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A

Note from the Editor

Beginning with the present volume 32, the Bulle-
tin of the Asia Institute will be published under
the auspices of the Yarshater Center for the Study
of Tranian Literary Traditions at UCLA.

For almost four decades, since its last iteration
in 1987, the Bulletin has been published with mag-
isterial editorial expertise and exquisite bookcraft
by Carol Altman Bromberg, seconded in the early
years by Richard N. Frye and Bernard Goldman,
and advised by a small and distinguished editorial
advisory board.

It is worth retracing briefly the major stations
in the Bulletin’s evolution, as was already put to
pen in the first volume of the new series in 1987
(ix—xi). The Bulletin first saw the light of day as
the Bulletin of the American Institute for Persian
Art and Archaeology in July 1931, and was edited
by Arthur Upham Pope, director of the American
Institute for Persian Art and Archaeology, who
was aided in this endeavor by his wife Phyllis
Ackerman. The Institute had been established
the year before in New York City, with a charter
stipulating its works in the following terms:

to encourage and extend an appreciation of Persian art
in its various forms by promoting research and assist-
ing scholars, organizing and assisting archaeological
expeditions and excavations, organizing and assist-
ing exhibitions of Persian art and congresses, both
national and international, publishing books and other
material, and assisting in the conservation of ancient
Persian monuments [Ibid., ix].

Subsequent development would see the name
of both the Institute and the Bulletin changed:
the former’s designation morphing into the Asia
Institute(s) in 1940, while the latter became
known as the Bulletin of the Iranian Institute. It
perdured until 1946 when due to a lack of funding
it fell into desuetude. In the late 1960s, the Insti-
tute was re-established under the directorship
of Arthur U. Pope at the Narenjestin mansion
in Shiraz through the patronage of the Iranian

imperial house, and the Bulletin was revived as
the Bulletin of the Asia Institute. Richard N.
Frye, Director of the Asia Institute beginning in
1969, edited three issues of the Bulletin in 1969,
1971, and 1973, focusing on Iranian and Central
Asian art and archaeology. From 1975 to 1978,
the date of the Bulletin’s final issue in Iran, the
journal was led by Mahyar Nawabi. A decade
later, in 1987, the Bulletin returned to American
shores, whence it once arose, and prospered for
four decades prior to its final relocation to UCLA,
where the Yarshater Center will provide a perma-
nent home.

At UCLA, the Bulletin will set forth its work
animated by the selfsame philosophy that has
characterized its past endeavors, openness to
the world, capaciousness in perspective, and the
desire to serve, and be guided by, the community
of scholars worldwide, as has been exquisitely
noted by the editors of the inaugural volume in
1987:

We feel that it is essential that the Bulletin retain not
only its original breadth of interest but also its interna-
tional character. Parochialism is entirely out of charac-
ter for those lands of the ancient world whose cultures
are our subject here. Achaemenid, Hellenistic, Parthian,
Sasanian, and Islamic Iran may have had their short-
comings, but narrowness of view or limited scope of
influence was not one of them [Ibid., vii].

As before, the Bulletin will cover all different
facets of the Iranian world (art, archaeology, liter-
ary traditions, and history) and emphasize its syn-
ergies and entanglement with the cultures of east-
ern, southern, central, and western Asia, as well
as the Mediterranean. The cultural markers of the
Iranian world neither emerged nor were fostered
in isolation, but were the result of cross-fertiliza-
tion and intellectual borrowings from neighbor-
ing cultures. This broader outlook shall continue
to inform the Bulletin’s work.



Note from the Editor

A few words of thanks are in order. T am exceed-
ingly indebted to Carol Altman Bromberg for her
prodigious and indefatigable editorship over the
past decades, and for deeming us worthy to carry
on this task, following in the footsteps of such
illustrious predecessors. It gives me great satis-
faction to know she shall remain engaged in the
progress of the Bulletin as the editor emerita.

A great debt of gratitude is also owed to the
distinguished members of the editorial advisory
board who have been judiciously guiding the work
of the Bulletin. We pay homage to those among
them who have passed away in recent years:
Guitty Azarpay (University of California, Berke-
ley); Nina Garsoian (Columbia University); and
Shaul Shaked (Hebrew University of Jerusalem).

I would also like to welcome three distin-
guished scholars who have agreed to join the edi-
torial advisory board: Lothar von Falkenhausen,
Stephanie W. Jamison, and Robert Rollinger.

The present issue encompasses contributions
by Samra Azarnouche, Anca Dan, Frantz Grenet,
Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, Robert
Rollinger, Fabrizio Sinisi, and Joseph Wiesehofer,
to whom I am grateful for their patience, while
the Bulletin was transitioning to UCLA.

M. Rahim Shayegan
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Designating the King in the Womb of His Mother:
From Assyrian through Sasanian Times

ROBERT ROLLINGER AND JOSEF WIESEHOFER*

UNIVERSITAT INNSBRUCK AND UNIVERSITAT KIEL

The Peace of Nisibis in 298 CE was a major set-
back for the Sasanian imperial agenda. After a
disastrous defeat in late 297 by the Caesar Gale-
rius, who had even been able to capture the sahdn
Sah’s wife and children, Narseh (293-302 CE) had
to conclude a rather disadvantageous treaty with
the Roman Empire. The treaty stipulated not
only the loss of large parts of northern Mesopo-
tamia but also the cession of substantial territo-
ries east of the River Tigris.! Although Narseh
received back his family members and was eager
to present this result as being in accordance with
the Zoroastrian principles of the Sasanian Empire
and probably as a new phase of his reign,> the
territorial loss can be regarded as initiating an
imperial crisis that also affected the person of the
king and the ideological foundations of Sasanian
kingship. This situation did not come to an end
with the short reign of Narseh’s son and successor
Ohrmazd 11 (302-309 CE) but became even worse
when Ohrmazd died and his succession caused
turmoil and confusion. If he was inaugurated as
Sahan sah at all, the reign of the “shadowy per-
son,”® Adur-Narseh, a son of Ohrmazd II, lasted
only a few months before he and one of his broth-
ers were killed. Since another brother fled to the
Romans, there was only one legitimate heir left:
the future §ahan §ah Sabuhr II (309-379 CE). This
prince was in a specifically precarious position,
at least if we believe the Greek historiographer
Agathias, who wrote his Histories in the sixth
century CE:*

(2) They (i.e., Narseh and Ohrmazd II) were succeeded
by Sabuhr (Sapdpng), who enjoyed an exceedingly long
reign, the length of which coincided exactly with the
length of his life. Indeed, when he was still in his

mother’s womb, the future offspring was called to the
throne (£t1yap a0V KLOVONG TAC UNTPOG T UeV ToD Paciieiov
yévoug dadoyn ékdAel mpog TV Apynv 1O TEXONGOUEVOV).
Since it was uncertain whether the queen would
give (3) birth to a male or a female child, the nobles
proposed a special reward for the magi (pdyoi) if they
would foretell the future. Accordingly, they brought
out a mare in the last stages of pregnancy and told the
magi to predict what they thought would happen in its
case. In this way, they would be able to find out in a
few days whether the prediction had come true, which
would enable them to form an estimate of the chances
of fulfillment of whatever would be foretold in the case
of the human being. Now I cannot say exactly what
the precise nature of the prediction in the case of the
mare was, since I have not received accurate informa-
tion on that point, but, whatever it was, it proved cor-
rect. (4) When the nobles realized that the magi knew
their art to perfection, they urged them to expound
their knowledge of future events with regard to the
woman as well. When the magi said that a male child
would be born, they no longer delayed, but putting the
diadem around the mother’s womb, they proclaimed
the fetus as emperor, conferring upon it the distinc-
tion of a name and a title when, I suppose, it had only
just reached that stage of development at which it was
capable of making a few slight jumping and throbbing
movements inside the womb. (5) Thus, they took for
granted what, in the natural order of things, is uncer-
tain and obscure, though they were not far off the mark
in their expectations, which were fulfilled to the let-
ter and beyond it. Soon after, in fact Sabuhr was born.
Possessed of the royal title at birth, he grew up on the
throne and he grew old on it, living to the ripe old age
of seventy (Agathias, Histories 4.25.2-5, after Frendo
1975 with slight changes).®



ROLLINGER & WIESEHOFER: Designating the King in the Womb of His Mother

The passage is of utmost interest, since it con-
veys an entirely unparalleled procedure for select-
ing a new king in Sasanian history. It is important
to note that the event unfolded within the con-
text of a dire and accelerating state crisis, which
demanded extraordinary countermeasures, either
in reality or staged as a master narrative, in order
to strengthen and reinforce the institution of king-
ship. The latter point is particularly important to
emphasize, since our source is neither contempo-
rary nor indigenous. Agathias wrote his Histories
more than two hundred years after the event, and
in his work, he adopts a perspective that looks
at the Sasanian Empire from the outside. The
passage in question is part of an extended excur-
sus on Sasanian kings, starting with Ardaxsir
(Artaxares) I (224-239/40 CE) and ending with
Husraw (Chosroes) I (531-579 CE) (Agathias, His-
tories 4.24-29), “a complete chronological record
of the reigns of the kings of Persia” (tov Iepowdv
Baciéwv dadoyn kol 6 TOV &viowtdv Katdhoyog) as
Agathias calls it (Agathias, Histories 4.30.2).
There is a long-standing scholarly debate on
Agathias’ sources and the historical value of this
entire passage, but this is not our major concern
here.

Instead, our focus is on the discourse rather
than the “facts.” Henning Borm is the scholar who
has most recently treated this passage in depth.¢
However, he was predominantly interested in
the question of historicity and in the historical
context of the passage. Although he remained
somewhat indecisive about whether the story as
such - the selection of a new king while still in
his mother’s womb - reflects a historical fact,”
he praised the “ingenious solution” of the con-
temporary magnates to end any factional conflict
and harmoniously agree on the only prince who
was still available. Moreover, Borm rightly high-
lighted that the elites’ capability to join forces
and to overcome their differences was a feat of
collective state leadership and obviously success-
ful, since the child on the throne was not chal-
lenged by any rival until he (Sabuhr II) reached
full age, about sixteen years later.

As already mentioned, Borm left open the ques-
tion of whether the selection of Sabuhr as a fetus
took place as reported by Agathias or whether the
story was just a post-festum invention.® However,
by also referring to earlier skeptical voices such as
that of Otto Seeck, he considered it “much more
likely” that the tale was a later construction.’ But

the issue was not really relevant for Borm, since
he concentrated on the “power struggle in Cte-
siphon” and its outcome. Nevertheless, the case
remains important since the ways of argumenta-
tion and the language of power used in the narra-
tive matter and shed new light on the historical
context and on “deeper history” as well.

Let us begin with an analysis of the passage.
There are at least three strata that constitute the
story and must be described. First, there is the
central scene: Sabuhr is elected king while still
in his mother’s womb. The main actors here are
the nobles at court, whereas the queen mother is
completely passive. The leading role of the nobles
is highlighted by a second stratum of the story
that nevertheless forms an integral unit with the
central scene. Since the nobles’ election process
obviously follows traditional lines and, there-
fore, carries legal value, one immediately won-
ders what would happen if the queen were to give
birth to a girl. Apparently, this would contradict
the traditional law of succession and therefore
had to be avoided. At the same time, it demon-
strates that such a scenario was theoretically pos-
sible, since the election of an unborn female child
would have carried legal force as well.'® In any
case, to prevent such a result, another group of
actors is introduced: the magi, with their exper-
tise in soothsaying. In a moment that is some-
what Herodotean, their qualifications are tested
and finally approved. This is the only moment in
the entire story when even a hint of divine assis-
tance comes into play. Although not explicitly
mentioned, the magi’s apparent competence may
be understood as being linked to divine guidance,
as the test case itself explicitly is. The association
of a horse with an oracle concerning kingship is
deeply rooted in Iranian historical tradition, or at
least our classical sources attribute this tradition
to Iran."" The most prominent case of course is
Herodotus’ famous story on how Darius I became
king.!?

The third stratum of the story is again of Hero-
dotean quality and concerns Agathias himself.
It is the way he presents the story as such and
tries to lend credibility to his account. Agathias’
statement that he is unable to certify “the pre-
cise nature of the prediction in the case of the
mare” since, as he frankly confesses, he has “not
received accurate information on that point,” is
a well-known literary strategy to claim credi-
bility for the central point of his story, namely,
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the election of Sabuhr as king while still in his
mother’s womb. Before we now widen our per-
spective, it is essential to remember that Agath-
ias’ story centers around a situation of serious
crisis that affected the Sasanian state in general
and the legitimation of the new king in partic-
ular. Thus, the question is not only whether the
story was invented, but also whether it follows
certain narrative patterns whose framework and
Sitz im Leben form part of a genuine strategy that
is rooted in ancient Near Eastern history and thus
in deeper history. That this is indeed the case we
shall strive to demonstrate in what follows.

In a famous sample of oaths, generally referred
to as the “Succession Treaties of Esarhaddon,”
imposed on the imperial vassals and magnates
in March-April 672 BCE, the Assyrian king Esar-
haddon (680-669 BCE) regulated the future of his
empire.'”* Whereas his younger son Ashurbani-
pal was designated king of Assyria, his older son
Samas-$uma-ukin was installed as king of Baby-
lonia. With Esarhaddon’s death in 669 BCE, the
two brothers took their offices.'* However, the
intended harmony was soon blurred since the
relationship between the siblings appears not to
have been definitely fixed although the queen
mother Zakitu had imposed an oath of loyalty to
his brother on Samas-§uma-ukin.!s This de facto
had put him in the position of a vassal king.'
Against this backdrop, the period leading to the
outbreak of civil war in 652 BCE can be defined
as a time of smoldering crisis, when both broth-
ers were eager to demonstrate their legitimate
rule.'7 It is during this time that the initial lines
of a Sumerian-Akkadian bilingual inscription of
Samas-suma-ukin (668-648 BCE), preserved on a
clay cylinder from Sippar and reportedly “dam-
aged by enemy disturbances,”'® provide detailed
information on how the Babylonian staged his
legitimacy:

RIMB 2, Samas-suma-ukin, B.6.33.1, 1-8:1°

(1-5) Samas-$suma-ukin, mighty king, king of the
Amninu, king of Babylon, capable (and) judicious,
shepherd, favourite of the gods Enlil, Samas, and Mar-
duk, king of the land of Sumer and Akkad, I - (6-8) in
the womb of (my) mother who bore me (lit. “in the
place of creating of the mother who bore me”), the
queen of the gods, the goddess Erua, gladly appointed
me to be lord of the people.

Samas-suma-ukin is introduced as king of the
Amnanu and king of Babylon, as well as king of
the land of Sumer and Akkad, and he is legitimized
by prominent Babylonian gods (Enlil, Samas, and
Marduk).?° However, a specific and exceptional
form of legitimization follows in lines 6-8. Erua
—another name for Zarpanitu, the consort of Mar-
duk - is said to have “appointed” (hé-en-8e2i-a;
tambi) Sama$-Suma-ukin for exercising “lord-
ship of the people” (nam-en-na lu-lu; entt nisi)
already “in the place of creating of the mother,
the one who gave birth to me” (ki dlutim ama
ugu-nuio; asar nabnit ummi alittiya). Although
the latter expression is somewhat awkward,?! it
clearly refers to the mother’s womb.?> The pas-
sage, like the inscription itself, is replete with
archaic and uncommon wording in genuine Bab-
ylonian style.?® But, it is the parallel with similar
phrasing and claims in the inscriptions of Ashur-
banipal (see below) that leaves no doubt about its
interpretation. Grant Frame’s translation already
prepared the ground for this comprehension of the
passage, but he was too optimistic when he noted
that “the motif of an individual being chosen by
a deity to be a ruler while still in his mother’s
womb is well attested in ancient Mesopotamia.”?*
As Ulrike Bock’s detailed analysis of this motif
has shown, the idea of being designated in one’s
mother’s womb for a specific reason, namely,
to become ruler of the land, is relatively rare in
ancient Mesopotamia.”® It is actually only attested
for Samas-suma-ukin, his brother Ashurbanipal,
and Rim-Sin of Larsa in the second millennium
(nineteenth/eighteenth century BCE). However,
Rim-Sin’s case probably belongs to another group
of motifs, in which the designation in the womb
is not directly connected to kingship.?¢ Thus, the
motif of divine calling for a specific purpose is a
peculiar phenomenon for the period of crisis and
tension between the two brothers Samas-$uma-
ukin and Ashurbanipal. Apparently, it draws on
legitimation models from ancient Mesopotamian
tradition, specifically the motif of “designation
in one’s mother’s womb” and increases them by
directly adding the nomination for kingship. As
already mentioned, the same motif is attested in
three inscriptions of Ashurbanipal. All three texts
were composed after the civil war in the mid to
late 640s BCE, but they draw on older material
and earlier text editions:
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RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal 9, i 1-5:%7

(i 1-5) I, Ashurbanipal, the creation of (the god) Assur
and the goddess Mullissu, the senior son of the king
of the House of Succession, the one whom the god Sin
nominated in distant days, while (he was) in the womb
of his mother, for shepherding Assyria and (the one for
whom)| the gods Samas (and) Adad declared the exercis-
ing of its kingship through their firm decision(s)

RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal 11, i 1-7:%8

(i 1-7) I, Ashurbanipal, the creation of (the god) Assur
and the goddess Mullissu, the senior son of the king
of the House of Succession, the one whom (the god)
Assur and the god Sin - the lord of the (lunar) crown —
nominated in distant days to be king (i 5) and created
in the womb of his mother for shepherding Assyria,
(and the one for whom) the deities Samas, Adad, and
Istar declared my exercising the kingship through their
firm decision(s)

RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal 13, i 1-25:%

(i 1-14) I, Ashurbanipal, great king, [strong king], king
of the world, king of Assyria, king of [the four quarters
(of the world)], creation of the hands of (the god) Assur
(and) the goddess Mullissu; one who was chose[n by
the gods Sin, Samag, (and) Adad]; beloved of the god
Marduk (and) the goddess Z[arpanitu]; (i-5) favorite
of the god Nabt (and) [the goddess Ta]smét[u]; pious
prince, [ca]pable govern|or], true shepherd, leade[r of a]
widespre[ad population], one who prays piously [with-
out ceasling; who (i 10) extols for [everlas]ting days the
praise(s) of the gods As$ur, Mull|issu, Bel (Marduk]],
(and) Nabti; son of Esarhaddon, kilng of the world,
king of Assyria]; (grand)son of Sennacherib, kin[g of
the world, king of As|syria; descendant of Sargon (II),
ki[ng of the world, king of Assyria], governor of Baby-
lon, king of [the land of Sumer and] Akkad,

(i 15-25) provider of cult centers, one who c[ompletes
shrine]s, one who (re)confirms inter[rupted] sattukku-
(and) nindabiti-offerings [...], one who reveres the dei-
ties A§$ur, Mullissu, [Sin, Samas, Adad, Mar]duk,
Zarpanitu, Nab@, Tasmeé[tu, IStar of Nineveh]|, IStar
of Bit-Kidmuri, [Istar of Arbjela, (i 20) Ninurta, Ner-
gal, (and) Nusku; who constantly followed them from
[his] ch[ildhood until he became an adult] and who
continufally] re[vered] their [di]vinity. [I] cons[tantly
knelt do]wn at their feet in supplication and prayer.
While (I was still) in the womb of my mother, the great
gods [nominated]| me to [be king]; they spread their

benevolent protection over [me; ...] thley| rlequired]
my |priestly servicles.

In all three cases, Ashurbanipal (668-631 BCE)
is designated and nominated as king while still in
his mother’s womb. In RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal
9, it is the moon god Sin who nominates (izkarus)
the unborn Ashurbanipal for the office of shep-
herdship over Assyria (ré’tit mat Assur; line i 4)
already in his mother’s womb (ina libbi ummisuy;
i4). In RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal 11, Sin is joined
by the god Assur. Together, they nominate (nibit
Sumisu izkurti; i 4) and create (ibniisu; i 5) Ashur-
banipal in his mother’s womb (ina libbi ummisu;
i5) for the purpose of exercising kingship (Sarriitu)
and shepherdship over Assyria (ré’tit mat Assur,
i5). In RINAP 5/1, Ashurbanipal 13, the relevant
passage (i 23) is somewhat damaged. However,
the phrasing of the unborn’s nomination appears
to match that found in the case of Samas-§uma-
ukin ([ibbti]inni) whereas the agents are described
simply as “the great gods” (ilani rabiiti). They did
so “in my mother’s womb” (ina libbi ummiya)
for a certain reason (ana [Sarriti]).

One may consider whether the nomination
of an unborn child for kingship is due to Egyp-
tian influence on Assyrian and Babylonian royal
ideology. This would perfectly fit the historical
context, since both Esarhaddon and Ashurbani-
pal successfully campaigned against Egypt and
temporarily incorporated the Nile Valley into
the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Egyptian influence has
also been suggested in other cases,®® and there
was a considerable Egyptian community in Mes-
opotamia, as well as Assyrian presence in Egypt.*!
But in this special case, the Egyptian impact may
have served as a stimulus at best. It is true that
the nomination of the unborn heir apparent for
kingship was an integral part of ancient Egyp-
tian royal ideology, at least since the New King-
dom. But this nomination is generally expressed
in a way that does not play a crucial role on the
mother’s womb. Instead, Egyptian texts assign a
prominent role to the god Amun, thus highlight-
ing the divine father’s role in the king’s concep-
tion and legitimacy. When the divine father is
not foregrounded, an abstract concept such as the
divine “egg” (or “nest”) as the place of the unborn
is introduced,®? as the example of the triumphal
stele of Pi(anch)ye demonstrates:

“T am born from the womb, grown in the divine egg.
God’s seed is with me.”?
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At least in Egyptian texts, the womb remains
also a somehow abstract concept since it is not
further specified. This is demonstrated by two
examples from the time of the New Kingdom:

Thutmosis III (Pillar in the temple of Wadi Halfa, Urk
IV, 807):

“He (Amun) bestowed upon him his heritage (already)
in the womb, because he knew that he (the king) would
take care of him.”3*

Amenophis II (Sphinx stele, Urk. IV, 1278):

“Grown out of the womb he (already) wears the White
Crown. He has conquered the world when he was still
in the egg.”%

This only changes with texts from ancient Kush
when the abstract womb becomes the “mother’s
womb” and thus more specified.’® A very early
example is stele SNM 1851 from Jebel Barkal.
Since the name of the king has been erased the
monument can only roughly be dated to the Third
Intermediate Period.

SNM 1851 § 2:37

“T said about you (when you were still) in the womb
of your mother: You will be lord of Egypt. I recognized
you (already) as son, when you were (still) in the egg:
You will be lord of what I have created.”

A similar example is attested on a stele of
Pi(anch)ye, where an inscription appears in the
gabled triangle at the top:*

“T said about you (when you were still) in the womb
of your mother: You will be lord of Egypt. I recognized
you (already) in the seed, when you were (still) in the
egg: You will be lord.”

All these examples share the “recognition/
choice” of the presumptive pharaoh by Amun
already in the “mother’s womb.” Thereby, the
unborn becomes the son of a god.?” This is very
similar to the “nomination” of the unborn in
Mesopotamian texts, although in those cases,
other gods take over this task. We also face this
recognition in combination with a specific pur-
pose, namely, becoming lord of Egypt. But, this
is also enhanced by specific Egyptian elements,

particularly the prominent role of the divine egg.
As far as Samas-$uma-ukin and Ashurbanipal are
concerned, the idea of nomination and installa-
tion as future kings while still in the womb may
well have been inspired by ancient Egyptian con-
ceptions. Yet it was realized within the frame-
work of a specifically Mesopotamian language
of power. This distinction is important since
our next example also originates from Egypt but
appears to have been driven by Mesopotamian
ideas and conceptions.

An exceptional source of Darius I's (521-486
BCE) self-presentation as a legitimate king is
the so-called canal steles from Egypt. They can
be divided into two groups. Whereas the trilin-
gual Kabrit and Kubri (or Suez) steles appear to
represent nearly the same text, the hieroglyphic
Maskhuta stele exhibits a different tradition, with
different phrasing and wording.*® All monuments
are related to Darius’ ambitious and successful
project of interlinking the River Nile with the Red
Sea by means of a gigantic infrastructural under-
taking that combined artificial canals and natural
lakes, thereby creating a connection between the
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean.*! Unfortu-
nately, all texts are badly damaged and contain
many lacunae. The Maskhuta stele has parallels
with the hieroglyphic text of the famous statue of
Darius from Susa, although both texts are far from
being duplicates.** Apparently, on the Maskhuta
stele, Darius is presented as the son of the goddess
Neith, whereas the Darius statue introduces him
as the offspring of the god Atum.* In any case, it
is the special relationship between Darius and his
“mother” Neith that deserves our special interest
here. It is the topic immediately at the beginning
of the Maskhuta stele:*

[ ... King (Darius) ...], born of Neith, mistress of Sais,
image of Re, who has placed him on his throne in order
to complete what he has begun here below.

[ ... master] of all that the sun’s disc encircles. While
he was still in the womb (of his mother) and had not
come forth on earth, she (Neith) knew him to be her
son and ordered him [ ...]

[ntr nfr ...n] m$i.n Ni.t nb(.t) $sw twt n(.i) R¢ rdi.t.n-f hr
nS(.t)-f r smnh.t $3-.n-f

2[... nb] n(.i) $ni(w) nb n itn iw-f m h.t n pri.n-f tp.i t3
rh.nzs n.tt s3zs pw wd{.t}ss n-f [...]*
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Due to its fragmentary character, the pas-
sage leaves room for some interpretation. This
becomes especially clear when we focus on the
way David Klotz analyzed the two lines, i.e.,
by combining them with another passage only
attested on the Susa statue.* It remains open for
discussion whether the phrasing “[master| of all
that the sun’s disc describes” refers to univer-
sal rulership* or is just an epithet describing the
sun disc.*® It is also unclear whether this line is
directly related to the subsequent specification of
the unborn king. Be that as it may, it is rather
plain that the unborn Darius is not only acknowl-
edged and thus nominated by his mother when
still in her womb; he is also made future king for
a certain reason and according to orders that are
related to his future obligations as pharaoh. The
passage is part of Egyptian tradition since it only
mentions the unspecified “womb.” But it also
lacks Egyptian traits such as the divine egg, and
Amun plays no role at all in this context. In other
respects, however, the passage is related to the
motif that we have already observed with Samas-
$uma-ukin and Ashurbanipal, although the differ-
ences are also striking. For it is only here that the
mother receives exceptional agency. It is not her
“passive” womb as the setting of decisive events
that matters; rather, she is the active figure who
takes care of the nomination and is responsible
for assigning tasks to the future king. Apparently,
the Maskhuta text is especially interested in fos-
tering Darius’s legitimacy for which there was an
obvious need.* Darius was not only an usurper in
a Persian context, but also in a pharaonic Egyp-
tian one.®® Against this backdrop, he created a
new model of a legitimate Egyptian pharaoh by
applying a special strategy that combined ancient
Near Eastern and Egyptian traditional concepts in
a unique way.

Let us now return to Agathias’ description of
how Sabuhr was nominated king. With the Near
Eastern examples in mind, we gain a much more
nuanced view of the strategy employed to boost
the Sahan sah’s legitimacy. We can safely assume
that the coronation event is an invention post fes-
tum. It is an artificial construction, like the nom-
inations of Darius, Samas-$uma-ukin, and Ashur-
banipal. What we are seeing are master narratives
that convey royal ideology rather than historical
fact. It should also be clear that the Agathian nar-
rative was not invented from scratch, but drew on
motifs and components deeply rooted in ancient

Near Eastern history. This, in itself, is not new.
Recent research has demonstrated on many levels
the vibrancy of ancient Near Eastern traditions
throughout Sasanian times. This is especially
true for conceptions of kingship, royal perfor-
mance, and rituals.>!

The historical setting for the motif under dis-
cussion is a period of crisis, when legitimacy and
royal succession were seriously challenged. Such
a situation demanded an adequate and vibrant
response. This applies to all the cases we have
discussed: those of Samas-$uma-ukin, Ashurbani-
pal, Darius I, and Sabuhr II. From a comparative
point of view, the case of Sabuhr II is the most
difficult to analyze as it is the only one for which
we do not have a contemporary and native tes-
timony of this kind of response, but only a later
report from outside Iran that merely reflects the
story and its patterns. As we have seen, there is
also an Agathian footprint in the story, as classi-
cal historiography left its marks. But beyond this
specific “twist,” there is still enough substance
in the narrative to recognize the constitutive ele-
ments of an “ancient” story pattern. This is also
true for other parts of Agathias’ excursus on Sasa-
nian kings and their deeds (Agathias, Histories
4.24-29).52

In Late Antiquity, there must still have been a
certain awareness of this pattern, at least enough
that the circles at court who assigned it to Sabuhr
IT and disseminated it in the empire could be
confident that it would meet a certain degree of
credibility. Even Agathias appears to have been
convinced that its general outline was based
upon “truth.” But the master narrative around
Sabuhr also has its own special traits, and these
characteristics reveal interesting details about
the specific historical circumstances, as well as
the peculiarities of the inventors of the story.
These inventors had access to historical tradition
and were closely connected to the court and to
kingship. The story of Sabuhr II is the only one,
in comparison with its predecessors, in which
human agency is highlighted and divine agency
is almost entirely absent. No god or goddess is
mentioned. Instead, it is the nobles at court who
are said to have been entirely responsible for what
transpired. Only with the magi a hidden divine
element is added as a kind of appendix that does
not really matter. The role of the mother is also
reduced to that of a passive auxiliary, an alto-
gether insignificant presence.
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It is the nobles at court who are the central
players in the story, and this is entirely different
from what we have seen in the cases of Samas-
Suma-ukin, Ashurbanipal, and Darius I. These
nobles are presented as a collective, without any
prominent individual figure, but their joint action
well corresponds to what we know from the con-
stitutive role of aristocratic councils in elevating
a candidate to the Sasanian throne.> It is true
that we are unaware of the details of agreements
that must have been made in 309 CE.>* Never-
theless, we may discern traces of them from the
inscription SPs-I, set in Sabuhr’s second year in
Persepolis, when the Sahdn Sah was a two-year-
old toddler (311 CE).* The inscription was set by
an adult (half-)brother of Sabuhr II, also named
Sabuhr, who is introduced as “Sagansah, (ruler of |
India, Sagestan (Sistan), and Taran up to the coast
of the sea.”>® He was en route from Staxr to his
eastern territories when he paused at Persepolis
(called Sadston “[Hall of a] Hundred Columns”) -
an old and renowned place of legitimate kingship
—in order to feast with his retinue, a group of dis-
tinguished magnates, all of whom are mentioned
by name and title.’” Some of them may well have
been among the agents behind the extraordinary
and homogeneously acclaimed measures of 309
CE. The inscription, its placement at the south-
ern entrance of the Tacara in Persepolis, the col-
lective feasting of some of the leading magnates
in the retinue of the Sagansah, both honoring
ancestors who were responsible for building the
visible vestiges of past grandeur, and paying hom-
age to the newly crowned, infant Sahan sah, all
show an awareness of the crisis that was just
overcome. What is more, one may argue the need
was felt to enhance the ideological foundations of
the still fragile kingship by showing in simulta-
neity the narrative of royal continuity (from the
unnamed rulers of the past called merely “those
who build this house [i.e., Sadstén]” to the infant,
Sabuhr II, who is explicitly praised). All of this is
also reflected in Agathias’ story, but shrouded in
elements of an established narrative tradition.

Thus, what we have is an ancient story pattern,
“updated” and presented in a “modern” guise,
tailored to the specific imperial needs at the heart
of the Sasanian Empire in the early fourth century
CE. As we have seen, the first years of the fourth
century were marked by a profound crisis, and,
as Henning Borm has ably demonstrated, this
crisis was overcome only through the collective

endeavors of the Sasanian nobility. Against this
backdrop, the master narrative is as much linked
to the past as it is bound to the circumstances of
the time of its revitalization and adaptation.
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Rethinking the Achaemenid World Order:
Space, Religion, and Communicative Strategies*
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UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, LOS ANGELES (UCLA)

Introduction

The present essay explores a number of concep-
tions and policies, generally associated with the
rule of Darius I (522-486 BCE), which mutatis
mutandis defined the Achaemenid Empire’s con-
stitution until its fall. These pertain to (1) the
empire’s boundaries, both real and imagined, as
well as the perception of the “other”; (2) the reg-
ulation of the empire’s religious landscape, which
allowed for the individuation of religious prac-
tices within a regimented and ordered universe;
and (3) communicative strategies that facilitated
the royal discourse’s espousal of the intellectual
perceptions/predispositions of local audiences.

The Boundaries of Empire

The mental maps of the Achaemenid Empire have
been discussed recently by a number of scholars,
among them Anca Dan,' Pierre Briant,> Robert
Rollinger and Julian Degen,® Hilmar Klinkott,*
and John Hyland.® Rollinger’s contributions in
particular have shown the extent to which the
Achaemenids were tributary to Mesopotamian
Vorlagen, and, like their predecessors, marked
bodies of water on the fringes of the empire as the
limes of their world, in this superimposing intel-
lectual conception of space on the topographical
reality of their polities. There is much merit in
this approach, but once again both Old Iranian
and Mesopotamian traditions must come to bear
to form a more complete and capacious vision of
the Achaemenid political space.

Following the rise and expansion of the Persian
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Empire under Cyrus and Cambyses, the territo-
rial additions of Darius I seem in contrast mod-
est and wanting, although they would profoundly
define the topographical shape of the empire for
centuries to come by establishing the empire’s
water-bound extremities as its borders. Upon the
consolidation of Darius’ rule, we are informed of
a number of imperial campaigns in the four cor-
ners of the realm. The first one was undertaken
in the third year of the king’s rule, thus, in the
years 520/519 BCE, in the immediate aftermath
of Darius’ successful defeat of the “liar-kings,”
and was led against one of many Iranian tribes of
the northern steppes identified as Saka, of which
the Achaemenid inscriptions knew a variety.
This campaign was directed against the Saka tig-
raxauda, “the Saka with the pointed hat,” most
likely on the eastern frontiers of the empire. The
second campaign took Darius to Egypt proba-
bly in 519/518 BCE, a year after the expedition
against the Saka tigraxauda. The Bisotun inscrip-
tion (DB) mentions an Egyptian rebellion while
Darius I was fighting insurgencies during his first
year, upon his reconquest of Babylonia in Decem-
ber 522 BCE (DB 2.5-8). What is more, Egyptian
documents show that beginning in April 521
BCE, part of Egypt recognized another leader as
Pharaoh, namely, an indigenous prince by the
name of Petubastis (IV), which could indicate
that Achaemenid rule in Egypt was contested in
521 by a local rebellion against Persian domina-
tion.® Petubastis IV’s rule must have lasted until
the campaign in 519/518 of Darius, whose reign
in Egypt is again attested on an inscription on the
occasion of the demise of the Apis Bull in August
518 BCE in Memphis and its burial in Novem-
ber 518 BCE (a third document attests to Darius’
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rule also in Thebes in February 517 BCE).” It was
most likely during this campaign that Darius also
erected a number of stelae celebrating the estab-
lishment of the “Suez Canal,” which, as we shall
see, report on how the king “seized Egypt from
Persia,” and ordered a canal to be dug to permit
ships to sail from the Nile all the way to the
Persian Gulf (abiy draya taya haca Parsa aitiy,
“towards the sea that goes [flows away] from [the
shores of] Persia”).® The third campaign of Dar-
ius would take him in 513 BCE to the Danubian
and Cimmerian regions, against the western Saka
(who most likely were called later in Achaemenid
inscriptions the Sakd tayaiy paradraya, "Saka
who are beyond the sea”).’

On all these campaigns, it appears that the
boundaries of the realm were “rounded off” to
attain the natural, water-bound frontiers of the
“ordered” world, whose perimeters could have
been inspired by the projection of a mytho-
epic space, referred to as a continent/clime
(karsuuar-/n-; kiSwar) in the Avesta and later Mid-
dle Iranian cosmological texts, and typically pre-
sented as the locus of the Iranian (Aryan) abode/
expanse (airii6.Saiiana-/airiiana- vaéjah-).' But
before assessing whether the mytho-epic geog-
raphy of the Avesta, as elaborated by Sasanian
Zoroastrian cosmogony, may be drawn upon to
elucidate Achaemenid conceptions of the impe-
rial space, we shall succinctly outline its princi-
pal tenets.

In the Avesta, and subsequent Late Antique
Zoroastrian traditions, we often encounter the
concept of the “seven-partite earth” (hapto.
karsuuairi- zam-), or that of the “seven climes or
continents” (hapta- karSuuan-). A case in point
being the Yasna 57, where Srao8a, the obstruc-
tion-smashing yazata, is mentioned as the first
sacrificer to Ahuramazda and the amoag$a- spanta-
(the Life-giving Immortals), the one who facili-
tates the Immortals’ coming down to the “seven-
partite earth”:!!

sraosam asim huraodom
varafrdjanam ... yazamaide
yefhe amaca varabraynaca
haozqbPaca vaédiiaca
auuain ama$a spanta

aoi hapto.karSuuairim zgm

We sacrifice to Orderly Sraosa of the Rewards,
the obstruction-smashing ...
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on account of whose force and obstruction-smashing
strength,

good lineage and knowledge,

the Life-giving Immortals came down

to the seven-partite earth.

Yasna 57.23

In a number of passages of the Avestan hymn
Zamyad Yast, celebrating the royal fortune and
glory, the archetypal, mytho-epic king, Hao-
iianha Paradata, is mentioned to have ruled over
the “sevenfold earth” (bami- haptaibiia-), over
both demons and men, sorcerers and witches,
potentates and poetasters:'?

yat upayghacat

haosiiaphom paradatom
darayamcit aipi zruuanam
yat xSaiiata paiti bamim haptaibiigm
daéuuangm masiiangmeca
yabpqm pairikanqgmeca
sabrqm kaoiigm karafngmca
y0 janat duua Orisuua
madzainiianqgm daéuuanqgm
varaniiangmca druuatqm
ahe raiia ...

(the Kauuian fortune) which followed
Haogiianha Paradita

for a long time thereafter,

so that he ruled on the sevenfold earth
over daéuuas and men,

sorcerers and witches,

potentates, poetasters, and mumblers;
he who smashed two-thirds

of the Giant dacéuuas

and the Lieful ones who made a choice.
On account of his wealth ...

Yast19.26

What is more, in the selfsame Zamyad Yast,
we find the “seven climes/continents” (hapta-
karsuuar-/n-) also in conjunction with the vil-
lain Turanian Fragrasiian who was combing
the countryside in quest of Zarathustra’s glory
(xvaranah-):'3

yenfhe tat x'arand isat
mairiio tiiriié fragrase
vispais auui karsuuqn yais hapta
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pairi yais hapta karsuugn
mairiié apatat frayrase
186 xvarané zara@ustrai

Whose was that Fortune,

which the Tur(an)ian villain Franrasiian sought
across all the seven climes,

over the seven climes, wherein

the villain Franrasiian ran about

seeking the Fortune of Zarathustra.

Yast 19.82

The names of the continents constituting the
hapto.karsuuairi- zam- “the seven-partite earth”
(Y.57.23; V.19.13) are well attested in several pas-
sages of the Avesta, among others in two lists
of the Mihr Yast (Yt.10.133) and the Vidévdad
(V.19.39), where the seven climes are named
thus: Arozahi; Sauuahi; Fradadaf$u; VidadafSu;
Vourubarasti; Vourujarasti; and Xvaniraa. From
among these, one in particular, the luminous
continent of Xvanirafa (karSuuar- yat x*anira@a-
bamiia-)** - called Xwanirah in Middle Persian
garb —is described in later Middle Persian anthol-
ogies as forming the central continent that is sur-
rounded by the other six, and being in size equiv-
alent to them all put together:

an roz ka TiStar waran kerd ka-$ zréh az-i$ biid hénd
hamag gyag nam bé grift 7 parag bé biad parag-ew
¢and ném-éw mayan 6 parag péramoéon ud an 6 parag

What is more, Xvanirafa/Xwanirah is bound by
two (mythical) rivers, called in the Avesta Ragha
(named Arang in Middle Persian texts and placed
in the west) and Vanhvi Diitiia (named Wehrod
and located in the east in Middle Persian texts),
which delimit the boundaries of the central
clime/continent. Xwanirah and the other conti-
nents are said to be separated from each other by
many obstacles, that is, bodies of water, forests,
and other barriers, so that only divine guidance
(pad parwanagih 1 yazdan), or miracle/magic (pad
warzawandih), would grant passage into other
climes:

[8.4] az kiswar 6 kiSwar jud pad parwdnagih i1 yazdan
ud warzawandih ta Sudan né Sayéd | [8.5] Ciyon
gowed kit mayan 1 Arzah ud Sawah ud Xwanirah zréeh
daréd ¢é bahr-éw az (an) zreh 1 Fraxkerd péramon bé
*dast/*gast az mayan i Fradadafs (ud Widadafs) wésag
daréd mayan 1 Worubarsn ud Worujarsn kéf i buland
bé rust ka td az kiSwar 6 kiSwar paywand bé bawad
kii ta ek ¢ did Sudan né sayed

It is not possible to go from continent to continent, but
with the guidance of gods and (the use of) miraculous
power/magic. It is thus said that between (the conti-
nents) Arzah, Sawah, and Xwanirah there is a sea, for
a portion of it is encompassed by the Fraxkerd (Vouru.
kaga) Sea. Between (the continents) Fradadaf§ and
Widadaf$ there is a forest. Between (the continents)

Worubar$n and Worujar$n there high mountains have
grown, so that they may be some link between the

¢and i Xwanirah u-§ kiSwar nam nihad ud kes bé biid

On that day, when Tistar created the rain, whence
the seas sprung up, all places became wet. Seven parts
came to be; one part, which was (in size) as much as
one half (of all the parts), was in the middle and the
other (six parts) around it, and those six parts were
equal to Xwanirah (in size). They are called climes
(kiswar), for they were furrows (kis).

Bundahisn 8.2

This Xvanirafa/Xwanirah, judging from the extant
Avestan material, and the more explicit Middle
Iranian cosmogonical texts, is the place where the
mythical Mount Hara (hara- barozaiti-, “the tall
Hara”), its high peak, Mount Hukairiia, and Lake
Vourukasa (zraiiah- vouru.kasa-, “the Vourukasa
Sea”), whereinto the heavenly waters (coming
from Hukairiia) flow, are all located.'
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continents, (but) also that it is not possible to cross
from one to the other.

Bundahisn 8.4-5

In short, what is perceived to be the central clime,
and associated with the mythical continent of
Xvanirafa/Xwanirah, the abode of the Iranians, is
in the Zoroastrian geography hermetically closed,
and its frontiers are demarcated by two rivers that
signal its finitude. These rivers, however, follow-
ing the later Zoroastrian tradition, run (north
to south) crossing the oceans (pad zrehiha wid-
erénd) and eventually flow back into the myth-
ical Vourukaga Sea, having received the waters
of other rivers and tributaries during their course
around the earth:

[11.1] gowed pad dén kit én 2 1r6d az abaxtar némag az
Harburz Ohrmazd fraz tazenid ek 6 Xwarwaran Sud
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kii Arang ud ek 6 Xwarasan Sud ka Weh r6d xwanénd
[11.2] az pas i awésan 18 rod az ham bun-xan fraz tazid
hénd ud pad ham Harburz andar zamig fréd Sud hénd
ud pad Xwanirah 6 paydagih mad hénd Ciyon abarig
ab az awésan pad was-maragih fraz tazid esténd ...
[11.4] awesan ab hamag abaz 6 én 2 rod gumézend 1
ast Arang réd ud Weh rod [11.5] awéSan harw 2 pad

[11a.1] Arang rod an 1 guft kit az Harburz bé tazed
ud dyed pad Strag bum ké Sam-iz xwanénd ud pad
(E)giptés bum ké Misr-iz xwanénd bé wideréd u-§
anéh rod 1 néw *Egipt6is xwanénd [11a.2] Weh rod pad
Xwarasan bé wideréd ud pad Sind bum sawed ud pad
Hindiigan 6 zréh rézéd u-§ anéh Mihrdan réd xwanénd
ud Hindiugan rod-iz xwanénd

kanarag 1 zamig gardénd ud pad zréhiha widerénd ud
hamag kiswar xwarénd az an zahafih/zahabagiha ud
pas harw 2 pad zréh 1 Fraxkerd 6 ham rasénd ud abdz
0 bun-xan rasénd (i) azis bé tazid hénd

[11.1]It is revealed in the (good) religion that these two
rivers (God) Ohrmazd caused to flow forth from the
north side of (Mount) Harburz, one towards the West,

[11a.1] The River Arang is the one that, it is said, flows
forth from (Mount) Harburz and comes to the land of
Syria, which they also call Sam, and crosses (over) to
the land of *Egypt, which they also call Misr, wherein
they also call it the ‘good river of Egypt. [11a.2] The
Weh River goes across the Fast to the land of India and
pours into the sea in India, where they also call it the

which they call Arang, and another that goes towards

‘Mihran River’ — they also call it the ‘River India.

the East, which they call the river Weh. [11.2] After
these, 18 rivers flowed forth from the same source,
namely, the selfsame Harburz, went into the ground
and become visible again in Xwanirah, when other
bodies of water flowed forth in great number from
them ... [11.4] All bodies of water mingle again with
those rivers, which are the Rivers Arang and Weh.
[11.5] Both circle the edge of the earth and cross over
the seas, and all countries drink from those springs.
Thereafter both (rivers) meet at the Fraxkerd Sea, the
very source, whence they (first) flowed forth.

Bundahisn 11.1-2, 4-5

As such, these two mythical, “globe-roaming”
rivers have been associated with multiple rivers
throughout history. A case in point being Ranha/
Arang that has been identified in the later Zoroas-
trian tradition with the Tigris as well as the Nile
(which could be perceived as the continuation of
the selfsame river across the ocean); and Vanhvi
Daitiia with the river Indus (Mihran rod/Hin-
dugan rod) and more:!”

jud az én 3 zréh 1 *meh u-$ pas tazénid az Harburz
az abaxtar kanarag 2 rod 1 Arang ud Weh ud Arang
ast Diglit tazan 6 *ron fréd-sudan ud Weh-réd 6 *rén
ul-amadan bud pad 2 sar bé *gast bé 6 zreh sud hénd

Aside from these three *large seas, he [God Ohrmazd]
made flow from (Mount) Harburz, from north, two riv-
ers Arang (Ranha) and Weh[rod] (Vagh'i Daitiia). Arang
is the Tigris whose course was in the direction of the
setting (sun); and the (course of) Weh River was in the
direction of the rising (sun).

Wizidagiha 1 Zadspram 3.22'8
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Bundahisn 11a.1-a.2

Completing this picture is the reality of salt seas
and their relation both to Xvanirafa/Xwanirah
and the cosmic Vourukasa Sea. Intriguingly, the
latter, although the fabled repository of all sweet
waters, appears to be related to, or connected
with, the three large salt seas of the Iranian world,
which serve as purifiers of waters flowing into
the Vouruka$a Sea, a function also shared by the
mythical rivers Ranha and Vanhvi Daitiia. These
salt seas are identified in the later Zoroastrian tra-
ditions as the Persian Gulf (Paitikd/Paydig)'; the
Caspian Sea (Kamrod); and the Black Sea (Syaw-
bun).?® Thus, the picture that emerges from all
this is the idea of a mytho-epic Iranian expanse
bound by a network of water frontiers, to wit: the
outer salt seas to the northeast (Kamrod), west
(Syawbun), and south (Paitikd/Paydig) — with the
latter, that is, the Persian Gulf, being connected
with the mythical Vouruka§a Sea - and two
mighty rivers circling the earth and connected
possibly with these salt seas and, like them, min-
gling eventually in the Vourukaga Sea.

When we contrast the tenets of the Zoroastrian/
Avestan geography with the Achaemenid imperial
space under Darius and his successors, a few com-
monalities stand out. The Achaemenid geography
recognized several levels of spatial division, best
observed in the expanded Achaemenid titulature
in Old Persian inscriptions, which remained rela-
tively consistent in its structures from its begin-
nings under Darius I to the end of Artaxerxes III
Ochus’ rule.?! In general, Darius’ titulature shows
a tripartite structure:
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[1] adam darayava™u$ | xSaya@iya vazarka |
xSayabiya xSayabiyanam |

[2] (xSayabiya parsaiy) | xSayaBiya dahayiinam
(vispazananam | paruzananam) | xSayabiya
ahayadya | haruvahaydya btimiya (vazarkaya diraiy
apiy) |

[3] vistaspahagya puca | haxamaniSiya | (parsa
parsahaya puca ariya ariyaciga) |

I, Darius | great king | king of kings |

(king in Persis) | king of the lands (of many races/all
races) | king on this (great) earth (far and wide] |

son of Vistaspa, | an Achaemenid | (Persian, of Persian
descent, Aryan, of Aryan seed) |

The first sequence exhibits the king’s titles
in terms of waxing exaltation: “great king” >
“king of kings”; the second expresses the spa-
tial expanse of the kingship, again in expand-
ing order: “king in Persis” > “king of the lands
(of many races/all races)” > “king on this (great)
earth (far and wide).” And the third sequence indi-
cates the king’s social context in terms of wid-
ening circles, from his more immediate kinship
relation (“son of Vistaspa”) to his broader ethnic
belonging “Aryan, of Aryan seed.” Of interest in
this context is the opposition between x$ayadiya
dahgyinam (vispazanandm/paruzananam) (DNa
10-11; DE 14-16) “king of the lands (of many
races/all races)” and xSaya®iya ahaydya bumiya
vazarkdya diiraiy apiy (DNa 11-12)/xSayabiya
haruvahgyadya btimiya (DSb 7-9) “king on this
(great) earth (far and wide)”/“king on the whole
earth,” with the former referring to the empire’s
spatial reality, its manifold provinces (dahayau-),
and the latter to the vaguer notion of the inhab-
ited: bumi- vazarka- diiraiy apiy/haruva- biumi-
“the great earth far and wide/the whole earth.”
The concept of biimi- does not primarily per-
tain to a concrete imperial space, but represents a
higher geography, whose cosmogonical pertinence
may still be discerned.” Indeed, biimi- is often
associated with Ahuramazda’s act of creation
(baga vazarka AMuramazda haya im|am biimim
ada haya avam asm|anam ada, “the great god
Ahuramazda who placed/set this earth (bimi-),
who placed yonder sky”; DNa 1-3). In another pas-
sage, the earth is described as a creation in turmoil
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(btimi- yauda®ti-), that needed to be reset in its
proper place/foundation (°-Sim gabava niyasa-
daya-): Aturamazda [yal0|a avaina imam biamim
yau|da"tim| | pasava-dim mana frabara mam
[x$d||yabiyam akunaus$ adam ... vasna Ahura-
mazdahla] a|dam-$im gabava niyaSadayam,
“When Ahuramazda saw this earth in turmoil,
he then gave it to me. He made me king ... By
the greatness of Ahuramazda, I seated it down
on its place.” Thus, this otherworldly dimension
of biimi- appears to represent a different concept
than the actuality of the realm (xSaga-), whose
components and four quarters the inscriptions
often depict:

ima xSacam taya adalm darayamiy haca sakaibis§
tayaiy pa|ra sugdam amata yata a kasa haca hi*da|uv
amata yatd a sparda tayamaiy A'uramalzda frabara
haya mabisSta baganam m|am

This is the realm that I hold: from the Scythians who
are beyond Sogdiana, from there all the way to Kas/
Nubia, from India, from there all the way to Sardis,
this (all) Ahuramazda gave me, he who is the greatest
among the gods.

DH 3-7 = DPh 4-9%

Whereas the imperial space encompasses a sam-
ple of regionally organized provinces and concrete
frontiers, the biimi- vazarka- diiraiy apiy/haruva-
biimi- is more capacious, less tangible, and of a dif-
ferent ontological order. It may well be an equiva-
lent of the idealized central clime known from the
Avestan/Zoroastrian traditions as the Xvaniraba/
Xwanirah, or even the totality of the (seven) con-
tinents, the hapto.karsuuairi- zam- “the seven-
partite earth,” as these notions do not seem to
have been unfamiliar to the Achaemenids.
Indeed, according to Ptolemy (Ptol. 5.8; 5.14),
the river Volga was called by Scythians settled
in the northern shore of the Black Sea Pa (<
*Rahd-), a designation that indubitably refers to
the mythical river Rangha.** This report, which
likely reflected realities of the late Hellenistic
period, could also intimate that the concept of
Ranha as the western frontier of Xvaniraba (or the
imperial space) was also known to, or observed
by, the Achaemenids, although it remains to be
seen whether it could have referred to waters
other than the Volga in the sixth century BCE. In
this context, we should be reminded of the stelae
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(reportedly) erected by Darius I on the proximity
of waterways in the Ancient Near East and Egypt,
during some of his major campaigns, possibly to
mark the limits of the realm. The significance of
these “end of the world” stelae are well-known
and much discussed in scholarship.?® Among
their many purposes is the desire to demarcate
the outer boundaries of the realm, evoking the
sovereign’s prowess in accomplishing an unprece-
dented act, hence projecting power for the benefit
of internal and external audiences.

A number of stelae are extant or attested for the
reign of Darius I. The more important ones are
those inscribed in the empire’s three cuneiform
languages (Elamite, Akkadian, and Old Persian),
as well as late Egyptian, and placed all along Dar-
ius I's recently established “Suez” canal.?® In the
Old Persian variant, the series of stelae commem-
orate how the king “seized Egypt from Persia,”
and ordered a canal to be dug to allow ships to sail
from the Nile (through the Red Sea) all the way to
the Persian Gulf (abiy draya taya haca Parsa aitiy
“towards the sea that goes (flows away) from [the
shores of | Persia”):

[baga] vazarka Aturamazda

haya avam asmanam ada |

haya imam bi[m|ilm ada

haya [marl|tiyam ada

halya Sliyatim ada martiyahay|a

haya darayava®um xSayabiyam aku[nauls

haya d|alrayavahau$ x$ayabiyahya xSaca|m frabara
taya vazarkam
taya ["uvasam "ulmar(tilyam

adam darayava™us | xSayaOiya vazarka xSayaOiya
xSayabiyanam xsayabiya dahayiinam v|ispazan)anam
[xSayaliya] hayay|a bumiya vazarkaya diiraiy apiy
[v]iStas|pahaya pluga ha|xamaniSiya

fatiy darayava'us x$ayabiya ada|m plarsa a"mily hac]
a pd|rsa mudrayam agarbalya|m

adam nilyalStayam imam |[yauviya||m katanaiy haca

pirava nama rauta taya mudrayaiy danu|vatiy ab)|iy
|[drlaya taya haca parsa aitiy

pas|ava] iyam yauviya | [akaniya] | ava[ba ya0a]
adam niyaStayam ut|a nava| dyata hacla mudral|ya
talra imd|lm yauviyam abliy parsam [avalbéa yaba
ma|m kama aha)
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A great god is Ahuramazda,
who created yonder heaven,
who created this earth,
who created man,
who created happiness among men,
who made Darius king,
who bestowed on King Darius this realm,
which is far and wide
which is with good horses and with good men.

I (am) Darius the great king, king of kings, king of
lands of many races, king on this great earth far and
wide, son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid.

King Darius proclaims: I am a Persian; from Persia, I
seized Egypt.

I ordered this canal to be dug, from a river called Nile,
which flows in Egypt, towards the sea that goes (flows
away) from (the shores of) Persia.

So, this canal was dug as I had ordered, and ships went
from Egypt through this canal to Persia, as was my
desire.

DZc = Darius at Suez

Other stelae, reported by Herodotus, were appar-
ently erected on the occasion of Darius I's bridg-
ing the Bosporus, around 513-511 BCE, during
the king’s ambitious expedition to submit, or
push back the Saka tribes in the Danubian and
the Black Sea regions.?” Much like the Nile-Red
Sea canal in Egypt, spanning a pontoon bridge
over the Bosporus was an engineering feat, requir-
ing considerable imperial resources warranting
the placement of commemorative stelae, such as
those described by Herodotus: sthiac &6tnoe dvo
£ avtod ABov Agvkod Eviapav ypduppota £¢ pev v
Accivplo & 8¢ v ‘EAnvicd, “he [Darius| placed
two stelae of white stone (marble) upon/next to
it, engraving one in characters in Assyrian, and
another in Greek”; these, however, were appar-
ently carried off by Byzantines before Herodotus’
lifetime.?

Herodotus knows of yet another stela during
Darius’ Scythian expedition, that is, the one
erected at the source of the Tearus river while en
route to the Danube river: ém tobtov GV OV TOTANOY
amkdpevog 6 Aapelog ¢ Eotpatonededoato NoOEC 1@
notau® otAny éotnoe kol EvOadto ypdupoata &yypdyag
AMyovta tdde, “having arrived at this river, Darius
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took position, delighted at the river, and placed
a stela there, engraved with writing, saying thus
...”"» This stela, apparently in cuneiform script,
for which we have partial archaeological evidence
at our disposal, seems to have been extant until
the mid-nineteenth century.’® Although the con-
tent of the inscription has been rightly rejected
in scholarship, including its somewhat maladroit
use of the royal titulary, there is, however, a
point worthy of consideration. The title of Dar-
ius in this stela is reported as: Aapeiog 6 “Yotdoneog
Ilepcéov e kol mdong the Nreipov Poociheds, “Dar-
ius, son of Hystaspes, king of Persians and of the
entire land/continent,” the latter of which may
represent mutatis mutandis the Old Persian
expression haruva- biimi- “the whole earth.”?! If
s0, it is significant that this expression was used
at the outer western boundary of the realm.

Most recently, the fragment of a stela written
in Old Persian, and mentioning the name of Dar-
ius I, has been excavated in the city of Phanagoria
located in the Taman Peninsula, on the Cimme-
rian Bosporus connecting the Maeotian Lake (Sea
of Azov) to the Black Sea,®> and appears to attest
to the presence of Persian troops on the northern
shore of the Black Sea. This fragment, whose ori-
gin has been diversely interpreted in recent schol-
arship, but which undoubtedly belongs to the
reign of Darius I, could be yet another indication
that Darius was marking bodies of waters (seas;
straits; rivers) at the periphery of his realm with
“end of the world” stelae:

(1)[-----------d-a-r-y]-v-(h}{u-§ : x-§-y-0-i-y-h-y-a:-------- ]

(2)[a-d-m:d-a-r-y-v-](u)-8 : x=(§)-[y-0-i-y - - - - oo ]

(B)[------mmeme- o L L I
(4)[-------- Vid-y-to()y-m:a-f- - cooe oo |
(5)[------mmm--- a-Jd-m:a-(k*)[-u-n-v-m:-------c------ ]
(6)[----mmmmmme limeptf-ioy - ]

[A great god is Ahuramazda ... who bestowed| on
[King Darleilos]| ([darayalvah|aus xSayaOiyahyd]) [this

realm ... I am Dari]us the [great] k[ing] ... [be]fore
(*[parluvam) ... 1 [traver|sed / [resti|tuted ([*viyata-]
rayam' | [*niyac¢dlrayam’) I m[ade/did] (adam *alkuna-
vam]) ... man/men (*marti[ya-])*
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If indeed the fragment found in Phanagoria
belonged to a stela erected in the more immedi-
ate vicinity of the Taman Peninsula, and was not
carried off from afar, then its presence in combi-
nation with the testimonies of the Tabulae llia-
cae — namely, the Roman Chronicle (Chronicon
Romanum, also called Tabula Capitolina) and
the Getty Table** — that traditionally place the
date of Darius I's Scythian expedition (to the year
513/512 BCE), but also mention his crossing of
the Cimmerian Bosporus, Kupépioc Bdonopog,®
could intimate that a majority of the waterways,
as was the case of the Thracian Bosporus, or the
river Tearus, were adorned with stelae during
Darius’ campaign:

G’ 00 Apuddiog kol Apiotoyeitov [n-]
Tapxov TOV TOpavvov avethov [Koi]
Aopgtog émi Txv0ag S18Pn Led[E]alg ToV]
Kuypéprov [Bldomopov, & ¢kn’.

From which time, Harmodius and Aristogeiton

killed the tyrant Hipparchus, and

Darius against the Scythians crossed (over) by bridging
the Cimmerian Bosporus, 527 years.

Inscriptiones Graecae XIV, no. 1297, col. I1, 11. 22-25

The last piece of evidence in Darius’ marking the
boundaries of his empire pertains to the campaign
directed against the Saka tigraxauda, “the Saka
with the pointed hat,” and their leader Skunxa,
most likely on the eastern fringes of the realm.
Although we do not possess a stela documenting
this campaign, it was nonetheless deemed suffi-
ciently important to alter the completed Bisotun
relief and its accompanying inscriptions, to add
the likeness of the defeated Saka king Skunxa in
the row of “liar kings,” and engrave — with the
addition of a supplementum - the fifth column
narrating, among others, the king’s Saka cam-
paign, a new OIld Persian variant below the relief
(see fig. 1).
The Bisotun inscription reports as follows:

[0atily darayava™us x§|ayabiya pa[sava had]a kar[a a-]
dam [aSliyavam abiy sak|am pas|a]va [saka tayali(y)
xau[da|m tigram barati|y imaiy pati§ mam aliSa [ya-]
(d)iy abiy draya a|valrasam dlrax[tla [ava hada ka-
r]a visa viyatara|yam [pasava] avaiy sak|a adam] aja-
nam aniyam aga|rbaya hauv basta anayata] abiy mam
ut|al$am haya ma0lista sku"xa nama avam aga|rbaya
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Fig. 1. Darius and the liar-kings on the relief of Bisotun. Drawing by Jill Curry Robbins following King and Thompson 1907: plate 13.

[basta|lm anaya [abiy mam) avada aniyam ma#|iStam
akunavam ya|0a] mam kama pasava da|hayaus mana
abava

[0ati]ly darayava™us x$aya|bilya avaiy] salk]a arilk a-]
ha uta naiy Aturamazd|a-[Sam ayaldiya Aturamalz-]
dlam)ayadaiy vasna Aturamalzdalha) ya0a mam kama
[avabadils akunavam

fatliy [dalrayava™us [x]Sayabiya [haya] Aluramazdam
yadataliy [avahay|a |yanalm [ahatiy] uta jivahaya uta
mlgrtahgyla

King Darius proclaims: Then I went with the people in
arms to Scythia. Then the Saka/Scythians who wore
the pointed cap, they came against me. When I arrived
at the sea/body of water, I crossed it with the entire
army by means of tree *trunks’/*wooden rafts’. Then I
smashed those Scythians. Some they seized, and some
were brought bound to me. And they seized the one
who was greatest among them, named Skunxa. He was
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brought bound to me. There I appointed another (to be)
the greatest as it was my desire. Then the land became
mine.

King Darius proclaims: Those Scythians were evil and
did not sacrifice to Ahuramazda. I sacrificed to Ahura-
mazda. By the greatness of Ahuramazda, I did with
them as I wished.

King Darius proclaims: the one who sacrifices to Ahu-
ramazda, he shall receive (his) reward both when alive
and in death.

DB 5.30-36

Once more, we see the king establishing bound-
aries at the junction of a body of water, which the
inscription calls a “sea” (drayah-). Uncertainty
surrounds all elements of this report, from the
location of the Saka tigraxauda to the identity
of the waters that were crossed (viyataraya-).*°
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As commonly accepted, the Saka tigraxauda are
mentioned invariably in conjunction with east-
ern lands and are therefore distinct from the west-
ern Saka (the so-called Saka tayaiy paradraya
[DNa/DSe]).’” They may therefore be associated
with those Sakd whom Darius in his inscriptions
in Hamadan (DHa) and Persepolis (DPh) places
on the farther side of Sogdiana (ima xSacam taya
adam darayamiy haca sakaibis tayaiy para sug-

dam amata yata a kasa haca hindauv amata yata
a sparda, “this is the realm I hold, from the Saka
on the far side of Sogdiana [para sugdaml), all the
way to Nubia, from India all the way to Sardis”;
DHa 4-6), while describing the realm expanse,
again in loose correlation with water frontiers:
Sardis (Aegean); Nubia (Nile); India (Indus); and
the Saka (Jaxartes).

All this brings us to our main query, namely, to
what extent was Darius’ marking of the realm’s
waterways during his early major campaigns a
means to designate the limits of the empire, or
validate its universality? In recent scholarship, a
valiant effort has been made to address this ques-
tion by referring to Ancient Near Eastern prece-
dents, to understand the mental geography of the
Achaemenid Empire as a function of its dialogue
with the Mesopotamian past and the emulation
of its Vorlagen. Whereas there is much merit in
these efforts, and much truth in the Achaemenid
indebtedness to the Mesopotamian intellectual
legacy, there are also limits to be observed, for
there is a proper Iranian worldview and cosmog-
ony to be considered as well, whose traces, albeit
faintly present in the Achaemenid world, may,
if duly probed, still open up other interpretative
venues to qualify Darius’ marking of his empire.

In this context, we may see Darius’ early cam-
paigns at the frontiers on the waterfront as an
attempt to reach the boundaries of an idealized
central clime/continent (such as the Xvanirafa/
Xwanirah) that is bound in the east and west by
two mythical waterways that cross the oceans,
circle the earth, and connect with salty seas to
flow eventually into the cosmic waters of the
Vouruka$a. Indeed, whereas the placement of
stelae in the Danubian/Cimmerian regions and
in Egypt may well have made use of Ancient
Near Eastern practices to demarcate the realm’s
confines, it did so, as it appears, within an Ira-
nian cosmogonical framework; the rivers crossed
and borders delimited by Darius on the western
fringes (the Tearus; Danube; possibly the Don;
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and the Volga) could have been an attempt at
identifying the manifest, visible tributaries of
the cosmic Ranha, whose name is attested in the
late Hellenistic period for the Volga (‘Pa; Ptol. 5.8;
5.14), and thus at exploring the natural waterways
defining the western boundaries of the realm. A
cosmic Rapha that, were we to follow the later
cosmogonical traditions, would have crossed the
ocean and been identified with the Nile. In this
light, it may not be surprising that the waters of
the Danube and Nile were reportedly kept in the
Achaemenid treasury (Plu. Alex. 36.2), as they
must have symbolized the realm’s expanse, but
also been the actualization of confines marked by
the elusive cosmic river Ranha. In the same vein,
Darius’ crossing of a body of water in his cam-
paign against the Saka tigraxaudd in the East was
precisely fulfilling what his later deeds in Egypt
and in eastern Europe would also accomplish,
namely, establishing the realm’s idealized limes.
In the campaign against the Saka tigraxauda, the
identity of the drayah-, which the king reportedly
traversed, remains still unresolved. It either refers
to a sea, such as the Aral Sea, or rivers, such as the
Oxus and Jaxartes — if we were to pay heed to the
expression Sakd tayaiy para sugdam. However,
it could also have referred to cosmic waterways
that define the eastern boundary of the central
clime, and were associated with the tributaries
flowing into the mythic Vagh'i D4itiia (and even-
tually into the zraiiah- vouru.kasa- “the Vouru-
kaga Sea”), which in later traditions was identi-
fied with the Indus river (Mihran r6d/Hindugan
rod).8

If this conjecture were to hold, then the
unknown expanse beyond the frontiers of the
realm would not perforce be the bitter seas and
the vacuity beyond them, but other climes that
ontologically belong to the world of being that are
separated from the central clime by the presence
of obstacles or waterways that are themselves
realizations of cosmic waters. If indeed Darius’
policy had been about reframing the frontiers of
the realm within a Mazdean geography, by giving
credence to the idea of a central clime delimited
by cosmic rivers, then how is this limitation to be
reconciled with the universality claim we detect
not only in the spirit of the inscriptions, but also
in the garb of expressions, such as biimi- vazarka-
diraiy apiy/haruva- biimi-, “the great earth far
and wide/the whole earth,” which appear to lay
claim to the whole inhabited world? As we have
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argued above, the concept of biimi- does not refer
to the imperial space, but is pregnant with a cos-
mogonical connotation, since it often occurs
in association with Ahuramazda’s act of cre-
ation. Thus, it is conceivable that the Achaeme-
nids, beginning with Darius I, began to perceive
the actuality of the realm (xSaca-) as bound by
the emanations of the cosmic rivers Rapha and
Vanhvi Daitiia, but still maintained their ideal-
ized claim over all climes/continents, the whole
earth (haruva- biimi-), which was bestowed upon
them by Ahuramazda in conjunction with the
creation of the world.

It is in this vein that we have to understand the
expression dahaydva tayd para draya, “the lands
beyond the sea” (DPe 14-15). It certainly refers to
mainland Hellas - as it follows upon yauna tayaiy
huskahgyd uta tayaiy drayahgya “Ionians who
are on dry (land) and those who are (on islands)
in the sea” (DPe 12-14) — whose inhabitants are
more specifically called yauna tayaiy paradraya
daraya"ti, “Tonians/Greeks who dwell beyond
the sea” (XPh 23-25), but certainly encompasses
also other ethnea that are qualified as paradraya,
“beyond the sea,” such as the Danubian/Cim-
merian Saka, the Saka tayaiy paradraya (DNa;
DSe). Although both of these people are said to
be held within the bounds of the empire, ima
dahayava taya adam adarsiy, “these are the lands
I hold” (DPe 7-9)/ima dahgyava tayaisam adam
xSayabiya aham, “these are the lands, whose king
Iam” (XPh 14-16), they still seem to be different,
being located outside the immediate confines of
the realm, possibly being cast off the Achaemenid
commonwealth.

Ordering the World

But how was this realm, which Darius reshaped
by casting it into the mold of Mazdean geogra-
phy, structured? Or more precisely, what intellec-
tual and religious tenets would have regimented
it, affording the king to hold sway (dar-) over its
diverse constituents, the dahayava paruzand/vis-
pazand “the lands of many races/all races” (DNa
10-11; DE 14-16). One of the cardinal questions
in Achaemenid studies is still concerned with
how the Achaemenid Empire shaped its reli-
gious landscape,®® and whether we may speak of
an Achaemenid policy in religious matters that
was distinctly at odds with the state of affairs in
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prior empires of Mesopotamia and was character-
ized by the willingness of the central authority
to afford limited autonomy in religious practices
to the empire’s heterogeneous constituents. Or,
what is more, whether beyond this perceived per-
missiveness, the empire was even supportive of
local cultual practices by economically sustain-
ing them, or even assertively regulating their
rituals.

Many examples have been discussed in the
past to make a case for an Achaemenid religious
policy that would, as a matter of state doctrine,
facilitate local religious or cultual practices, espe-
cially around the Reichsautorisation idea, which
has been vigorously discussed in Iranist quarters
and among Biblical scholars in the past decades.*°
This dossier is beyond the scope of the present
study, although we shall still draw on some of
that evidence, but also pay heed to other doc-
umentation — that has either been adequately
explored in recent time, or is still in want of being
more fully probed — which we hope shall shed
additional light on the religious landscape of the
Achaemenid Empire.

Although the Achaemenids were indebted to
the traditions of the Assyrians, Babylonians, and
other cuneiform cultures, such as the Elamites,
theirs was a distinct religious world, shaped par-
tially by their Indo-Iranian heritage, as reflected
in the Achaemenid royal inscriptions. In a nut-
shell, the epigraphic material conveys the fol-
lowing picture as to the exalted position of Ahu-
ramazda and his synergy with the great king:
Ahuramazda is represented as the greatest of gods
(mabista baganam), who had set the cosmos in
motion (da-) and regulated the world through
order (grta-). The concept of Order, although func-
tionally ever present in the Achaemenid inscrip-
tions in the very act of Ahuramazda’s establish-
ing the cosmos (“this earth”/“yonder sky”), does
however rarely occur in an explicit manner as an
overarching principle, as it frequently does in the
Avesta (asa-):

i0a at yazamaidé ahuram mazdqm
ya gamcd asamca dat

apasca dat uruuardsca vay©his
raocdsca dat bimimca

vispaca vohii
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Table 1

In life

In afterlife

(maniyaiy) Siyata ahaniy jiva

when you think: ‘may I be happy (Siyata-) when alive’

utd marta artava ahaniy

‘and a follower of Order (grtavan-) when dead,

avana data paridiy taya Aturamazda niyastaya

(then) follow the law which Ahuramazda has set down

Aruramazdam yadaisa grtaca barzmaniy

(and) you should sacrifice to Ahuramazda according to
*Qrder (grtacd) in the heights

Thus, we worship Ahura Mazda

who has placed both the Cow and Order,
both the good waters and plants,

both the lights and the earth,

and all good things*!

In Xerxes’ daiva- inscription (XPh), we find prob-
ably the most explicit reference to grta- as an
organizing principle in the expressions artdca
barzmaniy, and artavan- , with the latter qual-
ifying the followers of Order, in contrast to Lie
(drauga-), the principle of chaos and evil:

*tuvam ka haya | apara yadiy maniyaiy Siyata ahaniy
| jiva utda marta artava ahaniy | avana data paridiy
taya Aturamazd|a niyaStaya AMuramazdam yadaisa
a|rtaca barzmaniy |

martiya haya avan|a data pariyaita taya AMura-
mazda n|iStaya uta Atluramazdam yadataiy a|rtaca
barzmaniy hauv utd jiva | Siyata bavatiy uta marta
artava | bavatiy

You, whoever (you are), who (shall come) hereafter,
when you think: ‘may I be happy (Siyata-) (when) alive,
and a follower of Order (grtavan-) (when) dead,’ (then)
follow the law which Ahuramazda has set down; you
should sacrifice to Ahuramazda according to *Order

by Ahuramazda in the material world (“when liv-
ing” jiva-), and on the other hand, the blessedness
of man, that is, the state of him being “a follower
of Order” (artavan-) in the afterlife (“when dead”
marta-), which consists in sacrificing to Ahura-
mazda, in accordance with the (cosmic) order
(artdaca < *arta haca) fashioned in the heights
(barzmaniy) (see table 1).

The inscriptions also admonish men not to
leave the “right path” (pa0i- taya- rastd-) estab-
lished by Ahuramazda:

martiya haya Aturamazdaha framana hauv-taiy gasta
ma Oadaya pabim tayam rastam ma avabarda* ma
sta™bava

O man, may the command of Ahuramazda not seem
foul to you! Do not leave the straight path, do not
oppose |it)!

Intriguingly, this “right/straight path” is also
known from the Avesta as the one leading “up
to Order” (@ asat) for the followers of Order
(agauuan-):

raziStahe pa®6 aésamca vaé§amca
y06 asti razisté a asat
vahiStamca ahiim asaongm

(artaca) in the heights.*

The man who follows the law which Ahuramazda has
set down and sacrifices to Ahuramazda according to

the seeking and finding of the straightest path,
which is the straightest up to Order
the best existence of the followers of Order.

*Qrder in the heights, he shall be not only happy while
alive, but also a follower of Order when dead.*

In this passage, a parallelism has been created
between, on the one hand, the happiness of man,
more precisely, the state of him being “happy”
(Siyata-), which translates into him following
(pariy-ay-)* the law (dadta-) set down (ni-Staya-)
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Y.68.13

What does all this mean? Simply put: happiness is
gained in the material world by following Ahura-
mazda’s law, in addition, however, those who also
(correctly) sacrifice (yada-) to Ahuramazda while
alive, shall progress on the “right path” that leads
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Table 2

Siyata- in life

artavan- in afterlife

in order to be
happy (siydta-) in the material world

in order to be
a follower of Order (grtavan-) in afterlife

the homo mazdeanus is to follow the law set down by
Ahuramazda

the homo mazdeanus is to sacrifice according to
*Qrder in the heights

to Order, and will eventually be blessed in the
afterlife as followers of Order. Thus, we have the
schemata shown in table 2.

But what about the king’s law that holds
together in orderly fashion the empire’s diverse
constituents, and strikes fear into the hearts of
his subjects?

fatiy darayava'us xs|dlyabiya vasna A"uramazdaha
imla] dahgyava taya adam aggerbaya|m| apataram
haca parsa adamsa[m| patiyaxSayaiy mana bajim
abalralha tayasam hacam abahaya ava [alkunava
ddatam taya mana avadil$] adaraya

King Darius proclaims: By the greatness of Ahura-
mazda, I ruled over these lands which I seized in addi-
tion to Persia. They bore me tribute. They did what-
ever was told them by me. My law held them (in place).

DNa 15-22

(0)[atiy darayava™us xSdayabiya vasiy talya dus|kar-
tam dha ava naibam alkunav|am] dahayava [ayaudal
aniya [ani|(y)am aja ava aldam] akunavam [vasna]
AMuramazdahad ya0a alniya alniyam naiy jatiy cilna
galbava kaSciy astiy d|atam)| taya mana haca avana
tar[satily yaba haya tauviyd tayam skaubim naiy jatiy
naily| vimardatiy

[Thus, proclaims King Darius: much that had been
done] badly I made [good]. The lands [were in turmoil].
They smashed [one| another. By the greatness of Ahu-
ramazda, I made it so that they did not smash one
another [until] everyone was in his place. (Now) they
fear my law, so that the mighty does not strike the
weak, or destroy him.

DSe 30-44

How does this law relate to that of Ahuramazda,
and where does the king’s law fit into the fabric
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of Order, phenomenological or transcendental? It
seems that a scantly noticed tri-partite structure
governs the distribution of these ordering princi-
ples and laws: the law of Ahuramazda, which is
said to be set down (ni-Stdya-), regulates, in the
material world, the ethics of the Mazdean man,
the homo mazdeanus, as well as his orderly sac-
rifice to Ahuramazda, if he were to partake in
the cosmic order in the afterlife; the king’s law,
which is reminiscent, in the (phenomenal/mate-
rial) world of the cosmic order (arta-) that Ahura-
mazda has fashioned in the heights (barzmaniy),
concerns the remaining constituents of the
empire, the homo imperialis.

In sum: the law of Ahuramazda is about the
Mazdean man, his happiness, his proper sacrifice,
and his afterlife; the king’s law seems however
to project itself on other members of the empire,
maybe on the homo imperialis beyond Persia.
However, both Ahuramazda’s law and the king’s
law appear to operate as ordering agents; in this
they are the different modi essendi of the self-
same cosmic order, but for different audiences.
Thus, we have the schemata shown in table 3.

If, indeed, the Persians did not impress upon
their subjects their own Gotterwelt, then how did
they translate their political dominion into the
realm of the sacred? It seems that theirs was a sub-
tle form of cultural imprint that demands further
scrutiny. Their approach toward extraneous the-
ologies and practices was one of orderly arrange-
ment. This means that rather than carrying off
the gods of the conquered, for these endured the
ascendancy of the Iranian pantheon, the Achae-
menids would resort to structuring and arranging
their subjects’ religious practices, rituals, laws,
and even pantheon, as if this ordering was rem-
iniscent of the re-enactment of an original act of
creation by their supreme god Ahuramazda, who
had set the cosmos in motion by ordering it.
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Table 3

homo mazdeanus

homo imperialis

in order to be happy (Siyata-)
in the material world |

in order to be
a follower of Order

in order to be happy (Siyata-)
in the material world

(artavan-) in afterlife |

follow (pariy-ay-)
the law (data-) set down by
Ahuramazda

sacrifice (yada-)

according to *QOrder (artaca
in the heights

the king’s law (data-) holds
them together (daraya-)

Persepolitan Archives

The first piece of evidence is the testimony of the
Persepolitan archives, which predominantly con-
sist of Elamite tablets. These tablets, in particu-
lar the Persepolis Fortification Tablets that were
administrative records on clay belonging to the
reign of Darius I, from the end of the sixth to the
beginning of the fifth centuries (509-493 BCE),
represented records of locally produced commod-
ities distributed by the royal administration at
Persepolis (Pdrsa) to different officials and entities
under the purview of Persepolitan accountants,
for a wide range of purposes, including cultual and
religious services.* Striking in these documents
from the heartland of the realm is the Perse-
politan administration’s willingness to enable
the religious services of a great variety of gods,
including Iranian — such as Ahuramazda, Sponta
Armaiti (ISpandaramattis), and the frauuasi-
(Irdanapirrutis = Artana Frawarti§) — Elamite,
and Babylonian divinities, among them, Hum-
ban, NapiriSa (Napir-irSara), Adad, and “Earth”;
altogether many kinds of religious services were
performed by sundry types of priests, parading
both Elamite and OIld Persian titles, such as the
Saten, the magus, the lan-lirira (= zaotar), the fire-
priest atarvaxsa-, and others.*” Intriguingly, how-
ever, Ahuramazda does not appear to occupy in
the Persepolitan tablets the selfsame exalted and
uncontested position it commands in the Ach-
aemenid inscriptions of the same period. At first
glance, there seems to be a profound rift in our
documentary evidence between the ideological
picture depicted in the inscriptions, where Ahu-
ramazda reigns supreme (although other divine
creatures also populate this thrifty place, be they
the aniyaha bagaha, literally the “other gods,” or
be they Mithra and Anahita), and the pantheistic
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festival we observe in the Elamite tablets. There
is no doubt that the resolution of tensions pre-
vailing between contemporaneous sources, radi-
cally at variance with each other, holds the key
for evaluating Achaemenid religious policy in
toto. Much effort has been spent in scholarship
on reconciling the contradictory testimonies on
the state of Achaemenid religious affairs.

As mentioned previously, the Elamite tablets
knew of a variety of gods, and a variety of reli-
gious services to honor them. Among the princi-
pal services on record, the one designated under
the name lan was celebrated on a grand scale by
the administration, judging from the large quan-
tity of provisions recorded for it, and was either
listed in conjunction with the names of deities,
such as Druva, Huvarira, Earth, Visai Bagd, and
occasionally Ahuramazda, or without specifica-
tion altogether. As Ahuramazda itself is rarely
mentioned in these tablets, it was traditionally
assumed that the lan service ought to have been
the official service for the supreme deity itself.
This interpretation reposed on the presumption
that Ahuramazda dominating the religious sphere
according to the royal inscriptions ought to have
been equally predominant in Elamite tablets, even
though its name was only infrequently mentioned
therein. The lan service, however, is now proven
to have been the main vehicle for the liturgical
services of a multitude of gods, including, but not
exclusively being the monopoly of, Ahuramazda.*®
Moreover, the Persepolitan archive could suggest,
as it has been argued in recent years, that cultual
practices on display in Persepolis were indicative
of the Persian-Elamite acculturation process, that
is, the long process of cross-cultural interactions
between Elamites and Persians on the Iranian pla-
teau over the span of several centuries prior to
the formation of the empire, which would have
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decisively shaped Persian identity in spite of
its Indo-Tranian heritage.* Accordingly, Achae-
menid religious practices could have been shaped
by this cultural phenomenon, whereby Elamite
(or Babylonian-Elamite) gods, such as Humban,
were adopted, and worshipped along with Iranian
divinities, many known to us from the Mazdean
pantheon. Thus, an argument could be made that
Persian exposure to the Elamite culture, and its
subsequent adoption of Elamite divinities — pos-
sibly also the impact of elements of Mesopota-
mian imperial legacy®® — may have been instru-
mental in creating an aptitude of permissiveness,
an accommodating disposition toward religious
others. But acculturation may not be the sole
explanation to account for the crown’s largesse
vis-a-vis a plethora of divine beings in Persepolis,
and once more an attempt is to be risked, in light
of recent developments in Avestan studies, to
seek inspiration.’! In a nutshell, the extant Aves-
tan corpus is the juxtaposition of two liturgical
recitatives, one long and unitarian (but encom-
passing several variants)?> forming an anthology
we have come to call the yasna, and which not
only initiated the long liturgy in praise of Ahura-
mazda, but also that of other divine entities; and
the other liturgy being a collection of minor rec-
itatives/rituals for individual divinities.?® Thus,
there is good reason to consider the Ian service,
that is, the most important liturgy performed for
a panoply of gods among the “acculturated” Per-
sians, as a liturgy akin to the yasna ritual, even
though surely not identical with it, as they belong
to different cultural contexts.>* In both cases, that
is, in the yasna’s long liturgy, and in the lan cer-
emonial, Ahura Mazda/Ahuramazda is praised,
without being the exclusive recipient of the sac-
rifice, since other divine entities worthy of sacri-
fice are also populating these liturgies. This prop-
osition would also have the benefit of reconciling
the diverse and polyvalent rituals performed in
the heartland of the realm with the rigid tenets of
the Achaemenid inscriptions. But beyond all, and
returning to our initial inquiry, considering the
lan service to be comparable to, or wesensgleich
with, the yasna, means that one could make the
Mazdean substratum itself, or the polyvalence
inherent to it, responsible for the Achaemenids’
ability to assimilate the Elamite Gotterwelt, as
it would have been bestowed with an intellectual
vision affording the embrace of other divinities
and religious practices.%
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The Bible

Another piece of evidence is provided by the testi-
mony of the Ketuvim, more particularly the Book
of Ezra. Only decades after Cyrus the Great lib-
erated the Jewish Diaspora from its Babylonian
exile in 539 BCE, granting to it the right of return
to Judea, we are informed through the testimony
of the Bible, the Book of Ezra, that by virtue of
a royal edict or framdna-, whose historicity may
be contestable, a certain Ezra (whose existence
as a historical figure has also been contested), a
teacher well versed in the Law of Moses, was dis-
patched from Babylon together with his retinue,
bestowed as he was with considerable financial
means, to revive the Temple of Jerusalem>® (Ezra
7.6: “this Ezra came up from Babylon. He was a
teacher well versed in the Law of Moses, which
the Lord, the God of Israel, had given”). Ezra’s
mission as the king’s imperial emissary consisted
in: (1) assessing the extent to which the Law of
Moses had been applied in Jerusalem (Ezra 7.14:
“You are sent by the king and his seven advis-
ers to inquire about Judah and Jerusalem with
regard to the Law of your God, which is in your
hand”); (2) appointing magistrates and judges to
administer the selfsame law (Ezra 7.25: “And
you, Ezra, in accordance with the wisdom of your
God, which you possess, appoint magistrates and
judges to administer justice to all the people of
Trans-Euphrates — all who know the laws of your
God”); (3) instructing those who were unaware
of it (Ezra 7.25: “And you are to teach any who
do not know them”); and finally, (4) punishing
forcefully those not abiding by the law, that Ezra
possessed (Ezra 7.26: “Whoever does not obey the
law of your God and the law of the king must
surely be punished by death, banishment, confis-
cation of property, or imprisonment”). The Bible,
while speaking of the law of Ezra’s god, or the
law of Moses, refers to nothing, but the Torah,
as a teacher of which Ezra is introduced from the
outset. What is of importance in this context,
where the law of Ezra’s god (datha di-élahakh)
designates the Pentateuch, is its juxtaposition
to the “law of the king” (datha di mal’ka) -
X317 RO TION-"T N0 (datha di-glahakh?
wedatha di mal’ka)’” - subtly signaling that
the canon, which Ezra was required to impose
upon the Jewish ethnos owed its enforceability
and validity to the king’s law, and was thereby
sanctioned by the entire weight of the empire.
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It furthermore suggests that what the empire
intended to impress on Jerusalem’s community
was not an efflux of Iranian Mazdean beliefs,
but possibly an interpretation of the Torah itself,
which on account of it being supported by the
empire, might have had the authoritative potency
of the king’s law, thus, intimating it had been reg-
ulated and put into order by the empire. What do
we precisely mean with the Persians arranging or
ordering the Torah? And what type of an impo-
sition of imperial power is that? We certainly do
not suggest that the Persian king or his scribes
were actually engaged in the interpretative pro-
cess of Jewish laws, but merely that the empire
had permitted or facilitated the imposition of the
Torah as a normative set of laws on the Jewish
ethnos, hence in a certain sense strengthening
the formation of Jewish identity.® The order-
ing thus was not the actual arrangement of the
Torah, or Moses’ Law, but its incorporation into
the larger frame of Persian norms, ideology, and
ultimately cosmogony. The Persian king of kings
fulfilling Ahuramazda’s divine design, his sanc-
tioning the Law of Moses was a re-enactment of
Ahuramazda’s cosmic ordering, hence permitting
the Law of Moses to be interwoven into the larger
fabric of Ahuramazda’s orderly arrangement of the
universe. Indeed, it seems that notwithstanding
the disparity of religious beliefs and ritual prac-
tices, the Achaemenids would seek to domesti-
cize these heterogenous theologies and practices
by casting them into the regulating framework
of the empire’s laws and mores, which on earth
were fulfilling the same function that the cosmic
ordering of Ahuramazda did in the yonder, with-
out either altering the essence of the religions
being ordered, or being altered by it.

The Egyptian Pantheon

A similar pattern we may observe in the actions
of the early Persian kings in Egypt. Following the
conquest of Egypt in 525 BCE, on a now remote
but vast oasis in the Western Desert, the Kharga
Oasis,” the Persian king Darius erected and com-
pleted a number of temples dedicated to Egyptian
gods, and what is more, initiated extensive irri-
gation projects by introducing the ganats to the
area (notably in ‘ayyn Manawir and Qasr el-Ghu-
weita), which may have served the creation of
Persian-style paradises.®® Although the origin of
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some of these temples, especially those in Qasr
el-Ghuweita, and further north in Hibis, may go
back to the Saite period,® the bulk of the con-
struction, the wall decorations of the Hibis Tem-
ple,®® in conjunction with the substantial ganat
installation,® identify the Kharga Oasis project
as an Achaemenid imperial program and the one
responsible for it as Darius, whose cartouche is
well attested on the walls of the Hibis Temple, and
on two occasions at the temple of Qasr el-Ghu-
weita.* At the Hibis Temple, Darius is depicted
on elaborate high-reliefs as Pharaoh, sporting the
fashionable Egyptian double-crown.® Striking in
this context, however, is not the Persian king’s
depiction as Pharaoh, but the extensive represen-
tation of Egyptian gods on the walls of the sanctu-
ary (Room A).% Although the temple is dedicated
to the god Amun, the king is nonetheless repre-
sented making offerings to a myriad of Egyptian
gods (including the Theban triad of Amun, Mut,
Khonsu), neatly organized, whenever applicable,
according to the regions, whence their cult had
originated. Altogether the walls of the sanctuary
bear the representations of some 700 divinities
from Upper and Middle Egypt, partaking in this
pantheic festival.®’

Beholding these reliefs, one may not escape
the impression that this assembly of divinities
represented yet another imperial project, signal-
ing yet another modus of Persian ordering, this
time not organizing the Law of Moses, but the
Egyptian pantheon. Again, this does not mean the
Persians re-organized the cult of these divinities,
altered their underlying beliefs, or theophanic
projections, but that the Achaemenids, by dint of
assembling these gods en bloc within a pantheic
frame, had structured their relations with the
king, incorporated them within the ideological
frame of the empire,® an empire that in essence
thought and pronounced order. A subtle imprint
that symbolically was reminiscent of Ahura-
mazda’s act of cosmic ordering.

What is more, both in the case of the Exiles’
return to Jerusalem, which on the basis of ravages
inflicted to the region of Yehuda by the Neo-Bab-
ylonians still qualified under the early Teispids
and Achaemenids as a post-collapse society (as
has been persuasively interpreted most recently
for the Benjamin region in Judaea),* and in the
case of the Kharga Oasis, the empire was invest-
ing substantially in barren land, erecting sanctu-
aries and temples as part of a yet-to-be-defined
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building program.”® Surely, Darius’ imperial
engagement intended to pull the empire’s hin-
terland into the empire’s fold, but there is more.
And that more seems to reflect Darius’ desire to
impress the empire’s imprint also in the realm of
the divine on its constituents, by contributing to
its (future) revitalization through orderly excel-
lence, that is, frasa-."*

Communicative Strategies

In a realm whose confines were redefined in
terms of the Mazdean geography, whose religious
landscape subtly and nimbly was ordered by Dar-
ius I to befit the idealized re-enactment of Ahur-
amazda’s cosmic ordering, we witness the emer-
gence of a sophisticated communicative strategy,
which aimed at accommodating the mental sen-
sibilities of varied target groups. Indeed, the polit-
ical discourse of the central authority is often cast
in multiple molds, each directly composed for the
benefit of a specific (aural) audience, whom the
narrative deems as an exclusive silent interloc-
utor. On the face of it, compositional strategies
geared toward individual audiences, whose intel-
lectual makeup, in terms of political predispo-
sition and/or mytho-epic affinities, the state’s
discourse would take into account, appears an
expedient way to communicate with the realm’s
subjects. But, beyond the act of political expe-
diency, one wonders whether this individuation
process is akin to the ordering impetus we wit-
ness under Darius and the political system he
lastingly forged. Indeed, one is tempted to con-
jecture that by reformulating the king’s procla-
mations in the intellectual mold of the empire’s
subjects, the crown would also manifest its order-
ing presence in the realm of the woven words. As
the investigation of this line of inquiry is beyond
the scope of this study, in the following we shall
merely provide a glimpse at the individuation
process in Darius’ communicative strategy.

The Bisotun Inscription

In the sixth century BCE, following the death
of king Cambyses on his Egyptian campaign,
the Achaemenid throne was held or seized by
one or several individual(s), whose identity/-ies
remain(s) contested, as our main sources provide
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conflicting information, before Darius I's own
usurpation. Two different traditions report on the
events following Cambyses’ demise and Darius’
accession.”” One is the Bisotun inscription itself,
in which one magus (priest) called Gaumata is
depicted as the usurper who seized power by pre-
tending to be the royal prince Bardiya, Cambyses’
brother and heir.

The other tradition comprises the reports col-
lected, among others by Herodotus and Pompeius
Trogus, as captured in the Epitome by Justin, that
attribute the usurpation of Cambyses’ throne to
two magi, eventually eliminated by Darius and
his helpers. In the accounts of Herodotus and
Justin, within each magian couple, we find one
crown-bestower, Patizeithes in Herodotus, Oro-
pastes in Justin; and one puppet-king, Smerdis
and Mergis, respectively, who due to their physi-
cal resemblance to Bardiya, could be substituted
for the defunct prince. As T have argued in extenso
in prior publications,” the divergence between
the two narratives, that is, the one reflected in the
Bisotun inscription and the traditions captured
by classical authors, are in reality two different
redactions targeting each a specific audience. The
text of the Bisotun inscription, couched in the
literary tradition of the Ancient Near East, was
targeting possibly a non-Iranian, Mesopotamian,
audience, whereas the stories reflected in the
writings of Herodotus, Aeschylus, and Hellanicus
of Lesbos, among others, most likely represented
the oral re-composition of the events by Darius I's
scribes. In doing so, the latter had recourse to Ira-
nian epic themes, which were best suited to make
the story of Bardiya’s murder — without Darius’
role being revealed — believable to the larger Ira-
nian population (kara-) of the empire. This dis-
tribution is borne out by the structure of the
Bisotun inscription. Indeed, it decisively distin-
guishes between three discrete conceptions: the
dipi- (“inscription”); the dipicica- (“transcript?”;
Elamite tuppi-me); and the ha"duga- (“report”), as
we may observe in table 4.

Here, the physical inscription itself is the dipi-,
which not only can be read (patiparsa-), but also,
as other passages indicate, is written (ni-paifa-/
nipista-), may be seen (vaina-), and, what is more,
may be destroyed (vikan-), and is in need of being
preserved (paribara-). Aside from the dipi-, there
is the ha"duga-, which unlike the dipi- may not
be read or seen, but has to be reported, spoken
of (faha-). Clearly, it stands for the dissemination
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dipi-
“inscription”

vaina- “see”
niyapaifa-/nipista- “wrote; written”
patiparsa- “read”
(naiy/ma) vikan- “(not) destroy”
paribara- “preserve”

“transcript?”

harduga- (naiy) apagaudaya- (naiy) karahaya 6aha-

“report” “(not) conceal, (not) reveal to the kara-"
xSnau- “hear; listen”

*dipicica- patisam kun- “reproduce?”

ariya utd pavastdyd utda carmda *grafta- ah-
“captured (recorded) in Aryan, as well as on clay and on parchment”
*niyapaifiya- uta patiyafraiya- paisiya *mam
“written and read in my [= Darius’| presence”

*frastaya- "send out”

or oral retelling of Darius’ narrative to an Iranian
audience (kdra-). As we may observe in the fol-
lowing two passages:

fatiy darayava™us xsSayabiya niiram 6uvam varna-
vatam taya mand kartam ava@a karahaya 6adiy
ma apagaudaya yadiy imam ha"dugdm naiy apa-
gaudayahqgy karahaya 0dhay A"uramazda Ouvam
daustad biya utdataiy tau"ma vasiy biya uta dargam jiva

King Darius says: now let what I have done convince
you. Tell it thus to the people in arms, do not conceal
it; if you were not to conceal this account from, and
tell (it) to, the people in arms, (then) may Ahuramazda
be your friend, may you have a large progeny, and live
long.

DB 4.52-57

fatiy darayava'us [xSayalbiya yadiy imdam ha"du-
gam apagaudayahagy naiy Oahay [klaralhayla Atura-
mazdata<i>y jata biya utdataiy tau"ma ma biya

King Darius says: if you were to conceal this account
from, and not tell (it) to, the people in arms, (then)
may Ahuramazda strike you, and may you not have
any progeny.”

DB 4.57-59
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Darius admonishes against concealing (apa-
gaudaya-) his story, and encourages people to
retell it. One may argue that the third term *dipi-
cica-, and its Elamite counterpart tuppi-me are
also bound to express a distinct concept. What
this latter nuance might be, ought to be inferred
from the use of actions that are associated with
the *dipicica- (or tuppi-me) in the famous para-
graph 70 of the Old Persian variant, where we
read:

fatiy darayava™us xsayabiya vasna A"uramazdaha
ima *dipi[clilcam] taya adam akunavam patisam
ariya utd pavastay|d| utd carma *gral[ftam aha
*patlisSam|cliy [*namandl|fam akunavam *paltlisa[m
*hylvada(tam akunalvalm] utd *niyapail6lilya ulta
patiyafrafiya paiSiya malm| pasa[va] ima *dipi[cica
m frlastayam vi[s|pada antar dahaya|v]a kdara *hama-
[t]axsata

Said Darius the king: by the greatness of Ahuramazda
this transcript/copy that I reproduced (replicated), was
captured (recorded) in Aryan, as well as on clay and
on parchment. I (also) replicated (thereupon) my signa-
ture, and reproduced my genealogy. It was both written
and read in my presence; afterwards, this transcript/
copy I sent out everywhere in the lands, where the peo-
ple in arms were applying themselves (in my service?).

DB 4.88-92



sHAYEGAN: Rethinking the Achaemenid World Order

It appears from the above context that *dipi-
cica- is that which may be “captured (recorded)”
on clay and parchment (pavasta- uta carman-),
“written and read (loud) in the presence” of the
king (niyapaibiya- uta patiyafrabiya-), and be
“sent out” (*frastaya-) everywhere in the lands
(vispada a"tar dahayava). Clearly, this *dipicica-
ought to be a mobile document, and as such dis-
tinct from the inscription itself (dipi-) and its
oral rendition (ha"dugd-). As the Elamite etymon
tuppi- implies, tuppi-me ought to be a written
document, but one that could be duplicated from
a Vorlage, and placed on different writing sur-
faces to be disseminated, but also one that could
have required official authentication by dint of
the king’s signature (*namandfa-), and genealogy
(*"uvadatam), that were reproduced thereupon;
in brief: a “transcript.”

In sum, the dissemination of the Bisotun nar-
rative may have taken place on two levels: an
oral Old Persian variant (ha"duga-) of the Bisotun
inscription was circulated, and an Old Persian
written transcript (*dipicica-) of the selfsame
inscription, recorded on clay and parchment, sent
to the four quarters of the empire. It was proba-
bly the oral ha"duga- that gave rise to the stories
captured by our Greek sources, but since neither
its content, nor that of the “other copy in Aryan,”
are known to us, this remains merely an informed
speculation.

Variants of Darius’ Stelae at Suez

Above, we have seen the Old Persian version of the
extant four stelae erected by Darius at the “Suez”
canal. The stelae, for which we do not possess a
proper expression in Old Persian — the inscribed
statues of Darius in Egypt DSn* and DSab are
called patikara- abangaina- “stone relief” that
could have been appropriate, but is not other-
wise attested — are a unique genre. They are not
monumental inscriptions, referred to usually as
dipi-, nor are they mobile objects, such as the
*dipicica-, nor are they an oral report, the ha"du-
ga-. The stelae permit to encapsulate simultane-
ously the royal proclamations in one structure
that may be placed on the realm’s peripheries. Ste-
lae introduced by Darius could display the royal
narrative, simultaneously redacted in multiple
languages, and cast in different literary traditions,
for the reception of varied (and elusive) audiences:
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the Old Persian variant possibly intended for the
consumption of the Persian ethno-class in the
provinces; the Egyptian variant, created for dis-
semination (maybe also as an oral composition
based on the written transcript of the stelae)
among Egyptian élites. It is thus not surprising
that the little that survives from the hieroglyphic
texts shows the adoption of Egyptian literary
norms and traditions, in this case the narrative
structure, as shown by Alan Lloyd who compares
the structures of the two extant variants (both
the Maskuta and the Kabret/Kubri texts) of the
Suez stelae with the structure of the Kénigsno-
velle.”* This narrative structure established some
time ago by Alfred Hermann (Die dgyptische
Konigsnovelle, 1938) has been described as fol-
lows: the story begins (1) with the king either
having a dream, or his being informed in his pal-
ace of a matter of consequence; (2) the king’s plan
meets with the enthusiastic approval of his court-
iers; (3) the course of action proposed by the king
is ordered; and (4) a short report is made.” This
seems to be precisely the structure that Lloyd has
established,” which we have reproduced below:

Darius was in his palace in Persia. The issue of a water
link between Egypt and Persia was raised, the rationale
being the delivery of tribute. Inspectors were required
to go to Egypt in order to dig the canal and this was
done. This made it possible for a fleet laden with
goods/tribute to sail from Egypt to Persis. The texts
then proceed to describe the praise for his achieve-
ment by princes and inspectors ... Darius then orders
the achievement to be recorded on a stele.

Preliminary Conclusions

In the early years of Darius I, a number of policies
and conceptions were instituted, which appear to
have had a lasting impact on the constitution and
self-definition of the Achaemenid world.

(1) Foremost among them was the concept of
empire that, inspired by Mazdean thought and
imaginary, marked the imperial space xSaca- as
an expanse delimited by a network of waterways
(rivers and salty seas) reflecting the material real-
ization of cosmic rivers (such as Rangha and Vanhvi
Daitiid). In contrast to this political realm, the
concept of biimi- vazarka- diraiy apiy/haruva-
biimi-, “the great earth far and wide/the whole
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earth,” lays claim to the whole inhabited world
and is of a different ontological order, as it is pre-
dominantly associated with Ahuramazda’s cos-
mogonical acts of creation. It may be thus argued
that beginning with Darius I's reign, the actual-
ity of the realm (xSaca-) was perceived as being
bound by the emanations of the cosmic rivers
Ranha and Vanhvi Daitiid, while still maintaining
an idealized claim over other climes/continents,
the whole earth. The haruva- biimi- may thus be
akin to the totality of the (seven) continents, the
hapto.karsuuairi- zam-, “the seven-partite earth,”
and the imperial space to the central clime, the
Xvanirafa, known from the Avestan/Zoroastrian
traditions and geography.

(2) The imposition of a Mazdean geography
could also indicate that the imperial confines
were subjected to the subtle ordering hand of
Ahuramazda. Living according to Order appears
to have had diverging implications for the realm’s
respective constituents: for the Mazdean man,
it means following (pari-ay-) the law set down
(ni-Staya-) by Ahuramazda, to gain happiness
(Siyata-) in life (= in the material world), as well
as (correctly) sacrificing (yada-) to Ahuramazda -
that is, according to the “Order in the Heights”
(artdaca) — in order to be eventually blessed in the
afterlife as a follower of Order (artavan-); for the
non-Mazdean citizens of the empire, the homines
imperialis, they are held together by the ordering
nature of the king’s law (data-), and in this state
may also experience happiness (Siyata-). Since
Ahuramazda’s law and the king’s law appear to
operate both as ordering agents, they are merely
different modi of the selfsame cosmic Order, but
for different audiences. It is the king’s law that
operates as an ordering hand (in codifying, assem-
bling) in Judea and Egypt and bestows the nimble
impress of the empire.

(3) The communicative strategies of a realm
thus delimited and ordered by Darius I also appear
endowed with the ability to espouse the intel-
lectual perceptions/predispositions of local audi-
ences by casting the royal discourse into their
mental framework. Whether this individuation
process in the compositions of the royal discourse
is akin to the ordering mechanism we have seen
in the religious landscape, by affecting also the
realm of the woven words, we may suspect, but
not clearly formulate at the present.
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Notes

* A shorter version of this article, titled “Rethink-
ing the Achaemenid World Order: The Imperial Space,”
will appear in Entangled Worlds: Ancient Iran and the
Classical Mediterranean © 2027 J. Paul Getty Trust,
www.getty.edu/publications.
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oder Plans, die teils ausfiihrlich geschildert, teils knapp

berichtet wird.” See also Spalinger 2011: 363.
76. Lloyd 2007: 102.

Abbreviations — Inscriptions

DB Darius, Bisotun

DE Darius, Elvand

DH Darius, Hamadan

DHa Darius, Hamadan, a

DNa Darius, Nags-e Rostam, a

DPe Darius, Persepolis, e

DPh Darius, Persepolis, h

DSb Darius, Susa, b

DSe Darius, Susa, e

DSn# Darius, Statue Fragment (at the
Louvre), a

DZc Darius, Suez, c

XPh Xerxes, Persepolis, h
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On the Early History of the Image of Mithra
in the Indo-Iranian Borderlands

FABRIZIO SINISI

OSTERREICHISCHES ARCHAOLOGISCHES INSTITUT
OSTERREICHISCHE AKADEMIE DER WISSENSCHAFTEN

The study of the development of divine iconogra-
phy has important implications at various levels,
from the history of art to that of religions. This
is especially true of the ancient Iranian world
and the regions that were in contact with some
of its areas both in the West and the East, due to
the scarcity of written sources. Visual evidence,
therefore, plays a crucial role, although it requires
an awareness of the problems involved, meaning
a specific approach to its study that includes a
proper assessment of the contexts as well as of
the methodological issues we face.

Needless to say, these considerations cannot be
disconnected from the objective limits of the doc-
umentary basis nowadays available, even in sim-
ple quantitative terms. While these difficulties
generally confine our analyses to a merely descrip-
tive or classificatory approach, occasionally the
evidence connected to some specific figures
allows us to trace, at least in broad terms, a real
history of these images, that is to say, it enables
us to follow the iconographic development of a
given subject over time. One such instance is cer-
tainly offered by the figure of Mithra, due to the
wide popularity of this god in the entire Iranian
or Tranized world, which is visually documented
from Commagene to the Indo-Tranian border-
lands across a time span extending from the last
century before the Common Era to the Sasanian
period and beyond. The following note is there-
fore offered with the aim of sketching a coherent
picture of the iconographic history of the figure of
Mithra up to the Sasanian period, with a special
focus on the areas between ancient Bactria and the
Indian Northwest, now conventionally referred to
in the literature as the Indo-Iranian borderlands.
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In light of the phases of Sasanian dominance in
the East, which at times unified important regions
in the eastern part of the Iranian world with its
westernmost provinces, it is worthwhile to start
from the end of the chronological spectrum cov-
ered here, and from the West, that is to say, from
the Sasanian evidence. For this material, we have
no serious problems in the identification of the
images for various reasons, and it can therefore
provide a firmer point of departure. It is a well-
known fact, commonly observed in the scholarly
literature,! that Sasanian Iran attests to a double
tradition in the depiction of Mithra, or, in other
words, to the coexistence of two distinct icono-
graphic traditions. While he is always shown
with a conspicuous rayed halo around the head,
the god may be portrayed either bearded or beard-
less, with juvenile features.? The first image, that
of the official imperial art, is attested by coinage
and by a single appearance in rock reliefs. Coins
of Ohrmazd I (271/2-273 CEJ? depict the bearded
Mithra standing beside a fire altar, offering a ring
to the king of kings,* and the same scene was cop-
ied from Ohrmazd by his namesake, the kusansah
Ohrmazd, for coins struck in Marv.® Outside
of coinage, the bearded Mithra is notoriously
depicted, in an isolated instance, at Taq-e Bostan,
where he appears in a secondary role in a relief,
variously attributed to Sabuhr II or Ardaxsir II,
celebrating the Sasanian victory over the Roman
emperor Julian.® In both instances, the image of
the god is distinctly Sasanian-looking due to fea-
tures such as beard and hairstyle, as well as to
the clothing, with tunic and long trousers well in
evidence.

The other version of Mithra, clearly derived
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from the image of Helios, is known from a few
seals, which depict the god either as a bust or in
a chariot drawn by horses.” Among the former
cases, one example is accompanied by an inscrip-
tion explicitly referring to the image as “Mihr
the god.”® In another instance, the deity is shown
emerging from a mountain, which is thought to
symbolize Mount Hara.’

Moving to the East, a comparable dichotomy
may be observed in the evidence coming from the
region of the so-called Indo-Iranian borderlands,
despite the different range of media in which the
images that we can consider have reached us. The
beardless, juvenile version of the god deriving
from the image of Helios is prominent in Ku$an
imperial art, commonly found on gold and cop-
per coins on which he is explicitly named in Bac-
trian,'° and also known from a seal impression
discovered in the early 2000s at Kafir Kala, near
Samarkand." The prehistory of this image of the
god is represented by the depiction of Helios on
Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek coins, namely
the tetradrachms of the Graeco-Bactrian king
Plato, on which Helios appears in two different
types, that is, on a quadriga, and simply stand-
ing with a scepter,'? as well as the bronzes of the
Indo-Greek king Philoxenus, which redeployed
the type introduced by Plato with the standing
god.!® Helios is also found in a full-length portrait
with Selene on Indian drachms of the late Indo-
Greek king Telephus.'* Coinage further attests
to a Helios-looking solar deity in a Saka context,
with the tetradrachms and drachms of Maues
that depict a god on a chariot with a rayed halo
around the head.'®

The bearded version of the figure of Mithra is
instead attested, after a solitary occurrence on the
so-called reliquary of Kaniska,'® on Ku$ano-Sasa-
nian coins. Apart from the already mentioned
series of the kusansah Ohrmazd from Marv, the
most striking image of the god is certainly that
found on bronzes of Ardax$ir at the beginning
of the Ku$ano-Sasanian series (fig. 1)./” On these
coins, Mithra is expressly identified according
to Ku§an practice by the Bactrian legend BATO
MIYPO, which accompanies the image of the
enthroned deity offering a diadem to the ruler por-
trayed on the obverse.

The god, who sits on an unusually high-backed
throne with side arms, is depicted in a nearly
frontal three-quarter view, only slightly turned
to his left, i.e., the right for the observer. With

50

his outstretched right arm, he offers the diadem,
whose large ties hang from the hand. His left hand
rests on the hilt of a sword held vertically before
his legs. A conspicuous rayed halo surrounds the
diademed head, which is framed on either side by
two large hair bunches, while one of the diadem
ties, engraved with the typically Sasanian ribbing,
is visible falling beside the deity’s right shoulder.
The figure wears a long-sleeved tunic and a cloak
fastened at the shoulder, as well as Sasanian-style
trousers, with their peculiar fine lateral pleats
visible only on the right side of the legs.'® Also
characteristic of Sasanian imagery are the ribbons
tied at the ankles,’ which are found even in the
royal image on the obverse of this series.

No direct antecedent of this image can be found
in either the Ku$an or Sasanian coin series, but
enthroned deities are not unknown in the numis-
matic repertoire of the region. One of them is a
bearded god with a halo of rays that had appeared
long before on the coins of the Indo-Greek kings
Amyntas and Hermaeus, respectively ruling c.
95-90 and 90-70 BCE.?° Two versions of the image
of the god are attested, one depicting only the
bust, turned to the right, which is found on coins
of both kings;*' and one portraying the god full-
length, seated on a throne, known only from coins
of Hermaeus and their posthumous imitations.??
Yet this deity, who is universally reputed to be
Mithra,* in addition to the rays around the head,
also prominently wears a pointed soft cap with
earflaps,® an iconographic feature that provides
an unmistakable key for the identification. This
is not the case for other images deemed to render
the iconographic assimilation of Mithra to Zeus,
such as the figure of Zeus on coins of Heliocles
I, later re-deployed by his namesake Heliocles
11,6 to which a halo of rays is commonly ascribed
due to the presence of pointed strokes around the
god’s head. When other Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-
Greek divine figures that clearly display a rayed
halo, such as Helios on bronzes of Philoxenus,?’
are examined side by side with images of gods
that certainly were not rayed, such as Heracles,?
it can be seen that the pointed strokes, when pres-
ent, are more likely to represent the leaves of the
laurel wreaths often worn by various deities.”
Therefore, the only real candidate for identifica-
tion with Mithra in the East before the Kusan
period is the figure with rays and pointed cap on
the coins of Amyntas and Hermaeus.*

We owe to Frantz Grenet and Michael Shenkar
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Fig. la. Gobl 1984 type MK 1114 (reverse), zeno.ru object no.
69915.

Fig. 1b. Graphic reconstruction of Gobl 1984 MK 1114
(reverse). Image: author.

the most recent attempts at providing a real his-
tory of the iconographic development of this
imagery.®! Despite the distinct approaches in
their respective studies, both largely focused on
the East for various reasons,? starting with the
differences in the available documentary evi-
dence compared to western Iran.®® I will very
briefly summarize their interpretations here,
leaving aside, for the most part, the Kusin numis-
matic evidence,* since the names that regularly
accompany the depictions of gods on the coins of
Kaniska and Huviska leave no room for doubt in
the identifications.

After drawing attention to the figure of Apollo
that appears on bronze coins struck in Susa by the
Arsacid king Artabanus (Artaban) in 126/5 BCE,*
and also including in his discussion the Comma-
genian Mithra-Apollo-Helios-Hermes,** Grenet
mainly focused on the opposition between the
Apollonian imagery of Mithra found in both
western and eastern Iran®” and that of a different
nature attested in the East. He detected a Jovian
characterization of the iconography of Mithra in
the employment of features normally associated
with Zeus —i.e., beard and throne — for the figure
of the Iranian god appearing on Indo-Greek coins.
This mirrored a process of adaptation of the image
of Zeus to that of Mithra, which perhaps could
be connected to a particularly high position of
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Mithra - indeed, the supreme position normally
occupied by Ahura Mazda in Zoroastrianism — in
eastern Iran.’® The combined presence of beard
and throne in the image of the Ku§ino-Sasanian
Bago Miuro was therefore interpreted as the iden-
tifying mark of a reappearance, with the Ku$ano-
Sasanian figure representing the resurfacing after
the Kusan period of the old Jovian Mithra of Indo-
Greek derivation.®’

These eastern developments had additional rel-
evance in the reconstruction provided by Grenet,
due to the impact that, in his view, they had on
western Iran, as it is the bearded Jovian Mithra
from Bactria that was deemed to represent the
possible original source for the bearded Mithra of
Sasanian official art.*° The Jovian Mithra would
have survived, alongside the juvenile version of
the god found on Kusin coins, through the entire
Kus$an epoch up to the third century CE, thanks
to cult statues inherited from the Greek period.
Then, under the Ku$ano-Sasanians, in addition
to appearing openly as Bago Miuro, Mithra also
became involved in a complex process of syn-
cretism that produced the figure of burzawand
yazad,*" in which some of his Jovian iconographic
traits were merged with features originating in
the imagery of Oesho.®

While Grenet, in any case, ascribed a Greek
origin to both the Apollonian solar type and the
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Jovian one,* Shenkar’s different approach empha-
sized other factors.* He first observed that no
Parthian image of Mithra is known, in accor-
dance with the “almost complete absence of
depictions of Iranian deities in Arsacid Iran”.* He
then moved to the Sasanian period, first dwell-
ing on the rayed figure in the investiture scene
on the coins of Ohrmazd I, which he considered
a borrowing from nearly contemporary Roman
coins minted in Samosata that depict Sol.* Shen-
kar’s interpretation reposed on a study by Rika
Gyselen concerning the propaganda war between
Rome and Sasanian Iran attested by coins of the
middle of the third century CE.*¥

Following that, Sasanian glyptic production
was examined, with special attention to the motif
of Mithra riding in his solar chariot,* for which
direct reference was made to Bernard Goldman’s
proposal that the Sasanians imported this origi-
nally Western Asian motif from eastern Roman
provinces.*’ Thus, Shenkar ascribed a crucial role
to Roman contributions to the iconography of the
western Iranian Mithra — actually meaning the
Sasanian Mithra, for in his view Parthian images
of the god did not exist — as explicitly acknowl-
edged in his discussion of the image of the god
on the coinage of Ohrmazd I, which was said to
have been “created in Sasanian official art based
on contemporary images of Sol on Roman provin-
cial coins.”* In this connection, it is worth not-
ing that Shenkar, in contrast to the seal images,
emphasized the presence of the beard in the depic-
tion of Mithra at Tag-e Bostan."!

An analogous emphasis on the Roman element
in the Graeco-Roman contribution to the ico-
nography of Mithra is found in Shenkar’s inter-
pretation of the evidence from the East, in partic-
ular with regard to Ku$an images. This allowed
him to correctly point out, contrary to previous
views, that the Kusan Mithra has no resemblance
to the Indo-Greek images.>? After mentioning the
unusual Mithra of the so-called Kaniska reliquary,
the discussion of the Kusano-Sasanian Bago Miuro
essentially followed the lines of Grenet’s propos-
als, as the composition with the enthroned deity,
altogether absent from Sasanian (official) art, was
thought to reflect a local tradition connected to
the existence of statues of Mithra kept in Bactrian
temples.®® A significant difference, however, is
that Shenkar underlined how, while features of
Bago Miuro such as the sword belong to the typi-
cal attributes of Mithra as found on Kus$an coins,
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the dress, pose, and hairstyle of the deity are dis-
tinctly Sasanian.**

My proposal here is to suggest another general
reconstruction, with some points of contact with
both the interpretations summarized above, as
well as some differences. A preliminary question
that must be dealt with concerns Parthian Iran,
also due to the impact it has on the discussion
of the developments during the Sasanian period.
While T examine the Parthian evidence in detail
elsewhere,® it must be stressed that Shenkar’s
rejection of a pre-Sasanian history of the image
of Mithra — and of any Iranian god®® — in west-
ern Iran has crucial consequences. In fact, as
already observed by Grenet, Parthian images of
Apollo/Helios do exist,’” and among them we
can even find the direct antecedent of the rayed
bust attested in Sasanian glyptics.’® The approach
followed by Shenkar would translate into iden-
tifying the nameless Helios bust of the Parthian
period as the Greek Helios, and the same image
of the Sasanian period as Mithra. Now, this is not
impossible in theory, but one must then be ready
to admit that the Sasanian depictions featuring
the rayed figure without a name may also depict
Helios instead of Mithra, since they exhibit noth-
ing distinctly Iranian. Yet this possibility is — cor-
rectly, in my view — dismissed on account of the
very context of these images. Put simply, this
means that, since these Helios-looking busts were
produced within a Sasanian context, they cannot
portray the Greek god and must therefore be iden-
tified as depictions of the Iranian deity. It is not
difficult to see that this approach might easily be
assimilated to circular reasoning: the iconogra-
phy is interpreted on the basis of the idea that
the religious background is Zoroastrian, and the
Zoroastrian character of the background is indi-
cated by the presence of images of Iranian gods.
However, in our analyses, that of context is not
merely a theoretical notion, an accessory concept
of secondary importance - it is a crucial element.
Therefore, the reasoning is in no way circular
but, to all intents and purposes, perfectly linear:
a Zoroastrian religious context produces images
that, in the first instance — that is, in the absence
of proof to the contrary — must be interpreted
within a Zoroastrian background, regardless of
their appearance.” The question is then why,
when dealing with Parthian evidence, we cannot
consider the context in terms similar to those
that we employ for our discussions of Sasanian
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images. Actually, Shenkar has an answer for this
question: that we do not really know what the
Parthian religious tradition was, and that “there
is no reason to think that ... Greek deities had not
become an integral part of the religious life of the
Parthian elite.”®° Leaving aside the fact that these
statements remain, de facto, mere assumptions,®
which cannot be discussed in detail here, what
we shall focus on here are the consequences that
this approach has for our topic. Indeed, in Shen-
kar’s own words, the Sasanian official Mithra was
created based on a Roman image of Sol from the
third century CE, which is a conclusion full of
implications, as can be easily understood: one is
left to wonder what the image of Mithra in Sasa-
nian official art would have looked like had Gal-
lienus not used that of Sol on the coins he struck
in Samosata. It must be stressed here that the
reconstruction proposed by Rika Gyselen of a sort
of “war of images” between Rome and the Sasani-
ans in the third century is based on the employ-
ment of similar depictions on coins from both
empires, which is set in the framework of a Sasa-
nian reaction against Roman visual propaganda.
Yet this in no way implies that the iconography
of the Sasanian deities depicted in the coinage of
Ohrmazd was invented in those circumstances
on the basis of Roman images.®* Actually, all the
elements of the images depicted on these coins
were already known earlier, starting with the
investiture scenes employed in Sasanian art right
from the beginning, in essential continuity with
Arsacid practices.®® Furthermore, the Sasanians
had provided their religious images with a clearly
Sasanian appearance since the time of Ardaxsir I,
i.e., several decades before Ohrmazd, in a process
that essentially meant clothing them a la sassan-
ide taking inspiration from the iconography of the
king, as Shenkar rightly repeatedly emphasized
in his book.** So why revert to a Roman image
of Sol when they had in Iran a local tradition of
depicting Helios inherited from their Parthian
predecessors? Seen from this point of view, what
most likely happened is that the Sasanian official
iconography “Sasanized” the image of Helios —
ultimately Greek in origin — which it inherited
from the preceding Parthian period, rather than
the image of the Roman Sol.® In light of this, the
question that really has to be formulated is if the
Sasanians were “Sasanizing” wholly foreign gods
— although Greek rather than Roman - in order
to project them as Iranian gods, or if they were
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merely “updating” western Iranian religious ico-
nography, as they did with the royal one to char-
acterize and distinguish their visual communi-
cation. Opting for the first solution would mean
that a given Helios-looking image from western
Iran ought to be identified with the Greek god if
dated to 223 CE, and with Mithra if dated to 225
CE or later. In my view, this is hardly tenable,
even discounting the evidence that openly runs
against this approach.® Therefore, the anthropo-
morphic rendering of Iranian - in this instance
meaning Zoroastrian — gods in western Iranian
visual culture, which resulted from the transmis-
sion of Greek religious iconography, must be con-
sidered an already accomplished fact in Parthian
times.

The process of adoption of features of royal ico-
nography by Sasanian divine figures is especially
evident in the East, with the “Sasanization” of
divine images whose earlier, pre-Sasanian history
is well documented. This is eminently exempli-
fied by the Ku$ano-Sasanian visual updating of
the Kusan Oesho, who acquired trousers, tunic,
beard, and hairstyle previously unknown in the
originally Indian iconography of this god. Indeed,
it is this general process that explains the appear-
ance of the Kusano-Sasanian enthroned Mithra,
i.e., Bago Miuro.”” However, the depiction of
Bago Miuro is not the result of a simple Sasanian
re-clothing of a locally derived image; it is an
image imported in its entirety from western Iran,
in particular from western Iranian royal imag-
ery. The sword held vertically before the legs is a
common feature of Sasanian imperial art (fig. 2a),
including in depictions of the king of kings, such
as that of Sardb-e Bahram or Bisapuar VI (fig. 2b).

As a matter of fact, this iconographic formula is
the product of a longer history that extends well
back into the Parthian period, as eminently shown
by the early first-century CE standing figure of
the Indo-Scythian satrap Zeionisés/Jihonika (fig.
2¢) on some of his coins: he holds his weapon in
precisely the same manner later found in count-
less Sasanian figures.® The debt to the Parthian
visual repertoire is made clear by the two second-
ary human figures symmetrically placed behind
the ruler to crown him, in a composition first
seen on coins of the Arsacid king of kings Phraa-
taces struck in 2 BCE.” In the coin depiction of
Bago Miuro, this manner of holding the sword is
combined with a basic image that finds its closest
comparison in the figure of the last Arsacid king
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Fig. 2, left to right: a. Nags-e Rajab I (detail). Photo: author; b. Bisapur VI (detail). After Herrmann 1981, pl. 18; c. Tetradrachm
of Zeionisés/Jihonika (reverse), British Museum 1894,0506.1719.

Fig. 3, left to right: a. Gobl 1984 type MK 1114 (reverse), zeno.ru object no. 60558; b. “Husak/Xwasik stele” from Susa (detail).
Photo: author.
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of kings, Artabanus, as portrayed on the stele of
the satrap of Susa Husiak/Xwasak, dated to 215 CE
(fig. 3).7!

Indeed, the two images share several features:
the three-quarter view employed to depict the
enthroned figure; the pose with the outstretched
right arm offering the ring or diadem, along with
the identically depicted parallel legs; the high-
backed throne; and the fact that the throne has
side arms,” which is a rare feature in depictions
of thrones in both the Arsacid and in the Sasanian
repertoire, and that these side arms are shown
in perspective on both sides of the figure’s legs.
Also identical are minor details, such as the dia-
dem ribbons falling behind the figure’s back only
on the observer’s left side, or the ribbons tied at
the ankles, a detail that clearly indicates where
features commonly thought to be of exclusively
Sasanian coining had in all likelihood originated.”

The comparison leaves no doubt that the orig-
inally Parthian image was transmitted to the
Sasanian repertoire. Therefore, the image of Bago
Miuro is an adaptation of compositional schemes
coming from Sasanian royal iconography, which,
in turn, had been inherited from Arsacid royal
iconography,’ before being employed within a
provincial Sasanian context such as that of Kusa-
no-Sasanian Bactria. This explains why Bago
Miuro has at the same time a clearly Sasanian
appearance and a distinct image that cannot be
traced to Kusan patterns. In this context, the
beard of Bago Miuro is the result of a Sasanian
contribution, rather than a feature resurfacing
from the older image of the Indo-Greek “Jovian”
Mithra. The same holds true also for the throne,
which, in any case, is not a primary iconographic
mark either for the Ku$ano-Sasanian version of
the god or for the Indo-Greek one, as confirmed
by the appearance of the latter as a simple bust.”
The conclusion is that the significance of these
“Jovian” features of the Ku§ano-Sasanian Mithra
must be viewed in quite a different light.”

At this point, we are faced with a new ques-
tion that comes to the fore: once the link between
Bago Miuro and the Indo-Greek Mithra is severed,
must we imagine that, in the East, the Helios type
of the Kus$an period completely superseded the
ancient Indo-Greek Mithra, condemning him to
an utter disappearance? Do we have to revise our
understanding of a dichotomy in the depiction of
Mithra in the East from the time of the Ku$ans
onwards? The answer is no, and it is provided by
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Fig. 4. “Kaniska reliquary” (detail). After Alram and Klimburg-
Salter 1999.

the so-called KaniSka reliquary (fig. 4).77

The Kaniska reliquary has had a strange recep-
tion in the studies on the iconography of Mithra
in the East, which have largely ignored it.”® On
one side of the casket, the king is flanked by the
images of the moon and the sun gods - identi-
fied by their primary iconographic attributes of
the moon crescent and rayed halo — who offer him
their rings of investiture. Both deities are clad
in a belted, long-sleeved tunic, with a chlamys
clasped at the shoulder. Regardless of some pecu-
liarities, the iconography of the figures is closely
reminiscent of Ku$an imperial art,” assuring the
identification of the two gods as Mah and Mithra.
However, for reasons that elude us, Mithra is
depicted with beard and pointed cap, contrary
to Ku$in standard practice, which prefers the
Helios version. Now, the pointed cap has been
noted by all the authors who have dealt with the
casket,®® but none of those involved in the dis-
cussion on the iconography of the Eastern Mithra
has observed that it is precisely the pointed cap
that provides a fundamental and exclusive link
to the old Mithra of the Indo-Greek coins.’! In
this connection, the fact that the god of the reli-
quary is clothed like his Helios-looking alter ego
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is especially significant,®? as it implies that the
Kusan-period artist had updated the old image
while maintaining its identifying features, even
if they were not in line with the depiction of the
deity found on coins. The impression that this
represents a phenomenon specific to the visual
rendering of Mithra is also strengthened by the
fact that, on the casket, the moon god is portrayed
according to the standard version found on Kusin
coins, which is a twin-image of that of Mithra,
only made distinct by the moon crescent behind
the shoulder, used as the primary identifying
attribute in lieu of the rayed halo.

Thus, the Kaniska reliquary attests to the sur-
vival of a two-centuries-old local version of the
image of Mithra besides the Helios one common
in Kus$an coin art. We remain in the dark as to
the reasons behind this iconographic choice. The
same holds true for what concerns the first appear-
ance of Mithra in the region in the coin series of
Amyntas and Hermaeus. The inclusion of an Ira-
nian god of primary importance in the “monetary
pantheon” of two Indo-Greek kings in the first
half of the first century BCE is in itself worthy
of note and would require some elaboration on
the religious policy of these rulers,® although this
is made extremely difficult by the very limited
scope of the evidence at our disposal.

The existence of this second Kusan version of
Mithra, with a beard and pointed cap, also calls
for a reassessment of the iconography of the Kusa-
no-Sasanian Bago Miuro. Contrary to previous
reconstructions based on the idea of continuity,
this figure in fact represents a break with both
the Kudan Helios-type of Mithra and the god of
Indo-Greek derivation. Not only do the beard and
throne of Bago Miuro have a Sasanian rather than
Indo-Greek origin, but the Kusano-Sasanian ver-
sion of the god notably discarded precisely the
pointed cap of the ancient local Mithra which had
survived up to Kusan times.

Another very significant point concerns the
art-historical background to this image, or, in
other words, the context of the origin of the
bearded Mithra with pointed cap. Did the Indo-
Greek coin engravers create this image of Mithra
ex novo, or were they using a pre-existing one?
Fortunately, here we may be able to say more,
thanks to evidence from a wholly different region,
namely the stone reliefs and colossal statuary
associated with the sanctuaries built at several
sites for Mithridates I Callinicus (c. 100-69 BCE)
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and Antiochus I (c. 69-31 BCE) of Commagene.®*
These monuments attest to a remarkable coex-
istence of two different approaches to religious
iconography: a western one of Greek derivation,
found only in the reliefs, and an oriental one of
local coining, which is the only one employed for
the colossal figures.®> The result is that some of
the deities mentioned epigraphically are provided
with two distinct images. Thus, at Nemrut Dagi,
Artagnes-Heracles-Ares appears in the common
image of the nude Heracles on a relief, and as a
clearly oriental deity in his depiction among the
colossi.® The image of a nude, beardless youth
with a halo of rays around his head and a chlamys
on his shoulders is instead employed first for a
deity named as Apollo Epikoos, later identified
as Mithra-Helios-Apollo-Hermes,*” a figure oth-
erwise depicted in oriental garb. All the oriental
images of the deities share a few common fea-
tures: they are all fully clothed in a costume based
on a belted long robe worn over trousers, with a
chlamys clasped at the shoulder, clearly inspired
by the royal attire. In addition, they customarily
wear conical headgear. Mithra is easily recogniz-
able thanks to the rayed halo. The face is beard-
less, as in the image of Apollo, but the conical cap
with a protruding point and earflaps is conspicu-
ously worn on the head. These latter two features
are of particular relevance for us, as Mithra is the
only oriental male god among the three depicted
who lacks a beard. This partial “contamination”
of the orientalizing images by western features is
not limited to Mithra; for example, the colossus
that portrays Artagnes exhibits Heracles’ club.
However, the general appearance of these figures
remains unmistakably oriental, with the head-
gear playing a crucial role in this regard. Now,
when the image of the Commagenian Mithra
is compared to the Indo-Greek one, the pointed
cap stands as a significant common feature,®®
which is of special interest due to its obvious
non-Greek origin. Moreover, the chronological
and geographical settings of these two images of
Mithra leave no doubt that they developed inde-
pendently of each other. Thus, in 90-70 BCE the
coin engravers of Amyntas and Hermaeus used
the same visual device that would be employed
only a few decades later in Commagene to mark a
divine image as Iranian.®” Unless we assume that
the craftsmen in Commagene had by mere coin-
cidence the same idea as those working for the
Indo-Greek kings, the only plausible explanation
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is that the use of the pointed cap as a marker of
Iranian identity for divine images was already
known earlier, in a context from which it could
be transmitted to both the Indo-Greek and the
Commagenian visual repertoires. It is precisely
this identifying function of the pointed cap that
appears to be behind its employment for all the
figures of oriental deities in Commagene. There-
fore, it seems that by the early first century BCE
Iranian deities could already be clearly marked
as such through specific iconographic features,
in particular the typically Iranian headgear, in
regions as far apart as Commagene and north-
western India. It remains to be established if that
was a solution devised in Greek artistic environ-
ments, with the aim of marking the Other, the
non-Greek — that is, the Persian/Iranian — even
when depicting divine images, or if it developed
in non-Greek contexts, which in this instance
may mean only Iranian, to highlight the Iranian
identity of the gods being portrayed. While the
new pictorial evidence from the Chorasmian site
of Akchakhan Kala,” datable to the first century
CE, seems to suggest that Iranian provinces were
capable of developing local forms of Zoroastrian
art outside the main visual trends of Hellenistic
derivation,” the broader question concerning the
dynamics behind the introduction of anthropo-
morphic divine imagery into the Iranian world
remains largely open.”” The Indo-Greek evidence
offers some comparative material, though it, too,
is difficult to assess. Already in the early second
century BCE, coins of Agathocles (c. 190-180
BCE) bear fully Indian images depicting the gods
Samkarsana and Vasudeva-Krsna,” which, how-
ever, remained isolated in the Indo-Greek reper-
toire. On the other hand, coins of Antialcidas (c.
115-95 BCE) show, just shortly before the Indo-
Greek Mithra of Amyntas, a perfectly Greek
image of Zeus accompanied by an elephant,®
which has long been interpreted as a depiction of
Indra.” In this case, the image represents a Greek
deity adapted to an Indian one with no icono-
graphic modification; indeed, without the ele-
phant, it would be impossible to distinguish the
god from a standard Greek Zeus. By contrast, on
Saka coins the repertoire of Greek derivation is
already combined in unprecedented syntheses in
order to portray Indian deities under Maues,*® a
trend that continued to develop under the kings of
the Azes dynasty. Remarkably, under these latter
kings, the same approach to divine iconography
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was employed to create new images of deities
that, while superficially appearing Greek, may in
fact hide Saka divine figures.””

Thus, although mainly limited to coinage and,
to a lesser extent, glyptics,®® the varied documen-
tary evidence from the Indian Northwest attests
to a phase of increasing iconographic experimen-
tation from the beginning of the first century
BCE. On a broader scope, however, we are unfor-
tunately not in a position to go beyond the identi-
fication of individual similarities, such as the use
of the pointed cap discussed above, and thus, for
this “initial” phase, we remain unable to recon-
struct any link that might have connected differ-
ent regions. Therefore, the question regarding the
circumstances surrounding the emergence of the
image of the bearded Mithra with pointed cap is
destined to remain unanswered, at least for the
time being.

What does appear certain is that, in the East, the
bearded Mithra with pointed cap shows a certain
degree of resilience against the impact of the god’s
visual rendering that derived from the originally
Greek image of Helios. This older, eastern version
of Mithra was even able to resurface in official art
during Kusan times, albeit only in a limited way.
In western Iran, bearded gods came to dominate
the scene only in Sasanian times, and only as a
result of the “Sasanizing” of anthropomorphic
divine iconography modeled on the image of the
king. Thus, the similarity between western and
eastern Iran in the coexistence of two images of
Mithra is only superficial, as it is the outcome of
very different and independent premises: in the
West it was due to a process of streamlining of
previous images and came into being only much
later;”” in the East it was the result of the per-
sistence of a more ancient iconographic version
of the god.
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on Arsacid tetradrachms, where enthroned kings were
customarily shown from the early first century BCE
until the end of the dynasty.

73. Indeed, analogous ribbons tied at the ankles
appear on princely statuary from Hatra; see, for some
examples, Safar and Mustafa 1974: 61-72, nos. 2, 5, 8,
13. One may note that even the gesture of Artabanus’
left arm, whose hand holds the sword hilt, is common
in Sasanian official imagery, again the result of a long
history dating back to the Parthian period (attested
from Parthian to Ku$an contexts).

74. An alternative that cannot be completely ruled
out is that the adaptation of the image to depict reli-
gious figures may already have been carried out in Par-
thian times, meaning that the figure of Mithra seated
on a throne inspired by the enthroned king could have
existed already under the Parthians. Needless to say,
this would not sensibly impact the line of reasoning
followed here (actually, it would only strengthen the
point).

75. Indeed, it is the bust that clearly shows the pri-
mary attributes of this version of Mithra: the halo of
rays and the pointed cap. It should be noted that on
coins from the region, the throne repeatedly appears in
combination with various gods throughout the epochs
without serving as a primary, and thus discriminating,
iconographic attribute, as shown by several deities
known in both enthroned and standing images, starting
with Zeus in the Greek period and continuing through,
for example, Ardokhsho or Pharro under the Kusans.

76. Needless to say, this reconstruction only con-
firms that there could be no contribution of the figure
of Mithra to the iconographic synthesis that produced
the image(s) associated to the epithet burzawand
yazad, see also above n. 42.

77. See above n. 16.

78. Before Shenkar 2014: 107 and Sinisi 2015: 212 it
was never referred to in any work specifically discuss-
ing Mithra, with the only exception of the brief men-
tions in Callieri 1990: 92, and Smagur 2012: 208. See
now Aldrych et al. 2017: 110-12.

79. Both deities hold the hilt of their sword with the
left hand, although this is more immediately clear in
the case of the moon god.

80. Errington 2002: 105; Shenkar 2014: 107.

81. Needless to say, the connection is only strength-
ened by the combined presence of pointed cap and beard.
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82. While his bust is not bare, the Indo-Greek
Mithra certainly wears no chlamys, which, by contrast,
is customary in the image of the god on Ku$in coins.
The chlamys around Mithra’s shoulders is also visible
in the seal impression from Kafir Kala, see above, n. 11
for the references.

83. Following the observations of Boyce and Grenet
1991: 163-64. Martinez-Seve 2010: 8-9 discussed the
images of the Graeco-Bactrian Helios and Zeus and
their possible relationship with Mithra. The recent pro-
posal by Harry Falk (2015-2019: 2) to consider Amyntas
and Hermaeus as “adherents of Mithraism,” which is
based on the use of images of Mithra on coins of these
two kings, is not tenable for reasons of iconography and
the history of religions alike.

84. A similar comparison, though with different
intents, is already found in Bivar 1979: 748. Cf. also
Grenet 1991: 149; Shenkar 2014: 107. On the religious
landscape of Commagene and the policy of Antiochus
I as seen from the point of view of two specialists on
ancient Iran, see Boyce and Grenet 1991: 309-51.

85. The oriental iconography is, however, common
also on the reliefs.

86. Cf. Boyce and Grenet 1991: 330.

87. A change that shows the evolution in Antio-
chus’ ruler cult, see Crowther and Facella 2003 (in par-
ticular pp. 62-65). For a specific discussion of the Com-
magenian Mithra, see Aldrych et al. 2017: 129-57 (with
references).

88. In addition to the halo of rays, of course.

89. On the hypotheses on the chronology of the
Commagenian monuments, see Jacobs and Rollinger
2005.

90. Betts et al. 2016.

91. On Zoroastrian art in Chorasmia, see Grenet
2018.

92. Even in the Chorasmian case, this may still have
occurred as a result of contact with religious iconogra-
phy of Greek derivation, which could have triggered
the process, regardless of the largely non-Greek char-
acter of the art of Akchakhan Kala. Cf. Minardi 2018.

93. Bopearachchi 1991: 175, s. 9 (and pl. 7). An
Indian goddess appears on other coins in bronze of the
same king (Bopearachchi 1991: 175, s. 10, and pl. 7), as
well as on bronzes of his successor Pantaleon, see Bope-
arachchi 1991: 182, s. 6 (and pl. 9).

94. Bopearachchi 1991: 273, s. 6-8 (and pl. 39). On
other coins of the same king the elephant is depicted
paying homage to the enthroned Zeus, see Bopearach-
chi 1991:271-72,s.1-5, and 274-77,s. 9-13 (pls. 39-41).

95. Since at least Banerjea 1956: 162-63.

96. See, e.g., Senior 2001: 5, nos. 20.1, 22.1, 23.1.

97. See Sinisi 2003.

98. See, e.g., Callieri 2006.
99. A process that, as we have seen in examining
Sasanian glyptics, was not completely successful.
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The Triumph of Dionysus and Heracles on a Gold Tray

from Datong (Pingcheng, Capital of the Northern Wei Dynasty,
398-494 CE)

ANCA DAN AND FRANTZ GRENET!

CNRS-ENS (PARIS) AND COLLEGE DE FRANCE (PARIS)

To the memory of Pierre Chuvin,

who brought the late wanderings of Dionysus back to light.

.. &v 10T Topd T0D 080D TETdYOM pE TH pepidt Adywv, &v N mpdtepov Hpokig
Kol Atévucog dyevésny erhocogodvteg Opod kol Paciiedovtes kai micay oyedov
the gmmoialovong kaxiog dvakadapdpevor yiv te kol Odhatay.
... saying that God has placed me in the same position in which there

were earlier Heracles and Dionysus, philosophers and kings who
purged almost the whole earth and sea of the evil that infested them.

Between June 19 and August 23, 2020, the exhi-
bition Mutual Learning on the Silk Roads: Sto-
ries of the Silk Road Treasures/Yi hua yi shijie:
Sichou zhi Iu shang de hu xue hu jian was held at
the China National Silk Museum in Hangzhou.?
The catalog, published in Chinese,*® included an
exceptional object relevant to the ancient his-
tory of the Silk Roads: a golden vessel with a
diameter of 12 cm, a rim height of 1.7 ¢cm, and
a total weight of 70.08 g (fig. 1). The object was
found in the Datong (formerly Pingcheng) region,
but there is no information about its archaeo-
logical context. It is currently preserved in the
holdings of the Datong Museum (Shanxi Prov-
ince; inv. Datong 2015). As noted in the Chinese
description of the 2020 publication, this object is
remarkable for its small dimensions and shallow-
ness — which leads us to call it a “tray” rather
than a “bowl” or “plate,” even though it may be
compared with tiny Chinese bowls from the Tang
period and later. Its material is also exceptional
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Julian, Letter to Themistius 1

for Pingcheng: it is made from a simple gold sheet
with low reliefs in repoussé (formed by hammer-
ing the negative design from the reverse side and
chasing from the upper side, without any loss of
gold).

Below the flat rim and the arc-shaped side, on
the almost flat bottom, one sees the embossing
of four characters borrowed from Greco-Roman
mythology, surrounded by a circular vegetal pat-
tern with fifteen ivy leaves alternating on each
side of a rolling stem (fig. 2). Two Centaurs (ban-
maren 5 N) pull a two-wheeled chariot syn-
chronously toward the right and rear. The right-
side Centaur, in the foreground, has his right
hand with his fingers outstretched on his horse’s
hips and raises a horn with his left hand. Since
the spout of the horn is inside his mouth, it does
not seem to be a drinking vessel — a rhyton (lai-
tong #K#H) — but rather a musical instrument
(Greek xépag/Latin cornu) used in both military
and Dionysian gatherings.> The second Centaur
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Fig. 1. The Gold Tray of Pingcheng.

Fig. 2. Detail of the Gold Tray of Pingcheng and its drawing, after the China National Silk Museum/Zhongguo Sichou Bowuguan
(M SA4 TEYER), 2020.
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Fig. 3. Map of the toponyms mentioned in the text, with detail on Central Asia (reproduced from E. Ory, A. Dan, and E Grenet).

makes similar movements with his hooves. His
right hand clasps the barely visible front rail of
the chariot’s box, while his left hand is hidden
behind the first Centaur. Both centaurs have
their forelimbs raised and hind limbs straight,
supporting their bodies. The artist drew each leg
attempting to suggest the perspective of their
parallel movements as if on both sides of a pole
that hangs between them. In the chariot are two
men, nude, with Caucasian features, distinct eyes
and noses, thick hair, long beards and mustaches,
carefully chiseled muscles, and exposed genitals,
following the canons of Greco-Roman statuary.
They stand in the chariot perpendicular to the
direction of travel, facing the viewer. Both hold
drinking bowls in their left hands. In their right
hands, they carry specific attributes. The central
figure, with long wavy hair adorned with a veg-
etal crown, is slightly swaying, unable to stand
firmly on his left foot. He holds a long staff topped
above his head with a pine cone: this is the thyr-
sus, which a staggering Dionysus usually clings
to during Dionysian processions.

The second figure, slightly inclined toward Dio-
nysus and the Centaurs, has short curly hair and
beard, with prominent pectorals like those of a
mature athlete. He carries a heavy mace hanging
downward. The woody knots, carefully chiseled
into its surface, suggest its identification with the
club that Heracles holds when he is not drunk.

The catalog entry describes the scene as a
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celebration of a drinking festival. Tt dates the
object between 398 and 493/494 CE, when the
Northern Wei (386-534 CE) had their capital at
Pingcheng, before relocating it to Luoyang.® The
Northern Wei rulers are reputed for facilitating
overland connectivity following their conquest
of territories between Central China and Inner
Asia. Evidence includes their ties to the Sogdian
commercial networks, the numerous Persian,’
Hephthalite,® and Jibin (Gandharan)’ embassies
they received from the 450s onward, as well as
the earliest Chinese traces in Central Asia and
Pakistan.!”

Largely shared on social media,'' some photos
of this object (figs. 1-2) aroused great interest from
scholars, who raised questions about its model,
fabrication, and transmission to Pingcheng.

In this article, we try to answer these ques-
tions. First, we stress the importance of this
discovery for the so-called Silk Roads archaeol-
ogy. We present a critical, up-to-date synthesis
of the most important golden vessels of the Late
Antique period that can be compared with this
tray. We emphasize the meaning of this vessel’s
weight, shape, and manufacture in the context
of North Indian (Gandharan) and Central Asian
(“Bactrian”) art. Second, we identify the ultimate
roots of its iconography in the Roman Empire of
Septimius Severus and of his sons. Finally, we
discuss the conditions under which the Roman
archetype must have reached northwestern India
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(Gandhara and Kapisa) and Inner Asia (Tokha-
ristan, previously Bactria, fig. 3), where both Her-
acles and Dionysus had long-standing traditions
before the third century CE. We cannot be certain
where the tray was produced, whether in Kusa-
no-Sasanian, Hunnic (Hephthalite), or Northern
Wei territories, within one of the hubs along the
south-north Silk Roads, through which Buddhism
and its “Hellenized” iconography entered Chi-
na’s western and northern regions. But we can be
highly confident that the Roman ultimate model
of the tray passed through Gandhara and Tokha-
ristan, regions reputed not only for their wine, but
also for their goldsmithing. Therefore, the impor-
tance of this exotic object in a Northern Wei con-
text can hardly be overemphasized.

Description and Parallels of an
Exceptional Vessel: Material, Weight,
Shape, Manufacture, Transportation,

and Function

Unfortunately, nothing is known about the
archaeological site in the Datong region where
this gold tray was found (fig. 3). Doubts about its
authenticity can be addressed only by referencing
parallels from Greco-Roman, Indian, and Hunnic
repertoires, sources that would have been largely
inaccessible to a forger even ten years ago (see
below). The scarcity of comparable gold finds,
along with the specificity of the weight stan-
dard and shape, serves as strong evidence of its
authenticity.

A Rare Example of Goldware

Ancient China is reputed for its sober taste in
bronze and jade. Between the Han and the Tang
dynasties, there were only a few intrusions of gold
and silver luxury goods, mainly in the western
“Barbarian” regions.'? This tray is one of the most
important finds illustrating the Northern Wei’s
cosmopolitan taste for precious metals, fashioned
in foreign styles. It confirms Yang Xuanzhi’s
account of Prince Yuan Cheng JTi& (467-519),
who “often gathered members of the imperial
house [at his residence] by displaying various
precious items: more than one hundred pieces
of golden vases/pitchers (ping Ji/®) and silver
jars (weng &), with their accessories [including]
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cups/bowls (6u Efi), wooden stands/supports (ging
#%), plates/dishes (pdn #%) and boxes/cases (hé &);
in addition to them, there were wine-drinking
vessels [such as] quartz bowls (bo ik /%), bowls
(wdn %5 /%) made of agate and glass(?),'* red jade
(zhi J&);'* [the total number of these drinking ves-
sels] amounted to several tens. Their craft was
strange and marvelous, as it did not exist in the
middle kingdom (China) — all of them were from
the Western Regions” (A Record of Buddhist
Monasteries in Lo-yang/Luoyang Qielan ji, juan
4).16

By comparing this text with Yuan Cheng’s
biography in the Weishu, one can understand that
these treasures were accumulated between his
residence in Dingzhou (Hebei Province), during
the reign of Emperor Shizong (500-515), and his
stay in Qinzhou (515-519). Qinzhou (present-day
Tianshui, Gansu Province) was an eastern exit
of the Hexi Corridor and thus one of the most
important gateways to the Silk Road.'” Although
the text refers to the early sixth century CE, a
period later than when Pingcheng served as the
capital of the Northern Wei, it still attests to the
importation of significant amounts of precious
ware into northern China, in a sociopolitical con-
text which may be compared to that of the tray.

Since gold can be easily melted down and reused,
very few comparable objects have survived. One
of the rare examples is a small gold stem-cup of
Western origin, discovered in the richly furnished
tomb of the Sui princess Li Jingxun (d. 608 CE),
along with another silver cup, a Sasanian coin
of Peroz (457-484 CE), gold jewelry, and glass
fragments.'®

The discovery of gold vessels remains excep-
tional also in Tokharistan and India after the
Kus$an period.!” They are rare even in the Roman
and Sasanian empires. In Western Europe, there
is only one Dionysiac gold plate (called by the
Latin term patera) discovered in 1774 in Rennes
(France), now preserved in the French National
Library (BNF, MMA, inv. 56.94; see fig. 4).2° It
has a diameter of 25.2 cm (of which the central
medallion occupies 14 cm), a height of 3.4 cm,
and weighs 1,315 g. Possibly ordered by Septimius
Severus himself in an imperial workshop between
208/209 and 211 CE, this patera is an exceptional
iconographic testimony to the drinking contest
between Dionysus and Heracles, represented on
its medallion, and surrounded by a circular frieze
depicting a Dionysian procession. It also confirms
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Fig. 4. Roman gold plate discovered in Rennes, France, show-
ing the contest between Dionysus/Bacchus and Heracles/
Hercules, now in Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France,
Musée des Monnais et Médailles, inv. 56.94.

the role the two deities and their mythology
played in the expression of political power (some
would say “propaganda”), as illustrated by six-
teen golden coins (aurei) with imperial portraits
of men and women from the Antonine and Sev-
eran dynasties embedded in golden crowns along
the inner edge of the plate. Preserved without any
damage, the Rennes plate was probably an official
gift from the emperor to a member of the elite
in Gallia (Lugdunensis), in recognition of excep-
tional merits.

In Asia, a Sasanian ewer discovered near
Perm (Volga district, Russia) is now preserved
in the Moscow State Historical Museum (OK
14083 /TUUM 81326). Decorated with 64 beads
around its foot and featuring a fantastic dragon
with horns, hooves, feathers, and scales on its
handle, the ewer is probably a product of the
third century Tokharistan or Sogdiana.?! Another
ewer, accompanied by an elliptical lobed bowl
and some undecorated vessels, was among the
21kg gold discovered in the Pereshchepina Trea-
sure (now in Ukraine). This treasure was most
likely the property of Kubrat, the founder of Old
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Great Bulgaria, at his death between 646 and 665
CE.? Despite the rarity of gold in Iran, it was used
for objects expressing the Sasanian royal power
— such as the “Kosrow Cup”, once called the
“Solomon Cup,” but probably made in the time
of Kawad I (488-530). This cup is preserved in
Paris (BNF MMA Camée 379), where it may have
arrived as a present for Charlemagne from the
Abbasid caliph Haran al-Rasid in 801.% The gold
frame could symbolize cosmic light. Three series
of eighteen round medallions, alternating garnets
and rock crystals on a green glass background,
represent the stellar background surrounding the
crystal image of the Sasanian king seated on his
seven-climes throne.

In fact, all these gold objects, produced and cir-
culated among the elites, are symbols of radiant
power. If, in the end, the tray was probably used as
tomb furniture, the primary purpose of its model,
and up to a certain point maybe of this tray itself,
must have been the sociopolitical expression
of power. In the Greco-Roman world, Dionysus
and Heracles, sons of Zeus and mortal women,
are solar conquerors of the world, benefactors of
humankind, and mythical models of Alexander
the Macedonian and of his imitators. Just like the
Roman and the Sasanian gold bowls, the Ping-
cheng tray may have been a diplomatic gift, a trib-
ute, or at least a copy of such a prestigious item
that circulated among Sasanian or Hephthalite
rulers and those of the Northern Wei.

The Gandharan Weight Standard and the
Shallow ‘Tray’ Shape

The object is complete: we assume that it has not
lost any gold since Antiquity. It is made from a
single gold sheet and shows no traces of use. It
was partially damaged by a crush which occurred
underground or possibly during the excavation,
but this caused no loss of metal. The horizontal
rim is uneven, with cracks and pinches at irregu-
lar intervals (figs. 1-2).

The weight of 70.08 g, is a multiple of 17.52 g
(4 x 17.52), a figure corresponding (down to the
hundredth!) to 4 staters (of 4 drachms per stater)
in Gandhara. Kharoshthi inscriptions on gold
objects from the Dal’verzin Tepe hoard indicate
the average weight of the drachm as 4.38 g (the
actual range is from 4.28 to 4.51 g). This standard
is intermediate between Alexander’s drachm,
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which followed the Classical Attic/Euboean stan-
dard and continued in Sasanian Iran (ranging from
4.32 to 4.35 g), and the heavier Bactrian/Sogdian
drachm, calculated from many inscribed silver
objects and Sogdian stone weights as an average
of 4.47g (with an actual range from 4.40 to 4.55
g).>* This precise match — the more so as the tet-
rastater was a recognized monetary unit in the
Hellenistic world — suggests a direct connection
with northern India.

Although small golden bowls have been dis-
covered in various Achaemenid, Central Asian,
and nomadic contexts, the Pingcheng find is
more closely comparable to the Gandharan “cos-
metic trays” (mostly made during Indo-Greek,
Indo-Parthian, and Ku$an periods, second century
BCE to second century CE),** as well as to Egyp-
tian libation trays, possibly used in religious fes-
tivals, which seem to have served as models for
the Gandharan trays. These were also decorated
with reliefs of gods, at least until the fourth cen-
tury. For instance, a silver and gold shallow cup
from Egypt, preserved in Paris (Louvre E 25448),%¢
which has close parallels in stone,”” proves that
such trays of Ptolemaic and Roman imperial
times could be made not only in stone but also in
precious metals.

The hammering technique used to shape
the gold sheet of the Pingcheng tray is attested
between India and China by a set of gold brac-
teates (imitations of Roman and Byzantine coins
and medallions) produced in Kapisa, including
one copy of a Late Roman/Byzantine image of the
Roman she-wolf.?® However, such bracteates are
also found in Sogdiana,® as well as in the Chinese
western and northern regions, including Datong.*
Probably hammered in various hubs of the “Silk
Roads,” they were appreciated in China as much
as throughout the steppe.®!

Despite the divine banquet represented on the
tray (cf. infra), its fragility, shallowness, and small
dimensions made it impractical for repeated use
in banquets. Yet the tray could hold liquids. It
was possible — though rather unlikely - to insert
it into a wider container, which would have hid-
den the hammering traces on its back, much
like the Hellenistic cups with relief medallions
(for example, the silver-gilded bowl with Dio-
nysus, Ariadne, and Silenus in the J. Paul Getty
Museum, 83.AM.389; see fig. 5),* the bronze mir-
rors with gold or gilded medallions covering their
backs, or the golden covers of nomadic wooden

72

Fig. 5. Silver-gilded bowl with Dionysus, Ariadne, and Silenus,
J. Paul Getty Museum, accession no. 83.AM.389.

vases.® In any case, the tray was made using sim-
ilar techniques.

The thinness of the gold sheet and the delicate
decoration, embossed from the back and chiseled
on the upper surface for very fine details, includ-
ing the masculine genitals, raises questions about
the place where the tray could have been made,
and how it could have been transported to Ping-
cheng, if it was not made there.

The question of the place of fabrication remains
open. Due to the great fragility of the object,
we initially considered the possibility of a copy
made in the region of Pingcheng after an imported
model. In the end, we exclude this hypothesis for
three reasons:

1. There are no Chinese parallels for such a nat-
uralistic representation of nude masculine bod-
ies. The extreme care shown in the chiseling of
the genitals — of both anthropomorphic figures
and even the Centaur - has no equivalent beyond
the easternmost edges of direct Hellenic influ-
ence, between Gandhira and Tokharistan.

2. There is no precise metrological match with
Chinese standards (according to Guo Zheng-
zhong),** unless one assumes that the actual
weight of a lidng M under the Northern Wei (in
the “new system”) was closer to 28 g than to
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30 g. In this case, 70.08 g may be counted as 2.5
lidng. However, values calculated from unearthed
weights are never lower than 28.63 g and range
up to 31 g. Therefore, as an alternative to the exe-
cution of the gold copy in Gandhara, one must
imagine that either the exact supply of gold came
from Gandhara (as bar/ingot, coins, or another
weighted object),®® or that the artisan or client
used the Gandharan gold standard, perhaps under
Buddhist or Hephthalite influence.

3. Very fragile glass vessels, imported from India,
the Sasanian Empire, and even from the Roman
world found in China (and sometimes even fur-
ther, in Thailand, Korea, and Japan), prove that
breakable objects could travel long distances by
sea and land.*® Such vessels were hardly intended
for use in banquets, but were appropriate for reli-
gious rituals (such as libations), or for display as
prestige items in elite households, cultic places,
or, most probably, in tombs.

This is why, in our opinion, the tray could be
the product of a goldsmith who had access to
a Roman model, who understood it, and who
reworked it according to Gandharan standards,
under Ku$ino-Sasanian, Hunnic (Hephthalite),
or, less likely, Northern Wei rulers. It was a pres-
tige vessel, suited for offering and display in an
elite household, a temple, and eventually a tomb,
evoking through its decoration the triumphal
banquet of Dionysus and Heracles: two Greco-Ro-
man conquerors of the edges of the world, heroic
vanquishers of death, and divine benefactors of
the human civilization.

The Roman Archetype: Septimius
Severus’ Dii patrii and Echoes in Roman
Iconography of the Third Century

Dionysus and Heracles are often depicted as
drinking partners in Greek and Roman art from
the late sixth century BCE to the fifth century
CE.* In Roman imperial times, a drinking con-
test staging a tired Heracles, seated or reclining
below Dionysus, weakened after drinking strong
wine, became common. This motif appears on the
patera of Septimius Severus discovered in Rennes
(mentioned above, fig. 4), as well as in mosa-
ics from Antioch (in the House of the Atrium,
early second century),* from Seleucia Pieria (in
the House of the Drinking Contest, early third
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century),® in the third-century Dionysian villa
at Sepphoris (Israel),* and in fourth-century Apa-
mea.*! Variations on this theme were particularly
well suited for the decoration of banquet halls:
the competition between Dionysus and Heracles
invited participants not only to recall the myth-
ical exploits of the god and of the hero, who civ-
ilized the known world and served as an exam-
ple for Alexander of Macedon and the Roman
emperors who imitated him, but also to engage in
debates on vice (gluttony, drunkenness) and vir-
tue, and on the triumph of the spirit (represented
by Dionysus) over body (represented by Heracles).
On the Pingcheng tray, however, Dionysus
and Heracles are not in competition but riding
together in a triumphal chariot. Both the motif
of competition and that of triumph spread as a
consequence of the religious politics of Septimius
Severus and his Syrian wife, Julia Domna. The
imperial couple promoted the two main gods of
Leptis Magna, the Punic-Roman city on the Med-
iterranean shore of Tripolitania (in present-day
Libya), where the emperor was born in 145 CE.

From Leptis Magna to Rome: The Ancestral
Gods of the Severan Dynasty

The two ruling and civilizing gods of Leptis
Magna were Greco-Roman interpretations of two
Phoenico-Punic gods: Shadrapha, identified with
Dionysus/Liber Pater, and Milkashtart-Melqart,
identified with Heracles/Hercules. The history of
their invention, shaped by interactions between
the Near East, North Africa, and the Greek and
Roman worlds, is complex. Yet it deserves atten-
tion in order to understand the full range of mean-
ings that could have been associated with the
model of the Pingcheng tray in the time of Septi-
mius Severus, and later with the tray itself.

Shadrapha/Dionysus/Liber Pater

Shadrapha (Aramaic $drp’), called in Greek
Tadpmdnng or Tatpdang, was invented in the Near
Eastern middle ground sometime before the fifth
century BCE. His earliest known image is an Ach-
aemenid relief reported to come from Amrit (now
in the Louvre, AO 22247), which is character-
ized by a mix of Egyptian and Near Eastern ele-
ments.*” The etymology of his name is debated:
according to current opinion, the name of this
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Fig. 6. Limestone relief from Palmyra representing Shad-rap(h)

a, now in the British Museum, inv. 125206.
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Fig. 7a-b. Gold coins of Septimius Severus, issued in 194 CE
(a) RIC IV Caracalla 74B, and in 204 CE (b) RIC IV Septimius
Severus 25.

Fig. 8. Bronze coin of Septimius Severus (RIC IV Septimius
Severus 761), issued in 204 CE.
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“savior and protective genius” was composed
from the Semitic roots sd and rSp, which some
scholars connect to the names of Egyptian gods
Shed (sd) and Reshep (r$pw), both worshiped in
the Near East.*® Related both to the sky and the
underworld, this god possessed protective and
healing powers, as suggested by the scorpion and
the snake that accompany him in most Greco-
Roman representations. Later, the god was not
only mixed up with other healing gods (mainly
the Phoenician Eshmun and the Greek Asclepius)
but also identified, in an Anatolian context, with
the Semitic god Baal (or one of his avatars, in
the fight against the evil Anguiped) and with the
Greek god Apollo.

In North Africa, Shadrapha was mixed up with
the Roman Liber Pater (himself identified with
Bacchus/Dionysus). In Roman times, the god
took multiple forms, ranging from a young boy
(because in Africa he remained a genius, later
identified with a Roman Lar and the Greek Cory-
bas*) to a mature ruler, bearded, cuirassed, and
armed with a spear, like an authoritarian Pater.
This multiplicity of representations matched that
of the Greek Dionysus, who was at the same time
a child who defeated death before being born (and
thus was born twice, from his mother and from
his father), a young and an old god of fertility, tri-
umphant on the edges of the world, and guarantor
of prosperity and well-being for all.

Judging by the Greek evidence, A. D. H. Bivar
attempted to identify Shadrap(h)a with a hypo-
thetical Tranian ruling god, who might also have
been at the origin of the Greco-Egyptian Sarapis.*
In reality, Shadrapha has no original connection
with Sarapis but is instead linked to the Egyptian
Horus-Shed and Kneph, as well as the North Afri-
can Baal-Hammon. Any connection with Sarapis
would likely be late and mediated through the
Egyptian god Kneph or the Greco-Roman Liber
Pater/Bacchus/Dionysus. There is no doubt about
the Phoenico-Punic origin of Shadrapha, which is
well attested in Carthage at least since the third
century BCE.* Nevertheless, one cannot exclude
a secondary Iranian etymologization of his origi-
nal Semitic name, either in Old Persian or at least
in Greek: the Aramaic form hS$trpty, which des-
ignates Apollo in the trilingual inscription from
Letoon/Xanthus (358 BCE), seems to transcribe
an Old Iranian form xSafra-pati-, “lord of king-
ship/regal power,” — not to be confused with Old
Persian xSaca-pavan- “protector of the realm,”
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hence “satrap.”+” Was this a mention of the god
Shadrapha, or just an avatar (or epiclesis) of the
Iranian Mithra? It is impossible to say. But a con-
fusion between the Semitic and Iranian names
certainly occurred in Greek, at least in Roman
times, when the Shadrap(h)a, understood as the
“Satrap-god,” is well attested in Palmyra (from
where comes the limestone relief in the British
Museum inv. 125206; see fig. 6),*¢ depicted as
a bearded warrior and described as “holy mas-
ter, master of the whole world” (1@ xvpip aylm
ke Kupim hov 10D kéopov Tatpmdmt).*” This cosmic
dimension, developed through contaminations
and hybridizations, is essential for understanding
the religious functions and political significance
of Dionysus/Bacchus/Liber Pater in the Roman
imperial context in which the archetype of this
vessel was made (cf. infra).

Melqart/Heracles/Hercules

The second god of Leptis Magna was Milkashtart
or Melqart, the supreme Tyrian god, commonly
identified with Heracles/Hercules.’® He shares
with Shadrapha/Dionysus/Liber Pater the func-
tion of master of the world and of a protector able
to intervene in the underworld. The two gods
are mentioned together in inscriptions from the
second-first century BCE onwards in the Roman
provinces of Tripolitania, and occasionally in
Numidia and Mauritania.’! Their busts and attri-
butes appear on coins from Leptis Magna between
the first century BCE and the first century CE.*
Depicted together, the two gods are shown nude,
either looking leftward or facing each other, on
gold (aurei, fig. 7a-b), silver (denarii), and bronze
(asses) coins issued under Septimius Severus,
sometimes with the effigies of Severus’ sons,
Caracalla and Geta. The first monetary series
started in 194 CE.* Some coins, showing the two
gods facing each other, commemorate the Secu-
lar Games of 204 CE (fig. 7b). In some cases, a
veiled figure is shown making a sacrifice before
their nude statues, next to Tellus, the personifi-
cation of the Earth (fig. 8). It has been suggested
that these coins commemorate the construction
of their temple in Rome (whose architecture and
decoration remain mostly unknown),’* or Sep-
timius’ visit to Leptis Magna in 207 CE. The
main reason of this iconography, however, was
Severus’ desire to link the two Dii patrii directly
to his dynasty. This is why, on coins dated around
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Fig. 9. Marble relief representing Heracles, Dionysus, and a Satyr, from the Cortile del Belvedere, Vatican Museums, inv. 1204.

Photo and drawing after Amelung 1908: 214, cat. no. 79, pl. 21.

210-212 CE, Hercules is shown crowning Cara-
calla, while Bacchus crowns Geta.%

We do not know much about the statuary group
or relief that may have inspired the numismatic
representations, whether in Leptis Magna or in
Rome. Judging by the imperial coinage, Dionysus
is represented as an archaizing kouros, with long
twisted wicks (reminiscent of Shadrapha, fig. 6)
and vegetal crown. He holds a thyrsus in his left
hand and pours wine from a kantharos in his right
hand over a panther. He is slightly turned toward
Heracles. In some depictions, Heracles appears
either to Dionysus’ right, facing the same direc-
tion, or to his left, turned toward him. Heracles
is shown bearded, with short frizzy hair, holding
his club pointing downward in the right hand and
draping the lion skin over his left forearm.

The Evidence in Rome

The image of the two standing nude gods spread,
with slight variations, throughout the Roman
Empire, from Rome to the Germanic limes.*
Two Vatican reliefs reflect this Severan fashion.
The first is a high relief of Heracles, holding a
club and cornucopia, standing next to a young
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Dionysus supported by a Satyr, from the Cor-
tile del Belvedere, Vatican Museums (inv. 1204,
fig. 9).7 The second, closer to the drawing of the
Pingcheng tray, is a small funerary relief, dated
between 230-240 CE, now preserved in the Gal-
leria Chiaramonti. It represents Heracles, bearded
and nude, and the young Dionysus, covered by a
panther skin, seated together in a chariot pulled
by a Centaur and a Centauride, and accompanied
by Erotes, Pan, and a dancing Maenad (inv. 1502,
fig. 10).%8

Dionysus’ triumph over India, often mingled
with his wedding procession, was already depicted
in a chariot pulled by Centaurs as early as the first
century BCE.* Before the third century CE, how-
ever, only Ariadne and, in some rare cases, Sile-
nus or a Satyr shared his chariot.®® Occasionally,
Eros served as the charioteer.®® Only under Sep-
timius Severus, however, do Dionysus and Her-
acles, the two gods associated in Leptis Magna,
appear together in a triumphal parade. Therefore,
even if the two are mentioned together in literary
sources long before and after Septimius Severus,
as models for Alexander the Macedonian,®® the
iconographic archetype of the tray cannot date
earlier than the beginning of the third century CE.
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Fig. 10. Marble relief representing Heracles, Dionysus, Erotes, Pan, a Maenad, and Centaurs, early third century CE. Galleria Chi-

aramonti, Vatican Museums, inv. 1502. Photo and drawing after Amelung 1908: 63, cat. no. 21a, pl. 5.

Parallels from Thrace

Under the impetus of Septimius Severus’ promo-
tion of his dii patria and of the Alexander myth,
Dionysus was represented together with Hera-
cles, especially in provinces where the two gods
had earlier affinities and where the Roman army
had to face the enemies. This was particularly the
case in Thrace, where Dionysus and Heracles were
often presented as founders of peoples and cities.
They were already depicted together on opposite
sides of fourth-century BCE tetradrachms from
the island of Thasos, in the northern Aegean.®® In
Roman times, they were both considered mythi-
cal founders of Nicaea.**

Particularly important for the Pingcheng ico-
nography is a series of low marble reliefs from
the late second to early third century CE, found
in the territory of modern-day Bulgaria, depict-
ing Heracles and Dionysus. These small votive
plaques, either square or semi-circular, were
usually inscribed with the names of the gods to
whom they were dedicated, as well as the name
of the believer who made the vow. They were
displayed in niches carved in stones and walls
in sacred areas. Their sculptors reproduced two
main models: the first derives from coins of Sep-
timius Severus, complemented or influenced by
the scene on the Roman high relief from the Bel-
vedere. This first type is reproduced in low reliefs
discovered around Suhindol (IGBulg: I1.696)
and Plovdiv (Archaeological Museum II.162),
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respectively (fig. 11 and fig. 12).9° These show the
bearded Heracles with his club, lion skin, and a
phial, standing near the young Dionysus, who
offers wine to a panther from a kantharos while
holding his thyrsus. The Satyr, situated on the
“Belvedere” relief between the two gods, appears
on the right side of the Plovdiv relief (fig. 12). In
a variation of this “Belvedere” type, discovered
in the region of Mesambria and preserved in the
Varna Museum (fig. 13), Dionysus/Bacchus does
not pour wine but instead places his right arm
around Heracles’ neck, just as on the Pingcheng
tray (fig. 1).% Pan and Silenus complete the scene
to the right of Dionysus. The metrical inscrip-
tion on this relief is a dedication to Heracles, the
mythical founder of Perinthos-Herakleia (mod-
ern Marmara Eregli in Turkey), the capital of
the province of Europa (in Thrace) since 297 CE.
Heracles himself is called “Perseides,” meaning
“descendant of Perseus,” the eponym of the Per-
sians, who were masters of this region in Greek
Classical times and against whom Roman troops
were sent from Thrace.®

The second iconographic type of the Thracian
reliefs is even closer to the archetype of the Ping-
cheng tray (fig. 1) and the funerary relief from
Galleria Chiaramonti (fig. 10). It is illustrated
by a “Thracian” relief found in Panagyurishte
(IGBulg: TI1.1 no.1055; see fig. 14). Its inscription
reads: Atovico kai Hpoxhfi | Mopkeiavog Sdpov.o
The young Dionysus and Heracles, both fron-
tally nude, appear in a Roman chariot, under a



DAN & GRENET: The Triumph of Dionysus and Heracles on a Gold Tray from Datong

Fig. 11. Marble relief representing Dionysus and Heracles,
from Suhindol (Bulgaria), early third century CE. After Goceva

2009: no. 16.

2009: no. 14.

Fig. 12. Marble relief representing Dionysus and Heracles,
from Plovdiv (Bulgaria), early third century CE. After Goceva

Fig. 13. Marble relief representing
Dionysus and Heracles, from the
region of Mesambria, early third cen-
tury CE, now in the Varna Museum
(Bulgaria).

Fig. 14. Marble relief representing Diony-

sus and Heracles, from Panagyurishte (Bul-
garia), early third century CE. After Goceva
2009: no. 17.

Fig. 15. Marble relief representing Dio-
nysus and Heracles, from Plovdiv (Bul-
garia), early third century CE. Now in
the Sofia National History Museum.
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vine branch. There are, however, also differences
from the Pingcheng tray: Dionysus is beard-
less and holds no vessel, but embraces Heracles
with his right arm. There are no Centaurs; the
chariot is pulled by panthers, which leap over a
cista mystica, one of them ridden by a Satyr. On
another relief, probably from Philippopolis (mod-
ern Plovdiv, preserved in the Sofia National His-
tory Museum, fig. 15), Heracles holds a bowl but
lacks his club and lion skin; the closeness of Dio-
nysus, who hugs him in the triumphal chariot,
leaves no space for these attributes.” These vari-
ations show the freedom of artisans in the Roman
Empire and beyond, who could adapt the various
Severan models according to regional cultural
practices.

The relief from Panagyurishte (fig. 14) has some-
times been interpreted as a copy of a monument
in Plovdiv, possibly related to the commemora-
tion of a triumph of Alexander the Macedonian
or of Septimius Severus.” Both the funerary relief
from the Galleria Chiaramonti (fig. 10) and the
Pingcheng tray (fig. 1) could be linked to such
monuments. The links between the two gods and
Alexander the Macedonian, whose heroic cult
spread in the Roman Empire, especially from the
beginning of the third century CE, have long been
established: Heracles was the mythical founder of
the Argead dynasty; Alexander was worshipped as
the new Dionysus. All three were considered sons
of Zeus and mortal women. They traveled to the
edges of the inhabited world and beyond, into the
Underworld, from where they returned to life,
changing the destiny of humanity for the better.
In the time of Septimius Severus, they were all
seen as masters of the world, credited with con-
tributing to the spread of civilization.

From the Severi to the Northern Wei:
The Pingcheng Tray in Eastern
Dionysian Art

The nudity of the two gods and the careful depic-
tion of their genitals, as well as those of one of
the Centaurs, were exotic to the peoples in Inner
Asia. Nevertheless, the figures themselves are
attested elsewhere, and their peculiar features
— such as the beard of the nude Dionysus or the
absence of Heracles’ lion skin — are important
for understanding the transmission of the model
from the Roman Mediterranean to China.

79

Fig. 16. Woolen wall-hanging tapestry found at Sampul
(Hotan-Xinjiang), first century CE, now in the Xinjiang
Museum, Urumgqi, China.

Dionysus’ Procession through Inner Asia

Dionysus’ triumph and wedding procession
(called in Greek thiasos/6iacoc) is one of the most
frequent iconographic motifs in the Hellenic art
of the Far East. The Centaur playing a kind of
trumpet, for instance, was introduced into Cen-
tral Asia in Hellenistic times and is still visible
on a famous woolen wall hanging in the Urumgqi
Xinjiang Museum (fig. 16).”' Often, Centaurs,
either accompanying or blending with the ico-
nography of the Indian kinnaras (protective crea-
tures, half-human, half-animal), frame Buddhist
stupas or heroic rulers.”

Since Alexander’s arrival in northern India and
his recognition of Dionysus’ and Heracles’ myth-
ical traces, the Greeks interpreted local myths
and cults as reflections of Indian reverence for
the two sons of Zeus.”? According to later testi-
monies of Strabo (15.1.58-59) and Arrian (Indica
7), Megasthenes, the Seleucid ambassador at
the court of Chandragupta Maurya, emphasized
the importance of the two figures in the Indian
pantheon, even proposing a binary system: the
Indians in the mountains were said to venerate
Dionysus, while those in the plain preferred Her-
acles. The compatibility of the local traditions
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Fig. 17. Silver “Bactrian” bowl from the Stroganoff Collec-
tion, now in the Hermitage Museum (S-75), representing
Heracles hunting the Erymanthian boar at a Hephthalite
banquet, sixth century CE. Photo courtesy of the Hermit-
age Museum.

Fig. 18. Sasanian gilded silver plate representing Heracles  Fig. 19. “Bactrian” gilded silver bowl from The al-Sabah Collection,
bringing the Erymanthian boar to King Eurystheus, fifth- LNS 1560 M, representing Hunnic aristocrats at a Dionysiac ban-
seventh century CE. George Ortiz Collection, Geneva. quet, fifth century CE. Photo courtesy of The al-Sabah Museum.

Fig. 20a—c. Sasanian gilded silver plates representing the wedding and the triumph of Dionysus, dated between the second/third
and sixth century CE. a) British Museum, London, inv. 124086; b) State Historical Museum, Moscow, inv. OK 14318/ TVIM 84845;
¢) National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection, Purchase—Charles Lang Freer Endowment, F1964.10.
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Fig. 21. Gold pendant from Tillya Tepe, representing Dionysus, Ariadne, a Satyr, and Nike; first—
second century CE. After Hiebert and Cambon 2011: 286, no. 216.

Fig. 22. Gilded silver “Bactrian” relief, second cen-  Fig. 23. “Bactrian” silver plate representing Dionysus and two Mae-
tury BCE. The al-Sabah Collection, LNS 1571 M.  nads, surrounded by Dionysiac scenes; fourth-fifth century CE. The al-
Photo courtesy of The al-Sabah Museum. Sabah collection, LNS 1372 M. Photo courtesy of The al-Sabah Museum.

Fig. 24. Roman gilded silver plate
representing Dionysus and the
Twelve Gods, discovered in Beitan-
Lanzhou (China); made in the East-
ern Mediterranean, second-third
century CE. Photo and drawing
courtesy of the Chinese Provincial
Museum of Gansu.
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with the Greek cults of Dionysus and Heracles
may also have facilitated the adoption of Septi-
mius Severus’ image, joining the dii patrii.

In the iconography, Heracles, holding Zeus’
thunderbolt (Sanskrit vajra-), was identified with
the bodhisattva Vajrapani, the protector of the
Buddha.”* Among Heracles’ labors, the Central
Asiatic elites (both Iranian and Hunnic) seem to
have preferred his hunt of the fearsome boar on
Mount Erymanthus — depicted on a sixth-century
“Bactrian” silver bowl from the former Stroga-
noff Collection, now in the Hermitage (S-75; fig.
17).75 This bowl — made in Tokharistan or Sogdi-
ana — shows a Hephthalite banquet merged with
a theatrical intermezzo staging Heracles’ feast
with the Centaur Pholus, prior to the Eryman-
thian hunt. The story is preserved in mytholog-
ical sources (such as Diodorus of Sicily, Histori-
cal Library 4.12), but its depiction on this vessel
suggests it may have been performed in theatri-
cal shows, most probably in the form of mimes,
at Hunnic courts. In any case, the confrontation
between Heracles, carrying the Erymanthian
boar, and the cowardly king Eurystheus, hiding
in a cauldron, was a very common image in Greek
and Roman art.” It was also known to the Sasa-
nians, as shown on a fifth- to seventh-century
gilded silver plate from the George Ortiz Collec-
tion in Geneva (fig. 18).

Dionysus, potentially identified with the
Indian Siva, appears on various objects imported
to or created in Gandhira and in Bactria-Tokha-
ristan from the Seleucid period until the Islamic
conquest. This continuity over a millennium is
due not only to Dionysus’ mythical conquest of
India and Bactria,”” but also to the similarity of
banqueting practices in the Mediterranean, India,
and Tokharistan, which persisted until the Turk-
ish conquest.”® One piece of evidence is a fourth-
to fifth-century “Bactrian” gilded silver bowl (in
The al-Sabah Collection, LNS 1560 M; fig. 19),
on which Dionysus, whose facial features recall
Alexander the Macedonian, looks into the eyes of
Hunnic aristocrats participating in one of Silenus’
mystical banquets. The bowl echoes the prac-
tices of the Dionysian mysteries in the Roman
Empire.” Yet the alternation between young and
old warrior symposiasts recalls both the nomadic
tradition of gathering all elite members of the
community, and probably Greco-Indian or Gre-
co-Bactrian traditions which left no trace in the
preserved evidence.
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The best-known Dionysian image beyond the
eastern frontiers of the Roman Empire is Diony-
sus’ marital and triumphal procession, reproduced
on at least three Sasanian gilded silver dishes, now
in London (British Museum, inv. 124086), Mos-
cow (State Historical Museum, OK 14318 /T IM
84845), and Washington, DC (Freer Gallery of Art,
F1964.10; fig. 20).%° All these plates are inspired by
late Hellenistic or early Roman representations
of Dionysus’ wedding, which circulated on (pre-
cious) stones, vases, or other perishable media. In
burial 6.2 from Tillya Tepe (fig. 21), a gold pen-
dant depicts Dionysus drinking from a kantharos
and riding a lion together with Ariadne. In front
of them, a Satyr drinks from a horn, while a flying
Nike crowns the pair from above.®! This original
representation suggests that although the three
Sasanian plates have a late Hellenistic Mediter-
ranean archetype, their immediate model could
have originated in Tokharistan, between northern
India and Central Asia. This Eastern model could
have represented Dionysus as a solar triumphator
and kosmokrator, “master of the universe,” with
his marital cortege, by the early third century
CE at the latest. The Afghan origin of the Lon-
don plate (acquired in Kunduz, and bearing Mid-
dle Persian inscriptions), which is the earliest and
most “Hellenic” in the preserved series, as well as
the “Bactrian” connections of the Moscow plate,
speak in favor of such an eastern model, rather
than a western import into the Arsacid Empire.®

The London plate (fig. 20a) shows the half-
draped Dionysus, reclining and drinking from a
wine bowl in a solar chariot together with Ari-
adne, smaller in size and almost nude, backing
her husband. The vine tree behind them forms a
canopy, suggestive of Dionysus’ function as god
of wine. The banqueting couple is followed by
a hopping Heracles, carrying a club on his right
shoulder and a lion skin over his left forearm. An
Eros (Amor), clinging to a whip-like fishing line
carried by another flying Eros, pours a liquid from
an ewer onto two Maenads-Bakhai, the chari-
oteers of the joyful procession advancing to the
left. In the lower “exergue,” a panther climbs into
the open mouth of a krater, between bushes. The
plates in Moscow (fig. 20b, probably to be dated
between the fifth and the sixth century CE) and
in Washington, DC (fig. 20c, probably sixth-sev-
enth century CE) show significant transforma-
tions of the model:** they add celestial musicians
on both sides of the drinking panther, to suggest
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the paradisiacal location of this banquet. The
solar wheel of the wagon is balanced between two
Erotes (Amores). Ariadne is covered with Sasa-
nian draperies. Both Heracles and Dionysus are
transformed: Heracles is hybridized with a Satyr,
now bearing a tail and a conical hat (Greek niloc,
Latin pileus), while his club is transformed into a
thyrsus. Dionysus appears youthful and wears a
seemingly feminine headdress, with what appear
to be breasts, a feature not surprising, since on
some other Sasanian works, bouncing male pec-
torals resemble female breasts. Rather than view-
ing these iconographic peculiarities of the Sasa-
nian plates as “misunderstandings,” we prefer to
interpret them as further developments within
an iconographic series, which probably started at
the court of Cleopatra and Mark Antony in the
third quarter of the first century BCE, continued
throughout the Roman Empire, and culminated
in an Iranian Zoroastrian context.3

Another image of the Dionysiac thiasus, which
started in Hellenistic Bactria and was later sup-
ported by the importation of Roman vessels with
the same theme, is that of Dionysus supported
by two Maenads, either upon discovering Ariadne
on Naxos or, more generally, in the middle of the
procession. The god and the Maenads appear on a
late-second-century BCE “Bactrian” relief, made
of silver with gilding (LNS 1571 M, The al-Sa-
bah Collection; fig. 22).%5 Almost 600 years later,
the same figures decorate the central medallion
of a “Bactrian” silver plate, also in The al-Sabah
Collection (LNS 1372 M; fig. 23). Produced some-
where in northern India, this fourth- to fifth-cen-
tury plate, bearing a Brahmi inscription, follows
a Roman model, which could have originated
between the second and the fourth centuries and
which continues, with variations, in furniture
decorations at least until the sixth century CE.

Another scene with both Hellenistic and
Roman parallels shows Dionysus riding a feline.
The god appears not only on the “Bactrian” or
“Kusan” gold decorations from Tillya Tepe men-
tioned above (fig. 21), but also on a Roman sil-
ver plate discovered in an elite tomb in Beitan-
Lanzhou (now in the Chinese provincial museum
of Gansu, fig. 24).%¢ The central medallion, featur-
ing the god on his panther, is surrounded by por-
traits of the Twelve Gods, starting with Dionysus
himself, and encircled by a dense vegetal crown.
Although the central medallion reproduces a
Hellenistic model, the plate was molded in silver
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and gilded somewhere in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean between the second and third centuries CE.
The Bactrian inscription mentioning the “weight
178”87 clearly indicates that this Roman product
from the Eastern Mediterranean passed through
Tokharistan before reaching China. This seems to
have also been the case with many other silver
vessels that circulated from Gandhiara through
the Western Regions, eventually reaching Tibet
and even Mongolia.®® Most probably, this was
also the path followed by the Pingcheng tray or,
at least, by its model.

The Peculiarities of the Pingcheng Tray
and Their Significance for the History of
Cultural Transfers

The major difference between the Roman, “Bac-
trian,” and Sasanian representations of the young
Dionysus on the one hand, and the Pingcheng
tray on the other, is that on the latter, the trium-
phant Dionysus is nude and bearded. In Greek and
Roman art, nudity was specific to young individ-
uals (Greek maideg), who were potential passive,
receptive partners (dpdpevol) in a homosexual
relationship with the adult erastés. By contrast,
the beard was a sign of maturity and masculinity,
usually incompatible with a passive sexual role.
Therefore, adult men and gods usually have their
genitals covered. Exceptions occur in depictions
of powerful ruling gods, symbols of masculine
power and fertility, such as Zeus/Jupiter, Posei-
don/Neptune, Saturnus, Vertumnus, and other
nature deities, as well as Heracles the athlete, and
hybrid gods who combine multiple iconographic
attributes (like several epikleseis attached to
a divine name). Furthermore, nudity could also
symbolize Hellenicity, a sign that the artist and
their work belonged to a culture where the beauty
of the body echoed the beauty of the soul. Finally,
it could be an echo of the heroic nudity seen in
public images of Greco-Roman monarchs — Alex-
ander or the Roman emperors such as Septimius
Severus.®” The Pingcheng tray reflects Greco-Ro-
man mythical, and maybe also political, iconog-
raphy, which must have seemed both exotic and
exuberant to the Northern Wei.

Here, Dionysus seems to be a blend of the
young, naked Dionysus, common in Hellenistic
and Roman art due to the assimilation of fea-
tures from the iconography of Apollo/Helios and
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Fig. 25. Terracotta head of Dionysus, from Gandhara, fourth—
fifth century CE. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
inv. 1979.507.2.

Eros, and of an older chthonic god. The bearded,
older Dionysus went out of fashion in the Hel-
lenistic world (at least until the first century
BCE to first century CE Roman archaizing cre-
ations™); however, the figure remained popular
in the East. This combination of the nude and
bearded figure may have originated in Gandhara,
where the mature god, introduced by Alexander’s
companions and the Seleucids, survived for cen-
turies (as illustrated by the terracotta head in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. 1979.507.2;
fig. 25).°" Parallels are difficult to find outside
the Gandhidran networks. One exception may
be a nude Dionysus depicted in a Nilotic scene
on a linen and wool textile from Antinoég, dated
between the end of the fourth and the sixth cen-
tury, which has been interpreted as “bearded”
(now in the Louvre, X 4792; fig. 26).”> However,
the scene is hard to interpret because it is iso-
lated in the broader Dionysian iconography. Dio-
nysus’ supposed beard seems more likely an illu-
sion, created by the contrast between the colors
used for his shaded skin and the missing parts of
the tapestry. Even if he were bearded, it remains
difficult to determine whether the combination
of a nude, youthful body and a bearded, mature
face originated in Egypt (possibly through iden-
tification with, or confusion between, Dionysus
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Fig. 26. Linen and wool textile from Antinog, representing Dio-
nysus; fourth-sixth century CE. Louvre Museum, inv. X 4792.

and Sarapis/Serapis, or even Osiris), in Gandhara
(as suggested by the most solid evidence), or more
generally in the Roman East, across the regions
connecting the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean,
and Central Asia. Was there any connection with
imperial iconography, which represented older,
bearded emperors as naked heroes or gods? It is
impossible to say, since the evidence is very frag-
mentary and the history of the reception of the
Greco-Roman cults in Central Asia requires fur-
ther study. In addition to Frantz Grenet’s publi-
cation of a jade intaglio featuring a bust of Sara-
pis from Afghanistan,” further attestations of the
Greco-Egyptian god in the Ku$an Empire under
King Huviska (r. ca. 150-191 CE) have been pub-
lished by Laurent Bricault (1998) and Rachel
Mairs (2007). The bearded face of Sarapis, directly
inspired by Roman iconography, is identified
as Sarapo (CAPATIO) on golden dinars, probably
issued in the context of the trade connections
across the Indian Ocean, through Greco-Egyp-
tian hubs (emporia) established along the coast
and possibly also in the Indus Valley (fig. 27).%
Most interestingly, at Begram, a bronze statuette
of Heracles, standing, with his right hand lean-
ing on his club and his left hand holding a (now
lost) vessel, shows an original hybridization with
Sarapis, indicated by the calathus above his head
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Fig. 27. Gold coin of the Kusan King Huviska (150-191 CE), with Sarapo on the

reverse.

Fig. 28. Bronze statuette of Heracles-
Sarapis, discovered in Begram; second cen-
tury CE. After Hiebert and Cambon 2011:

(fig. 28).”> The general pose, comparable to that of
Heracles on the Pingcheng tray, and the unique
representation of a nude Sarapis could indicate
that original iconographies, mingling elements
considered incompatible in the Mediterranean
world, appear in the cults practiced in the cosmo-
politan circles of Hellenized traders and Roman
soldiers active at the crossroads of Europe, Asia,
and Africa.

The mature, nude, bearded Dionysus on the
Pingcheng tray may have been influenced either
by his companion Heracles (also bearded and
naked, as the Heracles-Sarapis mentioned above),
or by his old teacher and friend, Silenus, who had
a much broader and long-lasting reception in Asia
(including on the al-Sabah bowl, LNS 1560 M, fig.
19, mentioned above). Silenus was identified with
the Hindu/Mathuran Kubera, god of wealth and
god-king of yakshas (nature spirits), later trans-
formed into the Buddhist/Gandharan Paricika
and Vaisravana. Thanks to his Hellenic iconog-
raphy, he remained easily recognizable for more
than a millennium, from northern India to China.

Nevertheless, one cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that the bearded, naked Dionysus was
invented in the Mediterranean. In Roman times,
Shadrapha takes on not only the iconography of
the mature, bearded Dionysus and of a Pater figure
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204, no. 108.

(like Saturnus and Sarapis), but also the Apol-
linian, solar features of the young, naked Dio-
nysus. Some busts of the older Shadrapha/Liber
Pater suggest that the god could have been repre-
sented at least partially nude (as Saturnus was),
although no Roman example is currently identi-
fied as such. In fact, in the second century CE,
Pausanias (6.25.5-6) mentions a statue from the
Peloponnese (Elis), representing Neptune/Shad-
rapha/Corybas nude, but beardless. Since gods
could be depicted with imperial features, we can-
not exclude the possibility that a nude Diony-
sus/Shadrapa/Liber Pater might have been given
the bearded portrait of an emperor — but we have
no evidence linking such a hypothesis to the
Pingcheng tray.

In the current state of the archaeological docu-
mentation, we cannot identify the precise location
where the Pingcheng tray, or its direct model, was
created. If the tray itself was produced somewhere
between northern India (mainly Gandhara) and
Inner Asia, its Roman model, possibly inspired by
a monument of Septimius Severus or a reproduc-
tion thereof, could have originated in the Eastern
Mediterranean - in particular in Syria. There, the
Palmyrene cult of Shadrapha produced a signifi-
cant amount of reliefs showing a bearded warrior
figure, which may have influenced the Roman
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image of Shadrapha/Liber Pater/Dionysus (see
supra, fig. 6). Alternatively, the image could have
been produced in Gandhara or Tokharistan, where
a similar mix occurred, sometime during the sec-
ond-third century CE, between the nude Heracles
and Sarapis (as attested by the bronze statuette
discovered in Begram, fig. 28).%

Other elements of the decoration on the tray
could suggest that the ultimate Roman archetype
was redrawn in Gandhira. But one must proceed
with caution, as these features may also reflect
adaptations made by copyists. In our study of the
al-Sabah “Bactrian” bowl (LNS 1560 M, fig. 19),
which was probably inspired by objects related to
Roman Dionysiac mysteries, we have shown how
the busts of the young and old symposiasts facing
Dionysus, decorating the exterior walls, and the
depiction of Silenus’ cavern in the medallion at
the bottom were adapted to “Hunnic” (or more
precisely, “Kidarite”) physical types and fash-
ions.”” On the Pingcheng tray, the two “Bactrian”
bowls held by Heracles and Dionysus replace the
kantharos and the libation bowl (gdin, phialé),
which are frequently depicted on Roman reliefs.
These vessels have been carefully chiseled from
the reverse side, in order to be identified by the
viewer who likely had access to similar objects.
Heracles holds a “lobed” or “fluted” bowl, com-
monly attested in metal and glass across the Ach-
aemenid, Hellenistic, and Roman worlds. This
shape survived into the Sasanian Empire, as well
as in Bactria and Sogdiana, from where it was
introduced into China.”® Dionysus, by contrast,
raises another type of shallow bowl, decorated
with vegetal reliefs or bosses: its model, in pre-
cious metal or glass, is attested from northern
India and Central Asia to the territories of the
Northern Wei.”” Thus, even if the two bowls dif-
fer clearly in shape from that of the shallow tray
itself, all are consistent with a banquet service
which could have been used between Gandhara
and China, from the third-fourth to the fifth-
sixth century CE. This decoration is, in fact, a
mise en abyme of the precious container: when
the tray is empty, the user can see that the bowls
held by Heracles and Dionysus are full (by an
artistic license, despite the motion of the chariot
drawn by centaurs with their front legs raised). It
is an invitation to refill the vessels and join the
celebration.

Another departure from the Roman models
is the ivy garland surrounding the figures. This
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Fig. 29. Bronze statuette of Heracles, discovered in Ai-
Khanum, second century BCE. After Hiebert and Cambon
2011: 113, no. 14.

vegetal motif is only a sketch of the Hellenistic
vineyard canopy that appears on the Getty medal-
lion representing Dionysus and Ariadne, men-
tioned above (fig. 5). There are no grapes, maybe
because the tray was intended for a variety of
drinks (such as palm or cereal-based alcohols), not
necessarily grape wine. Yet one should not for-
get that grape wine was introduced to China by
the Sogdians, notably in the Shanxi province.!®
Another possible explanation is that the rounded
ivy leaves (usually Hedera helix) or vine leaves,
chiseled into the gold sheet, look similar to the
leaves of the Bodhi tree (the tree of enlighten-
ment, Ficus religiosa), which would have been
more familiar to the Buddhist believers active
in the networks connecting Gandhara with the
Northern Wei. Following the Buddhist path by
which the tray may have reached Datong, we
could argue that the artisan’s subtle iconographic
choices correspond to the features of the three
groups of deities who participate in Indian feasts,
according to Buddhist texts and iconography:!®
the karotapani, “those with cups in hands”; the
maladhara, " garland-bearers”; and the sadamatta
or sadamada, “always euphoric” or “drunk.”
This would explain why both Dionysus and Her-
acles hold drinking vessels. Dionysus wears a
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Fig. 30. Gilded silver stem-cup with Diony-
siac decoration, discovered in Datong; fifth
century CE, now in the Datong Museum.

Fig. 31. Gilded silver stem-cup with high-relief Dionysiac decoration, discov-

ered in Datong; fifth century CE, now in the Datong Museum. After Watt et al.
2004: 150, no. 60.

After Watt et al. 2004: 149, no. 59.

crown, and an ivy garland surrounds the whole
chariot. They celebrate a euphoric triumph, an
invitation extended to the viewer as well.

The absence of Heracles’ lion skin (Aeovth) is
another peculiarity of the tray. Heracles’ left arm,
which should have held it, is folded over his chest
and holds the drinking cup, in a gesture which
recalls Herakles kallinikos, the “triumphant Her-
acles” (potentially identified with the Zoroastrian
VoroOrayna), reclining at the banquet in Bisotun,
where he protected a Seleucid satrap of the Upper
Satrapies.'®> The lion skin is also absent on Her-
acles’ bronze statuette discovered in the Helle-
nistic layers of Ai-Khanum (fig. 29),'® and on the
Heracles-Sarapis of Begram (fig. 28), as well as
on some rare bronzes found on the shores of the
Mediterranean.'® Could the omission of the lion
skin on the tray be the artisan’s refusal to repre-
sent the remains of a hunted animal? The only
certainty is that it enhanced the closeness of the
two drinkers, recalling that of the Yakshi on the
loaded Dionysian sceneries of Gandhara. There-
fore, it may be an adaptation of the artisan who
made the small tray or its model, if several adap-
tations separate the Roman model from the Ping-
cheng tray, somewhere between India and China.
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Conclusion

The “Silk Roads” as “Gold Roads,” through
which Heracles and Dionysus, Symbols of
Macedonian and Roman Power, Reached
China

This golden tray attests to the import of Roman
goods, techniques, and ideas, including Dionysian
myths and iconography, through Gandharan and
“Bactrian” intermediaries, all the way to North-
ern Wei China. Its ultimate model dates back to
the end of the second and the beginning of the
third century CE, under Septimius Severus (r. 193
211 CE), and is probably contemporary with the
Roman gilded silver plate discovered in Beitan-
Lanzhou, which depicts the young Dionysus on a
panther, surrounded by the Twelve Gods and veg-
etal decoration (fig. 24, see supra). The tray itself
is probably later: its exotic material, exceptional
iconography, and fragility suggest that it arrived
in Datong when this was the capital of the North-
ern Wei, that is, in the fifth century CE. There-
fore, it may be contemporary with the silver-gilt
vessels decorated with Dionysiac imagery, found
near the ruins of a Buddhist temple in the south-
ern suburb of Datong, such as the cup covered
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in grapevine inhabited by Erotes (putti) in relief,
recalling models from Alexandria and Antioch
(fig. 30), or the gilded, footed cup decorated with
pastoral figures in high relief (fig. 31).1%

We do not know where these silver-gilt vessels
were produced, but they clearly reflect the diffu-
sion of Greco-Roman banquet culture, including
wine, metal tableware, and divine imagery, from
the second to the seventh century, as it spread
from the Mediterranean to northern India and
Central Asia under Ku$an, Sasanian, and Hep-
hthalite rule. Literary texts refer to rare, direct
contacts, both by land and by sea, between the
Greco-Roman world and China, from the Han
through the period of the Three Kingdoms, and
into the Wei.' A growing number of archaeolog-
ical finds indicate that coins, jewelry, and other
precious metal objects circulated widely across
the Indian Ocean and throughout Asia. Often,
the Roman image was imitated or reinterpreted
in the Eastern trading hubs — most probably in
India.’” Roman imperial coins and imitations
of coins (such as bracteates, medals, medallions,
or bezels with one face in relief, molded on an
effigy copied from a coin or a medallion'®), which
did not preserve their monetary value beyond
India, were used as jewelry (especially pendants)
in the Thai-Malay peninsula, Myanmar, Thai-
land, and northern Vietnam (at times under Han
control).'” In some cases, the iconography was
changed: an artisan could combine two differ-
ent Roman coins - as on the gold ring of Dhan-
gupta, son of Dama, decorated with the laureate
head of Septimius Severus facing the draped bust
of Julia Domna, above the Brahmi inscription of
the owner (fig. 32)."° In other cases, an Indian
element was added to the Roman iconography
(such as on the gold medallion in the British
Museum, inv. 1988,0808.11, made after an aureus
of DIVA FAVSTINA from the time of Antoninus
Pius, with a corrupt legend and the addition of
an Indian shrine, fig. 33).!"' Similar iconographic
adaptations can be observed on metal bowls: the
“Bactrian” silver bowl from The al-Sabah Col-
lection (LNS 1560 M; fig. 19) used a Roman dec-
oration related to the Dionysiac mysteries for a
Hunnic banquet in Tokharistan. The Pingcheng
tray transformed the Severan iconography of the
triumphant Dionysus and Heracles by featuring
Dionysus with a beard and Heracles without his
club — an image that could align with the princi-
ples of a Buddhist elite banquet.
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Together with glassware, coins, and jewelry of
Roman and Sasanian origins, these fragile, pre-
cious goods followed the Buddhist “Silk Roads”
from the southwest to the northeast.'’” They
could have been presented as gifts in Pingcheng,
the capital of the Northern Wei, reputed for its
cosmopolitan taste for luxurious goods between
the fourth and sixth centuries. The delicateness
of the tray made it unsuitable to use in an actual
banquet. It was rather a symbol of the banquet, a
prestige item that could be displayed in a house,
a temple, and ultimately deposited in a tomb, as
were many other precious goods previously dis-
covered in Datong. The mythology of Dionysus
and Heracles, masters of the world, but also sav-
ior and psychopomp deities in the Roman Med-
iterranean, predecessors of Alexander, and dii
patriae of the Severan Roman emperors, suits any
context (domestic, cultic, or funerary) in which
the object could be displayed to signify the social
prestige of its owner.

It is impossible to say how much information
about the Western regions, their peoples, and
beliefs was brought by traders or envoys sent
from Bosi (Persia/Sasanian Empire), Yeda/Yanwei
(Hephthalite region), and Jibin (Gandhara) to Ping-
cheng and later on to Luoyang, and how much a
rich prince such as Yuan Chen could have known
about the Greco-Roman Dionysus and Heracles,
as well as about their followers, Alexander of
Macedon and the Roman emperors. However, the
early seventh-century Byzantine historian The-
ophylact Simocatta mentions a legend according
to which Alexander of Macedon was the founder
of China, having conquered Bactria and Sogdiana
and killed 120,000 barbarians (Histories 1.9.6).
This unparalleled testimony is part of a synthe-
sis on northern China, designated by the name
of Taugast (Tavydot). Derived from the Old Tur-
kic form Tabyac/Tabgatch, and corresponding to
the Chinese Tuoba (#i#KIX), this name belongs
to the Xianbei clan which founded the Northern
Wei dynasty. Theophylact’s description provides
valuable information on the Chinese emperor
and the conflicts between dynasties around 580
CE, and the unification under the Sui, the use of
gold and the production of silk, the Buddhist reli-
gion, and contacts with India.'"® In our opinion,
the reference to Alexander’s legend in China is
not a confusion, but a trace of the Buddhist trans-
mission of Greco-Roman Indo-Bactrian traditions
between northern India, Central Asia, and the
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Northern Wei, predating Nestorian and Islamic
influences.!*

Dionysus the god and Heracles the hero, two
sons of Zeus with mortal women, were reputed to
have conquered the whole world and ruled it with
divine wisdom long before Alexander (himself
claiming to be the son of Zeus-Ammon), accord-
ing to Neoplatonic scholarship of the third and
fifth centuries, that is, the period during which
the ultimate Severan model and the tray of Ping-
cheng were made.!’s If the Pingcheng tray was a
diplomatic gift manufactured in Gandhara or in
some other Buddhist workshop, then it was prob-
ably an exotic way of honoring and flattering the
Northern Wei elites by inviting them to a Bud-
dhist symposium in Datong.
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Fig. 32. Golden ring of Dhangupta, Son of Dama, decorated
with the laureate head of Septimius Severus facing the
draped bust of Julia Domna; third century CE.

Fig. 33. Gold medallion from India; second-third century
CE. British Museum, inv. 1988,0808.11.
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https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/A_
1937-0319-1. In the case of Centaurs, the confusion
between a drinking horn and a musical instrument
could be explained by their animal and fantastic nature,
prone to excess.
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twitter.com/xujnx/status/11740143753735618622s=20
(on September 17, 2019); on the platform Sina Weibo,
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et la Chine: L’héritage inespéré des vases en argent
‘bactriens, ” Actualités des études anciennes, August
24,2022, https://reainfo.hypotheses.org/25838.
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The “Kosrow Cup”: Looking Anew into the Persian Grail
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Introduction

The “Kosrow Cup,” also known as the “Cup of
Solomon” (“Tasse de Salomon,” Département
des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques de la Bib-
liotheque nationale de France, camée no. 379),
is not only one of the most celebrated objects
in the Cabinet des Médailles, but also probably
the most famous Late Antique Iranian artifact
(fig. 1). This luxury item measures 28.2 cm in
diameter, weighs 2109.85 g, and comprises a gold
frame inlaid with cameo-cut discs of rock crystal,
garnet, and green glass, as well as smaller frag-
ments of garnet. The largest gem is the central
medallion, made of very pure rock crystal, with
a diameter of 7.5 ¢cm, finely engraved in cameo
with the figure of a Persian king from the late
Sasanian period (sixth-seventh century CE). The
cup is mounted on a pedestal with a height of
1.25 cm.? The preciousness of the materials, the
peculiar shape of this vessel, and the technique of
goldsmithing make it a unique piece among the
remains of Sasanian art.

Four perforations in the cloisonné garnet rim
would have allowed the dish to be fixed verti-
cally, presumably on a base that left the back of
the cup free to let light through. Without expert
advice, it cannot be confirmed that these perfora-
tions are original, but this is unlikely. Although
relatively unobtrusive, the perforations pierce the
frames of the cells’ bdts, and four set garnets had
to be removed to create them. These perforations
are not aligned on the axes and have distorted
the thin outer gold border, probably due to the
cup having been hung for a long period of time,
especially the perforation at 6 o’clock. We are cer-
tain that the cup was fixed vertically because an
image of it survives from the late seventeenth or
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early eighteenth century. In an engraving by Nico-
las Guérard (c. 1648-1719, the famous “Graveur
du Roi”) of the Trésor de Saint-Denis, the cup is
seen hanging on the wall among other luxurious
objects collected in the abbey (figs. 2-3).3

The cup has undergone many transforma-
tions and repairs during its thirteen-century-long
life. Several of these are still visible, including
attempts to reattach loose gems to the frame.*
For some gems, such as a large rock crystal disc
at 2 o’clock or a large garnet disc at 7 o’clock,
the setting frame was redone and fixed with nails
and solder in a different metal, at a time when the
original goldsmithing technique was either no
longer known or too expensive. For other inlays,
such as the two pieces of glass below the same
rock crystal disc, the gold setting was forced open
to replace the cut glass with a tool that left dis-
figuring marks. The hands through which the cup
passed had, indeed, varying degrees of skill.

Too famous to be ignored and far too fragile to
travel abroad,® the “Kosrow Cup” was recently
the subject of a major 3D replication project by
the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, on the occa-
sion of the exhibition Imagining the Divine
(2017-2018). All the challenges of replicating
this object with a 3D scanner lay in reproducing
the transparency and brightness of the various
materials that compose the cup.® This replication
experience had the additional advantage of high-
lighting an aspect of the object never described
in any catalogue: its transparency, and the play
of light and reflections that appear in the heart of
translucent gems of different colors, responding
to the glitter of the gold on the surface.

Its renown, which goes far beyond connoisseurs
of Sasanian art, is also based on the legend of its
transmission between East and West, between the
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Fig. 2. Engraving by Nicolas Guérard showing the “Kosrow Cup.” From Felibien 1706: pl. 4. Source: https://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k15130225/f595.item.r=Dom %20Michel %20F % C3 % A9libien.zoom.

Fig. 3. Detail of an engraving by Nicolas Guérard showing the “Kosrow
Cup.” From Felibien 1706: pl. 4.
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Fig. 4. The Strelka Plate. © The State Hermitage Museum, inv. S-250. Photo by Vladimir

Terebenin.

Sasanian court and the later Carolingian court,
as well as its association with the legend of the
Grail, via the Iranian myth of the Jams$id cup or
the Kay Kosrow cup. Although secondary, these
semi-historical or pseudo-mythological aspects
continue to captivate the imagination of all who
encounter this unusual object. Besides the central
rock crystal medallion, it is particularly noted for
its assemblage of gold and gem ornaments. Hav-
ing no clear typological precedent, it remains at
once the most refined and the most enigmatic of
the luxury items of Late Antique Iran.

Identifying the Problem

If this cup is paradoxically the most famous Sasa-
nian object and the least studied according to
modern criteria, then it seems to pose an insol-
uble problem. The main difficulty in apprehend-
ing this object lies in its visual character, which
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appears quite ambivalent: on the one hand, the
motifs engraved on the gems show striking par-
allels with iconographical representations of
“official” dynastic Sasanian art (the most eas-
ily recognizable parallel being undoubtedly the
Strelka silver plate, fig. 4 )7; on the other hand, the
workmanship, goldsmithing techniques, and use
of gold and polychromy hopelessly elude reliable
comparison with artifacts identified as being of
unquestionably Iranian tradition. This situation
has led to two prominent positions in the history
of Sasanian art regarding the “Kosrow Cup”:

a) The central image of the rock crystal medal-
lion depicting the enthroned king has been exten-
sively commented upon (fig. 5), while, conversely,
very little study has been devoted to the other
aspects less related to iconography, perhaps also
because they require direct observation of the
object in the Cabinet des Médailles and further
technical analysis.
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b) Art historians have either been reluctant to
fully categorize it as “Sasanian,”® or they have
wavered over its attribution to one of the two
identified artistic styles: the official style of the
royal workshops attached to the imperial capi-
tals, or the “Sasanizing” style of the provincial
centers, which are thought to be infused with
more diverse and inclusive influences, while
remaining under the control or influence of the
official art. However, this approach is based pri-
marily on the methodology used to distinguish
the two major classes of Sasanian luxury silver
vessels (see Frantz Grenet’s synthesis on these
two styles),” and nothing proves that it can be pos-
itively applied to a gold vessel inlaid with gems.

In fact, many of the questions raised by this
unique object have remained and may remain
unanswered for a long time. This is undoubtedly
one of the reasons why no monograph addressing
all its aspects has yet been dedicated to the cup,
despite its fame. It is becoming urgent that scien-
tific and technical analyses be carried out, which
will no doubt provide answers to some of these
questions. On the technical level, at least three
types of influence seem to overlap in a manner
that reveals a highly eclectic work:

1. An official, royal iconography in a typically
Sasanian style, conforming to the toreutic codes
of the imperial school of the East;

2. A technique of gem-inlaid goldsmithing a
jour, for which no precise equivalent is known,
and which has been compared to the famous elec-
trum vase from the Szeged-Nagyszéksds treasure
(Hungary);

3. Finally, the use of another inlay technique:
garnet cloisonné. Unlike the a jour goldsmithing
technique, this is widely attested across a vast
territory during the Late Antique period, but its
diffusion has long been attributed to the era of
the Great Migrations and to so-called “Hunnic”
influences. Endless discussions have been con-
ducted since the late nineteenth century to deter-
mine whether the Iranians were the initiators or
the inheritors of this craft.!

The present contribution does not claim to
offer definitive solutions to the problems raised
by the object, but it aims to explore some new
avenues of reflection while drawing attention to
the methodological biases that have marked the
different stages of analysis proposed so far.
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State of the Art, Art of the State

One of the first contemporary historians to
take a close interest in the “Kosrow Cup” was
Roman Ghirshman, who often used superlatives
to describe it: “the most beautiful of cups.”!! He
identified the figure as a portrait of King Husraw/
Xosroy I (= Kosrow, 531-579 CE) and referred to
the famous Arabic verses of the eighth-century
poet Abii Nuwis, which are frequently cited to
illustrate the prestige enjoyed by Sasanian luxury
objects, and the royal effigies they represented, far
beyond the Sasanian world: “We have built above
Kosrow a sky of wine, hemmed in at its edges by
stars. If Kosrow, the son of Sasan, were given back
his soul, then he would surely select me above
every boon companion.”

Ghirshman describes the cup as adorned with
“rock crystal, red and white glass rosettes”
(instead of rock crystal, garnet, and glass), and
refers to “embedded rubies” in the frame sur-
rounding the central medallion and the outer rim
(instead of garnet). According to him, this reflects
“the taste for polychromy that [...] characterises
Iranian art from the very beginning.” The combi-
nation of noble materials (gold, rock crystal, and
ruby) with common colored glass, he argues, “did
not offend the eye of the prince.””” He immedi-
ately looks for elements of comparison with other
artifacts, for example, a silver horse’s head found
near Kerman and now in the Louvre Museum,'®
which he believes came from a throne similar to
the one represented on the cup, with theriomor-
phic legs. He also draws parallels with the Strelka
Plate, in which he also sees a portrait of Husraw I
on an identical throne, and with the Qazvin Dish
(Iran Bastin Museum of Tehran), where, accord-
ing to Ghirshman, King Husraw II (591-628 CE) is
enthroned in a similar posture, seated in a niche
surmounted by merlons and a crescent (compara-
ble to the greater cave of Tag-e Bostan, Kerman-
shah). He believes he spots the same royal pose in
a painting from Bamyan, in the cliff of Doktar-e
Noservan (Nigar),'* where a deity is seated on a
throne with horse protomes.'> This search for
iconographic parallels is certainly a first step
toward understanding the object, but it also had
the effect of confusing the issue and misleading
subsequent researchers.
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Fig. 1. The “Kosrow Cup” (“Coupe de Chosroes”). © Bibliotheque nationale de France, Département des Monnaies, Médailles et
Antiques, camée 379. Source: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148 /btv1b550099436.
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Fig. 5. Central part of the “Kosrow Cup,” with the rock crystal medallion. © Bibliothéque nationale de France,
Département des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, camée 379. Source: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btv1b550099436.

Fig. 7. Two different rosette cuts on the reverse of the “Kosrow Cup.” © Bibliothéque nationale

de France, Département des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, camée 379.
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More recently, the question of the identification
of the figure engraved on the central rock crys-
tal medallion has been addressed with renewed
interest. One of the latest works dedicated to this
object provides a synthesis of the different attri-
butions,'® fluctuating mainly between Husraw I
and Husraw II. While at the end of the eighteenth
century this figure was seen as “a Parthian king,”
from the mid-nineteenth century onward, the
style of the cameo began to be associated with
Sasanian Persian art, and comparisons were estab-
lished with the numismatics of the period and the
typology of royal headdresses. “Solomon” even-
tually gave way to “Chosroes.” In 1842, Adrien
de Longpérier was the first to propose an identifi-
cation with Husraw I, and half a century later, in
1898, Edmond Drouin proposed Husraw II.

The royal headdress consists of the diadem,
with its ribbons floating down the king’s back,
and a row of pearls on which lie two lateral mer-
lons (shown in profile), with three-stepped crenel-
lations, in the middle of which a crescent moon is
placed. The cap is surmounted by another, larger
crescent, on which rests the korymbos. On the
basis of the relative size of the components of
the Type I of Husraw II's coins and the number of
degrees of the merlons, Inés Villela-Petit rejects
the identification with this king and argues in
favor of Kawad T (488-496, 499-531 CE).'” Her
interpretation is supported by a dinar on which
the crown is very similar to that of the cameo
(on the drachms, Kawad’s crown has two beaded
rows rather than one), but also corresponds to the
crown type on the drachms of Péroz (459-484).
Villela-Petit does not, however, completely rule
out the attribution of the cup to Husraw L' As
Rika Gyselen correctly points out, the differences
of style of crowns on coins and plates are essen-
tially irreducible. Any attempt at identification
based on the same methods could therefore be
misleading."

In contrast to the coins and the majority of
Sasanian silver vessels, it might be possible to
observe the very concept of late Sasanian king-
ship, as it was perceived from the second half of
the fifth century onwards, both by the Persians
themselves and by neighboring peoples, friends
and foes alike. The majestic posture, the absence
of any element that could personalize the cen-
tral figure, and the sober and highly conventional
“dynastic” style seem to describe a timeless, uni-
versal power meant to transcend time and space.
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Prudence Harper had expressed doubts about
the Sasanian attribution on the basis of elements
“unparalleled on Sasanian monuments”: first,
the fact that the king is enthroned alone; then,
the gesture of his extended last finger of his right
hand; and, finally, the pointed corner of the king’s
garment.” This last feature is very similar (though
not identical) to the king’s garment on the Cher-
dyne Dish (Péroz’s ram hunt) in the Hermitage
Museum,?! but also to those of the four atten-
dants on the Strelka Plate.?® Despite some visible
nuances, this type of skirt is therefore attested on
at least three different materials (a silver plate, a
bas-relief, and the “Kosrow Cup”), so even if it is
a rare feature, it is certainly not unparalleled.

It is true that no parallel is known of a royal
hand holding a sword with the little finger raised,
but in general, the positioning of the hands on
the sword hilt conforms to Sasanian icono-
graphic standards when the king is depicted from
the front: his left hand holds the grip of a long
sword, which is suspended between his legs by
a scabbard slide system.?® The sword was gener-
ally carried on the left, so it was the left hand
that slid the sword toward the front of the body.
It is noticeable, however, that the sword on the
“Kosrow Cup” has no visible crossguard, or that
it is hidden by the left hand (cf. the positioning
of Sabuhr III’s hands, end of the fourth century
CE, fig. 6). The right hand seems to be delicately
wrapped around the pommel.

At least one literary source (dating from the
tenth century) confirms that this posture — the
king seated on the throne, with both hands
on a vertically held sword — was characteris-
tic of official representations of several Sasa-
nian kings, including Husraw I (but not Husraw
II). This source is an Arabic summary of a lost
book entitled the Kitab al-Suwar (“Book of Por-
traits”),>* which contained color illustrations of
each Sasanian monarch with his or her attire and
regalia, including the weapon(s) associated with
him or her. The illustrations are not reproduced
in the summary, but they are briefly described.
For instance, Husraw I is depicted wearing a
white garment embroidered with multicolored
motifs and sky-blue trousers. His official portrait
showed him seated on his throne and resting on
his sword. He shared this posture with his father
Kawad I, as well as with two other fifth-century
rulers, Yazdgerd II (438-457) and his son Péroz I
(457-484).
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Fig. 6. Detail of the relief of Sabuhr III in the smaller grotto at
Tag-e Bostan, after Fukai and Horiuchi 1972: pl. 67. The fore-
finger of the left hand is passed behind the crossguard.

Harper considers the “Kosrow Cup” “less cer-
tainly of Sasanian manufacture,” comparing it
to the Strelka Plate and suggesting a production
location further east: “Those details unknown on
Sasanian monuments, such as the cut of the royal
skirt and the profile view of the theriomorphic
legs on the throne, have parallels in Central Asian
monuments. Is it possible that this is a Central
Asian work of art?”?

Apart from the central medallion depicting a
king, another decorative motif engraved on the
gems has been the subject of comparative anal-
ysis: the rosette. However, this motif is so wide-
spread in the Late Antique period, especially
between the second and eighth centuries, that it
cannot provide a reliable basis for dating or locat-
ing the object. The rosette is a stylized motif
with a decorative function, most often repeated
in bands across the field or to fill empty space,
as if to escape a horror vacui.®® There are, in fact,
two types of rosettes on the cup, more easily
observable on the reverse side (fig. 7): first, the
four-hearted rosette with a clear depression in the
heart-shape petals on the nine gems surrounding
the central medallion; and second, the two outer
rows of larger discs, each decorated with a small
circular depression marking the center of the
flower, around which four heart-shaped petals are
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arranged, separated by thinner, almond-shaped
sepals.?” As far as Sasanian art is concerned, the
second and more elaborate floral motif can be
found both on silver objects (as noted by Harper)*®
and on textiles, or rather textile representations,
such as those depicted in the bas-reliefs of Tag-e
Bostan on the costumes of the king and the musi-
cians, as observed by Shinji Fukai.? There is no
evidence to suggest a more imaginative interpre-
tative reading, such as an astral symbol or the like.

Harper also identifies possible connections
with polychrome gold objects, including the
famous bowl from the early fifth century found at
Szeged-Nagyszéksos. This cup from the Hungar-
ian treasure, with a shape closer to a chalice than
to a dish, and which has no central medallion,
is often mentioned as a parallel to the “Kosrow
Cup,”?® although the technique of inlaying gems
or glass roundels (probably red, now lost on the
Hungarian cup) does not seem to be exactly the
same.?! Harper makes it clear that this goldsmith-
ing technique was widespread throughout the
first millennium CE and is not a characteristic
feature of “Hunnic” manufacture or Iranian art.
In regards to the “Kosrow Cup’s” manufacture,
she does not support an Iranian origin: the shape
of the crown and the Middle Persian inscription
engraved on the foot® are not sufficient criteria to
confirm Sasanian workmanship.?® It is certainly
significant that a prominent art historian of the
Sasanian period expresses so many caveats about
the style of this “best known, but still enigmatic”
object, as she later describes it.** In the end, she
sees it as either “Iranian imagery modified by
influences from Central Asia and the Eurasian
steppes,” or as “a provincial Sasanian work made
in a region having contacts and interchanges with
both the northern steppe model and the Persian
realm.”®® Regardless of Harper’s intricate hesita-
tions, Villela-Petit takes the late Sasanian style
for granted and explains the “Hunnic” influences
through the cordial links between the Persian
court and the Hephthalites.3¢

Apart from the rosette motif mentioned above,
another iconographic element has also been dis-
cussed: the protomes of winged horses on which
the royal throne stands. Representations of double
Pegasi are not uncommon in Sasanian art.’” The
winged horse can underscore the divine nature of
a figure.®® According to Zoroastrian ideology, the
horse signifies the movement through space, and
any deified entity characterized by movement or
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travel in the air has this animal either as an avatar
or as an attribute.®

In Sasanian art, the winged horse as a symbol
of royal or divine mount, or as protomes decorat-
ing the legs of thrones, must have implied ascen-
sion and apotheosis.*’ In the Sogdian paintings
(notably in the “Small Hall” of the palace of the
Afsins of Ustrushana at Shahristan, and in Pan-
jakent),* one divine figure (Mithra?) is illustrated
seated frontally on a throne supported by horse-
protomes. The hero Rostam appears in the same
scene as a king in a Pegasi-drawn chariot, who has
been identified as Kay Kavus (Shahristan and Pan-
jakent II/6).*> The meaning of the Pegasi in the
Sogdian paintings, which have a strong narrative
and mythological dimension, cannot be expected
to be exactly the same as in the enthronement
scenes of Sasanian monarchs on the “Kosrow
Cup” or the Strelka Plate. But, they share at least
an aerial, and possibly a solar, dimension. On the
Strelka Plate (fig. 4), the two creatures are placed
on pedestals facing each other, but their heads are
turned toward the throne.* They wear the char-
acteristic head tuft of the Sasanian horse harness
that can be observed on a seal depicting Mithra’s
chariot drawn by two similar creatures.* On the
“Kosrow Cup,” by contrast, the winged horses
turn their backs to each other and do not wear
the head tuft. The way in which the back wing is
positioned - in front of the muzzle and the bust -
shows strong similarities with the models found
on some Sasanian seals depicting Pegasus.*

To sum up, it can be said that the differences in
the representations of the winged horses on these
two vessels are far more significant than those
seen in other comparable elements and cannot be
explained solely by differences in material. The
iconographic choice of these two creatures (in
fact evoking four) may have served to reinforce
the solar character of the Sasanian king, recalling
the official status of the royal cult to Mithra and
the public ceremony held during the Mihragan
festival. In view of the alignment of the gems
around the central medallion, which seem to
radiate from and around the king, as well as the
bright, gleaming aspect of the cup, its solar signif-
icance should not be overlooked.
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Gold, Garnet, Green Glass, and Crystal:
The Color Symbolism

Recently, Frantz Grenet discussed this object in
two lectures at the College de France.*® Without
taking a position on the problem of the king’s
attribution, Grenet focused more closely on the
question of chromatic symbolism, which, in
ancient Iran and India and as part of the Indo-Eu-
ropean ideological heritage, is linked to the divi-
sion of social classes. Setting aside the golden
color of the frame, the three other colors, white,
red, and blue/green, would, according to Grenet,
correspond respectively to the priestly class, the
warrior class, and the working class. Royalty,
whose role is to unify and protect these three
classes, would serve as the common denomina-
tor. However, the king’s image is represented in
a transparent white cameo, whereas one would
expect him to be associated with red, since he
belongs to the warrior class. This discrepancy,
however, does not appear to be problematic. First,
because the requirements of goldsmithing take
precedence over symbolic associations: it seems
unlikely that a red stone large enough to form
the central medallion (diameter 75 mm) could be
found. While such a size might be possible with
carnelian, it is not the case with garnet.

Apart from technical considerations, the choice
of rock crystal for the central medallion may also
be explained by the special place this stone occu-
pies in lapidary traditions. In the ancient world,
it was universally regarded as a highly auspi-
cious gem. In the Greco-Roman world, it was
highly valued and imported at great expense from
India.*” In the Persian context,* a Zoroastrian lap-
idary describes a “sky-colored” stone, with white
flakes that could plausibly refer to rock crystal.*
Among its virtues are the ability to bring peace
and to banish physical pain. It is said to possess
apotropaic powers, believed to ward off demons
and other evil creatures. It also brings intelli-
gence and prevents confusion of the mind. Thus,
the purity and transparency of rock crystal were
thought to grant the holder clarity and inner
lucidity. In the ninth-century Sogdian lapidary, a
stone called “Fortunate by itself” is described as a
white gem with black reflections: it brings wealth
to the household and protects against evil spells.
“It has many other virtues,” the text states, indi-
cating that both the stone and its powers were
widely known.*
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On the other hand, the possession of an object
that would combine precious metals with gems
of different colors seems to have been one of the
prerogatives of the highest class of the Sasanian
aristocracy, and, by natural extension, of the king
himself. This can be deduced from the Arabic ver-
sion of a text on court protocol entitled “The Pro-
tocol of Ardaxsir.” Although, the formalization of
court literature is generally dated to the reforms
of Husraw I, the text is retrospectively attributed
to the founder of the dynasty in order to confirm
its authority:

We (= Ardaxsir) constituted society into classes and
made the state of each class vary according to its enti-
tlement to the rank of the dress of honor, the dress of
daily use (= of daily rituals), the dress of work, and the
dress of warlike virtue. And when these well-known
classes, which men were forced to accept, became
steady among the people, we allowed all the superb
gold, silver and jewels to certain men, but we excluded
certain jewels from this privilege. Then we forbade the
privilege of jewels to others, while allowing them gold.
Finally, we forbade the privilege of gold, silver and jew-
els to others.%

Following the logic of this royal protocol, only
members of the ruling class had the right to order
and possess gold and silverware adorned with pre-
cious stones.’> This protocol seems to have been
revised, recalling the social reforms of Husraw I,
who granted greater rights to the small landown-
ing nobility rather than to the large aristocratic
families. In any case, only the court had the abso-
lute right to use noble materials with complete
freedom. Not only the exceptional quality of the
“Kosrow Cup,” but also this new textual evi-
dence, points to a commission made to the royal
goldsmiths’ workshops.

Another question is raised by the presence of
a common material alongside others that are not
only noble but also of exceptional quality and
size: emerald green glass. The glass is remarkably
pure (no bubbles are visible), and its color comes
essentially from copper, with small amounts of
iron, titanium, and manganese.’® One hypothe-
sis for the choice of glass rather than a precious
stone is the requirement for the goldsmith to use
not only a translucent material, but also one of a
color complementary to red and white. Deposits
of translucent blue or green quartz (such as flu-
orite) are unavailable in Iran or the Middle East,
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and iron-bearing beryl (such as emerald) is gener-
ally found only in small sizes.’* This may be the
reason why, in the words of Roman Ghirshman,
“the assemblage of noble materials with com-
mon coloured glass did not shock the eye of the
prince.” Tt is unlikely that the use of green glass
was simply dictated by coincidence.

Sasanian art is political, and the choice of the
four colors (gold, purple-red, emerald green, and
translucent/white) could also convey monarchic
propaganda. These four colors were visible on the
famous hanging crown of Husraw II, according to
al-Tha‘alibi, who described it as follows:

Among these (wonders and rare objects in Kosrow Par-
wez’ possession) was also the great crown, containing
sixty mann of pure gold, inlaid with pearls that resem-
bled sparrow’s eggs, garnet rubies by which the dark-
ness is illuminated and which are used to light up the
dark nights, and emeralds at the sight of which the
eyes of vipers fade away.®

As Matthew Canepa has clearly demonstrated,
according to the diplomatic rhetoric of visual art
between the Romans and the Sasanians, the luxury
objects exchanged as gifts had to be interpretable
by both the commissioner and the recipient. The
images, therefore, had to have both “indigenous
roots” and be “adapted for a new, cross-cultural
use.”*® In the context of diplomatic interactions,
images of enthroned sovereigns “in transcendent
glory” were one of the two most common motifs
(the other being royal hunting scenes), and these
images were intended to “project the sovereign
into the throne-room ritual of the host.”” This
analysis finds a particularly fitting example in
the “Kosrow Cup,” whose portrait medallion can
quite literally be projected, like a hologram, when
light shines through the rock crystal.

According to Canepa, “the object (= the “Kos-
row Cup”) was a likely choice for a gift from a
Sasanian king of kings to his Roman brother.”>® If
this line of analysis is accepted, then the only ele-
ment of adaptation or “response” to the recipient
may be the chromatic choice: the four colors on
the plate could, in this case, “respond to” the four
imperial colors of Byzantium.*® The case of Hagia
Sophia is particularly telling, as the aesthetics of
its colors have been described at length.®® These
four colors in the interior decoration of Hagia
Sophia are briefly mentioned by Procopius: gold,
purple (ahovpydg) or red (powvié), green (xhopdg), and
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white (Aevkdg).! The columns and stones with
which the church is adorned reminded him of a
meadow in full bloom. Of course, it would be an
overstatement to claim that the Sasanian gold-
smiths conceived the cup in an aesthetic dialec-
tic with the Byzantine architects of Hagia Sophia.
Yet it is not unlikely that the cup is the product
of an attempt to reproduce the early Byzantine
aesthetics of light and colors as reflected in the
sixth-century architectural and interior decora-
tion, according to the principles of a hybrid visual
culture governed by imperial ideology.®

Whatever the underlying motives, the royal
goldsmiths certainly aimed to create an optical
illusion: on the one hand, the yellow gold sparkles
as it reflects the frontal light; on the other, light
passes through the transparent stones and glass.
Combined, these two effects give the object its
extraordinary brilliance and a fascinating sense of
depth and perspective.

At the Crossroad of the Garnet Routes

The “Kosrow Cup” has sometimes been at the
center of debates among historians of jewelery
about garnet cloisonné, since it was wrongly con-
sidered a prototype of this technique.®® The cup
has, in fact, been used as an argument for the
purported Iranian origin of this art.** None of the
arguments seem to have been based on direct
observation or a precise description of the tech-
nique employed in the cup. Today, the cup is only
rarely mentioned in the yet prolific literature on
garnet studies. Even among the reference publi-
cations, it is impossible to get a complete picture
of the issue. For example, Birgit Arrhenius only
takes into account the relief-cut rosettes on the
cup® and believes that there is no evidence of cut
garnet-plates in Sasanian gem art.’ She nonethe-
less points to the high quality and rarity of relief-
cut rosettes in garnet.

On the other hand, the current expert in gar-
net studies, Noél Adams, does mention the cup in
her monograph but without describing the cloi-
sonné technique.®’” She makes only a very brief
reference to the rosettes®® and states: “What it (=
the cup) does represent is one of the few surviv-
ing sumptuous objects which reflects the shared
tastes and technologies of the Byzantines and
Sasanians.”® She notably demonstrates that a tra-
dition of garnet cloisonné was present in both the
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Sasanian and Eastern Hunnic empires. It proba-
bly drew from traditions in Western Asia, and it
was introduced into the Sasanian culture through
contact with regions where both the technique
and access to garnet were equally possible. She
also shows that two fundamental aspects of early
garnet inlaying were access to trade routes and
the development of lapidary tradition in urban
centers.”®

As previously mentioned, there are two types
of garnets inlaid in the cup: first, the three rows of
nine reddish-purple discs of three different sizes
that alternate with the rock crystals. Their size is
exceptional (34mm, 21mm, and 18mm in diame-
ter). As a point of comparison, garnet seal stones
above 15mm are relatively unusual in the ancient
world.”" Garnets formed in pegmatites of north-
east Afghanistan, Pakistan, and northwestern
India are possible sources of some larger garnet
gemstones.” Analyses confirm the Indian origin
of the cup’s garnets.”

These garnet discs are cameo-cut on the reverse,
using the same technique as the rock crystal, per-
haps in the same workshop. This reverse-cut pat-
tern was intended to be seen through transparency
and, in this respect, is comparable to another rock
crystal Sasanian cup discovered in Susa.”

The rosette patterns on these gems are of two
different types (one with four heart-shaped petals
and the other with stipules and a round center,
see above and fig. 7). Adams regards the relief gar-
net on the “Kosrow Cup,” in line with the rock
crystal carving, as later products from regions in
Central Asia or Afghanistan in contact with the
Sasanian empire.”

This rare “ajouré” setting (without metal back-
ing) has naturally been compared with a remark-
able gold bowl now on display in the Reiss-
Museum in Mannheim, discovered in Szeged-
Nagyszéksos in eastern Hungary. It is a hemi-
spherical bowl made of electrum with an annu-
lar foot, the glass or stone inlays of which are no
longer present.’

The second type of garnet setting of the “Kos-
row Cup” is represented by the two borders (one
around the central medallion and the other on the
rim of the cup). Dark orange-red garnet stones are
polished flat on both sides and inlaid into cloi-
sonné workcells. The one surrounding the central
medallion is made up of 23 small rectangular flat
plates, of which only eight are still in place. In
some cells, traces of the paste used to fix the gems
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can be seen. The outer rim was composed of 170
convex garnets, 95 of which are still in place.

These two cloisonné garnet parts have been
compared to objects from the treasures of Wolf-
sheim (Mainz-Blingen, Rhineland-Panatinate,
Germany) and Pietroasa (Romania), sometimes
attributed to the Goths. In the former, a rectan-
gular golden plate with round and square garnets
was discovered, inscribed with a Middle Per-
sian inscription in monumental script (<’rthstr>
Ardaxsir),”” evidence of the transfer of prestige
objects during Late Antiquity.”® It should be
noted, however, that the techniques used seem to
be quite different: in the famous Pietraosa bowl
(with leopard handles), the gold frame is cast,
while the cloisonné border of the “Kosrow Cup”
seems to be more of a “baté.”

The Sasanian garnet intaglio and its potential
influence on Byzantine techniques are becoming
better known,” but the same cannot be said for
the use of garnet cloisonné, since the remains of
these inlaid ornaments have only survived in the
periphery of the empire.

If we follow the typology established by Adams,
then the garnet cloisonné of the cup would be of
Class T, style B (“Medallion style”),*° but of course
this needs to be confirmed by specialists. This
style was a common feature of Late Roman jewel-
ery and continued throughout the fourth century,
where there was an increase in the popularity of
this technique in gold jewelery.®!

The lack of evidence from the heart of the
empire is a blind spot in the history of the trans-
mission of the technique, but the widespread
use of this technique as a Late Antique tradition
indicates that it was part of the material culture
of the Sasanians, either through the influence of
Byzantine urban centers in the west or through
contacts with Central Asia and North India.®? The
technique is so widespread through intercultural
contacts and trade routes that it must have been
adopted by the Sasanians, who already possessed
sophisticated lapidary techniques, notably in seal
production.®® They were probably not the initi-
ators of the goldsmithing technique of “grenat
cloisonné,” but they were surely intermediaries in
the commercial transfer of the raw material. It is
a well-known fact that Persian merchants sought
to establish a monopoly on the garnet trade in
Sri Lanka (Serendib), whose mines have been
known since antiquity.’* Ancient texts record pri-
marily the Indian source of this stone: Aristotle
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(Mete. 4.9.387b.17) gives the earliest instance of
anthrakas/anthrax from India; Strabo also speaks
of Indian anthrax (15.1.67, 69), and Pliny (HN
37.92) speaks of carbunculus,’ but later al-Birani
describes the two main sources of the la‘l (“gar-
net”), a word of Indian origin according to him:
Badakhshan and Sri Lanka (Serendib).%¢

Some surviving texts in the language of the
Sasanians, Middle Persian, mention precious
items, including some in yakand (literally “ruby,”
but the term could also refer to garnet).’” Accord-
ing to the story entitled Wizarisn 1 Catrang ud
Nihisn i Néw-Ardaxs$ir (On the Explanation of
Chess and Backgammon), the king of India sends
a set of chess to the Persian court: “16 pieces
made of uzumburd (emerald) and 16 pieces made
from yakand.”®*

Another Zoroastrian text, the Zand 1 Fragard 1
Jud-Déw-Dad (A Commentary on Chapters of the
Widewdad), suggests that garnet (ydakand) may
have had a special place among other gems, per-
haps because of its hardness. This book, devoted to
the Zoroastrian laws of ritual purity, indicates the
type of purification that applies to each element
soiled by contact with impure matter (nasa). The
materials are thus hierarchically classified accord-
ing to the degree of complexity of the purification
ritual. Gold is considered the least contaminated
material because a single purification (washing
with bull’s urine, rubbing with dust, and then
washing with clear water) is sufficient to make it
usable again.®” Some exegetes seem to think that
the treatment of gold and crystal is similar. Silver,
if it has been worked, must be purified twice, iron
three times, and stone six times. The opinions of
the exegetes are divided regarding gems, as some
consider them to belong to the rank of iron rather
than stone. The yakand is explicitly mentioned
by the two major exegetical schools, who agree
on its case: it must be purified as a “stone.” The
more conservative of the two schools mentions
yakand, emerald, and crystal together, to be puri-
fied as stones.” This opinion likely followed a
debate on the status of these particularly precious
and coveted gems. According to another prescrip-
tive Zoroastrian text, §dyest ne §ﬁyest (Proper
and Improper), pearl, amber, and coral, mentioned
together with yakand, turquoise, and jet fell into
the same category of “stones,” while all others
had to be treated as “wood.” As one would expect
with dead organic matter, ivory could not be puri-
fied once soiled.”
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Even if garnet is only mentioned incidentally,
this text proves its diffusion and importance.
Archaeological surveys conducted in Iran should
be able to tell us more about the diffusion of this
gem. To take just one significant example: in the
Veshnaveh ex-votos — a natural sanctuary in Cen-
tral Tran — a substantial quantity of garnets (sili-
cates varying from red to purple), mostly beads,
were found.” Analysis of this material indicated
the existence of important relationships between
the Indo-Pacific and the Veshnaveh site.”® Objects
and amulets were deposited as offerings into
water at a designated spot and were then care-
fully, partially covered with stones.

To return to the cup, it shows an example of
highly sophisticated jewelery with a combina-
tion of two setting techniques: ajouré and cloi-
sonné. At present, there is no way of determining
where such workshops may have been located, or
whether the goldsmiths were fixed in one place
or peripatetic.

We can assume, however, that goldsmiths trav-
elled from city to city to perfect their skills. At
least one case is known to us, that of the Per-
sian Anastasios (d. 628), before his conversion to
Christianity. When he was still called Magundat,
this Zoroastrian cavalryman deserted the army
and became an apprentice silversmith (arguroko-
pos) to a Persian Christian from Mabboug/Hier-
apolis in Syria. He then moved to Jerusalem to
work with another Christian silversmith, who
introduced him to a priest. After his conversion,
his admission to the monastery brought an end to
his career as a silversmith.**

Solomonic Symbolism

The Solomonic dimension of this object is
another interesting aspect of its long and mysteri-
ous history. Before the eighteenth century, when
the terms “Parthian” and then “Sasanian” were
first used in connection with it, it was recorded
as “Hanap Salomon” in the inventories of the
treasury of Saint-Denis. It is, in fact, the most
famous Solomon-related item from the early Mid-
dle Ages.”> As has been shown, the label “opus
Salomonis” has the power to transform decorated
objects by associating them with the world of
the sacred and magic. They are also consecrated
as objects symbolically linked to the Temple of
Jerusalem:*® this label claims that the treasure to
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which the cup belongs is part of the mirabilia of
the Temple of Jerusalem and that the Church is
the sacred frame that has preserved it as a litur-
gical object. According to the Grandes Chro-
niques de France (a compilation begun in 1274),
it was the monks of the abbey of Saint-Denis who
defined the cup as the “dish of Solomon.” This
association could be traced back to the obscure
thirteenth-century tradition according to which
it was donated by Charles the Bald to the abbey.””
According to the legend, he inherited it from his
grandfather Charlemagne, who himself received
it as a gift from the Caliph Haran al-Rasid (786-
809 CE).”® In the absence of concrete evidence,
it is not clear whether the Solomonic label orig-
inates from the pre-Caroligian (Muslim?) his-
tory of the cup (as Andreas Fischer assumes),” or
from a Christian milieu (as Allegra Iafrate main-
tains).!® The latter hypothesis could be supported
by the frequent and well-documented recourse of
Carolingian rulers to Old Testament models.'*! Tf
Charlemagne used the model of David, Charles
the Bald was paired with Solomon, as the illustra-
tions in S. Paolo Bible might attest.'> The trans-
fer of the cup by the Crusaders following the sack
of Constantinople in 1202-1204 remains a plausi-
ble, yet fragile, hypothesis in the absence of any-
thing better.'® Regardless of the aspirations of the
Carolingian kings, it should also be noted that, in
addition to the shape and precious material of the
cup, the association of the majestic enthroned fig-
ure depicted on the rock crystal medallion with
the biblical king must have been relatively nat-
ural, given his regal and glorious appearance, sit-
ting on a throne supported by fantastic animals.
In any case, it is quite coherent to see this object
as a perfect example of “cultural appropriation,”
which illustrates the processes and patterns of
integration of an unknown element into a new
culture.'®

“Science de Caprices”'%: Deconstruction
of an Epigraphic Utopia

In June 1969, the distinguished Hungarian orien-
talist Janos Harmatta (1917-2004) came to Paris
to study the Sasanian seals of the Cabinet des
Médailles. His work in Iranian epigraphy, partic-
ularly the publication of the Parthian documents
of Dura Europos (1957, 1958) and the deciphering
of the Bactrian inscription of Surkh Kotal (1964),
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was then authoritative. He was also interested in
the Sasanian seals (1964), but only from a histor-
ical perspective.

During his visit to the Cabinet des Médailles,
he met a young, talented epigraphist, Philippe
Gignoux, with whom he became friends.!% There-
after, J. Harmatta seems to have lost interest in
Sasanian seals, perhaps because another inscribed
object, whose splendor far surpassed all the Sasa-
nian seals in the world, had attracted his atten-
tion in the Cabinet des Médailles: the “Cup of
Chosroes.” He had the opportunity to study this
fascinating object in the early summer of 1969.

Yet it was not until 1992 that his ideas on the
transmission of this cup from the court of Hus-
raw to that of Charles the Bald, and the alleged
influence of its symbolism on the Grail’s legend,
and above all his reading of the “inscriptions”
were published. This was the starting point of
an epigraphic utopia, which has left lasting and
damaging traces in the discipline, particularly
within French-language publications.!®” Harmat-
ta’s misleading hypotheses were first presented
in a lecture read in Brussels on June 20, 1992 at
a formal session of the International Union of
Academies (Union Académique Internationale, of
which he was president from 1977 to 1979), and
then published in French in an article entitled,
“La coupe de Xusro et l'origine de la 1égende du
Graal,” Bulletin de la Classe des Lettres et des
Sciences Morales et Politiques 3.1 ({1992), 449-60.
No information is given as to why this article
appeared 23 years after his visit to the Cabinet
des Médailles.

Harmatta was not present in person at the June
session. His text was therefore read by one of his
colleagues and “aroused the enthusiastic admi-
ration of the Assembly,” of which Shaul Shaked
was a regular member.'® Harmatta claimed to
have read seven different inscriptions on the foot
of the cup, which he said are unique testimonies
to the object’s transmission history (fig. 8).'” The
first inscription is engraved in cursive Pahlavi
script. The drawing reproduced by Harmatta (fig.
8, inscription no. 1) is not only much less pre-
cise than, for example, that of Ernest Babelon (fig.
9), but it adds a word that does not exist here:
<zlyn>. Harmatta reads: <s IC IIII III zlyn s[ng]>,
“the gold weight is 107 staters” (1 s = 16.2 g;
the weight of the cup excluding the gems would
be 1733.4 g; the total weight of the cup is now
2109.85 g).''"° He observes that this inscription
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must have been engraved during the manufactur-
ing process, in the royal workshops where control
and indication of weight were required. Having
already worked on the inscriptions on Sasanian
silver plates, he certainly knows that the first s
that he reads as an abbreviation of “stater” does
not have the expected shape,''! but he eludes the
question. The correct number is not 107, but 307,
since what Harmatta believes to be an s could
actually be the first signs of the number 3.1"> The
word <zlyn> would be the adjective zarrén, mean-
ing “golden, made of gold,” but the word is never
attested on any plate, for the simple reason that
this is the only inscribed gold vessel we currently
have. By comparison, the word asém “(in) silver”
is found on some rare dishes made of this metal,
and one inscription on a silver bowl with gold
inlay includes zarr asém “gold-and-silver.”!'® The
word <sng> sang, “weight,” placed at the end of
an inscription, clearly indicates that the number
refers to weight, but the attested cases are not
numerous.!*

Technically speaking, this inscription is a graf-
fito. It is not hammered in dotted lines (“poin-
tillé”) like other inscriptions on the silver plates,
but is rather awkwardly scratched into the inner
side of the pedestal (fig. 10).'5 It was therefore not
meant to be read once the object was finished,
because when it is turned over, the inscription
appears upside down. In the case of silver dishes,
it has been shown that inscriptions may not date
from the manufacture of the object and may have
been added when it was transferred to a new own-
er.!’% Though in the case of the “Kosrow Cup,”
assuming that the inscription indeed gives the
weight of the gold alone, it would indicate, as
Harmatta suggested, that it was added sometime
between the goldsmith’s workshop and that of
the jeweller.

The inscription can be read as <III-C IIII III
PRG>: 307 <ud> ném, “(the weight is) 307 (dénar)
[and] a half.” An alternative reading was offered
by Christopher Brunner: <III-C IIII III PN s> “307
(denar) by weight (sang),” which raises some dif-
ficulties.!'” For instance, the letter s would never
appear as an abbreviation of sang “weight” (as
it stands for the abbreviation of stér “stater”),
and never at the end of the formulation. More-
over, the arameogram <PN> has, to my knowl-
edge, only been recognized on one of the Mazan-
darian bowls,'"® where it was read by Brunner as
an equivalent of <PWN> pad “by.” Although the
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Inscription n” 2. Inscription n® 3.
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Inscription n® 4. Inscription n® 5.
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Inscription n® 6. Inscription n® 7.

Sur la paroi intérieure du pied annulaire, en or, on lit
une inscription tracée a l'aide d'une pointe légére, en carac-
téres pehlvis, indéchiffrables, dont voici le fac-simile :

— O/} i))) ),bﬂ

Dimensions :

Diamétre : vase entier, o™ 28259 ; disque central, o™ 075™;
grands disques, o™ 034™; moyens disques, o™ o21™; petits
disques, o™o018™. — Largeur des cloisons : épaisses, 0™ o004™;
minces, o™ oor5d. — Les écussons triangulaires et les grands
losanges ont environ o™ o015® de cété; les petits losanges,
o™ o12™. — Les hyacinthes de la lévre mesurent o™ oo7™ sur
o™ oo4™; celles de la bordure intérieure, o™ o12™ sur
o™ 006™. — Profondeur centrale, o™ 030™. — Hauteur du
pied, o™ or25¢. Pl. XLV, fig. 379.
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Fig. 8. Seven inscriptions published by Harmatta in
1992: 453. According to him, numbers 1-5 are in
Middle Persian, number 6 in “Hephthalite” (Bac-

trian), and number 7 in Arabic.

Fig. 9. Extract from Babelon 1897: 215, showing
the dimensions of different parts of the object and a

sketch of its inscription.
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Fig. 10. The Middle Persian inscription on the inner side of the pedestal of the “Kosrow Cup.”
Photo by the author.

arameogram <PRG> has not yet been identified in
the weight formula on Sasanian vessels, it is well
documented in Middle Persian literature,' and
it is hardly surprising that a half-measure should
appear in a figure giving the weight of a metal as
precious as gold.

It is astonishing that this inscription looks so
careless, as if hastily made, and that it is not in
pointillé like the other inscriptions on metalware.
The metrological information is also incomplete,
as there is only a number, without the refer-
ence value (dénar). This type of wording is also
attested for the silver dishes, but it is rare.' On
a purely hypothetical basis, if one considers that
the average weight of a gold coin under Husraw
II is 4.57 grams,'?' then the weight of the gold of
the cup would be 1,405.27 g, and the complete set
of gems would weigh about 744.7 g (if one con-
siders the initial weight of the cup to be 2,150 gJ.
These figures need, of course, to be confirmed by
specialists.

Disappointing as it may be, this is the only
existing inscription on the cup. The other six
inscriptions are the fruit of the fertile imagination
of a scholar inspired by the luster and prestige of
the cup:'? nos. 2-3: scratched in cursive Pahlavi
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script: <twl ZY bwléyn> and <twl bwlé¢yn> Adur
(i) Burzén “The Burzén Fire,” the name of the
Fire temple in northwestern Iran where the king
made an offering of the cup in exchange for divine
support;'?® nos. 4-5: <bl¢yn; bwl¢yn> “Burzén,”
which would also refer to the same Fire temple;
no. 6: scratched in cursive Bactrian script: ipxip,
a name of Turkish origin, consisting of two ele-
ments irk “strength, sovereignty” and ir “man.”
For Harmatta, this would prove that the cup
became the property of a Turkish chief who was
the master of a Hephthalite principality;'** and
last but not least, no. 7: bismillah “in the name
of God,” an Arabic inscription with Kufic char-
acters, which is “sufficient to demonstrate that
the cup ultimately fell into Arab hands during the
conquest of Khorasan.” What Harmatta mistook
for inscriptions are nothing other than accidental
marks and scratches, which are very numerous
on a relatively soft metal such as gold (especially
when it is 97% pure, as in this case) and are visi-
ble throughout the frame.

A question that one may ask is why a scholar
such as Jinos Harmatta needed to fabricate
this elaborate narration. It is not unlikely that
he might have been inspired by a comparable
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historical reconstruction published at the same
time.!”> The American medievalist George Beech
wrote a similar story about the vase of Eleanor of
Aquitaine (Louvre Museum) which, in addition to
its beauty, shares at least two characteristics with
the “Kosrow Cup”: its main part is made of rock
crystal, and it belonged to the Treasury of Saint
Denis. Based on the (genuine) inscriptions found
on this vase, it was possible to reconstruct the
history of its transfer from Sasanian Iran through
Muslim Spain and then to Aquitaine. It was prob-
ably intolerable for Janos Harmatta that “the
masterpiece of Sasanian goldsmiths and one of
the most venerable treasures of France” would be
deprived of a sublime medieval odyssey between
East and West. He must therefore have felt it was
his task to compose an exceptional narrative to do
justice to the extraordinary splendor of the object.

The hopeless quest for inscriptions naturally
led him to another quest for a legend: the origin
of the Grail. Harmatta tried to explain the origin
of the Grail legend on the basis of Iranian sym-
bolism, in particular the “Cup of Kay Kosrow,” a
divination tool that first came into the hands of
another mythical king, Jams$id."?® In this second
fanciful construction, he refers to the authority of
Jacques Duchesne-Guillemin,'?” apparently with-
out noticing that the latter makes a mockery of
these assumptions.'?® Compared to his predeces-
sors, he tries to present new arguments to uphold
his theory: because of its miraculous nature and
the fact that it was made of gold and shining pre-
cious stones, the Grail has its magical power
renewed on Good Friday, just as the Cup of Kay
Kosrow is “recharged” at the time of Nowruz.
Another supposed parallel he notes is the fact that
both the Grail and the Cup of Kay Kosrow are pre-
served in fortresses: Corbenic/Chastermarveil for
one, and the fortress Kangdéz for the other. Har-
matta concludes: “This description corresponds
exactly to the appearance of the Cup of Xusro.”!?

J. Harmatta is probably one of the last defend-
ers of the Persian Grail fantasy, which is a pure
product of the thinking of the first decades of the
twentieth century.’® Only his epigraphic utopia
seems to have survived him. Thus, it was high
time to pull this sword out of the stone.
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Conclusion

As might be seen, a reflection on this stunning
and intricate object invokes historical, technical,
and literary aspects that invite a collective and
holistic research approach for further scholarly
treatment. This article has attempted to under-
line some visual details that have not been suf-
ficiently discussed until now and, above all, to
draw attention to the combination of goldsmith-
ing techniques with ajouré and cloisonné. The
exceptional character of the object shows the
mastery and expertise of various workshops of
lapidaries and jewelers. It seems that Harper’s
caution in attributing it to the Sasanians is some-
what exaggerated. It is certainly possible that the
image of the king reflects criteria better known
by the toreutic schools of Central Asia (especially
in consideration of the shape of the throne and
the garment), but it is also possible that itinerant
craftsmen reproduced these eastern patterns in a
courtly environment in the heart of the empire,
preferably in Ctesiphon, where all the trade
routes converged, including the one that carried
the garnet via the Persian Gulf.

One avenue of reflection that I try to explore
concerns the choice of the four complemen-
tary colors which, in the context of diplomatic
exchange, would have conveyed a political mes-
sage: that of competing aesthetically with con-
temporary Byzantine art, and thus symbolically
asserting dominance over its techniques and
visual practices. This cup is beyond doubt a cel-
ebration of light and transparency. It is therefore
difficult to blame scholars such as Harmatta for
having lost all sense of reality and indulged in rev-
erie in front of this “Persian Grail,” for it indeed
hypnotizes all its admirers.

Notes
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bronzes, and decorative arts) for granting me access to
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the object despite the pandemic context. I also thank
Anca Dan for organizing the visit to the Bibliotheque
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65. Arrhenius 1985: 47, fig. 30.
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71. Adams 2011: 13, 17.
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net almandine, measures 3.75x1.26x0.73 cm. Source:
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is because they mistake it for glass (Harper 2006: 140,
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identifies all the materials is that of 1634; see De Mon-
tesqiou-Fezensac 1973: 166, no. 76.

74. Tallon 1995: 106-7.

75. Adams 1991: 288.

76. Périn et al. 2000: 143-44, no. 19.12.
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79. Spier 2007: 87; Adams 2011: 13.

80. Adams 2000: 24, 55.

81. Ibid., 24-26.
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In his book on precious stones (Kitab al-Jamahir),
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noteworthy parts of the Treasure of the Sasanian kings
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the emerald with Mihragan (trans. Sachau 1879: 208),
and the pearl with the first day of the month of Adur
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seabed (trans. Danaserest 1363/1984: 343. This passage
is missing in Sachau’s translation).

87. This is a widespread confusion: gems published
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Roman Empire often turn out to be garnets (Thoresen
2017:172).
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Daryaee ed., 2016: 9, 17-18.
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100. Iafrate 2016: 350-51, n. 76.

101. Iogna-Prat 2003.

102. Schade 1959; 1960. See Diebold 1994 for a more
balanced analysis.

103. Canepa 2009: 162-63.

104. Fischer 2014: xiv.

105. See below note 111 for this quote from Har-
matta 1974: 191.

106. In a letter to his mentor Jean de Menasce (dated
June 24, 1969, Jean de Menasce archive, BULAC, Paris),
Philippe Gignoux describes “Professor Harmatta from
Budapest” as a “charming man,” whose readings of
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Gignoux wrote to me on the same subject (February
2021): everyone in the Iranist milieu knew that Har-
matta read inscriptions where there were none, but out
of friendship and respect for him, no one dared to refute
his claims.
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mises a2 ma disposition. Ces inscriptions permettent de
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d’aucune source historique” (Harmatta 1992: 451).
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with the dropping of a garnet disc, another of rock crys-
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111. Harmatta 1974: 192ff. He assumes that the first
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as Middle Persian stéer), followed by the number. In this
article, published in 1974 and dedicated to epigraphy
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remark to his colleagues: “De nos jours, l'iranistique se
transforme, malheureusement, de plus en plus en une
science de caprices” (p. 191). The target of this remark
must surely have been more easily recognizable to his
contemporaries than it is to us.

112. See for example, Gyselen 2014: 94, table 2, and
compare with number 306, in ibid., 94, table 1.

113. Skjeerve 2000.

114. See Gyselen 2014: 88-89. The word appears
only in inscriptions in cursive script.

115. For a comparison with silver vessels, see
Gyselen 2014: 78-82.

116. Ibid., 83.

117. Brunner 1974: 121.

118. Brunner 1974: 119, no. 36; Gyselen 2014: 121,
no. 14.
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121. Gyselen 2004: 71. On gold coinage, see also
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123. Harmatta 1992: 452-54.

124. At about the same time, he applied a compa-
rable theory to another inscribed object: a seal from
the Foroughi collection, on which he read one inscrip-
tion in Middle Persian and the other in Runic script.
According to him, the seal belonged to xaqan Jig at the
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enth century (Harmatta 1993).
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125. Beech 1992.

126. The motif of Jams$id’s cup is absent from both
Zoroastrian literature and Ferdowsi’s Sahname. In the
latter, it is Kay Kosrow’s cup that is mentioned as an
astrological-divinatory object in the episode of BiZan
and ManiZe. In Zoroastrian literature, the hero Jam(sid)
is associated with several instruments, including a
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The shift from this unclear instrument to the notion of
a “cup” occurred within the Persian language, where
the assonance of jam “cup” and “Jam” is particularly
favorable (Azarnouche 2012: n. 46). In addition, a pow-
erful syncretism between the figures of Jam and Solo-
mon may have nourished the imagination surrounding
the golden cup. In one of the epic poems imitating the
Sahname, the Bahman-name, the hero Bahman dis-
covers Kay Kosrow’s cup inside Rostam’s mausoleum,
and it is described as being made of gold, ruby/garnet
(vaqgtit), and glass. Other accounts describe it as made
of red garnet (la‘l-e sork). See Aydenlu 1398/2019 for
a detailed analysis of all occurrences of Jam’s and Kay
Kosrow’s cup in Persian literature.

127. Duchesne-Guillemin 1962: 275-76. Harmatta
does not mention the most elaborate work on the sub-
ject, Ringbom 1951.

128. “[Ces reconstructions] introduisent un élément
humoristique dans un ordre d’études qui en est trop
dépourvu” (Duchesne-Guillemin 1962: 276).

129. Harmatta 1992: 458.

130. Duchesne-Guillemin (1962: 276) mentions only
European scholars, but at least one major Parsi scholar
also engaged with this topic: Sir Jahangir C. Covajee
(Covajee 1939). His book had a significant influence
on the way Henry Corbin connected the Eastern the-
osophy of Sohrawardi, in which Kay Kosrow is a major
figure, with the “hermetic” legend of the Holy Grail,
in his article “La Lumiere de Gloire et le Saint Graal”
(Corbin 1971: 141-210).
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Two Newly Identified Sahname Stories in Panjakent Paintings

FRANTZ GRENET

COLLEGE DE FRANCE, PARIS

The Prologue of the Rostam Cycle

The first proposal to compare a painted cycle at
Panjakent with a story from Ferdowsi’s Sadhname
came in 1956-57, when the paintings now famous
as the “Rostam cycle,” reassembled at the Her-
mitage Museum (fig. 1), were discovered in the
reception hall of an aristocratic house (Room 41
of Sector VI). On the basis of associated coin finds,
these paintings are now dated to around 740 CE,
the final flourish of Sogdian painting at Panjak-
ent, which had been occupied, at least in certain
periods, by an Arab garrison since 722. Alek-
sandr Belenitskii, then director of the excava-
tions, was by training an Arabist and Iranist with
perfect knowledge of the Sahname; he immedi-
ately recognized Rostam’s exploits in the “first
war of Mazandaran.” The discovery was quickly
published by him in French in 1958 and subse-
quently in English in 1963, and caused a great
sensation.! Since then, many studies have been
devoted to this cycle, especially by Boris Marshak
in his fundamental book of 2002, by me as part
of an article in 2015, and, more recently, by Lar-
isa Kulakova in 2021, following restoration work
that revealed the end of the painted sequence.’
Occupying most of the second register on the four
walls (the lower register is devoted to separate,
self-contained tales), the cycle starts with Rostam
and his companions entering the country of the
demons of Mazandaran, where he has been called
to help after Kavus, king of Iran, has been taken
prisoner. After a sequence of exploits that partly
echo Rostam’s seven exploits in the Sahname
(including the fight with the army of demons,
which roughly corresponds to a Sogdian written
fragment found at Dunhuang),® the poorly legible
portion near the end seems to show the eagle-like
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Simorg, protector of his family, and a final com-
bat on horseback.

The register above is largely destroyed, except
for a section which contains two scenes (figs. 2-3):
on the left part of the northern wall, a conversa-
tion between a king (2) and three courtiers, with a
small female harpist standing between them and
delivering some form of discourse (as indicated by
the movement of her right hand); to the left (on
the western wall), a horseback combat involving
several knights on each side. Marshak treated this
scene separately from the story below, as he con-
sidered the registers independent of one another
(or, in some cases, that the upper register contin-
ued the lower one).* Since he published this idea,
however, the Faramarz-name cycle (Room 50 of
Sector XXIII), elucidated by Michael Shenkar, has
provided a clear example of a top-down layout,®
and the cycle in the “Blue Hall” of the Shahristan
palace in Ustrushana a probable one.°

Bearing this in mind, and checking the tale in
the Sahname, the meaning becomes clear. At the
beginning of his reign, King Kavus, while rest-
ing in a garden, is persuaded by a minstrel from
Mazandardn, a demon (div) in disguise, to con-
quer his country. Kavus’ courtiers, chiefly Zal, try
to dissuade him from this foolish enterprise, but
eventually they remain loyal and decide to fight
by his side, while Zal returns to Sistan.” In the
first battle, the Iranians are routed and the king
is made prisoner. On the painting (fig. 2, right;
fig. 3), we can recognize Kavus on the right (Mar-
shak already identified him as a king because
his patterned silk dress is richer than the others;
the headgear zone is lost). Behind him, a flower
indicates the garden, while the object at the bot-
tom right is enigmatic. The minstrel, who in the
Sahname is a lute player, is a harpist here; the
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Fig. 1. The Rostam Cycle exhibited in the Hermitage. The two preserved scenes of the third register are in the corner. ©The
State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; photo: Vladimir Terebenin.

Fig. 2. Preserved scenes of the third register; from Marshak 2002, fig. 30.
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Persian word, of course not gendered, is ramesgar.
As his or her song celebrates the charm of the
pleasure girls of Mazandaran, the female gender
might have appeared logical. Directly above her,
a dragon is flying. This is not the farn “charisma,
fortune,” usually depicted flying toward the
heroes. In such cases, this mutable symbol never
assumes the shape of a long-necked dragon (in the
case of Rostam, it has a fish tail but a lion fore-
part), and it always carries a ring, or a ribbon, or
both, none of which is present here. The dragon
is, in fact, a warning of the minstrel’s devilish
nature. The king is faced by three courtiers who
seem to argue with him. The first seems to have
his forefinger bent, the usual gesture of respect,
but the second has his finger raised straight. The
one in front is most probably Zal: he has the same
“Hephthalite” profile as his son Rostam (who, as
in the Sahname, is not present in this scene).® To
the left of the scene, two departing horsemen (the
one in the foreground apparently Zal again) cre-
ate a link with the following battle, which indi-
cates that in this register the order is right to left,
contrary to the lower register. In the battle, those
who come from the right, i.e., the Iranians, are
on the losing side, as one of their men lies on the
ground and another is unseated. The next scene is
destroyed (see fig. 1). It might have shown Kavus’
capture or Zal prompting Rostam to restore the
situation, just above the scene capturing Rostam’s
arrival in Mazandaran, a scene that takes over in
the lower register, if we assume a boustrophedon
order. As for the scenes that once occupied the
upper register, one can only speculate, as noth-
ing remains. They may have depicted the early
adventures of Zal, Rostam, and the Simorg, who,
indeed, appears at the end of the lower cycle.

The ‘Rings and Dragons Cycle’:
BiZzan’s Story and the Ensuing War

This method also yields interesting results when
applied to another painted cycle at Panjakent.
Executed in Room 1 of Sector VI, it is attributed
to the period 700-722 CE, slightly earlier than
the Rostam and Fardmarz cycles. Marshak, who
could not propose an interpretation based on the
texts at our disposal, analyzed it from the view-
point of its internal logic, calling it the “Rings
and Dragons cycle.” He rightly understood that
the story opposes two kings characterized by the
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pommels of their swords and daggers; they share
these attributes with their respective warriors,
who are also distinguished by their type of armor —
lamellae with wavy edges for the “Rings,” rect-
angular lamellae for the “Dragons.”” The docu-
mentary situation is not ideal, as this was one of
the earliest discoveries of an epic painted cycle,
made between 1951 and 1953, at a time when the
conservation methods were not yet sufficiently
developed. Consequently, publications included
only watercolor copies by Iulia Gremiachinska,
not fully accurate, and drawings made from
them.!® The originals have since been restored
and are now exhibited in the National Museum
of Antiquities of Tajikistan, Dushanbe, but their
condition has worsened, and it seems that some
details have been touched up.

The scenes described in the first publications,
and then by Marshak, are all located on the lower
register. The first one (starting from the door in
the northern wall, in a right-to-left order) (fig. 4)
shows a kneeling warrior who points toward a
camel looking backward; its load, if any, is not
visible in the preserved portion.!" The “King of
the Rings,” seated on his throne, is angry at what
he sees and throws the contents of his cup. In the
same scene, three aristocrats are banqueting (fig.
5). The one on the left is pointing his finger to
his face, a convention that indicates the speak-
er.”? In the next scene, to the left, the “King of the
Dragons” is sitting on a folding chair, with what
appears to be a floating cloth above him; seem-
ingly indicating that he is in his camp. His farn
takes the shape of a flying camel (the other king’s
farn is a bird, according to Marshak, a pheasant,
but perhaps rather a hawk).!* Then comes a battle
between horsemen from both camps, followed by
a combat on foot (fig. 6), in which the “King of the
Rings,” on the left, shoots and kills with an arrow
a young, non-royal knight of the “Dragons,” who
is followed by a companion holding a mace.'* Fur-
ther on is the capture of a fortress by the “Rings”:
a young boy opens the gate from which a bull or
cow emerges (fig. 7).

After Marshak had drawn my attention to the
details of the first scene, I began to reflect on ele-
ments that recalled the story of Bizan and the
ensuing war between Iran and Turan. In brief:
BiZan, a young Iranian knight, during a hunting
party, is misadvised by his mentor Gorgin, who is
jealous of his success at court. Gorgin persuades
him to approach Turanian girls. While doing so,
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Fig. 4. The “Rings and Dragons Cycle,” lower register: first scenes. From Marshak 2002, fig. 98.

BiZan meets ManiZe, a daughter of Afrasiyab, king
of Turan, who falls in love with him and brings
him to her father’s palace. There, he is recognized
and condemned to be locked in a well, into which
he is thrown headlong in chains.' His exhausted
horse returns to Iran, and Giv, BiZan’s father,
understands the situation. At Nowruz, King Kos-
row (Xosro), as is his custom during this festival,
looks into his magical cup and sees Bizan’s condi-
tion. He starts the war.

The details shown in the painting coincide quite
well with this plot. The “Rings” are the Iranians;
the “Dragons” are the Turanians. Their kings
are, respectively, Kosrow and Afrasiyab, already
depicted as an aging man with a long beard. Inci-
dentally, when Afrasiyab is eventually killed, it
is proclaimed: “By the sword of Kay Kosrow the
evil of the dragon (aZdaha) was made to disappear
from the face of the earth.”! Some details are at
variance, but they do not affect the story’s struc-
ture. Bizan’s horse is replaced by a camel, which
suggests it has returned from Turan (this is also
the shape of Afrasiyab’s farn). Perhaps it is not
BiZan’s mount, but rather an animal messenger
sent by the Turanians, carrying Bizan’s weapons?
In the Sahname, Kosrow does not throw the con-
tents of his cup; nonetheless, this scene takes
place at Nowruz, which the banqueters of the
painting are indeed celebrating (the one on the
left holds a branch with flowers, see fig. 5).17

A decisive key lies, in my opinion, in what
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remains of the upper register. Marshak, who
presumed that this was the continuation of the
story, while we now know that it was the begin-
ning, mentioned (without an illustration) dying
warriors, a king’s reception, and “the hands of a
man who has been hanged head down.” Thanks
to Michael Shenkar, T can add a photograph (fig.
8). What more do we need? One could object that
poor Manize, obliged to beg near the well in order
to feed BiZan, is not visible, nor is the structure of
the well (perhaps here rather a gibbet?). But noth-
ing subsists of the prisoner except for his hands.
Marshak assumed the presence of a king, proba-
bly because, to the right, there are remnants of a
platform covered with a silk fabric, with a vertical
post meant to support a canopy. The king (in my
opinion, Afrasiyab) would have been sitting here.

For the following scenes, the identifications
are more tentative, but I think they are worth a
try. Concerning the combat on foot, Marshak was
uneasy with the fact that the king fights on foot
and against an adversary of lower status. But this
situation finds a precise echo in the Sahname:
Kosrow is challenged by Side, Afrasiyab’s son,
who proposes to fight only on foot; after a debate
with his courtiers Kosrow accepts this breach of
the protocol and kills Side. Also, the Turanian
prince has a co-fighter, his “interpreter.”'® On the
painting, the small warrior between the cham-
pions is a servant of arms or a herald; he turns
towards the victor while uplifting a banner. His
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Fig. 5. Detail: Aristocrats banqueting at Nowruz. Watercolor by
Tulia Gremiachinska. From Iakubovskii and D’iakonov 1954, pl.
37.

Fig. 6. The “Rings and Dragons Cycle,” lower reg-

ister: Combat on foot. From Piotrovskii and Bele-
nitskii 1959, pl. 7, center.

Fig. 7. The “Rings and Dragons Cycle,” lower reg-
ister: Capture of the fortress. From Piotrovskii and
Belenitskii 1959, pl. 7, left.
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Fig. 3. Detail: right scene (©0The State Hermitage Museum; photo Vladimir Terebenin). For color photographs, see
https://warfare.x10host.com/6-10/Sogdian_murals_from_Panjakent-Blue_room-upper.htm.

Fig. 8. The “Rings and Dragons Cycle,” upper register. At the upper right: hands of a man hanged head down.
National Museum of Antiquities of Tajikistan, Dushanbe. Photo: Michael Shenkar.
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reduced size indicates his lower social status,
as is the case with the harpist in the other cycle
(who, consequently, is not necessarily a child).
The Dragons’ fortress then captured by the Rings
is probably Kang, Afrasiyab’s main stronghold.
The bull or cow which appears behind the door is
puzzling.!® Perhaps, as Kang is described as con-
taining a self-sustaining agricultural estate where
nothing is lacking, this is a symbol of its abun-
dance?? The last scene is of a battle above which
a small figure is sitting frontally in a chariot: a
young prince, as proposed by Marshak? A deity?
In this case, I have nothing to propose.’!

As long as all evidence of Sahname stories at
Panjakent was based on scenes directly involving
Rostam, the emphasis was placed mainly on their
originality in comparison with Ferdowsi, and on
the originality of the Sogdian fragment in compar-
ison with both. This was linked, probably rightly,
to the idea that the epic of the Sistan princes
had formed a cycle independent from the Sasa-
nian Xwaday-namag (as mentioned by Mas‘“udj,
Muriij, II: 118), of which some original features
could still be traced after it was integrated into
the Sahname.”? As more episodes are now identi-
fied in Sogdian painting, we can realize that the
more they involve Kayanid kings (Kavus in the
prologue of Rostam'’s story and in the Shahristan
cycle, Kosrow in the “Rings and Dragons”), the
closer we come to the Persian poem, sometimes
with striking analogies in narrative details. More
than two centuries before Aba Mansur, governor
of Tus, collected materials among local Zoroas-
trian literati that were eventually used by Fer-
dowsi, quite similar stories were circulating in
Sogdiana.”® In what form? Oral transmission?
Written texts, like the unique Rostam fragment
preserved in Sogdian? TIllustrated scrolls with
prompts for recitation accompanied by music?*
A combination of all these? This is a matter for
further research.
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Zal-e zar, “Zal the old”; Zal being a white-haired
albino, sometimes deformed in Persian as Zal-e zard,
“zal the yellow.” In Sogdian, too, zyrtk “old” (a rare
word) and zyrt’k “yellow” could be conflated.

9. Marshak 2002: 145-50.

10. Iakubovskii and D’iakonov 1954: pls. 34-39;
Piotrovskii and Belenitskii 1959: pls. 1, 3-8.

11. This detail was not recognized in the first draw-
ings. Marshak completed it in his book (fig. 98, here
fig. 4).

12. Cf. Marshak 2002: 144, fig. 95 (in the scene of
dice playing from the Mahabharata).

13. Marshak misinterpreted the farn of the “King
of the Dragons” as a bull. The identification was later
corrected by Michael Shenkar. The face of the “King of
the Rings” seems to have been touched up, with the
addition of a short beard that is not visible on the older
drawings, where this part is damaged. Only the “King
of the Dragons” definitely has a beard.

14. The crown of the “King of the Rings” is simpler
than the one he wears in the first scene (it seems to
have smaller wings, but the detail is not completely
clear). There is no reason, however, to suppose that
there is more than one “King of the Rings.” A crown
attached to a helmet in battle would be expected to be
less cumbersome than the one worn when enthroned.
Moreover, since both kings wear nearly identical
crowns, the differences were likely not considered sig-
nificant (unlike in the case of Sasanian crowns, whose
later versions provided a clear model). Here, the crown
is just a general marker of royal status.

15. Khaleqi-Motlaq ed., 1386/2007, vol. 3: 333,
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verses 380-83 (translation below provided by Samra
Azarnouche):

“Then the king (Afrasiyab) commanded Garsivaz:

Prepare heavy chains and a dark well.

Bind his hands with chains, his neck with

Rami fetters as strong as a bridge.

Fasten him with heavy wedges,

so that he is restrained from head to foot.

Once bound, cast him headlong into the well,

that he may be deprived of the sun and the moon.”

16. Khaleqi-Motlaq ed., 1386/2007, vol. 4: 324, verse
2395.

17. Khaleqi-Motlaq ed., 1386/2007, vol. 3: 344,
verses 540-44.

18. Khalegi-Motlaq ed., 1386/2007, vol. 4 : 21214,
verses 656-94.

19. Marshak though it was the Dragons’ farn desert-
ing them, but this idea no longer holds now Afrasiyab’s
farn is recognized as a camel. The bull is one of the
seven animal incarnations of Wahram, the god of war,
along with the camel, but it is not otherwise attested
as his iconographic symbol (the main one is the boar).

20. Khaleqi-Motlaq ed., 1386/2007, vol. 4: 236,
verses 1054-1056 (translation below provided by Samra
Azarnouche):

“There is food, ayvans, treasures, armies

greatness, order, throne and crown.

This is the land they call ‘Paradise’ (behest)

for everywhere are joy, peace, and contentment.

In every corner, a spring and a pool

as deep and wide as the flight of an arrow.”

And p. 238, verses 1061-1062:

“He (Afrasiyab) entered Behest Kang with a joyful

heart

with his weapons, his army, and his gear,

He toured the whole city

and nowhere did he see a wasteland.”

For this passage, Azarnouche suggests that the cow
indicates that the fortress can sustain a siege. Accord-
ing to a folkloric variant of this type of story, recorded
in Khorazm by archaeologists, a cow, overfed with
grain by the starving defenders of a fortress, is released
through the gate to deceive the besiegers’ forces into
thinking that the defenders are far from surrendering;
see Yagodin and Betts 2009: 51-53. Similar variants
likely exist elsewhere.

21. Marshak 2002: fig. 102. The list of Wahram'’s
incarnations includes a boy of fifteen. This is hardly
relevant here.

22. Mas‘di, trans. Pellat: § 541 (tome I, 201). The
reading as-Saghésaran “the chieftains of Sistin” for
this cycle is disputed as it is only one of the forms
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attested by the manuscripts. On the “Sistani cycle,”
see Christensen 1932: 129-46.

23. One can add the image of Zahhik falling from
his throne, in the portico of Temple I (Belenitskii, Mar-
shak 1981: 56 with fig. 33). This painting is attributed
to the sixth century. I quote their earlier comment,
which appears very perceptive today: “Consequently,
the legend of Zahhik was known to the Sogdians of
the 6th century and had found its way to their ‘Holy
history, which allowed to put this subject in the ayvan
of the temple’s main building”; Belenitskii, Marshak
1973: 56 (with a partial reproduction). A fifth-sixth-
century painting with Zahhak and Frédon has been
identified at Kuh-e Xwije; see Grenet and Ory 2025.

24. Thepresenceofatrompe-I'oeil shaped as aharpist-
caryatid next to the scene with the combat on foot (see
fig. 6) is a strong indicator in this sense.
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Iranian Rock Crystal

ASSADULLAH SOUREN MELIKIAN-CHIRVANI

Rock crystal was one of the most admired hard-
stones in Iran from the Achaemenid age (559-331
BCE) to Safavid times (1501-1736 CE) and beyond.

It is mentioned many times in the tenth-cen-
tury Book of Kings (Sahndme) and in the panegy-
rics celebrating the virtues and accomplishments
of rulers in Persian poetry. Historians, such as
Gardizi who wrote the Zeyn al-Akhbar around
1030 CE, also mention rock crystal wares.! Not
least, practicing craftsmen such as the jeweller
and gem cutter Jowhari Neyshaburi in the twelfth
century describe in the treatises they wrote the
varieties of the stone, its properties, the locations
of the mines and the various types of artefacts
made from it.2

Yet, despite the irrefutable testimony of early
Persian sources that rock crystal wares were very
much in evidence at Iranian courts and in the life
of the upper strata of the establishment, hardly
any mention of rock crystal artefacts is made in
books dealing with the art of Iran in Islamic times
and none at all in the more general books purport-
ing to provide a survey of “Islamic Art” at large —
a meaningless concept but that is another story.?

There are two fundamental reasons for what
will appear one day to have been an incompre-
hensible oversight. One is that the history of art
in Eastern civilizations is written on the basis of
works of art that are extant without paying much
attention to the broader cultural context pro-
vided on art by historical chronicles, early tech-
nical treatises or poetry. Concerning the specific
case of Iran in Islamic times, little use is made of
Persian literature as a source of information. The
other reason for the omission of the role played by
rock crystal in Iranian art is the excessive focus
on Fatimid Egypt. Rock crystal ewers inscribed to
the name of Fatimid caliphs of the late tenth and
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the eleventh centuries have been known to schol-
ars since the nineteenth century. For decades,
Western art historians writing about rock crystal
wares from Islamic civilizations ascribed them to
Fatimid Egypt as a matter of course.*

This may have been excusable at a time when
a very limited number of Iranian artefacts were
known in the West, whether made of hardstone,
metal, ceramic, or glass. In the course of the
twentieth century, however, their number grew
exponentially, through the commercial looting of
sites and to a lesser extent through archaeological
excavations. Today, the situation is spectacularly
different. On one hand, objects from the Iranian
world have seen the light of day in tens of thou-
sands, considerably broadening our knowledge of
ornamental patterns. Rock crystal artefacts have
turned up in Iran and the eastern part of Khorasan
now in the modern state of Afghanistan with
stretches in the south of Turkmenistan, Uzbeki-
stan and Tajikistan. On the other hand, intense
scholarly activity in Iran has made available criti-
cal editions of important early Persian treatises on
mineralogy, early historical chronicles, and, not
least, many early Persian poets’ collected works.

All this gives good grounds for attempting a
survey of rock crystal in the art and culture of Is-
lamic Iran, first by using the evidence of the hith-
erto neglected early Persian literary sources and
secondly by looking at the artefacts. Some, which
have long been known, need to be reconsidered
in the light of the data now available about the
Iranian repertoire of shapes and ornamental pat-
terns. Others, which have been dug up across the
Iranian world, have been given very little atten-
tion or have remained unpublished.
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Part One: The Evidence of Written
Sources on Iranian Rock Crystal

The wealth of information available in early Per-
sian sources has been left untapped in the main in
previous studies dealing with rock crystal objects.

The evidence yielded by early historical chron-
icles has been entirely overlooked. Gardizi, for
example, describes around 1030 CE the rarities
and precious vessels which had been displayed at
the royal wine banquet that followed the meal to
which Sultan Mahmud treated the ruler of Mavara
al-Nahr Qadir Khan in 416/4 March 1025-1 Feb-
ruary 1026. They included “a service of gold and
of rock crystal wine cups (majles-e jamha-ye
zarrin va boliir).” The context shows that the ser-
vice of gold and rock crystal wine cups was rated
as one of the signs of “royal magnificence”:

53 o ga 5 cu e sl g e ) g G 3 4l ) Gl
D58 5 o slaaiyl

A wine banquet had been ordained with considerable
magnificence, including astonishing fragrant flowers,
delicious fruits, precious gems, a service of gold and
of rock crystal wine cups, magnificent disks (a’ineha)/
mirrors and rarities.’

Early Persian Treatises on Rock Crystal

Surprisingly, the material descriptions provided
by early technical treatises written in Persian
have not been taken into account by art histori-
ans commenting on rock crystal in the civiliza-
tions of Islam.

The most detailed of such treatises dealing
with primary substances uses the Arabic form of
a Persian noun, jowhar, plural jawahir, or javaher
as pronounced in Persian. The Javaher-Name-ye
Nezami compiled by Jowhari Neyshabari (“The
Neyshaburi Jeweller”) has been known since at
least 1316/1937 when Mohammad ¢Ali Tarbiyat
referred to it in an article on diamonds.® An out-
standing critical edition was established in 2004
by the great literary scholar Iraj Afshar with the
collaboration of Mohammad Rasal Dariyagasht.
The treatise has been merely cited via a second-
ary source by Avinoam Shalem who does not
mention the information that it yields on rock
crystal even though the subject of his own article
is rock crystal.” Jowhari Neyshaburi was a prac-
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ticing goldsmith (zargar), gem cutter (hakkak),
and gemmologist (gowhar-shenas). His father had
practised the craft before him and he succeeded
him in it. Jowhari Neyshabuari belonged to a cir-
cle of top practitioners in Neyshabur, the vast
metropolis of Khorasan. He dedicated his trea-
tise which reads like a handbook with personal
notes to the Vizier of the Khwarazmshah ¢Al#>-
al-Din Teki$ in 592/6 December 1195-3 Novem-
ber 1196. Devoid of literary figures of speech, his
style is precise and direct.

The section of the Javaher-Name-ye Nezami on
“The rock-crystal stone and its properties” is far
more detailed than the corresponding section in
Abu Rayhan Birani’s Encyclopaedia of Primary
Substances (Kitab al-Jamahir fi’l-Jawahir) writ-
ten in Arabic 150 years earlier. The importance of
the testimony of a practising craftsman gravitat-
ing in the court circles of the northeast Iranian re-
gion of Khwarazm justifies submitting an English
translation of this section.8 It begins abruptly:
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Rock crystal is a stone, white, transparent and bril-
liant. It is the most costly primary substance (jowhar)
from which they make vessels. The people of India
call it patak [vocalization uncertain]. It is extremely
hard and cannot be sawn. It can be pierced with a dia-
mond... Its quality [lit.: “grandeur/honor”]| lies in its
transparency (safd), its luminosity (rowshani) and the
lack of any imperfections. Mines are found in several
places in the marches of Kashmir (hodid-e Kashmir),
in a land called Bolur, in the islands of the Zang (= Zan-
zibar), in the mountains around Tas [near Mashhad in
Khorasan] and on the lands of India (bilad-e Hind). It
is also found around Sri Lanka (dar hodiid-e Sarandib).
The best and most transparent is found in the islands
of the Zang. They say that there are rock crystal mines
in the lands of Armenia and in Bitlis. Its hue, which is
not very good, leans towards yellow.

It has been said that there are four varieties of rock
crystal.

The first one is called Arabi [lit.: “of the Arab no-
mads”]. When sunrays touch it, multiple rays appear,
as in a rainbow.

The second one is called ghaym [“cloud” in Arabic]
because it resembles a cloud.

The third one is called Sri Lankan (Sarandibi). Its
transparency approaches that of the Nomadic Arabian
(Arabi).

The fourth one is of varying solidity and allows drill-
ing. That kind is the most beautiful while the No-
madic Arabian is the most distinguished.

There is yet another variety of rock crystal called the
“Maha stone.” It is not transparent but it shares all the
characteristics of rock crystal.

In the Book of Stones (Kitab al-Ahjar), cited by Birani
in his Mineralogy titled “Encyclopaedia of Primary
Substances (Kitab al-Jamahir fi’l-Jawahir),” rock crys-
tal is reported to be a variety of glass. In mines, rock
crystal comes in solid blocks whereas glass comes
mixed with other substances. There is no other differ-
ence between rock crystal and glass.

With rock crystal, they make backgammon and chess
[boards/pieces], vessels such as cups (gadah), jugs
(kzizeh), ewers (saghraq),® decanters (sorahi), phiales
(piyaleh), etc.
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Some believe that rock crystal can be melted down
over fire like glass and that various vessels are made of
it. This belief is mistaken and it is impossible. Rock
crystal is ground down to small pieces and mixed with
potash (gili), melted down in glass makers’ workshops
and vessels are made of it. Then the surface is worked
upon with gem cutters’ wheels and tools, motifs are
executed, and it is polished. These types [of rock crys-
tal pieces] are called baranj. They are perfectly white,
transparent and delicate.

When rock crystal is melted down, it is no different
from the “Maha stone” that they call “sugar[stone]”
in Khorasan. The same models can be made from it. It
is a source of all glazes (mina).

When it is melted down on its own without mixing
anything with it, it is the white-glass stone. Those ves-
sels that are made of rock crystal have been made for
a very long time with the tools of gem cutters (alat-e
hakkakan). Each vessel is made from one block of rock
crystal with which they make that type.

Itis reported that in the old days, they took to Basra rock
crystal blocks as they came out of the mines. There,
many highly skilled gem cutters (hakkakan) were ac-
tive. In that city, there was an assessor (mogqadderi) to
whom they first brought the blocks for him to estimate
what could be made out of each one. What was worth
making from each block was noted down there. After
that, these were brought to the craftsmen (sanna‘an)
for them to make what needed to be made. He [the
assessor| was entitled to a predetermined fee for his
scientific (‘elmi) assessment, not for manual service.

In the old days, the Egyptian caliphs were extremely
keen on it [rock crystal]. Regarding any item that was
made of rock crystal with a narrow top and a broad
base, for each [weight] drachma of water it held, they
would pay one Egyptian gold dinar. This is why in that
century, they made those [types of] vessels and others,
and sold them for the highest possible prices.

Most of the rock crystal rarities that are currently
found are inscribed with the titles of the ‘Aziz [Ruler]
of Egypt. The rock crystal must be fine and delicate,
like pure air, and have the transparency and freshness
of transparent fresh water.

If in the rock crystal block from which they want to
make something, a place is hollowed out and cannot
be made even by cutting, or a place is not perfectly

luminous, they conceal it with vegetal motifs (nabat-
kari) or a calligraphic frieze (ketabeh), or something
else.

Any rock crystal vessel made to perfection is one that
was made in the old days. At present they bring from
Kashmir newly made small flasks with poor colors and
rotten shapes. Those are not expensive but are neither
delicate nor attractive.

With rock crystal, one can make imitation gems, such
as spinels (la‘l), red corundum (yaqit) and blue corun-
dum [sapphire], and imitation emeralds, as has been
noted previously.10

They grind and wash the rock crystal and polish with
it some of the rubies, emeralds, carnelians, and gar-
nets. No [other| mineral has this property.

They make bezels (neginha) from rock crystal, color
them and give them the hue of a spinel. These are
called “colored (molavvan).”

They also make rock crystal bezels to defeat the souls
of the djinns with the images of the seals that are re-
quired to be depicted in the science of the stars. Trans-
parent (safi) rock crystal is sought after and appropriate.

After this long technical exposé, Jowhari
Neyshaburi switches to history. He tells the
“story (hekayat)” of Alexander to whom a great
many precious rock crystals were brought as pres-
ents. Taking care to draw a line between legend
and history, Jowhari Neyshaburi then gives ac-
counts of rock crystal objects drawn from “his-
torical chronicles (tavarikh)” without specifying
which ones:
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Historical chronicles report that Ya‘qub b. Layt, at
the time he came to Neyshabuar and swiftly captured
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Mohammad b. Taher who was the governor (vali) of
Khorasan, made for his palace, seized his treasures and
appropriated them. Wherever there was something
precious, that was shown to him. He eventually ar-
rived at the treasury of precious pieces. Mohammad
b. Taher was counting the sums that he had spent on
these types of rock crystal wares (an now® az bolirineh
[meaning the vessels mentioned in the technical ex-
pos€]) and other appropriate pieces. When he finished
talking, Ya‘qub-e Layt ordered his bonded officers
(gholaman) to smash with their maces the rock crys-
tal vessels (bolurinehad-ra) and the rest. After that, he
asked for water in a white bronze mug (mashrabe-ye
sepidriiy). When he finished drinking the water, he
threw the mug on the ground. The mug made a noise
and rolled on the ground but suffered neither breaks
nor loss of material (hich khelal va nogsan).11

Ya‘qub b. Layt then mocks Mohammad b.
Taher for having spent vast sums on precious ob-
jects and rhetorically asks what harm it did him
[Ya‘qub b. Layt] to drink water in a white bronze
mug. Mohammad b. Taher ought to have distrib-
uted the money to his men.

Without transition, Jowhari Neyshaburi ends
the section on rock crystal with a story told by “a
respected, trustworthy and distinguished” mer-
chant in the year 555/12 January-31 December
1160:
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I was in Kerman. I saw at the hands of a merchant
a rock crystal decanter (sorahi) like a gourd. It took
in three manns of water, its top so narrow that it
did not allow more than a medium sized finger to go
through. A calligraphic frieze in low relief (ketabe-ye
angikhteh) ran around [the body] with the titles of the
‘Aziz [Ruler| of Egypt and that had ten cubes within
each other (va an-ra dah ka‘b daran-e yekdigar). The
entire decanter did not have so much as a pinhead
size defect. It had the daintiness and transparency of
pure air, it was peerless. Nothing like it had ever been
seen. I wanted to buy it for five hundred gold dinars.
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Its owner said he would not sell it for less than one
thousand dinars.

This story is unusual in several respects. The
merchant’s account of his encounter in Kerman,
related in the first person singular, is unique in
early Persian craftsmen’s treatises. In a few sen-
tences, he conveys the admiration and yearning
that he experienced. He notes the presence of a
calligraphic frieze in square Kufic reproducing
the titulature of an Ismaili ruler. In a remark that
echoes a real-life experience, he describes the hag-
gling over price that went on between the two
professionals as might happen today between
dealers in Iran. The vessel “like a gourd (kada)”
that he mentions is a type indeed called kadii in
Persian literature, early poetry included, and is a
common model in bronze and glass.!2

One precision raises some interesting ques-
tions of art history. This is the calligraphic frieze
in low relief (ketabe-ye angikhteh). Such inscrip-
tions are known on rock crystal vessels where
they reproduce the titles (algab) of the Egyptian
Fatimid caliphs. Does Jowhari Neyshaburi’s ac-
count point to the presence in Iran of an Egyp-
tian rock crystal vessel? Or are we to understand
that some rock crystal ewers inscribed with the
titulature of the Fatimid caliphs of Egypt were
made for them in Iran? The gourd-shaped model
is so far known from Iranian examples, but not
from Egyptian ones. This would be an argument
in favor of the “made in Iran” assumption con-
cerning the decanter seen in Kerman. The few
rock crystal ewers inscribed with the names of
Fatimid caliphs have distinctive shapes that dif-
fer from Iranian ones. Above all, their patterns
are typical of Egyptian art as represented in vari-
ous media at that period.

It is perfectly conceivable that some rock crys-
tal ewers were made in Iran for the Fatimid caliphs
given the close relations that existed between Ira-
nian and Egyptian Ismailis at that period. They
would have been eminently suitable offerings
for rulers. While Jowhari Neyshabtri mentions
twice the high quality of the rock crystal ewers
inscribed with the names of Fatimid rulers that
were highly sought after in his own lifetime, he
does not specify that they were brought from
Egypt to Iran. The Iranian jeweller’s silence on
this score, when the jeweller goes into so much
detail on every possible aspect of rock crystal,
including the miserable quality of Kashmir rock
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crystal vessels arriving in Khorasan in his time,
is another argument that supports the hypothesis
that some rock crystal ewers bearing the titula-
ture of Egyptian caliphs seen in Iran were indeed
made in Iran, none of which survived the vicissi-
tudes of time. For the moment, however, further
discoveries of texts or objects must be awaited to
settle the matter.

Leaving aside this particular question, Jowhari
Neyshaburi’s section on rock crystal yields ex-
tremely important information on the sources
of the varieties used in Iran, on the craftsmen’s
methods of working it, and, crucially, on the
types of artefacts made from it. In passing, we
learn that Mohammad b. Taher, the governor of
Khorasan at the time of the invasion of Khorasan
by the Safarid Ya‘qab b. Layt, owned many rock
crystal vessels (bolirineha) in Neyshabar by the
early ninth century.

Much of the information given by Jowhari
Neyshaburi on rock crystal is repeated in short-
ened form by another practising craftsman whose
specialty was pottery, Abu’l-Qasem ¢Abdollah
Kashani, in his treatise, “The Brides of Primary
Substances and the Most Precious of Delicate Ob-
jects (‘Arayes al-jawaher wa nafayes al-atayeb).”
The master in the art of ceramics who wrote it
in 700/16 September 1300-5 September 1301
adds an intriguing detail. After reporting the sto-
ries about Eskandar (Alexander) in antiquity and
Ya‘qub b. Layt in the ninth century recounted by
Birani and Jowhari Neyshaburi, Kashani notes
out of the blue:
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Pitchers (abariqg — pl. of ibrig) and a decanter that can
hold five manns!3 (just over four liters) of water were
brought from somewhere in Europe for His Excel-
lency the late Chancellor (Saheb-e Divan) Shams al-
Din Mohammad [Joveyni] as well as a very neat chess
board of which one camp had a set of rock crystal and
the other was of red color like piyazaki spinels.14

Abu’l-Qasem Kashini, who is precise about the
types of objects, the materials of which they are
made, their geographical provenance (very broadly
in this case) and their owners of note, does not
take the trouble to specify how the objects came
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into the possession of the famous chancellor: A
gift from Western ambassadors? From Iranian en-
voys returning home? A commercial acquisition,
which seems less likely?

Such as it is, this brief report is one more piece
of evidence of the love of rock crystal among the
great and the good in Iran. Although it is not stated
in so many words, the context definitely implies
that the pitchers and the decanter brought from
Europe were made of rock crystal.

A third treatise written in the mid-fifteenth
century, although no more than a summary digest
of earlier works, deserves attention for an inci-
dental mention of vessels used at the Ghaznavid
court. The author, a certain Mohammad b.
Mansur, dedicated it to the Aq Qoyunla sultan
Uzun Hasan. He briefly reports the existence of
very large blocks of rock crystal cited by Abu
Reyhan [Birani|, Ya‘qub b. Ishaq al-Kindi, and
Ahmad b. Yuasuf al-Tifashi but regrettably omits
to name his source when mentioning examples of
enormous vessels made from the materials that
were in use at the Ghaznavid court:

It has been said that in the Ghaznavid King’s house
[sic], there were four wine jars (khomreh) each of which
held the equivalent of two raviyeh [a large leathern
bottle] of the beverage.l®

Interestingly, Mohammad b. Mansur’s account
of the “story” told about the large rock crystal
jars used in the Ghaznavid palace is actually
a late echo of a report found in an earlier Arab
source, the Matali® al-Budar fi Manazil al-Surfir,
“The Ascent of the Full Moons in the Mansions
of Joy” written by ‘Ala> al-Din ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah al-
Baha’1 al-Ghazuli. This book, which deals with a
variety of pleasurable subjects, has a chapter (no.
39) “On the properties of stones and their pres-
ence in mines” (F1 khawass al-ahjar wa kiyaniha
fi’l-mayadin). Noted by Carl Johan Lamm in
his monumental two-volume study of “Islamic
Glass” published in 1929-1930, it was recently
cited after him by Avinoam Shalem, who trans-
lated into English Lamm’s German version of al-
Ghazuli’s text in an article on rock crystal.1¢

Shalem speculated that a noun transliterated
by Lamm as ¢uwab might be a corruption of the
Arabic habb for “grain,” which would make no
sense in the context. The noun which is actually
khawabi, “large jars,” the plural of khabi’q, is cor-
rectly noted in the printed edition of the Matali*
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al-Budur fi Manazil al-Suriir edited by al-Tijani
Sa‘id Mahmud in 2017. Al-Ghazuali, quoting al-
Tifashi (see below), writes after mentioning rock
crystal in the previous line:
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And they make with it [rock crystal] large jars for wa-
ter in Kashghar and Ghazna. I was informed by some-
one who was connected to Shihab al-Din al-Ghuri the
king of Ghazna that he saw in his palace four large jars
(khawabi) for water made of rock crystal (billawr). Ev-
ery large jar contains the [equivalent of] three leathern
vessels (riwdyd) for water, of the camel leathern ves-
sels type, all of them set on a howdah (mahmal) from
which one climbs to reach them. Every howdah [holds]
three to four gintars.!”

The version of the tradition as reported by the
Arab writer Ahmad b. Yasuf al-Tifashi in his
famous treatise on mineralogy, the Kitab Izhar
al-Afkar fi Jawahir al-Ahjar, “The Book of the
Blossoming of Thoughts on the Primary Sub-
stance of Stones,”!® is actually more detailed and
this precision gives it a more credible ring.

Avinoam Shalem referred to Al-Tifashi’s trea-
tise in his article “On Medieval Rock Crys-
tal Sources and Resources” when citing “the
splendid luminosity of Kashgar [sic] crystals.”1?
Shalem, however, would not seem to have actu-
ally read the Arabic original in the Cairo edition
established in 1977 by Muhammad Yuasuf Hasan
and Mahmud Basiyani Khafaji that he cites in a
footnote. Speaking in the first person singular,
the Arab polymath sounds reliable. Regrettably,
he omits to state whether he met the men from
Ghazna in Syria or in eastern Iran. The impor-
tance of the anonymous informants’ testimony
justifies reproducing al-Tifashi’s version:20
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I was informed by more than one inhabitant from
Ghazna (in accounts on which there was agreement
about their correctness) that in its proximity, between
the town and Kashghar, at thirteen days’ travelling
from Ghazna, there is a river [flowing] between two
mountains. This river is a road that leads towards
Kiashghar, and the two mountains on the sides of the
river are both pure rock crystal (billawr khalis). The
rock crystal is cut during the night because its rays,
when the sun rises over it, prevent working on it dur-
ing the day. They make from it jars for water in Kesh-
mihan, [a dependency of Neyshabar — or Keshmar?]
and in Ghazna.

Someone who was connected to Shihib al-Din al-
Ghauri, the King (sic: Malik) of Ghazna informed me
that he saw in his castle (gasrihi) four jars for water,
each jar (khabiya) containing water from the stalls of
the camels, all [placed] on mahmals (howdahs) from
which one rises to reach the jars [contained] in a rock
crystal casket (durj min boliir). Each mahmal bears
three to four gintars [around 50 to 60 kgs/liters].

The account of Al-Tifashi’s informer from
Ghazna “connected to the Ghurid Sultan Shihab
al-Din” who said that he saw in the royal castle
crystal jars contained in a rock crystal casket
implies the existence of a solidly established tra-
dition of manufacturing rock crystal vessels in
eastern Iran. Even if the informer’s evaluation of
the capacity of the jars and of the total weight
might be exaggerated, the details of the observa-
tion sound perfectly convincing.

The factual information provided by the Persian
treatises dealing with the sources and character-
istics of rock crystal, the techniques employed
in working the semi-precious stone, and, most
importantly, the types of objects made from the
material yield ample evidence of the presence in
Iran of rock crystal vessels and of game pieces
such as chessmen. The need that the craftsmen
producing handbooks felt to recount stories such
as the destruction by Eskandar (Alexander) of the
Achaemenid ruler Dara’s rock crystal vessels and
to report on artefacts owned by historic rulers
indicates that the tradition of using rock crystal
vessels was truly embedded in Iranian culture
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and that these loomed large in royal palaces. The
parallel testimony of Arab authors such as Al-
Tifashi, which backs up what the Iranian crafts-
men report, adds useful evidence to that effect.

Early Persian Poetry on Rock Crystal

Persian poetry introduces a new dimension by
providing the context in which rock crystal ob-
jects were seen and the way in which the literate
elite perceived them.

The Earliest Mentions

Rock crystal is mentioned in some of the earliest
poetry written by authors known only through
a few verses, mostly preserved in anthologies or
quoted in dictionaries to support the glosses of
words. A passing line in the Afarin-Nameh (Book
of Creation) which Aba Shokar Balkhi was busy
writing by 333/24 August 944-12 August 945 re-
veals that the hardstone was familiar enough to
the Khorasani poet’s readers for him to evoke it
as an example of easily broken precious material:
Dsde b SE oK sa Db O s pediy aS sl
I have heard that the enemy is like rock crystal
When you do not find the moment to break
[it], do not agitate?!

Verses by Daqiqi, the immediate predecessor
of Ferdowsi, who would have been a contempo-
rary of Aba Shokir, have been cited by Avinoam
Shalem in an essay about rock crystal in the lands
of Islam. Unfortunately, the scholar resorted to
an English translation as he normally does for
Persian and Arabic texts.?? As a result, he was
unaware that the Persian original mentions glass
(abgineh), not rock crystal (boliir):

O pal oned A g Ols0p Al sl oS4
Look at the water and the ice in a glass

See these three, colored with but one hue?3

Daqiqi here celebrates transparency but does not
write about rock crystal, nor am I aware that he
has done so in the few verses that have come
down to us.
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In the earliest Persian monumental narrative
in poetical form completed shortly before 1000
CE, rock crystal vessels are mentioned several
times in a quasi-ritualized manner. The Sdhname
[Book of Kings], on which Ferdowsi began work-
ing at least a decade after Aba Shokar is known to
have been fully engaged in the composition of the
Afarin-Nameh, lightly touches on the circum-
stances in which rock crystal vessels appeared at
court.

Rock Crystal Vessels in the Sahname and
Garsaspname

Ferdowsi’s testimony is important because the
Sahname was ubiquitous in Iranian court life.
Excerpts dealing with beloved episodes from the
monumental parable in 50,000 couplets about
the history of Iran in pre-Islamic times would be
chanted daily by an appointed official to the king,
the Book of Kings kvan (Sahname-Khwan), just
as Qurlan verses were recited daily by the Quran
kvan (Qur’an kan).>* Entire passages of the book
were reproduced on glazed tile revetments that
ran on the walls of palaces.?> Figural tiles dealt
with the most famous episodes, as did some
glazed fritware or metal vessels on the royal ta-
ble.26 It would seem that a SGghndme manuscript
was commissioned for each new ruler ascending
the throne when this did not come about as a
result of war or of an upheaval. In short, it was
impossible to escape from the ever-present narra-
tive. Prominent material details would be vividly
remembered by those who heard it chanted and
those who read it.

While the Sahname does not mirror daily real-
ity in the manner of an ethnographic report, the
mentions of rock crystal artefacts in its different
parts provide some broad indications about the
types in use and their frequency. Rock crystal
wine cups (jam-e bolir) are mentioned only
three times before the chapter dealing with the
life of Bahram Gaur as the historic Sasanian em-
peror Warahrin V is known in Persian. In this
chapter, the words jam-e bolir occur numerous
times, echoing Ferdowsi’s awareness of their re-
ality in the Sasanian period.

The imaginary circumstances in which the
rock crystal vessels are mentioned are likely to
match those in which they actually appeared at
court, whether under the Sasanian dynasty or in
Ferdowsi’s own time when the rulers of Iranian
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lands prided themselves in maintaining what
they saw as the traditions of ancient Iran.

Where Ferdowsi mentions rock crystal prior to
the advent of the Sasanian Bahriam Gar, he does
so in terms that do not differ from those used in
the chapters dealing with the Sasanian dynasty:
Iran had no clear memory of its past prior to the
Sasanian period and the Sdhname evocations of
earlier events do not differ from those of the Sa-
sanian period. The few mentions of rock crystal
vessels made in the chapters preceding the reign
of Bahram Gur are therefore equally relevant to
Sasanian period usage as conceived by Ferdowsi.
All occur in couplets in which the poet sings a
royal wine banquet.

The first reference to a rock crystal cup crops
up in the Book of Kay Kosrow. Rostam and his
companions make merry in a garden where they
drink themselves witless:
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They drank red colored wine in rock crystal cups

Until turmoil filled their heads?”

The second reference to a rock crystal wine cup
is made considerably later in the same Book of
Kay Kosrow. Bizan is invited to a banquet in the
kingdom of Taran:
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Old vintage wine in a crystal cup

Restored the strength of BiZzan son of Giv28

The third mention of a rock crystal cup is found
in the Book of Goshtasp. The emperor celebrates
the arrival of his son Esfandiyar by giving a huge
wine banquet:
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They set up the tables [lit. trays] in the vaulted halls
He told the Master of Ceremonies: “Call the
grandees”

A cupbearer came out of each domed pavilion
And approached that celebrated Sovereign
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The cupbearer would give, brilliant like the Sun
Royal wine and a rock crystal cup?®

In all three cases, the association of red wine
and a rock crystal cup is presented by Ferdowsi
as the natural thing to do. Wine, thought of as
a substitute for sacrificial blood, which was
variously called “the blood of the vine” (khin-e
raz), “the blood of the cock” (khiin-e khoriis)
and other related metaphors, was celebrated for
its deep red color and its brilliance.30 It was best
if the wine was visible, and rock crystal, which
is both transparent and rates as a semi-precious
stone, was supremely suitable for kings. In the
Sahname section called the “Book of Bahram
Gur” which deals with the reign of the historic
Warahrian V, Ferdowsi mentions rock crystal
cups numerous times. The poet does so invari-
ably in connection with the highly ritualized
wine banquet (bazm-e mey), a major ceremony
in Iran which functioned as an instrument of
governance and diplomacy.3!
After taking his place on the throne in the
early morning, a moment when wine libations
are traditionally held in the royal park if the
season allows, Bahram Gur requests wine to be
brought. The army chiefs arrive. A leading civil-
ian official (mard-e meh) then comes, bringing
camel loads of pomegranates (ndr), apples (sib),
and quinces (beh), the fruits consumed in the
course of wine libations as may be seen in Ira-
nian manuscript painting as late as the Safavid
period (1501-1736).32 The high official catches
sight of a rock crystal cup filled with wine,
whereupon:
Dsdela O 5l oail il sl e ) gl anals (S

He saw a [wine] cup (jam), the rock crystal full of wine
[Upon seeing] that cup, his heart was gripped with
anguish3?

Another time, Bahrim Gur goes hunting.
He arrives at a village where young women are
drinking and singing with this punch line by way
of celebrating his arrival:

R S G 5 et K ils S
He hunts no preys other than lions and onagers (Gir)

This is why they call him Bahram-e Gur3*
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The emperor orders wine to be brought:
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He ordered the cupbearers that were on the road
To bring wine and wine vessels near the Shah

A wine pourer brought a rock crystal cup
They laid it on Bahram-e Gur’s palm35

This is not just a random occasion. Drinking
wine at the end of the royal hunt was tradi-
tional.3¢ Bringing a vessel appropriate for the
king was therefore imperative and rock crystal
met that requirement.

The third occasion on which a rock crystal
wine cup is brought to Bahram Gaur is provided
by the emperor’s discovery of the treasure of
Jamshid. This episode probably echoes the mem-
ory of a discovery of a hoard of ancient Iranian
artefacts, perhaps consisting of Achaemenid gold
and silverware. To celebrate an event that would
have been considered unforgettable, Bahram Gur
ordains a wine banquet in the Nowbahar, the
Buddhist shrine and palace complex in Balkh, in
eastern Khorasan:
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He ordained a wine banquet in the Nowbahar
He decorated the gem-studded vaulted hall

Red wine [was] scintillating in a rock crystal cup
As Bahram Gur became merrily full of joy®”

A fourth mention of rock crystal cups during
Bahram Gur’s reign confirms that these became
de rigueur during that period at imperial wine
libations as Ferdowsi believed. While hunting
along the river, Bahram Gur arrives at a palace
in a park. In the rose garden full of servants, an
elderly man sits on the edge of a pool (abgir) with
his three daughters. These wear domed turquoise
crowns (be sar bar nahadeh ze pirtizeh tdj) and
hold rock crystal wine cups:
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A wine cup was in the hands of each one, made of rock
crystal
Bahram Gaur looked at them?3$

In one passage, Ferdowsi’s text implies that
rock crystal was the material par excellence for
the royal wine cup. The occasion here, too, is an
event to be celebrated. Bahram Gur’s falconer has
spotted at the top of an almond tree the emperor’s
favorite hawk Taghri, which had flown off, and
recovers the prey bird. Bahram’s vizier (dastir)
Barzin requests wine to be brought with a cup and
toasts the emperor. Then a rock crystal wine cup
is brought and put in Bahram Gur’s hands:
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Barzin brought red wine and a cup
First, he pronounced the name of the King of
the World

Then, he brought a rock crystal cup
They placed it in the hands of Bahram-e Gur3?

Ferdowsi briefly states further that the wine cup
is heavy, implying that it is larger than usual. As
a singer finishes a song celebrating his virtues and
his feats, the king drains the cup:
Dsb s Kol R o 2,58 DR g il aals o s>
As Bahram Gaur heard this song
He drank from that heavy rock crystal cup*®

At the end of another hunting expedition, a
“large cup” is requested by Bahram Gaur for the
traditional wine libations held after the meal:
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When the meal was finished, King Bahram Gur
Requested a large wine cup made of rock crystal#!

The tone is matter of fact. Although the text re-
spects the Motagareb meter in couplets with in-
ner rhyme, the sentences read like ordinary prose.
The implication of such lines appears to be that
large size rock crystal cups were available for
royal use.

The Sahname suggests that rock crystal cups
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appeared at banquets sealing international rela-
tions. When the King of Hindustan Shangul gives
a banquet for his guest Bahraim Gur, the Iranian
ruler drinks wine in a rock crystal cup as they
watch wrestlers demonstrating their skills:

035 K il 2 (B ey BY PENI- RSP STIRN
When Bahram [Gur] raised the rock crystal cup

The wine shed confusion in his brain*?

Ferdowsi does not supply any other detail about the
wine drinking. The wine rock crystal cup seems to
be an obligatory implement for the ceremony.
Rock crystal wine cups were in abundant sup-
ply at the Sasanian court if Ferdowsi’s verses are
to be trusted. As Shangul in turn travels to Iran, in
order to see the land and the abode of his daugh-
ter by then the consort of Bahram Gur, seven
regional kings make the trip with him. At the
end of the dinner given by Bahram in the honor
of Shangul and the regional kings, the obliga-
tory wine libations are held in a “royal banquet
(majles-e shahvar)” ordained by the Iranian shah
while musicians and singers give a performance,
underlining the magnificence of the ceremony.
All the attendants have rock crystal wine cups:
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When the meal was finished, he ordained
A Dbanquet fit for a king, full of incense,
color and paintings

He requested wine served on trays, and musicians,
The place was filled with songs from one end
to the other

Servants stood waiting
The palace, the throne and the living quarters
turned into a Paradise

All the wine cups all over the place were of rock crystal
The trays were of gold, and of gold, the
vessels*3
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When a royal rock crystal wine cup is men-
tioned for the last time in the Book of Khosrow
Parviz, the reason for the choice of rock crystal as
a favorite material is made clear. In the twenty-
eighth year of his reign, the Sasanian emperor goes
to the park (bagh) where he usually spends two
weeks during the Nowruz celebrations. While the
musician Barbad, who is about to sing to the ac-
companiment of his harp, is in hiding at the top of
a cypress, wine is brought to the emperor:
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A cupbearer with the face of an angel came
A wine cup in hand and approached the
sovereign

The world ruler took the nectar from the child
The red wine made the rock crystal invisible**

The rock crystal, transparent like glass, allowed
the color alone to be seen on the palm of the drink-
er’s hand or, to be precise, poised on the three fin-
gers of his right hand raised to form a temporary
stand. The precious material made it fit for a king.
For this reason, the hardstone was sometimes
used in the construction of the imperial throne.
In the Book of Eskandar, Queen Qeydafeh’s son
is seated on an ivory throne that has rock crystal
columns:
s s |y (S s DS gl el &)
The king’s face resplendent like the sun
His seating emplacement with rock crystal
columns*

Ferdowsi does not say that the columns (sotinha)
support the throne as understood by Jules Mohl
in his French translation. The poet may have had
in mind the kind of slender columns topped by
dragon heads that are clutched by enthroned rul-
ers seated cross-legged on platforms from which
the columns rise vertically. Columns of this type
are depicted on Iranian bronze wares of the twelfth
to early thirteenth century CE where they bear no
weight.40

Rock crystal was also used on thrones, probably
as applications on the pediment (payeh).

In the Book of Bahram Gur, the emperor is
seated on such a throne:
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In the area in front of the inner quarters, they had
made seven elephants
Upon which there was a turquoise throne of
the same color as the Nile

The entire pediment of the throne made of gold and
rock crystal
As the seating emplacement of King Bahram
Guar*’

While in Hindastan, Bahram Gur enters a cit-
adel (arj/arg) and arrives at a place (yeki jay) of
which the soffit (aseman-ash) is made of rock
crystal. As he gets close to King Shangul, Bahram
Gaur sees him “comfortably settled” on the golden
throne platform (takht-e zarrin) that has a pedi-
ment entirely [covered with] rock crystal:
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Bahram-e Gar was riding on, ambling
He saw a place of which the soffit was of rock
crystal

As he came suddenly close to Shangul
He saw him wearing his crown, comfortably
settled on the throne

The entire pediment of the golden throne was [covered
with] rock crystal
As the seating emplacement of the
glorious and powerful*8

king,

The structure called asemadn, etymologically
“sky,” refers to the soffit of a dome because the
sky is metaphorically compared with the dome
of a square structure. Here, Ferdowsi, who uses
the architectural term, has in mind a hemispheri-
cal dome pierced with circular openings at regular
intervals such as can be seen to this day in some
hammams in Iran. The openings would have been
closed by small rock crystal disks instead of glass
ones. Such glass disks moulded with Ghaznavid
royal figural motifs have come out of commercial
digging in the modern state of Afghanistan.*
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The use of rock crystal in royal throne con-
struction and in palatial architecture echoed in
the Sahname confirms the important place that
the material held in Iranian art in Ferdowsi’s
time, presumably continuing a tradition well es-
tablished in Sasanian times.

A passing mention in the Book of Eskandar
indicates that rock crystal was the preferred ma-
terial for royal use where glass was otherwise
the norm. At the end of a long march, Eskandar
catches sight of a palace with lapis-lazuli bricks
and a topaz (yvaqiit-e zard) roof erected at the top
of a peak. The lamps (gandilha) hanging from the
roof are made of rock crystal:
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The entire building had rock crystal lamps

At the center of the inner quarters, there was a
fountain of salt water®0

The mythical character of such a palace is clear
enough. Nevertheless, the use of rock crystal for
making small hanging lamps similar to glass ex-
amples is implied by this description of an imagi-
nary monument.!

The emission of light was considered to be best
perceived through rock crystal, as the mention of a
rock crystal cup in a comparison made by Ferdowsi
in the same Book of Bahram Gur implies. Celebra-
tions take place following the wedding of Sapinad,
a daughter of the King of Hindustan, Shangul:
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Sapinad with Shah Bahram Gar

Was luminous like wine in a rock crystal
cup?

While the Sahname cannot be held to be the
equivalent of a geographer’s or a chronicler’s re-
port, the repeated rock crystal mentions show
that the material was embedded in the Iranian ar-
tistic tradition: for the imaginary narrative to be
evocative, it had to be connected to the reality of
the environment.

The same remark applies to the Garsaspname
composed in the first half of the eleventh cen-
tury by Asadi Tusi in the manner and meter of
the Sahname. By contrast with Ferdowsi, Asadi
Tasi mentions a variety of rock crystal vessels.
The models go back to Iranian antiquity and con-
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tinued to be made in Islamic times.

Early on, when describing the banquet given by
King Asret to King Zahhak in a mythical ancient
Iran, the poet conjures the image of scores of rock
crystal wine boats, a model that goes at least as far
back as the early first millennium BCE in Iran:>3
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The whiff of musk went up from its substance above
the clouds
By it, the heart of the clouds was laden with
amber

By the reflection of yellow wine and rock crystal cups
The vaulted palace was turned into a sky full
of moons and suns

In the last hemistich, the vaulted palace (ayvan)
is compared with the sky which, in the Iranian
tradition, is thought of as a hemispherical cupola.
This sky is filled with moons, the poet says, be-
cause wine boats reproduce the profile of the cres-
cent moon, and with suns because the wine they
hold is thought of as flowing sunlight.

Later, Asadi Tusi in his enumeration of the
paraphernalia of a banquet given for the Khigan
of Chin, mentions one of the earliest types
of wine vessels from Iranian antiquity, the
wine leg.5* The poet does it when evoking the
participants:
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Their belts fastened, standing in front of the beauty
worshippers,
All holding a wine vessel (badeh) and a fan
(bad-bizan)

The rock crystal ayaghs [were] made so brilliant by
the wine
That with them a blind man could see at
night without a lamp55

The occurrence of a Turkish word, ayagh,>°
which means “leg” is a departure from Asadi
Tusi’s almost exclusive use of Persian vocabulary
in the Garsaspname. The most plausible expla-
nation for the adoption of a noun from a foreign
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language is the need to characterize the spe-
cific vessel. Called in Persian pay-e badeh/mey/
sharab, literally “wine leg” (see previous note),
the compound noun is not as easily fitted into a
verse.

A third type of wine vessel inherited from
the pre-Islamic past is mentioned by Asadi Tusi
when giving details about the banquet with
which Fereydan greets the arrival of Nariman. In
one couplet, the poet evokes the grandees of the
realm holding a rock crystal takiik with one hand
and a palogh with the other:
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Thousands of grandees devoted to the king
Holding a rock crystal takiik and a palogh®”

Asadi Tusi enters the noun takiik in the Loghat-e
Fors, “The Lexicon of the Ancient Iranians/’
compiled by him sometime in the first half of the
eleventh century:

G ol aS B i L 0eo) b ol 8L (558 1S SS
U5

Takiik: is a bull made of ceramic or gold, or any other
material, in which one drinks wine.>8

The poet-cum-lexicographer supports this
gloss with a couplet by Radaki which indicates
that this was a vessel used in royal contexts. It is
probably drawn from a gasideh [long ode| com-
posed as a panegyric on a Samanid ruler which
began with a celebration of the spring. This oc-
casion would have been the Nowruz festival,
“the festival of Fereydun (jashn-e Fereydiin),” the
mythical founder of the first dynasty of Iran, the
Kayanian:
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Drink merrily at the time of the new spring

Pour out wine in the royal takiak

While animal-shaped vessels continued to be
made for centuries, the noun takiik which tran-
scribes in the Arabic alphabet the Middle Per-
sian (Pahlavi) name takok® was no longer used
after Asadi Tusi’s time, nor indeed was palogh,
a wine horn. Both terms gave way to other Per-
sian names. For bull-shaped vessels, it was gav-e
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badeh, “wine bull” or, for short, just gav, “bull/
cow.” For palogh, it was shakh-e badeh/mey/
sabiih (literally “wine horn” and for sabiih,
“morning-banquet horn”). Proof that takiak had
become obsolete is provided by later dictionar-
ies, such as the Borhan-e Qate‘, which only cite
other couplets from the Garsaspname in support
of their gloss of the noun takiik.

Asadi Tusi’s choice of two archaic words in the
Garsaspname points to his awareness that they
perpetuated a usage preceding the Islamic period.

Indeed, the poet mentions several times
vessels drawn from Iranian antiquity when
describing banquets that all take place in the ear-
liest past of Iran according to Iranian traditional
historiography.

Five couplets down, he cites once more the
ayagh, “the wine leg,” encountered above:
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The yellow wine was in the rock crystals aydaghs
In its appearance, like a lamp in clear water®

As before, the comparison of the wine with a
lamp conveys the traditional equation of wine
with flowing light that Persian poetry repeatedly
echoes.

In the same passage recounting the banquet
given by Fereydun in honor of Nariman, we learn
that modern rock crystal types appeared along-
side those derived from ancient Iranian usage.
The couplet mentions the basin with high verti-
cal sides called lagan:
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Noql trays of carnelian from Yemen

A rock crystal basin (lagan) filled with musk®!

A fourth rock crystal type of object seen at
one of the banquets described by Asadi, however
briefly, is an early model that apparently went out
of use after the tenth century CE. This is the four-
lobed cup, with two elongated lobes in the central
section.

Asadi Tusi mentions it when describing in just
two couplets a wine banquet d-deux briskly ar-
ranged for themselves by the marshal (sepahdar)
leading the Iranian army and the daughter of the
Roman Caesar who had arrived in Iran. The poet
uses the word piyaleh, which in Persian refers to
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a wide shallow wine cup without a handle:
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They sat and arranged a fresh banquet
They drank wine to the [eternal] memory of
each other

The rock crystal piydleh was turned into an anemone
by the wine
The hand that drains the wine was filled with
dew by the anemone®?

Bowls are compared in early poetry to the wild
anemone called Ialeh, which etymologically
means “the red one.”® It applies to shallow four-
lobed vessels with two longer lobes in the me-
dian area, known among others, in earthenware
painted overglaze in golden colors (so-called “lus-
tre ware”) from tenth-century CE Iran.®* Asadi
Tusi says that the piyaleh has been turned into
a laleh because the red wine alone is visible in
its transparent rock crystal container. He then
adds that the hand “which draws the wine (mey-
kesh) has been filled with dew” by the anemone
because the rock crystal vessel, transparent like
dew, is held by the hand.

The range of rock crystal types of vessels reflects
Asadi Tusi’s awareness of the prominent display
of rock crystal ware at the Iranian court. Each
time the poet describes a royal banquet, however
briefly, rock crystal vessels are mentioned.

When Fereydan, the mythical founder of the
Ancient Iranian Keyanid dynasty, holds a banquet
for Garsasp, the Shah of Nimruz, and Nariman,
shallow wine cups of the piyaleh type appear:
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The vaulted hall (ayvan) became like a joyous garden
In that garden, the roses were the friends’ faces

The rock crystal piyalehs were turned into anemones
by the wine

Above, the vapor of the aloe wood came out of the
dew
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The carafes (ganineh) were made to cry by the red wine
The flutes lamented and the wine cups smiled®®

In the second couplet, Asadi Tusi makes the tra-
ditional comparison of wine with the red color
of the wild anemone (laleh) and evokes the va-
por of slow burning aloe wood coming out of in-
cense burners as transparent as dew. Filled with
wine, the piyales become lalehs. The poet, who
provides material details in just three couplets,
devotes, characteristically enough, one hemistich
to rock crystal vessels, in this case the piyalehs.

Asadi Tusi’s consistency in associating royal
banquets with the use of rock crystal vessels to
the exclusion of any other specific objects implies
that these would have been highly evocative of
court usage to mid-eleventh-century readers.

Fakhr al-Din As‘ad-e Gorgani, a contempo-
rary of Asadi Tasi who wrote the romance Vis o
Ramin by drawing on a Pahlavi source, mentions
rock crystal wine boats among royal presents.
The precious gifts dispatched by the Sahansah for
a forthcoming wedding include large numbers of
crescent-shaped rock crystal and gold cups:
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Of rock crystal and of gold were seven hundred wine
cups

Like the Moon with Venus at the time of
dawn©6

Elsewhere, when describing the ferocious beating
that the Sahansah inflicts on Queen Vis, Gorgani
uses rock crystal as a term of comparison twice
within five couplets:

IS SRSA 5SS Gl GRS el 0T

oy G Sl O 53 58 O30 s G 5 53 b i
Ol A 5 G 5 oy il Olaia () 4dl 30 A8 Gy
s3Sa (53 AU ea 555 eS A 5 U e Slelail 4S
Osbela Sleah Oy sa Oaass a3 (A 00 e
He pulled her down from the throne with lion legs
He pulled her on the earth and dust

He dragged her rock-crystalline arms and hands
And tied her two hands in her back as [is
done] with thieves
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Then he hit her with a whip so much
On the back, on the bottom, on the chest and
on the thighs

That her limbs burst open like a pomegranate
And that blood flowed out of her like pome-
granate juice

Her blood came out of her silvery limbs
Like wine pouring out of a rock crystal bowl¢”

These verses, among others, show that in
Gorgani’s mind rock crystal had an evident evoca-
tive power, which implies a well-established tra-
dition of making rock crystal objects.

Almost a century and a half later, Nezami, writ-
ing in Ganja, the metropolis of Shirvan in what
is today the Republic of Azerbaijan at the north-
western end of the Iranian world, found rock crys-
tal vessels equally evocative of magnificent royal
possessions and celebrations.

When Nezami tells in the Sarafname the
“story” (dastan) of the dispersal of Dara’s trea-
sure, the very word “story” shows that he makes
no pretence of giving a historical account but
the material description of the objects, weapons,
and textiles clearly reflect the reality of his time,
the late twelfth century CE. We thus learn that a
royal treasure included the rock crystal trays that
served as portable tables when set up on trestles:
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Rock crystal trays and spinel trays

Wore out the horseshoes
pulling the precious objects®®

of the

[horses]

Later, when describing Eskandar’s special tray
(khwan) laid out in a solemn royal banquet,
Nezami indicates that the portable tables could
be poised on a central stand. This is implied by
the comparison of the tray with a daffodil at the
top of a green/turquoise (sabz) stalk:

L5 S e A G sn 1 s ol sl
Of glowing rock crystal a large tray

Like a fresh daffodil at the tip of a green
stalk®?
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Elsewhere, the Sarafname couplets reveal that
the food bowls (kaseh), which would normally be
made of glazed fritware in their luxury version,
were sometimes made of rock crystal for the ruler.
When describing Eskandar’s special tray (khwan)
at the banquet ordered by Nushibeh, Nezami
writes that it supported four bowls made of pure
rock crystal (char kaseh ze boliir-e nab):
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They had laid out a tray (khwan) glowing like the Sun
Laden with four bowls (kaseh) of pure rock
crystal’0

Four rock crystal pieces carved in the Sasanian
manner that have come down to us support the
idea that rock crystal vessels were indeed made
under the Sasanian dynasty (224-651 CE).

One is a famous phiale with a gold frame hold-
ing a rock crystal disk in the central roundel on
which a Sasanian emperor is seen enthroned (fig.
1).7! Formerly preserved in the treasury of the
royal Basilica of Saint-Denis on the outskirts of
Paris, and now kept in the Cabinet des Médailles
within the Paris Bibliotheque Nationale, it has
been known since the Middle Ages as the “Tasse
de Salomon.” This phrase obviously translates a
Persian name, Jam-e Soleyman, “The Wine Cup of
Solomon.””? The piece must have been acquired
from a Middle Eastern source, which passed on
the name and might have been Arab, Iranian, or,
in the period following the fall of the Sasanian
dynasty, Turkish: the phrase could be used in all
three languages.

Roman Ghirshman, in a brief mention of the
piece, merely noted that “the so-called ‘Tasse de
Salomon’ would have been offered to [Emperor]
Charlemagne by [The Abbasid Caliph] Harun al-
Rashid.””3 The persistence of the Middle Eastern
name might reflect the lingering memory of such
a diplomatic gift.

In a recent commentary on the phiale, Zainab
Bahrani, who referred to it as the “Cup of Khos-
row I noted the presence of the Middle Per-
sian inscription on the foot [where it states the
weight as is frequently the case with Sasanian
precious metal vessels] and concluded that it
dates “to the sixth century CE.”74 Actually, the
Pahlavi inscription does not demonstrate that
the vessel dates from the Sasanian period. The
use of Middle Persian, or Pahlavi, as the official
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language of the Sasanian Empire is referred to in
early Persian sources of the Islamic period, per-
sisted long into the Islamic period. It continued
on coins struck by the Umayyad caliphs until
the monetary reform of ‘Abd al-Malik in 674 and
for considerably longer on the coinage of inde-
pendent Tabarestan. The markedly rigid rendi-
tion of the enthroned king might be used as an
argument supporting a date within the Islamic
period although that cannot be said to be con-
clusive. The question remains open for the mo-
ment. The most that can be advanced about the
date of this remarkably elaborate phiale is that
it might belong to the Sasanian age, but if so, it
is probably closer to the fall of the dynasty in
651 than to the reign of Husraw I in the previous
century.

A second object which has been described in
the twentieth century as “Sasanian” similarly as-
sociates gold framework and a carved rock crys-
tal piece shaped like a boat, probably destined
to contain some make-up product such as kohl
(vasmeh).” Two formalized blossoms fore and aft
are separated on the long side by rhomboidal re-
peat patterns. These reflect a love of geometrical
design that markedly increased in the early Is-
lamic period, even if criss-cross patterns as such
go back to the earliest antiquity preceding the ar-
rival of Indo-European speakers in the lands that
were to become Iran. Dug up in unknown cir-
cumstances in Shush (Susa), where it was bought
by the French archeological expedition, it raises
the same questions concerning its period as the
magnificent Tasse de Salomon. Zainab Bahrani
cautiously placed it in the “seventh or eighth
century CE.”

Closely related to the previous piece, a second
rock crystal boat, 8.2 cm long and 4.7 cm wide
appeared at a Geneva auction in 1985 (fig. 2).7¢
Its provenance was given as “Iran or Iraq” while
the heading read “an Abbasid rock crystal dish,
ninth-tenth century.”

Its pattern would be consistent with a Sasanian
dating. The most characteristic motif, a roundel
carved in sunken relief on the underside of the
vessel, encloses four almond-shaped geometri-
cal figures which join with each other at the tip.
They frame a large bead that occupies the central
area. This motif is repeated twice on each side. A
criss-cross pattern is engraved with great regular-
ity on the flat rim. Criss-cross patterns go back
to the earliest antiquity of Iranian art and con-
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tinued into the Sasanian period when they were
depicted on the garments worn by royal charac-
ters.”” They can still be seen on the garments of
various characters depicted on polychrome pot-
tery from Neyshabur probably dating from the
ninth century CE.”8

Confronted ibex head profiles carved fore and
aft are noticeable for their huge horns handled as
scrolls. Far more pronounced than those painted
on tenth century CE glazed earthenware, they
might be invoked as an argument in favor of a
pre-Islamic dating, without being conclusive.

The best that can be said at this stage is that
a date toward the end of the pre-Islamic period,
perhaps in the early seventh century CE, is a plau-
sible proposition, but no more. The later seventh
or early eighth century CE is no less conceivable.

A third rock crystal boat 5.1 cm long and 3 ¢cm
wide surfaced ten years later at a London auction
where it was also ascribed to Iran (“Persia” in the
Victorian-age denomination used by the auction
house) and given a date “circa eighth century
[CE].”7® Here, eight tangent roundels enclosing
the same motif are carved on the underside. A
pleated chain runs above the roundels. The flat
rim is carved with a continuous chevron also
executed with attention to regularity. Dating
it presents the same difficulties as the previous
miniature rock crystal boat. Both appear to have
been made around the same time, perhaps in the
seventh century, presumably, in the same area. A
certain lack of sophistication in the execution is
noticeable. Different levels of quality are interest-
ing in themselves. They imply a well-established
tradition of rock carving, with various workshops
catering to different strata in the Iranian estab-
lishment on the eve of the advent of Islam or in
the very early stages of its diffusion.

Panegyrists on Rock Crystal Vessels

By contrast with the imaginary narratives of
Ferdowsi, Asadi Tusi, Gorgani, and Nezami, the
information yielded by early Persian panegyrics
amounts to direct documentary evidence. Poets
celebrating rulers and their surroundings refer to
real life contexts.

In the generation that followed Ferdowsi’s,
‘Onsori, the main court poet attached to the
Ghaznavid ruler Sultan Mahmitd, mentions rock
crystal four times for its color in various compari-
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sons.80 Much of the poet’s oeuvre is now lost. The
seventeenth century CE lexicographer Soruri cites
one of several couplets in the Khafif meter from
an otherwise unknown masnavi, as romances in
couplets with inner rhyme are called:
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When auspices are favorable [for him| the enemy

Grabs from you the glass vessel instead of the
rock crystal one8!

The colorful maxim means that the enemy, when
victorious, rifles everything regardless of value:
if there are no rock crystal vessels to be carried
away, ordinary glass ones will do.

The sight of rock crystal wares must have been
familiar enough for ‘Onsori to compare spontane-
ously melting frost over the grass of open country
with rock crystal becoming dissolved, as he does
in a panegyric on Sultan Mahmud:
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You see rock crystal dissolved under the breeze
All reduced to curls like the hair of the
buddhas of Turkistan®2

The allusion to the curls of the hairdo of Buddhist
clay figures reveals the poet’s awareness of Bud-
dhist shrines, many of which were no doubt still
standing more or less intact in his time. ‘Onsori’s
familiarity with rock crystal objects is again
echoed in the opening couplet of a quatrain cel-
ebrating the beauty of an unnamed character. The
poet evokes “the pattern of rock crystal (nags-e
boliir)” which is a metaphorical image for the
character’s face enclosed by his/her two tresses:
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He covers the silver-breasted, stone-hearted one with

sable
Your
pattern with jet/black coral®3

two tresses draw the rock crystal

In a panegyric composed on the occasion of
the Nowruz celebrations, which begins with the
description of springtime nature, Manuchehri
Damghani, a court poet contemporary, coins a
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couplet comparing flowers and their smell with
scents in their containers:
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And that dog rose is a commercial undertaking: like
musk-selling
It makes amber paste in a rock crystal bowl

(kaseh)3*

Such as it is, the couplet may not be the most
subtle verse written by a Persian poet, but it has
some documentary merit. Mantchehri informs
us that truncated conical bowls of the kaseh type
common in pottery and glass were also made in
rock crystal for court use.

Farrokhi, another court poet who was a personal
friend of Sultan Mahmud the Ghaznavid, urges
the cupbearer to pass around the rock crystal cup
(jam-e bolurineh) filled with wine that has not
been adulterated by being cooked. Thus, the wine
will be as red as the cupbearer’s own face. In a
panegyric on the Amir Aba Ahmad Mohammad,
the son of Sultan Mahmaud, the poet exclaims:
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Ordain a banquet, O exquisite vihara
And toss the wine in a one-mann cup

Turn into the same color as your face
The rock crystal cup with uncooked wine8?

The number of verses by early Ghaznavid po-
ets such as ‘Onsori and Farrokhi could probably
be multiplied three or fourfold if it were not for
the loss of a large part of their work which fell
into oblivion as literary tastes changed. Of the
four most-admired poets at the courts of Sultan
Mahmud and his successor Mas‘d I that Amir
Mo‘ezzi mentioned a century later in a well-
known couplet,8¢ only two are still represented
by their divans. While Farrokhi’s is apparently
preserved intact, ‘Onsori’s is clearly missing sec-
tions, to say nothing of his masnavi romances,
which are lost.8” The divans of the other two po-
ets mentioned in Amir Mo‘ezzi’s couplet, Zeynabi
(‘Abd al-Jabbar Zeynabi ‘Alavi) and ‘Asjadi (Aba
Nazar ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Mansur ‘Asjadi Marvazi)
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have not come down to us.

Yet even the few couplets by ‘Asjadi preserved
in anthologies show that he, too, found rock crys-
tal evocative enough to coin metaphors mention-
ing the hardstone.

A quatrain of his was long remembered:
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In the body of the piyaleh, life is the flowing soul
In the spirit of its body, the soul is flowing

In frozen water there is liquefied fire
In the rock crystal casket mineral spinels are
flowing?®8

Each couplet is preserved in an anthology. The
first one was reproduced in the nineteenth century
by Mohammad Sadeq Hedayat in the monumen-
tal anthology titled Majma® al-Fosaha, “The Tray
of the Eloquent,” and the second one retained the
attention of Sa’eb Tabrizi in his Safine-ye Sa’eb
put together in the seventeenth century.8?

The first couplet deals with a theme that also
occurs in another quatrain by ‘Asjadi:
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That body of the piyaleh, look: it’s pregnant with the
soul/a life
Very much like a
Judas Tree blossoms

jasmine pregnant with

No! No! my fault: the piyaleh in its extreme kindness
Is water pregnant with fire that is flowing®0

‘Asjadi, who died in 432/11 September 1040-30
August 1041,°! would have composed these qua-
trains sometime in the early eleventh century.

Around the same time, the Ismatili theolo-
gian and missionary Naser Khosrow, who was
an indefatigable traveller until he retired to the
remote small town of Yomgan in the mountains
of Badakhshan, found time to write thousands of
verses that make up a large divan.

He, too, mentions rock crystal. When coining
a maxim that implicitly advocates stoic resigna-
tion in the face of adversity, Naser Khosrow cites
a rock crystal mug and an Arab horse as signs of
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their owner’s wealth:

m\qﬁamaqs}m\gsfﬁidg

Z

Db Ade 4 5l Gl G S

Your legs are your steed and the palm of your hand is
your mug
If there is no Arab horse and you do not have
a rock crystal mug®?

A generation later, Azraqi Heravi writing in
Herat a panegyric on Miranshih b. Qavurd®?
draws a comparison in which he conjures the
image of jugglers tossing in the air small circu-
lar caskets called hoggeh in Persian, which are
mostly used for keeping gems and pearls:
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See the tiny, tiny white clouds in the air here and there
Like seaside boys riding on top of the waves

You might well think that the treats on the branches
Are silver eggs that they laid from their
turquoise nests high up

Like rock-crystal hoqqehs of jugglers, set in pairs,
Mouth to mouth, their insides filled with pearls®*

Elsewhere, in a panegyric on the Vizier Ziya
al-Din Nezam al-Molk, Azraqi evokes a vessel
holding wine, which is a wine cup (bddeh), in a
metaphor that describes rock crystal as the “man-
tle (jameh)” of wine:
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We must have a wine cup that casts rays above the
stars
We must have a fire that kindles sparks above
the sky

By the rays of the former, faces take the color of rubies
And by the sparks of the latter, there are in-
numerable ruby fragments

As a consequence of those, for this one, rock crystal
has been made the mantle
And as a consequence of these, for that one, a
fortress has been made of iron®

The fortress of iron is the brazier, in early Persian
atasdan, later mangal. The poet says that the fire
of the desired wine will be such that a brazier
must contain it.

Rock crystal was the precious material appro-
priate when the focus was on making the red color
of wine visible in the vessel that contains it. In a
panegyric on the Ghaznavid Sultan Bahramshah
(512/24 April 1118-13 April 1119-547/8 April
1152-28 March 1153), Azraqi uses the image of
a rock crystal casket to coin a metaphor which
refers to wine as “the spinels in the rock crystal
casket (Ia‘l-e bolir-e dorj)”:
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Now that the new spring has smiled, fresh and young,
Here we are with music and red wine and the
tresses of the beloved

With the gold in the silver jar and the spinels in the
rock crystal casket
The rubies of the silver necklace and the
coral with pearl marks®®

In the second couplet, four metaphorical im-
ages succeed each other to evoke the red wine
(bade-ye rangin) mentioned in the first couplet.
The first two metaphors evoke two vessels, a sil-
ver jar (sim-e khomreh) and a rock crystal casket
(boliir-e dorj), thus placing rock crystal on the
same level as silver among precious materials.
Drinking wine out of a rock crystal cup at the
Ghaznavid court was such a firmly entrenched
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custom that ‘Otman Mokhtari writing around
the same time referred to it as a proverbial cer-
emonial. In a panegyric on the Vizier (Sadr) Abu’l-
Mozaffar Mohammad b. Abu’l-Fath, which opens
with a hymn to springtime, Mokhtari intones:
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The air which is a musk merchant opens a thousand
musk bags
From every rose that appears like a bahreman-
red gem

When the tear drops of the cloud fall upon the Judas
tree leaves
They tell the story of the rock crystal cup and
the spinel-red wine®’

In northwestern Iran, panegyrists likewise cel-
ebrated rock crystal vessels in connection with
royal wine banquets. Speaking in the first person
singular in a panegyric on the Shirvanshah Jalal
al-Din Akhsitan b. Mantchehr (ca. 1149-1187),
Khagani boasts with self-flagellating irony:
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I paid courtesy with a rock crystal wine cup
As it got broken, courtesy will not shine
more than this?8

The poet, who thus indicates that he was taking
part in the royal wine banquet, reveals that drink-
ing wine in a rock crystal cup was a touch of re-
finement that good manners required at court.

Elsewhere, Khaqani urges a cupbearer to bring
wine in a rock crystal bowl which he metaphori-
cally refers to as a casket (hoggeh) full of rubies:

03 3 ol a2l 58 O Gl i sl il
Bring the rubies of the rock crystal hoggeh
Pour the sun with its mask of clear air®®

Wine is traditionally thought of as flowing sun-
light/fire. With only thin air as a veil (neqab), the
sun-like brilliance of the wine will be visible in
all its splendor.
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Models inherited from the Sasanian age were
sometimes made of rock crystal. In a panegyric in
rondel (tarjiband) form on three Muslim clerics,
Khiagani mentions a rock crystal rekab or eight-
lobed wine boat.!% He explicitly links this type of
vessel with “The Magians’” Tradition (Sonnat-e
Moghan), by which the poet means the Zoroas-
trian tradition. This is a way of indirectly associ-
ating the rekab with the Sasanian past:
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Prepare a small tray, follow the tradition of the Magians
And pour the wine out of a rock crystal rekab

How surprising are this rekdab and wine: you’d think
That something like red dusk light comes
out of the new moon10!

The rekab is compared with the new moon be-
cause its crescent shape reproduces the profile of
the moon crescent. When filled with wine, which
is thought of as flowing sunlight, it symbolizes
the conjunction of the sun and the moon. This is
conveyed in the fourth hemistich in a paradoxical
image: red dusk light, with which wine is equated,
although emitted by the sun, is coming out of the
rekab which has a crescent moon profile. Verses
such as these show that Iranian literati were well
aware that using rock crystal vessels perpetuated
Sasanian tradition.

Rock crystal vessels, including pieces with
figural scenes, had a long past in Iran. In 1996,
Michael Vickers wrote that a small rock crystal
cup in the Cincinnati Art Museum is typical of
Achaemenid iconography, thus agreeing with the
judgment previously made by P. R. S. Moorey.102
The British scholar pointed out parallels provided
by rock crystal and glass fragments excavated
at Takt-e Jamshid (which he called Persepolis
in keeping with Western Orientalist usage), but
scrupulously noted that Oscar Muscarella consid-
ered it to be a modern fake.

These rare witnesses to the pre-Islamic period
of rock crystal vessels and royal patterns prove
that rock crystal ranked among the materials
privileged for royal use long before the advent of
Islam. The rock crystal vessels mentioned in Per-
sian panegyrics from early times on show that the
tradition was kept up like so much else in Iranian
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culture in the Islamic period.

The list of the vessel models mentioned in
early poetry ranging from the usual types of ban-
quet wares to the more rarified models keep-
ing up pre-Islamic usage such as the pay-e mey
is matched by a handful of rock crystal pieces.
Measured against the relative frequency of men-
tions in written sources, the number of recorded
rock crystal objects may seem disappointingly
modest. This, however, is no surprise. Silver and
gold plate which, if anything, is mentioned more
often in literary sources has all but vanished.!03
It served as a currency reserve, melted down to
mint coins the moment royal finances were
strained, and was a privileged target for looters
in wartime. Rock crystal vessels, easily broken,
were doomed in societies frequently rocked by
internal and external conflicts: the fragments ex-
cavated at Takht-e Jamshid probably bear witness
to the systematic destruction of the Achaemenid
city and its royal treasures by the Greek invaders
led by Alexander.

Part Two: The Rock Crystal Objects of
Sasanian and Islamic Iran

Ironically, material evidence is available for the
existence of a particularly rare model maintain-
ing the usage of pre-Islamic times going as far
back as the early first millennium BCE.

The Hermitage Museum Rock Crystal Wine
Leg (Pay-e Mey/Sharab)

The rarefied model is represented by a vessel pre-
served in Europe where it was fitted with Baroque
gilded silver mounts and ornaments in the eigh-
teenth century and is now displayed in the Her-
mitage Museum in St. Petersburg (fig. 3).

When published in 1930 by Carl Johan Lamm,
it was cautiously attributed to “Mesopotamia,”
meaning Iraq. The Swedish scholar put forward
a tenth-century date and saw it as a lamp.104 In
the 1976 exhibition of “The Arts of Islam” in
London at the Hayward Gallery, it was labelled
“Egypt, Fatimid period, late tenth- early elev-
enth century,” an attribution retained in follow-
ing years.195 In 1994, Avinoam Shalem adopted
the attribution, while qualifying it with the ad-
verb “possibly.”10¢ He unhesitatingly called it a
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“lamp,” going so far as to submit “a suggested re-
construction of its original state” in a sketch.197

That reconstruction, however, is not plausible.
As imagined by Shalem, the completed shape of
the spout would jeopardize the stability of the
object. The spout would have been even longer
than the body of the vessel, which Shalem saw
as a boat. In addition, the design of the curving
spout rising high would have made the insertion
of a wick rather awkward. The flame in direct
contact with the pouring lip would have put the
rock crystal at risk of cracking under the heat
in contrast to a hanging lamp of the gandil type
where the glass or the rock crystal walls would
be well away from the flame in the center.

The idea that the Hermitage rock crystal ves-
sel reproduces a boat model does not agree with
what is known of Iranian, and more generally,
Middle Eastern boats: these are symmetrical.108
While fore and aft may sometimes differ slightly
in height, they are identical in form unlike the
Hermitage vessel. In addition, the arched band
linking the two sides of the Hermitage piece
which would be odd in a boat makes sense once
the form is recognized for what it reproduces, a
shoe. Rounded at the heel, it curls up to a tip over
the toes as is customary in the Middle East. The
arched band stands for a strap keeping the foot-
wear in place. It would have served a functional
purpose in helping the drinker to tilt the vessel
and to control the direction of the jet of wine
spurting out of the long outlet.

In short, the Hermitage Museum rock crystal
vessel that has been mistaken for a lamp is actu-
ally a wine drinking vessel of the rhyton category
in the form of a foot, seen shod as is nearly always
the case in Iranian artefacts.!0?

This type usually called in early Persian sources
“pay-e mey/sharab” “wine leg/foot” (pa/pay
means both in Persian), or, as I believe, aydgh, the
Turkish noun for leg, was only identified in 2000
in the present writer's monograph “The Iranian
Wine Leg from Prehistory to Mongol Times” on
the triple evidence of early Persian lexicography,
early Persian poetry, and early Persian historical
chronicles.!19 The many pouring vessels going
back to the early first millennium BCE and some
rare vessels from the beginning of the Islamic pe-
riod provide material confirmation of the written
accounts.

The occasional use of a Turkish loanword for
leg, ayagh, by early Persian poets who do not oth-
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erwise borrow words from languages other than
Arabic, such as Qatran Tabrizi in the first half of
the eleventh century, suggests that the wine leg
was perceived as belonging to a non-Iranian cul-
ture. This implies that its erstwhile symbolism
was forgotten and the raison d’étre for the shape
of the model no longer known.

In a short panegyric on a ruler of Arran (upper
Qarabagh in the modern Republic of Azerbaijan),
Amir Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali Lashkari, Qatran says:
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Lord of the World, Lashkari, whose sword and palm
Do not ever want to bid farewell to combat

May three things never be separated from three of his
features
Health from his body, happiness from his
heart, the ayagh from his hand!!!

Lexicography is important owing to its matter-
of-fact character. It shows that the wine leg was
still used in the early fourteenth century CE. In
his dictionary titled Sehah al-Fors, “The Correct
Usage of the Iranians,” Ebn-e Henduishah has an
entry on pay, “[wine| leg,” with a short “a” as the
alternative form of pay with a long “a”:
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As long as the bouquet of that wine did not rise from
the cup into the nostrils
The [wine| leg did not lift the chagrin from
the mood of the eminent ones!!2

Other nouns for the wine leg were pay-e tarsd,
“the Christian’s leg,” because wine was often
obtained from Christians, and pay-e pil or pilpd,
“the elephant’s leg,” hinting at its large size.

In early Persian poetry, the wine leg is men-
tioned at distant intervals in the eleventh century
(see above) and in the twelfth century.

In the mid-twelfth century CE, Khagani says
in a panegyric on the Shirvanshih Fakr al-Din
Manichehr, who ruled around 1140-1160 CE:
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Having drunk wine in a ceramic mug according to the
tradition of the crypt
And poured the Messiah’s sustenance for one
night in the Christian’s leg!!3

The first hemistich which says that wine drink-
ing proceeded “according to the tradition of the
crypt” may be understood to mean that it took
place away from the common run of men. Royal
wine banquets were obviously not held in fear
from any quarter. This phrase would therefore ap-
pear to point to the secrecy required by the eso-
teric meaning of the ceremonial, in turn implying
that the wine leg was reserved for such a context.

Qomri Amoli, who also wrote in northern
Iran, in Amol the metropolis of Tabarestan (now
Mazandaran) muses in a quatrain written around
the same time:
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Today, I have my judgement completely stricken by
wine
Like the dregs of the jar fallen into the wine
leg

Pour out a sea of wine in the boat of my soul [lit.:
“heart”]
That T might become a drowned man in the
sea of winell4

By the fourteenth century, mentions of the
wine leg had almost vanished from poetry.
Ebn-e Hindashih in his entry on pay was reduced
to quoting a verse by his own father (see above)
when looking for an example of the use of the
word with that meaning. Mohammad Padeshah,
who wrote in the nineteenth century his vast dic-
tionary under the pen name Shad, opted for a line
by the utterly obscure fourteenth century poet
Badr Chachi when seeking to support his gloss of
pady with a couplet written as closely as possible to
his own time. Badr Chachi’s couplet composed in
the manner of Khigani was, in fact, inspired by the
latter’s tarji‘band [rondel] in praise of Jalil al-Din
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Mantchehr quoted above:
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Virgin is the jar with the attributes of Mary, the gold
cup is the cradle of the Messiah
Look at Mary’s heart blood poured into a
Christian’s Leg!1®

The couplet is a display of literary artifice rather
than an allusion to objects in a real context. In the
first hemistich, the profile of a jar is compared with
the rotundity of pregnant Mary while the gold cup
is compared with a cradle filled with the blood of
birth-giving, because wine is traditionally seen as
a symbolical substitute for sacrificial blood. The
line may be uninspiring but verses about the wine
leg are relatively scarce. The lexicographer may
have retained the first one he stumbled upon to
back up the meaning of pay-e sharab.

Ayagh, from the Turkish for “leg,”11¢ an alter-
native name, may have been used by Asadi Tusi
and others (see above) because in some cases it
fitted more easily in verse than the compound
noun.

The wine leg appears to have been a relic from
an even more distant past than the other vessels
taken over from antiquity in Islamic Iran, such as
wine boats or ewers in the shape of ancient sacri-
ficial animals like wine bulls and wine birds. The
symbolism of these was obvious and often spelled
out in Persian poetry whereas the erstwhile
meaning of the wine leg, no longer understood,
is never explained. The wine leg can be shown
through actual objects to have been in use in Iran
from around the early first millennium BCE until
about the eighth century CE. Later examples have
not been recorded, although mentions of the wine
leg still occur in literature centuries later.

As matters stand now, the only plausible prov-
enance for a vessel in the shape of a foot or leg
concealed in its footwear is Iran. In short, the
Hemitage Museum rock crystal vessel is a pay-e
sharab or ayagh of the “rhyton” type that projects
ajet of wine when raised as did the wine legs in an-
tiquity. It would have appeared at royal banquets
among other vessels perpetuating pre-Islamic us-
age such as the rock crystal rekab mentioned by
Khagani in a panegyric on the Shirvanshah Jalal al-
Din Mantuchehr (see above). The characterization
of the Hermitage Museum piece as a “Lamp. Iraq
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(?) Tenth Century” by N|atalya] Venevtsevall” and
by Avinoam Shalem can definitely be dismissed.

The Thyssen Bornemisza Rock Crystal
Wine Horn (Shakh-e Badeh)

A rock crystal vessel maintaining Sasanian tradi-
tion within the one hundred years or so that fol-
lowed the fall of the dynasty in 651 CE is now
known through a material example (fig. 4). This
is a wine horn called in Persian literature, nota-
bly in early Persian poetry, shakh-e badeh, “wine
horn,” shakh-e sharab, “wine horn [using the Ar-
abic loanword sharab for winel,” shakh-e sabiih,
“early morning wine banquet horn,” and other
phrases.!18

Preserved in the West since at least the seven-
teenth century CE as shown by the gilded mounts,
German or Flemish datable to the late sixteenth
or early seventeenth century, the rock crystal
wine horn in the Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection
lacks any engraved motifs.!1? The curvature and
the proportions come close to those of a wine horn
represented among the paraphernalia of a Zoroas-
trian wine banquet held as part of the Nowruz
celebrations that are depicted on a silver phiale in
the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in Washington, DC
(fig. 4a).120

That wine horn lies on the ground not far from
a jar into which wine will be flowing through a
sieve set into its mouth to ensure the desired clar-
ity untainted by dregs. Nearby, two ewers with
twisted fluting and two truncated conical footed
bowls of a model known in the ninth-tenth cen-
tury CE are laid on the ground. These indicate
that the wine is being filtered for the royal couple
depicted further away. On the left, a Zoroastrian
priest, his mouth shielded by a mask to prevent
his breath from soiling the purity of the wine in
the ewer that he carries in his left hand while
balancing the small tray (khwdancheh) laden with
several cups on his right hand walks away to-
ward the princely couple. The scenes depicted
under the five arches of a rotunda match those
of the Nowruz celebrations described by ‘Omar
Khayyam in the Nowriizname.!?!

The similarity of the Thyssen-Bornemisza rock
crystal wine horn and the wine horn depicted
in a minute size on the Arthur M. Sackler Gal-
lery silver phiale is as close as it could be given
the difference in scale. It extends to the deeply
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engraved lines that separate succeeding simu-
lated shallow grooves on the rock crystal piece.
There is therefore good reason to assume that the
Thyssen-Bornemisza rock crystal wine horn dates
from the same period as the phiale in the Arthur
M. Sackler Gallery, that is, probably from the first
century following the collapse of the Sasanian
Empire in 651 CE.

Like the rock crystal rekab (eight-lobed wine
boat) requested by Khigani when recommend-
ing that a small tray be prepared in keeping with
“Magian,” that is, Zoroastrian, tradition, the wine
horn is the legacy of the immediate Sasanian past.
It is broadly contemporary with the Hermitage
Museum pay-e sharab (wine leg). Objects such
as these make it certain that rock crystal vessels
were already made in Sasanian times. Material
reality here confirms the inferences that could be
drawn from the mention of rock crystal cups in
the Sahname and the Gar§aspname.

Made from rock crystal of the highest purity,
the Thyssen-Bornemisza wine horn was almost
certainly a royal piece, like the wine horn in the
scene represented on the Nowruz bowl in the Ar-
thur M. Sackler Gallery.

So were probably some vessels that have long
been or still are summarily dubbed “Fatimid”
without further explanation. No attention has
been paid to their exact function.

Two Khorasani Rock Crystal Trays in
Venice

That is the case with two small circular trays,
two khwanchehs to use Khagani’s word, which
are preserved in the treasury of the Basilica of San
Marco in Venice.

The Khorasani Tray inv. nr. 126 in the San Marco
Basilica

The model with a broad flat underside and a wide
horizontal rim only slightly higher than the well
is alien to Fatimid Egypt (fig. 5).122 It reproduces
a shape that occurs in Iranian glazed fritware of
the tenth and eleventh centuries, in particular
in calligraphic pottery from Neyshabuar.!23 The
rim is engraved with a typical Khorasani motif,
a rhythmical continuous scroll carrying sixteen
ibex head profiles reduced to abstraction. Shad-
ing rendered by parallel lines neatly engraved is
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Fig. 1. Central inset of the phiale known as the “Tasse de Sa-
lomon.” This phrase translates the Persian Tas-e Soleyman.
Iran, sixth-seventh century CE. Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.
After Hahn and Shalem, eds., Seeking Transparency.

Fig. 2. Cosmetic boat-shaped vessel. Iran, probably sixth—
seventh century CE. Art Market. After Sotheby’s, Islamic Art
(Geneva 1985).
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Fig. 3. The wine thought of in the Iranian tradition as the sym-
bol of blood would have been seen as the metaphorical image
of the blood of the human leg in its footwear, making it pay-e
mey “wine leg.” Iran eighth-ninth century CE. The Hemitage
Museum, Saint Petersburg. After Piotrowsky, ed., Zemnoye
Iskutsvo-Nebesnaya Krasota.

Fig. 4a. Detail of a silver wine cup (piyaleh), northern Iran,
eighth century CE. The bull-headed wine horn (shakh-e
badeh) laid on the ground has the same curvature and broad
ribs as the Thyssen Bornemisza rock crystal wine horn in fig.
4. Tt follows the Sasanian tradition, which was kept up in in-
dependent Tabarestan. However, a late Sasanian date in the
first half of the seventh century is also conceivable. Photo:
Melikian-Chirvani.
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Fig. 4. Wine horn (shakh-e badeh). Iran, eighth century CE. The
Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

a device frequently used in Iranian pottery and
metalwork alike.

The Khorasani Tray inv. nr. 102 in the San Marco
Basilica

A second rock crystal circular tray, 20.1 cm
across, is preserved in the treasury of the Basilica
of San Marco (inv. nr. 102) (fig. 6).124 It is close
enough in shape, size, and, broadly speaking, in
pattern to the first tray. Both presumably entered
the treasury together and are likely to have origi-
nated in the same artistic center, if not even in
the same workshop.

The rim with seven wide lobes lightly in-
dicated, of a kind found in Iranian glazed
fritware,!2> differentiates it from the previous
tray. It represents a strong argument in support
of an Iranian provenance. Vessels with lobed rims
are not recorded in tenth-century Egypt. As on
the previous tray, the scrolls carrying ibex head
profiles belong to the Iranian repertoire. Hatch-
ing in engraved parallel lines occurs here, too. By
contrast, nothing about the tray invites specula-
tion about the possibility of an Egyptian origin.
In the light of current knowledge, there are no
grounds for retaining it.



MELIKIAN-CHIRVANI: Iranian Rock Crystal

Fig. 5. Small tray (tabaqcheh) for a wine mug (mashrabeh).
Iran, tenth century CE. San Marco Basilica, Venice, inv. 126.
After Melikian-Chirvani, ed., The World of the Fatimids.

Fig. 6. Small tray (tabaqcheh) for a wine mug (mashrabeh).
Iran, tenth-eleventh century CE. San Marco Basilica, inv. 102.
After Curatola, ed., Eredita dell’ Islam.

The Khorasani Toiletry Flask in The
al-Sabah Collection

Some toiletry vessels were also made of rock
crystal. Such was probably the destination of a
hexagonal kohl flask in The al-Sabah Collection
(inv. LNS 499 HS), 5.95 cm high. It associates for-
malized motifs of vegetal origin with elementary
linear geometrical motifs (fig. 7).126 The Swedish
scholar Carl Johann Lamm attributed it to Iraq
in 1930.127 When illustrated in a book by Ernst
Kuhnel intended for collectors, dealers, and cura-
tors and written in the manner of a commercial
catalogue just listing items with labels flatly stat-
ing period and origin without further discussion,
the flask was given a “Fatimid Egypt” label.128 In
2010, Anna Contadini reverted to Iraq, suggesting
“Basra (?), ninth-tenth century.”12? Again, no at-
tempt was made to back up the assertion.

The profile of the shape, which has not been
commented upon by previous writers, comes
close to that of some miniature glass bottles
excavated at Neyshabur. One, recovered from
Tapeh Madraseh in 1949, is preserved in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. 40.170.72),130
and another, also from Tapeh Madraseh, is in the
Miize-ye Melli-e Iran.!3! Comparison with the
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latter suggests that the ex-De Béhague, now Al-
Sabah, small flask is missing almost half its neck.
A third miniature bottle dug up “near Tapeh Ma-
draseh” as Jens Kroger put it, quoting the museum
records, is remarkably close.!32 If the overhang-
ing mouth is excluded, it precisely matches the
profile of the ex-De Béhague rock crystal flask.
The profile of a fourth miniature bottle from the
Sabz-Pushan site!33 also closely compares with
the ex-De Béhague flask. It has the same, almost
imperceptibly incurving neck, bearing in mind
that the neck of the ex-De Béhague bottle was
broken off.

The carved patterns made from motifs all found
in the Iranian repertoire, likewise support an at-
tribution to Iran. They include the ibex head
profile stylized into abstraction. The carefully in-
cised lines used as a shading device are matched
on Iranian glassware. A glass bowl reportedly
from Neyshabur acquired by The al-Sabah Collec-
tion!34 provides an example of such shading pre-
cisely in the same motif, the stylized ibex head
profile. A fragment from a glass vessel excavated
on the Tapeh Madraseh site preserved in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art offers a second example,
if not quite as clear.13>

The motif resembling an ace-of-spades made
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Fig. 7. Toiletry flask, probably Iran, tenth—eleventh century
CE. The al-Sabah Collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyya, Ku-
wait. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

from three-lobed sections of split palmettes oc-
curs on Iranian coinage, metalwork, glass, and
pottery.136

Below, the two wings stuck in the Sasanian
crown as conceived in Islamic times are carved
with their tips slightly curling up as they do for in-
stance on a coin issued by the Arab governor Salm
ibn Ziyad in Marv in 67/28 July 68617 July 687.137
They look like stylised ibex head profiles. The am-
biguity is deliberate. Ambivalent motifs in Iranian
visual art are the equivalent of puns on homonyms
in Persian poetry. Just as Khagani and others played
in the same couplet on rekab, the eight-lobed wine
boat, and rekab, the Arabic loanword for stirrup,
so did the designer of the pattern engraved on the
ex-De Béhague rock crystal flask in The al-Sabah
Collection depict the Sasanian crown wings while
making them resemble ibex head profiles.

Until proven otherwise, all the characteristics of
the vessel point to Iran, most probably to the vast
eastern province of Khorasan as its provenance.
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Fig. 8. Bottle of octagonal section with Spanish gilded silver
mounts, previously Hever Castle Collection. The al-Sabah Col-
lection, Iran, tenth—eleventh century CE. After Curatola, ed.,
Art from the Islamic Civilization. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

A Khorasani Rock Crystal Kohl Flask in
Spain

Another Khorasani rock crystal vessel has been
in the West for centuries. The tall flask of octago-
nal section with Spanish gilded silver mounts
was also attributed to Fatimid Egypt when sold
at auction as part of the Hever Castle Collection
on 6 May 1983 (fig. 8).138 The attribution was re-
tained by Ghada H. Qaddumi and Manuel Keene
when the rock crystal flask was included in an
exhibition of miscellaneous objects curated by
Esin Atil.13° The entry, which only stated “Egypt
ninth-tenth century,” provided no arguments to
support the claim. It noted the presence of “an
intricate Arabic inscription written in Kufic and
rendered in relief, bestowing “blessing and felic-
ity to the owner,” from which no conclusion was
drawn.

It is possible to be more precise. The “inscrip-
tion” is an invocation (du‘@’) calling for God’s
favors upon the owner worded according to a
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common formulation on Iranian objects. It has
not been recorded on published vessels of proven
Egyptian origin:

dnlal Gay 548 5
Blessing and favorable auspices to its owner

The Kufic script has a pleated kaf (letter K) in
baraka, “blessing,” and triangular apices to let-
ter extremities that are typically Khorasani. The
strict geometrical handling of the octagonal con-
tainer rising from its narrow base at an angle of
about 45 degrees is also characteristic of Kho-
rasan as a comparison with some small vessels
dug up in the modern state of Afghanistan (figs.
51, 52 below) shows.

When exhibited in Milan in 2010, the flask with
Spanish mounts was duly entered as a “bottle,
east Iranian world, ca. 10th c.”140 without speci-
fying the reasons for the revised label, which the
catalogue format did not allow. That is now fully

established.

A British Museum Rock Crystal Beaker
from Northern Iran

A very different style is represented by a piece ac-
quired in 1954 by the British Museum. According
to the vendor, the beaker with a truncated conical
body was dug up and acquired in Qazvin, the large
city to the northwest of Tehran (fig. 9).14!

The sharp, crisp shape could be that of a metal
vessel. This need not be interpreted as an intended
“imitation” of metalwork, a process for which
clear evidence is rare in Iranian art. What is ob-
vious about the beaker is a love of geometrical
volumes with sharply marked divisions empha-
sized by structural features. The rim at the top is a
grooved rib. A projecting ridge sloping at a very low
angle up to the truncated conical body separates it
from the strongly waisted stem. Fine hatching is
engraved on the edges of the addorsed scrolls di-
verging into very slender palmettes that are very
large and bold. This type of hatching is seen on
other Iranian rock crystal pieces, figures included.
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An Iranian Rock Crystal Decanter (Sorahi)
in Halberstadt

A decanter in the treasury of Halberstadt Ca-
thedral (fig. 10) ascribed by Jens Kroger to
“Fatimid Egypt, tenth to first half of the eleventh
century” 142 offers some analogy with the latter in
the handling of form. The different components of
the vessel are sharply separated from each other.
The body with convex sides which looks like a
sphere chopped off at the top and bottom supports
two disks of decreasing size, the lower one very
slightly overhanging the convex sides. Beading to
the edges of the two disks is simulated by close
notches, enhancing the metallic appearance of
the rock crystal decanter. Two small disks, again
of decreasing size, achieve the same crisp effect at
the base of the tall neck. Two superimposed disks
with simulated beading to the edges are repeated
in reverse order on the stem which has a profile
closely resembling that of the rock crystal beaker
from Qazvin in the British Museum.

The pattern carved in low relief is entirely
drawn from the Iranian repertoire. Hatching on
the edges of the scrolls achieves a shading effect as
it does on the British Museum beaker from Iran.
Every detail thus points to an Iranian provenance
for the Halberstadt rock crystal vessel made in the
ninth or tenth century. The argument invoked by
Jens Kroger to ascribe it to Fatimid Egypt is that
“it is far superior to parallels in glass said to be
from Iran.”143

The German scholar does not specify which ob-
jects he has in mind when making a statement
that owes more to subjective perception than to
analysis, of which no attempt is made.

Even if such a difference in quality between
the Halberstadt decanter and glass vessels from
Iran were to be admitted, it would not be of much
help in demonstrating the Egyptian origin of the
Halberstadt piece. A vessel made from rock crys-
tal, a much admired and expensive material used
for kings, could be expected to have been made
by one of the great masters of the day. In glass, a
common material used at various levels of soci-
ety, a wider range of the quality achieved by the
makers is naturally to be observed.

In fact, the remark that there are Iranian glass
parallels to the Halberstadt decanter can be turned
around. It provides an additional argument in sup-
port of its Iranian provenance.
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The Fermo Cathedral Fragmentary Ewer

A fragmentary vessel in the treasury of the Fermo
cathedral, which has been ascribed to Fatimid
Egypt until now, must be similarly reconsidered
(fig. 11).144

The incomplete piece lacks the top section
and the handle. Comparison with a bronze bull-
headed ewer in the Chicago Art Institute!4> sug-
gests that it might originally have been the type
of vessel called in Persian gav-e badeh (“wine
bull”) or simply gav (“bull”).

The profile of the surviving part of the body now
shorn of the top section, perhaps a bull’s head,
precisely matches the profile of the correspond-
ing part in the Chicago bronze wine bull. The epi-
graphic border carved on the rock crystal piece in
Fermo is placed at the top of the remaining body,
matching the emplacement of the epigraphic bor-
der on the Chicago bronze bull-headed ewer. It
spells out an invocation (du‘@’) calling for God’s
graces upon a king who is hailed as a Sayyed, i.e.,
a descendant of the Prophet. Only noted in roman-
ized characters by Avinoam Shalem whose read-
ing calls for a slight emendation,!4¢ the invocation
may thus be restituted in the original Arabic:

J_}M\M\J&Mﬂ‘)}‘)ﬂjas‘).l

Baraka wa suriir Ii’l-Sayyed al-Malik al-Manstir
Blessing and joy for the Sayyed al-Malik al-Manstr

The du‘@’ in prose with an inner rhyme in -ir is
worded in saj¢ (“thyming prose”), a rare occur-
rence in invocations of the early Islamic period.
This became fairly common by the mid-thir-
teenth century. The peculiar waw for the vowel @
in soriir deserves to be noted.

The wording of this inscription is a strong ar-
gument against an attribution to Fatimid Egypt:
the Fatimid caliphs did not use the title Malik,
“King,” in their protocol.

Indeed, the pattern displays details that agree
with an attribution to Iran. The formalized motif
with scrolls carrying three lobed palmettes and
bunches of grapes that identify it as a vine tree
finds its closest equivalent on a famous small
tray first published in 1961 when it formed part
of the collection of the Iranian architect Mohsen
Foroughi.!#” The tray, which ranks among the
greatest masterpieces of ceramic vessels from
Neyshabur, is datable to the late tenth or early
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eleventh century.

The two birds confronted on either side of the
formalized vine tree are parrots. Here again, a par-
allel for confronted parrots is provided in Iranian
art by a large hemispherical basin of the same pe-
riod in The Iran-Zamin Collection.!48

Parrots in Iranian thinking are symbols of eso-
teric discourse.!#® Their presence on a vessel that
is a wine ewer as indicated by the vine tree sug-
gests that it was destined for the bazm-e khass,
“the private banquet” of the king, often loaded
with esoteric symbolism.

A closer study of the Fermo fragmentary ewer
with complete photographic coverage of the in-
scription and of all the motifs of the pattern,
figural and formal, is required before a defini-
tive conclusion can be safely advanced regarding
its provenance. At this stage, Fatimid Egypt can
be ruled out, leaving Iran as the more plausible
proposition.

A Rock Crystal Double Inkwell

Transparency makes rock crystal the perfect ma-
terial for a scribe’s double inkwell, allowing inks
of different colors, for instance black and red or
black and gold used together in some Qur’an
manuscripts,!®0 to be instantly identified. The
semi-precious stone would have been appropri-
ate for a ruler or a vizier’s “State Inkwell (davat-e
dowlat)” displayed on formal occasions.

Such an inkwell was acquired in the art mar-
ket for the Aga Khan Museum Collection before
the opening of the museum (fig. 12). Minor dents,
perhaps caused in part by rough cleaning and
rusty brown traces are telling traces of its recov-
ery from underground. When displayed in public
for the first time in the Louvre 2007 exhibition of
masterpieces from the Aga Khan Museum, it was
attributed to “Egypt, tenth—eleventh century.”!5!
No attempt was made to justify the labelling
which was maintained in subsequent shows.152

The model of rectangular shape, 9.3 cm long,
has the shape and proportions of Khorasani ink-
wells in stucco (gach). The carved pattern is char-
acteristic of Khorasani design in its symmetry
and rhythm, as well as in the detail of ornament.
The three-lobed palmette with the uppermost
lobe handled as a crook and the median lobe re-
duced to a triangle is typical. Nothing about the
object gives reason to consider the possibility of
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Fig. 9. A beaker (jam/qadah) acquired from a Qazvin vendor.
Northwestern Iran, ninth-tenth century CE. The British Mu-
seum, inv. 1954.1013.1. After Hahn and Shalem, eds., Seeking
Transparency, p. 110 fig. 3.

Fig. 11. The Fermo Cathedral fragmentary ewer, perhaps a
wine bull (gav-e badeh) missing bull’s head. H. 16.7 cm. Iran,
tenth century CE. After Hahn and Shalem, eds., Seeking
Transparency, pl. 2 p. 258.

Fig. 12. Double inkwell for inks of different colors, such as

Fig. 10. The Halberstadt Cathedral decanter (sorahi), Iran, black and red or black and gold. L. 9.3 cm. Iran, tenth century
Khorasan, tenth century CE. H. 17 cm. Halberstadt Cathedral CE. The Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, inv. 00653. After Akbar-
Treasury inv. nr. 49. After Hahn and Shalem, eds., Seeking nia, Junod, and Merchant, eds., The Path of Princes.

Transparency, pl. 1 p. 257.
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a provenance from Fatimid Egypt, which can be
safely rejected. The inkwell was made in Kho-
rasan, probably in the tenth century.

Some Rock Crystal Chessmen from
Khorasan

Similar revisions are called for in the labelling
of rock crystal chessmen that have also been in
the West for centuries. Long credited in the past
to Fatimid Egypt, they share the same motifs as
some of the vessels examined earlier. In all like-
lihood, they, too, originated in Khorasan around
the late tenth or the eleventh century.

Three chessmen forming part of one set which
had previously been attributed to Fatimid Egypt
have already been reassigned to the East Iranian
world by Anna Contadini in the 2010 exhibition
catalogue of art treasures from Kuwait.!>3 As else-
where, the catalogue format did not allow room to
put forward arguments in support of provenance
or dating.

The patterns definitely point to an Iranian prov-
enance. In six of the panels carved on the shah
(king, inv. LNS 1 HS a, fig. 13), four at the back
and two in front, three-lobed sections of a split
palmette paired back-to-back make up a motif
common in Iranian art of the tenth and eleventh
centuries. The short stalks supporting them di-
verge and curl up to join at the tip, thus achieving
a frame that resembles an ace-of- spades in West-
ern playing cards. Such a motif occurs on glass
and metal wares in tenth-century Khorasan.!>*
On the two beydaq (the Arabized form of Pahlavi
pivadag, “foot soldier”), the back is carved with
four panels which enclose a Khorasani type fleur-
de-lis supported by two diverging stalks.

Three other chessmen numbered HS d, e, and g,
which were oddly entered in the 2010 catalogue
as “Iraq, probably Basra,” with the date “ca. ninth
century,” likewise display typical motifs found in
the Iranian repertoire.

The faras (horse, inv. LNS 1 HS h, fig. 14),
which is the knight in English chess terminology,
is carved with ibex head profiles stylized into ab-
straction in the Khorasani manner. A character-
istic detail is the triangle with curving sides that
is separated from the head of the ibex profile by
deep grooves. It is identical to the triangle within
the ibex head profiles of various Khorasani bronze
and glass wares. A similar motif appears in the
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same emplacement on the fil/pil (“elephant”),
(the bishop in English terminology).!5°

The rukh (castle/rook, inv. LNS 1 HS g, fig.
15) is also carved with Khorasani motifs. Clues
specifically pointing to Iraq, the provenance sug-
gested in the 2010 catalogue, are lacking. The
same remarks apply to the two baydags (pawns,
LNS 1 HS i, fig. 16). The presence of motifs that
are common in Khorasan makes it likely that The
al-Sabah rock crystal chess pieces all originated in
the East Iranian province.

The Al-Thani Chessman

The same conclusion may be drawn from the mo-
tifs carved on the magnificent piece previously
in the Rothschild Collection and now in The Al-
Thani Collection.156

The rock crystal piece (inv. nr. BELC 936, fig.
17) has the same architectural design as the al-
Sabah king. The arched niche is carved on the
back with two interlacing stalks carrying three-
lobed palmettes at the top and bottom that are
typically Khorasani (fig. 18). So is the palmette
which tops the central vertical stalk, with its
outer outline resembling an ace-of-spades (fig.
17). On each vertical border on the sides of the
niche, two confronted ibex head profiles are
lodged in the space left between the slanting rods
curling down at one end and up at the other, and
the edge of the border (fig. 19). They are reduced
by stylization into abstract motifs enclosing a
typical triangle in the central area. On the top
of the niche (fig. 20), the ibex profiles are seen
imbricated, confronted, and back-to-back. The
Al-Thani royal chessman, a shah, is undoubtedly
a Khorasani piece from one of the major artistic
centers. Whether Neyshabur, Herat, or Balkh is
impossible to tell for now.

On Chess Pieces from Central and Eastern
Khorasan

A number of chess and other gaming pieces
known to have come out of central and eastern
Khorasan areas within the borders of the modern
state of Afghanistan reveal a greater variety of
styles. That confirms the existence of a solidly
established tradition of working rock crystal.
Some miniature representations of a domed
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Fig. 13. Chess piece, a shah “king.” H. 6.8 cm. Iran, ninth—
tenth century CE. Formerly in the Church of Ager, Catalonia,
Spain, later The Comtesse de Béhague Collection. The al-Sa-
bah Collection, inv. LNS 1 HS a. The raised ibex head profile
reduced to an abstract palmette with the typical Khorasani
triangle in the center is one of the features that establish its
Khorasani provenance.

Fig. 14. Chess piece, a faras “horse” (knight). H. 3.4 c¢m. Iran,
ninth-tenth century CE. Formerly in the church of Ager, Cat-
alonia, Spain, later The Comtesse de Béhague Collection. The
al-Sabah Collection, inv. 1HS h. The characteristic ibex head
profile stylized into an abstract palmette displays at the cen-
ter the triangle with curving sides common in the Khorasani
rendition of the motif in rock crystal artefacts.
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Fig. 15. Chess piece, a rukh, “chariot” (tower/castle). H.
4.2 cm. Iran, tenth century CE. Formerly in the church of
Ager, Catalonia, Spain, later The Comtesse de Béhague Col-
lection. The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 1 HS g. The ibex
head profile stylized into a palmette is visible at the base of
the piece.

Fig. 16. Chess piece, a baydaq, “footman” (pawn). H. 2.6 cm.
Iran, tenth century CE. Formerly in the Church of Ager, Cata-
lonia, Spain, later the Comtesse de Béhague Collection. The
al-Sabah Collection, LNS 1 HS i. Note two ibex head profiles
stylized into a palmette, their muzzles pointed downward,
the upper section. Copyright The al-Sabah Collection, Dar-al-
Athar al-Islamiyyah, Kuwait.
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Fig. 17. Chess piece, a shah, “king.” H. 6.1 cm. Iran, tenth
century CE. Formerly The Rothschild Collection, Paris. The
Al-Thani Collection. Inv. BELC 936. The piece, structurally
similar to the al-Sabah and the Doha Museum pieces, is carved
from an equally transparent and brilliant rock crystal. The in-
terlacing scrolls carved on the back carry ibex head profiles.

Fig. 19. Side view of the Al-Thani chess piece. The vertical
rectangular borders on each side are carved with symmetrical
scrolls terminated at each extremity with ibex head profiles.
These are only faintly recognizable. The triangle in sunken
relief remains visible in the left hand profile.

Fig. 18. Detail of the back of the Al-Thani chess piece in pl.
17. The ibex profiles are stylized into abstract palmettes that
no longer allow them to be recognized as figural except for the
crozier-like horn.
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Fig. 20. In the narrow band carved on the rounded top of the
niche of the Al-Thani shah (“king” in the chess game), two
ibex head profiles with their crozier-like horns tangent are
carved in sunken relief. They dovetail with inverted identi-
cal ibex head profiles. The horns are emphasized in typical
Khorasani manner.
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Fig. 21. A crisply carved chess piece, 4.35 cm high, in The al-
Sabah Collection, was dug up in Herat, the vendor stated (LNS
294 HS). In the shape of a hexagonal monument topped by a
dome, it might be a castle (rokh in Persian). The style suggests
a ninth century CE date. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

hexagonal monument handled in geometricized
fashion are said to have been recovered in Herat
and have been acquired by The al-Sabah Collec-
tion. One is a crisply carved chess piece, 4.35 cm
high, inventory LNS 294 HS (fig. 21). Probably
dating from the ninth or tenth century, it might
be a castle, in Persian rokh. A character riding a
steed (fig. 22), 4.15 cm high, which may date from
the same period, is presumably a knight, in Per-
sian faras, an Arabic loanword synonymous with
Persian savar. A closely related variant (fig. 23) of
the piece in fig. 21 is preserved in The al-Sabah
Collection, inv. LNS 294 HS c. Also dug up in
Herat, it displays the same type of geometrical
ribbing.

Other gaming pieces have turned up at Qal‘a-i
Naw in the district of Herat.

A smaller version of the king (shah) in The al-
Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 573 HS a (fig. 24 seen
sideways, and fig. 25 seen full front, 3.37 cm) is
among the Qal‘a-i Naw examples. The deeply
carved fillets and the geometrical human mask
wearing a crown visible when the piece is seen
full front suggest a date in the tenth or eleventh
century. Another piece in The al-Sabah Collec-
tion, inv. LNS 573 HS b, has a geometricized hu-
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Fig. 22. The figure of a character on horseback, 4.15 cm high,
in The al-Sabah Collection (LNS 643 HS), probably also dates
from the ninth or tenth century CE. The subject represented
would appear to designate it as a knight (faras or savar in Per-
sian). Likewise dug up in Herat, it is handled in a geometrical
style in favor at the time. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 23. A variant of the chess piece in fig. 21, this chess piece
in The al-Sabah Collection (LNS 294 HS c) also came to light
in Herat, as reported by the vendor. The same type of geo-
metrical ribbing underlines its connection with the castle in
fig. 21. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.




MELIKIAN-CHIRVANI: Iranian Rock Crystal

man mask (fig. 26), which apparently wears stoles
derived from the Sasanian royal stoles reduced to
geometrical trapezes (fig. 27).

It might be earlier, possibly dating from the
ninth or tenth century. Whether a chessman
which seems likely or another kind of gaming
piece cannot be determined for sure at present, at
least not by this writer.

A piece that does not lend itself to easy “read-
ing” was dug up at Qal‘a-i Naw in the province of
Herat. It may be engraved with a winged quadru-
ped, LNS 573 HS c (fig. 28). Handled in a strictly

Fig. 24. Chess pieces reported to have been dug up at Qal‘a-i
Naw in the district of Fariyab in the province of Herat display
the same stylistic characteristics as those said to have come
from Herat. This one in The al-Sabah Collection, 3.37 cm
high (LNS 573 HS a), offers a smaller version of the shah once
owned by the Comtesse de Béhague, now also in The al-Sabah
Collection. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 25. The frontal view of the chess piece from The al-Sa-
bah Collection (LNS 573 HSa) seen sideways in fig. 24 shows
the deeply carved fillets and the geometricized human mask
topped by a crown. This suggests a date in the tenth or elev-
enth century CE. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Figs. 26-27. A chess piece in The al-Sabah
Collection (LNS 573 HS b) is similarly
said to have been dug up in Qal‘a-i Naw.
The human mask is handled in the same
geometricized fashion. Two stoles derived
from the royal stoles of the Sasanian crown
are reduced to geometrical trapezes.
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geometrical style, it is probably contemporary
with the grey stone figures of the ninth or tenth
century from Neyshabur. At the back end (fig. 29),
a human mask wears the two-horned cap (kolah-e
do shakh) of the Ghaznavid rulers, courtiers, and
high-level officials mentioned by Beyhaqi in his
history of the first three rulers of the dynasty.
When turned to the left, the piece can be seen to
be carved with the profile of a horse ambling from
east to west, which is done in a more fluid style.
Assessing the exact character of the gaming piece
(chess? some other game?) is equally problematic.

It is no easier to reach a definite conclusion
with regard to five al-Sabah pieces carved with
lotus leaves on their vertical bodies (LNS 383
HS a to LNS 383 HS e). They can be assumed to
date from the same period as some of the gaming
pieces mentioned above, that is from the tenth
or eleventh century, in the absence of any spe-
cific clues. The example in fig. 30, 3.6 cm high,
(LNS 383 HS a) shows the quality of the carving.
The five specimens that were found together in-
vite speculation that they may have been chess
pawns, in Persian pivadeh, or beydaq, the Arabi-
zed form of the Pahlavi noun *piyadag.

A vertical piece, 4.5 cm high, topped halfway
up by a pointed dome carved with lotus leaves
is handled in geometrical style, LNS 575 HS (fig.
31). If a chess piece, then it might perhaps be a
queen (farzin). The geometricized lotus makes a
date in the tenth or eleventh century conceivable.

Clues are lacking to advance any hypothesis
about the exact character of another gaming
piece bought from an Afghan dealer by The al-
Sabah Collection (inv. LNS 165 HS [fig. 32]). Very
finely carved, the piece which is 3.8 cm high, is
of great interest despite the uncertainty regarding
its precise nature and the type of game in which it
might have been used. The carved palmettes find
parallels in Khorasani metalwork dating from the
ninth or tenth century. The typical motif of two
half-palmettes, confronted, and pointed down in
an overall triangular composition can, for exam-
ple, be seen on a glass bottle in The al-Sabah Col-
lection [inv. LNS 114 G].

The Al-Thani Rock Crystal Lion

Alongside rock crystal vessels, Iranian masters
carved some rock crystal animal figures. A highly
stylized crouching lion is preserved in the Al-
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Fig. 28. A chess piece reportedly dug up in Qal‘a-i Naw was
acquired by The al-Sabah Collection (LNS 573 HS c) with the
preceding two pieces. Handled in a strictly geometrical style,
it does not lend itself to easy interpretation. It is probably con-
temporary with the grey stone figures excavated in Neyshabur
in western Khorasan. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Thani Collection, inv. BELC 008 (fig. 33 and fig.
34). The piece which appeared out of the blue at a
London auction in 2011 and may have come out
of Afghanistan like other pieces (see below) was
routinely catalogued as “Fatimid.”1> Its destina-
tion remains open to speculation. The underside
would suggest that the object was meant to rest
on a flat surface. Until a definite clue is provided
by comparative material or by a written source,
there is little point about venturing guesses about
its function.

By contrast, the style and period can be broadly
characterized. The size and the tendency to re-
duce the body to a geometrical volume, together
with the carved geometricized palmettes (fig. 35)
call to mind the animal figures carved in grey
stone in Neyshdbur during the tenth century,
although it does not quite achieve the same ex-
tremely schematic rendition.!>® This may in part
be due to the properties of quartz of which rock
crystal is a variety. It lends itself more easily to
devising smooth transitions than the grey stone
of Neyshabur which is prone to cleave with sharp
angles. The geometrical figures carved on the back
of the lion are typical of the Khorasani taste for
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Fig. 29. The back end of the chess piece reportedly dug up at
Qal‘a-i Naw, which was acquired by The al-Sabah Collection
(LNS 573 HS c¢), is carved with a human mask. It wears the
two-horned cap (kolah-e do shakh) of the Ghaznavid rulers
and high officials mentioned by the eleventh-century histo-
rian Beyhaqi. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

: Iranian Rock Crystal

Fig. 31. A vertical game piece 4.5 cm high from Qal‘a-i Naw
in The al-Sabah Collection (LNS 575 HS) is topped halfway
up by a pointed dome carved with lotus petals handled in geo-
metrical fashion. These allow a broad dating in the tenth or
eleventh century CE. If a chess piece, then it might be a queen
(in Persian farzin). Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 30. Five pieces from Qal‘a-i Naw acquired by The al-Sabah
Collection (LNS 383 HS a-€) may be assumed to date from the
same broad period of the tenth to the eleventh century CE. An
example 3.6 cm high (LNS 383 HS a) illustrates the high-qual-
ity carving. Found together, the five pieces may be tentatively
assumed to be the pawns of a chess set (in Persian piyadeh or
beydagq). The al-Sabah Collection, Dar-al-Athar al-Islamiyyah,
Kuwait.
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Fig. 32. Another gaming piece, 3.8 cm high, acquired by The
al-Sabah Collection from an Afghan vendor (LNS 165 HS) is
equally difficult to identify. Very finely carved, the piece has
features that find parallels in Khorasani metalwork. The motif
of two half sections of a split palmette pointed downwards
in a triangular composition also occurs on Khorasani glass.
Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.
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geometry in form and patterns (fig. 36). A tubular
conduit, 4.5 cm long, was carefully bored through
the chest (fig. 37) suggesting that the piece may
have been a furniture fitting, such as a protome of
a royal seat or of a palanquin. The royal symbol-
ism of the lion together with the semi-precious
stone invites speculation that it might have been
destined for a ruler’s palace.

Birani provides another argument for holding
a royal destination to be a valid proposition. The
Iranian polymath notes in the Encyclopaedia of
Primary Substances (Kitab Jamahir fi’l-Jawahir,
p. 130) that “the two brothers from Rey Hasan
and Husayn” reported buying for Sultan Mas‘ad
I “a rectangular ruby in the form of a lion (yagut
ahmar mustatil ‘ala stirat asad)” for seven thou-
sand Neyshabuari dinidrs. The huge sum, which
was paid during the Sultan’s stay in Rey, tells us
that lion figures made of precious stones were
keenly sought after by Ghaznavid rulers. The Al
Thani lion is carved from high-quality rock crys-
tal as might be expected of a royal piece. Whether
intended for a Ghaznavid Sultan or the ruler from
another dynasty is impossible to tell in the ab-
sence of specific clues.

The style of the rock crystal lion is consistent
with a date around the second half of the tenth
century or the first half of the eleventh century.
The pattern carved on the Al-Thani lion is taken
from the same Khorasani repertoire represented
on the chess pieces examined in these pages. On
the animal’s flank seen when it is turned to the
right, four ibex head profiles are carried by scrolls
(fig. 33). The same profiles are not quite as clearly
outlined when the animal is turned to the left
(fig. 34). The head is handled in a thoroughly geo-
metricized cartoon style that bears comparison
with the best Neyshabari manner (fig. 37). The
triangular nose is subdivided into a big lozenge
flanked in the lower area by two triangles meant
to be isosceles. The smooth rounded volume of
the head fits the assumption of a furniture fitting
such as a protome for the arms of a throne or the
rods of a palanquin which would have allowed
hands to grip it painlessly.

The Rock Crystal Geometrical Vessels of
Tenth—-Eleventh Century Khorasan

The existence of a Khorasan school producing
rock crystal vessels with geometrical shapes
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which has been established on the basis of com-
parative evidence is further borne out by a series
of small pieces that came to light over the years
in eastern Khorasan and were acquired from Af-
ghan dealers by The al-Sabah Collection.

While the identity of a vendor is by no means
sufficient proof of the origins of his wares, it
would be unreasonable to ignore the information
volunteered by dealers.

The stylistic consistency of a number of small
kohl flasks (sormehdan) with closely related geo-
metrical shapes obtained at the hands of several
Afghan dealers makes it obvious that they rep-
resent a regional style originating in the eastern
Khorasani area now part of Afghanistan. Their
connection with the geometrical bronzes of the
tenth—eleventh century Khorasani school leaves
no room for doubt regarding their Khorasani
provenance.

Foremost among the miniature rock crystal ves-
sels is a tiny kohl flask 3.72 cm high (inv. LNS 119
HS); apparently a kohl flask (sormehdan) depends
entirely on the geometry of form for aesthetic ef-
fect (fig. 38).15? The Frankfurt-based Iranian dealer
who sold it to The al-Sabah Collection mentioned
that it came from Neyshabuar.

The squat body with a broad base from which
the sides rise at about 45 degrees before going up
vertically is poised on a narrow stand with short
stumpy legs. The edges at the junction of verti-
cal facets are subtly rounded, allowing the tiny
vessel to be picked up without discomfort. As is
the case with bronze ewers of the ninth and tenth
centuries, a broad, compressed moulding runs at
the base of the neck which appears to have been
shortened and ground down to camouflage an un-
even break. The narrow shoulder, very slightly
convex, slopes up to the moulding at a very low
angle. Despite its seeming simplicity, the form
has no exact match in rock crystal or any other
material.

Another kohl flask, 2.82 ¢cm high (inv. LNS 371
HS), has a chamfered body (fig. 39).10 It displays
the same relish in the geometry of form and adds
two-dimensional elementary geometrical figures
in very low relief with edges under 0.1 cm high.
The shape of the vessel, which was included in
a London auction and entered The al-Sabah Col-
lection in 1998, is fully preserved. It has suffered
dents blunting the edge of the shoulder. The hex-
agonal body, which continues a pre-Islamic tradi-
tion across the Middle East, provides a link with
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bronze vessels from ninth-tenth century Kho-
rasan such as a rose-water sprinkler (goldbzan) in
The Iran-Zamin Collection.!®! The flat base from
which the sides rise at about 45 degrees before
breaking up into vertical facets is typical of the
group. This detail appears to be specific to rock
crystal vessels. So are the deep grooves cut in par-
allel lines at a 45-degree angle across some facets
in alternation with shorter grooves across inter-
vening facets. On the neck, a deep groove runs
around below the rim which has vertical, lightly
convex sides slanting slightly inwards up to the
broad flat lip. Altogether, the flask has a strong
sculptural feel in its abstract style. It is close
enough to the Neyshabur piece to be assigned the
same provenance.

A variant of this type, inv. LNS 490 HS, 3.5 cm
high, was obtained from an Afghan dealer in Pe-
shawar, who stated that it came from Herat.162 It
confirms the favor enjoyed by this style in Kho-
rasan (fig. 40). Here, the hexagonal sides rise from
a narrower base to support the vertical facets of
the chamfered body. Ornament is confined to deep
vertical grooves that give a thrust to the slenderer
body topped by a taller neck. Two deep horizon-
tal grooves divide the neck into three sections.
The lower section lightly flares while the median
and top sections, the latter slightly recessed, have
smooth convex sides. A monumental effect is
achieved despite the very small size of the piece.

Contrasting with the economy of means
achieved by the geometrical style in the rock
crystal kohl flasks acquired by The al-Sabah Col-
lection from Afghan dealers in Peshawar, other
miniature vessels bought from the same sources
are covered with motifs drawn from the Kho-
rasani repertoire as represented in metalwork,
stonework, and architectural stucco panels.

An hexagonal kohl flask in The al-Sabah Col-
lection (inv. LNS 499 HS), 5.95 cm high, is also
said to have been recovered from underground in
Herat. It associates formalized motifs of vegetal
origin with elementary linear geometrical motifs
(fig. 41).163 The body is poised on a broad base un-
evenly preserved, an average 0.3 cm high. The six
vertical sides taper very slightly as they rise up to
the recessed, low, angular shoulder also about 1 cm
high. The shoulder slightly slopes up to the short
flaring neck. The six vertical facets are handled
like stucco panels carved on a monument. Strong
mouldings along the edges emphasize the struc-
tural outline. In the rectangular space that is thus
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circumscribed, panels within grooved rectangular
frames each enclose a scroll carrying two sections
of split palmettes. These panels come in clusters of
two, diametrically opposed. The two intervening
vertical facets, likewise diametrically opposed, are
each carved with three vertical ribs. The central
rib is cut across by narrow slanting ribs and the
lateral ribs are cut across by angles. The giveaway
detail that is typical of the Khorasani repertoire
is the section of a split palmette with three lobes
pressed against what resembles a bird profile with
a sinuous point for a beak.

An hexagonal structure is retained in a small
kohl flask 7.32 ¢m high and 3.56 cm wide, which
entered The al-Sabah Collection in 1996, Inv.
LNS 225 HS (fig. 42).164 Tt is immediately appar-
ent in the neck with a light flare. The six facets
are separated from each other by narrow angular
grooves. The neck rises above two strong circular
ribs, which thus underline the contrast between
its pure geometry and the rich sculptural display of
abstract motifs on the body where they stand out
in low relief. Motifs known in Persian as peykani,
after the arrowhead or peykan that they reproduce,
occur on three facets alternating with flat kite-like
motifs that have bevelled edges on the three inter-
vening facets. Oval motifs in stronger relief project
from the central area of the kite-like motifs. Both
the peykani and the oval motifs are seen on Kho-
rasan bronzes of the tenth—eleventh century CE.

A Dbigger kohl flask, 8.98 cm high (inv. 335
HS),165 of comparable proportions, but of circular
section, was dug up at Qadis, a town near Qal‘a-i
Naw in the Badghis province that historically
served as the hinterland of Herat. It is important
for the epigraphic border that occupies the larger
part of the space on the cylindrical body (fig. 43).
It is written in a plain Khorasani Kufic script with
very large triangular tips to its letters. These tips
are ultimately derived from bird heads of which
they retain the movement. This is particularly
clear in the ta marbiita at the end of baraka. The
terse invocation calling for divine favors upon the
owner is reduced to three words:

BESTIRE ST
Blessing and merriment!
A strong circular moulding runs above the invo-
cation, highlighting the space reserved for it and

giving the cylindrical body an architectural feel.
The lid-like section at the top of the body, flush
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Fig. 33. A lion-shaped fitting was presumably attached to a piece of furniture or a palanquin. The geometricized handling, while
smoother owing to the nature of the medium and the requirements of comfortable handling, compares with the sculptural han-

dling of grey stone animal figures from Neyshabur. Eastern Khorasan, tenth-eleventh century CE. The Al-Thani Collection. Photo:
Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 34. The Al-Thani lion facing left. The slight variants in the carved detail may have been determined by the shape of the rock
crystal piece available. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.
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Fig. 35. Detail of the Al-Thani lion-shaped furniture or palan-
quin fitting. The profile of an ibex head reduced to an abstract
palmette is widely used in the Khorasani repertoire of the
ninth-tenth century CE. It is inherited from distant antiquity,
going as far back as Scythian art from the Pazyrik finds. Photo:
Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 37. The head of the Al-Thani lion-shaped furniture or pa-
lanquin fitting seen full front. The circular opening was bored
deep enough into the chest to accommodate a rod of circular
section. The royal symbolism of the lion invites speculation
that the piece might have been part of the possessions of some
regional ruler claiming regal status. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

Fig. 36. The Al-Thani lion-shaped furniture or palanquin fit-
ting seen three-quarters back. The geometrical style of the
motifs carved on the back are consistent with the strong geo-
metricizing trend in Khorasani artefacts in all media from the
ninth to the eleventh century CE. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.
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Fig. 38. The kohl flask (2) (sormehdan in Persian) rests on two
stumpy legs comparing with those of Khorasani grey stone
vessels. The hexagonal shape with a light flare is typical of the
Khorasani repertoire. The flat shoulder supporting a low tubu-
lar opening compares with the matching features of Khorasani
sormehdans. The al-Sabah Collection, Neyshabur Khorasan,
tenth—eleventh century CE. Photo: Melikian-Chirvani.

39. Another kohl flask (2) in The al-Sabah Collection, (LNS
371 HS) displays the same love of geometrical forms. The el-
ementary geometrical figures carved in low relief with edges
less than 0.1 cm high share the same aesthetic trend. Sold at
auction as Fatimid in 1998, it no doubt originated in the same
eastern region of Khorasan as the kohl flask in fig. 38. Photo:
Melikian-Chirvani.
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Fig. 40. The kohl flask (sormehdan) LNS 490 HS, 3.5 cm high,
now in The al-Sabah Collection is said to have come to light
in Herat. A variant of the piece nr. LNS 371 HS in fig. 39, it
has a comparable hexagonal form. The ornament confined to
vertical grooves gives an additional thrust to the shape.

Fig. 41. The kohl flask (sormehddan) LNS 499 HS, 5.95 cm high,
in The al-Sabah Collection, is another example of the love of
hexagonal volumes that Khorasani rock crystal carvers shared
with Khorasani bronze makers in the ninth-tenth century CE.
Strong mouldings along the edges emphasize the architecture
of form. The al-Sabah Collection, Dar-al-Athar al-Islamiyyah,
Kuwait.
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Fig. 42. The kohl flask nr. LNS 225 HS in The al-Sabah Col-
lection, 7.32 cm high, has yet again a hexagonal body. The six
facets separated from each other by angular grooves are carved
with motifs in low relief that are drawn from the Iranian rep-
ertoire. Arrowheads (peykan) alternate with kite-like motifs
from which oval motifs project.

with its narrow lip, is carved with a chain, of which
the seven angular, elongated links bend at an angle
as they do on some Neyshabur glazed earthenware
vessels and on some carved stucco panels.1%6 The
large size of the links is proportionate to that of
the lettering. This is in keeping with the monu-
mentality achieved in the handling of the piece
despite its small size. The geometrical character
of the links is matched by the equally geometrical
character of the staggered rows of imbricated tri-
angles in low relief defined by zig-zag grooving on
the moulding which supports the neck. The vigor
and austerity of the piece would seem to point to
a comparatively early date, probably not later than
the tenth century CE. The lower half of the “1id”
is designed as a dish with low vertical sides and a
broad ring foot turned upside down that supports
the suggested tenth-century date: the model finds
parallels in eighth- to tenth-century glass, glazed
pottery, and metalwork from Khorasan.!6”

One rock crystal piece acquired by The al-
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Fig. 43. The kohl flask LNS 335 HS, 8.98 cm high, acquired
from an Afghan source by The al-Sabah Collection, is impor-
tant for the epigraphic frieze in low relief that runs around the
cylindrical body. The plain Kufic script with large triangular
tips to its letters is typically Khorasani. It reproduces a terse
prayer (do‘a). Baraka wa soriir, “blessing and joy,” are the di-
vine favors wished upon the owner.

Sabah Collection in the Deccan, India, shows
in every detail a close connection to metalwork
from tenth- to eleventh-century Khorasan, inv.
LNS 96 HS (fig. 44).168

The object appears to be incomplete. The rim
has been ground down to a flat even surface from
which all irregularities have been filed away. In
the process, some of the dotted circles that end
the vertical bands of closely spaced dotted circles
were cut through halfway up.

What is left of the volume matches the body
profile of the bronze ewers signed by the Kho-
rasani master Ahmad around the early eleventh
century CE.1%° This does not include the sinuous
profile at the very top of the body. Such refinement
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Fig. 44. Acquired in the Deccan, India, an incomplete vessel in
The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 96 HS, which was broken
at the neck and misses its top, might have been an ewer. The
remaining body matches the profile of the eleventh-century
bronze ewers signed by the master Ahmad. The diamond re-
peat pattern, which continues a much earlier tradition, is seen
on an unpublished small pre-Islamic bronze jug in The Iran-
Zamin Collection.

would have been difficult, if at all possible, to ob-
tain when carving rock crystal.

The details of the geometrical ornament carved
on the sides are matched on the high tin bronze
vessels of tenth—eleventh century Khorasan. The
diamond repeat pattern carved with faultless reg-
ularity can also be seen on a much earlier small
bronze bottle in The Iran-Zamin Collection.!70
The lozenges in low relief punctuated by four
dotted circles which are inserted in the diamond
repeat pattern display the same love of geometri-
cal motifs as on bronze vessels. The upper part of
the shape is chamfered into broad vertical facets.
Nine vertical bands punched with chains of nar-
rowly spaced dotted circles alternating with nine
plain bands are again characteristic of the geo-
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metrical high tin bronzes of Khorasan from the
ninth to the eleventh century CE.

The variety of rock crystal vessel types and of
their patterns, together with the differences in
mastery which range from superb, as in the vessel
that has just been compared with bronze speci-
mens, to definitely crude, as in one of the small
flasks (fig. 52), combine to demonstrate the exis-
tence of a well-entrenched tradition established
over an entire region with numerous and diverse
workshops.

Herat appears to have been one of its centers
as might be expected. Some pieces are known to
have been dug up in or near the city. It is not un-
reasonable to speculate that the superbly wrought
incomplete vessel with a body similar to the body
of the bronze ewers signed Ahmad originated in
that major Khorasani metropolis.

Different regions may have had specific styles.
When a larger number of rock crystal vessels be-
come known, it may be possible to characterize
some of these. In the meantime, one can only
note certain features. A kohl flask (sormehdan)
from Gorgdn on the southeast corner of the Cas-
pian Sea next to western Khorasan is preserved in
the Muze-ye Melli-e Iran (fig. 45).17! It has been
known since 1959 when Kurt Erdmann repro-
duced it after seeing it at the exhibition of Iranian
art held in Rome, but very little attention has
been paid to it.!72 Noticeable for the high qual-
ity of its execution, it relies solely for aesthetic
effect on the geometrical handling of the three
main volumes that make up its form. The central
body, vigorously chamfered, is framed by power-
ful mouldings above and below. The flaring, fun-
nel-like mouth, is similarly chamfered. It rests on
a base with slanting sides that abruptly break into
a spreading foot. Dating can only be hypothetical
at this stage. It may be inferred from comparison
with a rock crystal kohl flask in the British Mu-
seum also published by Kurt Erdmann (fig. 46).173
The latter has a base with slanting sides that
breaks into a spreading foot which is comparable.
A carved palmette on the body would be consis-
tent with a date around the tenth century, which
hardly amounts to great precision. The kohl flask
in the British Museum is clearly shown by its
close connection to the Gorgan sormehddn to be
an Iranian piece.

A third crystal kohl flask which also came out
of Iran turned up at the 1985 Geneva auction
of “Islamic Art” (fig. 47).174 Highly stylized and
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Fig. 45. A kohl flask (sormehdan) in the Miuze-ye Melli-e Iran

which came to light in Gorgan near the southeast corner of
the Caspian Sea was on view in a Paris exhibition in 1954, but
was not mentioned in the catalogue. Published by Kurt Erd-
mann in 1959, it displays the same love of geometrical form
as some Khorasani kohl flasks.
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Fig. 46. A kohl flask in the British Museum shares some fea-
tures with the Gorgan piece preserved in Tehran. The base
with slanting sides that break into a spreading foot is com-
parable. A carved palmette on the body would be consistent
with a date in the tenth century. After Erdmann 1959.
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Fig. 47. The kohl flask (sormehdan) which was sold at auc-
tion in Geneva in 1985 was reported to have come out of Iran.
Structurally identical to the British Museum sormehdan in
fig. 46, it is remarkable for its carved geometricized fleur-de-
lis joined at the tip in vertical bands. The fleur-de-lis alter-
nate with arrowhead motifs (peykan) projecting in low relief
as they do on numerous Khorasani bronzes such as rose wa-
ter sprinklers (golabdan), and mortars (havan), among others.
After Sotheby’s 1985.

marked by the trend toward geometricization, it
was described in the catalogue entry as “an Abba-
sid rock crystal flask, ninth-tenth century, bevel
cutin the form of a fish with mouth, gills, fins, tail
and four pad feet . . . Eastern Iran or Central Asia.”
The fish form does not exactly leap to the eye. On
each side of the main body of oval section, two
rectangular panels enclose five lobed palmettes
pointed toward each other. They are typical of
the Tranian repertoire. In the narrow space left
between the two rectangular panels, two flower
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buds (ghoncheh) or arrowheads (peykan), to use
the Persian terminology, stand out in low relief,
their form emphasized by a framing rib.

Julian Raby recognized the east Iranian charac-
ter of the vessel in an introductory paragraph and
reproduced a related rock crystal flask in the Her-
mitage Museum, inv. no. CA 9993, in which the
evocation of a fish is more easily recognizable.
The British scholar, unaware of the existence of
bronze flasks of similar size in ninth-tenth cen-
tury Khorasan, toned down his own attribution to
eastern Iran by cautiously concluding: “Only fur-
ther research, however, will reveal whether they
do indeed belong to Eastern rather than Egyptian
manufacture.”!’5 That it is of Iranian manufac-
ture is no longer in doubt.

An Iranian Rock Crystal Kohl Flask in the
Victoria and Albert Museum

A kohl flask in the Victoria and Albert Museum
(inv. M.78-1910) which was ascribed by Anna
Contadini to Fatimid Egypt may be safely added
to the lengthening list of Iranian rock crystal ves-
sels (fig. 48).176

It was fitted with metallic mounts in England
sometime between about 1540 and 1550 accord-
ing to the museum specialists in order to trans-
form it into what Contadini described as “a
casting bottle for pepper or spices.” To the out-
sider it rather looks like a censer with its heavy
chains allowing a priest to swing it and spread in-
cense. There is strictly nothing that connects the
rock crystal piece with the art of Fatimid Egypt.

The hexagonal body topped by a lightly flaring
neck, also hexagonal, is typical of the geometrical
forms favored during the eighth and ninth centu-
ries CE by Iranian metalworkers and glassmak-
ers.l”7 The strong moulding circling the neck in
the lower half is frequently seen in Iranian met-
alwork. A peculiar detail, unique to this piece, is
the presence of four very large cavities gouged out
of the body. This could be explained by the need
to eliminate a flaw or an impurity while main-
taining perfect symmetry.

The Victoria and Albert flask probably dating
from the eighth or ninth century CE would seem
to rank among the earliest rock crystal vessels
from Islamic Iran. Its transparency and accom-
plished execution would have made it fit for a
ruler’s consort.
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Fig. 48. A Victoria and Albert Museum (inv. M.78-1910) kohl
flask previously ascribed to Fatimid Egypt was already in Eng-
land between about 1540 and 1550 when it was fitted with
metallic mounts. The hexagonal body reproduces a model
seen in Iranian metalwork and glass of the eighth and ninth
centuries. The flaring neck is typical. The base with slanting
sides is concealed here by the mounts.

A kohl flask in a church at Gandersheim pub-
lished by Kurt Erdmann (fig. 49) is structurally com-
parable to the piece from Gorgan in the Muze-ye
Melli-e Iran, with some notable differences in the
detail. The carved ornament is typically Khorasani.
The characteristic ibex head profile reduced into an
abstract palmette is prominent enough halfway up
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Fig. 49. The kohl flask (sormehdan) preserved in a church
at Gandersheim, Germany is structurally comparable to the
piece from Gorgan in the Muze-ye Melli-e Iran. The carved
ornament includes the typical Khorasani ibex head profile
stylized into an abstract palmette. It is carried by divergent
stalks at the top of the body. Halfway up the body, the same
ibex head profiles seen upside down are carved with parallel
grooves, a Khorasani design device. After Erdmann 1959.
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the cylindrical body. Parallel grooves take the place
of simply engraved hatching. A tenth century CE
date seems likely.

So deeply embedded was rock crystal in the
Iranian tradition that even crooks used the hard-
stone for their tricks. A couplet from the panegy-
ric on the Vizier Abu’l-Mozaffar Mohammad-e
Abu’l-Fath cited earlier echoes in passing, with
light-hearted irony, the production of fake semi-
precious stones such as turquoises and fake gems
like rubies made by forgers from rock-crystal
which was colored:

osh a8 ) aS s &, S
Dl gl gl Gasa s

No one would believe that out of rock crystal
Nice turquoises and rubies of fine water can
emergel’8
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The attribution to Iran of a few of the vessels
that have been examined in these pages may
come to be revised. Certainty is difficult to attain
about hardstone artefacts when devoid of epigra-
phy and even if they do have inscriptions, these
do not always yield ironclad proof of their prov-
enance. Bearing these reservations in mind, the
number of rock crystal vessels and other pieces
that leave little doubt about their Iranian work-
manship is now significant enough. It can be
stated with certainty that rock crystal was highly
prized in Iran. The testimony of Persian poetry
yields conclusive evidence on the admiration that
rock crystal objects inspired at the highest level
of the social hierarchy. Indeed the fragments ex-
cavated at Takht-e Jamshid (“Persepolis”) prove
that rock crystal pieces were made for royal use
as early as the Achaemenid age.

It is worth noting that, by contrast, rock crystal
does not seem to have been used in Arab lands
until well after the appearance of Islam. Avinoam
Shalem cited the Qurlanic verse 24:35 and repro-
duced the translation of the following words by
N. J. Dawood:

Flaad) Fluas e 35508 5 ) 55 Jie g Y1 5 < sandl 5 4
G0 S S LK Aala ) Aala ) b
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God is the light of the heavens and the earth. His light
may be compared to a niche that enshrines a light, the
light within a crystal of star-like brilliance.}”?

The problem with Shalem’s chosen translation is
that the Qur’an does not actually mention rock
crystal. An English version closer to the text
might read:

God is the light of the heavens and the earth. Compar-
ing His light, it is like a niche in which there is a lamp,
the lamp is in a glass piece, the glass piece is as if it
were a glittering star.

In a footnote, Shalem adds: “Though the term
zujaja (+als)) is translated by Palmer as glass, T
chose Dawood’s translation: N. J. Dawood, The
Koran (Harmondsworth Penguin Classics, 1990).”
The scholar does not attempt to make a case for
his preference. The Arabic zujdja means glass,
not rock crystal. Zamakshshari says so in his Ar-
abic-Persian dictionary, the earliest of its kind,
compiled sometime between the late eleventh
century and the first three decades of the twelfth
century. The Iranian lexicographer renders the
Arabic zujaja with the Persian word abgineh,
“glass.”180 Until shown otherwise, there is no
textual evidence that rock crystal vessels were
made in the Arab homeland at the time of the
Prophet’s life, when Iran had already been making
them since the Achaemenid age (559-531 BCE),
more than a thousand years earlier.18!
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The broader context of Iranian culture explains
why rock crystal was given a prominent place in
art. A fundamental reason for the choice of rock
crystal as the Iranian preferred material for wine
cups (jam) lay in its transparency. All Persian po-
ets praise it for this quality and the authors of
technical treatises on mineralogy rate the vari-
eties of rock crystal according to their degree of
clarity. This insistence on transparency was not
primarily due to an aesthetic approach. It was
caused by the primordial importance attached to
the color of wine, the deep red of blood. Count-
less Persian poems echo the awareness that wine
libations were a substitute for sacrificial blood li-
bations, even though the substitution had taken
place in very ancient times, long before the forma-
tion of the first Iranian empire (559-331 BCE).182
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Seeing the red color of the wine was felt to be an
essential aspect of wine libations and the noblest
transparent material was considered in Iran to be
rock crystal.

When Birani writes around the early eleventh
century in the chapter dealing with rock crystal
from his Encyclopaedia of Primary Substances
(Kitab al-Jamahir fi’l-Jawahir) that “rock crys-
tal is the most costly of primary substances from
which they make vessels even if not used with
profligacy,”183 he voices a generally held view —
Jowhari Neyshaburi repeats this statement in the
late twelfth century (see above). Birani specifies a
few lines further:

sl 56l sl (e Blad) Lial dlilas 5 clilally 4d 5

Its nobility lies in its clarity and in its analogy to the
two principles of life, air and water

With such a grand perception of rock crystal, it is
no wonder that the hardstone was set above gold
when it came to making wine vessels for kings.

As time goes on, the list of recognized Ira-
nian rock crystal artefacts is likely to lengthen
through proper archaeological excavations and
occasionally through reconsidering pieces long
preserved in the West. The number of very fine
rock crystal objects known at this stage to have
come out of the Iranian world includes previously
unknown models. To cite but one example, small
perfume flasks were made of rock crystal. A piece
in The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 550 HS, 6.6
cm high (fig. 50) designed as a tall, very slightly
tapering tower topped by a rounded dome, is im-
peccably wrought. Recovered from underground
in Herat, as was reported by the vendor, it retains
the bronze needle that kept the perfume from
spilling over.

At a lower end of the quality scale, small flasks
carved with a certain lack of concern for perfect
regularity that approaches clumsiness in some
are all known to have been dug up in the great
centers making rock crystal vessels.

Pieces dug up in Qal‘a-i Naw, in the province
of Herat, show that the geometrical style known
from “white bronze (safidriiy)” vessels of the
ninth or tenth century was represented by some
rock crystal small jars as it was by gaming pieces
illustrated above.

A small bottle in The al-Sabah Collection, inv.
298 HS, 3.8 cm high and 3.1 cm across (in the
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diameter of the imaginary circle that would cir-
cumscribe its hexagonal shape), is carved in low
relief with hexagonal facets on its six sides (fig.
51). Each facet is in turn carved in sunken re-
lief with a disk. The recessed low everted neck
is carved with two imbricated rows of triangular
diamonds.

On another bottle from Qal‘a-i Naw in The al-
Sabah Collection, inv. 523 HS, 5.05 cm high and
2.85 cm in diameter, hexagonal facets are carved
on the cylindrical body (fig. 52). A tiny lozenge is
carved out at the center of each facet. The space
left between consecutive facets, is covered with
geometrical facets, also carved in low relief.

The rock crystal of both small bottles recovered
from Herat is of good quality by contrast with the
modest skill displayed in the geometrical carving.

This is precisely what makes the two pieces
inv. LNS 298 HS and inv. LNS 523 HS very inter-
esting. The less than average level of craftsman-
ship can be variously explained. The bottles could
be the work of trainees in major workshops or
lesser craftsmen employed in minor workshops.
But either way, these pieces imply that the semi-
precious hardstone was readily available, even to
artisans whose limited skills hardly justified their
being entrusted with the expensive material. The
existence of the lesser talented craftsmen and the
wide range of qualifications that it reveals is to
be expected in a long-established tradition of rock
crystal carving which we know was the case as
proved by the Sasanian-period rock crystal pieces
and fragments from the Achaemenid-age vessels
excavated at the imperial palace site of Takht-e
Jamshid (“Persepolis”).

It is worth noting in passing that the rock crys-
tal vessels and the rock crystal gaming pieces
could be made in the same workshops: a gaming
piece in The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 383
HS a, 3.64 cm high and 2.7 ¢cm in diameter (above
fig. 30) and a small bottle from Herat in the same
al-Sabah Collection, 5.95 cm high, inv. LNS 499
HS (fig. 41) are carved with the same geometri-
cized lotus petals. They so closely resemble each
other that they might even be the work of the
same craftsman.

Ultimately, it is not the number of rock crys-
tal vessels and chess pieces recognized as Iranian
artefacts that matter the most in revealing the
importance of the role played by the material in
Iranian culture. It is the echo that rings through-
out Persian sources, from the Sahname to trea-
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Fig. 50. A perfume flask (‘atrdan) in The al-Sabah Collection,
6.6 cm high, LNS 550 HS, reproduces in miniature size an ar-
chitectural model in the form of a tall slightly tapering tower.
Topped by a rounded dome, the piece which is impeccably
wrought, was said by the vendor to have come out of Herat.
Copyright The al-Sabah Collection, Dar-al-Athar al-Islamiy-
yah, Kuwait.

tises penned by craftsmen. That echo could be
heard further back in time. Recommending rock
crystal vessels for drinking wine precedes the ap-
pearance of Persian poetry. In the eighth century,
Abt Nuwas, born in Ahvaz in southwestern Iran,
of mixed Arab and Iranian parentage, wrote Ara-
bic poems which are laden with Iranian nouns for
wine vessels and sing the Iranian style wine ban-
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Fig. 51. Small flasks handled in the geometrical style repre-
sented by ninth to tenth century white bronze (safidriiy) ves-
sels with a high tin content have been dug up at Qal‘a-i Naw
in the Fariyab district of the Herat province. The small hex-
agonal bottle LNS 298 HS in The al-Sabah Collection, 3.8 cm
high, is carved with hexagonal facets in low relief on each
side and closely resembles metal models. The low everted
neck carved with two imbricated rows of triangular diamonds
enhances the similarity. Copyright The al-Sabah Collection,
Dar-al-Athar al-Islamiyyah, Kuwait.

quet. He urges in one of his poems:

Drink, my friend, in rock crystal cups (kasati bulir)
At a Dbanquet enlivened by a wvariety of
flowers184

The hint here is at the need to inhale the smell of
roses while drinking wine which was later forever
sung in Persian poetry. The line by Aba Nuwis,
like Ferdowsi’s multiple mentions of rock crystal
cups in the part of the Sahname dealing with the
Sasanian dynasty, indicates that drinking wine
from rock crystal cups continued a long-estab-
lished custom rooted in the pre-Islamic past of
Iran.

Further evidence that rock crystal vessels were
very deeply embedded in Iranian tradition may be
recognized in the fact that they were celebrated
across the Iranian world, in the east but also in
the northwest from the very beginnings of Per-
sian poetry. They are mentioned in the earliest
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Fig. 52. Another flask that was also dug up at Qal‘a-i Naw,
5.05 cm high, LNS 523 HS. The cylindrical body is carved
with hexagonal facets. A tiny lozenge is carved at the center
of each facet. The intervals between consecutive hexagonal
facets are carved in low relief with further geometrical motifs.
Copyright The al-Sabah Collection, Dar-al-Athar al-Islam-
iyyah, Kuwait.

surviving divan from a poet writing in Persian in
historic Arran, in the modern Republic of Azer-
baijan, in a manner that implies great familiarity
with the hardstone.

In a joint panegyric on Amir Jastan, the ruler
of the minuscule principality at the northwest-
ern tip of the Iranian world, and on a certain
Abu’l-Ma‘ili (his Vizier?), so far unidentified in
historical sources, Qatran Tabrizi coined around
the mid-eleventh century a couplet about the re-
flections of the light of wine, contained in a rock
crystal beaker (qadah):

Giie by oS § Hshasd
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The reflection of your face gives rock crystal the hue
of carnelian
When the sunrays of the wine fall from the
beaker on your face!8?

The hyperbolic first hemistich celebrates the red
hue of the ruler’s face whose reflection colors the
rock crystal of his beaker. This happens as “the
sunrays of the wine” fall from the vessel, held up
high, on the Amir’s face. Qatran might have had
in mind a piece such as the beaker acquired from
a Qazvin source by the British Museum (above,
fig. 9).

If ever proof was needed that the art history of
Iran is part of the broader cultural history of this
ancient civilization and cannot be written with-
out integrating the wealth of evidence yielded by
literature, this is it.

Notes

1. Michael Vickers drew attention long ago to Ira-
nian rock crystal of the Achaemenid period in “Rock
Crystal: The Key to Cut Glass and diatetra in Persia
and Rome,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 9 (1996),
pp- 49-65. See pp. 54-56. He noted its use at the an-
cient Iranian court by citing Aristophanes (pp. 54-55),
corroborated by the fragments excavated at Takht-e
Jamshid (“Persepolis”) mentioned on p. 50. See Eric
Schmidt, Persepolis 1I: Contents of the Treasury and
Other Discoveries (Chicago, 1957), which Vickers cites
for p. 9 pl. 65, nos. 7-11.

2. Mohammad b. Abi'l-Barekat Jowhari Neyshaburi,
Javaher-Name-ye Nezami, ed. Iraj Afshar with the col-
laboration of Mohammad Rasul Dariyagasht (Tehran,
1383/2004).

3. Art historians write about the art of England,
France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and all the other Euro-
pean cultures and would not dream of lumping it all
under the blanket characterization “Christian Art.”
Their Western colleagues writing about the art of the
Arab world, the Iranian world, Anatolia under the
Seljugs and Ottomans, Moghul India, etc., do not hesi-
tate to lump it all under the denomination “Islamic
Art.” Yet the differences that separate these are consid-
erably greater than those separating the works of art of
Western European nations from each other.

4. A number of examples are given in the following
pages. I submitted some revisions in Assadullah Souren
Melikian-Chirvani, ed., The World of the Fatimids
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(Toronto, London, Munich, 2018). See “Fatimid Rock
Crystal” pp. 103-6.

5. Abua Sa‘id ‘Abd al-Hayy b. al-Zahhak b. Mahmuad
Gardizi, with a preface by Mirza Muhammad Khan
Qazvini, Zeyn al-Akhbar (Tehran, 1327/1949), p. 65.
Extensively cited in my monographic essay on the
wine banquet in early Islamic Iran, “The Iranian Bazm
in Early Persian Sources,” Res Orientales IV: Banquets
d’Orient (Bures-sur-Yvette, France, 1992), pp. 95-119.
See p. 116. A’ineha is probably used here with its sec-
ondary meaning: disks hung from trappings of horses
and elephants.

6. Traj Afshar in Jowhari Neyshaburi, Javaher-
Name-ye Nezami, preface p. 16.

7. Avinoam Shalem, “On Medieval Rock Crystal
Sources and Resources in the Lands of Islam” in Seek-
ing Transparency: Rock Crystals Across the Medieval
Mediterranean, ed. Cynthia Hahn and Avinoam Shalem
(Berlin, 2020), pp. 101-15. See p. 107, n. 52 citing Parviz
Mohebbi, “Gemcutting,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, ed.
Ehsan Yarshater, vol. 10, no. 4 (London-Boston, 2001),
pp. 397-98.

8. Javaher-Name-ye pp. 209-12 down to 1. 7.

9. Mohammad Hoseyn b. Khalaf Tabrizi known as
Borhan Tabrizi, Borhan-e Qate¢, ed. Mohammad Mo‘in
(Tehran, 1362/1983, five volumes) vol. jim-sin, p. 1142
glosses saghraq: kiize-ye Iiulehdar, “jug with a tubular
spout.” The lexicographer vocalizes it “with a fatha on
the first letter,” i.e., saghrdq. This makes it a synonym
of balbaleh, identically glossed in vol. alif-tha’, p. 296.
The noun sorahi, from the Arabic surah, “pure/clear,”
is not entered in Persian dictionaries of traditional type.

10. In the chapters dealing with the gems in ques-
tion, see “Likenesses of the spinel gem that can be
made artificially (Ashbahi ke jowhar-e la‘l-ra be-tavan
sakht be tarig-e sana‘at)’ Javaher-Name-ye Nezami,
pp- 123-25.

11. Javaher-Name-ye Nezami p. 213. The same
story is recounted by Birani, Kitab al-Jamahir fi’l-
Jawahir, pp. 298-99.

12. For an example of an eighth-century bronze
kadi from Khorasan, see Giovanni Curatola, ed., Art
from the Islamic Civilization from The al-Sabah Col-
lection Kuwait (Milan, 2010), p. 48 right hand vessel,
and p. 49 caption 8 where the piece, inv. LNS 85M, not
identified as a kada, is simply called an ewer.

13. Walther Hinz, Islamische Masse und Gewichte
(Leiden-Cologne, 1970), p. 18, writes that “the small or
canonical mann weight (mann-e shar‘i) = 5/6 kg pre-
vailed until about the mid-fourteenth century in Iran”
(“Persia” in the outdated denomination of his genera-
tion of Western Orientalists). This seems a huge capac-
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ity for a rock crystal vessel. Either Hinz, or Kashani, or
a manuscript scribe may have made a mistake.

14. Abu’l-Qasem ‘Abdollah Kashini, ‘Arayes al-
Javaher va Nafayes al-Atayeb, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran,
1345/1966), pp. 142-43. On piyazaki, a variety of spinel
defined by its nuance of red, see Assadullah Souren Me-
likian-Chirvani, “The Red Stones of Light in Iranian Cul-
ture. I. Spinels,” Bulletin of the Asia Institute 15 (2001,
printed 2005), pp. 77-110, see p. 87. On Shams al-Din
Joveyni, see Mirza Mohammad Qazvini: The Ta’rikh-i
Jahan-Gusha of ‘Ala’u’d-Din ‘Ata Malik-i-Juwayni (Lon-
don, 1912-1937, 3 vols.) vol. 1, pp. ya-alif to ‘ayn-za, with
English shortened version pp. I-XCIIL.

15. Mohammad b. Manstar, Gowhar-Nameh, ed.
Manuchehr Sotadeh, in Farhang-e Iran-Zamin (Tehran,
1968-1969). On boliir, pp. 258-61. See p. 259.

16. Carl Johan Lamm, Gldser und Steinschnittar-
beiten aus dem Nahen Osten, ed. Friedrich Sarre (Ber-
lin, 1929-1930, 2 vols.) vol. 1, p. 510, n. 142. Shalem,
“On Medieval Rock Crystal Sources and Resources
in the Lands of Islam,” in Seeking Transparency, ed.
Hahn and Shalem, pp. 101-15. See p. 111. Lamm trans-
literated khawab as “¢awab(?)” making it sound like
a Persian noun jiaab, “barley water.” The letters ha’,
kha’, jim in Arabic and che in Persian all have the same
shape and are differentiated by the position and number
of diacritical dots, hence Lamm'’s hesitant translitera-
tion presumably based on scribal error in a manuscript.

17. ‘Ala al-Din ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallih al-Bah2’1 al-Ghazuli
al-Dimashqi, Matali€ al-Budiir fi Manazil al-Suriir, ed.
Al-Tijani Sa‘id Mahmud (Beirut, 1438/2017, 2 vols.)
vol. 2, p. 249. Walther Hinz, Islamische Masse und Ge-
wichte pp. 24-27 gives wildly divergent equivalents for
the gintdr depending on the countries. He estimates
the Iranian metric equivalence to be 57 kgs (p. 26). A
total capacity of 171 to 228 liters for a rock crystal ves-
sel is not plausible. The weight cited must be under-
stood as an exaggeration intended to convey the huge
size of the vessels.

18. Ahmad b. Yasuf al-Tifashi, Kitab Izhar al-Afkar
fi Jawahir al-Ahjar, ed. Muhammad Yusuf Hasan and
Mahmud Basiytni Khafaji, 3rd ed. (Cairo, 1436/2015).

19. Shalem, “On Medieval Rock Crystal,” p. 104.

20. Al-Tifashi, p. 202.

21. Mohammad Modabberi, Sharh-e Ahval va
Ash‘ar-e Sha‘eran-e bi-divan dar qarnha-ye 3-4-5
Hejri-e Qamari [The Biographies and the Verses of the
Poets Without a Divan [= Collected Poems]|| (Tehran,
1370/1991), p. 93 couplet 168. On the Afarin-Nameh
and Abu Shokur Balkhi, ibid. p. 82.

22. Avinoam Shalem, “Fountains of Light: The
Meaning of Medieval Islamic Rock Crystal Lamps,”’
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Mugarnas 11 (1994), pp. 1-11. See p. 6 where the first
couplet is mistranslated “Water and ice in crystal bowl
combine — Behold these three, which like a bright lamp
shine.” “Lamp” which renders sham€, “candle,” also
takes liberties with the meaning in the name of poetic
license no doubt.

23. Divan-e Dagqiqi-e Tusi, ed. Mohammad Javad
Shari‘at (Tehran, 1368/1989), p. 106 couplet 98. These
are the only surviving verses of what may have been a
long ode (gasideh).

24. On the Sahname auditive and visual environ-
ment at [ranian courts, including the appointment of a
Qur’an Cantor to the King, see Assadullah Souren Me-
likian-Chirvani, “Le Livre des Rois, miroir du destin,”
Studia Iranica, 17, no. 1 (Paris, 1988), pp. 7-46. On the
Qur’an kan, see pp. 33-34.

25. See Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, “Les
Frises du Shah-Nameh dans l'architecture iranienne
sous les Ilkhan,” Studia Iranica 18 (Paris, 1996), 127
pages and 66 black and white plates. In 1991, I showed
that the construction of the summer palace for the Mon-
gol ruler Abaqa Khan (1265-1281) at Takht-e Soleyman
was undertaken under the sign of the Sahname by
identifying, among other things, Sadhname verses on
tiles scattered around the world reproducing a specific
model of which one fragment recovered by the German
archaeologists on the site carries these letters from a
Sahname hemistich: [Foramand Sindokh]t az-in goft
[giiy]: Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, “‘Le
Livre des Rois, miroir du destin’ II. Takht-e Soleyman
et la symbolique du Shdh-Ndame,” Studia Iranica 20,
no. 1 (Paris, 1991), pp. 33-148. See pl. X1V, fig. 24.

26. Sahname scenes on some fritware vessels
have yet to be recognized for what they are. I hope to
deal with the subject elsewhere. For an example of
Sahname scenes on metalwork, see the silver and gold-
inlaid brass basin (tas) inv. 760-1889 in: Assadullah
Souren Melikian-Chirvani, Islamic Metalwork from
the Iranian World 8th-18th Centuries (London, 1982)
pp- 223-29. See also the Victoria and Albert Museum
large basin of the tasht type inv. 546-1905 (mistakenly
called a lagan) ibid. pp. 202-7.

27. Jules Mohl, ed. and trans., Le Livre des Rois par
Abou’l Kasim Ferdowsi (Paris, 1838-1878) 7 vols.; Paris
reprint, 1976. Vol. 1, p. 362 1. 1817. Hereafter cited un-
der “Mohl,” followed by volume number.

28. Mohl III, p. 312 1. 255.

29. Mohl IV, p. 558 1. 2376-2378.

30. On the metaphor of “the blood of the cock” and
the echo it sends to libations of sacrificial blood at the
dawn of Iranian civilization, see Assadullah Souren
Melikian-Chirvani,”The Wine Birds of Iran from Pre-
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Achaemenid to Islamic Times,” Bulletin of the Asia In-
stitute 9 (1995, printed 1997), pp. 41-97. See pp. 54-73
on wine-cocks, and especially pp. 54-55 for references
to the blood of the bird.

31. See Melikian-Chirvani,”The Iranian Bazm in
Early Persian Sources,” pp. 114-17 on the role of the
banquet as a tool of governance and diplomacy.

32. See, for example, The Shahnama of Shah Tah-
masp, introduction by Sheila R. Canby (New York,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), folio 7R.
The Ghazna poets meet Ferdowsi whom they host
over a banquet. A young courtier raises a shallow
wine cup toward Ferdowsi while one of the poets
clutching a towel with one hand draws his attention
to a tabaq (tray) with red pomegranates and olive yel-
low quinces.

33. Mohl V, p. 576 1. 296.

34. Mohl V, p. 590 1. 468.

35. Mohl V, p. 590 11. 472-73.

36. A vivid illustration of the tradition is provided
on the tasht of the early fourteenth century cited in
n. 18.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

4.

43.

Mohl V, p. 600 11. 581-82.
Mohl V, p. 6201. 817.
Mohl V, p. 622 11. 838-39.
Mohl V, p. 624 1. 866.
Mohl V, p. 662 1. 1344.
Mohl VI, p. 30 1. 316.
Mohl VI, p. 66 11. 738-41.

44. Mohl VII, p. 316 11. 3752-53.

45. MohlV, p. 168 1. 823; p. 169 the French text reads:
“un trone soutenu [“supported”] par des colonnes en
crystal” which, in practical terms, is less likely.

46. Melikian-Chirvani, Islamic Metalwork from
the Iranian World 8th-18th Centuries, p. 122 pl. 50; p.
131 pl. 59A. The third hemistich must be pronounced
Neshassatgah-e Shah-e Bahram-Gir if it is to scan, in-
stead of Neshastgah-e etc.

47. Mohl V, p. 618 11. 788-789. The couplets are
noted in identical form in Shahnameh, ed. Jalal Khaleqi
Motlaq and Mahmuad Omid-Salar, vol. 6 (New York,
1384/2005), pp. 476-77 couplets 779-780. The second
couplet is missing in one of the manuscripts on which
the New York edition is based: p. 477 n. 1.

48. Mohl VI, p. 24 11. 238-40.

49. See Stefano Carboni, Glass of the Sultans (New
York, 2001), pp. 134-36 for a detailed review of such
disks, including some to the name of Khosrow Malek,
the last Ghaznavid ruler and the Gharid ‘Atabég Jahan
Pahlavin ‘Omar b. al-Husayn Nosrat. See further, Ste-
fano Carboni, Glass from Islamic Lands: The al-Sabah
Collection. Kuwait National Museum (London, 2001),
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five disks (three in fragmentary condition) p. 280 cat.
73 f-i. “F” depicts a royal character in a mahmal car-
ried by an elephant. The mahout’s ankus is visible and
is a variant of this model. H and I depict a royal rider,
his left wrist extended to allow his kestrel to perch.
F definitely, and G and I probably, relate to Sahname
episodes which Carboni does not mention. On p. 279,
Carboni suggests they were “set in stucco windows”
citing “a large near-domical object acquired by the Col-
lection in 1997” which is “a convex piece, in which
are set two concentric rows of glass roundels,” adding
it “was probably the element of a bathroom ceiling.”
“The dome of a royal bathhouse” would be a more ap-
propriate assumption.

50. Mohl V, p. 226 1. 1507.

51. An example of an Iranian hanging glass lamp is
illustrated in Shalem, “Fountains of Light.” See p. 7
reproducing a lamp in the David Collection, Copenha-
gen, inv. Nr. 14/1964.

52. Mohl VI, p. 48 1. 513.

53. Asadi Tusi, GarSaspname, ed. Habib Yaghma’i
(Tehran, 1393/2014). On the identification of pre-
Islamic vessels as wine boats starting in the early first
millennium BCE, see Assadullah Souren Melikian-
Chirvani, “From the Royal Boat to the Beggar’s Bowl,”
Islamic Art 4 (1992), pp. 3-111. See pp. 11-18.

54. Tusi, Garsaspname, p. 70 couplets 7-8.

55. Tusi, GarSaspname, p. 307 1l. 58-59. Khi-
banparast, “the beauty worshippers,” seems odd. This
might be a scribe’s mistake for Khosrow-parast, “the
king worshippers” (i.e., devoted to the king), a phrase
found elsewhere in the GarSaspname.

56. Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani,”“The Ira-
nian Wine Leg from Prehistory to Mongol Times,” Bul-
letin of the Asia Institute N.S. vol. 11 (1997, printed
2000), pp. 65-91. Omitted in earlier Persian dictionar-
ies, the noun ayagh is entered by Borhan Tabrizi ap-
parently for the first time in Persian lexicography:
Mohammad Hoseyn b. Khalaf Tabrizi, Borhan-e Qate,
ed. Mohammad Mo‘in (Tehran, 1362/1983, 5 vols.) vol.
Alif-Theh [= 1] p. 193, where the gloss says “Ayagh,
rhyming with damagh; a bowl (kaseh) and a shallow
bowl (piyaleh) for drinking wine.” In a footnote to the
gloss, Mo‘in, citing Chaghatayi, writes: “In Turkish,
Ayagh, ayaq is a foot/leg (pa) and a wine cup.” Eastern
Turkish evidently retained the derived Persian mean-
ing of pa “leg/foot” when using ayagh to describe a
wine leg.

57. Garsaspname, p. 372 couplet 80.

58. Asadi Tusi, Loghat-e Fors, ed. Mohammad
Dabirsiyaqi (Tehran, 1336/1957), p. 103. On palogh and
the misspelling of the noun in some later dictionaries,
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see Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, “Le rhyton
selon les sources persanes,” Studia Iranica: Mélanges
offerts a Raoul Curiel, Tome 11 (1982), pp. 282-84. In
early Persian spelling, the letter P is not differentiated
from the letter B by supplying three dots under the line.
There is no difference between pdlogh and balogh. The
latter merely records the existence of the archaic spell-
ing. The only other poet recorded to have been using
the noun pdlogh alongside Radaki and Asadi Tusi is
the latter’s contemporary ‘Emareh Marvazi in two cou-
plets citing other objects designated with nouns that
were also obsolete by then. See Sha‘eran-e bi-Divan,
pp. 352 and 362. Page 352 ketab, “book,” at the end of
a couplet, is a scribe’s absent-minded misreading for
rekab, the eight-lobed wine boat.

59. D. N. MacKenzie, A Concise Pahlavi Diction-
ary (London, 1971), p. 81 where takdk is explained, not
translated, as “a drinking vessel.” The early Persian
dictionaries thus provide the precise meaning of the
Pahlavi word while early Persian poetry yields the con-
text, often royal, in which the object appeared.

60. Garsaspname, p. 372 couplet 85.

61. Garsaspname, p. 372 couplet 73.

62. Garsaspname, p. 209 couplets 20-21.

63. Laleh, “wild anemone,” is derived from Idil,
“red,” which, in its Arabized spelling, becomes la], the
name of the spinel thus called for its red color.

64. For example, the laleh-shaped bowl in the David
Collection reproduced in Melikian-Chirvani, ed., The
World of the Fatimids, pp. 300-301 where illustrated,
and p. 356, inv. nr. 7/1970. First published by Kjeld von
Folsach, Art from the World of Islam in The David Col-
Ilection (Copenhagen, 2001), p. 133 cat. 109.

65. Garsaspname, p. 296 couplets 71, 72, 73. As-
sadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, “Nezami, Gold-
smith and Jeweller” (in preparation).

66. Fakhr al-Din As‘ad-e Gorgani, Vis o Ramin, eds.
Magali A. Todva and Alexander A. Gwakharia (Tehran,
1349/1970), p. 87 couplet 48.

67. Gorgani, Vis o Ramin, p. 269 couplets 173-77.
Throughout his narrative, when he evokes the delicate
white nuance of a woman’s skin, Gorgani compares
it with rock crystal. He does so right at the beginning
when describing Vis growing into a young woman: Vis
o Ramin (p. 46 couplet 2):

9 s 218 535y 5

Her arms became studded rock crystal pieces

OBk sk 02T a3

Her curls became stretched-out lassoes
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Later, while describing her own appearance in a long
response to Ramin, Vis says (Vis o Ramin, p. 329 cou-
plet 93):

it S50 0 @B eyt Oaas a0 55k 03 S 1 5

My neck is rock crystalline and my chest silvery
It is ermine for its softness and a daffodil for
its odor

When addressing Vis in a letter, Ramin celebrates her
skin in identical terms as part of a string of metaphors
drawn from the mineral and architectural terminology
(Vis 0 Ramin, p. 419 couplet 4):

gle a8 Gl 5w e U Ay 508 ) s

Column of silver, ornament of the crown
Slender cypress of rock crystal, cupola of ivory

Gorgani’s stereotyped comparisons with rock crystal
when singing the whiteness of feminine skin implies
that rock crystal was much in evidence. A technical
precision about studding in the first quotation shows
that the poet looked at material reality. Vessels made
of crystal studded with precious stones of which the
only recorded specimens are centuries later were ap-
parently already being made in early eleventh-century
Iran.

68. Sarafname, ed. Hasan Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran
reprint, n. d.), p. 225 1. 11.

69. Sarafname, p. 340 couplet 9.

70. Sarafname, p. 293 1. 7.

71. Roman Ghirshman, Parthes et Sassanides (Paris,
1962), p. 205 pl. 244 where designated as the “Coupe
de Khosroes 1¢* dite <Tasse de Salomons> (VI¢ G. apr. .-
C.).” Each roundel size, in each color (red, green, white),
is represented nine times, making in all twenty-seven
roundels with abstract pattern. With the central roun-
del, this adds up to twenty-eight, the number of days
in the lunar calendar month. Some might construe this
as an argument pointing to a date in the Islamic period.

72. “Solomon’s Cup (Jam-e Soleyman)” is sung in
Persian poetry: Rahim ‘Afifi, Farhang-e She‘ri [Diction-
ary of Poetry] 3 vols. (Tehran, 1376/1997) vol. alif-kha
[=1] p. 527.

73. Ghirshman, Parthes et Sassanides, p. 391 cat.
244. Soleyman, in Iranian thinking, is the archetypal
king of the world. Sending it as a present to Charle-
magne by Harun al-Rashid, who lived in the heavily
Persianized Baghdad, would have amounted to a eulo-
gistic gesture.

74. Zainab Bahrani, “Crystal Words: The Power of
Stones in the Ancient Near East,” Seeking Transpar-
ency, ed. Hahn and Shalem, pp. 138-39 inv. 379 H. 5
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cm, D. 28.2 cm.

75. Ghirshman, Parthes et Sassanides, color plate p.
222 and p. 392 cat. 264, as “époque sassanide.” Bah-
rani, “Crystal Words,” p. 139 fig. 7 as “Iran, seventh or
eighth century.” A couplet by Hafez hints at crescent-
shaped boats holding vasmeh:

The world has drawn vasmeh over the eyebrow of
the ‘Eyd
One must see the crescent of the ‘Eyd in the
eyebrow of the Beloved

Divan-e Khwije Hafaz-e Shirazi, ed. Abu’l-Qasem
Inju’i Shirazi (Tehran, 1372/1993), p. 226. Missing in
the editions of Natel-Khanlari and Afshar.

76. Sotheby’s, Islamic Art (Geneva, 1985), lot 188.
Its unacknowledged provenance from the Iranian trade
is worth mentioning. Objects recovered from under-
ground, as this one clearly is, are not known to have
been coming out of Iraq at that period or in the few
years preceding it.

77. Among countless pre-Islamic examples, the
painted buff wares excavated at Tall-e Maliyan, 46 km
north of Shiraz, may be cited. Earthenware vessels from
the Kaftari period in the early second millennium BCE
have criss-cross borders, squares, and triangles: William
Sumner, “Excavations at Tall-i Malyan, 1971-72,” Iran
12 (1974), pp. 155-80. See pp. 164-69, notably p. 165 figs.
¢, €, j, kand 1 (line drawings) and pl. IVd (a squat jar).

78. Charles K. Wilkinson, Nishapur: Pottery of the
Early Islamic Period (New York, 1973), pl. in p. 48 cat.
66 and p. 23 for entry.

79. Christie’s, Islamic Art, Indian Miniatures, Rugs
and Carpets (London, 17 October 1995 and 19 October
1995), p. 113 lot 286.

80. Divan-e Ostad-e ‘Onsori-e Balkhi, ed. Mo-
hammad Dabirsiyaqi (Tehran, 1342/1963), couplets
1968, 2740, 2849, and 3228.

81. Mohammad Qisem b. H3ji Mohammad Kashani
[Sorari], Majma® al-Fors, ed. Mohammad Dabirsiyaqi
3 vols. (Tehran, 1338/1959) vol. 1, p. 434 in the entry
khoniir “one of household utensils such as bowls, jars
and such like.” Also in Divan-e ‘Onsori, p. 343 couplet
3256.

82. Divdan-e Ostad-e ‘Onsori, p. 203 couplet 1968.

83. Divan-e Ostad-e ‘Onsori, p. 292 couplet 2740.

84. Divan-e  Mantuchehri-e  Damghani, ed.
Mohammad Dabirsiyaqi (Tehran, 1347/1968), p. 34
1. 522.

85. Divan-e Farrokhi-e Sistani, ed. Mohammad
Dabirsiyaqi, 2nd ed. (Tehran, 1343/1970), p. 222, 1.
4436 couplets 4435-4436. The poet addressing the
amir says that his face has the beauty of the Buddhist
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temple (bahdra = vihara).

86. Mahmud Modabberi, Sharh-e Ahval va Ash‘ar-e
Sha‘eran-e Bi-Divan dar qarnhd-ye 3-4-5 Hejri-e
Qamari [An Account of the Lives and Verses of the
Poets without a Divan in the 3-4-5 Centuries of the
Islamic Lunar Calendar] (Tehran, 1370/1991), p. 492.

87. Notably the romance Vimeq va ‘Ozra of which
the fragments have been collected by the Georgian
scholar Inga Kaladze, Epicheskoye Nasledye Unsuri
[The Epic Legacy of ‘Onsori| (Tbilisi, 1983); Persian
text pp. 59-86 (372 couplets). A second romance com-
posed in the Motagareb meter is represented by 98
couplets. The Greek names of the characters and loca-
tions point to an adaptation of, or derivation from, a
Hellenistic period model. The 89 couplets of a third
masnavi romance in the Khafif meter are gathered on
pp- 98-103. The mention of the Shah-e Ghazneyn (p.
98 couplet 3) suggests a context contemporary with
the poet.

88. Ostad-e Abu Nazar ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ebn-e Mansur-e
‘Asjadi-e Marvazi, Divan, ed. Taherl Shehab (Tehran,
1334/1955), p. 32.

89. ‘Asjadi, Divan, p. 32 n. (not numbered).

90. ‘Asjadi, Divan, p. 33.

91. ‘A. Khayampur, Farhang-e Sokhanvaran [Dic-
tionary of Poets| (Tabriz, 1340/1961), p. 39.

92. Hakim Abu Mo‘in Hamid al-Din Naser b. Khos-
row-e Qobadiyani, Divan-e Ash‘ar, ed. Haji Sayyed
Nasrollah Taqavi, 4th ed. (Tehran, 2535 Sh./1976),
p- 198 couplet 15.

93. Divan-e Azraqi-e Heravi, ed. Said Nafisi (Teh-
ran, 1336/1957), p. 79 1l. 1960-1962. The panegyric
was written not later than 466/6 September 1073-26
August 1074 when the unfortunate ruler was blinded:
Nafisi, p. 7.

94. Divan-e Azraqi-e Heravi, ed. Said Nafisi (Teh-
ran, 1336/1957), p. 79 1. 1960-1962.

95. Divan-e Azraqi-e Heravi,
1054-1056.

96. Divan-e Azraqi-e Heravi, p. 38 couplets
967-968.

97. Divan-e Osman-e Mokhtari, ed. Jalal al-Din
Homa’1 (Tehran, 1341/1962), p. 64.

98. Divan-e Khagani-e Shirvani, ed. Ziya al-Din
Sajjadi (Tehran 2537 Sh./1358/1979], p. 337 1. 8. On
Jalal al-Din Akhsatan, see preface, p. 38.

99. Divan-e Khaqani, p. 661 third couplet of the
third ghazal.

100. The rekab as a vessel type was identified in
1995: Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, “Rekab.
The Polylobed Wine Boat from Sasanian to Saljuq
Times,” Res Orientales VII au Carrefour des Reli-

41 couplets

p.
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gions. Mélanges Offerts a Philippe Gignoux (1995), pp.
187-204.

101. Divan-e Khaqani, p. 195 couplets 14 and 15.

102. Vickers, “Rock Crystal: The Key to Cut Glass
and diatreta in Persia and Rome.” See p. 56, illustrated
fig. 7. I have never seen the object, which Oscar Mus-
carella dismissed as “not ancient,” polite speak for
“fake” in “Unexcavated Objects and Ancient Near
Eastern Art,” in Mountains and Lowlands: Essays in
the Archaeology of Greater Mesopotamia, ed. L. D.
Levine and T. C. Young, p. 182 n. 142 (Malibu, 1977).

103. In an article describing the role played by sil-
ver plate at Iranian courts, I cited the Tarikh-e Sistan
recounting how two treasury secretaries started selling
off “vessels (avani) and minting dinirs from gold plate
(zarrineh) and silver plate (simineh)”: “Essais sur la so-
ciologie, de l’art islamique—I. Argenterie et feodalité
dans 1'Iran médiéval,” in Art et Société dans le Monde
Iranien, ed. Chahryar Adle (Paris, 1982), pp. 143-74,
see p. 168. A silver-footed bowl inscribed to the name
of the Amir and commander-in-chief (al-isfahsalar al-
kabir) Badr al-Din Qaragoz, identified in the article (pp.
144-55) whose career is echoed by several early sources
(pp. 151-56), acquired by the late Edmund de Unger and
now on loan in the Dallas Museum of Art was pieced
together from a myriad of fragments. It was probably
broken up to be melted down, a process presumably
interrupted by the Mongol onslaught.

104. Carl Johan Lamm, Mittelalterliche Gliser und
Steinschnittarbeiten aus dem Nahen Osten, 2 vols.
(Berlin, 1929-1930) vol. 2, pl. 68.5 and p. 17.

105. The Arts Council of Great Britain, The Arts
of Islam (1976), p. 127 cat. 109 with reference to C. J.
Lamm.

106. Shalem, “Fountains of Light,” p. 1 fig. 1 caption.

107. Shalem, “Fountains of Light,” p. 2 fig. 3.

108. As may be seen from the various boat models
reproduced in Melikian-Chirvani, “From the Royal
Boat to the Beggar’s Bowl,” pp. 3-111: p. 77 fig. 1; p. 78
figs. 4 and 5; p. 79 figs. 7 and 8; p. 80 fig. 11; p. 81 figs.
13 and 14; p. 82 fig. 16; p. 83 fig. 20; p. 84 figs. 23 and 24,
p. 85 figs. 25 and 26; p. 86 fig. 36 (Ottoman Turkey); p.
90 fig. 41 (Ottoman Turkey); p. 92 fig. 47; p. 93 fig. 49; p.
95 fig. 34; p. 97 fig. 60; p. 108 fig. 96 (eleventh-century
Armenia) fig. 97 (Fatimid Egypt); p. 111 fig. 108 (Safa-
vid Iran). The one asymmetrical exception concerns
the glazed fritware boats with a human mask at one
extremity (ibid. p. 86 fig. 2.8).

109. From its beginnings in pre-Achaemenid antiq-
uity. For burnished earthenware examples from the
north Iranian regions, see Trudy S. Kawami, Ancient
Iranian Ceramics from the Arthur M. Sackler Collec-
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tions (New York, 1991), p. 150 pl. 56, and p. 151 where
catalogued as “Urartian, eighth-seventh century BC”;
p- 153 pl. 57, and p. 153 as “Urartian, ninth-eighth
century BC”; p. 148 reproducing the highly stylized
lower part of a human (female?) body with its two legs
shod. The art historian was unaware of the existence
of the “wine legs”/“wine feet” (Pa-ye sharab in Per-
sian means either) of the Islamic period. The identifica-
tion of the type in my monographic study (above n. 56)
only appeared in 2000. Wine legs of the Islamic period
have been illustrated here and there but not recognized
as such by archaeologists or art historians unfamiliar
with Persian literature, e.g., the wine leg from Samar-
kand in green-glazed pottery moulded in two halves:
V. A. Abdullaev, E. V. Rtveladze, and G. V. Shishkina
eds., Culture and Art of Ancient Uzbekistan 2 vols.
(Moscow, 1991) vol. 2, p. 123 cat. 564 “vessel shaped
as a boot”; the glass wine leg of the seventh or eighth
century in The al-Sabah Collection, inv. nr. LNS 110 kg
published as a “drinking vessel ... in the shape of a styl-
ised boot,” in Carboni, Glass from Islamic Lands, p. 44;
and earlier, the extremely important bronze leg exca-
vated at Panjakent (Russian transcription “Penjikent”)
published by V. I. Raspopova, Metallicheskie Izdzeliya
Rannesrednevekovo Sogda (Leningrad, 1980), p. 121
fig. 80. The pointed tip shows that the leg is shod in
tight-fitting soft leather.

110. Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani,“The
Iranian Wine Leg from Prehistory to Mongol Times,”
Bulletin of the Asia Institute (1997, printed 2000),
pp. 65-91.

111. Divan-e Qatran-e Tabrizi (Tehran, 1362/1984),
p. 485.

112. Mohammad b. Henduashah al-Nakhjavani,
Sehah al-Fors, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Ali Ta‘ati (Tehran 2535
Sh./1976), p. 299.

113. Divan-e Khaqgani, p. 378.

114. The paradox of a “sea of wine” poured into
a “boat” (the name of the boat-shaped vessel) is a
frequent conceit in early Persian poetry. Divan-e
Serdj-e Qomri-e Amoli, ed. Yadollah Shokri (Tehran,
1368/1989), p. 581.

115. Mohammad Padeshah motakhalles be [with the
pen name] Shad, Farhang-e Ananderaj, ed. Mohammad
Dabirsiyaqi (Tehran, 1335/1957-1336/1957: vols. 2 and
3 later n.d.) vol. 2, p. 876. On the dates of Badr Chachi,
see ‘A[li] Khayampur, Farhang-e Sokhanvaran [Dic-
tionary of Poets] (Tabriz, 1340/1961), p. 80.

116. The noun ayagh is missing in most early
Persian dictionaries, including the Loghat-e Fors as-
cribed to Asadi Tasi, down to Inja Shirdzi’s Farhang-e
Jahangiri, because it was not considered to be a Persian
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word. It is indeed alien to Persian phonology and typi-
cally fits into Turkish phonology.

117. N. Venevtseva in Mikhail Piotrowsky, ed., Zem-
noye Iskustvo — Nebesnaya Krasota/Earthy [=Earthly]
Art — Heavenly Beauty (St. Petersburg, 2000), pp. 302-3
cat. 280.

118. In Western scholarly literature, writers invari-
ably refer to the type as a rhyton, from the Greek rhein
“to flow.” This is a generic term for vessels pouring
wine in a jet coming out of a narrow opening. There is
no reason to retain a Greek word when writing about
Iranian vessels which all have specific Persian names
in use since the beginnings of the written records of
the language, some of which can be shown to go back
to Achaemenid Persian nouns.

119. Published in Assadullah Souren Melikian-
Chirvani, “The Iranian Wine Horn from Pre-Achaeme-
nid Antiquity to the Safavid Age,” Bulletin of the Asia
Institute 10 (1996, printed 1998), pp. 85-139. See pp.
124-25 and fig. 25.

120. Ibid. pp. 115-24. See p. 118 fig. 21.

121. Rasayel-e =~ Khayyam. Nowriiz-Nameh:
Resdle-ye Vojiid, ed. [Mehrdad] Avasta (Tehran,
1313/1934), p. 73.

122. First published as “[a Tray]| Iran, tenth century”
in Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, The World of
the Fatimids, p. 104. H. 5.3 cm, D. 20.1 cm as measured
by the basilica scholars.

123. For example, the famous tray in the Louvre
from the Alphonse Kann Collection. Arthur Lane,
Early Islamic Pottery, 4th and rev. ed. (London, 1957,
p- 18 and pl. 14B where said to be from “Samarkand.”
Proportions varied: see Esin Atil, Ceramics from the
World of Islam (Washington, 1973), pp. 26-27 (inv. nr.
54.16). The tray inv. nr. 52.11 pp. 28-29 reproduces
the model with different proportions. Examples closer
in profile have been circulating in the art market for
years.

124. Giovanni Curatola, ed., Eredita dell’ Islam:
Arte Islamica in Italia (Milan, 1993), pp. 143-44 cat.
53. Entry by Ernst J. Grube, who credited it to “Egypt
10th ¢.”

125. Polylobed vessels come in all shapes with vary-
ing numbers of lobes. For a dish with thirteen lobes
reportedly from Ghazni, see Oliver Watson, Ceramics
from Islamic Lands: Kuwait National Museum (Ku-
wait, 2004), p. 310 cat. 4.6 Carved decoration under
a blue glaze. A bowl with nine lightly cusped lobes
painted overglaze is illustrated in Arthur Upham Pope,
ed., A Survey of Persian Art, 5th ed., 18 vols. (Ashiya,
Japan, 1981) vol. 9, Pottery and Faience, pl. 697B. A
deep bowl painted underglaze and overglaze with eight
lobes is illustrated ibid., pl. 650A.
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126. Marilyn Jenkins, ed., Islamic Art in the Ku-
wait National Museum (London, 1983), p. 61 as “Bottle
carved rock crystal, Egypt, early eleventh century AD”
H. 17 cm (actually: 10.5 cm, W. 8.3 cm, as measured by
the museum).

127. Lamm, Mittelalterliche Glidser und Stein-
schnittarbeiten aus dem Nahen Osten, vol. 2, pl. 71.2.

128. Ernst Kiithnel, Islamische Kleinkunst: Ein
Handbuch fiir Sammler und Liebhaber ["a handbook
for collectors and art lovers”]| (Braunschweig, 1963),
p. 211.

129. Anna Contadini in Curatola, ed., Art from the
Islamic Civilization, p. 77 cat. 45 H. 10.5 cm W. 8.3
cm.

130. Jens Kroger, Nishapur Glass of the Early Is-
lamic Period (New York, 1995), p. 67 cat. 71-72.

131. Ibid. cat. 72. The descriptions of shapes by Jens
Kroger lack precision. The neck is not exactly cylindri-
cal. It has a light flare clearly visible in the black and
white plate. It is worth noting that none of the shapes
are exclusive to glass. Cat. 71 is exactly matched on a
large scale by a high tin bronze decanter in the Iran-
Zamin Collection. Cat. 72 is matched by a turquoise
glazed jug in the same collection.

132. Kroger, Nishapur Glass, p. 70 cat. 86. Inv.
40.170.65.

133. Kroger, Nishapur Glass, p. 70 cat. 83. Inv.
38.40.231.

134. Curatola, ed., Art from the Islamic Civiliza-
tion, p. 77 cat. 46. Inv. LNS 77G.

135. Kroger, Nishapur Glass, p. 145 cat. 195. Kroger
refers to hatching as “diagonal notches” in the entry on
a fragment also excavated at Tapeh Madraseh, which
was “discarded” in the sloppy manner of the American
team: see p. 145 cat. 194.

136. Curatola, ed., Art from the Islamic Civiliza-
tion, p. 229 pl. 212 for examples of ace-of-spade-like
escutcheons formed by paired together ibex-head pro-
files. See also Carboni, Glass from Islamic Lands, p.
233 color plate, right hand bottle.

137. John Walker, A Catalogue of Muhammadan
Coins in the British Museum: Arab-Sasanian Coins
(London, 1967, reprint of 1941 ed.), pl. XV, 4 described
p- 81.

138. Sotheby Parke Bennett & Co, The Hever Castle
Collection, Volume Two Works of Art (London, 1983),
p. 64, lot 279.

139. Esin Atil, ed., Islamic Art and Patronage: Trea-
sures from Kuwait (New York, 1990), p. 88 (plate)-89,
cat. 21. LNS 3 HS. H. 10.5 cm. H. 8.3 cm as measured
by the museum. Despite the claim to a theme implied
by the title, the subject of patronage was not actually
dealt with.
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140. Curatola, ed., Art from the Islamic Civiliza-
tion, p. 76 cat. 44. H. 17.8 cm. W. 4.4 cm as measured
by the museum, revising the label in Atil, Islamic Art
and Patronage, pp. 86-87 cat. 20.

141. Shalem, “On Medieval Rock Crystal Sources
and Resources in the Lands of Islam,” p. 110 fig. 3 inv.
1954.1013.1 where “a place of production located in
the eastern provinces of Iran” is put forward for the
beaker which is considered to be “datable to the ninth
or tenth century.”

142. Jens Kroger, “The State of Research on Some
Rock Crystal Ewers and Related Vessels from Islamic
Lands,” in Seeking Transparency, ed. Hahn and Shalem,
pp. 13-33: p. 14 and p. 257, pl. 1 where ascribed to
Fatimid Egypt. H. 17 cm. Halberstadt Domschatz inv.
nr. 49.

143. Kroger, “The State of Research,” p. 15.

144. Kroger, “The State of Research,” pp. 27-28 where
it is ascribed to Egypt, and plate 2 p. 258 H. 16.7 cm.

145. Pope, ed., A Survey of Persian Art vol. 13 pl.
1296B where the vessel simply is called an “ewer” and
is given a “twelfth or thirteenth century date.” The
epigraphy on the Chicago bronze piece points to the
twelfth century or late eleventh century.

146. Bi-al sayyid [= bi’l-sayyid]| would be bad Ara-
bic in the first place, by using the preposition bi (“at”
or “by” or “with,” depending on the context) instead
of Ii (“for”). The ligature for Ii visible in the plate is
actually elongated, as is normal for the Iam (letter L),
and not short as it would be for bi, which is thus an
unwarranted “correction” made by Shalem. Two lines
above this transcription, Shalem noting in romanized
characters the inscription on a rock crystal ewer in
Florence, makes another mistake which breaks one
of the most basic rules of Arabic grammar and could
not possibly have been made on a luxury object in rock
crystal. Shalem writes: al-qa’id al-quwwad khasa. To-
gether with the inaccurate English equivalents that he
provides for the Arabic names of various vessels these
peccadilloes point to a lack of familiarity with the
language.

147. Sept mille ans d’art en Iran (Paris, 1961), p. 167
cat. 904 and pl. CI, 2 as “Neyshabur, Samarqand style,
ninth century.” A maxim calligraphed after the words
“Blessing to the shaykh” (here, an unnamed spiritual
master) was unread at the time. It proclaims:

“[Spiritual] knowledge is the noblest of heritages [lit.

‘ascendancies’] and generosity the most complex hu-

man lot/condition.”

148. To be published by this writer in The Art of
Metalwork in Islamic Iran: A Cultural Study (in
preparation).
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149. As echoed in numerous Persian verses, most fa-
mously in this line by Hafez (Divan-e Khwajeh Hafez-e
Shirazi, ed., Sayyed Abu’l-Qasem Inji’i Shirazi, p. 289):

Dol GL R (hash sl Y

O parrot that speaks secrets [= the language of
esotericism]|
May your beak not be without sugar [=words
sweet to the soul]

Dl ) SE culls ol

150. Out of the scores of manuscripts, only a few
of which have been published, see, for example,
Massumeh Farhad and Simon Rettig, The Art of the
Qur’an: Treasures from the Museum of Turkish and Is-
lamic Arts (Washington, DC, 2016) for alternately gold
and black lines, pp. 282-83 from a Qur’an signed by
Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Tabrizi in 979/1571-1572; pp.
286-87 for the Qurian signed by the artist in Shawwal
983/January 1576. In some early Iranian Qurlans, the
black Kufic script is vocalized with red dots, e.g., ibid.,
a mid-eleventh century Khorasani volume, pp. 172-73.

151. Sophie Makariou, Chefs d’oeuvre islamiques
de I’Aga Khan Museum (Paris, 2007).

152. Aimeé Froom in Laden Akbarnia, Benoit Ju-
nod, and Alnoor Merchant, eds., The Path of Princes:
Masterpieces from the Aga Khan Museum Collection
(Lisbon, 2008), p. 130 cat. 44, reproduced p. 131. Inv.
nr. 00653.

153. Contadini in Curatola, ed., Art from the Is-
lamic Civilization, pp. 74-175 cat. 43 a:H. 6.8 cm, D. 6
cm; cat. 43 h: H. 3.4 cm, W. 2.6 cm; cat. 43 i: H. 2.6 ¢m,
W. 2.6 cm. Previously in the Church of Ager, Catalonia,
Spain, then Comtesse de Béhague Collection. Acquired
1981 by The al-Sabah Collection, inv. 1 HS a, h and i.

154. Curatola, ed., Art from the Islamic Civiliza-
tion, p. 209 pl. 212, glass flask (LNS 114G).

155. Curatola, ed., Art from the Islamic Civiliza-
tion, pl. 43.

156. A rock crystal king (shah), The Al-Thani Col-
lection, inv. nr. BELC 936. H. 6.1 cm. Max. W. 5.4 cm.

157. Rock crystal, carved. The Al-Thani Collection.
Inv. BELC C34. L. back to muzzle: 7.4 cm. Christie’s,
Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds (London, 2011),
pp. 141-43, where characterized as “A Rare Fatimid
Rock Crystal Lion.”

158. Charles K. Wilkinson, “Heating and Cooking
in Nishapur,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 11
(New York, 1944).

159. The al-Sabah Collection inv. LNS 119 HS said
by the vendor to have come to light in Neyshabar
H. 3.72 cm; D. 2.55 cm.

160. The al-Sabah Collection inv. LNS 371 HS.
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H. 2.82 cm; W. 1.98 cm; base 1.76 cm. Bought at Chris-
tie’s South Kensington, Islamic and Oriental Works of
Art (London, 15 October 1998), p. lot 441.

161. Melikian-Chirvani, Iranian Metalwork in the
Islamic Period (in preparation).

162. The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 490 HS.
H.3.5cm. W. 1.91 cm.

163. The al-Sabah Collection, inv. nr. LNS 499 HS.
H.5.95cm. W.3.18 cm.

164. The al-Sabah Collection, inv. nr. LNS 225 HS.
H. 7.3 cm.

165. The al-Sabah Collection, inv. LNS 335 HS, H.
8.98 cm. D. 4.14 cm. In the Qamiis-e Jughrafiyda’'i-e
Afghanistan, ed. Muhammad Hakim Nahez (Kabul,
1338/1959), 115-16, Qadis is described as a thriving
town in the highlands, in the midst of a fertile area, at
an average altitude of 1,301 meters.

166. Glazed earthenware of the ninth century: see
the fragment of a polychrome bowl painted with a
horseman that was excavated at Tapeh Madraseh in
Neyshabar in Wilkinson, Nishapur: Pottery of the
Early Islamic Period, p. 24 cat. 71 and plate. The me-
tallic (gold or silver) horizontal strap from which pen-
dants hang is a pleated chain with slanting links.

167. Glass: Jens Kroger, Nishapur: Glass of the
Early Islamic Period, p. 43 cat. 6. p. 42. cat. 2. Metal-
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