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FIG. 12. Investiture relief of Ardashir II at Taq-i Bustan. 
(Photo: © Barbara Grunewald.) 

FIG. 13. Detail of Ardashir Il's relief at Taq-i Bustan. 
(Photo: © Barbara Grunewald.) 
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FIG. 14. The 'great grotto' at Taq-i Bustan. (Photo: © Barbara Grunewald.) 

We know of no fifth- or sixth-century reliefs: the revival of the genre 
dates from the time of Khusrau II (590-628). The reliefs carved in the 'great 
grotto' at Taq-i Bustan during his reign differ from the earlier examples in both 
technique and content (Fig. 14). The central scene depicts an investiture - the 
king is shown in the centre, larger than the figures of the divinities. Below is 
probably the image of the shahanshah, mounted and in military array, executed 
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FIG. 16. Detail of a royal hunting scene at Taq-i Bustan. 
(Photo: © Barbara Grunewald.) 
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almost as a sculpture in the round.100 To the left and right, on the side walls of 
the niche, the king is shown hunting boar in a reedy marsh or gazelle and ona-
ger in a game park (Figs. 15 and 16). The scenes are executed in bas-relief with 
careful attention to detail. The image of the shahanshah is repeated several times. 
Taken together, the separate episodes make up a complete account that, in con-
junction with the spatial aspect of the composition, is reminiscent of Assyrian 
reliefs. The arch-shaped fagade of the niche is faced with stone blocks. In the 
centre are a crescent and ribbons towards which two winged Nikes are flying; 

FIG. 17. Detail of ornamentation of the arch at 
Taq-i Bustan. (Photo: © Barbara Grunewald.) 

100. Porada, 1965, p. 207. 
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the figures of the goddesses and the ornamentation at the edge of the arch re-
veal a strong Byzantine influence (Fig. 17).101 

The work of Iranian metalsmiths is represented by dozens of examples 
in the major museum collections, testifying to the wide spread of these arte-
facts in antiquity. They include gold and silver cups, vessels, pitchers and rhytons 
executed in various techniques. Casting, engraving, embossing and crusta tech-
nique might be combined in one and the same object. The earliest Sasanian 
metalwork was decorated chiefly with portraits of the shahanshah, members 
of his family, princes or grandees. This tradition may date back to the Parthian 
period, when a famous medallion bearing the portrait of a Parthian emperor 
was set into the centre of a vessel. Early metal artefacts include a cylix from 
Sargveshi (Georgia) bearing the portrait of Bahram II, Queen Shapurdukhtak 
and the Sakanshah (king of the Sakas) Bahram, and a cup bearing the portrait 
and inscription of the bitakhsh (prince) Papak.102 

The subject that is most characteristic of Sasanian vessels, the shahanshah 
hunting on horseback, was only beginning to develop; it became widespread 
on fourth- and fifth-century artefacts. The king or crown prince is represented 
hunting lion, boar, ram or antelope. There are generally an even number of 
animals - two or four. The hunter attacks them with a bow or, more rarely, 
with a sword (Fig. 18). There are also images of kings hunting on foot; one 
example is a vessel bearing the portrait of Peroz (457-484) shooting caprid. The 
border around the edge of the vessel is a barricade of nets behind which the 
heads of beaters and dogs may be seen.103 Other subjects relating to the image 
of the king include Yazdgird II feasting with the queen, or Bahram Gur 
(Bahram V) and Azada. 

On sixth-century vessels, hunting scenes fade into the background - a 
vessel showing Khusrau I surrounded by his courtiers bears a royal hunting 
scene below the main composition.104 Subjects from the Dionysiac cycle now 
became common - Sileni, maenads, theatrical masks and plant ornamentation 
- while scenes of the triumph of Dionysus that are typical of Roman and Byz-
antine metalwork were copied. Such vessels were probably used during Zoro-
astrian festivals.105 A characteristic group is composed of rhytons in the shape 
of animal heads, a form common in Achaemenid times and known to the 
Parthians. Rhytons were used for ritual purposes while vessels bearing the king's 
portrait were traditional gifts from the shahanshah to his friends; many bore 
inscriptions showing the name of the owner and the weight.106 

101. Lukonin, 1977a, p. 187; Fukai and Horiuchi, 1972, Pl. X X I et seq. 
102. Lukonin, 1979, p. 35. 
103. Trever, 1937, p. 6. 
104. Porada, 1965, p. 217. 
105. Lukonin, 1977a, p. 160. 
106. Livshits and Lukonin, 1964, p. 155. 
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FIG. 18. Silver dish showing the king on a lion hunt. 
(Photo: © British Museum.) 

Little Sasanian jewellery is known. One of the most famous pieces is the 
so-called cup of Khusrau from the Abbey of Saint-Denis in France, which is 
decorated with coloured glass set in gold (Fig. 19). In its base is an inset disc of 
rock crystal carved in the image of an enthroned king.107 In one hoard of coins 
in Iran an earring was found resembling those worn by Sasanian rulers as por-
trayed on coins. From Late Sasanian burials in Dailam come sword sheaths 
with gold and silver mountings decorated with filigree and granulation. 

Sasanian gems are almost as common as coins and thousands have been 
described from various collections.108 The bulk of the gems used were semi-

107. Shepherd, 1983, p. 1102. 
108. Borisov and Lukonin, 1963; Bivar, 1969b; Gignoux, 1978. 
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FIG. 19. Cup of Khusrau. 
(Photo: © Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.) 

FIG. 20. Amethyst ring. Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg. 
(Photo: © Vladimir Terebenin.) 

precious stones: chalcedony, amethyst, cornelian and lapis lazuli. These were 
either carved into ellipsoids and worn on laces or set into rings (Fig. 20). They 
were also used as seals. The most varied representations can be found on them 
- portraits of kings, grandees and private individuals, horsemen, scenes of sac-
rifice or feasting, fabulous creatures, animals, birds and symbols or devices. 
The image was frequently accompanied by an inscription giving the owner's 
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name and title or an auspicious Zoroastrian phrase. The subjects reveal the 
influence both of ancient Iranian traditions and of Graeco-Roman culture. One 
group is of seals of officials which bear only inscriptions. Another group is of 
items that belonged to Iranian Christians, on which the symbol of the cross is 
sometimes combined with a subject from the Zoroastrian cycle. Each period 
had its own range of subjects and stylistic features. The images were executed 
either by careful working of the detail or in line technique. The chronological 
classification of Sasanian carved gems is still far from complete. The best-known 
early gems are the British Museum's stone bearing the portrait of Bahram, king 
of Kerman; the Hermitage Museum's amethyst showing the portrait of 'Queen 
of Queens' Denak (Fig. 21); and the Bibliotheque Nationale's gem represent-
ing a horseman. Stones of the later period are chiefly cut in line technique. 

FIG. 21. Amethyst showing the portrait of 'Queen of Queens' Denak. 
Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg. (Photo: © Vladimir Terebenin.) 

Sasanian ceramic vessels vary greatly in form and size. Each region had 
its own characteristic pottery linked with the previous period. The most com-
mon forms were various kinds of pitchers made on a quickly turning wheel. 
We know of vessels on which the potter's name was inscribed on the raw clay 
before firing.109 The ornamentation was usually restricted to rows of straight 
or wavy horizontal lines, stamps or applique work. Throughout the Sasanian 
period, pottery was produced (rhytons and small, pear-shaped pitchers) that 
imitated metal artefacts.110 Somewhat different are the Late Parthian and Early 
Sasanian vessels finished in green glaze that were common in Mesopotamia 

109. Huff, 1978, p. 145. 
110. Ettinghausen, 1938, pp. 664 et seq. 
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FIG. 22. Thick-walled spherical cups. (Photo: © Vladimir Terebenin.) 

and Khuzistan.111 Glassware is known from excavations in Kish, Ctesiphon 
and Susa and from Early Sasanian burials in northern Mesopotamia. The chief 
glass-making regions were Mesopotamia and north-western Iran. Sasanian glass-
ware developed in isolation, although some forms are reminiscent of Syrian 
and Roman artefacts. Glass vessels were engraved; some extant examples are 
decorated with patterns cut from gold leaf and encased between two layers of 
glass. The most common forms were thick-walled spherical cups, with cut or-
namentation made of slightly concave discs or oval facets (Fig. 22). Glass rhytons 
and amphorae were also produced.112 

Weaving was a highly developed craft. Samples of Iranian silk cloth were 
kept in the church treasuries of Western Europe, and fragments have been found 
in Egyptian and Central Asian burials. Cloth was woven in the compound twill 
technique and was brightly coloured. The most common pattern was one of 
rhombic or round medallions with pictures of the senmurws, winged horses, 
animals or birds, placed either in vertical rows or at random. An idea of the 
ornamentation and colouring of cloth and the cut of the clothing may be gained 
from Central Asian paintings or the Taq-i Bustan reliefs, which show the 

111. Riccardi, 1967, p. 93. 
112. Fukai, 1977. 
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costumes of the king and courtiers. A royal hunting costume designed for 
wearing on horseback, and consisting of trousers and a short tunic, is depicted 
on Sasanian vessels. Iranian clothing is described by Ammianus Marcellinus 
(XXIII , 6.84): 'Most of them are so covered with clothes gleaming with many 
shimmering colours, that although they leave their robes open in front and on 
the sides, and let them flutter in the wind, yet from their head to their shoes no 
part of the body is seen uncovered.' The products of Iranian weavers were in 
demand in many countries, where they were considered luxury items. The 
patterns on Sasanian textiles were long copied virtually unchanged in Byzan-
tium and were imitated in Central Asia and China.113 The artistic influence of 
Sasanian Iran may be detected in the cultures of many countries, from Western 
Europe to Eastern Asia. It made a major contribution to the subsequent devel-
opment of the visual culture of the Muslim East. 

113. Shepherd, 1983, p. 1107. 
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Table 1. T h e Sasanian Empire1 (courtesy of M. I. Mochiri) 

Papak (208-222) 
I 

(1) Ardashir I (226-241) 
I 

(2) Shapur I (241-271) 

I 
(3) Hormizd I (271-272) (7) Narseh (293-303) 

I 

I 
(4) Bahram I (272-275) 

I 
(8) Hormizd II (303-309) (5) Bahram II (275-293) 

I I 
(10) Ardashir II (379-383) (9) Shapur II (309-379) (6) Bahram III (293) 

I I 
(11) Shapur III (383-388) (12) Bahram IV (388-399) 

I 
(13) Yazdgird I (399-420) 

I 
(14) Bahram V (420-438) 

I 
(15) Yazdgird II (438-457) 

I 
(16) Hormizd III (457-459) (17) Peroz (459-484) 

I 
(18) Valash (484-488) 

(19) Kavad I (488-497) 
and (499-531) 

I 
(21) Khusrau I (531-579) 

I 
(22) Hormizd IV (579-590) 

I 
(20) Jamasp (497-499) 

Usurpers 
(23) Bahram VI (590-591) 

(24) Vistahm (591-597) 
(25) Hormizd V (?590)2 

Kavad (26) Khusrau II (590-628) 

(29) Khusrau III 
(629)3 

(30) Boran (629-630) 

Usurpers 
(32) Hormizd VI (631-632)5 

(33) Khusrau IV (632)6 

(27) Kavad II (628) 
I 

(28) Ardashir III (628-629) Shariya 
I 

(31) Azarmigdukht (34) Yazdgird III 
(631)4 (632-651) 

1. For some alternative dates, see Frye, 1984, p. 361. (Note, however, that some authors in this 
volume have their own datings.) 

2. Mochiri, 1977, pp. 209-15. 
3. Mochiri, 1972, pp. 17-18; 1977, p. 203; 1983, pp. 221-3. 
4. Mochiri, 1972, pp. 11-16; 1977, pp. 203-5. 
5. Mochiri, 1972, pp. 13-16; 1977, pp. 205-8. 
6. Mochiri, 1977, pp. 174-202. 
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