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animal. Greek, Roman, Middle Persian, and Islamic texts all describe
the use of elephants in both military and peaceful contexts, based on
observation or secondary knowledge. Archaeological data further
contribute to testing the reliability of these written records. This study
aims to analyses the functional and symbolic roles of elephants—both
individually and in groups—within the Sasanian military, hunting,
and ceremonial spheres. It seeks to address three main questions: How
were elephants and their uses represented in Roman/Byzantine and
Islamic historical texts? What archaeological evidence corroborates
their presence in the army, hunting, and courtly ceremonies? And how
did the Sasanian concept of kingship, as embodied in the elephant,
continue to resonate in the Islamic period? A descriptive—analytical
approach to historical sources has been adopted. The findings indicate
that archaeological evidence largely confirms the accounts recorded
in historical texts regarding the use of elephants in military,
recreational, and ceremonial affairs at the Sasanian court. These
practices persisted almost unchanged into the Islamic era. The
concept of kingship, reinforced through the symbolic and practical
deployment of elephants, remained a significant ideological marker
and ensured the exclusivity of their use in both Sasanian and Islamic
societies.
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Introduction

Historical sources and archaeological evidence have jointly been employed in this study to
conduct a comparative analysis of elephants as strategic instruments in warfare, hunting, and
royal ceremonies during the Sasanian period. The purpose of this research is to investigate the
functional application of elephants—both individually and collectively—in the design and
execution of military and hunting operations of that era. The necessity of this study arises
from the cultural continuity linking Sasanian warfare, royal ceremonies, and hunting
traditions to their later expressions in the Islamic period. Accordingly, the research aims to
explore this cultural persistence and address the following questions: How were the Sasanian
uses of elephants represented in Roman/Byzantine and Islamic sources? What traces of these
practices are observable in archaeological data? And in what ways did the Sasanian elephant
retain its significance in association with kingship and divine authority in the Islamic era?

Discussion

Roman, Byzantine, Middle Persian, and Islamic sources all provide accounts of the use of
elephants in war and hunting, which may be correlated with archaeological evidence.
Classical and Armenian authors such as Ammianus Marcellinus, Procopius, Agathias, Sebeos,
and others described the diverse uses of elephants by Sasanian monarchs in battle, hunting,
and courtly rituals.

A review of Middle Persian texts reveals a fundamental transformation in the perception and
function of the elephant during the Sasanian period. Initially considered a demonic or
ominous creature, the elephant later came to symbolize sanctity and divine favour—partly due
to its increasing practical use, and partly because of its association with farr-e izadi (divine
glory), a concept central to the Sasanian ideology of kingship. Islamic sources can be
categorized into two groups. The first group comprises texts that drew upon
Roman/Byzantine and Middle Persian traditions, replicating their accounts of elephant use in
military and courtly contexts. The second includes texts produced in the Islamic era that
directly observed the presence of elephants in royal hunts, processions, and armies—most
notably in the writings of Bayhaqi, the celebrated historian of the Ghaznavid period.
Archaeological materials—such as coins, seals, rock reliefs, and paintings—provide tangible
reflections of the elephant’s prominence in Sasanian military, hunting, and ceremonial
contexts. The continuity of elephant imagery in Iranian art from the Achaemenid to the
Sasanian period underscores the deliberate and symbolic role of this animal as an emblem of
royal authority. The Sasanian period marks the culmination of both the functional and
symbolic employment of elephants, intimately connected with the manifestation of divine
glory and kingship.

Conclusion

The Sasanian period served as a transitional bridge between the ancient world and the
ideological transformation that shaped Iranian culture in the Islamic era. This bridge,
grounded in strong cultural foundations, helped prevent a rupture between pre-Islamic and
post-Islamic traditions. The elephant’s multifaceted role—as a practical military asset, an
instrument of entertainment, and a ceremonial symbol—contributed to its elevation within the
religious and mythological framework of Sasanian culture. Greek, Roman, and Armenian
sources described its diverse applications in warfare, hunting, and royal display, while Middle
Persian texts recorded a dramatic shift in perception—from a demonic to a sacred being. This
transformation stemmed from both strategic necessity and the ideological function of
reinforcing kingship. Islamic historians and literary authors, while acknowledging their
Sasanian precedents, also documented the continued use of elephants among Islamic rulers,
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demonstrating a direct cultural inheritance. Despite limitations in the quantity and scope of
archaeological evidence, the available data substantiate much of what the written sources
claim, particularly concerning the elephant’s symbolic role as a formidable and unfamiliar
creature to the enemies of the Sasanians. Where discrepancies occur between texts, they can
often be attributed to the temporal distance between the events and their recording, with
authors relying on second-hand reports or imagination. From the perspective of cognitive
archaeology, this research highlights the ideological role of the elephant in affirming royal
legitimacy, augmenting divine glory, and serving as a vehicle for political propaganda—a
form of “cold war” symbolism against the Roman Empire. Similarly, Roman emperors
themselves utilized the elephant in political art, notably on coins and reliefs, to glorify their
military and diplomatic achievements. Islamic historical and literary sources further
demonstrate that the symbolic and functional importance of elephants continued seamlessly
from the Sasanian into the Islamic period. Thus, the elephant remained an enduring emblem
of kingship and divine power in Iranian cultural memory long after the fall of the Sasanian
Empire.
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