PART FOUR

TrrB SnsANTANS
(226-6 42 c.n.)

Cgnpren Snvnx
Religious Fever in Iran
led
THn FouNDEn of the Sasanian dynasty, Ardeshir Papakan, who
the people of Fars to once more rule Iran, confronted the Romans
with renewed vigor upon assuming the throne' He joined religion
and politics immediately upon gaining power. In order to stir up
national sentiment in support of his policies, he declared Zoroastrianism the official religion of Iran. He backed the Zoroastrian magi,
granting them extensive authority. He rekindled the extinguished
fire temples and completed the compilation of the Avesta' which
had commenced during the reign of Vologases I. He bestowed the
title mobadan mobad (magus of the magi) upon the senio r Zoroastrian cleric and elevated him to high government office. The magi,
frustrated by the confessional freedom and religious indifference of
the Parthians, lauded Ardeshir's new policy and enjoined the public
to follow the religion of Zoroaster. Ardeshir propagated the idea
that state and religion are intertwined, and one without the other
cannot endure. Thus began a new 4oo-year dynasty in which official
recognition of the majority religion was far greater than during the
preceding two dYnasties.
Ardeshir's grandfather, Sasan, was a prominentZotoastrian priest
who had played an important role in the propagation of the Zoroastrian faith and had erected the celebrated fire temple of Istakhr. But
the beginnings of the populari zation of Zotoastrianism, which was
the closest to a monotheistic religion Iran had seen, must be reckoned
from the time of Ardeshir. In short order, the power of the magi
became so great that every locale had a magus. The magi were
organized into a hierarchy of various grades and offices like a military
rank structure. The mobadan mobad became so important that he
played a direct role in the most sensitive affairs of the kingdom'
inciuding the designation of the king's heir. As the magi were the
only p.opt. who knew how to read and write and were thus autho-

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

r20

rized to interpret religious law, they exercised complete authority
over the country's judicial affairs. Both legislative and judicial power
were in their hands.
According to the Zoroastrian religion, the material world is derived
from two sources: Light and Darkness, or Cood and Evil. The embodiment of the Good is Ahura Mazda, and the manifestation of
Evil is Ahriman. Lies, greed, death, and darkness all belong to Ahriman, while truth, light, and life are the creations of Ahura Mazda.
The essence of the religion of Zoroaster is the battle between Cood
and Evil, or the conflict between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. The
angels are all servants of Ahura Mazda. The highest-ranking angel
is not the sun god (Mithra), but holy Fire, which is kept alive by the
magi.

The magus who keeps the fire holds his breath while tending it so
as not to pollute the Holy Fire with his exhaled breath. The earth is
not to be polluted with the corpses of the dead. For this reason,
cadavers are placed in the mountains or atop towers to become
food for vultures. Cleanliness, both physical and spiritual, is one of
the foundations of the Zoroastrian faith. The religion asserts the
immortality of the soul and maintains that the soul of the follower
whose thoughts are good, whose speech is good, and whose actions
are good will go to Paradise, whilst the souls of the wicked are
condemned to Hell. The Zoroastrian faith holds that Ahura Mazda
will ultimately prevail.
During the reign of Ardeshir, not only was Zoroastrianism the
official religion, but followers of other religions were considered to
be "polluters of the world." Their ways were considered a serious
offense to Ahura Mazda.
It was the duty of the believer to combat and destroy the unbelievers
and the heretics. In short, the tolerance of the Achaemenids and
the indifference of the Arsacids were gradually replaced by religious

intolerance and persecution. (r'a, zr:885)
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Tansar, a renowned magus during the reign of Ardeshir, played a
historic role in the interpretation and propagation of the Zoroastrian
faith. His Ians ar-name,h (Book of Tansar) is one of the most prominent works of the Sasanian period. Another, even more prominent
magus, Kartir-whose stone inscription still stands-prided himself
on persecuting the adherentsof other faiths. He said:
.and Jews, Buddhists, Brahmins, 'Nazoreans,' Christians. . .were
struck upon...the heretics lahlomog] ...who in the Magus estate
did not attend to the Mazdean religion and the services to the
gods with discrimination, I struck them with punishment and I
castigated them. .. (uu, zr:885)
..

Shapur I was crowned in z4z c.n. In his third battle with the Romans,
he captured the emperor Valerian (zy-z6o), along with many Roman

soldiers. In an inscription discovered in 1938 on an Achaemenid
edifice known as "Ka'beh-ye Zartosht" he declares:

He (Valerian) had with him (troops from) Germania, Rhaetia... [follow the names of some z9 Roman provinces], a force of
7o,ooo men. Beyond Carrhae and Edessa there was a great battle
between the emperor Valerian and us. We made the emperor
Valerian prisoner with our own hands; and the commanders of
that army, the praefectus praetorii, senators and officers, we made
them all prisoner, and we transported them to Persia. We burned,
devastated and plundered Cilicia and Cappadocia... ffollow the
names of 36 cities]

.(t",

zt:883)

It is said that while mounting his horse, Shapur I planted his foot
upon the Roman emperor Valerian's back. Shapur sent the Roman
prisoners to Shushtar and put them to work building bridges and
dams.

The cities of Shapur in Fars, Nishapur in Khorasan, and Gundishapur in Khuzestan are among the cities he founded. Without a
doubt, the victories of Shapur I elevated the Sasanian dynasty to its
zenith and solidified the foundations of one of the two great powers
of the day. Along with his military victories, Shapur also expanded
the religious infrastructure of Iran and erected great fire temples.
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Each one of these fire temples was consecrated to the memory
which
empire,
one of Shapur's ancestors or fallen generals. Shapur's
was
extended beyond the territorial boundaries of the Parthians'
members
of
administered by the mobadan mobadwith the assistance
of the royal family and high-ranking officials who answered directly
"King of Kings of Iran"'
to the king. Shapur claimed the title
One of the most important events of Shapur I's reign was the
on
advent of Mani, who proclaimed his new religion to the world
near
the day of Shapur's coronation. Mani was born in a village
the
be
to
claimed
Babylon. He wis forty-five years of age when he
of
last and greatest of Jesus' disciples. For centuries, the precepts
unavailthe
of
the Manichean religion remained unclear because
underability of documentation. But the religion has become better
in the
Turkestan
in
stood with the discovery of Manichean texts
early 2oth century. Mani's teachings were mostly of a philosophical
andmystical nature. His new religion combined the ideals of Zorothat it
aster and Jesus. Mani said that evil has always existed and
believed
and
always will. He did not accept the validity of the Torah,
"Mani was an
that the entire world would ultimately burn in Hell.
as the
accomplished painter, and his book of paintings was known
Arzhaig." r, Mani gained many adherents in Iran, and his religion
I,
soon spread abroid. Mani was received at the court of Shapur
and according to Abu Rayhan Biruni, Mani presented Shapur with
his book, the Shabuhragan. Shapur was influenced by Mani's teachforward
ings, but it was not long before the Zoroastrian magi stepped
arrested
was
Mani
and uncompromisingly resisted his influence.
to
and executed. His disciples, who were scattered from Samarqand
Rome, were Persecuted in Iran.
Christian clerics displayed implacable enmity toward Mani and
Manichaeism, and Muslim clerics later dubbed the followers of the
religion "atheists." During the Sasanian period, the flames of religious
blgotry-the ugly nature of which has been established by histo33Pirniya, Tarikh-e lran,
P. 259.
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of the seventh
ry-were fueled by internal conflicts. During the reign
the throne in 293 C'8"
Sasanian monarch, Narseh, who assumed

Armenia] did not accept the Sasanian princes because
For this reason'
of their fanatic attachment to the Zoroastrian faith"''o
advantageous
most
be
Armenia revolted. The rebellion turned out to
defeat and the conclusion
to lran's old enemy, Rome. It ended in bitter
terms for Iran'
of an armistice with unprecedentedly unfavorable
became the boundary
By the terms of the armistice, the Tigris River
not to interfere in Armebetween Iran and Rome, and Iran pledged
factor in the war between
nia's affairs. Armenia had been an important
pitting the followIran and Rome. Thenceforward, religious conflict
would become more
ers of Jesus against the followers of Zoroaster
" [the people of

prevalent.
reigned
Shapur II, or Shapur zu a\-akfaf (Lord of the Shoulders),
significant event in Europe
for li years. During this period, the most
(lo6-lll c.E.) conversion
was the Roman .i1p.ro. constantine's
christianity
to christianity. In his Milan proclamation, he declared
Rome
the official religion of Rome. Following this proclamation'
Iran."
of
"protector
christians
the
of
arrogated to itself the role of
between
enmity
Religious antagonism was thereby added to the old
Christianity
c'E',
century
Rome and Iran. In the latter half of the third
peoples in the
had found a foothold among the Aramaic-speaking
vicinity of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. christian evangelical
and had some
councils descendJ tpott Iran one after the other
the western regions of
success converting p.ople to that religion in
Christianity'
what was then lrur,.-B.fore the Roman Empire adopted
other nonof
that
to
the status of Iranian Christians was similar
the Iranian
Zoroastrians. But as soon as Rome turned to Christianity,
in lran'
Christians became the most persecuted religious minority
factor in
From that time forward, religion became an important
Mesopotamia
Iran's foreign policy. The Christians of Babylon and
also leaned
gravitated toward Rome, and considering that Armenia
raPirniya, Tarikh-e lran, P. t88'
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Iran in
toward Christianity, the balance of power shifted against
growing
favor of Rome. On the other hand, the Zoroastrian faith was
II, who
deeper roots in Iran. During the wars of the period, Shapur
was called "shapur the Great," was able to regain the territories
that had been lost during the reign of Narseh under the terms of
the armistice with Rome. Shapur II died rn379 c'r.'
Yazdegird I, crowned in 3g9 c,E., tried to ameliorate the intense
religious bigotry and grant other religions a modicum of freedom'
But his initial measures toward tolerance of Christians and Jews
met with the disapprobation of the zotoastrian clergy' The magi'
Yazdeconsidering their privileged status to be endangered, declared
gird a sinner. The appellation has stuck with the king, and he has
"Yazdegird the Wicked," even
been known throughout history as
though he was u p.i..-reeking and humanitarian king. Under presdissure from the Zoroastrian magi, Yazdegird was compelled to
his
upon
continue his support for religious tolerance. Despite this,
death Ln 42o, the Zotoastrian clergy opposed the accession of each
of his sons until finally, one son by the name of Bahram gained
their grudging aPProval.
-gufrram
Gur, was the fifteenth Sasanian monarch.
BahiamV, o.
As the Greek historians wrote, [the reason for his war with the
Eastern Roman Empire] was the misfortunes of the Christians
living in Iran who fled from the fanatic magi to Byzantium'
(Pirn1ya, Tarikh-e lran, P. zoo)

The armistice ending the war-which began in 4zt c.E.-stipulated
that the freedom of the Christian faith in Iran would be observed,
but that article of the armistice was never enforced owing to the
objections of the magi. Bahram Gur died in 438 c.E. During the
,.ig., of Yazdegird II, the people of Armenia embraced Christianity,
und *urfare broke out between Iran and Armenia. In the aftermath
of these wars, Iran's policy toward the Christians became much
harsher, in light of thsfact that they were considered Rome's allies'
The Christians were forced to pay a heavier poll tax and were called
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upon to renounce their Christian faith and convert to Zoroastrianism. The Christians stood fi.rm, and as a result, Iran grew more
heavy-handed and ordered the destruction of churches.
The reign of Peroz, which began in 457 c.E. and lasted z6 years,
brought with it drought, military defeat at the hands of the Hephthalites, and worst of all, the kindling of religious fanaticism.
Kavad I, the twentieth Sasanian monarch, ruled Iran from 487 to
53r c.E. During his reign, three important events occurred. One was
Kavad's war with the Khazars, a nomadic people who lived along
the western shores of the Caspian Sea and raided neighboring countries. Kavad killed a great many of the Khazars and seized much
booty.
The second important event was the advent of Mazdak, the founder
of a new religion who caused Sasanian religious fever to burn hotter.
Mazdak was a cleric of Nishapur whose sayings and beliefs were
similar to those of Mani. Like the Manicheans. he forbade bloodshed
and the slaughter of animals. Mazdak said that the world was comprised of three elements: Water, Fire, and Earth. Good and Evil
were combinations of these elements. He believed that in order

to...
..

.eliminate contrariness and hatred, both of which are of darkness,

that their source must be determined. The source was wornen
and property, and in order to overcome these evils, these two
sources had to be collectively possessed. (Pirniya, Tarikh-e lran,
p' z6l

Although Anushirwan later scattered the Mazdakites, they survived
until the roth century and were known as "those of the cheerful
religion."
The third important event of Kavad's reign was the continuation
of the war with Byzantium, which had also taken on religious overtones. Kavad revoked the freedoms which had been granted to Iranian
Christians in Bahram Gur's day. Thenceforward, Iran s wars with
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the Romans weakened Iran with increasing rapidity, paving the
way for the later Arab victorY.
a
Anushirwan the Just, who reigned from 53r to 579 c'E" was
fanatic Zoroastrian. At the beginning of his reign, the Mazdakite
violent
creed had gained adherents throughout Iran, and there were
the backencounters between Mazdakites and non-Mazdakites. With
ing of the magi, Anushirwan arrested and executed Mazdak and the
of the
leaders of his sect. He thereupon inaugurated a massacre
religion'
Mazdakites so great that no one dared speak publicly of that
The few surviving followers of Mazdak clandestinely maintained
their faith for many long years until they eventually died off
Realizing that the popularity of the Mazdakite religion was rooted
in social injustice, Anushirwan strove to establish social justice for
"the Just'" He
the people, and it is for this reason that he was called
lowered the tax rate, sent judges to the provinces, and gave agricultural lands to farmers. Apart from his war with the Romans, Anushirwan also fought the Hephthalites, Huns, and Khazars, who raided
Iran from the east and north. He killed thousands from those nations
king
and seized much booty. Anushirwan is considered the greatest
of the Sasanian dYnastY.
Khusrow II, aunned Khusrow Parviz, was the twenty-third king
of the dynasty. A victorious conqueror, he brought glory and splendor
to the Sasanian dynasty and amassed vast treasures' In 613 c's'' he
"after that, with the help of z6,ooo
took Antioch and Damascus, and
Egypt, and brought
Jews captured Jerusalem."3t In 619, he conquered
Byzantium to its knees through his conquests. Finally, rn 623, rn a
war of reprisal, the Byzantines attacked Iran, raided its western
cities, and burned down the fire temples. Khusrow Parvtz died in
628,

The last Sasanian monarch was Yazdegird III, crowned in 632 c'n'
During his reign, Arab offensives which had begun some time earlier

35Pirniya, Tarikh-e Iran,P. 222.
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in 64zc.E.-the Battle

of Nehavand-Iran fell to the Arabs, and the Sasanian dynasty
became history.

iiiii+iii
Religion was one of the most controversial social issues of the Sasanian
era. The importance of the religions and sects that developed in
Iran during the period is so great that in a history of world religions,
"Iranian Religions."
an important chapter would have to be entitled
Besides Mithraism and Zoroastrianism, other religions such as those
of Mani and Mazdak came into existence and attracted many followers throughout the world. During these times, Christianity from
the West and Buddhism from the East found their way to lran.

in Afghanistan-then part

of
Iran-that magnificent monasteries were erected in that province'
The Iranian historian Pirniya asks:
The question arises as to whether the evolution and progress of

Buddhism became so popular

the religious beliefs of the Iranian Aryans came from themselves,
or through the influence of foreign religions?...The sole religion
that coulrd have had an influence on the religious progress of the
Iranian Aryans was that of the Israelites, which was based upon
strict monotheism. It must be realized, therefore, that the development of the religious beliefs of the Iranian Aryans was influenced
Uy ttre religion of the Israelites, or else it had other reasons. (Pirniya,
Tarikh-e lran, pp. z6a-65)

During the Sasanian period, the people of Iran were divided into
four castes: clerics, soldiers, administrators, and peasants and merchants. Each had a leader, and each leader had accountants and
inspectors. These castes were further divided into sub-levels. Peasants
could not change their places of residence or their lords.

The Sasanian state'S revenue derived from two kinds of taxes:
firstly, a land tax, and secondly, the gazit-a poll tax known as

t?B
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the jizya during the Islamic period...Those who did not own
property paid the poll tax (gazit), as did the Christians and Jews.
(Pirniya, Tarikh-e lran, p. 2$)

The magi had vast land holdings in Iran, especially in Azerbaijan.
The people also sent them tithes and donations. Commerce flourished during the Sasanian period, as the only route between Greece,
Rome, Asia Minor, Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia on the one hand
and China, India, and Central Asia on the other, passed through
Iran. Brocade, cloth, gold embroidery, silk, carpets, cosmetics, paper,
medicines, and gemstones went back and forth by caravan.
During this period there was an artistic renaissance in metallurgy
and the production of mosaics, golden chalices and jewelry. The
most renowned remnant of the period is the palace at Ctesiphon,
the Taq-e Kisra. During the Sasanian period the Greek language
gradually fell by the wayside. Books were instead written in the
Pahlavi language and script.
The Pahlavi language included two dialects. Northern Pahlavi, or
Parthian, and Southern Pahlavi, or Sasanian.. . .The languages that
are presently spoken in Iran, such as modern Persian, Kurdish,
Baluchi, Lori, Gilaki, Mazandarani, Gabri, Sivandi, and the dialect
of the Iranian Jews are derived from [this language]. (Pirniya,
Tarikh-e lran, p. 278)

CHaprBn ErcHr

Beginnings of Religious Minority Suffering
Dururuc rHE 4oo-pLUS years of the Sasanian dynasty, the Jews no
longer enjoyed the broad freedoms of times past. Yet the restrictions
and harsh treatment were not evenly distributed throughout the
period. If a king succeeded in reining in the power and influence of
the Zoroastrian magi, then the severity of religious persecution was
lessened. The truth of the matter is that because of Zoroastrianism's
official status, the Jews became part of a religious minority for the
first time in the history of this land. But it was not only the Jews
who experienced the pain of minority religious status. The followers
of Jesus, Mazdak, Mani, and Buddha also fell into this category. In
the end, because of the continuing wars with Rome and the spread
of Christianity in the Roman Empire, the Christians frequently came
under greater pressure. Christensen writes:
The Zoroastrian clergy was intolerant, but its intolerance

was

motivated foremost by political reasons...The Jewish communities
of Babylon did not threaten the power of the Zoroastrian church
or the existence of the Iranian state. It is true that Ardeshir I
showed little good will toward the Jews, who missed the tolerant
regime of the Arsacids, and during the first period of the Sasanian

epoch they were sometimes subjected to persecutions...but in
general they were able to live in peace under the protection of the

great king. The situation of the Christians was very different.
(p.266)

This may have been true during the reigns of some of the Sasanian
monarchs, but during other stages of the Sasanian era the Jews
were viciously persecuted.
During the Sasanian period, the Jews-from a political standpoint-maintained to some extent the organizational framework
whose foundations had been laid during the Parthian period. The
Jewish community had a leader they called the resft galutalu Non-Jews
3oThe

literal meaning of this expression is "Chief of the Jews of the
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called him the "Prince of the Jews.

The resh galufa collected taxes,
appointed and removed judges, and administered all important
affairs. He also taught and disseminated the law of Moses and the
period,
Jewish oral and written traditions. But during the Sasanian
someIt
power.
because of religious bigotry, this structure lost some
"Prince
of the Jews" lost
times became so weak that the position of
was supbigotry
its official status, while at other times religious
pressed, and for political reasons-including gaining Jewish support
in the fight against the Romans-the leader of the Jewish community
was officially recognized by the Iranian government. During the
reign of Shapur I, when the Jews of Iran lived in relative safety
because of the conflict with Rome, the resft galuta, who was usually
the senior rabbi of the day, had a good relationship with the king of
Iran. In one of his audiences, Shapur told him that in all his battles
with the Romans, he was always vigilant not to spill the blood of
any Jews. Whenever unrest was stirred up through sectarian instigation or encumbrances were placed upon the Jews by religious fanatics
or government officials, the chief of the Jewish community took
measures to calm the unrest and remove the encumbrances. For
example, during the reign of Shapur II (f og- 37g c.E') '''
"3t

Shabur appears to have oppressed the Jews of Babylonia in no
less degree, for Raba was obliged to expend considerable sums of
money in preventing persecution' (Graetz, z.59rz)

Although many Jews lived in Khorasan, Gorgan, Mazandaran, Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Gil'ad, and Damavand, because western Iran was
the focus of Jewish scholarship, religion, literature, and politics, the
resh galufa resided in the state of Babylon. At the outset of Sasanian
Diaspora" or "Chief of the Jews in Galut." In the political organization of
Iran, this position was tantamount to "Chief of the Jewish Community"
or "Leader of the Jews. " In this book, the same title is used.
3/Such structures continued more or less up to the time of Muzaffar
al-Din Shah. Mullah Ebrahim, the son of Mullah Agha Baba, was the last
powerful Jewish leader in Iran.
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rule, the Jewish government had power over internal affairs, but in
other matters, particularly the payment of taxes and land tenancy,
they were subject to Sasanian law. But, as was previously mentioned,
the situation was in a state of flux. Babylon, which was on the
strategic boundary between Iran and Rome, at times came under
savage attack from Iranian religious fanatics and at times from the
foreign enemy, and its centers of scholarship and administration
were pillaged. During the reign of Kavad (+81-Slt c.E.), "when Jews
and Christians were persecut€d,"ra in the aftermath of the revolt of
the exilarch Mar Zutra II, he and his grandfather, Huna V, were
arrested and executed. The position of resh galuta remained unoccupied until the reign of Khusrow I (Sl-Slg c.E.).
Encyclopaedia Judaicde lists the names of the leaders of the Jewish
community during the Sasanian period up to the time of the execution of Mar ZutraII'.
......210-240
......
II....
......240-260
...260-270
I......
Nehemiah...... .......270-313
...... 3 13-337
Mar Ukba II.....
Huna Mar I & Huna III
337-350
......350-370
Abba.
Nathan II ....
...370-400
Kahana I.....
...400-415
Huna IV...
......415-442
Mar Zutra I......
......442-455
Kahana II ....
...455-465
Huna V....
,....465-470
Huna VI ...
...... 484-508
Mar Zutra II ....
......508-520

Mar Ukba I
Huna
Nathan

38nJ,

t,

6'.rc,27.

nJ, 6..1C24.
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Composition of the Talmud during the Sasanian Period
The unconditional freedom which the Achaemenids granted the
Jews became indifference during the Parthian period and was lost
during the Sasanian period. It is remarkable that there was no correlation between the great national achievements of these three periods and Jewish freedom or lack thereof in Iran. It is true that the
Holy Temple was rebuilt during the Achaemenid period. But it was
destroyed during the period of Parthian indifference when
Vologases I shook the hand of friendship with Rome. During the
reign of the Sasanians-a time when Jewish freedoms were sometimes
severely limited in a province which throughout this entire period
belonged to Iran-the most timeless of religious works was composed, perfected, and presented as a legacy to the Jewish world.
This work was the Talmud, whose composition and compilation in
Babylon during the Sasanian period spanned several centuries.
The tennaim were those who commented on the Torah and wrote
the Mishna. Following them, the amoraim were scholars who clarified
the commentaries of the Mishna and wrote the Gemara. The Talmud
combines both the Mishna and the Gemara. The Talmud compiled
in western Iran became the second most important Jewish religious
text after the Torah. The Talmud is not merely a commentary on
religious law; it is also a treasure trove of wide-ranging information
on the subjects of jurisprudence, medicine, hygiene, agriculture,
astronomy, commerce, customs, and even "superstitions of both
the Jews and non-Je*s."oo
The Jerusalem Talmud was completed in the fourth century and
the Babylonian Talmud in the late fifth century.

Both the Babylonian and the Jerusalem Talmuds are in essence
the fruit of the discussions and elaboration of the Mishnah of
R. Judah ha-Nasi by the amoraim. The Babylonian Talmud, as its
name implies, was compiled in Babylon and the Jerusalem Talmud
aonJ,

t5'.762.
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would imply;

(nt, ry:772)

In view of the facts that the Babylonian Talmud was composed on
Iranian soil and that the religious scholars involved in it had relations
with the government of Iran, some of them having never even
travelled to Jerusalem, the Babylonian Talmud might be considered
the "Iranian Talmud."
The dates of the start and completion of the Babylonian edition
cannot be precisely determined, but roughly speaking, it was begun
during the lives of two great religious leaders, Mar Samuel and
Abba Arikha, known as Rav, in the first half of the third century of
the common era, that is, during the reign of Shapu r I Q+o-27) . It
was completed toward the end of the teaching career of Ashi, known
as Rabbana, in 499, during the reign of Kavad.
The most important yeshivas, or schools, in which scholars and
students engaged in study and commentary were in the cities of
Nehardea, Sura, Pumbedita, Mahoza, Narsi and Mata Mehasya.
All of these cities were situated near Ctesiphon in western Iran, and
the number of Jewish communities there was strikingly large. Not
only did the Jews of those cities achieve great progress in manufacturing and commerce, they also made such tremendous strides
in the religious sciences as to leave the religious schools of Judea in
the dust. The migration of Jews to the region had continued since
the time of Nebuchadnezzar, and Nehardea, a little over a hundred
kilometers north of Shiraz, was considered the regional "Jerusalem."
Since the deportation under Nebuchadnezzar, theJews had multi-

plied in Babylon and Mesopotamia, where they occupied themin commerce, agriculture, and trades of all kinds' '..The
famous school at Sura was founded at the beginning of the third
century, and thenceforward the amoraim, abody ofJewish scholars,
occupied themselves with the study of the sciences and began to
assemble the corpus of traditions and instructions of all kinds
known as the Talmud. (Christensen, pp. f8-q)

selves
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of
The school at Sura, which remained an important center Jewish
2:rg c'r,' The stuscholarship until the roth century, was founded in
required to
were
dents at the schools of higher religious education
hours a day
work in agriculture or other fields and devoted several
to their studies.
and milBecause of political pressures, the religious atmosphere,
scholarof
center
itary clashes between Iran and Rome, the primary
death of Samuel
ship moved from city to city. For example, after the
years later'
rebuilt
in zsgc.E., Nehardea fell into ruin, and was only
hinged upon
The centrality of these schools of higher learning also
prominent
most
the prestige of the teachers who directed them. The
school
of the early teachers were Mar Samuel at the old Nehardea
and Rav, the founder of the school at Sura'
is said
Mar Samuel, or Samuel Amora, was born in Nehardea' It
ha-Nasi'
of
that by sending medicine to Judea, he healed the eye Judah
of the
the architect of tn. Jerusalem Mishna. To secure the welfare
Jews:
Samuel's
..The agreement of Samuel and shapur I, summarized by
closely
was
law,"
is
"the
government
the
of
law
teachin[ that
position,
secure
a
enjoyed
which
regime,
adhered to by the Jewish
.

with few, brief interruptions, for the next four

centuries'

(n1,6:roz5)

to
Samuel issued his famous decree calling upon his coreligionists
uphold
they
as
even
uphold the law of the land in which they live
effect not only on the
Jewish law. This decree has had a profound
j.*, of Iran, but also on Jews throughout the diaspora' Samuel had
for the
a deep understanding of medicine and discovered a salve
led
astronomy
of
eyes which was named after him. His knowledge
him to have frequent contact with non-Jewish scholars' including
"the hard-working
the Zoroastrian Avlet. But he is best known as
Torah scholar." Samuel never traveled to the land of his forebears'
the Holy Land.
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Abba Arikha-known as Rav, or the "Teacher of the Diaspop3"-1473s the founder of the academy at Sura. He was one of Judah
ha-Nasi's best students in Jerusalem. After becoming a cleric he
returned to Babylon. In Nehardea, he found himself in disagreement
with other scholars and commentators. He had no option but to
establish in Sura his own school of higher learning, which soon had
r,20o students. Rav was one of the Resh Caluta's counselors.

Although there is evidence that he was in some contact with
Artabanus V, the last of the royal Arsacid dynasty, unlike Samuel,
he did not maintain close relations with the authorities or with
non-Jews, his chief activity being directed to internal affairs, to

the religious welfare of the members of the Jewish community,
(nl, t3.t577)

After Mar Samuel, the secondary school at Nehardea was directed
by Huna, Judah ben Ezekiel, and Nahman ben Jacob. After the
destruction of Nehardea, Nahman moved the school to Pumbedita
and worked hard to improve it. The social and cultural institutions
that Huna established during his forty years as exilarch endured for
seven centuries. With Huna's death in 297 c.E., the last cultural link
between Iran and Judea was broken. In the year 3o9, which coincided
with the first year of Shapur II's reign, Rabbah bar Hana, a religious
leader who had emigrated to Iran, became the director of the Pumbedita academy. Because hundreds of his students refused to pay taxes,
he was sought for questioning by officials of Shapur the Great.
Shortly thereafter, he died in hiding in Iran.
At this time, life was tumultuous for Iranian Jews. Joseph ben
Hiyya (also known as Sinai) succeeded Rabbah as director of the
secondary school at Pumbedita Sinai translated the Torah and the
Book of the Prophets into Aramaic. After him, Abbaye (also known
as Nahmani), was chosen as director of the Pumbedita school in
Babylon. The two schools at Pumbedita and Mahoza competed
with each other to delineate and advance the sciences of the times.
The period of Jewish cultural progress in Iran was reaching maturity.
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Some of this
Abbaye's successor was Rava bar Joseph bar Hama.
a portion of the Babylonian TalJewish scholar's epistles comprise
army'
mud. After the fall of the city of Mahoza to the Roman
Sura' It was
another yeshiva was founded in Narsi, near the city of
directedty Ba. Hannan, who held that position untt1375 c'n'
their
Up untii this time, most of the epistles of the Mishna and
generation'
to
.".g.r., had been transmitted orally from generation
The political
and writings and notes were likewise unorganrzed'
clashes
endless
and social atmosphere of the period, in addition to
by
between Iran urrd Rorne and sectarian upheavals-aggravated
suffered
defeats
the savage attacks of the Huns and the successive
possessed
by other countries-dictated that the laws which the Jews
of Iran
clerics
should be written down and codified. The Jewish
undertook this task.
for 6o years
The foremost leader of this movement was Ashi, who
near Sura' He was
served as director of the Mata Mehasya yeshiva
died in
born in 35zc.p. during the reign of Shapur the Great and
Gur. Ashi is the last of the renowned
427 durtng the reign of Bahram
completing'
amoraim, and he played the most important role in
assistance
codifying, editing,-and compiling the Talmud. Witn the
down the
wrote
of a g.o.rp of reilgious scholars, he collected and
as
oral tradition which had been handed down over the centuries
the Mishna and Gemara.
or
Ashi's activities and influence were not limited to the yeshiva
abilities
and
personality
his
Through
to his colleagues and students.
he attained"a position of unusual prominence as the spokesman
of all sections
and leader of his generation, enjoyed the high esteem

(MK tzb; Ned'
of the Jewish peSple, and posieised great wealth
his authority
accepted
Nathan,
b.
Huna
6zb). Eu.r, the exilarch,
the Persian
to
access
h19
apparenttv
Ashi
(Gii. iqa; Sanh. :6a).

reference
royal palace (Ket. 6ra), and there is possibly a personal
held that
contemporaries
His_
t56a.
by him to this in Shabbat
"never since the days of R. Judah ha-Nasi were learning-and greatness combined in one person as they were in Rav Ashi'"
(nt,3'.7rc)
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He possessed great scholarly talent. It was by virtue of his enthusiasm
thaf the Jewish corpus of law, the BabylonianTalmud, was composed
on Iranian soil. Throughout Jewish history, it had been forbidden
to transcribe the oral law. But because of the growing insecurity of
the day, Ashi disregarded this taboo. Fearing that the unwritten
portions of the Talmud would be forever lost, he recorded the
b.*uru. Indeed, Ashi did the same with the Mishna and commentaries as Ezra did with the Torah and the books of the prophets'
The compilation of the Talmud and its rescue from the sandstorms
of time had a profound effect upon the fate of world Jewry, for the
Christians accepted the Torah in its entirety, and it is likely that
had the Jews lost the commentaries, the Jewish faith would have
gradually disappeared. The compilation of the Talmud is one of the
great achievements of Jewish history. Compilation was completed
ioward the end of the 5th century, a time of increasing Jewish misfortunes in Sasanian Iran.
The last director of the religious academy at Sura was Rabbina,
who held that office until 49g c.E. Yose was the last director of the
Pumbedita academy, and served in that capacity from 47I to 52o'
These two men of distinction considered the compilation of the
Talmud to be complete in the year 499, during the reign of Kavad.
They declared that the collected discourses, decrees, and edicts were
final and that nothing was to be added to them. These two wise
men were the last of the amoraim. In completing the Talmud, Rabbina
and Yose were assisted by several Jewish scholars who lived in Iranian
provinces other than BabYlon.
A characteristic mark of the Babylonian Talmud is the intellectual
sharpness and ingenuity with which it analyzes a text or a subject.
In analyzing the text every word or phrase is carefully weighed'
(nt, y:759)
The Talmud comprises roughly 25oo,ooo words. One-third is Halakah (law) and two-thirds is Haggadah (traditions and stories)'
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while there are two Talmuds-the Babylonian and the Jerusalem-the former almost immediately upon its conclusion was

Babylonian
accepted as the authoritative one. The authority of the
authority
in
grew
but
Talmud was never really accepted formally
toTthe
in
all
in the course of time. It was studied assiduously
neglected
was
' lnt,$"766)
munities, while the Jerusalem Talmud

emThe twelve-volume Talmud, though a source of Jewish pride
the
from
bracing illuminating passages, has not escaped criticism
is made to concepts foreign to
Jews, for in some passages, reference
jewish beliefs which were borrowed from the popular beliefs of
of
non-Jews during the Sasanian period; for example, the power
the
to
demons and prouerbs and commentaries that run contrary
period of
teachings of the Torah and the prophets of Israel' Over a
more than 5oo years, the writings and sayings of Jewish leaders
as a
were collected in the Talmud after detailed review. Of course,
long
this
result of contact with other nations and peoples during
period, in some rare instances non-Jewish ideas have also influenced
it. This notwithstanding, there is no doubt whatsoever that the
Talmud is a citadel that, after the Torah, has safeguarded Judaism
throughout the world during the successive centuries of the diaspora'

Ups and Downs in the Jewish Community
witn the Sasanian monarchs' proclamation of zoroastrianism as
notthe official state religion of Iran-all diplomacy and restraint
relations
withstanding-eight centuries of cordial Iranian-Jewish
unavoidably soured. J.H. Iliffe in Legacy of Persiawrites:
a
...As a State Church Mazdaeism possessed a supreme head and
under
first,
powerful clergy, the Magi, whose word was law...At
bhupu. I andTlurmuzd I, other religions were tolerated or even
encouraged, e.g. Judaism, BuddhisrrL Mazdakism, Manichaeism,
and Christianif. Persecution of both Manicheans and Christians,
however, followed later... (P. :t)
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When news of the death of the last Parthian king reached the exilarch,

who was his friend, he bitterly replied, "The bond is broken,"o'by
which he meant the treaty of friendship between Iran and the Jews.
A source of even greater anxiety was the fear that Rome would
exploit the turmoil in Iran to seize control of the empire and that
the Jews of that vast realm would be subjected to the same restrictions
as were imposed in Judea. The Christians of northern Mesopotamia

were the first minority group to fall victim to the excesses of Zoroastrian fanaticism. The Jews were also a target of hatred, but during
the early years many of them were able to circumvent disagreeable

situations.

...ln the first intoxication of victory the neo-Persians deprived
the Jewish courts of the criminal jurisdiction which they had
been permitted to exercise until then; the Jews were admitted to
no offices, and were not even allowed to retain the supervision of
the canals and rivers, but they do not seem to have complained
very bitterly of these measures. They were even compelled to
submit to restraints upon their freedom of conscience. On certain
festivals, when the Magi worshipped light in their temple as the
visible representation of God (Ahura-Mazda), the Jews were not
suffered to maintain any fi.re on their hearths, nor to retain any
light in their rooms. The Persians forced their way into the houses
of the Jews, extinguished every fire and collected the glowing
embers in their consecrated braziers, bringing them as an offering
to their temple of fire. They also dug the corpses out of the graves,
because, according to their notion, dead bodies lying in the bosom
of the earth desecrated this "Spenta Armaita " (holy soil). (Graetz,
z:524-25)

Thus was the plight of the Jews during the reign of Ardeshir I. As
Zoroastrianism reached its climax, those in power were willing to
do anything to spread their religion.
aThis expression indicates that there was a treaty between the
Jews
and the Parthian kings, and that Jewish resistance to Rome, apart from its
religious and national aspects, also had another impetus, which was the
alliance with Iran.
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Solayman Kohan Sedegh writes in his notes:
Because of these same pressures, considering that the Jews of Iran

were unwilling to emigrate to Judea and subject themselves to
Roman rule, many during this period had no choice but to emigrate
to India and China to find the freedom to perform their religious
ceremonies.

When during the reign of Shapur I (z4z-72 c.n.) Iran defeated Rome,
chaos ensued in the eastern Roman territories. A commander by
the name of Odenathus arose from the city of Palmyra with a group
of marauders and raided and massacred the Jews of Mesopotamia
and Judea. In z6t, he tazed the "lranian Jerusalem," Nehardea. He
considered himself heir to the Roman emperor's throne in Asia.
Odenathus-at first ignored by the Iranian government-gradually
became so strong that he was able to drive the Iranian army back as
far as Ctesiphon. Rome had become so weakened that in 264, the
emperor invited Odenathus to share the throne with him, but shortly
afterwards, Odenathus was killed.
In the early 4th century, Christianity spread rapidly in the Roman
Empire. The number of persons converting to Christianity increased
daily. Revolts sprang up in all the Roman protectorates. Uncivilized
tribes such as the Coths, Franks, and Vandals seized Roman territories. Witfr the fall of the Parthians, the nation of Judea lost hope
of regaining its freedom and independence. For several centuries
Rome had thwarted their national and religious aspirations. They
had hoped that Iran would arise once again so that with Iranian
backing they might free themselves from the enemy's clutches. During the Parthian era, it seemed on several occasions that this aspiration
might be fulfilled, but after the advent of the Sasanians and the
policies enacted by that dynasty's first king, this hope was abruptly
transformed to deep despair. Judea no longer afforded even religious
leaders the means of making a living. The agricultural lands were
held by foreigners, and there were no means to secure a livelihood.
The nation's fortunes gradually declined, and some religious scholars,
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followed by commoners, had no choice but to quit their homeland
and emigrate to western Iran, which had a concentrated Jewish
population and whose limited security and freedom still surpassed
inut of Judea. Poverty in Judea, both material and cultural, was
crushing. Before that time, people had gone from Babylon and
Mesopoiamia to Judea to pursue religious studies; now that course
*u, ,.u.rsed. Judea declined, and western Iran, with its yeshivas
and secondary schools founded by religious scholars, become the
world center of Judaism. There was tremendous financial backing
from the people to promote culture and support Jewish-Iranian
students. Witn the presence of the resh galuta, they felt that they
had not only a religious leader, but also a national leader, and that
on Iranian soil, a "Jewish prince" was their protector.
During the reigns of several weak kings after Ardeshir and
Shapur t, ,n. Romans-despite the turmoil and weakness which
plagued them-attacked Iran and created many problems for the
j.*t in the western part of the country. But they later withdrew in
the face of counterattacks. The Jewish 6migres were generally concentrated in the area between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. This
was a very vulnerable position, because during the wars between
Iran and Rome, the boundary between the two empires was usually
the Euphrates and sometimes the Tigris River. In the thirty-seven
years between the death of Shapur I and the beginning of the reign
tf Snup,rr II, the status of Iranian Jews was generally untroubled'
except in the western territories. However, in the provinces of Aris, the entire
-.r,iu, Adiabene (l(urdistan), and Mesopotamia-that exceptional
western border region of Iran, which was a battlefield,
crises beset the Jewish nation. The Romans knew well that the Jews
were the faithful old friends of Iran, and for this reason, in each of
their campaigns against these provinces they treated the Jews as
they would their most hated enemy. Because warfare was a daily
occurrence in the border region, life was naturally diffrcult for the
Despite all of these factors, Jewish emigration to Iran continued'
Jews.
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During the seventy-year reign of Shapur II, or Shapur the Creat
was declared the official religion of the
Roman Empire. The heavy burden of tyranny, repression, and intimidation was lifted from the backs of Roman Christians. But the
Roman religious conversion did nothing to lessen their hostility
toward the Jews, even though Christianity was rooted in Judaism.
The cauldron of hatred boiled with new false pretexts. The new
Roman authority strove under the banner of Christianity to efface
all remaining traces of the Jews from Judea and redoubled its repressive measures. Thus, Judaism once again had no refuge save Iran,
Rome's stubborn Asian rival. It was for this very reason that while
Jewish culture was fading in Judea, it was reaching its zenith at
Babylon in western Iran thanks to the diligence of Jewish scholars.
Meanwhile, Christianity was gaining in Asia Minor, especially in
Armenia, and even within Iran.
The wars between Iran and Rome, rooted in five centuries of
history, took on a new dimension: religion. The Iranian government
doubled taxes on Christians, who were excluded from military service. They were persecuted, and in 339 c.E., a number of them were
executed in Susa. The more the Christians of Iran were persecuted,
the more the Romans repressed the Judeans. Such was the anger of

(:og-llg c.E.), Christianity

the Judean people under the burden of oppression that they revolted,

despite their economic weakness and lack of military force. The
leader of the rebellion was Netrona, whom the Judeans considered
their messiah, or savior. The movement began in Sepphoris, which
was home to a yeshiva, and spread thence to Tiberias. But the
insurgents were dealt a crushing defeat, and Sepphoris was razed.
On the whole, Shapur II did not concern himself with the Jews. If
he did not persecute them, it was for two basic reasons: first, he
knew that this nation nurtured an implacable hatred for Iran's enemy,
Rome, and second, his mother supported the Jews. Shapur himself
was a fanatically faithful Zoroastrian and shunned other religions.
Toward the end of his reign, he increased persecution of Jews and
Christians.
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During this king's reign, the Romans captured and burned the
city of Peroz Shapur. It is not known what became of the Jews who
lived in that city. But the people of Mahoza, a Jewish suburb of
Ctesiphon, stubbornly resisted the Roman army in 363 c.e. Five
years later, at the conclusion of Shapur's victorious campaigns in
Armenia and Georgia, T)oooJews from those provinces were resettled
in Susa and Isfahan.a'These Jews had either been taken to those
provinces as captives or had voluntarily emigrated to the region
after Herod came to power, especially after the demolition of the
Second Temple. No reason is mentioned in Jewish history for the
transfer by Shapur II of this large number of Jews to Iran's two
greatest cities. One can surmise that it was not for theJews' benefit,
but that it served Sasanian political interests. No historical evidence
indicates that the Jews offered any resistance to Shapur II's campaigns
against Armenia and Georgia, nor is there any indication that Shapur
undertook any massacre of Jews. On this basis, one might conclude
that Shapur was highly concerned with his nation's progress and
prosperity, and having seen with his own eyes in Mesopotamia how
much the Jews could do to make a region prosper, summoned
them to Susa and Isfahan to increase those two cities' prosperity.
Prior to the resettlement of the Armenian and Georgian Jews, an
incident occurred which led government officials to crack down on
the Jews of Mesopotamia. The exilarch, who resided in Babylon,
decreed of his own accord that a Jewish man who had had relations
with aZoroastrian woman should be flogged. After being punished,
the man complained to the government authorities. This situation
caused such an uproar that the exilarch was stripped of office and
forced into hiding, and his property was seized. Other Jews were
also in danger, but Shapur's mother, Ifra-Hormoz, prevailed upon
a'Some historians believe
that the resettlement of the Jews

of Armenia
and Georgia took place during the reign of the Jewish queen of Iran,
Shushandukht, the wife of Yazdegird I. Historians also disagree over the
number resettled.
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him not to persecute them. She herself sent a contribution to the

for the God of the Jews'
Jewish academy and even sent a sacrifice
the
II,
Jews of Iran and Judea
During the long reign of Shapur

suffered various fates and survived several ups and downs'
he
Shapur II created many encumbrances for the Christians, but
mother's
bore the Jews no animus. It may be said that without his
intervention, Shapur the Great would have been more prone to
take measures against the Jews. During this king's reign, although
with
the Jews of western Iran suffered loss of life as a result of war
Minor'
Rome, this was offset by the immigration of Jews from Asia
Likewise, even though two great Jewish academies closed during
the reign of Shapur II, the establishment of several other secondary
schools not only filled their places, but also further expanded Jewish
cultural, religious, and scholarly activity in western Iran.
During the reign of Yazdegird I Ggg-+to), known as Yazdegird
the Wicked, the western Roman Empire quickly collapsed in the
Empire,
face of the onslaughts of the Huns and Goths. But the eastern
it
whose capital was at Constantinople, endured until 1453, when
fell to the Turks. In the days when the western Roman Empire-Iran's
due
staunchest enemy-was disintegrating and its people perishing
to war, hunger, and pestilence, Iran abided in a cradle of security,
and the Jews of Iran lived in relative comfort. Yazdegird I was a
peace- and freedom-loving king. He put an_ end to the persecution
tr trr. christians, and his relations with the Jews were also cordial.
Three Jewish-Iranian representatives from Sura, Pumbedita, and
Nehardea were a part of Yazdegird I's court, and the exilarch Huna
of
was a confidant or trre king. During this period, the Jews in all
freethe Jewish towns made great progress. They had appreciable
doms, and constituted a large population'
Despite all the miseries of the Sasanian period, the reign of
Yazdegird I was reminiscent of the good old days under the Achaemenidi. It is remarkable that this king married Shushana, the daughter of a prominent Iranian Je*, Mar Kahana-one of his close
confidants and director of the Pumbedita academy. As in the Achae-
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menid period, Iran once again had a Jewish queen. Shushana, who
came to be known as "shushandokht," is the reputed founder of
the city of Shushtar.
InThe Exiled and the Redeemed,Ben-Zvi writes:
...Kwarezm City was originally established at Khiat by-Narses,
name identified by most scholars as Vahram
of Yazdegird I (:gq- +zo CE). His mother
son
or Bahram-Gor,
was the famous Queen Shushandukht, who is known in Jewish
history for her effiorts to consolidate Jewish communal life in
Persia.. ..Both Jewish and Persian traditions trold that she was the
daughter of a Jewish Prince of the Exile ' . .It is known that Khwar,rrn,like Ispahan and Hamadan, had its Jewish community ever
since its foundation in the fifth century c'E"' (pp 247-48)

the son of

a Jewess, a

The security and freedom of Iranian Jews and the presence of a
the slaughter of
Jewish queen, coupled with the decay of Rome and
Romans in the empire that had defeated Jerusalem and destroyed
its temple, created a great stir amongst the Jews. It was said that the
nation's Savior would soon appear.
A Jew who claimed to be the messiah of the age went to Crete and
claimed that the Jews-as inMoses' [i61g-gould cross the dry seabed
on foot to the Holy Land. A number of naive Jews believed this and
enthusiastically quit their livelihoods and distributed their property
to the poor. On the appointed day, they all gathered before their
"messiah" on the crest of a precipice overlooking the sea. They cast
themselves into the sea, hoping the waters would part after their
diving in. They and their leader all drowned. The great Jewish teacher,
Ashi, fought against this type of thinking.
Yazdegird I, apparently under the influence of the mobadan mobad,
began to strongly prom ote Zoroastrianism and embarked upon a
campaign of persecution of Christians. However, there was no change
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in his policy vis-h-vis the Jews. The sons ofYazdegird I were Bahram,
known as Bahram Gur, Shapur, and Narseh, his third son by his
Jewish wife, Shushandokht.o3
After the death of Yazdegird I, Bahram Gur (4zr-44o) ruled Iran.
The Jews of Iran lived in safety while he was king. During his reign,
his brother Narseh "ruled during his absence."oo The Jews were not
oppressed or molested, and historians of the times referred to the
western Iranian province of Babylon as a "Jewish province."
Bahram Gur continued his father's persecution of the Christians,
and, as a result, many fled to Byzantium. The security of Jews and
the persecution of Christians in Iran led the Byzantine emperor
Theodosius, under the influence of Christian religious leaders, to
retaliate and persecute the Jews within his realm. One of his measures
was to revoke the authority of the spiritual leader of the Jews of
Judea. Over the course of the 3oo years leading up to this time-that
is, since the time of Hillel-a succession of fifteen religious leaders
had governed the religious and social affairs of the Jews and strengthened their national spirit and hope for salvation. The last of these
leaders was Camaliel.
From this time forward, Christian religious bigotry and hostility
toward the Jews increased. As a result, many Jews in Asia Minor
and outlying areas headed for Iran. With the migrations to Iran
from Armenia during the reign of Shapur II and from Alexandria
during the reign of Yazdegird I, the number of Jews in Iran doubled.
In his notes, Kohan Sedegh writes, "Bahram knew many languages,
iricluding Hebrew," which he may have learned from his brother
Narseh, who learned it from his mother.
During the reign of Yazdegird II (+28-+S), because of the inordinate influence of the magi, persecution of Christians-especially in
Armenia-became more severe, and the security of the Jews in Iran
also ended. The influence of the magi, combined with the absence
asChristensen, p. 274.

afhristensen, p. 23o.
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of any Jewish statesmen with connections to the king, upset the
previous balance. Iran, which had been the Jews' sole refuge and
their second home, suddenly changed its policy. The emperors of
Rome and Byzantium had pledged fealty to the popes, and Iran
took orders from the senior magi. The Jews were confronted on
both sides by u boiling sea of religion. In 456, one year before the
death of Yazdegird II, a decree was issued which rescinded the right
of the Jews to observe the Sabbath.
The Peak of Sasanian Persecution of the Jews

During the reign of Peroz (+Sl-+81), the son of Yazdegird II, the
Christians applied the technique which they had learned from the
Greeks of spreading unfounded rumors against the Jews of Iran,
thus providing the magi an expedient pretext for a massacre of the
Jews. Extremist religious leaders who had influence over Peroz want-

riot. They spread the rumor that the Jews of
Isfahan-the city with the greatest Jewish population-had slain
and flayed two magi. Obviously, the Jews, having no great foreign
power or religious group to support them, were in grave danger. As
a result of this unjust accusation, a decree ordering a massacre of
the Jews at Isfahan was issued, and more than half the city's Jews
were killed. Many children were kidnapped so that they might be
converted to the official state religion. It was not long before this
type of slaughter spread throughout Iran to include the western
province of Babylon. Vicious persecution of the Jews continued
throughout Peroz s more than twenty-five-year-long reign. Schools

ed to start a religious

and synagogues were razed, and centers ofJewish scholarship came
under attack. The destruction of Sura, whose academy was the center
of Jewish research, took place during this same period. The religious
majority's persecution of the Jewish minority reached the point
where Jewish religious leaders who attempted to stop the violence
by standing between the Iranian government and the Jewish community ended up sacrificing their lives. Schools and yeshivas were
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closed. Jewish associations were proscribed. Jewish judges, who up
to that time had jurisdiction over internal affairs, were unseated.
Jews were forced to forswear their faith. Under such circumstances,

many Jews could no longer remain in their "second homeland." In
small groups, they packed up their belongings and fled the country.
The Jews of Mesopotamia and Babylon set forth on the road to
Arabia-carrying with them their most prized possessions: the Torah
and the Talmud. The Jews of eastern Iran, bringing their holy scriptures, made their way to India. A large group of emigrants from
Mesopotamia, under the leadership of Joseph Rabban, crossed the
Persian Gulf to India. During this treacherous seafaring journey,
some of the Jews drowned at sea. The King of India received the
group and bestowed privileges upon Joseph Rabban. These emigrants
linked up with other Jews who had fled to India during the reign of

Ardeshir I.
During this same period, a number of Iranian Jews sought refuge
in China. Most of them settled in the city of Kai Feng Fu. Some also
sought asylum in Afghanistan, Bokhara, and the Caucasus. These
emigrations did not put an end to the magi's attempts to forcefully
convert non-Zoroastrians, however, and in 48rC.E., Christians in
Armenia and Georgia rebelled against religious tyranny. A civil war
ensued in which Armenia and Ceorgiawere defeated.
Peroz died in 483 c.e. During his reign, the material, moral, and
military strength of Iran was dissipated through continuous persecutions of theJews and Christians.Iran was raided by the Hephthalites
for two years. All of these misfortunes were brought about by the
intolerance of the Zoroastrian clergy, who would suffer the existence
of no other religion in Iran.a5 The magi's persecutions extended not
only to the Jews, but to all who did not adhere to the official religion.
The king's tyranny afflicted all.
During that corrupt time, the religious establishment-who were
responsible for the nation's affairs and intervened in all matasChristensen, p. 266.
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ters-were so oppressive that the whole populace became weary
of the state-religio,rt apparatus and hoped for change. (Malekzadeh, r:3r)

The social stratification of the times did not allow movement between
social castes. This left many in abject poverty and misery, without
any hope of elevating their stations in life. It also kept the upper
less fortunate'
class Hvlng in the lap of luxury, unconcerned for those
This situation caused frustration amongst the populace' It was during
this time that Mazdak-purportedly to enforce social justice-advanced new ideas, saying that both property and women should be
communally shared by all, "even allowing promiscuous intercourse

among those related by ties of consanguinity"'a6
Kavia (+81-Sltc.E.), frustrated by the influence of the magi, was
attracted to Mazdak's religion and granted offrcial recognition to
the new faith. An extraordinary state of disorder ensued' The poor
attempted to confiscate property, and the rich endeavored to acquire
women. The confiscation of minorities' property and the violation
of their women became the norm. The Jews could tolerate the loss
of their property, but they could not abide the violation of their
wives and daught.rt. For them, marriage was a pure and sanctified
matter-so inialculably important that there were dozens of strictures governing it in Mosaic |aw. There was no way to counter this
new threat but to take up arms. The rebellion, centered in Mesopotamia, was led by the twenty-two-year-old Mar Zutra II, the son of
Rab Huna VI, who became exilarch after the death of Peroz. The
young Mar Zutra at first mustered only 4oo brave Jewish youths to
defend against Mazdakite depredations. But he gradually attracted
more supporters and became strong enough to repulse the forces
which Kavad sent to quell his rebellion.
Mar Zutraresisted the Mazdakites for seven years, but was finally
defeated by u large force dispatched by Kavad to eliminate him' In
c.8., he, his grandfather (the former exilarch), and
the year
5zo

auGraetz,

i'.r-z.
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aftermath of this
some other Jewish leaders were executed' In the
killed, some
defeat, the city of Mahoza was pillaged. Some were
Kavad's
During
taken captive, and yet others RLa to Jerusalem.
in Babylon'
reign, thl plight oflews in Iran was grim, especially
and chaos'
rioting
Kavad's conversion to Mazdakism precipitated
magi seized and
adding to the sufferings of the Jews. In the end, the
impriilned Kavad. But with his wife's help, he succeeded in escaping
Hephthalites'
from prison and fleeing Iran. Witn the support of the
he refrained
But
he returned and once again assumed the throne'
the
from supporting Mazdaf and, consequentially, from oppressing
suspended'
was
Iran
immigration to
Jews. During hi! reign, Jewish
time' because
and emigration abroad rapidly increased. At the same
into
transformed
of the spread of Christianity, Judea was gradually
its Jewish
a Christian country, and ihe only city which retained
character was Tiberias.
"Anushirwan the Just," whom the
Kavad'S SOn Khusrow I, or
realized that
Arabs called "Kisra," ruled Iran from 531 to 579 C'p,' He
the new religion of Mazdak, rather than eliminating oppression'
and executed
increased it. Thus, at the outset of his reign, he arrested
Mazdakite leaders and initiated a massacre of his

Mazdak and the
"just" he
followers. This has led some historians to question how
he did not
was. Although Anushirwan was himself a Zoroastrian,
in security
lived
succumb to the extremism of the magi, and the Jews
activduring his reign. Jewish schools reopened and resumed their
fled
had
who
leaders
ities. Gizaand Simeon, two Jewish religious
The
Iran'
Babylon during the reign of Kavad, returned to western
latter was
the
while
former became director of the academy at Sura,
this period'
appointed director of the academy at Pumbedita. During
of students
number
which was after the time of the amoraim, the
time for
grew and Talmudic studies became more popular' It was
Talmudic law to be properly understood and enforced.
was a
Anushirwan's campaign against Asia Minor and Antioch
of the
miraculous event foi tfre Jews of that region. The emperor
the point
day, Justinian, intervened in Jewish religious affairs to
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that he even forbade the Shema confession of faith on the grounds
that it was inconsistent with the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.
He went so far as to send observers to the synagogues during prayer
recitations to ensure that his order was enforced. But the Jews recited
the words of the Shema in their hearts.
Anushirwan went to war with Byzantium several times and prevailed. His strength was coupled with justice. Through fair taxation,
he filled the treasury's coffers. In his taxation of the Jews, he exempted
children and the elderly. He assisted farmers and encouraged marriage to increase the country's population. He secured roads and
highways and patronized the sciences. It is probable that some of
the Jews who fled to outlying areas during the reigns of Peroz and
Kavad returned to Iran.

During the reign of Anushirwan, Justinian closed the schools of
Athens. As a result, seven eminent Greek scholars presented themselves at the Iranian court. Anushirwan granted them protection
and. . .
...from them the science of grammar was communicated to the
Syrian Christians, these in turn roused in their Jewish neighbors
the spirit of emulation in the investigation of the Scriptures, and
this led to the adoption of vowel-points and accents. (Graetz,3'.7)
There is no doubt that there were many Jews among the students of
these new academies.
This period saw a remarkable growth in Talmudic studies. Some
Nestorians, who considered themselves closer to the Jews than to
the Christians, were interested in the study of the Jewish scriptures.
Because the Hebrew script of that day lacked vowel markers, it was
difficult to read unless the reader was fully familiar with the topic at
hand. For this reason, a number of Jewish scholars whose names
have not been recorded by history decided to surmount this shortcoming. The system they developed of vowel markings placed above
and below letters made the reading of Hebrew very simple. As a
result, study of the Holy Scriptures spread amongst the Jews. It also

152

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

became easier for non-Jews to learn Hebrew and study the Bible.
Thus, the vowel system provided a great service in promoting Jewish
civilization, culture, and mores. Additional notations were developed
to mark the ends of lines and sentences. All of the markers developed
during this period clarified the meaning of the religious texts.
As previously mentioned, the status of Iranian Jewry fluctuated
during this period. Anushirwan's son,'Hormozd IV (SZg-.Sgo c.E.),
took a different approach toward the Jews than his father had.

At first, this king was unwilling to subject himself to the will of
the magi, but later, as witnessed by most historians, he changed
his mind and diverged from the path of righteousness. (Razi,
p. 78)

King Hormozd was a weak-willed man, and the Zoroastrian clerics
were able to bring him under their sway and induce him to persecute

the Christian and Jewish minorities. Hormozd was an oppressive
king. In those days, when philosophy and religious studies were
flourishing in Iran, he thought that he could strengthen the founda-

tions of the Zoroastrian faith by persecuting the followers of all
other religions. Witn this false belief he directed all his wrath and
fury toward the Jews and Christians. He closed the schools at Sura
and Pumbedita. His harshness led to renewed Jewish emigration
from Iran. In the year 58r c.E., a number of them emigrated to
Arab-populated areas. War with Rome, which sometimes ended in
victory and sometimes in defeat, continued unabated.
An anecdote concerning Hormozd's attacks against Jewishpopulated towns survives. It concerns a buried treasure chest upon
which was engraved a Hebrew inscription. The history lr,lasekh altavarikh, in the chapter on the fall of Adam, writes concerning the
reign of Hormozd:

In a palace, there was an urn in each of the four ends, and each
urn rested upon an ingot of gold. Upon the door was a copper
plate with a Hebrew inscription stating that this was Feridun's
treasury. Hormozd seized those urns, which were full of lustrous
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pearls, and divided them amongst his soldiers and gained the
approbation of the populace.

This fabulous tale may have its origin in Hormozd's confiscations
of Jewish property and the plundering of the home of a wealthy
Jew.

Khusrow Parviz, the son of Hormozd, reigned from 59o to 6z8 c.p,.

In order to counter his rival for the throne, Bahram Chubin-to
whose army the Jews flocked and to whom they provided financial
backing-he secured a temporary treaty of friendship with Maurice,
the Byzantine emperor. Witn his help, he removed Bahram Chubin
from the scene. It seemed that a bitter plight awaited the Jews of
Iran, for they had strongly supported Bahram Chubin. But Khusrow
knew that their support for Bahram derived from their sufferings
under his father, Hormozd. For this reason, he did not seek revenge,
but rather granted them limited freedom in their cultural and scholarly endeavors. The Messenger of Islamat embarked upon his mission
during the same year of Khusrow Parviz's reign, 601 c.s.
Khusrow Parviz married the emperor Maurice's daughter Mary.
During this emperor's life, relations between Iran and Byzantium
were cordial. Maurice created no difficulties for the Jews of Asia
Minor and Judea. But when Maurice was killed in a coup d'6tat, the
clock was set back, and the old rivalry and warfare between Iran
and Byzantium began anew. In 6nc.E., Khusrow Parviz's army,
descending from Lebanon, quickly advanced on Jerusalem. The Jews
of Asia Minor, Judea, and Iran were filled with hope that after the
passage of centuries, the sons of Cyrus would once again emerge as
their liberators, breaking the chains which held Judea captive and
routing the Byzantine soldiers and fanatical Christians who for centuries had murdered and plundered them. Hoping that freedom
and independence were at hand, they volunteered to join the battle
with their age-old enemy. They placed their entire savings at the
disposal of the Iranian army, and able-bodied Jewish youths from
azrl: Muhammad,
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Tiberias, Nazareth, and the mountains of Galilee joined Khusrow
Parviz's army.
Finally, in 6t4 c.E., after the passage of nearly five-and-a-half centuries, Jerusalem was freed from the Byzantines' grip and fell to the
Iranian forces. During this period, some of the Christians in Judea
converted to Judaism. "During the course of r4years, the Persians
held sway in Palestine."ot But the results that the Jews had hoped
for from the Iranian victory at Jerusalem did not materialize. Even
during this fourteen-year period, Judea did not enjoy complete independence. At the end of this period, after the death of Khusrow
Parvtz, Byzantium and Iran concluded a treaty of peace, and it was
agreed that the Iranians should evacuate the land of the Israelites.
In 628 c.E., the Byzantine emperor Heraclius triumphantly entered
Jerusalem. The Christian priests in the city asked him to massacre
all the Jews in Judea. Heraclius agreed. Jews unable to flee to outlying
lands, to the mountains, or to Egypt were killed. The priests, in
atonement for this act, fasted on the anniversary of the massacre,
and this custom was practiced by the Christians of Judea for centuries.
Yazdegird III, the last Sasanian king, was crowned in 634 c.e. His
reign was marked by chaos and anarchy. The magi, heedless of
what was transpiring in Arabia, continued their persecutions of
Jews and Christians. Acting upon the instructions of the magi, Yazdegird...
...proscribed the Sabbath ceremonies, prohibited synagogues
throughout Mesopotamia, and decreed that Jews could only build
synagogues and pray outside the cities. (From Kohan Sedegh's
notes; extract from Otsar Israel,3'.49)

In64zc.E., with the defeat of Iran at the hands of theArabs at the
battle of Nehavand, the Sasanian dynasty came to an end.

aoDubnow, z'z\7.

