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REGARDING A RARE ISTRIAN BRONZE ISSUE 
FROM THE 2ND CENTURY BC 
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 Among a few archival notes we have discovered a photo of a bronze coin minted 
in Istros, as we can tell from the image, on the reverse, of an eagle standing on a dolphin. 
Unfortunately, there are no technical specifications or any information regarding its 
origin. But we think that its publishing is necessary, because it belongs to an extremely 
scarce, or maybe even unique issue.  
  

Obv. Head of Apollo to the right, wearing the taenia. On the right side, a 
countermark of 5 × 10 mm, bearing the stamp of an attribute that seems to be a 
lyre. The stamp is blurry, perhaps due to the fact that the punch was moved 
during the struck.    

eagle with folded wings on a dolphin to the left. The picture 
is placed in the lower side of the flan. 

1. Technical specifications and origin unknown. 
9, p. 197-198, for the general type. If we compare to the 

coins discussed in the article, we can assume that our coin me
over 4.5 g. Pl. I, 1.  
 

The coin belongs to an extremely scarce Istros issue, only two pieces being 
published until present1. Both coins have on the obverse the head of Apollo to right, 
with an unidentified attribute behind him, and the emblem of the polis on the reverse: 
the eagle 

 be explained by the poor preservation of the latter, 
which seems to be more recent having in view the countermark on the obverse, 
presenting a bunch of grapes. Despite obvious deterioration, the fact that it results from 
another pair of dies, manufactured at a later date, is visible. The first coin was found 
around Sinoe village, Mihai Viteazu commune  County
presumes that it could come from the shores of a bay of the Zmeica lake, where 
archeological evidence from the 5th- nd centuries BC were discovered: ruins of houses, 
hellenistic tiles, local ceramic worked with the wheel or by hand, imported Greek 
ceramic vases . The second issue was discovered outside the territory of Istros, in 

- the Tomis Mall is 
today, in a Hellenistic tomb. The fact that the coin was found in a grave indicates that it 
was in circulation for a long time, until its face value has dropped. Another coin is 

Istros, but there is no 
information about it.  

                                                           
1 -198. 
  
 Talma  
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When compared to our above mentioned coin, these pieces seem to come from 
a later issue, because they are different in one detail, namely an unidentified attribute 
struck on the obverse, behind the god. The authors who studied the attribute describe it 
as a “ 4. We think that this attribute might be an arrow, considering 
that Apollo was the god of archers and one of his attributes was the bow and arrows5. 
The attribute – the arrow – is missing on our coin, therefore we have analyzed more 
attentively the style of the published items. Despite the fact that our piece, as well as the 
other two, are very similar, we can notice different features of the god’s face, proving 
that they were struck with different dies over a longer period of time.    

In conclusion, there are several issues, of a limited number each, which are 
chronologically distributed as follows: the first is our coin, followed by the other two 
items, the latest being the coin countermarked with a punch from the 1st century BC. 

On its obverse there can be seen a countermark of 5 mm, representing a bunch 
of grapes, which was apply by Dionysopolis especially on its own issues, in the first 
half of the 1st century AD. As an example, we have chosen here two coins thus struck, 
by this manufacturer6. As seen of various denominations, 
with different images, which seem to date from the first half of the 1st century AD, from 
the stylistic point of view. They were not struck at Dionysopolis during the same time, 
even though they are similar, there is a time gap between their issue. This fact is 
suggested by the various punches of the countermarks with a bunch of grapes and the 
way of writing the name of the city on the reverse: – NY/CO – –  
on t 7 and  

as it is proven by the countermark very similar to that on the Istros coin. In order to get 
the whole picture, we have to mention that in the 1st century AD there were other cities 
that struck a countermark with a bunch of grapes8. In the Black Sea region, Tyras apply 
on the coins issued during Domitian's time (81-96 AD t punch from a 
stylistic point of view, from that used at Dionysopolis9. 

As a result of this analysis, we were able to ascertain that at Istros there were 
several issues, at different moments in time, resembling our coin. Despite the lack of 
technical specifications, in comparison with the two coins abovementioned, we can 

blurred countermark was struck, apparently a lyre. It is possible that it being blurred is 
due to a later countermark struck, barely visible now, representing a head profile right. 
This fact determined us to search for the coin in the numismatic literature and on the 

                                                           
4 Talma  
5  
6 -
autonomous issue, dating from the II-nd century AD

-autonomous issue, 
dated in the I-II centuries AD  
7 – NY/CO – –  
8 Howgego 1985, p. 184-185, no. 411-416. Dionysopolis in Phrygia apply a bunch of grapes on its coins in 
the time of the emperor Tiberius (14- AD  
9 Howgego 1985, p. 184, no. 411. 
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online antiquities trade. The search was fruitless in the former direction, while in the 
la - BC
struck with a countermark with a lyre. The countermark is very similar in style with that 
on the Istrian coin, even though it is blurred. This similarity is very significant, because 

respective coins came into a close contact. The coins minted by Prusias I, the king of 
Bithynia, were countermarked with several punches whose succession could show us a 
mirror of historical events of his time.  

Prusias I followed his father Ziaelas at the head of the kingdom of Bithynia 
- BC10 The exact moment of his ascension to the throne is not known 

for sure, but this event took place before the great earthquake in Rhodes, certainly dated 
BC The king is mentioned in the list of benefactors who helped the island after 

the tragedy. His BC, when the Rhodians, 
unhappy with the tolls that the city of Byzantium imposed for the crossing of the 
Bosphorus, called war against the Megarian colony. Prusias I becomes the ally of the 
Rhodians, and conquers all the Asian territories belonging to Byzantium. The attempt 
of the Byzantines to instigate Zipoites, Prusias I’s uncle, against him fails short, because 
Zipoites died before confronting the king. Prusias I, in turn, stirs up the thracian tribes 
against Byzantium, who, scared, asks for help from the celtic king Cavarus. Following 
this armed intervention, the Rhodians accept to negotiate with the Byzantines and 
Prusias I withdraws his troops from the formerly occupied territories belonging to the 
Byzantines. 

BC, the king of Bithynia gets involved in the war with Celtic mercenaries 
called by Attalus I in order to fight against Ptolemaios and Antiochos. But the 
disobedience of the Celts made the king of Pergamon to give up their services, as they 
had become a danger in the region. 

- BC, Prusias I intervenes in the battles between Attalus I and 
Philip V, on the side of the Macedonian king. His participation in the battles is due, on 
the one hand, to the fact that he was member of a  of Greek cities around 
Philip V, and on the other hand to his wish to expand the boundaries of the kingdom of 
Bithynia11 -197 BC
king of Bithynia takes over the city of Chios, which was destroyed in the conflict, and 

the Silk Road, will be renamed Prusias ad Mare, to honor the king. In the same time, 
Prusias will conquer Mysia, as referenced in Polybius, XXI, 45, 10 and Titus Livius, 

convened that it could be placed in 198 BC, between the war from Achaios and Attalus 
- BC nst Antiochos III (197/6 BC

                                                           
10 Will  
11  
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king of Pergamon, between 186- BC  In spite of the fact that during the Roman war 
against Antiochos III, the bithynian king has been asking the Romans to guarantee the 
integrity of his country in exchange for his non-intervention, they soon allowed 

and Philip V, Prusias I will be in the end defeated b
the Greek cities of Cyzicus and Heracleea Pontica. At the moment of his death, occurred 

BC, the king had lost the disputed territory and also a part of Bithynia. 
Moments of Prusias I’s actions are mirrored by the countermarks applied on a 

bronze issue which bears his name. Here we have listed several coins from the on-line 
antiquities market, which are relevant for the historical evolution. 

 
Obv. Laureate head of Apollo to the left. Two countermarks were struck on the 

obverse:  
- in the bottom-left field, a circular countermark of 7 mm, with Artemis head to the left, 
bearing the bow and quiver on the right shoulder,  
- in the middle, an oval countermark, 6 × 10 mm, with a lyre. 
 -Nike, wearing helmet and 
shield, standing to the left, crowns the king’s name with a wreath. In the left field, a 
partial visible monogram.  

  
 

 
Obv. Laureate head of Apollo to the left. In the bottom field was struck a 

circular countermark of 7 mm, with head of Artemis to the left, bearing the bow and the 
quiver on the right shoulder.  
 -Nike, wearing helmet and 
shield, standing to the left, crowns the king’s name with a wreath. In the left field, a 
monogram. 

 Triton V  
Pl. II, 7.  

 
Obv. Laureate head of Apollo to the left. Two countermarks were struck on the 

obverse:  
- in the bottom field, a circular countermark of 7 mm, with head of Artemis to the left, 
bearing the bow and the quiver on the right shoulder,  
- in the bottom-right field, an oval countermark, 6 × 10 mm, with a lyre. 
 -Nike, wearing helmet and 
shield, standing to the left, crowns the king’s name with a wreath. In the left field, a 
wiped monogram. 

  
SNG von Aulock, 6881. Pl. II, 8. 
  

                                                           
  



Obv. Laureate head of Apollo to the left. Three countermarks were struck on 
the obverse:  
- in the bottom-left field, a circular countermark of 7 mm, with head of Artemis to the 
left, bearing the bow and the quiver on the right shoulder,  
- in the upper-right field, a rectangle countermark, 6,5 × 8 mm, with a tripod, 
- in the bottom-right field, an oval countermark, 7 × 10 mm, with a lyre. 
 Winged Athena-Nike, wearing helmet and 
shield, standing to the left, crowns the king’s name with a wreath. In the left field, a 
wiped monogram. 

 
 

 
Obv. Laureate head of Apollo to the left. Three countermarks were struck on 

the obverse:  
- in the bottom field, a circular countermark of 7 mm, with head of Artemis to the left, 
bearing the bow and the quiver on the right shoulder,  
- in the middle, a rectangle countermark, 8 × 10 mm, with a tripod, 
- in the bottom-  
 Winged Athena-Nike, wearing helmet and 
shield, standing to the left, crowns the king’s name with a wreath. In the left field, a 
wiped monogram. 

 5 mm. CGB.fr, Monnaies 49,  lot no. 197. 
 

   
 The analysis of the coins minted by Prusias I allows us to notice that the first 
item analyzed bears a rectangle countermark with a lyre, which is very similar with that 
on our Istrian coin described above. Despite the fact that the print on our coin is blurred, 
a similarity between the two punches can be seen. Therefore, we have tried to find out 
when these countermarks were struck and what are the circumstances in which the 
Istrian coin arrived in this region.  
 Considering the existence of several countermarks on Prusias I’s issues, one 
can notice from the succession of the coins illustrated here what was the order of their 
countermarking. This issue, artistically distinctive, is made up of coins of upper value, 
with the significant image of a winged Athena-Nike who crowns the king's name with 
the laurel wreath. The moment of her issue appears to be in the first part of the reign, 

BC against Byzantium, as an ally of the 
Rhodians, occupying temporarily the Byzantine possessions on the Asian side of the 
straits. 
 The first countermark is the head of Artemis to left, wearing the bow and the 
quiver on the right shoulder. An apparent resemblance can be seen between the style of 
representing Apollo on the obverse of Prusias I coin and that of the countermark with 
Artemis, betraying the same moneyer hand. The style similarities between the head of 
Artemis with the head of Apollo on the coins made us consider that the countermark 
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with Artemis was struck by the same workshop where the coins of Prusias I were 
minted. The re
revalidate the old money in circulation on the city’s market at a certain moment, perhaps 

BC, during the second Macedonian war.  
 Initially, we thought that the countermark could have been struck by Apollonia 
Pontica, which used such a punch of bigger size on its own issues, with the head of 
Artemis bearing the quiver with arrows on the shoulder, to the right14. T. Gerasimov 
had wrongly identified this to be Apollo15. Several such coins were found in the 

-150 BC16 But the 
style of the iconography on the Bithynian coins has convinced us that the issuer is the 
same as the one which later struck the countermarks. There is also another argument in 
favor of this conclusion. During the reign of Prusias I, there was minted an issue with 
head of Artemis to the right on the obverse and a quiver and a bow on the reverse (SNG 

-  this later issue has a lower 
-4.70 g and measuring 

17-18 mm. Therefore, the struck of the countermark with head of Artemis on the first 
eir validity on the market of the 

city, during the second part of his reign.  
 The second countermark seems to be the tripod, as it is shown on the coins in 

the coin issues of the Greek cities in the south-western Black Sea, we will see that a 
- 17. 

This city minted bronze coins of superior nominal with the head of Kore Soteira to the 
right, wearing a wheat wreath on the obverse and a tripod alongside to the name of the 

18. They are dated largely starting with the nd 
century BC toward 1st century BC In our opinion, it is possible that the punch with the 
tripod have been applied by Cyzicus, during the successive wars in 186- BC between 

19

city of Cyzicus is directly involved in the conflict and struck on the Bithynian coins the 
countermark with a tripod, allowing them to be used on the own market. 
 In these circumstances, a coin minted by Apollonia Pontica was stamped with 

. It is a bronze piece of lower value, belonging to an issue 

                                                           
14 /  

Auction 10/ 
SNG IX Black Sea, 187. 

15  
16 - - -  
17 

 
-  

18 BMC Mysia165- - -  
19  

 Gerasimov 1946, p. 75-  
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-15 mm , with the laureate head of Apollo to the right on the obverse and 
an anchor on the reverse, dated  uncertain from the 4th century until the end of rd century 
BC 
arriving in the area by chance, given its low value and the big distance between the 
cities. Another example from Apollonia, mentioned by T. Gerasimov, is that of an issue 
from the rd- nd centuries BC with Apollo standing frontal on the obverse, holding a 
branch and a bow, and an anchor, the emblem of the city, on the reverse . The coin, of 
15-16 mm, was countermarked on the obverse with a folded winged eagle to the right. 
The countermark was applied by Abydos, being similar from the stylistic point of view 
with the reverse of an issue of the city of lower nominal, minted between the 4th- rd 
centuries BC  The lower value emissions of Apollonia Pontica, countermarked by 
Cyzicus or Abydos, have reached the south Black Sea region following the movement 
of people and merchandises in the context of the trade between the Greek cities, or as a 
consequence of the political events of the rd- nd centuries BC 
 The third countermark on the Prusias I coins is that w
was struck shortly after that with the tripod, toward the end of the king’s reign. It was 
struck later than the others, because sometimes it overlaps the edges of the punch with 
tripod (pl. II, 9- pported by the existence of bronze 
emissions, which have a lyre on the reverse, dated in the second half of Prusias’ reign. 
The first issue, consisting of 17-19 mm coins, have the laureate head of Apollo to the 
right on the obverse and a lyre on the revers . The other one, slightly 

. In the numismatic literature there is 
known such a coin which was countermarked on the obverse with a tripod, allowing its 
minting to be dated before 186 BC (the beginning of the conflict between Prusias I and 

. Apart this attribute, there were later struck two other 
punches, one earlier with a spread wings eagle to the right, which belongs to Abydos , 
over which was struck a caduceus stamped by the same workshop that issued the coin. 
The dating of the Bithynian issues with the lyre on the reverse before 186 BC, as 
indicates the presence of the tripod countermark, determined us to believe that the 
countermarking with the lyre took place shortly after the beginning of the conflict 

                                                           
 SNG IX Black Sea, 179. 
 

mm. 
 Ge  
  
 Gerhard Hirsch Nachfolger, 

 
 Numismatik Naumann (f

 
 

countermarks: a tripod, a spread wings eagle to the right, over which a caduceus was applied.   
 Such countermarks, with a spreaded wings eagle, are present also on bronze coins from Cyzicus, of type 

- -
of on-line auction houses ( -Sale 46/ :  
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- BC 
In these circumstances, the remaining old coins from the city market were 
countermarked, both the local ones type Apollo/Athena-Nike, and the foreign issues 
arrived by chance in the city, in order to allow them all to circulate, no matter the 
nominal or value. 
 The coin from Istros, described at the beginning of the article, appears to have 
been countermarked with quite a blurry lyre, in the same context. The question is how 
this humble coin from the western Black Sea region arrived in Bithynia. A first way of 
answering takes into consideration the movement of people and merchandises in the 
context of the trade between the cities on the Black Sea shore. On the other hand, there 
is an historical event during that time, which linked the west-pontic city to the south-
west seashore. 
 At the beginning of the nd century BC, Istros sent military help, under 
Hegesagoras of Monimos command, at the request of the Apollonia Pontica . 
Messambria has been attacking the small city of Anchialos, located under the authority 
of Apollonia, in order to conquer it. The armed support from Istros decided in favor of 
Apollonia, which succeeded to keep Anchialos.  
 The Istrian coin countermarked with a lyre is an indirect testimony which 
confirms the date of this event at the beginning of the nd century BC In the same time, 
the presence of the countermark helps to date the Istrian issue, more precisely the start 
of its minting, at the beginning of the nd century BC The later items, which bear on the 
obverse un attribute identified by us as being an arrow, reveals the continuity of this 
type of coin, struck in several variants up until the 1st century BC. 
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Plate I. Coins issued at Istros (1-3) and Dionysopolis (4-5).
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Plate II. Coins issued at Istros (1), Apollonia Pontica (11-12)
and by Prusias I of Bithynia (6-10).
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Plate III. Coins issued at Cyzicus (13-15) and by Prusias I of Bithynia (16-17);
the countermarks applied in Bithynia during the reign of king Prusias I: the head of

Artemis to the left, with the bow and the quiver on the right shoulder and a lyre;
the countermark applied by Cyzicus: tripod.
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