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J. Bodzek (Krakow, Poland)
A FORGERY OF AN OLBIAN GOLD COIN'

Forgeries are one of the key hazards of contemporary numismatics. This
is not a new problem, but one that many generations of scholars, collectors and
coin dealers have had to face since at least the 16" century. However, it is
obvious that since the second half of the 19" century both the coin market and
numismatic interests have been constantly expanding while at the same time
coin prices have been rising. In parallel with this, the business of forgery has
also been on the increase. Nowadays forgers are often skilled, well educated and
experienced. They use new technologies and devices for making fakes and
sophisticated methods to distribute them. This is why they are so dangerous. So,
one of the most important tasks for numismatics is to document all known and
recognized forgeries as well as to collect them in accessible databases. One
could cite here several important publications by eminent numismatists as well
as websites concerning the problem®.

It is therefore not surprising that the problem also affects the numismatics
of the North Black Sea Coast. An example of this is the account of Mr M.
Sazonov, a counterfeiter active at Kerch in the Crimea in the 9% century,
published by K.V. Golenko’.

The aim of the present paper is to publish a fake Olbian gold coin which
appeared a few years ago on the market in Poland (Il. 1). The coin is held in a
private collection in Poland and it is known to me only from a photograph.
According to the present owner the item had been purchased in the 1990s from
“a Russian™. The specimen weighs 4.62 g and its diameter is c. 18 mm. The
obverse type is head of Demeter wearing necklace made of dots. On the reverse
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is an eagle with open wings and reverted head standing left on dolphin. Above
the eagle is a corn-ear, and below the dolphin the legend OABIO.

The coin is said to be a hemistater belonging to a well known series
represented by a unique stater weighing 8.49 g and held in the Cabinet des
Médailles of the Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique at Brussels’. The Brussels
stater, found in the 19" century on the bank of the Dniester, is ascribed by
P.O. Karyshkovskii as contemporary with the 3™ series of the 1 group of silver
of similar type dated to the 3" quarter of the 4™ century B.C.° It is of very good
style and the dies were prepared by a skilful engraver.

Careful examination of a photograph of the “hemistater” detected serious
differences compared to the Brussels piece. The differences are of both stylistic
and technical nature. First, the general style of the Polish piece is coarse. This is
especially well seen on the Demeter head. The nose, lips as well as the eye
(which looks half profile half facing) are shown in a clumsy way. So is the lower
oval of the face and the triangular end to the neck. These have nothing in
common with the Brussels coin. The head has a third tier of hair which seems
unlike any other Demeter heads shown on silver coins’. The reverse type
presents no better style. The feathers on the eagle’s body are depicted as lines
going from the neck to the end of its body. The tail looks like a besom, by
contrast with the elegant feathers well seen on the Brussels piece. The same
coarse depiction is seen on the wing feathers and the head of the bird which
looks much more like a pigeon than an eagle. Similarly, the dolphin’s body is
shown with none of the vivid elegance seen on the Belgian piece.

Some other observation should be made. The legend on the Brussels coin
is written as OABI, not OABIO. The “hemistater” also lacks the monogram
placed in the right field of the reverse of the Belgian specimen. Also, the style of
the corn ear on the reverse of the Polish piece is much poorer. It could perhaps
be supposed that the “hemistater” belongs to the later series as a deterioration of
style is also seen in the case of later silver series. This could explain the
difference of weight of the two specimens. The problem is that the corn ear
symbol should not appear on later Demeter/eagle on dolphin series. Its
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appearance on a later style coin would be strange. All in all, the differences
between the Brussels and Polish pieces are striking.

To sum up: The style as well as the weight of the Polish “hemistater”
shows it is clearly a modern forgery. An open question remains if this is one of
the forgeries already mentioned by A.L. Bertier de la Garde®, or a fruit of a
brand new production.

"I would like to express my deepest thanks to Mr W. M. Stancomb for discussing some
points concerning the coin as well as changing my text into readable English. I would like
also to thank Dr Francois de Callatay (Belgium) for providing me with a photograph of
the unique original coin. Last but not least, I thank the owner of the coin under discussion
for permitting me to examine it.
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