The History of the Sasanian Empire:
From Rise to Fall (224-651 CE)

l. Introduction: The Dawn of a New Persian Empire

The Sasanian Empire, which succeeded the Parthian Arsacid dynasty in 224 CE, marked a
significant epoch in Iranian and Near Eastern history. Lasting for over four centuries until its
conquest by the early Islamic caliphate in 651 CE, the Sasanians established a powerful,
centralized state that not only revived Iranian traditions and Zoroastrianism but also stood as a
formidable rival to the Roman and later Byzantine Empires. Understanding the genesis of this
empire requires an examination of the conditions that led to the decline of its predecessors,
the Parthians, and the subsequent rise of its ambitious founder, Ardashir I.

A. The Decline of the Parthian Arsacid Dynasty

The Parthian Empire, which had re-established Iranian sovereignty after the Hellenistic
Seleucids, found itself increasingly beset by internal frailties and external pressures in the
centuries leading up to the Sasanian ascendance. A primary characteristic of the Parthian
state was its feudal societal structure, which inherently fostered a relatively weak central
government.' This decentralization was a persistent source of instability, frequently erupting
into debilitating civil wars as various contenders vied for the throne." Parthian rulers, in their
efforts to secure loyalty and reward supporters, progressively ceded more of their authority.
This led to an empire composed of several semi-autonomous kingdoms and powerful
satrapies that, while nominally recognizing the Arsacid monarch, largely managed their own
affairs.' This model of governance, perhaps initially functional for administering a vast and
diverse territory, ultimately proved to be a critical vulnerability. The constant imperative for
rulers to purchase allegiance through the granting of autonomy created a centrifugal dynamic
that systematically eroded the empire's cohesion from within. When crises arose, whether
from internal succession disputes or external invasions, the central authority often lacked the
strength to orchestrate a unified and effective response. The frequent civil wars were a direct
consequence of this fragmented power, allowing local magnates or rival claimants to readily
muster forces against the incumbent ruler.External pressures, predominantly from the Roman
Empire, further exacerbated these internal weaknesses. The Parthians endured numerous
devastating invasions and raids launched by Rome." While the Parthians were a significant
power and capable of inflicting defeats on the Romans, they were never able to decisively
neutralize the Roman threat. This resulted in a protracted stalemate where Roman forces
could penetrate deep into Parthian territory, even sacking the capital Ctesiphon on multiple



occasions, but lacked the capacity to permanently dismantle the empire.! These Roman wars,
though not delivering a fatal blow, acted as a persistent catalyst, accelerating Parthian
internal decay. They drained precious resources, damaged the prestige of the ruling Arsacid
dynasty, and critically, provided opportunities for internal rivals to challenge weakened rulers.
For instance, the sacking of Ctesiphon by the Roman Emperor Septimius Severus during the
reign of the weak Vologases V (r. 191-208 CE) significantly undermined Arsacid authority and
directly led to revolts in regions like Pars and Media.'Economic decline also played a crucial
role in the Parthian unraveling. Events such as the "great pestilence" that struck during the
wars with Rome under Marcus Aurelius (162-166 CE) had severe economic repercussions,
contributing to the fracturing of the empire.? By the early 3rd century CE, Parthian rule was
largely confined to Mesopotamia, with local potentates elsewhere asserting their
independence.? This pervasive instability fostered an environment of lawlessness,
characterized by roaming bands of brigands and the rise of local despots, compelling regional
populations and nobles to seek more effective leadership and protection.? It was within this
context of systemic internal decay, amplified by external military pressures and economic
hardship, that the conditions for a new unifying power became ripe.

B. The Rise of Ardashir | and the Foundation of the Sasanian State

Emerging from the fragmenting Parthian realm, Ardashir | (d. 242 CE) ' was the architect of
the Sasanian Empire. A descendant of a figure named Sasan, whose historical details are
somewhat obscured by legend but who is often identified as a Zoroastrian priest from Persis
(Fars) 2, Ardashir's lineage provided a connection to the religious heartland of Iran. His father,
Papak (also known as Pabag), was initially a local ruler in the region of Khir.> Around 200-206
CE, Papak successfully overthrew Gochihr, the Bazrangid king of Istakhr, the principal city of
Persis, and appointed himself its new ruler.'Ardashir, having served as the commander of the
strategic fortress of Darabgerd under his father !, became embroiled in a power struggle with
his elder brother Shapur following Papak's death. Accounts suggest Shapur perished in a
building collapse, an event some sources imply Ardashir may have orchestrated." By 208 CE,
after eliminating other brothers who contested his claim, Ardashir declared himself the ruler of
Persis.! From this power base, he systematically expanded his control, compelling local rulers
and potentates to submit to his authority." He astutely exploited the decentralized nature of
the Parthian state and their preoccupation with internal conflicts and Roman wars." Early in his
rebellion, Ardashir asserted his independence by minting coins bearing his own image and
founding new cities, clear declarations of his sovereign ambitions.'The decisive confrontation
came at the Battle of Hormozdgan on April 28, 224 CE. In this engagement, Ardashir's forces
defeated and killed Artabanus IV (referred to as Artabanus V in some accounts ), the last
major Parthian Arsacid king." This victory marked the effective end of nearly five centuries of
Parthian rule. Following this triumph, Ardashir | was crowned Shahanshah, "King of Kings," in
the traditional Parthian capital of Ctesiphon in either 224 or 226 CE, inaugurating the Sasanian
dynasty.'Ardashir's success was not solely built on military prowess; it was underpinned by a
potent ideological program. He actively sought to legitimize his new dynasty by forging a
strong alliance with the Zoroastrian priesthood, most notably with the influential high priest
Tansar.? Zoroastrianism, the ancient religion of the Iranians, was elevated to a central position
in the Sasanian state. Ardashir was styled as a "Mazda-worshiping majesty... whose origin is



from the Gods" ®, and he famously declared that "religion and kingship were brothers,"
inseparable and mutually reinforcing.? Under his patronage, efforts began to collect and
codify the sacred texts of the Avesta.? This religious revivalism was powerfully combined with
a conscious claim to the heritage of the Achaemenid Persian Empire.? By presenting
themselves as the successors to Cyrus and Darius, the Sasanians aimed to restore past
glories and foster a renewed sense of Iranian identity, even popularizing the term "Iran”
(Eranshahr, the Empire of the Iranians) to denote their realm.? This appeal to Achaemenid
continuity was not merely symbolic; it served as a geopolitical statement, particularly towards
their great rivals, the Romans, signaling a more assertive and ideologically driven Persian
foreign policy. It implied a claim to historical legitimacy and a mandate for the restoration of
an empire that had once dominated the ancient world, setting the stage for a new phase of
intense Roman-Persian conflict.In terms of early state-building, Ardashir | initiated measures
to create a more centralized government compared to the loose confederation of the
Parthians, although he initially inherited many aspects of their decentralized model." His
military campaigns continued after the defeat of Artabanus IV, focusing on consolidating
control over the Iranian plateau and expanding eastward, where he subdued the rulers of
Kushan, Turan, and the Merv region." His final years also saw inconclusive conflicts with
Roman Mesopotamia, where he captured some cities but failed to secure a decisive
breakthrough against Hatra, a resilient city-state.! These early actions—military, political,
religious, and ideological—laid the essential groundwork for the administrative, military, and
cultural structures that would define the Sasanian Empire for the next four centuries.
Ardashir's rise was a multifaceted achievement, blending military opportunism with astute
political maneuvering and a powerful vision for a revived Iranian empire.

Il. The Sasanian Shahanshahs: A Chronological
Overview

The Sasanian Empire, spanning from 224 CE to 651 CE, was governed by a succession of
monarchs predominantly from the House of Sasan, which traced its lineage back to the
eponymous Sasan. The dynasty began with the formidable Ardashir | and concluded with the
ill-fated Yazdegerd Ill, whose reign witnessed the Arab conquest." While the Sasanian
dynastic line formed the core of the imperial succession, historical records also note brief
periods where individuals from other powerful noble houses, such as the House of Mihran,
usurped the throne, particularly during times of internal turmoil.™The chronological list of
these rulers provides a fundamental framework for understanding the empire's historical
trajectory. Minor variations in reign dates and the inclusion or exclusion of very short-lived
rulers or co-regents exist across different historical sources, both ancient and modern. For
instance, some lists include figures like Adhur Narseh, whose reign in 309 CE was exceedingly
brief and often ended violently.” Persian-language sources generally align with Western
academic compilations in terms of the sequence of rulers, though spellings of names and
precise year markers can occasionally differ."The Sasanian dynastic succession, while
demonstrating remarkable longevity and stability for extended periods, was not without its
vulnerabilities. These became particularly apparent during the reigns of weak or unpopular
Shahanshahs, or in the aftermath of significant military defeats. Such circumstances could



lead to challenges from powerful nobles, military commanders, or rival claimants from within
the Sasanian family itself, resulting in usurpations and periods of chaotic, brief reigns.
Examples include the overthrow of Bahram Il by his grand-uncle Narseh in 293 CE %, or the
temporary replacement of Kavadh | by Zamasp (496-498 CE) due to noble discontent with
Kavadh's policies.' The most pronounced period of instability occurred after the death of
Khosrow Il in 628 CE, which plunged the empire into a series of rapid successions, including
several short-lived kings and even two reigning queens, before Yazdegerd Il ascended the
throne." This pattern indicates that while the legitimacy of the Sasanian dynasty itself was
deeply entrenched, the right of a specific individual to rule could be contested if they lost the
support of crucial factions within the empire or if the state faced severe crises.A particularly
notable phenomenon within this patriarchal society was the ascension of queens like Boran
(Purandokht) and Azarmidokht to the throne in the chaotic period following Khosrow II's
demise."™ Although their reigns were brief (circa 630-632 CE), their very existence as rulers
points to moments of extreme crisis in the male succession lines. The intense infighting and
assassinations that characterized this era likely depleted the pool of viable and acceptable
male candidates, compelling the ruling elite to turn to female members of the royal house to
maintain a semblance of Sasanian legitimacy. This deviation from typical succession practices
underscores the depth of the political breakdown at the time, where the principle of Sasanian
bloodline, even through female members, was prioritized in a desperate attempt to stabilize
the fracturing empire.

The following table provides a chronological list of the Sasanian monarchs, along with their
generally accepted reign dates and brief notes on significant rulers or events associated with
their reigns.

Table 1: Chronological List of Sasanian Monarchs

Shahanshah Reign Dates (CE) Notes

Ardashir | 224-241/242 Founder of the Sasanian
Empire; defeated Parthians '

Shapur | 240/242-270/272 Captured Roman Emperor
Valerian; expanded empire °
Hormizd | 270/272-273 Son of Shapur | ™

Bahram | 273-276 Persecuted Manichaeans ™

Bahram || 276-293 Faced Roman wars and
internal usurpation attempt '@

Bahram IlI 293 Brief reign; overthrown by
Narseh ™

Narseh 293-302/303 Defeated by Romans; Treaty of
Nisibis ™

Hormizd Il 302/303-309 Married a Kushan princess ™

IAdhur Narseh

309

Briefly reigned; overthrown by
nobles

Shapur Il

309-379

Long reign; successful wars
@gainst Rome; persecuted
Christians




Ardashir Il 379-383 Made Armenia a Persian
protectorate ™

Shapur IlI 383-388 Treaty with Rome regarding
Armenia ™

Bahram IV 388-399 Repelled Hunnic invasion ™

Yazdegerd | "the Sinner" 399-420 Tolerant towards Christians,

angering Zoroastrian clergy "

Bahram V (Gor) 420/421-438/439 Famed hunter; wars with Rome
and Hephthalites ™

Yazdegerd |l 438/439-457 War with Rome; persecuted
non-Zoroastrians "

Hormizd Il 457-459 Overthrown by his brother
Peroz | ™

Peroz | 457/459-484 Defeated and killed by

Hephthalites ™

\Valkash (Balash)

484-488

Overthrown by nobles ™

Kavadh | (1st reign)

488-496

Supported Mazdakites;
overthrown '

Zamasp (Jamasp)

496-498/499

Replaced Kavadh | briefly ™

Kavadh | (2nd reign)

498/499-531

Regained throne with
Hephthalite aid; reforms

Khosrow | "Anushirvan” 531-579 Major reformer; cultural zenith;
wars with Byzantium ™

Hormizd IV "the Turk" 579-590 Continued war with Byzantium;
overthrown and killed

Bahram VI Chobin 590-591 Usurper (House of Mihran)

Khosrow Il "Parviz"

590 (briefly), 591-628

Restored by Byzantines;
massive war against
Byzantium; overthrown ™

Kavadh Il (Siroe)

628

Murdered his father Khosrow
II; brief reign; plague ™

Ardashir |l

628-629/630

Child king; assassinated ™

Shahrbaraz

629/630

Usurper (House of Mihran);

general who fought Byzantines
4

Boran (Purandokht)

630-631 (or 630 & 631-632)

Queen; daughter of Khosrow |l
14

Shapur-i Shahrvaraz

630

Son of Shahrbaraz; brief reign
15




Peroz Il 630 (or c. 631) Obscure ruler ™

Azarmidokht 630-631 (or 631/632) Queen; daughter of Khosrow |l
14

Hormizd V (or VI) 630-631 (or 631-632) Contested ruler '

Khosrow llI 630 (or c. 631) Ruled briefly in Khorasan ™

Khosrow IV 631 (or 631-637) Obscure ruler ™

Yazdegerd Il 632/633-651 Last Sasanian king; defeated
by Arab conquests '

Note: Some minor variations in dates and the exact order/inclusion of rulers during periods of
instability exist across sources. This table aims to provide a generally accepted sequence
based on the provided research materials.'

lll. Political and Military Trajectory of the Empire of the
Iranians (Eranshahr)

The Sasanian Empire, from its inception, was characterized by a dynamic and often aggressive
political and military posture. Its history is marked by periods of consolidation, significant
expansion, protracted warfare with its western Roman and Byzantine neighbors, and serious
challenges on its eastern frontiers. The development of a sophisticated military machine was
crucial to its survival and imperial ambitions.

A. Consolidation and Early Expansion: From Ardashir | to Shapur |

Following his decisive victory over the Parthians, Ardashir | dedicated considerable effort to
consolidating his newly founded empire and expanding its frontiers, particularly eastward. He
successfully received the submission of rulers in regions such as Kushan, Turan, and Mery,
thereby securing the eastern territories of Eranshahr." His son and successor, Shapur |
(reigned c. 240/242-270/272 CE) ™, built upon this foundation, proving to be one of the most
energetic and capable early Sasanian rulers.” Shapur | significantly strengthened the central
government, undertook reforms of the imperial coinage, and formally established
Zoroastrianism as the state religion, further solidifying the ideological basis of Sasanian
rule.’Shapur I's reign is particularly renowned for its military successes against the Roman
Empire. He inflicted several defeats upon Roman armies, culminating in the historic capture of
the Roman Emperor Valerian near Edessa in 260 CE.® This event was a profound humiliation
for Rome and a massive propaganda victory for the Sasanians, widely commemorated in
Sasanian rock reliefs. Under Shapur |, the Sasanian Empire reached a significant territorial
extent, stretching from the River Euphrates in the west to the River Indus in the east, and
incorporating strategically important regions such as Armenia and Georgia.’A notable aspect




of Shapur I's policy was the large-scale deportation of Roman citizens, including artisans,
engineers, and other skilled individuals, from conquered territories to Persia.?? These
deportees were settled in various parts of the empire, particularly in newly founded or
reconstructed cities such as Gundeshapur (Veh-Andiyok-Shapur).? This policy was not
merely punitive but represented a strategic effort to transfer valuable Roman technology,
craftsmanship, and human capital to bolster the Sasanian economy, infrastructure, and urban
culture. The skills of these deported populations contributed to significant construction
projects and the development of centers of learning like Gundeshapur, which later became
renowned for its medical school.?? This demonstrates a sophisticated approach to
empire-building that extended beyond simple territorial conquest, focusing on the
assimilation of useful knowledge and skills for the long-term benefit of the Sasanian
state.Reflecting the expanded and diverse nature of his realm, Shapur | was the first Iranian
monarch to adopt the grandiloquent title "King of Kings of Iranians and non-Iranians" (Middle
Persian: Sahansah Eran ud Anéran).? This titular innovation was a clear declaration of
universalist imperial ambition, signifying Sasanian sovereignty not only over the traditional
Iranian heartlands but also over the numerous non-Iranian peoples brought under their rule
through conquest and deportation, including the Roman citizens.?? This title echoed the
cosmopolitan nature of the earlier Achaemenid Empire and underscored the Sasanians'
aspiration to be a world power.

B. The Long Wars with Rome and Byzantium: A Shifting Frontier

The rivalry between the Sasanian Empire and its western neighbors, first the Roman Empire
and later the Byzantine Empire, was a defining characteristic of ancient and late antique Near
Eastern history. These conflicts, often referred to collectively as the Roman-Persian Wars,
spanned nearly seven centuries, with the Sasanian phase lasting from their rise in 224 CE until
the final, devastating war concluded in 628 CE.?® Throughout much of this period, the wars
were characterized by a relentless "tug of war," particularly in the contested frontier regions
of Mesopotamia, Armenia, and the Caucasus.” Towns, fortifications, and entire provinces
were frequently besieged, captured, sacked, and traded between the two powers. However,
despite the intensity and frequency of these conflicts, the overall border remained remarkably
stable for long stretches, with neither side able to achieve a permanent, decisive strategic
advantage over the other.” This long-term geopolitical equilibrium suggests that the logistical
challenges of conquering and holding vast, often difficult, territories, combined with the
inherent resilience and resourcefulness of both empires, prevented either from delivering a
knockout blow. This constant, attritional warfare likely spurred military innovations on both
sides, such as the development of sophisticated siegecraft, but also imposed a perpetual and
heavy drain on their respective resources and manpower.

Key phases and notable events in this long series of confrontations include:

e Ardashir I's initial campaigns (c. 230-232 CE): Following the establishment of the
Sasanian Empire, Ardashir | launched raids into Roman Mesopotamia and Syria,
challenging Roman dominance.™

e Shapur I's major victories (c. 243-260 CE): Shapur | inflicted several defeats on the

Romans, most famously capturing Emperor Valerian at the Battle of Edessa in 260 CE.’



He also sacked major cities like Antioch.??

e Narseh's war and the Treaty of Nisibis (c. 296-298 CE): After initial successes,
Narseh suffered a significant defeat by the Roman Caesar Galerius. The subsequent
Treaty of Nisibis (298 or 299 CE) was unfavorable to the Sasanians, involving the cession
of several trans-Tigris provinces and Roman influence over Armenia.”

e Shapur II's extensive wars (c. 337-363 CE): Shapur Il engaged in a long and often
successful series of wars against Constantius Il and later Julian. Julian's ambitious
invasion of Persia in 363 CE ended in his death and a Roman defeat, forcing his
successor Jovian to concede significant territories, including Nisibis and Singara, to the
Sasanians.’

e Conflicts in the 5th Century: Several shorter wars occurred, such as the war of
421-422 CE, often triggered by the persecution of Christians in Persia or disputes over
Armenia.” These generally ended with a return to the
status quo ante bellum.

e The Anastasian War (502-506 CE): This war erupted after a long period of peace,
initiated by Kavadh |, and saw Sasanian successes in capturing Theodosiopolis and
Amida, though it ended without major territorial changes.™

e The Iberian War (526-532 CE): Fought between Kavadh | and Justinian |, primarily over
influence in the Caucasus (lberia). Despite Roman victories at Dara and Satala, the war
was largely inconclusive and ended with the "Perpetual Peace" treaty, which involved
Roman payments to Persia.”

e The Lazic War (540-562 CE): Khosrow | broke the "Perpetual Peace" by invading Syria
and capturing Antioch. The war extended into Lazica (Colchis) on the Black Sea coast. It
concluded with the Fifty-Year Peace Treaty in 562, with Rome retaining Lazica but
making annual payments to Persia.”

e The War for the Caucasus (572-591 CE): Triggered by pro-Byzantine revolts in Persian
Armenia and Iberia. This protracted conflict ended when the Byzantine Emperor
Maurice helped Khosrow Il regain his throne from the usurper Bahram Chobin. In return,
Byzantium received significant territorial concessions in Armenia and Mesopotamia.™

e The Final Byzantine-Sasanian War (602-628 CE): This was the longest and most
devastating of all the conflicts. Khosrow I, using the murder of Emperor Maurice as a
pretext, launched a massive invasion, conquering much of the Byzantine East, including
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, and even threatening Constantinople.™ However, a brilliant
counter-offensive by Emperor Heraclius turned the tide, leading to a Persian defeat, the
overthrow of Khosrow Il, and the restoration of pre-war boundaries. This war fatally
exhausted both empires.?

Periods of peace or even alliance, such as the "Perpetual Peace" of 532 CE or the Byzantine
intervention to restore Khosrow Il in 591 CE, were often dictated by strategic necessities, such
as internal problems within one empire or pressing threats on other frontiers, rather than a
genuine or lasting reconciliation.” The "Perpetual Peace," for example, was broken by
Khosrow | when he perceived an opportunity due to Byzantine engagements elsewhere.
Similarly, the Byzantine support for Khosrow Il was a calculated move that yielded significant



territorial gains for Constantinople; Khosrow Il himself later exploited the murder of his
benefactor Maurice as a pretext for an unprecedentedly large-scale invasion of Byzantine
territory.” These instances underscore the deeply entrenched nature of the rivalry, where
truces and alliances were frequently opportunistic and transactional, liable to be abandoned
when the strategic calculus shifted. The underlying assumption of geopolitical competition
remained a constant throughout the Sasanian era.
The following table summarizes the major conflicts between the Sasanian Empire and the
Roman/Byzantine Empire.
Table 2: Major Roman/Byzantine-Sasanian Conflicts: Dates and Key Outcomes

Nisibis; Sasanian
siege of
Theodosiopolis %

Conflict/War Approximate Key Rulers Key Significant
Name Dates (CE) Involved Battles/Sieges/Eve|Outcomes
(Sasanian/Roman-|nts
Byzantine)
Ardashir I's 230-240 Ardashir | / Raids in Sasanian
Campaigns Severus Alexander|[Mesopotamia & |expansion
Syria; Hatra, initiated; Roman
Nisibis, Carrhae |counter-offensive
captured by S.
Sasanians ™
Shapur I's 243-260 Shapur | / Gordian |Battle of Misiche |[Major Sasanian
Campaigns [ll, Philip the Arab, ((244), Battle of victories; Roman
\Valerian Barbalissos (253), [Emperor
Battle of Edessa |captured;
(260) - Valerian  |expansion of
captured % Sasanian
influence.
Narseh's War 296-298 Narseh / Galerius, [Battle of Carrhae [Treaty of Nisibis
Diocletian (296/297 - Roman |(298/299): Rome
defeat), Battle of [gains territory in
Satala (298 - Mesopotamia and
Persian defeat) *® |Armenia. ™
Shapur II's Wars  [337-363 Shapur Il / Sieges of Nisibis, [Persia regains
Constantius I, Battle of Singara [territories
Julian (348), Capture of |including Nisibis
Amida (359), and parts of
Julian's invasion & |Armenia. ™
death (363) ™
Roman-Sasanian |421-422 Bahram V / Roman invasion of |Peace treaty
War of 421-422 Theodosius |l Arzanene, siege offrestored status

quo ante bellum;
religious freedom
guarantees. %




n War of 602-628

Phocas, Heraclius

Syria, Palestine,
Egypt, Anatolia;
Siege of
Constantinople
(626); Heraclius'
counter-offensive
s, Battle of
Nineveh (627) ®

Anastasian War  [502-506 Kavadh |/ Capture of Seven-year peace
Anastasius | Theodosiopolis & [treaty; Roman
Amida by payments to
Sasanians; Roman |Persia; Dara
siege of Amida ™ [fortified by
Romans. ™
Iberian War 526-532 Kavadh |, Khosrow [Battle of Dara "Perpetual Peace"
|/ Justin |, (530 - Roman (532): Rome pays
Justinian | victory), Battle of [tribute; Iberia
Callinicum (531 - [remains under
Persian victory) ® [Persian influence.
13
Lazic War 540-562 Khosrow | / Sasanian invasion [Fifty-Year Peace
Justinian | of Syria, sack of [Treaty (562):
Antioch (540); Byzantium retains
prolonged fighting|Lazica; annual
in Lazica ™ Roman subsidy to
Persia. ™
War for the 572-591 Khosrow |, Fall of Dara to Khosrow Il
Caucasus Hormizd IV, Persians (573); restored with
Khosrow Il / Justin [Byzantine Byzantine aid;
I, Tiberius I, victories; Bahram [Byzantium gains
Maurice Chobin's revolt ™ |Dara,
Martyropolis,
parts of Armenia
& Iberia. °
Byzantine-Sasanial602-628 Khosrow Il / Persians conquer [Initial massive

Sasanian gains;
final Byzantine
victory; both
empires
exhausted;
Khosrow I
overthrown. %°

C. Confrontations in the East: The Hephthalite Challenge

While the western frontier with Rome and Byzantium consumed much of the Sasanian military




and diplomatic attention, the empire also faced significant threats from its eastern and
northeastern borders. During the 5th century CE, movements of tribal groups in Central Asia
led to the rise of the Hephthalite Huns (also known as the White Huns), who established an
extensive and powerful empire centered on what is now Afghanistan and surrounding
regions.’ This new power posed a serious challenge to Sasanian authority in their eastern
territories.The Sasanian confrontation with the Hephthalites reached a critical point during the
reign of Peroz | (r. 459-484 CE). In 484 CE, Peroz led a major campaign against the
Hephthalites but suffered a catastrophic defeat near Balkh, where he himself was killed.? This
disaster had profound consequences for the Sasanian Empire. Not only did it result in the loss
of a Shahanshah in battle, a significant blow to imperial prestige, but it also forced the
Sasanians to pay a heavy tribute to the Hephthalites for a period.® Furthermore, key Sasanian
cities in the eastern region of Khorasan, such as Nishapur, Herat, and Marw, fell under
Hephthalite control or influence.? The Hephthalite wars thus demonstrated the empire's
vulnerability on multiple fronts and underscored the substantial military and political impact
that nomadic confederations from Central Asia could exert upon established sedentary
empires like Persia. The necessity of paying tribute and the death of a reigning monarch in
battle highlight the severity of this eastern threat.The Hephthalites also became entangled in
Sasanian internal politics. Peroz I's son, Kavadh |, had been given as a hostage to the
Hephthalites for three years following an earlier defeat.”' Later, after being deposed from the
Sasanian throne by the nobility (in part due to his support for the Mazdakite movement),
Kavadh | sought refuge with the Hephthalites and, with their military assistance, successfully
regained his throne around 498/499 CE." This intervention by an external eastern power in
Sasanian succession struggles mirrors the way the Roman and Byzantine Empires sometimes
involved themselves in Sasanian internal affairs (and vice-versa), illustrating a recurring
pattern of vulnerability where external rivals could exploit internal divisions within the Sasanian
state.The Sasanian position against the Hephthalites eventually improved. Iran is said to have
"recovered her glory" during the reign of the formidable Khosrow | Anushirvan (r. 531-579
CE).? Khosrow |, in a strategic alliance with the newly risen Western Turkic Khaganate,
launched a coordinated campaign against the Hephthalites. Around 557-561 CE, this joint
Sasanian-Turkic force decisively defeated the Hephthalites, breaking their empire and
restoring Sasanian dominance in the eastern Iranian lands.’ The ability to forge such an
alliance and neutralize a long-standing threat demonstrates the sophisticated diplomatic and
military strategies employed by Sasanian rulers like Khosrow | in managing their complex
multi-frontal geopolitical environment.

D. The Sasanian Military: Structure, Elite Savaran Cavalry, and
Siegecraft

The Sasanian military, known as the spah, was a complex and evolving institution that formed
the bedrock of the empire's power and ability to project its influence for over four centuries. It
was responsible for defending vast frontiers against formidable opponents like the Romans
and Byzantines in the west, nomadic groups in the east and north, and Arab tribes in the
south.'®Overall Structure and Command: Ardashir |, the founder of the dynasty and a
military commander himself, is credited with establishing a standing army under his personal
command, with officers distinct from the satraps and local nobility." Military service was



highly esteemed, and training often began at a young age, with mandatory service for
physically fit males typically between the ages of 15 and 50.%A significant reform of the
military command structure occurred under Khosrow | Anushirvan. Prior to his reign, the entire
Iranian army was often led by a single supreme commander, the Eran-spahbed, who also
acted as a minister of defense and held immense power." Khosrow |, likely to curb the
potential threat posed by such a powerful individual and to improve responsiveness across
the empire's diverse fronts, abolished this single office. He replaced it with four regional
marshals or Spahbeds, each responsible for one of the four cardinal quarters of the empire
(North, South, East, and West)." This reform aimed to enhance imperial control over the
military, reduce the risk of a single general becoming over-mighty, and allow for more
effective regional defense. Khosrow | also further professionalized the army, with soldiers
enrolled as state officials who received regular pay, subsidies, arms, and horses directly from
the central government, rather than being solely reliant on local lords.""The Sasanian military
hierarchy included various other important titles and ranks. The argbed was a high military
title, often a prerogative of the Sasanian royal family.” Other key officials included the
Eran-ambaragbed (minister of the imperial magazines, responsible for arms and logistics),
marzbans (governors of border provinces, often with significant military responsibilities), the
kanarang (hereditary ruler of the northeastern province of Abarshahr/Tus), gund-salar
(general or commander of a gund, a major army division), paygan-salar (commander of the
infantry), and pustigban-salar (commander of the royal guard).” The imperial banner, the
Drafs-i Kavian, was a sacred emblem that accompanied the Shahanshah or the
commander-in-chief in battle, usually stationed at the center of the army."Elite Savaran
(Aswaran) Cavalry: The undisputed backbone of the Sasanian spah was its elite heavy
cavalry, the Savaran or Aswaran.™ This force was primarily composed of nobles (azadan and
wuzurgan) and men of rank who underwent rigorous military training and discipline from a
young age, becoming professional soldiers.” They were analogous to the knights of medieval
Europe in status and function.**The Savaran were renowned for being heavily armored. They
typically wore extensive mail armor (hauberks), often reinforced with plate armor components
(breastplates, arm-guards, thigh-guards, greaves), and conical helmets that provided
substantial protection, sometimes leaving only small openings for the eyes.” Their horses
were also often armored (zen-abzar)." Their primary shock weapon was a long, heavy lance
(nézak), often wielded two-handed, especially after the likely adoption of the stirrup in the
later Sasanian period, which significantly enhanced the power of their charge.®" In addition to
the lance, Savaran knights were proficient with a variety of other weapons, including long
swords, maces (gurz), battle-axes, and composite bows.™ This "universal cavalryman," skilled
with both bow and lance, became widespread.*®Distinguished elite corps within the Savaran
included the famed "Immortals" (Javedan), evidently a unit of 10,000 men echoing their
Achaemenid predecessors, and highly regarded Armenian cavalry contingents. Khosrow I's
reforms also allowed individuals of minor nobility to serve in the Savaran, likely broadening the
recruitment base for this critical arm.%’
Other Military Units:
While the heavy cavalry was central, the Sasanian army also comprised other essential units:
e Light-Armed Cavalry: The Sasanians did not typically field their own state-organized
light cavalry in large numbers. Instead, they extensively employed allied or mercenary
light cavalry troops from various warlike tribes, who fought under their own chieftains.
These included the Sagestanis (renowned for their bravery), Gelani, Albani from the



Caucasus, and nomadic groups like the Hephthalites, Kushans, and Khazars when allied.
Dailamite infantry and light cavalry from the Caspian region were valued for their
ferocity and skill with swords and daggers in close combat, while Arab tribal cavalry
were effective in desert warfare.™

e Infantry (Paygan): The Sasanian infantry consisted primarily of archers and ordinary
footmen.™ Archers, often protected by large oblong curved shields made of wickerwork
and rawhide, advanced in close order to deliver volleys of arrows.' The ordinary
footmen were largely recruited from the peasantry and typically served without pay.
Their roles were mainly supportive: acting as pages to the mounted warriors, attacking
fortifications, excavating mines during sieges, and guarding the baggage train. Their
primary weapons were a spear and a shield.”

e War Elephants: The Sasanians deployed war elephants, often described as "walking
towers," which could be highly effective in disrupting enemy formations and causing
damage, particularly on open and level battlefields.” These animals, usually sourced
from India, were ridden by warriors, including archers.*

Siegecraft: Unlike their Parthian predecessors, who were generally less adept at siege
warfare, the Sasanians developed highly efficient and sophisticated siege capabilities,
enabling them to reduce strongly fortified Roman and Byzantine cities."” They learned from
Roman techniques and soon came to match them in both offensive and defensive siege
operations.” Offensive siege engines included various types of ballistae (Middle Persian:
kashkanijir) for launching arrows or missiles, "scorpions" (smaller torsion engines), catapults
(aradeh, manjaniq) for hurling large stones, mobile siege towers, and battering rams.®
Sasanian engineers were also skilled in constructing siege mounds to gain height advantage,
mining and counter-mining operations to undermine walls, scaling walls with ladders, and
digging extensive systems of trenches and ditches for offensive and defensive purposes
during sieges." Archery barrages played a crucial role in supporting these operations by
suppressing defenders.?’ The Sasanians also employed environmental factors, such as
diverting waterways to flood or weaken fortifications (as seen in sieges of Nisibis *°), and used
incendiary projectiles.>® Non-combat methods such as espionage, subterfuge, and diplomacy
were also integral to their siege strategies.**Tactics and Doctrines: Sasanian battlefield
tactics often revolved around the decisive shock charge of their heavy Savaran cavalry, who
would aim to break the enemy's front line with their lances, while archers provided covering
fire.” The center of the army, where the commander-in-chief was positioned (often on an
elevated throne) and the imperial banner was displayed, was defended by the strongest
units.” Due to the way shields were carried (on the left arm), making leftward attacks less
efficient, the right wing was generally considered the primary line of attack, with each side
attempting to outflank the enemy from that direction (i.e., attacking the opponent's left flank).
Consequently, the left wing was often made stronger but assigned a more defensive role.The
Sasanian military did have weaknesses. They sometimes lacked endurance in prolonged
close-quarters combat, and their armies could be prone to disarray if the
commander-in-chief was killed or forced to flee the field." The tradition of single combat
(maid-o-maid) between champions, an ancient Iranian practice, continued and was codified
during the Sasanian period." A substantial body of military literature existed, including texts
like the Artéstarestan ("Warrior Code"), which was a comprehensive manual covering



recruitment, arms, equipment, training, ranks, pay, intelligence gathering, and the
qualifications and duties of commanders. The A'in-namag provided detailed instructions on
tactics, strategy, and logistics."The heavy Savaran cavalry, while extremely effective against
similarly equipped Roman and Byzantine heavy infantry and cavalry, proved to be less
adaptable and more vulnerable when faced with the highly mobile, lightly armed Arab forces
in the 7th century.™ This strategic inflexibility, where a force optimized for one type of warfare
encountered an enemy employing fundamentally different tactics and operational styles,
became a critical factor in the empire's final military defeats.

E. Territorial Zenith and Key Administrative Reforms under Khosrow |
Anushirvan

The reign of Khosrow | (531-579 CE), often known by the epithet "Anushirvan" (He of the
Immortal Soul), is widely regarded as a golden age in Sasanian history.® He was a monarch of
immense energy and vision, under whom the empire reached a peak of power, prosperity, and
cultural brilliance. His reign was marked by significant military achievements, most notably the
decisive defeat of the Hephthalite Empire in the east (in alliance with the Western Turks),
which had posed a major threat to his predecessors.’ He also engaged in extensive, though
ultimately attritional, warfare with the Byzantine Empire under Justinian I.2’However, Khosrow |
is perhaps most celebrated for his sweeping administrative, economic, and social reforms,
which aimed to create a more efficient, centralized, and equitable state, thereby
strengthening the authority of the Shahanshah. These reforms addressed deep-seated
structural issues within the empire, some of which had contributed to instability in previous
reigns. The very fact that such comprehensive reforms were necessary indicates that the
empire, despite its outward strength, was grappling with significant internal stresses and
inefficiencies. His father, Kavadh |, had already begun to address some of these, notably by
using the Mazdakite movement to curb the power of the great nobles '°; Khosrow | built upon
this foundation, though he decisively suppressed the Mazdakites themselves early in his
reign.' His reforms were thus as much about consolidation, repair, and restructuring as they
were about initiating new glories.

Key reforms under Khosrow | included:

e Taxation System: One of his most impactful reforms was the overhaul of the land tax
system. He replaced the traditional system, where taxes were often an arbitrary
percentage of the harvest (which could fluctuate wildly and was prone to corruption),
with a new system based on a careful survey of all cultivable land." Fixed tax rates were
established based on the land's potential productivity (considering factors like water
rights, and the type of crops like date palms and olive trees), and these taxes were
payable in regular installments, often in cash (silver drahms) rather than solely in kind."
This reform provided the state with a much more predictable and stable revenue
stream, allowing for better financial planning and budgeting." It also aimed to be more
equitable for the peasantry by providing clarity and stability in their obligations. A poll
tax was also systematized.”

e Bureaucracy and Provincial Administration: Khosrow | strengthened and reorganized



the imperial bureaucracy, making it more efficient and more directly accountable to the
central government.” A significant development during his reign was the rise of the
dihgan class.*’ These were petty landholding nobles or village lords who became the
backbone of provincial administration and the tax collection system at the local level.*’
By empowering this class of smaller, loyal landowners, Khosrow | likely aimed to create a
broader base of support for the monarchy and reduce its dependence on the great,
often over-mighty, noble families (

Wuzurgan) who had frequently challenged royal authority in the past. This was a
strategic move to restructure power dynamics within the empire, fostering greater
centralization and stability under the crown.

Military Reforms: As previously discussed, Khosrow | professionalized the army,
ensuring soldiers received regular pay and equipment from the state, and divided the
supreme military command among four regional Spahbeds to enhance efficiency and
imperial control." He also strengthened border defenses and garrisons.®

Legal System: He is credited with reforms to the legal system, aiming to standardize
the administration of justice across the empire and curb corruption among regional
officials.?

Land Distribution and Agriculture: Some sources suggest he undertook land
distribution initiatives aimed at promoting fairness and reducing economic disparity,
and he paid close attention to defining water rights, crucial for agriculture in the arid
and semi-arid Iranian plateau."

Patronage of Culture and Learning: Khosrow | was a renowned patron of arts,
sciences, and literature. He was a great builder, embellishing his capital at Ctesiphon,
founding new towns, and commissioning new palaces and public works."” He famously
invited scholars from various traditions, including Greek Neo-Platonist philosophers
fleeing persecution in the Byzantine Empire, as well as scholars from India, to his court
and to the Academy of Gondishapur." Under his auspices, many foreign works,
including Indian texts on medicine, mathematics, and fables (like the Panchatantra,
translated as Kalila wa Dimna), and Greek philosophical and scientific treatises, were
translated into Pahlavi (Middle Persian).?* This intellectual ferment contributed
significantly to the preservation and transmission of ancient knowledge.

Khosrow I's reign thus represented a period of profound internal reorganization and cultural
flourishing, which significantly enhanced the power, stability, and prestige of the Sasanian
Empire, leaving a lasting legacy that influenced subsequent Islamic states.

IV. Society and Daily Life in Sasanian Iran

Sasanian society was a complex tapestry woven from diverse ethnic and religious groups, all
structured within a hierarchical social order deeply influenced by Zoroastrian principles. Daily
life varied significantly across these social strata and geographical regions, from the opulent



courts of the Shahanshah to the agricultural rhythms of the peasantry.

A. Social Stratification: Nobles, Priests, Warriors, Scribes, and
Commoners

Sasanian society was characterized by a fairly rigid system of social stratification, often
described as being divided into four main hereditary classes or castes, a structure that
was reinforced by Zoroastrianism, the state religion.* Movement between these classes
was generally very difficult, if not impossible.* This hierarchical system placed
considerable social and economic burdens on the lower classes.* The Sasanian kings,
drawing on Zoroastrian religious philosophy, utilized this structure to justify and
maintain the social order, with the belief that remaining within one's social class was a
reflection of divine and social justice, essential for social stability. Leaving one's birth
class was seen as disruptive and potentially chaotic.*The commonly identified classes
were *:

1. Priests (Asronan or Mobedan): This was the highest class, comprising the Zoroastrian
priesthood. They held immense power and influence, not only in religious matters but
also in law, education, and state administration.?’ The head of the priestly class, the
Mobedan Mobed (chief of priests), was one of the great dignitaries of the state.® They
were responsible for maintaining religious orthodoxy, performing rituals, managing
temple estates, and often serving as judges." Zoroastrian texts like the Avesta provided
the foundation for this social division, mentioning fire keepers (priests) as a distinct
professional group.* Clothing color sometimes denoted class, with priests reportedly
wearing white.*

2. Warriors (Artéshtaran): This class consisted of the nobility and professional soldiers,
including the elite Savaran cavalry. They were responsible for the defense of the empire
and held a privileged position in society.?° The military commander, the Eran Spahbed
(before Khosrow I's reforms), was also a major figure in the state.?® Warriors reportedly
wore purple or reddish attire.*

3. Scribes/Secretaries (Dabiran): This class comprised the imperial bureaucracy,
including state officials, administrators, tax collectors, and record-keepers.?° They were
essential for the functioning of the centralized Sasanian state. The head of the
bureaucracy was another of the great men of the state.®

4. Commoners/Producers (Vastaryoshan and Hutukhshan): This broad class included
farmers, peasants, artisans, and merchants — essentially the wealth producers of the
empire.?° Farmers (wastaroyan or dahigan) constituted the vast majority of the
population (around 80%) and bore the main burden of taxation.* They were responsible
for cultivating the land and ensuring the empire's prosperity.“® Artisans were often
organized into guilds (kirrog) with their own heads (kirrogbed) and specific sections
within bazaars.*’ Farmers and artisans were associated with the color indigo.*

The royal princes, petty rulers (shahrdars), great landlords, and the upper echelons of the



priesthood and warrior classes together constituted a privileged stratum.* The life of these
nobles, in terms of clothing, food, residence, and general lifestyle, was vastly different from
that of the common peasantry.* The Sasanian system, with its emphasis on ownership,
bloodline, strict regulations separating nobles from the general populace, and limited social
mobility, bore strong resemblances to a caste system, though scholars debate the precise
application of the term.* The preservation of blood purity and inherited status, particularly
among the upper strata, was a significant feature.*

B. The Nobility: Wuzurgan, Azadan, and their Role in Governance and
Military

The Sasanian nobility was a complex hierarchy that played a crucial role in the empire's
governance and military affairs. At the apex were the great noble families, often referred to as
the Wuzurgan (grandees), who held vast landed estates, significant political influence, and
often hereditary positions in the state and military.* These powerful families were
instrumental in supporting the Shahanshah but could also pose a challenge to royal authority,
particularly during periods of weak rule or succession crises."’Below the Wuzurgan was a
broader class of lower nobility known as the Azadan (meaning "free" or "noble").% The
Azadan are probably identical to the eleutheroi ("the free ones") mentioned in Greek sources
referring to Parthian nobles, indicating a continuity of this social stratum from the Parthian
era.® The Sasanians maintained this division, with the Azadan forming the last of the four
main ranks of nobility, which were: the Shahrdaran (vassal kings and dynasts), the Wispuhran
(princes of royal blood), the Wuzurgan (grandees), and the Azadan (lower nobility).*¢The
Azadan, along with the Wuzurgan, formed the bulk of the formidable Sasanian heavy cavalry,
the Aswaran or Savaran, which was the backbone of the imperial army.™ In this military
capacity, the Azadan were analogous to the knights of medieval Europe, serving as skilled,
armored horsemen.“’_Their participation in the military was a key aspect of their noble status
and obligations. The Azadan are mentioned in important Sasanian royal inscriptions, such as
the Hajjiabad inscription of Shapur | and the Paikuli inscription of Narseh, underscoring their
recognized position within the Sasanian elite structure.*® According to the 5th-century
Byzantine Armenian historian Faustus of Byzantium, the Azadan also constituted a significant
portion of Shapur II's royal bodyguard regiment.**The dihgans, or petty landholding nobility,
rose to prominence, especially from the reign of Khosrow | onwards.*' They became crucial to
provincial administration and tax collection, forming a link between the central government
and the rural populace. Their empowerment by Khosrow | may have been a deliberate strategy
to counterbalance the influence of the great Wuzurgan families and create a more loyal and
broader administrative base for the crown. Conflicts with the nobility and the Zoroastrian
clergy were recurrent themes, as seen during the reign of Hormizd I &, and the power
struggles between the monarchy and the great nobles were a persistent factor in Sasanian
political life.?

C. Urban and Rural Life: Agriculture, Artisans, and Trade



Daily life in the Sasanian Empire varied significantly between urban centers and rural
agricultural areas. The empire fostered considerable centralization, ambitious urban planning,
agricultural development, and technological improvements.?’Urban Life: Sasanian rulers
founded many new cities and embellished existing ones, with Ctesiphon serving as the main
capital.® Cities like Gundeshapur, Bishapur, and Nishapur also rose to prominence.? Urban
centers were hubs of administrative, commercial, and artisanal activity. The main economic
activity in cities took place in bazaars, where different groups of artisans (kirrog) each had
their own designated section (raste).*’ Professions mentioned include blacksmiths and
barbers.*’ Each artisan guild had a head (kirrogbed), and the overall activity and pricing within
the bazaar were overseen by an official known as the wazarbed (head of the bazaar).*’
Pre-Islamic Iran had unions of guilds, with merchant guilds organized contemporaneously. For
example, Nayshabour had hat-making and rope-making guilds.”’ Merchants of raw silk and
sellers of silk fabrics were particularly influential due to the high demand and prestige of silk.”
Artisans within these guilds, from masters to apprentices, were considered legally free.”
These guilds operated as socioeconomic units within the hierarchical Sasanian system.*'Rural
Life and Agriculture: Agriculture was the mainstay of the Sasanian economy and the primary
way of life for the majority of the population.*® The Zoroastrian religion placed great emphasis
on land development and cultivation, viewing agriculture as a virtuous and religious duty.*®
The Iranian plateau, with its rivers, pastures, and fertile lands in certain areas (like the Sawad
region of Mesopotamia), was suitable for agriculture.*® Key crops included wheat and barley
(staples for bread), rice (especially in warmer, humid areas like southern Mesopotamia), millet,
beans, and various fruits such as grapes, figs, pistachios, nuts, dates, and apricots.*® Rye was
particularly important for bread-making.*® Textile crops like cotton, flax, and hemp were also
cultivated.>? Land ownership patterns were diverse. There were state-owned lands with
collective ownership, lands devoted to charitable institutions like fire temples and churches,
and lands owned by the nobility, which were often worked by tenant farmers.* Iranian farmers
were often their own landowners, unlike in some European feudal systems.*® Water
management was critical, especially in arid regions. The Sasanians invested in and maintained
sophisticated irrigation systems, including canals and ganats (underground aqueducts).*® The
government ministry Diwan al-Kharaj employed surveyors and engineers for these projects.*?
Mechanical irrigation devices like waterwheels (na'ar, ddlab) were also used.>? Peasants
(khishkar, wastaroyan, dahigan) were responsible for cultivating the land.*® They paid a
portion of their crops as taxes to the state and, if applicable, to landowners, keeping the
remainder for themselves.*® Before Khosrow I's reforms, land tax was a fixed proportion of the
harvest; afterwards, it shifted to a system based on land area and potential yield
(capitation).*® While these reforms aimed for greater fairness and stability, the life of a
peasant was often arduous, with limited social mobility.* The diet of commoners was likely
based on dairy products, fruits, nuts, and bread made from barley or mixed grains, while meat
was more common in the diets of the nobility.>*Trade: The Sasanians actively engaged in both
local and international trade. They established and maintained ports on the Persian Gulf, such
as Bushehr (Boxt-Artax3ir), Siraf, and Hormuz, which facilitated maritime trade.*’ Sasanian
merchants served as middlemen between Syrian traders in the west and Sogdians in the
east.”® Key exports included silk, woolen and golden textiles, carpets, rugs, hides, leather, and
pearls from the Persian Gulf.*’ Sasanian trade networks extended as far as East Asia, with
evidence of Sasanian colonies in Malaysia and Ceylon (for horse trade), and even on the east
coast of Africa (Kilwa).* Zoroastrian fire temples found in southern China also attest to a



Sasanian presence there.*’ They also sought to control parts of the Silk Road, a vital artery for
East-West commerce."

D. The Legal and Social Status of Women

The legal and social status of women in the Sasanian Empire was complex, shaped
significantly by the patriarchal tenets of Zoroastrianism, which was the state religion.>®
Women were generally expected to fulfill domestic roles as daughters, wives, and
mothers, and were typically under the authority of a male guardian (father, husband,
son, or other male relative).**Despite these constraints, Sasanian law accorded women
certain legal rights and responsibilities. They had the right to own property, including
real estate, enter into contractual agreements, and engage in commercial
transactions.”® They were also responsible for their debts and could be held
accountable for violations of the law.>*Marriage was highly regarded, and it was
considered a father's religious duty to find a suitable husband for his daughter, ideally
by the age of fifteen, though sometimes younger.> The father or guardian represented
the bride and negotiated the marriage contract.>*The specific privileges and restrictions
a woman experienced largely depended on the type of her marriage. There were several
recognized forms of marriage *°:

1. Padixsay (Privileged) Wife: This was the highest and most common form of marriage,
established by a contract with precise, mutual obligations between husband and wife. A
man could have only one padixsay wife. She and her children were fully incorporated
into her husband's agnatic group and were entitled to inherit from him. A padixsay wife
had considerable authority over the internal running of the household, child-rearing,
and other household members. She inherited equally with sons, while daughters
received half a son's share. If she disobeyed her husband, a court could issue a
"certificate of disobedience," stripping her of her contractual privileges.®

2. Chagar (Subordinate or Concubine) Wife: Any wives other than the padixsay wife
were considered chagar wives. They had fewer privileges. Upon marriage, the husband
could acquire her property. If widowed, her adult son or the deceased husband's
closest male relative became her guardian. Neither she nor her children were typically
entitled to inherit from the husband, though she might receive a small annual income for
service in the house. A husband could loan a chagar wife to another man without her
consent, often for procreation, with any resulting children belonging to the original
husband. A woman forced to marry to conceive a child for a deceased male relative (a
form of levirate marriage) was also considered a chagar wife in subsequent marriages,
with her first male child belonging to the deceased relative.*®

3. Khwadray (Self-entrusted/Self-dependent) Wife: A woman could choose not to
marry the man selected by her father. If her father had not found her a husband by age
fifteen, she could marry whomever she wished without his consent, though her
inheritance might be reduced. The husband of a khwadray wife was not legally bound to
support her. However, she could become a padixsay wife after bearing a male child who



reached the age of fifteen.*

4. Yog-zan: If a family's only child was a daughter, upon her marriage, she was termed a
yog-zan. She was obligated to bequeath her first male child to her father's lineage
(rather than her husband's) to ensure the continuation of her natal family line and the
performance of its religious ceremonies. After fulfilling this duty, she could become a
padix3ay wife.>

Divorce was possible, generally requiring mutual agreement, but a husband could initiate it
without his wife's consent under certain conditions, such as adultery, sorcery, refusal of
marital duties, or barrenness.*® Polygamy was practiced, particularly among the wealthy who
could afford to support multiple wives; lower-class men often could not.>® Zoroastrianism also
promoted next-of-kin marriage (khwédddah or khevtuk-das), including marriage to
daughters, sisters, and mothers, a practice regarded as pious by some but which faced
resistance and may have contributed to conversions to other faiths.*>Royal women held
distinct titles such as "Royal Princess" (duxsy), "Lady" (banug), "Queen" (banbisn), "Queen of
the Empire" (Eransahr banbisn), and "Queen of Queens" (banbisnan banbisn). The highest
female rank was not always held by the chief wife but could be held by a daughter or sister,
and their status varied with circumstances.> As noted earlier, in times of extreme political
crisis, royal women like Boran and Azarmidokht even ascended to the throne as reigning
queens.™

E. Ethnic and Religious Diversity: Zoroastrians, Christians, Jews,
Manichaeans, and Others

The Sasanian Empire, Eranshahr, was a vast realm stretching from the Oxus River to the
Euphrates and from the Caucasus to parts of the Arabian Peninsula.® While the ruling elite
were of Persian origin from Fars and adhered to Zoroastrianism, the empire was home to a
multitude of ethnic and religious groups.®’ This diversity presented both challenges and
opportunities for the Sasanian state.Zoroastrianism was the official state religion, and its
priesthood held significant power and influence.® The Sasanians actively promoted
Zoroastrianism, viewing it as a legitimizing and unifying force for their rule.® However, the
nature of Sasanian Zoroastrianism and its enforcement evolved over time, with periods of
greater orthodoxy and periods where other interpretations, like Zurvanism, gained
prominence.*®Christianity had a substantial presence, particularly in the western regions of
the empire, such as Mesopotamia (Asoristan), which was the heartland of Sasanian
administration.®® These communities were largely Aramaic/Syriac-speaking.’” The relationship
between the Sasanian state and its Christian subjects was complex and often influenced by
the empire's relations with the Christian Roman/Byzantine Empire. During times of war with
Rome, Christians within Persia were sometimes viewed with suspicion and faced persecution,
as seen under Shapur I1.¥' However, there were also periods of tolerance and even official
recognition. The Church of the East (often referred to by Western Christians as the Nestorian
Church) developed its own distinct hierarchy, with its Catholicos-Patriarch residing in
Ctesiphon, independent of Roman or Byzantine ecclesiastical structures.®' By the late
Sasanian period, some rulers, like Khosrow Il, showed favor to Christian communities, possibly
for political reasons.®® Many old churches from this era still exist in Iran.®’Judaism also had a



long and significant history in Mesopotamia, predating the Sasanians. Under Sasanian rule,
Jewish communities, particularly in Babylonia, experienced a period of remarkable intellectual
and religious flourishing, culminating in the creation of the Babylonian Talmud, one of the
most important texts in Jewish tradition.*® While some scholarly narratives have emphasized
persecution, recent re-examinations of sources like the Talmud suggest a more nuanced
picture.®® These studies indicate that Babylonian Jews often participated in Sasanian politics,
cultivated relationships with the aristocracy, and that Zoroastrianism, in practice, may have
allowed for more integration of other religions than previously assumed.®> However, instances
of persecution did occur, for example, when Ardashir | forced Jews to live under his law,
revoking Judaic law, and the Zoroastrian priesthood attempted to assert authority over
them.’Manichaeism, founded by the prophet Mani (c. 216-274 CE) in Sasanian Babylonia,
was another significant religious movement.®® Mani's teachings presented an elaborate
dualistic cosmology describing a struggle between a good world of light and an evil world of
darkness, incorporating elements from Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Buddhism.®® Shapur |
initially tolerated and even showed favor to Mani, allowing the religion to spread widely within
the empire.®® However, under later rulers, particularly Bahram |, and under the influence of
powerful Zoroastrian priests like Kartir, Manichaeans faced severe persecution. Mani himself
was imprisoned and died under Bahram 1."® Despite persecution, Manichaeism survived and
spread far beyond Persia.Other Religions and Languages: To the east of the empire, in
regions like present-day Afghanistan and Central Asia, Buddhist traditions flourished and
interacted with Zoroastrian, Christian, and Manichaean communities.® While Middle Persian
(Pahlavi) was the official language of the Sasanian court and the Zoroastrian priesthood, the
multiethnic nature of the empire meant that Aramaic and Syriac served as important lingua
francas, particularly in Mesopotamia and for wider communication.®” Greek and Latin were
also used, especially in diplomatic and intellectual contexts.®” Arabic-speaking populations
were significant in southern Mesopotamia (the Lakhmid kingdom of Hira acting as a buffer
state) and in eastern and southern Arabia, which came under Sasanian control or
influence.®°The Sasanian approach to this religious and ethnic diversity was often pragmatic,
balancing the desire for Zoroastrian unity with the realities of governing a vast, multicultural
empire.*® While state-sponsored Zoroastrianism was central, the toleration or persecution of
minority faiths often depended on political circumstances, the disposition of the ruling
Shahanshah, and the influence of the Zoroastrian clergy.

V. Cultural and Intellectual Achievements

The Sasanian era was a period of significant cultural renaissance and intellectual dynamism in
Iran. Building upon earlier Iranian traditions and interacting with neighboring civilizations, the
Sasanians fostered remarkable achievements in art, architecture, scholarship, and literature,
leaving an indelible mark on the cultural landscape of the Near East and beyond.

A. Art and Architecture: Palaces, Rock Reliefs, Metalwork, Textiles,
and Glass



Sasanian art and architecture consciously sought to revive and develop Iranian traditions,
often on a grandiose scale, reflecting the power and prestige of the empire.** Palaces:
Sasanian palaces were monumental structures, exemplified by those at Ctesiphon (the winter
capital), Firuzabad, and Sarvestan.** Perhaps the most famous Sasanian architectural
remnant is the Taq-i Kisra (Iwan of Khosrow) at Ctesiphon, the fabled palace of Khosrow 1.°
Its massive vaulted throne hall, featuring the largest single-span parabolic barrel vault of
unreinforced brickwork in the world, stands as a testament to Sasanian engineering prowess.’
Palaces were often lavishly decorated with colorful stucco wall panels featuring animal motifs,
floral patterns, and geometric designs, as seen in remains from Umm ez-Za'tir near
Ctesiphon.” Some palace floors were adorned with intricate mosaic panels depicting scenes
of courtly life, such as women weaving, dancing, or playing musical instruments.®’ Cypress
wood was a favored building material, valued for its durability and symbolic significance in
Zoroastrianism.®’Rock Reliefs: A characteristic and striking form of Sasanian art is the
monumental rock relief, carved on limestone cliffs, primarily in their homeland of Fars.” Most
of these reliefs date from the first 175 years of the empire, from Ardashir | to Shapur IIl.° These
carvings served as imperial propaganda, commemorating significant events such as royal
investitures (where the king receives the ring of office from a deity, usually Ahura Mazda, but
sometimes Anahita or Mithra), military victories, royal audiences, and scenes of the king with
his family or hunting.’ Notable sites for these reliefs include Nagsh-i Rustam, Nagsh-i Rajab,
Bishapur, and Sarab-e Qandil.’ The reliefs provide invaluable information on royal iconography
(especially crowns, which were unique to each king), courtly attire, religious symbolism, and
military equipment.” Hunting scenes, particularly the king hunting lions or other formidable
beasts, were a powerful theme symbolizing royal prowess and courage.’Metalwork: Sasanian
artisans excelled in metalwork, particularly in the production of finely crafted silver and gold
vessels.” These objects, including high-footed bowls, ewers, vases, and plates, were often
hammered into shape and then decorated using techniques like chasing, embossing, casting,
and gilding.’ Many featured imagery derived from Greco-Roman iconography but adapted to
a Sasanian context, as well as purely Iranian themes.? Royal hunting scenes were a standard
motif on silver plates, likely official state products often sent as diplomatic gifts.’ Kings are
identifiable by their distinctive crowns, which correspond to their coin portraits.’ Other motifs
included investiture scenes, banquets, dancing figures (possibly linked to Zoroastrian rituals),
and scenes from Persian epic literature, such as the earliest known representations of stories
later made famous in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (e.g., Bahram V Gur and Azadeh).” Gem
engraving also reached a high level of sophistication.*Textiles and Glass: The Sasanians
were renowned for their luxury textile production, especially silks.” Sasanian silks, with their
distinctive patterns (often featuring confronting animals, royal figures, or geometric designs
within roundels), were highly prized and traded extensively along the Silk Road, influencing
textile production in Byzantium, Central Asia, and even China and Japan.®® Fragments of
Sasanian-style clothing and silks have been found in sites as distant as Egyptian cemeteries.®®
Glass production also flourished, with Sasanian glassware, including bowls, beakers, and
bottles, often characterized by cut and applied decoration.” Sasanian glassmaking
techniques, particularly the use of plant-ash soda, influenced later Islamic glass
production.”?The diffusion of Sasanian luxury arts occurred through trade, conquest, and
diplomacy, leaving a discernible legacy in the art of early medieval Europe, Western Central
Asia, and China that endured long after the empire's fall.”



B. Scholarship and Learning: The Academy of Gondishapur

Scholarship and learning were actively encouraged by the Sasanian state, with a notable
emphasis on the translation of works from both East and West into Pahlavi.** The most famous
center of learning during this period was the Academy of Gondishapur (Jundishapur) in
Khuzestan.?? Founded or significantly revitalized, particularly under Khosrow | Anushirvan,
Gondishapur became a cosmopolitan hub for education and training in medicine, philosophy,
theology, and science." It is considered by some historians to have been the most important
medical center of the ancient world during the 6th and 7th centuries.?*The Academy's faculty
were versed in Persian traditions but also drew heavily on Greek, Indian, and Syriac
knowledge.?* Khosrow | famously invited Greek Neoplatonist philosophers, who were fleeing
persecution in the Byzantine Empire after Justinian closed the Academy of Athens in 529 CE,
to settle in Persia and continue their work at Gondishapur." He also dispatched missions to
India to invite scholars and acquire texts.2*A major achievement of the Academy was its
extensive translation program. Greek and Syriac texts on medicine (notably the works of
Hippocrates and Galen), astronomy, philosophy, and other sciences were translated into
Pahlavi.?* Indian texts on astronomy, astrology, mathematics, and medicine, as well as Chinese
texts on herbal medicine, were also translated.?* The physician Borzouye, for instance, is
credited with translating the Indian Panchatantra (a collection of fables) into Pahlavi as Kalila
u Dimna.*In the field of medicine, Gondishapur was particularly influential. It systematized
medical treatment and knowledge, combining Greek, Persian, and Indian medical traditions.
The Academy transformed medical education by requiring students to work in its associated
hospital (bimaristan) under the supervision of the entire medical faculty, rather than merely
apprenticing with a single physician.? There is evidence that graduates had to pass
examinations to become accredited physicians.?* The hospital at Gondishapur is considered
by some to be the first true teaching hospital and served as a model for later hospitals in the
Islamic world.” Many physicians at Gondishapur, though often Persian, wrote their treatises in
Syriac, which was a significant scholarly language for medicine in the region.?*The intellectual
legacy of Gondishapur was profound. After the Arab conquest, many scholars from
Gondishapur, or trained in its traditions, moved to Baghdad, the new capital of the Abbasid
Caliphate. They played a pivotal role in the great translation movement of the 8th and 9th
centuries, translating Pahlavi, Syriac, and Greek texts into Arabic, thereby transmitting a vast
corpus of ancient knowledge to the Islamic world, which, in turn, later influenced medieval
Europe.?* Famous physicians associated with Gondishapur or its legacy include members of
the Bukhtishu family, Yuhanna ibn Masawaiyh, and Hunayn ibn Ishaq (who, though studying
there, became a key translator in Baghdad).*

C. Language and Literature: Pahlavi Texts and the Roots of Persian

Epic

The official language of the Sasanian court, administration, and Zoroastrian religion was
Middle Persian, also known as Pahlavi.® This period saw the development of a significant body



of literature in Pahlavi, much of which consisted of religious texts, legal commentaries, and
wisdom literature.Zoroastrian Religious Texts: A crucial literary undertaking during the
Sasanian era was the compilation and codification of the Avesta, the sacred scriptures of
Zoroastrianism.? While the original Avestan language texts were ancient, they were
transcribed into a newly developed Avestan alphabet during this period. Furthermore,
extensive commentaries and interpretations of the Avesta, known as the Zand, were
composed in Pahlavi. Many important Pahlavi religious books, such as the Bundahishn (a
cosmological text), the Denkard (an encyclopedia of religious knowledge), and the Menog-i
Khrad (Spirit of Wisdom), were compiled or reached their final form during the Sasanian or
early Islamic periods, preserving much of Sasanian Zoroastrian theology, mythology, and legal
thought.*’Secular Literature: While much of the surviving Pahlavi literature is religious,
evidence suggests the existence of secular works as well. These included historical
chronicles, legal texts (such as the Matigan-i Hazar Datistan or "Book of a Thousand
Judgments"), works on geography, and wisdom literature (andarz texts) offering moral and
practical advice.® The Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Pabagan (Book of the Deeds of Ardashir, Son of
Papak) is a semi-legendary romance detailing the rise of the dynasty's founder.*’Roots of the
Persian Epic: The Sasanian period played a vital role in preserving and developing the Iranian
national epic traditions that would later culminate in Ferdowsi's monumental Persian epic, the
Shahnameh (Book of Kings), written in New Persian in the early 11th century.?2 Many of the
heroes, legends, and historical narratives recounted in the Shahnameh have their origins in
Sasanian-era Pahlavi chronicles and oral traditions. Sasanian kings themselves, like Bahram V
Gor, became legendary figures whose exploits were celebrated in these narratives.’ The
Sasanian court likely patronized storytellers and minstrels (

gosans) who kept these epic traditions alive. The Pahlavi Khwaday-Namag (Book of Lords), a
lost royal chronicle, is believed to have been a primary source for Ferdowsi.

Other Languages: As a multiethnic empire, other languages were also significant. Aramaic
and Syriac were widely used, especially in Mesopotamia, for administration, commerce, and
by Christian and Jewish communities.®” Greek was also known and used in scholarly and
diplomatic circles.>’The Pahlavi literary tradition, though much of it was lost or transformed
after the Arab conquest, formed an essential bridge between ancient Iranian culture and the
later Persian Islamic literary renaissance. Its themes, stories, and ethical concepts deeply
influenced subsequent Persian literature and cultural identity.>’

D. Science and Technology: Astronomy, Mathematics, and
Engineering

The Sasanians made notable contributions and fostered developments in various scientific
and technological fields, often drawing upon and synthesizing knowledge from neighboring
cultures.
Astronomy and Astrology: Astronomy and astrology held significant importance in
Sasanian Iran, often intertwined with religious beliefs and statecraft. Complex
mathematical calculations were necessary for astronomical observations and
astrological predictions.” A key example of advanced astronomical work from this
period is the Zjj-i Shahriyaran (Royal Astronomical Tables).” These tables, likely



compiled and updated over time, would have contained data for calculating planetary
positions, eclipses, and other celestial phenomena, essential for calendrical purposes,
navigation, and astrological forecasting. The Academy of Gondishapur also played a
role in translating Indian texts on astronomy and astrology into Pahlavi.>*Mathematics:
While direct evidence for purely mathematical treatises from the Sasanian period is less
abundant than for astronomy or medicine, the sophisticated engineering projects,
architectural achievements, and astronomical calculations undertaken imply a strong
practical understanding of mathematics, including geometry and arithmetic.” The
Elamites, ancient predecessors in the Iranian region, had demonstrated advanced
mathematical knowledge, including understanding of the Pythagorean theorem and
methods for solving quadratic equations, suggesting a long tradition of mathematical
inquiry in the area.”” It is probable that works on mathematics were translated and
studied at centers like Gondishapur alongside other scientific disciplines.?’Engineering
and Technology: The Sasanians were skilled engineers, as evidenced by their
ambitious urban planning, construction of monumental palaces and fire temples, and
development of sophisticated infrastructure.?® This included:

e Irrigation Systems: Extensive networks of canals (ganats) were built and maintained to
support agriculture, particularly in Mesopotamia and other arid regions of the empire.*®
The construction and upkeep of these systems required considerable engineering
expertise.

e Dams and Bridges: Roman prisoners of war, known for their engineering skills, were
reportedly involved in the construction of dams, bridges, and other public works in
Sasanian cities.”® The bridge at Shushtar (Band-e Kaisar) is a famous example often
attributed to Roman engineering under Sasanian direction.

e Military Technology: As discussed earlier, the Sasanians developed advanced siege
weaponry, including ballistae, catapults, and siege towers, matching Roman
capabilities.® The production of high-quality armor and weapons for their elite Savaran
cavalry also indicates metallurgical and manufacturing skills.

e Urban Planning: The founding of new cities and the expansion of existing ones involved
careful planning of infrastructure, including roads, water supply, and public buildings.?°

The Sasanian period thus represented a time of practical application and development of
scientific and technological knowledge, contributing to the empire's economic strength,
military capabilities, and cultural achievements.

E. Music in the Sasanian Court

Music held a significant and multifaceted role in Sasanian Iran, particularly within the royal
court and in religious contexts.”® While information about music under the earlier
Achaemenids is less detailed, the Sasanian era provides more substantial documentation of a
flourishing musical tradition.”*Courtly Music and Musicians: Music was not merely
entertainment at the Sasanian court; it was an integral part of royal life, banquets, receptions
of foreign dignitaries, and state ceremonies.”® The Sasanian royal court under rulers like
Khosrow Il Parviz (r. 591-628 CE) was renowned for its patronage of prominent musicians.”



Among the most celebrated figures was Barbad, a highly respected poet and musician who
served Khosrow I1."”® Barbad is considered one of the founding fathers of Iranian music and is
credited with organizing the Persian musical system into seven "Royal Modes" (Xosrovani),
thirty derivative modes (lahn), and 360 melodies (dastan), numbers which intriguingly
correspond to the Sasanian calendar's days in a week, month, and year.”” Other famous court
musicians of this era included Ramtin, Bamshad (known for his dawn songs), Nakisa (a female
musician who sang praises of Khosrow Il), Azad, and Sarkash.” The high reputation of Persian
musicians and dancers is further suggested by accounts of them being sent as gifts to the
courts of Chinese emperors.”’Religious Significance: Music also played an important role in
Zoroastrian religious practice. The Gathas, the five sacred hymns attributed to Zoroaster
himself, were sung as part of religious rituals.”® Music was seen by some as a means for
humans to communicate with the divine.”®Musical Instruments: Sasanian sculptures and
reliefs, such as those at Tag-e Bostan, depict musicians and their instruments, providing
visual evidence of the musical culture of the time.” Commonly depicted instruments include
the harp (triangular, with seven strings, played with both hands), the horn, the daf (a frame
drum), other types of drums, and the flute or pipe.”’Legacy: The musical traditions
established during the Sasanian period are considered the authentic roots of Persian classical
music.”® Melodic formulas and modes attributed to the musicians of Khosrow II's court were
preserved and continued to influence Iranian music for centuries, forming a basis for the
dastgah system that characterizes Persian traditional music today.” Although the arrival of
Islam brought changes to the public performance of music, restricting it more to private
celebrations and military parades, the Sasanian musical heritage endured and contributed to
the rich tapestry of Iranian culture.™

VI. Religion in the Sasanian Empire

Religion was a cornerstone of Sasanian identity and governance. The empire witnessed the
revitalization of Zoroastrianism as the state religion, alongside the presence and development
of significant minority faiths, leading to a complex religious landscape characterized by
periods of co-existence, theological debate, and sometimes persecution.

A. Zoroastrianism: State Religion, Priesthood, and Theological
Developments

Zoroastrianism, an ancient Iranian religion founded by the prophet Zoroaster (Zarathustra),
was elevated to the status of the official state religion under the Sasanian dynasty.® This
marked a significant shift from the more religiously syncretic and tolerant approach of the
preceding Parthian Arsacids. The Sasanians, originating from Persis, the heartland of
Zoroastrianism, consciously sought to revive and institutionalize the faith as a means of
unifying their diverse empire and legitimizing their rule.® Ardashir |, the founder, declared that
religion and kingship were inseparable ?, establishing a close alliance between the throne and
the Zoroastrian priesthood.Core Tenets and Cosmology: Zoroastrianism is characterized by



a dualistic cosmology, positing a fundamental struggle between a supreme, benevolent
creator god, Ahura Mazda (Ohrmazd), representing truth, light, and order (Asha), and an
opposing destructive spirit, Angra Mainyu (Ahriman), embodying falsehood, darkness, and
chaos (Druj).™ While Ahura Mazda is the ultimate good, Zoroastrianism is not strictly
monotheistic in the Abrahamic sense, as it acknowledges lesser divinities or beneficent spirits
known as yazatas (beings worthy of worship), such as Mithra (god of covenants and light) and
Anahita (goddess of waters and fertility), who were also venerated.™ Human beings possess
free will and are central to this cosmic struggle, with their choices and actions (good
thoughts, good words, good deeds - Humata, Hiuxta, Huvarshta) contributing to the eventual
triumph of good over evil.” Zoroastrian eschatology predicts a final renovation of the world
(Frashokereti), where evil will be vanquished, and souls will be judged and united with Ahura
Mazda.®° Fire and light are central symbols in Zoroastrian worship, representing purity, divine
presence, and the energy of Ahura Mazda. Sacred fires were maintained perpetually in fire
temples (atarashkada or Chahartaq).®° Three "Great Fires" of particular sanctity — Adur
Farnbag, Adur Gushnasp (associated with warriors and kings), and Adur Burzen-Mihr
(associated with farmers) - held special significance during the Sasanian period.*The Role
of the Priesthood (Mobedan): The Zoroastrian priesthood, known as the Mobedan, became
immensely powerful and influential under the Sasanians.?° They formed a hierarchical
organization headed by the Mobedan Mobed (Chief of Priests), who was one of the highest
dignitaries of the state, advising the Shahanshah on religious and legal matters.? Priests were
responsible for performing complex rituals, maintaining the sacred fires, interpreting religious
law, educating the populace in religious tenets, and administering justice in matters governed
by Zoroastrian law." Figures like the high priest Tansar in the reign of Ardashir | played a
crucial role in justifying the new dynasty's rule and initiating the collection and codification of
Zoroastrian scriptures, the Avesta, and its Pahlavi commentaries (Zand).2 Another influential
priest, Kartir (Kirder), active under several later 3rd-century kings, left inscriptions boasting of
his efforts to promote Zoroastrianism, establish fire temples, and suppress other religions he
deemed heretical or deviant, such as Manichaeism, Christianity, Judaism, and Buddhism.®
These inscriptions reveal a push towards greater religious uniformity and the assertion of
Zoroastrian dominance.Theological Developments and Debates: The Sasanian period was
crucial for the standardization and development of Zoroastrian theology and liturgy.® The oral
traditions of the Avesta were committed to writing using a newly developed script, and
extensive Pahlavi commentaries were produced, shaping what is often termed "orthodox"
Zoroastrianism.® However, this "orthodoxy" was not monolithic and was subject to internal
theological debates and variations. One significant theological development that gained
prominence, particularly in the later Sasanian period, was Zurvanism.*® Zurvanism was a
modified form of Zoroastrianism that posited Zurvan (Infinite Time or Fate) as the ultimate
primordial principle, from which both Ahura Mazda (Ohrmazd) and Angra Mainyu (Ahriman)
emanated as twin offspring.®® This addressed certain theological complexities within the
dualistic framework, particularly the origin of evil. While orthodox Zoroastrianism emphasized
the uncreated nature of both Ohrmazd and Ahriman as opposing forces, Zurvanism sought a
monistic source. Zurvanism appears to have had strongholds in western Persia, possibly
influenced by Greco-Babylonian astrological speculations, and it may have enjoyed royal
sanction at various times during the Sasanian era, though it was opposed by more strictly
dualistic interpretations of Zoroastrianism.>® The extent to which Zurvanism became the
dominant state ideology versus a coexisting theological school is a subject of ongoing
scholarly debate. The Sasanian state's relationship with its Zoroastrian establishment was



generally one of mutual support, but tensions could arise. For example, Yazdegerd | (r.
399-420 CE) earned the epithet "the Sinner" from the Zoroastrian clergy for his relatively
tolerant policies towards Christians and Jews, which angered the more zealous elements of
the priesthood.™ Conversely, movements like Mazdakism, which challenged the
socio-religious order, were eventually suppressed with the backing of the Zoroastrian
establishment and the nobility." The interaction between Zoroastrian authorities and other
religious communities, particularly Christians, led to periods of intense theological debate and
polemic. Christian hagiographies from the Sasanian era often depict Zoroastrian priests as
instigators of persecution, while Zoroastrian texts discuss "bad religions" as social and
political problems.” These interactions suggest a dynamic religious environment where claims
to truth and authority were actively contested. The very effort to define and enforce a
Zoroastrian "orthodoxy" during and after the Sasanian period can be seen as a response to
the presence and intellectual challenges posed by these other well-established faiths.®

B. Manichaeism: Origins, Doctrines, and Persecution

Manichaeism, a major Gnostic world religion, originated within the Sasanian Empire during the
3rd century CE, founded by the prophet Mani (c. 216-274 CE).®® Born in Sasanian Babylonia,
Mani proclaimed a new, universal religion that he intended to synthesize and surpass the
teachings of earlier prophets, including Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus Christ, as well as
incorporating elements from Platonism, Marcionism, and various Gnostic and Mesopotamian
traditions.®®Core Doctrines: Manichaeism presented an elaborate and radical dualistic
cosmology, positing an eternal struggle between two co-equal and uncreated primordial
principles: a good, spiritual World of Light (ruled by the Father of Greatness or Zurvan in some
contexts) and an evil, material World of Darkness (ruled by the Prince of Darkness).®® Human
beings, the world, and the soul were seen as a battleground where particles of Light, having
been tragically intermingled with evil Matter during a cosmic conflict, sought liberation and
return to the Realm of Light.®® This process of liberation was to be achieved through ascetic
practices, adherence to strict moral codes, and the acquisition of gnosis (revealed
knowledge) imparted by Mani and his apostles.®” The Manichaean community was divided into
the Elect (perfects), who followed a rigorous ascetic life, and the Hearers (auditors), who
supported the Elect and followed less stringent rules, hoping for a better reincarnation.®
Manichaeans viewed the physical body and material existence with suspicion, as creations of
the powers of Darkness designed to imprison the Light.®® Jesus held a prominent place in
Manichaean theology, but as a wholly divine, luminous being (Jesus the Luminous or Jesus
Patibilis, the suffering Light), not as an incarnate human who experienced physical birth or
death in the conventional Christian sense.®’Status and Treatment in the Sasanian Empire:
Mani initially found favor with the Sasanian Shahanshah Shapur I. He presented one of his
major works, the Shabuhragan (written in Middle Persian), to the king.?? Shapur |, while not
converting to Manichaeism, tolerated its spread throughout his empire for about thirty years,
possibly seeing it as a potential universal creed that could unify the diverse peoples of his vast
realm and align with his imperial ambitions.>® Mani and his disciples undertook extensive
missionary journeys, and the religion quickly gained followers, particularly among the elite.®®
Manichaeism strategically adapted its terminology, often using Zoroastrian divine names for
its own cosmological figures when addressing Iranian audiences, which may have initially



made it seem less foreign.®®However, this period of tolerance was short-lived. After Shapur I's
death, and particularly under the reign of Bahram | (r. 273-276 CE), the political climate
changed.” Influenced by the increasingly powerful and orthodox Zoroastrian priesthood, led
by figures like Kartir who sought to consolidate Zoroastrianism as the sole state religion and
suppress rivals, Bahram | turned against Mani." Mani was imprisoned and died around
276-277 CE, an event his followers depicted as a martyrdom analogous to the crucifixion of
Jesus.®? Persecution of Manichaeans intensified under Bahram Il, with the apostle Sisin being
murdered and many followers slaughtered in 291 CE.®® Despite these severe persecutions
within its Sasanian homeland, Manichaeism proved remarkably resilient and continued to
spread extensively both eastward along the Silk Road into Central Asia and China, and
westward into the Roman Empire, where it became a significant rival to Christianity for a
time.®¢

C. Christianity in Persia: The Church of the East and Relations with the
State

Christianity had established a significant presence in the Sasanian Empire, particularly in its
western provinces like Mesopotamia (Asoristan), well before the rise of the Sasanians.®°
According to tradition, there were Persians, Parthians, and Medes among the earliest
Christian converts at Pentecost.®’ The Christian communities within Persia were predominantly
Syriac-speaking (a dialect of Aramaic) and developed a distinct Eastern Christian culture and
ecclesiastical structure, often referred to as the Church of the East (later known to
Westerners, sometimes pejoratively, as the Nestorian Church).*’The relationship between the
Sasanian state and its Christian subjects was complex and fluctuated considerably over the
centuries, often mirroring the political relationship between the Sasanian Empire and the
Christian Roman (later Byzantine) Empire.®' Periods of Persecution: When Constantine |
declared Christianity a tolerated, and later favored, religion in the Roman Empire in the early
4th century, the Sasanian rulers, particularly Shapur Il (r. 309-379 CE), began to view their
Christian subjects with suspicion, fearing they might be a disloyal minority sympathetic to
Rome, Persia's primary enemy.®’ This led to periods of severe persecution, including the
imposition of a double tax on Christians by Shapur Il in the 340s and martyrdoms of many
believers.®' Official persecution flared up again in the early 5th century under rulers like
Yazdegerd | (initially tolerant but later influenced by Zoroastrian clergy) and Bahram V.6 These
persecutions were often instigated or supported by zealous elements within the Zoroastrian
priesthood who saw Christianity as a rival faith.”’Establishment and Autonomy of the
Church of the East: Despite these persecutions, Christianity continued to grow. From the
mid-5th century, particularly from the reign of Hormizd Ill (457-459 CE), serious persecutions
became less frequent, and the Persian Church began to achieve a more recognized and
organized status.®' A crucial development was the formal organization of the Church of the
East as an autonomous entity, independent of the ecclesiastical structures of the Roman
Empire. Doctrinal differences (particularly concerning Christology, which led to the
"Nestorian" label after the Council of Ephesus in 431 CE, though the Church of the East did
not initially self-identify as Nestorian) and political pressures from the Sasanian state, which
preferred a church not loyal to the Byzantine Emperor, contributed to this separation.®! The
Bishop of Ctesiphon, the Sasanian capital, gradually acquired preeminence, eventually taking



the title of Catholicos, and later Patriarch, effectively becoming the head of an independent
Persian Church.®' Synods held by the Church of the East, such as the Synod of
Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 410 CE (under Yazdegerd |, initially), granted Christians freedom of
worship and formally organized the church hierarchy under the Catholicos. Later synods
further solidified its administrative structure and theological positions. For example, after the
Battle of Avarayr (451 CE) involving Armenian Christians fighting for their faith against
Sasanian attempts to impose Zoroastrianism, a treaty in 484 CE (Treaty of Nvarsak) granted
the numerous Armenian subjects of the Persian Empire the official right to profess Christianity
freely, albeit within the Sasanian political framework.®'Later Sasanian Period: By the later
Sasanian period, Christians formed a very significant, if not dominant, part of the population
in Mesopotamia.®® Some Sasanian rulers, like Khosrow Il Parviz, even showed favor to
Christians, possibly for political reasons or due to the influence of Christian wives or
courtiers.®® He is known to have supported the Church of the East within his domains.®® Many
ancient churches from this era, such as the Church of Mart Maryam in northwestern Iran,
testify to the long and continuous presence of Christianity in Persia.®' Christian scholars from
centers like Nisibis and Gondishapur also played a vital role in the intellectual life of the
empire, particularly in translating Greek works into Syriac and Pahlavi.?*

D. Judaism in Babylonia: The Talmudic Era

Jewish communities had a long-established presence in Mesopotamia (Babylonia) predating
the Sasanian Empire by centuries, tracing their origins back to the Babylonian Exile. Under
Sasanian rule (224-651 CE), these communities, particularly the great rabbinic academies at
Sura, Pumbedita, and Nehardea, experienced a period of extraordinary intellectual and
religious vitality.>° This era is most famously associated with the compilation and redaction of
the Babylonian Talmud (Talmud Bavli), a monumental compendium of Jewish oral law,
rabbinic discussions, biblical exegesis, legends, and ethical teachings. The Babylonian Talmud
remains one of the most central and authoritative texts in Judaism, shaping Jewish law,
thought, and practice to this day.®*The experience of the Babylonian Jewish communities
under Sasanian rule has been a subject of scholarly debate. While some traditional narratives
and earlier scholarship emphasized periods of persecution and hardship at the hands of
Sasanian kings and the Zoroastrian priesthood ¢*, more recent research, re-examining both
Talmudic sources and other historical evidence, suggests a more complex and often more
favorable picture.®® This revised perspective argues that the Sasanians did not habitually or
systematically persecute their Jewish subjects, and that the relationship between the Jewish
community leaders (such as the Exilarch, the hereditary lay leader) and the Sasanian
authorities was often one of co-existence and even cooperation.®Instances of tension and
conflict certainly occurred. Ardashir |, in his efforts to establish Zoroastrianism and centralize
power, reportedly forced Jews in his empire to live under his law, which for them was a
revocation of Judaic legal autonomy, and the Zoroastrian priesthood attempted to extend its
authority over Jewish practices, such as limiting the use of fire in lamps.? There are also
Talmudic accounts that can be interpreted as reflecting periods of hardship or restrictive
decrees. However, the argument is that these instances should not be generalized into a
paradigm of constant, unprovoked Sasanian violence.®’Instead, evidence suggests that the
Jewish communities in Babylonia enjoyed a significant degree of internal autonomy, managing



their own religious, legal, and communal affairs through their rabbinic courts and academies.
The very flourishing of Talmudic scholarship on such a vast scale implies a relatively stable
and secure environment for much of the Sasanian period. Talmudic sources themselves
contain numerous accounts of interactions, both positive and negative, between rabbis and
Sasanian officials or even the Shahanshah, indicating that Jews were not entirely isolated
from the Sasanian political sphere and, at times, successfully cultivated relationships with the
Sasanian aristocracy.®® Some scholars argue that Zoroastrianism, in practice, often allowed for
the integration rather than the exclusion of other established religious communities, provided
they did not challenge the political order.®®> Shapur |, for example, is noted for his friendship
with the Babylonian rabbi Shmuel, which was advantageous for the Jewish community.*°

The Sasanian period was thus a pivotal era for Judaism, witnessing the monumental
intellectual achievement of the Babylonian Talmud, a testament to the religious and scholarly
dynamism of the Jewish communities living under Persian rule.

E. Mazdakism: A Social and Religious Challenge

Mazdakism was a radical socio-religious movement that emerged in the late 5th and
early 6th centuries CE during the reign of Shahanshah Kavadh | (first reign 488-496 CE,
second reign 498-531 CE)."° Led by Mazdak, son of Bamdad, this movement presented
a significant challenge to the established social, economic, and religious order of the
Sasanian Empire.23Core Doctrines: Mazdakism, like Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism,
possessed a dualistic cosmology, believing in two primordial principles, Light and
Darkness.*? Light was associated with knowledge and free will, while Darkness was
ignorant and acted randomly.®® However, Mazdak's teachings had a strong social and
ethical dimension that set them apart. He preached that God had originally placed the
means of subsistence on earth for people to divide equally among themselves, but the
strong had unjustly coerced the weak, leading to inequality and suffering.*? This
inequality, Mazdak argued, empowered five "demons" that turned humanity from
righteousness: Envy, Wrath, Vengeance, Need, and Greed.**To counteract these evils
and restore justice, Mazdak advocated for radical social reforms, including **

e Communalism of Property: A core tenet was the equitable distribution, or even

common ownership, of wealth and property. Mazdak declared it necessary to take from
the rich and give to the poor so that all could become equal in wealth.*?

e Sharing of Women: More controversially, and often highlighted by hostile sources,
Mazdak is said to have advocated for the sharing of women.*? This was likely a critique
of the concentration of women in the harems of the wealthy nobility, which deprived
poorer men of wives. Modern interpretations suggest this doctrine aimed to break down
harems, reduce financial barriers to marriage (like dowries), and allow intermarriage
between social classes, rather than promoting outright promiscuity.®

e Emphasis on Good Conduct: Mazdakites stressed a moral and ascetic life, including
pacifism (no killing), vegetarianism (not eating flesh, which was seen as containing
substances from Darkness), kindness, friendliness, and peaceful coexistence.*

e Critique of Zoroastrian Clergy: Mazdak encouraged reducing the importance of



religious formality and criticized the mainstream Zoroastrian clergy.*?
Impact on Sasanian Society and State Response: Mazdak's teachings found widespread
support among the impoverished peasantry and those disaffected by the rigid Sasanian social
hierarchy and the power of the nobility and clergy.* It was, in essence, a call for social
revolution.*? Shahanshah Kavadh | initially supported or at least tolerated the Mazdakite
movement, possibly using it as a tool to curb the power of the overweening nobility and
wealthy landowners who often challenged royal authority.’® During this period, Mazdak's
followers reportedly broke open the storehouses of the rich and distributed goods, and there
were instances of women being taken from aristocratic households.®*This social upheaval,
particularly the challenge to property rights and noble lineage (through the alleged sharing of
women), provoked a strong backlash from the Zoroastrian clergy and the nobility.*> They
plotted against Kavadh | and succeeded in deposing and imprisoning him for a few years (c.
496-498 CE)."®After Kavadh | regained his throne (with Hephthalite aid), his policy towards the
Mazdakites appears to have shifted.*’ The movement had served its purpose in weakening his
internal rivals. In the later part of his reign, or under his son and successor Khosrow |
Anushirvan, the Mazdakite movement was brutally suppressed.® Khosrow |, in particular, is
credited with a massacre of Mazdak and his followers, effectively ending the movement as a
major political force." A few Mazdakites survived and settled in remote areas, and some of
their ideas may have influenced later socio-religious movements in the Islamic era.**The
Mazdakite episode had a profound impact on Sasanian society. While ultimately suppressed, it
highlighted deep social tensions and inequalities within the empire. It also demonstrated the
potential for religious ideas to fuel significant social and political challenges to the established
order. Khosrow I's subsequent reforms, particularly in land tenure and taxation, may have
been partly a response to the issues raised by the Mazdakite uprising, aiming to create a more
stable and equitable society to prevent future unrest, while firmly re-establishing royal and
aristocratic authority.®

VIl. The Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire

Despite its centuries of power and cultural brilliance, the Sasanian Empire ultimately
succumbed to a combination of internal weaknesses, exhaustive external wars, and the
unforeseen rise of a new, unifying force from Arabia. The fall of the Sasanians in the mid-7th
century CE marked the end of the last pre-Islamic Iranian empire and ushered in a new era in
Persian history.

A. Internal Instability: Dynastic Strife and Noble Power

Throughout its history, the Sasanian Empire, while more centralized than its Parthian
predecessor, still contended with a powerful and often restive nobility (the Wuzurgan and
Parthian clans) who held significant regional power and influence." This decentralized
dynastic system, reliant on a Sasanian-Parthian confederacy, contained inherent
instabilities.?” Weak or unpopular Shahanshahs could be challenged, and succession disputes



often provided opportunities for noble factions to assert their power or back rival claimants to
the throne.'’Attempts at further centralization and reform, notably by Kavadh | and his son
Khosrow | Anushirvan, aimed to curb the power of these great nobles and strengthen the
authority of the crown." Khosrow I's reforms, including changes to the tax system and the
military structure, and the empowerment of the lesser dihgan nobility, were partly designed to
create a broader and more loyal base of support for the monarchy." However, the power of
the great families was never fully broken.The reign of Khosrow I's son, Hormizd IV (r. 579-590
CE), was marked by his harsh treatment of the nobility, leading to purges and widespread
discontent.” This culminated in a rebellion led by his prominent general, Bahram Chobin, who,
after Hormizd was deposed and killed by his own court, seized the throne himself." Hormizd's
son, Khosrow Il Parviz, was forced to flee to the Byzantine Empire and regained his throne
only with Byzantine military assistance.” Although Khosrow Il later attempted to consolidate
his power, even turning against some of the nobles who had helped him (like his uncle
Vistahm, leading to another prolonged rebellion), the underlying tensions between the
monarchy and powerful aristocratic factions persisted.” Khosrow II's later disastrous attempt
to further centralize the state is argued by some scholars to have fatally destabilized the
Sasanian-Parthian confederacy, weakening the empire from within just before its final crises.®’

B. The Byzantine-Sasanian War of 602-628: Mutual Exhaustion

The final and most devastating of the long series of wars between the Sasanian and Byzantine
Empires erupted in 602 CE and lasted until 628 CE." Khosrow I, using the murder of his
benefactor, the Byzantine Emperor Maurice, as a pretext, launched an unprecedentedly
large-scale invasion of Byzantine territory.”’In the initial two decades of the war, the Sasanian
armies achieved stunning successes. They overran much of the Byzantine East, conquering
Syria, Palestine (capturing Jerusalem and the True Cross in 614 CE), Egypt (by 619/620 CE),
and parts of Anatolia, with Persian forces even reaching the shores of the Bosphorus,
opposite Constantinople.'” These conquests brought vast territories and resources under
Sasanian control, marking the zenith of their territorial expansion.However, the tide began to
turn with the ascendancy of the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius (r. 610—-641 CE). After years of
internal reorganization and preparation, Heraclius launched a series of daring
counter-offensives deep into Persian territory starting in 622 CE." He inflicted several defeats
on Sasanian armies, culminating in the Battle of Nineveh in 627 CE, where the main Persian
field army was shattered.?® The failed Avar-Sasanian siege of Constantinople in 626 CE also
marked a critical turning point.**The prolonged and brutal war had catastrophic
consequences for both empires. They had exhausted their human and material resources to
an unprecedented degree." For the Sasanians, the defeat led directly to the overthrow and
murder of Khosrow Il in 628 CE by disgruntled nobles and his own son, Kavad I1."® Kavad I
immediately sued for peace, agreeing to withdraw from all conquered Byzantine territories
and return the True Cross.”® The Sasanian Empire was left economically depleted from heavy
taxation to fund the war, politically fractured, and militarily weakened.™

C. The Plague of Sheroe and Its Impact



Adding to the woes of the war-torn Sasanian Empire, a devastating epidemic, known as the
Plague of Sheroe (named after Kavad Il, whose regnal name was Sheroe), struck its western
provinces, particularly Mesopotamia, around 627-628 CE." This plague, likely a resurgence of
the Justinianic Plague pandemic, killed a significant portion of the population, including
Shahanshah Kavad Il himself, who died only a few months into his reign in the autumn of 628
CE." Some accounts suggest it killed more than 100,000 people in Ctesiphon alone.*°The
death of Kavad Il plunged the empire into an even deeper crisis of leadership. His infant son,
Ardashir Ill, succeeded him but was quickly deposed and killed.”™ This triggered a period of
intense civil war and rapid succession, with over ten rulers, including generals like Shahrbaraz
and queens like Boran and Azarmidokht, vying for the throne in the span of just four to five
years (628-632 CE)." This dynastic chaos further destabilized the empire, paralyzed its
administration, and prevented any meaningful recovery from the losses incurred during the
war with Byzantium and the plague.®® The Plague of Sheroe is thus recognized as a significant
contributing factor to the decline and fall of the Sasanian Empire, severely weakening its
demographic and political resilience just as a new threat was emerging from the south.®’

D. The Arab Conquests and the End of Sasanian Rule

While the Sasanian Empire was reeling from the combined effects of the disastrous war with
Byzantium, internal dynastic strife, and the plague, a new, unified force was emerging from
the Arabian Peninsula under the banner of Islam. Following the death of the Prophet
Muhammad in 632 CE, the early Islamic caliphs, starting with Abu Bakr, launched a series of
military campaigns that would rapidly reshape the political map of the Near East [*°
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