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A Silver-Plated Samarian Coin from Tel Dor

Yoav FArHI

The Hebrew University

yoav.farhi@mail.huji.ac.il

Abstract

This article presents a Samarian silver-plated “drachm”/rb‘ $gl that was recently found at Tel
Dor. Depicted on the obverse is a combat scene between two warriors. The author suggests a
new reading for the letters on the obverse and discusses the iconography of the coin, which
has no parallel in any other Persian-period coins. Yet, some analogy to the scene on the coin
is found in Achemenid cylinder seals and suggests that this specific coin type originated in
glyptic art.

During the 2006 excavation season at Tel Dor a Samarian coin was found (Fig.
1).! Based on its weight and diameter (see below), this coin should be categorized
as “drachm” or rb‘ 5ql?

Fig. 1. Samarian coin from Dor (1:1 and 2:1 scale)

Obv. Two confronted fighting warriors; between the figures, two Aramaic letters: 20; all in
square dotted border.

Rev. Two soldiers standing confronted; each holding a long spear; the one on the r. carries
an oval shield ornamented with a frontal head of Bes; the 1. figure is in relief and the r.
appears in incuse;’ test cut in r. field.

Silver-plated £, <, 2.74 g, 1516 mm.

1 The coin (Reg. No. 55000) was found on the surface in Area D1. I wish to thank the
directors of the Tel Dor excavations, Ilan Sharon and Ayelet Gilboa, for permission to
publish this coin. I also wish to thank Barak Monnickendam-Givon and Yiftah Shalev
for the photographs.

2 For the question of coin denominations and weight standards in fourth-century BCE
Samaria see Tal 2007:20.

3 Although the right figure appears in incuse, the outline of the design is represented in
linear relief. For this technique see Gitler and Tal 2006b:56 n. 34.

INR 5 (2010): 21-30 21
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A similar specimen was first published by Imhoof-Blumer (1883:370, No.
64) as a Cilician coin. The same specimen was published again by Babelon as
“Incertaines de Phénicie, de Cilicie ou de Chypre” (Traité 11,2:629-630, No. 1018)
and later again by Meshorer and Qedar (1991:60, No. 89) as part of their first
corpus of Samarian coins. Two other specimens were published later, both from
private collections and from unknown origin; one was published by Meshorer
and Qedar (1999:92, No. 49) as part of their second corpus of Samarian coins,
and the second specimen was published by Rynearson (2000:155, No. 24; Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Samarian coin, after Rynearson 2000:155, No. 24

The obverse of the coin from Dor is better preserved than the other previously
published specimens and thus can help us to better identify some of its details
(below).*

The obverse scene presents two confronted fighting warriors; the one on the
left is wearing trousers, tunic(?) and Persian tiara and holding a dagger in his right
hand; behind him an unclear vertical object (scepter/bow case?); The warrior on
the right is wearing broad trousers and a crested Corinthian(?) helmet and holding
an uncertain object (a stone?) in his raised left hand and a dagger(?) in his right;
the warrior on the left tries to stab his opponent with right hand while holding his
helmet’s plume-holder with his left; the warrior on the right is trying to stab his
rival with his right hand.

The headdress of the left figure covers its head, cheeks and beard(?) and thus
indicates that this figure should be identified as the Persian governor (satrap)
or the so-called ‘Persian hero’ or ‘royal hero’ (Kaptan 2002:55-73; Curtis
2005:92-94).° This specific type of headdress (probably a tiara) is known on
other Samarian coins (Meshorer and Qedar 1999:97—-118, Nos. 75-76, 185, 188,
190; Gitler and Tal 2006b:55, No. 15) as well as on Cilician coins (SNG Cilicia:
Pls. 10:282-289; 14:391-394).° The figure on the right appears to be wearing
a crested helmet, probably Corinthian (or “pseudo-Corinthian”) with nose-

4 Unfortunately, I could not check these specimens and their photographs are not of
sufficient quality for die-study.

5 For the identification of this figure see also the discussions by Root (1979:303-308)
and Leith (1997:214-217).

6 Similar, but notidentical types of headdresses appears on other Samarian (Cf. Meshorer
and Qedar 1999, Nos. 1-2, 4-5, 71-72, 137, 189, 191) as well as Lycian (BMC Lycia,
Pamphylia, and Pisidia:22-25, Nos. 101-102, 110-111) and other coins.
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guard(?).” This figure might represent a Greek person, but the broad trousers that
he seems to be wearing militates against this possibility. The combination of the
Corinthian helmet with the broad trousers is not usual and probably points to a
more generic identification.

The general position of the left figure (e.g., holding an enemy, animal or
creature in left hand and ready to stab it with dagger in his right) is frequent on
Samarian coins (Meshorer and Qedar 1999:83-120, Nos. 4-7, 20, 22-23, 35,
55-56, 74, 86, 96, 98, 106, 146, 147, 199-204; Gitler and Tal 2006b:54-56, Nos.
14, 18) and Sidonian coins (BMC Phoen.:141-154, Nos. 9-13, 34-45, 67-68,
84-85) representing the Persian king/hero as well as on other provincial coins
and artifacts of the Persian period (Head 1877:36-37; Leith 1997:214-219;
Kaptan 2002:5-50, DS3). It should be noted that on the Samarian and Sidonian
coins as well as on some bullas (Kaptan and Leith, above) the Persian king(?) is
shown in a more dynamic attitude; e.g., the king’s right hand (with the dagger) is
shown along his left or right side, while on the coin from Dor his hand is extended
forward against the enemy. In both cases the images always represent the stage of
combat before the hero plunges his dagger into his opponent.?

This type of combat scene is so far unique for coins. But similar representations
are known on two cylinder seals, one in the Bibliothéque Nationale (Ghirshman
1964:269, Fig. 331; Summerer 2007:10, Fig. 3) and the other in the British
Museum (Tallis 2005:228-229, Cat. No. 415; Summerer 2007:9, Fig. 2), as well
as on a painted wooden beam in Munich, originally found near Tatarli in Turkey
(Summerer 2007: Figs. I-11I).°

The central part of the scene depicted on the cylinder seal in the Bibliothéque
Nationale (Fig. 3) is very similar to that on our Samarian coin. Some of the details
are not quite identical but the general attitudes of both warriors are very similar.
Ghirshman entitled the scene ‘“Medes and Scythians fighting” (Ghirshman
1964:269, Fig. 331) without further discussion.

The origins of this type of combat scene are not clear but one should notice
the similarity between the position and characters of the ‘Persian hero’ on

7 For similar helmets see Pflug 1988b:83, Figs. 20-21; Bottini 1988:130-131, Figs.
33-34.

8 For various scenes depicting heroes stabbing rampant animals or creatures see
Garrison and Roth 2001:295-414; Kaptan 2002:65—-66, DS 18; Curtis 2005:82, Figs.
41-42; Ghirshman 1964:202-203, Figs. 250-253. The scene presenting the king/hero
stabbing a rampant lion is common in Assyrian glyptic art as well as on some reliefs
from Nineveh (Winter 2000:54—60, Fig. 1 and Pls. V:1-2, VI.5).

9 I am indebted to Jarostaw Bodzek for these references as well as for some other
important suggestions regarding this paper.



24 YOAV FARHI

Fig. 3. Cylinder seal, Bibliothéque Nationale (after Ghirshman 1964:269, Fig. 331)

the coin from Dor (and to some extent on the cylinder seal as well) and some
representations of Heracles fighting Geryon in early Greek art (Fig. 4)."°

Fig. 4. Combat of Heracles and Geryon. Greek Amphora (c. 540 BCE, height 47.5 cm;
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum; Reg. No. 1867,0506.45)

The close resemblance between the iconography on the coin type under
discussion and the one on the cylinder seals (especially the seal from the
Bibliothéque Nationale), as opposed to the absence of similar scenes on other
Persian-period coins might suggest that this coin type, depicting a combat

10 For such representations of Heracles see Pflug 1988a:37, Fig. 12; 1988b:81, Fig. 18.
For other examples in which Persian artisans followed a Greek iconographic model
see Summerer 2007:27-28.
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scene between two warriors, was borrowed from glyptic art.!' As was noted by
Bodzek regarding another Samarian coin type, “it is probable that the Samarian
issuing authority consciously chose iconographic types recalling the Achemenid
aristocratic ethos with which the local community was presumably familiar”
(Bodzek 2008:3).

Yet, it is well known that Heracles was very popular among the Greco-
Phoenician artisans (Leith 1997:85-94; Stern 2002:100) and thus, one should not
exclude the possibility that his iconography, such as the one presented above, was
adopted by a Samarian die-engraver for the coin under discussion.

One may ask whether this combat scene commemorates an historical event
or not. As was explained by Summerer regarding the scene on the wooden
beam from Munich, “...the depicted Persian victory should not be seen as an
historical documentation, but rather as a more generic battle ‘Persians versus
enemy,” perhaps an ideological construct which was determined by the warfare
experience of Persians” (Summerer 2007:27).

The reverse scene is known from an “obo/” attributed to Samaria (Meshorer
and Qedar 1991:60, No. 90; 1999:46, No. 50; Rynearson 2000:155, No. 25; Gitler
and Tal 2006b:56, No. 19) — probably a smaller denomination of the “drachm”
under discussion.'? The position of the two figures and especially the oval shield
of the right figure,'* are very similar to some Persian guards presented in the
Persepolis reliefs, especially those presented in the center of the eastern stairway
of the Apadana (Ghirshman 1964:163, Fig. 211 and 204, Fig. 254; Roaf 1983:P1.
Ia)."* One should notice that the shield on the coin is ornamented with a frontal
head of Bes (Fig. 2 above), while the shields in Persepolis are ornamented with
a wheel-shaped boss. The frontal head of Bes was a popular image on Samarian
(Meshorer and Qedar 1999:33-34, 93—-119, Nos. 53-54, 120, 122, 151-153, 157—
158, 179-180, 198) and Philisto-Arabian (Mildenberg 1995) coins. The specific
head of Bes on the coin is quite similar to the one appearing on some Cilician
coins.'” This might serve as evidence for the Cilician origins of this Samarian
coin type.

11 For similar case regarding another Samarian coin type, see Bodzek 1999. For
Achemenid iconography as evidenced by glyptic art, see Garrison 2000.

12 Asimilar reverse type is also known from a coin of Tarsus: In this coin the two soldiers
are standing confronted; each holds a long spear but neither holds a round shield. See
SNG Cilicia: Pl. 7:208 = Babelon, Traite 11:361-362, No. 527.

13 This shield is called a ‘violin shield’ because of its oval shape with circular cut-outs
on either side, giving it the appearance of a violin. The shield is also referred to as a
Dipylon shield.

14 Boardman (2000:138) stated that the only exact parallel to these shields can be found
in a Greek shield type (‘Boeotian”) which some scholars believe to be heroic and
imaginary, or at best, a parade shield.

15 See for example Mildenberg 1995: Pls. 1:14-15.
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The two Aramaic letters on the obverse (see below) were not mentioned by
Imhoof-Blumer, Babelon or by Meshorer and Qedar in their 1991 publication, and
thus, it is possible that these letters did not appear on the specimen they observed.
If so, the specific specimen that they observed may be an original Cilician(?)
coin, while the other two specimens, as well as the coin from Dor, are Samarian
imitations of this type. The fact that the coin from Dor is silver-plated and bears
a test cut and that two test cuts appear on the specimen published by Meshorer
and Qedar (1999:92, No. 49), while no test cuts appear on the first published
specimen,'® might support this assumption.

The two letters were first identified by Meshorer and Qedar (1999:92, No.
49) as sn (10). But later Rynearson suggested these letters be read as yd (7°), and
he offered that this coin may have been issued under the governor or high priest
Yaddu‘a (Rynearson 2000:155, No. 24). The letters on the coin from Dor are
clearer than the ones on the other specimens and thus, a new reading of these
letters may now be suggested. The letter on the right looks like yod but has a short
leg extending downward and not to the right. Thus, it should be read as samekh.
The leg of the letter on the left curves to the left and does not continue straight
downward and thus should be read as bet,'” and not as nun. Thus, it seems that
these letters should be read as sb (20). A similar reading was also suggested by
Lemaire (2002:153).

The same abbreviation appears on other Samarian issues (Meshorer and Qedar
1999:93, Nos. 51-53, 56) where these letters were identified as the letters sn,
probably an abbreviation for Sanballat. Based on the new reading suggested here,
it seems the letters on these coins should also be read as s& — probably another
abbreviation for the same name.'®

Samarian coins retrieved from controlled excavations are very scarce and are
known from a few sites only; at least 20 coins were found on Mount Gerizim in
Samaria (Magen 2008:168; Gitler and Tal 2006b:56—-57). One coin, excavated
in Samaria, which was published by Fulco and Zayadine (1981:203, No. 12)
as uncertain, was re-attributed by Elayi and Lemaire to the mint of Samaria
(1989:162). Another Samarian coin is known from Gan Soreq in northern Philistia
(Gitler and Tal 2006b:49, No. 2¢). Two other coins, a silver-plated “hemiobol”
from Horbat ‘Eleq (Barkay 2000:377, No. 4) and a silver “hemiobol” from
Jerusalem (Fig. 5)," were identified as Samarian imitations of Sidonian types.

16 For a discussion of test cuts see Gitler and Tal 2006a:312—-313.

17 For cases of a similar bet on other Samarian coins see Meshorer and Qedar 1999:83—
92, Nos. 4, 6, 9-10, 15-17, 19, 41-42, 44, 45-46. For the shape of this letter see also
Naveh 1970: Fig. 11.

18 The name Sanballat is an Akkadian theophoric name, which is composed of two
words: sin-uballit, and means “Sin (the moon-god) gives life” (Williamson 1992:973).

19 This coin was found during Magen Broshi’s excavations on Mount Zion (IAA 79361),
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Both depict the Persian king, kneeling right and drawing his bow, on one side of
the coin. The other side of the Horbat “Eleq coin has a war galley and the other
side of the Jerusalem coin is obliterated. These two coins may be Samarian (and
see Meshorer and Qedar 1999:101-103, Nos. 97, 105 and 197 for this type of
Persian king) although it is also possible that they are Sidonian issues.?

Fig. 5. Samarian(?) coin from Jerusalem (scale 3:1)
Obv. Obliterated

Rev. Persian king kneeling to 1. and drawing bow.
R, 0.16 g, 6-7 mm.

It has been suggested that Samarian coins circulated mostly in Samaria (Gitler
and Tal 2006b:57). The find of the “drachm ™ at Tel Dor might point that Samarian
coins circulated also further north and along the coast. These coins may have also
circulated in Judea, if the quarter “obol/” from Jerusalem is indeed Samarian.

As noted above, the coin from Dor is silver-plated.?' Silver-plated coins are
known in Samaria (Meshorer and Qedar 1991:67), Philistia,” and Phoenicia
(BMC Phoen.:3, No. 9, pp. 229-232, Nos. 11-12, 18, 33, 38bis, 41; Qedar
2000-2002:10—14). These are usually large denominations. Two explanations are
given for the appearance of silver-plated coins. These coins may be official silver-
plated issues, coined in periods of financial crisis, or they may be fraudulent

and was identified by Rachel Barkay. I wish to thank her and Shimon Gibson for
permission to include this information here and to Donald T. Ariel for locating the
coin in the IAA collection.

20 For similar Sidonian types see, for example, BMC Phoen.:142, Nos. 14—16; Lambert
1932:7, Nos. 36-38; Meshorer and Qedar 1991, Nos. 195-200; Elayi and Elayi 2004:
Nos. 1219, 2596-2606.

21 As far as I know, the question of silver-plated coins in the Persian period has not
yet been fully studied. For general information concerning silver-plating of coins see
Zwicker, Oddy and La Niece 1993.

22 Several silver-plated Athenian and Athenian-styled “fetradrachms” of the fifth and
fourth centuries BCE appear in Gitler and Tal (2006a:27-30, table 2.1). Two copper
cores of plated Philistian “drachms’ and another silver-plated “drachm’ are mentioned
by Gitler and Tal (2006a.330; 2006b:60 n. 44), one of Gaza (Gitler and Tal 2006a:132,
VI. Gaza. 1D [variant] ¢) and the other two are classified as Athenian-styled (Gitler
and Tal 2006a:184, XIII. Obverse Athenian-styled. 16D). For a silver-plated “obol”
see Farhi 2009:238, No. 3.
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imitations (Gitler and Tal 2006a:313). The occurrence of silver-plated coins can
also be explained deriving from the need to produce a defined number of coins
from a given amount of silver. Thus, if the minter had difficulty in dividing the
given amount of silver into the correct number of coins or if a given amount of
silver bullion did not suffice to produce the requested amount of coins, he would
supplement his production with coins containing bronze-alloy cores. As was
stated by Gitler and Tal (above), since we are dealing with local currency serving
the local market, it is possible that such ‘counterfeits’ may have been tolerated by
the authorities, as long as they did not upset the stability of economic conditions.

REFERENCES

Barkay R. 2000. The Coins of Horvat ‘Eleq. In Y. Hirschfeld. Ramat Hanadiv Excavations:
Final Report of the 1984—1998 Seasons. Jerusalem. Pp. 377-419.

Boardman J. 2000. Persia and the West: An Archaeological Investigation of the Genesis of
Achaemenid Art. London.

Bodzek J. 1999. Zwyciegski Kawalerzysta Z Samarii. Wiadomsci Numizmatyczne 43:21-30.
Bodzek J. 2008. A Note on a Samarian Coin-Type. INR 3:3—12.

Bottini A. 1988. Apulisch-Korinthische Helme. In A. Bottini, M. Egg, F. W. Von Hase, H.
Pflug, U. Schaaf, P. Schauer and G. Waurick. Antike Helme: Sammlung Lipperheide
und Andere Bestinde des Antikenmuseums Berlin. Mainz. Pp. 107-136.

Curtis J. 2005. The Palace. In J. Curtis and N. Tallis eds. Forgotten Empire: The World of
Ancient Persia. California. Pp. 50-103.

Elayi J. and Elayi A.G. 2004. Le monnayage de la cité phénicienne de Sidon a I’époque perse
(Ve—Ive s. Av. J.-C.) (Transeuphraténe Supplement 11). Paris.

Elayi J. and Lemaire A. 1989. Numismatique. Transeuphratéene 1:155-164.

Farhi Y. 2009. The Coins. In Y. Garfinkel and S. Ganor. Khirbet Qeiyafa, 1: Excavation Report
2007-2008. Jerusalem. Pp. 231-241.

Fulco W.J. and Zayadine F. 1981. Coins from Samaria-Sebaste. Annual of the Department of
Antiquities of Jordan 25:197-225.

Garrison M.B. 2000. Achaemenid Iconography as Evidenced by Glyptic Art: Subject matter,
Social Function, Audience and Diffusion. In C. Uehlinger ed. Images as Media:
Sources for the Cultural History of the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean (Ist
Millennium BCE). Fribourg. Pp. 115-163.

Ghirshman R. 1964. The Arts of Ancient Iran: from its Origins to the Time of Alexander the
Great. New York.

Gitler H. and Tal O. 2006a. The Coinage of Philistia of the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BC. A
Study of the Earliest Coins of Palestine (Collezioni Numimatiche 6). Milan.



SILVER-PLATED SAMARIAN COIN FROM TEL DOR 29

Gitler H. and Tal O. 2006b. Coins with Aramaic Legend Shrw and Other Unrecorded Samarian
Issues. SNR 85:47-60.

Head B.V. 1877. The Coinage of Lydia and Persia. London.

Imhoof-Blumer F. 1883. Monnaies Grecques (Verhandelingen der Koningl. Akad. van
wetanschappen. Letterkunde 14). Amsterdam.

Kaptan D. 2002. The Daskyleion Bullae: Seal Images from the Western Achaemenid Empire.
Leiden.

Lambert C. 1932. Egypto-Arabian, Phoenician, and other Coins of the Fourth Century B.C.
Found in Palestine. Quarterly of the Department of Antiquities in Palestine 2:1-12.

Leith M.J.W. 1997. Wadi Daliyeh, 1: The Wadi Daliyeh Seal Impressions (Discoveries in the
Judaean Desert 24). Oxford.

Lemaire A. 2002. Récensions: Y. Meshorer et S. Qedar, Samarian Coinage (Jerusalem 1999).
Transeuphraténe 24:152-153.

Magen Y. 2008. Mount Gerizim Excavations, 11: A Temple City (Judea and Samaria Studies
8). Jerusalem.

Meshorer Y. and Qedar S. 1991. The Coinage of Samaria in the Fourth Century BCE.
Jerusalem.

Meshorer Y. and Qedar S. 1999. Samarian Coinage (Numismatic Studies and Researches 9).
Jerusalem.

Mildenberg L. 1995. Bes on Philisto-Arabian Coins. Transeuphraténe 9:63—65.

Naveh J. 1970. The Development of the Aramaic Script (Israel Academy of Sciences and
Humanities. Proceedings 5/1). Jerusalem.

Pflug H. 1988a. Kyprische Helme. In A. Bottini, M. Egg, F. W. Von Hase, H. Pflug, U. Schaaf,
P. Schauer and G. Waurick. Antike Helme: Sammlung Lipperheide und Andere
Bestinde des Antikenmuseums Berlin. Mainz. Pp. 27-41.

Pflug H. 1988b. Korinthische Helme. In A. Bottini, M. Egg, F. W. Von Hase, H. Pflug, U.
Schaaf, P. Schauer and G. Waurick. Antike Helme: Sammlung Lipperheide und
Andere Bestdnde des Antikenmuseums Berlin. Mainz. Pp. 65-106.

Qedar S. 2000-2002. Tissaphernes at Dor? INJ 14:9—-14.
Roaf M. 1983. Sculptures and Sculptors at Persepolis (IRAN 21). London.

Root M.C. 1979. The King and Kingship in Achaemenid Art: Essays on the Creation of an
Iconography of Empire (Acta Iranica 19). Leiden.

Rynearson P. 2000. Descriptive Catalogue of Coins. In C. Wallak Samuels, P. Rynearson and Y.
Meshorer eds. The Numismatic Legacy of the Jews, as Depicted by a Distinguished
American Collection. New York. Pp. 151-211.

Stern E. 2002. A Hoard of Persian Period Bullae from the Vicinity of Samaria. In E. Stern and
H. Eshel eds. The Samaritans. Jerusalem. Pp. 82—103 (Hebrew).



30 YOAV FARHI

Summerer L. 2007. Picturing Persian Victory: The Persian Battle Scene on the Munich Wood.
In A. Ivantchik and V. Licheli. Achaemenid Culture and Local Traditions in Anatolia,
Southern Caucasus and Iran: New Discoveries (Ancient Civilizations from Scythia
to Siberia 13). Leiden. Pp. 3-30.

Tal O. 2007. Coin Denominations and Weight Standards in Fourth-Century BCE Palestine.
INR 2:17-28.

Tallis N. 2005. Transport and Warfare. In J. Curtis and N. Tallis eds. Forgotten Empire: The
World of Ancient Persia. Berkeley, Calif. Pp. 210-235.

Traité 11, 2: E. Babelon Traité des monnaies grecques et romaines, deuxieme partie,
description historique, tome deuxieme: comprenant les monnaies de [’empire des
perses achéménides, de [’orient sémitique et de |’asie-mineure aux v* et iv* siécles
avant J.-C. Paris 1910.

Williamson H.G.M. 1992. Sanballat. In D.N. Freedman ed. The Anchor Bible Dictionary, V.
New York. Pp. 973-975.

Winter 1.J. 2000. Le Palais Imaginaire: Scale and Meaninig in the Iconography of Neo-
Assyrian Cylinder Seals. In C. Uehlinger ed. Images as Media: Sources for the
Cultural History of the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean (Ist Millennium BCE).
Fribourg. Pp. 51-87.

Zwicker U., Oddy A., and La Niece S. 1993. Roman Techniques of Manufacturing Silver-
Plated Coins. In S. La Niece and P. Craddock eds. Metal Plating & Patination:
Cultural, Technical & Historical Development. Oxford. Pp. 223-246.





