Graeco-roman influences of the Insubres coins in the 3rd-1st BC

This Essay will discuss how Celtic coinage was influenced by the Greeks and Romans form the third to first century BC. Focusing on the area ruled by the Insubres it is clear to see Greek coinage being spread throughout Italy and the Celtic peoples, often by mercenaries but sometimes others. This parallels the later change into the Roman style denarius, even if there was some slight resistance from the elite natives of the region during the second century BC.
The clearest evidence of Greek influence on Insubres coins, was when the Cisalpine Celts collectively began to mint their own coins in the early third century [footnoteRef:1]. The most common of these coins became known as the Padane drachma[footnoteRef:2], due to the similarities it held with the Greek design it copied. There was no one area that minted coins for the Celts of this region, instead each ethnic group managed the production of their own coins. Early on there was a large amount of uniformity in design between the different Celtic mints, most likely due to the fact that they had all adopted the designs from the Macedonian gold starters and Greek silver drachmas respectively[footnoteRef:3]. There is debate in modern scholarship as to exactly how the Greek coins were introduced into Celtic society at the time. Some scholars, such as James and Bostock[footnoteRef:4] argue that the introduction of the coins was mainly due to the return of Celtic mercenaries, who had fought for the Greeks and had received payment and booty in drachma. Whilst this view can be used to explain why the Greek drachma appears in the Celtic world, it cannot fully justify why the Celts of this region adopted the coins instead of creating their own. This interpretation is also impacted by ancient sources negative views on the Celts, as savage people who traded in solid gold and livestock[footnoteRef:5], who adopted coins due to the civilising force of the Mediterranean cultures. Scholars such as Cunliffe suggests that, whilst mercenaries had a large impact on Celtic coinage, the ideas of trade must be considered as another motivation for assimilating the design[footnoteRef:6]. Here Cunliffe makes note of other Celtic Cities developing mints, such as Manching[footnoteRef:7], where the coinage wasn’t simply introduced and shipped in but actively made. The reasons the Celts did this is most likely due to the fact that they would have also traded goods with surrounding states. The Greek coins were a long established and widely accepted as a form of payment, so making coins copying their design was most likely for an ease of transaction. [1:  Cunliffe 1992.64]  [2:  Haeussler 2013. 98]  [3:  Cunliffe 1992.26]  [4:  James and Bostock 1996 48]  [5:  Plb. 2.17]  [6:  Cunliffe 1992.26]  [7:  Cunliffe 1992.26] 


The question of Roman influence on coins used by the Insubres, and other Cisalpine Celts, is a little more challenging to explain than the Grecian influence. Whilst some scholars say that the Celts derived their coins from Roman influences[footnoteRef:8] the archaeology shows that Romans adopted coins around the same time as the Celts, demonstrating that both experienced “Hellenization”[footnoteRef:9]. It is likely that the Romans adopted the coinage for the same reasons as the Celts, for ease of trade and establishing a universal currency. However, this does not mean that the Romans had no effect on the Celtic coinage during the third to first centuries BC. Haeussler comments on how the Insubrian territory was not fully subdued by Rome till the first century BC[footnoteRef:10]. This area still saw a lot of resistance even after the Romans first initial conquest of cisalpine Gaul in the third century BC[footnoteRef:11]. This resistance is clearly displayed by the Insubres on the Padane drachma, as although the design initially seemed quite Hellenic, using Greek legends, the coins became progressively more Celticized and abstract in design in the second century[footnoteRef:12]. The other regions of Cisalpine Gaul had also shown a shift away from the Hellenic style, in favour of more indigenous designs. In spite of this, the coins of these regions had also become more individual to each community and became less standardised and uniform[footnoteRef:13]. The designs used by the Insubres were certainly abstract but seemed to generally keep the motif of a lion over the scorpion or quadruped found elsewhere[footnoteRef:14]. There was clear resentment between the Romans and the Insubres during the third to first centuries BC[footnoteRef:15] and the elite in charge of the region were most likely attempting to use the coinage to display the strength of their own ethnicity. This is shown in the changing of the legend on the drachma from Greek to Celtic, or even just lines, displaying that the coins that are being minted with a specific people in mind. Haeussler suggests that the lack of legend and the later emergence of the Leptonic script was due to the elites establishing a consistent state of literacy[footnoteRef:16]. [8:  James and Bostock 1996 48]  [9:  Cassibry 2017. 23]  [10:  Haeussler 2013. 96]  [11:  Green 1995. 519]  [12:  Haeussler 2013. 100]  [13:  Green 1995. 245]  [14:  Haeussler 2013. 100]  [15:  Collis 203 121]  [16:  Haeussler 2013. 101] 


Despite the resistance shown by the Celts minting the Padane drachma, eventually the Romans did manage to heavily influence the coinage of this region by the end of the first century BC by aligning the currency with the denarius[footnoteRef:17]. The majority of scholars believe this to have happened, again, through the use of mercenaries, this time employed by the Romans. The Romans would employ Celts to their army and payed them exclusively in roman coinage[footnoteRef:18]. This was a seemingly common way of Romans forcing conquered areas to change their currency to align with denarius. Often in trade, or as payment, the Romans would create coinage as a replacement for a local currency [footnoteRef:19], with the currency in the Insubrian region being purposefully debased[footnoteRef:20]. Another important factor that decreased the presence of the Padane drachma was the introduction of tax by the Romans. Taxes had to be paid in Roman currency, known as uictoriati, which had been especially designed for Cisalpine Gaul[footnoteRef:21]. Haeussler suggests that this was mainly done on the Romans part as a way to make the census assessment more accurate, and easily referenced to other parts of the Roman empire[footnoteRef:22]. Despite its merits, this argument does not factor in the impact of trade on the Celtic coinage. Whilst there were open hostilities between Rome and the Insubres, it is understood that trade definitely occurred between the two regions. It would make sense that the Insubres and other Celtic communities would adopt the Roman coinage if it became the most frequent trade relation. It is more likely that the culmination of trade, taxes and mercenaries, rather than one factor in particular, that led to the Padane drachma no longer being minted by the first century BC[footnoteRef:23]. The Celts, both elite and ordinary, became frequently paid in roman coinage over the Greek drachmas, forcing the older currency to become abandoned and less present in the region.  [17:  Cassibry. 2017. 23]  [18:  Neatby 1951 244]  [19:  Neatby 1951 242]  [20:  Haeussler 2013. 104]  [21:  Haeussler 2013. 104]  [22:  Haeussler 2013. 104]  [23:  Haeussler 2013. 105] 


In conclusion there were many ways in which the Greeks and Romans affected the coinage used in the Insubrian region. Whilst initially the Greeks had a large influence on the arrival of the coins, the designs and symbols seemed to hold little value to the Celts who adopted, changed and appropriated them. The later Roman influence is initially minimal due to the lack of interest in indigenous monetary practices. Nevertheless, as the Romans grew more present in the region, the Celts began to adopt the denarius slowly, even if there was initial resistance in their own coinage and its iconography.
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