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Before 600 B.C. there was no monetary system in Greece, so they utilized the barter system. This was a system of trading goods and /or services for other goods and/or services.  In ancient Greece money originated as metal rings, rods or spits.  Money took a variety of forms before the adoption of coins, and early coinage is often found mixed together with other kinds of primeval money.  Coins originated as small precious metal ingots, stamped with badges guaranteeing weight and purity, in western Asia Minor about 650 BC.  By 500 B.C., each city-state began minting their own coin in silver and in the later 5th century BC, small change in bronze made its first appearance, supplementing the silver issues. Except for Lydian and Persian coins, gold was rarely used until the middle of the 4th century BC.

Many variant weight standards for coins were used throughout the Greek world. Obol, litra, stater, drachm, didrachm, tetradrachm, octodrachm, and decadrachm are terms for some of the more common denominations.  A merchant usually only took coins from their own city. Visitors had to find a moneychanger to exchange their coins. Typically a 5 or 6 percent fee was charged to exchange foreign currency to the local currency.

Athens used a currency known as the drachma. Their currency was widely used because of the large trade network that they developed. Often an Athenian coin could be used in other Greek cities and not have to be exchanged for the local currency. The Athenian monetary system was set up in the following way:
8 chalkoi (“copper pieces”) = 1 obolus (“metal spit”)
6 oboloi (“metal spits”) = 1 drachma (“grasp” or “fistful”)
100 drachmae = 1 mina (or mna)

60 minae = 1 Athenian Talent (Athenian standard)(57 pounds of silver)
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 Athenian obolus
The obolus (or obol) was a silver coin worth a sixth of a drachma. In Classical Athens it was subdivided into eight chalkoi ("copper pieces"). Two obols made a diobol. The word "obolos" or "obelos" (plural: oboloi, obeloi) means a long thin metal rod, such as a spit. "Oboloi" came to be used as currency because they represented ingots of copper or bronze, and were traded as such. Sparta chose to retain the use of the cumbersome, impractical "oboloi" rather than coins proper, so as to discourage the pursuit of wealth. According to Plutarch, the Spartans had an iron obolus of four chalkoi. The deceased were buried with an obolus, placed under the tongue or on the eyes of the corpse, in order that, once a dead person's shade reached the underworld of Hades, it would be able to pay Charon for passage across the river Acheron. Those without enough wealth, or whose friends refused to follow proper burial rites, were forced to wander the banks of the Acheron for one hundred years.
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 Drachma, Tetradrachmon
The name drachma is derived from the verb "dratto" ("to grasp"). Initially a drachma was a fistful (a "grasp") of six oboloi (metal sticks), a form of currency as early as 1100 BC. It was the standard unit of silver coinage at most ancient Greek mints, and the name “obol” was used to describe a coin that was one-sixth of a drachma. The 5th century BC Athenian tetradrachmon ("four drachmae") coin was the most widely used coin in the Greek world prior to the time of Alexander the Great. It featured the helmeted profile bust of Athena on the obverse (front) and an owl on the reverse (back). In daily use they were called glaukai (owls), hence the phrase, 'an owl to Athens', referring to something that was in plentiful supply, like 'coals to Newcastle'. 
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 Mina of Athens
The mina (or also: mine) was equal to 100 drachmae or 600 oboloi.
The Attic or Athenian talent was a unit of weight, generally of pure silver, and a denomination of money equal to 6,000 drachmae or 60 minae. It was considered a large sum of money. (For comparison, at November 2007 silver prices of about $15 US per ounce, a silver talent would be worth over $13,000.

It is generally considered very hard or even meaningless to come up with exchange rates with modern money because the range of products produced by economies of centuries gone by were very different from today. However, some historians have estimated that in the 5th century BC a drachma had a rough value of 25 U.S. dollars (in the year 1990 - equivalent to 40 USD in 2006). A skilled worker in Athens or a hoplite could earn about one drachma a day. Sculptors and doctors were able to make up to six drachmae daily. An unskilled worker or a juror would make around half of a drachma (or 3 oboloi) for one day’s work. Xenophon claimed (in "On Revenues") that half a drachma was the minimum required to provide a comfortable subsistence. Thus, the idea of a 'handful of money' as used today and by the ancients pretty neatly fit together. 

The typical costs of goods in ancient Greece:

Loaf of bread: 1 obolus
Lamb: 8 drachmae
Gallon of olive oil: 5 drachmae
Shoes: 8-12 drachmae
Slaves: 200-300 drachmae
Houses: 400-1000 drachmae
Measures in Ancient Greece: On markets, oil and wine were usually cited in the kotyle (0.27 l) and dry foodstuff in the choenikes (1.0875 l).

	DRY
	LIQUID

	1 medimnos = 48 choenikes = 192 kotylai = 52.2 liters
	1 metretes = 12 choes = 144 kotylai = 864 kyathoi = 39 liters

	1 choenikes = 4 kotylai = 24 kyathoi = 1.0875 liter
	1 chous = 12 kotylai = 72 kyathoi = 3.25 liter

	1 kotyle = 6 kyathoi = 0.2719 liter
	1 kotyle = 6 kyathoi = 0.271 liter


1. What were chalkoi? What were they made of?
2. What were oboloi made of?

3. How much did a skilled worker earn per day?

4. How much was the minimum someone had to have for a comfortable life?

5. What did a loaf of bread cost?
