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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

From Rome to Iran: Identity and Xusro II
By
Keenan Baca-Winters

Doctor of philosophy in History

University of California, Irvine, 2015

Professor Touraj Daryaee, chair

The Roman-Sasanian War of the seventh century CE was the last
conflict of late antiquity. Sahansah Xusré II nearly conquered the Roman
Empire. James Howard-Johnston has studied the war extensively. Walter
Kaegi has produced a biography of Xusro II's opponent, Heraclius, while
Geoffrey Greatrex and Touraj Daryaee have written articles focusing on Xusro
II. Scholars, however, have not attempted a major study of him. This
dissertation seeks not only to understand how different authors depicted
Xusro II but to understand the man's personality.
Roman authors who witnessed the war sought to highlight only the nega-
tive aspects of Xusro II. He was, according to the Romans, an enemy of God. Fear
of Xusro Il was the basis for these depictions. Pseudo-Sebéos, an Armenian histo-

rian, depicted Xusro II as an arrogant, blasphemous ruler. Pseudo-Sebéos, howev-
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er, did not write anything positive about the Romans, either, because both the
Romans and Sasanians wanted to control Armenia.

Christians living under Xusro II's rulership also seemed to despise him.
They portray Xusro Il as wicked because, in an attempt to punish them, he did
not let allow them to elect a ruler. A careful reading of these sources, however,
suggests these authors were aware of how Xusro II took care of Christians in his
realm. Finally, Arab and Persian sources differ in their portrayals of Xusro II be-
cause both groups, although both Muslim, were competing for legitimacy in the
post-Islamic conquest of Iran, due to ethnic tensions. Arab authors emphasized
Xusro II's faults. Persian authors, on the other hand, presented his good qualities.

Ultimately, all of these different depictions of Xusro Il demonstrate that he
possessed a fierce will and embraced a vision of how to rule. Xusro Il wanted to
conquer the Romans and extend his domain and be remembered forever. Xusro
II's drive might have made him seem arrogant to the authors studied in this dis-
sertation, and they depicted him accordingly. We should not, however, lose sight

of the man he truly was: a man who dared to dream.
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INTRODUCTION
Preliminaries

Before the reader is introduced to Xusro II's rule (590 CE-628 CE)-the man
who almost conquered the Roman Empire-it is necessary to discuss the milieu of his
reign and how rebellion, opportunity, total war, and betrayal were part of his story.
Xusro Il was an interesting character who dared to dream big and desired to etch his
name indelibly in the annals of history. His story starts when he was a young man.
His father, Hormizd IV (r. 579 CE-590 CE) ordered Spahbed (general) Wahram Cubin
(r. 590 CE-591 CE) to drive the Turkish hordes out of Eransahr (the Sasanian
Empire). Wahram Cubin was ultimately successful, but Hormizd IV insulted him by
sending him some women's clothes to wear after a defeat in a minor battle.!
Wahram Cubin rallied his army in rebellion against the §ahansah (the ruler of
Eransahr), which in English means “king of kings” and is analogous to the term
emperor. At the same time, another faction rose in rebellion. Xusro II's maternal
uncles, Bistahm and Bindoe, broke out of prison and led a group of nobles in revolt
against Hormizd IV. Bistahm and Bindoe ultimately blinded the Sahansah with a hot
poker.

Eransahr was a secular mess. Many factions vied for power, and the ruler of
the realm was maimed. During all of this, Xusro Il was caught up in the drama and

turned out to be a rebel. Fueled by a systematic disinformation campaign from

1. Warren Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2007), 230.



Wahram Cubin, including minting coins in Xusré II's name and proclaiming that his
actions sought to punish the young prince and avenge Hormizd IV's mutilation,
Hormizd IV wanted his son dead. Xusro Il soon fled to Azerbaijan with the help of
his uncles. Wahram Cubin marched and engaged Xusrd II, a battle in which the
prince was utterly defeated. His army fled, and he was left with a small entourage.
Xusro I had no choice but to return to the Sasanian capital of Ctesiphon. With tears
in his eyes, he kowtowed before his father and swore he had nothing to do with
either rebellion and certainly had nothing to do with his disfigurement. Hormizd IV
accepted his son's apology and made him promise he would punish those who were
responsible for the situation. Father and son agreed that Wahram Cubin was the
greater threat, because he had more potential to wipe out the kingly house of Sasan.
After dealing with him, Xusro Il promised his father he punish of his uncles.”
Hormizd IV then told his son to flee to the Romans and ask Emperor Maurice
(r. 582 CE-602 CE) for aid. Thus, Xusro II, his uncles, and his entourage fled from
Wahram Cubin's pursuit. On the journey, Bistahm and Bindée became fearful that
Wahram Cubin might get to Hormizd IV and convince him to write Maurice and ask
for their arrest. With the guise of taking care of their personal affairs and saying
goodbye to their families, the brothers returned to Ctesiphon and strangled
Hormizd IV. It is discussed later in the dissertation whether Xusro II gave them tacit

permission to do this.

2. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 3 trans. Arthur George Warner and Edmond Warner The Shdhndma of
Firdausi, vol. 8 (London and New York Routledge, 2002).
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When Xusro Il reached Circesium, he and Maurice sent letters back and forth.
Xusro II promised that if the emperor gave him an army, he would return the
strategic cities of Dara and Amida (both taken by the Sasanians in previous
centuries) and give Persarmenia and Iberia (modern Georgia) to the Romans. Xusro
Il promised all of this because of his dire situation. The Roman senate urged
Maurice to refuse Xusro II's offer so the Iranians could kill each other and save the
Roman Empire later trouble. Maurice did not listen to them and sent Xusro II back
to Eransahr with an army, money, and kingly clothes so he could reclaim his
kingship. The joint Roman-Sasanian force successfully defeated Wahram Cubin. The
rebel fled to the protection of the Turks and later was assassinated.

Once the throne was secure, Xusro II ordered the deaths of his uncles. Bindoe
soon was assassinated while Bistahm fled with the remainder of Wahram Cubin's
army in defiance. Xusro II eventually defeated Bistahm with the help of the
Armenian prince Smbat Bagratuni. Xusro Il then held a banquet in honor of the
Romans who helped him and sent them back to Maurice with gifts.

The end of the civil war in Eransahr was the eye of the hurricane. What
seemed like bloody conflict paled to what was coming-a war that threatened the
survival of the Roman Empire, a war where no quarter was asked, and none was
given. Although no one in either realm could predict the outcome of the war, the
result was that there were really no winners. In the end, the Romans fought back
from the brink and defeated the Sasanians, but both empires were drained from 26

wars of total warfare, and neither side could mount a serious defense against the



ascendant Arab armies, united by their prophet Muhammad under the banner of
I[slam.

Before those events, however, the Romans and Sasanians maintained their
respective realms. Xusro II fulfilled his promise and gave Amida, Dara, Persarmenia,
and Iberia to the Romans.’ If nothing ruined the balance between the Romans and
Sasanians, both empires would have survived for centuries afterwards. But certain
events occurred and opportunities were born. Xusro II felt glory calling; he took the
chance to be remembered until the end of time.

The death of Xusro II's benefactor, Maurice, was the casus belli of the war of
the seventh century CE.* The rebel Phocas (r. 602 CE-610 CE) deposed Maurice and
murdered him and his entire family.” Xusro Il was enraged at the death of his patron
and invaded the Roman Empire and went to the aid of the Roman commander
Narses, who refused to recognize Phocas.® In quick succession, Xusro II's army
conquered Amida (609 CE), Edessa (610 CE), and Theodosiopolis (610 CE) (an

important city in Armenia). Most alarmingly, in 608 CE, the Sasanian landed in

3. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 231.

4. Sebeos, The Armenian History 34, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos: Part 1. Translation
and Notes ed. and trans. R. W. Thomson with commentary by James Howard-Johnston with Tim Greenwood
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), 66; Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact
Simocatta: An English Translation with Introduction and Notes 15.7 ed. and trans. Michael and Mary Whitby
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1986); Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6095, in The Chronicle of
Theophanes trans. Cyril Mango and Roger Scott with Geoffrey Greatrex (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997);
Histoire Nestorienne (Seert Chronicle), Seconde Partie LXX, LXXIX trans. Addai Scher and Robert Griveau in
Patrologia Orientalis: Tomus Decimus Tertius ed. R. Graffin and F. Nau (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1919); Yuri
Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross: The Sasanian Conquest of Jerusalem in 614 and
Byzantine Ideology of Anti-Persian Warfare (Wien: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2011), 5.

5. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 236; Kaegi, Heraclius, 37.

6. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 236-237.
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Chalcedon, a city across the Bosphorus Straight from the Roman capital,
Constantinople. In the same year, the exarch of Africa, Heraclius the Elder, rebelled
agaisnt Phocas.” Then in 610, Phocas himself was assassinated, and Heraclius the
younger (r. 610 CE-641 CE) was proclaimed emperor.”

Xusro II's armies wreaked havoc on the Romans and in 613 CE conquered
Antioch. Constantinople essentially was cut off from the rest of Asia Minor and the
Levant. The Romans' fortune, however, sank further in 614 CE when the Sasanians
captured Jerusalem and with it, the True Cross of Jesus Christ's crucifixion. This was
a blow to the Romans' morale while (as we will see in chapter three) the Christians
of Eransahr rejoiced at receiving the relic. Then in 617 CE, the Sasanians
consolidated their grip on Chalcedon, and it seemed imminent that they would
besiege Constantinople. To compound this misfortune, the Sasanians captured
Egypt in 618 CE, and Constantinople lost the grain that province provided.’

The murder of Phocas did not soothe Xusro II's desire. Heraclius tried to sue
him for peace, and the sahansah dismissed the emperor's overtures, and his armies
kept marching. In 622, however, Heraclius defeated the Sasanians for the first time,
when his army defeated them outside of Antioch. At this time (as is further

discussed in the first chapter) Heraclius turned this war of survival into a holy war.

7. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 239.
8. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 287; Kaegi, Heraclius, 38.

9. For the threat of the starvation of Constantinople, see chapter one and John Haldon, “The Reign of
Heraclius: A Context for Change?” in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J.
Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Leuven: Peeters Publishing, 2002): 3; Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter, Rome
and Persia in Late Antiquity: Neighbours and Rivals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 118. For
the Sasanians' gains in general, see Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 240 -241,287-293.
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Xusro II's soldiers, according to Heraclius, desecrated churches, profaned the True
Cross, and raped Christian maidens." This was all propaganda, but it worked. In 624
CE, Heraclius took his army over the Caucuses and invaded Eransahr itself. The
invasion was bloody. The Romans sacked and burned Zoroastrian fire temples and
massacred many subjects of Eransahr, many of whom, ironically, were Christians,
not Zoroastrian."" The sons and daughters of Eransahr paid a heavy price because
the Romans stabbed and chopped and burned and killed without reservation.

Xusro Il tried to strike one last time at the Romans and entered into an
alliance with the Avars. In 626 CE, the two armies besieged Constantinople.
Heraclius did not take the bait and remained in Eransahr. He sent a token
contingent of his expeditionary force to help defend the city, however."> What he did
next signaled the beginning of the end of the war. Heraclius entered into an alliance
with the Turks, whose savagery brought further ruin to the people of Eransahr"® (as
is discussed in chapter three).

Because of the Roman army operating in his realm with impunity, Xusro II

had no choice but to recall his army. The situation for the sahansah was dire. The

10. George of Pisidia, De Expeditione Persica 2.99-115 in Agostino Pertusi, Giorgio di Pisidia.
Poemi. 1. Panegirici epici (Studia patristica et Byzantina 7. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag, 1959).

11. This claim is explored in chapter three.

12. James Howard-Johnston, “The Siege of Constantinople in 626,” in Constantinople and its
Hinterland, ed. C. Mango and G. Dagron (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 1995), 133-134 reprinted in East
Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot and
Burlington, VT.: Ashgate Variorum, 2006); Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 297.

13. For the shocking effects Turkish invasion of Eransahr had on Sasanian subjects, see Movses
Dasxuranci 10 The History of the Caucasian Albanians trans. C. J. F. Dowsett The History of the Caucasian
Albanians (London: Oxford University Press, 1961); Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 177.



nobility were upset that the Romans were Killing scores of people and desecrating
Zoroastrian holy sites, especially the fire temple Atur Gusnap, where sahansahs
would make pilgrimages and ordinary Zoroastrians would make devotions to
Ohrmazd, the deity of Zoroastriam.'* The noble families of Eransahr also chaffed at
the taxes and levies Xusro II laid upon them to pay for the war effort.

Heraclius was aware of the situation in Eransahr and used it to his advantage.
During the siege of Constantinople, the Romans intercepted a letter sent to the
Spahbed Sahbaraz. The Romans doctored the letter, forging it to read that Xusré II
ordered the death of Sahbaraz. Heraclius met with the spahbed and showed him the
letter. The ruse worked. Sahbaraz sat out the remainder of the war,*®> which
undoubtably hampered Xusro II's capacity to defend Eran$ahr against the Roman
onslaught.

The final clash between the Romans and Sasanians occurred at the Battle of
Nineveh (627 CE), near modern Mosul, Iraq.'® The Romans broke the Sasanian field

army, which fled south to escape the Romans. Heraclius then destroyed and

14. Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Iran (224-651CE): Portrait of a Late Antique Empire (Costa Mesa, CA:
Mazda Publishers: 2008), 87-88; Mary Boyce, Zoroastrians: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London:
Routledge, 1987), 142; James Howard-Johnston, “The Official History of Heraclius’ Persian Campaigns,” The
Roman and Byzantine Army in the East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the Jagiellonian University,
Krakow in September 1992 ed. E. Dabrowa (Krakéw: Uniwersytet Jagiellonski, 1992), 58 reprinted in East
Rome, Sasanian Persia, and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot:
Variorum, 2006); James Howard-Johnston, “Pride and Fall: Khusro II and His Regime, 626-628.,” in La Persia
e Bisnazio (Atti dei Convengi Lincei 201) ed. G. Gnoli (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 2004): 106-107
reprinted in East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies
(Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2006). For Atur Gu$nap being a Zoroastrian holy site used by Sahansahs and
ordinary folk alike, see Boyce, Zoroastrians, 124-125; J. Christoph Biirgel, “Zoroastrianism as Viewed in
Medieval Islamic Sources,” in Muslim Perceptions of Other Religions: A Historical Survey ed. Jacques
Waardenburg (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 207.

15. Kaegi, Heraclius, 148-150.

16. Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 298.
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plundered Xusro II's palace at Dastagerd, personally tearing down a mural of the
sahansah. Xusro I himself retreated to the palace at Ctesiphon, where he tried to
raise a defense of his realm. Unfortunately for him, a conspiracy between the
nobility and Heraclius sealed his fate.

After turning Sahbaraz against Xusrd II, Heraclius contacted the highborn in
Eransahr. They agreed to stage a coup against Xusro II if Heraclius ended hostilities.
In the dead of night, the nobility sprung from prison Siroé (r. 628 CE), Xusrd II's son
whom he had with his Roman wife, Maryam. The next morning, the nobles
proclaimed the boy as sahansah. The clamor woke Xusro II's beloved Christian wife,
Sérin, from her sleep. She woke her husband and urged him to flee so he could save
himself and the realm. Xusro II, however, dressed himself in his finest armor and
awaited his captors in the palatial gardens."”

After his arrest, Xusro II's captors put on a show trial (as is discussed in
chapter four and the conclusion). They accused him of draining the treasury and
raising taxes to cover the deficit. Additionally, the nobles accused him of stationing
troops at the frontier for far too long, keeping the soldiers away from their families.
Xusro II then was murdered. Siroé then asked Heraclius to end hostilities. The
emperor agreed, and based on their back-room dealings that Siroé would repatriate

Roman prisoners and evacuate the Sasanian army from occupied Roman territory,

17. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 64; Abolqasem Ferdowsi, Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings trans.
Dick Davis (New York: Penguin Group, 2006), 820; Bal‘ami Chronique de Abou-Djafar-Mo hammed-Ben-
Djarir-Ben-Yezid Tabari, traduite sur la version Persane d'Abou-'Ali d'aprés les manuscrits de Paris, de Gotha,
de Londres et de Canterbury, vol. 2, ed. and French trans. M. Hermann Zotenberg (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale,
1869),331.



the two realms returned to the status quo ante bellum."®

Xusro II's death marked the beginning of the end of Eransahr. Siroé himself
was assassinated a few months later, and a revolving door of Sahansahs (discussed
more in the conclusion) tried to hold the realm together. The Muslim armies of
Muhammad brought an end to Eransahr during the reign of Yazdgird III (r. 632
CE-651 CE). The Romans fared only a little better. The Arabs conquered large parts
of the Roman Empire but did not capture Constantinople; it limped on for a few
hundred years, never able to regain its former glory.

The life of Xusro Il was important because not only did he come so close to
conquering the Roman Empire, he almost changed the course of world history.
Imagine for a second if Xusro II captured Constantinople. The world might have
been built based on the magnificence of Eransahr. Not only that, if I may briefly play
with alternate history, perhaps the Sasanians could have fought off the Arab Muslim
armies. Or perhaps if Xusro Il had been able to make the Romans into a client state
of Eransahr, both empires could have withstood the threat posed by Muhammad's
soldiers.

The point here is that Xusro Il is an important figure worthy of an entire
study because he was able to do so much during his reign. Most Sahansahs, and
emperors, for that matter, were content to raid their rival's domains. Cities such as

Nisibis, Amida, Theodosiopolis traded hands back and forth during the centuries of

18. James Howard-Johnston, “Heraclius' Persian Campaigns and the Revival of the East Roman
Empire, 622-630 CE,” War and History 6 (1999): 27 reprinted in East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of
Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot and Burlington, VT.: Ashgate Variorum, 2006).;

Kaegi, Heraclius, 178-180.



Roman-Sasanian warfare. Before the war of the seventh century CE, the biggest
event to occur in the years of Roman-Sasanian hostility was Sabiihr I's (r. 240
CE-270 CE) capture Emperor Valerian (r. 253 CE-259 CE)."” Raids and border
skirmishes, however, were the tactics each realm used to fight the other. Xusro Il
was the only leader of both realms to have the confidence and the drive to try to
disrupt the balance between Ctesiphon and Constantinople. He had a vision in
which he believed he could rule the entire Roman Empire and Eransahr.
Unfortunately, however, one would never know of Xusro II's importance to late
antique history based on the scholarship available. One first must look at what has
been written about the Sasanians in general to realize that such an important figure
has been left out of the scholarship.
Historiography

The bedrock for any study of Sasanian history is Arthur Christensen's 1944
work, L'Iran sous les Sassanides. Christensen concisely discusses the origins of the
war of the seventh century CE.* Christensen, however, surprisingly went further
than just discussing the war and its background. He offered a brief exploration
about the psychology of Xusro II. Unflatteringly, Christensen wrote, “I'avidité semble

»21

avoir été le trait le plus saillant de la psychologie de Khusro II"*" and spent several

19. David S. Potter, The Roman Empire at Bay (AD 180-395) (London and New York: Routledge,
2004), 155-156; James Howard-Johnston, “The Two Great Powers in Late Antiquity: A Comparison,” in The
Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East. II1: States, Resources and Armies ed. A Cameron (Princeton, NJ: The
Darwin Press, 1995): 161 reprinted in East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical
and Historical Studies (Aldershot and Burlington, VT.: Ashgate Variorum, 2006).

20. Arthur Christensen, L'Iran sous les Sassanides (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard, 1944), 441-453.

21. Christensen, L'Iran sous les Sassanides, 453.
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pages describing all of his possessions.”” As we will see later in this dissertation, this
was probably true, but is this all Christensen could have said about him?

Richard N. Frye then published two brief surveys, both in 1983, that
examined the entire span of Sasanian history. The first monograph is The History of
Ancient Iran. In it, Frye spends about 50 pages on the Sasanians. As for Xusro Il and
the war of the seventh century CE, Frye briefly mentions the origins of the war.”’
Like Christensen, Frye then wrote “The long reign of Chosroes Il was not only
known for the internal as well as external strife but also for the luxury, or even
decadence of the court.”**

Other scholars also focused on Xusro II's bad aspects. For instance Alireza
Shapour Shahbazi, in his entry in the Encyclopedia Iranica on Xusro II's uncles,
Bistahm and Bindoe, wrote that Xusro Il was in league with his uncles when they
overthrew and executed Hormizd IV.*® This topic is explored in detail in chapter
four, but it is sufficient to say that Shahbazi's encyclopedia entry represents
scholarship that is hostile to Xusro II. Shahbazi, and scholars like him, whether they

intended to or not, took the sources at face value. Thus, their views on Xusro Il were

influenced by hostile sources. Scholars need to examine the sources in more depth

22. Christensen, L'Iran sous les Sassanides, 464-469.

23. Richard N. Frye, The History of Ancient Iran (Miinchen: C.H. Beck'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung,
1983), 334-337.

24. Frye, The History of Ancient Iran, 337.

25. A. Shapour Shahbazi, Encyclopedia Iranica, vol 1V, fasc. 2 (New York: Bibliotheca Persica
Press, 1989), s.v. "Bestam o Bendoy."
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and not assume that what ancient scholars said about Xusro Il was true.

On the other hand, Frye is more sympathetic to Xusro Il in The Cambridge
History of Iran. Frye offers a straightforward account of the start of the war of the
seventh century CE. He then says the following about Xusro II's character:
“Regardless of the conflicting accounts of his character, the splendour of his reign is
recognized by the Arabic and Persian sources. He is supposed to have amassed a
great fortune.”*® Again, while Frye's language here is softer than in The History of
Ancient Iran, he still wrote about Xusro II's supposed avarice. While the sources do
talk about Xusro II's love of treasure, historians need to uncover why the sources
always mentioned all the things Xusro Il might have owned.

Recently, two updated surveys of the Sasanians have been published, both by
Touraj Daryaee. The first book, published in 2008, is Sasanian Iran (224-651 CE):
Portrait of a Late Antique Empire. It is a slim book, written for someone who wants a
quick introduction to Eransahr. Daryaee states that perhaps the Zoroastrian sources
probably portrayed Xusro6 Il as avaricious because of his interest in Christianity.*’

Daryaee's second work, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire,
features more details than Sasanian Iran. It was published in 2009 and has

supplanted Christensen's L'Iran sous les Sassanides. Daryaee's treatment of Xusro II

26. R. N. Frye, “The Political History of Iran under the Sasanians,” in The Cambridge History of Iran,
Volume 3 (1): The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods ed. Ehsan Yarshater (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983): 171.

27. Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 90.
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is good. He speaks of Xusro II's conquests,*® describing him as a “warrior-king.”*’

Clearly, as scholarship changed over time, scholars began looking at Sasanian
history outside the methodology of historical surveys. What we see with this brief
overview of Sasanian historiography on Xusro II is that scholars have begun to look
between the lines and have begun to critically examine sources.

The best example of this trend is Parvaneh Pourshariati's 2008 Decline and
Fall of the Sasanian Empire: The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and the Arab
Conquest of Iran. Pourshariati's thesis is that the Sasanian family, while grasping the
kingship from the Parthian Arsacid dynasty in the third century CE, never were able
to break the powerful Parthian families that constituted the nobility of Eransahr.
Wahram Cubin's rebellion agaisnt Hormizd IV was the ultimate Parthian rebellion,
as he was from the house of Mihran and had roots in Parthia.** Even more
revolutionary is Pourshariati's claim that the Parthian families worked with the
Arab conquerors of Eransahr and wielded power centuries after the Islamic
conquests.’' Pourshariati has broken open the field of Sasanian history and
demonstrated that it is possible, and necessary, to do more investigative work on

important events in the history of Eransahr.

28. Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire (London and New York: 1. B.
Tauris, 2009), 33.

29. Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 34. For Xusro II's armor, see ibid. 45.

30. Parvaneh Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire: The Sasanian-Parthian
Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008), 122-130.

31. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 462-465.
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In a way, this dissertation answers Pourshariati's call to study the reign of

Xusro 11, as she states in the first sentence of the book:

The history of Iran in the late antique, early medieval period (circa 500-750 CE)
remains one of the least investigated fields of enquiry in recent scholarship. This,

in spite of the fact that some of the most crucial social and political process transpiring
during this period in what Hodgson has termed the Nile to Oxus cultural zone, directly
implicate Iranian history. The “last great war of antiquity” of 603-628 CE, between the
two great empires of the Near East, the Byzantines (3307-1453 CE) and the Sasanians
(224-651 CE), was on the verge of drastically redrawing the map of the world of late

antiquity.*?

Xusro Il was a man with a fierce will and determination to get ahead in the
world. He saw an opportunity to change the course of history; he took it, which
most people in his position would not have. Although the outcome was not what he
wanted, his actions in fact redrew “the map of the world of late antiquity,” which is
why he is the focus of this dissertation when he invaded the Roman Empire.

Scholarship on the war of the seventh century CE roughly follows this
trajectory of historical surveys, morphing into more analytical works as historians
become comfortable with taking risks. The best place to begin is with a collection of
articles by James Howard-Johnston in the anthology titled East Rome, Sasanian
Persia and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies. Several
articles in this collection aid the historian in better understanding the war of the
seventh century CE. “The Official History of Heraclius' Persian Campaigns” is a study
on how George of Pisidia used the official communiqués of Heraclius to compose his
panegyrics to the emperor. “The Siege of Constantinople in 626" is an expert

retelling of the events of the Avar-Sasanian siege of the Roman capital. “Heraclius’

32. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 1.
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Persian Campaigns and the Revival of the Eastern Roman Empire, 622-630” is a
survey on Heraclius' invasion of Eransahr and how he saved the empire from the
brink of destruction. The last article in this collection that is useful to this
dissertation is “Al-Tabari on the Last War of Antiquity.” Howard-Johnston studies
how al-Tabari wrote about the war of the seventh century CE and how his account
adds to our knowledge. This small selection of articles runs the gamut from surveys
to historiographical studies and is indicative of the change in scholarship that has
taken place.

The next best book available to historians is the introduction to R. W.
Thomson's translation of Pseudo-Sebeéos titled The Armenian History Attributed to
Sebeos. Thomson presents a concise survey of the events of the war,* which is
helpful when a scholar needs to know the details any phase of the war without
being drowned in minutiae.

Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter's seminal 2007 monograph and
collection of sources Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity examines how both realms
were at each other's throat, while at the same time both sides recognized the other's
right to exist. Dignas and Engelbert do an excellent job of talking about the
hostilities between the Romans and Sasanians during the war of the seventh

century CE,* but the strength of the book does not lie with their reiteration of those

33. R. W. Thomson, “Introduction,” in The Armenian History 32, The Armenian History Attributed to
Sebeos: Part 1. Translation and Notes ed. and trans. R. W. Thomson with commentary by James Howard-
Johnston with Tim Greenwood (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), xxii-xxv.

34, Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity: Neighbours and Rivals
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 42-49.
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events. One, Dignas and Winter do an excellent job of discussing how Xusro Il was a
warrior king by studying his rock relief at Tag-e Bustan.*® Two, the two authors
included an example of a letter Xusro II wrote to Maurice when he asked for aid in
regaining the throne.*® This letter is important because in it, Xusro II called the
Roman Empire and Eransahr the two eyes given to the world by God to keep the
barbarians at bay. By including Xusro II's letter, Dignas and Winter show us that the
relations sometimes demonstrated a sense respect that one would not find between
the two empires that often warred with each other.

Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity is an exemplum of a book that looks at the
complicated relations between the Romans and Sasanians, which cannot be defined
simply as perpetual conflict. Another book, The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual
Kingship between Rome and Sasanian Iran by the art historian Matthew P. Canepa,
published 2009, achieves this feat. Canepa argues that even though the two realms
were in total war by the seventh century CE, previous embassies and diplomatic
letters between Constantinople and Ctesiphon gave each realm an intimate
knowledge of the other.*” Canepa's scholarship really shines when he discusses how
rulers of both realms shared similar projections of power with the lozenge motif

found in Sasanian and Roman stucco work.*® Clearly, these two realms had a

35. Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity, 66.
36. Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity, 236-237.

37. Matthew P. Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual Kingship Between Rome and
Sasanian Iran (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2009), 15.

38. Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth,217.
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complicated relationship, which straddled the border between outright hostility and
cultural appropriation committed by both sides.

The final three books on the war of the seventh century CE demonstrated all
of the exciting possibilities that can occur when historians ask interesting questions
about the war. The first is James Howard-Johnston's 2010 book, Witnesses to a
World in Crisis: Historian of the Middle East in the Seventh Century. The “crisis”
studied in this book is actually two events: the final war between the Romans and
the Sasanians and the Islamic conquests of Eransahr and large parts of the Roman
Empire. Howard-Johnston, despite not being able to read many of the languages
needed to read the panoply of primary sources,* does an excellent job of studying
how many of the primary sources featured in this dissertation portray the war of
the seventh century CE.

The second book is G.W. Bowersock's Empires in Collision in Late Antiquity
and is a collection of lectures he delivered in 2011 as part of the Menahem Stern
Jerusalem Lectures. Bowersock traces the causes of the war of the seventh century
CE by highlighting how the Romans and Iranians were rivals centuries before the
war.*” Bowersock is particularly concerned with focusing on the proxy war between

the Arab-Jewish kingdom of Himyar and the monophysite Christian kingdom of

39. James Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle
East in the Seventh Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), viii-ix.

40. G.W. Bowersock, Empires in Collision in Late Antiquity (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University
Press, 2012),4-7.

17



Arabia.* The leaders of Himyar massacred Christians in Najran in 523 CE.* This is
important, becuase the massacre showed the tensions in pre-Islamic Arabia. The
Sasanians backed the kingdom of Himyar and the Romans backed the Ethiopians
who invaded Himyar in retaliation.”’ This proxy war foreshadowed the Jewish
support of the Sasanian occupation of Jerusalem in the war of the seventh century.**

Bowersock's book does much to demonstrate that the Sasanian occupation of
Jerusalem was not traumatic to the city, nor to its inhabitants.*® While this idea is
explored further in the next book discussed in this historiography, it is important to
realize that scholars are starting to explore the Sasanians and their actions in the
war of the seventh century CE. It seems that are historians are no longer content to
study the war from the Roman point of view. It is time to expand our view of late
antiquity.

Bowersock, however, does this and more; he seeks to go beyond the Roman-
Sasanian world. At the end of the book, Bowersock uses the end of the war of the
seventh century to demonstrate that Heraclius' defeat of Xusro II allowed the rise of

Muhammad and his armies.*® Bowersock's books is an example of a groundbreaking

41. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 6.

42. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 19.
43. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 22-23.
44. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 35.
45. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 42.

46. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 58.
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piece of scholarship that forces us to consider the Sasanian side of the war of the
seventh century CE and its aftermath in the late antique Middle East.

While Bowersock's book is important, another recent book on the war of the
seventh century CE is perhaps the most exciting. In 2011, Yuri Stoyanov published
his excellent book, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross: The Sasanian Conquest
of Jerusalem in 614 and Byzantine Ideology of Anti-Persian Warfare. Stoyanov
brilliantly argues that the Roman re-conquest of Jerusalem was linked to the
Romans' desire as a Christian empire to rule the city as forerunners to the return of
Jesus Christ while they waited for the end of the world.*” The Sasanian conquest of
Jerusalem actually set off fear and anxiety among the Romans because they, not
some “ungodly” pagans, were to remain in control of the city.*® Stoyanov's brilliance
shines through in this book because he introduces in the human element of the war
of the seventh century CE. It is one thing to read about how the Sasanians
conquered Roman cities and territory, but to understand how the Romans felt about
it brings their experiences to life.

This brief historiography, however, is not meant to imply that there no work
has been done on Xusro II. The problem is that any study on the war of the seventh
century CE does not focus on the sahansah himself. In 2003, for instance, Walter
Kaegi published his historical evaluation of the life of Heraclius, Heraclius, Emperor

of Byzantium. Kaegi made the Heraclius' life the backdrop of a historical study of the

47. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross, 64.

48. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross, 7.
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last war of antiquity and the rise of Islam. What Kaegi accomplishes with this book
is that he deftly illustrates the troubles in which the Roman Empire found itself. He
paints the desperation of the loss of Antioch in 613 CE to the Sasanians and how it
split the Roman Empire in two.* In another section of the book, Kaegi describes on
the eve of Heraclius' invasion of Eransahr, how the emperor turned the war of the
seventh century CE, a war of survival of the Roman state, into a holy war agaisnt the
Zoroastrian Sasanians. Kaegi describes how Heraclius and Sergius, the patriarch of
Constantinople, brought the remains of Saint Theodore of Sykeon into
Constantinople and beseeched the saint to protect the city from the Sasanian
onslaught.”

What is more, Kaegi also does an excellent job of describing how Heraclius
operated in Eransahr as his armies penetrated deeper and deeper. For instance,
Kaegi writes about how Heraclius lured the Sasanian spahbed Rahzadh into battle
west of Nineveh, the climax of the war of the seventh century CE.S!

Kaegi's work is important because it highlights the threat Xusro II posed to
the Romans. Taken further, Kaegi also demonstrates the lengths Heraclius had to
take to save his empire from the Sahansah, thus showing how clever Xusro II was to
have taken the Roman Empire to its knees and how clever Heraclius was to save it.

The only issue with Kaegi's book is that it is not a study on the life of Xusro II. This is

49. Kaegi, Heraclius,77.
50. Kaegi, Heraclius, 105-106.

51. Kaegi, Heraclius, 168.
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not a condemnation of Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium. 1 say this only to
underscore how much a study of Xusro II is needed.

Indeed, Kaegi's book is not the only work to study Heraclius. In April 2001, a
workshop entitled The Reign of Heraclius: Crisis and Confrontation was held,
featuring thirteen papers on the emperor. The papers were collected in a book
called The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation, and they cover a
range of topics, focusing mostly on the war of the seventh century CE. The articles
relevant to this dissertation are covered below.

Howard-Johnston's “Armenian Historians of Heraclius: An Examination of the
Aims, Sources and working Methods of Sebeos and Movses Daskhurantsi” studies
how the Armenian historians portrayed Heraclius, which is important for chapter
two. In another important article, John W. Watt shows us how the Syriac sources
depicted Heraclius in “The Portrayal of Heraclius in Syriac Historical Sources.” The
third chapter studies how the Syriac sources depict Xusro II. Lawrence I. Conrad's
“Heraclius in Early Islamic Kerygma” is a study on how early-Islamic texts depicted
Heraclius and how those depictions changed over time from Heraclius recognizing
Islam as the “true” faith to recognizing their conquering prowess. Chapter four
studies how Persian and Arabic texts depict Xusro Il and how one historian wrote
that he haughtily dismissed signs that Muhammad was a prophet of God. The last
important article in this book is Mary Whitby's “George of Pisidia's Presentations of
the Emperor Heraclius and his Campaigns: Variety and Development.” Whitby

presents in her article how the panegyrist George of Pisidia depicted in his poems
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Heraclius. As is studied in the first chapter, George of Pisidia witnessed the
Sasanian-Avar siege of Constantinople. When he then wrote poems celebrating
Heraclius' invasion of Eransahr, what George of Pisidia saw affected his writing.

Clearly, ample material is available on the personage of Heraclius. This is to
be expected, as he saved the Roman Empire from Xusro II and was the first emperor
to encounter the Muslim armies of Muhammad. There is, therefore, precedence for
historical studies on the important figures of the war of the seventh century CE.
Surprisingly, there is even a monograph on Xusré II's most cherished wife, Sérin,
which suggests that there is something about the last war of antiquity calls to
scholars.

Wilhelm Baum's Shirin: Christian-Queen-Myth of Love: A Woman of Late
Antiquity: Historical Reality and Literary Effect, published in 2004, is a study of
Xusro II's wife, Sérin. Baum presents his reader the background of the entire war of
the seventh century CE. More importantly, Baum presents Sérin within the context
of doctrinal disputes that afflicted the Christian community of Eransahr and how
Xusro II's interest in Christianity was influenced by his wife** (both topics
introduced in chapter one and fully explored in chapter three). We have an entire
book dedicated to Sérin, who was monumentally important to Xusré II. Now it is

time for a study of the Sahansah himself.

This is especially true when one considers that only three articles focus on

52. Wilhelm Baum, Shirin: Christian—Queen—Myth of Love: A Woman of Late Antiquity: Historical
Reality and Literary Effect (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004), 30-53.
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Xusro II. These articles only hint at Xusro II's complexity, and this dissertation seeks
to shine a light on his life. One of the seminal articles on the war of the seventh
century CE is Geoffrey Greatrex's 2003 article, “Khusro II and the Christians of his
Empire.” In this article, Greatrex shatters the previously held belief that Xusro I was
somehow an enemy of Christianity, as presented in the Roman sources. Greatrex
discusses how the diaphysite (a branch of Christianity that emphasized the
humanity of Jesus Christ and is explored more in chapter three) Christian church of
Eransahr had a close relationship with Sasanian Sahansahs.>® Moreover, Greatrex
establishes that Xusro II's involvement with the Christians of his realms was passive
and benign in that he responded to requests posed only by the varying factions of
Christians in his realm, and he did so pragmatically, because he had to balance all of
their desires in order to keep Eransahr running smoothly.**

The second article focusing on Xusro Il is Touraj Daryaee's 1997 piece, “The
Use of Religio-Political Propaganda on the Coinage of Xusro I1.” This article is
important because it is an early study of Xusro II's personality. According to
Daryaee, Xusro II used the concept of x*arrah, the royal glory of the house of Sasan
derived from the mythical Keyanid kings of ancient Iran (more on this in chapter

four), on his coinage.’® The reality behind this was that Xusro II had to use this keen

53. Geoffrey Greatrex, “Khusro II and the Christians of His Empire,” Journal of the Canadian Society
for Syriac Studies 3 (2003): 79-81.

54. Greatrex, “Khusro II and the Christians of His Empire,” 82-83.

55. Touraj Daryaee, “The Use of Religio-Political Propaganda on the Coinage of Xusro I1,” American
Journal of Numismatics 9 (1997): 44-49.
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piece of propaganda not becuase of his victories agains the Romans but becuase of
the rebellions of Wahram Cubin and Bistahm.*® This implies that Xusré II's rule was
not secure becuase of the threats he faced in his reign.

The last article focusing on Xusro II is James Howard-Johnston's 2004 article
“Pride and Fall: Khusro II and his Regime, 626-628.” Howard-Johnston ties how the
Roman invasion and destruction of Eransahr eroded Xusro II's support from the
nobility. Further compounding Xusro II's troubles was his “pride”-raising taxes on
the people for the war effort and his supposed greedy nature.”” Taxes are the bane of
all civilized peoples, but to stage a coup and depose a Sahansah who needed money
tells only half of the story. As is explained in the conclusion, the nobility and people
of Eransahr became weary with the war, the Sasanian army spent years fighting in
Roman territory, only to have everything become undone when the Romans in turn
invaded Eransahr.

This brief historiography demonstrates that while ample studies have been
done on the war of the seventh century CE, including studies on the important
players of the war, there is a void in the scholarship when it comes to Xusro II.
Indeed, if Xusro II's armies never invaded the Roman Empire, then more than likely
both realms would have continued their co-existence-marked with raids and border
skirmishes—for next few hundred years. Xusro II's ambition caused the war and

everything that occurred afterwards. For this reason alone, it is worthwhile to do an

56. Daryaee, “The Use of Religio-Political Propaganda on the Coinage of Xusro II,” 48-49.

57. Howard-Johnston, “Pride and Fall: Khusro II,” 111.
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entire study on Xusro II. When his personality is added into the mix, however; it
becomes apparent that he was a character with a strong personality. For these
reasons, doing a dissertation-length study on Xusro II not only is necessary, but is
fun to do.

This dissertation is arranged in the following manner. The first chapter, “Fear
in a Handful of Dust: Roman Emotional Reaction to Xusro II,” demonstrates that the
Romans' bad depictions of Xusro Il were because he was such a threat to the Roman
world. Those depictions are rooted in the fear and terror felt by many Romans when
Xusro Il seemed to do the impossible and conquer the Roman Empire.

Chapter two, “Pseudo-Sebéos and Xusro II: An Armenian Seizes His Identity
in a Perso-Romano World,” is a study of the Armenian historian Pseudo-Sebéos and
how historians should not take his dislike for Xusro II as a sign of him being
pro-Roman. The Armenians occupied a place in between both empires, both literally
and figuratively. Armenia's place in the strategic Caucus mountains ensured that
both the Romans and Sasanians tried to outright conquer Armenia, or meddle in its
affairs. Eventually, the Romans and Sasanians agreed to split Armenia and both
sides tried to incite the other realm's portion away from its patron empire. Add to
this how Roman emperors tried to impose orthodox Chalcedonian Christianity (the
belief that Jesus Christ had two natures, both human and divine) on the
monophysite Armenian Church (where they believed Christ had one nature: divine),

and it becomes apparent that Pseudo-Sebéos was not really pro-Roman, either.
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The third chapter, “Xusro II and the Church of the East in Eransahr,”
demonstrates that while several diaphysite Christian sources depict Xusro II as
wicked, he actually worked with those Christians. The sources tacitly acknowledge
all Xusro II did for them. The reason why the relationship soured is because they
disobeyed Xusro II and refused to support his nomination for patriarch. Xusro II
then did not allow them to elect anyone to lead their church for years afterward.
This is why those sources wrote about Xusro II's “wickedness.” Xusro II also had to
balance the needs of the monophysite Christians in Eransahr, thus that tension is
played out in those unfavorable depictions of Xusro II.

“A Dream Deferred: Xusro Il in Ferdows1's Shahnameh and Al-Tabari's
History” is the fourth chapter. This chapter examines how the poet Ferdowsi
depicted Xusro II in the epic poem, The Shahnameh. Ferdowsi treated the Sahansah
well. The poet spoke about how Xusro I had nothing to do with either rebellion
against Hormizd IV and how he certainly was innocent in his father's death. The
Arab historian, al-Tabari, on the other hand, wrote about all of Xusro II's bad
characteristics, such as he knew his uncles were about to execute his father and he
tacitly allowed it. The themes of borderlands is important to this chapter because
these two depictions of Xusro Il compete with one another. Although both authors
were Muslim, Ferdowst was Persian and thus was more sympathetic to the last
powerful sahansah of the Sasanian dynasty. Al-Tabari was more inclined to write
about Xusro II's flaws to suggest the decadence on the Sasanians to his Muslim

audience.
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The conclusion of this dissertation, “Xusro, We Hardly Knew Ye,” attempts to
discover who the man was by looking at how all of these sources similarly depcited
him. The conclusion basically states that Xusro II had a lot of ambition and that this
aspect of his personality was buried in the sources. Thus, while most of this
dissertation uncovers why different sources had different depictions of Xusro II, the
conclusion seeks to understand the man himself. This dissertation, in other words,
is not a complete biography of Xusro II.

A Quick Guide to Pronunciation

Throughout this dissertation, the reader will encounter several letters with
diacritical marks. Here is a reference on how to pronounce the graphemes used to
represent the sounds in Persian, Syriac, and Armenian. The following graphemes are
used the most in this dissertation.

Srepresents the sound “sh,” as in shine. £ represents the sound “gh.” A native
English speaker might not be able to pronounce this sound. It sounds like a throatier
“g” For reference, pay attention to how a native Persian speaker says Baghdad or
Afghanistan. C is pronounced as “ch” as in China. J is pronounced as "j" as in jump.
When one encounters W in the name Wahram it is pronounced “v.” The last
grapheme used throughout this dissertation is X. This character represents the
rough sound at the end of Bach or Loch, which resembles someone trying to clear
their throat. [ transliterated the names of people using the X grapheme to properly

reflect their original form in Persian. I did not use it in place names such a

Khuzistan, which shares the same sound as Xusro II, as this is the most recognized
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form. It is acceptable, for this dissertation, to pronounce T as a regular "t."
The reader will notice also the use of macrons. When one sees the letter g, it
means the vowel is elongated as in father. The letters € and 1 are respectfully

pronounced as reel and ride. The letter 6 is pronounced as in the word over.
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Chapter 1

Fear in a Handful of Dust: Roman Emotional Reaction to Xusro II
In his poem to Emperor Heraclius (r. 610 CE-641 CE), George of Pisidia wrote
the following about Sahan$ah Xusré II (r. 590 CE-628 CE), after the end of the
Roman-Sasanian War of the seventh century CE. This passage is awash with
dramatic language of the downfall of the Sasanian monarch:

Rejoice, the chorus of stars, bringing to light the slave of the stars [who] has fallen
down, even ignorant of his own fall. For the creator does not honor nor tolerate it,
having received disrespect. Now let the all-shining moon shine, as Xusro comes to
an end, the remaining ones pledge [that] the Persians no longer serve creation. And
now the thrice-greatest axis of the sun washed itself with the cleansing of murders,
cries out, [and] tells to you the slaughter of Xusro, having escaped the profane
suspicions of the god.58

This passage is significant because it suggests that the war, a horrible event that had
a lasting impact on witnesses,> affected George of Pisidia and influenced how he
depicted Xusro II.

Recent scholarship, however, has underscored the propagandistic
undertones of Roman accounts of supposed Sasanian cruelty such as this during the
war. For instance, Walter Kaegi, in his biography of Heraclius, writes that stories of

Sasanian violence against Christians after the fall of the Levant “involved great

58. George of Pisidia, Heraclias 1.1-12, in Agostino Pertusi, Giorgio di Pisidia. Poemi. I. Panegirici
epici (Studia patristica et Byzantina 7. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag, 1959): 240-261: AyaMLdoew TS K0QOG TOV
AOTEQWV TOV aor@oéov}»ov derVOWV TETTOROTO RO TV EQUTOD TTOOLY TyvonxroTar 0U% E0TEYEV YAQ 1)
©tlowg TiHopEVY xav duooePn el 6 Ktioag nvelyeto. vov Jrowcsknvog 1 oeMivn Aapmétm Tod Xoopoov
Myyovtog eyyvopévn ITéooag 10 Aowtov pr) Oeovgyely Ty ®Tiow. xal VOV 6 TOLOpEYLOTOS AoV TTOAOG,
AoVo0G €0UTOV il %nabdooeL Thv Govarv, Pod, Aakel ool TV odaynv tod Xoogdov,0eod Peffiloug
énduyarv vmoyiog. Special thanks to Vicky Hioureas of the History Department at Princeton for help with this
translation.

59. James Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle
East in the Seventh Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 6, 21.
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exaggerations and hysteria.”®® Yuri Stoyanov’s position is that the loss of Jerusalem
was a blow to the Romans’ religious and military morale.®* Thus we see sources
detailing the destruction of churches and the slaughter of Christians in the city that
historians have accepted as fact.®” Stoyanov notes that archaeology suggests that
while there were some mass graves and damage to buildings in Jerusalem, there
was no lasting impact of the Sasanian occupation.®?

The Romans used anti-Sasanian propaganda for several reasons. The Romans
believed they had to defend Jerusalem because Constantinople was both the “New
Rome” and the “New Jerusalem,” realigned as the spiritual capital of an orthodox
Christian empire.®* Stoyanov also writes that depictions of Sasanian violence in the
Levant could have been used to drive a wedge between non-Chalcedonian Christians

1.65

living in Eransahr who might have been loyal to Xusro I1.°> Mary Whitby postulates

that George of Pisidia used language, such as in the passage above, to talk to a

60. Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 77. See also 78-82, 86.

61. Yuri Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross: The Sasanian Conquest of Jerusalem in
614 and Byzantine Ideology of Anti-Persian Warfare (Wien: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften,
2011), 11.

62. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 11. For example, see Gerrit J. Reinink, “Heraclius, the New
Alexander: Apocalyptic Prophecies During the Reign of Heraclius,” in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis
and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Leuven: Peeters Publishing Publishing, 2002):
81-82 who calls the sack of Jerusalem “bloody.”

63. For the existence of a few mass graves, see Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 21. For supposedly
damaged churches still in use during the war, see 18-20. See also G. W. Bowersock, Empires in Collision in
Late Antiquity (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2012) 47-48 for the lack of destruction of Jerusalem
during the Sasanian occupation.

64. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 35, 45.

65. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 43.
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Constantinopolitan audience and soothe them when Heraclius left the capital and
campaigned against the Sasanians.®® Other historians, however, have taken a middle
path. G. W. Bowersock has made allowances for the exaggeration of the sources of
total destruction but at the same time acknowledges that the loss of Jerusalem was a
strategic and religious disaster for the Romans.*’

What this chapter seeks to highlight is the fear experienced by Romans in
this time; experiences that demonstrate that while truth of the war was more
complex than “bad Xusro I1” invading the Roman Empire, the Romans felt terror at
the invasion. This terror, in turn, influenced verbiage of people like George of Pisidia
when he described the rejoicing of the heavens of the defeat of Xusro Il and the
downfall of the Sasanians. George of Pisidia’s poems resonated with an audience
that feared Xusro II due to his invasion of the Roman Empire, no matter the actual
propagandistic value of his work. Studying George of Pisidia as court poet of
Heraclius who pumped out the emperor’s message is important because it cannot
be ignored.®® It is more important, however, to consider that people like George of
Pisidia were more inclined to present Xusro II in a bad light because they lived
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through the war; and like the common people, felt terror of Xusro I1.°° No matter

66. Mary Whitby, “George of Pisidia’s Presentation of the Emperor Heraclius and his Campaigns:
Variety and Development,” in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J.
Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Leuven: Peeters Publishing, 2002): 164-165.

67. Bowersock, Empires in Collision, 31-32,41-47.

68. For George of Pisidia being Heraclius’ court poet and panegyrist, see Mary Whitby, “Defender of
the Cross: George of Pisidia on the Emperor Heraclius and His Deputies,” in The Propaganda of Power: The
Role of Panegyric in Late Antiquity ed. Mary Whitby (Leiden, Boston, KoIn: Brill, 1998), 248-249.

69. This is because George of Pisidia actually composed his poems during the brutal Roman-Sasanian
War of the seventh century CE. See Whitby, “Defender of the Cross,” 253.
31



how much historians can paint depictions of Xusro II as propaganda, it would not
have resonated with the Roman people if they did not feel fear of the Sahansah. As
Martyn P. Thompson explains: “no reader reads a text without some experiences
and some expectations; what is got out of a text is always in part a function of
them.””"

This chapter studies authors who lived through the events of the war in the
seventh century CE. There are two writers, however, who lived two centuries after
the fact: Theophanes Confessor and Nikephoros, patriarch of Constantinople. While
the span of time can be problematic when studying an emotional reaction to an
event, in this case, it is not. Theophanes, who lived in the eighth and ninth centuries,
used the poems of George of Pisidia and the official dispatches of Heraclius.”* As will
be seen shortly, Theophanes used these sources because the memory of Xusro II's
actions lingered in his lifetime. Nikephoros was born in the mid-eighth century, and
his account of the war is a rhetorical exercise from his school days.”* But if his
account was only a school exercise, why did Nikephoros talk about the alleged
cruelties of Xusro 11?7 Again, the memory lived on after the war because it was

engrained in the Roman cultural psyche.

We see that other Roman authors present Xusro II like George of Pisidia did

70. Martyn P. Thompson, “Reception Theory and the Interpretation of Historical Meaning,” History
and Theory 32, no0. 3 (Oct., 1993): 252.

71. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 25, 30, 268, 277, 286; Mary Whitby, “George of
Pisidia and the Persuasive Word: Words, Words, Words...,” in Rhetoric in Byzantium ed. Elizabeth Jeffreys
(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2003), 173.

72. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 238-240, 249.
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in the previous quotation. The unknown author of the Chronicon Pascale wrote that
after Heraclius defeated the Sasanians at the battle of Nineveh (627 CE), he sent the

following letter to the populace of Constantinople:
Let us all Christians rejoice, praising and glorifying, we give thanks to the one God,
rejoicing with great joy in his holy name. For fallen is the arrogant Xusro, fighting

against God. He is fallen and cast down to the depths and the memory of him is
extinguished from the earth; the exalted one even spoke injustice in arrogance and

contempt against our lord Jesus Christ of the true God.”?

The author of this passage wrote further that Xusrd II’s son, Siroé (r. 628 CE), led the

Sasanian army in rebellion against his father. Siroé imprisoned the “God-hated

n74

Xusro”"* and “killed the same brutish, arrogant, blaspheming opponent of God, so he
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knew that Jesus ... against whom he blasphemed, is God almighty.””> Xusro II then

“departed to the unquenchable fire that was prepared for Satan and his friends.””®
Like George of Pisidia, the unknown author of the Chronicon Paschale is fixated with

the fact that God supposedly hated Xusro II for blaspheming against him and that

the Sahansah’s ultimate fate was the Christian hell.”’

73. Chronicon Paschale 628 Chronicon Pascale, 284-628 AD: Translated with Notes and
Introduction by Michael Whitby and Mary Whitby trans. Michael Whitby and Mary Whitby (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1989), 183; L. Dindorf, Chronicon paschale, vol. 1 (Corpus scriptorum historiae
Byzantmae Bonn: Weber, 1832): 3-737, 728.2-8: »al mesg ol X@Lcmowm (xwovvrsg O éoﬁokoyouweg
svxagtornowuev ™0 POV Bed, xm@ovrsg gm T aylm avTo ovouau YOOV pﬁY(X}\T]V £€meoev ya O
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vig To ;wnpoovvov aUToD O vmgm@ousvog ®al AaAnoog adwiav &v vmegndavig val EéEovdevmoel
%ATA TOD nVElov MMV Tnood XeLotod tod dindivod Beod.

74. Chronicon Paschale, 628 in Whitby and Whitby, 183; Dindorf, 729.3: Tov Ogopiontov Xoopdony.
75. Chronicon Paschale, 628 in Whitby and Whitby, 183; Dindorf, 729 .4-8: dveile TOV altov
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76. Chronicon Paschale, 628 in Whitby and Whitby, 184; Dindorf, 729.12-14: gic 10 7o 10
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77. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 48.
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It is clear that George of Pisidia and the author of the Chronicon Paschale held
Xusro Il in contempt because they witnessed the events of the war. They received
news about the fall of Jerusalem and the loss of the True Cross (614 CE), the fall of
Egypt (618 CE), and the fall of Anatolia (617 CE), all to Xusro II's generals. The fall of
Anatolia was especially shocking for the Romans because it put the Sasanians in
striking distance of Constantinople, especially when they captured the city of
Chalcedon, which was adjacent to the Roman capital.”® The Sasanians took
advantage of the situation by allying themselves with the Avars. The Avars besieged
Constantinople under their Khagan,”® while the Sasanians captured and occupied
significant parts of the Roman Empire.

The fall of Egypt to the general Sahbaraz also was cause for concern. Egypt
was the breadbasket for the empire and when the Sasanians took it, grain shipments
stopped.®” Nikephoros wrote: “At that time a grievous famine developed in the state;
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for Egypt was no longer feeding it.”*" George of Pisidia and the author of the

Chronicon Pascale, along with everyone else in Constantinople, witnessed these

78. Kaegi, Heraclius, 74, 133-134.

79. Whom the author of the Chronicon Paschale called the “godless” (toD Beopuoftov). See
Chronicon Paschale, in Whitby and Whitby, 171; Dindorf, 717 4, for instance. For details of the siege, see
Kaegi, Heraclius, 135-138; James Howard-Johnston, “The Siege of Constantinople in 626,” in Constantinople
and its Hinterland, ed. C. Mango and G. Dagron (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 1995), 131-142 reprinted in
East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot and
Burlington, VT.: Ashgate Variorum, 2006).

80. John Haldon, “The Reign of Heraclius: A Context for Change?” in The Reign of Heraclius
(610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Leuven: Peeters Publishing,
2002): 3; Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity: Neighbours and Rivals
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 118.

81. Nikephoros, Breviarium 8.2-3 ed. and trans Cyril Mango, Nikephoros, Patriarch of
Constantinople: Short History (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1990), 48: £’ olg zal MpOg TnviradTo
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events, and thus these writers portrayed Xusro II as an enemy of God who ultimately
was killed and sent to hell as punishment for his sins.

Due to the heightened state of fear experienced during the war, Roman
writers reached deep into the past to properly portray the supposed villainy of
Xusro II. George of Pisidia praised Heraclius as another Scipio Africanus, the general
who invaded the Carthaginian Empire when Hannibal was ravaging Italy and
threatened the Roman Republic during the Second Punic War (218 BCE-201 BCE),
when he did the same thing by invading Eransahr after making the Turks his allies.
“0 Scipio, keep silent; custom was written to say Scipio is Heraclius,” wrote George
of Pisidia® By equating Heraclius with Scipio Africanus, George of Pisidia equated
Xusro II with Hannibal, who was one of the biggest threats faced by the Roman
people and whose memory haunted the Romans centuries after his defeat.** Xusro
II, in other words, was a threat to the Roman people in the seventh century CE,
much like Hannibal was in the third century BCE. Because Xusro Il was the new
Hannibal, the author of the Chronicon Paschale and George of Pisidia were keen on

highlighting his enmity toward the Christian God and how he went to hell after his

82. George of Pisidia Heraclias 2.97-98 in Agostino Pertusi, Giorgio di Pisidia. Poemi. I. Panegirici
epici (Studia patristica et Byzantina 7. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag, 1959): 240-261: @ Zxnmiwv, olynoov- £yoddn
vopog tovg Zunmimvag Hoaxheliwvag Myewv; Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 22; Mary
Whitby, “A New Image for a New Age: George of Pisidia on the Emperor Heraclius,” in The Roman and
Byzantine Army in the East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the Jagiellonian University, Krakow in
September 1992 ed. E. Dabrowa (Krakéw: Uniwersytet Jagiellonski, 1992), 205. For Heraclius’ Turkish allies,
see Nikephoros, Breviarium, 12.42-43; Kaegi, Heraclius, 143-144. The role of the Turks in the war of the
seventh century CE is further explored in chapter three.

83. Although there are many problems with this master’s thesis, see Keenan Baca-Winters, Memoria
Hannibalis: Constructing Memories of Punic War Violence from the Second Century BCE Through the Fifth
Century CE, (master's thesis, San Diego State University, 2010), for more on Hannibal and Roman cultural
memory.
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death.
Thus we see that when Heraclius invaded Eransahr, George of Pisidia praised
his course of action and gleefully recounted the destruction wrought upon the

Sasanians and their Zoroastrian fire temples:

But both the common king and lord of all and commander of the campaigns is he
with whom is steadfastly a general, through whom victory is sacred.... For it is clear
for us to advance against the enemies who pay obedience to forgeries [false idols],
mixed the pure blood with polluted blood. Those are churches of human misery,
polluted with the worst sensual pleasures. They are willing to dig out the grapevine
of the sacred word with the barbarian sword. Wherefore they are the ones about
whom David, inspired by God, spoke out, saying blessed is he who strikes down

the children of Persia and smashes them against the rocks.®*
George of Pisidia then wished that Heraclius’ black boots would be soaked red with
Iranian blood.*

Perhaps the worst blow to the Sasanians was the destruction of the fire
temple of Atur GuSnap, which Iranian tradition said that Ohrmazd created along

with several others across Eransahr,* and protected the entire world from evil.*’

84. George of Pisidia, De Expeditione Persica 2.99-115 in Agostino Pertusi, Giorgio di Pisidia.
Poemi. I. Panegirici epici (Studia patristica et Byzantina 7. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag, 1959): 240-261: ovtog 0¢
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LoxdoLog eimtyv Og ta ténva Iegoidocmétoaus mpooavténgovoev NdadLopéva. Translation modified from
Walter Kaegi’s translation in Heraclius, 114-115. See also Whitby, “George of Pisidia and the Persuasive
Word,” 184.

85. According to Mary Whitby, the black boots are symbolic of Heraclius taking control of the Roman
army in person, the first emperor since Theodosius I (r. 379 CE-395 CE). See Whitby, “A New Image for a New
Age,” 197-198.

86. Matthew P. Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual Kingship Between Rome and
Sasanian Iran (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2009), 15.

87. The Bundahshin (“Creation”), or Knowledge from the Zand 17.7 Sacred Books of the East, vol. 5
trans. E.W. West (Oxford University Press, 1897).
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George of Pisidia described the temple as a “wall of sin” that housed the magi, the
Zoroastrian clergy.®® While George of Pisidia’s rhetoric denotes the hyperbole of
propaganda,® it is important to ask why he would need to use such terms to
describe the death and destruction of the Sasanian people. Why did he link
Heraclius to David of the Psalms, who murdered people by braining them against
rocks? Why does he link Heraclius to Scipio Africanus and his invasion of the
Carthaginian Empire?

It is undeniable that George of Pisidia, as a Christian, felt aversion toward
Zoroastrianism,” just as it is undeniable that the Romans meant for
anti-Zoroastrian propaganda to escalate the religious aspects of the war.”! There is
more than propaganda, however, to depictions of the destruction of these holy sites.

Theophanes Confessor helps to answer these questions in his account of
Heraclius’ invasion of Eransahr. According to Theophanes, Heraclius addressed his

troops before the commencement of the invasion:

But Heraclius summoned his army and roused them with words of exhortation, saying:
‘Men, my brothers, let us catch in mind the fear of God and fight to avenge the violence
done to God. Let us make a noble stand against the enemies who have done terrible
things to the Christians. Let us respect the sovereignty of the Romans, and make a stand

88. George of Pisidia, Heraclias 2.199-203 in Agostino Pertusi, Giorgio di Pisidia. Poemi. I.
Panegirici epici (Studia patristica et Byzantina 7. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag, 1959): 240-261: eig tetyog, g
€de1Ee, Tg dpaotiog-éxel yaQ elye X0oQong »al ToUg LAYoUg %ol TOUS E0UTOD TROOTATAS TOVG
dvBoanag,dewvi) noatnOels elndTmg VioYia. Again, special thanks to Vicky Hioureas of the History
Department at Princeton for help with this translation.

89. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 8.

90. Whitby, “Defender of the Cross,” 253; Whitby, “George of Pisidia’s Presentation of the Emperor
Heraclius and his Campaigns, 163; Whitby, “A New Image for a New Age,” 217-218.

91. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 23, 42-43, 60-61.
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against the enemies armed with impiety... Let us avenge the ruin of our maidens.”?

This passage suggests that Theophanes believed that the soldiers of Xusro II did
violence against the god of the Christians and the Roman people, especially against
their women. But there is more to this passage. The sentence, “Let us respect the
sovereignty of the Romans,” denotes that the entire Roman state was at stake in the
war. This quotation is thus more than a reflection of the religious enmities between
the two states.” It was unprecedented for a Sahansah to penetrate into Roman
territory, as did Xusro II. The existence of the Roman Empire was indeed in danger.
People who read or heard about Xusro II's advances did not think too highly of him.
This dislike was mixed with fear, and passages such as this were meant to rally the
Roman people after years of disastrous war.”* Thus, after Heraclius’ speech,
Theophanes wrote that Heraclius burnt down Thebarmais and its fire temple.’®
Heraclius and his army then wintered in Albania, where all of his soldiers prayed he

would “become the savior of the Persians and kill Xusro, the destroyer.”*®

92. Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6114, in The Chronicle of Theophanes trans. Cyril
Mango and Roger Scott with Geoffrey Greatrex (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 439; C. de Boor, Theophanis
chronographia, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1883; repr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1963): 3-503, 307.1-9: "HodxAetog d¢
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96. Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6114 in Mango and Scott with Greatrex, 440; C. de
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[t is clear that this passage suggests that according to Theophanes, Heraclius
not only would kill Xusro Il because of gains he made in the war but he would
liberate the Sasanian people from the grip of his tyranny. Whether the Sasanians
thought this about their Sahansah will be explored in another chapter. It is
important, however, to realize that if Theophanes is any indication, some Romans
considered Xusro II to have mistreated the Sasanians, his own subjects, as he did the
Romans. There were, in other words, no limits to the depravity of Xusro II.

Theophanes continued that Heraclius and his army captured Dastagerd. The
Romans destroyed the city and the palaces in it to send a message to the Sahansah.
After releasing Roman captives, Heraclius

celebrated the feast of Deliverance in Dastagerd, he gladdened and revitalized his
men and he trampled on the palaces of Xusro II. He razed to the ground the priceless,
marvelous, and wonderful buildings so that Xusro Il might learn the sort of suffering

the Romans endured when their cities were burnt and destroyed by him.”’

Again, it is important to note that Theophanes stressed that Heraclius
destroyed the palaces of Dastagerd and the rest of the city in retaliation for the
sufferings of the Roman people, although Walter Kaegi also points out that the need
to restore the empire’s finances by taking booty also played a part.”® Even if
Heraclius sacked only Xusro II's palaces to replenish the empire’s treasury, there

was an emotional reaction in someone who heard about this event. The people of

97. Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 6118 in Mango and Scott with Greatrex, 452; C. de
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172.
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Constantinople desired revenge for Sasanian gains in the war. Hearing accounts of
Heraclius burning Sasanian cities fulfilled this desire.”

The issue of destroying fire temples can be rightly described as Christian
anti-Zoroastrian violence, but there is another dimension to this. Nikephoros
described Heraclius’ destruction of a temple in Eransahr, and from it, we can see
that the destruction of Xusro II's palaces and Sasanians cities also were meant to be

acts of violence upon the sahansah himself:

In one of these [temples], it was discovered that Xusro, making himself into a god, had
placed himself [a portrait of himself] on the ceiling, as if he were seated in heaven, and
made stars, the sun and moon, and angels placed around him, and a contrivance to make

thunder and rain whenever he wanted. Upon beholding the abomination, Heraclius

threw it down onto the earth and destroyed it.'%°

This episode can, of course, be classified as anti-Zoroastrian violence committed in
retaliation for Xusro II's invasion of the Roman Empire. There is, however, a
personal element to the destruction of this fire temple. Xusro II, at least according to
Nikephoros, had made himself into a god and was seated in heaven among the astral
bodies. In his megalomania, he made a contraption to make it thunder and rain in
the temple. Clearly, Nikephoros thought Xusro I was a despot with delusions of
grandeur. Heraclius, by casting down Xusro II's portrait, attacked that despot in
revenge for his war against the Roman people. This act of violence was committed

against Xusro II himself, that tyrant who thought he was a god.
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The theme of the despotic Sahansah also is apparent in another author from
the same era, Theophylact Simocatta. He wrote about the reign of the emperor
before Heraclius, Maurice (r. 582 CE-602 CE), whose murder at the hands of Phocas
(r. 602 CE-610 CE) was the trigger for Xusro II's invasion of the Roman Empire.
Maurice gave substantial assistance to Xusro II to regain his throne from Wahram
Cubin, the reneged spahbed (general) who deposed Sahansah Hormizd IV (r. 579
CE-590 CE). Theophylact had many interesting things to say about Sasanian
Sahansahs and their cruelty or ineptitude. But before I commence, it must be noted
that like George of Pisidia, the events of the Roman-Sasanian War of the seventh
century CE also took their toll on Theophylact, because he was alive for the entirety
of the war and undoubtedly witnessed many of its events.'”" His experience also
influenced how he portrayed Xusro Il and other Sasanian rulers.

Theophylact wrote that after the death of Xusro I (r. 531 CE-579 CE), the

grandfather of Xusro II, his son and successor Hormizd IV was a despotic ruler:

At the start of spring, Xusro [I], the king of the Persians was caught in a net by disease
and trampled on this life, after placing his son Hormizd as successor, a man with
harshness had overshot the wicked habits of his ancestors. For he was violent, and
was most insatiable, who gave no place to justice; he rejoiced in deceit and wallowed

in falsehood, clinging to hostilities rather than peace.102

101. According to Michael Whitby and Mary Whitby, Theophylact was born in the 580s CE, was
present in Constantinople for Heraclius’ entrance into the city, and mentioned the death of Xusro II. See
Michael and Mary Whitby, “Introduction,” in The History of Theophylact Simocatta: An English Translation
with Introduction and Notes eds. and trans. Michael and Mary Whitby (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986): xiii-
xiv, xvi; Michael Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian: Theophylact Simocatta on Persian and
Balkan Warfare (Oxford:Clarendon Press, 1988), 30, 39, 40, 295. Whitby also proposes that Theophylact
wanted to continue his history to include the war in the seventh century CE but did not because the Arab
invasions erased Heraclius’ achievements in ibid. 46-47.

102. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta: An English Translation with
Introduction and Notes 3.16.7-8 ed. and trans. Michael and Mary Whitby (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1986),
98; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1887; repr. Stuttgart, 1972): 20-314,
3.16.7-8: Hpog &’ agyopévou, voom caynvevbeig Xoopomg, 6 tav Iepomv facthets, TOV T)de
201e0TEEPYATO Blov, OLAd0Y 0V TROoTNOGIEVOS Opicdav TOV VIOV, dvdoa Tf) XaheTdTHTL TNV TATOHAY
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The significance of this passage is that Theophylact does not explain why Hormizd
[V is a tyrant; he is just generally greedy and violent toward the Sasanian people.

Take this passage from Theophylact about the usurper, Wahram Cubin
Wahram Cubin (r. 590 CE-591 CE): “that Persian tyrant, who started the dissolution
of the tyrant Hormizd [Hormizd IV]” was from the house of Mihran, an important
Parthian family.'® If Theophylact is any indication, both Hormizd IV and Wahram
Cubin were tyrants, but again, there is no substantive evidence of their bad
behavior. Theophylact made general statements about how both men were not good
people. He did, however, reveal a hatred for Xusro Il when he wrote about his
behaviour during the Roman-Sasanian effort to restore him to the throne.'** This
time, Theophylact offered evidence of the shortcomings of Xusro II.

Theophylact wrote that after his usurpation and imprisonment, Hormizd IV
had sent word from prison and wanted to make a speech. After lambasting Wahram

Cubin, Hormizd IV had this to say about his son:

And let him strip the diadem of Xusro from his head. He is not kingly in spirit, he does
not think in ruling thought, his mind is not authoritative. His impulses are ungovernable,
he puts forth madness on his soul, he has surrounded himself with a look of inhumanity,
he does not exalt foresight with custom, his manner is arrogant, he has begotten a

Unegn%ovu%ora OV r@onwv avomomra NV y&o Piondg te 1ol Tod mheiovog ¢ e@acmg a%ogecratog év
ovésma 10 dinouov potpq TLOéEVOS: ATiTy) TE NOOUEVOS HOL TQ PEVOEL TEQLOPEOUEVOS TV TTOMELMV,
oV TS €ipNvng, yAlyxeto. Translation modified from Whitby and Whltby

103. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 3.18.6 in Whitby and Whitby,
101; C. de Boor, Theophylactz Simocattae historiae 3.18.6: 4mO pev Tig PocComnvng oVTW ®oAov p,evng
oguao@at },LOLQOLQ OV Bagau, oinagylag 6¢ tig Tod MLQQapov ysyovsvaL tov ITégomnv éxeivov OV
Thavvov, g adoour) Tig xataldoems OQuiody TQ TVEAVV®D ysyevnrm Translation modified from
Whitby and Whitby. See also Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 31. This point will be important in the fourth chapter.

104. Indeed, Evagrius states that it was two armies—one Sasanian and one Roman-that restored Xusro
II to the throne. See Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, 6.19 Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical
History 6.17, The Ecclesiastical History of Evagrius Scholasticus ed. and trans. Michael Whitby (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2000).
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yearning for sensual pleasures, all is second in rank to his consent, he does not wait for
what is expedient, he does not cherish good counsel, he dismisses generosity, he clings

to a love of money, he a lover of war and strife, and without appetite for peace.105

Hormizd IV then stated that Xusro II's brother was to succeed the throne, only to be
rebuked by Xusro II's uncle, Bindoe. The crowd slaughtered Hormizd IV’s wife and
son in front of his eyes and blinded him with a red-hot poker.'* Xusr6 II then took
the throne.

After this incident, Hormizd IV spent his time in captivity while Xusro II
waged war against Wahram Cubin. It is here that Theophylact revealed his evidence
that Xusro Il was truly awful and not just some general, greedy tyrant like he
portrayed Hormizd IV and Wahram Cubin. While in captivity, Hormizd IV became
boorish, and the nobility killed him, but Theophylact said, “Xusro [II], after defiling
the prelude of reign with uncleanliness” and held feasts to celebrate his power.""’
But when the war against Wahram Cubin turned for the worse, Xusro II's cowardly
nature caused him to lose the throne. In a battle near the river Zab, Wahram Cubin

placed his army behind entrenchments while Xusro II refused to engage. His forces

105. Theophylact Simocatta, 4.4.14-15 The History of Theophylact Simocatta in Whitby and Whitby,
109; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae 4.4.14-15: amoyvuvotobw iy xepary xal Xooeong
10D dLadfpatog. ovx E0TL Baothinog tnv wvxnv 0% QY WT) dLavolQ xEXOOUNTAL, OVX EEOVOLAOTIROV
TOUTOV TO GQOVNUOL. a%a@smog ¢otL Tals ogpmg, MGohdINS nsqm%e OV Ou pov aqn)»owegomov ovTO
TEQIHEY VT B)\suuoc o0 0ldE VOpoLg moovoiag oepvovesa, TOV TEOMOV £0TIV AyEQWYOG, THY doeEwy
PAfidovog mEGUxeV, dvia debrega TiBeTOL TOD fOVANUATOS, OV %UQUOOAEL TO GUVOIGOV, TNV
g0PovAiay ovx svay%ahlewu TO PILOTLLOY ATTOTETTETAL, T) PLhoxonpoTia n@ocm)»exerou dilegrg v
%ol PLAOTIOAENOG KOl TG €l VNG AvoeenTog. Translation modified from Whitby and Whitby. See also
Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 294.

106. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta,4.6.1-5.

107. Theophylact Simocatta 4.7.4, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, in Whitby and Whitby,
112; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 4.7.4: 0¢ Xoopong tTnxoite poel to Thg factielog
Pepnrmoag mpoavila. Translation modified from Whitby and Whitby.
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soon became disillusioned after being slaughtered and then deserted his cause.'*® It
becomes apparent that Theophylact stressed the cowardly nature of Xusro Il and his
lack of martial acumen. This is especially true after Maurice sent military aid to
Xusro II.

In an episode similar to the one mentioned, Theophylact writes that at the
battle of Siraganon, the Roman commander, Narses, ordered his soldiers to remain
in camp located on the hills. Xusro Il overruled him and had the army rush at
Wahram Cubin’s position, an act that led to the allied defeat. After the battle, the
Romans “denounced the thoughtlessness of Xusro [I1].”** Obviously, Theophylact
thought little of Xusro II's abilities as a commander. The more interesting thing here,
however, is that Theophylact actually stated something else. While Xusro II's armies
themselves were able to inflict harm upon the Roman people during the war of the
seventh century CE, the man himself was inclined to commit acts of tomfoolery. The
man was not a good commander and had a competent staff that did the conquering
for him.""° All one had to do was look at history to see the evidence, at least
according to Theophylact.

It becomes apparent that while Theophanes and George of Pisidia were keen

108. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 4.9.5-10.

109. Theophylact Simocatta, 5.9.12 The History of Theophylact Simocatta, in Whitby and Whitby,
145; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae 5.9.12: tig apoviiag natnyodeel XooQoov.

110. Michael Whitby believes that Xusro II was not a distinguished war leader and that indeed, his
generals took the field for him during the war in the seventh century CE—unlike other Sasanian rulers. See “The
Persian King at War,” in The Roman and Byzantine Army in the East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the
Jagiellonian University, Krakow in September 1992 ed. E. Dabrowa (Krakéw: Uniwersytet Jagiellonski, 1992),
232, and especially 239-243 for §ahansahs taking the field and leading Sasanian troops.
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on demonstrating the bloodthirsty nature of Xusro II, Theophylact took a different
approach to paint him in a bad light. According to Theophylact, Xusro Il was a fickle,
mercenary, and untrustworthy man who broke all of his promises to Maurice in
return for his aid instead of being simply labeled a “tyrant”-which is, of course, what
Hormizd IV said about Xusro II in his speech before he was blinded.

For instance, when Xusro Il asked Maurice for military aid, the emperor
granted it because of a speech the Sasanian ambassadors gave. The envoys said:
Maurice should recall the fickleness of fortune and take the more kingly route and
support Xusro II, because “through a small alliance you would draw perpetual

peace.”'"! Clearly, the envoys were appealing to Maurice’s better nature, but the idea

of eternal peace aside, '*?

they made more immediate promises:

We return Martyropolis, we will hand over Daras [Dara] as a gift, and we will set war
with burial and build a house of peace by saying farewell to Armenia, on whose account
war was unfortunately liberally prosperous. Even if the gifts are not deserving of
necessity, certainly still this is our highest principle, to contrive with measure in
promises than by enticing by sound with great offers and incur perpetual enmity when
fail to bring about their conclusion, storing up against the future health of peace great

occasions for evil.'*3

111. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 4.13.16, in Whitby and Whitby,
122; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae,4.13.16: do0on Oud lurEag ovpuparyiag Tv eipnvny
afdvatov.

112. This would not be the first time talk between a perpetual peace took place between the Romans
and Sasanians. For the attempts at everlasting peace between Rome and Eransahr during the reigns of Xusro I
and Justinian, see Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire (London and New York: I.
B. Tauris, 2009), 30; Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Iran (224-651CE): Portrait of a Late Antique Empire (Costa
Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers: 2008), 77-78; Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia: Neighbors and Rivals, 38;
A.H.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 284-602: A Social and Economic Survey (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1964), 272-273.

113. Theophlyact Simmocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta,4.13.24-5, in Whitby and
Whitby, 123; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 4.13.24-5: fjpeic ¢ v Matiomv ol
avtanoétéopzv 0 Te AaQAg TIQOTXL nags&opsv TOV TE Jtokapov Tagf) xabdgvoouey omomoGOL ™mv
giQNvnv oixodopnoavteg T e Aguewoc XAUQELY ELTOVTES, OU TV O TOREPOC TV nogonoiay duoTuXMS
Tolg AvOQMIOLS NUTOYNOEY. %0l €l i) THS Avayrng ENAE 1o dwehpata TEPUREY, AL’ 0DV TODTO
#AAMOTOV EOTLY NUMY, TO HETOW PLLOCOPELY THY VIOOYEOLY, T peyahoug Emaryyehiong Ty axony
EnMdvovtog T@ dteleotovynto tod ovpumepdopatog abdvatov Thv diafolv émdéoeobar, peydhog
HOADV APOQUAC T T eloNvng £g Votepov eveEin nanmg Onoaveioavtag. Translation modified from
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This commitment was stronger than the one of perpetual peace. By returning
Martyropolis and Dara, Xusro Il made a sign of good faith that he needed Maurice’s
help. On the other hand, the promise to renounce the claim to Persarmenia, which
had been a point of contention for centuries between the Romans and Sasanians,
demonstrated Xusro II's real need for aid.""* Maurice now could take Xusro II
seriously after that promise was made-and so he did, when he accepted the envoys’
offer. He then clothed Xusro 11 in kingly attire so he could reclaim the throne'" and
sent a Roman army into Eransahr to wage war against Wahram Cubin."*®

Of course, Theophylact was concerned in portraying Xusro II in a bad light as
a form of revenge for his supposed acts of cruelty during the war in the seventh
century CE. After his envoys made their promises, Xusro Il allegedly directed the
Sasanian garrison at Martyropolis to not surrender the city to the Romans when

they came to the city. Theophylact wrote:

But they who were in possession of Martyropolis, and yet they were besieged by the
Romans, complying with the secret orders of Xusro [II], did not give the city to the
Romans, but even staunchly resisted. Accordingly, when the wickedness of Xusro [II]
became detected, Domitianus [the Roman commander], with shrewd calculation,
counter-marshaled irresistible advice and put an end to the festering sore of the

Persian deceit like an outgrowth of bubbles [blisters]. 17

Whitby and Whitby.
114. Iexamine Armenia fully in the second chapter.

115. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 5.3.7; Canepa, The Two Eyes of
the Earth, 187.

116. It should be noted, however, that Evagrius believed that Maurice sent Xusro II aid because of
the uncertainty of life. See Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, 6.17; Whitby, The Emperor Maurice
and his Historian,297.

117. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 4.15.8-9, in Whitby and Whitby,
126; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 4.15.8-9: oi d¢ THicMoTUWV éxdpeVOL TOAEWG, ®OlTOL
g mohogriag Vo Popainv émotatobong, Toig v maafoto 100 X0ogdou mootdypaot meldfviol
TIOG YWOpEVOL 0% £6(d00av TV TOMV Pwpaiolg, GAG xal pdho ®0QTEQMS AVTETATTOVTO. OLYO.QODY
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Xusro Il directed his soldiers to surrender only the city and executed the Roman
defectors who originally were responsible for handing over the city to the Sasanians
in the first place-after Domitianus kept pestering the Sasanians about his promise
to surrender the city!"*® Theophylact was concerned with elucidating the
untrustworthy nature of Xusro II, an account that might not have been based in
reality. This was, however, his way of getting revenge against the Sahansah.

The theme of the untrustworthy Sasanian is not confined to the authors
studied thus far. In the Strategikon, attributed to Maurice, the Sasanians are said to
be “wretched and dissembling and servile, but even patriotic and obedient.”'"* While
this text might not have come from the pen of Maurice himself, it betrays mistrust
for the Sasanian people as well as a sense of admiration.””® In an anonymous
military treatise named Strategy, the Roman army was warned to be wary of
deserters from an enemy force that could have acted as a fifth column, because
“when the Persians dispatched three hundred men in the form of slavery [tribute],

they took the city.”'*'

Ote 1T PmEOg TOVOVEYQDV YEYOVEY 0 X00EONG, AOUETLOVOS AOYLOMOD AyyLvolg duaraTaUdyNTOV
avtiotpatevoog fovAnvrod Ilegood d6lov diunv moudorliywv éxdioews dialiel TO VTOVAOV.
Translation modified from Whitby and Whitby. See also Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 299.

118. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 4.15.10-16.

119. Maurice, Strategikon 11.1.1, Maurice’s Strategikon ed. and trans. George T. Dennis
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 113: To ITegowov €6vog poy0moov »al xouypivouv
210l OOVAOTIRETEG €07TL, PLAOTATOLOV OE %Ol eVTELDEG.

120. Scott McDonough, “Were the Sasanians Barbarians? Roman Writers on the ‘Empire of the
Persians,”” in Romans, Barbarians, and the Transformation of the Roman World: Cultural Interaction and the
Creation of Identity in Late Antiquity ed. Ralph W. Mathisen and Danuta Shanzer (Farnham, UK: Ashgate
Publishing, 2011), 58.

121. The Anonymous Byzantine Treatise on Strategy 41.13-15 Three Byzantine Military Treatises ed.
and trans. George T. Dennis (Washington, DC.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library Collection, 2008), 120: émel
nol [Tégoon moté ToLaxooiovg dvdag év oynuatt dovieliog dweedv otelhavteg O AUTOV TV TOMY
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While these examples are part of broader Roman anti-Sasanian tropes, it is
important to realize that authors who witnessed the war in the seventh century CE
had more concrete reasons to harshly portray Xusro II. They were more inclined to
highlight the idea that one could not trust the Sasanians because Xusro II broke his
promises to Maurice by later invading the Roman Empire. Tellingly, Theophylact
wrote that when Xusro II dismissed the Romans from Erdnsahr on the eve of victory
over Wahram Cubin, the $ahansah should “not be unmindful of the kindness and
salvation done by the Romans for him.”**

This quotation demonstrates why one should look at how seventh-century
CE authors viewed Xusro II. The Strategikon and the anonymous Strategy dryly label
the Sasanians as being untrustworthy; even the example of Sasanians taking a
Roman city by deceit is suspect because there is no mention of which city they
captured. Theophylact was explicit. His approach to Xusro Il was that he was a man
who broke his promises with the Romans. The Romans should not have trusted him
because in the end, he forgot the kindness and salvation that the Romans gave him
to regain his throne. How did Xusro II break this promise? By invading the Roman
Empire after Maurice’s death and almost breaking the Roman people. The fear of

Xusro Il and the memory of his forgetting Roman aid and the seizure of Roman

territory is why Theophylact portrayed Xusro II in the manner he did. There is,

mapéafov.

122. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 5.11.8, in Whitby and Whitby,
147; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 5.11.8: u1) duvnpovelv tig yeyovuiog aitd Vo Tdv
Popaiov prhodpeootvig te xai owtnoiag; Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 303-304.
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however, more to this story, for Xusro Il was not as one-dimensional as these
Romans portray him to be.

While it is important to realize that the Roman authors witnessed the events
of the war in the seventh century CE and those events shaped how they portrayed
Xusro II, they also unknowingly betray another side to the Sahansah-his familiarity
with Christianity.

After the revolt of Wahram Cubin and the desertion of his army, Evagrius
Scholasticus wrote that Xusro II went to the Roman city of Ciresium after “he called
upon the God of the Christians” to send his horse in the right direction for aid.'*
After he regained his throne, Xusro Il sent a golden cross with an inscription upon it
to a certain Gregory, written in Greek in honor of the martyr Sergius."** According to

Evagrius Scholasticus, Xusro II sent the cross for this reason:

I Xusro, king of kings, son of Xusro, give this cross, after we arrived in Romania as a
result of the devilish activity and wickedness of the Wahram Gusnas [Cubin] and the
cavalry with him, on account of the approach towards Nisibis of the unfortunate
Zadespram [a general of Wahram Cubin] with an army for the seduction of the
cavalrymen in the district of Nisibis to rebel and stir up trouble; we too sent
cavalrymen with a commander into Charchas, and through the fortune of sacred
Sergius, the all-revered and famous, when we heard that he was a giver of requests,
in the first year of our reign, on the seventh month of January, we requested that, if
our cavalrymen should slaughter or subdue Zadespram, we would send a gold
bejeweled cross to his all-august name, and on the ninth of the month of February,
they brought us the head of Zadespram; so having received our request, so that each
thing is beyond dispute, to his all-revered name this cross that is from us, with the
cross sent by Justinian, emperor of the Romans, to his house, and carried here in the
time of estrangement between the two polities by Xusro, king of kings, son of Kawad,
our father, and found our treasuries, we sent to the house of the holy all-revered

123. Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, 6.17, in Whitby, 308; J. Bidez and L. Parmentier,
The ecclesiastical history of Evagrius with the scholia (London: Methuen, 1898): 5-241, 234 .2-4: tov 0eOv TV
XQLoTLoVMV ETMRAAETAUEVOS

124. For the spread of the cult of Sergius in Eransahr, see Elizabeth Kay Fowden, The Barbarian
Plain: Saint Sergius between Rome and Iran (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press,
1999), 4-5, 120-129.
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125
Sergius.

This letter is significant for two reasons. One, it demonstrates that at least
one author was aware of Xusro II's knowledge of Christianity. Xusro Il was the
leader of a large, multiethnic, multicultural, and multireligious empire-of course he
had knowledge of Christianity. He even presided over the East-Syrian Synod of 605
CE and put the weight of his office behind certain candidates for the office of bishop.
The Christian bishops also proclaimed their loyalty to the Sahansah at the synod.'*
Xusrd II even asked the katholicos of Christians in Eransahr, Sabriso, to accompany
him when he campaigned against the Romans."”” Clearly, Xusro Il was not an enemy
of God, as portrayed by other authors, and had a good relationship with Christians

in his realm.'?®

125. Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, 6.21,in Whitby, 311-312; J. Bidez and L.
Parmentier, The ecclesiastical hlstory of Evagrms with the scholia, 235.18-236.13: Todtov tOV O'IZO(UQOV EYQ
X0000mg 6a0Lk8vg Baothéwv,vidg Xoopoov, dte éx 6La[307»mng gvegyelag nal xaxovylag Tod
duotvyeotdtov Bapap F'ovovag xol tdv ovv attd xapariaoiny s P(Duowww arhibopev, %ol d10to
€0yeobau Tov duoTuyT Zadeomoap peta 0TQOTOD gicto Nioifrog &ni 10 vroodoa Tovg xafahhagiovg
00 péeovg Tod Nioiflog gig T0 dvtaon %ol TaedEon Enepapey vl Muelg xafarhaglovs petd
dyovrog gig 10 Xaeyas, nai i e ToMg Tod dyiov Zeyiov ToD TAVEETTOV %Al OVOUAOTOD, £MELd1)
IrovoaueY 60Tl EVALLTOV TOV CUTHOEWY, £V TO TOOTE ETeL TH|S Paoctheiag NUAOY, pnvi Iowvovoc@m)
£pdOUN, NTnodpuedo ig, ey ol xafarrdgrot by 0q>a§(oot TOV ZadE0mQUL 1] XELDOOVTOL, OTAVQOV
XQUOOLV OLahbov &ig TOV 0l%oV oTOD TEUTOUEV 1L TO TAVOETTOV QTOD ovopa, %ol tf) évarty Tod
DePoovagiov unvog T xedpari)y 100 Zadeomoapiveyray em Hudy: EmTuyOVTeg ovV TG 6en08wg
NV, 610 TO EX0TOV avappiBorov glval, eig 10 TavoemTov avtod dvopa TodToV TOV OTOVQOV TOV 700’
MOV YEVOEVOV, NETA TOD MEPPOEVTOZ OTOQOD T0QOL Touotviavod Paothéng Poououwv €ig TOV olnov
oUToD, nal TQ ®owed ThHS AuEiog Tdv 000 molteldv €veyxBévtog éviatBa mapd Xoopoov, factiémg
[:’)amkémv, viot Kapadov, Tod Npetéov motede, xai eboedévtog £V Toig HueTéols OoavQoic,
EMEUPAUEV €V TO ol TOD Aylov mavoéntov Zepyiov. Translation modified from the Whitby translation.

126. See Joel Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” in The Legend of Mar
Qardagh: Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London:
University of California Press, 2006), 87-106.

127. Histoire Nestorienne (Seert Chronicle), Seconde Partie LXX trans. Addai Scher and Robert
Griveau in Patrologia Orientalis: Tomus Decimus Tertius ed. R. Graffin and F. Nau (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1919)
; Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 39-40; W.A. Wigram, An Introduction to History of the Assyrian Church
or the Church of the Sassanid Persian Empire, 100-640 A.D. (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004), 224. 1
study the relationship of the Church of the East and Xusro II in chapter three.

128. See Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 77-78 for how the status of Christians in Eransahr changed over
time.
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The second reason why this passage is important is because it demonstrates
that not every author saw Xusro Il as a destroyer of Roman cities, a taker of the True
Cross, a rapist of maidens. Evagrius Scholasticus demonstrated that Xusro II did feel
grateful that the Romans helped him to regain the throne. He specifically mentioned
that the Sasanians took the gold cross when they were at war with the Romans
during Emperor Justinian’s (r. 527 CE-565 CE) reign and that he returned it after it
was found. Why does this account show another side to the Sahansah? Evagrius did
not live to see the war in the seventh century CE."”’ The other authors mentioned
above obviously experienced fear when they heard that the Sasanians captured
more Roman territory and when their Avar allies besieged Constantinople. When
one examines how Theophylact Simocatta described Xusro II's flight from Eransahr,
one can clearly see that he wanted to show Xusro II's mercenary character.

Theophylact wrote, as Evagrius, that Xusro I promised a cross to the shrine
of Sergius, and he included verbatim the same letter in the latter’s account.”® He,
however, specifically mentioned that Xusro Il wanted to festoon that cross “covered
with pearls and radiant Indian stones; for the due measure of necessity made him

cry [implore] more piously.”"*' Xusro Il wanted only to fashion an ostentatious cross

129. He concluded his account in 594 CE, the 12th year of Maurice’s reign, before his overthrow, and
he did not mention Xusrd II’s invasion. See Michael Whitby, “Introduction,” The Ecclesiastical History of
Evagrius Scholasticus ed. and trans. Michael Whitby (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000): xx;
Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 4.

130. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 5.13.4-7; C. de Boor,
Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 5.13.4-7; Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 300

131. Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, 5.1.8,in Whitby and Whitby,
133; C. de Boor, Theophylacti Simocattae historiae, 5.1.8: pagyaolitnv te megupaielv avtd xai v Tvdundmv
MBwV Tovg dlavyeis: eV0EREOTEQOV YAQ TTOTVIMUEVOV VIO THS AVAYXNG O ®aLQOS aUTOV éEeLYdleTo.
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only in his time of need; he switched to Christianity when only it suited him, in other
words."** This is in Theophylact’s work because unlike Evagrius, he actually
witnessed the war in the seventh century CE. There is, however, one area on which
Evagrius Scholasticus and Theophylact agree on the relationship between Xusro I1
and Christianity: his Christian wife Sérin.

According to Evagrius, Xusro Il again sent a monetary gift with a letter to the

shrine of Sergius in thanks for the following:

During that time [ was in Beramais, I asked from you, holy one, to come to my aid and
that Siren [Sérin] conceive in her womb. And since Siren is a Christian and I a pagan,
our custom does not allow us to have a Christian wife. On account of my gratitude to
you, [ disregarded this law and among my wives [ held and hold from day to day in
legitimacy, and in this way [ now perceived your goodness, holy one, [that] she

L 133
conceive in her womb.

The existence of this letter in both authors’ accounts is important because as
already stated, Xusro II's familiarity with Christianity was widely known, but there
is more. Both authors acknowledge that Sérin was Xusro II’s beloved, and she was a
Christian.'** What this account suggests is that despite Xusro II's supposed enmity
toward the Christian God, someone like Theophylact could not ignore his love for
Sérin, despite the fear that person experienced during the war of the seventh

century CE.

132. Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia, 149.

133. Evargrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, 6.21, in Whltby, 312; J. Bidez and L. Parmentier,
The ecclesiastical hzstory of Evagrms with the scholia, 236.20-237. 6 "Ev @ givai pe év t@ Bepopaig
Noauny maea oob, dyie, EADely eig Ty Bon@etow JHOV %0l €V Ya.oTol ochx[:’)ew Siofv. Ko ETELO 1)
Sionv Xootavi €0TLV %Ayo Ean 0 Mu€TeQOg VOHOG GdELaY TV 0L TTaQexeL XOLOTLOVIY ExeLy.
YOLETNV. AL YOUV TNV €UV TTIQOG O EVYVWUOOUVNV €l TAUTNY TOV VOUOV TTOQEIdOV, xal TOOTNV &V
YUVALELY Tuéoav €€ NUEQAS €V YVNOLOTNTL €00V 1AL (0¥ W, ®Ol 0VTW GUVELdOV VIV denOf|val Thig of)g
aya0o6tNTOog, dyLe, &V Yo.otol ovihafety avtnv. For Theophylact’s take, see The History of Theophylact
Simocatta 14.2-4.

134. Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 305.
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However little Theophylact acknowledged that there was more to Xusro II
than his actions during the war in the seventh century CE, it should not be ignored
that he and other Roman authors experienced fear during the war. This fear
influenced how they perceived the Sahansah. Other authors, in the years before the
war, also betray a sense of fear of certain Sahansahs who caused heartache and strife
in the Roman Empire. Of course, as we shall see, the difference between the
following authors and the ones studied thus far is that Xusro II actually threatened
the entire Empire, which affected how those seventh-century CE authors depicted
Xusro II.

The fourth-century CE author Ammianus Marcellinus was a witness to such
skirmishes and the effects they had on his fellow Romans, for he lived during the
invasion of Sahansah Sabiihr 11 (r. 309 CE-379 CE). Ammianus did not portray
Sabahr II as an enemy of God, but he did write about the human toll of
Roman-Sasanian border wars. For instance, Ammianus had the following to say
about what he saw from the Mesopotamian city of Nisibis and his subsequent flight

from it:

And while within the walls, things urging haste, smoke and fire constantly shone from
the Tigris, through the Castra Maurorum and Sisara and remaining country, all the

way to the city, in a continuous line, more numerous than usual, informing that the
ravaging bands of the enemy burst forth and crossed the river. Therefore, we left
swiftly, for fear the roads might be blocked; when we came within two miles, we saw

a fine-looking boy, adorned with a necklace, eight years old (as we conjectured), the
son of a man of position (as he said), crying in the middle of the causeway; his mother,
while she was fleeing, with excited fear of the enemy, being agitated and hampered, left
[him] behind alone. While I, at the command of the leader, moved with pity set [him]
before me on [my] horse and carried him back to the city, the plunderers, after building
a rampart around the walls, were ranging more extensively. And because the calamities
of the siege terrifying me, [ set the boy down within a half-shut postern gate, with winged
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speed I hastened half dead with fear back to our troop; [ was all but (:aptured.w5

Ammianus then fled to Amida, where he remained for 73 days and witnessed the
spirited defense of the city before its denizens, “armed and unarmed, without
distinction of sex, were ritually maimed, [like] cattle.”"*

If one ignores Ammianus’ hyperbole about almost being captured (for he was
fond of placing himself in the historical narrative for dramatic effect,’®” but who is to
say that he was really not in danger?), it becomes apparent that Ammianus was
concerned for the people living on the Roman-Sasanian border. These people-
Ammianus’ fellow Romans, like the abandoned boy,and the slaughtered people of
Amida-suffered from the invasion, and he wanted to show the terror and suspense
they, and he, felt at the hands of Sabahr I1. This is not unlike the men who wrote
about Xusro II's supposed crimes during the war in the seventh century CE.

Another author who witnessed firsthand the battles between the Romans

135. Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae 16.6.9-11, ed. and trans. John C. Rolfe, History
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 438-40: Dumgque intra muros maturanda perurgerentur,
Sfumus micantesque ignes assidue a Tigride per Castra Maurorum et Sisara et collimitia reliqua, ad usque
civitatem continui perlucebant, solito crebriores, erupisse hostium vastatorias manus superato flumine
permonstrantes. Qua causa ne occuparentur itinera, celeri cursu praegressi, cum ad secundum lapidem
venissemus, liberalis formae puerum torquatum, (ut coniectabamus) octennem, in aggeris medio vidimus
heiulantem, ingenui cuiusdam filium (ut aiebat); quem mater dum imminentium hostium terrore percita fugeret,
impeditior trepidando reliquerat solum. Hunc dum imperatu ducis miseratione commoti, impositum equo, prae
me ferens ad civitatem reduco, circumvallato murorum ambitu praedatores latius vagabantur. Et quia me
obsidionales aerumnae terrebant, intra semiclausam posticam exposito puero, nostrorum agmen agilitate
volucri repetebam exanimis, nec multum afuit quin caperer. Translation modified from the Rolfe translation.

136. Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae, 16.6.9-11, in Rolfe, 510: pecorum ritu armati et imbelles
sine sexus discrimine truncabantur. Translation modified from the Rolfe translation. See also John Matthews,
The Roman Empire of Ammianus (London: Duckworth, 1989), 58-61, 65-66 for the chronology of the siege of
Amida.

137. See David Rohrbacher, The Historians of Late Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 2002), 19;
Gavin Kelly, Ammianus Marcellinus: The Allusive Historian (Cambridge: Cambridge Unversity Press, 2008),
53-55, for Ammianus’ dramatic account of his meeting the abandoned boy presented as a story. See also
Timothy D. Barnes, Ammianus Marcellinus and the Representation of Historical Reality (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1998), 11-19, especially 16-17, who offers survey of scholarship critical of the veracity of
Ammianus due to his exaggerations.
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and Sasanians was Procopius of Caesarea."*® Procopius, who was a member of the
general Belisarius’ staff, saw for himself the consequences of war when the city of

Antioch fell to and was destroyed by Xusro I:

But I become dizzy as I write of that great incident and send it in memory to a future
time. And I do not understand why it should be the will of God to lift up on high the
fortunes of a man or a place, but to hurl them down obliterate for no reason that
appears to us. For it is not right to say that with him things are always without reason.
Though he then endured to see Antioch brought down to the ground at the hand of an
unholy man, a city whose beauty and magnificence in all respect could not be verily

hidden.'®

Again, notice Procopius’ language. He labels Xusro I as “unholy,” which is similar to
how later authors described Xusro II. What is the similarity between Procopius,
Ammianus, and the authors studied in this chapter? They were witnesses to the
sufferings of the Roman people, and they experienced the same fears as their
compatriots. These feelings manifest in portrayals of Sasanian sahansahs as being
unholy, fiendish, or unpleasant people. Of course, there was propaganda present in
these accounts, but if we ignore the feelings of the authors, then we do them a
disservice. We cannot wholly take what they wrote as truth (the Sahansahs were not
enemies of the Christian God); however, we cannot totally disregard them as

propaganda. These men saw things happening, and that undoubtedly affected how

138. For Procopius being present at many of the events he describes, see Averil Cameron, Procopius
and the Sixth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985), 135-136.

139. Procopius, The Persian War, 2.10.4-5 trans. H.B. Dewey, History of the Wars (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Umvers1ty Press, 2006), 342-344: ¢y 0¢ L)m/yw) na@og ToooUTOV y@aqm)v TE ROl na@aneuﬂwv ég
LYV TQ usMovu Xgovm %ol o0x Exw eidévol Tl ToTE doa Bov)\ousvw ™ Oe® ein n@uyputa pgv
AavOQOg 1 X(JJQLOU oV STIJOLLQEW ELg mpog, owBLg Oe ¢ QUTTELY TE avTa %ol ocq)OWLQew €€ ovéemag iV
PaLvopEVNg amag avTO ya@ oV O€Lug eimety p) O'UXL dmovto xotd AMoyov del yiyveoOou, og 61] nol
Avuoxsww toTE VIEOTY £C TO EdOIPOG n@og AvOQOg AVOOLWTATOV %ataq)sgopgvnv 10€lv, Ng 16 te ndhhog
%ol TO €5 AIOVTO LEYAAOTIQETEG 0VOE VIV AToxQUITTECOOL TAVTATIOOLY ETYEV. Translation modified from
the Dewey translation. For a detailed analysis of the destruction of Antioch, see Warren Treadgold, A History of
Byzantine State and Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), 193-194; Anthony Kaldellis, Procopius
of Caesarea: Tyranny, History, and Philosophy and the End of Antiquity (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 204-209.
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they viewed the Sasanians, especially Xusro II, and these depictions are complicated.

The reality is that while these authors wanted to highlight to their audience
the destruction wrought by Xusro II, their portrayals of the Sahansah were complex.
Recall how Evagrius and Theophylact demonstrated that they knew about his
familiarity with Christianity and his love of Sérin. Based on what we know about
this, we cannot assume that witnessing the horrors meant a negative portrayal of a
Sahansah.

Procopius, for all his talk of Xusro I being “unholy,” actually saved most of his

140

vitriol for Justinian. He portrayed, in his Secret History,”™ the emperor as being a

shape-shifting, nonhuman entity and said it was Justinian who goaded Xusro I into
war by invading and conquering other parts of the Mediterranean and threatening
Eransahr, if the delegation from Vittigis (r. 536 CE-540 CE), the Ostrogothic king of

Italy, said is any indication:

Indeed, already he destroyed the Vandals and trampled the Moors; the Goths stood in
friendship for him, he came against us bringing both a lot of money and men. But it is
clear that if he is able to destroy the Goths he [will] with us and those enslaved wage

war against the Persians, neither considering the name of friendship nor blushing

. 141
before any of his promises.

Procopius also stated “for not only Xusro himself was wicked in nature, as told by

140. Procopius, Anecdota, 12.20-23 trans. H.B. Dewey, The Anecdota or Secret History (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).

141. Procopius, The Persian War,2.2.8-9, in Dewey, 266-268: Bavdihwv pgv obv 110 nabehwrv
™V Pacthetov xal Movpovoiovg rataotoeapuevogs, ['OtOmv aitd GpLhiog dvOUATL EXTOOMV IOTOUEVOV,
YXONUOTA TE PEYAAO nal OOUATA TOMA ETTOYOUEVOS €Q° TUAS TeL. EvOnhog &€ eotuv, v »ai ['étOoug
mavidmoaoty €Eeletv dUvnTaL, g EVV Hulv te xal toig 110M ém [1égoas otpateoet, ovte To ThS dLhiog
gvvov dvopa oUTE TL TRV OUOUOOHEVDY €QUBQLADYV dedovlwpévols. For Xusrd I’s concern of Justinian’s
expansion in the Mediterranean, see Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia, 106-107; Andrew Louth, “Justinian
and His Legacy (500-600),” in The Cambridge History of the Byzantine Empire: C. 500-1492, ed. Jonathan
Shephard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 107 120, 135; John Moorhead, “Western
Approaches (500-600)”, in The Cambridge History of the Byzantine Empire: C. 500-1492, ed. Jonathan Shepard
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008): 206; Treadgold, A History of Byzantine State and Society, 191.
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me in the proper place, but he was provided by him [Justinian] for all the reasons of
war” '*? and that “thus during his reign, the whole earth was constantly drenched
with human blood coming from both the Romans and practically all the

barbarians.”'*

Justinian, not just Xusro I, was to blame for causing the destruction of
Antioch, according to Procopius.'** Such complexity in a narrative cannot be
ignored.

Even Ammianus, who wrote a dramatic account of Sabuhr II’s invasion of the
eastern Roman frontier, did the same thing. He remarked that Emperor Julian (r. 361
CE-363 CE) not only invaded Eransahr because he wanted to avenge the loss of
Roman territory but that he also strongly desired the cognomen of “Parthicus.”**
Again, just because an account is hostile to the Sasanians, it is a good idea to look
beneath the surface to understand that not every instance of a bad depiction of a
Sahansah meant that the author hated them.

What is more, a negative portrayal of the Sasanians does not mean they did

something to warrant such a depiction. For instance, Agathias compared the

Achaemenid Persians to the Sasanians, and it was not pretty:

Certainly those people did not know about those burial practices [the ancient
Zoroastrian practice of exposure of the dead instead of burial], nor certainly was

142. Procopius, Anecdota, 12.28-29, in Dewey, 220: v pév 4o t€ noi X00ong avtog te
TOVNQEOG TO NB0S ®al, (MG 1ot €v Adyolg eipnton Toig »abfnovot, Tag pev aitiog aitd Tod mohépov o
TIUQEYETO TTACAG.

143. Procopius, Anecdota, 12.30, in Dewey, 220: a0ty te a0tod facthebovtog 1) yi) Ebpmaca

gumhewg aipatog avBgwieiov €x te Pwpainv xol fagfaowv oxeddov TL TEVTwY dLoQRMS YEYOVE.
Translation modified from the Dewey translation.

144. Kaldellis, Procopius of Caesarea, 67.

145. Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae, 12.12.1-2.
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the decency of the marriage-bed degraded the way it is now. Not only do they have
intercourse with both their sisters and nieces without restraint, but fathers profanely

bind themselves [lie] with their daughters, and o the unnaturalness of it, sons with their

146
mothers.

Agathias blamed Zoroastrianism for the Sasanians’ supposed perversions,'*’ but this
is not to say that Agathias himself was a Christian who hated that religion. Anthony
Kaldellis has argued convincingly that Agathias believed that Zoroastrianism was
terrible because of its similarity to Neo-Platonism, not because he was a Christian.'*®
What is more, Agathias himself did not witness nor experience the effects of any
Sasanian invasion of the Roman Empire, for he was in Constantinople for most of his
life practicing law and what little he knew of the Sasanians was secondhand.'*’ This
is why for all Agathias’ supposed outrage at the practice of next-of-kin marriage, he

got the story wrong. It was the Sasanian royal family who committed this act, not

the entire people.”®® Why did Agathias portray the Sasanians as badly as George of

146. Agathias Scholasticus, Agathias: The Histories 2.24.1 trans. Joseph Frendo The Histories
(Berlin: Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae, 1975), 57-8; R. Keydell, Agathiae Myrinaei historiarum libri
quinque (Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae. Series Berolinensis 2. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1967): 3-197,
71.24.25-29: Otnouv éxetvol ye wde eylyvooxrov olTe meQl Tag TadAg, OV Uev ouv Al 0VdE £¢ TNV THC
eVVg mopavopay omola ol ViV axohaotatvovaly, o povov aderdais te nol ddehddais dvéonv
JyvOpevol, AAAGL TotéQes te Buyatedot xol To 01 TIUVTOV AVOoLMTEQOV, M VOUOL YE Al HUOLS, Viol Talg
tenoooug. Translation modified from Frendo. According to Averil Cameron, Agathias’ obsession with
Sasanian burial practices and sexual habits is indicative of typical sixth-century CE Roman attitudes toward the
Sasanians: The Romans were obsessed with the Sasanians, yet found them repulsive at the same time. See
Averil Cameron, Agathias (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 116.

147. Agathias The Histories 2.24.5; Averil Cameron, “Agathias on the Sasanians,” Dumbarton Oaks
Papers 23/24 (1969/1970), 91-92.

148. See Anthony Kaldellis, “The Historical and Religious Views of Agathias: A Reinterpretation,”
Byzantion: Revue Internationale des Etudes Byzantines 69, fasc. 1 (1999): 246-247. For Agathias’s Neoplatonic
philosophy, see ibid. 226-36, especially 231-236. See also McDonough, “Where the Sasanians Barbarians?
Roman Writers on the ‘Empire of the Persians,”” 63.

149. See Cameron, Agathias, 1,31; Anthony Kaldellis, “Things Are Not What They Are: Agathias
‘Mythistoricus’ and the Last Laugh of Classical Culture,” The Classical Quarterly 53,no0.1 (May, 2003): 295.
For Agathias’ limited knowledge of the Sasanians, see McDonough, “Where the Sasanians Barbarians? Roman
Writers on the ‘Empire of the Persians,”” 57.

150. Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 64.
58



Pisidia, Nikephoros, Theophylact, Theophanes, and the Chronicon Pascale portray
Xusro I1?

[f taken at face value, one can come away with two conclusions. One, that the
Sasanians were actually perverts; or two, they did something to make him hate
them. In this case, however, Agathias presents us a third option: the Sasanians were
anathema to him because of jealousy. Scott McDonough wrote that Agathias
attacked the Sasanians because he regarded many authors of his era, like Procopius,
as being pro-Sasanian. These authors reached great literary heights and obtained

51 Moreover, those authors who praised

powerful patrons, unlike Agathias’ career.
the Sasanians did so to criticize the Roman administration-Procopius is a perfect
example of this. To Agathias, this was unacceptable; thus in his narrative he attacked
the Sasanians and by extension praised the Romans. In the words of McDonough,
“Agathias hoped to demonstrate his own erudition while humbling his rivals within
his own Constantinopolitan literary circle.”** Thus with the case of Agathias, we
have a Roman who wrote hateful depictions of the Sasanians, but he did not have
any intimate knowledge of them. Therefore, not every Roman who badly depicted
the Sasanians went through traumatic events like the authors mentioned above.

With these complications in mind, it is important to understand that many of

those authors chose only to highlight all the terrible things that happened during

151. McDonough, “Where the Sasanians Barbarians? Roman Writers on the ‘Empire of the
Persians,’” 56.

152. McDonough, “Where the Sasanians Barbarians? Roman Writers on the ‘Empire of the
Persians,’” 65.
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the war of the seventh century CE. By extension, these authors only focused on how
Xusro Il was supposedly evil. As the example of Agathias suggests, there is more to
depictions of the Sasanians than meets the eye. Even Nikephoros, the author who
maligned Xusro I, featured a complex portrayal in his text. He wrote, “On the one
hand, the Persians were externally damaging the Roman Empire; on the other hand,
Phocas [the usurper of Maurice] was doing worse on the inside.”*** This sentiment is
significant, for we see that even George of Pisidia, because he was Heraclius’ court
poet, also wrote despairingly about Phocas." Thus these authors were negative to
their own emperors.

Nikephoros also had many bad things to say about Heraclius himself. After
Egypt fell to the Sasanians, Heraclius wanted to flee Constantinople and move the
imperial capital to Carthage, in modern Libya. Nikephoros portrayed the emperor as
being seized by “despair and embarrassment” for the loss of Egypt and changed his
plans when the patriarch of Constantinople bound him in a church.'*® He also wrote
that while the Sasanians were able to harm the Roman Empire with impunity,
Heraclius, like Phocas, was committing a worse crime:

And yet Heraclius, even though the affairs of state have come to such a disgusting
and anomalous pass, did not even put his private affairs in order, but he did an
unlawful deed [that] the laws of the Romans forbid, by contracting marriage to his

153. Nikephoros, Breviarium, 1.4-6,in Mango, 34: I1égoou pgv tv Popainv doyiv £xtog
noremnuovov, Poxrdg 6¢ Evoov yelpm toltwv €mpatte; Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis,
244.

154. Whitby, “Defender of the Cross,” 255; Whitby, “A New Image for a New Age,” 209.

155. Nikephoros, Breviarium, 8.6-7; 13-14, in Mango, 48: duoOuuia »ol dmogta; Kaegi, Heraclius,
88.
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. . 156
niece Martina.

These quotations are important because they demonstrate that someone such as
Nikephoros, who, as we saw earlier, did not hold Xusro II in high regard, and still
could depict his emperor in an unflattering light. This is true with Heraclius’
marriage to his niece, an event that sparked controversy in the Roman world."’
With these examples from Nikephoros, one can appreciate the complexity of the
Roman sources on the war in the seventh century CE. Not every Roman source that
was hostile to the Sasanians meant that the author heaped praise upon the Romans.
To ignore this one facet of the histories of this era is to misunderstand the emotions

of the authors who composed them.

While it is important to realize the propagandistic value of depicting Xusro 11
as an enemy of god and unholy (and these portrayals do border on absurd™*®), one
must be cognizant that perhaps the men who composed these texts and their
readers experienced trauma at the news of Xusro II's advances. Compounding all of
this was that the Romans also felt religious terror when the news reached them that
Xusro II took the True Cross from Jerusalem. To lump all the portrayals of Xusro II as

propaganda does injustice to the people who lived through the war.

156. leephoros Breviarium, 11.1-5, in Mango 52: Hgom)\ewo 0¢, naiTol TV *OWMV aUTd
n@ayua‘cmv 1 T0000To duoyepelog xal owoouahag n%ovw)v ov qu 0UO% Tt oixela £V O¢a0oL cpgovug
sysyovaL Ak’ bye rcgog ngo@w GBeopov xoi v Popainv dmoyogevovot vopot iddv, To meog thv
aveyuav Mativayv nomdoato »0og. Translation modified from Mango.

157. Kaegi, Heraclius, 106.

158. For the drama of historical texts, see Thompson, “Reception Theory and the Interpretation of
Historical Meaning,” 265.
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On the other hand, to believe that Xusro II actually was an enemy of God also
does injustice to the complexities of the events of the war. As stated earlier in this
chapter, life in Sasanian occupied cities went on after their conquest;"*’ the
existence of Christians in the Sasanian army denotes the lack of cohesiveness in
Xusro II's forces because there was no religious unity, while there was no guerrilla
resistance in Sasanian-occupied Roman territory, either.'® Additionally, the siege of
Constantinople, as awful as it was, can be seen as a turning point of this long war,
and after their failure, the Sasanians found themselves on the defensive in Eransahr
when Heraclius invaded.'®" According to Michael Whitby, the reason for the shift was
that Xusro II liquidated his officer corps due to suspected mutiny, and the Sasanian
army could not cope with the invasion.'®

Even the conclusion of the war did not bring an end to Eransahr. Heraclius
did not conquer it; the two peoples returned to the state of co-existence that existed
before the war.'®® The point here is that depictions of Xusro II exist on a continuum
that reflects the author’s complex intentions, as most texts do.'** Despite the

apparent propagandistic value of these texts, the audience and the authors might

159. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 22.
160. Kaegi, Heraclius,97.

161. Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies, 6.
162. Whitby, “The Persian King at War,” 253.

163. Irfan Shahid, “The Iranian Factor in Byzantium during the Reign of Heraclius,” Dumbarton
Oaks Papers 26 (1972): 297-298, 306.

164. Thompson, “Reception Theory and the Interpretation of Historical Meaning,” 272.
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have experienced legitimate fear of the Sahansah, despite how the war actually
played out, that manifests itself in these texts; it is a fear we need to realize might

have existed.

Chapter 2
Pseudo-Sebéos and Xusro II: An Armenian Seizes His Identity in a

Perso-Romano World
At first glance, Pseudo-Sebéos’ dramatic'® account of the Roman-Sasanian
War of the seventh century CE demonstrates his abhorrence of Xusro II (r. 591
CE-628 CE). Throughout the narrative, Pseudo-Sebéos depicted Xusro II as badly as

in Roman accounts. Based on the evidence, it seems entirely possible that as a

165. James Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle
East in the Seventh Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 8, 75.
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Christian who was a subject of Eransahr, Pseudo-Sebéos held Xusro I in as much
contempt as did the authors studied in the last chapter. As two Christian nations in
late antiquity, that shared their hatred of the Sahansah who “stole” the True Cross,
sacked Jerusalem, and caused untold suffering to Christians during the course of the
war. It makes sense when one considers that the majority of Armenia was an
important theater of war and combat, like the Roman Empire and Eransahr.'*® The
Armenians (and everyone else who lived in the Caucuses) were pulled into the war,

like ordinary Romans and Sasanians, and witnessed its horrors.

When one examines the source further, however, one sees that Pseudo-
Sebéos’ perceptions of Xusro II, and the entire war, for that matter, were shaped on
his own terms. He owed neither side any loyalty, and he did not portray Xusro Il as a
total monster. His depictions of the Sahansah at times stray into the extreme, but
instead of finding the man whom God supposedly hated, we see another side of
Xusro II that Roman authors in the last chapter hinted at or ignored.

Take, for instance, the famous letter of Xusro II sent to Heraclius, found only
in Pseudo-Sebéos' account. After Heraclius deposed the usurper Phocas, he wrote a

letter to Xusro II asking for peace. In an effort to cease hostilities, this letter features

166. Sebeos, The Armenian History 32, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos: Part 1.
Translation and Notes ed. and trans. R. W. Thomson with commentary by James Howard-Johnston with Tim
Greenwood (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), 59-62; James Howard-Johnston with Tim
Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos: Part 2. Historical Commentary ed. and trans. R. W.
Thomson with commentary by James Howard-Johnston with Tim Greenwood (Liverpool: Liverpool University
Press, 1999), 198-202; Nina Garsoian, “The Marzpanate (428-652),” in The Armenian People from Ancient to
Modern Times, vol. 1, The Dynastic Periods: From Antiquity to the Fourteenth Century ed. Richard
Hovannisian (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2004), 114; Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 67.
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references of the aid that Maurice gave to Xusro Il in the endeavor to restore him to
the throne. Heraclius, if Pseudo-Sebeos is any indication, sent gifts to Xusro Il and
asked the sahansah to dispatch envoys so they could discuss peace. Xusro II
accepted the gifts, but instead of sending envoys, he sent a naval squadron to attack
Constantinople.'®” This in turn demonstrates that Pseudo-Sebéos believed that on
some level, Xusro Il was an untrustworthy man.

Xusro II's reply is more interesting than his supposed craftiness.
Pseudo-Sebéos’ account painted the sahansah as not only waging war against the

Romans but also fighting with Christianity itself:

Xosrov [Xusro 1], precious among the gods, lord and king of all the earth, and
offspring of the great Aramazd [Ohrmazd], to Heraclius, our mindless and
insignificant servant: you have not wished to give yourself to us, but you call yourself
lord and king. My treasure that is to you, you spend; and my servants you trick; and
having collected an army of robbers, you prevent my rest. So I did not destroy the
Greeks? But you claim to trust your god. Why did he not save Caesarea and Jerusalem
and the great Alexandria from my hands? And you did not know [that] [ have
subjugated to the sea and dry land? So it is only Constantinople I will not be able

to erase? But now I forgive you of all your trespasses. “Arise, present your wife and
children and come here. And I will give you ranches, gardens, and olive trees by which
you will live long.” And we will look upon you in friendship. Do not let your vain hope
deceive you. For that Christ who was not able to save himself from the Jews, but they
killed him, hanging him on the wood [a cross], how can he save you from my hands?
“If you descend to the depths of the sea,” I will stretch out my hand and seize you.

And then you will see me in a way you will not desire. 168

167. Sebeos, The Armenian History 38, in Thomson, 79.

168. Sebeos, The Armenian History: Part 1,38, in Thomson, 79; Patut’iwn Sebéosi 17-33 ed. G. V.
Abgaryan (Erevan: Armenian Academy of Sciences, 1979), 123: U.umnuu&ngbw[ wuwmniwhuwl b
wilbwnifdhde dhg, wy wmkp b fwgwenp b sbnoung JEsh U pwdggg h.mupn[{ wn b‘puu.{n.nu wlifpn b
whyhmwl Swnwgng Jhp: Ny QuiSbw) ww) qubdl p éwnm_ln,aluh dhyg, wy mkp b fuguenp I.In;_hu ypby. L
gwld hd np wn phg BL, 6Lufuhu L q&l.unw.;u hd wwnpbu, b gywipy wowgu]wy Snnndbw) g hud
Lwlg, Bin frz wuyw pkl uypunkgh g n_ﬂ.lu b e wubo Jumwbwliug _lU.uLnnLLuéll prc.uul £* n ny thphbpL

qbuwppw b quLuLurll;J L qllrlbpuu.ﬂlrl.phw ko h dhnwy hdng UHal; L wigod n o ghmbu, Bk nond L
qgwifp hil& Luwgwlnbgnugh. hul{ Lupq. Fhwl q‘lnumwﬁrl.ﬁnuqu.u.“-u u ny Jupwyghy ppbp P‘Lu_;g u.lpq.
quidbwl il dnpnud phyg. wph , w nglipl pnlinnpphu ke E L wyupe Be mwy pby wgwpwlu, wyghu b
dh@ELhu, npny fhggbu. b Jbp uhpny bwjbugnip h phy: Ul1 fuwpbugk qpbg vbunwmp gnul dbp. gh ~P|1,1uu1|1u11
wifle, np qualidl hep ng gy woypbgnogwlibe i 2pbhgl, wy sepubil Guabwg qguopnt, g pby ghupn Gupt
wuphgnigwlb) b dbnwyg pdng: 9[1 kL ppwbpgbu julnninpu dnnc dqbghyg gdbnl pd L pdprubghy gpbg L
wwyw mbugbu ghu, npybu g ny Quildhghu: Translation modified from Thomson. According to Thomson, the
quotations in this letter are from Isaiah 36.16-20 and Psalms 138.7-10.
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This letter contains all of the language that one would expect from a haughty ruler.
Xusro Il boasted to Heraclius about his army taking Jerusalem, Caesarea, and
Alexandria, conquering the sea and all the earth, and pointedly asked him if he
thought that Constantinople is safe from the Sasanian onslaught. Xusro Il even
chides Heraclius for spending money from the Roman treasury that had not yet
been seized by the Sasanians. Pseudo-Sebéos presented Xusro Il as mocking the
Romans and threatening the existence of their state. Xusro Il even arrogantly asked
the emperor to step down in exchange for ranches where he could make a living.
The sahansah even attacked Christianity in this letter. If Christ could not save
himself from being hung up on the cross, how could Heraclius expect him to save
the Romans? Pseudo-Sebéos also depicts Xusro II as a megalomaniac, much like
Nikephoros did with the depiction of the Sahansah's portrait in the fire temple.
Xusro I would be the one to forgive Heraclius for annoying him. By depicting Xusro
[T in this manner, Pseudo-Sebeos implied that the Sasanian ruler also mocked the
Christian prayer known as the “Our Father” when he wrote, “and I will forgive you of
all your trespasses.” This portrayal of Xusro Il is absurd and fantastical and on one
level can be described as Armenian anti-Sasanian propaganda,'®® which this letter
undoubtedly is. Even the use of the word “Aramazd” casts suspicions that Xusro II
himself wrote the letter. “Aramazd” is Armenian for the supreme Zoroastrian deity,

which in Middle Persian is “Ohrmazd.”*”® This in turn suggests that this letter is a

169. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 91; Kaegi, Heraclius, 124.

170. James R. Russell, Zoroastrianism in Armenia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Department
of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, 1987), 165.
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fabrication of Pseudo-Sebéos. On the other hand, if Xusro II actually wrote this letter,
he was confident that his armies would conquer the Roman Empire.'”* Either way,
there was a reason why Pseudo-Sebéos included this letter in his History.

The reason why Pseudo-Sebéos put this letter in his narrative was to elicit a
feeling of hatred for the Sahansah, even if it was disinformation made by the
Romans.'”? To further this aim of propaganda, Pseudo-Sebéos wrote that when the
Romans received the letter, Heraclius had it read to the patriarch, and they set the
letter on an altar in a church so God could see the insults Xusro II paid to him, and
they wept bitterly at its contents.'”

By portraying Xusro II as mocking Christ, Pseudo-Sebéos wanted to trigger
an emotional response in his readers' minds and hearts by using Christian language
his audience would understand-the use of the “Our Father;” for instance.'’* This is
the first piece of evidence that Pseudo-Sebéos did not hold Xusro II in high regard.

Like Theophylact Simocatta, Pseudo-Sebéos stressed the aid Maurice gave to
Xusrd 11 when Wahram Cubin rebelled and the promises he made to the emperor. He

wrote that Xusro Il promised to hand over Persarmenia and the rest of the Caucuses

to the Romans in return for Maurice's help in regaining the throne."”* Then, in a

171. Kaegi, Heraclius, 65.

172. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Pseudo-Sebéos, 214;
Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 91-92.

173. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 38, in Thomson, 80.

174. Tim Greenwood, Sasanian Reflections in Armenian Sources: Sasanika Occasional Papers 2
(Beverly Hills: Afshar Publishing, 2010), 12-13.

175. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 11, in Thomson, 18-19.
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depiction that seems to be straight out a Roman account of the war of the seventh
century CE, Pseudo-Sebéos inserted a warning that Xusro I was not to be trusted,
for he broke his promises with abandon. After Xusro Il regained the throne,
members of his court accused an Armenian noble named Muset Mamikonean of
releasing Wahram Cubin after capturing him during his rebellion. Xusré II tried to
lure MusSet to him, but the man resisted and eventually fled to the Romans and
declared, “Yet if that man is not killed, through him the whole territory of the Roman

domain will be destroyed.”'”®

Pseudo-Sebeos also wrote that the Roman senate warned Maurice not to give

aid to Xusro II:

It is not proper to agree, for they are an impious nation and all together deceitful. In
their distress they make promises, but when they come out into calmer [times], they
renege. We have suffered many evils from them. Let them consume each other, and

we will have relief.!”’

Notice the theme of the wily Persian; they ask for aid when evil assails them and
then turn on their benefactors when fortune smiles upon them. The Romans have
suffered enough from this situation. Then was the opportunity to settle the matter
by letting them Kkill each other off, thus destroying the empire's rival. This statement

is packed with contempt-and a warning for the Romans of the horrors to come

176. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 12, in Thomson, 27; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 28-30, in Abgaryan, 83:
bFﬂ; ny dingh wypl lu_;ﬁ h unpw dknl Ynplybpng b wdbuw bphpp Znddwibging mkpnohwlig: Translation
modified from Thomson. According to Howard-Johnston, Pseudo-Seb&os' used inflammatory speech only when
his sources did. See Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 92.

177. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 11, in Thomson, 11; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 26-29, in Abgaryan, 77:
nz b wpéwl punniubp, gp wgg 0 wbwepbl B b wdBUbkpb unon. p Ubgnobwl pupbwby nomwbowb wnlb),
Lo jnéwdp gulignpp h[wiﬂihﬁ unbl. pugnud ywpho Gpbwy b dbp p bnguwik. lan' n uyunbugbl gdhbwlu, L
dhpLwlghgnep.
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when Xusro Il invaded.

Again, like in the Roman texts, we have the theme of Xusro II being
untrustworthy and dangerous, and because Pseudo-Sebéos was Armenian, he cast
his compatriot MuSet Mamikonean in the role of the one who warned the Romans of
this. Thus, we have a case that this author believed that Xusro Il was an enemy of
Christianity and someone who could not be trusted because he invaded the Roman
Empire after he was reinstated on the throne. There is enough evidence to suggest
that like the Roman authors studied in the last chapter, Pseudo-Sebéos felt contempt
for the Sahansah based on Muset's and the senate's warnings. But there is more
here. Pseudo-Sebeos was not Roman-but nonetheless experienced the war when
the Roman and Sasanian armies clashed in the Caucuses-and he had a different
approach than Roman authors. When we look deeper into the text, it becomes
apparent that while Pseudo-Sebéos did believe Xusro Il was a bad man, he
presented another side to the Sasanian monarch that further illuminated his
complexities.

Despite Pseudo-Sebéos' depiction of MusSet and the senate warning the
Romans of the danger Xusro Il posed to them, he maintained that Xusro II kept his

promise to cede to the Romans Persarmenia and a large part of the Caucasus:

Then King Xusro [II] gave rewards to them according to their station, and dismissed
them from him. And he himself set out from Atraptakean to Asorestan, his original
royal residence. And he was confirmed on the throne of the kingdom. And he carried
out his promise of gifts for the emperor. He gave them all of Arustan to Nisibis, and the
land of Armenia, which was under his authority, the Tanuterakan tun to the river
Harazdan, the province of Kotéik to the town of Garni and up to the shore of lake
Bznuik‘ and to Arestawan, and Gogovit as far as Hats'iwn and Maku.... He also gave a
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large part of Georgian territory to the city of Tp'khis.178

After dismissing the Romans who aided his effort to defeat Wahram Cubin, Xusro Il

gave them gifts'”

and fulfilled his promise to Maurice by giving him all the lands
listed in the quotation.'®® This passage is significant because it denoted that while
Pseudo-Sebéos included warnings of the danger posed by Xusro 11, the Sahansah
actually dismissed the Romans with honor from his service, which is a far cry from
how Theophylact Simocatta depicted the supposed disrespect shown to the
Romans. What is more, Pseudo-Sebéeos also wrote that Xusro Il made good on his
promise to give the Romans Persarmenia, which is made more significant by the fact
that he listed all of the lands returned to the Romans. This evidence shows that
while Pseudo-Sebeos certainly did not like Xusro II, he subtly demonstrated that he
did not just use Maurice for the Roman military to regain the throne. This account
suggests that Xusro Il probably felt grateful for Maurice's help. Indeed, in addition to

keeping his end of the bargain, he wrote a letter of thanks to the emperor after the

war with Wahram Cubin was finished.'®! Pseudo-Sebéos' depiction of Xusré II is thus

178. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 12, in Thomson, 28; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 20-32, in Abgaryan, 84:
B8wdw wppwil funpny b wdbLkgnobl pum pepwpwhshop swihnig wywpghbo, b wpdwlbwy jhopdkb: G pop
ont wpwpbuyg _lquIrlLLILuLnLuLILLILE gLy 3Uunphuhumuﬂ.l, h puply Pwgwenpwlwl jugbwle pop: bL
Zwuwmwmbguwe pufdnn fugwinpridbwl. b glunmwygbuw) ywpglhob juobplb jumwpbwy. Bn bngw
qUpnuwumwl qudblwgl Shbgh gUdphl, b ghphhpl 2Zwyny. np pln popny o fuwbnc@bwd pl Ep, guincdil
SLullanhpLul,Lull Jhuyl gyl Zanu.qu,Lull, L ggwiwnl 1lnml;l'lg dhup i gl C}‘Lunhh L ghgp énynch
Pyunibbwy, b glnbumwiwiw b th"ﬁl:l.HL“1Ll:I guiwn dhush g2wghib b gUwhne... 6o b gdbé dwul Gpwy
wp luwpbpl Shlsk gSihjupu punw p: Translation modified from Thomson.

179. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos, 174.

180. Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 108.

181. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 12, in Thomson, 28; Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The
Armenian History Attributed to Sebéos, 171.
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far more complex than how he was depicted by the Romans.

Pseudo-Sebeos' characterization of Xusro Il as a man who wrote letters to
the Roman emperor insulting the Christian God was untrustworthy but was
someone who kept his promise makes sense when one considers that this author
was Armenian. The Armenians lived in a region that the Romans and Sasanians
fought over for centuries. Warfare over the Caucuses even colored relations
between the Romans and the Arsacids, the predecessors of the Sasanians. This
situation thus made Armenia into a place that was not quiet Roman nor Sasanian; it
was its own region that wielded considerable power in the late ancient world,
despite its relative diminutive size when compared to the Roman Empire or

Eransahr.

Whichever side controlled the Caucasus Mountains and the highlands of
Armenia had an invasion route to the other’s empire,'®* access to the entire Middle

East,'®® and control of the sea routes to the Black Sea.’®* Armenia itself was an

182. For examples of the Sasanians invading the Roman Empire though the Caucuses, see Procopius,
Buildings 3.2.2, trans. H.B. Dewey Buildings/General Index (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940)
for Justinian's fortifications built in Armenia to slow a Sasanian advance, see ibid., 3.3.1-14; Procopius; History
of the Wars 1.8.3-4, trans H.B. Dewey History of the Wars: Books I-II (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2006); James Howard-Johnston, “Procopius, Roman defences north of the Taurus and the new fortress of
Citharizon,” in The Eastern Frontier of the Roman Empire (BAR Int Ser. 553),ed. D. H. French and C. S.
Lightfoot (Oxford: British Archaelogy Reports, 1989), 216-220 reprinted in East Rome, Sasanian Persia and
the End of Antiquity: Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2006). For
Armenia's geography giving Heraclius the upper hand when he invaded Eransahr, see Kaegi, Heraclius, 122.

183. Robert H. Hewsen, “The Geography of Armenia,” in The Armenian People from Ancient to
Modern Times, vol. 1, The Dynastic Periods: From Antiquity to the Fourteenth Century, ed. Richard
Hovannisian (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2004), 6.

184. Michael Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian: Theophylact Simocatta on Persian
and Balkan Warfare (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 201.
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important center for trade because of its location.'’®® The Armenians, for their part,
were aware of their importance to both the Sasanians and to the Romans and would
routinely switch allegiances and were richly received by their new allies.'® They
brilliantly played the Romans and Sasanians off one another, in other

words.'®’

Thomas Sizgorich has brilliantly explained the situation the Romans and the
Sasanians experienced trying to control the Caucuses by writing that “applying
diplomatic or military pressure to the Lazi [neighbors to the Armenians] was a bit
like trying to grasp a bar of wet soap, the more pressure one squeezes the more
likely it is to slip away.”'®® Touraj Daryaee has written that “Armenia was to be the
main bone of contempt between the Iranians and the Romans and remained so until

the end of the Sasanian period,”*®” and the Armenians used this to their advantage.

185. Hewsen, “The Geography of Armenia,” 2; George A. Bournoutian, A Concise History of the
Armenian People: From Ancient to the Present (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2002), 30; Beate Dignas
and Engelbert Winters, Rome and Persia: Neighbours and Rivals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
2007), 174.

186. For example, see Sebeos, The Armenian History, 8,in Thomson, 4-6; ibid., 16, in Thompson,
32;ibid., 17, in Thompson, 34; Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire (London and
New York: I. B. Tauris, 2009), 19; Bournoutian, A Concise History,34-35; R. W. Thomson, “Eastern
Neighbors: Armenia (400-600),” in The Cambridge History of the Byzantine Empire: C. 500-1492 ed. Jonathan
Shepard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008): 156.

187. See, for instance, Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 51; Nina Garsoian, Interregnum: Introduction to a
Study on the Formation of Armenian Identity (ca 600-750): Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium:
Subsidia 127 (Leuven: Peeters Publishing, 2012), 109.

188. Thomas Sizgorich, “Reasoned Violence and Shifty Frontiers: Shared Violence in the Late
Roman East,” in Violence in Late Antiquity ed. H.A. Drake (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2006): 168.

189. Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 27. For examples of Armenia being fought over by the Romans and the
Sasanians, see ibid., 25, 78; Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 7-8, 13; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 46-47; “The
Persian King at War,” in The Roman and Byzantine Army in the East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the
Jagiellonian University, Krakow in September 1992 ed. E. Dabrowa (Krakéw: Uniwersytet Jagiellonski, 1992),
227,239. For Sasanian and Roman political pressures on the Armenians, see Garsoian, Interregnum, 14-18;
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Other late antique accounts corroborate Thomas Sizgorich's analogy of the
wet bar of soap. For instance, Movses Xorenac'i wrote about numerous Roman and
Sasanian attempts to control Armenia. This is especially true with the Sasanians.
When the sahansah Ardaxsir I (r. 224 CE-242 CE) rebelled against the Arsacid King
Ardavan V (r. 208 CE-224 CE) and started the Sasanian dynasty, the Armenian King
Xosrov sent aid to the king, who was a fellow member of the house of Arsacid, the
Parthian royal family that ruled Iran from 224 BCE to 224 CE"’ and had had a
presence in Armenia since 12 CE."" But he was too late, as Ardavan died. After
Ardavan's death, Xosrov sent letters to the Armenian nobility, trying to rally them to
fight the Sasanians.'** This could be the reason why Ardax3ir I and his son and
successor, Sabuhr I (r. 240 CE-270 CE), believed it was imperative to conquer and
annex Armenia.'”® It is not wise to allow a remnant of the dynasty you toppled and

with whom you had a history of enmity'** survive to trouble you more, especially

Nina Garsoian, “The ArSakuni Dynasty,” in The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, vol. 1, The
Dynastic Periods: From Antiquity to the Fourteenth Century, ed. Richard Hovannisian (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 2004), 73, 86, 89-91.

190. Parvaneh Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire: The Sasanian-Parthian
Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008), 20.

191. Garsoian, “The ArSakuni Dynasty,” 64. For the relationship between the Arsacids in Iran and
Armenia, see Bournoutian, A Concise History, 41. For more on the Arsacids in Armenia, see Cyril Toumanoff,
Studies in Christian Caucasian History (Georgetown: Georgetown University Press 1963), 33-144, especially
113-144.1 examine Arsacid and Sasanian relations in detail later in chapter four.

192. Moses Khorenats'i, History of the Armenians, 11.71-72 History of the Armenians trans. Robert
W. Thomson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 218-219; Garsoian, “The ArSakuni Dynasty,”
71-72.

193. Moses Khorenats'i, The History of the Armenian, 11.84; Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia,
179; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 24.

194. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 22, 36, 43-44.
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when Xosrov invaded Eransahr and vowed to topple the house of Sasan in
retaliation for overthrowing the Arsacids.'”

Xosrov's successor, Trdat, also caused trouble for the Sasanians by invading
numerous times."”® Movsés Xorenac'i also suggested that he believed that the
Sasanians were an impious people. This is most apparent in his account of the
origins of the Arsacid line. Movsés Xorenac'i wrote that the Arsacids were
descended from Abraham of the Old Testament, thus implying their divinity."”” The
Sasanians were not and could not claim any sort of divine sanction for their rule,
especially after Sabiihr I pulled down the Arsacid line and installed his son, Hormizd
I, as king of Armenia.'*® Even in 428 CE, however, when Wahram V Gir (r. 420
CE-438 CE) installed governors loyal to the Sasanians in Marzpanate Armenia,'” the
situation was more complicated than the sources portray. During the Marzpanate

period, the Sahansah appointed a marzpan (governor) of Armenia, who could not

interfere with the naxarars, the ancient Armenian nobility who wielded their own

195. Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, ed. and trans. Robert W. Thomson (Albany: State
University of New York, 1976), 1.19. It should be noted that Agathangelos was pro-Arsacid. See The Romance
of Artaban and ArtaSir in Agathangelos' History: Sasanika Occasional Papers 3 ed and trans. Gohar Muradyan
and Aram Topchyan (Beverly Hills: Afshar Publishing, 2010), 1. See also Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 23-24;
Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 42. For the strong ties between Armenia and the
Arsacids, see Nina Garsoian, “Prolegomena to a Study of the Iranian Elements in Arsacid Armenia,” in Handes
Amsorya (Vienna: Zeitschrift fiir armenische Philologie XC, 1976),9-11, 39.

196. Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, 4.123.
197. Moses Khorenats'i, History of the Armenians, 11.68.
198. Dignas and Winter, Rome and Persia,22, 180.

199. Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 61; Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 23; Guisto Traina, 428 AD: An Ordinary
Year at the End of the Roman Empire trans. Allen Cameron (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press,
2009), 1-6; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 58; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors: Armenia,” 160; Toumanoff,
Studies in Christian Caucasian History, 133.

74



armies. The Sasanians, in truth, were not constantly trying to destroy Armenia,
despite how some sources would like to portray the situation because they often
negotiated and worked with the naxarars.**°

Movses Xorenac'i's attempts to link the Arsacids with Abraham was an
attempt to erase Armenia's pre-Christian past instead of being merely anti-Sasanian
propaganda. If one takes into account how Pseudo-Sebéos portrayed Xusro II as
being hyper anti-Christian, then a theme can be noticed of Armenian authors trying
to assert that their past was always Christian. Another Armenian author,
Agat‘angetos, wrote the following in his introduction of Gregory the Illuminator and
the conversion of Armenia from Zoroastrianism, the religion of the Arsacid rulers of

201

Armenia,”” to Christianity:

And how by love for God and the power of Christ given him, after the cults of inanity
fell and were crushed, and true piety spread the whole land of Armenia. And how
churches were built in Armenia, and the cults of inanity were broken, which through
the habitual errors of the ancestors had been foolish forms uselessly worked and

beguiled into stone and timber, idolatrous fancies of insensibility.202

Then take this passage from the same author: “From the earliest times we

200. SeeR.C.Blockley, “The Division of Armenia between the Romans and the Persians at the End
of the Fourth Century A.D.,” Historia: Zeitschrift fiir Alte Geschichte, Bd. 36, H. 2 (2nd Quarter, 1987): 226.
For the myth of the Armenians trying to stop the Sasanian threat, see Nina Garsoian, “Armenia in the Fourth
Century: An Attempt to Re-Define the Concepts «Armenia» and «Loyalty»,” Revue des études arméniennes
VIII (Paris, 1971), 342 reprinted in Armenia between the Romans and the Sasanians (London: Variorum
Reprints, 1985).

201. Russell, Zoroastrianism in Armenia, 268-269.

202. Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, Prologue 16 History of the Armenians ed. and trans.
Robert W. Thomson (Albany: State University of New York, 1976), 28, 30: by Bk qghw' phg LUnpnil
wumniwduppnibwdp b Lphumnup gopnidbdp Wnfw anbl_m.[ wlljwl thypbgwl nibwbn @hwl
wwpwdnilpl, b wumniwdwyuwmni ot mwpwdbygun pbg wdbbw b Eplhhpu Zu.l‘(ng: b Lywadd n nwyku
ohubgwl EEnkghp b Zwywumwl wphuwpbpu, b pulbgul nclwlne@wl wwomwdnlpl, wil np h
un npuwluwl Snpppncdbul bwpbbwgl phgwipu]npnf, gpdwiwqwy pupwlgl b diopehgl
(pdwpncdpiupl bR, L nepnowugm fippnc@hilpl whgguwnidhwhg: Translation modified from Thomson.
For the destruction of temples, see Bournoutian, A Concise History, 48.
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were lost, enveloped in the forgetfulness [ignorance] of sin, wrapped in mist and
fog, made stupid, not being able to see.””” The Armenians, in an attempt to distance
themselves from the Sasanians, downplayed their pre-Christian past. In the case of
Agat‘angetos, the way he painted Zoroastrianism as blinding the Armenians and
calling it a cult of “inanity” suggests that he greatly desired to whitewash
Zoroastrian Armenia.

Of course, not every Armenian converted to Christianity when Gregory the
Illuminator swept through the country.””* For instance, King Xosrov was Zoroastrian
when he attempted to seek vengeance against Ardaxsir I for deposing the Arsacid
dynasty. Then King Trdat, while fighting against the Sasanians, imprisoned Gregory
the [lluminator for apostasy. This situation suggests the other side of Thomas
Sizgorich's wet bar of soap analogy. The Sasanians also sought to secure support
from the Armenians based on their shared Zoroastrian heritage.

This would not always work, as we will see shortly, but it is important to
realize that for every military action the Sasanians undertook against Armenia,
there was also an attempt to use goodwill to bring the Armenians to their side when
Hormizd II (r. 303 CE-309 CE) tried to restrengthen ties to Armenia when people

began to convert to Christianity. Hormizd II for instance married his daughter to

203. Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, C.797, in Thomson, 336: b Jwnlgniy Lhwnk

Ynpiubwyp, mgpunncdbudp dhqwgl yuwowpbwp, fwnwhjwuuwmp, Thgwwwinp, wihpbuwp, ny Jupwghw
Gk hdwliw) bljwnk). Translation modified from Thomson.

204. For more, see Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 44-43; Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 15-16; Garsoian, “The
ArSakuni Dynasty,” 80; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 54; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors: Armenia,” 161;
Russell, Zoroastrianism in Armenia, 140.
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Trdat.?*® Even though by converting to Christianity, Armenia became closer to the
Roman Empire,?*® Hormizd II chose not to invade and violently stop the spread of
the religion. Even after the revolt of 451 CE against Yazdgird II's (r. 438 CE-457 CE)

attempts to reimpose Zoroastrianism was crushed when the rebels chose

207

martyrdom over apostasy,””’ the Sasanians installed an Armenian marzpan with

instructions not to hinder the peoples' practice of Christianity.**®

Pseudo-Sebeos provides the best example of the Sasanians using Zoroastrian
language to woo the Armenians to their side. After Hormizd IV was assassinated,
Wahram Cubin asked Muset and other Armenian nobles for aid for very

anti-Sasanian reasons:

And so I would have thought that while [ was fighting against your enemies, you
would have come from your region to help me, so that you and I united might remove
that universal cancer, the house of Sasan.... As for you Armenians who demonstrate
unbearable loyalty, did not the house of Sasan destroy your land and sovereignty? [...]
If I am victorious, | swear by the great god Aramazd [Ohrmazd], and by the lord Sun

and Moon, and Fire and Water, by Mihr and all the other gods that I will give to you

the land of Armenia.””’

205. Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 43.
206. Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 21.

207. Lazar P'arpec'i is the best source to cover this. See Ghazar P'arpec'i, History of the Armenians
38-39 ed. and trans. Robert Bedrosian (New York: Armenian Tradition, 1985), Garsoian, Interregnum, IX-X;
Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 23-24. For details of the rebellion, see Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 99-100, 108;
Bournoutian, A Concise History, 59-60; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors: Armenia,”162-163. For details of the
rebellion, see Russell, Zoroastrianism in Armenia, 136-139. Moreover, Garsoian has written that this event
fueled Armenian anti-Iranian sentiment, see Nina Garsoian, “Secular Jurisdiction over the Armenian Church,”
in Okeanos: Essays Presented to Thor Sevéenko on his Sixtieth Birthday by His Colleagues and Students ed.
Cyril Mango, Omeljan Pritsak, Uliana M. Pasicznyk (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Ukrainian Studies 7, 1984),
237-238.

208. Nina G. Garsoian, “Frontier-Frontiers? Transcaucasia and eastern Anatolia in the pre-Islamic
Period,” La Persia e Bisanzio. Atti dei convengi Lincei 202 (October, 2002): 347-348 reprinted in Nina G.
Garsoian, Studies on the Formation of Christian Armenia (Farnham, Surry: Variorum Collected Series, 2010);
Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 101.

209. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 11, in Thomson, 20-21; Patut’iwn Pseudo-Sebeosi, 20-34, 6-9,
in Abgaryan, 77-78: bu wyuwku Qupsth, BRE bu npduwnd pun Fobwdhu dbp Swpmply pd, b grcp b hngdwlik
wynh bl.,hl.u[ hud wiglwlwl (huhghpe. gh bu b grup Shwpwln@bwdp pupdgnep b Jheng qunpbgbpwhwl
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Muset thusly responded:

Kingship is from God and he gives it to whom he wishes. But you must feel sorry for
yourself and not for us. I know you are a braggart. And you do not have confidence in
God, but with bravery and the strength of elephants. Yet I will tell you if God wills,
tomorrow the combat of valiant people will envelop you and they will burst on you
and the multitude of your beasts like the most violent clouds of heaven.*"

While these nobles rejected Wahram Cubin's appeal using Christian language,
Wahram Cubin's letter nevertheless suggests that he had an audience that was not
particularly Christian.”!" Despite Agat‘angelos' attempts to portray the Armenians as
embracing Christianity, there still was enough Zoroastrian sentiment left for
Wahram Cubin to swear by the Ohrmazd, Mihr, the sun, moon, fire, water, and all of
the other gods to return Armenia to Arsacid control.*** Even if this letter was a
complete fabrication on the part of Pseudo-Sebéos and he wanted to show that the
Armenian nobility could not be swayed by these Zoroastrian and pro-Arsacid
overtures,’'* why did he include it?

The reason is because it is important to realize that the Sasanians tried to

exert more control of their part of Armenia after they and the Romans agreed in 387

wwwntbwul, grancll Uwum’luu_!... nﬁz wuyw pkl g ULuuLuiuuL[LuD br_uupd ybphhpn &hpqmtanlahLL... b
[BE Bu lmrl[ahghg\ Eppnibw) b JES wumniwél uFLuLTLuqu., L ‘(u,’lhq.hq.ml.ﬂl inkple h LHLLI,’IT:I,h an.n L h .Qru.rl, h
UpLp b gud bbb womnowéu, B@E dbg winibw) |pgh g 2wnyg fwgwinpne@pobl: Translation modified from
Thomson. For other Armenian authors using anti-Iranian language, see Garsoian, “Prolegomena,” 1-4.

210. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 11, in Thomson, 22; Patut’iwn Pseudo-Sebéosi, 26-32, in
Abgaryan, 78: Uin Guwnng b fwguwinpacfdpolil, b nod Juwdbgwd Bwn. pugg pne wpwpmpu goldh pn weywowek)
Lny hdby: B dwlbwynpbg wip ynnnpwpwl. b ny fupwpiniuby (Gumnowé, wy b pwenihol bp dhiqwy
quipnifdhole U..”_ bu wud phy. Bk Uuwniwé lp.,_d'l:ugﬁ Juwnhe wyunbng b gl wyumbpugd puwgwyg, b

Swybugkl hbpwy prn b pbpwy pugdnddbwl hqpwyn pppl quidwu Bpljbhy guqulwgnlu pul
gquifkubkukwl: Translation modified from Thomson.

211. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 128-129.
212. Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 125-126.
213. A point to which I shall return.
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CE to split Armenia in a peace treaty.”** Still, after that partition, the Armenians
never were entirely under Sasanian control. The Armenians were quiet when it
suited them, but they were always ready to irritate the sahansah when they had the
chance to rebel against them. The Armenian situation for the Sasanians was tricky,
at best, and may explain why some Sasanians used Zoroastrian language to entice
the Armenians to their side.

This does not imply that the Romans were any more successful at totally
controlling Armenia, even after they directly annexed their part of it. What is more,
it is also dangerous to assume that just because the Romans and the Armenians
were Christians that they felt friendship for each other. The reality of the Roman-
Armenian situation was similar to Sasanian-Armenian relations. There were efforts
by the Romans to directly control Armenia, and for their part, the Armenians used
the Romans as a bulwark against the Sasanians. As we will see, time and time again,
the Armenians quickly appealed for Roman aid when they angered the Sasanians,
aid which the Romans were quick to give to deprive the Sasanians of control of
Persarmenia. Eventually, the Romans grew tired of the Armenians using them; this
is perhaps why they directly annexed Armenia in 485 CE during the reign of
Emperor Zeno (r. 474 CE-475 CE, 476 CE-491 CE). Furthermore, Justinian I created

a new military command for Armenia, magister militum per Armeniam, that

214. For the geographical details of the division of Armenia between the two powers, see Nina G.
Garsoian, “L'Interrégne Arménien: esquisse préliminaire,” Le Muséon: Revue d'Etudes Orientales 122 (2009):
82 reprinted in Nina G. Garsoian, Studies on the Formation of Christian Armenia (Farnham, Surry: Variorum
Collected Series, 2010); Garsoian, “The ArSakuni Dynasty,” 92. The split of Armenia was a long process that
took place over decades, and this date is when the treaty was finalized. For more information, see Blockley,
“The Division of Armenia between the Romans and the Persians at the End of the Fourth Century A.D.,”
223-224,234, especially 228-229,231-232 for how Armenian oscillation between the Romans and the
Sasanians drove the agreement between the two realms to split Armenia.
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supplanted the satrapies' (governors) authority and further eroded Armenian

sovereignty in the Roman sector,*"®

tried to impose the Council of Chalcedon on the
Armenians,”'® and forced the naxarars to bequeath their riches to all of their

children, including women, to erode the continuity and longevity of the naxarar's

power.*"’

Before these measures, however, the Romans on several occasions tried to
coax the Armenians to their side. Like the Sasanians, the Romans wanted control of
Armenia and the Caucuses because of its strategic importance. There was, however,
more to this, for some Romans also tried to use familiarity with the Armenians to
foster a closer relationship. Take, for instance, Emperor Diocletian (r. 285 CE-305
CE). He wrote a letter to Trdat before the conversion of Armenia. This letter
concerns a Christian girl with whom the emperor desired to have carnal relations.
She fled to Armenia, and Diocletian wrote to Trdat asking him to find her.

The interesting thing about this letter is that Diocletian, even before the two

215. Garsoian, “L'Interrégne Arménien,” 83; Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 95, 104-107; Garsoian,
“Armenia in the Fourth Century,” 344; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 64-65; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors:
Armenia,” 159.

216. Tim Greenwood, “’New Light from the East': Chronography and Ecclesiastical History through
a Late Seventh-Century Armenian Source,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 16, no. 2 (Summer, 2008): 241.
For Justinian's view that the Romans had a civilizing mission to convert “barbarians” to Chalcedon Christianity,
see Michael Maas, “’Delivered from Their Ancient Customs’ Christianity and the Question of Cultural Change
in Early Byzantine Ethnography,” in Conversion in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages: Seeing and
Believing, ed. Kenneth Mills and Anthony Grafton (New York: University of Rochester, 2003), 152, 159-160,
163-166 for the Tzani, Caucasian neighbors to the Armenians, who joined the Roman cultural world by
becoming orthodox Christians. See also Michael Maas, “Strabo and Procopius: Classical Geography for a
Christian Empire,” in From Rome to Constantinople: Studies in Honour of Averil Cameron, ed. Hagit Amirav
and Bas ter Haar Romeny (Leuven: Peeters and Bondgenotenlaan, 2007), 83; J. A. S. Evans, The Age of
Justinian: The Circumstances of Imperial Power (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 60-65.

217. Maas, “Delivered from Their Ancient Customs,” 169-171.
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realms for the most part converted to Christianity, used language similarly found in

Wahram Cubin's missive to Mu$et and the other nobles:

Let your fraternity, our comrade in arms, know of the evils that continually befall

us from this erring sect of the Christians: in that everything is derided

by their religion and our rule is despised by them, and there is no respect in them.
For they worship some dead and crucified man, and adore a cross, and worship

the bones of those put to death, and they consider their own death for the sake of
their god to be glory and honor. They have been condemned by our just laws because
they embittered and angered our forefathers, our fathers, and predecessors. Our
swords have been blunted and they have not a fear of death. They have gone astray
after some crucified Jew, and they teach dishonor for kings and complete disrespect
for the images of the divine gods. Similarly they regard as naught the power of the

luminaries, the sun, the moon and stars, and hold them to be creatures of the

i 218
crucified one.

This letter is from one who practiced a non-Christian religion to another. The
language degrades Christianity because its adherents worship a “crucified Jew.”
These Christians have gone against tradition shared by both the Romans and
Armenians. They were an erring sect that did not honor the sun, moon, and stars.
What is more shocking to Diocletian, at least according to Agathangelos, was that
those Christians considered those heavenly bodies to belong to that crucified man,
Jesus Christ.

This letter demonstrates that in pre-Christian Armenia, a polytheistic Roman

218. Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, B.153-155, in Thomson, 162, 164: Rhuniphil jhgh
bppwpncfdbwln prod bpgw g p dbpnod Juul ywpbwygue, np wbgUbUb pug kg Gwlwwwg pdngpup
wrnwlnku pphumnikbhy. gh judbULp qpupn]bwy  pbp mkpaddpobo dbp gncpunk Ungw, b wpbwdwplbbw) (pUp
wppwnidhibn dbp b Ungwbk. b pby Cwdbumndpol ng gng punow: .Qh pupbwlp gdbnbw) min gluwsbwg
wwombl, b thwpnp Eplpp ywgwbl, b gnu]bpe vwulibngl wuwombl, np gpopbwyg fwlbl, np Jwuol
U.umruénﬂi hrpbwiy E thwnu b ypunpoo Gufwpple b h dbpng wpnwp oppbwyy puwmwuwpmbw (pupl.
Jwul gdbp quwpbpul, qunwehl Gwpul Swpul glwgwenpul, puwnbwgnogbwpo dwbdpugnighl. gh Jhp
unippu pldbgwl, L Unpw ny qupbnipbgulpp b dbnwlbpng: .9.,1 hupbwlp gLk Zpl:h nipne JU fuwsbpng
dnpnpbw Bu, b gldwgwenpu wheyuinnb) nooneguwbt, boghum] pb pu quuicnd bpu gl quiomnowény
whwpgh] niuniguwbl: Vw b groswenpugg gopnidpcl, qupbgwlwl b gyniubp wumbngopn Gwlnkngkpd wn
ny by Luwdfwppl, bw b wpwpwéd wnbbb wlp jpwsbpng bL g fund pb quuwnlbpu qhgu wumniwdngl
wlwpgb] nuuneguwikl. b qupfiwplo wdbbwb thnfubghl huyywomunfinuk g hgl: Translation modified from
Thomson.

81



emperor could write to the king using language to which both parties could relate.”"”

What is more, this letter also suggests that Diocletian believed he could persuade
Trdat to find this girl. This in turn demonstrates how a Roman emperor could use
commonalities with the Armenians to get something he wanted. In this instance,
Diocletian wanted Trdat to find the Christian girl he desired. The emperor then used
language that attacked Christianity in an attempt to fraternize with Trdat. Those
Christians and the problems they posed were a commonality shared by the pagan
Roman emperor and the Armenian king.

Additionally, even if this letter is a fabrication of the path of Agat‘angetos, it
still is important to look at its implications. Agat'angetos depicted Diocletian
practically going out of his way to commiserate with Trdat about those
“troublesome” Christians. Diocletian, in other words, had to find something in
common with Trdat so he could find that girl. Roman-Armenian relations in the
pre-Christian era were lopsided; the Romans had to court the Armenians. It is not
inappropriate to wonder who actually wielded more power, the Romans or the
Armenians? It is clear who controlled whom.

This uneven relationship is present in Movsés Xorenac'i's History. The
Armenians sided with the Romans only when the Sasanians did not give them what
they wanted. For instance, King Xosrov withheld tribute from Sabihr I and went to

the Romans for aid. Then after his death, Xosrov’s retainer took his son, Trdat, and

219. According to Garsoian, Trdat could not convert to Christianity and risk the wrath of Diocletian,

see “The ArSakuni Dynasty,” 82; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 49.
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again asked the Romans for help to become king.*** What is important about this is
that it denotes that at times, the Armenians cooperated with the Sasanians, and
when the moment was right, they fled to the Romans for help.

This is especially true after the partition of Armenia. Much to the chagrin of
Sabihr II (. 309 CE-379 CE), King Arshak left Persarmenia and fled with his family
and other nobles because they wanted to be allied with the Christian Emperor,
Theodosius I (r. 379 CE-395 CE). Sabiihr II thusly asked Arshak why he wanted war
between the Romans and Sasanians.”** Arshak himself was not above courting the
Romans into fighting the Sasanians, for he promised Emperor Arcadius (r. 395
CE-408 CE) that he would break his treaty with the Sasanians and if the emperor
sent the Armenians military aid, an offer the emperor declined.?”? Even when the
Armenians fought alongside the Sasanians and invaded the Roman Empire, they still
made promises to become allied with the Romans, if only someone could take care
of their Sasanian problem, if Arshak's letter to Emperor Valens (r. 364 CE-378 CE) is
any indication.”®

A letter from Emperor Julian (r. 361 CE-363 CE) to Arsaces, the satrap of
Armenia, sent on the eve of the emperor's disastrous invasion of Eransahr,

demonstrates his frustration with the Armenians. “Be assured that you will be

220. Movses Khorenats'i, History, 111.10; Agathangelos, History of the Armenians, 1.38.
221. Movses Khorenats'i, History, 111.42.
222. Movses Khorenats'i, History, 111.50.

223. Movses Khorenats'i, History, 111.29.
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subordinate to the power of the Persians,” wrote Julian, “when your hearth, your
whole race, and the realm of the Armenians blaze together."224 This quotation
demonstrates that undoubtedly, some Armenians tried to court the Sasanians, even
if they were satraps of Roman Armenia. Julian, in his frustration, resorted to
bombastic predictions of the destruction of Armenia if the Armenians continued to
remain allied with the Sasanians.

Fourth-century CE authors were not unique with their portrayal of the
peculiar relationship between Armenia and Constantinople. Several later Roman
authors also demonstrate that as time went on, the Armenians still managed to vex
the Romans. Procopius of Caesarea elucidated background to the partition of
Armenia, and more importantly, how the Armenians oscillated between the Romans
and the Sasanians hastened it in the first place. King Arsaces bequeathed to both of
his sons, Trdat and Arsaces the younger, the throne of Armenia, but he granted
Trdat a larger portion. Arsaces went to the Romans and asked Theodosius for help,
while Trdat sided with the Sasanians.?®® This division between the brothers resulted
in another war for Armenia between the Romans and the Sasanians. Both realms,
however, decided it would be best to split Armenia amongst themselves in an effort

to stop the fighting.**®

224. Julian, To Arsaces, Satrap of Armenia, 57 Works of the Emperor Julian ed. and trans. Wilmer
Cave Wright (Cambrldge MA: Harvard Umver51ty Press, 2003) 198: {001 8¢ wg ov uev mdpepyov E€om Tiig
ITepounfic xewdg, ovvadpBeiong ool mayyevel Thg £otiag xal Thg Agueviwv dyfis. Translation modified
from Wright.

225. Procopius, Buildings, 3.1.8-12.

226. Procopius, Buildings, 3.1.13-14; Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian,204. It
should be noted, that the Sasanians had ulterior motives for partitioning Armenia. The Sasanians wanted to
depose Arsaces and end the reign of the Arsacids and again impose Zoroastrianism in Armenia. See Traina, 428
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This partition, as was seen with the Sasanians, did not go well for the
Romans. As with Persarmenia, the Romans also had to contend with powerful
naxarars and the armies tied to them. The satraps rebelled against Emperor Zeno,
and this forced him to annex Armenia, as explained above. Then Emperor Justinian
(r. 527 CE-565 CE) in the sixth century further eroded the naxarars' power by
appointing a general to command their armies and by directly annexing some of
their estates, as described above.??’ This did not sit well with the Armenians, and
they rebelled. The Romans had to send an army to quell this rebellion, and this
caused another war with Eransahr. The Romans, like the Sasanians, were in a
constant dance with the Armenians. The Armenians were constantly keeping the
Romans off balance by threatening to leave them for the Sasanians or by outright
fighting. As one delves deeper into the research, it becomes apparent that Thomas
Sizgorich's soap analogy is perfect for describing how the Armenians constantly
evaded Roman and Sasanian attempts to pin them down.

Even after the annexation of Armenia and Justinian's reforms, the Romans
found the Armenians to remain unbowed. This had a lot to do with religion and the
Christological controversies of late antiquity, and, more importantly, with a joint
Roman and Sasanian attempt to once and for all solve the Armenian problem.
Understanding the differences in Christianity between the Romans and Armenians

is also important to understand how Pseudo-Sebéeos could at once be anti-Xusro 11

AD, 3-5.
227. Procopius, Buildings, 3.1.16.
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but at the same take the opportunity to criticize the Romans, albeit subtly.

The Armenians on the one hand shared many theological views with the
Romans. For instance, they considered diaphysite (where the humanity of Jesus
Christ was emphasized over his divinity) Christology of Theodore of Mopsuestia to
be heretical. But according to Movses Xorenac'i, the Armenian kat'otikos did not
attend the Council of Ephesus in 431 CE,**® which denounced diaphysite
Christology; but the Armenian Church on the other hand accepted the council.**’
Thus, they shared the this commonality with the Romans, although they did not
attend the council.

That the Armenians did not send a delegation to the Council of Ephesus
suggests there was a partition between Armenian Christianity and orthodox (Jesus
Christ had two natures: human and divine) Christianity of the Roman Empire. While
this split might seem minute, there were serious consequences from this missed
council. As time wore on, the Roman and Armenian churches became further
separated, like a garment slowly tearing apart. By the time Pseudo-Sebéos wrote his
history, this rupture proved to be palpable enough that, while he did not have any

love for Xusro II, he also was hesitant to fully commit himself to praise the Romans.

228. Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 98, 112. Moreover, the Armenian Church was not represented at
any ecumenical council after Nicaea in the fourth century CE. See Garsofan, “Frontier-Frontiers?” 350 and
Bournoutian, A Concise History, 50, 59. But of course, some Armenians who were in communion with the
katholicos of Constantinople did attend such councils. See Nina G. Garsoian, “Janus: the formation of the
Armenian Church from the IVth to the VIIth Century,” in The Formation of a Millennial Tradition: 1700 Years
of Armenian Christian Witness (301-2001), Orientalia Christiana Analecta 271 ed. R. Taft (Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Orientale, 2004), 80-81 reprinted in Nina G. Garsoian, Studies on the Formation of Christian Armenia
(Farnham, Surry: Variorum Collected Series, 2010).

229. Garsoian, Interregnum, 68; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors: Armenia,”166-167.
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In turn, this hesitation also suggests why Pseudo-Sebéos portrayed Xusro II as
fulfilling his promise to Maurice. Pseudo-Sebéos' portrayal of Maurice further
demonstrates his unique position as an Armenian.

While Pseudo-Sebéeos depicted Xusro as being an enemy of Christianity,
Maurice is depicted as being an enemy to the entire Armenian people. For example,
the emperor supposedly sent Xusro II a letter, complaining about the Armenians.
Maurice undoubtedly was frustrated at the Armenians for constantly switching
sides between the Romans and the Sasanians. He proposed that he and Xusro II
depopulate Armenia of its naxarars and send them to Thrace in order to undermine
Armenia's sovereignty, because the naxarars provided Armenia with political and
cultural stability.”*° According to Pseudo-Sebéos, Maurice wrote the following to
Xusro II:

They are a perverse and devious nation, he said, they come between us and cause

trouble. Now come, he said, [ will gather mine and send them to Thrace; and you

gather yours and command them to be driven to the east. For if they die, our

enemies die; and if they kill, they kill our enemies; but we will live in peace. For if
they remain in their own country, we will have no rest.”*!

The Armenians in the Roman sector, however, discovered this plan and went to

230. For the permanence of the naxarars, see Richard G. Hovannisian, “Introduction,” in The
Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, vol. 1, The Dynastic Periods: From Antiquity to the
Fourteenth Century ed. Richard Hovannisian (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2004), viii; Garsoian, “The
ArSakuni Dynasty,” 78-79; Bournoutian, A Concise History, 36.

231. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 15, in Thomson, 31; Patut’iwn Pseudo-Sebéosi,26-31,in
Abgaryan, 86: Un:[q. Jh funnnp b nibbbwgubing B, wuk, Gud pdhep dbpnud b wyquinphie P'Lu_lg [ ly, wuk, bu
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Xusro II for support, which he gladly gave.”®* This plan, and the $ahansah's attempt
to woo the Armenians to his side, backfired for both realms because the Armenians
then rebelled against both sides. This rebellion was particularly bad for the Romans,
because they had to send an army into the Armenian sector to quell it.

Relations between the Romans and their Armenian subjects also were
strained by Maurice's levy of Armenian cavalrymen. According to Pseudo-Sebéos,
the Armenian nobility balked at supplying the necessary troops because of
Maurice's plan to ship them off to Thrace.”*® Then, Maurice managed to transfer
many princes to the Balkans to fight his war, an event that undoubtedly influenced

how Pseudo-Sebéos viewed the emperor.?**

Another point of contention between the Romans and Armenians during the
lifetime of Pseudo-Sebéos was the issue of Christian orthodoxy. Recall that the
Armenians did not send a delegation to the Council of Ephesus, although they did
accept it because it anathematized the diaphysite Christological preaching of
Theodore of Mopsuestia. The Armenian Church, however, in turn condemned
Chalcedon in the Council of Dvin in 607 CE because it considered Chalcedon to be

diaphysite.”*® This was another disagreement between the Romans and the

232. Garsoian, Interregnum, 5-6.
233. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 20, in Thomson, 39; Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 109.

234. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Pseudo-Sebéos, 176,
190. See also Garsoian, “L'Interregne Arménien,” 85; Kaegi, Heraclius, 24.

235. Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 111; Garsoian, Interregnum, 56-58; for the details of the Council
of Dvin, see ibid., 70-73; Garsoian, “L'Interregne Arménien,” 83-84; Garsoian, “Janus,” 94-95; Garsoian,
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Armenians and thus demonstrates that their respective churches were separate
from each other.

Pseudo-Sebeos, despite being concerned only with the political instead of the
ecclesiastical,?*® for instance, wrote that after Xusro Il ceded Persarmenia to the

Romans:
Another command came from the Emperor [Maurice] to preach the council of
Chalcedon in all the land of Armenia, and to unite them through his army. But the

clerics of the Armenian church fled to a foreign country. And many, disregarding the
command, stood their ground and remained unmoved. But many others, swayed by

L . C 237
ambition, united by joining in communion.

This quotation demonstrates that by the time of Maurice, the imperial church and

government were trying to bring Armenia under its sway. It is important to realize

238

that while some Armenians accepted, because of ambition,*” the doctrine of

Chalcedon, many more fled and others stayed and refused to be in communion with

it.239

Interregnum, XI; V.A. Arutjunova-Fidanjan, “p Udpwinwy” or “h Uy Lw”? (“I Smbatay” or “I Spahan?
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Pierre Mahé and Robert W. Thomson (Atlanta: Scholarly Press, 1997), 155; Bournoutian, A Concise History,
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Garsoian, Interregnum, 74-77, 82-85 and her study of theArmenian kat'otikos Komitas.
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There also was religious violence between the Romans and Armenians.
During the reigns of Xusro I and Justin II (r. 565 CE-578 CE), the Romans again went
to the Armenians' aid when the Sasanians invaded.*** The Roman army captured a
church in Dvin that the Sasanians turned into a storehouse. The Romans burned it
to the ground, and according to Pseudo-Sebéos, “a great tumult befell them.”**!

Pseudo-Sebeos then went further and described the Roman army's

treatment of the Armenians in Dvin:

Now while such confusion was rousing the crowds in the land of Persia, Yovhan
patrik and a Greek [Roman] army were keeping the city of Dvin besieged; attacking
it with machines [catapults], and were close to destroying the wall. But when this
report arrived, they left it and went off, making their way to Atrpatakan. They seized
control of the entire country and put all the men and women to the sword. Taking
all the plunder and captives and booty, they returned to their land.***

Actions such as these suggest a tension between the Romans and Armenians.
Additionally, recall that according to Armenian tradition, Gregory the

[luminator brought Christianity to Armenia.?** The Romans, on the other hand,

maintained that it was they who converted Armenia when Constantine (r. 306

CE-337 CE) was emperor, if Theophanes is any indication:

And similarly, the Armenians were completely converted under him [Constantine],

240. Whitby, The Emperor Maurice and his Historian, 262-267.

241. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 8 ,in Thomson, 7; Patut’iwn Pseudo-Sebéosi, 11-12,in
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242. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 10 ,in Thomson, 16; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 23-28, in Abgaryan, 74:
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Garsoian, “The ArSakuni Dynasty,” 81-82.
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receiving their deliverance through Tirdates [Trdat] their king and Gregory their
bishop.244

The suggestion in this source that Gregory the Illuminator converted Armenia under
the direction of Constantine demonstrates there was a disconnect between Roman
and Armenian Christianity. If the Romans believed they had converted the
Armenians, the Armenians would have known of this sentiment. It should be
doubted that they thought well of this, for as we have seen, Christianity in Armenia
was its own type, independent of the katholicos in Constantinople. Thus, we see
there was religious, political, and martial tension between Armenia and the Roman
Empire. Because of this tension, it makes sense that Pseudo-Sebéos was more
willing to portray Xusro II as keeping his part of the bargain with Maurice instead of
just characterizing the Sahansah as a cartoonish villain, as is demonstrated by the
letter in which he supposedly mocked Christ.

Pseudo-Sebeos' depiction of Xusro II went further than depicting Xusro II as
fulfilling his promise. Unlike Theophylact Simocatta, who implied that Xusro6 II had
something to do with his father Hormizd IV's death, Pseudo-Sebéos wrote that the
Sahansah was only a boy when his father was deposed and murdered. He also
stressed that the plot to overthrow Hormizd IV was an Arsacid plot to eradicate the
house of Sasan (as noted earlier in Wahram Cubin's letter to Muset), instigated

without the knowledge of Xusro II. The following incident occurred after the rebels

244, Theophanes Confessor, Chronographia AM 5816, in The Chronicle of Theophanes trans. Cyril
Mango and Roger Scott with Geoffrey Greatrex (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 38; C. de Boor, Theophanis
chronographia, vol. 1, (Leipzig: Teubner, 1883; repr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1963): 3-503, 24.18-20: 6polwg »al
Apuéviol Teheimg & a0Tod emiotevoav, Ot Tnewddrtov facthéws av-tdv nal Fenyopiov émondmov
aUTOV TV cwTnlov deEAQuevOoL.
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became upset with Hormizd IV for demanding booty that Wahram Cubin captured

in the east:

United they returned from the east and turned to Asorestan in order to kill Ormizd
[Hormizd], and eliminate the house of Sasan and establish Vahram [Wahram] on the

royal throne.2*®

What is more, according to Pseudo-Sebéos, the Sasanian nobility itself
murdered Hormizd IV concurrently with Wahram Cubin's rebellion. Eransahr, in
other words, was a mess, with multiple centers of power vying for influence. What is
more important in all of this was that Xusro II did not have his father deposed so he
could take the throne. He was only a boy who had no knowledge of it. Hormizd IV's

councilors acted on their own, at least according to Pseudo-Sebéos:

And there assembled at the royal hall most of the nobles and generals and troops
who were meeting at that hour. And entering the royal chamber, they seized King
Ormizd [Hormizd IV]; and immediately they put out his eyes on the spot and then
killed him. And they installed his son as king of kings over the land of Persia; and
began to make preparations for flight beyond the great river Tigris. And not many
days later Vahram [Wahram Cubin] rapidly arrived, like the swoop of an eagle. And
because Xusro was a young boy, his uncles Vndoy [Bindoe] and Vstam [Bistahm]

took him and crossed the great river Tigris.246

Thus, according to Pseudo-Sebéos, there were two separate plots against Hormizd

IV-both of which Xusro Il was not part**’-and Howard-Johnston has stated that

245. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 10 ,in Thomson, 16; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 17-20, in Abgaryan, 74:
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Wahram Cubin minted coins in Xusro II's name to cast suspicion on him.**® Here,
Pseudo-Sebeos demonstrates that in an era of conflicting reports and blame for
Hormizd IV's death, Xusro Il more than likely was innocent.

Because Pseudo-Sebéos did not blame Xusro II for his father's death, we can
see that his depiction of the sahansah was not as harsh as in the Roman accounts.
On the one hand, Xusro Il was an arrogant Persian who mocked Christ; however, he
was an arrogant Persian who did not begin his reign by killing his father, as was
described by Theophylact Simocatta. Pseudo-Sebéos corroborated Simocatta's
account of Hormizd IV's fall but did blame Xusro II for Hormizd IV's death,**® which

is an important deviation between the two histories.

Pseudo-Sebeos went further than insisting that Hormizd IV's death was
committed without the knowledge of Xusro II. Before the war began with the
Romans in the seventh century CE, Xusro Il had decided to seek vengeance against
those who murdered his father. But what is interesting about this episode,
Pseudo-Sebeos demonstrates that Xusro II was willing to wage war against his own

uncles, Bistahm and Bindoe, for their role in the execution of his father:
At this time King Xusro [II]decided to seek vengeance for the death of his father from
the naxarars who had killed him. First he wanted to judge his maternal uncles. He

commanded Bistahm, the one I earlier mentioned, to be arrested, bound, and killed.

Bistahm, however, had escaped and fled to the Arsacids for aid. Xusro II sent an

Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 127.
248. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos, 169.

249. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 95.
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army to capture him for punishment.?*°

What is important about Pseudo-Sebeos' claim that Xusro Il tried to avenge
the murder of his father is that it contradicts Theophylact Simocatta's assertions
that he had his father killed after he was deposed. While Pseudo-Sebéos' claims that
Xusro II did not kill his father are not as dramatic as his portrayal of the Sahansah in
the letter he supposedly wrote to Heraclius, it nevertheless suggests that
Pseudo-Sebeos was cognizant of Xusro II's complexities.

Xusro Il in Pseudo-Sebéos' history is not just a theatrical monster who
insulted Heraclius and Christianity and nearly destroyed the Roman Empire. He is
also someone who fulfilled his promise to Maurice by returning Persarmenia, and
he also wanted to destroy those who murdered his father, even if they were the
uncles who had installed him on the throne. Pseudo-Sebéos' depiction of Xusro II in
his history is more complex than how the Romans portrayed him in all of their texts.
This depiction could have come only from someone who was outside the Roman
world.

What did Pseudo-Sebéos care if the Sasanian army sacked Constantinople or
conquered Egypt or put terror in the hearts of Roman subjects all over the empire?
Pseudo-Sebeos was Armenian, and he was aware of Roman attempts to impose

imperial Christianity upon Armenia, and he knew of Roman attempts to bring their

250. Sebeos, The Armenian History,22 ,in Thomson, 41; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 27-30, in Abgaryan, 94:
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dbnwy bwhuwpwpwygl wbnghl. npp vwwbpl glw: b bwpe Qumb) gpbnpu pops 2pwdwl mwyg nobb)
q‘{iu}n_!, quil np ybpwgngl wuwgh, Juwhb) L uujuwlnuLb: Translation modified from Thomson. For the
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sector of Armenia under the direct rule of Constantinople, whether by legal means
that whittled away Armenian identity-such as with Justinian's legal reforms that
destroyed the naxarars-or by force, such as Maurice's plan to exile all of the
remaining Armenian nobility. While he undoubtedly harbored little love for Xusro II
(why else would he portray him in such a manner as in that letter?), Pseudo-Sebéos
did not present him as a one-dimensional monster, hell-bent on destroying the
Roman world.

There is, however, one more dimension to Pseudo-Sebéos' work. Before one
gets the feeling that Pseudo-Sebéos slyly inserted depictions of Xusro II as a way to
assert Armenian independence from the Romans, it should also be noted that he did
not like the Sasanians and Zoroastrians in general. Certain quotations from
Pseudo-Sebeos demonstrate this fact. We now will discover how Pseudo-Sebéos felt
that Sasanian Zoroastrians were a pox upon the earth and were no better than the
Romans and their type of Christianity. But in the final part of this study of
Pseudo-Sebeos, it also becomes apparent whom he really admired in the war of the
seventh century CE: Xusro II's wife, Sérin.

Despite Pseudo-Sebéos' subtle portrayal of Xusro II's complexity, the man
was still a Christian who viewed Zoroastrianism with disdain. Again, it must be
stressed that Pseudo-Sebéos was not aligned with imperial Roman Christianity.
What is important, however, about studying how Pseudo-Sebéos felt about
Zoroastrians is that it demonstrates that he was a man who had a unique view of the

world that was neither Roman nor Sasanian. In turn, this is a reflection of the
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special place Armenia held in the ancient world.

For instance, at the conclusion of one of the many wars over Armenia
between Eransahr and the Roman Empire, Pseudo-Sebéos wrote of the Sasanian
defeat at Mitylene. Pseudo-Sebéos listed all of the booty and people captured but
concluded with this statement:

Also taken was the Fire, which the king continually took around with him for

assistance, which was considered more important than all the other fires; it was
called At'ash. This was extinguished in the river along with the chief mébed and a

further host of the most eminent persons. At all times God is blessed.?*!

The fire about which Pseudo-Sebéos spoke was the sacred fire of the Zoroastrian
religion and in this case was the Sahansah's personal flame he took on campaign.
The chief mobed was a member of the Zoroastrian clergy and probably tended the
sacred fire and counseled the Sahansah on spiritual matters of special importance.
While it can be argued that Pseudo-Sebéos reported this incident to his
audience only in the interest of history, the last sentence belies how he might have
felt about the extinguishing of the sacred fire and the drowning of the mabed. “At all
times God is blessed” suggests that Pseudo-Sebéos felt joy that this event occurred.
Pseudo-Sebéos did not feel a strong connection with Roman imperial Christianity,
but at the same time he was a Christian, albeit from a different milieu. We see the
best example of this in his depiction of Xusro II's flight to the Romans after Wahram

Cubin's rebellion. Recall that the Roman authors of the last chapter depicted Xusré II

251. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 8 ,in Thomson, 8; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 4-8, in Abgaryan, 69:
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as calling out to the Christian God to turn his horse in the right direction for help. In
this case, Pseudo-Sebéos added the tidbit that Xusro II's aides advised him to go to
the Romans because “for even if there is enmity between [us], they say, but they are
Christian and merciful. And when they take an oath they cannot lie.”*** The author,
in other words, wanted his audience to read into the fact that Xusro II fled Eransahr
to the Romans because of their clemency. Thus, we see that Pseudo-Sebéos would
have applauded violence committed upon the Zoroastrian religion because he was a
Christian but not as a follower of orthodox Christianity.”>* At the same time,
however, due to his feelings toward Zoroastrianism, Pseudo-Sebéos might have
added this detail to imply the impiety of the Zoroastrians.

We also see that while Pseudo-Sebéos did not graphically depict Heraclius'
violent invasion of Eransahr, he did commit a substantial portion of his narrative of
the war in the seventh century CE to it. For instance, Pseudo-Sebéos wrote that
Heraclius had Xusro II's letter read to his troops. Notice how Pseudo-Sebéos

portrayed the troops' reaction and their behavior when they invaded Eransahr:

And he commanded all the troops to be summoned and the letter to be read before
them, and he described his coming out to join them. Although the army was disturbed
at the words, nevertheless they were joyfully happy at his arrival. They wished him
victory and said: “Wherever you may go, we are with you to stand and die; and may
all your enemies become dust beneath your feet, as the Lord our God annihilates them
from the face of the earth and the insults paid to him by men.” Heraclius marched with
120,000 to go to the court of the Persian king. And he traveled through the regions of
the north, making directly for the city of Kardin, and having reached Dvin in Ayrarat,

252. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 10, in Thomson, 18; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 30-31, in Abgaryan, 75:
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he ravaged it and Naxc¢awan. Proceeding to Gandzak in Atrpatakan, he also destroyed
the altars of the great Fire, which they called VSnasp [Atur Guénap].254

This passage suggests that while Pseudo-Sebéos was not on the Roman's side
during the war of the seventh century CE, he was not keen on the Zoroastrian
Sasanians winning it. Thus it makes sense that he would include twice in his
narrative references to violence committed against Zoroastrian holy sites by Roman
forces. Again, while Pseudo-Sebéos was not a Christian who followed Roman
imperial orthodoxy, he was still a Christian who with anxiety viewed Xusro II's gains
during the war.

But he was not concerned with the safety of the Roman Empire; there are no
dramatic accounts of the falls of any Roman provinces during the war, with one
exception: the return of the True Cross from Jerusalem after Xusro II's armies
captured the city.**®

This event would have caused alarm for Pseudo-Sebéos because a toxic
relationship already existed between Christianity and Zoroastrianism in Armenia.

This toxicity was part of the aftermath of the conversion of Armenia and was

exacerbated by Yazdgird II's attempt to reimpose Zoroastrianism on Armenia. Thus,
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when Xusro Il took the cross from Jerusalem, that toxicity reached higher levels and
we see perhaps why Pseudo-Sebéos included Xusro II's ostensible letter to
Heraclius.

Pseudo-Sebeos rejoiced at the return of the True Cross to Jerusalem. His

language is exuberant and conveyed to his audience the joy felt by the people of

d 256 «

Jerusalem when the cross was returned.”” “There was no little joy on that day as

they entered Jerusalem. [There was] the sound of weeping and wailing,” wrote
Pseudo-Sebéos.*” Then take this letter written by Armenian bishops to Heraclius

when he as in Jerusalem:

The sound of the great evangelical trumpet [blown] by the angel summons us through
this letter that has reached [us] from that divinely built city, “which announces great
joy to us.” Therefore “the heavens rejoice, and let the earth exult;” let the church and
its children delight in their glory. And now let us all with a unanimous voice sing the

angelic praises, repeating: “Glory in the highest to God, and peace to earth, and

goodwill to mankind**®

These two passages suggest that some Armenians were ecstatic that Heraclius

recaptured Jerusalem, and by extension, the return of the True Cross.”** The
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L nrqpny b Ghgnofl: Translation modified from Thomson; Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian
History Attributed to Pseudo-Sebéos,226. For the details of Heraclius' march into Jerusalem, see Kaegi,
Heraclius, 206-207.

258. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 36, in Thomson, 73; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 10-17, in Abgaryan,
118: 9.Luﬂ.l wibwwenp thngng dkdh h Gphpumwlbb gk 0bg b dbnb ndnu wyunphl, Gwubpng
qwumniwdwlbpm punqupl wpnh, np wibmwpwbl Jbg nupwpnddpol Jho: Ywul Lu_;urlphq anlu,u Lhupu
Ephhup, b guéwugk bphhp, gnuwphwughb hwnwep popn p Elinkgh b dwliljncup pop: Bi lJJFr'_ Jh_p
wilELb phwl Shwpwl gnydwdp ghpbpmwhwlwl hwnwpwln @pobol bpgbugnep wokjm]. «® w np
hpwpancliu Guwmndng, b jbphpp ppwqwnne@pol, p Swpphly Gwhnc@poi»: Translation modified from
Thomson. Furthermore, according to Thomson, the three quotations in this passage are from Psalm 95.11, Psalm
95.11, and Luke 2.14, respectively.

259. See Tim Greenwood, “A Corpus of Early Medieval Armenian Inscriptions,” Dumbarton Oak
Papers 58 (2004): 37, 44 for a study of Armenian rock reliefs depicting the return of the True Cross and
favorable depictions of Heraclius.

99



triumphal language demonstrates the recapture of Jerusalem as an important focus
in Pseudo-Sebeos' work.

What is important about Heraclius' march into Jerusalem is that this is one
case in which Pseudo-Sebéos unequivocally chose a side in the war of the seventh
century CE. He was focused on the reactions of the denizens of Jerusalem and the
joy felt by Armenian bishops that the Romans “liberated” the city from the
Sasanians. In this case at least, Pseudo-Sebéos seems to have felt a surge of emotion:
a trial was passed, a challenge was met, and the Holy City was now once again in
Christian hands.

But this is not to say that Pseudo-Sebéos was pro-Roman when he described
this event. As we have already seen in this chapter, Pseudo-Sebéos had criticisms of
the Romans in general. Nor should we assume that Pseudo-Sebéos had any love for
Heraclius himself. While it is true that Pseudo-Sebéos called Heraclius “pious”
(unipp) and “fortunate” (kpgwliply),** he used those adjectives only when describing
Heraclius' triumphal march into Jerusalem. Pseudo-Sebeos presented Heraclius
neutrally in the rest of his narrative, and I suspect that this was only because
Heraclius had familial and political ties to Armenia that gave him a network of
connections he used in the war of the seventh century CE.**' Pseudo-Sebéos'

Heraclius was a hohum figure at best, and only was praised in no uncertain terms

260. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 41, in Thomson, 90; Patut’iwn Pseudo-Sebéosi, 9-10, in
Abgaryan, 131.

261. Kaegi, Heraclius,21-25,34,97-98, as his father was magister militum per Armeniam. See also
Irfan Shahid, “The Iranian Factor in Byzantium during the Reign of Heraclius,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 26
(1972): 308-312.
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when he returned the True Cross to Jerusalem.”®® In other words, it seems that
according to Pseudo-Sebéos, Heraclius was not worthy to receive any praise outside
of the fact that he returned the True Cross to Jerusalem. There was, of course a
practical reason why. Heraclius, like Maurice, tried to unite the orthodox and
Armenian churches by imposing the Council of Chalcedon after the war was over.**

So whom did Pseudo-Sebéos admire in his text? The answer demonstrates
that Pseudo-Sebéos as an Armenian had a unique view of the war of the seventh
century CE. He saved his total praise for Sérin, the Armenian Christian wife of Xusré
I1. Sérin was of the monophysite (a branch of Christianity that held that Christ had
one nature-the divine) persuasion, and for this reason she won admiration from the
Armenian Church, which was monophysite as well.***

According to Pseudo-Sebeos, Sérin built churches and monasteries in
Eransahr, and she preached the gospel at the royal court. Sérin was such an
advocate for Sasanian Christians that no Zoroastrian dared to speak ill will of them.
Xusro Il even proclaimed that no Christian should be forced to Zoroastrianism and
vice versa on pain of death (he was, after all, Zoroastrian); thus, Sérin and her

Christian friends would read the gospels in her royal apartments every Palm

262. Garsoian, Interregnum, 29.

263. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 41 ,in Thomson, 92, 131-132; Howard-Johnston with
Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebéos,228; Garsoian, “L'Interregne Arménien,” 89;
Garsoian, Interregnum, 7,9-12, 58-63; Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 113; Kaegi, Heraclius,214-215.

264. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Pseudo-Sebéos,
174-175. 1 address monophysite Christianity and the Armenian Church below.

101



Sunday.®®

Pseudo-Sebéos demonstrates two things by writing this about Sérin. One, he
showed his audience that despite his blasphemous letter studied earlier in this
chapter, Xusro II could be tolerant of Christianity. This was, of course because, of his
love for Sérin, but this Xusré Il was a far cry from the sahansah who supposedly
wrote that letter mocking Jesus Christ. The second thing Pseudo-Sebéos
demonstrated in this depiction is that Sérin wielded influence in Eransahr, and she
used this influence to practice and vitalize Christianity. This is why in all of
Pseudo-Sebéos' History, Sérin is the one figure whom he admired.

There is one more example of Sérin using her influence to help Christians in
Eransahr that demonstrates why Pseudo-Sebéos admired her. Emperor Maurice
requested from Xusro II a body that Roman Christians believed to be the prophet
Daniel. The §ahansah obliged the request, much to the consternation of Sérin. She
thusly asked the Christians of Eransahr to pray that the body would not be removed:
“Since she could do nothing to change the king's will, she commanded all the
Christians of the land to beseech Christ with fasts and prayers that grace should not
be removed from the country.”**® Sérin's command worked. The body became
immobile and could not leave Eransahr. When Xusro Il was informed, he relented

and rescinded his order.

265. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 13, in Thomson, 29-30.
266. Sebeos, The Armenian History, 13 ,in Thomson, 30; Patut’iwn Sebéosi, 32-34, in Abgaryan,
85-86: hppl nyhly Gupwy wnlb) ghudo fuguonppl rl.wpénl.guﬂ.lh[ Lpundwl b wdBlUw gl pphuwnnlikbhy

wohuwpbhb, gh wwlwep b wquifdhep pulnppbugbl p ~P|1'1uu1nul;, gh LTH pwpdbw| guwugk g puwplbEl
2LnpLL wyl: Translation modified from Thomson.
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Pseudo-Sebéos wrote about Sérin for only two chapters. He depicted her;
however, as more devout than any Roman Christians depicted in his History, and she
was a counterbalance to Xusro II's Zoroastrian proclivities. Sérin was the only figure
of the war of the seventh century CE whom Pseudo-Sebéos unequivocally admired,
as he did not like the Romans or the Sasanians. There were no covert reasons why.
There was a long history of Sasanian attempts to exert further control of their part
of Armenia, and Yazdgird II even went so far as to try to wipe out Christianity and
replace it Zoroastrianism, the traditional religion of pre-Christian Armenia. On the
other hand, in his narrative, Pseudo-Sebéeos did not treat the Romans any better. The
Romans tried to impose the Council of Chalcedon, burnt and destroyed an Armenian
church in Dvin, and Maurice also wanted to depopulate the naxarars in an effort to

undermine Armenian sovereignty.

This is why it is important to devote an entire chapter to how Pseudo-Sebéos
depicted Xusro II. While it is right to understand that Xusro I was more complex
than someone who allegedly wrote that blasphemous letter to Heraclius, it does not
do Pseudo-Sebéos any justice to ignore him as an Armenian. The Armenians held a
special place in antiquity, and it is reflected in Pseudo-Sebéos' History.

In this case of Pseudo-Sebeéos, it is important not to assume that Pseudo-
Sebéos was anti-Sasanian due to how he depicted Xusro II with the letter he
supposedly wrote. At times, Pseudo-Sebéos also demonstrated in his narrative that

Xusro Il admired his Armenian supporters, especially Smbat Bagratuni, who
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eventually defeated Bistahm and ended his rebellion.**’ Pseudo-Sebéos also
undoubtably was aware that Xusro II gave allowances to the Armenian Church with
its monophysite Christological tendencies, despite it not being the official Church of
the East, which was diaphysite.*®® This in turn influenced some Armenian bishops to
praise Xusro II for defending the monophysite doctrine.**® This, however, still does
not take away from Pseudo-Sebéos' portrayal of Xusro Il as an irreverent ruler. It is
important to realize that there was more to his portrayal of Xusro II than meets the
eye.

Pseudo-Sebéos was both pro- and anti-Roman and Sasanian when it suited
him the best. Pseudo-Sebéos' portrayal of Xusro II, therefore, is not so much about
the Sahansah himself but is a reflection of the special place Armenia held in
antiquity. That said, when one takes a deep look at the evidence, Pseudo-Sebéos'
initial portrayal of Xusro II in his History should not be taken at face value.

Pseudo-Sebéos showed that the Sahansah was a complex man in a complex time,

267. Howard-Johnston with Greenwood, The Armenian History Attributed to Pseudo-Sebéos, 184;
Greenwood, Sasanian Reflections, 14-15; Garsoian, Interregnum, 25-27; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the
Sasanian Empire, 137-140; Whitby, “The Persian King at War,” 253; Thomson, “Eastern Neighbors: Armenia,”
170.

268. Garsoian, “Secular Jurisdiction over the Armenian Church,” 241-242; Garsoian, “Armenia in the
Fourth Century,” 352; Garsoian, Interregnum, 27, 55-56; Greenwood, Sasanian Reflections, 4,27-28. For
Sasanian sahansahs giving permission to the Armenian Church to hold ecumenical councils and ratifying their
patriarchs, see Garsoian, “Secular Jurisdiction over the Armenian Church,” 236-237, 239-241, 246-249. For
churches in Armenia that used the regnal years of the Sahansah to commemorate their construction, which also
showed respect for the Sahansah, see ibid., 29-31; Greenwood, “A Corpus of Early Medieval Armenian
Inscriptions,” 42-43; Garsoian, “Janus,” 85. For other §ahansahs not encroaching on the Armenian Church, see
Traina, 428 AD, 130; Garsoian, “The Marzpanate,” 110-111.1 focus on the diaphysite Church in the East in the
third chapter.

269. Greenwood, Sasanian Reflections, 26-27. See also Garsoian, “Frontier-Frontiers?” 349. For the
antagonism of the Armenian Church toward the diaphysite Christology, see Garsoian, “Janus,” 89, 92-93. But
this is not meant to say that Armenian Christianity was monolithically monophysite. There were some
Armenians who were in communion with Constantinople. See ibid., 82-84, 86. Then there also were Armenian
Christians who had diaphysite leanings. See ibid., 86-87.
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and thus we have a more complete picture of the man who reigned supreme in

Eransahr.

Chapter 3

Xusro II and the Church of the East in Eransahr
After his conversion to Christianity, Emperor Constantine (r. 306 CE-337 CE)
sent the following letter to Sahansah Sabihr II (r. 309 CE-379 CE). Constantine
wanted to inform Sabihr II of his conversion to Christianity and implied that it
would be a good idea to protect the Christians of Eransahr to not anger the Christian

God:

I believe I do not err, my brother, in confessing this one God to be the creator and
father of all, whom many of those who have reigned here, seduced by crazy errors,
have attempted to deny. But such punishment finally consumed them that all humanity
has since regarded their fate as superseding all other examples to warn those who vie
for the same thing. Among them, I believe that one, who was driven from here by divine
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wrath as by thunderbolt and was left in yours, where he caused the victory on yourself to
become notorious because of the shame he suffered. Yet it seems that it has turned
advantageous that even in our own time, the punishment of such people has become
notorious.... Consequently, [ am convinced that for ourselves also everything is at its best
and most steadfast when through their pure and excellent religion and as a result of their
concord on divine matters he designs to gather together all men to himself. With this class of
people-I mean of course the Christians, my whole concern being for them-how pleasing it is
for me to hear that the most excellent parts of Persia too are richly adorned. Therefore may
the very best come to you, and the very best to them, since they are yours. For so you will
keep the lord of the universe kind, gracious, and benevolent. These therefore, since you are
great, I lay before you, putting them in your hands, because you are known for your piety.

Love them in accordance with your own humanity. For you will give enormous delight to

both yourself and us on account of trust.””°

This letter set the tone for relations between the Christians of Eransahr and
Sabihr II. Constantine wanted to demonstrate to Sabihr II the power of Christianity
over paganism and that he also was responsible for the well-being of Christians in

both the Roman Empire and Eransahr.”’' The subtle threats of this letter underscore

the fact that when Constantine converted to Christianity, relations between the two

270. Eusebius, Life of Constantine 4.11.1-4.12.1, 4.13.1 Life of Constantine: Introduction,
Translation, and Commentary trans. Averil Cameron and Stuart G. Hall (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999),
157-158; F. Winkelmann, Eusebius Werke, Band 1.1: Uber das Leben des Kaisers Konstantin (Die griechischen
christlichen Schriftsteller. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1975) 411.1-4.12.1,4.13.1: OV HoL. doxn®m mhavaoOou,
adehdé pov, TovToVv Eva BedV OLOAOYDV TAVTWV a@xnyov ®al ToTéal, OV ToAhoL TOV T 0
Baotkevcawwv PovIdIEDL TTAAVOLG VIO OEVTES € snsxetgnoow agvhoaoBor. ahl’ Exeivovg pev dmavrog
ToLvTOV uuwgov TENOS ROTAVAMMOEY, O TAV TO PET” ExelVOVS AvOQOTOV YEVOS TAG ExELVOV
OUHPOQAS AVT” GAAOV TTOQODELYNATOS TOIS TT0QA TOUTOLS T dpoLa Tnhotot tibeoban. TolTmV exeivov
gva nyodpon yeyovsvaL OV (hoTeQ TIg oxTTOC 1) Oglo pijvig rwv TdE AmELACOO0 TOIG VHETEQOLS UEQEDL
TOQODEdWREV, THIG £ VT aioybvng nokv@gvkmov TO 0Q” VULV TQOTAOY anoq)nvowtot Al Yo
gorev elg HOAOV TQOKEYWENHREVOL TO ROL €V TO %00’ NUAS AUDVL TNV TOV TOLOVTOV TIULMQEINY TEQLHOVT
deyOfvaL. .. £vredOev xol NUIv adTolc TEmELoHaL (DS HTL %AAMOTO ROl dopaléotaTa Exewy GmovTa,
o0moTe dLa rf]g éxelvov xo0adg te xal doxipou ngouaiag éx Tiig mel To Belov ov uq)(nviag néwrag €ig
gautov ayeloewy agot. Tobtov 1o xatakoyou TOV oweg(umov AEY® 1) TOV Xolotavev (Ve TolTOV
0 Tag poL AOYOG), g oleL pe néeo(&)at axovovta Ot ®ol Thg Hsgctéog T4 ®QATLOTA €7 TAELOTOV, (DOTTEQ
€0TL poL Bovkopﬁvw nerdopnTaL. 0ol T ovv g oL xahMoTa éxelvols 0” doabTwg Unagxm Ta
#GAMOTOL, GTL OOL XAXELVOL. OUT™ YOO EEELS TOV TOV OMwY SEOTOTNY OGOV, IAE® ®ai EVUEVT). TOVTOUS
TOLY0QODV, EMELDT) TOGODTOG el, ool TOQOTEOENOL, TOVG AVTOVE TOVTOVG, OTL %Ol svosﬁeta énionpog e,
SYXSLQLC(DV ToUTouS Aydma oc@poétwg TS 0eavToD PrhiavBowrias: VT TE YAQ xal TEv
ameplyoamrov dwoelg OLd Thg Totews TV ydoLv. Translation modified from Cameron and Hall. For not
angering the Christian God, see Sebastian Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire: A Case of Divided
Loyalties,” in Religion and National Identity: Studies in Church History XVIII ed. Stuart Mews (Oxford, 1982):
1 reprinted in Syriac Perspectives on Late Antiquity (London: Variorum Reprints, 1984).

271. T.D.Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” The Journal of Roman Studies 75
(1985): 131.
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272 that undoubtedly culminated during the war of the

realms took a religious bent
seventh century CE. But because of Constantine's letter, Sabahr II began to view the
Christians in his realm with suspicion and began a persecution against them.*”* This

is especially true for high-ranking Zoroastrian officials who converted to

Christianity; they suffered because of their apostasy.””*

The accounts of theses persecutions were written in Syriac, the language of
Iranian Christians,””® which is why this chapter examines these sources in details,
and provide scholars with a glimpse of how a large population of Christians lived
outside the Roman Empire and its imperial church.?’® These texts demonstrate that
Iranians had at times an antagonistic relationship with the Sasanian government.

The martyrologies seem to demonstrate that Sabihr I was an agent of evil who

272. Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” 136.

273. Joel Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” in The Legend of Mar
Qardagh: Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London:
University of California Press, 2006), 111; Adam H. Becker, “Martyrdom, Religious Difference, and 'Fear' as a
Category of Piety in the Sasanian Empire: The Case of the Martyrdom of Gregory and the Martyrdom of
Yazdpaneh,” Journal of Late Antiquity 2, no. 2 (Fall: 2009): 318; A. V. Williams, “Zoroastrians and Christians
in Sasanian Iran,” Bulletin of the John Rylands University of Library of Manchester 78 (1996): 40; Philip Wood,
The Chronicle of Seert: Christian Historical Imagination in Iraq (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 33.

274. See the forthcoming volume from the Gorgias Press series, Persian Martyr Acts in Syriac: Texts
and Translation, The Martyrdom and History of Blessed Simeon bar Sabba'e ed. and trans. Kyle Richard Smith
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2014); Histoire Nestorienne (Seert Chronicle), Seconde Partie LXXXVI trans.
Addai Scher and Robert Griveau in Patrologia Orientalis: Tomus Decimus Tertius ed. R. Graffin and F. Nau
(Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1919); Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 55-60; “Armenia in the Fourth Century: An Attempt
to Re-Define the Concepts «Armenia» and «Loyalty»,” Revue des études arméniennes VIII (Paris, 1971),
349-351 reprinted in Armenia between the Romans and the Sasanians (London: Variorum Reprints, 1985);
Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2009),
78.

275. Syriac sources can also be called "non-Chalcedonian." See Sebastian Brock, "Saints in Syriac: A

Little-Tapped Resource," Journal of Early Christian Studies 16, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 186.

276. Syriac sources are under-used in late antique history and are our only sources for the non-Roman
persecutions. See Brock, "Saints in Syriac," 181-185.
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persecuted those who believed in the true faith. When one looks, however, at these
texts and digs a little deeper, one may be surprised to realize that the relationship
between the Sasanian government and Christianity was not one of total hostility.?”’
This is true when one looks at the relationship between Iranian Christians
and Xusro II (r. 591 CE-628 CE). By the time of his reign, the Sasanian government
officially recognized the Church of the East, which was theologically opposed to the
Roman imperial orthodox church based out of Constantinople. The Church of the
East followed the diaphysite Christology of Theodore of Mopsuestia-often
mislabeled as Nestorian®’®-since the synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 486 CE, which
means that these Christians emphasized the humanity of Jesus Christ and the
suffering he endured in his human form during the crucifixion.””” On the other hand,

the orthodox church of the Roman Empire believed that Jesus Christ was one person

with two natures, both human and divine, and it was heresy to emphasis one over

277. See, for instance, Shaul Shaked, Dualism in Transformation: Varieties of Religion in Sasanian
Iran (London: University of London, 1994), 112; Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique
Iraq,” 112, for Hormizd IV's (r. 579 CE-590 CE) insistence that toleration of Christians meant a healthy and
stable rule.

278. The term “Nestorian” was a pejorative used against anyone's theological opponent, and
Theodore of Mopsuestia was held in higher regard by the Church of the East. See Sebastian Brock, “The
‘Nestorian” Church: A Lamentable Misnomer,” in The Church of the East: Life and Thought ed. J. F. Coakley
and K. Parry (= Bulletin of the John Rylands University of Manchester 78:3), (Manchester, 1996), 1-14
reprinted in Fire from Heaven: Studies in Syriac Theology and Liturgy (Aldershot: Variorum Reprints, 2006);
Sebastian Brock, “The Church of the East in the Sasanian Empire up to the Sixth Century and its Absence from
the Councils in the Roman Empire,” in Syriac Dialogue I (Vienna: Pro Oriente, 1994), 76, 78-79 reprinted in
Fire from Heaven: Studies in Syriac Theology and Liturgy (Aldershot: Variorum Reprints, 2006); Sebastian
Brock, “The Christology of the Church of the East in the Synods of the Fifth and Early Seventh Centuries:
Preliminary Considerations and Materials,” in Aksum-Thyateira: a Festschrift for Archbishop Methodios ed. G.
Dragas (London, 1985): 130 reprinted in Studies in Syriac Christianity: History, Literature and Theology
(Aldershot: Variorum Reprints, 1992).

279. Brock, “The Church of the East in the Sasanian Empire,” 83; Sebastian Brock, “The Christology
of the Church of the East,” in Traditions and Heritage of the Christian East ed. D. Afinogenov and A.
Muraviev (Moscow: Izdatelstvo “Indrik,” 1996), 172-173, 175-176 reprinted in Fire from Heaven: Studies in
Syriac Theology and Liturgy (Aldershot, Variorum Reprints, 2006).
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the other.

By the time of Xusro II, the division between the imperial church of the
Roman Empire and the Church of the East was large enough that there was no
loyalty owed by Iranian Christians to the Christian Roman emperor in the west. We
soon shall see that while Christians in Eransahr had their issues with Xusro II, which
were rooted in political, not ecclesiastical matters, their sources show us that he
made an effort to both wage war against the Romans, defend Eransahr against its
enemies, while at the same time pragmatically balance out the interests of all of the
different Christians of his realm.”®® Before we begin our examination of how Iranian
Christian sources portrayed Xusro I, let us first investigate how Christians in
Eransahr portrayed their situation in the realm when Sabiihr Il enacted persecution
against them.

The results of our investigation may be surprising, because not every text
demonstrates a hatred of the Sasanian government. The authors of these texts, on
the other hand, seem stress that while Sabuhr II decreed the persecution of [ranian
Christians, it was the magi (Zoroastrian clergy) who carried out his orders with
fervor. This sentiment is important because it suggests two things. One, even during
Sabihr II's persecution, Iranian Christians already strongly identified with
Eransahr. The split between the orthodox church in Constantinople and the Church
of the East already had begun by the time Constantine wrote his letter; and just

because there was a Christian on the throne on the Roman side, it did not mean that

280. As was demonstrated by Geoffrey Greatrex, “Khusro II and the Christians of His Empire,”
Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 3 (2003): 78-88. I shall soon return to this point.
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Christians in Eransahr had any love for him. The second reason why depictions of
Sabihr II in these texts is important is that by the time Xusré Il and Heraclius were
fighting the war of the seventh century CE, when some of these texts were written,
[ranian Christians were in a complex situation of identity. They had no love for the
Zoroastrian religion of Eransahr, but their monarch fought against a heretical enemy
whom they considered had corrupted Christianity. This is a direct reflection on how
many Christians in Eransahr may have felt about Xusro6 II. Let us now peek into
Iranian Christians and how they viewed their Sahansah at a time of persecution.

The Martyrdom of Martha, Daughter of Posi who was a Daughter of the
Covenant is a text written about a woman who was arrested by the magi for
converting to Christianity. The interesting thing about this text is that it depicts
Sabiihr I as setting a low parameter for the reconversion of Zoroastrian apostates:
convert from Christianity or get married; if either of these two options are not
followed, then the person should be put to death. According to this legend, Sabahr 11
tells his mobed (chief magus):

If she abandons her religion and renounces Christianity, rejoice, if not, she should
get married. If, however, she fails at either of these, she should be handed over and

destroyed.281

Then when the mobed interrogates Martha, he insists to her that the Sahansah is

281. The Martyrdom of Martha, Daughter of Posi who was Daughter of the Covenant 3.A.233 in
Holy Women of the Syrian Orient: Updated Edition with a New Preface trans. Sebastian P. Brock and Susan
Ashbrook Harvey (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1998), 68; Acta

Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. 2, ed. Paul Bedjan (Paris and Leipzig, 1890-1897), 233:

Aoad mANxN lasaa B ot o law (lo AopyNo 1am\Y logih lamag 1

Translation modified from Brock and Harvey; Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire,” 14-15.
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merciful and does not desire anyone's death; he just wants his people to be
Zoroastrian. If Martha reconverts, Sabiihr Il will grant her anything she desires. Her
father, Posi, moreover, was not killed only because he converted to Christianity, but

because he acted foolishly at court.*®

Martha's response to the mobed is remarkable because she takes this
opportunity to in fact praise Sabiihr Il and calls for anyone who imitated her father's

behavior at court to be put to death:
And the glorious Martha replied may King Shapur (Sabihr II) live; and may his
graciousness preserve and not leave from him; and may his compassion continue; and
may his graciousness and his compassion be rebounded to himself and to people who

are worthy of it. May the life that he loves be accorded to all his brethren and friends,
but let all who liken to my father meet the evil death you said my father died.

Martha finishes her speech by declaring that if she dies, it will be because of her

faith in the Christian God.2®® Sabihr I then orders Martha's death.?®* While it is true

that Sabahr II orders Martha's death, it should be noted that he gave her an

282. The Martyrdom of Martha, Daughter of Posi who was Daughter of the Covenant 3.A.234-235 in
Brock and Harvey, 68-69.

283. The Martyrdom of Martha, Daughter of Posi who was Daughter of the Covenant 3.A.235; Acta
Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. 2, 235:
@o 1o @l abawiuing [ _dm) alatiy Aghho fash ao alatmuiso fouo amah 1N abesie
©' N looys Lol Aax o= Nanly 1xus 1Navo . Lojanuso woidel 0o\alo amppas ol [ ;mls oads
~o 39 @M
Translation modified from Brock and Harvey. For another Christian martyr who died proclaiming his loyalty to

Sabiuhr II, see Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire,” 11.

284. The Martyrdom of Martha, Daughter of Posi who was Daughter of the Covenant 3.A.238. For
another example of Sabthr II ordering a Christian's death, see From the Martyrs of Karka d-Beth Slokh in Holy
Women of the Syrian Orient: Updated Edition with a New Preface trans. Sebastian P. Brock and Susan
Ashbrook Harvey (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1998), 77.
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opportunity to avoid her fate. She could have converted or gotten married. Only if
she did not choose either choice, she would be put to death. Sabahr 11, in other
words, gives Martha the chance to save herself. This is perhaps why Martha praises

him during her interrogation.

Other martyr texts demonstrate awareness that the Sasanian government
was not interested in killing Christians. The Martyrdom of Tarbo, her Sister, and her
Servant is a tale, again, about a woman who suffers for converting to Christianity. In
it, the wife of Sabahr II allegedly favors the Jews, who inform her that Tarbo has put
a spell on her. The queen in turn has Tarbo, her sister, and her servant arrested.?®
After this, three magi put Tarbo on trial, and then through chicanery, she is found
guilty of casting spells. When the magi informs Sabiihr II of the verdict, he gives an

interesting response:

The king (Sabihr II) sent word, saying (that) if they worshipped the sun, they need
not be put to death, because they might not know how to cast spells.286

While it is true that at the end of this hagiography Tarbo dies because she refuses to
disavow Christianity, it must be noted that Sabiihr II again gives her and her
companions the opportunity to avoid death. The Sahansah even doubted they were

sorcerers; all they had to do was “worship the sun” to keep their lives. It was the

285. The Martyrdom of Tarbo, her Sister, and her Servant 3.B.254 in Holy Women of the Syrian
Orient: Updated Edition with a New Preface trans. Sebastian P. Brock and Susan Ashbrook Harvey (Berkeley,
Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1998), 73.

286. The Martyrdom of Tarbo, her Sister, and her Servant 3.B.254; Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum,
vol. 2, 257:
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Translation modified from Brock and Harvey.
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magi, on the other hand, who execute his order to suppress the Christians, and they
do it with relish.?®’

Even ordinary Zoroastrians are depicted in an unflattering manner. For
instance, The Story of Mar Pinhas is a martyrology about a man who was persecuted
by a jealous Iranian. In this story, Sabihr II is mentioned only once in the narrative,
in a neutral tone. The villain of this source is not even the magi but an Iranian man

named Aniha. According to the story,

There was a village there called Ganbali. And in it there lived a man called Aniha, the
wicked, and he was constantly oppressing Mar Pinhas, because the man was an
attendant of the prefect of the city of Panak, and whose name was Simun; and he was
the king of the city of Panak; and belonged to the family and tribe of Shabur (Sabiihr II),

king of the Persians. Also, this (man) was a persecutor of the saints.”®®

Sabiihr I1 is not presented in this tale as the enactor of the persecution. The author
uses him only to stress that Aniha is Iranian and a Zoroastrian. Again, Sabihr II is
not the one who harasses Mar Pinhas; it is Aniha who is jealous because of his close
relationship to the prefect of Ganbali.

While these three hagiographies are only a small selection of the texts

287. The Martyrdom of Tarbo, her Sister, and her Servant 3.B.258-260.

288. The Story of Mar Pinhas 4 The Story of Mar Pinhas ed. and trans. Adam Carter McCollum
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013), 7:
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available to study Christian martyrs in Eransahr, they denote that during a time of
great persecution, not every person who wrote about these people was quick to
condemn the Sahansah. He represented a separate institution; the Sasanian
government was apart from the Zoroastrian clergy. Sabiihr II might have ordered
the persecution to begin with, but it was the magi who executed it with glee.

These martyr tales are a reflection of the cultural complexity of the Iranian
world of this time. Sabihr Il was worried about a number of Christians who were
loyal to Constantine because of his letter, and thus he ordered the death of people
who turned their backs upon Zoroastrianism. This does not imply, however, that just
because a persecution began against the Christians of Eransahr that the persecuted
people would hate the very state in which they were subjects. Yes, the magi are
presented in a bad light and the texts do not ignore that Sabiihr II in fact ordered the
persecution, but depictions of him trying to get people to save themselves by just
worshipping the sun or getting married cannot be ignored. Even the existence of
Martha's extolment of Sabiihr II's kindness in these same texts denotes that the
author was aware of the complex relationship between the sahansah and Iranian
Christians. This relationship, in turn, is even more apparent in texts concerning
Xusro Il written by Christians of his era.

Before we turn our examination to that aspect, however, it is important to
note that on the other hand, other texts do demonstrate their vitriol of Sabtahr II.
Thus we have the other side of how Iranian Christians might have hated the

Sasanian government.
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The History of the Holy Mar Ma'in is a tale of one of Sabihr II's generals who
converts to Christianity from Zoroastrian and suffers for it. After his conversion,
Mar Ma’in is arrested and subjected to horrible treatment. Then when Constantine
discovers what is happening to Christians in Eransahr, he sends Sabiihr II a letter
commanding him to stop or the Roman army will invade and he will personally kill
the Sahansah.*® Sabihr 11 eventually receives the letter and becomes afraid at
Constantine's threats, which suggests that the author of the text believed that
Constantine was a protector of Iranian Christians.”® While it is important that the
author of this text portrays Constantine as a hero, this martyrology is more
important because it portrays Sabihr II is a harsher light than do the other
martyrologies.

For instance, Sabiihr II takes personal charge of Mar Ma’in's questioning and
promises him that if he turns away from Christianity, then he will be returned to his
former place and rewarded greatly. If Mar Ma'in does not chose to do this, he will be
put to death.”*! After Mar Ma’in is released from prison, we see how the author
perceives Sabiihr II, demonstrating that some Iranian Christians believed the
Sahansah was evil. After retreating to a cave, a troop of demons comes and harasses

him: “The demons first came upon him in the form and likeness of King Sabur

289. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 49-50 The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in: With a Guide to
the Persian Martyr Acts ed. and trans. Sebastian Brock (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2008); Brock,
“Christians in the Sasanian Empire,” 10.

290. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 57.

291. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 55.
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[Sabihr I1], coming along and riding on a horse.” A demon in the form of a marzbdn
(governor) follows the demonic Sabiihr I, and they put Mar Ma'’in on trial for
converting to Christianity.?** In this text, being a Zoroastrian is enough to be
considered evil, as is demonstrated when Mar Ma'in tells Sabthr II: “I was a Magian,

a counselor of Satan.”??

The tale of Mar Ma’in is important because the author portrayed Sabiihr II as
being demonic because the demons who harassed Mar Ma’in took on his form. This
text differs from the others presented thus far because it suggests that some people
who wrote about Sabiihr II's persecution chose to present him in a bad light. This is
especially true when one considers that Sabiihr II himself in this story questions
Mar Ma'’in, not a magus. The link between the evil Sahansah and his role in the
persecutions is further solidified when the author wrote that Sabiihr II personally
killed a Christian named Doda by skinning him alive.?* With these factors in mind it

becomes apparent that this author was hostile to both the Sasanian government and

292. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 77, in Brock, 51:
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Translation modified from Brock.
293. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 38, in Brock, 33:
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Translation modified from Brock.

294. The History of the Holy Mar Ma’in 7.
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Zoroastrianism itself.

Another text shows us that an Iranian Christian named Aphrahat, who lived
through the persecutions, also hated Sabiihr II*® and did not hold his realm in high
regard. Aphrahat wrote that the Achaemenid Empire was the ram in the prophet
Daniel's vision. The ram had conquered many lands, but a goat-Alexander of
Macedon-rose and broke the ram's horns.?”® In Aphrahat's view, although the goat
beat the ram, it still tried to go against another beast, Rome, which will smite the
ram and rule until Jesus Christ returns.””” This in turn suggests that Aphrahat wrote
his Demonstrations right before Constantine was about to invade Eransahr with the
aim of conquering it,**® because he minted coins with the image of his half-nephew
Hannibaliannus, implying that he would replace Sabiihr II as sahansah.**
Aphrahat's hostility toward Sabihr Il underscores the fact that some Christians in
Eransahr did feel hatred toward the state for the persecutions. We can safely
surmise that at least two Iranian Christians, Aphrahat and the author of The History
of the Holy Mar Ma’in, wanted Constantine to bring divine wrath to Eransahr and

punish Sabihr II for his persecutions against Christians.**

295. Brock, “The Church of the East in the Sasanian Empire,” 72.

296. Aphrahat The Demonstrations on Wars 5.5 Demonstrations trans. Kuriakose Valavanolickal
(Kerala, India: HIRS Publications, 1999).

297. Aphrahat The Demonstrations on Wars 5.6.

298. Although he was not aware that by the time he wrote his Demonstrations, Constantine was
already dead. See Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” 130, 133.

299. Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” 132.

300. For Iranian admiration of Constantine, see Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,”
133; Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire,” 8; Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 2.
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What should be taken away from this is that in Eransahr, a large minority of
Christians had a complex relationship with the Ssahansah during a time of
persecution. Some people saved their hatred for the magi who actually carried it out
while being cognizant that Sabiihr II gave people the chance to avoid a martyr's
death. On the other hand, some people felt contempt for the Sahansah and
considered him just as bad as the magi. This was a complex situation that for
centuries to come colored relations between the Church of the East and the
Sahansah.

This complexity reached a crescendo during the reign of Xusro I when his
realm was engaged in a fight to the death with the Romans. In turn, this complex
relationship demonstrates that Iranian Christians had complicated notions of
identity that burst forth from the sources written during the Roman-Sasanian War
of the seventh century CE. The best example of this is The Legend of Mar Qardagh,
which although was written in the seventh century CE*"' is about a Sasanian noble
who converted to Christianity during the reign of Sabiihr II. It is thus a reflection of
the situation in which Christians in Eransahr found themselves in the reign of Xusro
IL.

Mar Qardagh is a general and marzban (a border governor) who persecutes

Christians until a man named Adbi$o converts him.*”* Like the martyrologies

301. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 118; Wood, The Chronicle of
Seert, 170.

302. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 6-28 trans. Joel Walker
The Legend of Mar Qardagh: Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq (Berkeley, Los Angeles,
and London: University of California Press, 2006).
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previously mentioned, the magi arrest and imprison Mar Qardagh for his apostasy.
Before this can happen, however, the Roman army invades Eransahr with its Arab
Ghassanid allies, and several interesting things happen. The Romans and Arabs raid
and pillage Mar Qardagh's lands and capture his family and several of his
bondsmen.*” This invasion undoubtedly was inspired by Heraclius' invasion of
Eransahr in the war of the seventh century CE.>**

Mar Qardagh's reaction to the Roman-Arab raid demonstrates the unique
position of Iranian Christians in the reign of Xusro II. After being rebuked by the

Romans, Mar Qardagh prays to God for aid with his fight against the invaders:

And he hung upon his neck a cross of gold in which was fastened the Holy Wood of the
Cross of our savior. And he raised his hands and extended his holy gaze to the heights
and said to the lord, “Lord God, mighty warrior of the ages, if you are with me on this
path upon which I set out, and with your power and aid I overtake my enemies and
conquer them and return from them the captives they removed, and return in peace
from this battle that has been set before me. I will uproot the houses of fire (fire
temples) and build houses of martyrs (martyr shrines), and I will overthrow the fire
altars, and I will establish holy altars in their place. And the youths, the children of the
magi, who have been dedicated by their parents to be servants of Satan, I will give as
servants to Christ and make them children of the covenant.”

God then replies favorably to Mar Qardagh's vow and tells him his enemies will be

delivered to him.>*®

303. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 41.
304. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 147-148.

305. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 44, in Walker 50-51;
Acta Mar Kardaghi 44 Acta Mar Kardaghi, Assyriae Praefecti, Qui Sub Sapore Il Martyr Occubuit: Syriace
Juxta Manuscriptum Amidense, Una cum Versione Latina ed. and trans. J. B. Abbeloos, S.T.D. (Bruxells:
Société Belge de Libairie, 1890), 61-62:
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This passage reflects the complex situation of Heraclius' invasion of
Eransahr. A Christian army invaded a predominantly non-Christian realm, but
caught in the middle was a group of Christians who felt no loyalty to the Christian
emperor in Constantinople, especially when his army harasses them during combat
operations. This is why Mar Qardagh prays to the Christian God and vows to tear
down fire temples and build martyr shrines in their place.**® Mar Qardagh, in other
words, prayed to his God, the same God of the invaders, for help to drive them out of
Eransahr, while promising to destroy the religious institutions of the realm in which
he lived; thus, a diaphysite Christian waged holy war against a heretical invader of
his land.*”’

Furthermore, it also is worth noting that before he begins his prayer, Mar
Qardagh dons a cross with a piece of the True Cross, taken by the Sasanian army

after it captured Jerusalem in 614 CE.**® Thus, Christians in Eransahr actually felt an
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Translation modified from Walker.

306. The destruction of Zoroastrian temples and the conversion of so many people was one reason
why the magi believed the Church of the East was a threat. Not only were Christians trying to overthrow
Zoroastrianism for political favor from the §ahansah, they were in competition for the souls of Eransahr. Thus

the Zoroastrian authorities were keen on keeping Christianity in Eransahr in check. See Williams, “Zoroastrians

and Christians,” 39, 41-44; Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 46. See also Becker, “Martyrdom, Religious
Difference, and 'Fear' as a Category of Piety,” 301, 318-319, 321-323, for the efforts of Iranian Christians to
erect firm borders around their community to demonstrate their supremacy over the Zoroastrians. See also
Richard E. Payne, “Christianity and Iranian Society in Late Antiquity: ca. 500-700 CE” (PhD diss., Princeton
University, 2010), 172.

307. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 149-150.

308. 1 cover the capture of Jerusalem in the first chapter.
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affinity for holy items taken from Roman lands by Xusro II's armies in the war of the
seventh century CE. This is important because it suggests that some Christians in
Eransahr realized that by having the True Cross in Sasanian possession, they had a
valuable advantage over the "heretical," orthodox Christians in the Roman Empire.
This tension between the orthodox Christians of the Roman Empire and the
diaphysite Christians of Eransahr is apparent when Mar Qardagh faces the Romans

in battle:

Then he (Mar Qardagh) appeared like a powerful lightning bolt against them,
brilliantly (triumphant) over his enemies, like the rising sun, like a champion who

exults running his course. And he cried out thrice in an angry voice, “This is the day

o . 309
of your retribution, you impure dogs!”

Then Mar Qardagh Kkills scores of Romans “and their corpses fell into the Khabur
River like contemptible locusts.”*"

Mar Qardagh prays to the Christian God and is filled with a righteous fury
and attacks the Romans. There is more, however, to his strike against the Romans

than his desire to free his family and bondsmen. Mar Qardagh's exclamation that the

Romans are “impure dogs” highlights the rift between the imperial Christian Church

309. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 46, in Walker 52; Acta
Mar Kardaghi 46, in Abbeloos, 66:
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Translation modified from Walker.
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Mar Kardaghi 46, in Abbeloos, 66:
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and the diaphysite Church of the East, which in turn considered itself to be the true
orthodox faith.>"* While some authors who wrote about Sabiihr II's persecution of
Christians admired Constantine, Iranian Christians of Xusro II's era felt no such
thing for Heraclius, and any love for the Roman emperor was a distant memory. By
the seventh century CE, these two Christian churches were split apart so much that
there was open fighting between the two amisdt the backdrop of the great war
between Constantinople and Eransahr. This text is invaluable because it
demonstrates that when Heraclius invaded Eransahr, a large number of Christians
suffered.’'” There is no question why the author of this text included Mar Qardagh's
prayer to God and his violent strike against the Romans. The orthodox Christian
forces of Heraclius committed acts of violence upon the Christians of Eransahr, and
thus they felt no love for the Romans.

On the other hand, The Legend of Mar Qardagh also demonstrates Xusro II's
position during the war of the seventh century CE. Because this text is a
martyrology set during the reign of Sabiihr II, there is the inevitable arrest of Mar
Qardagh by the magi, followed by his trial and execution. There are, however, some
strands of useful information found in the text that suggest Xusro II's relationship
with the Zoroastrian hierarchy. After his victory against the Roman invaders, Mar

Qardagh fulfills his vow to God and destroys the Zoroastrian fire temples in his

311. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 91-94.

312. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,”145.
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domain.’"® The magi see what Mar Qardagh has done and they inform the Sahansah
about it. This text demonstrates that while Mar Qardagh felt disdain toward
Zoroastrianism, as is demonstrated by his vow to God to tear down fire temples and
convert the children of Zoroastrians to Christianity, the sahansah is spared most of
this vitriol.

The author of this text wanted his audience to realize that it was the
Zoroastrian authorities who were the problem, not the Sasanian government. This is
important because it suggests that Iranian Christians in the seventh century CE
were in a position where they considered the Romans and the Zoroastrians to be
heretics. Iranian Christians, in other words, were the ones who knew the true faith
in a world beset with heresy and false religions.

The best indication of this sentiment is the Sahansah's reaction to the magi's
report of Mar Qardagh destroying fire temples. After hearing what they have to say,
the sahansah responds, “How (can) you say these things? Have you not heard of that
great victory Qardagh made, with two hundred and thirty four men he laid waste to
thousands of Romans and tens of thousands of Arabs?”*'* This quotation

demonstrates that the magi are eager to bring Mar Qardagh down, while the

313. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 47.

314. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 48, in Walker, 54; Acta
Mar Kardaghi 48, in Abbeloos, 69:
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Translation modified from Walker.
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Sahansah is aware that he repelled the Roman army when they invaded. Like the
martyr texts introduced at the beginning of the chapter, The Legend of Mar Qardagh
is apocryphal, but it is a useful indicator to how Christians in the seventh century CE
felt about Xusro II. It was the magi who tattle on Mar Qardagh.*"* The $ahansah does
not want to hear such things because Mar Qardagh drove the Romans out of
Eransahr during the Romans' (Heraclius') devastating invasion.

The text then continues to Mar Qardagh's eventual death. The sahansah
half-heartedly summons him to answer to the magi's charges.’'®* When Mar Qardagh

arrives, the sahansah says to him,

You have come in peace, victorious soldier, adornment of our kingdom. We have
heard about your excellent deeds and we laud your good fortune. And we are ready
to reward you with honor. But we have heard a very perverse thing, and if God forbid,
itis so, you are worthy of a bitter death.

The “perverse thing” is, of course, Mar Qardagh's apostasy from Zoroastrianism.*"’
The rest of Mar Qardagh's questioning demonstrates that the sahansah wants

to save his marzpan, while the magi are eager to have him executed. “And when the

king had said these things to him,” wrote the author, “he signaled to him with his

eyes to refuse [the charges and say], 'These things are not true, nor am I a

315. For the motif of the magi reporting to the Sahansah, see Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 40-42.

316. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 49.

317. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 50, in Walker 55; Acta
Mar Kardaghi 50, in Abbeloos, 73:
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Nazarene.”'® Mar Qardagh refused the Sahansah's request, and thus, the trial
continued to the woe of the $ahansah.>'® Then after a series of events, Mar Qardagh
escapes but is chased down by a group of magi. They want to kill him on the spot,
but the Ssahansah gives him seven months to reconvert to Zoroastrianism and
rebuild the temples he destroyed.** These examples are significant because they
demonstrate that like the texts introduced at the beginning of the chapter; the
Sahansah of this text gives Mar Qardagh plenty of opportunities to save his own life.
While The Legend of Mar Qardagh might be a fabrication, it is undoubtedly a
reflection of the realities of seventh-century CE Eransahr. There was no persecution
of Christians during Xusro II's reign; thus, when the author of this text wrote about
Sabiihr II's persecution of Christians, the realities of Xusro II's dealings with the
Church of the East bled into this martyrology. This is why we see in The Legend of
Mar Qardagh that the Sahansah goes against the wishes of the magi*** and wants
Mar Qardagh to save himself, even though at the end, Mar Qardagh is inevitably

killed. The fact that Mar Qardagh is killed is why see a perfunctory statement such

318. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 50, in Walker 55; Acta
Mar Kardaghi 50, in Abbeloos, 73:
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320. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 54.

321. For a §ahanSah interfering with a persecution, see Brock, “Christians in the Sasanian Empire,”
5; Payne, “Christianity and Iranian Society in Late Antiquity,” 169-171.
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as this: “I will not obey a wicked heathen king.”*** Several other Iranian Christian
sources also label Xusro Il as being “wicked,” which denotes that there was at least
some tension between him and the Christians of his realm. Before we explore that,
however, it is important to examine one aspect of The Legend of Mar Qardagh that
elucidates an unstudied aspect of Xusro II's reign: the steps he took to protect
Eransahr from Heraclius' invasion. This text is more than a martyrology; it is a
testament to Xusro II's handling of his realm's defenses.

Recall that the when the magi go to the Sahansah about Mar Qardagh's
conversion, he replied, “How (can) you say these things? Have you not heard of that
great victory Qardagh made, with two hundred and thirty four men he laid waste to
thousands of Romans and tens of thousands of Arabs?”*** While it is true that during
Sabiihr II's reign, the forces of Constantius II (r. 337 CE-361 CE) raided the
Roman-Sasanian border, this quotation during Mar Qardagh's time, this statement,
actually demonstrates the realty of Heraclius' invasion of Eransahr and how Xusro II
was aware of the threat the Romans posed.

But what concrete evidence do we have about Xusro II's planned defense of

322. The History of the Heroic Deeds of Mar Qardagh the Victorious Martyr 59, in Walker 63; Acta
Mar Kardaghi 59, in Abbeloos, 92:
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Eransahr? The tenth-century CE Caucasian historian Movsés Katankatuac'i***~who
wrote a history of ancient Albania, modern Azerbaijan-provides us with a glimpse
at how Xusro Il defended his realm from the Roman onslaught. More importantly,
this text also demonstrates the lengths the Christian subjects of Eransahr fought
against the invading Romans.

After Heraclius invaded Eransahr through the Caucuses, his army chased out
Xusro II's troops from the area before wintering in the mountains.**® Movsés
Katankatuac'i wrote that after Heraclius settled with his army, he sent demands for
aid to the Christian kingdoms of Albania and Georgia. The leaders' reply to
Heraclius' demands demonstrates, as discussed in the study of The Legend of Mar

Qardagh, that many Christians in Eransahr resisted Heraclius' invasion:

Therefore for these reasons he wrote to the princes and authorities of these lands
requesting them to come forward and meet him voluntarily and that they might
receive him and serve him with their forces during the winter; then if they did not,
he said, he would consider them as heathens and would capture their fortresses and
enslave their kingdoms. Hearing this, all the chiefs and princes of the land of Albania
abandoned the great city of Partaw at the command of Xosrov (Xusro II) and fortified
themselves in various places.

A Sasanian army under the general Sahbaraz then drove the Romans out of towns

and cities they had captured during the initial invasion.**®

324. For more on Movsés Katankatuac'i, see James Howard-Johnston, “Armenian Historians of
Heraclius: An Examination of the Aims, Sources, and Working-Methods of Sebeos and Movses Daskhuransti,”
in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte
(Leuven: Peeters Publishing, 2002), 49-62.

325. As discussed in chapter one.

326. Movses Dasxuranci 10 The History of the Caucasian Albanians trans. C. J. F. Dowsett The
History of the Caucasian Albanians (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 79-80; Movsés Kaghankatuats'i
10 Patmut'iwn Aghuanits' Ashharhi ed. N. O. Emin Patmut'iwn Aghuanits' Ashharhi (T'iflis: Elekratparan or. N.
Aghaneani, 1912), 149: nl.ul.nh b qpp wpwpbw) wn ppuwbe b wnwpbngo wohuwpbwy, gh fuplwljund
Lwdop kgl punp wnwy bnpw b puljwjbnignil b yyupmbugbl guw Gwlgkpd gopopl hupnyd p puinipu
afbpwling. wyw LRE ny Gwidwpbughl wnwyh bnpw pppl GEwlnup, wnghb wiinipp Ungw b ghpkughl
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This quotation is significant because it demonstrates an important aspect of
Xusro II's actions during the Roman invasion: He ordered Partaw to be abandoned,
and the Christian client kings of Albania and Georgia complied. This statement is
even more remarkable due to the fact that they obeyed Xusro II's order in the face of
Heraclius' aggressive terms, which were to aid his army or face destruction and
enslavement. This episode suggests that many Christian subjects of Xusro Il were
loyal to him and obeyed him during the war of the seventh century CE at the
expense of the Christian emperor, Heraclius.

We also see that in Georgia, the inhabitants of Tiflis (modern Tbilisi) took an
active role in defending their city from Heraclius when they too refused his terms.
When Xusro Il heard that Heraclius and the Turkish king met at the siege of Tiflis, he
sent his general Sahraptakan to relieve the city.*”” Like the inhabitants of Partaw,
who abandoned their city at Xusr6 II's command, it is remarkable that the people of
Tiflis also did not surrender their city to Heraclius when he demanded it, since
Georgia was a Christian client kingdom of the Sahansah. We can see that the
Georgians felt loyal to Xusro Il because of the way they way they mocked the
Turkish king, Jebu Xak'an and Heraclius. According to Movsés Katankatuac'i, the
inhabitants of Tiflis created a caricature of Jebu Xak'an with a pumpkin for a head,

and they paraded it atop the city walls. As for Heraclius, they mocked him and said

uwbfwlp wouwpbwgl wibnghly h gopwyg bnpw: bppl nowl e wdbbwgl whmp b ppuwlip wohuiwpbhu
Unniwbpyg, *h bagh hupl *h Gpwdwlk enupn]ne @angbw) gibé puquwpl Mwpewe, bjbw) gbwghb wdpugwl
’h wnbnpu wnbnpu: Translation modified from Dowsett.

327. Movses Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians, 11.
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he practiced buggery.**® The reaction of the people of Tiflis demonstrates that they
did not care one bit for Heraclius and that they felt comfortable being in the

Sasanian sphere of influence.

Movses Katankatuac’i History further elucidates Xusro II's defense of the
realm when Heraclius' Turkish allies invaded Eransahr. When the Turks first
invaded, Xusro II sent envoys to parlay with them, thus demonstrating his ability to

project Sasanian military power when he threatened the Turks:

In large crowds (hoards) the Khazars came out and marauded our country at the
command of Heraclius. And Xosrov (Xusro 1I), the Persian king, sent envoys to them.
“At whose command have you entered my country? The same, who roamed over the
isles of the western sea, a fugitive before me. Then if you were in need of gold or silver
or precious stone or muslin or purple outfits embroidered with gold and encrusted
pearls, I could have given you twice as much as he to satisfy your desire. I tell you: do
not repeat your raids on me because of his vain demands. Then if you do have it your
own way, but I will not tell you in advance what [ will do. In order to make him abandon
to me in alliance with you, I will summon from his land my great, victorious general
Sahvaraz [Sahbaraz] and my two brave warriors Sahén and K'rakerén and my chosen,
fully armed soldiers in their thousands and tens of thousands when I directed them

against the west. Now [ will turn their reins towards the east, and you will realize all

. . 329
the senseless and disastrous nature of your undertakings.”

328. Movses Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians 11. For details of the siege of
Tiflis, see See James Howard-Johnston, ). For the background of Heraclius' march toward Tiflis, see James
Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle East in the Seventh
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 114; Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 144.

329. Movses Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians 11, in Dowsett, 81-82; Movsés
Kaghankatuats'i, Patmut'iwn Aghuanits' Ashharhi, 11, in Emin, 151-152: Uwumply wdpnpupe bl lowghpe
wuwpwrwlby g fuwpbu Jbp Gpufwbwe 2hpwlh: B wpwngudwnpp wn Unow waupnyne Mwpupy
wppuih. «b,ﬂl; nnLp n"_;p Cpundwliwe Bhpp jughuwplbu pd. Luflld', np fuwnwhwl ppekp (kpbuwyg ping ’,1
Unghu ondnil wplufimpyg: UM—L'LLI L@E Juwpowmwgup ’,1 Wiwbbl nuljeng hund wpédwf@ng hund wljwhy
wuwwnniwhwliwy, fuwd nuhbdwl Swpgwpmwbn Gwbpbpépy phbhguwy b dhpwlbwy, Juwpng Bp By wnwk)
Lpypl pwl quw Gwhb) gy dhp: Ywul npng wubd phq\ JH Lplyub wn pu fuwolb gapw nobwgl fulgpngh,
wuw Bk ny, Enpghu Quoip pn: P‘Lujg whw Guwbfuwe wuwghy phg, gnp hluy bu gnpobng B punwywgngle b
Frqwygnigwibib pué Liw puwm pwbpn prod, Gnykghg bu (hplpk Unpw quunféng qdbé qopwljwpl pd
qOwlwpwy Lwlnghkpd bpline pug gopwljwlio pl fifn] p Gubkunyg b Lpumwlpwphung, b gropu fuf
gphipwinpu b ghwgwpwenpo b gplnpp sywnwgblo pd, gop jophukgh pungnbd wplinpyg: qu. whw
nwpdnighy ghpwowbwlu bngw pugnbd wplib by, b jupbwgg wdbbwgb gopnidbwdp pin “h Jbpwy pn, ny
[frrnpy gpbg b ny vy phg g bpwnwp, Shbgh Gwlhy qpby pbg Swnpu mpbgbpwy. wyw ghumwugbo b h
Jhin wngbu qubhdwywlwl quipidbgnoghy wldhl pn qhubnppl, gnp wnlbo:» Translation modified from
Dowsett.; Howard-Johnston, “Heraclius' Persian Campaigns,” 41; Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in
Crisis, 114; Kaegi, Heraclius, 158.
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It is obvious from this passage that Xusro II felt the gravity of the Turkish invasion of
Eransahr. But there is more to this passage than that. When Xusro II's envoys told
the Turks of his threat of unleashing the might of the Sasanian military against
them, it suggests that indeed Xusro Il was aware of his and his army's
accomplishments. By the time Heraclius and his Turkish allies invaded Eransahr, the
Sasanian army already had captured large portions of the Roman Empire.**° Of
course, when Heraclius took the war to the Sasanians, everything changed in the
Romans' favor; but at this moment, with his armies striking at the Roman Empire,
Xusro II felt enough confidence in his army to recall them from the west to route the
Turks from Eransahr.

Despite Xusro II's threats to the Turks, they still invaded Eransahrin 628 CE,
the last year of the war. The reaction to this invasion demonstrates an important
aspect of the war of the seventh century CE that has not been touched by historians:
its effect on ordinary people in Eransahr. Additionally, the following passage also
demonstrates measures taken by Xusro II and the Sahansahs before him to fortify
the Caucasus to protect Eransahr from its enemies. This quotation is long, but it is
worth reading to understand how dire the situation was for ordinary people in

Eransahr when Heraclius' Turkish allies invaded:

In the thirty-eighth year of Xosrov's [Xusro 1I] miserable murder, he who we have
already mentioned, he that was Tebu Xak'an, arrived with his son and no one could
count the number of his forces. As the horrific and sorrowful news came to the
country of the Albanians, it was decided to fortify our country in the great capital and
fortress of Partaw; and then this was done at the command of a man named Gaysak,

330. This implies that Heraclius had to enter into an alliance with them because he was in such a bad
spot. See Howard-Johnston, “Heraclius' Persian Campaigns,” 40.
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who had been sent by Xosrov [Xusro 1] as governor and prince of the country and he
sealed within it the inhabitants of the surrounding provinces and made to oppose the
Khazars, strengthening his position with an alliance with the nobles of the country
and the inhabitants of the town. But he prepared to see what would happen to the
guardians of the great town of Cotay and the battalions [of soldiers] on the
magnificent walls, which the kings of Persia had built at great expense, bleeding

their nation and recruiting architects and procuring many different materials for the
construction of the wonderful works with which they blocked [the passage] between
mount Caucus and the eastern sea [the Caspian]. When the universal wrath confronting
us all came, however, the waves of the sea flooded over and struck it down and
destroyed it to its foundations at the very onset. Their terror increased at the sight

of the ugly, insolent, broad-faced, eyelash-less crowd in the shape of women with
flowing hair who descended upon them, and they trembled before them, especially
when they saw their bent and well-aimed bows, the arrows of which rained down
upon them like heavy hail stones, and when they fell upon them like shameless and
ravenous wolves, and unsparingly they slaughtered them in the lanes and streets of
the town. Their eyes did not distinguish between the beautiful and the gorgeous, the
children, the men and the women, nor the vile and the useless, they did not leave the

lame nor the old, or have compassion for the children who clutched their mothers and

sucked blood from the breast instead of milk.>3!

It is apparent from this passage that while Movsés Katankatuac'i wrote his History
in the tenth century CE, the memory of the terror felt by the people of Albania
during the war of the seventh century CE survived.*** They too suffered like the

Romans did when Xusro II's armies captured cities and territories.

331. Movses Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians 11, in Dowsett, 83-84; Movsés
Kaghankatuats'i, Patmut'iwn Aghuanits' Ashharhi, 11, in Emin, 153-154: Upr junfpls bpkubbpnpnh
ni@bpnpnh, np l.uLT Ep viwggbwgh wnbwhy oywidwlbl oopadnd ByEw) Ungl pupl, gnp Jbpwgnglb
wuwygwp, nip bp bw Qbpne wpwls, LUk nly pbg b grpppb pop, b gGwdwp gopnil bnpw ny np hupkp
LurILILLILhL pln [&'an.l_ ]"pph Bhwu hphhpu U-l’lrlLLLlLl’lg podL whwgpl, ufbguwl wipwgnigwbb) qup uwpbu
dhp |1 JEo Lfl.u.;pul,pulr[ulphh "]Lupml.uuuphpr,,h Lukp LuﬂJ b Gpwdwil wnb dhng, npaod wlnll bp q"w.;zlup
np wnwpkw kp '1 }Unupm{u” whw b ppjuwl wppnwpbpu. np dhwljbwy ,1 Ubppu qpugdncfdpuil ppgwlug
quiwnwy b judbp yunbw) ghbpb Shwpwinidbwdp Lwlpbpd Jhédwdbéwy wouwplbhu b plwlswy
pmrlwphﬁ Lw punpnbd Ungw: P'Lu‘(g Luwbp mbuwlb), BRE qhnhz wlyp whgwbhgbl pln ywlbwupwie Ik
pwnquphl Qg b pln grufwprwlu opwly b b wwpowwy bnpw, gop pugnod Swiuhep fugwinpugh
’nu.lpuhg dwobw bp qupuwplbu thbLuT.lg\ grufwpbnd fwprwpwwyboo b Cuwpbind wggh wggh bpefo ’h
zfﬂmuu&u Jhdwupwly gnpdngl, npnl{ thwlbghb wubghl plng (hwnb Yndhuw pug 06S dnul wphbpyg: Upg

l-l ok mhhqbpwl.,wh gluulj'uﬂ.m np wnwgyh bp dbg wdbbbgnol, lwf glw FLur”uhghh wipp dndncl
Swiwbw b ’h Ghfwly wwpwibw. pwlgh mbuwlbn] qubl swonlpuwgbw] dwlmwmbohp, dpypbbpko,
(i bd, whwpmbwlm b puogdno@bwbl ’hdb pgwlwbg powpdwlo ppdbwpo *pJbpwy, grgrodl Qupjw
quruw wnwyh Ungw. Swbwiwbng whuwbbin] qubnpwpwpy Gnprjwdpgul, npp hppl Juwpljnon vwumply
wnbinuhl ’h JEpwy Ungw, hppl gy p ghpwhiwbdp wiwdofwghbu nhdEpl o Epwy bngw b wlifuling
ynwmnpkpl juligu b ’h thagngu puquppl: b ny fulwgbp wlhl Ungw ’l-l nhnbglhwmbu wuwdwnwghbn
Jwblwlbwuwhu wpneh ud hgh, by pulghowlo b goulognonu, ny Frqnopl glhwodu hud qébpu bony
gfdwpl ud puwpwpbhl wnhp bngw ’,1 hwlnwrwmwbo wmquwgnyg, np gpmapbw) Swpppb thwpbpl b npbpu
quphib unbwly Ungw hpph ghwidl: Translation modified from Dowsett; Howard-Johnston, “Heraclius'
Persian Campaigns,” 23.

332. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 103-104.
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What is more important about this passage, however, is that it suggests
Xusro II's defense plan for Eransahr. This is evidenced by him dispatching Gay$ak to
Partaw to organize its defenses against invasion, even though GaySak became
paralyzed with fear when he saw the oncoming Khazar hordes, and the city had to
be abandoned. Xusro II, in other words, did not leave his realm to its fate when he
left Eransahr to conquer the Roman Empire, and one can miss this important fact if
they study only texts written from a Roman point of view. Not even did
Pseudo-Sebéos, another inhabitant of the Caucuses, write about the measures taken
by Xusro II to protect his kingdom. For this reason, Movsés Katankatuac'i is an
important source because it highlights the fact that Xusro II cared for his country.

While this source shows us that ordinary people in Eransahr suffered
because of the war of the seventh century CE,*” and that Xusro6 Il actually planned
some sort of defense of his realm, there is another part of Movsés Katankatuac'i that
suggests that the relationship between Iranian Christians and Xusro Il was
complicated. This is important because Movsés Katankatuac'i, like Pseudo-Sebéos,
wrote from the prospective of a monophysite Christian (a Christian who believed

that Jesus Christ had one, divine nature).***

He underscored an important fact about
how Xusro II extended favors to the monophysite Christians of Eransahr, at the

expense of the diaphysite Christians of the Church of the East. Pseudo-Sebeéos, the

333. This happened to the Sasanian army as well, because their morale flagged when news of the
Turkish invasion reached them. See Howard-Johnston, “Heraclius' Persian Campaigns,” 21.

334. The Albanians shared the monophysite Christology with the Armenian Church. See Movses

Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians, 3 for Movses Katankatuac’i blasting Nestorius and
Theodore of Mopsuestia as being heretical. See also Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 105.
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focus of chapter two, did not write about this aspect of Xusro II, even though he was
part of the Armenian Church that undoubtedly reaped the benefits of the Sahansah's
favors. In turn, this last part of our examination aides us in discovering why so many

diaphysite Christian texts tend to focus on the “evil” nature of Xusro II.

During Xusro II's reign, the monophysite Albanians revolted against him, and
many of its leaders were put to death. Viroy, the kat'otikos of Albanian Church,
however, did not take part in the rebellion and fled to Xusro II's court. What
happened next is interesting because it demonstrates how Xusro II could keep a
tight reign on the Christian leaders of his realm. On the other hand, Viroy's tale
suggests that Xusro II treated those same leaders with respect:

But he [Viroy] fled to the court of the king, and fortune favored him by the mark of his
Holy Cross and threw open the way to the door of the queen's [Sérin] palace. She was
able, after much trouble, to save his life as a gift from the king [Xusro II]. But the king
swearing a mighty oath, had resolved never to let him return to his land for all the
years of his life, but to keep him under arrest at court. And he did not withhold from
him what was due to him by virtue of his princely throne, nor did he deprive him the

title of kat'otikos, but kept him like some precious vessel, tending him like a courageous

335
horse for war.

This passage indicates that while Xusro I was not pleased with the
Albanians for their rebellion, he was not keen on punishing the leader of their
Christians. Of course, Xusro I had to punish the Albanians by imprisoning their

kat'otikos, but he did not strip them of their leader, nor did he restrict his authority.

335. Movses Dasxuranci, The History of the Caucasian Albanians 14, in Dowsett, 93; Movsés
Kaghankatuats'i, Patmut'iwn Aghuanits' Ashharhi, 14, in Emin, 171: bulj i dhwuumbwg whljwlibp "h paoal
wppnibp, b pugnnbgwn wnwgh bnpw. gh punplp uppng Upwbh Unpw nppbghb UWw dwlwuuph ’[1 ILITAT
frugnibingl, np JEéw pwlpe Juwpwy guwbb *h ywpgbhp gibwbe bapw b fuguonpbl:s Pugy dhdw
bppdwdp Cwuwmwnbp guldl pop fwgwonpl Jwol T.lnpl.u‘ ywdu ey hopnyg ny qpuinlwy Wiw jkplpp pop.
wiy Qo fw ’h nhywlngl wn ppwlil: b ny wpgbngp ’,1 Ufwlt glhwun hpluwlnedbwl wnnng bnpw bony
qubnil uwnighhnunibwl bpupa ’h Udwlbl. wy yuwlkp guw pppl guliod ply plumpp b pplwgkp ’,1 i
hppl bppywp puwyplwy jop Jwpwp b wyunbkpwgdp: Translation modified from Dowsett.
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Xusro II could have enacted a scorched earth policy in regards to the Albanians
because of their rebellion. Xusro II was not interested in alienating the Christians of
Albania, even if they rebelled against him. The example of Viroy demonstrates that
even when Xusro II could have punished a group of Christians in Eransahr by
stripping them of their leader, he did not.

There are two reasons for Xusro II's actions toward Viroy. The first is
romantic. As stated above, the Albanian Church was monophysite Christian, like the
Armenian Church. Recall that in the previous chapter, we established that the
Armenians admired Xusré II's wife, Sérin, for her monophysite leanings. The
situation was the same with the Albanian Church, which is evidenced by Viroy
fleeing to Sérin after his countrymen rebelled against Xusré II. This passage thus
demonstrates that even in this situation, Sérin was able to intervene on Viroy's
behalf and saved his life and station after the Albanians rebelled.

The second reason why Xusro II did not execute Viroy is practical. Xusro II
could not risk further antagonizing the Albanians by stripping them of their
patriarch. Yes, the Albanians had just rebelled against him, but because Albania was
in the Caucuses, Xusro II could not lose that strategic point by inciting its wrath into
further rebellion. In this case, the Albanians enjoyed protection similar to that of the
Armenians. Thus, one can argue that on some level, Xusro II respected Albanian
Christianity because he kept its kat'otikos in power instead of deposing him in
punishment. We can see that despite the sources portraying Xusro II as being

God-abhorred and an enemy of Christianity, he realized that keeping the Albanian
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kat'otikos in power was smarter than making the Albanians angry.

Despite these suggestions, the ultimate reason why Movseés Katankatuac'i's
passage is important is because it demonstrates that Xusro II was willing to work
with a significant population of Christians in his realm. Xusro Il was an astute
politician who realized that an imprisoned kat'otikos with his power intact was
better than a dead kat'otikos who might have angered the Albanians into further
discontent.

If we take this passage further, it also sets the background into Xusro II's
relationship with the diaphysite Church of the East. In this case, Xusro II actually
deposed those Christians of their patriarch. This event in turn influenced how those
Christians portrayed Xusro Il in their sources. Then, as the Romans and Albanians
portrayed him, the reality of the situation is more complicated than an “evil” Xusro
Il meddling in Iranian Christian affairs.

A person who witnessed firsthand the war of the seventh century CE wrote
the Khuzistan Chronicle in the late seventh century CE. This text presents us a
vignette of Christian-Sasanian relations during Xusro II's reign and how the
circumstances surrounding Xusré II's ascension to the throne-Wahram Cubin's (r.
590 CE-591 CE) rebellion and Emperor Maurice (r. 582 CE-602 CE) sending aid to
Xusro II-colored how the Sahansah dealt with the Church of the East. We see in the
Khuzistan Chronicle that the reaction of the patriarch of the Church of the East, ISo'
Yahb I (r. 582 CE-595 CE), influenced how Xusro II felt toward Iranian Christians. As

the Khuzistan Chronicle demonstrates, Xusro II felt mistrust toward the katholicos of
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the Church of the East because of ISo Yahb I's behavior during the rebellion of
Wahram Cubin.

The Khuzistan Chronicle begins with death of Xusro II's father, Sahansah
Hormizd IV (r. 579 CE-590 CE) and his flight from Erdnsahr after Wahram Cubin
rebelled. Unlike other sources that feature this event, the Khuzistan Chronicle details
what happened between ISo' Yahb I and Xusro II and how this affected relations

between the Sahansah and diaphysite Christians. According to the Chronicle:

And he fled and took refuge with the Roman Caesar Mariga (Maurice); and while
making the journey in flight, the katholicos Mar IS0’ Yahb did not set out to meet him;
and also Maurice greatly blamed Kusro (Xusro II) in that he was not joined by the
patriarch of his kingdom, and exceedingly that Mar ISo Yahb was a wise and clever
man. And Xusro II developed a hatred for the katholicos because he had not set out
with him, and secondly, because he had not met him on the road when he heard that
he had set out, after Maurice had given him troops. But the katholicos did not meet the

king because he feared the wickedness of Bahram (Wahram Cubin), in case he should

ruin the Church and stir up persecution against the Christians.**

This passage suggests that when Xusro II fled Eransahr, 150 Yahb I did not go
with him because he did not want to incite the wrath of Wahram Cubin and risk a
persecution of Christians. ISo Yahb I's refusal to openly support Xusro Il while he

was appealing to Maurice for aid makes sense because the katholicos had more

336. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part) ed. and trans. Geoffrey Greatrex and Samuel N. C. Lieu
The Roman Eastern Frontier and the Persian Wars, Part Il AD 363-630: A Narrative Sourcebook (London and
New York: Routledge, 2002), 229; Chronica Minora I: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium:
Scriptores Syri, Tomus I ed. Ignazio Guidi (Louvain: Secrétariate du CorpusSCO Waversebaan, 49, 1960),
15-16:
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Translation modified from Greatrex and Lieu.

136



immediate concerns: the protection of his Christians, no matter who claimed the
title of Sahansah.**” We can see that during Wahram Cubin's rebellion, I$o Yahb I was
in a delicate position.

Xusro 11, on the other hand, was left in an undesirable position. According to
the Khuzistan Chronicle, Maurice was not pleased that the patriarch of the Church of
the East did not accompany Xusro II. Did Maurice want to palaver with ISo' Yahb I in
the hope of bringing the Church of the East under Constantinople's ecclesiastical
jurisdiction? We may never know, and the answer is not important if we consider
that Xusro Il was left in a bad spot when he appealed to Maurice for aid to reclaim
his throne.

Because of Maurice's reaction to ISo Yahb I's absence, we can see that he was
not as willing to help Xusro II reclaim his throne, as other sources have depicted. It
is then apparent that after Xusro II defeated Wahram Cubin and regained his throne,
he harbored so much hatred and mistrust for ISo Yahb I that the katholicos actually
went into hiding in Hira to escape the $ahan$ah's wrath.**® In response, Xusro II
summoned an ecumenical council and demanded that the diaphysite bishops of
Eransahr elect Sabri$o (r. 596 CE-604 CE)-who was beloved by Xusré II, Sérin, and

his other Christian wife, Mariam-as their katholicos.>*

337. ISo Yahb I, however, did say that he prayed for Xusro II's safety. See Wood, The Chronicle of
Seert, 188.

338. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 230.

339. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 229, 230; Histoire Nestorienne LXV . For more on the
personal relationship between the katholicos and the Sahansah, see Shaked, Dualism in Transformation,
110-111.
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Xusro II had a good relationship with SabriSo. Xusro II sent the patriarch to
Nisibis when the city rebelled after a bitter Christological dispute**’ and asked if he
would join the Sasanian army's campaign against the Romans at the start of the war
of the seventh century CE.>*' The Khuzistan Chronicle, with the example of Sabri$o,
suggests that Xusro 11 as sahansah of Eransahr did not hesitate to embrace the
support of the patriarch of the Church of the East. Xusro Il knew the benefit of
having the support of a good patriarch and was ready to use this support to bring a
city in line or to legitimize a campaign against the Christian Roman Empire. What is
more, Xusro Il also was well aware that by asking Sabriso to accompany him on the
campaign against the Romans, he would demonstrate to Iranian Christians the
legitimacy of a war against a “heretical” Christian empire.***

One important aspect of the Khuzistan Chronicle is that it demonstrates that
on some level, other Christians were cognizant of Xusro II's favorable dealings with
the Christians of his realm. After Phocas (r. 602 CE-610 CE) usurped Maurice and
had him and his family murdered, Xusro Il invaded the Roman Empire, thus starting
the war of the seventh century CE. Xusro II's army immediately began besieging

Dara. The example of Nathaniel, the bishop of Dara, is interesting because it

340. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 231; Histoire Nestorienne LXXV; “Khusro and the
Christians of His Empire,” 80-81.

341. As was introduced in the first chapter. See also The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part),232; Yuri
Stoyanov, Defenders and Enemies of the True Cross: The Sasanian Conquest of Jerusalem in 614 and
Byzantine Ideology of Anti-Persian Warfare (Wien: Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2011),
39-40; W.A. Wigram, An Introduction to History of the Assyrian Church or the Church of the Sassanid Persian
Empire, 100-640 A.D. (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004), 224.

342. For a katholicos on military campaigns with a Sahansah, see Brock, “The Church of the East in
the Sasanian Empire,” 77 and Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians of His Empire,” 80.
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exemplifies the contradictory portrayals of Xusro II that one can find in the
Khuzistan Chronicle.

Xusro II's army captured the city, and some Sasanian officials destroyed a
Christian Church. Nathaniel went to Nisibis and implored Xusro II to stop such
actions. How Daniel pleaded with the Sahansah demonstrates that knowledge of

how Xusro II favored his Christians spread outside Eransahr:

And he (Daniel) went to Nisibis to Kusro (Xusro II), and spurned him on, saying to

him, “You are fighting on behalf of Christians, while I am being persecuted by

- 343
Christians.”

It is entirely possible that Nathaniel was appealing to Xusro II's self-serving nature,
but this quotation nevertheless suggests that at least one person was aware that
Xusro II treated the Christians of Eransahr with respect. Nathaniel, in turn, tried to
use this knowledge to stop the destruction of Christian churches in Dara. Xusro II
did not find Nathaniel's overtures appealing, as he allegedly had the bishop
imprisoned and crucified.***

The Khuzistan Chronicle offers an interesting explanation as to why Xusro II

had Nathaniel crucified: “Because even if Xusro Il fashioned himself to show

343. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), in Greatrex and Lieu, 232; Chronica Minora I, 21:
ida L owis als dud xdade duty m) imda mulra atwas dal t._-us_d ~<h<a
was Ara L) ois > = et
Translation modified from Greatrex and Lieu.

344, According to John W. Watt, this episode is proof-positive that The Khuzistan Chronicle held
Xusrd IT in contempt and was pro-Heraclius. See Watt, “The Portrayal of Heraclius in Syriac Sources,” in The
Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte (Leuven:
Peeters Publishing Publishing, 2002): 67-71.
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kindness to the Christians because of Maurice, he was, however, the enemy of our
people.”** The language of this quotation, like the passages studied thus far in this
dissertation, initially suggest that Xusro Il was an enemy of Christians everywhere
for what he had done to Nathaniel. What is more surprising about this quotation is
that it was written by an Iranian Christian who lived during Xusro II's reign. This
sentiment, therefore, could indicate that Xusro II was at times hostile to the Church
of the East.

Of course, there is more to the Khuzistan Chronicle's labeling of Xusro II as an
enemy to “[their] people.” When we dig deeper into why the author did so, we can
see that Xusro II had to use the weight of his throne to bring the Church of the East
in line for political, not ecclesiastical reasons. All of these problems between the
church and the sahansah had to do with Xusro II's choice for patriarch of the Church
of the East.

SabriSo's death in 604 CE triggered a crisis that strained the relationship
between Xusro Il and the Church of the East. In 605 CE, Xusro II once again
summoned an ecumenical council to elect a new patriarch, where the bishops

praised him as being their protector.>*® At the urging of Sérin, Xusré Il wanted the

345. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), in Greatrex and Lieu, 232; Chronica Minora I, 21:
o A aatamn A\o» )\ oia) Koas atwas Kom Kaumn aawa @t A\ >
o) Kom ,madurd

Translation modified from Greatrex and Lieu.

346. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 119-120. For a survey of
synods and ecclesiastical letters invoking the Sahansahs as protectors starting with the 410 Synod of Seleucia-
Ctesiphon, see Richard E. Payne, “Christianity and Iranian Society in Late Antiquity,” 3-4, 151-152; Wood,
The Chronicle of Seert, 32.
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bishops of Eransahr to elect Gregory of Portath (r. 605 CE-609 CE) as patriarch.>*’
The bishops, however, wanted to have Gregory of KaSgar as their leader. The bishops
did so, but because of Sérin's support of Gregory of Portath, the Khuzistan Chronicle
labeled him as a drunkard and an ineffectual patriarch.**® After Gregory died, the
Church of the East did not listen to Xusro Il and refused to elect his choice for
patriarch.

Xusro Il retaliated against the Church of the East by not allowing it to elect
anyone as patriarch. Thus, diaphysite Christians in Eransahr were without a leader
until 628 CE when Xusro Il was assassinated, as is demonstrated by Thomas, Bishop

of Maraga:

[Xusro II] had heard that the Christians did not place Gregory as katholicos, whom he
had commanded, but craftily elected in his place another, he forgot all his love and
friendship for the Christians, especially that which he had for Sabri$o. And he cursed
them angrily, “Gregory will not minister as head.” And he swore by the sun, his god,
saying, “As long as I live I will never have another patriarch in the country of the east.”
... Thus until he [Xusro II] died by the sword of the Christian children of the church,

the holy church remained without a patriarch.349

347. Thomas, Bishop of Maraga, The Book of Governors: The Historia Monastica of Thomas Bishop
of Maraga, A.D. 840, vol. 2, ed. and trans. E. A. Wallis Budge (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press: 2003), XXV;
Histoire Nestorienne LXXX; Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 104; Brock,
“The Christology of the Church of the East,” 127. For details of the selection, see Wood, The Chronicle of
Seert,206-210.

348. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 233.

349. Thomas, Bishop of Maraga XXVI The Book of Governors, vol. 2, 89; Thomas, Bishop of
Maraga, The Book of Governors: The Historia Monastica of Thomas Bishop of Maraga, A.D. 840, vol. 1, ed. E.
A. Wallis Budge (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press: 2003), 50-51:

hady alynuso odon adal ihoilias 13aud K1 ilivels and LaNohd muolNRup pody 5a4a) 6 a¥s dYo
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Translation modified from Budge.
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The reason why Xusro II took this course of action was simple politics and
had nothing to do with religion. As has been demonstrated before, Xusro Il was
aware that he could not infuriate the Christians in the Caucuses. With the Church of

the East, the bishops, however, disobeyed his order, and he had to punish them.

What is more, there is also another component behind the lack of leadership
for the Church of the East. In the background of this drama, Gabriel of Siggar, a
staunch monophysite and Xusro II's doctor,**° undermined the diaphysite Church of
the East by urging Xusro II to not allow them to elect a patriarch. With this event,
Sérin's urging of Xusré II to have Gregory of Portath elected as patriarch, and Xusrd
II's relatively soft handling of the Albanian church's rebellion, we can see that Xusro
II at this time favored the monophysite brand of Iranian Christianity.

Why did Xusré II do this? Was it because of the love of his wife Sérin?**! Was
it because he was aware that the Christians of the Caucuses were monophysite, and
he could not risk being seen as favoring the diaphysites and incite a rebellion? This
explanation suggests that Xusro Il took a pragmatic approach to dealing with the
Christians of Eransahr.3** Or was it because Xusro Il sought to gain the favor of

monophysite West Syrian Christians, who resided in lands his generals had

350. J.M. Fiey, Jalons pour une Histoire de I'Eglise en Iraq: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum

Orientalium 310: Subsidia, Tomus 36 (Louvain: Secrétariate du CorpusSCO Waversebaan, 49, 1970), 134-137.

351. See Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 56.

352. Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians of His Empire,” 79. Greatrex wrote Xusro II's reign was
“passive and benign.” See ibid. 82-83.
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conquered from the Roman Empire?*** Or could Xusro Il have wanted to stop the
tensions in the Church of the East and the bishops' efforts to use the Sasanian
government either to prop up or depose a katholicos or even persecute
non-diaphysite Christians?***

The reasons behind Xusro II's actions undoubtedly were complex because at
the height of the war of the seventh century CE, he ruled over “what was
undoubtedly the largest empire of Christians in the world” and was filled with
monophysite, orthodox, and diaphysite Christians.**® But these reasons were not so
important when we consider that Christians of the Church of the East reacted
strongly to Xusro II's actions toward their church. This is similar to how Christians
in the Roman Empire reacted to the sophist Libanius' attempts to have Emperor
Theodosius II stop Christian attacks on pagan temples, as has been discussed by
Thomas Sizgorich: “the Roman emperor-even a Christian emperor-was always a

persecutor.”*° The threat of persecutions was forever lurking in the shadows of

353. This is the common explanation for Xusro II's actions. See Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians

of His Empire,” 79. This is, moreover, an avenue of research I will save for a later project. For more on the
separation between the West Syrian Christians and the imperial orthodox faith, see S. Ashbrook Harvey,
“Remembering Pain: Syriac Historiography and the Separation of the Churches,” Byzantion: Revue
International des Etudes Byzantines tome LVIII, fasc. 2 (1998): 295-308. For the persecution of these Christians
by the orthodox church, see Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre Chronicle: Part 11l 22-3 Chronicle: Part III trans.
Witold Witakowski (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1996); Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Asceticism and
Society in Crisis: John of Ephesus and the Lives of the Easter Saints (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London:
University of California Press, 1990), 63. For the gains made by that church under Xusro II, see Howard-
Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 326, 330; Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 200, 210-211. For West-
Syrian sources being anti-Heraclius, see Watt, “The Portrayal of Heraclius in Syriac Sources,” 74-75.

354. Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians of His Empire,” 82.

355. Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians of His Empire,” 78; Watt, “The Portrayal of Heraclius in
Syriac Sources,” 63.

356. Thomas Sizgorich, “'Not Easily Were Stones Joined by the Strongest Bonds Pulled Asunder":
Religious Violence and Imperial Order in the Later Roman World,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 15, no. 1
(2007): 96.
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Roman memory,*’ much like when Xusro II punished the Church of the East, the
memory of Sabiihr Il came back to haunt seventh-century CE Iranian Christians.**® A
Sahansah-even a sympathetic one-was always a persecutor.

Similarly to Roman accounts, Iranian Christian sources immediately reached
into the same bag of tricks to portray Xusro Il as being an irreverent, blasphemous
megalomaniac in response to him not allowing them to elect a patriarch. In the
Khuzistan Chronicle, for instance, Sérin called Xusro Il “God” (ahlaha) and told him
not to fear when he and his court fled Heraclius' onslaught during the Roman
invasion of Eransahr.**® Xusro Il then vowed to leave no church standing in Eransahr
if he were to defeat Heraclius.**

Despite these portrayals of Xusro Il being an enemy of Christianity, these
same sources also were aware that Xusro Il was anything but. Yazdin, for instance,
was influential in Xusro II's court as minister of finance and was an advocate for
diaphysite Christians in Eransahr.**' The situation for Iranian Christians was not as
bad as the Khuzistan Chronicle would have liked to portray it to be.

There is one final aspect to how diaphysite Christians in Eransahr portrayed

357. Sizgorich, “'Not Easily Were Stones Joined by the Strongest Bonds Pulled Asunder,” 78-79.
358. Walker, “Narrative and Christian Heroism in Late Antique Iraq,” 109-111.

359. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), in Greatrex and Lieu, 233; Chronica Minora I, 28.
360. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 233.

361. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), 234; Fiey, Jalons pour une Histoire de I'Eglise en Iraq,
134-135; Greatrex, “Khusro and the Christians of His Empire,” 81; Wood, The Chronicle of Seert,211-212.
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Xusro II: the capture of the True Cross from Jerusalem. Recall that The Legend of Mar
Qardagh already suggested to us that [ranian Christians believed they had a
powerful tool to use against the “heretic” Romans when they invaded Eransahr. The
Khuzistan Chronicle, however, demonstrates for us that no matter how much the
sources found consternation with Xusro II's interfering with the working of the
Church of the East, the authors of these texts were aware that when Xusro II took
the True Cross, it was a watershed moment over the Romans and a military and
religious victory over their erring co-religionists.

The following passage is long but is indicative to how many Christians in
Eransahr may have felt when Xusro II took the True Cross from the Romans. Notice
how the Khuzistan Chronicle states that the Roman defeat at Jerusalem occurred
because of the murder of Maurice and his family.*** This in turn reveals that the
author of this text believed that the Romans deserved to lose the True Cross to

Xusro II:

And he [general Sahbaraz] seized the bishop and the nobles of the city, and them on
account of the wood of the Cross and the items in the treasury. And because the divine
power had broken the Romans in the presence of the Persians, and because they shed
the blood of the King Maurice, and his sons, God left no place hidden, but rather they
revealed [each one] to them [the Persians]. They revealed to them the wood of the
Cross, which had been placed in a vegetable garden. And they made many vessels and
sent [the wood] to him, Xusro II, with many vessels and precious things. When it

[the stuff] reached Yazdin, he [Sahbaraz] held a great festival, and with the permission
of the king, he took a piece of the wood [for himself], and sent it [the wood] to the King
[Xusro II] the king placed it as a token of honor with the sacred vessels in the new
treasury which he had built in Ctesiphon.363

362. For martyr literature written in honor of Maurice and his family, see Wood, The Chronicle of
Seert, 178-179. See also Histoire Nestorienne LV .

363. The Khuzistan Chronicle (First Part), in Greatrex and Lieu, 234-235; Chronica Minora I, 25:
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This passage is important because not only does it suggest that at least one
diaphysite Christian in Eransahr believed that the murder of Maurice enabled God
to direct the Sasanians to the location of the True Cross and thus deprived the
Romans of it as punishment. But there is more to this passage. It ends with the
revelation that Xusro Il actually treated the True Cross with honor and put it in the
royal treasury in the Sasanian capital. In turn, Xusro Il also wanted a copy of the
Christian Scriptures after the capture of Dara to be brought back to Eransahr.*** This
is a far cry of a ruler who was portrayed to be at war with Christianity in his
realm.*®®

We can be fairly certain that despite all of Xusro II's problems with the
Church of the East, he had no desire to treat the religion with disrespect when he
took the True Cross from the Romans. Was this because of Sérin? Or did Xusro I
take the True Cross so that the Christians in his realm-whether monophysite or
diaphysite-could have an important relic of Christendom? There are many

questions, but the answers always point to the same thing: Xusro II, despite all the

almy aay o arxdy AL iaoia pio amaoi) i i0d ol sty A\ ma iy
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Translation modified from Greatrex and Lieu.
364. Thomas, Bishop of Margara, The Book of Governors, vol. 2, XXIII.

365. This is indicative of the wishy washy portrayals of Xusrd II in The Khuzistan Chronicle. The
author of the texts portrays Xusrd II in any manner he saw fit to sensationalize history. See Howard-Johnston,
Witnesses to a World in Crisis, 134.
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trouble he caused the Christians in Eransahr, actually had treated the religion with

respect, it was his ideology, no matter what the sources say.

Chapter 4
A Dream Deferred: Xusro II in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh and
Al-Tabar1's History

The last group of sources that features anything of length on Xusro II (r. 591
CE-628 CE) are Persian and Arabic texts. The authors of the Persian sources-Hakim
Abu'l-Qasim Ferdowsi Tiisi and Abi ‘Ali Muhammad Bal‘ami-portray Xusro Il as a
man caught up in events beyond control and his downfall as a tragedy. The Arabic
authors-Abi Ja‘far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari and Abu Mansir ‘Abd ul-Malik ibn
Mahommed ibn Isma'll (known as al-Tha‘alibi) portray Xusro Il as a crazed
monarch, drunk on power who got what he deserved.

This polarity exists because of the milieu of the different authors.**® Although
all authors were Muslim, each had different backgrounds and aims in the
composition of their texts. Ferdowsi wrote from a pre-Islamic/Shia Muslim point of

view. Bal‘ami not only translated al-Tabari from Arabic into Persian, he added

366. Indeed, there were tensions in the Islamic community in the years after the conquest of
Eransahr, especially over the question of the proper successor of Muhammad and the role of non-Arabs in
Islam. See Fred M. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing
(Princeton, NJ: The Darwin Press, 1998), 26; Patricia Crone, The Nativist Prophets of Early Islamic Iran: Rural
Revolt and Local Zoroastrianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 6-7, 9-11, 17-22, 74-75,
114-118, 160-162; Hugh Kennedy, When Baghdad Ruled the Muslim World: The Rise and Fall of Islam's
Greatest Dynasty (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2004), 38.
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material found in the X*aday-Namag, the lost Persian Book of Lords, not found in the
Arabic source.*”” On the other hand, al-Tabarl wrote a history of Eransahr, but as a
Muslim, he portrayed Xusro II in a bad manner to undermine and slander the last
great dynasty of late antique Iran, the house of Sasan, in an effort to justify the
Islamic conquest of Eransahr.*® Al-Tha‘alibi, another non-Persian Muslim, also
portrayed Xusro Il in bad light but with more nuance. By examining how each of
these sources portrayed Xusro I, we can see that tension exists between the these
authors. Ferdowst and Bal‘ami desired to present their Persian background by
denying that Xusro Il was a bad ruler who had his father killed. Al-Tabar1 and
al-Tha‘alibi sought to portray Xusro Il as a despot as a way to demonstrate the
superiority of Islamic culture.

Before we begin this study, it is important to understand that all of the main
authors of this chapter were Muslim and viewed everything from that point of view.
In no way does this chapter seek to make the claim that Persian culture went in
decline after the Arab conquest or that either culture is better than the other. This

chapter seeks only to highlight how portrayals of Xusro II differ when two different

367. Elton L. Daniel, “Manuscripts and Editions of Bal‘ami's 'Tarjamah-i Tarikh-i TabarT',” Journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland no. 2 (1990): 284-285; Howard-Johnston, “Al-Tabari
on the Last Great War of Antiquity,” in East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the End of Antiquity:
Historiographical and Historical Studies (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2006), 10; DJ. Khaleghi-Motlagh,

Encyclopedia Iranica, vol 1, fasc. 9 (New York: Bibliotheca Persica Press, 1989), s.v. "Amirak Bal‘ami."

368. Howard-Johnston, “Al-Tabari on the Last Great War of Antiquity,” 2, 7; Walter E. Kaegi,
Heraclius, Emperor of Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 152; Donner, Narratives of
Islamic Origins, 130-131. For al-TabarT Muslim piety, including his memorization of the Qur'an see Franz
Rosenthal, “The Life and Works of al-Tabar1,” in The History of al-Tabart, Volume 1: General Introduction and
From the Creation to the Flood (New York: State University of New York Press, 1989), 15, 33, 43. For al-
TabarT's intellectual development, see Claude Gilliot, “La Formation Intellectuelle de Tabari,” Journal
Asiatique: Périodique Trimestriel CCLXXVI no. 3-4 (1988): 203-244.
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ethnic groups lived side by side in a cultural borderland. By “borderland,” I use

Thomas Sizgorich's brilliant definition:

[Borderlands are] a space in which no cultural force is able to exercise uncontested
hegemony and in which one is likely to encounter discursive economies that
incorporate (but do not necessarily assimilate) the influences of various cultural

traditions and political interests.*®

The pillar of any study of how Xusro Il is portrayed in Iranian culture is
Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, the Iranian epic poem akin to Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and
Virgil's Aeneid.*”® What is interesting about FerdowsT’s portrayal of Xusro II is that
he focused a lot of attention on the spahbed (general) Wahram Cubin’s (r. 590
CE-591 CE) rebellion and Xusro II's efforts to regain the throne. Ferdowsi
immediately established that Sahansah Hormizd IV (r. 579 CE-590 CE) was engaged
in a long war with the Turkish nomads of the north, and he needed a spahbed to deal
with this threat. Wahram Cubin was that spahbed, and he answered his Sahansah ‘s
call to defend the realm.*”*

According to Ferdowsi, Wahram Cubin acted with valor and defeated the

Turkish hoards, which pleased Hormizd IV.”? As Wahram Cubin gained more

369. Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and
Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 149.

370. It must be stated that according to Howard-Johnston, the Shahnameh “flunks” the test as “real”
history because it is an epic poem, a claim with which I have reservations, as will be shortly seen. See “Al-
Tabari on the Last Great War of Antiquity,” 4, 19. On the other hand, Pourshariati wrote that Shahnameh is
actually a good source to study because FerdowsT slavishly followed his sources. See Parvaneh Pourshariati,
Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire: The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran
(New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008), 14-15.

371. Firdausi Hormuzd 7 trans. Arthur George Warner and Edmond Warner, The Shdahndma of
Firdausi, vol. 8 (London and New York Routledge, 2002).

372. Firdausi Hormuzd 8-18.
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victories against the Turks, however, Hormizd IV became suspicious of him.*”* Then
when Hormizd IV learned that Wahram Cubin had kept the most valuable pieces of
booty for himself, he sent him women's clothes.?”* Wahram Cubin, infuriated by this
insult, then rallied his army and the Iranian nobility, rebelling against the
$ahansah.’”

Ferdowsi demonstrated that Wahram Cubin took immediate action to spread
disinformation and to place a wedge between Hormizd IV and Xusro II. Wahram
Cubin

then had his men make a mint and stamp coins in the name of Xusro [II], and gave

to innocent merchants, as spokesmen for the deed, bags of these newly stamped coins
and said, “Buy from Tisfun rich Roman silk ware with figures in gold and silver.” He

wanted to take the coins to the King [Hormizd 1V, so he would notice ‘chem].376
Wahram Cubin then sent a letter to Hormizd IV himself in order to turn father
against son:

Xusro [II], your precious [and] fortunate son, sits on the throne. At his command, I

373. Firdausi Hormuzd 19.

374. Firdausi Hormuzd 20; A. Sh. Shahbazi, Encyclopedia Iranica, vol 111, fasc. 5 (New York:
Bibliotheca Persica Press, 1988), s.v. "Bahram VI Cobin."

375. Firdausi Hormuzd 21, 24; Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise and Fall of an Empire
(London and New York: 1. B. Tauris, 2009), 32; Touraj Daryaee, Sasanian Iran (224-651CE): Portrait of a Late
Antique Empire (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers: 2008), 81.

376. Firdausi Hormuzd 26 The Shdhndma of Firdausi, in Warner and Warner, 173; Abu’l-Qasem
Ferdowsi, Hormuz NusSinravan 1712-1717 ed. Dajal Khaleghi-Motlagh and Abdolfazl Khatibi The Shahnameh
(The Book of Kings), vol.7 (New York: Bibliotheca Persica, 2007), 609:
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Translation modified from Warner and Warner; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 132.

150



will make mountains [into] plains! I will make deserts like Jthun with enemy’s blood!
Even though his character is that of a boy, but he is fit to rule today!”377

These quotations demonstrate that as far as Ferdowsi was concerned, Xusro
Il had nothing to do with the rebellion against Hormizd IV. Xusro II had no designs
on the throne, and he was unaware of any sort of discontent against his father.
Wahram Cubin made a concerted effort to spread disinformation to conceal his
desire to overthrow the sahansah and to divert his attention to killing Xusro Il and
painting his cause as just. Why else would Wahram Cubin rebel? All he wanted to do,
according to his disinformation, was to put a worthy man on the throne and
overthrow a tyrant. Thus, by pretending to be fighting for Xusro II's “cause,”
Wahram Cubin could cover his true intentions by placing blame on the unaware
Xusro II.

Wahram Cubin’s efforts worked. Hormizd IV grew suspicious of Xusré Il and
planned to have him murdered at night. Xusro II, however, discovered this plan and
fled to Azerbaijan with a number of supporters,*”® while Hormizd IV dispatched an
army to deal with Wahram Cubin. This army, however, was destroyed, and Hormizd

IV became inconsolable.?”’ It was at this time that Xusro II’s maternal uncles, Bindoe

377. Firdausi Hormuzd 27, in Warner and Warner, 174; Ferdowsi, Hormuz Nustnravan 1723-1725, in
Motlagh and Khatibi, 610:
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Translation modified from Warner and Warner.
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and Bistahm, decided to act on their own to correct what they saw wrong with
Eransahr, the stagnation of the state.*®® This act had serious consequences for
everyone involved.

Again, Ferdowsl placed Xusro II far away from this event. He had nothing to
do with it as he had already fled to Azerbaijan when he discovered his father wanted
him dead. It was his uncles, who according to Ferdows1 were imprisoned by
Hormizd IV due to their close relation to Xusro 11,*** who blinded the Sahansah, not
Xusro II. Ferdowsi even went further to say that after his general was killed in the
battle with Wahram Cubin, Hormizd IV became depressed and went into seclusion,
while Bindoe and Bistahm broke out of prison, donned armor, and rallied Eransahr
into rebellion. Then they took the crown from Hormizd IV’s head, cast him down
from his throne, and blinded him with a red-hot iron.**

How Ferdowsi portrayed Xusro II'’s reaction when he heard about his father’s
misfortune is important because it suggests that he believed Xusro II to be innocent
in Hormizd IV's blinding. When a messenger reached Xusro II in Azerbaijan and told

him what happened, the prince paled at the news and said the following:

If the evil you say pleases me, my food and sleep will turn into fire! And yet what time
my father set hand to blood, I cannot reside in Iran, his house! Yet [ am a slave to him,
and must harken to his words!*®

380. According to Pourshariati, however, Xusro II's uncles rebelled against Hormizd IV to avenge
their father's murder at the Sahansah's hands. See Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 127.

381. Firdausi Hormuzd 27.
382. Firdausi Hormuzd 29.

383. Firdausi Hormuzd 30, in Warner and Warner, 184; Abolqasem Ferdowsi, Shahnameh: The
Persian Book of Kings trans. Dick Davis (New York: Penguin Group, 2006), 774; FerdowsT, Hormuz
Nustnravan 1908-1910, in Motlagh and Khatibi, 627:
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Xusro Il lamented what happened to Hormizd IV and acknowledged that he
no longer could stay in Eransahr. Xusro Il revealed that he was “slave” to his father
and must obey him. In this sense, “harkening to his words” undoubtedly means that
Xusro6 Il must come to Ctesiphon and tend to his father after he was blinded.
Ferdowsi suggests that the ties between father and son were strong, especially
when Xusro II, with an army at his back and being greeted by the nobility, entered
Ctesiphon “mournfully” to visit his father.***

During this meeting, Hormizd IV made Xusro II promise to seek vengeance
against those who blinded him- a promise his son made with one reservation:
Wahram Cubin was the greater threat because he threatened the house of Sasan and
would be taken care of first. After he dealt with Wahram Cubin, Xusro II promised
his father that he would avenge him,*® a promise he kept after the end of the war.**

Then Xusro II sat upon the throne and offered general amnesty to any rebel

lovendis (gl s po LS5 Gl sl 51 s AT Gsa 4 G s oS
lol saido gl wsS 8 pads ploaly (S G 0S| sl an

Translation modified from Warner and Warner, and Davis.

384. Firdausi Hormuzd 30, in Warner and Warner, 185; Ferdowsi, Hormuz Nustnravan 1918, in
Motlagh and Khatibi, 628: 4 4 54

385. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 3 trans. Arthur George Warner and Edmond Warner The Shdhndma of
Firdausi, vol. 8 (London and New York Routledge, 2002).

386. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 44.
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noblemen still in Ctesiphon.*®’

When Wahram Cubin heard about Hormizd IV's blinding, he ordered his
army to march to Ctesiphon and attack Xusro I1.**® When these two men met to
parlay, we can see that Ferdowsi wanted to portray Xusro Il as innocent in not only
the rebellion against Hormizd IV but in his disfigurement as well.

Wahram Cubin told Xusro II:

As for Hormuz [Hormizd V], I will avenge him! Otherwise I will be king of Iran! Now
tell me the story that everyone agrees on, that you put hot irons on the eyes of the king,

or that you gave the command for someone to have this done.*®

Wahram Cubin's speech further elucidates that he wanted to keep hitting on the fact
that Xusro II was innocent of the ill fortune that befell his father. If Xusro II could be
linked in anyway to the rebellion and blinding of Hormizd IV, it was because
Wahram Cubin kept pumping out disinformation that tainted Xusro II's reputation.
Wahram Cubin then repeated these accusations to the Iranian nobility when Xusro
II fled to Constantinople to ask Emperor Maurice (r. 582 CE-602 CE) for military aid

after his army was defeated in battle.**

387. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 2.
388. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 4; Ferdowst, Shahnameh, 775-776.

389. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 5 The Shdhndma of Firdausi, in Warner and Warner, 212; FerdowsT,
Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings, in Davis, 781; Abu’l-Qasem Ferdowst, Xusro Parviz 269-271 ed. Dajal
Khaleghi-Motlagh and Abdolfazl Khatibi The Shahnameh (The Book of Kings), vol. 8 (New York: Bibliotheca
Persica, 2007), 22-23:
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Translation modified from Warner and Warner, and Davis.

390. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 11.
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This parley between Wahram Cubin and Xusrd II also demonstrated that
Ferdowsl painted the renegade spahbed's actions as being anti-Sasanian. As the two
men insulted each other and asked why each deserved to rule Eransahr, Xusro I
said that he got his right to rule from his father and that he justly inherited the
throne. Wahram Cubin, on the other hand, said the following about the house of
Sasan:

Did Ardesir [ArdaxSir |, the first Sahansah, r. 224 CE-242 CE] kill Ardavan [the last

Arsacid king, r. 208 CE-224 CE] and take his throne? Now five hundred years have

passed since and the Sasanian crown has grown cold!... I will trample the Sasanian
crown! The Askanians [the Arsacids] should be great, if a man listens to what is true!*”!

This passage suggests that Wahram Cubin did not rebel against Hormizd IV because
he was accused of not turning over all of the booty from the war against the Turks to
the Sahansah; he also was vehemently anti-Sasanian and wanted to restore the
Arsacid dynasty to its former glory.**?

Because Ferdowsi portrayed Wahram Cubin as wanting to overthrow the
Sasanian dynasty, we can assume that he wanted to portray the battle between him

and Xusro II to demonstrate the tension between the Arsacids and Sasanian in

391. Khusrau Parwiz S Firdausi The Shdhndma of Firdausi, in Warner and Warner, 224; Ferdows,
Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings, in Davis, 781-782; Ferdowsi, Xusro Parviz 308-309, 313-314, in
Motlagh and Khatibi, 25-26:
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Translation modified from Warner and Warner, and Davis. For Wahram Cubin's Arsacid heritage, see

Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta: An English Translation with Introduction and
Notes 3.18.6 ed. and trans. Michael and Mary Whitby (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1986).

392. For the tension between the Arsacid and Sasanian in late-Sasanian Eransahr, see chapter two;
See Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire,95-96, 122, 125-126, 397-398, 458.
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pre-Islamic Iran. Thus, by portraying Xusro II as not killing his father and as we shall
see, as behaving valiantly in the war with Wahram Cubin, Ferdowsi wanted to
suggest that Xusro Il was the last defender of the house of Sasan, the last mighty

dynasty of late antique Iran.

For instance, Ferdowsi did not sugarcoat that Wahram Cubin defeated Xusro
II the first time they fought one on one and that Xusro II had to flee and seek succor
from Maurice. Ferdowsi, however, took the opportunity to show that even though
Xusro II did receive aid from the Romans, he was able to act valiantly and defeat the
usurper in a later battle. When Xusro6 Il returned to Eransahr with a Roman army at
his back and a Roman princess as a bride, he and Wahram Cubin once again engaged
in combat. This time, however, Xusro II scored a hit with his lance on Wahram
Cubin's breastplate and with his sword upon his helmet. Wahram Cubin's army then
abandoned him, and he fled to China.*>* Xusro6 II, due to his bravery and strength in
battle, defeated the rebellious spahbed, Wahram Cubin.

Ferdowsl's casting of Xusrd II as the one who defeated Wahram Cubin was a
way for him to show Xusro II as the defender of Sasanian honor. The reasons for this
will become clear when we examine how al-Tabari portrayed Xusro II, but for now it
will suffice to at least be aware that at this moment in his text, Ferdowsi wrote that
the last great Sasanian Sahansah defeated a challenger from the Arsacid dynasty.

Because Ferdowsi portrayed Wahram Cubin's rebellion as being based in part on

393. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 26; Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, 789-791.
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anti-Sasanian sentiment and Xusro II's single-handed defeat of the spahbed, it is a
strong possibility that he considered the house of Sasan, not the Arsacids, to be the

legitimate rulers of Eransahr.

The best piece of evidence we have is that when Ferdowsi wrote about the
Arsacids, he described them as being only a clan*** and used them as a placeholder
in between Alexander of Macedon's conquest of the Achaemenid Empire (331 BCE)
and Ardaxsir I, the first Sasanian Sahansah. The Parthians, in other words, were not
a part of [ranian national identity and represented an interregnum in Iranian
history.**® Furthermore, the propagandistic, pro-Sasanian Letter of Tansar

numerously mentions that the Arsacids were tyrants®*

that corrupted the world
and let it fall into ruin.*”’

Ferdowsi used Wahram Cubin to demonstrate that an Iranian needed to

394. Ferdowst, Shahnameh, 529.

395. Olga M. Davidson, Poet and Hero in the Persian Book of Kings (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1994), 15. It should be noted that Parvaneh Pourshariati and Touraj Daryaee have postulated
that attempts to purposefully forget the Arsacids was an attempt by Sasanian Sahansahs to undercut the power
of the nobility, but at the same time these same Sahansahs were keen on linking themselves to past Iranian
dynasties, including the Arsacids, but highlighted the supremacy of the Sasanians over previous ruling dynasties
of Iran. See Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 33-34, 46; Touraj Daryaee, “The Fall of the
Sasanian Empire to the Arab Muslims: From Two Centuries of Silence to Decline and Fall of the Sasanian
Empire: the Partho-Sasanian Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran,” Journal of Persianate Studies 3
(2010): 242, 244-246. What is more, the support of Arsacid noble families helped secure the Sasanians as the
ruling dynasty of Iran, and when this alliance fell apart, so did the Sasanian Empire at the end of the Roman-
Sasanian War of the seventh century CE. See Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 159-160.

396. The Letter of Tansar 11 trans. M. Boyce (Roma: Instituto Italiano Per Il Medio Ed Estremo
Oriente, 1968).

397. The Letter of Tansar 43.
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embrace the Sasanian dynasty because they were the ones who reclaimed the idea
of Iran from the Parthians. For instance, when Ferdowst wrote that when Ardaxsir [
rose to power, people recognized that ArdaxsSir [ was descended from Keyanid kings,
the early mythical rulers of early Iran,*® a dynasty of which the Parthians were not
part.**” Ferdowsl even went further than stressing that Ardaxsir [ was descended
from the Keyanids: A priest called Ardaxsir I the restorer of the monarchy and
implored him to cleanse the province of Pars.**’ I take this cleansing to mean that
Ardaxsir cleansed Pars of the Parthians and restored the Keyanid dynasty, thus
restoring Iran to its previous glory.*"! If we examine The Letter of Tansar, it also
becomes apparent that the Sasanians viewed the Parthians as neglecting and
corrupting Zoroastrianism; it was then the job of Ardax3ir I to restore Eransahr to
the practice of Zoroastrianism.***

It seems that Ferdowsi tapped into a shared Iranian national identity by

embracing the Sasanians as the true Keyanid rulers of Iran,*”® and Ferdowsi helped

398. Ferdowst Shahnameh 538.

399. This is not to say, however, that the Parthians disappeared after the rise of the house of Sasan.
Several Parthian families aided Ardaxsir I during his overthrow of the Arsacid dynasty and served loyally in the
Sasanian army as heavy cavalry and generals. See Scott McDonough, “The Legs of the Throne: Kings, Elites,
and the Subjects in Sasanian Iran,” in The Roman Empire in Context: Historical and Comparative Perspectives
ed. Johann P. Arnason and Kurt A. Raaflaub ( Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011): 298-301, 307;

Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 5,9-10, 37,42-43,96, 115.
400. Ferdowsi Shahnameh 539.

401. For more on Ardaxsir I possessing the “glory” of the Keyanids, see Markus Takeshita, “From

Iranian Myth to Folk-Narrative: The Legend of the Dragon-Slayer and the Spinning Maiden in the Persian Book
of the Kings,” Asian Folklore Studies 60, no. 2 (2001): 206. For Ardaxsir I’s glory being greater than that of the

Parthians, see ibid. 212.
402. The Letter of Tansar 7,11-12,22.

403. For Sasanian emperors attempting to link themselves to the Keyanids, see Touraj Daryaee,
“National History or Keyanid History?: The Nature of Sassanid Zoroastrian Historiography,” Iranian Studies
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to perpetuate this aspect of this identity by repeating and reinforcing it in his text.***

The usurper Wahram Cubin then violated proper Iranian behavior by stating that
the Arsacids deserved to rule.

This ties into the larger question of how Ferdowsl interpreted what it meant
to be Iranian when he wrote the Shahnameh. As was established earlier, Ferdowsi
was a Shia Muslim who wrote about the pre-Islamic past of Iran. While Mahmoud
Omidsalar already has demonstrated that Ferdows1 was a product of this cultural
hybridity, it cannot be denied that Ferdowsi also was keen on highlighting that as
$ahansah, Xusro 11 adhered to his ancestral religion-Zoroastrianism.*’® This is
important because as was established earlier in this dissertation, Xusro II
accommodated and bestowed patronage on the Christian subjects of his realm.

Recall that Emperor Maurice gave Xusro II aid to regain his throne from
Wahram Cubin. After Xusro II defeated the spahbed, Maurice sent him treasures and

kingly clothes as a way to legitimize his claim to the throne.**® What is interesting

28, no. 3-4 (Summer/Fall: 1995): 136-38; Touraj Daryaee, “The Construction of the Past in Late Antique
Persia,” Historia: Zeitschrift fiir Alte Geschichte 55, H. 4 (2006): 502. And more importantly, see Touraj
Daryaee, “Ardaxsir and the Sasanians’ Rise to Power,” Anabasis: Studia Classica et Orientalia 1 (2010): 246,
250 for Ardaxsir I falsifying his link to the Keyanids.

404. For the common Indo-Iranian narrative about the Keyanids as reflected by FerdowsT, see
Davidson, Poet and Hero, 6-7,11, and 15.

405. For the link between Sasanian Sahansahs and Zoroastrianism, see McDonough, “The Legs of the
Throne,” 291, 294; R. N. Frye, “The Political History of Iran under the Sasanians,” in The Cambridge History of
Iran, Volume 3 (1): The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods ed. Ehsan Yarshater (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983): 134.

140. For Sahansahs visiting fire temples during their reign, see Arthur Christensen, L'Iran sous les
Sassanides (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard, 1944), 166-167; Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 69-97. For the link
between Iranian culture and Zoroastrianism, see Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and
Society in the Near East, 600-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 27, 29.

406. As discussed in chapter one. See Theophylact Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta,
5.3.7 Matthew P. Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual Kingship Between Rome and Sasanian
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about how Ferdowsi portrays this incident is that he brings in the religious element
of Maurice's gift to Xusro Il not found in the Roman sources. Ferdowsi, for instance,
wrote that when Xusro Il received the clothes, he was dismayed to find that they had

Christian crosses sewn on them. He thus complained to a minister:

These robes of Rome are not just the clothes of rich farmers, but of Christian priests!
If on our garments there were crosses, it may seem like there were Christian
[garments]! And if | wear [them], the magnates might say “The king of the flock has

L . . 407
become a Christian who has become involved in the Cross!”

This passage demonstrates that Ferdowsi's Xusro Il was someone who was
not ready to abandon Zoroastrianism for Christianity, despite the help Maurice, a
Christian, may have sent him, because it may get the nobility talking that he
converted. Xusro Il did not want to appear to flirt with the idea of wearing Christian
garments. He eventually did wear them when that same minister advised him that if
he did not, it may anger Maurice. So in the end, Xusro II relented and wore the
clothes to the banquet he held in the Romans' honor.**®

Xusro II's devotion to Zoroastrianism is more apparent when Maurice wrote

Iran (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2009), 187.

407. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 28 The Shdhndma of Firdaust, in Warner and Warner, 308; Ferdows,
Xusro Parviz 2079-2074, in Motlagh and Khatibi, 158:
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Translation modified from Warner and Warner.

408. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 30. The Histoire Nestorienne went further and stated that Xusro II
rehabilitated Christian churches in Eransahr as a way to say thank you to Maurice. See Histoire Nestorienne
(Seert Chronicle), Seconde Partie LVIII trans. Addai Scher and Robert Griveau in Patrologia Orientalis:
Tomus Decimus Tertius ed. R. Graffin and F. Nau (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1919).
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a letter to Xusro II, congratulating him on the birth of his and Maryam's son, Siroé.
What is interesting about this letter is that Maurice asked Xusro II to return the
cross of Jesus Christ's crucifixion.*”” Here, Ferdowsi rewrote history and
whitewashed the fact that in reality, Xusro II took the True Cross from the Romans
when his armies captured Jerusalem in 614 CE during the war of the seventh
century CE. Xusro II acknowledged all that Maurice had done for him, but he refused
the send back the True Cross to the Romans and told him not to worry about not
having it.""® Xusro II stated that Sahan$ah Ardaxsir I took the True Cross to
Ctesiphon, so by the time of his reign, the cross already had been in Eransahr for
about four hundred years, instead of being taken from Jerusalem in 614 CE.
Ferdowsi wanted to show his audience that, for centuries, the Iranians had the most
important relic of Christianity while the Romans-officially a Christian empire-did
not.

With this in mind, it may seem that Ferdowsi wanted to say that the Iranians,
at least in the case of them possessing the True Cross, were superior to the Romans.
But there is more to Xusro II's reply to Maurice than that. Ferdowsi also wanted to
demonstrate that Xusro Il was a staunch Zoroastrian who refused Maurice's request
because again, he did not want to appear to the nobility that he converted to

Christianity as a way to repay the Romans for their help.*"* Xusro6 II, in other words,

409. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 53.
410. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 54.

411. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 54.
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was not only the last defender of the house of Sasan because he defeated Wahram
Cubin but because he remained faithful to Zoroastrianism.

This is especially true at the banquet he held in the Romans' honor. The
Roman commander, Niatus, became angry at Xusro II because he did not perform
Christian rites at the start of the meal while wearing the cross-festooned clothes
Maurice had sent him. Maryam, Xusro II's wife, defused the situation when she told

12 Clearly, at least

Niatus that Xusro II never promised to convert to Christianity.
according to Ferdowsi, Xusro II's dedication to Zoroastrianism was never an issue,
because he never converted to Christianity, despite tolerating it, and witnessing its
rites.*"

While it seems that Ferdowsi wanted to portray Xusro Il as a good man, and
the examples cited are just a few from a large selection, there is one more important
thing to consider when scrutinizing Ferdowsl's representation of Xusro II: Did he
think Xusro II had anything to do with Hormizd IV's death? This question is
significance because as we will see later in this chapter, different authors with
different agendas say whether Xusro II did or not.

Recall that in their first clash, Wahram Cubin defeated Xusro II, and the latter

fled to Rome to ask Maurice for succor. When Xusro Il and his remaining

companions fled Wahram Cubin's pursuing army, his uncles, Bistahm and Bindoe,

412. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 29. Christensen and Frye wrote that Xusro II did not convert. See
L'Iran sous les sassanides, 487; Frye, “The Political History of Iran under the Sasanians,” 172. Xusro II even
visited the fire temple of Atur Gusnap after he defeated Wahram Cubin. See Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth,
15.

413. Histoire Nestorienne LIX.
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urged him to keep riding to Constantinople, because Wahram Cubin would write to
Maurice to warn him that Xusro Il was a rebel and to not help him.** This warning
worked; Xusro Il rode faster while his uncles lagged behind. Things then took an evil

turn for Hormizd IV:

When he [Xusro II] passed by, those two cruel ones returned [to Ctesiphon], eager
for revenge, they arrived from the road and sought the palace of the king, full of
distress and hearts full of sin. When they came near the throne, they took a string
from a bow and wrapped it around his neck and hung him, the dear one. Thus
became the crown and throne of the sahansah; you would say that “Hormuz

[Hormizd IV] was not in the world!"*

The evidence is clear: Ferdowsi did not believe that Xusro II had anything to
do with his father's death. Bistahm and Bindoe acted on their own and urged Xusro
11 out of Eransahr so they could do the deed, and although he suspected they were
hiding a secret when they caught up to him, Xusro6 II was unaware of what his uncles
did to his father. That Ferdowsi considered Xusro Il innocent of patricide is
important because as we have seen already, he depicted the sahansah as a valiant
defender of the last mighty dynasty that ruled Iran before the advent of Islam.
Ferdowsl's belief colored how he viewed Xusro II, and we can see this being played

out over and over again in the Shahnameh.

414. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 8.

415. Khusrau Parwiz 8 Firdausi The Shdhndma of Firdausi, in Warner and Warner, 232; FerdowsT,
Xusro Parviz 643-637, in Motlagh and Khatibi, 51:
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Even when Xusro Il was arguably at fault for doing something wrong,
Ferdowsi found a way to downplay this and cast the blame on someone else. For
instance, Ferdowsi does not hide the fact that later in his reign, Xusro II milked the
lower classes to fill his treasury and surrounded himself with bad advisers. This
action, however, had no effect on Eransahr until a group of conspirators decided to
write to the Roman emperor, who was undoubtably Heraclius (r. 610 CE-641 CE),
asking him to invade with the promise of their help.** This is significant because it
suggests that Ferdowsi chose to ignore the entire war of the seventh century CE,
with all of Xusro II's gains early in the war, and more importantly, the suffering of
the Iranian people when Heraclius and his army slaughtered thousands of people in
gruesome ways, including the emperor cutting open the bellies of pregnant women

17 and the destruction of Zoroastrian fire

and dashing the fetuses against rocks
temples.*'®

All of this this evil inflicted upon the people of Eransahr, according to
Ferdowsi, did not happen because Xusro II first invaded the Romand Empire and

almost conquered it, and the Romans responded in kind. It was Xusro II's

incompetent advisers who invited the Romans to take Eransahr.*** With this in

416. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 63; Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, 816-817.

417. Thomas Sizgorich, “Sanctified Violence: Monotheist Militancy as the Tie That Bound Christian
Rome and Islam,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 77, no. 4 (December: 2009): 905.

418. For Heraclius' atrocities committed upon the subjects of EranSahr, which had religious
overtones, see Chapter one.

419. Ferdowst's account also confirms, in a roundabout way, what the Roman, Armenian, and
Albanian sources had to say about the downfall of Xusro II: it was a conspiracy of the highest order. For
communication between Siro€ and Heraclius after the murder of Xusrdo II, see Theophanes Confessor,
Chronographia AM 6118, in The Chronicle of Theophanes trans. Cyril Mango and Roger Scott with Geoffrey
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mind, it is amazing that Ferdowsi even referenced Xusro II's love of treasure, and |
suspect this is because Xusro II's opulence was well known in the Iranian world, if
this section from the mah i frawardin roz i hordad is any indication: “In the month of
Fravardin on the day of Hordad, eighteen things in eighteen years came to Xusro [II],
son of Hormazd [Hormizd IV]."**°

Because he came from an Iranian background, Ferdowsi was more inclined
to present Xusro Il in a good light. While the Shahnameh itself is a trove of how at
least one Iranian in the tenth century CE interpreted the larger framework of
Iranian history, it is important to look beyond Ferdowsi to understand that he is not
a singularity. There is another author named Bal‘ami who translated the Arabic
History of al-Tabarl into Persian and included events from the X“aday-Namag that
differ from the original source.**' Bal‘ami, like Ferdows, held the opinion that Xusro
I1 did not kill or have his father killed.

How Bal‘ami depicted Xusro II's return to Ctesiphon is important, because it

demonstrates that like Ferdowsi, he wanted to show that Xusro Il had nothing to do

Greatrex (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), Nikephoros, Breviarium 15-16 ed. and trans Cyril Mango,
Nikephoros, Patriarch of Constantinople: Short History (Washington, D. C.. Dumbarton Oaks, 1990);
Chronicon Paschale 628 Chronicon Pascale, 284-628 AD: Translated with Notes and Introduction by Michael
Whitby and Mary Whitby (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1989); Movsés Dasxuranci 13 The History of
the Caucasian Albanians trans. C. J. F. Dowsett The History of the Caucasian Albanians (London: Oxford
University Press, 1961); Pseudo-Seb&os The Armenian History 39; Howard-Johnston, “Al-Tabari on the Last
Great War of Antiquity,” 13-14, 18; Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 33, 35; Kaegi, Heraclius, 148; Kaegi, Heraclius,
174-175, 178; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 159, 173.

420. Mah 1 frawardin roz T hordad 27 Corpus of Pahlavi Texts ed. Jamaspji Dastur Minocherji
Jamasp-Asana (Bombay, 1902), 323: mah frawardin roz hordad hastdah cispad hastdah sal o huraw
ohrmazdan rased. Special thanks to Soodabeh Melakzadeh-Eradji from the History Department of UC Irvine for
help with this translation. See also Daryaee, Sasanian Iran, 90.

421. Bal'ami modified all of his sources. See Andrew Peacock, Mediaeval Islamic Historiography
and Political Legitimacy: Bal ami's Tarikhnama (London: Routledge, 2007), 73-76. For Bal‘ami's modification
of al-Tabarf in general, see ibid., 76-88, 135-136.
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with the blinding of Hormizd IV. According to Bal‘ami, after being welcomed by the

people of Ctesiphon and accepting the crown:

Parviz [Xusro II] descended the throne and went near [to] his father on foot, and
prostrated in front of Hormuz [Hormizd IV] and kissed the earth at his feet, and cried
and shed a lot of tears for what had happened to him, and swore that “I had no idea
about what they had done to you and know nothing about the coins that Bahram
[Wahram Cubin] had minted, I did not know and I did not order it and it was all done
by Bahram [Wahram Cubin]. He wanted to cut me off from you and I did not approve

of what these people did, but if I had not accepted this kingdom, people would have

taken the kingship out of this family and your offspring."422

This passage suggests that Bal‘amy, like Ferdowsi, believed that Wahram Cubin set
up Xusro II and that he was caught up in events beyond his control. What is more,
based on Xusro II's emotional pleas, we can safely surmise that indeed, he was not
behind the rebellion and took the crown only because he believed that Arsacid
usurper Wahram Cubin threatened the kingly house of Sasan.

While it may seem that this quotation suggests that Xusro II's apology to
Hormizd IV was self-serving and that he actually rebelled against him, Bal‘ami
wanted to make sure his audience knew that Hormizd IV, at least, knew that his son

had nothing to do with what happened to him:

422. Bal'ami 2-8 Tartkh-namah-yi Tabari ed. Mohammad Rawshan Tarikh-namah-yi Tabart
(Tehran: Nashr-i Naw, 1366 Samst [1987]), 782; Bal‘ami Chronique de Abou-Djafar-Mo hammed-Ben-Djarir-
Ben-Yezid Tabari, traduite sur la version Persane d'Abou-'Ali d'aprés les manuscrits de Paris, de Gotha, de
Londres et de Canterbury, vol. 2, ed. and French trans. M. Hermann Zotenberg (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale,
1869), 274-275 (Here after cited as Bal'ami, Chronique de Tabari):
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Translation based off Zotenberg, with special thanks to Soodabeh Melakzadeh-Eradji from the History
Department of UC Irvine for her help.
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Afterwards, Hormuz [Hormizd IV] accepted his [Xusro II's] apology and said, “I knew
that you did not approve of what Bahram [Wahram Cubin] did, and what the people

did, and what you did well to accept the kingship.”423

Because Bal‘ami wrote that Hormizd IV forgave Xusro Il and acknowledged that he
was innocent, we can safely surmise that Bal‘ami wanted his audience to
understand that Xusro Il had no culpability in the rebellion against his father.

But what about the murder of Hormizd IV? Again, like Ferdowsi, Bal‘ami
believed that Xusro II was innocent and that the guilt of this crime lay at the feet of
Bistahm and Bindoe. After Xusro II fled to the Roman Empire to ask Maurice for

help, Bal‘am1 wrote:

When they were a bit away from Madayen [Ctesiphon, literally “the cities”], his
relatives [Bistahm and Bindoe] stopped and thought to themselves that “What we
have done is not wise, now Bahram [Wahram Cubin] will enter Madayen and enthrone
Hormuz [Hormizd IV] and take matters into his hands and send an amy after us and
arrest us. And if he does not find us, Hormuz [Hormizd IV] will send some troops

to the Caesar [Maurice] to arrest us. The best thing is to wipe Hormuz [Hormizd [V]
off the earth.” They said to Parviz [Xusro II], “You head on, we will head back to the
city to take care of some business and do what is best doing, and bid our wives farewell,
and then follow you.” And they did not say what [they] wanted to do. Parviz [Xusro II]
thought that they were going to abandon him and turn towards Bahram [Wahram
Cubin]. So he rode his horse and left with those ten people and his heart was unhappy
with his relatives. So they both went back and entered the city and went into the
palace. They saw the women and slaves all weeping because of Parviz's [Xusro II]
departure and others busy with other stuff. So they said, “We have something to do
with the king alone, and we have brought a message from Parviz [Xusro II].” They
entered and no one in the house paid attention to them, as they were weeping and
mourning for Parviz [Xusro II], and they cuffed Hormuz's [Hormizd IV] hands and

put his headgear around his neck and strangled him and came out mounted [their
horses] and went after Parviz [Xusro II] and found him. Parviz [Xusro II] rejoiced
upon [seeing them] and they said, “We took some things from home and bid our

wives farewell,” and did not say that they had murdered Hormuz [Hormizd IV].A‘24

423, Bal'ami 8-10 Tartkh-namah-yi Tabari ed. Mohammad Rawshn Tartkh-namah-yi Tabart
(Tehran: Nashr-i Naw, 1366 Sams7 [1987]), 782; Bal ami, Chronique de Tabari, in Zotenberg, 275:
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Translation based off Zotenberg, with special thanks to Soodabeh Melakzadeh-Eradji from the History
Department of UC Irvine for her help.
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This passage is remarkable because it suggests that Bal’ami believed that Xusro II's
uncles killed Hormizd IV without his knowledge. They lied to him and returned to
Ctesiphon to save themselves by assassinating Hormizd IV. What is even more, just
because Bal‘ami wrote that Xusro Il was happy that Bistahm and Bindoe returned to
him does not imply that Xusro Il knew what his uncles were doing. Xusro II's joy is
indicative of his dire situation: His entire army had deserted him, save for ten men.
Xusro II was happy to have anyone by his side, even if two of those men harmed his
father.

It is clear that Bal‘ami and Ferdowsi shared a common belief that Xusro6 11
was innocent of harming Hormizd IV and rebelling against him. Xusro Il was drawn

into a series of events that were beyond his control, and he reacted accordingly to

(Tehran: Nashr-i Naw, 1366 Samst [1987]), 785-786; Bal'ami, Chronique de Tabari, in Zotenberg, 278-279:
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Translation based off Zotenberg, with special thanks to Soodabeh Melakzadeh-Eradji from the History
Department of UC Irvine for her help. For Madayan as Ctesiphon, see Frye, “The Political History of Iran under
the Sasanians,” 120; Stefan R. Hauser, “Véh Ardashir and the Identification of the Ruins at al-Mada’in,” in
Facts and Artefacts, Art in the Islamic World: Festschrift for Jens Kroger on his 65th Birthday ed. Annette
Hagedorn and Avinoram Shalem (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2007): 461.
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save his family, the Sasanian dynasty. Of course, it is possible that Xusro Il was a
rebel and had his father killed so he could take the throne during the confusion of
Wahram Cubin's revolt. To be fair, neither Bal‘ami nor Ferdowsi offer us any
evidence of Xusro II's innocence; they imply he did not do anything wrong. To get an
alternate point of view, we must leave the “pure” Iranian sources behind and
examine a source written in Arabic, the History of al-Tabarl.

Al-Tabari was born in the ninth century CE in Tabiristan, modern
Mazandaran, Iran.*® It is important to understand that just because he was born in
the Iranian world does not mean he shared the same sentiments of Bal‘ami and
Ferdowsi. Al-Tabari came from a family of Muslim colonists who settled in the
former Eransahr after the conquests, and his devotion to Islam colored how he
wrote about Sasanian history.**® While it is true that all three authors pulled from
the X"addy-Namag, al-Tabari presents us with a different version of Xusro Il not
found in the other sources.*”” Al-TabarT's Xusro Il is a man who wanted the throne so

badly that he committed the sin of patricide.

425. Rosenthal, “The Life and Works of al-Tabari,” 10.

426. Kennedy, When Baghdad Ruled the Muslim World, xx-xxi; Rosenthal, “The Life and Works of
al-Tabari,”12.

427. For more on the X"aday-Namag and how it influenced all four authors, see James Howard-
Johnston, Witnesses to a World in Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle East in the Seventh Century
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 341-348; Zeev Rubin, “Al-TabarT and the Age of the Sasanians,” in
Al-Tabart: A Medieval Muslim Historian and His Work ed. Hugh Kennedy (Princeton: The Darwin Press,
2008): 60-62; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire, 13. For al-TabarT and the X"aday-Namag,
see “Al-Tabari on the Last Great War of Antiquity,” 8; Mohsen Zakeri, “Al-TabarT on Sasanian History: A
Study in Sources,” in Al-Tabari: A Medieval Muslim Historian and His Work ed. Hugh Kennedy (Princeton:
The Darwin Press, 2008): 28. For FerdowsT and the X"aday-Namag, see Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World
in Crisis, 348-353; Omidsalar, Poetics and Politics, 26-46, 58-66. For the alternate view that FerdowsT got most
of his information from oral sources, see Davidson, Poet and Hero, 3-7, 29-44. For al-Tha‘alibi, see Omidsalar,
Poetics and Politics, 51-52. For Bal ami, see Omidsalar, Poetics and Politics, 68.
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Al-Tabari's account of Wahram Cubin's rebellion and Xusr II's flight from
Eransahr to Azerbaijan follows that of Bal‘ami and Ferdowsi,*”® including his
apology to Hormizd IV.*** We need to consider, however, one important detail. After
Xusro II's army deserted him and before his journey to Constantinople, Bistahm and
Bindoe became worried that Wahram Cubin would restore Hormizd IV to the throne
and write to Maurice to send Xusro Il and his companions back to Eransahr so they
may be put to death.**® Xusro II's uncles asked his permission to kill Hormizd IV, a
request he ignored. Bistahm and Bindoe returned to Ctesiphon, strangled, Hormizd
IV to death, and then meet up with Xusro II on the road. They told Xusro II that he
could proceed on his quest under the best possible circumstances.**' Al-Tabari
wanted to imply that Bistahm and Bindoe murdered Hormizd IV to absolve Xusro II
of any blame, but the young sahansah still played a role in the murder of his father
by tacitly allowing it.**?

Al-Tabari's assertion is shocking because when he began his description of

Xusro II, the author called him mighty, brave, and farsighted.*** It is important,

428. Aba Ja'far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari The History of al-Tabart: An Annotated Translation:
Volume V, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen trans. C. E. Bosworth (New York: State
University of New York Press, 1999), 295-305.

429. Al-Tabarl, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 306-307.
430. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 309.
431. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 309-310.

432. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 310, note 725; Christensen,
L'Iran sous les sassanides, 444.

433, Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 305.
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however, to realize that when one undercuts someone else's legacy, it is sometimes a
better tactic to imply that that person committed egregious deeds, such as tacitly
allowing one's father to be murdered. This is al-Tabarl's strategy in portraying Xusro
Il the way he does; there are little hints here and there in the narrative that
demonstrate to the reader of the text that Xusro Il was an unseemly character.

This is especially true in how al-Tabari depicted the war of the seventh
century CE. He gets the origins of the war correct: A rebellion in the Roman Empire
occurred; Maurice and his family were killed; afterwards, Phocas (r. 602 CE-610 CE)
assumed the emperorship, and then Xusro Il gave Maurice's son, Theodosius,
sanctuary and invaded Roman territory to avenge the man who had aided him years
before.*** Al-Tabari, however, used the war of the seventh century CE to suggest that
Emperor Heraclius (who deposed Phocas in 610 CE) was divinely sanctioned to
defeat Xusro II.

According to al-Tabari, Heraclius had a dream where a supernatural figure
cast down Xusro Il and put a chain around his neck.”® In another episode, when the
Sasanian army was unstoppable and had the Romans in retreat early in the war, the
polytheists of Arabia mocked the prophet Muhammad and his followers. The
Muslims replied that God was behind the Romans because they were Christian and

they soon would defeat the Zoroastrian Iranians.*®*® The God of Abraham, in other

434, Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 315-316.
435. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 320; Kaegi, Heraclius, 124.

436. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 324-327; Nadia Maria El-

Cheikh, Byzantium Viewed by the Arabs (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 26-30; Kaegi,

Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 207-210; Lawrence I. Conrad, “Heraclius in Early Islamic
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words, supported his children, the Christian Romans, agaisnt the pagan Iranians.
This episode suggests that al-Tabari wanted to demonstrate for his audience the
inferiority of Persian Zoroastrianism to the God of the Christians, who is the same
God worshipped by Muslims.

Al-Tabart also used Xusro II as an example of a monarch who knew that
Muhammad was a prophet but refused to hear the message. Over the course of his
reign, an angel supposedly visited Xusro Il and told him that a prophet was
ascendant (Muhammad) and to accept God, but Xusro Il became frightful and
chased away the apparition.*”” What is remarkable about this is another Muslim
historian, Ibn Ishagq, also said the same thing about Heraclius. After the Romans
defeated the Sasanians, Heraclius recognized Muhammad as the last prophet of God,
but he could not convert to Islam because of pressures from the Roman political
elite.*® The two leaders of two mighty realms were thus portrayed as people who
were exposed to Islam but failed to recognize it.

Because al-Tabar1 wanted to paint Xusro II as a stubborn Zoroastrian who
rejected Islam, the rest of his narrative is a showcase for the sahansah's
shortcomings. Like Ferdowsi, al-Tabari also wrote about Xusro II's covetousness; but

with al-Tabari's hostility to Xusro II, this portrayal takes a malevolent bent not found

Kerygma,” in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Confrontation eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H.
Stolte (Leuven: Peeters Publishing Publishing, 2002): 114-130.

437. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 335-338.

438. See, for instance, Ibn Ishaq, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ishaq's Strat Rasil Allah
ed. and trans. Alfred Guillaume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 654-656; Kaegi, Byzantium and the
Early Islamic Conquests (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 69-70.
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in the Shahnameh. In al-Tabari's account, Xusro II is driven to collect more taxes (the

bane of all civilized people) from the subjects of Eransahr.*

Moreover, al-Tabari also wrote that as the war with the Romans dragged on,
the Sasanians sustained a string of defeats, and Xusro6 Il demanded the soldiers who
survived be put to death.*** Even Xusro II's high command allegedly was not spared
his suspicions. According to al-Tabari, the spahbed Sahbaraz had a dream where he
was Sahansah. Xusro Il got word of this, became jealous, removed him from
command, and ordered his death.*** Sahbaraz, in turn, wrote to Heraclius and
proposed an alliance to fight against Xusro 11.** In al-Tabari's point of view, Xusro
II's jealousy led to the events of his downfall, which confirms Ferdowsi's account
that a conspiracy toppled the Sahansah.

This anti-Xusro6 II conspiracy emerged from the darkest shadows of Iranian
society and freed Xusrd II's son, Siroé, from prison (Xusrd I had him imprisoned

443

based on an omen that he would end the Sasanian dynasty™-) and declared him

Sahansah the following morning. Xusro II fled to the palace garden in terror,

439. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 375-376.

440. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 378; “Al-Tabari on the Last

Great War of Antiquity,” 16.

441. Al-Tabarl, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 328; Walter E. Kaegi and
Paul M. Cobb, “Heraclius, Shahrbaraz, and al-Tabari,” in Al-Tabari: A Medieval Muslim Historian and His
Work ed. Hugh Kennedy (Prmceton The Darwin Press 2008): 95-112; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the
Sasanian Empire, 145. According to Kaegi, it was Sahbaraz's failure to hold back the Romans that led to Xusro

IT's anger with him. See Kaegi, Heraclius, 149, 151.
4472. Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 329-330.

443, Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 380.
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according to al-Tabari, where he was arrested and charged with overtaxing the
people, killing his political enemies, and putting too many soldiers on the
Roman-Sasanian border.*** This depiction is in opposition to Ferdowsi and Bal‘amj,
who wrote that when his wife, Sérin, awoke him with the news of the revolt, Xusro II
donned his armor and awaited his captors in the gardens, where several had to turn
back because they were too afraid to arrest him.*** Even at the end of Xusro II's
reign, al-Tabari wants to paint him in a bad manner that differs from the Persian
accounts.

While al-Tabari by himself offers us enough evidence to show that his version
of Xusro Il is different from those of Bal‘ami and Ferdowsi, another author who
wrote in Arabic, al-Tha‘alibi, corroborates the slanderous claim made by
al-Tabari that Xusro II was implicitly involved in Hormizd IV's death. Al-Tha‘alibi's
History suggests that al-Tabari was not alone in how he portrayed Xusro II. A careful
reading, however, of al-Tha‘alibl shows that he did not want to paint Xusro Il in a
bad light as did al-Tabarl. But as we shall see, even if al-Tha“alibi wanted to provide
his audience with the “true” Xusro I, he still believed the Sahansah committed
patricide.

Al-Tha“alibi follows the same trajectory as the other sources studied in this

chapter when he wrote about Xusro II's actions after Hormizd IV was blinded. Xusro

444, Al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, 379. Xusro II's response to
these charges are studied in the conclusion to this dissertation.

445. Firdausi Khusrau Parwiz 64; Ferdowsl, Shahnameh, 820; Bal‘ami, Chronique de Tabari, 331.
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Il returned to Eransahr, came before his father, and wept. Hormizd IV then forgave
him.*** Wahram Cubin defeated Xusro Il in battle, and Xusrd II fled to the Romans for
help.447 Like Ferdowsi, Bal‘ami, and al-Tabari, al-Tha‘alibi wrote that on the journey
to the Roman Empire, Bistahm and Bindoe became worried that Wahram Cubin
would reinstate Hormizd IV on the throne and write to Maurice to have them
arrested. The two asked Xusro II for permission to Kkill his father, and he refused.
They killed Hormizd IV anyway and told Xusro II that God gave him the opportunity
to succeed."*®

This demonstrates that al-Tha‘alibi believed that Xusro I was involved in his
father's death, as al-Tabar1 wrote in his History. Al-Tha‘alibi, on the other hand, went
further and wrote that after he secured his throne, Xusro Il realized that he had a
kingly duty and could not let the murders of his father remain unpunished; so he
ordered them to be strangled.** While Xusro II's actions could be labelled as “too
little too late” because he avenged his father's murder after his uncles aided him
against Wahram Cubin, it should be noted that it is remarkable that al-Tha‘alibi even
attempted to say that Xusro II did anything to punish his uncles. Al-Tha‘alibi could

have been like al-Tabart and chosen to highlight all of Xusro II's bad qualities, but he

446. Al-Thaalibi, Histoire des rois des perses par Aboit Mansoiir ‘abd Al-Malik ibn Mohammad ibn
Isma‘il al-Tha‘alibi ed. and French trans. M. Herman Zotenberg (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1900), 662.

447. Al-Tha'alibi, Histoire des rois des perses, 665.
448. Al-Tha'ilibi, Histoire des rois des perses, 666.

449, Al-Tha'alibi, Histoire des rois des perses, 670; Pourshariati, Decline and Fall of the Sasanian
Empire, 155.
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strove for a balanced depiction of the sahansah.

Even al-Tha‘alibi's description of Xusro II's wealth, which is massive and
spans several pages in the French translation,”° corroborates al-Tabari, with a major
exception. Al-Tha‘alibi claimed that Xusro6 II got much of his treasure when the
Sasanians invaded the Roman Empire to avenge his patron, Maurice.*' Al-Tha‘alib1
went far beyond other authors and wrote that Xusro II thanked God for giving him
the riches of the Roman Empire, including the True Cross.**

Al-Tha‘alibi is important because while he was a Muslim author who
ostensibly wanted to portray Xusro Il in a bad light, he was more concerned with
presenting different aspects of the Sahansah. Thus, al-Tha‘alibi is an example of a
Muslim, who although he wrote about the bad characteristics of Xusro II, he did not
do so in a malicious manner. Al-Tha‘alibi wanted to present Xusro II's complexities,
even if that meant linking him with Hormizd IV's murder.

The disparity between the two groups of sources suggests that the figure of
Xusro Il was part of a larger struggle between two groups of Muslims in what was
Eransahr: people such as Ferdowsi and Bal‘ami, and to a lesser extent, al-Tha‘alibi,
who depicted Xusro II as a young man caught in the turmoil of his realm and had
nothing to do with the rebellion agaisnt Hormizd IV or his death. These authors

represented people who were Muslim, but they still retained the memory of Iranian

450. Al-Tha'alibi, Histoire des rois des perses, 687-689, 698-711. For more on Xusrd II's
possessions, see Canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth, 146-147.

451. Al-Tha'alibi, Histoire des rois des perses, 700-701.
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culture that predated Islam. That is why Xusro Il is presented as a noble figure in

these texts.

Al-Tabari, on the other hand, was someone who, although was he born in the
former territory of Eransahr, traced his lineage to Muslim settlers who came to
Tabiristan; thus, it makes sense why as an outsider, he would be more hostile to
pre-Islamic Iranian culture, especially the Zoroastrian Xusro II. Al-Tabari's History
was an effort, in part, to undermine the legacy of pre-Islamic Iran. That is why his
version of Xusro II is not especially flattering and why he championed the Romans
over the Iranians during the war of the seventh century CE. Then, if we shift our
view to how al-Tabarl imagined the Islamic conquest of Eransahr, we can
understand why he projected such negativity onto Xusro Il and why Ferdowst and
Bal‘ami presented the better aspects of Xusro II's character.

Al-Tabari, for instance, wrote that the Arabs fought against the Iranians with
the ferocity of a lion and were stricken with awe and fear.*** According to
al-Tabari, the Iranians were able to hold back the Arab advance only with difficulty,
and the Arabs kept pressing forward. When al-Tabari wrote his work in the
ninth-century world, in other words, the cultural environment was that Arabs were
the lions, the beasts of the jungle, while the Sasanians were the lions’ prey, and these

lions did not falter in the hunt.

453. Abi Ja'far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabarl The History of al-Tabari: An Annotated Translation:
Volume XII, The Battle of al-Qadisiyyah and the Conquest of Syria and Palestine trans. Yohanan Friedman
(New York: State University of New York Press, 1992), 7.
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The theme of Arab hunter versus Sasanian prey was repeated once more in
al-TabarT’s work. In a report to the last §ahansah Yazdgird III (r. 632 CE-651 CE), the
spahbed Rostam Farroxzad described the Arabs as attacking the Iranians like wolves
attacking an unsuspecting shepherd.*** The tenacity of the Arabs manifested itself as
being described as being animal-like, while the Sasanians, no matter what, could not
stop the beast that wanted the lands of Eransahr and the blood of the Iranians and their
sons if they did not convert to Islam.*® This suggests that at least in the minds of the
Arabs, spreading Islam is what drove the Arabs to conquer Eransahr like lions and
wolves. The compilers of the Dénkard (the compendium of Zoroastrian knowledge
compiled in the ninth century CE**) referenced the Muslim invaders as being
merciless.*’

In the seventh book of the Dénkard, for instance, there is reference to the
stages of the Islamic invasion, and these references suggest that the compilers of the
Dénkard believed that the Arab invasion of Eransahr was violent and that
Zoroastrianism was under threat. The compilers wrote that during the invasion, the

magi no longer could speak the truth about Zoroastrianism and that the sacred fires
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burning in temples were disturbed.”® The Arab invaders were called evil, and it was
written that they spread misery, pestilence, strife, and demon worship in
Eransahr.*® Based on the violent events of the seventh century CE, it is not hard to
see why the compilers of the Dénkard would portray their world in stark terms. But
this is not to say that the Sasanians allowed to Muslims to advance unobstructed, as
is evidenced by the fierce resistance of the people of Ctesiphon to the Arab siege of
the city after the decisive Arab victory at the battle of al-Qadisiyyah (637 CE).**° But
the Muslims kept pressing their advance through Eransahr without pause.*'

A memory of violence, however, is not the only traumatizing part to Zoroastrian
identity in the ninth century CE. After the death of Yazdgird III, the Arab conquest was
complete and thus began the decay of Zoroastrianism. Zoroastrians began to convert to
Islam whether by force, or what was perhaps more likely, voluntarily in order for
Sasanians to align themselves with their Arab conquerors to better their position in life.
Despite Peter Clark’s assertion that Muslims persecuted Zoroastrians, the former
Sasanian world was not entirely one of forced conversion to Islam, and there was

toleration of non-Muslims in the centuries after the conquests,*** but the new world
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order was clearly pro-Muslim. While the public use of most fire temples was prohibited,
private Zoroastrian worship still was allowed. But the fact remains that Islam became
the grease that lubricated the wheels of post-conquest Iran. In order to get ahead in the
world, one had to be Muslim, and that required conversion from Zoroastrianism in order
to do so.**”

That process began even before the conclusion of the Islamic conquest of
Eransahr when Zoroastrians began to convert to Islam. Most converts in this period
were Sasanian prisoners of war captured in battle. Al-Tabarf, if he is to be believed at all,
reported that after one battle, 120,000 men converted to Islam.*** These conversions
only accelerated as time marched on, and more and more Zoroastrians apostatized to
[slam, and thus we see statements such as the followers of false religions end up only in
hell.**®

These voluntary conversions were cause for alarm in the compilers of the
Dénkard. As more people converted from Zoroastrianism to Islam, the loss of followers
of the good religion who voluntarily left was the shock that forced Zoroastrians after the

conquest to re-evaluate their position in the world. As more and more people converted
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to Islam, the scenes described by Thomas, Bishop of Maraga, became commonplace:

And while a man was passing at night along the road, at the side of a fire temple
[literally “house of fire”] of the Magians, which had been a ruin for some time, demons
went out after him in the form of black ravens.**°

Or, what was probably the most common, the fire temples, where people honored
Ohrmazd (the Zoroastrian deity) and where sahansahs celebrated their coronation,
were converted into mosques, one temple at a time.**” This is perhaps the reason why
the compilers of the Dénkard wrote, “The adversary of religion is bad religion and
non-Iranian behavior”**® The compilers were responding to an environment tainted
with holy war and conversion by creating strong communal ties within the Zoroastrian
community.**’

Again, if we look to Arab sources, we see that the Zoroastrians’ worst fear coming

true. The Muslim thinker Ahmad Ibn Hanbal became upset when his students asked him
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if nonbelievers were a part of Muhammad’s community. Ibn Hanbal’s reaction that no
one should ask this question leads one to believe that indeed, nonbelievers, especially
Christians and Jews, were in Muhammad’s community. *’° The world of Ibn Hanbal was
one of communal mixing, and thus we can see that indeed, the Zoroastrians were mixing
with Muslims during the ninth century CE.*"!

Another question was posed to Ibn Hanbal concerning Christians, Jews, and
Zoroastrians who took part in raids against the Christian Roman Empire. Were these
people allowed booty? If so, how much? Ibn Hanbal replied that these people were
allowed only a small share.*”* Then after Ibn Hanbal’s death, it was reported that
Muslims, Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians all mourned.*” Clearly, Zoroastrians were
interacting with Muslims in the ninth century CE. While Ibn Hanbal was concerned with
maintaining religious boundaries, the Zoroastrians reacted with horror because every
Zoroastrian who apostatized or interacted with a non-Zoroastrians, then Zoroastrianism

was deprived of someone to aid in the battle against Ahriman, its malevolent deity.*’* If
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we glance at another Zoroastrian text compiled in the ninth century CE, the Arda Viraz

Namag, the souls of apostates would be sent to hell:

And I saw the soul of a man who, in hell, stood in a column, in the manner of a snake.
And his head was like the head of a man and the other [the rest of the body] was like
a snake. And I asked thus, “What crime did this body do?” Sro$ the righteous and Adur

the angel said thus, “This is the soul of that evil man who, in the world, did heresy; and

he fled into hell in the form of a snake.”*””

Then in the eighth book of the Dénkard, the book concerning Zoroastrian religious law,
there is a reference to specific modes of action to be taken to erase the “deceptions” of
apostates, although we are left wondering what these actions may be.*’® The
post-Sasanian world of Zoroastrianism is a stark one indeed.

While Ferdowsi and Bal‘ami were decidedly not Zoroastrian, it is not outside the
realm of possibility that they remembered not only the Islamic conquest of Iran but
what Eransahr was before the arrival of Islam. The memory of violence left an imprint
on these two men, and this is perhaps why they did not write about the Roman-Sasanian
War of the seventh century CE. In their minds, perhaps the Islamic conquests
overshadowed what Heraclius and his armies did when they invaded Eransahr and
destroyed Zoroastrian fire temples because the Zoroastrians were able to recover from

that disaster. They were unable, however, to recover from the slow process of
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conversion that began after Yazdgird IlI fled Eransahr and became a beggar king,
roaming from province to province of his former empire in an attempt to rally men to
his cause; he even went to the Chinese for military support.*”’

Thus, we see that Ferdowsi and Bal‘ami were aware of the fall of the Sasanian
dynasty and the efforts of some people, such as al-Tabari, to defame Xusro II by making
him into a patricide and a greedy man who was so paranoid that he began liquidating
the nobility when they could not push back agaisnt the Roman advance. Then maybe in
their point of view, the Islamic conquest of Eransahr was more damaging than Heraclius'
invasion because many Zoroastrians began to convert to Islam, and Iranian culture
began to change slowly over time. This is more important because it was the war of the
seventh century CE that weakened both the Roman Empire and Eransahr and allowed
the Arab Muslims to rise.”’”® G.W. Bowersock has even stated that Heraclius' defeat of
Xusro Il was a "gift" to Muhammad because the Arabs were able to fill the power

vacuum that existed in areas "liberated" from the Sasanians.*”® Thus, we see that Bal‘ami

and Ferdows1 demonstrated to their audiences the good characteristics of Xusro II
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because of the slander and libel of al-Tabari as a way to preserve Iranian culture in a
changing world.

This is not to imply in any way, shape, or form that Iranian culture declined after
the Islamic conquest.*®® As with every culture, Iranian culture changed with time and
circumstance, and it must be noted again that Bal‘ami and Ferdows1 were Muslims, but
at the same time they were Iranians who were aware of their people's history and
culture. That is why when they looked at their pasts, they saw the good aspects of Xusro
I1, while an outsider such as al-Tabari saw the sahansah's flaws. Each of these authors
looked at their sources and decided which aspects of Xusro II to focus upon, depending
on how each viewed the past. In the centuries after the Islamic conquest of Eransahr, the
Islamic community was sorting out what was and what was not in the narratives written
by people who had different points of view.**' Thus, the different depictions of Xusro II
were part of the wider world of borderlands in the early Islamic world, as both sides

were competing for legitimacy in a messy world.
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Conclusion

Xusro, We Hardly Knew Ye

Throughout this dissertation, we have studied how different sources portrayed
Sahan$ah Xusré 11 (r. 591 CE-628 CE). In the first chapter, we examined how Roman
sources strove to depict Xusro Il as a wicked man, hellbent on eradicating Christianity.
While these depictions make for good reading because of their hyperbole, the only
reason why Roman authors said such things about Xusro Il is because his armies nearly
conquered the Roman Empire. These authors experienced terror when news reached
them of Xusro II's armies conquering swaths of Roman territory. This terror reached its
apex with the siege of Constantinople in 626 CE. Fear bred outrageous depcitions of
Xusro II.

In Chapter two we shifted our gaze to an Armenian writer, Pseudo-Sebéos. We
discovered that while his History provides us with a dramatic letter supposedly written
by Xusro II in which he mocks Christianity and blasphemes Jesus Christ, Pseudo-Sebeos
was not only anti-Xusro Il because the history of Sasanian meddling in Armenian affairs,
he did not like the Romans either. Thus, Pseudo-Sebéos' History is an exemplum of the
delicate position Armenia was in during late antiquity: perpetually balancing between
two superpowers and playing both sides off the other.

The third chapter is where we began to scrutinize how a group of Sasanian
subjects-diaphysite Christians-depicted in their sources Xusro II. Again, we saw how on
the surface many of these sources seemed to paint the Sahansah as a despot, drunk with

power. When we dig a little deeper, however, it becomes apparent that these sources
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demonstrate their hatred of Xusro6 Il only when he became legitimately angry with the
Church of the East, removed their katholicos, and did not let them elect a new one for
several years. But despite this hatred of Xusro II for refusing them to elect a new
patriarch, sources written by Iranian Christians demonstrate how well Xusro II took
care of them when they invoked his name at the start of their ecumenical councils. More
importantly, these sources demonstrate the respect Xusro Il showed the True Cross of
Jesus Christ's crucifixion when the Sasanian army captured it at the fall of Jerusalem in
614 CE.

The fourth and last chapter of this dissertation was an examination of sources
written after the Islamic conquest of Eransahr. Sources written by Ferdowsi and Bal‘ami
demonstrated a kinder Xusro II not found in other sources. Ferdows1 and Bal‘ami
showed us a different view of the Sahansah and that he was a temperate ruler who did
not have his father killed. On the other hand, the Muslim historian al-Tabari depicted
Xusro II as tacitly allowing his uncles to kill his father, Hormizd IV (r. 579 CE-590 CE)
and haughtily rejecting Islam. Ferdowsi and Bal‘ami depicted Xusro Il in a better light
than al-Tabari because of their Iranian heritage, meaning they were kinder to pre-
[slamic Iranian culture than was the devout Muslim al-Tabari. But just because an author
wrote a history of Xusro Il from a purely Islamic point of view does not mean that
author would be hostile to Xusro II. Al-Tha‘alibi presented us with a balanced Xusro II
who might have allowed his father's assassination. Of all of the sources studied in this
dissertation, perhaps al-Tha‘alib1 gave us the most nuanced depiction of Xusro II

because he demonstrated both the good and evil he was capable of.
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Through these four chapters, it is clear that the aim of this dissertation is to
understand why so many sources harshly portrayed Xusro II. Several histories
demonstrate the bad characteristics of Xusro II, but we should not accept them as fact. It
behooves us as historians to do a little digging to understand why these sources
portrayed him as they did. Time and time again, we see that the people who wrote about
Xusro Il had reasons to do so-whether it was the Roman authors who were afraid that
he would conquer their realm or whether it was diaphysite Christians in Eransahr who
were angry he would not let them elect a new leader. Just because several sources were
hostile to Xusro II it does not mean he was worthy of such scorn.

Xusro II ruled Eransahr for thirty seven years. The course of his reign would be
marked with benevolent actions and bad choices; dark and light; black and white; good
and evil. Xusro I was human, and he could not please everyone in Eransahr with his
actions. The sources studied in this dissertation are a testament to that fact; they
highlight Xusro II's bad qualities over and over again. It seems that the only time
someone would write anything about Xusro II's reign was when they had something bad
to say about him, even though in reality Xusro II was infinitely more complex than how
he was portrayed.

Thus, the following question emerges: Could we strip away the vitriol and libel
found in these sources to discover the real Xusro 11?7 If we look at all of the available
sources on Xusro II's life, it becomes clear that we are dealing with a man with a
larger-than-life personality who had a vision, a man who yearned for greatness and

immortality available only to those who are brave enough to seize what they want.
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In 626 CE, Xusro II's power seemed to be limitless.*** His armies nearly toppled
the Iranians' ancient foe, the Roman Empire.*®® In battle after battle, the Sasanian war
machine conquered more and more Roman territory. Slowly, the Roman state began to
atrophy with the loss of tax revenue while the Sasanian treasury began to swell with
captured Roman booty.*** What is unknown to most people is that Xusro II, who was not
a Christian and was decidedly Zoroastrian, ruled over the largest empire of Christians
the world had ever seen during the height of his conquest of the Roman Empire.*** Xusro
Il was the ruler of Iranian diaphysite Christians, monophysite Christians in the
Caucuses, and orthodox Christians who lived in what had been part of the Roman
Empire. Clearly in 626 CE, Xusro II had the right to take the Middle Persian epithet
“Aparvez,” which morphed into the modern Persian form “Parviz,” meaning victorious.

If we keep in mind that Xusro II's accomplishments in 626 CE had surpassed any
Persian Sah in any dynasty***~Achaemenid, Parthian, or Sasanian-then we can

understand that maybe in his dealings with other people, Xusro Il might have come
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across as arrogant. He knew his accomplishments would back up his rhetoric. He talked
the talk because he walked the walk.

The primary sources provide us with a snapshot of the rise of Xusro II's pride
and victories. In The Chronicle of AD 1234, for instance, it is stated that Xusro Il became
harsh and prideful as his general Sahbaraz conquered more and more Roman
territory.*” Movsés Katankatuac'i corroborates this assertion by stating that Xusro Il
became arrogant because of his gains in the war of the seventh century CE.**® We have
two authors who had linked Xusro II's behavior with the success against the Romans.

So why did Xusro I even wage war with the Romans? As stated earlier in this
dissertation, the Roman Emperor Maurice (r. 582 CE-602 CE) aided Xusro II during the
rebellion of Wahram Cubin (r. 590 CE-591 CE). Xusrd II did not take any action against
the Romans until the rebel Phocas (r. 602 CE-610 CE) murdered Maurice and his family
and plunged the Roman Empire into the horrors of civil war.

According to several sources, Xusro Il used his benefactor's murder as a pretext
to invade the Roman Empire. Pseudo-Sebéos wrote that Xusro Il declared that the
Roman Empire was his and set out to install Maurice's son, Theodosius, on the throne.*®

Theophylact Simocatta and Theophanes Confessor agreed with Pseudo-Sebéos and
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wrote that he used the death of Maurice as an excuse to launch his conquest of the
Roman Empire.*”’ In the Histoire Nestorienne, it is stated that Xusro Il wept at news of
Maurice's assassination and vowed to avenge his patron.*’! It is thus possible that
Maurice's death forced Xusro II's hand.

Xusro II was clearly grateful for Maurice's help, as suggested by Evagrius
Scholasticus*” and Ferdowsi*”®> when they wrote that Xusro Il sent gifts to Maurice after
the war with Wahram Cubin. Theophylact Simocatta included in his History a letter
Xusrd II wrote to Maurice asking for his help against Wahram Cubin and said he was the
emperor's son.*”* Xusro II felt affinity for Maurice, so maybe Xusro II did feel the desire
to avenge Maurice's death by invading the Roman Empire to punish Phocas. But as his
armies successfully penetrated the Romans' lines of defense, the urge to make his
domain stronger pushed Xusro Il into believing that he defeat the Romans and extend

Eransahr from the Iranian plateau, to Khuzistan, to Bactria (modern Afghanistan), to
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parts of Italy, to North Africa, to Egypt, to Asia Minor and the Levant, to the Caucuses.*”
So it seems that the desire to avenge the death of the man who helped him retake the
throne changed into a desire to obtain glory.

We see that it is entirely possible that Xusro6 II could write a letter like the one
described by Pseudo-Sebéos when he mocked Christianity and told Heraclius he would
forgive the emperor of his sins.*” Or it is equally possible that Xusro II might have told
Maurice not to care about the True Cross of the Crucifixion when Ferdows1
anachronistically wrote that the Sasanians had had the True Cross since the reign of the
first Sahans$ah, Ardax3ir I (r. 224 CE-242 CE).*’ Thus, while this dissertation has
suggested that there are reasons for how many sources described the outrageous
behavior of Xusro II, the common thread of Xusro II's supposed arrogance could be
explained by his success in the war of the seventh century CE.

Xusro II probably did get haughty when the collapse of the Roman Empire
seemed imminent. As time passed from the end of the war and Xusro II's defeat,
different writers with different points of view portrayed the ugly parts of Xusro II's
personality. The important thing to take away from this is that just because a group of
writers depicted Xusro II as an enemy of God,**® there is a good reason why they did so

that did not actually accurately reflect the real Xusro II. We also should be aware,
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however, that the root of the root of these depictions might have been grounded in
reality, when Xusro II might have gloated when his victory seemed imminent.

We can see that Xusro II's personality was irreverent, as suggested by Bal‘ami.
After Maurice gave Xusro Il a Roman army to help him get back the throne from Wahram
Cubin, the Roman commander Theodosius asked Xusré Il why he did not challenge the
usurper to one on one combat. Xusro II did not respond, and a Roman called out
Wahram Cubin. The fight did not go well for the warrior. Wahram Cubin killed him.
Xusro Il laughed and told the Romans that they now knew how much a threat Wahram
Cubin posed. Xusro II then sent the Roman's body back to Maurice with a letter stating
here was his “champion” who had insulted him.*** In a sympathetic source such as
Bal‘ami, we see that Xusro Il had a wicked sense of humor; thus, it is not hard to see that
maybe Xusro II did have an irreverent streak about him that could be misinterpreted as
arrogant.

So perhaps Xusro II did become arrogant at the apex of his power in 626 CE as
the Roman Empire was about to crumble. Xusro II was poised to subdue the ancient foes
of the Iranian people, and he was on the cusp of ensuring his name would be
remembered by countless generations. In two years time, however, Heraclius was able
to turn the tide and execute “one of the most astonishing reversals of fortune in the

annals of war”*” Heraclius rallied his army against Xusro II by successfully marrying the

499. Bal‘ami Chronique de Abou-Djafar-Mo hammed-Ben-Djarir-Ben-Yezid Tabari, traduite sur la
version Persane d'Abou-"Ali d'aprés les manuscrits de Paris, de Gotha, de Londres et de Canterbury, vol. 2, ed.
and French trans. M. Hermann Zotenberg (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale, 1869), 293-294.
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to Sebeos: Part 1. Translation and Notes ed. and trans. R. W. Thomson with commentary by James Howard-
Johnston with Tim Greenwood (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), xxiv; Howard-Johnston, ‘“Pride
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concept of holy war with the survival of the Roman Empire. Of course, Xusro II posed a
threat to the Roman state, but he was hardly a threat to the survival of Christianity.
Xusro II was tolerant of Christianity in Eransahr and had no desire to molest the
Christians who lived in areas of the Roman Empire his armies conquered.**! Heraclius'
disinformation worked, and the Roman world was rallied to defeat the Persian threat.’”

Heraclius' invasion of Eran$ahr was the catalyst for Xusro II's downfall. All of
Xusro II's gains did not matter when the Roman army burned and sacked sacred
Zoroastrian fire temples in the heart of Eransahr.>® What good was almost conquering
the Roman Empire if Heraclius himself ripped out fetuses from the bellies of Iranians
and dashed their head against rocks?*** The Roman invasion of Eransahr was as
traumatic to the Iranian people as was the Sasanian invasion of the Roman Empire.
Then, if Movsés Katankatuac'i is any indication, Heraclius designed to undercut Xusro
II's support in Eransahr by invading and harassing its subjects so they would rise and
depose him.*”

If Movses Katankatuac'i is right about Heraclius' aim, then the emperor was

successful with his stratagem. War weariness set in with the people of Eransahr, and
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when faced with the destruction brought upon Heraclius' army and Turkish allies,”* the
sacrifices of all of those people who died fighting the Romans did not seem to be worth
the cost.’” Remember, the war of the seventh century CE lasted from 602 CE-628 CE, a
total of twenty-six years. The war went well for Xusro II for twenty-four of those years,
but the shock of Heraclius' swift and nimble invasion®*® and the collapse of the Sasanian
defense network proved to be fatal to Xusro II's reign.*”

How Xusro Il reacted to Heraclius' invasion demonstrates why he lost support.
According to Theophanes Confessor, Xusro Il refused to believe Heraclius and his armies
crossed the Caucus Mountains.”'* When the Romans breached the boundaries of
Eransahr, Xusro I fled to his palace in Dastagerd and then to the capital of Ctesiphon,
where Heraclius pursued him further.’" Xusro II's ignoble flight from the advancing
Roman army cost him a great deal of support; thus the coup against him described in
Chapter four was born.

The defeat of the Sasanian army at the Battle of Nineveh (627 CE) was the death

knell of Xusro II. He tried to rally a defense of Ctesiphon; the nobility responded by
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releasing his son Siroé (r. 628 CE) from prison and arresting him in the palace gardens.
The conspirators brought several charges agaisnt Xusro Il, including stationing troops
along the borders of Eransahr, keeping them away from their families, draining the
treasury by doing so, and having to raise taxes on everyone. Xusro Il responded to these
charges, saying that he kept a permanent military force on the border to attack
Eransahr's enemies to keep the realm and its inhabitants safe, and the spoils from these
engagements actually put money in the treasury.’'* The interrogator also charged Xusro
II with conspiring with Bistahm and Bindoe and rebelling against his father, Hormizd IV.
Xusro Il replied that while his uncles did risk their lives for him, he was aware they
killed his father. He first had to take took care of the threat posed by Wahram Cubin and
then could order his uncles' execution.”™

Xusro II's response demonstrates that the cocky Sahansah actually kept the safety
of his realm first and that he was aware of his duty to his father by punishing his
murderers, even though they helped him gain the throne. This vignette shows us a
different side of Xusro II. Despite the bombastic sovereign depicted in other accounts,
Xusro II's behavior and rationale at his “trial” suggests he was aware of the needs to
protect his realm, subjects, and kingly family. The arrogance of Xusro Il when he mocked
his enemies and their religion was that of someone who knew that he was on the cusp of

inscribing his name in history. Xusro I undoubtably knew that if he could conquer
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Constantinople and end the line of Caesars, he would be remembered until the end of
time. Underneath that sentiment, however, was a desire to protect his people.

The question remains: Was Xusro Il as arrogant as he was portrayed in the
sources? Did pride color his reign and influence him to launch an all-out assault on the
Roman Empire in order to secure his legacy? Yes to both but with good reason. Xusro II
was as prideful as a master craftsman who takes pride in his work. Xusro II's magnum
opus, of course, was ensuring Eransahr's supremacy in the world. Like the master artist
who knows in their heart of hearts that the project they are working on is what will
define them, Xusro II's attempt to take out the Romans was an attempt to secure his and
Eransahr's place in history. The result, unfortunately, was that he failed in this endeavor.
Xusro II could not foresee the consequences of his war against the Romans. The power
dynamics in late antiquity were altered forever. The twin powers of Constantinople and
Ctesiphon were weakened forever by Roman-Sasanian War of the seventh century CE,
and neither power could contend with the threat posed by Muhammad's ascendant
armies.”™*

While Xusro II's war against the Romans was a watershed moment in Roman and
Iranian history, there was more to this man than his vision of Eransahr's supremacy.
What else drove him? Was it anger at the murder of Maurice? Was is sorrow at Hormizd
[V's misfortune? Was it simple arrogance? Was it the desire to indelibly shape his

legacy? What thoughts ran through his head as he woke up everyday? What was his
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source of strength? As a human being, Xusro Il was complex, and in order to understand
him we should shift our gaze and look at Xusro II at his most vulnerable and how he
loved. Only then can we grasp more of his personality.

We can see the source of how important Sérin was to him. I already have
discussed that Xusro Il gave a bejeweled cross to the Shrine of Saint Sergius as a token of
thanks for her pregnancy.’® I have described how Xusro6 I ordered the corpse of the
prophet Daniel to be given to the Romans, and how Sérin and her fellow Christians
prayed to keep the body in Eransahr. Xusro II then countermanded his order, and the
body stayed with the Iranians.”*® The important thing here is that Xusro 11 did not get
angry at Sérin; he reversed himself for her sake. Xusro II's love for Sérin was a
paramount concern for him above how he projected himself to others in Eransahr; only
she, and no one else, was important to him. The biggest indication that Xusro II cared
only about Sérin was that after the capture of the True Cross, he presented it to her and
placed it in her personal palace.’"’

Xusro II and Sérin met when they were young. Xusré II's war with Wahram Cubin
separated the two for many years. Xusro Il and Sérin were to be reunited when they met
while Xusrd I was on a hunt with his entourage. When she knew he was near, Sérin
donned a golden dress, put blush on her cheeks, and placed a crown on her head. The

lovers wept when they beheld each other. Xusré I brought Sérin to Ctesiphon with
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trumpets blaring and joyous singing. The couple then went to the mobed (the chief
Zoroastrian priest), and Xusro Il requested that they be married with Zoroastrian rites
and to let the world know the joyous news.*"®

Not everyone, however, was happy with Xusro Il and Sérin's marriage. The
nobility in particular found it worrisome because Sérin was an outsider. They asked
Xusro II if there was another woman in all of Eransahr whom he could love, as they
believed that Sérin polluted the kingly house of Sasan. Xusré II's answer suggests he was
willing to go against the nobility and fight for Sérin. There was a bowl of water
adulterated with blood. He offered the bowl to the blue bloods, and they disgustedly
turned their heads. Xusro II then passed the mixture from hand to hand, cleansing it. He
scoured the bowl with earth and filled it with scented wine. The mobed was astonished
and praised Xusro II for cleansing the bowl, for turning what was ugly into something
beautiful. He responded that people may have considered Sérin to be as disgusting as
the polluted water, but he cleansed her as he did the water and restored her reputation.
The nobility then praised Xusro II for his greatness and wisdom.**’

Xusrd II's message to those noble gentlemen was clear: He loved Sérin and was
prepared to do anything, even “cleanse” her, so they could be together. We can see that
Xusro II was willing to go against the nobility to stay with his beloved. We can see that

even if we remove all of the examples of Xusro II's supposed arrogance and greed, his
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love for Sérin, an outsider, caused strife between him and the nobility of Eransahr.
Maybe Xusrd II's insistence on marrying Sérin led to his downfall because he went
against the wishes of the nobility.

We see how Xusrd II and Sérin were inseparable during the war of the seventh
century CE. As Xusrd I came closer to toppling the Romans, he had Sérin by his side
through it all. How must have those two felt after every victory of the Sasanian army,
what joy coursed through their souls? What fear passed from one to another as
Heraclius and his army shed Iranian blood throughout Eransahr? How many scared
glances did they share with each other as the news of Heraclius' advances reached
them? Even in the The Khuzistan Chronicle, which libelously reported that Xusro II was
struck with diarrhea when it was certain they had to flee before Heraclius,’*° we can see
how much Sérin might have given Xusré II strength: Do not fear, she told him.*** How did
the two lovers feel when they heard the shouts of Siroé being declared as Sahansah the
morning of the coup?522 We know, thanks to Ferdowsi, that Sérin warned Xusro II that
fateful morning. He awoke and asked why, in all her beauty, did she wake him with her
talking? She told him about the coup and said he needed to save himself for the sake of

his kingdom, because his enemies were closing in quickly.**
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The conspirators killed Xusro II. His death, however, was not the end of the
romance between him and Sérin. The usurper, Siroé, wanted to marry Sérin in order to
secure his claim to the throne. He abused her and called her a filthy magician and told
her her days walking in the palace unobstructed were now over.*** Sérin, while veiled,
went to the Shadegan garden in the palace with several nobility and told them that when
she was queen of Eransahr, she always supported the army as if its soldiers were her
sons. Everything she did, she told those nobles, was with a pure heart. She removed the
veil, and the nobility gasped at her beauty, and she told Siroé she would marry him.”*

Sérin then told the crowd that Siroé could not avoid death for having his father
murdered and that the request to marry him filled her with sorrow. The nobles openly
wept for her and Xusrd I1.°%° Sérin then asked for Xusro II’s tomb to be opened, and she
walked in and sat beside him. She lay her head next to his and spoke to him like a lover
should, with soft, tender words that only two people in love can speak to one another.
Although Ferdowsi is silent on what was actually said, we can only assume Sérin spoke
of their lives together and when they met each other on that fateful hunting trip, and
maybe, she spoke of the time when they almost won and thought they could outlast fate
and be with each other forever in the kingdom Xusro II had almost built. What joy did
she find in reliving all of their good memories? What sadness might have crushed her

when she realized she could never go back to the way things were? Sérin then drank
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poison and died next to the man she loved.’”” If one were to quantify all the love in the
world, it would not be enough to describe how Sérin and Xusro II felt about each other.
Clearly, Sérin loved Xusro II. Did anyone else admire him? What can be said about
his legacy in Eransahr? Siroé had all of his half brothers killed,”® reversed all of Xusro
II's policies, and reverted the style of his coinage to that of his great-grandfather, Xusro I
(r. 531 CE-579 CE).529 Siroé, however, soon was assassinated and Xusro II's daughter,
Boran (r. 630 CE-631 CE), was installed on the throne because she was the only
legitimate Sasanian heir.**° Boran consolidated imperial power, stabilized Eransahr,>!

and restored the style of coinage to that of her father by advertising how she increased

the royal glory (x"arrah) of the Sasanian dynasty.>*? Boran's coins, like her father's,
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featured the Zoroastrian deity Wahram, the god of offensive victory. She wanted to link
herself to the memory of Xusro II's gains against the Romans to solidify her claim to the
throne.>** Clearly, at least in the mind of Boran, Xusro II's reign was something she could
emulate; it was the template for all reigns to follow.

After Boran was assassinated, her sister, Azarmigduxt (r. 631 CE-632 CE), took
the throne, and she too minted coins in her father's style.534 Her coins even featured his
image.>®> Azarmigduxt sought to project the memory of her father's successes against
the Romans and her own link to the glory of the house of Sasan by putting Xusro II's face
on her coins.**® Tellingly, when she became ruler of Eransahr, Azarmigduxt declared that
people should emulate her victorious father.**” Azarmigduxt purposely invoked her
father's name and his victories because she admired him.

This is especially important because it suggests both women admired Xusro I1
and wanted to restore his legacy. Clearly, not everyone in Eransahr hated Xusro II. Even
though Boran and Azarmigduxt were his daughters-and it should not be surprising that
a daughter would want to restore her father's legacy-the fact that they honored Xusro

II's memory in their short reigns is indicative that not everyone disliked Xusro II. There
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was one bastion of affection for Xusro II's memory held by his kin in a troubled time.

The years after Xusro II's assassination were a disaster for Eransahr. Several
Sahansahs came and went, with many reigns only lasting a few months. Pretenders to
the throne vied with legitimate heirs to the Sasanian legacy for the right to rule
Eransahr, culminating with the reign of Yazdgird IlI (r. 632 CE-651 CE) and his flight to
China to escape the conquering Muslim Arab armies. What happened after the Islamic
conquest of Eransahr and how this influenced the memory of Xusro Il is touched upon in
Chapter four.

This dissertation is an attempt to shine a light on an understudied part of late
antique history, to show scholars that a powerful ruler existed who was not a Roman
emperor. This project peeled back the slander and the libel found in the sources, but
kept the author's intent intact, to suggest that a study on how different sources
portrayed Xusro II can show the man behind the depictions, and how some people
constructed their view of their world.

Xusro II had a vision, and he sought to extend Eransahr across the Mediterranean
and supplant the Roman Empire. He did not do this out of pride or arrogance, but he
thought he could rule better and more justly than anyone who came before him. Perhaps
he would have been right. He did not care about which type of Christianity anyone in
Eransahr practiced, so it is doubtful there would have been any persecutions in his
reign. He would have tolerated all of the Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians in his
extended domain like he did in Eransahr. Xusro 11 would balance all of their interests

like he did the Christians of his realm.
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[t is too bad that we could never see what Xusro II's uninterrupted reign might
have looked like. For now, all scholars can do is study his reign as the last mighty
$ahansah of Eransahr who dared to try and conquer the Roman Empire. Hopefully, this
dissertation has provided other scholars with an glimpse of the man Xusro II truly was

during this troubled time.
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