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So, what is money?  A simple definition is that Money is anything that people will accept as payment in exchange for goods or services and has been used in one form or another ever since humans began to trade.  (Insert image of cow) The earliest forms of money were used to create a system to measure the value of items people wanted to exchange.  Money can also be a means of storing or accumulating wealth – in some cultures “money” has a purely ceremonial or prestige purpose in which the value of the object rests not in what it can buy, but what it represents.  I will be talking about how early ideas about money changed and eventually led to the development of coinage during the 1st millennium BC.
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The earliest forms of money appeared when people began to exchange goods they had for those that they needed.  So a farmer who needed a clay pot would trade his excess wheat with a potter.  The problem came when the potter did not need wheat, or when a fair exchange could not be agreed upon.  Things became more complicated when the potter needed an ax, so the farmer would need to find a blacksmith who needed wheat and then he could trade an ax for a pot, etc.

 

It soon became apparent that having a “medium of exchange” would make life a lot simpler.  Especially since the medium of exchange could be used to establish a system of exchange rates for various commodities – thus a bushel of wheat might be worth 5 pots and 5 pots might be worth one bronze ax which might be worth ½ a cow, etc.
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The first forms of “money” in many cultures were animals or commodities that could be used in multiple ways.  Here we have and example of a flint “blank” which could be made into a variety of tools or points for hunting or fighting.  We have evidence of flint being traded over vast distances from a very early period many thousands of years ago – the fact that they are found in blank form suggests that they were one of the earliest trade commodities.  

 

Bronze axes are also found in areas far from where they were originally made – not only could they be a store of value, but they were useful in themselves as tools.  Objects like this became the basis for the earliest forms of Chinese money.  

 

These objects reflect a new development in social interactions – from purely local to more distant trade, which involved different commodities – raw materials or manufactured goods which did not exist in one area being traded from areas where they did exist – ranging from raw flint to bronze, and eventually luxury items such as lapis lazuli, mother of pearl and art items.  Certain items eventually emerged as preferred standards of value in long distance trade. 
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Throughout much of Asia, cowrie shells were commonly used in trade. The Chinese even produced imitation cowries, carved from bone or cast in bronze, for use in trade and as burial items. This system of cowrie money stretched from China to portions of eastern Asia Minor. 

 

In the Mediterranean and in Asia Minor, the system of trade was based on cattle. Cattle were a common early form of money in many cultures, thus measures of wealth and property values were given in terms of a given number of cows. Goods were also valued in terms of cows, a practice that eventually became obsolete as trade became more complex.  (It was difficult to divide a cow without it losing value!)
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Trade has been vital to civilizations all over the world and across history. It has always made an important contribution to national wealth and, in some cases, survival.  For thousands of years trade routes were the communications conduits of the ancient world. Inventions, ideas, artistic styles, languages, and customs, as well as goods and raw materials, were carried by merchants over vast distances along these trade routes. 

 

In the ancient world long-distance trade played a much more important role in cultural, religious, and artistic exchanges than it does in our world with the internet, satellites and all of the other communications paraphernalia of modern technology. Ancient communication between the major centers of civilization in Europe and Asia depended on word of mouth and face to face encounters between people of different backgrounds. By the beginning of the first century A.D., merchants, diplomats, and travelers could cross the ancient world from Britain and Spain in the west to China and Japan in the east.  Some areas had a monopoly on certain materials or goods. China, for example, supplied West Asia and the Mediterranean world with silk, while spices were obtained principally from South Asia. The West shipped gold and silver to India and points east.  
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Goods were transported over vast distances— either by pack animals overland or by seagoing ships along fixed routes. The Silk Road and the Spice and Incense routes were the main arteries of contact between the East and the West. The rulers of Persia, with their strategic location on the land routes across Asia, became the middlemen in the trade between Europe and China, and played an important role in Indian Ocean commerce.  

Cities along these trade routes flourished as stopping points for merchants and as international marketplaces. Some cities, such as Palmyra and Petra on the fringes of the Syrian Desert, flourished mainly by supplying merchant caravans and policing the trade routes. They also became cultural and artistic centers, where peoples of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds could meet and intermingle.
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A key precursor to the development of money as we know it was the development of a system of weights and measures.   As trade moved beyond the face to face dealings of neighbors and acquaintances, it became important to create standards for comparison of goods – thus systems of weight and measure came into being, but they were only useful if they were standardized.  A central authority was needed to develop and monitor such systems. By 2000 BC, Egypt, Mesopotamia and China had all developed systems of weights and measures.
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After the development of a system of weights and measures it was realized that metals could provide a more manageable, durable and flexible medium of exchange, and long-distance trade converted in many places from cattle, cowries and other materials to metals. Metals were used in trade in all sorts of shapes and sizes, from spits of bronze or iron, to irregular lumps of bronze gold or silver and on to ingots or pieces of wire in gold, silver, copper or bronze.  The advantages of metal were its easy divisibility, its durability, its intrinsic value and its relative compactness combined with the fact that it is easy to work with. 
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The use of precious metals as money began with the ancient civilizations of the Near East and China.  As early as 2,000 BC in both Mesopotamia and Egypt, there emerged the practice of carefully weighing pieces of gold and silver to determine their value in paying tribute to local rulers, placing offerings at sacred temples, and performing business transactions. 

 

At first, metal objects were used, including spits, cauldrons and tripods (in Greece); rough bronze ingots (in Italy); or copper, silver and gold rings (in Egypt). These evolved into irregular lumps of silver, gold, electrum, copper, and bronze that were valued by weight. A hierarchy of value was developed for these metals as trade increased.  
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Eventually, merchants began to mark the ingots and lumps so that they could tell their value without weighing them, thus taking the first steps toward the invention of coins. Replicas of metal tools, and refined ingots and dumps of gold along with imitation cowrie shells were all used as money. 
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Money in the form of small metal disks, or metal ingots marked with information guaranteeing their value, was independently invented in Asia Minor, India, and China during the 1st millennium B.C. These objects are the first coins – i.e. they have a regular weight for each denomination, are marked for identification and circulate at a fixed rate without the need for weighing.  The coins from these three areas became the major monetary traditions, Greek, Indian, and Chinese, which still influence our modern ideas of how money should look and how it should be used.  

 

The great temple of Artemis (goddess of fertility, the wilderness and hunting) at Ephesus in modern Turkey has provided evidence for the earliest coins known from the ancient world. The temple was rebuilt several times over its more than 1,000 years of use, with the first temple dating back to the eighth century B.C.  Precious objects were dedicated to the goddess by her worshippers by burying them on the site.  The objects left include bronze belts and ornaments, bears' teeth, amber imported from the Baltic, gold and ivory statuettes, and tiny electrum coins.  The most important group of early coins was found in a small undecorated pot – the preferred method of storing buried coins in the ancient world. 
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The first “Greek” coins were produced during the 7th century BC in Asia Minor.  These coins were likely produced by merchants when they began to mark lumps of electrum in order to avoid re-weighing them for each transaction.  The Kings of Lydia soon adopted the idea, beginning the tradition of state-issued coinage that has continued to this day.  With the invention of coinage came one of the most historically important uses of money - money as a means of communication through its designs and legends.  A nation’s money is often the first impression a visitor gets of the nature of a country.  As such, the designs and legends placed on money have always been considered important by the authorities responsible for their issue, making money critically important to the study of history. This is especially true before the age of the printing press, when options for disseminating information were limited, labor intensive and very expensive.

 

From simple tools of trade and markers of value money has developed through the invention of coinage into declarations of independence and power to more subtle messages conveying complex political concepts, coins, and paper money, reflect the legacy left by the ancient world in a rich numismatic pageant with messages whose implications are still relevant today.
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Greek coins were made by impressing a design carved on the face of two metal bars, known as dies, onto a piece of metal that would become a coin. This was done by placing a flat piece of metal (the planchet) between the two dies, one of which (the anvil die) was mounted into an anvil, and the other (the punch die) held by hand, and then hammering the punch die. The result was a coin with an impression on two sides. This is essentially the same method used to for modern coin minting – the only things that have changed are the striking speed and force.  The basic tools used in ancient coin production were two dies, a hammer, tongs, blank metal planchets, and an oven for heating the planchets.  With these simple implements coiners were able to produce the amazing miniature works of art that we admire today.  A basic minting operation would consist of a celator (die engraver), a malleator (the person who hammered the dies), a suppositor (the person who placed the planchet and who might also hold the upper die), and a moneyer (who was responsible for quality control and accounting).  
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Greek die engravers derived their art from the still more ancient skills of the jewelers and signet makers of the Middle East.  What is truly amazing is the ancient engraver’s ability to create dies in actual scale without modern reduction or magnification tools and in reverse, especially considering the depth and minute detail of ancient coins. This explains the fame earned by Greek master engravers of Sicily during the 5th and 4th centuries B.C., when some of the all-time greatest works of numismatic art were created. 

 


