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Early Arab Coins of Tunisia 
The Patimids of I f r iq iyah and t h e i r successors up to the 
establishment of Hafsid ru le - 296-625 AH (909-1228 A.P) 

By M.L. Tariszo 

Historical Background 

The Patimids of Ifriqiyah. 296-562 AH (909-973 AD) 

The Patimids claimed to be the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad and took 
their dynastic name from Patimah, daughter of the Prophet and wife of 'Ali, his 
cousin and fourth Caliph, They were part of the Shi'ite branch of Islam, which 
recognises the descendeints of *Ali as the only legitimate successors to Muhammad 
and to the Caliphate. The founder of the dynasty, •TJbaid Allah, came originally 
from Salamiyah in Syria, where the Isma'ili movement had arisen in opposition to 
the Abbasid Caliphs. The Isma'ilis consider Ima'il, and not his brother Musa, 
as the sei'enth Imam or "Leader" and, in contrast to the Shi'ite sects rt»cogiiizing 
a succession of twelve Imams, they consider Isma'il as the last of the "declared** 
Imams, before the advent of the Mahdi, the "guided one". 

About 280 AH (893 AB) one of 'ïïbaid Allah's followers, Abu 'Abd Allah, finding 
the Kotama pilgrims receptive to his preaching, joined them when they returned 
from Mecca to Kabylia, a Bountainous region to the west of Ifriqiyah which the 
Aghlabids had never entirely managed to control. Led by Abu 'Abd Allah, the 
Kotama intensified their harassing of the Aghlabids, taking advantage of weakness 
and sedition ajK>ngst the border garrisons. Seeing the successes of his followers 
in the Maghreb, 'Ubaid Allah left Syria for the west. Escaping detection by 
keeping south of the area controlled by the Aghlabids and thrir sullies, he reached 
Sijilfflassa, in western Maghreb, in 292 AH (905 AB), but was eventually detained. 
In 296 AH (909 AD) , Abu 'Abd Allah, obtained a decisive victory over the Aghlabids 
and occupied Kairouan, the seat of their government. He then moved westward, 
defeating all opposition, liberated 'Ubaid Allah and led him to Kairouan to pro­
claim himself early in 297 AH (910 AD) the Mghdi, the Rightful Caliph, the Imam, 
thus breaking the unity of the Caliphate idiich up to then had been maintained at 
the religious if not at the politiceJ. level. Abu 'Abd Allah was involved in 
298 AH (911 AD) in an attempt to overthrow 'Ubaid Allah and was executed. This 
sparked off a series of abortive rebellions among his original followers in 
southwestern Ifriqiyah, Tripoli and Sicily. 

The establishment of Patimid rule in Ifriqiyah was for 'Ubaid Allah only a 
beginning toward the attainment of his ultimate objective of overthrowing the 
Abbasid Caliphate. In 301 AH {913 AD) and again in 307 AH (919 AD) he sent 
expeditions against Egypt, led by his son Abu-1-Qasim. After initial successes 
and the occupation of Alexandria they were forced to return to Ifriqiyah. In 310 
AH (922 AD) 'Ubaid Allah turned to the west sind brought under his control most of 
the Ka^reb, including the regions of Pez amd Sijilmassa, up to the limits of the 
region controlled by the Sunnite 'Umayyads of Spedn, who had established in 3OOAH 
(912 AD) an independent Caliphate in Cordoba in opposition to the Abbasid Caliphs. 

'During these milits^r campaigns, the town of al-Hahdi3rah was founded on the eastern 
coast of Ifriqiyah, and the seat of the government was moved there from Kairouan 
in 309 AH (921 AD) , reflecting both the growing attention given to sea trade and 
sea power, and the main direction of the Fatimid expansion. 

'Ubaid Allah was succeeded by his son Abu-l-Qasim al-Qaim who continued his 
father's policies. Another expedition was sent to Egypt, with the same results 
and during his reign Berber corsairs started to raid the northeincoast of the 
Mediterranean. 



The cost of these forays resulted in heavy taxation which eventually 
produced open rebellion in the shape of a revival of Kharijism. The opposition 
first manifested itself in the south where it was repressed, but the dissidents 
led by Abu Tazid, moved to the west of Ifriqiyah from where they invaded the 
northern and central ijarts of IfriqiysQi and, with the heln of the orthodox 
Smmite population, occupied Kairouan, By 334 AH (945 AD) only al-Mahdiyah 
remained in the hands of the Fatimids and the town itself was under siege for 
several months. Eventually the Fatimids under al-Qaim's son Isma'il defeated 
the poorly organised rebel bands, thus putting an end to Khaorijism and asserting 
the supremacy of the sedentary Berbers over the nomads who had traditionally 
opposed them. Taking the name of al-4ïansur, the "made Victoriotis" Isma'il re­
established Fatimid rule over Ifriqiyah and territories further west. To 
celebrate his victory, in 337 AH (948 AD) he gave the name of Al-Mansuriyah to 
the new town which he had founded on the site of the old Berber Sabra, next to 
Kairouan, while the latter was still in rebel hands. 

Under the next ruler, al-Hu'izz, Fatlmld control was extended in the west as far 
as Tangier and Ceuta, In the east, a successful campaign was finally launched 
against Egypt which was conquered in 358 AH (969 A D ) , A new capital, al-Qahira 
(Cairo) was founded there in 362 (972 AD) , near the old provincial capital of al-
Pustat, and in the same year the Fatimid Caliph moved there the seat of his 
government; appoa.nting as governor of Ifriqiyah Bulukkin Tusuf abu-1-Patuh ibn 
Ziri, a Sanhajid Berber from centred Maghreb. 

The Zirid Period 362-543 AH (973-1148 AD) 

The transfer of the Fatimid government and the advent of the Zirids, who 
established their capital at Kairouan, was marked by unrest and revolts, includ­
ing one in Kairouan itself in 369 AH (979 AD) led by *Abd Allah, a descendant 
of the Aghlabids, Tusvif's successor, his son abu-1-Qasim al-Mansur, 373-386 AH 
(984-996 AD), consolidated his control over the region, put down a Fatimid 
inspired revolt of -üae Kotamas and thereby ensured that the Sanhajids becsune the 
most powerful Berber tribe in eastern Maghreb, During this period of Zirid rule, 
Ifriqiyah prospered, agriculture was developed and taxes were reduced. However, 
under abu Monad Badis, 386-406 AH (996-1016 AD), difficulties developed over 
relations with the Hammadids, a separate branch of the family who under Hammad, 
imcle of the Zirid ruler seceded in 405 AH (1014 AD) and took control of the 
region to the west of Ifriqiyah. Badis tried without success to obtMn the 
support of the Caliph in Cairo but his enemies were aided instead, ii\ prder to 
prevent the Zirid rulers from becoming too strong and independent. 

The point of rupture with the Fatimid Caliphate was reached in 441 AH (l049 AD) 
when abu Tamin al-Mu'izz, 406-454 AH (1016-1062 AD) proclaimed his allegiance 
to the Sunni Abbasid Caliphs of Baghdad, In retaliation the following year, 
the Fatimid Caliph of Cairo unleashed agsdnst the Zirids the Banu Hilal, a 
troublesome tribe from western Egypt. They invaded Ifriqiyah destroying every­
thing on their path, at first with the help of the Hsiminadids who wei*e however 
eventually forced by -tiie invaders to withdraw to the west. The entire region 
was ravaged, agricultural developments were destroyed, nomadism reintroduced 
with plunder becoming a way of life. The period of instability and insecurity 
thus started was to last for almost tvfO centuries while most of the region was 
controlled by a succession of local rulers with shifting allegiances. 

On the basis of the very limited numismatic evidence, it appears that the Zirids 
remained in control of the towns of Kairouan and of al-Mahdiyah for a few years 
at least and that in 449 AH (1057 AD) their zone of influcence included Sfax, 
The coins also indicate that in the same year 449 the Zirids recanted and again 
proclaimed the supremacy of the Fatimid Caliph, possibly in an attempt to 
obtain his help against the invaders. 
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No h i s t o r i c a l evidence has been fo\md of such contacts between Zirids and 
Pattmids and the region under Zirid control continued to be limited to al-Wahdiyah 
i t s e l f with, a t times, the towns of Kairouan, Sousse, Sfax, Tunis and Gabes, a l l 
occasionally also under the rule of more or l e s s indei>endent Berber or Arab 
ch ie f ta ins . The i n t e r i o r regained under the control of tiie nomad t r i b e s . 

The Z i r ids were soon faced with another danger, t h i s time from the sea. Taking 
advantage of the crumbling Arab power, the Nonnans had s t a r t ed the conquest of 
S ic i ly , from the i r bases in southern I t a l y . They occupied Pante- l l e r i a in 481 AH 
(1088 AD) and by 484 AH ( I 0 9 1 AD) had ousted the Arabs from the whole of S i c i l y , 
Led by Roger I I , liie Normans then obtained a f i r s t foothold in North Africa on 
the i s land of Djerba in 519 AH ( l l25 AD) and gradually extended the i r control to 
most of the eastern coast of I f r iq iyah . They f ina l ly took al-Mahdiyah. Sfax and 
Sousse - a l l that remained of the Zirid t e r r i t o r y - in 543 AH (l 148 AD; and the 
l a s t of the Zir ids , abu Tahya al-Hasan ibn 'Al i , was obliged to escape into exile 
by sea from al-Kahdiyah. 

The Period of Almohad and Almoravid Influence 543-625 AH (1148-1228 AD) 

The Norman occupation of tiie eastern coast of I f r iqiyah was of short durat ion, 
A new movement, that of theAtoohads or "Unitarians", had emerged in westena 
Ka^reb under 'Abd al-4ïumin who had rebelled against the Almoravids and proclaimed 
himself Caliph, establ ishing his cap i ta l i n Harrakesh. The Almohads rapidly 
extended t h e i r control to the en t i re Ma^reb re-es tabl i sh ing Moslem rule and 
Berber supremacy- over the whole of Ifriqijrah, Tunis was taken by the Almohads in 
555 AH (1159 AD; and al-Mahdiyah, the l a s t Norman stronghold, in 556AH (116QAD), 

In 580 AH (l184 AD), Almoravids from the Balearic Is lands , led by the two Banu 
Ghanyah Brothers 'Ali and Yahya, landed on the northern coast of the Maghreb and 
from there , with the support of the Abbasid Caliph and of the Banu Sulayim Arabs 
from Tr ipo l i , occupied most of I f r iq iyah . Yahva set up an independent government 
a t Gabes and occupied Tirnis in 599 AH (l203 AD) but the pressure from the west 
was overwhelming and Almohad authori ty was soon re-establ ished over the en t i r e region. 

In 604 AH (l207 AD) abu Huhammad 'Abd al-Wahid - son of 'Umar ibn Hafs who had 
been one of the or iginal supporters of 'Abd al-Hundn - was appointed Governor of 
I f r iqiyah by the fourth Almohad Caliph, Muhammad al-Nasdribn Taqub, and 
established his cap i t a l in Tunis. His son Paris succeeded him in 618 AH (l221 AD) 
but was deposed by his own brother abu Zakariah Tahya in 625 AH (l228 A D ) , Abu 
Zakarlah gradually broke h is l inks with the Almohad Caliphate and s e t up an 
independent Hafsid s t a t e in Tunis, >diich was to l a s t u n t i l the Ottoman pro tec tor ­
a te began in 982 AH (1574 AD) . 

Description of the Coins 

Fatimid Coins of I f r iqiyah 296-459 AH (909-1067 AD) 

Only coizis minted within the region corresponding to what i s today known as 
Tunisia are considered here . This ser ies includes coins issued by the Zirid 
governors a f te r the t ransfer of the Fatimid Caliphate to Cairo in 362 AH, with 
the exception of those of the period between 439 and 449 AH which, because of 
the i r differences and h i s to r i ca l significance are described separate ly . "Mintless" 
Fatimid coins dated af ter 362 AH and not othenfise a t t r ibu tab le to I f r iq iyah are 
not included, A stunmary of relevant data i s given in Table 1.1, 

Both gold and s i lver coins are known, but no copper coins of t h i s period have been 
described. The ser ies i s typical of the c l a s s i ca l Arab period with legends in 
Kufic s c r i p t . Apart from some fract ional gold coins, a l l have a c i r cu la r marginal 
legend on each s ide , surrounding other horizontal or c i rcu la r legends, and are 
characterized by the presence of concentric c i r c l e s separating the legends. Coins 
of different ru lers usTially d i f fer not only in t he i r wording but a lso in the 
arrangement of legends and c i r c l e s . 
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The size and weight of the gold coins are similar to those of the early post-
reform coins, but there is a tendency for dinars to become slightly larger 
and thinner toward the end of this period, possibly so that longer inscriptions 
could be better accommodated; their weight however remains the same, at a 
little less than 4.2 greims. Fractional dinars are basically similar, but their 
legends are somewhat simpler and their size and weight show more variation. 
Silver "dirhams" are less common than gold coins and tend to be scarcer for 
later rulers. They are similar to gold coins in general appearance but show a 
certain variation in size and weight. 

Pour mint-najnes occur on coins of this series, Al-Qayrawan (Kairo-an), al-
Mahdiyah (Mahdia), al-Mansuriyah (situated next to Kairouan) and, on a single 
coin dated 414 AH, Zwila (a suburb of Mahdia). According to recorded dates, 
Fatimid gold dinars were minted in Kairouan only until 306 AH. VTien the seat of 
the government was moved to the newly founded al-Maihdiyah, coins were minted 
there from 311 to 459 AH and in al-Mansuriyah from 338 to 438 AK,the period of 
prominence of this other Fatimid centre. In addition to the early issues, the 
name of Kairouan appears on two dinars dated 333 AH and 335 AH, The first, 
similar in general appearance to Fatimid coins but with different legends, was 
struck during the occupation of Kairouan by Abu Tazid and his followers. The 
coin dated 335 AH was posthumously issued in the name of the Amir al-Qaim by his 
successor al-Mu'izz, who refused to assume the title of Imam and to strike coins 
in his own name before putting an end to the Kharijite rebellion. This re­
appearance of Kairouan as a Fatimid mint mi^t well have represented a way of 
marking the restoration of Fatimid control over the city and the appearance of 
al-Hansiiriyah as a new mint shoirtly atteTwaxda emphasizes the importance again 
given to the region of Kairouan, hitherto somewhat neglected in favour of Mahdia, 

Fractional gold coins from al-KaMiyah are dated from 316 AH to 412 AH or 450 AH, 
a questionable date, and those from al-Hansuriyah from 340 to 436 AH. 

Silver coins struck in Kairouan are known, dated 296, 308 and 332 AH. Silver 
coins from al-Mahdiysih are dated from 316 to 401 AH and those from Al-Mansuriyah 
from 352 to 376 AH with one additional but doubtful coin of 432 AH, 

The relatioaahip in value between the dinar and the dirham, originally 1:10, had 
gradually increased to about 1:16 under al-Hu'izz. Under cd-^akim It rose to 
1:26 in 395 AH and to 1:34 in 597 AH, During his reign, new dirhams of heavier 
wei^t were issued and their relationship to the dinar was brought back to 1:16, 

Accepting the usual convention that the obverse of the coin is the side with 
the first part of the "kalimah" (the statement of Moslem faith or "Muhammadan 
sjnnbol")» almost all coins of this period have the "second symbol" (Koran IX,33) 
in the marginal legend of the obverse, and the "bismillah" (the mint and date 
form\ila) in the marginal legend of the reverse. One exception is provided by 
the early issues of al-Qaim on *rtiich the bismillah, placed as a circular legend 
on the reverse, is surrounded by another religious legend (Koran VI,115). The 
early coins issued by al-Mansur on his own name in 336-337 AH also differ in 
having the"second symbol" on the reverse and the bismillah on the obverse. 
From 338 AH all personeil names and titles aire on the reverse. Additional 
religious legends appear on the first coins of this series issued by abu 'Abd 
Allah - on which there are no personal names or titles - and on the coin of 
al-Mu'izz, 

There are some differences in the form in which names and titles are given on 
the coins issued by various rulers, but all coins issued after the advent of 
the Mahdi show the honorary title or "lakab" of the ruler, the title "Amir al-
Mxuninin", Commander of the Believers and, with the exception of the fractional 
gold of al-Tahar, the title "al-Imam", the Leader. 


