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I. Coins and History

I was very pleased to be invited by Ken 
Sheedy to give the first two Gale lectures 
and, as President of the Royal Numismatic 
Society, I bring our very best wishes for 
the future to your splendid enterprise. The 
Australian Centre for Ancient Numismatic 
Studies is the first of its kind in the 
Antipodes and has few rivals in the world 
as a whole. It is due to the vision and 
generosity of one man, Bill Gale, who has 
further lent much of his fine collection to 
the Centre. On this occasion we thank and 
honour him for all that he has done.

In my first lecture I want to show how 
coins can shed light—sometimes quite 
unexpectedly—on historical problems. I 
would first demonstrate how coinage has 
illuminated an important aspect of trade in 
the ancient world. Large storage amphoras, 
carrying usually wine or oil, have been 
found all over the Mediterranean area 
and beyond. Many of them have turned 
up in the vicinity of the River Don or the  
Crimea, in Egypt, Sicily or the Straits of 
Gibralta—often in shipwrecks. They are 
very rarely wrecks. They are very rarely 
unearthed at their centre of production or 
in home waters, since they were designed 
above all for export. To make sense of 
the patterns of distribution, however, and 
to quantify the share of individual cities 
in the total known material we have to 
find out which are the cities of origin. 

And this is where coins come in. Coins of 
the island of Chios of c.430 BC revealed 
the secret of the amphoras with bulging 
neck: these were followed by jars of the 
same capacity with straight neck, on some 
of which a stamp based on the pre-430s 
coinage was impressed (Pl. 1.1). Chian 
wine was much appreciated in Greece 
in the fifth century BC, especially at 
Athens, where many such jars were found. 
Another more bulbous amphora long 
evaded detection until a handle from such 
a jar was found in the Athenian Agora 
with a stamp reproducing the coin type 
of Mende (Pl. 1.2,3). Mendean wine from 
north Greece was also in great demand in 
the Greek world and beyond, as we know 
from literary references and archaeology. 
Coins have helped with another amphora 
series, this time carrying oil and not wine. 
Small silver denominations from the island 
of Samos depict the changing shapes of 
Samian amphoras from c.460 to 440, as 
known from the archaeological record, and 
the olive branch symbol shows that they 
carried oil. A Samian tetradrachm of the 
450s shows an amphora symbol close to 
jars of that period (Pl. 1.4). We are now in 
the position of tracing patterns of trade for a 
number of Greek cities in the fifth century. 
Amphora series have also been established 
for Thasos, Akanthos and Lesbos. This 
will help specialists on economic history. 
It may also help solve the puzzle of the 
Athenian Standards Decree, the subject of 
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my second lecture. The decree apparently 
imposed Attic weights and measures on 
the allies as well as coinage. As yet we 
have too few reliable measurements, but in 
time we may be able to see when particular 
allies changed from their local amphora 
standards to the Athenian. The decree must 
have had effect in this area for some time 
at least.

On occasion coins may be shown to 
refer to specific historical events. But it 
is easy to be misled. Quite exceptionally 
Athens and Syracuse struck large showy 
10-drachma pieces (Pl. 1.5,6). They used 
to be dated in 480 BC and linked with 
the great victories over the Persians and 
the Carthaginians in that annus mirabilis. 
But modern research has proved that 
that dating and that tempting context 
was fifteen years too early. A large hoard 
from western Turkey, buried c.460 BC, 
contained 14 Athenian decadrachms in 
good condition, though by no means the 
latest coins in the deposit. They probably 
celebrated the crushing victory over 
the Persians on the coast of south Asia 
Minor in 465 BC. Research on Sicilian 
hoards has similarly redated the Syracusan 
decadrachm to c.465 BC. It will have 
celebrated the liberation of the city from 
the tyrant dynasty that had dominated it for 
so long: a similar tetradrachm of Leontinoi, 
long under the same dynasty, is probably 
another expression of the liberation theme 
(Pl. 1.7).

A unique tetradrachm on the Attic 
standard in the name of the Persian king 
provides another historical puzzle. On 
the obverse is a Persian satrap, on the 
reverse a passable copy of an Athenian 
owl (Pl. 1.8). The portrait used to be taken 
as Tissaphernes, who, with his colleague 

Pharnabazos, used Persian gold and ships 
to help Sparta defeat Athens in the years 
between 412 and 404 BC. But bronze 
coins with Tissapharnes’ name show a 
very different portrait. For this reason 
and because the coin was found in a very 
large hoard buried c.370 BC we must 
look for a later occasion—as perhaps the 
early 380s—when Persian satraps would 
be encouraged to thwart Athens’ ambitions 
in the Persian sphere. The use of Attic type 
and standard would fit a satrap’s attempt 
to win rowers from the Athenians to a new 
paymaster.

I turn now to a main contribution of 
numismatics to history—namely portraiture. 
Though we have bronze or marble portraits 
for some rulers, it is coins that provide us 
with the fullest material and that show us 
how they looked and how the sovereigns 
wanted to be seen. The Macedonian kings 
Philip V and Perseus are shown in typical 
Greek style (Pl. 2.9,10). With them one can 
compare their contemporary, T Quinctius 
Flamininus, the one Roman to be so 
honoured in the Greek world (Pl. 2.11). In 
196 BC, after decisive victory in a tough 
war, Flamininus imposed in the Senate’s 
name a humiliating peace settlement on 
the proud Macedonian kingdom. This was 
a clear signal that Rome had arrived as 
a major power in the Greek east. The 
gold Flamininus stater, with his name 
in Latin on the reverse, was presumably 
struck for him by some city or league 
in gratitude for services rendered during 
his period of power in Greece. Portraits 
of Egyptian kings are less common than 
from other kingdoms, owing to the habit 
of using stylised portraits of Ptolemy I 
over many reigns. But we have striking 
portraits of Ptolemy III (Pl. 2.12: 246-222 



BC) and a charming portrait of Ptolemy 
VI as a boy in the early 170s: his mother 
Kleopatra I on the obverse shows where 
the real power then lay (Pl. 2.13). The 
Seleucids were much freer with portraits 
and those of Antiochos III (Pl. 2.14: 222-
187) and Antiochos IV (Pl. 2.15: 175-164) 
are particularly striking. Antiochos IV may 
have called himself Theos Epiphanes, but 
the coins reveal someone with very human 
failings. There are just two specimens 
of the portrait coin of Eumenes II of 
Pergamon (Pl. 2.16: 189-159). Normally 
coins of the kingdom showed ‘portraits’ 
of their founder Philetairos. Eumenes 
was a loyal friend of Rome and he was 
rewarded with a generous portion of 
Antiochos III’s territories in Asia Minor 
in 188 BC after his defeat by Rome. But, 
for a few years after Rome’s elimination 
of the Macedonian monarchy in 168 BC, 
Eumenes was out of favour with Rome and 
the portrait coin may have been struck at 
this time, when Eumenes’ popularity with 
the Greek world rose to match Rome’s 
hostility. His neighbour and enemy Prusias 
I of Bithynia has a rather neat portrait (Pl. 
2.17: died 182), but does not quite conceal 
non-Greek, ‘barbarian’ features. These are 
still more visible in the portraiture of the 
kings of Pontos: Pharnakes (Pl. 2.18: died 
in the 160s), ‘Mithradates III’ (Pl. 2.19: 
really the first phase of Mithradates IV?), 
Mithradates IV (Pl. 2.20,21). It comes as 
a shock—after this rogues’ gallery—to 
see Pharnakes’ grandson Mithradates IV 
presented on his coinage from 96 BC 
on as the ‘new Dionysos’, an idealised 
Alexander-type figure (Pl. 2.22). Within a 
few years he was at war with Rome, in the 
first of his vain attempts to free the Greek 
east from Rome.

Mithradates VI’s hellenism was not 
entirely new to his kingdom. If we examine 
the reverses of the coinage of Pontic 
rulers, we see a progressive movement 
towards Greek culture and religion. 
Pharnakes parades a strange Asiatic deity 
with no clear Greek features (Pl. 2.23). 
The coins given to ‘Mithradates III’ have 
Zeus enthroned as on coins of Antiochos 
IV (Pl. 2.24), Mithradates IV has Zeus 
and Hera enthroned for his marriage issue, 
and Hera alone on his unique gold stater 
(Pl. 2.25) and the very Greek hero Perseus 
for the rest of his silver series (Pl. 2.26). 
Mithradates VI starts his gold and silver 
series with the drinking Pegasos, who is 
closely connected with Perseus and central 
Greek myths (Pl. 2.27).

Apart from cultural and political 
resonance portraiture can help directly 
with historical problems. Bronze portrait 
coins of Ptolemy IV and his wife Arsinoe 
III (c.212 BC) are found in and around 
Methana in the Argolid, bearing the new 
name Arsinoe after the queen (Pl. 2.28). 
This is confirmed by epigraphic evidence, 
which also reveals that Methana/Arsinoe 
was a Ptolemaic naval base from c.215 
to c.150 BC. The humble bronze coins 
illuminate these facts. Bronze coins of 
a Ptolemy are also found widely in the 
Peloponnese, especially in the area of the 
Achaean League (Pl. 3.29). They are never 
found in Egypt or Cyrenaica, the Ptolemaic 
homeland. So they were struck for some 
purpose in Greece. Which Ptolemy is in 
question? Many scholars opt for Ptolemy 
III and cite his generosity to the Achaean 
League and then Kleomenes of Sparta in 
the 220s BC. But his subsidies were surely 
paid in silver and there is a significant 
amount of his silver in Peloponnesian 
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hoards of the 220s and later. Moreover 
there is another possible Ptolemy. Polybios 
(22,9.3) records a gift from Ptolemy V of 
6,000 suits of peltast armour and 200 talents 
of bronze coinage to the Achaean League 
in 186 BC. Could these be the bronze coins 
with portrait and legend ‘King Ptolemy’ 
found so widely in Achaean territory? 
Ptolemy V was, of course, the grandson of 
Ptolemy III and his own portrait coins as 
well as these bronzes naturally show some 
family likeness. In view of Ptolemy III’s 
reputation as the ‘benefactor’ (Euergetes) 
the likeness could have been deliberately 
increased.

Finally there is evidence from the 
Seleucid area where coinage, epigraphy 
and historical sources interlock. Seleucid 
countermarks—anchor and facing Helios 
head—are found on late Alexander (mainly 
from Lycia/Pamphylia: Pl. 3.30,31) and 
autonomous tetradrachms of Side (Pl. 
3.32). The countermarks are normally 
dated c.170 and interpreted in the context 
of internal Seleucid economic policy. The 
Seleucids will have authorised continued 
circulation of other currencies alongside 
the reduced royal tetradrachms. Lately 
I have argued for a later date and a 
completely different context. They are 
found in no hoard earlier than Ma’Aret an 
Nu’man of 162 BC and I have suggested 
that they represent the first coinage of 
Demetrios I (Pl. 3.33) who sailed from 
Lycia/ Pamphylia to Syrian Tripolis to 
launch his attempt on the Seleucid throne. 
He had a mixed, improvised and largely 
mercenary army and, before he secured 
a mint, he would need money. It would 
be natural to put into circulation, with 
Seleucid countermarks, the mass of cash 
which he must have brought from Lycia. 

He soon defeated and killed Antiochos V, 
but then had to deal with a usurper in his 
eastern territories. Again he had recourse 
to countermarking. Much of Timarchos’ 
bronze seems to have been treated in this 
way, while his silver was overstruck by 
Demetrios’ own types (Pl. 3.34-36).

Demetrios’ coup was not recognised by 
Rome. Indeed from 152 to 145 BC Rome—
along with Pergamon—backed a pretender 
Alexander Bala, who claimed to be a son 
of Antiochos IV. But the name Alexander 
and the coin portraits seem to belie the 
claim, which Polybios rejected and a 
significant group in the Roman Senate (Pl. 
3.37,38). Was ‘Alexander’ meant to suggest 
some distant inheritance from Alexander 
the Great, the Seleucid legacy not being 
enough? Alexander was defeated by the 
sons of Demetrios I, but his cause continued 
under a general Tryphon, the guardian of 
Alexander’s son who became known as 
Antiochos VI. Tryphon soon aspired to the 
throne. First he countermarked coins of 
Asia Minor cities with his own personal 
badge, the Macedonian horned helmet. 
Then he imposed that as the reverse type 
of Antiochos VI’s drachms, then he killed 
his ward and struck tetradrachms with 
his own portrait, name and badge (Pl. 
4.39,40). He abandoned the Seleucid era 
and introduced his own and by his title 
‘King All-powerful’ broke further with the 
Seleucid past. With Rome’s help Demetrios 
I’s family finally overthrew Tryphon in 
138 BC and a worthy Seleucid Antiochos 
VII restored the legitimate royal house. 
(Pl. 4.41). 

I have been trying in this lecture to 
illustrate just some of the ways in which 
coinage can contribute to historical 
knowledge. This has to be treated with 



due caution, of course, and combined with 
all other available kinds of evidence. But 
it is a line of research well worth pursuing 
and Greek coinage in particular is rich in 
rewards to the student. I have left Roman  
coinage on one side, but its value for the 
historian is equally high and would justify 
a separate lecture on its own.

II. The Coinage of Athens’ Allies

A recent book by Thomas Figueira, 
The Power of Money, has challenged the 
accepted view that the Athenian Standards 
Decree (IG 13 p.1453) imposed a ban on 
allies’ silver coinage, requiring them also 
to use Attic weights and measures. Instead 
Figueira insists that the decree merely 
recognised a fait accompli, that Athenian 
currency had spread everywhere and was 
used by most allies already, especially for 
tribute payments. This view needs some 
very special pleading.

In paragraph 12 of the Standards Decree 
we find this addition to the Council’s oath: 
‘If anyone strikes silver coinage in the 
allied cities and does not use Athenian 
coins or weights and measures’. The text 
then breaks off and Figueira, whilst rightly 
questioning the IG supplement, produces a 
barely credible one of his own. The decree 
concludes with a stringent penal clause 
against any disobedience. Figueira wants 
the preserved part to mean, ‘if anyone in 
the cities strikes silver coinage without 
recognising Athenian coinage as legal 
tender’. This view surely does damage to 
the Greek.

Figueira’s treatment of the famous 
reference in Aristophane’s Birds (p.1040f) 
seems to me even worse. The decree-

monger is peddling new laws to the birds’ 
newly founded state. His first example is, 
‘The people of Cloudcuckooland are to use 
the same coinage, weights and measures as 
the Olyphyxioi’. Wilamovitz long ago saw 
this as alluding to an Athenian ban on allied 
coinage—well before the first copy of the 
decree was found. His brilliant deduction 
was followed by almost all scholars, who 
saw in ‘Olyphyxioi’ comic substitution for 
the expected ‘Athenians’. Figueira realised 
the attraction of this view, but his view on 
the nature of the decree forced him here 
into a very involved and unconvincing 
argument.

In Figueira’s view, the date of the decree 
was of little consequence, but he inclined 
to the traditional c.447 BC. Now the new 
copy from Hamaxita in the Troad has 
inclined the balance to the 420s. Hamaxita 
was one of the Aktaian cities which Athens 
took over after suppressing the Mytilenian 
revolt in 427 BC (Thuc. 3,50.3 and 4,52). 
We already knew that the Syme copy must 
have been posted no earlier than 434 BC, 
when the city first joined the Athenian 
Empire in a privileged category. This is 
just a terminus post quem; the decree could 
have been some years later. A third copy 
kept in the Odessa Museum was said to 
have been found in Olbia; this has been 
vigorously contested, but it may well have 
come from some other city on the Pontic 
panel, which was formed in 425-4 BC. 
The panel of Aktaian cities was founded 
in the same year. If three of the seven 
known copies were set up either ‘after 434 
BC’ or precisely in 425-4 BC, it is hard to 
believe any more in the 447 BC dating of 
the Standards Decree.

At this point two references in the comic 
poets, which Figueira basically ignored, 
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become relevant. In Aristophanes’ Clouds 
(ll. 247-9), Socrates asks his rather thick 
student Strepsiades: Why by what gods 
do you swear? First of all gods are not 
currency with us.’ To which Strepsiades 
retorts: ‘By what do you swear then? By 
iron coins as in Byzantion?’ In Plato’s 
Peisander (fig. 86), we find the tantalising 
line: ‘We should be hard put to live in 
Byzantion, where the currency is iron.’ 
The Standards Decree banned only silver 
coinage, so Byzantion, when it was not 
striking silver, could get around the decree 
by use of its iron coinage. With the decree 
dated 425/ 4 BC these comic allusions 
gain added force and topicality.

Now it is time to look at the numismatic 
evidence. At what point in the fifth century 
can we find a gap in allied coinage? 
Clearly for many mints there would be 
other reasons for a break or breaks than 
the Athenian ban. The major mints are 
most worthy of study, but in the past 
scholars have arranged their fifth century 
coinage around the assumed date for the 
Athenian decree of c.447 BC. Recent 
hoards have upset these arrangements 
dramatically. The Asuyt hoard from Egypt, 
buried c.478 BC, showed that May’s dates 
for Abdera were at least fifteen years too 
early. The ‘Decadrachm Hoard’, buried 
c.460 BC, tells the same story as Asuyt. 
The latest Abdera tetradrachms were May 
83-5, which he had dated in the 470s (Pl. 
4.1: May 82). The moneyer Tele (May 
83-5) was followed by Deo, one of whose 
coins (Pl. 4.2: May 92) was overstruck by 
the ninth obverse die of Ainos. The cock 
symbol of the undertype can still be seen. 
The Ainos mint therefore opened only 
c.460 BC and not c.473, as May thought: 
significantly no Ainos tetradrachm was 

present in the Decadrachm Hoard, so 
strong in North Greece coinage. May’s 
chronologies of Abdera and Ainos must 
be reduced by 15 to 20 years throughout 
and this means that, far from breaking 
with the Athenian decree c.447 BC, they 
continue unbroken through the 440s and 
430s—perhaps even longer.

Some allies, of course, ended their fifth 
century coinage by c.450 BC, for no clearly 
ascertainable reason. Eretria in Euboia 
produced some splendid tetra-drachms in 
the period of the Persian Wars (Pl. 4.3,4) 
and sporadically later: one of the last 
issues was in the Tetradrachm Hoard. 
Euboian Karystos equally discontinued its 
fine coinage (Pl. 4.5) c.460 BC. Among 
the islands of the Aigaian, Siphnos issued a 
coinage of interesting variety till a decade 
later (Pl. 4.6). Paros’ impressive run of 
goat drachms ended with the Decadrachm 
Hoard, which included all but the last 
dies (Pl. 4.7). Thasos, the important North 
Greek island, was much influenced by the 
rough satyr and nymph scenes featured on 
coinage of the native Thracian tribes. Down 
to c.460 BC the Thasian style was equally 
crude and vigorous (Pl. 5.8), but the last 
phase is marked by greater sophistication 
and delicacy (Pl. 5.9). Such coins belong 
in the 430s.

This naturally leads on to the mint of 
Teos, which Balcer, following the then 
accepted date of the Standards Decree, 
ended c.447 BC (Pl. 5.10). Two recent 
hoards, however, have revealed eight more 
obverse dies and some new symbols (Pl. 
5.11) beyond the last issue recorded by 
Balcer. The series surely continues through 
the 440s and perhaps beyond. A late stater in 
Balcer’s arrangement (no. 102) has a little 
Athenian owl as a symbol (Pl. 5.12). This 



is a close copy of an Athenian tetradrachm 
of the 440s (Pl. 5.13). It should be nearly 
contemporary with a Lykian dynast’s coin 
from c.440 BC (Pl. 5.14), whose reverse 
side also draws on Athens.

Athen’s bitter rival Aigina—politically 
and commercially—produced an ample 
coinage of the famous ‘turtles’ in the 
first half of the fifth century. These were 
followed—probablly after a gap—by 
a substantial group of tortoises, which 
were ended in 431 BC, when Athens 
drove out the Aiginetans and colonised 
the island with Athenians (Pl. 5.15). Fresh 
specimens were found in a Syrian hoard, 
buried c.425 BC, and one was in the 
much debated ‘Silversmith’s Hoard’ from 
Egypt. It was very like one of the Syrian 
Hoard pieces, though not die identical. 
The Silversmith’s Hoard also included 
three Samian coins, the latest a very fresh 
specimen of Barron’s Class VI, which he 
dated c.454 BC, arguing a similar date 
for the hoard (Pl. 5.16). This does not 
really suit the ‘tortoise’ nor a rather worn 
stater of the Lykian dynast Kuprle, which 
should perhaps be put c.450. The hoard 
seems to fit c.435 BC and I would follow 
Colin Kraay (Archaic and Classical Greek 
Coins, London, 1976, pp. 332-4) in dating 
Barron’s Class VI and VII c.438-425 BC.

It looks now as though the Athenian 
coinage ban fits in 425/4 and that major 
mints conform to this scheme. A recent 
hoard from North Greece combined 
Athenian tetradrachms of the 430s (as 
Pl. 5.17) with splendid tetradrachms of 
Mende, Skione and Akanthos. Those of 
Mende came down to about 15 obverse 
dies from the end of the fifth century 
coinage (Pl. 5.18-6.19), while Akanthos 
ended not very long very before the change 

to the Macedonian standard from the Attic 
and the reshaping of the reverse (Pl. 6.20-
21): this has always been associated by 
most scholars with the revolt of Akanthos 
from the Athenian Empire in 424 BC. This 
hoard may well have been buried in 432 
BC, when Athens besieged neighbouring 
Potaidaia, which had revolted.

By 425 BC the allies had not only to 
submit to Athens over coinage, but in 
religious matters too. They had to offer 
First Fruits to Eleusis along with the 
Athenians (IG 13 78.14-16) and to bring 
a panoply and cow to Athens at the four-
yearly Great Panathenaia (IG 13 71.55-8). 
Athens may have been trying to integrate 
the allies in the religious life of the Empire, 
but it could have seemed just another 
imposition. There was really nothing that 
the allies could do at the time.

One state, Melos, an Agaian island, 
had refused to to be bullied into joining 
the  Empire. In 427 BC Athens failed 
to conquer Melos and in 425 put them 
down for 15 talents tribute—a formidable 
amount. It was never paid. Finally in 
416 BC Athens used overwhelming might 
against the recalcitrant state and Melos 
ceased to exist. But before that it had 
issued an amazing final burst of coinage: 
unlike its traditional coinage, this was rich 
in exciting new types (Pl. 6.22). I suspect 
that most of this final coinage represents 
defiance of Athens 427-416 BC and that 
it gives fascinating testimony to the way 
the Empire could be experienced from 
outside. To the allies it was a reminder 
of how much they had lost in terms of 
autonomy.
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Plate 6

6.19 6.20

6.21 6.22

ACANS at Macquarie

The Australian Centre for Ancient Numismatic Studies (ACANS) was created in 1999. It is the first 
numismatic research centre to be established in Australia, and one of the few such institutions in any 
university around the world. 

The aim of ACANS is to promote the study of numismatics as a means of understanding the history 
and material culture of ancient Mediterranean societies.

The centre was endowed by Mr and Mrs WL Gale. It is their wish that ACANS serve to encourage 
students and scholars at Macquarie University, and in Australia, to achieve an appreciation of the great 
potential which ancient coins hold for understanding ancient societies.

The Gale Collection of over two thousand Greek and Roman coins is housed by ACANS. 

The Gale Lectures in Numismatics

Each year a distinguished scholar is invited to deliver two public lectures at Macquarie University on 
numismatic topics. The first series was held in 2002 and is reproduced above.
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