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‘The Fertilizing Follis’: Commerce at Beth Shean1 
Joseph R. Kopta 

 
A diverse amount of goods for trade circulated in the Late Antique Near East. Beth 
Shean, situated within the Galilee at the meeting place between Asia, Europe, Africa, 
and the Mediterranean, was well situated for prosperous commercial activity. With an 
estimated population in 540 CE of 30,000 to 40,000 people, Beth Shean would have 
been, after Caesarea and Jerusalem, the third largest city in Palestine.2 As the capital of 
Palestina Secunda, the city was a center of exchange along trade routes allowing 
access for traders, merchants, nomads, mercenaries, monks, pilgrims, and urban 
dwellers to participate in a commercial network.  
 
As is evident through the material remains– both in the collections of the University of 
Pennsylvania and Rockefeller Museums and those more recently excavated by the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Israeli Antiquity Authority– Beth Shean 
participated in the exchange of material culture as a commercial nexus of both local 
Galilean markets as well as global trade in Late Antique Syria-Palestine. This paper 
will situate Beth Shean within its commercial context in Late Antiquity, framing the 
phenomenon by two means. Within a commercial matrix, how much did Beth Shean 
participate in a network or far-reaching geographical trade, and how much 
commercial production was localized to the city and the surrounding territory of the 
Galilee? Moreover, how did commercial interaction change over time, from the 
transition of a Byzantine polis to an Islamic medina, over the centuries from roughly 
400 to 800 CE? These two questions will be addressed by examining the evidence 
within three discrete matrices: 1) the goods and services being bought and sold; 2) 
the tools by which items, goods, and transfer of wealth such as payment of taxes 
were made using coins, measures and weights; and 3) and the marketplaces 
themselves– the locations within Beth Shean where commercial interaction took 
place, based on the archaeological finds of the twentieth-century excavations. 
 
As evidence, this paper will integrate the material excavated by the University of 
Pennsylvania in the 1920s and 1930s with the published excavations of the Tel by 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Israeli Antiquities Authority in the 1980s 
and 1990s. 
 
Commerce in Late Antiquity. Beth Shean was at the center of a integrated network 
of trade routes along roads established by the Romans, connecting to Caesarea on 
the coast of the Mediterranean, Tiberias and Syria in the north, Gerasa to the east, 
and Neapolis and Jerusalem to the south.3 Two of these roads continued into Beth 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!The quotation in the title of this paper is part of a fourth-century epigram of Palladas in the Anthologia 
Palatina. Patrologia Graeca 51:100; mentioned by Cécile Morrisson, “Weighing, Measuring, Paying: 
Exchanges in the Market and the Marketplace,” in Trade and Markets in Byzantium, ed. Cécile Morrisson, 
379 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 2012).!
2 Yoram Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean / Scythopolis, 4th–8th centuries,” in Byzantine 
Trade, 4th–12th Centuries: The Archaeology of Local, Regional and International Exchange, ed. Marlia 
Mundell Mango, 64 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009). 
3 For an overview of Beth Shean in Late Antiquity, see Yoram Tsafrir and Gideon Foerster, “Urbanism at 
Scythopolis: Bet Shean in the fourth to seventh centuries,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 51 (1997): 85-146; 
for the Roman road system and trade routes, ibid., fig. B. 
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Shean’s city center, one from Caesarea to Aila (Aqaba), and one from Syria to 
central Palestine.4 According to Yoram Tsafrir, “city planning was strongly influenced 
by the course of the external main roads. Each excavated segment of the streets was 
adorned also with shops.”5 Thus, the international trade routes determined, in at least 
a superficial way, part of the urban layout.  
 

 
The Roman road system in the northern Levant, with Nysa-Scythopolis/Beth Shean shown left of 

center at the nexus of multiple trade routes (Tsafrir and Foerster 1997 (fig. B)) 
 

A primary means of commercial exchange in Late Antiquity occurred in the form of 
annual fairs.6 André Binggeli suggests “most fairs were part of larger networks that 
must be examined in relation to trade routes and foreign trade in a broader historical 
perspective,”7 and, continuing in the Umayyad period, such fairs generally took place 
in connected networks between cities.8 There is not systematic documentation for the 
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4 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 61. 
5 Ibid., 62. 
6 André Binggeli, “Annual Fairs, Regional Networks, and Trade Routes in Syria, Sixth-Tenth Centuries,” in 
Trade and Markets in Byzantium, ed. Cécile Morrisson, 281-296 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection, 2012). 
7 Ibid., 293. 
8 In the Islamic period, fairs in Palestine were connected by a network of “Jerusalem, ‘Asqalan, Bayt 
Jibrin, the fair of Filastin in Ludd or al-Ramla, and possibly the fair of al-Urdunn near Tabariyya 
(Tiberias).” Ibid., 293. 
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Syrio-Palestinian region, but fairs are recorded at Beth Shean in Christian and 
Talmudic sources.9 
 

 
Map of the lower city of Beth Shean, where much of the commercial activity in Late Antiquity took 

place (Tsafrir and Foerster 1997 (fig. D)) 
 

Goods and Luxury Arts. A number of items were traded at fairs, including those of 
great value. Highly valued luxury arts in Byzantium included objects made from silks, 
ivories, gold and silver, along with spices and incense. Thelma Thomas indicates that 
Byzantium inherited a pejorative understanding of sumptuousness from Republican-
era Rome, yet displayed a dual relationship with luxury objects.10 On the one hand, 
moralizing Christian patristic literature denounced the opulence of luxurious 
materials, but the profusion of privileged materials in archaeological contexts shows 
their continuing value for the Byzantines as markers of positive conspicuous 
consumption. 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Ibid., 294. 
10 Thelma K. Thomas, “’Ornaments of excellence’ from ‘the miserable gains of commerce’: Luxury Art and 
Byzantine Culture,” in Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition, 7th–9th Century, ed. Helen C. Evans and 
Brandie Ratliff, 124 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2012). 
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At Beth Shean, ten gold solidi, a gold bracelet, and a gold necklace were discovered 
as a hoard in Room H of the Our Lady Monastery, Locus 270 at the Northern 
Cemetery.11 The coins date the materials from the late-sixth century to a terminus 
post quem of 641 CE, the end of the reign of Heraclius. It has been suggested that 
the hoard of precious objects was hidden as a result of the Arab conquest of the city 
in 635 CE.12 After the reorganization of the city during the Umayyad period, gold and 
silver jewelry, along with 39 gold dinars, bronze, glass, and pottery was found in one 
of the shops in the suq installed on the ruins of Silvanus Hall. The discovery of 
mercury nearby this shop, which is used in the process of gilding silver, suggests this 
was likely the workplace of a goldsmith.13 
 

! !
Left: the ten gold coins found in a hoard in Room H of Our Lady Monastery, obverse [top] and reverse 
[bottom]; Right: the gold coins together with the gold necklace and twisted bracelet found in the same 

hoard (UPM Archives 1930-31) 
 
More gold coins have been found in other Umayyad contexts, and will be discussed 
more thoroughly below. Despite these and a few other examples of gold, silver, and 
ivory objects, there is not an abundance of fine materials that results from the 
Byzantine archaeological contexts at Beth Shean. Luxury goods, it must be 
reminded, were commodities for the elite.  What might be considered more mundane 
trade items– ceramics, pottery, glass, and agricultural goods– are the basis of 
Byzantine and Umayyad economies at Beth Shean, and provide the greatest extant 
evidence. 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Gerald M. Fitzgerald, A Sixth-Century Monastery at Beth-Shan (Philadelphia: The University Museum, 
University of Pennsylvania, 1939), plate 4, figs. 1-2. 
12 For the Arab conquest, see Gideon Avni, The Byzantine-Islamic Transition in Palestine: An 
Archaeological Approach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 61. 
13 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 79. 
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Ceramics. The ceramic material excavated by Hebrew University from Area L on the 
Tel is expressive of the use of traded goods in domestic spaces.14 Comprising of three 
“homogeneous and well stratified loci,”15 the ceramics from area L belong to the 
Byzantine and early Islamic periods. The majority of the finds comprised of bowls, both 
local and imported, but also include cooking pots, jugs, and jars. 
 
In all, 86 ceramic vessels were found in the Byzantine level of Area L. Of those, 53 are 
identifiable as locally produced wares, while 33 are imported. Likewise, five imported 
amphorae were found, versus eleven that were locally produced. Of the imported 
ceramics, all three varieties of internationally traded fine wares were unearthed: African 
Red Slip Ware (ARS); Late Roman C or “Phocaean Red Slip” Ware; and Cypriot Red 
Slip Ware. Five examples of ARS Ware from Africa Proconsularia (roughly 
corresponding to modern-day Tunisia), characterized by a thicker, orange slip that 
completely covers the interior of the grainy-based vessel, were exposed.16 Moreover, 
thirteen pieces of Late Roman C Ware, also known as “Phocaean Red Slip,” were 
located. These ceramics are generally open bowls or dishes, originating from ancient 
Phocaea (modern-day Foça in Turkey) on the Anatolian coast of the Aegean. Several of 
the examples at Beth Shean have stamped crosses on their faces. Thirteen more 
pieces from this area originated from Cyprus. In addition to these pieces, the 
archaeological team unearthed two bowls, known as Gerash Bowls or “Transjordanian 
Red Slip Ware B,” as well as two examples of Egyptian Red Slip Ware.17 The presence 
of these two types of wares indicates that regional trade with provinces in close 
proximity to Palaestina Secunda occurred. 
 
In area P, also on the Tel, eight imported ceramic pieces were revealed– here only 
African Red Slip Ware and Late Roman C– among a total of 34 from the Byzantine 
strata.18 Some of the other pottery is identified as cooking wares of a type locally 
produced in the Galilee.19 
 
Of the pieces that are identified as local, three bowls and basins are characterized as 
“Fine Byzantine Ware” with a provenance from either southern Israel or Jerusalem.20 A 
few other bowls and basins have similar types from Madaba in Jordan and Tel 
Jezreel.21 Moreover, the Byzantine pottery from Area H, close by on the Tel, and 
numbering sixteen in total, are also identifiable as locally produced in the Galilee.22 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 The pottery from Area L is comprehensively documented and discussed by Barbara L. Johnson, “The 
Hellenistic to Early Islamic Period Pottery,” in Excavations at Tel Beth-Shean 1989-1996, Volume I: From 
the Late Bronze Age IIB to the Medieval Period, ed. Amihai Mazar, 523-589 (Jerusalem: Israel 
Exploration Society and Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2006). Johnson divides the finds chronologically 
into Late Roman/Byzantine; Byzantine; and Late Byzantine/Early Islamic periods, covering the entire Late 
Antique era. 
15 Ibid, 523. Ceramics from area P and several from area N are also discussed. 
16 Several pieces of African Red Slip Ware pottery were also found in the shops of the Street of the 
Monuments, although the great majority of pottery found there was locally produced. Tsafrir, “Trade, 
workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 72. 
17 Johnson, “The Hellenistic to Early Islamic Period Pottery, 544. 
18 Ibid., 538. 
19 Ibid., 539. Date ranges for these, based on comparisons with other examples, range from the fourth to 
the eighth- or ninth-centuries CE. 
20 Ibid., 545. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., 550. 
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A contrast in the types of ceramics arises between those that were produced regionally 
and within the closest provinces, and those that were traded internationally. The vessels 
that were imported are fine ware, consisting mostly of bowls bust also other types of 
vessels, which was hard-fired and had well-burnished, impervious inner walls. These 
wares likely functioned as more conspicuous displays of wealth for dining. The locally 
produced wares tend to be utilitarian, and much more abundant, intended for uses as 
cooking pots and storage jars and jugs. The frequent use and common wear-and-tear of 
these vessels logically require a more immediate availability, necessitating indigenous 
production. In a commercial context, the function of the ware at Beth Shean likely 
determined its origin as local or international. 
 
After the transition of the city to Umayyad rule in the seventh century, a pottery 
workshop was set up in the area of the former Byzantine agora. This workshop 

 
“consisted of a large house with a central courtyard and rooms on both sides. A 
potter’s wheel was discovered in one of the rooms. Several kilns were scattered 
near the house. Three pools were found for working the clay: one for raw 
materials, another served as a settling vat, and the third for drying the clay. Some 
of the rooms contained many pottery vessels, among them cooking pots and 
mainly pilgrim flasks ready for sale.”23 

 
There was additionally a second, two-kiln workshop set up in the old amphitheater at 
the south of the city, which, in Tsafrir’s reckoning, “explicitly reflects the process of the 
ruralization of Baysan in the seventh and eighth centuries.”24 In addition to 
demonstrating the continuing local production of ceramics in the Umayyad period, the 
presence of pilgrim flasks at one of these pottery shops is telling. The importance of 
trade to Christian audiences seeking mementos of pilgrimage to the recently conquered 
Holy Land seemingly outweighed antagonisms in the minds of shrewd business-minded 
potters. 
 
Glass. The glass finds from the Tel date to the Byzantine and Islamic periods, with the 
overwhelming majority being from the Byzantine era.25 In all, 67 Byzantine-era glass 
vessels and fragments were unearthed on the Tel by Hebrew University, including plain 
and decorated small bowls, bottles, jars, handles, wine glasses, lamps, a bracelet, a 
pair of inlays, and a piece of a window pane.26 Close parallels for nearly all of these 
types found elsewhere at Beth Shean in the center city, Northern Cemetery, and 
Monastery27 indicate that glass was likely a locally produced commodity. Fourteen 
additional glass finds from the Umayyad period, and one glass bead from the Abbasid 
or Fatimid period, indicate that glass in this period was mold-blown.28 The Byzantine-era 
glass spoon found with other glass objects by Clarence Fisher in Level II, House III of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23  Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 75. 
24 Ibid. 
25 The glass finds from the Byzantine and Islamic periods of the Tel are comprehensively documented by 
Shulamit Hadad, “Glass Finds,” in Excavations at Tel Beth-Shean 1989-1996, Volume I: From the Late 
Bronze Age IIB to the Medieval Period, ed. Amihai Mazar, 626-637 (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society 
and Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2006). 
26 Ibid., 626-628. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 628-630. 
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the Lower Terrace East on the Tel was also blown, as can be seen from the broken 
cross-section of its rim. 
 
Additional finds of 45 glass vessels from the Byzantine shops in the Street of the 
Monuments29 have parallels with many of the fragments discovered on the Tel. 
Examples of some of the glass bowls, which were mold-blown, resemble others found in 
burial contexts at Kisra in western Galilee, as well as at Jerash.30 Other parallels to 
these glass objects, including beakers and plain bottles, can be found in the Galilee, 
indicating glass, at least at Beth Shean, was a locally and regionally produced 
commodity. 
 
A large fragment of a glass slab with clearly broken edges indicating its use as source 
for glass tesserae in the production of mosaics was discovered in Room A of the 
Monastery. This, along with the additional tesserae on the Tel near the site of the 
Round Church,31 indicates the local production of glass for a specific use in architectural 
settings in religious spaces. 
 

 
Glass Slab, UPM 31-50-125 (Photo Megan Boomer) 

 
The most compelling evidence, however, for glass production at Beth Shean is in the 
discovery of a functioning glass workshop, active in the sixth and early seventh 
centuries. Situated east of the “Bazaar,” near the Northeastern (Damascus) Gate of the 
city, it comprised of two rooms with a courtyard, and contained glass vessels, chunks of 
glass, and remains of furnaces.32 “The glass vessels, bowls, bottles and goblets [found 
at this site] are similar to those collected in early Byzantine levels around the city,”33 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 S. Agady, M. Arazi, Benny Arubas, Shulamit Hadad, Elias Khamis and Yoram Tsafrir, “Byzantine 
Shops in the Street of the Monuments at Bet Shean (Scythopolis),” in What Athens Has to Do with 
Jerusalem: Essays on Classical, Jewish and Early Christian Art and Archaeology in Honor of Gideon 
Foerster, ed. Leonard Victor Rutgers, 423-533 (Louvain: Peeters, 2002). 
30 Ibid., 484. 
31 See Gerald M. Fitzgerald, Beth-Shan Excavations 1921–1923: The Arab and Byzantine Levels 
(Philadelphia: The University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, 1931), for contextualizing information. 
See also Daira Nocera, “The Round Church at Beth Shean,” Expedition 55, no. 1 (2013): 16-20. 
32 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 73. 
33 Ibid. 



8 
 

which might hint that this was the factory, or perhaps one of them, that provided the city 
with its glass during these centuries. 
 
Agriculture. Beth Shean is situated in a fertile valley in the Galilee. Yoram Tsafrir 
asserts that the city was “from its beginning an important agricultural center,” and “many 
of the city’s citizens were land-owners.”34 This circumstance of geography, along with 
the clear remains in the city of olive-oil production and mammalian remains dependent 
on a thriving agriculture,35 imply a highly productive agricultural market. Nearby, at the 
Jewish synagogue of Rehov in the Beth Shean Valley, a Halachic inscription “counts 22 
kinds of fruits and vegetables (not including local products such as grapes, wheat, 
olives etc.) that were known in the city’s markets.”36 It is not difficult imagining such 
produce in markets at Beth Shean. 
 
Descriptions from the tenth-century geographer al-Muqaddasi of the Early Islamic town 
of Baysan indicate that it produced, in its surrounding agriculturally rich lands, dates, 
rice, and rope, due to the abundance of palm trees in the Galilee.37 Additionally, surveys 
of the areas and datable pottery surrounding Beth Shean show that Byzantine farmland 
and villages continued to exist after the Arab conquest of 635, and some were even 
founded in the seventh and eighth centuries.38 
 
The importance of agriculture is not only as a foodstuff, however. The growth of linens 
allowed for the production of textiles, one of the more famous products of the city since 
at least the fourth century. Gideon Avni indicates “the increased importance of local 
agricultural production in Beth Shean and its hinterland is emphasized in several of 
historical sources, which praise the Byzantine city for its fabrics and linen cloth.”39 The 
fabrics– none of which remain– are discussed in the Expositio Totius Mundi et Gentium, 
as well as Rabbinic sources. “In addition to the praise of the wheat, wine, and oil 
products of Scythopolis, this source [that is, the Expositio] counts it as first in ahead of 
the list of Phoenician cities (Laodicea, Byblus, Tyrus and Berytus) producing linen 
(linteamina).”40 In the Price Edict of Diocletian of 301 CE, clothing makers at Skythopolis 
are authorized by the emperor to ask for the highest possible price for tunics and other 
linen items,41 implying the great quality of this homegrown product. Although thus far the 
archaeological records have not revealed the locations of any textile workshops, Tsafrir 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 Ibid., 64. 
35 Orit Simchoni and Mordechai E. Kislev, “Charred By-Products of Olive-Oil Production in the Iron Age,” 
in Excavations at Tel Beth-Shean 1989-1996, Volume I: From the Late Bronze Age IIB to the Medieval 
Period, ed. Amihai Mazar, 679-686 (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society and Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, 2006); Liora Kolska Horwitz, “Mammalian Remains from Areas H, L, P, and Q,” in Excavations 
at Tel Beth-Shean 1989-1996, Volume I: From the Late Bronze Age IIB to the Medieval Period, ed. 
Amihai Mazar, 689-710 (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society and Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
2006). Although the study by Simchoni and Kislev addresses the Iron Age finds, continuing occupation 
and literary descriptions of agriculture in later periods highly suggest this was a continuously fertile region. 
36 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 64. 
37 Muhammad al-Muqaddasi, The Best Divisions for Knowledge of the Regions, trans. Basil Collins, 138 
(Reading: Garnet, 2001). 
38 Avni, The Byzantine-Islamic Transition, 69-70. 
39 Ibid., 69. 
40 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 66. 
41 Ibid. 
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suggests that water pools and conduits in and around the city– necessary for the 
processing of linen into textiles– are a potential link to this industry.42 
 
Excavations at Beth Shean have revealed a structure referred to as the “Bazaar,” just 
inside the Northeastern (Damascus) Gate of the city wall. Here, there were twenty 
shops, arranged along four rows with two lanes. Pottery, stone vessels, and other finds 
were unearthed, and the proximity to the wall away from the center of the city suggest 
that this was a place where villagers and farmers would meet to exchange crops and 
other goods from the surrounding landscape with city merchants.43 
 
Numismatics. Other kinds of material evidence speak to the practical mechanisms 
of commerce in the Byzantine and early Islamic periods. The surviving coins from 
Beth Shean allow more precise dating of archaeological contexts, often include 
rulers' names, and permit a diagraming of patterns of monetary exchange across 
large geographic territories. 
 
Byzantium in the Late Antique period, continuing Roman Imperial systems of 
coinage, operated a money economy by issuing three gold coin types and four or five 
copper types.44 Beginning in 615, there was also one silver coin type. The standard 
was the gold solidus, weighing 1/72 of a Roman pound, or 24 carats (roughly 4.5 
grams). At Beth Shean, ten gold solidi, dating from the reigns of Maurice Tiberius 
through the co-rulership of Heraclius and Heraclius Constantine, were found as a 
hoard in the Our Lady Monastery. Smaller in value were the gold semissis and 
tremissis. 
 
The copper follis, worth 40 nummi (the coin of least monetary value), is identifiable by 
the letter “M” (indicating 40 in Greek). Initially, beginning in the reign of Anastasius I in 
498, there were two additional copper coins, the half-follis (worth 20 nummi, marked 
with a “K”) and a decanummium (worth 10 nummi, marked with an “I”). In 512, a 5-
nummi coin (marked with “E”) was introduced, along with the doubling of the weight of 
the three existing coins. Many of the coins found at the street level in the commercial 
district and in the North Cemetery are folli, including the follis of Tiberius II Constantine 
found in Room H of the Our Lady Monastery. 
 
Coins at Beth Shean. The numismatic evidence at Beth Shean gives a sense of a 
trade system connected with a larger Mediterranean economy. White the majority of the 
identifiable coins of the Byzantine period come from Constantinopolitan mints 
(designated with mintmark CONOB), several are recognized as having an origin of 
Antioch, Alexandria, and Nicomedia. In contrast to the majority of regional goods 
discovered in the excavations, which point to local Galilean objects such as glassworks, 
ceramic vessels, and agricultural crops, the coins demonstrate a clear interaction with 
the wider Byzantine world. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 72. 
44 For a comprehensive overview of the Byzantine monetary system and mechanics of the money 
economy, see Philip Grierson, Byzantine Coinage (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library 
and Collection, 1999), and Cécile Morrisson, “Money, Coins and the Economy,” in The Byzantine World, 
ed. Paul Stephenson, 34-46 (London: Routlidge, 2010). 
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The context of the Late Antique coins in the Penn Museum’s collection varies between 
funerary and commercial find-spots. Although one gold coin of the Emperor Phocas, 
now in the Rockefeller Museum, was discovered in a domestic space on the Tell, the 
majority of coins excavated by the University of Pennsylvania were found in burial 
chambers in the North Cemetery, in addition to the ten gold solidi found along with 
precious jewelry in the Our Lady Monastery. The coins from the cemetery tend to be 
bronze or copper, including one bronze follis with mintmark NIKO (indicating it was 
minted in Nicomedia). 
 

 
Byzantine mints in the Mediterranean (map Alexander Brey) 

 
The excavations by the Israelis on the Tel produced a total of 370 coins, of which 48 are 
identifiable.45 Eighteen of these are Byzantine, Arab-Byzantine, or Umayyad, with one 
clearly Abbasid coin. The mints of the coins from the Tel are, for the Byzantine era, 
mostly Constantinopolitan, although one follis was minted at Antioch and a 
dodecanummium (with numerals I + B) minted in Alexandria. The Arab-Byzantine and 
Umayyad coins originated from mints in Tabariyya (Tiberias), very close to Beth Shean 
to the north, and Ba’albek in modern Lebanon. 
 
The numismatic evidence in the Street of the Monuments is not as clear. A fire ca. 540 
CE destroyed the shops that were continuously in use from the Roman period. In total, 
583 coins were discovered in this location, with 143 being identifiable, ranging in date 
from the late fourth to first half of the sixth centuries.46 A huge number of the coins, 
identifiable by their size and weight, are small nummi and minimi. These denominations 
are indicative of the type of currency used for everyday commercial interaction– the 
smallest copper and bronze coins were reserved for commonplace trade of goods, while 
gold currency was reserved for larger purchases, payments and gifts. 
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45 Nitzan Amitai-Preiss, “The Coins,” in Excavations at Tel Beth-Shean 1989-1996, Volume I: From the 
Late Bronze Age IIB to the Medieval Period, ed. Amihai Mazar, 607-615 (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration 
Society and Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2006). 
46 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 70. 
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The latest identified coins date to the reign of Justinian, and were minted in Carthage 
between 534 and 539. Additionally, one coin of the Ostrogothic king Theodahad (r. 534-
536 CE), struck at Ravenna, was found in shop 2.47 These coins are rarely in circulation 
in Palestine at this time, and their presence, along with several pieces of African Red 
Slip ware in these shops and on the Tel, indicate that trade with North Africa was more 
common in the mid-sixth century.48 For a short time, at least, commerce at Beth Shean 
was pan-Mediterranean. 
 
Invading Arabs, reaching Beth Shean in 635 CE, adopted the established coinage 
system of the Byzantines, and “Byzantine coins, both gold and copper, continued to 
circulate extensively in Syria and Palestine long after the Arab conquest: gold until the 
coinage reform of 696, and copper until about 658.”49 Several so-called Arab-Byzantine 
coins have been found on the Tel, which, along with pilgrim’s flasks produced by the 
pottery workshop in the former agora, “reveal close economic ties between the rival 
powers of Byzantium and Islam.”50 
 
Eventually the Umayyads changed the coinage system in the very late seventh century. 
In the 730s, an Umayyad mint was established in Beisan,51 attested by literary evidence 
and several coins found from the area around Palladius Street in a post-659 earthquake 
stratum.52 In one of the kilns of the pottery workshop in the former Byzantine agora, a 
horde of Umayyad silver dirhems was discovered, dating to 707-747. These coins 
remarkably originated from mints as far as Iraq, Iran, and al-Andalus, Spain, and 
“indicate the wide scope of trade and economic relations in the first part of the eighth 
century.”53 
 
After the fire of the mid-sixth century destroyed the shops in the Street of the 
Monuments, new shops were built on their foundations– and were themselves 
destroyed by an earthquake a century later.54 In the early Islamic level of these shops, 
eight coin hordes were found. Although the great majority of coins in these finds are 
small denominations– that is, money that shopkeepers would regularly use in 
commercial transactions– there were also some denominations of greater value, 
including fourteen dirhams and 31 dinars. This mixture, in the view of Alan Walmsley, 
indicates “the ongoing monetary basis of the market economy”55 in the early Islamic 
period. 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47 Gabriela I. Bijowsky, “Appendix 1: The Coins,” in What Athens has to do with Jerusalem: Essays on 
Classical, Jewish and Early Christian Art and Archaeology in Honor of Gideon Foerster, ed. Leonard 
Victor Rutgers, 511 (Louvain: Peeters, 2002). 
48 Ibid., 72. 
49 Clive Foss, “Arab-Byzantine Coins: Money as Cultural Continuity,” in Byzantium and Islam: Age of 
Transition, 7th–9th Century, ed. Helen C. Evans and Brandie Ratliff, 136 (New York: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 2012). 
50 Ibid. 
51 Avni, The Byzantine-Islamic Transition. 
52 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 75 
53 Ibid. 
54 Alan Walmsley, “Regional Exchange and the Role of the Shop in Byzantine and Early Islamic Syria-
Palestine: An Archaeological View,” in Trade and Markets in Byzantium, ed. Cécile Morrisson, 326 
(Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2012). 
55 Ibid. 
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Measures. The one counterbalance weight in the Penn Museum’s collection that was 
found with the ten gold coins in the Monastery gives a sense of the tools used in 
performing commercial transactions. Byzantine commercial balances regulated fair, 
standardized exchanges between shop owners and customers. In recent excavations, 
two steelyards with both Greek and Arabic inscriptions used for weighing goods were 
discovered in the shops of the Street of the Monuments.56 These bilingual devices 
demonstrate an interest, even after the Arabic conquest, in commercial exchange 
between Muslims and Christians into the Umayyad period. Moreover, the presence of 
these steelyards “indicate[s] the continuing reliance on a weight standard in the 
marketplace.”57 
 
Two main categories of weighing instruments existed in Late Antiquity: the steelyard 
(κἀµπανος), used for measuring gross weights; and the symmetrical balance scale 
(ζυγός), used for smaller commodities, including coins and small amounts of gold and 
silver. The steelyard consisted of a horizontal axis, called a fulcrum, with two unequal 
arms. Goods hung from a weighing collar hook on one side, while a counterpoise weight 
(like the globular one from the Monastery) was moved back and forth on the fulcrum 
until it was horizontal. Once balanced, notches on the fulcrum indicated the weight of 
the goods. Although none of the finds at Beth Shean have revealed sculptural 
counterweights, sometimes they could resemble personified figures of prosperity. The 
symmetrical balance scale functioned similarly, with a fulcrum of equal arms suspending 
two plates that could hold small objects.58 
 
Local Marketplaces: Shops and Workshops. Goods and services were bought 
and sold in discreet commercial spaces. Beth Shean in late antiquity saw the use, 
reuse, and re-appropriation of a large number of flexible shops.59 Lastly, the spaces 
where trade occurred within the city should be considered. Five distinct zones within 
the city participated in commercial activities, changing and adapting their function 
over time: Palladius Street; the Roman Basilica/the Byzantine Agora; Street of the 
Monuments; the Bazaar; and Silvanus Street/Hisham’s Bazaar. 
 
Gideon Avni indicates  

“the transformation of urban space in Beth Shean between the sixth and eight 
centuries was marked by a conceptual change from a monumental ‘clean’ 
construction, a legacy of the Roman architecture, to a lively crowded area with 
mixed functions of commerce, small industries, and private constructions.”60  

 
Perhaps more flexibly, the image that the commercial spaces imply is one of 
adaptability over time. A series of earthquakes, notably in 363, 559-60, and 749, had 
devastating consequences for the settlements in the city and often were the impetus for 
new construction or new adaptations of dilapidated spaces. Thirty shops were 
discovered on Palladius Street, some with marble revetments, which were probably first 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56 Brigitte Pitarakis, “Daily Life at the Marketplace in Late Antiquity and Byzantium,” in Trade and Markets 
in Byzantium, ed. Cécile Morrisson, 408 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, 2012). 
57 Alan Walmsley, “Regional Exchange,” 326. 
58 Ibid., 407-408. 
59 Tsafrir and Foerester, “Urbanism at Scythopolis,” with additional references following. 
60 Avni, The Byzantine-Islamic Transition, 69. 
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built in the second century CE and later reconstructed after the earthquake of 363. This 
fourth-century renovation included a grand portico and mosaic pavement, donated by 
the governor, Palladius, as indicated in an inscription.61 Adjacent to Palladius Street was 
the Roman basilica, also badly damaged in the 363 earthquake but, unlike Palladius 
Street, was left in ruins and eventually dismantled. In the mid-5th century, the basilica 
was transformed into a locus of commercial activity by the creation of an open agora, 
trapezoidal in shape, surrounded on its sides by porticoed shops. In the sixth and 
seventh centuries, the agora was renovated with mosaics in front of the shops.62 Large 
kilns dating to the seventh and eighth centuries were discovered in the former Byzantine 
agora alongside several shops,63 indicating that this space was repurposed as a pottery 
workshop in the old open space of the agora. 
 
Some of the most complex changing commercial spaces are the shops of the Street of 
the Monuments,64 initially destroyed by fire around 540 CE and built upon in the 
Umayyad period. The porticoes in front of the Byzantine shops were possessed by shop 
owners, which forced pedestrians into the street.65 The occupation of shop spaces 
corresponds with the changing nature of transportation of goods. As streets became 
narrower, so carts disappeared, replaced by beasts of burden.66 Close by, in Silvanus 
Street, the early Islamic period witnessed the construction of a new marketplace under 
the caliphate of Hisham. A blue and gold wall mosaic, discovered in the center of the 
city, names Hisham and dates the construction to 737 CE.67 Over the hall on Silvanus 
Street, the architects of the marketplace spoliated Roman portico columns and building 
material to construct twenty two-storied shops in the complex. 
 

 
Plan of the Street of the Monuments, left: ca. 540 CE; right: early 7th–8th c. CE (Maps Tsafrir 2009) 

 
Urban change, beginning in the fifth and sixth centuries, intensified at Beth Shean in the 
seventh and eighth centuries. This change involved a greater introduction of commercial 
and industrial apparatuses into spaces that, even in the Byzantine period, were public. 
The colonnaded streets, in particular, were encroached upon by new adaptations of 
shopkeepers and manufacturers. Within this adaptation of existing space, Beth Shean’s 
participation in the exchange of material culture existed as a commercial nexus of both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
61 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 67. 
62 Ibid., 69. 
63 Ibid., 75. 
64 Fully discussed by S. Agady, et al., “Byzantine Shops.”  
65 Tsafrir, “Trade, workshops and shops in Bet Shean,” 74. 
66 Ibid., 77. 
67 Avni, The Byzantine-Islamic Transition, 69. 
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local markets and global trade in late antiquity. While immediately necessary 
commodities, most importantly agricultural products, originated from the lands 
surrounding the city, luxury objects– including fine Red Slip Ware, along with 
numismatic evidence– demonstrates a connection with the wider Mediterranean and 
Near Eastern world. Both local and global, the ‘fertilizing follis’ remained important from 
the transition of Byzantine to Umayyad Beth Shean. 
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