
 

 

The Culture of Wine Drinking in pre-Mongol Iran 
Wine, the Test of Man or the Soap that Washes away Worry (Nawr�z-n�ma) 

 
W I L L E M  F L O O R  

 
 

In this paper I discuss the culture of wine drinking in pre-Mongol Islamic 
Iran. Despite being forbidden (�ar�m) by Islamic law, wine drinking was an 
accepted activity in all classes of society. Moreover, it was considered to be 
healthy, according to medical science. The educated class was well aware of 
that argument and used this to defend the drinking habit. It was also aware of 
the drawbacks of drinking, but believed that measured drinking was benefi-
cial. The military class believed that binge drinking was taking the measure 
of a man. People’s main worry was not the imperilment of their soul, but 
societal opprobrium due to improper social behavior. Most of the infor-
mation available is, of course, about the drinking habits in courtly circles as 
most sources are only concerned with that milieu. Nevertheless, there are 
incidental remarks about the drinking habits of the lower classes or rather the 
non-court class. 

INTRODUCTION 

Iran became a country under Moslem administration after 651. However, 
judging by people’s behavior, in this case by their drinking habits, you do 
not get the impression that Islam had made a major impact on that aspect of 
societal behavior. This is, of course, understandable, because prior to 1000, a 
major part, if not the majority of Iran’s population was still non-Moslem. 
Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Judaism still held the allegiance of much of 
the population. Even when Islamization had progressed and the majority of 
the population was nominally Moslem often its behavior was anything but. 
Given that social habits die hard and that Islam still sat rather lightly on peo-
ple’s psyche it is understandable that people’s behavior was often at odds 
with the tenets of Islam. This reality was reinforced by the fact that the mili-
tary class, from which all rulers were drawn after 1000, was mostly com-
posed of Turkic ethnic groups. The influx of these mostly animistic Turkic 
speakers into Iranian society was an ongoing movement and they generally 
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converted to Islam for form’s sake while their leaders adopted courtly mores 
based on the Iranian model.1 

Wine drinking, and drinking of alcoholic beverages in general, was a uni-
versal phenomenon in Imperial Iran. After the Moslem conquest the con-
quered population saw no reason to change their habits in that respect. When 
the Abbasids took Isfahan in 748, al-~abar� reported that they found wine 
bottles in all houses, still indicating that wine drinking was widespread and 
not limited to courtly circles.2 The continued use of wine was, of course, also 
promoted by the fact that the religions other than Islam did not oppose the 
use of wine. In fact, wine was and still is used in Christian and Zoroastrian 
ceremonies.3 

WINE PRODUCTION 

As in earlier and later centuries, grapes were locally cultivated,4 which 
means that the continuation of the production of wine was relatively easy.5 

                      
1  As to the skin-deep penetration of Islam among the Salj�qs, see A.C.S. Peacock, Early 

Seljuq History. A new interpretation (London: Routledge, 2010), chapter four. On the 
conversion process of the people of Iran in general, see Elton L. Daniel, “Conversion of 
Iranians to Islam,” Encyclopedia Iranica.  

2  Bertold Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1952), p. 513. 
3  Anonymous, �ud�d al-��lam. ‘The Regions of the World.’ A Persian geography 372 

A.H.-982 A.D. translated by V. Minorsky (London: Luzac, 1937), p. 136 (ca. 982); In 
~abarist�n they also drank wine: Mu}ammad b. al-�asan b. Isfandiy�r, An abridged 
translation of the History of Tabaristan by E.G. Browne (Leyden: E.J. Brill, 1905), p. 155 
(ca. 835); Ni��m�, Le Roman de Chosroes et Chirin. Translated by Henri Corbin (Paris: 
G.-P. Maisonneuve & Larose, 1970), p. 18. 

4  In many places throughout Iran vineyards thrived, according to al-Muqaddas�, see Paul 
Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter nach den Arabischen Geographen. 10 parts (Leipzig: 1896–
1936), pt. 3, p. 159 (Arraj�n, N�bandag�n, Sh�hp�r, Daww�n, Bay��, Sh�r�z, Kharak), p. 
272 (Sh�m�t in Kirm�n); Ibid., pt. 4, p. 351 (Shustar), 422 (Khuzist�n); Ibid, pt. 7, p. 881. 
Qazv�n also had many vineyards. Ibid., pt. 6, pp. 716–17 (Istakhr�; Muqaddas�) as did 
Shahriz�r. Ibid., pt. 6, p. 700 (Y�q�t). According to Qazv�n�, N�shiq�n and Abhar, near 
Qazv�n, had vineyards. Ibid., pt. 6, pp. 723, 728 as did Rayy. Ibid., pt. 6, pp. 775–76, 791 
(Qazv�n�) and Mar�gha. Ibid., pt. 8, p. 1105 (Ibn �awqal). B. Isfandiy�r, History of 
Tabaristan, p. 31 (~abarist�n ca. 800); Anonymous, �ud�d al-��lam, pp. 107, 109 
(Khur�s�n 982), 132 (Rey); Narshakh�, The History of Bukhara. Translated by Richard N. 
Frye. (Cambridge, Mass: The Mediaeval Academy of America, 1954), pp. 27, 64 (Bukha-
ra); �asan b. Mu}ammad b. �asan Qum�, T�r�kh-i Qum. translated by �asan b. �Al� b. 
�Abd al-Malik Qum�. Edited by Sayyid Jal�l al-D�n Tihr�ni (Tehr�n: Tus, 1361/1982), pp. 
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In poems reference is made to the various stages of the cultivation down to 
the processing of grapes. This was clearly a poetic tradition, certainly after 
R�dak� (d. 941), one of the earliest poets in new Persian, who extolled it as 
follows: 

The mother of wine must be sacrificed, 
And her children seized and cast into prison. 
But you won’t be able to take her children from her 
Unless you first trample her underfoot and drag her soul from her. 
Nor is it lawful to separate babe 
From its mother’s breast, 
Until it has nursed a full seven months, 
From April until the end of October.6 

He had many followers, most prominent among them Man�chihr� (d. 1040), 
who devoted various long poems to the subject.7  
                      

12, 120 (Qum ca. 985). According to Ni��m� �Ar�¨�, Les Quatres Discours. Translated by 
Isabelle de Gastines (Paris: G.-P. Maisonneuve & Larose, 1968), p. 73 (A}mad b. `Umar 
b. `Al� al-Ni��m� al-�Ar�¨� al-Samarqandi, Kit�b-i Chah�r Maq�la ed. Mu}ammad b. 
�Abd al-Vahh�b Qazv�n� (Berlin: Iranschär, 1341/1927), pp. 36–37) there were in the 
Her�t area alone 120 different varieties of grapes, of which two, parniy�n and kalinjar�, 
were unique to that region. In �Umar b. Ibr�h�m Khayy�m N�sh�b�r�, Nawr�z-n�ma ed. 
�Al� �a��r� (Tehr�n: ~ah�r�, 1343/1964), pp. 86–91 the story is told how the vine and 
then wine came into the world, which all happened in Her�t! For a variant of the same sto-
ry, see Mu}ammad b. �Al� b. Sulaym�n al-R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r va �yat al-Sur�r. ed. 
Muhammad Iqbal (London, 1921), pp. 423–24. Special wine grapes mentioned include 
wafarb�j, m�n�, m�sabadh�, s�n�j�, f�ris�, zirij�n, asf�dhmisk, n�shiq�n�, b�zjank, kharjaj, 
mukhattam, mul���, and a r�ziq� type grape, the last two in Rayy. Schwarz, Iran im Mit-
telalter, pt. 7, p. 881. 

5  In Daww�n (F�rs) an excellent and famous wine was made. Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, 
pt. 1, p. 41 (Y�q�t), while another famous red wine, the summ�q�, was made in Ahv�z. 
Ibid., pt. 4, p. 319 (Ibn al-Faq�h). Possibly, qin�n was a wine made in Hamad�n, but it 
could also be a honey-based beverage. Ibid., pt. 5, p. 524, n. 7 (Ibn al-Faq�h), while Rayy 
or nearby B�l produced a famous wine. Ibid., pt. 6, p. 802; Man�chihr�, D�v�n-i Ust�d 
Man�chihr�-yi Damgh�ni. Edited by Mu}ammad Dab�r-Siy�q� (Tehr�n: D� Isfand, 
1326/1947), p. 167 mentions Dargham, a town near Samarqand famous for its wine. Ac-
cording to Ab� Dulaf. Ab�-Dulaf Mis�ar ibn Muhalhil’s Travels in Iran (circa A.D. 950). 
Arabic text with an English translation and commentary by V. Minorsky (Cairo: Universi-
ty Press, 1955), p. 58 the wine of Bis{�m was green. 

6  Sa��d Naf�s�, Mu��
-i zindig�n� va a�v�l va ash��r-i R�dak�-yi Samarqand�. 3 vols. in one 
(Tehr�n: Ibn-i S�n�, 1341/1962), p. 506. The translation is by Jerome W. Clinton, The Di-
van of Man�chihr� D�mgh�ni. A Critical Study (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 
1972), p. 112. 
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After the cultivation and the harvest of grapes followed their pressing; 
this time not by feet, as in the case of R�dak�, but by a press.  

I cry out in my sorrow and distress 
Like wine grapes crushed beneath a heavy press.8 

The next phase, the fermenting of grapes is also mentioned in other poems. 
The fermentation took place in vats for a prescribed period of time, which 
shows that poets like Man�chihr� were very familiar with viticulture. 

For three measured months he mentions not their names; 
He knows he will not be blamed for their blood. 
Then one day he rises up lightly, happy, laughing and gay; 
He comes to the prison and removes the door’s seal. 
When he looks smiling in upon the prison and the imprisoned, 
A hundred lamps and candles fall upon his teeth and lips.9 

After fermentation, wine was stored in smaller vessels or in large basins, at 
least in the houses of the great and wealthy. Others had recourse to the mar-
ket for their supply of wine.10 In one of his poems Man�chihr� makes a ref-
erence to this kind of storage as well as to Jamsh�d, the first king of mankind 
and the alleged discoverer of oenology. 

I read in a book to-day 
That Jamshid’s daughter is yet alive! 
This daughter has been kept walled up in room 
For some seven or eight hundred years.11 

                      
7  See for example, three long ones by Man�chihr�, Div�n, pp. 116–18 (chun�n khv�ndam 

imr�z dar daftar�), 119–26 (khiz�d va khaz �r�d kih hang�m-i khaz�n ast), 127–32 (�b-i 
ang�r biy�rid kih �b�n m�h ast), who further often refers to t�k, r�z, r�zb�n, and 
r�zist�n.  

8  Fakhr al-D�n As�ad Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin. Translated by Dick Davis (Washington DC: 
MAGE, 2008), p. 369 (b�r-i mul). The grapes were usually pressed by people stamping 
on them with their feet in a vat called charkhusht, see Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 38, 79, 122, 
131, 163–64; Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n-e ash��r-e Mas��d-i Sa�d. 2 vols. edited by Mihd� 
N�riy�n (I�fah�n: Kam�l, 1360/1981), p. 989. 

9  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 162. The translation is by Clinton, The Divan, p. 117. See also 
Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 29 (At times he seethed, like grapes plucked from a vine, 
Newly fermenting in a vat of wine.) 

10  Qum�, T�r�kh-i Qum, pp. 112, 120 (�aw�-i d�sh-�b); Far�marz b. Khudad�d b. �Abdall�h 
al-K�tib al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-e �Ayy�r. 5 vols. Edited by Parv�z Kh�nlar� (Tehr�n: Buny�d-
i Farhang-e Ir�n, 1348/1969), p. 194 (�aw�).  

11  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 116–18, the translation is by Clinton, The Divan, p. 120. 
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This suggests that wine was kept in sealed underground reservoirs as is clear 
from a line from an unknown Hamad�ni poet:  

The vine’s daughter, who has completed her waiting period under tar and loam.12 

When the wine was ready to be drunk it was time to thank and praise the 
grape as expressed in an aphorism of Ni��m�-yi Ganjav� (1141–1209), which 
cleverly captures the purpose of the grape: 

If the grape did not drop tears first 
It would not smile happily in the end.13 

WHAT IS WINE? 

So far I have only employed the term ‘wine,’ which is somewhat misleading. 
True, many Persian texts also use a generic word to indicate the alcoholic 
beverage of choice, viz. shar�b. The use of this word, meaning ‘drink, ‘bev-
erage’, to denote an alcoholic drink is due to the fact that the Islamic doctors 
of law, when writing about which drinks were permitted and which were 
forbidden, used the generic Arabic term shar�b. The founder of the Han-
balite school, for example, wrote a book on the subjects entitled Kit�b al-
Ashriba (the Book of Drinks).14 There were many drinks that could be turned 
into alcoholic ones through the addition of certain herbs, fruits, and/or grains 
and their fermentation. Hence, in addition to the general shar�b, the doctors 
of Islamic law also used specific terms to denote a particular known alcohol-
ic beverage. The same holds true for ‘wine,’ because there was not one sin-
gle kind of ‘wine’ or shar�b, in fact there were many. In addition, there were 
many Persian words to denote ‘wine’ such as may, mul, and b�dah to men-
tion but the ones most frequently used.15 Apart from regional varieties, there 

                      
12  Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 7, p. 833, n. 11 (Ibn Faq�h). 
13  Ni��m�, Hikmat va nasihatlar – Aphorisms (Baku: Yazytsy, 1982). 
14  L. Sadan, “Mashr�b�t,” Encyclopedia of Islam2. 
15  In Persian there are scores of terms to denote wine, many of which were inherited from 

the Imperial period. For a discussion of some of these various terms, see Hum� N�{iq, 
��fi�. Khuny�gar�, may va sh�d� (Los Angeles: Ir�n Kit�b, 2004), pp. 185–261; for a long 
list of terms that mean ‘wine’, see Mu}ammad P�dsh�h Sh�d, Farhang-i mutar�dif�t va 
i�
il���t (Tehr�n: Khayy�m, 1346/1967), p. 253. For some terms not mentioned there, see, 
e.g., Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 11 (�ahb�), 52 (mamz�j; watered down wine), 52 (�uq�r), 
89, 388 (�a��r), 120 (r��), 275 (gawhar-i sh�d�), 757 (may-yi kh�m), 876 (ra��q, pure 
wine); Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 19 (�ahb�), 72 (r��), (rang�n �a��r); Abu’l-Majd Majd�d b. 
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were shar�bs made of other fruits than grapes (�b-e ang�r), while there were 
shar�bs mixed with other liquids and/or fruits, or were processed. 

In his Man�fi� al-aghdhiya va daf� ma�arrih� al-R�z� (865?–925?) men-
tions no less than 23 kinds of shar�b.16 These were (mostly wine-based) 
alcoholic drinks tailored for medical use, but they were also drunk, if need 
be, by the not so discerning aspiring alcoholic. These wines include shar�b-i 
binifshah (to be given in case of bloodletting), shar�b-i d�n�r� (wine made as 
a medical concoction by the eleventh century physician Ibn D�n�r), and 
shar�b-i �in�b, shar�b-i n�l�far; shar�b-i khashkh�sh (to be given to a pa-
tient as part of treatment of consumption).17 Over time, shar�b lost its gener-
ic meaning of ‘drink’ or ‘beverage’ and became the common word for 
‘wine’ in Iran. 

Wine was not only made from grapes, but also from raisins (mav�z).18 It 
must have been a decent wine, because Man�chihr� sang its praises: 

These raisins, oh how strange, were withered grapes 
When you make them wet they come alive, ain’t it strange? 
They turn into wine that makes you drunk and unbent 
What a raisin, what a grape, what a good friend!19 

Other wine-like concoctions were made from a variety of fruits. A fermented 
drink like nab�dh was made of dates and/or raisins, or other local fruits.20 

                      
�dam San�­�-yi Ghaznav�, D�v�n. Edited by Mudarris Ra¨av� (Tehr�n: San�­�, 
1380/2001), p. 25 (r��), 73 (�b-e �in�b), 591 (bakm�z, which also means wine party). 

16  Ab� Bakr Mu}ammad b. Zakariy� al-R�z�, Man�fi� al-aghdhiya va daf� ma��rrih� (Bei-
rut: D�r I}y�­ al-�Ul�m, 1982); Ma}m�d Najm�b�d�, T�r�kh-i 
ibb pas az Isl�m (Tehr�n: 
D�nishg�h, 1353/1974), p. 433. 

17  Najm�b�d�, T�r�kh-i 
ibb, pp. 469, 474, 695; Sh�d, Farhang, p. 225 (shar�b-i kukn�r). 
These various concoctions and their medical applications are discussed in N�{iq, ��fi�, 
pp. 221–61. 

18  �Iqd III, p. 296 in Fars; Muhammad Manazir Ahsan, Social Life under the Abbasids 170–
289 AH, 786–982 AD (London/New York: Longman, 1979), p. 111. It was for this reason 
that in Egypt under the Fatimid caliph al-��kim bi-Amr All�h (r. 996–1021) no raisins 
were made, “as a precaution against making intoxicating beverages.” N��ir-i Khusraw. 
Naser-e Khosrow’s Book of Travels (Safarn�ma). Translated by W.M. Thackston Jr. 
(New York: Bibliotheca Persica, 1986), p. 46. 

19  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 5–6. 
20  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 418; Mu}ammad b. Ma}m�d Hamad�n�, �Aj�yib-n�ma ed. 

Ja�far Mudarris S�diq� (Tehr�n: Markaz, 1375/1997) pp. 118, 257, 480; Schwarz, Iran im 
Mittelalter, vol. VIII, p. 1195; Anonymous, �ud�d al-��lam, p. 107 (~�laq�n in Khur�s�n 
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This was another kind of wine, about which Man�chihr� wrote a poem in its 
praise (n�sham qada�–i nab�d–i Nawshanjah).21 Another option was to mix 
pressed juice of dates, raisins, and grapes.22 Naq�� was a wine made from 
steeped grapes, raisins or dates. Also, there was a beverage made from dates 
and raisins, while one added some apples or quinces, or rose petals, because 
then it was not considered to be date wine anymore; reportedly, it was a 
good and lawful drink.23 In Gurg�n�’s Vis and Ramin (ca. 1050) the mixture 
of wine and milk is often mentioned as a drink.24 These varieties of shar�b 
were undoubtedly a function of personal taste, cost, local custom and natural 
endowment as well as of the manner in which a person wanted to respect 
Moslem law or not. It thus looks as if the Iranian consumer had a large menu 
of types of wine to choose from, leaving aside other alcoholic beverages 
such as beer, hydromel or mead, arak and b�za.25 But they all had the same 
effect, as described in the case of wine by Daq�q� (935 or 942–980) as fol-
lows: 

A composite whose body is of light 
But all its soul and spirit of fiery strain; 
A star that hath its setting in the mouth, 
But ever rises on the cheeks again.26 

                      
produced much nab�dh), 109 (Siming�n in Khur�s�n produced good nab�dh), 115 (from 
Sur�shana in Transoxania came much nab�dh), 132 (Rayy produced much nab�dh). 

21  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 181 (variant: kh�sha qada�-i nab�dh-i B�shanjah, refers to a town 
in Afghanistan). Another nab�d poem is in Ibid., p. 180. Other poets, of course, also men-
tion nab�d or nab�dh, e,g., �Abd al-V�si� Jabal�, D�v�n. 2 vols. edited by Dhab�hall�h �af� 
(Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1339–41/1960–62), p. 552, as a morning draught (sabuhi). 

22  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 419. 
23  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 421. See further the articles khamr and mashr�b�t in the 

Encyclopedia of Islam2. 
24  According to Dick Davis, this drink “represents the union between two lovers” and “also 

existed in medieval and renaissance Europe; it was called a ‘posset.’ The great seven-
teenth-century English diarist Samuel Pepys was especially fond of it and often mentions 
it.” Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 502. 

25  In Qarm�s�n and Rayy, barley beer was produced. Schwarz Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 7, p. 
833 (al-Muqaddas�). 

26  Reynold Alleyne Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Poetry. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1969), p. 9. 
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WINE CELLAR 

To drink wine you needed to have a stock laid up in a cellar in particular 
when you gave parties regularly; the alternative was to have recourse to a 
wine-seller or khamm�r, or kass�r, in the case of date-wine (kasar)27 As a 
result, rulers had a shar�b-kh�na or wine cellar where their wine was stored. 
Likewise, in the houses of the elite in Abbasid Baghdad there was not only a 
cook, but also a cellar man or wine steward known as shar�b� or ���ib al-
shar�b, who was in charge of the wine, drinking vessels, fruit, and per-
fumes.28 In �aff�rid Iran as well as in later periods, the person in charge of 
the wine cellar was called shar�bd�r or wine steward.29 The wine was most-
ly stored in vessels that were sealed to prevent spoiling and adulteration. 

The wine jar had been broached, its seal was torn 
As were the vows of chastity they’d sworn.30 

In the wine cellar, other implements to enjoy wine were kept such as cups, 
goblets (j�m, piy�la, k�sah, qada�), jugs (tung), long-necked flasks 
(��r�kh�) as well music instruments. These drinking vessels were made in 
various forms (e.g., of a duck [ba

], a rooster [khur�s]), as rhytons (tak�k) 
and even in the form of ‘boats’ (rik�b-i may). In case of the rich, these were 
mostly golden and silver cups and bowls. Sometimes the shar�b-kh�na with 

                      
27  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 37 (khumm-e khamm�r); Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 183, 475 (khamm�r); 

Ham�d al-D�n Ab� Bakr �Umar b. Ma}m�d� Balkh�, Maqam�t-i �am�d�. Ed. Riz� Anzabi 
Nizh�d (Tehr�n: Markaz-i Nashr-i D�nishg�h�, 1372/1993), p. 180 (khamm�r); 
Hamad�n�, �Aj�yib-n�ma, pp. 211, 322 (kass�r). 

28  Ahsan, Social Life, p. 156; Adam Mez, Die Renaissance des Islam (Hildesheim: George 
Olms, 1968), p. 376. 

29  Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n. Edited by Malik al-Shu�ar� Bah�r (Tehr�n: Kh�var, 
1366/1987), p. 324; Ab� Fa¨l Mu}ammad b. �usayn Bayhaq�, T�r�kh-i Bayhaq� eds. 
Ghan� and Fay�z (Tehr�n, 1324/1945), pp. 149, 422, 507; R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 
228, 261, 288–89, 300; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, pp. 4, 194 (shar�bd�r), 220 (shar�b-
kh�na), 238 (shar�bd�r); Faramarz fils de Khodadad, Samak-e Ayyar. Translated by 
Frederique Razavi (Paris: G.-P. Maisonneuve & Larose, 1972), pp. 152, 170, 182; Kai 
K�­�s Ibn Iskandar. A Mirror for Princes. The Qabus Nama by Kai Ka’us Ibn Iskandar, 
Prince of Gurgan. Translated by Reuben Levy (New York, 1951), p. 225. The term 
shar�b� occurs in a poem by Man�chihr�, in which he calls upon the wine steward to take 
his key and open the door of the wine cellar. Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 158. The term is also 
used to denote the cupbearer. 

30  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 222; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 227; Man�chihr�, 
D�v�n, p. 117. 
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cups was part of the booty after a conquest.31 The cups could also be glass 
ones,32 and those for the common people were cups made of clay, wood or of 
copper.33 For traveling and outdoor use, wineskins (mashk) were used in 
general.34 

                      
31  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 228, 261, 288–89, 300; Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 451; 

Julie Scott Meisami, The Sea of Virtues (Bahr al-Fava’id) A Medieval Islamic Mirror for 
Princes (Salt Lake City: Utah UP, 1991), p. 143; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-e �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 
39, 221; Far�marz, Samak-e Ayyar, pp. 41, 170; Ahsan, Social Life, p. 30; Asad� ~�s�. 
Lughat-i Furs. Ed. Mu}ammad Dab�r-Siy�q� (Tehr�n: ~ah�r� 1336/1957), p. 103 (tab�k). 
In general, see N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 341–427; A. S. Melikian-Chirvani, “Rekab, The pol-
ylobed Wine Boat from Sassanian to Seljuq Times,” in Rika Gyselen ed. Res Orientales, 
VII, Mélanges offerts à Philippe Gignoux (Bures-sur-Yvette : Groupe pour l étude de la 
civilisation du Moyen-Orient, 1995). For a picture of a silver cup from Transoxania with 
an Arabic transcription circling its rim praising wine, while the base shows a bird-man 
holding a grapevine, see C.E. Bosworth and M.S. Asimov, The History of Civilizations of 
Central Asia. vol. 4/2 (Paris: UNESCO, 2002), pp. 424–25. Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 77, 
123, 174, 177; San�­�, D�v�n, p. 75 and Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, p. 235 mention a s�tk�n, a 
large cup. Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 75 further mentions a sabz�, a long-necked bottle; see al-
so Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 665 (qan�neh), 776 (cham�neh); San�­�, D�v�n, p. 1012 
(qan�neh).  

32  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 403 (“Holding a crystal wineglass in his hand”); Man�chihr�, 
D�v�n, p. 44 (kasah-yi bulur), 75 (zuj�ji); Sayf al-D�n Mu}ammad Fargh�n�. D�v�n. Edit-
ed by Dhab�hall�h �af�, 2 vols. Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1341/1962), vol. 1, p. 87 (sh�shah�). 
There were also towns that were well-known for the goblets they produced such as the 
j�m-i �mul, glass cups made in �mul. Jabal�, D�v�n, p. 288. Jabal�’s editor commented 
that this �mul is a town situated on the Oxus. However, Balkh�, Maq�m�t-i �am�d�, pp. 
133–34, also refers to �mul� glassware, but refers to �mul and S�r� in Mazandaran. For 
Iranian glass, see C.J. Lamm, Glass from Iran in the National Museum, Stockholm-
London: Kegan Paul, 1935); Städtisches Museum Braunschweig, 2000 Jahre persisches 
Glass (Braunschweig: Weisenhaus, Henri Leonhardt, 1963); and Helen �Al� Akbarz�deh 
Kordmahini, Sh�sha. Majm��a-yi marz-i B�zarg�n (Tehr�n: Muza-yi Milli-yi Ir�n, 
1372/1993) (with many pictures). On the various types of wine vessels, see N�{iq, ��fi�, 
pp. 341–424 and literature quoted. 

33  A. Ghouchani and C. Adle, “A Sphero-conical Vessel as Fuqqâ’a, or a gourd for 
‘beer’”, Muqarnas, IX (1992), pp. 72–92; C. Adle, “Archéologie et arts du Monde iranien, 
de l’Inde Musulmane et du Caucase d’après quelques recherches récentes de terrain, 
1984–95”, Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-lettres, 
janvier-mars (Paris/1996), pp. 315–376. Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 167 mentions a small 
wooden cup (qa�f). 

34  Sheikh Bighami, Love and War. Adventures from the Firuz Shah Nama. Translated by 
William L. Hanaway Jr. (Delmar, NY: Scholars’ Facsimiles and Reprints Inc, 1974), p. 
145; Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 94. 
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WINE DRINKING WIDESPREAD 

As stated above, it is striking that the drinking of shar�b was common. It 
was reported from all parts of the country and throughout the period that is 
the subject of this paper. In particular, this holds for the ruling class, and 
whether Arab, Iranian, or Turk, they all drank deep and to their heart’s con-
tent with very few exceptions. The caliphs, the leaders of the Moslem com-
munity, set an excellent example by being often deep in their cups. This held 
both for the Umayyads and Abbasids. There was, of course, the occasional 
caliph, who wanted to reverse this trend and ban drinking altogether. This 
was the case of �Umar II (r. 717–720) who in vain tried to do so.35 Such a 
caliph stood out as the party pooper and his example was not followed by his 
successors or by the many among the population, and wine drinking re-
mained an important aspect of Umayyad court life. Amongst the Umayyad 
Arab governors sent to Iran there were those who did not eschew shar�b.36 
Many Abbasid caliphs (e.g. al-Q�hir, al-R���, al-Mustakf�) continued the 
practice and wine drinking was universal. Even leading �ulam�’ drank, such 
as the chief qadi of Baghd�d al-Tan�kh�.37 Ibn Khallik�n describes one of 
the parties in which he participated with other judges and jurisconsults at the 
house of al-Muhallab�, the grand vizier, twice per week. When the men were 
sizzled, a golden cup weighing 1,000 mithq�ls (4, 64 kg) filled with deli-
cious liquor,  

was placed in the hands of each; in these they dipped, or rather steeped their beards, till 
the contents were nearly all absorbed, and then they sprinkled each other by shaking off 
the drops. During this, they danced about in variegated dresses and in necklaces formed of 
white violets and the odoriferous seeds of the gum-acacia.38  

                      
35  Mez, Die Renaissance, p. 8. 
36  Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit, p. 514; Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n, pp. 125 

(Qa�qa� governor of S�st�n drunk wine in 723), 146 (Ma�n b. Zay�da al-Shayb�n�). 
37  Ahsan, Social Life, p. 156; Mez, Die Renaissance, p. 376; see also, Balkh�, Maq�m�t-e 

�am�d�, p. 175. al-Q�hir banned wine drinking, but was never sober himself. A.G. 
Chejne, “The Boon-Companion in Early �Abbasid Times,” JAOS 65 (1965), pp. 327–35. 
In Sh�r�z, al-Muqaddas� reported that religious scholars were seen in a drunken state. 
Schwarz Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 2, p. 46. 

38  Ibn Khallik�n, Biographical Dictionary. Translated by Mac Guckin de Slane. 4 vols. 
(Paris-London: Oriental Translation Fund, 1834), vol. 2, pp. 305–06. 



The Culture of Wine Drinking in Pre-Mongol Iran 

 

175

Ibn al-�Am�d, who as B�yid overseer of public morals (mu�tasib) of Bagh-
d�d had to take steps against wine drinking was a regular companion in 
drinking parties,39 which parties were referred to as mayz�d.40 

Trying to emulate the Islamic model par excellence, the caliph, the local 
rulers in Iran who asserted themselves as of 800 also drank and how. This 
held for the ~�hirids, the S�m�nids,41 the B�yids,42 the �aff�rids,43 the 
Ghaznavids,44 the Salj�qs and their offshoots,45 the Khw�rizmsh�hs,46 the 
Gh�rids,47 and rulers of local dynasties like the Ispahb�ds and Ziy�rids of 

                      
39  J. Christoph Bürgel, Die Hofkorrespondenz �A�ud ad-Daulas und ihr Verhältnis zu an-

deren historischen Quellen der frühen B�yiden (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965), pp. 74, 
83; he had already begun to drink when a very young man, Ibid., p. 75; see also, Balkh�, 
Maq�m�t-e �am�d�, p. 175. On the function of mu�tasib in Iran, see Willem Floor, “The 
office of muhtasib in Iran,” Iranian Studies XVIII (1985), pp. 53–74. 

40  Asad� ~�s�, Lughat-i Furs, p. 35. 
41  Ab� Sa�id �Abd al-�ayy b. al-ªahh�k b. Ma}m�d Gard�z�, Zayn al-Akhb�r. ed. �Abd al-

�ayy Hab�b� (Tehr�n: Buny�d-i Farhang-i �r�n, 1347/1968), pp. 138, 161. 
42  Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit, p. 514; Ab� �Abdall�h A}mad b. Mu}ammad b. 

Ya�q�b Miskawaih, Kit�b taj�rib al-umam wa ta��qib al-himam, edited and translated by 
D.S. Margoliouth. 6 vols. (London, 1920–21), vol. 2, pp. 234, 294, 314; Bürgel, Die 
Hofkorrespondenz, pp. 27, 29. 

43  Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n, pp. 275, 297, 300, 314–15, 328, 328, 340. 
44  Ni��m al-Mulk, The Book of Government or Rules for Kings translated into English by 

Herbert Darke (London, 1960), p. 47; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 5, 71, 121, 133–34, 142–43, 
152, 160–61, 226–27, 239–40, 252, 281–82, 341, 344, 388, 409, 453, 463, 469, 483, 497, 
500; R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 90. 

45  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 236, 370; Mu}ammad Ibn Ibr�h�m, Salj�qiy�n va Ghuzz dar 
Kirm�n. Ed. Mu}ammad Ibrah�m B�st�n� P�r�z� (Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1343/1964), pp. 22, 
30, 32, 35, 39, 46, 48, 68, 74, 79, 189; Af¨al al-D�n Ab� �am�d A}mad b. �am�d Kir-
m�n�, Kit�b �iqd al-�ul� li’l-mawqif al-a�l�. Edited by �Al� Mu}ammad ��mir� N�­�n� 
(Tehr�n: Ruzbah�n, 2536/1977), pp. 68–69, 71, 120, 125. In 1120, the governor of Azer-
baij�n, ®zb�g b. al-Pahl�w�n did not take any action against the invasion of the Tatars, 
because he was drunk day and night and never sober, according to al-Ath�r. When the Ta-
tars were at the gates of Tabriz, he sent them much money, fabrics as well as wine. 
Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 8, pp. 1065, 1070. 

46  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 667; Dawlatsh�h Samarqand�, The Tadhkiratu’sh-Shu�arâ (Memoirs 
of Poets) ed. E.G. Browne (London: Luzac, 1901), p.137. 

47  �Al�­ al-D�n �A{� Malik-i Juwayn�, The T�r�kh-i-Jah�n-gush�. Edited by Mu}ammad b. 
�Abd al-Vahh�b Qazv�n�. 3 vols. (Leyden-London: Brill – Luzac, 1912–1937), vol. 2, p. 
62. 
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~abarist�n.48 The drinking did not remain limited to secular persons, for the 
prophet al-Muqanna� and his wives were reported to drink wine every day.49  

Apart from the rulers and their courtiers, the upper and middle classes 
drank copiously.50 Even ascetic persons such as Ab� Na�r-i Mushk�n as well 
as his protégé Bayhaq� himself drank wine. The latter sometimes when 
drinking with friends was thinking that he had to get back work.51 Ostensibly 
to pay for their drinking habit Salj�q officials forcibly took payment from 
the subjects, which imposition was known as the wine-fee (shar�b-bah�).52 
Upper class women and their companions also drank wine. They had their 
own parties and often drank until they were drunk, just like the men.53 

Another group of drinkers was that of the poets. The earliest example of a 
‘poetic’ expression in New Persian is a popular wine-related ditty. Due to the 
maneuverings of Sumayya, the mother of Ibn Ziy�d, the latter threw his en-
emy Ibn Mufragh in prison in Basra. He then wrote a letter to his nephew the 
caliph Yaz�d (r. 680–683) asking for permission to kill Ibn Mufragh. Yaz�d 
replied that he might punish him as he saw fit, but on no account should he 
kill him, because Ibn Mufragh had much support among the Yemeni tribes, 
many of whom served in the caliph’s army. On receipt of the letter Ibn Ziy�d 
gave orders to prepare a concoction of sweet nab�dh mixed with sea-lettuce 
and make him drink it. He was then led around into the streets of Basra, 
while being lashed to a cat, a pig, and a dog. The children in the street then 
cried the following ditty in Persian: 

Water it is, nab�dh it is, 
The dregs it is, raisins it is, 

                      
48  B. Isfandiy�r, History of 
abarist�n, pp. 65, 155, 250; Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 56. 
49  Narshakh�, The History of Bukhara, p. 74. 
50  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 281–82. During an annual spring festival in Sh�r�z, the ruler threw a 

big party during which people danced, frolicked and drank wine. Schwarz, Iran im Mit-
telalter, pt. 2, p. 50 (Y�q�t). In Isfahan, during an ancient ritual on the occasion of the 
slaughter of animals, when the lungs of the animals were preserved for later use, a drink-
ing party was held. Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 5, p. 623 (Muqaddas�). 

51  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 165, 188, 591. 
52  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 33. 
53  Sheikh Bighami, Love and War, pp. 39, 90; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 31; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-

i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 50, 59, 113, 184; Faramarz Samak-e Ayyar, pp. 49, 56, 94, 145. 



The Culture of Wine Drinking in Pre-Mongol Iran 

 

177

Sumayya, a harlot she is.54 

It was in this same Persian-Arab Basran milieu that Ab� Nuw�s (756–814) 
grew up. Later, in Baghd�d at the caliph’s court, he composed hedonistic 
poetry in Arabic stimulated by ample infusions of wine. He propagated Bac-
chic poetry or khamriyy�t and was an inspiration to many Iranian poets.55 
One of the earliest Iranian poets R�dak� lauded the merits of wine in one of 
his poems: 

Bring me yon wine which you might’st call a melted ruby in its cup, 
Or like a scimitar unsheathed, in the sun’s noontide light held up.  
“Tis the rose-water, though might’st say, yea thence distilled for purity;  
Its sweetness falls, as somnolence’s own balm steals over the vigil-wearied eye.  
Thou might’st call the cup the cloud, the wine the raindrop from it cast,  
Or say the joy that fills the heart whose prayer long looked-for comes at last.  
Were there no wine all hearts would be a desert waste, forlorn and black,  
But were our last life-breath extinct, the sight of wine would bring it back. 
O if an eagle would but swoop, and bear the wine up to the sky,  
For out of reach of all the base, who would not shout, ‘well done!’ as I”?56 

Not all of the poets drank wine, of course, but most did. N��ir-i Khusraw 
(1004–88) was a drunkard when he was a clerk in Salj�q employ in 1045, 
but after a dream he gave up drinking.57 Man�chihr�, Sultan Mas��d’s ode-

                      
54  Mu}ammad Qazv�n�, Maq�l�t-i Qazv�n�. 3 vols. edited by �Abd al-Kar�m Jurbizihd�r 

(Tehr�n: As�{�r, 1362/1983), vol. 1, pp. 113–14. Sumayya is the mother of Ibn Ziy�d, who 
during the j�hiliya had been a prostitute in Mecca. 

55  Philip F. Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry: Ab� Nuw�s and the Liter-
ary Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). 

56  A. V. Williams Jackson, Early Persian Poetry. From the beginnings down to the time of 
Firdausi (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1920), p. 39 (the translation is by Ed-
ward Byles Cowell). Wine is also referred to in a surviving poem by another early Iranian 
poet named F�r�z Mashriq� (d. 896). Gilbert Lazard, Les premiers poètes persans (ix-x 
siècles) (Paris: Maisonneuve, 1964), p. 60 as well as by Daq�q� (934 or 942–981) and Ab� 
Shuk�r Balkh� (b. 915), see Mu}ammad �Awf�, The Lub�bu’l-al-b�b (first part). Edited 
by E.G. Browne and Mirza Mu}ammad of Qazwin (Leide-London: Brill, Luzac, 1906), 
vol. 2, pp. 13, 21. Bash�r b. Burd (714–84), a free-thinker, whose family originated from 
Iranian Tokharestan, described wine and partying, be it in Arabic. Bosworth The History, 
p. 370. Ab� Nuw�s, whose mother was Iranian, was probably the first to launch the genre 
of khamriyy�t. 

57  N��ir-i Khusraw �Alav�. Safarn�ma. Berlin: Kaviani, 1340/1922, p. 3. Poetically, wine 
imbibers were referred to as duriy�n by San�­�, D�v�n, p. 133. 
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poet sang the merits of wine,58 as did Khayy�m and others, based on their 
own experience of imbibing.59  

Wine drinking was so normal that guests automatically were served wine 
shortly after their arrival.60 Kai K�’�s (1021–98), therefore, did not even 
bother to tell his son to abstain from drinking because it was religiously un-
lawful. He felt that peer pressure would be so strong that it would be almost 
impossible not to drink. For “your friends will not let you go without drink-
ing.”61 This was certainly true in the case of Mas��d, the son of Sultan 
Ma}m�d of Ghazna (r. 998–1030), who unbeknownst to his father started 
drinking at a young age.62  

Not only the elite drank wine, so did the soldiers63 as well as the common 
people. In B�bak (Azerbaijan), not only the court drank, but wine consump-
tion was general. According to ~abar�, in particular nab�dh was drunk, not 
made from dates, but with local fruits.64 When in 1175 a drought occurred, 
the people of Kirm�n were half drunk.65 Ibn Funduq (1106–70) mentions 
that drunken young men were seated in the road and threw stones at an offi-
cial who wanted them to make way for him.66 There were many taverns in 
Abbasid Iraq, not necessarily only for lower class clientele, where the serv-

                      
58  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 8, 78, 179–81. In general, see W.L. Hanaway “Blood and Wine. 

Sacrifice and Celebration in Man�chihr�’s Wine Poetry,” Iran 26 (1980), pp. 69–80. 
59  See, e.g., Ehsan Yarshater. “The Theme of Wine-Drinking and the Concept of the Be-

loved in Early Persian Poetry,” Studia Islamica 13 (1960), pp. 43–53; Richard Foltz, 
“Love and Wine in Khayyam and Hafez,” in Mehdi Marashi, ed., Persian Studies in 
North America: Studies in Honor of Mohammad Ali Jazayery (Bethesda: Iranbooks, 
1994), pp. 417–421., pp. 417–21. 

60  Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit, p. 513; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 50; al-Arr�j�n�, Sa-
mak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 39, 124; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, pp. 41, 102. 

61  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 58. 
62  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 121. 
63  Sheikh Bighami, Love and War, p. 145; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 207; Fara-

marz, Samak-e Ayyar, p. 161; Bürgel, Die Hofkorrespondenz, p. 99. Ab� Dulaf, Travels, 
p. 52 reported that a Magian of Rayy was purveyor to the army, which he supplied with 
“extremely good wine.” 

64  Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 8, p. 1195. 
65  Kirm�ni, Kit�b �iqd, p. 154; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 33; Faramarz, Samak-e 

Ayyar, p. 36. 
66  Abu’l-�asan �Al� b. Zayd Bayhaq� Ibn Funduq, T�r�kh-i Bayhaq (Tehr�n: Kit�bfur�sh�-yi 

Fur�gh�, n.d.), p. 269. 
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ants (cupbearers or shar�b� or s�q�) were mostly Christians, both male and 
female.67 This also held for Iran, as is suggested by Gurg�n�’s lines: 

But people never mention him unless 
To comment on his rowdy drunkenness. 
He pawns his clothes for wine, his friends are Jews 
Demanding money for his tavern dues.68 

There were also special occasions at which much wine was drunk such as 
during the festival of sang-and�z or kul�kh-and�z (stone throwing), which 
was held at the end of the month of Sha�b�n, the eighth month of the Islamic 
calendar.69 In winter in particular much wine appeared to have been drunk,70 
while the fact that al-Muqaddas� only praises the very pious town of B�j�r, 
because there was no cultivation of wine, indicates that wine drinking was 
universal.71 

Jews and Christians, unlike Moslems, were allowed to make and sell 
wine, be it only to their co-religionists. Therefore, they traditionally were the 
purveyors of alcohol, including operating taverns or wine-houses, generally 
referred to as khar�b�t.72 

                      
67  Mez, Die Renaissance, p. 376. The servants in the wine houses were also known as 

sam�karah. San�­�, D�v�n, p. 87. 
68  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 35. 
69  San�­�, D�v�n, p. 592. 
70  Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 7, p. 833, n. 12–13 (Y�q�t; ibn al-Faq�h). 
71  Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 7, p. 833, n. 14. 
72  An abandoned cell of a dissolute monk near Hulw�n in Khur�s�n had become “a rendez-

vous of the beaux of Huwan who come to drink in it,” and to engage in homoerotic activi-
ties. Ab� Dulaf, Travels, p. 44. Sayf al-D�n Mu}ammad Fargh�n�, D�v�n. Edited by 
Dhab�hall�h �af�, 2 vols. (Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1341/1962), vol. 1, p. 73; Balkh�, 
Maq�m�t-e �am�d�, pp. 178, 180. For other poetic references, see �Al� Akbar Dihkhud�, 
Lughat-n�ma. 15 vols. (Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1372/1993), q.v. khar�b�t. Therefore, one 
synonym of wine is �b-i khar�b�t. Sh�d, Farhang, p. 253. The taverns were also called 
kalvar-kh�na, see Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, p. 809, in addition to may-kh�na, may-k�dah, 
and kh�na-yi khamm�r. Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 259, 475, 531, 553–55, 561, 563, 589; Far-
gh�n�, D�v�n, vol. 1, p. 73. In the seventeenth century and most likely also in earlier peri-
ods (see, e.g., khar�b�t -i mugh�n, Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 9; shar�b-i mugh�na, Jabal� 
D�v�n, p. 639), Zoroastrians performed the role of wine-seller in Yazd and Kirm�n, where 
they still formed a sizable community. Mu}ammad Muf�d Mustawf�-yi B�fq�, J�mi�-yi 
Muf�d�. 3 vols. ed. Iraj Afsh�r. Tehr�n: Asad�, 1340/1961), vol. 2, pp. 344–45; M�r 
Mu}ammad Sa��d Mush�z�-yi Bards�r�, Tadhkira-yi �afaviya-yi Kirm�n. Edited by 
Mu}ammad Ibr�h�m B�st�ni-P�r�z� (Tehr�n: �Ilm, 1369/1990), p. 448. 
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There were people who did not drink at all or very little. For example, an 
old khw�ja was not used to drinking,73 while the Ghaznavid general Gh�z� 
had never drunk wine, but when he started he really indulged.74 The eleventh 
century chronicler Gard�z� made it a point to emphasize as an oddity that the 
Qar�kh�nids of Central Asia were teetotalers, i.e., non-drinkers of wine.75 
Not drinking was remarked upon as something noteworthy, for example, in 
the case of mourning.76 Also, there were people who sometimes swore not to 
drink for a period of time, but sometimes allowed themselves to be con-
vinced to drink again.77 

THE MANNER OF WINE DRINKING 

Wine was not drunk while having dinner, but only afterwards or at least 
separately from formal meals, like in the imperial period.78 While drinking, 
the participants consumed all kinds of snacks (nuql-i may or nav�la), includ-
ing fruit and nuts. At the Ghaznavid court, it was customary to eat bread or 
har�sa (a grain-meat stew) as a snack, while drinking wine at a party.79 Not 
everybody was happy with the separation of wine from a good meal. Among 
them was Man�chihr� who wrote: 

When those who know what’s what 

                      
73  Ibn Funduq, T�r�kh, p. 121. 
74  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 222. 
75  Gard�z�, Zayn al-Akhb�r, p. 188. They probably drank qimiz or kumis, fermented horse 

milk. The Turkic Islamicized nomads refused to abandon drinking kumis, which was for-
bidden (�ar�m) by Islamic law. Therefore, Central Asian Islamic jurists made a virtue of a 
necessity and allowed it by categorizing it as ‘indifferent’ (mub��). Maria E. Subtelny, 
Timurids in Transition. Turko-Persian Politics and Acculturation in Medieval Iran (Lei-
den: Brill, 2007), p. 27, n. 66. 

76  Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit, p. 513. 
77  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 388, 535; Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n, p. 45. 
78  Mez, Die Renaissance, p. 375; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 51; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 

1, pp. 44, 227; Faramarz Samak-e Ayyar, p. 44, 175; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 169. See also 
N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 304–07. 

79  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 99, 147, 188, 281, 471; Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 73, 131, 173, 179; B. 
Isfandiy�r, History of Tabaristan, p. 155; Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 104, 1050 (nuql), 473 
(nav�la); Jabal�, D�v�n, p. 576. See also N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 308–13. �Umar Khayy�m’s 
quatrain XI: “Here with a loaf bread beneath the bough – A flask of wine, a book of verse 
–and thou – beside me singing in the wilderness – And wilderness in paradise enow. 
(Fitzgerald’s translation of the poem beginning: gar dast dihad zi maghz-i gandum n�n�). 
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Get together to dine, 
We want three things, no more: 
Kebabs, music, and wine; 
But snacks? Or books of poems? 
Or backgammon? These we decline: 
Backgammon’s strictly for taverns 
Books in schoolrooms are fine, 
And snacks belong in the bazaars, 
No, we find we confine 
Our requirements to three: 
Kebabs, and music, and wine.80 

Wine was poured by the proverbial s�q� or cupbearers,81 at court as well as 
in the wine-houses and taverns. The cupbearers initially could be either pu-
bescent males or females. By the tenth century it had become popular to 
have beautiful young Turkish boys, who were also trained for military ser-
vice, although by the twelfth century this was no longer the case.82 Surviving 
period depictions show the tasks of the cupbearer. For example, an eighth 
century depiction shows a prince reclining on a couch while holding a wine 
bowl in one hand and a flower stalk in the other hand. A small figure, the 
cupbearer, stands with crossed hands resting on his chest and his mouth is 
covered by a protective mask similar to that worn by Zoroastrian priests, 
probably to avoid polluting the cup with his breath or saliva. Next to the 
cupbearer is a ewer and a tripod supporting a sieve through which wine is 
filtered into a two-handled jug.83 For under the guidance of the wine steward, 
who probably trained them, cupbearers had to perform several tasks during 

                      
80  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 9. The translation of the poem is by Dick Davis (with one word 

changed by me), see Najmieh Batmanglij, From Persia to Napa. Wine at the Persian Ta-
ble (Washington DC: MAGE, 2006), p. 30; for another translation, see Clinton, The Di-
van, p. 12. 

81  It is unlikely, as N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 289, 393 submits, that s�q� is derived from the Iranian 
word sh�kh or sh�kheh. The Arabic word s�q� or cupbearer is related to the Hebrew 
mashqeh and Akkadian rab shaqê or chief cupbearer, which was borrowed into Hebrew 
as rab shaqeh. See P. Oktor Skjaervo, “Review of Edwin M. Yamauchi’s Persia and the 
Bible,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 114/3 (1994), p. 502. 

82  W. L. Hanaway, “S�q�,” Encyclopedia of Islam2; Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 48 and Mas��d-i 
Sa�d, D�v�n, p. 457 use the word r�dak (from Parthian redag or retag, meaning page boy) 
as a synonym for s�q�. For other Persian terms that denote cupbearer, see N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 
291–97 (�b-d�r, i�v�n-i bazm, b�dak, bulbula-d�r, cham�n�, rik�b-d�r, sarda, shar�b-
d�r, shar�b�, ghul�m, may-dih, may-gus�r). 

83  Priscilla P. Soucek, “S�q�,” Encyclopedia of Islam2, with other examples. 
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the drinking party. A Safavid miniature of Sul{�n Mu}ammad shows the 
cupbearer’s work: on the ground floor, a young, beardless cupbearer takes up 
a full jar. He then attached it to a cord drawn by a colleague. On the second 
storey, another cupbearer filled the cups (after he had unsealed the jar and 
mixed the wine sometimes with water) and presented them to the party’s 
participants.84 One of the earliest poets in Persian, Ab� Shuk�r Balkh� (b. 
915) makes mention of the cupbearer: 

Pour, boy, the vintage out 
That oft my grief consoled, 
That gushes from the flask 
In new moon’s crescent mould, 
But in the cup spears 
The moon a fortnight old.85 

The cupbearer might be a distraction for the dedicated drinker, due to their 
natural beauty, attractive dress, gait, and hair style.86 At the court of the 
Salj�q ruler Alp Arsl�n (r. 1063–1072) the cupbearers wore golden hats and 
served wine in silver cups.87 The amorous role of the cupbearer is implied by 
the Q�b�s-n�ma, where advice is given to the king’s boon companion:  

When the cupbearer passes the goblet to you, do not gaze into his face but keep your head 
bent forward as you accept the wine. While you are drinking it and when you return the 
goblet to him you must not stare at him nor give your patron cause to conceive any suspi-
cious fancies.88 

For the cupbearers were all beardless, beautiful boys of a type that men 
loved to love. And many among the members of the drinking party were 
lovers of handsome boys with their rose-faced (or moon-faced) beardless 
cheeks as is evidenced in so many Persian poems, such as the following by 
the eleven century poet Man�chihr�.  

                      
84  A. Arazi, “S�q�,” Encyclopedia of Islam2; S.C. Welch, Wonders of the age. Masterpieces 

of early Safavid painting (Cambridge, Mass, 1979), no. 44, pp. 128–29. 
85  The translation is by Nicholson, Studies, p. 9. 
86  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 119. The role of the cupbearer gave rise to a poetic genre referred 

to as s�q�-n�ma, started by Man�chihr�’s poem: s�q� biy� kih imshab s�q� bih k�r 
b�shad,. On this subject, see Paul Losensky, “S�q�-n�ma,” Encyclopedia Iranica. 

87  Khv�ja-yi Im�m �ah�r al-D�n N�sh�b�r�, Salj�q-n�ma (Tehran: Khavar, 1332/1953), p. 
26. 

88  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 199, ch. xxxviii. This also reflected religious sentiments, which 
hold that “it is a sin to look at beardless boys.” Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, p. 188. 
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The slave boy and the cup of wine I love 
It’s no reason to reproach and reprove 
I know well that both shouldn’t be done 
But that’s why it is so much fun.89 

It is may be because of this reason that Ibn al-Jazar�’s (1136–1206) automata 
for drinking parties never made it beyond the drawing board. His automata 
were designed that equal portions were served to everybody. For a binge 
party he designed an automaton that poured an equal amount of wine into a 
cup, but it randomly selected the person who had to drink the entire contents 
of the cup. While the selected person drank his cup whistled and the wine 
steward was not allowed to take away his cup until the whistling stopped, i.e. 
until it was empty.90 

According to Ni��m al-Mulk (ca. 1018–92), it also happened that people 
who had been invited to court brought their own s�q�, their own food and 
their own wine. He was very much upset about this novelty and diversion 
from established custom, and therefore advised: nobody should be allowed 
to bring his own flagon and cupbearer; it was not the custom before and is 
reprehensible; people should not bring it to court, but take from court they 
do this because royal cupbearer serves bad wine; he should be punished as 
he is given good wine.91 It also happened that one or more members of the 
drinking party served his friends. According to Gurg�n�: 

The king declared, “Ramin, you serve the wine, 
Friends serving wine is an auspicious sign.” 
Ramin was happy to comply and went 
About the court dispensing merriment; 
He drank too as he served, and soon he felt 
The wine had made his inhibitions melt.92 

                      
89  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 174. On the subject of homo-sexual love in Iran, see Willem Floor, 

A Social History of Sexual Relations in Iran (Washington DC: MAGE, 2008), chapter 
four.  

90  For a miniature depicting the automaton ‘the basin of the peacock’ from Ibn al-Jaz�r�’s 
Kit�b fi ma�rifat al-�iy�l al-handasiyyah, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science. An 
Illustrated Study (London: World of Islam Festival Publishing Company, 1976), p. 146, 
fig. 91. 

91  Ni��m al-Mulk, The Book of Government, pp. 122–23. 
92  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 183; for a similar sentiment see al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, 

vol. 1, p. 33. 
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Usually wine was drunk in doors, whether in a building or in tents, or in 
secluded gardens, because it was felt that this not only served privacy, but 
also decorum and one’s reputation.93 The drinking was done in the company 
of a group of friends, professional colleagues, or at court, as a member of the 
ruler’s boon companions. In the Ghaznavid period there were public sphere 
(b�r�n�) and private sphere ([an]dar�n�) boon companions.94 The state’s 
magnates also had boon companions.95 Ni��m al-Molk makes much of the 
need to select the right and proper people as boon companion for the private 
sphere parties (majlis-i kh���), and never to invite a Jew, a Zoroastrian or a 
Shi�ite.96 Kai K�­�s likewise argued that the boon companions should be 
respectable, knowledgeable and witty persons, but he focused not so much 
on the selection process, but rather addressed the behavior and disposition of 
the person who was invited to become a boon companion. Like Ni��m al-
Mulk and others, he also listed the subjects in which the boon companion 
had to be knowledgeable.97 He was right, when for the Salj�q ruler of Kir-
m�n, Malik Ir�nsh�h (r. 1096–1110), selected a low-lifer as a boon compan-
ion this had undesirable consequences.98 Being a boon companion could also 
be financially advantageous. For example, after a wine-bout, Isp�hbad 
Rustam of ~abarist�n was in the habit to allow his boon companions to take 
whatever they wanted from his treasury.99 

In addition to the regulars, guests were also invited. These could be visit-
ing rulers or their agents as well as persons of interest such as promising 
poets. The purpose of the party was not only to drink and get drunk, but also 
to have a conversation or a recitation of poetry as well as to listen to music 
and songs. These poems and songs had to be witty and entertaining. A typi-
cal scene, on the occasion of the invitation of the then still unknown poet 
Farrukh�-yi S�st�n� (d. 1037), was described by Ni��m�-yi �Ar�¨� (ca. 1110–
61): 

                      
93  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 483. 
94  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh 1324, p. 503. 
95  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 5147, 504. 
96  Nizam al-Mulk, The Book of Government, p. 93. 
97  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, pp. 196–200; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 226; R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 

405. 
98  Af¨al al-D�n Ab� �m�d A}mad b. �am�d Kirm�n�, T�r�kh-i Af�al y� Bad�yi� al-Zam�n fi 

Vaq�yi�-yi Kirm�n. Edited by Mihd� Bay�n� (Tehr�n: D�nishg�h, 1362/1983), p. 20. 
99  B. Isfandiy�r, History of 
abarist�n, p. 65. 
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The emir’s camp was filled with tents, and from each tent came songs ac-
companied by lutes, and friends sat together, drinking wine and making mer-
ry. Emir Abu’l-Mu�affar of Chagh�niy�n, goblet in one hand and a lasso in 
the other, drank wine and gave away horses. Later in the party, the wine 
went around several times, and when the emir was full of wine Farrukh�, 
emboldened by his wine intake, recited his poem, for which he was well 
rewarded.100 The recitation of poems, either by the host, by other members of 
the party, or by professional poets or artists was a regular occurrence.101  

Depending on the situation people drank to celebrate a happy event or 
because they were feeling happy.102 One of such happy occasion was the 
festival of Nawr�z or New Year. Wine drinking had been part of this festival 
since its creation by the first king Jamshid in illo tempore.103 An integral part 
of the drinking of wine at that happy occasion was the scattering of flowers 
(gul afsh�n, gul bar afsh�ndan). This custom is, as far as I know, mentioned 
for the first time by Bayhaq�, while it is also referred to in the poems by 
Hafez and Sa�d�.104 

There were certain customs that were followed when drinking. After the 
cupbearer had brought a large decanter from the cellar, he filled everybody’s 
cup with it. He then would say: N�sh (eternal life), to which all present 
would reply: N�sh�n�sh, b�sh, b�sh (Drink of eternal life, may it be so, may 
it be so).105 The cupbearer would then fill the cups two times more, each 
round having a special meaning, a custom referred to dawr gard�n. During 
the period of Imperial Iran, when Zoroastrianism was the state religion, the 
first round represented ‘good thoughts,’ the second round, ‘good words’, and 
the third round, ‘good deeds.’ The Zoroastrians continued this custom in 
Islamic Iran.106 The custom also survived among Moslems in Iran, although 
Iranian poets gave each round of drinking different meanings and, e.g., 
Khayy�m had five rounds. Aw}�d� (d. 1337) said it thus: 

The first round makes you happy and lightens 
                      
100  al-Ni��m� al-�Ar�¨�, Kit�b-i Chah�r Maq�l�, pp.41–46; Ni��m� �Ar�¨� 1968, pp. 81–84. 
101  Bürgel, Die Hofkorrespondenz, p. 83; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 52–53; 

Faramarz Samak-e Ayyar, p. 51 (poetry recitals) 
102  al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 4; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, p. 14; Ni��m�, Le 

Roman, p. 73; Jalabi, D�v�n, p. 585. 
103  Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, p. 7.  
104  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 341, 344. 
105  Dihkhud�, Lughatn�ma, q.v. n�sh�n�sh; N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 298–99. 
106  N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 263–65. 
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Up that what is far when you awaken; 
The second round makes you bold, and 
Makes you appreciate art; 
The third round when you drink 
Takes away your inhibitions. 

Khayy�m (1048–1131) the presumed author of the Nawr�z-n�ma continued 
with two more rounds in this text, each of which brought out your inner self, 
good or bad. He therefore called wine, the touchstone of man and the soap 
that washes away your worries.107 

The Achaemenids practiced the libation custom,108 and, therefore, it is no 
surprise that this ritual is referred to in poetry by Iranian poets of the early 
Islamic period. Moreover, the custom of the pouring of a libation for the 
dead (jur�a afsh�n� bar kh�k) is a practice that was continued by Zoroastri-
ans until now.109 This suggests that the custom must have been practiced in 
Sasanian Iran, for how else to explain that it existed in the early period of 
Islamic Iran, among both Moslems and Zoroastrians?  

An alternative explanation has been suggested by F�r�z Man��r�, to wit, 
that the custom probably was introduced by Turkic speaking groups that 
migrated into Iran. Although there is no denying that these Turkic groups as 
well as the Mongols practiced the libation custom, the earliest evidence ad-
duced by Man��r� dates only from around the mid-thirteenth century.110 
However, the practice is already referred to around the year 1000 CE in Per-
sian sources, or 250 years earlier. For example, Bayhaq� (ca. 996–1077) 
mentions that when the son of �Amr-i Layth (r. 879–901) died, he organized 
a wake complete with wine and musicians. Similarly wine was poured on the 
soil after the vizier �asanak was executed (in 1032), but this may have been 
in mockery, as the person to do so was his nemesis B� Sahl-i Zawz�n�.111 Of 
                      
107  �Umar b. Ibr�h�m Khayy�m N�sh�b�r�, Nawr�z-n�ma. ed. �Al� �as�ri (Tehr�n: ~ah�r�, 

1343/1964), pp. 80–81; N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 266–70. On the authorship of the Nawr�z-n�ma, 
see �yanda 10/10–11 (1363/1984), pp. 772–74. 

108  Pierre Briant, From Cyrus to Alexander: A History of the Persian Empire (Eisenbrauns, 
2002), pp. 245, 548. 

109  E. G. Browne, A Year Amongst the Persians (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1893), 
pp. 41–11; N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 270–72. 

110  Firuz Mansuri, (i) B�da-y afsh�n� bar kh�k kih farhang-i khujasta-yi �r�n� �nr� napad-
hirufta ast.” Gawhar 4/10 (Dih 2535/1976), pp. 861–84; (ii) 4/11–12, pp. 946–49; (iii) 5/1 
(Farvardin 2536/1977), pp. 73–75; (iv) 5/4, pp. 323–25, (ii-iv). 

111  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 188. The libation practice was earlier referred to by the Arab poet 
Ab� Tamm�m (d. 842). Schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, pt. 5, p. 572. 
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course, Turkic groups had already entered Iranian territory from about 700 
and thus, it is possible that this custom was adopted by Iranians. However, 
more data are needed to settle this question. Various other reports make it 
clear that to pour some wine on the ground for the souls of the dead was a 
well-known, and maybe even a widespread tradition among Moslems after 
that time.112 The custom is referred to in poems by, for example, Man�chihr�, 
Kh�q�n�, Ath�r-i �Um�n�, N��ir-i Khusraw, Mawlav�, and Hafez as well as 
by Khayy�m. He wrote: 

Friends, as we agreed to come together 
We must much commemorate our friend 
Because together we drink this libation 
Lest, when it’s our turn, we are put to shame.113 

The custom referred to as y�d or ‘commemoration’ is a more selfish variant 
of the libation custom, for all of the wine went into the drinker’s gullet, but 
his thoughts and wishes to the departed.114 This custom is already referred to 
by Firdaws� (935–1020), among many others, when he wrote:  

Rostam laughed long and loud and said, ‘A fighting spirit won’t stay hidden long!’ He 
called for enough wine to sink a ship: filling a golden goblet, he toasted the memory of 
noble heroes, then handed another to Bahman and said, ‘Toast whoever you want to!’115 

By drinking to somebody’s health (sh�d khv�r[i], or sh�d�-yi kas� n�sh�dan) 
you put yourself at his disposal. Hafez in several poems refers to this cus-
tom, although the custom was already described in, for example, the twelfth-
century Samak-i �Ayy�r.116 Furthermore, there was the custom of the friend-
ship bowl (qada�-i d�stg�n�), which was a bowl passed from one to the oth-
er and from which all present drunk to toast one another’s health and con-

                      
112  N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 274–77 provides the references, also for the later period. 
113  Parv�z Ah�r ed. Farhang-i J�mi� va D�v�n-i ��fi�. 3 vols. (Tehr�n: As�{�r, 1372/1993), 

vol. 3, pp. 693–94; see also Ardash�r Bahman�, “Jur�a fash�n�,” Armagh�n 59, dawreh-yi 
46/3 (2536/1977), pp. 182–83; Man��r�, “B�da-yi afsh�ni (i-iv),” p. 863. 

114  N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 284–86; Jam�l Khal�l Sh�rv�n�, Nuzhat al-Maj�lis. Ed. Mu}ammad 
Am�n Riy�h� (Tehr�n: �Ilm�, 1375/1996) p. 485. 

115  Ferdowsi. Shahnameh, translated by Dick Davis (Washington DC: MAGE, 2008), p. 438; 
see also Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 144, 173 (bar kas� shar�b khurdan); Jabal�, D�v�n, p. 
437; E. Denison Ross, “Rudaki and Pseudo-Rudaki,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
(October 1924), p. 641 (bi y�d-i u khurda) citing a verse by pseudo-Rudaki. 

116  Ah�r, Farhang, vol. 2, p. 1337; al-Arraj�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 198, 247, 309; 
vol. 2, pp. 146, 184, 368; Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 46, 625; N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 282–84. 
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firm one’s friendship, loyalty, and love as the case might be. There are many 
references to this custom for the Mongol period and the following centu-
ries.117 For the pre-Mongol period the custom is referred to in literary 
sources, for example, in the tale of Samak-i �Ayy�r.118  

In the evening, at night fall, gh�b�q or the evening draught, while in the 
morning at dawn, after a night of carousing, �ab�� or gh�rij�, the morning 
draught was drunk.119 Indeed in the morning, because it was apparently be-
lieved, or learnt from experience, that to get rid of a hangover or of the misty 
and befuddled state of one’s brain, you had to take one or more drinks. This 
is clear from Vis and Ramin, where after an evening of drinking and a night 
of love making, first wine was served on arising from bed. 

The last night’s wine still lingered in her head 
And wine was served her as she left their bed.120 

And if the wine was not brought immediately then you made your wishes 
known instantly. 

So these two passed the night, and as dawn broke 
They called for wine as soon as they awoke.121 

It was apparently quite a popular thing to do as Man�chihr�, who probably 
took some inspiration from the early Persian poet Junayd�, devotes quite a 
long poem to it, entitled ‘concerning the morning draught’ (dar va�f-i 
�ab���), of which I give here the translation of the first lines. 

The cock’s call is heard, the muezzin of the wine drinkers, 
Early dawn turns her face to the onlookers; 
The mountain sheds its heavy black cloak, 
And the king of the planets shows his face in the east. 
Bring the wine, the succor of the miserable 

                      
117  For a discussion see N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 286–89. 
118  al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 119; vol. 3, p. 33; Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 176, 

794 (dustk�mi); Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 437–38 (d�stg�n�); San�­�, D�v�n, p. 86 (d�stk�n�). 
119  Kirm�n� 1343, p. 68; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 161, 341 (�ab��), 409; Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 

131, 174 (also n. 22, gh�richi), 177, 181; Jabal�, D�v�n, pp. 265, 552; Balkh�, Maq�m�t-i 
�am�d�, p. 180; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 73; Ni��m al-Mulk, A Book of Government, p. 47; 
Asad� ~�s�, Lughat-i Furs, p. 18 (gh�rij). In general see N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 319–23, and 
Ibid., p. 224 (b�da-yi shabg�r). Physicians prescribed an evening draught (shab�h) under 
certain circumstances. Ibid., pp. 225–26. 

120  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 168. 
121  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 220. 
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Rise for the morning draught, yea sleepers.122 

Not everybody was that positive about drinking in the morning. Kai K�’�s, 
the author of the Q�b�s-n�ma advised his son the following: 

Do not drink in the morning; it is ancient wisdom, and it allows you to get over your 
hangover, also you will not forget your morning prayer. Also, morning drinkers are quar-
relsome and often commit regrettable acts. If from time to time, however, the occasion 
arises when wine is drunk early, it is lawful to do so; but a practice should not be made of 
it, for that is reprehensible.123 

Like the caliphs the successive rulers of Iran all followed the example set by 
the courts of Imperial Iran where binge drinking was quite normal. Their 
Islamic successors gladly followed their example and with quite an aban-
don.124 In fact, one may argue that drinking to the point of drunkenness was 
the expected norm for courtly circles. As Dick Davis pointed out in his 
foreword to his exemplary translation of the Vis and Ramin epos, “almost 
every time we see the king go to bed, the fact that he is drunk is mentioned, 
and there is usually no implication that this is a reprehensible state for him to 
be in.”125 This was not only true in poetry, but also in real life.126 A chroni-
cler like Kirm�n� (ca. 1280) bluntly stated that “it is the rule that kings spend 
their days drinking,”127 and reality bore him out. 

The wine parties could last days. The �aff�rid ruler Bu’l-�asan ~�hir 
Mu}ammad �Amr Layth (r. 901–908) as well as his successors drank day 
and night.128 The Ghaznavid rulers were real drinking champions. Ma}m�d 
of Ghazna had invited Isr�­il b. Salj�q and they drank wine together for three 
days.129 His sons Mu}ammad and Mas��d also were binge drinkers, and their 
parties sometimes lasted three to four days. Sultan Mas��d was an alcoholic 

                      
122  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 145–48. He was, of course, not the only poet to write a hymn to 

the morning draught, so did �A{{�r, for example. Kenneth Avery and Al� Al�z�deh, Fifty 
Poems of �A

�r (Melbourne: re.press, 2007), poem nr. 21. 

123  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 60. 
124  Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 34 (“when he drinks he is a Key-Kobad”). 
125  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, pp. xvi-xvii. See also Ni��m�, Le Roman, pp. 17, 54, 101, 213. 
126  N�sh�b�r�, Salj�q-n�ma, p. 27. 
127  Kirm�n�, T�r�kh-i Af�al, p. 20; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 471; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 58; al-

Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 67, 172, 180; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, pp. 136, 
142. 

128  Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n, pp. 275, 297, 300, 314–15, 328 (B� Ja�far), 328 (~�hir B� 
�Al�), 340 (Am�r �usayn). 

129  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 90; N�sh�b�r�, Salj�q-n�ma, p. 12. 
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who knew no limit in drinking wine. He drank huge quantities during con-
secutive days and nights and organized matches, where he would challenge 
his companions (singers, jesters, officers, and bureaucrats) whom he all 
drank under the table. Bayhaq� describes a party where Sultan Mas�ud alleg-
edly drank 27 vessels of ½ man each (1.5 liter) with wine, and then per-
formed his prayer. During the Hansi campaign, when Mas��d was ill and 
repented of his sins he did not drink, but some months later the wine flowed 
again like a river.130 Various Salj�q rulers were also drunkards who loved 
partying for days at an end. Of Tughril Sh�h b. Mu}ammad (r. 1156–1169) it 
was even said that he made the wine cellar his mi�r�b.131 

Such drinking feats were also reflected in popular literature where, for 
example, the hero Samak-i �Ayy�r allegedly could drink 10–20 pints in one 
go.132 During one of his heroic feats, Samak-i �Ayy�r challenged the man-
hood of one of his opponents by alleging that he was unable to drink five 
man (15 liter) of wine. 133  

The drinking parties could become quite boisterous. Sultan Ma}m�d of 
Ghazna in a drunken mood cut off the locks of his favorite Ay�z. The next 
day weighed down by his hangover he rued this deed, but the poet �Un�ur� 
(d. 1040) restored his spirits by reciting the following poem: 

Though shame it be a fair one’s curls to shear 
Why rise in wrath or sit in sorrow here? 
Rather rejoice, make merry, call for wine; 
When clipped the cypress doth most trim appear. 

Sultan Ma}m�d was so happy that he rewarded �Un�ur� richly and filled his 
mouth with gold coins. He immediately threw another party and Sultan 
Ma}m�d and his companions drank deeply well into the next night.134 

                      
130  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 533, 555–56. 
131  R�vand�, Ruhat al-�ud�r, pp. 236 (Sultan Mas��d b. Mu}ammad b. Maliksh�h), 370 

(Sultan Tughril b. Arsl�n); Ibn Ibr�h�m 1343, pp. 22 (Sul{�nsh�h), 30, 32 (�r�nsh�h), 35 
(Arsl�n Sh�h), 39 (Mu}ammad b. Arsl�n Sh�h), 46 (Tughril Sh�h b. Mu}ammad), 48 
(Malik Arsl�n b. Tughril Sh�h), 74, 79, 189; Kirm�n�, T�r�kh-i Af�al, pp. 68–69 (Arsl�n 
Sh�h), 71 (Ma}m�d), 120, 125; Peacock Early Seljuq History, p. 126 (Alp Arsl�n drunken 
before Aleppo). 

132  al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 116; 195; Faramarz, Samak-i �Ayyar, p. 153. 
133  al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 197; Faramarz, Samak-i �Ayyar, p. 154. 
134  al-Ni��m� al-�Ar�¨�, Kit�b-i Chah�r Maq�la, pp. 39–41. The poem’s translation is by 

E.G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia. 4 vols. (Cambridge, CUP, 1959), vol. 2, p. 38. 
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It also happened that the drinking had serious, sometimes fatal conse-
quences. When drinking by the rulers was chronic and clearly an addiction it 
could not but have negative consequences for the governance of the state. 
Both Sultan Ma}m�d and his son Sultan Mas��d after a bout of binge drink-
ing often did not show up the next day to be present in court.135 Neverthe-
less, they mostly managed to spend sufficient time to manage their state 
affairs. However, the ~�hirid ruler Mu}ammad b. ~�hir (r. 862–873) was so 
addicted to drinking and a hedonistic lifestyle that he neglected the affairs of 
state, and as a result, he lost his throne. The same held for the Gh�rid ruler 
Ma}m�d b. Ghiy�th al-D�n (ca. 1210).136 Bayhaq� and Gard�z� suggest that 
Amir Mu}ammad, the brother and rival of Sultan Mas��d, lost his throne and 
life, because he partied and drank too much.137 Altunt�sh, the son of the 
Khv�rizmsh�h fell drunk from a roof and died.138 The last Salj�q ruler of 
Kirm�n Farrukhsh�h (1196) died of drinking.139 Drunkenness also led to 
capture or murder of opponents,140 robbery,141 or betrayal of a conspiracy.142 

DRINKING WITH MUSIC AND AT GAMES 

The Sasanian king Bahr�m G�r was occupied day and night with entertain-
ments, hunting, and drinking.143 Following this Imperial model, according to 
Sultan Ma}m�d of Ghazna, partying, drinking, polo and war was a noble-
man’s business in Islamic Iran;144 and indeed, razm va bazm (fighting and 
feasting) remained the royal pastime par excellence until recent times. This 
sentiment is also nicely expressed in the dialogue between Isfandiy�r and 
Rustam, where the former says:  
                      
135  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 469. 
136  Gard�z�, Zayn al-Akhb�r, p. 138; Juwayn�, The T�r�kh-i-Jah�n-gush�, vol. 2, p. 62. 
137  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 5, 71; Gard�z�, Zayn al-Akhb�r, p. 195. 
138  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 410. 
139  Ibn Ibr�h�m, Salj�qiy�n va Ghuzz, p. 189. 
140  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 90, 363. 
141  Anonymous, T�r�kh-i S�st�n, p. 315 
142  B. Isfandiy�r, History of Tabaristan, p. 155 (during a party Afsh�n was given strong wine 

or shar�b-e gir�n� to make him loose-lipped). Isfandiy�r likewise tried to make Rustam 
loose-lipped when he said to a servant: “Serve him with uncooked wine, Let it affect him 
while we sit and dine, - And when the wine has made his tongue grow loose, We’ll hear 
him chatter about King K�­�s.” Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, p. 394. 

143  Ni��m al-Mulk, The Book of Government, p. 24. 
144  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 152. 
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Fighting or feasting I don’t change; you’ll see 
That wine and war are all the same to me.145  

Whether during games such as polo or during and after the hunt, much 
drinking was going on at the same time.146 

Each dawn they went out hunting, at midday 
They turned to wine to while their time away, 
And so the prince’s busy days were spent 
In hunting and in tipsy merriment, 
Now seeking lions with his spear and bow 
Now sipping wine where pretty roses grow.147  

Wine drinking and music were two sides of the same coin and there is hardly 
a mention of wine drinking without referring to the entertainment by musi-
cians, dancers, and minstrels. For where wine flowed, music was played and 
songs were sung until everybody went drunk to his bed.148 According to 
Gurg�n�, 

The wine went round continually, which made 
For wine-red faces as the minstrel played.149 

I have already mentioned poems, whether impromptu or prepared before-
hand, that were declaimed during drinking parties, but songs were also sung, 
usually by professional singers.150 It is therefore not surprising to conclude 
that the poems of, for example, Man�chihr� are an important source of in-
formation on the music genres that prevailed in Ghaznavid times as well as 
the many musical instruments that were used by the various musicians and 
artists.151 
                      
145  Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, pp. 394–95. 
146  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 344, 409; Gard�z�, Zayn al-Akhb�r, p. 161; N�sh�b�r�, Salj�q-n�ma, 

pp. 66–67, 74; Ni��m�, Le Roman, pp. 17, 58, 74; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. 
10, 18; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, pp. 19, 24. 

147  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 290, see also Ibid., p. 377. 
148  N�sh�b�r�, Salj�q-n�ma, p. 27; Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 51; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, 

vol. 1, p. 39; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, p. 41; B. Isfandiy�r, History of Tabaristan, p. 
155; Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 54, 71; Jalab�, D�v�n, p. 411. 

149  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 265. 
150  Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 101–02, 194; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 66; Faramarz, 

Samak-e Ayyar, p. 62. 
151  �usayn �Al� Mall�h, Man�chihr� Damgh�ni va Musiqi (Tehr�n: Hunar va Farhang, 

1363/1984); see also Ibid. ��fi� va Mus�q�. (Tehran: Hunar va Farhang, 1363/1984); 
N�{iq, ��fi�. 
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WINE AND LOVE 

The drinking of wine cannot be discussed without at least mentioning that 
wine and love are inextricably associated, for they go together. Wine is usu-
ally drunk by both lovers, for wine like love is a kind of intoxication to 
which you have to surrender yourself. 

Love is like wine, and neither will agree 
To live with wisdom and sobriety.152 

Therefore, Vis and Ramin were constantly drunk, if not with one another, 
then at least because of the wine that both drank copiously. Making love and 
drinking wine are inseparable. 

With wine the lovers rested from their ride, 
Their days now passed in pleasure, and each night 
Was filled with joy and mutual delight: 
They drank their wine, then lay down face to face, 
And drank wine in the midst of their embrace.153 

It does sound odd for lovers to become drunk and then to make love, but 
apparently many people believed that wine worked as a sexual stimulant, if 
we may believe Firdaws�. The latter relates in his Sh�h-n�ma that king Bah-
r�m had forbidden the drinking of wine. He had issued this ban after a vil-
lage chief, who had drunk much wine at his court, on his return journey had 
passed out en route and while sleeping had his eyes pecked out by ravens. 
However, one year later a shoemaker’s son, who was impotent, was given 
some wine that his mother had hidden, who told him: 

Drink seven glasses of this wine, and when 
You feel you’re ready, go to her again: 
You’ll break her seal once you two are alone – 
A pickaxe made of felt can’t split a stone. 

The boy drank the seven glasses of wine and indeed became potent and was 
able to perform just as his mother had foretold. He was very elated and 
drunk when he walked to his parents’ house to tell them the happy news. He 
was so drunk that when he saw a roaring lion in the market he fearlessly sat 

                      
152  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 81; see also Ni��m�, Le Roman, pp. 31, 68–69, 73, 79, 82, 90, 

116, 160, 212; al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, pp. ; 51–52; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, 
p. 50; Fargh�n�, D�v�n, vol. 1, p. 87. 

153  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 167; Ni��m�, Le Roman, pp. 75, 77; Jabal�, D�v�n, p. 531. 
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on its back as if it were a donkey. The lion keeper ran to court to tell king 
Bahr�m about this strange event. The king instructed his advisers to find out 
who this boy was. The moment he had done so, the mother’s boy came to 
court to tell the king what had happened. 

She said to him, “May you live happily 
As long as time endures, your majesty! 
This boy of mine’s just starting out on life – 
He’d found himself a satisfactory wife. 
But when the time came … well, his implement 
Was just too soft, and he was impotent. 
So then I gave the boy (but privately. 
To make him father of a family) 
Three glasses of good wine; at once his face 
Shone with a splendid ruby’s radiant grace, 
The floppy felt stirred, lifted up its head 
And turned into a strong, hard bone instead. 
Three drafts of wine gave him the strength and glory 
Who would have thought the king would hear the story?” 

The king was so impressed by this story that he immediately ordered that 
henceforth wine drinking would be allowed again. He counseled, however, 
that  

when wine leads you to pleasure, see to it  
that it does not leave your body weak and incapable.154 

WHY DID THEY DRINK? 

Apart from the fact that wine drinking was liked for its own sake, it was also 
a pre-existing condition, having been quite normal and natural in Imperial 
Iran. Islamic rule wanted to change this, but the people were not ready to 
give up that which brought pleasure in life. Changing one’s religion and 
going through the motions of another ritual to gain the gates of paradise was 
one thing, but giving up wine that was as yet too much to ask. Moreover, 
medical science was all in favor of drinking wine and prescribed it as a rem-
edy for certain diseases. Furthermore, Galenus argued that wine taken in 
moderation was beneficial to your health and who were you to argue with 
him?155 A leading Christian physician of the tenth century, Yu}ann� Mas�}� 
                      
154  Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, p. 224. 
155  Najm�b�d� T�r�kh-e 
ibb, p. 23. 
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advised people to eat fresh food and drink old wine (shar�b-i kuhna), an 
advice that is not out of sync with modern views on the diet.156 Besides, phy-
sicians advised people to drink wine in spacious locations and during cool 
periods of the year or at certain times of the day.157 The Nawr�z-n�ma told 
its readers that  

Galenus, Socrates, Hippocrates, Avicenna and Razi said that there is nothing more benefi-
cial for the body than wine, in particular wine made from bitter and pure grapes. Its spe-
cial nature is that it takes away grief, makes the heart happy, and the body stout and neu-
tralizes bad food, makes the face color red, the skin tone fresh and healthy looking. It 
stimulates understanding and memory, makes the miser open-handed, and the coward 
brave. The wine drinker is seldom sick and mostly vigorous.158 

Indeed physicians such as al-R�z� in his Man�fi� al-aghdhiya va ma��rrih� 
and Jurj�n� in his Dhakh�ra-yi Khv�rizmsh�h� list and argue the benefits and 
drawbacks of wine.159 

These various notions argued by the physicians quickly found a willing 
ear among the Iranian literati, whether they were prose or poetry authors. 
Gurg�n�, for example, refers to the restorative power of wine, both to body 
and spirit. 

Wine is blood red and scours the rusty heart 
Making its weariness and grief depart, 
Returning to the pallid, careworn face 
Its ruddy hue and customary grace. 
Longing is pain, and wine will cure this pain, 
Anguish is dust, and wine’s its cleansing rain, 
If sorrow’s present, red wine will remove it, 
If joy is present, red wine will improve it; 
Wine burns away all suffering, while desire 
And joy blaze up more brightly in its fire.160 

                      
156  Najm�b�d� T�r�kh-e 
ibb, p. 232 (shar�b-i kuhna, also called may-yi d�-s�la or may-yi 

kuhna); N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 248–49. It is also mentioned by Man�chihr�, D�v�n, p. 5. 
157  Zayn al-D�n Ab� Mu}ammad Ibr�h�m Ism��il b. al-�asan b. Mu}ammad b. A}mad al-

�usayn� Jurj�n�. Dhakh�ra-yi Khv�rizmsh�h�. 3 vols. Edited by Mu}ammad �usayn 
I�tim�d� et al. (Tehr�n: Anjuman-i �th�r-i Mill�, 1344–52/1967–73), vol. 1, p. 169; see 
further N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 314–16. 

158  N�sh�b�r�, Nawr�z-n�ma, p. 79. 
159  Al-R�z� Man�fi� al-aghdhiya; Jurj�n�, Dhakh�ra-yi Khv�rizmsh�h�, vol. 1; Najm�b�d�, 

T�r�kh-i 
ibb, pp. 433, 734. 
160  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 220, see also Ibid., p. 184. A similar point is made by 

Bal�am�, see Lazard, Les premiers poètes, p. 135 (when the wine illuminates your face). 
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Ni��m�-yi Ganjav� picks up on the fact that people who have drunk wine 
become more jovial, accessible and frankly more open-handed.  

There are many when drunk break open their coffers, 
When sober they complain of robbers; 
There are many when drunk say: ‘take as much as you lief,’ 
When sober they cry ‘thief.’161 

It is a sentiment that is also echoed by Kai K�’�s, the author of the Q�b�s-
n�ma, who counsels his son to ask favors from stingy persons only when 
they are drunk, for they then are in a more generous mood.162 The author of 
the Samak-i �Ayy�r observed that wine drinkers will do things that they un-
der other circumstances would not do. He noted that under influence of wine 
prince, Khursh�d Sh�h lost his reserve and started playing the lute.163 Of 
course, as Ni��m�-yi Ganjav� notes, wine makes a coward brave.164 

R�vand�, the author of the R��at al-�ud�r (ca. 1202) while not in disa-
greement with the above arguments, is more interested in the question why 
people chose to drink wine knowing that it was unlawful. He points out that 
medical science ascribes the occurrence of gaiety, fresh skin and good health 
to wine drinking. This is due to three faculties, of which he only mentions 
two: (i) desire, which makes man look for pleasure; its driving force is the 
liver, and (ii) spirit (nafs) or the faculty of speech, which makes that one 
seeks knowledge and wisdom, makes one act properly and makes man stay 
away from doing bad things. This is a faculty peculiar to man. Its mine is the 
brain and it is the most noble of all, and lust is the lowest one. Each force is 
the opposite of the other. Wise men looked for that which would give re-
pose/quiet and would free one of this burden, and the only item among foods 
and drinks that did this is grape wine, where one of the forces makes one do 
good.165 

                      
161  Ni��m�, Hikmat va nasihatlar. 
162  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 143. 
163  al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, vol. 1, p. 47; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, p. 47. 
164  Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 68. 
165  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 426–28. This argumentation is taken from Galenic medicine 

and R�vand� was not the first historian to popularize these ideas, because before him 
Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, p. 101f. had done so. He mentioned all three faculties (the first is, intel-
lect and speech, located in the head and partnered with the heart; the second is anger and 
is located in the heart, and the third is desire that is located in the liver. Each faculty is the 
location of a spirit). 
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R�vand� admits that wine has many benefits and countless advantages. 
He refers to a book called al-Shurr�b (the Drinkers) which contains 50 chap-
ters listing the benefits as well as the drawbacks of wine.166 In this respect he 
is somewhat like Khayy�m, the reputed author of the Nawr�z-n�ma who, 
also taking his cue from medical science, lists the benefits of wine, then the 
drawbacks, and finally the remedies to neutralize the drawbacks.167 Whereas, 
Khayy�m is positive about wine drinking, R�vand� concludes that despite its 
advantages, drinking wine is unlawful and therefore bad, because you loose 
your chance at redemption.168 He clearly took his cue from the �ulam�’, one 
of whom thundered:  

What do physicians, astronomers, and poets know of roots and branches (of the Law), 
lawful and unlawful, compared to the ulama? They know nothing; for if one considers 
even one drop of wine to be lawful he becomes an unbeliever.”169 

WINE DRINKING IS UNLAWFUL 

Orthodox Moslems were, of course, very upset by the drinking habits of 
their less pious religious brethren; they do not mention their sisters. The 
�ulam�’ had a very simple message, wine, in fact any fermented drink, was 
forbidden; it was a grievous and capital sin. Even when you were not caught 
by the authorities your drinking would not go unpunished, because by drink-
ing your faith was taken from you, it made you an unbeliever! This held for 
those who defended the position that drinking wine was lawful. Also, care 
should be taken to keep wine away from children. This point was probably 
made, because physicians prescribed wine for children in many cases. There 
was, of course little chance that you would be caught by the authorities, who 
themselves were probably too busy drinking. However, at times the authori-
ties would clamp down and if that happened and sinners were caught the 
prescribed punishment was flogging. If the sinning drinker repented, howev-
er, the punishment was not executed.170 Gurg�n� clearly was well aware of 
this theological point of view: 
                      
166  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 422. 
167  N�sh�b�r�, Nawr�z-n�ma, pp. 80–81. 
168  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 422 
169  Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, p. 142. 
170  Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, pp. 80, 100–01, 104–06, 125–27, 129. In general, concern-

ing the question of what drinks are permitted and which are not, see A.J. Wensinck, 
“Khamr,” Encyclopedia of Islam2. Wine was indeed prescribed as medicine to young 
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Drunks sin because wine makes them ignorant; 
They should be pardoned when they’re penitent.  
As sleep will close a person’s weary eyes 
Wine closes sense and makes a man unwise; 
As water washes clothes, sincere repentance 
Will mitigate the guilty sinner’s sentence.171  

However, Khayy�m was not so easily taken in by theological arguments and 
fired back, accusing the orthodox believers of hypocrisy: 

How can it be that this wine that everyone drinks is banned? 
One small group goes out of its way to make it all end;  
But those who made it unlawful for the aficionado 
Drink themselves a cup of it incognito. 

The �ulam�’ did not forbid drinking beverages made from grapes, raisins, 
dates and other fruits as long as it did not intoxicate or impair a person’s 
wits. If it did, then even drinking a little of it was unlawful and a punishable 
act. Only in one case is it permitted to drink wine or any alcoholic beverage, 
viz. if they threaten to kill you if you do not drink wine. There was no una-
nimity among the �ulam�’ concerning the medical use of wine, which, as 
discussed above, was quite a normal remedy prescribed by physicians. Ab� 
�an�fa permitted its medical use, but al-Sh�fi�� considered it unlawful.172 
According to Ab� �an�fa:  

Grape juice that is boiled until it is reduced to one-third, and raisins that are boiled a little, 
and that what is made of barley and millet, and of honey and sugar, if it is not boiled, is 
lawful as long as it does not intoxicate.”173  

This point of view, which was already known to the ancient Greeks, was 
widely accepted and quoted by court chroniclers and others.174 It was ridi-
culed by the Shi�ite N��ir-i Khusraw, who scoffed at the founders of the four 

                      
children (al-Arr�j�n�, Samak-i �Ayy�r, p. 194; Faramarz, Samak-e Ayyar, p. 152; Nisha-
buri, Nawr�z-n�ma, p. 80), against which Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, p. 80 warned. 

171  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 196. 
172  Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, pp. 129, 138, 142–43; Ahsan, Social Life, p. 111. 
173  Meisami, The Sea of Virtues, p. 142. 
174  R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, pp. 418–19, 421; see also N�{iq, ��fi�, pp. 239–41. Yule in his 

note 4 to Marco Polo. The Travels of Marco Polo. The Complete Yule-Cordier Edition. 2 
vols. (New York: Dover Publications, 1993), vol. 1, p. 87, wrote: “According to Athenae-
us, Aristotle, in his Treatise on Drinking (a work lost, I imagine to posterity), says, ‘If the 
wine be moderately boiled it is less apt to intoxicate.’ ” 
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Sunni theological schools for allowing the playing of chess, drinking of 
wine, consuming of opium, and sodomy, respectively. 

Shafe�i said: ‘Playing chess is not unlawful. 
Do not cheat for the Imam has ordered you to be truthful.’ 
But Hanifeh has even a better idea on wine: 
‘If it’s boiled, drink it, for it is not unlawful.’ 
The Hanbalites say: ‘If stricken with grief 
Take bhang and stroll gaily!’ 
If you follow the fourth jurist, Malek, 
He will prescribe for you cohabitation with a young boy! 
Take bhang, drink wine, lie with fair ones and gamble, 
Truly Islam has been perfected by these four Imams!175 

Despite N��ir-i Khusraw’s partisan criticism, ‘boiled wine’ became the wine 
of choice of those adherents of Islam, who wanted to continue to drink wine 
without going against the letter of Islamic law. Many others, of course, con-
tinued to drink unadulterated wine, but there was a tendency to go for the 
‘politically correct’ form of wine. This may be deduced from an observation 
made by Marco Polo about the situation in Iran in the 1270s. 

Someone may object that the Saracens [i.e. the Iranians] do not drink wine; for their law 
forbids it. My answer is that they gloss the text of their law thus: if wine is boiled over a 
fire, so that it is partly consumed and turns sweet, they are free to drink it without breach 
of commandment or law; for they no longer call it wine, since the change of flavour car-
ries with it a change of name.176 

DRAWBACKS 

Although people considered themselves Moslems, at least nominally, they 
nevertheless ignored the ban on drinking wine. Man�chihr� has a poem de-
scribing that to celebrate the end of Rama��n, the month of fasting, a binge-
drinking party was held.  

The Fast of Ramadan is passed, and its going is not deplored; 
The Feast of Ramadan is now upon us, praised be the Lord!177 

                      
175  The poem is from N��ir Khusraw’s Divan and the translation is by Hasan Javadi, Satire in 

Persian Literature (Cranbury, 1988), pp. 70–71. 
176  Polo, The Travels, vol. 1, p. 84. 
177  Man�chihr�, D�v�n, pp. 77–78. 
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During the early period of Islamic rule ‘real men’ drank strong wine all day 
and/or night long and scoffed at the notion that the wine should be watered 
down. This is clear, for example, from what perhaps is the earliest ‘wine 
song’ in Persian, a poem composed by �Abdall�h Mu}ammad al-Junayd�, 
which is about the culture of wine drinking. 

At dawn quaff a draught from the flagon of wine, 
By the crow of the cock and the lute’s plaintive whine. 
When the sun lifts its head oe’r the top of the hill, 
He were best put to blush by the cup and the vine. 
From the cup to the couch at the fall of night time, 
From the couch to the cup at the dayspring’s first sign. 
As milk is the food that for infants is best, 
So let old men their diet to grape-milk confine.178 

People drank not because they were blind or ignorant to the drawbacks of 
drinking. Ni��m�-yi Ganjav�, for example, in one of his aphorisms points out 
that there is a price to pay when you drink: 

Though wine takes away the grief of the world 
O master, don’t take that which takes away reason. 

He therefore counseled the prospective and current drinkers to think twice 
before doing so, because:  

Although wine is praised by many 
Let reason keep you from taking any.179 

Accepting the reality of drinking, Kai K�’�s nevertheless wants to make his 
son understand that there are negative sides to drinking. Like the professor 
teaching Pharmacology 101, who tells his students that there are no poisons, 
only the dosage of any given substance makes it into a poison, Kai K�’�s 
writes: “Everything consumed, whether it be food or drink, becomes poison 
if taken in excess.” So it is also with wine. “You must know how to drink, 
for it is a poison if you do not know how it should be drunk, whereas it is a 
physic against poison if you do know.” 

Your antidote for thirst is none the less 

                      
178  Jackson, Early Persian Poetry, p. 29, who in a note comments that “there is a pun in the 

Persian shir, ‘milk,’and shirah, ‘new wine’ (milk of the grape).” For the Persian text, see 
�Awf�, The Lub�bu’l-alb�b, vol. 2, p. 23. 

179  Ni��m�, Hikmat va nasihatlar. According to Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 182, “Wine 
weakened wisdom in their monarch’s head.” 
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A poison when you use it in excess.180  

That this idea was shared by many is indicated by the fact that similar appre-
ciation is voiced by Gurg�n�: 

When we’re replete with drink, and crapulous, 
Even the best wine can taste poisonous.181 

Kai K�­�s to channel his sons drinking habits counsels him not to drink wine 
immediately after a meal, but to drink fist water and beer. Only when after 
three hours he is really thirsty, only then he should drink wine, if he really 
had to. Kai K�­�s like his contemporaries wants to reinforce his argument by 
using the insights of science. He submits that given the physiology of the 
body that needs seven hours to digest wine and food, the best time to start 
drinking is after the recitation of the afternoon prayers. For by the time his 
son would be drunk it was night and nobody would notice that he was drunk. 
Kai K�­�s was much concerned with decorum and good name, therefore, he 
advises his son to drink only inside his own house, not in orchards or gar-
dens, and never when traveling. Also, he counsels never to drink to excess; 
always know when to stop, when you still can have a glass or two before you 
become intoxicated. In that state you do not know what you are doing; 
moreover,  

drunks are madmen and suffer from crapulence. Why drink such that you either fall ill or 
become mad?”182 

Despite the fact that wine drinking was an unlawful act and that there were 
urban officials (mu�tasib, sha�na) who were supposed to see to it that the 
ban was respected, wine drinking was seldom punished. Khayy�m actually 
questioned the ethics of punishing wine drinking by posing the question, 
who did more harm? 

O inspector of the city we are more awake than you 
Despite being drunk we are smarter than you; 
You drink people’s blood, we that of the vines  
Let us be honest, who is blood-thirstier? 

                      
180  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 58. The same point is made by Ab� Shuk�r al-Balkh� (915–960s), 

see Lazard, Les premiers poètes, p. 123, line 377. 
181  Gurg�n�, Vis and Ramin, p. 371. A similar allusion is made by Ma�r�f�, one of the earliest 

poets using new Persian as his medium, see Lazard, Les premiers poètes, p. 131, line 23. 
182  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, pp. 58–59. 



Willem Floor 

 

202 

Nevertheless, there are cases when the authorities are reported to have 
clamped down on drinking. The mu�tasib of Ghazna allegedly gave 40 lash-
es to �Al� N�shteg�n, one of Sultan Mas��d’s top generals, who after a night 
of carousing left the palace to go home in a drunken state and was dragged 
off his horse in the bazaar.183 �asan-i �ab�}, the Ismaili ruler of Alam�t had 
banned drinking wine in his realm. When one of his sons was suspected of 
drinking wine he had him executed.184 However, in the mid-twelfth century 
the drinking ban was lifted by his grandson. He allegedly was a libertine and 
justified his drinking by declaring that drinking wine would hasten the arri-
val of the Imam.185 Ism���l b. Im�m Ja�far was excluded from the succession 
because of the accusation that he drank wine.186 

CONCLUSION 

Apart from the �ulam�’ and orthodox Moslems, wine drinking was not 
viewed as a negative activity by society in general prior to the Mongol inva-
sion. In fact, people did not seem to see the contradiction between being a 
Moslem and wine drinking. For example, after stating that Sultan Ma}m�d 
of Ghazna was a pious and devout man, Ni��m� then continues relating the 
story of his incessant drinking without seeing, or at least without making a 
problem of, the conflict between the two statements.187 Likewise, Bayhaq�, a 
moderate drinker himself, is aware of the negative side of drinking to which 
he draws attention, but he never mentions that it is a religious unlawful ac-
tivity! The same also held for inveterate drinkers such as Sultan Mas��d, 
who saw no irony in the fact that he interrupted his drinking to pray.188 He 
nevertheless, had the occasional moment that he repented his drinking. At 
one such moment, he ordered all wine to be dumped in the river Jalim and to 
break the music instruments.189 However, such moments did not last long 
and soon thereafter the binge drinking started again, not without forgetting to 
pray, of course. A similar attitude is presented by �Umar Khayy�m, the pre-
                      
183  Ni��m al-Mulk, The Book of Government, pp. 47–48, for another case involving a young 

man in Baghdad during the reign of al-Ma­m�n, see Ibid., p. 138 
184  Juwayn�, The T�r�kh-i-Jah�n-gush�, vol. 3, pp. 210; 225. 
185  Juwayn�, The T�r�kh-i-Jah�n-gush�, vol. 3, pp. 225, 228. 
186  Juwayn�, The T�r�kh-i-Jah�n-gush�, vol. 3, p. 145. 
187  Ni��m� �Ar�¨� Les Quatres Discours, pp. 77–79 
188  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 503, 541. 
189  Bayhaq�, T�r�kh, pp. 429, 533. 
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sumed author of the Nawr�z-n�ma. In the chapter entitled ‘Relation concern-
ing the benefit of wine’ (�ik�yat andar manfa�at-i shar�b) there is no refer-
ence whatsoever to religious tenets. The author takes the scientific approach 
and observes that all leading physicians have argued that drinking wine is 
good for the body. Certainly, there are negative sides to drinking, but for 
each negative aspect case there is a remedy.190 

What was viewed negatively, however, was incapacitating alcoholism, in 
particular when this was shown in public.191 Indeed, this is the worry of 
Ni��m�-yi Ganjav�192 and Ni��m al-Mulk. The latter advises his king, Malik-
sh�h, when sending an ambassador to another ruler to instruct him to estab-
lish whether when that  

king [is] in his cups [is] jovial and good-natured or not.193  

For that behavior would signal something about the character of that king 
and how trustworthy he would be in his dealing with others. A similar worry 
about decorum is also strong in the thinking of Kai K�­�s. He does not mind 
that his son drinks, but he should be discreet. He should do it at home, and in 
the afternoon, so that the effects of alcohol are not very noticeable.  

Also, do not drink on Thursday night, for Friday and Saturday are sacred days. If you do 
not drink on Fridays men will accept your drinking the rest of the week. Thus you will 
achieve reward in the next world and good report will be yours in this world.”194 

There was change in the air, however. R�vand� following religious precepts 
points out that drinking wine is a sin and that means endangering your soul. 
He therefore wants to find a balance between religious requirements and the 
need of the ruler to drink by pointing out that Ab� �an�fa allowed drinking 
boiled wine that was reduced to one-third of the original quantity. In this 
way R�vand� hoped to have found the golden middle path. It may well be, 
for that reason, that much of the wine that was drunk during this period was 
this boiled version of it. At the S�m�nid and other courts so-called siyik�, the 
Persian synonym of muthallath, was drunk, meaning a wine that had been 

                      
190  N�sh�b�r�, Nawr�z-n�ma, p. 80. 
191  Spuler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit, p. 514. 
192  Ni��m�, Le Roman, p. 18. 
193  Ni��m al-Mulk, The Book of Government, p. 99; see also Ibid., p. 47 where a drunken 

general is advised to remain in the palace rather than go outside. 
194  Kai K�­�s, A Mirror, p. 60. 
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reduced by boiling to one-third of its volume.195 However, in general it 
would seem that strong wine or shar�b-e gir�n� was still drunk, because 
among the elite the purpose of drinking was to get intoxicated. Moreover, in 
particular among the military and political elite, the commitment to Islam 
was as yet skin-deep and they were not ready to abandon their unlawful 
pleasures. In this they only followed Rustam’s example when he was 
Isfandiy�r’s guest and was served strong wine to make him loose-lipped.  

The boy refilled it with a royal vintage, and Rustam said to him quietly, “There’s no need 
to dilute it with water, it takes the edge off an old wine. Why do you put water in it?”196 

                      
195  Anonymous, T�r�kh-i Sistan, p. 316; al-Ni��m� al-�Ar�¨� 1341, p. 59; Man�chihr�, D�v�n, 

pp. 131, 145, 153; R�vand�, R��at al-�ud�r, p. 421; Mas��d-i Sa�d, D�v�n, pp. 794 (sih 
yak �yad), 898; San�­�, D�v�n, p. 257. Siyak� or properly sih-yak� is written in the texts as 
¯±�%. 

196  Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, p. 394. 
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