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Biographical background of Constantine II 

 

Flavius Claudius Constantinus (AD 316-340), known to us as Constantine 
II, was the eldest son of Constantine I (the Great) and Fausta. He was 
born in Arles, France around 316/317 AD. Early in 317, Constantine was 
elevated to the rank of Caesar alongside his half-brother Crispus. This 
was part of a deal between the two ruling Augustii at the time, 
Constantine I and Licinius, who also elevated his son, Licinius the 
Younger to the same position. In AD 320 and AD 321 Constantine II held 
the consulship, first as the colleague of his father, then along with 
Crispus. In AD 323, at the age of seven, he took part in his father’s 

campaign against the Sarmatians. In AD 324, the year of his father’s defeat of Licinius, 
Constantine held yet another consulship with Crispus, but in AD 326 Crispus was executed, some 
believe as a result of a plot by Fausta, who was afraid that Constantine I would favor Crispus 
over the sons that she had borne him. This left Constantine II commander of Gaul at the age of 
10, a position that had originally been awarded to Crispus. The demise of Crispus also made him 
the senior Caesar, alongside his brother and Co-Caesar Constantius II. It is believed that in AD 
330, his generals won an impressive victory over the rebellious Alamanni, since at this time 
some inscriptions began to include the title of Alamannicus, the cognomen (nickname) that was 
first given to the Alamanni by the Emperor Caracalla when he claimed to be their conqueror. In 
AD 332, Constantine II was selected by his father to lead a campaign in the Danube region 
against the Visigoths and their ruler Alaric. It is probable that this was a purely ceremonial 
command, with actual tactical control over the army resting in the hands of his generals, not 
with the inexperienced, 16 year old Caesar. After this highly successful campaign, Constantine II 
was moved to Treviri (modern day Trier, Germany) to oversee the defense of the Rhine frontier.  
Following the death of his father in AD 337 Constantine II became joint Emperor or Augustii with 
his brothers Constantius II, Constans and their cousins Dalmatius and Hannibalianus. 
Constantine I had left orders that the empire would be divided evenly amongst the five Augustii, 
with Constantine II receiving Gaul, Spain and Britain. The brothers however decided to simply 
eliminate their cousins and divide the empire between the three of them instead. After these 
executions, Constantine II failed to gain any additional territory of his own, but was appointed as 
guardian of his younger brother Constans and his provinces. When Constans came of age, 
Constantine refused to give up his guardianship, leading to an ongoing feud between the two. 
Ultimately, in AD 340, Constantine marched on Italy in a bid to expand his territory while 
Constans was busy suppressing an uprising by the Danubian tribes. Constans hastily returned to 
Rome, dispatching a vanguard ahead of his main force. At the city of Aquileia, Constans 
vanguard successfully ambushed Constantine and his forces as they attempted to take the city. 
Constantine II is believed to have died, at the age of 24, in the battle, but many believe he took 
his own life after this utter defeat. 
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A coin of Constantine II 

As you read the attributions of these coins, keep in mind that one of the important 
reasons for the use of coinage (especially in Ancient Rome) was to pass on various 
messages to the population of Rome and her various provinces. These messages, or 
propaganda, if you prefer, used phrases or images (such as the ones pictured on these 
coins) that could convey important ideas to the mostly illiterate citizens of the empire. 

 

This coin of Constantine II is a bronze AE3 Folles. The word follis itself means bag and 
was used in antiquity to refer to a sealed bag containing a specific amount of coins. The 
Follis series of coins (plural Folles) were large bronze coins, which the Emperor 
Diocletian introduced in his coinage reform of 294. They were approximately 10 grams 
and consisted of about 4% silver, mostly as a thin layer on the surface of the coin. By the 
time of Constantine I, the follis was smaller and barely contained any silver. AE3 is a 
designation used to refer to coins from roughly the time of Constantine I onward. 
During the time of Constantine I, the roman monetary system went through yet another 
restructuring and revaluation, due in a large part to inflation, which affected the size 
and silver content of coins. AE3 coins ranged from 17mm to 19mm in diameter and 
were made almost exclusively of bronze; any silver content would most likely have 
existed as a ‘wash’ on the surface of the coin in an attempt to make them appear more 
valuable. The date for the striking, or minting of this coin has been loosely attributed by 
me to having been between 317 and 340 AD. 

The Obverse, or front, of this coin is a portrait of 
Constantine II shown Laureate (wearing a laurel crown) 
bust right (facing right) draped and cuirassed (wearing 
some form of cloth over armor). 

Roman portraits on coins are most often shown facing 
right, although during some periods a left facing was 
common. In a small number of periods, coins were minted 
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with the portrait facing both left and right. There is no evidence that the facing of the 
bust holds any kind of special significance. 

The inscription, or legend, running along the outer edge of most coins is a collection of 
titles and names. Necessity dictated that the components of an inscription be 
abbreviated and run together in order to conserve space on the smaller coins. The 
legend on this particular coin reads as follows: D N FL CL CONSTANTINVS NOB C 

‘D’ is an abbreviation of the Latin word Dominus, meaning Master of the House, Lord or 
Ruler. ‘N’ is an abbreviation for Noster, meaning our, ours, our own or one of us. ‘FL’ 
and ‘CL’ are abbreviations for the Praenomen (before name) and Nomen (or clan name). 
‘FL’ is an abbreviated form of FLavius and ‘CL’ is the abbreviated form of CLaudius. 
‘CONSTANTINVS’, or Constantinus, is the Cognomen (or family name). ‘NOB’ is an 
abbreviation for NOBilitas, meaning renown, glory, high birth or excellence. ‘C’ or ‘CAE 
’or ‘CAES’ are abbreviated forms of the title Caesar so in full, the translated inscription 
would read: 

Our Lord Flavius Claudius Constantinus Most Noble Caesar 

The legend on the reverse of the coin reads: IOVI 
CONSERVATORI and means Jupiter Conservator. 

Also on the reverse of this coin we see a picture of Jupiter, 
or Jove. He is shown standing and facing left, leaning on 
an eagle-tipped scepter, holding victory on a globe with an 
eagle holding wreath left and a captive right. A chlamys, 
which was an ancient Greek piece of clothing much like a 
cloak, is shown across his left shoulder. Jupiter was the 

Roman equivalent to Zeus and was also known as Jove, or Optimus Maximus (the Best 
and Highest or Greatest). He was considered to be the patron deity and protector of the 
Roman state. An eagle most often represented the military might of Rome, but was also 
a sacred animal associated with Jupiter.  

The captive at right could refer in a generic sense to Rome’s domination of other 
cultures, or it could reference a specific conquest. In this case it could pay tribute to 
Constantine II being credited with the victory over the Visigoths in 332, meaning this 
series of coins would have been minted between 332 and 340 AD. I however believe 
that the captive refers to Rome’s domination in the broad, generic sense, due to the fact 
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that ‘commemorative’ coin issues, coins commemorating some specific event, were 
usually limited to and commissioned by the Emperor, not a Caeser. 

The ‘SMHA’ located in the bottom center of the coin (or in exergue) is the coins 
mintmark, and refers to the mint and workshop which produced this coin. The 
incorporation of mintmarks began around the middle of the 3rd century AD as a way to 
control the action of mint officials. If a problem with a specific series of coin was 
discovered (the coins being underweight for example) then the defect could be traced 
to the offending mint and the officials held accountable.  

A mintmark was in most cases formed from three to four elements: 

• A letter P (Pecunia – Latin for money), M (Moneta – mint) or SM (Sacra Moneta – 
Sacred Money). 

• Mint city abbreviation, usually one to four letters, but up to seven. 
• Officiana (workshop) identification which would consist of Latin or Greek letters 

or a Roman numeral. 
• Series marks. Many mints would also incorporate symbols such as dots, a 

crescent, or a branch for example. These symbols probably helped identify when 
a certain coin was produced. Unfortunately, since no centralized standards 
existed, definitive records of specific mintmarks do not exist. At the height of the 
empire, there were 30 main roman mints and up to 600 provincial mints, each of 
these initially had up to 6 Officiana, but in the late period each mint could use up 
to 15 Officiana. 

The ‘SMH’ on this coin refers to the mint at Heraclea (city of Hercules, modern day 
Eregli, Turkey), and the ‘A’ portion refers to the Alpha or Prima Officiana, the primary 
workshop within this mint. The inscription of ‘X II G’ (or X II gamma) located above the 
captive is what is referred to as a mark of value. Marks of value were typically used on 
coins minted in certain regions where there was a great deal of inflation, or some kind 
of social strife, both situations that would affect the overall value of a coin from the 
region. Marks of value are believed to be the equivelant of exchange rates which we use 
today, but again there has yet to be any written documentation discovered that would 
explain what exactly the rates might be. 
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A coin of Constantine II 

 

This coin of Constantine II is a bronze AE3 Folles. The minting of this coin most likely 
took place between 322 and 325 AD. 

The Obverse of this coin depicts Constantine II, Laureate 
(wearing a laurel crown) bust left, draped and cuirassed 
(wearing some form of cloth over armor). 

You may note that the flange or outer edges of these coins 
are rough; having what appears to be excess material. This 
is a result of the ancient minting technique and not a 
defect. Unlike modern coinage, ancient coins were rarely, 

if ever, smooth and perfectly round.  

The obverse legend of this coin reads: CONSTANTIVS IVN NOB C 

Again, ‘CONSTANTINVS’ is translated Constantine. ‘IVN’ is an abbreviation of the Latin 
word for junior and appears frequently on coins of Constantine II. IVN was often used to 
differentiate between a father and son who shared the same Praenomen (or first 
name), just as we do today. ‘NOB’ again is an abbreviation for NOBilitas, and ‘C’ is an 
abbreviated form of the title Caesar. So the complete legend would be translated into: 

Constantine Junior Most Noble Caesar 
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On the reverse of this coin, we see the legend: DOMINOR 
NOSTROR CAESS 

Meaning Caesars Our Lords 

‘DOMINOR’ and ‘NOSTROR’ carry the same meaning as 
previously discussed, with the difference that ‘Dominor 
Nostror’ used on this coin is the plural form of Dominus 

Noster (Our Lord). ‘CAES’ is another abbreviated form of Caesar with the extra ‘S’ 
indicating multiple Casers. In this case the other Caesar would have been Crispus. 

Within the wreath is the legend ‘VOT X’. Coins with these kinds of markings are known 
as votive issues. ‘VOT’ is an abbreviated form of Vota, Votis or Votum, these being vows 
made in most cases to the gods, and in private ceremonies. What were known as Public 
Vota also existed, this coin falls within this category. Public Vota, or vows, were normally 
taken for the welfare of the Emperor over a stated period of years, generally 5 or 10. 
The ‘VOT X’ indicates that this coin was likely minted in or after 322 AD, 322 being the 
year in which Constantine II would have passed his 5th anniversary of being awarded 
the title of Caesar. ‘VOT X’ would indicate that a previous vow of 5 years’ service was 
being extended to a total of ten years. Upon first being given the title of Caesar, 
Constantine II would have been expected to complete a VOTA of service to the Emperor 
(fealty to the Emperor if you want), lasting five years. In 322, the initial vow would have 
lapsed and been extended for another five years, hence the legend ‘VOT X’. 

The ‘ST’ at the bottom of the coin (in exergue) refers to the mint and workshop 
responsible for the minting of this coin. ‘T’ refers to the mint at Ticinum (modern day 
Pavia, Italy), and the ‘S’ indicates that the coin was struck in the Secunda Officiana, or 
secondary workshop. The crescent symbol below the legend ‘VOT X’ is a control mark, 
which was used by this mint as a means of quality control. The ‘ST’ mintmark helps to 
place 325 AD as the latest date this coin was likely produced. Early in 326 AD, the mint 
at Ticinum was closed. Taken in conjunction, the specific legend ‘VOT X’ and the mint 
mark ‘ST’ help to narrow the time frame for this coins minting to 322-325 AD, instead of 
the broader date of 316-340 AD as seen with the previous Constantine II coin. 
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The Process 

 

 The restoration and attribution of ancient coinage, in particular Roman era coins, 
is a fairly straight forward, and possibly a time consuming process. To begin, I generally 
gather all of the coins I have obtained and give them a quick visual inspection, coins with 
large portions missing, particularly in areas where identifying inscriptions would be, or 
coins which are obviously pitted due to corrosion are set aside. Next, I attempt to find 
coins which are most likely to be restored to a point where a reasonably accurate 
attribution can be made. After this, I move on to the cleaning/restoration step. 

 In most cases, ancient coins that I obtain start out similar to the 
one pictured to the left (a coin I recently obtained). They will 
have a thin to thick encrustation of dirt covering the entirety of 
the coin. Initially I will take a soft bristled brush of some kind and 
give each coin a quick, light scrubbing in warm water with dish 

soap. This serves to get rid of surface dirt, also, depending on the amount of 
encrustation, some details of the coins inscription; portrait or other details might show 
through while it is wet. From here the coin(s) go into a small container filled about ¼ to 
½ full of either olive oil or mineral oil. I choose to use these to soak my coins in because 
these two oils will not remove the coins patina. Most ancient coins have a patina, which 
is a colored layer (usually green, red, brown, or black) that builds up on the coin over 
the centuries; you want to remove the dirt from the coin but not the patina.  If the 
patina is removed, you decrease the coin's value and risk damaging the coin. I will 
usually let the coin soak for about two weeks, allowing the oil to work at loosening the 
encrusted dirt and other organic materials. The coin then comes out and I go to work 
brushing it, using warm, soapy water. I will also periodically pick at the coin using a 
toothpick, trying to work debris out from between any lettering, etc. The process of 
soaking and brushing can take days, weeks or even months. Over time, details on the 
coin will start to show through like the coin pictured below, which I have been working 
on for a little while. You can see that some of the inscription is starting to show, as well 
as the bust of the Emperor. 

Of course there is always a chance that I can work on a coin for 
months on end, only to find that it is next to impossible (at least for a 
layman like me) to attribute. It may look awesome, but key details, 
namely the part of the inscription showing a name and rank (Caesar, 
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Emperor, etc.), are either missing or illegible.  

Eventually, and with a little bit of luck, the coin will have been restored to a 
condition similar to the two coins I am displaying today. Now the real work starts. 
Attribution is the process by which an ancient coin is fixed (attributed) to a certain time 
period, person or event in history through research into the various symbols, legends, 
mintmarks and portraits depicted on the coin in question. Essentially the practice is the 
same process which antique appraisers use when dealing with furniture, pottery, 
jewelry, etc.  

For me, I usually like to try and identify the individual depicted (the most 
important part) and the mint the coin came from first. This gives me, hopefully, the 
name of the Emperor or Caesar and also helps to set the earliest date a coin could have 
been minted, and maybe narrowing down the latest date. Knowing the mint which 
produced a coin also can help with fixing a time frame for a coins striking. The actual 
location of the mint, doesn’t necessarily mean anything, however knowing WHEN the 
mint was operational can help a lot. If an Emperor/Caesar ruled from say AD 400 to AD 
430 and the mint that struck a particular coin was only operational between 410 and 
425, then that helps to narrow the time frame for dating the coin, which also helps to 
identify the event the coin was struck to commemorate, which in turn can further 
narrow the time frame for the minting of the coin. 

After identifying the individual depicted and the mint which produced the coin, 
everything else that can be identified enhances a coins attribution. Identifying the 
imagery on the back of the coin along with any accompanying inscriptions, as well as 
any other details found on the coin help to place a date for the minting of the coin, as 
well as affix any events that the coin may have been minted to commemorate. 
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