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HISTORY, EPIC, AND NUMISMATICS:
ON THE TITLE OF YAZDGERD I (RAMSAHR)

TouraJ DARYAEE*

The early Sasanian kings proclaimed to be from the race of the gods.
This is clear from their royal inscriptions as well as the legends on their
coins starting with Ardaxsir I to the fourth century CE. Ardax$ir’s
inscription at Nags-e Rustam reads:

ptkr-y ZNH mzdysn bg-y ’rthstr MLK’'n MLK’ ’yr'n
MNW cir-y MN yzfn BRH bg-y p'pk-y MLK’

pahikar én mazdésn bayardaxsir sahan $ah éran

ke cihr az yazdan puas baypabag sah

“This is the image of the Mazdaean Majesty,

Ardaxéir, King of Kings of Eran, whose origin is from the
gods, son of the Majesty King Pabag.”

With Ardaxsir 11 (379-383 CE), the Sasanian kings began to adopt
alternative titles which did not connect them to the gods anymore.
By the end of the fourth century CE, the kings only proclaimed to be
mzdysn “Mazdaean” and MLK'n MLK' “King of Kings”, and the
legends for unknown and yet unexplained reasons became much
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! I have adopted H. Humbach and P.0. Skjerve’s (1983: 27) translation. For the
inscriptions see Back (1978: 281).
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shorter. However, with Yazdgerd I (399-420 CE), a new title is
inscribed on his coins which reads ’'mstly. The late eminent Austrian
numismatist, Robert Goébl, translated the title as “Delight of the
Empire” (Gobl 1983: 330). As he noted, the legend usually begins at
11 o’clock and runs counterclockwise and continues in a second line
due to the length of the legend (Gobl 1983: 330). There is no problem
with Gobl's concise description of Yazdgerd’s coinage, but I believe the
title needs to be translated somewhat differently in light of the histor-
ical and epic material. This brief essay will discuss the origin and
meaning of the title as well as its importance not only for Sasanian
numismatics, but also for Sasanian history and epic, which demon-
strate their often-interrelated aspects.

THE OBVERSE LEGEND

There is little need to describe the silver coinage (drahm) of
Yazdgerd 1 since it portrays the king’s bust on the obverse as most
Sasanian coins do (Figure 1). His name yzdkrt “Yazdgerd” is struck on
the right side of the bust and the title of ’'mstly on the left side of the
bust. As mentioned, I believe the title needs to be translated differ-
ently in light of the historical evidence. The word I'm | ram can be
translated as “peace”, “ease”, “pleasure”, “joy”, or “satisfaction”, but
as we will see, in Yazdgerd’s case “peace” is the most plausible
option. Considering the relatively contemporaneous Manichaean mate-
rial, in which mysn means “peace” and rmyn- “to bring peace”,
Yazdgerd’s legend should be translated similarly.

Avestan ramaya- “to calm”, and rdman- “peace” also further this
suggestion. Such Middle Persian words as raménidar “one who brings

Figure 1. Drahm of Yazdgerd I (ANS 1940.209.60).
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