
A ROMAN COIN FROM THORNBOROUGH  
IN NORTH BUCKS 

 
 

Susan Sorek has provided BAS Newsletter with this image of a Roman coin found 
near Thornborough in North Buckinghamshire.  The obverse bears the head of the 
Emperor Magnentius who reigned  350-353.  The reverse is decorated with a 
christogram, a symbol made up of the superimposed images of the Greek letters chi 
and rho which spell out the initial consonant sounds of the name Christ.   

All this confirms that these coins were circulating in this area of North Bucks in 
the fourth century, during that period following the rule of the Emperor Constantine, 
when Christianity had become the favoured religion of the Roman elite. 

The western edge of Thornborough parish, and the adjacent area of Bourton 
Grounds on the far side of the river, were the location in Roman times of a ritual and 
religious complex .  Dominating the landscape are the two 5-metre-high barrows.  
One of these was long ago plundered of its contents, but an excavation in the 1830s 
yielded evidence that suggests these mounds must have originally been the burial 
sites of members of the local Romano-British nobility.   

It is not unlikely that members of this same nobility were founders of the 
nearby temple that was excavated in1961.  The building appears to have dated from 
around 265, but possibly was built over an earlier less substantial ritual centre.  
There is a sequence of 315 coins recovered during the excavation, starting with 
coins minted under Trajan, 98-117, and ending with Arcadius, 395-408; three coins 
of the reign of Magnentius similar to the one pictured above were found, each 
decorated with the christogram.   

These coins probably were offerings made in the temple to some pagan Celtic 
deity, male or female, perhaps the genius loci of the river that flows past whose 
identity is not known.  The Magnentius coin, decorated with the chi rho symbol and 
dating from the mid fourth century, is a reminder that Christianity since the rule of the 
Emperor Constantine, 306-337, was favoured and promoted above pagan faiths by 
the elite of the late Roman Empire.   

Quite likely pagan rituals continued to be celebrated in the temple in 
Magnentius’ time, but we might guess that Christianity had the partial allegiance of 
an increasing proportion of the local population, more particularly of the local nobility, 
and that perhaps the worship of Christ and the Virgin Mary were merged with that of 
the local deities into a syncretistic faith. 
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