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Songs and Music in Medieval Persian Poetry  
(11th-13th century) 

 
Nahid Norozi 

(Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna) 
 

 
Abstract 
In medieval Persian poems (maṯnavi), beginning with Ferdowsi's Šāh-nām�  
(‘Book of Kings’) (11th c.), bacchic-musical moments we see the presence of 
minstrels and singers. These are described with extensive use of related musical 
terminology (names of instruments, related melodies, etc.). The typical occasion 
is the frequent banquets (bazm) at courts where music and singing are heard 
while perhaps tasting good wine: moments of leisure in the Persian poems 
alternate with episodes of battles (razm). In particular, we will dwell on the 
minstrel par excellence, the legendary Bārbad, his stories and his music and 
songs, sometimes used – a particularly intriguing aspect - also as a means of 
transmission or exchange of messages. The poets from whom we will draw 
exemplification are Ferdowsi (10th-11th cent.) and Neẓāmi Ganǧavi (12th-13th 
cent.), who tell us about the minstrel Bārbad in the context of the famous story 
of the aristocratic lovers King Ḫosrow and Princess Širin. In this article we will 
also focus on some names of Persian musical modes and melodies that partly 
coincide with the names of certain musical modes of the Maqām system prevalent 
in the Islamic areas. 
 
Keywords 
Bārbad, Persian melodies, maqām, Neẓāmi Ganǧavi, Ferdowsi 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter we will examine the works of Persian poets of the 
classical period, authors of epic and fictional poems composed 
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between the 11th and 13th centuries but set in the pre-Islamic 
period. Rather than speaking specifically and technically about 
the science of music, we will examine a number of aspects related 
to musical practice.1 In general, it is clear from these works that 
music in Persian courts was a frequent and valued practice that 
took place on a variety of occasions and circumstances, such as 
banquets, festivals (mainly associated with the cycles of the 
seasons), religious ceremonies and rituals, and marriage or 
coronation-related festivals. Music was also used on hunting 
occasions,2 to celebrate victories or to prepare the army for war, 
or even during an attack on the battlefield with the obvious 
intention of instilling fear or awe in the enemy3, etc. 4 

 
1 For an in-depth study of music in pre-Islamic Persia we refer to Lawergren 

2016, from which we extract an interesting review of Greek authors who 
comment on music practice in the Achaemenid age (550-331 BC):   

Herodotus (5th century B.C.E.) remarked on Achaemenid priests who did 
not perform their rites to aulos music (Histories 1.132). In the Cyropaedia, 
Xenophon (ca. 430-after 356 B.C.E.), who had visited Persia in 401 B.C.E., told 
of the great number of singing women at the Achaemenid court (4.6.11; 5.1.1; 
5.5.2; 5.5.39). Athenaios of Naucratis (3rd century C.E.?) mentioned a court 
singer who sang a warning to the king of the Medes of the acquisitive plans of 
Cyrus II (ca. 600-530 B.C.E. He also related that the Macedonian general 
Parmenio captured the 329 singing girls of the court of Darius III (ca. 380-mid-
330 B.C.E.; Deipnosophistai 13.608) and that a royal officer at Babylon had 150 
singing girls at his table (12.530). Because Greek writers are fairly unanimous, 
they should probably be trusted in their account of the many singing women. 
The tradition of women musicians entertaining men continued in the Islamic 
period with the singing slave woman […]. 

For a comprehensive study of music in Iran we refer to Nettl 2012. 
2  Musical scenes are discernible, for example, in the bas-reliefs of Ṭāq-e 

Bostān near Kermānšāh, particularly in the hunting scene section in which 
players and their instruments appear. See Farmer 1938: 397-412, especially: 397 
and 402. 

3 “In the martial use of sound, the Persian armies were in the vanguard, and 
they terrorized the Greek armies with the rolling of drums and the clashing of 
trumpets.” See De Zorzi 2019: 33 (my transl.). 

4 It is important to keep in mind that the modes of circulation or occasions 
of music practice and transmission in medieval Islamic Persia are diverse. 
Moḥammad-Taqi Dāneš-Pažuh (1970: 25-26) lists the following areas of use: 1. 
Folk music, involving a multitude of peoples and ethnic groups who practiced it 
at festivals, funerals, and other occasions mostly of a collective and ceremonial 

 

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cyropaedia-gr
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/athenaios-of-naucratis
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In these poems we often find the names of musical instruments 
mentioned, and also the names of traditional musical modes and 
sometimes of specific tunes melodies and songs. Above all, 
however, we observe the massive presence of minstrels, and it is 
this aspect on which we would like to dwell here. In Persian there 
are several names for this category of performers: predominantly 
we find: rāmeš-gar (read: ‘one who produces joy’), with the same 
meaning also in the Arabic equivalent moṭreb, both words 
conveying the idea of the joy the musician produces; ḫonyā-gar 
(lit.: ‘one who produces lyrical songs’), navā-gar (lit.: ‘one who 
produces music/melody’), or gusān/gōsān/kusān 5  (‘minstrel, 
storyteller’) or the Arabic equivalent moġanni (‘singer of lyrical 
verse’) who could at the same time also be the player. Another 
interesting detail is that among these minstrels there are also quite 
a few women, of whom we find traces, for example, in the history 
of the Sasanian king Bahrām V (reg. 420-438).6 The latter, also 

nature; 2. Music performed within aristocratic courts and houses; 3. Qurʾān 
psalmodying (tartīl) and the call to prayer (aḏān) are further musical occasions 
in which ritual was central; 4. Sacred religious performances on the occasion 
ofthe commemoration of martyrs, for example, often accompanied by songs of 
praise and other kinds of artistic manifestations; 5. Scientific literature related to 
music, in which the authors were not necessarily composers, musicians or 
practitioners (see also Farhat 1998: 563); indeed, even mathematicians or 
philosophers dealt with music as a subject across or tangential to their disciplines  
6. Finally, the Sufi mystics' musical hearings, known as samāʿ, which took place
in ḫāneqāh (convents of Sufi brotherhoods) and meeting places where singing
was accompanied by instruments and sometimes ritual dances (cf. the musical
practices of the Mowlaviyyé brotherhood (Turkish: mevliviyye, Arabic:
mawlawiyya). The same author also recalls the music used by wandering dervishes
as well as ǧavānmards, the latter frequenters of traditional gyms (zurḫān� , lett.
‘house of effort/strength’) where musical moments were also not lacking.

5 According to the anonymous author of the Muǧmal al-tawārīḫ wa al-qiṣaṣ, 
kusān is the synonym for ḫonyā-gar in the Pahlavì language, i.e. Middle Persian. 
(See Anonymous 1339: 69). On the ancient figure (of the Parthian age) of the 
Iranian minstrel gusān/gōsān see Boyce 1957. 

6 The book relating to the “Kingdom of Bahrām” of the Šāh-nām�  of Ferdowsi, 
is the only book in which we find the depiction of women devoted to music, as 
evidenced, for example, by the story of the three sisters Farānak, Māhāfarid and 
Šanbalid, a harpist, a singer and a dancer, respectively (see ŠN, vol. VI: 476-484, 
vv. 773-888); or the story of Ārezu, a poetess, player, and singer (ŠN, vol. VI: 484-
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known as Bahrām-e gur (‘Bahrām of the onager,’ i.e. an Asian wild 
ass, which he loved to hunt), is famous as a lover of music (as well 
as of women and hunting). There is a widely known traditional 
story that he ordered the Indian king Šangol to send him 2000 
minstrels7: 

be nazdik-e Šangol ferestād kas / čonin goft k-ey šāh-e faryād-ras 
az ān luriyān bar-gozin do hezār / nar o made bar zaḫm-e barbaṭ 
savār8 

[Bahrām] sent someone to Šangol / Thus saying, “O king, o 
rescuer 
From among those Luris choose two thousand / males or females 
practicing the (read. riding with the] plectrum on the lute.9 

From these passages Bahrām V appears to have been a true great 
lover of music and during his reign musicians would have enjoyed 
special attention.10 In general, music during the Sasanian dynasty 
was held in the highest regard by the court and witnessed a period 

500, vv. 889-1127), women whose musical knowledge had attracted the attention 
of King Bahrām and thus they gained access to the Sassanid king's gynoecium. 
On the role of women in Persian music from antiquity to the present, see 
Maleki's monograph (2001). 

7 According to one manuscript of ŠN, the number of minstrels would have 
reached 10,000. See note 6 to verse 2560 in ŠN, vol. VI: 612. 

8 ŠN, vol. VI: 612, vv. 2559-2560, 2562-2563. 
9 All translations in this article are by the author, unless otherwise indicated. 
10 In the same episode of Indian minstrels recruited by Barhrām-e Gur, we 

also read in Anonymous 1339: 69 where the number of Luris is given as 12,000. 
The Luris of Iran are the current inhabitants of the western province of the same 
name in Luristān. However, it is possible that the term luri is a variant of luli (the 
points of articulation of the phonemes "r" and "l" are indeed very close) of which 
we find abundant traces in Neopersian letters, particularly in Ḥāfeẓ Širāzi, a term 
with the meaning oscillating, perhaps not coincidentally, between ‘gypsy’ and 
‘minstrel’ (for a detailed discussion on this, see Badalkhan 2005). In Dehḫodā 
2006, the lemma luri is actually considered synonymous with luli and kuli/kowli. 
Also Dāneš-pažuh 1970: 24, citing the historical work Sinī mulūk al-arḍ wa al-
anbiyāʾ by Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, confirms the massive presence of gusāns (Arabized 
in the formal plural ğawāsina from the singular ǧusān) and kowli (from kābuli, 
but in the text of Iṣfahāni in its form of the Arabic plural akāʾīl), from India. 
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of growth, to the point that there is even mention of the existence 
of a kind of Ministry of Music.11  

Despite the fact that minstrels occupy a prominent place in 
Persian literature, they are mostly unnamed, with the exception 
of a few legendary musicians of great fame. By way of example, we 
mention Bārbad (of whom we shall see more in the present work) 
and his rival Sargeš/Sarkeš, as well as Nekisā 12 , Rāmtin 13  and 
Bāmšād14. But we should also mention a woman harpist, Āzāde-ye 
Čangi 15 , whose stories are also narrated by various historical 
sources and whose existence in pre-Islamic Persia, though 
sometimes shrouded in legend, we are practically certain of. 

One of them, often mentioned in the poems and also well 
known throughout the Islamic areas16, is Bārbad17 or Fahlbad in 

11 See Homāʾi 1996: 25 
12 The two minstrels Sargeš (see Anonymous 1939: 81 where the name is 

mentioned in one of its variants and the origin is also specified: Sarkis-e rumì) 
and Nekisā were apparently two Greek-Byzantines in the service of the Sasanian 
king Ḫosrow Parviz; see Taqizāde's commentary (p. 16) on Eqbāl Aštiyāni's 
article 1984: 7-13. 

13 Rāmtin is likely a variant of Rāmin, the name also of the protagonist of 
Gorgāni's novel, Vis o Rāmin, in which Prince Rāmin (of whose name we find in 
Gorgāni's work another variant namely Rāmnin which compared to Rāmtin in the 
Persian spelling differs only in one diacritical point) emerges as a musician and 
even as the inventor of the harp or a type of harp. Here are the relevant verses:  

There is no proud ruler like him / no one like him in joy composer of melodies. 
See how well he created the harp / whoever could create better [than he]? 
Proof that he created the harp with skill is this / that the name of the 

instrument in his honor is “Rāmnin's harp” (Gorgāni 2002, ch. 124, vv. 86-88). 
On the figure of the protagonist Rāmin as a skilled musician, see Norozi 

2022: 231. 
14 I.e. another minstrel in the court of Ḫosrow II, about whom little is known. 

See Dehḫodā 2006, s.v. Bāmšād. 
15 I.e. the famous harpist beloved by King Bahrām-e gur of whom we find 

mention in the Šāh-nām� , (ŠN, Vol IV: 373-379, vv. 166-233) and whose story will 
be reworked later by Neẓāmi, Amir Ḫosrow of Delhi and other poets who 
produce other Bahrameides. 

16 For a list of texts, Arabic and Persian, in which Bārbad is mentioned, see 
Reḍāzādeh Šafaq 1924: 66-71. 

17 Regarding the dubious pronunciation and uncertain meaning of the name 
Bārbad there are several theories (see Reḍāzādeh Šafaq 1924: 63-66). In Dehḫodā 
2006 and Sayyid ʿAbd ar-Rašid 2007, s.v. Bārbad, we find indicated the meaning 
of ‘Lord of the court’.   
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Arabic, a name that actually has many variations.18 A musician in 
the court of the Sassanid king Ḫosrow II or Ḫosrow Parviz, (reg. 
590-628), I will devote the following passages to examining his
work. The name Bārbad, a native in all probability of Ǧahrom (a
locality not very far from Širaz)19 appears in the story of King
Ḫosrow Parviz, included in the poem Šāh-nām�  (henceforth
abbreviated to ŠN) i.e., the Book of Kings by the famous epic poet
Ferdowsi20 who lived at the turn of the 10th and 11th centuries. It
is a colossal epic work of more than 50,000 couplets, recounting
the exploits of pre-Islamic Persian kings including precisely the
story of Ḫosrow II whose reign is viewed as a veritable golden age
of Persian music. The Book of Kings, a central work in the Persian
literary canon, became an inexhaustible source for later authors
of both epic and fictional works. For example, the love affair
between King Ḫosrow and the Armenian princess Širin, which is
included in Ferdowsi's ŠN, is taken up by many later authors,
among whom we mention only the famous Neẓāmi Ganǧavi of the
12th-13th centuries. In all these poems, whose titles include
precisely the names of the lovers Ḫosrow and Širin21, our minstrel
Bārbad is featured.

18 There are multiple variants in Arabic sources of this name, indeed it is 
actually a nickname: Fahl(a)bad/ḏ, Bahl(a)bad/ḏ, Fahl(a)wad/ḏ, Fahr(a)bad/ 
ḏ, Bahr(a)bad/ḏ, or Bārbad/ḏ. 

19 For example, Loġatnāme-ye Dehḫodā, Borhān-e Qāṭeʿ and Rašidi s.v. Bārbad, 
indicate Ǧahrom as Bārbad's hometown. Ferdowsi also mentions the city of 
Ǧahrom; he does not point to it specifically as Bārbad's hometown but rather 
informs us, in the episode of Ḫosrow's death, that upon hearing the sad news, 
Bārbad rushes from Ǧahrom to Tisfun (Ctesiphon) (see ŠN, vol. VIII: 355, v. 
399). Finally, there are other sources that indicate Bārbad's origin now from the 
city Marv (e.g. in Ṯaʿālibī 1989: 441) sometimes from that of Neišābur (cf. 
Reḍāzādeh 1924: 63).  

20 There is, of course, an endless specialized bibliography on Ferdowsi and 
his work; here we limit ourselves to pointing out the Italian translation in loose 
endecasyllables by Pizzi 1886-88 and the chapters devoted to him in some well-
known literary histories and encyclopedias, where further references can be 
found: Bausani 1960: 588-618; Arberry 1994: 42-52; Rypka 1968: 154-62; 
Khaleghi-Motlagh 1999. 

21 The title of the romance poem that is part of a famous “Quintet” (ḫams� ) 
by Neẓāmi Ganǧavi (12th-13th cent.)  which tells the story, already found in 

240 
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Let us start with Ferdowsi, who introduces us to Bārbad as “the 
minstrel king” (šāh-e rāmeš-garān),22 but first let us give a brief 
summary of the story of Ferdowsian Bārbad.23  

One day Sargeš, a first-rate musician and composer in King 
Ḫosrow's court, learns of Bārbad's prowess and fame and, 
alarmed, plans to make himself known to the king. Sargeš does 
not want to lose his role as the first court musician, so he tries in 
every way to prevent Bārbad from entering King Ḫosrow's palace. 
Bārbad subsequently manages by a trick to enter the royal garden; 
thus, dressed in green and with a lute, or rather a barbito, also 
green, he camouflages himself among the branches of a cypress 
tree from which, thus concealed, he begins to sing while playing 
his instrument; the latter is perhaps not by chance called barbaṭ, a 
name that evidently immediately evokes Bārbad's name. But on 
the name of the instrument, as well as on Bārbad's name, there 
are some hypotheses that we must gloss over here.24 Instead, let us 
look at the verses related to the episode of Bārbad in Ferdowsi's 
Book of Kings: 

bar-ān sarv šod barbaṭ andar kenār / zamān-i hami bud tā šahriyār, 
az ivān biy-āmad be-d-ān ǧašn-gāh / biy-ārāst pāliz-gar ǧā-ye šāh 
biy-āmad paričehre-ye mey-gosār / yeki ǧām bar kaf bar-e šahriyār 

Ferdowsi's Šāh-nām�  (Book of Kings) (10th-11th cent.), of the celebrated pair of 
lovers, namely Ḫosrow, legendary ruler of the Sassanid dynasty, and the beautiful 
Širin, an Armenian princess. For an early account of the author see: Bausani 
1960: 640-97; Rypka 1968: 210-3; Arberry 1994: 122-9; Bürgel 2006: 25-9, 63,149-
224; and for imitations of Ḫosrow and Širin see Zolfagari 2015: 276-320. 

22 ŠN, vol. VIII: 287, v. 3703. 
23 In the ŠN, Bārbad is alive until Ḫosrow's death, while in the “History of 

Ṯaʿālibī” 1989: 447, he is poisoned by the rival Sargeš/Sargis/Sarkaš/Sarges. On 
this legendary character see Tafaḍḍoli 1988. 

24 Regarding the literal meaning of the name of this instrument ‘duck breast’ 
has also been suggested because of a vague resemblance to its soundboard. In 
fact, the word barbaṭ is composed of bar ‘chest’ and baṭ (Arabized form of the 
Persian bat, meaning ‘duck’). Another hypothesis held by several scholars sees 
the origin of the word from the name of the minstrel Bārbad, since he himself is 
believed to be the maker of the instrument in question. However, there is also 
the hypothesis of a possible derivation of the word from the Greek barbitos. See 
Farmer 1938: 405-406; Šafiʿi Kadkani 1991: 577-581; Dehḫodā 2006, s.v. Barbaṭ. 



Nahid Norozi 

242 

ǧahān-dār be-stod ze kudak nabid / bolur az mey-e sorḫ šod nā-
padid 
be-d-ān-gah ke ḫoršid bar-gašt zard / hami bud tā gašt šab lāžvard 
zanande be-d-ān sarv bar-dāšt rud / hamān sāḫte pahlavāni sorud 
yeki naġz dastān be-zad bar deraḫt / k-az ān ḫire šod mard-e bidār 
baḫt 
sorud-i be āvāz-e ḫowš bar-kašid / ke aknun to ḫwāni-š «dād-
āfarid»25 
 
[Bārbad] went up to that cypress tree with the lute (barbaṭ) in his 
arms / stayed there a little while until the Prince [Ḫosrow], 
From the lodge came to that festive place / and the gardener 
prepared the king's seat. 
There came [then] a fairy-faced cupbearer / holding a cup and 
offering it to the [Ḫosrow] king 
The king of the world took wine from the maiden / the crystal [of 
the cup] disappeared because of the red wine26 
When the sun turned yellow [at sunset, the king] / stayed there 
until the sky became dark blue for the night 
[Bārbad], the player (zanandé), then on that cypress tree took the 
lute (rud) 27  / on which he composed his “Heroic Song” 
(Palhavāni sorud) 
He played an exquisite melody on that tree / such that the man 
of auspicious destiny (=the king) was astonished. 
[Bārbad] sang the song with a beautiful melody / which is now 
called “Dād-āfarid” 
 

Here Dād-āfarid literally means something like “created by the Just 
One” i.e., by God, in short, a “divine” song. In this passage from 
Ferdowsi's Book of Kings, we thus find the name of the first song 
sung by Bārbad.  

King Ḫosrow at this point wants to know where that extraordinary 
music came from, but to no avail. Discouraged, King Ḫosrow asks for 
another cup, and Bārbad resumes playing his second aria called, this 
time, Peykār-e gord, i.e. “The fight of the valiant”: 

 
25 ŠN, Vol. VIII: 284-285, vv. 3664-3671. 
26 That is, once filled with red wine, due to the transparency of the crystal, 

the cup could no longer be seen. Note the color play between red (sorḫ) and, in 
the next verse, yellow (zard) and blue (lāžvard =lapislazuli).  

27 Rud, another name for the lute, is indeed a polysemic word, also alluding 
to ‘music’. 
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zanande degargun biy-ārāst rud / bar-āvard nāgāh digar sorud, 
ke “Peykār-e gord”-aš hami ḫwāndand / čonin nām az āvāz-e u 
rāndand28 
 
[Bārbad] the player tuned the lute to another mode / And 
suddenly resumed with another song 
Which they called “The fight of the valiant” (Peykār-e gord) / This 
name they gave for that [particular] song of his 
 

And here we learn the name of another song that is evidently 
meant to evoke the king's prowess and to capture his attention 
with verses of praise. Again, the king tries to find out where such 
beautiful music comes from, but again to no avail. Next is the turn 
of a third song with its own specific name: 

 
bar-āmad degar-bāre bāng-e sorud / hamān sāḫte digar āvāz-e rud  
hami “Sabz dar sabz” ḫwāni konun / bar-in gune sāzand mardān 
fosun29 
 
Another time the voice of a song was raised / the same [musician] 
composed another lute aria  
Which is now called “Green upon green” / In this way true artists30 
create enchantment. 
 

Struck by the beautiful musciand impatient with the unsolved 
mystery, King Ḫosrow drains another goblet of wine and says: 

 
čonin goft k-in gar ferešte bodi / ze mošk o ze ʿanbar serešte bodi  
va-gar div budi nagofti sorud / hamān sāḫte karde āvāz-e rud 
be-ǧuʾid dar bāġ tā in koǧā-st / hame bāġ o golšan čap o dast-e 
rāst 
dahān o bar-aš por ze gowhar konam / bar-in rud-sāzān-š meh-tar 
konam31 
 
Thus said [Ḫosrow], “If this is an angel / it is made of fragrant 
musk and amber. 

 
28 ŠN, Vol. VIII: 285, vv. 3678-3679. 
29 ŠN, Vol. VIII: 285-286, vv. 3685-3686. 
30 The original says mardān (‘men’), which here takes on the special sense of 

“great (or real) men” just like the artists depicted in the poem. 
31 ŠN, Vol. VIII: 286, vv. 3689-3692.  
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And if a demon were he would not sing a song; / the same one 
who played on the lute, 
Look for him in the garden, see where he is / [search] for 
everywhere in the garden and in the rose garden, right and left 
[I want] to fill his mouth and chest with pearls / I want to raise 
him above other musicians” 

Hearing these words of admiration and praise, Bārbad makes up his 
mind to come down from the tree and introduce himself to King 
Ḫosrow, telling his story. The king soon offers him the position of the 
first court minstrel, and Bārbad thus becomes his favorite musician. 

Ferdowsi also tells us about Bārbad's death, devoting ample space 
to a rather dramatic episode. It should be mentioned here that in his 
famous history Ġurar al-aḫbār, the historian Ṯaʿālibī (350-429/961-
1038, a contemporary of Ferdowsi) 32  speaks of Bārbad's death 
occurring by poisoning at the hands of his jealous rival Sargeš.33 
Ferdowsi, however, proposes a different version; he informs us that 
since Bārbad was strongly attached to King Ḫosrow, when the latter 
was killed, he decided to end his career as a poet. In fact, after 
weeping over the king's coffin and singing a moving funeral elegy, 
Bārbad cuts off his four fingers and sets all his instruments on fire, so 
that he may never again play for anyone else.34 Later, the above-
mentioned poet Neẓāmi also chooses the same end of Bārbad as 
proposed by Ferdowsi, but relates it, very fleetingly, in only one 
verse 35 . It is noted, however, that Neẓāmi does not take up the 
Ferdowsian episode of the tree on which Bārbad was hiding. Neẓāmi 
foretells Bārbad's presence already at the outset of his poem Ḫosrow 
and Širin (henceforth ḪŠ), inserting him in a dream in which King 
Ḫosrow sees his own ancestors prophesying to him his future reign 
over Persia. Other events and characters, among which an exalted 
minstrel named Bārbad, are also mentioned: 

navā-sāz-i dahand-at Bārbad nām / ke bar yād-aš govārad zahr dar 
ǧām36 

32 See Ṯaʿālibī 1989: 441-443. 
33 Ivi: 447. 
34 ŠN, Vol. VIII: 355-358. 
35 ḪŠ: 421. 
36 ḪŠ: 48. 
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They will give you a minstrel named Bārbad / whose [only] 
remembrance/mention makes the poison sweet in the cup 
 

In a subsequent chapter Neẓāmi, wanting to introduce us to Bārbad's 
extraordinary skill, attributes to him the invention of as many as one 
hundred musical modes (ṣad dastān). During a symposium the 
musician chooses “thirty melodic airs (si laḥn)” for Ḫosrow: 

 
ze ṣad dastān ke u rā bud dar sāz / gozide kard si laḥn-e ḫoš-āvāz37 
 
Among a hundred musical modes he had in his instrument / 
Bārbad chose thirty sweet-sounding melodies 
 

Citing one by one the relevant titles, one might assume that 
Neẓāmi's interest with respect to Ferdowsi is in this context more 
technical and that he is perhaps aiming to show off his knowledge 
of music by quoting the tunes created by Bārbad. 

It may be interesting to take a look at the titles of these thirty 
melodic airs: 

 
1. Ganǧ-e Bādāvard (‘Treasure Carried by the Wind’)38; 2. Ganǧ-e 

gāv (‘Treasure of the Ox’)39; 3. Ganǧ-e suḫt�  (‘Burnt Treasure’)40; 4. 

 
37 ḪŠ: 190. 
38 Borhān-e Qāṭeʿ is the name of the second of Ḫosrow Parviz's eight treasures. 

Ṯaʿālibī 1989: 444-445 says in this connection that the son of the Roman 
emperor, an enemy of Maurice (Ḫosrow's father-in-law), fearing that Alexandria 
would fall into the hands of Ḫosrow who had surrounded it, wanted to save the 
royal treasure by sending it by ship to an island. But a strong wind was blowing, 
which pushed the treasure very near to the camp of Ḫosrow, who happily 
transferred it to his own treasury. 

39 Ṯaʿālibī (1989: 444-445) tells us that one day a farmer plowing the land 
with his two oxen finds a jar containing treasure from the Alexandrian period, 
so he alerts Ḫosrow who, discovering a hundred other similar jars, leaves one to 
the farmer and the rest he appropriates into his own royal treasure. 

40 We read in al-Ǧamāhir fī maʿrifat al-ǧawāhir (‘The Compendium on the 
Knowledge of Precious Stones’) by al-Bīrūnī cited by Dehḫodā 2006, s.v. Ganǧ-e 
suḫt� , that there was a very rich treasure in Persia containing coins, various jewels, 
perfumes and oils, which was struck by lightning and caught fire. The fire lasted 
for four months and its smoke killed animals up to forty parasangs. Once the fire 
was put out, a red ruby was found under the ashes. 
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Šādorvān-e morvārid (‘Pearl Pavilion’) 41 ; 5. Taḫt-e ṭāqdisi (‘Dome 
Throne’)42; 6. Nāqusi (‘Of the Bell/Bell/Campanary’)43; 7. Owrangi 
(‘Of the royal throne’); 8. Ḥoqqe-ye Kāvus (‘The casket/The trick of 
Kāvus’)44; 9. Māh bar kuhān (‘The moon above the mountains’); 10. 
Mošk-dān�  (‘The speck of moss’); 11. Ārāyeš-e ḫoršid (‘The ornaments 
of the sun’); 12. Nimruz (‘The noontime’)45; 13. Sabz dar sabz (‘Green 

41 It is said of this melody that one day Bārbad had played it in Ḫosrow's pavilion, 
whereupon the latter gave his minstrel a tray full of pearls. See Dehḫodā 2006. 

42 Ṯaʿālibī 1989: 443-444 describes this throne as one of the wonders in King 
Ḫosrow's possession: a throne 180 arš long, 130 arš wide, and 15 arš high (one arš 
corresponding to the length of a forearm). The throne was made of ebony, teak 
wood, ivory and other fine woods, embellished with gold and silver, and above it 
was a dome made of gold and lapis lazuli bearing various engravings: the sky, the 
stars, the constellations, the seven continents, the rulers and the places they 
frequented such as banquets, battle and hunting grounds. There was also a 
contraption on this throne that indicated the time of day. The Taḫt-e ṭāqdis was 
then divided into four parts covered with fine carpets enriched with very precious 
rare stones (for example there were pearls as large as a sparrow's egg), each used 
for one of the four seasons. There was also a crown for which sixty man (180 kg) of 
gold and other stones were used, but it was supported by a gold chain so that it 
would not weigh too heavily on the king's head. In short, Ṯaʿālibī explains the 
minutiae of this throne of Ḫosrow, to which Bārbad composes a song of praise. 

43 In today's repertoire of Persian music, known as radif, this aria has survived 
as a melodic type (guš� ) within the Navā modal system (Dastgāh-e navā), the same 
being true of aria No. 5, Taḫt-e ṭāqdis (see previous note). 

44 The Arabic word ḥoqq�  in Persian primarily means ‘casket’ but a second 
meaning is ‘trick’. In the first case Bārbad evidently sings about the precious 
casket of the Kayanid king, Kay Kāvus, but in the second case, that is, with the 
meaning of ‘trick/cheat’, it is possible (but unlikely) that it refers to King Kāvus' 
ingenious trick for flying. Ferdowsi in this regard informs us that Kāvus, in order 
to be able to fly, builds an upright throne (taḫt) with four spears placed on the 
four sides, on the tips of which he skewers animal flesh. Then Kāvus ties four 
hungry eagles to the throne; upon seeing the meat fly, in an attempt to eat it, 
thus the king is able to fly, albeit briefly. Cf. ŠN, vol. II, 95-101. This episode, 
highlighting the greed of Kāvus, tempted and urged on by Iblis, may have been 
sung by Bārbad as an edifying lesson for his ruler Ḫosrow and as such would have 
didactic-sapiential purposes, something of which we find abundant 
exemplification in the Persian letters. 

45 Nimruz is also a melodic type (guš� ) in the modal system (dastgāh) of Šur 
(‘Fervor’). 
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on green’) 46 ; 14. Qofl-e rumi (‘Byzantine closure/locking’) 47 ; 15. 
Sarvestān (‘Cypress garden’); 16. Sarv-e sahi (‘Slender cypress’); 17. 
Nušin-bād�  (‘The exquisite wine’); 18. Rāmeš-e ǧān (‘The joy of the 
soul’); 19. Sāz-e Nowruz (‘The melody/sound of Nowruz’) 48 ; 20. 
Moškuy� , var. Mošguy�  (‘Alcove/Pagoda’)49; 21. Mehregāni (‘[Of the 
feast] of Mehregān’)50; 22. Morvā-ye nik (‘Good omen’); 23. Šabdiz 
(‘Šabdiz’)51; 24. Šab-e farroḫ (‘Happy night’); 25. Farroḫ ruz (‘Happy 
day’); 26. Ġonče-ye kabk-e dari (‘The bud of the royal partridge’); 27. 
Naḫǧirgān (‘Hunting Land’); 28. Kin-e Siyāvoš (‘Siyāvoš's Revenge’)52; 

46 As we have seen above, Ferdowsi also quotes this song from Bārbad. 
47 It is possible that this is some musical element or piece of alleged Greco-

Byzantine origin (rumi). This hypothesis is strengthened by the fact that there were 
at least two musicians of Greek-Byzantine origin in the court of King Ḫosrow II (see 
footnote 12), so the author implicitly assumes that Bārbad was also proficient in it. 

48 Nowruz (with the Arabic variant Nairuz), a major ancient-Iranic festival 
corresponding to the spring equinox, also gives its name to a subgroup of the 
Arab Maqām, namely the Rāst (a not coincidentally Persian word). 

49  This refers to Širin's alcove, but the word also means ‘pavilion’ and 
sometimes ‘pagoda’ (see Dehḫodā 2006, s.v. Mošku), and in the latter sense it 
would emphasize Ḫosrow's adoration of his beloved Širin. 

50 This is the name of another pre-Islamic Iranian festival corresponding to 
the autumn equinox, still celebrated today, by which the cult of Mehr (‘sun’), 
also known in the Roman Empire in connection with the worship of the god 
Mithras, is celebrated. 

51 This is the name of Hosrow II’s celebrated horse, for whose death Bārbad 
composed an elegiac song with which to break the sad news to the ruler (see below). 

52 In Ferdowsi's Book of Kings (ŠN, vol. II: 202-416) Prince Siyāvoš, heir to the 
throne of his sovereign father Kay Kāvus but a victim of his stepmother Sudābé's lust, 
must face the test of fire to prove his innocence regarding the accusation of violence 
that the overruled woman charges him with. Siyāvoš passes the test by passing 
through the fire unscathed. Opposed to the war against the Turan, after various 
vicissitudes, he flees to enemy lands and marries a Turanid princess. Falling victim to 
suspicion and conspiracy, however, he is eventually killed by Iran's historic enemy, 
the Turanian king Afrāsiyāb. In Persian literature, Siyāvoš eventually becomes a 
symbol of innocence, purity, and martyrdom, and is often celebrated or quoted in 
elegies (marṯiy� ) and even taken up in the contemporary Persian novel. After his 
death, Siyāvoš is avenged by his son Kay Ḫosrow and Rostam, the Persian "Hercules." 
We read about him in Ferdowsi's poem (ŠN, vol. II: 380-416), in a episode that takes 
the same title we find here in the Bārbad tune i.e. Kin-e Siyāvoš. 
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29. Kin-e Irağ (‘Irağ's Revenge’)53; 30 Bāġ-e Širin (‘Širin's Garden’)54.
These titles lend themselves to further considerations, e.g., the

first five names have to do with objects in King Ḫosrow's possession 
around which there are legends conveyed by various sources, 
including the aforementioned “History of al-Ṯaʿālibī” (see related 
footnotes). It could perhaps be assumed that the texts of these 
melodies were eulogistic in nature, i.e., in praise of the king.  

But among these thirty titles we also find epic elements with 
references to the Persian heroes of the national epic. For example, 
there are titles that contain the names of pre-Islamic Persian kings 
or princes such as 8. Ḥoqqe-ye Kāvus (‘The Casket/Trick of Kāvus’), 
28. Kin-e Siyāvoš (‘The Revenge of Siyāvoš’), 29. Kin-e Irağ (‘The
Revenge of Irağ’), all characters from the Ferdowsian epic. There
are also cases of kings or princes who are exempla of didactic-
sapiential character, such as in the story of Kay Kāvus, or even in
the case of the sad story of Siyāvoš and Irağ, with associated elegiac
tone texts. Also of elegiac tone would be Song No. 23, composed
for the death of Ḫosrow's horse, Šabdiz (see below).

Other titles of these thirty melodies contain hints of natural or 
bacchic elements, which are well present in the Persian lyric 
tradition, e.g., 9. Māh bar kuhān (‘The moon above the 
mountains’); 10. Mošk-dān�  (‘The speck of moss’); 11. Ārāyeš-e ḫoršid 
(‘The ornaments of the sun’); 12. Nimruz (‘Midday’); 15. Sarvestān 
(‘Cypress Garden’); 16. Sarv-e sahi (‘Slender Cypress’); 17. Nušin-
bād�  (‘The Exquisite Wine’).  

53 Here we find the background story of Kin-e Irağ lending its title to this tune 
by Bārbad: Feridun is the legendary king of early Iran who defeats his arch-
enemy Ḍaḥḥāk. According to tradition (see ŠN, vol. I: 136-157), he bequeaths the 
world to his three sons (Salm, Tur and Irağ); but to the youngest Irağ he gives 
the best part i.e. Iran, whereupon the two other brothers out of envy kill him. 
Thus begins an interminable series of wars, especially between the Turans, 
descendants of Tur (one of the three brothers) and the Iranians, descendants of 
the victimized brother, Irağ. The latter will be avenged on the one hand by his 
father Feridun and on the other by his son Manučehr. 

54 In this title there is explicit reference to Širin, Ḫosrow's beloved wife. For 
more information about the list of thirty Bārbad’s songs see Neẓāmi, ḪŠ: 191-194. 
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And finally, there are titles such as: 18. Rāmeš-e ǧān (‘The Joy of 
the Soul’); 20. Moškuy�  (var. Mošguy� ) (‘Alcove/Pagoda’) that 
transparently suggest to us loving intimacy. 

But Neẓāmi is neither the only one nor the first to mention the 
titles of these melodies or songs. For lack of space, we will only include 
the earlier poet Ferdowsi, who mentioned only about ten titles in his 
Book of Kings, five of which were later taken up by Neẓāmi.55 

55 In the episode concerning Bārbad on the tree, Ferdowsi mentioned only 
three Bārbad’s melodies, and of these three only one Sabz dar sabz (‘Green on 
Green’) is found among the thirty melodies mentioned by Neẓāmi. This 
parsimoniousness is understandable because Ferdowsi basically narrates only one 
episode that takes place in one evening; in fact, Ferdowsi mentions a total of about 
ten melodies in the course of his poem, five of which share a commonality with 
Neẓāmi's list, namely: the aforementioned 1. Sabz dar sabz; 2. Taḫt-e Ṭāqdis; 3. Ganǧ-
e bādāvar�  (var. Bādāvard), the name of Ḫosrow's second treasure; 4. Ganǧ-e suḫt� ; 
5. Šādvard-e bozorg, which precisely recalls Šādorvān-e morvārid which, according to
the Borhān-e Qāṭeʿ, is the name of one of the eight treasures of the Sassanid king
Ḫosrow Parviz. The complete list of tunes cited in the ŠN is as follows:
1. Sorud-e Ḫosrovāni (‘Royal Songs’), derived from the period of the Sasanian

Bahrām Gur (Vahrām V, reg. 420-438), in which Persian music was
rearranged or classified (tanẓim) into seven or eight units, witnessed in the al-
Lahw wa al-Malāhī of the Persian arabographer Ibn Ḫordādbeh who
enumerates these eight melodies (āhang): bondestān (var. sendastān), bahār,
ebrin, ebrin� , Māḏar-u-asbān (var. māh dar bostān), šesom/šasm  (var. Nasim), qob�
(var. gov� ), asbrās (var. aspris). “Seven or eight melodies” are cited because
sometimes ebrin and ebrin� , are unified. Cited in Christensen 1936: 479 and
Mallāḥ 1990: 500.

2. Sorud-e Māzandarāni (‘Song of Māzandarān’), from which we learn that in the
conquest of Māzandarān, a minstrel from this Caspian region plays the barbaṭ
at the court of Kay Kāvūs. On Sorud-e Māzandarāni see also Boyce 1957: 25.

3. Sorud-e Pahlavi (‘Parthian/Pahlavi song’), of which see Boyce 1957: 26-27, as
well as Ṯābetzādeh 2003: 121.
In addition to these three songs Mallāḥ 1990: 499-501 adds the following:

4. Dādāfarid, the first song that Bārbad sings on the tree in the garden of King
Ḫosrow Parviz (see above).

5. Peykār-e gord, the second song that Bārbad sings on the tree in King Ḫosrow's
garden (see above), but Ṯaʿālibī 1969: 442 mentions another name instead,
namely Partow-e Farḫār.

6. Sabz dar sabz, the third song that Bārbad sings on the tree in King Ḫosrow's
garden (see above).

7. Taḫt-e Ṭāqdis which is one of the thirty laḥn/navā composed by Bārbad (see above).
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Finally, it should be added that there was another legend 
circulating about Bārbad. We learn that, according to the “Chosen 
History” (Tāriḫ-e gozid� ) of Ḥamdollāh Mostowfi, a 14th-century 
work (1281-1340), Bārbad composed 360 melodies or songs, that 
is, practically one for each day of the year. 56  The 9th-century 
Arabic author al-Ǧāḥiẓ also confirms this for us: “There was not a 
day for which Bārbad did not create a new poem and rhythm.”57 

It is worth mentioning that these minstrels, so dear to Ferdowsi, 
Neẓāmi and their imitators, strengthened the hypothesis of the 
existence of a nonreligious poetry in pre-Islamic Persia in the 
aftermath of the Arab conquest58 , at least orally and in close 
association with the art of music. Moreover, the titles of these 
melodies which accompanied texts that have not come down to 
us, could be a clue to the presence of different contents, namely 
panegyric, epic, didactic-sapiential, lyrical and elegiac, as we have 
just seen. But this is another topic, which takes us away from our 
theme. 

Minstrel songs as a tool to exchange messages 

Another interesting aspect concerning minstrels who appear in 
the Persian poems mentioned above is that they sometimes use 

8. Šādvard-e bozorg, according to Borhān-e Qāṭeʿ, s.v. Šādvard, is the name of the
seventh of the eight treasures of the Sassanid king Ḫosrow Parviz, and at the
same time also a melody (parde-i ast az musiqi). This name is reminiscent of
Šādorvān morvārid, the fourth of the thirty melodies (laḥn) of Bārbad in
Neẓāmi, probably a variant.

9. Ganǧ-e bādāvar�  (var. Bādāvard), is the name of the second treasure of
Ḫosrow; in Neẓāmi it is the first of the thirty tunes of Bārbad, in Borhān-e Qāṭeʿ
it is the sixteenth, and it is also explained that it is one of the eight treasures
of Ḫosrow (see above).

10. Ganǧ-e suḫt�  is the third of the thirty melodies of Bārbad that we found in
Neẓāmi (see above).
56 Mostowfi 2002: 123; see also Christensen 1936: 479.
57 See al-Ǧāḥiẓ al-Baṣrī, al-Maḥāsin wa al-aḍdād, p. 359, cited by Reḍāzādeh

Šafaq 1924: 69. According to Eqbāl Āštiyāni 1984: 9-10, there are 72 Persian 
naġm�  ('melodies') of the Sassanid period; the author quotes the relevant names 
correctly. 

58 Although in different forms and prosody than in the Islamic era, which 
Šafiʿi Kadkani 1991: 105-112, and 561-575, discusses at length. 
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song as a means of conveying others' messages, with more or less 
obvious metaphorical subtexts and allusive words. A famous 
allusive message is again expressed through Bārbad on the 
occasion of the death of Šabdiz, King Ḫosrow's beloved horse. The 
royal squire, fearing that he would incur the king's wrath if he 
informed him of the death of his horse, asks Bārbad to bring the 
sad news to the king through a song, which the minstrel will do 
with delicacy and his usual expertise.59 

In another famous episode of Neẓāmi's ḪŠ, the lovers talk 
animatedly with each other shaping a kind of love tussle in five 
different moments, that is, complaining and accusing each other 
of unfaithfulness, cruelty and the like. Now, these love dialogues 
or squabbles between King Ḫosrow and Princess Širin are taken 
up in the next episode, in King Ḫosrow's camp, where the love 
tussle is continued in four more places; and here is the interesting 
aspect: this is done not directly, but mediated through the singing 
of two minstrels. That is, Širin communicates indirectly with 
Ḫosrow through the songs of Nekisā60, another famous minstrel, 
and Ḫosrow in turn promptly responds through the songs of 
Bārbad.61 Let us look at a few verses in the rhetorically elaborate 
and highly refined language of Neẓāmi: 

ze konǧ-e parde goft ān hātef-e ǧān / k-az in moṭreb yeki rā su-ye 
man ḫwān 
be-d-in dargah nešān-aš sāz dar čang / ke tā bar suz-e man bar-
dārad āhang 

59 Ṯaʿālibī 1989: 446. 
60 Legend has it that Nekisā invented/created the royal songs (ḫosrovānihā), 

during the reign of Bahrām-e Gur, cf. Christensen 1936: 479. It is unlikely that 
this is the same Nekisā we find in the court of King Ḫosrow in Neẓāmī's romance 
poem, as Nekisā would have to have lived for more than 150 years to be in both 
the courts of King Bahrām V (reg. 420-438) and Ḫosrow II (reg. 590-628). 
However, the creative freedom of Persian poets often disregards or ignores 
historical data, fostering curious anachronisms (recall that Neẓāmi himself, in 
the prologue of the Eqbāl-nām� , has the seven great philosophers of antiquity 
meet in the throne room of Alexander the Great: Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, 
Apollonius, Thales, Porphyry, and Hermes”. See Neẓāmi 1938: 85-92. 

61 See ḪŠ: 359-379. 
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be ḥasb-e ḥāl-e man piš āvarad sāz / be-guyad ānče man guyam be-
d-u bāz 
Nekisā rā bar ān dar bord Šāpur / nešānd-aš yek do gām az pišgah 
dur 
k-az in ḫargāh-e maḥram dide bar-duz / samāʿ-e ḫargahi az vey
dar āmuz
navā bar ṭarz-e in ḫargāh mi-zan / rah-i k-u guyad-at ān rāh mi-zan
az in su Bārbad čon bolbol-e mast / ze digar su Nekisā čang dar
dast […]
Malek del dāde tā moṭreb če sāzad / kodāmin rāh o dastān rā
navāzad […]
Nekisā bar ṭariq-i k-ān ṣanam ḫwāst / foru goft in ġazal dar parde-
ye rāst62

From the corner of the tent said [to Šāpur] that inspiring muse 
(Širin), / “Call one of the minstrels to come near me. 
Accommodate him at this threshold with harp in hand / that he 
may raise a melody over my ardor 
And, befitting my mood, compose his own music / singing what I 
shall tell him.” 
Šāpur led Nekisā to that threshold / seated him one two steps 
from the place of honor 
He said to him, “Don't even look at this intimate pavilion / the 
music (samāʿ) for this pavilion let her inspire you! 
Play a melody suitable for this pavilion / and play on the musical 
mode she will ask you.” 
On one side [stood] Bārbad like an inebriated nightingale / on 
the other, Nekisā with harp in hand [...] 
The king [Ḫosrow] dictated from the heart for the minstrel 
[Bārbad] to play / [telling him] in what musical manner and with 
what melody to play [...] 
Nekisā as well as that idol (Širin) asked him / sang this ġazal on 
the rāst mode: [...] 

What is the rāst mode? Here we glimpse another interesting 
element, namely the fact that with each message mediated 
through one of Bārbad's or Nekisā's songs, a precise musical mode 
is associated with each of them. Today's modal system is called 
dastgāh (the older word is dastān), but sometimes also pard�  as 

62 ḪŠ: 358-359. 
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Neẓāmi calls it, However, we also find the Arabic word maqām, i.e., 
system of modes on which compositions or improvisations are 
based.63 This rāst mode (literally something like sincere/authentic 
or righteous/right) also turns out to be one of the 12 musical 
modes or maqām listed by several Arabic and Persian treatise writers 
including, for example, the famous Ṣafī al-Dīn al-Urmawī (13th 
cent.).64 The other 7 modes that Neẓāmi mentions, also traceable 
to traditional treatises, are: Ḥeṣāri (‘Of the fortress’), Nowruz 
(‘Nowruz’) and Rāhovi (‘Melodic/Robust’) performed by the 
minstrel Nekisā; and ʿUššāq (‘Lovers’), ʿErāq (‘Irak’), Sepāhān 
(‘Iṣfahān’) and Zir-afkan (‘Languid’) performed by the minstrel 
Bārbad. 65  

Neẓāmi, through the 8 songs performed by Bārbad and Nekisā, 
thus brings us the name of 8 modes of traditional Persian music 
at the height of the 12th-13th centuries. 

63 It is worthwhile here to quote the definition of ‘modality’ in the words of 
Maurizio Agamennone – also from a comparative perspective between Eastern 
and European music: “the Modality constitutes a complex system of norms and 
behaviors concerning the organization of pitches in time, according to specific, 
locally determined criteria.  It constitutes, therefore, a mental and cultural 
paradigm for the organization of melody in the course of predominantly 
extemporaneous performative actions within cultures with a predominantly oral 
tradition [...] The Modality, as a general abstract system, is typical of all music types 
that do not turn out to be subordinate to the tonal harmony of the European 
matrix.” Agamennone 1991: 148 (my transl.), cited by De Zorzi 2019: 21. 

64 Lucas 2019: 26. 
65 It is not easy to determine the precise names and number of Persian modal 

systems or those of Arabs or Turks because the criteria for their classification in 
the Middle East vary according to region, historical periods, theorists and treaty 
types, etc. Although the names of the modal systems of the different peoples of 
the Muslim areas (particularly Persians, Arabs and Turks) are very similar to each 
other, nevertheless, by virtue of the differences in the cultural substrate of the 
different regions, there is not always perfect coincidence. Nowadays, for 
example, Persian music is attributed 12 dastgāh or maqām, Turkish music 13, and 
Arabic music 14. But even these numbers cannot be relied upon with certainty. 
As for Persian music, modes (dastgāh) are often confused with melodic types 
(guš� ), so we find some disagreements among theorists; on this subject see 
During 2011. 
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But even before Neẓāmi and al-Urmawī66 , there is another 
Persian prose literary text, at the height of the 11th century, in 
which we find a list of names of musical modes. I refer to the 
Qābus-nām�  (‘Book of Qābus’) by Kay Kāvus ebn-e Eskandar, in 
which we read this passage: 

 
Ǧegar-ḫwāre ma-bāš o hame navāhā-ye ḫosrovāni ma-zan va ma-
guy ke šarṭ-e moṭrebi negāh hami dāram, noḫost bar parde-ye Rāst 
čiz-i be-guy, pas bar rasm-e har parde-i čun parde-ye Bāda va 
parde-ye ‘Erāq va parde-ye ʿUššāq va parde-ye Zir-afgand va parde-
ye Bu Salik va parde-ye Sepāhān va parde-ye Navā va parde-ye 
Goḏāšta va parde-ye Rāhawi […]67 
 
Don't distress yourself by always playing and singing the Regal 
Melodies (navāhā-ye ḫosrovāni), and don't say “I abide by the 
rules of minstrels!” Sing [something] first on the Authentic mode 
(Rāst), then, according to custom, on all [the other] modes, as for 
example, on that of Wine (Bāda) [should be Māda]68, in the 
ʿErāqi (Irāq), in that of the Lovers (ʿUššāq), in the Languid (Zir-
afgand), in that of Bu Salik (Bu Salik), in that of Iṣfahān 
(Sepāhān), in the Sound (Nawā), in the Rest (Goḏāšta) and in the 
Robust (Rāhawi) [....] 
 

This is a very valuable account, given the relative antiquity of the 
source, in that it informs us of the existence of the so-called “Royal 
Melodies/Modes” (navāhā-ye ḫosrovāni) of pre-Islamic Iranian origin, 
of which we also find traces in other texts preceding this work by Kay 
Kāvus ebn-e Eskandar. 69 The crucial aspect is that the author here 
seems to clearly distinguish these Iranian “royal melodies” from 
those in vogue in the more recent Islamic tradition, citing as we have 
just seen in sequence the names of 10 musical modes.  

 
66 Regarding the names of musical modes in vogue in the Islamic Middle Ages, 

particularly in the “Systematic School” of al-Urmawī, we find many 
correspondences with the names we have seen in Neẓāmi (see also Lucas 2019: 27). 

67 Kay Kāvūs ibn Iskandar 1992: 196. 
68 See Ibidem, where we find in footnote 5 the variant mād�  (‘female’) which 

seems more correct to us. Cf. Purjavādi 1995: 327, which refers to Manučehri's 
Divān as does also Dehḫodā 2006, s.v. Māde. 

69  See for example in Ferdowsi's Book of Kings, which we mentioned in 
footnote 55. 
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One final observation: Neẓāmi adopts terms relating to the 
modal system in use in the Islamic period contemporaneously 
with him, whereas we know that the story of his poem is set entirely 
in the pre-Islamic era. This is a conspicuous anachronism, 
although it should be noted that, significantly, many of the names 
of these maqām and their ramifications are in the Persian 
language, which may lead us to speculate that the origins of a 
good part of these melodies are Iranian. But this is another topic 
that requires more historical and musicological expertise than I 
possess, and goes beyond the scope of this paper.  
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