
until the seventh century. Furthermore, Constantine I abandoned the radiate bust in the early
320s, and no subsequent emperor resumed it.7 Consequently, a beardless radiate bust can only
belong to Constantine I, or one of his Caesars. On the other hand, no emperor is known to
have struck a reverse type depicting a pair of clasped hands as its main device after Carausius.
Hence it is difficult to reconcile the pairing of a beardless radiate bust with a reverse type
depicting a pair of clasped hands on an Anglo-Saxon coin as the imitation of a single Roman
prototype. Indeed, there seem to be only three possible explanations of this combination on
the present shilling.
The first potential explanation is that the Anglo-Saxon coin imitates both sides of a lost
Constantinian type depicting a radiate bust on the obverse and a pair of clasped hands on the
reverse. However, the idea that an Anglo-Saxon engraver discovered a Constantinian type not
re-discovered since lacks persuasion due to the vast quantities of Constantinian coins known today.
The second potential explanation is that the Anglo-Saxon coin imitates both sides of a
familiar third-century type, but that the engraver of the obverse die omitted the beard from his
copy. However, the problem with this explanation is that it is not clear why he should have
done this. It was hardly a deliberate decision because, apart from any other considerations, if
the engraver was at all familiar with contemporary Byzantine coinage, he would have noticed
that the emperor had tended to wear an increasingly long beard since Phocas (602−10) had
returned it to fashion. Furthermore, numerous artworks from late antiquity depict the apostles,
evangelists and other saints with beards.
Hence the beard was indubitably both
imperial and Christian.
The third potential explanation is
that the Anglo-Saxon coin combines
the obverse and the reverse of two different prototypes. While this might initially seem an unnecessarily complex
explanation of the situation, the
so-called ‘Helena’ type solidus (Fig. 4)
provides a good precedent for such a
Fig. 4. Anglo-Saxon ‘Helena’ solidus (EMC 1948.0020 =
methodology.8 In that case, the obverse
SCBI 63, no. 1) (BM 1864,1128.195; © The Trustees of the
imitates a follis struck in the name of
British Museum)
Helena Augusta at most mints throughout the empire c.324−28 (Fig. 5), which
is proven not only by the close resemblance of the bust on the Anglo-Saxon
coin to a typical bust of Helena, but by
the fact that the surrounding legend is
easily recognisable as a corrupt reading
of the appropriate legend FL HELENA
– AVGVSTA.9 However, the reverse of
the same coin clearly draws from three
separate Roman prototypes. This
Fig. 5. Follis of Helena Augusta, Trier mint (RIC 7, no. 481) reverse depicts an outer legend around
a large wreath surrounding a short
(Nomos AG, Obolos 6 (20 Nov. 2016), lot 936; © Nomos AG)
7
For a brief history of the imperial use of the radiate crown, see Bardill 2012, 47−57. Constantine was last depicted with
a radiate bust (left-facing, with right hand raised) on a 1½ solidi piece struck at Antioch in 326 (RIC 7, Antioch no. 70). Its abandonment was probably due to its association with the cult of the sun-god Sol.
8
Sutherland 1948, no. 20 = North 1994, no. 13 = Gannon 2013, no. 1.
9
See e.g. RIC 7, London no. 299; Lyons no. 234; Trier nos 458, 465, 481, 515; Arles nos 278, 299, 307, 317, 324, 340.
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inscription in three lines S/IGEV/X.
The outer legend is recognisable as a
corrupt reading of the legend BEATA
TRAN – QVILLITAS as found on a
type of follis struck at London, Lyons,
and Trier c.321−23.10 However, the
wreath, in combination with the final
letter X of the inscription within it,
clearly derives from another type of
follis depicting the outer legend
CAESARVM NOSTRORVM around
Fig. 6. Follis of Constantine II as Caesar, Siscia mint (RIC
7, no. 182) (Nomos AG, Obolos 6 (20 Nov. 2016), lot 940;
a large wreath surrounding the legend
© Nomos AG)
VOT/X struck in the names of Crispus
and Constantine II at most western
mints c.323−24 also (Fig. 6).11 Finally, the S/IGEV of the legend within the wreath is recognisable as a corrupt reading of the first syllables of the legend SECVRITAS REIPVBLICE, the
only reverse legend on the coins struck in the name of Helena c.324−28, and clearly derives
from the same prototype as was used for the obverse of the solidus.
While the ‘Helena’ solidus is unusual in the complexity of its borrowings from three different prototypes, it does highlight the willingness of the Anglo-Saxon moneyers to combine
elements in this way. Another type of Anglo-Saxon imitation solidus, probably of mid-seventh century date, pairs an obverse depicting a typical diademed bust of the late fourth century with a reverse depicting a cross-on-three steps as used on the reverse of many
seventh-century solidi.12 The so-called ‘Licinius’ type shilling from the Crondall hoard reinforces this point once more.13 The reverse depicts a corrupt version of a legend commemorating Licinius I as Augustus surrounding a triple dotted circle enclosing the legend TOV/XX.
This clearly imitates a reverse with a large wreath enclosing the legend VOT/XX as used on
folles struck in the name of Licinius I at Arles and Rome.14 However, the obverse depicts a
youthful portrait in imitation of that of a Caesar, probably of Constantine II or Constantius
II, although the surrounding legend preserves a corrupt version of a legend that had commemorated Licinius I as Augustus, and clearly derives from the same prototype as the reverse.15
It is arguable, therefore, that the most plausible explanation of the ‘Clasped Hands’ shilling
is that it combines an obverse imitating the beardless radiate obverse of a coin of Constantine
I, or of one of his Caesars, with a reverse imitating the clasped hands of a reverse struck by
Carausius, or a third-century predecessor. This raises the question as to how common a
right-facing beardless radiate bust was on the coinage of Constantine, and the answer is that
it did occur, but that it was relatively rare. A study of the bronze coinage of the mint at
London before it closed in 325 reveals that of the 181 varieties struck during the period
319−24, the only period when the radiate bust was used there, only 26 varieties depicted a
radiate bust of Constantine or one of his sons, and only 3 of these 26 varieties depicted a
right-facing radiate bust, all in the name of Constantine II rather than of his father (Fig. 7).16
Hence the right-facing radiate bust was quite rare. A broadly similar pattern is evident at the
other western mints, although the right-facing radiate bust did enjoy somewhat more prominence on the gold coinage from Trier.17 So the right-facing beardless radiate bust with no other
See RIC 7, London nos 199−288; Lyons nos 125−208; Trier nos 303−34, 341−55, 368−428.
See e.g. RIC 7, London nos 291−2; Lyons nos 210−11, 215−18, 220−1, 223−4; Trier nos 430−4, 440−1; Arles nos. 238,
247−51, 254−6, 259−63.
12
Not in Sutherland 1948. This type was first published by Grierson 1953, but its Anglo-Saxon origin was only confirmed
by a new find published by Lyon 2014.
13
Sutherland 1948, no. 28−30 = North 1994, no. 19.
14
See RIC 7, Arles nos 224, 229, 234, 240; Rome nos 228, 233. The same type was also struck elsewhere, but with surrounding outer legends that are less of a match to that on the shilling.
15
Kent 1961, 10 draws attention to the depiction of Constantius II on a follis from Trier. See now RIC 7, Trier no. 506.
16
Cloke and Toone 2015, nos 9.06.022, 9.06.024, 9.06.025 = RIC 7, London nos. 256, 254, 253 respectively. A small number
of busts with radiate helmets were struck earlier c.313.
17
See RIC 7, Trier nos 2, 3, 11, 184, 242, 357.
10
11
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accoutrements (such as a spear or
sceptre) or distinctive elements (such
as an upright hand) did see some use,
and the engraver of the ‘clasped
hands’ shilling may well have chanced
upon one of the relatively rare coins
displaying this bust type. One may
reduce the range of potential prototypes, however, by noting that the drapery rises high behind the head on the
shilling, which suggests that the prototype depicted the bust as seen from
the front, so that its right shoulder is
nearer and more prominent than its
left (as on Fig. 7).
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Fig. 7. Follis of Constantine II as Caesar, London mint (RIC 7,
no. 256 = Cloke and Toone 2015, 9.06.022; © Classical
Numismatic Group, Inc.)

Fig. 8. Uniface gold medallion of Constantine I (Solidus Auction 25 (16 Nov. 2014), lot 283; © Solidus
Numismatik e.K.)

One should beware of assuming that this bust type only occurred on coins, or that our
engraver must have used a coin as the prototype for the obverse of his shilling. Constantine
struck a series of gold medallions for use probably as diplomatic gifts to the peoples beyond
the frontiers, which displayed his bust on one side, but left the other side blank.18 The various
bust types include right-facing radiate busts (Fig. 8), and one of these may well have served as
the prototype for the obverse of the shilling.19 That could also explain why the engraver used
two different prototypes for his coin, because the prototype for the obverse bust was a uniface
medallion rather than a coin, so that he had to turn elsewhere for a reverse design. Finally, one
should note that the reverse of the shilling depicts what seems to be a left-handed shake, but
Roman coins had always depicted the clasped hands in a right-handed shake. So the reverse is
clearly retrograde, like the reverse of the ‘Licinius’ type shilling noted above. The relevance of
this is that, if the obverse of the shilling is retrograde in the same manner as the reverse, then
the bust on the prototype may actually have been left-facing, which would be far more in
accord with the strong preference for the left-facing radiate bust on the bronze coinage of
London and elsewhere.
Turning next to the reverse of the shilling, it is a feature of three of the four main types of
shilling within the Pale Gold Phase that only one side of the coin preserves a legend, the
‘Crispus/delaiona’ type being the exception with legends on both sides. In contrast to the
‘Clasped Hands’ type, however, the ‘Two Emperors’ type preserves a legend around the bust
on the obverse, but no legend on the reverse. Hence there is no consistency in the treatment of
this element of the coinage at this point in time, and it is not clear what significance, if any,
Bland 2012 discusses five examples discovered in the British Isles (three of them in Ireland).
See e.g. Bland 2012, no. 2 (National Museum of Ireland); Classical Numismatic Group, Mail Bid Sale 72 (14 June 2006),
lot 1778; Solidus, Auction 25 (16 Nov. 2014), lot 283.
18
19
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Fig. 9. Antoninianus of Carausius with reverse legend FIDES MILITVM (RIC 5.2, no. 231) (BM 1925,0316.161;
© The Trustees of the British Museum)

Fig. 10. Antoninianus of Balbinus with reverse legend FIDES MVTVA AVGG (RIC 4.2, no. 11) (Classical
Numismatic Group, Triton XVI (9 Jan. 2013), lot 1119; © Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.)

ought to be attached to the fact that the ‘Clasped Hands’ shilling preserves a legend on the
reverse rather on the obverse.
As one reviews the potential prototypes for the reverse of the shilling, it quickly becomes
clear that the traditional assumption that it was based on a prototype depicting the legend
CONCORDIA MILITVM, or some variant thereof, in association with clasped hands
obscures a more complex situation. When Sutherland identified the prototype for the shilling
as a coin of Carausius, he referred in brief to a number of his coins depicting this legend in
association with clasped hands, and most of Carausius’ coins displaying clasped hands on the
reverse do indeed have the legend CONCORDIA MILITVM in association with them.20
However, one of his antoniniani has the legend FIDES MILITVM in association with the
hands instead (Fig. 9), and another the legend SALV.21 Furthermore, a brief survey of the
legends traditionally associated with this motif quickly reveals that it was as likely to be used
to symbolise FIDES as CONCORDIA.22 Indeed, clasped hands could symbolise a number of
other concepts also. For example, the emperor Balbinus (238) had the same pair of hands in
association with the legends CONCORDIA AVGG, FIDES MVTVA AVGG (Fig. 10), and
PIETAS MVTVA AVGG on his antoniniani, while his imperial colleague Pupienus depicted
the same pair of hands once more in association with the legends AMOR MVTVVS AVGG,
CARITAS MVTVA AVGG, and PATRES SENATVS on his antoniniani.23 Hence one cannot
simply assume that the prototype for the reverse of the shilling must have had the legend
Sutherland 1947, 39, n. 2. See RIC 5.2, Carausius nos. 24−5, 28, 186, 209−11, 543, 545−50, 602−4, 758−9.
See RIC 5.2, Carausius nos. 231 (FIDES), 981 (SALV). The FIDES type was first published by Evans 1905, 26.
For FIDES with clasped hands, see RIC 12, Civil Wars nos 118−22, 126, 131; Vitellius nos. 42, 47, 52−55, 67: RIC 22.1,
Vespasian nos 70−2, 156, 229, 300, 402, 444, 484, 520, 528, 571, 625, 1475, 1485, 1488, 1495; Titus nos 224, 382: RIC 4, Clodius
Albinus nos 18, 20.
23
See RIC 4.2, Balbinus nos 10−12, Pupienus nos 9−11.
20
21
22
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CONCORDIA MILITVM in association with the clasped hands. Finally, one should note
that none of the Roman coins depicting clasped hands ever shows them adorned in any way,
and there is never anything at the wrist to create the sleeve-like effect on the shilling, so this
feature of the shilling does not assist in determining the Roman prototype.
The key to discovering what legend was associated with the clasped hands on the Roman
prototype probably lies in the legend associated with this motif on the shilling. Given that the
legends on so many other Anglo-Saxon gold coins based on Roman prototypes consist of
corrupt readings of the Latin legends on their prototypes, it seems reasonable to assume that
the same probably holds true in this case also. The legend on the shilling consists of four letters, an apparent A below the hands and the sequence ĐIN above the hands, where it is not
clear what their intended sequence was, whether AĐIN, ĐINA, or something else.24 The ĐIN
sequence recalls the final DIA of CONCORDIA, so perhaps the inscription on the shilling
should be read ĐINA and the N treated as a corrupt intrusion. Against this, however, it is not
clear why the Anglo-Saxon engraver should have chosen to preserve a sequence of letters from
the centre of a Latin legend that presumably read CONCORDIA MILITVM, or something
similar. In the case of most coins of this type, whether of Carausius or an earlier emperor,
there is usually a large space between the beginning and end of the legend, that is, before the
term CONCORDIA and after the term MILITVM, which terms normally run together with
no clear distinction between them. The result is that the attention of the Anglo-Saxon engraver
ought more naturally to have been drawn to the beginning of the term CONCORDIA, or
perhaps even to the end of the term MILITVM, rather than to any sequence of letters in
between.
The sequence AĐIN could also be treated as a corrupt reading of the term FIDES, where
an original F has been misread as an A, partly due to its prominent serifs, the original I omitted, and an original E misread as an I, exactly as one finds on the reverse of the ‘Helena’
solidus, where the sequence S/IG replaces the SEC of its prototype as already noted above.
This interpretation requires that the apparent final N of the shilling is not really an N at all,
but an angular, retrograde S, but this could explain its peculiarly distorted form, like an N that
has been squashed almost flat. Such an angular S, although not retrograde, occurs at the end
of the reverse legend on a specimen from the ‘Vanimundus’ type of shilling of the Pre-Primary
Phase (c.675−80).25 The advantage of this interpretation is that the term FIDES occurs exactly
where the Anglo-Saxon engraver’s attention ought to have been focussed, given the normal
spacing of the legend FIDES MILITVM on coins of this type, at the apparent beginning of
the legend.
Finally, one wonders what significance, if any, ought to be attached to the choice of the
clasped hands as the device on the reverse of the shilling. Gannon has drawn attention to the
thematic similarity between the clasped hands on the reverse of this type and the twin figures
on the reverse of the ‘Two Emperors’ type, both celebrating unions, to suggest that these types
may have been specifically chosen to commemorate particular events, whether a political
alliance between two kings or even a marriage alliance.26 The idea that the ‘Clasped Hands’
type may have been struck to celebrate a marriage is attractive given the long Roman tradition
of depicting such a device on wedding rings, and the continued emphasis throughout Late
Antiquity on the handshake as a symbol of marriage.27 Alternatively, if one prefers to
emphasize the traditional role of the clasped hands in symbolizing fides rather than concordia,
‘loyalty’ or ‘trustworthiness’ rather than ‘harmony’, then the hands may even have been
intended to serve as a statement about the trustworthiness of the coins themselves. However,
the garbled nature of the accompanying legend warns against the easy assumption that the
engraver truly understood, or cared to understand, the significance of what he was imitating,
either legend or design. A recognisable imitation of an ancient Roman coin may have been all
24
Sutherland 1948, nos 23−25 transcribes it as A ĐIN, while Gannon 2013, nos 19−20 transcribes it as ` NI». Abdy and
Williams 2006, 67 merely refer to it as a ‘blundered inscription’.
25
Mayhew 2006 publishes this specimen from the Ashmolean.
26
Gannon 2015, 217−18.
27
On the continued emphasis on the handshake, see Kantorowicz 1960.
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that was required. Indeed, the clasped hands are so starkly different from so many contemporary designs, particularly from the ubiquitous cross of Byzantine or Merovingian gold coinage, that one wonders whether this may not have been the main intent behind the choice of
design, to mark these coins out as new and different.
In conclusion, it has been argued that the shilling of ‘Clasped Hands/Concordia Militum’
type probably draws on two Roman prototypes, where the obverse imitates the beardless
radiate bust of Constantine I, or one of his Caesars, and the reverse imitates clasped hands
surrounded by the legend FIDES MILITVM probably of an antoninianus of Carausius,
although one would not entirely exclude the possibility that hands and legend derive from an
antoninianus of Balbinus instead, the last emperor previously to combine these elements.
Whatever the precise identity of the Roman prototypes, it is unsafe to continue to refer to this
shilling as the ‘Clasped Hands/Concordia Militum’ type. It would be clearer to define it by the
main features of both obverse and reverse as the ‘Beardless Radiate/Clasped Hands’ type.
Alternatively, one might prefer to include some reference to its probable prototypes, and mixed
nature, as the ‘Constantine/Carausius’ type.
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