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Her mother was a slave (of her father; umm walad) named Ghazala 'All b. 
who, after (the death) of al-Busayn married Zuyayd mawlii of informe 
the latter and bore 'Abd Allah b. Zuyayd, who is thus the uterine ingthe 
brother of 'Ali b. al-Busayn.! two dal 

BaDllya 
Some years later, Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) in his Ma'arif, takes Ace 
up the same information and adds to it somewhat: iege 0 

of two 
As for 'Ali b. al-Busayn [known as] al-A~ghar, al-Busayn has no name)
descendants except through him. It is reported that his mother pher ­
was originally from Sind [Sindiyya; thus probably a slave from 

therethis region] named Sulafa or Ghazala who after [the death] of 
al-Busayn became the wife of Zubayd [and not Zuyayd, as noted SOUTe 

in Ibn Sa'd], mawlii of the latter, and bore 'Abd Allah b. Zubayd, - the 
who is thus the uterine brother of 'Ali b. al-Busayn.2 o -the 

-UTely 
There is still no mention of the Sasanian royal family. Similarly, 
almost all the authors of the histories and earlier or later historio­
graphical studies that chronicled the invasion of Iran and the fate of 
the last Sasanian sovereign and his family, usually with remarkable 
attention to detail, on this point are silent. They do however, with 
many variants, provide a list of the children, including the daughters, 
ofYazdgird III, but do not give the least indication about the eventual 
capture of one these daughters by Muslim soldiers or any relation­
ship between her and the Shi'i imams.3 However, a report supplied by 

1. Ibn Sa'd, al-Tabaqat al-kubra, ed. 1. 'Abbas (Beirut, 1377-1380/ 
1957- 1960), vol. 5, p. 211. 

2. Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma'arif, ed. Th. 'Ukasha (4th edn, Cairo, 1995), 
pp.214-215. 

3. See e.g. al-BaHidhuri (d. 279/892), Futu/:! al-buldan, ed. M. de Goeje 
(Lei den, 1866; rpr. 1968), pp. 262-313; elsewhere, in his Ansab al-ashraf, 3 vols, 
ed. M. B. al-Mal:unlldI (Beirut, 1974), vol. 3, pp. 102-103 and 146, al-Baladhuri 
writes that the mother of 'All b. al-Busayn was a slave named Sulafa originally 
from Sijistan; Ibn 'Abd Rabbih (d. 328/940), al-'Iqd al-fand (Cairo, 1316/1898), 
vol. 3, pp. 103ff.; al-Mas'lldi (d. 345-346/956-957), Muruj al-dhahab, ed. and 
Fr. trans. by Barbier de Meynard (Paris, 1861-1877), vol. 4, pp. 190ff.; in addition, 
al-Mas'lldi devotes long passages to 'All b. al-Busayn (see index, vol. 9, p. 112), 
but says nothing about his mother; Miskawayh (d. 421/1038), Tajarib al-umam, 
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'Ali b. Muhammad al-Mada'iru, al-Tabari's (d. 310/923) well­
informed Iranian source, says that around the year 31/650-651, dur­
ing the conquest ofNisabiir, 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir b. Kurayz, captured 
two daughters of the Kisra family (al), named Babiinaj (= Babiinal 
Banuya?) and THMIJ or TMHIJ (= Tahminaj >Tahmina?). 

According to another version, the event occurred during the 
siege of Sarakhs and the famous Arab conqueror offered one 
of two daughters to a certain al-Nushajan (I shall return to this 
name), but the other died.4 Nowhere does the great historiogra­
pher say that these are the daughters of the Iranian king, or that 
there was any connection to the 'Alid imams. The same is true of 
sources as varied and historically far apart as the Kitab al-kharaj 
by the I:Ianafi judge Abu Yusuf (d. 182/798) and the Shah-nama 
ofthe pro-Shi'i poet Firdawsi (d. 41011019) both ofwhom, though 
surely for different reasons, took an interest in the fate of the last 
Sasanian sovereign of Iran and his descendants.5 

One of the very first texts to suggest a connection between a 
daughter of the last Sasanian emperor and the imams seems to be 
Kliab'OJ-akhbar !!;1-#waI by Abu I:Ianifa al-Dinawari (d. ca. 282/894­
895). According to this text, under the caliphate of 'Ali during the 

ed. H. F. Amedroz and D. S. Margoliouth (The Eclipse of the Abbasid Calif ate) 
(London, 1920-1921), vol. 1, pp. 145-220; Ibn al-Athir (d. 630/1233), AkhbaT-e 
iran az al-Kamil-e Ibn AthfT (excerpt from al-Kamil fi'I-ta'rikh [rpr. Beirut, 
1385-1386/1965- 1966] and Persian trans. by M. I. Bastanl Parizl [Tehran, 1349 
Sh.l1971j, pp. 209-335. The daughters ofYazdgird III, in varying number and 
diverse appelations according to the sources, are for example said to be named 
'DRK (var. 'WZD, ARDK, ADhRK), ShHIN (var. Shahin, SHZ), MRDA WAND 
(var. MRDA WZNDA, MRDAW AR), Tahmina, Banuya (var. Babiina). 

4. Al-TabarI, Ta'rlkh al-rusul wa 'l-muluk, ed. M. de Goeje, series 1, 
p. 2887; ed. M. A. F. Ibrahim, vol. 4, p. 302; on al-TabarI and the conquest ofIran 
see the introduction by T. Niildeke, Geschichte der Perser undAraber zu Zeit der 
Sasaniden aus der arabischen Chronik des Tabari (Leiden, 1879; rpr. 1973) and 
G. Rex Smith to The History ofaI-Tabar;, vol. 15: The Conquest ofIran (Albany, 
NY,1994). 

5. Abu Yusuf Ya'qub b. Ibrahim, Kitab al-kharaj, ed. 1. 'Abbas (Beirut 
and London, 1985), p. 30; Abu'l-Qasim Firdawsi, Shah-niima (Moscow edn, 
rpr. Tehran, 1350 Sh.l1972), 9, pp. 358ff. 
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conquest ofNIsabfu, Khulayd b. Ka's, the newly appointed governor 
of Khurasan,6 realises that one of the daughters of Kisra who had 
just arrived from Kabul was leading a revolt against the Muslims. 
He fights the insurgents, captures the princess and sends her to 'All, 
who asks her if she wishes to marry his son al-Basan. The young 
lady proudly replies that she will not marry one who takes orders 
from another (i.e. the son who obeys the father) but that she is ready 
to marry the caliph himself. 'Ali replies that he is too old, and lists 
the virtues ofhis eldest son; but the princess is not convinced. At this 
point, an Iranian noble, a dihqan from 'Iraq named NarsI, presents 
himself as a candidate for marriage; but 'All frees her, gives her lib­
erty to go where she wants and allows her to make her own choice of 
husband? As we shall soon see, the complicity between 'All and the 
princess, as well her pride (a mark of nobility) and her freedom, are 
elements that playa key role in Shi'i versions of the account. 

It was really after the third century AH, or perhaps from the 
second half of it onwards, that reports about the Sasanian wife 
of imam al-Busayn increased in number. A contemporary of 
al-DinawarI, the philologist Mul).ammad b. Yazld al-Mubarrad 
(d. 286/900) is perhaps the earliest, and undoubtedly the only 
non-Shi'i author of this period to report a tradition implying 
as much, in his al-Kamil fi'l-lugha, by strongly emphasising the 
woman's nobility: 

The mother of 'Ali b. al-Busayn was Sulafa, daughter ofYazdgird 
[the King], of noble stock (ma'rufat al-nasab), one of the chosen 
women [due to the nobility of her race, wa kanat min khiyarat 
al-nisal [Regarding this] it is said that 'Ali b. al-Busayn was asked: 
'You are one of the finest men [as regards treatment of parents, 

6. Al-Tabar!, we have seen, believes this conqueror was 'Abd Allah b. 
'Amir b. Kurayz. As for Khulayd, 'Ali's general, al-Tabar! identifies him as 
Khulayd b. Tarif. 

7. Abu Ban!fa al-Dinawar!, al-Akhbar al-tiwal, ed. V. Guirgass (Leiden, 
1888), chapter on the battle of the Camel in fine, p. 163; Persian trans. by 
S. Nash'at (Tehran, 1346 ShJ1968), p. 169, tr. M. Mahdavi Damghiini (Tehran, 
1366 ShJ1988), p. 191. 
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abarr al-nasJ and yet you never eat from the same plate as your 
mother?' He replied, 'I do not wish my hand to reach for some­
thing that her eyes have already chosen, for fear of thwarting her 
desires.' 

It is said about 'Ali b. al-I:Iusayn that he is the son of the two cho­
sen ones (ibn al-khiyaratayn), for according to the Prophet's say­
ing '[aJmong his servants God has two chosen ones; His chosen 
ones among the Arabs are Quraysh and among the non-Arabs 
(al-'ajam) are the Persians.'8 

Several Shi'i authors who are exact contemporaries of al-Mubar­
rad repeat the same story. The chronicler AlJ.mad b. Abi Ya'qub 
al-Ya'qubi (d. 292/904) as well as the heresiographers Sa'd b. 'Abd 
Allah al-Ash'ari and.!!,:-I:Iasan b. Musa al-Nawbakhti (both d. 
ca. 300/912-913)Jimit themselves to a brief allusion to the fact -that the woman in question was the daughter of the last Sasanian 
ruler.9 

From this period onwards, it is above all the Imami authors 
who take up the theme. First, in his Ba~a'ir al-darajat, al-Saffar 
al-Qummi (d. 290/902-903) reports, perhaps for the first time, 
an amplified version of the account that should be cited in its 

8. AI-Mubarrad, ai-Kamil, ed. M. A. al-DalI (3rd edn in 4 vols, Beirut, 
1418/1997), vol 2, pp. 645- 646; on the /:!adfth mentioned and its sources see 
p. 646, note 2 by the editor. 

9. Al-Ya'qubi, Ta'rikh, ed. M. Th. Houtsma (Leiden, 1883, rpr. Qumm, 
1414/1994), voL 2, pp. 246-247 and 303 ('Among the sons of al-Busayn, 'All 
al-Akbar who had no descendants as he was killed [at a young agel at al-Taff 
[Karbala']' and his mother was Layla bint Abl Murra b. 'Urwa b. Mas'ud 
al-Thaqafi; then 'All al-A~ghar [i.e. Zayn al-'AbidInl whose mother was BUR 
daughter of Yazdgird whom [her husband] al-Busayn called Ghazala'); 
al-Ash'arl, Sa'd b. 'Abd Allah, al-Maqalat wa'i-firaq, ed. M. J. Mashkur (Tehran, 
1963), p. 70; al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-shi'a, ed. H. Ritter (Istanbul, 1931), p. 53 
(her name before captivity: TaMn Shah 'sovereign of the world' bInt Yazdgird b. 
Shahriyfu'; after captivity: Sulafa). On the relationship between these two earliest 
heresiographical Shi'i texts, see W. Madelung, 'Bemerkungen zur imamitischen 
Firaq-Literatur', Der Islam, 43 (1967), pp. 37- 52 (rpr. in Religious Schools and 
Sects in Medieval Islam [London, 1985], article XV). 
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entirety. This is a /:ladith going back to the fifth imam, Abu Ja'far 
Mul).ammad al-Biiqir (d. ca. 1191737): 

When they sought to take the daughter ofYazdgird to [the caliph] 
'Vmar [b. al-Khattab], she came to Medina; young girls climbed 
higher [to see her] and the mosque [where 'Vmar presided] was 
illuminated by her radiant face. Once she caught sight of 'Vmar 
inside the mosque, she covered her face and sighed: 'Ah bfruz 
biidii hurmuz' [in Persian: Ah pfruz badha hormoz; May Hormoz, 
i.e. Ahura Mazda, be victorious =may God be victorious?]. 'Vmar 
became angry and said: 'She is insulting me.' At this point, the 
Commander of the Faithful ['Ali] intervened and said to 'Vmar: 
'Do not meddle, leave her alone! Let her choose a man among the 
Muslims and he will pay her price [to her as she is a slave] from 
the spoils he earned.' 'Vmar then said to the girl: 'Choose!' She 
stepped forward and placed her hand on al-Busayn's head. The 
Commander of the Faithful asked: 'What is your name?' 'Jahan 
Shah [in Persian: sovereign of the world]" she answered. And 'All 
added: 'Shahr Banuya also [in Persian: Lady ofthe Land + the typi­
ca~anian suffIx.£YaL.He then turned to al-Busayn and said to 

hIm: 'Abu 'Abd Allah [al-Busayn's kunya]! She will be the mother 
ofyour son who shall be the best of those living in the world [i.e. an 
imam in the person of 'All b. al-Busayn Zayn al-'Abidln].' 10 

At this point, the evolution of the tradition seems well under way, 
and as we shall see later, there will be other developments. Manyele­
ments in al-Saffiir's account are noteworthy; just as in al-Mubarrad, 
and perhaps even more so, 'Iranian-ness' and royalty are pro­
nounced. For the first time, it would appear, Persian is used in the 
text. Although the sentence in Persian is much too short, the prose 
style seems older, modelled after expressions employed by Iranian 

10. Al·Saffiir al-QummI. Ba~a 'ir al-dara ·at. ed. M. Kiichebaghi (2nd edn, 
Tabriz, ca. 1960 , c . , section 11 the imams speak all languages'). no. 8. p. 335. 
Regarding the author and his work. see M. A. Amir-Moezzi. 'Al-Saffar al-Qummi 
(d. 290/902-903) and his Kitiib ba~ii 'ir al-darajiit'. lA, 280/3-4 (1992), pp. 221 ­
250. A. J. Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver Shtism (Richmond, 2000). 
chs 5 and 7. 
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Ja'far prisoners-of-war. lI If my understanding of the sentence is correct, 
its purpose is to insist upon the piety (read monotheism) of the 
princess and certainly not her Mazdean faith (later ver sions of the 

ph) tradition present a princess converted to Islam). 'Ali's intervention 
)ed is obviously what is of most importance. Thanks to his knowledge 
as ofwhat is hidden and in the future, he recognises the princess and 

nar 
ruz knows the fate that awaits her. Protection of the princess and per­

OZ, fect complicity with her, the fact that he speaks her language (hence 

nar the presence of this badfth in this particular chapter) and that he 
the insists upon her noble status (it is up to her to choose a husband), 
lar: his vehement reaction to 'Vmar, clearly explaining that he cannot 
the rise to the occasion and that this event is beyond him, the predic­
om 
he 

tion of the birth ofa future imam, all fullyjustify the mention ofthe 

'he Light of royal Glory transmitted by the princess and the fact that 

tan this Light can even illuminate the Prophet's mosque in Medina, ., 
All ;here the caliph of the Muslims presides.12 

pi­ This informati~akes on great significance when we consider 
ta 

ler 
an 

the importance of the notion of Light in Imamism, in which, 
rielly st;ted, the nur al-walliya transmitted by seminal fluid and 

bearing initiatic knowledge and charisma is transmitted from 

way, 11. M. T. Bahar, Sabk shenasf. Tarikh -e tatawwor-e nathr-e farsi, 3 vols 

rele­ (2nd edn, Tehran, 1337 Sh./1959), vol. 1, ch. 5, pp. 208ff., on usage of the 

tTad, volitive badhalbadhl bad in Persian of the ftrst three centuries of Islam, ch. 10, 
pp. 356-358; also S. NafisI, Tarrkh-e na:?m va nathr dar Iran va dar zaban-e farsi 

pro­ ta payan-e qarn-e dahom-e he}rr (Tehran, 1344 Sh./1966), vol. 1, p. 83. 
I the 12. On the Light ofGlory xvarenahlxwarr(ah}lfarnahlfarra and its central 

rose role in thespiritual dimension of rqyalty in ancient Iran, see e.g. H. W. Bailey, 

Ilian ZoroastTlan Problems in the Ninth-Century Books (Oxford, 1943), chs 1 and 2, 
pp. 1-77; also, Gh. Gnoli, 'Un particolare aspetto del sirnbolismo della luce nel 
Mazdeismo e nel Manicheismo', AION, N.S., 12 (1962), pp. 95-128, 'Axvaretem 
Xvareno', AION, 13 (1963), pp. 295-298 and 'Un cas possible de differenciation 
lexicale entre dari etfarsi', in C. H. de Fouchecour and Ph. Gignoux (eds), Etudes 

edn, irano-aryennes offertes aGilbert Lazard (Paris, 1989), pp. 151-164; Duchesne­
335. Guillemin, 'Le xvarenah', AION, s. linguistica, 5 (1963), pp. 19-31, 'La royaute 
mmi iranienne et Ie xvarenah', in Gh. Gnoli and A. V. Rossi (eds), Iranica (Naples, 
12 1­ 1979), pp. 375- 386 and 'Encore Ie xvarenah', Studia lranica, 20 (1991), pp. 193­
1(0), 195; P. O. Skjaerv0, 'Farnah: mot merle en vieux-perse?' , Bulletin de Societe de 

Linguistique, 78 (1983), pp. 241-259. 
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imam to imamY Thus, from 'All Zayn al-'Abidln onwards, the 
imams are the bearers of a twofold Light: the Light of walaya 
inherited from 'All and Fatima (and thus Muhammad) and the 
Light of Glory from the ancient kings of Iran, transmitted by 
Shahrbanu. Finally, to my knowledge, the text by al-Saffar is the 
first in which the Sasanian princess is called by this specific name 
(in the form of Shahrbanuya). The enigmatic turn of phrases 
exchanged between the princess and 'All is such that one is hard 
pressed to tell whether this name is indeed one ofthe names ofthe 
princess that 'All reveals, or whether it is he that confers the name 
on his future daughter-in-law.14 In either case, the acknowledge­
ment and complicitity between the parties is undeniable. 

In his Kaji, Muhammad b. Ya'qub al-KulaynI (d. 3291940) 

calls the princess Salama (surely a ta$J;if of Sulafa) and reports 
the same tradition as al-Sarfar with some minor variants. IS He 

13. For more details refer to ~bin, 'Pre-existence and light. Aspe.:!s 
of the concept of Niir Mu]:lammad', lOS,S (19.75) pp. 62-119, and 'Prophets 
and Progenitors in the Early Shl'a Tradition', lSAI, 1 (1979), pp. 41-65; 
M. A. Amir-Moezzi, Guide divin, sections II-I and II-2, pp. 75-112 (Divine 
Guide, pp. 29- 59), 'Twelver Shi'ism: Cosmogony and Cosmology', Elr, vol. 6, 

p. 317-322, and 'Considerations sur l'expression dIn 'Ali. Aux origines de la foi 
shi'ite', ZDMG, 150, 1 (2000), p. 29-68 (Chapter 1, this volume). 

14. Shahrbanli (,Lady of the Land', i.e. of Iran) seems to be a title for a 
queen or princess fr~h~arthian period, and not a fust.name. According to 

Firdawsi, Shah-nama, vol. 2, p. 909, Rostam's wife, Giv's sister, carries this title; 
and according to Th. Noldeke, Das iranische Nationalepos (2nd edn, Berlin and 
Leipzig, 1920), p. 7, Giv was a Parthian ruler. Elsewhere, in the Parthian romance 
Vis 0 Ramin, the queen mother Shahru, mother of Vis, is also called Shahrbanu.; 
Fakhr aI-Din Gorgani, Vis 0 Ramin, ed. M. Minovi (and M. J. Mal:Ijub) (Tehran, 
1337 Sh.l1959), see index under 'ShahrU'. On calling into question the Parthian 
origin of Vis 0 Ramin, a theory maintained by among others V. Minorsky and 
M. Boyce, see A. If Zarrinku.b, review of the Mai).jub edition in Sokhan, IX/l0 
(1337 Sh.l1960), pp. 1,015-1,018. 

15. Al-Kulayni, al-U$ul min al-Kafi, ed. J. Mu~tafawI with Persian trans. 
in 4 vols (vols 1-3, Tehran, n.d.; vol. 4, Tehran, 1386/1966), Kitab al-i).ujja, 
'Bab mawlid 'All b. al-l::Iusayn', vol. 2, no 1. pp. 368-369. Main differences 
with the version by al-Saffar: 1. The princess's sentence: uf blruj bada hurmuz 
(S. J. Mu~tafawI renders it, without any explanation, in a curious Persian 
translation that is as unjustified as it is incomprehensible: 'Heavens! The 
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then adds: 'It was said of 'Ali b. al-I:Iusayn that he is the son of 
the two chosen ones, for the chosen of God among the Arabs are 
the (Banii) Hashim and among the non-Arabs, the Persians.'16 
Finally, al-Kulayni ends his report with a verse that he attributes 
to the famous 'Alid poet from Ba$ra, Abu al-Aswad al-Du'ali 
(d. 69/688), and which he says is about 'Ali b. al-I:Iusayn: 

The son who links [Le. who descends the same time as] Kisra 
and Hashim is the most noble among those who wear the amulet 
[against the evil eye] 't ff...t. fY\4 

(wa inna1hulamhn bayna Kisra wa HashiminEamu man 
nftat 'alayiiiaZ~ma'imu)P ._ ~"I_ ....I 

~e, - .> ....-. , ~ :..,...,., "t r 7 
existence of Hormoz is shrouded in darkness' (Le. Hormoz is now unfortunate; 
vay razgar-e hormoz siyah shod). Perhaps he considered raj to be synonymous 
with raz (day, light) and so bf-raj = bi-raz = without light, obscure/dark; still, 
what does this sentence mean? Who might Hormoz be? The father of the 
princess is called Yazdgird b. Shahriyar b. Shinlya b. Kisra Abarwiz. 2. Here, 
upon 'Ali's injunction it is nevertheless 'Umar who authorises the young woman 
to choose a husband. Did the version reported by al-Saffar seem too audacious 
and thus improbable? 

16. Cf. here above, the version by Mubarrad. Hashim replaces Quraysh 
and the sentence is no longer presented as a Prophetic /:radith. 

17. AI-Kulayni, al-U$ul, voL 2, p. 369. The poem does not appear in the 
Diwan by Abu'l-Aswad al-Du'ali", ed. M. B. AI-Yasin (Beirut, 1974) and with 
good reason, the verse is modelled after that by Ibn Mayyada, a poet from the 
Umayyad period, an Iranian (on his maternal side): 

I am the son of Abi Salma and my grandfather is Zalirn 1And my mother is 
Basan, noble descendant of Persians 

A boy linking Kisra and Zalim 1Is he not nobler among those who wear the 
am ulet (against the evil eye)? 

ana ibnu Abf Salma wa jaddi Zalimulwa ummi Ijasan akhla$at-ha 
/'a'ajimul a laysa ghulamun bayna Kisra wa Zalimi I bi-akrami man nltat 'alayhi 
al-tama'imu 

Abu'l-Faraj al-I~fahani, Kitab al-aghani (Bwaq, 1285/1868), voL 2, pp. 262, 
294,330 and vol. 14, p. 104. As one might have realised, 'Kisra' doe.§ not necessarily 
refer to an Iranian king but isperhaps a title of the nobility; see M. Morony, 'Kisra' 
EI2;lbn Abi'l-Thalj al-Baghdadi (d. 325/936-937) a contemporary of al-Kulayni 
provides the following names for the mother of the fourth imam: Khilwa, 
Shahzanan, Shahrbaniiya daughter ofYazdgird and daughter of al-Niishal:lan (sic) 
(instead of Nushajan; see infra); Ta'rfkh al-a'imma (Qurnm, 1396/1976), p. 24. 



54 The Spirituality ofShi'i Islam 

Another contemporary source, Ithbat al-wa$iyya, attributed 
to al-Mas'udi (d. 345-346/956-957), reports an account which 
includes some new elements. According to this, two daughters 
of Yazdgird are captured and reduced to slavery under 'Umar. 
The latter is ready to sell them. 'Ail then intervenes, declares that 
the daughters of a king are not sold in the marketplace and asks a 
woman from the An$ar to present both girls for marriage to noble 
men from the Muhajirun and An$ar. The first men to lay eyes 

. upon them are 'All's two sons, al-I:Iasan, who marries Shahrbanu 
and al-I:Iusayn, who marries Jahanshah. 'Ali: then tells al-I:Iusayn 
to take special care ofhis wife, for she will give birth to an imam.Is 

Although this report attempts to establish parity between the sons 
of 'Ali:, thus reinforcing links between descendants of the Kings of 
Iran and the Shi'i imams, nevertheless, the last sentence under­
scores the fact that the imamate well and truly continues in the 
I:Iusaynid lineage. The report then adds that the mother of 'Ali: 
b. al-I:Iusayn died in Medina while giving birth.l9 The child was 
entrusted to a nurse who nursed and educated him. He called the 
latter 'Mother', and once an adult, he gave her hand in marriage 
to his mawla. The Umayyads (i.e. his adversaries) said that he was 
thus disgraced and dishonoured. Ibn Qutayba had already writ­
ten that 'Ail b. al- I:Iusayn had given his mother (and not his nurse 
called 'mother') in marriage to the mawla of his father al-I:Iusayn 
and that he himself had married a slave whom he liberated on that 
occasion. He was subsequently mocked by the Umayyad 'Abd al­
Malik.20 

18. Al-Mas'uill (attrib.), Ithbat al-wa$iyya (Qumm, 1417/1996), p. 170. C. 
Pellat opts instead for the authenticity of attribution of the book to the author 
of Muruj al-dhahab; see his article 'Mas'udj et l'imamisme', in Le shl'isme 
imamite, Actes du Colloque de Strastlourg (6-9 May 1968) (Paris, 1970), 
pp. 69-90; however, also refer to the very sceptical and often pertinent remarks 
by T. Khalidi, Islamic Historiography: The Histories ofMas'ud! (Albany, 1975), 
pp. 138, note 2 and pp. 163-164. 

19. Ithbatal-wa$iyya,pp.170-171. 

20. Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma'arif, p. 215. Reproached by 'Abd al-Malik, 'All 
b. al-Busayn would thus have opposed the example of the Prophet who had 
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With the next author, the renowned Ibn Babuy,a al-Sadu 
(d. 381/991), this episode t akes an enigmatic turn that perhaps 
has special significance. In his 'Uyun akhbar al-Rit;la,21 al-Shaykh 
al-Saduq reports a tradition going back to the eighth imam, 'Ali 

b. Musa al-Riga (d. 203/818), in which the latter, fmding him­
self in Khurasan as heir to al-Ma'mun, says to the Iranian Sahl b. 
al-Qasim al-Nushajani: 'Between you [the Iranians, the Nushajani 
family?) and us [the imams] there is a relationship (inna baynana 
wa baynakum nasaban).' Faced with the surprised reaction and 
curiosity of his interlocutor, al-Ric;la replies that the conqueror 
of Khurasan, 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir b. Kurayz, captured two of 
Yazdgird's daughters and sent them to the caliph 'Vthman b. 

gso 'Affan (the story, in keeping with historical accuracy, does not 

nder­
 take place during the siege of al-Mada'in and 'Vmar's caliphate 

in the 
 but during 'Vthman's rule and the conquest of Khurasan where 

f 'Ali 
 the last Sasanian emperor and his family had sought refuge). 

Id was The two daughters were given to al-Basan and al-Busayn. Both 
d the died during labour, al-I:Iusayn's wife while giving birth to 'Ali b. 

lrriage al-Busayn. The account continues with the episode of the nurse. (ttmnf 
, u.r~.! -/ u...'Jlewa She was al-Busayns slave and the young 'All knew n2...,2ther .... JeoK W'o 

. writ­ mother but her; she was known 2ileo)2le as the 'mother' of 'All (- '" 
nurse b. al-Busayn. As we shall shortly see, 'the people' here are syn- ~l"-"",,:! 
usayn onymous with the adversaries of the imam, that is, the Umayyads 
n that from accounts by Ibn Qutayba and the (Pseudo-?) al-Mas'udi. 
bd al- This point in the account is interrupted by an enigmatic sentence 

that may be interpreted in two ways according to whether we read 
the verb zawwaja in the active or passive f0!E!:­

170. C. • And people claimed that he (i.e. 'All b. al-I:Iusayn) gave his 
IUthor 

'mother's' hand in marriage (zawwaja ummahu).llisme 
1970), 
marks married the freed slave Safiyya bint I;Iuyayy and who gave the hand of his cousin 
1975), - the daughter of his paternal aunt - Zaynab bint Jal)sh, in marriage to his 

liberated mawla, Zayd b. I;Iaritha. 

21. Ed. M. al-I;Iusayni al-Lajevardi (Tehran, 1378/1958), vol. 2, ch. 35, 
~t 'Ali no. 6, p. 128; Persian trans. by Ri<;la'I and Sa'idi, based on the edition by 
) had M. B. Bihbiidi (Tehran, 1396/1976), vol. 2, p. 487. 
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• 	 And people claimed that he married his 'mother' (zuwwija 
ummahu). 
Admittedly the first reading in the active form is more plau­

sible and more in keeping with versions already cited by Ibn 
Qutayba and the (Pseudo-?) al-Mas'iidi. However, one may won­
der why the complement of the verb is not given: to whom did 
'Ali b. al-I:Iusayn give his 'mother' in marriage? The verb zawwaja 
in the active form, in the sense of to 'marry a woman', is almost 
always employed with the direct accusative of the female and with 
min or bi- of the male.22 Here we have only zawwaja ummahu, 
which enables a reading in the passive (zuwwija in the passive 
is synonymous with the fifth form tazawwaja), so much so that 
the text immediately adds ma'adh Allah, 'it displeases God', as 
if to highlight the ignominy of the assertion, namely marry­
ing one's own mother (as if the first interpretation were not as 
scandalous!).23 The question may justifiably be asked: while the 
traditions reported by Ibn Qutayba and (Pseudo-?) al-Mas'iidi are 
clear, even syntactically, why does the tradition re orted by Ibn 
Babiiya maintain (deliberately no doubt) an ambiguity th~.cre­

ates confusion? 
I will be advancing a hypothesis that may seem audacious but 

is plausible in the context of this tradition. Since the account 
seeks to link the descendants of pre-Islamic Iranian kings to the 
Shi'i imams, one can reasonably believe that the listeners and/or 

22. Ibn Qutayba: zawwaja 'Alf b. a/-IJusayn ummahu min maw/ah; 
al-Mas'iiru (attrib.): zawwajahii bi-mawlah. 

23. In the next part of the account, we encounter the same issue twice: 
Ja-zawwaja-hiiIJa-zuwwija-ha and zawwajalzuwwija 'Alf b. al-I;lusayn ummahu. 

, The Persian translators of 'Uyun akhbiir al-Rir}a opt for the fust interpretation; 
however, S. J. Sharum, in his excellent article on the popular beliefs regarding 
Shahrbanii (an article that I will revisit further below), prefers the second 
interpretation, pointing out the fact that from ancient times, according to I
popular belief, the despicable Umayyads had arranged to circulate a rumour 
that the fourth imam had married rus own mother; Sayyid Ja'far Shahlm, 'Ba\:l.thl 
dar bare-ye Shahrblinii', in Cheragh-e rowshan dar donya-ye tarfk (Tehran, 1333 
Sh.l1954-1955), pp. 175-176. 
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readers sensitive to this fact saw in the episode of the marriage of 
the 'mother' a similarity to the notion of xwetodas/xwedodah, the 
incestuous marriage of the kings, £!:,iests and nobility of ancient 
Iran.24 The Muslims had heard - admittedly only rather superfi­
cially - of this practice and the educated folk, especially the sup­
porters of 'Arab-ness' did not miss an opportunity to recall this 
episode in order to point out the decadence and corruption of 
pre-Islamic Iranian culture. 25 In this context, our tradition seems 
to have two objectives in mind: first, in the eyes of Muslims in 
general, and more specifically the Shi'is, to clear the Iranians of 
early times of this accusation which ultimately stems from misin­
formation and slander from malicious adversaries (not unlike the 
rumours spread by the Umayyads regarding the fourth imam). 
The 'incestuous marriage' is only a metaphor and symbol, just 
as the appellation 'mother' for the nurse is a metaphor. Then, in 
the eyes of the Iranian converts - or those about to adopt Imami 
Shi'ism - the fourth imam is described as one who perpetuates 
a highly respected symbolic practice (since according to ancient 
Iranian belief, a son issued from xwetodas/xwedodah is the most 

24. Ever since the publication of the fundamental text by E. W. West, 
'The Meaning of the Khvetuk-das or KhvetUtad', in The Sacred Books of the 
East, ed. M. Milller, voL XVIII, Pahlavi Texts, Part II: The Dddistan-i Dinik and 
the Epistles of Manuchikar (Oxford, 1882), Appendix 3; see J. S. Slotkin, 'On a 
Possible Lack of Incest Regulations in Old Iran', American Anthropologist, 49 
(1947), pp. 612-617; on the same point, W. H. Goodenough, 'Comments on 
the Question ofIncestuous Marriages in Old Iran', American Anthropologist, 51 
(1949), pp. 326-328; B. Spooner, 'Iranian Kinship and Marriage', Iran, 4 (1966), 
pp. 51-59 and esp. C. Herrenschmidt, 'Note sur la parente chez les Perses au 
debut de l'empire achemenide', in H. Sancisi-Weerdenburg and A. Kuhrt (eds), 
Achaemenid History, vol. II : The Greek Sources (Leiden, 1987), pp. 53-67, and 
'Le xwet6das ou mariage "incestueux" en Iran ancien', in P. Bonte (ed.), Epouser 
au plus proche. I nceste, prohibitions et strategies matrimoniales autour de la 
Mediterram!e (Paris, 1994), pp. 113-125. 

25. See e.g., al-Ja\:!i?:, al-Bayan wa'l-tabyin, ed. 'A. M. HarUn, 4 vols (rpr. 
Cairo, n.d.), voL 2, p. 260, and al-IJayawan, ed. 'A. M. Hariln, 7 vols (Cairo, n.d.), 
voL 5, p . 324; Abu'l- 'Ala al-Ma'arrI, al-Luzumiyyat, ed. KMnjI (Cairo, 1924), voL 
I, p. 172. For other sources see esp. G. Monnot, Penseurs musulmans et religions 
iraniennes. 'Abdal-Jabbar et ses devanciers (Paris, 1974), index under 'inceste'. 

http:culture.25
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worthy to become either a priest or a king, in other words, the 
most ca able of holding s iritual and tern oral powers), is in 
Shi'i terms, an imam par excellence. I will have much more to say 
regarding the tradition reported by al-Sadiiq, and it seems to me 
that what remains to be said about it in due course will corrobo­
rate even more so what has just been observed. 

The 	disciple of Ibn Babiiya al-Sadiiq, al-Shaykh al-Mufid 
(d. 413/1022), introduces yet more variants to the texture of 

~-4- th~stoq_ In his ~d, he very briefly mentions that 'All b. 
al-Busayn al-Akbar's (and no longer al-A,!?ghar) mother was 
Shah-i Zanan,26 daughter of Kisra Yazdgird (and further Yazdgird 
b. Shahriyar b. Kisra). The story here apparently takes place dur­
ing 'All's caliphate, when 'All, through his agent Burayth b. Tabir 

; ...", 1","''';al-Banafi,27 who was sent to the East (al-mashriq'..5!..ften s nony­
-tf-	 mous with Khurasan), received the two daughters of the Iranian 

emperor. 'All offers the first, Shah-i Zanan, to his son al-Busayn 
and by her he fathers Zayn al-'Abidmj he offers the second (she is 
not named) to his supporter Mul).ammad b. AbI Bakr (son of the 
first caliph), who fathers a son by her, al-Qasim.28 To my knowl­
edge, the brief version by al-Mufid, that introduces Mul).ammad 
b. AbI Bakr into the story is without precedent. When one con­
siders the nature of his work as a whole (apart perhaps from his 
Kitiih al-ikhti~ii~) a,!1d his position 'nJ3J!}idJ1lghd~,29 one can 

26. Most probably instead of the Shah-i Jahan/Jahan-Shah that we have 
already encountered; in any case, it is a more appropriate variant as it means 
'Sovereign (lit. King) of women'. According to al-Tabarj the title of Shah-i 
Zanan was held by the Sasanian queen Bliran/Pllran (Dokht) who ruled briefly 
in her own name, in 9-101630-631; see Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser, p. 399 
and note. 

27. On him see e.g. al-Tllsi, Rijal (Najaf, 1380/1961), p. 39, no. 26. 

28. Mu.\:lammad b. Mu.\:lammad b. al-Nu'man al-Mufid, al-Irshiid, text 
and Persian translation with commentary by H. Rasiili Ma,b.allati (Tehran, 1346 
Sh./1968), vol. 2, ch. 5, p. 137 and ch. 6, p. 138. 

\I 29. See M. J. MacDermott, The Theology of aI-Shaikh al-Mujfd 
(d. 413/1022) (Beirut, 1978); A. A. Faqihi, Al-e Buye va owr;la'-e zamiin-e ishan 
(2nd edn, Tehran, 1365 Sh./1986), index, under 'Mufid'; see Guide divin, index, 
under 'Mufid'. 
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perhaps suggest that he sought through this to bring the Shi'is and 
unnis closer. But this version seems not to have had any future 

either. 
On the other hand, his Iranian contemporary, Abu Ja'far 

al-Tabari al-Saghrr, known as Ibn Rustam (fifth/eleventh cen­
tury), reports one of the longest and most interesting versions of 
the Shahrbanu tradition in his Dala'il al-imama.3o To summarise: 
when the Persian captives arrived in Medina, 'Umar wanted to sell 
them as slaves. 'All vigorously defended the Iranians and, referring 
to the sayings of the Prophet, insisted on their nobility and pure 
intentions, all the while declaring that it was foretold that he would 
have descendants by them (Ia budda min an yakima II minhum 
dhurriyya). Upon this, he liberated the slaves belonging to him. The 
Banu Hashim, Muhajirun and An$ar, in other words, those con­
sidered the noblest among Muslim Arabs, followed suit by offering 
their shares to 'All. Thwarted, 'Umar was obliged to do the same. 

'Ali then declared that the Persian women now freed were to 
choose their husbands for themselves, ifthey so wished. It is thus that 
Shahrbamlya bint Kisra was able to chose al-I:Iusayn as her husband 
and 'Ali as 'godfather' (wali). One ofthe 'pillars' (arkan) ofImamism, 

I:Iudhayfa b. ~man al~~!t 'All's famous Companion, read the 
marriage sermon (khutba). It is also reported that Shahrbiinuya had 
a sister, Morvarid ('Pearl'), who chose al-I:Iasan for her husband. An 
important section of the account concerns the dialogue in Persian 
interspersed with Arabic between 'All and the princess: 

'All: 'Ma ismuki?' [Arabic] What is your name? 


Princess: 'Shah-i Zanan'. [Persian] Sovereign [lit. King] ofWomen. 


30. Ibn Rustam al-Tabari al-Saghir, Da/a'i/ al-imama (Qumm, 
1413/1992), pp. 194-196; an abridged version of this tradition is also reported in 
the early anonymous text, Alqab a/-rasul wa 'itratihi in Majmu'a nafisa fi ta'rikh 
al-a'imma (Qumm, 1406/1985), p. 253. 

31. For more information and further sources concerning him, now 
consult M. Lecker, 'I::Iudhayfa b. al-Y amlin and 'Ammar b. yasir. Jewish converts 
to Islam', Quaderni di Studi Arabi, 11 (1993), pp. 149-162. 
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'AlI: 'Na Shah-i Zanan nfstG;;-gandukhtar-i Mul:lammad wa hiya 
sayyidat nisa' [sic, nisa' wit~e article] anti Shahrbanuya wa 
ukhtuki Murwarfd bint 21Sra.' [Persian] No! No one is the 'Sover­
eign of Women' xcepDfor Mul)ammad's daughter [i.e. Fatima] 
[Arabic] who is Sayyidat [al-]Nisa' [which may also be translated 
as 'Sovereign of Women'] . You are Shahrbamlya and your sister is 
Morvarid, daughter[s] ofKisra. 

Princess: 'Ariya.' [Persian] Yes.32-
The Persian of the text is from the fourth and fIfth/tenth and 

eleventh centuries:33 the Parsi magar as a particle of exception 
has replaced the Sasanian Darijudh (or judhiik) or beyek.34 The 
same is true for the Parsi negative na that replaces nai. The ver­
bal form nist (na/ne + ast) seems to date from the third and 
fourth/ninth and tenth centuries. 35 And it is noteworthy that, for 
the fIrst time, a parallel is established between Shahrbanu and 
Fatima. This point is all the more striking because even the name 
of Shah-i Zanan (see note 26 above) seems to correspond to 
some famous titles given to Fatima: 'Sayyidat al-Nisa", 'Sayyidat 
Nisa' al-'Alamin', 'Sayyidat al-Niswan', 'Sayyidat Nisa' al-Dunya 

32. Ibn Rustam al-Tabari aJ-SaghIr, Dalii'il al-imama, p. 196. On the 
theory of the ancient Iranian origin of the term morvarid (pearl) and the 
refutation of its supposed late Greek etymology, see B. Sarkaratl, 'Morvarid 
pish-e khl1k afshandan', reprinted in his Saye ha-ye shekar shodeh (Tehran, 1378 
Sh.l1999), pp. 51-70, esp. pp. 64-70. On the Mithraic symbolism of the pearl, 
see M. Moqaddam, fostar dar bare-ye Mehr va Nahfd (Tehran, 1978), pp. 32ff. 
Cf. also l. Gershevitch, 'Margarites the pearl', in Fouchecour and Gignoux (eds), 
Etudes irano-aryennes offertes aGilbert Lazard (Paris, 1989), pp. 113-136. 

33. M. T. Bahar, Sabk-shenasf, vol. 1, ch. 9, p. 283ff. 

34. Ibid., vol. 1, p. 336; S. Nafisi, Tarfkh-e nazm va nathr, vol. 1, p. 94. On 
these various Iranian languages refer also to G. Lazard, 'Pahlavi, parsi, dari: les 
langues de l'Iran d'apres Ibn al-Muqaffa", in C. E. Bosworth (ed.), Iran and Islam: 
In Memory of the late Vladimir Minorsky (Edinburgh, 1971), pp. 361-391, and 
'Parsi et dari: nouvelles remarques', in C. Altman et al. (eds), Aspects ofIranian 
Culture: In Honour ofRichard Nelson Frye. Bulletin ofthe Asian Institute, N.S. 4 
(1990), pp. 141-148; both articles have now been published in G. Lazard, La 
formation de la langue persane (Paris, 1995), sections 3 and 9. 

35. M. T. Bahar, Sabk-shenasl, vol. 1, ch. 10, pp. 343-344 and 349ff. 
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,'a al-Akhira', etc.36 Although the parallel obviously flatters 
-hahrbaml, it simultaneously underscores Fatima's superiority. 

During this same fifth/eleventh century, the Ziyarid prince 
Un~ur al-Ma'ali Kay KawUs b. Iskandar, probably a Sunni, also 
reports a beautiful version of the story in his Qiibus-niima, one 
of the masterpieces of medieval Persian prose. The captive prin­
ess, here called Shahrbaml, is on the verge of being sold by the 

caliph 'Umar. Then 'All enters the story and dissuades him by cit­
ing a Prophetic hadith, according to which 'the progeny of kings 
are not to be bought and sold (laysa'l-bay' 'alii abna' al-muluk),. 

Shahrbaml is then respectfully taken to Salman al-FarisI, another 
talwart hero of Shi'ism. Seated beside him, she declares that it 

is up to her to choose her husband. She acknowledges 'Umar's 
nobility but finds him too 01d.37 Regarding 'All she announces: 
'He is truly noble and suits me but I would be ashamed before 
Fatima al-Zahra in the hereafter; so I do not want him.' AI-Basan 
b. 'All is also deemed worthy but the princess says that he already 
has many wives. Finally, al-Busayn is chosen, for his nobility 
urely, but also because he is a virgin as is Shahrhantl, since (as 

it is said) 'for a virgin bride, she says, only a virgin groom will do 
(dokhtar-e dushize ra shu-ye dushize bayad)' .38 

In the next century, inhisManaqib, Ibn Shahrashtlb al-Mazandararu 
(d. 588/1192) records the tradition reported by al-Shaykh al-Mufid 
and especially that by Ibn Rustam al-Tabarl al-Saghir that he 

36. Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib al Abi ralib, 3 vols (Najaf, 1956), 'Bab 
manaqib Fatima; fa~1 fi l;lilyatiha wa tawarikhiha', vol. 3, p. 133; I:Iusayn b. 'Abd 
al-Wahhab, 'Uyun al-mu'jizat (Najaf, 136911950), pp. 46-47. 

37. The account clearly seeks to rehabilitate the second caliph and to 
restore his image tarnished by Shi'i versions. 

38. 'Un~ur al-Ma'all Kay Kawlis b. Iskandar b. Qabus b. Voshmglr, Qabus­
nama, ed. Gh. I:I. Yiisufi (8th edn, Tehran, 1375 Sh.!1996), ch. 27 and pp. 137­
138. Cf. al-Razl al-$an'ani (d. 460/1068), Ta'rikh San'a', ed. I:I. b. 'A. al- 'Amrl 
(Beirut-Damascus, 1989), p. 109 (khiyarat Allah min Quraysh wa khiyaratuhu 
min Faris) . Here, the Arabic name of Shahrbanii is I:Iabbadha. 
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reproduces in a version with significant variants.39 In general, Ibn 

Shahriishiib's version summarises the text from Dala'il al-imama or 

its source, which tends to show - if still necessary - that numerous 

versions ofthe Shahrbiinii story were simultaneously in circulation in 

Imami milieus. The dialogue in Persian interspersed with Arabic has 

been deleted. Greater emphasis is placed on the wisdom and nobility 

of the entire Iranian people ('the Persians are wise and noble', aI-furs 

/:lukama' kuramaj40 as well as on the Light that is al-Busayn ('auro­


-r~~6 rallight and glistening star', aI-mAr al-satt wa al-shihab al-Iami').4lu 
s~ Elsewhere, Ibn Shahriishiib provides other information in fragments 

Iv.,...· regarding Shahrbiinii: she is the mother ofimam 'Ali al-A~ghar Zayn 


" al-'Abidm.42 She was present at Karbalii', and after the massacre of
Jvalevv(j 
al-Busayn and his family she drowned herself in the Euphrates 

to escape the humiliation of captivity by Yazid.43 The poem about 

imam Zayn al- 'Abidm with a reference to the Prophet's /:ladith on the 

Quraysh and Persians as the 'Two chosen ofGod' (based on the Rabi' 

al-abrar by al-Zamakhshari) was attributed to Abu'l-Aswad al-Du'ali 

(see al-Kulayni's version above}.44 Finally, there is a passage on the 

different names for the mother ofthe fourth imam: 


His mother was Shahrbanuya, daughter of Yazdgird b. Shahriyar 

~~one still called her Shah-i Zan an, Jahan Banuya, Sulafa, 

\..Khawla..and Shah-i Zanan bint Shiruya b. Kisra Abarwiz and Barra 

bint al-Nushajan [I shall comment on this name], but [only?) the 

first name is correct (al-$abfb huwa'l-awwal) . The Commander 


39. Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib, 'Bab fi imiimat Abi 'Abd Alliih al-I:Iusayn, 
fa$l fi'l-muqaddimat', vol. 3, pp. 207-208. r 

40. Ibid. p. 207. 

41. Ibid., p . 208, I. 8. 

42. Ibid., 'Bab fi imiimat al-I:Iusayn, fa~[ fi tawarikhihi wa alqabihi', 

vol. 3, p. 231. 


43. Ibid., 'Fa~l fi maqtalihi', vol. 3, p. 259. 

44. Ibid., 'Bab imiimat Abi Muhammad 'AlI b. al-I:Iusayn, fa~l fi siyadatihi', 

vol. 3, pp. 304-305. 
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of the Faithful (,AlI) had called her Maryam and, it is said, also 
Fatima. She bore the title of Sayyidat al-Nisa' .45 

trollS 
I . 	 Two brief comments may be made about this list: first, the paral­~nm 

~ has lel with Fatima becomes more pronounced since Shahrbanii bore 

~ility the name of Fatima (what is more, a name that was given in per­, 
son by 'AlI) as well as her title: 'Sovereign ofWomen'. Then, with ;furs 

"0- 'Barra bint al-Niishajan', this is the third time the name Niishajan 
;i, .4 (see the texts by al-Tabari and Ibn Babiiya above) is encountered. 

ems I shall address this more extensively below. 

:ayn During the same period, Qutb al-Din al-Rawanru (d. 573/1177­

e of 1178) reports in his al-Khara'ij what appears to be the last note­

ates worthy version so far known of the Shahrbaml tradition.46 The 

'0U Iranian scholar seems to have endeavoured to report a version 

the that would be a synthesis of many others (al-Saffar, al-Kulayni, 

abi' Ibn Rustam aI-Tabar! al-Saghir), even including some addi­

i'ali tional information. According to this tradition, which goes back 

the to the fifth imam, the sto~tookplace during 'Umar's caliphate. 
The princess arrived in Medina, bathed in light (al-Saffar's ver­
sion is slightly less dramatic at this point for it is no longer the 
mosque [masjidl where the caliph presides that is illuminated 
by the face of the young girl, but the place where the caliph sits 
[majlis]). In this account there is the princess's exclamation (here 
a firuzan) , the caliph's anger, 'Ali's intervention, the freeing ofthe 
princess and her choice of al-Busayn as husband. At this point, 
al-Rawandi reports a new dialogue in Persian interspersed with 
Arabic between 'Ali and the young woman: 

""Il, 	 'Ali [Persian]: 'Che niimf darf ay kanfzak. Young lady, what is your 
name?' (Arabic): 'Ay aysh ismuki ya ~abiyya. What is your name, 
young lady?' 

Princess [Persian]: 'Jahan Shah bar khudhah; Jahan Shah, 0 Lord!' 
lI' 

45. Ibid., 'Fa~l fi a/:!walihi wa ta'rikhihi', vol. 3, p. 31l. 

l', 46. Al-Rawandi, al-Khara'ij wa'l-jara'ib (Qumm, 1409/1988-1989), vol. 2, 
ch. 15, no. 67, pp. 750-751. 
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'All [as if a question]: 'Shahrbanuya?' 


Princess [Persian]: 'Kh(w)aharam Shahrbanuya. My sister [is 

called] Shahrbamiya.' [Arabic]: 'Ay tilka ukhtf.' That's my sister. 


'Ali [Persian]: 'Rast gofti.' You have spoken the truth. [Arabic]: 'Ay 
$adaqti.' You are right. 

Then 'Ali speaks to al-I:Iusayn and tells him that his new wife is 
'the Mother of the Legatees [i.e. the imams], those of pure descent' 
(umm al-aw$iya' al-dhurriyya al-tayyiba. sic). 

Once again the Persian is of a later period, that is, at the earliest 
dating from the fourth/tenth century. The interrogative particle 
che (those), vocatives (ay and bar) as well as the diminuitive ak 

(in kaniz-ak) are evidence of thisY AI-Rawandl then reports that 
the princess died giving birth to 'Ali h. al-Busayn and finally gives --or 

the 'extraordinary account' (qi$$a 'ajiba) of her conversion to 
Islam. According to this account, before the arrival of the Muslim 
army, the princess experienced two dreams. In the first, she sees 
the Prophet Mul;!.ammad accompanied by al-Busayn arriving at 

II 

her father's palace. He gives her in marriage to al-Busayn, after 
a sermon delivered by the Prophet. In the second dream, she 
sees Fatima, who converts her to Islam and predicts the arrival 
of Muslim troops, adding that no harm will come to her as she is 
promised to her son al-Busayn. 

Slightly before the accounts ofIbn Shahrashub and al-Rawandl, 
the anonymous Iranian author of Mujmal al-tawarikh, a Persian 
text written in 520/1126, calls the wife of imam al-Busayn 
'Shahrnaz' (Bounty of the Land; a ta$biffor Shahrbanu?), daugh­
ter ofYazdgird the King or Subl;an (a ta$biffor Nushajan?), King 
of Persia (malek-e Pars).48 Other authors - whether Imami or 

47. M. T. Bahar, Sabk-shenasl, respectively 1:406, 408 and 413-416; 
P. Nate! KhanlarI, Zaban shenasi-ye jars! (2nd edn, Tehran, 1344 Sh.l1966), 
pp.70-7l. 

48. Anonymous, Mujrnal al-tawarikh wa'l-qi$a$, ed. M. T. Bahar (Tehran, 
1318 Sh./1940), p. 456. 
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not - such as al-Fa<;ll b. al-J:Iasan al-Tabrisi (d. 548/1153), 'Ali b. 
elsa al-IrbilI (d. 69311293) and Ibn Khallikan (d. 68111282) to the 
relatively modern al-Nuri al-Tabrisi (d. l320/1902), including 
Muhammad Baqir al-Majlisi (d. 111111699-1700) and his disci­
ple 'Abd Allah al-Bal;!rani al-I~fahanI, do no more than reproduce 
one or more of the reports just described.49 Between the third/ 
ninth and the sixth/twelfth century, the Shahrbanu story would 
have reached full evolution, at least in its literary written form. As 
we shall see, the oral version spread via by popular beliefs under­
went a different process. 

2 

According to the earliest sources, the mother of 'Ali b. al-Busayn 
Zayn al-'Abidin, known as 'Ali al-A~ghar, was an oriental slave, 
originally from Sind or Sijistan, thus perhaps actually Iranian, 
since both regions were provinces of the former Sasanian empire. 
AI-J:Iusayn b. 'Ali, her master and then spouse, called her Sulafa 

49. See e.g. al-FaQI al-Tabrisl/Tabarsl, J'iam al-wara (Najaf, 1390/1970), 

p. 256; al-Irbili, Kashfal-ghumma, ed. H. Rasllll Mal).alIatI (Qumm, 138111961), 
vol. 2, p. 107; Sibt Ibn al-Jawzl, Tadhkirat khawa~$ al-umma (rpr. Tehran, n.d.), 
p. 183; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a'yan (lithography, n.p., 1284/1867), p. 374 
(based on Rabt al-abrar by al-ZamakhsharI). In this case, three daughters 
of Yazdgird are given in marriage by 'All to Muhammad son of 'Abu Bakr, 
'Abd Allah, son of 'Umar and al-Busayn, his own son respectively. 'Uthman, 
although one of the four 'rightly-guided' caliphs, is excluded from the list. 
The tradition is most likely anti-Umayyad); Basan b. 'All al-QummI, Tarikh-e 
Qumm, ed. S. J. TihranI (Tehran, rpr. 1361 Sh./1982), p. 195; Ibn 'Inaba, 
'Umdat al-talib fi ansab al Abf ralib (Qumm, 141711996), pp. 172- 173; Qac,ii 
Ahmad b. Muhammad GhaffarI, Tarfkh-e Jahan ara (Tehran, 134311924), 
p. 25; al-Burr al-'Amili, Ithbat al-hudat (3rd edn, Tehran, 1364 Sh'/1985), 
vol. 4, p. 441; Hashim al-Bal).ranI, Ffilyat al-abrar (Qumm, 1397/1976), vol. 2, 
pp. 7£., and Madfnat al-ma'ajiz (Tehran, n.d.), p. 129; al-MajlisI, BiI;zar al-anwar 
(Tehran-Qumm, 1376-1392/1956-1972), vol. 46, pp. 7ff.; al-Bal).raru al-l~fahanI, 
'Awalim al-'ulum (Qumm, 1409/1988), vol. 18, pp. 6ff.; Muhammad Baqir 
al-Mazandaranl, Jannat al-na'fm (lithograph, n.p., 129611878), pp. 205-206; 
Busayn al-NurI al-TabrisjfTabarsl, Mustadrak al-wasa'il (Qumm, 140711986), 

vol. 13, pp. 375ff. The list is obviously not exhaustive. 
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and/or Ghazala. Once an adult, 'All al-A$ghar freed her and gave 
her in marriage to a 'client' ofhis father. Here we have almost all the 

likely historic elements that can be gleaned from Ibn Sa'd, Ibn Qutayba 
and other third/ninth century chroniclers. For reasons we shall try 
to clarify, numerous accounts were circulated, especially in Iranian 
Imami milieus, insisting that the mother ofimam Zayn al-'AbidIn was 

the daughter ofYazdgird III, the last Sasanian king ofIran. 
Just before the Arab invasion, many Iranian nobles escaped 

from the capital, al-Mada'in-Ctesi hon, taking their women (free 
or enslaved), their wealth and valuables.50 However, many other 
Iranians belonging to the noble class were not so fortunate; they 
were captured and reduced to slavery by the Muslim conquerors.5! 

It is nevertheless certain that none among them belonged to the 
king's immediate family. In his monograph devoted to the Sasa­
nians, M. J. Mashkur reviews the opinions ofa number ofspecial­

ists in Iranian studies and historians of Sasanian Iran regarding 
the family of Yazdgird III. J. Darmesteter, T. Nbldeke, B. Spuler 
and A. Christensen all allude to the Shi'i story of Shahrbanu, all 
the while stressing its legendary and biased nature,sz According 

to these scholars, who base their work speCifically on non-Shi'i 

50. AbU Yiisuf, Kitab al-kharaj, p. 30; al-Dinawari, al-Akhbar al-tiwal, 
p. 129; Miskawayh, Tajarib al-umam, vol. 1, p. 219; Ibn al-AthIr, Akhhilr-e Iran 
az al-Kamil, pp. 209-210. 

51. Al-Baladhuri, FutU/:z al-buldan, pp. 262ff.; al-Mas'iidI, Muruj, vol. 1, pp. 
309ff. 

52. M. J. Mashkiir, Sasaniyan (revised edn, Tehran, ca. l339 Sh.l1960), 
vol. 2, pp. 1284ff. As a whole, these scholars of Iranian studies only accord 
cursory importance to the story; which is perfectly understandable in the context 
of the issues that preoccupy them; see also Mashkiir, Iran dar 'ahd-e bastan. Dar 
tarlkh-e aqvam va padshahan-e pish az Islam (2nd edn, Tehran, l347 Sh.l1968), 
pp. 488ff. The numerous names given to the Iranian princess and her father are 
perfectly in keeping with the legendary nature of the character (the daughter: 
Barra, Fatima, Ghazala, l;IRAR, TaMn Baniiya, Jahan Shah, Khawla, Khilwa, 
Maryam, Salama, Sayyidat al-Nisa', Shah-e Zanan, Shahrban, Shahrbanii, 
Shahrbaniiya, Shahrnaz, Sulafa, Umm Salama; the father: Malik Hara, Malik 
Qashan, Niishajan, Shiriiya b. Kisra, SubIJan Malik Pars, Yazdgird); see also 
B. Kariman, Ray-e bastan (Tehran, l345-1349 Sh.l1966-1970), vol. 1, p. 409. 
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historiographical sources, the woman or women and children of 
the emperor were simply evacuated from the capital well before 
the invasion and were not captured.53 In addition, sources from 
T'ang China concerning the Arab conquest of Iran, the last 
Sasanian emperor and his descendants also remain silent about 
the eventual captivity of one ofYazdgird Ill's relatives.54 

Some elements that appear sporadically in recurring versions of 
the Shahrbamllegend seem to have come to light in reaction to cer­
tain historical facts. It is not entirely impossible, for example, that the 
association ofa noblewoman named GhazaIa, captured in al-Mada'in 
and given in marriage to a noble Arab, was inspired by the fact that 
'Uthman, one of the sons ofthe wealthy Companion 'Abd al-Rahman 
b. 'Awf, had as mother a certain GhazaLbint I\is.r~ who was ca2.tured 
during the siege of the Sasanian ~pital by Sa'd b. Abi Waqqa$.55 

53. Mashktir, Sasaniyan, vol. 2, pp. 1288-1290 and 1344-1347; see 
also S. Nafisi, Tarfkh-e ejtema'i-ye Iran az enqerat;l-e Sasaniyan ta enqerat;l-e 
Omaviyan (Tehran, 1342 Sh./1964), pp. 13ff. On Yazdgird's death at the age of 
35 in 32/652, he had seven sons and five daughters. According to M. J. Mashkur 
and S. Nafisl they included Adharak, Shahin, Mardawand, Babiina (Baniiya) 
and Tahmina (see note 3 above). According to A. Christensen, L'Iran sous les 
Sassanides (rpr. Osnabriick, 1971), ch. 10, pp. 508-509, the name Shahrbanii 
seems to have been made popular by al-Mas'udI's Muruj al-dhahab although the 

,"' 	 manuscipts are corrupted at this very point. Now also consult the monograph 
devoted to Yazdgird III by A. Hassuri ('A. I:Ia~iiri), Akherfn Shah (Tehran, 1371 
Sh'/1992), where there is no mention of Shahrbanu. 

;p. 	 54. J. Marquart, Iranshahr nach der Geographie des Ps. Moses Xorenac'i 
(Berlin, 1901), pp. 68-69; E. Chavannes, Documents sur les Tou-kiue (Turcs) 

l() occidentaux (St Petersburg, 1903), pp. 171-173; J. Harmatta, 'The Middle 
lrd Persian-Chinese Bilingual Inscription from Hsian and the Chinese-Sasanian 
ext Relations', in La Persia nel medioevo (Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, Rome, 

1971), pp. 363-376, esp. 373-375; M. G. Morony, Irak after the Muslim Conquest 
(Princeton, 1984), index, under 'Yazdgird III'; R. G. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as 

ire Others Saw it (Princeton, 1997), pp. 243ff. The study by C. 'A. A'z,ami Sangesari, 
er. 'Bazmandegan-e Yazdgerd-e sevvom', Iran Shenakht, 10 (1377 Sh'/1998), 

pp. 183-191, is rather perfunctory, based on very few sources, hardly drawing 
upon any previous studies, and not of use to scholars. 

55. Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, vol. 3, p. 128. Ghazal would have been the name 
given to the female slave by her master. Her father's name seems to indicate that 
she was of noble stock. 

http:Waqqa$.55
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Moreover, some reports recorded by historiographers describe the 
capture and enslavement of a descendant of Yazdgird III under the 
caliphate of al-Walid b. 'Abd al-Malik (86-97/705-715). Captured 
in northern Khurasan, the young lady would have been sent to the 
governor of Iraq al-Bajjaj b. Yusuf al-Thaqafi who offered her to 
the caliph. She gave birth to Yazid b. al-Walid known as 'al-Naqi~', 
that is Yazid III, and perhaps Ibrahim b. al-Walid.56 The somewhat 
forced insistence on the liberation of the princess to the extent of 
freely choosing her spouse, in this case al-Busayn b. 'All, is surely, 
as we shall see, done in order to attract the sympathy of Iranians, 
but also perhaps arises from the claim of the 'Abbasids, at least up to 
al-Man$Ur (caliph from 137/754 to 1591775), ofbeing descendants of 
an uninterrupted line of free mothers and fathers. In this regard, the 
long letter from al-Man$ur to the Basanid Mubammad al-Nafs al­
Zakiyya takes on great significance. The latter's uprising (aggravated 
by that led by his brother Ibrahim) lasted from 132/749 to 145/762. 

In this letter, al-Man$Ur takes pride in the fact that the 'Abbasids are 
of pure and free descent, paternal and maternal. At the same time 
he mocks the Basanid and I:Iusaynid 'Alids who count among their 
mothers a large number of female slaves. It is interesting to note in 

56. Al-TabarI, ed. M. de Goeje, series 1, p. 2873 series 2, pp. 1247 and 
1874. According to al-Tabari, Yazld III's mother was Yazdgird's grandaughter. 
In series 2, p. 1874, this mother is known as Shah-i Afarjd (pehlevi: Shahafrid) 
and a rather interesting distich is attributed to Yazjd III: 

I am the son of Kisrii and Marwan / One of my grandfathers is a qaY$ar, 
another a khaqan. 

It is therefore possible that Yazid III al-Naqi$ was a model for subsequent 
genealogical speculations regarding 'All Zayn al- 'AbidIn. See also, Ibn 'Abd 
Rabbih, al- 'Iqd al-Jarrd, vol. 3, p. 103; Ibn al-'Ibrj, Mukhta$ar al-duwal (Tehran, 
n.d.), pp. 118-119; Ibn al-AthIr, AkhMr-e iran az al-Kamil, vol. 2, pp. 334- 335; 
refer also to A. AmIn, pul:za'l-Islam (Cairo, 1933), vol. 1, p. 11. Al-Mubarrad, 
one of the first to report the tradition linking Sulafa, 'Ali b. al-Busayn Zayn 
al-'AbidIn's mother, to the last of the Sasanians, attempts to reconcile both 
reports and writes that Sulafa was Yazid al-Naqi~'s paternal or maternal aunt; 
al-Kamilfi'l-lugha, ed. al-Dill, vol. 2, p. 646. 
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?assing that the letter makes no mention of 'Ali b. al-I:Iusayn Zayn 
:... -'.Abidin'smother.57 

Having considered the formal details, let us now focus on what 
.::onstitutes the core of the legend as it appears in the most recur­
-cnt versions. A Sasanian princess, bearer of the Light of Glory of 
-~e Iranian kings, arrives in Medina. Defying the caliph 'Umar, 
~pported by 'Ali and speaking in Persian to him, she chooses 

--':'-I:Iusayn b. 'Ali as her husband, eventually giving birth to 'Ali 
Zayn al-'Abidin, who in turn will succeed al-I:Iusayn as imam, 
-nus becoming 'the Mother of Legatees'. The story is obviously 

ighly charged in doctrinal, ethnic and political terms. It is at 
nce pro-Shi'i and pro-Iranian and both elements are presented 

n such a manner as to be inseparable. This is a fundamental 
pect of the account that one must always bear in mind. More 

?recisely, one can add that in its Shi'ism, the story undeniably 
--ems from the I:Iusaynid current and in its 'Iranianism' seems to 
emerge from radical circles. Considered together, these elements 
..:onspire to challenge a certain Sunni Arabo-centrist 'orthodoxy'. 

Let us examine matters more closely. The Shahrbanii tradition 
. - clearly of I:Iusaynid confession. It is true that, concerned about 
~ kind ofbalance and stronger rapprochement between Shi'is and 
ranians, a good many versions depict two Iranian princesses who 

each marry al-I:Iasan and al-I:Iusayn respectively, but at the same 
me, with a stubborn insistance, al-I:Iusayn's wife is presented 

a:> the mother of future imams.58 Ibn Shahrashiib precedes the 
hahrbanii story with a rather long development arguing for the 
egitimacy of the I:Iusaynid lineage of imams and consequently 

57. Al-Mubarrad, al-Kamil, ed. M. Z. Mubarak (Cairo, 135611937) , vol. 
2 pp. 1275-1278 (refer to the sources cited in notes from the editor); al-TabarI, 
:-a'rfkh, ed. de Goeje, series 3(1), pp. 211-215. 

58. Al-Mas'udI (attrib.), Ithbiit al-wa$iyya, p. 170; Ibn Babuya, 'Uyun 
Ichbar al-Rir}a, vol. 2, p. 128; Ibn Rustam al-Tabari al-SaghIr, Dala'il al-imama, 

p 196. The version reported by al-Mufid, Irshad, vol. 2, p. 138, in which Imam 
"I-J::iasan is replaced by MuQ.ammad b. Abi Bakr is an isolated case. 
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the illegitimacy of al-Ijasan's descendants. 59 Let us recall that in 
its different variants the tradition would have started circulating 
from the thirdlninth century onwards, only a few decades after 
the revolt of the Zaydi Ijasanid brothers, Mul).ammad b. 'Abd 
Allah al-Nafs al-Zakiyya and Ibrahlin, a revolt that very quickly 
seems to have aroused great sympathy, even among the non­
(Alid scholars, both in the Ijijaz as well as in Iraq.60 Some dec­
ades later, just after the execution of al-Amin in 198/813, another 
Ijasanid Zaydi rebel, Ibn Tabataba, who was supported by the 
famous Abu'l-Saraya, was declared al-Rit;lii min iii Mubammad 
on Jumada II 199/January 815 in Baghdad itself, only to be killed 
a month later.61 Among other things, was the Shahrbanu story 
intended to counteract the popularity of the Zaydis and/or the 
Ijasanids, especially in Shi(i milieu, both Iranian and assimilated? 

Then, ever since the version reported by al-Saffar al-Qummi in 
the third/ninth century until Ibn Rustam al-Tabari al-$aghir in 
the fifth/eleventh and al-Rawandi in the sixth/twelfth centuries, 
the tradition clearly highlights two elements: the magnificence of 
Persian royalty (Light emanating from the princess, her noble sta­
tus, the freedom to choose her husband) and the importance of the 
Persian language (the dialogue with (Ali, imam par excellence, in 

a language that he speaks well, in contrast with 'Umar, adversary 
par excellence ofShi(ism, who does not speak the language at all). 

59. Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib, vol. 3, pp. 206-207. 

60. See al-Tabari, ed. M. de Goeje, series 3, pp. 189-265; Abu'l-Faraj 
al-I~fahani, Maqatil al-Talibiyyin, ed. A. $aqr (Cairo, 1949), pp. 260-299 
and 354ff.; C. von Arendonk, Les debuts de l'imamat zaydite du Yemen, tr. 
J. Ryckrnans (Leiden, 1960), pp. 44ff.; T. Nagel, 'Ein frUher Bericht tiber den 
Aufstand des Mu!).ammad b. 'Abdallah irn Jahre 145h', Der Islam, 46 (1970), 
pp. 227-262; M. Q. Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early 'Abbasids. The 
Emergence of the Proto-Sunni Elite (Leiden, 1997), pp. 44-45 and 73-76. 

61. See H. A. R. Gibb, 'Abu'l-Saraya al-Shaybani', EI2, vol. 1, pp. 153­
154 and B. Scarcia Amoretti, 'Ibn Tabataba', EI2, vol. 3, pp. 975-976. On 'Alid 
rebellions at the beginning of the 'Abbasid caliphate see F. Omar, The 'Abbasid 
Califate 750/132-786/179 (Baghdad, 1969), ch. 4; J. Lassner, The Shaping of 
'Abbasid Rule (Princeton, 1982), pp. 69-87; H. Kennedy, The Early 'Abbasid 
Caliphate (London, 1986), pp. 198-213. 
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. ;ow in the eyes of some Iranian men of letters in early Islamic 
-cnturies, these two notions are the most important elements of 

anian identity. It would perhaps be anachronistic to speak of the 
.ationalism' of these educated individuals but it would be just as 
ah'e to deny that there was among them a heightened sensitivity, 

~ :en a kind of historical consciousness of their cultural identity 
""""~- .:n-stalised around a certain perception of royalty and the Persian 

.mguage. To explain his admiration for the history of the Iranian 
e nation and its continuity, al-Tabari invokes the uninterrupted 

5uccession of royal dynasties, from the origins of time up to the 
advent ofIslam.62 

o 	 In his al-Athiir al-biiqiya, Abu Raybiin al-Birfini (d. 440/1048) 
discusses the case of those Iranians who hoped that the Buyids , 
would be agents of change or effect the restoration of the sover­
eignty of the Iranian monarchs and the religion of the Magi. At 

iL the same time, he is surprised that sensible folk should place their 
hopes in the Daylamis - those who do not even speak adequate 

o 	 Persian - instead of having faith (as is apparently the case with 
al-BironI himself) in the 'Abbasid dynasty, a dynasty that emerged 

e 	 from Khuriisiin and that was brought to power by true Persi~ 
'ajam).63 In its presentation and justification, Miskawayh's 

1.. 62. AI-Tabar!, ed. M. de Goeje, series 1(1), p. 353; See also J. Chabbi, 
La representation du passe aux premiers ages de I'historiographie califale', 
ill Itineraires d'Orient. Hommages a Claude Cahen, Res Orientales VI (Paris, 
1995), pp. 21-46. For the importance of 'the History of Kings' in the ancient 
perception of Iranian culture see also Th. Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und 
,-\ raber, pp. xix-xxiii and Das iranische Nationalepos, pp. 14-16; W. Barthold, 
.\fussulman Culture, tr. Sh. Suhrawardy (Calcutta, 1934, rpr. Philadelphia, 1977), 

~n pp. 49-50; G. Widengren, 'The Sacral Kingship of Iran', in La regalita sacra 
Leiden, 1959), pp. 242-257; M. G. S. Hodgson, The Venture ofIslam: Conscience 

and History in a World Civilization (Chicago, 1961-1974), voL I, The Classical 
Age of Islam, pp. 454ff.; E. Yarshater, 'Iranian National History', in E. Yarshater 
(ed.), Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 3(1) (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 359-477. For 
al-Mas'lidJ's pro-Iranian stance, see T. Khalidi, Islamic Historiography: The 
Histories ofMas'udr, pp. 90-91. 

63. AI-Blnln!, al-Athiir al-biiqiya 'an al-qurun al-khiiliya, ed. C. E. Sachau 
(Leipzig, 1878), p. 213; tr. Sachau, The Chronology ofAncient Nations (London, 
1897, rpr. Frankfurt, 1969), p. 197. Cf. al-Ja1:ti+, al-Bayan wa al-tabyin, vol 3, 
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oeuvre, particularly his Tajarib al-umam, is from beginning to 
end filled with admiration for these two characteristics of Iranian 
culture; one readily understands why F. Rosenthal termed him 
'the Persian nationalist philosopher'.64 The same is also true for 
Firdawsl of Tfls in his monumental Shah-nama. The role played 
by these kinds of thinkers is certainly not negligible in the sense 
that even the non-Iranian dynasties such as the Ghaznavids, 
Saljflqs and Ilkhans rapidly adopted Persian and traced their ori­
gins to the ancient kings of Iran instead of to Muslim saints or 
Turko-Mongolian heroes.65 

For almost a century now, many scholars have sought to show 
how these Iranian thinkers had, since the formation of Muslim 
culture, perceived ofthemselves as inheritors ofa glorious cultural 
past and so constituting the vital last link in the chain of'the History 
of Salvation', that is, of Islam.66 M. Grignaschi, and more recently 

p. 366, where it states that the Umayyad state is regarded as Arab a~e 
'Abbasid state as Persian Khurasanian. For differing opinions on the nature of 
the 'Abbasid revolution (esp. those of M. A. Shaban, M. Sharon and J. Lassner) 
and for criticism of these opinions see E. Daniel, 'Arabs, Persians and the Advent 
of the Abbasids Reconsidered'. JAOS, 117/3 (1997), pp. 542-548 as well as the 
extensively researched and much documented work by E. Yarshater, 'The 
Persian Presence in the Islamic World', in R. G. Hovannisian and G. Sabagh 
(eds), The Persian Presence in the Islamic World (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 4- 125, 
particularly pp. 59-74. For the importance of Persian in the ancient perception 
ofIranian culture, see F. Gabrieli, 'Literary Tendencies', in G. E. von Grunebaum 
(ed.), Unity and Variety in Muslim Civilization (Chicago, 1955). pp. 87-106. 

64. F. Rosenthal, A History ofMuslim Historiography (Leiden, 1952), p. 122. 

65. See R. Levy. 'Persia and the Arabs', in A. J. Arberry (ed.). The 
Legacy of Persia (Oxford. 1953), pp. 56-73, esp. pp. 66ff.; B. Spuler, 'Iran: the 
Persistent Heritage', in G. E. von Grunebaum (ed.), Unity and Variety in Muslim 
Civilization, pp. 167-182. particularly 176-177; see also W. Madelung. 'The 
Assumption of the Title Shahanshah by the Buyids and the Reign of the Daylam 
(Dawlat al-Daylam),. [NES. 28 (1969), pp. 84-108 and 168-183, rpr. in Religious 
and Ethnic Movements in Medieval Islam (London, 1992), article 8. 

66. Among many other examples, see 1. Goldziher. 'Islamisme et 
parsisme', RHR, 43 (1901), pp. 1-29, and Muslim Studies, tr. S. M. Stern and 
C. R. Barber (London, 1967-1971). vol. 1, pp. 135f.; G. E. von Grunebaum. 
'Firdausi's Concept of History', in his Islam: Essays in the Nature and Growth 
of a Cultural Tradition (London. 1955), pp. 175f.; M. G. Morony. 'The Effects 
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Between Pre-Islamic Iran and Imami Shi'ism 73 

C. H. de Fouchecour, Sh. Shaked and A. Tafazzoli have brilliantly 
demonstrated how what Gustav von Grunebaum calls 'the Persian 
Humanities' crystalise around the figure of the 'king' and royal 
ethics as transmitted to Islamic culture by the literary genre of the 
Mirrors for Princes (possibly an equivalent to na$i/:lat al-mulUk).67 
All that, according to learned Iranian 'nationalists', constitutes the 
ophistication of Persian culture and is designated by terms such 

as honar or adab, namely ethics, good manners, courtesy, refine­
ment of the mind and humanism; it is transmitted essentially by 

of the Muslim Conquest on the Persian Population of Irak', Iran, 14 (1976), 
pp. 41-55, and 'Conquerors and Conquered: Iran', in G. H. A. Juynboll, Studies 
on the First Century ofIslamic Society (Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL, 1982), 
pp. 73-87; E. Yarshater, Iranian National History, in The Cambridge History 
of Iran, vol. 3 (Cambridge, 1983), esp. pp. 360ff., and 'The Persian Presence 
in the Islamic World', in R. G. Hovannisian and G. Sabagh (ed.), The Persian 
Presence in the Islamic World (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 4-125; c. E. Bosworth, 
'The Persian Contribution to Islamic Historiography in the Pre-Mongol Period', 
in The Persian Presence in the Islamic World, pp. 218-236; M. Mol)ammadl 
Malayeri, Farhang-e Inini-ye Pish az eslam wa athar-e an dar tamaddon-e eslami 
va adabiyyat-e 'arab (Tehran, 1374 Sh.!1995). 

67. Among the many publications by M. Grignaschi on the subject, see 
e.g. 'Quelques specimens de la litterature sassanide conserves dans les 
bibliotheques d'Istanbul', lA, 240 (1967), pp. 33-59; 'La Nihdyatu-I-arab fi 
akhbari-I-Furs wa-l- 'Arab (first section)" Bulletin d'Etudes Orientales, 22 
(1969), pp. 15-67, 'La Nihayatu-I-arab fi akhbari-I-Furs wa-l- 'Arab et les Siyaru 
Muluki-I-'Ajam du Ps. Ibn al-Muqaffa", Ibid., 26 (1973), pp. 83-184, and 'La 
Siyasatu-l- 'ammiyya et !'influence iranienne sur la pensee politique islamique', 
in Hommage et Opera Minora, vol. 3, Monumentum H.S. Nyberg, Acta Iranica 
(Leiden, 1975), pp. 124-141; c. H. de Fouchecour, Moralia. Les notions morales 
dans la litterature persane du 3e/ge au 7e/13e siecie (Paris, 1986); Sh. Shaked, 
'Andarz in Pre-Islamic Persia', Elr, vol. 2, pp. 11-16. In general, Sh. Shaked is one 
of the foremost specialists on the subject of the transmission of Iranian theri1es 
to Islamic culture. His numerous publications on the subject have now been 
gathered in one volume: From Zoroastrian Iran to Islam (Aldershot, 1995); A. 
Tafazzoli (Tafa<;l.<;I.oli), Tarikh-e adabiyyat-e Iran pish az eslam, ed. Z Amuzegar 
(Tehran, 1376 Sh.!1997), pp. 180-250; see also T. Qaderi, 'Matn ha-ye akhlaqi­
andarzi dar zaban ha-ye Irani-ye miyane-ye gharbj va sharqi', in A. Kawiis 
Bala Zadeh (ed.), Mehr 0 dad 0 bahar. Memorial Volume ofDr Mehrdad Bahar 
(Tehran, 1377 Sh.!1998), pp. 221-232. 
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the Persian language and this literature.68 Well before translating 
the Qur'an into Persian received authorisation from the inner cir­
cle of scholars in Samanid Transoxiana,69 the res ectability, even 
th~red nature, of the Persian language was stressed, at the ~ry 
least since the fatw..a by Ab1Ll::IaniliL(d. 15J)JJ67}, ~orted jp 
al-Fiqh al-a~, according to which the Names, Attributes and 
Organs of God may be uttered in Persia~ell as in the original 
Arabic.70 

68. p, Rosenthal, A History oj Muslim Historiography, pp. 141-142; M. 
Mol:1ammadi Malayeri, Tarikh vaJarhang-e Iran dar dowran-e enteqal az 'tl$r-e 
Sasani be 'tl$r-e islami (Tehran, 1372 Sh.!1993), vol. 1, Del-e Iran-shahr (Tehran, 
1375 Sh.!1996) vol. 2; N. Pourjavady (Pt1rjavadI), 'Ma be majles-e mehtaran 
sokhan naguyim. Farsi gUyi-ye 'Abd Allah-i Mubarak va adab-e IranI', Nashr-e 
Danesh, N.S., 16/4 (1378 Sh.!1999) vol. 2, pp. 21-25. In this latter article, it is 
significant that the only two citations of the Khurasanian ascetic from Marw, 
'Abd Allah b. al-Mubarak (d. 1811797), reproduced in Persian in Arabic sources 
(namely, al-Ansab by al-Sam'ani from Marw and Siyar al-salaJby Abu'l-Qasim 
al-Taymi from I~fahan), relate to good manners: 1) khord pish-e I:IaJ~ pay deraz 
nemfkonad, 'In the presence ofl;laf~, the younger (Le. 'Abd Allah b. al-Mubarak 
himself), do not stretch out one's legs', and 2) rna be majles-e mehtaran sokhan 
naguyfm, 'Where great men are gathered, it is out of turn for me to speak'. In 
the account of the famous meeting between the mystics, Abu I;laf~ al-I;laddad 
of Nisabt1r and Junayd al-Baghdadi, originally from Nihawand, taken aback 
by the politeness of the former's disciples, the latter tells him that they have 
been initiated into the good manners of kings. See e.g. al-Qushayri, al-Risala, 
ed. 'A. H. Mal:1mud and M. b. al-Sharif (Cairo, 1974), vol. 2, p. 563; 'Attar, 
Tadhkira al-awliya', ed. M. Este'lami (2nd edn, Tehran, 1355 Sh.!1977), p. 395; 
both authors are from Nisabur; cf. the expression adab al-muluk. One will have 
noticed that the protagonists as well as the authors are all Iranians, mainly 
Khurasani. 

69. M. Mol:1ammadI Malayeri, Tarfkh vaJarhang-e Iran, pp. 127ff. 

70. AI-Imam Abu I;lanifa, al-Fiqh al-akbar (2nd edn, Hyderabad, 
1399/1979), p. 7 (curiously, the only exception is the Persian term dast ['hand'], 
which Abu I;lanifa does not authorise the use of for yad in the expression yad 
Allah); the namesake of the I;lanafi legal school is said to have allowed those 
who spoke Persian to say khoday bozorg ast ('God is Great') instead of Allahu 
akbar; see 'A. A. Sadeqi, Takvin-e zaban-eJarsf (Tehran, 1357 Sh.!1978), p. 64; 
M. Mol:1ammadi Malayeri, Tarikh va Jarhang-e Iran, p. 130. On the sacred 
nature of Persian and its ability to transmit wisdom and religious concepts. 
see W. Barthold, Mussulman Culture, pp. 50ff. and much more recently 
N. Pourjavady (Purjavadi), 'I;lekmat-e dini va taqaddos-e zaban-e farsi'. in his 
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The staunchest defenders of this Iranian cultural iden­
~s llell known, were the scribes or secretaries of state of 
Iranian origin of the 'Abbasid eraJ the famous kuttab of who~ 
Ibn al-Muqaffa' (execut~ ca. 140175~), is~the emblematic figure. 
In the context of our subject, the Kitab dhamm akhlaq al-kuttab 
by al-Jahi~ (d. 255/869), who saw himself as defender and cham­
pion of religious orthodoxy and Arab culture, is especially tell­
ing.7l In a strongly sardonic passage, al- Jab.i~ denounced the 
pro-Iranian stance taken by official secretaries of state and their 
disdain for Arab and Islamic traditions: they know the maxims 
of Buzurjmihr, the Testament of Ardashir, the epistles of 'Abd 
al-I:IamId and the Adab by Ibn al-Muqaffa' by heart. Their bed­
side reading includes the Book of Mazdak and Kalila va Dimna. 
They praise only the policies of Ardashir Babakan, the adminis­
tration of Amlshiruwan and admire Sasanian methods ofgovern­
ment. Thus they consider themselves more expert than 'Umar in 
administrative affairs, than Ibn 'Abbas in Qur'anic exegesis, than 
Mu'adh b. Jabal in knowledge of the licit and the illicit, than 'Ali 
in his judgements and arbitration. They do not read the Qur'an 
regularly and do not consider exegesis, law or the study of tradi­
tions to be basic sciences.72 

By evoking the milieu of the Iranian kuttab one is inevitably 
reminded ofthe pro-Iranian Shu'iibiyya, the people that al-Jal).i~ 

Buy-e jan (Tehran, 1372 Sh.l1993), pp. 1-37 where many studies have been cited 
and examined usefully. 

71. 'Arnr b. Bal;lr al-Jal)i:(:, K. Dhamm akhlaq al-kuttab in Rasa'il al-JaI:tiz, 
ed. 'A. M. Hariin (Cairo, 1965), voL 2, pp. 185-199, ed. 'A. Muhanna (Beirut, 
1988), voL 2, pp. 199- 134. Also edited in J. Finkel, Three Essays ofAbu 'Othman 
ibn Ba/:lr al-Ja/:li:? (Cairo, 1926), under the title Dhamm al-kuttab, pp. 40-52. 

72. Ed. Hariin, pp. 191ff.; ed. Muhanna, pp. 126ff.; ed. Finkel, pp. 46ff.; 
passage cited by E. Yarshater, 'The Persian Presence in the Islamic World', 
pp. 70-71, based on the edition by Hariin. French translation in Ch. Petiat, 
'Une charge contre les secn!taires d'Etat attribuee aJab.i:?', Hesperis, 43 (1956), 
pp. 29- 50. On al-JaI;t.i:?'s stance, refer also to Kitab al-/:layawan, vol. 7, pp. 68ff., 
and al-Bayan wa'l-tabyfn, voL 3, pp. 6- 7. 
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wanted to fight. 73 Might one conclude that the Shahrbami tradi­
tion was born in the milieu ofpro-Shu'iibi Iranian scribes? This is 
quite likely considering that it was in the third/ninth centur:y, just 
when the tradition began to circulate widely, that the Shu'iibiYYa 
movement reached its peak. 

For the historian of early Islam, I:Iusaynid Shi'ism, opposition 
to Zaydi Shi'ism, sustained Iranianism, Iranian intellectualism 
and the challenging of pro-Arab Sunni orthodoxy, all unmistak­
ably evoke the ambiance of the court preSided over by al-Ma'miin 
'son of the Persian' in Marw, one of the great cities of Khurasan, 
just at the time when in the year 200/815 he designated the Shi'i 
imam of the I:Iusaynid line, 'All b. Miisa al-Ri4a, as his succes­
sor. Indeed, al-Ma'miin seems to have sought this moment to re­
establish the alliance between the 'Abbasids, 'Alids and Persians, 

73. On the connection between scribes and the Shu'iibiyya see e.g. 
H. A. R. Gibb, 'The Social Significance of the Shu'iibiyya', in Studia Orientalia 
Ioanni Pedersen Dicata (Copenhagen, 1953), pp. 105-114, rpr. in Studies on 
the Civilization ofIslam , ed. by S. J. Shaw and W. R. Polk. (Boston, MA, 1962), 
pp. 62-73; M. B. Sharif, al-$ira' bayn al-mawalf wa'l- 'arab (Cairo, 1954), passim; 
'A. 'A. Diiri, al-ludhur al-ta'rikhiyya li 'l-shu'ubiyya (Beirut, 1962), passim; 
W. M. Watt, Islamic Political Thought (Edinburgh, 1968), see index under 'Ibn 
al-Muqaffa" (French translation, La pen see politique de /'Islam [Paris, 1995], 
pp. 94-99 and 129f.); M. Carter, 'The Katib in Fact and Fiction', Abr Nahrain, 
11 (1971), pp. 42-55; R. Mottahedeh, 'The Shu'ubiyah Controversy and the 
Social History of Early Islamic Iran', lIMES, 7 (1976), pp. 161-182; P. Crone 
and M. Cook, Hagarism: the Making of the Islamic World (Cambridge, 1977), 
pp. 108-112; C. E. Bosworth, 'The Persian Impact on Arabic Literature', in 
E. Beeston et aI., Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: Arabic Literature to 
the End of the Umayyad Period (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 155-167; M. Chokr, 
Zandaqa et zindiqs en Islam au second siecle de l'hegire (Damascus, 1993), ch. 
5. For other sources on the Shu'iibiyya, see S. Enderwitz, E12, vol. 9, pp. 533­
536. On al-Jal).i?-'s anti-Shu'iibism and anti-Shi'ism, now consult Enderwitz, 
Gesellschaftlicher Rang und ethnische Legitimation. Der arabische Schriftseller 
Abu 'Uthman al-Ga/:l.i~ aber die Afrikaner, Perser und Amber in der islamischen 
Gesellschaft (Freiburg, 1979), see index under 'Shu'iibiya'; also Ch. Pellat, 'Gal).i?­
it Bagdad et it Samarra', RSO, 27 (1952), pp. 63ff., rpr. in Etudes sur l'histoire 
socio-culturelle de I'lslam (VIIe-XVe s.) (London, 1976), article 1, and 'Jal).i?-', E12, 
vol. 2, pp. 395-398, esp. pp. 396b-397a; see also his The Life and Works ofla/:zi~: 

Translations ofSelected Texts (London, 1969), pp. 272-275. 
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alliance that in the past had led to the victory of the da'wa 
lshimiyya, and fell apart after the assassination of Abu Muslim 

- -hen the 'Abbasids seized p...£.wer.74 

In my view, the tradition reported by Ibn Babuya in his' Uyun 

.mplicitly contains some valuable information in this regard.75 

:rrst, it is possible that the great traditionalist from Rayy had col­
.ected this report, like many others in this same work, on his jour­
.eyto Khurasan; this is all the more credible since he reports it from 

3. KhurasanI, apparently unknown except for his name, Abu 'All 
al-I;Iusayn b. Ahmad al-BayhaqL76 Then, in the body of the b-adith 
:t is said that imam al-Ri<;ia held court when he was in Khurasan, 

eing already designated crown prince by al-Ma'mun. The eighth 
.mam's interlocutor, as we have seen, is a certain Sahl b. al-Qasim 
al-NushajanI, who to my knowledge is not mentioned in Imami 

74. See M. Rekaya, 'al-Ma'miin', EI2, vol. 6, pp. 315-323. On the relations 
between the 'Abbasid caliph and Shi'i movements in general and imam al-Ric;la 
m particular, see e.g. the now classic study by F. Gabrieli, al-Ma'mun e gLi 
Alidi (Leipzig, 1929); D. Sourdel, 'La politique religieuse du calife 'abbasside 
al-Ma'mun', REI, 30/1 (1962), pp. 26-48; E. L. Daniel, The Political and Social 
History of Khurasan under Abbassid Rule (747-820) (Minneapolis and Chicago, 
[1, 1979), see index under 'al-Ma'miin'; W. Madelung, 'New Documents 
Concerning al-Ma'miin, al-Fac;ll b. Salll and 'Ali al-Ric;la', in W. al-Qac;li (ed.), 
tudia Arabica et Islamica. Festschrift for I/:zsan 'Abbas (Beirut, 1981), pp. 333­

346; D. G. Tor, 'An Historiographical Re-examination of the Appointment and 
Death of 'Ali al-Ric;la', Der Islam, 78/1 (2001), pp. 103-128. On al-Ma'mu.n and 
the challenge to Sunni orthodoxy, obviously reaching its peak in the mi/:zna, see 
the classic study by W. M. Patton, A/;zmad ibn I;Ianbal and the Mi/:zna (Leiden, 
1897); M. Hinds, 'Mil:ma', EI2; J. van Ess, 'Ibn KuUab et la Mi/:zna', Arabica, 37 
(1990), pp. 173-233, and Theologie und Gesellschaft (1994), vol. 3, pp. 446-80; 
J. A. Nawas, 'A Reexamination of Three Current Explanations for al-Ma'miin's 
Introduction ofthe Mi/:zna', I]MES, 26 (1994), pp. 615-629; M. Q. Zaman, Religion 
and Politics under the Early 'Abbiisids, index under 'Mi/:zna' and 'Ma'mun'. Also, 
M. Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography: The Heirs of the Prophets in the Age of 
al-Ma'mun (Cambridge, 2000). 

75. Refer to note 21 above; 'Uyun akhbar al-Ri4a, vol. 2, ch. 35, /:zadith no. 6, 
p.128. 

76. In the present state of knowledge, the chain(s) of transmitters for 
different versions of the Shahrbanu story - when such exist of course - do not 
contribute much of any great import to the issue here. 
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osopogra ic works. However, some fragmentary information 
is proVl ed by other sources regarding the Nushajani family. The 
name is clearly a patronymic - 'agan', very likely based on Anosh 
'immortal', itself abridged from a composite name typical ofPalil­
avi onomastics; Nushajani would thus be the Arabicised form of 
Anoshagan. According to the geographer Ibn al-Faqili (third/ 
ninth century), Nushajan or Nushanjan was the last Transoxa­
nian Iranian province before China, in the extreme north-east of 
Greater Khurasan, in the border region between al-Shash and the 
Chinese territories. The province, divided into greater and lesser 
Nusha(n)jan, consisted of several large and small towns and was 
populated 'by Turks, Zoroastrians (majus) worshippers of fire 
and zindlqs', Manicheans (miinawiyya). The family name is thus 
derived from this region; however Ibn al-Faqlh's assumption is 
perhaps mistaken.77 The Nushajani family seems to have regu­
larly received Sasanian kings and courtiers. Their ancestor would 
have been Nushajan, son ofWahraz, the first Iranian governor of 

77. Ibn al-FaqIh al-HamadhanI, Kitiib al-buldiin, ed. Y. al-HadI (Beirut, 
1416/1996), p. 635; information taken up by Yaqiit al-I;Iamawi (d. 626/1228), 
Mu'jam al-buldiin, ed. F. Wiistenfeld (Leipzig, 1866; rpr. Tehran, 1965), vol. 4, 
p. 833, Beirut edn (1376/1957), vol. 5, p. 311. Yaqiit refers to Ibn al-FaqIh via 
al-Sam'aru (d. 562/1166), but the latter, in his Ansiib, speaks only of a Niishajani 
Sufi living in the convent ofthe famous mystic from Kazariin, namely Abu Isi:Iaq 
al-Kazariini; see al-Sam'anI, al-Ansiib, facsimile reproduction ofthe manuscript 
by D. S. Margoliouth (London and Leiden, 1912), p. 571b, held at the British 
Museum; unless it is another Sam'aru or from a work other than the Ansiib. See 
also G. Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate (2nd edn, Cambridge, 
1930; rpr. London, 1966), index under Ansiib. The author wonders if one ought 
to identify Greater Niisha(n)jan with the Khotan region. The region described 
by Ibn al-Faqih corresponds to Barskhan (or Barsghan) as noted by other 
geographers such as Qudama, Ibn Khurdadhbih and al-KashgharI: these are 
lands around Lake Issyk-kul in current-day Kirghizistan; see ijudud al- 'Alam, 
The Regions of the World, tr. V. Minorsky (Oxford-London, 1937), pp. 292ff. 
and p. 292, n. 3. It appears that the Sasanians never exercised any authority over 
these distant lands. 'Niishajan'would thus be a dummy name due to an erroneous 
reading of the term Barskhan/Barsghan. The notoriety of the NiishajanI family, 
having nothing to do with the region mentioned by Ibn al-FaqIh and most likely 
of Sasanian nobility, would thus have been a factor in establishing this corrupt 
manuscript tradition. 
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{emen, special envoy of the king, Anushiruwan.78 Ibn Hisham 
and al-Ja~iz allude to the strong ties that bound the family to the 
asanian court, links that afforded the Nushajani great political 

.nfluence.79 

We have seen that, according to the Ta'rlkh by al-Tabari,so 'Abd 
Allah b. 'Amir b. Kurayz offered one of the girls from the Kisra 
family captured at Sarakhs to a certain al-Nushajan (see above). If 
we are to trust several reports recorded by Abu'l-Faraj al-I!:>fahani 
in his Aghanf, the family seems to have maintained its power even 
after the advent of Islam. During both the Umayyad and 'Abbasid 
caliphates, the Nushajani would have retained a large part of their 
vast lands, fortune and influence. However, some of their palaces 
must have been ruined, as we can infer from the compositions by 
Mu~ammad b. Bashir ('Abbasid period), who declaimed nostal­
gic poetry about the ruined palaces of the family's glorious ances­
tors to their descendants in their superb mansion in ]a'fariyya, the 
capital's aristocratic suburb.sl 

A~mad b. Sahl al-Nushajani, who could be the son of imam 
al-Ric;la's mysterious interlocutor in our badith, aroused the jeal­
ousy of the caliph al-Mu'tac;lid (r. 279-290/892-902) because of 
his lavish lifestyle and considerable social and political influence. 
AI-I!:>fahani writes that the Baghdadi house of the Nushajani fam­
ily was not only constantly frequented by poets, musicians and 

78. Al-Mas'udI, Muruj al-dhahab, vol. 3, pp. 166ff, in particular pp. 176-177. 

79. Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. M. Saqqa, 1. Abyari and 'A. 
Shalabi (2nd edn, Cairo, 1955), vol. 1, pp. 43-44; al-Jal.ll?, Rasa'i! al-Jabi?, vol. 1, 
p. 201 and vol. 2, p. 290. In his entry on 'Nahr al-mar'a', Yaqut al-I;Iamawi writes 
that the name of the location ('Lady's River'), in Ba~ra, is named after a woman, 
Kamwar/KamUr-Zad bint NarsI whose palace was offered to the conqueror 
Khalid b. al-WalId by her frrst cousin (and husband most probably) al-Nushajan 
b. JSNSMAH (?); see Yaqut, Mu'jam al-buldiin, ed. Wiistenfeld, vol. 4, p. 844, 
Beirut edn, vol. 5, p. 323. 

80. Ed. de Goeje, series 1, p. 2,887; ed. Ibrahim, vol. 4, p. 302. 

81. Al-I~fahanI, Kitab al-aghanl, vol. 3, p. 130 and vol. 12, p. 136. 
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singers but also by men ofletters, thinkers and scribes (kuttab).82 
The mention of kuttab and the sustained good relations between 
the Niishjani family and the Sasanian royal house leads one to 
believe that their home could very well have been a meeting place 
for the pro-Iranian Shu'iibiyya. 

In this context, the note by Ibn Shahrashiib informing us 
that Shahrbanii was sometimes called Barra bint al-Niishajan 
(wa yuqal hiya Barra; cf. the report by al-Tabari) is seen in an 
unexpected light.83 Similarly, it is noteworthy that in his Aghani, 
Abu'l-Faraj al-I~fahani often gives Abu'l-Aswad al-Du'ali the 
name Zalim b. 'Amr al-NiishajanL84 It should be recalled that in 
al-Kulayni and Ibn Shahrashiib, to cite only two sources, it is to 
Abu'l-Aswad that the verse praising the fourth imam (descendant 
ofHashim and Kisra) is attributed.85 Thus numerous connections 
link different members of the Niishajani family (originally or de 
facto Mazdaean?): on the one hand, to the Sasanian court and 
nobility, and on the other, to the I:Iusaynid Shi'is. One may thus 
reasonably believe that it was not impossible for the Shahrbanii 
story to have originated in their entourage. 

82. Ibid., yol. 3, p. 131 and vol. 8, p. 88. According to information proviaed 
by L. Massignon, referring to MaktUbat by 'Ayn al-Quc,lat al-Hamadhani, the 
eminent chamberlain Na~r al-Qushuri at some time after 288/899-900 had 
bought a property in Baghdad from a certain NushajanI, director of the barrd, 
see L. Massignon, La Passion de Hallaj (rpr. Paris, 1975), vol. 1, p. 474, which 
once again brings us to the highly placed Iranian bureaucrats or civil servants of 
the 'Abbasid state. r ­

- 83. Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib al Abr ralib, vol. 3, p. 311. See above. 

84. Al-I~fahani, Kitiib al-aghiini, vol. 1, p. 49; vol. 11, p. 105; vol. 15, 
p. 97; vol. 18, p. 132. Elsewhere, the 'Alid poet is called Zalim b. 'AmI b. Sufyan 
(or 'Uthman); clearly the grandfather's name and its orthographic representation 
poses a problem. See e.g. al-Marzubani, Akhbar shu'ara' al-shi'a, ed. M. H. 
al-Amini (Najaf, 1388/1968), p. 27; al-Tusi, Rijiil, ed. M. H. Al-B$ al-'Uliim 
(Najaf, 138011961), p. 95, note from the editor; I)iya' ai-Din Yusuf al-San'anI, 
Nasmat ai-sa bar bi-dhikr man tashayya'a wa sha'ar, ed. K. S. al-Jabburi (Beirut, 
1420/1999), vol. 2, p. 276 and the editor's note on sources. 

85. Al-Kulayni, al-U$ul, vol. 2, p. 369; Ibn Shahrashub, Maniiqib, vol. 3, 
p. 305. See above. 
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In the badtth reported by Ibn Babuya, one fmds a member of 
the Nushajani family in the entourage of al-Ma'ml1n and 'Ali b. 
Musa al-Ri<;la in Marw. What we have just noted above makes 
this historically plausible. And given the family's past as well as 
its position during the Sasanian era, it would not be illogical to 
read into these ambiguous lines of the badtth (which, as we have 
seen, reminds us of the Iranian notion of xwetodas/xwedodah) a 
pro-Iranian Shu'ubism more radical than in other toned-down 
versions.86 

Thus the Shahrbanu story would have emerged in the.. pro­
!!:anian Shu'fibi entourage of the Nushajani family at al-Ma'mun's 
court in Khurasan. The last sentence of the badith reported by 
Ibn Babuya is a telling sign: 'Sahl b. al-Qasim (al-Nushajani) says, 
'There was not a single Tilibid [I:!usaynid Alid?] amongst us who 
did not copy my version of this badith from al-Ri<;la (ma baqiya 
ralibf 'indana illa kataba 'annf hadha'l-badfth 'an al-Rida).'B7 

It may be possible to be more precise regarding the dating of 
this tradition. Immediately after the failure of the revolt by the 
I:!asagid.> Ibn Tabataba.in 19.9/815J two I:!usaynids, both sons of 
Musa al-Kaz;im and half-brothers of 'Ali al-Ri<;la, initiated insur­
rections against the 'Abbasid regime in Baghdad: Zayd known as 

86. See above. Through these historical elements and the figure of 
Shahrbanii one senses a conflict between a radical Iran ism that seeks, for 
example, to establish equal status between the Iranian princess and Fatima 
(see e.g. Ibn Shahrashiib, Manaqib, vol. 3, p. 311: Shahrbanii has the same title 
as Fatima, i.e. Sayyidat al-Nisa'. 'Ali gave this name to two of the most sacred 
women, according to the Shi'is, namely Fatima and Maryam/Mary) and a more 
moderate Iranianism that attempts to maintain the superiority of Fatima (e.g. in 
the version reported by Ibn Rustam al-Tabari al-Saghir, Dalifil al-imama, p. 196 
in which it is explicitly stated that Sayyidat al-Nisa' refers only to Fatima and as 
such the princess could not be named Shah-e Zanan which is almost the Persian 
equivalent of the title granted to the Prophet's daughter). 

87. Ibn Babiiya, 'Uyun, vol. 2, p. 128. On the intellectual influence of the 
Iranians in al-Ma'miin's state and their convergence with the 'AIids see als;the 
intriguing report 5yiilTallshlyar('Kitab al-wuzara' wa'l-kuttab, ed. 'A. 1. al-Sawl 
(Cairo,T357/1938), pp. 256ff. 

http:Tabataba.in
http:versions.86
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'al-Nar' (literally 'the Fire', that is, the incendiary one) in Ba~ra 
and Ibrahimlmown as 'al-Jazzar' (the Butcher) in Yemen. It was at 
this point, in 200/815-816, in Khurasan that al-Ma'miin initiated 
his great effort at reconciliation between the 'Alids and 'Abbasids, 
a movement widely supported by a large number of Iranians. As 
the I:Iasanid Zaydis consistently proved to be too aggressive, he 
opted for reconciliation with the I:Iusaynids in an especially spec­
tacular style: not only did he save the two sons of Musa al-Ka~im 
who had just been proclaimed anti-caliphs at Ba~ra and in Yemen, 
but on 2 Rama<;lan 201/24 March 817 he designated their brother 
'Ali - wise enough to remain above the fray - as his successor, 
conferring him the title al-Rit;la min al Mu/:tammad. 88 

It did not take long for the 'Abbasids in Baghdad, supported 
by a large section of the ahl m-sunna ~ a7=jama'a, to react. Tlie 
sons of al-Mahdi led the opposition against al-Ma'mun: when 
al-Man~ur b. a -Mahdi refused to be proclaimed caliph, his step­
brother Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi accepted the title on 28 Dhu'I-I:Iijja 
201/17 July 817.89 Now, al-Man~iir was born of al-Bul)turiyya, 
daughter of Khorshid the last Dabuyid isfahbadh (high-ranking 
military official) from Tabaristan, and his step-brother Ibrahim 
was born of Shakla, daughter of the last ma~mughan (great 
Zoroastrian priest) from the district of Damawand. Both oppo­
nents of al-Ma'miin were therefore descendants of high-ranking 
Iranian nobility on the maternal side. The Arab nobility of their 
father's side was not in question either. One may thus reasonably 
believe that in al-Ma'mun's entourage it was envisaged that they 
should do even better with regard to his successor: 'Ali al-Ri<;la, a 
descendant of Hashim (on the paternal side), would have as his 
grandmother a woman not simply belonging to the nobility, but 
to no less than the Iranian royal family. 

Some months later, al-Ma'miin initiated his policy of rapproche­
ment with the 'Abbasid aristocracy in Iraq. His first concession was 

88. M. Rekaya, 'al-Ma'miin', E12, pp. 318-319. 

89. Ibid. , p. 319. 
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~e announcement ofhis return to Baghdad and his departure from 
.. 1arw on 10 Rajab 202/22 January 818. It was during this journey 
that both major obstacles to this rapprochement were eliminated: 
the Iranian al-Fa<,U b. Sahl on 2 Sha'ban 202/13 February 818 in 

arakhs and the I:Iusaynid imam 'All al-Riga on 29 Safar 203/5 
eptember 818.90 Thus, the Shahrbanii story - at least in its core 

form - emerged among the Iranian-Shu'iibI Niishajam family in 
al-Ma'miin' s entourage in Marw, the Khurasanian capital, between 
Yiarch 817 (the proclamation of'Ali aI=Rida asneir) or the month 
of July of the same year (proclamation of IbranImo. al-Mahdi's 
calie.hate in Baghdad) and January 818 (when al-Ma'miin aban­
doned his £ro-'Alid policy). -

3 

'One never knows what the past will hold tomorrow.'91 This 
proverb perfectly illustrates the posthumous fate of the figure 
of Shahrbanii both in popular Shi'ism and throughout Iran, the 
lands of which she is said to be the Lady. In literary traditions, 
as we have seen, the Sasanian princess dies either upon the birth 
of her son Zayn al- 'Abidin, or drowns in the Euphrates after 
witnessing the massacre of her family at Karbala. Popular belief 
decided otherwise. It is as if such a death did not satisfy Iranian 

90. Ibid., pp. 319-320. Let us also point out that the Jewish Exilarch, the 
Rosh Golah (Aramaic: resh galutha, 'leader of the diaspora'; Arabic: ra's jalutlra's 
al-jalut) Bustanai, contemporary of imam al-Busayn, is also said to have married 
an Iranian princess; see M. Gil, A History of Palestine 634-1099 (Cambridge, 
1992), see index under 'Bustanai, exilarch'. On the convergence between Jews and 
Shi'is, now consult S. M. Wasserstrom, 'The Shi'is are the Jews ofour Community: 
~rreligious Co~parison ;ithin Sunni Thought:' lOS, 14 (1994), pp. 297­
324,OnBustaruiiand al-Busayn, p. 316; now in Wasserstrom, Between_Muslim 
ana Tew: the Problem ofSymbiosis underEarly Islam (Princeton, 1995), ch. 3. 

91. Proverb cited by the anthropologist F. Aubin, 'La Mongolie des 
premieres anm!es de l'apres-communisme: la popularisation du passe national 
dans les mass media mongols (1990-1995)', Etudes Mongoles et Siberiennes, 27 
(1996), p . 323. 
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tradition, which sought to find a more useful and glorious end for 
its princess. 

In a pioneering study devoted to popular beliefs about 
Shahrbanu, Sayyid Ja'far ShahIdi relates the most frequently told 
version of the oral legend of the daughter of Yazdgird III, here 
called BIbI (Lady; also grandmother) Shahrbanu: after the day of 
'Ashflrii, BIbI Shahrbanu was able to escape, as her husband had 
predicted, on his horse Dhu'l-janal). Pursued by her terrible ene­
mies, she reaches mount Tabarak in Rayy, central Iran. Exhausted 
and alone, she invokes God to deliver her from her assailants; but, 
as a Persian, instead of saying yii hil ('0 God!' lit. '0 He') she mis­
takenly cries out yii kilh ('0 Mountain!') . The rock miraculously 
opens and offers her refuge. However, a corner of her dress gets 
caught in the opening when the mountain closes behind her. A 
short while later her pursuers notice the trapped fabric and realise 
that a miracle has taken place - Shahrbanu's saintliness becomes 
apparent. The site becomes the sanctuary of the princess, a place of 
pilgrimage, and remains so to this day.92 

An almost identical story explains the Zoroastrian sanctuary 
of Banu Pars (the Lady of Persia), in the north-western plain 
of Yazd, south of the town of 'Aghda. Here one encounters the 
daughter of Yazdgird III (in this instance called Khatun Banu), 
the escape and chase given by the Arabs, the distress of the 
princess and the appeal for help, the miracle of the mountain 
- opening and closing behind the young woman, ending with 
the piece of fabric (here it is the princess's scarf that is caught 
between the rocks). 93 

92. S. 1. Shahidi, 'BaI).thi dar bare-ye Shahrbanti', in Cheragh-e rowshan 
dar donya-ye tarfk, pp. 186ff. This study, focused mainly on the popular beliefs 
regarding Shahrbanti as well as the sanctuary found in Rayy, hardly deals with 
the literary tradition of the princess's story. 

93. Jamshid Sonlsh Sortishiyan , Farhang-e beh-dinan, ed. M. Sottideh 
(Tehran, 1334 Sh'/1956) , p. 204. No connection is established between the 
Sasanian princess and the Shi'i imams. In a fiercely anti-Muslim Zoroastrian 
account dating from the ninth/fifteenth century, Shahrbanti and Banti Pars 
are presented as sisters, the daughters of Yazdgird III. The first , married to 
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More generally, themes such as the escape of the Iranian nobil­
ity (male and female), or often members of the royal family, in 

the face ofArab invaders and their miraculous rescue by God act­
ing through the natural world, are frequently seen in the founda­
tion legends of Zoroastrian sanctuaries in central and southern 
Iran.94 According to the study by S. J. Shahidi, mention of the 
sanctuary in Rayy becomes more frequent in sources from the 
Safawid period on. Apparently, it was shortly before this period 
that what was once a pilgrimage site (maziir) became the tomb 
(maqbara, ma'Ead) of Shahrbanii.95 Indeed, not only Shahidi but 
aISOaOs"ain' Kariman in his classic monograph devoted to the old 
city ofRayy, citing the archeological works ofSayyid Mol;ammad 
Taqi Mo~tafavi, dates the oldest section of the sanctuary to the 

Mul:1ammad by force, died without bearing any children. The second, also 
coveted by the 'Prophet of the Arabs', fled and was saved by the mountain; for 
the purposes of discretion, this manuscript is written in a mixture of Persian 
and Avestan (see the untitled manuscript R VIII/IB at the K. R. Cama Oriental 
Institute in Bombay, fols. 430a- 433a). 

94. Farhang-e beh-dinan, p. 204 (sanctuary of PlrI Sabz also known as 
PIrI Chakchakll, pilgrimage site of Princess Nazbanll, hidden here); pp. 205­
206 (sanctuary of PIr! Hrisht, north-east of Ardakan: a travelling companion 
of Yazdgird's daughter or the daughter herself chased by Arabs and saved by 
the mountain); p. 206 (ShozdI Fazel =Shahzade FaQil, 'Prince FaQil'), sanctuary 
of a Sasanian princess in Yazd, p. 207 (Noraki, in southern Yazd: sanctuary of 
Zarbanii, princess ofYazd married to the king ofFars, fled pursued by the Arabs 
and hidden in the mountains near Noraki), p. 211 (Shah-e Harat, north-east 
of Kirmiin, governor of Yazdgird, pursued by the Arabs, hidden near a source 
henceforth called Pay-e Shah). Cf. also E. Strack, Six Months in Persia (London, 
1882), vol. I, p. 119 (cave of the Lady - ghar-e Blbi - and sanctuary for the 
Damsel in distress - Blbl darmanda - in Fars province) and vol. I, p. 227-228 
(sanctuary of the Lady of Life - lfayat Bib! - between Bafq and Kirman) . 
On these pilgrimage sites refer also to R. Shahmardan, Parastesh gah-ha ye 
zartoshtiyan (Bombay, 1345 Sh.l1967). 

95. S. J. ShahidI, 'Babthi dar bare-ye shahrbanii', pp. 186- 187. According 
to some popular beliefs, the princess did not dIe here but was hidden or rendered 
invisible by the mountain; cf. also E. G. Browne, A Literary History ofPersia in 4 
vols (Cambridge, 1928), voL I, p. 131 where beliefin Shahrbanii's occultation­
gha 'ib shodan - is alluded to. "-------­

http:Shahrbanii.95
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ninthlftfteenth century, shortly before the Safawid period.96 Nei­
ther Abll Dulaf, in his description dated 330/940 of the Tabarak 
Mountain in Rayy nor al-Qazwini: (sixth/twelfth century), in his 
Kitab al-naq(i, which includes a detailed listing of sacred sites 
located in Rayy, say anything about Shahrbanll's sanctuary,97 
which shows that, almost independently of the development of 
the literary tradition, the oral tradition develops and reaches 
maturity around the ninth and tenthlftfteenth and sixteenth cen­
turies. Although it is apparently impossible to date precisely the 
Zoroastrian 1egends Just cited, it nonet eless seems they go back 
to an earlier period.98 It is therefore likely that they were at the 
source of the foundational legend regarding the Bibi Shahrbanll 
sanctuary in Rayy. Moreover, the presence of an ancient Zoro­
astrian 'tower of silence' (dakhma) on the same Tabarak moun­

-fain, further north, would also corroborate the existence of links 
between the sanctuary of Shahrbanll and Iranian Zoroastrianism. 

In a certain fashion, the figure of Shahrbanii and her sanctuary 
seem to reflect the continuation of ancient Mazdean beliefs. A few 
years after the works ofS. J. Shahidi, Mohammad Ebrahim Bastani 
Parizi, another Iranian scholar, once again took an interest in Bibi 
Shahrbanll in the context of his studies on Iranian toponyms, 
including the terms meaning woman, lady, princess and so on 

96. S. J. SharudI, 'Bal).thi dar bare-ye shahrbanii' , pp. 187ff.; I::I. Kariman, 
Ray-e bastan (Tehran, 1345-1349 Sh'/1966-1970), vol. 1, pp. 403-416 citing 
at length S. M. T. Mo~tafavI, 'Boq'e-ye Bib! Shahrbanii dar Rayy', Ettela'at, 5/2 
(1331 Sh./1952), pp. 15-24 as well as the article ofthe same title in Gozaresh ha-ye 
bastan-shenas!, 3 (1334 Sh./1956), pp. 3-40, in which results of the archeological 
excavations previously published in earlier works are now revisited and 
supplemented. The most ancient item of the sanctuary seems to be the cenotaph 
dated 888/1483-1484. 

97. Abii Dulaf, Safar-Nameh-e Abu Dulaf dar Iran, ed. V. Minorsky, tr. A. 
F. Tabataba'l (Tehran, 1342 Sh./1964), 'al-Risala al-thaniya', p. 31. 'Abd al-Jalll 
al-QazwInI, Kitab al-naqr,l, ed. al-Mul;!addith al-UrmawI (Tehran, 1979), p. 643. 

98. Information from Darab Hormazyar's Rivayat, ed. M. R. Unvala 
(Bombay, 1922), vol. 2, pp. 158-159, indicates that the Banii Pars sanctuary was 
already a place of frequent visitation in the tenth/sixteenth century. 
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(Banu, Khatun, ElM, Dokhtar etc.).99 Through extensive research 
into both the archeological evidence and written sources as well 
as folkloric legends and popular beliefs, BastiinI ParlzI convinc­
ingly establishes that in most cases, the sites bearing these kinds 
of names, at one time in the near or distant past, were locations 
for a temple and/or a cult of Anahlta/Anahld/Ab Nahld/NahId, 
the very ~ular goddess of-water and fertility: ArdvIsur Ariam-d 
or the Zoroastrian ~ntheon. It is interesting to note that AnaIlld 
seems to have been the patron goddess of the Sasanians. loo 

Some years after Bastiini ParizI's study, and drawing ~xtensively 
on studies by S. J. ShahldI and M. E. BastanI Parizi, Mary Boyce 
came to the same conclusions, by means of a well-documented 
comparison between the foundational legends for sanctuaries of 
Shahrbanu and Banu pars.tOl Ihe title 'Banu' (the Lady) is the 
ancient title for Anahid. From the Avesta onwardsy the goddess is 
called Aredvi sura banu. I02 

In Pahlavi documents as well, the titles of Banu or aban Banu 
(the Lady of the Waters) are associated with Anahld, Ardvlsur 
or ArdvIsur Amshasfand. 103 Citing and using all these references, 

99. M. E. BastanI ParIzI, 'Bena ha-ye dokhtar dar Iran', Majalla-ye bastiin 
sheniisi, 1-2 (1338 Sh./1959), pp. 105-137, and esp. the voluminous collection 
on the subject: Khiitfm-e haft qal'e (Tehran, 1344 Sh./1966; 3rd. edn, Tehran, 
1363 Sh./1984), pp. 150-368; the B1bi Shahrbanii sanctuary is referred to in 
passing on p. 246. 

100. R. Ghirshman, Iran, Parthes et Sassanides (Paris, 1962), p. 149 and 
BicMpour (Paris, 1971), vol. 1, p. 65; however, refer also to the nuances introduced 
by M. L. Chaumont, 'Anahid, iii. The Cult and its Diffusion', Elr, vol. 1, p. 1,008a. 

101. M. Boyce, 'BibI Shahrbanii and the Lady of Pars', BSOAS, 30/1 (1967), 
pp. 30-44. The renowned English Iranologist had already presented a paper on 
this topic at the Royal Asiatic Society in May 1965 (ibid., p. 36, n. 19). 

102. Y 68.13, see J. Darmesteter, Ie Zend-Avesta (Paris, 1892-1893), vol. 1, 
p. 419, n. 25. 

103. Saddar Nasr and Saddar Bundehesh, ed. B. N. Dhabhar (Bombay, 
1909), pp. 116-118 and 149, English trans. by Dhabhar, The Persian Riviiyats of 
Hormazyar Framarz (Bombay, 1932), pp. 537-538 and 559; Diiriib Hormazyiir's 
Riviiyat, ed. M. R. Unvala (Bombay, 1922), vol. 1, pp. 93 and 219-220 (tc. 
Dhabhar, pp. 96 and 221). 

http:etc.).99
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Boyce also alludes to the inscriptions of I~takhr and Paikuli in 
which AnahId is called 'Lady' . 104 Although no trace of a pre­
Islamic monument was found at BibI Shahrbantl's mount, citing 
the History of Herodotus to support her claims, Boyce believes 
that a simple rock near a natural source of water (which is the 
case at BIbI Shahrbantl) could have served as a temple for the 
worship of AnahId.lOs She even believes that the titles held by the 
Sasanian princess in Shi'i texts such as Lady of the Land (i.e. Iran) 
(Shahrbantl), Sovereign of Women (Shah-e zanan) and Lady of 
the Universe Oahan bantl) could very well have been held by 
Anahld well before Islamicisation of the site. 106 

What further corroborates a hypothesis of continuity between 
AnahId, goddess of water/fertility and Shahrbantl, mother of 
the imams, is that in a large number of popular versions of the 

104. M. Boyce, 'Bib! Shahrbanu', pp. 36-37; also M. 1. Chaumont, 'Anahid', 
EIr, vo!' 3, p . 100S. On the widespread cult of Anahid in pre-Islamic Iran, see 
M. L. Chaumont, 'Le culte de Anahita aStakhr et les premiers Sassanides', RHR, 
153 (195S), pp. 154-175, and 'Le culte de la deesse Anamta (Anahit) dans la 
religion des monarques d'Iran et d'Armenie au 1er siecle de notre ere', fA, 253 
(1965), pp. 167-1S1. 

105. Ibid., p. 43. In her article, 'Ani'lhid, i, ArdwisUr Ani'lhid and ii, Anaitis', 
EIr, vo!' 1, pp. 1003-1006, M. Boyce traces the cult of the goddess back to Rayy 
during the Parthian period, p. 1004. 

106. 'Shahrbanu and the Lady of Pars', p. 3S; the author gleans these titles 
from the prayer book - ziyarat-niima - distributed at the entrance to the 
sanctuary in Rayy. We have seen that these titles are already noted in the various 
written versions of the Shahrbanu story. See also Boyce, 'Ani'lhid', p. 1005b. On 
the analogy between titles given to Bibi Shahrbanu and Anahita (alias Nana), 
see also the Sogdian title panchi Nana dhvambana, 'Nana, Lady of Panch,' i.e. 
the Pendjikent region, on coins issued by this town; see W. B. Henning, 'A 
Sogdian God', in Selected Papers II = Acta Iranica 15 (2nd series-VI) (Leiden­
Tehran, Liege, 1977), pp. 617-630; esp. p. 627, n. 6S. No doubt in symmetry with 
Khshathra pati, 'Lord of the Lands', a title sometimes given to Mithra; see M. 
Boyce, A History ofZoroastrianism, vol. 2, pp. 266-26S. On the links - as close 
as they are complex - between Ani'lhita and Nana, now consult F. Grenet and 
B. Marshak, 'Le mythe de Nana dans l'art de la Sogdiane', Arts Asiatiques, 53 
(199S), pp. 5-lS. 

Between Pre-

princess story she is al 
the relationship betwe 
Mithraism, as well as 
ClflVUthra/Mehr, is a 
Imami eliefs, Shahrba 
Moreover, visits to the 
for women (and on ra 
actual or presumed de: 
Shahrbantl); but mo t 

107. M. E. Bastani Par 
Nil< Banu, 'the Good Lad\ 
by E. Strack, Six Months i 
of an unknown period. rh 
above) is called Bayat Bili 
adab (Bombay, 1373 195: 

lOS. On the \'irgiJ 

M. Moqaddam, fo star dar 
Regarding Shahrbanu's " 
Sh./1966), p . l1S. One rna) 

between Anahid as ~Iith: 
'the Petrogenous', born 0 

Minor or the Caucasus 
19S5, from the 3rd edn. 
representing Mithra bo 
relatifs aux mysteres de -
Vermaseren, Corpus I 
(La Haye, 1956-1960 • 
rock, a symbol of inco 
the deity's mother, ete 
rock at the mountain in 
analogy, even identity'~ 
Ahura MazdaJ(marI1 
son:) Vohu Manah " 
the 'incestuous rnarri 



89 

tnd Paikuli in 
ace of a pre­
mount, citing 
Soyce believes 
(which is the 
emple for the 
es held by the 
and (i.e. Iran) 
I and Lady of 
been held by 

mity between 

I
~, mother of 
~rsions of the 

mont, 'AniihId', 
slamic Iran, see 
lssanides', RHR, 
-\.nahit) dans la 
tre ere', lA, 253 

and ii, Anaitis', 
55 back to Rayy 

~ans these titles 
ntrance to the 
i in tlle various 
" p. 1005b. On 
a (alias Nana), 
of Panch,' i.e. 
. Henning, 'A 
,-VI) (Leiden­
ymmetry with 
.lithra; see M. 
mks - as close 
F. Grenet and 
.4siatiques, 53 

Between Pre-Islamic Iran and Imami Shi'ism 

princess story she is also called HayM Banii, the Lady of Life;107 
the relationship between life, water and fertility is obvious. In 
Mithraism, as well as in p-2Pular Mazdeism, (A)Nahld, mother 
of Mithra/Mehr, is a virgin; now, according to some popular 
Imami DeIiefs, Shahrbanii, although a mother, remains a virgin. lOB 

Moreover, visits to the sanctuary in Rayy are exclusively reserved 
for women (and on rare occasions for sayyids, men, thus to the 
actual or presumed descendants ofimams considered the 'sons' of 
Shahrbanii); but most of all, infertile women visit the site to seek 

107. M. E. BiistiinI PiirIzi, Khiitun-e haft qal'e, p. 246 who also cites the name 
Nik Biinu, 'the Good Lady'; cf. above I:Iayiit Bibi and her sanctuary mentioned 
by E. Strack, Six Months in Persia, vol. 1, pp. 227-228. In a Zoroastrian poem 
of an unknown period, the princess at the PIrI ChakchakU sanctuary (note 94 
above) is called I:Iayiit Biinu; see ArdashIr b. Sham (or BonshahI), Ganjlne-ye 
adab (Bombay, 1373/1952), p. 84. 

108. On the virginity of (A) NiihId, Mithra/Mehr's mother, see 
M. Moqaddam, fostiir dar bare-ye Mehr va Nahid (Tehran, 1978), vol. 1, pp. 29ff. 
Regarding Shahrbanu's virginity, S. Hedayat, Neyrangestan (Tehran, rpr. 1344 
Sh.l1966), p. 118. One may advance two other hypotheses on the parallel features 
between AnahId as Mithra's mother and the figure of Shahrbiinu: 1) Mithra, 
'the Petrogenous', born of a rock; on this legend originating probably in Asia 
Minor or the Caucasus, see F. Cumont, Les mysteres de Mithra, (rpr. Paris, 
1985, from the 3rd edn, Brussels, 1913), pp. 132ff.; On the many monuments 
representing Mithra born from a rock, see F. Cumont, Textes et monuments 
relatifs aux mysteres de Mithra (Bruxelles, 1896-1899), vol. 1, pp. 161ff.; M. J. 
Vermaseren, Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithriacae 
(La Haye, 1956-1960), vol. 1, pp. 158ff.; there is thus an analogy between the 
rock, a symbol of incorruptibility that gives birth to an Iranian god and AnahId, 
the deity's mother, eternally young and virgin. Shahrbiinu, received by the 
rock at the mountain in Rayy, literally identifies with her. One finds the same 
analogy, even identity with the Lad~the Rock. 2) Identiflcation ~e-.!rinitz: 
Ahura Mazdii/(marrying his daughter:) Spenta Aramati/(!9 give birth to his 
son:) Vohu Manah with the trinity Ahura Mazdii/AnahId/Mith;;";eSii'Scitates 
the 'incestuous marriagearcne.t::E&'.R3!L .excellence by placing th~ Iranian 
godCless at the centre of the trinity, see e.g. G. Widengren, Les religions de I'Iran 
(Paris, 1968), pp. 256ff., which obviously evokes xwetodas/xwed6dah regarding 
the mother of the fourth imam as we have already seen . 
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healing and fertility from the Lady of the Land; and this has been 
the case ever since ancient times.109 

Apart from these reasonslndicatedby Bastani Parizi and Boyce, 
namely the prior existence ofa sanctua for Anahid,110 the chcice 
ofRayy may so e explained by the fact that it was from thiw.ty 
in 20/641 that Yazdgird III launched a last appeal to his people to 
put up strong resistance against Muslim troops before escaping 
to Khurasan. Moreover, the city ofRayy, although almost entuely 
Iranian in population (with a minimal Arab presence), had always 
been one of the most important bastions of all forms of Shi'ism 
(Zaydism, Ismailism, Qarmatism and of cou-;sermarnism) and 
remained so until the sixth/twelfth centuryYl Finally, during 
al-Ma'miin's reign, pre-Islamic Iranian religious traditions would 

109. Bastani PiirizI, Khatun-e haft qal'e, p. 246. Apart from Shahrbanu, in 
Persian literature, the goddess Anahld also seems to have been transformed into 
another Sasanian princess, namely ShIrIn; see P. P. Soucek, 'Farhad and Taq-i 
Bustan: the Growth ofa Legend', in Studies in Art and Literature ofthe Near East 
in Honour of Richard Ettinghausen (Washington, 1974), pp. 27-52. Moreover, 
the chapter devoted to Shahrbanu in M. R. Eftekhar-Zadeh, Islam dar Iran. 
Shu'ubiyye neht;lat-e moqavamat-e melli-ye Iran 'alayh-e Omaviyan va 'Abbasiyan 
(Tehran, 1371 Sh./1992), pp. 98ff., though well documented, is nonetheless 
much too tainted by its ideological and polemical stance to be appropriately 
used in a scholarly study. Similarly, the treatment reserved for Shahrbanu in D. 
Pinault, 'Zaynab bint 'Ali and the Place of the Women of the Households of the 
First ImanlS in Sill'ite Devotional Literature', in G. R. G. Hambly (ed.), Women 
in the Medieval Islamic World (New York, 1998), pp. 80-81 (the entire article 
pp. 69-98) is rather a shallow summary to be useful here. 

110. Though advanced prudently, I:I. KarIman's hypothesis according 
to which the Shahrbanu sanctuary would actually have been a Zoroastrian 
dakhma where lie the bodies ofHormoz (son ofYazdgird II) and his fall1ily, all 
assassinated by Peraz, the other son of the Sasanian king, seems hard to support 
(Ray-e bastan, voL 1, p. 379 and pp. 414-415). Indeed according to the Iranian 
scholar, the transfer of the site to Shi'ism enabled it to be protected from the 
destructive rage of recent converts; now, another ancient Zoroastrian cemetry, 
visited in the early fourth/tenth century by Abu Dulaf (Safar-Nameh, 'al-risrua 
al-thaniyya', p. 31), is located on the same mountatin. It was neither destroyed 
nor Islarnicised. Why reserve such different treatment to locations of tl1e same 
kind found on the same site? On the contrary, a 'pagan' temple is usually more 
in need ofprotection from the zeal ofbelievers of a new religion than a cemetry. 

111. V. Minorsky-c. E. Boswortl1, 'al-Rayy', EI2, vol. 8, pp. 487-489. 
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have survived in Rayy since the city seems to have sheltered a still 
active Manichean community.ll2 

Unlike epic religious accounts, in which Shahrbanu seems to 
have only a minor role,113 ta'ziya, Shi'i Persian theatre, shows 
strong evidence of her popularity. In the catalogue of ta'ziya 
plays in the Cerulli collection held at the Vatican Library, Ettore 
Rossi and Alessio Bombaci have classified more than thirty plays 
in which Shahrbaml, sometimes called Shah-e zanan, features. 
Usually, the scene takes place on the day of Karbala' and the play 
describes the mourning and courage ofthe martyred imam's wife. 
Some plays (nos 30-424-429-461-579-948 and 1,000) also por­
tray the princess of Iran being captured, her dialogue with 'Ali 
and her marriage to al-I:Iusayn. Finally, Shahrbanu's escape to 
Rayy and the mountain miracle are the scenarios in two plays 
(no. 466 - on the hidden princess - and no. 945).114 In almost all 

112. Gh. l;I. Sadiqi, Jonbesh ha-ye dini-ye irani dar qarn hii-ye dovvom va 
sevvom-e hejri (Tehran, 1372 Sh./1993) a supplemented and updated version 
of the author's doctorate thesis, Les mouvements religieux iraniens au lIe et IIIe 
siecies de l'hegire (Paris, 1938), see index under 'Yazdanbakht' drawing on Ibn 
al-Nadim and al-Blriini. 

113. For example, she only appears once and in a cursory manner at 
the beginning of the voluminous Abu Muslim-nama, though curiously as the 
daughter of Zayd the Jew (Abu Muslim-nama, the version reported by Abu 
Tahir al-TartUsi, ed. H. Esmaili, 4 vols [Tehran, 1380 Sh./2001], vol. 1, p. 92.) 
However, the Sasanian princess seems to have been emulated rn this literature; 
see e.g. Princess Dhi Funiin Pakdaman, daughter of the King of Iram, who 
marries the son of 'Ali, Mul:tammad b. al-l;Ianafiyya in Ifikayat-e Mubammad-e 
l;Ianajiyye, cited by J. Calmard, 'Mobammad b. al-l;Ianafiyya dans la religion 
populaire, Ie folklore, les legendes dans Ie monde turco-persan et indo-persan', 
Cahiers d'Asie Centrale, 5-6 (1998), pp. 201-220, particularly pp. 214-215. 
Moreover, in the beliefs of some villages in Simnan, Shahrbanii is the sister of 
a (Mazdean?) prophet named Sineliim whose sanctuary on 'the Mountain of 
Prophets' (Kuh-e peyghambaran), has remained a very popular pilgrimage site; 
see C. A. Azami, 'Payghambaran Mountain Temple', Journal of the K.R. Cama 
Oriental Institute, 73 (1987), pp. 45-55, and 'Parmgar Fire Temple', Journal of 
the K.R. Cama Oriental Institute, 74 (1988), pp. 200-206. 

114. E. Rossi and A. Bombaci, Elenco di drami religiosi persiani (Jondo 
mss. Vaticani Cerulli) (Vatican City, 1961), index, p. 386, under 'Sahrbanii'; also 
C. Virolleaud, Le theatre persan (Paris, 1950), pp. 7-8. 
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these works, sympathy for Iran and its pre-Islamic past are readily 
apparent. 

The convergence between pre-Islamic Iran and Imami Shi'ism 
by virtue of Shahrbanu is just as emphatic in some popular ritu­
als dedicated to the wife of the third imam. Sacrifices offered to 
Bibi Shahrbanu - horses, lambs and cattle - are the same aSthose_ 
offered to Banu Pars/Anahid of'Aghaa in Yaz. The main rit­
ual offering in the sanctuary at Rayy is a bowl of water1l6 - an 
element ofnature ofwhich Anahid is the goddess. In some regions 
of Iranian Khurasan, among the mourning rituals that mark the 
first ten days of the month of Mubarram in commemoration of 
the death of the martyrs at Karbala', elegies (Persian: matam = 
Arabic: marthi a, naw/:za) dedicated to Shahrbanu and often 
~ed 'the Farewell of (or: to) Shahrbanu' (wada'-i Shahrbanu) 

occupy an important place. Processions reciting these elegies 
almost invariably pass by a Zoroastrian cemetery; if the ritual is 
not carried out, people believe that the villages will be victim to 
drought or floods, that is to say, in either case natural disasters 
related to water. ll ? 

115. M. Boyce, 'Bibi Shahrbiiml and the Lady ofPiirs', pp. 42-43. However, 
the author is right to stress the difference between the respective moods of the 
sanctuaries: while the Shi'is make their pilgrimage in sadness, mourning and 
with lamentations, the Zoroastrians, for whom joy is a form of energy that 
derives from Ahura Mazda, render worship in a lighthearted manner, with 
laughter, music and song, p. 44. 

116. S. 1- Shahidi, 'Bal:tthi dar biire-ye shahrbiinu', p. 189. 

117. Ibid., p. 180-181; also M. R. Eftekhiir-Ziideh, Islam dar Iran (Tehran, 
137l Sh.l1992), pp. 130-132: the elegy given as: 'Ey shahrbtinu al-wada', ey 
shahrbanu al-wada", copied from the notebook ofan official in the village, comes 
from the region of Birjand, in southern Khuriisiin. The Sogdian Manichean 
text on the Nana cult, published by Henning in 'The Murder of the Magi', in 
Selected Papers II = Acta Iranica, 15, pp. 139-150, though quite fragmentary, 
offers striking parallels with this cult of Bibi Shahrbiinu: one ftnds the same 
intermingling of the funerary cult, lamentations and 'the drought curse'; see also 
F. Grenet and B. Marshak, 'Le mythe de Nana dans rart de la Sogdiane', pp. 7-9 
and F. Grenet in L'Annuaire de l'Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Sciences 
Religieuses, 105 (1996-1997), pp. 213-217, particularlyp. 216. 
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I am personally acquainted with some Zoroastrian women 
from the Kirman region who regularly make a pilgrimage to the 
Shahrbanii sanctuary in Rayy. This is not an isolated case. It is 
true that they would only need to veil themselves in order to dis­
guise themselves among the masses of visiting Muslim women. 
Although they have not explicitly said so, it seems perfectly plau­
sible that they visit the site to worship the popular Lady Anahid.1I8 
As J. Chabbi has so aptly observed, 'In order to survive in a present 
that denies it, the past must advance masked.'119 

4 

The figure of Shahrbanii may be situated within the complex net­
work of relations between Iranians and Shieis. These relations nat­
urally belong to the wider framework of the attitude of Iranians 
towards Islam and the authorities that represented it during 
the first centuries of the Hijra. This framework was extensively 
studied in its myriad forms.l20 One could say that this attitude 
exhibited itself in three ways, each influenced by a number ofcur­
rents: first, a violent, radical attitude, at times leading to rejection, 
plain and simple - whether ~ thinks of the_political conver­
gence that link£d the Kaysani eA}ids and Iranian nobilityirom the 
Mcldrtar revolt in 66/685,,::'1 or the Khurrami revolts, p_articularly 

118. Jamshld Soriish Soriishiyan lists a certain number ofsacred sites visited 
by Zoroastrians and Shi'is alike: Seti Pir in Maryam-Abad of Yazd (Farhang-e 
behdinan, p. 206), Ab-e Morad, west of Kirman (pp. 207-208), Shah Mehr­
izad, north of Kirman (p. 209), Shah Varahram-izad in Kirman itself which the 
Shi'is call 'Master Murta<;la 'AlI of the Zoroastrians', Pir Morted-a 'Ali-ye gabran 
(p. 210) and Kiih Borida in Zerisf, east of Kirman (p. 211). 

119. J. Chabbi, Le Seigneur des tribus. L'Islam de Mahomet (Paris, 1997), 
p.402. 

120. Now consult an analysis by E. Yarshater, 'The Persian Presence in the 
Islamic World'; refer also to his excellent bibliography, pp. 100-125. 

121. According to historiographical sources, only Persian was spoken in 
Mukhtar's army; see al-Dinawari, al-Akhbar ai-tiwai, p. 302; al-Tabar!, Ta'rikh, ed. 
de Goeje series 2, p. 647. Although the assertion seems exaggerated, the reactions 
of the Umayyad authorities led by the caliph 'Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, as reported 
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of the Zoroastrian Sunbadh in Rayy (around 138/756) whose 
army seems to have consisted of Neo-Mazdakites, Zoroastrians 
and Shi'is, or ofBabak in Adharbayjan (from 201 to 22~I6-838) 
undoubtedly seeking to overcome Islam with a view to restoring 
the Magian religion of the Persian r£yal house, 122 or the ~rmatI 
Shi'is led by Abu Tahir al-Jannabi/Ganave - en in 319/931 he 
transferred power to a younK..Persian from Isfahan, who accord­
ing to prophecies attributed to Zoroaster and Jamasp, was meant 
to be the Mahdz or agent for the restoration of Magian rulej123 
and to free-thirikers, among them some of Iranian origin, who, 

according to the heresiographers, often hid their Manicheism and 
sometimes radical 'Iranism' in the guise of Shi'i ra (;1.124 

by other categories of sources appear to corroborate this kind of information; see 
e.g., Abu'I-l::Iajjaj Yusuf b. MulJammad, Kitiib alif ba' (Cairo, 128711870), vol. 1, 
p. 24; al-Damm, Ifayatal-bayawan al-kubra (Cairo, 130611888), vol. 2, pp. 78. See 
also If Taqi-lildeh, Az Parviz ta Changiz (2nd edn, Tehran, 1330 Sh./1952), p. 70; 
Gh. 1::1. $acliqi, Jonbesh ha-ye dini-ye irani, p. 42. 

122. S. Nafisi, Babak-e Khurramdin, delavar-e Adharbayjim (Tehran, 
1342 Sh./1963), see index under 'Zoroastrian' etc.; W. Madelung, 'Khurramiyya 
au Khurramdiniyya', EI2, vol. 5, pp. 65-67, in particular p. 65b; E. Yarshater, 
'Mazdakism' in E. Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 3(2) 
(Cambridge, 1983), pp. 1,001ff. 'A. Mir Fetrus, 'Jonbesh-e sorkh jamegan. Bar 
rasi-ye manabe", Iran Nameh, 911 (1991), pp. 57-89. 

123. W. Madelung, '~armati', EI2, vol. 4, pp. 687-692, particularly pp. 
688b-689a;nowconsultS. J. l::Iamlcli,Neht:;lat-eAbUSa'idGana vehi( 3rdedn,Tehran, 
1372 Sh./1993), ch. 5. Let us not forget th Parsiyan neo-Mazdakis who in 
536/1141-1142 joined the Nizari Ismailis, loyal supporters of l::Iasan-i $abbal.l, 
see W. Madelung, 'Mazdakism and the Khurramiyya', in his Religious Trends in 
Early IslamicIran (Albany, NY, 1988), pp. 1-12. 

124. For example, Bashshar b. Burd, Ibn Abi'l-'Awja', Abu Shakir, Abu 'lsa 
al-Warraq, Ibn Talut, Ibn al-Rawancli; see Gh. I:I. $adiqI, Jonbesh haye dinf-ye 
irani, pp. 130-135; also G. Vajda, 'Les zincliqs en pays d'Islam au debut de la 
periode abbasside', RSQ, 17 (1937), pp. 173-229; M. Chokr, Zandaqa et Zindiqs 
en Islam au second siecie de l'hegire (Damascus, 1993), see index under the names 
above. S. Stroumsa, Freethinkers of Medieval Islam: Ibn al-Rawandi, Abu Bakr 
al-Razi and Their Impact on Islamic Thought (Leiden, 1999), index. See also Ibn 
Hazm, al-Fi$al, vol. 2, pp. 115-116; Baghdadi, al-Farq, p. 173; Ni:?am al-Mulk, 
Siyiisat-nama, ed. J. Sha'ar (Tehran, 1364 Sh./1986), pp. 25,249,279, 285f. 
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A second category of Iranians, consisting mostly of intellec­
tuals, the educated and thinkers, seem to have made an uncon­
ditional commitment to the new religion and even its language, 
to the extent of becoming its most important advocates. Indeed, 
until proven otherwise, no discernible Iranian trait is perceptible 
in the works of such figures as al-Bukhiiri, Muslim, Ibn Miijja, 
al-TirmidhI, al-N asii'I, or even Sibawayh, al-Hasan al-Ba$ri or Ibn 
Qutayba. 125 

Finally, in a third category, mainly of intellectuals and politi­
cians, men of letters and activists, and in which many tendencies 
co-exist or at times confront each other, from the most moderate 
to the most radical, with a range between the two, the protago­
nists seem to be ardent Muslims, though still holding on to their 
sense ofIranian identity, that is, the sentiment, even historical con­
sciousness, of belonging to a great culture and an ancient civilisa­
tion. In a general way, the twofold conviction found in this third 
category would have led the Iranians to filter elements belonging 
to ancient Iranian culture into the new religion; in other words, to 
'Islamicise' some traits of pre-Islamic Iranian civilisation and reli­
gious sentiment.126 Thus, they seem to have been convinced of the 
need for preventing the loss of some traits considered essential, not 

125. See e.g. E. Yarshater, 'The Persian Presence in the Islamic World', 
pp. 93ff. With regard to Ibn Qutayba, although in his 'Uyun al-akhbar and 
Ma'arif, he reproduces the essential works of Ibn al-Muqaffa', this seems to 
be more of a literary exercise than a deeply felt pro-Iranian sentiment. In any 
case, his anti-Shu'llbi sentiments, admittedly moderate, are evident in his Kitab 
aI-'arab, ed. M. Kurd 'AlI, Rasa'i/ al-bulagha' (2nd edn, Cairo, 1365/1946), 
pp. 344- 377. 

126. For the denunciation of this ' infiltration' ofIslam by the Iranians, see 
e.g. al-Baghdadi, al-Farq (Cairo, 1328/1910), pp. 269-271; al-Maqdisi, ai-Bad' 
wa'I-ta'rikh, ed. and tr. Cl. Huart (Paris, 1901-1903), vol. 5, pp. 133ff.; Ibn 
al-Nadlm, Fihrist, ed. M. R. Tajaddod (Tehran, 1350 Sh'/197l) , p. 188; al-Birllni, 
al-Athiir al-baqiya, p. 213; al-Mas'udI, al-Tanbih wa'I-ishraf, ed. M. de Goeje 
(Leiden, 1893-1894), p. 395; Ibn Uazm, aI-Fi$al, vol. 1, p. 36 and vol. 2, p. 
91; al-Balkhi, Abu'I-Ma'aJi Mul;tammad b. Ni'mat, Bayan al-adyan, ed. M. T. 
Danesh Pazhiih (Tehran, 1376 Sh./1997), ch. 5, pp. 106ff.; al-Maqrizi, al-Khitat 
(Blllaq, 1853), voL 2, p. 462; Ibn al-Jawzi, Naqd aI-'ilm wa'I- 'ulama' aw talbis 
IbUs (Cairo, 1340/1921), p. 212. 
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only for Iranian culture but also for Islam since they could provide 
it with fundamental elements that would render it a universal reli­
gion and a veritable civilisation. This would have been the position 
of a large majority of the pro-Iranian Shu'ubiyya. In this case, it 
is no longer a case of threatening the permanence of the Islamic 
empire, but rather fighting for its future orientation. It is not the 
destruction of the state that is envisaged but the refashioning of its 
institutions, its political and social values, its structures of thought, 
in a word, all that would contribute to the development of its cul­
ture.J27 It was due to numerous obvious points of convergence in 
the opinion ofvarious eminent specialists, that Shi'ism in its differ­
ent forms constituted one of the most favourable terrains for this 
category of Iranian.128 Apparently, the Shu'ubi Irano-Shi'i milieu 
in which th~ Shahrban~tion was nurtured belonged to" this 
third category.129 

127. H. A. R. Gibb, 'The Social Significance of the Shu'tlbiyya', pp. 62ff.; 
S. Enderwitz, Gesellschaftlicher Rang und ethnische Legitimation, pp. 50ff. and 
141 ff.; the author supplements theories advanced by Hamilton Gibb by essentially 
demonstrating that in addition to one culture triumphing over another, it is also 
a matter of the status, social and political privileges of the new civil servants. 

128. See among others, 1. Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, 'Arab 
und 'Ajam' (Halle, 1888), vol. 1, pp. 101-146; Die Shu'ubijja, pp. 147-176, esp. 
168ff.; ibid., pp. 177-218, esp. 201ff.; E. Blochet, 'Etudes sur l'histoire religieuse 
de I'Iran, 1. De l'influence de la religion mazdeenne sur les croyances des peuples 
turcs', RHR, 38 (1898), pp. 26­ 63, particularly pp. 37ff. and 54ff.; B. Spuler, 'Iran: 
the Persistant Heritage', pp. 171-172; J. K. Choksy, Conflict and Cooperation: 
Zoroastrian Subalterns and Muslim Elites in Medieval Muslim Society (New 
York, 1997), see index under 'Shi'ism', as well as the great many pages in 
three important Persian works: 'A. Eqbal, Khandan·e Nawbakhti (Tehran, 
1311 Sh.l1932); M. Moi:Jammadi Malayeri, Tarikh va farhang-e Iran, and Gh. 
I:L Sadiqi, Jonbesh ha·ye dini·ye iranf. At times, the attitude of certain authors 
(Mui)ammad Ghazali, Suhrawardj Shaykh al-Ishraq) seems rather 'tactical': 
in order to save some Iranian cultural elements, it seems necessary to severely 
criticise others. This issue merits a separate study. 

129. Generally speaking, this seems to be the case in the milieu of the first 
_great Irnami traditionalists from the Schools of Rayy and Qumm (see Guide 
divin, pp. 48-54 [Divine Guide, pp. 19-21]) and this in spite of some fiercely 
anti-Arab traditions, perhaps stemming from the first category, also found in 
the compilations of these traditionalists (e.g. certain eschatological /:!adfths 
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Between Pre-Islamic Iran and Imami Shi'ism 

The relationship between pre-Islamic Iranian culture and Islam 
in general, as well as the convergences, even political connivance, 
between Shi'is and Iranians, as we have seen, have been widely 
studied; on the other hand, links ofa doctrinal and religious nature 
between ancient Iranian religions and Imami Shi'ism constitute a 
field of research that is still almost completely" unexplored. In this 
dense assemblage of material, the Shahrbanii tradition forms a 
part of those elements that link Imamism to ancient Iran and by 
the same means serve to rehabilitate pre-Islamic Iranian culture. 

Let us limit ourselves to some noteworthy examples: the tradi­
tion according to which the celestial Book of Zoroaster consisted 
of 12,000 volumes containing all Knowledge and in which 'Ali 
is depicted as the ultimate connaisseur of this Book;130 a tradi­
tion praising the justice of Iranian royalty, particularly of King 
Aniishiruwan, during whose reign the Prophet was born;l3l the 
emblematic figure of Salman the Persian as the Iranian sage, the 

regarding the return of the qa'im; see Guide divin, pp. 294-295 [Divine Guide, 
pp. 115-123], and 'Eschatology, iii. In Imami Shi'ism', EIr, voL 8, p. 578). 

l30. Al-KulaynI, al-Furu' min al-Kafi, 4 vols (Tehran, 1334 Sh./1956), 
voL 1, p. 161; Ibn Babuya, AmaU/al-Maja/is, Arabic text and Persian trans. by 
M. B. Kamare'I (Tehran, 1404/1984), p. 206, Kitab al-taw/:lid, ed. al-l:iusaynI 
al-Tihraru (Tehran, 1398/1978), p. 7, and Kitab man la yal:ujuruhu'l-faqih, ed. 
al-MusawI al-Kharsan (5th edn, n. p., 1390/1970), voL 1, p. 17; al-TusI, Tahdhib 
al-a/:lkam, ed. al-MusawI al-Kharsan (Najaf, 1958-1962), voL 1, p. 381. 'All as an 
expert on Zoroastrianism is also found in Sunni sources, e.g. Abu Yusuf, Kitab 
al-kharaj, p. 129; al-San'anI, al-Mu~annaf, ed. l:i. al-R. al-A'?:amI (Beirut, 1972), 
voL 6, pp. 70-71; for other Sunni sources see also Y. Friedmann, 'Classifrcation 
of Unbelievers in SunnI Muslim Law and Tradition', TSAl, 22 (1998), p. 180 
n. 78. On recourse to the frgure of 'All for the preservation of certain Iranian 
traditions from the Sasanian period, see Sh. Shaked, 'From Iran to Islam: On 
Some Symbols of Royalty', TSAl, 7 (1986), pp. 85-87 (rpr. in From Zoroastrian 
Iran to Islam, article VII), and 'A Facetious Recipe and the Two Wisdoms: 
Iranian Themes in Muslim Garb', TSAl, 9 (1987), pp. 31-33 (now in From 
Zoroastrian Iran to Islam, article IX); For other Shi'i /:Iadlths see also M. Mo'in, 
Mazdayasna va ta'thir-e an dar adabiyyat-e farsi (Tehran, 1326 Sh.l1948), with 
an introduction by H. Corbin. 

l31. Al-MajlisI, Bi/:ltir al-anwar, voL 15, pp. 250, 254, 279ff. 
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ideal Muslim and archetype of the Shi'i initiate;J32 the glorifica­
tion of two of the greatest Iranian festivals, N awruz and ihrigan 
in /:tadtths going back to the Shi'i imams and texts by Imami 
thinkers;!33 mourning rituals for al-Busayn as a continuation of 
funerary rituals not unlike ancient practices for the Iranian hero *Siyavash. 134 

In this context, and when we consider the fundamental impor­
tance of fIliation and the cult of kinship in Shi'ism since earli­
est times, !35 the figure of Shahrbanu takes on special meaning. In 
the ninth/fifteenth century, Jamal al-Din Ahmad b. 'All, known 
as Ibn 'Inaba (d. 828/1424) wrote that a number of I:Iusaynid 

132. L. Massignon, 'Salman Pal< et les premices spirituelles de l'Islam 
iranien', in his Opera Minora (Beirut, 1963), voL 1, pp. 443-483; H. Corbin, 
En Islam iranien (Paris, 1971-1972), see index under 'Salman'; 'A. Mohajerani, 
Barrasi-ye seyr-e zendegl va !:tekmat va !:tokumat-e Salman-e fars! (Tehran, 1378 
Sh./1999). 

133. For the !:tadfths see J. Walbridge, 'A Persian Gulf in the Sea ofLights: 
the Chapter on Naw-Riiz in the Bi!:tar ai-Anwar', Iran, 35 (1997), pp. 83-92; 
among thinkers see~. praises of 'Ali re arding Iranian festivals in poems by 
aI-Sharif al-RaQ.i (d. 406/1016), D1wan (rpr. Qumrn, n.dJ, pp.134ff. and his 
brother aI-Sharif al-Murtac;ia (d. 436/1044), D1wan (Tehran, 1365 Sh./1986), 
pp. 56ff. as well as in the poems of the former's disciple, newly converted from 
Zoroastrianism: Mahyar al-Daylami (d. 428/1036), cited by M. Mol)ammadj 
Malayerj, Tarfkh va farhang-e Iran, pp. 188-190. On Nawriiz being considered 
'Ali's birthday by the Bektashis, see F. De Jong, 'The Iconography ofBektas hi sm. 
A Survey of Themes and Symbolism in Clerical Costume, Liturgical Objects and 
Pictorial Art', The Manuscripts of the Middle East, 4 (1989), note 56. 

134. See Sh. Mesktib, Sug-e Siyavash (Tehran, 1971), pp. 82ft.; E. Yarshater, 
'Ta'zieh and Pre-Islamic Mourning Rituals in Iran', in P. J. Chelkowski (ed.), 
Ta'zieh: Ritual and Drama in Iran (New York, 1979), pp. 80-95; 'A. Boliikbashj, 
'Tabiit gardanj, namayeshj tamthili az qodrat-e qodsi-ye khodavandi', Nashr-e 
Danesh, 16/4 (1378 Sh./2000), pp. 32-38, particularly pp. 33-34. On the 
identification, made in popular Persian literature, between the Iranian hero 
Rustam and 'Ali, see S. Soroudi, 'Islamization of the Iranian National Hero 
Rustam in Persian Folktales', lSAI, 2 (1980), pp. 365-383. The article by A. B. 
Agaeff, 'Les croyances mazdeennes dans la religion chiite', Transactions of the 
Ninth International Congress ofOrientalists (London, 1893), pp. 505-514 is now 
quite outdated. 

135. See M. A. Amir-Moezzi, 'Considerations sur ['expression dIn 'All , 
ZDMG, 150/1 (2000), pp. 29-68 (Chapter 1, this volume). 
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hi'is and even some Sunnis (? al- 'awamm) take pride in the fact 
that 'All b. al-I:Iusayn, in his very being, combined prophethood 
(al-nubuwwa, by virtue of his descent from Mul)ammad) and 
royalty (al-mulk, due to his Sasanian descent).tJ6 Here, the gene­
alogist seems to have in mind mainly Iranians, mostly I:Iusaynid 
Shi'is, but apparently also non-Shi'is. It seems quite telling that 
for many centuries, almost without exception, the writers who 
have reported the main ver~_o£ the....Shahrbanii..-stoq ..have 
been Iranians or Iranianised Imamis: SafIar, NawbakhtI~ Ash'arI 
Qummi, KulaynI, Ibn Babiiya, Kay KawUs b. Iskandar b. Qabiis, 
Ibn Rustam Tabar!, the unknown author of Mujmal al-tawarlkh 
,;va 7-qi$a$, Rawan.di,lb.n..Shahrashiib.137-Adding the Light of Royal Glory to that of walaya stemming 
from Mul)ammad and 'AlI, Shahrbanii gives a double legitimacy, 
Shi'i and Iranian, to her sons, the imams of I:Iusaynid lineage, as 
well as a dual nobility, Qurashi, and Sasanian. Thus she becomes 
the main link between the relationship which unites pre-Islamic 
Iran and Imamism. Much later, an analogous effort was made 
with regard to the mother of the twelfth imam, the Imami Mahdi, 
described in some versions as the grandaughter of the Byzantine 

136. Ibn 'Inaba, 'Umdat aL-talib fi ansab al Abi Talib, p. 173. The author, 
himself an Arab of l:fijazl origin and l:fasanid descent, criticises this attitude, 
arguing that the nobility of the fourth imam is solely due to the fact that he 
is a descendant of the Prophet. This kind of polemic lives on today; see e.g. 
comments made by 'A. l:f . al-Amini in response to an Egyptian scholar in 
al-Chadir fi'l-kitab wa'/-sunna wa'l-adab (Beirut. 1397/1977). vol. 33, pp. 317­
318. On polemics of a political nature regarding this subject see e.g. M. Fischer, 
Iran: from Religious Dispute to Revolution (Cambridge, 1980), pp. 260-261; Y. 
Richard, L'Islam Chi'ite. Croyances et ideologies (Paris, 1991), p. 115. 

137.~ote that the presen.ce ou l-Mubarrad, one of th~first authors to 
describe - b. al-l:fusayn's mother as belonging to the Sasanian royal house,js 
q~ys~s (cf. above); is this sympathy for the 'A/id cause? (see R. Sellheim, 
'al-Mubarrad', E12, vol. 7, pp. 281-284, particularly p. 281b) . Or rather, is this 
a form of teasing aimed at his friend al-Jal:1i:? whose anti-Shir-mti-iranian and 
a;:rti-Shu'ubi sentiments were hardly secret. Such is probably the case given that 

ISkind of jocular behaviour was common among the intellectual circles of the 
/~e cities. 
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emperor, himself a descendant of the apostle Simon.138 Thus the 
Imami Messiah would in his person bring together on the one 
hand Lights of Islam, Mazdaeism and Christianity and on the 
other Arab, Persian and Byzantine nobility. This attempt was 
unsuccessful and the tradition did not increase in popularity, 
undoubtedly because, in the eyes ofImami Shi'is, Byzantium was 
less important than Iran. 

} 

138. Ibn Babuya, Kamal aI-Din, ed. 'A. A. Ghaffari (Qumm, 1405/1985), 
vol. 2, ch. 41 , pp. 417-423; al-Tusi, Kitab al-ghayba (Tabriz, 1322/1905), 
pp. 134-139; Ibn Rustam al-Tabari al-Saghir, Dala'il al-imama, pp. 489ff.; see 
Guide divin, p. 265 (Divine Guide, p. 108). 

Part II 



