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The Persian Qeṣṣe-ye Sanjān (‘the Story of Sanjān’), written in 1599 CE, is 
our only source for the account of the supposed Zoroastrian ‘migration’ from 
Iran to India in the 8th cent. The last of the Sasanian kings, Yazdegard III, 
had been deposed after the battle of Nehāvand in 642 CE, and Zoroastrian 
Iran was overrun by Arab invaders who Islamicized Iran after hundreds of years 
of Zoroastrian domination of the country under Achaemenian, Parthian and 
Sasanian empires (530 BCE–651 CE). According to the Qeṣṣe-ye Sanjān, 
‘Iran’ was ‘shattered’ by the Arab conquest, and those who remained faithful to 
the old religion fled from persecution by the new Muslim presence. The Qeṣṣe-
ye Sanjān tells of the long journey of a group of Zoroastrians to seek asylum 
in India, and the subsequent resettlement there, where they later became the 
Parsis, ‘the Persians’. The key factor in this re-placement of Iran is their finding 
a new monarch, not in human form but in a sacred fire, called ‘King of Iran’. 
When it is read as a myth of charter and series of rites de passage, it reveals 
much about the literary construction of place as a form of religious and social 
commentary.

Iran as a location in culture

Iran is geographically situated at the crossroads of European, Middle Eastern, and 
Asian routes: it is in many other ways a somewhat anomalous location that straddles 
boundaries and is, as the 21st century opens, problematic for the West to understand. 
Iran was invaded and plundered by Alexander of Macedon in antiquity, and it 
was overrun by Arabs bringing Islam in the 7th century CE, yet it has never been 
a Western colony in modern times like much of the Middle East and South Asia. 
Since the Iranian revolution in the late 1970s, it has been an Islamic republic, yet it 
remains among the most economically rich and culturally sophisticated in the world. 
The language of Iran, Fārsi ‘Persian’, is properly a member of the Indo-European 
group of languages descended through Middle Persian (Pahlavi) from Old Persian 
and Avestan, cognate with Vedic Sanskrit, yet it is now written in a form of the 
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