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The presentation looked at the history and coinage 

of the Byzantine Empire. The Empire is considered to 

have commenced with the fall of Rome in the West. 

The Eastern part of the Roman Empire, with its 

capital at Constantinople, continued on for almost 

another 1000 years until its final fall to the Ottoman 

Turks in 1453. The flow of events over this period, 

which included expansion, contraction, usurpation, 

civil war etc, was depicted as a series of “high points” 

when the Empire was relatively successful, usually 

under a strong Emperor, with periods of stress and 

decline between. The coinage was also depicted in 

this, necessarily simplified, context. 

From a numismatic point of view, the Byzantine 

Empire can be considered to start with the coinage reform of Anastasius, 491 – 518. The gold Solidus 

and silver Siliquae continued on from the previous coinage but a new series of copper coinage was 

introduced in 498. These were clearly marked with values (letters) and represented a stable currency 

backed up by the State. The denominations are outlined below. Over the following years, however, 

inflation caused the lower value coins to be discontinued as illustrated. 

• Gold Solidus = 12 Silver “Miliaresia” = 24 Silver Siliquae = 180 Folles 

• 1 Follis (M) = 40 Nummia 

• ½ Follis (K) = 20 Nummia 

• ¼ Follis (I) = 10 Nummia 

• 5 Nummia (Greek E); at Thessalonicia 16, 8, 4, 2 Nummia pieces; at Alexandria 33, 12, 6, 3 

were minted 

• The Follis fractions were phased out by inflation; nummus by 550; 5 nummia by 580; 10 by 

about 600; 20 by 750 and the “M” dropped on follis by about 820 

Justinian I, 527 – 565, was one of the great Byzantine Emperors. He set about reconquering the West 

and succeeded in re-taking Africa from the Vandals, Italy from the Ostrogoths and part of South Spain 

from the Visigoths. He also maintained the “status quo” in the East between the Persian Empire (under 

Sassanians) and Byzantium. Justinian is also renowned for his building work, in particular the great 

Byzantine Church of Hagia Sophia, and the Codification of Roman Law, which became the basis of 

modern Civil Law in Europe. 

In subsequent years, however, Syria, Judea and Egypt were lost to Persia; Spain to the Visigoths; and 

Slavs and Avars invaded the Balkans. The Emperor at the time, Phocas, was deposed by Heraclius in 

610. Heraclius proceeded to restore the Empire, recovering Syria and Judea and defeating the Avars. 

The Avars and Persians had besieged Constantinople itself in 626 but were driven back, helped by a 

combination of Constantinople’s mighty walls and the use of “Greek Fire”. Heraclius, 610 – 641, 

reformed the military and administration and introduced a new silver coin; the hexagram. 

Mosaic showing Constantine presenting a 

model of the City of Constantinople and 

Justinian a model of Hagia Sophia to Mary, 

who is holding the baby Jesus. 
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However, towards the end of Heraclius’s reign a new threat materialised – the Muslin Arabs overran 

Persia and took Syria/Palestine in 639, Egypt in 641 and by 711 had advanced into Spain. These events 

marked the end of the Ancient World and the beginning of the Medieval period. 

The Arabs continued to threaten Byzantium, besieging Constantinople in 674 and 717. An independent 

Bulgarian State was established about 680 and would sometimes ally with and sometimes threaten 

Byzantium in future years. During this period the Emperor Justinian II, 685 – 695, introduced coins 

with Christ’s portrait. 

Leo III, 717 – 741, was the next “strong Emperor”. He defeated the Arabs besieging Constantinople 

and, allying with the Bulgars and Georgians, drove them out of most of Asia Minor by 740. He banned 

holy images in worship (iconoclasm) about 726; this ban was finally lifted in 813. He introduced a new 

silver coin, the miliarision. 
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The Bulgars converted to Christianity in 865 but still threatened the Empire, notably besieging 

Constantinople in 923. Russians, based in Kiev, attacked Constantinople from about 860 onwards. 

The Empire was once again restored, this time by Basil II, 976 – 1025. He defeated the Bulgars in a 

series of wars from 990 to 1019, the Russians in 970/971 and penetrated into the Muslin Caliphate 

territory, taking Syria and most of Palestine. He consolidated alliance with Russia with the Baptism of, 

and marriage of his sister Anna, to Vladimir of Kiev in 989. 

 

The next 60 years or so saw the Empire under severe threat. The Seljuq Turks took over the Bagdad 

Caliphate in 1055 and subsequently conquered the highland centre of Asia Minor. The Normans took 

South Italy from the Byzantines and threatened Greece. Another Turkish grouping, (Patzinaks) were 

moving into the North Balkans. The Empire seemed to be on the point of collapse – the coinage was 

debased with the gold content of coins dropping to 25%. 

Alexis I (Comnenus), 1081 – 1118, once again saved the Empire. He defeated a Norman invasion into 

Greece, drove the Patzinaks out of the Balkans and recovered territory in Asia Minor. He also 

introduced a reformed coinage; Gold Hyperpyron; Electrum Aspron Trachy, 1/3rd Hyperpyron; Billon 

Aspron Trachy, 1/48th Hyperpyron; Copper Aspron Trachy, 1/120th Hyperpyron. These coins were 

scyphate in form – perhaps the iconic image we have of Byzantine coinage. The Comneni dynasty 

continued to about 1185 under Alexis’s sons John and Manuel and was the last flowering of the 

Empire. 

  

However, threats continued; relations with the Normans and the newcomer Crusaders were fraught 

at times; rebellion continued in the Balkans; Turks were always a threat in the East; and trading 

concessions were given to Venice and Genoa in return for military help, reducing the revenue stream 

to the Empire. Finally, in 1204, armies of the 4th Crusade broke into Constantinople and sacked it. 
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Latins ruled in Constantinople until 1261. The Byzantines retreated and set up small alternative 

Empires in Nicaea, Thessalonica and Trebizond. 

  

The Empire was restored once again with the capture of Constantinople by the Byzantine Emperor 

Manuel VIII in 1261. It was a greatly reduced Empire with territory concentrated around Greece and 

Western Asia Minor. It went into decline and by the time of its final destruction in 1453 at the hands 

of the Ottoman Turks it had been reduced to the city of Constantinople. The coinage also reflected 

this decline; minting of gold coinage ceased by about 1360; the silver coinage (Stavraton) was no 

longer scyphate and resembled contemporary European medieval coinage.  

 


