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The Isfiya and Qumran coin hoards are the largest hoards of
Tyrian shekels (tetradrachms) and half-shekels (didrachms)
found to date. They represent a very significant source of
information concerning the important mint in Tyre and the
production technology of silver coinage. However, analysis of
coins in large numbers has, until now, been difficult because of
accessibility to collections and traditional destructive sampling
problems. The ability to perform analysis on large numbers of
ancient objects represents a significant change in the way that
we are able to view and interpret the meaning and relevance of
the scientific results. Two analytical techniques were used to
overcome this problem: a new non-destructive analysis method
using a handheld X-ray fluorescence (XRF) unit enabled the
study of a total of over 700 coins from both hoards (and thus,
obtain analytical statistics on an unusually large number of
coins); and electron probe micro-analysis (EPMA) was
performed on four coins to compare and to confirm the
accuracy of the XRF measurements. Based on the results of
analysis, it was found that while the coins all show relatively
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constant high silver levels during the years before and after
44-15 B.C.E., the silver content is erratic and drops
significantly for a period of time during these dates. The
results are interpreted in the context of social and economic
conditions in Tyre and nearby Judea and Syria during that time
period. In particular, it appears that interactions between
Herod and Augustus may be reflected in the variation of the
silver content of the coins.

Introduction

The coin hoards from Isfiya (/) and Qumran (2) are the two largest hoards
of Tyrian shekels (tetradrachms) and half-shekels (didrachms) that have been
found to date (3). They represent a significant source of information concerning
the mint in Tyre and the production technology of silver coinage. However,
analysis of the coins in large numbers has before now, been difficult because of
accessibility and traditional destructive sampling problems.

As indicated by Meshorer (4) the Tyrian shekel, showing the laureate head
of Melkart on the obverse side and a standing eagle on the reverse side, was
minted continuously for over 190 years starting from 126 B.C.E. By the end of
Second Temple period, the Tyrian shekel was the only accepted currency for the
yearly census tax, presumably because of its reputation as a coin of high purity
silver. [For example, the following texts from the Talmudic era: Mishnah
Bekhorot 8:7, also the Babylonian Talmud (BT) Bekhorot 49a-51a, BT Bava
Kama 36b, BT Kiddushin 11a, and Tosefta Ketubot 12:6—the very last paragraph
in Tosefta Ketubot; in some editions 13.2 or 13.3, not 13.20 as reported in
numerous publications]. Furthermore, Meshorer (4) and others have noted the
presence of a control mark, KP (kappa rho) or KAP on all Tyrian shekels minted
after about 17 B.C.E., but the meaning or significance of this control mark has
remained in question. It was believed that the present study could shed light on
some of these issues.

Experiment

Methodology

Two analytical techniques were used for the analysis of the coins. First and
foremost, a non-destructive handheld X-ray fluorescence (XRF) unit was used.
Electron probe micro-analysis (EPMA) was also performed on four coins to
compare and confirm the accuracy of the XRF measurements.



















































