PART SIX

TAHIRIDS,
Sar'FARTDS, SnvrANrDS,

DAYLAMITES, AND
GHAZNAVIDS
(S 4T-1038 c.n.)

Cnapren ErnvEN

Iran, Battlefield of Nationalists
THB ABSoLUTE supREMncy of the Arabs over Iran lasted for nearly
two centuries. After the death of Harun al-Rashid, the foundations
of Abbasid power were shaken, and the splendor of the Abbasid
caliphs came to an end. At that time, a conflict over succession to

the caliphate arose between the Iranian-born Ma'mun, who lived
in Khorasan, and his brother Amin, who lived in Baghdad. Khorasani
warriors, who under Abu Muslim had played a crucial role in the
overthrow of the Omayyids and the installation of the Abbasids,
once again took to the field. Tahir ibn Husayn rushed to the aid of
Ma'mun and his army in Baghdad. Amin was removed from the
political stage and eliminated.
The Abbasid caliphate continued, but uprisings began in Iran
which, though mostly of an independence- and freedom-seeking
nature, were not far from being sectarian. At this juncture, the
flames of war between the Shi'is and the Sunnis were fanned. Sunni
rebels still bore allegiance to the caliph: although they sought autonomy, their goal was not independence from Baghdad. In contrast,
the Shi'i rebels sought both autonomy and independence. Although
the Iranians had converted to Islam, they did not want to be dominated by foreigners. It may be said that to some extent, the movements of the time sought the separation of religion and state. An
important characteristic of the period, which lasted until ro38 (the
dawn of Seljuq rule), was political disunity in Iran. One part of Iran
was ruled by the caliphs of Baghdad, another part by independenceseekers, and yet a third part by other Iranian patriots. It is remarkable
that the quest for independence led to the disintegration of national
unity. Another aspect of these movements-a geographic one-was
that they arose primarily from Khorasan, Sistan, and beyond the
Elborz Mountains-areas which had remained relatively untouched
by fuab depredations. The main locus of these rebellions was Khorasan.
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The Arabs, who with the help of Islam had made their way to
Iran, considered themselves lords and masters of the Iranians and
did not refrain from oppressing them. Not only religious minorities,
but also Iranians who had converted to Islam were oppressed and
forced to pay additional taxes. The ubiquitous Arab governors exploited farmers and plundered the fruits of their labors, ruining
Iran's agricultural economy. Sometimes farmers and merchants fled
to other provinces to escape the tyranny of their Arab overlords,
and those provinces later became hotbeds of Iranian rebellion. Iran
had to and did rise up against the foreigners in a number of places
under various leaders.
The Tahirids ruled in the province of Khorasan for half a century,
from 827 to 879 c.n. After the capture of Baghdad by Ma'mun and
Tahir ibn Husayn, Ma'mun appointed Tahir governor of Khorasan
in gratitude for his assistance. For a time, the Tahirids owed allegiance
to the caliphs of Baghdad, but they later raised the flag of autonomy.
Their center of power was Marv. Because the head of the Tahirid
dynasty was appointed by the Abbasid caliph, most historians do
not consider their government a "national" one.
The reign of the Saffarids, who were Shi'is, lasted from 868 to
roL4. The founder of the Saffarid dynasty-considered the first pure
Iranian dynasty since the advent of Islam-was Ya'qub ibn Layth
Saffar [the Coppersmith] Sistani. His rebellion differed greatly from
that of Tahir. Although Tahir was Iranian, he was the caliph's appointee, and as soon as he spoke of autonomy, the caliph removed
him from power. But Ya'qub rose from among the people, and his
rebellion was national in character.
Ya'qub's birthplace, Sistan, had fallen to the Arabs during the
time of 'Uthman. Before Ya'qub, Sistan had been defeated each
time it had attempted to free itself of foreign rule. Ya'qub the Coppersmith built up a force of frustrated Iranians and Kharijites who
had sought refuge in Sistan and started an independence movement
which was ultimately victorious. He first marched on Sind and
Afghanistan and called the idol-worshippers to Islam. He seized
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much booty from the Buddhists. He then seized Khorasan, Kerman,
Gorgan, Tabaristan, Fars, and Khuzestan. In 886 c.E., after eighteen
years of struggle for Iranian independence, he was ready to attack
Baghdad when he suddenly died. After Ya'qub's death, his brother,
'Amr ibn Layth, succeeded him.
The Samanids ruled from 9oo to toto. This dynasty had no beloved
hero as its founder. The Samanids lived in a village near Samarqand
called Saman. The local emir was called "Saman Khoda," or "chief
of the village of Saman. " They were originally Zoroastrians, but
later converted to Islam. Because of the reliability of the people of
Saman, the Abbasid caliph had appointed some of them as governors
of the border areas of Balkh, Samarqand, Herat, Bokhara, and Khojand, which had become important in international trade. He later
bestowed other government offices upon them. They shared a portion
of the commercial taxes they collected with Baghdad and thus built
for themselves a secure foundation. The Samanids were able to
convert some Turks to Islam. The progenitor of the dynasty was
Isma'il Samani, the governor of Bokhara, who took control of Khorasan and gradually added other provinces to his realm.
Although Isma'il [Samani] was free of corruption, devout, and
showed unusual respect for religious scholars, because of his religious zeal he was in fact merely the loyal obedient servant of the
Abbasid caliphs. For this reason, he and his successors never displayed the Iranian national sentiments and desire for independence
of the Saffarids and Daylamites. (lqbal , Tarikh-e lran, p.zz4)

During the reign of the Samanids, the Persian language experienced
a rebirth, though it continued to be written in the Arabic alphabet.
Poets such as Rudaki and Shahid Balkhi laid the foundations of
Persian prose and poetry during this period. The Samanids, who
from their capital governed a large portion of Iran for over a century,
were Sunnis.
The government of the Daylamites lasted from 937 to ro68. Arab
incursions in Daylam, which comprised portions of present-day
Gilan and Mazandaran. came later than in other areas. The Elborz
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Mountains formed an impenetrable barrier which made it difficult
for the Arabs to enter northern Iran. Indeed, the people of Daylam
long remained safe from incursions by Damascus and Baghdad.
When Islam did penetrate the area, power was in the hands of Shi'i
leaders, and thus Daylam did not come under Sunni rule. The
revolt of the people of Daylam was carried out by two factions: one
under the Ziyar dynasty and the other under the Buyeh dynasty.
Both groups were fearless warriors.
Mardavij ibn Ziyar left the Alids of Tabaristan in 937 c.n. and
joined forces with the emir Nasr Samani in Khorasan, with whose
help he took control of Corgan and Tabaristan. Mardavij and three
sons of Bu Vahid-known as Buyeh the Fisherman-'Ali, Hasan,
and Ahmad, were in short order able to raise the flag of independence
over a large portion of Iranian territory. Qabus Voshmgir (978-rorz),
the most renowned of the Ziyarids, authored the Qabusnameh, a
classic sociopolitical work. The renowned scholar Abu Rayhan Biruni
lived during his time. After the death of Mardavij, 'Ali ibn Buyeh
governed Isfahan and Fars, his brother Hasan ruled Ruyy and Hamadan, and the third brother, Ahmad, ruled Kerman and Khuzestan.
Of all the rebels of these two centuries, the house of Buyeh was the
most ambitious. They not only dominated all of Iran, they also
took Baghdad, which no longer possessed its former power, and
made the caliph their puppet. In effect, the caliph came under the
protection of the Buyeh dynasty. The caliph granted Ahmad the
title of "Mu'izz al-Dawlah" (Clorifier of the State), 'Ali the title of
"'Imad al-Dawlah" (Pillar of the State) and Hasan the title of "Rukn
al-Dawlah" (Foundation of the State). These titles bespeak the great
influence of the Daylamites on the Islamic state.
Beginning in 962 c.E., Mu'izz al-Dawlah was the first person to
observe special mourning rites on the roth of the month of Muharrarn
in memory of the martyrs of Karbala. 'Azud al-Dawlah (Strength of
the Religion) the Daylamite, the son of Rukn al-Dawlah, ruled the
vast kingdom-which not only included a large portion of Iran but
also Iraq-after the death of his father and two uncles. 'Azud al-
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Dawlah was one of the great political leaders of Iran. He beautified
the tomb of 'Ali ibn Abi Talib at Najaf. He built schools, libraries,
and hospitals. He wrote poetry and was a patron of the arts. The
Daylamites, who ruled most of Iran for r3r years, were fanatic Shi'is.
The Ghaznavids governed Iran from 972 to I2o3. They were at
first Samanid governors of Turkish extraction who turned their
small armed units into a formidable military force and delivered a
setback to the Samanids. They originated in Ghaznin, or Chazan
(presently known as Ghazna) in Afghanistan, gained strength in
Khorasan, and in 99zc.E. occupied Bokhara. The Chaznavids were
new to Islam. Their most prominent member was Sultan Mahmud
of Ghazna (998-ro3o). In roz9, he took Ruyy, which had been controlled by the Daylamites, but advanced no further. In 1o1o, Mahmud
received the title 'Ayr al-Dawlah (Eye of the State) from the caliph
and was appointed governor of Khorasan in place of the Samanids.
He conducted several campaigns against India, took much booty,
and converted some people to Islam. The conquest of Sumnat and
the destruction of its idol temple is one of his famous victories.
There were hundreds of poets in his court, the greatest of whom
was Iran's epic poet, Firdowsi. After the Seljuq campaign against
Iran brought an end to Daylamite rule, the center of power in
Khorasan was not spared. In to38, with the attack of the Seljuq
Tughril, that which the Iranoligist Vladimir Minorsky called "the
Iranian intermezzo"'u drew to a close.
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Silence in the Storm of Rebellion
Hrsronv rs sILENT on the fate of the Jews during the nearly two
centuries that Iran (especially the northeast portion of the country)
was caught up in a storm of independence-seeking rebellions. It is
unclear whether documentary evidence concerning them has vanished, or if it was never written in the first place. Nonetheless, there
are incontrovertible historical facts from which inferences concerning the status of Jews in Iran can be drawn.
One of these historical facts is that the center of the Iranian rebellions was Khorasan, whose borders were broader then than they are
today and in which a large Jewish population lived-Jews who remained true to their religion and who had long provided financial
support for the religious centers in Babylon.
The second fact is that behind the scenes in these freedom-seeking
movements-some of which, like the Saftrids, Samanids, and Duylamites, had a distinct national character and drew warmth from
the fire of Iranian patriotism-there were also strong sectarian overtones. In other words, the war was not only against foreigners: it
was also a Shi'i-Sunni war. This religious dimension subsumed the
national dimension in some instances, such as the rise to power of
the Ghaznavids.
Another important fact is that although the link between Babylon
(the worldwide nerve center of Jewish society) and Ctesiphon had
been severed, Jewish Iranians were still in contact with Babylon.
Because all of the former greater Iran (of which Babylon had been a
province) was administered by the caliphs, the Jews of the region
maintained solidarity with Babylon, and that Jewish center's stature
in the leadership of Iranian Jewry was by no means diminished. In
other words, despite what had happened to Babylon, the national
schools, and the post of the exilarch who had resided there, the
place retained its direct influence on Jewish-Iranian society, It is on
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the basis of these facts that we can endeavor to

lift the veil of

obscurity which shrouds the Jews of the period.
Jewish history on the international level provides testimony to
the fact that whenever war has broken out between two nations or
between two peoples-be the struggle political or religious-Jews
caught in the middle have been the victims of atrocities. It is doubtful
that the period presently under consideration constitutes an exception to this trend. In times when every so often some Iranian faction
was rebelling under the banner of some valiant leader and going to
war against the enemy, and in times when at each turn blood was
being spilled in uprisings, it is only natural that the lives and property
of Jews could not remain secure. Undoubtedly, the militant Iranians
needed money and resources to expand their power. The Jews, as
"People of the Book, " were legally required to pay the jizya poll tax
to the state and were also forced to give to the armed militants.
Apart from that, Jews who had amassed fortunes in Khorasan-the
center of domestic commerce and crossroads of trade between East
and West-had no respite from violations against their property
rights. Whenever rebellion spread, more Jews from other parts of
Iran were subjected to extortion and plundering. The institution of
the poll tax underwent a transformation during this period. Up to
the time of the national rebellions, Jews had paid taxes in return for
"protection" and the right to life. They were now forced to pay
greater sums in order to be exempted from service in the Islamic
army. Those who did not comply lost both their property and their
lives.

As the rebels could make no progress empty-handed and the expenses of the soldiers were immense, they were zealous in amassing
wealth. Jurji Zaydan writes:
When the Iranians set their minds on independence, they amassed
greater wealth. For example, after the death of Ya'qub Layth Saffar
there was 50 million dirhams and 4 million dinars in the treasury.

(Zaydan,5t46)
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The Jews living simply and perhaps in poverty in Kurdistan, Damavand, Fars, Hamadan, and other parts of Iran lived in relatively
greater comfort both because they were out of range of the militants'
arrows and had amassed no fortunes to relinquish. Because the
Jews were heavily burdened by 'Umar's shurut and hoped that the
coming to power of the Shi'is would mean the end of those inhumane
regulations, they publicly and privately supported the struggle of
the Shi'is against the Sunnis, although it was taking place under the
guise of national uprising. But not only did the Shi'i victory fail to
bring peace and tranquility to this religious minority, it sometimes
worsened their plight. For example, the Iranian Buyid dynasty, which
captured Baghdad rn945 c.r. and dominated the country for a century, knew nothing of religious tolerance.
The Shi'i Buyid dynasty was so zealous that they made life unbearable not only for the religious minorities, but also for SunniMuslims,
and fanned the flames of hatred between Shi'is and Sunnis. It was
during the reign of these Shi'i potentates that the privileges and
powers of the exilarch were revoked and the Jews forced to pay the
jizya poll tax directly to Muslim officials, who exerted extreme coercion upon them.TTThe conflict between the two Muslim factions-the
Shi'is and the Sunnis-under the banner of freedom and independence brought about an anti-Semitic rivalry between the two. It
reached the point where even Firdowsi, the Sunni poet and author
of the Iranian national epic, subjected the Jews to the scourge of
derision and disrespect.
It bears repeating that neither the situation in Iran nor in the
Islamic Empire remained static throughout this period. Treatment
of Jews and their prominence in the arts and sciences was not consistent. Just as intense factionalism in Islam led to the creation of
new extremist Jewish sects, in the same manner, during this scientific
and literary renaissance of the Islamic world, when first-rate poets,
scientists, and scholars were born in Iran, and especially during the
77nJ,
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Samanid and Ghaznavid periods, the Jews of the Islamic Empire
were also able to establish themselves in the fields of science, literature,
and philosophy.
It must not be forgotten that during these years-while Europe
was going through those dark times of ignorance known as the
Miaate Ages and the last light of science and wisdom faded from
the continent and the all-powerful Church deemed any scientific
inquiry a satanic act-the Islamic world, including the Jews living
in the Islamic countries, was achieving spectacular advances in science, philosophy, medicine, mathematics and astronomy, making
lasting contributions to the world. The Jews, who centuries before
the advent of Islam had established two highly respected academies
at Babyton, promoted education more than ever. During the Islamic
period, eminent scholars arose within the Jewish community in the
catiphs' realm, two of whom we will discuss: Saadiah in Babylon
and Hisdai in Islamic SPain.

Transfer of the Center of Judaism from Babylon to Spain
Saadiah ben Joseph (aaz- g4z c.n.) was the greatest scholar and Jewish

leader during the period of the geonim.He was born in Egypt, and
according t; Mas'udi (Ago-g+l c.E.), learned Arabic in the Holy
Land and became acquainted with Greek philosophy. He mastered
the Torah in his youth, and, as he had a magic way with words,
gained a following. In g2r c.8., he wrote a refutation of Karaism,
and from gzzuntilthe end of his days he resided in Babylon, becoming
director of the academy at Sura. After achieving great successes in
the administration of that academy, he had a disagreement with the
exilarch. His works in Hebrew and Arabic are among the most
authoritative Jewish histories. Saadiah, though not considered the
architect of the rabbinic texts, was certainly among their originators.
He was the first person in the Jewish world to comprehend the
"books'"
concept of "book" in its true, modern Sense and to write
His works on Jewish religious law, covering topics ranging from
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commercial transactions to inheritance, are well- organrzed and meticulously written. He first introduced each topic. He then explained
the details, and then embarked upon a precise analysis backed by
Talmudic proofs. He is the first Jew to write significant books on
the Jewish religion and legal code in Arabic. In his Slx Hundred and
Thirteen Commandments, this Jewish philosopher lucidly presents
the fundamental religious precepts of the Jewish faith.
Saadiah also laid the foundations of Jewish philosophy. He wrote
works on knowledge, creation, the nature of God, and the nature of
Man. He was a master of the Hebrew language and wrote three
volumes on its grammar and literature. He translated the Torah
into Arabic and wrote a commentary on it. In the tractate Beliefs
and Opinions, he refutes Hiwi al-Balkhi's criticisms of the Bible.
Because the Jewish prayers were widely scattered in those times, he
collected them all, from the beginning to the end of the year, in his
Arabic Kitab jami' al-salawat wa al-tasabift (Book of Prayers). This
book became widespread in the Arabic-speaking countries, but was
gradually forgotten until a century ago, when its Hebrew translation
was published under the title Siddur Rav Saadiah Gaon. Saadiah
was unrivaled in his advancement ofJewish studies and authorship
of Jewish texts until the advent of Maimonides.
Maimonides disagreed with his philosophical views in many fundamental points, but states "were it not for Saadiah the Torah
would have well-nigh disappeared from the midst of Israel" (Iggeret
Teiman). (ut, 14.554)
Saadiah was the last Jewish scholar of the East, and Hisdai was the
first Jewish scholar of the West.
Hisdai ibn Shaprut (9r5- 97o c.n.), who was previously mentioned
in the context of the Khazars' conversion to Judaism (p. r8z), lived
in Spain. Hisdai was the first prominent Jew to attain high office in
Islamic Spain. He first taught medicine and later became court
physician to the caliph 'Abd al-Rahman III (gt -96r c.e.) in Spain.
He conducted medical research and translated works related to that
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for
discipline from Greek to Arabic. Such was the caliph's esteem
and ionfidence in Hisdai that he appointed him customs inspector,
thereone of the most important state offices of the day' Some tim-e
after, he appointed Hisdai as his minister of commerce' Hisdai's
influence in the Spanish government grew to the point tha-t he was
chosen to act u, un intermediary between Islamic Spain and Christian
Rome. He brought Roman statesmen to Spain, where a treaty of
peace and friendship was concluded between the two countries'
The state appointed Hisdai leader of the Jewish community in Spain.
He succeeded in elevating the status of Jews in the country to the
point that they eventually no longer needed Babylon and its rapidly
declining religious centers.
The news of a Jewish community in the land of the chazars,
which he received from ambassadors from Khorasan, was very
welcome to him, especially when he learnt that a Jewish king was
on the throne there... He rejoiced when the news was confirmed
by the Byzantine ambassadors, who gav_e him the additional information that the reigning king of the Chazars was called Joseph,
and that they were a"po'ierful and warlike nation' (Graetz, 3"zzo)
It is from that point that Hisdai's correspondence with Joseph began'
A papyrus fra[-.nt of one of his Hebrew epistles concerning Khazu.iu it one of the most important historical documents on that
country during this Period.
During this heated time of rebellion, the status of the Khazar Jews
also changed. In 913 c.E., the Russians attacked Iran by way of Khazaria, raiding Daylam, Gilan, Tabaristan, and Azerbaijan' The caliph
commissioned Ibn Abi al-Thaj to repulse the Russians, and he defeated them. The aggressors retreated by way of Badkubeh'
Masudi writes of "many Jews who came to the king of the Khazars
from the towns of the Muslims. " (nJ,'.t6"4o)

It is probable that most of these Jews were from Khorasan and were
seeking refuge in a safer place. The Jews of Balkh, Bokhara, and
Samarqand who sought refuge in Khazaria became the neighbors of
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other Jews who had sought refuge in Uzbekistan during the reign
of King Peroz (+58-+lS c.E.). The main commercial artery between
the Islamic world and Atil, the Khazar capital, passed through Uzbekistan, and it also drew Jews to Khazaria. Based on the writings of
Mas'udi, the travel of Jews to Khazaria and their mingling with the
Khazars may be considered a historical event of this period of Iranian
Jewish history. Meanwhile, Khazar Jews migrated to northern Iran
to escape domestic unrest.
The settling of Khazar Jews in the northern provinces of Iran
made contact possible with the Jews of Isfahan-whose numbers at
that time were estimated by Nasir Khusrow at ffieen thousand-and
other Iranian cities with Jewish communities. A number of Khazars
took up residence among the Jews of Isfahan. In any event, in
965 c.n., a Russian prince named Sviatislav went to war against the
Khazars, took the cities of Kiev and Samandar, and captured the
Khazar capital, Atil. The Khazars were put to flight and set out
from Crimea in various directions, seeking refuge and linking up
with other Jews of the diaspora. The contemporary Iranian scholar,
Kohan Sedegh, writes in his memoirs:
A man named Abraham ben Simi was dispatched by the king of
the Khazars to Isfahan to purchase a Torah, because in those
days, Iran was the center of Torah-copying, but they would not
sell one to him. This information is from the writings of the
Karaites which were found in a synagogue in Daghestan.
Regarding Babylon and its ties with Iranian Jews during this period,
we may mention the illustriousness of that province owing to the
presence of Saadiah and its permanent fall as a religious center that
resulted from clashes among the leaders and the transfer of the
focal point of Judaism from that province to Spain. In 9ry c.E., after
the exilarchy had remained vacant for more than a year at the
behest of the director of the academy at Pumbedita, it was bestowed
by popular demand upon David ben Zakkai, the brother-in-law of
R. Ukba. The director of the Pumbedita academy did not officially
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recognize David's position, and a violent dispute raged for five years

between David in his capacity as exilarch (resh galuta) and Kohen
Zedekas director of the Pumbedita academy (rosh yeshiva).
The well-to-do who had influence in the courts of the governors
and caliphs were staunch opponents of the exilarch and wanted to
see the position abolished. With the help of his supporters, David
ben Zakkai was able to amass considerable financial support from
Iranian Jews and shore up his position. During those days, the
academy at Sura was declining, and the only rival facing the director
of the Pumbedita academy was the exilarch. David ben Zakkat, tn
order to save the old yeshiva at Sura, departed from tradition and
declared that directorship of the academy need not be hereditary.
In 928 c.E., he appointed the scholar Saadiah ben Joseph-the son
of a simple Egyptian laborer who later became one of the greatest
sources of Jewish pride-as director of the academy at Sura. Wittr
the help of donations he collected, Saadiah set about reinvigorating
the academy. By that time, Saadiah's writings against the Karaites
and Hiwi al-Balkhi had demonstrated his courage and deep understanding of the Torah to the rabbanim and hakhamim.
Through his vision and steadfastness, Saadiah reinvigorated the
declining academy at Sura He brought the instructors back and
increased the number of students. He dispatched emissaries to Iran,
Spain, Egypt, and Baghdad to gather donations, and in short order
made Sura the equal of Pumbedita. Amazingly, it was not long
before a new dispute arose-between David ben Zakkai and Saadiah
ben Joseph. A variety of theories have been proposed regarding the
origin of the dispute, one of which holds that it was over inheritance
law. Certainly one factor was that each sought a higher position in
the Jewish leadership and to be the last word in answering the
religious inquiries which flowed into Babylon from all directions.
Whatever the origins of the dispute, its consequences were grave.
The powerful continued to oppose David ben Zakkai. The disputes
split Jewish society. Some supported the one whilst others backed
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the other. Finally, the wealthy succeeded in having David ben Zakkai
removed from the exilarchy and installed his brother, Joshia Hasan,
as exilarch. The disputes became exacerbated. Finally, the caliph
was called upon to arbitrate. In 932 c.8., the caliph al-Kabir unseated
Saadiah as director of the academy at Sura and placed him under
house arrest. He exiled Joshia Hasan to Khorasan and returned the
exilarchy to David benZakkai. David's return as exilarch prevented
the upper class from exploiting the exilarchy to further their personal
interests.Ts

Saadiah wrote, "The Jews of Khorasan no longer follow the religious

leaders of Babylon." There is no doubt that the reason theJews of
Khorasan decided not to follow them was the banishment of David
ben Zakkai's brother, Joshia Hasan, to that region, their acute awareness of the weakness of the Babylonian Jewish leaders, and the
specter of deep divisions in the religious centers of that province.
According to a legend which must be considered part of Jewish
folk literature (and for the truth of which historians have no documentation) when, after several centuries of educational and religious activity, the academy of Sura began to deteriorate, especially
from a fiscal standpoint, four Babylonian religious leaders set out
on a voyage to gather donations, but were captured at sea near
Italy. One of the four, Moses ben Hanokh, was a native of Iran and
had a beautiful wife. So as not to be touched by the brigands,
Moses' wife cast herself into the sea and drowned. But all four of
the clerics were sold into slavery. Each was taken to a different city,
and, after a time, each founded a yeshiva in that city. The Iranian
Moses ben Hanokh was taken to Cordoba, Spain, and there established a celebrated yeshiva. This popular tale, known in Jewish folklore as the "Story of the Four Captives," indicates that in the minds
of the Jewish populace, the growth of the Jewish centers of Spain
was rooted in the focal point of Judaism, Babylon. Such a belief,
though based on legend, seems sound. The yeshivas founded by the
" rJ, 5'.1:,s8:t4543.
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four rabbinic scholars are incontrovertible realities of Jewish history.
Moses ben Hanokh established a yeshiva in Spain which in short
order became the equal of the educational institutions of Babylon.
Hisdai ibn Shaprut, who endeavored to keep the Jews of Spain
independent of the Babylonian Jews, strongly supported him and
his undertakings.Te
The status of the two Jewish figures, Saadiah and Hisdai, in the
Islamic world of which Iran was a part, bespeaks the imbalance
between the status of Jews in the East and West. Saadiah and Babylon
were declining; Hisdai and Spain were ascending. This same imbalance was manifested in Iran, albeit in a different form. The successive
movements and contemporaneous national governments, as well as
the influence of the Islamic caliphate on Iran, created a multifaceted
situation. Although the Abbasid caliphs who ruled from Baghdad
no longer exercised their former influence, especially after the advent
of the Daylamites, they nonetheless remained in power. During the
short reign of the caliph al-Muhtadi, which lasted from 867 to 868 c.E.
and coincided with the uprising of Ya'qub ibn Layth Saffar, the
status of Jews began to improve. During this period, thanks to the
support of the vizier, 'Ubaydallah ibn Sulayman, several Jews were
appointed to state office.
The Karaite sect, whose foundations had been laid in Iran, grew
during these times. Their supporters and missionaries spread their
doctrine and took their struggle against the Rabbanites and supporters of the Talmud to the cities of Mesopotamia, the Promised Land,
Syria, Egypt,and Crimea. They gained great influence in some cities.
One advocate of this religious sect who attained special prominence
was Eldad Dani. He claimed to be of the Tribe of Dan and to have
travelled in Africa and Spain. He claimed to have in his possession
commandments in Hebrew dating from the time of Moses, according
to which the Talmud was invalid and the Karaites were correct.
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During these same years, a new Islamic sect, the Isma'ilis, was
founded. The adherents of this sect were Shi'is belonging to the
family of 'Ali who considered Isma'il, the brother of Imam Musa
Kazim, to be the seventh imam rather than Musa. They had an
attachment to the number seven and believed in only seven imams.
This sect, to which Hasan bin Sabah later adhered, gained many
followers. It became very powerful, and Isma'ili states were established in Iran, Tunis, Egypt,Syria, and Arabia. The method employed
by Hasan bin Sabah, leader of the Isma'ilis in Iran, to spread his
precepts and beliefs, was to assassinate political, religious, and military figures and create terror among the masses. The Isma'ili Assassins killed anyone they believed to be against them.
Among the people with whom the Isma'ilis did not have good
relations were the Jews, whom they persecuted everywhere and whose
lives and property they endangered. Although the Jews of Iran were
numerous, they faced a bleak future because of Isma'ili propaganda
against them. While the Jews of Spain were entering a period of
security and freedom, Iranian Jews found themselves in a quandary
because of the new Isma'ili ascendancy. Matters were out of the
hands of the caliphs resident at Baghdad. Chaos and disorder reigned
in parts of Iran, including some Jewish-inhabited cities. Christian
Europe was also going through dark times. Only Islamic Spain took
the place of Babylon.
The tolerance of the Omayyid caliphs of Spain, who still reigned
in that country, transformed the land into a cradle of asylum for
Jews. Many Jews who were persecuted both in the East and in the
West sought refuge there. It is not without cause that some Spanish
cities of the period were considered "Jewish" cities. This notwithstanding, the Jews did not live in comfort throughout the entire
Islamic period in Spain. They were on several occasions the targets
of persecutions and massacres. Their yeshivas and synagogues were
closed. They were prevented from conducting religious ceremonies,
and when they were coerced into changing their religion, they attacked the northern, Christian-inhabited portion of Spain. In Europe
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on the one hand, and in Asia on the other, events were transptrtng
which would have a profound impact on the lives of Jews from the
Ural Mountains, Turkestan, India, Iran, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor,
and Syria to the nations of EuroPe.
Throughout the period of uprisings and civil war, Iranian Jews
did not stop contributing to society, despite all difficulties. Jewish
bankers continued their activities in the courts of the Daylamites
and Ghaznavids, and they were very influential in the financial affairs
of nations. During the reign of Sultan Mahmud Ghaznavi (997-ro3o) ,
Isaac Yahudi ofGhaznin served in the sultan's court and was entrusted
with the administration of the lead mines of Khorasan.to
During this period, the most important-apart from what befell
the Jews, the conditions they faced, the advances they made, and
the hard times they put behind them-event was the end of Sura
and Pumbedita and the abolition of the office of the exilarch in
Babylon, who was the supreme religious authority for Iranian Jews.
After David ben Zakkai's brother was exiled to Khorasan and the
which reigned
Jews of that territory became aware of the confusion
in Babylon, news from the great religious center was very disheartening.
The conflicts, which some time earlier had erupted between the
directors of the academies and the exilarch and created a rift in the
community, reached their climax and accelerated the disintegration
of that center, for which there were also external causes. The power
and prestige of Baghdad-which attracted wealthy and prominent
Jews-had an effect on the decline of the religious centers of Babylon
and brought the period of the geonim closer to its end. Even a great
man such as Sherira ben Hanina (9o6-roo6), who in 968 c.E. was
appointed director of the Pumbedita academy, could do nothing'
Sherira was said to be descended from David, and generation after
generation of his family had been leaders of Jewish society. At the
time he became director of the Pumbedita academy, both that instiuorJ,

t3:3to.

2r2

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

tution and the Sura academy were facing difficult days. During his
lifetime, Sherira's fame and scholarly eminence saved the great school
from oblivion, and students once again came from near and far. At
the same time, Sura-which after Saadiah had once again fallen
upon hard times-was desperately struggling to survive. Through
Sherira's efforts, the Talmud once again became a reliable source
for resolving religious questions. Religious inquiries poured in from
other cities and other lands, and the replies, based upon rabbinic
teachings, helped to stem the relentless Karaite flood. Sherira himself
was very active in responding to religious inquiries. In response to
a question he was asked in 987 regarding the composition of the
Mishna and the Talmud, he wrote a book which has become an
important source on the history of the Jewish faith. Approximately
half of the written responses of the directors of the academies to
religious inquiries were written by him and his son and successor,
Hai. These written replies were compiled and in later centuries
became an important reference source for Jews throughout the world.
Most of the replies in this compilation concern Talmudic laws and
regulations. Two years before his death, Sherira appointed his son,
Hai, director of the academy at Pumbedita. Sherira died at the age
of one hundred.s'
Ultimately, the blows dealt by the social environment upon these
two great Jewish academies-which had governed Jewish life in
Iran for several centuries-had their effect. Clashes between the
leaders of Jewish society compounded the problem, and combined,
these factors pulled the rug out from under these two great cultural
foundations. Sura forever closed its doors in ro34 and Pumbedita in
ro38. The closure of the Pumbedita academy was accompanied by
another blow-the arrest of Hezekiah the grandson of the former
exilarch David ben Zakkai, who was to have assumed the position
of exilarch. Hezekiah was arrested and imprisoned on the orders of
the caliph's vizier, Jalal 'Abdallah. His sons fled to Spain, and the
8tnJ,
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family became well-known under the name of Ibn Dawud. In ro4o,
while the Ghaznavids governed Iran, Hezekiah was executed in Babylon on the caliph's orders.
Thus Babylon-a province which before Islam had been in every
way part of Iran and which after Islam remained part of Iran culturally
and socially-gave up its role as the center of Judaism, and the
banner of Jewish stewardship was raised in the province of Andalus

in Spain.

