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Nergal and the Amazon: A tale of three cities

In an article published in the German journal JNG in 2015 the author has exam-
ined the different coinages of the local dynasts of Tarsos with the name or the
title Syennesis from the late 5™ to the beginning of the 4" century BC'. In this
context all the early civic issues from Tarsos were taken into account but treated
only somewhat summarily. The recent appearance in trade of several completely
new types connected to the coinage of Tarsos as well as to that of Soloi renders
a reappraisal of all the related series necessary.

One of the new coin-types is represented by three different specimens from the
same pair of dies so far. On two of the coins the dies appear a little bit more worn
than on the remaining one. The first coin appeared in the summer-sale 2016 of
CNG? (Figure 1), to be followed fairly soon by the second specimen in an elec-
tronic-sale of the same house? and by a third in a sale of Roma Numismatics in
the fall of 2017 (Figure 2). The coins are silver staters of the so-called Persian
standard used in Cilicia with a weight of 10,76 g, 10,51 g and of 10,70 g respec-
tively. On the obverse there is a human figure turned to the right in the kneel-
ing-running position inspired by Achaemenid regal coinage and adapted on dif-
ferent civic issues from Southern Asia Minor of the late 5™ and the early
4% century BC®. The figure, which appears to be male, is naked except for a gir-
dled loin-cloth. It wears a skull-cap or crestless helmet with cheek and neck
protection. On its left side it carries a huge gorytos attached to the girdle and a
long unidentified object on the shoulder. The apparently quite heavy object,
which may be a club or an axe, is held in place by the left hand. The right hand
is extended behind the back of the figure and is holding a bow. In the right field
in front of the figure there are traces of an unidentifiable rectangular or oval
symbol; another unidentifiable object is placed in the left field near the lower end
of the bow. No traces of any inscription are visible. The reverse shows a lion
jumping to the right attacking a bull turned to the left and breaking down to its
knees, a motif known from coins of Tarsos and of other places in Southern Asia
Minor belonging to the 5" century BC®. The whole scene is lined with a pearled
rim and placed in an incuse square with already somewhat deteriorating borders.
There is no ethnic or toponym visible, but in the right field above the ani-
mal-scene there is an Aramaic inscription consisting of the letters nun, resh,
grmel and lameth. Read from right to left it spells the name of the god Nergal,
whose cult had its roots in Babylonia (Figure A-B)". From Mesopotamia it had
spread to the West, where it eventually merged with local religious traditions.
In Syria and the Levant the Babylonian war-god was first identified with the
Phoenician Reshef-Melgart and later on also with the Greek Herakles®.

The name of Nergal is repeatedly mentioned together with a rather broad range
of various humanoid figures intended to represent the syncretistic deity on early
coins from Tarsos. Several of these representations have already been treated
by Leo Mildenberg in an essay dedicated to Hansjorg Bloesch’. Presumably the
earliest appearance of the god on a Cilician coin is on a stater of the so called
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“Bellerophon Group”, whose principal type refers to a myth associated with the
early history of Lycia in the Greek tradition!®. There are two differing series
belonging to this category: One is consisting of staters and tetrobols, which bear
no legend. They display on the obverse an image of the legendary hero Bellero-
phon riding the winged horse Pegasus in flight to the right while brandishing a
short spear; on the reverse the same scene is repeated but turned to the other
side and placed in an incuse square lined with a pearled rim (Figure 3)''. On
both sides there is a small trident in the field together with a prominent key-sym-
bol below the winged horse, allegedly an emblem of Achaemenid rule'?. Of the
other series only staters are known so far. On the obverse those show the riding
hero to the left side holding a long lance and spearing with it the monster Chi-
maera crouching below. On the reverse there is a figure clad in a long himation
and wearing the kyrbasia, the typical headdress of a Persian official with pro-
truding visor and a long neckpiece advancing to the left. A long bow is hanging
from its left shoulder and it is holding a double-axe in its left hand, while the
open right hand is extended from the body. In the field in front of the figure
there is a huge ear of barley and above the Aramaic legend tav-resh-zajin
(TaRZ) for Tarsos. In the field behind its back there is a small foliate tree and
above the legend nun-resh-gimel-lameth, the name of the god (NeRGal). The
whole scene is once again lined with a pearled rim and set in an incuse square
(Figure 4)%.

Other representations of Nergal can be found on coins belonging to the so-called
“Tissaphernes-Group”. This name was chosen by the author for a class of Tarsian
coins showing on their obverses a rider in Persian garb with a lotus flower in the
hand on a slowly parading horse in flamboyant tack, based on the similarity of
those issues with the famous “Tissaphernes-stater” from Xanthos in Lycia (Fg-
ure C)*. The original purpose for the creation of this subdivision was to distin-
guish these coins with their reverse-types derived from an Iranian or Mesopota-
mian canon clearly from the issues with the rider on a galloping horse with their
rather Hellenised iconography, which was labelled “Syennesis-Group” by the
author. While the antagonism between Oriental and Greek elements on the coins
of those two groups remains a highly significant feature, the alleged sequence
of the issues and the dating of the “Tissaphernes-Group” to the time after the
anabasis of the younger Cyrus, thus dividing it from the rest of the early Tarsian
coinage, can no longer be maintained. In fact, new material has provided so many
typological links between the issues of the “Tissaphernes-Group” and other early
series from Tarsos that all the respective coinages have to be considered as more
or less contemporaneous. What has to be kept up, however, is the late dating of
the major part of the early coinage of Tarsos to the last two decades of the
5™ century BC in accordance with the approach of Colin Kraay, since the close
relationship with Phoenician issues of the same period can hardly be dismissed".
Some issues of the “Syennesis-Group” even seem to be a little younger and
should therefore be assigned to the early nineties of the 4" century BC'.

The rearrangement of the various series is mainly required due to the discovery
of a new type belonging to the “Tissaphernes-Group™’. On the obverse there is
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the rider in Persian garb wearing the kyrbasia and holding a lotus flower on a
horse walking to the left with the key-symbol below. On the reverse a bearded
figure, clad in wide trousers and a short jacket and wearing a kidaris on its head,
is depicted; it is advancing to the left and carries a long spear in its left hand and
a bow in an ornate gorytos, decorated with long dangling garlands, slung over
the left shoulder while the right hand holds a lotus flower'®. The whole scene is
again lined by a rectangular pearled rim and placed inside an incuse square. In
the right field behind the figure there is a small tree with rich foliage and in the
left field there is the Aramaic legend lameth-nun-resh-gimel-lameth (Le NeR-
Gal)) written vertically upwards (Fzgure 5). The very same figure, only advanc-
ing to the other side and accompanied by a huge ear of barley instead of the tree,
appears likewise on the backside of staters with the marine deity of Tyros riding
on a hippocamp over waves'® as well as of one showing a lion jumping to the right
and bringing down a bull turned to the left?°. On these coins the name of Nergal
is not mentioned; they only carry the Aramaic legend tav-resh-zajin (TaRZ) in
the field behind the advancing figure (Figures 6 and 7). But the close relation-
ship between all the three issues is clearly attested by the choice of this particu-
lar reverse motif.

An interesting variant of this representation of Nergal, which rather evokes the
image of the deity on certain tesserae from Palmyra?', is found on another stater
from the “Tissaphernes-Group”??. Here the Persian rider with the lotus-flower on
the obverse is advancing to the right side. On the reverse the god is shown, walk-
ing in the same direction. He is wearing a sleeveless shirt over the wide girdled
trousers as well as a kidaris on his head. The outstretched left arm is holding a
bow, while the right arm is drawn back and holding a long spear. Under the feet
of the figure lies a small lion turned to the right, and in the left field there is a
small tree. In the right field the Aramaic legend nun-resh-gimel-lameth and
tav-resh-zajin (NeRGaL TaRZ) is arranged in two lines (Figure 8).

The most common representation of the deity on coins of the “Tissaphernes-
Group”, however, is somewhat simpler: The bearded figure of Nergal, always
turned to the right, is bareheaded with a long-pointed beard and with the hair
knotted to a bun in the neck. The god is wearing the sleeveless shirt over the
girdled trousers while advancing and holding a bow and a spear in his hands
(Figure 9)* or kneeling with bow and arrow in the shooting position (Figures
10)*. There is an amazing number of different die-pairs with various small addi-
tions made to the principal types: In the field behind the rider the figure of a
sitting or a flying eagle may appear. Next to the archer, who occasionally is
wearing a kidaris or carrying a gorytos decorated with garlands, there is some-
times a tree set in the field. (Figures 11-13)%. The key symbol is often added to
both sides. But the reverse legends of all respective staters are composed of the
letters tav-resh-zajin (TaRZ) only. That at least the advancing archer is never-
theless meant to be animage of Nergal is demonstrated by some fractional issues
(third-staters or tetrobols) displaying the same figure on their reverse together
with the legend lameth-nun-resh-gimel-lameth (Le NeRGaL) or just nun-
resh-gimel-lameth (NeRGaL) (Figure 14)%.
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far, — apparently all belonging to Tarsos and datable to the period between 420
and 400 BC. However, the coin-types described at the beginning of this article
with the dedication to the same god, show different and highly remarkable fea-
tures: Although the reverse motif with the lion attacking the bull occurs also on
various early issues from the city of Tarsos (Figure 7 and Figures 15 and 16)%7,
the kneeling-running figure of the obverses is by no means in line with any
known Tarsian issue: It rather resembles the representation of the so-called
“Amazon” testing her bow from the coins of Soloi (Figures 17-19)*, although
there is usually no club or any other weapon attached to this figure. But the
posture, the garment and the skull-cap as well as the huge gorytos, which is
attached horizontally to the girdle, are all common features of the “Amazons”
from Soloi and the figure on the obverse of the new coin-type.

In the fifth section of his short survey to the various “Amazon” issues from Soloi
James Brindley had assembled three coins, two die-identical staters and one
tetrobol, with a somewhat differing representation of the principal figure and/
or with another reverse motif (Figures 20-21)*: Here the kneeling-running
personage on the obverses is not holding out and testing the bow with both
hands. Instead the weapon is held with the right hand close to the side of the
body, while the extended left hand is actually holding a small double-axe. In the
right obverse-field of the staters there is a “key-symbol” added like on numerous
issues of the “Tissaphernes-Group” from Tarsos. On the reverse of the staters
there is a single bunch of grapes, the traditional emblem of Soloi, but on the
reverse of the tetrobol a large ear of barley like on the coins from the “Lion and
bull series” of Tarsos is added and placed beside the grapes. In recent years yet
another stater has appeared in a Kuenker sale, which — though once more dif-
ferent — is connected to the same group by the Aramaic legend in the reverse-
field (Figure 22)*°: The “Amazon” on this coin is once again testing the bow and
not holding any other object in her hands, but in place of the pointed skull-cap
she is wearing a large and crested Korinthian helmet.

The highly significant common feature of all those abnormal types, however, is
the fact that the legend in the reverse fields is neither the word ZOAEQN, which
would be normally expected on coins of such a type, nor is it Greek at all. In all
three cases it is one and the same word consisting of four Aramaic letters, which
are somewhat coarsely executed?®. The word has been read downwards as ‘gdh
(aleph-gimel-daleth-he) by most researchers and has been translated as “band”
or “company” following a suggestion of E.S.G. Robinson. This legend was
explained as the expression of an alliance between Soloi and Tarsos in accord-
ance with the blend of pictorial elements taken from the coinages of both cities.

The recent discovery of a stater of similar type but with a different legend in
Greek has finally provided the key for the understanding of the whole issue. The
coin in question had been offered first in 2012 by Gorny & Mosch and reappeared
2018 in a sale of Solidus at Munich (Figure 23)*. On both occasions it had not
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been properly understood and therefore not been allocated correctly. The prin-
cipal type is identical with that of coins from Soloi: On the obverse there is the
well-known “Amazon”, a kneeling-running female figure turned to the left, which
is wearing a loin cloth with a huge gorytos attached to the girdle and a pointed
skull-cap and is testing a bow with both hands. In the right field behind the fig-
ure there is a small animal with four legs seen from above, — probably a frog. The
reverse once again shows the bunch of grapes in an incuse square. In the right
field there is a small mask of a Silenus like on issues from Soloi. However, the
legend in the right field does not spell LXOAEQN but AI'XIAAA. This is a toponym,
—the name of the settlement An(g)chiale mentioned by Strabo as being located
above the coast between Tarsos and Soloi**. Based on that inscription also the
strange Aramaic legend of the coins mixing pictorial elements from Soloi and
from Tarsos can be read and interpreted in another, much more plausible way:
The third letter from above is not a daleth but a kaf, which appears in coin-leg-
ends written in an almost identical form?!. Thus, the legend has to be read as
‘gkh (aleph-gimel-kaf-he), apparently forming an attempt to spell a nasalised
g () followed by an aspirated guttural like the Greek chi®®.

According to Strabo (or to his source Aristoboulos of Kassandreia) Anchiale
was originally an Assyrian settlement, founded by king Assurbanipal (669-631
BC), who allegedly was buried there or who had at least a large monument
erected at this place®. Since the entire area had partly been colonized by settlers
from Argos and from Lindos on Rhodes in the course of the 8" century BC, a
significant part of its inhabitants must have been of Greek origin, forming a
mixed population similar to the one of nearby Soloi, whose semi-barbarian cre-
ole had become proverbial within the Greek world®”. Arrian reports that the town
already lay in ruins, when the army of Alexander advanced through the alluvial
plain of Eastern Cilicia®®. Since it had struck coins in its own name only a couple
of decades earlier and the remains were still of considerable size, its destruction
and abandonment had obviously happened not so long before the time of Alex-
anders campaign, probably towards the end of the 5" century BC. The reason
for this otherwise unreported event can only have been some major local conflict,
which has left no trace in the remaining literary tradition. It is certainly no coin-
cidence that the coin-production of Anchiale has ceased at about the same time,
when the autonomous coinages of important centres in Cilicia Pedias like Soloi,
Mallos or Issos with their specific local designs underwent a sudden interruption.
But while the minting activity at all the latter places was resumed a little later
with the striking of new series, which rather show the growing influence of the
Persian naval command established at Mallos and Tarsos after the failed coup
of the younger Cyrus®, no further issues from Anchiale are known.

Towards the end of the 5™ century BC the cult of Nergal had apparently expanded
from its centre at Tarsos over a larger part of Cilicia Pedias, the coastal basin
between the Syrian and the Anatolian highlands. The transfer of features like
the name of Nergal or of related symbols such as the double-axe, the ear of bar-
ley or the lion attacking the bull from Tarsian coin-issues to the ones of other
surrounding cities points to a significant extension of the cultural and political
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dominance of Tarsos. There must have been a gradual cutting back on autonomous

local structures still remaining in the neighbourhood under the rule of the
Syenneseis, the members of the dynastic clan that had been entrusted with the
deputy rulership over the entire region by the Achaemenid Great Kings. This
policy was later on continued by subsequent Persian governors based at Tarsos40.
But already in 401 BC when the army of the younger Cyrus stood before the
Cilician Gates demanding free passage into the coastal plain and access to its
resources the only authority eligible for negotiations in Cilicia was in fact the
Syennesis of Tarsos. All other cities, no matter how large or important, were only
marginally referred to in the report of these events by Xenophon41.

But what had happened at Aqchiale must have been of an entirely different quaiiy.

Our literary tradition is silent about Cilician affairs apart from events directly
connected to the campaigns of the younger Cyrus and later on of Alexander the
Great; apparently also the original informant, Aristoboulos of Kassandreia, who
had visited the ruins in person and reported on the stele of Assurbanipal with
its curious cuneiform inscription Still erect, has had no knowledge of the
particular circumstances that had led to the destruction of the place. However, the
numismatic record may once again provide additional information.

The most spectacular discovery of recent years was yet another coin belonging
to the "Tissaphernes-Group" of Tarsos (Figure S4)42: The obverse of this stater
displays the usual rider in Persian garb holding a lotus-flower on a slow walking
horse with ornate tack to the left and the key-symbol in the field below. But in
difference to the other coins of this group the rider is not wearing a kyrbasia,
the headdress of the Persian official with the protruding vizor and the long neck-
and cheek-protection. Instead he is bareheaded and wearing his long hair knotted

In a bun at the back of the head. On the reverse, however, is a scene that is
completely unparalleled in Cilician coinage: Set within an incuse square there
is a (male?) figure turned to the left, which apparently has collapsed to the
ground but still keeps a semi-upright position by supporting itself with its left
arm. The figure appears to be half-naked or wearing a closefitting cuirass over
a girdled loin cloth with a huge gorytos attached to the belt. The head is
protected by a large crested helmet. The right hand grabs the leg of its opponent,
who is in the course of placing a foot on the outstretched right leg of the fallen
figure. The opponent is a bareheaded figure With a pointed beard and the long
hair held together in a bun, standing to the right. It is wearing a himation over
the wide trouser-skirt in the Persian fashion and is carrying a bow and agorytos
slung over the right shoulder. It has raised the booted left leg to trample on the
body of the figure on the ground. The outstretched left arm is grabbing the crest
ofthe opponent's helmet, while the right arm is pulled back holding an uncertain
object in the hand. The whole posture of the standing figure suggests that the
object is probably a short sword or a dagger. Apparently, the scene is showing a
Persian in the process Of stabbing a Greek warrior to death.

As far as we know up 10 now there has been no precedent for such a scene on
any coin of this period. In a number of Graeco-Persian reliefs of the late 5ih and

































