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back to the fi rst half of the third century BC, being one of fi ve towns in the region, and the 
capital of the late ancient province Libya Superior, are conducted within one of insulae 
situated in the central part of the town, at a small distance from the agora. The buildings of 
the studied insula form a high-density residential architecture with a complex structure, 
created as a result of long-term use as well as repeatedly undertaken reconstructions. Dis-
tinctive features of the insula, and particularly of its parts adjacent to streets, are the ruins 
of houses which were destroyed in the earthquakes of the mid-third or fourth century 
AD, and were subsequently re-used for the purpose of operating workshops and shops. 
The special value of fi nds from Ptolemais consists in the possibility of looking into the 
structure of monetary mass remaining in circulation in the area of the big harbour city of 
Cyrenaica.

Currently, a group of cut bronze coins found in Ptolemais consists of 62 specimens, 
57 of which come from Polish excavations conducted in 2002-2009, while fi ve, found on 
the site surface, are presently in the collection of the local archaeological museum. This 
article was additionally enhanced by an important set of 21 coins derived from Cyrenaica, 
preserved in private collections in Poland and made available to the author courtesy of 
their owners. One may assume that they were found on urban sites; since presently, coins 
are also being offered to tourists in the vicinity of the largest sites in Libya, where they are 
bought for private collections. Moreover, considering the reports on cut coin fi nds from the 
literature, the entire studied material includes more than 100 pieces. The structure of new 
cut coin fi nds discovered in Cyrenaica and presented in this article is shown in Table 2.

The discussed material mostly refl ects a large-scale practice of cutting coins which 
became more and more common in the fi rst decade of the Empire. However, it is notable, 
that the oldest cut coins from Cyrenaica were struck in the pre-Roman period, and there 
are also examples of resuming this practice, although on a smaller scale, in later years. 
An interesting example of cutting coins in the area of Cyrenaica during a considerable 
economic revival in its towns under the rule of the Antonine and Severan dynasties is the 
bronze coin of Marcus Aurelius with the representation of Zeus-Ammon’s head on the 
reverse, struck in Rome for the needs of Cyrenaica (cat. no. 37), and probably function-
ing in the local circulation contemporarily with cut sestertii of Commodus and Alexander 
Severus (cat. nos. 55, 56). Another meaningful example is the halved follis of Justin II 
(cat. no. 62), similar in form to those which are sometimes discovered, also far away from 
Cyrenaica (fi g. 4). Finds of this type indicate that the effects of transregional economic 
phenomena reached the towns of Pentapolis in the second and third centuries AD, and 
also later. Circulation of cut bronze coins struck after the fi rst century AD in the area of 
Cyrenaica has been proved only in Ptolemais to date.

Hellenistic coins form a clearly distinguished and the earliest dated group of cut 
bronze coins found in Cyrenaica. Their presence is noticeable both among the fi nds from 
Ptolemais and from the other towns of Pentapolis (fi g. 5). The oldest in this group is 
a coin of the Ammon/ram type, dated to the last quarter of the fourth century BC and 
classifi ed as the autonomous coinage of Barce, the parent city of Ptolemais (cat. no. 1). 
The Hellenistic coins represented in the largest numbers are bronzes with a diameter of 
21-22 mm produced by the Cyrene mint during the reign of Ptolemy III, belonging to the 
Ptolemy I/Libya type (fi g. 6), although in the discussed material there are also examples 
of the Ptolemic coins struck in the second century BC. The halved hemilitron of Hieron 
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II, the ruler of Syracuse (cat. no. 42), is notable; his cut coins, especially the litra of the 
Poseidon/tripod type (= BMC Sicily 598), are typical for the fi nds from the area of Sicily. 
The coin of Hieron II found in Ptolemais triggers a question whether it became included 
in the circulation in the area of Cyrenaica already in the halved form or it was only cut 
on the spot.

The distinctive feature of the Ptolemaic Cyrenaica coins is a substantial wear of their 
surface, as well as a generally irregular shape of the edges in the obtained fraction of the 
fl an, and its size, which suggests that coins were divided not only into halves and quarters 
but also thirds (cf. Annex, cat. no. 1*). Taking into account that in the coinage of Ptolemy 
III (= NAeC 68), which constitutes the largest amount among the group of cut Hellenistic 
coins, the mean weight of specimens with the shape similar to 1/2 or 1/3 fl an amounts 
to 4.93 g (Table 3) and thus, they are heavier than e.g. halved asses of Cleopatra VII and 
Marcus Antonius and of Scato, it may be supposed that the Ptolemaic coins were cut, so 
as to obtain two or three parts from one coin, with the weight of the parts similar to a half 
of the lighter as from the period of Augustus rule, that is semises. Thus, it is possible that 
in the fi rst century AD the Hellenistic coins, worn, but still remaining in circulation, were 
used in order to include older issues in the practice of cutting as well, in the situation 
when the reserves of whole specimens were shrinking. One may get a similar impression 
in the case of the above-mentioned coin of Barce, and perhaps, also the cut semis of Pu-
pius Rufus (cat. no. 20) (fi g. 7).

Among fi nds of the cut coins being circulated in Cyrenaica, the coins struck from the 
end of the Republic to the reign of Gaius are represented in the greatest numbers. Among 
the specimens uncovered in Ptolemais belonging to the discussed group, the bronzes from 
the Cyrene mint are predominant (73%) (fi g. 8), the coins struck in Rome are defi nitely 
less numerous (20%), whereas single fi nds represent the other mints (7%). When exam-
ining the chronological structure of the cut coin fi nds from the fi rst century BC-the fi rst 
century AD, from Cyrenaica (fi g. 9), it can be observed that the largest group is formed 
by the coins struck before Octavian came to power, whereas decreasing numbers of cut 
coins are left from the periods of the subsequent emperors’ reigns. This picture refl ects 
the history of the Cyrene mint, to some extent. Its operation which lasted less than twenty 
years was rather sporadic and limited, and after 20 AD it ceased for more than forty years, 
until it resumed its activity during the reign of Tiberius. The chronological structure of the 
cut coin fi nds from Cyrenaica is also undoubtedly affected by the size of individual issues 
leaving the mint in Cyrene. Moreover, the coin fi nds from the times of Tiberius and Gaius 
are mostly composed of asses coming from the Rome mint. 

Cut coins belonging to the oldest Roman provincial coinage of Cyrenaica, Roma’s 
Head/bee (c.67 BC) type, have not been uncovered in Ptolemais, yet. The earliest among 
the cut provincial bronzes of Cyrenaica found on this site were struck in 37-31 BC, start-
ing from coins of Lollius (fi g. 10) (cat. nos. 8-11), through cut asses of Pupius Rufus (fi g. 
11) (cat. nos. 12-19), defi nitely most numerous among the fi nds of Cyrenaica, ending 
with asses of Cleopatra VII and Marcus Antonius struck under war conditions (cat. nos. 
21-24). Halves and quarters of Scato’s asses (cat. nos. 25-32) dominate among the cut 
coin fi nds of Cyrenaica struck in the fi rst period of Augustus’ rule. The halved coins of 
Palikanus (cat. nos. 33-34) deserve particular attention, since their circulation has been 
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confi rmed only in Ptolemais to date. For the time being, there are no fi nds of cut coins 
of Capito. The latests in the discussed group of fi nds of the local provenance are cut du-
pondii of Tiberius (cat. nos. 35-36), of which two other, countermarked specimens were 
found in Cyrene.

The current fi nds from the area of Ptolemais, belonging to the group of cut Roman 
coins, represent the period of the rule of Augustus, Tiberius and Gaius, whereas cut bronze 
coins of the Republic have not been found, yet. With one exception (cat. no. 46), the dis-
cussed coins were struck in the years 22/23-37/38 AD. In this group, composed only of 
asses, all specimens were halved (it is worth mentioning here that Julio-Claudian asses in 
one piece have not been found in Ptolemais so far). Two issues dominate numerically in 
the group: the ‘Altar’ series of Tiberius, with the legend DIVVS AVGVSTVS PATER on 
the obverse (cat. nos. 48-50) and the VESTA of Caligula (cat. nos. 51-54), whose halved 
specimen can be also found in a Polish private collection (Appendix, no. 21*). All this 
allows to propose a working hypothesis that the halved Roman asses found in Ptolemais 
were withdrawn from circulation in one of the west provinces of the Empire (where at the 
end of Tiberius’ rule the practice of cutting coins had already been gradually vanishing), 
and were then imported in this form to Cyrenaica, where they were adapted for the local 
needs. 

In the set of cut coins found in Ptolemais, a group of foreign coins can be distin-
guished, which consists of the coins from other Greek centres and Roman coins. Apart 
from the above-mentioned halved hemilitron of Hieron II, we should fi rst of all mention 
the fi nds of cut coins struck on Crete (cat. nos. 43-44; cf. Appendix, cat. no. 18*), in 
the period when both parts of the province produced parallel issues in Greek and Latin 
language versions, adapted to Roman weighing standards, yet intended for the respec-
tive local needs. The assumption that Crete coins were cut only in the area of Cyrenaica 
and thus, adapted to the needs of the local circulation seems probable. Moreover, the cut 
bronze coins struck in Alexandria, probably during the reign of Augustus (cat. no. 45), 
deserve attention; fi nds of the halved Alexandrian coins of that emperor were confi rmed 
in Cyrene and among the coins found in Cyrenaica, which are in a Polish private collec-
tion (Appendix, cat. no. 19*).

The review of the denomination structure of cut coin fi nds from the area of Ptolemais 
(Table 4), also supported with details from other sites in Cyrenaica (cf. Table 1), indicates 
two features characterizing the discussed group of relics. Firstly, apart from few excep-
tions such as the above-described cut Ptolemaic bronzes and semises, sestertii of Lollius 
(nota bene, having a lowered weight when compared to the nominal value, cf. Table 3), 
or dupondii of Tiberius, the overwhelming majority of cut specimens are halved asses, 
with a weight decreasing gradually in the fi rst century BC, along with successive coin-
age reforms. Secondly, the fi nds of halved coins defi nitely outnumber the coins cut into 
quarters, while it should obviously be taken into account that to fi nd out the approximate, 
minimal number of whole coins subject to cutting, the number of coin halves should be 
divided by two, whereas that of quarters, by four. The above observations lead to the 
conclusion that the denomination which enjoyed the greatest demand in Cyrenaica, in the 
fi rst decades of the Roman Empire was semis, whose theoretical weight, set by the re-
form of Augustus, amounted to 3.41 g. The demand for quadranses (2.73 g) and possibly 
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smaller units could be to a certain extent compensated in circulation by small Ptolemaic 
bronzes, produced on a large scale in Cyrene, particularly in the second half of the second 
century BC. The bronze coin of Ptolemy IX found in the late-ancient hoard uncovered in 
2006 on the agora in Cyrene seems to confi rm that they remained in the local circulation 
for a long time. 

The distinctive feature of monetary circulation in Cyrenaica in the fi rst decades of 
the economy functioning in this part of the province, and in the economic realities of 
the Roman Empire, is a considerable demand for small coins in the cities of the Libyan 
Pentapolis. This feature is actually common for the overwhelming majority of monetized 
urban areas at the end of the Republic and the beginning of the Empire, and it was one of 
the basic reasons why the practice of cutting coins fl ourished. The demand of Cyrenaica 
coinage system for bronze coins resulted in the substantial absorption level and fl exibility 
of that system. Adapting the sporadically issued provincial coins of Cyrenaica to Roman 
weighing standards, which had already taken place in the 30s of the fi rst century BC, fa-
cilitated not only introducing the coins from the central mints, such as the halved asses of 
Augustus, Tiberius and Caligula, to the local circulation, but also adapting foreign coins 
and those struck in distant times, such as the above-mentioned: a heavy Republican as 
found in Ptolemais, a hemilitron of Hieron II, a Cretan as of Lollius, an as of Kydas struck 
in Knossos, or fi nally, bronze Alexandrian coins of Augustus that probably found their 
way to Cyrenaica together with the Roman army in the fi rst years AD. 

It might be claimed that cutting bronze coins into halves and quarters to obtain small 
denominations (semises and quadranses), exemplifi ed by the fi nds from Ptolemais, is 
directly connected with a common character of monetary transactions and a high demand 
for small coins in that large Greek city. The scarce amount of fi nds consisting of small 
coins produced at that time seems to confi rm the needs of local money circulation in 
this respect, since only one semis and two quadranses derived from the local mint, were 
discovered there, while the discussed period does not render any coins representing the 
lowest denominations struck in Rome (the oldest quadrans found in Ptolemais dates back 
to the times of Claudius).

It is diffi cult to judge what effect this large-scale dividing of asses had on increas-
ing the shortage of large bronze coins in Cyrenaica. The numismatic material derived 
from the excavations in Ptolemais shows that the higher denominations of bronze coin-
age struck during the reign of Claudius and Nero were absent from circulation in the city 
area. Among the internal causes which contributed to this situation, such as stopping the 
production of bronze money in the Cyrene mint under Tiberius, we should also mention 
an insuffi cient infl ow of coins from the Rome mint, which also affected other provinces 
of the Empire at that time. The province authorities tried to prevent the increase in the 
amount of bronze coins of higher denominations remaining in circulation. This was un-
dertaken by countermarking the worn dupondii of Tiberius struck in Cyrene, in order to 
prolong their circulation.

The analysis of archaeological context documented during the excavations in Ptole-
mais does not appear to be very useful for solving the question of dating the practice 
of cutting bronze coins in Cyrenaica during the earliest years of the Empire, since the 
straight majority of such fi nds come from the surface layers or backfi lls of rooms, where 




