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The Coinage of Queen Boran and Its Significance for

Late Sasanian Imperial Ideology*

TOURA]J

Queen Boran came to the throne either at the
end of 629 (June) or in 630 c.E., after most of the
male heirs to Xusro O (59{}-—628 c.e.} had been
killed by their brother Kawad II. Kawad II (628
..} was' responsible for the fratricide that se-
cured his position but led to chaos after his rule.
After Kawad’s son, Ardax3ir I, was killed in
630 c.k., there were no 1eg1t1mate male heirs,
and now the court and the clergy were able to
exert more influence and choose a new ruler
from the various distant relatives of the Sasani-
ans. The idea that only a person from the family
of Sasan would be able to rule Eran-§ahr had
first been challenged during the conflict be-
tween Xusro I and Wahram Cobin in 590-591
c.e. Xusrd II, however, was able to defeat the
usurper and again crown himself as the legiti-
mate king.! The killing of the young Ardax3ir Il
in 630 c.k. by the Sasinian general Sahrwaraz
was the second and more serious challenge to
Sasanian sovereignty. This last revolt was a seri-
ous challenge to Sdsanian imperial ideology be-
cause the state had always emphasized that the
Sasanians were the only legitimate rulers. They
were the justified rulers, since they claimed to
be from the origin/race of gods, and were con-
nected to the Kayanian kings, who possessed the
xwarrah, or the royal glory.

Thus the chaos in the seventh century may
have brought not only anarchy in terms of suc-
cession but also the beginning of a weakening
of Sasanian imperial ideology and royal propa-
ganda. From 590 c.e. to 630 c.E. two men (Wah-
rim CG6bin and Sahrwaraz), who were not from
the family of Sasan, challenged the Sasanian
kings, and a third (Wistahm) minted coins in his
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own name in the north. This article discusses
some ways in which Queen Borian attempted to
reestablish the legitimacy of her family as re-
flected in her coinage, based on a new reading of
the legend on her unique gold coin that was
struck during her second year of rule in 631 c.e.

When B6rin ascended the throne, she at-
tempted to bring stability to the empire. This

. stability, according to Tabari, was brought about

77

by a peace treaty with Byzantium, the revitaliz-
ing of the empire through justice, rebuilding of
the infrastructure, lowering of taxes, and mint-

ing coins.2 We know that Boran was acknowl-

edged by many provinces, since throughout the
empire various mints struck coins in her name.
During year one, eleven mints, mostly in Firs,
Xiizestan, Media, and Xwardsin, struck coins in
hername. Dunng year two, the number of mints
decreased to six, which was most likely due to
the fact that she did not rule for a full year.?

As the daughter of Xusrd II she must have
been an important heir to the throne, since
other contenders were only nephews or cousins.
According to certain sources she is said to have
been the sister and wife of Kawid II, attesting
to the practice of xwédéddh “"next- of kin mar-
riage” in the seventh century.* Boran was com-
mitted to reviving the memory and prestige of
her father, when the Sasanian Empire had grown
to its largest territorial extant. Her silver coin-
age demonstrates this fact: it completely re-
verted to the coinage type of Xusro I, while
Kawid II and Ardax$ir I, the successors to
Xusrd I, had changed their coinage type. On
Borin's coins, the winged crown, the slogan
xwarrah abziid “increased in the glory,” and
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Fig. 1-a, b. Silver coin of Queen Borin.

Fig. 2-a, b. ' Gold coin of Queen Boran.

the number of rings were all identical to those
elements on the coinage of Xusr5 I Considering
the power vacuum and the question of legiti-
macy, it is no great surprise to see that Boran
used the imagery and the slogan of her father to
portray herself as the legitimate heir to the Sisa-
nian throne. On her silver coinage the slogan bo-
rdn xwarrah abziid “Boran increased in glory”
meant at least symbolically that she was able to
bn:gg about order to the empire (fig. 1-a, b). A
unique gold coin of Borin, however, is gmpor-
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tant in portraying her notion of imperial ideol-
ogy and manifests her ambition (fig. 2-a, b).

I. The Legend

R. Kuntz and W. B. Warden first drew attention
to this gold coin, which is housed in the Boston
Museum of Fine Arts. On the obverse and the
reverse, Boran is shown in a frontal pose, remi-
niscent of her father’s special issue coinage. The
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Middle Persian legend on the obverse is not
problematic and can be read as bordn abziin.
The reverse legend, however, has caused a good
deal of problems and comtroversy. On the left
side of the standing bust the legend reads bwl’n
TLYN boran dé “Borin two,” which confirms
that this coin was struck in the second year of
her reign. The same scheme can be found on
Yusro s gold coin, on which the name and reg-
nal year are inscribed on the reverse.’ On the
right side of the bust there is a longer legend.
Kuntz and Warden left the first word untrans-
lated but, based on R. N. Frye’s suggestion, read
the rest of the legend as:

... GDH new bwlt’l
swarrah néw burdar
#Good bearer of glory”®

While the first word was not read, it should
be mentioned that the last word can not have
been read as bwlt®], since there is clearly no bét
at the beginning of the word. R. Gobl was the
first person to suggest 2 complete reading of the

legend:

gybh’n MN GDH new kie’l
géhan’ az xwarrah néw kardar
“she who makes the earth strong with her

{royal} splendor””

The problem with this reading is that it is diffi-
cult to ignore the first character and read the
next word as géhan, since it does not portray the
regular orthography for gyh’n géhan. The last
word can not be read as klt°l kardar either, since
the word does not begin with kap. Even if we
agree with Gobl’s reading, the phrase in itself is
quite difficult to interpret. A. D. H. Bivar has

suggested that the unfead word by Kuntz and-

Warden may be gyh®nt gehdnat “your world.”®
Based on this reading, H. M. Malek and V. S.
Curtis have read the full legend as: :

gyb’>nt GDH new bwlt’l

géhanat xwarrah néw burdar

“gour world {is the} bringer of brave glory”®
_ Besides the impossibility of the reading of the
first word as gyh®n géhan, the word gehan rarely

The Coinage of Queen Boran

if ever appears as géhdnat in Middle Persian. As
for the last word, while Gobl had suggested kdp
for the frst letter, Bivar suggested a bét, which
again is not possible. The sentence does not
make much sense as Bivar has translated it, and
so this suggestion must be abandoned. Another
aumismatist who attempted to give a reading
was M. I. Mochiri, whose suggestion in reading
the legend has opened up other possibilities. He
read the entire legend, both on the right side and
left side of the bust on the reverse, as a complete
sentence:

bwln tlwyn ZY yzd>n twhmk W gwhrt’]

bérdn tarwén 1 yazdan tohmag ud gohrdar

“Baran victorieuse, de race divine et replend-
issante”’10

As for bwPn tlwyn bérdn tarwén as men-
tioned above, it is more probable that the legend
to the left of the bust signifies the date and must
not be read as tarwén. Mochiri’s reading is more
plausible, especially for the part Kuntz and War-
den left untranslated. Still, one cannot agree
with Mochiri’s complete reading of the legend
on the left side of Boran’s bust. On the obverse
of Sasinian coinage, it is the norm to find the
year of the rule in the quadrant. Furthermore,
the number is inscribed, as far as one can tell,
in the usual way, i.e, TLYN. In order for the
word to be read as tlwyn tarweén, which Mochiri
has suggested, there needs to be an extra stroke
(waw) between tl and yn that is not there. Even
if we ignore this problem, tarwén is usually used
in a negative sense in the Middle Persian litera-
ture,!! and it is implausible that Boran would

" have used such a term to characterize her rule.
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As for Mochiri’s other suggestion regarding
the legend on the right side of the bust, ZY
yzd®>n twhmk W gwhrt’l 1 yazddn tohmag ud
gohrdar, it is quite possible to read the first two
words as 7 yazd®n “of the gods.” For the third
word, twhm tohm should be preferred over
Mochiri’s reading of twhmk, since there is no
kaf at the end of the word. As for the last word,
Mochiri suggests W gwhrt*l ud gohardar, which
is not plausible. The suggestion here is that it
should be read as wyn°ld®l windrddr “arranger”
or “restorer.” In fact if we do not take the first
letter as the ideogram W, together with the next
word it can only be read as windrdar with the




1

" and Sabuhr 1T (310-379 C.t.). It complemented

D A R Y A E E The Coinage of Queen Béran

cér:lect orthography. Thus the legend can be
read: '

SRRy e ar wby

bwlPn' ZY yzd’n twhm wyn’It’1
- Boran 1 yazdan t6hm windardar
“Boran, restorer of the race of the Gods”

II. The Significance of the Legend

If tbis interpretation is correct, the legend would
have immense importance for the manifesta-
tion of the late Sasanian imperial ideology. The
use of the title of yazdan t6hm proclaimed the
fame and importance of Borin’s lineage. She was
publicizing that she was from the race of gods,
meaning any revolt against the Sisinians was a
sacrilege. She also revived the memory of Xusro
II, who, after his defeat, had been defamed by
the court and the clergy. Now she attempted to
renew the importance of this king of kings and
honor him. One should note that the appearance
of this type of formula in late Sasinian period
1s quite important, since it reminds us of the
third and fourth centuries c.x. slogans that ap-
peared on Sisanian coins and inscriptions. Begin-
ning with the founder of the Sasinian dynasty

Ardax3ir I (224-240 c.£.),'2 we find the follow-

ing title: ’

mzdysn bgy °rth§tr MLK>n MLK>

’y’n MNW ctry MN yzd°n ’

“His Mazdaean Majesty Ardaxsir King of
Kings of Tran, whose origin {is) from the
_gods”13-

This title appears for nine successive kings: for
Ardax3ir 1(224-240°c e}, $abuhr I (241-272 c.5. ],
Hormizd1(272-273 c.x.), Wahram1(273-276 c.x.)
Wahram II (276-293 c.E.), Wahram I {293 c.x.)
Narse {293-303 c.k.|, Hormizd II {303-310 c.e.)

t4

7

the early Sasanian inscriptions in terms of titu-
lature and existed for some 155 years. However
at various periods the title becomes conspicu:
f)usly absent and later disappears from Sisanian
imperial titulature in the fifth century C.k., as
reflected on the coinage and the material cul-
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ture. The reason for the disappearance of this
title from the coinage has not been explained
but it may have been due to the pressures exerteé
by the Zoroastrian clerical hierarchy, which had
grown from its initial organization under Kerdir

in the third century and had begun to challenge.

the sacral power of kingship.!* By the time of

Adurbad 1 Mahrspandan, which coincided with

Sabuhr II’s rule, the clergy may have been pow-

en_‘u} enough to exclude such a title as “whose

origin is from the gods” from royal titulature, at
least within the empire.!S '

. The appearance of the title yazdan tohm, sim-

ilar to the title k& &ihr az yazdan, at the end

of ‘the Sasanian dynasty, may reflect a return to
early Sasanian imperial ideology and propaganda.

This may indicate a brief shift in the power play

between the church and the court on one side

and the monarchy on other. Xusré I and Xusré [f

proclaimed this title in foreign correspondence

with the Byzantines, and Borin now claimed
to be from the origin/race of gods, as the early

Sdsanian kings had done, becoming the first
Sasanian ruler to inscribe the title on imperial
coinfage coin since the fifth century c.e. This
gravitation toward early Sasanian titles and ide-
ology at this time is clear from the coinage of
Xusro II, who also used the third- and fourth-
centuries title of $dhan $ah “King of Kings.”16
This fact is certainly important in understand-
ing the changing views of Sasinians of their own
image throughout the life span of the nasty.

_ The slogan yzd°n twhm yazdan :tohm is
significant in another way. Looking at the Greek
texts, W. Sundermann has suggested that i
sixth century, when Xusro I wrote to Justinian,
he claimed the title of 6eiv Yapaxtnpiletar, which
rendered Middle Persian ké ¢ihr az yvazdan.l7
If we look at early Sasanian inscriptions, this
Middle Persian title renders Greek EK T'ENOYZ
®EQN. Thus, two Greek phrases describe a
s%ngle Middle Persian phrase. There were two
different Syriac formulations as well, one being
Men zara d-alahé, which is found in the marty-
rologies of the fourth century c.e.!8 The title
that Xusré I mentioned in the sixth century, at
least the Greek and Syriac versions, may be the
early title of ké ¢ihr az yazdan. Boran, however,

is the first ruler to use such a title on her coins,

again proclaiming the same title as Xusrs I and
Xustd II had mentioned in their letters to their
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adversaries but in the new formulation. Thus
the title that Theopylact Simocatta!® and Men-
ander report to have been used by Xusré I and
Xusrd M, i.e, Osdv yapaxtnpiletar,® was proba-
bly the Greek translation of the Middle Persian
phrase ké ¢ihr az yazdan, while the new yazdan
t6hm, its equivalent, was used by Queen Boran.

This legend meant that she not only claimed

| to be from the origin/race of the gods but also

was the restorer of their rule, i.e, the Sisanians.
All evidence points to her agenda of both. the
restoration of the empire and the restoration of
the status of, the monarchy, which had declined
due to the Zoroastrian clergy and the nobility
and contenders for the throne who were not
from the family of Sasan. Tabari states that she
mentioned the topic of the members of the royal
house, i.e., S3san, to all the subjects and asked
obedience and faithfulness to the dynasty.?!
This information relates well to the legend on
her gold coin and supports the literary sources.
However, she did not live long. She was killed
by a general, and the empire passed into chaos,
leading to the disintegration of the Sasinian
Empire.
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The exact dates for the early Islamic conquest of cities and districts of Iran,
the Near Fast, Eastern Mediterranean, and North Africa are difficult to
ascertain. The reason for this difficulty is the contradictory nature of Arabic.
! and Persian futih texts and other literary sources in regard to the dates when
a district or city was taken. Another major reason for this confusion as to the
exact date of the conquest is that there were so many local uprisings that.
Muslim historians themselves were at a loss regarding the terminal date of
the conquest. Consequently an author or several authors supply several or
different dates for conquests which tend to confuse the history of the early
Arab Muslim control in the seventh century CE. This confusion can ‘be
demonstrated by looking at the accounts of the conquest of Fars by three
important Muslim historians: al-Tabarx dealing with universal history,
Baladhuri dealing with conquests and Ibn Balxi dealing with local history.

& f All these authors and others supply different dates and at times different
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