Palms in the desert. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

OME collectors, e.g. me, like to collect
coins that look rather miserable and
come from some remote time and place,
but are important historically and quite
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Figure 1 – A fals with a duck on the reverse. In the
centre of the obverse is the Arabic word, lillah,
which means, “for Allah”. (Author’s collection)

fascinating when looked at more carefully. The small bronze coins that were
minted from about 700 AD in the cities
of the Middle East that were conquered
by Muslim armies are just such coins.
They are called ‘fulus’, which is the plural
of ‘fals’, which is derived from the word
‘follis’, which was a coin introduced by
the Roman emperor, Diocletian (284-305
AD). The word ‘follis’ originally meant a
leather pouch or purse.
There is a whole series of these coins
and what makes them interesting are
the images of animals, plants and other
objects that occasionally appear on them.
As the coins are usually in rather poor
condition the images are not noticed

unless an effort is made to see them.
What at first looks like a smudge in the
centre of a coin covered with Arabic words
turns out to be a duck (Figure 1) or
an elephant (Figure 2) or some other
surprise.
Islam (an Arabic word meaning ‘submission’) is the religion founded by
Muhammad in Arabia in the 7th century
AD. Followers of Islam are called Muslims (meaning ‘those who submit’).
Muslims believe that God (Allah) dictated the Koran (Qur’an) to Muhammad.
In the 7th century Muslim armies conquered the Sasanian Empire (what today
is Iraq and Iran) and the eastern part
of the Byzantine Empire (what today

Figure 2 – A fals with an elephant on the obverse.
The mint name at the bottom of the reverse is Hims (Homs in Syria). (Author’s collection)

includes Syria, Israel and Egypt). At first
the coins minted in the conquered cities
looked like the coins that had previously
circulated but with small changes that
indicated that they were issued by the
Muslim authorities. Because these coins
looked like the earlier ones and were
worth much the same the Muslims avoided any disruption in the economies of
the conquered territories. A Sasanian
drachm issued during the reign of Khusru
II (591-628 AD) looks like one issued

after the Muslim conquest except that
on the Muslim coin the Arabic phrase
‘bismillah’ occurs in the margin of the
obverse at 4 o’clock. It means ‘in the name
of Allah’. (Figures 3 and 4) Similarly a
Byzantine follis issued during the reign
of Constans II (641-668 AD) looks like
one issued after the Muslim conquest
except that the Muslim one has Arabic
writing on it. (Figures 5 and 6)
When Abd al-Malik became the ruler or
caliph (successor) of the Muslim Empire

Figure 3 – Silver drachm of the Sasanian emperor, Khusru II (591-628 AD). On the reverse attendants stand beside a fire altar. The words are in Pahlavi (Middle Persian). On the obverse the letters
in the margin at 4 o’clock are APD (excellent). (Gerhard Hirsch Nachfolger, Auction 275, Lot 4205)

in 685 AD he wanted the coinage to be
distinctly Islamic. Because the Muslims
believed that their religion followed on
from the Jewish religion they forbade
the use of images, as did the Jews, and
Abd al-Malik allowed only Arabic words
to appear on the coins. Therefore on the
first fals issued as part of his reform of
the coinage only the Arabic words la
ilah illa Allah wahdahu (There is no
god except Allah alone) appear on the
obverse and Muhammad rasul Allah
(Muhammad is the messenger of Allah)
appear on the reverse. (Figure 7) These
words form the basic statement of
Muslim belief which is known as the
Shahada. To become a Muslim one needs
to recite these words.
At first there was no mint name or
date on the post-reform fulus, but
after some years mint names began to
appear. Also, surprisingly, some cities
put images in the centre of the obverse
or reverse of their coins, which were
intended for local circulation only. What
these images meant is unknown, but it
is reasonable to assume that they had
symbolic significance for the people who
used them. Alternatively, the images
were symbols relating to the Muslim
governors of the conquered cities, but it
seems unlikely that they would defy the
caliph in this way. In later times Muslim
governors simply put their names in
Arabic on the coins.
In considering the various images on
the coins it should be borne in mind that

Figure 4 – Arab-Sasanian coin of the Khusru II type minted in Persia.
(Pegasi Numismatics, Auction XXV, Lot 271)

Figure 5 – Follis of Constans II minted at Constantinople. In the exergue on the reverse εɪɪ means
the coin was made in the 5th factory in the 2nd year of his reign (642 AD). Sear, Byzantine Coins,
1000. (Author’s collection)

Figure 6 – Arab-Byzantine fals of the Constans II
type. Although Constans is on the obverse and a
large M on the reverse the legends are in Arabic.
(Numismatik Naumann, Auction 37, Lot 792)

in these cities the Muslim governor would
have allowed the existing bureaucracy
to continue running the city. Initially
these people would have been Christians
and Jews, and it was only with the
passage of time that they converted to
Islam because of the advantages that
being Muslim would bring. Therefore it
is possible that the images on the coins
were meant to convey a Christian or
Jewish message of some sort.
On some fulus the images suggest a
Jewish message. On a fals minted in the
city of Amman in Jordan there is a lily.
(Figure 8) We know the mint was Amman
because some of these fulus actually

have the name of the mint on them. In
Byzantine times the city was known as
Philadelphia. Today the population of
Amman is predominantly Muslim but
before it was taken by the Muslims a
proportion of the population would have
been Jewish, and the lily had been a symbol of Israel at least since the 2nd century
BC. It appears on a small bronze coin (a
prutah) issued by the Seleucid emperor,
Antiochus VII, in 132 BC, and on this coin
it is considered to refer to Jerusalem.
(Figure 9) The Jewish high priest at the
time was John Hyrcanus I and there is
a lily on one of the coins that he issued
in his own right. In reference to the high

priest’s coin, David Hendin (author of
Guide to Biblical Coins) wrote, “The
selection of the lily seems to be based on
its ornamental use in the Jerusalem
Temple. The lily, along with two hundred

Figure 7 – The common plain fals. On this example there is a tiny star in the centre of the obverse
and scholars have attributed the coin to Aleppo. (Vcoins.com: London Ancient Coins)
Figure 10 – A fals with a pomegranate on the
reverse. The Arabic words on the obverse and
reverse are the Shahada. (Author’s collection)

Figure 8 – A fals with a lily on the reverse. The Arabic words on the obverse and reverse are the
Shahada. There is no mint name on this coin. Album 160. (Author’s collection)

Figure 9 – Prutah of the Seleucid king Antiochus VII and the Jewish high-priest John Hyrcanus I.
The anchor was a Seleucid symbol and the lily represented Jerusalem. Hendin 1131. (Gemini,
LLC, Auction VI, Lot 272)

Figure 11 – 500 prutah coin of modern Israel
minted in 1949. There are 3 pomegranates on
the obverse. (Author’s collection)

pomegranates, graced the capitals of
the two main pillars, Yachin and Boaz,
at the entrance. Lilies also graced other
ornamental and ritual objects, and many
objects of everyday life. The lily was a
symbol of Jerusalem itself . . .”
A pomegranate appears on a fals that
has no mint name on it. (Figure 10) Like
the lily the pomegranate had been a
symbol of Israel since Seleucid times,
and it appears on coins of John Hyrcanus
I and frequently on the coins of subsequent Jewish rulers. It even appears on
modern Israeli coins. (Figure 11) It was
a symbol of fertility, and gold pomegran-

ates were on the robes of the high priest.
It is hard to imagine that the pomegranate on the fals had nothing to do with
the Jews.
The palm tree and palm branch were
also symbols of Israel and they appear on
ancient Jewish coins. (Figures 12 and 13)
They also appear on fulus. The trees or
branches on these fulus can have 5 or 7
branches. (Figures 14 and 15) It has been
suggested that the former represent the
5 pillars of Islam (i.e. Shahada, worship,
alms-giving, fasting and pilgrimage to
Mecca) while the latter represents the
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Figure 12 – Bronze coin of Herod Antipas minted in 39/40 AD. Hendin 1215 (full denomination).
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Figure 13 – Bronze coin of Herod Antipas minted in 39/40 AD.
Hendin 1216 (half denomination). (Numismatica Ars Classica, Auction 59, Lot 1334)
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Figure 14 – A fals with a tree (or branch) with 5 branches on the obverse and a crescent on the
reverse. The Arabic words are the Shahada. The crescent is unlikely to have become a Muslim
symbol at this early stage. (Author’s collection)
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great golden candelabra (menorah) that
stood in the Temple in Jerusalem and
had seven branches. (Figure 16) But it
is unlikely that there was a reference
to the 5 pillars of Islam because such
doctrinal consolidation would not have
occurred at this early stage. Perhaps a
change from 7 to 5 was made to make it
less Jewish.
Some rare fulus have an image that
looks like a candelabra with 5 or 7
branches. Some scholars say that it is
not the menorah but the dome of a
mosque. They say it depends on which
way you look at it. (Figure 17) But it
cannot be a mosque because the Arabic
legend on the coin begins at 5 o’clock
and is read anti-clockwise, which makes
the mosque upside-down. Some say it is

the Omer cup (a bowl used in the Temple
ritual), which appears on coins of the
First Jewish Revolt, but on those coins
the cup is not ribbed. Because these fulus
have been found in the vicinity of Jerusalem they have been attributed to that
city. The Arabs called the city, Illiya,
after its Roman name, Aelia Capitolina.
The menorah does occur on a rare coin of
the Jewish ruler, Mattatayah Antigonas,
struck in Jerusalem in about 38 BC.
(Figure 18) Dan Barag, an Israeli numismatist, commenting on the Islamic fulus
wrote, “It is of course undeniable that
by choosing the candlestick, the mint
authorities adopted the ancient Jewish
menorah, albeit changing it slightly
(e.g. the flat base). There is no way of
determining how this influence was

effected and whether Jewish die-makers
or mint-masters were involved in the
production of these coins. . .” Probably
because the Jews and the Muslims had
a common enemy in the Byzantine
Christians the new rulers of Jerusalem
were tolerant to the Jews and allowed
this expression of Jewish religious symbolism.
A rare fals has a fish. (Figure 19) There
is no mint name, but because a number
of these coins were found near the Israeli
town of Beth Shean they were probably
minted there. (Figure 20) It is 25 kilometres south of the Sea of Galilee, and
before the Muslim invasion it was known
as Scythopolis. Its ancient name was
Beth Shean or Beth Shan, and the Muslims revived this name calling the town
Baysan. Scythopolis was a Christian
centre and the seat of a bishop. There
were several churches there, and one (no
longer in existence) was built on the top
of the mound according to the plan of the
original Church of the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem. Nearby a sixth-century
monastery with beautiful mosaic floors
has been excavated. The fish had been
a symbol of Christianity almost from its
beginning. At the end of John’s gospel
the resurrected Jesus gives his disciples
fish to eat (Jn 21:13). Also, the Greek
word for fish, ICHTHYS, was an acronym
for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour.”

Figure 15 – A fals with a tree with 7 branches on the obverse
and a crescent on the reverse. (Vcoins.com: Zurqieh)

Figure 16 – A panel on the arch of Titus in Rome. It shows the triumphal parade on his return to
Rome after the sack of Jerusalem in 70 AD. Soldiers are carrying the menorah. (Source: Wikimedia Commons. Photo by A. Hunter Wright)

Figure 17 – A fals with an image that looks like
the menorah with five branches on the obverse.
Its 3-pronged base should be compared with the
base of the actual menorah shown in Figure 16.
The obverse legend means, “There is no god
but Allah alone.” (Pecunem Auction 43, Lot 788)

As such the fish was a useful secret sign
for Christians to use in times of persecution. As there would not have been a
fishing industry at Baysan the fish on
these coins was probably a Christian
message.
A fals without a mint name has a bird
on it. (Figure 21) Although the dove was

a popular Christian symbol, representing
the Holy Spirit, the bird on these fulus
has a down-turned beak indicating that
it must be an eagle or a hawk. In the
Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament
for Christians) eagles are mentioned
many times, but in the New Testament
they are mentioned only a few times.

Therefore if it is not a Muslim symbol,
it probably has a Jewish message. In the
book of Isaiah there is a beautiful passage: Those who hope in the Lord will
renew their strength. They will soar on
wings like eagles; they will run and not
grow weary, they will walk and not be
faint. (Isaiah 40:31) Perhaps this was the
message that the Jews wanted to convey.
Jews had been persecuted during the
Roman and Byzantine periods, and Isaiah’s words would have encouraged them.
Other images, e.g. scorpion, lion,
horse, appear on the fulus. Stephen
Album lists all the early Islamic fulus
in his book, A Checklist of Islamic Coins.
They come from a time of great change
in the Middle East, and what the images really mean may never be known.
They remain fascinating stimuli to the
imagination.

Figure 18 – Prutah of Mattatayah Antigonas with the showbread table on the obverse and the
menorah on the reverse. Hendin 1168. (Gemini, LLC, Auction XI, Lot 294)

Figure 19 – A fals with a fish on the obverse.
The Arabic words on the obverse and reverse are the Shahada. (Vcoins.com: Zurqieh)

Figure 21 – A fals with an eagle on the obverse. The Arabic words on the obverse and
reverse are the Sahada. (Author’s collection)
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Figure 20 – View of the ruins of Scythopolis (Beth-Shean).
(Source: Wikimedia Commons. Photo by Zachary Ka-Tsun Wong)

See order form on page XX

