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Touraj Daryaee

Khosrow II in the Pahlavi Text Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī 
Hordād

Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād is a short but important Pahlavi text with which 
some of the important events in the ancient Iranian tradition are associated. This 
text provides much of the religious and mythical history of Iran relating to the 
day of Khordād, in the month of Farwardīn. The first half of the text describes 
the mythological events and the sacred history of Iranians, while the second half 
has an apocalyptic aspect to it. The text has been translated many times into both 
English and Persian, but the Persian translations have received far less notice and 
have been consulted much less frequently. The translations include those by K.J. 
JamaspAsana,1 M.-Š Bahār,2 S. Kia,3 S. Orian,4 M. Nazerī,5 and most recently by 
Frantz Grenet,6 who has provided the best English translation of this text and 
discussed some of the interesting passages that depart from other Pahlavi texts.

Passages 27 and 28 at the transition point between the two sections of the text deal 
with Sasanian history and events in the seventh century CE. Passage 28 describes 
Wahrām ī Warzāwand7 with whom a short Pahlavi poem is associated, and refers to 
the coming of Yazdgerd III’s son (Wahrām) from China/India to defeat the Arab 
Muslims.8 Passage 27, the focus of this article, reads as follows (MFRH 27):

Māh [ī] Frawardīn rōz ī Hordād 18 čis pad 
18 sāl ō Husraw [ī] Ohrmazdān rasēd

1 Kirshasp K. Jamaspasana: ‘The day of Khordād of the month Farvardin commonly called Khordād-
sāl, translated from the original Pahlavi text.’ In: Jivanji Jamshedji Modi (ed.), The K�R� Cama Memo-
rial Volume, Bombay, 1900, 122–129.

2 Malik al-Šucarā’ BahĀr: ‘Māh farvardīn, rūz-e khordād.’ In: Muḥammad Gulbun (ed.), A Translation 
of Some Texts in Pahlavi Language, Tehran, 1379, 143–149.

3 Ṣādiq Kiyā has provided the best Persian translation with copious notes which has escaped most of 
the translators of this text, Māh-i farwardīn, rūz-i khurdād, Iran Kūdah 16, Tehran, 1335/1956

4 Sacīd cUriĀn: Mutūn-i Pahlawī, Tehran, 1371.
5 Ibrāhīm Mīrzā-yi Nāżir: Māh-i farvardīn rūz-i khurdād, Taraneh Publishers, 1373/1994.
6 Frantz Grenet: ‘The Pahlavi text Māh ī Frawardīn rōz I Hordād: A Source of Some Passages of 

Bīrūnī’s Chronology.’ In: Werner Sundermann, Almut Hintze, Francois de Blois (eds), Exegisti monu-
menta� Festschrift in honour of Nicholas Sims-Williams, Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009, 161–170.

7 Carlo Cereti: ‘Again on Wahram ī Warzawand.’ In: La Persia e l’Asia Centrale da Alessandro al X Secolo, 
Roma, Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1996, 629–639.

8 Touraj Daryaee: ‘On the Coming of Zoroastrian Messiah: A Middle Persian Poem on History 
and Apocalypticism in Early Medieval Islamic Iran’ In: Wali Ahmadi (ed.), Converging Zones: Persian 
Literary Tradition and the Writing of History� Studies in Honor of Amin Banani, Costa Mesa, Mazda, 2012, 
5-14. The latest translation into English is by Prods Oktor Skjaervo: The Spirit of Zoroastrianism, New 
Haven, Yale University Press, 2011, 165–166.
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‘On the day Hordād of the month Frawardīn, eighteen things 
will reach Khosrow son of Hormizd over eighteen years.’9

Grenet points out that this passage contains a strange piece of information. He 
interprets it following Tabarī ii.1042 as referring to the treasure amassed during 
the fi rst eighteen years of the king’s reign at Ctesiphon. He goes on to state that it is 
possible that the ‘eighteen things’ refer to eighteen categories of off erings presented 
to the king by his subjects as ēwēn, ‘customary gift s.’10 

Here, I would like to provide some observations and suggestions which may shed 
new light onto this enigmatic passage. I would like to propose that ‘the eighteen 
things’ refer to a recognised tradition in Perso-Arabic literature describing the 
unique possessions of the late Sasanian king. Khosrow II, also known as Aparwēz, 
is one of the most colorful kings of the Sasanian Empire. His rise and fall have been 
the subject of much observation in Byzantine and Perso-Arabic histories. Except 
for a few references, Khosrow II is absent from the Pahlavi corpus. His ultimate 
defeat, dethronement, and murder by the Iranian nobility, as well as his religious 
affi  liation, might explain this absence.11

However, his rare mention in the Pahlavi texts could be less due to historical 
matters than to the opulence of his reign. Khosrow II’s opulence and his treasures 
have been known for some time from early Islamic sources.12 I would like to draw 
attention to the treasures and unique possessions of Khosrow II that are mentioned 
in one of the rare passages about the rule of this king in the Middle Iranian textual 
corpus. In the Jāmāsp Nāmag, which is a Zoroastrian Apocalyptic text, Khosrow II 
is mentioned in the following manner (JN 16.30):

avad īn-či gōyam ki andar ayāš ōy avarvēz xudāy andar zamīn arūm 
vas šahr u vas šahristān gīrēd u vas xvāsta pa az zamīn arūm āvarad13

9 Grenet: 164.
10 Ibid., 169.
11 J. Howard-Johnston suggests that the reason why Khosrow II’s history and defeat at the hands of the 

Romans is glossed over by Firdawsī is that he was writing for his patron, Mahmud of Ghazneh, who 
had to contend with the Byzantines. Consequently, Ferdowsī did not mention the wars as a main sub-
ject of this part of the Šāhnāmeh. Rather, Ferdowsī concentrated on the romance of Khosrow II and his 
wife, Šērīn, ‘Khosrow II.’ In: Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2010, iranicaonline.org/
articles/khosrow-ii. 

12 Jivanji Jamshedji Modi: ‘Eighteen Remarkable Th ings or Events of the Reign (593–628 A.C.) of Khus-
ru Parviz (Chosroes II) of Persian,’ Asiatic Papers, Bombay, 1929, 19–45; Arthur Christensen: L’iran 
sous les Sassanides, Copenhagen, Paul Geuthner, 1936, 459–460; Mihrī Bāġari: ‘Afdīhā-yi hijdah-gā-
na-yi Khusraw Parwīz,’ Našrīya-yi Dāniškāda-yi Adabīyāt wa cUlūm-i Insānī, vol. 125, 1357, 91–115.

13 I have used the latest transcription by Domenico Agostini: Ayādgār ī Jāmāspīg, un texte eschatologique 
zoroastrien (Biblica et Orientalia 50), Rome, Gregorian and Biblical Press [Pontifi cal Biblical Insti-
tute], 2013, 80–81. Also see Giuseppe Messina: Libro apocalittico persiano Ayātkār i Žāmāspīk, Rome, 
1939, 70–71; and Harold Bailey: ‘To the Zamasp Namak II.’ BSOAS, passage 63, 581, also noted by 
Sean Anthony: ‘Chiliastic Ideology and Nativist Rebellion in the Early ‘Abbasid Period: Sunbadh 
and Jamasp-nama.’ Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 132, No. 4, 2012, 647.
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‘And this too I will (fore)tell that it will be at that time: King Parwēz, he will take 
many cities and provinces and bring much wealth from the land of Rome.’

It is interesting that this passage, one of the few in the Middle Persian corpus 
dedicated to Khosrow II, mentions his success against the Roman Empire and, 
most importantly, his ‘wealth’ (Paz.) xvāsta. The final date of the redaction of 
Jāmāsp Nāmag nearly coincides with the production of the above-mentioned Arabic 
texts, followed by the Persian historical and literary material. One can say that 
there is a good overlap between this material in the early Islamic period, and their 
interrelation needs much attention.

But what are these ‘eighteen things’ that came to Khosrow II? Let us look at four 
important texts, two in Arabic and two in Persian that reveal the list of Khosrow’s 
riches. These texts are: 1) Taʾ riḵ al-rosul wa’l-moluk of Ṭabarī; 2) Ghurar akhbār mulūk 
al-Furs wa-siyarihim of Ta’ālībī; 3) Šāhnāmeh of Ferdowsī; and 4) Zaynu’l akhbār of 
Gardīzī which are important for the literary and historical tradition for the Sasanian 
period, and cover the riches and unique possessions of Khosrow II. None of these 
texts provide a complete or exact list, but from their contents we can speculate 
about the possessions of Khosrow II. Ṭabarī’s Taʾ riḵ al-rosol wa’l-moluk, the earliest 
source of them all, discusses the possessions of Khosrow II in a different manner 
and will be analysed last. 

Tha‘ālibi’s Ghurar akhbār mulūk al-Furs wa-siyarihim was written between 
1017–1021 CE.14 This work is independent of the Šāhnāmeh tradition,15 and as such, 
has offered an important alternative source about Sasanian history and lore. The 
Šāhnāmeh of Ferdowsī was finished by 1050 CE,16 and its material was based on the 
lost Xwadāy-nāmag17 and oral tradition. Finally, Zaynu’l akhbār by Gardīzī, which 
dates from 1051–1052 CE, takes as its principal source the work of Jayhānī, who 
wrote the now lost Ketāb-e Tawārīḵ.18

In Ghurar, Tha‘ālibi is less interested in the history of the time of Khosrow II 
than the tales associated with his rule. It is here that we find clues concerning the 
18 čis ‘eighteen things,’ although the number is not exact. Tha‘ālibi tells us that once 
Khosrow II was able to defeat his opponent, Wahrām Čōbīn, he began accumulating 
wonderful things, living a regal lifestyle. Tha‘ālibi lists a number of rare things in 
14 Bilal Orfali: ‘The Works of Abū Mansūr al-Tah‘ālibī.’ Journal of Arabic Literature, Vol. 40, 2009, 297. 
15 Mahmoud Omidsalar: ‘Could al-Tha‘ālibī have used the Shāhnāma as a Source?.’ Der Islam, Vol. 75, 

1998, 344.
16 Šāhnāmeh of Ferdowsi. In: Jalal Khaleghi-Motlagh (ed.), The Great Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 8, Tehr-

an, 1368.
17 For the Xwadāy-nāmag tradition see Alireza Shapoor Shahbazi: ‘On the Xwaday-namag.’ In: Iranica 

Varia: Studies Presented to E� Yarshater, Leiden, Brill, 1990, 208–229. For the most detailed discussion 
of the sources for Ferdowsī’s Šāhnāmeh see, Jalal Khaleghi-Motlagh: ‘Az Šāhnāmeh tā Xodāynāmeh: 
Jostārī darbāre-ye ma’khaz-e mostaghīm va gheyr-e mostaghīm Šāhnāmeh.’ Nāme-e Iran-e Bāstān, 
Vol. 7, No. 1–2, 1386, 1–122.

18 Vladimir Minorsky: ‘Gardīzī on India.’ BSOAS, Vol. 12, 1948, 626–627; Clifford Edmund Bos-
worth: ‘Gardīzī.’ In Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2012, iranicaonline.org/articles/
gardizi. 
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reference to the Pahlavi text of Māh Frawardīn. On the other hand, two sections of 
the Šāhnāmeh recount two diff erent sets of wondrous accumulations of Khosrow 
Parwēz. Th e fi rst one is concerned mainly with his treasures, (Per.) ganj. In the fi nal 
section, which focuses on the life of Khosrow, we fi nd another list placed in a eulogy 
to the king. Th e list, however, does not correspond to the content provided by the 
other texts. Zaynu’l akhbār on the other hand, provides a list, just like Ghurar, but 
the items cited are diff erent. Let us look at the list provided by the three authors:

Ghurar   Zaynu’l akhbār   Šāhnāmeh
Ctesiphon arch  Ctesiphon arch   Ctesiphon
Khosrow’s Th rone Khosrow’s Th rone  Khosrow’s Th .
Chess set [?]  Chess set [?]    
Šabdīz       horse
Sargīs   Sargīs    Sargīs
Bārbad   Bārbad    Bārbad
White elephant      elephant
Šīrēn
Kayānian banner
Young man
Backgammon
True Cross
----------------
Treasures

Wind Treasure   Wind Treasure
Cow Treasure
    Arūs Treasure   Arūs Treasure
    Khazrā Treasure  Khazrā Tr.
    Dibā Treasure   Dibā Treasure
    Burnt Treasure   Burnt Tr.
    Šādruwān Bozorg Gušeh  
Šādruwān BG
    Moštfešār gold Treasure
    Mēšsār throne
    Qasr Šīrēn
        Poudr Tr.
        Afrāsīyāb Tr.

It is apparent that Th a’ālībi’s list is the most complete, and Zayn ul-akhbar supplies a 
list that is similar to it. It is also apparent, as mentioned by Omidsalar, that Ferdowsī 
did not use the same source as Th a’ālībī, as attested by the content of the list above. 
On the other hand, Gardīzī and Ferdowsī’s lists of treasures are not mentioned by-
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and-large by Tha’ālībi. However, the list of treasures appears to be arbitrary, and was 
perhaps an embellishment. It is for this reason that Tha’ālībī only speaks about two 
treasures: The Wind Treasure (he uses the Persian term kanj bāzāvard) and the Cow 
Treasure (kanz al-sūr). The Wind Treasure was the treasure that Heraclius placed 
on his ships after the Persian general Šahrwarāz put Constantinople under siege. 
The wind carried the ships to Alexandria and it fell into the hands of the Šahrwarāz 
who sent it forth to Khosrow. The Cow Treasure (kanz al-sūr) was a find of one 
hundred containers of fine gold which belonged to Alexander the Great.19 Let us 
now turn to the oldest and most important sources, namely that of Ṭabarī. Ṭabarī 
was born in Āmol in the ninth century CE, in the Abbasid period.20 Ṭabarī reports 
a large number of riches belonging to Khosrow II: 12,000 women and servants; 
999 elephants; 50,000 horses and camels and other exorbitant numbers in terms of 
coinage.21 The tone of the text is quite negative. 

None of the lists found offer a complete and firm account of the ‘eighteen 
things.’ The original tale was probably lost with time; only the number eighteen has 
remained, unless it was a literary embellishment. It is possible that authors shared 
their lists or simply added items that they saw as important treasures. Some of the 
objects precede Khosrow II’s rule. What is important is that authors had only a 
vague memory by the early Islamic period while compiling the tradition of late 
antiquity about the wealth of Khosrow II.

Aside from these reports, can we find another explanation for the eighteen 
treasures of Khosrow II? I would like to propose another scenario which may 
connect us to our Pahlavi text. Ṭabarī relays an interesting tale according to which 
Khosrow II had eighteen sons, a piece of information corroborated by the Sprenger 
30 manuscript, Hamza al-Isfahanī, as well as Nihayat al-Arab. The names of the 
sons are as follows: 1) Šahrīyār; 2) Mardānšāh, 3) Kūrānšāh; 4) Pērōzān-šāh; 5) 
Abzūd-šāh; 6) Šādmān; 7) Rad-abzūd-šāh; 8) Šād-zīk; 9) Arwand-zīk; 10) Xorreh; 
11) Mard-xorreh; 12) Zādān-xorreh; 13) Šīrzād; 14) Jawān-šēr; 15) Jahān-baxt; 16) 
Mard-panāh; and the last two being somewhat unclear as 17) Pus-del and 18) Pus-
wēh.22 Ṭabarī also states that the soothsayers had told Khosrow of an impending 
catastrophe, relating to one of his sons, who would have a deformity. Yazdgerd III 
is presented with a deformity, hence he was either sent to Sīstān or Sawād.23 This 
piece of evidence is important in that it fits well with the second half of the Māh ī 
Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād and its apocalyptic tone. 

In conclusion, it is important here to note the relevance of Arabic and Persian 
texts to solve some of the riddles found in the Pahlavi corpus. While most scholars 

19 THA‘ĀLIBI: 702.
20 Elton Daniel: ‘Tabari,’ In: Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopedia Iranica, 2013, iranicaonline.org/ar-

ticles/tabari-abu-jafar. 
21 Alireza Shapoor Shahbazi: Tārīkh-i Sāsānīān, Tehran, Markaz-i Našr-i Danišgāhī, 1389, 201–202.
22 Ibid., 649. 
23 Ibid., 204.
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have been concentrating on the list of the unique possessions of Khosrow II, it 
may be possible to link the ‘eighteen things’ that came to the king of kings with 
his eighteen sons. Certainly, the context of the passage fi ts Ṭabarī’s discussion 
about the end of the Sasanian Empire. While one would assume that 18 čis would 
be associated with inanimate objects, there is a long tradition in Indo-Iranian and 
Zoroastrian numerology to connect disparate things.24 Hence the connection of 
‘eighteen things’ to eighteen sons may have been an oral tradition and a biographical 
linkage that was since forgotten.

Th is essay shows that the idea of a pre-Islamic and post-Islamic division in 
literature and history does not hold, especially for those who work on the fi eld 
of Zoroastrianism, and the ancient and Islamic History of Iran. In late antiquity, 
literature circulated through most of the communities living in the Near East, 
hence the presence of a passage in the Pahlavi texts and its mention in the Arabic 
and Persian texts seems natural. Th is collaboration and corroboration between 
the diff erent fi elds and genres of literature is the key to a better knowledge of late 
antiquity and the traditions that circulated among Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians 
and Muslims. Th e story of the eighteen sons of Khosrow II may be one of these 
traditions tangentially referred to in the Pahlavi texts.

Abstract

Th is paper addresses the representation of Khosrow II (Khusraw) in the Pahlavi text Māh ī 
Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād� Despite the historical importance of the last signifi cant Sasanian 
ruler, his remembrance is scarcely mentioned in Pahlavi literature� Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī 
Hordād is exceptional, however, in this respect, because it preserved a chapter containing a list 
of miracles and treasures of Khosrow II which is very similar to Arabic and Classical Persian 
testimonies on Khosrow II� Th is creates a broader perspective for the interpretation of Pahlavi 
traditions in the light of Islamic sources�

Keywords: Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād, Pahlavi literature, II. Khosrow, Th a’ālībī, 
Ṭabarī

Rezümé

A tanulmány célja II. Khosrow (Khusraw) szászánida uralkodó reprezentációjának 
vizsgálata a Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād című pehlevi szövegben. Annak ellenére, 
hogy II. Khosrow az utolsó jelentős szászánida uralkodó volt, viszonylag kevés 
alkalommal tűnik fel a pehlevi irodalomban. A Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād 

24 For numbers and their connection to the larger issues of the cosmos and society see, Yuhan Vevaina: 
‘Textual Taxonomies, Cosmological Deixis, and Numerological Speculations in Zoroastrianism.’ 
History of Religions, Vol. 50, No. 2, 2010, 127–134.
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Persian miniature. Camp scene from late in the classic period, with no frame. Manjun (at top wearing orange) 
spies on his beloved Layla (standing in tent doorway).
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azonban kivételes ebből a szempontból, mivel fennmaradt benne egy fejezet, 
amelyben II. Khosrow csodáinak és kincseinek listája található. A forrás a II. 
Khosrowról szóló arab és klasszikus perzsa szövegekkel közös hagyományt őrzött 
meg, megismerésével lehetőség nyílik arra, hogy a Pehlevi irodalmat szélesebb 
látószögből, iszlám források fényében is értelmezzük.

Kulcsszavak 
Māh ī Farwardīn rōz ī Hordād, pehlevi, II. Khosrow, Th a’ālībī, Ṭabarī
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