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Died : 29-Jul-796 AD

Cause of death . Unspecified
Gender . Mal

Race or Ethnicity :  White

Ual orientation . Straight
Occupation . Royalty
Nationality . England
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Executive summary: King of Mercia 757-796 AD
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there is on one side the Latin inscription "Offa Rex". (Offa
reigns). It has been suggested by Dr A Zahoor"3" that this
is proof that Offa wanted to declare publically his Islam by
making coins with the Muslim creed on them. He postulates

that Offa may have learnt about Islam by visting Spain.

What Does Offas Coin Really Tell Us?

Unfortunately. the coin in question provides no
evidence of Offas supposed conversion. Perhaps the most
obvious thing to point out is that the Latin inscription
is upside-down with relation to the Arabic text. This can
clearly be seen on the helpful images of the coins provided
by Dr Zahoor "4" . Further to this. although the Arabic text
is generally a good reproduction. the word for "year" has
been bungled. something that an Arabic speaker would
never do. It is clear. then. that neither Offa. his coin-
makers nor his officials could read Arabic. Seeing as the
first Latin or English translations of the Quran were made
after Offas time. it seems certain that he did not understand
what he was printing. If his coins had been in order tod -
clare his faith in Allah to the people of his realm. he would
surely have written the Muslim creed in a language which
his subjects could have understood.

If Offas purpose was not to declare Islam. what
was it? Copying the coins of other kingdoms is a well-
known practice and was done for several reasons. not

necessarily forgery. For purposes of international trade.
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Did King Offa Become a Muslim?

It has recently been suggested by some Muslim
sources"1l" that Offa. a well-known Anglo-Saxon king. was
a convert to Islam. This claim is obviously an attractive
one for Muslims. as it would certainly be a great achiev -
ment to have a "Christian” king publically acknowledge
Islam as the truth. especially so soon after the birth of Islam
as we know it. It is the purpose of this paper to examine the
basis for this claim and to consider what is known about

Offa and his religious beliefs.

Firstly. a little background information which is not
in contention. Offa (AD 757-796) was the king of Mercia.
an Anglo-Saxon kingdom. He was one of the most powe -
ful Anglo-Saxon kings and controlled the territory south
of the River Humber. taking in most of England. It was he
who ordered the building of the well-known earthwork
known as "Offas Dyke". which runs very roughly along
what is now the Welsh border. as a boundary marker in
his battles with the Welsh.

Why Do Some Say that Offa Converted?

The only evidence presented in support of Offas su -
posed conversion is a coin which is now on display in the
British Museum "2" . It is a copy of a gold dinar by the A -
basid Caliph Al-Mansur. the original of which is dated to 157
AH (AD 774). Along with the Islamic Arabic inscriptions.
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style of ' Christian Byzantine coinage. To be fair. it should
be noted that the makers of these coins have altered the
design sufficiently to remove the Christian symbolism of
the originals. This. however. istobe expected. asthesesy -
bols would be meaningful and distasteful to the Caliphs. It
is likely that Offa had very little. if any. knowledge of Islam;
therefore. he would have no reason to feel threatened by
what were to him the unintelligible squiggles of the Muslim

creed.

The question then arises: why would Offa want to
make gold coins at all? The balance of trade between East
and West at the time was against the West. as the Arabs
wanted little from the West. but the West had a keen d -
mand for Orientalluxuries."9" [twould be necessary tohave
a supply of gold coinage to pay for these. There is also the
possibility that the coin. found in Rome. formed part of a
regular gold shipment from Offa to the Pope. known as
"Peters Pence. This. however. is not definite. as the form
of the shipment is uncertain and. in any case. Rome was
the centre of the medieval world; it is therefore not surpri -

ing that coins of all countries were found there.

Whatever Offas real purpose in making the coins.
it is quite clear that there is absolutely no reason to co -
clude that he converted to Islam. Anyone who wishes to
maintain this position must find much stronger evidence

in order to be even vaguely credible.
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it was necessary for coins to be accepted in the country
to which they were going. Copying the established cu -
rency of that country would be a logical way to ensure

that coins were accepted in trade.

Even the very fact that the coin is gold has bearing
on the issue. The vast majority of the Arab coins found
in England are silver and thought to have been brought
over by the Vikings.."5" This is because silver was the cu -
rency of the Baltic lands; Arab fur traders would pay for
their goods in silver. the accepted currency of the Baltics.
There was no gold coinage in England before Offa. nor
in Western Europe before Charlemagne."6" It is therefore
quite expected that Offa would make his first gold coinage
in order to be accepted by Arabs. in the style of their own
dinars. J. Allan states that Offa. desiring to have a gold
coinage and 'following the universal practice in such ca -
es. copied the coinage that had suggested the idea to him as
closely as possible; it would have been quite contrary to all
numismatic laws for him to have instituted at once a gold
coinage of the same style as his silver coins; to him the e -
sential features of a gold coin were those of the only gold

coins he knew "7"

Therefore. we see that. far from necessitating any
embracing of Islam by Offa. his copying of the dinar was
simply in accordance with standard practice for making
new coinage. In the British Museum. in the same room as

Offas coin"8". are coins by Umayyad Caliphs. copying the
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for Offas new archbishop. It was vehemently opposed. but
Offa and the papal representatives defeated Archbishop
Jaenbert. installing Higbert as the new Archbishop of Lic -
field. Pope Adrian sent Higbert his ceremonial garment.
obviously denoting his support for this move. In grat -
tude. Offa promised to send an annual shipment of gold
to the pope for alms and supplying the lights in St. Peters

church in Rome.

The Archbishopric of Lichfield only lasted for 16
years. ending soon after Offas death. when it was restored
to Archbishop Aethelheard of Canterbury. Offa died in
July 796. still at the height of his power. His only son Ec -
ferth survived him by a mere 141 days. so ending the line
of Offa."10"

The burial place of Offa is not known. although le -
end has it that he was buried in a chapel on the river Ouse
near Bedford. "11"

Thus it can be seen from a brief reading of fairly
standard history books that. far from being a proclaimer
of Islam. Offa was on very good terms with the Pope and
a strong supporter of Christian monasteries. The great
trouble that he went through to establish his own Arc -
bishop (with the Popes approval) only shows that Islam

could not have been further from his mind.
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What does History say about Offa?

Offa ascended the throne of Mercia in AD 757. He
defeated a Welsh invasion in 760 and by 777 ruled the
whole of England south of the River Humber. He defeated
South Wales in 778 and again in 784. erecting Offas Dyke.
an earthwork to serve as a boundary between his own land
and that of the Welsh.

Offa was greatly respected by Pope Adrian I. who
formally addressed him as 'Rex Anglorum (king of En -
land). Charlemagne. the Emperor of France. dealt with
him as an equal and almost married his eldest son to one
of Offas daughters. Their friendship is evidenced by the
fact that Charlemagne sent some of the booty from one of

his victories to Offa with his greetings in 780.

Offa was a zealous builder and benefactor of mo -
asteries. including that of St. Albans. He seemed to resent
his own bishops paying allegiance to the Archbishop of
Canterbury in Kent who. whilst under Offas control. was
not of his own kingdom of Mercia. Offa therefore created
his own archbishopric in Lichfield. who presided over all
the bishops from the Humber to the Thames. All thisbegan
in 786. with the consent of Pope Adrian. The Pope’s official
representatives were received warmly by Offa and were
present at the Council of Chelsea (787). often called "the
contentious synod. where it was proposed that the Arc -

bishopric of Canterbury be restricted in order to make way
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