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Byzantine emperors employed military imagery, such as armour and weapons, in 

their projection of power on coins from 491 until 720 AD, when such types ceased, 

and were not seen again for three centuries, until the reign of Constantine IX (1042 – 

55 AD). This paper examines the military types on the coins of Constantine, and their 

sequence of issue, in the light of primary literary sources and the possible influence 

of events in his reign on the coinage.  

 

Constantine issued one military type in gold, and one in silver. (No specific copper 

coinage is identified with him, as this was the era of the Anonymous Folles, when the 

coins of individual emperors cannot be identified. However the Anonymous Folles 

contain no military types.) The Class IV (concave) nomisma histamenon in gold,1 

features on the obverse Christ Pantocrator, while Constantine appears on the 

reverse, in civilian dress, but holding a sheathed sword. In the field, to right and left, 

are two large stars. The Greek inscription reads: 'Constantine, Emperor of the 

Romans'. Constantine's concave miliaresion in silver has on the obverse the Virgin,2 

orans and nimbate. On the reverse Constantine is shown standing, wearing a crown 

with a cross and pendilia, scale armour and cloak. In his right hand he holds a long 

cross; his left hand holds a sheathed sword. The Greek inscription reads: 'O Lady, 

preserve the pious Monomachos'. The inclusion of  'Monomachos' means that the 

attribution is definite. This image is clearly more powerful than the more restrained 

depiction of the sword on the histamenon. 

 

Constantine's reign was marked by serious internal revolts (especially one led by 

George Maniakes, and one by Leo Tornikios); while externally he had to deal with 

                                                        
1
 Grierson 1973: III 2, 742. 

2
 Grierson 1973: III 2, 745-6. 
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the Rus' of Jaroslav of Kiev; the attacks of the Turks on eastern Anatolia; the 

destruction by the Pechenegs on the Danubian plain and in Thrace; and the advance 

of the Norman forces in Sicily. There are several primary literary sources for the 

reign.3 Michael Psellos (1018 – after 1081) wrote extensively about him in the 

Chronographia, including comments on his character. Michael Attaleiates (c. 

1020/30 – after 1085) provides another account, which tends more to be a record of 

events, with less emphasis on character. The Letters of John Mauropous (c. 1000 – 

after c. 1075/81) provide one particularly valuable insight into Constantine's 

character. Finally, John Skylitzes is believed to have written his Synopsis Historion 

later, probably around 1081 – 1118 AD:  less an original work, more a rewriting of 

others’ work. But even so it provides an overview of the many threats to Constantine: 

it is a narrative of conflict, with some insights into his character. Thus when 

Theophilos Erotikos, commander of Cyprus, revolted in 1043 AD, he was overcome 

by Constantine Chage, the admiral of the fleet, and brought before Constantine 

Monomachos. The latter had him dressed in women's clothing, and paraded in the 

Hippodrome; his goods were confiscated, but he was then released. By contrast, 

when shortly afterwards there was a suggestion that the commander of Mitylene, 

Leo Lampros, was plotting to seize the throne, Skylitzes records that Lampros was 

tortured, blinded, and died.4 There is thus evidence of the paradoxical nature of 

Constantine being apparent early on.  

 

To read Skylitzes is to appreciate the raiding and wars on the frontiers, but also to 

appreciate that Constantine was not necessarily a significant part of these actions. 

Skylitzes notes that at one point the Turkish sultan Tangrolipex was frightened to 

oppose the Byzantines, because of the reputation of former emperors, but also 

implies that Constantine was hardly a similar threat.5 This impression is, however, 

not confirmed by the account in Attaleiates, who initially praises Constantine as a 

warrior who has led an army against the Russians and as one who scorned the 

timidity of his generals.6 A similar theme can be found in Psellos, who compares 

Constantine to Julius Caesar, and Alexander the Great. Psellos concedes that 

                                                        
3
 See bibliography. 

4
 Skylitzes 2010: 404. 

5
 Skylitzes 2010: 420. 

6
 Kazhdan 1984: 32. 
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Constantine was 'their inferior in bravery', but overall was 'a finer man'.7 But this 

again appears to be only part of the whole; again Constantine appears paradoxical, 

for Attaleiates goes on to condemn his love of soft living and avarice, which helped 

enable the Turkish invasions.8 This is reinforced by the description of his court by 

Christopher of Mitylene,9 but Skylitzes goes further and blames the start of the 

decline of the empire on Constantine.10  

 

A consistent theme of Psellos' account is the inconsistency of Constantine, his 

unwillingness to adapt to changing circumstances. Psellos uses the metaphor of 

Constantine's preference for the safe harbour after the storm frequently.11 He refers 

also to the extremes of Constantine's emotions: whilst he was 'completely heart-

broken' at the death of the empress Zoe, the death of his sister Helena left him 

unmoved.12 Such inconsistency was not confined to personal matters, but occurred 

in political ones too. Psellos records that Constantine was abject when he should 

have been arrogant; moody, and inconsistent.13  

 

The repeated references by Psellos to Constantine's inconsistency reinforce the 

paradoxical nature of the latter's actions. It is tempting to see Constantine's 

reintroduction of military types on his coinage as a symptom of this inconsistency, 

indeed of insecurity. But before considering this we need to ask what reliance can be 

placed on Psellos' account. Much scholarship has been devoted to his work recently, 

particularly by Anthony Kaldellis, who stated that the Chronographia is 'a duplicitous 

document of great rhetorical sophistication'.14 Kaldellis has admitted that when he 

wrote his book his 'extreme comments',15 as he calls them, were intended to draw 

attention to the way the text was then read. Kaldellis argued that the Chronographia 

was less a reliable narrative and more a highly sophisticated attempt to re-establish 

the importance of philosophy in Byzantium. Kaldellis saw the incidental information in 

                                                        
7
 Psellus 1966: 241-2. 

8
 Psellus 1966: 247-52. 

9
 Angold 1984: 36. 

10
 Skyltizes 2010: 444. 

11
 Psellus 1966, 190. 

12
 Psellus 1966: 250. 

13
 Psellus 1966: 253, 260. 

14
 Kaldellis 1999: 19. 

15
 Kaldellis 2012: personal communication. 
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the text, especially that backed up by independent sources, as a more reliable 

component.16 Psellos' comments on the character of Constantine IX do in fact 

appear to be confirmed by other sources. Reading Psellos on Constantine IX thus 

requires great care, particularly as his assertions of neutrality may add weight to his 

negative comments.17 But in portraying Constantine, as irrational and unpredictable 

Psellos was not alone, as these features of his character were confirmed by other 

writers. 

 

Letter 26 by Mauropous18 illustrates the paradoxical nature of Constantine's 

character. It begins by emphasising the importance of the eye; proceeds to argue 

that the emperor's subjects are part of his body, as we are part of the body of Christ; 

and that the emperor, as representative of Christ, is not only the eye, but the whole 

head of his body. Constantine is then urged not to exact revenge, but to render a 

service to God by showing mercy and forgiveness to rebels. Mauropous is in fact 

pleading that the rebel Tornikios should not be blinded. This must have entailed 

considerable risk, but surely its significance is that Constantine's character was such 

that Mauropous felt that he could try. Can we imagine a similar appeal by a high 

official to Basil II? But the inconsistency of Constantine's personality then comes into 

play: unlike Theophilos Erotikos, who escaped lightly, Tornikios, according to 

Skylitzes, was blinded.19  

 

Given the upheavals of the reign, it is not surprising that Constantine revived military 

imagery on his coins, although dating these issues requires care. The Class IV 

histamenon is dated to the later part of Constantine's reign20 because it has the 

lowest fineness and greatest concavity of all his histamena; fineness decreased and 

concavity increased throughout his reign. Hendy argued that the stars relate to the 

appearance of the supernova which gave rise to the Crab Nebula in 1054 AD,21 but 

other reasons are possible: 1048 AD was the first year of the indiction and followed 

the victory over Leo Tornikios, while 1052 AD was the tenth anniversary of 

                                                        
16

 Kaldellis 1999: 12-27. 
17

 Kaldellis 1999: 12, 16-17. 
18

 Mauropous 1990: 102. 
19

 Skylitzes 2010: 416. 
20

 Grierson 1973: III 2, 742. 
21

 Grierson 1973: III 2, 734-6. 
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Constantine's accession. It is difficult to date the miliaresion, but it has been 

suggested that it may have been prompted by Tornikios' revolt in 1047 AD.22 

Certainly Psellos wrote that Constantine needed to be convinced of the danger 

around him;23 (given the number of recorded revolts noted above, such danger is 

certainly believable) and states that he warned the emperor: Everyone who goes to 

war carries a shield and sword. A helmet protects the soldier’s head, while a 

breastplate covers the rest of his body.  

 

It has not been pointed out previously that this is highly significant in the context of 

the coinage. Constantine's martial qualities may be debatable, but it is certain that on 

his coinage he symbolically donned armour and carried a sword. For the gold 

coinage it is reasonable to state that this occurred in the later part of the reign. Such 

precision is not possible for the silver coinage, but again the later part of the reign is 

a distinct possibility. 

 

 

 

                                                        
22

 Grierson 1973: III 2, 736. 
23

 Psellus 1966: 225. 
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