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FOREWORD 
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Although in recent decades the Sasanian Empire 
has been the object of numerous historical studies, the 
image that Arthur Christensen provided in the 1940s 
remains a central reference.1 In Paris in 1980, 
Philippe Gignoux created the group “Recherche 
Coordonnée sur Programme,” whose objective was to 
create a new version of ‘Christensen.’ However, for 
this rewriting, it was necessary to reexamine the 
various sources already studied by A. Christensen as 
well as to study new sources. One of the principal 
criteria for this ‘new Christensen’ was to give priority 
to primary sources (i.e., sources from the Sasanian 
area and era) and in the case of using secondary and 
tertiary sources to explicitly indicate the nature of 
these sources, which would remain subordinate to the 
information provided by the primary sources. 
Philippe Gignoux has explained his concept of the 
hierarchy of sources on multiple occasions.2 This 
concept has, however, been applied by historians 
quite unevenly.  

In 1983, the series The Cambridge History of Iran 
came out with two large volumes dedicated to the 
Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian periods.3 The series’ 
editor Ehsan Yarshater organised this contribution 

______ 
 
1  A. Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, 

Copenhagen 1944 (2nd ed.). First edition in 1936; 
reprinting of this edition in 1971.  

2  Particularly in 1979 and 1984; a complete 
bibliography of Philippe Gignoux until 1995 can be 
found in R. Gyselen (ed.), Au Carrefour des 
Religions. Mélanges offerts à Philippe Gignoux 
[Res Orientales VII], Bures-sur-Yvette, GECMO, 
1995, p. 11-18. 

3  E. Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge History of Iran. 
Volume 3. The Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian 
Periods, Cambridge University Press, 1983.  

into 37 chapters that were sorted under eight main 
headings (1. Political History, 2. Numismatics, 3. 
Iranian Historical Tradition, 4. Iran and her 
Neighbours, 5. Institutions, 6. Religious History, 7. 
Art History, 8. Languages and Literature) ending with 
an overview of ‘Sources of Parthian and Sasanian 
History.’ Each of these chapters was written by a 
specialist in each discipline, and some of the chapters 
remain unsurpassed even today, particularly those 
that deal with domains in which few or no new 
sources have been found.  

Among the sources that have greatly advanced our 
understanding of Sasanian history and civilisation, we 
should mention Sasanian seals and bullae.4 For the 
Iranian East, an archive containing numerous 
documents,5 primarily in Bactrian, not only allowed 
us to complete our knowledge of the grammar and 
lexicon of this Iranian language, but also to modify 
our vision of this region, which, due to its 
geographical position in the mountains of Hindukush, 
was only intermittently part of the Sasanian empire’s 
politics. Likewise, documents on leather and cloth, 
but this time mostly in Pahlavi, provided substantial 
new social and economic information about the 
beginning of the Islamic period on the Iranian 
plateau.6 We should also add the occasional 

______ 
 
4  Principally published by David Bivar, Philippe 

Gignoux, Rika Gyselen, Judith Lerner and Shaul 
Shaked. 

5  N. Sims-Williams, Bactrian documents from 
Northern Afghanistan, I: Legal and economic 
documents. Oxford: The Nour Foundation in 
association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford 
University Press, 2000 [2001]. 

6  The bibliography on this issue can be found in this 
volume, p.126-127.  
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appearance of hoards and isolated, unknown coins,7 
as well as multiple archeological discoveries.8 

As these new sources were published, the authors 
of monographs dedicated to Sasanian history 
integrated them into the source material in very 
different ways, which were mostly determined by the 
authors’ aim and disciplinary background. Certain 
authors aimed to present basic outlines of the 
Sasanian empire’s history,9 but for others the 
Sasanian period was nothing more than the last 
episode of pre-Islamic history.10 For still others, the 
interest in the Sasanian empire was above all to be 
found in its antagonism to Roman hegemony in the 
Middle East.11 In this last type of study, primary 
Iranian sources were not always given the place they 
deserved. Very recently, other studies have appeared 
on periods that are chronologically quite narrow,12 
and sometimes have even been limited to a single 
dynastic reign.13 

______ 
 
7  All of the publications on this subject are 

mentioned in the different volumes entitled, ‘A 
Survey of Numismatic Research’ that are published 
for each International Numismatics Congress.  

8  In their bibliographies on the archaeology of 
ancient Iran, L. Vanden Berghe and E. Haerinck 
have gathered the publications that deal with these 
discoveries.  

9  For example, K. Schippmann, Grundzuge der 
Geschichte des sasanidischen Reiches, Darmstadt 
1990 and T. Daryaee, Sasanian Persia. The Rise 
and Fall of an Empire, I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2009. 

10  J. Wiesehöfer, Ancient Persia, I.B. Tauris & Co 
Ltd, 1996. Original version in German: J. 
Wiesehöfer, Das antike Persien, Zürich, 1993. M. 
Brosius, The Persians. An Introduction, 2006. 

11  For a bibliography see B. Dignas / E. Winter, 
Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity. Neighbours 
and Rivals, Cambridge University Press, 2007, 
which is a slightly revised version of B. Dignas / E. 
Winter, Rom und das Perserreich: Zwei 
Weltmächte zwischen Konfrontation und 
Koexistenz, Berlin, 2001 

12  K. Mosig-Walburg, Römer und Perser vom 3. 
Jahrhundert bis zum Jahr 363 n. Chr., Gutenberg, 
2009. 

13  For example, Ursula Weber’s study on Ohrmazd I, 
Wahram I, Wahram II and Wahram III (for 
bibliographical references on these three kings see 
this volume p. 319) 

These last studies primarily deal with the third and 
fourth centuries, for which numerous visual sources 
(rock reliefs, coins, seals, etc.) are available. 
Nevertheless, as these images are always subject to 
different interpretations by specialists from different 
domains, their use in historical studies is not always 
smooth. New iconographic studies are to be hoped for 
on the condition that they rely either on new sources 
or on studies of sources that have previously been 
neglected or ignored. We are happy to find in this 
volume examples of both these types of approach. 
Thanks to Michael Alram’s recent study of Narseh’s 
(293-302) coinage,14 a new interpretation of Narseh’s 
rock relief at Naqsh-i Rustam has been proposed.15 
The other study deals with Ardashir II’s rock relief at 
Taq-i Bustan, on which the presence of the god 
Mithra is reexamined in light of Roman sources 
concerning the Roman emperor Julian, whose defeat 
this rock relief commemorates.16  

Coinage is another primary source that is the 
subject matter of three contributions that deal with the 
fourth, sixth and seventh centuries, respectively. Two 
are dedicated to the study of part of a hoard,17 and the 
third examines coins that deviated from established 
norms.18  

Among the sources, Syriac literature occupies a 
distinct place. Although it was written in Sasanian 
territory and often under the Sasanian dynasty, this 
literature was hardly integrated into the historio-
graphical studies of the past half-century.19 The 

______ 
 
14  M. Alram, “Early Sasanian Coinage,” V. Sarkosh 

Curtis / S. Stewart (edd.), The Sasanian Era [The 
Idea of Iran IIII], London, 2008, p. 17-30. 

15  Ursula Weber, “Zu den Feldbildnissen des Königs 
Narseh,” p. 305-319. 

16  Dominique Hollard, “Jullien et Mithrā sur le relief 
de Tāq-e-Bostān,” p. 147-163. 

17  Nikolaus Schindel, “Eine Partie von Drachmen des 
Sasanidenkönigs Yazdgerd I. (399-420),” p. 291-
304 and Rika Gyselen, “Un trésor monétaire 
sassanide du VIème siècle,” p. 135-146. 

18  Malek Iradj Mochiri, “Monnaies dites de ‘Khusraw 
IV’,” p. 177-199. 

19  An exception is N. Pigulevskaja’s work, of which 
one book was translated into French on the 
initiative of the deceased Claude Cahen Les villes 
de l’état iranien aux époques parthe et sassanide. 
Contribution à l’histoire sociale de la Basse 
Antiquité, Paris – La Haye, 1963. 
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reason is to be found both in the nature of the texts, 
which mostly interest those who study Christianity, 
and in the non-Iranian language of these texts that 
often lack translations, which limits non-Syriac 
specialists’ use of them. Nevertheless, these texts 
constitute an invaluable source for different aspects 
of this period’s history and civilization, and 
particularly for historical geography.20  

For a long time, primary sources that could be 
used to illuminate the transition between the Sasanian 
and Islamic eras were, with the exception of silver 
Arab-Sasanian coinage, very limited in number. The 
progressive appearance of copper coins struck by 
local authorities in this period has gradually shed 
light on the ways in which the Iranian people 
accommodated to the presence of politico-military 
Arab power.21 Numerous documents in Pahlavi, 
which have appeared in the last quarter century, have 
also shed light on this aspect of daily life,22 and 
approximately fifty of these documents are to be 
found in this volume.23 

 
 
______ 

 
20  C. Jullien, “Recherches de géographie historique 

sur le Livre de la chasteté (suite),” p. 165-176, 
which is the sequel to ead., “Recherches sur le 
Livre de la chasteté : contribution à la géographie 
historique de l’empire sassanide,” R. Gyselen (ed.), 
Sources pour l’histoire et la géographie du monde 
iranien (224-710) [Res Orientales XVIII], 2009, 
p. 173-183. Several years earlier, this same author 
also wrote “Contribution des Actes des martyrs 
perses à la géographie historique et à 
l’administration de l’empire sassanide (I),” R. 
Gyselen (ed.), Contributions à l’Histoire et la 
Géographie Historique de l’empire sassanide [Res 
Orientales XVI], 2005, p. 141-170. 

21  The most recent on this question: R. Gyselen, 
Arab-Sasanian Copper Coinage, Wien, 2009 and 
ead., “Two notes on post-Sasanian Coins”, R. 
Gyselen (ed.), Sources pour l’histoire et la 
géographie du monde iranien (224-710) [Res 
Orientales XVIII], 2009, p. 143-172. Since 2009, 
even more unprecedented coins have appeared.  

22  Numerous studies on these, mostly written by 
Philippe Gignoux and Dieter Weber, have already 
appeared (for the bibliography see p.126-127 in 
this volume).  

23  Philippe Gignoux, “La Collection de textes 
attribuables à Dādēn-vindād dans l’archive 
pehlevie de Berkeley,” p. 11-134. 

Without doubt, at the time when Arthur 
Christensen wrote his history of the Sasanian empire, 
Arab historiography, which belonged principally to 
the era of the 10th century, constituted one of the basic 
sources. Paradoxically, the Persian poet Ferdowsi’s 
œuvre, dating to the same period, was not fully 
appreciated as a historical source, and it was not until 
very recently that his ‘Book of Kings’ was given its 
proper due.24 Here the reader will find the study of 
another source from this era in Arabic, and a part of it 
appears in English translation for the first time.25 

 
Finally, we are pleased to express our gratitude to 

those who worked towards the creation of this 
volume: first, the authors who agreed to participate, 
Hélène David, who designed the cover, and very 
particularly Christelle Jullien, who oversaw the 
presentation of the articles and the compiling of the 
index.  
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______ 
 
24  P. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian 

Empire. The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and 
the Arab Conquest of Iran, London - New York, 
2008. 

25  Parvaneh Pourshariati, “The Akhbār al-Ṭiwāl of 
Abū Ḥanīfa Dīnawarī: a Shuʿūbī Treatise on Late 
Antique Iran,” p. 201-290. 


