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Preface

The Promised Land flowing with milk and honey got favoured by several blessings: 
in Late Antiquity it was flowing with wine and oil which was exported well into the 
far-distant West, even to the end of the oikoumene (the civilized world) that was Brit-
tania; in recent times its archaeologists devoted decades of exemplary field research 
and scholarly decipherment to the evidence left by this period of economic flourish 
and many others in the long history of the country. The present book is the “result 
of many years of research of primarily unpublished coin material from archaeologi-
cal excavations in Israel” that have found in Gabriela Bijovsky not only a patient 
recorder of the thousands coins from the period brought to light since the foundation 
of the Israel Antiquities Authority but also and above all an exceptional interpreter.

The numismatic material that lies at the core of the book amounts to some 45,000 
coins from various sites and context on the territory of present-day Israel, exclud-
ing however Palaestina Tertia, i.e. the area south of the Dead Sea, corresponding to 
the Negev and to South Jordan. Since this was not as densely settled as the northern 
provinces of Palaestinae Prima and Secunda, this omission is not detrimental to 
the study. The author built her own database, using material recorded by the Israel 
Antiquities Authority to which she belongs and for which she has participated in 
multiple interventions. The range of contexts (cult places or pilgrimage sites, cit-
ies, villages, agricultural settlements, baths, cemeteries and son on) is so extensive 
that it provides an exceptionally representative image of coin circulation. No other 
monograph on regional circulation in the Byzantine period can compete with the 
completeness and quality of this one. 

Archaeologists are sometimes blamed for parochialism and too great interest in 
their techniques for material retrieval, description and quantification. This book does 
not fall into this trap; it opens with a clear and usually well informed outline of 
the historical, administrative, demographic and economic conditions of the period. 
Gabriela Bijovsky has chosen to start her study not with the death of Theodosius I 
which some historians – and the nineteenth century numismatist Pierre-Justin Sa-
batier – regarded as the true beginning of the Eastern Roman Empire, but with the 
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death of his son Arcadius in 408. It seems logical to her to end with the death of Her-
aclius in 641 and the completion of the epoch-making Arab conquest of Syria and 
Palestine. Byzantine coins however continued to penetrate the area till the late 660s 
and the currency medium was completed by a mass of transitional copper coins that 
evolved from relatively faithful copies of the imperial bronzes to bilingual and later 
Arabic issues, the so-called “Arab-Byzantine coinage”. The later imperial coin finds, 
from Constantine IV to Justinian II are included here but not commented, while the 
great hoard of 751 seventh century Byzantine solidi from Scythopolis/Bet She’an, 
dep. ca. 685 in the Umayyad period – that Gabriela Bijovsky published brilliantly 
in 2002 – is only used as evidence for the earlier availability of Constantinopolitan 
gold in the province, and its structure. It is true that going into this transition period 
would have stretched too far the limits of the book. The reader must however keep 
this perspective in mind, as another token of the flourishing economy and the rel-
evant coinage of Palestine at that time.

 This high degree of monetisation is one of the main characteristics of the region-
al monetary history considered here and makes the analysis of its evolution all the 
more enlightening for the whole Empire perspective. A large body of comparative 
material from the other provinces is drawn into the narrative, that Gabriela Bijovsky 
examines in three main strata: the fifth, the sixth and the first half of the seventh cen-
tury. Each have their own fingerprint so to speak, and their main respective features 
are nicely epitomised at the end of each of these three parts. The consistent structure 
of the account starts from the coinage itself and the conditions of its issue and goes 
on with the context of its circulation in the region and in the other provinces. It thus 
offers the reader a thread of continuity, that allows also to retrieve information for a 
special reign or region in the absence of a final index. This consistency is a token of 
the author’s all-inclusive approach that has left nothing out of touch, even the most 
desperate and unrewarding topics.

The fifth century coinage belongs in its greatest part to this category: the “miser-
able” small coins (nummi, minimi, sometimes called ‘minimissimi’) of the fifth and 
early sixth century, that are present in hundreds or thousands in so many hoards or 
excavations did not put her off. She offers here a valuable attempt at their identifica-
tion and classification, synthetised in clear tables with a large and often unpublished 
illustration, followed by a reliable list of known hoards (App. 1) and excavations 
(App. 2) included in her database. Beyond its regional historical and archaeological 
value, the book will serve here as a reference guide to all numismatists struggling 
with similar material in other provinces of the former Byzantine empire. Thanks to 
careful hoards’ and excavations’ publications – of which there is here a large, nearly 
exhaustive bibliography –, it is now possible to assign this small change to the vari-
ous main mints or at least group of mints of the fifth and early sixth century, from 
the two capitals, Rome (and Ravenna) and Constantinople to Vandal and Byzantine 
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Africa. But the study does not stop short here; it encompasses also the numerous 
imitations, dates them by their archaeological context and helps in turn to date other 
finds where they occur. Among these imitations, cast coins can be dated from the 
assemblages of various prototypes in the molds used by counterfeiters. Alongside 
these imitations, “foreign coins”, i.e. Sasanian, Axumite (mainly imitations from 
Egypt) and Vandal, that flowed into the Holy Land, document the various routes 
which brought travellers, traders or pilgrims to the country. The inflationary context 
and consequently limited production of official small change of the fifth century 
was no doubt the cause behind these imitations as well as behind the reuse of old 
small coins including several centuries old ones; it also led simply to the issue of 
uncoined, unstamped copper or mainly lead blanks that are attested during the whole 
fifth century.

The poor condition of this miserable material accounts for the fact that an impor-
tant part is usually left aside by scholars as “illegible”; it often amounts to several 
times the number of identifyable specimens. This pattern has led before to complete 
misunderstandings and misreading of the fifth century as a “missing” one, running 
contrary to archaeological and textual evidence of its continuous economic prosper-
ity. Gabriela Bijovsky develops here a much needed and original perspective on the 
fifth century material which takes into consideration all its facets.

 The sixth century begins from the monetary point of view in 498 with the reform 
of copper coinage by Anastasius I, who put an end to the previous devaluation of 
copper issues and introduced in two stages (498 and 512) the heavy follis at 1/18 
pound (c. 18g), a standard that was to dominate part of the period before devaluation 
(decrease in weight and in value  of the copper in terms of the stable gold coinage) 
resumed in the 570s. Copper coin finds in the two Palaestinae have much in com-
mon with the situation in the other Eastern provinces of the Empire: their general 
pattern reflects that of coin production with an increase till 538, a relative decrease 
compounded by the consequences of the first outfit of Justinianic plague in 542, a 
dramatic rise with Justin II’s military driven issues. 

The sixth century, especially with Justinian’s reconquest of Africa and Italy, en-
hanced the integration of the Mediterranean into one and the same economic and 
monetary area. It did however allowed for some peculiarities, that were confined 
to small change since the gold standard remained uniform and stable over time and 
regions. The main contrast opposed Western to Eastern provinces regarding denomi-
national structure and probable different gold:copper ratio. Palestinian specificity 
lies in the particularly strong links with North Africa on the one hand with Carthage 
being the almost exclusive provider of nummi through the reign of Justinian I, and 
with Aegypt on the other hand, with Alexandria providing great quantities of dode-
canummia at least to the southern part of the region. The latter were in such demand 
that they were also numerous cast imitations of them that Gabriela Bijovsky locates 
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in Caesarea, while equally popular pentanummia of Justin I with chi-rho reverse, 
of lighter weight than the originals, were produced around Ashqelon in the 520s-
530s and circulated down to the late sixth century. Both were probably filling the 
need for very small change after nummi ceased to be struck officially and pentanum-
mia progressively diminished. Other peculiarities include the prolonged use of the 
early small module and lightweight folles of Anastasius I that is typical of the whole 
diocese of Oriens (Syria and Palestine) as well as the frequent countermarking of  
folles and half-folles that is limited to this light series (498-512) and was used to 
validate their use as half and quarters of the newly introduced heavier series.

 The coastal nature of the two Palestines accounts for the fact that down to 565, 
Constantinople was the main provider of copper coinage, but therefrom Nicome-
dia, Antioch and Thessalonica progressively gained in importance, and Antioch was 
even dominant in the reign of Maurice. The occurrence of exotic, rare coins such as 
Sasanian coins, a follis from Cherson or a dekanoummion from Catania is considered 
fortuitous; it is however not so fortuitous that they both were found in Jerusalem 
where pilgrims concured from far located places in or beyond the Empire, another 
unique character of the Holy Land.

While the sixth century has been favoured in Oriens by the relatively continuous 
peace following the treaties sworn with the Sasanian king, the seventh century proved 
a much more troubled one. The renewal of the Persian war in 602 led to the occupa-
tion of the region from 610 to 630 and the concealment of apparently many more gold 
hoards that before (11 instead of 7 in the sixth century). But this increase is attained 
only when one includes in the lot the series of hoards concealed in the Umayyad period 
at the time of the introduction of Caliphal epigraphic dinars that put a final end to the 
circulation of the Byzantine nomisma in the Arab domain. The pattern is much clearer 
when all deposits (gold and copper) are considered: despite the fact that the Persian 
invasion left no archaeological record of destruction, it must have caused a feeling of 
great insecurity and led to many concealments, as witnessed by the concentration of 
several of them in the years 610-614 along the routes that could have been followed 
by the Sasanian troups from the coast, through Scythopolis and Samaria to Jerusalem. 
The most extraordinary of these hoards is the one found by Israeli excavators during 
the construction of a parking lot at Giv’ati in Jerusalem, on the eastern slope of the 
Tyropoeon valley. Its 264 solidi, all of the same dies and in impeccable mint state, 
constitute an unknown variant of a Constantinople type, that were probably engraved 
and struck in the City after the first defeat of Nicetas in Antioch and during the Persian 
siege that resulted in its capture in 614. Found in several rolls that were wrapped in 
some textile, they were hidden before they could be distributed to their recipients. This 
emergency and short-lived issue was probably the only one in precious metal that can 
be attributed with certainty to Palestine. The archaeological material does not support 
the other previous attributions of solidi to the mint of Jerusalem.
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On the other hand copper coins were indeed struck in the City at that period: they 
bear the exergue mark IePoco or Ic Xc NI KA and date to 613/4 (Heraclius year 
four); their authenticity is apparently confirmed by their presence in two finds (Je-
rusalem and Mt. Carmel). Increasing shortage of copper currency due to the closure 
of the mint of Antioch and difficult relations with the capital also led, mainly in the 
630s but possibly before, to countermarking the available pre-Heraclian and Hera-
clian currency. Recent studies and the high incidence of such coins in the city exca-
vations prove it must have occurred in Caesarea. The peculiar situation of the Pal-
estinian provinces, increasingly isolated from the capital and relying on a currency 
stock that was more and more worn, also led to another phenomenon, not unknown 
in other regions of the Empire, but probably more widely attested in Palestine – and 
at least much better studied there – that of graffiti incised on gold coins. Gabriela Bi-
jovsky careful study of the Scythopolis/Beth She’an Youth Hostel hoard evidenced 
a high proportion of them (35% of the total); while some of them with Arabic letters 
may have been apposed after 640, other occurrences in different finds show that the 
practice also obtained in the Byzantine period. In the Beth She’an hoard, most graf-
fiti are engraved on worn solidi of Phocas and Heraclius and suggest that it was a 
way of checking the weight of pieces that, after long circulation, had fallen below 
the legal standard.

The above outline does only partial justice to the book’s achievement and riches. 
One of his assets is that the material is presented in such detail but nevertheless great 
clarity, that the reader will be able to build, if necessary, his own interpretation. The 
preface writer is happy to say that she was convinced by most of the author’s conclu-
sions. She can ascertain that this exemplary regional study will be not only received 
as a milestone in our understanding of fifth-seventh century coinage and coinage use 
in Palestine, but in fact, due to its wide perspective and consideration of a large body 
of comparative material from the whole Byzantine empire, as a work of reference on 
the whole period monetary history. 

Cécile Morrisson
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Introduction

State of research and objectives

Coins from the Byzantine period are a common find at archaeological sites in Israel. 
The state of research, nonetheless, shows that the study of Byzantine coinage has not 
received more than superficial attention from numismatic researchers in Israel. The 
reason behind this situation seems rather obvious. Unlike Jewish and Roman Pro-
vincial city-coins, well-known for their individual originality, Byzantine coins ap-
pear rather monotonous since they were struck under the same uniform standards of 
values and types throughout the Empire. Although bronze coinage from the fourth to 
the sixth centuries predominates in the numismatic material found in archaeological 
excavations in Israel, the number of publications of coinage from the fourth century 
onward is low. Moreover, despite the numerous comprehensive studies dealing with 
official imperial Byzantine coinage which have been published, these show little 
interest in local copper coinage issues, which constitute the bulk of the small change 
or petty currency intended for everyday use. I believe it is in small change money 
where the local character of coinage in a certain region expresses itself the best.

To fulfill the constant need for small change money, quantities of small bronze 
coins – minimi – circulated alongside the official issues. These minimi included worn 
and illegible earlier coins which remained in circulation for long periods, poorly 
manufactured local imitative issues, clipped coins and pieces of metal that could 
hardly be classified as coins, and coins from foreign areas. They were all an integral 

To study the circulation of an issue of coin is to explore 
the chronological and geographical limits of its value.

 (Butcher 2000-2001:36)
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part of the monetary currency in circulation during the Byzantine period throughout 
the Empire, including Palestine.

The reign of Emperor Anastasius I (491-518), famous for the monetary reforms 
in bronze currency, is usually regarded as the beginning of the official Byzantine 
coinage. The chronological framework of this study, however, begins in year 408 
– the date of Emperor Arcadius’ death – and in numismatic terms, the beginning of 
the fifth century. The completion of the Arab conquest of Palestine and the death of 
Emperor Heraclius in 641 mark the end of this discussion. Nevertheless, extensive 
numbers of Byzantine coins continued to flow into the area during the reign of Con-
stans II (641-668). The quantity of coins sharply declined during the reigns of Con-
stantine IV (668-685) and Justinian II (681-692), until the use of Byzantine coinage 
was altogether prohibited by the Caliph ‘Abd el-Malik in 696/697.

This discussion encompasses a geographical area including the State of Israel and 
Judea and Samaria. Throughout history, this area was located within the territories 
of the Byzantine provinces Palaestina Prima, Secunda and Tertia. The region under 
study is located on the periphery of the Byzantine Empire, but at the same time is 
also the Holy Land – the ultimate center of Christian pilgrimage from the East as 
well as from the West.

The resulting numismatic assemblage from Palestine is unique. This study will 
strive to present a comprehensive picture of the coinage circulating in Israel du-
ring the Byzantine period with an emphasis on the nature of the daily currency or 
‘small change’. To achieve this purpose, the material is organized chronologically 
and typologically and aims to suggest dates and type attributions for coins that have 
been hitherto neglected in numismatic research. Although the results of this study 
contribute first and foremost to the field of numismatics, archaeologists will also find 
them useful, especially to interpret coin finds from excavations dated to the Byzanti-
ne period. Likewise, this study will provide comprehensive data for scholars dealing 
with economic history and ancient trade.

The description of official coin types is primarily based on the catalogues of 
Byzantine imperial coinage of major collections throughout the world. Since most 
numismatists consider the fifth century as part of the Late Roman period, this coina-
ge is found in separate publications. This material has been conclusively analyzed 
by Kent (RIC 10) and by Grierson and Mays (LRC), who published the Dumbarton 
Oaks and Whittemore collections. Also worthy of mention are the studies by Car-
son and Kent (LRBC 2) and Hahn (1989). The official coinage of the Byzantine 
period (sixth and seventh centuries) has been treated in a number of renowned pu-
blications of public collections and series: the catalogue of the British Museum by 
Wroth (BMC Byz.); the catalogue of the Bibliothèque Nationale by Morrisson (BN 
1); the catalogue of the Dumbarton Oaks by Bellinger and Grierson (DOC 1 and 
DOC 2); the coin catalogue of the Fitzwilliam Museum by Grierson and Blackburn 
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(1986), and a major study of Byzantine coins by Hahn (MIB 1973-1981) which also 
includes the Vandal and Ostrogothic coinage. The first two volumes of this major 
study were updated and translated into English during the last decade (MIBE and 
MIBEC). A survey of the most recent publications of different fields of Byzantine 
coinage has been summarized by Morrisson (2003b). A catalogue of Vandalic and 
Ostrogothic coinage was first compiled by Wroth in 1908 (BMCV); since then, this 
material has been re-studied and new attributions were established thanks to com-
prehensive excavations in Carthage (Reece 1984; Metcalf 1987; Morrisson 1988; 
Visonà 1993; Morrisson 2003a and 2003c). Ostrogothic coins from Italy, although 
less common in Israel than the Vandalic, have also been recovered in excavations. 
A detailed and updated bibliography on the subject was compiled by Arslan (2001b; 
2003a). Finds of Vandalic coins, as well as other foreign coinage groups discovered 
in Israel – Ostrogothic and Aksumite – have been summarized by the author (Bijov-
sky 1998; 2000-2002).

A number of fundamental major works on Byzantine administration, policy, and 
economy have been consulted to study relevant issues concerning the economic 
background of Palestine. Worthy of mention are Avi-Yonah (1958), Jones (LRE), 
Hendy (1985), Haldon (1990), Casey (1996), Harl (1996), Walmsley (1996), Patla-
gean (1998), Haldon (2000), Kingsley (2001), McCormick (2001), Kingsley (2003), 
Walmsley (2007), and most particularly the chapters in Laiou (2002) by Morrisson, 
Morrisson and Cheynet (2002) and Morrisson and Sodini (2002). 

Regional studies on coin distribution and circulation constitute an underdeve-
loped field which has received attention in recent years. An example is Butcher’s 
excellent analysis of the cycle of small change coins “from deposition to circula-
tion”, published in the coin report of the Souks in Beirut (Butcher 2000-2001:31-
41). Noteworthy is a quantitative overview of coin circulation in Israel (Gitler and 
Weisburd 2005) and regional monetary studies of the eastern provinces (Gândilă 
2009b); Egypt (Noeske 2000); Syria (Morrisson 1989b; Vorderstrasse 2005); 
Transjordan (Marot 1998; Sheedy 2001); and Carthage (Morrisson 2003a).

As previously mentioned, studies on Byzantine coinage in Israel are few; most 
of them are numismatic reports from archaeological excavations dealing specifically 
with coins found at a site, such as Ramat HaNadiv (Barkay 2000) or En Gedi (Bijov-
sky 2007). Others are dedicated to the publication of hoards: e.g. Ḥ. Rimmon (Klo-
ner and Mendel 2001), Ḥ. Kab (Syon 2000-2002) and foundation deposits: e.g. ‘En 
Nashut (Ariel 1987; Ariel and Ahipaz 2010) and Capernaum (Arslan 1997; 2011). 

A number of typological studies on coin material from Israel are worthy of men-
tion; Hamburger (1955) was the first coin collector in Israel to point out the function 
of minimi as small change. He compiled a corpus of the Roman and Byzantine mini-
mi found at Caesarea. This study was later expanded by Moorhead (1983) within the 
survey of coins from the Mediterranean littoral. The incidence and significance of 
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Axumite imitations in coin finds from Israel has been discussed by Kindler (1988), 
Hahn (1994-99), and Arslan (1996). Finds of foreign coinage groups in Israel (Van-
dalic, Ostrogothic, and Justinianic nummi from Carthage) were summarized by the 
author (Bijovsky 1998). Studies on Heraclian countermarking based on coin finds 
from Caesarea were published by DeRose Evans (1993-1994) and Lampinen (1999). 
An analysis of fifth-century coin currency in circulation in Israel was undertaken by 
the author (Bijovsky 2000-2002). While all these studies deal with specific themes 
concerning Byzantine coinage from Israel, the present work is the first study that 
attempts to comprehensively analyze monetary circulation in Byzantine Palestine.

 

Methodological remarks

The original aim of this work was to study coin circulation in Palestine from the 
beginning of the fifth century to the end of the seventh century. Very soon it became 
clear that this goal was too ambitious for the framework of a single study. It was 
therefore decided to limit the scope both geographically and chronologically to the 
territories of Palaestina Prima and Secunda until the completion of the Arab con-
quest in 640. As a result, coin evidence from Palaestina Tertia is not included here, 
nor is Byzantine official coinage or the Arab-Byzantine imitations issued during the 
second half of the seventh century, which deserve studies of their own.

This study is based on numismatic material gathered by the author in an ACCESS 
file database, which includes a total of 44,047 coins selected from 28 sites (Map 1 
and Appendix B). These sites were chosen to represent the widest range of settle-
ment types: central cities, towns, villages, coastal and agricultural sites, churches, 
monasteries, synagogues, pilgrimage sites, thermae, etc. Some of the sites were ac-
tive during the whole period covered by this study while others were settled only for 
a short time.

While much of the material referred to in this study has already been published in 
numismatic reports, the database does contain a considerable amount of unpublished 
material registered at the Coin Department of the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA). 
The IAA database includes approximately 400,000 coins as well as other numismatic 
assemblages uncovered by university institutions excavating in Israel. Coins from 
public and private collections were excluded since in most cases they are of uncer-
tain provenance.

The numismatic data include two kinds of sources:

1.	 Isolated coins discovered in systematic archaeological excavations and surveys 
in Israel or stray finds of certain provenance.
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2.	 Coin hoards of known provenance in Israel whether discovered during excava-
tions or as stray finds.1 

This database formed the basis for typological comparisons and for defining pat-
terns of coin distribution. These patterns were then compared with evidence from 
other regions of the Byzantine Empire to establish whether they constitute a local 
phenomenon or present a general mode of monetization.

Map 1. Sites in our database

1	 Hoards: a collection of coins that  was deposited intentionally but was never retrieved by its owner. 
Stray finds: isolated coins or hoards found by chance. Both definitions are taken from Laing 1969:56-62.
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It should be emphasized, however, that this is not a quantitative or a statistical 
study. The majority of the graphs included in the following chapters represent num-
bers of coin finds as registered in our database and do not reflect rates of coin produc-
tion or supply. This topic and the implications of coin circulation on the economy of 
Palestine are worthy of study on their own. It has been suggested that the total coins 
at a certain site, especially those of precious metal, may offer a measure of economic 
activity (Reece 2003:146-147). This is generally true but with some reservations. 
Totals of coins recovered from different sites and sometimes from the same site may 
be biased by many factors, such as the nature of the areas excavated or the quality of 
excavation techniques employed (sifting, metal detectors, soil types, etc.). Morris-
son writes: “Archaeological coin finds are always affected by a degree of partiality 
because of the fortuitous distribution of finds” (Morrisson 2002:953). Moreover, 
most coins discovered at excavations are of low copper value; these are incidental 
finds which are the result of casual loss. On the other hand, gold coins – which were 
intended mainly for the payment of taxes – were rarely lost; they were either with-
drawn from circulation in order to be recycled or they were intentionally hoarded. 
They seldom occur as individual finds at a site. At any rate, it is most likely that the 
few gold coins discovered at sites do not reflect the real volume of gold coins in cir-
culation during the period under study.

Copper coins were indeed discovered in extensive quantities and, therefore, com-
prise the bulk of this study. Isolated gold coin finds are quite rare in Israel; the major-
ity of gold coins were recovered within hoards. The study of copper coinage raises a 
number of methodological issues:

1.	 Determining the dates of issue of copper coins whose chronology is still disputed. 
This is relevant not only for official issues but particularly for local imitations.

2.	 Analyzing the use of coins as a means for dating occupation layers in excava-
tions. A specific date on a coin refers to the date of minting and does not attest 
to its shelf life; therefore, this information is only part of the picture when the 
coin is recovered from a later context. As result, the archaeological context of 
coin finds was, in some cases, re-examined to help determine the dates of coins 
whose chronology is still debatable. The deposition dates of coin hoards were 
likewise reconsidered as a means for dating attribution of copper issues.

3.	 Examining the nature of small change. The need for daily cash was constant, ir-
respective of the political and economic situation. Each period in numismatic his-
tory had its own coinage intended for this purpose (for instance, the Hasmonean 
prutot of Alexander Janneus from the first quarter of the first century BCE used 
until the first century CE). Features of small change are usually similar, namely: 
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tiny badly preserved coins, worn or poorly manufactured, yet remaining in circu-
lation for long periods after their date of issue. Despite their poor condition, these 
coins were definitively part of the currency in circulation. Masses of these uniden-
tifiable coins from excavations are commonly removed from the archaeological 
context and ignored in statistical studies on coin distribution and circulation.

This study is divided into five major parts, each sub-divided into chapters. Part 1 
comprises the historical, geopolitical, and economic background as well as a general 
introduction to Byzantine coinage. Parts 2 to 4 deal with the numismatic material 
presented chronologically by century (fifth, sixth, and first half of the seventh centu-
ries2), describing the official coinage – gold and copper – as reflected from coin finds 
in Israel, its standards, mints and typology, followed by a description of the local 
currency and the particular monetary phenomena related to each period. For each 
century, special emphasis has been given to the study of hoards, their typology, and 
their use as a means for dating, and their historical implications. The main features 
discussed in each chapter are summarized at the end of Parts 2 to 4 in order to attain 
a general overview of the patterns of coin circulation and monetization in Palestine 
during each century. Part 5 presents the general conclusions.

In addition, three appendices are included: Appendix A, containing concise infor-
mation about all coin hoards found in Israel as well as other regions cited throughout 
this study; Appendix B, summarizing basic information on the sites and excavations 
which provided the coins for building our database; and Appendix C, concentrat-
ing all the new/revised dates of issue proposed for uncertain and foreign coin types 
discussed in this study. 
	

A number of technical and terminological remarks should be considered when 
reading this study:

•	 The term Palestine is used as the historical name for the two provinces of Pa-
laestinae Prima and Secunda which are under study. The term Israel is used in 
relation to modern excavations and site finds. Likewise, the same distinctions 
are used for Ascalon/Ashqelon (modern name) and Scythopolis/ Bet She’an 
(modern name).

•	 When text refers to "the author", it means Gabriela Bijovsky.
•	 The database built by the author for the purpose of this study is cited as "our da-

tabase" in order to distinguish it from the IAA database which is often cited here.

2	 Part 2 describes the official coinage by halves of the century while Parts 3 and 4 describe it by 
Emperor.
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•	 There are no plates with coin illustrations. Photographs of selected coins are in-
tegrated into the text, and they appear as figures (Fig.) or as illustrations within 
Tables when many variants of one type are given.

•	 Table contents are usually arranged by sites from south to north, unless other-
wise stated. Coin numbers from the Israel Antiquities Authority are preceded by 
the prefix IAA; those from the Judea and Samaria Staff Officer are preceded by 
the prefix K. 

•	 Hoards registered in our database include all coins present, even if they were 
minted before 408 and after 640. 

•	 Our database also includes Byzantine coins of the Emperors Constans II, Con-
stantine IV, and Justinian II, as well as Arab-Byzantine coins struck after 640 
and until 696/697 in spite of the fact that the second half of the seventh century 
is excluded from the discussion. 



Part I
General Background

The monarchy depends on the army, the army on money; 
money comes from the land-tax; the land-tax comes from agriculture. 

Agriculture depends on justice, justice on the integrity of officials, 
and integrity and reliability on the ever-watchfulness of the King.*

*	 Philosophy of government of the Sasanian king Chosroes I as stated by Brown 1971:166.
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1.1 Historical synopsis1

1.1.1 The Byzantine Empire in the fourth and fifth centuries

The division of the late Roman Empire into West and East has its roots in the po-
litical reforms instituted by the Emperors Diocletian (284‑305) and Constantine I 
(306‑337).2 These reforms included a new division of the provinces, a reorganization 
of administration and bureaucracy, and a separation of civil and military control. 
Furthermore, the army also underwent a series of internal structural changes and the 
taxation system was altered. Constantine I was also responsible for two fundamental 
events: moving the capital from Rome to Constantinople and recognizing Christian-
ity as the official religion (Edict of Milan in 313). 

The fourth century is considered in general as a period of relative stability and 
wealth; the Empire still occupied a huge territory from Britain to North Africa and 
from Spain to Mesopotamia. Theodosius I was the last Emperor of the entire Ro-
man Empire,3 and after his death in 395 the West and East split, a situation which 
lasted until Justinian I recaptured Italy from the Barbarians in 554. Theodosius I’s 
son Arcadius became Emperor in the East with Constantinople as the capital, while 
his other son Honorius received the crown of the West with Ravenna as capital from 
402 onwards. With the death of Theodosius II in the East in 450, the Theodosian line 
continued with his daughter Pulcheria who married Marcian (450‑457). Marcian 
and the emperors who followed him, Leo I (457‑474) and Zeno (476‑491), were 
all experienced soldiers. Marcian’s reign was regarded as a golden age, especially 
in financial matters. He was able to accumulate more than 100,000 pounds of gold 
in the treasury by stopping the tribute payments to the Huns (Adelson and Kustas 
1962:28‑29). Leo I attempted to reconquer Africa from the Vandals in 468, and his 
failed campaign ended with an enormous financial deficit which lasted for almost 
thirty years (LRE:224; Hendy 1985:221). In order to replenish the treasury, his suc-
cessor Zeno concentrated primarily on internal matters and instituted an economic 
policy. His reign was marked by a series of revolts, such as the one led by the usurper 
Basiliscus and his son Marcus in 476.

1	 This historical introduction is intended to provide a background to the numismatic material ana-
lyzed in this study. As such, it is limited to those aspects relevant to this work.
2	 For introductions to their reigns see LRE, chapters II and III. 
3	 An illustrative table of the Roman Emperors from 379 to 491 is presented in LRC:4. For further 
historical information on the House of Theodosius, see LRE chapter VI and chapter VII for the reigns 
from Marcian to Anastasius I. 
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The fate of the Western Empire was marked by a number of incompetent em-
perors starting with Honorius (395‑423) and followed by Valentinian III (425‑455). 
By this time most of the western territory had been lost to the Goths or taken by 
usurpers. None of the successive emperors reigned for long (LRE:238‑244). Rome 
was sacked by the Visigoths in 410; Romulus Augustulus, the last western emperor, 
was deposed in 476. Ultimately the Goths established their own kingdoms under 
formal Byzantine suzerainty: the Ostrogoths in Italy (476), the Vandals in North 
Africa (429, 439), the Visigoths in Spain (456), the Burgundians in the Rhine Valley 
(411‑534), and the Franks in Gaul (480). The fiscal policy of the provinces they oc-
cupied remained basically unchanged, with the exception of measures for the mas-
sive confiscation of lands (LRE:248‑253). These military losses in the West seriously 
weakened the finances of the Empire; revenues from prosperous regions like Africa 
and Spain were lost to the invaders and tax reductions had to be made in many dev-
astated areas. In order to compensate for this situation, special levies were imposed 
on the population by the central administration (LRE:204‑206).

The East and the West suffered from an ever-widening schism. The eastern fron-
tier bordering Persia was in a continuing state of warfare with only occasional peri-
ods of peace. By the last quarter of the fifth century, the eastern Empire had to face 
the menace of war against the Sasanians and invasions of Germanic tribes along the 
Danube frontier. In general, however, the eastern part of the Empire suffered less 
than its western counterpart. While this part of the Empire became the continuation 
of the Roman state, with Greek as the dominant language and orthodoxy as the of-
ficial dogma, the western Empire was now divided into several Germanic kingdoms 
with Latin as the prevailing language and the Arian faith dominating. 

A number of imperial events that took place during the fifth century are directly 
related to Palestine. In 438, Empress Eudocia visited the Holy Land for the first time. 
She spent her last years in Jerusalem until her death in 460. She built the city walls 
and dedicated a number of churches around the city.4 

In 429 Theodosius II established a commission to compile all the imperial legisla-
tion of the Roman Empire from the accession of Constantine I to the early years of the 
fifth century. The Codex Theodosianus (abbrev. CTh.) was finally published in 438 in 
the eastern half of the Empire and a year later by Emperor Valentinian III in the West 
(Pharr 1952; Grierson 1956:247‑261). Part of this legislation was intended to restrict 
the rights of minorities, such as Jews, Gentiles, and Samaritans.5 By 429 a law had 

4	 For detailed information about Eudocia’s involvement in building projects in the Holy Land and 
sums of money spent by the Empress during her stay in Jerusalem, see Avi-Yonah 1958:44 and  
Cameron 1993:68.
5	 Especially Novel 3 of Theodosius II dated to January 1 438, which stipulated among other 
restrictions, the exclusion from army service and public offices. For a full discussion of the new 
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already abolished the Jewish patriarchate (CTh. XVI.8.29). This law also had finan-
cial implications for the imperial treasury since it stipulated that the money donated 
by Diaspora Jews for the patriarchate (aurum coronarium; Hendy 1985:175) should 
be transferred to the state (Avi-Yonah 1984:228; Linder 1983:233‑235, No. 53). New 
restrictions were also imposed on the Samaritan community and, as a consequence 
of the first Samaritan revolt in 484, Zeno prohibited the Samaritan cult on Mount 
Gerizim and ordered the construction of the Church of Mary Theotokos in its place.6

In addition to external menaces, the Byzantine Empire also had to deal with criti-
cal internal ecclesiastical divisions between the Orthodox and the Monophysites 
which erupted during the Council of Chalcedon in 451, convened during the reign 
of Marcian (Cameron 1993:18‑25).7 Religious policy changed from emperor to em-
peror. As a result of these internal discrepancies, Jews in Palestine enjoyed a relative 
period of peace until the accession of Justinian I (Avi-Yonah 1984:236).

 
1.1.2 The Byzantine Empire in the sixth century

During the period from Anastasius I (491‑518) to Justinian I (527‑565), the eastern 
Empire enjoyed stability and prosperity while the West became a “polycentric sys-
tem of barbarian successor kingdoms” (Haldon 1990:150). Except for a period of 
hostilities along the Persian frontier in 502‑503, the reign of Anastasius I remained 
peaceful. This emperor was well acquainted with fiscal matters and left the treasury 
with a large surplus of 320,000 pounds of gold, namely 23,040,000 solidi (Hendy 
1985:171, 224). By the end of the reign of his successor, Justin I (518‑527), war 
broke out again with the Persians. This war lasted briefly until 532 when Justin I’s 
nephew, Emperor Justinian I (527‑565), concluded a peace agreement based on trib-
ute and territorial concessions.8

legislation and its significance for the Jewish population, see Avi-Yonah 1984:213‑220 and Linder 
1983:235‑245.
6	 On the history of the Samaritan Revolts in Palestine, see Avi-Yonah 1956 and Avi-Yonah 
1984:241‑243. For a survey of the archaeological evidence, see Dar 1995. Di Segni sheds new light 
on the Samaritan revolts of 484, 498 and 529 by reinterpreting the literary sources. She suggests that 
the destruction caused by the revolt in the days of Zeno did not affect the population of the coun-
tryside as did the revolt of 529 (Di Segni 1998:58). Furthermore, the events that took place during 
Anastasius I’s reign are considered an aborted local uprising based on religious grounds rather than a 
revolt as told by Procopius (Aed. 5.7; Avi-Yonah 1956:131 and Di Segni 1995:63).
7	 The council condemned the monophysite dogma which prevailed in Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, 
Armenia, Asia Minor, and among the Arab tribes under Byzantine influence.
8	 For further general information about the reign of Justinian I see chapter 3.4.1 and LRE:269‑302.
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Justinian I took advantage of Anastasius’ financial achievements to carry out two 
goals: the restoration of the Empire and the reconquering of the western provinces 
(Haldon 1990:17). Between 533 and 534, his general Belisarius recaptured Carthage 
from the Vandals and invaded Ostrogothic Italy where warfare lasted until the fi-
nal Byzantine victory in 554. However, during the 540s, the Persians regained their 
power on the eastern border after King Chosroes I (531‑579) invaded Syria (Antioch 
was taken in 540) and Armenia. Attempts to negotiate peace agreements between the 
sides took place in 551 and 561. Justinian’s reign was also struck by the outbreak of 
a severe bubonic plague epidemic, which spread from Egypt in 541‑542 and swept 
through the Empire (see below and Stathakopoulos 2004:110‑154, Nos. 102‑118, 
especially Nos. 103 and 105).9 

Possibly as result of imperial legal restrictions, the second and most terrible of 
the Samaritan revolts broke out in Palestine in 529/530 in Neapolis, Scythopolis, and 
Caesarea. A third Samaritan revolt erupted in Caesarea in 556, and this time many 
Jews also participated in the insurgences (Avi-Yonah 1956:132; Dar 1995:158). 

The reign of Justin II (565‑578) was characterized by his “megalomaniac and ir-
responsible foreign policy”, as defined by Jones, based on the principle of refusing 
to pay bribes to the barbarians in order to keep the peace (LRE:304‑306). Conflict 
with the Persians in 571‑572 was therefore inevitable, and war with them extended 
to Armenia, Persia, and Syria, which resulted in grave consequences for the Byzan-
tines. In the field of internal politics, Justin II tried, unsuccessfully, to conciliate the 
monophysites – popular in Syria, Egypt and eastern Anatolia – with the Chalcedo-
nian orthodoxy as represented by the state and the Western and Anatolian provinces 
(Haldon 1990:31‑32). In Palestine, new property restrictions against the Samaritans 
undertaken by the emperor (Novel 144, dated to 572) led to another revolt, this time 
localized in the Mount Carmel region (Avi-Yonah 1956:132 and 1984:254 dating 
the event to 578). Eventually, all Samaritan lands were confiscated and the Samari-
tans were forced to convert to Christianity (Dar 1995:160).

 Despite the scarcity of resources in the imperial treasury, the next Emperor Ti-
berius II (578‑582) spent money freely on the army and also renewed subsidies to 
the Avars and the Persians, an act which bought peace for a few years (Haldon 
1990:36). By the last quarter of the sixth century, however, the Empire was again 
engaged in conflict on several fronts at once; due to Avaro-Slavic invasions, both 
the Balkan and eastern frontiers collapsed and warfare against the Persians was re-
newed. Moreover, the Visigoths strengthened their power in Spain, the Lombards in 
Italy, and the Berbers in North Africa. 

9	 The plague appeared in recurrent waves from 541 to 750: eighteen outbreaks are recorded accord-
ing to Stathakopoulos. About a 20% of the population of Constantinople perished during this plague 
(Stathakopoulos 2004:123 and 140). 
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Emperor Maurice Tiberius (582‑602) faced these disasters with skill. He man-
aged to reorganize part of the Byzantine possessions in Africa and Italy, declaring 
two new administrative provinces or militarized districts, the exarchates of Italy 
(Ravenna) and Africa (Carthage) where all civil and military authority was con-
centrated in the hands of the local imperial officer (LRE:312‑313). In 591 Maurice 
Tiberius reached a favorable agreement with King Chosroes II (591‑628) by which 
the Byzantines recovered Armenia and stopped paying tribute to the Persians. This 
allowed the Emperor to turn westwards and concentrate his efforts on overthrowing 
the Avars beyond the Danube and stopping the threats of the Lombards in Italy. Dur-
ing the second part of his reign, Maurice Tiberius dedicated himself to defending the 
Empire against the Slavs and Avars, who continued their pressure on the Balkans 
and attacked Athens in 582 and Thessalonica in 586 (Laiou 2002:13; Metcalf D.M. 
1984). However, severe cuts made to the regular payments of the army aggravated 
Maurice’s unpopularity among the troops, and caused a series of mutinies in 588 and 
602 that eventually led to his deposition. Phocas (602‑610), a subordinate officer 
serving on the Danube border, was proclaimed his successor.

1.1.3 The Byzantine Empire in the first half of the seventh century

The seventh century was a time of deep transformation for the Byzantine Empire 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean and Balkan territories and was characterized 
by a succession of major upheavals.10 By the end of the reign of Maurice Tiberius, 
no official break in relations had taken place between Byzantium and the numerous 
Frankish states in the West, but no new ties had been established either (Stratos 
II:154). Most of Italy had been lost to the Lombards, but Africa still remained under 
Byzantine control and the power of the Avars at the Danube was contained. In the East 
the Persian threat on the eastern frontier was temporarily restrained. The rich prov-
inces of Asia Minor, Syria-Palestine, and Egypt continued to provide the foodstuffs 
on which the Empire depended. 

The political situation concerning the deposition of Maurice Tiberius and the 
proclamation of Phocas as new emperor gave Chosroes II the opportunity to break 
the peace agreement with the Byzantines in 603. Phocas’ reign, which lasted until 
his overthrow by Heraclius (610‑641), suffered from catastrophic instability in every 
field: internal, economic and military (Haldon 1990:41).11 The first ten years of Her-

10	 See Kaegi 1992:chapter 2 for an analysis of the historical and social background of the first half 
of the seventh century.
11	 See Foss 2003 for a comprehensive analysis of the Persian occupation period (602‑630). For a 
detailed account of Phocas’ external and internal policy, see Stratos I:57‑79.
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aclius’ reign were even worse. The Persians took advantage of this unrest and easily 
reconquered Armenia, Syria, Egypt, and much of Asia Minor. They captured Antioch 
in 610, Damascus in 613 and then invaded Palestine, capturing many towns without 
resistance (Foss 2003).12 The Jewish community in Palestine, similar to the local 
discontented populations in many other places of the Empire, collaborated with the 
Persians against the Byzantines (Avi-Yonah 1984:259; Stratos I:108‑109). Jerusa-
lem fell after a siege in 614 and apparently, according to literary sources, the city was 
completely destroyed. Thousands of Christians were exiled to Persia together with 
the relics of the True Cross. At first, the city remained in Jewish hands, but then Per-
sian policy changed and Christians were allowed to return to Jerusalem, rebuild the 
city, and expel the Jews .13 After occupying Palestine, the Persians conquered Egypt, 
which remained under their control from 616 to 629. The fall of Alexandria in 619 
was catastrophic for the Byzantines since grain supplies to Constantinople intended 
for the annona (see chapter 1.5) ceased, causing famine in the capital. Moreover, 
Alexandria constituted a key port for Asiatic trade to Europe (Stratos I:113‑114 and 
124‑125; Foss 2004:13). 

Eventually, in a series of brilliantly executed campaigns that took place from 622 
to 628, Heraclius ended the Avaro-Slav siege over Constantinople in 626 and brought 
the war back to Persia recovering the territory that has been lost to the Sasanians.14 In 
629 Heraclius arrived in Tiberias, and on March 21 630 the Emperor entered Jerusa-
lem and restored the relics of the True Cross to the Holy Sepulchre (Stratos I:248, 
and 252‑255 and Note XLIII for literary sources).15 The Emperor exempted the local 
population from all taxation and transferred part of the revenues from Syria to the 
Patriarch of Jerusalem in order to restore the city (Stratos I:255).

By the early 630s, the Byzantine Empire restored its eastern territories in full and, 
to a certain extent, stabilized its position in the Balkans. But the state treasury has 
been depleted by these wars and Heraclius was in considerable debt to Sergius, Patri-
arch of Constantinople. In order to raise cash and pay the troops, he borrowed large 
amounts of gold and silver, bronze statues, and other wealth from the Church which 

12	 For a short summary of the events, including extensive references to the literary sources, see Avi-
Yonah 1984:261‑265 and Foss 2004:8 and n6.
13	 Modestus, Patriarch of Jerusalem, raised funds to restore the Holy Sepulcher, Holy Zion, and the 
Church of the Ascension (Foss 2003:163‑164; Foss 2004:12 and n27). After the fall of Jerusalem, 
waves of Christian refugees fled into Egypt. Noteworthy in particular were the activities of Johannes, 
Patriarch of Alexandria, who provided assistance to the refugees and organized donations of money, 
food, and clothes to be sent to Jerusalem (Stratos I:111‑112; Baras 1982:339 n170; Greatrex and 
Lieu 2002:190‑193; Kaegi 2003:80‑81). Furthermore, intensified pilgrimage to the Holy Land and 
material aid arrived from Armenia (Foss 2003:164; Foss 2004:9, 12). 
14	 For a full record of the events, see Stratos II:135‑234.
15	 For the consequences of these events on the Jewish community, see Avi-Yonah 1984:270‑272.
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were melted down. This loan apparently took place in 619‑620 when a new series of 
coins was struck for this purpose (Stratos I:126 and n5 and 259‑261; Hendy 1985: 
231; 495). Heraclius promised to pay back all the monies that the State had borrowed 
from the Church as soon as possible by pressing the population, who had not yet 
fully recovered economically, with more taxation.16 

1.1.4 The rise of the Islam

It seems likely that the weaknesses resulting from long-lasting warfare between the 
two great powers – Byzantium and Persia – facilitated the incursion of Islam.17 The 
territories of the Syrian Desert which encircle the Eastern Empire were gradually set-
tled by Arab tribes such as the Ghassānids, who were employed by the Byzantines 
to guard the frontiers of the Empire. Although most of these Arab tribes converted to 
Christianity, they had much in common with the new Muslim invaders. By the end of 
633-beginning of 634, the Muslims started to invade Persia and the eastern territories 
of the Byzantine Empire, Palestine, and Syria.18 Many villages and unfortified towns 
were pillaged and forced to pay taxes. However, archaeological evidence shows that 
the Muslim conquest did not lead to extensive destruction of cities. It seems that the 
countryside and most towns offered no resistance and surrendered on terms without 
suffering sieges (Schick 1998:75‑76). After years of discrimination and heavy taxa-
tion, the local population had no feelings of solidarity with the Byzantines and looked 
upon the Muslims as their deliverers (Stratos II:128‑129).

The first decisive Muslim success took place in 634 at the battle at Ijnādayn, 
a town located in the vicinity of Bet Guvrin. After this victory the Muslims con-
quered most of the cities in Palestine with almost no opposition: Neapolis, Sebastia, 
Emmaus, Lod, Yavne, Bet Guvrin, Jaffa, and Rafiah (Gil 1992:42‑43). In 635 they 
advanced against the residue of the Byzantine army stationed in the Jordan Valley 
and defeated them in the battle of Fiḥl (Pella). Subsequently, Tiberias, Scythopolis, 
Jerash, Sepphoris, and the Phoenician cities of Akko-Ptolemais, Tyre and Sidon, 

16	 Only a few years earlier (c.618) the same Heraclius abolished the assessment of the annona as 
part of the reductions he took to reestablish the financial situation of the Empire (Stratos I:100‑101; 
Mc Cormick 2001:110).
17	 For different approaches on this topic, see Walmsley 2000:267‑271, especially n4 for further ref-
erences on other historical studies. Stratos, among others, assumes that the main causes for the Arab 
incursions were economic and social, and what started as an extended razzia (raiding for plunder) 
converted gradually into a conquest campaign (Stratos II:43‑44; Gil 1992:14‑16). See also the dis-
cussion on this topic in Donner 1981:96‑101 and 267‑271.
18	 For a detailed narration of the events, see Stratos II:40‑59; Gil 1992:32‑45; Donner 1981:91‑156, 
chapter 3 and Kaegi 1992:chapters 4 and 5.
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all capitulated to the Muslims (Gil 1992:43‑44). Gaza surrendered in 637 (Stratos 
II:78‑79). Damascus was besieged twice in 635 and finally capitulated in Decem-
ber 636-January 637. Other Syrian cities such as Heliopolis, Emesa, Aleppo, Ḥama, 
and Antioch followed the same fate of submission (Stratos II:61‑62; 74‑77). The 
Byzantine defeat at the battle of Yarmuk in 636 (Stratos II:68‑73; Gil 1992:45‑48) 
sealed the fate of Syria, and a defeated Heraclius left Antioch for Constantinople, or-
dering the evacuation of the True Cross and treasuries from Jerusalem to the capital 
(Stratos II:134‑135). By this time all Palestine was under Muslim control with the 
exception of Jerusalem, Ashqelon and Caesarea.

Jerusalem was isolated and fell with no resistance to Caliph ‘Umar in 638 (Stra-
tos II:81‑83; Donner 1981:151‑152; Gil 1992:51‑56). After a long siege Caesarea 
fall into Muslim hands in 640.19 Ashqelon surrendered later after a long resistance, 
bringing the Byzantine rule in Palestine to a complete end (Gil 1992:60). 

During the years 638 and 640 a wave of bubonic plague struck Syria and Pal-
estine. This was the first epidemic plague that impacted the Muslim community. It 
reached the Arab army in Amwas – Emmaus – killing many commanders and caus-
ing them to retreat through the Galilee into the Hauran (Stratos II:83; Stathakopou-
los 2004:349, No. 180). 

 By 642 Syria, Palestine, Armenia, and Egypt (Alexandria had been evacuated) had 
fallen to the Muslims. The last years of Heraclius are obscure and were characterized 
by a struggle for succession which involved his second wife Martina and his sons 
Heraclonas and Constantine (Stratos II:134‑141; 176‑178).20 Eventually, his grandson 
Constans II (641‑668; his real name was Constantine III) became the next emperor at 
the age of eleven. This event marks the chronological conclusion for this study.

1.2	 Administrative structure

1.2.1	 Byzantine administrative divisions

In the new administrative organization of the Roman Empire enacted by Diocle-
tian (284‑305), Palestine fell within the diocese of Oriens and was placed under 

19	 Stratos dates this event to 641 (Stratos II:80‑81); Donner still believes there is no agreement on 
the day of its fall: sometime between 639 and 641 (Donner 1981:153). 
20	 For a summary of the accomplishments of Heraclius and the situation in the different provinces of 
the Empire at the time of his death, see Stratos II:153‑174.
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the control of a vicarius seated in Antioch and named comes Orientis (LRE:373).21 
This centralized administration was strengthened by the separation of the civil and 
financial government from the military, which was commanded by an equestrian 
dux styled perfectissimus. The Tenth Legion was moved from Jerusalem to Aila, and 
the regions of the Negev, southern Jordan, and Sinai were annexed to Palestine. A 
security zone settled by limitanei or border military settlers was created in order to 
protect the province from invasions of nomads.22 

With the official acceptance of Christianity by Constantine I, the status of Pales-
tine was completely changed. It was transformed from a former distant outpost of 
the Empire into the Holy Land, the place of Jesus’ life and Passion. Therefore, the 
imperial court lavished attention upon holy places; churches, monasteries, and new 
institutions were constructed for the pilgrims who came to Palestine from all over 
the Empire. 

By the beginning of the fifth century further changes took place, as seen in the 
Codex Theodosianus CTh. VII, 4, 30) and the Notitia Dignitatum (XXII. Comes 
Orientis:48‑49).23 Palestine was sub-divided into three provinces: Palaestina Prima, 
Palaestina Secunda and Palaestina Tertia (Salutaris), all of which remained under 
the command of the same dux Palaestinae, in charge of the army in the three prov-
inces (Map 2; TIR:16‑18; Di Segni 1997:75‑82; Mayerson 1988:66 dating the divi-
sion to c.390).

The capital of Palaestina Prima was Caesarea, and Palaestina Prima included 
the territories of most of Judea, Samaria, the coastal plain, and southern Peraea east 
of the Jordan River. Scythopolis was the capital of Palaestina Secunda, which ex-
tended from the Jezreel Valley and Lower Galilee to the southern Golan Heights. 
Petra was the capital and Elusa a secondary city of Palaestina Tertia, which included 
the Negev, southern Jordan and most of Sinai. Palestine was bordered by the prov-
inces of Phoenice and Phoenice Libanensis to the north, Arabia to the east, and Ae-
gyptus to the southwest. Both Palaestinae Secunda and Tertia were ruled by officials 
of lower rank (praesides), but in 536 the governor of Palaestina Prima was elevated 

21	 Diocletian divided the Empire into thirteen large circumscriptions called dioceses (Britain, Gaul, 
Viennensis, Spain, Italy, Rome, Africa, Pannonia, Moesia, Thrace, Asiana, Pontica, and Oriens) which 
were also divided into provinces. Each diocese was governed by a deputy of the praetorian prefects 
called vicarius. For an outline of Diocletian’s administrative reform, see LRE:28‑36. For a compre-
hensive summary of Palestine’s administration from the days of Diocletian until the Arab conquest, 
see Tsafrir 1982:359‑386.
22	 The limitanei were also in charge of guarding caravans and collecting customs. For a comprehen-
sive summary on the character of the Limes Palaestinae see Gichon 2002:185‑206. 
23	 CTh. Is dated to year 409; Jones dates the composition of the Notitia Dignitatum to the first quar-
ter of the fifth century (LRE :1417‑1450).
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to the rank of proconsul (Novel 103).24 The Byzantine provincial government was 
bureaucratic and centralized. Its two main tasks were to ensure the security of the 
province and to provide income to the imperial treasury, especially by means of taxa-
tion (LRE:374). This administrative system persisted until the early seventh century. 

The division of Palestine into three provinces affected the status of the bishops in 
each capital. There were three metropolitans: the bishops of Caesarea, Scythopolis, 
and Petra. Jerusalem was elevated to the rank of patriarchy, together with Constan-
tinople, Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch during the fifth Council of Chalcedon in 451. 

Map 2. Diocese of Oriens and provinces of Palaestina

The Persians invaded the Near East in the early seventh century and once order 
was established, no structural changes to the system of Byzantine administration 
were made. Each province was now governed by a marzban, accompanied by an 

24	 Some time later the governor of Palaestina Secunda was raised to the rank of consularis.
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administrative hierarchy and military garrison (Foss 2003:154; 160‑164). The seat 
of the government of Palestine continued to be Caesarea; the economic system re-
mained unchanged with the same official taxes (Walmsley 2007).

By the time the provinces of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt fell under Muslim con-
trol (c.633‑640), the administration of the remaining eastern Empire – Asia Minor 
– had undergone a drastic reorganization, based on a new system resembling the 
structure of the exarchates created by Emperor Maurice Tiberius in Ravenna and 
Africa. This territory was divided into five large themata (themes) or military prov-
inces, in which both military and civil power were concentrated in the hands of one 
military commander. From then on, soldiers were recruited from among the free 
peasant smallholders who offered their military services in exchange for land. Some 
scholars attribute the establishment of the themata to Heraclius (Stratos I:266‑282; 
Cheynet 2006:151‑152), but this view has been rejected, and historians date the 
inception of themata to the reign of Constans II, from the 640s to the 660s (Haldon 
1990:208‑217). Themata became the main administrative divisions of the middle 
Byzantine Empire and replaced the earlier provincial system established by Emper-
ors Diocletian and Constantine.

With the Muslim conquest between 633 and 640, the diocese of Oriens was re-
named as Bilād al-Shām.25 From its previous status as a distant province on the east-
ern Mediterranean frontier of the Byzantine Empire, the new region developed into 
the geo-political focus of the new Umayyad dynasty.

1.3	 Population

1.3.1	D emography and natural catastrophes

Demographic studies based on literary sources and archaeological finds show that the 
population and settlement activity from the fifth to the early seventh centuries reached 
a peak which remained a summit in the history of Palestine until the first half of the 
twentieth century (Tsafrir 1996; Bar 2004).26 The population is estimated to have 

25	 For a short summary of the administrative history of Umayyad Syria as reflected in the coins, see 
Bone 2000:308-312.
26	 For additional general references to those cited here, see Patlagean 1977 and Dauphin 1998. Bar 
believes, however, that the peak of population density had already been achieved during the Late 
Roman period when unstable areas were populated due to a growing demand for settlement areas 
and food. From the second to the sixth centuries Palestine enjoyed “a period of calm in which wars, 
plagues and earthquakes were scarce” (Bar 2004:310‑312). 
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been approximately a million and a half people (Broshi 1979:7; Tsafrir 1996:270 
and 274). The Byzantine period was not marked by any major natural catastrophic 
events with the exception of the bubonic plague which started in the East (Pelusi-
um and Alexandria in Egypt; Gaza and the Negev in Palestine) and swept through 
the Empire starting during the summer of 541. The plague struck Jerusalem and the 
Judean Desert, Antioch and Syria, North Africa, and the capital Constantinople in 542 
and spread to Asia Minor and the Balkans towards the West (Rome) in early 544 CE. 
Cyclical recurrences broke out in Palestine in 626‑627, 639 and 672‑673 (Stathako-
poulos 2004:Nos. 177, 180 and 186). Most of the literary sources refer to the plague 
principally in the large cities and urban areas. Unfortunately, there is a lack of data 
about the impact of the plague in rural areas (Stathakopoulos 2004:277).27 

Literary sources record other local natural catastrophes that struck Palestine in 
the Byzantine period, such as famines caused by droughts and locust swarms in 406, 
451‑454, 516‑520 and 602‑604 (Stathakopoulos 2004:Nos. 40, 64, 85 and 167). 
Moreover, a number of earthquakes affected Palestine, Phoenicia, and Arabia be-
tween the fifth and the seventh centuries (recorded during the years 419, 502, 551, 
633, 659/660, 672?; see Russel 1985). However, it seems that despite physical dam-
age, these catastrophes had no severe demographic or economic implications.28 As 
Kennedy rightly pointed out “the real disaster is not the earthquake itself but the 
failure to rebuild after it” (Kennedy 1985:181).

1.3.2	S pread of Christianity and other minorities

The major cultural change that influenced the nature of the local population was the 
spread of Christianity. This affected the relationships between the various ethnic and 
religious groups in Palestine and brought a new way of life. According to Avi-Yonah, 
it was during the period between the death of Julian II and the Council of Chalcedon 

27	 The bubonic plague is transmitted by fleas of rodents that live near places of human habitation as 
they depend on stored food for their survival. Therefore, grain and especially grain transports, either 
by sea or land, played a major role in the dissemination of the plague (Stathakopoulos 2004:131). 
Both Procopius and John of Ephesos wrote that the disease began from the coast and moved inland 
(Stathakopoulos 2004:138 n127‑128; McCormick 2001:38). Shortage of human resources is one 
of the immediate consequences of mortality and flight caused by the plague. This phenomenon was 
primarily felt in the army and in agriculture. Another consequence seemed to be an inflation of prices 
and wages which was related to the shortage of human resources during the plague in 542. Novel 
122, promulgated by Justinian I, brought prices back to their pre-plague state (Stathakopoulos 
2004:164‑165). There is, however, disagreement among scholars regarding the demographic conse-
quences of the plague. For a summary of these issues, see Morrisson and Sodini 2002:193‑195.
28	 One exception is Petra the capital of Palaestina Tertia, which was completely destroyed by the 
earthquake of 551 and never rebuilt (Russel 1985:45). 
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(363‑451) that the majority of the population in Palestine adopted Christianity (Avi-
Yonah 1984:220). Bar disagrees with this statement (Bar 2004:310, 314‑315). In 
his opinion, conversion to Christianity in the fourth century cannot be regarded as 
the turning point in the settlement history of Palestine. The Christianization process 
lasted throughout the Byzantine period and was especially significant during the 
sixth century. Cameron analyzes this process within a more general cultural frame-
work that affected other aspects, such as languages. The relatively peaceful and pros-
perous development of the East in the fifth century caused a significant increase 
of settlement and population and an increase in the importance of local languages 
(Georgian, Coptic, Armenian, Aramaic, and Hebrew). Cameron states that “… cul-
tural change in our period followed the mixing of population and settlement in given 
areas at least as much as it went along religious lines … The case of Palestine in the 
sixth century, on the eve of the Persian and Arab invasions, also provides very clear 
evidence for the juxtaposition of different social and religious groups” (Cameron 
1993:138‑141). 

Topographical-archaeological research suggests a geographical-ethnic distribu-
tion during the fifth and sixth centuries. Christian sites are found throughout the 
country, especially in the areas of Jerusalem, Bethlehem, various loca sancta in the 
Galilee, and in the Negev. The two major factors which influenced the diffusion 
of Christianity from the fourth century onwards were monasticism and pilgrimage, 
which caused a significant influx of visitors and settlers into the Holy Land.29 In the 
Galilee and Samaria, areas densely populated by Jews and Samaritans, the spread 
of Christianity was slower. Tsafrir suggests that in most areas of Palestine the ratio 
between Christians and Jews was more than 4:1 in favor of the former (Tsafrir 
1996:279).30 Jewish settlements were concentrated mainly in eastern Galilee and 
the southern Golan,31 on the borders of the Jezreel Valley and Mount Carmel, on the 
coastal Shephelah, in the southern Judean hills, and at the oases at the Dead Sea. In 
cities like Tiberias and Sepphoris, the Jews constituted a majority; additionally, Cae-
sarea was a center of cultural Jewish activity. A survey of sites by Aviam attempts 
to establish a border line between settlement by Christians and Jews in Galilee. The 
survey reveals the existence of an extensive Christian population in western Galilee 
divided among the dioceses of Tyre, ‘Akko, and Sepphoris. Jewish communities 

29	 For a different approach about the role played by both monasticism and pilgrimage in expanding 
the economy, see Bar 2004:313‑316.
30	 Avi-Yonah estimates the number of Jews during the time of the Persian invasion in 614 to 
150‑200,000 souls, namely 10‑15% of the total population (Avi-Yonah 1984:241).
31	 Hartal defines the Byzantine period as one of prosperity for the Jewish rural settlement, which is indi-
cated by remains of at least 25 synagogues (Hartal 2005:441‑445 and map 24 for distribution of Chris-
tian and Jewish settlements).
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continued to exist during the Byzantine period in Upper and eastern Galilee; howev-
er, no clear ethnic or religious borders could be established in Lower Galilee (Aviam 
2004:202‑204; Levine 2004:28‑30). 

Other minorities such as the pagan communities living in the northern coastal 
area, the Ituraeans in the northern Golan (Hartal 2005:442‑446), the Saracens, and 
Arab tribes in the Negev and Sinai gradually converted to Christianity. The distri-
bution of the Samaritan population as suggested by material culture is spread over 
the rural areas of Samaria, the Sharon plain, and part of the Carmel ridge (Dar 
1995:158). Most Samaritans were small tenant farmers living on the estates of Chris-
tian landowners or in small towns and villages. Mount Gerizim was the religious 
center for Samaritans, and large groups also lived in Caesarea and Scythopolis. Their 
number declined, however, as result of their unsuccessful insurrections (TIR:19 and 
maps; Tsafrir 1996:278‑279; Dar 1995:158‑159).32

1.3.3 Cities and their role

Asia Minor and Syria-Palestine were the more heavily populated regions of the Byz-
antine Empire, and cities located in these areas continued to prosper at least until 
the mid-sixth century (Morrisson and Sodini 2002:174‑175).33 Cities functioned as 
administrative branches of the state for the collection of taxes, as well as serving as 
civic, cultural, religious and economic centers for the community.34 By the sixth cen-
tury, the urban landscape was heavily populated and the majority of towns (polich-
nai), cities (poleis), and large cities (metropoleis) – such as Caesarea, Jerusalem, and 
Scythopolis – had expanded considerably and displayed extensive building activity. 
Toponomic lists of the cities in the three provinces of Palestine are mentioned in two 
sixth-century accounts of the Byzantine provinces: Synecdemos of Hierocles and 
George of Cyprus (Tsafrir 1982:372 with full references; LRE:712‑713). 

Cities and countryside were economically intertwined since agricultural production 
was a basic element for urban prosperity, and the cities provided a market for agricul-
tural products. From the fourth to the sixth centuries, there is an intensification of the 
rural settlement as shown by the rise in the number of small villages and farmsteads 

32	 Avi-Yonah estimates that the Samaritan population was about 300,000 before the revolts decreased 
it drastically (Avi-Yonah 1956:130).
33	 According to Liebeschuetz (2001:32), in Syria, Arabia, Palestine, and Egypt the classical city with 
its monumental architecture, games, and literate upper class survived until the time of the Muslim 
invasions.
34	 For a comprehensive summary of the development of cities in Palestine and Arabia during the 
Byzantine period, see Walmsley 1996:126‑158. For a synthetic re-evaluation on the role of the cities 
in Late Antiquity, see Spieser 2001:1‑14.
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and the proliferation of agricultural installations. Many of these continued to exist 
into the seventh and eighth centuries (Hirschfeld 2005:523‑537).35 Rural settlements 
were classified into large villages (komai megistai), villages (komai/ktemata), and 
farmsteads (Morrisson and Sodini 2002:177‑181).36 Mention must also be made of 
rural monasteries, which, in addition to their regular components (church, refectorium, 
dormitories), were also equipped with installations for the manufacture of agricultural 
products: primarily oil and wine presses mostly for internal consumption (Hirschfeld 
2006:407‑410). The Onomasticon of Eusebius (c. 330 CE) mentions 34 cities, five 
towns, 35 large villages and 155 regular villages, a total of 229 settlements in Palestine 
(Hirschfeld 1997:37). The population ratio between rural to urban settlements shows 
83% in favor of villages as opposed to 17% of cities.37 This ratio emphasizes the rural 
character of settlement in Palestine.

It seems that a basic change in the nature and status of cities which directly influ-
enced the economy took place in the Empire starting in the mid-sixth century when 
a process of urban change (decline?) is evidenced both physically and functionally. 
In many cities, such as Scythopolis and Gerasa, public space in the town center 
was taken over by the infiltration (“infilling”) of private commercial, industrial, 
and residential structures (Tsafrir 1996:276).38 Scholars differ about the reasons 
for this process.39 Many believe that community structures were not affected by the 
Persian or the Muslim invasions, since most towns preferred to capitulate and to 
ensure their rights by paying taxes. Moreover, there is evidence corroborating that 
church building activity was noticeable especially in Jordan40 and the Negev (Mag-
ness 2003:130‑176). A recent study by Walmsley, which summarizes archaeological 
data from a number of sites in Syria-Palestine, confirms this statement (Walmsley 
2007:331‑339). Still, the continuous plundering raids must have led to a reduction in 

35	 A similar situation takes place in rural Jordan (Walmsley 2005:511‑522).
36	 There is another category in urban hierarchy, the large towns (metrokomai), an intermediary level 
between the city and the village, which combined agricultural production with small-scale trade and 
commerce and artisans (see Morrisson and Sodini 2002:179‑181).
37	 For a comprehensive survey and analysis of rural sites and villages in Palestine, see Hirschfeld 
1997:33‑71. 
38	 A similar phenomenon took place in Sardis and other cities in Asia Minor (Burrell 2008:162 
with full references). As Walmsley writes: “The evidence from these sites suggests that both the pro-
cess of urban infilling and the quality of construction did not necessarily reflect permanent urban and 
economic decline, but were symptomatic of a society under acute stress” (Walmsley 1996:145).
39	 The debate on the nature and function of cities in the seventh century is extensive and controver-
sial and only a few views are discussed here briefly. For a summary of the different opinions concern-
ing this process and its date, see Haldon 1990:92‑124; Morrisson and Sodini 2002:189‑193; Ward-
Perkins 1999:172 and Liebeschuetz 2001:30‑43). 
40	 Walmsley mentions the site of Riḥab, east of Jerash, where eight churches were constructed be-
tween 594 and 635 (Walmsley 2007:336‑337). 
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size of urban settlements (Walmsley 1996:129; Walmsley 2000:268).41 Larger cit-
ies shrank in size to a defensible area, and as their hinterland became insecure their 
character changed (Haldon 1990:105). Based on archaeological evidence, however, 
scholars like Tsafrir and Foerster suggest that this urban change was already sub-
stantial during the second half of the sixth century, well before the Persian conquest, 
and this phenomenon reflects a change of concept in urban growth towards a more 
organic style (Tsafrir and Foerster 1994:107‑108; 110; Liebeschuetz 2001:39‑40). 
Haldon attributes the change in urbanism to a different perception of the adminis-
trative role fulfilled by the Byzantine city in comparison to its classical anteced-
ent, when cities lost their economic independence to the state (Haldon 1990:94, 
98; Whittow 2003:409).42 Other scholars emphasize a model whereby most cities 
developed a range of production enterprises and commercial activities and were “not 
merely parasitic on the collection of rural rents through the exploitation of city-
owned villages and estates” (Kingsley 2001:46). The expansion of the industrial and 
commercial role of the cities eventually became a trend that continued to develop 
well into the eighth and ninth centuries (Walmsley 2000:275‑276).

1.4 Economic development

1.4.1 External factors affecting the economy

Based mainly on analysis of material culture, Ward-Perkins examined the processes 
of prosperity and decline and their connection to political events in five regions 
of the Roman world: Britain, Italy, North Africa, the Aegean, and the Levant.43 He 
concluded that political and military difficulties destroyed regional economies irre-
spective of whether they were prosperous or already in decline. Basic activities such 
as production, transport, and marketing were all affected (Ward-Perkins 2005:128, 
131). While a sudden recession (what he called a “loss of complexity”) had already 
been felt in Britain by the early fifth century (Irish and Anglo-Saxon raiding), the 

41	 However, in his last study, Walmsley states that the reasons for the reduction of urban areas must 
be considered site-specific and not to be generalized (Walmsley 2007:334‑335).
42	 See also Cameron, who stresses the gradual shift of resources towards the church as a reason for 
change or decline in the character of cities and their economy (Cameron 1993:167‑169).
43	 For a comprehensive summary of the economy of the Empire during the sixth century specifically, 
see Morrisson and Sodini 2002:171‑220). See also Mundell Mango 2004, a compilation of studies on 
regional, interregional and international trade in the Byzantine Empire with relevant papers concern-
ing the fifth to seventh centuries.



28 part I

process of economic decline was slower both in Italy (Goths and Lombards) and 
North Africa (Vandals and Berbers), starting in the fifth century and continuing 
steadily into the seventh. 

The eastern Empire – the Aegean region, the Levant and Egypt – enjoyed a period 
of relative peace and stability. In these areas, the economy expanded in range and 
complexity throughout the fifth and sixth centuries, in contrast to the western Em-
pire (Ward-Perkins 2005:123‑129; Whittow 2003). In the Aegean region, prosper-
ity came to a sudden end around year 600 due to the repeated raiding of the Slavs and 
Avars and later by the Persians and Muslims. Only the Levant and Egypt continued 
to develop economically until the end of the seventh century because of the Arab oc-
cupation which allowed them to avoid periods of prolonged fighting. 

A similar process between East and West is stressed by McCormick, who present-
ed the differing regional trends of the Late Roman Empire by analyzing different as-
pects of the economy: mining and metal production (McCormick 2001:42‑53), pot-
tery industry (McCormick 2001:53‑63), transport, communications, and commerce 
(McCormick 2001:64‑77, 83‑114).44 Ward-Perkins stressed the close connection be-
tween a rise in specialized production and exchange with a rise in the density and 
prosperity of rural settlements that made possible the prosperity in much of the east-
ern Empire (Ward-Perkins 1999:168). Kingsley stressed the differences formulated 
between the West and East Mediterranean in terms of trade patterns and examined 
trade in the East, focusing on three main topics: rural production, urban economics, 
and overseas trade as evidenced by shipwrecks and pottery (Kingsley 2003).

It is widely accepted that the transformation of Palestine into the Holy Land in 
the fourth century affected both the population, settlement density, and the economy 
of the region (Avi-Yonah 1958:41‑45).45 The peak of prosperity was felt during the 
time of Justinian I and was characterized by a high level of monumental building 
activity (churches, monasteries, and other public institutions) and the maintenance 
of the existing civic infrastructure.46 In addition, the effects of pilgrimage reinforced 
the social and economic primacy of towns in Palestine.

44	 See especially the summaries on pages 60‑63; 111‑114 and 115‑119. Two other general studies 
on production, trade and prosperity are cited here: for the fifth and sixth centuries, see Ward-Perkins 
1999:167‑178 and for the seventh and eighth centuries, see Haldon 2000:225‑264.
45	 Walmsley defines the prosperity of the fifth and sixth centuries in Palestine as the combination of 
a number of factors: “a synchronous agricultural and pastoral economy, a burgeoning industrial sec-
tor, pilgrimage, patronage and trade in a period of broad political and social harmony” (Walmsley 
1996:151).
46	 For a short summary on the urban development of towns and public buildings, see Walmsley 
1996:126‑158. For the involvement of the different authorities in building activity in Palestine, see  
Di Segni 1995. 
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There is no consensus, however, whether the specific role of the church as an 
institution was a productive economic factor that brought general prosperity. The 
view presented by Avi-Yonah was rejected by Bar, who stated that the building of 
churches and monasteries was not the reason for economic expansion but rather 
the outcome of a general process taking place in the eastern Empire; this serves as 
the best evidence of the inhabitants’ financial capabilities (Bar 2004:316). In this 
respect Cameron adds that in many cases the construction of churches was not in 
response to actual needs in terms of population size but rather a measure of local 
prestige, illustrating the impact of Christianity. 

Local wealthy families, whose expenditures had in the past tended towards resto-
ration of public secular buildings, diverted funds to churches (Cameron 1993:57‑61). 
Avi-Yonah believed that the investment in buildings, on the other hand, was un-
productive and created a dependency on a steady stream of outside capital. He also 
considers the concentration of wealth into the hands of the church as unproductive 
(Avi-Yonah 1958:47).47 According to Cameron, the shift of resources towards the 
church together with the increasing role played by bishops and clergy in administra-
tive affairs, showed a change in priorities. The wealth of the church was not a sign 
of economic prosperity or increased resources, but rather a matter of redistribution 
of resources (Cameron 1993:169‑170). Morrisson and Sodini believe that the role 
of construction in the Byzantine economy with respect to the church “represented a 
considerable source of profit,” and the wealth invested in church treasures constituted 
a reserve for emperors and rulers in times of need (Morrisson and Sodini 2002:189).48

 A number of scholars believe that a climatic change in the Near East caused an in-
crease in precipitation and humidity by the early fourth century and was the catalyst 
for the expansion of settlement in Palestine, especially in marginal and desert areas 
(Hirschfeld 2004:133‑149). However, this factor alone could not have led automati-
cally to prosperity. The prosperity was, in all probability, the result of a combination 
of other factors, such as security, technological ability, and a fiscal administration, 
which together encouraged investors to cultivate marginal and desert lands.49 

47	 Levine summarizes the opposing views represented by Avi-Yonah and Bar and completes the dis-
cussion with further references supporting each of them (Levine 2004:28 and n70). Many of the stud-
ies referred to by Levine are mentioned in this discussion as well.
48	 An article by Ziche analyzes the place and function of elements of economic history in the New 
History of Zosimos and the Secret History and Buildings of Procopius. Regarding the latter, he states 
that given the major role played by the construction and adornment of churches in Procopius’ Build-
ings, it is strange that there was no mention of the economic implications of Justinian I’s ecclesiastical 
building program. Procopius emphasized the increasing central social position of the Church and its 
buildings as elements of urban culture and not the economic context. Costs of buildings were only 
mentioned twice in Buildings (Ziche 2006:468 and 470).  
49	 For an analysis on the implementation of the coloni and agri deserti laws in Palestine, see Bar 
2005:195‑206. According to this author, these laws are related to the ways the fiscal administration 



30 part I

1.4.2 Agricultural development

The basis of the economy of the Byzantine state was agricultural production. During 
the fifth and sixth centuries, about 95% of the state’s income was derived from taxa-
tion of the land while revenue from trade provided the rest (LRE:449‑462, 464‑469; 
769‑770; Hendy 1985:157). Lands belonged to a small class of land-owning mag-
nates and to members of the senatorial aristocracy, who, together with the Church and 
the fiscal apparatus (imperial and state lands), controlled the means of production.50 
Agriculture was in the hands of a mass of rural and urban population who lived with 
various degrees of dependence on landowners: coloni, communities of free peas-
ants; collegia or urban corporations; comitatenses and limitanei in the army (Safrai 
2003:117‑119).

In smaller cities and towns, local self-sufficiency was the rule, and only where cheap 
forms of transport were available could market exchange be assured. The majority of 
consumption was certainly local and regional. Larger cities were incapable of feeding 
themselves from their own hinterland. Egypt and North Africa produced enormous 
amounts of agrarian supplies and were the principal source for the export of grain, 
wine, and oil to Rome and Constantinople – the annona. These supplies were trans-
ported by subsidized shipping51 coordinated by a considerable administrative appara-
tus, which was required to collect, transport and distribute goods for the army and both 
imperial capitals (LRE:695‑705). But beyond the requisition of goods for the annona, 
the state encouraged commercial exchange. Patterns of distribution varied between 
West and East. While in the former the diffusion of goods was dictated by the supply 
routes of the state, particularly the annona-axis between Africa and Rome, goods in the 
eastern Mediterranean traveled in all directions (Ward-Perkins 1999:173). 

1.4.3 Agriculture, industry, and trade in Palestine

In Palestine there was a productive agricultural and pastoral economy. The country-
side was intensively cultivated, supplying grain, wine, olive oil, and fruit for internal 

dealt with the problem of settler migration to the periphery. These laws complemented each other in or-
der to increase tax collection. On the one hand, farmers were encouraged to cultivate desert lands and, 
on the other, farmers were discouraged from forsaking their owners’ land. See also chapter 1.5 below.
50	 For a summary of the hierarchy on landownership and landholdings, see Morrisson and Sodini 
2002:181‑184. The agrarian structure in Palestine during the Mishnah and Talmud periods has been 
discussed by Safrai (2003:105‑125) and Hirschfeld (2005:534‑535).
51	 For further details about the annona, see chapter 1.5 below. The corn for Rome came from Africa 
where it was levied in kind as part of the land tax, while the corn for Constantinople was similarly 
levied as tax in Egypt.
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consumption and export. Pastoral industries included the breeding of sheep, goats, 
cattle, camels, and horses; the production of dairy products and meat; and the provi-
sion of transport (Walsmley 1996:148‑149; Morrisson and Sodini 2002:199‑201).52 
Palestine was characterized by a small “farm-and-village-based economy” (Morris-
son and Sodini 2002:178). The village, together with the surrounding hamlets and 
farmhouses, was an economically independent unit based essentially on the exploita-
tion of the land (Hirschfeld 1997:70). The types of agricultural sites are diverse but 
the most common was the single agricultural farm (ktéma) –  landed property of one 
person. The majority of villages in Palestine were inhabited by independent farm-
ers. Some estates showed a high degree of technology combining both agricultural 
and industrial skills. One example of this is the ‘Third Mile’ estate, which according 
to Hirschfeld was one of the outstanding social and economic achievements of the 
Byzantine period in Palestine (Hirschfeld 1997:70).53 Recent studies have shown 
that after meeting local demands, rural settlements such as Sumaqa in the Carmel 
achieved an agricultural surplus that allowed them to maintain meaningful levels of 
trade, as evidenced by the presence of imported table wares and a significant number 
of coins, “proof of monetary exchange” (Kingsley 2003:116‑120). 

As mentioned above, towns and cities showed changes of use of public space 
to meet new needs, which required larger domestic spaces and greater industrial 
areas. Towns and cities served as major centers of production and commerce, and 
trade with markets facilitated the exchange of rural products and local as well as 
foreign manufactured goods.54 Kingsley stresses the symbiotic relationship be-
tween town and country as seen by seasonal markets and fairs where local products 
were purchased by all strata of society (Kingsley 2003:121). Wine trade was a pri-
mary branch of Palestine’s economy together with olive oil production (Kingsley 
2001:44‑68; Frankel 1997:73‑84; Morrisson and Sodini 2002:198 and 210‑211; 
Ward-Perkins 1999:171‑172). Gaza and Ascalon were renowned exporters of wine 
throughout the Mediterranean.55 The locally-made amphorae used for storage and 
transport of wine for export were also viable commercial commodities (Kingsley 

52	 For the main sources of livelihood in the village see Hirschfeld 1997:60‑61 and n102‑103.
53	 This industrial estate or complex farmhouse was excavated along the Via Maris and close to the 
port of Ashqelon. The site is a self-sufficient unit that grew, processed, and marketed its own products 
by efficiently recycling production of materials. The landowners produced wine and oil for export 
in clay jars manufactured in workshops at the site (Israel 1995:119‑132; Israel and Erickson-Gini, 
Third Mile).
54	 For a short but comprehensive summary on the various branches of Byzantine Palestine’s econo-
my see Kingsley 2001:44‑46.
55	 See Dan 1982:17‑24 for full literary sources about wine for export from Gaza and Ascalon. For 
an analysis of the scope of Palestinian trade of wine amphorae to western cities such as Rome and 
Carthage, see Ward-Perkins (1999:169) and Kingsley (2003:129‑131).
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2001:49‑55; Morrisson and Sodini 2002:203; Walmsley 2007:328‑329).56 Glass 
production was another highly specialized industry (Gorin-Rosen 2000; Morrisson 
and Sodini 2002:204). Palestine was renowned for cloth and linen production, tan-
ning, and dyeing. This industry was characteristic of urban centers such as Ascalon 
and especially Scythopolis, which was famous for clothing and linen manufacture 
(Tsafrir and Foerster 1994:103‑104; Dan 1982:18, n9, n11; Kingsley 2001:45; 
Kingsley 2003:122‑124). Fish farming in artificial ponds has been recorded at sites 
along the Mediterranean coast and inland (Kingsley 2001:46 n21‑23, Morrisson and 
Sodini 2002:200). 

The date palm tree industry developed in the Dead Sea area, in Jericho, En Gedi, 
and Nessana in the Negev, especially during the sixth and seventh centuries. Its 
derivatives – dates and basketwork – were intended mainly for internal consump-
tion and for trade with Egypt (Mayerson 1960:20‑21; Dan 1982:19‑20; Morrisson 
and Sodini 2002:197). The manufacture of other valuable products was typical in 
the Dead Sea valley: balsam oil – produced at the oases of En Gedi – and the ex-
ploitation of asphalt and salt, which were natural resources obtained from the area 
(Hirschfeld 2007:10‑13).

 Imports of fine tableware from Turkey, Cyprus, and Tunisia monopolized Pal-
estinian markets after the cessation of the Kfar Hananya ware production in Gali-
lee in the first half of the fifth century (Kingsley 2001:58; Hayes 1972:41ff., 413, 
420; Morrisson and Sodini 2002:210). Ceramic finds show that there was little dis-
ruption of trade after the Persian invasion at the beginning of the seventh century. 
Communications between regions – e.g. Palestine-Egypt – were regular (Walmsley 
2007:329‑330) and there was a continuation of strong regional ceramic traditions 
like the ‘Fine Byzantine Ware’ (PFTW) and ‘Jerash Bowls.’

Sea transport was dramatically cheaper than moving goods by land (McCor-
mick 2001:83‑87).57 Although the Sasanians dominated the trade to the East, cara-
van routes uniting southern Arabia with Syria, as well as commerce by shipping on 
the Red Sea flourished in the sixth and seventh centuries (Morrisson and Sodini 
2002:211; Walmsley 2007:330). Worthy of mention in this context is the Incense 
Route, used for the lucrative trade in frankincense, myrrh, and other spices. This 
route extended from south Arabia to the Mediterranean, crossing the Negev desert, 
passing through the four towns of Oboda, Elusa, Mampsis, and Sabota, and ending 

56	 See for instance Stephanus the Byzantine which refers to the Gaza and Ascalonite jars as κéραμοι 
Γαζιται ’Ασκαλωναια κεράμια (Dan 1982:20, n14 after Stephanus the Byzantine, Ethnica). On 
the manufacture of Gaza and Ascalon jars, their typology, use, distribution, and trade see also Oked 
2001:227‑250. 
57	 For a short description of the harbors and kinds of merchandise shipped by sea, see McCormick 
2001:96‑97 and Morrisson and Sodini 2002:207‑209. 
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at the port of Gaza. Sophisticated cityscapes, irrigation systems, fortresses, and cara-
vanserais could be found along this route (Colt 1962:22).

The Muslim conquest of Egypt, Palestine, Syria and Armenia was an irreparable 
blow to the Byzantine Empire, not only because these were wealthy provinces lost, 
but also because the Empire itself was deprived of its natural trade routes, which 
especially affected the importation of silk (Stratos IV:149). The physical detach-
ment of both Syria and Palestine from Byzantine control by the mid-seventh century 
brought a change in the status and administration of the region.

1.5 Taxation

The financial structure of the Empire was based on three independent departments: 
the praetorian prefects, the res privata, and the sacrae largitiones, each with its own 
manpower apparatus and revenues.58 

Official administration in Palestine was no different than elsewhere throughout 
the Byzantine Empire, being characterized by a heavy bureaucracy and a tendency 
to total hegemony. Taxation was based on the principle of a distributive allocation; 
the state, represented by the praetorian prefects, calculated its needs first (mainly 
intended for the rations of the troops – the annona militaris – and civil service) and 
then proceeded to assess tax-payers at a rate which would ensure the targets.59 The 

58	 For an excellent discussion on the administrative organization of the Late Roman Empire, see 
Kent 1956 and Hendy 1985:371‑378. The praetorian prefects were the most important of the finan-
cial departments. For information about their fields of responsibility, see the discussion below and 
further reading at LRE:448‑462. The res privata administered and collected the rents of all lands and 
properties of the state throughout the Empire; some emperors regarded the res privata as their own 
personal funds (LRE:411‑427). The sacrae largitiones – the central finance bureau – were concerned 
with revenue and expenditure in coin and precious metals (Kent 1956:198‑199; see detailed discus-
sion in King 1980:142‑151). This department controlled the mints, the gold mines, precious metals 
and the state factories of arms. It was responsible for clothing the court, the army and the civil service. 
Its officers were in charge of collecting some old taxes, such as custom duties and harbor dues; some 
new taxes, such as the aurum oblaticium (or gleba senatoria on senators; Kent 1956:195 and King 
1980:146‑147); and the collatio lustralis (charged on negotiatores –  merchants and craftsmen; Kent 
1956:194 and King 1980:146). They also distributed periodical donatives in gold and silver to the 
troops (accessional – consisting of five solidi and one pound of silver down to 518 and fixed at nine 
solidi by 578 – and quinquennial, consisting of five solidi (Kent 1956:192‑193; LRE:427‑437; Hendy 
1985:175‑176).
59	 In addition, praetorian prefects controlled the apparatus in charge of the corn supply for feeding 
the population of Rome and Constantinople. They maintained the public post, managed the arms fac-
tories, and were responsible for materials and labor craftsmen for public works (LRE:448‑449; Hendy 
1985:410‑411). All these functions were administered through the officium (bureau) of the prefecture 
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rates varied from province to province. The praetorian prefects of each district were 
in charge of preparong the annual budget, namely calculating the ration allowances – 
annonae – which consisted of the payments for the army and fodder distribution for 
the troops (grain, meat, wine, and oil) and their horses. Praetorian prefects were then 
in charge of the distribution of the annona to the troops throughout the provinces. It 
is estimated that during the reign of Justinian I, the budget and revenue of the eastern 
prefecture was close to four million solidi (Hendy 1985:171).

The prefectures circulated the assessment to the diocesan vicarii and provincial 
governors. From then on the procuratores, the curial or municipal officers appointed 
by the city councils, were responsible for tax collection. These officers levied the 
whole sum of tax to be gathered from the peasants from each village. Transport of 
taxes in coin from the place of collection to the imperial comitatus was in the hands 
of the cursus velox, responsible for the speedy delivery within the imperial postal 
service (Hendy 1985:295). Cities operated as centers of administration, not only for 
themselves but also for the villages within their territories. The best example in Pal-
estine is shown in the papyri of Nessana, a town which was under the jurisdiction of 
the city Elusa (Kraemer 1958:14, 23).

As mentioned above, taxation constituted one of the main concerns of the state, 
and since the majority of the burden fell upon the agriculture sector, it was collected 
mainly from the rural population (LRE:464‑465). Taxation was based on the registra-
tion of the census – the evaluation of the land and properties – according to location, 
fertility, productivity (iugum),60 and number of persons (capita) cultivating it. In this 
way the tax was calculated and collected in kind, equating both the iugum and caput 
together. The value of both units of assessment varied regionally. The census assured 
the income by encouraging ties between the peasants and the land they cultivated. 
Furthermore, to prevent desertion of agricultural land, community councils were col-
lectively responsible for adjacent territories by applying the adiectio sterilium (or agri 
deserti law).61 As mentioned above, additional income to the state was achieved from 
lands in the possession of the state (res privata) named saltus; like Nirim-Ma‘on – 
Castrum Moenoeni or Saltus Menois – in north-western Negev (Kent 1956:195‑196; 
Safrai 2003:112). The urban population was exempted from the capitatio since no 
tax was levied on house properties (LRE:464). 

of the East, which consisted of a number of offices or scrinia. The prefect had also his arca (treasury): 
the genike trapeza (general bank) and the edike trapeza (special bank). 
60	 For instance, the cultivation of grape vines and olive trees was more profitable than arable farming. 
In Syria one iugerum of olive tree land was equivalent to five iugera of vineyard and 20 iugera of the 
best arable land (LRE:768). 
61	 See above n49 (Bar 2005), Safrai 2003:119‑122 and Hirschfeld 2005:533‑534. For a detailed 
discussion of this topic see LRE:812‑823.
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At the time of the reign of Diocletian, tax revenue was levied according to an 
annual indictio; it was then adjusted to every five years until in 312 when it was 
finally fixed to every fifteen years. The imperial financial year (indictional) ran from 
September 1 to August 31 while tax-payments were levied twice a year in September 
and March (Hendy 1985:160).

 Anastasius I converted the bulk of the land tax into gold (adaeratio), levying in 
produce only so much as needed in each area to supply the troops (Dan 1982:404‑407; 
LRE:461). This system was in use until the second half of the seventh century (Hal-
don 1990:142). Anastasius I abolished the coemptio, a compulsory purchase of provi-
sions and materials for the state and the army levied on the civil population (King 
1980:148‑149) and introduced the system of the vindices (LRE:235‑236; 457) to 
supervise the collection of the land tax performed by the curial officers (Walmsley 
1996:148). In 498 Anastasius I abolished another tax, the collatio lustralis which, even 
though it constituted an insignificant contribution to the general income of the state, 
caused a heavy burden on merchants and craftsmen (Kent 1956:194; LRE:237, 465). 

Although the structure of the fiscal organization is well known, information about 
estimates of expenditure and revenue of the Empire is meager (LRE:462). Docu-
mentation about detailed figures of daily-life matters, prices and taxes levied by the 
local administration in Palestine during the Byzantine period can be reconstructed 
to a certain extent from archaeological evidence. Worthy of mention are two most 
significant finds. The first is a list of assessments in solidi to be paid in Palaestina 
Tertia in the time of Justinian I, found on a fragmented tax edict carved on marble 
and discovered in Be’er Sheva (Di Segni 2004). The second is the Nessana papyri, 
195 nonliterary pieces dated from 512 to 690 CE discovered in two genizehs: a 
refuse deposit in room 3 at the Church of Mary Mother of God (the South church) 
and room 8 of the monastery church of SS. Sergius and Bacchus (the North church). 
Bilingual Greek-Arabic documents dealing with the requisition of wheat, oil, money, 
and food and the payment of poll taxes are among the papyri. Other documents relate 
to financial contracts, division of property, payment of taxes, receipts, marriage and 
divorce, military, and church matters (Kraemer 1958; Magness 2003:90‑91). 

In addition, excavations at the Byzantine praetorium of Caesarea revealed eight 
fragments of a Greek inscription on marble which seems to have been originally 
affixed to a wall near the audience hall of the praetorium. The text is identified as 
a schedule issued by Flavius Pusaeus, Oriens praetorian prefectus in c.465‑467 of 
sportulae, the fees payable to officials for different services, (Di Segni, Patrich and 
Holum 2003).62 This collection of ordinances included at least two edicts specifying 
fees in solidi and carats. The first edict deals with fiscal fees paid on a proportional 

62	 Areas CC, CV and KK. None of the fragments were found in situ, but all appeared in stratum III 
contexts, dating after the Muslim conquest of Caesarea in 640.
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basis to praefectiani, most specifically to the compulsores who collected arrears in 
the provinces. The maximum amount mentioned in the edict is eight solidi (or the 
fee due for a levy of 800 solidi). The second edict deals with judicial charges for 
services provided by the provincial governor’s staff for all departments of the public 
administration (taxis, officium). 

It is not known whether the Persians, during their period of occupation of Pales-
tine, changed the system of taxation imposed by the Byzantines (Stratos I:258‑259). 
Stratos attests that as result of Heraclius’ visit to Jerusalem to restore the Holy Cross 
in 630, the Emperor exempted the inhabitants of Palestine from all taxation and 
allotted some of the revenue from Syria to the Patriarchy in Jerusalem in order to 
rebuild the city (Stratos I:255). 

It seems that a reorganization of the land-tax assessment took place in the Byzan-
tine Empire sometime between the 640s and 650s when the kapnikon or hearth-tax 
(levied on certain classes of peasant households) and the synone (a variation of the 
land-tax) were introduced. According to Haldon, this change was related to a rise in 
the number of independent peasant smallholders as a consequence of the division 
of large estates due to the flight of the rural population at the time of the Arab raids 
(Haldon 1990:142‑152). 

1.6 Official Byzantine coinage

1.6.1 Fiscal administration

Coinage functioned as one of the symbols of the state, the product and tool of a com-
plex financial and fiscal system established by the Emperors Diocletian and Con-
stantine I at the beginning of the fourth century. According to Morrisson, Byzantine 
monetary policy was “a flexible multidenominational monetary system able to adapt 
to numerous negative factors (political and military events involving increased ex-
penditure, the loss of tax returns, and access to sources of precious metals) as well 
as positive ones (conquests that ensured increased resources, treasure, tribute and 
periods of peace) and international monetary movements” (Morrisson 2002:910). 

In the following chapters, the characteristics of the coinage in circulation during 
each century (fifth to seventh) in Palestine will be discussed in detail. As background 
for that discussion, it is necessary to understand the mechanism of the fiscal apparatus 
that produced official coinage.63 The principle was quite simple: the state distributed 

63	 For a comprehensive and concise introduction to Byzantine coinage, see Grierson 1999. For 
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coinage for transactions and this coinage was expected to return in the form of taxes.64 
The process, however, involved a series of intricate procedures including manufacture 
of coinage (providing metal sources, minting, and calculating the cycle of expendi-
ture), distribution throughout the Empire, supervision of coinage while in circulation 
(maintaining metal and weight standards, preventing production and use of forgeries 
and export of coinage), and withdrawal of coins from circulation in order to recycle 
them into new coinage. The state was responsible for all these procedures and the pro-
cess was strictly controlled by the enforcement of severe legislation. By the end of the 
fourth century, most taxes were levied on a cash basis in terms of gold coinage (Kent 
1956). The monetary system was based on gold and silver (precious metals) coins, 
minted to fulfill the needs of the state (primarily taxation), and smaller denominations, 
minted in base metals (copper and alloys), to serve the needs of local trade.65 

1.6.2 Mints

As mentioned above, according to fiscal regulations implemented by Diocletian, 
minting was in the hands of the imperial department Comitiva sacrarum largitionum 
(largitiones). A representative of each diocese supervised the mint’s activities and 
treasury. No concessions of minting rights were granted to other local administrative 
or ecclesiastic authorities (Morrisson 2002:917).

Mints (the building set for this purpose was called Moneta Publica) were man-
aged by the procuratores and staffed by monetarii, a wealthy hereditary group. Gold 
and copper coins were marked with abbreviations of the name of the mint, the ‘mint-
mark’ (e.g. NICO for Nicomedia);66 these marks were, however, omitted from lower 
denominations. Many mints were subdivided into workshops or officinae, which 
were normally indicated on the coins by Greek numerals (Grierson 1999:5; RIC 
10:23). It seems likely that these marks either served for mint control of the standard 
of the coins, or they symbolized the production of particular issues by each officina. 

background information on coin production and the monetary system during the fourth century, see 
King 1980:151‑160.
64	 Haldon attributes to this principle a three-sided model or triangular relationship: state � bureau-
cracy and army � producers � back to the state (Haldon 2000:241).
65	 As Reece states: “… in the Roman Empire in general there was always a tension between the 
state’s view of coinage, high value for state debts, and the people’s view of coinage, low value for 
shopping… by the later 4th c. the state minted gold and silver for its own purposes and small copper 
coins for the masses” (Reece and Hurst 1994:255).
66	 During the first half of the fifth century, the initials of the mint were sometimes accompanied by 
the prefix abbreviation SM, meaning Sacra Moneta. This usage was abandoned by the mid-fifth cen-
tury (LRC:53). 
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The incidence of coins bearing the same officina mark in hoards suggests that each 
officina delivered its issues separately and coins went into circulation together. The 
number of officinae varied from mint to mint (LRC:52). 

Fourteen mints were in operation by the time Diocletian imposed his monetary 
reforms between the years c. 291 and 298/299. Their geographical distribution re-
flected the administrative pattern of division into dioceses; nearly every diocese had 
a mint and some had two.67 Constantine I introduced a number of changes, the most 
significant of which was the establishment of a new mint in Constantinople in 326.68 
This administrative system continued into the fifth century as shown by the Notitia 
Dignitatum (Hendy 1985:383; LRC:48‑49). 

A fiscal reorganization of mints was introduced during the reign of Heraclius be-
tween 627 and 630.69 The sacrae largitiones at the diocesan level of administration were 
eliminated and the minting of gold and copper coinage was centralized under a single 
bureau, the sacrum vestiarium. The number of mints was also dramatically reduced 
(Haldon 1990:188; Hendy 1985: 415‑420). In addition, the regional treasuries of the 
mints (thesauri) were transferred in the praetorian prefectures to the genike trapeza. 

The cycle of expenditure of coinage was determined by the extent of the ad-
ministrative needs – basically payments to the army. The annual stipendium and 
donativum paid in base metal and the accessional and quinquennial donatives paid 
in precious metal were all produced by the regional mints until the years 366‑369. 
After this date, gold and silver coins were issued only by the comitatensian mints.70 
Extraordinary expenses, such as special military campaigns, could justify the crea-
tion or temporary transformation of a regional mint into a comitatensian mint, spe-
cifically for the production of a precious metal issues. Hendy suggests that, based on 
numismatic evidence, the dies used for these special issues belonged to the comitatus 
rather than to the regional mints (Hendy 1985:386‑394).

With the accession of Arcadius in 395, Constantinople was declared the perma-
nent residence of the eastern Emperor and as a result the comitatensian mint became 

67	 The mints during the time of Diocletian were in the West: London (Britain), Trier and Lyons 
(Gaul), Carthage (Africa), Aquilea and Ticinum (Italy), Rome (Urbs Roma), and Siscia (Pannonia); 
and in the East: Thessalonica (Dacia), Heraclea (Thrace), Nicomedia (Pontica), Cyzicus (Asiana), 
Antioch and Alexandria (Oriens). 
68	 During his reign a temporary mint in Ostia was closed, as well as mints in London and Ticinum, 
while a new mint was opened at Arles (Viennensis).
69	 Hendy finds parallels between the changes in the metropolitan and the regional fiscal administra-
tion in the eastern Empire implemented by both Emperors Diocletian and Heraclius. For comparison, 
see Hendy 1985:420.
70	 From the term comitatus, the migratory body of administration attached to the emperor. Until the 
year 395, the current residence and administrative capital of the emperor was wherever the emperor 
happened to be (LRE:49, 366‑367).
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the palatine one. The minting of precious metal coinage was then the monopoly of 
the capital.71 

In the West, the pattern of coin production disintegrated during the fifth century 
as part of the political collapse. The only exception was Italy, where the Ostrogoths 
maintained the former imperial structure, concentrating the production of gold coin-
age in Rome, Milan and Ravenna. At the same time the Vandals inaugurated a mint 
at Carthage which issued gold, silver, and copper coins.

Most of the mints produced copper coinage only, and not all the mints were in con-
tinuous operation. During the sixth and seventh centuries, most probably due to mili-
tary needs for cash money, temporary mints for copper coins functioned occasionally 
in places such as Salona in Dalmatia, Carthagena in Spain, Cherson in Crimea, Cata-
nia in Sicily, Constantia in Cyprus, and Alexandretta and Seleucia in Isauria (Map 3; 
Hendy 1985:401-402, 405, Table 11). Moreover, certain gold and copper issues are 
attributed to a temporary mint in Jerusalem, which most probably functioned between 
608 and 615 (Hendy 1985:415-416; Bendall 2003; Bijovsky 2010a).

Map 3. Byzantine Imperial Mints – sixth and seventh centuries (After Hendy 1985:403, Map 35)

During the seventh century, however, the number of mints was drastically re-
duced, first due to the administrative reorganization undertaken by Heraclius in 629, 

71	 With the exception of a series of solidi and tremisses from the mint of Thessalonica issued from 
the fifth century up to the reign of Tiberius II (Metcalf D.M. 1984; Hendy 1985:398).
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but also as the result of the significant territorial loss to the Avars, Lombards and 
Arabs. Over time, the mint of Constantinople was the only one remaining in the East 
and the mint of Syracuse was the only one in the West, finally falling into Arab hands 
in 878. 

Regional mints distributed their output firstly to their surrounding areas. This 
has been a regular pattern throughout the history of coinage. Therefore, most of the 
coins from archaeological sites where the mintmark is legible indicate that the most 
frequent mints present in Palestine were the eastern ones, with a clear predominance 
of Antioch, Constantinople and Alexandria.

1.6.3 Sources for coinage

State reserves consisting of bullion and coins constituted the source for coinage; 
these were kept in stocks in the treasuries of the main mints. The use of new metal 
was limited and was provided by levies in kind from mining activity from areas 
which had such natural resources (for gold: auraria praestatio and metallicus canon; 
for copper: aeraria praestatio; Morrisson 2002:940; Hendy 1985:224‑226; King 
1980:150).72 The bulk of metal came, however, from the recycling of coinage with-
drawn from circulation and sent back to the largitiones; melting and reissuing coins 
assured a constant flow of coinage (Kent 1956:197‑200; LRE:435‑436). 

In times of deficit or lack of cash, the simplest procedure accessible to the state 
was to reduce or cease expenditures, such as the civil and military roghai (imperial 
salaries), as was done by Emperor Heraclius (Hendy 1985:228‑229). A second option 
was to melt imperial ceremonial metal-ware and statuary for conversion into coin, as 
done by Marcian and Heraclius. Constans II took this practice to the extreme when he 
ordered melting down the copper roofing of the Pantheon to issue coins.73 Additional 
steps taken to obtain sources for ready cash were the confiscation of property, extraor-
dinary taxation, and appropriation or forced loan of ecclesiastical possessions. These 
last measures were imposed by Heraclius as well (Hendy 1985:231, 495).74 

Hendy suggests two methods adopted by the state to debase coinage as a manipu-
lation to repair the shortage of cash money: alloying its metal contents and reducing 
the weight of coinage (Hendy 1985:232‑233). He argues that several of the monetary 
reductions which took place from the fourth to the seventh centuries were basically  
 

72	 See also CTh. X.19.3 and X.19.12.
73	 See also Morrisson 1989a:251, especially n54.
74	 These measures were taken by Heraclius in 622 and again during the last years of reign when the 
financial situation of the Empire was acute (Kaegi 2003:272‑275).
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“the financial expression of the consequences of contemporary political and military 
events” (Hendy 1985:233). 75

1.6.4 Gold and silver coinage

As stated by Haldon, “A stable gold coinage is a measure of value in which goods 
of different sorts can be compared and through which exchange values can be ascer-
tained” (Haldon 1995:82). In 312 Constantine introduced a new gold coin into cir-
culation, the solidus (νόμισμα, nomisma in Greek), which permanently replaced the 
aureus as the imperial gold coin of the Roman Empire. 

The solidus became the basic unit of coinage and all other coins were valued 
against it. Its nominal value was equal to its intrinsic value: the solidus was struck 
at a rate of 72 from a Roman pound of pure gold,76 each coin weighing twenty-four 
Greek carats (or Roman siliquae),77 the equivalent of about 4.55 grams of gold per 
coin. The solidus had two fractions: the semissis (half solidus, about 2.27 g) – rarely 
struck in the West and more popular in the East (Grierson and Blackburn 1986:8) 
– and the tremissis (one-third solidus, 1.50 g). The iconography appearing on these 
gold coins changed from the fifth to the seventh century and will be discussed in 
detail in the framework of the coinage of each century.

There were two principal characteristics of the solidus: its precise weight and the 
fineness of its metal content. Both these qualities were graphically embodied on solidi 
issued in Constantinople from 363 until 720 by the appearance of the legend CONOB 
on the exergue of the reverse, meaning Con[stantinopoli] ob[ryziacus]. OB is the ab-
breviation for obryzum, namely ‘fine gold’, and the sum of the letters OB is equal to 
72, the number of solidi struck from a pound of gold (Morrisson 2002:919). CON, 
the mintmark abbreviation for Constantinople, implied the monopoly of the comitatus 
to mint solidi and its fractions (Morrisson 2002:911). As mentioned elsewhere, gold 
coins were eventually minted in Thessalonica in Illyricum (Metcalf D.M. 1984); 
Rome, Ravenna, and Milan in Italy; and Carthage in Africa (Morrisson 2002:911). 

Emperors Valentinian I and Valens I started a campaign against the devaluation 
of precious metal coinage in 366‑369 when they introduced legislation concerning 
taxes being paid in underweight, impure, or forged solidi. As result, this effort stabi-
lized the solidus at a very high purity and weight – an extremely high-standard issue 

75	 Two additional practices in use in times of shortage of cash were overstriking and countermarking 
of copper coins in circulation. Both are especially characteristic to the seventh century and will be fur-
ther discussed in Part 4.
76	 The pound weight is estimated as 324.72 grams (Morrisson 2002:920).
77	 The carat was a weight unit of 0.189 grams.
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(Hendy 1985:387‑389).78 The solidus remained essentially unaltered in weight and 
purity until the tenth century. 

Gold coinage was designed primarily to fulfill imperial needs: redistributing rev-
enues and collecting income. The state put gold coinage into circulation by means 
of ordinary and extraordinary payments of salaries and largesse and recovered it via 
taxation.79 

The issue of silver coinage is almost completely irrelevant to this study. The mint-
ing of silver coins was abandoned by the end of the fourth century. By then the com-
mon silver coin in use was the siliqua, equivalent to 1/24 of a solidus. This coin was 
only occasionally struck during the fifth century for ceremonial and votive purposes. 
The general shortage of silver coinage was not due to the lack of metal, since con-
temporary silverware is abundant. Scholars believe that the reason for this contrast 
was a divergence of prices between the low mint price for silver and that prevailing 
in the market (Grierson and Blackburn 1986:9). 

 Silver coinage was almost nonexistent in the East during the sixth century, but 
it was still considerably significant in the output of western mints in Carthage and 
Italy, which kept the traditions of Vandalic (439-533) and Ostrogothic (489‑553) 
coinage. In Africa, silver coins continued to play a role until the Muslim conquest 
(Morrisson 2002:934). The only silver denomination relevant to the period of time 
covered by this study is the hexagram, created in 616 by Heraclius. Its name was de-
rived from its weight, 6 grammata (or scruples); its value was 1/12 of a solidus and 
it weighed 6.72g (Morrisson 2002:921 and 928). Hexagrams, which are completely 
absent from currency in Byzantine Palestine, continued to be struck in significant 
numbers during the reigns of Constans II and Constantine IV, but their issue de-
creased towards the 680s (Grierson 1999:13).

In effect, the use of gold and silver was intended for three different functions: 
coinage, jewelry, and plate. The options available to produce each of these products 
depended primarily on the sources of supply, but according to Grierson they were 
also a matter of choice or preferences since the sources were not unlimited (Grierson 
1993:137‑144). Rome had an abundance of gold, so it was used primarily for coin 
and jewelry, assigning silver for plate. Persia, in contrast, was rich in silver and used 
it both for coin and plate at the price of having no gold coinage and jewelry. 

78	 See CTh. XII.7.3, CTh. IX.21.7‑8.
79	 For a concise survey of the gold coinage from the fifth to the seventh centuries, see Introduction 
to Hahn and Metcalf D.M. 1988:7‑17.
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1.6.5 Base metal coinage

Base metal coinage – copper and alloys – was issued for purposes of revenue and 
small-scale daily market transactions, in other words, to be used as small change. 
It was essentially a medium of exchange between subjects of the Empire “pecunia 
in usu publico constitutae” (LRE:441 after CTh. IX.23.1.1). The acceptance of this 
as nominal money was entirely dependent upon the stability of the solidus; namely, 
fluctuations in the value of gold currency directly affected base metal coinage. 

In the East during the post-Theodosian period and until the end of the reign of 
Zeno, subsidiary coinage was reduced to one base metal coin: the minute size nummi 
(sing. nummus), weighing less than one gram. By the mid-fifth century, the rela-
tion of copper to gold coinage was unstable. During the reign of Valentinian III 
(419‑455), a solidus was equivalent to 7,200 nummi (fixed by his Novel 16.1 De 
pretio solidi dated to 445), and this figure was presumably doubled by the end of the 
century to 14,400 nummi per solidus (Grierson and Blackburn 1986:10). 

The most significant change in Byzantine copper coinage was the introduction of 
a new monetary system in 498, promoted by Anastasius’ comes sacrarum largitio-
num John. Most likely based on the Italian system used by the Ostrogoths (and to a 
lesser certain degree also by the Vandalic system; Arslan 2001b), the Byzantine sys-
tem provided a stable subsidiary coinage issued by all mints. This system included 
a series of copper coins marked with multiple values of the nummus and weighing 
accordingly: 40, 20, 10, and at a later phase 5 (M – follis, K – half follis, I – deca-
nummium and Є – pentanummium respectively).80 During the reign of Tiberius II, a 
new denomination of thirty nummi appeared, marked XXX and later Λ. However, the 
issue of this value was probably limited, and the scarcity of coin finds in the southern 
Levant reinforces this assumption. The mint of Alexandria developed its own local 
system which lasted from the sixth to the seventh centuries and consisted of different 
multiples of the nummus, equivalent to three nummi (Γ), six nummi (S hexanum-
mium), twelve nummi (IB dodecanummium), the very rare thirty-three nummi (ΛΓ). 

During the sixth century, copper coinage maintained a relatively stable rate in re-
lation to the solidus. Control was achieved by issuing coins of a uniform weight and 
limiting their issue to the needs of the market, thus preventing inflation. However, 
the weight of the follis and subsequent multiples underwent a number of fluctuations 
during the sixth and seventh centuries. In 498 Anastasius I established the weight of 
the follis to c. 9.30g (1/36 pound); then in 512 he doubled it to c. 18g (1/18 pound). 
Later in 538/539, Justinian I further increased the weight of the follis to about 25g, 
but this coin was too heavy for use; therefore, the weight was again reduced to about 
18g in 550. During the seventh century and in direct relation to the many political 

80	 For a full discussion on the monetary reforms of Anastasius I, see chapter 3.2.2.
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and military vicissitudes which characterized the reign of Heraclius, the weight of 
the follis was repeatedly reduced. The follis maintained a weight of about 11g until 
615/616, but in 624/625 it dropped to about 5g. During the years 629 to 631, due to 
the victory of the Byzantines over the Persians, gold flooded back into the Empire 
and the weight of the follis was temporarily doubled, only to be decreased again to 
half of its weight afterwards.

Byzantine gold and copper coinage continued to circulate widely in Syria and 
Palestine until well after the Arab conquest (Walmsley 2000:332‑333; Bijovsky 
2002:185). After 636 and parallel to the official Byzantine copper issues, a wide 
series of locally manufactured copper coins appeared in Bilād al-Shām. These coins, 
known as Arab-Byzantine coinage, roughly imitate Byzantine prototypes of Herac-
lius and Constans II.81 Their wide circulation in Syria, Jordan, and Palestine suggests 
the ample need for base metal coinage intended for local trade. The discussion of this 
fascinating coinage, however, remains beyond the scope of the present study. 

The technical advantages of the use of lead as a minor component in copper al-
loys of copper coinage are well-known throughout monetary history (Morrisson 
1993:96). Some issues (such as seventh century coins from Cherson) that contain 
more than 5% of lead content are explained as the re-melting of earlier coins or 
emergency issues in time of crisis. However, the use of lead as a main component in 
coinage alloys is not limited to trial issues or counterfeits but also to coins in every 
sense. Lead pieces functioned often as monnaies de nécessité (Fig. 53 right), a com-
plementary coinage to the official issues but also as tokens or tesserae.82 Examples 
are known from Egypt and also from Israel during the fifth and sixth centuries (e.g. 
blank lead minimi, Fig. 23). 

1.6.6 Supervision

One of the main concerns of the state was to ensure the authenticity and standardi-
zation of weight and metallic contents of coins in circulation. The intention was to 
maintain a satisfactory monetary system which would draw the maximum amount of 
gold back to the central treasury.83 Until the late fourth century, the agoranomoi, the 

81	 The bibliography on this issue is so vast that cannot be cited here in its entirety. The main refer-
ences are Walker 1956, SNAT, SICA I, Pottier, Schulze and Schulze 2008, and Foss 2008. 
82	 A good precedent for this phenomenon in Israel is the lead coins of the Hasmonean king Alexander 
Janneus (TJC:47, 211, group M). 
83	 As Kent says: “It is difficult to account for the excellent preservation of most surviving Late Ro-
man gold in view of the infinite pains taken by the government to ensure its return to the Treasury 
with the minimum of delay and loss through wear. The chance of any individual piece circulating for 
long was slight. If it escaped recoining, it must have gone quickly to ground” (Kent 1956:197).
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market inspectors of each city, were responsible for the supervision and provision 
of standard weights and measures (mensurae et ponderae).84 Justinian I later placed 
these officials within the church personnel in each city (Hendy 1985:332‑333). There 
was even a special officer, the zygostates or weigher, whose task was to arbitrate in 
disputes related to this issue (CTh. XII.7.2; Kent 1956:199). During the fifth and 
sixth centuries, his powers were further expanded to the sealing of purses and bank-
ing activities (Hendy 1985:317).

Gold and silver were mostly struck al pezzo, namely each piece to a particular 
weight, rather than al marco, meaning a number of pieces to a larger weight (Hendy 
1985:329).85 Base metal coinage was mostly struck al marco and tended to be of 
fiduciary nature. Large sums of money circulated in sealed purses marked with the 
number and/or weight of the coins contained inside. (Fig. 1). A later development 
introduced the use of purses called folles which contained standard numbers of small 
value coins (Hendy 1985:338‑339). According to Hendy, the physical shape of many 
Late Roman and Byzantine coin hoards attest to the fact they had actually been purs-
es; in cases when these hoards show homogeneity of issues (dies, officinae, specific 
amounts or weight), these may represent coins dispatched straight from the mint in 
purses (Hendy 1985:341‑343). 

Fig. 1. Purses with coins from the Notitia Dignitatium “insignia comitis largitionum”

84	 Novel VII by Emperor Majorian dated to 458 established that tested weights should be distributed 
by the praetorian offices to each province and municipality. The punishment for failure to use official 
weight standards was death (Hendy 1985:395). 
85	 Interestingly, outside the boundaries of the Empire, solidi circulated among the barbarians by 
weight or bullion – namely al marco. This is evidenced by the deposition of hoards of solidi discov-
ered in Hungary and Romania whose weight is equivalent to multiples or fractions of the Roman 
pound. For a full discussion on this topic, see Guest 2008:302.
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The moment a coin leaves the mint for circulation, it inevitably loses weight 
through wear. In order to compensate for the difference between the theoretical and 
actual weight of the coins, general discounts were calculated in commercial transac-
tions and formal fees or charges on services were included (such as the obryza and 
analoma; Hendy 1985:346‑350; Zuckerman 2004:104‑109). Unfortunately, the of-
ficials in charge of these transactions used to take advantage of this imposition by 
taking high rates that left them with a generous surplus. 

Two different guilds were responsible for the administration of banking: the 
corpus collectarium or money changers (trapezitai or collectari) and silversmiths 
(argyropratai or argentarii). Money changers provided services to taxpayers who 
owned copper coins and had to pay their tax in gold, and vice versa, and to officials 
and landowners who owned gold coins and needed to acquire small change for mi-
nor expenses.86 A law instituted by Constantine I prohibited money changers from 
speculating on exchange rates regarding the value of the solidus (CTh. IX.22.1). As 
mentioned above, Edict 16 of Valentinian III (445 CE) established the purchase and 
sale of a solidus at 7,200‑7,000 nummi (Kent 1956:197; Morrisson 2002:952). In re-
turn for their services, money changers received base metal money with the addition 
of a small profit on the exchange. Argyropratai were permitted to purchase precious 
metals and stones, but it was forbidden for them to purchase copper or linen articles 
(Hendy 1985:250‑253).

The fact that whole chapters of both the Codex Theodosianus (titles 21‑23 of the 
ninth book)87 and the Codex Justinianus (title 24 of the ninth book) are dedicated 
to legislation against forgeries reflects that counterfeit coinage (adulterina moneta) 
must have been a grave problem for the state and was considered treasonous (Gri-
erson 1956:240‑241).88 Both counterfeiting and clipping of any coin were strictly 
prohibited and rigorously punished. The most common method of tampering with 
gold coins was clipping. This practice was severely penalized as attested in the Co-
dex Theodosianus (CTh. IX.22.1 and XII.7.2 and altered later by the CJ. X.73.2). 
Scratching coins (almost exclusively gold) with graffiti was also forbidden. These 
scratches – commonly found on seventh century solidi – are marks of identification 
or certification made by owners or money changers; some are abbreviated names or 
merely symbols (Hendy 1985:316‑317; Bijovsky 2002:178‑180).

86	 The obligations of the money changers and the profits they earned for their living are recorded by 
Symmachus, Relationes 29, as cited by Kent 1956:197. 
87	 Title 21 deals with counterfeit coin; title 22 with the maltreatment of genuine coin and title 23 
with traffic in coin (Grierson 1956:247).
88	 According to Grierson, the Codex Justinianus discarded much of the fourth century legislation but 
retained the distinction between gold and copper coinages and the differing penalties for transgres-
sions involving each metal (Grierson 1956:255).
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A law dated to 356 (CTh. IX.23.1) forbade the melting down of coin, the transport 
of coin for speculative sale, and the use of forbidden coin or pecuniae vetitae (Gri-
erson 1956:260‑261; Hendy 1985:291‑293; 319‑320). From 381 onwards, coun-
terfeiting of gold coins was considered a capital crime (Haldon 1990:176; Hendy 
1985:321‑328). A number of laws established by Constantine I suggest that counter-
feiting of base metal was less offensive and was punished according to the gender 
and social status of the offender (varying from confiscation of property to death; 
Grierson 1956:251‑252). The sentence was more severe if this action was executed 
by the monetarii and their assistants, who were more liable to corruption (Grierson 
1956:254; Hendy 1985:326). The possession of old coins that could serve as a source 
for metal for counterfeiting or for impressing casting molds was a reason for punish-
ment as well (CTh. IX.21.10; Grierson 1956:252‑253).

Since the Byzantine Empire operated as a closed fiscal economic system, the ex-
port of gold and silver was strictly forbidden. The export of copper coinage, however, 
being of fiduciary character, was pointless, since beyond the frontiers of the Empire 
its value was equivalent only to that of its bullion content (Hendy 1985:257). Nev-
ertheless, large sums of coinage found their way beyond the borders as payments 
of treaty subsidies (or bribes) to foreign enemies – Huns, Persians, Goths Slavs and 
Avars – who threatened the security of the Empire (Hendy 1985:257‑262; Guest 
2008:301‑302). As mentioned above, from the time of Maurice Tiberius onwards, 
the state found itself obliged to make annual payments to several enemies. Cases of 
inward flow were rare. Noteworthy is the annual tribute of 365,000 solidi paid by the 
Arabs to Justinian II. Other examples are the acquisition of booty, such as the Vandal 
and Ostrogothic royal treasuries by Belisarius on behalf of Justinian I in 534 and 540 
and the Sasanian royal treasury by Heraclius in 628 (Hendy 1985:281).

The last step in the supervision of coinage by the state was the demonetization or 
withdrawal from circulation of particular issues or denominations. The transport of large 
quantities of coinage was not only a problem of expenses but also of security. There is 
evidence of the imperial officers themselves substituting forgeries en-route to the central 
treasury (Kent 1956:199). Therefore, coins were melted into larger ingots or bars and 
were certified by the stamp of the testing officer. Ingots were easier to keep safely. Gold 
was collected from each province by palatini of the sacrae largitiones and transported to 
the comitatus. This procedure was legalized during the reign of Valentinian I in 366/367 
(CTh. XII.6.12; XII.6.13; XII.7.3 and CJ. X.72.5; Kent 1956:199‑201; LRC:50).

1.6.7 Prices and inflation

The topic of prices and wages during the Byzantine period has been comprehen-
sively summarized by Morrisson (1989a:239‑260) and Morrisson and Cheynet 
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(2002:815‑878) with full references to further bibliography.89 Worthy of mention is 
a group of legal documents written on wooden tablets and dating from the last years 
of the Vandal king Gunthamund (494‑496), known as the Tablettes Albertini. These 
documents, found on the frontier between Algeria and Tunisia, provide prices for 
transactions which reveal important clues about the relative value of the follis to the 
solidus (Courtois et al. 1952; Grierson 1959). Some figures concerning different 
aspects of daily life will be given here in order to illustrate the power of acquisition 
of Byzantine coinage.

As mentioned above, levies in kind were commuted into gold. From the sixth to 
the eleventh centuries, prices in gold remained quite stable (Morrisson and Cheynet 
2002:858). The purchasing power of the solidus is registered in an ample number 
of sources. Gold was used for all major private transactions. The price of land was 
fixed in gold according to whether it was worked or not (Morrisson and Cheynet 
2002:821).

As shown by the Nessana papyri 64, 65 and 69, 15 modii of wheat were worth 
about a nomisma (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:822).90 In 578 one kilo of sec-
ond-quality bread was equivalent to five to eight folles (Morrisson and Cheynet 
2002:829). The price for wine depended on age, type of vine, and provenance (Mor-
risson and Cheynet 2002:835). Oil prices were higher than wine and depended on 
the age, density of plantation, and irrigation of the trees (Morrisson and Cheynet 
2002:839). Papyrus 90 from Nessana records sales of palm dates and fixes the price 
of seven and a half baskets of dates to one solidus (Kraemer 1958: papyrus 90; May-
erson 1960:52, Nos. 90‑91). Cattle were expensive, and sheep were worth 20‑25 
times less than cattle; during the sixth-seventh centuries, the price for a donkey was 
between three and eight solidi (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:840). 

As mentioned above, a marble inscription found during the 1993‑1995 excava-
tions in Caesarea sets fees for payments (sportulae) to officials for legal services. 
Fees are given for procedures such as costs of legal acts preliminary to a trial and 
payment to the court clerk exsecutores and the exceptores. A privileged person paid 
2 solidi for a complaint or defense in a provincial court while an ordinary person in 
a lawsuit at Caesarea paid about 5 solidi in court costs altogether. This amount was 
the equivalent to the cost of feeding a person for one year (Di Segni, Patrich and 
Holum 2003:283‑293).

89	 Some illustrative figures regarding the fifth century in particular are given by Adelson 
(1967:262‑282). Also noteworthy is the account of values and prices by Grierson 1967:298‑299. 
90	 Papyri 64 and 65 are tax demands for wheat and oil from the Arab governor at Gaza to the people 
of Nessana, dated to 674‑677. Papyrus 69 is an account of receipts for food which lists the amounts 
paid in kind and in money (wheat and oil) for one year of supply provided to Arab troops, dated to 
680/681 (Kraemer 1958: papyrus 69; Mayerson 1960:50‑51).
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Payment in coin represented only part of the salaries paid by the state since the 
army in particular was also remunerated in rations, and officers were often granted 
other additional gratuities such as land (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002: 858‑859, 
861). According to an edict in the Codex Justinianus dated to 534, the annual wage 
of the prefect in the African prefecture was equivalent to 7,200 solidi, while the one 
for the head of tax-collectors was 14 solidi (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:859). A 
soldier’s yearly annona in Africa varied between four and five solidi (LRE:447). The 
modest salary of an unqualified worker was around one solidus a month or 10 solidi 
a year; craftsmen and professionals enjoyed from three to ten times higher salaries 
and officials, merchants and bankers were paid about 150 times more (Morrisson 
and Cheynet 2002:872). These sums remained stable from the sixth to the thirteenth 
century and were linked to the price of basic food-stuffs, since it is estimated that 
80% of salaries were spent on food (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:869) 

The prices of some services are known, such as a medical consultation in the 
sixth-seventh centuries which cost one tremissis (Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:867). 
Slave prices remained remarkably stable during the entire Byzantine period. By the 
time of Justinian I, the price for a slave child was up to ten solidi (LRE:447‑448). 

Clothes were extremely expensive; by the end of the fourth century a military 
chlamys cost a solidus while in the late sixth century silk clothes cost 72 solidi 
(LRE:447‑448; Morrisson and Cheynet 2002:851). With the exception of food-
stuffs, there was considerable regional price differentiation in the western and east-
ern parts of the Empire. It seems that the purchasing power was higher in the former 
(Morrisson 1989a:260). 

In order to avoid inflation, the state had to sporadically check the relationship 
between supply and demand of money and prices of goods and services measured in 
monetary terms. One of the reasons for price rises was the debasement of the means 
of exchange.91 This was caused by over-issuing large quantities of base metal coins 
which were not withdrawn by taxation, thus increasing the volume of copper coin-
age in circulation. In reaction, the purchasing value of each coin sank and the rate 
of exchange with the precious metal coinage became unstable. In order to return to 
the gold standard and reduce exchange rates and prices, the state applied monetary 
reforms such as the one implemented by Anastasius I in 498, which can be regarded 
as the most significant reform in the Byzantine period. 

Diocletian attempted to stabilize prices and combat inflation as early as 301 
by introducing the Edict on Prices (Edictum De Pretiis Rerum Venalium; Hendy 
1985:449‑462) together with his new monetary system. This edict doubled the value 

91	 Extraordinary causes such as natural catastrophes might also produce inflation. A good example is 
the bubonic plague in 542 which caused a shortage of human resources and consequently affected the 
economy. 
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of base metal coins and set a limit on prices for over a thousand products. It did not 
fix prices, but instead set maxima prices and rates for certain goods and services 
(food items, clothing, freight charges, and weekly wages). However, the edict did 
not solve the problem; it diminished production and encouraged illegal trade and 
barter. By the end of Diocletian’s reign in 305, the edict was virtually ignored, and 
the economy was not stabilized until Constantine I’s coinage reform.

1.6.8 Coin circulation and taxes

Haldon defines the circulation of coin as “the basic mechanism through which the 
state converted agricultural produce into liquid fiscal resources” (Haldon 2000:231). 
As explained above, this was a cyclical mechanism by which gold coins – in the 
form of salaries and largesse paid to the bureaucracy and the army – were exchanged 
in the market in order to get goods and services in return. The state then collected 
much of the coin in circulation through taxation, which was usually demanded in 
gold, offering change in base metal (Haldon 2000:232).92 

The part which public money played in monetary circulation is discussed by 
Morrisson. She concludes that in the most prosperous period of Byzantine economic 
history the total tax income in coin represented no more than around 42% of the cur-
rency in circulation and barely 28% of the money reserves (Morrisson 2002:950). 
Haldon stresses that coin as a means of exchange was vital as far as the state was 
concerned. But since Byzantium was essentially a “subsistence peasant economy”, 
local exchange activities could be carried out rather efficiently without the use of 
coinage (Haldon 1995:80-86). He further explains that coinage is not vital in a soci-
ety where the objective of each producing group was to satisfy its immediate needs. 
In other words, coin was not widely necessary and may have been little used by the 
general population (Hendy 1985:300-301).

92	 This cyclical process is also discussed by Reece in his analysis of coin supply. In his opinion, 
base coinage performs no cycle. It is minted and sent out to stay since it has no value outside a bullion 
(gold) guaranteed economy. He says: “There was no point in sending out, or even releasing copper 
from the mint if there was no gold available to back it” (Reece 2003:142-143).
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