
This lead weight from Thonis-
Heracleion is impressed with an 
Athenian tetradrachm on one side and 
the head of a ram on the other. The 
ram’s head suggests that the main 
temple at the site in the fourth and 
third centuries BC, that of Amun-
Gereb, played a role in the 
production and validation of the 
weight.
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Business with the god
The coin weight is particularly 
important for our appreciation of the 
monetary activity in the Classical 
Period.

On one side there has been stamped 
into the metal a design of ram’s head. 
This, the symbol of the god Amon,
perhaps signifies the context in which 
the weight was used. It may, for 
example have served the priests of the
temple, or others on business to do 
with the god. 

The other side of the weight has had 
hammered into it the reverse of an 
Athenian tetradrachm, of the type in 



production at Athens between 350 
and 290 BC. The weight weighs 41.6 
grams and thus equates closely to 
the theoretical weight of 10 Athenian 
drachmai (approximately 43 grams). 

Interesting model choice
The choice of a ten-drachma weight 
is interesting, since the most common 
Athenian denomination in use at this 
period was a four-drachma coin. 

Ten drachmai, though not the most 
convenient weight for checking
Athenian coin, may have been 
adopted for this weight because it 
provides a useful bridging point 
between the Persian weight standard 
and the Athenian: ten Attic drachmai 
were equivalent to eight Persian sigloi. 

This may suggest, as might the date of 
the coin stamped into the weight, that 
it was produced during the period of 
the Persian occupation of Egypt (343–
332 BC).



Athenian owl models
It happens that Athenian owl models 
were frequently imitated in the course 
of the 4th century BC by Persian 
despots, Anatolian or Phoenician 
cities and even Egyptian rulers. 

According to Herodotus, the first 
ruler who issued coins in the land of the 
Pharaohs was Aryandes, satrap of Egypt 
under Cambyses and Darius I, but none 
of these coins have been preserved. 

This coinage must have been created 
between 500 and 492 BC. Toward the 
end of the 5th century the counterfeit
coinage of Attic tetradrachms began. 
Indeed, in 407 and 405 BC, Athens 
could no longer issue silver coins, as 
the Laurion mines were closed because 
of the war against Sparta. Owl coins 
were no longer imported into Egypt. 

It is then that the Pharaohs of the 28th, 
29th and 30th Dynasties had copies of 
Athenian tetradrachmae issued. 
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The team of the European Institute for 
Underwater Archaeology (IEASM), 
directed by Franck Goddio, discovered 
this monetary weight at the very 
north-east edge of the Central Island 
at the site of Thonis-Heracleion which 
was also the location of the Temple of 
Amun-Gereb and a likely place for 
markets and monetary transaction.


