              Islamic coin found in Evora, Portugal

By Trinidad Rico (with a contribution by Fernando Branco)

Numismatics has contributed many times to a better understanding of poorly studied periods of history. In our case, by looking at this coin and placing it in historical and archaeological contexts, and looking into the monetary circulation, it can help us recreate the story of the site of Monte de Igreja and the reuse of its megalithic monument. 

Brief Historical Context

The part of the Iberian Peninsula under muslim rule was called al-Andalus (West of Andalus), and corresponded roughly to Roman and Visigothic Lusitania. The Muslims ruled this territory from 711 A.D. to 1492 A.D., when the kingdom of Granada was destroyed. 

It was during the 11th century that the Cordoba caliphate collapsed and it’s central authority was split into several smaller kingdoms called Taifas. The most important of these kingdoms were the Taifa of Sevilla (Ishbiliya) and the Taifa of Badajoz (Batalyaws). These two Taifas were rivals, and fought regularly over the city of Beja. 

The Taifa of Badajoz was the first to rebell against the caliph on 1023, and under the rule of Abu ‘Amr ‘Abbad ben Muhammad, also known as al-Mu’tadhid, it became the largest kingdom of all, and one of the last to fall. Évora was within its territory at the time and for most of the 11th century, and for several centuries after that it was lost and gained back by the Moslems on several ocasions (see Fig 1). With the Christian advance, local leader Geraldo Geraldes took Évora among other cities in 1165. But a Moslem invasion in 1184 made the Christians retreat back to the old borderline. In 1189 another Portuguese attack backed by crusaders tried to push the border further south, but the Almohads Caliph al-Mansur forced them to retreat past the Tagus, with the sole exception of Évora, which stood alone in the middle of a Moslem territory. The end of the Taifas came finally in the 12th Century when internal problems between Christians and Moslems weakened their kingdoms.                              
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Fig 1. Territorial situation of the Taifas by the end of the 11th century
. Beja had been lost to the Taifa of Sevilla by then, but Évora remains in the territory of Badajoz.

As for the monetary history of the area, we know that the city of Mertola had its own mint during the 2nd Taifa period, for several gold coins have been found (Mazerolle et Serrure, 1897). Other mints were found in this area from Silves and Beja later in the XIIth century (Marinho 1985, in Catarino 1995-1997), and even Évora, and of couse Badajoz. Professor Branco said that is is not impossible that the coin was brought from Sevilla or via Beja by merchants.

Monetary history can help us understand why we find a coin from the Taifa of Seville in a site within the territory of the Taifa of Badajoz, especially considering the constant rivalry between these two kingdoms. Coins will tend to remain within the orbit of the market where they were used. We do find, however, more isolated finds of coins whose distances between mints of origin and places of loss are greater. The earliest Islamic coins minted in Iberia were those from Seville. A map of distribution of finds from all periods of Arabic influence in the area show that Arabic coins were distributed far more widely than the regions where they were minted (Metcalf, 1986). For the distribution of earlier Visigothic coins from the same area, documentary evidence has been used to trace trading routes along the course of the rivers. Other explanations for the destribution in this period are warfare and expansion. In our case, Evora was not in the territory of Seville,  but we might not have any records of Sevillan military forces getting that close to Évora that they reached Monte de Igreja.  

Description of the coin

Muslim coinage is one of the most uniform systems, a result from the fact that almost the whole of it is epigraphic and employs the arabic script. Dirhems from al-Andaluz have a double inscription. The main inscription is found in the field of the coin and the other marginally along the rim of the coin. The main central inscription in the obverse consists of the affirmation of the divine unity, written in three lines, while the inscription in the reverse mentions, also on three lines, exceptionally in four, the titles of the reigning soberan at the time of its minting. These inscriptions are very consistent over time, at first limited to the Muslim profession of faith, having as its basic elements “There is no God but God, who has no associate”, “Muhammad is the messenger of God”, and “God is one, God is eternal; he begetteth not, nor is begotten” , together with the date (in Hejra), and, on the dirhems, the name of the mint. Later coins have an expanded inscription, less impersonal, with the name, patronymic, and title of the ruler and sometimes further religious formulas, more especially under some Shi’ah rulers who made a heretic addition, “Ali is the friend of God”, to the profession of faith (Grierson, 1975).

Dirham (fragment )
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Obverse, in the field

1 - Al-Hajib 

(the chamberlain) – the representant of the Caliph

2 - La lla ila 

(there is no God but)

3 - Allah wahada 
(God, the only one)

4 - La sharik laha 
(He has no associate – no one like him) 

Around this inscription there is a circular linear border that consists of two concentric lines, possibly three. There is no marginal inscription visible.

Reverse, in the field

1 – al-Mu'taDid 
(I - the special name of the King)

2 – al-Imam Hisham (the spiritual guide Hisham - in whose name I rule this country)

3 – amir al-Muminin (chief of the believers – in God)

4 – al-Mu’ayid bi-llah (the protector of God)

5 -  ?? bi-llah ?? 
(by God)
(Transcription and translation by Fernando Branco)

Around this inscription there is a circularlinear border, possibly consisting of two lines, but hardly visible. No marginal inscription is visible.

The coin is a dirhem from the Abbadid of Seville al-Mu’tadhid billah ‘Abbad, who ruled from 434 to 461 H (1042-1068 AD). A similar coin is no. 892 in Vives y Escudero (1893).

The series of coins from the Taifa of Sevilla is almost complete, especially in the gold coins series. According to Prieto and Vives, mints from this Taifa were done in Seville, Cordoba and Murcia, but those of Seville name Andalus in the years 461 H to 464 H while those of the other cities name Andalus as from 461 H.

This dirham is not complete. By looking at the edges is gives the impression of having been square to start with, unless its sides have been deliberately worn off and it gives the impression of being square now. Many dinars from the Taifa of Sevilla don’t show marginal inscription, and it could be that they didn’t have one to start with because the die was bigger than the size of the coin, which means that the coin could have been minted with less metal than usual rather than minted the normal size and then fragmented. We were unable to take a look at the coin under a microscope to see whether it was clipped with scissors or cut by hand. We know from many other examples that coins were clipped and the fractions were used as fractions of the current monetary unit, to pay the exact values of transactions. When the dinar or dirham started to be issued west of the Iberic peninsula at variable weights or standards not complying with the official ones, the species were accepted by weight and this resulted in the reduction to fragments (Marinho 1984). This is particularly evident in coins from the Caliphate of Cordoba. As for coins from the Abbadid of Sevilla, gold coins were frequently broken or clipped. For these dinars, very few ones have remnants of the circular legend visible, the stamps of these fractions is generally limited to the inscription of the central field. There is a reason why dirhams were fragmented to pay for transactions that were less than the unit, instead of using the less valuable copper fulus, and that was because merchants probably preferred to be paid in silver than in copper (Eustache, from Marinho 1984). Later in the Christian kingdoms of this area, Moslim coins, which were still in circulation, had acquisitive values well above those involved in everyday transactions so were reduced to fragments as a necessity of the market.

Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to bring the coin back with us, so we can’t determine the metal it is made from, but according to Dr Illisch, Director of the Research Institute for Islamic Numismatics at the Department of Oriental Studies, Universirty of Tübingen, it is billon, which is what we expected seeing that “the late dirhams of the taifas following the caliphate were struck from very poor billon or even from pure copper” (Marinho 1984). We don’t find any dirhams with more than 300 parts in a thousand of fine silver, which may mean there was a lack of silver, or that all the silver from the region
 was being exported to the far east. 

The fragment hasn’t been weighed, but we know the weight of dirhams was variable, with a maximum of 3,8 grams. It’s current measurements are, looking at the images,  c. 14 mm at it’s widest point and c. 12 mm at its longest point. 

Archaeological Context

This dirham was found in the second trench we opened at the site of Monte de Igreja near Évora. This trench was roughly east-west orientated, and was meant to explain the relationship between the megalith and a large rectangular structure around it. The chamber of the megalith wasn’t excavated, neither did we open any further trenches near the megalith this season. The rectangular structure seen on aerial photography and topographic survey turned out to be an earthwork, but no wall was found in our trench. The coin was found very close to the surface, no more than 10 cm deep
. It was also relatively close to the megalith, around 160 cm
. There were no other nearby finds at this stage. Further on in the excavation, some small pieces of pottery, believed to be Roman, were found.

According to Marinho, finds of islamic coins in portuguese territory are scarce considering the five centuries of occupation by the Moslems in this area 
. These findings range from isolated pieces of different groups of coins to small series of hoards. But all the numismatic experts we have consulted agree in that this is a very common type of coin in the area. 

We still have to explain what the coin is doing there in the first place, for there could be may stories.When we started excavations at the site of Monte de Igreja, the aim of the project was to look into the reuses of a monument, in this case, a megalith. I can think of several ways in which this monument was reused as far as the Arabic coin is concerned. 

First of all, we don’t know whether there are more coins around it. We could be missing out on a bigger hoard. Maybe someone thought the megalith was a good hiding place and buried them there, as they did in the cave of Lapa do Fumo, where four different hoards were found that included coins and fragments (Marinho 1984). This would have its advantages in that it’s an easy place to come back too, and it’s not too far from Évora.  

Another option is, maybe someone threw a coin next to the megalith for luck. We do that nowadays, in fountains and even as we close a trench in some archaeological sites!

Finally, it could just be an accident, but it is still exciting to think that some time in the 11th century or shortly after, someone came to visit the megalith and dropped a fragment of a dirhem. Maybe the Roman structures were visible then, or even used for something?  Or maybe it wasn’t, but the megalith could have been seen as a mysterious and somehow spiritual monument like some people do nowadays, and it attracted people over the centuries...
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� Adapted from Prieto y Vives, 1926.


� The region of Alentejo in Portugal, which is where the city of Evora is, is known to have copper and silver mines


� For the more on the location and photographs of the trench, see report on Trench White, especially Day 1-2nd April 2001, for the site of Monte de Igreja.


� The exact coordenates are : [X= 8.98; Y= –11.77; Z= –0.31]


� For the whole list of coins found and their contexts, see Marinho The Islamic Coins in the Portuguese Territory in Marques, 1984.





