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Kingship in Early Sasanian Iran

Touraj Daryaee
(University of California, Irvine)
!

he idea of kingship and imperial royal ideology in ancient HBJ has cmﬂw

the subject of a number of important mE&mm. :oSE%. _um G. éaﬂ._mag.

R.N. mdﬁw J. Neusner,” C. Herrenschmidt,* R. Schmitt,” J. _a_,\o_mw_. JK.
Oro_nm%.q J. éwamora».mﬁm G. O:o_ro P. wimnrs A. moﬁwﬁﬁ wza . most
recently by A. Panaino.'? What each of the studies mBSa.om is an elucidation ﬁ.;,
the notion of kingship and the position of the king vis-a-vis moa.w and humans in
the Achaemenid, Seleucid, Arsacid and Sasanian periods. I believe $.&E :nmam
to be done for ancient Iranian history in general and for .Eo. Sasanian period
specifically is the highlighting of the 358 of continuity, rupture and
metamorphosis in terms of the idea of kingship. I am, like many, hesitant to see
ancient Iranian civilization as a static unchanging vro:o:_ono:. Ewa ,m am an
opponent of the perpetual infatuation with the concept of “continuity”. While
there are certainly elements of continuity in many respects, there are more
changes and developments that need to be studied in order for us to understand
the ancient Iranian world. .

This is true for the idea of kingship in Sasanian Iran. I _unrn<.m one of the
biggest problems is that the idea of kingship in Ew Sasanian vn:wa has been
discussed rather monolithically and statically, as if the concept in the early
Sasanian period (third century) was the same as after Shapur II in the #..ocn__
century, or in the time of Khusrau I in the sixth century and Khusrau II in the
seventh century. Ardashir I (224-240 CE), Shapur 1I (309-379 Omv, and
Khusrau I (531-579 CE) and Khusrau II (590-628 CE) each rmn._ a a_.wmmmaa
attitude towards kingship and towards the position of the monarch in Eraniahr.
Not only were these kings the products of their an, GE.Q.S% were also
influenced by or reacted to the institution of the Zoroastrian na__m_ocm. _.:onw_.o:«u.
which at times aided and at other times confronted the king and his power.
Furthermore, the burden of the past traditions on the Iranian Plateau made :.8:.
felt on the institution of kingship, where different aspects were n.:_v:wm.moa
depending on the domestic situation and on interactions with so_mr_woczjm
vcio_.m.: I contend that in fact there were different attitudes 82».:% w_nmmr%
in each of these periods, which were influenced by the Zoroastrian hierarchy
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and by the power or weakness of the king and the court. In this essay I would
like to discuss the notion of kingship and its formation in early Sasanian history
of the third century CE, specifically during the reign of Ardashir I, the founder
of the dynasty.

In order to understand the notion of kingship in the third century we need to
discuss and preview several distinct traditions, which at times interplayed with
one another on the Iranian Plateau and which were unified and systematized in
the third century under the rule of the house of Sasan in the province of
Persis/Pars. These notions are firstly the Avestan tradition, secondly the Old
Persian Achaemenid royal ideology," thirdly the Hellenistic notion of
kingship, which was introduced with Alexander the Great and the m&ozoaw.;
fourthly the influence of the Arsacids as inheritors of these two former
traditions, and fifthly the tradition specifically in Persis, the homeland of the
Sasanians.

What kind of kingship did Ardashir I and the early Sasanians wish to
emphasize in the third century? In order to understand this mentality and to see
the development and formation of royal ideology we can glean details from the
coinage'” and from early Sasanian inscriptions and artistic production. From
the very first inscription of Ardashir and his imperial coinage (post-
enthronement) we have the following titulature:'®

mzdysn bgy “lh§tr MLKAn MLKA 'yl'n MNW ctry MN yzd’'n

mazdésn bay ardashir Sahan 5ah éran ké Cihr az yazdan

“The divine Mazda-worshipping Ardashir, king of kings of the Iranians,

whose image/seed is from the gods/yazdan”

As we shall see, each block of this titulature for Ardashir and the
succeeding kings points to a specific tradition that was current on the Iranian
Plateau. Let us deconstruct the titulature and divide it into proper blocks in
order to discuss them individually to gain a better understanding of the notion
of kingship. By breaking down the titulature into units so that each reveals its
point of origin, we can then obtain a complete view of how Ardashir and the
house of Sasan brought these elements together, and provide a specific meaning
for kingship in the third century.

I - Mazdesn

The appearance of mazdésn (mzdysn) is quite significant for ancient Persian
history and for the history of religion on the Iranian Plateau. To my knowledge
this is the first time that we find mazdésn used as a legend or inscription in the
history of the four pre-Islamic dynasties. Its meaning is quite clear: “Mazda-
worshipper” or “adherent to the religion of Mazda”.!” Tt is only an Aramaean
seal which has the legend of zrsss meaning “Zoroastrian”?® from the
Achaemenid period that can match mzdysn in suggesting an adherence to the
religion of what we call today Zoroastrianism.’!
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In fact there are all sorts of gestures and symbols providing as.aﬂ._oo Ewﬂ
the Achaemenids and Parthians were Mazda-worshippers, c:.ﬁ it is with
Ardashir that we have direct evidence that the upstart king is a .KNN%-
worshipper. It is also the case that Ardashir and his family were to :Em.Nm the
Avestan tradition, since it is in the 4vesta that we find the term mazdaiiasna-
:meam.ioa_:gon:.s More importantly the appearance of the form mzdysn
rather than what we should have in Middle Persian (msdysn) (the change from
Avestan —zn- > to —sn- is unknown in Western franian, it should cmu-wn-v
suggests a learned Western Iranian borrowing from E.a Avestan tradition.

This is not the place to discuss the written tradition of the Avesta .w:a the
various dates proposed, most people accepting K. m%m?._w:,m mcmmmmco: that
the Avesta was written down in the m_ucnr century,” but the mention of the
Nask by Kerdir in his imoivnounu inf the third century should give us some
pause regarding the time when the Avesta as a written ﬂ.ﬂa was m: the disposal
of the Persians. What one can conclude then, is that in the a&d century an
imperial ideology had formed that was subordinated to the worship of Ohrmazd
since it stood at the beginning of Ardashir’s titulature. Thus, ma.ﬂ w:m foremost
the Sasanians were Mazda-worshippers. This in a way is reminiscent of the
Achaemenid period when Darius proclaimed:

vasna auramazdaha adam x3ayabiya .
“by the grace/favour of Ahuramazda I am king” (DBI.11-12).

But the Sasanian relation with Mazda here appears closer and more intense.
It is not as the Achaemenid kings mention auramazda xSagam mana Nwmwnﬂa
“Ahuramazda gave me the realm” or that ahuramazdaha ragam vartaiyaiy 1
turn myself quickly to Ahuramazda” (DBIV.57). Rather from their mq.mﬂ coins
and first inscription the Sasanians claim a more intense Mazda-worshiping than
previous Iranian dynasties. I believe this attitude towards OEB»N& and other
yazatas (Middle Persian yazdan) was such because ﬂro« vn:o.éa EQ .rma a
special privilege vis-a-vis yazatas and humans. That _w,.Eo:. me:EQ to
Ohrmazd and other yazatas made them a special kind of being which, m:ro:.mr
not necessarily a Zoroastrian tradition, was a grafted-on aspect of the Persian
encounter with Hellenism in the proceeding centuries.

II - Bay

The use of bgy/bay for the ruler is significant because at no time in the
Achaemenid period did the Persian kings use bay “god, lord” to refer to a
human.?® The basic meaning of the word as an agent noun clearly quw:m
“distributor”, which in the Old Persian inscriptions came to mean “god”. .5
Sasanian times bay was used to designate the king and voov_n. &. H:mr
importance, usually translated as “Majesty”, but also as :mom_: or :a:wEm . In
fact there is no reason not to assume that bay designated the king as divine. One
finds a similar non-Iranian tradition in the post-Achaemenid period, under the
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influence of Hellenism in Iran. Parthian bagpuhr reflects the Hellenistic
influence of the title fzondtap “son of God”,2® which appears on Seleucid and
then on Parthian nomsmmn.me There is no lack of divine association at this period
for rulers, a good example being Parthian bagpuhr, Sogdian Sypwr from
(Sanskrit devaputra), which was the title associated with the Chinese emperor
\am\wxuc known as hudngdi :mom-Enm:.ﬁ

The Sasanian king being designated as bay (“divine™) meant that he was
someone who stood closer to the gods and not to humans. P.O. Skjerve in his
exposition on the palacography of the third-century Middle Persian, has
suggested that the title bgy means “divine”, where according to him the title
still stood for the divine status of the king, rendering the Greek omo@ww I believe
that indeed the early Sasanian rulers may have wanted to be known as divine
entities, and hence bay stood for exactly what resonated in the minds of the
Persians, i.e. “divine” at the time. This was not a tradition that would continue
in the Sasanian period. As the Zoroastrian hierarchy grew its power stripped
away such a claim, and by the fourth century CE “Majesty” was understood to
be the designation of bay, although by then it was little used. By then Xwaday
— meaning a suzerain — was used and associated with Sasanian rulers, but by
the early Islamic period it became specifically used for designating “god” in
Persian.” Only Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who was to revive this title as
part of the imperial propaganda as mandated by the court in the late 1970s, was
called Xwdayegan (certainly pluralis maiestatis by then!).

In the Seleucid period we find local governors and rulers in Persis who
minted coins with the legend prirk’ zy 'lhy’ / frataraka i bayan. As later Persis
coinage has rulers who call themselves MLKA / 5Gh, we may assume that the
Fratarakd were not independent rulers and were probably subordinate to the
Seleucids.”* The meaning of this legend has been subject to several important
studies by Wiesehéfer,” Skjerve,”® and Panaino.” Panaino takes the legend to
mean “the governor (for the sake/for the account = in the name) of the gods”,
referring to the gods, namely Ahuramazda, Mithra and Anahita, that were
upheld by the Achaemenids.*® Skjerve, with whom Panaino agrees in
principle, takes the legend to mean “the one (set) ahead (of others) of = by the
god”? 1 simply take the legend to mean “Frataraki of the gods”. These
Fratarakas then were protectors of the bayan “gods”, but these baydn I believe
were not Ahuramazdd, Mithra and Anzhitd as Panaino maintains, but the
Achaemenid kings themselves. In an article on the iconography of the coinage
of the Fratarakas, Callieri made the important observation that the
paraphernalia, namely the banner, the funerary monuments™ and the gesture of
the person standing before it all, emphasize a tie with the Achaemenid kings. I
believe, as Callieri has rightly pointed out, that the bayan are none other than
the Achaemenid kings, who after their death became deified through the
Hellenic tradition.*' This may be exactly the reason for which we may read the
title bay on the coinage of Ardashir and the early Sasanians as “divine”, in its
Hellenistic sense.



66 THE SASANIAN ERA

bull and Gaydmard, their seed or semen was purified in the following manner:

Susr T gaw abar 6 mah payag burd anch bé palid hénd ...
ka gayomard andar widerisnih t6hm be dad an tohm
pad rosnih T xwarséd be paliid hénd

“The semen of the bull was brought to the moon station,
there it was purified... when Gaydmard, emitted seed, “
while passing away, that seed was purified in the light of the sun”.

Thus we can posit a single ¢ t¥a-, referring to the seed of life.”’ In Ea royal
Achaemenid inscriptions the following passages refer to the idea of
mmna\olmi% (DNa.8-15):

adam Darayavahus x$ayabiy vizraka x$ayafiva .
x$ayaBiyanam xsayabiva dahyiinam vispazananam xsayaliya
ahyaya biimiya vazrakdya diraiapiy Vistaspahyad puga
Haxamanisiya Parsa Parsahyd puga Ariya Ariya ciga

“I am Darius the great king, king of kings, king of noﬁﬁmm
containing all kinds of men, king in this land far and wide, .
son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenian, a Persian, son of a Persian,

an Aryan, having Aryan lineage [lit. mon&..a_

Which brings us to Ardashir’s mzdysn bgy ‘rthstr MLK 'n MLK’ 'yr .Mmg w
ctry MN yzt'n / mazdésn bay ardashir $§ahan $ah éran ké ¢ihr az yazdan.”” 1If we
accept that ¢ihr stands for both image/face and seed,® Em meaning .om ﬁ.r_m
Middle Persian phrase could be “the divine Mazda-worshipping Eaawmrﬁ king
of kings of the Iranians, whose image/seed is from the mcam\kan&.mx.,.

To which yazdan or gods is Ardashir connecting his ma.oa\_awm% Before
answering this question, I would like to return to the issue of .@@ As
mentioned at the beginning of this essay it was stated that the Frataraka m_vav\
honoured and probably deified the Achaemenid kings, and so the bayan
referred to those Achaemenid kings. By doing this the Fratarakas were
attempting to gain some legitimacy in Persis. As we know from later z.:m&n
Persian and Persian texts, the Sasanians claimed they were related to Daray-¢
Darayan, the Achaemenid kings worthy of worship by the Fratarakas. ,E._o
model, however, that was used to deify the Achaemenid kings was the Io:m.:_o
tradition, which began with Alexander and was carried to its logical conclusion
by the Seleucids, influencing the Persis overlords.®® .

But what about yazdan? Being from the race or seed/image of gods is not
unique to this case in antiquity. Being the mirror image of the gods mcor as
Ohrmazd, Anahita or Mithra is also documented by the early Sasanians
themselves. All we have to do is to look at early Sasanian rock reliefs. A.

Gariboldi has made the very pertinent observation that the early Sasanian

reliefs show the king and the gods as having similar physical features, .&Nm.
clothes, horse and harnesses.® In terms of proportion, the Sasanian king is an
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exact image of the yazatas/yvazdin. One has to wonder about the power and
belief of the early Sasanian kings about themselves and where they stood and
what was their function and relation to gods and men. I believe the legend on
the coins and the inscriptions of Ardashir I and Shapur I meant exactly what is
showed pictorially on the rock reliefs, that they were divine and that they were
made in the image of the gods and were related to them.

In a detailed study, Antonio Panaino has attempted to demonstrate that the
Sasanian kings, much like their Achaemenid predecessors, were not divine or in
any sense sacred rulers. According to Panaino it is really our misunderstanding
or a simplified reading of the Sasanian inscription when the king of kings states
that he is ék yévog 0e®v, a defied E:m.ﬂ In other words, according to him, the
Sasanian king’s function was as cosmocrator without any special relation to the
gods. This was because the Zoroastrian religion prevented human beings from
Bmwmwmm such a claim, as was the case with Christianity and the Byzantine
king.

It should be emphasized that in the Sasanian period we do not have a
monolithic or static institution of kingship, and in fact the idea of kinship went
through several distinctive changes. Most importantly, as Panaino himself
states, the institution of Zoroastrianism had an impact on the way in which
Sasanian royal ideology was made manifest. However, in the early Sasanian
period Ardashir I, who was an upstart, brought together the existing traditions
of kingship, a combination of Persian ideology along with that of the
Hellenistic tradition of deified kingship, to Justify his family’s rule over
Eransahr. He not only became a divine Eamu% he also created a genealogy
which connected himself to the mythical Kayanid dynasty,”® Furthermore, he
transposed the mythical homeland of the Aryans, as mentioned in the Avesta,
onto where he came to rule, thereby creating the realm of Eransahr. Thus, the
various traditions were drawn upon by Ardashir to create a new phase in
ancient imperial ideology, and also in the history of Iran. As an upstart you
could not bring any more legitimacy to your rule than to claim to be from the
seed of the gods.

Furthermore it be should remembered that the institution of Zoroastrianism
could not have impacted on the idea of early Sasanian kingship very much
because it was an institution in its infancy. The Zoroastrian church in the third
century could not have put any demands on the king of kings to claim very
much of anything. This changed in the fourth century, when church and king
faced Christianity as a real threat to the empire and Zoroastrian fervour was
needed to mount an attack against the new foe across the border. The newly
formed and invigorated Zoroastrian religious hierarchy caused the idea of
kingship to be redefined.

It is only with Shapur II in the fourth century CE that the Sasanian imperial
royal ideology went through a change, mainly due to the power of the
Zoroastrian religious hierarchy and its important architect, Adurbad 1
Mahrsapandan. From this time the king became a cosmocrator as a man who
mediated between gods and men, but in the third century Ardashir I was not
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simply a king who had earthly duties, he was divine, just as his Roman
counterparts from the time of Augustus to the fourth century CE were. Ardashir
claimed exactly what he was, a bay whose image was made like/from the seed
of yazdan “gods” and the rock reliefs support this idea along with the Greek
attestation éx yévog fctov.”' We should remind ourselves that the Near Eastern
idea of deification was very much alive across the Euphrates in the third
century CE. One of the magistrates of Palmyra, who was the stratégos, recalled
his position in the following manner during the time of Severus Alexander:

*STRTG LQLNY’ BMYTWYT’ DY "LH’ "’LKSNDRWS QSR
“Stratégos of the colonia during the presence of the deified Alexander

72
Ceaser”

In conclusion we can state that thg early Sasanian imperial ideology was
mainly a reworking of the Avestan, Old Persian and Hellenic notions of
kingship: by using the Avestan tradition the Sasanians established that they
were indeed Mazdésn or Mazda-worshippers (something new in terms of the
epigraphical evidence). But now through the tradition of Persis, where the
Fratarakas emulated the Hellenic cult of a deified king, Ardashir claimed a
connection with the bayan: ie. the early Sasanians remembered the
Achaemenids’ and saw them as bayan just as the Fratarakas had. The Parthian
royal ideology contributed to the Sasanians in that the Old Persian tradition was
kept alive by them with the title of “King of Kings”. The last element, Ardashir
being an exact image of the gods, suggested a very non-Iranian tradition, but it
was adopted by both the Seleucids and the Parthians and, in an interesting way,
by the early Sasanians. Of course Ardashir [ may not have known that it was
not Iranian in origin, but for him and his family it was part of an established
tradition in Persis and the Iranian world. Thus, early Sasanian kingship was a
hybrid idea drawing strength from Zoroastrian, Persis, Parthian and Hellenic
traditions to justify its rule over Fransahr as a deified king of the Iranians.
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