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Looks, especially of regnal personalities, imperatively mattered in Early India. Coins and
seals of the Hina king Mihirakula (c. 515-530 CE) variably depict him, in ways not
attributable to changes in age or appearance. This article would assess and analyze the
subterranean contexts behind variegated ‘numismatic looks’ of Mihirakula, and glean the
politics of image-making and stylistic subterfuge of the eponymous king, and assert how even
quotidian articulations as ordinary as looks acted as idiomatic heralds of epochal

etymologies.

Looks, not unlike contemporary times, mattered quite phenomenally in the ancient times as
well. And like all other things, ability to get your appearance historicized, again like modern
times, was asymmetrically skewed towards the elite, the noble and the regal. Thence, kings
and emperors take the lion’s share in when the question comes to historical records about
appearances, a consideration that may now seem petty and pedantic, but in antiquity, carried
portentous promise. Such an assertion stands amplified by the fact that, unlike omnipresent
digitised media, occasions to exhibit ‘royal-figure’ of the incumbent ruler were very few.
Most of them thence rightly depended on coins to get their looks disbursed amongst the
common man. But, what would you say when one king, during the same time-period, is
shown with bewilderingly different looks? More importantly, what could have been the cause

behind it- artistic disaster, or clever politicking?
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Figure 1: The diverse depictions of Mihirakula on his coins and seals (Courtesy- Sanjeev

Kumar © Treasures of the Gupta Empire, 2024, p. 476, public domain).

Mihirakula (c. 515-530), the brutal Huinaraja of Buddhist texts, was the son and successor of
the Hun who shook the Gupta Empire- Toramana, and therefore the second leader of the
Indian branch of Alchon Hunas, which, after trembling entire North India, withered away into
historic obscurity. While Toramana was known for his strategic operations, syncretic
approach and intense desire to emulate the ‘Indic’ way of doing things, his scion was not,
what one would say, a chip-off the old block. Buddhist texts written centuries after hold
ravenous grudge against Mihirakula, and accuse him of ordering mass-persecutions and
enjoying frightening, sanguine torture of Buddhist monks, until he met his match, that too
twice, from the hands of Yasovarman, the Aulikara king Mandasore (c. 515-534 CE) and
Narasimhagupta Baladitya (c. 500-530 CE), one of the last king of Imperial Gupta lineage.

While the catastrophic Hunnic storm was calmed with humiliating defeats inflicted by Indian
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powers, under Mihirakula, remnants of the botched Hiina swarm found shelter in the serene

valleys of Kashmir.

Figure 2: Coins showing paradigmatic shift in Satavahana coinage, from using devices
featuring symbols/animals in Early Satavahana period to full-fledged royal bust-figures (here,
of Vasisthiputra Sri Pulumavi, c. 85-125 CE). (Source- Wikimedia Commons, Creative

Attributive License, CC-BY-SA 4.0).

With historic vignettes in view, we can now turn attention towards the historic look of
Mihirakula on his coins and seals (see fig. 01). While neither spectacular from aesthetic point
of view, nor visually arresting like those of the Indo-Greeks, these samples nevertheless help
us ‘see’ a person who predates us by more than half a millennium. But, caveat emptor, for
numismatic appearances are, more often than not, stylized, and project not what the portrayed
person looked like, but the way he intended himself to appear amongst his public. Still, even
this half-truth holds much importance, as it secretly tells us of individualistic personal
vagaries, royal preferences and ideas of portraiture of that era. But, what should one say when

the same person appears starkly different on different issues?
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It is not that rulers’ appearances on coins cannot change; naturally, age takes its toll,
and make Strato I (c. 125-110BCE) turn from a jubilant youth to a mellow, meek and
emaciated; moreover, irresistibility to follow a ‘trend’ or ‘fad’ can even make those rulers
mint their bust-figures who had previously issued coins with only symbols and designs (the
Satavahanas). However, even metamorphosis has limits- it neither cannot magically turn a
swan-necked, rugged, weathered, dolico-cephalic faced king into a plump, round-faced
cherubine, nor alter a Mongoloid look with a petrifying glaze, and let it acquire an
autochthonous makeover. Mints cannot be accused here, as one can buy the argument of
distortions in coin-figures for bronze coins, which had extremely limited spread and use, but
not for gold, as such coins had to invariably undergo tight scrutiny; sometimes, even the ruler
participated in such process. There are folk legends in Kashmir, which narrate that
Mihirakula was obsessively conscious about his looks, and wasted no time in executing

anyone who even implicitly ridiculed his looks!

Figure 3: Silver coins of the Indo-Greek King Strato I, showing advancement in age

(Courtesy- Pankaj Tandon © Coin India Gallery).

This fantastic farrago of facial features thus demands some explaining to do. If we
may excuse maniacal bewilderment and capricious whimsicality, the answer must then be
sought in the context of the situation. Two solutions immediately spring to mind- firstly,
rulers, after conquering new lands, employed such tricks to prevent cultural and circulatory

shocks; people accustomed to see stylized bust-figure of king as their primary device on
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gold-coins would have been certainly shocked to see that being replaced by an enigmatic
person with an unnaturally elongated head; encephalic elongation was a common cultural
practice amongst the Huns, but not in Sindh. The second form of shock could be considered
as a market-based extension of the previous shock- a swift, sudden and surprising change in

coin-devices and fabric would have made an already functional currency redundant.

The second solution demands more attention- for rulers of foreign extraction, it was
easy to conquer, but difficult to govern, that too legitimately. An obvious solution:
image-making, through which culturally alien rulers gained both admission into the
concerned socio-cultural milieu, and thereafter acquired atleast some semblance of
legitimacy. It is a recurrent observation in annals of Indian History- Mahmiid Ghazni invoked
Avatara legends, while many gold-coins of Mohammad Ghort featured Goddess Laksm1 on
the reverse. Even Toramana practised this tactic when he styled himself as Prakasaditya,
undoubtedly following Gupta precedents. It is thus not unreasonable to suggest that

Mihirakula, in this connection, was indeed a chip off the old block.

Figure 4: Differentiated depictions of Toramana on bronze and gold coinage (Courtesy-

Pankaj Tandon © Identity of Prakdasaditya).

But, in this conundrum, would the original look of Mihirakula stand up? The most
suitable candidate look is certainly the third one (silver coin, fig. 01), which not only exceeds

the others in number, but also resembles the look of Toramana on his coins. It is possible that
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such a look on coins circulated in Hiina-dominated polities and areas, where, it exhibited
Mihirakula as the true, natural successor of Toramana, and ensured legitimate
lineage-succession. Whatever be the truth, it cannot be denied that what we may consider
ubiquitous was sometimes, rather unexpectedly, a prime concern for historically significant
individuals (read: kings). Also true is the fact that, in the table of concerns of the humble and

the regal, the question of looks has always topped the charts.
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