
Pseudohistory in 
Jerry Vardaman's 

Magic Coins 
The Nonsense of Micrographic Letters 

An archaeologist claims to find hundreds of microscopic letters 
on ancient coins and inscriptions that completely rewrite history. Conclusion: bogus. 

RICHARD C. CARRIER 

Jerry Vardaman, an archaeologist at the Cobb Institute 
of Archaeology at Mississippi State University, claims to 
have discovered microscopic letters covering ancient 

coins and inscriptions conveying all sorts of strange data, 
which he then uses to assert the wildest chronology of 
ancient events imaginable, particularly for Jesus. For 
instance, these "microletters" allegedly prove that Jesus was 
born in 12 B.C. (instead of 6 A.D., which is the most credi-
ble year to date), Pontius Pilate actually governed Judaea 
between 15 and 26 A.D. (instead of 26-36 A.D.), Jesus was 
crucified in 21 A.D. (instead of in the 30s according to main-
stream scholarship), etc. Vardaman's evidence is incredibly 
bizarre and can best be described as pseudohistorical. 
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Certainly, his "evidence" is not accepted by any other expert in 
ancient coins to my knowledge. It has never been presented in 
any peer-reviewed venue, and was totally unknown to mem-
bers of the American Numismatic Society until I brought it to 
their attention. Several specialists there concurred with me 
that it was patently ridiculous. Nevertheless, Vardaman's con-
clusions keep turning up matter-of-factly in more mainstream 
sources, so an investigation is warranted. 

sent him, which has never been published, diough a similar 
claim appears in one of Vardaman's lectures delivered in China 
in 1998. That Vardaman has had this theory at least since 
McRay wrote in 1989 and yet has never published it in any 
peer-reviewed journal (but instead made a significantly differ-
ent claim in an isolated foreign seminary lecture eight years 
later) demonstrates that Vatdaman either realizes he cannot 
convince any real experts on the subject, or was told so by 

independent reviewers. 

That Vardaman has had this theory at 
least since 1989 and yet has never published it 

in any peer-reviewed journal demonstrates that 
Vardaman either realizes he cannot convince 

any real experts on the subject, 
or was told so by independent reviewers. 

Vardaman's chronological arguments, and the use of his 
pseudo-evidence, appear in print in only three publications. The 
first, Vardaman's "Jesus' Life: A New Chronology," appears in 
Jerry Vardaman and Edwin Yamauchi, eds., Chronos, Kairos, 
Christos: Nativity and Chronological Studies Presented to Jack 
Finegan, published in 1989 by the small biblical studies press 
Eisenbrauns of Winona Lake, Indiana. The second is 
Vardaman's own Chronology and Early Church History in the 
New Testament, a series of typed and photocopied lectures deliv-
ered to the Hong Kong Baptist Theological Seminary in 1998. 
Only a few cheaply bound copies of this exist. Though I am 
based in New York City, I had to acquire mine on loan from the 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary of Kentucky. The third 
item is in Chronos, Kairos, Christos II: Chronological, Nativity 
and Religious Studies in Memory of Ray Summers, edited solely by 
Vardaman and published by Mercer University Press of Macon, 
Georgia, in 1998. In this, the evidence is not atgued at all, but 
is simply taken for granted. This is true of Vardaman's "A 
Provisional Chronology of the New Testament: Jesus Through 
Paul's Early Years" (313-320)—which doesn't even mention the 
evidence on which the chronology is based—and of a chapter 
contributed by Robert Smith, "New Evidence Regarding Early 
Christian Chronology: A Reconsideration" (133—139), who 
takes all of Vardaman's claims about microletters for granted, 
based solely on his drawings. 

Nevertheless, Vardaman's "conclusions" are cited widiout a 
single sign of skepticism by several people, including John 
McRay, who says in his 1991 book Archaeology and the New 
Testament, "Jerry Vardaman has discovered the name of 
Quirinius on a coin in micrographic letters, placing him as 
proconsul of Syria and Cilicia from 11 B.C. until after the 
death of Herod" (154). McRay cites a manuscript Vardaman 
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Vardaman's Microletters 
I am not surprised. For what Vardaman 
means by "micrographic letters" (he usually 
calls them "microletters") are tiny letters so 
small that they cannot be seen or made 
without a magnifying glass and could only 
have been written with some sort of special 
diamond-tipped inscribers. He fines enor-
mous amounts of this writing on various 

coins, supporting countless theses of his. He also claims that 
he and Oxford scholar Nikos Kokkinos discovered microlet-
ters on coins in 1984 at the British Museum, though Kokkinos 
has not published anything on die matter. Nevertheless, 
Vardaman tells us that some coins "are literally covered with 
microletters . . . through the Hellenistic and Roman periods" 
and that "whatever their original purpose(s), the use of micro-
letters was spread over so many civilizations for so many cen-
turies that their presence cannot be denied or ignored" (1989, 
66-67). Such confident assertions for an extremely radical and 
controversial theory that has not been proven to the satisfac-
tion of anyone else in the field gives the impression of a seri-
ous loss of objectivity. 

Vardaman cites one authority in support of his thesis that 
does not in fact support him, yet he fails to qualify this citation 
for readers but acts as if this makes his theory mainstream. He 
refers to "hand-scratched microletters" noted by E .T Newell in 
volume 46 ofthe American Journal of Numismatics (1912, 112), 
yet Newell only shows evidence there of graffiti on coins: one 
or two letters, roughly scratched by hand with an ordinary 
object, and quite visible to the naked eye. This phenomenon is 
in fact well known and not unusual. But these are not "micro-
letters" in Vardaman's sense: they are neither microscopic nor 
do they literally cover coins with added information, but only 
a few letters at most. Moreover, dieir date cannot really be 
established, since the scratchings could have been made decades 
after the coins were minted. In contrast, central to Vardaman's 
thesis is the claim that most of these inscriptions were created 
by the minters and thus reflect official records. 

Needless to say, this is totally unattested as a practice in any 
ancient source and none of the relevant tools (magnifying 
glasses and diamond microcutters) have been recovered, or ever 
heard of from ancient times. But there are even more concrete 
reasons to regard Vardaman's theory as crackpot. First, it is 
extremely rare to find any specimen of ancient coin that is not 
heavily worn from use and the passage of literally thousands 
of years, in which time the loss of surface from abrasion and 
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oxidation is inevitable and significant. Even if such microscopic reverse, shown bottom), we see at once that Vardaman's claims 
lettering were added to these coins as Vardaman says, hardly are hopelessly untenable. To begin with, his representation of 
any of it could have survived or remained legible. Yet Vardaman this coin is very misleading: his drawing includes all sorts of 
has no trouble finding hundreds of perfectly legible words on crisp details that imply a coin in a near-flawless condition, like 
every coin he examines. Second, to prove his thesis, Vardaman the facial features of the goddess and veins in the laurel leaves 
would at the very least be expected to publish enlarged pho- along the bottom left edge (nearest the blow-up section), yet 
tographs of the reputed microscopic etchings. Yet he has never these are entirely a product of his imagination. It is quite clear 

done this. Instead, all he i ^--s=~~^_ 1 t n a t t n e c o m n a s ^ e e n w o r n s o 

offers are his own drawings. //t?' • ^ ^ smooth that the face of the 
Both of these facts are ($*$&' *(ffl& ' $ 3 ^ v goddess is completely rubbed 
extremely suspicious. Finally, L V O ««•. / ^ " ? T / ^ / ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ L / a ! ^ away, and the laurel leaves 
the sorts of things Vardaman \ ^S?** " ^ s In $M^$&^0'%& ^ \ themselves have almost been 
finds are profoundly absurd, \ N T * • ^ ? 4 a //ja<$2? - ^ i i f f l w ^ ^ ^ . cHl obliterated—there are cer-
and rank right up there with \ ^ ^ ' i 1 ' """S l/SSsfn ^ ^ M U n ^ ^ f ^ §3 / t a ' n ' v n o remaining details 
Erich von Daniken's Charioti \. " V ^ R ^ ^ I v S 3 B ^ ^ H ^ / / A l\\•« ivv like the veins. We can also see 
of the Gods. Figure 1 is a typi- x/><r^* xW^^^^^t^^y^^hy t n a t t m s w e a r n a s rubbed 
cal example. ^ S ^ ' ^ ^ _ X N v - L o ^ r ^ ' ^ ^ i w ' l ' smooth the very region in 

Notice that this is merely a \ ^ v ^ ^ ^ ^ < ^ ^ y which Vardaman finds the 
drawing, not a photograph, ^ i i ^ ^ ' m o s t microletters: there is 
and that Vardaman gives no nothing there. Even had there 
indication of scale (1989, F'9U,e' -" i«°l««^-°"»«»~'"°i"»*«"^"OTvVa'^™" been something, it could not 
70-71, shown above in reversed order, and reduced). He never possibly have survived the wear endured by more robust fea-
even properly identifies the coin type, and though he quotes tures like the face and leaves. If Vardaman is reading anything. 
the British Museum catalogue regarding 
it, he gives no catalogue number or cita-
tion, so readers are unable to hunt down 
a photograph of it or to estimate its size. 
I eventually found it on my own, in A. 
M. Burnetts 1992 catalogue of Roman 
Provincial Coinage, where it is listed as 
item 4797 There we discover that ir is 
only 26mm in diameter. Yet his drawing 
has a diameter of 4.75 inches (about 
120mm) for a scale of well over 4:1, and 
his blow-up (left) is a little over three 
times that, for at least 14:1. That means 
that his letters, drawn at around a quar-
ter inch in size (around 6mm), represent 
marks on the original coin smaller than 
l/50th an inch, less than half a millime-
ter. It would be nearly impossible to have 
made these marks, much less hundreds of 
diem, and on thousands coins, at mint-
ing or afterward. Indeed, even the num-
ber of men and hours this would require 
would be vast beyond reckoning, consid-
ering the thousands of coins minted 
yearly, though Vardaman insists most of 
the marks were made in the dies from 
which the coins were cast (1989, 67), 
which entails a quality of die casting all 
but unimaginable for the ancient world. 
And though it would be entirely impossi-
ble for these marks to have survived the 
wear of time, Vardaman sees them clear as day (see figure 2). 

When we look at an actual photograph of this coin (here 
shown enlarged—Vardaman's drawings reproduce die coin's 

Figure 2. A photograph of the coin in figure t. with no 
microletters visible. 

it can only be random scratches and pits, 
the byproduct of two thousand years of 
abrasion and oxidation. 

There are even more fatal flaws here. 
Just as Vardaman says, this coin was 
minted by the city of Damascus in the 
reign of Tiberius, and the coin itself bears 
the legend "A HKT AAMAEKQN" or 
"Year 328 of the Damascenes," referring 
to its re-establishment as a Greek city by 
the first Seleucus, in the last years of the 
fourth century B.C. Coins minted in 
Eastern Greek cities did not use Latin let-
ters or words, they used Greek—one can 
see even from Vardaman's drawing that 
the real letters on this coin are Greek, 
spelling Greek words—yet almost all of 
Vardaman's "microletters" lor some 
strange reason appear in Latin. Second, 
and quite humorously, all the Latin letters 
for "J" appear, as Vardaman reproduces 
them, as modern J's, yet that letter was 
not invented until late in the Middle 
Ages. If his J's were genuine, they should 
appear as the letter I. This alone proves 
his claims are bogus. 

But Vardaman doesn't stop there. The 
microletters tell him all sorts of new 
"facts" about the ancient world. Most 
bizarre of all: 

The most important references on this coin are to "Jesus of 

PSEUDOH1STORY IN JERRY VARDAMAN'S MAGIC COINS 
Continued on page 61 
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or probabilities imposed from outside. 
I he implications of this "bare bones" 

interpretation are admittedly bizarre. But 
physicists have learned over die years rftat 
it is almost always rewarding to push any 
formalism (Maxwell's electromagnetic 
theory, Einstein's relativity theory, quan-
tum field dieory) to its most extreme log-
ical conclusions. 

It is unfortunate that Gardner lowers 
the level of his argument by dragging in 
science fiction and the rather far-out spec-
ulations of some professional philoso-
phers. Guilt by association has never been 
a tenable doctrine, particularly when the 
association has never existed. 

Gardner makes one blunder that is 
rather common: equating a determinis-
tic world to absence of free will. The 
equation is meaningless until one gives a 
testable definition of free will. 

Gardner quotes a recent poll showing 
that about half of all quantum mechan-
ics experts now favor the many worlds 
theory, but then says that "most working 
physicists simply ignore the theory as 
nonsense." It will come as a surprise to 
rhe Nobel laureates Murray Gell-Mann 
and Steven Weinberg, as well as to 

Stephen Hawking, who all support the 
theory, to learn that they are not "work-
ing physicists." 

Gardner also hints that supporters of 
the theory may be morally dishonest in 
that they often do not make clear 
"whether they think the other worlds 

visible world, and perhaps more so, a 
view that is as old as Plato. 

Sadly, Gardner ends his article with 
the words "Surely, the conjecture that 
there is just one universe and its Creator 
is infinitely simpler and easier to believe 
than there are countless billions upon 

Is mathematics a pure 
invention of the human mind, or is it there, 

to be discovered? Almost invariably 
mathematicians of world-class stature 

answer that it is there. 

are physically real or just abstractions 
such as numbers and triangles." Is there 
any difference? A question that I love to 
pose to mathematicians is the follow-
ing: Is mathematics a pure invention of 
the human mind, or is it there, to be 
discovered? Almost invariably mathe-
maticians of world-class stature answer 
that it is there. In other words, the 
world of ideas is at least as real as the 

billions of worlds, constantly increasing 
in number and created by nobody." 
Does he have any idea of the complexity 
of the problem of trying to define the 
word Creator? And does he wish to 
imply that an omnipotent Creator could 
not produce billions of worlds? The 
many-worlds interpretation makes no 
statement for or against the existence of 
such an entity. 

PSEUDOHISTORY IN JERRY VARDAMANS MAGIC COINS 
from page 41 

Nazareth." He is mentioned frequently, often in titles and 
phrases found in the New Testament, for example, "Jesus, 
King of the Jews," "King," "the Righteous One," and 
"Messiah." Reference to the first year ot his "reign" is 
repeated often . . . for example, "Year one of Jesus of 
Nazareth in Galilee [sic].' (1989, 72) 

The absurdity of all this, officially and microscopically 
inscribed on every coin by the royal mint of the King ol the 
Nabataeans in 16 A.D., stands without need of comment. 

In addition to coins, Vardaman also "sees" microscopic let-
ters on stone inscriptions—even though stone, by its rough-
ness and exposure to weathering, would be even less likely to 
preserve such markings if they had ever been made. Indeed, 
large stones of the day were not polished, making it quite 
impossible for microscopic letters to be inscribed on them in 
any visible way. For the stone would more often than not sim-
ply chip, while natural pits and cracks would obscure anything 
that took, and the rest would be worn away by time. Yet he 
finds these tiny letters on numerous stones, including the 

famous Lapis Venetus inscription (a badly damaged stone now 
in the Vatican). In an unnumbered page appended to his 1998 
lectures, entitled "The Problem of Theudas and Microletters 
on the Lapis Venetus," he says microletters on this stone 
declare that the Jewish rebel Theudas was king of the 
Scythians! This was a people living on the Russian steppes, a 
thousand miles from Judaea. I suppose Vardaman imagines 
him as a latter-day Spartacus of some sort. But common sense 
leads me to conclude that this is all nonsense on stilts. 

Now for the punchline: There is no Quirinius coin. McRay's 
reference is to an unpublished paper that no doubt comes up 
with more complete nonsense about Quirinius in the reading of 
random scratches on some coin or other. But Vardaman hasn't 
even published this claim. Instead, almost a decade later, when 
he did present a lecture on the matter, his paper on the dating 
of Quirinius, though over twenty pages in length, never men-
tions this coin that apparently McRay read about. Instead, a 
date of 12 B.C. is arrived at using nonexistent microletters on a 
stone inscription (the very same Lapis Venetus). Hopefully this 
pseudohistory can be seen for what it is. Any claim based on this 
work must be held in the highest suspicion. 
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