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ISLAM

VOLUME 1
The Formation of the Islamic World
Sixth to Eleventh Centuries

Since the 1970s, the study of early Islamic history has been trans
formed by new methods and sources. Volume 1 of The New
Cambridge History of Islam, which surveys the political and cultural
history of Islam from its Late Antique origins until the eleventh
century, brings together contributions from leading scholars in the
field. The book is divided into four parts. The first provides an
overview of physical and political geography of the Late Antique
Middle East. The second charts the rise of Islam and the emer
gence of the Islamic political order under the Umayyad and the
Abbasid caliphs of the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries, fol
lowed by the dissolution of the empire in the tenth and eleventh.
‘Regionalism’, the overlapping histories of the empire’s provinces,
is the focus of part three, while part four provides a fully up to date
discussion of the sources and controversies of early Islamic history,
including a survey of numismatics, archaeology and material
culture.

CHase F. Rosinson, formerly Professor of Islamic History at the
Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of Oxford, is currently
Distinguished Professor of History and Provost at the Graduate
Centre, the City University of New York. He is the author of The
Legacy of the Prophet: The Middle East and Islam, 600 1300 (forthcom
ing), Islamic Historiography (2003) and Empire and Elites after the
Muslim Conquest: The Transformation of Northern Mesopotamia (2000).
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THE NEW CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF

ISLAM

The New Cambridge History of Islam offers a comprehensive history
of Islamic civilisation, tracing its development from its beginnings
in seventh century Arabia to its wide and varied presence in the
globalised world of today. Under the leadership of the Prophet
Muhammad, the Muslim community coalesced from a scattered,
desert population and, following his death, emerged from Arabia
to conquer an empire which, by the early eighth century,
stretched from India in the east to Spain in the west. By the
eighteenth century, despite political fragmentation, the Muslim
world extended from West Africa to South East Asia. Today,
Muslims are also found in significant numbers in Europe and
the Americas, and make up about one fifth of the world’s
population.

To reflect this geographical distribution and the cultural, social
and religious diversity of the peoples of the Muslim world, The
New Cambridge History of Islam is divided into six volumes. Four
cover historical developments, and two are devoted to themes
that cut across geographical and chronological divisions themes
ranging from social, political and economic relations to the arts,
literature and learning. Each volume begins with a panoramic
introduction setting the scene for the ensuing chapters and exam
ining relationships with adjacent civilisations. Two of the vol
umes one historical, the other thematic are dedicated to the
developments of the last two centuries, and show how Muslims,
united for so many years in their allegiance to an overarching and
distinct tradition, have sought to come to terms with the emer
gence of Western hegemony and the transition to modernity.

The time is right for this new synthesis reflecting developments
in scholarship over the last generation. The New Cambridge History
of Islam is an ambitious enterprise directed and written by a team
combining established authorities and innovative younger schol
ars. It will be the standard reference for students, scholars and all
those with enquiring minds for years to come.
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A note on transliteration and pronunciation

Since many of the languages used by Muslims are written in the Arabic or
other non Latin scripts, these languages appear in transliteration. The trans
literation of Arabic and Persian is based upon the conventions used by The
encyclopaedia of Islam, second edition, with the following modifications. For
the fifth letter of the Arabic alphabet (jim), j is used (not dj), as in jumla. For the
twenty first letter (qaf), q is used (not k), as in gadi. Digraphs such as th, dh, gh,
kh and sh are not underlined. For terms and names in other languages, the
individual chapter contributors employ systems of transliteration that are
standard for those languages. Where there are well accepted Anglicised
versions of proper nouns or terms (e.g. Baghdad, Mecca), these are used
instead of strict transliterations.

As far as the pronunciation of Arabic is concerned, some letters can be
represented by single English letters that are pronounced much as they are in
English (b, j, f, etc.); one exception is g, which is a 'k’ sound produced at the
very back of the throat, and another is the ‘t’, which is the ‘flap” of the Spanish
T’. Others are represented by more than one letter. Some of these are
straightforward (th, sh), but others are not (kh is pronounced like ' in
Spanish, gh is similar to the uvular r’ of most French speakers, and dh is ‘th’
of ‘the’, rather than of ‘thing’). There are also pairs of letters that are
distinguished by a dot placed underneath one of them: thus ¢, s, d, z and
their ‘emphatic’ counterparts t, s, d, and z, and which give the surrounding
vowels a thicker, duller sound (thus s ‘sad’, but § ‘sun’); z may also be
pronounced as dh.

The is the hamza, the glottal stop, as in the Cockney ‘bu’er’ (‘butter’); the ¢
is the ‘ayn, a voiced pharyngeal fricative that can be left unpronounced, which
is what many non Arab speakers do when it occurs in Arabic loan words; and
the h a voiceless pharyngeal fricative that can be pronounced as an ‘h’ in all
positions, just as non Arabs do in Arabic loanwords. Doubled consonants are
lengthened, as in the English ‘hot tub’.

Xix
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A note on transliteration and pronunciation

The vowels are written as 4, i, and u, with a, 7 and u signifying longer
versions; thus bit and beat. W and y can function as either consonants or, when
preceded by a short vowel, as part of a diphthong.

Persian uses the same alphabet as Arabic, with four extra letters: p, ch, zh
(as in ‘pleasure’) and g (always hard, as in ‘get’).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



A note on dating

The Islamic calendar is lunar, and divided into twelve months of twenty nine
or thirty days each: Muharram, Safar, Rabi‘ I, Rabi‘ II, Jumada I, Jumada II,
Rajab, Sha‘ban, Ramadan (the month of the fast), Shawwal, Dhu al Qa‘da, and
Dhu al Hijja (the month of the Pilgrimage). Years are numbered from the hijra
(‘emigration’) of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Yathrib (Medina),
conventionally dated to 16 July 622 of the Common (or Christian) Era; this
dating is known as hijri, and marked by ‘AH’. As the lunar year is normally
eleven days shorter than the solar year, the Islamic months move in relation to
the solar calendar, and hijri years do not correspond consistently with Western
ones; AH 1429, for example, both started and finished within 2008 CE (so
indicated as ‘1429/2008”), but this is exceptional, and most overlap with two
Common Era years, and so ‘460/1067f.".
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224

260

284 301

208

306 37

363
378

387
410
439
484
527 65

528 9

531 79

540

572

C. 575
602

Chronology

Defeat of the Parthian king Artabanus V by Ardashir
[; Sasanian dynasty takes power in Iran

Shapur I's victory at Edessa; capture of the Roman
emperor Valerian

Reign of Emperor Diocletian; Roman army is
enlarged and administration reformed

‘Peace of disgrace” concluded between Romans and
Sasanians

Emperor Constantine I; conversion of the Roman
empire to Christianity

Emperor Julian’s Persian expedition

Catastrophic Roman defeat by the Goths at
Adrianople

Partition of Armenia

Rome is sacked by the Goths, led by Alaric
Vandals conquer Carthage

Shah Firuz is defeated by the Hepthalites

Reign of Justinian; administrative reforms and
military victories

al Harith ibn Jabala made supreme phylarch by
Justinian

Reign of Shah Khusrau I; social, economic and
administrative reforms undertaken

‘Eternal peace’ between Romans and Sasanians,
agreed in 532, is broken by Khusrau

Sasanian advance into southern Arabia

Birth of Muhammad in Mecca

Assassination of the last Lakhmid ruler Nu‘man III
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603 28

610 41

c. 610

1/ 622

628

630

11/ 632

11 13/632 4
13 23/634 44
23 35/644 56
31/ 651
35/656

35 40/656 61
41 60/661 80
61/680

64 73/683 92
73 86/692 705
79/698

86 96/705 15

92/711

98 9/716 17

Chronology

Last great war between Romans and Sasanians, the
latter occupying Syria and Egypt

Reign of Emperor Heraclius

Muhammad delivers first revelations in Mecca

The "Emigration’ (hijra) of Muhammad and his
followers from Mecca to Medina

The Sasanian shah Khusrau is murdered; civil war in
Ctesiphon ensues

Emperor Heraclius restores True Cross to Jerusalem
Death of Muhammad in Medina

Reign of first caliph, Abu Bakr; the “wars of apostasy’
break out

Reign of second caliph, ‘Umar ibn al Khattab:
conquest of north east Africa, the Fertile Crescent
and the Iranian Plateau

Reign of third caliph, ‘Uthman

Assassination of the last Sasanian king, Yazdegerd III,
at Marw

First civil war (fitna) begins, triggered by the
assassination of ‘Uthman; the battle of the Camel
Reign of ‘All ibn Ab1 Talib, which ends with his
assassination

Reign of the (Sufyanid) Umayyad Mu‘awiya ibn Abi
Sufyan

Killing of al Husayn, the Prophet’s grandson, at
Karbala’ by Umayyad forces

Second civil war: the Sufyanids fall, Ibn al Zubayr
rules the caliphate from Mecca and the Marwanid
Umayyads come to power

Reign of ‘Abd al Malik ibn Marwan

Congquest of Carthage

Reign of al Walid, first of four sons of ‘Abd al Malik
to rule; Qutayba ibn Muslim leads conquests in
Transoxania and Central Asia

Tariq ibn Ziyad crosses the Strait of Gibraltar, and
Iberia soon falls to Muslims

Failed siege of Constantinople
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99 101/717 20
101 2/720
104/723
106/724
114/732
122./740

127 32/744 50
129/747
132/749
132/750

132 7/750 4
136 58/756 75
137/ 754

145/ 762

170 93/786 809
170 80/786 96

180 92./796 808
193 8/809 13

198 218/813 33
206/ 821
218 27/833 42

218 37/833 52

Chronology

Reign of ‘Umar II, later considered the fifth of the
‘rightly guided’ caliphs

Revolt of Yazid ibn al Muhallab

Muslim campaigns beyond the Indus

Muslim defeat in Transoxania on the ‘Day of Thirst’;
Muslims now on defensive in the east

Muslim army defeated near Poitiers by Charles
Martel

Berber revolt; Umayyad authority dissolves in North
Africa and Spain; revolt led by Zayd ibn ‘Al1, a
grandson of al Husayn

Reign of Marwan II, last Umayyad caliph

Abu Muslim leads the Hashimiyya in rebellion,
conquering Marw in early 130/748

The ‘Abbasid Abu al ‘Abbas acclaimed as caliph in
Kufa

Umayyad caliphate falls to ‘Abbasid Hashimi
armies; Marwan killed in Egypt

Umayyad counter revolts in Syria and al Jazira
Reign of al Mansur; Abu Muslim is murdered
Revolt of ‘Abd Allah ibn “Ali, ‘Abbasid governor of
Syria

Rebellion of the ‘Alid Muhammad, ‘the Pure Soul’;
construction of Baghdad begins

Reign of Harun al Rashid

‘Decade of the Barmakids’; vizieral family dominate
‘Abbasid administration and culture

Harun al Rashid makes al Raqqa his capital

Civil war between Harun’s two sons, al Amin and al
Ma’mun; Baghdad besieged

Reign of al Ma’mun; large numbers of Turkish slave
soldiers are introduced into the army from the 820s
Appointment of Tahir ibn al Husayn as governor of
Khurasan; beginning of Tahirid rule

Reign of al Mu‘tasim; caliphal court is moved to
Samarra’, where it remains until 892

The mihna: the caliphs impose the doctrine of the
‘createdness’ of the Qur’an
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232/ 847
232 47/847 61

247/ 861
251/ 865
254/868

255/ 869
262/ 876
270/883
295/908

297/909

309/922
317/930
320/932
323/935
324/936
334/946

350/ 961

366/977
367 72/978 83
380/990

381 422./991 1031
389/999
420/1029

421/1030
440/1048
442./1050

Chronology

Turkish commanders participate in council to decide
caliphal succession

Reign of al Mutawakkil: intensive building in
Samarra’, struggles with the Turkish commanders
Al Mutawakkil is murdered in Samarra’

Civil war in Iraq between al Musta‘In and al Mu‘tazz
Ibn Tulun arrives in Egypt and begins to establish his
rule there

Outbreak of Zanj revolt in southern Iraq

Ya‘qub the Coppersmith is defeated near Baghdad
Defeat of the Zanj in the swamps of southern Iraq
Accession of al Mugqtadir to the caliphate, followed
by the revolt of Ibn al Mu‘tazz

The Fatimid ‘Abd Allah the mahdi is declared caliph
in North Africa

Execution of the mystic al Hallaj

The Qaramita attack Mecca and seize the Black Stone
Death of al Mugqtadir

Death of Mardavij ibn Ziyar, warlord of northern Iran
Ibn Ra’iq becomes amir al umara’ in Baghdad
Ahmad ibn Buya Mu‘izz al Dawla enters Baghdad;
end of the independent ‘Abbasid caliphate

‘Al ibn Mazyad al Asadi establishes Mazyadid rule in
Hilla and central Iraq

Sebiiktegin seizes power in Ghazna

Rule of the Buyid ‘Adud al Dawla in Iraq

al Hasan ibn Marwan establishes Marwanid rule in
Mayyafarigin and Amida

Reign of al Qadir, resurgence of ‘Abbasid authority
Ghaznavids secure power in Khurasan

Issuing of the ‘QadirT creed’ by the caliph al Qadir;
Mahmud of Ghazna takes Rayy and ends Buyid rule
there

Death of Mahmud of Ghazna

End of Buyid rule in Baghdad

Death of Qirwash ibn Mugqallad al ‘Uqaylt
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BAR British Archaeological Reports

BASOR  Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research
BGA Bibliotheca Geographorum Arabicorum

BSOAS  Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies

Ccl Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum

CSCO  Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium

El2 Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn, 12 vols., Leiden, 1960 2004
ElIr Encyclopaedia Iranica, London and Boston, 1982

IIMES International Journal of Middle East Studies
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MW Muslim World
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Introduction

CHASE F. ROBINSON

The following story, which appears in the History of Abu Ja‘far al Tabari
(d. 310/923), is one of many that describe how the ‘Abbasid caliph Abu Ja‘far
al Mansur (r. 136 58/754 75) chose the site for his new city of Baghdad. The
event is said to have taken place in year 763 of the Common Era, some thirteen
years after the revolution that brought the ‘Abbasids to power.

It was reported on the authority of Muhammad b. Salih b. al Nattah, on the
authority of Muhammad b. Jabir and his father, who said: When Abu Ja‘far
decided to build the city of Baghdad, he saw a monk, to whom he called out.
When he responded, he asked him, ‘Do you find in your books [a prediction]
that a city will be built here?” “Yes’, said the monk, ‘Miglas will build it.” Abu
Ja‘far exclaimed, ‘T was called Miqlas when I was young!’, to which the monk
said, “Then you must be the one to build it!’

He [the narrator] then continued: Likewise, when Abu Ja‘far decided to
build the city of al Rafiqa, which is in territory that once belonged to the
Byzantines, the people of [the nearby city of ] al Raqqa objected and resolved
to fight him, saying, “You will ruin our markets, take away our livelihoods and
reduce our houses.” Abu Ja‘far was determined to take them on, and wrote to
a monk in the [nearby] monastery, asking: ‘Do you know anything about a
city that will be built here?” The monk replied, ‘T have heard that a man called
Miqlas will build it,” so Abu Ja‘far said, ‘T am Miqlas!” So he built it on the
model of Baghdad, except for the walls, the iron gates and the single ditch."

The double anecdote, which sits near the middle of the chronological range
of this first volume of the New Cambridge history of Islam, anticipates many of
the themes and issues of this and succeeding volumes in the series, such as
state (and city) building, the role of non Muslims in Muslim societies, the role

1 I translate loosely from Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al Tabari, Ta’rikh al rusul
wa’l muluk, ed. M. J. de Goeje et al., 15 vols. in 3 series (Leiden, 1879 1901), series III,
p. 276.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



The New Cambridge History of Islam

of caliphs and dynastic politics. Three themes are especially significant, how
ever, and these may profitably be put here in question form.

How do we know what we know of early Islam?

The alert reader will have noticed that while al Mansur’s building plans are
said to date from 763, the History in which we read of these plans was written
by a historian who died in 923, about 160 years after the accounts he relates
(I leave aside the question of our historian’s informants, many of whom lived
considerably earlier). The same reader might wonder if there was anything
earlier to read, or if al Tabari’s description of Baghdad and al Rafiga can
be corroborated by archaeological evidence. The unfortunate fact is that
although we do happen to possess some excellent archaeology for al Rafiga
(which lay on the Euphrates in present day Syria),” one cannot do better than
al Tabari for the founding of Baghdad; no earlier source has more to say about
the foundation of this or any other early Islamic city. Meanwhile, we have no
archaeological evidence from Baghdad with which to confirm his description:
civil wars, economic decline, Mongols and modernity have conspired to
obliterate and seal eighth and ninth century layers of the settlement.

Does this matter? After all, one might reasonably base a history of the
French Revolution of 1789 upon Georges Lefebvre’s The coming of the French
Revolution, which was published in 1949. The difficulty for us is caused not
merely by the passing of time. It lies more in questions of method, purpose,
perspective and scope. For all that he was a great historian, al TabarT was no
Georges Lefebvre; he was a great historian by the standards of the day, which,
being considerably lower than the Annales school of post war France, made
ample room for myths, legends, stereotypes, distortions and polemics. It is
hard to believe that al Mansur conversed with a local monk about his plans for
Baghdad, and this for several reasons, one of which is that other Islamic cities
are outfitted with similar foundation stories. Surely the nature and date of our
sources must matter; as the editor of an earlier Cambridge History put it: ‘It is
by solidity of criticism more than by the plenitude of erudition, that the study
of history strengthens, and straightens, and extends the mind.” ‘For the critic’,
continued Lord Acton, ‘is one who, when he lights on an interesting state
ment, begins by suspecting it.”

2 Onal Raqqa and al Rafiqa, see S. Heidemann and A. Becker (eds.), Raqqa II: Die islamische
Stadt (Mainz am Rhein, 2003).

3 J. E.E. D. A. (Lord) Acton, Lectures on modern history, ed. J. N. Figgis and R. V. Laurence
(London, 1906), p. 15.
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Introduction

And suspicious we have become. This the realisation that what we know
about early Islam is less certain than what we thought we knew, and that
writing history in this period and region requires altogether more sophisti
cated and resourceful approaches is one of a handful of notable advances
made in Islamic studies since the original Cambridge history of Islam was
published in 1970. Now it is true that Islamic studies has long tolerated and
occasionally cultivated a critical spirit; Ignaz Goldziher, arguably the greatest
Islamicist of all, had published his revolutionarily critical work on early Islam
some five years before Lord Acton’s Inaugural Lecture.* The two scholars
were breathing the same air. Still, these and other critical approaches to
Islamic history were marginalised for much of the twentieth century, giving
way to a less subtle and more credulous positivism; to Acton’s dismay, ‘the
weighing of testimony” was not held ‘more meritorious than the potential
discovery of new matter’.” It was only in the last quarter of that century that
things changed, as Orientalist positivism fell into disrepute, and historical
criticism was put at the heart of understanding early Islam. To some extent,
this more critical attitude towards our written source reflects broader aca
demic trends in the 1960s and early 1970s, when adjacent fields, such as the
academic study of Rabbinic Judaism, raised their standards of evidence. This
said, Orientalism in general and Islamic studies in particular have been relatively
insular fields, and the revisionism developed from within, especially through
the publication of a small handful of books, which all appeared between 1973
and 1980, and, to lesser and greater degrees, all threw into question the very
possibility of reconstructing the first two centuries of Islamic history.® Although
relatively tame by the standards of more highly developed fields (such as
scholarship on the Hebrew Bible and Christian origins), these books sparked
off a great deal of controversy, and although their approaches and conclusions
remain controversial, it can scarcely be doubted that they served to rouse
Islamic studies from something of a post war slumber.

4 1. Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien (Halle, 1889 90), trans. S. M. Stern and
C. R. Barber as Muslim Studies (London, 1967 71).

5 Acton, Lectures, p. 16.

6 A. Noth, Quellenkritische Studien zu Themen, Formen und Tendenzen frithislamischer
Geschichtsiiberlieferung (Bonn, 1973), trans., rev. and expanded by A. Noth and L. I. Conrad
as The early Arabic historical tradition: A source critical study (Princeton, 1994); P. Crone and
M. Cook, Hagarism: The making of the Islamic world (Cambridge, 1977); J. Wansbrough,
Quranic studies: Sources and methods of scriptural interpretation (Oxford, 1977); J. Wansbrough,
The sectarian milieu: Content and composition of Islamic salvation history (Oxford, 1978);
P. Crone, Slaves on horses: The evolution of the Islamic polity (Cambridge, 1980); see also
P. Crone, Meccan trade and the rise of Islam (Princeton, 1987; repr. Piscataway, NJ, 2004).
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The New Cambridge History of Islam

So if it was once good enough to offer cursory comments on the principal
genres of the Islamic historical tradition (as did the original Cambridge history
of Islam, whose sedate and authoritative tone gives little indication that the
post war consensus was about to fracture), it is no longer good enough. This is
why the reader of this volume will find not only a very different approach to
the first two centuries of Islam, but no fewer than three chapters (15, 16 and 17)
devoted to a myriad of problems of evidence and interpretation, some of
which are solved, but many of which remain very controversial. Few if any
of the controversies will be settled here; the volume editor sees it as his
responsibility to ensure only that the volume reflects the state of the field in
the early twenty first century. Although this means that gaps in our know
ledge have to be filled by further research and that scholars continue to
disagree on both major and minor matters, the reader can still take solace in
knowing that the field of early Islamic history is as exciting as any other.
Recorded history scarcely knows a period more creative of religious, cultural
and political traditions than the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries. The editor
will regard this volume a success if its readers come to share some of this
excitement.

What, in broad strokes, is the quality of our evidence for the period covered
by this volume? It is mixed. On the one hand, sixth century Byzantium enjoys
some respectable coverage, thanks to a handful of high quality and contem
porary histories that cover war and politics relatively well, including events in
the east, especially the Byzantine Persian wars that dominate the century.
Written, as they generally were, in Constantinople, these Greek sources are
complemented by another handful of works, these written by the Christians of
Syria and Iraq in Syriac, which provide a local perspective on the histoire
événementielle. There are, of course, problems of interpretation and perspec
tive, but the fact remains that at least some politics and warfare can be
described in some detail” Meanwhile, long term processes of economic
exchange and settlement, which were conventionally ignored by historians
of earlier generations, can be reconstructed to some degree by the numismatic
record and the burgeoning field of Mediterranean archaeology. There are real
gaps, of course, but all this contrasts sharply with the situation further east.
While late Roman and early Byzantine studies prosper, bringing new texts to
bear on old problems and new interpretations and methods to old texts,

7 For an example of some detailed coverage of war, see G. Greatrex, Rome and Persia at
war, 502 535, ARCA Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers and Monographs 37 (Leeds,
1998); for some sense of the archaeology on offer, see C. Wickham, Framing the early
Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400 8oo (Oxford, 2005).
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Sasanian studies do not, at least aside from the relatively narrow sub fields of
sigillography and numismatics. Very little indigenous historical writing sur

vives; and this, combined with the fact that archaeology there lags consider

ably behind its Mediterranean analogue, severely handicaps all attempts to
write detailed Sasanian history. (For all that it has contributed to a boom in the
academic study of Islam, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 has done little to
advance the study of pre Islamic Iran.) It is an unfortunate and remarkable
thing that we must rely so heavily upon ninth and tenth century Muslim
authors writing in Arabic to provide us with a narrative history of the sixth

and seventh century Sasanian state, in which Middle Persian and Aramaic
were the principal literary and administrative languages, and Zoroastrianism
and Nestorian Christianity its privileged religious traditions. Not entirely
dissimilar things can be said of pre Islamic Arabia, which produced virtually
no narrative worthy of the name, and which is currently even more innocent
of serious archaeology, especially in the west.” Although the epigraphic
evidence is now accumulating, what we know of the pre Islamic Hijaz derives
in very large measure from what later Muslims, who were usually writing at
something of a chronological, geographical and cultural distance, believed,
and chose to have their readers believe.

If the sixth century historiographic state of affairs is mixed, that of the
seventh century is worse: the flow of contemporaneous sources slows to a
trickle, and even the Byzantine historical tradition falters.” The Arabic
sources pose as many questions as they answer, and although the attack
made in the 1970s and 1980s against their reliability has been met with
resistance in some quarters,”” a consensus about how to use them for
reconstructing detailed history remains remote. What this means, then, is
that the period most productive of spectacular history of prophecy and
revelation within Arabia, and sweeping conquest outside it, of state and
empire formation in Syria proved spectacularly unproductive of durable
historiography. Lacking primary sources from within the Islamic tradition,
we must perilously rely either on non Islamic testimony, which, though
earlier, is frequently given to problems of perspective and bias,” or on

8 Whereas things are looking up in the east: see D. Kennet, “The decline of eastern Arabia
in the Sasanian period’, Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy, 18 (2007).

9 See, however, J. F. Haldon, Byzantium in the seventh century: The transformation of a
culture, rev. edn (Cambridge, 1997), pp. xxiff.

10 See below, chapter 15.

11 See R. Hoyland, Secing Islam as others saw it: A survey and evaluation of Christian, Jewish
and Zoroastrian writings on early Islam (Princeton, 1997).
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relatively late Islamic ones, which rely on a mix of accounts, some orally
transmitted, others textually transmitted, some both. Al Tabari’s history is
the most important of these. It can reasonably be called one of the greatest
monuments of pre modern historiography in any language, and it is our best
single source for the rise and disintegration of the unified state. And because
the early history that it narrates was both deeply controversial and monu
mentally significant what could be of greater moment than Muhammad’s
prophecy and the political events it set into motion? it freely mixes
prescription and description, polemics and facts, myth, legend and stereo
type. Put more broadly, in writing his massive and universal History,
al Tabarl was both recording and interpreting the rise and disintegration
of the unified state. The ‘Abbasid family continued to supply caliphs during
and for centuries after al Tabar’s day, but they were now usually ineffec
tual, and within a generation of his death, Baghdad would be occupied by
Iranian mercenaries. Baghdad survived, but al Mansur’s foundation had
been abandoned, and much of the city lay in ruins after two civil wars
(al Rafiga had long been eclipsed by al Raqqa). Filled as it is with caliphal
Kaiserkritik, al Tabarl’s work can be read as both triumphalist anthem and
nostalgic dirge.

For the history of the ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries, our evidence
improves. There are several reasons why. For one thing, the range and
quality of the written sources improve: we now have a variety of genres of
historical writing, in addition to belles lettres and poetry, and the yawning
chronological, cultural and political gap between event and record narrows;
much history is either contemporary or nearly so, and some of it was
written by those in a position to know this history well, such as admin
istrators and bureaucrats. For another thing, official and unofficial docu
ments begin to survive in some numbers, even if it is true that many
are embedded in historical and literary texts. Finally, the lean material
evidence of the seventh and eighth centuries gives way to a somewhat
more generous spread of art historical and archaeological sources. For
example, much of the urban fabric of Samarra’, which served as capital
during the period 221 79/836 93, still survives; although Fatimid Cairo may
be altogether harder to discern than Mamluk Cairo, some of it is still there.
‘Abbasid Baghdad is not.

The quality of our evidence thus improves with the passing of time, and the
tenth century is far less obscure than the seventh. But what is the historian to
make of this evidence? What model is he to use? Is disinterested, ‘scientific’
history even possible? To judge from the vigorous anti Orientalist literature
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that appeared in the 1960s and flourished in the 1970s,” one might have
thought the ground prepared for repudiating altogether the project of recon
structing the past. In the event, the study of Islamic history has remained
relatively conservative, with positivism  of a modified sort continuing
to enjoy pride of place. This takes us to a second important change of
perspective.

What is Islamic history, and how does Islam
relate to Late Antiquity?

Al Mansur designed and built his city as caliph (Ar. khalifa), God’s ‘deputy’ or
‘representative’, who exercised His authority on earth. Just as God’s authority
was indivisible, so in al Mansur’s day was the caliph’s: he possessed both
spiritual and temporal authority, which in practice meant everything from
leading the prayers to leading his armies into battle. To judge from the
evidence, he was considered, inter alia, ‘God’s rope” and the pivot around
which the world moved, an idea that was given architectural expression in
the very design of his city, a design which would have been so familiar to
al TabarT's reader that a simple allusion would do: the ‘model of Baghdad’
meant a circular city plan. Madinat al Mansur (al Mansur’s city) thus consisted
of an elaborately arcaded ring, which, perforated by four gates leading to the
principal cities of the empire in the north west, south west, south east and
north east, housed the state’s administrative and bureaucratic agencies, and at
its very centre stood the congregational mosque and caliphal palace. God’s
single and universal rule on earth, delegated to His caliphs, was thus given
symbolic form."

Much of this first volume can be construed as an attempt to understand the
forces that first created and later dissolved this enormously powerful and
persuasive idea. In ways made abundantly clear by the Islamic historical
tradition, its inspiration lay in part in the career and ideas of Muhammad
himself, who operated in a cultural milieu (north west Arabia) that was
relatively naive of the main currents of Late Antiquity; it was he, the tradition
maintains, who put in place the patterns by which his successors (the caliphs)
would (or should) model themselves. There is much truth to this: the early

12 See, for example, E. Said, Orientalism (New York, 1978); A. L. Macfie, Orientalism:
A reader (New York, 2000); and R. Irwin, For lust of knowing: The Orientalists and their
enemies (London, 2006).

13 For the pre Islamic antecedents, see C. Wendell, ‘Baghdad: Imago Mundi and other
foundation lore’, IIMES, 2 (1971).
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caliphate can hardly be understood without reference to Muhammad’s legacy
of prophecy, social engineering and conquest, not to mention Arabian styles of
politics. But it is also the case that in attenuated and largely untraceable ways,
some of the creative forces for al Mansur’s idea lay much further afield, such
as in fourth century Byzantium, when Constantine and his successors married
monotheism to empire building; this was a vision that was refined during
the fifth, sixth and seventh centuries, in part as a result of internal divisions and
in part as a result of Byzantium’s rivalry with the Sasanian state of Iraq and
Iran, where Zoroastrianism generally prevailed. Such as it was, the Sasanians’
embrace of monotheism came later and remained very mixed, but they, too,
eventually had a formative influence upon the Islamic imperial tradition: as
early as the first decades of the eighth century, Iraqi styles had filtered into
Syria, and the floodgates opened after the ‘Abbasid revolution, when the seat
of the caliphate was moved from Syria to Iraq. In fact, al Mansur’s Round City
was an easy ride from the last Sasanian capital of Ctesiphon (al Mada’in), and
its circular design harks back to Sasanian city plans. Umayyad rule in formerly
Byzantine Syria, ‘Abbasid rule in formerly Sasanian Iraq the cultural ambi

dexterity that resulted is one of the most striking features of the early Islamic
tradition.

Early Islamic history, it follows, cannot be properly understood unless it
is made part of the religious and political world of the Late Antique Near
East. When al Mansur is given to ask local monks for their views on his
building plans, we are reminded of precisely that: Muslims and non Muslims
lived in the same world, their experiences intersecting and their traditions
intertwining. (Christian books contain prophecies that Muslims fulfil, the
legendary ‘Miglas’ of al Tabari’s account probably alluding to an eighth
century Manichaean figure from the area near Baghdad to be.) This idea
that although early Muslims did break away from the pre Islamic world, they
also accelerated patterns of change already in process within it is the second
of the field’s notable advances of the last thirty five years. Important excep
tions aside,™ the study of Late Antiquity remains fairly closely related to the
study of late Roman and early Byzantine Christian societies (especially their

14 In addition to P. Brown, The world of Late Antiquity (London, 1971), see S. A. Harvey,
Asceticism and society in crisis: John of Ephesus and the Lives of the Eastern Saints (Berkeley,
1990); G. Fowden, Empire to commonwealth: Consequences of monotheism in Late Antiquity
(Princeton, 1994); E. K. Fowden, The barbarian plain: Saint Sergius between Rome and Iran
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1999); A. H. Becker, Fear of God and the beginning of wisdom:
The School of Nisibis and the development of scholastic culture in Late Antique Mesopotamia
(Philadelphia, 2006); and J. Walker, The legend of Mar Qardagh: Narrative and Christian
heroism in Late Antique Iraq (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 2006).
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cities),” so whereas the transition from Byzantine to Islamic rule in Egypt and
Syria Palestine is becoming considerably clearer,™ that of the lands east of
the Euphrates remains more poorly understood. This said, that early Islam
‘belongs” to Late Antiquity has become nearly axiomatic among serious
scholars.

Here, then, there is another contrast with the original Cambridge history of
Islam, which was conceived and executed shortly before ‘Late Antiquity’ had
been framed as a distinct cultural and political phase of history.” Although
earlier scholarship was deeply familiar with the Byzantine and Sasanian (or, in
geographical terms, the Syrian and Iraqi/Iranian) influences that would shape
Islamic history, an implicit Islamic exceptionalism’ prevailed, and the volume
accordingly began with a single chapter on ‘pre Islamic Arabia’. The New
Cambridge history of Islam reflects a generation’s progress. Just as the conclud
ing volume of the Cambridge ancient history integrates the rise of Islam into a
more inclusive vision of historical change,™ so this volume begins with four
chapters that lay out the cultural and political history of Late Antiquity in
detail; subsequent chapters, which address how Islamic history was made in
the empire’s provinces, also give some sense of the diverse cultural geography
that early Muslims walked. As the birthplace of Muhammad and Islam, west
ern Arabia naturally deserves special treatment, and so it has it in part I. But it
has become increasingly clear that western Arabia was less sheltered from the
prevailing winds of Late Antiquity than previously thought: Muhammad was
part of Heraclius’ and Yazdegerd's world. What is more, as soon as the
conquests had decelerated, Muslims would abandon Arabia as their political
capital for Syria and Iraq, and the articulation of much early Islamic doctrine
and ritual is a phenomenon of the Fertile Crescent rather than the Arabian
Peninsula.

Writing early Islamic history thus means in some measure tracking one
distinctive monotheist trajectory among several others (Frankish Papal,
Byzantine and Eastern Christian) in western Eurasia.”” What does this mean

15 On models of ‘transformation’, see J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz, ‘Late Antiquity and the
concept of decline’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 45 (2001); see also R. Martin, ‘Qu’est ce
que I'antiquité tardive?” in R. Chevallier (ed.), Aién: Le temps chez les romains (Paris, 1976).

16 And this in no small measure due to a series of collections and monographs published as
Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam (Princeton, 1992 ).

17 Brown, The world of Late Antiquity; the most recent conspectus is G. W. Bowersock,
P. Brown and O. Grabar (eds.), Late Antiquity: A guide to the post classical world
(Cambridge, MA, 1999).

18 A. Cameron, B. Ward Perkins and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge ancient history,
vol. XIV: Late Antiquity: Empire and successors, AD 425 600 (Cambridge, 2000), chap. 22.

19 See ]. Herrin, The formation of Christendom (Princeton, 1987).
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for this volume? One thing should be made clear: ‘Islamic history” is much
more than the history of a religious tradition, and those religious ideas,
practices or institutions that were without clear and important social or
political dimensions will figure here only marginally. Put another way, under
standing the development of Muslim societies at least in part turns on an
appreciation for the Sunni Shi‘ite divide and how it came about, but not on a
detailed understanding of how Shi‘ite law or ritual differs from Sunni ana
logues, much less on precisely how Twelver Shi‘a differ from Isma‘li Shi‘a
in those matters. The religious and cultural traditions that took root under
Islamic rule require separate study, and so they are discussed in volume 5. For
the purposes of this volume, Islamic history is the social, religious and cultural
history that Muslims made, chiefly (but not exclusively) as rulers of what
remained throughout almost all of this early period a predominantly non
Muslim world. As chapters in a subsequent volume make clear,* conversion
is a poorly understood process, but it seems that Muslims remained in the
numerical minority in many if not most of the empire’s lands through the
ninth century. Early Muslims were political imperialists, but only seldom
religious missionaries.

Of course calling the history that Muslims made ‘Tslamic history” is not to
suggest that their history was necessarily any less conditioned by environ
mental, economic, social or military factors than the history made by non
Muslims. It clearly was conditioned by these variables, and the contributions
that follow will frequently measure them, at least as far as they can be
measured; one can scarcely understand many of the problems of empire
building in south west Asia without understanding its geography and topogra
phy. That is why the geography of the southern and eastern Mediterranean and
Middle Eastern lands is carefully described in chapter 1. Nor is it to say that
Muslims were necessarily any more committed to religious ideas than were
contemporaneous Jews, Christians or Zoroastrians, to name only the leading
traditions; indeed, many Muslim rulers were frequently taken to task by
their opponents and critics for having failed to discharge fully their religious
obligations, whatever these may have been. But it certainly is to say that
Muslims understood themselves to have made history in exclusively reli
gious terms. This is not simply because religious systems in Late Antiquity
were generally as hegemonic as bourgeois liberalism and market capitalism
currently are in the developed West, but because this value was given compel
ling paradigmatic authority in the eighth and ninth century construction of the

20 See volume 3, chapter 15 (Bulliet) and volume 4, chapter 5 (Wasserstein).
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Prophet’s experience: the model of Muhammad’s prophecy and community not
only gave birth to the conquest movements that eventually overran much of the
Near East, but also shape to the polity that would rule it. Christianity was born
on the margins of an empire, which it colonised only fitfully; in Islam, belief and
empire fused in quick succession.

How did Muslims of this period build
states and empires?

The Abu Ja‘far al Mansur of our account was the second caliph of the ‘Abbasid
family, which, after the Ottomans, was the longest lived major ruling dynasty
of the Islamic world. Having come to power by overthrowing the Umayyads
in749 750 CE, the ‘Abbasids would provide an unbroken succession of caliphs
until 1258, when the last was executed during the Mongol sack of Baghdad
some 500 years of dynastic rule, which is an impressive achievement by
European (if not Japanese) standards. The ‘Abbasids’ success in keeping
their dynastic rule intact should not be confused with success in keeping
their empire together, however. Already by the time of al Tabari, who died
during the reign of al Mugqtadir (908 32), al Mansur’s Round City was in near
ruins (the historian himself lived in one of its extramural quarters), and the
unified state as envisioned by late Umayyads and early ‘Abbasids was a distant
memory. If al Tabari had travelled in the year goo CE from his home in
Baghdad to the furthest western reach of the Islamic world (present day
Morocco), he would have left the area under direct ‘Abbasid control in a
matter of days, and travelled through regions ruled by no fewer than four
more or less independent dynasties, the Tulunids, Aghlabids, Rustamids and
Idrisids.

The main trajectory of early Islamic history therefore follows two succes
sive phases in politics and society. The first is charted here in chapters 5, 6 and
7, and the second in chapters 8 and 9. Since these processes transcended
dynastic change, so do our chapters; we thus break from the dynastic and
implicitly ethnic organisation of the original Cambridge history of Islam, which
directly and indirectly reflected nineteenth century nationalist narratives as
well as the conventional narratives of the tradition itself. And since regional
variation in economic, social and political history was considerable, Arabia,
the Islamic east (greater Iran), Syria, Egypt and the Iberian Peninsula and
North Africa are each treated in separate chapters in part III. This a clearer
sense of regional differentiation that characterises Islamic history is a third
area of research that has greatly advanced since the publication of the original
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Cambridge history of Islam.** So while part II can be said to chart Islamic history
from the viewpoint of the caliphs, part III describes it from the provincials’
points of view.

The first phase of Islamic history is the rise and consolidation of a unitary
state from its murky origins in the post conquest polity of the mid seventh
century to its eighth century transformation under the Umayyads and early
‘Abbasids into the last and perhaps greatest land based, bureaucratic empire
of Antiquity. By the late seventh century, Muslim rule extended as far west as
present day Tunisia, as far north as the Syrian Turkish border and as far east
as Turkmenistan, and by the early eighth, it had stretched into Spain,
Transoxania and the Sind valley in present day Pakistan. The whole fell
under the notional sovereignty of the Arab Muslim caliph and those delegated
by him, the caliph ruling initially from Arabia, then peripatetically in Syria, and
then spectacularly in the great Iraqi cities of Baghdad (at this point perhaps the
world’s largest) and Samarra’. What resulted was not merely a robust political
order, but a hugely creative cultural moment. Empire building unleashed
several processes, particularly a measure of political, social and economic
integration, which resulted from a military administrative system that
siphoned rural surpluses into large cities that possessed both state and mer
cantile elites; complemented by profits from international trade carried across
the waves of the Indian Ocean and the steppes of Central Asia, this led to the
production of high culture on a massive scale. Baghdad was not only one of
the world’s largest cities, but one of its most literate and learned ones.

I shall leave the difficult task of explaining a process of empire building as
complex as this to the appropriate chapters; the enormous cultural achieve
ments are surveyed in volume 5. Here it is enough to identify two factors that
explain the process. The first was the resilience and resourcefulness of the
ruling elite, which drew upon not only its own evolving and adaptive ideology
of rule, but also upon indigenous traditions of state building that had survived
the dislocations of the seventh century conquests. The second and one thatis

21 For examples from the period covered by this volume, see R. Bulliet, The patricians of
Nishapur: A study in medieval Islamic social history (Cambridge, MA, 1972); E. Daniel, The
political and social history of Khurasan under Abbasid rule, 747 820 (Minneapolis, 1979);
M. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest (Princeton, 1984); M. Gil, A history of Palestine,
634 1099 (Cambridge, 1992); R. Bulliet, Islam: The view from the edge (New York, 1994);
P. Chalmeta, Invasion e islamizacién: La sumisién de Hispania y la formacién de al Andalus
(Madrid, 1994); C. F. Robinson, Empire and elites after the Muslim conquest: The trans
formation of northern Mesopotamia (Cambridge, 2000); P. Cobb, White banners: Contention
in ‘Abbasid Syria, 750 880 (Albany, 2001); E. Manzano Moreno, Conquistadores, emires y
califas: Los omeyas y la formacion de al Andalus (Barcelona, 2006).
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altogether more difficult to measure was the economy of the eastern
Mediterranean, Fertile Crescent and Persian Gulf. Here, too, the contributors
can profitably draw from recent advances in our understanding of the material
culture of the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries, which decisively reject earlier
views that had made agricultural decline and Islamic rule nearly synonymous.
Matters are complicated by differing regional profiles and inconclusive evi
dence, but we now know enough to say that far from ending the economic
boom of the eastern Mediterranean, in at least some areas early Islamic rule can
be associated to some degree with continuing (and perhaps even increasing)
patterns of trade and settlement. The material evidence being so important and
generally so inaccessible, it is discussed in a separate chapter (17).

The second phase is the disintegration of this unified state, which begins
in the middle of the ninth century and accelerates during the tenth. For
reasons already explained, our evidence is better for this period, although
much remains very unclear; here, too, economy seems to play a dynamic (and
perhaps even dialectic) role with elite politics, as do cultural factors, such as
the ninth century militarisation of politics. On the other hand, explaining this
direction of change is somewhat easier on the historian, since, put in terms of
the longue durée imposed by geography and pre modern technology, it may be
understood as the natural reversion away from the extraordinarily resource
intensive work of state building and state maintaining across huge distances
especially assembling and feeding large armies, along with training and
paying the legions of bureaucrats needed to raise, measure and distribute
the taxes required to maintain the army and towards regionalism and some
measure of particularism. The Roman and early Byzantine empires had the
benefit of the Mediterranean Sea, across which men and cargoes could be
moved relatively cheaply and quickly; Baghdad certainly benefited from its
position on the Tigris, while Basra served as an entrepdt for goods going to
and from the Indian Ocean and beyond, but the empire as a whole was too far
flung and too geographically heterogeneous to remain whole in the long term.

The late ninth and tenth century disintegration of the unified state should
not be confused with dissolution of a political order; nor should it be thought
that high culture suffered as a result. The pattern of states and polities that
emerged in the tenth century and stabilised in the eleventh is sometimes
described as a commonwealth of more or less independent dynasties that
shared the use of Arabic (or an Arabised language, such as Persian),*

22 My use of the term ‘commonwealth’ is altogether different from Fowden’s above
(note 14).
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a repertoire of political thought that centred on the ruling offices of imamate
(in the Shi‘ite cases) and caliphate (in the Sunni ones), patterns of military
recruitment (notably the employment of non Muslims of servile origins), and
a commitment to the ordering of religious life, especially through the crystal

lisation of schools of law, the patronage of religious institutions and, in time,
the Sufi brotherhoods. Put another way, if a degree of regionalism emerges in
the tenth century, it was a regionalism of a particular sort, since disintegration
came only after processes of conversion in particular and acculturation in
general were already well advanced. To indulge in some counterfactual
history: had the state fragmented after the first civil war (Ar. fitna) of the
650s, the second civil war of the 68os or perhaps even after the ‘Abbasid
revolution, one presumes that the result would have been some sort of
return to the status quo ante: a Christian or Christianising world that remained
politically and in some measure culturally divided by frontiers that lay along
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. As it happened, disintegration came some
250 years after that first civil war, by which time Arabic had established itself as
the prestige language of culture and administration, and although Islam may
not have yet been the majority’s faith, it had long monopolised the language
of politics. (Even well before the turn of the tenth century, movements of
rebellion, revolution and secession had been almost invariably expressed and
understood in exclusively Islamic terms even among non Arabs, Islam
provided the repertoire of political action and movements to revive pre

Islamic religious are conspicuously rare.)

So had al Tabarl made his journey from Baghdad to Idrisid Morocco, he
would have crossed what amounts to political frontiers, but throughout his
travels he would have been at home culturally. The idea of commonwealth
should not be taken to mean that these so called ‘successor” states lived in
peaceful and harmonious synchrony or symbiosis. Far from it, at least at times;
dynasts were always Muslim and usually Sunni, but their ambitions differed,
sometimes even radically, from one to the next, some imperial in design,
others nothing more than home rulers. Much depended on distance from
Baghdad. Moreover, the tenth century rise of the Fatimid Isma‘lis in North
Africa and Egypt, which can be figured as the last large scale revolutionary
movement of early Islam, challenged ideologically and militarily the Sunni
Twelver Shi‘ite coalition of commanders, caliphs and learned men (the
‘ulama’) that was taking hold in Iraq and the East. In the event, however,
the Fatimids failed to dislodge the coalition of Easterners: Baghdad survived,
the quietist Imami Shi‘ism that it patronised would flourish, and charismatic
Isma‘lism, routinised in the Egyptian state, never gained much of a foothold
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in the central Islamic lands. Aside from the periphery (especially in North
Africa, along the Caspian coast and in Yemen), the future lay with Sunni states
of varying size and ambition, legitimised by history, caliphs, the law and,
finally, the patronage of high culture. Although the political and economic
integration of early Islam is often characterised as a ‘golden age’, it is incon
trovertible that much of what we now reckon to be the greatest achievements
of pre modern Islamic learning in literature, art, the exact and inexact
sciences were produced in this subsequent period. For all that there was a
measure of economic decline in the east, the tenth and eleventh centuries
were not about decline, but rather about a rebalancing of political life after
a relatively short and hugely spectacular experiment in empire building, and a
flourishing of cultural and intellectual life in a polyfocal world of competitive
courts and assertive local elites.
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I
The resources of Late Antiquity

JOHN HALDON

The physical and strategic environment

Landscape

The late ancient world in the lands that were to be conquered by the first
Muslim armies included a number of disparate regions, each offering a partic
ular environment: Asia Minor or Anatolia, very roughly modern Turkey; the
Levant or Middle Eastern regions down to and including Egypt; Mesopotamia
and the Iranian plateau to the east; North Africa, from Egypt westwards to
the Atlantic; and the Balkans." The Mediterranean and Black Seas united the
westernmost of these very different regions, while riverine systems on the one
hand and plateaux and desert on the other served both to differentiate and to
connect those in the east. Climate determined the patterns of agricultural and
pastoral exploitation within these zones, but it also constrained and determined
in many respects the nature of state and private surplus extracting activities.
The limited but fertile agricultural lands of Palestine and western Syria have
always been relatively wealthy, in contrast to the more mountainous lands to
the north and the deserts to the south and east. Greater Syria, including
Palestine and the Lebanon, incorporates a number of very different landscapes,
the terrain alternating from rugged highlands, through the fertile plains of
northern Syria or central Palestine, the hilly uplands around Jerusalem to the
desert steppe of central Syria. These landscapes had stimulated the development
of very different communities, and the artificial unity imposed by the Roman
state and, later, the early caliphate, should not disguise these stark contrasts.
South of Palestine lay the deserts of the Sinai peninsula, leading then into the
fertile Nile Valley and Delta regions an area of fundamentally different

1 Further literature on this section can be found in the chapter bibliography. I am especially
grateful to Patricia Crone, Don Whitcomb, Jairus Banaji and Michael Morony for
valuable criticism, comments and suggestions; any weaknesses or gaps in the argument
are, of course, the author’s responsibility alone.
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character, heavily dependent on the annual flooding of the great river and the
irrigation agriculture which it supported. Westwards from Egypt stretched the
provinces of North Africa  desert through the eastern sector of Cyrenaica and
Tripolitania in modern Libya, with very limited fertile coastal stretches and
inland plateaux. These graduate into the coastal plains of Tunisia and modern
Algeria, delineated by the plateaux and sandy desert regions in the south east,
including the al Jifara plain (and beyond them, the great desert), by the Aures
range in the centre, and the Saharan Atlas.

The Arabian Peninsula was and is marked out by the contrast between the
relatively fertile and more densely settled coastal regions of the south
(Yemen) and east (Bahrayn), on the one hand, and the vast empty centre
and north, traversed by the nomadic Bedouin and with no major urban
centres and, with the exception of a relatively dense group of oases in the
central region (north and south of modern Riyadh), relatively few oasis or
valley settlements, on the other. The oasis town of Medina was a partial
exception, situated on the western edge of the interior and on the so called
‘spice route’ from the southern port of Aden and other coastal settlements
further east. Mecca frequently assumed to have been on the same route
was in fact some 100 miles off to the east, a point which raises some
difficulties for traditional assumptions about the origins of Islam and the
merchant activities of the Quraysh.” The deserts were not entirely devoid of
habitation in the northern Hijaz a number of fertile oases offered possi
bilities, where settlements such as Fadak, Tayma, Wadi al Qura, al Khaybar
and Dedan (mod. al ‘Ola) flourished and formed points in a peninsular
network of local and long distance commerce. But relative to Iraq, Syria
and Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula remained a marginal zone, impoverished
and politically unstable, during the fifth, sixth and early seventh centuries
partly, of course, a reflection of the frequent interventions of the neighbour
ing powers.

To the east of Syria the desert separates the fertile and semi fertile zone of
greater Syria from Iraq or Mesopotamia, the land between the rivers, histor
ically one of the great centres of early settled agriculture and urban develop
ment. The wealth of the Sasanian empire depended largely on the agriculture
of Iraq and more especially of the region later known as the Sawad, the ‘black
land’, a great expanse of alluvial and irrigated territory extending from south
of Ctesiphon and, later, Baghdad, to the sea, and watered by the two great

2 See P. Crone, Meccan trade and the rise of Islam (Princeton, 1987; repr. Piscataway, NJ,
2004), p. 7 with earlier literature.
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rivers, Tigris and Euphrates.® Since the earliest historical times the region had
been the focus of human agriculture and husbandry, with a network of
irrigation canals connecting the two rivers. To the east lie the mountains of
Media and the great barrier of the Zagros range. In their northern foothills,
pushing up towards Azerbaijan, the Diyala valley extends the fertile zone, and
to the south and east of the Sawad the plain of Khuzistan again offers rich
agricultural and pastoral possibilities. The successive ridges of the Zagros
separate Mesopotamia from the Iranian plateau, running down from the
highlands of Kurdistan in the north to east of coastal Khuzistan and Fars in
the south, intersected by many small fertile plains and valleys. The plateau
itself is sparsely populated, with settlement confined largely to the valleys
formed by the rivers flowing from the eastern ridges of the Zagros, or to oases
from which irrigation networks can be fed. To the east the plateau is bounded
by a number of larger and smaller arid salt depressions and rocky or sandy
deserts, bordered on the eastern and southern edges by further highlands. Its
south central and southern fringes are characterised by arid plains where
settlement depended on oases or carefully maintained irrigation, with long
stretches of waterless semi desert extending along the coast into Makran and
Sind and thus into India. In the north, Media is bounded by the Elburz
mountains which separate its cooler, steppe like plains from the near tropical
and forested Caspian littoral. Westwards lie the Talish mountains and then the
high steppe of Azerbaijan; eastwards the Elburz give way to the highlands of
Tabaristan and the steppe of Jurjan and western Khurasan, with the plateau of
Turkistan stretching east and north into Transoxania, through the Karakum
and then Kizilkum steppe, past the Aral Sea into Central Asia. To the east and
across the central sector of mountain ridges and tracts of desert, intersected by
more fertile river valleys, the plain extends along the valley of the Oxus
between the western outliers of the Pamirs to the north and the Hindu
Kush to the south.

Asia Minor can be divided into three zones: the central plateau; the coastal
plains; and the mountain ranges that separate them. The plateau rises from
about 3,500 feet in the west to over 6,000 feet in the east, and is typified by
extremes of temperature. To the north the Pontic Alps follow the line of the

3 According to Sasanian evidence preserved in the later Arabic tradition, the annual
revenues from the Sawad under Khusrau I amounted to 150 million silver drachms, as
much as the combined revenues from Fars, Kirman and Khuzistan: see the evidence
discussed in J. Banaji, ‘Precious metal coinages and monetary expansion in Late
Antiquity’, in Dal Denarius al Dinar: L’oriente e la moneta romana. Atti del’incontro di
studio, Roma 16 18 sett. 2004 (Rome, 2006), pp. 274 6.
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southern shore of the Black Sea; to the south the Taurus and Anti Taurus
ranges extend along the Mediterranean coast and across northern Syria,
curving north eastwards into the Caucasus region. All the mountain zones,
but particularly the southern and eastern regions, are characterised by smaller
plateaux dissected by crater lakes, lava flows and depressions. Finally, the
Balkan peninsula is dominated by mountains which, while not especially high,
cover some two thirds of its area, the main formations being the Dinaric Alps
(which run through the western Balkan region in a south easterly direction)
and the associated Pindos range. Extensions and spurs of these mountains
dominate southern Greece and the Peloponnese. The Balkan chain itself lies
north of Greece, extending eastwards from the Morava river for about
550 kilometres as far as the Black Sea coast, with the Rhodope range forming
an arc extending southwards from this range through Macedonia towards the
plain of Thrace. River and coastal plains are relatively limited in extent. There
are thus very distinct climatic variations between the coastal, Mediterranean
type conditions and the continental type conditions of the inland and highland
regions.

Climate and the problem of climate change

Climate has remained, within certain margins, relatively constant across the
late ancient and medieval periods, yet there are a number of fluctuations that
need to be borne in mind and which, in conjunction with natural events such
as earthquakes, man made phenomena such as warfare, and catastrophes such
as pandemic disease, could have dramatic short to medium term results for
the human populations of the region, and thus for patterns of settlement, land
use, the extraction, distribution and consumption of resources, and political
systems.* The climate throughout much of the late Hellenistic and Roman
imperial periods was relatively warmer and milder than in the period that
preceded it, and constituted a ‘climatic optimum’ which favoured the expan
sion of agriculture. This expansion is reflected in the so called Beysehir

4 Further literature can be found in the bibliography. There is a vast literature on climate
change and its impact, especially in respect of societal collapse (see J. Diamond, Collapse:
How societies choose to fail or succeed (New York, 2005); H. Niizhet Dalfes, George Kukla
and Harvey Weiss (eds.), Third millennium BC climate change and old world collapse (New
York, 1997)), although ‘environmental determinism’ is an obvious danger and a major
focus for debate (see A. Rosen, ‘Determinist or not determinist?’: Climate, environment,
and archaeological explanation in the Levant’, in S. Wolff (ed.), Studies in the archaeology
of Israel and neighboring lands in memory of Douglas L. Esse (Chicago, 2001), pp. 535 54;
A. Rosen, ‘Environmental change and human adaptational failure at the end of the Early
Bronze Age in the Southern Levant’, in Dalfes, Kukla and Weiss (eds.), Third millennium
BC climate change and old world collapse, pp. 25 38).
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Occupation Phase in the southern Balkans and south western Turkey, for
example.” Datable by palynological and other paleoenvironmental evidence
to begin in about 1250 BCE and to last through to the seventh century CE,
this term has been adopted to refer to a period of human activity marked by
a dramatic increase in cultivated trees and cereals, clear evidence of a major
human impact on the environment which contrasts starkly with the fore
going period. Not all the sites that provide pollen evidence of this shift in
vegetation patterns show exactly the same plant profile, but there is a
uniform increase in the pollens of domesticated flora, including in particular
vines, olives, chestnut and other fruit trees and a range of cereals. At the
same time the species of coniferous pinus associated with non cultivated
contexts show a marked retreat, whereas species of oak and various herba
ceous plants, the latter associated with pastoral activities, increase. While
there are a number of sub zones within the areas affected by the BO Phase,
some evidencing less human activity than others, the Phase is a generally
recognised phenomenon.

By about 500 CE the climatic situation was changing, with colder and
wetter conditions persisting up to the mid ninth century. But within this
broad pattern certain micro climatic shifts have also been noted: palynological
and, more reliably, stable isotope analysis from lake beds in the Levant and
Asia Minor, for example, suggest that the climate from about 300 CE until the
mid fifth century was in fact slightly drier and warmer than the preceding
centuries (and tree ring analysis suggests that drought was frequent between
the 420s and 480s in several regions of the Levanté), but that some time during
the later fifth century it became cooler and wetter, until a period of very
gradual warming and desiccation began in the seventh century. Precipitation
levels declined, affecting highland zones in particular. At the same time the
evidence suggests that during the fifth century the level of the Mediterranean
began to rise, although the impact of this, which reflects a global phenom
enon, remains unclear. Nevertheless, it is very important to note that the
characteristic evidence for human activity associated with the BO Phase ends

5 Named for the site at which it was first identified, Beysehir Goli, in south west
Turkey: see S. Bottema, H. Woldring and B. Aytug, ‘Palynological investigations on
the relations between prehistoric man and vegetation in Turkey: The Beysehir
Occupation Phase’, Proceedings of the sth Optima Congress, September 1986 (Istanbul,
1986), pp. 315 28; W.]. Eastwood, N. Roberts and H. F. Lamb, ‘Palacoecological and
archaeological evidence for human occupance in southwest Turkey: The Beysehir
Occupation Phase’, Anatolian Studies, 48 (1998), pp. 69 86.

6 S. Lev Yadun, N. Lipschitz and Y. Waisel, ‘Annual rings in trees as an index to climate
changes intensity in our region in the past’, Rotem, 22 (1987).
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only in the later seventh century. This clearly suggests that climatic stimuli
were not the major cause of shifts in patterns of human activity.”

These micro climatic fluctuations are important, because climate change
does not affect all areas in the same way. Indeed, both the textual evidence
assembled for the Late Antique period and the palaeoclimatological evidence
suggest marked regional variations across quite short periods of fifty or one
hundred years, with droughts alternating with extremely cold and wet con
ditions, bringing serious difficulties for irrigated lands, on the one hand, and
for marginal dry farming zones, on the other. In those regions, such as the
Mediterranean coastal plains, dominated by westerlies, a warmer climate
brings less rainfall and desertification of desert marginal regions, whereas in
more continental zones such as the Iranian plateau and the drainage areas of
the Caspian, rainfall increases. A colder climate brings more rainfall in the
former regions thus exerting pressure on hydrological systems in general
whereas in the continental zones such as the Anatolian or Iranian plateaux
it brings less precipitation and thus desiccation. Evidence from the Susiana
plain suggests that the period around 500 650 CE was relatively dry, for
example.® Intermediate zones such as the Mesopotamian lowlands ~ will
be affected according to their position in relation to prevailing winds, rain and
highland shadow and distance from the sea. Climate change tends to show up
first in marginal zones, and temperate or humid regions later. Even if we are
not yet in a position anywhere to judge the impact of these shifts on either land
use or the social and economic history of the regions concerned, it is never
theless apparent that they will have played a role and cannot be written out of
the causal relationships that determined the pattern of historical change in the
late ancient world.

7 M.D. Jones, C. Neil Roberts, M.]. Leng and M. Tiirkes, ‘A high resolution late
Holocene lake isotope record from Turkey and links to North Atlantic and monsoon
climate’, Geology, 34 (May 2006). For the anthropogenic factors leading to the end of the
BO Phase, see J.F. Haldon, ““Cappadocia will be given over to ruin and become a
desert”: Environmental evidence for historically attested events in the 7th 1oth centur
ies’, in K. Belke, E. Kislinger, A. Kiilzer and M. Stassinopoulou (eds.), Byzantina
Mediterranea: Festschrift fiir Johannes Koder zum 65. Geburtstag (Vienna, 2007); and
A. England, W.]. Eastwood, C.N. Roberts, R. Turner and J.F. Haldon, ‘Historical
landscape change in Cappadocia (central Turkey): A paleoecological investigation of
annually laminated sediments from Nar Lake’, The Holocene, 18, 8 (2008), pp. 1229 45.

8 R.J. Wenke, Tmperial investments and agricultural development in Parthian and
Sasanian Khuzistan: 150 BC to AD 640’, Mesopotamia, 10 11 (1975/6), p. 82; H. M. Cullen
and P.B. de Menocal, ‘North Atlantic influence on Tigris Euphrates stream flow’,
International Journal of Climatology, 20 (2000); Jones et al., ‘A high resolution late
Holocene lake isotope record from Turkey’.
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In any event, the shifts described above will have rendered the human
environment of the later fifth to seventh centuries more challenging and the
economy of existence more fragile. Combined with the great plague of the
middle of the sixth century this established a short but vicious cycle which
impacted upon the population and thus upon settlement patterns and density
of many regions, although with very varied degrees of intensity. Although
generalisations are dangerous, after a period of demographic expansion and
intensification of agriculture lasting into the sixth century, a slow decline and
retrenchment seems to set in from some time around the middle of the sixth
century.’ In certain provinces of the eastern Roman empire in Asia Minor, for
example, some marginal lands were abandoned, soil erosion increased where
agriculture receded, and the colder climate generated increasing water vol
ume in rivers and watercourses, contributing to a rapid alluviation accompan
ied by lowland flooding in many more exposed areas. And while there is
some support for an overall reduction in agrarian activity around the early
540s, as reflected in the carbon dioxide content of polar ice cores, the sources
of this change cannot be geographically fixed, and the pattern does not seem to
be repeated in Syria and Palestine the settlement at Nessana in the Negev,
for example, flourished well into the later seventh century on the basis of its
irrigation agriculture."® In other regions an overall reduction in population and
thus in the rate of exploitation of natural resources such as forest is shown by
an increased variation in woodland flora over the same period. It is important
to bear in mind the very different effects such shifts had on different regions,
and we must not assume that similar outcomes were exhibited in Anatolia, the
Balkans, the Iranian plateau, Mesopotamia, or the northern Syrian uplands;
each was subject to its own particular micro climatic system."

9 Much ink has been expended on the question of the effects of the Justinianic’ plague.
For a reasoned comment on its potential but regionally varied effects, see C. J. Wickham,
Framing the early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400 8oo (Oxford, 2005), pp. 548f.
But historians have, on the whole, not yet taken into account the biological and
epidemiological evidence associated with the plague, which has shown it to be an
especially virulent pathogen: see I. Weichmann and G. Grupe, ‘Detection of Yersinia
pestis in two early medieval skeletal finds from Aschheim (Upper Bavaria, 6th century
ADY)’, American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 126 (2005); and the contributions in
L. K. Little (ed.), Plague and the end of Antiquity: The pandemic of 541 750 (Cambridge, 2006).

10 See Y. Hirschfeld, ‘Farms and villages in Byzantine Palestine’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 51
(1997), pp. 50ff.; and in general J. Shereshevski, Byzantine urban settlements in the Negev
desert (Beer Sheva, 1991). For the evidence of ice cores, the levels of carbon dioxide in
which have been related to the degree and intensity of agricultural and pastoral
production, see W. F. Ruddiman, “The anthropogenic greenhouse era began thousands
of years ago’, at courses.eas.ualberta.ca/ eas4s57/ Ruddiman2003.pdf.

11 See the relevant discussion in T. J. Wilkinson, Archaeological landscapes of the Near East
(Tucson, 2003); and the summary in M. G. Morony, ‘Economic boundaries? Late
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Roads and routes

Communications depended on landscape and climatic conditions, of course,
but a series of major strategic routes connected these different cultural and
geographical zones. The eastern Roman empire benefited from the creation of
military roads, constructed largely in the period 100 BCE 100 CE by the
Roman army, a network that also aided non military communications the
movement of goods, people and information. But the regular maintenance of
roads, which was a state burden upon towns and which was administered and
regulated at the local level, seems during the later Roman period to have
suffered somewhat. Outside the boundaries of the Roman state road main

tenance depended largely on local administration, although the Sasanian state
certainly provided for the upkeep of certain key strategic roads through
al Jazira towards Roman territory, or to the Caucasus and along the western
Caspian littoral, as well as eastwards into Khurasan and down to Fars and
major cities such as Istakhr. Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that
road building and bridge building were on several occasions carried out using
the skills of Roman captives during the third and fourth centuries.” The royal
court certainly invested in major strategic projects, therefore, although the
complex network of military roads maintained in the Roman world was not
repeated in Iran or Mesopotamia. And it has been reasonably assumed, albeit
on very little actual evidence other than later Islamic tradition, that a postal
service and state transport system similar to the Roman cursus publicus was
maintained by the Sasanian state.”

Transport by water was generally much faster and certainly far cheaper
than by land, although ought not to be overstated. Long distance movement
of bulk goods such as grain was generally prohibitively expensive the cost of
feeding draught oxen, maintaining drovers and carters and paying local tolls,
combined with the extremely slow rate of movement of ox carts, multiplied

Antiquity and early Islam’, JESHO, 47 (2004), pp. 172 5; and the comparative description
in Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 17 31, and esp. 609ff., on the regionalised
urban economies of the eastern provinces and their development

12 See, for example, S.N.C. Lieu, ‘Captives, refugees and exiles’, in P. Freeman and
D. Kennedy (eds.), The defence of the Roman and Byzantine East, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1986),
vol. II, pp. 476 83; and M. Morony, ‘Population transfers between Sasanian Iran and the
Byzantine empire’, in La Persia e Bisanzio: Atti dei convegni Lincei 201 (Rome, 2004).
Further literature can be found in the bibliography. And see chapter 2 below.

13 An account of various acts of Khusrau I, transmitted through the later Arabic tradition by
Miskawayh, gives a very clear picture of a centralised state with an effective and centrally
supervised road system. See M. Grignaschi, ‘Quelques specimens de la littérature sassa
nide conservés dans les bibliothéques d’Istanbul’, JA, 254 (1966), pp. 1 142 (Fr. trans.,
Pp. 16 28; notes, p. 45). See p. 20 with n. 4o.
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the price of the goods being transported beyond the means of anyone who
would otherwise have bought them. Sogdian merchants employed Bactrian
camels, and the introduction of the pack saddle for camels did make the
movement of bulk goods more economical. Although the bulk transport of
goods over long distances did sometimes happen, it was really only the state,
with some activity funded by wealthy private individuals, that could pay for
this, except where the luxury value of the goods concerned made the enter

prise worthwhile, as with the great silk caravans across the southern steppe
zone from China and into Iran, or when conditions made a premium price
possible (as with the Quraysh trade in leather in the sixth century: see below).
The cost effectiveness of shipping, entailing the carriage of large quantities of
goods in a single vessel handled by a small crew, also gave coastal settlements
a great advantage with regard to their access to the wider world. In the case of
the Roman world, and in spite of the short term disruption caused by the
Vandals in the mid fifth century, the Mediterranean and Black Seas offered
enormous opportunities for the movement of goods of all sorts, and the
archaeological pattern of distribution of a range of products, from pottery to
oil, wine, grain and minerals illustrates this very clearly. Similarly, for the
Persians the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean offered comparable potential
for a long distance commerce and movement of goods and ideas which belie
the apparently westward facing aspect of Sasanian culture and politics pre

sented by many of the sources."

Syria and Palestine were traversed by several major routes connecting the
inland regions to the coast, and by a series of major roads stretching from
north to south and on down towards Sinai or around the coast through Gaza
to Egypt. Travel eastwards from Syria to Mesopotamia was confined largely to
the northern corridor across the plains of northern Syria and al Jazira, from
Amida down the Euphrates, or from Edessa, via Dara and Nisibis, or the
Euphrates crossings at Callinicum, towards Nineveh; and although in extremis
crossings of the Great Syrian Desert could be made (as in the expedition of
Khalid ibn al Walid in 634/5),” this northern corridor was the only practical
route for large forces and was thus the key element in the strategic geography
of the whole region, determining also local economic activity and the location
of fortresses and fortifications. Other routes led north and north west across
what would become the Byzantine frontier during the second half of the
seventh century from al Raqqa (Callinicum) to Harran or Edessa, then on to

14 See in general R. W. Bulliet, The camel and the wheel (Cambridge, MA, 1975).
15 See F. M. Donner, The early Islamic conquests (Princeton, 1981), pp. 119 28.
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cross the Euphrates at Samosata, from which Melitene, Germanikeia and
Adata could be reached. In northern Syria it was Chalkis (Qinnasrin) and
Beroea (Aleppo) that served as the foci for communications, with routes west
to Antioch, north west into Cilicia and towns such as Tarsus and Adana, and
south towards Apamea, Emesa, Damascus, the coast and the cities of Palestine
and Arabia (Transjordan). To the south from the Roman provinces of
Palestine III or Arabia a number of well established caravan routes passed
along the wadis into the Hijaz and on to the coast or inland; and on the
opposite side of the Arabian Peninsula a similar network of routes led up
parallel to or along the coast into southern Iraq. From northern Syria also a
series of key routes led across the Cilician plain and thence through the
passes in particular through the so called Cilician Gates northwards onto
the Anatolian plateau. From Mesopotamia and northern al Jazira further
routes led across the steppe like highlands of Azerbaijan into the southern
Caucasus region, or down through the mountains of Daylam into the Caspian
littoral and hence north towards Darband and a series of heavily fortified
strategic passes giving access from the steppes to the north into the Caucasus
and beyond. Routes eastwards from Mesopotamia were constrained primarily
by the Zagros, through whose few passes access was had to Media and the
Iranian plateau. The major southern road runs from Ahwaz via the so called
Persian Gates across the mountains to Shiraz. From here further routes radiate
south to the coast of the Indian Ocean and the Gulf, north north east to Yazd
or Isfahan, across the plateau and desert to the oasis of Kirman, and then on to
Makran and Sind. From Hamadhan the northern route leads into the
Tabaristan highlands, and on to the city of Rayy. From there another route
crosses the mountains into the coastal plain of the southern Caspian, from
where the road east to Jurjan runs along the costal plain; while the eastward
road continues across south of the mountains to Nishapur in western
Khurasan. From here radiate routes north west into the Jurjan region, east
and then north east through Khurasan towards Marw and Transoxania, or
south towards Herat and then east on to Balkh, each supported by the
agricultural output of its own river basin hinterland. From these cities roads
led south into Sistan and cities such as Zaranj and Kandahar. Eastwards the
road continued to Kabul; southwards into the province of Sind and the port of
Daybul on the Indian Ocean.

Asia Minor was traversed by a series of major strategic routes which crossed
the Taurus and Anti Taurus via the passes already mentioned and led across
the plateau, either to the northern coast and the great entrep6t of Trebizond,
or to the north western and western coastal plains and cities such as
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Constantinople, Nicaea and Ephesus. The Balkans likewise were characterised
by the important military roads radiating out from Constantinople through
Thrace, either north towards the Danube frontier, north and west towards the
Adriatic, the most famous in the latter case being the Via Egnatia, of course,
which crossed the mountains to Dyrrhachion (mod. Diirres), and the so called
‘military road’ from Constantinople up to the Danube.

Land use and exploitation of resources

The exploitation of natural resources and the ways in which human popula

tions employ the land, flora and fauna at their disposal are closely determined
by the geophysical and climatic framework described above, and can be
grouped under four basic headings: arable farming; pastoral farming; the
exploitation of woodland and scrubland; and the extraction and working of
mineral resources. Agriculture can in turn be divided into dry rainfall

dependent and wet irrigation dependent cultivation, while the type of
pastoral activity depends on a range of variables, in particular height, degree
of aridity, type of vegetation and grass cover, and so forth. The extent of
agricultural activity, of the exploitation of natural resources such as wood

lands, and of particular crops such as cereals or grapes, is reflected also in the
climatic fluctuations and shifts that took place across the period in question.
Yet even in apparently adverse and hostile conditions human activity pro

duced a thriving agriculture along the desert fringes of Syria and Palestine,
for example, substantial populations were served by extensive and efficient
irrigation systems in late Roman times and thereafter. Egypt was the bread
basket of the late Roman and early Byzantine state, just as Mesopotamia was
by far the most productive and wealthiest region of the Sasanian kingdom.
But cereal production was also an important feature of the limited but fertile
coastal and riverine plains of central and northern Syria and parts of Palestine,
alongside the equally important production of olive oil and a range of fruits
and vegetables. Grain production was likewise a major feature of the Sawad and
of most of the fertile river valleys and watered uplands of Iran, Anatolia and
the Balkans, and rice was also cultivated in parts of Syria and Khuzistan, as
well as in Bactria."® Considerable regional variations in the types of fruits
and vegetables and the different emphasis on oleoculture and viticulture

16 C. Brunner, ‘Geographical and administrative divisions: Settlements and economy’, in
E. Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge history of Iran, vol. IIl: The Seleucid, Parthian and
Sasanian periods (Cambridge, 1983), p. 754. For an overview of the Mediterranean in
this respect, see P. Horden and N. Purcell, The corrupting sea: A study of Mediterranean
history (Oxford, 2000), pp. 175 224.
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reflected long term cultural and economic tradition as well, with the
Mediterranean lands concentrating on olives and vines in contrast to the
production of nuts and a wide range of other fruits in Iraq and Iran. Apart
from wheat, barley and rice, for example, al TabarT lists vines, dates, alfalfa
and olives as products which the Sasanian kings taxed; other sources suggest
that vegetables, cotton, sesame and cucumbers were untaxed.” Between the
zones of agricultural production were substantial districts in which a pastoral
economy dominated. The marginal regions between the two were the site of
mixed economic activity with accordingly differently articulated social rela

tions from those typical of the arable heartlands or the nomadic or trans

humant societies of the mountains and plateaux, as in the foothills of the
Zagros, for example, where sheep raising was a major aspect of the local
economy but where there were small gardens and where limited cereal
production was also carried on, or in the Hijaz and in southern Arabia. But
such economies depended on an accommodation with the systems around
them, and both pastoralists and more strictly agricultural economies like

wise depend for the most part on a symbiotic relationship with one another,
with animal husbandry generally playing an important role in most agrarian
cultures. Along the Zagros chain itself and throughout the mountainous
steppe of Media and Azerbaijan different groups of nomads maintained their
sheep, goats and horses. Horse and cattle farming were typical of the middle
and south eastern plateaux regions of Asia Minor, southern Iran and
Khurasan, and southern Azerbaijan, shared with and giving way to sheep
and goats on the middle and higher ground; a transhumant economy
characterised the northern face of the Pontic Alps along the southern
shore of the Black Sea and much of the central and western Balkan zone,
as well as the divide between the Iranian plateau and the surrounding non

arid lowlands. In North Africa the semi arid zones along the Mediterranean
coast in Cyrenaica and Egypt as well as in the foothills of the Atlas and
related highlands supported a nomadic or semi nomadic economy based on
camels, sheep and goats.

The early Islamic period saw a considerable number of changes in this
traditional pattern, which had itself not been static, since state demands, on the
one hand, and market demands, on the other, encouraged shifts in the patterns
of production government demands for wheat for armies impacted on both
Roman and Sasanian agriculture as private landlords and taxpayers responded
to market and price fluctuations. Production of cash crops for specific markets,

17 T. Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden (Leiden, 1879), p. 245.
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and in the context of a highly monetised economy, directly affected the
organisation of labour on the land and the ways in which it might be taxed in
the late Roman empire, most notably in Egypt but almost certainly elsewhere
too, as in late Sasanian Iraq.”® Warfare, natural disaster and demographic
changes appear to have adversely affected irrigation systems in Iraq and the
Negev, or the production of olive oil in northern Syria, during the later sixth
century; although by the same token many districts continued to flourish and
to maintain their agricultural and irrigation infrastructure. During the seventh
and especially the eighth centuries, however, a number of new crops appear
which were to transform the picture of agrarian production, making possible
the development of local economic subsystems producing for local and
long distance markets as well as the rapid growth of urban populations and
thus taxable resources. Such developments also affected dietary and culinary
traditions as well as ceramic forms, of course. And while changes such as these
must in all probability have been stimulated by expanding urban demand
following the conquest, the role of the new Arab Islamic elite as well as their
own traditions of estate management and exploitation also played a role; and
this in turn affected patterns of political power and control of resources, so that
the political history of the early Islamic world cannot adequately be understood
in all its complexity without reference to the history of agrarian and urban
production and the distribution and pattern of consumption of resources. Some
idea of the relative wealth of the different parts of the Islamic world can be
gauged by comparing the very different contributions made by different prov
inces to late Roman and, much later, to Ottoman revenues, in which it becomes
clear that Iraq, on the one hand, and Syria and Egypt, on the other, were by far
the biggest contributors to government tax income in comparison with most
other provinces under their respective rulers.” What is important to note,
however, is that the arrival of Islam and the rise in importance of cash crops
such as sugar and cotton, as well as the introduction of many new crops,
stimulated some fairly dramatic changes in this picture.*

18 P. Sarris, “The origins of the manorial economy: New insights from late Antiquity’,
English Historical Review, 119 (2004); P. Sarris, ‘Rehabilitating the great estate: Aristocratic
property and economic growth in the Late Antique east’, in W. Bowden, L. Lavan and
C. Machado (eds.), Recent research on the Late Antique countryside (Leiden, 2004); Morony,
‘Economic boundaries?’, pp. 168 72; J. Banaji, Agrarian change in Late Antiquity: Gold,
labour and aristocratic dominance (Oxford 2001), pp. 16 18, 36ft., 100ff., 214 109.

19 See M. F. Hendy, Studies in the Byzantine monetary economy, c. 300 1450 (Cambridge, 1985),
pp. 613 18.

20 A. M. Watson, ‘A medieval green revolution: New crops and farming techniques in the
early Islamic world’, in A. L. Udovitch (ed.), The Islamic Middle East, 700 1900: Studies in
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Rice (from which rice flour was ground) was cultivated in southern Iraq, and
bread (whether of rice flour or wheat flour) was the basic food of all the
populations of the Mediterranean and Iranian worlds. Cereals were therefore
the dominant crop grown by the majority of rural producers. Egypt, with the
rich alluvial soils of the Nile Valley and watered by extensive local irrigation
systems, probably produced by far the greatest quantity per head of the
producing population; but the plains of northern Syria, the coastal regions of
Asia Minor, Thrace and Thessaly, the North African provinces, the Sawad and
Khuzistan floodplains also produced substantial quantities of cereals. The oasis
centres of the Iranian plateau and of Khurasan likewise provided for themselves
and for a certain amount of commercial activity in respect of grain production,
as well as a range of fruits and vegetables. As well as wheat, a substantial
element in the grain production of the empire was barley, with smaller amounts
of millet in certain zones (southern Arabia, sub Saharan Africa) regarded
generally as inappropriate for human consumption. Probably from the fourth
century on (although the dating is problematic) hard wheats with a greater
proportion of protein per volume were gradually replacing the soft wheats
that had hitherto dominated Mediterranean cereal agriculture (with certain
exceptions, for example, in Egypt, where the introduction of hard wheats
appears to have pre dated its appearance elsewhere in the Roman world),
with important consequences for both diet and cereal production in general
in the centuries to follow.” In Iraq and the oases of Iran and Khurasan, dates,
nuts and fruits were also produced, often in substantial quantities sufficient for
export well beyond the centres of production. Vegetables, pulses (beans etc.)
and root crops were also cultivated wherever cereals were also grown, usually
on the basis of household garden plots rather than extensively, so that villages
and towns were for the most part supplied with all the essentials of life ~ food,
drink, clothing, the materials for housing and the livestock for transport from
their immediate hinterlands.

Self sufficiency was never absolute: villages were also part of a wider world
of exchange consisting of many communities within a particular region, from
which the inhabitants could obtain goods and services they did not produce
themselves, and through which they might also attract commerce from very
much further afield. At the same time the organisation of production varied

economic and social history (Princeton, 1981); A. M. Watson, Agricultural innovation in the
early Islamic world: The diffusion of crops and farming techniques, Cambridge Studies in
Islamic Civilization (Cambridge, 1983).

21 R.S.Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton, 1993); C. Morrisson and J. P. Sodini, “The
sixth century economy’, in A. Laiou et al. (eds.), The economic history of Byzantium from
the seventh through the fifteenth century (Washington DC, 2002), p. 196.
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regionally and offered a multifaceted picture: rural communities of mixed
ownership marketing their own produce or that of a landlord, large estates
with highly commercialised enterprises worked through wage labour,
mixed estates depending less on commercial markets and more on state
purchasing for the army, diversified self sufficient estates, for example, and
so forth.** Only the largest cities, and then mostly those with access to ports
and the sea, had the resources to import goods from further away than their
own locality on a regular basis, and these were mostly luxuries for those
who could pay for them. Rome and Constantinople imported bulk goods
chiefly grain and oil on a large scale; but they were notable exceptions,
with unusually large urban populations and substantial governmental and
ecclesiastical bureaucracies. Mada’in/Ctesiphon and its Islamic successors
were supplied from their immediate hinterland and from further afield by
river and canal. But dependence on distant centres of production was
possible only because it was paid for by states or governments, or because
supply by river and canal was practical. Inland towns were generally
entirely dependent on what was produced locally, and this was strongly
inflected in terms of variety and availability by seasonal and regional
fluctuations.

This was especially the case in those areas where irrigation systems were
essential. Particularly significant in this respect were the qandts of northern
Syria, Iraq, Iran and Khurasan, underground water channels which needed
careful maintenance and upon which many major settlements depended for
their survival. Irrigation systems had a long history in these areas, but in
certain parts of the Sasanian world saw a very considerable expansion as a
result of state investment during the fourth and fifth centuries. Under Shapur
I (r. 241 72 CE), for example, there seems to have taken place a substantial
restructuring of the irrigation system in Khuzistan, with new canals and
extended qandts being constructed and connected by a series of reservoirs
and sluices, a programme that impacted on both newly irrigated marginal
lands and traditionally irrigated areas, and which made possible the substantial

22 See Banaji, Agrarian change in Late Antiquity, pp. 6 22, for example, with literature.
Village settlements were often of very mixed structure, comprising freeholding culti
vators, tenants of local or urban landlords (of varying scale and situation), simple
labourers, artisans who also possessed and farmed land, either directly or through the
use of hired labour, and so forth. Indeed, recent work has tended to emphasise the
interpenetration of large scale and small scale landholding and exploitation in both
villages and estates. See, e.g., C. Zuckerman, Du village d Uempire: Autour du registre
fiscal d’Aphroditd (525/526) (Paris, 2004), and note Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages,
p. 243.
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growth in population and urbanism that took place over this period.? In
Mesopotamia itself a huge investment in the northern district, probably
during the later third and early fourth centuries, linked the Tigris to the
Euphrates by a canal from which a network of lesser waterways irrigated
the areas to the south, while further south new networks of waterways and
irrigation canals were constructed, investments which further stimulated both
levels of production and urbanism.** The largest and most impressive of these
works, however, was carried out through the construction of the system
which linked the Tigris and the Diyala basin, vastly extending the areas
already irrigated by works undertaken by the earlier Parthian kings in the
region.”

Sowing, harvesting and the pattern of seasonal activities depended on
location. For those regions dominated by a Mediterranean climate vegetables
were harvested in June, cereals in July and vines and olives in the autumn,
after which the land not given over to arboriculture was normally opened to
livestock for pasturage and manuring. Ploughing and tilling generally took
place in October and November, and planting/sowing followed immediately
thereafter in order to take advantage of the winter rains and the seasonal
humidity of the soil. But the cycle might be different in more arid regions: in
Syria and on the Iranian plateau harvesting also took place in November, with
ploughing and planting in July and August, for example. In those areas in
which agricultural activity was supported by systems of irrigation, as in the
Nile Valley, or drier regions with very low annual rainfall, the pattern was

23 See R. M. Adams and D. P. Hansen, ‘Archaeological reconnaissance and soundings in

Jundi Shapur’, Ars Islamica, 7 (1968). The dating of the gandts is, however, problematic,

by association usually with physically proximate sites, rarely by internal evidence, so

that some doubts remain as to whether or not they pre date or post date the arrival of

Islam.

R. M. Adams, Heartland of cities: Surveys of ancient settlement and land use on the central

floodplain of the Euphrates (Chicago, 1981), pp. 179 83,208 11; M. Gibson, The city and area

of Kish (Miami, 1972); R. M. Adams and H. J. Nissen, The Uruk countryside: The natural

setting of urban societies (Chicago, 1972), pp. 59 63.

25 R. M. Adams, The land behind Baghdad: A history of settlement on the Diyala plains
(Chicago and London, 1965), pp. 61 80, 104 5; P. Christensen, The decline of Iranshahr:
Irrigation and environments in the history of the Middle East, soo BC to AD 1500
(Copenhagen, 1993), pp. 107 12, 227, 234; M. Morony, “The late Sasanian economic
impact on the Arabian Peninsula’, Name ye Iran e Bastan, 1, 2 (2001/2), pp. 30 1 (for
similar systems in sixth century Sasanian ruled Oman); J. D. Howard Johnston, “The
two great powers in Late Antiquity: A comparison’, in A. Cameron (ed.), The
Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. III: States, resources and armies, Studies in
Late Antiquity and Early Islam 1 (Princeton, 1995), pp. 199 203 (now repr. in
J. Howard Johnston, East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the end of antiquity (Aldershot,
2006), vol. I).
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different again. Returns on planting similarly varied: the highest average
returns in fertile regions appear to have been of the order of 7:1 or 8:1, with
variations in either direction. Lower returns in drier or less well watered
districts have been calculated at some 5:1, but might be considerably lower;
and all these figures varied slightly across each district, according to the type of
crop, seasonal climatic fluctuations and whether or not irrigation systems
were employed.

Livestock sheep, goats, cattle, horses and pigs were a feature of most
rural communities, but certain areas concentrated on stock raising more than
on other spheres of production. The raising of mules and horses was an
essential for the state, for the public postal and transport system as well as
for the army. Substantial stud farms were maintained in parts of Asia Minor,
but are also known from North Africa, Italy and Syria, as well as Fars and
Khurasan. The Anatolian plateau was dominated by stock farming, often on
large, ranch like estates, and while agriculture played an essential role in the
maintenance of the population, the richest landlords of the region seem
generally to have based their wealth on this type of production. But stock
farming played an important role throughout the east Roman and Sasanian
worlds, and sheep and goats, along with pigs, formed an important element in
the productive capacity of many rural communities, sharing with cereal
production the attentions of the peasant farmer. Livestock was the source of
many essential items not just meat, skins or milk, but also hides, leather,
wool, felt, glues and horn, as well as bone and gut for both decorative and
practical purposes.>®

Land was exploited not just by agriculture and animal husbandry, but also
for timber and its derivatives  oils, bark, resins and so forth and for
minerals. Whereas the former has not been studied in any depth, with a
few exceptions,” the extraction of minerals has been the subject of a good
deal of research, and a reasonably accurate picture of what mineral resources
were extracted from which regions of the late ancient world can now be
drawn. Of the ores mined or collected, iron was probably the most impor
tant, needed for weapons and tools. Centres of iron mining included north
eastern Anatolia and the central southern Black Sea coastal regions, central
Syria, the Taurus mountains and the south Balkans, Oman and the Arabian

26 For patterns of agricultural production and the seasons, see M. Kaplan, Les hommes et la
terre d Byzance du VIe au Xle siécles (Paris, 1992), esp. pp. 25 87.

27 A. W.Dunn, “The exploitation and control of woodland and scrubland in the Byzantine
world’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Sudies, 16 (1992).
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Peninsula, and especially in the Elburz range and southern Azerbaijan high

lands, as well as parts of the Zagros and, on the Iranian plateau, in the Kirman
region. Tin, generally alloyed with copper to make bronze, was mined in the
Taurus and the Arabian Peninsula, but was also imported to the eastern
Mediterranean from the south western parts of Britain; bronze was
extremely commonly used both for low value coins and for a huge range
of household utensils and tools, and ornamental objects. Copper, which
could be alloyed with zinc to make brass, was extracted from the Caucasus
and southern Pontic regions, northern Syria, Oman, the Zagros and the
Iranian plateau, and the central Balkans and Spain. Crucial to the economy
of the Roman world was gold, of course, obtained from the Caucasus, from
Armenia, which had rich deposits, as did also the Arabian Peninsula, and to a
lesser extent from the Balkans, although the location of Roman and
Byzantine gold workings remains largely unclear.*® The Sasanians competed
with Rome over Caucasian sources, although limited workings in the west

ern Elburz, as well as further afield in Oman, Nubia and Abyssinia, also
provided supplies. The Arabian Peninsula appears to have been far more
important as a source of precious metals than has generally been recognised,
and this may provide additional reasons for the urgency of Byzantine and
Sasanian interest in the area.”® There were sources of silver, particularly
important to the Sasanians in respect of their coinage, in the Elburz, the
Iranian plateau and southern Caucasus, Oman, Arabia and also Khurasan; as
well as from the Taurus, the central Pontic Alps and Armenia, and the central
Balkans. In the case of both these precious metals governments tried as hard
as possible to control both their import and export. Control over stocks of
precious metals was achieved partly through recycling, although this could
not ensure a constant supply.*

28 See in particular G. W. Heck, ‘Gold mining in Arabia and the rise of the Islamic state’,
JESHO, 42 (1999); and A. H. M. Jones, The later Roman empire 284 602: A social and
administrative study (Oxford, 1964), pp. 834 9; O. Davies, Roman mines in Europe (Oxford,
1935); K. Greene, The archaeology of the Roman economy (Berkeley, 1986), pp. 142 8;
J. C. Edmondson, ‘Mining in the later Roman Empire and beyond’, Journal of Roman
Studies, 79 (1989); and the brief treatment in M. McCormick, Origins of the European
economy: Communications and commerce, AD 300 goo (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 42 53.

29 See Heck, ‘Gold mining in Arabia and the rise of the Islamic state’, pp. 368 72.

30 ForlIransee J. V. Harrison, ‘Minerals’, in W. B. Fisher (ed.), The Cambridge history of Iran,
vol. I: The land of Iran (Cambridge, 1968); Morony, ‘The late Sasanian economic impact
on the Arabian Peninsula’, pp. 29, 32 3, 35; and esp. D. M. Dunlop, ‘Sources of gold and
silver according to al HamdanT’, Studia Islamica, 8 (1957) (repr. in M. G. Morony (ed.),
Production and the exploitation of resources, The Formation of the Classical Islamic World
11 (Princeton, 2002), chap. 1).
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The social environment

Population, cities and villages in the late ancient world

Discussion of the economic relationships and structures of Late Antiquity has
expanded enormously over the last twenty years, a result of two tendencies
to see ‘Late Antiquity” as a period stretching from the fourth or even third
century CE to the eighth, and to extend its geographical coverage to encom
pass a much wider world than the territories of the Roman empire. Sasanian
Iran, parts of Central Asia and India and the Far East are now, quite reason
ably, brought into the picture, as historians and archaeologists recognise the
need to see Rome or Persia as parts of a much greater and more complex
whole. And although there remain some important disagreements about
specific regional differences in the pace and degree of development, recent
work has made it possible to offer a fairly coherent account of the nature of the
late ancient economy. It has become clear, in addition, that the ‘economy’ of
the late ancient world has to be conceived of as consisting in fact of several
economic sub systems, overlapping and interpenetrating at different points.
At the same time, the concept of the ‘economy’ is complicated by the role of
the state, in its Roman and Sasanian forms, in so far as government or court
demands for resources in various guises, whether money, produce, services or
skills, directly impacted upon the ways in which local society operated.” The
arrangements and institutional structures through which resources were
appropriated and the legal forms that justified this process were affected by
notions of property and rights but at the same time directly determined the

31 Such work has taken its cue in particular from the work of Brown and Mazzarino; see
e.g. P. R. L. Brown, The world of Late Antiquity: From Marcus Aurelius to Muhammed
(London, 1971); G. W. Bowersock, Peter Brown and Oleg Grabar (eds.), Interpreting Late
Antiquity: Essays on the postclassical world (Cambridge, MA, 1999); S. Mazzarino, La fine del
mondo antico (Milan, 1988). There are now a number of succinct summaries of the
material, which provide useful syntheses of the evidence, the literature and current
interpretations. See in particular M. Whittow, ‘Decline and fall? Studying long term
change in the east’, in L. Lavan and W. Bowden (eds.), Theory and practice in late Antique
archaeology (Leiden, 2003), pp. 404 18; Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth century economy’;
B. Ward Perkins, ‘Specialised production and exchange’, in A. Cameron, B. Ward Perkins
and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge ancient history, vol. XIV: Late Antiquity: Empire and
successors, AD 425 600 (Cambridge, 2000); B. Ward Perkins, ‘Land, labour and settlement’,
in Cameron et al. (eds.), Late Antiquity; C. J. Wickham, review of A. Giardina (ed.), Societd
romana e impero tardoantico, III: Le merci. Gli insediamenti (Rome Bari, 1986), in Journal of
Roman Studies, 78 (1988); and A. Chavarrfa and T. Lewit, “Archaeological research on the
late antique countryside: A bibliographic essay’, in Bowden, Lavan and Machado (eds.),
Recent research. Quite apart from these, the substantial volumes of McCormick, Origins of
the European economy, and Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, are situated in precisely
this milieu.

37

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



The New Cambridge History of Islam

ways in which political power and authority were expressed and exercised.
The first Muslim conquerors thus inherited an exceedingly complex set of
economic and political structures and relationships, and it is in consequence
hardly surprising that early Islamic institutions and state systems were heavily
determined by the framework within which they now had to function, the
more so since that framework and its constituent elements were themselves
evolving, and continued to evolve, but in an increasingly Islamised context.
To speak of ‘the economy of the late ancient world’ is, therefore, to do this
complex and multifaceted set of relationships and social practices a very
considerable injustice, yet we cannot escape some degree of generalisation if
we are to try to encapsulate the key features of the socio economic landscape
in which Islam was to implant itself from the early 630s CE on. We may thus
attempt to summarise the most significant developments under a series of
headings, beginning with population and moving on to cities, urbanism and
settlement, the state and fiscal systems, and commerce.

Given the geographical constraints described already, it is apparent that the
pattern of settlement, and in particular its density, will reflect this environ
ment very closely. A comparison of the areas of settlement density and
locations of villages, towns or cities in the late Roman and early Byzantine
world with modern demographic patterns demonstrates a remarkable con
tinuity in all the regions with which this volume is concerned. Such a
comparison says little about absolute numbers or about the fluctuations across
time (seasonally or even on a day to day basis) in density and extent of
settlement, as marginal lands were brought into, or fell out of, cultivation or
as irrigation systems were neglected or maintained or extended; but it does
point to the relationship between human populations and the ability of the
land to support them. A comparison of the demographic map of Turkey
before the Second World War (representing the mid 1930s) with a map
showing the density of Roman cities and Byzantine episcopal sees, for exam
ple, highlights the fact that it is more or less the same areas that could maintain
substantial populations in ancient and medieval times, that saw the densest
concentration of urban centres, and that may thus be taken to have remained
the most productive and heavily settled regions of the Byzantine period after
the transformation of the late ancient city network after the seventh century.
A similar pattern emerges from a comparison of Roman and medieval
population centres with modern demographic concentrations in the Balkans.

Estimating pre modern population numbers and densities is notoriously
difficult and fraught with dangers, methodological and factual, so while the
distribution of settlement can, up to a point, be represented reasonably
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accurately, the numbers suggested for mean population levels must be taken
with a considerable degree of caution, however credible they may appear to
be. The climatic and geographical features that determined land use likewise
determined where populations were concentrated and how many people the
land could support. The degree of continuity from medieval to modern times
is, in this respect, considerable. But there were within our period very consid

erable fluctuations, both in respect of the relationship between the populations
of urban and rural regions and in terms of their density. Broadly speaking, it has
been assumed that there was a long downward curve in population in the
Roman empire during the late ancient period, although with very marked
regional variations, which continued into the later seventh and eighth centuries
in what was left of the empire after the first Islamic conquests, followed by a
slow recovery into the later ninth and tenth centuries, with a fairly dramatic rise
in the twelfth century. In fact, archaeological data would now suggest a marked
regional upturn during the fifth and sixth centuries in this pattern for much of
Syria, Palestine and Egypt, and for Mesopotamia and southern Iraq, with the
downturn continuing slowly in North Africa and the western parts of the
Roman world at the same time. The evidence for central and eastern Iran is
too sparse yet to generate such generalisations. It has been estimated that the
population of Roman Europe was in the order of approximately 67 7o million at
the end of the second century CE, falling to around 27 30 million by the early
eighth century (but rising again by 1300 to some 73 million, with a particularly
noticeable rise about 1200 CE). The most recent estimates for the late Roman
and Byzantine areas proposes a population for the empire’s eastern provinces of
some 19 20 million just before the middle of the sixth century (before the plague
of the 540s), with a further 7 million in the west; of 17 million in the early seventh
century, with a reduction to about 7 million by the middle of the eighth century.
But there is no real way of knowing how accurate these actually are.*

Some evidence suggests a similar curve in the Near Eastern world, yet it
should also be emphasised that there were marked regional variations. Thus
in the Sasanian lands, especially Mesopotamia, the Diyala basin and
Khuzistan, population expansion based upon the evidence of expanding
irrigation systems and urbanisation has been argued for the period from the

32 Banaji, Agrarian change in Late Antiquity, pp. 16 18, 214 19; T. J. Wilkinson, Town and
country in southeastern Anatolia, 2 vols. (Chicago, 1990), vol. I, pp. 117 28; Ward Perkins,
‘Land, labour and settlement’, pp. 320 7 (but emphasising the chronological and
regional fluctuations and inflections); C. Foss, ‘Syria in transition, AD 550 750: An
archaeological approach’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 51 (1997), pp. 259 61; Morrisson and
Sodini, “The sixth century economy’, pp. 174 6.
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later third century CE. While it has been argued that on Roman territory this
expansion in the eastern provinces may well have drawn to a close around the
middle of the sixth and into the first half of the seventh century, beginning in
northern Syria and its coastal towns earlier than in the south, a reconsideration
of the archaeological material suggests a very much later onset of change
well after the Islamic conquests, in fact;”® and in the Sasanian world a similar
slowing down and possibly an ensuing contraction is proposed, purportedly as
a result of the failure of the central government to maintain the expanded
irrigation networks in Mesopotamia, perhaps datable to the early seventh
century. At the same time, however, the three areas where this expansion and
contraction have been highlighted are also the only areas for which substantial
survey material is available,’ and this inevitably renders the general pattern in
the Sasanian kingdom somewhat ambiguous, especially in the light of the
reassessment of the eastern Roman material from Syria and Palestine. By the
same token, it has been argued that demographic change throughout these
regions was in fact very gradual, and the dramatic shifts of the middle and later
Sasanian period reflect merely the movement of an otherwise stable popula
tion from dispersed rural habitats to more concentrated urban centres. Indeed,
the expansion may itself reflect an overdevelopment that was not sustainable,
so that later ‘contraction’ is in fact to be seen as a return to a ‘normal’, or at
least sustainable, regime.”” But while there is some disagreement about the
specific demographic pattern in the different regions mentioned above, and
while one can point to a number of exceptions, quite apart from a differential
rate of change from east to west (including important regional and local
variations), the overall pattern a long term decline punctuated by marked
regional anomalies seems now generally agreed.*

33 For the tailing off of expansion, and subsequent contraction in the later sixth century, see
H. Kennedy, ‘From polis to madina’, Past and Present, 106 (1985); H. Kennedy, “The last
century of Byzantine Syria’, Byzantinische Forschungen, 10 (1985). The tendency currently is
to push these changes into the later sixth and seventh centuries, or beyond, depending
upon region. See for example J. Magness, The archaeology of the early Islamic settlements in
Palestine (Winona Lake, IN, 2003), esp. 195ff.; and J. Magness, ‘Redating the forts at Ein
Bogqeq, Upper Zohar, and other sites in SE Judaea, and the implications for the nature of the
Limes Palaestinae’, in J. H. Humphrey (ed.), The Roman and Byzantine Near East, vol. II: Some
recent archaeological research, JRA Supplementary Series 31 (Portsmouth, RI, 1999).

34 K. Abdi, ‘Archaeological research in the Islamabad plain, central western Zagros moun
tains: Preliminary results from the first season, summer 1998’, Iran, 37 (1999); K. M.
Trinkaus, ‘Pre Islamic settlement and land use in Damghan, north east Iran’, Iranica
Antiqua, 18 (1983).

35 R.J. Wenke, ‘Western Iran in the Partho Sasanian period: The imperial transformation’,
in F. Hole (ed.), The archaeology of western Iran (Washington, DC, and London, 1987),
Pp. 252, 257 8, 261. I am grateful to Donald Whitcomb for discussion on these issues.

36 See for recent discussion Morony, ‘Economic boundaries?’, pp. 181 3.
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The late Roman urban landscape

The city was one of the most important features of the late ancient landscape,
both in respect of the social organisation of production and the ownership and
control of resources in land and manpower. Cities exist in a physical as well as
a human social context, since the territory around urban centres was popu
lated by a vast range of types of rural habitation whose occupants were
responsible for the labour and effort that transformed the landscape.
Evidence for village life varies according to the quality of the written sources
and the extent to which archaeological investigation has focused on non urban
contexts, but the relationship between rural hinterland and village, on the one
hand, and urban centre, whether large or small, on the other, is symbiotic, but
in ways that cannot necessarily be used to interpret the processes of economic
change and transformation evident from the archaeological and documentary
record.”

There are three basic paths towards urban development. First, in the sense
of urban centre or ‘town’ that is, a location at which producers from the
surrounding locality can meet on a regular basis to exchange goods and services,
where local political power can be concentrated, which serve also as a cultic
focus, that is to say, a religious centre, all of which presupposes physical
accessibility (roads and transport from the locality to the town) and a water
supply. Second, cities may grow out of settlements reflecting an original
concentration of tribal or lineage population groups concentrated together for
defence, which serve as centres of social and economic activity and which then
evolve distinctive political and social institutions, acquiring thereby a specific
status which distinguishes them from other rural settlements. Third, cities in
suitable locations (the latter varying historically according to the demands of
supra local political authorities) attract administrative and institutional func
tions, as centres of military and fiscal activities. While these are somewhat
broad, they can serve as a rough typological guide for urban centres in the late
ancient world, and they are not exclusive, since the vast majority of larger and
middling cities represent a mixture of all three elements.

As many studies have now shown, there had been a slow process of
transformation in the pattern of late Roman urban society over the centuries
preceding both the Persian wars and the Arab Islamic conquests. Although
archaeological surveys and excavations demonstrate a revival in the fortunes

37 For a good comparative overview and analysis, see Wickham, Framing the early Middle
Ages, pp. 591 692.
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of many eastern cities in the later fifth and early sixth centuries, accompanied
by substantial investment in public and private buildings, often on a mon
umental scale, they also show an almost universal tendency for cities to lose
many of the features familiar from their classical structure the lesser
provincial towns first, followed at a somewhat later date, and influenced
also by the extent to which the government intervened to assist them, by
the larger, economically and politically more important centres. Major public
buildings fell into disrepair, systems of water supply were often abandoned
(suggesting a drop in population), rubbish was dumped in abandoned build
ings, major thoroughfares were built on. These changes may not necessarily
have involved any substantial reduction in economic or exchange activity in
cities, and they happened at differentiated rates across the different provinces
of the empire according to local economic and political conditions. The
construction of defensive walls around many cities during the fifth and sixth
centuries has generally been interpreted as a shrinkage of occupied areas of
many cities, but this may not always have been the case.®® On the other hand,
the undoubted decline in the maintenance of public structures or amenities in
the major, traditional Hellenistic Roman cities  baths, aqueducts, drains,
street surfaces, walls does suggest a major shift in aspects of urban living, and
of finance and administration in particular. The period after the arrival of the
great Justinianic plague in the 540s is especially marked in this respect. But this
shift is partly balanced by evidence for a considerable and widespread invest
ment in church building (and related structures) of all kinds. An additional
factor was the evolution of a more complex hierarchy of urbanism as many
functions of the older cities began to be shared from the fourth century by
smaller centres, often fortified, and often the focus of military or civil admin
istration as well as of local exchange and production for their localities.*
Many older provincial cities, where they played a role in imperial civil or
military structures, changed to conform to this pattern from the later fourth

38 H. Vanhaverbeke, F. Martens, M. Waelkens and J. Poblome, ‘Late Antiquity in the
territory of Sagalassos’, in Bowden, Lavan and Machado (eds.), Recent research, at p. 253
(Sagalassos); T. Gregory, ‘Fortification and urban design in early Byzantine Greece’, in
R. L. Hohlfelder (ed.), City, town and countryside in the early Byzantine era (New York,
1982) (Corinth and other Greek cities).

39 A. W. Dunn, ‘Heraclius’ “reconstruction of cities” and their sixth century Balkan
antecedents’, in Acta XIII Congressus Internationalis Archaeologiae Christianae, Studi di
Antichita Cristiana 54 (Vatican City and Split, 1998); A. W. Dunn, ‘Continuity and
change in the Macedonian countryside from Gallienus to Justinian’, in Bowden, Lavan
and Machado (eds.), Recent research; Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth century econ
omy’, pp. 179 81. See in particular the essays in J. Henning (ed.), Post Roman towns, trade
and settlement in Europe and Byzantium, vol. 1. Byzantium, Pliska, and the Balkans,
Millenium Studien 5/2 (Berlin and New York, 2007).
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and fifth centuries in the Balkans, somewhat later in less exposed parts of
the eastern empire. Their evolution on imperial territory into the typical middle
Byzantine kastron is not difficult to follow. But the path that urban development
would take thereafter is determined also by the political histories of the areas in
question. While they share a common late Roman heritage, the fate of towns in
territories remaining to the empire after the middle of the seventh century was
very different from that of the towns and cities that were in Islamic territory, for
example a reflection of the beleaguered and impoverished situation of the
eastern Roman or Byzantine empire in the seventh and eighth centuries.

There was a series of interconnected factors in this long term process. The
partial confiscation of city lands which was made almost complete under
Valens (r. 364 78) and Valentinian (r. 364 75) and then finalised under
Justinian (r. 527 65), and a consequent decline in the independent economic
resources of cities, was clearly important. An increasing level of intervention
by imperial officials in local financial matters, culminating in the establishment
of the vindices under Anastasius and the stipulations on civic building by
Justinian, likewise played a key role. Significant changes in the relationship
between the wealthier curiales and local magnates, on the one hand, and the
less well off, on the other, the so called ‘decline’ of the curial order in general,
also had an impact on the administrative and social function of cities. Cities as
corporate bodies were less well off than they had been before about the middle
of the sixth century. But this did not mean that urban life declined, or that
towns no longer fulfilled their role as centres of exchange and production.
Indeed, the literary sources and the archaeological record show that commer
cial activity continues into the seventh century. The Church was also from the
fourth century a competitor with the city for the consumption of resources,
especially with the increasing importance of the bishop in local and provincial
affairs and government. Citizens, particularly the wealthy, continued to
donate funds or buildings to their cities, but this can hardly have compensated
for the corporate loss of resources.

Archaeological investigation has revealed an increasing localisation of
exchange activity from the later sixth century, although this does not have
to mean a change in the role of cities as centres of such exchange. The Roman
state had quite deliberately during the third, fourth and fifth centuries
followed a policy of ‘rationalising’ patterns of distribution of cities. Many
cities in over densely occupied regions were deprived of the status and
privileges of city, while others which were of importance to the state in its
fiscal administrative structure were ‘incorporated” and received city status for
the first time. This had nothing to do with economic interests, but reflected
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rather the desire of the emperors to establish a network of centres adequate to
the demands of the fiscal system. Considerable numbers of the ‘cities’ that
were suppressed in this process had been little more than villages representing
the autonomous or semi autonomous communities of the pre Roman states
incorporated into the empire. By endowing certain settlements with city
status and, more especially, with local fiscal administrative functions and
responsibility, the state assured such cities of their continued existence and
at the same time enhanced their local importance. It is a logical concomitant
that, when the elites in such communities were no longer able adequately to
fulfil this role for the state, and when the state began to supervise city fiscal
affairs directly, the continued existence of such cities would become a matter
of indifference to the central government, at least in functional terms. Within
the bounds of the Roman world, it was the ideological and symbolic impor
tance of cities and urban culture, expressed through imperial involvement in
urban building and renewal in several cases, that prevented this happening at
this stage. In addition, cities particularly associated with Christianity through
a local saint’s cult, for example enhanced their chances of flourishing where
they did not already possess a primary economic character (Euchaita and
Resafa (al Rusafa) are cases in point).*

Yet in spite of any general tendencies which can be said to mark the develop
ment of cities and urban economies in the fifth to early seventh centuries, strong
regional variations have been detected in the archaeological record and, in
particular, a divergent trend between Anatolia and the European provinces of
the empire, on the one hand, and Syria Palestine and Egypt, on the other. In
addition, while Syria and Palestine, with Egypt and possibly the North African
provinces, continued to flourish well into the seventh century and beyond,
much of Anatolia and the Balkans was suffering from economic contraction,
urban recession and demographic decline by the mid sixth century. As we have
seen, there is also some evidence that northern Syria also experienced a different
rate of change, beginning somewhat earlier, from the areas to the south.* If this
interpretation of the available evidence is accepted, it has important implications

40 For Euchaita, see A. P. Kazhdan et al., The Oxford dictionary of Byzantium (Oxford and
New York, 1991), p. 737; for Resafa (Sergiopolis), see pp. 1877f.

41 See Morony, ‘Economic boundaries?’, pp. 178 8o, with literature, following Ward
Perkins, ‘Specialised production and exchange’, pp. 354 61, and Morrisson and Sodini,
“The sixth century economy’, pp. 190 3, where the evidence and further literature are
summarised; and now Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 613 34. For continu
ing prosperity and expansion in many areas of southern Syria and in Palestine beyond
the middle of the seventh century, see now Magness, Early Islamic settlements in Palestine.
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for the early stages of Islamic political development and the economies of the
conquered territories.

Finally, the pattern of village communities in the eastern Roman world
likewise varied from region to region, but in general it is the case that the vast
majority of urban centres served as central places and thus also as markets for
their surrounding districts and, until substantial changes occurred during the
middle and later seventh century in what remained under imperial control in
Anatolia and the Balkans, rural communities. Villages and more isolated
farmsteads proliferated and there appears to have been a considerable expan
sion of such rural habitats across the late Roman world in the east from the
fourth and in particular from the fifth century, associated with both a recession
in villa type estates and farms and a shift in the hierarchy of settlement
towards an increase in the number and density of what have been referred
to as ‘secondary’, often fortified, towns with their adjacent and ‘dependent’
villages.** This pattern seems to be found from the fifth into the seventh
centuries in the Konya plain in central Anatolia, and in the territory of
Sagalassos in Pisidia; in the southern Hawran, the Decapolis and central
Jordan plain and southern Jordan;* and elsewhere.*

Sasanian cities and urbanism

Cities and urban centres in the Sasanian world occupied a somewhat different
role in the structure of the state, although they were similar in respect of some

42 Morrison and Sodini, “The sixth century economy’, pp. 175 9 provides a brief summary
with literature.

43 See D. Baird, ‘Settlement expansion on the Konya plain, Anatolia: 5th 7th centuries AD’,
in Bowden, Lavan and Machado (eds.), Recent research; Vanhaverbeke et al., ‘Late Antiquity
in the territory of Sagalassos’ (Sagalassos territory); P. L. Gater, Villages du Proche
Orient protobyzantin (4¢me 7émes.): Etude régionale’, in G. R. D. King and A. Cameron
(eds.), The Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. II: Land use and settlement patterns
(Princeton, 1994) (north Syria); H. I. MacAdam, ‘Settlements and settlement patterns in
northern and central Transjordania, ca. 550 750’, in King and Cameron (eds.), Land use and
settlement patterns; and R. Schick, “The settlement pattern of southern Jordan: The nature of
the evidence’, in King and Cameron (eds.), Land use and settlement patterns.

44 For central Syria and the limestone massif, see H. Kennedy and J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz,
‘Antioch and the villages of northern Syria in the s5th and 7th centuries: Trends and
problems’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 32 (1988); C. Foss, “The Near Eastern countryside
in Late Antiquity: A review article’, in Humphrey (ed.), Some recent archaeological research;
for Lycia, Isauria and Cilicia see C. Foss, “The Lycian coast in the Byzantine age’,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 48 (1994); S. Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, men and gods in Asia Minor,
vol. II: The rise of the Church (Oxford, 1993); for Macedonia, see Dunn, ‘Continuity and
change in the Macedonian countryside’; for Greece, see S. Alcock, Graecia capta: The
landscapes of Roman Greece (Cambridge, 1993); A. Avramea, Le Péloponnése du IVe au Vlle
siécle: Changements et persistances (Paris, 1997). See now the essays inJ. Lefort, C. Morrisson
and J. P. Sodini (eds.), Les villages dans Uempire byzantin (IVe XVe siécle) (Paris, 2005).
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of their social and economic functions. They can be divided, very crudely, into
two major types: those of the rich agricultural lands of Mesopotamia and Irag;
and those on the plateau and further east or north. One important difference
between Roman and Sasanian cities, however, lies in the absence from the latter
of the leading elements of the social elite, who seem to have preferred to live on
their estates outside the towns, a social and cultural tradition that pre dates the
formation of the Sasanian royal state, and which may itself also be reflected in
the pattern of royal residences.*” Another is the absence from Sasanian urban
centres, with a few exceptions, of major centres of Zoroastrianism some of the
most important fire temples, for example, seem generally located away from
towns, and often in remote areas.”’ Yet Sasanian cities did possess their own
fire temples, and they certainly housed an elite indeed, the city elites, as
reflected in a text such as the late sixth century Syriac History of Karka (near
mod. Kirkuk in northern Mesopotamia), were clearly vital to the ways Sasanian
urban centres functioned and appeared.”” Archaeological investigation of urban
centres remains in many ways in its early stages, since generally accepted ceramic
typologies and chronologies which make comparison across several such settle

ments in different regions of the empire possible have yet to be established for
more than a few sites,*® while many sites which have been excavated were
examined without reference to the Sasanian levels.” Nevertheless, a number of
regional surveys and comparisons have been carried out which permit admit

tedly broad generalisations about the areas in question to be made, and can be
used to balance the textual evidence. At the same time, the textual evidence for

45 On the evidence for Sasanian cities and towns, see in particular Hugh Kennedy, ‘From
Shahristan to Medina’, SI, 102, 3 (2006). For an example of what may be a noble residence in
a rural location, see M. Arzanoush, The Sasanian manor house at Hajjiabad (Florence, 1994).

46 See K. Schippmann, Die iranischen Feuerheiligtiimer (Berlin, 1971); M. Arzanoush, ‘Fire
temple and Anahita temple: A discussion on some Iranian places of worship’,
Mesopotamia, 22 (1987); M. G. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest (Princeton, 1984;
repr. Piscataway, NJ, 2006), pp. 283 4.

47 See J.M. Fiey, ‘Vers la réhabilitation de I'Histoire de Karka d’Beit Sloh’, Analecta
Bollandiana, 82 (1964). The text is edited by P. Bedjan in Acta martyrum et sanctorum,
7 vols. (Paris and Leipzig, 1890 7), vol. II.

48 R. M. Adams, “Tell Abu Sarifa: A Sassanian Islamic ceramic sequence from south central
Iraq’, Ars Orientalis, 8 (1970), pp. 117 18; St]. Simpson, ‘Partho Sasanian ceramic industries
in Mesopotamia’, in I. Freeston and D. Gaimster (eds.), Pottery in the making: World ceramic
traditions (London, 1997). See also the essays in D. Kennet and P. Luft (eds.), Recent
advances in Sasanian archaeology and history, BAR Int. Ser. (forthcoming).

49 See St]. Simpson, ‘From Tekrit to the Jaghjagh: Sasanian sites, settlement patterns and
material culture’, in K. Bartl and S. R. Hauser (eds.), Continuity and change in northern
Mesopotamia from the Hellenistic to the early Islamic period (Berlin, 1996). The problem lies
partly in the nature of the evidence for construction which, as Kennedy notes (‘From
Shahristan to Medina’), was largely of brick, mud brick and wood, so that few stone
structures survive, in great contrast to the Roman cities of the eastern provinces.
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the history of Iranian cities and urbanism during the late Sasanian era has to be
derived almost entirely from later Islamic sources, which inevitably brings
with it a series of methodological issues.”

It has for some time been established that there was a considerable expan
sion of irrigation systems in the fifth and especially sixth centuries, particularly
associated with the reign of Khusrau I (531 79 CE), and concentrated in Iraq
and Oman. These have been taken to imply increasing population, an absolute
as well as a relative increase in production, and expanding urbanism.”" In
Mesopotamia and the western lands many of the most important urban
centres were Hellenistic foundations, often constructed on or around pre
Hellenistic centres, but bearing many of the hallmarks of the polis familiar
from the Roman and Hellenistic worlds. Such centres were foci of commerce
and exchange as well as administration, and also housed substantial popula
tions involved in the local agrarian economy, as did the majority of provincial
cities in the Roman world. Yet the Sasanian world in general appears to have
experienced a slow demographic downturn from the later third century
onwards, as settlement surveys and sherd distribution analysis would seem
to suggest; while the ceramic surveys of many of these sites and their hinter
lands intimate that, while they continued to flourish into the fourth century, a
recession set in towards the end of the fourth century which lasted through
most of the fifth and into the sixth century, followed in many but not all
cases by a recovery in the second half of the sixth century or a little later. This
appears to be the case both in Mesopotamia, at some of the sites associated
with Tesfon (Ctesiphon), where evidence of severe and repeated flooding and
gradual abandonment of some quarters has been identified, and an overall
shrinkage of the city from the fourth into the later sixth century,” as well as on

50 See, for example, T. Daryaee (ed., trans. and comm.), Sahrestaniha 7 Eranahr: A middle
Persian text on late antique geography, epic and history (Costa Mesa, 2002), the core of
which derives from sixth and early seventh century material, but which was recopied
and interpolated at a much later date. See also J. Markwart, A catalogue of the provincial
capitals of Eranshahr, ed. G. Messina (Rome, 1931); and R. Gyselen, ‘Les données de
géographie administrative dans le “Sahrestaniha 1 Eran™, Studia Iranica, 17 (1988). See
Kennedy, ‘From shahristan to medina’.
For example, Adams, Heartland of cities, pp. 179 83, 209 11; Morony, ‘Economic boun
daries?’, pp. 183f.; Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest, pp. 156 7. But see also
M. Morony, ‘Land use and settlement patterns in late Sasanian and early Islamic Iraq’,
in King and Cameron (eds.), Land use and settlement patterns, pp. 225f. for the methodo
logical issues associated with the results of surface pottery surveys. See also, and in
general on the expansion of irrigation schemes, Christensen, The decline of Iranshahr.
52 R. V. Ricciardi, "“The excavations at Choche’, Mesopotamia, 5 6 (1970 1); M. Cavallero,
‘The excavations at Choche (the presumed Ctesiphon), Area 2’, Mesopotamia, 1 (1966).
Choche is in fact Veh Ardashir.
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the Iranian plateau, at sites such as Bard i Neshandeh and Masjid i Soleiman;”
in Khuzistan, at Qasr i Abu Nasr and Susa;** and in Fars, at Istakhr or Nagsh i
Rustam, in these cases based on the numismatic material.”> Although evidence
for the continued expansion of the irrigation networks in Mesopotamia, the
Diyala basin and Khuzistan, and for royal sponsorship of major urban projects
and new foundations in the period from the later third to the later sixth
centuries, might suggest that these cities should have been flourishing eco
nomically, this seems problematic in the light of the ceramic and numismatic
material which, as it is currently understood, appears to show a decline in
urban fortunes during the fifth century, followed in the middle and later sixth
by a limited recovery. The targeted deportation of Roman urban and rural
populations from Syria and Mesopotamia from the fourth century onwards
especially may perhaps also reflect these conditions.”

Cities had an important administrative and governmental role, as well as,
in many cases, a military character, although they inevitably also attracted
market activity and trade and, where their local hinterlands offered the
necessary resources, substantial populations. Royal investment in cities in all
the fertile and heavily irrigated western zones certainly involved the deliberate
transplantation of substantial populations carried off from Roman cities in
northern and central Syria, who brought with them artisanal, industrial and
construction skills and knowledge, as well as some horticultural and agricul
tural expertise (in oleoculture, for example). The frequently circular or
orthogonal plans of many Sasanian cities in Mesopotamia and Fars implies a
degree of central planning, or at least of an established or approved model for
the establishment of towns. But this investment seems also to have involved
the movement of substantial elements of the rural population into the urban

53 R. Ghirshman, Terrasses sacrées de Bard e Nechandah et Masjid e Solaiman, Mémoires de la
Délégation Archéologique en Perse 45 (Paris, 1976), pp. 135, 143.

54 D. Whitcomb, Before the roses and nightingales: Excavations at Qasr i Abu Nasr, Old Shiraz
(New York, 1985), p. 104 (with fig. 3); R. N. Frye, Sassanian remains from Qasr i Abu Nasr:
Seals, sealings and coins (Cambridge, MA, 1973), p. 26 (Qasr i Abu Nasr); R. Boucharlat,
‘Suse a I'époque sasanide’, Mesopotamia, 22 (1987), at pp. 358 9 (Susa). But see also
D. Kennet, “The decline of eastern Arabia in the Sasanian period’, Arabian Archaeology
and Epigraphy, 18 (2007), pp. 115 n. 123, 118 n. 258 for some ambiguities with dating.

55 Whitcomb, Before the roses and nightingales, fig. 4 (heavy bias towards coins of Khusrau II
with a very small proportion of earlier issues).

56 Brunner, ‘Geographical and administrative divisions’, pp. 758 62; Morony, Iraq after the
Muslim conquest, esp. pp. 2771f.; A. Oppenheimer, Babylonia Judaica in the Talmudic period,
Beihefte zum Tiibinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients, B 47 (Wiesbaden, 1983), pp. 179 236;
Boucharlat, ‘Suse a I'époque sasanide’, pp. 362 4. For population deportations, see Morony,
‘Population transfers’; E. Kettenhofen, ‘Deportations II: In the Parthian and Sasanian
periods’, in E. Yarshater (ed.), EIr, VII (Costa Mesa, 1994) and see also chapter 3 below.

48

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



The resources of Late Antiquity

centres, which were often very extensive: ceramic surveys in several regions
suggest a reduction in the total number of rural settlements, accompanied by
the construction or development of fewer but much larger urban centres.”
Apart from the well known cases from Mesopotamia,” the Diyala basin and
Khuzistan, other examples have now been identified, for example in the
central Zagros region near the modern village of Firuzabad.” In the
Damghan plain survey work has identified no obvious signs of population
expansion in the later Sasanian period, but there does appear to have been a
concentration of population in fewer and larger centres.® It is also clear that
some of the very large new foundations were never fully occupied within their
walls  this seems to have been the case with Jundishapur and Ivan i Karkhah

61

on the Susiana plain in Khuzistan, for example,” although it is less pro

nounced in other, similar urban centres in other regions such as Luristan,
east of central Mesopotamia.62 Nevertheless, this tendency, at least in those
regions where major state sponsored urban development took place, is the
reverse of what was happening in the Roman countryside.” Together with
the evidence for regionalised urban recession, it suggests that the economy
was not without its problem areas,* even if the state was still able to extract a
substantial amount of resources through the tax system, especially after the
reforms of Khusrau I.

Mesopotamia profited from its geographical position, lying as it did
between the wealthy provinces of Roman Mesopotamia and Syria, the trading
routes east through the Indian Ocean and westwards to the east coast of
Africa, the Central Asian steppes and, ultimately, China. The caravan cities or

57 D. Metzler, Ziele und Formen koniglicher Innenpolitik im vorislamischen Iran (Miinster,
1977), esp. pp. 1774f.

58 See Adams and Nissen, The Uruk countryside, pp. 59 63 for the Uruk district; Adams,
Heartland of cities, pp. 179 85; St J. Simpson, ‘Mesopotamia in the Sasanian period:
Settlement patterns, arts and crafts’, in J. Curtis (ed.), Mesopotamia and Iran in the
Parthian and Sasanian periods: Rejection and revival c.238 BC AD 642 (London, 2000); but
see also Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, p. 200 n. 91I.

59 Abdi, ‘Archaeological research in the Islamabad plain’; K. Abdi, Tslamabad 1999’, Iran,
38 (2000).

60 Trinkaus, ‘Pre Islamic settlement and land use’, pp. 133 40, 144; K. M. Trinkaus,

‘Settlement of highlands and lowlands in early Islamic Damghan’, Journal of Persian

Studies, 23 (1985), pp. 130, 136 7.

A. Moghaddam and N. Miri, ‘Archaeological research in the Mianab Plain of lowland

Susiana, south western Iran’, Iran, 41 (2003), pp. 104 5; Wenke, “Western Iran in the

Partho Sasanian period’, pp. 255 6; Adams, The land behind Baghdad, pp. 115 16.

62 J. A. Neely, ‘Sassanian and early Islamic water control and irrigation systems on the
Deh Luran plain, Iran’, in T. E. Downing and M. Gibson (eds.), Irrigation’s impact on
society (Tucson, 1974).

63 See Wenke, ‘Imperial investments’, esp. pp. 131 9.

64 See Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, p. 203.
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ports along these routes also gained from the demand created by the markets
of these cities and the royal court and its retinues: Marw,% Balkh, Samarqand
and other cities of Khurasan and Transoxania in the north east (although also
exposed to hostile activity from various nomadic peoples to the north), the
cities of Khuzistan and Fars along the southern route, and Hormuz and Siraf
on the Persian Gulf.®® In contrast, the cities of the Iranian plateau and of the
eastern and south eastern provinces were on the whole less fortunately
placed, maintained chiefly through locations offering adequate water supplies,
supplemented in the great majority of cases by gandts and related irrigation
systems, and owing their vitality to a combination of both administrative and
military (defensive) functions with which they were endowed by the state,”
although the ports of the south east were important links in the commercial
chain that stretched along the coast towards India.® This does not mean that
the cities of the plateau and mountain fringes were either culturally or
economically unimportant on the contrary, major towns such as Istakhr,
Isfahan, Hamadhan or Rayy, along with many others in the west and north, or
Bela, Panjgur and Quzdar in the south east, were centres of communications
and commerce, in many cases had a vibrant local economy (the hinterland of
Isfahan, for example, was famed for its grain production, and indeed the major
centres around the desert fringes with which this city was connected by road
were in general at the centre of relatively rich agricultural districts), and were
located in relatively rich agricultural districts whose productivity was
increased by extensive irrigation schemes.*

The political and administrative role of cities in the Sasanian empire is still
poorly understood, although it is clear from the Sahrestaniha T Eransahr that

65 See T. Williams, K. Kurbansakhatov et al., “The ancient Merv project, Turkmenistan:
Preliminary report on the second season (2002)’, Iran, 41 (2003).

66 D. Whitehouse and A. Williamson, “Sasanian maritime trade’, Iran, 11 (1973); Howard
Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 204 5; Brunner, ‘Geographical and administra
tive divisions’, pp. 755 7, 771 2; M. Tampoe, Maritime trade between China and the west:
An archaeological study of the ceramics from Straf (Persian Gulf), 8th to 15th centuries AD
(Oxford, 1989), p. 2; T. Daryaee, ‘Sources for the economic history of late Sasanian
Fars’, in R. Gyselen and M. Szuppe (eds.), Matériaux pour Uhistoire économique du monde
iranien (Paris, 1999), pp. 135 8, 144 5; T. Daryaee, “The Persian Gulf trade in Late
Antiquity’, Journal of World History, 14, 1 (2003); R. N. Frye, ‘Byzantine and Sasanian
trade relations with northeastern Russia’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 26 (1972).

67 See R. N. Frye, ‘The Sasanian system of walls for defense’, in M. Rosen Ayalon (ed.),
Studies in memory of Gaston Wiet (Jerusalem, 1977); A. Christensen, L’Iran sous les
Sassanides (Copenhagen, 1944), p. 287.

68 Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 206 10 for a useful survey of six such
cities: Istakhr, Bishapur, Qasr i Abu Nasr, Isfahan, Sistan and Ganzak. See also Brunner,
‘Geographical and administrative divisions’, pp. 750 3, 767.

69 Brunner, ‘Geographical and administrative divisions’, pp. 771 7.
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they had both symbolic and ideological importance as well as administrative
and fiscal significance.” It is also apparent from the surveys that have been
carried out and from extant remains that many cities in the provinces,
particularly along the northern and north eastern fringes, served as significant
military centres, with well maintained fortresses either within the walls or
closely associated with them.”” Marw was an especially important centre on
the north eastern front, serving both as a control point for trade beyond the
borders of the empire and as a major strategic centre. It seems clear that
Sasanian kings pursued from the beginning a long term policy of political
centralisation, even if they were checked in much of their endeavour by the
power of the Iranian landed elite or aristocracy, at least until the time of
Khusrau I.7*
royal cities, with their territories under centrally appointed officials, largely on
territory that became part of the royal domain (dastkart).”” Where refounda

This policy was effected in part through the establishment of new

tion or royal intervention affected the older Hellenistic foundations, partic
ularly in the western parts of the empire, then their older civic institutions,
including the role of the council and urban elite landowners, appears to
have been superseded by the royal appointments and the installation of an
administrative establishment responsible either to the provincial governor or
directly to the king.”* The evidence suggests that by the sixth century the
state’s fiscal administration was based at three levels, not dissimilar from the
praefectural, provincial and civic levels in the Roman state, with state officials
responsible in each city (perhaps to be identified with the reference to the
ummal al hardj of later Arabic accounts, a group of notables, perhaps local
urban aristocrats, associated with the dihgans of the cities) for the supervision
of the assessment and collection of taxes in kind and in money, responsible in

70 The text seems to date in its final form from the ‘Abbasid period, but seemingly
represents the geographical extent of Sasanian authority during the later reign of
Khusrau 1I, since it includes the cities of Roman Syria, as well as the Arabian
Peninsula. But it is based in part on older material from the earlier sixth century: see
Daryaee, Sahrestanthd i Eransahr, pp. 1 11.

71 See Kennedy, ‘From shahristan to medina’; and A. Petruccioli, Bukhara: The myth and the
architecture (Cambridge, MA, 1999), p. 49.

72 R. N. Frye, “The political history of Iran under the Sasanians’, in E. Yarshater (ed.), The
Cambridge history of Iran, vol. IIl: The Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian periods (Cambridge,
1983); Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 158 64.

73 Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest, pp. 68 9; and P. Gignoux, ‘Aspects de la vie
administrative et sociale en Iran du 7éme siecle’, in R. Gyselen (ed.), Contributions d
Uhistoire et la géographie historique de U'empire sassanide, Res Orientales 16 (Bures sur
Yvette, 2004). But see Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, p. 215, n. 12;7.

74 V. G. Lukonin, ‘Political, social and administrative institutions: Taxes and trade’, in
Yarshater (ed.), The Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian periods, pp. 724 6.

51

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



The New Cambridge History of Islam

turn to the next senior official at district level, and then beyond to the
provincial instance.” The sigillographic evidence further suggests an effectively
centralised administrative apparatus by the fifth century, if not from the very
beginning under Ardashir I (r. 224 40 CE), upon which Kawad I (r. 488 96,
499 531 CE) began to build in the late fifth and early sixth centuries, and which
was the basis for the much more widespread reforms introduced under
Khusrau I. These not only increased the efficiency of the whole fiscal appara
tus and the methods of assessing and collecting taxable revenues, but also
successfully challenged the power of the elite by limiting their access to
resources and their political and economic independence  although it is
entirely unclear as to how long after Khusrau’s reign the effects of the reforms
and the new arrangements they introduced were maintained. The strength of
the Iranian merchant elite must also have played a role in these matters.”
While there remains considerable disagreement among historians as to the
exact import of Khusrau I's reforms, and the administrative apparatus of the
state, it is clear that cities, as centres for local administration and taxation, and
regardless of their size, were absolutely fundamental elements in Sasanian
rule, and that the focus of Sasanian elite society, with the possible exception of
the very highest levels of the aristocracy, was firmly anchored within them
even if we should beware of assuming too much uniformity across the
provinces beneath the umbrella of the royal administration.””

75 See Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, pp. 113 16, 122 6, 132 40; Lukonin, ‘Political,
social and administrative institutions’, pp. 681 746; R. Gyselen, La géographie adminis
trative de 'empire sassanide: Les témoignages sigillographiques (Paris, 1989); R. Gyselen,
Nouveaux matériaux pour la géographie historique de Uempire sassanide: Sceaux administratifs
de la collection Ahmad Saeedi, Studia Iranica 24 (Paris, 2002) (especially for the sigillo
graphic evidence for administrative structures); J. Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia from ss0 BC
to 650 AD (London and New York, 1996), pp. 186 or. See also A. D. H. Bivar, Catalogue of
the western Asiatic seals in the British Museum. Stamp seals, vol. II: the Sassanian dynasty
(London, 1969); and R. Gobl, Die Tonbullen vom Tachte Suleiman: Ein Beitrag zu
spdtsasanidischen Sphragistik (Berlin, 1976), for seals and discussion, with the additional
remarks of Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 216 18; G. Gnoli, “The
quadripartition of the Sasanian empire’, East and West, 35 (1985), pp. 1 15; R. Gyselen,
The four generals of the Sasanian empire: Some sigillographic evidence (Rome, 200r); and
Gignoux, ‘Aspects de la vie administrative et sociale’. For the tax officials, see F. Altheim
and R. Stiehl, ‘Die Lage der bauern unter den spiten Sassaniden’, in J. Herrmann and
I. Sellnow (eds.), Die Rolle der Volksmassen in der Geschichte der vorkapitalistischen
Gesellschaftsformationen (Berlin, 1975), p. 82.

76 E.dela Vaissiere, Sogdian traders: A history (Leiden and Boston, 2005), pp. 227 32; Banaji,
‘Precious metal coinages and monetary expansion’, pp. 285 6.

77 See Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest, pp. 27 32, 51 6, 99 111, 125 64; Howard
Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 211 23; and on Khusrau’s reforms, Z. Rubin, “The
reforms of Khusro Anushirwan’, in Cameron (ed.), States, resources and armies, with
previous literature; and Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 190 1. For administrative and
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The great emphasis placed upon cities can be explained at least in part as
an effort to maximise and maintain some central control over resources,
always an issue in states with substantial elites and extensive territory. If the
evidence of movement or concentration of population in such centres has
been correctly interpreted, therefore, then the bulk of the populace of these
large cities must have been peasants, so that the cities served in effect as vast
collection points for the payment of taxes. The locations of administrative
centres, residential quarters, religious foci and public spaces such as markets
all remain poorly understood, although some substantial structures of
monumental proportions have been located and associated with adminis
trative functions;”® while royal palaces and related monumental or other
structures both within and outside urban contexts have received a great deal
of attention.” The History of Karka makes it clear that local urban elites
invested considerable effort in the maintenance and improvement of the
major public and private buildings in their towns, and the limited archaeo
logical evidence bears this out.*® The relationship of streets to the frontages
of what appear to be residential and artisanal quarters at Khoke (Choche), a
suburb of Ctesiphon, appears to be not unlike that of some of the late
antique towns of Syria, and in this respect determined to some extent the
ensuing Islamic patterns of urban space, although at Qasr i Abu Nasr and
Marw far less regular, unpaved streets with lanes leading off to either side
seem to have been the norm.*" Study of the layout of domestic dwellings is
still in its infancy, although substantial urban residences as well as humbler
dwellings have been excavated at Tell Baruda at Ctesiphon, at Seleucia, at
Susa (where what appear to be major aristocratic residences have been
identified), and at Dura Europos, styles which represent the traditional
Mesopotamian patterns, while a different regional architectural tradition in
domestic architecture has been identified from the Sasanian levels at

social centrality see the Sirat Anushirvan, trans. in Grignaschi, ‘Quelques specimens de la
littérature sassanide’, p. 20; and for administrative diversity see Gyselen, Nouveaux
matériaux pour la géographie historique, pp. 28ff.

78 At early Sasanian Susa, for example: Boucharlat, ‘Suse a I'époque sasanide’, p. 358.

79 See the summary with literature in Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, p. 162; D. Huff, “Zur
Rekonstruktion des Turmes von Firuzabad’, Istanbuler Mitteilungen, 19 20 (1969 70),
pp. 310ft.

80 A point made by N. Pigulevskaya, Les villes de I’état iranien aux époques parthe et sassanide
(Paris, 1963), see esp. pp. 141ff.

81 See Ricciardi, “The excavations at Choche’; Whitcomb, Before the roses and nightingales,
pp. 87 110; G. Herrmann, K. Kurbansakhatov et al. (eds.), “The International Merv
Project: Preliminary report on the fifth season (1996)’, Iran, 35 (1997), pp. I 33; see also
the report for 1997 in Iran, 36 (1998), pp. 53 75.
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Marw.®* Institutional structures have, for the most part, not yet been
properly recognised except through aerial survey and guesswork,* although
what may be an early Sasanian governor’s residence a substantial colon
naded courtyard building has been tentatively identified at Susa.**

Apart from the known fact of the transplantation of captive Roman urban
populations, the question arises why the state should also have transferred
substantial numbers of people away from their rural habitats into larger urban
settings  if this is indeed how the evidence should be interpreted. Several
hypotheses have been advanced, for the most part associating the change with
an assumed desire or need to exercise greater supervision or control over
resources, to enhance productive output and to increase market exchange. But
in the first case it remains unclear why this particular policy would have been any
more effective than maintaining a regular supervision of taxpayers through local
landlords or notables the dihgans which was the traditional means and must
have continued to be the case in all those areas where such concentrations of
population did not take place.® It has already been pointed out that distancing
the agrarian producers more than a few hours from their fields and irrigation
systems which, at field and farm level needed constant maintenance and care,
would be counter productive  indeed, would seriously damage the infrastruc
ture necessary to maintain production in the first place.*® The very partial nature
of the archaeological record suggests that, for the moment, any conclusions
based upon it should be seen as somewhat premature.

In comparison with what can be said about the evolution of cities, towns
and the countryside in the late Roman east (including the Balkans), therefore,
we remain very much in the dark about comparable developments in the
Sasanian world. As we have seen, some have argued that there took place a

82 G. Herrmann, K. Kurbansakhatov and St J. Simpson (eds.), “The International Merv
Project: Preliminary report on the eighth year (1999)’, Iran, 38 (2000), pp. 2 5. For the
domestic structures at Ctesiphon, see R. V. Ricciardi and M. Ponzi Mancini, ‘Choche’,
in E. Quarantrelli (ed.), The land between two rivers: Twenty years of Italian archaeology in
the Middle East. The treasures of Mesopotamia (Torino, 198s), pp. 100 4; and for Susa, see
Boucharlat, ‘Suse a I'époque sasanide’; and M. Kervran, “Transformations de la ville de
Susa et de son économie de I'époque sasanide a I'époque abbaside’, Paléorient, 11 (1985),
pp. 91 100.

83 See R. W. Bulliet, ‘Medieval Nishapur: A topographic and demographic reconstruction’,
Studia Iranica, 5 (1976), p. 67f.; Whitcomb, Before the roses and nightingales.

84 Boucharlat, ‘Suse a I’époque sasanide’, p. 358. For some discussion see P. Wheatley, The
places where men pray together: Cities in Islamic lands, seventh through the tenth centuries
(Chicago, 2001).

85 Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest, pp. 106 7, 11 13; F. Altheim and R. Stiehl,
Finanzgeschichte der Spdtantike (Frankfurt, 1957), pp. 57 9, 75 6; Christensen, L’Iran
sous les Sassanides, pp. 112 13.

86 Wenke, Tmperial investments’, pp. 144 53.
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reduction in population and thus the size of many large cities in the region
in the early seventh century, a result of a combination of natural disasters
(pestilence, flooding) and, in conditions of warfare and internal political unrest
in the later 620s and 630s, the breakdown or at least lack of state supported
maintenance for the large irrigation networks. But the interpretation of the
evidence on which this is based has been challenged, and the issue remains
unresolved because of the absence of closer internal investigation of urban
sites as well as reliably dated ceramic sequences from the surveys in question,
and a lack of survey material as such from a wide enough range of samples.”

It is perhaps possible, however, to bring these developments into associa
tion with a range of other factors, in particular the possibility that they were a
response to a long term and incremental climatic change. We have already
noted that there was a shift towards cooler climatic conditions from approx
imately the later fourth or early fifth century, lasting until the later eighth
century. Now it is worth noting that the extensive irrigation systems of
Mesopotamia and Khuzistan in particular must have been intended to support
winter rainfall agriculture, ensuring thereby the regularity of two crops per
year (which would have been essential to the cultivation of rice, which is both
water and labour intensive).*® There is no reason to doubt that such a
regularly high level of production per capita would lead to a demographic
increase, higher demand for produce, enhanced market exchange and com
mercial demand, and greater revenues, as well as rental income for land
lords. But these agricultural traditions evolved in the context of a relatively
warm period, and a cooler climate, or at least a period of temperature
fluctuations, which seems to have been characteristic of the fifth to seventh
centuries, would destabilise the system. In the conditions prevalent in the
Mesopotamian climatic region, reduced rainfall would require constant
attention to, and expansion of, the irrigation system, and it may well be as
much to such long term and incremental pressures that the Sasanian kings of
the fifth and especially the sixth centuries were responding, as well as the
need or desire to maximise revenues, when they invested so massively in the
canals and irrigation network of Mesopotamia, Khuzistan and the Diyala
basin.*

The ceramic survey material appears to suggest two phenomena: a
clustering and concentration of population in fewer centres; and the

87 Morony, ‘Land use and settlement patterns’; Morony, ‘Economic boundaries?’, p. 181.

88 Note Wenke, ‘Imperial investments’, pp. 144 6.

89 J. S. Veenenbos, Unified report of the soil and land classification of Dezful project, Khuzistan,
Iran (Tehran, 1959); Wenke, ‘Tmperial investments’, pp. 81 3.
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deliberate development of a number of very large centres into which some
of this population was moved, by means about which we are entirely
uninformed. While this has been seen as a sign of a flourishing and expand
ing agriculture, increased levels of production, urban economic vitality and
demographic expansion, it is possible in fact to see it in a somewhat different
light. For in a situation in which reduced natural water resources impact on
agrarian production and thus state resources and in which population is
not expanding but contracting (which is an equally possible interpretation of
the ceramic material), the kings would have had only one option if they were
to maintain their own power and a degree of internal political stability: to
expand irrigation and to concentrate populations where the levels of pro
duction could be most readily assured. It is not a coincidence that the work
of expanding the irrigation systems of Mesopotamia undertaken by Kawad I
in the early sixth century can probably be dated to the years following a
serious drought around 500, which affected both Roman and Sasanian north
ern Mesopotamia.”

This is not to suggest that levels of production could not be maintained, or
that the Sasanian state was impoverished the quantity of silver and base
metal coinage minted alone militates against such a proposal.”* The ambig
uous evidence for the relatively limited treasury of the Persian kings at times
in the fifth and sixth centuries,”” and firmer testimony to famines or droughts
(which also affected some of the eastern provinces of the Roman empire), may
not offer much support either for an expanding and flourishing Sasanian
economy”  but the numismatic evidence for a vast, and expanding, quantity
of silver in circulation in the later sixth and early seventh centuries would
appear to run counter to such an interpretation.” It does, on the other hand,

9o Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, pp. 352 3.

or F. Thierry, ‘Sur les monnaies sassanides trouvées en Chine’, in R. Gyselen (ed.),
Circulation des monnaies, des merchandises et des biens (Louvain, 1993), pp. 89 139;
M. 1. Mochiri, Etudes de numismatique iranienne sous les Sassanides et Arabes Sassanides,
2 vols. (Louvain, 1983); and esp. A. Kolesnikov, “The quantity of silver coinage and levels
of revenue in late Sasanian Iran’, Cahiers de Studia Iranica, 2 (1999), pp. 123 30.

92 Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, pp. 47, 50 1. Yet this may reflect royal parsimony
other evidence suggests a vast treasury in bullion, coin and other materials by the end of
the sixth century: see Morony, Iraq after the Muslim conquest, pp. 38 41, 61 3 with
literature and sources.

93 See, for example, Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, pp. 290 1; Frye, ‘Political
history’, p. 147; I. G. Telelis, Metewpoloywkd Pavopeva Parvéusvo kou klipo oto
Boavtio, 2 vols. (Athens, 2003), vol. I, nos. 101, 103 (in 464 71 CE); 110, 112 (501 2 CE).

94 See J. Sears, ‘Monetary revision and monetization in the late Sasanian empire’, Cahiers
de Studia Iranica, 2 (1999), pp. 149 67; Kolesnikov, “The quantity of silver coinage and
levels of revenue’.
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offer an alternative model for the royal policy of investment in both irrigation
and urban construction (as well as military predation on the wealthier cities of
the nearest Roman provinces see below), and allows us to place these in a
context of gradually declining population, rather than assuming a general
increase. And this in turn matches what appears to be the case, at the general
level, and bearing in mind the regional fluctuations already noted, in the
provinces of the eastern Roman state.

The Arabian Peninsula: a land between two empires

The Arabian Peninsula fits into this pattern politically because of the strategic
importance of its coastlands as a source of resources and as a focus for long
distance trade. The seminomadic populations of the northern Arabian
Peninsula occasionally posed a threat as small scale raiders, but were also a
source of mercenary and allied soldiers, as well as traders on a substantial scale
to both Roman and Sasanian markets. The commercial centres of the south,
such as San‘@’, or of the west, such as Medina and Mecca, maintained regular
trading contacts between the cities of Syria and Palestine, the Indian Ocean,
the East African littoral and the Aksumite kingdom of Ethiopia. The clans and
tribes of the Hijaz were key players in trading a variety of goods, including
perfumes as well as some non luxuries, to the Roman provinces of Palestine,
Syria and Arabia, and possibly beyond. The Quraysh of Mecca in particular
were involved in what had by the later sixth century become a lucrative trade
in leather, possibly supplying the Roman military. But gold and silver were
also traded, and apparently in substantial quantities, a fact which may also
contribute to explaining why Mecca in particular occupied such an important
position economically.”® Perhaps just as importantly, the role of the Hijazi
elites in the economic development of the region needs to be underlined,
especially in view of their role in the new territories after the initial
conquests  there is evidence for extensive irrigation works, dams and

o5 See Crone, Meccan trade, pp. 98 101, 115 48; Patricia Crone, ‘How did the Quranic
pagans make a living?’, BSOAS, 68 (2005), pp. 387 99; Patricia Crone, ‘Quraysh and the
Roman army: Making sense of the Meccan leather trade’, BSOAS, 70 (2007), pp. 63 88.
That leather played a key role in supplying the military is evident from its importance at
Odessos (Varna) on the Balkan Black Sea coast, in the fifth and sixth centuries, where it
was presumably destined for the armies along the Danube. The presence there of a
substantial number of funerary inscriptions for leather workers or merchants, for
example, largely of the sixth century, testifies to the significance of the military demand
for leather from units along the Danube frontier, which Odessos served as a base for
supplies and equipment. See V. BeSevliev, Spdtgriechische und spdtlateinische Inschriften
aus Bulgarien (Berlin, 1964), nos. 99, 100, 102, 103, 104. For precious metals: Heck, ‘Gold
mining in Arabia’.
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reservoirs in some regions, for example, suggestive of large scale estate manage

ment requiring the investment of substantial capital and manpower as well as
organisational competence. The petty states of Aden and the Yemen (Himyar)
were a focus for diplomatic activity, and the kingdom of Himyar in particular was
a bone of contention between Persia and Rome, primarily because of its location
in respect of the commercial interests of both states in the region, although
ideological motives were also present. Indeed, by the later sixth century the
Sasanians controlled, directly through the placement of garrisons and the building
of forts or indirectly through client kings, most of the eastern coast of the Arabian
Peninsula including Bahrayn and Oman, as well as the Yemen.*® The kingdom of
Aksum, Christian since its conversion in the fourth century, figured likewise in the
politics and commerce of the Arabian Peninsula, although the Aksumite rulers
themselves remained entirely independent, and were key players in Roman
politics in the Arabian Peninsula Red Sea region. As a focus for exchange and
the long distance trade to both Rome’s eastern provinces and Iraq, the significance
of the region was clearly recognised, as the evidence of Persian political military
involvement throughout the region suggests (see below).”

Markets, exchange and taxation

Commerce played a crucial role in the history of those towns located in the
right places  with good harbours, or at important crossroads and river
crossings, for example, since they attracted not only local commercial activity
but interregional or long distance markets. Political boundaries could act as
constraints on trade (as in the Roman Persian frontier, for example, where
long distance trade between Rome and Sasanian Iran was regulated by a series
of customs posts as well as by treaty throughout the fourth, fifth and sixth
centuries), but many borders were in practice relatively permeable except in
periods of warfare.® At the same time, exchange systems are rarely confined

96 Crone, Meccan trade, pp. 46 50.

97 D. Whitcomb, “The “commercial crescent”: Red Sea trade in Late Antiquity and early
Islam’, in L. Conrad (ed.), Trade and exchange in the Late Antique and early Islamic Near
East, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 5 (forthcoming); Morony, ‘The late
Sasanian economic impact on the Arabian Peninsula’; D. T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf in
Antiquity, vol. II: From Alexander the Great to the coming of Islam (Oxford, 1990), pp. 150 3,
211 18, 328 40; and note D. T. Potts, ‘Late Sasanian armament from southern Arabia’,
Electrum, 1 (1997), pp. 127 37.

98 M. Morony, ‘Trade and exchange: The Sasanian world to Islam’, in Conrad (ed.), Trade
and exchange; M. Morony, ‘Commerce in early Islamic Iraq’, Asien Afrika Lateinamerika,
20 (1993), pp. 699 710; A. D. Lee, Information and frontiers: Roman foreign relations in Late
Antiquity (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 62 5; M. Gawlikowski, ‘Some directions and perspec
tives of research: Graeco Roman Syria’, Mesopotamia, 22 (1987), p. 14.
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to political boundaries, and both commercial and non commercial exchange and
the production that lies behind them generate social and cultural patterns across
frontier or marginal regions which may be quite independent of the systems
dominating in their hinterlands and core territories. The presence of armies in
particular, with their demands for raw materials and foodstuffs, creates patterns of
production and exchange which can directly impact upon the economies of
regions outside their political or military reach through a process often referred
to as ‘incorporation’.”® Although all the economies of the late ancient world were
predominantly rural and agrarian, total self sufficiency was relatively unusual, and
involvement in a local, regional or supra regional market was common. This
applied as much to nomads as it did to sedentary populations. But there are clearly
different levels of trade, exchange and market activity, and different levels of
incorporation, and we shall now turn our attention to these."

At the most basic level, within village communities and between such
communities, the exchange of goods and products represented the long
term evolution of a pattern of production which reflected needs and local
conditions of production. In some contexts each community might produce
most of its requirements; in others, local conditions led to a specialisation in
particular crops and the establishment of a more commercially orientated
production. Thus in the limestone hills of northern Syria specialised produc
tion of olive oil on a large scale appears to have been a response first to local
and then regional demand in the fourth and fifth to sixth centuries in partic
ular,”" and facilitated by the existence of a sufficiently monetised economy as
well as the availability from other regional producers of products not other
wise available locally. The importance of this commerce in Syrian olive oil
remains at issue, however. Tchalenko argued that the export of oil was crucial
to the wealth of the villages he surveyed, and that it continued into the seventh
century;'® in contrast, it has more recently been argued that local demand in

% A useful way into these issues is to be found in discussions about the value and
application of ‘world systems theory’. See in particular A. Gunder Frank, ‘Abuses and
uses of world systems theory in archaeology’, in P. N. Kardulias (ed.), World systems
theory in practice: Leadership, production and exchange (Lanham, 1999), pp. 275 95; G. L.
Stein, ‘Rethinking world systems: Power, distance, and diasporas in the dynamics of
interregional interaction’, in Kardulias (ed.), World systems theory in practice, pp. 153 77.

100 For good comparative analysis, see Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 693
720, 759 94.

101 But see U. Baruch, “The late Holocene vegetation history of Lake Kinneret (Sea of
Galilee)’, Paleorient, 12 (1986), pp. 37 48.

102 G. Tchalenko, Villages antiques de la Syrie du nord: Le massif du Bélus a I'époque romaine
(Paris, 1953 8), vol. I, pp. 435 7; M. Decker, ‘Food for an empire: Wine and oil
production in North Syria’, in S. Kingsley and M. Decker (eds.), Economy and exchange
in the east Mediterranean during Late Antiquity (Oxford, 2001), pp. 69 86.
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northern and central Syria was sufficient to account for the apparent increase
in production; that local production was by no means as monocultural and
market orientated as Tchalenko suggested; and that once the level of demand
fell, beginning from the second half of the sixth century and culminating
during the later seventh as the markets of the great urban centres of the region
declined, so the prosperity of the region and its olive oil production went into
decline.” Yet at the same time, the extent of the trade remains disputed, with
some suggesting that the oil export went much further afield, and for far
longer (into the later seventh and eighth centuries, on the basis of the
numismatic evidence) and, along with a range of other long distance exports
of agricultural produce, was an essential element of the late Roman economy.
That there were such long distance exports, penetrating the western
Mediterranean as well as adjacent eastern provinces, is clear. The question
is, how significant were they in respect of the interdependence of different
regional economies?

This is a difficult question, because we immediately have to confront the
issue of the role of the state. While it is generally agreed that the late Roman
state intervened directly in the economy in such a way as to impact on a
number of key areas of production, distribution and consumption, the extent
to which this then further affected aspects of production less relevant to the
state’s needs remains unresolved. That this impact was felt both within and
without the empire is clear.”™ Indeed, the Quraysh leather trade with the
Roman army and other customers in Syria and Palestine may be a case in
point, for it will have promoted both organisational potential and knowledge
of the Roman provinces and military, exerting a powerful influence on the
Hijaz and its politics.” State factories produced weapons; clothing and
military equipment of all sorts were similarly organised or levied as an
element of taxation; substantial parts of the land tax were raised in kind to
feed the army and provincial officials; government agents and senior officials

103 J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman city (Oxford, 2001), p. 71;
Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth century economy’, p. 196; Foss, “The Near Eastern
countryside in Late Antiquity’, pp. 219 20; in general, G. Tate, Les campagnes de la Syrie
du nord du Ile au Vlle siécle: Un exemple d’expansion démographique et économique dans les
campagnes d la fin de UAntiquité, vol. I (Paris, 1992); for the later dating of this decline, see
Magness, Early Islamic settlement in Palestine.

104 And the effect of the Roman economy on its neighbours is a significant issue which I
cannot pursue here: see P. S. Wells, The barbarians speak: How the conquered peoples
shaped Roman Europe (Princeton and Oxford, 1999); P. S. Wells, ‘Production within and
beyond imperial boundaries: Goods, exchange and power in Roman Europe’, in
Kardulias (ed.), World systems theory in practice, pp. 85 I0I.

105 Crone, ‘Quraysh and the Roman army’.
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were maintained at the expense of taxpayers as they journeyed across the
empire, either directly by being billeted on individuals, or indirectly through
the public postal system, the cursus publicus, which was itself maintained
through similar means. Rome and Constantinople were supplied with grain
from North Africa or Egypt, and a vast tonnage of grain was transferred from
one to the other as part of a regular tax arrangement. The army was likewise
maintained directly by the taxpayer, even if soldiers were also paid, as a body,
substantial sums, which then filtered back into the market. The issue of coin
was a part of this process. Large quantities of precious metal coinage ended up
in private hands via commercial transactions and, perhaps more significantly,
from state salaries paid to middle ranking and senior officials across the
provinces of the empire. The Roman government’s insistence on the collec
tion of money taxes in gold, the existence of a stable gold coinage throughout
the fourth century and beyond the period of the Islamic conquests and the
pressure exerted by the state elite in the use of this coinage for investment and
purchases at all levels meant an extremely high degree of monetisation across
the empire’s territories, although the extent of the availability of the non
precious metal coinage, on the one hand, and its value against gold (and
silver), on the other, determined the extent to which the less wealthy in
society could access market relations without resorting to means such as
credit or barter. Indeed, it has been argued that extensive credit arrangements
were also in place, permitting the transfer of values without the direct transfer
of coin. Even if the pattern was in places uneven, fluctuating according to local
circumstances, the presence of the army, and local patterns of agrarian
production and levels of output, economic life was highly monetised through
out the sixth century and into the seventh, with increasing volumes of demand
across most provinces of the empire in the east.”® Further, while the state
undoubtedly extracted, through taxation, sufficient quantities of the overall
wealth produced across the empire to support its own activities, at least in the
east and until the middle of the seventh century (the case of the west is

106 For the fourth century, see P. Garnsey and C. R. Whittaker, “Trade, industry and the
urban economy’, in A. Cameron and P. Garnsey (eds.), The Cambridge ancient history,
vol. XIII: The late empire, AD 337 425 (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 316 17, 328 37; for the sixth
century, see Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman city, p. 45; Hendy, Studies,
pPp. 289 96, 602 7; Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth century economy’, pp. 214 19.
Most forcefully, Banaji, Agrarian change in Late Antiquity, 30 88; Banaji, ‘Precious metal
coinages and monetary expansion’, pp. 267 81. For credit arrangements, see P. Sarris,
“The early Byzantine economy in context’, in M. Whittow (ed.), Byzantium’s economic
turn (Oxford, 2009). This situation changed fairly radically in the Anatolian provinces of
the empire in the second half of the seventh century, and had already changed in much
of the Balkan territory of the empire during the course of the later sixth century.
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certainly very different), this may only be a relatively small proportion of the
total wealth produced that then went onto the monetised market."”

The movement of some goods over long and short distances can be tracked
either through references in texts and written evidence as in Egyptian
papyri  for fiscal records, delivery bills, receipts and so forth, or through
the pottery in which many products were themselves transported, or which
was itself exported as a marketable commodity in its own right, as in the case
of finer tablewares as opposed to transport containers or cooking utensils. In
the latter case the two dominant exports were: African red slip ware, the
archaeological evidence for which shows a pan Mediterranean distribution
pattern, with a gradual reduction in the range and quality of products from the
middle of the fifth century, with a revival from around 550 at a lower level of
activity, and a reduction in the total number of sites at which it has been
identified, especially in the eastern Mediterranean; and Phocaean red slip
ware, which dominated the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean regions from
the early fifth to late sixth/early seventh centuries. Both continued to make up
a substantial proportion of the fine wares of the eastern Roman world until the
middle of the seventh century, but the number of imitative types produced
at a wide range of regional centres, and the increasing number of original local
forms, show that both production and the market were increasingly
fragmented.”®®

In the case of transport containers of coarser fabric, amphorae of various
sizes, shapes and capacities were transported over very considerable distances
carrying wine, oil, garum and other commodities to markets where demand

107 Estimates vary considerably: K. Hopkins, ‘Rome, taxes, rent and trade’, Kodai: Journal
of Ancient History, 6 7 (1995 6), pp. 41 75 (repr. in W. Scheidel and S. von Reden (eds.),
The ancient economy (Edinburgh, 2002), pp. 190 230), argues for a mere 5 7 per cent take
by the Roman state; Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 64 6, argues for very
much higher rates of extraction, 25 per cent or more in many cases, in the fifth early
seventh centuries. A global rate of taxation of between 15 and 23 per cent has been
proposed for the eastern empire in the period from the eighth century onwards, for
example, varying by time and place, degree of monetisation, and other related factors:
see C. Morrisson and J. C. Cheynet, ‘Prices and wages in the Byzantine world’, in Laiou
et al. (eds.), The economic history of Byzantium, pp. 821f. which would tend to support
Wickham’s higher levels. The problem lies in the nature of the evidence and the
varying and conflicting calculations it can support.

108 For key issues, see Ward Perkins, ‘Specialised production and exchange’; J. F. Haldon,
‘Production, distribution and demand in the Byzantine world, c. 660 840", in 1. L.
C. Hansen and C. J. Wickham (eds.), The long eighth century (Leiden, 2000), pp. 247 51;
McCormick, Origins of the European economy, pp. 53 60; Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth
century economy’, p. 210; A. Walmsley, ‘Production, exchange and regional trade in the
Islamic east Mediterranean: Old structures, new systems?’, in Hansen and Wickham (eds.),
The long eighth century, pp. 322 4.
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was sufficient, primarily the major coastal cities of the Mediterranean world,
with an onward network of routes by land to inland markets. To some extent,
as with the movement of grain, oil and wine in particular, this was carried out
by or at least for the state, through a system of contracting out cargoes to
individuals and groups of ship owners or masters. Thus Aegean wares reached
the Balkan and Danube frontier forces as the government organised the
supply of the field and garrison troops based along the limes, while other
commodities reached the eastern front garrisons from northern Syria and in
locally produced transport vessels. The best known bulk movement of goods
was, of course, that of grain from Egypt, but what is equally significant is the
way in which smaller scale enterprises and products were shipped on the back
of the North African grain transport in particular, resulting in the import of a
variety of goods by ports along the route taken by the grain convoys; and
similar movements almost certainly accompanied other state sponsored ship
ping of food or other products for the army, for example, as well as for the
populace of Constantinople or Rome. The extensive movement of African
fine wares and other products across the central and eastern Mediterranean
can at least in part be explained through these means. But at the same time
there can be little doubt that, on the basis of the numismatic and written
evidence, far more trade was carried on through the medium of private
entrepreneurs, markets and producers outside the state’s purview.'”

There is continued discussion about the point in time at which levels
of production and consumption in the different parts of this eastern
Mediterranean exchange zone began to fall off. The mid sixth century (follow
ing plague and, in Syria, Persian inroads and economic disruption), the later
sixth century (responding to loss of markets upon which certain areas
depended), the first twenty or thirty years of the seventh century (a result of
the Persian wars) and the mid seventh century (Arab invasions) have all been
proposed for different regions, the primary difficulty being the absence of any
absolute dates for specific developments. What is not in dispute is the com
plexity, extent or wealth of the commerce of the late Roman world in the
eastern Mediterranean (which, although regionally nuanced, as noted already,
contrasts very strongly with parts of formerly Roman western Europe), and
the high level of monetisation that facilitated it, or the fact that there was a
marked decline in production levels and a narrowing and localisation of

109 C. Haas, ‘Alexandria and the Mareotis region’, in T. S. Burns and J. W. Eadie (eds.),
Urban centres and rural contexts in Late Antiquity (East Lansing, 2001), pp. 47 62;
P. Reynolds, Trade in the western Mediterranean AD 400 700: The ceramic evidence, BAR
International Series 604 (Oxford, 1995).
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exchange across the period around 550 700, even if it is also clear that trade
and commerce across all political boundaries continued after 700, that
ceramics from territories under Islamic control continued to be exported to
the Aegean and south west Anatolia, and that North African wares continued
to appear in Constantinople into the early years of the eighth century at least.
This narrowing of range is clearest in the Balkans, Anatolia and Africa, and less
so in the Syria Palestine region; although even here the evidence shows a
shrinkage of urban space, a decline in the volume of traded imports and a
reduction in port facilities. But in this area the evidence for thriving local
production, if on a somewhat smaller scale than hitherto, is clear; while across
the territory of the empire as a whole in the east, the decline of many middle
sized cities and the rise in importance of ‘secondary” urban developments in
the hinterlands of the largest cities suggests a shift both in patterns of settle
ment and in local exchange networks for reasons that remain to be deter
mined. Yet again, however, regional variation is clear while cities such as
Apamea and others in the north appear to have gone into gradual decline from
the middle of the sixth century onwards, others further south, in Palestine and
Transjordan, such as Gerasa, Pella and Bostra, appear to have been flourishing
until at least the early or middle years of the seventh century, and sometimes
well beyond, and in the case of Gerasa, for example, as well as many others, to
have produced substantial quantities of their own often high quality
pottery, and to have maintained their prosperity through the period of
conquest and into the Umayyad period."™

The Sasanian world was, like the Roman, the location for regionally differ
entiated developments. As we have already seen, there is some evidence
during the fifth century for economic expansion in some areas, most partic
ularly the irrigable lands of Mesopotamia, Khuzistan and the Diyala basin, and
the central and western regions of Fars, an expansion that may have been
compromised during the later sixth century, perhaps becoming more acute in
the first half of the seventh century.”™ Mesopotamia contrasts strongly with
Roman northern Mesopotamia and Syria, however, in so far as the Romans
rarely penetrated into Sasanian territory to conduct the sort of plundering

o A. Walmsley, ‘Byzantine Palestine and Arabia: Urban prosperity in Late Antiquity’, in
N. Christie and S. T. Loseby (eds.), Towns in transition: Urban evolution in Late Antiquity
and the early Middle Ages (Aldershot and Brookfield, 1996), esp. pp. 147 51. Summaries of
the evidence with literature can be found in Ward Perkins, ‘Specialised production and
exchange’, p. 354; Morrisson and Sodini, “The sixth century economy’, pp. 193, 212;
Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 613 25.

11 Baladhuri, al Balddhuri, Kitdb futih al Bulddn: The origins of the Islamic state, trans. P. K.
Hitti (London, 1916/ Beirut, 1966), pp. 453 4.
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operations that Sasanian armies regularly effected during the sixth century in
the 540s, 570s and 580s in particular, during which tens of thousands of people,
including large numbers of craftsmen and artisans and their families were
deported and resettled in new royal foundations near Ctesiphon, such as Veh
az antiok Khusrau (‘Khusrau’s better than Antioch’).”” The result was that
the rich western provinces of the Sasanian realm were allowed to prosper
without serious interruption from the time of Julian’s abortive invasion in
363, apart from occasional threats such as the campaign planned by Anastasius
I (r. 491 518 CE) in 503 (or natural disasters such as flooding). Roman attacks
invariably came from the north west, and Sasanian defensive arrangements
were such that they hardly ever penetrated beyond Arzanene and Atropatene.
Only with Heraclius’ (r. 610 641 CE) invasion from the north also involving
the sack of Ganzak, for example in 628 and then the Islamic invasions in the
630s were these heartlands penetrated, and even then physical damage appears
to have been relatively limited. In this respect there is a parallel between these
regions of the Sasanian state and the more prosperous southern Syrian,
Transjordanian and Palestinian towns and cities and their districts in Roman
territory, which may be contrasted with those of the north, more frequently
affected by Persian attacks."

Although best known for the luxury goods such as silks that were traded to
the north, Sasanian commerce was by no means confined to southward or
eastward looking routes. Sogdian merchants imported and passed on to the
east substantial amounts of Sasanian silver and precious metal wares, for
example, although relations between the Sogdians and the Sasanian state,
which had a powerful vested interest in a strictly controlled trade, were
strained at times."* Merchants played an important role in the Sasanian state’s
economy, to the extent that a highly protectionist policy was maintained on all
frontiers, particularly that with the Sogdian and other traders and middlemen
in the north and north east, and with the Romans in the west.”® But it is
significant that very little Roman produced pottery appears to have been

12 Brunner, ‘Geographical and administrative divisions’, p. 758. The effects of such trans
fers are still unclear for the Roman towns and regions affected, although they must
have been dramatic. See F. R. Trombley, ‘War and society in rural Syria c. 502 613 AD:
Observations on the demography’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 21 (1997), esp.
pp. 158, 168, 182ff.; and chapter 3 below.

113 See Lee, Information and frontiers, pp. 15 25,109 28; M. Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his
historian: Theophylact Simocatta on Persian and Balkan warfare (Oxford, 1988), pp. 195 218, for
a survey of Roman Persian relations.

114 See de la Vaissiere, Sogdian traders, esp. pp. 171 6, 207 10, 227 37.

15 Ibid., pp. 228ff. Note also Amir Harrak, “Trade routes and the Christianization of the
Near East’, Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies, 2 (2002).
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found in Sasanian urban contexts, and what Sasanian material has been
excavated from eastern Roman provincial sites is mostly small personal
items and can probably be associated (with some exceptions) with the occu
pation of the eastern provinces in the period after 614."
exchange pattern can be read off retrospectively from that of the early Islamic
period, when locally produced fine wares from Palestine and Transjordan

To some extent this

rarely moved east.”” Commercial exchange certainly existed across the
Romano Persian frontier, but as I have noted it was carefully supervised
(although the effectiveness of this is not clear), and appears to have consisted
largely of luxury items. But this peaceful commercial activity was also supple
mented by predation. Indeed, the chief characteristic of Roman Persian
exchange in the sixth century at least appears to be that the Sasanians took
what they wanted when political circumstances allowed them to do so.
Raiding for booty, labour and skills rather than for conquest (until the great
war launched under Khusrau II (r. 500 628 CE)) was the key feature of
Sasanian warfare in the west, and in so far as vast numbers of people and
considerable quantities of gold were taken either in war or through ‘subsidies’
paid by the Roman government to hold off further attacks, it was extremely
successful.”®

A substantial commerce existed via the major routes that traverse northern
Mesopotamia, and Sasanian rulers had invested in the construction of cara
vanserais to facilitate this activity, and the profits accruing to Persia from trade
were noted by Roman commentators.”® Trade in silks and other luxury items
was important and profitable.”™ Trade eastwards, across the northern route
and through Khurasan, or via the Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula, was well
established and requires little comment here,”™ although it is clear that the
Sasanian kings actively encouraged certain commercial links, in particular the
Silk Route and the Indian Ocean trade. Sasanian political intervention in South

16 E.g. A. M. Maier, ‘Sassanica varia Palaestinensia: A Sassanian seal from T. Istaba, Israel,
and other Sassanian objects from the southern Levant’, Iranica Antiqua, 35 (2000),
pp. 159 83.

117 See Walmsley, Production, exchange and regional trade’, pp. 321 9.

118 Morony, ‘Trade and exchange’, pp. ooo oo.

119 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 192 7.

120 M. G. Raschke, ‘New studies in Roman commerce with the east’, in Aufstieg und
Niedergang der romischen Welt, 2, 9.2 (1978), pp. 606 50, 821 (for caravanserais); J. I.
Miller, The spice trade of the Roman Empire, 29 BC to AD 641 (Oxford, 1969).

121 Thierry, ‘Sur les monnaies sassanides trouvées en Chine’, pp. 121 5 with maps 6 and 7,
pp. 125 32; V. F. Piacentini, ‘Ardashir I Papakan and the wars against the Arabs:
Working hypothesis on the Sasanian hold of the Gulf, Proc. Seminar in Arabian
Studies, 15 (1985), pp. 57 77
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Arabia and the establishment of permanent military and commercial bases in the
south and east of the Peninsula attest to the importance ascribed to the region. A
chain of small fortresses and strongholds has been tentatively identified stretch
ing from the Gulf as far as the mouth of the Indus, for example, presumably

122

intended to protect the coastal trade and the major entrepdts.”* But recent work
re assessing the archaeological evidence has cast some doubt on the picture of a
flourishing eastern Arabian economy under Sasanian control; indeed an eco
nomic decline has been plausibly argued. While the advantages held by the
Sasanians were considerable, there were no serious political hindrances in the
Gulf and Indian Ocean to long distance trade,” the investment by the kings in
port facilities (if correctly identified) suggests that it was seen as a significant
element in the royal economy. Yet, the ceramic evidence is ambiguous, and
hardly supports the notion that the intensity of this trade was hardly surpassed in
the later Middle Ages, or that there was a near monopoly operated by Sasanian
merchants supported by the state.™ There is also good evidence of a revival in
trade overland with China a highly monetised trade in the last forty or so
years of Sasanian rule, as political conditions in China stabilised and as Sasanian
power and influence in the regions beyond Khurasan was strengthened.
Sasanian commercial activity in a wide range of luxury goods, both from west
to east and vice versa was influential, and played also an important role in the
economies of those regions of Central Asia as well as of China with which it was
associated. Trade and exchange in urban contexts was certainly a major feature
of urban life, as both the textual and archaeological evidence suggests.”

122 M. Kervran, ‘Forteresses, entrepdts et commerce: Une histoire a suivre depuis les rois
sassanides jusqu’aux princes d’'Ormuz’, in R. Curie and R. Gyselen (eds.), Itinéraires
d’Orient: Hommages d Claude Cahen (Louvain, 1994), esp. pp. 331 8; Whitehouse and
Williamson, ‘Sasanian maritime trade’, pp. 43 5.

123 M. Loewe, ‘Spices and silk: Aspects of world trade in the first seven centuries of the
Christian era’, JRAS, n.s., 2 (1971), pp. 166 79; Thierry, ‘Sur les monnaies sassanides
trouvées en Chine’. For a significant challenge to the established view, see Kennet,
“The decline of eastern Arabia’.

124 Kennet, “The decline of eastern Arabia’, passim. Frye, ‘Byzantine and Sasanian trade
relations’; B. E. Colless, ‘Persian merchants and missionaries in medieval Malaya’,
Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 42 (1969), pp. 10 47;
Whitehouse and Williamson, ‘Sasanian maritime trade’, pp. 45f; Kervran,
‘Forteresses, entrepOts et commerce’, pp. 338 9; summary of evidence in Banaji,
‘Precious metal coinages and monetary expansion’, pp. 285 90.

125 Thierry, “Sur les monnaies sassanides trouvées en Chine’, pp. 134 9; and esp. J. K. Skaff,
‘Sasanian and Arab Sasanian silver coins from Turfan: Their relationship to international
trade and the local economy’, Asia Major, 11, 2. (1998), pp. 67 114. See also E. de la Vaissiere,
‘Les marchands d’Asie Centrale dans I'empire khazar’, in M. Kazanski, A. Nercessian and
C. Zuckerman (eds.), Les centres proto urbains ruisses entre Scandinavie, Byzance et Orient
(Paris, 2000), pp. 367 78. For attitudes to commerce and the monetisation of exchange
relations, see A. Panaino, ‘Commerce and conflicts of religions in Sasanian Iran: Between
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But it is also clear that, like Rome, the Sasanian state extracted substantial
resources from the producing population in the form of crops or finished
goods for its armies, as well as in terms of skills. Sasanian exchange systems
seem also to have been heavily regionalised a Mesopotamian zone over
lapped to some extent with a south Iranian/Gulf/East Africa zone, which in
turn connected with the Indian subcontinent fine wares as well as domestic
coarse wares from Gujarat as well as Sind and Maharashtra have been
excavated from Sasanian levels at Suhar in Oman and Siraf, for example.”®
Yet this commerce seems hardly to have impinged, at least in terms of the
movement of ceramics, on other zones to the north and east.” The pottery
from Marw, for example, is associated stylistically with that from northern
Bactria rather than Iraq or the northern Iranian plateau, while that from the

* None of these types seems to have travelled
9

Elburz regions is different again.
far, except for certain fine wares, but these are also very limited in number."™

This picture contrasts with the Roman evidence, and largely reflects the
different patterns of commerce and transport between coastal zones and
maritime trade on the one hand, inland zones and the constraints of land
transport, and on the other the types of goods that were traded. Silks and
bullion, for example, which constituted two of the most important materials
traded, leave no ceramic traces. But like the Roman economy, by the later
sixth century the Sasanian economy also involved the circulation of a vast
number of coins, reaching a peak in the period between 603 and 635 and
directly impacting on the economy of the post conquest period.”’ Indeed,

social identity and political ideology’, in R. Rollinger and C. Ulf (eds.), Commerce and
monetary systems in the ancient world: means of transmission and cultural interaction (Stuttgart,
2004), pp. 385 40I.

126 See in particular Kennet, “The decline of eastern Arabia’, pp. 97 100. D. Whitehouse,
‘Abbasid maritime trade: Archaeology and the age of expansion’, Rivista degli Studi
Orientale, 59 (1985), p. 344; M. Kervran, ‘Indian ceramics in southern Iran and eastern
Arabia: Repertory, classification, chronology’, in H. P. Ray and J. F. Salles (eds.),
Tradition and archaeology, early maritime contacts in the Indian Ocean: Proceedings of the
international seminar Techno archaeological perspectives of seafaring in the Indian Ocean
4th cent. BC 1sth cent. AD (New Delhi, 1996), pp. 37 58; D. Kennet, Sasanian and
Islamic pottery from Ras al Khaimah: Classification, chronology and analysis of trade in the
western Indian Ocean, BAR International Series 1248 (Oxford, 2004), pp. 68 79.

127 D. Kennet, ‘Sasanian pottery in southeastern Iran and eastern Arabia’, Iran, 40 (2002);
Adams, “Tell Abu Sarifa’, for southern Iragi types.

128 G. Puschnigg, ‘The pre Islamic pottery’, in G. Herrmann, K. Kurbansakhatov and
St]. Simpson (eds.), “The International Merv Project: Preliminary report on the ninth
year (2000)’, Iran, 39 (2001), pp. 22 3.

129 E.g. Kennet, ‘Sasanian pottery in southeastern Iran’, p. 159; Kennet, Sasanian and
Islamic pottery from Ras al Khaimah, pp. 68 71.

130 Kolesnikov, “The quantity of silver coinage and levels of revenue’; de la Vaissiére,
Sogdian traders, pp. 228 32; Skaff, ‘Sasanian and Arab Sasanian silver coins from Turfan’,
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the evidence has been interpreted to suggest not only that coin production
was inflected by military needs, as in the Roman world, but also that the
Sasanian court was quite aware both of the need to circulate coin to meet
commercial demands and of the possibility of manipulating the domestic
market for its own purposes.”™

The extent to which the Sasanian state, like Rome, transported large
quantities of goods in bulk for its armies is unclear, but it is apparent that it
was able to accommodate the logistical demands of substantial bodies of
troops, and it is therefore very likely that its arrangements were not dissimilar

132

from those of the Roman state.”” There is some evidence for the long

distance movement of storage vessels, but these are found mostly in
domestic or artisanal contexts rather than obviously military locations,
and appear to reflect the regionalised exchange systems noted already,
since they are confined largely (thus far) to sites in Mesopotamia, southern
Iran and the Gulf."® For the most part its frontier provinces could support
the burden of the soldiers based there, since the greater number of mints in
both frontier and inner provinces serviced the needs of the military as well
as the markets on which they depended very efficiently; while in the rich
provinces of Mesopotamia the relatively high levels of agricultural produc
tion, combined with the possibility of riverine transport, gave the Sasanians
an advantage in defensive terms.”* The tax system, both before and after
the reforms of Khusrau I, was certainly structured to support a considerable
army, and involved levies of foodstuffs as well as livestock and equipment,

pp. 85 6; R. Gyselen, “Un trésor de monnaies sassanides tardives’, Revue Numismatique,
ser. 6, 32 (1990), pp. 212 31; R. N. Frye, ‘Sasanian Central Asian trade relations’, Bulletin
of the Asia Institute, n.s. 7 (1993), pp. 73 7.

131 See esp. Sears, ‘Monetary revision and monetization’, pp. 161 3; Skaff, ‘Sasanian and
Arab Sasanian silver coins from Turfan’.

132 Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 166 9, 185 6, 191 7; Morony, Iraq
after the Muslim conquest, pp. 51 6, 61 2. Finds of Sasanian coins in districts distant
from their mints may certainly reflect military as much as commercial movements:
see N. Nakshabandi and F. Rashid, “The Sassanian dirhams in the Iraq Museum’,
Sumer, 11 (1955), pp. 155 76; and esp. Sears, ‘Monetary revision and monetization’,
pp. 161 2. For distribution of troops and arrangements for their provisioning and
equipping, see Grignaschi, ‘Quelques specimens de la littérature sassanide’, p. 24
and notes.

133 In particular the so called ‘large incised storage vessels’ and ‘torpedo’ jars: Kennet,
‘Sasanian pottery in southeastern Iran’, pp. 154, 158 60.

134 Howard Johnston, ‘The two great powers’, pp. 88 o1. On the mints, see
esp. R. Gyselen, Arab Sasanian copper coinage, Osterreichische Akademie
der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch Historische Klasse, Denkschriften 284,
Veroffentlichungen der numismatischen Kommission 34 (Vienna 2000), esp. p. 77;
and cf. S. Tyler Smith, ‘Sasanian mint abbreviations’, Numismatic Chronicle, 143
(1983), pp. 240 7.

69

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



The New Cambridge History of Islam

although the details recorded only obliquely in al Tabari™®  remain
obscure.”

It is apparent from this introductory survey that the eastern Roman and
Sasanian empires had vast resources at their disposal. Both states had evolved
complex administrative and social arrangements aimed at the extraction,
redistribution and consumption of such resources, yet both were constrained
by the geography, climate and technologies at their disposal or to which they
were subject. Paradoxically, however, it was those territories that were not to
be absorbed into the newly formed world of Islam which suffered most in
their material infrastructure as a result of the conquests. For the process of
conquest in both the Roman and Sasanian areas was in fact remarkably rapid.
Within a ten year period from 632 to 642 all Rome’s eastern provinces,
including Egypt, had been lost. Most cities surrendered with either no or
only token resistance, their populations remained where they were, eco
nomic and social life continued. The changes that did take place were,
therefore, both minimal at least in the opening decades of Islamic rule
and gradual. An exception in both social and economic as well as political
and cultural respects may be the fate of the elites in the formerly Roman
provinces, where sometimes dramatic changes were effected as a result of
the Islamic occupation and political restructuring from the 640s.”” The fate
of the Sasanian regional elites as opposed to the senior aristocrats was
certainly milder, however. Apart from this, similar conditions following the
conquest, with a few exceptions, applied in Iraq and Iran, and to a large
degree the trajectory of development under way in the pre conquest period
continued on its course in the decades following, with certain notable
exceptions (for example, the establishment of the amsdr (garrison cities) in
Iraq and Egypt). The vast quantity of coined silver and gold circulating
within and across these two spheres both united and separated them,
through regionalised and long distance overlapping trade and exchange
networks. At the same time it emphasised their involvement and integration
into a much wider Eurasian network of commercial as well as political ties or

135 Howard Johnston, “The two great powers’, pp. 169 72; M. Morony, ‘Land holding in
seventh century Iraq: Late Sasanian and early Islamic patterns’, in Udovitch (ed.), The
Islamic Middle East, 700 1900, pp. 136 53; Altheim and Stiehl, Finanzgeschichte der
Spdtantike, esp. pp. 7 51; T. Daryaee, “The effect of the Arab Muslim conquest on the
administrative division of Sasanian Persis/Fars’, Iran, 41 (2003), pp. 193 204; Trinkaus,
‘Settlement of highlands and lowlands’, pp. 129 30, 136 9, on the relationship between
the local economy of the Damghan area and taxation.

136 On Khusrau’s reform, see Rubin, “The reforms of Khusro Anushirwan’.

137 See Wickham, Framing the early Middle Ages, pp. 240 55.
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associations. This had a crucial impact on the ways in which the Islamic
successor state evolved its own patterns of resource distribution, exchange
and commerce.”®

In the surviving Byzantine lands, by contrast, a century and a half of
debilitating and disruptive warfare ensued, which disrupted the provincial
and rural economy and reduced the former eastern Roman imperial state to a
shadow and a relatively impoverished shadow of its former self, contri
buting also to a radical transformation of urban life as well as of the state and
eastern Roman society. But outside this war damaged zone, urban life, inter
provincial and long distance trade, and local economies in the conquered
lands continued to evolve in directions set before the Islamic conquests with
little or no interruption, although of course the social structure of landowning,
elite culture and access to resources did change in some cases substantially.
Whatever the nature of the changes that affected the late ancient world in the
wake of the early Islamic conquests, it was thus geography and landscape, on
the one hand, and the demography and pattern of exploitation and distribu
tion of resources of all kinds, on the other, that determined and constrained
the initial trajectory of Islamic history.

138 P. Pourshariati, Decline and fall of the Sasanian empire: The Sasanian Parthian confederacy
and the Islamic conquest of Iran (London, 2008).
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The late Roman/early Byzantine
Near East

MARK WHITTOW

Rome was not ‘declining’ in Late Antiquity. In many ways it was thriving. Half
a century of research above all, archaeology has shown in the Roman Near
East a wealthy, well populated world, whose inhabitants enjoyed a thriving
economy and spent their money on lavish building projects, on silver and on
high quality textiles. In many areas of the Near East the Late Roman period, in
terms of population size, settlement density and levels of exploitation, marks a
pre modern high.” On the other hand, there is no doubt that between the third
and sixth centuries the Roman empire was transformed in ways that do much
to explain what happened in the seventh century. The key to this process was
conflict with Sasanian Iran. In response to that threat the structure, organisa
tion and culture of the empire was reshaped; Rome’s relations with the wider
world were transformed; and the empire became involved in an escalating
cycle of warfare that would culminate in the crisis out of which the Islamic
world would emerge.

An obvious parallel is with the way the modern world is a product of the
First World War. Without it we would have had neither Soviet Russia, nor
Nazi Germany, nor the European Community, nor the United Nations, nor
the current multi state Middle East. That is not to say that peace in 1914 would
have kept the world safe for imperialism and reaction, but that the war and its
aftermath set the world on paths that would have been hardly imaginable six
years earlier. In turn, the First World War can only be fully comprehended in
the light of the European state system as it had evolved since the seventeenth
century, a process that had divided the continent between powers equipped

1 J. Banaji, Agrarian change in Late Antiquity: Gold, labour, and aristocratic dominance (Oxford,
2001), pp. 15 22; B. Ward Perkins, ‘Land, labour and settlement” and “Specialized produc
tion and exchange’, in A. Cameron, B. Ward Perkins and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge
ancient history, vol. XIV: Late Antiquity: Empire and successors, AD 425 600 (Cambridge, 2000),
pp. 315 9I. See pp. 352 4, 358 61 for the prosperity of the Roman Near East in Late
Antiquity.
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and prepared to fight war on the grandest scale, and able to do so with the
support and commitment of millions of their citizens.

In a similar way the Islamic world was the product of a war between Rome
and Iran that broke out in 603 and lasted for twenty five years. The war
overturned an established order three centuries old, and created a power
vacuum that allowed Arab armies to conquer two empires and create a third;
but, although it had immediate causes, to be fully understood it needs, like the
war that broke out in 1914, to be seen in terms of a political system that had
evolved over several centuries, in this case since the third century CE.

To recognise this is not to say that Islam would not have come about
without the wars of the Roman empire, but rather that God’s purposes would
have had to have been achieved in very different ways. The rise of Islam as it
actually happened is comprehensible only in the context of the history of the
Roman empire, a history that culminated in what James Howard Johnston has
evocatively dubbed the ‘the last great war of Antiquity’.”

Rome and the Near East to the fourth century CE:
making and re-making an empire

The expansion of Rome

At the beginning of the third century CE the Roman empire stretched from
Hadrian’s Wall in the north of England to the upper Tigris in eastern Turkey,
a nominal distance of about 3,700 kilometres, and for any Roman traveller
actually making this journey considerably more. The empire included not
only the entire Mediterranean basin, but extended far beyond into a world
whose rivers drained into the Persian Gulf, the Black Sea, the North Sea and
the Atlantic Ocean. Its size in part reflected the attractiveness of Roman rule.
Many inhabitants of this empire wanted to be citizens or at least clients of the
Romans. For the elites or would be elites of provincial society the Roman
empire brought opportunities for riches and power, and the security to enjoy
them: behave like a Roman and act in the name of Rome, and you would in
effect be a Roman. The imperial administrative system was minimal and the
tax burden light. In practice Rome’s subjects governed themselves, and
competed to display their loyalty to the emperor. The hundreds of temples
to the cult of the emperor that dotted the Roman world are impressive

2 J. Howard Johnston, ‘al Tabari on the last great war of Antiquity’, in J. Howard Johnston,
East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the end of Antiquity: Historiographical and historical studies
(Aldershot, 2006), chapter 6, p. 1.
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testimony to an uncontested imperialism. Revolt and resistance was rare, and
when it occurred was usually more a matter of pushing for further benefits
than of any rejection of Roman rule as such.’ The Jewish revolts of the first and
second centuries CE, which were intended to rid Judaea of the Romans, were
exceptional; the lack of any true network of fortifications in the Near East,
whether to cow internal dissent or outside aggression, is a much better guide
to the normal workings of the empire before the third century.*

The size of the empire also reflects Roman military superiority. At an
operational level this was the product of a system honed in the later years of
the republic and founded on the infantry of the legions; in strategic terms it was
due to the lack of any great power rival. Following the defeat and destruction of
Carthage in the third century BCE, Rome was only opposed by local and
regional powers. Had it been otherwise, Rome could not have conquered the
east and at the same time sent its armies to the Rhine and distant Britain.

The territorial expansion of Rome began in earnest in the second century
BCE, and had its roots in the competitive aristocratic politics of the republic.’
Caesar’s conquest of Gaul is typical in all but the fact that he wrote his own
account of what happened. While his wars were fought chiefly to gain the
very practical benefits of booty and glory, Caesar shows that he and his peers
were not without a sense of strategy; not necessarily grand strategy, but
certainly a practical awareness of the need to manage clients, control resources
and avoid over commitment. The destruction of Octavian’s aristocratic rivals,
the fall of the republic and the making of the empire at the end of the first
century BCE slowed but did not halt Roman expansion. Emperors continued
to fight wars for much the same trio of motives that had inspired Caesar, and
after Claudius’ conquest of Britain in 43 CE these tended increasingly to lead
them east. The spoils were richer, the prestige of following in Alexander’s
footsteps greater, and the Parthians, if not a real rival, were at least worth

3 C. Ando, Imperial ideology and provincial loyalty in the Roman Empire (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, 2000), pp. 1 15; J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman
city (Oxford, 2001), pp. 342 6; S. Price, Rituals and power: The Roman imperial cult in Asia
Minor (Cambridge, 1984), pp. 76 7, 234 48; G. Wolf, Becoming Roman: The origins of
provincial civilization in Gaul (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 238 49.

4 M. Sartre, The Middle East under Rome, trans. C. Porter and E. Rawlings (Cambridge, MA,
2005), p. 132; N. Pollard, Soldiers, cities, and civilians in Roman Syria (Ann Arbor, 2000),
pp. 85 110; S. T. Parker, "The defense of Palestine and Transjordan from Diocletian to
Heraclius’, in L. E. Stager, J. A. Greene and M. D. Coogan (eds.), The archaeology of Jordan
and beyond: Essays in honor of James A. Sauer, Studies in the Archaeology and History of
the Levant 1 (Winona Lake, IN, 2000), pp. 369 70; cf. B. Isaac, The limits of empire (Oxford,
1990), pp. 156 60.

5 W.V. Harris, War and imperialism in republican Rome, 327 70 BC (Oxford, 1979), pp. 30 I.
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taking more seriously than the tribes of Germanic Europe. Under Trajan in
the early second century CE, Rome’s eastern frontier for the first time reached
the Tigris, and his sack of the Parthian capital at Ctesiphon near modern
Baghdad set a standard which his successors were keen to follow.’

The rise of the Sasanians

However, the political vacuum that lay behind the expansion of Rome could
hardly be expected to last forever, and in the third century a new era began. In
the west Rome was faced by an evolving Germanic world where tribes were
coming together in more powerful confederations. Individually groupings
such as the Marcomanni, the Alamanni (the archetypal name for a confeder
ation) and the Goths did not pose a threat to Roman hegemony, but their
management did require more resources than had their first century prede
cessors. Half hearted measures could and did lead to disaster.” The really
significant change, however, was happening in the east.

The Parthian dynasty had signally failed to stop their aggressive western
neighbours regularly invading Iraq through the second and early third centuries
CE, and inevitably its legitimacy was called into question. The dynasty’s failure
was further emphasised by the inability to crush a long running rebellion in
western Iran. In 224 the rebel army defeated the Parthians for the third time;
King Artabanus V fell on the battlefield, and the rebel leader, Ardashir, moved
rapidly to seize Iraq, so inaugurating the Sasanian regime that was to rule Iran
until the Muslim conquest.® Rome was now faced by an entirely new situation.
Ardashir and his successors may initially have been drawn into war with Rome
by the need to end any threat that former Parthian client states, such as
Armenia, might serve as a base for a Parthian restoration, but soon war with

6 C.S. Lightfoot, “Trajan’s Parthian war and the fourth century perspective’, Journal of
Roman Studies, 80 (1990), pp. 115 26; F. Millar, The Roman Near East, 31 BC AD 337
(Cambridge, MA, 1993), p. 99; S. P. Mattern, Rome and the enemy: Imperial strategy in the
principate (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1999), pp. 1 23, 81 122.

7 M. Todd, “The Germanic peoples and Germanic society’, in A. K. Bowman, P. Garnsey
and A. Cameron (eds.), The Cambridge ancient history, vol. XII: The crisis of empire, AD 193 337,
2nd edn. (Cambridge, 2005), pp. 440 7; P. Heather, “The Late Roman art of client manage
ment’, in W. Pohl, I. Wood and H. Reimitz (eds.), The transformation of frontiers: From Late
Antiquity to the Carolingians (Leiden, 2001). On the name ‘Alamanni’, see J. F. Drinkwater,
The Alamanni and Rome 213 496 (Oxford, 2007), pp. 62 9.

8 J. Howard Johnston, “The two great powers in Late Antiquity: A comparison’, in
A. Cameron (ed.), The Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. I1I: States, resources and
armies, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 1 (Princeton, 1995), pp. 158 62; M. H.
Dodgeon and S. N. C. Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier and the Persian Wars, part 1:
AD 226 363: A documentary history (London, 1991), pp. 9 33; cf. R.N. Frye, "The
Sassanians’, in Bowman et al. (eds.), The crisis of empire, pp. 461 74.
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the empire had become an end in itself. Victory demonstrated Sasanian
charisma and brought huge profits. The experience of war bonded the
Sasanian elite and created the infrastructure for further hostilities. Through to
the 260s Sasanian armies raided throughout the Roman east, and the Roman
response was largely ineffective. In 244 a Roman expedition to Ctesiphon ended
with the emperor Gordian III's death and his successor, Philip the Arab,”
making major concessions to ensure the army’s retreat. In 253 the great Syrian
city of Antioch was sacked, and in 260 the emperor Valerian himself was
captured and put on display, in person for the rest of his life, and in stone for
eternity.”” The monumental rock cut reliefs at Nagsh i Rustam in Iran sum up
the new order. The site lies 5 kilometres north west of the ancient Persian
capital of Persepolis. Here were buried the great Achaemenid shahs, Darius and
Xerxes, who had ruled as far as the Mediterranean; and here, next to the tomb of
the great Darius and close to the huge image of Ardashir being given rule over
Iran by the supreme God Ahuramazda, Ardashir’s son Shapur I celebrated his
victories over Rome. Shapur’s relief shows one emperor (Gordian III or Philip
the Arab) kneeling at the feet of the mounted shah, and another, Valerian, held
prisoner by the hand.”" The message is clear. The Sasanians are divinely
appointed rulers of the east, whose status as the legitimate heirs of the
Achaemenids is demonstrated by victory over Rome."

Palmyra and the third-century crisis

The very real danger of the break up of the empire during these years is made
clear by the so called revolt of Palmyra. This oasis city, about 200 kilometres east
of the Mediterranean, had been part of the empire since the early first century CE,
and had made itself rich as one of the chief conduits for eastern trade into the
Roman world. Inscriptions in Aramaic and Greek describe the system of pro
tected caravans that crossed the Syrian desert, and Palmyrene merchants are
attested resident as far afield as the Persian Gulf. Otherwise Palmyra was

9 On Philip’s description in fourth century sources as ‘the Arab’, see Millar, The Roman Near
East, pp. 530 1: “we must leave entirely open the question of what ethnic description we
ought to give to the two Greek speaking (and surely also Latin speaking) sons of a local
Roman citizen, Iulius Marinus, who both entered imperial service’ (p. 531).

10 Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 34 67.

11 G. Herrmann, D. N. Mackenzie and R. Howell, The Sasanian reliefs at Nagsh i Rustam,
Nagsh i Rustam 6, The triumph of Shapur I, Iranische Denkmaler 13 (Berlin, 1989).

12 Howard Johnston, “The two great powers in Late Antiquity’, p. 160; G. Fowden, Empire
to commonwealth: Consequences of monotheism in Late Antiquity (Princeton, 1993), pp. 28 9;
cf. D.S. Potter, Prophecy and history in the crisis of the Roman Empire: A historical
commentary on the Thirteenth Sibylline Oracle (Oxford, 1990), pp. 370 6, for the view
that the Sasanians were unaware of their Achaemenid predecessors.
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organised as an ordinary Roman city, ruled by a council of its leading citizens.” In
the 260s, however, in the crisis that followed the capture of the emperor Valerian,
one of its notables, Septimius Odenathus, came to prominence organising
resistance to the Iranians and suppressing rivals to the new emperor, Gallienus.
Odenathus’ status at this stage is unclear. He was a Roman senator, and so a
plausible person to exercise authority; he may have been governor of Syria, or he
may have held a special regional command entrusted to him by Gallienus. The
evidence is equivocal.” But in 268 Odenathus was murdered, and his power
inherited by his wife Zenobia and son Vaballathus. Over the next few years their
troops overran Syria and then Egypt, the wealthiest of the eastern provinces and a
crucial source of Rome’s grain supply. Gallienus had been killed in 268. His
successor, Claudius, died in 270. It was not until 271 that the new emperor,
Aurelian, marched east, defeated the Palmyrene armies, and in 272 sacked
Palmyra, and brought Zenobia captive to Rome."”

At one level this was an ordinary piece of Roman imperial politics, and the fact
that Palmyra was a commerecial centre, bilingual in Aramaic and Greek, does not
make its leading families any the less Roman’. Inscriptions such as those known
from milestones in the province of Arabia (mod. Jordan) describe Vaballathus as
‘Imperator Caesar L. Julius Aurelius Septimius Vaballathus Athenodorus’, in
other words as Roman emperor, and his ascent to power would have been no
more extraordinary or exotic than that of the other Roman provincials who
became emperors during the second and third centuries. A document from
Egypt dated by the joint regnal year of the emperors Aurelian and Vaballathus is
a plain indication of how the Palmyrene ‘revolt’ appeared at the time." The fact
that Aurelian defeated Vaballathus and Zenobia should not make us think that
the former’s power was in any way more legitimate or more ‘Roman’. In many
ways the story of Palmyra exemplifies the strength of the ties that bound the
empire together, and enabled local notables to identify with it and use its
structures for their benefit. Zenobia and Vaballathus were not Arab nationalists,
nor were Palmyra’s conquests the forerunners of those of the seventh century.
To call Palmyra ‘Arab’ is a modern device with no contemporary usage.”

13 Millar, The Roman Near East, pp. 159 73, 319 36; M. Sartre, “The Arabs and the desert
peoples’, in Bowman et al. (eds.), The crisis of empire, pp. 511 I5.

14 For alternatives see Millar, The Roman Near East, pp. 165, 168 71; D. S. Potter, The Roman
Empire at bay, AD 180 395 (London, 2004), pp. 259 60; and U. Hartmann, Das palmyreni
sche Teilreiche (Stuttgart, 2001), pp. 91 6.

15 Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 68 110.

16 Ibid., pp. 88 9, or.

17 J. Retsd, The Arabs in Antiquity: Their history from the Assyrians to the Umayyads (London,
2003), pp. 462 6.
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But the ‘revolt’ did have more serious and genuinely contemporary impli
cations. For the most part Palmyra’s Aramaic inscriptions appear simply to
convey Roman titles in a different idiom, but when Odenathus can be
described on an inscription as ‘King of Kings’, in other words the title of the
Iranian shah, and when Odenathus can give that same title to his elder son
Herodian, who in turn can be depicted on a lead seal with a crown like that of
the Parthian kings, then it indicates an ability among the Palmyrene elite to
think in terms other than those derived from Rome.” The empire had grown
up, and now rested on, the centripetal desire of local elites to be Roman. In the
fifth century Roman power in Gaul would dissolve when local elites there
came to realise that the empire could no longer provide them with security,
and began to imagine a future without Rome a process we now describe as
the fall of the Roman empire in the west." These Palmyrene inscriptions show
the early stages of the same process. The crisis of the third century east was
short lived compared with the problems that overwhelmed the fifth century
west; but the response of the Palmyrene elite to failure in the face of Sasanian
aggression shows the early stages of the same process. If Rome could not
provide the security and rewards for these elites that had bound them to the
empire in the first place, then there were alternatives available, and, if
followed, the empire would fail.

Re-making the empire

The implications of the rise of the Sasanians and the Palmyrene crisis were
clear enough. Emperors needed more troops, and more resources to support
them. That would require asking more from the empire’s landowning elites,
and to do that with any long term success would require binding those
individuals more closely into the administration and ideology of empire.
If the early empire had flourished because it empowered local elites and
asked for comparatively little in return, the empire’s survival now demanded
rather more.

Over the course of the late third and fourth centuries this agenda was largely
achieved. It is traditional, and probably right, to give a great deal of the credit to
Diocletian (r. 284 305) for increasing the size of the army and reorganising the
empire’s administrative and fiscal system, and to Constantine (r. 306 37) for

18 Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 77, 88; for the lead seal, see the
illustration in E. Equini Schneider, Septimia Zenobia Sebaste (Rome, 1993), p. 98 and the
discussion in Hartmann, Das palmyrenische Teilreiche, pp. 179 83.

19 P. Heather, "The Huns and the end of the Roman Empire in Western Europe’, English
Historical Review, 110 (1995), pp. 38 9.
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giving the empire a new ideological focus in Christianity, a new capital and
senate in Constantinople and, arguably most important, a new gold based
currency. In both cases the changes had their roots in the earlier third century,
and took more than a hundred years to be worked through, but it remains true
that these two regimes took the crucial steps that were to shape the empire of
Late Antiquity.*

The key factor was the need for more troops, from which followed the need
to obtain more resources. There is no agreement on how large the increase in
the size of the army was, but an increase by a third from about 350,000 at the
end of the second century to nearly 500,000 by the end of the fourth would be
a conservative estimate.” To meet the cost Italy lost its previous tax exemp
tion, and city revenues were in effect nationalised. On top of this the system of
requisitioning by which army units were provided with goods in kind was
gradually expanded, first into an empire wide system based on a census of
people and land, and then commuted into a land tax which thenceforth
formed the basis of the imperial budget.**

On the face of it, such changes should have been utterly unacceptable to the
provincial elites whose commitment to the empire was essential for its
survival, but in the event they were wooed by imperial propaganda empha
sising how much the emperor shared their interests and concerns, and more
importantly they soon found that they gained more by the opportunities thata
more active central government provided than they had lost by the confisca
tion of civic revenues. Diocletian may have broken up the large provinces of
the earlier empire into smaller units principally to make it more difficult for
any governor thinking of revolt, but the consequence was many more posts in
imperial government. Similarly, whatever Constantine’s reasons for founding
a new capital at Constantinople and reorganising the currency in a system
based on gold, the eventual result was to take hundreds of leading provincial
families from their cities to the imperial centre, and bind them there by golden
ties. In the new world of Late Antiquity being paid in gold was akin to being
paid in dollars or euros in a modern Third World economy. Gold went as

20 E. Lo Cascio, "The new state of Diocletian and Constantine: From the tetrarchy to the
reunification of the empire’, in Bowman et al. (eds.), The crisis of empire, pp. 170 83;
Potter, The Roman Empire at bay, pp. 367 400.

21 B. Campbell, “The army’, in Bowman et al. (eds.), The crisis of empire, pp. 123 4; H. Elton,
Warfare in Roman Europe AD 350 425 (Oxford, 1996), pp. 118 27; A.H. M. Jones, The Later
Roman Empire, 284 602: A social, economic, and administrative study, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1964),
Pp. 56 60, 679 83; cf. Potter, The Roman Empire at bay, pp. 455 8.

22 M. Corbier, ‘Coinage and taxation: The state’s point of view, A.D 193 337°, in Bowman
et al. (eds.), The crisis of empire, pp. 370 86.
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salaries to those who served the state, and in turn those who served the state
had the resources to dominate provincial society.*

The culmination of these changes was the new role of the emperor which
emerged in the early fifth century. In the past emperors had been soldiers, and
they had needed to keep on the move. Even when they were not, they needed
to cultivate this image. But in the fifth century it became possible for an emperor
such as Theodosius II to spend his life in Constantinople, and to proclaim his
status by presiding over Christian ceremonies, like a glorious spider at the
centre of a web. By the fifth century the empire was centred as never before on a
capital city, on a palace, and on the emperor who resided there.*

The transformation of the Roman empire inaugurated by Diocletian and
Constantine enabled the empire to survive in a newly competitive world, and,
as far as the Near East was concerned, to prosper too. Late Antique cities were
generally less spectacular than their earlier Roman predecessors. With civic
revenues in imperial hands and the foci of political life shifting elsewhere, the
great building boom that had filled the region’s cities with monumental public
buildings was largely over by the fourth century, but the leaders of provincial
society were still rich  indeed, paid in gold, their spending power was
arguably greater than ever before, their investments fuelled growth, and the
archaeological evidence, most obviously that from the limestone massif in
northern Syria, suggests that the benefits reached a wide section of society.25

What was once seen as an age of decline has therefore come to look very
different. Compared with the empire of the first and second centuries, that of
Late Antiquity appears more, not less, effective at binding provincial elites to
the centre and transmitting central authority to the periphery.*® The imposi
tion of Christianity is a good example. It may not have been as total or as
uniform as emperors would have wished, but it represents a degree of central
involvement in the lives of all imperial subjects unprecedented before the
fourth century. The very concept of heresy would have been strange to pagan

23 P. Heather, ‘New men for new Constantines? Creating an imperial elite in the eastern
Mediterranean’, in P. Magdalino (ed.), New Constantines: The rhythm of imperial renewal in
Byzantium, 4th 13th centuries (Aldershot, 1994), pp. 11 33; Banaji, Agrarian change, pp. 39 40, 60
70.

24 A.D. Lee, “The eastern empire: Theodosius to Anastasius’, in Cameron et al. (eds.), Late
Antiquity, p.35; M. McCormick, ‘Emperor and court’, in Cameron et al. (eds.), Late
Antiquity, pp. 156 60; G. Dagron, Naissance d’une capitale: Constantinople et ses institutions
de 330 d 451 (Paris, 1974), pp. 77 92.

25 Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman city, pp. 54 74; Banaji, Agrarian change,
pp. 6 22; Ward Perkins, ‘Land, labour and settlement’, pp. 315 45; C. Wickham, Framing
the early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400 8oo (Oxford, 2005), pp. 443 59.

26 P. Heather, ‘Senators and senates’, in A. Cameron and P. Garnsey (eds.), The Cambridge
ancient history, vol. XIII: The late empire, AD 337 425 (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 204 9.
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Romans; the idea that an emperor should declare ‘all heresies forbidden by
both divine and imperial laws’, as did Gratian, Valentinian and Theodosius in
379, would have been bizarre.”

If there was a fundamental weakness in the new order it lay in the inherent
limits of such pretensions to central control. In the republic and early empire a
Roman identity had been a privilege which provincials had struggled to obtain
and display; now each city was as Roman as the next. The early empire was
compensated for its minimal governmental structure by the desire of provin
cial families to be Roman. In the empire of Late Antiquity those same
provincials were without question Roman citizens, and had nothing to
prove. The ties that bound centre to periphery may have been stronger than
before, but more depended upon them.?®

The other weakness was that the empire’s fortunes were thenceforth
irretrievably tied to its relationship with Iran.

Rome and Persia

Fortunes of war, 284 628

The crisis of the mid third century was surmounted, but it left emperors in no
doubt that relations with the Persians had to be their first priority, and that
major deployments anywhere other than the Persian front would depend on
peace there. That fact did much to govern the history of the Roman empire
through to the seventh century.

Much of the success of Diocletian’s regime (284 305) followed from the
victory secured in 298 by his junior colleague, the Caesar Galerius. His
crushing defeat of the Persian shah Narseh was to win nearly forty years of
comparative security, during which time many of the crucial reforms that
were to reshape the empire took place. On the other hand, the long reign of
Constantius II (337 61) was equally shaped by an inability to achieve a decisive
victory over the Persians. Late in his reign his father Constantine had pro
voked a war with Persia, and this was inherited by Constantius, who found
himself pinned to the east and unable adequately to deal with the threats
posed by usurpers or barbarian neighbours in the Balkans and west. His need
for someone to act as an imperial representative in Gaul eventually forced
Constantius to appoint his nephew Julian as Caesar in effect junior emperor.

27 Codex Theodosianus, XV1.5.5, ed. T. Mommsen and P. M. Meyer (Berlin, 1905), p.856,
trans. C. Pharr as The Theodosian Code (New York, 1952), pp. 450 I.
28 Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman city, pp. 346 5I.
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The step was risky because the emperor had been responsible for the death of
many of Julian’s relatives, including that of his brother Gallus in 354, and in the
event failed. When in 358 Shapur captured the great fortress city of Amida
(modern Diyarbakr) and Constantius ordered Julian to send troops to the east,
the Caesar refused. In 360 Julian was proclaimed emperor in Paris, and
marched east to seize power for himself.*

The expected showdown did not happen. Constantius died on the road, and
Julian inherited the empire without a battle. Less than two years later the new
emperor led his army into Iraq. The invasion force reached the Persian capital
of Ctesiphon on the Tigris, but found the improved defences of the Persian
capital too strong to storm. The retreat in the middle of an Iraqi summer
turned to disaster when the emperor was mortally wounded in a skirmish. A
group of junior officers proclaimed one of their number, Jovian, emperor. The
retreat continued, but the army was now starving, and once frantic attempts to
cross the Tigris back into Roman territory had failed, Jovian had little choice
but to negotiate, and eventually concede a humiliating treaty in exchange for
their escape.*

Julian’s end has inevitably coloured all perceptions of the man and his
decision to invade Persia. In Ammianus’ carefully constructed narrative it
seems a fated error, to which Julian was lured by visions of glory; but seen
from the perspective of 361 it was arguably the obvious lesson of the previous
sixty three years. Galerius’ victory had made the empire manageable;
Constantius’ inability to bring Shapur to battle had caused him to stumble
from one crisis to the next. Julian ‘the apostate’ is famous as the emperor who
wanted to roll back Christianity. If he were to have any chance of achieving
that end he needed to begin with victory over Persia. A stalemate would have
paralysed Julian as effectively as it had his uncle not just as regards
Christianity, but in terms of ruling the empire at all.

These conclusions were as true after 363 as before, but in the event both
empires came to be preoccupied by other problems. In 376 the emperor
Valens was confronting the Persians in Armenia when envoys arrived from
two important Gothic groups, the Tervingi and Greuthungi, whose position

29 R.C. Blockley, East Roman foreign policy: Formation and conduct from Diocletian to
Anastasius (Leeds, 1992), pp. 5 24; D. Hunt, “The successors of Constantine’, in
Cameron and Garnsey (eds.), The late empire, pp. 30 43; Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The
Roman eastern frontier, pp. 125 230.

30 Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 24 30; D. Hunt, Julian’, in Cameron and Garnsey
(eds.), The late empire, pp. 73 7; J. Matthews, The Roman Empire of Ammianus (London,
1989), pp. 130 79; Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 231 74.
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north of the Danube was being rendered untenable by the impact of migrating
Huns. The Goths were already clients of the Romans; they now wanted to be
given land inside the empire. Pinned to the east by operations against the
Persians, Valens had little choice but to agree for the moment, but as soon as
he could disengage, the emperor marched his field army to the west, and set
out to crush these unwanted immigrants. All looked set for an imperial
triumph, but on 9 August 378 his army blundered into battle near
Adrianople (mod. Edirne), and by the end of the day the emperor and two
thirds of his army (perhaps some 15,000 men) had been killed.*”

The consequences of this unexpected disaster were played out over the
following decades. The Romans recovered, but could not defeat the Goths;
the Goths could not fight their way to security, and they found it very hard to
force the Romans to negotiate in good faith or to abide by anything agreed. In
the early fifth century the Goths, now led by Alaric, moved to Italy in an
attempt to extract terms from the western empire, but with no more success.
Threatening Rome itself, and even carrying out that threat on 24 August 410,
did Alaric little good. His successor, Athaulf, led the Goths to Gaul, where
eventually Goths and Romans made peace in 418. But by now the context was
changing radically. In 406 several barbarian groups, including Vandals, Suevi
and Alans, had crossed the Rhine into Roman territory. In 410 Britain slipped
from imperial control; in 439 the Vandals conquered Carthage, and with it one
of the chief sources of revenue for the western empire. Although the last
emperor of the west was not deposed until 476, in reality the western empire
had already fallen a generation before.*

During these years successive eastern regimes in Constantinople were pre
occupied first by the remaining Goths in the Balkans, then by the appalling
implications of the Vandal conquest of Africa and the appearance of a Vandal
war fleet in the Mediterranean, and from the late 430s by the Huns. The latter
were a steppe nomad people, whose westward migration had triggered the
Gothic crisis of 376 8 and quite likely the 406 Rhine crossings too. Up to about
440 the Huns had operated as small bands, exploiting whatever opportunities
arose. At this point Attila and his brother Bleda managed to establish a powerful
nomad state, which in effect operated a Europe wide extortion racket for the
next thirteen years. Attila’s death in 453 paradoxically made the situation worse,

31 Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 30 9; P. Heather, Goths and Romans 332 489
(Oxford, 1991), pp. 122 47.

32 P. Heather, The fall of the Roman Empire: A new history (Basingstoke, 2005), pp. 182 299;
I.N. Wood, “The barbarian invasions and first settlements’, in Cameron and Garnsey
(eds.), The late empire, pp. 516 37.
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as former clients of the Huns, such as the Gepids and those Goths still in the
Balkans, struggled for security and independence. It was only in 489, when
Theodoric the Amal, who had eventually managed to establish his authority
over the Balkan Goths, was persuaded to invade Italy, where he would rule in
the name of the eastern emperor, that Constantinopolitan rulers could begin to
look beyond successive crises on their Balkan doorstep.”

The Persians might have been expected to take ruthless advantage of Roman
difficulties, and there were short wars in 420 1 and again in 440, but in general
throughout the late fourth and fifth centuries the Persian response was tempered
by a combination of internal political problems, Roman concessions and their
own growing difficulties in the east. By themselves disputed successions and
unstable regimes, such as followed Shapur II's death in 379, Yazdegerd I's in 420,
Wahram V’s in 438, and Yazdegerd II's in 457, would have tended to provoke
hostilities as new shahs looked to prove their charisma by victory over Rome, but
in each case other factors worked to deter conflict. In 387 Theodosius I, heavily
committed in the west, conceded effectively everything that the Persians
demanded in Armenia, so giving up a Roman hegemony in this strategic
mountainous region that went back to the first century CE. The Romans were
also prepared to pay for peace. Whether this was a regular payment fixed by
treaty, or whether it was envisaged as a Roman payment for Persian costs in
blocking the Caucasian passes against enemies that might threaten both empires,
or the dates when any of this happened, is all equally uncertain, but payments
were made, and the Persians found these increasingly attractive the more they
began to face serious difficulties on their own eastern frontiers.**

Through the fifth century Roman Persian diplomacy was increasingly
conducted in a language of brotherhood, friendship and coexistence as two
sources of light. But we should be careful not to take this too seriously. Any
diplomacy intended as more than sabre rattling has to be conducted in
mutually respectful terms. Peace was a product of Roman weakness and
Persian satisfaction with their gains; before the end of the century neither
condition would still apply.”

In about 469 Shah Firuz was defeated and captured by the Hepthalites, an
increasingly powerful nomad confederation on Persia’s eastern frontier. To
obtain his release he was forced to pay a huge ransom and promise not to

33 Heather, “The Huns’; Heather, Goths and Romans, pp. 227 308.

34 Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 39 86; G. Greatrex and S. N. C. Lieu (eds.), The
Roman eastern frontier and the Persian Wars, pt 2: AD 363 630 (London and New York,
2002), pp. 16 17, 28 30, 32 3, 36 46.

35 Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 106 27.
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attack the Hepthalites again. His son Kawad was left as a hostage while the
necessary gold treasure was gathered. For the moment these events tended to
preserve peace with Rome, but if victory against the Romans was important
for a Sasanian shah, success against the nomads of Central Asia was essential.
One of the fundamental tasks of Persian kings was to defend the settled land of
Iran against the nomads of Turan. It was a duty with sacred dimensions that
lay at the heart of the Zoroastrian religion, and Firuz returned with his
charisma severely tarnished. Revolt could be expected. If Firuz was to survive,
he needed to return to the field and bring victory. But the war of revenge,
eventually launched in 484, led to the Sasanian Adrianople. The Persian army
was destroyed and the shah himselfkilled on the battlefield. The dynasty faced
ruin. The new shah, Firuz’s brother, Balas, was toppled in 488; Kawad, the
hostage of 469, lasted less than ten years, to be ousted by his brother,
Zamasphes, but managed to regain power in 498. The success of the radical
Zoroastrian Mazdakite movement during these years is a measure of how far
the established order had been rocked by 484 and its aftermath. To survive
Kawad needed money and military success. War with Rome was the obvious
solution, and in 502 Persian armies invaded the empire.36

The war of 502 opened a cycle of conflict that would continue until 628, and
in many ways set the pattern for what followed. Kawad’s troops captured
Theodosiopolis, the key to the defence of Roman Armenia, and then switched
south to attack Amida, the largest and most heavily fortified city of Roman
Mesopotamia, which fell at the beginning of 503 after a hard fought siege of
ninety seven days. The Romans counter attacked in 503 and 504, but achieved
no more than stalemate. Having achieved his main war aims of prestige and
booty, Kawad was ready to negotiate, and a seven year truce was agreed in
506. The Romans recovered Amida and Theodosiopolis, and in exchange
made what must have been a substantial payment to the Persian treasury.”

The Persians were to enjoy similar success on what one may call the
‘central front’, the traditional area of Roman Persian conflict since the third
century, during most years of the wars that followed. When fighting broke out
again in 527, the year that Justinian succeeded as emperor, the Romans failed
to take Nisibis, or any other major Persian stronghold in the region, and
equally failed to inflict a decisive defeat on the Persian army. A Roman victory

36 G. Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, 502 532, ARCA Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers
and Monographs 37, (Leeds, 1998), pp. 43 52; K. Schippmann, Grundziige der Geschichte
des sasanidischen Reiches (Darmstadt, 1990), pp. 43 50; A. Christensen, L’Iran sous les
Sassanides, 2nd edn (Copenhagen, 1944), pp. 290 7, 335 53.

37 Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, pp. 73 119.
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at Dara in 530 was enthusiastically celebrated in Constantinople, but there is
no evidence that it seriously hindered Persian operations, and in any case it
was offset by the defeat at Callinicum in 531. The payment of 11,000 pounds of
gold, made by the Romans in order to secure the ‘Eternal Peace’ of 532, is
comment enough on where the military advantage lay. When Khusrau broke
the peace in 540, he managed to sack Antioch and extort huge sums from a
series of Syrian cities before agreeing to a truce in 545 and again in 551. The
latter involved regular Roman payments to the Persians, something Procopius
tells us had not been conceded before, and were highly unpopular in
Constantinople where the warm official welcome for Persian ambassadors
carried its own message. The final treaty agreed in 561 was on much the same
terms. The war that broke out in 572 was launched by Justinian’s nephew and
heir, Justin II, as a war of revenge, but Roman armies initially at least did no
better in Mesopotamia than they had in the past. Another attempt on Nisibis
failed, and the Persians responded by taking Dara, a disaster that seems to
have sent Justin mad. During the 570s and 580s Roman raids deep into Persian
territory did do something to alter the balance, but the war’s triumphant
conclusion in 591 owed everything to a political crisis among their enemies and
little to any change of fortune in Mesopotamia. The last Roman Persian war,
which broke out in 603, repeated the pattern. Dara fell to the Persians in 604,
but this time it was followed by a general collapse of the Mesopotamian front
during the years 607 10, which opened the way for the Persian conquest of
Syria in 613, Palestine in 614 and Egypt in 616. All Roman attempts at a counter
attack in this region failed utterly.*®

The reasons for this Persian supremacy are not entirely clear. It presumably
has something to do with the qualities of the Sasanian field army. Its heavy
cavalry was famous, and despite some misleading comments from Ammianus
and Procopius, one may deduce the existence of an effective infantry and
system of supply from the accounts of successful siege operations against
a series of heavily fortified and staunchly defended Roman cities.*

38 Greatrex and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 82 197; Greatrex, Rome and Persia at
war, pp. 139 221; M. Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his historian: Theophylact Simocatta on
Persian and Balkan warfare (Oxford, 1988), pp. 250 304; Sebeos, The Armenian history
attributed to Sebeos, trans. R.W. Thomson, with commentary by J. Howard Johnston,
Translated Texts for Historians 31, 2 vols. (Liverpool, 1999), vol. II, pp. 193 213;
M. Whittow, The making of orthodox Byzantium, 600 1025 (Basingstoke, 1996), pp. 69 76.

39 Howard Johnston, “The two great powers in Late Antiquity’, pp. 166 7, 174 5, 185 6;
Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, pp. 52 9; for misleading comments see Ammianus
Marcellinus, Rerum gestarum libri, XXI11.6.83, ed. and trans. J. C. Rolfe, 3 vols. (Cambridge,
MA, 1935 9; rev. edn. 1986), vol. II, pp. 304 7; Procopius, History of the wars, Lxiv.25, ed.
and trans. H. B. Dewing, 5 vols. (Cambridge, MA, 1914 28), vol. II, pp. 120 1.
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Some Roman troops did not perform well in face of the Persians, but one must
be careful to compare like with like. The Roman army included four categor
ies of soldier: comitatenses, foederati, bucellarii and limitanei. The comitatenses
were the descendants of the earlier legions; the foederati were units recruited at
least in theory from specific ethnic groups, sometimes outside the borders of
the empire; the bucellarii were units raised personally by individual Roman
generals. They were all in effect full time soldiers and together made up the
field army. The limitanei were troops permanently based in the frontier
regions and supported by a mixture of tax free estates and cash salaries.
They were on occasion deployed as part of a field force, but normally it
appears they were to be found scattered in small units garrisoning the
empire’s many hundreds of forts and cities. While there is no reason to
view the limitanei as an ineffective peasant militia, they were unlikely to
have been trained or equipped to match the shah’s frontline soldiers.*’
How the soldiers of the sixth century Roman field army compared to their
Persian equivalents is hard to judge. There is no doubt that the Persians
benefited from the fact that Roman resources were stretched thin, with the
same front line troops required in both the west and the east. Persian suc
cesses tended to come early in a war, before reinforcements could arrive, after
which stalemate ensued. On the other hand, even in 572, when the Roman
offensive had been planned in advance to catch the Persians unawares, it was
the latter who came out on top.* In the third and fourth centuries it had been
possible for Romans to assume that Persian success was merely the conse
quence of temporary Roman disorder; by the sixth and seventh that had long
ceased to be the case, and Persian forces were recognised as formidable
adversaries.*

But that was not the only respect in which the sixth and seventh
centuries were different from the third and fourth. In the age of
Diocletian, Shapur II and Julian, the Mesopotamian front had been in effect
the only front, and the conflict had been almost solely between the armies
of Rome and Persia. In the age of Kawad, Justinian and Heraclius, that was
no longer the case. The conflict was waged as far afield as the Yemen, the

40 M. Whitby, ‘Recruitment in Roman armies from Justinian to Heraclius (ca. 565 615)’, in
Cameron (ed.), States, resoutces and armies, pp. 61 124; M. Whitby, “The army, c.420 602’,
in Cameron et al. (eds.), Late Antiquity, pp. 288 93, 300 8.

41 Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his historian, pp. 250 8.

42 For the third and fourth centuries see Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his historian,
Pp. 203 4; see in particular the comments of Dio Cassius in Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.),
The Roman eastern frontier, p. 16; For the sixth and seventh centuries see Greatrex and
Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 179 8I.
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Transcaucasus and the steppes of Central Asia. Those waging it had come
to include Arabs, Laz, Albanians, Armenians and Turks, acting as much for
their own purposes as for the war aims of the two powers. What had been a
war largely confined to Mesopotamia had expanded eventually to become a
Eurasian world war. Persian supremacy on the central front was not
repeated everywhere else, and the wider the war became, the more fragile
did the Persian position prove to be.*”

By the 620s the Roman empire appeared on the verge of extinction. The
loss of Syria, Palestine and, above all, Egypt had taken away the empire’s
richest provinces. Roman rule in these regions was being supplanted by
Persian administration that was set to stay. In 626 a combined siege of
Constantinople by the Persians and Avars narrowly failed. The next year the
emperor Heraclius opened operations in the Transcaucasus, the mountainous
zone between Roman Anatolia to the west, Persia to the south and east, and
the steppe world to the north. The Romans had been doing business with the
powers of the steppe at least since the period of Hun dominance in Europe in
the middle of the fifth century. Roman armies recruited heavily among the
steppe peoples, and Roman ambassadors had learnt to negotiate with steppe
rulers who spoke neither Greek nor Latin, and shared with the Romans
neither religion nor political ideology. By 560 the Hepthalite hegemony in
Central Asia had been replaced by that of the even more formidable Turks. In
568/9 a Turkish embassy arrived in Constantinople. In the following year a
Roman embassy made a return journey of some 10,000 kilometres to visit the
Turkish khagan. With memories of fifth century humiliations at the hands of
the steppe powers, it is no wonder that the Persians made every effort to break
these links, including the attempted ambush and murder of the returning
envoys.* In the short term Roman hopes of a combined assault on Iran came
to nothing, but in 627 these links paid off. The Turks crossed the Caucasus,
and with these powerful allies Heraclius launched the great counter attack
that would save the Roman empire, and, after nearly twenty three years of
almost uninterrupted victory, finally bring Shah Khusrau II's regime to defeat
and disaster.®

43 Greatrex and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 78 80, 82 4,94 5, 115 20,136 42,
149, 153, 163, 167, 171, 178.

44 1bid., pp. 136 7.

45 Ibid., pp. 198 226; J. Howard Johnston, ‘Heraclius’ Persian campaigns and the revival of
the East Roman Empire, 622 630°, War in History, 6 (1999); J. Howard Johnston, ‘Pride
and fall: Khusro II and his regime, 626 628, in La Persia e Bisanzio, Atti dei convegni
Lincei 201, Roma, 14 18 ottobre 2002 (Rome, 2004).
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Rome and the Arabs: centre and periphery in the
Roman Near East

The initial Roman conquest of the Near East in the first century BCE had left
most of the region in the hands of greater or lesser client rulers. Over the
course of the first, second and third centuries CE these kingdoms and
principalities were gradually abolished or annexed. Judaea became a province
for the first time in 6 CE, and then definitively in 70 when it became Syria
Palestina. The Nabataean kingdom in what is now Jordan and northern Saudi
Arabia was annexed in 106 to create the province of Arabia. Further north, the
kingdoms of Emesa (Homs) and Commagne were annexed in 72 CE. Only
east of the Euphrates did such entities survive; the kingdom of Edessa was
annexed only in 212 13, while that of Hatra survived as an ally until its
destruction by the Sasanians in 242.%°

Diocletian’s response to the region’s problems at the end of the third
century would appear to have drawn on his experience of the empire’s
northern frontiers. The formerly very lightly fortified frontiers of the Near
Eastern provinces were now lined with legionary fortresses, auxiliary forts and
watchtowers to match those on the Rhine and the Danube.”” Very soon,
however, it must have been realised that the costs of completing this frontier,
let alone garrisoning and maintaining it for the future, were unsustainable,
and in a large degree out of all proportion to any likely threat. On the northern
Mesopotamian front, where Roman and Persian armies faced each other
across good campaigning country, such fortresses were essential  indeed,
cost effective  but further south the only possible threat was from Arab
nomads, and these needed a policing operation rather than this extraordinary
fortified belt stretching for hundreds of miles through a barely inhabited
landscape.*® The obvious and traditional answer to this fairly low grade
security problem was the use of clients and allies, but, possibly with the
experience of Palmyra in mind, or perhaps simply because there was no

46 Sartre, The Middle East under Rome, pp. 70 87, 344 7; Sartre, “The Arabs and the desert
peoples’, pp. 507 15.

47 Millar, The Roman Near East, pp. 180 90; Isaac, The limits of empire, pp. 161 71; Parker,
“The defense of Palestine and Transjordan’, pp. 372 4; S. T. Parker, The Roman frontier in
Central Jordan: Final report on the Limes Arabicus Project, 1980 1989, 2 vols., Dumbarton
Oaks Studies 40 (Washington, DC, 2006), vol. II, pp. 541 50.

48 Isaac, The limits of empire, pp. 214 18; E.B. Banning, ‘Peasants, pastoralists and Pax
Romana: Mutualism in the southern highlands of Jordan’, BASOR, 261 (1986); E.B.
Banning, ‘De Bello Paceque: A reply to Parker’, BASOR, 265 (1987); cf. Parker, “The
defense of Palestine and Transjordan’, pp. 374 9; Parker, The Roman frontier in Central
Jordan, vol. 11, pp. 538 41.
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other realistic option, the traditional answer took a new form in the fourth
century: Rome turned not to the sedentary elites of the Fertile Crescent, but
rather to the nomads or semi nomads of the desert and its margins.

There are references to phylarchs of the Arabs, in other words shaykhs and
their tribal followers, serving the Romans and Persians in the first century.
There is epigraphic evidence to suggest that nomads were settling on the
fringes of the Fertile Crescent. There is also explicit literary evidence that
between the fourth century BCE and the first century CE the Nabataeans had
followed the same path.** Otherwise there are the so called Safaitic inscrip
tions, of which more than 20,000 have been recorded in the Syrian desert.
They appear to date from the first century BCE to the fourth century CE, and
they may be best regarded as the doodlings of bored nomads. Most give a
name and some genealogy; some are prayers; and some talk of current events,
mostly to do with the nomadic cycle, but occasionally referring to happenings
in the world beyond the desert. These nomads hunt and occasionally make
raids, but their primary occupation is tending their animals. Crucially, there is
nothing here to suggest a powerful tribal confederation or any significant
threat to the settled world.>

Banditry was a perennial issue throughout the region. Inscriptions from
Palmyra show that it was necessary to organise merchants crossing the desert
into caravans, and that security could be a problem. An inscription of 199 CE
honours Ogelos son of Makkaios, “for having given satisfaction through
continual commands against the nomads and for having provided safety for
the merchants and caravans in all his caravan commands’.>" But this is no more
than dealing with crime; before the late third century at the earliest the desert
nomads were, in military and political terms, of trivial importance.

From the fourth century this began to change. Ammianus Marcellinus, a
Roman historian who had first hand experience from serving in Syria in the
350s and 360s, talks of a new Persian strategy based on ‘theft and robbery

49 Sartre, The Middle East under Rome, pp. 233 9. For the Nabataeans see Diodorus Siculus,
Bibliotheca historica, ed. and trans. C. H. Oldfather, C.L. Sherman, C. Bradford Welles,
R. M. Geer and F. R. Walton, 12 vols. (Cambridge, MA, 1933 67), Il 48.26, XIX.04.2 4, 96.3;
Strabo, Geography, ed. and trans. H. L. Jones, 8 vols. (Cambridge, MA, 1917 32), XV1.4.18, 21;
Pliny, Naturalis historia, ed. and trans. H. Rackham, W. H. S. Jones and D. E. Eichholz, 10
vols. (Cambridge, MA, 1917 32), V1.32.143 4; Millar, The Roman Near East, pp. 400 1.

50 M.C.A. Macdonald, ‘Nomads and the Hawran in the late Hellenistic and Roman
periods: A reassessment of the epigraphic evidence’, Syria, 70 (1993); cf. Parker, The
Roman frontier in Central Jordan, vol. 11, pp. 535 7.

51 For banditry see Matthews, The Roman Empire of Ammianus, pp. 346 7; for Palmyra see
J. Starcky, Inventaire des inscriptions de Palmyre, X: L’agora (Damascus, 1949), no. 44, p. 31,
cited in Millar, The Roman Near East, p. 332.
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rather than on the pitched battles that had been their previous practice’, a new
strategy in which ‘Saracen’ allies who specialised in such raiding were essen
tial > One such ally on the Persian side described by Ammianus was a certain
‘Malechus called Podosaces, phylarch of the Assanitic Saracens, a notorious
robber who had long raided [the Roman] frontier districts with every kind of
cruelty’. A Roman equivalent was Mavia, whose raids into Palestine and
Phoenicia, and her defeat of the forces sent against her, forced the Roman
authorities into recognising her as an ally in the 370s.” By the beginning of the
fifth century at the latest a number of nomad shaykhs had made treaties with
Rome and Persia. From these ‘Saracen phylarchs’, as Roman authors term
them, the great powers gained cheap security and useful auxiliaries who could
be used to ravage enemy territory and counter those of their opponents. In
turn the shaykhs earned subsidies that enabled them to exercise a substantially
new degree of authority in what had previously been a stateless tribal society.
The fact that Podosaces is called ‘Malechus’, which is clearly the Semitic word
for king, or that an inscription near the Roman fort at Namara in the Hawran
south east of Damascus and seemingly datable to 328 CE can describe a certain
Imru’ al Qays son of ‘Amr as ‘king of all the Arabs’ are signs of how the desert
world was changing.”* The sixth century citizen of Edessa in northern Syria
who wrote the chronicle attributed to Joshua the Stylite was evidently right
when he said that war between Rome and Persia ‘was the cause of much
enrichment to the Saracens of both sides’.” Bedouin impact on great power
politics was as yet very small, but the impact of great power politics on the
Bedouin world, or rather the impact of great power conflict and the subsidies
and employment it engendered, was clearly profound.

By the sixth century, nomad confederations, the most important being
that of the Ghassanids, played a key role in the defences of the Roman Near

52 Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum gestarum libri, XVIL.9.1; XXIII.3.8; XXXI.16.5.

53 For Malechus called Podosaces see ibid. XXIV.2.4; for Mavia see Socrates, Ecclesiastical
history, ed. G. C. Hansen, trans. P. Périchon and P. Maraval as Histoire ecclésiastique, vol. I
(Paris, 2004), IV.36; Sozomen, Ecclesiastical history, ed. J. Bidez, trans. A. ]. Festugiére as
Histoire ecclésiastique, vol. I (Paris, 1983), V1.38.

54 Among the extensive literature on the Namara inscription, see P. Bordreuil,
A. Desreumaux, C. Robin and J. Teixidor, in Y. Calvet and C. Robin, Arabie heureuse
Arabie déserte: Les antiquités arabiques du Musée du Louvre, Notes et documents des
musées de France 31 (Paris, 1997), pp. 267 9 (no. 205, Linteau inscrit: AO 4083);
M. Zwettler, ‘Imra’alqays, Son of ‘Amr: King of ...???", in M. Mir and J. E. Fossu
(eds.), Literary heritage of classical Islam: Arabic and Islamic studies in honor of James
A. Bellamy (Princeton, 1993), pp. 3 37, pl. 1 5. I am very grateful to Michael Macdonald
for advice on this text.

55 The chronicle of Pseudo Joshua the Stylite, trans. with notes and introd. by F. R. Trombley
and J. W. Watt, Translated Texts for Historians 32 (Liverpool, 2000), p. 97.
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East. In 528 or 529 the emperor Justinian elevated the Ghassanid shaykh, al
Harith ibn Jabala (known in Greek sources as Arethas), who was at that stage
one of a number of allied phylarchs, to become supreme phylarch, and gave
him the title of basileus, or king. Justinian was responding to the threat posed
by the Sasanian shah’s chief Arab ally, the Lakhmid leader, al Mundhir,
whose position seems to have allowed him to mobilise resources on a
scale that none of the Romans’ phylarchs could match. Procopius, who
provides much of our information, was not an admirer of Saracens in
general, or of al Harith in particular, and he blamed the latter for the
Roman defeat at Callinicum in 531 and more generally for pursuing his
own interests rather than the common good, but at least as a counter to
the Lakhmids the policy appears to have been a complete success. Lakhmid
raids had caused considerable damage in the early sixth century, but by the
550s the balance had shifted in favour of the Ghassanids. In 554 al Mundhir
himself was defeated and killed, and in 575, or shortly afterwards, al Harith’s
son and successor, al Mundhir ibn al Harith, sacked the Lakhmid capital of
al Hira in southern Iraq. Even after al Mundhir’s arrest and exile to Sicily in
the 580s brought to an end the position of the Ghassanids as Rome’s chief
Arab allies, Lakhmid power did not recover.”®

It is important not to exaggerate the scale of these groups or their impor
tance to their employers. Despite their titles, Imru’ al Qays and Podosaces
were no more than Bedouin shaykhs with subsidies figures very similar to
the Rashidis of Hayil who acted as clients of the Ottomans on the eve of the
First World War and those subsidies are likely to have tailed off in the fifth
century as Roman Persian warfare went through an extended period of
relative calm. Even the Ghassanids were no more than particularly successful
examples of the phenomenon. They were Christians; they were generous
patrons of the non Chalcedonian Church; they were builders of monasteries;
but the Ghassanids under the Jafnid dynasty, to which al Harith and al
Mundhir belonged, remained essentially a nomad tribal confederation. This
point is sometimes missed or resisted because of the assumption that ‘nomad’
and ‘sedentary” are mutually exclusive categories. The fact that the Jafnids
were builders, that their regular campsites became permanent and no doubt
relatively prestigious settlements, that they visited Constantinople, or that

56 Greatrex and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 85 8, 93, 100, 123, 129, 153, 162 5,
168; M. Sartre, Trois études sur UArabie romaine et byzantine (Brussels, 1982), pp. 162 72,
189 94; A.H.M. Jones, J.R. Martindale and J. Morris, The prosopography of the later
Roman Empire, 3 vols. (Cambridge, 1971 92), vol. III, s.v. ‘Alamundarus’ and ‘Arethas’,
Pp- 34 7, I1I 13.
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they were regarded as among the leading laymen of the non Chalcedonian
Church, is not incompatible with a Bedouin identity and culture.”

By the 580s both Romans and Persians appear to have come to the
conclusion that subsidising groups such as the Ghassanids or the Lakhmids
on the scale that had made them the dominant forces among the tribes of the
Syrian desert was no longer worthwhile. The story of Roman relations with
the Ghassanids is told by the Syriac historian John of Ephesus in terms of
Chalcedonian ingratitude to their loyal and orthodox allies, but John’s is a very
particular perspective. His is confessional history, and there can be little doubt
that had al Mundhir not been an anti Chalcedonian John would have had little
interest in or sympathy for his cause.” The Romans had built up the Jafnids as
leaders of the Ghassanids in order to counter the threat from the Persian
subsidised Lakhmids. Once that threat was over there was apparently no need
for Bedouin allies so powerful, or so independent minded.

But the genie could not be put back in the bottle. The inhabitants of the
empire’s desert periphery were richer, more organised and much more
militarily effective than they had been three hundred years earlier.

The Roman Near East and the rise of Islam

Four centuries of Roman Persian conflict had culminated in a twenty five
year war that had left both empires exhausted. The state of Persia may be
gauged by the fact that Heraclius’ victories in 628 so rapidly triggered a

57 L.I. Conrad, ‘The Arabs’, in Cameron et al. (eds.), Late Antiquity, pp. 692 4;
R. G. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs from the Bronze Age to the coming of Islam (London
and New York, 2001), pp. 238 42; M. Whitby, ‘Greek historical writing after Procopius:
Variety and vitality’, in A. Cameron and L.I. Conrad (eds.), The Byzantine and early
Islamic Near East, vol. I: Problems in the literary source material (Princeton, 1992), pp. 74 80;
M. Whittow, ‘Rome and the Jafnids: Writing the history of a 6th c. tribal dynasty’, in
J. H. Humphrey (ed.), The Roman and Byzantine Near East, vol. II: Some recent archaeo
logical research, JRA Supplementary series 31 (Portsmouth, RI, 1999); D. Genequand,
‘Some thoughts on Qasr al Hayr al Gharbi, its dam, its monastery and the Ghassanids’,
Levant, 38 (2006); cf. I. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the sixth century (Washington,
DC, 1995 ), vol. I; and his response to Whittow, ‘Rome and the Jafnids’, I. Shahid,
‘Byzantium and the Arabs in the sixth century: A propos of a recent review’, Byzantinische
Forschungen, 26 (2000).

58 John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical history, 11l 40 42, 54, 56, IV.36, 39, 40, 42, V1.3, 4, 16, 18, ed.
E.W. Brooks, Iohannis Ephesini Historiae Ecclesiastica pars tertia, CSCO, Scr. Syr. IIL.3
(Louvain, 1935 6), text: pp. 173 7, 18I 2, 216 2I, 224 5, 280 7, 312 I4; Latin translation:
PpP. 129 32,135 6,162 6, 168 9, 212 17,237 8; English translation: R. Payne Smith, The third
part of the ecclesiastical history of John, Bishop of Ephesus (Oxford, 1860), pp. 236 42, 204 300,
304 6, 370 9, 413 15; J. van Ginkel, John of Ephesus: A monophysite historian in sixth
century Byzantium’, Ph.D. thesis, Groningen (1995), pp. 99 101, 166 8, 185 94, 216 17.
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political crisis, the evacuation of the occupied territories and the Persian
agreement to peace on the status quo ante. The Roman position was only a
little less serious. The war had been fought largely on Roman territory, and
some of the empire’s richest provinces in Egypt and the Levant had been
occupied for nearly two decades. A generation had grown up for whom
Roman rule was no longer an inevitable fact of life. Nonetheless, the war
had ended in a Roman victory, celebrated by Heraclius when he restored the
True Cross to Jerusalem on 21 March 630, and, given time, the ties that bound
Constantinople to the Near Eastern provinces would presumably have been
refurbished.” In the event, of course, that was not to happen. Within ten years
imperial forces were close to being expelled from the entire region, and
Christian power would not return until the Byzantine conquests of the late
tenth century and the Crusades in the twelfth.

Muslim success may owe something to Roman war weariness, but that is a
rather nebulous concept, possibly more appealing to scholars at their desks than
to the sort of young men who actually filled the ranks of the Roman army. More
important may have been the lack of ready cash. Heraclius had had to fight
Persia without the revenues of Egypt and the Levant. To pay troops he had been
forced to melt down silver treasures and bronze monuments, and having
resorted to such expedients already, these reserves were not there to be used
again in the 630s.% In any case it is worth remembering that all direct Roman
attempts to expel the Persians from the Near East had signally failed, and
Heradlius’ final victory was won instead by an indirect approach through the
Transcaucasus, where it had been possible to bring in the emperor’s steppe
nomad allies. Even then Heraclius only achieved his ends because Persia
collapsed from within. None of these factors were applicable in the 630s. The
Muslims did not have an accessible core territory to provide the target for such a
counter blow; Heraclius’ nomad allies, the Turks of the western khaganate
broke up in civil war after 630;"" and the first sign of exploitable political
difficulties within the Muslim world would not come until the first fitna (656 61).

Muslim success clearly owes something too to the willingness of local elites
to come to terms with the invaders. That willingness may have been

59 Whittow, The making of orthodox Byzantium, pp. 8o 2; Howard Johnston, ‘Pride and fall’.

60 M. Hendy, Studies in the Byzantine monetary economy, c. 350 1450 (Cambridge, 1985),
PP- 494 5, 498 9; A. Cameron and J. Herrin (eds.), Constantinople in the early eighth
century: The Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai (Leiden, 1984), pp. 116 17, 229 30.

61 P.B. Golden, An introduction to the history of the Turkic peoples: Ethnogenesis and state
formation in medieval and early modern Eurasia and the Middle East (Wiesbaden, 1992),

p. 135.
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reinforced by the experience of a relatively benign Persian occupation, under
which life went on much as before.” Why risk sack and ruin if nothing
fundamental was at stake? Yet this was hardly new. The Roman empire was
based on a state monopoly of military force, and imperial defence did not rest
primarily on local initiative. Although it is easy to cite cases through the fourth
to seventh centuries where walled cities, often led by their bishops, had been
prepared to resist Persian attack, there are as many examples where cities
were willing to negotiate and pay their enemies off.” A key factor was usually
the proximity or otherwise of an imperial army likely to bring relief, and the
situation in the Levant in the 630s, where after the battle of Yarmuk in 636 such
an army was notably lacking, was one in which Roman provincials of any era
would have looked to make terms.

Later Syriac and Coptic literature portrays Roman rule as alien and heretic,
with the implication that much of the population was only too ready to betray
the empire; but this is a view that was developed to give a meaningful historical
past to Christian communities now living as second class citizens in an Islamic
world, and needs to be discounted. It was comforting to believe that God’s
purpose in allowing the conquest might have been to protect them from
oppression. The picture says little about the outlook of provincial society in
630 or before. Judging from contemporary accounts, such as the remarkable
early sixth century chronicle traditionally misattributed to Joshua the Stylite,
what is actually striking is the degree of identification between Near Eastern
provincials and the Roman empire. Roman Persian warfare appears to have
done more to bind the Near East to Rome than the reverse. Civilian military
tensions, exacerbated on occasion by high taxation and inadequate protection
from Persian raids, were obviously a divisive factor, but against that war tended
to point up the gulf between Christian Romans and pagan Persians, and the
scale of Roman deployment in the region created jobs that tied local hierarchies
to the imperial centre, and brought ‘Romans’ from elsewhere to settle in the
Near East. There clearly were groups in Near Eastern society, such as the Jews
and some anti Chalcedonians, who had benefited from Persian patronage, who
had no reason to celebrate with the emperor in 630, but there is no evidence that
the core territories of the Roman Near East were animated by any strong
separatist spirit in the early seventh century. It had taken over fifty years of
complete neglect for Gaul to turn its back on the central government in the fifth

62 C. Foss, “The Persian Near East (602 630 AD)’, JRAS, 3rd series, 13 (2003).

63 For the various reactions of Syrian cities to Persian attacks in the 540s, see Procopius,
History of the wars, ILxi.14 38, Xil.1 2,33 4, xiil.3 15, XX.I 16, XXi.30 32, XXVi.I 46, XXVii.T
46; ed. and trans. Dewing, vol. I, pp. 354 63, 372 7, 430 5, 448 51, 488 5I5.
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century. Clearly such a process had started in the Near East during the Persian
occupation, but it had not necessarily got very far.**

Rome and the Arabs

A further factor was the political and military transformation of Bedouin
society that had taken place since the third century. It is certainly not accurate,
as was once common, to talk of the invading Muslims as simply a nomad
irruption into the Fertile Crescent. Nomads were already a familiar feature of
the Levant, and in any case early Islam was in many ways profoundly a culture
of the sedentary world. But the fact remains that thanks to Roman Persian
rivalry Arab tribal society had become much more militarised than it had been
in the past, and, just as important, much more conscious of the possibility of
gaining access to the wealth of the settled Near East. To judge from pre
Islamic poetry, the wealth of the Ghassanid and Lakhmid courts had had a
profound impact on the Arab imagination.”

It has been argued or implied that if only the Romans had maintained
Ghassanid hegemony rather than breaking it up, then they would have been
there to act as a shield against the armies of Arabia in the seventh century.®
Given the marginal impact of the phylarchs on the course of sixth century
warfare that may be hard to believe, but the end of the era of Roman and
Persian subsidies may have had a less direct but equally profound effect.
Writing in the ninth century, but copying an eighth century Greek translation
of an older Syriac chronicle, composed somewhere in Syria Palestine,”
Theophanes describes the origins of the Muslim invasions as follows.

Now some of the neighbouring Arabs were receiving small payments from
the emperors for guarding the approaches to the desert. At that time a certain
eunuch arrived to distribute the wages of the soldiers, and when the Arabs
came to receive their wages according to custom, the eunuch drove them
away, saying, “The emperor can barely pay his soldiers their wages, much less
these dogs!” Distressed by this, the Arabs went over to their fellow tribesmen,

64 ]. Moorhead, “The Monophysite response to the Arab invasions’, Byzantion, 51 (1981);
Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his historian, pp. 213 15; G. Dagron and V. Déroche,
‘Juifs et Chrétiens dans I'Orient du viie siecle’, Travaux et Mémoires, 11 (1991), pp. 22 32;
Liebeschuetz, The decline and fall of the Roman city, p. 259.

65 Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs, pp. 238 41; R. A. Nicholson, A literary history of the Arabs
(Cambridge, 1930), pp. 37 54; R. Blachére, Histoire de la littérature arabe des origines d la fin
du xve siécle de J. C., 3 vols. (Paris, 1952 66), vol. 11, p. 344, vol. III, p. 786.

66 E.g. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the sixth century, p. xxviii; Parker, The Roman
frontier in central Jordan, vol. II, p. 569.

67 Theophanes, Chronographia, trans. C. Mango and R. Scott as The chronicle of Theophanes
Confessor (Oxford, 1997), pp. Ixxxii iii.
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and it was they that led them to the rich country of Gaza, which is the gateway
to the desert in the direction of Mount Sinai.®®

The story may not be strictly true, but nonetheless embodies the truth that
Roman Persian rivalry had created a society among the Arabs dependent
upon subsidies. At the least the end of that subsidy era left a body of militarised
tribesmen who were available to find new opportunities and even greater
wealth in the service of Islam.

Conclusion

The rise of Islam is not explained by what had happened in the Roman Near
East in Late Antiquity. But its phenomenal success owed much to the peculiar
circumstances of the Roman Near East in the 630s, emerging from a twenty
five year war with Persia, and to the militarised Arab society that more than
three centuries of great power rivalry had created. In the wake of the First
World War Wahhabi forces headed north from Arabia to exploit the power
vacuum created by Ottoman defeat. In the event the vacuum had already been
filled by the British, and the Wahhabis retired to the south. It is hard not to
suspect that early Muslim expansion would have had rather different results
had the Muslim armies appeared before or after what looks like a uniquely
favourable moment in Near Eastern history.

68 Theophanes, Chronographia, AM 6123, ed. C. de Boor as Theophanis Chronographia,
2 vols. (Leipzig, 1883 5), vol. I, pp. 335 6, Mango and Scott (trans.), Chronicle, p. 466.
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The late Sasanian Near East'

JOSEF WIESEHOFER

The sources™

As opposed to the Arsacids, the Sasanians, like their Achaemenid “ancestors’
(see below), tell us a great deal about their notions of government, their public
appearances and their political aspirations in both the domestic and foreign
spheres. Their trilingual, bilingual or monolingual inscriptions (of the third
century CE),’ the most prominent of which are probably Shapur (Shabuhr)
I's res gestae (SKZ),* and the inscriptions of Diocletian’s rival Narseh from
Paikuli (NPi),” tell us not only about the conflicts with Rome (SKZ) and

1 I would like to thank Henning Bérm (Kiel) and James Howard Johnston (Oxford) for
their helpful comments and suggestions.

See J. Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, 2nd edn (London and New York, 2001), pp. 153 64 and
283 7; C.G. Cereti, ‘Primary sources for the history of inner and outer Iran in the
Sasanian period’, Archivum Eurasiae Medii Aevi, 9 (1997) provides an excellent summary of
the primary sources (epigraphy, archaeology, numismatics and sphragistics), with an
extensive bibliography. The following books appeared too late to be considered in this
chapter: V. S. Curtis and S. Stewart (eds.), The Sasanian era (London, 2008); T. Daryaee,
Sasanian Persia (London, 2009); B. Dignas and E. Winter (eds.), Rome and Persia in Late
Antiquity (Cambridge, 2007); R. E. Emmerick and M. Macuch (eds.), The literature of pre

Islamic Iran (London, 2008); A. Gariboldi, Il regno di Xusraw dall’anima immortale: Riforme
economiche e rivolti sociali nell’Iran sasanide del VI secolo (Milan, 2006); P. Pourshariati,
Decline and fall of the Sasanian Empire (London, 2008) (which, however, does not make me
change my mind on the empire’s end). For the Armenian sources see T. Greenwood,
Sasanian reflections in Armenian sources’, e Sasanika 5 (2008), at www.humanities.uci.
edu/sasanika/pdf/e sasanikas Greenwood.pdf.

Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 19 27; edition: M. Back, Die sassanidischen Staatsinschrifien:
Studien zur Orthographie und Phonologie des Mittelpersischen der Inschriften zusammen mit einem
etymologischen Index des mittelpersischen Wortgutes und einem Textcorpus der behandelten
Inschriften, Acta Iranica 18 (Leiden, 1978); cf, however, the reviews of this book by
D.N. MacKenzie, ‘Review of M. Back, Die sassanidischen Staatsinschriften’, Indogermanische
Forschungen, 87 (1982); P. Gignoux, ‘Review of M. Back, Die sassanidischen Staatsinschriften’,
Studia Iranica, 13 (1984); and P. Huyse, Die dreisprachige Inschrift Sabuhrs I an der Kaba i
Zardust (SKZ), CII, 111, vol. I, texts I, vols. I 1I (London, 1999), vol. 1, pp. 14b 17a.

See the excellent edition of the inscription in Huyse, Die dreisprachige Inschrift.

See H. Humbach and P.O. Skjerve, The Sassanian inscription of Paikuli, 3 parts
(Wiesbaden, 1978 83).
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dynastic enemies (NPi) respectively, but also reveal much about the early
Sasanian court, its officials and the male and female members of the ruling
family. In particular, they show how their rule was legitimised and how the
kings represented themselves in their position as rulers (see below). It is no
coincidence that Shapur had the ‘account of his deeds’ (Tatenbericht) placed on
the Ka‘ba i Zardusht at Nagsh i Rustam. This building had already been of
particular importance in pre Sasanian times (although the exact nature of this
importance is not known to us), and it was situated at a place where the
Achaemenids (who were no longer known to the Sasanians by name) had
commemorated themselves in rock tombs and bas reliefs.®

The trilingual nature of the inscriptions (in Middle Persian, Parthian and
Greek) was also in imitation of ‘the ancestors’. It is at the same time a
reminder of the language policy the Arsacids adopted one, however, in
which Middle Persian had supplanted Parthian as the primary official royal
language.” Narseh’s bilingual inscription (in Middle Persian and Parthian)
on the monument of Paikuli in Iraqi Kurdistan provides an account of his
armed conflict with his rival Wahram III. In addition, it also provides an
account of the acknowledgement rendered to him there by the great digni
taries of the empire, as well as of his coronation, which probably also took
place there.®

Apart from those of the kings, other important third century inscriptions
were only left behind by the mighty mobad (‘priest’) Kerdir (KKZ, KNRb,
KNRm, KSM),” the governor of Bishapur (Weh Sabuhr) (SVS)™ and the

6 For the latest account regarding the importance of Ka‘ba i Zardusht and Naqgsh i Rustam in
Sasanian times, the history of the discovery of the inscriptions, the research related to them
and how they were dated, see Huyse, Die dreisprachige Inschrift, vol. I, pp. 6a 17b.

7 For Greek Iranian bilingualism in Sasanian times see M. Mancini, ‘Bilingui greco iraniche
in epoca sasanide: Il testo di Sahpuhr alla Kaba yi Zardust', Bilinguismo e biculturalismo nel
mondo antico: Atti del colloquio interdisciplinare tenuto a Pisa il 28 e 29 settembre 1987 (Pisa,
1988); for parallels between Achaemenid and Sasanian inscriptions see P.O. Skjerve,
‘Thematic and linguistic parallels in the Achaemenian and Sasanian inscriptions’, Acta
Iranica, 25 (1985); and P. Huyse, ‘Noch einmal zu Parallelen zwischen Achaimeniden und
Sasanideninschriften’, Archdologische Mitteilungen aus Iran, n.s. 23 (1990).

8 See W. Sundermann, ‘Review of H. Humbach and P. O. Skjeerve, The Sassanian inscription
of Paikuli’, Kratylos, 28 (1983); E. Kettenhofen, Tirdad und die Inschrift von Paikuli: Kritik der
Quellen zur Geschichte Armeniens im spdten 3. und frithen 4. Jh. n.Chr. (Wiesbaden, 1995).

9 For these inscriptions see D.N. MacKenzie, ‘Kerdir’s inscription: Synoptic text in
transliteration, transcription and commentary’, in G. Herrmann and D. N. MacKenzie
(eds.), The triumph of Shapur I (together with an account of the representation of Kerdir),
Iranische Denkmiler, Lief. 13, Reihe II. Iranische Felsreliefs I: The Sasanian rock reliefs at
Nagsh i Rustam, Naqsh i Rustam 6 (Berlin, 1989); and P. Gignoux, Les quatre inscriptions du
mage Kirdir: Textes et concordances (Paris, 1991).

10 See Back, Die sassanidischen Staatsinschriften, pp. 378 83.
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official Abnun (ABD)." Kerdir is, above all, concerned with publicly displaying
his career, his actions in the field of religious policy and his religious and
spiritual excellence. The inscription of Bishapur, however, is the one to which
we owe the mention of a Sasanian era, which started in 205/6 CE.” Abnun,
then again, confirms the victory of his king Shapur I over the Romans at
Misikhe (244 CE). Middle Persian papyri and parchments bear witness to the
Persian occupation of Egypt under Khusrau (Khusro) II, and late Sasanian
ostraca were discovered in archaeological digs in Iran."

Secondary sources™ pertaining to the period consist of, on the one hand, the
contemporary, yet foreign, Greek and Latin tradition, and, on the other, the later,
yet local, Syriac Christian and Manichaean tradition.” Cassius Dio and Herodian,
who, to a certain extent, depended on the former, are among the most prominent
Western authors of the early Sasanian period. In the fourth century they were
joined by the partial eyewitness Ammianus Marcellinus, as well as the

11 For this inscription see M. Tavoosi and R. N. Frye, ‘An inscribed capital dating from the
time of Shapur I', Bulletin of the Asia Institute, n.s. 3 (1990); P. Gignoux, ‘D’Abnun a
Mahan: Etude de deux inscriptions sassanides’, Studia Iranica, 20 (1991); V. A. Livshits
and A.B. Nikitin, ‘Some notes on the inscription from Nasrabad’, Bulletin of the Asia
Institute, 5 (1991); P. O. Skjeerve, ‘L’inscription d’Abnun et I'imperfait moyen perse,
Studia Iranica, 21 (1992); D. N. MacKenzie, “The fire altar of Happy *Frayosh’, Bulletin
of the Asia Institute, 7 (1993); W. Sundermann, “The date of the Barm e Delak inscription’,
Bulletin of the Asia Institute, n.s. 7 (1993).

12 R. Altheim Stiehl, ‘Das fritheste Datum der sasanidischen Geschichte, vermittelt durch
die Zeitangabe der mittelpersisch parthischen Inschrift aus BiSapur’, Archdologische
Mitteilungen aus Iran, n.s. 11 (1978); but see also W. Sundermann, ‘Shapur’s coronation:
The evidence of the Cologne Mani Codex reconsidered and compared with other
texts’, Bulletin of the Asia Institute, n.s. 4 (1990); and L. Richter Bernburg, ‘Mani’s
Dodecads and Sasanian chronology’, Zeitschrift fiir Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 95 (1993).

13 D. Weber, Ostraca, Papyri und Pergamente. Textband, CII III, 4 5 (London, 1992);
D. Weber, Berliner Papyri, Pergamente und Leinenfragmente in mittelpersischer Sprache,
CILIIL, 4 5 (London, 2003); see also P. Gignoux, ‘Une nouvelle collection de documents
en pehlevi cursif du début du septiéme siecle de notre ére’, Comptes Rendus de I’Académie
des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres (1991).

14 It is to P. Gignoux, ‘Pour une nouvelle histoire de I'Iran sasanide’, in W. Skalmowski
and A. van Tongerloo (eds.), Middle Iranian studies (Louvain, 1984) that we owe a
fundamental consideration of the respective weight of the sources.

15 For a summary of the literary sources of Sasanian history see A. Christensen, L’Iran sous
les Sassanides, 2nd rev. edn (Copenhagen, 1944), pp. 50 83; G. Widengren, ‘Sources of
Parthian and Sasanian history’, in E. Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge history of Iran, vol. III:
The Seleucid, Parthian and Sasanian periods (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 1261 83, 1269 82; R. N.
Frye, The history of ancient Iran, Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft III, 7 (Munich,
1984), pp. 287 o1; K. Schippmann, Grundziige der Geschichte des sasanidischen Reiches
(Darmstadt, 1990), pp. 3 9; Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 153 9 and 283 5.

16 Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum gestarum libri, books 23 5. For Ammian’s oeuvre seen from
the perspective of Iranian studies see P. Huyse, ‘Vorbemerkungen zur Auswertung
iranischen Sprachgutes in den Res Gestae des Ammianus Marcellinus’, introduction to
W. Skalmowski and A. Van Tongerloo (eds.), Medioiranica, Orientalia Lovaniensia
Analecta 48 (Leuven, 1993); for Ammian and the Sasanians see chapters in J. W. Drijvers
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biographies of the emperors found in the Historia Augusta, which, however, are to
be used only with great caution. Yet what all these authors have in common is,
above all else, an interest in the military conflicts between the Romans and
Sasanians. Notwithstanding this and their bias against the enemy, many details
in their accounts are of importance in the reconstruction of the Sasanian empire’s
internal affairs. Among the Byzantine witnesses of Byzantine Sasanian contacts
we find Procopius, who reported on the wars against the Persians in the sixth
century in his capacity as confidant of the Byzantine general Belisar.” Procopius’
historic ‘successor’ Agathias, who claims to have had access to the Sasanian state
archives,”® as well as Zosimus (late fifth/early sixth century), John Malalas
(d. ¢. 570), Menander Protector (sixth/seventh century)”® and Theophylactus
Simocatta (d. c. 630)*° were all such witnesses of Byzantine Sasanian relations.
Within the Christian Syriac tradition,™ numerous martyrs” accounts™ illumi
nate the early history of Christianity in the Sasanian empire, its view of itself and
the religious policies of the empire’s rulers, despite all hagiographic distortions.
We also owe valuable information to chronicles (the Chronicle of Arbela,* the

and D. Hunt (eds.), The late Roman world and its historian: Interpreting Ammianus Marcellinus
(London and New York, 1999) (esp. H. Teitler, ‘Visa vel lecta? Ammianus on Persia and the
Persians’) and J. W. Drijvers, ‘Ammianus Marcellinus’ image of Sasanian society’, in
J. Wiesehofer and P. Huyse (eds.), Eran ud Aneran: Studien zu den Beziehungen zwischen
dem Sasanidenreich und der Mittelmeerwelt, OrOCC 13 (Stuttgart, 2006).

17 For Procopius see mainly A. Cameron, Procopius and the sixth century (London and
New York, 1985); A. Kaldellis, Procopius of Caesarea: Tyranny, history, and philosophy at the
end of Antiquity (Philadelphia, 2004); and esp. H. Bérm, Prokop und die Perser, OrOCC 16
(Stuttgart, 2007).

18 Agathias, Historiae, 2.27.2,4, 30. 2,3,5. See A. Cameron, ‘Agathias on the Sassanians’,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 23 4 (1969 70).

19 R.C. Blockley, ‘Subsidies and diplomacy: Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity’, Phoenix,
39 (1985).

20 M. Whitby, The emperor Maurice and his historian: Theophylact Simocatta on Persian and
Balkan warfare (Oxford, 1988).

21 S. Dépp and W. Geerlings (eds.), Lexikon der antiken christlichen Literatur (Freiburg,

1998); J. ABfalg and P. Kriiger (eds.), Kleines Worterbuch des christlichen Orients

(Wiesbaden, 1975); A. Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur mit Ausschluff der

christlich paldstinensischen Texte (Bonn, 1922; repr. 1968); and G. Graf, Geschichte der

christlichen arabischen Literatur, 4 vols. (Vatican, 1944 53; repr. 1964 6) are still crucial
accounts of the history of Christian literature; see now also S. P. Brock, Brief outline of

Syriac literature (Kottayam, 1997).

Editions: S. E. Assemani, Acta Sanctorum Martyrum Orientalium et Occidentalium in duas

partes distributa (Rome, 1748; repr. 1970); P. Bedjan, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, 7 vols.

(Paris and Leipzig, 1890 7; repr. 1968); for translated extracts see G. Hoffmann, Ausziige

aus syrischen Akten persischer Mdrtyrer (Leipzig, 1880); O. Braun, Ausgewdhlte Akten

persischer Mirtyrer (Kempten and Munich, 1915); S. P. Brock and S. Harvey (eds.), Holy

women of the Syrian Orient (Berkeley, 1987).

23 P. Kawerau, Die Chronik von Arbela, CSCO 467 8, 2 vols., (Louvain, 198s); for the question
of the authenticity of this chronicle see the dispute between J.M. Fiey, ‘Review of
P. Kawerau, Die Chronik von Arbela’, Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique, 81 (1986) and
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Chronicle of Se‘ert (Arabic), Joshua the Stylite (sixth century)*) and Church
histories, which sometimes show a remarkably exact chronology and offer
information of great value.

As far as Manichaean material is concerned, there are original Coptic sources
of Manichaeans from Central Egypt, wide ranging discoveries of texts in
Middle Persian, Old Turkic and Chinese from the Silk Route, and, finally,
also findings in papyrus and parchment collections (the ‘Cologne Mani Codex’
(CMC)). All these have made it possible for the life and teachings of Mani, the
early history of Manichaean missionary activity and the relationship between
the Manichaeans and the Sasanian authorities to be appreciated from a point of
view other than that of the enemies of Manichaeism.”

As far as Armenian historians are concerned, they are to be used only with the
utmost caution, due to their predominantly antagonistic tendency towards
the Sasanians and the specific problems related to their transmission.*
Nevertheless, there is fazar of Pharb’s contemporary account of the 482 4
uprising, with detailed information about Sasanian commanders and disputation
at court; the encomiastic biography of Smbat Bagratuni quarried by Pseudo
Sebeos, which includes an account of a grand reception at court; above all,
the History to 682, incorporated into Movses Daskhurants’i’s History of the
Caucasian Albanians, the principal source for the 637 Persian counter attack,
noted below.

In late Sasanian and even Islamic times there appeared texts in Middle
Persian, which were either commentaries on the Avesta, or which constituted

P. Kawerau, ‘Correspondance’, Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique, 82 (1987); for the problem of
the authenticity of the data see E. Kettenhofen, ‘Die Chronik von Arbela in der Sicht der
Althistorie’, in L. Criscuolo, G. Geraci and C. Salvaterra (eds.), Simblos: Scritti di storia
antica (Bologna, 1995); and J. Wiesehofer, “Zeugnisse zur Geschichte und Kultur der Persis
unter den Parthern’, in J. Wiesehofer (ed.), Das Partherreich und seine Zeugnisse — The
Arsacid Empire: Sources and documentation. Beitrdge des Internationalen Colloquiums, Eutin
(27. 29. Juni 1996), Historia Einzelschriften 122 (Stuttgart, 1998).

24 A. Luther, Die syrische Chronik des Josua Stylites, Untersuchungen zur antiken Literatur
und Geschichte 49 (Berlin and New York, 1997); F. R. Trombley and J. W. Watt (eds.),
The chronicle of Pseudo Joshua the Stylite, Translated Texts for Historians 32 (Liverpool,
2000).

25 Editions of Manichaean works and secondary literature until 1996 are gathered in
G. B. Mikkelsen, Bibliographia Manichaica: A comprehensive bibliography of Manichaeism
through 1996, Corpus Fontium Manichaeorum, Subsidia 1 (Turnhout, 1997). See now also
the bibliography in I. Gardner and S. N. C. Lieu (eds.), Manichaean texts from the Roman
Empire (Cambridge, 2004).

26 See the summaries in Christensen, L’Iran, pp. 77 9; Widengren, ‘Sources of Parthian and
Sasanian history’, pp. 1274 6; for caveats see P. Gignoux, Pour une évaluation de la
contribution des sources arméniennes a l'histoire sassanide’, Acta Antiqua Academiae
Scientiarum Hungaricae, 31 (1985 8); E. Kettenhofen, ‘Review of E. Winter, Die sasanidisch
romischen Friedensvertrdge des 3. Jahrhunderts n.Chr.’, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 47 (1990), pp. 172 3;
Kettenhofen, Tirdad.
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a sort of epic or poetic literature related to a court setting.” A sort of
‘Iranian national history” was created under Khusrau I and his successors in
the form of the X"aday namag (the ‘Book of Lords"), which was a semi official
history of Iran from the first king of the world, Gayomard, until the reign of
Khusrau I1.** After recalling Iran’s glorious history in the face of a somewhat
less magnificent present, this work, which has only survived in extracts,
translations and later adaptations, recounts the reigns of fifty kings and
queens. The text probably also had the aim of appeasing the needs of the
ruled, and is characterised by certain mythical themes. An interesting feature
of the Book of lords is that ‘heroic” times generally alternate with periods in
which soothsayers, ‘holy men’ or ‘prophets’ raise questions of ethics and
morality, and in which the theme of war recedes into the background. In
terms of genre, this ‘national history’ thus represents a mixture of heroic
themes, proverbs of kings and sages, priestly disputes, philosophical medita

tions, moral precepts, and royal testaments and speeches. Time and again,
these examine questions of justice, religiosity and the virtuous life. However,
the Book of Lords was not just a semi official book of ‘history’, but also a tool
of literary entertainment and social education. It was meant to preach moral
and socio political ideals as well as the virtues of the ruled ideals upon which
Sasanian kings believed their rule to be founded and which they regarded as
the means for safeguarding their continuing position of power. The biogra

phies of kings, heroes and sages served as the background on the basis of
which such ideals could be illustrated. The distinction between myth, legend
and historical fact was therefore of secondary importance.*

Although much more written material has survived from the Sasanian era
than from Parthian times, there has nevertheless been a serious loss of
sources. Many texts were lost during the conquest of Iran by the Muslims,
or through later invasions. Others were censored by religious zealots, or, in
later times, were not deemed worthy or sufficiently interesting to be pre
served. Translations and adaptations, as well as bibliographical collections and
notes in Arabic and New Persian, only feebly reflect the breadth of Sasanian
literature. But, at any rate, it is known that, alongside the religious writings,

27 ]. C. Tavadia, Die mittelpersische Sprache und Literatur der Zarathustrier (Leipzig, 1956); M. Boyce,
‘Middle Persian literature’, in Iranistik II, Literatur I, Handbuch der Orientalistik 1.IV.21
(Leiden, 1968); J. de Menasce, “Zoroastrian Pahlavi writings’, in Yarshater (ed.), The
Cambridge history of Iran, vol. IlI; C. G. Cereti, La letteratura pahlavi (Milan, 200r).

28 A.S. Shahbazi, ‘On the X“aday namag’, Acta Iranica, 30 (1990).

29 E. Yarshater, ‘Tranian national history’, in Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge history of Iran,
vol. III, part 1; for the role of the West (‘Rum’) in this tradition see below.
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Middle Persian literature covered historical, geographical, didactic and astro
nomical works, and books on the natural as well as the social and cultural
characteristics of countries. These included travel accounts, volumes on good
manners and etiquette, legal manuals, historical novels, love stories and
literature of popular entertainment.”® However, much of the extant material
is not contemporary to late Sasanian affairs and can only be used historically
with great care.

Persian Arabic historiography’" (i.e. al Tabari and others®) owes its knowl
edge of Sasanian Iran to such late Middle Persian traditions. However, the
extent of this knowledge needs to be examined in each specific case. It must
also be investigated whether, in the process of being edited, facts might have

been transformed organically, or adjusted to the exigencies of an Islamic view
of ‘salvation history’.?

The Sasanian inscriptions discussed above are at times juxtaposed, both in
space and content, with artistically remarkable bas reliefs, also mainly dating
from the third and fourth centuries.’* These usually portray the investiture of
kings by gods. There also exist, however, bas reliefs portraying scenes of victory,
and some that depict the king on his throne surrounded by his entourage.
Among the most impressive of the bas reliefs portraying scenes of victory is the

depiction of the battle of Hurmuzjan between Ardashir I and Artabanus V in

30 Boyce, ‘Middle Persian literature’.

31 See C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Literatur, 2nd edn, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1943 9;
suppl. 1 3, Leiden, 1937 42); F. Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, vol. I (Leiden,
1967); H. Busse, ‘Arabische Historiographie und Geographie’, in H. Gitje (ed.), Grundrif§
der arabischen Philologie, vol. Il (Wiesbaden, 1987); J. C. Meisami and P. Starkey (eds.),
Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, 2 vols. (London, 1998).

32 For al TabarT's outstanding role (Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al Tabart, Ta’rikh al rusul
wa’l muluk, ed. M.]. Goeje et al., 15 vols. in 3 series (Leiden, 1879 1901); translation of the
Sasanian part: T. Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden (Leiden,
1878); C. E. Bosworth (ed.) The history of al Tabari, vol. V: The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the
Lakmids, and Yemen (Albany, 1999)), see Bosworth (ed.), The history of al Tabari, in particular
vols. XV XX; also passim for other works in Arabic, as well as Widengren, ‘Sources of
Parthian and Sasanian history’, pp. 1280 1; Z. Rubin, ‘Ibn al Muqaffa‘ and the account of
Sasanian history in the Arabic Codex Sprenger 30°, JSAI 30 (2005).

33 For the historical and intellectual background of Arab Persian historiography of the
Sasanian empire see M. Springberg Hinsen, Die Zeit vor dem Islam in arabischen
Universalgeschichten des 9. bis 12. Jahrhunderts (Wiirzburg and Altenberge, 1989). For
the reliability of the material concerning late Sasanian affairs see Z. Rubin, ‘Nobility,
monarchy and legitimation under the later Sasanians’, in J. Haldon and L.I. Conrad
(eds.), The Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. VI: Elites old and new in the Byzantine
and early Islamic Near East (Princeton, 2004); Rubin, ‘Ibn al Mugqaffa®.

34 See the summary given in Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 33 7; and M. Abka‘ Khavari,
Das Bild des Konigs in der Sasanidenzeit: Schriftliche Uberlieferungen im Vergleich mit
Antiquaria, Texte und Studien zur Orientalistik 13 (Hildesheim, 2000), pp. 31 7.
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three scenes,” as well as the five “victory reliefs of Shapur I (which depict the
Roman emperors Gordian III, Philip the Arab and Valerian as “victims’).>° The
most impressive investiture reliefs are those of Ardashir I from Nagsh i Rustam
and Nagsh i Rajab.”” The ‘priest’ Kerdir, too, could not resist from drawing
attention to himself by having his bust sculpted.*® After a long interval devoid of
depictions in stone, and in which silver vessels took on the role of bas reliefs with
regard to the art of royal representation,” it was Khusrau II who again had
himself immortalised in stone. The reliefs of the great iwan of Taq i Bustan in
Media (close to Kirmanshah) show him as the divinely chosen ruler and as an
accomplished horseman, as well as in the midst of a wild boar and deer hunt.*
Even more remarkable than the colossal statues of Shapur I and Khusrau II,
which represent rare examples of the Sasanian art of sculpture,* are the layouts
of cities, palaces, religious buildings, bridges and dams of the time.*” Worth
mentioning among the cities are the round construction of Ardashir Khwarrah
(Gur) on the plain of Firuzabad, from the time of the founder of the dynasty,®
and the main residence of his son Shapur, Weh Shabuhr (Bishapur).* Both of
these are situated in Fars, alongside Jundishapur (Mid. Pers. Weh Andiyok
Shabuhr; Syr. Beth Lapat) close to Susa, which was not only home to a
‘university’, but also a centre of Persian silk manufacturing, and the main base
of Khuzistan’s Christians.*> As far as the kings palaces are concerned,* it is the

35 H. von Gall, Das Reiterkampfbild in der iranischen und iranisch beeinflufSten Kunst parthischer
und sasanidischer Zeit, Teheraner Forschungen 6 (Berlin, 1990), pp. 20 30.

36 M. Meyer, ‘Die Felsbilder Shapurs 1", Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts, 105 (1990).

37 H. Luschey, ‘Ardasir L, II: Rock reliefs’, EIr, vol. II, pp. 320 34.

38 W. Hinz, Altiranische Funde und Forschungen (Berlin, 1969), pp. 189 228.

39 P.O. Harper, Silver vessels of the Sasanian period, vol. I: Royal imagery (New York, 1981);
P.O. Harper, ‘Sasanian silver’, in J. Boardman, I.E.S. Edwards, E. Sollberger and
N. G.L. Hammond (eds.), The Cambridge ancient history, vol. III, part 2: The Assyrian
and Babylonian empires and other states of the Near East, from the eighth to the sixth centuries
BC (Cambridge, 1983); P. O. Harper, ‘La vaisselle en métal’, in Splendeur des Sassanides:
L’empire perse entre Rome et la Chine (224 642): 12 février au 25 avril 1993 (Brussels, 1993).

40 Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, p. 35, fn. 104 (with older literature); for the dating of the bas
reliefs, see now also von Gall, Das Reiterkampfbild, pp. 38 47.

41 For Sasanian sculpture, see Abka‘i Khavari, Das Bild des Konigs, pp. 37 8.

42 For a summary see D. Huff, ‘Sasanian cities’, in M. Y. Kiani (ed.), A general study of
urbanization and urban planning in Iran (Tehran, 1986); D. Huff, “Architecture, IIT’, Elr,
vol. II, pp. 329 34; D. Huff, ‘Architecture sassanide’, in Splendeur des Sassanides; and
Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 28 33.

43 For Sasanian city designs see Huff, ‘Sasanian cities’; for Gur see L. Triimpelmann,
Zwischen Persepolis und Firuzabad (Mainz, 1991), pp. 6I 7I.

44 R. Ghirshman, Bichapour I II (Paris, 1956 71).

45 D.T. Potts, ‘Gundeshapur and the Gondeisos’, Iranica Antiqua, 24 (1989).

46 L. Bier, “Sasanian palaces in perspective’, Archaeology, 35, 1 (1982); W. Kleiss, Die Entwicklung
von Paliisten und palastartigen Wohnbauten in Iran, Sitzungsberichte der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch historische Klasse 524 (Vienna, 1989).
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two early residences of Ardashir L,* the palace of Shapur I in Bishapur, with its

48

mosaics modelled on Roman patterns,” and the late Sasanian residence of

Ctesiphon on the river Tigris or rather, the one remaining monumental arch
of its iwan®  that have left the greatest impression. Roman prisoners of war
built many of the roughly twenty Sasanian bridges and dams that are still to be
seen today.”® The most important sanctuary of late Sasanian times, the Takht i
Sulaiman in Azerbaijan, was unearthed by German archaeologists.”

The products of Sasanian silk and textile manufacturing’ also deserve
mention, as well as Sasanian goldsmiths’ art,” cameos,” glass manufactur
ing” and examples of the famous Sasanian stucco work.>® Historically more
important, however, are the seals and bullae, which introduce Sasanian offi
cials by their names, titles and functions,” as well as coins, the head of which
generally depicted the ruler with his respective crown and legends, while the

47 G. Gerster and D. Huff, ‘Die Paliste des Konigs Ardaschir’, Bild der Wissenschaft, 11
(1977).

48 Ghirshman, Bichapour.

49 E.]J. Keall, ‘Ayvan (or Taq) e Kesra’, EIr, vol. III, pp. 155 9.

50 L. Bier, ‘Notes on Mihr Narseh’s bridge near Firuzabad’, Archdologische Mitteilungen aus
Iran, n.s. 19 (1986).

51 R. Naumann, Die Ruinen von Tacht e Suleiman und Zendan e Suleiman (Berlin, 1977);
D. Huff, ‘Recherches archéologiques a Takhti Suleiman’, Comptes Rendus de
I’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres (1978); D. Huff, ‘Der Takhte Suleiman.
Sassanidisches Feuerheiligtum und mongolischer Palast’, in T. Stollner et al. (eds.),
Persiens antike Pracht, vol. II (Bochum, 2004).

52 E.H. Peck ‘Clothing, IV, EIr, vol. V, pp. 739 52; A. Jeroussalimskaja, ‘Soieries sassa
nides, A. Histoire culturelle’, in Splendeur des Sassanides; D. de Jonghe, ‘Soieries
sassanides’, in Splendeur des Sassanides.

53 Harper, Silver vessels; Harper, ‘Sasanian silver’; Harper, ‘La vaisselle’; P. O. Harper,
‘Sasanian silver vessels: Recent developments’, in V.S. Curtis, R. Hillenbrand and
J. M. Rogers (eds.), The art and archaeology of ancient Persia: New light on the Parthian
and Sasanian Empires (London and New York, 1998). For Sasanian jewellery see
B. Musche, Vorderasiatischer Schmuck zur Zeit der Arsakiden und Sasaniden, Handbuch
der Orientalistik VIL.I.2B.5 (Leiden, 1988).

54 Von Gall, Das Reiterkampfbild, pp. 56 9.

55 S. Fukai, Persian glass (New York, 1977); D. Whitehouse, ‘La verrerie’, in Splendeur des
Sassanides.

56 J. Kroger, Sasanidischer Stuckdekor (Mainz, 1982).

57 Forasummary of Sasanian glyptography see Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 44 50; to this
should be added Catalogue des sceaux, camées et bulles sasanides de la Bibliothéque Nationale
et du Musée du Louvre, 2 vols., vol. I: R. Gyselen, Collection générale (Paris, 1993);
R. Gyselen, Sceaux magiques en Iran sassanide, Cahiers de Studia Iranica 17 (Paris,
1995); R. Gyselen, L’art sigillaire dans les collections de Leyde (Leiden, 1997); R. Gyselen
(ed.), Sceaux d’Orient et leur emploi. Res Orientales 10 (Bures sur Yvette, 1997);
R. Gyselen, ‘Sasanian glyptic: An example of cultural interaction between the
Hellenistic world and the Iranian world’, in M. Alram and D. Klimburg Salter (eds.),
Coins, art and chronology: Essays on the pre Islamic history of the Indo Iranian borderlands,
Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, philosophisch historische Klasse,
Denkschriften 280 (Vienna, 1999).
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tail showed a fire altar with assistant figures.”® Since gold and copper coins
were not in wide circulation, most coins were made of thin silver. As in the
case of the Parthians, the basic unit was the drachma, with a weight of 4 grams. It
began to be minted en masse under Shapur I, probably in order to attract
mercenaries from Central Asia. Although coin factories and mint offices are
mentioned, their number and kind are difficult to reconstruct. From the time of
Kawad I, annual figures are given canonically. The so called ‘Kushano Sasanian
coins’ pose yet another challenge. That is to say, the dating of coins issued by
Sasanian governors in the provinces of the former Kushan empire, has produced
extremely contradictory results.”

Sasanian history from Ardashir I to Yazdgerd IT1°°

Asin the case of the Parthians, we know very little about the Sasanians’ aims and
activities in the field of foreign policy, most of which concerns their western

58 For a summary, see H.D. Malek, ‘A survey of research on Sasanian numismatics’,
Numismatic Chronicle, 153 (1993); and Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 38 44. A Sylloge
Nummorum Sasanidorum is about to be created (R. Gyselen et al., ‘Sylloge Nummorum
Sasanidorum: Die Miinzen der Sasaniden aus der Bibliothéque Nationale de France, dem
Miinzkabinett der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin und dem Miinzkabinett am
Kunsthistorischen Museum in Wien (in Zusammenarbeit mit M. Alram u.a.)’, Anzeiger
der philosophisch historischen Klasse der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 134
(1999); M. Alram and R. Gyselen, Sylloge Nummorum Sasanidarum Paris  Berlin ~ Wien,
vol. I: Ardashir I. Shapur I. (Vienna, 2003); N. Schindel, Sylloge Nummorum Sasanidarum
Paris  Berlin  Wien, vol.. Ill, pts 1 2: Shapur II. Kawad I./2. Regierung (Vienna, 2004)).

59 J. Cribb, ‘Numismatic evidence for Kushano Sasanian chronology’, Studia Iranica, 19 (1990);

R. Gobl, “The Rabatak inscription and the date of Kanishka’, in Alram and Klimburg Salter

(eds.), Coins, art and chronology; see now also Cereti, ‘Primary sources’, pp. 64 8.

For a summary, see R.N. Frye, “The political history of Iran under the Sasanians’, in

Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge history of Iran, vol. III; and Frye, History, pp. 287 339; see

also A.D. Lee, Information and frontiers: Roman foreign relations in Late Antiquity

(Cambridge, 1993). Single epochs are treated by F. G. B. Millar, The Roman Near East

31 BC AD 337, 2nd edn (Cambridge, MA, and London, 1994); R. C. Blockley, East Roman

foreign policy: Formation and conduct from Diocletian to Anastasius (Leeds, 1992); and

N. G. Garsoian, ‘Byzantium and the Sasanians’, in Yarshater (ed.), The Cambridge history

of Iran, vol. III. Information concerning Sasanian foreign policy can also be found

in I. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the fourth century (Washington, DC, 1984);

I. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the fifth century (Washington, DC, 1989) and

I. Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the sixth century, vol. I, parts 1 2 (Washington,

DC, 1995). J. Howard Johnston, “The two great powers in Late Antiquity: A compar

ison’, in A. Cameron (ed.), The Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. III: States,

resources and armies, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 1 (Princeton, 1995),

provides an overview of the manifold relations between Rome/Byzantium and

Persia. W. Felix, Antike literarische Quellen zur Auflenpolitik des Sasanidenstaates, vol. I:

224 309, Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, philosophisch historische

Klasse, Sitzungsberichte 456  Veroffentlichungen der Iranischen Kommission 18

(Vienna, 198s), presents the classical (Greek and Roman) literary sources concerning
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border. All lands of the former Parthian empire, except for Armenia, came
under Sasanian control during the reign of the founder of the dynasty, Ardashir
(224 239/40?). It is under him that an offensive policy towards Rome is already
discernible.®” His son Shapur I (240 71/2 was more successful in this than his
father, however: his campaigns affected not only Armenia, but even shook the
foundations of the Roman empire. His armies advanced briefly as far as Antioch
and Cappadocia, and Valerian became the first Roman emperor to be captured
by the Sasanian enemy. Despite all later setbacks (e.g. against Odenathus of
Palmyra), and if we believe his own account of his reign, Shapur’s empire
stretched from Mesopotamia in the west to Peshawar in the east.” Succession
disputes, and Diocletian’s aggressive eastern policy at the end of the century,
caused the Sasanians to incur the loss of regions to the east of the Tigris and
Armenia for several decades.”® Only Shapur II could erase the memory of the
‘Peace of Disgrace’ concluded at Nisibis (208 CE), when he managed, after long
battles, not only to drive Julian the Apostate away from Ctesiphon, but also

the foreign policy of the Sasanians (until 309 CE). A commented list of sources in
translation with reference to Roman Sasanian relations is given by M. H. Dodgeon and
S.N. C. Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier and the Persian wars, part 1: AD 226 363: A
documentary history (London and New York, 1991); G. Greatrex and S. N. C. Lieu, The
Roman eastern frontier and the Persian wars, part 2: AD 363 630 (London and New York,
2002); E. Winter and B. Dignas, Rom und das Perserreich: Zwei Weltmdchte zwischen
Konfrontation und Koexistenz (Berlin, 2001).

61 J. Wiesehofer, “Ardasir I, I: History’, Elr, vol. II, pp. 371 6; E. Winter, Die sasanidisch romischen
Friedensvertrige des 3. Jahrhunderts n.Chr.: Ein Beitrag zum Verstindnis der auffenpolitischen
Beziehungen zwischen den beiden Grofmdichten, Europidische Hochschulschriften III, 350
(Frankfurt etc., 1988), pp. 45ff.; sources in Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier,
pp- 9 33; Winter and Dignas, Rom und das Perserreich, passim.

62 For Shapur’s wars, see esp. E. Kettenhofen, Die romisch persischen Kriege des 3.
Jahrhunderts n.Chr. nach der Inschrift Sahpuhrs I. an der Ka‘be ye Zartost, Beihefte zum
Tibinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients, series B, no. 35 (Wiesbaden, 1982), and Huyse, Die
dreisprachige Inschrift. See also Winter, Die sasanidisch romischen Friedensvertrdge, pp. 8off.
(for this see Kettenhofen, ‘Review of E. Winter, Die sasanidisch rémischen
Friedensvertrige’); D.S. Potter, Prophecy and history in the crisis of the Roman Empire: A
historical commentary on the Thirteenth Sibylline Oracle (Oxford, 1990), pp. 180ff.;
K. Strobel, Das Imperium Romanum im ‘3. Jahrhundert’, Historia Einzelschriften 75
(Stuttgart, 1993), pp. 220ff;; Millar, The Roman Near East, pp. 151ff. Sources can be
found in Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 34ff., and Winter
and Dignas, Rom und das Perserreich, passim.

63 Winter, Die sasanidisch romischen Friedensvertrige, pp. 152ff.; E. Winter, ‘On the regu
lation of the eastern frontier of the Roman Empire in 298°, in D.H. French and
C.S. Lightfoot (eds.), The eastern frontier of the Roman empire: Proceedings of a colloquium
held at Ankara in September 1988, BAR International Series 553, part 1 (Oxford, 1989);
Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 5ff.; Kettenhofen, Tirdad, passim; J. Wiesehofer,
‘Narseh, Diokletian, Manichder und Christen’, in M. Arafa, ]J. Tubach and
G. S. Vashalomidze (eds.), Inkulturation des Christentums im Sasanidenreich (Wiesbaden,
2007); for sources regarding Roman Sasanian relations until 298, see Dodgeon and Lieu
(eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 111ff.; Winter and Dignas, Rom und das Perserreich,
passim.
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succeeded in wresting a great part of the lost territory from Julian’s successor
Jovian, both by military and diplomatic means (363 CE).** In the course and
aftermath of these wars severe persecutions of Christians took place in the
Sasanian empire. From a Christological point of view these Christians were not
yet divorced from their fellow believers in the west, and after the ‘Constantine
Revolution’ they thus became Rome’s protégés and were regarded as partisans
for the Roman cause by the Sasanian authorities.”” The eastern part of Armenia
also became Sasanian again in the year 387.%°

During the subsequent century, however, the Hepthalites, or "White
Huns’, were to become an even greater problem than the Romans, with
whom a mutually satisfactory agreement was reached around 400.” The
Hepthalites were tribes that had pushed forth from Dsugaria into Central
Asia and now ruled, among other territories, Sogdia, Bactria, the western part
of the Tarim plain and north western India.”® They utterly defeated King
Firuz (Peroz) twice (465 and 484) and forced him to pay tribute to them,
which, combined with famines, led the Sasanian empire to the brink of
internal collapse. It was at this time that a man by the name of Mazdak
proclaimed a religious and ethical programme which called for the just
distribution of ownership. His teaching, thanks to its “Zoroastrian’ terminol
ogy, its attractive dogmatics and theology and the charity practised within the
Mazdakite communities in a time of widespread poverty and hardship, won
over many people in Iran and Mesopotamia, not only those without means,

64 R.C. Blockley, “The Romano Persian peace treaties of AD 299 and 363’, Florilegium, 6
(1984); Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 24ff.; for sources concerning the period up
until 363, see Dodgeon and Lieu (eds.), The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 143ff.; Winter and
Dignas, Rom und das Perserreich, passim.

65 W. Schwaigert, Das Christentum in Huzistan im Rahmen der frithen Kirchengeschichte
Persiens (Marburg, 1989), pp. 103 75; J. Wiesehofer, ‘Geteilte Loyalititen: Religitse
Minderheiten des 3. und 4. Jahrhunderts n.Chr. im Spannungsfeld zwischen Rom und
dem sasanidischen Iran’, Klio, 75 (1993).

66 R.C. Blockley, “The division of Armenia between the Romans and the Persians’,
Historia, 36 (1987).

67 Blockley, East Roman foreign policy, pp. 521f.; for Byzantium and the Sasanians in the fifth
century, see Z. Rubin, ‘Diplomacy and war in the relations between Byzantium and the
Sassanids in the fifth century AD’, in P. W. Freeman and D.L. Kennedy (eds.), The
defence of the Roman and Byzantine east: Proceedings of a colloquium held at the University of
Sheffield in April 1986, BAR International Series 297, part 2 (Oxford, 1986); Blockley, East
Roman foreign policy, pp. s2ff.; G. Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, 502 532, ARCA
Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers and Monographs 37 (Leeds, 1998); Greatrex and
Lieu, The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 31ff.

68 E.V.Zeimal, “The Kidarite kingdom in Central Asia’, in B. A. Litvinsky (ed.), History of
civilizations of Central Asia, vol. III: The crossroads of civilization AD 250 to 750 (Paris, 1996);
B. A. Litvinsky, “The Hephthalite empire’, in Litvinsky (ed.), History of civilizations of
Central Asia, vol. III; A. D. H. Bivar, ‘Hephthalites’, Elr, vol. XII, pp. 198 201.
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but also members of the aristocratic elite. For a long time, the reign of King
Kawad (488 96, 498 531) was shaped by the conflict between the new king and
his pro Hepthalite and pro Mazdakite followers and a pro Roman and
anti Mazdakite party. It was probably only Kawad’s wish to establish his
son Khusrau as successor to the throne in the s20s that broke the bonds
between the king and the Mazdakites and led to violent action by the
Mazdakites against the landowning aristocracy, to which many of the empire’s
non urban population were liable for compulsory service and duties. Soon,
however, Kawad and Khusrau would brutally suppress the uprising.® Both
took advantage of the weakening of the aristocracy to implement fundamental
social, economic and military reforms. Land ownership was registered, and a
fixed land tax, as opposed to a changing income tax, was introduced. After a
census had been taken, a new poll tax was also established, according to differ
ent levels of wealth. In addition, the empire was divided into four military
districts,”® and special units took on policing and border control duties. The
creation of a new court elite and administration, which would no longer owe its
privileges to reputation and descent, but to royal favour alone, was also in the
interest of the kings, as was the backing of the lower, landowning aristocracy.”
The establishment of internal peace and stability allowed Khusrau to
become active again externally.”” In 540 he broke the ‘Eternal Peace’ that
had been concluded with the Byzantine emperor Justinian.”” The payment of

69 For this period, see Bosworth’s historical commentary of al Tabari (Bosworth (ed.), The
history of al Tabari, pp. 126 39, 146 62, including a bibliography). For the Mazdakites see
W. Sundermann, ‘Mazdak und die mazdakitischen Volksaufstinde’, Altertum, 23 (1977);
M. Guidi and M. Morony, ‘Mazdak’, EI2, vol. VI, pp. 949 52; Z. Rubin, “The reforms of
Khusro Anushirwan’, in Cameron (ed.), The Byzantine and early Islamic Near East, vol. III;
G. Gnoli, ‘Nuovi Studi sul Mazdakismo’, in G. Gnoli and A. Panaino (eds.), La Persia e
Bisanzio, Atti dei Convegni Lincei 201 (Rome, 2004); and J. Wiesehofer, ‘Chusro I. und das
Sasanidenreich: Der Konig der Konige “mit der unsterblichen Seele™, in M. Meier (ed.),
Sie schufen Europa: Historische Portraits von Konstantin bis Karl dem Grofien (Munich, 2007).

70 See R. Gyselen, The four generals of the Sasanian empire: Some sigillographic evidence
(Rome, 2001).

71 For the reforms of Khusrau see the different opinions of F. Altheim and R. Stiehl,
Finanzgeschichte der Spétantike (Frankfurt, 1957), esp. pp. 31ff., M. Grignaschi, ‘La riforma
tributaria di Hosro I e il feudalismo sassanide’, in La Persia nel medioevo (Rome, 1971);
Howard Johnston, ‘The two great powers’, pp. 21ff., Rubin, “The reforms’; and
Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 190f. and 292f.

72 For Byzantine Sasanian relations under Kawad see Luther, Die syrische Chronik; Greatrex,
Rome and Persia at war;, Greatrex and Lieu, The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 62ff.

73 For the ‘Eternal Peace’ see Greatrex, Rome and Persia at war, pp. 213f.; Greatrex and
Lieu, The Roman eastern frontier, pp. 96 7. For Justinian’s Persian wars see B. Rubin, Das
Zeitalter Iustinians, vol. I (Berlin, 1960), pp. 279 373; Greatrex and Lieu, The Roman eastern
frontier, pp. 82t. Cf. also Blockley, ‘Subsidies and diplomacy’; G. Greatrex, ‘Byzantium
and the east in the sixth century’, in M. Maas (ed.), The Cambridge companion to the age of

Justinian (Cambridge, 2005).
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tribute a single payment had already been agreed upon in 532 was raised in
562 with a new treaty. Khusrau’s conquest of South Arabia, and the subse
quent expulsion from there of the Aksumites (Ethiopians), who were in
alliance with Byzantium, indirectly weakened Byzantium’s position.”* In the
east he even managed to destroy the empire of the Hepthalites, with the help
of the Western Turks, around 560.”

Khusrau I's reign was also the cultural climax of the history of the Sasanian
empire. As a ruler with manifold interests, it was under him that Iran developed
into a centre for the exchange of learning between East and West.”® However,
under Khusrau’s son Hormezd IV (after 579) new conflicts were already arising
between king and aristocracy, and severe warfare with the Turks aggravated the
situation further.”” The tide seemed to be turning again, however, both inter
nally and externally, when Hormezd’s son Khusrau II managed to crush the

rebellion of Wahram Chobin, a pretender to the throne, with Byzantine help in

t79

501.”% Moreover, he was able to reach as far as Egypt” and the gates of

Constantinople (626) in his war with Byzantium (602 28). The fragments of
the True Cross were taken from Jerusalem to Ctesiphon in 614.%° The counter
attack of the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, however, forced the Sasanians to
surrender the newly conquered territories.”” Khusrau II himself was brought
down and killed by a revolt of the aristocracy (628). Following a period of

74 See Bosworth (ed.), The history of al Tabari, s.v. Wahriz.

75 Litvinsky, “The Hephthalite empire’, pp. 143 4; Bosworth (ed.), The history of al Tabari,
pp. 152 3, 160.

76 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 216 21, 298 300.

77 Bosworth (ed.), The history of al Tabari, s.v. Hurmuz, Hormizd IV. Cf. Whitby, The
emperor Maurice, passim; Rubil}, ‘Nobility’.

78 A.S. Shahbazi, ‘Bahram VI Cobin’, ElIr, vol. IIl, pp. 519 22; Greatrex and Lieu, The
Roman eastern frontier, pp. 172ff.; F. Altheim, Geschichte der Hunnen, vols. IV V (Berlin,
1962), pp. 234ff. and Rubin, ‘Nobility” (for the Wahram romance).

79 For the Sasanian occupation of Egypt see R. Altheim Stiehl, “The Sasanians in Egypt:
Some evidence of historical interest’, Bulletin de la Société d’Archéologie Copte, 31 (1992);
R. Altheim Stiehl, “Zur zeitlichen Bestimmung der sasanidischen Eroberung Agyptens’,
in O. Brehm and S. Klie (eds.), Mousikos Aner. Festschrift fiir M. Wegner zum go. Geburtstag
(Bonn, 1992).

80 R. Schick, The Christian communities of Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic rule: A historical

and archaeological study, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 2 (Princeton, 1995), pp.

33 9, 46.

For Heraclius’ Persian war, see now also Greatrex and Lieu, The Roman eastern ﬁontier,

pp. 198ff,; J. Howard Johnston, ‘Heraclius’ Persian campaigns and the revival of the east

Roman empire, 622 630°, War in History, 6 (1999); W. E. Kaegi, Heraclius: Emperor of

Byzantium (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 122ff. (including G. Greatrex, ‘Review of W. E. Kaegi,

Heraclius’, The Medieval Review (2004), available at http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/

text/text idx?c tmrjcc tmr;qr 2004;rgn main;view textidno bajog28. 0401.028).

See also individual articles in G. Reinink and B. Stolte (eds.), The reign of Heraclius

(610 641): Crisis and confrontation (Louvain, 2002).
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anarchy with frequently changing rulers,” Yazdgerd IIl was made king by
Rustam’s aristocratic party, thus becoming the Sasanians’ last ruler. However,
the empire had been considerably weakened by wars and the self interest of
various parties, and Yazdgerd III was not able to defend it against the Muslim
armies that were penetrating from the Arabian Peninsula. The Persians were
indeed defeated, but only after making a real fight of it: after the first Arab
attack (in 636), when they overran the irrigated alluvium and laid siege to
Ctesiphon Weh Ardashir, Yazdgerd's forces staged a counter attack (in 637)
which drove the Arabs back into the desert; it has left a trace in the early
Islamic sources, namely the battle of the Bridge; it then probably took several
months for the Arabs to regroup, rally additional troops from all over
Arabia, and finally dare to confront the Persians in open battle at al Qadisiyya
in Iraq on 6 January 638.® Following the defeats at al Qadisiyya and at
Nihawand in Media (642), Yazdgerd retired to eastern Iran, where he
was assassinated at Marw (651).** The Sasanian empire became part of the
caliphate.

When attempting to assess the reasons for the fall of Sasanian rule, the
following should be noted.®” First, Sasanian defences, both natural and man
made, were strong: the outer line, the Euphrates fronted by forts, was much
shorter than that of the Romans, who also had no convenient river to hold,
except along the Jordan valley; the Euphrates line was backed by the Tigris (not
forgetting the many canals to be crossed in the alluvium) and, behind the Tigris,
by the Zagros. The main fighting force, the army which had conquered the
Roman Near East, had not been defeated when it was withdrawn east under the
terms of the agreement made between Heraclius and its commander,
Shahrbaraz. Heraclius had achieved complete strategic surprise when he sud
denly struck south across the Caucasus in autumn 627; the army which he
defeated at Nineveh was a relatively small, scratch force sent north to bar the
route to Ctesiphon. Of course, defeat in the war against the Romans must have
had a devastating effect, but it was primarily political. It must have been a terrible

82 For the queens Puran and Azarmigdukht see A. Panaino, ‘Women and kingship. Some
remarks about the enthronisation of Queen Boran and her sister *Azarmigduxt’, in
Wiesehofer and Huyse (eds.), Eran ud Aneran.

83 This revised chronology is indebted to intensive discussions with J. Howard Johnston
(Oxford).

84 For the Arab conquest of Iran and the end of the Sasanian empire see Bosworth (ed.),
The history of al Tabari, pp. 381 411.

85 The following points of argument are again strongly influenced by discussions with
J. Howard Johnston.
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shock to the whole Sasanian governing class. At one moment they could
contemplate something close to world dominance, with the Roman empire
liquidated and the shahanshah’s authority extended to the whole basin of the
east Mediterranean, from Egypt to Asia Minor, beyond which lay a series of
minor sub Roman, Germanic power, potentially open to Sasanian influence; the
next, all of this had been suddenly snatched from them, when the age old enemy
from the steppes, Turan in the modern guise of the Turks, intervened to decisive
effect. The immediate crisis, involving competing bids for the throne, may
have been short, but in the longer term serious damage must have been
caused to collective confidence. How could Iran cope for generation after
generation if it were to remain caught between the great powers of the steppes
and the west?

Second, Khusrau II's abrogation of Lakhm kingship a bold, apparently
foolish act, which was probably intended to prepare the way for a new system
of multiple client princes to be introduced after the conquest of the Roman
Near East obviously weakened the outermost defence of Iran against the
desert, provoking serious disturbances among neighbouring Bedouin tribes
and providing an opportunity for the umma to exploit.

Third, regional particularism was to become a serious weakness, once the
prestige of the crown was seriously harmed after the battles of al Qadisiyya
and Nihawand.

Fourth, it was Arab strength rather than Sasanian weakness that was the
principal factor. It was a combination of (a) the driving faith of the Muslim
community; (b) the well developed statecraft and organisational capability of
Mecca; (c) distant horizons of vision on the part of the leaders of the umma; and
(d) the priority given to the conquest of Iran that generated and sustained an
external force great enough to overwhelm the resources of the Sasanians and
to overrun the whole of Iran within twenty years of the Prophet’s death. The
reasons for the priority for the conquest of Iran rather than the rump of the
Roman empire might be the following: (a) it was Iran that had posed a steadily
growing threat to the Hijaz throughout the Prophet’s lifetime; (b) Islam
acknowledged its affinity with Christianity, but could not but set itself against
Zoroastrian dualism; (c) Iraq was much more exposed to counter attack across
the Zagros than was Palestine, shielded as it was by Syria to the north. The
issue of priority is crucial. For it is plain that Byzantium was ripe for the taking
by the early 650s, and that it was ultimately saved by the outbreak of civil strife
within the caliphate in 656. Then, and only then, were the Byzantines able to
revive their spirits and reactivate the ideology of a Christian, Roman, world
shaping power.
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The ‘King of Kings of Iran and Non-Iran’
and his subjects®

It was a decidedly Iranian (as opposed to Parthian) attitude that characterised the
Sasanian image of the ruler and his qualities. Ardashir had put himself above all
other dynasties of Eranshahr as the ‘King of Kings of Iran’, while his son Shapur
even included newly conquered territories (Aneran, or ‘Non Iran’) and their
dynasts.” The Sasanians also presented themselves as kings with divine
qualities (Mpl bayan) and as descendants and tools of the gods (yazdan).*® Out
of appreciation for the gods’ favours, the Sasanian kings adopted the Zoroastrian
cult, bestowed benefits on priests, founded ‘fires’, and thus multiplied places of
worship.* ‘Fires’ were also established as ‘Fires of Kings’ and for the spiritual
welfare and salvation of living and dead members of the royal household
(cf. below).”® Individual rulers derived their legitimacy not only through their
descent but also through the ‘divine grace’ (Mid. Pers. xwarrah),” already
known to us from the Parthians, and through their personal effort in war and
at the hunt.”* The dynasty in general derived its legitimacy by the invocation of
earlier heads of the clan, and even kings of Iran the Sasanids themselves no
longer knew by name, but whom they described as their “forebears’ (Gk. pappoi)

86 See Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 165 82, 287 oI.

87 Among others SKZ 1/1/1. For the titles of (early) Sasanian kings, Huyse, Die dreispra
chige Inschrift, vol. II, pp. ob 11b and P. Huyse, ‘Die sasanidische Konigstitulatur: Eine
Gegeniiberstellung der Quellen’, in Wiesehofer and Huyse (eds.), Eran ud Aneran.

88 Among others SKZ 1/1/1. W. Sundermann, ‘Ke Cihr az yazdan: Zur Titulatur der
Sasanidenkonige’, Archiv Orientalni, 56 (1988); H. Humbach, ‘Herrscher, Gott und
Gottessohn in Iran und in angrenzenden Lindern’, in D. Zeller (ed.), Menschwerdung
Gottes: Vergottlichung von Herrschern (Fribourg and Gottingen, 1988); A. Panaino, “The
bayan of the Fratarakas: Gods or “divine” kings?, in C.G. Cereti, M. Maggi and
E. Provasi (eds.), Religious themes and texts of pre Islamic Iran and Central Asia: Studies
in honour of Prof. Gherardo Gnoli on the occasion of his 6sth birthday on 6th December 2002,
Beitrdge zur Iranistik 24 (Wiesbaden, 2003).

80 See SKZ 22/17/38. See also K. Mosig Walburg, Die frithen sasanidischen Konige als
Vertreter und Forderer der zarathustrischen Religion: Eine Untersuchung der zeitgendssischen
Quellen (Frankfurt and Bern, 1982).

90 SKZ 2off./174f./30ff. M. Macuch, ‘Charitable foundations, I’, Elr, vol. V, pp. 380 2; for
the ‘fires of kings” and other fires, see Huyse, Die dreisprachige Inschrift, vol. II, pp. 102b
3a, 105b 7a.

or G. Gnoli, The idea of Iran: An essay on its origin, Serie Orientale Roma 62 (Rome, 1989),
pp. 148 51; A. Hintze, Der Zamyad Yast: Edition, Ubersetzung, Kommentar, Beitrige zur
Iranistik 15 (Wiesbaden, 1994), pp. 15 17.

92 P. Gignoux, ‘La chasse dans I'Iran sasanide’, in G. Gnoli (ed.), Essays and lectures,
vol. III: Orientalia Romana (Rome, 1983); M. Whitby, “The Persian king at war’, in
E. Dabrowa (ed.), The Roman and Byzantine army in the east: Proceedings of a
colloquium held at the Jagiellonian University, Krakéw in September 1992 (Crakow,

1994), pp. 227 63.
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or their “ancestors’ (Gk. progonoi).” Later they would even associate themselves
with the mythical kings of Iran, and in the Iranian ‘national history’, which
they themselves decisively helped shape, they thus became the Iranian rulers
par excellence, alongside the East Iranian Kayanids, who, like the mythical
kings, are also not verifiable historically. They live on in Firdawsi and
Nizami’'s epics, just as in Islamic chronicles and popular literature. The
Sasanians also created their own legend at the expense of the Arsacids, whose
legitimate share in the Iranian success story was deliberately downgraded
(see below).”*

Just like the Parthians, the Sasanians held an aristocratic ‘council of the
king’, which was composed of the heads of old Parthian and new south west
Iranian (that is to say, Persian) clans, and the aim of which was to confirm the
rules for succession to the throne.” A special kind of worship of the founder of
the empire can also be made out in their case.”® Royal inscriptions of the early
period distinguish between four specific ‘groups’ of aristocrats: the (Middle
Persian) Sahrdaran (regional dynasts and princes entrusted with rule over
important parts of the empire), the waspuhragan (probably members of the
Sasanian dynasty, but without direct descent from the ruler), the wuzurgan
(heads of the most important aristocratic families, as well as other members of
the high aristocracy), and the azadan (other noble Iranians).” The status of a
Parthian or Persian aristocrat was, for a long time, virtually independent of the
king’s favour. He owed it, including all external signs of his dignity (such as
tiaras with crest like symbols, belts, earrings), to his name and descent; his

03 SKZ 21/16/35. For the partly different opinions on the identification of these ancestors,
see T. Daryaee, ‘National history or Keyanid history? The nature of Sasanid
Zoroastrian historiography’, Iranian Studies, 28 (1995); T. Daryaee, ‘Memory and
history: The reconstruction of the past in Late Antique Persia’, Ndme ye Irdn e Bdstdn,
1, 2 (2001 2); A.S. Shahbazi, ‘Early Sasanians’ claim to Achaemenid heritage’, Ndme ye
Irdn e Bdstdn, 1, 1 (2001); P. Huyse, ‘La revendication de territories achéménides par les
Sassanides: Une réalité historique?’, in P. Huyse (ed.), Iran: Questions et connaissances:
Actes du IVe congrés européen des études iraniennes organisé par la Societas Iranologica
Europaea, t. 1: La période ancienne, Studia Iranica, Cahier 25 (Paris, 2002);
J. Wiesehofer, ‘Gebete fiir die “Urahnen” oder: Wann und wie verschwanden Kyros
und Dareios aus der Tradition Irans?’, in E. Dabrowa (ed.), Tradition and innovation in the
ancient world, Electrum 6 (Crakow, 2002); and E. Kettenhofen, ‘Die Einforderung der
achaimenidischen Territorien durch die Sasaniden: Eine Bilanz’, in S. Kurz (ed.),
Festschrift 1. Khalifeh Soltani zum 65. Geburtstag (Aachen, 2002). See also T. Daryaee,
“The construction of the past in Late Antique Persia’, Historia, 55 (2006).

94 Yarshater, ‘Iranian national history’.

95 NPi33/20f; 36f./33t.; 37f./34. P. O. Skjaerve, ‘Commentary’, in Humbach and Skjaerve,
The Sassanian inscription, p. 13; Sundermann, ‘Review’, pp. 84 5.

96 NPi 31f./28f.

97 Among others NPi 2f. /2f. For the hierarchical classes, cf. Sundermann, ‘Review’, p. 84;
Rubin, ‘Nobility’, pp. 243ff.
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rank was thus a sign of his special political and economic position.®® This only
changed in the later period, in particular due to Khusrau I's reforms, which not
only extended direct taxation of the land to the possessions of the landowning
aristocracy, but also defined the position of the ruler vis a vis the aristocracy in
a fundamentally new way, with a new order for the court, the aristocracy and
the armed forces (at least for a short while).”® This was also the time when
kings attached particular importance to the education of young court
aristocrats (cf. Husraw ud redag)"™®
etiquette.”
of esteem and attention in the Iranian sources of the third century .** A title such
as ‘Queen of Queens’ (Mpl bambisnan bambisn) is thus confirmation of the unique

rank of the woman who carried it, and not a sign of the king’s close or incestuous
o3

as well as to an ever more elaborate court
Female members of the royal family were granted a particular degree

consanguineous marriage, which is certainly known to us from Sasanian Iran.”

Next to the aristocracy, it was religious dignitaries who carried special
importance in the empire. These Zoroastrian ‘priests’ (mobads, herbeds)
were not only experts in matters of religion (e.g. through the upholding of the
religious tradition), but also in matters of administration and the law (as
dadwars, i.e. judges’). Christians, for example, would get to know them as
harsh judges in their trials. A real hierarchy of offices and functions, however,
only developed from the fourth century on, in imitation of monarchical
power. This hierarchy reached from simple officials on the ground, to the
“chief of the mobads’ (Syr. re§ mauhpate) at the top."**

98 Cf. Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum gestarum libri, 18.5.6; KKZ 4/KNRm of./KSM s;
Procopius, De bello Persico, 1.6.13,13.16. For the signs of dignity see von Gall, Das
Reiterkampfbild, pp. 23 6; Peck, ‘Clothing, IV".

99 See Theophylact Simocatta, Historia, 1.9,3.8; Procopius, De bello Persico, 1.17.26 28;
al Tabari, Ta’rikh, series I, p. 990, lines 16f.; al Dinawari, al Akhbar at tiwal, ed.
Vladimir Guirgass, Leiden, 1888, p. 85, line 6f.

100 J. M. Unvala, Der Pahlavi Text ‘Der Konig Husrav und sein Knabe’ (Heidelberg, 1917).

101 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 221 300; A. de Jong, ‘Sub Specie Maiestatis: Reflections on
Sasanian court rituals’, in M. Stausberg (ed.), Zoroastrian ritual in context (Leiden, 2004).

102 E.g. SKZ 23/18/39;25/20/ 46f.; 29/23/56. For the women of the royal family (and late
Sasanian queens) see Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 174 5,289 90, as well as Panaino,
‘Women and kingship’.

103 M. Macuch, ‘Inzest im vorislamischen Iran’, Archdologische Mitteilungen aus Iran, 24
(1991); Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 181 2, 291; for Byzantine reactions to such
relationships, see A.D. Lee, ‘Close kin marriage in Late Antique Mesopotamia’,
Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies, 29 (1988).

104 For religious dignitaries and officials see P. Gignoux, ‘Eléments de prosopographie de
quelques mobads sasanides’, JA, 270 (1982); P. Gignoux, ‘Die religiose Administration in
sasanidischer Zeit: Ein Uberblick’, in H. Koch and D. N. MacKenzie (eds.), Kunst, Kultur
und Geschichte der Achdmenidenzeit und ihr Fortleben (Berlin, 1983); and P. Gignoux, ‘Pour
une esquisse des fonctions religieuses sous les Sasanides’, JSAI, 7 (1986). For the position
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Lower state functionaries, craftsmen, city merchants, physicians, astrono
mers, ‘scientists” and ‘singers’, as well as the professional servants and staff of
the court and the estates of the aristocracy, must be counted among the
‘middle classes’ of the empire.”” Peasants represented the great bulk of
Iran’s population. But it was those lessees who for centuries had been the
aristocracy’s bondsmen who profited in particular from Khusrau’s reforms, as
they advanced to become free tillers of their own plots of land."°

Although legally defined as ‘objects’, in the Sasanian empire slaves were
also seen as human beings, which distinguished them from other property,
and, at the same time, protected them from excessively cruel treatment. This
did not save them from being sold, rented or given as gifts, of course, and the
products of a slave’s labour would also always belong to his or her owner."”

Late Sasanian legal manuals also tell us a great deal about ‘the household and
family” at the time.™® The members of a household, who represented a legal
unit, as well as a unit of production and consumption, and a religious entity,
were connected to each other through a wealth of regulations and responsibil
ities, control over which was usually in the hands of the kadag xwaday (the
‘master of the house”). Detailed regulations also characterised marital law and

the law of inheritance, as well as property law and the law of obligations."*®

The royal court

The prime importance of the royal family at the Sasanian court is always
apparent. First, the res gestae of both Shapur I (SKZ) and Narseh (NPi), which
contain lists of court personalities graded in order of rank, give first rank to
the members of the royal family, including queens and other ‘ladies’ (Mpl

110

banug)."® It has rightly been stressed that social, not family, status was
of Kerdir under the early Sasanians, see P. Huyse, ‘Kerdir and the first Sasanians’, in
N. Sims Williams (ed.), Proceedings of the Third European Conference of Iranian Studies, held
in Cambridge, 11th to 15th September 1995, part 1 (Wiesbaden, 1998).

105 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 176, 290; for ‘singers’, see V.S. Curtis, ‘Minstrels in
ancient Iran’, in Curtis, Hillenbrand and Rogers (eds.), The art and archaeology of ancient
Persia.

106 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 176 7, 290 I.

107 M. Macuch, ‘Barda and Bardadari IT', Elr, vol. III, pp. 763 6.

108 For Sasanian legal manuals and their function see the excellent work of M. Macuch,
Rechtskasuistik und Gerichtspraxis zu Beginn des siebenten Jahrhunderts in Iran, Iranica 1
(Wiesbaden, 1993).

109 Ibid., passim; see also A. Perikhanian, ‘Iranian society and law’, in Yarshater (ed.), The
Cambridge history of Iran, vol. III, part 2.

o Many of those personalities have already prosopographically been dealt with by
U. Weber, Prosopographie des friihen Sasanidenteiches (Kiel, 2004), available at www.
uni kiel.de/klassalt/projekte/sasaniden/index.html.
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responsible for a man or woman’s rank both in the royal genealogy and in the
royal household. Female members of the royal family appear on the royal
reliefs as well as on coins; they are also immortalised on gems and seals of their
own. Both the epigraphically proven rank of queens, consorts and princesses
and those works of art testify to the important social role of the women of
the royal household; thus it is no longer surprising that shortly before the fall
of the empire, women could even ascend the throne, as was the case with
Puran and her sister Azarmigdukht, even if this happened for lack of male
candidates.™

Second, the rule of succession to the throne was strictly patrilineal and
restricted to members of the Sasanian family. The crises over the succes
sion that arose in the third (Narseh vs. Wahram III), fourth (Ardashir II vs.
Shapur III), and sixth centuries (Wistahm vs. Khusrau II) all demonstrate that
these rules could not easily be circumvented. As already mentioned, rightful
birth and election by predecessor were only two of the necessary prerequisites
for ruling; there was also the idea that the future king should have divine grace

112

(xwarrah), i.e. the necessary charisma of kingship.”* In the inscriptions of the
early kings, legitimacy could also be established by reference to preceding
rulers, thus, in Shapur’s case, by reference to his father Ardashir, his grand
father Pabag, to the eponymous Sasan, or even to the former great kings of Iran
(the legendary Kayanids?)."?

Third, as is shown by the title mazdesn bay ke Cihr az yazdan (‘Mazdean
divine Lord, whose origin [is] from the gods’) for the reigning shahanshah
(‘King of Kings’) in SKZ, the Sasanian kings stress the Mazdean quality of their
royal power and their own divine nature (which, however, is different from
that of the yazdan, i.e. Ohrmezd and the other gods).”* The other male
members of the royal family did not share this title with the reigning (and
with the deceased) king(s). Fourth, Shapur I founded fire temples ‘for his own
soul and glory” (pad ama ruwan ud pannam) and for the souls and the glory of
his relatives and deceased ancestors, and endowed them with the necessary
means. Apart from their social functions material help for relatives and
friends and provision of a special “‘pension” for the founder’s descendants
such endowments were also meant to provide the donor with prestige, to

1 Panaino, “‘Women and kingship’.

2 See G. Gnoli, ‘Farr(ah)’, Elr, vol. IX, pp. 312 19.

113 For different identifications of those “ancestors” and ‘forefathers’ see Daryaee, ‘National
history’; Daryaee, ‘Memory and history’; Shahbazi, ‘Early Sasanians’ claim’;
Wiesehofer, ‘Gebete’; Huyse, ‘La revendication’; Kettenhofen, ‘Die Einforderung’.

114 Panaino, “The bayan of the Fratarakas’, pp. 276 83.
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establish his subjects’ trust and loyalty and to maintain social structures
of order. The deceased members of the royal family even became objects of
organised worship, analogous to the Greek cult of dead heroes.”™ The fire
temples were normally named after their founders and benefactors (for
example, the fire temple founded by Shapur I for his own soul and glory
was given the name Husraw Shabuhr (‘Glorious is Shapur’)). Finally, consan
guineous marriage (xwedodah), which the Zoroastrian theologians deemed
meritorious and the Sasanians actually practised, served not only to keep
property within the family but also to secure kingship by maintaining endog

amy within the clan.™®

However, not all royal marriages were incestuous, as
external alliances for political reasons are also recorded.

Both the royal inscriptions and Manichaean texts make it clear that not all
members of the royal household were permanent members of the royal court;
in particular, the king’s grown up sons (and other important relatives) were only
temporarily in the ruler’s personal vicinity, i.e. if their administrative duties or
special occasions, such as festivities or wars, made it necessary to be present at
court, or if the ‘travelling king” with his entourage happened to come to a
prince’s province. Thus we may distinguish between a nuclear’ court of
permanent members and an ‘extended’ court of temporarily present people.
It would appear that in early Sasanian times the ‘nuclear’ court mainly consisted
of members of the royal family and household, with the great aristocratic
landholders and magnates being part of the ‘extended’ court, since their main
sphere of activity at that time was the management of their estates and the
control of the peasants and tenant farmers dependent on them (see below).

In connection with the common duty to offer sacrifices for the benefit of the
souls of the living and the dead, Shapur’s res gestae list the contemporary
members of the four aristocratic status groups mentioned above, as far as they
were members of the (‘extended’) court society, both by their names and, if
they held office, by their functions at court or in the empire. In early Sasanian
times social ranking certainly also manifested itself at court, but, as far as the
nobility is concerned, it was not only the court’s head the king who set
the rules of that ranking: descent could be still as important as royal favour.
The fact that the Sasanians had not created these ‘structures of standing’
themselves, but had taken them over from the Parthians while at the

115 Macuch, ‘Charitable foundations’; M. Macuch, ‘Die sasanidische Stiftung “fiir die Seele”:
Vorbild fiir den islamischen waqf?’, in P. Vavrousek (ed.), Iranian and Indo European
studies: Memorial volume of Otakar Klima (Prague, 1994); M. Stausberg, Die Religion
Zarathushtras, vol. I (Stuttgart, 2002), pp. 219 20.

116 Wiesehofer, Ancient Persia, pp. 180, 201.
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same time enhancing the rank of the Persian, i.e. south west Iranian, aristoc
racy is proven by the end of the formula’ in which the groups of nobility are
presented in the Paikull inscription: “The landholders and the princes, the
grandees and the nobles and the Persians and the Parthians’.”™” The loyal
Parthian clans warranted continuity, but were now complemented by Persian
clans without having to give up their leading position. At a later period, other
‘clans’ rose to the rank of magnates.

Depending on their social, political and economic standing, the high aristocracy
was also able to play an advisory and corroborative role in the process of
proclaiming the king: for Narseh and his predecessors, we might assume a
‘mock consultation” of the highest dignitaries of the empire, documenting an
ancient right of co determination or, rather, confirmation held by the
nobility.”™ In times of a powerful central authority, apart from the members
of the royal household and of the higher and lower aristocracy, ‘outsiders’ and
‘new men’ had a good chance of being promoted to a position close to the king
at the ‘nuclear’ court by arbitrary royal patronage.”® A special exemplar of such
a homo novus was the already mentioned ambitious Zoroastrian ‘priest” Kerdir,
who, from the time of Shapur I to the time of Wahram II, rose to great
importance at court, and was even able to tell us about his promotion by
means of inscriptions, which were carved into the rock facades or walls of
important ‘royal’ places and monuments: “The King of Kings Hormezd [i.e. the
son of Shapur I] bestowed on me the tiara (kulaf) and the belt (kamar), and he
raised my position (gah [‘throne’, i.e. the place near the king]) and my dignity’
(pthsly).” Kerdir is a living example of a dignitary who started his career as a
rather humble ‘courtier’, passed on to an extremely high position, not least
because of his special abilities and the way he made himself indispensable, and
probably lost his influence in the course of a new king’s accession to the throne.
It was his closeness to the king (i.e. the position of his gah at royal declarations,
audiences and banquets) and the function he fulfilled that reflected a person’s
standing at the early Sasanian court, and outward dress made it manifest to a
broader public. Among the most prominent marks of dignity were the tiaras
(kulaf), on which certain colours and symbols of a heraldic kind could point to

17 NPi3 (§ 5) etc.

18 See Skjerve, ‘Commentary’, p. 13, and Sundermann, ‘Review’, pp. 84 5. A ‘king’s
council’ is mentioned in NPi § 68, the ‘sham consultation’ in NPi §§ 73 and 75.

119 Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum gestarum libri, 18.5.6.

120 KKZ 4/KNRm of./KSM 5 (in Gignoux, Les quatre inscriptions).
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particular ranks or distinctions. Belts (kamar) studded with gems and earrings
played a similar part.”

For the Iranian aristocracy, however, the real criterion for grandeur was for
a long time not so much a title or royal distinction but lineage, and in times of
crisis or during the reigns of “weak’ kings the higher nobility could even force
aruler to acknowledge established career structures. A respective case study is
presented by Procopius for the extremely crisis prone reign of King Kawad
(fifth/sixth century), the father of the famous Khusrau I: ‘He [Kawad] was
mindful of the rule that did not allow the Persians to transfer any offices
(archai) to strangers, but only to such men who were entitled to the respective
position of honour (time) through their lineage.”*

As we have seen, the rank of a Parthian or Persian nobleman had been
more or less independent of the king’s favour before the end of the fifth
century; until then, the unruly heads of the great noble houses (such as
Suren, Karin, the Lords of Andegan and others) acknowledged only a
nominal allegiance to the central power but were virtually independent
from the king in their hereditary territorial domains, and royal power and
influence depended to a large degree on effective control of the provincial
governors (who were mostly members of the royal clan), as well as on the
active support of the majority of the higher nobles. This changed only in
the late Sasanian period, when the wearing of belts, rings, clasps and other
marks of prestige required royal approval. As the Byzantine author
Theophylactus maintains, (bestowed) rank now came to be esteemed
more highly than name and descent.” This strengthening of royal power
had become possible after the great crisis of state and empire that began in
the mid fifth century.”™* Crucial factors of the crisis were the disastrous
defeats of Firuz I (r. 459 84) against the Hepthalites in the east, leading to
tributary dependence on the Hepthalite ‘state’, in addition to several years

121 Peck, ‘Clothing’.

122 Procopius, De bello Persico, 1.6.13; cf. 1.13.16 (Mihran is in fact the name of a noble clan).

123 Theophylact Simocatta, Historia, 1.9. ‘Since it is a familiar habit of Persians to bear
names according to distinguished positions, as if they disdained to be called by their
birth names.” See Procopius, De bello Persico, 1.17.26 18 (a Mihran is punished by being
deprived of a golden hairband: ‘For in that country no one is allowed to wear a ring or a
belt, a clasp or any other object of gold without royal bestowal’). For other examples
see al Tabarl, Ta’rikh, series I, p. 990, lines 16f.; Theophylact Simocatta, Historia, 3.8;
and al Dinawari, al akhbar at tiwal, p. 85, lines 6f.

124 That the fifth and sixth centuries was a crucial period in Sasanian history is proven by
the fact that a lot of important political developments as regards home affairs occurred
during that time: the development of a hierarchical Zoroastrian clergy on the model of
political power; a change in dynastic legitimisation which stresses the mythological
Kayanid link, etc.
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of drought and famine. Meanwhile, the twofold burden imposed on the
peasants by landlords and state taxes, on the one hand, and the Hepthalite
occupation of parts of the country, on the other, had led to a rural exodus
and protests on the part of the peasant population. The latter had found a
religious and ethical motivation for such actions in the social doctrine of
Mazdak, especially in his call for communal ownership. King Kawad’s wish
to establish his son Khusrau as successor to the throne in the 520s put an
end to the long collaboration between the ruler and the followers of
Mazdak, and led to violent actions by the Mazdakites against the land
owning aristocracy, which were brutally suppressed by Kawad and
Khusrau."” The subsequent reforms by the two kings were of a fundamen
tal nature.”® They not only extended direct land taxation to the estates of
the landed aristocracy but, by establishing a new order for the nobility
and the army, tried to change the empire’s social structure and the position
of the ruler with respect to the aristocracy: both the restoring of their old
property to the nobility and the giving away of estates that no longer had
owners were measures carried out at the behest of the king. In addition, a
kind of ‘administrative nobility” was created, and, in the case of the
‘cavaliers’ (MP aswaran), a military nobility whose duty was to follow
the king in his campaigns. The latter was apparently meant to replace the
retainer units formed by self equipped members of the aristocracy, troops
that had never really been at the king’s command. Arab authors also
introduce a new (or newly emerged) lower nobility, the dehkanan, who
took over the administration of a village as its richest landowners, and
sometimes even owned entire villages. These had been promoted by the
king, who had granted them land, money and other assistance. They were
to be his partisans on a local level (as against members of the high
aristocracy, who were critical of the king, and the potentially rebellious
peasantry), and were also, if necessary, to stand by him in military mat
ters.” Al Tabari’s report of Khusrau’s reforms, quoted above, is quite
unambiguous about the fact that the late Sasanian court underwent a
change, too: whereas the ‘nuclear’ court had so far been determined by

125 For the Mazdakites see Sundermann, ‘Mazdak’; Guidi and Morony, ‘Mazdak’; Rubin,
“The reforms’; Gnoli, ‘Nuovi studi’; and Wiesehofer, ‘Chusro I'.

126 For the reforms of Khusrau see the different opinions of Altheim and Stiehl,
Finanzgeschichte, esp. pp. 3iff., Grignaschi, ‘La riforma’; Howard Johnston, “The two
great powers’, pp. 211ff.; Rubin, “The reforms’; and Wiesehdfer, Ancient Persia, pp. 190 1,
202 3.

127 For the ‘cavaliers’ and dehkanan see F. Altheim and R. Stiehl, Ein asiatischer Staat
(Wiesbaden, 1954), pp. 120ff.; Altheim and Stiehl, Finanzgeschichte, pp. 571t.
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members of the king’s personal household (family members and domestic
staff), the other higher nobles being only temporarily members of the
(‘extended’) court, Khusrau’s ‘nuclear’ court now consisted both of royal
relatives and of members of a kind of service nobility (Dienstadel), hand
picked and promoted by the ruler himself and more loyal to the king than
to the clans they originally came from. It is this kind of court that is
mirrored in most of the Middle Persian literary works (see below).

But as early as under Khusrau’s immediate successors, renewed tensions
arose between king and high aristocracy. It has been suggested that the
king soon lost control of the ‘cavaliers’, who became again retainers of
greater and virtually independent landlords, and that right from the start
the king’s supreme military commanders must have been powerful terri
torial lords.”® The renewed political influence of the great landlords not
only led, in the course of time, to the development of retinues of fighting
men, but also to independent taxation in their own domains. In contrast to
such powerful and ambitious nobles, who, as in early Sasanian times, again
only temporarily visited the court, the members of the king’s ‘nuclear’
court took the risk of losing their political weight in the case of a weak
ruler and of becoming ‘courtiers” in the strict sense of the word.
Temporarily hindered in their ambitions because Khusrau II had central
ised the financial administration, the landed and military aristocracy never
theless managed to conspire against the king, who was reproached for his
tyrannical attitude towards the nobility, his ruinous exaction of land taxes
and his bloody wars against Byzantium. After Khusrau’s death, kingship
remained the instrument of different factions of the aristocracy. The rapid
advances of the Muslim army and the sudden collapse of Sasanian sover
eignty in Iran present a most eloquent testimony to the paralysing partic
ularism of interests among the leading classes of the empire in this last
phase of Iran’s pre Islamic history.

In his res gestae, Shapur I enumerates the dignitaries, officials and
aristocrats of his empire who are, at least temporarily, close to him and
in his vicinity at court, and who are therefore entitled to have offerings
made for the benefit of their souls. Lists of this kind have come down to us
in other inscriptions too, among them one more in the res gestae of the
second Sasanian king (in which he refers to the reigns of Pabag and

128 Z. Rubin, “The Sasanid monarchy’, in A. Cameron, B. Ward Perkins and M. Whitby
(eds.), The Cambridge ancient history, 2nd edn, vol. XIV: Late Antiquity: Empire and
successors, AD 425 600 (Cambridge, 2000), p. 657.
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Ardashir I), and several in Narseh’s Paikuli inscription. They are all
similarly arranged, starting with the members of the royal house, followed
by members of the (seven) most important noble clans and ending with
other dignitaries and officials. As far as SKZ is concerned, the arrangement
of names seems to be the result of a special mixture of personal and
political considerations of the king; in other words, the list is evidence both
for the dignitaries” personal relationships with the king and for Shapur’s
decisions to assign certain people to certain offices because of their
characters and/or their professional skills.

Ardashir, the king of Adiabene, is at the head of the sixty seven dignitaries
of Shapur’s court. As this man is only mentioned in SKZ, we can only guess if
he 