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FROM ZOROASTRIAN TO ISLAMIC IRAN:
A NOTE ON THE CHRISTIAN INTERMEZZO
Touraj Daryaee - University of California, Irvine
This essay discusses several Iranian copper coins with Christian symbols and slogans in the
context of the transition period from Sasanian to Islamic Iran in the 7th century CE. It is suggested
that these coins demonstrate the power of the local Christian community in the province of Pārs and
their ability to mint these coins which were circulated in the local economy. It appears that the
Christians were able to mint coins, either with the invasion of the Roman Emperor, Heraclius in the
late 620s, or during the period of Arab Muslim conquest. While the first possibility would suggest the
capability of the Christians to mint coins in a time of chaos in Ērānšahr, the latter choice suggests the
working of the local Christian community with the conquerors in the province of Pārs.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Muslim conquests in the 7th century CE is one of the most decisive and important
events in Eurasian, Near Eastern and Iranian history. It was once thought that with the
Muslim victories and the death of Yazdgerd III, the last Sasanian King of Kings in 651 CE,
Ērānšahr (The Empire of the Iranians) came directly into the possession of the Arab
overlords. This idea of a sudden collapse and the way in which the Muslim armies
conquered Iran and the Near East was mainly read via the futuḥ (conquest) literature,
composed centuries after the events they purport to describe. These texts provided a
narrative of what should have happened according to the taste and world-view of these later
authors.1 These narratives of conquest were accepted due to a perceived lack of alternative
sources from the 7th century CE, as well as the staying power of the traditional narrative.
Nowadays, through detailed work on historiography of late antiquity2 and non-Islamic
sources,3 and such finds as the new Pahlavi documents,4 our understanding of the events is
much more nuanced. 5
Certainly, the conquest of all the provinces of Ērānšahr did not occur in the same way
or had the same effects in each region.6 Of course, we are less informed about some of the
Provinces/Šahrestāns, such as Sīstān7 versus Pārs,8 but we know that the aftermath of the
conquest in these two provinces was also different, even in terms of Muslims settling.
While most of the conquerors stationed themselves in such garrison towns as Kufa and
Basra, the question that comes to mind is how were they able to control the many villages
and cities on the Iranian Plateau? Taking the province of Pārs as diagnostic, I would like to
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make some observations and suggestions as to the way in which the collapsing Sasanian
world changed in the 7th century CE, not through a direct change of authority from the
Sasanians to the Muslims, but rather through a much more complex picture that included
intermediaries and local functionaries.
The main data source of this study is the lesser used copper coinage from the 7th and
early 8th centuries CE, minted in the many cities of Pārs. These coins have been studied and
catalogued by a number of scholars, most importantly R. Curiel and especially R. Gyselen.9
However, the next step is to contextualize these coins and place them in a historical context,
so that they can be used in understanding this important juncture in the history of the region
in the absence of other sources, especially for the period between 627/628 CE and 700 CE.
Based on the historical and archeological data the province of Pārs is thought to have
been the stronghold of Zoroastrianism. There are some 40 Chahar-Tāghīs which are thought
to have been fire-temple in the province of Pārs alone.10 Textual sources also attest to the
number and importance of fire-temples in the province. But different sets of sources
provide us with an alternative view and realities in regard to the religious life and makeup
in the province of Pārs. Based on the epigraphical evidence, we now know that somewhere
between forty, and sixty bishoprics existed in the province of Pārs,11 and Syriac literature
provides a rich description of Christian life in this province. These Christians were part of
the Church of the East, but from the 6th century onward new deportees from Mesopotamia,
Syria and Cappadocia were brought to Pārs.12 These were Christians who had entered from
the time of Kawād I, Khosrow I and Khosrow II.13 While the numbers of deportees
described by ancient sources are no doubt typographical and exaggerated, they still suggest
that the deportations were relatively large.14 Based on the sylligiographic evidence also
(style, legends), it appears that the Christians from the Church of the East had assimilated in
the Sasanian Empire well, 15 many of whom were likely multi-lingual (Persian and Syriac).
We are unfortunately less informed of the Hellenized Roman Christians.
Todd Godwin in his book, Persian Christians at the Chinese Court, The Xi’an Stele and
the Early Medieval Church of the East, has recently drawn a new picture of what we may
call “Persian Christianity.” According to him, if the appearance of Persian Christians in the
early 8th century China is predicated on a strong Persian Christianity in sixth and seventh
centuries in Ērānšahar. That is, when in the Tang Chinese records, “The Persian Religion”
(Bosi jiao) is mentioned, as Antonio Forte has shown, it is a reference to Christianity,
indicating a strong correlation between Christianity and Iran at the Tang court.16 Those who
had come with this religion were member of the Sasanian royal family and elites, whose
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names have been identified by Carlo Cereti in his important work on Alouhn/Wahrām in
both the Chinese and Pahlavi text, Abar Madan ī Wahrām ī Warzāwand (On the Coming of
the Miraculous Wahrām), the son of Yazdgerd III.17
What I would like to add to this discussion is in regard to the dating and the relation of
Christianity to the province of Pārs vis-à-vis some of the copper coinage that exists for the
seventh and early 8th centuries CE. What might these coins tell us about the situation on the
ground in the 7th century and early 8th century CE? This essay purviews five copper coinage
which have been identified as Christian copper, and some new readings for the legends will
be proposed. Having these interesting legends at hand, one can make some suggestions as
to their meaning and significance for the late Sasanian - early Islamic period in the province
of Pārs.
2. CHRISTIAN COPPER COINS18
The first copper coin (Copper Coin I) is a Byzantine type with the Heraclius style. 19
Gyselen’s coin does not reveal the third line of the legend on the obverse, but this new copy
supplied by Gholami gives us the possibility to read the following (fig. 1):
’twrgwšnsp
y’nbwt’ SRM
cly(p)
Ādur-Gušnasp /
*Giyān/Gehān-bed drōd /
*čalī(p)
“Ādur-Gušnasp
Salutations to Chief of the World
Cross”
While before we were not sure about the legend on the third line, with this new coin my
suggestion is to read the last line as čalīp or čalīpā, Sogdian clybʾ, which derives from
Aramaic. Furthermore, I take Gehān-bed, not as a proper name, but rather a slogan which
may be tied to Christian propaganda.
Copper Coin II (fig. 2) is Gyselen type 81 with a four step Byzantine cross, although
with some differences.20 Based on Gignoux’s reading, Gyselen suggests: pn’hyzd… /
panāh-yazd… is provided. 21 My reading of the legend is as follows:
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MRWḤY
PWN yyš ‘pwst’n
xwadāy
pad Iš abēstān
“Lord
Refuge in Jesus”
I believe the first word is clearly written with two strokes, giving us the heterogram
PWN, while the second word should be read as Jesus. Admittedly, the word in Middle
Persian should be written as yyšw, as it is written in the Manichaean book of Living Gospel
(ms. M 17 verso, i ll. 4-6):
ʾn mʾny prystg ʿyg yyšwʿ ʾryʾmʾn
“I am Mani, the apostle of Jesus Aryāmān” 22
Furthermore, the use of xwadāy also appears as an appellation for Jesus in Parthian
(xwdʾy yyšw mšyh[ʾ]), though here too Jesus is spelled with two y’s (yyšw). 23
Coin III (fig. 3) is type 90 according to Gyselen’s catalogue where on the obverse there
is the legend lwb’k / rawāg or “current,” which is found on early Islamic coinage. The
legend on the reverse is a bit more complex. According to Gignoux, the reading of the
legend is: ’pskwpws from Greek επισκοποϛ as “bishop.”24 I would like to provide another
reading which is as follows:
lwb’k
PWN l’st(y)
rawāg
pad rāst(y) …
“in Circulation
in Truth”
Coins IV and V (figs. 4-5) are Byzantine type coinage without legend, but with a
number of crosses, with Heraclius type obverse and various crosses on the reverse. These
coins are of much better specimen that what has been presented so far. On the obverse of
the coins V, we see an artificial attempt providing a Pahlavi-legend, along with the four22
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step cross. However, what the coin attempts to portray on the obverse is the sovereignty of
the Byzantine Empire against that of the Sasanians. Certainly, the Christians would not
have been allowed under normal circumstances to mint such a coin in the Sasanian Empire.
3. DATING
We can provide two suggestions for the dating of these coins: 1) Heraclius’ conquest
and its aftermath (627-628 CE); 2) Muslim Conquest and its aftermath (651 CE). Both were
periods of political disarray. It is clear that by 628 CE, the Sasanian Empire was in chaos
and could have given the chance to the Christian community, namely the deportees and
their decadents to celebrate the victory of Heraclius by 624 CE. After all, the Sasanians
would not have allowed the Christian community to mint copper coins with the image of
the Byzantine Emperor, with the legend reads pad īš abēstān / “refuge in Christ”. Hence the
minting of Byzantine imitation copper coinage may be an important suggestion as to the
loyalties and aspirations of some of the population of Pārs vis-à-vis the Byzantine and
Sasanian monarchy. Heraclius, after 614 CE had used such religious propaganda and the
Christian population in the Sasanian Empire were certainly affected by it. 25
Alternatively, these coins may have been minted following the Arab conquests, which
may have brought at least temporary to the Christian community. 26 During this precarious
time, Christians may have been allowed to take it upon themselves as one of the religious
communities of Ērānšahr to mint coins, especially such low value coins that were mostly
for local use. Evidence for such cooperation between the Muslims and the Christians may
come from another series of copper coinage which has joint Iranian/Zoroastrian and
Muslim themes. It appears that the early Muslim rulers were much more flexible in the
encounter with the Iranians of various religious persuasion and often cooperated with the
local elites. These coins, which show Zoroastrian cooperation with Muslims, are difficult to
interpret, but are mainly from the province of Pārs, where such figures as Manṣūr, who may
have acted as the ‘āmil “governor” or “subordinate governor” of al-Hajjāj b. Yūsuf, support
this idea of cooperation. 27 In a similar vein, a local potentate named Farroxzād minted
copper coins during the time of al-Muḥallab b. Abī Sufra (82-82/703-703 CE) as the
governor of Pārs. On his coins we find the image of the fabulous Iranian bird,
Sēnmurw/Simorgh, which has specific affinities with the Iranian world, but lack overtly
Zoroastrian connotations.28 Clearly, then, the early conquerors were less discriminate about
coin iconography, and may have therefore tolerated local Christian iconographic
expressions. This may have lasted through the periods known as fiṭnas or civil wars, until
Muslim rule had become much firmer, perhaps following the reforms of Abd al-Malik,
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where the language of the Dīwān was changed from Pahlavi to Arabic. 29 These copper
coins were of course minted for local consumption and did not circulate very far, but many
of them such as Khuzistān provide the closest set of copper coins with similar themes.
4. CONCLUSION
Thus, we find interesting Christian material culture from the late Sasanian - early
Islamic world, far more complex than what existed before for the seventh century, between
the time of Heraclius’ campaign and that of the first century of Hijra. I would like to
suggest that between the time when the Sasanian Empire was in power, till the fall of
Khusro II and the coming of Hajjab b. Yusuf and his reforms, the Christians were able to
create a world for themselves which I call the “Christian Intermezzo”. This Christian
intermezzo, to use V. Minorsky’s terminology30 for the Iranian ascendancy between the
decline of the Abbasids and the coming of the Turkic tribes, can be used in a lesser form for
the situation in the province of Pārs in the 7th century CE. It appears that when the Sasanian
central government was shaken due to the defeat of Khusrow II at the hands of Heraclius
and the events which ensued between 627/628 CE and 631, but also with the Arab Muslim
victories in Mesopotamia, 31 Khūzīstān32 and Pārs33 and the rest of the Iranian Plateau. The
power of the Christian community should be emphasized, as they were able ability to mint
coins in Ērānšahr, either during the late Sasanian or early Islamic period. In the greater
scheme of discussion of the transition period from Zoroastrian to Islamic Iran, then we can
add a caveat, and that is the Christian intermezzo.
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Fig. 1 - Copper coin I.

Fig. 2 - Copper coin II.
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Fig. 3 - Copper coin III.

Fig. 4 - Copper coin IV.
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Fig. 5 - Copper coin V.
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