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For the purpose of this article the names gros, grosso, groot, grosh and groschen simply translate as
‘large’, their relationships to other minor denominations varied according to circumstances.
For almost 5 centuries the coinage of Europe consisted of one coin type, the denier, denaro, pfenning
or penny.
The conquest of most of Europe by the Franks under Charlemagne in the late 8th and early 9th century
created an empire from the Elbe in the east to the North Sea in the west and from Saxony in the north
to Spain and central Italy in the south. This enabled the state once again to become the authority in
charge of minting a standardised coinage. This along with his financial reforms, throughout the
Empire, facilitated the administration of taxation. The most popular designs were epigraphic with
various monograms of the ruler’s name or illustrations of a temple or other degenerated images based
on Roman coins.
Needless to say, as the years passed and Europe once again became somewhat fragmented, the
central government lost its absolute control of the coinage and debasement and reductions in weight
occurred. By the middle of the 12th century the coinage was of very poor quality indeed. It consisted
mainly of debased deniers in France and denari in Italy, struck mostly by ecclesiastical mints and
powerful magnates.
At the same time as Charlemagne established his control in Europe, Offa, the King of Mercia, did the
same in England, though on a smaller scale. Offa also reformed the coinage, however, the story in
England was very different. The Crown’s ability to exercise control on the coinage of Anglo-Saxon
England ensured that the penny remained extremely strong, struck from good silver at a standard
weight and with a common design.
In the comparatively simple and unsophisticated economic pattern of the period, the coinage was just
about adequate. With the increasing volume of trade, especially in the Mediterranean, added to that
the promotion and undertaking of the Crusades in the 11th and 12th centuries, trade with a capital ‘T’
became much more important. Demand for the exotic goods increased, the spoils and riches of the
East began to make their way west and trade routes which had not been used, to any great extent,
since Roman times were reopened. Thus the requirement for a more appropriate and larger coin was
established and the large coin, or gros, was minted.
The production of these larger silver coins was also helped by the discovery of large deposits of silver
at several places in Europe, such as Frieberg in Germany, Styria and Carinthia in Austria and later on
silver mines in Sardinia and in Bohemia. This flow of silver tended to move east to pay for imports
from as far away as China and India.
The first Grosso was struck in Milan by the Emperor Henry VI around 1190. It was of fine silver and
valued at 12 denari. This was not a large issue and it was not until 1202 that grossi were minted in
volume in Venice. This was to facilitate the building of a fleet, for a crusading army, which Venice had
agreed to supply. The use of the grosso or ducat made it easier to pay for the material and labour
required. These grossi were valued at between 20 and 26 denari.
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Venice Grosso - Pietro Ziani 1205-29

The design was strongly influenced by the Byzantine coinage of the period and depicted the seated
figure of Christ on the obverse and the figures of the Doge and St. Mark on the reverse. With the
expansion of the Venetian trading empire, this coin became one of the most widely used coins in the
eastern Mediterranean and the Adriatic. Other major Italian cities were quick to follow suit and by the
middle of the 13th century virtually all free cities were minting grosso.

Bologna - Emperor Henry VI Grosso

Ancona - Republic 14th Century Grosso

Florence - Republic Grosso

Milan – Giovanni Maria Visconti, 1402-12

Charles of Anjou, the brother of St. Louis (IX), had been granted the kingdoms of Sicily and Naples by
the Pope and was one of the most powerful men of the era. He minted the saluto d’argento, which
had a scene of the Annunciation on the obverse. Later he struck a coin called the carlino, with the
seated figure of the king on the obverse. This became a most popular design and was issued by his
descendants for some time. It was also widely imitated throughout the Mediterranean.

Naples -Charles of Anjou Saluto d’Argento

Sicily-Robert of Anjou Carlino 1309-43
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Charles was Count of Anjou and Maine; Count of Provence; King of Naples and Sicily; King of Jerusalem
and King of Albania. He also had his sights set on Byzantium. On top of that he went on two crusades
with his brother St. Louis.
By the beginning of the 14th century all major states were minting large ‘gros’ coins, often giving them
their own names, such as the pierreale issued by the Kings of Aragon when they took over Sicily after
the ‘Sicilian Vespers’. When the bells of Palermo rang out for Vespers on 30th March 1282 the
townsfolk rose up and slaughtered the French garrison of Charles of Anjou. The coin has the
Hohenstaufen eagle on the obverse and the arms of Aragon on the reverse.

Sicily - Frederick II Pierreale 1355-77

Sicily - Alfonso V Carlino 1442-58

The carlino remained very popular in the Mediterranean and even into the 15th century they very
much resembled the coin of Charles of Anjou.
To the east the use of the gros was also wide spread and they were minted by the crusaders in the
Levant, Armenia and Cyprus, as well as by the Knights of St. John the Hospitaller on Rhodes. Italian
trading companies such as the Genoese Mahona of Chios, also issued grosso in their colonies. There
were also imitations from Islamic states in Asia Minor.

Tripoli - Bohémond VII Gros 1275-87

Rhodes - Helion de Villeneuve Gros 1319-46

Cyprus - Henry II Gros 1310-24

Cyprus - Peter I Gros 1359-69

In Spain large reales were minted in Castile and Leon and were widely accepted in the western
Mediterranean.
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Castile & Leon- Pedro the Cruel 1350-68

John I 1379-90

The discovery large deposits of silver in Serbia led to the production of grosh of very high quality in
Serbia and Bosnia.

Serbia - Stjepan Uros Grosh 1355-67

Lazar Grosh 1371-89

Further east, with the discovery of silver in Kutna Hora in Bohemia, King Wenceslas was likened to
Croesus and, with an estimated 6600 tons of silver a year being struck, the pragergroschen was one
of the most widely circulating coins in Central and Eastern Europe.

Bohemia - Wenceslas II Prague Groschen 1283-1305

Bulgaria - Ivan & Michael 1331-55

The first gros to be minted north of the Alps was the gros tournois of Louis IX (St.Louis) in 1266.

Louis IX (Saint) Gros Tournois 1226-70

Louis had continued the task of wresting the rights of issuing coins from his feudal vassals, started by
his grandfather Philip Augustus, often by inheritance or by purchase. The circulation of the feudal
coins was restricted to the lands belonging to the issuer. However, the king’s coins were currency
everywhere in the kingdom. The design of this gros was based on the denier tournois - a coin originally
minted by the Abbot of Tours, but taken over in the reign of Philip Augustus as a regal coinage. It had
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a small cross with the king’s name around it and an outer legend on the obverse and the depiction of
the Cathedral of Tours on the reverse. Round the perimeter of the reverse 12 circles enclosing a fleur
de lys indicated the value of 12 deniers or 1 sou. It was struck in Argent le Roi almost fine silver (0.953).
After the death of Louis, Philip IV continued to issue gros of the same type.

Philip IV Gros Tournois ‘O’

Philip IV Gros Tournois ‘0’

The coin became an immediate success and proved popular in all the surrounding countries as well as
in France. It was specially so in the areas of growing commercial activity in the north, such as Flanders,
Hainault and along the Rhine corridor to the west. The coin became so popular that it became the
prototype and was copied or imitated by a large number of mints even after it ceased being minted in
France.
At the beginning of the 14th century, because of difficulties with the relationship between Black
Money, Silver and Gold, few if any grossi were minted in France.
Other grossi were minted in the Imperial cities of the Holy Roman Empire.

Metz - Civic Gros 14th-16th Century

Metz - Bishop Thierry V 1365-84

It was not until the reign of Philip VI (de Valois) that we see its re- introduction. However, with the
start of the Hundred Years’ War difficulties arose and the coinage was blighted by debasement and
devaluation on an on-going basis.

Philip VI Gros a la Couronne
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John II Gros Blanc aux Fleur de Lys

Dauphine Charles V Gros Delphinal

One of the consequences of this turmoil was that Edward III and his son the Black Prince tried to match
the changes in the French coinage. This produced an incredible series of gros minted in France and
Aquitaine. Edward even copied a gros minted by Louis the Count of Flanders - the lion gros.

Aquitaine - Edward III Gros a la Couronne

Bordeaux - Edward III Lion Gros

Aquitaine - Prince Edward ‘The Black Prince’ Gros

As the 14th century progressed, the gros changed from being a high-quality large silver coin to being
more and more debased, the term blanc gros came more into use and eventually large coins of
debased silver took over: geunars, florettes, blanc ecu, weispfenning, blan gros, and plak became the
order of the day.

Flanders - Louis de Male Plak 1346-1384

Philip the Bold D/Groot 1384-1404
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Luxembourg - Wenceslas I Blan Gros 1353-83

Wenceslas II Gans 1383-88

Cologne - Archb. Friedrich Albus Weisspfennig 1371-1414

NB: The coins illustrated above are from various properties. The coin photography is by the author. For questions
and
comments,
please
contact
the
author
via
the
NSI-NB
Editorial
Board
at
https://www.numsocirelandnb.com/contact
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