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NICHOLAS J. MOLINARI

ïç AXSXcoiod: THE «SINEW» COINAGE OF NEAPOLIS
AND ITS NEIGHBORS, c. 296 TO 240 BC

«'...the sinews ofsilver-eddying Acheloios,'
to the water...the name Acheloios...and the sinews...is the

...each...»

-Derveni Papyrus, Column XXIII, 11-161

Introduction

For a period of about sixty years a very strange combination of letters, IS,
appeared on many coins from six different issuing authorities in the region of
Campania and Samnium: Neapolis, Cales, Aesernia, Compulteria, Suessa Aurunca,
and Phistelia. These letters have perplexed scholars for hundreds of years, and,
although there are elements of truth in some interpretations, none are completely
satisfying. Fiorelli, writing in 1846, suggested IS referred to the Isolympic games,
and that different cities would employ the emblem when their athletes won2.
Some, beginning perhaps with Garrucci3, have suggested it is an abbreviation
of the name of a magistrate, and we do indeed find it used that way in Thurium.
Cavedoni suggested it refers to a conventional currency of the region, in which
the groups issuing the coins were part of a monetary confederation, and that
II is an abbreviation of something like Iaôppo7toç («equally balanced»), 'Iaôxtjioç
(«equal in value»), and 'Iaovogoç («equal money»), which reflects the uniformity
of the laws that govern the minting of coinage4. Sambon recognized that there
was some monetary alliance among Neapolis and its neighboring cities, but he
suggested IE must refer to a coiner in charge of these emissions5. More recently,
Taliercio Mensitieri suggested IE refers to a mint workshop, basing her opinion
on the fact that the appearance of IE throughout Campanian and related coinages

shows no meaningful usage in terms of the many sequential marks that do
fit into an overall scheme, and also because of the fact that IE is unlike engraver's
initials or magisterial marks6. Rutter, in HN Italy3, noted the phenomenon but
offered no explanation other than that it was evidence of some «close co-operation

1 Trans. Laks - Most 1997.
2 Fiorelli 1846, p. 44-6.
3 Garrucci 1885, p. 83.
4 Cavedoni 1850, p. 197.

Sambon 1913, p. 190.
6 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, p. 161-178.
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in minting, possibly using a centralized system7.» Gabrici likewise suggested the
same8, and Taylor has more-or-less adopted this view9. Finally, Dr. Sisci and I, in
IJotamikon, suggested that IE refers to «sinews10,» as in the «sinews of Acheloios,»
and this was meaningful because, just as the rivers of the world are the «sinews of
Acheloios,» so the different cities within that particular region have a common,
regional bond. In this sense, IE operated as a fraternal badge directly connected
to the iconography11.

Fig. 1: Enlargement of a Neapolitan silver didrachm (21mm, 7.21 g, llh) featuring IE
below Acheloios. Unpublished variety. CNG, The Coin Shop, item no. 979726. Image

courtesy of Classical Numismatic Group, LLC.

In this essay, I'd like to explore the idea that IE operated as the ideological
insignia of a region bound by common interests - political, economic, but most
importantly religious and militaristic - and that this need for unity amongst a

plurality of cities makes perfect sense in the time period after the start of the
Third Samnite War. In this respect, I suggest IE was initially employed as a rallying

sign in response to the Samnite invasions, and later came to represent distinct
cultural identity during a time when Rome became a superpower. In addition, I'll
provide a catalog of the types featuring IE, and narrow down the dating of a few
Neapolitan and Caletan issues to the start of the 3rd century bc.

I Rutter 2001, p. 58. See also Lippi 2002, p. 21-47.
8 Gabrici 1900, p. 652.
9 Taylor 2022, p. 106-8.
10 LSJ: s.v. ïç, «sinew, tendon,» but also «strength.» Cf. Slater 1969. Likely both meanings

overlapped in antiquity since the concepts are related—for Acheloios is the strength
of rivers (per Pindar, P.Oxy II (1899) 64, schol. of Amnionitis on II. 21.195) and the
rivers are his sinews (per P. Derveni XXIII et al.). For further discussion, see D'Alessio
2004, p. 23-4; Molinari - Sisci 2016, p. 61, 92-95; Moi.inari 2018, p. 5; and especially
Molinari 2022a, p. 6, 8, 55-6, 60, 66, 109, 126-8, 135, 148, 154, 156, 173-4, 176-8, 182,
187, 192, 197.

II Molinari - Sisci 2016, p. 61, 96, 160. Isler refers to the common iconography of the
region as a «coat of arms.» Isler 1970, p. 88.
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ïç AXSA.coîod: THE «SINEW» COINAGE OF NEAPOLIS
AND ITS NEIGHBORS, c. 296 TO 240 BC

The Coins

According to most dating schemes, IE coins first emerge around the turn of the 4th

to 3rd century bc at Neapolis and Cales12. At Neapolis, we find it first on bronze
issues of the latter portion of Taliercio Phase IIa, which is a group consisting of full
units, and which she dates to the period of c. 317/310 to 270 bc. On these issues,
above Acheloios on the reverse, we find a graphic symbol - e.g. a dolphin, bird,
Helios, kerykeion, etc. - used as some sort of control device indicating the individual
series within the phase. The very first issues featuring IE below Acheloios have a

rose, hippocampus, astragalos, lyre, or bucrania above. All but the very first in
the series, featuring the rose, have no other letters, but the initial rose series does
(Fig. 2). The rose on the reverse has E and II on either side, and below the belly of
Acheloios we find an AP monogram - hence potentially evidence of series indicators,

officina marks, and signatures in addition to the IE.

Fig. 2 and 3: Neapolitan bronze unit (15mm, 4,92g), MSP I, no. 273. Image courtesy of
Den ofAntiquity, item no. 360876505527 / Neapolitan bronze 1/3 unit (15 mm, 2,29 g),
MSP I, no. 290. Image courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de France, item no. Y 20243.

Series lie, consisting of 1/3 units, is similar - the dating ranges from c. 317/310
to 270 bc and we find IE on the reverse in the latter portion of issues, indicating
continuity with the larger full units (Fig. 3). In this case the IE always appears
alone on the reverse, though combinations of monograms and letters or symbols
and letters will appear on the obverse.

During Phase III of the bronze series at Neapolis IE suddenly becomes increasingly

prevalent, with all but fourteen varieties showing the device (of 70)13. The
full units here are said to date over a somewhat lengthy period, from 270 to 250
bc14. On the obverse we find a consistent rotation of letters indicating numbers in
a series (Fig. 4 and 5). The aberrations in this series (e.g. the varieties with P on
the obverse have no IE on the reverse), according to Taliercio, are presumably
parallel emergency issues from a separate mint operation, which we can determine
from style and constitution15.

12 For the dating of Neapolitan bronze coinage, see Taliercio Mensitieri 1986. For
Cales, see Moi.inari - Sisci 2016, p. 167-187, in which they realign certain issues based
on parallels at Neapolis.

13 Molinari - Sisci 2016, p. 227-242.
14 ibid.
15 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, p. 173-5.
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Fig. 4 and 5: Neapolitan bronze unit (18mm, 6,77g), MSP I, no. 328. Image courtesy of
Bibliothèque nationale de France (Armand Valton 21) / Neapolitan bronze unit (20mm,
4.63g), MSP I, no. 350. Image courtesy of Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction P, lot 1013.

Silver emissions featuring IZ, both didrachms and drachms, mostly align to the

very same periods and feature similar characteristics. The didrachms that feature
IZ begin c. 300 bc and it appears on two varieties - on the obverse we find either
two monograms (Sambon 1913, no. 486) or a letter and a monogram (Sambon
1913, no. 487), then, on subsequent issues, we find it paired first with two letters
and then a series of symbols on the obverse (Fig. 6)"'. Similarly, on the drachms,
which date c. 272 to 240 bc and are contemporaneous with many of the IZ coins
from other cities, we find IZ paired with either a symbol or letter on the obverse
(Fig. 7). On series after 250 bc, IZ seems to completely disappear from the corpus
of Neapolitan coinage.

Fig. 6and 7: Neapolitan silver didrachm (7,32 g), Sambon 1913, no. 519. Image courtesy
of Stack's New York Sale (2011), lot 3 / Neapolitan silver drachm (3,57g), unpublished.

Image courtesy of Classical Numismatic Group, LLC, 66, lot 67.

At Cales, which lies to the north of Neapolis, IZ appears on bronze coinage at the
end of Group lb17, which, as a larger group, dates from c. 317 to 280 bc, thus aligning

with the earliest Neapolitan issues (Fig. 8). Interestingly, IZ is markedly absent
from any of the later phases, precisely when it becomes so popular at Neapolis and
begins to be employed at Suessa, Compulteria, Aesernia, and Phistelia.

At Compulteria, which is east of Cales, we find IZ employed on the reverse in
the middle of a bronze series dating c. 272 to 250 bc (Fig. 9). The earlier issues
have either nothing below the belly of Acheloios, a retrograde K, an M, or an N.
There are never additional symbols on the reverse.

16 Sambon 1913, no. 501 and related specimens.
17 Molinari - Sisci 2016, p. 168.
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ïç A/fAojiou: THE «SINEW» COINAGE OF NEAPOLIS
AND ITS NEIGHBORS, c. 296 TO 240 BC

Fig. Sand Fig. 9: Caletan bronze unit (7,03g), MSP I, no. 151. Image courtesy of
Gorny & Mosch Giessener Münzhandlung GmbH, Auction 147, lot 1074 / Compulterian
bronze unit (5,99g), MSP I, no. 177. Image courtesy of Numismatica Ars Classica NAC

AG, Zurich, Auction 59, lot 1531.

At Aesernia, north of Compulteria, IS appears in the middle of a series of bronze
coinage thought to date c. 260 to 240 bc, thus mostly coinciding with Neapolis
Phase Ilia coinage (Fig. 10). On earlier issues nothing appears below the belly of
Acheloios, whereas on later issues we find A, N, or T.

At Suessa, northwest of Cales, we again find IS in the middle of a series of
bronze coinage that dates roughly 270 to 240 bc (Fig. 11). Here at Suessa, based
on an analysis of obverse dies, it appears that the IS occurs in the interim of a

repeating series of letters, namely, M, N, and II.

Fig. 10 and Fig. 11: Aesernian bronze unit (6,60g), MSP I, no. 67. Image courtesy of
Bibliothèque nationale de France, inv. no. Luynes 22 / Suessan bronze unit (19 mm,
7,21 g), MSP I, no. 426. Image courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de France, inv. no.

Fonds Général 541.

Finally, at Phistelia, we know of two bronze units of the same type that feature IS
bellow Acheloios' belly. On the obverse a strange inscription appears: STAIHNT,
and the equally strange reverse inscription reads OIMTLAIS18. These are said to
date to about the same time as the other IS coins, c. 265 to 240 bc. Unfortunately,
with only two specimens known to exist, we cannot determine much from the
Phistelian evidence.

Clearly, with the exception of the very earliest issues from Neapolis and Cales,
which we might provisionally date to the first decades of the 3rd century bc, the

18 Campana 2007, p. 233-264
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vast majority of these issues appear between 270 and 240 bc. Thus we have a

roughly sixty-year period in which these letters occur, with six municipalities
employing the design, and four different denominations. We find IS combined with
other letters (series marks or perhaps mintmarks in the case of some letter
combinations), monograms, or symbols. Furthermore, IS always appears on the reverse
with Acheloios, never the obverse and never on any other coinage from any of
these mints. Because its appearance is so unconventional, one must ask: What
does IS mean?

Earlier Interpretations ofIE and their Shortcomings

IS as a Magistrate's Mark, Mint Official's Abbreviation, or Engraver's Sign
Garrucci seems to be the first to argue that IS was a magistrate's mark, though
he offered no actual argument in his 1885 work Le monete dell'Italia antica19. We
know now that IS was probably used as a magistrate mark in Thurium on a stater
(HN Italy3 no. 1783) dating to the second half of the 5th century, c. 443 to 400
bc. There, IS appears occasionally on the bowl of Athena's helmet, and Rutter
connects this to an earlier issue (HN Italy3 no. 1781) that had the magistrate's
name in full, as ISTOPOS. Thus, there is indeed some numismatic precedent for
suggesting a magistrate's initials. However, despite its use at Thurium, there are
good reasons not to assign that meaning to the II on the coinage of Neapolis and
its neighbors. First, some sixteen of the Neapolitan bronze issues alone appear
with monograms rather than dual-letter combinations, and these likely do signify
magistrates, mint officials, or engravers (Fig. 12 and 13).

Fig. 12 and 13: Neapolitan bronze unit (4,07g) featuring LE monogram before Apollo,
MSP I, no. 276. Image from Sambon 1913, no. 637 / Neapolitan 1/3 bronze unit (13 mm,

2,25g), featuring monogram before Apollo, MSP I, no. 293. Image courtesy
of Bibliothèque nationale de France, inv. no. Fonds Général 375.

If we look at the silver issues, we find that engraver's initials or magistrate names
are usually lengthy abbreviations that appear on the obverse (e.g., AIOOANOYI,
ITA..., APTEMI..., I1APME..., XAPIAE..., TNAIOY, EY-AOY, etc.)20. In both cases,

the bronze and silver, we shouldn't include II, since it only ever appears on the

19 Garrucci 1885, p. 83.
20 Sambon 1913, p. 182.

28



ïç äxe/.ouod: THE «SINEW» COINAGE OF NEAPOLIS
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reverse21. Although there are dual-letter combinations that appear in silver and
bronze on the obverse, such as BI, DI, etc., when we come to the individual whose
name (presumably) began with IS, we do not find IS but instead the monogram
1-S. In my estimation, the extra «-» was added precisely to differentiate it from the
use of IS on the reverses of contemporaneous issues.

The second, and most important, reason to dismiss the magistrate/official/
engraver hypothesis is because the time span is simply too long: if we accept the
latest dating to the start of the 3rd century, that is still sixty years of appearance and
would surely extend beyond the working life of a magistrate or other official22.
On top of this, we have the problem of other municipalities also employing the
device - thus, unless we posit Neapolis as the mint for all of these coins, or that
every mint had an official whose name could be represented by IE (implausible),
or that Mr. IE was a sort of super-magistrate in charge of the alignment ofvarious
inter-communal economic initiatives over a sixty-year period (extremely unlikely),
it couldn't have been a single individual23.

The most important argument against an engraver in particular, however, surely

comes down to style. We can look at the style of different examples and see that
they are clearly from the hand of different artists (Fig. 14 and Fig. 15):

Fig. 14 and Fig. 15: Bronze unit of Neapolis (15mm, 4,06g), MSP I, no. 274. Image
courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de France, inv. no. FG 397 / Bronze unit of Neapolis,

MSP I, no. 338. Image courtesy of ACR E-Auction no. 8, lot 9.

Note, in particular, the muscles on Acheloios' front right leg are radically different

in style, as is the face. Likewise, on the obverse, the rendering of the hair at
the base of Apollo's neck is completely different.

IE as Indicative of Close Minting Cooperation
More recent theories have been more cautious - they are more accurate but also
less substantial. For instance, Lippi suggested IE is a sort of control mark, noting
that it appears in some cases among the sequence of letters A, BI, and E, then
A, B, T, and A24. However, the real purpose of his essay was to redate a particular
segment of coinage, among which we find some of the IE issues; he was not fo-

21 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, p. 174.
22 Marchetti 1986, p. 443-68.
23 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, p. 170.
24 Lippi 2002, but he is mostly concerned with a very narrow period of c. 4 years.
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cusing exclusively on the meaning of IS outside of the fact that it occurs within
a sequence during a period of a few years. Indeed, the periods in which those
other letters occur is very short compared to the entire corpus of IS coinage, and
so it seems to be a mistake to attribute it strictly as a control mark when the only
semblance of its operating this way is from a small selection of dates, and that
study does not consider its use for other cities or the full parameters of the dating

scheme. Hence, Taliercio Mensitieri found no ultimate regularity amongst
the employment of IS, and concluded that it does not signify a specific series or
sequence, and thus it does not appear to be a control mark, properly speaking-5.

IS as a Mint Workshop
Instead of a control mark, Taliercio Mensitieri suggests that IS might refer to a

specific workshop within a Neapolitan mint. It is unclear from her analysis if she
thinks this workshop struck coins for the other IS cities, or if those other cities
simply copied the workshop mark26. In any case, in terms of the interruption in
the appearance of IS during Phase Ilia, which, again, only fourteen specimens
of seventy do not feature it, she suggests that these other issues were struck at a

parallel workshop presumably as emergency issues, which is perhaps supported
by the emergency Cales-Neapolis overstrikes that appear at this time27. Taliercio
Mensitieri also points to other letters and letter combinations (notably M, and
MI) which appear at Neapolis and Nola, suggesting they too might refer to mint
workshops. But reading Taliercio Mensitieri's essay it is clear that «mint
workshop» was the most plausible resolution based on the current understanding - she

certainly does not appear fully convinced herself. Hence, as she points out, while
we can understand on some level that these marks are indicative of an organized
and interconnected structure, we cannot verify their meaning objectively28 unless
we have «historical, literary, and epigraphic sources that reveal the juridical
administrative structures29.»

Working against the theory of a mint workshop is the fact that the appearance

of IE across all mints is wildly inconsistent - approximately sixty years, four
denominations, and six different municipalities, without any clear structure or
shared dies linking the cities 3,). If IE was a single mint workshop, why would it
be responsible for so much production compared to the others throughout the
second quarter of the 3rd century? Also, why would the IE workshop issue so many
different denominations - didrachms, drachms, full bronze units and one-third
units? Additionally, it seems strange that the first issues from Neapolis and Cales,

25 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, passim.
26 ibid., p. 170-171.
27

e.g. Sambon 1913, no. 696.
28 Taliercio Mensitieri 1987, p. 177.
29 ibid., p. 167, note 19. Translation mine.
311 Although the early use of mintmarks and officina or workshop marks is regarded as

inconsistent during the earliest times (see De Callatay 2012; Lorber- Kovacs 1997),
in this case I would argue that such irregularity at so many cities simultaneously works
against the theory of a workshop.
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which appear to start at the same time, would employ a mintmark whereas no other

mintmarks appear (from what we can determine) on any of the issues that
appear in close proximity. Another point - why does it indicate part of a sequence in
some cases? Finally, and most importantly: excluding the inaugural issues (MSP
I, nos. 318-322) and some P obverse issues (MSP I, nos. 379-381, 383), there are
still three varieties in Phase Ilia that do not feature IS: MSP I, no. 346 (OS below
Acheloios); MSP I, no. 362 (II below Acheloios); and, MSP I, no. 368 (X below
Acheloios). Are they all from different workshops, and if so, why do they not all
use a mintmark to identify the workshop? For we know OS and X cannot be
workshops under the Taliercio Mensitieri scheme since they appear with IS (for OS, cf.

e.g. MSP I, nos. 326, 329, 331, 332, 341, 342, etc., for X, cf. MSP I, no. 351). Thus,
the mint workshop theory has too many problems, and even if IS were indicative
of a workshop, that does not preclude it having a deeper, religious meaning. One
would think that arguably the most fanatical issuers of coins featuring Acheloios
in all of antiquity, rivaled only by the mint of Gelas, might deliberately choose a
mint mark that was deeply significant.

Historical Background

Examining the historical context of these series will surely be beneficial for uncovering

the meaning of IS, if indeed there is one beyond some type of administrative

regulatory function. Unfortunately for us, the period in which all of the IS
coinage was issued offers relatively few ancient accounts31. Still, we have important
events before these issues begin in the second half of the 4th century that can help
us. The most important regional forces were the Campanians, Romans, and Sam-
nites, and the interactions of these groups impacted the cities issuing IS coinage
for at least a century. Indeed, the Samnite League initially included virtually all of
Campania, but due to some of the Samnites' «menacing» behaviors, Capua broke
off and joined Rome through a foedus aequum, and later, in 338, Capua, Cumae,
and Suessa (all Campani cities) received Roman citizenship (though without the
right to vote)32. As Taylor recounts, the granting of Roman citizenship was essentially

a declaration ofwar between Rome and the remaining members of the Samnite

League, with Nola and Neapolis caught in the middle33. Despite being part of
the Samnite League, Neapolis had seemingly good, longstanding relations with
Rome, and it was not until Rome began to consolidate power throughout Falerii
and then Cumae that Neapolis began to strengthen its walls34.

This brings us to the infamous foedus aequum between Rome and Neapolis in
327/6 Be. Although the sources do not provide a perfectly consistent narrative,
it seems that, as tensions between Rome and Neapolis began to escalate after
338, so were the internal tensions among the Neapolitans reaching a fever-pitch35,

31 Taylor 2022, p. 126.
32 ibid., p. 113.
3:1 ibid.
34 ibid., p. 114.
35 Taylor reproduces the evidence: Livy, Ab urbe condita 8.22.7, 8.22.8-10, 8.23, 25-6; Dio-

nysios, 'PcopaiKq Ap/awloyia 15.5.1-15.6.5, 15.7.3-5, and 15.8.3-5.
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somewhat divided between the old city group at Palaeopolis and the new group
emerging at Neapolis36. The Palaeopolitans, according to Livy, made many acts of
aggression against Rome, and Rome sent ambassadors to put a stop to it37. Dionysi-
os tells us that the hoi chariestatoi of Neapolis were leaning toward aligning with
Rome, likely to avoid a vicious conflict38. The internal struggles and potential
underlying motivations of the pro-Roman and pro-Samnite groups within Neapolis
and Palaeopolis are discussed in depth by Taylor, who suggests the upper classes,
who were perhaps growing tired of the Cumaean refugees, decided ultimately to
side with Rome despite the lower classes wanting to maintain close ties with the
Samnites39. The end result was a rather intense moment in history: now surrounded

by Romans and Samnites, Dionysios records that the Neapolitans could not
reach agreement at the council (mostly controlled by pro-Roman Greek aristocrats)

concerning Rome's demands, and the vote was taken to the assembly, mostly

composed of Campani in favor of the Samnite cause40. With Rome rejected and
soldiers mounting on either side (some 6000 Samnites stationed at Palaeopolis
alone)41, two leading men of the city, Charilaos and Nymphios, decided the best
option would be to side with Rome, and thus they deceived the Samnite groups,
ultimately leading to a Samnite defeat. Shortly after the foedus Neapolitanum was
established (a foedus aequum or treaty of equals), and thenceforth Neapolis had a

fairly prosperous and peaceful co-existence with Rome12.

About a generation after the foedus Neapolitanum, at the turn of the century,
we begin to see IL. Although we know little about Neapolis and the other IE cities
during the next half century, there are some key events to keep in mind. Suessa,
whose original inhabitants were Aurunci, was taken by force by the Romans in
313 bc43. The significance of the use of force - which we'll see repeated with other
cities - is that, although now a colony with many settlers, the native inhabitants
were surely not totally enthusiastic about Roman expansion and this is a key fact
to keep in mind, especially since the Romans were requiring soldiers or tributes
from the colonies44. Another key event: The Third Samnite War begins in 298 bc
after the Samnites threatened the Roman fetials and Rome subsequently declared
war4'. This war shaped the interactions ofvarious groups throughout the decade,
and many of the IE cities were involved. For instance, Cales, whose original
inhabitants were Ausonians defeated by the Romans back in 334 bc (becoming the
first Latin colony in Campania)46, was raided and nearly razed by the Samnites in
296 bc, along with other unnamed Campanian cities47. The Samnites also raided

36 Taylor 2022, p. 114.
37 Livy, Ab urbe condita 8.22.V
38 Dionysios, Pcofia'iKtj ApxaioXoyia 15.5.1-15.6.5.
39 Taylor 2022, p.118-20.
40 ibid.
41 ibid.
42 ibid., 122; See also Chapter 8 of that work.
43 Livy, Ab urbe condita 9.28.7.
44 ibid., 35.16.8.
45 ibid., 10.11.
46 ibid., 8.16.13-4.
47 ibid., 10.20.2-3.
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