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Using ancient coins as sources of history

The Romans saw coins as “miniature monuments” to events, powerful people, 
wealth, architecture, massive building projects, their gods, etc.

- No social media.
- No process for mass communication (with possible exception of roads and          

shipping routes, but that was slow and “uneven” in distribution and accuracy).
- Metals endure (we collectors are simply paying rent on them!)
- Coin messages could be (and were) controlled.                                                         

Accuracy (per the originator at least) was guaranteed (i.e., no “hearsay”).

The Greeks saw their coins as a physical representation of globalization, identity 
(cultural & political), and ideology.  

Thus, ancient Greek and Roman coins are visual historical records.
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650 BC:  The world’s first coins were made in Lydia (western Turkey)
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A mere 250 years later, 
the most beautiful and valuable coins were made.

Greek Syracuse (in Sicily) became extremely wealthy and hired the finest
engravers (called “celators”) to make coins that would

send the message to the known world that Syracuse “had arrived”.

One could easily argue that it was some of the first social media.
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Arethusa: River goddess
her hair is floating in water

The real thing

KIMON, the finest Greek master engraver
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Now that we are here, let’s jump to the Most Historically Great Coin….
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10 Big things to know (or recall for the history buffs)

	1.	The Greek civilization came before the Roman civilization

2.The Greeks didn’t just stay in Greece. They went to many places in 
the Mediterranean. For our purposes today, know that they formed 
cities in Italy (including Sicily).

	3.	Sculpture (and other art forms) in ancient Greece glorified the 
human body in the form of exquisitely fit gods. Coins followed suit.

	4.	Sculpture (and other art forms) in ancient Rome generally were 
about realism, not the ideal. Coins followed suit.

	5.	In mid-700s BC, ancient Rome began as a monarchy for 250 years; 
became a Republic (run by the Senate) for 500 years; became an 
Empire/Dictatorship for 450 years. Julius Caesar, Octavian 
(Augustus), Marc Antony, Cleopatra were all key figures as Rome 
went from Republic to Empire.
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10 Big things to know (or recall) [cont.]

Almost all coins during these times were hand struck; a few were cast. All dies 
were hand-engraved. No machines were used. The engravers (called “celators”) 
rarely signed their work.

Coins were normally valued for bullion, were not dated, and denomination was 
not indicated.

Coins were made from silver, gold, electrum, bronze, brass and even lead.

Greeks considered it barbarous to have a person’s likeness on a coin (like the 
Persians); Roman Republicans considered it a threat (i.e. a threat to go back to 
a monarchy).

 Modern value of ancient coins is closely tied to some or all of:  artistic beauty, 
historical importance, quality of strike (including centering), quality of surface, 
and provenance.  A coin’s “collector popularity” is far more important than its 
rarity.

6.

7.

8.

9.
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Key dates

650 BC - World coinage starts in Lydia (western Turkey)
480 BC - Battle at Thermopylae (Greeks vs Persians)
323 BC - Alexander the Great dies in Babylon at age 32 One of his top 
generals, Ptolemy I, gains Egypt as a territory
49 BC - Julius Caesar crosses the Rubicon
3/15/44 BC - Julius Caesar is assassinated (Ides of March)
32 BC - Octavian (Augustus) defeats Marc Antony and Cleopatra at Actium
30 BC - Cleopatra dies by suicide (last Ptolemeic ruler)

14 AD - Augustus dies / Tiberius becomes emperor
30 AD - Christ is crucified
312/3 AD - Constantine has a vision of Chi-Ro (“under this symbol you will 
conquer”) and the next year declares tolerance for the Christian religion 
throughout the Roman empire.
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Early Greek coins in far flung places
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Among many other things, the Athenian Owl was used to pay for the Parthenon.
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Alexander the Great 
356 - 323 BC 
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IMPORTANT: Many numismatists now believe
there is significant evidence that this obverse
is a portrait of Alexander himself.

Vergina, Macedon
King Philip II tomb
discovered 1977 with
ivory heads of Philip II 
and Alexander

(believed until recently)

It replaced the Athenian Owl in importance.

(lifetime issue)
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(Struck after Alexander’s death in 323 BC)

Alexander defeated Darius III in 331 BC
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After Alexander unexpectedly died in 323 BC,
his generals fought over his empire.

When asked on his deathbed
who should succeed him, 

Alexander simply said:
“The strongest.”

          Lysimachos won Thrace and Asia Minor.
          Ptolemy* won Egypt.
          Cassander won Macedonia and Greece.
          Seleucus won Persia and Mesopotamia.

*Cleopatra was born 12 generations later.
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Rome at its peak under Emperor Trajan
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But first, let’s go back to the time of Julius Caesar, 
Augustus, Marc Antony, and Cleopatra….

When Rome was a Republic run by the Senate….

and before it became an empire run by one man.
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*

* These words inflamed Octavian because they threatened his claim to legitimate power
as the adopted son of Julius Caesar. These words, along with Antony’s behavior, set
the stage for the Battle of Actium in late 31 BC, Octavian’s invasion of Egypt in 30 BC, and
the suicides of both Antony and Cleopatra.
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Biblical Coins
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Livia was Tiberius’ mother and grandmother of Claudius.
Augustus was Tiberius’ step-father. 
Livia was one of the most powerful women in Rome’s history.
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Jumping ahead 300 years….

October 27, 312 AD
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Things to know before answering that question…

Ancient coin value was based on intrinsic value of the
          metal used to make it…..except when the King or Emperor 
          said otherwise.

Both the Greeks and Romans had MANY denominations.
 We will look at only the most common.

The buying power of a given coin could vary drastically,
depending on who was in charge, if they were at war, 
if the money was debased, and what century it is.
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The best single book
for learning about buying 
and admiring ancient coins.
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