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MONICA BALDASSARRI

BETWEEN EARTH AND HEAVEN:
A FIRST ASSESSMENT ON THE COIN FINDS IN

ITALIAN CHURCHES (7th-17th CENTURIES)

1. Some preliminary notes

Extensive works have been already carried out in Italy about coins in the graves
- of both common people and saints - located in or around churches and, more
generally, about the so-called «not-economic uses» of coins in religious contexts of
medieval and early modern age. With different point ofviews and interpretations,
scholars with distinctive approaches and of diverse generations have woven a
dense and lively debate on the subject.1

However, as far as I know, a systematic study of the coins found in Italian
churches, based on a census of actual archaeological data, has not been conducted
yet. Moreover, the intensification of archaeological investigations in medieval and
post-medieval sites in the last thirty years has enabled the acquisition of a wealth
of data about the Italian territory. That is why and how I started this research of
the subject, of which I am presenting here a first assessment.

The space taken into account corresponds to the peninsular and insular Italy,
including Corse and some northern sites in the Alpine region on the actual
border with Switzerland and Austria. The chronological span goes from the 7th to
the end of 17lh century, when important politic changes concerning the churches,
the cemeteries and the ecclesiastical institution occurred.2

As for the sites and types of excavations examined, I included any type of
churches, i.e. parish and monastery churches as well as abbeys, chapels, oratories,
and baptisteries, with all kinds of dedications.

I have taken into account excavations at medium and big scale inside the
buildings (1/2 to 2/3), but I did not exclude archaeological digs of small
extension and occasional/not stratigraphie finds, when relevant to the study. The
census comprised all the data edited until the late fall 2019 that I could find in
the major archaeological and numismatic publications as well as in the volumes

1 About coins in the graves of saints: Saccocci 1999 and Saccocci 2018; Saccocci -
Tomassoni 2017; Travaini 2004, Travaini 2013 and Travaini 2015; about coins in
common burials see Saccocci 1999 and Saccocci 2018; Travaini 2004; Fib 2011-2012;
Degasperi 2013; about the possible use of coins as foundation deposits in the churches
see Travaini 2013, Travaini 2015 and contra Saccocci 2004 and Saccocci 2018; about the
not-economic uses of the coins in the Middle Ages more in general see also Travaini
2009a, Travaini 2009b, Travaini 2018 and Travaini 2020.

2 See Donati 1981; Di Bella 1982; Franceschi 2010; Pennini 2018.
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devoted to related topics, reaching a sample of 335 sites.3 Thanks to the kind
collaboration of colleagues, I was able to recover some information scattered in
local publications and to incorporate also some unpublished data.4

The elements and the archaeological features that I noted, which correspond
to different fields in my database, are:

- the general geography and the region of the sites and finds;
- the site typology and/ or the kind of church, and the dedication/s;
-the chronology of the sites/coin finds, with the distinction, when possible,

between the date of issue and the date of deposition of the coins (if indicated);
-the topography of the finds (zone in the church; more precise ubication in

planimetry and / or through georeferentiation) ;

- the typology of coin finds (singles, hoards) and their size / quantity;
- the stratigraphy and formation processes (if indicated);
- the position in the layers (if indicated);
- the association among coins and with other materials (if indicated);
- the possible container (if present).

Besides those, I obviously registered also the numismatic characteristics of the
specimens, namely the mint, the authority, the date of issue of the coins, the
metal type, the conservation and the secondary marks, if any. Whenever possible,
the previous interpretations have been checked and discussed.

I took into account only the coins found inside the buildings, excluding those
from common burials and analysing instead the numismatic pieces from the

graves of saints, kings and queens or privileged people, usually located in the
apse, in the presbytery or very close to the altar, or in a key position in the crypt.
In fact, I preferred to avoid to examine the evidences related to the other main

3 I consulted the principal journals devoted to medieval archaeology and numismatics
in Italy such as Archeologia Medievale, Post Classical Archaeologies, Rivista
Italiana di Numismatica, Annali dell'Istituto Italiano di Numismatica, Bollettino di
Numismatica, Quaderni di Numismatica e Antichità Classica and the recent Journal
of Archaeological Numismatics and Dialoghi di Numismatica. I took a census also
of the Quaderni or Notiziari of the Regional Soprintendenze (Piemonte, Liguria,
Lombardia, Veneto, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Emilia Romana, Toscana, Abruzzo, Molise,
Puglia, Cagliari e Oristano, Palermo), Fasti online-Foi.d&r and of some other regional
or local series (like Quaderni Friulani di Archeologia, Rassegna di Archeologia,
Layers. Archeologia, territorio, contesti, and so forth). The research was extended
also to international and national congress proceedings such as those of the various
International Congress of Numismatics, the Workhop Internazionale di Numismatica,
the congresses of the Società degli Archeologi Medievisti Italiani and other specific or
local congresses and symposia. The brief indications in the general repertory made by
Arslan 2005 and Arslan 2016, Gianazza 2019, MEC 12 and 14 were also very helpful.
Moreover, I checked also the monographies that I could reach devoted to the full
publication of the excavations conducted in churches and chapels, parish churches,
hospital churches and abbeys/ monastery churches.

4 I would like to thank Antonio Alberti, Federico Barello, Marco Bazzini, Fabrizio
Benente, Maila Chiaravalle, Cristina Cicali, Angelica Degasperi, Luca Parodi, Federico
Pigozzo, Giuseppe Sarcinelli.
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THE COIN FINDS IN ITALIAN CHURCHES (7th-17lh CENTURIES)

topic of coins in the medieval graves of «common people», likely connected also
to different social and cultural dynamics; besides, the most part of these burials
are outside the church and in many cases it's rather difficult to assess if they
were found actually on the body of the dead and furthermore if they were put
intentionally or just left there.

By setting the coordinates of the study as described above, I have already
encountered some issues, both in the quantity and the quality of the edited records.

As already mentioned, the excavations in churches/sites taken into account
have been 335 until now, but almost 25% of them were mentioned in a very brief
and generic way in the preliminary report of the excavation. Thus, this study can
be considered just a preliminary sample, surely ample yet not exhaustive. On the
total of churches I considered, only 61% (204) gave back coin finds and 54%

among them published the coins just with the annotation of the general context,5
namely saying if they were recovered from the inside parts of the churches, only
sometimes distinguishing the nave from the apse and so forth, without any further
kind of information about the archaeological context (detailed topography,
type of stratification, material association, etc.). However, among the 46% (93)
accompanied by complete or almost complete information about the context of
their last use and deposition (Fig. 1-2), there are still very interesting cases that I
will present later, along with some general data and trends that I have been able
to outline.

Finally, another aspect to keep in mind is that the sites for which I could reach
the bibliography and I found positive and more detailed information are mostly

5 On different declinations of the concept of context in relation to coin finds see the
various contributions in Von Kaenel - Kemmers 2009.

churches
WITHOUT coin

^ finds
S \ 39%

Fig. 1 The percentage of churches with coin finds on
the total sample of 335 religious sites considered.
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located in the Northern and Central part of the peninsula: so the sample could
be affected in some way by an uneven level of recording and publishing of the
archaeological evidences in different zones of the country.b

churches + coin
finds WITHOUT

Fig. 2 The percentages of churches with coin finds in context/
published without context on the sample considered.

2. General data and some examples

Before presenting the more detailed data and some interesting or illustrative
cases, I would like to share some general information about the geography, the
chronology and the types of churches in which the coin finds considered here
have surfaced.

Looking at the geographical distribution of the site finds, as I anticipated
before, about 49% are located in the Northern Italian regions, 36% in the
Central ones and only the remaining 15% in the Southern peninsula and the
Major Islands (Fig. 3). These figures can be explained with different causes, going
from current economic factors (i.e. quantity of funding available for extensive
archaeological research unevenly distributed in the country; the same for the
study and publication of the data) to actual cultural reasons (e.g. the greater
importance of classical archaeology in comparison to the development of
medieval archaeology, or researches more projected to study and to intervene on
the buildings than to investigate the soil, or possibly with very small excavations

6 It seems that in the Southern zones of Italy and in the Islands, the excavation in
churches tend to be less extensive, and seldom fully published or reported in detail;
moreover the journals published by the regional Soprintendenze are less prolonged
and continuous in time, often more devoted to the publication of researches in ancient
sites or to pre-medieval artefacts.
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limited to checking the foundations, etc.). But, as we will see, also historical and
past cultural reasons (availability of coins and monetary developments of some
regions during the Middle Ages, masonry and floor type, and so forth) can play
a role in this matter.

Fig. 3 Geographic distribution in percentage of the sample
considered (coin finds in churches).

If we consider the general chronology of the finds, taking in account the issue
date of the coins (Fig. 4)' at first, we can find a substantial increase in quantity
during the 12th century, followed by a slight diminution during the 13th century
and again a major growth in the 14th century. Then, after a reduction in the
number of pieces for the 15th century, we see a sharp drop while proceeding into
the following period, with a significant reduction in the 17th century.

Likely, this picture is not very far from the general trend of coin finds in the
same period, at least until the 15th century: it is clear from a comparison with a

chart about coin finds in the Tyrrhenian region and Liguria I drew already some
years ago (Fig. 6).8 That means, obviously, that the quantity of finds is affected/
connected by the general money supply;9 it is interesting, however, to observe that
in the churches a lesser reduction ofcoin finds in the 13th and in the 15th centuries
seems to occur.

In the graph showing the chronology per number of sites and deposition date
(Fig. 5), the phenomenon is more evident, albeit with a slight increase in the 15th

7 In these graphs I considered those sites for which sufficient information was available
at least on the chronology issue of the coins, some context data and the presumed date
of deposition of the finds.

8 Baldassarri 2017b.
9 See Saccocci 1999.
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Fig. 4 Graph showing the issue chronology of the coins
recovered in the Italian churches (coins in contexts).
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Fig. 5 Graph showing the deposition chronology of the coins recovered in the
Italian churches (number of sites/ contexts in the sample considered).
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century. This can be explained with the different geographical extension: in fact,
a lot of 1400's coin finds are from religious sites located in Piedmont, Lombardy,
Friuli-Venezia Giulia, and the borders areas.

Single finds

Hoards

1200-
1250

1250-
1300

1300-
1350

1350-
1400

Fig. 6 Graph representing issue chronology of coin finds (single and hoards) in medieval
sites of the Northern Tyrrhenian area and Liguria (from Baldassarri 2017b, p. 219).

Instead, if we compare just the two graphs related to the Italian churches, it
appears clear that in the Early Middle ages the finds in each sites are single or
very few as well as the sites number, while in the 12th and 14th century there are
more finds (single or possible little hoards) in each site. In the 15th century there
is a decrease in the quantity of numismatic specimens, combined with a rise in
the number of sites where they were recovered in that time span: this could be
also explained with the presence of coins issued at an earlier date with a later
deposition. This is an aspect verified also for the 13th century for coins issued in
the second half of the previous century, although it is not so evident from this
graph.

Speaking of the typology of sites, no particular prevalence among cathedrals,
abbeys, parish and conventual churches is noted in general, but a greater variety
of coin find types seem more common in churches, sometimes also private, mostly
located in rural or mountain areas. In city cathedrals, abbeys and conventual
churches we have the major presence of saints' graves with coins, though.

The finds types can be grouped following the topography, the deposition type
and the micro-context (and the secondary and tertiary context in the Myrberg -
Kemmers interpretation categories)10 (Fig. 7).

10 Myrberg - Kemmers 2011, pp. 89-95.
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The most quantitatively represented group collects the saints' graves, but also the
privileged tombs are attested: in the first case the grave often collected several
coins, put all together or in different occasions, while in the second one only
single coins were found until the later period (14th-15th centuries), when little
hoards appear in the burial. The coins of this group can be considered the result
of intentional deposition.

hideouts in safe place

saint's graves / reliquaries

privileged graves

fill layers

building layers

floors/ floor prep, (surface)

floors / walls (volume)

found. I consecration dep.

Fig. 7 Typology of coin finds in the Italian churches (coins in contexts).

The same holds for those coins grouped among the foundation/consecration,
re-dedication or votive deposits, which can be located in the foundations cuts or
in front of the main pillars or inside/in front of the altar at the moment of their
construction; in some cases, the coins lied together with other liturgical or more
common materials in little votive pits in a special section of the nave. They usually
count a single coin, but also small parcels formed by 12 (several sites) to 28 (one
site) pennies are not uncommon.

Other coin finds that I think can be evaluated as voluntary are those in the
volume of floor and of walls mortar or plaster, in the possibility they were the
only «exogenous» materials as well as put in such a way that they could not be lost
and/ or recovered. In this instance we speak again of single coins, from a couple
to 20 specimens at most.

Instead, among the coins probably lost, there are those found on the floor
surfaces or in the upper interface of its preparation if it was built in wooden boards.
The same can be said for the coins in the construction and in the fill layers, even if in
these cases a secondary position in the stratification is to be taken in consideration.

Finally, there is a small group represented by late 12th and 13lh century coin
hoards unearthed from the more recent floor, but without other clear information
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about the original stratigraphy, which for the most part have been interpreted
more or less dubiously as temporary hideouts.

To understand better these evidences, I would like to present more in depth the
groups that are more relevant to a discussion about the presence and the use of
coins in Medieval and Early Modern Ages Italian churches.

2.1. Coins in privileged graves, Saints'graves and reliquaries
(7th—early 8"' centuries / late 10"'-17lh centuries)
Coins in privileged graves that are located in crucial position in Italian churches,
mostly mausolea and funerary oratories, are documented during the first part of
the Lombard period and the evidence is represented by one single coin or few
coins per site.

Tomb nr. 10 discovered in St Zenone at Campione d'ltalia (Como), the most
important burial for central location and monumentality placed in the atrium-
chapel of the funerary oratory of the Totoni family, gave back a Lombard silver
coin during its excavations in 1996-1997. In this case, a 1/8 siliqua fraction of
Perctarit (672-688) was in the masonry of the grave case, which for dimensions
was intended for two individuals whose remains laid there: the woman found in
the northern sector, who was wearing a rich brocade robe, and an infant; in the

grave there was also a stone phallic amulet."
A similar use of a Perctarit silver siliqua fraction has been suggested by Caterina

Giostra for another privileged burial unearthed in the chancel of St Michael in
Sallianese church, at Trezzo sull'Adda (Milan). Here, however, the coin was found
in the grave that was already disturbed and partially destroyed in its upper part.12

In regard to this, the same author stressed an important point resulting from
her numerous studies on Lombard tombs: single silver or gold coins located in
the construction of the grave, or on the dead body or sometimes mounted in a

ring have been discovered mostly in graves located in a central position in urban
churches or basilicas, possibly of high status members of the society, close to the
top of the social hierarchy and perhaps engaged in particular civil functions
performed within the city. According to this author, beyond the possible amuletic
or magical value of coins,13 this act was probably intended to emphasize the
proximity of the dead and his/her family to the highest social ranks in the same

way in which gold thin crosses stamped with actual coin or coin punches were
used in funerary contexts of the same period.14

11 Blockeley et al. 2005.
12 Giostra 2012.
13 On the use of coins as amulet and talisman in the Roman period Perassi 2011; about

this value also in the Middle Ages Gilchrist 2008 and Travaini 2009a-b.
14 The accurate currency reproduction on the gold crosses is in relation to the role and

the social position of the recipients: personalities of the high urban aristocracy tied
with royal groups, that earlier than others required a burial in churches, and in the
more prestigious ones: see Giostra 2007, p. 326; Perassi 2014.
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The latter type of gold crosses could be used also in a more generic religious
context, like maybe the three gold tremisses found in the St Luxorius crypt in
Fordongianus (Oristano): two of them were directly cut out in the shape of a cross
from a coin stamp, while a third was an actual coin; they all had a single hole for
suspension by the obverse side and were issued by King Liutprand (712-722).15
This religious building, whose current forms date back to the beginning of the
12th century, stands above a hypogeum crypt that, according to the Passio Sancti

Luxurii, welcomed the body of the decapitated martyr in the Diocletian period. The
artefacts were recovered in the corridor of the crypt, underneath the mosaic that
covered drainpipe water, documenting the fréquentation of the martyrial sanctuary
still in the 8th century. They were found probably in secondary deposition, though.

While I found no trace of such an use of coins in the Carolingian period, single
coins or very small hoards recovered from privileged graves in the crypt or in the
chancel area are known again in contexts from the late 10th /early 11th century
onwards, with an increase only from the 14th century onwards.

A parcel of small coins was also retrieved from the grave of Lombard Queen
Teodolinda in the Cathedral of Monza, albeit the issues were not from her period
of reign but much later. There were in fact 17 different pennies (denari) of Parma,
Milan and other various Lombard mints dating back to a period spanning from
the late 12th to the beginning of 14th century. It has been assumed that these
coins were inserted at the time of the translation from the original location to
the sarcophagus in the transept of the cathedral and its last inspection before
the 20th century (1941), which took place in 1308.16 In the tomb were also found
a spearhead, small gold nails, fragments of gold decorations and lamellar gold
threads from decomposed fabrics, all dated back to the first deposition of the
body in the Lombard period.

We have to remember, however, that Teodolinda was regarded as a sort of saint
(a beata, blessed), and that similar evidences and analogous explanations have
been offered also for many cases concerning coins found in the tombs of saints.17

The phenomenon of the coins in a saint's grave or in a reliquary is registered
in the 5th/6th century, with a following hiatus and again a revival in the late 10th

century through all the Modern Era. The position of the grave or of the reliquary
usually is in a relevant zone of the church, like the altar, the chancel, the apse or
a chapel nearby, or in the crypt.

There are cases represented by coin hoards of different sizes (from five to
hundreds of pieces), but also with a single coin, sometimes of relatively high value
for the period (St Christina of Bolsena and St Bartholomew at Benevento)18 or
single multiple coins, from few specimens up to around two thousands (i.e. St
Catervius's grave, Tolentino, not far from Macerata; the altars in the Confessione of
SS Peter and Paul in Vatican, Rome) ,19

15 Giostra 2010; Perassi 2014.
16 Arslan 1989; Saccocci 1999; Travaini 2004.
17 Arslan 1989; Saccocci 1999; Travaini 2004.
18 Puri 2016; Travaini 2004.
19 Alteri 1996; Saccocci 1999; Travaini 2004.
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The coins were usually deposited without a container, with a possible contact with
the body remains,20 but some exceptions are known, like the case of St Regolo in
Lucca where the pennies were grouped in a small metal cylinder;21 sometimes,
the coins were found in the grave with other precious or religious objects {i.e. St

Geminiano, Modena).22
In some instances, it has been possible to connect the coins to the date of the

translations and inspections that were often carried out from the 10th century
onwards (SS Christina, Regolo, Geminiano). The burial of St Luke preserved
in the Abbey of St Giustina in Padua is of particular relevance. Here one older
glass jar contained one grossone da 8 soldi issued by the Venetian mint for Doge
Francesco Foscari since 1429, but engraved with the date 1463, corresponding to a

known survey of the saint's grave. In another later glass albarello there were 11 coins

among which two Roman late imperial bronze issues, a votive medal engraved in
1562 and a parchment bearing the same date, coinciding with another inspection.
At the same time probably dates back a Venetian 6 soldi coin issued in 1560 for
Doge Antonio Priuli and contained in a ceramic albarelloP

This kind of deposition has been well studied by Italian scholars, although with
different approaches and interpretations: some, like Lucia Travaini, explained
them as «memory» token - either personal or for remembering the chronology
of the survey event - with a possible choice of pieces among those in circulation;
some others, like Andrea Saccocci, viewed them as votive donation or ex voto,

picked directly from the bulk gifted to the relics at the time, or collected through
tithing, without a selection, with few exception in later medieval/early modern
times, like St. Luke's grave.24

In other cases it appears more likely that the coins were introduced in the
grave as offerings either in some particular moments or in more continuous way
through an opening into the grave (St Catervius, SS Peter and Paul in Vatican and
St Amico of Avellana, Isernia). The number of coins found inside these burials is
much higher and there are many foreign coins, probably brought and introduced
into the tomb by pilgrims.

An uncommon and debated example is the burial of St Zita in Lucca, where
the mummified body of the saint is preserved. Zita died in 1285 and received the
canonization much later, in 1695. However, the studies conducted on her mummy

20 In some cases the contact with the body is clearly stated by the documentation of the
survey. See St Julian's grave in Rimini, during whose inspection in 1584 was found
«una moneta d'argento piccola» on the body, exactly in the position «tra la codiga e I'osso»:

Gerola 1911, p. 107 e nt. 4. However, in the same occasion a lot of other coins were
found inside the wooden coffin where the saint's body was contained, while other coins
were outside of it, in the outer Roman stone ark where the coffin was preserved, but
they were mixed and put all together in a box, without a precise documentation. Only
the later insertion of 17th century Bologna coins between the ark and its lid is precisely
recorded as well as a 15lh century Aragonese specimens found stuck in there in 1584,
see Gerola 1911, p. 107, n. 4, p. 115 and p. 120 nt. 1.

21 Macripô 1995.
22 Saccocci 1999; Missere Fontana - Travaini 2005.
23 Gorini 2003; Zampieri 2003, pp. 319-322.
24 Saccocci 1999; Saccocci 2018; Saccocci - Tomassoni 2017; Travaini 2004, Travaini 2015.
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