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Abstract

No revolutionary movement in Iranian Late Antiquity has attracted as much attention as the
fascinating and enigmatic Mazdakite uprising of the late fifth century. The scholarly
consensus about these has it that 1) they engaged in ibahat al-nisa, sharing of wives; 2)
advocated the sharing of property and 3) that their past time was wine imbibing and
merrymaking. | shall argue here that, as Shaki correctly suspected but did not pursue the
topic, the description of the Mazdakite in our primary sources (the Letter of Tansar, Ibn
Qutayba, Tabari, Dinkard, Shahrestani), actually follows the praxis of the ‘ayyars, chivalrous
men and women who practiced celibacy, lived together in communes of men and women,
usually in underground cities, and drank wine as part of their sacral ritual. The detractors of
the Mazdakites heaped on these accusations that distorted their realities, realities that on a
populist level, and in times of crisis of the late fifth century might have in fact devolved into
a distortion of the praxis of genuine Mithraists as well. That they continued, appropriate to
their praxis, in the form of Khurramdin movements is also part of their story. That they were
launched as collaborators of the Parthian Mehranids (notice the name), against the Parthian
Karenids who were suffocating the young Kavad during the last decade of the fifth century
is also part of their fascinating history.
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The Mazdakite uprising has been the subject of extensive research throughout
the past century. The literature is vast, making it impossible to cover it
comprehensively in this introductory note on the topic.® What follows, therefore, is
yet another perspective on the so-called “Mazdakite” uprising, a devastating
rebellion that was ostensibly led by one Mazdak-e Bamdadan, against the Sasanian
King, Kavad (488-496, 498/9-531).2 In all probability the uprising began in the first
part of Kavad’s reign, during 488 to 496, that is. What perhaps makes this proposal
justifiable is the novel prism that it offers. It argues that the uprising should be put
in the context of the Parthian dynasties’ relationship with the Sasanian Kings Pirtiz
(459-484) and Kavad. The Parthian dynastic families in question, the Mehrans® and
the Karens, were only the prominent players in this relationship,* for as at the
inception of the Sasanian rise to power, so too at its demise, these Parthian dynasties
were always major players in the affairs of the country,® frequently bringing the very
Sasanian Kings to power or destroying these.® Our focus then is on the last decades
of the 5" century. There are three parts to my thesis:

First, I argue that the Mazdakite uprising had a very specific political context:
it was an uprising initially launched by the Mehranid Parthian dynastic family and
their dynast, Shaptir Razi, against the Parthian Karenids, Sukhra and his agnatic
family. During the first rule of Kavad (488-496), the Karens were for all practical
purposes ruling the Sasanian Empire. There is very little doubt about this suffocating
power of the Parthian Karenids over the Sasanian King. The sources are unanimous
in confirming it.” Second, | argue that that the revolution was in fact an ‘ayyar
uprising initially instigated by Shaptir Mehran Razi. Third, I contend, as I had
already argued elsewhere, that these ‘ayyars were Mithraists.®

So, what was the story and what were the political and social conditions of Iran
at the end of the 5™ century? The second half of the fifth century were horrid times
for the population of Western Asia. Draughts had decimated lands, vegetation, and
cattle alike. Earthquakes had erupted in Iran and the rest of Western Asia. For the
population of the Sasanian Empire, as for the Eastern Romans, these were woeful
times! Hunger, thirst, and disease had afflicted the territories. Among other matters,
draught had led to migration movements not only towards the Sasanian Empire, but
also towards Eastern Rome (Byzantium). The Germanic migrations had already
created havoc for what had become the western and eastern Roman Empire in 395
CE. On the northeastern corners of the Sasanian Empire, the Kidarites, Hephthalites,
and other eastern Iranian people, were gathering, and wars of the Sasanians® against
these were also in full swing. Turks were soon to appear to see the end of the
Hephthalites. Sources pertaining to this period of Sasanian history blamed the
Sasanian King Piriiz for all these calamities.

Most of our literary histories'® pertaining to the first half of the 6™ century in
Iran, considered the draught and other calamities of the times a sign of the injustices
perpetrated by the Sasanian King, Pirtiz. We are told that when they put the King on
the throne, rain stopped, rivers dried up and a drought devastated the land. For seven
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years continuously, we are told, the land was stricken by famine. “Streams, gandts,
and springs dried up, trees and reed beds became desiccated ... Dearth, hunger,
hardship, and various calamities became general for the people of his realm.”** But
how were the young Kings’ hands involved in this?

Well for one thing, Pirtiz had engaged in a civil war against his brother Hormozd
I (r. 457-459). Some sources maintain that recognizing the desperate conditions
of his “flock”, Pirtuz then implored his Lord to bestow his mercy on him and his
subjects and to send down His rain. So, God aided him by causing it to rain ...
Pirtiz’s land once more had a profusion of water ... and the trees were restored to a
flourishing state.”*? The King, we are later informed, began to act with justice. He
suspended land and capitation taxation, abolished corvées, forbade hoarding of grain
and other foodstuffs, and ordered the rich to share their wealth with the poor. “In
this way,” we are informed, “Pirtiz ordered the affairs of his subjects during that
period of dearth and hunger so that no one perished of starvation except for one
man[!].” Once Pirtiz’s land was prosperous again, however, he stumbled, once more,
by attacking the King of the Hephthalites, Akhsh@inwar.

Now, Piriiz owed his throne to the Parthian dynasty of the Mehrans and one of
their scions, Raham.** “Upon the death of Yazdgird II, when the army of Aryans
had become divided in two,” according to Elishe, “the Parthian Mehranid Raham
was in command of one of the armies of the realm [my italics]. Raham defeated and
massacred the army of the “king’s elder son [Hormozd III] ... and capturing the
king’s son ordered him to be put to death on the spot... The surviving troops he
brought into submission, unifying the whole army of the Aryans.” Raham then
“crowned his own protégé Peroz.”** To be noted here is the fact that the Mehrans
had the control of one of the two armies of the realm at the time.

The significant part played by the house of Mehran during Pirtiz’s reign is
corroborated by Armenian historians. In fact, Pirliz seems to have established what
the Armenian historians term foster relationships with the house of Mehran.
According to Lazar P‘arpec‘i, at the inception of Pirtiz’s reign his foster brother
(dayeakordi, son of one’s tutor) was a certain Y €zatv§nasp (Izad Gushnasp) “whom
he loved very dearly.” This Izad Gushnasp was the son of Astat from the Mehran
family. Father and son played a prominent part in the significant revolt of the
Armenians in 451-452, and, together with other, seemingly more significant
members of the Mehran family, also in the course of Pirtiz’s reign. tazar P‘arpec‘i
goes into the details of the Piriz/Mehranid relationship as do Procopius and Ibn
Isfandiyar.”® The Mehrans were indeed no strangers to the functioning of the
Sasanian Kingship. At a number of junctures in Sasanian history, they assumed
center stage side by side of the Kings!

Pirtiz undertook three wars against the Hephthalites. When one of these wars
proved inconclusive,’® Piriiz sued for peace. In exchange, Akhshiinwar made him
swear “with an oath and agreement sworn before God, that he would never in the
future mount raids against him.”*” Piriz agreed. Once back in Iran, however, he
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decided to renew hostilities. He broke his oath against the wishes of “his viziers and
close advisors, who argued that commencing war would involve breaking the
agreement.” *® Having marched out, Piriiz was confronted with Akhshiinwar, who
“publicly adduced before Fayrtiz the document with the agreement he had written ...
and warned him about his oath and his undertaking.” Piriz’s army and his followers
“were, however, in a weakened and defeatist state because of the agreement that had
existed between them and the Hephthalites.” It was in his last war against the
Hephthalites that the Sasanian forces underwent a heavy defeat. The King himself
was killed. His young son, Kavad and the rest of his family fell into captivity. The
same with his treasury!

While the Parthian Mehranid were co-rulers of the Sasanian King Pirtiz and
would come to play crucial roles in subsequent Sasanian and post-Sasanian history,*®
another ancient Parthian dynastic family, the Karens,?® had once again begun their
own rise to power during the rule of the King.?* Upon hearing about the King’s death
at the hand of the Hephthalites in 484, sources tell us, the chief dynast of the Karen
house, Sukhra, takes over the administration of the Sasanian Empire. The Karenid
Sukhra puts Valash (484-488) on the throne,?? amasses a strong army and embarks
on a heroic mission against the Hephthalites in order to avenge King Pirtiz and
retrieve the royal family. In FerdowsT and other sources, after avenging the death of
Pirtiz and returning to the capital in the company of Kavad, the Karenid Sukhra
becomes the true ruler of the Sasanian realm. Sukhra gets the lion’s share of
Ferdows1’s attention in this account. He is the hero responsible for restoring
kingship. All the other grandees of the empire are at his command, all the affairs of
the country under his control.>® With a juvenile King on the throne, Sukhra rules the
Empire. Itis as if Kavad is not King. None have access to the King except Sukhra,
and even the clergy are not under Kavad’s authority. Sukhra is “in charge of
government of the kingdom and the management of affairs... [T]he people come to
Sukhra and undertake all their dealings with him, treating Kavad as a person of no
importance and regard his commands with contempt.”?* Rumor has it that the king
rules only in name, for neither the treasury nor the army are under his control.*® No
one heeds his orders. Those privy to Kavad enquire into the reasons behind his
complacency. The King retorts that he had no army to speak of. For the military is
under Sukhra’s control.?® It is he who solicits the armies of other Parthian dynasties
for war.

In short, during the initial part of Kavad’s rule (488-496 CE), any action
attributed to the Sasanian King Kavad should be credited to the Parthian Karenid
Sukhra, his family, and his dynasty. All sources, foreign and native, including the
Khwaday Nameh traditions found in Arabic or Persian, attest to this, providing
detailed evidence of the Karenids’ influence.

Two issues need to be kept in mind as far as the Parthian dynasts were
concerned.?” First, the Parthian dynasts each had a kingdom of their own—namely
the extensive lands which they owned and through which they garnered substantial
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wealth. They naturally had their own palaces, “oral historians,” namely the gisans,
bureaucracies, and most importantly their militaries. As the Sasanians never had a
substantial standing army of their own, the upper echelons of the Parthian dynasties,
their princes and nobility of rank, came to form the cavalry of the army that the
Parthian dynasties normally provided for the Sasanian Kings.”® Their peasantry
came to form the infantry of the Sasanian army. A second characteristic of the
Pahlav dynasts and an extension of the first, therefore, was their control of
independent sources of manpower. The names of these primary dynasts, these kings
of the King of Kings, all rendered differently in various linguistic traditions, also fill
the roster of leaders of Sasanian engagements with the enemy.

Ferdowst makes it abundantly clear that the King lacked the manpower with
which to confront Sukhra. In fact, Kavad shirked from the possibility of sending
troops against Sukhra, had he been able to, for this would have made Sukhra an even
more formidable enemy and would lead him to rebellion.?® Ferdowsi and other
sources® indicate that after four or five years of Sukhra's "Kingship," the young
Kavad matures and becomes unsettled about the Karen’s suffocating hold on his
administration and his royal office.®* If, in fact, Kavad was 16 years old when he
ascended the throne,* as the Shahnameh and Dinawari inform us, then five years
into his reign would make him a young 20-21 year old King. The Mazdakite revolt
then must have begun around 493 and took place before 502/503, when Kavad (read
his Parthian dynasts) also began their wars against the Byzantines. Now when the
young King complained to other grandees of his realm that he did not have an army,
nor a commander in chief (razmkhah), with whom to confront Sukhra and his
powerful army. Kavad, however, was reminded that he did in fact still possess loyal
subjects who were powerful. Which then was this powerful “army” and who were
its razmkhahs? Well, this was our well-known and powerful Parthian Mehran family
and their chief dynast Shapir Razi. The sources are unanimous in calling the
Mehranid protagonist Shapiir of Rayy, a clear reference to the Mehranid power base
in Tabaristan, of which Rayy was the chief important city. So, who did they recruit
besides their regular armies? Shapiir collected not only the armies of other
discontented nobles, but also a large mercenary army. This last was an ‘ayyar army,
with which he sets out against Sukhra, the powerful usurper of Kavad’s kingship. It
is at this point that | argue that the so-called Mazdakite rebellion begins.
Specifically, the Mehrans solicited the aid of the ‘ayyar brother and sisterhoods, in
undoing the Karen’s stranglehold on the Sasanian King; it were these ‘ayyar bands
that became the protagonists of the “Mazdakite revolution.”

Before proceeding it must be mentioned at the outset that governments
soliciting ‘ayyar help as mercenaries was to remain a practice under later dynasties
in Iran. The Saffarids were themselves of ‘ayyar stock. The conflict of the brothers
Amin and Ma‘min involved the ‘ayyars in Irag®, and the Buyids who had their
capital in Rayy, also used them as mercenaries. Popular literature about the ‘ayyars
of the Abit Muslim Namehs spread across Iran, Anatolia and the sub-continents in
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Persian, Ottoman and Urdu languages, in the medieval and early modern period. The
chief protagonist of the Hamzeh Nameh was likewise an ‘ayyar. The ‘ayyars were
part of the fabric of Iranian society from early on! At any rate, it were these ‘ayyars
who certainly formed a substantial part of the forces that Shaptr Razi brought to bear
to the war arena against the Karenid Sukhra. The description of their activities bears
a definite and uncanny resemblance to the description of the hostile sources of the
Mazdakite uprising.

To go back to our narrative about Sukhra, the Karenid dynast is defeated and
eventually killed. The Karens lose their control over their ancestral domains in
Media and Nihavand. And Sukhra's sons have to flee eastwards.

Our claim that the Mazdakites were in fact ‘ayyars, as we will further explicate
here, might not be well-taken. But one cannot ignore the sources that also make such
a claim. There are sources at our disposal that directly use the term ‘ayyar for
describing the participants in the Mazdakite uprising. Chronologically one of the
earliest of these is the Letter of Tansar, as it appears in Ibn Isfandiyar’s Tarikh-e
Tabaristan®  Now, there is very little doubt that the Letter of Tansar is
predominantly a 6™ century propaganda piece that describes the conditions under
which a rebellion takes place. Clearly describing the Mazdakite uprising in a
mercantile context in reference to the Pahlav lands, where populations were also
heavily engaged in trade besides agriculture,®® the Letter goes on to depict the
conditions of the times. When “greed became manifest and corruption became rife
and men ceased to submit to religion, reason, and the state,” Tansar explains to
Jushnasf (Gushnasp), then the “populace [ ‘amma], like demons, set at large,
abandoned their tasks, and were scattered through the cities in theft and riot, roguery
and evil pursuits, until it came to this, that slaves (bandegan) ruffled it over their
masters (khudavandegan) and wives laid commands upon their husbands.”®
Significantly the term used for roguery is in fact ‘ayyari. Besides the Letter of
Tansar, the Denkard is yet a second another source that refers to the Mazdakites as
‘ayyars.® In the excellent translations of the Pahlavi texts, one sees that Denkard
3.41 also actually uses the very term of ‘ayyars to refer to the demonic Mazdakites.

So, who were the ‘ayyars and why do some of our sources at least call the
Mazdakites ‘ayyars? Well, as we stated in our second thesis, the praxis of the
Mazdakites mimics those of the ‘ayyars. Therefore, part of the population that Shapir
Razi brought into the war arena, the so-called Mazdakites, were in fact ‘ayyars.

Tabar1 gives a rather similar depiction, as do other hostile sources on the
Mazdakites. *® “God has established daily sustenance on earth for His servants,”
claim the Mazdakites as saying, “to divide out among themselves with equal shares,
but men have oppressed each other regarding it ... [We are] going to take from the
rich to give to the poor ... those who have an excessive amount of wealth, womenfolk
and goods have no more rights to them than anyone else.” The lower ranks of the
society “took advantage of this and banded together.”®® “They held their possessions
and families in common ... fornicators were able to indulge their lusts.*°
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Ibn Nadim gives yet another specimen of the genre. The Mazdakites, he
maintains, believed that one had “to enjoy [life], be concupiscent, indulge in eating
and drinking, be kind towards one another, sleep with one another ... and share their
wives and families with one another ... In spite of all this they did not believe in
killing and harassing people ... Balkhi has gathered all the information about their
debauchery, lust, and their prayer ritual.”*!

Finally, there is the Ma ‘arif of Ibn Qutayba’s depiction of the Mazdakites. The
passage was examined by Shaki. Here is the passage. Ibn Qutayba gives us a set of
information that he has heard orally.

“And they said that God has given the riches of the world to be shared equally
by his worshipper, but the people did wrong to each other and some
appropriated and some appropriated the property of others. And we divide
them among the people and return to the poor what is theirs by right from the
property of the rich and they began to take possession of lay hands on the
house, women, and property of the people.*

Significantly in this same tradition, Ibn Qutayba,“® identifies Sukhra and the
Karins as the main target of the Mazdakite uprising, which in fact proves the point
argued here. Now Shaki makes the following crucial observation** when assessing
Ibn Qutayba’s depiction of the Mazdakites. The “egalitarian principle of the javan-
mardan or ‘ayyaran of the Islamic period seems to have been a continuation of this
aspect of Mazdakism,” Shaki maintained. He is partly right in this! Ibn Qutayba was
describing the ‘ayyars of the “Mazdakite” rebellion. And these ‘ayyars were indeed
the ‘ayyaran of the “Islamic period.” But the relation was in fact the reverse. Even
the Mazdakite ‘ayyars had a far more ancient heritage than we are led to believe.

Two issues have been particularly vexing for our medieval sources depicting
the Mazdakites, and the modern scholarship that has been based itself on these. The
most outrageous ostensible practice of the Mazdakites for their medieval and modern
observers alike, was surely the accusation that the Mazdakites practiced the sharing
of wives,* Ibaha al-Nisa’. These promiscuous assault of the Mazdakites on the
women of the “nobility,” ostensibly created a lesser, bastard class of nobility on the
heels of the Mazdakite uprising! A second accusation thrown at the Mazdakites was
that they inaugurated the first communist movement in history. Did they practice
sharing of wealth and property? There is little doubt about this. Did they really
practice Ibahat al-nisa, however? Evidence turns this last assertion topsy turvy.

In search of evidence, before introducing the epic of Samak-e ‘ayyar in more
detail and giving a sense of what it contains on Mithraism and ‘ayyari, it is appropriate
to quote a passage from the Samak-e ‘ayyar and compare it with one of our sources on
the Mazdakites (read ‘ayyars). We recall Ibn Qutayba’s depiction of the Mazdakites,
the same one that smacked of javanmardi and ‘ayyari for Mansour Shaki:

“And they said that God has given the riches of the world to be shared equally
by his worshipper, but the people did wrong to each other, and some
appropriated the property of others. And we divide them among the people
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and return to the poor what is theirs by right from the property of the rich and
[we] began to take possession of lay hands on the house, women, and property
of the people.*®

We may compare this to the following passage in the epic of Samak-e ‘ayyar:

Armanshah has no brains!” He does not know that the very foundation of the
world has been set thus: no-one brings riches into this world, once given birth
by a mother. All is procured through positions. It is usurped, stolen ... and
devoured, until one is made king through the resources of the people. The
wise know that this is the affair of the world.*’

Here the Samak-e ‘ayyar mimics the depiction of the Mazdakites, previously
given by Ibn Qutayba almost verbatim. Now, what is this epic of Samak-e ‘ayyar,
that almost exactly duplicates the description of the Mazdakites and those of the
‘ayyars, and to top it off, even, incredibly, explains a good deal of Roman
Mithraism? And why does the author consider it to be one of the only literary grails,
as of now, for understanding Roman and Iranian Mithraism, ‘ayyari, and
Mazdakism?

While the Roman Mithras cult, which likewise formed secret societies, has left
substantial archeological relics, namely numerous temples built wherever the Roman
army went, these have not lent themselves to a deeper understanding of the cut. At
the end of the cave-like temples of the Roman Mithraist stood scenes of Tauroctony
-- the depiction of Mithra slaying a bull, with various animals that are either
consuming the blood or simply watching. The symbolism of the Roman Mithraic
associations are varied. No two Mithraea contain all the symbolism of another in
various regions that they find themselves. Still the mass of temples that were built
where the Roman armies went from the 1% to 3" centuries have one shortcoming.
They defy understanding!*®

The secret Iranian Mithraic societies left no such archeological relics behind.
What the Iranian Mithraists did leave for posterity, however, were not any material
cultural evidence, but fortunately, an extremely important and unique epic romance
that is the holy grail that not only explains the nature of Roman Mithraism*
perfectly, but also apprises us of the ideology and praxis of the Mithraist in general,
east or west. This holy grail, as | have argued elsewhere, is the multi-volume epic
romance of Samak-e ‘ayyar. It was in the 12" century, during the Turkic Seljuq
period (1040-1157 C.E.) that the epic of Samak-e ‘ayyar was finally and actually put
to pen in Iran, at a time when Iran was far from majority Muslim, although the
prevalence of Turkish side by side of the Persian clearly indicates acculturation in a
Turkic political culture. This Seljug chronology is the first diachronic reckoning that
the text gives of itself. Yet this is clearly a flawed chronology. The romance of
Samak is thoroughly and very clearly, non-Islamic, most definitely pertaining to the
pre-Islamic period of Iranian history, more specifically to classical antiquity. No
hint of an Islamic worldview, norms, and ethics, practically no trace of Islamic
institutions can be found in it. In fact, in an epic narrative that spans more than 2000
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pages, almost all names are non-Islamic, Persian, names, spanning the spectrum of
significant subtexts for our purposes here. Some of the most significant names
appearing in the epic, moreover, are highly emblematic: Khurshid Shah, the Sun
King; his beloved, Mahpari (the Moon angel); Atashak (the small fire); the semi-
constant female ‘ayyar and companion to Samak, our hero, Riizafziin (she who adds
to the brightness of the day); Sorkhvard (the red, as in color red, student); Razmyar
(the friend of battle!); etc., etc. Even an onomastic study of Samak promises to bear
significant results.

Without giving a proper explanation for it, the Iranian editor of the work, the
late Khanlari, had already postulated, quite accurately, that the narrative of Samak
probably belonged to the post-Alexandrian, Parthian period (247 B.C. — 228 C.E.)
of Iranian history.*® We have other epics or epic romances extant, such as Vis o
Ramin, the Shahnameh®* and many others non-extant, that hark back to the Parthian
period, so this assertion is by no means an oddity. Reading Samak in fact confirms
this hypothesis of Khanlari. For, in a number of places, the text gives a second
chronology for its own production, claiming that it belongs to three hundred and
seventy (370) years prior to the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, who, Islamic
tradition maintains, was born in 570 CE. Thus, the epic itself dates itself to about
200 C. E, the late Parthian period of Iranian history (the birth of Muhammad,
incidentally, is one of only few times that an Islamic indicator appears in the
narrative). On numerous occasions, thus, the narrator positions us in a clearly
defined chronological context that stops diachronic time after “Alexander the
Roman,” and the inception of the story immediately afterwards, namely to the
Parthian period.>

Being, as we will argue below, the account of a mystery cult where secrecy was
one of its main tenants, we have only two copies of the manuscript extant, one in
Persian and edited by the late Natil Khanlari, and significantly, one in Turkish. The
very ethos of the Mithraist ayyars and their conception of worldly existence is
summed up in one of the segments of the epic. It is declared by one of the ‘ayyars
of the epic, namely Sorkh Kafar (the red apostate of the epic), in a passage I already
quoted above:

Armanshah has no brains!” He does not know that the very foundation of the
world has been set thus: no-one brings riches into this world, once given birth
by a mother. All is procured through positions. It is usurped, stolen ... and
devoured, until one is made king through the resources of the people. The
wise know that this is the affair of the world.

Elsewhere, | have argued that there is no doubt that the ayyars formed in fact
secret Mithraic societies, secret societies that unlike their Roman counterparts,
admitted women in their midst.>* These ‘ayyars were part therefore of secret
Mithraic brother and sisterhoods, with a set of praxes and ideals that closely
replicated the praxis of the Mazdakite revolutionaries. The following points are
intended as a summary of my prior investigations into Mithraic/ayyar associations:
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1)
2)

3)

4)

5)
6)

7)

They lived communally, men and women together in one community.

But men and women lived together after taking oaths of celibacy. The ‘ayyar
women in Samak made sigheh-ye khahar-o baradart with their male counter
parts sister/brotherhoods. The pre-condition for chastity was thus ideally
assured for ‘ayyar women (beh govahi-ye yazdan marda beh baradari-ye khod
qabiil kardr). >

In order to perpetually form a bond in their camaraderie and their pursuit of
justice of justice, oaths becaome central to the ethos of the ayyars. To begin
with, oaths are either taken to the generic God (Yazdan) who has created the
world (yazdan-e dadar kerdegar,) or, significantly to the light, the fire, and
Mithra, niir o nar o mihr. Oaths are also taken to the bread and salt of men (nin
0 namak-i mardan), to the lives of the virtuous (bih jan-i pakan), and finally
and not least, to the cup of the men (gadah-i mardan, qadah, incidentally being
a derivative of the Latin cadus), are stock oaths in the epic, as are oaths to the
Sun, the Moon, and popularly, to the “seven planets”!

The ‘ayyar associations were secret associations, with underground lives, as
detailed in the Letter of Tansar to Jushnasf, where before entering the
community, one had to pledge that they would not divulge the secrets (raz) of
their beliefs (sogand bekhor keh raz-e man ashkara nakoni va mara dar naspart
va ba diist-e man diist bashi o ba doshman-e man doshman.)*® Shaki noticed
this and declared that ... although our texts evince their Batiniyya principle,
they do not expressly mention the term "esoteric." For this, Shaki maintained,
“we have to turn to the Shahnameh which, as we have noticed, has preserved
most faithfully the original “Pahlavi” formulation and phrasing.” According to
the Shahnameh, Shaki declares, in reply to Kavad, “concerning the religious
position of Xasrai,” Mazdak states:” "He knowest not the hidden meaning
(nehani) of this true path, he does not hold our faith." Shaki then declares that
“NP nehani Pahl. nehanth " (hidden meaning) in all likelihood, meant the
“esoteric meanings of the Avesta.” That this was in fact not the case and the
secrecy referred to are the secrecy of Mithraic associations, is by now somewhat
clearer, | hope.

They were popular associations who’s ideal was the pursuit of justice.

They were not after riches, but only good name (rama). They took from the
rich only to give to the poor.

As Shaki correctly argues, there were grades in these Mithraic Associations.
The higher one gets within this ranking of gnosis, the closer one becomes to the
one who has attained almost complete gnosis. The only source of inequity
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amongst the ‘ayyars therefore was the degree to which one had achieved gnosis
of the secrets of the sect, making a seven-tier hierarchy in their association.

8) Wine held a central place in ‘ayyar associations. So much so that the
terminology for having entered into the association is couched in terms of it. |
have drunk to your happiness "shadi khordeh-ye to-am" is an identification
mark of the ‘ayyars who join Samak's camp. Niyal, a recently initiated ‘ayyar,
tells Samak, for example, that “I have drunk to your happiness for I have heard
the renown of your manliness and ‘ayyari.” (man to ra shadr khordeh-am bedan
sabab keh avazeh-ye mardi o ‘ayyari-ye to shenideh-am). Yarokh, another
recently initiated ‘ayyar, explains for a comrade that 400 men have recently
drunk to the happiness of Samak. Oaths to the cup of men (cf., the crater of
Roman Mithraists), “I swear on the crater of men” (sogand mikhoram be gadah-
i mardan) is, therefore, a stock oath in the initiation ceremonies of Iranian
Mithraists. Samak himself was suckled on wine in his infancy, a circumstance
that afflicted him with periodic stomach problems in his youth. The cup of
(wine) of the men attains gnostic status when in the hands of the ‘ayyars. “To
have drunk to the happiness of someone” (shadi khordeh-i kest shodan) means
to be bonded to other Mithraists. Both Riizafztin---one of the central female
characters of the narrative -- and Samak, in fact indulge in immoderate drinking,
Riizafziin claiming on one occasion that she has never left a gathering without
having gotten drunk. Search for repute rather than riches is a fundamental trait
of ‘ayyart ethics. In fact, worldly possession, and the pursuit of this, is
categorically denied in their motto: man mardr nadasht-e ‘ayyar pisheh-am,
agar nani yabam bekhoram vagar na migardam va khedmat-e ‘ayyaran va
Jjavanmardan mikonam va kari gar mikonam ...baray-e naman mikonam na az
baray-e nan. This is the nama of Roman Mithraists, the meaning of which has
been open to controversy. In sum, this was a joyous religion. One drank to the
happiness of one another and if one became inebriated, so be it.

The Pahlavi commentary to Vend. 3.41, Nask 19 is another native source that
specifically gives evidence of these “Mazdakite” ‘ayyar associations and articulates
this aspect of their beliefs and praxis. There are groups, the commentary maintains,
who believe that “robbing the rich to give to the worthy poor was a pious deed” (&
daned ku duzik ne abayed kardan bé pad e dared ku ka az tuwanzgan duzom ud a
driyasan dahom im kerbag). Although the commentator of the Vendidad considers
such a robbery excusable from branding by the Mazdean Religion, the Arda Wiraz
Nameh (AWn,) K26, 5 1. 1-9, regards it as tyranny: ké-s pad geté ziargugayiha kard
xwastag az wehan awurd ud @ wadan dad “he who acted in this world *tyrannically,
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brought the property of the good people and gave it to the wicked.” The fact that
Mazdak’s ostensible “surname” was Bamdadan is also very telling. Bamdad, as we
know means dawn (sahar). In Middle Persian, we are told, it is rendered as bamig,
meaning significantly, shining ... eastern. That is something that is shining and
comes from the east before the sun? l.e. the rays of the sun.

So, the ideals of the Mazdakite were the same as those of the Mithraist. Ibn
Qutayba was in fact right. The Mazdakites did indulge in communal life, men and
women did live together, not on account of their promiscuity, but because they made
oaths of celibacy. There was probably very little bastardization of the elite! Their
detractors accused them of these. Thus also, probably there was no lesser nobility
created as a result of the Mazdakite uprising! They did take from the rich and gave
to the poor on account of their egalitarian principles habitually, but especially during
their revolutionary upheaval at the end of the first phase of Kavad/Karenid rule.
They formed secret societies, where maintaining their secrets was an essential part
of their creed. They did indulge in wine in their gatherings and wine held a central
place in their initiation ceremonies, hence their later name of Khurramdins. This
was in peaceful times. But they rebelled against the oppressive Karens in a world
where there was no peace.

As we already discussed, these were times when draught had decimated the
land. Earthquakes had erupted in Iran and the rest of Western Asia.: these were
woeful times! As TabarT puts it, during Pirtiz’s reign, “the land was struck by famine.
Streams, ganats, and springs had dried up, trees and reed beds had become
desiccated ... Dearth, hunger, hardship, and various calamities became general for
the people of his realm.” And thus, the ideals of Mithraic/Mazdakite societies were
put in the context of desperate times for desperate people.

*k*k
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