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pio Domines peter

FROM COINAGE TO CONNECTIVITY: 
SOME NOTES ON GREEK-ILLYRIAN COINS 
FROM SENJ (NORTHERN ADRIATIC)

This paper presents new data on three previously unknown specimens of Greek-
Illyrian coins discovered on Kuk, a protohistoric hillfort site in Senj. Two can be at-
tributed to issues of the Illyrian King Ballaios, while one is an Issaean bronze of the 
volute crater/grape cluster type. In addition to general data about the coin fi ndspot, 
circumstances of the fi nd, and analysis of the numismatic features, the paper also 
addresses some questions about the movement and spreading of these coins in the 
context of Adriatic maritime connectivity and trade networks in the last centuries 
BCE. Based on current distribution maps, the Ballaios and Issaean coins from Senj, 
as some of the westernmost fi nds thus far, confi rm their regional reach towards the 
northern Adriatic.

KEY WORDS: GREEK-ILLYRIAN COINAGE, HELLENISTIC COINS, ISSA, BALLAIOS, SENJ, 
MARITIME NETWORK

A NOTE ON ThE SITE AND 
CIRCUMSTANCES OF ThE FIND

Recent work carried out on the systematic 
documentation of numerous museum and private 
numismatic collections has significantly improved 
the current knowledge about the earliest coinage 
in the area of the eastern Adriatic and its hinter-
land (Ilkić 2016; Ilkić, Kožul 2017; e.g. Ilkić, Šešelj 
2017; 2018; Čelhar, Ilkić 2019; Paškvan, Visonà 

2020). As a contribution to the subject, this pa-
per analyses three coin specimens presently kept 
within the private property of Z. Dominez from 
Buje. According to the owner, he originally dis-
covered them as surface finds, along with some 
other material, on Kuk, a hillfort site near the town 
of Senj, and kept them to this day.1 Regarding the 
data on the circumstances of the find, the group 
of coins singled out and presented here could be 
defined as a „cumulative site find“ (for an expla-
nation of the term cf. Ujes Morgan 2012: 119–122).

Original scientific paper 
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1 ⸺ Z. Dominez from Buje, shared useful information about the circumstances of the find. As far as he remembers, he discovered them, 
somewhere between 1965 and 1970. With an amateur interest in archaeology, he occasionally visited the site of Kuk, especially „after 
strong rains, which would wash the eroded (cultural) layers and leave different (archaeological) objects highly visible on the surface“. For 
the purpose of this paper, three Greek-Illyrian coins have been singled out, although his small collection also includes one Carthaginian 
specimen (Tanit/horse type), one bronze specimen from Apulia-Salapia (horse/dolphin type), and and a few Roman and medieval coins 
found mostly in Senj. According to the owner, all the coins from Kuk discovered as single, surface finds on different positions on the 
southern and southwestern slopes. He also collected some „interesting sherds of black pottery,“ but later misplaced them. He has kept 
the coins to this day, wishing to donate them to the local town museum in Senj, which will hopefully come about. I would like to thank Z. 
Dominez for his insights on coins and his permission to analyse and publish them. I am also grateful to V. Kramberger and K. Narloch for 
their help and assistance with the literature.
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Kuk is a hill positioned approximately 2 km 
northeast of the center of present-day Senj. In ar-
chaeological literature, it stands out as a notable 
hillfort site from the prehistoric and protohistoric 
period (A. Glavičić 1966: 391–393; M. Glavičić 
1993: 81–82; 1994: 45; Glavaš 2010; Lipovac 
Vrkljan et al. 2016: 196–198). The position is natu-
rally protected by steep rocks and inclines on the 
northwest and southwest sides (Fig. 1). Collapsed 
drystone wall structures indicate that the slopes 
were probably terraced due to the steep terrain 
morphology. Despite its relatively small size, vis-
ibility analyses indicated that the Kuk hillfort pro-
vided visual connections with other prehistoric 
hillforts on Velebit Mountain. This could imply it 
had a prominent status in late prehistoric settle-
ment hierarchies (Glavaš 2014: 12, 19). Rising 160 
meters above sea level, the hillfort is a very con-
venient point for visual surveillance, encompass-
ing the expanse of present-day Senj, particularly 
the inlet of Senjska Draga and the protected bay 
which probably encroached more extensively into 
land in the past. Additionally, it overlooks the wid-
er Northern Velebit area and the Velebit Channel 
towards the south. 

Even though all the current data indicates 
high archaeological potential, no excavations on 
the site have been carried out thus far. There-
fore, the general hypothesis that the earliest 
traces of habitation on the Kuk hillfort date back 
to the Late Bronze Age is still not supported 
by archaeological evidence (A. Glavičić 1966: 
391–393). Intensive activity during the Late 
Iron Age is evidenced by an abundance of sur-
face material, predominantly amphorae, and a 
smaller number of fineware, mostly of Hellenistic 
provenance. The numismatic record of the site 
consists of eight specimens; aside from those 
aforementioned, kept in a private collection (Z. 
Dominez; 7 spec.), there is one Carthaginian 
coin of Tanit-horse type from the late 3rd c. BCE, 
found as a single find on the western slopes in 
the 1970s and already published (Dukat, Glavičić 
1975: 170). It is assumed that the hillfort's signif-
icance gradually waned with the Roman expan-
sion on the eastern Adriatic, as the focal point 
of urban development shifted to the area at the 
foot of the hillfort, closer to the port, where the 
Roman municipium of Senia was established (cf. 
M. Glavičić 1993: 83–85).

Fig. 1 – Kuk hillfort (photo: P. Domines Peter)
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The earliest coinage in the wider Senj area is 
traceable to the middle of the 3rd c. BCE. Among 
the published coins kept in the collection of Senj 
City Museum and documented in the old numis-
matic collection of the Senj Gymnasium, there are 
coins from Carthage, Numidia, Egypt, Greek-Illyr-
ian mints, and the Roman Republic. These coins 
fit in the earliest depiction of coinage across the 
broader Velebit region (Dubolnić Glavan, Glavaš 
2011; Šešelj, Ilkić 2014). Carthaginian coins are 
among the most common finds on numerous Late 
Iron Age hillforts of northern Dalmatia and Lika 
(cf. Ilkić 2017: 154; Dubolnić Glavan, Glavaš 2011: 
102–104). Alongside the aforementioned speci-
men from the Kuk hillfort (for a recent photo see 
Šešelj, Ilkić 2014: 46), it cannot be excluded that 
another Carthaginian specimen, mistakenly de-
termined as Panormus (Sicily), was found in the 
inner center of present-day Senj, near the site of 
Štela (Dukat, Glavičić 1975: 170–171). Apulian (Te-
ate) and Numidian coins have been recorded on 
the Nehaj hill in Senj (Dukat, Glavičić 1975: 171), 
(for recent photo see Šešelj, Ilkić 2014: 48) (fig. 
2). The Gradina hillfort in Starigrad is the origin 
of more than 10 pre-imperial coins, including nine 
Numidian bronzes and a poorly preserved speci-
men from Ptolemaic Egypt (Dukat et al. 1984: 54). 

Roman Republic coinage has been registered in 
Senj, Sveti Juraj, and Stolac (Dukat, Glavičić 1975: 
171–172; Dukat et al. 1984: 49; cf. Bilić 2015: 62, 
104). Among the Greek-Illyrian coinage (for defi-
nition and overview see Bilić 2020), there are two 
drachmas of Apollonia and Dyrrhachium found 
in Senj (Dukat, Glavičić 1975: 171). Private col-
lections, some of which are no longer traceable, 
make mention of other specimens of Greek and 
Roman republican coinage, but without precise 
data regarding their location and circumstances 
of the find (cf. Krajač 1956: 17–19).

NUMISMATIC FEATURES

Coins of Ballaios
Based on their stylistic characteristics, two 

coins from the Kuk hillfort can undoubtedly be at-
tributed to the issue of the Illyrian King Ballaios. 
Although they significantly differ in terms of pres-
ervation, the typical iconography is discernible, 
featuring a male ruler's head on the obverse and 
the figure of Artemis with a legend on the reverse. 
Both specimens are made of a copper alloy and 
belong to the so-called Risan type (Brunšmid 
1998: 90–94; Ciołek 2021: 83).

Fig. 2 – Pre-Roman coin findspots in the area of present-day Senj: 1. Kuk hillfort, 2. Štela site, 3. Nehaj hill (photo and modified 
by: P. Domines Peter)
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The first specimen (AE, 16.7 mm, 3.05g, 5h), 
with the obverse depicting the ruler's head turned 
to the left and the reverse showing Artemis walking 
with a torch and two spears to the left, is especially 
well-preserved (Fig. 3).2 The flan has even edges 
and a slightly rounded profile towards the obverse 
side. The exceptional portrait features stand out on 
the obverse and, combined with the legend on the 
reverse, emphasize the ruler's distinctive individual-
ity. The realistic large head of Ballaios occupies the 
whole surface of the planchet. It is characterized 
by short curly hair, deep-set round eyes, a straight 
nose with high cheekbones, and a broad neck. The 
reverse prominently displays a large figure of the 
goddess stepping left, dressed in a short tunic, 
probably holding a torch in her left hand and two 
spears in her right. Only a few letters (BAΛ?) on the 

right side are readable. The specimen can be identi-
fied as Brunšmid's Risan type (Brunšmid 1998: 94, 
no. 23–26), Marović IIA Risan type (Marović 1988: 
84), or type R. IV/2 according to the latest typology 
by R. Ciołek (Ciołek 2021: 83).

The state of preservation of the second 
specimen (AE, 15.9 mm, 1.77g, 9h) is incomparably 
worse (Fig. 4). The obverse suggests the portrait 
of a king with a recognizable hairstyle,turned to 
the right in this case. The reverse depicts Artemis 
facing left, holding a torch, with her right foot 
slightly raised. The legend is not legible, but it 
seems that spears are mising. It is not possible 
to precisely determine the subtype but it also 
belongs to the Risan mint (Brunšmid 1998: 90–
91, no. 1–6; Marović IIB Risan type (Marović 1988: 
84), Ciołek's R. V/4? (Ciołek 2021: 83)). 

2 ⸺ Although the original patina is well preserved and the depictions are more or less readable, it is partially the result of later attemps 
of cleaning and oil treatment of coins by the owner. 

Fig. 3 – Ballaios (AE, 16.7 mm, 3.05g, 5h) – ruler's head left / Artemis left holding two spears (photo: P. Domines Peter)

Fig. 4 – Ballaios (AE, 15.9 mm, 1.77g, 9h) – ruler's head right / Artemis left holding a torch (photo: P. Domines Peter)
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In the total absence of historical records, 
coins stand as the exclusive evidence attesting to 
the rule of the mysterious King Ballaios. It is as-
sumed that he governed over a significant terri-
tory and issued coinage from two mints located in 
Pharos on the island of Hvar and in Rhizon in Boka 
Kotorska Bay (Šašel Kos 2007: 128; Ciołek 2021: 
67–70). Therefore, Brunšmid suggested a distinc-
tion between the so-called Pharos type (without 
a royal title) and the so-called Risan type (with 
a royal title) (Brunšmid 1998: 88–90). However, 
while numerous specimens have been document-
ed in Pharos (cf. Jeličić Radonić, Goricke-Lukić, 
Mirnik 2017: 132–143), the total number is signifi-
cantly smaller and nearly incomparable to Risan, 
where the quantity of Ballaios coins (cca. 7000 
spec.) far surpasses those from all individual sites 
on the Adriatic (Dyczek 2019: 198). More than five 
hundred individual finds were discovered during 
the systematic excavations conducted by Polish 
archaeologists in the Carine area in the period 
from 2001 to 2009 (Ciołek 2011: 73–74), while 
a particularly important find was an exceptional 
hoard, unearthed in 2010, which contained a to-
tal of 4656 coins of Ballaios (Ciołek 2011). The 
hoard was found in a ceramic jar buried beneath 
the floor of a residential building covered with an 
ash layer believed to be the result of the burn-
ing of wooden roof structures (Ciołek 2010: 7–8; 
Dyczek 2010: 45). Radiocarbon dating of burned 
wood provided the following results: 270–210 
BCE, 250–190 BCE, 255–195 BCE, and 245–185 
BCE, with a margin of error of ±30 years (Dyc-
zek et al. 2012: 98).3 Most researchers previously 
placed Ballaios' reign in the period around 168–
135 BCE (Evans 1880: 291–292; Brunšmid 1998: 
88; Dukat, Mirnik 2008: 55−58; Šašel Kos 2007: 
125), after the defeat of Gentius in the Roman-
Illyrian wars (Marović 1988: 85; Brunšmid 1998: 
88), or in a slightly earlier period, from 195 to 175 
BCE (cf. Šašel Kos 2007: 127). However, the ar-
chaeological context of the mentioned hoard in 
Risan shed a completely new light on the exist-
ing narratives. Based on the results of radicarbon 
dating, Polish archaeologists proposed a new 
chronology for Ballaios' reign, placing it between 
260/250 and 230 BCE (Ciołek 2011: 86–92; Dyc-
zek et al. 2012: 97–99; Dyczek 2020: 431). This 
sets Ballaios' reign in the period before the First 
Illyrian War. The significant quantity of bronze 

coinage, minted mostly in a single denomination, 
points to the high intensity of coin production and 
the extended period of Ballaios' rule.4 A number 
of quite different portraits characterizing the Ri-
san type with the royal title could perhaps indicate 
that this type of coins was still minted in some 
period after Ballaios' rule (cf. Jeličić Radonić, 
Goricke-Lukić, Mirnik 2017: 193–194, 197). In the 
latest typology by R. Ciołek, Pharos and Risan are 
joined by two additional principal types: „Illyrian“ 
and „transitional“. While the „transitional“ type 
encompasses iconographic characteristics of 
Risan-type reverse and Pharos-type legend, the 
„Illyrian“ type consists of coins characterised by 
deteriorating quality and stylized features, pre-
viously often called "barbarized" (cf. Brunšmid 
1998: no 27; Dragićević 2016: 118), which were 
probably produced in the royal mint by much 
less skilled craftsmen who replaced earlier Greek 
masters (Ciołek 2021: 25). Along with silver coin-
age, excavations in Risan revealed the first known 
examples of silver-plated subaerates, which were 
probably produced in a short time using the same 
dies as for the bronzes (Ciołek 2021: 27-29; simi-
larly suggested earlier by Marović 1988: 93). The 
typological, metrological, and stylistic features 
of Ballaios' coinage have been extensively dis-
cussed in relevant literature (Brunšmid 1998: 88–
97; Gorini 1984: 43–49; Marović 1988: 231–234; 
Šašel-Kos 2007; Ciołek 2011; Dyczek 2019; Dyc-
zek 2020; Mirnik, Kapetanić 2019), with particular 
attention given to the depiction of Artemis, which 
might have had a privileged social and religious 
significance within the kingdom of Ballaios (Dyc-
zek 2014: 105; for maritime aspects of Artemis cf. 
Kirigin 2016: 150–151).

The distribution of Ballaios' coins could be 
traced along the entire Adriatic and over a wider 
area – from Montenegro to Istria and northern 
Italy, with some specimens recorded in Sardinia, 
southern Banat, Hungary, and Slovakia (for latest 
distribution data cf. Ilkić, Šešelj 2017: 286–287; 
Ciołek 2011: 314–332; see Visonà 2017: 200, f. 26 
and references there; Mirnik, Kapetanić 2019: 37–
46), although the reasons for such a widespread 
distribution cannot be adequately explained. In 
general, the quantity of Ballaios' coinage in the 
eastern Adriatic and its hinterland has signifi-
cantly increased in recent years, notably by docu-
menting numerous unpublished finds from private 

3 ⸺ Recent excavations on the Risan acropolis brought to light a mould for casting coins (Łajtar 2021: 98).
4 ⸺ Very small bronzes discovered in Risan in the same cultural layers as Ballaios' mints led R. Ciołek to assume that it was a smaller 
denomination which concurrently circulated on the city territory. One specimen of those tiny coins was found attached to an amphora 
stopper (Ciołek 2021: 63).
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or museum collections. In Northern Dalmatia, 23 
unknown specimens originating from 10 indig-
enous hillfort sites have recently been published 
(Ilkić, Šešelj 2017: 286–287) (Fig. 6). Seven sites 
in Herzegovina with 54 Ballaios' coins, more than 
half of which are from Ošanjići near Stolac, could 
indicate a significant influx of coinage towards 
the hinterland of central and southern Dalmatia 
(Dragićević 2022: 39).5 

The Issaean coin of the volute crater / 
grape cluster type
One specimen discovered on the Kuk hillfort 

can be confidently identified as a coin of Issa, a 
Syracusan colony on the island of Vis. The coin is 
made of a copper alloy, it is well-preserved, with 
some surface impurities that could suggest that 
the coin was never cleaned or treated (Fig. 5). In 
the typology of Issaean coinage, it can be clas-
sified as the "volute crater/grape cluster" type  
(Brunšmid 1998: 78, no. 30; Visonà 2017: 207; 
Ciołek 2011: 158, type VIII). The obverse promi-
nently features a meticulously crafted depiction 
of a heart-shaped volute crater with a wide mouth 
flanked by volute handles. The form and decora-
tion of the vessel body, with a profiled conical 
foot and vertical fluting that seems to extend to 
the crater's shoulder, are especially emphasized. 
Above the crater, the Greek ethnic IΣ is displayed. 
On the reverse, a twig with a bunch of grapes is 
shown, bordered by two vine leaves. Similar to the 
reverse, the figuration of small details like individ-
ual grape grains, and leaf shapes, demonstrates a 
refined artistic mastery in mold shaping.

According to Visonà, the issue of Issaean 
bronze coins of the volute crater/grape cluster 
type may have been entirely overstruck on the 
Syracusan litrae of Hieron II, with a diameter of 
about 20 mm, featuring the head of Poseidon / 
a trident, minted between 269 and 240 BCE (Vi-
sonà 2017: 207). Based on that, Visonà suggests 
that the Issaean overstrikes might be placed 
somewhat later, in the second half of the 3rd c. 
BCE, perhaps between 220 and 210, or towards 
the end of the 3rd c. BCE. His hypothesis is addi-
tionally supported by similarities with Roman and 
Carthaginian overstrikes (Visonà 2017: 207). The 
coin blank with rounded edges and the slightly 
eccentric and displaced figures of the reverse 
indicate that the specimen from Senj is probably 

an overstrike. Given the total number of known 
specimens, which, according to available data, 
are no more than 20, it seems that this issue was 
struck in small quantities. Brunšmid mentions 17 
specimens of this type, seven of which are from 
the Zanella collection on Vis (Brunšmid 1998: 78), 
while Visonà increases the total number by add-
ing three new specimens: one from the Archaeo-
logical Museum in Zagreb (AMZ) and two from 
the Vatican Library (VL) (Visonà 2017: 218–221). 
He also presents data on one specimen of the 
same type which was part of lot 585 sold at the 
auction of LHS Numismatik AG in Zürich (23–24 
April 2007), but its great condition could indicate 
it originated from some old collection (Visonà 
2017: 96, f.11). Except for those probably found 
on Vis (Zanella coll.), the exact findspots for other 
specimens are unknown. In that regard, it seems 
that the coin from Senj is the first one found out-
side the island of Vis.  

With a diameter of 19.4 mm, the specimen 
from Senj fits within the module range (19–21 
mm) documented in other examples of this type 
(Senj 19.4 mm; VL 20 mm, 20.5 mm; AMZ 20.3 
mm; Zanella coll. 19–21 mm; LHS 20 mm). Their 
weight usually varies between 5.76 and 6.28 
g (Senj 5.10 g; VL 6.28 g; 6.20 g; AMZ: 5.76 g; 
LHS 5,23g) (Visonà 2017: 218–221; Brunšmid 
1998: 78). The issue was likely struck in a single 
denomination, probably involving one obverse 
die and two reverse dies (Paškvan, Visonà 2021: 
139). Variations are only noticeable in the die axes 
orientations (Senj: 12 h; VL: 1h, 8 h; AMZ: 9h; LHS 
12h).

In the general typology and chronology of 
Issaean coinage, the issue of the volute crater/
grape cluster type marks a break from the previ-
ous tradition of depicting deities and animals and 
introduces a new iconographic theme based on 
Dionysian motifs like the kantharos, the bunch 
of grapes, or Dionysus himself. Furthermore, 
the depiction of the vessel, which can be confi-
dently identified as a volute crater (often mistak-
enly described as an amphora), is very specific 
to Issaean monetary iconography and appears for 
the first and only time in this issue. The crater, a 
vessel used for mixing wine and water and con-
suming the mixture, together with the bunch of 
grapes, holds strong symbolic significance in the 
Hellenistic world and is most commonly associ-
ated with the god Dionysus (Florenzano 1999: 

5 ⸺ The recent discovery of a Ballaios' coin by a metal detectorist near Gospić is thus far the first known evidence of distribution in the 
Lika region thus far (personal communication, June 2023).
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37–48; cf. Paškvan 2005: 199–206; Ignatiadou 
2014; Visonà 2017: 208). The same motifs can 
be traced on a series of silver and bronze Greek 
coins from the 5th c. BCE, such as those from The-
bes in Boeotia (Head, Poole 1884 (=BMC Central 
Greece), 69, 72, 74, 92, 95, 98, 111–112), Thasos 
(Poole 1877 (=BMC Tauric Chersonese), 53-58); 
Breitenstein, Schwabacher 1943: 1029–1032), or 
Corcyra (Gardner 1883 (=BMC Thessaly to Aeto-
lia), 130–131)). The clearly emphasized details of 
the crater may indicate the existence of an actual 
object that served as a model. In some details, 
the depiction of the crater on the Issaean coin is 
even similar to the marble craters from Macedo-
nia from the 4th c. BCE which are characterized by 
arranged fluting on the body (Ignatidou 2014: 58, 
pl. VII). However, like the later representation of 
the kantharos, the motif of the crater cannot be 
reliably related to the repertoire of vessels that 
are known to have been produced by a local Is-
saean workshop that likely began working in the 
mid-3rd c. BCE (Miše 2013: 126).6 On the other 
hand, if we assume that the model was adopted 
from a similar foreign issue, then the bronzes of 
Corcyra depicting the volute crater and a bunch 
of grapes, which belong to the 4th c. BCE (Gard-
ner 1883 (=BMC Thessaly to Aetolia), 121; Breit-
enstein, Schwabacher 1943: 165), represent the 
closest iconographic parallel.7 

The inauguration of new issues based on 
imagery with pronounced Dionysian symbolism 
points to a strongly developed cult of Dionysus in 
Issa. The appearance of such motifs can be linked 
to the intensive development of viticulture and 
the wine industry, which, at least from the 3rd c. 
BCE, played an increasingly significant role in the 
prosperity of the Issaean economy (for the Diony-
sius cult and the wine industry in Issa cf. Paškvan 
2005; Kirigin, Katunarić, Šešelj 2005; Ugarković 
2016: 82–83; Paškvan, Visonà 2020: 139–140). 
It seems that the growth and expansion of the 
sphere of Issaean influence in the second half of 
the 3rd c. BCE was partly effected by the events in 
the Second Illyrian War that weakened the role of 
Pharos as the closest rival on the regional mar-
ket (Kirigin 2018: 397). Alongside the distribution 
of the acclaimed wine – perhaps a major export 
commodity, which even reached remote Mediter-
ranean markets (Kirigin, Katunarić, Šešelj 2005: 
10) – an equally important export product was 
ceramic ware from local Issaean workshops. Dif-
ferent types of locally produced Gnathia-style 
fineware were quickly embraced by the neighbor-
ing islands and coastal communities in the central 
Dalmatian region. In this context, the iconography 
of the crater and kantharos on silver and bronze 
coins could also be seen as an „advertisement“ of 
the most important products – pottery and wine 

Fig. 5 – Issaean coin (AE, 19,4 mm, 5.10g, 12 h), volute crater / grape cluster (photo: P. Domines Peter)

6 ⸺ Based on the available data, large craters (such as bell-shaped and volute craters), which were the characteristic type of vessel in 
the initial and middle phase of Gnathia production in southern Italy in the mid-to second half of the 4th c. BCE, were not represented in the 
later repertoire of local Issaean Gnathia-style ware (cf. Miše 2013; 2015).
7 ⸺ There were contacts between Issa and Corcyra during the 3rd and 2nd c. BCE. Silver and bronze coins from Korkyra, which made up 
a large part of the coinage structure in the Adriatic region in the same period, have been recorded in Issa (Paškvan, Visonà 2020: 142; for 
Corinthian type B amphorae produced in Corcyra cf. Miše, Quinn 2022: 224). The aforementioned Korkyra coin of the volute crater/cluster 
type may have had a similar promotional meaning in the Korkyrean wine trade. If the Issaeans used it as an inspiration for their own mints, 
it is logical to assume they had already been familiar with it and its unique iconography. 
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(Paškvan, Visonà 2020: 140). Through the con-
centration of finds of Issaean coins and pottery 
– with the correlation being particularly well at-
tested at the Grad site and the nearby Nakovana 
cave on the Pelješac peninsula (Pamić, Visonà 
2019: 66) – it is possible to trace the sphere of 
Issaean regional interests, which seems to have 
primarily encompassed the market of central 
and south Dalmatia, with an expanding focus on 
trade with the continental hinterland (Kirigin et 
al. 2005; Paškvan, Visonà 2020: 134; for recent 
Issaean coin finds in Herzegovina see Dragićević 
2016; 2022: 35). On the other hand, according 
to the current state of research, Issaean bronzes 
reached numerous indigenous coastal and in-
land sites in northern Dalmatia and southeast-
ern Lika (Fig. 6), where their presence is usually 
interpreted as an indicator of trade interactions 
between the Issaeans and the local inhabitants 
(Visonà 2017: 196; Ilkić, Šešelj 2017; Ilkić 2018). 
Registered Issaean specimens from northern 

Dalmatia come from the sites of Podgrađe (Ben-
kovac), Budim (Posedarje), Plavno, Bribir, Trojan 
(Stabanj), Nin, Zadar, Starigrad Paklenica (the 
map from Paškvan, Visonà 2020: 134).8 On the 
island of Pag, there are finds from the Gradac 
hillfort near Smokvica, with two specimens of the 
"head of Athena / goat" type (Ilkić, Kožul 2017: 
89–96), and from Novalja, with an old find of 
one Issaean bronze of the "female head (Hera?) / 
dolphin" type (Brunšmid 1998: 73). In southeast-
ern Lika, recent finds have been recorded at the 
hillforts of Cvituša in Lovinac, Gradina near the 
southern edge of Gubavčevo Polje, and Gradina 
above Dobroselo (Ilkić 2018: 57–66). Therefore, 
the specimen from Senj presented here, as the 
westernmost find of an Issaean coin on the Adri-
atic thus far, expands current distribution maps. 
However, it seems that this is not the only Issae-
an coin found in Senj. As already correctly stated 
by Visonà, it is quite possible that the specimen 
held in the old collection of the Senj Gymnasium, 

Fig. 6 – Distribution map of Issaean and Ballaios' coins in Northern Adriatic, Northern Dalmatia, and Lika: 1. Senj (Kuk), 2. 
Novalja, 3. Smokvica (Gradac), 4. Gospić area, 5. Lika region, 6. Lovinac (Cvituša), 7. Gubavčevo Polje (Gradina), 8. Dobroselo 
(Gradina), 9. Nin, 10. Ljubač, 11. Posedarje (Budim), 12. Zadar, 13. Nadin, 14. Kruševo (Cvijina Gradina), 15. Smokovac, 16. 
Prndelji, 17. Plavno, 18. Stabanj (Trojan), 19. Podgrađe, 20. Bribir; 21. Starigrad Paklenica (Sv. Trojica) (after Brunšmid 1998: 73; 
Ilkić, Šešelj 2017; Ilkić 2018; Paškvan, Visonà 2021: 134; base: EU DEM v1.1, made by: P. Domines Peter)

8 ⸺ Although this is stated by Paškvan and Visonà (2020: 134), some authors (Ilkić, Vučić 2022: 192, f. 4) argue that no Issaean coins 
have been recorded in the Starigrad Paklenica area thus far.



From Coinage to ConneCtivity: some notes on greek-illyrian Coins From senj (northern aDriatiC)

161

described by F. Kenner as "AE 4" with "head of 
Pallas r. / horse trotting" and the legend ΙΣ, and 
attributed to Amphipolis, actually represents an 
Issaean coin of the "head of Athena / stag" type 
(Visonà 2017: 195). The specimen originated from 
„the area of Senj or the neighboring Kvarner is-
lands“ (Kenner 1865: 124).

The Adriatic maritime trade network in 
the last centuries BCE: a model for coin 
movement and spreading?  
Numismatic and pottery evidence suggests 

that, during the last centuries BCE, the indige-
nous community in Senj was integrated into the 
wider regional and Mediterranean network of 
maritime connections and trade activities (Glavaš 
et al. 2020: 274; Glavaš 2010: 8–10). The strate-
gic position at the foot of the Vratnik pass, near 
the port and the closest route connecting the 
continental hinterland and the sub-Velebit coast 
(Glavaš 2010), probably had a crucial impact on 
the economy and prosperity of local settlement 
which transform into a important trading hub. The 
transit role was probably built upon the reception 
and further distribution of various goods that ar-
rived by sea routes and went on to the markets of 
hinterland communities on the well-established 
road through Senjska Draga and via the Vratnik 
pass, as well as vice versa.9 In general, the evi-
dence of pre-Roman (sometimes categorically 
defined as „Hellenistic“ or „pre-imperial“) coin-
age in the Senj area fits into the same timeframe 
of the 3rd to 1st c. BCE, along with the finds of 
other Hellenistic imports, such as amphorae and 
fineware (Glavaš et al. 2020: 277). Furthermore, 
the available spatial data on coin findspots from 
the Senj area correlates well with the concentra-
tion of Hellenistic pottery, thus far attested on 
three major sites – the Kuk hillfort, Nehaj, and the 
Štela site (Fig. 7).10 

The finds of Issaean and Ballaios' coins in 
Senj confirm their regional distribution towards 
the northern Adriatic. Although there is no rea-
son to doubt that their occurrence in Senj, as well 
as their movement along the Adriatic, was facili-
tated by a maritime network, there are still many 
gaps regarding that model of their spreading. The 

pattern of concentration of pre-Roman coinage 
in important port centers is already well attest-
ed by finds in Zadar (Kramberger 2020), Budim 
near Posedarje (cf. Ilkić 2016; Ilkić, Šešelj 2017), 
or Ljubač (cf. Ilkić 2017), and particularly by nu-
mismatic evidence from Diomedes' sanctuary on 
Cape Ploče, where Greek-Illyrian and other Hel-
lenistic coins were discovered as votive offerings 
(Šešelj 2010: 311–315; Šešelj, Ilkić 2014: 49–50; 
2015: 428–431). The coins presented here be-
long to the period of the 3rd c. BCE, when both 
the Illyrian kingdom of Ballaios and Issa strongly 
benefited from maritime activities, whether relat-
ed to piracy (Ujes 1999: 203–217; Dyczek 2011: 
162–167; Dyczek 2020: 431) or the distribution of 
local pottery and wine (Kirigin et al.2005: 10).11 
In comparison to the Issaean wine industry, the 
large quantity of G-I and other types of Hellenis-
tic amphorae discovered at Risan imply that the 
Illyrian kingdom was not excluded from the wider 
Adriatic trade of amphorae-borne commodities 
(Dyczek 2012).

Amphorae, as ceramic containers designed 
to transport goods, are often regarded as a pri-
mary archaeological source for understanding 
maritime trade and commerce on the Adriatic 
during the Hellenistic period (cf. Kirigin 1994; Ki-
rigin et al. 2005; Kirigin 2018; Lindhagen 2009; 
Cipriano, Mazzocchin 2017; Miše, Quinn 2022). 
Recently published data on numerous finds of late 
Hellenistic/early Roman amphorae of Greco-Italic 
(G-I) and Lamboglia 2 (LA 2) types from various 
sub-Velebit terrestrial (hillfort) and underwater 
findspots point to the conclusion that the indige-
nous inhabitants of the Velebit littoral participated 
in foodstuffs trade and were interested in acquir-
ing amphorae and amphora-borne commodities 
(Glavaš et al. 2020: 274). Previous indications 
were well confirmed by a recent surface survey of 
the Kuk hillfort (conducted by the author), which 
revealed an abundant quantity of surface finds in 
which more than 80% are amphorae sherds, pri-
marily G-I, LA 2 forms, with different „transitional“ 
forms between these two types registered as well. 
Such an enormous quantity of amphorae certainly 
confirms the highly receptive character of the in-
digenous settlement. Furthermore, it could imply 

9 ⸺ A recent survey has also provided new data on an alternative path that directly connects the Kuk hillfort and the Vratnik pass 
(Glavaš 2010: 7).
10 ⸺ This potentially indicates a „multicentric“ organisation of protohistoric settlements with thee different but related areas of activi-
ties. The surface material registered on the Nehaj hillfort is forthcoming. A few sherds of Hellenistic provenance from old excavations on 
the Štela site have been published recently (Konestra, Glavaš 2024: 30, 56-57). 
11 ⸺ According to R. Ciołek, the scale of Illyrian piracy in this period and the notion of Ballaios as a pirate leader would explain the large 
amount of money needed to maintain troops, as well as the distribution of coins on both sides of the Adriatic (Ciołek 2021: 107-108).
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that the regional trans-Velebit (re)distribution of 
wine (and/or other amphora-borne commodities) 
towards the continental markets had a signifi-
cant value for local economy. However, although 
those types of amphorae (LA 2, G-I) have tradi-
tionally been interpreted as serving for the stor-
age and transport of wine (cf. Glavaš et al. 2020: 
272), we still have to be careful while analys-
ing amphora finds – such as those from the Kuk 
hillfort or other Velebit sites – because of the 
complex relation between types, content, and 
provenance. Some recent studies on the sub-
ject indicate that the amphora distribution sys-
tem was far more complex and included primary 
use, as well as (re)filing and reusing amphorae 
with various commodities, not necessarily only 
wine (e.g. raw clay from the Žirje shipwreck) 
(Bevan 2014: 392; Pecci et al. 2017; Miše, Quinn 
2022: 11). Considering that the subjects of ori-
gins, provenance, or producer-customer inter-
actions are much more difficult to study (Miše, 
Quinn 2022: 11), it seems that the direct linking 
of amphora finds exclusively to wine consump-
tion could be misleading in some cases.12 Ul-
timately, the intensive distribution of amphorae 
and amphorae-borne commodities, very likely in 
mixed cargoes of merchant ships, perhaps along 
with some Hellenistic fineware as a secondary 
cargo, or other trading products such as pithoi 
or volcanic millstones,13 could provide an as-yet 
hypothetical model to explain the distribution 
of pre-Roman coinage. However, it is important 
to emphasize that a commercial organization 
of maritime trade in this period is nevertheless 
very far from being clearly understood; who it 
involved – Greek traders, foreign agents or in-
termediaries – and whether local maritime-ori-
ented communities, such as the one in Senj, had 
a more active role, remain questions for further 
debates.

Despite the analysed coin, there is yet no 
evidence to confirm that Issaean merchants or 
their wine ever reached Senj. However, finds 
of potential Issaean fineware in the necropolis 
in Nesactium and Kastav (Mihovilić 2002: 507) 
could indicate that the northern Adriatic was 
not beyond their trading range. A recently pub-

lished coin of Pharos, found somewhere in the 
territory of Prozor (near Otočac, Gacka region) 
(diam. 18 mm, weight 2.98 g), suggests that 
coins of Greek colonies in the Adriatic reached 
the territory of northern Lika (Ilkić 2018: 61). In 
that case, it seems logical to assume that the 
corridor through the Senj port and over the 
Vratnik pass played a key role in spreading the 
coins and other products towards the hinter-
land. 

Given their occurrence in an indigenous 
context, it should be noted that the coins anal-
ysed here could have had a different function or 
meaning. One theory argues that a large amount 
of pre-Roman coinage from the area of   northern 
Dalmatia and Lika, especially of North African 
provenance, was used as a „means of payment“. 
Based on that, it is often claimed that there was 
a system of „monetary economy“ adopted by 
indigenous communities in Liburnia (modern-
day Northern Dalmatia) and/or Japodia (mod-
ern-day Lika) which used money in everyday 
transactions (Šešelj, Ilkić 2014; Dubolnić Gla-
van, Glavaš 2014; Cesarik, Kramberger 2018; 
see remarks by Visonà 2018 and discussion by 
Bilić 2019). However, the occurrence of Issaean 
and Ballaios' coins in this area is statistically 
still rare and sporadic. Accordingly, Visonà ar-
gues it is unlikely that such coins of small intrin-
sic value had a major role in monetary transac-
tions and payments of local goods and services 
by Greek traders (Visonà 2017: 197). Therefore, 
while discussing the function of these coins in 
Senj, in an indigenous context that was nev-
ertheless far outside their „primary“ monetary 
zone (central to south Dalmatia), we should 
consider other possible meanings whereby such 
coins could in fact have represented exotic ob-
jects, war booty, trading gifts, or just symbolic 
artifacts with no monetary function attached 
(Luley 2008: 182–187; Visona 2017: 197). In the 
case of Issaean bronzes of volute crater /grape 
cluster type, very distinctive iconography and 
limited dispersion could additionally point to 
some „special purpose“, perhaps adopted in a 
particular sphere of exchange between Greeks 
and local inhabitants. 

12 ⸺ The large quantity of amphorae could imply that the local merchants in Senj acted as an intermediary and used amphorae from 
various suppliers to distribute them to the hinterland market.
13 ⸺ Fragments of imported pithoi and volcanic millstones were recorded among the surface finds on the Kuk site (for pithoi on the 
Adriatic see remarks by Kirigin 2012; 2017; for millstone finds see Radić Rossi 2017: 16; Borzić, Radić 2021: 353–354).
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