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A Donative Dirham of the Shirwānshāh
Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad (AH 370–81)
struck at Barda‘a in AH 373 (982/3)
ALEXANDER AKOPYAN AND ARAM VARDANYAN

THE HISTORY of Arrān in the fourth century AH was dominated by an increase in the
Kurdish and Daylamite element in the north-western Iran and Caucasus.1 The rise
of the Buyids in Iran provoked a massive migration of Daylamites into the northern
territories particularly towards Armenia and Adharbayjān. By the AH 370s the
northern parts of Armenia around Dvin had become the centre of a struggle between
the Armenian kings, the amīr of Goghtn, Abū Dulaf and the Rawwādids. The
possession of Arrān with its capital Barda‘a was disputed by both Shaddādids and
Shirwānshāhs. At the same time Iranian Adharbayjān and some parts of Vaspurakan
Armenia gradually became a part of the Rawwādid lands. Driving the Sallārids back
to Ardabīl the Rawwādids seized Marāgha and Urmiya and made the amīrs of Khūy,
Salmās and Arjīsh their vassals.
This article discusses the attribution of this coin struck at Barda‘a in AH 373. In
our opinion the ‘Mu¢ammad ibn Sallār’ mentioned on the coin should be identified
with a Shirwānshāh ruler Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad (370–81) who, according to written
sources, controlled Barda‘a at this period.

Fig. 1
Silver Donative Dirham. Barda‘a AH 373.
Obv: Central legend ÓC ÅÜrm / jûÖcÕ ÓC / ËC çÆC Ë
Marginal legend: öïDÖUÇT Ü Ûê²Mr Ü VÇT öÚr ö±inML Kn¤ ÓC ×sL
Rev: A horseman to left in the centre. Above: DYêcÆC ÝLC
From the left: ÓC. From the right: ö»êÇf íÇ±.
Below: mûÌsÆC ÛL jûÖcÕ.
Ye. Pakhomov, ‘Arabskie i prikaspiysko-iranskie feodaly v Azerbaydzhane X–XI vv’, in: Sbornik
Pamyati Akademika N. Ya. Marra (Moscow–Leningrad, 1938), pp. 416–28.
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Two specimens have appeared at auction: Sotheby’s (London) Auction, 20 May
1986 lot 498 (3.04 grams, mounted) and ibid., 24 March 1988, lot 595 (3.31 grams)
(Fig. 1). Another was published by Atom Damali in 150 Devlet, 1500 Sultan: Islam
Sikkeleri, (Istanbul, 2001), p. 132.
The coins illustrated above have previously been catalogued as either Sallārid
or Rawwādid. Both attributions are questionable. The typology of the coin is
quite different from the normal style used by the Sallārids and their successors
the Rawwādids on their coins. ‘Alī Khalīfa Allāh (‘Alī is the vicar of God) clearly
indicates the Shī‘a adherence of the issuer. The two other noteworthy features are the
laqab Abū al-Hayjā (Father of Battle) engraved in the upper part of the reverse and
the name, Mu¢ammad ibn as-Sallār cited beneath the horseman on the same side.
The presence of both the Shī‘a inscription ‘Alī Khalīfa Allāh and the name
Mu¢ammad ibn as-Sallār suggests an attribution to the Sallārids. The representatives
of that dynasty considered themselves as descendants of Sallār. This was an old
Persian (Sasanian) military title, deriving from Sardār, which was borne by the
representatives of the Musāfirid family2 who therefore carried the self-name laqab.
This is explained in more detail below. Thus the brother of Marzubān ibn Mu¢ammad
(330–46), Wahsūdān (346–c.357), placed both the nasab ibn as-Sallār and the laqab
as-Sallār on his coins.3 The adherence of the Sallārids to the Shī‘a ideology is also
confirmed by both historical and numismatic data. The evidence that the Sallārid
Marzubān belonged to the Ismā‘īlī (Bātinite) sect is found in the narration of
Miskawayh.4 The Shī‘a ideas were also inherited by Marzubān’s son Ibrahīm (34973) who went so far as to strike dīnārs in the name of the Fātimid caliph al-Mu‘īzz
li-dīn Allāh (341–65).5
There are, however, good reasons for rejecting the possibility that such coins were
struck by the Sallārids. First, there is no Mu¢ammad in the list of contemporary
Sallārid rulers of that time. Mu¢ammad ibn as-Sallār could in theory refer to the
founder of the Sallārid dynasty Mu¢ammad (ruled before 304), the son of Musāfir
who bore the title as-Sallār. The presence of his name on such coins would have had
an ideological rather than political meaning. By 373, however, the Sallārids had lost
their control over the major part of their former lands to the Rawwādids and were
entrenched in Ardabīl which they lost in the same year. Barda‘a, at that period, was
definitely out of their influence.
Another possible issuer could be the Rawwādid ¶usayn ibn Mu¢ammad (c.344–
78) who bore the kunya Abū al-¶ayjā. If that is the case it remains unclear who
was the Mu¢ammad ibn as-Sallār mentioned on the coins. By 373 the Rawwādids
would hardly have accepted the weak Sallārids as their suzerains. At the same time,
F. Justi, Iranisches Namensbuch (Marburg, 1895), p. 280; V. Büchner, ‘Sālār’, in: EI2, vol. 4, p. 102.
A. Vardanyan, ‘On the coinage of the Sallārids and contemporary military generals in Iranian
Adharbayjān in the tenth century AD’, JONS 191 (2007), pp. 8–19.
4
Abū ‘Alī A¢mad ibn Mu¢ammad Miskawayh, Tajārib al-Umam, trans. and ed. by H. Amedroz, D.
Margoliouth, vol. 2, (London, 1921), p. 35; S. Stern, ‘The early Ismā‘īlī missionaries in North-West
of Persia and Khurāsān and Transoxania’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 23
(1960), pp. 70–4.
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Vardanyan, ‘On the coinage of the Sallārids’, p. 13.
2

3

A DONATIVE DIRHAM OF THE SHIRWĀNSHĀH MU¶AMMAD IBN A¶MAD

263

although the Rawwādids took Ardabīl from the Sallārid Ibrahīm in the same year, the
whole of Adharbayjān was subjugated by them only in 377.6 There is no evidence
either in the sources that the Rawwādids made an attempt to seize Barda‘a from the
Shirwānshāh Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad who had captured the town in 372. What is
known is that the Rawwādid ¶usayn in 432 of the Armenian Era (AH 371/2) was
fighting a war against Abū Dulaf of Goghtn for Dvin. As a result the Rawwādids
lost some of their towns in the north, including Dvin.7 In addition, from the religious
point of view, it seems unlikely that the Rawwādids, who derived from the Arabian
tribe al-Azd,8 would ever place a Shī‘a inscription on their coins.
These observations suggest that both the title Abū al-¶ayjā and the name
Mu¢ammad ibn as-Sallār could have belonged to the same person.9 According to the
most reliable genealogical manuals only the Shirwānshāh Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad fits
both chronologically and geographically.10 Since the end of the 360s the Shaddādids
of Ganja had been struggling with the Yazīdī Shirwānshāhs for the possession of
Barda‘a and neighbouring territories. By 368 the Shaddādids had seized Barda‘a
and its adjacent areas as far as Shamkur. In 372 the Shaddādid Marzubān (368–75)
lost Barda‘a to the Shirwānshāh Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad.11 The latter appointed
as governor there one Mūsā ibn ‘Alī but he rebelled in 378.12 The Yazīdīds then
maintained their control over Barda‘a until the Shaddādid Fadl I (375–422) annexed
the town in 383 and, along with Baylaqān, included it within his state’s borders.13
The Yazīdids originally derived from the Arabian tribe ash-Shaybānī, but by the
end of the third century AH the Yazīdid ruler Haytham ibn Mu¢ammad had assumed
the title Shirwānshāh. The Mazyadid line of Shirwānshāhs ended in 305 after the
death of ‘Alī ibn Haytham (c.300–4). His rival Abū ³āhir Yazīd ibn Mu¢ammad
(304–37) came from the later Shirwānshāh branch which ruled in Layzān (Lahich
which is located to the north-west of Shamakhī), formerly a small Sasanian vassal
kingdom which was ruled by local rulers.14 At the time Haytham ibn Khalīd (247-?)
was independently ruling over Shirwān, his brother Yazīd ibn Khalīd (the grandfather
Minorsky, Studies in Caucasian History (London, 1953), pp. 164–5.
Stephen of Taron, The Universal History of Stephen of Taron, Called Asołik, trans. by N. Emin
(Moscow, 1864), p. 132.
8
A¢mad ibn Jābir al-Balādhurī, Kitāb Futūh al-Buldān, trans. by Philip Hitti (Beirut, 1966), p. 166.
9
We are grateful to Dr Lutz Ilisch for discussing this coin with us.
10
Clifford Bosworth mentions another Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad among the Hāshimid rulers of Darband,
but he was ruling between 387 and 393. C. Bosworth, The New Islamic Dynasties (Edinburgh, 2004),
p. 104 and E. Zambaur, Manuel de Généalogie et de Chronologie pour l’histoire d’Islam (Hanover,
1955), p. 180.
11
W. Madelung, ‘The minor dynasties of Northern Iran’, in: The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 4
(Cambridge, 1975), p. 240 and S. Ashurbeyli, Gosudarstvo Shirvanshakhov (Baku, 1983), p. 84. The
two known coins of Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad (struck at Shābarān in 372 and Shirwān) give both his
name and titulature in the form of Abū al-¶ārith Asad al-Malik al-Mu‘yyad Abū al-¶asan Mu¢ammad
ibn A¢mad Shirwānshāh see V. Lebedev, P. Petrov, ‘Monety Shirvanshakha Mukhammada b. Akhmada
(370–381/981–991)’, Numizmatika (2004), p. 31.
12
V. Minorsky, A History of Sharvān and Darband in the 10th – 11th centuries (Cambridge, 1958), p. 29.
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Madelung, ‘The minor dynasties of Northern Iran’, p. 240.
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Minorsky, A History of Sharvān, pp. 26-7.
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of Abū ³āhir Yazīd) was in power in Layzān.15 Early on the Mazyadids had establish
relations with the local rulers of Layzān16 who claimed descent from the legendary
Sasanian king, Bahrām V Gūr (AD 420–38). They were appointed by Khusrau I
Anūshirwān (AD 531–79) as defenders (marzubāns) to maintain control over the
frontier with Daghestān.17 In 333 the army of Abū ³āhir Yazīd allied with the forces
of Darband and fought off a Daylamite invasion.18 The subsequent isolation of Abū
³āhir from the Shaybānī Shirwānshāhs stimulated his successors to adopt the name
‘Kesranids’ (the name of the so-called ‘second dynasty of Shirwānshāhs’) and to
start their dynastic line from Khusrau I.19 In this respect, Pakhomov commented
‘… a claim to assign Sasanian origin to themselves was a common weakness of
Daylamite feudal rulers’.20 In his Murūj adh-Dhahab Mas‘ūdī wrote: ‘the king now
[in Shirwān] is a certain Muslim Mu¢ammad ibn Yazīd who was a descendant of
Bahrām Gūr’.21 According to Ibn ¶auqal this Mu¢ammad ibn Yazīd (337–45) paid a
tribute of one million dirhams to the Sallārid Marzubān ibn Mu¢ammad in 344.22
Among the contemporary Muslim dynasties throughout the region only two ruling
houses can be regarded as having a Persian background. The most outstanding
Persian dynasty was the line of the Sallārids, known also as Musāfirids or Kangarids.
According to Munajjim Bashī’s Akhbār ad-Duwal the Sallārids were related to the
king of Daylam Justān ibn Wahsūdān (d. 306).23 By establishing close relations
with the Justānids of Daylam the Sallārids gradually extended their influence over
certain territories in Daylam and seized adjacent lands lying beyond.24 They soon
took possession of Tarm and proclaimed themselves the rulers of the part of the
Daylamite province with its centre in Tarm. This was followed by the adoption by
the Sallārids of the title Sallār (from the Old Persian title Sardār)25 which they used
widely on their coinage as well.26
A progressive Persianisation can also be found in the subsequent adoption by
Shirwānshāhs of Persian proper names.27 (Fig. 2) Five out of seven sons of Abū Nasr
Yazīd ibn A¢mad (381–418) bore Persian names such as Qubād, Anūshirwān, Sallār,
Manūchi¢r and Mamlān. The adoption of names, kunyas and nisbas borrowed from
the neighbouring ruling families was commonplace among the contemporary rulers
ibid., p. 58.
According to Minorsky the Shirwānshāhs acquired the titles Layzān Shāh and Khursān Shāh only
after absorbing several neighbouring kingdoms see Hudūd al-‘Ālam. The Regions of the World. A
Persian Geography 372 AH / 982 AD, trans. and exp. by V. Minorsky (Cambridge, 1982), p. 455.
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Minorsky, A History of Sharvān, p. 76.
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ibid., p. 27.
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20
ibid., p. 423.
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Pavet de Courteille (Paris, 1863), p. 4.
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of Oriental and African Studies 15 (1953), p. 519.
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Fig. 2
of the region. Thus, both Shaddādids and Sallārids used the nisba ar-Rawwādī.28 In
the fourth century the nisba as-Sallārī was used by both Sallārids and Shirwānshāhs.
The names Anūshirwān and Manūchi¢r were widely used by Shaddādids and the
name Mamlān was also known for the Rawwādids.29 In that respect, the medieval
Armenian author Stephen of Taron, was so confused by the frequent inter-dynastic
borrowings of names and titles that he once mistakenly called the Rawwādid amīr
¶usayn ibn Mu¢ammad the grandson of the Persian amīr Sallār.30
The inscription ‘Alī Khalīfa Allāh on the coin demonstrates both the religious
adherence of the family to the Shī‘a ideology and proclaims the completion of the
process of Persianisation among the members of the family. After a long resistance
against the ‘Abbāsids in the middle of the third century AH the Daylamites adopted
Pakhomov, ‘Arabskie i prikaspiysko-iranskie feodaly’, p. 419.
Bosworth, The New Islamic Dynasties, pp. 148, 150–1.
30
Vseobschaya istoriya Stepanosa Taronskago, Asokhika po prozvaniyu, trans. by N. Emin, (Moscow,
1864), p. 131.
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Shī‘ism from Zaydī Imāms.31 The activities of the Ismā‘īlīs in Adharbayjān under the
Sallārid Marzubān ibn Mu¢ammad was also mentioned by Miskawayh in his Tajārib
al-Umam.32

Fig. 3. Jalālābād AR 343, ANS Rep. 1964, no. 1.
The dirhams of Barda‘a are not the only example of a donative issue. Similar
coins are known from slightly earlier. In the ANS there are specimens whose legends
recall the coin under discussion. (Fig. 3) They were struck at a mysterious mint
‘Jalālābād’ in 343.33 The skilful engraving of the inscriptions indicates they were a
donative issue. Like the dirhams of Barda‘a the Jalālābād specimens also bear the
inscription ‘Alī Khalīfa Allāh on the reverse. The name of the Sallārid Wahsūdān ibn
Mu¢ammad was engraved below on the same side. Wahsūdān appears here with his
title Sayf Al Mu¢ammad engraved on both sides of the central legend.
In conclusion we would argue that the donative dirhams of Barda‘a issued in AH
373 were struck by the Yazīdid ruler Mu¢ammad ibn A¢mad. He was one of the
most powerful rulers of his time,34 therefore his acceptance of any contemporary
neighbouring ruler as an overlord seems improbable. The Sallārids were too weak,
while the Rawwādids suffered a severe defeat in their war with both Abū Dulaf and
the Armenian king Smbat II (AD 977–89) in the north. After assuming control over
Barda‘a in 372 Mu¢ammad organized an issue of donative coins on the occasion
of his victory over the Shaddādids. In honour of that event the honorific title Abū
al-Hayjā was also placed in the upper segment of the reverse.35 By adding to his
name the nasab ibn as-Sallār Mu¢ammad wished to indicate that he was a legitimate
successor of the Persian Shāhanshāhs.
31
There is a very detailed account on the activities of the Zaydī Imāms in Tabaristān in Ibn
Isfandiyār’s, An Abridged Translation of the History of Tabaristān (Leyden, 1905). On the ‘Alids see
also W. Madelung, Arabic Texts Concerning the History of the Zaydī Imāms of Tabaristān, Daylamān
and Gīlān (Beirut, 1987).
32
Miskawayh, Tajārib al-Umam, vol. 2, pp. 192–4.
33
ANS Annual Report (New York, 1964), no. 1; S. Album, FPL 192 (2003), no. 183; S. ³abā²abā‘ī,
Sikkeha-ye Islāmiyye Īrān (Tabrīz, 1373), p. 297.
34
Ibn ¶auqal, Kitāb al-Masālik wa al-Mamālik, trans. by W. Ouseley (London, 1800), p. 163.
35
By the end of the third century AH the title Abū al-Hayjā (the Father of battle) became very popular
among the rulers of Iran and Adharbayjān. For example, the Shaddādids used that laqab widely on their
coins in Barda‘a in 393–5 and Ganja in 396, see V. Lebedev, D. Markov, A. Koifman, Monetnoe delo
i denezhnoe obraschenie gandzhiyskogo emirata Sheddadidov (ser. X–XI vv.) (Moscow, 2006), p. 71.
The same title was also used by the amīrs of Khūy in the 370s. ³abā²abā‘ī published a large group of
coins struck by Justān ibn Rabīb ad-daula, the ruler of Berkrī. On his coins Justān often appears with the
title Abū al-Hayjā as well, see ³abā²abā‘ī, Sikkeha-ye, pp. 303–4. See also the commentaries on p. 305.
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The horseman depicted on the coin could be the Fourth Orthodox caliph ‘Alī
ibn Abī ³ālib who was the first Imām of the Shī‘a Muslims. According to Muslim
tradition ‘Alī was the greatest warrior of all times.36 The connection of ‘Alī with the
idea of a warrior first appears after the battle of Badr in AH 2. He was also prominent
during the battle of Uhud as well as in many others. During those battles ‘Alī bore
the standard of faith but sometimes he held a bifurcated sword known also as Dhū`lFiqār.37 The sword was presented to the young ‘Alī by the prophet Mu¢ammad. The
tradition of depicting ‘Alī as a horseman on objects as well as in painting became
more popular in later times. The most widespread depiction of ‘Alī was as the figure
of the caliph holding either the Dhū`l-Fiqār or the Shī‘a standard together with his
two sons ¶asan and ¶usayn.
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A.S.M.H. ³abā²abā‘ī, Shī‘ite Islām (New York, 1979), p. 191.
A. Khatab, The Battles of Badr and Uhud (London, 1996).

