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Week 9, Lecture 1 (11/6)

Act 1. The Seed of the Gods
Act 2. Iran in Late Antiquity
Act 3. The Beginning of the Age of Mixed Iron
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The Sasanian/Sasanid 
Empire
Founded in 224 by Ardaxšīr I, who defeated the Arsacid (Parthian) ruler Ardawân 
(Artabanus IV). A legendary account of the life of Ardaxšīr is  given in the Pahlavi 
text, the Kārnāmag ī Ardaxšīr ī Pābagān, “The Book of Deeds of Ardaxšīr, the Son 
of Pābag:”

1. In the book of deeds of Ardashir, son of Pābag, it is written thus: after the death of 
Alexander the Roman, the land of Iran had two hundred and forty petty kings. 2. Isfahan 
and Fārs and the districts closest to them were in the hands of Ardawān, (their) chief. 3. 
Pābag was a margrave and governor of Fārs, and was among the appointees of Ardawān. 
4. Ardawān resided in Istakhr. 5. And Pābag had no child to bear his name. 6. And Sāsān 
was a shepherd of Pābag and he was always with the animals and was from the family of 
Dārā, son of Dārā. 7. During the misrule of Alexander, (his) ancestors were going about 
in flight and hiding and went about with the Kurdish shepherds. 8. Pābag didn't know 
that Sāsān was born from the family of Dārā, son of Dārā.
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9. One night, Pābag saw in a dream that the sun was shining out from Sāsān's head and lit 
the whole world. 10. Another night, he saw thus that Sāsān was sitting on an adorned 
white elephant and everyone in the land stood around Sāsān, paid homage to him, and 
continuously eulogized and praised him. 11. The third night, in the same manner, he saw 
thus that the fire of Farrobay and Gushnasp and Burzen-Mihr continuously blazed in 
Sāsān's house and continuously gave light to the world. […]

19. For Sāsān, Pābag ordered thus for several days to nourish him with good and fitting 
food and  maintenance. 20. And then he gave him his own daughter in wifehood.

2.1 Because of the chance which must be, in time, that woman was pregnant and Ardašir 
was born to her. 2. When Pābag saw the physique and agility of Ardašir, he knew: "This 
dream that I saw was right!" 3. And he accepted Ardašir as child, and held him as 
treasured and cherished him. 4. When he reached the age of the time of education, he 
was so educated in writing, horsemanship, and other pursuits (lit. educations) that he 
became famous in Fārs.
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Sources on the Sasanian 
Empire
Sasanian royal inscriptions, the most extensive being the inscriptions of the 
kings Shâhbuhr and Narseh, as well as those of the high priest (mowbedân 
mowbed) Kerdîr. 

Sasanian coins, seals, and papyri, as well as those from neighboring/vassal 
kingdoms.

Zoroastrian Pahlavi texts, including texts like the Mâdayân î Hazâr Dâdestân (a 
Sasanian law-code).

Contemporary Classical, Syriac, Jewish and Armenian sources; later accounts in 
Arab and Persian historians.
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Pābag

• Pābag, the father of Ardaxšīr, began a campaign 
of conquest by unseating the local ruler of the 
city of Staxr (near Persepolis) in 205-206 CE.

• Pābag was a priest at the fire-temple of Anāhīd 
in Staxr. After seizing power, he began to mint 
coins in his name and in the name of his eldest 
son, Šābuhr.
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Sasanian Conquests
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Investiture of Ardaxšīr I at Naqš-i Rustam.
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Ardaxšīr at Naqš-i Rustam

1  ptkly ZNE mzdysn bgy ʼrthštr
  paykar ēn mazdēsn bay Ardaxšīr
  This is the image of the Mazdēsn Lord Ardaxšīr
2  MLKAN MLKA ʼyrʼn MNW ctry
  šāhān šāh ērān kē čihr
  King of Kings of Ērān, whose
3  MN yztʼn BRE pʼpky MLKA
  az yazdān pus Pābag šāh
  Seed is from the gods, son of Pābag the king.
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Šābuhr I
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Act 2. Iran in Late 
Antiquity

• During the reign of 
Šābuhr I, a prophet 
named Mani (ca. 
216-276 CE) arose in 
Mesopotamia whose 
religion would spread 
throughout and across 
the borders of the 
Sasanian Empire.
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Manichaeism
• The religion that I have chosen is in ten things above and better than the 

other, previous religions.

• 1. The religions of those of old were only in one country and in one 
language, but my religion is of that kind that it will be manifest in every 
country and in all languages, and it will be taught in far-away countries.

• 2. The previous religions endured only as long as there were pure leaders in 
them. When the leaders had ascended, then their religions fell into disorder 
and became negligent in commandments and works. And in ... But my 
religion, because of the living [scriptures?], of the teachers, the bishops, the 
elect, and the hearers, and because of its wisdom and works will endure to 
the end.

• 3. The souls “whose deeds were not accomplished” in their own religion will 
come to my religion, which certainly will be the door of redemption for 
them.
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Manichaeism
• 4. My revelation of the two principles and my living scriptures, my wisdom and 

knowledge are above and better than those of the previous religions.

• Kephalaia:
Jesus came to the West, and after his death his disciples wrote down his words. 
Zarathustra came to the land of Persia to King Hystaspes (Persian Wishtasp), but he did 
not write books, though his disciples remembered and wrote down his words after his 
death. And finally, when the Buddha came, he preached much wisdom and established 
churches, but he did not write anything, and it was his disciples who remembered and 
wrote down his words after his death.

• 5. The writings and the wisdom and the apocalypses and the parables of earlier religions 
were gathered everywhere and came to Mani’s religion and were added to the wisdom 
which he revealed.

• Kephalaia adds:
“As water will be added to water and becomes much water, so were the ancient (earlier) 
books added to my writings and became a great wisdom the like of which was not 
proclaimed (hitherto) in all ancient (earlier) generations.”
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Religious diversity in the 
Sasanian empire
During the Sasanian Empire, we know of at least two large religious movements 
that targeted Zoroastrians for conversion: Mani (216-276 AD) was patronized 
by Shâbuhr and Hormazd I, but imprisoned by Warahrâm I, under the 
influence of Kerdîr; Mazdakism, started by Mazdak (d. ~ 528) was patronized 
by Kawâd I, but put down by Xusrô I.

Kerdîr: And in the realm Jews, Buddhists (shaman), Hindus (braman), 
Nazorean Christians and other Christians, baptists (magdag), and Manicheans 
(zandîg) were struck down, idol temples were destroyed, and the dens of the 
foreign gods were ruined and turned into thrones and seats for the gods. And 
throughout the realm, services to the gods were greatly increased. Many 
Victorious fires were established, many priests were rendered prosperous, and 
many fires and priests received official letters of recognition.
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Coin of Warahrām II
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Enthronement scene on bowl, depicting dancers.
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Investiture of Nārseh I, Naqš-i Rustam
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Šābuhr II
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Mazdak and Kawād

The first person in the world to introduce atheistic doctrines was a man who 
appeared in the land ofPersia; he was a Zoroastrian high priest in the time of King 
Qubad ibn Firuz the father of Nushirwan The Just; and his name was Mazdak 
Bamdadan. He plotted to corrupt the Zoroastrian faith to the disadvantage of its 
adherents, and spread evil ways in the world. Now it so happened that Mazdak was 
well versed in astrology, and from the motions of the stars he foretold that in that 
age a man was to appear who would introduce a religion to cancel the Zoroastrian, 
Jewish, Christian and idolatrous faiths; this new religion he would impose upon the 
necks of mankind by miracles and by force, and it would last until the resurrection. 
Mazdak conceived the vain fancy that he would be this person, and he began to 
ponder how he should convert the people and propagate the heresy. He knew that 
in the king's council he enjoyed the utmost respect and the highest estate, while his 
word was supreme among all the nobles; never had he been heard to utter a vain 
word - until he laid claim to prophethood. 
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Mazdak and Kawād
When Mazdak saw that the king had embraced his religion and that people from far and near 
were accepting his invitation, he introduced the subject of property, and said, 'Wealth must be 
divided among the people, for all are God's slaves and children of Adam. Whatsoever people 
may need, the expense must be met from the communal funds, so that no man suffers 
neediness and privation in any respect.' After he had convinced Qubad and his other 
adherents on this point and they had agreed to the sharing of wealth, then he said, 'Your wives 
are like your other possessions; they too should be regarded as common property. If any man 
feels desire for a woman let him come together with her. There is no jealousy or anger in our 
religion and nobody is deprived of the pleasures and lusts of the world. The doors of desire 
and satisfaction are open for everybody.' Then by reason of the community of property and 
the sharing of women, people were all the more eager to adopt his religion, especially the 
common people. And he laid down the custom that if someone invited twenty men to his 
house not only would he provide bread and meat and wine and minstrels, but all the guests 
would get up one by one and make use of his wife; and they thought it no wrong. Their 
custom was that whenever a man went into a room to have commerce with a woman, he put 
his hat on the door and then went inside. If another person was seized with the same desire, on 
seeing the hat hanging on the door he turned back, knowing that somebody was already 
engaged in that business within. (from the Siyāsatnāma)
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Xusrō ī Anōšag-ruwān the 
Just Philosopher-King

1) It is said that during the reign of Xusrō, of Immortal soul,  for the sake of testing the wisdom and 
knowledge of the Iranians  and to see his own benefit, Dēwišarm, great sovereign of the Indians, sent 
one set of chess, 16 pieces made from  emerald and 16 pieces made from red ruby. 
2) Along with that (game of ) chess he sent 1200 camel loads of gold and  silver and jewels and pearls 
and garments and 90 elephants and things  specially made for them, which were sent along, and 
Taxtrītos who was  notable among the Indians was sent along. 
3) In a letter he had written thus: Since you are named king of kings, and over us you are king of 
kings, then your wise men also must be wiser than ours, either you explain the logic of this (game of ) 
chess or send (us) tribute and tax. 
4) The king of kings asked for 3 days, and there was not one among the wise-men in Ērānšahr who 
was able to explain the logic of that chess (game). 
5) On the third day, Wuzurgmihr, the son of Boxtag stood upon his feet.  
6) He said thus: May you be immortal, I did not explain the logic of this game of chess till today for 
that reason so that you and anyone who is in Ērānšahr know that I am the wisest in Ērānšahr. 
7) I will easily explain the logic of this (game of ) chess and will take tribute and tax from Dēwišarm, 
and I will create and send something to Dēwišarm which he will not be able to explain, (and) for the 
second time I will again take tribute and therefore it will become certain that you are worthy of the 
kingship of kings and our wise men are wiser than those of Dēwišarm. 
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Relief of Xusrō II from 
Tāq-i Bustān
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Queen Bōrān (r. 630-631)
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Act 3. The Beginning of 
the Age of Mixed Iron

Arabo-Sasanian coin of Ubaydullah ibn Ziyad (r. 674-687 CE), 
with Middle Persian Inscription and Arabic bismillāh.
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