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The emergence of the first European (non-classical) coinage has hitherto 

been explained by a vague and unsupported theory that it emerged 

‘somewhere in Central Europe’ after 275 BC, based on Macedonian issues 

brought back by Celtic mercenaries. However, recent archaeological / 

numismatic evidence from Eastern Europe has seriously undermined this 

oft repeated but unsubstantiated theory, and finally provided some 

scientific clarity on the chronology of this phenomenon, as well as 

furnishing surprising information regarding the motivation behind the first 

Celtic coinage.  

                                              

Recently published data from the Balkans, specifically from the territory of 

today’s Serbia and Bulgaria, i.e. the sphere of optimal cultural contact 

between the Balkan Celtic and Greek cultures, has clearly illustrated the 

chronological and artistic evolution of Celtic coinage from Macedonian 

prototypes. Such is the case, for example, with ‘barbarian’ coinage 

produced in Thrace based on Alexander III/Philip III tetradrachms:  



 



(after Крусева, Мак Конгал 2010; see also: Mac Gonagle B. (2014): 

https://www.academia.edu/9763573/BIRTH_OF_THE_ICON_-

_The_Development_of_Celtic_Abstract_Iconic_Art_in_Thrace_3-1_c._BC_ 

 

 

The first phase of this process, dating to the late 4
th

 / early 3
rd

 c. BC, and 

predating the Celtic expansion into the central and eastern Balkans in 

280/279 BC, is to be clearly observed in Celtic (Scordisci) hoards further 

west where hoards consisting of the Macedonian prototypes and the earliest 

Celtic imitations have been identified (Црнобнрния 2014, Fröhlich 2014). An 

excellent example of this phenomenon is a hoard from the archaeological 

site at Ušće near Obrenovac, located on the right bank of the Sava river, 

circa 50 km west of Belgrade. The aforementioned hoard consisted of 532 

coins, deposited in a bronze vessel; the majority of these proved to be 

Macedonian originals, ranging from examples minted in Pella between 

354/3 and 349/8 BC to posthumous coinage dated to 315/4-295/4 BC.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Macedonian Philip II tetradrachms from the Ušće Hoard – examples minted 

in Amphipolis between 384-7 and 343-2 (after Црнобнрния 2014) 

https://www.academia.edu/9763573/BIRTH_OF_THE_ICON_-_The_Development_of_Celtic_Abstract_Iconic_Art_in_Thrace_3-1_c._BC_
https://www.academia.edu/9763573/BIRTH_OF_THE_ICON_-_The_Development_of_Celtic_Abstract_Iconic_Art_in_Thrace_3-1_c._BC_


Most significant was the presence in the hoard of at least three issues which 

have been positively identified as the earliest Celtic imitations of Philip II 

coinage (loc. cit.).   

 

 
 

 
 

Celtic imitations from the Ušće hoard 
 

(after Црнобнрния 2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

Noteworthy here is the fact that these earliest Celtic coins are ‘imitations’ of 

the Macedonian prototype in the true sense of the word, i.e. a deliberate 

attempt has been made by the Celtic artists/craftsmen to copy the originals. 

As has been pointed out (loc cit) this raises the probability that, besides the 

more obvious Celtic imitations identified, many more issues from this and 

other hoards in the region, previously identified as ‘official Macedonian 

issues’, are actually early Celtic imitations. 

 

From a geo-political perspective such mixed hoards of Macedonian 

originals and early Celtic imitations predate the Celtic invasion of Thrace 

and Macedonia in 280/279 BC, during which period only hoards containing 

Macedonian coinage (without Celtic imitations) are recorded (op cit).  

 



                     
 

Hoard of Macedonia coinage discovered in the destruction layers of the 

Thraco-Macedonian city at Pistiros, near Vetren (Pazardjik reg.), Bulgaria.  

 

The  f inal  des truct ion of  the  city is well dated by a large hoard of  

561  coins ,  mainly  minted by Lysimachos including his last issues, 

and by Celtic swords and spearheads and a late D u c h c o v  f i b u l a  

f o u n d  i n  t h e  destruction layers. They reveal that the city was 

completely destroyed by the Celts in 280/279 BC. 

(after Bouzek et al. 2002;  see also Ruseva/Bouzek 2011, Mac Gonagle 2015) 

 

 

 



In light of the subsequent relationship, it appears highly probable that the 

majority, if not all, of such mixed Macedonian/early Celtic imitative hoards 

predate the first military clashes between Celtic tribes and the Macedonian 

army at the turn of the 4
th

 / 3
rd

 c. BC (Seneca nat. quaest III, ii, 3, who quotes 

Theophrastes; Pliny n.h. XXX I, 53; Mac Gonagle 2015). In the period 

subsequent to the fall of Macedonia hoards from the newly occupied 

‘barbarian’ territory generally include increasingly stylized/Celticized 

issues while original (Macedonian) Philip II coinage is almost completely 

absent (Црнобнрния 2014). 

 

 

 

Recorded hoards of Celtic coinage of the ‘Macedonian types’ from Bulgaria 

(3-1 c. BC) 

(after Paunov 2013) 

 

 



                                              FOOLS GOLD 

Besides the aforementioned question of chronology, further newly 

published discoveries from Eastern Europe have also furnished fascinating 

information on the motivation behind the emergence of Celtic coinage at 

this juncture in history. 

 At sites such as the Celtic trade/economic center at Nĕmčice Nad Hanou in 

the eastern Czech Republic numerous finds of Greek coins (Čižmář et al 

2008, Kolníková 2012) have previously provided valuable data which 

testifies to extensive trade between the Greek and Celtic spheres in the 

period prior to the brutal conflict which began at the end of the 4
th

 century 

BC and culminated in the collapse of Macedonia in 280/279 BC. However, 

in the present context most interesting are a number of recently published 

fake Macedonian coins from such sites. Most significantly, analysis has 

shown that such forgeries were being produced in official Macedonian 

mints specifically for trade with the ‘barbarians’, i.e. there existed an 

official policy on behalf of the Macedonian authorities to systematically 

defraud their trading partners (Fröhlich 2014).  

 

 

Fake Macedonian Philip II ‘stater’, from the Celtic economic/trade center at Nĕmčice 

Nad Hanou – silver core under gold foil. Without cutting into the coins it would have been 

very difficult to differentiate such fakes from authentic staters. 

(after Fröhlich 2014) 



      

Macedonian ‘stater’ of the Alexander III Athena/Nike type with silver core and gold foil 

Such coins were worth approximately one tenth of their face value (After Fröhlich 2014) 

 

As a result of the aforementioned Macedonian policy of producing ‘official 

fake’ coinage, it appears that the Celtic tribes were therefore motivated to 

produce their own imitations based on Macedonian prototypes in order to 

ensure authenticity. Thus, it would appear that one of the main reasons 

behind the production of the first non-classical European coinage by the 

Celts at this juncture was not admiration of the Greek monetary system, 

but was motivated by the need to protect themselves from being defrauded 

by it. 

 

         

Early Celtic gold stater based on the Philip II prototype, from Nĕmčice Nad Hanou 

(After Fröhlich 2014) 
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