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The coinage of Flavia Maxima Helena

IsTVvAN VIiDA

Hungarian National Museum
vida.istvan@hnm.hu

Abstract

Three late Roman silver coins bearing the name Flavia Maxima Helena became known in the recent years.
This study discusses their date and the background of the issue, and also identifies the person, whom the
coins were minted to as Helena, wife of Julian I

In March 2013 a very unusual late Roman silver coin (Fig. 1) was donated to the Hungarian
National Museum. The alleged findspot is about halfway between Gy6r (Arrabona) and
Komarom (Brigetio), 10-15 kilometres south of the River Danube.

Obv.: FLAV MAX - HELEN AVG
Diademed, draped bust right.

Rev.: AETER-NITAS
Fortuna standing left, holding globe and rudder.

The weight of the coin is 2.27 g, the die axis is 12 h.

Fig. 1. Flavia Maxima Helena, siliqua, Budapest.

The coin was very peculiar, with a definitely 4th century style. On the obverse a female
member of the imperial family was depicted, but no person with the name Flavia Maxima
Helena is known form the 4th or other centuries. Also the reverse is strange, as the depic-
tion is known only from earlier times, not on 4th century coins.
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L. Vipa: The coinage of Flavia Maxima Helena

First I regarded the coin a contemporary imita-
tion, and this seemed to solve the problem of
the erroneous name and anachronistic depic-
tion. Imitations sometimes copy issues minted
decades or centuries earlier, for example there
are early 4th century barbarous aurei imitating
the coins of Faustina Maior! and Diocletian?
struck with the same reverse die imitating a
coin of Antoninus Pius (Fig 2).> Presumably the

trusted, good quality coins of earlier times were

Fig. 2. Early 4th century imitations of aurei.

when - except for the time of the tetrarchy

copied in this unsettled period.* Thus I dated
the coins to the first third of the 4th century,
— there was no good quality silver coinage. The

style of the silver coin, not yet cleaned at the time, did not fit into the period, but in the case of
an imitation it did not seem to be a real problem. So I identified the empress as Helena, mother
of Constantine I, though only gold and bronze coins of her are known, and assumed, that the
name was given in error instead of Flavia Julia Helena.

Fig. 3. 1. Flavia Maxima Helena, siliqua, London,
courtesy of www.RomaNumismatics.com. 2. Flavia
Maxima Helena, siliqua, Madrid, courtesy of
WWW.jesusvico.com.

1 ALrOLDI 1928, 60, VIIIL. T. 9.

2 ALFOLDI 1928, 60, VIII. T. 10-11.
3 cf. RICIII 177.

4 ALFOLDI 1928, 60—-63.

In winter 2013/2014 I was astonished to see a
similar coin (Fig. 3.1) in the 2014 March auc-
tion catalogue of Roma Numismatics Ltd.® Its
weight is 2.84g, die axis is 5h, and the obverse
inscription is FLAV MAX HELENA AVG. It was
minted with different obverse and reverse dies
then the coin in the HNM. The existence of
different dies could mean that the coins are not
imitations, but they are part of a larger issue.
The cataloguer assigned the coins to “Helena II”,
wife of Julian II, and based on its weight he as-
sumed that it was struck at the beginning of
her reign.” The auctioned Helena coin stimu-
lated intense discussion on numismatic internet
forums®, and thanks to this I got to know’ a
third coin of this type (Fig. 3.2),'° which was
minted with dies different from the two other
ones. This was sold by Jesus Vico, a Spanish art

5 For permission to reproduce the photographs I thank Mr. Richard E. Beale, director of Roma Numismatics Limited

(www.RomaNumismatics.com).
6 Roma Numismatics Ltd. Auction VII, lot 1321.
7 Roma Numismatics Ltd. Auction VII, lot 1321.
8 E.g.: www.forumancientcoins.com, www.cointalk.com.

9 Post by a user under the nickname “romeman” at the online Forum of Ancient Coins (http://www.forumancientcoins.com

/board/index.php?topic=94395.0).

10 For permission to reproduce the photographs I thank Mr. Jesus Vico, Jests Vico S.A. (www.jesusvico.com).
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L. Vipa: The coinage of Flavia Maxima Helena

dealer in 2002, so chronologically this is the first known coin. The weight, the diameter, and
the die axis are not known, even Mr. Vico could not provide more information. Based on the
photographs I assume the axis to be 12h. Allegedly a metallographical analysis had been
made on the coin, showing it to be 80.75% silver, 17.91% copper and 1.34% other”.!! Jesus
Vico assigned the coin to the mother Constantine I" and dated it around 310, to the end of the
tetrarchic silver (billon) coinage. This can be ruled out as the depicted hairstyle appears only
in the mid-320s on the coins of Helena and she received the title Augusta in 325.

Fig. 4. 1-3. Galerius, laureate fractions. 4. Constantius Gallus, AE2.

As all coins bear the name Flavia Maxima Helena, the question of attribution arose once
again. Mixing up or misspelling names is not common on Roman coins, and usually it is due
to a mistake committed by the engraver. This cannot be the case, as all three dies are inscribed
Maxima instead of Julia. The mistake must have been made by the person responsible for the
design of the coin, or the instructions sent to the engraver were erroneous. There are some ex-
amples for this. After Constantius Gallus had become Caesar, the mints of Constantius II be-
gan minting coins for him as well. In Thessalonica his name is given as FL IVL CONSTAN-
TIVS NOB CAES on coins of the earliest issue:!? instead of Claudius the Julius name of
Constantius II is used (Fig. 4.4). The error was corrected in later issues. In 305 small bronze
coins were minted for the newly elevated emperors in Siscia’®. Three obverse legend types
were minted for the Augusti, for Galerius the following ones: IMP C M A MAXIMIANVS P F
AVG, IMP C M A MAXIMIANVS AVG, MAXIMIANVS AVG (Fig. 4.1-3). The first and the sec-
ond one is clearly the name of Maximian Herculius, the third one is correct for Maximianus
and Galerius as well.

11 The metallographical analysis is mentioned in a post by a user under the nickname “romeman” at the online Forum of
Ancient Coins (http://www.forumancientcoins.com/board/index.php?topic=943 395.0) without any references.

12 RIC VIIL, p. 398.

13 RIC VI 146-147, 167-171.
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Fig. 5. 1. Helena AE3. 2. Helena AE3.
3. Helena AE4.

Therefore it is possible, that the coins were
minted for Flavia Julia Helena, and the names
Flavia Maxima Fausta or Flavia Maximiana/Max-
ima Theodora had influenced the name-form.
Theoretically the inverse situation is also possi-
ble, that the coins were minted for Fausta or
Theodora. On the other hand several arguments
can be drawn up against identifying Helena on
the coin with the mother of Constantine: the
FLAV abbreviation is never used on her coins,
apart from two rare Thessalonican issues dated
to 318-320. She always wears a necklace. In the
early issues her hairstyle is different, her title is
not Augusta but Nobilissima Femina, and only her
Helena name is represented (Fig. 5.1). In the issues
dated 324-329 the title Augusta is never abbrevi-
ated, the name is always represented as FL. HE-
LENA (Fig. 5.2). The last coins minted for her
were issued between 337 and 340 together with
the coins of Theodora. Though these are posthu-
mous coins, they are not commemorative ones in
the classical sense but had an actual political mes-
sage after the massacre of most of the male de-
scendants of Constantius I.'* The name is always
in dative: FL IVL HELENAE AVG (Fig. 5.3).

The silver coins of Helena do not match the style of any of the three periods, moreover com-
pared to those they can be judged being of crude style, they seem to be quite slobbered, as the
dies were made in haste.The coins are also special because they bear no mint-mark, which
may imply that they were not meant to be a regular currency, but were made for some special
occasion. Though metallographical analysis was made on only one coin, its 80% silver content
differs from the 90% standard of the silver coins in the middle third of the 4th century.”

Fig. 6. Constantine I, medallion.

14 BURGESS 2008, 22—-24; Woobs 2011, 193-194.
15 See note 9.

Firm conclusion cannot be drawn from the weight
of two coins, especially as the siliquae of the period
deviate significantly, but it must be noted, that the
two known coin weights (2.27 g and 2.84 g) are very
different and over the 2.2-1.6 g average of the pe-
riod.’® This may be paralleled to the silver issue of
320 at Sirmium (Fig. 6), which was minted before
the reintroduction of regular silver coinage. The
coins were likely intended to be moneta donativa

16 Various results of several measures are given in a chart in RIC VIII, 59.
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or small medallions and not regular currency. I have collected the weight of 32 coins from
catalogues and sales,'” the great variation of weight is obvious. I do not know of a metallo-
graphical analysis made on these coins, but most of them seem to be made of silver, while a
few one look like bronze coins. It is very likely that the Helena silver coins were meant to be
siliquae, but as they were not regular currency, it is not possible to date them on the basis of
weight and silver content.

I have found this reverse on the coins of two earlier
rulers. On a single type of antoniniani of Florian
the reverse legend is AETERNITAS AVG (Fig. 7.1),'8
and refers to the rule of the emperor; and on sester-
tii (Fig. 7.2),"° denarii (Fig. 7.3)*° and aurei* struck
by Antoninus Pius for his consecrated wife,
Faustina Maior. This time the reverse is not singu-
lar, as Antoninus Pius had an extensive coinage for
his late wife with many gods, goddesses, and per-
sonifications, mostly with the legend AETERNITAS
or AVGVSTA.

In the Roman coinage it was not extraordinary to re-
new earlier types or legends. Most of the time this
was made to refer to earlier events, and with these
hints the actual message became more emphatic.
Based on the similarity of the Faustina Maior coins, I
think the Helena coins are rather some kind of com-
memorative pieces, than ones made for her eleva-
3 tion. Similar coins were struck for Divus Constanti-
nus in Treveri, Lugdunum and Arelate, but their
Fig. 7. 1. Florian, antoninian. 2. Faustina Maior, reverse depicts Constantine holdlng a spear and
sestertius. 3. Faustina Maior, denarius. globe, the legen d is AETERNA PIETAS (Fig. 81 )

There is another coin type, which theme has nothing to do with the Helena coins, but the
design is very similar: the SPES REI PVBLICE coins of Constantius II and Julian II. They
were struck in silver and bronze, the later in incredible quantity between 358 and 361 in all
mints of the empire.

The influence of these coins is visible on two of the coins of Helena. On the Budapest and
the London exemplars the original short (military) dress is visible, the left leg is nude, but
the end of the long robe is still marked at the ankle, the paddle of the rudder is very crudely
cut, trident-like, probably altered from a spear. The obverse depiction is also very strange.
On the Madrid coin no drapery is visible, what is unprecedented on female busts. The drap-
ery on the London coin seems to be added to a “head only” portrait. On the Budapest coin

17 The listing is just informative, not exhaustive: 3.87, 3.92, 3.92, 4.08, 4.11, 4.14, 4.19, 4.25, 4.30, 4.30 4.33, 4.39, 4.40, 4.41,
4.48,4.52, 4.56, 4.61, 4.69, 4.70, 4.70, 4.75, 4.81, 5.00, 5.00, 5.05, 5.20, 5.32, 5.42, 5.42, 5.64, and 5.69 g.

18 RIC V/1 2.

19 RICIII 1107.

20 RIC III 348a.

21 RIC III 348a-b.
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the bun and the braid bound up at the back seem to be added posterior to a (probably origi-
nally not draped) male bust.?” Thus, the coins were likely struck in the late 350s or early
360s. It is quite improbable that coins were minted for Helena Maior at this time, as real
commemorative coins were never made for her, or if such had been struck there is still no
reason for the haste and the slobbered work.

Fig. 8. 1. Divus Constantine I, AE4. 2. Constantius Gallus, siliqua.

There is another Helena in the mid—4th century?, the sister of Constantius II and the wife of
Julian II, whom the coins might have been minted to. She is very little known. She married Ju-
lian II after his elevation to the rank of Caesar on the 6th November 356. She followed her hus-
band to Gaul, in 357 she was present on the vicennalia of Constantius II in Rome. She had sev-
eral miscarriages. She died in 360 or very early 361, by the time of the quinquennalia of Julian
II she was already dead. Her full name is unknown, she is mentioned Helena in the sources.
However the name Flavia Maxima Helena is quite probable, as her mother was Flavia Maxima
Fausta, and her niece, daughter of Constantius II was called Flavia Maxima Constantia.

The personality of Julian II may help to explain this peculiar issue. Julian truly loved her wife,
after her death he had no relation to any woman. This love might have motivated the issue
and the choice of the reverse, linking the issue to the most extensive commemorative coinage.
Choosing Fortuna may also represent the personal beliefs of the emperor, his acquiescence.

Presumably the coins were made for the funeral, that is why they had to be minted in a
haste. In this case Rome seems to be the most probable minting place, as Helena was buried
by Via Nomentiana next to her sister Constantina, wife of Constantius Gallus. On the other
hand the style of the coins is very different, so several mints are also admissible.

22 The bust type resembles the bust of Constantius II, Constantius Gallus and Constans (Fig. 8.2).
23 There are certainly many more Helenas in the 4th century, for instance the wife of Crispus, but assigning the coins to
them is quite improbable.
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