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This article examines the ideological, semantic, and sacred functions of Safavid coinage based
on a comparative analysis of Persian-language scholarly sources and numismatic materials discove-
red in Azerbaijan. The study aims to demonstrate that Safavid coins functioned not only as instruments
of economic exchange but also as ideological tools for legitimizing the Shi ‘i theocratic state. The re-
search analyzes royal titular, epigraphic formulas of imamate ideology, semantic structures of prayers
and sacred expressions, and the role of Iranian mints in political centralization. The findings reveal
that Safavid coins served as carriers of visual-sacral information that transmitted Shi i ideology to
mass consciousness. The study’s originality lies in presenting Safavid numismatics as an integrated
ideological system structured through semiotic codes. The results contribute to a deeper understanding
of the political culture of medieval Azerbaijan and Iran and provide valuable insights into the
relationship between material culture and religious ideology.

Keywords: Safavid coinage; Shi‘i ideology; numismatics; imamate; Iranian mints; semiotics.

Introduction. The political ideology of the Safavid state (1501-1736) was fundamentally shaped
by the doctrine of Shi‘i imamate, which played a decisive role in legitimizing royal authority. This
ideological framework was transmitted not only through legal-political documents and religious
treatises but also through material culture, particularly coinage, which functioned as a powerful me-
dium of mass communication. Safavid coins occupied a distinctive position within the numismatic
systems of the medieval Middle East, serving not merely as instruments of monetary circulation but
also as symbolic carriers of sacred legitimacy. Through carefully constructed epigraphic formulas,
royal titles, and religious invocations, coins conveyed political and theological messages that reinfor-
ced the ruler’s status as both a temporal and spiritual authority.

Persian-language scholarship, including the works of Abbas Igbal Ashtiani, Rasul Ja‘farian, and
Sajad Mousavi, contains valuable information regarding the ideological dimensions of Safavid coina-
ge. However, existing studies have rarely examined these materials from a systematic semiotic pers-
pective. In particular, the symbolic structures of inscriptions, titulature, and sacred formulas have not
been fully analyzed as integrated ideological codes.

Moreover, Safavid coins discovered in Azerbaijan have not yet been comprehensively incorpo-
rated into scholarly circulation, creating significant gaps in regional and comparative analyses. This
article seeks to address these deficiencies by integrating Persian-language sources with Azerbaijani
numismatic evidence. The primary objective of this study is to analyze the ideological and semiotic
functions of Safavid coinage through a systematic examination of epigraphic, titillate, and symbolic
elements. The research employs historical-comparative, epigraphic, and semiotic methodologies to
explore how monetary objects functioned as instruments of ideological communication within the
Safavid political system.

The study of Safavid coinage in Azerbaijan developed at the intersection of three scholarly tradi-
tions: local numismatic research, Iranian epigraphic cataloguing, and international economic history.
Each of these directions proposed different ways of reading the coin - as an economic unit, as an artistic
object, or as a historical document. Azerbaijani scholarship gradually formed a synthetic approach in
which the monetary specimen is treated primarily as a bearer of ideological and administrative
information.
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Formation of the Azerbaijani Numismatic School. A decisive contribution to the discipline was
made by A. Rajabli, who defined the main task of numismatics as the identification of the place and
significance of coins for the reconstruction of socio-economic and political life. According to this view,
every hoard and every mint mark reflects concrete historical processes: changes of power, organization
of trade routes, and fiscal reforms. Rajabli emphasized the continuity of Azerbaijani monetary tradition
from antiquity to the early modern period and demonstrated that the Safavid system relied on earlier
regional experience. Further development of this line is presented in the works of M.Seyfeddini, Q.Pir-
guliyeva, where methods of reading Arabic-Persian legends were systematized. Particular attention
was given to the semantic structure of Safavid inscriptions: the combination of Qur’anic quotations,
names of the Imams, and royal titulature. Pirguliyeva showed that the coin functioned as a “portable
manifesto” of Twelver Shi‘ism and that the terminology of denominations (shahi, abbast, muhammadi)
was directly connected with concepts of sovereignty (13; 14; 15).

Iranian researchers, above all Tabatabai, created detailed catalogues of Safavid issues and deve-
loped a precise system of transliteration of legends. Their work made it possible to compare Azer-
baijani materials with collections from Isfahan, Qazvin and Mashhad, revealing both unity and regional
variation. Western historiography traditionally concentrated on questions of silver supply, trade with
Europe, and the monetary reform of Shah Abbas I. Although these studies clarified the economic
background, they paid less attention to the ideological content of legends (16).

The present article follows the Azerbaijani interpretative model and treats the coin as a structured
text consisting of several layers:

1. Confessional layer - proclamation of Shi‘i doctrine through the shahada and the names of the

Twelve Imams;

2. Dynastic layer - royal epithets constructing the image of the just and divinely guided ruler;

3. Administrative layer - indication of mint and year, integrating territory into imperial time;

4. Material layer - weight and metal standard expressing economic policy.

Such a complex reading allows us to connect micro-level epigraphic details with macro-histori-
cal processes. The Azerbaijani corpus is especially valuable because it covers both central (Tabriz)
and provincial (Ordubad, Nakhichevan, Iravan) mints, reflecting the interaction between the capital
and the Caucasian frontier.

The analysis is based on three groups of materials:

« theoretical works of Azerbaijani scholars, primarily Rajabli and Pirguliyeva;

« catalogued descriptions of concrete coins from Azerbaijani collections;

« comparative data from Iranian catalogues, particularly those of Tabatabai.

By combining these sources, the article seeks to demonstrate how Safavid monetary issues
operated as instruments of imperial ideology within the Azerbaijani space.

This historiographical framework defines the questions of the research: how were Shi ‘i formulas
encoded on coins; how did the network of Azerbaijani mints participate in imperial communication;
and how did metrological changes correlate with political transformations of the seventeenth century.

The empirical basis of the research consists of a group of Safavid silver coins preserved in Azer-
baijani collections and published catalogues. These specimens cover the period from the reign of Mu-
hammad Khudabanda to the late rule of Sulayman I and originate from both central and provincial
mints. The diversity of places and dates makes it possible to trace the evolution of legends, metrology,
and administrative practices.

Shi i ideological codes in Safavid coin inscriptions. The adoption of Shi‘i imamate doctrine as
the official state ideology of the Safavid dynasty produced profound transformations in the monetary
system. Beginning with the reign of Shah Ismail | (1501-1524), coin inscriptions were systematically
redesigned to reflect theological and political principles associated with Shi‘ism. These epigraphic
structures communicated not only economic information but also ideological messages that reinforced
the sacred foundations of royal authority. One of the most frequently employed formulas on Safavid
coinage was the inscription “°Ali Wali Allah” (*Ali is the Friend of God). This phrase, positioned
alongside or in addition to the traditional Islamic declaration “Muhammad Rasul Allah” (Muhammad
is the Messenger of God), symbolized the centrality of the imamate within Safavid political theology.
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Its inclusion emphasized the continuation of legitimate authority through the lineage of Imam “Ali and
his descendants (1, 18-36; 2, 119-213).

During the reign of ShahTahmasp | (1524—-1576), sacred invocations such as “Ya ‘Ali Madad”
(O “Ali, grant assistance) and “Ya Sahib al-Zaman” (O Lord of the Age) became increasingly pro-
minent on silver abasis and copper fulus. These expressions transformed coins into protective and
devotional objects, reinforcing their function as amuletic artifacts within everyday religious practice.
Persian numismatic scholarship has described such issues as “tabarruki coins,” emphasizing their
blessing-oriented character (3, 367). From a semantic perspective, Shi‘i epigraphic formulas on
Safavid coins fulfilled three primary ideological functions. First, they proclaimed the religious legiti-
macy of state authority. Second, they promoted Shi ‘i identity among diverse social groups. Third, they
demonstrated the ruling dynasty’s commitment to imamate doctrine. Through these mechanisms, coi-
nage operated as a medium of ideological socialization. Consequently, Safavid numismatics cannot be
understood solely in economic terms. Rather, coin inscriptions constituted an integrated system of
symbolic communication through which religious doctrine and political power were continuously
reinforced.

Arabic/Persian Phrase Transliteration Ideological Function / Meaning

Sy e ‘Ali Wali Allah Imamate marker; loyalty to Imam Ali;
Shi‘i identity

A e Ya “Ali Madad Devotional invocation;
protective/talismanic framing

Ol calia Ya Sahib al-Zaman Messianic invocation; connection to the
Hidden Imam

o ¥l S Jl Zill Allah fi al-Ard Sacral kingship; shah as ‘Shadow of
God’

The table above illustrates how a small set of phrases could carry dense ideological meaning.
Importantly, the impact of such inscriptions is amplified by repetition and scale: thousands of coins
moving through hands make doctrine materially ubiquitous.

Royal titulature and theocratic legitimation. Royal titular on Safavid coinage represents a cent-
ral mechanism through which political authority was sacralized and legitimized. The titles and epithets
inscribed on coins portrayed the shah not merely as a temporal ruler but as a divinely sanctioned rep-
resentative of religious order. Within Islamic political culture, such titular functioned as a symbolic
bridge between spiritual authority and worldly governance. Coins issued during the reign of Shah Is-
mail I frequently display titles such as “al-Sultan al-A‘zam Shah Ismail” and “al-Malik al-Mu’ayyad
min Allah” (the king supported by God). These expressions emphasized the divine origin of royal
power and elevated political authority to a sacred level. By embedding such formulas in everyday
monetary circulation, the Safavid state disseminated its legitimacy across social strata. Under Shah
Tahmasp I, the title “Zill Allah fi al-Ard” (the Shadow of God on Earth) became increasingly promi-
nent. This designation framed the shah as a spiritual deputy within the framework of Shi‘i imamate
ideology. It reinforced the perception of royal authority as an extension of divine will and religious
leadership. The reign of Shah Abbas I (1587-1629) marked a significant development in titular prac-
tices. Coins from this period frequently include genealogical references such as “al-Husayni al-Musawi
al-Safawi,” linking the Safavid dynasty to the lineage of Imam Musa al-Kazim (7, 89-112;12, 621-
645). Through this strategy, political legitimacy was reinforced through sacred genealogy, situating
dynastic authority within the framework of Shi‘i sacred history.

The reverse side contained a chain of epithets: al-sultan ibn sultan, al-khdqan ibn khagan, al-
‘adil, al-kamil, al-hadr, al-wali, al- ‘alim. Each term had a precise semantic field:

« al-‘adil — the just ruler guaranteeing order;

« al-hadi — guide of the community;

« al-‘alim — possessor of knowledge;
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« bahadur khan — Turkic element connecting Safavids with steppe traditions.

The coexistence of Arabic, Persian and Turkic vocabulary reflects the multicultural character of
Safavid ideology, especially visible in the Caucasian context.

Confessional Formulas. The most stable element of Safavid coin texts was the Shi‘i proclama-
tion placed on the obverse. The formula “There is no god but God, Muhammad is the messenger of
God, ‘Ali is the friend of God” together with the names of the Twelve Imams created a miniature creed.
This composition had several functions:

1. Doctrinal — affirmation of Twelver orthodoxy as state religion;
2. Integrative — unification of diverse populations through a common symbol;
3. Polemic — distinction from Sunni neighbors, primarily the Ottoman Empire.

Azerbaijani specimens from Ordubad and Nakhchivan repeat this formula almost verbatim,
which demonstrates the rigidity of the ideological core.

The numismatic representation of royal titular thus constituted a carefully constructed ideologi-
cal program. By encoding religious genealogy, divine sanction, and political authority onto metal sur-
faces, Safavid rulers transformed coinage into a durable medium of theocratic legitimation.

Iranian mints and the political geography of monetary circulation. Within the Safavid state,
the minting system functioned not only as an economic mechanism but also as an instrument of poli-
tical centralization and territorial control. The geographic distribution of mints reflected administrative
authority, strategic priorities, and ideological influence. By inscribing mint names on coins, the Safavid
government asserted legal and symbolic sovereignty over specific regions. During the early sixteenth
century, Tabriz served as the principal minting center of the Safavid realm. As the first capital of the
dynasty, it played a crucial role in establishing standardized epigraphic and ideological models. Coins
produced in Tabriz exhibit early and systematic applications of Shi‘i inscriptions, confirming the city’s
function as both a political and ideological hub. Following the designation of Qazvin as the capital in
1555, the Qazvin mint became a central institution within the imperial monetary system. Coins issued
there display increasingly standardized titular and religious formulas, reflecting the consolidation of
centralized fiscal and ideological policies. This development indicates the emergence of a unified
monetary framework. The transfer of the capital to Isfahan under Shah Abbas I transformed the Isfahan
mint into the dominant production center of the empire. Isfahan issues are characterized by high tech-
nical quality and consistent iconographic and epigraphic standards. Through these coins, Safavid ideo-
logical principles were disseminated to distant provinces. Mints operating in Azerbaijani territories,
including Shamakhi, Ganja, Nakhichevan, Ardabil, and Tabriz, demonstrate the region’s economic
vitality and political significance. The Ardabil mint, in particular, reflects the spiritual origins of the
Safavid dynasty and underscores the city’s role as a symbolic center of authority (8, 11-18;11, 85-104).

Taken together, the spatial configuration of Safavid mints constitutes a numismatic map of poli-
tical power. This network illustrates how monetary production served as a mechanism for integrating
peripheral regions into the ideological and administrative structure of the state.

Numismatic evidence from Azerbaijani territories. Safavid coins discovered in Azerbaijani ter-
ritories provide compelling evidence of the region’s central role within the political, economic, and
ideological framework of the Safavid state. Archaeological excavations and accidental finds in Ganja,
Shamakhi, Nakhichevan, Tabriz, Ardabil, and Karabakh reveal distinctive regional patterns in mone-
tary circulation and symbolic representation. Silver abasis from the reign of Shah Abbas I found in the
Shamakhi region frequently bear inscriptions such as “Ya ‘Ali Madad” and “al-Malik al-Mu’ayyad
min Allah ‘Abbas” (5, 19-34). These formulas demonstrate the systematic dissemination of Shi‘i ideo-
logy and confirm the integration of local communities into the imperial religious framework. Such
coins were employed not only in commercial transactions but also in devotional and protective con-
texts. Copper fulus recovered from Ganja primarily served local market circulation. The presence of
mint marks such as “Darab Ganja” indicates effective administrative supervision and fiscal regulation.
The simplified epigraphic structure of these coins suggests deliberate adaptation for mass circulation
and accessibility. Finds from Nakhichevan and Karabakh are dominated by issues of Shah Tahmasp |
and Shah Abbas I, reflecting sustained political and ideological influence in these regions. Ardabil
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specimens, characterized by dense genealogical and devotional inscriptions, emphasize the city’s role
as the spiritual heartland of the Safavid dynasty (6, 23-35;10, 56-67).

Comparative analysis of Azerbaijani Safavid coinage demonstrates the existence of regional
variations in production and circulation practices. Nevertheless, ideological content remained standar-
dized within a unified theocratic framework. This balance between local adaptation and centralized
control reflects the administrative sophistication of the Safavid monetary system.

Semiotic and sacred symbolism: the ideological language of Safavid coins. The semantic struc-
ture of Safavid coinage represents one of the most sophisticated ideological systems in medieval Isla-
mic numismatics. Through the combined use of epigraphy, symbolic signs, and sacred formulas, Safa-
vid rulers constructed a visual-semiotic language that communicated theological and political authority
to diverse audiences. One of the most prominent symbolic elements on Safavid coins is the vertical
dominance of the letter alif. In Persian numismatic scholarship, this feature has been interpreted as a
representation of divine unity and sacred origin. The central placement of alif symbolized both the
oneness of God and the foundational role of imamate doctrine within Safavid ideology.

References to the Twelve Imams constitute another essential component of Safavid semiotic
practice. These motifs appeared either in explicit textual form or through symbolic arrangements of
dots and linear patterns. Such visual coding enabled ideological recognition even among illiterate seg-
ments of society, enhancing the accessibility of religious messages. Sacred invocations such as “Ya
‘Ali Madad” and “Ya Sahib al-Zaman” elevated coins to the status of protective amulets. These
formulas reinforced the perception of coinage as spiritually efficacious objects integrated into everyday
religious life. As a result, monetary instruments acquired devotional significance beyond their econo-
mic function.

Through these layered symbolic strategies, Safavid coinage functioned as a durable medium of
ideological communication. The integration of textual, visual, and sacred elements transformed metal
surfaces into carriers of theological doctrine and political legitimacy.

Conclusion and scholarly contribution. This study demonstrates that Safavid coinage functio-
ned not merely as a medium of economic exchange but also as a powerful instrument of ideological
communication within a Shi‘i theocratic state. Through epigraphic formulas, royal titular, and sacred
symbolism, coins encoded and disseminated the principles of imamate doctrine and dynastic legiti-
macy across society. The analysis reveals that monetary inscriptions and symbolic elements formed an
integrated ideological system designed to reinforce perceptions of divine authority and political conti-
nuity. By circulating these messages in everyday economic life, Safavid rulers ensured the constant
reproduction of religious and political identity among diverse social groups.

Numismatic evidence from Azerbaijani territories confirms the region’s central position within
the Safavid imperial framework and highlights its role in transmitting ideological norms to peripheral
areas. Regional variations in coin production coexisted with standardized theological content, reflec-
ting a balance between administrative flexibility and centralized control. The principal scholarly cont-
ribution of this article lies in its systematic interpretation of Safavid numismatics as a unified semiotic-
ideological system. By integrating Persian-language sources with Azerbaijani archaeological evidence,
the study advances interdisciplinary approaches to Islamic history, material culture, and political theo-
logy.

The findings offer valuable perspectives for future research on the relationship between religious
ideology and monetary practices in premodern Islamic societies and contribute to broader discussions
on the role of material culture in state formation.
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QANIRA PIRQULIYEVA
Baki Doviat Universitetinin dosenti, tarix iizra falsafo doktoru

SOFOVI SIKKOLORININ IDEOLOJi VO SEMIOTIK OLCULORI
(farsdilli manbalar vo Azarbaycan numizmatik materiallari 3sasinda)

Bu mogalo Sofavi dovrii sikkalorinin ideoloji, semantik va sakral funksiyalarinin Azarbaycan
orazisinds askar edilmis numizmatik materiallar vo farsdilli elmi moanbolarin miigayisali tohlili asasin-
da arasdiriimasina hasr olunmusdur. Tadgigat prosesindo Safavi sikkalorinin yalniz igtisadi miibadilo
vasitosi kimi deyil, hom do sio teokratik dovlstinin legitimlosdirilmasindo effektiv ideoloji mexanizm
kimi foaliyyat gostordiyini osaslandirilmisdir. Arasdirmada sah titulaturasi, imamat doktrinasini oks
etdiron epiqrafik formullar, dua va sakral ifadalorin semantik strukturu, eloco do Iran zorbxanalarinin
siyasi morkozlogmo prosesinda rolu tohlil edilir. Xiisusi diqqgat yazilarin vo simvolik elementlarin dini
hakimiyyat va siilalo legitimliyini vahid semiotik sistem ¢or¢ivasindo neco kodlasdirmasina yonaldil-
misdir. Todqgiqatin naticolori gostarir ki, Sefovi sikkalari vizual-sakral informasiya dasiyicisi kimi ¢ixis
edorak sio ideologiyasini giindalik pul dovriyyassi vasitasilo kiitlovi stiura 6tiirmiisdiir. Bu baximdan,
sikko zorbi siyasi hakimiyyatls dini doktrina arasinda simvolik birliyi tomin edon ideoloji kommunika-
siya vasitosi funksiyasini yerino yetirmisdir. Isin elmi yeniliyi Sofavi numizmatikasinin yalniz iqtisadi
va ya tosviri-tarixi fenomen kimi deyil, semiotik kodlar vasitasils strukturlagdirilmis inteqrasiya olun-
mus ideoloji sistem kimi sorh edilmosindadir.Olds olunan naticalor orta asr Azorbaycan vo Iranin siyasi
madoniyyatinin daha darindon anlagilmasina tohfs verir, eyni zamanda maddi madoniyyatlo dini ideo-
logiya arasindaki qarsiligli olagalor haqqinda tosovviirlari genislondirir.

Acar sozlor: Safavi sikkalari, sio ideologiyasi, numizmatika, imamot, Iran zarbxanalari, semio-
tika.

I'AHUPA IIUPT'YJIMEBA

Hoyenm baxunckozo I'ocyoapcmeennoeo Yuueepcumema,
0oxkmop ¢hunocoghuu no ucmopuu

HUAEOJIOT'MYECKHUE U CEMUOTHYECKHUE ACHEKTBI CAD®ABUJICKOM
MOHETHOMU KOJIJIEKIINH (Ha ocHOBe MepCHACKOA3bIYHbIX HCTOYHUKOB U
azepOaliKaHCKMX HyMH3MAaTHYeCKHUX MATEPHAJIOB)

JlaHHast cTaThsl MOCBAILICHA MCCIIEJOBAHUIO MICOTOIMYECKHX, CEMAHTUYECKUX U CAaKPaJTbHBIX
GyHKIM ceeBUICKON YeKaHKH HA OCHOBE CPABHUTEIBHOTO aHAIN3a MEPCOSI3bIYHBIX HAYYHBIX HC-
TOYHHKOB U HyMH3MAaTHYECKUX MaTEpUanoB, OOHAPYKEHHBIX Ha TeppuTopuu Asepbaiimpkana. Cede-
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BUJICKHE MOHETHI ()YHKIIMOHHUPOBAJIU HE TOJIBKO KaK MHCTPYMEHTHI 3KOHOMHUYECKOI0 0OMEHa, HO U
KaK MJICOJIOTMYECKUE MEXaHU3MbI JIETUTUMALMU [IUUTCKOrO0 TEOKPATUUECKOTO IOCY1apCTBa, CO3/1aH-
HOTO JuHacTueil. B pabore ananu3upyroTcs napckas TUTyJIaTypa, snurpapudeckue GopMylibl, OTpa-
JKaroUMe JTOKTPUHY MMamaTa, CEMAaHTUYECKast CTPYKTypa MOJIMTBEHHBIX U CAKPaJIbHBIX BBIPAKECHUMH,
a TaKKe PoJIb UPAHCKUX MOHETHBIX IBOPOB B MpOIecCce MOIUTHYECKON HeHTpanu3anuu. Ocodoe BHU-
MaHUE YACNSIEeTCS TOMY, KaKuM 00pa3oM HaJAMUCH M CUMBOJIMYECKUE AJIEMEHThI KOJIUPOBAIHU PEIu-
THO3HYIO BJIACTh U JUHACTUYECKYIO JETMTUMHOCTh B paMKax LIEJIOCTHOM CEMHUOTHYECKOW CHCTEMBI.
PesynbTaThl MCCIeIOBaHUS TOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO CEPEBUACKHE MOHETHI BBICTYMAIN HOCHTEISIMU BU-
3yalbHO-CaKpabHOM HH(OPMALIUU, TPAHCIUPYS MIMUTCKYIO UICOJIOTHIO B MACCOBOE CO3HAHUE Yepe3
MOBCETHEBHBIN YKOHOMUYECKUI 000pOT. B 3TOM cMbIciie YekaHKa BBITIONHSIA (QYHKIUIO CPEICTBA
UJIC0JIOTMYECKOM KOMMYHHUKAIUK, YKPEIUIsAs €IMHCTBO MOJUTUYECKOW BJIACTH U PEIUTUO3HOMN JTOKT-
puHbl. HayuHas HOBH3HA pabOTHI 3aKITIOYACTCS B PACCMOTPEHUN CEPEBUACKON HYMU3MATHUKU KaK WH-
TErPUPOBAHHON HACOJOTMYECKOM CHUCTEMBI, CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHOM IOCPEICTBOM CEMUOTHYECKUX
KOJIOB, & HE UCKJIFOYUTEIBbHO KaK SKOHOMHYECKOTO UJIM OMUCATEIbHOT0 HCTOPUYECKOTO sIBJICHU. [10-
Jy4YeHHbIE Pe3yNbTaThl CIIOCOOCTBYIOT Oojiee TIIyOOKOMY MOHMMAHUIO TMOJIUTHYECKON KYJIbTYpbI
cpeaHeBeKoBoro AsepoOaiiakana u Mpana, a Takyke pacIupsitoT NPEACTaBIEHUS O B3aUMOCBSI3U MaTe-
pPHAIIbHOM KYJIBTYpPbI U PETUTHO3HON HIC0JIOTHH B UCIAMCKUX OOIIECTBAX.

Kniouegvle cnosa: ceheBHIICKHE MOHETBI, ITUUTCKAs UICOJIOTHS, HyMH3MAaTHKa, UMaMar, UpaH-
CKHE MOHETHBIE JIBOPBI, CEMHOTHKA.
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