
AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 COINS

Meet sixteen figures from history in this exhibition – or 
rather, take a look into their wallets. Find out how from 
ancient to modern times, coins have always been one of 
humankind’s silent companions.

Visitors to this exhibition will find themselves travelling 
through space and time to find out about the history as 
well as the stories of coins through travel anecdotes from 
around the globe. The simultaneous existence of many dif-
ferent currencies comes to the fore.

Beyond their intended purpose, coins are in fact also 
historical documents that bear witness to past cultures. 
Since their ‘invention’ almost 1,700 years ago, they have 
not only been an essential element of the monetary system, 
but have also served as the first mass medium in our his-
tory, a means to carry images and inscriptions into distant 
lands.

To read a coin appropriately is to see more than a small 
piece of metal. Closer viewing reveals that you are holding 
an entire country, its culture and its history, in your hand.



CLEOPATRA (69–30 bce)
 
The Last Pharao

Cleopatra VII ruled the Ptolemaic empire as their last 
queen and was at the same time the last female pharaoh 
to rule Egypt. Egypt was the last great power to have sur-
vived in the Mediterranean region. Its independence was 
under threat from Rome. Cleopatra wanted to prevent its 
downfall by instrumentalizing her powerful lovers. First, 
Gaius Iulius Caesar intervened in the inner-Egyptian strug-
gle for the throne in her favour. Their joint son Caesarion 
was nominally made the co-regent in Egypt. After Cae-
sar had been murdered, Cleopatra joined forces with the 
Roman politician and general Mark Antony. He competed 
against his opponent Octavian, the future Emperor Augus-
tus. Octavian triumphed in the battle of Actium in 31 bce. 
Egypt subsequently fell to Rome, marking the end of the 
Hellenistic period.

Cleopatra had the authority to strike her own coins in 
Egypt and all those areas that were still under Egyptian 
influence (see fig.). Contrary to the older Hellenistic coins, 
these mints already showed her portrait.

OLYMPIAS (c.375–316 bce)
 
In the Shadow of Kings

Olympias hailed from the Molossian kingdom in Epirus. 
The Epirote region covered what are now parts of Greece 
and Albania. She married Philip II, king of the Macedoni-
ans. Olympias and Philip were the parents of Alexander 
the Great, who succeeded his father on the Macedonian 
throne.

Alexander expanded the boundaries of his empire as far 
as India. The Hellenistic period began with his reign. When 
Alexander conquered the Persian Achaemenid Empire, 
Greece was veritably flooded with silver. He looted about 
180,000 talents (over 4,700 tons) of this precious metal on 
his victorious campaign. When he subsequently had uni-
form coins struck in more than thirty mints from Greece to 
Babylon, it was the birth of the first global currency.

Alexander’s silver coins show Heracles with the skin 
of the Nemean lion he slayed (see fig.). Heracles probably 
bears the features of Alexander, who likened himself to the 
ancient hero as rulers were wont to do until the modern 
era. It was necessary that Alexander veil his own portrait 
because it was not acceptable at the time for coins to fea-
ture faces other than those of gods and heroes.
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Alexander the Great (r.336–323 bce)
Tetradrachm, 325–323 bce, Babylonia
GR 10370

Cleopatra VII
Tetradrachm, 36 bce, Antioch (Syria)
GR 33499



DOMÍNIKOS THEOTOKÓPOULOS, 
CALLED EL GRECO (1541–1614)
 
Funding a Life of Luxury

The Greek painter, sculptor and art theorist El Greco was 
one of the best known artist personalities of his time. He is 
considered the major master of Mannerism in Spain. His 
art was focussed on religious painting. He began his oeuvre 
on Crete, arrived in Venice in 1567, and settled in Rome in 
1570. He eventually reached Spain in 1577, where he settled 
in Toledo. He was, unfortunately, never able to realize his 
desire to be court painter to King Philip  II. Instead, his 
works were commissioned by Spanish monasteries and 
wealthy private persons.

Because El  Greco enjoyed a stately lifestyle that of-
ten brought him into financial difficulties, he demanded 
high, sometimes exaggerated prices for his works of art. 
In 1577/79, he created the painting The Disrobing of Christ 
for the Cathedral of Toledo. His representative suggested 
a price of 900 ducats, while the cathedral representatives 
were only willing to pay 227 ducats. In 1587, they eventually 
agreed on 535 Venetian ducats for painting and frame. As 
a dominant currency, Venetian ducats did not change their 
appearance for centuries, as was common for trade coins 
in high demand (see fig.).

THE BEATLES 1964
 
130 Concerts in One Year

The British rock band The Beatles and its members John 
Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Ringo 
Starr conquered the international charts during the 1960s. 
In 1964, the band travelled around the globe and gave over 
130 concerts. They reached the zenith of their success be-
tween 1964 and 1969, when they topped the charts in al-
most every country in the world. In 1964, the Beatles held 
the top five positions in the singles charts in the USA, and 
in Australia even the first six. The band separated in 1970, 
and the musicians each pursued their own projects.

Even in the most distant countries they visited, the band 
from Liverpool encountered a familiar face: that of Queen 
Elizabeth II. Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, which 
had already attained independence from Great Britain, re-
mained a part of the Commonwealth of Nations as much 
as Hong Kong (see fig.), which was still a British colony in 
1964. The members of the commonwealth had their own 
currencies then as now, but their coins and bills always 
bear the portrait of the queen.

3

Venice, Doge Girolamo Priuli (r.1559–1567)
Zecchino, 1559/67, Venice
MK 20488aα

Queen Elizabeth II (r. in Hong Kong 1952–1997)
Hong Kong dollar, 1960, King’s Norton (Birmingham)
MK 211260
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WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756–1791)
 
Mozart’s Finances

Mozart’s parents laid the groundwork for his musical car-
eer early on. He was only six years old when his ambitious 
father’s efforts took him as far as London via Germany, 
Belgium, and France. He began his working life as a con-
cert master at the Salzburg Hofmusik orchestra. He visited 
Italy, Vienna, and Munich on his search for other appoint-
ments to no avail. In 1779, he returned into court service 
in Salzburg as an organist under Prince-Archbishop Hiero-
nymus Graf Colloredo. Shortly thereafter, he fell out with 
the archbishop and left for Vienna, where he tried his luck 
as a freelance artist, composer of operas, and teacher. In 
1787, Mozart was taken into imperial service by Emperor 
Joseph  II, serving as a Kammermusikus with an annual 
salary of 800 guilders (see fig.).

There are plenty of sources available to document Mo-
zart’s financial situation. Tellingly, Mozart could expect a 
net profit of 500 guilders for a single concert in Vienna. 
This sum exceeded the annual income for a member of the 
upper middle class.

BOUDICA (d.61 ce)
 
A Woman Goes to War

Boudica was the wife of Prasutagus, king of the Celtic Iceni 
tribe in modern-day East Anglia, already under Roman rule 
in her lifetime. When the Romans annexed the kingdom in 
60 ce and raped the daughters of Prasutagus, Boudica led 
an uprising that took hold across almost the entire island. 
Boudica, who is said to have been tall and fierce, travelled 
to several tribes together with her daughters in order to 
incite rebellion against Rome. 70,000 Romans are said to 
have died, and the superpower Rome even had to order 
troops from Germania in order to suppress the uprising. 
This in turn cost 80,000 Britannians their lives. When 
ancient texts were rediscovered during the Renaissance, 
Boudica became a hero associated with national freedom 
in Great Britain.

The Celtic monetary system saw the circulation of many 
different coins. Like most tribes in Britannia, the Iceni also 
struck their own coins. These showed a stylized head on 
the obverse and a horse (see fig.) or a wolf on the reverse.
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Emperor Joseph II (r.1765/80–1790)
Ducat, 1787, Vienna
MK 144999

Iceni
Small coin, c.20–50 ce
GR 44008
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XUANZANG (c.602–664 ce)
 
Journey to the West

Xuanzang was a Buddhist pilgrim monk during the early 
Tang dynasty. He travelled in India between 629 and 643. 
Setting out from China via the Silk Road to what is now 
Afghanistan, he continued from there to Northern India to 
arrive at his destination.

Xuanzang wanted to study Buddhism in authentic form 
in its country of origin. For this purpose, he spent eight 
years in Northern India, visiting monasteries and major 
pilgrim sites.

Back in China, Xuanzang wrote a travel report, provid-
ing factual insights into the social, economic, and political 
life in the countries he travelled to. He translated numer-
ous sacred texts from Sanskrit, giving important input to 
Buddhism at home. As a monk, adventurer, and diplomat, 
Xuanzang fostered the cultural exchange between India 
and China.

During the seventh century, the Western Turk Shahis ex-
panded throughout southeastern Afghanistan. Xuanzang 
witnessed this and noted that ‘the Turks lived in the moun-
tain region between Zabulistan and Kapisi’. The coins of 
the Shri Shahi show the royal bust with a crescent crown. 
The Bactrian inscription reads: ‘His excellency, the King’ 
(see fig.).

IULIA DOMNA (c.160–217 ce)
 
The First Lady

Iulia Domna came from a rich family from Emesa in  
modern-day Syria. In the 180s, she married the rising politi-
cian Septimius Severus from Leptis Magna in modern-day 
Libya. He served in Carnuntum in 193 ce. When Emperor 
Pertinax was assassinated in Rome, the troops declared 
Septimius Severus emperor. Eventually, he was able to de-
fend his claim to the throne thanks to his army. 

The rivalry between his sons escalated when Antoni-
nus III, better known as Caracalla, had his brother Geta 
murdered at the end of the year 211 as he was lying in the 
arms of his mother. Although she was also hurt in the in-
cident, it did not affect her relationship to Caracalla. She 
even accompanied her son on a journey through the East. 
When he was murdered in 217, Iulia Domna committed 
suicide.

As the Roman emperors had the sovereign power to 
 issue coin money, we also find portraits of their relatives 
on coins. Consider here what is known as the family coin, 
which shows Iulia Domna seated between her two sons 
(see fig.).

Septimius Severus for Iulia Domna as well as  
Antoninus III (Caracalla) and Geta
Aureus, 202 ce, Rome
RÖ 14706

Shri Shahi (Western Turks)
Drachm (Billon), c.600–650, mint in Zabulistan
GR 45622
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BENJAMIN OF TUDELA (c.1130–1173)
 
On the Road for Thirteen Years

Benjamin of Tudela is considered the most important Jew-
ish traveller of the Middle Ages. He left his home on the 
Iberian peninsula in 1160 for an expedition that was to last 
for thirteen years. It is still not known what motivated 
Benjamin’s journey. It is possible that he was looking for 
safe harbours for Spanish Jews in light of the pogroms that 
were beginning to take place during the twelfth century.

His travel reports include descriptions of the cities and 
sights he visited as well as providing information on dis-
tances and trade routes. His notes focused on the situation 
and structure of the Jewish communities. The Travels of 
Benjamin was first printed in 1543 and constitutes a rich 
source on life in the twelfth century.

When Benjamin left his home, the reconquista had been 
waged on the Iberian peninsula for over two centuries. In 
its course, the Christian kingdoms of Spain fought an em-
bittered battle against the Muslim caliphates of al-Andalus. 
This did not prevent the two parties from engaging in lively 
trade, for which gold dinars were among the currencies 
used (see fig.).

WOLFGER VON ERLA (c.1140–1218)
 
Travelling in the Middle Ages

It was dangerous to travel in the middle ages. Journeys were 
not undertaken for recreation, but usually served a particu-
lar purpose. Thus Wolfger von Erla, Bishop of Passau, had 
good reasons to set out for Rome in 1204. As a candidate 
for the office of the Patriarch of Aquileia, he endeavoured 
to secure support from the pope – and was eventually suc-
cessful in that undertaking.

We are well informed about Wolfger’s journey thanks to 
the extant invoices from his travels. These provide an in-
sight both into the circumstances of mediaeval travel and 
into Wolfger’s travelling funds. On his way to Rome, he 
had to pay for sustenance, new mounts, as well as medical 
treatments. As Wolfger travelled through various currency 
areas, he had to exchange his money into local currencies. 
His notes inform us about his exchanges as well as the 
prices of a range of goods and services.

Once Wolfger had been elected as Patriarch of Aquileia, 
he had coins struck with his own name from 1204 onwards. 
The slightly indented denaros show the enthroned patri-
arch in frontal view with cross-staff and mitre on the ob-
serve. We read Wolfger’s name and official title on the rim 
legend (Volfker Patriarcha; see fig.).

Almohad, Abd al-Mu’min (r.1130–1163)
Dinar, after 1146, Seville
OR 621

Aquileia, Patriarch Wolfger (r.1204–1218)
Denaro, from 1204 
MK 182862
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MARCO POLO (1254–1324)
 
Between Yurts and Palaces

Marco Polo was a trader, adventurer, and probably the 
greatest explorer of his time. In 1271, he left Venice at the 
age of seventeen together with his father Niccolò and his 
uncle Maffeo in order to accompany them on their business 
journey to China. They reached China via Western Asia 
and the Silk Road in 1275. There, Marco met the mighty 
Kublai Khan, Great Khan of the Mongols, grandson of the 
legendary Genghis Khan and founder of the Yuan dynasty. 
He quickly rose in the Great Khan’s estimation, travelling 
to various regions of the empire, which stretched from 
 China to modern-day Iraq, in his service. 

The Polos remained at the court of the Khan for sixteen 
years before setting out for home in 1291. Marco left a de-
tailed report of his journey to posterity. Its authenticity is 
hardly in doubt anymore today, even though he may have 
exaggerated in places. Marco’s notes provided the ground-
work for many expeditions during the early modern era 
and continue to be a particular source of fascination today.

In addition to the Chinese characters that were usually 
found on coins, Kublai introduced ’Phags-pa script. The 
inscription ‘Zhi Yuan Tong Bao’ denotes that the coin is 
currency of the Yuan dynasty (see fig.).

SOLIMAN
 
From Ceylon to Vienna

Exotic animals were a highly coveted gift among sovereigns 
in the sixteenth century. They were brought to Europe from 
their distant homes and passed on as diplomatic presents. 
This fate also befell one Indian elephant that was to be 
given to the future Emperor Maximilian II by Portuguese 
royalty. Originally from the the colony Kotte in Ceylon (Sri 
Lanka), the elephant was transported to Lisbon via Goa 
(India) before continuing onwards to the Spanish court 
in Valladolid. From there, Maximilian took the animal to 
 Vienna via Italy, Tyrol, and Bavaria. They were on the road 
from August 1551 until March 1552, passing through numer-
ous cities and royal courts, where the exotic animal was 
received as a great attraction. On one of the last stages of 
his journey, Maximilian passed through the Duchy of Ba-
varia. He took the elephant from Innsbruck to Wasserburg 
am Inn by ship in order to meet his brother-in-law Albert V 
and his sister Anna.

In the sixteenth century, an elephant was valued at 150 
to 200 português (see fig.), that is 5.2 to 7 kilograms of gold. 
Maximilian’s elephant, known today by the names Soli-
man, Beppo, and Pepi, perished only a few years after its 
arrival in Vienna due to having been kept in inappropriate 
conditions.

Yuan dynasty (Chinese Empire),  
Shizu (Kublai Khan; r.1260–1294)
3 Cash, c.1285–1294
OR 10635

Kingdom of Portugal, John III (r.1521–1557)
Português (10 Cruzados), 1521/57, Lisbon
MK 7697bα
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THEOPHRASTUS VON HOHENHEIM, 
CALLED PARACELSUS (1493/1494–1541)
 
A Physician’s Fee

Theophrastus von Hohenheim, called Paracelsus, is one 
of the most fascinating figures in the history of medicine 
and the humanities in the German-speaking realm. Having 
graduated in medicine, he considered himself not only a 
doctor, but also an astrologer, religious thinker, and social 
ethicist. He endeavoured to liberate medicine from the 
dominant teachings that had been passed down since an-
tiquity and to imbue it with new, practical ideas. Always 
passionate in the defence of his convictions, he had many 
enemies. His entire life was marked by a restlessness that 
led him to many parts of Europe. Inconceivably in our 
times of a common currency, he had to familiarize himself 
with many different monetary systems on these journeys.

We know something of the fees he charged for treat-
ments. In 1528, the canon of Basel Cornelius von Lichten-
fels suffered agonizing stomach aches. He promised Para-
celsus a hundred guilders for treatment (see fig.). However, 
as it did not take long to cure the canon successfully with 
just a few pills, the patient felt cheated. The possibly exag-
gerated amount does show the value attached to successful 
cures at the time.

Parcelsus was a legendary figure. Best known among the 
legends that keep his memory alive is the tale of Küss-
denpfennig (‘Kiss-the-Penny’). It is set in an inn in the city 
of Vienna. At the core of the tale is the transformation 
of a worthless penny into a weighty gold coin. The house 
of that inn stood in what is now Adlergasse and featured 
above its doorway a picture showing the event and bearing 
an inscription that recounted the story:

Valued Theophrast, that master of alchemy, 
Once came into this house and could not pay the fee
For what he had enjoyed. He looked to pay his bill
By means of his much-respected skill. 
The coin he took was worth very little, 
He declared it gold. This shining metal
He gave to his host. And said: Take that,
And I pay much more than what’s my debt.
The innkeeper adored it and, much amazed,
Said ‘I’ll kiss the penny’ to Theophrast. 
From this miracle, as the whole world knows, 
Kiss-the-Penny is what we call this house.

Translated from the German version available at: http://www.sagen.at/texte/
sagen/oesterreich/wien/allgemein/kuessdenpfennig.html [02.03.2022]

City of Basel under Emperor Maximilian I (r.1508–1519)
Guilder, 1516, Basel
MK 16130aα
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RUSSIA, PETER I, PYOTR ALEKSEYEVICH 
(r.1682/96–1725)
 
Innovations in Coin Technology

In 1697/98, Peter I became the first Russian ruler to reach 
Western Europe on his diplomatic mission, the Grand 
Embassy. This journey would shape the future of Russia. 
Influenced by early European enlightenment, he sought to 
regulate all areas of life. It was his aim to turn Russia into 
an empire on equal footing with the great powers of the 
West.

The majority of the Russian population were peasants 
who engaged in barter trade or used squirrel fur for pay-
ment, so a reform of the monetary system had long not 
been considered necessary. Coins still bore mediaeval traits 
at the time of Peter I. It was not until he had returned from 
the Grand Embassy that he struck modern coins that were 
valued at a fixed ratio to foreign currencies (see fig.). They 
also made it possible for the first time to realistically assess 
how goods and money were related.

IDA PFEIFFER (1797–1858)
 
My Second Journey Round the World

When Ida Pfeiffer embarked on her second tour of the 
world in 1851, she was already a popular travel writer. 
Her subjective accounts of distant countries and strange 
 peoples were known beyond expert circles and fascinated 
a wide readership. To a modern audience, her partly racist 
travel reports paint a vivid picture of the colonialist era. 
Her descriptions of ‘foreign parts’ document a world view 
that is shaped by Western culture’s claim to superiority. 

Her second journey around the world took Ida Pfeiffer 
from Vienna to London, from there by ship to Cape Town, 
and via South East Asia to California. Her route contin-
ued from San Francisco to Ecuador, Peru, Panama, New 
Orleans, Chicago, New York, Boston, and back to Lon-
don. Her publication My Second Journey Round the World 
comprised several volumes. In it, she described countries 
and people, the coins in circulation as well as the prices 
of goods and services. She made an impressive note of the 
California gold rush: ‘The surplus of gold in San Francisco 
is so great, the prices are so high, that there is no copper 
coin at all in circulation.’ (see fig.)

Russia, Peter I (r.1682/96–1725)
2 Roubles, 1721, Moscow, Red Mint
MK 24428aα

Kellogg & Co.
20 Dollars, 1854, San Francisco
MK 183876
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‘When I left London, I was of firm mind to visit 
Australia. I had almost reached this great fulfilment as 
I was moving around the Indian archipelago, but then I 
never did get there! The discovery of gold, the European 
thirst and greed for it were the reason I abdicated from 
that plan. Price increases were so great in this country 
that only a prospector or millionaire would have been 
able to go there, not, however, persons whose coffers are 
less than moderately filled and whose interest lies in 
insects and reptiles. I therefore had to renounce my wish 
and find another path – and where did that lead me? 
– to another forsaken gold country – isn’t that strange! 
The passage there did not cost me anything, though, an 
American took me free of charge. We had a fortuitous 
journey – 79 days to San Francisco.’

Ida Pfeiffer, Letter to A. Petermann in London, San Francisco, October 1853, 
translated from the German original available at: https://de.wikisource.org/
wiki/Ein_Brief_von_Ida_Pfeiffer_aus_Californien [02.03.2022]

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY (1900–1944)
 
A Life Between Fame and Danger

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry was fascinated by flight from 
childhood. Following his training as an airplane mechanic 
and pilot with the French military, he embarked on a com-
mercial career in air mail and air freight. Saint-Exupéry 
took off for his final flight, from which he was never to re-
turn, as a military reconnaissance pilot during the Second 
World War.

Today, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry is known to us less for 
his career as a professional pilot than for his literary works. 
Although he was already renowned as an author and jour-
nalist during his lifetime, flying remained his passion. He 
worked the impressions he gathered on his flights as well 
as his feelings of existential loneliness into his partly auto-
biographical novels and tales, which are now well-known 
around the globe.

In 1938, Saint-Exupéry suffered a plane crash and spent 
some time recovering in Antigua, a colonial city in the 
Guatemalan highlands. It is probable that the volcanic 
landscape of his surroundings there inspired his tale of The 
Little Prince. The quetzal, a bird with long, colourful tail 
feathers, is not only the Guatemalan heraldic animal, but 
also patron to the national currency and therefore depict-
ed on the coins that bear its name (see fig.).
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Republic of Guatemala
5 Quetzals, 1926, Philadelphia
MK 214550
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