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Abstract 

Coins have been identified as key indicators of Iranian art due to their aesthetic and symbolic concepts. 

Symbolism is considered as one of tools for visual expression and transmission of the concepts in coins. It is 

impressive to examine symbolic elements according to the symbol position and how to apply them in 

different periods. Therefore, this article was an attempt to introduce the main structure and characteristics 

of the coins in the Parthian and Sassanid periods and to achieve the similarities and notable points on coins 

of the two eras with an emphasis on the visual values and also to evaluate and analyze coins of each period 

through saying visual elements with some examples. By the way the study of the evolution of coins makes it 

possible to achieve visual differences and similarities, as well. 

 

Keywords: Coin, Parthian, Sassanid, Visual elements, Symbolic motifs. 

 

Introduction 

Coins are as the most reliable visual sources of culture and ancient civilization and have had an important 

role in art history and are considered as a part of fine art of Iran. These works are valid documents on the 

events of different periods in Iran. Signs and symbols on the coins are concerned as the most important 

guide and researchers’ helper in recognition of culture and civilization and political and religious beliefs of 

different historical periods. In addition, signs and symbols can reflect the artistic value of each era and 

period. Designs and elements used in coins contain valuable information about the customs and culture, 

political and social conditions and religions, as well. One of the important features of archaeology is 

numismatic knowledge that has particular importance. It will be made obvious all dark and obscure things 

and corners about coins with this knowledge. An important part of the cultural characteristics of a 

community can be received by examining the features and visual characteristics employed. Sometimes, the 

study and knowledge of engraved images on coins can assist to appoint a coin to the specific king or special 

period. Coins reveal many facts about the life of kings and the people of their time. Analysis and study of 

visual motifs and structures of these periods represents the value of the art employed in them. These motifs 

are very innovative in their kinds and have made by craftsmen and master artists of those days and are a key 

source of historical knowledge about the Parthian and Sassanid dynasties. 
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According to what has said, the issue of this study was how the original structure and arrangement of 

elements is in coins of the Parthian and Sassanid eras. Another was that the motifs and images used on the 

front and back of the coins include what elements and also, have what concepts. Also, it was a try to find an 

answer to the question of what are the similarities and differences between these coins. The purpose of this 

article was in fact to study and identify the elements, meanings and concepts that the artist has represented in 

designing the coins, because these particular images are the best documents to study and understand the 

ideas of the kings and people in bygone era. Therefore, it has been discussed the emersion and minting of 

coin and introduction of coin in the Parthian and Sassanid eras in brief. Then, comparative and visual study 

was taken place by examining the similarities and differences. Finally, the aspects and notable points of 

some coins have been discussed. Regarding the large number of the Parthian and Sassanid kings and the fact 

that it has been found several coins from each king, and also in the sense that some coins have many 

similarities with each other in terms of visual structure and it is not possible to deal with each one of them, 

so, the author also has refused to note the repeated images that were inconsistent with the object and 

purposes of this paper and has attempted to present a relatively clear picture from the mentioned cases 

regarding the limitation for providing the possibility of recognizing the coins’ structure in the future. 

 

Research history  

So far, many studies have been done about coins and numismatic and this subject has been of interest of 

many researchers for the study. Including Pop (2008) has introduced and investigated the coins of those 

periods in the book of "a survey of Persian art". It can be noted to other books such as "numismatic studies 

of Iran during Sassanid period" (1972, Tehran, Iran) by Malek Iraj Moshiri, "Iranian coins from the 

beginning until now" by Ali-akbar Sarfaraz and Fereidoun Avarzamani (2009), "The history and chronology 

of the Sassanid coins" by Pakzadian (2005), "Iranian coins before Islam" that is only catalog of the coins by 

Amini (2010) as well as "the history of coins" which has been wrote by Malekzadeh-bayani (1960) in two 

volumes with specialized study of Iranian coins. There are very much cases in recent articles that have been 

allocated to the coin and numismatic. One of the articles that have discussed some visual features of coins 

comparatively is the article of Dadvar and Makvandi entitled as "study of kings’ crown designs in Iranian 

coins from the Achaemenid to the Sassanid". It can be pointed out to other researches such as "stylistics of 

the Sassanid coins" by Gholizdeh. In this study, it was attempted to study and analyze visual features of 

coins to achieve their characteristics and similarities and differences between elements and motifs in both 

the Parthian and Sassanid eras. 

 

Methodology  

This study was based on descriptive-analytical method as well as gathering resources and information has 

been done as librarian. For this purpose, it was used not only the historical resources and documents and 

other written materials, but also national and foreign Internet resources have used. And regarding the 

existing samples, it was discussed to analyze visual elements and similarities and differences in their visual 

structure of the Parthian and Sassanid coins. In selecting the samples, it has also selected some cases with 

striking visual features related to the investigation. 

 

Emersion and minting the coins 

Coin is a part of metal from gold or silver or platinum or bronze or copper or nickel that government puts a 

sign on it and guarantees the accuracy of weight and alloy that would be put on coins, so that people can 

safely take it and apply it in their businesses (Movaghar, 1952: 313). Herodotus pointed out in his book that: 

as far as I know Lydians were the first people that have used gold and silver coins and have worked in retail 

(Herodotus, 2001: 57). The world's first standard coin was minted in Croesus period named as Cersoide in 
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Lydia land. They possessed a number of characteristics such as weight, kind and identified and fixed grade. 

The motif was created on the coins was actually seals of the Croesus government that a strict law was 

imposed to support it and punishment of those who have sneaked into the coinage was death. Iranians also 

realized the existence of coins and the need to it after successive conquests of Asia Minor. In fact after the 

conquest of Lydia by Achaemenid Cyrus, Persians were able to reach this important invention of mankind 

that was the coinage. Although he realized the necessity of the coin and establishment of the mint, but his 

death did not give him the opportunity, therefore Achaemenid Darius (486-522 BC) was the first king who 

minted coins in Iran. He applied what was common in Lydia for the proportion of gold and silver and made 

coins prevailing in trade and business that were the most important economic factors. Darius has also 

affiliated minting of gold coins across the kingdom and Asian national countries and no one had the right to 

violate this rule (Wathiq, 2008: 32). The coins had been a means to advertise of ancient Persian governors 

after availability of them for kings. So, coin that was concerned as the official statement of the government 

was minted in order to promote political ideas or ideological concepts (Lukin, 2010: 86). All the activities of 

production, manufacture and mint of coins were taken in a place called mint or "deram-sara". A broker or 

manufacturer of coins in Sassanian was called "stud" and "Zarrab" or "Amin al-Zarb" in more recent 

periods. The first coin that has the mint’s sign belonged certainly to the Parthian era and governing of 

Mithridates I, because before the kingdom of Mithridates I, there was not really necessary to have more than 

one mint due to limited Parthian territory, but since his coming to power, the scope of this dynasty was 

significantly expanded and it would become apparent the need to create multiple mints around the country. 

 

Coins in the Parthian era  

The Parthian is considered as one of the most important periods of Iran’s history. This great period begins 

with uprising of Arsaces I against the Greek rulers about 240 years before Chris and lasted for five centuries. 

Arsaces attacked to the Parthia during years 238/239 BC during the kingdom of Seleucus II, and won 

Andragoras, then attacked to Hyrcania (Wolf-land) and captured there also and laid the foundations of the 

Parthian dynasty. Arsaces’s crowned party was an epoch for the Parthian. Parthian families had freed each 

sect and group in their religion. Parthian kings were not true Zoroastrian as the mass of Iranian people were 

not Zoroastrian (Bayani, 1976:121). There were also followers of other religions in this era such as 

Buddhism, Judaism and Greek. Parthian rulers called themselves king by emulating Achaemenian and just 

added some titles such as the brother of the sun and moon, the son of God, righteous and so on that has been 

figured on some coins of this period. Parthian knew the king holy and respect their name after the death 

(Rezaie, 1993: 207-208). By relying on the strength of old traditions in this era, they were freed from the 

influence of Greek art (Grishman, 1991: 123). Silver and bronze coins discovered in the Parthian era 

clarified many of the historical ambiguities of this period. In fact, studying and researching the coins of this 

period clarifies somewhat the path of developments and changes in the political structure of that period. 

Perhaps deficient or even the lack of evidence of this period is the cause of great importance of the Parthian 

coins in identifying the history of the dynasty. The figures of governors and the date on some of these coins 

are more accurate way to identify this era. The monetary principles of the Parthian state were on silver. 

Because of market transactions and therefore, the need for cash, lots of copper coins were minted and 

business was done by silver and bronze and copper coins. The basic unit of money was Dirham that was 

minted continuously and alternately in various imperial mints. Copper and bronze coins were used for local 

trade in the cities. It is also seen changes in coins weights during the Parthian dynasty. So, that coins weights 

had been reduced from the kingdom of Phraates IV. Silver of four-Dirham coins also did not have their 

initial quality and aesthetic features from the middle of the first century that was very good and favorable at 

the beginning of this period. During the kingdom of the Parthian, gold coins were not produced and during 

Artaxerxes I emprise gold coin (Dinar) was minted just to compete with the Romans and represent the 
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political and economic power. Weight of these gold coins was same as Roman gold coins. It is likely that 

gold coins were used as medals at celebrations and feasts. The motifs on the coins took Persian shapes 

during the kingdom of Mithridates I, his face on the back of the coins with magnificent robe, long hair and 

dense beard with a crown on his head undoubtedly represents an increase of links with elements and Iranian 

identity and separating from the Greek-orientation; selecting the logo of King is also as another sign of 

respecting to the Achaemenid traditions. Finally, internal conflicts and external failures destroyed the 

integrity of the final Parthian kings and the great Parthian state was extinct after killing Artabanus V by the 

Sassanid Artaxerxes I in 226 AD. 

 

Coins in Sassanian era  

This dynasty was formed by kingdom of Ardashir I in 224 AD and was ended by the death of Yazdegerd III 

in 652 AD. Sassanian officiated Zoroastrian religion in Iran and there was no official religion until then in 

Iran and the Iranian people were free in their religious beliefs (Pirnia, 1979: 227). Artwork of Sassanid era 

are considered as the last stage of ancient art and are typical of ancient Iranian metal art that reached its peak 

in this period (Grishman, 1995: 408). Sassanid art must be known as a royal art, since they were more 

devoted to the representation of various kings and states (Sarafraz and Avarzamani, 2000: 32). This art 

contained the Achaemenid and Parthian traditions. Since the Sassanid era culture had very close relationship 

with religious beliefs, and given that the chain link between religion and government and to strengthen the 

legitimacy of the monarchy, it was needed to use tools that brought this desire to the purpose; so, the symbol 

was institutionalized in artworks for the use of supernatural forces and their incidence in the pictures and it 

was here that the use of symbolic elements in the Sassanid culture and art was found more highlight than all 

periods. Symbol played a special role at Sasanian art and culture, especially this is well apparent in the 

images and visual elements used in a variety of stamps and coins. Coins of this period were the most 

common tools of trade in much of the world by that time and were minted with three kinds of golden, silver 

and cooper that the copper coins were used for domestic trades and golden and silver coins were used only 

for foreign trade. There has been some mint or mints in every city of the country. Coins of this period were 

not much different from the Parthian coins in terms of weight and carat but their shape was completely 

changed. Most of the Sassanid coins had had the date and it was written the beginning of the kingdom on 

them. On coins, the name of the cities where the coins were minted was determined by the abbreviation. 

Researchers have written major cities in which coins were minted there up to 115 cities. Different coins 

were minted in different historical periods of Iran that their designs represented many of the events and 

rituals related to their period. 

 

Visual structure in coins 

The main structure of coins in each period followed its principles and rules. Motifs used on the Parthian and 

Sassanid coins were the image of king of that time that have significantly allocated the visual space of coins 

to themselves and were carved realistically by artists and artisans, while the king’s face was to the left in the 

most Parthian coins and it was to the right in most Sasanian coins (Table 1). Sometimes, rarely, it has minted 

the king's face in contrast with that direction in the two periods that was likely caused by confusion in the 

coinage that a mint has been made. 
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Table 1. Visual structure of Parthian and Sassanid coins 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Author) 

At the beginning of the Parthian era, coins have been made of the Seleucid samples and motifs and designs 

of coins was the same style mainly and therefore showed the strong influence of Greek culture. This clearly 

reflected the mixed culture of East-Greek (Warwick, 1993); but it can be also observed signs and symbols of 

Iranian traditions on coins. Real images of Parthian kings can be seen well on the coins. Puppet kings and 

rulers of each state had adopted to mint the coins based on religious beliefs and the beliefs and culture of the 

country which were applied among different groups of people and was very diverse in terms of images and 

themes. Parthian coins applied the two Greek and Parthian Pahlavi orthography. These coins were as the 

most important and precious documents of the history, culture and art masterpieces of Iran. The king’s 

image can be observed with helmet and later with the naked head while the ribbon as a diadem was put on 

the confluence of the head and forehead hairs and the trail of ribbon was hanging behind the head in the 

visual structure and layout of elements in the first coins of this period. The main element on the coins was 

also figured the image of the ruler in the side view often to the left and rarely to the right which has given 

the coins the unique characteristics as an artistic structure (Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Face images of some of the kings in the Parthian coins 

Kings name 
Artabanus II 

(Arsaces VIII) 

Sanatruces 

(Arsaces X) 

Phraates III 

(Arsaces XI) 

Vonones II 

(Arsaces XXI) 

Vologases V 

(Arsaces XXVIII) 

Dynasty-period 

time (approximate) 

Parthian  

(123-128 BC) 

Parthian 

(70-76 AD) 

Parthian 

(57-70 AD) 

Parthian  

(51 AD) 

Parthian  

(208-216 AD) 

On the coin 

     

           (Author) 

The study of Parthian coins images can reveal much information from the rulers’ face, hair, beard, clothes 

and ornaments that were used. On the coins of Mithridates I who has reigned about thirty three years, the 

images were figured on numerous coins illustrated his various ages. On the coins of Mithridates II, it can 

also observed changes of the face over the time that can be noted to the bent nose, tired face and posture of 

beard which was longer during aging and was on his chest (Figure 1). 

Dynasty Parthian Sassanid 

On the coin 

  

Back of the coin 

  

King name Belonged to Mithridates I Belonged to Hormizd II 

Governing period Approximate (138-171 BC) Approximate (302-310 BC) 
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Figure 1. Coins belonged to Mithridates II (88-123 BC) 

 

www.parthia.com/mithradates2.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

At the beginning of this era, Parthian kings had a simple hat which was famous as hooded cap. It was made 

of thick textile with tongues that covered the ears and the nape of kings and protected it (Table 1). After a 

while hooded cap was become a simple diadem that has been in the form of golden simple ribbon and 

finally, it was engraved magnificent crown of Parthian kings as domed crowns decorated with a variety of 

jewelry on the coins for the kings (Sarafraz and Avarzamani, 2000: 32). Kings’ crown of this period had a 

lot of visual features including Sanatruces and Phraates III who used the crowns that had decorations in the 

shape of antlers or bejeweled flame in the middle. In addition, the outer edge of the crowns was decorated 

with the statues of animals such as deer and duck (Figure 2).  

 
Figure 2. Coins belonged to Phraates III (about 57-70 BC) 

 

www.parthia.com/phraates3.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

Initial Parthian kings had ring type necklace that its two head ended to small balls. Necklace of Mithridates I 

was like that but its shape gradually changed, so that later appeared in the form of dragons with stretched 

wings (Figure 3). There was ring or pearl necklace on the necks of the kings of this period in one to four 

rows and some necklaces had medal pieces of bejeweled flowers or hawk (Bayani, 2006: 38- 39). 

 
Figure 3. Coins belonged to Mithridates II (88-123 BC) 

 

www.parthia.com/mithradates2.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

The study and review of necklaces is one of the ways to recognize the coins from each other. Other visual 

elements used in the coins of this period are spot element (Figure 4). Some kings knew the spots on forehead 

as the sign of Parthian blood and domestic nobility. First spot can be seen on the forehead of Orodes II 

(Arsaces XIII) and this point would be shown as an important factor on the coins of the kings of this period. 
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Figure 4. Coin of Phraates IV (2-37 BC) 

 

www.britishmuseum.org (access date: 11/07/2015) 

It should be reminded that spot can be seen on the forehead of some rulers in the four-Derham coins but they 

didn’t have on the Dirham coins and in contrast there was spot on the forehead of some other rulers on 

Dirhams while they had no spot on four-Dirham coins. What is evident is that some important mints were 

free to engrave spots on the coins. 

On the back of the one-Dirham coins of some kings in this period, there was the image of Arsaces I sitting 

on the royal throne with a bow on his hand and the archer’s motif represents also the military power and its 

origins. In fact bow has been a power that Parthians were famous for it and made the Seleucid and the 

Romans to fail and fear. In the reign of Mithridates I (138-171 BC), there was the image of Arsaces I with a 

bow in hand on the back of the coin, but the image of Arsaces I or archer was pictured sitting on the 

Omphalos instead of the throne that was a motif from the Seleucid coins. He sought to express the power 

and dominance of the Parthian on Omphalos Greek symbol by figuring out this image. In some coins of 

Mithridates II that showcased her old image, Omphalos image was removed from coins and it was replaced 

the throne similar to the early coins of Arsaces I (Figure 5). This ancient throne was very important for the 

rulers of the Parthian (George Rawlinson, 2002: 181). 

 
Figure 5. Back of the coins belonged to Mithridates II (88-123 BC). The left image is the king sitting 

on the Omphalos and the right image is the king sitting on the throne 

 

www.parthia.com/mithradates2.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

Mithridates II had an arrow in his hand in addition to the bow in this coin. Removing the Omphalos and 

adding throne in coins can be attributed to this period. However, it is noteworthy that the image of Arsaces 

sitting on the Omphalos associated center of the world in the Seleucids that had a special promo concept 

based on the fact that Parthian has relied on the center of the world in accordance with Seleucid 

mythological perspective, but after the defeat of the Seleucids by Mithridates II, it was replaced visual 

structure based on the Iranian symbols (Boroumand, 2014: 14: 1). 

It was written a Greek word "ΑΡΣΑΚΟΥ" meaning that belonged to Arsaces besides the image of kings. 

Parthians have figured the image of originator of this dynasty on the back of their Dirhams because of 

interest and special respect to him for nearly five centuries, but in the most four-Dirham coins, it was 

observed the image of rulers with Greek goddesses. The four-diham coins were minted in Seleucia mint 

exclusively where there was a Greek customs and culture. Some themes and religious symbols of Iran and 

Greece can also be observed on the back of the bronze coins. These coins were often used between different 
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groups of people and were much more diverse than silver coins in terms of visual imagery and themes. 

There were titles of kings on the back of coins as righteous, benefactor, father lover, brother lover, Greece 

lover, autonomous and so on that most of these titles has been adapted from the Seleucids. Texts and 

inscriptions on back of the coins was in Greek but at the end of this period, it have also been seen the 

Parthian Pahlavi writing on the number of coins for the names of some Parthian kings, except for coins of 

Phraates V and Vonones I, it hasn’t been written a line on other coins, but from Vologases I, there has 

engraved the abbreviate name of kings behind his image in Parthian Pahlavi line. It should be noted that the 

Parthians wrote these slogans on the back of the coins to support people in numerous Greek cities that lived 

in the territory. Texts of back of the coin were sometimes name of the king with different titles. Parthian 

kings names were mentioned only on certain conditions including competition for reign where the rival 

kings had taken power in different areas of the state. As well, there was some information on the mints and 

coinage date except for a few items on the back of the coins. The date on the coin was introduced at first in 

the period of Mithridates I. The texts on the right of the coins was identified merely the abbreviated name of 

the coinage location that of course, according to different abbreviated mints as coin sources, these were also 

changed and writings on the left side specified the year of kings’ reign. Motifs of four-Dirham coins was 

very diverse containing various goddesses, animals and plants that were often manifestations of the 

Goddess, but in some cases, it was depicted also real plants and animals (Figure 6). 

 
Figure 6. The picture on the left: the "elephant" motif on back of the coin belonged to Phraates IV (2-

37 BC), the right picture: the motif of "lion" on back of the coin belonged to Phraates II (137-138 

BC).  

www.parthia.com (access date: 25/09/2015) 

Other visual elements used in the coins were the moon, sun and stars which were religious signs and 

symbols. It was seen other signs on the back of some coins as monogram. For example, the letter "M" that 

probably was the name of the mint where the coin was minted (Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7. Monogram of the letter "M", back of the coins belonged to Phraates IV (2-37 BC) 

www.parthia.com/phraates4.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

Writing of year and month on the coins became common since reign of Phraates IV and was continued to 

the end of the Parthian government. Name of the month was abbreviated in order not to flaw on written titles 

engraved on the coins. It was seen good diversity of kings’ motifs on the four-Dirham coins. Unlike silver 

coins, on the back of copper coins, there were a wide variety of motifs and designs that were rarely seen in 

other parts, motifs and visual elements such as eagles, deer, elephants, wheat, sheep, gods and goddesses 

such as Artemis and Nike (Kazemi, 2004: 148-151). Like coins of Phraates IV, goddess of victory had 

monarchy ring in his hand and held it over the king's head (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Back of the coin belonged to Phraates IV (2-37 BC) 

www.parthia.com/phraates4.html (access date: 25/09/2015) 

 

Visual elements in Sasanian coins  

The circle and the center are considered as the mythical codes and symbolic themes. Many examples can be 

found in the Sassanid works of art that refers to the circle and its symbolic implications. The symbol of the 

circle can be seen in examples of hats and crowns of the Sassanid kings and regarding that a circle has had 

the aspect of holiness, it has appeared in different forms on Sassanid kings’ hats. The form of circle on the 

edge of the coins has been employed as a symbol of supposition (Schindel, 2005). Images and decorative 

motifs used in Sassanid works have featured more within circular forms and frames (Rooh-far, 2001: 4, 5). 

As mentioned earlier, kings' face on the Sassanid coins were in side view and the look direction was to the 

right and as bust that it was seen on coins sometimes as an image of king with queen and sometimes with 

prince or with both of them (Azami-sangsari, 1970: 9-14). Sometimes the face of the Sassanid kings as well 

as the Parthian kings rarely can be seen from the front view that these coins were minted in exceptional 

cases and on special occasions.  

These items can be seen on Sasanian Dirhams: demarcation sign of the image from the coins’ border, coins’ 

margin, combining faces, form of a crown, clothing and accessories, signs and posts (Gholizdeh, 2004: 6). 

Visual elements used in coins were pearl like rings or circles around. This ring was considered as a symbol 

of the deity of water and splendor for the rulers of that time (a pearl that is created at the bottom of the sea 

can represent splendor that God of waters had kept it under the sea), and because of its brilliance can 

represent splendor with expression of love (Soudavar, 2005: 78 and 79). Pearl ring in the Sassanian coins 

were like halo around the head of king and had an increased emphasis on the legitimacy of king’s 

government.  

Peripheral pearl ring that separated the picture from the range was shown with a pearls ring at first, but 

gradually it turned into two rows circle on the coins and three rows circle on the back of coins and this 

composition was maintained until the end of the monarchy in the majority of coins that can be placed in 

three categories (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Peripheral rings in the Sassanid dynasty coins 

Dynasty  Sassanid  

King’s name Kavadh II Yazdegerd III Khosrau II 

Image of back 

of the coin 

   

Pearl like ring One ring Two rings Three rings 

    (Author) 

The first category: coins with one ring on the back including coins of the second year of Kavadh II reign and 

first and second year of Ardashir III reign. The second category: coins with two rings on the back such as 
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coins of the first to the tenth year of Yazdegerd III government. The third category: coins with three rings on 

the back including coins for about thirty to thirty-ninth year of the reign of Khosrau II, the second year of 

Khosrau III reign, the first and second and third year of the Shahrbanoo Pooran and around the eleventh to 

twentieth year of Yazdegerd III government. The texts were also as round and embowed around the coins 

which were engraved the name and official title of king (Avarzamani, 1988: 27). The texts were written in 

Pahlavi line in early period. Another very important visual element of Sassanid kings’ coins was diverse and 

unique visual features on coins and can be traced to crown of the kings in this period which represented 

religious beliefs and common myths of Iranians at that era. Crown that the kings of that era wore on 

generally had jags along with other symbolic decorations engraved on coins. Motifs such as crescent of 

moon, stars, balls, bird or bird wings and decorative plants crown has been on the Sassanid kings’ coins and 

each motif had its own symbolic and specific meaning. All Sassanid kings had its own crown and some had 

also several different crowns that most of them have jagged. Pop believed that jags were a symbol of jagged 

rings indicating trilogy class of heaven with celestial sphere on top of it (Pop, 2001: 68). Crown of a king 

showed his connection with the gods and the king acquired its legitimacy in this way. Various crowns of this 

period were considered as the main tools of chronology and political and social history of the Sassanian. 

Motifs of the sun, moon and stars, in text and in the margins as well as in the four directions can be seen 

representing the elements of a cosmic force that meant reign and majesty of the king (Zundermann, 1966). 

These motifs were also used as decorations of outer edge of the coin. King with these cosmic symbols was 

shown so as his image indicated his title, as he was raised with the sun as a friend of stars and brother of the 

sun and presented eyes (moon) to the night (Lorange, 1953: 42). The moon had the sacred aspect and a 

special place among the peoples of the Sassanid era. Many kings of this period have decorated clothing and 

crowns using this visual element. Motif of the crescent moon was appeared from the mid-fifth century on 

kings’ crowns and was the sacred elements in the Zoroastrian religion in Zoroastrian rituals. Motif of the star 

on the crown of the Sassanid kings was also as a symbol of Tishtar, one of the most popular and important 

gods of the ancient Persian religion. Therefore, Sassanid kings adorned their crowns with a symbol of the 

star to praise and honor Tishtar God. 

Another striking point is transmission of certain concepts by visual elements in coins of some Sassanid kings 

such as "Vologases". Image on the coin was such that the shoulder of kings took fire flames that were a sign 

of piety and goodness of a person at the time. On the contrary, if the shoulder and scapular of a king had a 

snake, that indicated the infidelity and tyranny and oppression (Avarzamani, 1988: 7). Another considerable 

symbolic element in the Sassanid era coins was to use motifs of different birds that many of them had 

religious symbolic concepts. The birds were closely related with Ahura Mazda, the great god and a symbol 

of power in Zoroastrian religion (Gunter and Janet, 2004: 234). It was very common to use motifs of birds 

such as eagle in this period (Pop, 1960: 606). The eagle was in fact the symbol of the Verethragna or 

Bahram God (Pourdavoud, 1998: 89 and 117). 

 
Figure 9. Coin of Hormizd II (about 302- 310 AD) 

www.cngcoins.com (access date: 14/08/2015) 

In the coin of the second Hormuz, embodiment of the eagle on the crown of the king was an indicator of 

military power in that period of history (Abbasian, 2006: 276) (Figure 9). Eagle was the sign of kingdom in 



International Journal of Arts and Commerce                          ISSN 1929-7106                        www.ijac.org.uk 

 

 

150 

ancient Iran (Pourdavoud, 1977: 317). Since the kingdom of Bahram II, crown of many kings was decorated 

with the head or bust of the eagle's wings (Bayani, 1973: 320). 

During the Sassanid period that the Zoroastrianism became the official religion of Iran, the fire was 

worshiped and respected more as a symbol of Ahura Mazda. Fire was the symbol of light and warmth and 

earthly symbol of the sun. It was also as the most perfect God sign because of the purity, cleanliness, 

brightness, strength and incorruptibility in the Zoroastrians’ perspective. In the way of fire symbol, it must 

be considered the incarnation of this element besides goddesses and kings (Dadvar and Mansouri, 2006: 

120). Due to the great interest to the Mithras, the kings of this period always wanted to figure out the fire 

and angels who were responsible for keeping this divine light on the coins were minted in their names. 

There was an ancient model behind every motif in this period that was appeared as symbolic. Ahura Mazda 

was visualized often as the human in the works of this period. During the four-hundred-year history of 

Sassanian, the hearth as a historic and famous symbol of Zoroastrian religion was remained as an essential 

element in spite of slight changes on the front and back of the coins. Hearth motifs after the Zoroastrian 

were to the extent that it was known as a symbol of Zoroastrianism (monotheism). The hearth motif was a 

view of the place for celebrating the Sassanid kings’ coronation. Many deities were depicted on the back of 

the Sassanid coins including: Ahura Mazda, Mithras, Anahita, Verethragna or Bahram. The composition of 

the hearth that has displayed in the center of the coins was changed over time, so, it can be seen the hearth at 

first with blazing flames and then with the image of two people next to it and then a hearth between the two 

persons and among the flames, there was the image of one of the deities, probably the image of Ahura 

Mazda or Bahram God (Figure 10). 

 
Figure 10. Back of the coin belonged to Hormizd II (about 302-309 AD) 

www.coinproject.com (access date: 13/08/2015) 

From the existing coins of this period, it can be concluded that the fire and the sun, both were equally 

worshiped and respected and on the crown and coins of the Sassanid kings, they always were manifested as 

a symbol of divine that can lightened the man's wisdom (Abbasian, 2006: 282 and 283). Due to the limited 

space, small size and difficulty of creating motifs and mints on coins, unique features can be observed in the 

structure of designing the hearths on the back of Sassanian coins that has been placed in a consistent 

arrangement with other visual elements besides together eye-catchingly. Simplicity of the hearths by 

maintaining the visual and conceptual characteristics of that time was telling all tastes, elegances and 

imagination used in the coins (Table 4). 
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Table 4. Images of the hearths on the back of some Sassanid kings’ coins  

Image of back of the coin 

    

King’s name 
Ardashir Babakan 

(224-241 AD) 

Shapur I (241-

272 AD) 

Hormizd 

(272-273 

AD) 

Shapur II (309-

379 AD) 

Image of back of the coin 

    

King’s name 
Peroz I (484-459 

AD) 

Hormizd IV 

(579-590 AD) 

Kavadh II 

(628  AD) 

Ardashir III 

(628-630 AD) 

         (Author) 

Images of kings has become very simple in the middle of the Sassanid period and it seemed that they have 

made with no great care; coins were made so thin that it could not possible any relief and images of kings 

were recognizable more than the types of hats and crowns, the hearth and heart and attendances became very 

simple that did not have a reasonable visual and artistic value. The reason for this was that at the beginning 

of the Sassanian era, it was necessary to mint impressive coins. They should announce the officialism, 

power and value of their currency due to the possibility of any unrest. Coins which were valuable to them 

had advertising items with them were made beautiful and impressive. Conditions had changed after the year 

of 330. The dynasty was strengthened well and there was no need to provide power in the coins 

symbolically. Kings felt secure and did not have enough attention to visual details; such a situation should 

be increasingly because stable business and growing the place of cities that the money was used instead of 

barter for that needed more performance of the king’s mints in the production of coins. Doubling the number 

of mints in response to such a need can be observed probably since the kingdom of Shapur II and certainly 

since the late fourth century through the number of diverse signs of mints in the coins. All the events that led 

to the accelerated decline of visual structure of coins were intensified and it was made a wide growth in 

craftsmanship and international trade and in addition, the Sassanian needed much troop in ongoing foreign 

wars and cash should be available to them (Pop, 2008: 1022 and 1023). Visual structure of coins led to 

decline in the middle of the Sassanid period and the closer to the end of this period. As in late Sassanid, 

coinage was very much and there was nearly a hundred mint at the time of Khosrau I (Anushirwan) and 

Khosrau II (Parviz) has minted the coin in a hundred and twenty places (Sarfaraz, 2000: 300). 

 

Conclusion 

Coin has had many ups and downs in the history of its formation process that has many features and 

remarkable points in terms of visual structure. By reviewing what the article had, it has been achieved that 

the visual elements used in the Parthian and Sassanid dynasty coins represented the ideology of the rulers for 

the governance and gaining legitimacy for them. Elements such as the hearth and the fire in the Sassanid 

period were underscores on Zarathustian religion and respect to the hearth and the sanctity and divinity of 

kings. Visual structure of coins has been modified changed by the failures and triumphs of kings. A part of 

the titles of kings were removed sometimes in case of failure, and sometimes their splendor was increased 

with success, like as increase in pearl-like circles or shapes such as the moon and stars on the coins. In fact, 

all the elements and motifs were influenced by the religious and political situation and the power of kings in 

the society. Image of rulers was also changed during their kingdom over time and change and was engraved 
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artfully on the coins. Based on the content and images presented, it can be assumed that artists and artisans 

of these two eras have performed to create the coins in a symbolic space. In fact, they were not seeking 

tangible representation of reality, but also expressing the symbolic significances. During the study, the 

article has made it possible to achieve the path of evolution of coins and finding the visual differences and 

similarities in the Parthian and Sassanid eras. 

 

PS 

1. Numismatic: it is a term that covers coins and all the issues related to it. 

2. Croesus: king of the Lydia country in 546-560 BC. 

3. Cersoide: this coin was attributed to Croesus. 

4. Arsaces (211-274 BC), in Greek: Arsaces, and in Persian: Arsaces from the word of Arshan means brave 

man. 

5. Seleucus II: the Seleucid king between the years 225 to 246 BC. 

6. Androgoras: he was governor of Parthia and Hyrcania (Wolf-land) in the age the Seleucid. 

7. Throne 

8. Omphalos: According to the Greek mythology, Omphalos was a stone that represents the center of the 

universe and where the Greek God, Apollo (god of wisdom, light, truth and prophecy) killed the Python, 

Delphi dragon and built his temple upon it. 

9. Artemis in Greek mythology was considered as the goddess of hunting, moon and chastity. 

10. Nike: Nike goddess was the angel of victory in Greek mythology. This goddess has wings and often 

keeps the monarchy ring on the king’s head. Sometimes Nike is seen on coins in the palm of the hand of 

Zeus or Parthian ruler or other goddesses. Nike was the children of Nieves and Greeks knew him as the 

messenger of victory from the gods. This motif can be seen on the coins of Orodes I, Pacorus I and Phraates 

IV and V. 

11. Splendor is a concept of Iranian mythology. Splendor is a blessing or a divine light that a person obtains 

with his dutifulness and gaining to a degree of perfection. 

12. "Tishtar" as "Tishtrya" in Pahlavi means the god of rain. 

13. Ahura Mazda (God of Wisdom) is the wise God. The first section of the name, Ahura means light and 

the second section, called Mazda means the essence and wisdom donor. 

14. Verethragna or Bahram is the Zoroastrian god with ten faces and the hog is the most popular face 

between the Zoroastrians. 

15. Mithras or Mithra is the oldest and most mysterious Aryan god. Mitra literal meaning is associated with 

the connection and friendship and love, in the Zoroastrianism and Mithras (Mitra) religion, it is the god of 

the sun and the sun's representative. 

16. "Anahita" is the mother of old God, overlord of all waters and since he is strong and beautiful, he is the 

goddess of love and fertility and innocence. The image of this goddess can be seen more in the Sassanid era 

and in relief motifs on the back of the coins that has jagged crown. 
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