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MULTIPLE DIRHEMS OP THE SAMANID-GHAZNAVID PERIOD PROM NORTH-EAST AFGHANISTAN, 

by MICHAEL MITCHINER 

These large silver coins were struck by the Sananid dynasts and by their 

Ghaznavid successors in the north-east provinces of Afghanistan throughout most 

of the tenth oentTuy AD. The earliest multiple dirhema were struck during the 

reign of the Samanid sovereign Nasr 11 ibn Ahmad (AH.501-551} AD.914-945) and can 

be dated to the 320's of the Hijra. The series virtually endg with a conmon issue 

struck by the Ghaznavid sovereign Yemin al daulah Mabnrud in AH. 5B9t there being 

only one later issue known. 

The mints that struck multiple dirhems lay along the northern slopes of the 

Hindu Kush and, for the most part, followed the distribution of active silver 

mines cited by contemporary Arab historians. The main mints were sited in 

Badakhshan and Tokharestan provinces thou^ a few multiple dirhems were struck 

at Gharjistan and Bamian (see Hap). 

Badakhshan province, from which the majority of multiple dirhems emanate, 

was situated at the eastern end of the north Afghan plateau in a region where, 

according to contemporary Arab historians, the main activities were farming and 

particularly the mining not only of gold auad silver but also of lapis lazuli, 

rubies, garnet, rock crystal and asbestos. Three borders of the province were 

lEirgely defined by the geography of the region and only on the west was there an 

arbitrary frontier with the neighbouring province of Tokharestan. To the east 

Badakhshan was limited by the Pamir mountains and to the south rose the Hindu 

Kush. To the north the river Oxus formed the provincial frontier and to the west 

the border with Tokharestan was set between the towns of Taysücan and Kishm. 

Provincial frontiers were not completely static and for some years the town of 

Andijaragh, which lay in the foothills of the Pamirs, came under the sway of 

Badakhshan's governor Al Harith ibn Harb. 

In the south-western comer of Badakhshan province the position of Panjhir 

and its relationship to two other important towns, Parwan and Anderabah, is best 

defined by following the route of the main pass traversing the Hindu Kush from 

the Kabul valley in the south to the north-east Afghan plateau. These three towns, 

which all lay close to the pass, each possessed its own mint and on the coins 

struck for their Samanid sovereigns each mint acknowledged the authority of a 

different series of provincial governors. Prom the south the route left the Kabul 

valley and followed the Panjhir river up past Parwan. This town was the northern 

outpost of the Kabul valley province and in the 550*3 AH acknowledged the 

governorship of a certain Ahmad ibn Yusuf. Prom the 560's Parwan, along with the 

rest of the Kabul valley province was part of the Ghaznavid state which, until 

the 380'8, remained a vassal kingdom within the Samanid realm. Parwan did not 

take part in the multiple dirhem coinage. Proceeding north up the pass one reaches 

Pan.ihir which was one of the most important Afghan silver mining towns during the 
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tenth century. The Panjhir district formed the south-western outpost of Badakhshan 

province. From 330/l AH until 584 its coinage was restricted to multiple dirhems 

and many of these acknowledged the authority of Al Harith ihn Harb who governed 

Badakhshan province for the Samanids during half a century from 0.354 until 384. 

Continuing along the route from Panjhir one moves westwards across the Ehawak 

Pass and thence down the Anderahah river, past the town of the saiBe name, to turn 

northwards along the middle reaches of this river that leads to the Oius. 

Tokharestan province, the western neighbour of Badakhshan, extended from the 

Oxus in the north to the Hindu Kush in the south and from Badakhshan in the east 

to the province of Juzjan-Balkh in the west. The two main towns, Walwaliz (Qunduz) 

and Tayakan, were situated in the north of the province along the route from Balkh 

to Badakhshan while the chief mint, Anderabah, lay in the southern mountains close 

to the silver mines. 

Moving westwards along the tracks of these silver mines that extended from 

Badakhshan province through the southern reaches of Tokharestan one reaches the j 

other provinces that struck multiple dirhems, a continiiation of the silver mining 

region, Gharjistan-Bamian. This mountainous region was centred on a group of east-

west valleys in the northern part of the central Afgjian massif. Bamian, in a fertile 

valley towards the east of this region, was a prosperoiis city that exercised con­

trol over a substantial district. Further to the west the homeland of the GharJ 

people was centred on the upper reaches of the Murghab river. The name of their 

province, Gharjistan or Oharj al Shar, literally meant 'Mountains of the Shar* and 

referred both to the local people, the Gharj or mountain people, and to the ruler 

who always bore the title Shar. 

SAMANID SOVEREIGNS AKL THEIR GOVERNORS. 

The period when these multiple dirhems were struck was a time of political 

and economic crisis in the Samanid realm. It saw the progressive de-centralisation -

of authority that culminated in the replacement of the dynasty at the end of the ^ 

tenth century by the Ghaznavids in Afghanistan and by the Qarakhanids (llak Khans) 

north of the river Oxus. 

Authority over the variotis provinces was exercised by three ranks of officials 

who, on occasions, all placed their names on coins. The Provincial Goveicnor belonged 

to the lowest of these ranks, his authority being restricted to his own province. 

South of the Oxus the provincial Samanid governor was responsible to the governor 

of Khorasan who had his seat at Nishapur in N.W. Afghanistan and was himself 

responsible to the Samanid sovereign in Bokhara for all the provinces south of the 

river Oxus. The highest of these three ranks of officials was composed of members 

in the Central (Jovemment. They exercised authority and some of them, such as the 

chamberlains Faiq and Bektuzun and the vizir Tash, placed their names on coins, 

both north and south of the Oxus. 

During the first three decades of the fourth century AH the north-east /fghei'» 

provinces of the Samanid realm were the charge of a single governor, although fro» 



314 until 520 they were ruled by the rebel Qaratekin. After the authority of the 

Sfuaanid Nasr 11 had been restored in ?20 Balkatekin was placed in charge and held 

office until 526 when he was succeeded by Qaratekin, now restored to favour, who 

governed from 526 until 550. During the years 551 "to 555 the system of provincial 

government was re-organised in N.E. Afghanistan and each province acquired an 

individual governor. The province of Juzjan-Balkh was governed partly by Qatakin 

and partly by Mohammed ibn Parighun until 548 but thereafter (Qatakin having been 

transferred to Bokhara) the Parighunid family continued to rule the province until 

the 590's and extended their authority over Gharjistan to thé south. Tokharestan 

province was now governed by Harb ibn Sahlan who had previously been an associate 

governor of this province under Balkatekin. His family continued to govern 

Tokharestan province in the person's of Harb's son Maktum (ibn Harb) and his 

grandson Sahlan (ibn Maktvim) until 578. Badakhshan also acquired its own governor 

in the person of Al Harith ibn Harb -who remained in office until 584 and was 

probably a brother of Maktum ibn Harb, The governor of the Kabul valley province 

was Ahmad ibn Yusuf whose father had earlier been an associate governor under 

Balkatekin emd Qaratekin, first at Anderabah and then at Balkh. 

During most of the period from 544 until 584 the Governors of Khorasan were 

members of the Simjurid family. Nasir al daulah Mohammed Simjuri 11 governed 

Khorasan during most years from 544 tmtil his death in 578 (Alptekin 549-501 

Tash 567, 571-77). His son, Abu 'Ali Mohammed Simjuri 111 held the office of 

Governor of Khorasan in 574 and from 578 imtil the advent of the Ghaznavids in 

584, The names of these two Ssunanid governors of Khorasan appear on a number of 

multiple dirhems as well as on most Kishapur dinars. 

The Ghaznavid state was fovinded by Alptekin in 551. He was a Turkish 

Commander of the Samanid army appointed Governor of Khorasan in 549 by his 

sovereign 'Abd al Malik. When 'Abd al Malik died in 550 Alptekin was dispossessed 

of his offices by the new sovereign Mansiir ibn Nuh and betook himself to Ghazni 

in S.Ë. Afghanistan where he created his own 'Ghaznavid' kingdom. Succeeding 

Ghaznavid rulers achnowledged the sovereignty of the Samanids. Sebtiktegin, a 

former slave of Alptekin, ruled this Ghaznavid vassal state from 567 until 587 

and made of it a powerful kingdom. In 584 the Samanid Nuh 11 called on his 

Ghaznavid vassal to assist in quelling a rebellion led by the ex-chamberlain 

Paiq and the Governor of Khorasan Abu 'Ali Mohammed Simjuri. Sebuktegin and his 

son Mahmud, assisted by Mohammed ibn Parighim the governor of Juzjan-Balkh, duly 

put down the rebellion and were rewarded by Nuh who bestowed the title Nasir 

al daulah on Sebuktegin and elevated his son Mahmud to the Governorship of 

Khorasan, giving him the title Sayf al daulah. During 584 both Sebuktegin and 

Mahmud were campaigning in northern Afghanistan where coins record both names as 

subjects of the sovereign Nuh. In 585 Sebuktegin retired to Herat, «dding this 

province to his Ghaznavid state. Prom this date Sebuktegin's coinage is restricted 

to Herat (AH. 585, 586) plus his other Ghaznavid domains south of the Hindu Kush. 

Mahmud, as Governor of Khorasan, remained in the north and continued coining in 
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NlshaptiT and the north-east Afghan provinces. 

In 3B7 Nuh 11 died and was sucooeded by his son Mansttr 11. Sebuktegin also 

died but the suocession was not peaceful for, while his elder son Mahmnd was away 

governing Khorasan one of Sebxiktegin's younger sons Isma'il claimed the Ghaznavid 

succession. I>uring the rest of 387 and muoh of 388 Mahmud and Isma'il fought eaoh 

other. For a while Isma'il controlled territory north of the Hindu Rush and stiruck 

multiple dirhems at Valw^liz in Tokharestan (388) but by the end of 386 Mahmud 

was victorious. Having regained control of Tokharestan Mahotid struck multiple 

dirhems at Anderabah (388) and he re-assumed his Governorship of Khorasan 

(from Bektuzun who had been appointed in 387). striking dinars in this capacity 

at Nishapur (388). Thus when the year 389 began Mahmud was both the Ghaznavid 

sovereign and the Governor of Khorasan owing allegiance in both capacities to 

his Samanid sovereign Mansur. In this capacity he struck dirhems at Balkh and 

dinars at Nishapur during the early part of 389» During the course of this year 

Mansur was murdered by Abu 'All Simjuri aad Bektuzim and Mansur'a younger brother g^ 

'Abd al Malik 11 was placed on the Samanid throne (Nishapur dinars of Bektuztm, 

mid 389). Mahmud, hitherto a loyal subject of the Samanids now threw off his 

allegiance to the new puppet and declared himself an independant ruler. Mahmud 

now possessed a Ghaznavid kingdom that embraced virtually the whole of Afghanistan, 

a kingdom whose northern frontier was the river Ozua. Whereas the Samanids had 

never relinquished their allegiance to the caliph Al Ta'i who had been deposed in 

381, Mahmud now recognised the reigning caliph Al Qadir (381-422) and was rewarded 

by him with the title Yemin al daulah. Thus during the early part of 389 Sayf al 

daiilah Mahmud the Samanid subject, issued coins recording the names of the caliph 

Al Ta'i and of his sovereign Manstir (Balkh, Nishapur) but during the later pïirt of 

the same year, 389» Yemin al daulah Mahmud the independant Ghaznavid sovereign 

struck coins bearing only his own name and that of the caliph Al Qadir (Anderabah, 

Nishapur). This year also marks the penultimate issue of multiple dirhems,"'" ' ^É 

SAMANIB SILVER SHORTAGE 

The existence of these multiple dirhems and the contemporary debasement of 

all Samanid silver currency are two manifestations of the severe silver shortage 

that began to affect the region in the early tenth century. The cause of the 

silver shortage was massive outflow of silver along Khwarezmian-Vlklng trade 

routes in the direction of Scandinavia. The Volga Bxilghar kingdom on the middle 

Volga formed an entî pot where the traders of Khwarezm, a Samanid vassal state on 

the southern border of the Aral Sea, were well established. The Vikings (Varangians) 

of Sweden, having established large trading comm\mities at Novgorod and Kiev, also 

founded outposts in Bulghar where they were noted by Ibn Fadlan yrho led an embassy 

from the caliph Al Muktadir to the king of the Volga Bulghars in 309 (AD. 921). 

louring the years when { hwarezmian-Viking trade flovirished the Volga Bulgers also 

issued th-^i own dirhems (C.AH. 313-370) modelled on those of the Samanids. 

The manning of this trade route during the period 0.280 to 370 led to one of 

the Tiost passive, if not the most important, translocations of coinage that has 



occurred. As far back as 1848 Tomberg was able to record I M hoards of ooslem 

coins found in Sweden alone and nearly all of these contained a preponderance of 

Samanid dirhems. Since that time many other hoards containing large numbers of Sam-

anid dirhems have been reported from other Scandinavian countries, from Poland and 

from Russia. The composition ofthese hoards is consistent. They usually contain 

large numbers of Samanid dirhems associated with ntimerous dirhems struck by the 

Omayyad and Abbasid caliphs that had previously ruled the region now controlled by 

the Samanids. To these coins there tend to be added a scattering of dirhems struck 

by other contemporary moslem dynasties. 

The Samanid silver mines of the Hindu Kush were flourishing during the tenth 

century. There was extensive mining in the Wakhan valley of east Badakhshan and the 

Panjhir silver mines in the south-west of this province were renowned at this period. 

Further west mines in the mountains aroxind Anderabah were producing a lot of silver 

and there was substantial production still further west in the mountains between 

Gharjistan emd Bamian. E>en so there was an imbalance between prolific silver 

production in the mines and even more prolific export of silver to Scandinavia, The 

resulting shortage led to the debasement of the the coinage and a decrease in the 

numbers of new coins being struck at all mints outside the silver mining regions. 

The multiple dirhem coinage now assumes a definite place for it was essentially the 

coinage struck in the main Samanid silver mining region during a period when silver 

was a particularly sought after commodity. So far as one can judge the aim was to 

put the newly mined silver on the market rapidly. Such an impetus to coin the new 

silver rapidly probably explains the opening of a number of new mints in Badakhshan 

province which only functioned at this period and may also account for the high 

denomination of the coins and such features as the lack of care in striking and the 

rather careless engraving of some dies. It would also be consistent with the absence 

of any requirement to fully refine the silver and the 3rather imprecise adherence to 

a standard weight. 

SEQUENCE OP ISSUES 

The first two issues of multiple dirhems were struck by Nasr 11 (301-531) Biii 

bear no dates but they are inscribed with the names of local governors: Balkatekin 

(320-526) and Qaratekin (326-330). Qaratekin's issue can be dated more precisely to 

the years 326-529 since it also bears the name of the caliph Al Radi who died in 

529. These two issues struck at the 'Portress of Kishm', a garrison town in the 

western part of Badakhshan province, inaugurated the multiple dirhem coinage. 

By the end of Nasr ibn Ahmad's reign in 331 the coinage of Badakhshan province 

had entirely converted from dirhems of normal fabric to these multiple dirhems. 

The mint at the provincial capital, BadsJchshan City, struck its last recorded normal 

cirhems (Peled Badakhshan: var.) in 321 and was striking multiple dirhems (Kura 

ladakhishan) from the reign of Nuh 1 ibn Nasr (331-343). Panjhir, the mint situatea 

•in the chief silver mining centre of the province, struck nonnal dirhems until '>29 

with multiple dirhems appearing in the last years of Nasr ibn Ahmad's reign, 330-1. 


