The road to the harbour at Ephesus. (Wikimedia Commons: detail of a photograph taken by Ad Meskens)

FTER the assassination of Julius
Caesar in 44 BC Mark Antony expected to take over as ruler of Rome, but
the senate and Caesar’s great-nephew,
Octavian, opposed him. Caesar had no
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Figure 1 – Bronze coin minted at Ephesus in
42 BC showing Mark Antony, Octavian and Lepidus on the obverse. Reverse: statue of Artemis.
It is 16 mms in diameter. RPC I 2572. (Image
courtesy of Sergey Nechayev, Vcoins.com)

children but in his will he had adopted
Octavian as his son, and although he was
only 19 at the time he was very ambitious. With a senatorial army he fought
a battle against Antony and won, but
in 43 BC he agreed to form a political
alliance with Antony and Lepidus, the
governor of Gaul who had fought on
Antony’s side in the battle. This alliance
was called the Triumvirate or rule by
three men, and they ruled Rome for
the next five years. During this period
they eliminated anybody who might
oppose them and about 130 senators were
executed.
In the Roman Empire at this time
communications were fairly good, and the
leading citizens of Ephesus would have
closely followed the events in Rome. In
about 42 BC a series of bronze coins was

issued at Ephesus with the heads of
Octavian, Antony and Lepidus on the
obverse. On the reverse there was the
peculiar image of Artemis that stood in
the great temple at Ephesus. On these
coins the names of four magistrates
appear together with that of Glaucon,
who was the high priest and town clerk.
(Figure 1) No doubt they were anxious
not to be on the Triumvirate’s extermination list.
The assassins Brutus and Cassius
had established themselves in parts of
Asia Minor and then moved to northern
Greece where a great battle occurred at
Philippi in October 42 BC. Antony and
Octavian were victorious and Brutus
and Cassius committed suicide. Antony
then travelled east and at Tarsus he met
Cleopatra, the queen of Egypt, and fell

Figure 2 – Cistophorus with Mark Antony and Octavia on the obverse and the god Dionysus
(Bacchus to the Romans) on the reverse. 39 BC. Diameter 27 mms. RPC I 2202. (Classical Numismatic Group, Web Shop)

in love with her. When her barge was
rowed into the harbour at Tarsus she
was arrayed as Aphrodite, the goddess of
love. It was all too much for Antony.
A war between Octavian and Antony
was averted when in 40 BC they met at
Brundisium in Italy and reached an
agreement whereby Octavian would
rule the west and Antony the east of the
empire. To seal the agreement Antony
married Octavian’s sister, Octavia.
Antony then visited Asia Minor and two
cistophori (large silver coins showing a
cista or basket) were minted there. (Figures 2 and 3) On them Antony wears
an ivy wreath indicating that he is the
new Dionysus. Dionysus was the god of
wine and revelry and very popular in
Asia Minor. Snakes and baskets appear
on the reverses because they were used
in the god’s rituals. At Ephesus Antony
was given a triumphal reception as the
incarnation of Dionysus.
Sadly for Octavia she could not compete
with the exotic Cleopatra for Antony’s
affection, and he moved to Alexandria to
be with her. No coins of Ephesus show
a portrait of Cleopatra, but a silver coin
minted at Alexandria in 34 BC shows
Cleopatra on the obverse and Antony on
the reverse. (Figure 4) In the movie the

role of Cleopatra was played by Elizabeth
Taylor (Figure 5) and Antony by Richard
Burton. In Figure 6 Cleopatra is shown
on a modern coin of Egypt as she is imagined today. Octavian was not amused
and declared war on Cleopatra. It culminated in 32 BC in the Battle of Actium, which Octavian won. Antony and
Cleopatra fled to Egypt where they
committed suicide. So Octavian became
the sole ruler of the Roman Empire, and
in 27 BC the senate gave him the title
‘Augustus’. Subsequently the title was
used by all rulers of the empire as the
term for ‘emperor’.
The events of this time were foundational for Western civilization, and it is
interesting to speculate on what conditions would be like today if the outcomes
of the great battles had been different. If
Brutus and Cassius had won at Philippi
(and they nearly did) would world governments have been more democratic? If
Cleopatra had won at Actium we would
all be building pyramids in Australia.
At Ephesus in 28 BC a cistophorus
was issued with the laureate head of
Octavian on the obverse and the goddess Pax (Peace) on the reverse. (Figure
7) The date is confirmed by Octavian’s

Figure 5 – Elizabeth Taylor as Cleopatra in the
movie ‘Cleopatra’. (Wikimedia Commons)

Continued overleaf

Figure 6 – Reverse of a modern 50-piastres
coin of Egypt showing Cleopatra. (Author’s
Collection)

Figure 3 – Cistophorus with Mark Antony on the obverse and Octavia on the reverse. Antony is
surrounded by an ivy wreath. On the reverse III VIR RPC (Triumvir Rei Publicae Constituendae)
means “The triumvirate for establishing the republic.” 39 BC. 28 mms. RPC I 2201. (Classical
Numismatic Group, Web Shop)

Figure 4 – Denarius minted at Alexandria in 34 BC. It shows Cleopatra on the obverse and
Mark Antony on the reverse with the Armenian crown behind him. He had annexed Armenia
in 34 BC. The prow below Cleopatra symbolized the Egyptian fleet. (Classical Numismatic
Group, Mail Bid Sale 81, Lot 975)

Figure 7 – Cistophorus of Octavian minted at
Ephesus in 28 BC with Pax on the reverse.The obverse legend means ‘The commander, son of the
divine Caesar, consul for the 6th time, vindicator
of the liberty of the Roman people.’ RPC I 2203.
(Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 51, Lot 141)

Figure 8 – Cistophorus of Augustus minted at Ephesus in 25 BC. Capricorn was his zodiacal sign.
RPC I 2213. (Roma Numismatics, Auction 7, Lot 984)

Figure 9 – Cistophorus of Augustus minted at Ephesus in 25 BC with six ears of corn on the
reverse. RPC I 2214. (Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 98, Lot 1027)

titles which do not include AVGVSTVS.
This coin is significant because it marks
the beginning of the PAX ROMANA
(Roman Peace) which prevailed in the
Roman Empire for the next hundred
years. This peaceful period was necessary to enable the fledgling Christian
religion to spread and be established
throughout the empire.
The title AVGVSTVS appeared on the
subsequent silver issues of Octavian but
as there is no indication of where they
were minted, it is uncertain whether
the mint was Ephesus or Pergamum.
C.H.V. Sutherland studied these coins
and in his book, The Cistophori of Augustus, he concluded that only three were
minted at Ephesus from about 25 to 20
BC. On the reverse of the first there is
a Capricorn, which was the star-sign
under which Augustus was born. (Figure 8) A similar coin was minted at
Pergamum. On the second there is a
bunch of six ears of corn, perhaps a
symbol of plenty. (Figure 9) Again a
similar coin was minted at Pergamum.
On the third there is the altar of the
temple of Artemis at Ephesus. (Figure
10) Although there is no cista on the
reverse of these coins they are still
called cistophori because they are the
same size and weight. On some of
them the countermark IMP VES AVG
(Imperator Vespasian Augustus) occurs
indicating that they were still circulating a hundred years later in the reign
of Vespasian (69 – 79 AD).

Figure 10 – Cistophorus of Augustus minted at Ephesus in 25 BC with a garlanded altar on the reverse.
On the side of the altar are two hinds in bas-relief. (Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 98, Lot 1028)

Figure 11 – Bronze coin of Augustus minted at Ephesus with a stag on the reverse. Diameter
16 mms.The words on the reverse mean, “Aristeas, town clerk of Ephesus, (with) Eisas.” RPC I 2578.
(Gerhard Hirsch Nachfolger, Auction 250-251, Lot 852)

Figure 12 – Bronze coin of Tiberius minted at
Ephesus with the image of Artemis on the reverse.
Diameter 15 mms. RPC I 2613 (Author’s Collection)

Figure 13 – Coin in Figure 12 with the letters outlined. Can you find the following Greek words:
AΛEΞANΔPOY APXIEPEOC ΓP[AMMATEOC] EΦ[ECOY] TIMAPXOC? They mean “of Alexander, high priest,
town clerk of Ephesus (with) Timarchos.”

As well as cistophori Augustus issued
a long series of bronze coins in four
denominations (15, 16, 19 and 21 mms).
On the two largest he appears with his
wife, Livia, and she appears on her own
on some of the smallest denominations.
On the reverses there is the forepart of
a stag, a stag standing or the cult statue
of Artemis. What is remarkable is that
the names of more than 35 officials
appear on the reverses of these coins.
(Figure 11)
Augustus died in 14 AD and was succeeded by his step-son Tiberius. He was
very frugal and issued no silver coins.
On the bronze coins the names of six
officials appear but always with that
of Alexander who was the high priest
(Greek: APXIEPEYC) and town clerk
(ΓPAMMATEYC). On the obverse there
is only the laureate head of Tiberius,
and on the reverse the cult statue of
Artemis appears surrounded by a jumble
of Greek letters. Some of the words are
abbreviated and they are all difficult to
read. (Figures 12 and 13)
Alexander must have been a very
important person in Ephesus. What is
fascinating for Christians is that the
name ‘Alexander’ appears in the Bible
in the account of an event that occurred
when St Paul was in Ephesus. He had
been preaching about Jesus Christ and

Figure 14 – View of the theatre. (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 15 – Cistophorus of Claudius with the Temple of Artemis on the reverse. The Roman name of
Artemis, Diana, is used. Notice the three windows in the pediment.The goddess appeared in the central
one, much to the amazement of her worshippers. RPC I 2222. (Leu Numismatik, Auction 1, Lot 173)

Figure 16 – Cistophorus of Claudius with a goddess crowning Augustus on the reverse. In 29 BC
Augustus granted permission for a temple to be
built in Pergamum to honour the goddess Roma
and himself. No archaeological evidence of this
temple has been found so far. COM ASI means
“The Commune of Asia.” RPC I 2221. (Auktionshaus H.D. Rauch, Auction 105, Lot 153)

as a result the sale of the little silver
shrines made by the silversmiths had
decreased. They caused a riot and dragged some of Paul’s companions into the
theatre. (Figure 14) The event is recorded in Chapter 19 of the Book of Acts.
Alexander is introduced as if he was
well known, and although this event
occurred in about 54 AD he could well
have been the person who was the town
clerk during the reign of Tiberius (14 –
37 AD).
Tiberius died in 37 AD and was succeeded by Caligula who was bad and mad
and was assassinated in 41 BC. No coins

were minted at Ephesus during his reign.
Two issues of cistophori occurred during the reign of Claudius (41 – 54 AD).
The first issue was probably soon after
41 AD. It has the head of Claudius on
the obverse, and on the reverse there is
either a temple enclosing the statue of
Artemis (Figure 15) or a temple enclosing Augustus being crowned by a goddess. (Figure 16). On the latter the
temple is inscribed ROM ET AVG (Rome
and Augustus). This temple was in Pergamum but die links have shown that the
two coins were struck at the same mint,
and it was most likely Ephesus.

Figure 17 – Cistophorus of Claudius with Agrippina II on the reverse. RPC I 2223. (Auktionshaus
H.D. Rauch, Auction 92, Lot 1243)

The second issue was made in about
51 AD after Claudius married his niece,
Agrippa II, who was much younger than
he. It consists of three coins. On the first
his head is on the obverse, and a bust of
Agrippina is on the reverse. (Figure 17)
On the second they appear together on
the obverse, and the statue of Artemis
is on the reverse. (Figure 18) On the
third there is a bust of Nero, the son of
Agrippina by a previous marriage, on
the obverse, and an inscription on the
reverse.
At about the same time there was a
series of bronze coins with the head of
Claudius and the bust of Agrippina on
the obverse, with the statue of Artemis
or a stag on the reverse. (Figure 19). In
Nero’s reign only bronze coins were minted at Ephesus, and they had a variety
of reverses. (Figure 20)
In subsequent centuries coins were
minted on and off at Ephesus, but it
was Hadrian (117 – 138 AD) who took
a particular interest in the city. He even
changed the course of the Cayster River
to prevent the harbour silting up. A
beautiful temple was built on Curetes
Street and dedicated to him in 138 AD.
The ruined temple can still be seen.
(Figure 21) During his reign a lot of
silver and bronze coins were minted at
Ephesus, and Artemis and her temple
feature on the reverses. (Figure 22) Some

Figure 18 – Cistophorus with Claudius and Agrippina II on the obverse and the statue of Artemis
on the reverse. RPC I 2224. (Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 94, Lot 106)

Figure 19 – Bronze coin with Claudius and Agrippina II on the obverse and a stag on the reverse.
RPC I 2624. (Dr Busso Peus Nachfolger, Auction 384, Lot 840)

Figure 20 – Bronze coin of Nero with a three-quarter view of the temple on the reverse. RPC I 2626.
(Dr Busso Peus Nachfolger, Auction 398, Lot 674)

bronze coins of Hadrian show the rivergod Cayster. (Figure 23) All the coins
minted at Ephesus when it was in the
Roman Empire have been catalogued by
Stephan Karwiese, Die Münzprägung
von Ephesus (Vienna, 2012), but it is in
German. Karwiese is at the Austrian
Archaeological Institute, and Austrian
archaeologists have worked at Ephesus
for over a hundred years. Some of them

contributed to an important book in
English, Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia,
edited by Helmut Koester and published in 1995 (reprinted in 2010).
In 262 AD the Goths, a barbarian tribe
from Europe, invaded Asia Minor and
attacked Ephesus. They plundered the
temple of Artemis and set it on fire.
Major earthquakes also caused devastation, and although repairs were made

the temple and the city began to deteriorate. The last emperor to mint coins at
Ephesus was Gallienus (253 – 268 AD).
(Figure 24) With the official recognition
of Christianity in the next century the
temple was abandoned and eventually
used as a stone quarry for other buildings. In the following centuries the
harbour silted up and the old city became a ruin. But we can still visit the site
and imagine what it was like when Paul
preached there. We can read his letter
to the Ephesians and be persuaded by his
rhetoric as many Ephesians were: “Be
imitators of God, therefore, as dearly
beloved children and live a life of love, just
as Christ loved us and gave himself up
for us. . .” (Ephesians 5:1,2) And we can
hold the same coins that the Ephesians
held when Paul was with them and
when such men as Alexander the Great
and Julius Caesar visited the city. The
coins of Ephesus are indeed amazing.

Figure 21 – The Temple of Hadrian in Ephesus. (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 22 – Cistophorus of Hadrian with the statue of Artemis and two stags on the reverse. RPC
III 1328. (Ira & Larry Goldberg, Auction 41, Lot 2920)

Figure 24 – Bronze coin of Gallienus with a
wagon pulled by horses on the reverse. It carried an idol of Artemis in a procession on the
Sacred Way around Mt Pion. The Greek inscription, Γ NEOKOPΩN EΦECIΩN, means “(a coin) of
the Ephesians, 3-times temple keepers.” The
word, NEOKOPOC, occurs in Acts 19:35, “The
city of the Ephesians is the temple keeper of
the great Artemis.” (Numismatik Naumann,
Auction 23, Lot 583)

✩ ✩ ✩

CLUB SECRETARIES:
Figure 23 – Bronze coin of Hadrian with the river-god Cayster (Greek: KAYCTPOC) on the reverse.
He holds a branch and a cornucopia and leans on an inverted vase from which water flows. RPC
III 2064. (Classical Numismatic Group, Auction 90, Lot 964)
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