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The aim of this study was to analyze the historical status of the Kayanian
dynasty through a descriptive-analytical method, using primary sources and
research references. In general, the past of great and ancient nations can be
divided into three stages: 1) the mythical stage, 2) the epic stage, and 3) the
historical stage. Accordingly, Iranian historians have also classified the pre-
Islamic history of Iran into four periods: 1) the Pishdadian dynasty, 2) the
Kayanian dynasty, 3) the Parthian dynasty, and 4) the Sassanian dynasty.
Another classification, which has been commonly used for about two hundred
years, divides the history of Iran into four periods: 1) the Median period, 2) the
Achaemenid period, 3) the Seleucid and Parthian period, and 4) the Sassanian
period. There is no doubt regarding the mythical nature of the Pishdadian
dynasty, but the status of the Kayanian dynasty is different, leading to
disagreements among scholars. Some foreign and domestic researchers
consider the Kayanians entirely mythical. Others divide the Kayanian rule into
two parts, considering the period from Kai Kobad to the end of Kai Khosrow's
reign as the epic stage and the period from Vishtasp to Dara as the historical
period of the Kayanians. However, some researchers equate Vishtasp of the
Kayanian dynasty with Hystaspes of the Achaemenid dynasty and consider the
last Kayanian kings as contemporaneous with the early Achaemenid kings. In
contrast, others view the Kayanian dynasty as an independent ruling entity that
governed eastern Iran before the Medes and Achaemenids. Therefore, whether
the Kayanian dynasty is mythical or historical is the main question of this
research.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The historical analysis of the Kayanian dynasty poses one of the most challenging inquiries in
Iranian history due to the intersection of myth and reality. The study of ancient Iranian history is often
divided into three stages: mythical, epic, and historical, a classification that is similarly applied to the
Kayanian dynasty. Scholars have debated the status of this dynasty, with some asserting its entirely
mythical nature and others attributing historical significance to certain kings. The mythical stage,
epitomized by the Pishdadian dynasty, is universally acknowledged as legend, but the Kayanian dynasty
occupies a more ambiguous position. Some researchers, such as Windischmann and Spiegel, argue that
the Kayanians are purely mythical, while others, like Herzfeld and Christensen, contend that at least part
of the Kayanian rule, especially from Vishtasp to Dara, corresponds to historical reality (Christensen, 1971).
The distinction between myth and history is crucial in understanding the Kayanians, as myths often serve
as allegories for historical events. Myths, as noted by Razi, stem from humanity’s limited understanding
of natural phenomena and historical occurrences, evolving into tales through collective memory and
imagination (Razi, 2000). However, other scholars, such as Olmstead, emphasize that myths, while
exaggerated, often have kernels of truth, reflecting historical realities distorted over time (Olmstead, 1993).
The Kayanian dynasty’s portrayal in the Avesta and Pahlavi texts further complicates this analysis, as
these sources blend historical facts with mythical narratives, thereby requiring meticulous examination to
discern historical truths from allegorical embellishments.

The methodology employed in this study is a descriptive-analytical approach utilizing primary
sources such as the Avesta, Pahlavi texts, and historical accounts from Islamic period historians. The
Avesta, the primary Zoroastrian scripture, frequently references the Kayanian kings, such as Kai Kobad
and Kai Khosrow, indicating their prominence in the cultural and religious consciousness of ancient
Iranians (Yarshater & et al., 2002). This study examines the genealogical continuity of the Kayanian kings
as depicted in Pahlavi texts, which trace the lineage from Kai Kobad to Vishtasp, aligning with historical
accounts that suggest Vishtasp’s equivalence to Hystaspes of the Achaemenid dynasty (Christensen, 1971).
By comparing these sources with archaeological evidence and historical research, the study aims to
establish a coherent narrative that situates the Kayanian dynasty within the broader context of Iranian
history. The historical significance of the Kayanians is further emphasized by their association with
Zoroaster, who, according to Christensen, found refuge in the court of Vishtasp, thereby linking the
Kayanians to the spread of Zoroastrianism (Christensen, 1971). This connection underscores the dynasty’s
potential historical reality, as the spread of Zoroastrianism is a well-documented historical phenomenon,
suggesting that the Kayanian kings played a pivotal role in early Iranian state formation and religious
development.

The findings of this study reveal a complex interplay between myth and history in the Kayanian
narrative. The division of the Kayanian dynasty into three stages—mythical, epic, and historical—mirrors
the broader tripartite division of ancient Iranian history. The first stage, from Kai Kobad to Kai Khosrow,
is predominantly mythical, characterized by heroic tales and allegorical representations of moral and
cultural values (Sarkarati, 1978). The epic stage, from Kai Khosrow to Vishtasp, incorporates historical
elements, as evidenced by references to Zoroaster’s interactions with Vishtasp, which align with historical
accounts of the prophet’s life (Pordavood, 2015). The final stage, from Vishtasp to Dara, is considered
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historical, with parallels drawn between the last Kayanian kings and early Achaemenid rulers, particularly
in terms of administrative structures and territorial governance (Christensen, 1971). The geographical scope
of the Kayanian rule, extending from Sogdiana and Bactria to the eastern Iranian plateau, further supports
their historical existence, as these regions were significant centers of early Iranian civilization (Yarshater
& et al., 2002). The Kayanian kings’ portrayal as divine-ordained rulers, akin to the concept of the divine
right of kings, reflects the socio-political structure of early Iranian states, where religious and political
authority were intertwined (Zarinkoub, 1985).

In the discussion, this study engages with the works of prominent scholars such as Christensen,
Herzfeld, and Yarshater, who have extensively analyzed the Kayanian dynasty’s historical context.
Christensen’s assertion that the Kayanians were an independent ruling entity in eastern Iran prior to the
Medes and Achaemenids is supported by archaeological findings that indicate early state formations in
regions like Bactria and Sogdiana (Christensen, 1971). Herzfeld’s hypothesis that the Aryans’ migration
into the Iranian plateau preceded the establishment of the Median and Achaemenid empires further
bolsters this claim, suggesting that the Kayanians were among the earliest Aryan rulers in the region
(Herzfeld, 2002). Yarshater’s analysis of the Avesta highlights the cultural and religious significance of the
Kayanian kings, arguing that their prominence in Zoroastrian texts implies a historical basis, as myths
alone would not warrant such extensive documentation (Yarshater & et al., 2002). This study also considers
opposing views, such as those of Windischmann and Spiegel, who dismiss the Kayanians as purely
mythical, attributing their depiction in historical texts to literary embellishment and nationalist sentiment
(Sarkarati, 1978). The study’s analysis of these divergent perspectives reveals the challenges in
distinguishing myth from history, particularly in the context of ancient civilizations where historical
documentation is sparse and often intertwined with folklore.

The conclusion drawn from this study is that the Kayanian dynasty, while embellished with
mythical narratives, possesses significant historical elements that cannot be overlooked. The association
of the Kayanians with Zoroaster, the geographic specificity of their rule, and the administrative parallels
with early Achaemenid governance collectively suggest that the Kayanian dynasty was a historical reality
that laid the foundation for subsequent Iranian empires (Christensen, 1971). This study argues that the
Kayanians were the earliest Aryan rulers in eastern Iran, predating the Medes and Achaemenids, and that
their legacy influenced the cultural and political development of the region (Zarinkoub, 1985). The
historical significance of the Kayanians is further reinforced by their depiction in the Avesta, which, as a
religious text, is unlikely to have fabricated an entire dynasty without historical basis (Pordavood, 2015).
The study concludes that while the Kayanian dynasty’s historical narrative is interwoven with myths, the
existence of a ruling entity in eastern Iran during the pre-Median period is highly plausible, thereby
affirming the Kayanians’ place in Iranian history.

In summary, the Kayanian dynasty represents a critical juncture in Iranian history where myth and
reality converge. The study’s descriptive-analytical approach, grounded in primary sources and scholarly
research, provides a comprehensive analysis of the Kayanian dynasty’s historical status. The findings
highlight the dynasty’s significance in early Iranian state formation and religious development, while the
discussion situates the Kayanian narrative within the broader historiographical debate on myth versus
history. The study’s conclusion asserts that the Kayanian dynasty, despite its mythical embellishments,
played a pivotal role in shaping Iran’s historical trajectory, thereby contributing to our understanding of
ancient Iranian history and culture.
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