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Purpose: Two features of Sassanid commemorative art are "realism"
and "respect for hierarchy". Far from being an accurate portraiture,
realism here refers to paying attention to signs (such as clothing,
symbols, taking into account the hierarchy of positions), which
together create a cryptic context in need of interpretation. The purpose
of this essay is to assess the extent to which any sign can be
interpreted in the symbolic language of Sassanid commemorative art,
especially in the rock reliefs. To narrow it to one example, we are
faced with two ways of representing “carrying the sword” by the
figures in the presence of the king, which may raise the following
question: why do they carry the sword differently in front of the king
of kings?

Method and Research: The research approach is semiotics and
research method is the comparative study of historical texts with
archaeological evidence.

Findings and Conclusions: The central response of this paper is to
show that the difference in sword-carrying is primarily due to the
difference in the hierarchy of power. Regarding this matter, there
might be two subsidiary hypotheses which can be put forward in the
following way: First, carrying the sword vertically and/or placing the
hands in front of the body can be interpreted as the respect for
"superior lineage"; These representations are equivalent to the
respectful movement of "raising the hand and bending the index
finger." The second subsidiary hypothesis interprets the figures at
stake, not as respect for "superior lineage" but as paying exclusive
respect to "Shahanshah [the King of kings]", done by the royal family.
It is clear that each of the hypotheses put forward can have an impact
on the way to understand the characterology, genealogy, and position
of the figures, and consequently, it can also be helpful in
understanding the nature of the political system of the Sassanids.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Sasanian commemorative works played the role of a propaganda-communication channel
of the government and spoke of the political, religious, social, cultural, and artistic
thoughts of that period. According to some researchers, these works, especially rock
reliefs, are of great importance in terms of portraiture and physiognomy since they often
show kings with their relatives and officials (Wiesehdfer, 1998: 200). However, it seems
that accurate portraiture was not a real concern in the Sassanid commemorative works.
Instead, what was generally at stake was the simulation of the characters with the help of an
inter-tangled system of symbols (represented by crowns, headgear, clothing, specific
signs, the locationality of the characters with regard to each other, the type of figure and
gesture, and the crystallization in representation (Khorashadi, 2010: 301). So, it can be
argued that the two fundamental features of Sassanid commemorative art, “realism" and
the "respect for hierarchy", are meshed together in a way that they have created a cryptic
semiological context in need of interpretation.The purpose of this essay is to identify and
assess signs of body language in a number of Sassanid commemorative works, and to
raise the question why carrying the sword is represented differently in the Sasanian rock
reliefs? According to the main hypothesis of this research, the difference between the
figure of officials in carrying the sword is influenced by their military or governmental
positions; however, two other subsidiary hypotheses can also be put forward: First,
carrying the sword vertically and/or placing the hands in front of the body can be interpreted
as the respect of the "superior lineage or race™; These representations are semiotically
equivalent to the respectful movement of “raising the hand and bending the index finger".
Second, the figure at stake was not a sign of respect for the "superior lineage or race", but
it represented the royal family paying exclusive respect to "Shahanshah [the King of
kings]".

Methodology

The research method is based on the comparative study of historical texts with archaeological
evidence in the form of "historical approach”.

Discussion

What drew attention to the behavioral difference in carrying the sword was the rock relief of
Bahram Il in Sarab-e Bahram. In this rock relief, four dignitaries are divided in two groups on
both sides of the king. The groups are distinct in terms of figurative representation; a point
that as a marker of body language, led the author to look for such differences in other rock
reliefs and commemorative works. In order to achieve this goal, the rock reliefs of Bahram II
in Bishapur, one with the theme of "victory" and the other "acceptance of the Arabs in the
Sassanid court” and the rock relief of Shapur I in Nagsh-e Rajab with the theme of "the
Shahanshah and the courtiers" were examined in detail; then the signs in question were also
monitored in other Sasanian rock reliefs, and finally, two Sassanid silver artifacts with the
theme of "the king and the courtiers" were examined.

It is certain that placing the sword vertically in front of the body and placing the hands on

its hilt, or even ignoring the vertical sword, placing the hands in front of the chest and
stomach, exempted people from paying homage to the superior lineage of the king by
raising their hand and bending their index finger. Since it was not possible to identify the
personality and genealogy of the people carrying the sword vertically and folded hands in
front of the body in all cases, to determine whether or not it was an act exclusive to the
royal family, therefore it is not possible to reach a decisive conclusion.
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Conclusion

According to the theory of intertextuality, there is an intertextual connection between the
behavioral code in question, i.e. sword-carrying, and the military officers since the
commander-in-chief, the Shahanshah himself, is represented in some scenes as holding a
sword vertically in front of his body. If so, then vertical sword-carrying can be interpreted
as a tradition of appreciation and respect, exclusive to the high-ranking military class. A
milder possibility for interpretation is to say that, regardless of the position and class
affiliation, carrying the sword was the equivalent of raising hand and bending the index
finger as a sign of respect to the superior lineage. The third possibility, which is more
cautious than the two previous ones, is that carrying the sword was a sign of respect
carried out only by the royal family to pay their respect to Shahanshah.

In conclusion, the author points out that this essay, alongside the hypotheses put forward,
is merely a tool for drawing more attention to the meanings of such symbolic
representations. Any interpretation of carrying the sword will be a basis for understanding
the personalities, officials, genealogies and the socio-cultural norms. The holistic
understanding of such a semiotic context will ultimately help us to revise the very nature
of the Sasanian political system in terms of inter-dynastic and intra-dynastic patterns.
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Fig. 1. The rock relief of Bahram II at Sarab-e Bahram (Herrmann, 1989).
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Fig. 2. The rock relief of Bahram Il at Bishapur (Daryaee, 2014: 66).
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Fig. 3. The discussed figure (Papak Hazérbed) in the rock relief of Ardashir | at Darabgerd (Hinz, 2006: 206).
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Fig. 4. The rock relief of Bahram Il at Bishapur (Hermann, 1989).
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Figs. 5, 6. The rock relief of Shapur I at Nagsh-e Rajab (Hermann, 1969).

Prince in the rock relief of Shapur | at Nagsh-e Rajab (Author).
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Fig. 7. A cup ascribed to KhosrowAnushirvan (Hermann, 1994).
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Fig. 8. A vessel ascribed to the Sassanid king with the courtiers ( Mousavikouhpar, 2004: 263).



