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ON GREEK COINAGE.

By B. L. Benas, Esq. 

(BEAD 24m FEBBCART, 1870.)

MANV doubtless will have read a very entertaining chapter in 
a work by the late Archbishop Whateley, wherein he shews, by 
a species of jocular logic, how it might be proved that Napoleon 
Bonaparte had never existed ; and this has not a little helped 
to ridicule the growing practice of the age towards scepticism 
in everything. The personality of Homer has been repeatedly 
denied, Eornulus and Remus have been laughed away, and 
profane hands have even been laid upon our own immortal 
Shakspeare; but if there is any one science more than 
another that has tended to erect a scaffolding round the 
past to restore its faded frescoes, to bring forth prominently 
its beautiful arabesques and tracery it is the science of 
Numismatics. To it we owe many a new leaf in the volume 
of history. We have Jupiter once more, the thunderbolts in 
his hand, visibly before us. We have the whole galaxy of 
Mount Olympus, I was going to say in the flesh again : but 
no, far more durable than that, we have them standing forth 
in the very metal, cast by the very hands of those that wor 
shipped them. In the coins of the Grecian colonies we have 
the Argonautic expedition, and the golden fleece dangling 
before our eyes; the J 0,000 men, with Xenophon at their 
head, retreating to their home, their lares, and penates. The 
names of Alexander, of Ptolemy, of Seleucus and Lysimachus 
show vividly the march of a handful of Greeks into the 
Persian territories; and we can imagine Granicus, Issus, and 
Arbela once more. It is a science that repays the little 
labour it demands from its votaries ten-fold; for, at every 
step, new and unalloyed pleasures are unfolded to the gaze of 
the student. The origin of coined money is veiled in the 
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deepest obscurity. In Holy Writ, the money that Abraham 
weighed unto Ephron, after a lapse of 400 years, developes 
into the shekel of the Sanctuary; which, from being a weight 
originally, came to be adopted as a coin. This seems 
throughout the entire period of Old Testament history to 
have been the coinage of the Hebrews, and continued later, 
until their political extinction.

In this collection there is a very excellent shekel of Simon 
one of the Maccabees, having upon the obverse the sacred 
candlestick, and on the reverse the rod of Aaron that budded. 
The inscription is "Simon the Messiah of Israel;" and on the 
obverse " Jerusalem the Holy." Throughout the whole of 
the Homeric Cantos, we do not find a single mention of the 
term money ; but, on the contrary, we find in the Trojan 
period that an ox was changeable for a bar of brass, and a 
woman who understood several useful arts was considered 
worth four oxen.

It is strange that Athens, which was preeminent above all 
other Grecian states for art and culture, was not the most 
celebrated for the execution of its coinage, although the 
pieces were the best known in all the Hellenic states, and 
the most widely circulated. The Athenian coins generally 
bear the impression of an owl, being the bird of Pallas 
Athene, the Minerva, and tutelary deity of the city.

A very peculiar coinage to Greece was the incused money, 
the figure forming a kind of relief on the obverse and sunk 
on the reverse. One of undoubted antiquity is of the colony 
of Sybaris, an island on the Asiatic coast of the Mediterranean, 
and of which an excellent specimen is in this collection. 
Sybaris was built 721 B.C., and destroyed 510 B.C. It was 
afterwards named Thurium, and minted some of the most 
beautiful coins of ancient times. It is not exactly known for 
what purpose the money was incused ; it is thought by some 
to be the mark of the punch, by others a means to prevent 
their forgery.
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Some of the most beautiful Grecian specimens are those of 
Sicily, especially of Syracuse, the heads of which are simply 
perfect, and present to us the very ideal of female beauty. 
Add to this the coiffure, which is at once chaste, natural and 
elegant; it will be observed that the Grecian ladies, like 
those in modern times, wore a very thin almost invisible net 
to protect their head-dress. Another noteworthy object is the 
jewellery, especially the earring, which we at the present 
imitate as the latest fashion.

The reverse of the Syracusan coins have the quadriga or 
chariot. In all their public buildings, statuary, squares, as 
well as in their coinage and vessels of household use, we find 
among the Greeks the equine beauty mingled with that of the 
human; partly, no doubt, from the exquisite grace which the 
true breed of the horse possesses, and secondly to typify 
the triumph of human skill over the brute.

In order somewhat to guide the uninitiated in recognising 
the coinage of Greece and her colonies, we append the fol 
lowing list of the types, which has been collected from various 
sources (principally from Noel Humphreys' Manual] and 
arranged alphabetically:  

Abdera. A lyre, a griffin. 
Abydos. A full face or mask.
Acanthus. (Macedonia.) A lion springing on the back 

of a bull. Very early coins of this city have sometimes 
the fore part of ti bull only.

Acarnania. Apollo sitting on a kind of throne, extending 
one arm with a bow.

Achaia. The monogram of Achaia, nnd a lyre with a 
wreath.

JEgal. An ass suckling a chimsera. 
JEtolia. Wild boar.
JEtolia. A hero leaning on a knotted stick, on one arm a 

mantle and sword.
Ainos. (Thrace.) Eeverse, a goat. 
Amisus. The parazonium.
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Amisus. An eagle on a thunderbolt.
Amphipolis. A trophy.
Amphipolis. A torch in a kind of stand.
Andros. (Island.) A vase with two handles, and a bunch

of grapes. 
Andros. (Cyclades.) A panther.
Anlioch. A ram running, the head turned back towards 

a crescent and stars.
Apollonia. (Illyria.) A cow suckling a calf. 
Arcadia. Pan sitting on a rock.
Arc/os. The fore part of a wolf, more anciently two dol 

phins. On later coins a bird perched on a club.
Assos. (Mysia.) A griffin beneath a bunch of grapes. 
Axia. (Locris.) A thunderbolt.
Brutium. Sometimes a naked warrior, the dioscorii, an 

eagle, &c.
Byzantium. A crescent and stars. 
Ccene. (Island.) A griffin and a grasshopper. 
Gales. (And other Campanian cities.) A cock. 
Camarina. Sometimes a lizard.
Catnarina. A swan in various positions, sometimes carry 

ing a nymph.
Cardia. A heart, the fore part of a lion, and ear of 

barley.
Carthage. A horse's head.
Carthea. Fore part of a dog surrounded with rays, and 

a bee.
Carystus. A cock.
Carystus. (Eubcea.) A decorated head of a bull.
Centuripa. A bird on a ploughshare.
Ce.os. (Island.) Fore part of a dog.
Chalcedon. A lyre between two olive trees.
Chalcis. A lyre.
Chalcis. An eagle with a serpent in its claws.
Chalcis. A eagle and serpent on a thunderbolt.
Chersonesus. Apollo sitting on the cortina, playing the 

lyre.
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Chios. (Island.) A diota or amphora, assumed at a later 
period than the original type of the griffin.

Cnidus. (Doris.) A lion's head in profile.
Colophon. A horseman and a lyre, frequently a dog.
Coresia. A star or a hee.
Corinth. The pegasus.
Cos. (Island.) A crab and club.
Crotona. (Magna-Grsecia.) A tripod.
Cuma. (^Eolia.) A bridled horse stepping.
Cydonia. A wolf suckling a child.
Cymce. A kind of diota, or rather a jug with one handle.
Gyrene. The Supliium, a plant growing in that region.
Cyzicus. Sometimes lion's head, full face similar to the 

above, and on early coins the winged boar.
Dyrrachium. The gardens of Alcinous.
Eleusis. A sow.
Elis. The thunderbolt.
Epidaurits. A serpent twined round a staff.
Eretria. A bull lying down.
Erythrte. A bow, a quiver, and a club.
Valeria. The thunderbolt enriched with ornaments.
Gaulus. (Island.) A tripod.
Gnossus'. (Crete.) The labyrinth and other small types.
Gortyna. Europa on the bull.
Heraclea. Hercules overcoming the lion.
Histiaa. A female figure sitting on the prow of a vessel.
Hylea or Elea. (Magna Gnecia.) A lion overpowering 

a stag.
Ilium. Minerva with a distaff and spear. 
Istrus. A eagle with a dolphin in its talons.
Lacedemonia or Sparta, capital of Laconia. The cadu- 

ceus of Mercury, and sometimes a sitting Hercules 
leaning his left arm on a club.

Lamia. A vase surrounded with a leaf of ivy. 
Larissa. A bridled horse stepping.



168

Larissa. Sometimes in the indented square a man over 
powering a bull.

Leontini, A female figure holding two ears of corn.
Leucadia. The prow of a vessel.
Lythus, The head of a boar.
Mamertini. A naked warrior, with lance and buckler.
Massilia. (Marseilles.) A lion standing in repose, the 

tail coiled up.
Maronea. Bunch of grapes, the forepart of a horse.
Melos. An apple.
Messembria. A crescent.
Messena. A tripod.
Metapontum. (Magna Grsecia.) An ear of wheat.
Methymna. A boar.
Myara. A tripod.
Mylassa. (Caria.) A double-headed axe, with a laurel 

wreath.
Mytilene. A lyre.
Naxos. A crouching figure of Silenus, holding in one 

hand a diota or vase, and in the other a thyrsus.
Neapolis. (And Campania in general.) A human-headed 

bull, crowned by a flying Victory.
Olbia. An eagle with a dolphin in its talons.
Opus, (Of Locris.) Ajax armed with a sword and shield.
Orthos. A panther.
Panormus. A horse, &c.
Paros. (Island.) A goat and a star.
Pergamus. An eagle on a thunderbolt.
Phanagoria. A bow and arrow.
Pheneus. (Arcadia.) Mercury carrying the infant Arcus.
Phocis. A bull's head, front view.
Posidonia. (Poseidon or Neptune.)
Preaesus. (Ditto.) A bull.
Pylos. (Messenia.) A trident.
Samoa. (Island, by some attributed to Sardis of Lydia.)
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A lion's head, full face, and often on the reverse a bull's
head.

Sardinia. Three ears of corn on one stalk. 
Segesta. A dog beneath a globe. 
Seleucia. The thunderbolt, with flames projecting from'

each side. 
Sidon. Hercules bending his bow.
Sigeum. (Like Athens.) An owl, sometimes side and 

sometimes full face.
Sinope. An eagle holding in its claws a fish.
Sycion. (Time of the Achsean league.) A chimeera, a 

monster formed of a lion and a stag, or some other 
animal, and above a dove within an olive wreath.

Syracuse. A winged sea dog, a dolphin, a quadriga, &c.
Tarentum. A youth riding a dolphin, also the cockle

shell.
Tauromenium. A bull butting. 
Temenos. Fortune with her attributes. 
Tenedos. A double-headed axe, &c., &c. 
Tenon. (Cyclades.) Two dolphins and a trident. 
Thnsus. A branch of vine. 
Thesfia. A lyre with a laurel garland. 
Thurium. A bull in the act of butting.
Tralles. A serpent issuing from mystic chest like the 

cistophorae.
Velia. A lion.
Zaci/nlhus. yEsculapius sitting on a rock, and placing 

his hand on a serpent.
Zancle. A dolphin, or sometimes a sickle, or, as some 

describe it, the semi-circular part of a maritime town.

It may not be inopportune to tender a word of advice to 
those who may desire to collect Greek or, in fact, any rare 
coins and medals. Never attempt to acquire a large collection 
at once. On the contrary, become the possessor at first of a 
single piece; examine it closely, and get to know thoroughly 
the city where it was minted and the date of issue ; become 
well acquainted with the legend, obverse and reverse, and if
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there are apparently two of the same type, see if there is not 
a minute difference either in the design or inscription ; thus, 
gradually, an amount of numismatic knowledge will be ac 
quired, which will greatly smooth the path of the student 
besides laying the foundation of the love for true art, and 
enabling him to appreciate the sublime and beautiful in 
Architecture, Sculpture, and Painting. In fact, nothing 
elevates and refines society so much as the development of 
the taste for the classic monuments of the past.

The writer of this paper was called upon at a very short 
notice to prepare a memoir for the Society, and must, there 
fore claim an excuse for any shortcomings. If he had had 
sufficient time afforded him, to have written in detail on the 
Greek coinage, he believes he would have done the subject 
ampler justice.

Like most of the fine arts, we, who prate of progress, are 
only just emerging from a long obscurity in nil true art. We 
have no edifices like the Parthenon, no sculpture like that of 
Phidias, and no coinage like that of Hellas. After a long 
mediaeval darkness in coinage, we are only just awaking to the 
true and beautiful in that department. In some of the Thaler 
coinage of Germany and the France of the Republic we see 
a little of the force of Grecian art revivifying. On the classic 
shores of Hellas, however, it seems as if their gods and god 
desses had forsaken them; and if we take a specimen of their 
modern coinage and compare it with the marvellous produc 
tions of yore, we must aay with the poet 

" Such is the aspect of this shore, 
Tis Greece, but living Greece DO more ! 
So coldly sweet, so deadly fair, 
We start, for soul is wanting there."


