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Dr Ali Aravand revisits the history and art of the Achaemenid coinage 

NSI-NB Meeting, Shaw’s Bridge, April 6th, 2018 
 

The Society night on Friday 6th April 2018 had been eagerly anticipated to be the sort of event 

that would break the routine and push the boundaries of the Hiberno-British numismatics 

exposing the audience to a wider and much older monetary systems of the world through the 

associated history and arts. On this occasion, Dr Ali Aravand, a keen collector of Persian coins 

and a native connoisseur of the Persian Arts and antiquities, made the night with an excellent 

talk on the origins of the Achaemenids and their coinage in the context of their conquests and 

trades.  

The talk started by stating that the Iranian custom laws 

prohibit export of any antiquities, including coins, from 

the country, so that due to the lack of personal materials 

the speaker had to make best use of the members’ 

resources. Indeed, the Numismatic Society of Ireland 

Northern Branch is fully committed to ethical collecting 

and the speaker received heartfelt sympathy for being 

separated from his collections.  

Approaching the topic ab ovo, Dr Aravand embarked on a review of the Achaemenid family 

tree from the late VII century BC onwards, and we learned about the multi-ethnicity and 

nomadic heritage of the first Persians and their uneasy relationships, both internally and 

externally, particularly with the preceding kingdom of Medes. Apparently, the earliest 

mentioning of Persians can be credited to the Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III (858–824 BC), 

currently in the collection of the British Museum. Sprouting through the weakening Neo-

Assyrian Empire, the emerging identity led to the united Persian tribes overthrowing the 

Assyrian regime and quickly amalgamating within their own Empire, particularly strengthened 

under the kingship of Cyrus II the Great (600 – 530 BC).  

Traditionally, to covey major political messages in 

actions the Persian kings, in the manner of the 

preceding Neo-Babylonian kings, claimed that 

they were given a revelation, or a vision, to justify 

what had to be done by the divine decree, but 

Cyrus the Great went even further transforming 

such revelations into powerful political 

propaganda. In his own words, the victorious 

Cyrus was portrayed as chosen by the chief 

Babylonian god Marduk to restore peace and order 

to the Babylonians, which was apparently a clever political manoeuvre to win the heart and 

mind of the Babylonians in order to set a scene for the bloodless capture of the city in 539 BC. 

Interestingly, the fall of the Babylon was also prophesised in the Biblical sources - remember 

Belshazzar’s feast in the Book of Daniel,- which was not surprising giving Cyrus’ relations with 

The large bas-relief and inscription of Darius the 

Great, in Behistun, Iran 
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the Jews for whom he even restored by God’s decree their Temple in Jerusalem. His 

descendant, Darius I the Great, the fourth king of the Achaemenid dynasty, brought the 

Empire to its pinnacle, as well as made himself known for the religious tolerance, or 

ambivalence, and his expeditions against the Greek states of Athens and Eretria. Despite the 

crushing defeat of his forces at the Battle of Marathon, Darius managed to re-subjugate 

Thrace and to expand the Empire through the conquests of Macedon, the Cyclades and the 

island of Naxos. 

The origins of the Persian coinage could be 

traced back to the time of Cyrus the Great and 

his invasion to Lydia. After the conquest and 

establishment of the satrapy, the Lydian 

monetary system was revised and the new 

reduced weight standards were introduced, 

although the iconography of the coins did not 

change significantly. Lydian King Croesus had previously struck the silver and the first series 

of gold staters in history which depicted a lion and a bull on obverse, representing strength 

and virility, and which bore a double incuse punch on the reverse. The fractions of both gold 

and silver staters were issues as well. In the revised Lydian monetary system, under Cyrus the 

Great, a new denomination appeared, called siglos (pl. sigloi), which weighed approximately 

half a Lydian stater. The archaeological evidence suggests that the area of coin circulation at 

that time was mainly in and around Lydia and other states that had direct access to the trans-

Mediterranean trade, whereas the rest of the Persian Empire did not use coins as a medium 

of daily financial transactions or savings.  

Darius I the Great continued with the existing weight 

system deriving from the Lydian coinage, but 

introduced a new iconography, depicting a Royal 

archer on the obverse and an uncertain incuse 

punch on the reverse, which although has been 

speculated to represent a map or some exotic spices 

when it yields a certain pattern, yet in most cases the 

punch pattern is indecipherable. The coins of similar 

design were struck in gold (daric) and silver (siglos = 

1/20th of a daric, weighed ca. 5.40-5.60 g.) and 

constituted the principal bimetallic monetary system of the Persian Empire from 520 BC-450 

BC to 330 BC. The design of the coins did not change 

much, but certain variations appeared over the 

time. The earliest type of the Persian siglos 

depicted a king, crowned, as bearded archer 

kneeling right with a spear and a drawn bow. In 

time, the archer posture changed to the king 

running, as well as the king’s dress became more 

ornate. The later archer would have a dagger in the 

Lydia, Croesus - AR stater – silver– 10.66 grams 

Darius I the Great, AR ½ stater (Siglos) ~ 5.5 

grams – 520-505 BC 

Darius I the Great to Xerxes I, AV stater (Daric) 

type III  ~ 8.3 grams – 490-475 BC 
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right hand, instead of the spear. The coins were often stamped with multiple checker’s or 

banker’s marks as the proof of their authenticity.  

In passing, Dr Aravand briefly mentioned the 

coinage of the Persian satrapies, most of which 

were located at the Mediterranean cost. 

Intriguingly, satrapial coins were quite different 

from the Empire’s ones, both in denominations, 

metal and iconography. The audience was 

shown some satrapial coins of Phoenicia, from 

the NSI-NB members’ collections, depicting a 

range of mythical creatures: Melqarth, holding 

bow riding on hippocamp, an owl with a crook and a flail, a lion attacking a bull and a Persian 

king slaying a lion – the two last motifs often occurred in the contemporary Achaemenid arts. 

The satrapial coins were also the first in the history to bear the realistic portraits of the 

governors, which apparently did not constitute violation of the Empire’s law and customs. 

Given the diversity of the satrapial coins, as well as the rich history of the states, Dr Aravand 

reserved this topic for a future event. The members were also promised that, should 

opportunity permit, other periods of the Persian history and coinage will be covered by the 

speaker in his future talks - the promise received with a great enthusiasm by all members of 

the audience.  

Closing the night, Dr Nicolas Wright, on behalf of the 

Society members, praised the effort and quality of 

the work presented by the speaker, which certainly 

extended the knowledge and appreciation of the rich 

history and numismatic heritage of Iran. The 

discussion that followed enhanced the view that 

Ancient numismatics is still a key area of collecting 

and research amongst the Society members, and the 

experience of the consolidated support given to this 

talk in form of the display pieces, references and information from private collections proved 

to be a success under the constraints of the international custom laws and our unwavering 

commitment to abide the law and ethics of the hobby.  

The meeting notes were recorded by Alexey Shitvov, Member NSI-NB. The images and dates 

were taken from the open Internet resources. For comments and corrections, please contact 

the NSI-NB Editorial Board by https://www.numsocirelandnb.com/contact 

 

Phoenicia-Tyre, Shekel, 8.28 grams – 346-345 BC 

Melkarth riding hippocampus / Owl with crook and flail  
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