Advanced Swords & Sorcery
Ancient and Medieval Coins
The various iterations of Dungeons & Dragons have used somewhat different value ratios between precious
metals; Castles & Crusades followed the 1:10:100 ratio that has predominated now for about twenty or
thirty years. However, the Castle Zagyg campaign setting sought to buck this trend.
OD&D (1974): 1 Gold Coin = 10 Silver Coins = 50 Copper Coins
AD&D (1979): 1 Gold Coin = 20 Silver Coins = 200 Copper Coins
BD&D (1981): 1 Gold Coin = 10 Silver Coins = 100 Copper Coins
AD&D (1989): 1 Gold Coin = 10 Silver Coins = 100 Copper Coins
C&C (2004): 1 Gold Coin = 10 Silver Coins = 100 Copper Coins
CZ:Y (2005): 1 Gold Coin = 50 Silver Coins = 500 Copper Coins
From OD&D (1974) through to AD&D (1989) platinum had a value five times that of gold and electrum a
value half of that of gold, though there was an option in OD&D to have electrum be valued at twice that of
gold, which is strange since it is an alloy of gold and silver. In C&C platinum has a value ten times that of
gold, establishing a 1:10:100:1,000 ratio between the metals, and electrum is left out of the equation. With
regard to weight, each edition measured encumbrance in coins up until second edition, and it is strongly
implied that one coin is equivalent to one-tenth of a pound. The exception to this is armour in first edition
Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, which appears to be stated in pounds. A selection of relative values may be
of interest here:
System
Coin Helmet Mail Armour Shield Sword Dagger
OD&D (1974) 1
50
500
150
50
20
AD&D (1979) 1
45
30#
10#
60
10
BD&D (1982) 1
??
400
100
60
10
AD&D (1989) 1/50 lb 5 lbs
40 lbs
10-15 lbs 4 lbs 1 lb
C&C (2004) 1/16 lb 4 lbs
35 lbs
10 lbs 4 lbs 1 lb
CZ:Y (2005) 1/16 lb
–
–
–
–
–
The weights and measures of the ancient and medieval west are nominally based on either the barley corn or
the wheat corn, of which the former is supposedly three quarters of the weight of the latter. In practice there
seems to have been a great deal of variation with regards to their implementation. Nonetheless, theoretical
standards exist and can be referenced here using barley grains:
Trojan Pound (12 ounces) = 5760 grains, Trojan Ounce = 480 grains
Attic Mina (100 drachmae) = 7,200 grains, Attic Drachmae = 72 grains
Roman Pound (12 ounces) = 5,400 grains, Roman Ounce = 450 grains
Tower Pound (12 ounces) = 5400 grains, Tower Ounce = 450 grains
Tower Pound (15 ounces) = 6750 grains, Tower Ounce = 450 grains
London Pound (15 ounces) = 7200 grains, London Ounce = 480 grains
Merchant Pound (16 ounces) = 7200 grains, Merchant Ounce = 450 grains
German Mark (8 ounces) = 3840 grains, German Ounce = 480 grains
Cologne Mark (8 ounces) = 3600 grains, Cologne Ounce = 450 grains
Merchant Pound (16 ounces) = 7680 grains, Merchant Ounce = 480 grains (Henry VII)
Modern Pound (16 ounces) = 7000 grains, Modern Once = 437.5 grains
The corollary to this is that the ancient Romans and Greeks appear to have been using a slightly lighter
barley grain than their medieval successors, and so seem to have been about five percent lighter than the
above implies. Any errors in the above (or below) are, of course, my own.

Apart from the variability in coin weights due to political factors, there is also the issue of wear to consider,
meaning that many recovered coins are considerably lighter than when first issued. One of the earliest
weight measures and subsequent coinages was the shekel, which was possibly a weight of barley. Using the
modern grain it seems to have varied between around 150 and 300 grains, but initially was perhaps 180
grains. However, the earliest coinage appears to have been minted in Lydia of electrum, the largest extant
coins being referred to as trites or one-third staters. That would be equivalent to around seventy-five
medieval grains or about seventy-two ancient grains, but this example was likely heavier when newly
minted.

Uncertain King of Lydia, early 6th century BC: Trite (4.71 grams).

The Achaemenid Empire (520-330 BC) continued the apparent innovation of the Lydians and issued its own
coins, such as the Daric and the siglos. The former was a gold coin, supposedly based on the Babylonian
shekel of 8.33 grams, whilst the latter was a silver coin of around 5.4-5.6 grams. Both were initially of very
high purity, somewhere in the region of ninety-eight percent, and one Daric was worth twenty siglos,
putting the value of gold to silver at around 1:12 or 1:13.

Persian Achaemenid, 5th century BC: Daric (8.31 grams).

Persian Achaemenid, 5th century BC: Siglos (5.48 grams).

As can be seen, these coins were thick and very small, about half to three-fifths of an inch in diameter, or so
I am given to understand. There were apparently also issued “double Darics” by the Satrap Mazaios, after
the conquest of the empire by Alexander the Great. A siglos is thought to have been valued at 7.5 Attic
oboloi and a Daric at 25 Attic drachmae (150 oboloi), which again suggests an exchange rate of gold to
silver of around 1:13.
The standard Attic Greek coins seem to have been the drachma and the obol, and multiples thereof; an obol
was a sixth of a drachma at around 0.73 grams (12 grains), making the drachma about 4.40 grams (72
grains). Double and triple weight oboloi are known, as well as double and quadruple weight drachmae, not
forgetting the dekadrachm, which weighs nearly a tenth of a modern pound at about 43.8 grams.

Attica, Athens, c. 465-454 BC: Obol (0.69 g).
Attica, Athens, c. 467-465 BC: Drachm (4.30 grams).

Attica, Athens, c. 475-465 BC: Didrachm, (8.60 grams).

Attica, Athens, c. 455-449 BC: Tetradrachm (17.11 grams).

Attica, Athens, c. 469-460 BC: Dekadrachm (42.52 grams) (silver).

These Athenian examples were selected because they belong to the same period, but the basic units did not
change overmuch in the following centuries; the drachm became slightly lighter and perhaps less fine, as is
often the case, and the stamps also became noticeably more detailed. A gold drachm was sometimes struck
alongside the silver issue, such as at Syracuse. This gold coin is sometimes referred to as a dekadrachm,
echoing the approximate 10:1 value of silver to gold.

Sicily, Syracuse, c. 317/316 BC: Drachm (4.12 grams).

Sicily, Syracuse, c. 317-310 BC: Dekadrachm (4.29 grams).

Alongside the drachm a second sort of coin circulated in Greece, known as the stater. It seems to have been
applied to two coin sizes, one equivalent to the tetradrachm and another equivalent to the didrachm. There
was also a gold stater, which was nominally about 8.60 grams and so conveniently similar to the gold Daric
and twice the weight of the gold drachm.

Philip II of Macedon, c. 321 BC: Stater (8.58 grams).

Alexander the Great, c. 330-320: Stater (8.56 grams).

Of course, the stater could potentially come in multiples of itself, just like the drachm, though this seems to
have been less commonly the case. Perhaps the most famous is the massive twenty-stater coin originally
found in Bukhara, and later acquired by Napoleon III, which is thought to be the largest gold coin extant
from the ancient world at 58 millimetres in diameter.

Eucratides I, c. 171-145 BC: 20-Stater (169.2 grams).

It would be difficult to escape the conclusion that the Roman gold aureus and silver denarius were not
originally modelled on the gold stater and silver drachm. The aureus originally weighed one-fortieth of a
Roman pound (8 grams) and was lightened to one-forty-fifth (7.3 grams) in the reign of Nero and then onefiftieth (6.5 grams) by the beginning of the third century. By comparison, the denarius was originally struck
at seventy-two to the Roman pound (4.5 grams), but was soon being struck at eighty-four to the pound (3.9
grams). It was lightened again in the reign of Nero ninety-six to the pound (3.4 grams) and by the end of the
third century was about 3 grams. Unlike the aureus, however, the denarius was extremely debased by that
point, and contained virtually no silver.

Gaius Julius Caesar , c. 46 BC: Aureus (8.02 grams)

L. Munatius Plancus, c. 46-45 BC: Aureus (7.77 grams)

Gaius Julius Caesar , c. 49 BC: Denarius (3.70 grams)

Gaius Julius Caesar , c. 48 BC: Denarius (3.96 grams)

During the late republic and early principate one aureus was worth twenty-five denarii, the latter of which
appear to have been kept at half the weight of the former, again suggesting a gold to silver exchange rate of
around 1:12 before purity is taken into account. The drachm and tetradrachm seem to have kept pace with
the falling weight of the denarius, so that the shekels (or half-shekels) minted during the Jewish War and
Bar Kochba Revolt were in weight roughly equivalent to a tetradrachm, and seem to have compared well
with the higher purity of the Tyrian Shekel.

First Jewish War, c. 66-70 AD: Shekel (13.19 grams).

Bar Kochba Revolt, c. 132-135 AD: Shekel (14.07 grams).

Following on from a failed attempt of Diocletian to introduce a new gold coin, Constantine I successfully
replaced the aureus with the solidus, which was initially coined at sixty to the Roman pound (5.30 grams)
and worth one-thousand debased denarii. Shortly afterwards it was recoined at seventy-two to the pound
(4.50 grams), and remained roughly that weight and purity until the tenth century as the standard gold coin
of the empire.

Constantine I, c. 311-313 AD: Aureus (5.43 grams).

Justinian I, c. 542-565 AD: Solidus (4.42 grams).

Constantius II, c. 347-355 AD: Solidus (4.54 grams).

Basilius II, c. 1005-1025 AD : Solidus (4.39 grams).

Concurrently and alongside the solidus there was also issued a one-third weight gold coin known as the
tremissis, which was commonly imitated in the post-Roman western successor states; it seems to have been
one of their chief forms of coinage prior to the mid to late seventh century shift to a silver currency and the
standardisation reforms of Charlemagne in the late eighth century.

Arcadius, c. 402 AD: Tremissis (1.49 grams).

Justinian I, c. 542-565 AD: Tremissis (1.49 grams) (gold).

Merovingian France, Sigebert III, c. 634-656 AD (1.31
grams).

Visigothic Spain, Ervicius, c. 680-687 AD (1.52 grams).

The advent of Islam and subsequent Muslim conquest of Roman and other territories resulted in the rise to
prominence of the another coinage, the gold dinar (4.25 grams) and silver dirham (2.97 grams). These were
based on the mithqal of seventy-two grains and had a relationship of 7:10 in weight. In practice, the dirham
seems to have been somewhat lighter and the relationship was approaching 2:3.

Umayyad, c. 718 AD: Dirham (2.81 grams).

Al Rashid, c. 805 AD: Dinar (4.13 grams).

Apparently, the introduction of the dinar and the mithqal as a unit of weight used for trade also inspired the
appearance in the west of the mancus, a gold coin somewhat lighter than the solidus, more similar in weight
to the dinar and of variable fineness (the example shown below is somewhat more than eighty-five percent
gold, as compared to the very high purity of the solidus). As a unit of account the mancus had a value of
thirty pence, which was also known as the Bavarian “long shilling”.

England, Coenwulf, c. 805-810 AD: Mancus (4.33 grams).

Whilst the silver sceat (c. 1.2 grams) circulated in England as an effective penny for about a hundred years
before the reforms of Charlemagne, the standard ratio of 1:12:240 was set during his reign and taken up by
Offa, effectively redefining the tressimis, or something close to it, as the solidus or sous of account, known
in England as the shilling. As Philip Grierson and Mark Blackburn note in their book Medieval European
Coinage: The Early Middle Ages (5th-10th centuries) with regard to the practice of striking gold coins from
dies usually employed for silver pennies “…since the relationship of gold to silver was in the region of 1:10
or 1:12 a gold coin only a little heavier than a normal penny would have formed the convenient multiple of a
shilling” (p. 327).

England, London c. 710-720: Sceat (1.2? Grams).

France, Louis IV, c. 936-954 AD: Denier (1.40 grams).

France, Charlemagne, c. 793-812 AD: Denier (1.19 grams).

England, Richard I. c. 1196-1199: Penny (1.46 grams)

Numerous coinages were issued alongside these, both foreign and domestic, and though the English penny
stayed relatively fine and at the full weight well into the fourteenth century, the French denier succumbed
very much earlier to inflation and rampant debasement. There were also two standards of French pound, the
livre parisis and the livre tournois, with the latter being worth four-fifths of the former. Although there were
imitative gold coinages, particularly in the crusader states, the first successful reintroduction of a European
gold coin standard came on the heels of the fourth crusade and the effective end of the Byzantine Empire in
1252 in the form of the florin. It was fifty-four grains (3.5 grams), and originally worth two-hundred and
forty locally debased denarii, successfully remaining at much the same level of fineness for the remainder of
the medieval period.

Italy, Florence, c. 1347 AD: Florin (3.49 grams).

Predictably, there were attempts by individual sovereigns to produce their own gold currency to compete
with the florin. In England one of the earliest known was the elusive gold penny of Henry III, which was
around forty-eight grains and valued at first at twenty and later at twenty-four pennies. It was unsuccessful,
being struck during a time of economic and political upheaval that made it unpopular enough that the
citizens of London petitioned against it. Edward III followed up on these efforts in the fourteenth with the
double leopard, which was weighted so as to be 108 grains, or two florins, and valued at six shillings. By
this time the weight of the English silver penny had fallen to about 18 or 20 grains, making for a gold to
silver ratio of maybe 12:1, but the issue was again unsuccessful because the value of its gold content had
been overestimated. The coinage was recalled and reissued as the noble, which was initially the same weight
as two and one half florins (135 grains) and valued at six and a two-third shillings (80 pennies). During the
course of his reign it was successively lowered to 127 and then 120 grains, but retained its value in pennies
and shillings, which itself had fallen to three-quarters its nominal value. The newly introduced silver groat,
or four-pence, reflected this, being only 72 grains by the same time.

England, Edward III, c. 1351-1352: Groat (4.65 grams)

England, Edward III, c. 1361-69: Half-Noble (3.78 grams).

England, Edward III, c. (1369-77: Noble (7.71 grams).

The weight of the noble fell again to around 108 grains in the following century, whilst the silver penny fell
in weight faster so that by the end of the fifteenth century a groat was only 48 grains. In response, the noble
was raised again to 120 grains and revalued at ten shillings (120 pennies), restoring the gold to silver ratio to
1:12 before taking account of fineness. Shortly afterwards the gold sovereign was introduced, which had an
initial weight of 240 grains and was worth the full twenty shillings of an English silver pound (240 pennies
or 2,880 grains). A double sovereign was minted for Henry VII, and in 1884 Robert Lloyd Kenyon noted in
his book The Gold Coins of England that a specimen of 788.8 grains was in the possession of the British
Museum, dating from the reign of Henry VIII. Certainly, very large silver coins were beginning to appear in
Germany, such as the silver guldengroschen, which was literally ten times the weight of a goldgulden, and
thus equal in value.

Austria, Archduke Sigismund, c. 1486: Guldengroschen (31.43 grams).

