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SIGNS OF SOVEREIGNTY: THE SHAHĀDA, QURʾANIC VERSES, AND 

THE COINAGE OF ʿABD ALMALIK

Numismatic evidence is an essential source for recon-

structing the visual and textual history of the first eight 

decades of Islamic rule, particularly the reign of the 

Marwanid caliph ʿAbd al-Malik (r. a.h. 65–86 [685–

705]), when a large number of coin varieties, many 

with human representation, were struck.1 Specifically, 

between the years a.h. 72 (692) and 78 (698), more 

than a half dozen different coin types were minted—in 

gold and silver by the caliph in Syria and in silver by 

his family and his governor, al-Hajjaj (d. a.h. 95 [714]), 

in Iraq.2 Historians, art historians, and numismatists 

have traditionally referred to those coins minted before 

the all-epigraphic gold dinars of late a.h. 77 (early 697) 

and the silver dirhams of a.h. 78 as “experimental” or 

“transitional,” while the all-epigraphic issues are labeled 

“reformed.” All of these terms imply that the appear-

ance of the all-epigraphic pieces was the logical conclu-

sion of a series of steps culminating in proper “Islamic” 

coinage. 

 This study does not accept such labeling and begins 

with the premise that when a new coin type was struck, 

that is, a coin with a design that differed from earlier 

issues through the inclusion of more information than 

simply a new date or mint, the new elements were added 

as the result of unique historical factors. These new-style 

coins carried messages in the form of images and/or 

text that the ruler or his representative wished to trans-

mit, that is, the new coinage served as a form of pro-

paganda. The word “propaganda” is used in the sense 

of the dissemination of information aimed at reflecting 

the views of the issuing authorities and for the purpose 

of informing, if not influencing, the opinions of those 

who learned what was inscribed on the new coin type. 

This approach assumes that the new elements carried 

political and religious messages in a society where both 

concepts were inextricably intertwined.

 For this study, the definition of a Muslim coin is one 

that includes words in Arabic. Examples will be cited 

below in which Muslim rulers before ʿAbd al-Malik 

minted gold and silver coins that lacked an inscrip-

tion in Arabic, that is, any visual sign that they were 

asso ciated with Islam. It is doubtful that most contem-

poraries would have realized that such coins had been 

struck by Muslim rulers.

 I will argue that there were specific historical rea-

sons for the addition of new elements on each Muslim 

coin type issued by the Marwanids between a.h. 72 and 

78, including the all-epigraphic coinage of a.h. 77 and 

78. These issues were experimental in that there was no 

guarantee that the new messages would be understood, 

or that the new coin type would be accepted in the mar-

ketplace. In examining this gold and silver coinage for 

those years, the political, military, and religious settings 

in which each new coin type was struck will be identi-

fied. The increasing use of Arabic in the form of pious 

phrases and, eventually, Qurʾanic verses (sing. āya) and 

of other data such as mint names and dates is one of the 

hallmarks of this coinage and will be traced through the 

all-epigraphic issues of a.h. 77 and 78. Finally, ʿAbd 

al-Malik’s authorization of the use of specific Qurʾanic 

verses on his all-epigraphic dinars and dirhams was a 

deliberate act and the verses chosen carried messages 

that either the caliph himself or his agents considered 

important at that time and under those specific histor-

ical conditions. Therefore, those who assume that these 

dinars and dirhams “triumphed” over earlier Muslim 

coinage because they represented “true” Islam are pro-

jecting backwards onto earlier times the ultimate suc-

cess of the new-style coinage rather than accounting for 

the reasons that it was issued and was successful in the 

market.3
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 Although this study focuses upon the context and 

meaning of the new messages and images on the Mar-

wanid gold and silver issues, it is doubtful that most of 

these innovations were noted by the users of the coin-

age, which is true for most, if not all, historical periods. 

Few of the changes made in the language or imagery 

were recorded in historical texts. The primary role of the 

coins was to aid economic and monetary exchanges. If 

the coinage “looked” right, it was accepted in the market. 

As long as the degree of fineness of the gold and silver 

coinage remained constant—and there is no evidence 

to the contrary for the years covered—the purity of the 

coinage was not a factor. When coins were exchanged by 

weight, that is, were treated as stamped round pieces of 

gold or silver to be weighed on a scale against a known 

weight, the calculated theoretical weight for any indi-

vidual piece was not important. Whether the individ-

ual coin was heavier or lighter than the theoretical ideal 

coin made no difference since the total weight was all 

that mattered. However, if coins were traded by num-

ber, as, I will argue, was the case for ʿAbd al-Malik’s 

all-epigraphic gold dinars, then the theoretical weight 

standard was critical in comparison with other coins 

that were traded by number. Trading light gold coins 

for heavy gold coins by number and not weight meant 

someone was losing money in every transaction.

 I argue that the “triumph” of the all-epigraphic coin-

age was not due to any legislative act by ʿAbd al-Malik, 

a campaign by pious members of the Muslim commu-

nity, or the reasons offered by the great Islamic scholar 

Ibn Khaldun writing at the end of the fourteenth cen-

tury: 

When ʿAbd al-Malik saw fit to use the mint to protect 

against fraud the two coins (the gold dinar and the silver 

dirham) that were current in Muslims transactions, he 

determined their values as what they had been in the 

time of the [Caliph] Umar. He used the iron stamp, 

but engraved words on it, rather than pictures, because 

eloquent words were obviously more congenial to the 

Arabs. Moreover, the religious law forbids pictures.4 

Instead, my interpretation will be based solely on mon-

etary factors and refers only to the gold dinars. More 

specifically, I will apply Gresham’s Law, according to 

which, under certain market conditions, “bad” money 

drives out “good,” to the gold coinage circulating in the 

late 70s a.h. (690s). In this case, the new all-epigraphic 

dinars struck by ʿAbd al-Malik would be the “bad” cur /

rency. I will close with some observations on the short- 

and long-term impact of the shift from a Muslim 

coinage with images and text to one of text only.

 Another theme in this study involves the emergence 

of a series of pious phrases found on contemporary 

coinage, milestones, and tombstones, and in the Dome 

of the Rock, which have been labeled in virtually all the 

modern literature as the shahāda (profession or affirma-

tion of faith). In the twenty-first century, the shahāda 

is lā ilāha illā Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh (There is 

no god except God, Muhammad is the Prophet of God) 

(   


 


         ) and using the term shahāda for 

the late seventh century often evokes the modern for-

mulation.5 Therefore, I will use the phrase “affirmation 

of faith” to make clear that versions different from the 

one used today were employed at that time. Each time 

the phrase “affirmation of faith” appears below, a spe-

cific wording is given, accompanied by an adjective—

“Jerusalem,” “Egyptian,” “Syrian,” “Eastern,” or “short.” 

“Jerusalem” refers to the fact that the earliest version 

of that specific wording appeared in the Dome of the 

Rock in Jerusalem; “Egyptian” because the earliest ver-

sion was found on a tombstone from Aswan; “Syrian” 

because it first appeared on coinage from a.h. 77 (697); 

“Eastern” because the earliest version was recorded on 

coinage from Iraq and Iran; and “short” because only 

the words bism Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh appeared 

on certain coinage. Using these adjectives rather than 

the terms “Zubayrid” and “Marwanid” with the phrase 

“affirmation of faith” avoids creating the impression 

that these different versions of the shahāda were used 

only by one or another politico-religious movement.

NUMISMATIC EVIDENCE

My approach to numismatic evidence is based upon 

a number of assumptions, some of which were set out 

above. First, when a new coin type was struck as a form 

of propaganda, its novel elements were meaningful 

to those who introduced them.6 Second, the highest 

political authorities were ultimately responsible for 

what appeared on the coins. This meant that die cut-

ters in the central provinces of Umayyad lands were 

not going to include images or inscriptions on their 
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gold and silver issues that were not approved by the 

caliph or his governors. Third, since coinage tends to 

be conservative, many elements of a new “coin type” 

such as images, inscriptions, script, and layout, are often 

carried forward in time, even when the reasons for the 

initial changes are no longer relevant, meaningful, or 

even remembered. In most cases, memory of the origi-

nal meanings of the inscriptions, figures, and layout was 

quickly lost and never recorded in textual narratives.

 A corollary to the conservative nature of coin types 

is that the size, weight, and shape of early Muslim gold 

and silver issues were determined by the characteris-

tics of the coinage circulating in the Arabian Peninsula, 

Syria, Iraq, and Iran before their arrival. If the conquer-

ing Arab Muslim armies had carried with them a tra-

dition of striking gold and silver coins, then the sizes 

and weights of this system would have been imposed 

upon the conquered populace. The reverse was true. At 

the time of the Prophet Muhammad, there is no record 

of coins being struck in the Hijaz. When Muslim rul-

ers began to create their own coinage, that is, a coinage 

that had Arabic inscriptions signaling that it was issued 

by Muslims, its size, weight, and shape were based upon 

the coinage of the preceding Byzantine Empire for gold 

coins and of the Sasanian Empire for silver ones. This 

observation is important because the size of the coins 

would restrict how much could be inscribed on them 

and still be legible. 

 Returning to my assumptions about the world gov-

erned by Muslims, a distinction was made between 

numismatic issues struck in gold and silver versus cop-

per coins, which were not necessarily subject to the same 

rules or level of caliphal control.7 In the case of silver 

coinage, a wide variety of Muslim drachms were struck 

throughout former Sasanian lands, but these are not 

considered in any detail here because they were not the 

products of ʿAbd al-Malik’s policies in Syria and Iraq.8 

Numismatic scholarship on the period under study 

demonstrates that the wide range of copper issues, par-

ticularly the Arab-Byzantine pieces from Syria, reflected 

local control rather than a centralized policy set by the 

caliph.9 Therefore, unlike most numismatic studies of 

ʿAbd al-Malik’s coinage, this one will not include data 

from the copper issues.10 

BACKGROUND TO ʿABD ALMALIK’S 

 COINAGE

The first Muslims had to rely upon the coinage circu-

lating from the two dominant empires, the Byzantine 

and the Sasanian. Byzantine lands were famous for their 

gold issues (solidi), which included on the obverse an 

image of either the emperor alone or with his potential 

successors, while the reverse had a very clear Christian 

symbol in the form of a cross on a stepped platform 

(fig. 1).11 With inscriptions in Greek, these gold coins 

were of very high quality and officially weighed 24 Greek 

carats (approximately 4.55 grams), allowing them to 

be traded by number.12 The solidi circulating in Syria 

tended to weigh less, with a peak of around 4.38 grams.13

 In the Sasanian world, which included most of mod-

ern Iraq, Iran, and parts of Central Asia, the dominant 

coinage was the silver drachm, which had on the obverse 

an image of the ruling emperor (shāhanshāh) with an 

elaborate crown, while the reverse included a fire altar 

with two attendants (fig. 2).14 Each shāhanshāh was por-

trayed with a unique crown. Inscriptions on the obverse 

included the name of the shāhanshāh with the appro-

priate titles, while the reverse listed the mint name and 

a regnal date. These inscriptions were written in middle 

Persian, in Pahlavi script. The Sasanian drachm varied 

in weight from 3.6 to 4.3 grams, with a mean of around 

4.17 grams in the latter years of the dynasty, and would 

have been traded by weight, not number. For most of 

the Sasanian era, the drachm had a high silver content.15 

Fig. 1. Byzantine solidi with Heraclius, Heraclius Constan-

tine, and Heraclonas. With the permission of the American 

Numismatic Society, 1925.172.34. (Photo: courtesy of the 

American Numismatic Society)
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The first new-style silver drachms with a visual Muslim 

marker, which are labeled “Arab-Sasanian” by numis -

matists, were minted during the reign of ʿUthman 

(r. a.h. 23–35 [644–56]) and inscribed with the year 

20 of the Sasanian Yazdgard calendar, that is, a.h. 31 

(651).16 These Muslim drachms were distinguished by 

the addition in Arabic of the phrase bism Allāh (In the 

name of God) inscribed on the obverse, the side of the 

coin with the image of the shāhanshāh, in the second 

quadrant, that is, between three and six o’clock (fig. 3).

Because the inscription began in the second quad-

rant, it had to be written in a clockwise direction, 

with the edge of the coin serving as the base line. If 

the inscription had been written counterclockwise 

beginning in the second quadrant, one would have 

had to turn the coin upside down to read it, and the 

shāhanshāh’s head would have appeared at the bottom. 

Until the end of a.h. 77, the marginal legends in Ara-

bic on gold and silver issues were written in a clockwise 

direction irrespective of where they began, in emula-

tion of the  earliest Arab-Sasanian issues. Only when 

an entirely new coin design was introduced in a.h. 77 

and 78—one not derived from earlier pre-Islamic mod-

els—was the direction of the inscription in the margin 

reconsidered. At that point, the rules for the direction 

of a marginal inscription based upon the direction of 

the script were applied.17 If an inscription began at or 

close to twelve o’clock on a coin and was written in a 

script that went from right to left, as does Arabic, then 

the inscription would have been written in a counter-

clockwise direction.

 These first Muslim Arab-Sasanian drachms cop-

ied the coinage of Yazdgard III (r. 632–51), but very 

shortly thereafter Muslim governors shifted to using 

the better-known coinage of the Sasanian ruler Khus-

raw II (r. 591–628) as their model. The result was that 

most Arab-Sasanian drachms from the 20s a.h. (650s) 

until the 70s a.h. (690s) looked very much alike. They 

were not. Inscriptions included different dates, differ-

ent mints, and the names of almost fifty Muslim gov-

ernors, all written in Pahlavi, as well as a limited range 

of short phrases in Arabic that followed the model of 

the first Arab-Sasanian issues by beginning in the sec-

ond quadrant (three o’clock) of the obverse. For those 

who had used the earlier Sasanian drachm for monetary 

transactions, the new Arab-Sasanian coinage looked so 

much like the earlier coinage in terms of size, weight 

range, and overall appearance, that there would have 

been no obvious problem in using the new coinage.18

 It is very likely that for a brief period during the 

reign of the Sufyanid caliph Muʿawiya (r. a.h. 41–60 

[661–80]), a series of gold, silver, and copper coins 

were minted in Syria, reflecting bureaucratic develop-

ments taking place at that time.19 Specifically, there is a 

series of Arab-Byzantine solidi attributed to the reign 

of Muʿawiya (fig. 4). Both the obverse and reverse of 

these solidi imitate well-known Byzantine gold issues, 

except that all the Christian elements are missing. The 

crosses on the crowns on the obverse were turned into 

Fig. 2. Sasanian drachm of Khusraw II. With the permission 

of the American Numismatic Society, 2004.14.222. (Photo: 

courtesy of the American Numismatic Society)

Fig. 3. Arab-Sasanian drachm with bism Allāh in second 

quadrant of the obverse (left) margin. Bishapur, 25 Yazdgard 

era (a.h. 36). (After Stephen Album and Tony Goodwin, 

The Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early Islamic Period, vol. 1 

of the Sylloge of Islamic Coins in the Ashmolean Museum 

[henceforth SICA 1] [Oxford: Ashmolean Museum, 2002], 

110; reproduced with the permission of the Visitors of the 

Ashmolean Museum)
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sticks, while the cross on a platform with four steps on 

the reverse became a pole culminating in a “T-bar” on 

the same type of platform. The inscriptions were writ-

ten in Greek or Greek-like letters. The crosses are gone, 

but there is nothing signaling that a Muslim ruler issued 

them, such as an inscription in Arabic.

It is theoretically possible that Arab-Sasanian style 

drachms were also minted in Muʿawiya’s Syria. If they 

were, they would probably have looked like the Arab-

Sasanian drachms circulating in former Sasanian lands 

because that would have been the only silver coinage 

those residing in Syria would have known, since the 

Byzantines struck very few silver issues. Crosses never 

appeared on Sasanian and Arab-Sasanian drachms, and 

there is no reason to believe that they would have been 

included on Syrian-struck drachms, if any were minted 

at this time.

 An eighth-century Christian document known as 

the Maronite Chronicle records that during his reign 

Muʿawiya “also minted gold and silver, but it was not 

accepted because it had no cross on it.”20 The Chronicle 

preserves the memory of a coinage, for which we only 

have examples in gold, that lacked crosses and is attrib-

uted to the first Umayyad caliph. The problem was not 

just that this series of gold Arab-Byzantine solidi lacked 

crosses but that there was nothing visually obvious on 

them that would tie them to Muʿawiya, any other Mus-

lim ruler, or even to Islam, since they lacked an inscrip-

tion in Arabic. It is possible that to  contemporaries they 

looked like bad forgeries of Byzantine gold coins and 

would have been rejected in the market. Muʿawiya, or 

those in his court responsible for these pieces, appar-

ently understood what images were inappropriate for 

a Muslim gold coin, but not which ones would be suit-

able.  

 Syria also lacked a pre-Islamic tradition of using sil-

ver coinage. If there was an increase in the number of 

Arab-Sasanian silver issues brought into Syria under 

Muʿawiya, there still might have been a reluctance to 

use them because silver coins were still relatively rare 

and they had nothing familiar inscribed on them such 

as a cross. 

Our understanding of the circumstances under which 

Arab-Sasanian drachms were struck by specific gover-

nors with new inscriptions in Pahlavi and/or Arabic is 

still limited. For this study, the most important numis-

matic innovation took place in Bishapur during the gov-

ernorship of ʿAbd al-Malik b. ʿAbd Allah (fig. 5).21 The 

drachms are dated to a.h. 66 (685) and a.h. 67 (686) 

and include after bism Allāh the phrase Mu	ammad 

rasūl Allāh (Muhammad is the Prophet of God). This 

was the first time that a reference to the Prophet had 

been made on coinage. The Arabic inscription, as in 

other contemporary numismatic examples, was written 

in a clockwise direction in the second and third quad-

rants of the obverse. The claim to the caliphate made 

at this time by Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr (r. a.h. 64–73 

[683–92]) as amīr al-muʾminīn (Commander of the 

Fig. 4. Arab-Byzantine solidi imitating the solidi of Hera-

clius, Heraclius Constantine, and Heraclonas. Attributed to 

the reign of Muʿawiya (r. a.h. 41–60 [661–80]). (After Album 

and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early Islamic 

Period, SICA 1, 606; reproduced with the permission of the 

Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 

Fig. 5. Arab-Sasanian drachm with Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh 

in the obverse (left) margin. Bishapur, a.h. 66. (After Album 

and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early Islamic 

Period, SICA 1, 152; reproduced with the permission of the 

Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 
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Faithful) would also appear on a few Arab-Sasanian 

issues, but was inscribed in Pahlavi.22

 In another development important for this study, 

Arab-Sasanian coins dating to mid-70–mid-71 a.h. 

(689–90) were inscribed on the obverse outer margin, 

in the second and third quadrants, with bism Allāh fol-

lowed by lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu (there is no god 

except God alone) (fig. 6). Continuing a practice dat-

ing to the first Arab-Sasanian issues, the inscription was 

written in a clockwise direction. In this case, the cen-

ter of the obverse field included the phrase Mu	ammad 

rasūl Allāh on the right side of the image of Khusraw.23 

Based upon this numismatic evidence, there is a version 

of the “affirmation of faith, ” which I have labeled “East-

ern,” that reads “In the name of God, there is no god 

except God alone, Muhammad is the Prophet of God” 

(bism Allāh lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu Mu	ammad 

rasūl Allāh [       

   


 


  


  ]).24

 Finally, this coinage is important for another reason: 

“…the die cutters for the new silver coinage of Damas-

cus in 72 a.h. must have been imported from al-Kufa.”25 

This means that ʿAbd al-Malik had both professional 

coiners and models in silver when he began to issue his 

own coinage. 

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AND THE 

“ JERUSALEM” “AFFIRMATION OF FAITH”

Before examining ‘Abd al-Malik’s coinage, it is pos-

sible to establish other versions of the “affirmation of 

faith” circulating in parts of Greater Syria and Egypt 

circa a.h. 72, which I label “Jerusalem” and “Egyptian,” 

respectively. Evidence for the first can be found in the 

Dome of the Rock.26 This commemorative building was 

constructed in the form of an octagon, with a double 

ambulatory surrounding an outcropping of the rock on 

the Noble Sanctuary (al-�aram al-Sharīf). Dominating 

the interior are magnificent mosaics of complex images 

created specifically for this building. These designs 

bore “meanings” that were presumably understood by 

ʿAbd al-Malik, who wanted these messages rendered as 

images to be included as part of the visual repertoire of 

the building. Unfortunately, neither ʿAbd al-Malik nor 

anyone else left a record of what “messages” or “asso-

ciations” those images were meant to carry. In essence, 

this Marwanid building included a visual vocabulary 

whose symbolism appears to have been very short-lived. 

The images were not repeated in any significant way in 

other buildings or commented upon in later texts. The 

second most obvious visual element in the Dome of the 

Rock is a series of neutral designs, such as geometric 

patterns, which appear to be purely decorative. Finally, 

there are the inscriptions that were placed “just below 

a cornice that supports the ceiling on either side of the 

octagonal arcade.”27

 The use of long inscriptions in Arabic on this build-

ing signaled a major shift for some Muslims as to what 

constituted an “Islamic” symbol, in addition to being a 

means of transmitting messages.28 There was a long his-

tory in the eastern Mediterranean of religious commu-

nities using inscriptions written in an alphabet unique 

to their particular group: they were a way to “sign the 

community” and were “most frequently placed within 

the roofed enclosure, on walls, primarily within a posi-

tion bordering mural representations which were sig-

nificantly larger in scale.”29 The placement of these 

inscriptions in the outer and inner arcade below the 

ceiling may not have been an innovation but an adop-

tion of a tradition long practiced by Christian and Jew-

ish communities in the region.30 On the other hand, the 

Fig. 6. Arab-Sasanian drachm with the first part of the 

Eastern “affirmation of faith” in the obverse (left) margin 

and Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh in the obverse center (right of 

image). Sotheby Sales Catalog, 18.3.83, lot 80. (After Lutz 

Ilisch, “The Muhammad-Drachms and Their Relation to 

Umayyad Syria and Northern Iraq,” in Supplement to the 

Journal of the Oriental Numismatic Society 193: Coinage 

and History in the Seventh Century Near East: Papers from 

the Seventh Century Syrian Numismatic Round Table 2007 

[Autumn 2007], 18)
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appearance of an extensive text in Arabic marks a sig-

nificant break from the first seven decades of Muslim 

rule, when public inscriptions in Arabic were relatively 

rare and brief, based upon the existing archaeological 

remains, material evidence including coinage, and tex-

tual references. 

 Additional observations are in order before analyz-

ing the inscriptions as “affirmations of faith.” The exten-

sive use of inscriptions in Arabic signals that a growing 

number of individuals recognized the script and asso-

ciated it with Islam. Since the texts lack both the vowels 

and the dots needed to indicate certain consonants, they 

must have served as a mnemonic device for the growing 

number of Muslims who had memorized pious phrases 

and the Qurʾan. The incorporation of specific Qurʾanic 

verses also implies that there were enough individuals 

who knew them to make their inclusion comprehen-

sible. Finally, the texts aided Muslims by reinforcing 

what they should believe and how that belief differed 

from Christianity. 

 The inscriptions in the outer arcade of the Dome of 

the Rock can be divided into six segments separated by 

rosettes, the wording in five of which closely parallels 

one another. They all begin with the full basmala: “In 

the name of God, the Magnificent, the Merciful” (bism 

Allāh al-ra	mān al-ra	īm). The sixth segment is a dedi-

catory statement, which does not begin with the bas-

mala and originally referred to ʿAbd al-Malik as patron 

of the building; it is dated a.h. 72. A visitor who viewed 

the texts in the outer arcade could have read one seg-

ment, quickly recognized that the basmala was repeated 

in the next segment, which introduced a text similar to 

the one just read, and understood that he/she was sup-

posed to move into the interior. In contrast, if the same 

visitor looked at the inscription in the inner arcade, he/

she would discover that the basmala appears only once 

and introduces a continuous text, which can only be 

read by moving in a counterclockwise direction. In this 

sense, the text aids the visitor in determining in which 

direction the outcropping in the center of the building 

should be circumambulated. 

 Taken together, the parallel texts in the outer arcade 

create what I label the Jerusalem “affirmation of faith.” 

All five inscriptions begin with the full basmala, fol-

lowed by the phrase lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu (there 

is no god except God, alone). Four of them continue 

with lā sharīka lahu (He has no partner). With its 

implied rejection of the concept of the Trinity, this brief 

phrase highlighted a fundamental difference between 

the ruling Muslim elite and the majority of Syria’s 

population, which was Christian. In two segments, 

the phrase lā sharīka lahu is immediately followed by 

the words Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh, while in the other 

three segments that began with the basmala the phrase 

Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh is separated from lā sharīka 

lahu by additional pious phrases and/or Qurʾanic verses. 

Therefore, I am defining the Jerusalem “affirmation of 

faith” as bism Allāh al-ra	mān al-ra	īm lā ilāha illā 

Allāh wa	dahu lā sharīka lahu Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh 

(In the name of God the Magnificent, the Merciful, 

there is no god except God, alone, He has no partner, 

Muhammad is the Prophet of God [ 



  







    


 

  


 


  




   


      ]).31 

A second source for reconstructing the Jerusalem 

“affirmation of faith” is derived from an examination 

of the inscriptions on a series of road markers or mile-

stones associated with the major road-building pro-

gram of ʿAbd al-Malik (fig. 7). The Marwanid caliph 

undertook to connect Jerusalem with his capital of 

Damascus as well as to create another road from the 

Palestinian coast to Jerusalem. The primary evidence 

for these building activities comes in the form of a series 

of inscribed slabs of basalt stone, which served as mile-

stones that record some, if not all, of the following: the 

distance from Jerusalem, the type of work on the road, 

the name of the person in charge of the project, the 

caliph, and a date. So far, eight milestones of what must 

have been many more have been discovered, with dates 

ranging from Muharram 73 (May–June 692) to Shaʿban 

85 (August–September 704).32 

Almost every one of the milestones begins with the 

Jerusalem “affirmation of faith,” that is, exactly the same 

full formula found on the outer arcades of the Dome of 

the Rock. The repetitive data on the milestones indi-

cate that a formula had been established and, although 

the date on each milestone would change, the basic 

inscriptions did not. The earliest date for the Jerusa-

lem “affirmation of faith,” using the evidence from the 

milestones, is early 73, although the discovery of new 

milestones could push the date earlier. The dating of the 
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Dome of the Rock is debated by scholars, but whether 

one argues that the building was begun or completed in 

a.h. 72, that is still the latest date in which the inscrip-

tions could have been planned.33 

 One other piece of contemporary evidence, derived 

from an Egyptian tombstone dated to 14 Dhu ’l-Qaʿda 

71 (21 April 691) and dedicated to ʿ Abbasa, the daughter 

of Jurayj,34 indicates that another version of the “affir-

mation of faith” circulated in Egypt. The first inscribed 

line contains the full basmala but is separated from the 

rest of the “affirmation of faith” by nine lines of text, so 

it is not clear whether the basmala was considered part 

of the Egyptian “affirmation of faith.” The last three lines 

read: “There is no god except God alone, He has no part-

ner, and Muhammad is His Servant and His Prophet 

(



 


  

  


 


  


  




   


       ).35

 Based upon the dating of the coinage, the inscrip-

tions in the Dome of the Rock, the milestones, and the 

one tombstone, the Eastern, Jerusalem, and Egyptian 

versions of the “affirmation of faith” are almost con-

temporary with one another; however, they do differ 

in two ways, one big and one small. The minor differ-

ence is that the opening phrase has been reduced in 

the Eastern version to just bism Allāh (In the name of 

God). This may reflect a simple continuation of the same 

phrase found on earlier Arab-Sasanian drachms. The 

more important difference is that in contrast to the Jeru-

salem and Egyptian versions, the Eastern text does not 

include the phrase lā sharīka lahu (He has no partner). 

To put it another way, while all the versions emphasize 

God’s unity and Muhammad’s mission, there is noth-

ing specifically anti-Trinitarian about the Eastern text. 

This is not surprising, since Christians were only one of 

a number of religious populations in Iraq and Iran and 

there was no reason for anyone ruling the eastern lands 

where Arab-Sasanian coinage was struck to single them 

out.36 With the all-epigraphic issues, a fourth version of 

the Muslim “affirmation of faith” will be documented.

ʿABD ALMALIK’S COINAGE, a.h. 7277 

Although ʿAbd al-Malik received the oath of allegiance 

in a.h. 64 (683) and virtually all future historians date 

his caliphate from that year, it was not until a.h. 72 that 

he was able to consolidate his military control over a 

significant portion of the central Islamic lands.37 There-

fore, we may say that for the years 64 to 73 (683 to 692), 

Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr was caliph, in that he was rec-

ognized in more lands and controlled the holy cities of 

Mecca and Medina.38 There is also a lack of architectural 

and numismatic data supporting ʿ Abd al-Malik’s claims 

to the caliphate before a.h. 72. Obviously, the earlier 

one dates the initial building of the Dome of the Rock, 

the earlier one can argue that ʿ Abd al-Malik was using it 

and associated buildings as a sign of sovereignty.

 In addition, Syria and Egypt had been part of a 

By zantine monetary world in which imperial gold 

Fig. 7. Inscription on a milestone built by ʿAbd al-Malik. (After Moshe Sharon, Corpus Inscriptionum Arabicarum Palaes-

tinae, vol. 1 (A) [Leiden: Brill, 1997], 4, “Abu Ghush”) 
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 circulated for centuries alongside locally manufactured 

copper. Both coinages carried Christian and imperial 

images and messages. As noted above, Muʿawiya prob-

ably experimented with striking a gold coinage based 

upon a Byzantine model, but why did ʿ Abd al-Malik not 

have gold or silver coins struck earlier than a.h. 72? 

 If ʿAbd al-Malik could afford to build the Dome 

of the Rock, for which he used seven years’ worth of 

Egypt’s taxes, then acquiring gold for coinage could not 

have been a problem.39 Lacking specialists who could 

cut dies and strike coins was also not insurmountable 

since, with enough money, die cutters and mint mas-

ters could always have been hired. My own guess is that 

only with the defeat of Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr’s brother 

Musʿab ibn al-Zubayr in Iraq at the end of a.h. 71 (691) 

was ʿAbd al-Malik willing to use gold and silver coin-

age as a sign of his claims to the caliphate and the effec-

tive end to the first (Zubayrid) challenge to his caliphal 

authority. The transferring of Zubayrid die makers and 

mint employees only made the task that much easier.

 In the years following the defeat of Zubayrid forces, 

the Marwanids would face a wide range of new chal-

lenges and ʿ Abd al-Malik would not be the only political 

leader who claimed the title of amīr al-muʾminīn. While 

opposition to the Marwanids took a variety of politi-

cal and religious forms, the most important of the lat-

ter, particularly in Iraq and parts of western Iran, have 

been labeled Kharijite and it is the claims of the lead-

ers of these movements that will be critical for under-

standing most of ʿAbd al-Malik’s coinage from a.h. 

72 through 77 as a form of propaganda. Although the 

third challenge to Marwanid rule, the Byzantine Empire, 

was always a factor throughout ʿAbd al-Malik’s reign, 

it only became the highest priority after he and 

his governor al-Hajjaj neutralized Kharijite rebel-

lions in Iraq in late 77. At that point the all-epigraphic 

issues of a.h. 77 and 78 reflect how ʿAbd al-Malik’s 

 coinage became a form of propaganda directed against 

Byzantium. 

 Muslim solidi and drachms, that is, Arab-Byzantine 

gold and Arab-Sasanian silver, minted in Syria and Iraq 

during the caliphate of ʿAbd al-Malik between a.h. 72 

and 77, offer a rich range of new images and inscrip-

tions. While the numerous and excellent scholarly con-

tributions of others, particularly the introduction to 

the Sylloge by Album and Goodwin and the articles by 

Treadwell,40 have treated the coinage year by year or 

mint by mint, this article will focus on a different aspect, 

seeking to identify what was carried forward from ear-

lier coinage and what was new. In particular, only the 

first appearance of a new element on the coinage will be 

analyzed, on the assumption that whatever the context 

was for the original innovation, it may not have been 

valid for subsequent years.

 Table 1, “Innovations on ʿAbd al-Malik’s Coinage,” 

summarizes the images and inscriptions in Arabic that 

appeared on ʿAbd al-Malik’s coinage before the all-epi-

graphic issues. The metal is either gold (AV) or silver 

(AR). The words “Eastern” or “Jerusalem” under “affir-

mation of faith” refer to how the phrase was defined 

above, while the term “short” means that only the 

phrase bism Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh (


    

 

  


) was inscribed. The words in bold indicate when 

an innovation was introduced. Again, although a num-

ber of innovations were carried forward on the coinage, 

only the first appearance is considered critical for this 

study.

 Since Syria was a monetary zone in which gold was 

the primary precious metal used, it is most likely that 

the first coins that ʿAbd al-Malik ordered struck were 

in gold. They were probably minted in Damascus in 

the year a.h. 72, although these pieces lack both the 

name of a mint and a date (fig. 8). These Arab-Byzantine 

solidi imitate the widely circulating Byzantine solidi, 

which were illustrated in figure 1 above and included 

the images of Heraclius (r. 610–14) and his two sons, 

Heraclius Constantine and Heraclonas, on the obverse. 

The reverse featured a cross on a four-stepped platform 

along with other Christian symbols, the mint name 

Constantinople, in an abbreviated form across the bot-

tom to be read from right to left, and, in the rest of the 

margin, an imperial title, written in Greek in a clock-

wise fashion.

The obverse of ʿAbd al-Malik’s new gold coins imi-

tates that of the Byzantine original but without any 

Christian symbols, while on the reverse the cross on a 

platform is transformed into a pole with a small globe at 

the top.41 The most significant difference between these 

Marwanid Arab-Byzantine gold coins and those attrib-

uted to Muʿawiya discussed above (fig. 4) is that on ʿ Abd 
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al-Malik’s pieces there is an inscription in Arabic in the 

reverse margin, written in a clockwise direction, which 

did not appear on the earlier examples of these Arab-

Byzantine solidi. It is the Eastern form of the “affirma-

tion of faith.” Here, the inscription was placed on the 

reverse, while in Arab-Sasanian silver coins inscriptions 

in Arabic appeared on the obverse. The Arabic inscrip-

tion on this gold issue is moved backwards so that it now 

begins at twelve o’clock rather than in the second quad-

rant, as in earlier Arab-Sasanian issues. This was done 

to accommodate the phrase Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh, 

which is found in the margin at the end of the “affirma-

tion of faith.” The earlier tradition, dating from the first 

Arab-Sasanian coins, of writing Arabic in the margin 

clockwise continued on these gold issues. The  existence 

of this new coin type also demonstrates that ʿAbd al-

Malik was asserting his right to mint gold coins.

 The first ʿAbd al-Malik drachms from Syria were 

minted in Damascus and Hims and are dated to a.h. 

72 (fig. 9). They are clearly imitations of circulating 

Arab-Sasanian drachms, with their images of Khusraw 

on the obverse and of the fire altar with attendants on 

the reverse.

The mint and date appear in Arabic in the center of 

the reverse surrounding the attendants, although the 

significance of this innovation is not clear. Another 

difference is that only bism Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl 

Allāh—that is, a shortened form of the “affirmation of 

faith” (  


 


   

)—is inscribed on the obverse 

margin. It is theoretically possible that the die  makers 

Table 1. Innovations on ʿAbd al-Malik’s Coinage 

Metal Mint Year Obv. Field Affirmation Rev. Field & Rev. Margin

AV Damascus? 72? Byz. Imitation Deformed Cross: Margin: Eastern shahāda

AV Damascus? 74
Caliphal image 
standing Eastern Deformed Cross: Margin: Date formula

AV Damascus? 75
Caliphal image 
standing Eastern Deformed Cross: Margin: Date formula

AV Damascus? 76
Caliphal image 
standing Eastern Deformed Cross: Margin: Date formula

AV Damascus? 77
Caliphal image 
standing Eastern Deformed Cross: Margin: Date formula

AR Damascus 72 Khusraw II type Short Fire altar & mint/date in Arabic

AR Damascus 73 Khusraw II type Eastern Fire altar & mint/date in Arabic

AR Damascus 74 Khusraw II type Eastern Fire altar & mint/date in Arabic

AR Damascus 75 Khusraw II type Eastern Caliphal image & Arabic inscription

AR Damascus 76
Caliphal image 
bust Eastern Spear under sacrum & Arabic inscription

AR Damascus 77 Caliphal image bust Eastern Spear under sacrum & Arabic inscription

AR Hims 72 Khusraw II type Short Fire altar

AR Kufa 73 Khusraw II type Short Fire altar

AR Kufa 73 Khusraw II type Eastern Orans: Margin: Bishr ibn Marwan

AR Kufa 74 Khusraw II type Short Orans

AR Kufa 75 Khusraw II type Short Orans

AR Basra 75 Khusraw II type Short Fire altar

AR Basra 75 Khusraw II type Short Orans
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who came from Iraq convinced the caliphal court that 

the inclusion of lā ilāha illā Allāh (There is no god 

except God [         ]) was too close to the Khari-

jite formula lā 	ukm illā li-llāh (There is no judgment 

except God’s [   
 ]), particularly given the latter 

phrase’s association with the Kharijite leader Qatari b. 

al-Fujaʾa (d. a.h. 78 [697]), who will be mentioned below 

(fig. 10). However, this is only speculation.

By a.h. 73, the Syrian drachms, which were only 

minted in Damascus from this date, contained the 

full Eastern form of the “affirmation of faith.” It was 

inscribed in a clockwise direction on the obverse  margin, 

as had been done the previous year on the reverse of the 

new-style gold coins (fig. 11). 

Again, the inclusion of this particular wording and 

the direction in which it was inscribed may have car-

ried no particular meaning other than that this was the 

way it had been done on earlier Arab-Sasanian coins. 

Contemporary coins from Basra and the Kufan mint of 

Aqula are different in that they include on the reverse 

an orans figure, that is, an image of a person at prayer 

with arms outstretched (fig. 12). These were struck by 

order of ʿAbd al-Malik’s brother Bishr b. Marwan, who 

served as governor. Treadwell makes the critical obser-

vation that 

[t]he literary record passes over the Orans drachm, 

as well as the other figural types of this experimental 

period, in complete silence. The interpretation of the 

meaning of the image therefore has to rely primarily on 

numismatic data, beginning with the image itself.42 

Treadwell discusses this series in great detail, pointing 

out the possible symbolic meaning of the standing figure, 

which may have represented the governor himself, since 

he put his name under the image in the first series.43 It is 

also possible that the creation of such a figure and of the 

Fig. 8. Arab-Byzantine solidi of Heraclius, Heraclius Con-

stantine, and Heraclonas. Attributed to Damascus, a.h. 72. 

(After Album and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 

Islamic Period, SICA 1, 607; reproduced with the permission 

of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 

Fig. 9. Arab-Sasanian drachm. Damascus, a.h. 72. (After 

Album and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 

Islamic Period, SICA 1, 278; reproduced with the permis-

sion of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 

Fig. 10. Arab-Sasanian Kharijite drachm. Bishapur, a.h. 75. 

(After Album and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 

Islamic Period, SICA 1, 194; reproduced with the permission 

of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum.) 

Fig. 11. Arab-Sasanian drachm. Damascus, a.h. 73. (After 

Album and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 

Islamic Period, SICA 1, 279; reproduced with the permis-

sion of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 
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specific obverse marginal legend to be discussed below 

were done to counter Kharijite claims to leadership of 

the Muslim community.

COINAGE AND THE KHARIJITE CHALLENGE

In addition to the struggle between Ibn al-Zubayr and 

ʿAbd al-Malik for the caliphate, supporters of both men 

had to face increasingly aggressive Muslim movements 

labeled Kharijite.44 These religious/military groups 

controlled parts of the Arabian Peninsula, Iraq, and 

Iran, particularly around Kirman.45 By the end of a.h. 

69 (689), the leader of the Azraqi Kharijites, the more 

radical and militarily successful movement, was Qatari 

ibn al-Fujaʾa, who claimed the title caliph.46 With ʿAbd 

al-Malik’s defeat of the Zubayrids in Iraq in a.h. 72, 

responsibility for defending his lands against the mili-

tary campaigns and propaganda of the Azraqis fell to 

his governors, including his brother Bishr ibn Marwan, 

who had the orans-type coins struck as propaganda to 

counter Qatari’s claims to leadership in the Muslim 

community. The orans image relates to the right to lead 

prayers and offer the khutba, which are public signs 

of legitimacy. In addition, Bishr ibn Marwan’s issues 

for Kufa (ʿAqula) in a.h. 74 and 75 (693–94) and for 

Basra in 73, 74, and 75 only include a “short” version 

of the “affirmation of faith.” For these specific issues, 

the obverse marginal legend contains only the phrase 

bism Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh. As noted above, 

the missing words lā ilāha illā Allāh may have been too 

close to the Kharijite formula lā 	ukm illā li-llāh and 

easily confused in the small space allocated to it on the 

margin of the obverse. Following the death of Bishr ibn 

Marwan in a.h. 75, ʿAbd al-Malik appointed al-Hajjaj 

governor of Iraq. Al-Hajjaj made defeat of Qatari and 

the Azraqi forces a high priority and supported his gen-

erals with manpower and money. The Azraqi threat to 

Iraq ended in a.h. 76 (695), although Qatari himself was 

not killed until a.h. 78, and then by other Kharijites.

 Returning to the coinage of the Marwanid capital, 

another new-style gold coin was first minted in a.h. 

74 (fig. 13). While ʿAbd al-Malik’s first gold coins of 

a.h. 72, even with their full marginal reverse legends 

in Arabic, imitated Byzantine issues in circulation at 

that time, the new gold issues from a.h. 74 and carried 

into a.h. 77 included the image of the caliph himself. 47 

He is dressed in Arab garb and carries a sword, with its 

implied message of military power, to enforce his politi-

cal position. If this politico-military message was aimed 

at specific enemies, it is not clear from either the image 

or the limited text.48

In a.h. 75, we observe a change in the reverse of the 

Arab-Sasanian drachms of Damascus: the earlier Sasa-

nian reverse image of the fire altar with attendants was 

replaced by that of the armed standing caliph, with 

inscriptions on either side (fig. 14). Before analyzing 

the new elements, it is appropriate to look at military 

and religious developments taking place in the east at 

this time. The Kharijites under Qatari, who claimed to 

be caliph, still represented a military and ideological 

challenge until their defeat in a.h. 76, but then another 

Fig. 12. Orans-style Arab-Sasanian drachm. Basra, a.h. 75. 

(After Album and Goodwin, Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 

Islamic Period, SICA 1, 107; reproduced with the permission 

of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum) 

Fig. 13: Arab-Byzantine solidi with armed standing caliph. 

Damascus, no date. University Museum, University of Penn-

syl vania. With the permission of the American Numismatic 

Society, 1002.1.107. (Photo: courtesy of the American 

Numismatic Society) 
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Kharijite movement arose, this time in northern Iraq, 

under the leadership of Salih ibn Musarrih (d. a.h. 76 

[695]), who also claimed the title of caliph. Al-Hajjaj 

was able to gather enough forces to defeat this move-

ment, called the Sufriyya, as well as kill its leader later 

in a.h. 76. At this point, it may have appeared to ʿAbd 

al-Malik, and possibly al-Hajjaj, that serious threats to 

Marwanid control of Iraq had been eliminated. If this 

was the case, then new political and military priorities 

could be set and coin types struck to reflect these new 

directions. However, military priorities and an accom-

panying new coinage would have to wait, as another 

Kharijite threat to Marwanid rule in Iraq arose once 

more in a.h. 76 (696). 

 The remnants of the Sufriyya Kharijite forces 

gathered under the leadership of Shabib ibn Yazid al-

Shaybani (d. a.h. 77 [697]), who also claimed the title 

of caliph. His campaigns were more of a guerilla opera-

tion involving a few hundred men, but they took advan-

tage of every opportunity to cause chaos, particularly 

when al-Hajjaj was out of Iraq, and managed to occupy 

Kufa twice. Al-Hajjaj found it necessary to call upon 

additional troops from Syria to finally put an end to 

the revolt of Shabib, a mission that was significantly 

expedited by Shabib’s death when he fell off a bridge 

and drowned near the end of a.h. 77.49 At that point, a 

new coinage reflecting a new set of priorities was at last 

issued, but it is first necessary to return to the innova-

tions on the silver coinage of Damascus struck in a.h. 

75 and 76 and continued into 77.

 The new Damascus silver coinage for the year a.h. 75 

has a reverse very different from any that had appeared 

earlier (fig. 14): its dominant image is that of the armed 

caliph, which had earlier been found on the obverse of 

ʿAbd al-Malik’s solidi. Secondly, on either side of the 

reverse image there are inscriptions in Arabic: one reads 

amīr al-muʾminīn and the other khalīfat Allāh (God’s 

caliph). The appearance of these two titles on the coin-

age was a direct result of the Kharijite challenge to Mar-

wanid legitimacy rather than a sudden desire on the part 

of the Marwanids to assert titles they may have claimed 

before and after these coins were issued. “The fact it [the 

title khalīfat Allāh] disappeared from the coinage does 

not mean that ʿAbd al-Malik repented of having called 

himself khalīfat Allāh, but that he changed his mind 

regarding the kind of propaganda he wished the coin-

age to make.”50

 On the other hand, the use of the armed standing 

caliph on the reverse of the a.h. 75 issue created an 

unusual situation in that both sides of the coins now had 

images and the caliphal one was smaller than that of the 

Sasanian monarch, which had appeared on the obverse 

of every new Arab-Sasanian drachm. Therefore, a new 

portrait of the caliph—now in a bust form rather than 

standing, but still armed—appeared on the silver coin-

age of Damascus beginning in a.h. 76, this time on the 

obverse, replacing the Sasanian monarch (fig. 15).51

 The new reverse reflects an even more radical change 

in images. In a classic, highly influential study, Miles 

described the reverse images as depicting a mihrab 

Fig. 14. Arab-Sasanian drachm, with the image of the 

shāhanshāh on the obverse (left) and that of the armed 

standing caliph on the reverse (right). Damascus, a.h. 75. 

With the permission of the American Numismatic Society, 

1917.314.35. (Photo: courtesy of the American Numismatic 

Society)

Fig. 15. Arab-Sasanian drachm, with a bust of the armed 

caliph and a spear under a sacrum. Damascus, a.h. 76. 

With the permission of the American Numismatic Society, 

1944.100.612. (Photo: courtesy of the American Numismatic 

Society) 
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and ʿanaza (a staff or spear).52 A half century later, 

Treadwell’s careful scholarship offered a new and 

more convincing argument that the image is that of a 

spear under a sacrum,53 which had developed out of the 

Christian sacrum (a protective covering that shelters a 

cross), with the spear now standing where the cross had 

in Christian iconography. The inscriptions are also criti-

cal in understanding why this coin type might have been 

issued. Once again, the claims of ʿAbd al-Malik to be 

amīr al-muʾminīn and khalīfa Allāh are inscribed on the 

reverse on either side of the sacrum, within which, on 

the left side of the spear, are the three Arabic letters nūn, 

ād, and rāʾ and, on the right, the word Allāh. There-

fore, the inscription inside the sacrum can be read as 

nar Allāh (Victory of God) or naara Allāh (May God 

grant victory). These texts are not aimed at Byzantine or 

even Christian subjects of Marwanid rule but are meant 

to counter Kharijite claims. The spear and sacrum serve 

as visual symbols, reinforcing ʿAbd al-Malik’s message 

of the superiority of his assertion of authority over the 

Muslim community.

 In summary, for most of the years between a.h. 72 

and 77, ʿAbd al-Malik’s caliphate focused on a series of 

Kharijite revolts threatening Iraq and challenging Mar-

wanid legitimacy. This challenge had to be met on an 

ideological as well as a military level. Qatari, Salih, and 

Shabib all claimed to be caliph and leader of the com-

munity (amīr al-muʾminīn). When we review the pre-

epigraphic coinage of ʿ Abd al-Malik from Syria and Iraq 

for these same years, in which the main focus of mili-

tary and ideological attention was the Kharijites, elim-

inating those images and inscriptions that were carried 

forward from an earlier coinage, a different interpreta-

tion of the new images and inscriptions emerges from 

that found in other modern studies. The unifying theme 

is that the new images and texts were aimed to coun-

ter Kharijite claims to the caliphate. The caliph with 

sword and even the spear under the sacrum represent 

the  successful and rightful military leader of the com-

munity, while the caliph or his representative giving the 

Friday sermon as the kha�īb (preacher) in the orans-

style issues proclaims his legitimate right to lead the 

community in prayer. The references to him as God’s 

caliph (khalīfat Allāh) and commander of the faithful 

(amīr al-muʾminīn) are a specific response to Kharijite 

claims to the caliphate. Finally, the phrase nar Allāh 

(meaning either “victory with God” or “May God grant 

victory”) challenges the Kharijites’ claims that they were 

favored by God. It is also possible that those numis-

matic issues, which only have in their obverse mar-

gin the phrase “In the name of God, Muhammad is the 

Prophet of God” (bism Allāh Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh) 

and lack the words “There is no god except God, alone” 

(lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu), dropped this part of the 

Eastern “affirmation of faith” because it was too easy to 

mistake it, in the small space allocated, for the Khari-

jite call “There is no judgment except God’s” (lā 	ukm 

illā li-llāh). 

 Very little has been written on the monetary role of 

ʿAbd al-Malik’s solidi and drachms because there are 

relatively so few coins and the historical accounts offer 

no specific data on economic developments in these 

years. The surviving solidi weigh about 4.37 grams and 

fall into the same range as those Byzantine solidi cir-

culating in Syria, while the size of the flans was that of 

the earlier gold currency. Therefore, if one traded sol-

idi by number or by weight there was no advantage or 

disadvantage in using ʿAbd al-Malik’s Arab-Byzantine 

gold issues instead of the Byzantine ones. While there 

were visual clues indicating that ʿAbd al-Malik’s sol-

idi were “different” from Byzantine gold coins, there 

was no obvious monetary or economic reason to pre-

fer one over the other. The silver issues from Syria and 

Iraq associated with ʿAbd al-Malik’s reign from a.h. 72 

to 77 fall into the same category. Their size was the same 

as thousands of Arab-Sasanian and Sasanian silver coins 

minted earlier and their range of weights was as wide 

as the earlier silver ones, meaning that they had to be 

exchanged by weight rather than by number. Therefore, 

there were no market-related reasons to switch to ʿAbd 

al-Malik’s drachms or solidi versus using earlier circu-

lating pieces.

In most societies where coinage was common, new 

coin types continued to carry their “new” images, even 

when those elements were no longer meaningful to 

those who used them, because the monetary function 

of currency has a much longer lifespan than the propa-

ganda purposes of the images. In addition, going back 

to the earliest days of the Rashidun, the size, weight, 

and degree of fineness of the gold and silver issues were 

set by market expectations based upon pre-Islamic  

models. Finally, during this era, there is no written 
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record of any opposition to the inclusion of human 

images on the coinage issued. Arguing from the absence 

of evidence is never safe, but for seven decades Mus-

lims used gold and silver coins with images and there 

is every reason to assume that this is what Muslims and 

non-Muslims living under Muslim rule assumed coins 

should look like.

 One important numismatic development that took 

place from a.h. 72 into 77 was the increasing use of Ara-

bic inscriptions. From their first appearance during the 

caliphate of ʿUthman as a tiny marker in one quadrant 

of the obverse of Sasanian-style issues, inscriptions in 

Arabic became a major marker of Muslim coinage dur-

ing the reign of ʿ Abd al-Malik. Long inscriptions in Ara-

bic appeared on both the obverse and reverse of gold 

coins and the reverse of Marwanid silver ones minted 

in Syria and Iraq. However, none of these inscriptions 

was Qurʾanic.

MUSLIMBYZANTINE RELATIONS

Late in a.h. 77, a new style of all-epigraphic coinage 

first appeared. Only gold coins are known for that 

year. Beginning in a.h. 78, new-style silver pieces were 

produced in only a few mints but by a.h. 79 almost 

fifty mints were striking the new-style silver coinage, 

although a few Arab-Sasanian drachms continued to be 

minted in eastern parts of the empire. Upon examining 

the new-style gold and silver coins of a.h. 77 and 78, it 

immediately becomes apparent that both types included 

the same basic information, although the full texts could 

not be inscribed on gold coins because their flans were 

too small. Therefore, the new gold and silver coins of 

a.h. 77 and 78 will be treated below as reflecting a uni-

fied approach.

 Before offering a detailed analysis of the new-style 

coins, which are labeled dinars (gold) and dirhams (sil-

ver) in contrast to the earlier solidi and drachms, a brief 

overview of Muslim-Byzantine relations is necessary.54 

The caliph Muʿawiya, facing serious internal problems, 

agreed to a peace with the Byzantine emperor Constan-

tine IV (r. 668–85) according to which the Muslim ruler 

was obligated to pay a large tribute to Constantinople. 

During the early years of the reign of ʿAbd al-Malik, 

Emperor Justinian II (r. 685–95), supported by his 

 general Leontios, undertook military operations against 

the Marwanids, taking advantage of ʿAbd al-Malik’s 

own struggles against the Zubayrids. ʿAbd al-Malik 

had to sue for peace and agreed to renew the earlier 

agreement with a slightly increased tribute. According 

to most accounts, the Muslims were now expected to 

pay a weekly tribute of 1,000 gold coins, one horse, and 

one slave.

 Sometime around a.h. 72 (692), Justinian II insti-

gated a war against ʿAbd al-Malik, whom he felt to 

be in a weak position. Later in 692 or in 693, Muslim 

troops responded by attacking Byzantium on two fronts, 

North Africa and Anatolia. The Marwanid armies were 

successful at the Battle of Sebastopolis in 693, effec-

tively ending the payment of the Marwanid tribute to 

the By zantines. Justinian II blamed Leontios for the 

By zantine defeat and had him arrested and imprisoned.

 Marwanid armies continued to push against Byzan-

tine positions, particularly in North Africa. Justinian II, 

fearful of losing Carthage in Tunisia, released Leontios 

from prison in 695 and called upon him to lead a new 

army, this time in North Africa, against the Marwanid 

forces. Leontios promptly seized power in Constanti-

nople, arrested Justinian, had his nose cut off as a sign 

that he was no longer qualified to be emperor, and sent 

him into exile in the Crimea. Leontios (r. 695–98) did 

not undertake military campaigns against the Muslims 

and Carthage fell. Parties in Constantinople wanting a 

more aggressive foreign policy reacted by overthrowing 

Leontios and making Tiberius II (r. 698–705) emperor. 

However, he, too, was not interested in carrying out 

mili tary operations against the Marwanids. 

 ʿAbd al-Malik may have hoped to attack the Byzan-

tines early in his caliphate but his military struggles 

against the Zubayrids, the Kharijites, and other groups 

prevented him from committing his best Syrian forces 

to the Anatolian and North African fronts. It may even 

be possible that in a.h. 76 (696), following the defeat of 

the Kharijites Qatari and Salih, ʿAbd al-Malik was in a 

position to make the Byzantine front his highest prior-

ity; indeed, this was a policy that had been inaugurated 

by the first Umayyad caliph, Muʿawiya. Consequently, 

the decision to strike a new-style coinage containing 

anti-Byzantium propaganda may have been planned in 

a.h. 76. The failure of al-Hajjaj to crush the revolt of 

the Kharijite Shabib ibn Yazid that year may then have 
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delayed the actual striking of the new coinage until the 

end of a.h. 77.

 This last observation is important because there is a 

medieval Muslim textual tradition that dates the intro-

duction of the all-epigraphic coinage to the year a.h. 

76.55 Modern historians, particularly those who include 

numismatic data in their studies, have ignored the date 

in the medieval texts because they give greater weight to 

the date on the earliest coins, that is, a.h. 77. The sim-

plest explanation is that both sources are correct and 

that a military problem that went on longer than either 

the caliph or his governor al-Hajjaj anticipated resulted 

in the new-style issues appearing later than originally 

planned, in a.h. 77. It is also probable, but again with-

out supporting textual data, that the actual striking of 

dinars began so late in a.h. 77 (fig. 16) that there was 

no time to strike silver pieces and so the new-style sil-

ver coins did not appear until a.h. 78.

ʿABD ALMALIK’S ALLEPIGRAPHIC COINAGE, 

a.h. 7778 

Virtually everything about the all-epigraphic coins 

was new, except for the use of the Kufic script and one 

marginal inscription. Neither the dinars nor dirhams 

included any of the images associated with the previous 

coinage struck by ʿAbd al-Malik. Other than a series of 

small circles called annulets placed on the outer circles 

of each face of the dirham, there were no geometric or 

design elements that carried meaning.56 The lack of any 

images and the use of low-relief inscriptions preclude a 

definite determination of the obverse and reverse sides 

of this new coinage. For the purposes of this study, the 

side with references to God’s oneness will be defined as 

the obverse (see table 2). 

Most scholars writing on this new all-epigraphic coin-

age refer to the appearance of the Muslim shahāda, but 

as I shall detail below, while major portions of what con-

stituted the Eastern and Jerusalem forms of the “affir-

mation of faith” were engraved on the coinage, their 

arrangement on the dinars and dirhams differed in sig-

nificant ways from any of the previous “affirmations of 

faith,” resulting in the creation of a “Syrian” version. 

 On neither the dirham nor the dinar does the center 

inscription, where the most important messages were 

placed, begin with bism Allāh, as found in the Eastern 

“affirmation of faith,” or the full basmala, as in the lon-

ger Jerusalem version. On the obverse center, the first 

two lines are: lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu (there is no 

god except God, alone), as was found in the  margins 

on almost all the earlier ʿAbd al-Malik gold and silver 

issues, where it followed, on the pre-77 coinage, the 

bism Allāh. But the third line is not Mu	ammad rasūl 

Allāh, as had appeared for six years on Marwanid gold 

and silver coins. Instead, what was inscribed was the 

phrase lā sharīka lahu. These words, which were asso-

ciated with an anti-Trinitarian sentiment last recorded 

by ʿ Abd al-Malik on the Dome of the Rock and on mile-

stones from a.h. 72 (692), as well as on an Egyptian 

tombstone from the same period, were part of the Jeru-

salem “affirmation of faith.” 

 It would have been possible to include in the cen-

ter field the phrase Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh, either by 

squeezing four lines into the center of the obverse or by 

writing the previous phrases in two lines and making 

the last line Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh. However, none 

of this was done. The central and most important mes-

sage on the obverse was therefore that which empha-

sized God’s unity and rejected the concept of the Trinity 

through the inclusion of the phase lā sharīka lahu. But 

unlike the Dome of the Rock, or even milestones and 

tombstones, whose potential readership was limited to 

those who actually visited those sites where that phrase 

appeared, the messages on gold and silver coins were 

available to anyone who handled them and therefore, 

reached a wider audience. In my view, the religious mes-

sage had an implicitly political aspect; that is, it was as 

Fig. 16. The earliest dinar, a.h. 77. With the permission of 

the American Numismatic Society, 1002.1.406. (Photo: cour-

tesy of the American Numismatic Society)
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anti-Byzantine as it was anti-Trinitarian. The need to 

emphasize ʿAbd al-Malik’s legitimacy against Zubay-

rid and Kharijite claims, which had both religious and 

political dimensions and had been the common theme 

on the earlier Marwanid gold and silver coinage, was no 

longer necessary.

The reverse center inscription hammers home the 

same anti-Trinitarian, anti-Byzantine message, but in 

an even more powerful manner. ʿAbd al-Malik’s major 

innovation was to include Qurʾanic verses on coinage 

for the first time. The inscription in the reverse cen-

ter is from Sura 112, al-Ikhlā (Oneness), which had 

also been used in the outer arcade of the Dome of the 

Rock. The sura speaks of God’s unity and specifically 

rejects the concept of the Trinity. The fuller version of 

the sura is found on all-epigraphic dirhams. The dinar 

was not big enough to include all of it; however, any-

one who knew the Qurʾan could complete that part of 

the text not found on the dinar. This was neither the 

only āya that rejects the Christian concept of the Trin-

ity nor the only one that ʿ Abd al-Malik could have used, 

since he employed other Qurʾanic verses in the arcades 

of the Dome of the Rock.57 The advantage of using Sura 

al-Ikhlā is that it is short, clear, and easily memorized. 

In fact, Sura al-Ikhlā is one of the first Qurʾanic chap-

ters that Muslims memorize, so even those with a lim-

ited knowledge of the Qurʾan would have been familiar 

with this verse and could have completed it upon hear-

ing or reading the first part.

 In the arcades of the Dome of the Rock, ʿ Abd al-Malik 

used verses from eleven different suras. This means that 

by a.h. 72 at the latest the caliph assumed that a grow-

ing number of Muslims would know the Qurʾan well 

enough that the appearance of specific verses or par-

tial segments thereof would resonate with these view-

ers. For many, catching a few key words or a phrase in 

the inscription would be enough to fill in the rest of 

the text. ʿAbd al-Malik’s inscriptions in the Dome of 

the Rock were aimed at an elite Muslim audience who 

had memorized the Qurʾan and were confident in their 

knowledge of it. While the inscriptions in the outer and 

inner arcades stress slightly different elements of Islam’s 

understanding of Christianity, particularly the inner 

arcade’s continuous text, in which Jesus is recognized as 

a prophet, there are no conciliatory messages on the all-

epigraphic coinage. The Qurʾanic message in the center 

of the reverse of the coinage was reinforced by another 

Qurʾanic āya that speaks of the Muslims’  triumph over 

Table 2. All-Epigraphic Coinage 

Photo with the permission of Dr. Saber Arab, Director, Egyptian National Library & Archives, reg. no. 79. (Photo: courtesy 

of the Egyptian National Library & Archives)
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the mushrikūn, a term that will be discussed further 

below. Therefore, the use of Sura al-Ikhlā in a.h. 77 

was more anti-Byzantine than when it was used in the 

Dome of the Rock in a.h. 72, due to different political 

and military conditions.

 Turning to either side of the all-epigraphic coin, 

the holder of the coin might experience another shock 

reading the legend in the margin: the inscription was 

not written in a clockwise direction, as had been the 

case for virtually all marginal legends in Arabic since 

a.h. 20 (644), but had to be read counterclockwise. As 

noted above, this is the logical way in which a script 

that is read from right to left and begins at the top of 

a coin should be written, although it had not appeared 

in this fashion on any gold or silver Muslim coin up to 

that time. With the direction of the marginal inscription 

reversed, a potential reader could no longer assume that 

he knew what was inscribed based upon the conventions 

of earlier Muslim coinage. The viewer was forced to read 

it or have it explained to him if he wished to know what 

was inscribed.58 

 The obverse margin on the dinar (fig. 16) and the 

reverse margin on the dirham (table 2) begin with the 

phrase Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh but then include a part 

of the Qurʾan hitherto unknown in inscriptions. It is tra-

ditionally assigned to Sura 9:33 but is found two other 

times in the Qurʾan (48:28 and 61:9). It was therefore 

highly probable that one who knew the Qurʾan would 

be familiar with the verse.59 After the reference to 

Muhammad’s prophethood on both the gold and silver 

coins, it continues: Arsalahu bi-l-hudā wa-dīn al-	aqq 

li-yu�hirahu ʿ alā ’l-dīn kullihi (Who sent him [Muham-

mad] with guidance and the religion of truth so that he 

may proclaim it above all religions). 

The Qurʾanic verse is not complete on the gold issue 

because there was not enough room on the margin. 

Those who knew the Qurʾan would be aware that the 

rest of the verse is wa-law kariha al-mushrikūn (even 

though the mushrikūn may detest it). Therefore, the 

fuller version of the Qurʾanic āya, along with the ref-

erence to Muhammad’s Prophethood, is on the all-epi-

graphic dirham, which has a larger diameter and thus a 

circumference greater than that of the dinar, and reads: 

Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh arsalahu bi-l-hudā wa-dīn 

al-	aqq li-yu�hirahu ʿalā al-dīn kullihi wa-law kariha 

al-mushrikūn (Muhammad is the Prophet of God, Who 

sent him [Muhammad] with guidance and the religion 

of truth so that he may proclaim it above all religions, 

even though the mushrikūn may detest it.
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]). Virtually every modern English version of 

the Qurʾan translates the Arabic term mushrikūn as 

“pagans” or “polytheists,” but in the context of this coin 

and the earlier use on the coinage of the root sh-r-k in 

the phrase lā sharīka lahu, mushrikūn can only refer 

to Christians, whether they were living in Muslim or 

Byzan tine lands.60 Therefore, ʿ Abd al-Malik’s use of Sura 

9:33 (or 48:28 or 61:9, which have the same  wording) 

was not a whim but a deliberate choice meant to re  -

enforce the messages in the center inscription.

 The counterclockwise marginal inscription on the 

reverse of the dinar begins with bism Allāh and gives the 

hijra year in which the coin was struck, while the ver-

sion on the dirham, with its additional space, includes 

in most cases the name of the mint as well as the date. 

This inscription was not new, as it had already appeared 

on the reverse margin of ʿ Abd al-Malik’s pre-epigraphic 

coinage, but it was now written in a counterclockwise 

direction.

 The dinars and dirhams treated above are regarded 

as reflecting a single policy pursued by ʿAbd al-Malik, 

his governor al-Hajjaj, and possibly others, with the ear-

liest all-epigraphic dirhams dated to a.h. 78.61 A care-

ful study of the dirhams for that year demonstrates 

that there were two major variations, whose differences 

depended on which side the marginal legends described 

above were placed.62 Beginning with the dirhams struck 

in a.h. 79 and in all later Umayyad dirhams, the mar-

ginal legends are laid out in the reverse position to that 

found on the dinars.

 There is another implication of having the location 

of the marginal legends on the dirham the reverse of 

those on the dinar, namely, that one can not assume 

that the center and marginal texts are to be read as a sin-

gle message. Both the earlier Jerusalem “affirmation of 

faith” as found in the Dome of the Rock and the East-

ern version, which was used on coinage from a.h. 72 

on, were changed. There is no bism Allāh in the begin-

ning and the phrase Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh is not con-

nected to the rest of the words as a single text. If these 

separate phrases constituted a single “affirmation of 

faith,” it would be read as lā ilāha illā Allāh wa	dahu 
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lā sharīka lahu Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh (There is no god 

except God, Alone, He has no partner, Muhammad is 

the Prophet of God [  


 


  




   


       ]).  

While most scholars refer to this combination of sepa-

rate phrases as constituting the Muslim shahāda, they 

have been labeled for this essay the Syrian “affirma-

tion of faith.” Therefore, it is not clear from the exist-

ing numismatic and architectural data which phrases 

constituted the shahāda in the 70s. 

 ʿAbd al-Malik changed the nature of the messages on 

the new Marwanid coinage in many ways. No longer was 

the caliph the focus in script or figure. He disappeared 

in both title and image. Neither his power as ruler nor 

his role as God’s agent appeared on the new coinage. In 

addition, the inscriptions in which Jesus is recognized 

as a prophet, as in the interior arcade of the Dome of 

the Rock, were gone. Even the role of Muhammad as 

Prophet was marginalized; it would not be inscribed in 

the center of Muslim coinage until the Abbasids came to 

power, when it was part of their  ideological position to 

identify themselves as descendants of the family of the 

Prophet, the ahl al-bayt. For ʿ Abd al-Malik, the  Kharijite 

rivals were also no longer the focus of these numismatic 

messages.

 I have argued that new developments on the coinage 

occurred within specific religious, political, and mili-

tary contexts, moving from competition with the Khari-

jites to competition with Byzantium, and were not part 

of a search for a universal Islamic identity. The all-epi-

graphic coins asserted in words the superiority of Islam 

over Christianity, which in political terms meant Byzan-

tium. But in making this point, there was nothing obvi-

ous that happened in a.h. 77 or possibly 78 that would 

hint at the subsequent transformation of this new-style 

coinage into the iconic coinage it would become. In the-

ory, the new all-epigraphic coinage could have gone the 

way of previous coin types from the  Rashidun to the 

Marwanid eras that, issued under specific political con-

ditions, continued to be minted even after their origi-

nal meanings had been forgotten—because that is the 

conservative nature of currency. They would then be 

replaced by new coin types intended to meet new polit-

ical, military, or religious conditions. In the case of the 

new coinage of a.h. 77 and 78, this did not happen and 

the reason why can be found in a study of the metrol-

ogy of the gold coinage.63 

GRESHAM’S LAW AND THE TRIUMPH OF 

THE DINAR

The triumph of the all-epigraphic coinage is an epic turn-

ing point in monetary history, as this new style would 

have a direct impact on the coins issued by Muslim 

rulers for over 1,300 years, during which time the use 

of Arabic script and the absence of human and most 

other images would become characteristic of numis-

matic material from Spain and Morocco to Indonesia. 

The appearance of the script would be identified with 

a religion and designated as Islamic, while virtually all 

other coinages are known by geographic labels such as 

Chinese, English, and so forth. The analysis that follows 

offers a monetary reason for the immediate success of 

the all-epigraphic dinars and then postulates a theory 

as to how the coinage became “Islamic,” whereas the 

previous coinage issued by Muslims was not. The exist-

ing narrative sources do not answer these questions.

 “Bad money drives out good money” is a popular 

saying among monetary historians. This is known as 

Gresham’s Law, although there is no evidence that Sir 

Thomas Gresham (d. 1579) had anything to do with it.64 

However, the actual “law” is more complex. It states that 

“bad” money drives out “good” money only if two con-

ditions are met: first, the “bad” money must be overval-

ued in relation to the “good” money and, second, there 

must be enough “bad” money in circulation to make a 

significant difference in the market.65

 By applying Gresham’s Law to the case of ʿAbd al-

Malik’s new all-epigraphic dinars, we see that this gold 

coinage was both overvalued in relation to the earlier 

gold coinages and appears to have been struck in large 

enough quantities so that it acted like “bad currency,” 

effectively driving the “good” Byzantine and Arab-Byz-

antine solidi from the market. Gresham’s Law did not 

apply in the case of the new silver coinage because the 

all-epigraphic dirhams were not overvalued in relation 

to the earlier Sasanian and Arab-Sasanian drachms. My 

interpretation is based solely on numismatic evidence, 

specifically coin hoards.66

 In using this sort of evidence, the key is in deter-

mining which coins were saved together, because 

it implies that the coins in the hoard were inter -

changeable as far as their use in the market was con-

cerned. In the case of  silver issues, Sasanian drachms, 
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A rab-Sasanian drachms, and all-epigraphic dirhams 

are found together. Differentiating Sasanian drachms 

from Arab-Sasanian drachms can be difficult because 

one has to look carefully for the Arabic in the obverse 

margin. However, separating drachms from dirhams is 

easy, since they are visually so distinct. This means that 

if all three types of silver coins were saved together, then 

they were exchanged as though they were of equal value. 

 A study of the weights of Sasanian and Arab-Sasa-

nian drachms demonstrates that they were never minted 

according to a strict weight standard and always had to 

be traded by weight rather than by number. Existing 

speci mens range from slightly under 3 grams to slightly 

over 4 grams. Muslim historians write that ʿAbd al-

Malik’s new dirhams were to weigh seven-tenths of the 

new dinar weight standard, that is, seven-tenths of the 

Syrian mithqal (a unit of mass) standard of 4.25 grams. 

In theory, this meant that the new dirham was to weigh 

2.975 grams. Most did not, which suggests that it 

made no difference in the market if one used Sasanian 

drachms, Arab-Sasanian drachms, or all-epigraphic dir-

hams when paying in silver, since they were all treated 

as stamped silver bullion with the same degree of fine-

ness. Evidence for this comes from hoards of silver coins 

dated to after a.h. 78, including an Abbasid hoard of sil-

ver coins dated to a.h. 200 (815), that is, over 120 years 

after the introduction of the new-style silver issues, 

which still included a significant number of Sasanian 

and Arab-Sasanian coins.67 

 We should also consider that the monetary zone in 

which the silver coins circulated was enormous, cover-

ing Syria, Iraq, Iran, and parts of Central Asia.68 To have 

expected the markets in all these lands, where the power 

of the ruling elite was limited and the bureaucracy  

 supporting it small, to suddenly and immediately 

change to using only the new all-epigraphic style coins 

would have been unrealistic, although beginning in 

a.h. 79 almost fifty Muslim mints in the east began strik-

ing the new-style dirhams. More importantly, there was 

no monetary advantage in having the old-style drachms 

melted and restruck as new-style dirhams, which would 

have also involved a small fee. Neither the old Sasa-

nian/Arab-Sasanian drachms nor the all-epigraphic 

dirhams were better or worse (“good” versus “bad”) 

than the other in terms of exchange rates.  Therefore, 

Gresham’s Law does not apply to the history of the new 

dirham.

 A study of hoards of early Muslim gold coins reflects 

a different pattern. Both the new-style and older circu-

lating gold coins appear to have been of the same high 

degree of fineness, but Byzantine and Arab-Byzantine 

gold solidi were not mixed in hoards with the new-style 

dinars. If the gold coins were exchanged by weight, then 

it would have made no difference which style coin was 

thrown on the scale. But since the solidi and dinars were 

saved separately and not mixed, this meant that they 

were not treated as struck gold bullion but were traded 

by number.69 Under these conditions, if a lighter gold 

coin was treated as equal in value to a heavier one, then 

the lighter one was overvalued, or “bad,” in relation to 

the heavier one. This is precisely what happened in the 

case of the all-epigraphic dinars.

 When ʿAbd al-Malik ordered the minting of his all-

epigraphic dinars in a.h. 77, he made one other funda-

mental change, which was first analyzed a half century 

ago by Grierson.70 The new dinars were based on a 

weight standard of 4.25 grams. Grierson noted that 

4.25 grams was the equivalent of 20 carats of a Syrian 

weight standard, making it an easily divisible num-

ber. In contrast, circulating Byzantine solidi and Arab-

Byzantine solidi weighed around 4.37 or 4.38 grams, 

based upon an earlier Greek mithqal weight standard of 

4.55 grams. The surviving textual tradition does not 

tell us why ʿAbd al-Malik authorized this change in 

the weight standard for gold coins. One reason could 

be that it fit into the existing weight standards of the 

Bilād al-Shām, the heart of his empire, but it is also 

 possible that his goal had more to do with making his 

gold resources go further. We normally call this act of 

deliberately lowering the weight standard debasing the 

coinage. It allows the ruler to produce more coins from 

the same amount of metal as previously, while claiming 

that the value of the new, lighter coin is equal to that of 

the earlier, heavier issue.

 By paying by number, rather than weight, with his 

new coinage, ʿAbd al-Malik made a profit of between 

three and seven per cent, if calculated against the 

weight of Arab-Byzantine and Byzantine gold coins 

found in Syria (4.38 grams) or the theoretical weight of 

a full Byzantine solidi based on a Byzantine standard 
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(4.55 grams). Once merchants, administrators, and mili-

tary leaders were paid by number in the new, “lighter” 

money, they would want the lighter coins to pay their 

bills, assuming again that they paid by number and not 

by weight. To do so, they had to either use the gold 

dinars circulated by ʿAbd al-Malik or go to the mint, 

have their old gold coins weighed as if they were bul-

lion, and receive in return new-style coins.71 This way, 

they would get more new dinars than the number of 

older solidi they handed in to be weighed. 

The demand by the caliph and then everyone else 

for the new light-weight dinars would have resulted in 

the market being flooded with the all-epigraphic coins. 

This is what I speculate happened, although the only evi-

dence for the number of coins in circulation is that the 

number of different dies used to strike the new all-epi-

graphic dinars increased in comparison with the num-

ber used to mint the older Arab-Byzantine pieces.72 The 

number of dies does not prove that the actual number 

of coins in circulation increased, but in relative terms 

it is highly probable. Therefore, both conditions for 

Gresham’s Law to be operative were in place—one coin 

was overvalued in relation to the other and relatively 

large numbers of the former were circulating. The result 

was the triumph of the new all-epigraphic dinar.

 Again, when ʿAbd al-Malik and his court began 

paying with the new dinars, anyone who held gold—

the merchant, the religious leader, the military com-

mander, and others—would immediately want to use 

the new-style dinars because every time they used the 

old gold solidi and paid by number, they lost money 

in the exchange. Within Muslim lands where gold 

was used, which must have meant Syria and possibly 

Egypt, the new dinars quickly dominated the market 

as they drove out the older solidi. It is also likely that in 

By zantine lands, rulers and merchants demanded that 

payment in gold coins be either by weight or in their 

own style of currency and not by number, since the new 

Muslim dinars weighed less, in addition to looking dif-

ferent. While gold coins had circulated freely in the 

Eastern Mediterranean for centuries, now the Islamic 

and By zantine worlds had separate monetary zones, the 

gold issues of which had totally different iconographies 

and were based upon two distinct weight standards.73

 We will never know if ʿAbd al-Malik and his advis-

ers had any idea of what the impact of issuing dinars at 

a lower weight standard would be, but the rapid success 

of the new all-epigraphic issues quickly transformed the 

gold coinage from being another piece of monetary pro-

paganda into a currency that everyone who used gold 

coins wanted. No edict had to be issued, no caliphal 

statement had to be made, and no religious ruling about 

human or non-human representation on coins had to 

be promulgated. The market alone transformed the 

symbolic role of the coinage. Once market forces were 

at work, the all-epigraphic dinars were successful, but 

how, in the world of ʿAbd al-Malik, could one explain 

the immediate dominance of a light-weight gold coin 

over a heavier, different-style issue that had been circu-

lating in the region for decades, if not centuries? 

 The new all-epigraphic gold coinage was both over-

valued and produced in adequate quantities so that it 

acted as “bad” money and effectively drove the “good” 

Byzantine and Arab-Byzantine solidi from the mar-

ket. ʿAbd al-Malik and those with whom he consulted 

must have believed that the success of the coinage could 

only be understood in religious terms. What made the 

dinars different was that they carried God’s word in 

the form of Qurʾanic verses. There was nothing visual 

that linked them to any older coinage. Therefore, in 

their view, the dinar was successful because this was 

the type of coin Muslims should mint. The old-style 

coins may have served their particular purpose, but they 

never triumph ed over all their competitors because they 

were not “Islamic” enough, although they, too, included 

inscriptions in Arabic and even pious phrases. There-

fore, the success of the all-epigraphic dinars created the 

expectation that all future issues would be like them; 

that is, the coinage of the Islamic world would lack the 

type of imagery found on issues from Byzantine and 

Sasanian lands. 

 Gresham’s Law did not apply to the case of the new 

silver coinage, but the sudden and successful triumph of 

the all-epigraphic gold coins in a.h. 77 and 78 created a 

demand that all subsequent coinage should look like the 

new-style gold coinage. Orders went out with the proper 

dies to mint all Marwanid silver coins as all-epigraphic 

dirhams.74 Within a year or two at most, all-epigraphic 

coinage became the symbol of Islam because only 

the inclusion of God’s words on the new coins could 

explain why they had succeeded where earlier drachms 
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and solidi had not. As a result of the success of the new  

coinage, Muslim rulers, with rare exception, would not, 

or felt they could not, return to the older models. Since 

the exchanges with silver took place by weight and not 

by number, old-style Sasanian and Arab-Sasanian 

drachms had a monetary value equal to their weight 

and could still be used in the market.75 

SHORTTERM RESPONSES

One of the themes of this essay has been the absence 

of negative responses by identifiable individuals to 

numismatic developments, including the appearance 

of human images, up to a.h. 77. While there may have 

been opposition to some of these developments, there 

were no objections serious enough to be recorded by 

later historians.76 ʿAbd al-Malik’s introduction of the 

all-epigraphic coinage did break the earlier pattern and, 

for once, we have specific evidence of some learned 

members of the ulama commenting on this, though we 

cannot determine exactly how soon they acted after the 

introduction of the new dinars and dirhams during ʿ Abd 

al-Malik’s caliphate. In light of the dominant medieval 

and modern tradition that Muslims welcomed the new 

all-epigraphic coinage because it lacked human figures 

and therefore reflected “real” Muslim values, it comes 

as a surprise to learn that the earliest commentators 

were opposed to it.

 ʿAbd al-Malik not only struck a coinage without 

images but for the first time inscribed Qurʾanic verses on 

it. The caliph was using the Muslim sacred text to legit-

imize his message of the triumph of Islam but in a far 

more public way than he had done in the Dome of the 

Rock. Anyone who held the new all-epigraphic coinage 

and wished to know what was inscribed would learn that 

they were holding God’s word as revealed in Arabic to 

the Prophet Muhammad. For some pious-minded Mus-

lims, particularly in Medina, the issue of ritual purity in 

handling the Qurʾan and, by extension, verses from the 

Qurʾan, was an important one.77 Now these same sacred 

texts were inscribed on pieces of metal that could and 

would be held by anyone and carried anywhere, includ-

ing unclean venues such as lavatories.78

 There are variant accounts of the opposition to the 

all-epigraphic coinage in the Arab sources, but the 

following passage by al-Maqrizi (d. a.h. 845 [1441]) 

 captures the tone of the arguments, while also reveal-

ing some of the individuals involved:

Al-Hajjaj struck white dirhams and engraved on them 
“Say: he is God the One.” To this the Qurʾan readers 
said, “May God fight him! What evil has he afflicted 
the people with? [This coin] is now handled by impure 
[persons] and menstruating women!” Before then, the 
legend on the dirhams was engraved in Old Persian. 
Some of the Qurʾan readers abhorred touching the 
[new] dirhams whenever they were in a state of impu-
rity. Accordingly, these [dirhams] came to be known as 
al-makrūhah [the reprobate ones], an expression that 
came to stigmatize and identify them.
 Malik [ibn Anas] (d. 179/795) was asked about 
changing the legend on the dinars and the dirhams, 
because it contained excerpts from the Qurʾan…He 
answered “Though it has reached me that Ibn Sirin 
(d. 110/730) [who was a contemporary of Malik ibn 
Anas and knew him, ed.] abhorred using these (coins) 
in buying and selling, people continued to use them 
and I have not seen anyone who has prohibited them 
here [i.e., Medina].”
 ʿAbd al-Malik was told: “These white dirhams con-
tain excerpts from the Qurʾan and are handled by 
Jews, Christians, impure [persons], and menstruat-
ing women. It will be advisable for you to erase [the 
inscription].” He answered: “Do you wish [other] 
nations to allege against us that we have erased our 
[belief in the unity] of God and the name of our 

Prophet?”79

The Marwanids recognized that the protests from some 

members of the ulama were more than a complaint 

about the inclusion of Qurʾanic verses on the coin-

age—they were a direct challenge to caliphal authority. 

Giving in on this issue would have laid the ground for 

the ulama to challenge all legislative acts by any caliph. 

The call by Ibn Sirin and others to remove the Qurʾanic 

verses was thus rejected for more fundamental reasons 

than that recorded by al-Maqrizi. Memory of that early 

opposition can also be found in the work of al-Mawardi 

(d. a.h. 450 [1058]), who, in his section on tribute and 

land tax, included the following comment on the new 

all-epigraphic coinage: 

Those dirhams were nicknamed “the hateful,” but there 

is disagreement on the reason for calling them so. Some 

say that the jurists hated them for bearing words from 

the Qurʾān while they could be carried by the ritually 

impure. Others claim that foreigners hated their reduced 

weight.80 
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the Dome of the Rock saw this inscription, in contrast to 

the almost invisible, earlier inscriptions in the outer and 

inner arcades of the interior of the Dome of the Rock.

 Evidence for how the inscriptional data associated 

with the all-epigraphic issues was used can be found in 

the earliest, fully bilingual protocol on Arabic papyri, 

which dates from the reign of al-Walid. It, too, con-

tains Sura 9:33 and Sura 112, as well as the same pious 

phrases.82 In both of these cases, the totality of the 

inscriptions demonstrates how what was originally a 

piece of propaganda related to a specific historical sit-

uation became a marker for the Marwanid caliphs and 

then a general symbol of Islam. The success of the all-

epigraphic coinage in Syria quickly transformed the 

messages inscribed, which were the product of a par-

ticular historical setting, into generalized statements of 

caliphal and Muslim belief and authority.83

LONGTERM IMPACT

Coinages successful in the market tend to be conser-

vative in terms of avoiding radical changes, and the 

triumph of the dinar meant that future coins struck 

by Muslim rulers would draw upon ʿAbd al-Malik’s 

model.84 The Syrian mithqal, the weight standard first 

used by ʿAbd al-Malik for the dinar, became canonical 

for all Muslims and the use of Arabic script on coinage 

struck by Muslim rulers became the norm. Many of the 

phrases found on the coins of a.h. 77 and 78 were also 

carried forward, even though, for those who used those 

coins, the Qurʾanic verses had become formulaic. For 

example, the Abbasids continued to inscribe on their 

coins everything found on ʿ Abd al-Malik’s coinage, with 

the exception of Sura al-Ikhlā, which was replaced by 

the phrase Mu	ammad rasūl Allāh in order to empha-

size their biological tie to the Prophet.

 In another example of the conservative nature of 

most coinage and the impact of ʿAbd al-Malik’s use of 

specific Qurʾanic verses, we see that references to Sura 

9:33 continued to appear on dinars and dirhams for 

centuries. The Bahri and early Circassian Mamluks 

placed the full āya on the reverse of their large-flan 

dinars. Later, when Mamluk dinars were struck on a 

smaller flan, reference to the same verse persisted but 

was now limited to the word arsalahu (He sent him), 

Ironically, al-Mawardi’s explanation is valid on both 

accounts, as some members of the ulama rejected the 

new coinage because it included God’s word, while 

merchants who had relied on gold coins based upon a 

Byzantine standard would have been angry because they 

were being paid by number in the lighter-weight dinars, 

thereby losing significant sums of income. Memory of 

the rejection of the all-epigraphic coinage also appears 

in the work of Imam al-Nawawi (d. a.h. 671 [1272]): 

in a section of his Etiquette with the Qurʾān (al-Tibyān 

fī ādāb 	amalat al-Qurʾān) entitled “Touching Books 

Containing the Qurʾan,” he writes:

The sound opinion is that it is permissible for someone 

in the state of minor or major ritual impurity or men-

struation to touch or carry the following since they are 

not considered to be a mu	af: (1) a book of fiqh or some 

other field of knowledge that contains verses from the 

Quran; (2) a garment embroidered with Quran; (3) a 

gold or silver coin; (4) luggage whose contents include 

a mu	af; and (5) a wall, pastry or bread engraved with 

it. There is also an opinion that this is unlawful.81

As indicated above, no narratives attributed to the 

period before a.h. 77 (697) mention any opposition to 

gold and silver Muslim coinage that included human 

representation. On the other hand, there is evidence 

that the Marwanids saw the appearance of the Qurʾanic 

verses on the all-epigraphic dinars and dirhams as a 

marker of their identity as Muslim rulers and as tes-

taments to their belief. At a date unknown but prob-

ably during the reign of either ʿAbd al-Malik or his 

son al-Walid (r. a.h. 86–96 [705–15]), large copper 

plates with inscriptions in Kufic were installed above 

the doors of the Dome of the Rock. The ones on the 

northern and eastern doors were still in situ when van 

Berchem recorded their texts at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. From examining the inscriptions, 

it is apparent that the bottom sections of both plaques 

were cut where the date and name of the patron would 

have been found and replaced by a new inscription in 

a later Abbasid script. The inscription on the northern 

door is important for this study because it contains all 

the pious phrases and Qurʾanic verses (Sura 9:33 and 

Sura 112) found on the all-epigraphic coinage from 

a.h. 77. By placing the plaque on the northern door, the 

Marwanid caliph wanted to ensure that all who entered 
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caliphate, that is, from a.h. 72 into 77, which I label the 

Eastern “affirmation of faith.” With the all-epigraphic 

coinage of a.h. 77 and 78, it is even possible to recon-

struct a third version, which lacks the opening bism 

Allāh and is labeled the Syrian “affirmation of faith.” 

All of these titles were created to demonstrate that 

different “affirmations of faith” circulated in Muslim 

lands in the late first/seventh century. Ultimately, other 

sources, such as monumental inscriptions, historical 

and religious texts, and other coinage, including copper 

pieces, will be needed to reconstruct when the version 

of the shahāda familiar to us today came to be widely 

accepted.

 Context is key to interpreting each of the new coin 

types issued during ʿAbd al-Malik’s caliphate. It is 

important to understand why certain images or texts 

first appeared with each new coin type. These new ele-

ments were incorporated in order to transmit specific 

messages. The first issues of a.h. 72, in gold and sil-

ver from Syria, demonstrate ʿAbd al-Malik’s right as 

caliph to strike coins, while their images and inscrip-

tions owe almost everything to previously circulating 

Arab-Sasanian drachms and Byzantine solidi. The suc-

ceeding innovations on the solidi and drachms reflect 

responses to Kharijite challenges. The images on the 

coins illustrate the caliph, or possibly his brother, as 

the legitimate leader of the Muslim community, with 

the ability to exert military force. The ever-increasing 

use of Arabic text was again a response to specific his-

torical challenges, and the new phrases emphasized the 

role of ʿ Abd al-Malik as the religious and political leader 

whom God favored. Finally, in facing the challenge of 

Byzantium, ʿAbd al-Malik turned to Qurʾanic verses to 

emphasize the eventual triumph of Islam and the Mus-

lim rejection of the Christian concept of the Trinity. 

In the confrontation with Byzantium, text rather than 

imagery was the most effective way of distinguishing 

the two cultures and religious communities.

 One of ʿAbd al-Malik’s greatest innovations was his 

use of Qurʾanic verses, first in the Dome of the Rock 

and later on his coinage. The creative use of specific 

verses, sometimes slightly different from those found 

in the modern Egyptian Qurʾan edition, reflected the 

key decision makers’ thorough knowledge of the Holy 

Book, particularly those sections that would be appro-

priate for these very specific contexts. In addition, the 

which appeared on the top of the obverse (see the dinar 

in fig. 17). During the reign of the last effective Mam-

luk sultan, al-Qansuh al-Ghawri (r. a.h. 906–22 [1501–

17]), someone examining his currency had to know in 

advance that the wavy line at the top was salahu from 

arsalahu and should be read after Mu	ammad rasūl 

Allāh in the third line. Here are Muslim dinars minted 

over eight hundred years after ʿ Abd al-Malik’s reign that 

are directly linked to his all-epigraphic coinage.85

CONCLUSIONS

Coinage is one among many important sources avail-

able to scholars for reconstructing the past. For the first 

century of Islamic history, the information that can be 

derived from numismatics is particularly valuable, since 

coins are one of the only sources that can be identified 

by time and place. Still, the conservative nature of coins 

must always be kept in mind. We must recognize the 

necessity of identifying when a new coin type was first 

issued, as images and inscriptions were often carried 

forward even when they no longer retained the mean-

ing they had when they were first incorporated into the 

coinage. In studying the variant forms of what has been 

labeled by scholars as the shahāda, there is evidence 

for one version that circulated in Egypt and Syria in 

the early 70s a.h., which I have labeled the Jerusalem 

“affirmation of faith.” A second variant, based upon 

numismatic developments in the East, was placed upon 

the Syrian coins minted for six years of ʿAbd al-Malik’s 

Fig. 17. Dinar of Qansuh al-Ghawri, Cairo, no date, with 

[ar]salahu on top of obverse (left). With the permission 
of Dr. Saber Arab, Director, Egyptian National Library & 
Archives, reg. no. 2466. (Photo: courtesy of the Egyptian 
National Library & Archives)
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was that this was proper Muslim coinage and all future 

Muslim coinage should look like it.

Department of History
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NOTES

Author’s note: Valuable comments were made upon earlier drafts 
of this paper by Sherif Anwar, Michael Bates, Irene Bierman-
McKinney, Chase Robinson, Stuart Sears, and an anonymous 
reviewer. My own work on this topic was significantly advanced 
in 2007, when I held a Robinson Fellowship in the Department of 
Coins and Medals of the British Museum, and I wish to thank Joe 
Cribb, Vesta Curtis, and the other department members for their 
support and encouragement. As I was completing this article 
for publication, Luke Treadwell and Stefan Heidemann each 
graciously shared with me their forthcoming articles: see Luke 
Treadwell, “ʿAbd al-Malik’s Coinage Reforms: The Role of the 
Damascus Mint,” Revue Numismatique 165 (2009): 357–82, and 
Stefan Heidemann, “The Development of the Representation 
of the Early Islamic Empire and Its Religion on Coin Imagery,” 
in The Qurʾān in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations 
into the Qurʾānic Milieu, ed. Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai, 
and Michael Marx, Texts and Studies on the Qurʾān 6 (Leiden, 
2010), 149–95. Both of these works are important contributions 
and have valuable bibliographies in addition to their extensive 
footnotes.

1. The reader should be aware that, given the importance of 
mint years in this article, dates will be provided according 
to the hijra calendar followed, at first mention, by the com-
mon era equivalent in parentheses. The starting point for 
any research on early Islamic coinage is now Stephen Album 
and Tony Goodwin, The Pre-Reform Coinage of the Early 
Islamic Period, vol. 1 of the Sylloge of Islamic Coins in the 
Ashmolean Museum (Oxford: Ashmolean Museum, 2002). 
A fuller bibliography related to Greater Syria, particularly 
copper issues, can be found in Clive Foss, Arab-Byzantine 
Coins: An Introduction, with a Catalogue of the Dumbar-
ton Oaks Collection, Dumbarton Oaks Byzantine Collec-
tion Publications 12 (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection, 2008). References to the 
extensive scholarship published between 2002 and 2007 
can be found in Lutz Ilisch, “Islamic Numismatics (North 
Africa to Central Asia),” in A Survey of Numismatic Research 
2002–2007, ed. Michel Amandry and Donal Bateson, Inter-
national Association of Professional Numismatists Special 
Publication 15 (Glasgow: International Numismatic Com-
mission, 2009), 480–82, 493–94. For background to many 
of the current debates, the pioneering work of Walker and 
Bates should not be neglected: John Walker, A Catalogue of 
the Arab-Byzantine and Post-Reform Umaiyad Coins (Lon-
don: British Museum, 1956); John Walker, A Catalogue of 

appearance of these verses on the coinage implies that 

there were Muslims who knew the Qurʾan well enough 

both to recognize and understand the significance of 

using God’s word in this new context. Far more than 

inscribing political titles or pious phrases on coin-

age, the incorporation of Qurʾanic verses reflected the 

growing centrality of the Qurʾan as a source of author-

ity and for a Muslim’s sense of identity. The appear-

ance of Qurʾanic verses on the all-epigraphic coinage 

was opposed by some members of the ulama, particu-

larly one Muhammad ibn Sirin and his supporters in 

Medina, because “unclean” people were handling God’s 

word. Their opposition may have focused on this spe-

cific issue, but underlying it was their resistance to the 

power of the caliph to determine Islamic practice, which 

they saw as a form of Marwanid absolutism. Therefore, 

contrary to the story created later, the only datable and 

attributable opposition to early Islamic coinage was 

not against those issues that included human images, 

but against the all-epigraphic gold and silver coinage, 

because these dinars and dirhams were inscribed with 

Qurʾanic verses.

 Finally, the creation of the all-epigraphic coinage, 

which was probably planned in a.h. 76, and then exe-

cuted in gold in a.h. 77 and in silver in a.h. 78, reflected 

ʿAbd al-Malik’s imperial goal of confronting Rome, that 

is, the Byzantine Empire. Had the Marwanid dinars 

been based on the same weight standard as that of the 

earlier currencies, they may have eventually won wide 

acceptance or, possibly, the more conservative ulama 

could have forced the removal of the Qurʾanic verses, 

even if the coinage continued to be epigraphic. But 

ʿAbd al-Malik debased his new gold coinage by issu-

ing it on a new, lighter-weight standard and, in rela-

tive terms, flooded the market with dinars by paying by 

number and not by weight. This self-serving act had an 

unexpected result. The market immediately demanded 

that all transactions with gold coins be done with the 

new, lighter, all-epigraphic dinars, as anyone using the 

circulating Byzantine and Arab-Byzantine gold coins 

lost money. But how could one explain the immediate 

and total domination of the market by a coinage that 

included no images, as had every Muslim coin for the 

previous eight decades, and, for the first time, included 

verses from the Holy Book itself? The easiest answer 
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9. An example of the use of copper coinage for reconstructing 
history is Harry Bone, “The Administration of Umayyad 
Syria: The Evidence of the Copper Coins” (PhD diss., 
Prince ton University, 2000). For an illuminating study of 
copper in former Sasanian lands in this period, see Luke 
Treadwell, “The Copper Coinage of Umayyad Iran,” Numis-
matic Chronicle 168 (2008): 331–81, as well as the earlier 
Rika Gyselen, Arab-Sasanian Copper Coinage (Vienna: 
Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
2000).

10. This is also true of Heidemann, “Representation of the Early 
Islamic Empire and Its Religion on Coin Imagery,” and 
Treadwell, “ʿAbd al-Malik’s Coinage Reforms.” 

11. A standard reference for Byzantine issues for this period 
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