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Abstract

Sassanian seals and sealings were used in all levels of society and administrative
organizations during historical periods, including the Sassanid era. They have played a
significant role in our understanding of various historical aspects of this period. Among
the motifs carved on Sasanian seals that reveal the beliefs of their owners, the image of
women as an important population of Sassanian society is also engraved on the seals.
Seals inscribed with female motifs are considered important sources for analyzing the
position of women in this period and reflect society’s attitude towards this group. This
article aims to investigate the motif of women on Sassanian seals by introducing a
seal from the Bu-Ali-Sina Museum in Hamadan. Through library studies and direct
observation of the seal, the Authors discuss the symbolic aspects and interpretation of
the inscription on this seal, describing the female motifs present. The question raised
is the relationship between the character on the seal and the owner. To what extent
does the inscription reflect feminine concepts? Seals engraved with the motif of women
were likely owned by women, indicating their individual independence and social status
during that period. While women in the Sassanian period were less involved in business
and politics than men, the presence of seals with female motifs demonstrates their
acceptance and legal position in the administrative and economic affairs of the time.
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Introduction

Seals are considered one of the most significant discoveries in archaeological
excavations, shedding light on the mysteries of the past. Seal motifs provide insight
into the cultural and civilizational evolution of different historical periods. On
pre-Islamic seals, motifs depicting women engaged in daily activities, as well as
symbols related to mythology and religion that reflect the social status of women,
hold great importance. Alongside these depictions of women, images of animals like
dogs or scorpions are sometimes carved, suggesting the religious and mythological
significance of women. Women in pre-Islamic times were often associated with the
queen or goddess of water, Anahita. The main objective of this article is to explore the
significance of the motif of women on Sassanid seals, using a seal from the collection
of the Bu-Ali-Sina Museum in Hamadan as an example. By analyzing the motif and
inscription on this seal, the article aims to address the connection between the motif
and the seal’s owner, as well as how feminine concepts are reflected in the inscription.
However, due to the unknown origin of the seal, establishing its exact chronology

poses a challenge.

The Motif of women on Sasanian seals

The image of a woman in Sasanian seals is a symbol of the queen or goddess Anahita.
Her role in these seals is in the form of a profile, half-length, standing in awe of a
woman with a long and fringed dress as a symbol of the waves of the boundless
waters, similar to Anahita’s tunic while raising her hand and holding a lotus branch in
her hand. In some seals, the image of the queen is engraved next to a man, either the
king or the wife of the woman. The queen and the king face each other in profile and
look at each other. Sometimes a tree can be seen among them, which is a symbol of
the tree of life. (Brunner, 1979: 47). In the motifs left on Sasanian seals, a woman is
depicted as giving thanks and to show her marital status, she is either holding a flower
that is a symbol of offering to the gods or she is holding a ring that shows her marriage
contract. Sometimes the female figure is shown as a person holding a royal crown in
the air and dancing (Brunner, 1978: 61). The role of a woman on Sasanian seals is
sometimes seen next to a child in sitting or standing positions or while holding the
child in her arms. It has been said that these kinds of seals belonged to the Christians
of different parts of Iran, in which the role of the woman was the symbol of Mary
and the child was the symbol of Christ (Mesbah Ardakani and Dadvar, 2008: 179;
Brunner, 1979: 42; Harper, 1978: 145). In most of the Sassanid seals depicted with a
female figure, the name of the owner of the seal appears in the inscription around the
female figure. (Mohammadifar & Malekan, 2013: 5).
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A Sasanian seal with a female motif at the Bu-Ali-Sina Museum in
Hamadan

The seal, with registration number 4635, is made of Soleimani agate and measures
18 mm long and 8 mm wide, weighing 3.3 grams. There is a crack in the right margin
of the seal. The image on the seal depicts a standing woman, possibly wearing a
cloak, looking to the right. She has long hair and is holding either a flower or a bird
in her hand. Below her hand, a ribbon hangs, potentially a belt around her waist. Her
dress appears to be shaped like a tank at the bottom, tight on the leg, and flowing to
the ground like boundless waters. The motifs of the moon, star, and flower or bird
are significant on this seal, along with the motif of women. The seal under study
bears an inscription on the margin indicating the owner’s name (Hu-rdy) and family
relationship (son of Hu-dén), suggesting that the seal likely belonged to a woman.
Symbols like the star, flower, and dove, associated with the goddess Anahita in Iranian
mythology, further support the idea that this seal was owned by a woman in Sassanid
society.

Interpreting the seal inscription for research purposes, the text on the right side of
the main seal reads from 1 o’clock to about 6 o’clock. The inscription includes the
words “Ho Roy” and “Ho Din,” which may be a title or name. The suffix “an” at the
end of the second word indicates a relative connection. Based on the Middle Persian
script and seal morphology, scholars suggest that this seal likely dates back to the late

Sassanid period.

Conclusion

Seals are crucial sources for understanding the history and culture of ancient Iran.
The variety of carved patterns on seals from the Sassanid period provides valuable
insights into the religious beliefs of that era. The motif of women on these seals,
whether alone or paired with other symbols, highlights their significant social status
in Sassanid society. Women, particularly court women, who owned seals were
actively involved in commercial and official matters. The presence of feminine
motifs on seals challenges the perception of women’s limited roles in business
and politics during that time. The motif of a woman alongside a child emphasizes
family values in Sassanid society. Additionally, attributing certain female motifs
on Sasanian seals to the goddess Anahita underscores her importance in religious

themes of that period.
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Fig. 2: Profile of a woman with the clothing of the goddess Anahita on a Sassanid seal (https://www.britishmuse-
um.org/collection/object/A_1880-3503_1).
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Fig. 3: The image of the queen next to the king on a Sasanian seal (https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/
object/A_1880-3501&1533164001)
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Fig. 4: The motifs of men and women in Sassanid era with the concept of marriage (https://www.britishmuseum.
org/collection/image/425635001).



078 e | i [ 7V Byl amniy i sy e || 498 ||

03holis gl 5 GISSs Jod g Gluls Glage o oasblery slagloiis 53
)al)wlula)_,l@M&@débdwlo@owﬁwmﬁu&bwy
Cyguods o) 8yS (2B 0yl0 jLas ] jo |y ol plglgasl wbe Sslias aS gladls L oyls cowd
ol sl 0310 ioles cccwl fialy Jlayo 5 aaladSS g jo |y als 7L 48 pases
Sroobai .ol dsgi B oo ds ol y0 ol QYT)H} 90N 25 Uiedgo -(Brunner, 1978: 61)
55 IS s Sy c(6S5l A5 ) sy A5 L 56 S 00y eylape coylins colo JoLn siilo
L oot (Sad a8 wlods oS yoguaids aSlo b g3bojl ol ;LS y0 a8 e olaols
VY Y0 (0l QY NYAY 5oy 5 Slajysl) diian bLS) )3 (55 Jol> 5 (y55L Sy
.(Harper, 1978: 145 £\Yo-\AY 2\YAY )9035 5 (S513)lzluas

00bunl b dwis slacdls ;o SoeS SO LS jo ol slols lage yo oy Lindis
@ Lo ol 350 g0 48 (D yguad) Gl diis 000 W)ld bgtl o ly S39S aS Jsyo b
3Led S35 5 puape yiany Shed (4l 33 ¢y ity 48 asinld las ol cidisee bLES ¢ loume
Harper, tBrunner, 1979: 42 \Y& :\YAY « 5015 5 5180, lzlucs) cawl 0040 3ok (umme coyins)
.(1978: 145

.(https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/A_1880-3503_1)  lulo (g540 y1 S355 9 (45 i 10 yyguas
Fig. 5: The motif of woman and child on Sassanid Mehri (https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/ob-
ject/A_1880-3503_1).
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Tab. 1: Reading and transcription of the seal of Bu- Ali Sina Museum (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 6: Bu-Ali Sina Museum seal with a woman motif (Photo by: Mohammad Naghi Seyedi tabar).
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