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Central Asian Textile Motifs in Late Sasanian Art:
On the Origin of Some Decorative Elements at Taq-i Bustan
Matteo COMPARETI

This paper discusses textile motifs depicted in the hunting panels inside the late
Sasanian larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan. Scholars of Iranian art have referred to
these rock reliefs in order to trace the origin of Sasanian textile decorations and
their exportation in the whole medieval Eurasian continent. This however does
not seem to be the case. In fact, the textile motifs reproduced at Taq-i Bustan
could be a good term of comparison only for late Sasanian textile production.
Moreover, nothing like this has appeared in previous Sasanian rock reliefs. For
this reason, the present paper argues that some of those motifs could actually
be importations from Central Asia where reproductions of textiles embellished
with those motifs were very popular. Islamic written sources on Taq-i Bustan
rock reliefs could be very useful to support some ideas expressed in this paper.
Keywords: Taq-i Bustan; Sasanian textiles; Persia; Silk Road; Central Asia;
Sogdian paintings
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The Site of Taq-i Bustan
Located in the outskirts of Kermanshah in the homonymous Iranian province, Taq-i Bustan is
SUREDEO\WKHFRQWURYHUVLDOPRQXPHQWSDUH[FHOOHQFHRI 6DVDQLDQDUW VHHPDS ,WVORFDWLRQ
is very unusual since it is among the very few Sasanian rock reliefs not concentrated in the
UHJLRQRI )DUV +DUSHU 7KHPRVWHQLJPDWLFSDUWRI 7DTL%XVWDQFDQEHIRXQGLQVLGH
the bigger grotto that presents two low relief lateral panels and one scene carved almost in
WKHURXQGLQWKHEDFNRI WKHJURWWR ÀJ ,WLVYHU\SUREDEOHWKDWWKHODWHUDOSDQHOVZHUH
H[HFXWHGE\WKHVDPHDUWLVW RUJURXSRI DUWLVWV ZKLOHWKHUHOLHIVLQWKHEDFNRI WKHJURWWR
DUHQRWRQO\XQXVXDOEXWVW\OLVWLFDOO\YHU\GLIIHUHQW &DOOLHUL 7KHURFNUHOLHIVDW
7DTL%XVWDQZHUHVWXGLHGLQGHWDLOE\-DSDQHVHWHDPVGXULQJWKHVDQGV+RZHYHU
QRUHDODUFKDHRORJLFDOH[FDYDWLRQVKDYHHYHUEHHQFDUULHGRXW )XNDL+RULXFKL7DQDEHDQG
'RP\R   8QIRUWXQDWHO\ UHFHQW UHVWRUDWLRQV KDYH FRPSOHWHO\ FKDQJHG WKH DVSHFW RI 
7DTL%XVWDQDVLWDSSHDUHGXQWLOMXVWDIHZ\HDUVDJRDQGDOOWKHÀJXUDWLYHFROXPQFDSLWDOVDQG
sculptures that had been collected there were moved to Kermanshah.

Map 1

Any proposal for a reliable chronology for Taq-i Bustan must take into account the
king who is depicted in the innermost part of the larger grotto. In fact, he is wearing a
crown that has no clear parallel in Sasanian numismatics. Despite the absence of a crown on
the head of the main person in the hunting panels, all the reliefs of the bigger grotto have
EHHQXVXDOO\DWWULEXWHGWRRQH6DVDQLDQVRYHUHLJQ 0RYDVVDW7DQDEH 7KLVLGHD
is very problematic because, as already observed above, the hunting panels on the sides are
stylistically very different than the reliefs on the back of the grotto.
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)LJXUH7KHELJJHUJURWWRDW7DTL%XVWDQ.HUPDQVKDK ,UDQ $IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJ

Scholars of Sasanian studies proposed very different chronologies for Taq-i Bustan,
although the arguments for a construction phase as late as possible sound more convincing.
Markus Mode had proposed that the larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan cannot be earlier than
the mid-sixth century because of the shape of the quiver that is hanging on one side of the
warrior king’s statue. Some other observations inevitably point to a later chronology for this
site, especially because of the weapons and garments reproduced there. Mode also expressed
DQLQWHUHVWLQJLGHQWLÀFDWLRQIRUWKHHTXHVWULDQVWDWXHWKDWLQKLVRSLQLRQFDQRQO\EHDNLQJ
and not a divinity. In fact, it would have been extremely inopportune to have a deity under
the feet of the statues in high relief in the upper level of that same part of the grotto. That
scholar also observed that the equestrian statue is carved much more deeply into the rock,
although the square frame around the scene remained at the same level of the lateral hunting
SDQHOV 0RGH 
Therefore, it could be proposed that at least two construction phases can be traced at
7DTL%XVWDQ7KHKXQWLQJSDQHOVUHSUHVHQWWKHÀUVWSKDVH,WLVSRVVLEOHWKDWWKUHHKXQWLQJ
panels were prepared: a boar hunt panel on the left, a deer hunt on the right, and another
hunting panel in the center. According to Mode, this could possibly be a lion hunt. Actually,
WKHSUHVHQFHRI WKHOLRQKXQWSDQHODW7DTL%XVWDQZLOOQHYHUEHFRQÀUPHGDOWKRXJKVRPH
VLPLODULWLHVZLWK1HR$VV\ULDQKXQWUHOLHIVFRQVWLWXWHDYHU\LQWHUHVWLQJSDUDOOHO &RPSDUHWL
D /DWHULQDIROORZLQJSKDVHWKHFHQWUDOSDQHODW7DTL%XVWDQ WKHRQHK\SRWKHWLFDOO\
HPEHOOLVKHGZLWKDOLRQKXQW ZDVGHVWUR\HGDQGVXEVWLWXWHGZLWKWKHHTXHVWULDQVWDWXHWKDW
could only be executed much deeper into the innermost wall.
7KH HTXHVWULDQ DQG DUPRUHG ZDUULRU VKRXOG EH LGHQWLÀHG DV D NLQJ ZKR LV WKH VDPH
represented above at the upper level between two deities in the act of giving him beribboned
rings. These two deities could be Ahura Mazda, on the right, and Anahita, on the left. They
are presenting important symbols to the king in order to legitimize him as a representative
of the Sasanian royal house. It is worth observing once more a substantial difference from
early Sasanian rock reliefs that presented only Ahura Mazda together with the king, with the
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only possible exception of Naqsh-i Rustam VIII. Not only in the back of the bigger grotto
are there two deities but in the external rock relief Mithra, with a rayed nimbus, could be
LGHQWLÀHGRQWKHOHIWDQG$KXUD0D]GDRQWKHULJKWRI WKHWULXPSKDQWNLQJSRVVLEO\6KDSXU
,, :RRG 
Gianroberto Scarcia recently presented some more evidence in support of a later
chronology. According to written sources and local legends studied by Scarcia, the site could
EH DWWULEXWHG WR %DVWDP FDOOHG DOVR %LVWDP %LVKWDP 9LVKWDP HWF  D PDWHUQDO XQFOH RI 
.KXVUDZ,,3DUZL]  ZKRKDG3DUWKLDQRULJLQVDQGUHEHOOHGDJDLQVWWKH6DVDQLDQV
&ULVWRIRUHWWLDQG6FDUFLD6FDUFLD +HZDVDEOHWRFRQWURODYDVWWHUULWRU\
LQZHVWHUQ,UDQDQGHYHQPLQWFRLQVLQKLVQDPHXQWLOKLVÀQDOGHIHDWDQGGHDWKDURXQG
CE, most likely in a place not too far from Taq-i Bustan. Local people such as Kurds, Azeri,
DQG$UPHQLDQV ZLWKDOOWKHLUOLQJXLVWLFYDULDWLRQV DQGDQFLHQWDXWKRUVZULWLQJLQ$UDEDQG
Persian call that site Taq-i Bastam, “the Arch of Bastam,” or simply Bastam and not Taq-i
Bustan, “the Arch of the Garden.” According to written sources of the Islamic period,
some other person and not the Sasanian sovereign was considered to be in charge of the
FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI  SDUWV RI  7DTL %XVWDQ +H ZDV XQIRUWXQDWHO\ FDOOHG )DUKDG ZKLFK LV D
common literary topos in Persian poetry.
All these arguments proposed by Mode, Scarcia, and Callieri could suggest a different
scenario for the construction of Taq-i Bustan. Bastam who had “Roman and Chinese” artists
working at the site could have started the monument. However, some elements seem to
EHURRWHGLQPXFKHDUOLHU0HVRSRWDPLDQFLYLOL]DWLRQ &RPSDUHWLD 2QHFRXOG
DVVXPHWKDWLQDÀUVWFRQVWUXFWLRQSKDVH%DVWDPSURPRWHGWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI KXQWLQJ
VFHQHV LQFOXGLQJ KLV RZQ SRUWUDLW DV D UXOHU ZHDULQJ JDUPHQWV HPEHOOLVKHG ZLWK VSHFLÀF
symbols and without a typical Sasanian crown. Some parallels between the hunting panels at
Taq-i Bustan and the almost contemporary seventh-century Sogdian paintings from Afrasyab
SUH,VODPLF6DPDUNDQG ZRXOGSRLQWWRDYHU\VLPLODUVRXUFHWKDWVKRXOGEHVHDUFKHGIRU
in eastern Iran, which is Central Asia. Non-religious Sogdian paintings, such as those at
Afrasyab, present a realistic touch that is completely unknown in Sasanian art whose aim was
MXVWWKHH[DOWDWLRQRI WKHNLQJ &RPSDUHWL ,QDVHFRQGFRQVWUXFWLRQSKDVHDIWHUWKH
rebellion of Bastam against the Sasanians and his defeat by Khusraw II Parwiz around 600
&(WKHODWWHUFRXOGKDYHVXEVWLWXWHGWKHFHQWUDOSDQHO WKH´OLRQKXQWµDFFRUGLQJWR0RGH 
ZLWKKLVRZQHTXHVWULDQLPDJHDVDYLFWRULRXVZDUULRU &RPSDUHWL 

Sasanian Connections with Central Asia
Bastam had Parthian origins and he maintained very close relations with eastern Iran.
According to Antonio Panaino, the Arsacid Parthians wanted to be represented as archers
on their coins and art in an attempt to be associated with the mythical Aresh, whose name
could have been perceived as a popular HW\PRORJ\IRU$UVKDN$UVDFHV 3DQDLQR $V
an anti-Parthian counter-action, the Sasanian kings did not reproduce images of archers
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on their coins. Silver vessels attributed to Sasanian Persia present, in several cases, the king
hunting animals with his bow but this kind of scene is completely absent in rock reliefs,
ZLWKWKHRQO\H[FOXVLRQRI 7DTL%XVWDQ5DJL%LEL WKDWLQDQ\FDVHLVDQHDVWHUQ6DVDQLDQ
PRQXPHQW DQGSRVVLEO\%LVKDSXU,9 2YHUODHW 6XFKREVHUYDWLRQVE\3DQDLQRFRXOG
further suggest Parthian elements in the hunting panels at Taq-i Bustan that point at an initial
non-Sasanian sponsor.
%DVWDPZDVDOVRDSSRLQWHGJRYHUQRURI .KRUDVDQ DQGLQDQRWKHUPRPHQW$UPHQLD
RU$]HUEDLMDQ E\.KXVUDZ,,3DUZL]ZKHQKHZDVVWLOORQJRRGWHUPVZLWKWKH6DVDQLDQV
6KDKED]L 'HWDLOVRI KLVJDUPHQWVDW7DTL%XVWDQVXFKDVWKHEHOWZLWKKDQJLQJVWUDSV
DQGVRPHRI KLVZHDSRQV VXFKDVWKHTXLYHURUWKHERZFDVHWKDWWREHSUHFLVHFDQEHEHWWHU
REVHUYHGLQWKHHTXHVWULDQVWDWXH ZHUHGHÀQLWHO\DGRSWHGIURPWKHVWHSSHVPRVWOLNHO\DIWHU
WKHVHFRQGKDOI RI WKHVL[WKFHQWXU\ 0RGH ,WVKRXOGQRWEHUXOHGRXWWKDWWH[WLOH
decorative elements observed at Taq-i Bustan do not represent examples of Sasanian fashion
but rather Central Asian importations as well. Prudence Harper was inclined to think in these
terms, although she did not mention from where “the introduction of a new monstrous
LPDJHLQWKHODWH6DVDQLDQSHULRGµDUULYHG +DUSHU +DUSHU·V´PRQVWURXVLPDJHµ
LV D FRPSRVLWH ZLQJHG FUHDWXUH ZLWK D GRJ IDFH DQG SHDFRFN WDLO WKDW VFKRODUV LGHQWLÀHG
with the simurgh $YHVWDQsaena marega, Middle Persian senmurv RI ,UDQLDQP\WKRORJ\6XFK
DQLGHQWLÀFDWLRQLVDFWXDOO\LQFRUUHFWDQGLQIDFWWKDWFUHDWXUHWKDWFRXOGEHFDOOHGSVHXGR
simurgh RUSVHXGRsenmurv LVWKHV\PEROLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI farr $YHVWDQxwarenah, Middle
Persian xwarrah WKDWLV´JORU\µRU´FKDULVPDµ &RPSDUHWL 
According to the twelfth-century anonymous Persian text Mojmal al-Tawarikh, Farhad
ZKRDVREVHUYHGDERYHZHVKRXOGLGHQWLI\ZLWK%DVWDP GLUHFWHGWKHZRUNVDW7DTL%XVWDQ
according to the orders of Khusraw II Parwiz. At the end of the construction phase, Khusraw
had a great party at the site and donated the entire monumental area to Farhad/Bastam
&RPSDUHWLD&RPSDUHWL 6RPHPRUHDUJXPHQWVLQVXSSRUWRI DODWH
chronology of the larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan could be found just among the textile motifs
represented on those rock reliefs. On the garments of the colossal archer reproduced twice
LQWKHZLOGERDUKXQWLQJVFHQH ÀJ DQGRQWKHIDEULFWKDWFRYHUVWKHOHJVRI WKHKRUVHULGHU
DWWKHUHDURI WKHJURWWRLWVHOI  ÀJ DFRPSRVLWHFUHDWXUHWKDWKDVDOZD\VUHSUHVHQWHGDELJ
SUREOHPIRUVFKRODUVDSSHDUVIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHLQ6DVDQLDQDUW$VDOUHDG\PHQWLRQHGDERYH
according to an old theory by K. Trever, that creature with a dog’s face, wings, and a peacock
WDLO VKRXOG EH LGHQWLÀHG ZLWK WKH saena marega/senmurv/simurgh of Iranian mythology. This
idea has been proven to be problematic since the real simurgh has always been described and
represented as a colossal bird, especially in Islamic book illustrations since the Mongol period
&RPSDUHWL 
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Figure 2. Detail of the decorative
elements on the garment of the
hunter in the wild boar hunting
panel at Taq-i Bustan.
$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJDE

Figure 3. Detail of the decorative
elements on the garment of the
equestrian statue on the back of the
bigger grotto at Taq-i Bustan.
$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJ

Parallels offered by Persian Islamic book illustrations constitute an important term of
comparison with pre-Islamic Iranian mural paintings. It seems very probable that a small
group of Ilkhanid and post-Ilkhanid simurghs could be the last representatives of more
ancient local artistic traditions whose only pre-Islamic specimens survived just in Sogdian
SDLQWLQJVDW3HQMLNHQWLQWKHSDLQWHGSURJUDPRI WKHVRFDOOHG%OXH+DOO URRPVHFWRU9, 
GHSLFWLQJWKHWULDOVRI WKHJUHDWKHUR5XVWDP ÀJ 7KHUHDUHXQIRUWXQDWHO\QRVXUYLYLQJ
specimens of Sogdian nor Sasanian book illustrations and, therefore, the only term of
comparison with those Ilkhanid and post-Ilkhanid illustrated texts can be intuitively found
LQSUH,VODPLF&HQWUDO$VLDQPXUDOVIURP3HQMLNHQW$IUDV\DE 6DPDUNDQG DQG9DUDNKVKD
%XNKDUD  &RPSDUHWL 

Figure 4. Sketch of one scene in the so-called Blue Hall from Penjikent, Tajikistan
URRPVHFWRU9, 7KH6WDWH+HUPLWDJH0XVHXP$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJ
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Representations of a winged creature with a dog’s face and peacock’s tail started to
appear as countermarks together with the Middle Persian inscription GDE/GDH gad, the
arameogram for xwarrah ’pzwt abzudLQFUHDVHG ´WKHJORU\LQFUHDVHGµRQVHYHQWKFHQWXU\
+XQQLVKFRLQVIURP=DEXOLVWDQDQG$UDFKRVLDLQVRXWKHDVWHUQ$IJKDQLVWDQ ÀJ  1LNLWLQ
  6OLJKWO\ ODWHU WKRVH VDPH HSLJUDSKLF FRXQWHUPDUNV FRXOG DOVR EH IRXQG RQ VRPH
6RJGLDQFRLQV 1LNLWLQDQG5RWK ,QWKLVFDVHWKHLQVFULSWLRQVKRXOGEHUHDGDVfarn,
which is xwarrah/farr LQWKH6RJGLDQODQJXDJH ÀJ $YHU\FOHDUSDUDOOHOFRXOGEHWUDFHG
between the creatures in Sogdian paintings and those in Sogdian epigraphic countermarks
LQRUGHUWRHVWDEOLVKWKHLULGHQWLÀFDWLRQH[FOXVLYHO\ZLWKfarn &RPSDUHWL 7KLV
creature on Hunnish and Sogdian coins strongly suggests some connection between that
composite creature and the concept of xwarrah/farn/farr. At this point, one could wonder
if the composite creature symbolizing farr itself is really a Sasanian creation and not another
importation from Central Asia.

Figure 5. Sketch of seventh-century Hunnish
coins from Zabulistan and Arachosia with
the Middle Persian inscription GDE/GDH
’pzwt (gad/xwarrah abzud) “the glory
LQFUHDVHGµ$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJDF

Figure 6. Seventh-century Sasanian imitation coins with the
Sogdian inscription farn´JORU\µ$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJDE
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7KHÀUVW construction phase at Taq-i Bustan should be attributed to Bastam who had
strong connections with Central Asia. It should not be ruled out that he also imported some
symbols to be used on his garment in the panel of the wild boar hunt to accentuate his
importance. According to the Mojmal al-Tawarikh, Khusraw was initially on good terms with
Bastam and even donated to his general and relative the entire site of Taq-i Bustan. Later the
situation changed and Bastam openly rebelled against Khusraw. Having eliminated Bastam,
Khusraw II could have appropriated his enemy’s monument and also that composite creature
as a symbol of glory to be shown on his own garments as a trophy. This reconstruction does
not rule out the hypothesis that the pseudo-simurgh had apotropaic properties that Khusraw
wanted to have actually reproduced on his royal garments. Prudence Harper has traced a very
interesting parallel between the pseudo-simurgh and the cross among Christians, which had
WKHSRZHUWRUHSHOGHPRQVDQGFXUVHV +DUSHU 

Central Asian Decorative Motifs Beyond Persia
As can be observed on seventh-century Hunnish and Sogdian coins, the composite winged
creature with a dog’s head was quite explicitly associated with the Iranian concept of glory
that began to be imported from Central Asia into Persia at the end of the Sasanian period.
Slightly later, that creature started to be represented also in Byzantine and Islamic art and
soon spread to the Near East, the Caucasus, and western and eastern Europe at least until the
beginning of the thirteenth century. There is now some archaeological evidence in support
RI WKHSRSXODULW\RI WKLVFRPSRVLWHFUHDWXUHHYHQDPRQJHDUO\7LEHWDQV &RPSDUHWL 
Its exact meaning among Muslims and Christians is still a matter of debate, although it
ZDVGHÀQLWHO\FRQVLGHUHGDYHU\DSSURSULDWHGHFRUDWLRQIRUUHOLJLRXVDQGVHFXODUSXUSRVHVLQ
$UPHQLDQ*HRUJLDQDQG%\]DQWLQHFKXUFKHV &RPSDUHWL 
One of Bastam’s attendants in the boar hunting panel is wearing a garment embellished
with several “eared” birds with long tails standing on a pedestal decorated with successive
circles. Despite the description given by Mihoko Domyo, the birds do not look like cocks nor
SHDFRFNV WKHODWWHUDFWXDOO\DSSHDURQWKHJDUPHQWVRI VRPHRWKHUVHUYDQWVHH'RP\R
ÀJWDEOH'RP\R2WDYVN\ 7KHWH[WLOHGHFRUDWLRQRI 
another attendant of Bastam in the same scene has been carefully re-designed. That garment
was actually embellished with quatrefoil-frames containing a one-eared bird spreading its
ZLQJV ÀJ  'RP\RÀJD2WDYVN\ 7KHHOHPHQWVRQWKHKHDG
of the bird on the pearl pedestal are quite precisely depicted. They look like ears of a mammal
DQGQRWKRUQVQRUIHDWKHUV%LUGVOLNHWKLVFDQEHREVHUYHGLQWKHHDVWHUQ,UDQLDQ SUREDEO\
%DFWULDQ &KHUG\QHSODWH ÀJ DQGVRPHFHQWXULHVODWHULQ,VODPLFDUWV .DSLWDLNLQ 
Also, on the clothes of one attendant riding an elephant, there are birds with ears or feathers
DERYHWKHLUKHDGV +HU]IHOGSO/;,,, (YHU\KLQWVHHPVWRSRLQWDWDQLGHQWLÀFDWLRQRI 
this strange bird at Taq-i Bustan with a typology of phoenix/simurgh that was introduced into
late Sasanian Persia from Central Asia via precious textiles trade routes, which is to say the so-
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called “Silk Road.” In fact, the simurghPHQWLRQHGLQ3HUVLDQOLWHUDWXUH DERYHDOOWKHShahnameh 
was a bird and the protector of Rustam’s family. Since Rustam was an eastern Iranian hero
RULJLQDOO\IURP=DEXOLVWDQ WKDWZDVSDUWRI 6LVWDQ LWLVREYLRXVWRWKLQNWKDWWKHVWRU\RI WKH
simurgh in the Shahnameh WKHVRFDOOHG´6LVWDQLFF\FOHµ LVDQHDVWHUQ,UDQLDQOHJHQGDVZHOO

)LJXUH'HWDLORI WKHJDUPHQWRI WZR
attendants in the wild boar hunting scene.
$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJDE

)LJXUH6NHWFKRI WKH&KHUG\QH
plate, the State Hermitage Museum.
$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJ

In consideration of all these premises, one should admit that birds were considered very
appropriate animals to express kingship, glory, and divine benevolence in pre-Islamic Persia.
Some connections with a local phoenix could have existed in Parthian or Sasanian culture
but very few traces can be detected in visual arts. One could even assume that if Persians
UHDOO\ ZDQWHG WR UHSUHVHQW WKH ORFDO SKRHQL[ WKDW LV WKH ´UHDOµ senmurv/simurgh  WKH\ ZHUH
probably inclined toward iconographical traits, which included an eared bird like the one at
Taq-i Bustan.
The Middle Persian formula xwarrah abzud appeared not only on Khusraw II drachms
but also on late seventh century Hunnish coins from the territory of modern Afghanistan.
6HYHUDO HPLVVLRQV IURP $UDFKRVLD DQG =DEXOVWDQ SUHVHQW WKH ÁDPLQJ GHLW\ RQ WKH UHYHUVH
WKDWÀUVWDSSHDUHGRQ.KXVUDZ,,UDUHFRLQV 1LNLWLQ &RSSHUFRLQVRI D+XQQLVKRU
7XUNLVKNLQJFDOOHG6SXU ODWHVHYHQWKFHQWXU\ DOVRSUHVHQWKLVEXVWZLWKDSDLURI SVHXGR
simurghRQWKHREYHUVHDQGWKHGHLW\ZLWKDÁDPLQJQLPEXVRQWKHUHYHUVH ÀJ ,WLVQRW
SRVVLEOHWREHVXUHDERXWWKHLGHQWLW\RI WKLVJRGRUJRGGHVVDOWKRXJKWKHÁDPLQJQLPEXV
could be considered an allusion to the glory that is mentioned very often in the Middle
Persian formula xwarrah abzud. The representatives of the mythical Kayanid dynasty in
the Shahnameh, for example, were described as emanating a luminous nimbus from their
ERGLHV7KHSUHVHQFHRI WKHGHLW\ZLWKDÁDPLQJQLPEXVRQ+XQQLVK7XUNLVKFRLQVZKHUH
it appears together with the pseudo-senmurv in front of the king, could corroborate the idea
of some connection between the pseudo-senmurv as an emanation of the god who was the
SHUVRQLÀFDWLRQRI xwarrah.
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Figure 9. Late seventh-century copper
coin of a Hunnish or Turkish king
called Spur. After Compareti 2021,
ÀJDF

We could therefore assume that both symbols could be an allusion to xwarrah: the deity
ZLWKDÁDPLQJQLPEXVZDVSUREDEO\6DVDQLDQZKLOHWKHSVHXGRsimurgh was Central Asian.
5LND*\VHOHQKDVDOUHDG\FDXWLRXVO\SURSRVHGWKDWWKHÁDPLQJQLPEXVRUHYHQWKHVDPHGHLW\
with that nimbus, was a symbol of GDE xwarrah  *\VHOHQ 3HUVLDQVDSSUHFLDWHG
WKHÁDPLQJQLPEXVPRUHZKLOHWKHSVHXGRsenmurv became very common in eastern Iran.
6XFKDJHRJUDSKLFDOGLVWULEXWLRQSUREDEO\UHÁHFWVWKHSODFHRI RULJLQRI WKRVHPRWLIV
6WDUWLQJ IURP WKH SUREOHPDWLF LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ RI  . 7UHYHU 5LND *\VHOHQ KDV ZULWWHQ
in one of her studies on Arabo-Sasanian coins that “it is astonishing that no Sasanian seal
VHHPVWRGHSLFWWKH6ēQPXUZ>RXUSVHXGRsenmurv/simurgh]. In the East Iranian borderlands
WKH 6ēQPXUZ ZDV IUHTXHQWO\ GHSLFWHG SDUWLFXODUO\ RQ WKH FRLQV LVVXHG E\ WKH ¶,UDQLDQ
+XQV·)URPWKLVHYLGHQFHLWORRNVOLNHLI WKH6ēQPXUZKDVDVSHFLÀFPHDQLQJLQUHODWLRQWR
LQYHVWLWXUHEXWQRVXFKUHODWLRQLVH[SOLFLWO\VWDWHGLQ6DVDQLDQ,UDQµ *\VHOHQ 6RPH
time later, in another paper on Sasanian monetary heritage, on copper coins of early Islamic
$UDFKRVLDDQG=DEXOLVWDQ*\VHOHQDJDLQLGHQWLÀHGWKHSVHXGRsenmurv/simurgh as a “Sasanian
royal symbol,” although she admitted that “the term VēQPXUYOLWHUDOO\PHDQLQJGRJELUG>sic],
is used for convenience here; in fact, this creature more closely resembles a lion than a dog”
*\VHOHQ 
The situation appears much less complicated nor astonishing at all if we admit that the
pseudo-senmurv/simurgh did not belong to the Sasanian artistic repertoire but to the Central
Asian one, which the Huns, Turks, and other Central Asians knew very well. When the
Persians began to adopt this symbol and to represent it at Taq-i Bustan, the Arab invasion
WRRN SODFH WKDW ZRXOG KDYH FKDQJHG WKH HQWLUH VFHQDULR ,Q WKH VSHFLÀF VLWXDWLRQ XQGHU
examination, the arrival of the Arabs probably accelerated the adoption of the pseudosimurgh as a much-requested auspicious symbol as it is possible to deduce by the study of
PRVWSRSXODUGHFRUDWLYHPRWLIVLQ2PD\\DGDUW$UDEDUWLVWVLQVHUYLFHRI WKHÀUVWFDOLSKV
inherited such a symbolic composite creature from eastern Iran like everybody else in the
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seventh century or slightly earlier.
Pseudo-simurghs were reproduced on Persian coins only in the early Omayyad period but
not in front of the king. In fact, the pseudo-simurgh usually occupied the entire space on the
reverse of copper coins. This makes the situation even more complicated since it is extremely
KDUGWRGHFLGHZKRLQYHQWHGDV\PEROVXFKDVWKHÁDPLQJQLPEXVDQGZKRERUURZHGLW,Q
the case of the pseudo-simurgh, one could imagine that it was introduced into Sasanian Persia
IURPHDVWHUQ,UDQZKHUHLWKDGEHHQTXLWHSRSXODUDWOHDVWVLQFHWKHODWHÀIWKFHQWXU\7KLVLV
what we could deduce from the incomplete throne of the Sogdian deity in a Penjikent Temple
,,SDLQWLQJ ÀJ $FFRUGLQJWR%RULV0DUVKDNWKHFRPSRVLWHFUHDWXUHXQGHUWKHWKURQHRI 
WKDWGHLW\ WKH=RURDVWULDQUDLQJRG7LVKWU\D"VHH&RPSDUHWL LVSUREDEO\WKH
ÀUVWUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI DPRQVWHUORRNLQJOLNHDZLQJHGGRJDOWKRXJKWKHSHDFRFNWDLOLVQRW
YLVLEOH %HOHQLWVNLLDQG0DUVKDN /DWHURQWKHSVHXGRsimurgh started to be used
as a special symbol of xwarrah/farn in front of a king, as seen on seventh-century eastern
Iranian Hunnish and Turkish coins or seventh-century Sogdian countermarks. In the West,
it started to undergo several changes before being completely accepted in Persian art, where
it never appeared in front of a king. However, its presence on the clothes of rulers at Taq-i
Bustan strongly suggests some kind of connection with fortune, glory, charisma, kingship,
etc.

Figure 10. Sketch of a deity sitting on a throne supported by winged dogs,
3HQMLNHQW7HPSOH,,FKDSHOVURRP$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJ

$UDER6DVDQLDQFRLQVFRQWLQXHGWRSUHVHQWWKHKXPDQEXVWZLWKÁDPLQJQLPEXVZKLFK
was based on the coins of the Khusraw II type and, for some time, this motif and the
pseudo-simurgh appeared along with other unusual ones that scholars would have expected
WRÀQGRQSUH,VODPLFFRLQDJH *\VHOHQ ,WLVQRWJLYHQWRNQRZWKHSUHFLVHPHDQLQJ
of these motifs that do not look Islamic at all. Unfortunately, the inscriptions in Arabic or
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Middle Persian on Arabo-Sasanian coins just repeat formulae without any description of the
motifs accompanying them.
One unique epigraphic seal in the British Museum only presents the pseudo-simurgh
DQGQRRWKHULPDJHV ÀJ 7KLVPD\SURYLGHDQRWKHUKLQWWRZDUGVD ODWH 6DVDQLDQ3HUVLD
attribution. No other Iranian art objects with a representation of a pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
have been found during controlled excavations. The same objection could be considered
valid for so-called Sasanian textiles that, in many cases and, mainly, from an iconographic
point of view, have been thought to be the result of Sogdian, Byzantine, or early Islamic
SURGXFWLRQV &RPSDUHWL   )RU WKLV UHDVRQ WKHUH LV QR UHDO HYLGHQFH WR FRQVLGHU WKDW
composite creature as a genuine Sasanian creation. It could have been introduced very
easily from eastern Iranian lands, possibly Khorasan-Sistan or Zabulistan, that is to say, the
homeland of the Iranian hero Rustam whose family – as described in the Shahnameh – was
protected by the simurgh.

Figure 11. Unexcavated epigraphic
seal with the Middle Persian
inscription ’pzwt “increased”.
$IWHU&RPSDUHWLÀJE

It is worth observing that Firdousi described the standard of Rustam in the Shahnameh
as embellished with a dragon and this could have created some confusion among scholars.
In fact, such a “dragon” could have been just another allusion to the pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
WKDW DSSHDUHG DV D FRPSRVLWH FUHDWXUH RU D NLQG RI  GUDJRQ JULIÀQ HWF &RPSDUHWL 
 6LQFHWKHGUDJRQRI WKHVWDQGDUGRI 5XVWDPGHÀQLWHO\KDGDSRWURSDLFIXQFWLRQVZH
could assume that Bastam did the same when he represented that eastern Iranian composite
creature on his garment in the wild boar hunting panel at Taq-i Bustan. He probably wanted
to concretely protect himself and, at the same time, associate his family with Rustam. They,
in fact, shared common eastern Iranian origins.

Concluding Remarks
$V DOUHDG\ PHQWLRQHG LQ WKH ÀUVW SDUW RI  WKLV VWXG\ 7DTL %XVWDQ LV D FRQWURYHUVLDO DQG
problematic monument that does not present any parallel in Sasanian art. Moreover, no other
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Sasanian rock relief displays such a large number of textile decorations. However, there are
not enough elements to consider those textile decorations as genuine Sasanian products. In
fact, they could have been introduced into Persia from Central Asia along the so-called “Silk
Road.” We have to consider that Sasanian Iran was a place where there were many exchanges
along the “Silk Road” and not only along the Silk Road with China and beyond but that
which includes the connections with Central Asia, the West with the Byzantine Empire, the
Caucasus, etc.
Textile decorations that include composite creatures such as the pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
DSSHDULQ6RJGLDQSDLQWLQJVDQGVOLJKWO\HDUOLHUDW7DTL%XVWDQ7KHUHLVDFWXDOO\RQHÀIWK
VL[WK FHQWXU\ SDLQWLQJ IURP 3HQMLNHQW 7HPSOH ,, WKDW FRXOG EH FRQVLGHUHG WKH YHU\ ÀUVW
attempt to adapt this composite creature to Sogdian art. Despite its early appearance in the
Penjikent paintings, it does not seem that this composite creature enjoyed great popularity
among Sogdian artists either. In fact, it could have originated in those regions of eastern Iran
where local mints used it quite often. These regions are Arachosia and Zabulistan, which is
to say the kingdom where the great Iranian hero Rustam was born. Actually, some Sogdian
SDLQWLQJVIURP3HQMLNHQW URRPVHFWRU9, VKRZ5XVWDPÀJKWLQJDJDLQVWGHPRQVZLWKD
ZLQJHGFRPSRVLWHFUHDWXUHÁ\LQJLQIURQWRI KLP &RPSDUHWLEÀJV 7KLVFUHDWXUH
was not the simurgh that protected Rustam and his family but a symbolic representation of
xwarrah/farr 6RJGLDQfarn ,WZDVVLPLODUEXWQRWLGHQWLFDOWRWKHFRPSRVLWHFUHDWXUHRQWKH
garments of Bastam and Khusraw II at Taq-i Bustan. In any case, they probably point to the
VDPHFRQFHSWZKLFKLVH[DOWDWLRQJORULÀFDWLRQDQGGLYLQHSURWHFWLRQ
Every hint collected in this paper seems to point at the territory of modern Afghanistan
as the most probable place of origin of this composite creature. Later on, it was probably
introduced in Sasanian Persia and other parts of Central Asia where it would become very
popular, especially for textile decorations.
5HFHLYHG-XQH5HYLVHG$XJXVW$FFHSWHG1RYHPEHU
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