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Abstract

In the final years of its existence, the Sasanian Empire, faced with a power vacuum
resulting from the massacre of members of the royal dynasty, foreign incursions, and
widespread internal wars, became embroiled in one of the most profound crises of
authority and legitimacy. Amid this political turmoil, which threatened the traditional
patriarchal order, the reigns of the Sasanian queen-consorts, Biiran and Azarmidukht,
reflected a transformation in power structures, legitimacy, and gender. This study
seeks to answer two questions: 1. What image of Biiran and Azarmidukht have Islamic
historians presented? 2. What commonalities exist in the representation of these two
queen-consorts across the narratives? An analysis of the accounts of Islamic historians
such as al-Tabari, al-Bal ‘ami, al-Tha‘alibi, Ibn al-Athtr, al-Ya'qubi, al-Dinawari, and
al-Mas‘udi reveals that the depiction of Buran as a wise and just ruler and the
depiction of Azarmidukht as a beautiful but violent queen-consort, beyond reflecting
individual traits, are part of the broader discourse of legitimacy, gender, and historical
representation. These narratives, by employing elements of crisis, exception, and
failure, temporarily bestow legitimacy upon female rule in emergency situations while
simultaneously representing the end of the prior patriarchal order and the decline of
the Sasanian political structure. The findings indicate that although differences exist
in the descriptions of the two queen-consorts, a common pattern governs their
representation that makes possible an analysis of the mechanisms of power, gender,
and historical memory. This research is of a fundamental type and adopts a historical
approach, relying on the analysis of written sources and data collected through library
methods. The analyses adopt a comparative and discursive approach, so that in
addition to examining the political actions and events of the period of the queen-
consorts, the manner of their representation within the framework of the discourse of
legitimacy, gender, and historical memory may also be elucidated. In this way, the
research goes beyond a mere description of events to a re-reading and analysis of the
structure of the narratives and a reflection of the cultural and political attitudes of the
Islamic historians.
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Introduction

After the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the period of the Rightly
Guided Caliphs, due to the interest and eagerness that the Arabs developed in
exploring the thoughts and lives of other nations, the ground was prepared among
them for the translation of Iranian and non-Iranian historical writings. The Umayyad
caliphs had a particular interest in hearing about Arab events and their battles, the
history of Iran and its kings, as well as their methods of administering the country. A
group of historians of the 3rd century AH, such as al-Tabari, al-Ya'qubi, and al-
Dinawarl, were among the pioneers in bringing about a transformation in the art of
historiography in the Islamic era. They removed history from the confines of Arabic
narratives and stories, and documented their works with valuable Iranian and Syriac
historical sources, thereby lending them scholarly substance. Nevertheless, the
genuine movement of writing and translating historical texts began during the Abbasid
period. Through these translations, Muslims were able to become acquainted with the
ideas of previous nations and follow them (Jafari Dehaghi, 2023: 261-262). An
examination and reflection upon the prefaces that have survived from certain Iranian
Muslim historians indicates that up until the end of the 9th century AH, they had in
view various purposes and motives in their approach to historiography and the
presentation of historical texts; in such a way that some of them included only a single
objective or subject in their agenda, while others simultaneously took into
consideration several objectives and subjects. These purposes and subjects included
political, doctrinal, intellectual, cultural, ethical, and social matters, which the
historians mentioned in the prefaces to their works—an indication reflecting the
various realities of society and the ideologies prevailing at that time (Tayyebi and
Tala'i, 2023: 154).

The classical post-Islamic chronicles, as a valuable treasure, have provided useful and
unique information concerning the reigns of Biran and Azarmidukht. Biiran and
Azarmidukht, the daughters of Khusraw Parviz, were completely legitimate in terms
of lineage and, from the perspective of Sasanian political thought, possessed the
divine *farr* (glory) of kingship. These two queen-consorts were selected by the
nobles and magnates, and in the historical sources, no indication of conspiracy,
military conflict, the use of force, or severe familial disputes has been reported. Coins
were minted for both, and their legitimacy was confirmed through official royal titles
and epithets. The total duration of the reign of these two queen-consorts was about
two years, which, given the frequent appointments and dismissals during that critical
period, was considered a relatively long and noteworthy span, and may indicate
relative satisfaction with their manner of governance. The theme of the speeches and
letters of these two addressed to the magnates, governors, and people emphasized
justice, security, confronting enemies, and prosperity. These instances symbolized a
consultative policy and cooperation with powerful institutions and personalities
throughout the empire, especially with the Parthian families. The historical sources



are in agreement regarding the competence, intelligence, justice, good conduct,
remission of taxes, and worthiness of these two queen-consorts, and there exists no
document or report of their incompetence or imprudence. At the outset of her reign,
Biran, in order to restore order and security, suppressed the rebels with severity and
decisiveness, but subsequently faced the Arab invasion; she also sent the Holy Cross
to the Roman Empire to improve diplomatic relations. Historians have pointed to
Biuran's efforts under those critical circumstances to organize the affairs of the
country. Azarmidukht was also seriously engaged in war against the invading Arabs
as well as internal disputes. The episode of Farrukh Hormizd's marriage proposal and
the order for his execution is an example of these profound tensions (Zand, 2024: 22).
This research, adopting a comparative and discursive approach, re-examines the
reigns of Biiran and Azarmidukht in order both to discern the commonalities and
differences in the narratives and to analyze the manner in which the legitimacy and
political status of the Sasanian queen-consorts are represented. The aim is to provide
a framework for understanding the political complexities of the final years of the
Sasanian Empire and to uncover the symbolic and discursive layers of the narratives.

Materials & Methods

This research is of a fundamental type and adopts a historical approach, relying on the
analysis of written sources and data collected through library methods. Its primary
objective is to reconstruct the image of the reigns of Biran and Azarmidukht and to
identify the commonalities and differences in their policies and representation in
Islamic sources. The main sources of this research are the works of historians of the
Islamic period such as al-TabarT, al-Bal ‘am, al-Thaalib1, Ibn al-Athir, al-Ya“qubi, al-
Dinawari, and al-Mas ‘Gd1. The analyses adopt a comparative and discursive approach,
so that in addition to examining the political actions and events of the period of the
queen-consorts, the manner of their representation within the framework of the
discourse of legitimacy, gender, and historical memory may also be elucidated. In this
way, the research goes beyond a mere description of events to a re-reading and
analysis of the structure of the narratives and a reflection of the cultural and political
attitudes of the Islamic historians.

Discussion & Result

The findings of this research, obtained through a comparative-discursive analysis of
the texts of seven prominent Islamic historians, indicate that their narratives of the
reigns of Biiran and Azarmidukht, despite minor differences, follow a relatively
uniform and normative pattern. In response to the first question, the results show that
the image of Biiran is predominantly positive, accompanied by attributes such as
wisdom, the administration of justice, diplomacy, and efforts to organize chaotic
conditions. All historians have emphasized her good conduct toward the subjects,
remission of taxes, reconstruction of infrastructure, and de-escalation of tensions with
the Roman Empire (the return of the Holy Cross). In contrast, the image of
Azarmidukht is shaped around her physical beauty and political violence. The most
important and almost the only event that all historians have addressed in detail is the



story of the marriage proposal and murder of Farrukh Hormizd, the *ispahbad*
(commander) of Khurasan, and subsequently the bloody revenge exacted by his son
Rustam against the queen-consort. This dichotomy, more than being a mere reflection
of the actual record of these two queens, is a function of the narrative structure and
the ideological needs of the historians. In the narration of Biran, the focus is on
"symbolic and constructive, state-building actions," while in the narration of
Azarmidukht, the emphasis is on "violent and tension-generating actions."

In response to the second question, a deeper analysis reveals that five main
commonalities can be identified in the description of these two queen-consorts in the
Islamic sources: first, the emphasis on the critical circumstances of their accession to
power following the massacre of the Sasanian dynasty by Shirliya; second, the
challenge of gender legitimacy and the resistance of patriarchal structures to women's
rule; third, the brevity of their reigns (slightly more than one year for Baran and six
months for Azarmidukht); fourth, the tragic fate of both queen-consorts, which led to
their sudden deaths; and fifth, the portrayal of their rule as a symbol of the decline and
ultimate weakness of the Sasanian Empire.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that the narratives of historians such as al-Tabari, al-
Bal ‘ami, al-Tha‘alibi, Ibn al-Athir, al-Ya'qubi, al-Dinawari, and al-Mas‘udi, despite
differences in approaches and details, follow a single discursive pattern in which
"crisis" and "exception" provide the ground for the temporary acceptance of women's
rule, and "failure" and "tragic death" serve as its conclusion. This discourse represents
the rule of Baran in the mold of "a wise and state-building queen-consort" and the rule
of Azarmidukht in the mold of "a beautiful but crisis-generating queen-consort.

In conclusion, it must be said that the conspicuous difference between the images of
Biiran and Azarmidukht can be attributed to two combined factors: first, the differing
attention of historians to symbolic actions versus violent actions—meaning that in
narrating Biran, historians have focused more on her constructive and symbolic
measures such as tax remission, reconstruction of infrastructure, and peace with
Rome, presenting her as "an organizer and state-builder," whereas in narrating
Azarmidukht, the most prominent recounted event is the murder of Farrukh Hormizd,
which, as a coercive and tension-generating action, constructs an image of her as
"destabilizing and crisis-generating." This pattern can be understood as the result of
the homogenization of historical memory and the reproduction of the dominant
discourse in the Islamic period. Second, the ethical or political objectives of the
narrative (for example, emphasizing the didactic or moral lesson). Acknowledging
this point leaves room for more complex analyses and cautions us against simplistic
personality-centered readings. Such an understanding allows for the analysis of
narratives as ideological instruments for the signification of history. A critical and
comparative re-reading of the Islamic sources concerning Biiran and Azarmidukht
shows that the narrative of the end of the Sasanian Empire is not merely a story of
decline, but rather an arena of resistance, temporary mechanisms of legitimation, and
a field of historical reinterpretation that must be purged of gender-biased language
and post-hoc myth-making and re-interpreted.
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