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A Note on Arab-Byzantine Coins of the
Jaza Hadha Type

Davib Woobs
University College Cork

d.woods@ucc.ie

Abstract
Attention is drawn to the unnoticed occurrence of the Greek term KAAON on the reverse of some
seventh-century Arab-Byzantine coins of the jaza hadha type. The implications of the same
for the dating and attribution of the two main subtypes within the larger jaza hadha group are
explored.

The Arab-Byzantine coinage struck in greater Syria during the seventh century is
conventionally divided into three main phases (Goodwin and Gyselen 2015:12-28).
It starts with the Pseudo-Byzantine coins struck from the 640s to the early 670s,
so-called because they imitate Byzantine folles, often very crudely, but do not
depict any meaningful new legends. Then come Umayyad Imperial Image coins
struck from the 670s to the early 690s, which still imitate Byzantine models very
closely, but also introduce meaningful new legends in Greek and Arabic, often
a mint name or some statement of quality. The coinage concludes with Standing
Caliph coins struck from the late 680s to the late 690s, clearly identifiable by their
new Islamic imagery and legends. The purpose of this article is to draw attention
to the presence of an overlooked Greek legend on the reverse of some members
of a group of coins belonging to the Umayyad Imperial Image phase of coinage
where this serves both to support the attribution of this group to the so-called
Pseudo-Damascus mint and to assist the relative dating of the different types
within this group.

While most coins of the Imperial Image phase depict meaningful mintmarks,
and most mints struck consistent combinations of a limited range of obverse and
reverse types, stylistic analysis and the examination of die links reveals the operation
of mints that did not place meaningful mintmarks upon their coinage, but simply
imitated the types of other mints, including their actual mintmarks, although they
sometimes omitted mintmarks altogether. The largest of these anonymous mints
has come to be known as Pseudo-Damascus because it mostly imitated the Imperial
Image types struck in Damascus. Goodwin has suggested that this may have been
a mobile mint operated by a tribal leader, possibly of the Kalb tribe, either in the
northern part of modern Jordan or near the Sea of Galilee in modern Israel, but
this is highly speculative (Goodwin and Gyselen 2015:156—-157).

INR 14 (2019): 153-159 153
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Fig 1.

a. Fals with reverse legend jaza hadha dimashq wafiyah (3.93 g, 21 mm; CNG E-Auction 306,
July 10, 2013, Lot 472); Goodwin, Pseudo-Damascus dies 0133, R253DW;

b. Fals with reverse legend dimashq wafiyah and Greek sequence AON (3.43 g, 20 mm; Roma
Numismatics, E-Sale 52, January 10, 2019, Lot 1161)

Goodwin has also argued that most of the coins bearing the distinctive reverse legend

jaza hadhd dimashq wafiyah (‘this [fals] current [in] Damascus, full [weight]’), or
the shorter form of this, were struck at the so-called Pseudo-Damascus mint, with the
possible exception of a group that was not die-linked to any other Pseudo-Damascus
coins (Goodwin and Gyselen 2015:151-153). The larger group of coins of this type
firmly attributable to Pseudo-Damascus displays two main types of reverse, and
the smaller group that cannot be die-linked to Pseudo-Damascus displays a similar
division. One reverse type depicts a legend entirely in Arabic, which reads jaza
hadha dimashg wafiyah and occupies the space on both sides of the denomination
M and in the exergue below it (Fig. 1a). The other reverse type depicts a legend
in Arabic in the exergue below and to the right of the denomination M, reading
dimashq wafiyah (‘[in] Damascus, full [weight]’), but also depicts what appears to
be a group of three Greek or Latin letters to the left of the denomination M (Fig. 1b).
In the case of the smaller group of coins that cannot be linked to Pseudo-Damascus,
Goodwin reads these letters as AOIl (Goodwin and Gyselen 2015:152), but it is
clear from his own illustrations and the specimen depicted here that one of the
three dies depicts an N rather than Il. It is not a well-formed N, since the diagonal
hugs the left vertical for most of its length before finally swerving across to the
right vertical, but it remains a recognizable letter N nonetheless.! Furthermore, as
the specimen illustrated here reveals, the first letter is actually A rather than A.2
Hence the letters should be read as AON rather than AOII.

1 Asillustrated in Goodwin’s Fig. 19, his die RI depicts N rather than Il, but this element
on his die RII remains unclear, while his die RIX does read Il rather than N. The coin
depicted as Fig. 1b here was struck with his dies OI, RI.

2 This element seems to read A on his dies RII and RIX, but is unclear on his die RI. One
should note, however, that of the dies of the jaza hadha type that he firmly attributes
to the Pseudo-Damascus mint, R159, 160, and 215 display an A, while none display
an A. See Goodwin and Gyselen 2015:82.
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Fig. 2. Fals of Damascus (4.13 g, 18 mm; CNG E-Auction 298, March 13, 2013, Lot 430)

At first glance, this new reading may not seem important because neither AON nor
AOII seems to make any sense by itself. Here one notes that one of the most common
reverse types struck by both the Damascus and the Pseudo-Damascus mints depicts
the letters ANO to the left of the denomination M and what is usually interpreted
as a slightly corrupted reading of the Roman numeral X411l (17) to its right (Fig.
2). The sequence ANO clearly abbreviates the Latin legend ANNO (‘in the year”),
the traditional legend to the left of the denomination M on most Byzantine folles.

The key point here is that the legend under discussion, whether one reads it
as AON or AOII, bears a striking resemblance to the sequence ANO. Hence it is
tempting to dismiss this legend, whatever its precise reading, as a corrupt imitation
of the sequence ANO as commonly depicted on so many coins from the Damascus
and Pseudo-Damascus mints. Before doing so, however, one needs to pay due
attention to two other noteworthy features of the reverse type bearing this legend.

The first of these other noteworthy features is that this reverse type depicts
the letter or numeral A directly beneath the central dip of the denomination M
where the workshop number had customarily appeared on Byzantine folles. This
is noteworthy because so many varieties of Arab-Byzantine coins did not preserve
a proper Greek letter or numeral there by this time. For example, most of the Arab-
Byzantine reverses depicting the letters ANO to the left of the denomination M and
the apparent Roman numeral X4l (17) to its right, as already mentioned, depict
either a crescent or a crescent above a horizontal line where the workshop number
should appear (Fig. 2). Furthermore, the other reverse type within the group of
coins under discussion here, the one with the solely Arabic legend, depicts a star
there instead (as Fig. 1a).

The second of these other noteworthy features is that the central dip of the
denomination M does not conclude in a simple horizontal line as had traditionally
been the case on normal Byzantine folles. Instead, it concludes in a short horizontal
line from which two further short lines descend at an angle to one another, so that it
looks like the letter K lying on its front (as in Fig. 1b). This is all the more noteworthy
because most Arab-Byzantine reverses follow their ultimate Byzantine models in
depicting the dip of the denomination M concluding in a simple horizontal line.
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Fig. 3.

a. Fals of Emesa with KAAON split to either side of imperial figure on obverse (4.19 g, 21 mm;
CNG, E-Auction 333, August 20, 2014, Lot 421);

b. Fals of Emesa with KAAON to upper 1. of obverse bust (5.04 g, 22 mm; Roma Numismatics,
E-Live Auction 4, November 29, 2018, Lot 1057)

The importance of these last two features is that they suggest the presence of
the letters K and A on this reverse type in addition to the letters AON, and this is
significant because together these letters spell the Greek adjective KAAON (‘fine’).
It is not surprising in itself to find this adjective used in this way because the same
adjective occurs on the coins of the Arab-Byzantine mints at Emesa and Antaradus,
although those mints always depicted it on the obverse of their coins.? There seem
to have been two mints at Emesa striking very different types. One mint struck a
type depicting a standing emperor on the obverse and a capital M on the reverse
(Fig. 3a), while the other struck a type with an imperial bust on the obverse and
a cursive 1M on the reverse (Fig. 3b), but both included the exact same form of
the adjective as under discussion here — KAAON — on the obverse.* The mint at
Antaradus struck three variants of the same basic type pairing an imperial bust on
the obverse with a reverse depicting a denomination M as the central element of
a monogram spelling its name, and while two of these variants do use the same
form of the adjective in association with the bust as do the mints at Emesa, the
third uses a slightly different form, spelling it KAAWN instead.’

All the types depicting the adjective KAAON or KAAWN struck by the mints at
Emesa and Antaradus are bilingual, that is, they include legends in both Greek and
Arabic, and it is worth considering the relationship between the Greek and Arabic
legends on these coins to see how the type under discussion fits within this wider

3 Goodwin (SICA 1:88) refers to a puzzling standing emperor type from Tiberias with
reverse depicting a cursive N “with a blundered legend, which seems to incorporate
the word KAAON”. See Walker 1956:46-47. While the legend remains difficult to
read, there is no good reason to believe that it was intended to include this term.

4 On the standing emperor type from Emesa, see Oddy 2007. On the attribution of the
two different types to two different mints operating successively at Emesa, see SICA
1:85.

5 See Schulze 2013. No significance ought to be attached to the spelling of this term as
KAAWN rather than KAAON. It seems simply to be a mistake based on the similarity
of sound between (J and O.
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pattern of usage. All of the coins struck at Emesa with KAAON on the obverse
also include the Arabic term tayyib (‘fine’) in the exergue on the reverse, and it is
clear that one term was intended in translation of the other. This is also true of the
three variants of the type struck at Antaradus, which always depict both KAAON
and tayyib. One variant even displays the term tayyib twice, once on the obverse
with KAAON and once in the exergue on the reverse, while the other two variants
display it once only in the exergue on the reverse. The importance attached to the
marking of coins as ‘fine’, whatever the language employed, is further indicated
by the fact that fully half of the Imperial Image coins struck at Gerasa were also
countermarked with the Arabic fayyib, 45 out of 89 recorded specimens (Oddy
2017:71-72). The relevance of all this is that none of the coins in the small group
under discussion display the term fayyib, so KAAON does not serve simply to
translate this term in this case. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the other type
displaying a purely Arabic legend does not include the term fayyib either. Hence
the behavior of those responsible for striking the group of coins under discussion
was very different to that of their equivalents at the mints of Emesa and Antaradus
as far as their use of the legend KAAON was concerned.

Fig. 4. Fals of Pseudo—Damascus with [TAEON on obverse (3.73 g, 20 mm; Wilkes and Curtis,
Auction 2, September 15, 2014, Lot 47). Goodwin dies O83H, R132DW

While one cannot dismiss the legend AON as a simple corruption of the sequence
ANO as commonly depicted on so many coins from the Damascus and Pseudo-
Damascus mints for the reasons just noted, this does not mean that the ANO
reverse type did not play a role in the development of the new reverse type. On
the contrary, the rather clumsy division of the adjective KAAON between the space
to the left of the denomination M and the space beneath the dip of the M suggests
that the originator of the new type wished to retain the basic composition of the
ANO reverse type even while amending these letters to form part of the adjective
KAAON instead.

This innovative transformation of a corrupt sequence of letters into a meaningful
new Greek term while still retaining the same basic composition seems to occur
on one other occasion only. A unique variant of the obverse type with ‘hunting
figure’, so called because the emperor holds a bird on his arm in the manner of a
falconer, depicts the Greek legend MAEON (‘full’) surrounding the figure (Fig.
4), and seems to represent an adaptation of a very common obverse type of the
Damascus and Pseudo-Damascus mints depicting a standing emperor accompanied
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by the meaningless legend A€O (Woods 2017:109—-112). Alternatively, one could
perhaps read this legend as A€EOT if the object below the bird to the left of the
figure is really a letter rather than a stand (as in Figs. 1b, 2). Whatever the case, this
last was the obverse type normally paired with the ANO reverse type just noted.
This imaginative transformation of the meaningless A€OT into the meaningful
MAEON so closely parallels the transformation of the meaningless ANO into the
meaningful KAAON, both Greek adjectives in the same case and number used to
declare the quality of the coinage, that it seems highly likely that the same mind or
policy was responsible for both transformations. Indeed, this idea is reinforced by
the fact that the single die with the [TA€EON obverse occurs with only two reverse
dies, both depicting the legend jaza hadha dimashq wafiyah around a capital M,
so confirming that the obverse type was struck contemporaneously with the coins
marked jaza hadha dimashq wafiyah.

Finally, one may now return to the question of whether or not the Pseudo-
Damascus mint struck the group of coins marked jaza hdadha dimashq wafiyah that
Goodwin was reluctant to attribute to that mint because they were not die-linked to
any other coins that were clearly attributable to it. The fact that the sole reverse die
recorded by Goodwin that properly preserves the final N of KAAON belongs to this
problematic group suggests that the person, or persons, who initially transformed
the meaningless ANO into the meaningful KAAON worked at the mint responsible
for the group. However, if, as seems probable, the same person, or policy, was
also responsible for the ‘hunting figure’ obverse with the legend [MTAEON, and this
obverse type is attributable to Pseudo-Damascus, then the reverse type must also
be attributable to there, and the aforementioned persons worked not at some other
anonymous mint, but at the so-called Pseudo-Damascus mint.

As for the relative dating of what one should properly distinguish as the bilingual
coins with the reverse legends KAAON and dimashq wafiyah and the monolingual
coins with the reverse legend jaza hadha dimashq wafiyah, the former ought to
be dated earlier than the latter for two reasons. First, there is the general principle
observable elsewhere that Arab-Byzantine mints struck bilingual coins in Greek
and Arabic before they struck coins in Arabic alone.® Second, many of the reverse
dies with the legend jaza hadha dimashq wdafiyah depict the Greek letter K hidden
in the denomination M (see Figs. 1a, 4). This is quite meaningless by itself, and
must be understood as a fossilized element carried forward without realization of
its significance, when all the other traces of non-Arabic script were removed from
the original model. Hence the reverse type with the full legend KAAON upon which

6 This can sometimes also be confirmed by declining weight standard, the general
assumption being that standards normally declined over time between one reform
or phase of coinage and the next. For example, the final Imperial Image phase coins
of Scythopolis with legends in Arabic alone weighed much less than their bilingual
predecessors. In general, see Oddy 2015.
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the hidden K still served a purpose must have been struck first before these coins.
Furthermore, those reverse dies with the legend jaza hadha dimashg wafiyah that
do not depict a hidden K represent a further stage in the evolution of this type away
from its original model, and so probably date last of all.
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