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Reviewer 1 
“The Late Roman and Early Byzantine Solidi of the Stiernstedt Ancient Coin Collection”   
 
It is with pleasure that I can recommend this article for publishing.  
In 1891 a great collection with 2,467 ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine coins was donated by 
Swante Magnus Swenson to the State of Texas. The collection had been brought together by 
August Stiernstedt and was acquired after his death by Swenson. It is now kept in the University 
of Texas at Austin. 
The author has examined 33 late Roman solidi in this collection  
The rationale behind this research has been the wish to “recontextualize the solidi by comparing 
them to recorded hoards from Scandinavia and the European Continent as well as 
unprovenanced solidi in Swedish and European collections”. 
Through careful examination of the coins, the die-links and physical characteristics (wear, 
piercing, clipping etc) and hoard compositions the author can with great probability show that 
the solidi in Stiernstedt’s collection are not stray coins but belong to a Scandinavian context.  
 
The article is based on first-hand studies and deep knowledge of solidi from both Swedish and 
foreign hoards and collections combined with profound knowledge of both earlier and modern 
literature. 
The result is a very informative, clearly documented and argued report. The author’s work has 
produced new information, not only on the individual coins but also on their importance for 
understanding how the coins interact in hoards. Good photographs, Excel tables support the 
discussion and conclusions. 
 



My comments on the text are very few (see Kommentarer).  
Stiernstedt was one of the founders, even if probably the most active, of the Svenska 
Numismatiska Föreningen 1873. 
 
 

Reviewer 2 
Peer review of The Late Roman and Early Byzantine Solidi of the Stiernstedt Ancient Coin 
Collection 
September 18, 2020 
 
This paper is longer (21000 words) than the policy of the journal allows (max 12000 words) (but 
a large part of it is the catalogue, which is absolutely necessary). The structure is clear, except for 
the lack of a conclusion/summary of the findings. 
This paper deals with the topic of “recontextualizing” “decontextualized” coins, i.e. essays to 
reconstruct lost find provenances of unprovenanced coins in collections. This is done in a more 
systematic way and with a broader approach than is usually seen. In this respect, the paper is 
novel/original, and I highly recommend its publication. In addition, the illustrated catalogue that 
forms a major part of the paper is in its own right valuable as it puts important new material at 
disposal for numismatists and archaeologists. 
The paper however suffers from one serious flaw, that has to be addressed before its publication. 
The author is very severe in his judgement of Stiernstedt’s actions in collecting coins from finds 
and thus “decontextualizing” them. Even though the author himself quote several other 
examples of members of the 19th century numismatic milieu doing the same, he fails to 
acknowledge that the mentality was different at that time than today – and that is true of both 
scholars and collectors. Thus he anachronistically judges the actions of the involved persons by 
today’s standards. The key point is, that 19th century numismatics was more about coins than 
about finds. The aim of both private collectors and public museum was to constitute a 
systematic collection of types and varieties. Trading off duplicates by sale or exchange was the 
normal practice even of public collections well into the 20th century. In this context, 
“decontextualizing” happened all the time and was not considered a problem. In Scandinavia 
with its strong antiquarian tradition, not reporting a coin find was illegal and would have been 
unacceptable even then, but in many other parts of the world, it was fully legal at that time and 
an accepted part of the way of functioning of the collector community. And even in Scandinavia, 
acquiring a coin that the museum did not want for its collection after (more or less precise) 
recording was no crime. We today of course highly regret that so many coins lost their find 
provenance, but we have to accept that former practices were different from today’s ideals. 
In addition to this general consideration, and as a consequence of it, the author’s hypothetical 
allegations that Stiernstedt may have outright stolen coins seem off the limit. Stiernstedt could 
easily acquire coins legally (coins not claimed by the museum, traded off duplicates etc.), so if we 
do not have proofs of theft, there is no reason to assume it, even if, of course, it cannot be fully 
excluded. We may also to day consider, as does the author, that museum staff collecting 
themselves causes ethical problems, but in the 19th century, it was a generally accepted feature. 
Then some minor remarks: 
Maybe the term “decontextualize” should be explained? 
Sometimes the term “recorded” seems to be used for “preserved”. A reported coin may be 
recorded, but not preserved any longer. 
In the chapter “Stiernstedt and his Coin Collections – A Short Biography”, concerning 
Stiernstedt’s possible connections with other scholars: has the author checked the numerous 
published letters by 19th century numismatists, e.g. Thomsen, in order to see whether S. is 



mentioned? “Republic of Texas” should be explained for non-US readers, e.g. by using the term 
“the then independent Republic of Texas” 
Chapter “Mutilations”. Maybe the absence of mutilated coins in the Mediterranean area should 
be interpreted as the mutilation being made e.g. in Scandinavia? 
In the chapter “Wear” and at several instances in the catalogue, it is stated that some of the coins 
still carry soil or clay. Maybe underline that it is fortunate, that they were not cleaned, which 
would have removed these important traces? And maybe mention the possibility of making 
analyses of the soil in order to try to determine its geographical origin (of course these analyses 
cannot be conducted within the framework of the project, but the scope for further research 
should be mentioned) 
Chapter “Forgeries”, explain why 2400-2288 couldn’t be an old forgery? Subærar/gilded copper 
coins from the Antiquity exist. 
Chapter “Die-links”. (1) maybe explain die studies to non-numismatists (2) explain why die-links 
show connection between coins from remote finds. Coins were meant for circulation, so they 
would go from hand to hand and in the end two die-linked coins could end up by persons that 
had nothing to do with each other. So argue more for the idea of connection. (3) Also comment 
that the proportion of die-linked coins usually increases as the size of the sample increases. 
Chapter “Comparative material”, statements about circulation in Italy and Western Europe lack 
references. 
Catalogue 2400-2211 argue why it is an imitation, as Fagerlie and Grierson consider it official. 
Catalogue 2400-2262 RIX correct to RIC X and 10 finds mentioned, but 4+4+3=11 
Table 3: add references for the quoted hoards. 
 
  



Author’s comments 
I am very grateful for the valuable comments from the two peer-reviewers. I have sought to 
follow their advice as far as possible, implementing their suggestions wherever appropriate, not 
least in the section on the background of Stiernstedt, which I have renamed “Coins, not Finds” 
after an important remark by Peer-Reviewer no. 2, but also in the new conclusion. It is absolutely 
correct that the scattered discussion of possible soil sampling is incomplete. Mea culpa. Not 
being a geologist, I should have checked with an archeo-lab. I have added a section “Traces of 
Soil” to address this matter. Below are two small objections to the helpful remarks and some 
replies in regard to a series of minor queries by Peer-Reviewer no. 2. 

First, the argument that Stiernstedt should be excused for having collected coins 
the way he did because other nineteenth century people did so outside Scandinavia is not 
without its problems. To the best of my knowledge, Stiernstedt was never a museum employee. 
His first real profession was that of a government attorney, his job was to tell right from wrong 
in the service of the Swedish judiciary. His passion was to collect coins by any means necessary. 
He died a royal state herald with an immense private coin collection. The legal profession and a 
passion for numismatics are two different matters and should not be confused. Is it possible to 
offer a retrospective general pardon simply because misdeeds were commonplace elsewhere in 
the 19th century? Already Stiernstedt’s contemporary Carl Snoilsky, the secretary of the Swedish 
Numismatic Society was severe in his critique, but most recently a very important senior 
authority, Lagerqvist (2009) has showed that Stiernstedt was a nineteenth century private coin 
collector first and foremost and that the role of the law-abiding state attorney came a very distant 
second to him. Still, I have sought to reformulate the text as much as possible according to the 
wishes of Peer-Reviewer no. 2. 

Second, Peer-Reviewer no. 2 offers a suggestion that mutilations of solidi took 
place in Scandinavia rather than inside the Late Roman Empire, as already suggested by Fagerlie 
(1967). Today, this cannot be a correct general assumption given the current evidence. The 
terminus post quem of the San Mamiliano hoard is 477, a solidus for Ariadne from the earliest 
phase of Zeno’s second reign (Arslan 2015). But the youngest pierced coin in the hoard was 
issued in Constantinople for Basiliscus in 475-476. For this to be a Scandinavian piercing, the 
coin would first have to travel up to Scandinavia from Constantinople, get pierced, and then 
brought down to Italy to be buried with 497 other solidi, just in time for the Ariadne solidus to 
count as the final coin. This is an extremely unlikely scenario. Rather, the more I look at the 
Mediterranean material, the more mutilations are discovered, the latest finds being in the 
Zeccone and Reggio-Emilia hoards. This, however, does not prevent an interpretation that 
Scandinavians could pierce the solidi while in Italy although this seems an equally unrealistic 
explanation for the mutilation phenomenon as a whole.  

In regard to the forgery, this simply had to wait. The idea is to make a larger study 
of all forgeries in the Stiernstedt Ancient Coin Collection. Finally, an important question from 
Peer-Reviewer no. 2 is as to whether I had time to look at the published correspondence of 
Thomsen. The unfortunate answer is no. This was simply beyond the scope of this paper. It is 
my sincere hope to be able to return to the collection as soon as possible and work especially on 
the late 4th century siliqua material where the Danish connection to Gudme becomes all the more 
pertinent. As far as Table 3 is concerned, there are references in the third column to the 
respective hoard numbers in Fagerlie (1967), as most of these reported but lost finds do not have 
any other catalogue or inventory numbers.  
 
 


	Reviewer 1

