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olitics and coinage are inextri-
cably linked. In the ancient
Greek world, coins were issued
by poleis (city-states), kingdoms

or the Persian Empire. In terms of
sheer quantity, poleis dominated,
and perhaps as many as 700 is-
sued their own coins. Such pieces
usually depicted or other wise
honored the god or hero who pro-
tected the city’s populace, or fea-
tured a design immediately recog-
nizable as the badge of the polis.

Even today, politics influences
numismatics and collectors. I ex-
perienced this firsthand when U.S.
Customs and Border Protection
(CBP) detained and held three an-
cient coins I had purchased in a
numismatic auction in Switzer-
land: a Lydian stater, an Akanthos
tetra drachm and a Tarsos stater. In
the course of an apparently ran-
dom audit, the government agency
took an interest in these coins on
October 12, 2016, when the pieces

entered the United States in a Fed-
eral Express® package. A customs
agent said my numismatic ship-
ment was not the only one being
reviewed, assuring me that I had
not been deliberately singled out.
Nevertheless, once CBP decided to
take a look, it was thorough. The
usual documents provided by the
auction house were not enough. As
one CBP agent stated, “[The auc-
tioneers] don’t necessarily know if
the coins were stolen.”

In December 2016, I received a
detention form that verified the
coins were in CBP’s possession,
“just so you know we haven’t lost
them,” a customs off icial ex-
plained. A phone call from a CBP
agent in early February clarified
what was necessary to obtain the
coins’ release. Foremost, it re-
quired documentation that the
tetra drachm had left Greece be-
fore November 21, 2011, and that
the two staters  were outside
Turkey before April 21, 1981. The
CBP considered the latter coins to
be Turkish, because that country
governs the land formerly occu-
pied by the mint where they origi-
nally were struck. Alternatively,
CBP could ask the Turkish gov-
ernment via the U.S. attaché in
Athens whether the coins, poten-
tially subjects of a 1906 Ottoman
imperial decree, had been re-
moved illegally from Turkey (the
successor of the Ottoman empire)
and therefore were state property.

Coin Stories
All three coins are wonderfully
beautiful, and each tells a story.
The stater (Figure 1) is readily
identified by the image of a lion
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HEAD-TO-HEAD
Politics plays a part in all facets of ancient numismatics,

from original coin design and production to modern-day purchases.
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▲ FIGURE 1: Lydia, Kroisos silver stater (561-546 B.C.). Actual Size: 20.8mm

AS COUNTRIES CLAMP DOWN
on sales of ancient coins and

artifacts, collectors increasingly  face
restrictive customs regulations.



and a bull, head-to-head on the ob-
verse. The motif was the badge of
Kroisos, king of Lydia from 560 to 546
B.C. Originally, all Lydian coinage was
electrum, an alloy of gold and silver.
Culturally, the issuers of
those early coins were
Greek poleis situated with-
in the Lydian empire. Sep-
arately, Kroisos’ lineage,
the Mermnadai, had es-
tablished the lion as its
badge (Figure 2). Symbols
of power and light, a roar-
ing lion and the sun ap-
peared on its coinage.

Kroisos added the bull,
originally conjoined with
the lion head (Figure 3).
This soon was replaced by
the confrontational image—more nat-
ural and certainly more striking. At
the same time, Kroisos initiated a
practical change—a bimetallic coinage
system of gold and silver. Herodotus
wrote, “[The Lydians] are the first of
the men of whom we know to cut and
use a currency of gold and silver.” The
value of the silver issues was low
enough to allow their use in everyday
commerce, while the coins of both
metals were close enough in size, ac-
cording to Ian Carradice in Coinage
and Administration in the Athenian and
Persian Empires, that “dies are shared
between examples with different sizes
and weights, and between gold and sil-
ver pieces.”

It’s unknown why Kroisos preferred
the lion-and-bull imagery. Specula-
tively, one might think that the two
forces equalized one another, with one

representing the king, the other sym-
bolizing the natural world, including
the beast within man. The idea of an
offsetting balance of the king’s power
was recorded in written language in

the Middle East as far
back as 3,000 B.C., in the
Gilgamesh Epic. King Gil-
gamesh believed his pre-
eminence was absolute,
going so far as to demand
the first night with every
bride. Many husbands
pled to Anu, king of the
gods, who created an ad-
versary for Gilgamesh by
the name of   En kidu.  A
short battle en sued, and
Gilgamesh was vic torious.
Subsequently, the two be-

came fast friends, and Gilgamesh
mod erated his rule. 

Perhaps Kroisos understood that a
balance of power was a necessary ingre-
dient of political survival. Even after an
ill-considered, unsuccessful war with
Persia, clever Kroisos survived as an
imperial counselor. He might have per-

suaded the Persian King that he,
too, needed a balance, lest he repeat
Kroisos’ mistake.

The second coin incarcerated by
CBP—the Akanthos tetradrachm (Fig-
ure 4)—depicts a lion attacking a bull.
The piece is a dynamic, wonderfully
composed and unforgettable badge of
this Greek polis. Akanthos’ coinage
began with this motif in the mid- to
late-6th century B.C., and continued
the lion-and-bull theme from the Ar-
chaic into the Classical Period. Even in
the mid-5th century, when the Athen-
ian Coinage Decree is thought to have
forced many poleis to forego their own
coinage, a few did not comply, Akan-
thos included. Its ob duracy was histor-
ically significant, as it showed the
Coinage Decree was not absolute. In
The Power of Money, Thomas Figueira
wrote, “Another mint that seems to
have coined continuously is Akan-
thos,” which he indicates was “during
the hegemony of the Athenians.” In
addition to expressing the city-state’s
political independence, the coinage
was just too stunning to forego and ob-
viously was widely appreciated, as
hoards as far afield as Sicily, Egypt
and India contain these tetradrachms. 

Nevertheless, the coin’s iconogra-
phy remains a mystery. In his paper,
“Emblems in Archaic Greece,” Jef-
frey Spier writes that the “popular
long-lived motif of a lion attacking a
bull presents special problems of in-
terpretation.” As in the case of Akan-
thos, there is “surely not the same
meaning as in Persia or even another
Greek city.” A 7th-century green
jasper scarab in the British Museum,
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The value of 
the silver issues
was low enough

to allow
their use in 

everyday commerce.

▲ FIGURE 2: Lydia, Mermnadai electrum trite (650-610 B.C.). Actual Size: 13.5mm

▲ FIGURE 3: Lydia, Kroisos electrum stater (561-550 B.C.). Actual Size: 21.1mm
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illustrated in John Boardman’s Greek
Gems & Finger Rings (#297), is so simi-
lar that something like it easily could
have been the inspiration for an Akan-
thos die-maker. Herodotus provides a
clue as to why the imagery might have
resonated with the Akanthian en-
gravers: “There are in these parts many
lions and wild oxen, the enormous
horns of which are brought to Greece.”

The Tarsos stater (Figure 5) is the
most complex of the three coins. It
was struck under Datames, a remark-
able but now little-known Cilician gen-
eral who successfully ruled the Per-
sian satraps of Cilicia and Cappadocia
from around 385 to 372
B.C. in the interests of
the Persian king. When
he learned of imperial
courtiers’ deadly schemes
against him, he led a re-
volt against Persian rule.
He survived and carried
on as an independent
ruler until his assassina-
tion in 361 B.C.

Datames’ career was
brief ly re corded by the
Roman historian Cor-
nelius Nepos (110-25
B.C.), who devoted a chapter to
Datames in The Book on the Great Gen-
erals of Foreign Nations. The staters are
beautiful, subtle propaganda and
likely were struck to pay Datames’
20,000-man army. The obverse in-
vokes Baaltars, the god of Tarsos, who
is seated on a diphoros (folding stool)
and holding an eagle-tipped scepter,

an ear of grain and a bunch of grapes.
Above his left arm is a thymiaterion
(incense burner); below his diphoros
is a flower mintmark, and to the lower
left is BLTRZ (“Baaltars” in Aramaic).
A crenellated border pro -
tectively surrounds the
coin’s devices. Baaltars’
portrait was an astute
choice, as local soldiers
would have recognized
the local god, Baal of
Tarsos, and Greek mer-
cenaries would view the
figure as Zeus.

The reverse depicts
Datames himself in Persian
dress, holding an arrow
(obliterated by a counter-
mark), with a bow nearby.
The spirit Ahura Mazda
floats above, giving his bless-
ing to Datames, who is ready
for battle. The inscription
reads TRDMW (“Da tames”).
The rectangular countermark
represents a bull, with BAAL
inscribed in Aramaic above.
Two examples of Datames’
coinage in Hans von Au lock’s
Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum

Deutsch land Kilikien have a similar
countermark with a clearer impression
that aids the description of the speci-
men in question here.

An earlier coin of Datames (Fig-
ure 6) illustrates his cultural aware-
ness. The obverse image is similar to a
well-known Syracusan Kimonian
nymph, while the reverse could be in-

terpreted as Ares, the Greek god of
war, with the Aramaic inscription
“Da tames” along side, relating his
name to the god’s portrait.

Free at Last
Meanwhile, I worked to obtain the doc-
umentation required by CBP. The old-
est, most available references regarding
these two staters are catalogs from
Frank Sternberg’s 1976 and 1987 auc-
tions in Zürich, obtainable online
through Abe Books. His 1976 sale of the
Datames stater met CBP’s require-
ments, but the 1987 sale of the Kroisos
stater did not. According to CBP, the
fact that the Akanthos tetradrachm
originally was in an American collec-
tion might be sufficient, providing the
coin was outside Greece before Novem-
ber 21, 2011.

E-mails exchanged with CBP offi-
cials revealed that a government attor-
ney had become involved. As such, I
thought it prudent to seek expert
counsel. I retained Kevin Williams, an
international trade attorney at Clark
Hill in Chicago, who likely would un-
derstand how to navigate this increas-
ingly complex situation. 

Once Mr. Williams’ experience was
brought to bear, CBP agreed that an
affidavit from and telephone conver -
sation with numismatist Ira Goldberg,
who had assembled the American col-
lection containing the Akanthos tetra -
drachm, would be enough to confirm
this coin’s origin. Mr. Goldberg was
extraordinarily helpful.

CBP indeed contacted the Turkish
government, which presumably had no
documentation and was busy with far

▶▶

▲ FIGURE 4: Akanthos silver tetradrachm (470-430 B.C.). Actual Size: 28.5mm

There are in
these parts many

lions and wild oxen,
the enormous horns

of which are
brought to Greece. 

▲ FIGURE 5: Tarsos, Datames silver
stater (372-361 B.C.). Actual Size: 22.9mm
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more important matters. The coins
were released back to Federal Express
on May 18, 2017. 

Others were very helpful. Numisma-
tist Victor England kindly provided
the name of the Classical Numismatic
Group’s attorney, Michael McCul-
lough, who fortuitously crossed paths
with Mr. Williams in late April at a
meeting of the American Bar Associa-
tion Section of International Law. Mr.
McCullough’s advice to me was to be
absolutely straightforward with CBP.
Ancient coin expert David Vagi kindly
introduced me to Ex-Numis, a Swiss
website (ex-numis.com) that will, for a
small fee, search an image database
for possible provenances.

Five articles about the importation
of ancient coins and one regarding
repatriation are included here under
“Sources & Further Reading.” The
regulations now in place were re-
quested by foreign governments. It can
be debated that the U.S. government is
not serving American numismatists
when it foists other countries’ restric-
tions upon them, including a 1906 Ot-
toman imperial decree. There are at
least two ways of rectifying the situa-
tion: fighting regulations through the
courts, which the Ancient Coin Collec-
tors Guild is attempting to do (accg
.us); and educating our congressmen,
who are not aware of numismatics
enough to know that there is a prob-
lem. The politics continue…
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▲ FIGURE 6: Tarsos, Datames silver
stater (378-372 B.C.). Actual Size: 21.3mm
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