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Note on transliteration and citation

As this book deals with sources from many languages, it has been virtually
impossible to be consistent in nomenclature. In general, we adopted the follow-
ing ranking of languages in descending order of priority in our transliteration
of foreign words: English, New Persian, Middle Persian, Arabic, Armenian,
Greek, Avestan. A name or a term is then rendered in the first of these lan-
guages in which it is well attested. For instance, the third Achaemenid king
in these languages is respectively Darius, Daryish, Dara, Darab, Dara, Dareios,
Daratiannaus. Since the first, English, form is already in common use, we ren-
der his name as Darius. Likewise, although Middle Persian spahbed can be
translated in English as general, or rendered in New Persian as ispahbud, we
have opted to keep its Middle Persian rendition in order to remain as true to
its intended meaning as possible. Similarly, we will use New Persian Nishapirr,
rather than Nishapur (English), New-Shabubr (Middle Persian), or Nisabir (Ara-
bic). These examples also underline another issue: names of places or offices
may have changed over time, and so we will use the name that was prevalent at
the period in question. Hence in the case of Nishapur, the older name Abarshahr
is not used when discussing events in later Sasanian times. Similarly, instead of
modern Istanbul, Roman Byzantium, or late Roman Augusta Antonina, we will
refer to the capital of the Byzantine empire during the Sasanian period by its
official East-Roman name, Constantinople.

The context and/or the intended meaning will also determine our adoption
of a particular transliteration. We shall, therefore, use Armenian Mirranes in-
stead of New Persian Mihran, for the commander of Petra under Khusrow I;
and we shall use Middle Persian kast-i adurbadagan, rather than its New Persian
form kiist-i Azarbayjan, for the quarter of the north. Likewise, to refer to the
deity that plays a germane role in this work, the New Persian form Mibr, or
on occasion the older form Mithra, derived from Avestan Mifra, is used in the
Iranian context, whereas the English form Mithras is reserved for the Roman
context (Roman Mithraism). In the index and the glossary, an attempt is made
to provide cross-references to the most commonly attested forms.

In working with many different sources, the language as well as the script
can cause problems. For scripts other than Arabic (like Aramaic, Pahlavi,
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TRANSLITERATION AND CITATION

Armenian, Avestan, or Greek), we have followed the conventions of the trans-
lated source. To transliterate Arabic into Latin script, we have more or less
followed the transliteration scheme used by the Encyclopaedia of Islam. As we
had to deal with both Persian and Arabic sources, we felt that following the
Encyclopaedia of Islam rather than the Encyclopaedia Iranica would yield a more
consistent scheme. We have, however, simplified this system for the four let-
ters 'C, 5 o and S which we transliterate kb, zb, ch, and sh instead of the
respective underlined forms kb, zb, ch, and sh. Thus we write Kheshm instead of
Kheshm or Xesm. An additional complication of transliterating Arabic script is
vowelization.! This is reflected, for instance, in the name of the Iranian general
Hurmuzan. As his name is only attested in Arabic sources, we have maintained
the Arabic transliteration, although its Persian form would have been Hormo-
zan, derived from Persian Hormozd. We also opted to render Persian idafih as
-1, and New Persian final 4 as b instead of e or eh.

Works are cited following the Harvard style (author plus year of publica-
tion),? except for the first citation, which is given in full.> Articles in the Ency-
clopaedia Iranica and the Encyclopaedia of Islam are now readily available online.
As we have availed ourselves of the online versions, our references to these may
no longer have page numbers. We have dated each online article without a
page reference to the present, that is to say, to 2007.* For the benefit of the non-
Arabic speaking reader, we have cited Tabart’s history, which is used extensively
in this study, both in English (published in the series The History of Tabari) and
in Arabic (de Goeje’s edition). For example, the citation Tabari 1999, p. 295,
de Goeje, 988, means: page 295 in The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids,
and Yemen, and page 988 in de Goeje’s edition. Furthermore, for the benefit of
the Persian speaking reader, many citations of non-English sources are followed
by a citation to its Persian translation, whenever such a translation is available.
As Khaleghi Motlagh’s last volume of his critical edition of the Shahnama has
not yet been published, we had, unfortunately, only recourse to less critical edi-
tions. We ultimately opted for two, the Nafisi and Moscow editions, and where
possible, we have cited both.

'This mainly applies to the short vowels 4, ¢, i, 0, #, but even g when denoting a vowel, can
be rendered as ¢ or # depending on the word. The vocalization é is only used in Middle Persian or
other older languages and never represents s .

2In case there is no author, an alternative key is provided. All dates are converted to the CE
calendar.

3E.g., the first citation would be: Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen,
vol. V of The History of Tabari, Albany, 1999, translated and annotated by C.E. Bosworth (Tabari
1999); with any subsequent citation to this work given by the form between parenthesis.

*#The same rule applies to papers that have not yet been published.
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Introduction

T he history of Iran in the late antique, early medieval period (circa 500-750
CE) remains one of the least investigated fields of enquiry in recent scholar-
ship. This, in spite of the fact that some of the most crucial social and political
processes transpiring during this period in what Hodgson has termed the Nile
to Oxus cultural zone, directly implicate Iranian history. The “last great war of
antiquity” of 603-628 CE, between the two great empires of the Near East, the
Byzantines (330?-1453 CE)® and the Sasanians (224-651 CE), was on the verge
of drastically redrawing the map of the world of late antiquity. For almost two
decades during this period, the Sasanian empire was successful in re-establishing
the boundaries of the Achaemenid (559-330 BCE) empire at the height of its
successful campaigns against the Byzantines. As Sebeos’ account bears witness,
when in 615 the Persians reached Chalcedon,® the Byzantine emperor Heraclius
(610-641) was about ready to become a client of the Sasanian emperor Khus-
row II (591-628).” When, in 622, a small, obscure, religio-political community
in Mecca is said to have embarked on an emigration (bjjra) to Medina—an em-
igration that in subsequent decades came to be perceived as the watershed for
the birth of a new community, the Muslim #mma—the Sasanians were poised
for world dominion.

Unexpectedly, however, the tides turned. For in the wake of what has been
termed “one of the most astonishing reversals of fortune in the annals of war,”®
and after the ultimate defeat of the Sasanians in the last crucial years of the war
(621-628 CE)—itself a tremendously perplexing question—a sociopolitical up-
heaval unprecedented in the world of late antiquity began: the Arab conquest
of the Near East. While the event truncated Byzantium beyond recognition by
the 640s, its consequences were even more dire for the Sasanians. For with the

SThere is no consensus among scholars as to when, precisely, one must date the end of the
Roman and the beginning of the Byzantine empire. Dates varying from the early fourth to the
early seventh century have been proposed.

A district near present-day Istanbul (the former Byzantine capital, Constantinople), called
Kadikdy, Chalcedon was an ancient maritime town in the Roman province of Bithynia.

7Sebeos, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos, Liverpool University Press, 1999, translated
with notes by Robert Thomson, Historical Commentary by James Howard-Johnston with assis-
tance from Tim Greenwood (Sebeos 1999), part I, pp. 78-79 and part I, p. 212.

8Sebeos 1999, p. xxiv.



INTRODUCTION

death of the last Sasanian king, Yazdgird III (632-651), in the aftermath of the
Arab conquest of Iran, came the end of more than a millennium of Iranian rule
in substantial sections of the Near East. The Sasanian empire was toppled and
swallowed up by the Arab armies. What had happened? Why was an empire
that was poised for the dominion of the Near East in 620, when successfully
engaging the powerful Byzantines, utterly defeated by 650 by the forces of a
people hitherto under its suzerainty, the Arab armies? This work is an attempt
to make sense of this crucial juncture of Iranian and Middle Eastern history. It
will seek to explain the success of the Arab conquest of Iran in the early seventh
century, as well as the prior defeat of the Sasanians by the Byzantines, with
reference to the internal dynamics of late Sasanian history. Our very conceptu-
alization of the internal dynamics of Sasanian history, however, will involve a
heretical assessment of this history, for it will take serious issue with the Chris-
tensenian view of the Sasanians as an étatiste/ centralized polity, a perspective
that ever since the 1930s, when Christensen published LTran sous les Sassanides,
has become paradigmatic in scholarship.” The overarching thesis of the present
work is that, episodic and unsuccessful attempts of the Sasanians at centraliza-
tion notwithstanding, the Sasanian monarchs ruled their realm through a de-
centralized dynastic system, the backbone of which was the Sasanian-Parthian
confederacy.'°

The theses proposed in this work have been formed after an exhaustive in-
vestigation and at times reevaluation of a host of external and internal sources
pertaining to this period of Iranian history. Armenian, Greek, Syriac, and clas-
sical Islamic histories, especially the futih (or conquest) narratives, have been
utilized in a source-critical juxtaposition with literary and primary sources of
Sasanian history, the X“aday-Namag (Khudaynamag or the Book of Kings)!! tra-
dition(s) as they appear in classical Arabic histories but especially in the Shahna-
ma of Ferdowst; Middle Persian literature produced in the late antique period
of Iranian history; local Iranian histories; and, above all, the numismatic and
mgdlographlc evidence of late Sasanian history. The present work, therefore,
engages in a continuous and pervasive critical dialogue between the ways in
which the Sasanians were perceived by their foreign, generally hostile, contem-
porary or near contemporaries, the ways in which they wished to be perceived
from an imperial, central perspective, and the ways in which they were actually
perceived by the powertful polities within their own periphery—polities which
in fact forcefully articulated their own perception of the Sasanians. The end
result, as we shall see, is that the historiographical strengths evinced by each of

9Christensen, Arthur, L’ran sous les Sassanides, Copenhagen, 1944 (Christensen 1944). See also
page 7 and §2.1.1 below.

OThroughout this study, the term Parthian, referring to various powerful Parthian families, is
used in contradistinction to the term Arsacid. As we shall see in greater detail in §1.1, the Arsacids
were the particular dynastic branch of the Parthians who ruled Iran from about 250 BCE to about
226 CE. For a definition of dynasticism as used in this study, see §2.1.2.

UShahbazi, Shapur, ‘On the Xwaday-Namag’, Acta Iranica: Papers in Honor of Professor Ebsan
Yarshater VXI, (1990), pp. 218-223 (Shahbazi 1990); see also page 171ff.
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INTRODUCTION

these depictions of the Sasanians come to form a critical commentary on the
shortcomings inherent in the others. The final picture that is formed is explic-
itly and irrefutably confirmed by the one corpus of data that suffers the least
harm in a people’s historiographical production of their history: the primary
sources of Sasanian history, the numismatic and sigillographic evidence. For the
recently discovered seals pertaining to late Sasanian history remarkably confirm
one of the main theses of this study, namely, that throughout the Sasanian his-
tory there was a dichotomy between the Parsig (Sasanians) and the Pablav,'?
which forced the Sasanians into a confederate arrangement with the powerful
Parthian dynastic families living in their domains.!® As late as the seventh cen-
tury, some of the dynastic bearers of the seals insist on identifying themselves
as either a Pablav or a Parsig.

As already mentioned, one of the central themes of this study is that the
Sasanians ruled their realm by what we have termed the Sasanian-Parthian con-
federacy. This was a predominantly decentralized,'* and—borrowing a term
from Cyril Toumanoff'>—dynastic system of government where, save for brief
and unsuccessful attempts at centralization by the Sasanians in the third and the
sixth centuries, the powerful dynastic Parthian families of the Karins, the Mih-
rans, the Ispahbudhan, the Strens,!® and the Kanarangiyan were, for all prac-
tical purposes, co-partners in rule with the Sasanians. In Chapter 2, we shall
abandon the centrist/monarchical image of the Sasanians currently in vogue in
scholarship, and, revisiting the Sasanians from the perspective of the Parthian
dynastic families, we shall trace the ebb and flow of the Sasanian-Parthian con-
federacy and the tensions inherent in it. This Sasanian-Parthian confederacy
ultimately collapsed, however. The inception of its debacle occurred in the
midst of the “astonishing reversal of fortune in the annals of war,” when the
tide turned and the Sasanians suffered their inexplicable defeats of 624-628 at
the hands of the Byzantines. As we shall see, had it not been for the Parthian
withdrawal from the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy toward the end of the rule
of Khusrow II Parviz (591-628), the Byzantines might very well have become a
client state of the Sasanians, and Heraclius a son instead of a “brother of Khus-
row IL”Y The debacle of the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy during the last
years of the Sasanian-Byzantine wars, however, had a far greater consequence
for late antique Iranian history: the ultimate defeat of the Sasanians by the Arab
armies and the eradication of their empire by the middle of the seventh century.

2The Middle Persian term for Parthian.

B3For the geographical extent of these domains, see footnote 145.

“Our conceptualization of any given system of government as a centralized or decentralized
polity, needless to say, ought not entail any value judgments as to the successful functioning of that
polity.

5 Toumanoff, C., Studies in Christian Cancasian History, Georgetown University Press, 1963
(Toumanoff 1963); see §2.1.2 below.

16While a detailed analysis of the Stirens will not be undertaken in this study, they were in fact
an integral part of this confederacy.

17Sebeos 1999, part 11, p. 212.
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It was in the immediate aftermath of the final collapse of the Sasanian-Par-
thian confederacy, in the wake of Khusrow II’s deposition and murder in 628
CE, that the unprecedented chain of events that ultimately led to the total an-
nihilation of the Sasanian monarchy after four centuries of rule commenced:
the early Arab conquest of Sasanian territories. A second central theme of the
present study—arrived at through a critical examination of the fut#h narratives
in juxtaposition with the Sasanian X“aday-Namag historiography!'8—therefore,
is that the early Arab conquest of Iraq took place, not, as has been conven-
tionally believed, in the years 632-634, after the accession of the last Sasanian
king Yazdgird III (632-651) to power, but in the period from 628 to 632." The
conquest of Iraq occurred precisely during the period of internecine warfare be-
tween the Pahlav and the Parsig. The two factions, engrossed in their strife in
promoting their own candidates to the throne, were incapable of putting up a
united defense against the encroaching Arab armies. The subsequent conquest
of the Iranian plateau, moreover, was ultimately successful because powerful
Parthian dynastic families of the kust-i kbwarasan (quarter of the east) and ksust-1
adurbidagan (quarter of the north) abandoned the last Sasanian king, Yazdgird
I, withdrew their support from Sasanian kingship, and made peace with the
Arab armies. In exchange, most of these retained de facto power over their ter-
ritories.

The recalculation of the chronology of the early conquest of Iraq to the
period between 628-632, in turn, has crucial implications, not only for the
chronology of the conquest of Syria and the famous desert march of Khalid b.
Walid, but also for a host of other significant events in early Islamic history. If,
as we claim, the conquest of Iraq took place in 628-632, how then are we to
perceive the role and whereabouts of the Prophet Muhammad?® at the onset of
the conquests of Iraq according to this alternative chronology? The conquest
of Iraq is traditionally believed to have occurred afier the death of the Prophet
in 632 and, after the ridda*' wars (or wars of apostasy). If Prophet Muhammad
was alive according to this newly offered scheme, how then will this affect our
traditional understanding of early Islamic history? What of our conventional
view of the roles of Abu Bakr and <Umar as caliphs in this period of Islamic
history? If Muhammad was alive, what of apostasy?

Our chronological reconstruction of the conquest of Iraq could potentially
have revolutionary implications for our understanding of early Islamic his-
tory. We shall offer one possible, conjectural answer to these crucial questions
here,”? for by the time we have expounded our thesis, it will become clear

8For an elaboration of this, see page 15ff below.

Y As we shall see, the implications of what might initially seem to be a minor chronological
recalculation, are in fact far-reaching.

2 According to the generally accepted chronology, the Prophet Muhammad was born sometime
in 570 CE and died in 632 CE.

21See footnote 900.

228ee §3.5.
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that its implications will require a thorough reevaluation of a number of crucial
episodes of early Islamic history, a task beyond the confines of the present study.
One thing will remain a constant in the midst of all of this: understanding the
nature of the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy and disentangling its gradual and
final collapse will lead to a better understanding of the nature and rise of the
Arabo-Islamic polity. So much for the implications of our thesis vis-a-vis early
Islamic history. How are we to view the effects of the Arab conquest in the
context of the post-conquest Iranian history?

The Arab conquest of Iran has long been viewed by some as a watershed in
Iranian history. Through it, the pre-Islamic history of Iran is presumed to have
led to its Islamic history. Examining the histories of Tabaristan, Gilan, and par-
tially Khurasan, from the late Sasanian period through the conquest and up to
the middle of the eighth century, we shall highlight the fallacies of this perspec-
tive. We shall argue that the Arab conquest of Iran ought not be viewed as a
total overhaul of the political structures of Iran in late antiquity. For while the
kingship of the house of Sasan was destroyed as a result of the onslaught of the
Arab armies, the Pahlav domains and the Parthian power over these territories
remained predominantly intact throughout the Umayyad period. Here then we
shall follow our methodology of investigating the history of Iran not through
the center—this time of the Caliphate—but through the periphery. This then
becomes a testimony to the strength of the Parthian legacy: as the Parthians had
not disappeared with the advent of the Sasanians in the third century, neither
did they leave the scene after the Arab conquest of Iran in the middle of the
seventh century, their polities and cultural traditions long outliving the demise
of the Sasanian dynasty.

This thesis is, in turn, closely connected to our assessment of the aims of
the Arab armies in their conquest of Iranian territories. The course of the Arab
conquest, the subsequent pattern of Arab settlement, and the topography of the
<Abbasid revolution,” all give evidence of one significant fact: the overthrow of
the Sasanian dynasty was not an intended aim of the Arab armies, but only an
incidental by-product of it, precipitated by the prior debacle of the Sasanian-
Parthian confederacy. For the primary objective of the Arab conquerors was
not the actual conquest and colonization of Iranian territories, but to bypass
these, in order to gain access to the trade entrepdts in Transoxiana. Recognizing
this, chief Pahlav families reached a modus vivend: with the Arab armies.

In part two of the present study we shall turn our attention to the spiritual
landscape of Iran during the Sasanian period. Providing a synopsis of the state
of research on this theme during the past two decades, we shall then put forth
the fourth major thesis of this study: the Sasanian/Parthian political dichotomy
was replicated in the realms of spirituality, where the Pahlav predominantly ad-
hered to Mihr worship, a Mithraic spiritual universe that was distinct from
the Zoroastrian orthodoxy—whatever the nature of this—that the Sasanians

2These latter two themes will be addressed in detail in a sequel to this study.
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ostensibly tried to impose on the populace living in their territories. As the
concentration of Pahlav power had always been in their traditional homelands,
Parthava®* and Media® —what the Sasanians later termed the kist-i khwarasan
and kist-i adurbadagan, the quarters of the east and north—so too was the pre-
ponderance of Mihr worship in these territories. Our evidence for the preva-
lence of Mihr worship in the northern, northeastern, and northwestern parts of
the Sasanian domains will hopefully also become relevant, not only for further
deciphering the religious proclivity of the Arsacids, but also for engaging the
ongoing debate between Iranists and classicists about the provenance of Mihr
worship in Roman Mithraism—a debate that has been resumed during the past
three decades within the scholarly community.

Finally, we shall conclude our study with an analysis of the Mithraic features
of the revolt of the Mihranid Bahram-i Chubin at the end of the sixth century,
and the continuity of these Mithraic themes in the revolts of Bihafarid and
Sunbad in the middle of the eighth century. The upshot of our contention
here is that, far from betraying a presumed synthesis of Iranian and Islamic
themes, the aforementioned revolts evince startling evidence for the continuity
of Mihr worship in Pahlav territories. In a sequel to this study, we shall trace
the continuity of this Parthian heritage to the revolts of the Karinid Maziyar in
Tabaristan and Babak-i Khurramdin in Azarbayjan, assessing the connections
of these to the cultural heritage that we perceive to have affected the <Abba-
sid revolutionaries. A word needs to be said about the issues that instigated this
study, and further remarks about the author’s methodology, before we proceed.

The problem

In 1992, Walter Kaegi wrote his magisterial work Byzantium and the Early Is-
lamic Conguests. Here he provided an explanatory exposé of the rationale be-
hind his opus. “For some scholars of Islamic history,” he wrote, “this subject
may appear to be ill-conceived, because for them there is no reason why the
Muslims should not have defeated and supplanted Byzantium. No adequate
Byzantine historical research exists on these problems, certainly none that in-
cludes the use of untranslated Arabic sources.”® In 1981, Fred M. Donner
had already written The Early Islamic Conguests, a work that in the tradition
of nearly a century of highly erudite scholarship sought not only to “provide
a new interpretation of the Islamic conquest movement, ... [but also to argue
that] Muhammad’s career and the doctrines of Islam revolutionized both the
ideological bases and the political structures of Arabian society, to the extent

24See footnote 77.

ZFor the historical boundaries of Media, see Dandamayev, M. and Medvedskaya, 1., ‘Media’,
in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, New York, 2007 (Dandamayev and Medvedskaya
2007).

26K aegi, Walter, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conguests, Cambridge University Press, 1992
(Kaegi 1992), pp. 1-2.



INTRODUCTION

that they transformed ... the face of ... a large part of the globe.”” Kaegi and
Donner’s works are symptomatic of the state of the field in late antique studies.
For, at the very least during the past half century, the late antique and early me-
dieval history of Iran has found itself in a paradigmatic quagmire of research,
where the parameters of the field have been set by Byzantinists and Arabists.?®
While a host of erudite scholars continue to exert their efforts in disentangling
the perplexing questions surrounding the nature and rise of the Arabo-Islamic
polity and its dizzying successes, and while a number of erudite works have
addressed aspects of Sasanian history, except for general observations and arti-
ficial asides, no one has bothered to address the Arab conquest of Iran and its
aftermath from a Sasanian perspective.

The last magnum opus on Sasanian history was Christensen’s Lran sous
les Sassanides, published in 1936. The path for all subsequent research on
the Sasanians, including that of Christensen, however, had already been paved
by the masterpiece of the nineteenth-century semitist, philologist, and classi-
cist, Theodore Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden,
which appeared in 1879.%° If Noldeke had been the father of Sasanian studies,
however, it was the Christensenian thesis that had set the subsequent paradigm
for Sasanian historiography. Building on Noldeke’s work, and using the then
available primary sources of Sasanian history—sources which belong predom-
inantly to the third and partly to the sixth centuries only—and relying more
or less credulously on the X“aday-Namag tradition of Sasanian historiography
and other secondary accounts of this history, Christensen argued that the rise
of Sasanians, after their defeat of the Arsacids in the third century, heralded
a new epoch in Iranian history. From this period onward, and through most
of their subsequent history, some lapses notwithstanding, argued Christensen,
the Sasanians were able to establish a highly efficient and centralized system of

Y Donner, Fred M., The Early Islamic Conguests, Princeton University Press, 1981 (Donner 1981),
p. ix and p. 8, respectively.

28To give the reader a sense of this, one needs only mention the impressive series launched by
Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs, in which, in multi-volume format, the author has thus far
treated the fifth and sixth centuries of this relationship. Shahid, Irfan, Byzantium and the Arvabs
in the Sixth Century, Volume 1, Part 1: Political and Military History, Dumbarton Oaks Research
Library and Collection, Washington, 1995 (Shahid 1995). Equally remarkable for the depth of its
scholarship, is the series edited by Averil Cameron on The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East.
In this series see, for example, Cameron, Averil and Conrad, Lawrence 1. (eds.), The Byzantine
and Early Islamic Near East, III: States, Resources and Armies, Princeton, 1995, papers of the Third
Workshop on Late Antiquity and Early Islam (Cameron and Conrad 1995). An article by Zeev
Rubin on the reforms of Khusrow I is included in the volume mentioned here. It must be said that
the proclivity of the majority of Iranists, who in the wake of the Iranian revolution of 1978-79
have been obsessed with the modern and contemporary history of Iran, has also exacerbated this
void in the field. Those who, like the present author, adhere to a long durée conceptualization of
pre-modern history, will reckon that on some fundamental level, the implications of the present
work also engage contemporary Iranian history.

29%e will use here the second edition, Christensen 1944.

ONG6ldeke, Theodore, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden, Leiden, 1879
(Noldeke 1879).
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government in which the monarchs functioned as the supreme rulers of the
land.’! The lapses, Christensen argued, were significant and occasioned by de-
centralizing forces exerted on the monarchy by the various strata of the nobil-
ity of the empire, some of whom were of Parthian origin. In spite of these
recurrent lapses, one of which incidentally, as he himself admitted, continued
through most of the fourth century, Christensen insisted that the Sasanians
were always able to reassert their control and rule their empire as a centralized
monarchical system. The height of this monarchical power came with Khus-
row I Nowshirvan (531-579), who implemented a series of important reforms
in the wake of another surge of the nobility’s power and the revolutionary Maz-
dakite uprisings. Through these reforms Khusrow I was able to inaugurate one
of the most splendid phases of Sasanian history. In the tradition of Ardashir I
(224-241) and Shapur I (241-271), this exemplary king restored the normative
dimensions of Sasanian kingship: a powerful, centralized monarchy capable of
mustering its resources in order to ameliorate and stabilize the internal con-
ditions of the realm, maintain its boundaries, and, when appropriate, launch
expansionist policies. What had happened to the centrifugal forces of prior cen-
turies, most importantly, to those of the powerful Parthian nobility? Allegedly,
in the process of his reforms, Khusrow I had metamorphosed these into a “no-
bility of the robe,” bereft of any substantive authority. Meanwhile, in the late
sixth century, for some inexplicable reason, two major rebellions sapped the
power of the centralizing Sasanian monarchs, the rebellions of Bahram-i Chu-
bin (590-591) and Vistahm (595-600). Curiously, both rebellions were launched
by Parthian dynastic families. Unexpectedly, the Parthians had come to ques-
tion the very legitimacy of the Sasanian kings. For a while they even usurped
Sasanian kingship. The Mihranid Bahram-i Chubin forced the Sasanian king
Khusrow II Parviz to take refuge in the bosoms of their ancient enemies, the
Byzantines. The Ispahbudhan Vistahm carved, for all practical purposes, an
independent realm in an extensive stretch of territory that ran from Khurasan
to Azarbayjan. Even more Parthian insurgencies followed in the wake of these.
Such outright rebellion against the legitimacy of the kingship of the house of
Sasan was unprecedented in the annals of Sasanian history. What is more, it
was in the wake of the presumably successful and forceful centralizing reforms
of Khusrow I that this trend was established. What had happened? Had Khus-
row I not sapped the authority of the powerful Parthian families? Why had
they come to question the very legitimacy of Sasanian kingship, unleashing
havoc at the height of Sasanian supremacy? The Christensenian thesis could
not address this. Neither could it address the reasons why the last Sasanian
monarch of substantial power, Khusrow II Parviz (591-628), the same monarch
during whose rule the Sasanian empire was poised for world dominion, was
suddenly to lose not only the war, but his very head by 628 CE. Christensen,
likewise, did not address the subsequent turbulent history of the Sasanians in

31 A more in depth analysis of his thesis will be given in §2.1.1.
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any great detail. For him, as for all subsequent scholars of Sasanian history, the
period from 628 to the last feeble Sasanian king, Yazdgird IIT (632-651), was
simply too chaotic to be amenable to any systematic research. Christensen’s
magnificent opus, therefore, stopped with the ascension of Yazdgird III, which
was presumably when the Arab conquests had begun according to him and sub-
sequent scholars of Sasanian history. And so the Christensenian reconstruction
of Sasanian history came to an abrupt, perplexing end, leaving the student of
Sasanian history baffled by the inexplicable spiraling demise of the dynasty.
One of the primary sources which Christensen had used in order to arrive
at this thesis was an official historiography, patronized by the Sasanians and
known as the X“aday-Namag, or the Book of Kings. The Sasanians, in fact,
were the first to promote a literary account of Iranian history.*> Through this
official historiography, the Iranian national history was traced from the first
mythic Iranian monarch, Kaytmarth,* to the last Sasanian king, Yazdgird IIL.
While patronizing this national history, however, the Sasanians also undertook
another feat: they deleted most of the annals of their defeated foes, the Arsacids
(250 BCE-224 CE), from the pages of history, cutting in half the duration of
their rule. In Das iranische Nationalepos, Noldeke had already argued that in
spite of this Sasanian censorial effort at deleting Arsacid history, the accounts
of particular, powerful, Parthian families do appear in the pages of the Iranian
national history. Thus, while there is next to nothing left of the history of the
Arsacids in the X¥aday-Namag tradition, several Parthian families did superim-
pose their histories during the Arsacid period onto the heroic sections of the
Iranian national history.>* While Néldeke and others underlined the contin-
ued cultural and political legacy of the Parthians to Sasanian history, and while
some, including Christensen, even highlighted the continued presence of par-
ticular Parthian families in the course of Sasanian history, the Christensenian
paradigm of Sasanian history continued to hold sway: with the defeat of the Ar-
sacids and the murder of Ardavan in 224 CE, the Sasanians inaugurated a new
era in Iranian history, establishing a centralized, étatiste, imperial power which,
in collaboration with the clergy, imposed an orthodox creed on the flock living
in its territories. But this was precisely the image that the Sasanians wanted
to present of themselves. It might have been constructed under the influence
of the model of caesaropapism effected in Byzantium from the fourth century.
This étatiste model can certainly not be substantiated with reference to the pri-
mary sources of Sasanian history, for these, belonging primarily to the third

32Yarshater, Ehsan, ‘Tranian National History’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of
Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(1), pp. 359-477, Cambridge University
Press, 1983b (Yarshater 1983b).

31n the Iranian religious tradition, Kay@imarth or Gayomart, literally meaning the mortal man,
was the protoplast of man. See Shaki, Mansour, ‘Gayomart’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia
Iranica, New York, 2007a (Shaki 2007a).

34Shahbazi refers to this as the Ctesian method of historical writing, that is, the superimposition
of contemporary histories onto remote antiquity.
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and the sixth centuries, are far too disjointed to give us a picture of the nature
of Sasanian administrative polity throughout its history.

Yet the X“aday-Namag image of the Sasanians was uncritically accepted by
Christensen and adopted by those who followed him. So convinced were they
by the Sasanian censorial effort in deleting Arsacid history, and so accepting
were they of the Sasanians’ view of themselves as a benevolent and centralized
monarchy, that none paid any heed to the implications of Néldeke’s observa-
tion. When and how, then, had the Parthians engaged in their own historio-
graphical endeavors in the official histories patronized by the Sasanians? One
must certainly reckon with the oral dimension of Parthian historiography dur-
ing the Arsacid period, as the late matriarch of Zoroastrian studies, Mary Boyce,
underlined in her study of the Parthian Gosans.® Yet this does not explain ev-
erything. For if the accounts of Arsacid history were deleted from the pages
of the Sasanian X“aday-Namag histories and if the few Parthian families that
existed under the Sasanians were ultimately under the ératiste pressure of the
Sasanian polity, how then, as we shall see, were the sagas of various Parthian
families so intimately, systematically, and integrally intertwined with the stories
of successive Sasanian kings and queens in these histories? In fact, as soon as the
historical, Sasanian, section of the X%aday-Namag tradition begins to acquire
flesh, whether in the classical Arabic histories or in the Shabnama of Ferdowsi,
the Parthian dynastic families appear side-by-side of the Sasanian kings. Some
of these towering Parthian figures of Sasanian history are, moreover, depicted
very positively in the histories of the Sasanians. A corollary of the present
thesis, therefore, is that while the Sasanians were successful in deleting Arsacid
history, they seriously failed in obliterating the history of the Parthian families
from the pages of history. The Sasanians were unsuccessful in this attempt, be-
cause the Parthians co-authored substantial sections of the X“aday-Namag tradi-
tions, and they did so during the Sasanian period and most probably afterwards
as well.’® This is patently clear from an examination of the X“aday-Namag tra-
dition, which observation necessitates a word about the sources for Sasanian
history and our methodology.

Sources and methodology

To reconstruct Sasanian history one relies on the X*adiy-Namag tradition as
contained, for example, in classical Arabic historiography; on Middle Persian
sources written in the late Sasanian or early caliphal period; on Armenian,
Greek, and Syriac sources dealing with Sasanian history; and finally on coins,
seals, inscriptions, and other products of material cultural. The order of pri-
ority has been reckoned to be the reverse of what we have enumerated. These

3Boyce, Mary, ‘The Parthian Gosan and Iranian Minstrel Tradition’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 1, (1957a), pp. 10-45 (Boyce 1957a).

36Néldeke had already postulated this, but he had not examined it in any detail in his pioneering
work on the Iranian national epic.
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have been respectively termed the tertiary, secondary, and primary sources for
Sasanian history.”

Numismatists and scholars of material culture have long reprimanded histo-
rians for their inordinate emphasis and reliance on literary history, both foreign
and native, at the expense of the material sources for Sasanian history. It is not
for nothing that these latter have been considered primary for reconstructing
Sasanian history. Seals, coins, and inscriptions speak clearly, succinctly, and
usually far more reliably and explicitly than the corpora of literary narratives,
foreign or native, that suffer from layers of ideological underpinning, editorial
rewriting, and hazards of transmission over centuries. They are, therefore, cru-
cial for reconstructing Sasanian history and can serve as a gauge of the reliability
of the information that we cull from literary sources. This study makes ample
use of coins and seals. Among the latter is Rika Gyselen’s recently discovered
collection of seals pertaining to the late Sasanian period. These seals put to rest,
once and for all, the debate about the veracity of the military and administra-
tive(?) quadripartition of the Sasanian realm following the much-discussed re-
forms of Khusrow I in the sixth century.*® They are by all accounts the greatest
discovery of the past half century of primary sources for late Sasanian history;
as such they are unprecedented in terms of their implications for this history.
Remarkably, they corroborate, explicitly and concretely, our conclusions re-
garding the Parsig/Pahlav dichotomy prevalent throughout Sasanian history,
for they give clear testimony to the continued significance of this dichotomous
imperial identity late in Sasanian history.*? Recent scholarship in numismat-
ics has likewise contributed substantially to disentangling crucial episodes of
late Sasanian history. Recent works of Malik and Curtis, and Tyler-Smith on
Sasanian numismatics, in particular, have added to our understanding of the
chronologies of, respectively, the reign of the Sasanian queen Burandukht, and
the crucial battle of Qadisiya between the Arab and Iranian armies. It is only
within the context of the narrative histories at our disposal, however, that the
full ramifications of these significant recent strides in Sasanian numismatic his-
tory can be established.

While crucial, the primary sources for Sasanian history suffer from a clear
limitation: they belong predominantly to the third and sixth century, leaving a
substantial lacuna for the centuries in between. This in itself might be a telling
indicator of the course of Sasanian history and the étatiste junctures of this
history. Even numismatists acknowledge that our primary sources for Sasanian

¥ Gignous, Philippe, ‘Problémes de distinction et de priorité des sources’, in J. Harmatta (ed.),
Prolegomena to the Sources on the History of Pre-Islamic Central Asia, pp. 137-141, Budapest, 1979
(Gignoux 1979). It is not clear where exactly in Gignoux’s scheme we should put the X%aday-
Namag.

38Gyselen, Rika, The Four Generals of the Sasanian Empire: Some Sigillographic Evidence, vol. 14
of Conferenze, Rome, 2001a (Gyselen 2001a). For an enumeration of these seals, see notes 473 and
477, as well as Table 6.3 on page 470.

3Significantly, the author became apprised of these seals after she had already formed the theses
of this study based on literary narratives.
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history are remarkably disjointed and comparatively limited to begin with.*
Besides, seals, coins, and reliefs, while clarifying crucial dimensions of Sasanian
history, do not always give us a narrative. Coins and seals are not storytellers.
As such they do not provide a context within which we can evaluate the sagas
of significant personae and social collectivities powering Sasanian history. For
this we have to resort to what Gignoux has termed the secondary and tertiary
sources, the native and foreign sources for reconstructing Sasanian history.

Throughout this study we attempt to integrate—to the extent possible, but
at times in detail—the strong and pervasive interdependencies of Iranian and Ar-
menian sociopolitical, religious, and cultural history. Here, we shall underline
the crucial significance of the rule of the Arsacids (53-428 CE)*! in Armenia into
the fifth, and its legacies in the subsequent two centuries, in the context of the
Sasanian-Parthian confederacy.* To this end we make ample use of Armenian
histories in our study.* Explicit confirmation of the significant and central
contribution of the Parthian dynastic families to Sasanian history abounds in
the pages of Armenian histories.

Armenian historical writing was born under the aegis of the Christian Ar-
menian Church in the fifth century.** The birth of the Armenian alphabet,
in fact, was integrally connected to the production of Christian Armenian his-
tories. This overwhelmingly Christian dimension to Armenian historical lit-
erature, coupled with the increasing Byzantine pull on Armenia, ultimately
led to a worldview in which Armenian chroniclers systematically downplayed
the Iranian dimension of the kingdom’s political and cultural history.* Yet,
as we shall see, precisely because the heritage of Arsacid rule was a recent and
vivid memory in Armenian historical memory, the Parthian dimension of Sasa-
nian history was systematically highlighted and underlined in early Christian
Armenian historiography. As Lang, Garsoian, and Russell have been at pains
to point out, furthermore, in spite of the ideological proclivities of Armenian

“OGyselen, Rika, ‘Nouveaux matériaux’, Studia Iranica 24, (2002), pp. 61-69 (Gyselen 2002), here
p. 180.

#For a synopsis of the history of the Arsacids in Armenia and sources for further study, see
Chaumont, M.L., ‘Armenia and Iran: The pre-Islamic Period’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopae-
dia Iranica, pp. 417-438, New York, 1991 (Chaumont 1991). Also see page 43 and footnotes 82 and
192.

“2The author has merely been able to peck at this important fount of information for Sasanian
history and the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy. It is hoped that future studies will further integrate
this crucial Armenian dimension of Sasanian history into the late antique history of Iran.

BThanks to the tireless efforts of scholars of Armenian history who have admirably edited and
translated a substantial collection of the primary sources of this history, students of the late antique
history of Iran who have no knowledge of Armenian, such as the author, can now overcome this
linguistic barrier and access this important historical corpus. These sources will be listed in the
course of this study.

#See, among others, the introduction by Robert W. Thompson to Elishe, History of Vardan and
the Armenian War, Harvard University Press, 1982, translated and commentary by R. Thomson
(Elishé 1982), pp. 1-3.

*Garsoian, Nina G., Armenia between Byzantium and the Sasanians, London, 1985b (Garsoian
1985b).
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historians, it is still possible to disentangle the pervasive Iranian undercurrents
of Armenian history.*® Pending further research, one might even postulate that
the commentaries that Christian Armenian chroniclers made on the religious
landscape of the Sasanian realm were informed more by the recent pagan her-
itage of Armenia itself than by the religious inclinations of particular Sasanian
kings, and, therefore, constituted a Christian commentary on the legacies of the
Armenian past.

Alternatively, the picture that Armenian histories painted of the religious
panorama of the Sasanian domains might have been a depiction of the religious
predilections of the Iranian Parthian dynastic families, who struck deep roots
in Armenia. In this context, we underline not only the significance of Arsacid
rule in Armenia to the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy, but also the clear evi-
dence of Mihr worship in Armenia,*” and the connection of this to the evident
prevalence of Mihr worship in the Pahlav territories in Iran. Besides Armenian
histories, selective use has also been made of other foreign sources, especially
Greek and Syriac sources relevant to the history of the Sasanians in late .

The X“aday-Namag traditions, the futih narratives, and other accounts of
Iranian national history, as they appear in classical Arabic histories,* are cen-
tral to the present study. It has long been recognized that the X“aday-Namag
traditions were incorporated into the classical Arabic histories which were com-
posed in the ninth and tenth centuries. Some of these, such as Tabar1’s (839-
923) Tarikh al-Rusul wa ’l-Muliik (Annales),* Balami’s (d. between 992 and 997)
Tarikh,® Thaalibr’s (961-1038) Ghurar Akbbar Mulik al-Furs wa Siyarihim,>!
Dinawart’s (d. between 894 and 903) Akhbar al-Tiwal,>* Ibn Balkht’s Farsnama
(written sometime between 1105 and 1116),> and, finally, Ya«qubr’s (d. early
tenth century) Tarikh,>* incorporate the X¥aday-Namag traditions systemati-
cally. We regularly resort to these in order to reconstruct Sasanian history. The
most important of these works are those of Tabari and Tha<alib1.>

#6Lang, David M., ‘Iran, Armenia, and Georgia’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History
of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(1), pp. 505-537, Cambridge University
Press, 1983 (Lang 1983); Garsoian 1985b; Russell, James R., ‘Armenia and Iran: IIT Armenian Reli-
gion’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 438-444, New York, 1991 (Russell 1991).

#Russell, James R., ‘On the Armeno-Iranian Roots of Mithraism’, in John R. Hinnells (ed.),
Studies in Mithraism, pp. 553-565, Rome, 1990b (Russell 1990b). See §5.4.4.

*8Yarshater 1983b, pp. 360-363.

“Tabari, Muhammad b. Jarir, Tarikh al-Rusul wa ’l-Mulisk (Annales), Leiden, 1879-1901, edited
by M.J. de Goeje (Tabari 1879-1901).

S9Balami, Tarjumih-i Tarikh-i Tabari, Tehran, 1959, edited by M.]. Mashkur (Balami 1959).

S1Thadlibi, Aba Manstr, Ghurar Akbbar Mulitk al-Furs wa Siyaribim, Paris, 1900, edited by H.
Zotenberg (Tha<alibi 1900).

52 Dinawari, Abt Hanifa Ahmad, Akbbar al-Tiwal, Cairo, 1960, edited by Abd al-Mun‘im Amir
Jamal al-Din al-Shayyal (Dinawari 1960).

5Tbn Balkhi, Farsnama, Shiraz, 1995, edited by Mansur Rastgar Fasai (Ibn Balkhi 1995).

5*Yasqubi, Ahmad b. Abi Ya«qub, Ibn Wadhih qui Dicitur al-Yayibi, Historiae, Leiden, 1969,
edited by M.T. Houtsma (Yasqubi 1969). )

5For other chronicles, such as Birani, Muhammad b. Ahmad, Athar al-Bagiya, Tehran, 1984,
translated by Akbar Danasirisht (Biruni 1984), Birtuni, Muhammad b. Ahmad, The Chronology
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Among the most important sources containing the X”aday-Namag (or Book
of Kings) tradition, however, is the Shahnama of Ferdowsi (940-1019 or 1025).%
The Shahnama, the poetic epic of the scholar/poet Ferdowsi, was itself based
on a prose account compiled at the orders of a compatriot of the poet, Abu
Mansur <Abdalrazzag-i Tust (d. 962).>” One of the primary sources of the Shah-
nama-i Abi Mangiri, was, in turn, the X“aday-Namag(s). Scholars of Iran have
long admired the Shahnama as one of the greatest poetic opera of Iranian na-
tional tradition, or of any ethnic community, for that matter. For an inordi-
nate span of time, however, they have also dismissed the Shahnama as a source
for reconstructing Iranian history. Not only Iranists, but also solitary classi-
cists who touch on Sasanian history, have generally regarded the Shabnama as
merely a literary epic, worthless for reconstructing Sasanian history. The rea-
son: more than three fourths of this approximately 50,000-couplet epic poem
details mythic and legendary accounts of Iranian history. And if one were to
reckon the latter of no academic merit, one might just as well abandon the en-
tire Shahnama of Ferdowsi.”® One fourth of the book, however, presumes to
detail Sasanian history. What do we do with this? Until quite recently, when
Zeev Rubin reprimanded the field, Iranists threw the ill-fated baby out with
the bathwater. And why did they do this? Because its medium was poetic and
as such it was presumed to take poetic license and hence more liberties than,
say, the works of Ibn Farazdaq, Ibn Ishaq, or Tabari, the last of which, incor-
porating the X¥aday-Namag tradition,” we, incidentally, do use regularly for
reconstructing Sasanian history.

The present work uses the Sasanian sections of the Shabnima of Ferdow-
st systematically. And it will show that the Shahnama is not merely one of
the sources, but often the only source that provides us with details corrobo-
rating the information contained in some of the primary sources for Sasanian
history, such as the crucially significant sigillographic evidence, or in some of
the secondary sources for Sasanian history, such as the history of the Armenian
Bishop Sebeos.®® This is so because, as Omidsalar, Khaleqi Motlag, and others

of Ancient Nations, London, 1879, translation by C.E. Sachau (Biruni 1879); or Mas<udi, <Ali b.
Husayn, Muraj al-Dhahab wa Masadin al-Jawhar, Paris, 1869, edited by Barbier de Meynard (Mas-udi
1869), which provide other significant information pertaining to Sasanian history, see Yarshater
1983b, pp. 360-363.

5Shahbazi, Shapur, Ferdowsi: A Critical Bibliography, Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Har-
vard University Press, 1991d (Shahbazi 1991d).

For Abt Manstr, see, among others, Motlagh, Djalal Khaleghi, “Yiki Mihtari Bud Gardan-fa-
raz’, Majallib-i Danishkadih-i Adabiyat o Ulam-i Insani-i Danishgah-i Ferdowsi 13, (1977), pp. 197-
215 (Motlagh 1977); and Pourshariati, Parvaneh, Franian Tradition in Tus and the Arab Presence in
Khurasan, Ph.D. thesis, Columbia University, 1995 (Pourshariati 1995), Ch. II.

58 Naturally, students and scholars of Iranian myths, legends and pre-history may be justifiably
appalled by this. For they regularly appeal to the Shahnama for assessing this dimension of Ira-
nian history and identity. Besides, through the Ctesian method we will see examples of pertinent
information on Sasanian history hidden even within these legendary tales.

5 Noldeke 1879, pp. xxi-xxii apud Yarshater 1983b, p. 360.

9Sebeos 1999.
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have warned us, Ferdowst in fact slavishly followed the sources which had been
entrusted to him in order to compile his opus on Iranian national history.!

As we shall be investigating the Arab conquest of Iranian territories, the fu-
tup narratives of classical Islamic historiography become essential to our study.
As Albrecht Noth notes, an overwhelming majority of histories that deal with
the period of the first four caliphs, also deal with the theme of the Arab con-
quest of territories outside Arabia.®? These are designated under the rubric of
futah narratives.® Examining the futih narratives in the context of the X“aday-
Namag historiography, we shall establish that Noth’s contention that Iran is
a primary theme in classical Arab historiography is unmistakably valid. We
shall also underline the ways in which the introduction of the hijra, annalis-
tic, and caliphal structures of historical writing, as they appear in the works of
Tabari and those who followed him, have seriously undermined the chronol-
ogy of the early Arab conquest of Sasanian territories as well as that of early
Islamic history. Nevertheless, here we highlight the substantial reliability and
the tremendous value of Sayf b. <Umar’s account, upon which Tabari and later
authors predominantly based themselves, in his retention of the primary theme of
Iran in his narrative of the early conquest of Iraq. We shall demonstrate that a
critical juxtaposition of the X“aday-Namag traditions with the futuh narratives
not only disentangles the complex web of the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy,
but does so for a crucial juncture in Sasanian history: the early Arab conquest of
the Sasanian territories in Iraq. This is one of the numerous instances where we
resort to Armenian histories in order to gauge the reliability of the conclusions
that we have reached.

For a variety of reasons having to do with the nature of classical Islamic
historiography, Crone once remarked that the “obvious way to tackle early Is-
lamic history is ... prosopographical,” and proceeded to do this in her Slaves
on Horses: The Evolution of Islamic Polity.** A year after these words appeared
in print, so did Donner’s work, The Early Islamic Conguests, where he likewise
engaged in a prosopographical study of important Arab figures of early Islamic
history, specifically those who had participated in the conquest of the Fertile
Crescent. In contrast, in the translated volume of Tabari’s work dealing with
the early Arab conquest of Iraq, a majority of the important Iranian figures

61Omidsalar, Mahmoud, “The Text of Ferdowsi’s ShAhnama and the Burden of the Past’, Journal
of the American Oriental Society 118, (1998), pp. 63-68, review of Olga M. Davidson’s Poet and Hero
in the Persian Book of Kings (Omidsalar 1998); Omidsalar, Mahmoud, ‘Unburdening Ferdowst’,
Journal of the American Oriental Society 116, (1996), pp. 235-242 (Omidsalar 1996); Omidsalar,
Mahmoud, ‘Could al-Thaslibi Have Used the Shahnama as a Source?’, in Jostarhay-i Shahnama-
shinasi, pp. 113-126, Tehran, 2002 (Omidsalar 2002); Motlagh, Djalal Khaleghi, ‘Badihih Sarayi-i
Shafahi va Shahnama’, in Jostarhay-i Shahnama-shinast, pp. 153-167, Tehran, 2002 (Motlagh 2002).

2Noth, Albrecht, The Early Arabic Historical Tradition: A Source Critical Study, Princeton, 1994,
second edition in collaboration with Lawrence I. Conrad, translated by Michael Bonner (Noth
1994), p. 31.

83 For a more detailed discussion, see §3.1.1 below.

*Crone, Patricia, Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of Islamic Polity, Cambridge University Press,
1980 (Crone 1980), here, p. 16.
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appearing in Sayf b. <Umar’s narrative have been reckoned to be creations of
Sayf’s fertile imagination.®> Sayf, it appears, comfortably and systematically
concocted [ranian names and genealogies. The resultant prosopographical map
that we have been left with is one in which the Arabs fight a host of ghosts in
Iranian territories. And as ghosts cannot be active participants in any history,
it is not clear whom precisely the Arabs fought in their wars of conquest in
the Sasanian territories. The present work indulges in a heavy dose of proso-
pographical research in order to bring back to life the ghosts of the Iranian
protagonists in late antique Iranian history, specifically those of Parthian ances-
try. The reader must bear with us as we attempt to reconstruct these in the
course of our narrative.

Prosopographical research on the late antique history of Iran, however, es-
pecially when we are dealing with the Iranian side of things, is complicated by
the nature of the sources with which we have to deal. Except in minor, but
crucial, instances, our primary sources are of comparatively much less use than
our foreign and native literary sources. These latter, in turn, have their own
shortcomings, for whether we cull our data from the Armenian, Greek, Syr-
iac, or classical Arabic sources, including the futih narratives, or even from the
X¥aday-Namag traditions, the fact remains that they have been handed down
to us through centuries of transmission and after undergoing transformations
at the hands of authors not at home in Middle Persian naming practice. Con-
sequently, depending on the source, the names of important Iranian historical
figures have been metamorphosed through the languages in which they have
been carried. As we shall see, the Shahnama of Ferdowsi—apart from some
mild use of poetic license—comes closest to the original Pahlavi rendition of
these names. The inflation of titles in Sasanian political and administrative
culture exacerbates this problem. Particularly in Greek and Arabic sources,
the titles of significant personae of Sasanian history are at times confused with
their personal names. To complicate matters, in Arabic texts the names of im-
portant figures are often Arabicized. What aids us significantly in disentangling
this confusing web in which Middle Persian names have been bastardized, and
in identifying figures appearing in different sources under various names, ti-
tles, or epithets, however, is the crucial importance of genealogical heritage in
Sasanian history. If tribal traditions ensured the retention of identities in early
Arabic histories—albeit we know too well of forged genealogies—so too the ag-
natic social structure of Iran in late antiquity, and the crucial significance of
belonging to an agnatic family, guaranteed the preservation of ancestral lines in
Sasanian history.®® Genealogies were not simply the obsession of Arab genealo-
gists. The upper crust of the hierarchical Iranian society, especially the Parthian
dynastic families, were also adept at it. As this work deals with the saga of these
families, it also serves as a prosopographical investigation into the fortunes of

5Tabari, The Challenge to the Empires, vol. X1 of The History of Tabari, Albany, 1993, translated
and annotated by Khalid Yahya Blankinship (Tabari 1993).
66See §1.2.
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important Parthian dynastic families in Sasanian history. In the course of the
many identifications that are made, there will doubtless be some inaccuracies
and inconsistencies. These will not detract, however, from the greater scheme
that the author is proposing, namely, the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy.

A word remains to be said about what this work does not purport to be.
This is not a work on Sasanian administrative history, nor the much neglected
domain of Sasanian economic history. For the former, the standard works
remain those of Christensen, Rika Gyselen, and a host of other scholars of
Sasanian history. The economic history of the Sasanian empire continues to
remain a barren field and, unfortunately, we shall not rectify this.*” While
the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy and the general contours of the dynastic so-
ciopolitical arrangement in Sasanian history will be investigated through the
course of the present study, the precise administrative mechanisms through
which this Sasanian-Parthian confederacy came to be implemented lie beyond
its scope. This study is likewise not a detailed investigation of Sasanian reli-
gious life. While we stand by our postulate regarding the Mithraic dimensions
of Parthian religiosity in the Sasanian period, and while we hope to offer signifi-
cant insights into the religious inclinations of some of the Parthian families, this
is a study neither of Mihr worship, nor of the precise nature of the Mihr wor-
ship prevailing among various Parthian families. All that we are proposing is
that there is substantial evidence for the popularity of Mihr worship in the kist-2
kbwarasan and kist-i adurbadagan of the Sasanian domains and among particu-
lar Parthian families, and that this Pahlav version of Mihr worship was distinct
from the place of Mihr not only in the orthodox Mazdean creed, but also in
that which was current among the Sasanians (Parsig). And even here one must
probably reckon with the religious inclinations of particular Sasanian kings. In
bringing to bear the results of the recent fascinating research on the Sasanian
religious landscape, and while discussing evidence of Mihr worship among the
Pahlav, it is hoped that subsequent scholarship on the post-conquest®® religious
history of Iran will reckon with the multifarious religious landscape of the Sasa-
nian empire.*” For at some point we need to abandon the notion, still prevalent

7 Except sporadically and in passing, moreover, scholarship has yet to engage the dialectic of the
natural environment and human agency in Sasanian history. Michael Morony and Fred M. Don-
ner’s works, as well as Christensen, Peter, The Decline of Iranshabr: Irrigation and Environments in
the History of the Middle East 500 B.C. to 1500 A.D., Copenhagen, 1993b (Christensen 1993b), are
valuable exceptions to this.

98] owe this terminology to my good friend and colleague Dr. Asef Kholdani. As the process of
conversion in Iran took many centuries to complete, the dichotomous conceptualization of history
of Iran into pre-Islamic and Islamic periods seems unwarranted and superficial for the purposes of
this study. As this study hopes to establish, the political and cultural currents of Iranian history in
the period under study fall more properly into late antique history of Iran, the Islamic periodization
marking an artificial watershed imposed on this history.

%The multifarious character of Islamic sectarian movements in early medieval Iran is itself a
testimony to the source which fed it. Madelung, Wilferd, Religious Trends in Early Islamic Iran,
Albany, 1988 (Madelung 1988); Madelung, Wilferd, Religious and Ethnic Movements in Medieval
Islam, Brookfield, 1992 (Madelung 1992); Madelung, Wilferd, Religions Schools and Sects in Medieval
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in some corners, that the strict hold of an orthodox Zoroastrian religious cul-
ture on its flock eased the way for the conversion of Iranians into a coherently
formed and egalitarian Muslim creed. A systematic methodology for investi-
gating the course of conversion in Iran,” and detailed studies of a host of other
issues in late antique history of Iran are yet to be devised and undertaken. While
this remains to be the case, we need only to acknowledge, as does the present
author, that our investigations of late antique history of Iran are preliminary.

Offering a number of dissenting perspectives, this study picks many fights.
But it does so in the habit of a rebellious disciple indulging in a zandik reading
of the orthodox creed. For in the final analysis, it has been the nurturing of the
latter that has paved the way for the present analysis. This debt will become
apparent in the course of this study.

Islam, London, 1985 (Madelung 1985).

79The only viable study on this crucial topic thus far remains Bulliet, Richard W., Conversion
to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quantitative History, Harvard University Press, 1979
(Bulliet 1979). See our discussion in §6.2; also see Choksy, Jamsheed K., Conflict and Cooperation:
Zoroastrian Subalterns and Muslim Elites in Medieval Iranian Society, Columbia University Press,
1997 (Choksy 1997).

18



CHAPTER 1

Preliminaries

1.1 The Arsacids

ometime before the middle of the third century BCE, an Iranian people
S known as the Dahae”! appear in our records on the southeastern borders of
the Caspian Sea.”? To this region they ultimately gave their name, the land of
the Dahae, or Dihistan. Shortly thereafter, a group of these, known as the Parni,
entered the Iranian plateau through the corridor established by the Atrak” val-
ley in the mountainous regions of northeastern Iran. Somewhere here, in the
ancient city of Asaak,”* they established their capital. In Asaak, around 247
BCE, they crowned their king, Arsaces (Ashk) L.

What had facilitated these momentous events was the turmoil that had en-
gulfed the comparatively short-lived, post-Alexandrian, Seleucid kingdom of
Iran,” and the rebellions that had erupted against the Seleucids—preoccupied

"1For the Dahae, see de Blois, F. and Vogelsang, W., ‘Dahae’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopae-
dia Iranica, pp. 581-582, New York, 1991 (de Blois and Vogelsang 1991).

72Which territories comprised the original homeland of the Dahae and their settlements have
been the subject of intense debate in recent scholarship. See footnote 94 below.

73The Atrak is a river in northeastern Iran, in the region of Khurasan. Following a northwest
and subsequently a southwest course, the Atrak river flows into the Caspian Sea. See Bosworth,
C.E., ‘Atrak’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, New York, 2007a (Bosworth 2007a).

"#The precise location of Asaak is open to dispute. It has been postulated, however, that it was
somewhere near the modern city of Quchan in the Atrak valley.

75 After defeating the Achaemenid Darius IIT in 331 BCE, Alexander conquered Iran and the
regions to the east. Upon his return from India, he died in Mesopotamia in 323 BCE. After Alexan-
der’s death, the eastern parts of the conquered regions, including Iran, fell into the hands of one
of his generals, Seleucus, who subsequently established the Seleucid empire. The Seleucids, how-
ever, became a western-oriented empire from early on. As Bickerman remarks, Seleucus’ transfer
of his headquarters to the newly established city of Antioch in Syria in 300 BCE, was a momen-
tous decision that “changed the course of Iranian history.” Bickerman, E., “The Seleucid Period’,
in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods,
vol. 3(1), Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Bickerman 1983), p. 4. Thereafter, the Seleucids lost
their Iranian possessions “within a period of roughly fifteen years from 250 to 235 BCE.” See Shah-
bazi, Shapur, Schipmman, K., Alram, M., Boyce, Mary, and Toumanoff, C., ‘Arsacids’, in Ehsan
Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 525-546, New York, 1991 (Shahbazi et al. 1991), here
p. 525.
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in Egypt and Syria—in Bactria (Balkh) and Khurasan.”® Taking advantage of
the unsettled situation in the east, the Parni moved on to take over the province
(satrapy) that—at least since the Achaemenid period—had come to be known
as Parthava.”” This was around 238 BCE. Shortly afterwards, they also con-
quered Hyrcania. Hyrcania, an extensive territory to the east of the Caspian
Sea, included the regions later known as Gurgan (the land of the wolves) as
well as Tabaristan.”® Thenceforth, together with Parthava, the province of
Hyrcania/Gurgan became one of the most important centers of the Dahae
(Parni).

After their king, the dynasty that this group of the Parni established came
to be known as the Arsacids (Persian Ashkaniyan). After the new region which
they occupied as their homeland, they came to be known as the Parthians, that
is, the people of Parthava. The Parthians, then, were the collectivity—composed
of many large agnatic families”—of the Iranian people that entered the plateau
in the middle of the third century BCE. The term Parthian, in other words, is an
Iranian ethnicon that has been coined after a territory, Parthava. The Arsacids,
on the other hand, were the particular branch of the Parthians that came to rule
Iran. Arsacid, therefore, is a dynastic name.

By 170 BCE, the Arsacids had consolidated their rule in the southern re-
gions of the Caspian Sea.®® The rule of one of their greatest kings, Mithradates
(Mihrdad) I (171-138 BCE), saw further expansions to the west against the Seleu-
cids, and later against Rome. By 148 BCE, they had conquered the important
and ancient region of Media in western Iran. And by 141 BCE, Mithradates
I’s power was recognized as far as the ancient city of Uruk in Mesopotamia.®!
Around this time, Mithradates I also conquered the important Seleucid city
Seleucia, where he crowned himself king. By this time, Arsacid power in
Mesopotamia was beyond doubt. In the process the Arsacids had made another
crucial conquest: the conquest of Armenia.

Ultimately, Arsacid rule (247 BCE-224 CE) over Iran and Mesopotamia
lasted for more than four and a half centuries—more than their predecessors,
the Achaemenids (559-330 BCE), or their successors, the Sasanians (224-651
CE). As we shall see in the course of this study, their control of Armenia

76Besides the rebellion in Bactria, the most important uprising was that of the Seleucid satrap
(governor) of Parthava and Hyrcania, Andragoras, who rebelled against his Seleucid overlord, Anti-
ochus II, around 245 BCE. It has been suggested, though not without controversy, that Andragoras
himself was probably a Persian, his original old Persian name being Narisanka. For Andragoras, see
Frye, Richard N., ‘Andragoras’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, p. 26, New York,
1991 (Frye 1991), p. 26.

77The boundaries of the province of Parthava were subject to change depending on the political
situation in which the region found itself. As a general rule of thumb, it might be said to have
included the provinces of Khurasan and Hyrcania.

78Bivar, AD.H., ‘Gorgan’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, New York, 2007a
(Bivar 2007a).

79For the agnatic social structure of Iranian society, see §1.2 below.

$0Shahbazi et al. 1991.

81Shahbazi et al. 1991.
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also lasted for close to four centuries.®? The Parthians remained the greatest
unconquered foes of the imperialistic Romans through most of their rule. Any
impartial observer of antiquity ought to have reckoned them as the equals of the
Romans during this period. Early in the twentieth century some began to rec-
ognize this. Debevoise remarked in 1931, for example, that “the most cursory
examination of the [classical] literature ... [underlined the fact] that Parthia
was no second-rate power in the minds of the ancients ... Poet and historian,
dramatist and technician, all speak of the military and political strength of the
Arsacidae. Collections of Latin inscriptions teem with references to Parthia. It
was frankly admitted that there were but two great powers in the world: Rome
and Parthia.”®

Debevoise’s sentiments, however, reflected a very new trend in scholarship.
For prior to this, the Parthians were the subjects of some of the most partial
scholarly accounts. They were thus considered the barbarian hordes of anti-
quity.3* As late as 1977 they were still characterized as the political “clowns of

82 After the conquest of Armenia by the Arsacids, the Arsacid king Vologeses (Valakhsh I, 51-78),
appointed his younger brother, Tiridates, to the Armenian throne in 62 CE. This junior branch of
the Arsacids remained in power in Armenia until the Sasanians conquered the region under Sha-
pur I (241-272). The Sasanian king then appointed his brother Hormozd-Ardashir as governor of
Armenia. While Armenia remained a bone of contention between the Romans and the Parthians
and, subsequently, the Byzantines and the Sasanians throughout its history, after a short hiatus,
Arsacid rule was restored in Armenia under Bahram II (276-293) in 286-87. The Arsacids continued
to rule Armenia until 428 when their kingdom was officially abolished (see footnote 192). As
Garsoian underlines, therefore, there is no question that the “Armenian Arsacids were a junior
branch of the Parthian royal house.” Garsoian, Nina G., ‘Prolegomena to a Study of the Iranian
Aspect of Arsacid Armenia’, in Armenia berween Byzantium and the Sasanians, pp. 1-46, London,
1985e (Garsoian 1985e), p. 3.

$Debevoise, Neilson C., ‘Parthian Problems’, The American Journal of Semitic Languages and
Literature 47, (1931), pp. 73-82 (Debevoise 1931), here, p. 74. Debevoise also gives a good summary
of the extant, and unfortunately lost, classical literature dealing with the Parthians.

84 After the publication of Rawlison, George, The Sixth Oriental Monarchy, or The Geography, His-
tory, and Antiquities of Parthia, Collected and lllustrated from Ancient and Modern Sources, New York,
1837 (Rawlison 1837), the first serious attempt at critically examining Parthian history was under-
taken by Neilson Debevoise. In 1931, in an article entitled ‘Parthian Problems’, Debevoise first
articulated the results of his research, and the problems confronting scholars interested in Parthian
history; this was followed seven years later by Debevoise, Neilson C., A Political History of Parthia,
Chicago University Press, 1938 (Debevoise 1938). In the early 1960s, there also appeared Lozinski,
Philip, The Original Homeland of the Parthians, ’s-Gravenhage, 1959 (Lozinski 1959); Ghirshman,
Roman, Persian Art, Parthian and Sassanian Dynasties 249 B.C.-651 A.D., New York, 1962, trans-
lated by Stuart Gilbert and James Emmons (Ghirshman 1962); and Neusner, J., ‘Parthian Political
Ideology’, Iranica Antigua 3, (1963), pp. 40-59 (Neusner 1963). Debevoise’s work, however, re-
mained the standard on the topic. In 1967, Colledge published Colledge, Malcolm A.R., The Parthi-
ans, New York, 1967 (Colledge 1967), and two decades later Colledge, Malcolm A.R., The Parthian
Period, Leiden, 1986 (Colledge 1986). Most recently, other works have appeared: Schippmann,
Klaus, Grundziige der parthischen Geschichte, Darmstadt, 1980 (Schippmann 1980); translated into
Persian as Schippmann, Klaus, Mabani-i Tarikh-i Partiyan, Tehran, 2005, translation of Schippmann
1980 by Houshang Sadighi (Schippmann 2005); Wiesehofer, Josef, Das Partherreich und seine Zeng-
nisse: The Arsacid Empire: Sources and Documentation, Stuttgart, 1998 (Wiesehdfer 1998); Brunner,
Christopher, ‘Geographical and Administrative Divisions: Settlements and Economy’, in Ehsan
Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2),
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the millennium.”®> And until recently, when Soviet archaeological investiga-
tions in Dihistan, Transoxiana, and the surrounding regions led to the discover-
ies of ancient, settled civilizations and communities,® the nomadic background
of the Parthians was established wisdom, as was their want of any notable cul-
tural and political legacy to posterity.

The Arsacids, we are told, never really committed their history to writ-
ing.¥” The skewed image through which they had been presented, therefore,
was partly a legacy of Rome, of the ambivalence with which the classical au-
thors had represented their enemies. Another group of foes, however, were
equally and centrally involved in drawing this dismal image of Parthians and
their history. These were an Iranian people, the Persis, the early migrants to
the Iranian plateau who had settled in the region of Fars (Pars) in southwestern
Iran, from much prior to the arrival of the Parni—at least a millennium before
the common era.3% Many centuries later, it was from this same region of Fars,
with its tradition of hostility toward Parthava, that the Sasanians hailed. And,
thus, having defeated the Parthians in the early third century, the Sasanians also
inherited the added antagonism of the Persis toward their conquered foes, the
Arsacids.®” While the Arsacids had presumably left us few written records of
their history,”® under the patronage of the Sasanians the first history of Iran, in-
cluding what little they had left of Arsacid history, was committed to writing:
in the X“aday-Namag or Book of Kings.”!

Literary sources for Parthian history, therefore, are predominantly based on
these two sets of hostile historical sources with all the problems contained in
them.”? In the combined hands of modern classicists, who had based themselves

pp- 747-778, Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Brunner 1983); Bivar, A.D.H., “The Political His-
tory of Iran under the Arsacids’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid,
Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(1), Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Bivar 1983); Wolski,
J6zef, Lempire des Arsacides, Leuven, 1993 (Wolski 1993); and Wissemann, Michael, Die Parther in
der augusteischen Dichtung, Frankfurt, 1982 (Wissemann 1982).

85Keall, E.J., ‘Political, Economic, and Social Factors on the Parthian Landscape of Mesapotamia
and Western Iran’, Bibliotheca Mesopotamica 7 (Keall 1977), p. 81, cited in Wenke, Robert J., ‘Ely-
means, Parthians, and the Evolution of Empires in Southwestern Iran’, Journal of the American
Oriental Sociery 101, (1981), pp. 303-315 (Wenke 1981), here p. 303, n. 5.

86Schippmann 1980; see footnote 94.

87See in this context our discussion of sources on pages 10 and 459, as well as Boyce 1957a.

88The Achaemenids, for instance, were Persis.

89See also our discussion at the beginning of §5.1.

%The many epic traditions and romances which have a clear Parthian provenance, such as Vis o
Ramin, Samak-i Ayyar, and others, should warn us against taking this too literally.

91See also page 171ff below.

92The wealth of the sources pertaining to Parthian history is in material culture, specifically nu-
mismatic evidence. Besides recent archaeological investigations, through which, for instance, the
ostraca of Nisa (near modern Ashkabad), have been found, there are papyri from the western regions
of Iran and Dura Europos (see footnote 2250) as well as Chinese sources. It should be mentioned,
however, that archaeological investigations of Parthian homelands, Khurasan and Tabaristan, have
been practically nonexistent. Besides the sources listed above, also see Lukonin, V.G., ‘Political, So-
cial and Administrative Institutions: Taxes and Trade’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History
of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2), pp. 119-120, Cambridge University
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on classical authors, and modern Iranists, some of whom uncritically accepted
the X%aday-Namag versions of Iranian history, the Parthians thus suffered, at
best, from collective historical amnesia and, at worst, from bouts of hostile
historiography.

A revival of Parthian studies in recent decades, however, has partially cor-
rected this hostile representation of the Parthians and their contributions to
the history of antiquity. Although we remain many decades behind a substan-
tive knowledge of Parthian and Arsacid rule, our previous blind spots are being
increasingly fixed.” Recent archaeological discoveries, for example, have estab-
lished that we can no longer date the beginnings of urbanization in Dihistan,
Kopet Dagh and the Murghab regions—regions in which the nuclei of the Ar-
sacid state were originally formed—to the Achaemenid or the Hellenistic peri-
ods, but to a much earlier period: the end of the third millennium BCE. By
the beginnings of the first millennium BCE, the Iron Age, the pace of urbaniza-
tion in these areas became even more rapid. The question that has now risen,
therefore, is the extent to which the Dahae partook in the advanced settled cul-
tures of these territories. What is clear, according to Schippmann and others, is
that we can no longer simply speak of the nomadic Dahae/Parni.”* Critically re-
examining our historical givens, the Parthian contribution to the contemporary
and subsequent cultures of the area have been increasingly recognized. At its
simplest, we now recognize, for example, that had it not been for the Parthian

Press, 1983 (Lukonin 1983); Widengren, Geo, ‘Sources of Parthian and Sasanian History’, in Ehsan
Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2), pp.
1261-1284, Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Widengren 1983).

93Schippmann’s work gives a very good synopsis of the state of the field in Parthian studies.
Schippmann 1980; Schippmann 2005. Disregarding conventional practice, mention also should
be made of an electronic resource, parthia.com, whose authors have done an admirable job of
presenting a bibliographic survey of works on Parthian history.

9% Archacological investigations have unearthed three major cultures, belonging to the late Bronze
Age (circa 3500-1450 BCE), in southern Turkmenistan: 1) The Dibistan culture in western Turk-
menistan, belonging to 1200-650 BCE, takes its name from the Dahae, who at some point lived in
the region. Settlements ranging from one to fifty acres and extensive irrigation networks testify to
a centralized rule. The question of whether or not this culture belonged to the Dahae, however,
has polarized scholarship. Wolski, basing himself on classical sources, argues that the Dahae only
migrated to this region in the third century BCE. In opposition to him, I. N. Chlopin has argued
that the Dahae had always lived in the eastern regions of the Caspian Sea, in ancient Hyrcania, and
that archaeological investigations in this area do not give any evidence of an aggressive inroad of
nomadic populations in the third century BCE. This culture, argues Chlopin, does in fact belong to
the Dahae; 2) The second culture, sometimes called the Namazga VI culture, was found at the base
of the Kopet Dagh mountains. Extensive settlements, some as large as 70 acres, have been found
here as well. The chronology of this culture has been traced to the third and second millennium
BCE. It has been argued that, with intermittent periods of decline, this culture reached its height in
the seventh to the fourth centuries BCE; 3) Finally, there was the culture of the Murghab, belonging
to 1500-1200 BCE. Over all, according to Schippman, we can now propose that prior to the first
millennium BCE, and in the case of Dihistan even prior to this, large political confederations did
exist in Dihistan and neighboring territories. Extensive irrigation networks, enclosed fortresses and
settlements, as well as the emergence of iron, all testify to the fact that these three cultures devel-
oped on a comparable basis, although the details of their connection to one another is not yet clear.
Schippmann 1980, pp. 78-81, Schippmann 2005, pp. 98-100.
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protection of the frontier territories in Central Asia and Caucasia, even Rome
would have suffered under the pressure of nomadic populations in these sensi-
tive corridors of the East. In art, architecture,” and even traditions of rule, the
Parthian contributions to subsequent Iranian culture and to the cultural tradi-
tions of the region as a whole are being gradually and increasingly established—
albeit at a snail’s pace—by scholarship. There is much that remains unclear
about this era of Iranian history.”® One of the least investigated dimensions
of the Parthian cultural contribution to posterity, for example, is the impact
they made on the religions of the Near East and the Mediterranean world.” A
discussion of the state-of-the-field in Parthian studies is beyond the scopes of
the present study and the reader is urged to look elsewhere for this.”® By way
of background, however, some preliminary notes about the political and social
structure of Parthian rule and their role in preserving and disseminating Iranian
national history must be given.

Political organization of the Parthian empire

As mentioned, the Arsacids were only one of the families of the collectivity that
we have come to know as Parthians, namely, the ruling family that had assumed
power with the coronation of Arsaces I. There were besides these other, impor-
tant, Parthian (Pahlav) families, who exerted tremendous power throughout the
Arsacid period. Traditionally, it is said that there were seven of these, although
this is most likely legendary. As it stands, besides significant, yet disjointed,
sets of information, the details of the histories of these other Parthian families
during the Arsacid period escape our knowledge. In fact, a substantial part of
the information that we do have on these families pertains not to their histories
during the Arsacid period, but to their saga among the Sasanians. This book is
partly an account of this latter history.

What little we do know about these Parthian families during the Arsacid
period relates to the later period of Arsacid history. Based on these, some have
argued that the Parthian families’ participation in Arsacid history had rendered
the sociopolitical and economic structures of the Arsacids feudal. As Schipp-
mann, Neusner, and others have observed, however, the matter is not so sim-
ple.”” The problem, once again, pertains to the question of sources for Arsacid
history. The dearth of sources for the early Arsacid period has been debilitating

95See, among others, Curtis, Vesta Sarkhosh, Hillenbrand, Robert, and Rogers, .M., The Art and
Archaeology of Ancient Persia: New Light on the Parthian and Sasanian Empires, British Institute of
Persian Studies, London, 1998 (Curtis et al. 1998).

%Fortunately during the past decade a thorough investigation of the Parthian numismatic and
political history has been undertaken by Farhad Assar. The scholarly community eagerly awaits
the publication of his results, as well as the volume covering the Parthian period of the History of
Zoroastrianism by Frantz Grenet and the late Mary Boyce.

9The growth and spread of Mithraism in the Roman empire took place, after all, during the
Parthian period. In a subsequent study, the author hopes to contribute to this topic.

%8For a summary bibliography, see footnote 84.

9Schippmann 1980, pp. 81-89, especially p. 88-89, Schippmann 2005, pp. 100-107; Neusner
1963.
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for scholarship. Here we are in the realm of conjectural history. Schippman
provides one scenario for this: after his coronation, Arsaces I, as the comman-
der of a small army, at once found himself sovereign not only over the Parni,
but also over the population living in the conquered territories. Arsaces had
to exert, therefore, all his efforts during this period toward strengthening his
rule. His coronation in Asaak, the establishment of this as the beginning of
the Arsacid calendar, and the minting of coinage bearing Arsaces’ effigy, are all
evidence of measures taken by the king toward solidifying his rule in these ter-
ritories. Already during this early period, however, we hear of a small number
of powerful vassals, vassals who controlled extensive tracts of land and ruled
over provinces next to the king. The lands under the control of these fami-
lies were hereditary. From the rule of Mithradates I (171-138 BCE) onward,
especially during the reign of Mithradates II (123-88 BCE), and in the wake
of the extensive Parthian conquests in the west and the incorporation of the
western city-states into their domains, we witness an imperial structure of rule
developing within Parthian territories. The power and strength of the nobility,
however, continued and, in fact, seems to have increased from then on. From
the first century BCE onward, therefore, there seems to be clear evidence that
the power of these families vis-d-vis the king was growing.!®

The nature of the political and economic structure of the Parthian state has
thus raised two central questions in Parthian studies: 1) whether the selection
of the king was effected through a council of nobility, a senatus or mahistan,
or was based on the concept of hereditary kingship; and related to this, 2) the
extent to which we can speak of a feudal structure when studying Parthian
history. To begin with the first, we have evidence for the existence of such an
executive body for some periods of Arsacid history, and we therefore presume
its continued existence throughout. Our evidence also suggests that during the
early period, that is, prior to the first century BCE, the power of the Arsacid
king far outweighed the power of the nobility.!®! The increasing power of the
Parthian families in the late Arsacid period seems to be reflected in Arsacid
political ideology, as we can reconstruct these from sources.

Basing himself on the accounts given by Strabo (64/63 BCE-21 CE) and Justi-
nus’ epitome of Pompeius Trogus’ Historiae Philippicae, which was probably
written in the third century, Jacob Neusner argues that the conditions of a con-
quering people who established hegemony by force of arms!® is reflected in
the realities of the early Arsacid state, which “was governed by a king and a
council, and was apparently centralized to some degree.” This state of affairs
reflects conditions up to the first century BCE.!'®® This then was a “feudal, but
still centralized state, in which authority rested in the hands of a king, the royal
family, priesthood, and a council of powerful nobles.” As the earliest coins

1005 chippmann 1980, pp. 81-88; Schippmann 2005, pp. 100-107.
018chippmann 1980, pp. 100-106; Schippmann 2005.

102NJeusner seems to accept the nomadic background of the Dahae.
103 Neusner 1963, p. 43.
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of the Arsacids, which mostly lack any honorifics, bear witness, such a state
“would have considered itself legitimate by force of arms, requiring no further
political authority to explain its authority.”'® Once we turn to the accounts of
Flavius Arrianus of the second century CE, and consider the numismatic evi-
dence of later Arsacid history, however, we realize that the political ideology of
the Arsacids had undergone a transformation, incorporating in the process an
important dimension into their claim for legitimacy: the Arsacids now claimed
an Achaemenid genealogy. This claim, Neusner argues, was not advanced by
the Arsacids before the end of the second century BCE. From then on, how-
ever, Arsacid co-option of Achaemenid heritage is evidenced not only in their
coins, which bear the title King of Kings (shahanshah), but also by their use in
writing of Pahlavi side-by-side of Greek as well as other symbolic associations
that they sought to make with ancient Iranian rule and the Achaemenids.!%
Neusner believes that this change in Arsacid political ideology was a reflection
of the changing fortunes of the dynasty. Initially instigated by the victories of
the Parthians in the course of the first century, victories which recalled “the
glories of Achaemenid Persia,” the change in Arsacid political ideology was
thereafter sustained when, by the end of the first century BCE, “the power-
tul [Parthian] armies and government ... fell apart ... and the fundamental
weakness of Arsacid rule became evident.”!® From then on the power of the
nobility increased, while the strength of the state in the face of external enemies
decreased. In view of this, there was a greater need for the state to continue to
empbhasize its legitimacy by resorting to extra-Parthian, ancient Iranian tradi-
tions of rule and hegemony.'” At this point, according to Neusner, a “feudal
theory was required, which unlike an étatiste one, made a great matter out of
original legitimacy, pure lineage, and proper succession of the monarch.”!%
Who were the Parthian feudal families exerting such power throughout Ar-
sacid history? An impressionistic and romanticized account of the provenance
of the Parthian families, an origins myth, is preserved for us in the accounts
of the Armenian historian Moses Khorenats‘i.!'”” The Arsacid king, Phraat IV
(circa 38-2 BCE), relates Khorenats‘i, had three sons and a daughter: Artashes
(Artaxerxes), Karin, Suren, and Koshm, respectively. The first son became the
successor to his father and ruled as Phraat V (circa 2 BCE-4 CE).''® The other
two sons became the progenitors of the houses bearing their name, namely, the
Karins and the Surens. Koshm married a “general of all Iranians” after whom

104 Neusner 1963, p. 44.

195Neusner 1963, pp. 45-47.

106 Neusner 1963, p. 51.

107Neusner 1963, p. 57.

1% Neusner 1963, pp. 50-58.

19For a critical account of Khorenats‘i and his work, which Thomson dates to the “first decades
of Abbasid control over Armenia,” see the introduction by Thomson, pp. 1-63, here p. 60, in
Khorenats<i, Moses, Moses Khorenats‘i: History of the Armenians, Harvard University Press, 1978,
translated by Robert W. Thomson (Khorenats< 1978).

10 Also known as Phraataces.
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his progeny “bore the title of Aspahpet Pahlav,”!!! the family who later came to

be known as the Ispahbudhan family. This account is, doubtless, mythic. For,
as Christensen argues, the existence of these families as great feudal nobility is
established long prior to the periodization provided by Khorenats‘i.''? Unfor-
tunately, we have little more than myths to go by for reconstructing the details
of the histories of these families during the Parthian period itself.!?

It is suggested that these Parthian families considered the Arsacids only as
primus inter pares, first among equals.!™ As a collectivity, these families had
agreed to Arsacid rule for a substantial period of their history. Evidence seems
to suggest, moreover, that this was increasingly not the case in the last century
of Arsacid history, during which period internal struggles beset the dynasty. It
was at the end of this period of inter-Parthian rivalry, during the early third
century, that from Persis, the land of the Parsig, the forebears of the Sasanians
rose. Our study traces the relationship of the various Parthian families, the
Pahlav, with the Sasanians, the Parsig. Before we embark, a final word needs to
be said about the nature of the Iranian family structure.

1.2 Agnatic families

From well before the Arsacid times, the family had been the primary unit of
Iranian society.'® A host of social constructs and restrictions bound the Iranian
family together. Besides a strict system of rights and obligations, the family was
also cemented together by important social customs and economic systems.
The family shared worship that was structured around the “domestic altar and
the cult of the souls of ancestors on the father’s side,” as well as specific religious
rites. The family owned property as a collectivity. And, finally, the family
engaged in common activities in production and consumption of resources. The
life of the individual within the family, in other words, was bound to the latter
by a network that reinforced itself on multiple levels, continuously.

Both the small and extended families, designated respectively by the terms
dutak (literally smoke) and katak (house), consisted of “a group of agnates lim-
ited to three or four generations counting in descending order from the head of
the family.” The crucial concept, however, is the agnatic group. For, whether
small or extended, the family itself was only a nucleus that functioned within a
larger network of a community of kinsmen, the “agnatic group.” As Perikha-
nian observes, the agnatic group, referred to in the Parthian and Sasanian society

WK horenatsd 1978, p. 166.

U2Christensen 1944, p. 104, n. 1.

3 Hopefully, the work of Assar will shed light on this.

114 Although recently this too seems to have been the subject of some debate.

5Unless otherwise noted, the following discussion is indebted to Perikhanian, A., Iranian So-
ciety and Law’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Selencid, Parthian, and
Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2), pp. 627-681, Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Perikhanian 1983).
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as naf (family), tokhm (seed), and gohar (substance, essence, lineage),!!® the two
latter terms, incidentally, permeating the Shahnama of Ferdowst, “was the most
important structure within the civic community, replacing the earlier clan and
tribal systems.”!” In its simplest form the agnatic group included several dozen
extended families who defined themselves based on their lineage from a com-
mon ancestor from the father’s side three or four generations down the line.

In terms of the social and organizational patterns, perhaps the most impor-
tant consideration to keep in mind is the impact of the agnatic group on Iranian
society. According to Perikhanian, the agnatic group entailed a “(1) commu-
nity of economic life, (2) solidarity in obligations, (3) community of political
life, (4) territorial community.”''® While with the growth of the family as a
social unit, property rights eventually came to accrue to the individual families,
furthermore, “the agnatic group continued to retain latent rights over the pos-
session of all families forming part of the group.”’® The characteristics of the
agnatic social structure of the society under investigation here will be of crucial
importance to the crux of the present investigation. When discussing the power
of the dynastic'?® families over the population living in their domains during
the Sasanian period, it will be important to bear in mind, for example, that
“the larger group also retained collective ownership of the common pastures,
mills, irrigation works, farm buildings and so on.”'*! Community of worship
was also closely controlled by one’s agnatic group. The rites of passage of a
youth into adulthood were celebrated by solemn ceremonies in the presence of
the agnates. Other important ceremonies, such as marriages and juridical acts,
equally required the presence of adult members of the agnatic group.'? By far,
one of the most crucial characteristics of the agnatic group for our purposes,
however, is the fact that each agnatic group constituted a territorial unit. Mem-
bers of an agnatic group, in other words, lived in the confines of one and the
same territory. Modern ethnographic studies of Iran, where whole villages are
sometimes made up of kinsmen, corroborate the tremendous continuity of this
aspect of the agnatic group in Iranian society.

The specific features of the agnatic group in Iran had important socio-cul-
tural and political ramifications. Insofar as the religious panorama of Iran was
concerned, for example and in light of the diversity of the religious landscape in
the region,'” community of worship would have probably meant that religious
diversity in Iran had a local dimension to it. As we shall see, semi-regional or

6MacKenzie, D.N., A Concise Pablavi Dictionary, Oxford University Press, 1971 (MacKenzie
1971).

W Perikhanian 1983, p. 642.

18Perikhanian 1983, p. 643.

19¢ 3 large family, the undivided brothers had only theoretical shares ... and were from the
legal standpoint partners.” Perikhanian 1983, p. 642

120F0r a discussion of the notion of dynasticism, see §2.1.2 below.

21Perikhanian 1983, p. 643.

122Perikhanian 1983, p. 644.

123See Chapter 5, especially §5.4.
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regional communities had access not only to local religious traditions and lore,
but also to their local forms of worship.!?*

As Perikhanian observes, it was membership in an agnatic group that de-
termined not only one’s legal capacity as a citizen, which in the Pahlavi legal
terminology was rendered by the term azat,'® but also one’s membership in
one of the estates of the nobility. Among these latter were the agnatic or dynas-
tic families, who held the most prestigious places in the hierarchical Sasanian
societal structure. Their local power bases set aside, we know that to the dy-
nastic families, by virtue of their birth, also accrued privileges in the empire’s
administration. With proper agnatic ties, in other words, came political power.
Membership in a noble agnatic group, therefore, gave “one access to appoint-
ment to any state or court office of importance.” In the administrative public
law documents, the word azat 1s, in fact, “used in the sense of member of an
agnatic group of nobility, representative of the noble estate, noblemen.”'?® Per-
haps even more important for our purposes is Perikhanian’s observation that
certain “offices even became, with the passing of time, hereditary in a particu-
lar group, and that branch of the clan which had acquired preferential right to
hold a given office could take the title of this office as the basis of its gentilitial
name.” The classic articulation of this, depicting the Parthian agnatic families,
is found in Simocatta’s narrative which, while formulaic and articulating an
idealized rendition of Sasanian sociopolitical structure, nevertheless, encapsu-
lates the realities of the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy. Simocatta here quotes
a “certain Babylonian, a sacred official who had gained very great experience
in the composition of royal epistles,” as maintaining the following: “For seven
peoples among the Medes, allocated by ancient law, perform the sagacious and
most honoured of their actions; and he [i.e., the sacred official] stated that the
procedures could not be otherwise; and they say that the people entitled Ar-
sacid hold the kingship and these place the diadem on the king, another is in
charge of the military disposition, another is invested with the cares of state,
another resolves the differences of those who have some dispute and need an
arbitrator, the fifth commands the cavalry, the next levies taxes on subjects and
is overseer of the royal treasuries, the seventh is appointed custodian of arms
and military uniforms.” This Simocatta claims, had been established since the
time of “Darius [III (380-330 BCE)] the son of Hydaspes.”'?

124The growth of regional traditions which, according to Boyce, sought to co-opt the homeland
of Zoroaster into their own cultural milieu was only one of the consequences of this; see page 321f.

1257 akeri, Mohsen, Sasanid Soldiers in Early Muslim Society: the Origins of Ayyaran and Futnwwa,
Wiesbaden, 1995 (Zakeri 1995), passim.

126Perikhanian 1983, p. 645. It is to be noted incidentally that this terminology is also replete in
the Shahnama, especially when referring to the court nobility.

127Simocatta, The History of Theophylact Simocatta, Oxford, 1986, English translation with intro-
duction and notes by Michael and Mary Whitby (Simocatta 1986), p. 101. As we shall see, the fact
that Simocatta diverges into this exposition when discussing the genealogy of Bahram-i Chubin is
particularly significant in the context of our study (see §6.1).
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The Byzantine historian Theophylact Simocatta wrote in the early seventh
century, during the reign of Heraclius (610-641).12 His History, which cov-
ers the reign of the Emperor Maurice (582-602), is therefore not an eyewitness
account. According to Simocatta’s editors, when giving the above passage, the
“rare mention by Theophylact of an oral source may refer to a Persian ambas-
sador to Constantinople during Heraclius’ reign.”'? If this is the case, then the
germ of the tradition that he gives concerning the Parthian dynastic power in
late Sasanian history must nevertheless be very valid. It is the dynamic of this
Sasanian-Parthian relationship that we shall seek to disentangle as we proceed.

128For a discussion of the life of Simocatta and the sources on which he based his history, see
Simocatta 1986, pp. xili-xxviii.
129Simocatta 1986, p. 101, n. 87.
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CHAPTER 2

Sasanian polity revisited: the Sasanian-Parthian
confederacy

radually and in the course of their long history, the Sasanians learned to
G be incredibly able propagandists. They attempted to obliterate the history
of their defeated foes, the Arsacids (247 BCE-224 CE), through, among other
exertions, a recalculation of the Parthian rule to half of its actual duration.’°
They endeavored to connect their rather humble origins to remote antiquity.'!
They envisioned and tried to implement the clerical-monarchical cooperation
as the pillar of their polity, and to fuse the national and religious traditions in
the service of a political agenda.’** And they attempted to subsume—and at

130Based on astrological calculations in vogue, and in order to make their rise coincide with the
dawn of a new millennium, the Sasanians recalculated Arsacid rule from 474 to 266 (or 260) years.
For a detailed investigation of this see, Shahbazi 1990.

B1Broadly speaking, the Iranian national tradition divides the history of the Iranians into four
periods: (1) the Pishdads, “the early kings who ruled over the world and contributed to the progress
of civilization by their teachings and institution;” (2) the Kayanids (Kayaniyan), “who were the
kings of Iran proper and who were in continual conflict with their neighbors, the Turanians” (see
also page 385ff); (3) the Ashkanis (Arsacids), “who headed a feudal system and allegedly presided
over the dark ages of Iranian history” (see also §1.1); and (4) the Sasanis (Sasanians). Yarshater
1983b, p. 366. As we shall see on page 385ff, the Sasanians eventually connected their ancestry to
the Kayanids. For an extensive assessment of Iranian national history also see Noldeke, Theodore,
The Iranian National Epic, Philadelphia, 1979, translated by L. Bogdanov (N6ldeke 1979); Yarshater
1983b, especially pp. 386-87; Gnoli, Gherarldo, The Idea of Iran, Rome, 1989 (Gnoli 1989), passim,
especially pp. 122-123; Yarshater, Ehsan, “Were the Sasanians Heirs to the Achaemenids?’, in La
Persia Nel Medioevo, pp. 517-531, Rome, 1971 (Yarshater 1971); and Daryace, Touraj, ‘National
History or Kayanid History?: The Nature of Sasanid Zoroastrian Historiography’, Iranian Studies
28, (1995), pp. 129-141 (Daryaee 1995).

132The very “concept of Eranshahr ... was an integral part of the politico-religious propaganda of
the early Sasanians ... which linked the destiny of the Iranian nation to that of the Mazdean religion
of the mobeds.” Gnoli has, systematically and convincingly, traced the origins of the fusion of the
national tradition with the religious tradition to the pre-Avestan period. The coalescence of the
national and religious traditions of Iran, therefore, has an ancient history that harks back to remote
antiquity, and was not an innovation of the Sasanians. As we shall see below, however, and as Gnoli
himself argues, the systematic formulation of a worldview which depicted the state and the church
as the two pillars of government, and the use of this for political propaganda and as an ideology, was
a legacy of the Sasanians (see §5.2.1). The development of Mazdaism into a state church through
“successive redaction of the sacred texts by means of selection and censorship,” the establishment
of a doctrinal and liturgic orthodoxy, the development of an official chronology, and the definite
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times aspired to subordinate—a multifarious Iranian religious landscape under
the aegis of an orthodox Zoroastrian system of belief and a controlled and hier-
archical religious structure. In retrospect, the propagandistic efforts of the Sasa-
nians were incredibly successful. Their crowning achievement in this direction
was surely their patronage and promulgation of an official historiography, a feat
hitherto unprecedented in the annals of pre-Islamic Iran, although perhaps in
tune with historical processes current in the Mediterranean world by the third
century. Setting aside for the moment other instruments pertaining to material
culture for effecting political propaganda, such as inscriptions and coinage, the
Sasanians were unique in that the first official history of Iran was written un-
der their auspices. The importance of the above observation cannot be taken
lightly. Most of the other efforts of the dynasty in promulgating and sustaining
a political ideology, enumerated above, were subsumed under, written into, and
articulated through this same official history. And so the Sasanians were suc-
cessful in leaving to posterity an image of their fascinating story in the corpus
that has come to be known as the X“aday-Namag, or the Book of Kings.!*?
But it is surely not incidental that the most concerted efforts of the dy-
nasty in the writing and rewriting of its history took place at junctures when
it experienced acute crises in its history, as in the revolt of Bahram-i Chubin
(590-591), when the last effective Sasanian king, Khusrow II Parviz (591-628),
inherited a fragmented realm as his legacy.’** Already by the time of Bahram
V Gur (420-438), we have evidence of the Book of Kings, and by the time of
Khusrow I (531-579), “the history of ancient Iran was definitely compiled.” It
was under Khusrow II, however, when “much new material was added to the
X¥aday-Namag, and this then became the source of all early Islamic histories on
ancient Iran.” According to Jahiz, when Khusrow II asked his paladin whether
he knew of anyone more heroic than himself, the latter replied with a narrative
of Bahram-i Chubin. Furious, the king made sure that the tale did not appear
in the Book of Kings. In the context of the late Shahbazi’s disagreement with
Noldeke concerning the date of the compilation of this national history,!* we
should note that the historical information about the Sasanians begins to take
flesh by the mid-fifth century, during the reigns of Yazdgird II (438-457) and
Piruz (459-484). As we shall see,’® these were also junctures in which the

“demonization of the figure of Alexander ... [as part] of the political and religious propaganda of
the new dynasty,” all of these processes are thought to have begun in the third century. Gnoli 1989,
pp- 152, 140, 151. For the history of the demonization of the figure of Alexander in Iran, one of
the first articulations of which can be found in Book IV of The Sibylline Oracles, where the author
prophesies the death of Alexander “at the hands of coming Oriental successors of the Achaemenids
on account of his injustice and cruelty,” see Eddy, Samuel K., The King is Dead: Studies in the Near
Eastern Resistance to Hellenism 334-31 B.C., University of Nebraska Press, 1961 (Eddy 1961). Eddy
dates The Sibylline Oracles to 325 BCE, Eddy 1961, pp. 10-14.

133Shahbazi 1990. For a further discussion of the X*adiy-Namag, see page 171ff.

134For Bahram-i Chubin’s revolt, see §2.6.3 below.

135Shahbazi 1990, pp. 213-215 and p. 226, n. 52; Noldeke 1979, p. 9.

136See §2.2.4, §2.3, and page 380 below.
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Sasanians experienced acute crises. This then remains an important caveat to
the Sasanian efforts at writing their history: they seem to have embarked upon
it in an hour of need and at a time when their desire to create a hegemonic
polity was forcefully questioned by forces that, as we shall see shortly, had
agreed upon a partnership with the Sasanian, namely the Parthian dynastic'”’
families. The belated effort of the Sasanians at representing their realm and their
history proved successful. It remains one of our most basic founts for recon-
structing the Sasanian history of Iran with any degree of certainty. It portrays
the Sasanians from a legitimist, monarchical perspective. It sanctifies, naturally,
the Sasanians’ view of themselves as a centralized and benevolent hegemonic
polity. And, in view of what seems to have been the wholesale destruction of
this corpus in its original Pahlavi renditions, and through the process of transla-
tion, this history was adopted i toto by classical Islamic history, a historiogra-
phy through which, besides the Persian Shahnama-genre, including the magnum
opus of Ferdowst,!*® we have reconstructed the dynasty’s history. Ironically, the
legitimistic bent of Sasanian historiography suited the purposes of a nascent Is-
lamic caliphate admirably. Islamic historiography not only faithfully retained
the legitimist monarchical tradition of Sasanian history in its transmission of
this history, but highlighted this very dimension of it."”* As Gutas has bril-
liantly argued, the <Abbasids considered their polity direct heir to that of the
Sasanians. The Sasanian imperial ideology, with its emphasis on a centralized,
semi-theocratic polity, furnished the nascent <Abbasid regime with a normative
model based on which it would depict the nature of its own polity.!*°

One of the crucial dimensions of the Sasanian patronage of the X%aday-
Néamag tradition, in turn, was that it had come to subsume an east-Iranian
tradition.!*! Whether this process had already been effected during the Arsacid

137For the term dynasticism, see §2.1.2.

138Safa, D., Hamasih Sarayi dar Iran, Tehran, 1945 (Safa 1945), p. 93; Qazvini, Muhammad,
‘Mugaddamih-i Qadim-i Shahnama’, in Abbas Igbal and Ustad Purdavud (eds.), Bist Magalih-i Qazvi-
ni, 1984 (Qazvini 1984), p. 16; Yarshater 1983b, pp. 359-363.

139This historiography was produced during the <Abbasid period and the nature of the <Abbasid
political ideology was very different from that of the Umayyads. The <Abbasids became the direct
heirs to the Sasanian political ideology with its emphasis on the twin pillar aspect of government.
Gutas, Dimitri, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad
and Early Abbasid Society (2nd-4th/8th-10th Centuries), London, 1998 (Gutas 1998). But see also
Crone, Patricia, God’s Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1986 (Crone 1986), and Goldziher, ‘Islam et Parsism’, in Religion of the Iranian Peoples,
Bombay, 1912, translated by Nariman (Goldziher 1912), quoted in Sadighi, Ghulam Husayn, Les
mouvements réligieux Iraniens an Ile et an Ille siécle de I’hégire, Paris, 1938 (Sadighi 1938), p. 118.

401 the Annals of Tabari, the legitimistic and centrist portrayal of the Sasanian kings and their
polity can be fruitfully compared with the representation of the <Abbasids and their conception
of the caliphate. The sort of detailed narratives, moreover, that we get in the Islamic historical
tradition on the fall of Ctesiphon, the emphasis of this tradition on the battle of Qadisiya and the
battle of Nihavand, and the rendition of Khusrow I Nowshirvan as the typologically ideal monarch,
all bespeak the preoccupation of the Islamic historiographical tradition with the Sasanian imperial
tradition, co-opting an imperial tradition, which, providentially, had ceased to exist.

41Eddy 1961, pp. 3-80, here p. 80.
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period, or whether it was under the patronage of the Sasanians that it took
shape,'* it is certain that the Sasanians became heir to the traditions of Persis,
the region from which they themselves had risen and which had been the cradle
of the Achaemenids. Ever since the rise of the Arsacids,*® however, the Persis
(Parsig), as we shall see below,!** had not only clearly distinguished themselves
from the Parthians (Pahlav), but had adopted a very hostile attitude to the newly
rising power of Parthava in the east. This trend was continued in the political
ideology of the Sasanians. During the Sasanian period, the geographical term
Pahlav (Parthia, Parthava) referred to an extensive territory that was bounded
in the east by Gurgan, in the north by the Caspian Sea, and in the southwest by
the region between Khuzistan and Media.!*> Mas<di, quoting the Nabateans,
claims that the Parsig were in “Fars ... [whereas] Mahat!*® and other regions
were Pahlav territories.”!*

So while the patronage of the national Iranian historiography during the
Sasanian period had the unprecedented effect of concocting a linear history with
a remarkable degree of continuity—a history that ran from the first human-
king, Kayumarth, to the last Sasanian king, Yazdgird III (632-651), through the
paradigmatic model of kingship—the tensions inherent in this juxtaposition of
the traditions of Persis with those of Parthava continued to inform the national
Iranian tradition that was promulgated by the Sasanians. This conflictual rela-
tionship can best be seen in the uneasy correspondence that exists between the
kingly and heroic traditions contained within the national Iranian tradition.!*
The present study, however, is not a literary investigation of the Iranian na-
tional tradition. Nor shall we attempt to give a theoretical assessment of this
relationship. For it has long been recognized that a substantial portion of the
Iranian national tradition, above all the heroic elements of this tradition, were

2For the debate over whether this eastern Iranian tradition was spread to the west by the Parthi-
ans, as argued by Yarshater, or whether it remained confined to the east and was incorporated into
the X¥aday-Namag tradition through the auspices of the Sasanians, see Yarshater 1983b, pp. 388-
391; Christensen, Arthur, The Kayanians, Bombay, 1993a, translated by F. N. Tumboowalla (Chris-
tensen 1993a), pp. 39-41.

8Gee §1.1.

144Gee §5.3.3.

45 Gyselen, Rika, La géographie administrative de Iempire Sassanide: Les témoignages sigillo-
graphiques, vol. 1 of Res Orientales, Paris, 1989 (Gyselen 1989), p. 73. Also see Bivar 1983, pp.
24-27.

146Mahat (Mahan, Mahayn) were the names given by the Arabs to the two districts of Nihavand
and Dinawar in Media. Although some Arab sources claim that Mah is the Middle Persian term
for city, it more likely stands for Media (Mad). According to the Islamic tradition, Nihavand was
conquered by the forces of Basrah and Dinawar by those of Kufa. Thereafter the regions came to
be called Mah al-Basrah and Mah al-Kafa, respectively.

W Mas<adi, <Ali b. Husayn, al-Tanbih wa ’l-Ashraf, Beirut, 1965, edited by V.R. Baron Rosen
Masadi 1965), p. 37:

Osiskedll D e lang s UL 5 ey w08 A O

480ne of the best efforts at disentangling this relationship is that of Davis, Dick, Epic and Sedition:
The Case of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, University of Arkansas Press, 1992 (Davis 1992).
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in fact sustained, elaborated, and promoted under the patronage of the Parthian
families, not only during the Parthian period but, more importantly, during the
Sasanian period.'* Try as they may, therefore, to obliterate the annals of the
Arsacids from the pages of their history, the Sasanians were never successful in
obliterating the traditions which they inherited from the Parthians, neither in
their historical writing nor in the historical reality of their four centuries long
rule in Iranian history. A vivid, constant reminder of the Parthian heritage in-
tused, perforce, the very polity that the Sasanians had constructed. For as we
shall argue in this chapter, in spite of the sporadic attempts of the Sasanians to
leash the centrifugal forces of the Parthian dynastic families who continued to
hold tremendous power in their domains, they were never successful in ridding
themselves of their influence. In fact, had it not been for the cooperation, what
in this study we have termed the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy, that the Sasani-
ans established with the Parthian dynastic families of their domain, they could
never have sustained their rule for as long as they did.

2.1 Sasanians / Arsacids

The Sasanian tradition of rule owed a great deal to the Parthians. It is generally
recognized that through a substantial part of their history the Arsacids ruled
through a decentralized system of government the backbone of which was the
feudal'™ nobility. Heir to the heritage of the Achaemenids and the Seleucids,
the administrative and social structure of the Arsacid empire was a heteroge-
neous medley: there was first the predominantly Semitic, and substantially ur-
banized Mesopotamia; independent states in Mesopotamia and other Iranian
frontiers; and finally the social and political conditions existing in the heartland of
Parthia, the east and northeast of Iran.’! In the middle of the first century CE,
even the Romans recognized the decentralized nature of the Arsacid adminis-
tration, Pliny counting as eighteen the number of kingdoms that comprised the
Parthian polity.'>?

While a centrist perspective continues to inform our view of the Sasanian
polity, a very cursory examination of the Sasanian social and economic infras-
tructure suggests that the above picture was not substantially changed under
the Sasanians. The centrist depiction of Sasanian polity highlights the Sasanian
efforts in assuming direct control of the provinces through the creation of

49 Christensen 1993a, pp. 127-129; Néldeke 1979, pp. 12-14.

150The term feudal and its attendant economic and political structures in the Iranian context have
been the subject of much debate. It is used in this study for lack of a better term. The present
author follows the analysis of the term by Toumanoff discussed in §2.1.2, although she disagrees
with his conclusions regarding Sasanian Iran; see page 55. Also see Frye, Richard N., ‘Feudalism
in Iran’, Jerulasem Studies in Arabic Islam 9, (1987), pp. 13-18 (Frye 1987); Widengren, Geo, Der
Feudalismus im alten Iran, Cologne, 1969 (Widengren 1969).

31T ukonin 1983, p. 714.

1521 ukonin 1983, p. 728. For a more detailed discussion, see page 24ff.
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kingly cities beginning in the third century CE'® One theory explains the back-
ground to this process:'** Ancient cities in the east had for a long time operated
on the basis of slavery and were run by temple priests and city councils that
had substantial land under their control. During the Hellenistic period these
cities were granted self-rule as a polis. The Hellenistic kingdoms relied on these
semi-independent cities in order to run their realms. These kinds of cities were
the instrument for implementing the policies of Hellenistic dynasties and were
required to give part of the income from their vast lands to the central treasury.
Besides these, the Hellenistic kingdoms also created new cities, poleis, in the
east.

In the third century, as a result of broader economic transformations, the
slave basis of the economy of these cities was disrupted and the influence of
kings increased. The Sasanians, who took over Mesopotamia, had as one of
their aims the incorporation of this region into their dastgirds as kingly cities.!>®
When a city was turned into a kingly city, its affairs were put under the king’s
representative (shahrab, governor),®® the city itself thus becoming a pillar of
kingly authority.’” So, as Lukonin notes, while Ardashir I (224-241) was only
able to create two such cities, Veh Ardashir and Ardashir Khurrah, with two
shahrabs included in the list of his court nobility, by Shapur I’s (241-272) rule
there were fifteen such shabrabs mentioned in the inscriptions of the Kadba-i
Zartusht.">®

What needs to be highlighted when considering the centralizing efforts of
the early Sasanian kings, however, is that by far the most systematic focus
of their efforts in this direction was in the west and southwestern parts of
their domains, especially in the core regions of Sasanian power in Fars and
Mesopotamia. Compared to the rigor of their urban construction activity in
the west during their long reign, very few cities were constructed by the Sasa-
nians in the non-western parts of their domains. Pigulevskaja’s study'® con-
firms that the Sasanians’ efforts at urbanization and urban construction were

155 wkonin, V.G., Tamaddun-i Iran-i Sasani: Iran dar Sadib-hai Sivoum ta Panjum-i Miladi,
Tehran, 1986, translation of Lukonin 1969 by Inayat Allah Riza (Lukonin 1986), p. 101.

154Pigulevskaja, Nina, Les villes de Iétat Iranien anx époques Parthe et Sassanide, Paris, 1963
(Pigulevskaja 1963), passim.

155 Dastgird, from Avestan dasta-kita, “made by hand, handiwork, a term originally designating a
royal or seigneurial estate.” Gignoux, Philippe, ‘Dastgerd’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia
Iranica, New York, 2007b (Gignoux 2007b).

156See glossary.

157Lukonin 1986, p. 101-102.

158The Kaha-i Zartusht is an Achaemenid structure at Nagsh-i Rustam in Fars, on which a series
of trilingual inscriptions were later carved by the Sasanian king Shapiir I; usually cited as SKZ.
Gignoux, Philippe, ‘Middle Persian Inscriptions’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of
Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2), pp. 1205-1216, Cambridge University
Press, 1983 (Gignoux 1983), pp. 1207-1208; Huyse, Philip, ‘Die dreisprachige Inschrift Shabuhrs I
an der Ka‘ba-i Zardusht’, in Pablavi Inscriptions, vol. 3 of Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, 1999a
(Huyse 1999a); Lukonin 1986, pp. 102-103.

159Pigulevskaja 1963.
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concentrated in Fars and Mesopotamia, the latter of which had a long history
of urbanization harking back to the ancient period. While Pigulevskaja con-
clusions were reached based on evidence provided for the western regions of
Iran, therefore, they do in fact reflect the reality of urban construction, and
by extension Sasanian efforts at centralization, throughout their realm. The
most forceful evidence for Sasanian lack of interest in urban construction, or
perhaps their economic and sociopolitical inability to undertake such construc-
tion, in non-western parts of their domain, can be found in the Middle Persian
text Shabrestaniha-i Eranshabr (or, Provincial Capitals of Eranshahr).'®® Com-
posed under the patronage of the Sasanians themselves, the text describes the
foundation histories of various cities in Iran. i

While the final redaction of the Shahrestaniha-i Evanshahr dates back to the
<Abbasid period (late eighth century), it was probably originally composed in
the sixth century, sometime during the reigns of Qubad (488-531),'¢! Khus-
row I (531-579), or Khusrow II (590-628),!¢? a period when the Sasanians had
finally exhausted most of their construction activities. Even a cursory exami-
nation of the list of cities in the Shahrestaniha-i Evanshahr and the foundation
myths and histories attributed to them reveals a striking fact: of the twenty-
three cities listed in the territories comprising the quarters (kists)!®? of the east
(kist-i kbwarasan), north (kust-i adurbadagan'®*), and south (kust-i nemroz)—
that is the regions of Khurasan, Sistan, Azarbayjan, and Tabaristan—only five
are credited to the Sasanians. Of the rest, one is attributed to the mythic pe-
riod of Iranian history, ten others to the semi-historical and legendary Kayanid
history,'% two to Alexander, and three to the Parthian period.!®® Of the re-
maining cities in these three quarters, the construction of one dates partly to
the Parthian and partly to the Sasanian period,'®” that of another to mythic

160Shahrestan 2002, Sabrestaniha-i Erinsahr: A Middle Persian Text on Late Antigue Geography,
Epic and History, Costa Mesa, 2002, translated by Touraj Daryaee (Shahrestan 2002); Marquart, J.,
A Catalogue of the Provincial Capitals of Eranshabr, Rome, 1931, edited by G. Messina (Marquart
1931).

161For Qubad’s reign, which was interrupted for about two years around 497, see §2.4.3 below.

162Shahrestan 2002, p. 7. The reigns of the two Khusrows will be discussed extensively below.

163 A kst was an administrative and military division of the Sasanian realm introduced under
Khusrow I. For a comparative enumeration of these quarters, as they appear in various sources, see
Brunner 1983, pp. 750-771, especially p. 750. For the meaning of the term kist, see Marquart 1931,
p- 25, No. 2, and Gyselen 2001a, pp. 13-14 and the references cited therein.

16+Tnstead “of the word abakhtar, north, the geographical name Adurbaygan was also used for the
region in general, to avoid naming north, the region in which, according to the Zoroastrian belief,
the gate of hell is situated.” Tafazzoli, Ahmad, Sasanian Society, Winona Lake, 2000 (Tafazzoli
2000), pp. 8-9.

165 As Yarshater observes, whereas “earlier kings are often of a mythical nature ... the Kayanian
kings from Kai Kavad to Kai Khusrau form a coherent group which exhibits dynastic features.”
Yarshater 1983b, p. 436.

166These include the cities of Khwarazm, Marv al-Rid, Pashang, Nishapar, and Kirman.
Shahrestan 2002, pp. 18, 20. For further notes on these see, ibid., pp. 37 and 49.

167 Qiimis. Shahrestan 2002, pp. 18, 39-40.
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times, though the Sasanians are credited with finishing it,!®® in yet another site

the Sasanians are said to have constructed only a fortress,'® and a last city is
thought to have been built by Mazdak!"”® The construction of twenty-one
other cities in Padhashkhwargar, which, in the Letter of Tansar,'”! includes the
territories of Tabaristan, Barshawadgan, Gilan, Deylaman, Ruyan, and Dama-
vand (Dumbavand), are traced to the mythic period.!”2

By contrast, of the twenty-four cities named in the quarter of the west (ksst-i
khwarbaran), the construction of sixteen is credited to the Sasanians.”®> Natu-
rally, this brief analysis is not meant to be an exhaustive history of urban con-
struction activity of the Sasanians, nor of the history of urbanization in Iran.
Other studies, including that of Pigulevskaya, have investigated aspects of the
process of urbanization during the Sasanian period in general, and have implic-
itly highlighted the concentration of this development in the western parts of
the Sasanian kingdom.!”* Neither have we attempted to investigate the adminis-
trative infrastructure of the Sasanian domains, through which they exerted their
putative central control.!” Significantly, as Gyselen has observed, our knowl-
edge about the administrative infrastructure of the Sasanians is seriously ham-
pered by the fact that the primary sources'’® at our disposal for reconstructing
this history suffer from a serious gap of about three centuries.'”” As has been
observed in this connection, a “more carefully nuanced picture of the rate and
effectiveness with which royal control was extended is obviously desirable, but
large gaps in the evidence make it difficult to trace developments with preci-
sion.” It has been appropriately remarked, therefore, that as “most information
for Sasanian administrative history pertains to the reign of Khusro I in the sixth
century, when a centralised bureaucracy of some complexity functioned in the

16877 arang. Shahrestan 2002, pp. 19, 49.

169Tn Media. Shahrestan 2002, pp. 19, 43.

170 Amul. Shahrestan 2002, pp. 21, 57.

71For the Letter of Tansar, see §2.5.2 below.

172Following the orders of Armayil—one of the two righteous men who decided to pose as cooks
in order to save some of the children whose brains were being fed daily to the evil Dahhak (see
footnote 2115)—these were built by seven families of mountaineers, some of whom are postulated
to be historical. Shahrestan 2002, pp. 19, 44-45.

173 This enumeration does not include cities in Arabia, Syria, Africa, and Yemen, which also figure
in the Shahrestaniba-i Evanshahr. For the imperial outlook that the inclusion of these regions in the
conception of Eranshahr reflects, and the deduction that the incorporation of these territories is
a reflection of the territorial expansions during the combined reigns of Qubad to Khusrow II, see
Shahrestan 2002, pp. 1-7; also see Daryaee, Touraj, “The Changing ‘Image of the World’: Geography
and Imperial Propaganda in Ancient Persia’, Electrum: Studies in Ancient History 6, (2002), pp. 99-
109 (Daryace 2002).

174Marquart 1931, p. 121, Shahbazi, Shapur, ‘Capital Cities’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopae-
dia Iranica, pp. 768-770, New York, 1991c (Shahbazi 1991c), p. 768. See also Christensen 1993b,
and Pigulevskaja 1963.

175For this the most admirable study remains that of Christensen 1944, and Gyselen 1989.

176For a categorization of sources available for Sasanian history as primary, secondary, and ter-
tiary, see our discussion on page 10.

177 Gyselen 1989.
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capital Ctesiphon, ... iz is clearly illegitimate to assume that such a level of organ-
isation was characteristic of earlier centuries of Sasanian rule.”’®

Our superficial enumeration of Sasanian urban construction activity, there-
fore, is meant to bring to the fore one important fact: for all their preoccu-
pation with the eastern parts of their domains, the Sasanians were, due to the
balance of power in the region and logistic and sociopolitical considerations, a
western-oriented empire, within which context we must gauge the equation of
urbanization with centralization and the conclusions that we derive from this.
This observation, likewise, is no epiphany. It is one, however, that seems to
be constantly ignored in the investigation of Sasanian sociopolitical history. In
their western gaze, and even in their initial administrative structures, the Sasa-
nians were no different from the Parthians before them.'”? The difference was
the degree of control that they sought to exert on the heterogeneous population
of their western and southwestern regions. Our ensuing discussion on the con-
tinued participation of the Parthian dynasts in Sasanian polity, therefore, needs
to be put in the context of the predominantly agrarian economy of the non-
western parts of the Sasanian domains, and the social relations that proceeded
from this. '8

Altheim’s assessment of the economic landscape of the Sasanian state be-
comes pertinent here, although the conclusions that he reaches are not corrob-
orated by the evidence. According to Altheim, “the Sasanian economic land-
scape divide[d] itself into two parts: on the one side [stood] the domain directly
under royal rule, and on the other the domain of the landowning nobility in
which central power operated only indirectly. It was in the interest of power-
ful, far-reaching royal control to increase the number of royal cities, and their
attendant districts ... [This] had the effect of converting indirectly ruled into
directly ruled districts, and only partly taxed districts into fully-covered ones.
The history of the royal founding of cities thus also concerns the struggle between
royal power and that of nobility.”'3! If this was indeed the case, and if, as we have
seen, the Sasanians could boast of the construction of very few cities in the
eastern, northeastern, northern, and even northwestern parts of their domains,

78 ee, A.D., Information and Frontiers: Roman Foreign Relations in Late Antiguity, Cambridge
University Press, 1993 (Lee 1993), p. 16. Emphasis mine.

179 As Lee observes, the overall picture of the third century “is one of initial continuity with the
predominantly feudal arrangements of the Parthians.” Lee 1993, p. 17. See also Lukonin 1983,
p. 730.

1807t s evidently understood that even while heavily urbanized, the western regions of the Sasa-
nian domains were likewise dominated by a predominantly agricultural infrastructure, as their
extensive construction of irrigation networks in Mesopotamia attests; see footnote 181.

181 Altheim, Franz and Stiehl, Ruth, Ein asiatischer Staat: Feudalismus unter den Sasaniden und
ihren Nachbarn, Wiesbaden, 1954 (Altheim and Stiehl 1954), as quoted in Lee 1993, p. 17. Emphasis
added. Lee also notes “that the most powerful testimony to the actual growth of centralizing
control [during the Sasanian period] is the vast network of systematically laid-out irrigation canals
and accompanying engineering projects which archeologists have found in southern Iran and Iraq.”
Ibid., p. 16. Emphasis mine. Needless to say these indicate only direct Sasanian control over the
aforementioned regions.
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it follows that for a variety of reasons, not yet fully understood, “the struggle
between royal power and ... [the] nobility,” as evidenced through the con-
struction of royal cities, did not play itself out in extensive territories of the
Sasanian realm. One of the primary reasons for this situation, it will be argued
in this study, was the predominant power of the Parthian dynastic families in
the quarters of the east and the north, kist-i khwarasan and kust-i adurbada-
gan, a power that continued to exert itself over these territories, in spite of the
sporadic efforts of the Sasanians toward centralization.

One of the paramount legacies of the Arsacid dynasty to the Sasanian polity
was the forceful continuity of the power of the Parthian dynastic families in
these domains. As we shall be arguing in this study, Parthian dynasts, who were
the co-partners in rule for the Arsacid dynasty,!8? came to form a confederacy
with the Sasanians as well. The names of some of these families appear in the
origins myth of the Armenian historian Moses Khorenats‘i discussed above: the
Karins, the Strens, and the Ispahbudhan.’®® Two others, the Mihran and the
Kanarangiyan, must be added to these. Khorenats‘i also narrates, with much
passion, a fascinating tale that details the part played by the Parthian dynastic
families in the rise of the upstart Sasanian Ardashir I to power: “After Artashir,
son of Sasan, had killed Artavan [the last Arsacid king] and gained the throne,
two branches of the Pahlav family called Aspahapet [i.e., Ispahbudhan] and Su-
ren Pahlav were jealous at the rule of the branch of their own kin, that is Arta-
shes, [—who ruled over Parthava—] and willingly accepted the rule of Artashir,
son of Sasan. But the house of Karen Pahlav, remaining friendly toward their
brother and kin, opposed in war Artashir, son of Sasan.”!¥ Khorenats‘i then
proceeds to narrate the actions taken by the Arsacid Armenian king Khusrov
on behalf of the Arsacid dynasty of Iran in the wake of the turmoil that ensued
after the murder of Ardavan. Khusrov’s call to arms and his promise that upon
victory he would bestow the crown of Iran on one of the Iranian Parthian
families, went unheeded by the Suren and the Ispahbudhan families. The news
also reached Khusrov that in the process of their struggle against Ardashir I, the
Karins had been decimated, save for one child, Perozamat, who became “the
ancestor of our great family of Kamsarakan.”!% Khorenats‘i’s account surely
combines fact with fiction. It does, however, highlight one important fact: as
the Sasanian primary sources for the third century testify,'® the end of the
Arsacid dynasty did not mean the end of the Parthian dynastic families in Iran.
As late as Ardashir II’s (379-383) reign, the Sasanians still recalled the services
rendered to them by Parthian dynastic families in the third century. According

1828ce page 24ff.

183K horenatsi 1978, p. 166. See page 26.

184K horenatsd 1978, p. 218. Also see Lukonin 1986, p. 58.

185K horenats 1978, p. 218-219. As we shall see, traditions that underline the total decimation of
a particular Parthian dynastic family are replete in our sources and are nothing but topoi meant to
highlight the defeat of these families at various junctures. For again and again these families appear
on the scene after having been allegedly executed to the last man.

186For further discussion of these third century primary sources, see page 48 below.
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to Khorenats‘i, the Sasanian king recalled for Vramshapuh, the Arsacid king
of Armenia (392-414),'% that he “remembered the services of his [i.e., Bishop
Sahak, who was of Parthian ancestry] ancestors, the Princes of the line of Suren
Pahlav, who willingly accepted the sovereignty of my ancestor and homonym
Artashir.”®® As we shall see, there is reason to suspect that the Stren continued
their loyal service to the Sasanians to the very end of the dynasty.

Armenian Arsacids

Even if we were to start with the fallacy that the ascendancy of the Sasanians
ushered in a new age that obliterated the Parthian legacy and their traditions of
rule, as the canonical Sasanian history would have us believe, we cannot afford
to lose sight of a crucial dimension of Sasanian history, namely, its intimate
and involved relationship with its northwestern neighbor Armenia, where an
Arsacid dynasty continued to rule up until 428 CE. It has been poignantly ar-
gued, in fact, that the “political history of Iran during [both] the Parthian and
Sasanian periods ... is scarcely intelligible without reference to Armenia and
Georgia.”'® The connection of Iran to Armenia harks back to remote anti-
quity and the Urartan period. When in 66 CE, emperor Nero (54-68) officially
crowned the Arsacid Prince Tiridates I (53-75) king of Armenia, however, a
new chapter was opened in the Armenian-Iranian relationship. The defeat of
the Arsacids in Iran in the early third century, therefore, did not mean the dis-
appearance of the Parthians from the scene. Far from it. For, in fact, when
“the Parthians were overthrown by the Sasanians in 226 CE, the old Armenian
royal house became redoubtable foes of the new Great Kings of Iran.”1? As
Garsoian argues this theme of “Arsacid blood vengeance is ublqu1tous in early
Armenian literature ... [and] is repeated from generation to generation ... in
Armenian literature. It [even] appears in as late a work as that of Moses Chore-
natsi.”*! Not until 428, when the Armenian Arsacid dynasty was abolished,
was this situation changed.!” As David Lang argues, the continued rule of the
Arsacids in Armenia “helps to explain the singular bitterness of the relations

187V tamshapuh was the father of Artashés, last king of Armenia. Elishé 1982, p. 60, n. 5.

188K horenatsd 1978, p. 317. Parpeci 1991, History of Eazar P'arpec’, vol. 4 of Columbia University
Program in Armenian Studies, Atlanta, 1991, edited by R.W. Thomson (Parpeci 1991), p. 53.

189 ang 1983, p. 517.

19 ang 1983, p. 518.

Y1Garsoian 1985e, pp. 2-3, n. 5. Moses Khorenatsi devotes a whole section at the end of his work
to the “lament over the removal of the Armenian throne from the Arsacid family and of the archbishopry
from the family of Saint Gregory.” Khorenats<i 1978, pp. 350-354.

1921n 416, the Sasanian Shapir, son of Yazdgird I, had been appointed king of Armenia after the
deaths of the Armenian Arsacid kings Viamshapuh and Khosrov III. When Shapur died in 420 in
an attempt to gain the Sasanian throne after the death of his father (see §2.2.3 below), Artashes, the
son of Vramshapuh, assumed the Armenian throne in 423. As a result of the dynastic struggles in
Armenia, the latter was deposed in 428 by Bahram V Gur (420-438) upon the request of the naxarars
of the country. Thus ended the line of the Arsacids in Armenia. Thereafter, “the government of
Armenia was conducted by marzbans, who were sometimes picked from the Armenian nobility.”
Chaumont 1991, p. 429.
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between Arsacid Armenia and Sasanian Iran, extending right up to and even
after the abolition of the Armenian Arsacid dynasty in 428.”1% Armenian Ar-
sacids continued to claim to be the champions of Iranian legitimacy.!”* Until
the Armenian Arsacids made Christianity the state religion of Armenia in 301
under Tiridates III (283-330), moreover, and probably for a substantial period
after that,'® the Sasanians were forced to reckon with an Armenia that was not
only Arsacid but also most probably predominantly Mithraist. This aspect of
Armenian tradition and its connection to the religious panorama of the Sasa-
nians also has important ramifications, which we will discuss below.!”® What
is more, not only the royal house but also a good number of Armenian noble
houses, as well as one of the most illustrious Christian dynastic lines of Arme-
nia, that of the Armenian patron saint, St. Gregory the Illuminator, claimed
descent from the Arsacids, in the latter case from the Surens, St. Gregory being
remembered by the Armenian church “to this day by the surname Partev, the
Parthian.”1””

Not only in Armenia but in Georgia as well, the Parthian legacy continued
well into the Sasanian period. After the kingdom of Amazaspes of the Third
Parnabazid dynasty in Iberia was replaced, sometime in the 180s CE, with that
of Rev, the son of the sister of Amazaspes, there was for over a century “an Ar-
sacid or Parthian dynasty in eastern Georgia, allied by blood to the Armenian
Arsacids.”'® Upon the extinction of this Arsacid line in eastern Georgia in the
fourth century, when the kingdom passed to king Mirian III, the latter estab-
lished a dynasty called the Chosroids. These Chosroids “were [also] a branch
of the Iranian [Parthian] Mihranids [i.e., Mihrans].”1? As late as the reign of
Khusrow I (531-579), when the Armenians were hard-pressed by the Byzan-
tines, and a group of them went to the Sasanian king in order to solicit his aid,
they continued to recall their Arsacid ancestry. Procopius preserves a narrative
that underscores this Arsacid consciousness among the Armenians: “Many of
us, O Master, are Arsacidae, descendants of that Arsaces who was not unre-
lated to the Parthian kings when the Persian realm lay under the hand of the

193Lang 1983, p. 518.

94Lang 1983, p. 518.

195 As Thomson remarks, “Koriun’s biography of Mashtots* makes it clear that even in the early
fifth century there were many in Armenia still unconverted.” Elishé 1982, p. 12. See also foot-
note 2232 below.

196See §5.4.4.

197Lang 1983, p. 518. Moses Khorenats‘i emphasizes St. Gregory’s descent from the line of the
Parthian Suren Pahlav. Khorenatsd 1978, pp. 166, 250.

198 ang 1983, p. 520.

199Beginning with Mirian III, the Chosroid dynasty also turned Christian. As Lang observes, the
“political systems of Armenia and Georgia had much in common with the great monarchies of Iran.
Considering that the Arsacids of Armenia were Parthian princes, and the Mihranids, Chosroids
and Guaramids of Iberia all closely connected with one or other of the Seven Great Houses of Iran,
this was only to be expected ... It is [also] necessary to stress the many close links between Iran,
Armenian and Georgia in religion, architecture and the arts, which continued even after the latter
two countries had officially adopted Christianity.” Lang 1983, pp. 520, 527-528, 531, respectively.
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Parthians, and who proved himself an illustrious king, inferior to none of his
time. Now we have come to thee, and all of us have become slaves and fugitives,
not, however, of our own will, but under most hard constraint ... of the Ro-
man power.”*® The close connection of Iran to Armenia will become apparent
in the pages that follow.?°! Suffice it to say here that the de facto termination of
Arsacid rule in Iran—even while ignoring the history of the Sasanian-Parthian
confederacy with which we shall be dealing in the pages that follow—did not
mean the destruction of the Parthian legacy among the Sasanians. For up to the
first quarter of the fifth century, at the very least, the Sasanians were forced to
reckon with an Armenia that was not only Arsacid but also conscious of the de-
feat of their brethren, the Iranian Arsacids, by the Sasanians.?®> The Sasanians,
for their part, could not have afforded to ignore this persistent legacy.

The continued relevance of the Parthian legacy to Sasanian history, and in
fact their centrality in the affairs of the Sasanian dynasty, at its inception and
throughout their history, was so overwhelming that popular traditions con-
nected the lineage of the first Sasanian rulers to the last defeated Arsacid king.?®®
There are numerous versions of this tradition, all bearing the same theme. Ac-
cording to these narratives, when Ardashir I killed the last Arsacid king, Arda-
van, and “vow[ed] not to leave a single soul from Ardavan’s house alive,” he
inadvertently married a member of the Arsacid royal family.*** According to
Tabari, the bride was none other than Ardavan’s daughter.’®® The Nibayat*®

20Procopius, The History of the Wars, London, 1914, translated by H.B. Dewing (Procopius 1914),
here p. 279.

201 Although, naturally, a detailed investigation of this is beyond the confines of our study. The
work of Toumanoff remains to date the magnum opus on the history Caucasia, Toumanoff 1963.
For a series of fascinating studies on the Irano-Armenian cultural relationship, with aspects of
which we shall be dealing further in this study, also see Garsoian 1985b; Russell 1991; Russell,
James R. (ed.), Armenian and Iranian Studies, vol. 9 of Harvard Armenian Texts and Studies, Cam-
bridge, Mass., 2004 (Russell 2004).

202The intimate affinity of Armenia with Iran was not confined to this. For as Garsoian observes,
the very “fabric of Armenian life, its social, legal and administrative institutions as well as its tastes
and mores, reveals a far greater coincidence with the Iranian tradition.” Garsoian 1985e, p. 6.

203 A line of debate in the Sasanian creation of an image of itself revolves around how the dynasty
conceived of its relationship to the Achaemenids. For these see Yarshater 1971; also see Daryaee
1995 and the sources cited therein.

24Yarshater 1983b, p. 380.

205 Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the Lakbmids, and Yemen, vol. V of The History of Ta-
bari, Albany, 1999, translated and annotated by C.E. Bosworth (Tabari 1999), p. 25, and n. 86,
de Gocje, 824. Bosworth, in the prior note, as well as Noldeke 1879, pp. 26-28 and p. 28, n. 1,
Néldeke, Theodore, Tarikh-i Iraniyan va Arab-ha dar zaman-i Sasaniyan, Tehran, 1979, translation
of Noldeke 1879 by Abbas Zaryab (Noldeke 1979), pp. 76-78 and p. 89, n. 7; and Lukonin 1986,
p. 49, question the veracity of this genealogy, an issue not relevant to the arguments presented
here. It is interesting to note, however, that this genealogical tradition is not found in Thaalibi, for
instance. Tha<alibi 1900, pp. 473-486.

206 Another important source for Sasanian history is the anonymous Nihayat 1996, Nibayat al-Irab
fi Akbbar al-Furis wa ’l-Arab, vol. 162, Tehran, 1996, translated by M. T. Danish-Pazhuh (Nihayat
1996). For some crucial junctures of the Sasanian history, it adds important details not found in
other recensions of the X?aday-Namag tradition. For the value of the Nihayat as a source, see Rubin,
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maintains that she was a cousin of the Arsacid king,?”” and Dinawari claims her
to be the daughter of another Arsacid prince.?%

In the Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Papagan, written apparently toward the end of
the Sasanian period and containing a popular and romanticized version of the
life of Ardashir I, this Parthian connection is pervasive. In one version of this
matrimony given by the Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Papagan, after defeating Arda-
van,’® Ardashir I marries the unnamed daughter of the last Parthian king.?"°
The brothers of Ardavan, having found sanctuary with Kabulshah, later wrote
to their sister and, chastising her for being oblivious to familial bonds, urged her
to poison Ardashir I. Providentially, the poisoned cup that Ardashir I was about
to drink was spilt and the king realized his wife’s mutiny. When the mobadban
mobad informed the king that the punishment for such acts against the king
was death, and subsequently was ordered by Ardashir I to carry out the sen-
tence against the Parthian princess, the latter informed the m6bad that she was
seven months pregnant with the child of the Sasanian king. Realizing the king’s
fleeting anger and anticipating his future regret, the mobad forewent killing the
princess and hid her from Ardashir I. The son that was subsequently born was
the future king, Shapur 1.2!! It is significant that this same story is also contained
in the Shahnama of Ferdowsi.?!? The narrative of Shapur I’s matrimony to a
daughter of Mihrak-i Nushzadan, resulting in the birth of Hormozd 1, is equally
revealing. For while the precise Parthian ancestry of Mihrak cannot be estab-
lished, the theophoric Mithraic name of Mihrak, the continued profusion of
Mithraic terminology in his narrative, and the intense enmity existing between
him and Ardashir I underline Mihrak’s exalted and perhaps Parthian genealogy.
So important Mihrak’s ancestry seems to have been, in fact, that the Indian
astrologers are said to have prognosticated that the kingship of Iran could be
obtained only by him who was an offspring from the seed of Mihrak-i Nushza-
dan and Ardashir 1.2 In spite of Ardashir I’s insistence on the impossibility

Zeev, “The Reforms of Khusrow Antishirwan’, in Averil Cameron and Lawrence I. Conrad (eds.),
The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, III: States, Resources and Armies, pp. 227-297, Princeton,
1995 (Rubin 1995), here pp. 237-239, and the sources cited therein, providing a history of the source
from E. G. Browne to M. Grignaschi.

297Nihayat 1996, pp. 181, 183-185.

28Dinawari, Abt Hanifa Ahmad, Akbbar al-Tiwal, Tehran, 1967, translated by Sadiq Nash’at
(Dinawari 1967), pp. 46-47. All quoted as well in Yarshater 1983b, p. 380.

29 At the inception of this story, with Ardavan’s favorite slave girl in his company, Ardashir I
flees from the last Arsacid king. As we shall see on page 366, the imagery surrounding this flight is
full of portent Mithraic symbolism, that is, symbolism borrowed from the predominant religious
predilections of the Parthian families. Ardashir 1963, Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Papagan, Tehran, 1963,
translated by Sadegh Hedayat (Ardashir 1963), p. 182. For Mithraism among the Parthians, see
Chapter 5, especially §5.4.

219A rdashir 1963, p. 184.

211 A rdashir 1963, pp. 195-202.

2Ferdowst, Shabnama, Moscow, 1971 (Ferdowst 1971), vol. VII, pp. 156-164.

213 Ardashir 1963, p. 203.
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of this mixture,?!* from the union of the daughter of Mihrak with Shapur I,
Hormozd I was born.?'> What is significant about these genealogical traditions
is not their possible historical veracity, but the fact that in some quarters at least,
the early Sasanians could gain legitimacy only by genealogical connections to
the Arsacids. This belief, moreover, circulated even in late Sasanian period. For
the purposes of the later Sasanian history examined in this study, moreover,
it is important to keep in mind that the strongholds of Ardavan throughout
his struggle against Ardashir I were the regions of Rayy, Damavand, Deylam,
and Padhashkhwargar (Tabaristan), the traditional homelands of the Arsacid
dynasty.?1

2.1.1 Christensen’s thesis

The continued power of the Parthian families is acknowledged—in some corners
more than others—by current scholarship on the Sasanians. The details of Sasa-
nian administrative structure, based predominantly on the primary evidence
of the third and the sixth centuries, and the secondary and tertiary literary
sources, was long ago investigated in Christensen’s magnum opus, L’lran sous
les Sassanides, a highly erudite work which continues to be the reference point
of all current scholarship on the Sasanians. The paradigmatic narrative con-
structed by Christensen runs something like this:*'” In its broad outlines, the
social and administrative structure of Sasanian society harked back to antiquity.
Its hierarchy was articulated in the Younger Avesta*!® as the class of the priests,
aVravan; the warriors, raaéstar; and finally the agriculturalists, vastryofSuyant.
In one instance, a fourth class of artisans or hiiti is also mentioned.?" Super-
imposed on the politically and socially more complex Sasanian society was a
similar division: the clerical class, asravan; the class of the warriors, arteshtaran;
the bureaucrats, dibbéran; and finally the people. Included among the last were
the farmers, vastryoshan, and the artisans, hutukbshan. Each class was itself strat-
ified into various categories. The head of the priestly class was the mobadban
mobadh; that of the warriors, eran-spahbadh; the bureaucrats, éran-dibherbadb;
and finally the people were headed by the vastryoshan salar.

214 Ardashir 1963, p. 204:
98 K i) 4 o5 Ol 5 D e (6_'4")" & sl 59, 0

215 Ardashir 1963, pp. 203-209; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, pp. 164-172.

216 Ardashir 1963, p. 184. Yarshater 1983b, p. 365.

217The discussion of the Sasanian social and administrative structure is based on Christensen 1944,
pp- 96-137. Also see Tafazzoli 2000.

218For the periodization of the various parts of the Avesta, see Kellens, J., ‘Avesta’, in Ehsan
Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 35-44, New York, 1991 (Kellens 1991).

219Zamyad Yasht 1883, Zamyad Yasht, vol. 23 of Sacred Books of the East, Oxford University Press,
1883, translated by James Darmesteter (Zamyad Yasht 1883), §17, as cited in Christensen 1944,
p. 98.
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Third-century inscriptions

A second and for our purposes more important social division of the Sasanians,
however, according to this narrative, was inherited from more recent times, the
period of the Arsacid dynasty (247 BCE-224 CE). In the bilingual inscription
of Shapar I at Haji Abad (SH) in the province of Fars,?? these are listed as the
Princes of the Empire, or shabrdaran; the high-ranking elite or vaspuhran; the
grandees, or wuzurgan, and finally the freemen or azadhan.*?! Divine Glory
(or farr) was a quality possessed by the King of Kings. “Originally meaning life
force, activity, or splendor, it [gradually] came to mean victory, fortune, and
especially royal fortune.”®? But the King of Kings was not the only dignitary
in possession of farr. The shahrdaran of the realm could also boast the attribute
of Divine Glory. The highest members of the vaspuhran came from the seven
great feudal families of the realm. In fact, the Sasanians were themselves only
the first of these. As Christensen observes, “the members of these seven great
families had the right to carry a crown, being in their origin the equals of the
kings of Iran. Only the size of their crown was smaller than that of the Sasanian
kings.”??* The shahrdaran were subordinate to the King of Kings, Shahanshah.
These subordinate kings also included the large fief holders, as well as the vassal
kings of other regions under the protection of the Sasanian king. Also included
among those carrying the title of king and the splendor that accompanied it
were a number of marzbans (wardens of marches) “whose territories were par-
ticularly susceptible to enemy attacks and who were entitled to a reward in
return for their defense of the realm.”?**

20Lukonin 1983, p. 682; Boyce, Mary, ‘Parthian Writings and Literature’, in Ehsan Yarshater
(ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(2), pp. 1151-
1166, Cambridge University Press, 1983b (Boyce 1983b), p. 1165, and the sources cited therein.

221Gee also footnote 126.

222Meaning glory, derived etymologically from the Iranian word xuar/n for sun, and attested
in various forms in other Iranian languages (Median and Old Persian farnah, Soghdian farn), the
concept traversed into other cultural zones (in Buddhist Soghdian signifying the position of Bud-
dha, and in Armenian signifying glory, honor, for example). It is “at the root of ideas that were
widespread in the Hellenistic and Roman period ... such as tyche basileus, fortuna regia,” and in
Islamic Iran, it was translated into the concept of farr-i ilahi. Farr was a royal and divine attribute.
Besides meaning “glory, splendor, luminosity and shine, [and besides being] connected with sun
and fire ... [its] secondary meaning ... related to prosperity, (good) fortune, and (kingly) majesty.”
It was associated with the stars and the great luminaries, various divinities, most importantly, as
we shall see, with Mithra, as well as with waters and mountains. Its iconographical representations
ranged from winged sun disks to rings in investiture scenes, figural images connected with light and
fire, and finally to birds and rams, although there continues to be controversies surrounding some
of these representations. See Gnoli, Gherardo, ‘Farr(ah)’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia
Iranica, New York, 2007 (Gnoli 2007); Frye, Richard N., The Golden Age of Persia: The Arabs in
the East, London, 1975a (Frye 1975a), p. 8. See the religion chapter for further discussion of this
important Iranian concept, especially page 354ff.

22 Christensen 1944, p. 103.

24 Christensen, Arthur, Vaz<i Milat va Dowlat va Darbar dar Dowrib-i Shahanshahi-i Sasaniyan,
Tehran, 1935, translated and annotated by Mujtaba Minovi (Christensen 1935), p. 28. In the acts of
the Syrian martyrs we find, among others, Mihranid marzbans from Bet-Daraye and from Georgia,
called respectively Shahren and Piran Gushnasp. Hoffmann, G., Auszige aus syrischen Akten per-
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The seven great feudal families of the Sasanian period traced their descent to
the Parthians. In fact only three, Christensen argues, seem to have held the same
elevated position in the Arsacid feudal structure inherited by the Sasanians.
These were the families of the Karins, the Surens, and the Ispahbudhan. These
all carried the title of Pahlav, or Parthian. The three other families were the
Spandiyadhs (or Isfandiyar), the Mihran,? and “possibly the Ziks.”??* To-
gether they formed a sort of feudal nobility. Their power primarily accrued to
them from their large fiefs. A number of these families in time came to be asso-
ciated with certain provinces in the empire. The family of Karins, therefore, are
known to have resided in the Nihavand area (in Media), the Surens in Sistan,
and the Ispahbudhan in Dihistan in Gurgan.?”” The centrifugal powers of this
Parthian feudal nobility in Sasanian society has been acknowledged. Long ago
Lukonin argued, for example, that “political centralization appears to have been
achieved in Iran only at the end of the Sasanian epoch, when the reform[s of
Khusrow I were] ... completed.””® Pioneering scholars have even attempted
to trace the bare outlines of the history of some of these great Parthian feu-
dal families in early Sasanian history.?? Patkanian, for example, highlighted
that the Sasanians devoted a substantial part of their early history to combating
the traditions of Parthava, traditions which still forcefully presented themselves
against that of the Persis.”® It has been further observed that the high place
that these dignitaries continued to hold in the court of the first Sasanian kings
is a reflection of the fact that they formed a confederacy without the aid of
which Ardashir I could not have assumed power to begin with. The list of the
nobility in the inscriptions of the first Sasanian kings in the Kaba-i Zartusht
(SKZ), for example, argued Lukonin, makes it amply clear that it was as a result

sischer Martyrer, vol. 7 of Abbandlungen fiir die Kunde des Morgenlandes, Leipzig, 1980 (Hoffmann
1980), pp. 64, 68 apud Khurshudian, Eduard, Die Partischen und Sasanidischen Verwaltungsinstitu-
tionen nach den literarischen und epigraphischen Quellen, Yerevan, 1998 (Khurshudian 1998), p. 71.
225Patkanian claims that indirect allusions in the works of Armenian historians seem to indicate
that the Mihrans were in fact a branch of the Ispahbudhan family. But he does not elaborate on
this. Patkanian, M.K., ‘D’une histoire de la dynastie des Sassanides’, Journal Asiatique pp. 101-238,
translated by M. Evariste Prud’homme (Patkanian 1866), p. 129. Néldeke questions whether the
Mihrans were the same house as the Isfandiyar family for the base of both seems to have been in
Rayy. I do not know based on what he conjectures the identity of the Isfandiyars and the Mihrans.

226Christensen 1944, p. 103.

227 When describing the celebration of Isfandarmadh (Spandarmad), the Amahraspand of earth,
called mard-giran, Biruni maintains that this celebration was prevalent in the Parthian domains, in
which he includes Isfahan and Rayy. Birtni 1984, p. 355. As we shall see, contrary to Christensen’s
claims, there is little doubt that the concentration of the power of the Parthians families of the
Karin, the Mihran, the Ispahbudhan, and the Kanarangiyan during the Sasanian period remained in
the lands of Pahlav and Media, the isolated names of villages and rivers outside of these territories
notwithstanding. Christensen 1944, pp. 105-106.

228Through these reforms, argues Lukonin, “the system of shahrs was changed to a system of four
large divisions of the state [kiust], headed by vice-regents appointed by the central government and
each wielding both military and civil power in his vice-regency—a kind of revival of the institution
of the shabrab.” Lukonin 1983, p. 731. Emphasis mine. Noldeke 1979, p. 88, n. 1.

229Patkanian 1866.

20Patkanian 1866, pp. 119-120 and 126-128.
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of the cooperation of the kings of Andigan, Kirman, Aprenak, Sakistan, and
Marv, as well as the cooperation of the Parthian feudal families of the Razz, the
Surens, the Karins, and not to mention the cooperation of the minor kings of
Mesopotamia, that Ardashir I was able to assume power.”! Lukonin further
argued that it is rather certain that in the court of Ardashir I, “the Surens, Ka-
rens, Varazes and the kings of Andigan held positions of great honor, ousting the
representatives of the noble clan of Persis. In this instance there is a complete anal-
ogy with the appearance, at the court of the King of Kings of Iran of the new
dynasty, of the kings of Marv, Abarshahr, Carmenia, Sakastan, Iberia and Adi-
abene.” After all, argued Lukonin, “the extensive domains of the Surens, Karens
and Varazes must also have originally become part of the Sasanian state as semi-
independent states,”™? and the king most probably could not interfere much in
the regions under their control.?** In spite of the ostensible decimation of the
Karins at the hands of the Sasanians, therefore, even these continue to appear
in the court of the Ardashir I as high dignitaries.”* There are also indications
that the scribal personnel of early Sasanian society, a group that belonged to the
third estate, were inherited from the Parthian scribal personnel. Thus, among
the retinue of Shapur I (241-272) at the Kaba-i Zartusht (SKZ), there is mention
of one Astad, “the (letter) scribe [pad frawardag dibir in Parthian] from Rayy,
from the Mibran family.”>> As far as the rule of the early Sasanians are con-
cerned, therefore, the continuity of the political power of the Parthians in their
polity is acknowledged by most scholars of Sasanian history. In spite of these
reservations about the power of the Sasanians at the inception of their rule and
during subsequent centuries, however, it was the Christensenian paradigm that
came to dominate the field.

While acknowledging decentralizing forces operating at the inception of
Sasanian history, Christensen argued that during the third century the monar-
chy obtained great powers. During this period the Sasanians attempted to assert
their control over newly acquired territories formerly under the control of the
Parthian dynasts and various other petty kings and leashed the decentralizing
forces of their realm. During this century, argued Christensen, the Sasanians
attempted to rid themselves of the legacy of the Parthians. “In few years, and
with a heavy hand, he [Ardashir] welded together the rarely cohesive parts of
the Parthian kingdom into a firm and solid unity ... and created a political

B1Lukonin 1986, p. 57.

22Lukonin 1983, p. 705. Emphasis mine. In the depictions of Shapur I at Nagsh-i Rajab like-
wise, after the king, the princes of the realm and the queen, and the commander of king’s guard,
come representatives of the families of Varaz (Ardashir Varaz), Suren (Ardashir Suren), and Karin.
Lukonin 1986, p. 108-109.

233Besides the Parthian dynasts, we also know that the kings of Abarshahr, Marv, Kirman, and
Sakastan continued to rule their own territories during Ardashir I's reign. Lukonin 1986, p. 21.

B4Frye, Richard N., ‘The Political History of Iran Under the Sasanians’, in Ehsan Yarshater
(ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(1), pp. 119-120,
Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Frye 1983). See also note 185.

25 Tafazzoli 2000, p. 21.
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and religious organism that lasted for more than four centuries!]"**® Thus, Chris-
tensen argued, the advent of the Sasanians was not simply a political event: it
marked the appearance of a “novel spirit in the Iranian empire ... The two char-
acteristic traits of the system of the Sasanian state ... [were] heavy centralization
and the creation of a state church.”*’

What then of the power of the Parthian feudal families, those who were
thought to be on a par with Sasanian kings, and those without whose aid Arda-
shir I could not have assumed kingship? Christensen argued that as the territo-
ries of these Parthian nobles came to be dispersed in the different parts of the
kingdom—it is not clear how—this undermined their continued control over
vast estates. The fragmentation of the territorial possessions of the Parthian feu-
dal families was perhaps one of the causes, according to Christensen, through
which, in time, these became more and more a “nobility of the robe and of
the court,” losing the characteristics of real feudal nobility. In comparison to
the area under the direct control of the state and administered by the royal
governors, the territories under the control of the feudal nobility were never
extensive.??® While this remained the case, we do not know the nature of the
king’s jurisdiction over the territories under the control of the Parthian feudal
nobility, and whether these had total or partial immunity. It is true that cer-
tain offices in the Sasanian realm belonged to these families on a hereditary basis
and through ancient custom, Christensen admitted.”® Quoting the narrative of
Simocatta about the hereditary positions of the nobility in Sasanian administra-
tion,?* he proceeded to argue that “[i]t is difficult to assess to which family each
of the aforementioned posts belonged.” As the families of Stiren and Mihran are
generally mentioned among the generals of the army, one might conclude that
each of these families controlled one of the military posts, Christensen con-
ceded. As for the distribution of the civilian posts among these families, “we
know absolutely nothing about this.”**! Finally, “all considered ..., while it
is true that the hereditary posts were very important positions, they were not
the most important ... In fact it is not likely that the primary posts of the
empire, that of the prime minister, the commander in chief of all the armies of
the king etc., should have been transmitted on a hereditary basis, and that the
king would not have had the choice of his counselors ... This kind of institution
would have been incompatible with the absolutist government that was in effect the
base of the Sasanian state, and it would have, in a short time, brought about the
ruin of the empire.”**? The hereditary posts in the Sasanian empire, therefore,
“were positions of honor that marked the privileged status of the seven Parthian

236 Christensen 1944, p. 96. Emphasis mine.

27 Christensen 1944, p. 97. Emphasis mine.

238 Christensen 1944, p. 106.

29Christensen 1944, pp. 106-107.

240Gee page 29.

2 Christensen 1944, p. 109.

22Christensen 1944, p. 108-109. Emphasis added.
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families. The power of these, especially in the period anterior to Qubad and
Khusrow I, rested equally in the revenues of their fiefs, and on the force of feudal
ties between these Parthian families and their subjects.”® What then did these
Parthian families do with the wealth and manpower under their control? They
used this as a “prerogative in the nomination of the highest posts in the empire,”
according to Christensen. As we shall see, however, this included the appoint-
ment of the Sasanian kings themselves! While acknowledging long stretches of
Sasanian history wherein the feudal nobility held sway, Christensen neverthe-
less carried his thesis of an absolutist, centralized monarchy to the end of the
Sasanian period, making Khusrow I the quintessential absolute monarch, and
devoting to him a substantial part of his opus. The Christensenian thesis car-
ried the field. Accordingly, it was subsequently argued, for example, that while
“the nobility from time to time during the Sasanian empire showed its power,
on the whole the importance of the ruler and the centralization of authority
continued ... The reign of Shapiur Il (309-379) can be considered the culmination
of the process of centralization under the early Sasanian kings.”***

As we shall see, however, the centrist monarchical perspective promoted by
this thesis falls seriously short of explaining the ongoing tension between the
Sasanian monarchy and the decentralizing forces operating within its polity.
Specifically, and most importantly, it fails to properly appreciate the tremen-
dous and continuous power of the Parthian feudal nobility, the Pahlav, within
the Sasanian realm. It cannot explain why episodic surges of the Sasanians’ at-
tempt at centralization were thoroughly overshadowed by substantial periods
when there was almost a total collapse of the power of the monarchy, and a
resurgence of the power of the Parthian feudal families. If the Sasanians were so
successful in creating an absolutist and powerful centralized polity, then we are
at a loss to account for the stories of a multitude of Sasanian kings who were
enthroned and deposed, sometimes in their infancy, at the whim of this same
Parthian feudal nobility. If the height of Sasanian centralization was achieved
in the sixth century, why was it that even after the reforms of the archetypal
centrist Sasanian monarch, Khusrow I, Sasanian control was on the verge of col-
lapse through the rebellions of Bahram-i Chubin and Vistahm, both belonging
to the Parthian families?**

A longue durée investigation of Sasanian sociopolitical history, one which
does not read the evidence for the third and sixth centuries into the rest of Sasa-
nian history, reveals that, except for short periods in their history, the Sasanians
were rarely able to centralize their rule and leash the power of the Parthian feu-
dal nobility. In fact, if we were to read the history of the Sasanians not from
the monarchical perspective or from the point of view of the Sasanian court
in western Iran and Mesopotamia, the result would be a thoroughly different
history, dominated by the tremendous power of the Pahlav families. The power

23 Christensen 1944, p. 110.
2#Frye 1983, p. 133. Emphasis added.
2458ee §2.6.3 and §2.7.1.
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of the Sasanian monarchy at the center, it will be argued in this study, was al-
ways contingent on the cooperation of the Pahlav families with the Sasanians,
the inheritors of the traditions of Persis. The Sasanians realized this early in
their reign and recognized that the only viable and enduring polity that they
could ever hope to establish was one in which the long-established power of
the Pahlav families was acknowledged and rendered continuous. Thus, in direct
continuity with the history of the Arsacids, the Sasanians knew they had to
establish a confederacy with the Pahlav families. This policy was made viable
by the fact that, throughout their long history, the Pahlav families had never
been a homogeneous group to begin with. The divisions and rivalries long es-
tablished among them made the Sasanians’ task easy, and the Sasanian-Parthian
confederacy worked admirably, albeit with the ebb and flow inherent in any
such political arrangement, throughout most of Sasanian history. In fact, the
dissolution of the Sasanian polity was caused primarily by Sasanian efforts, late
in their history, to do away with this confederacy. Part of the problem in ap-
preciating the dynamics of the relationship between the Sasanian monarchy and
the Parthian families is the conceptual framework that scholarship has adopted
in order to investigate Sasanian sociopolitical and administrative history, a con-
ceptual framework which, sustained by Christensen’s thesis, nevertheless fails
to account for the realities of Sasanian history. Toumanoff’s study**® of Cau-
casia offers an alternative conceptual framework that is much more applicable
to Sasanian society, through which we can appreciate the nature of the Parsig-
Pahlav relationship throughout Sasanian history.

2.1.2 Dynasticism

In a detailed study of the history of Caucasia through the centuries, Toumanoff
argues that the “social history of Caucasia is marked by an extraordinary per-
manence of form, which offers a sharp contrast to the vicissitudes of its political
history ... The perdurable form in question is one of a strongly aristocratic
society which combined in an unusual way the features of a feudal regime with
those of a dynastic regime evolved from earlier tribal conditions.”**” Citing re-
cent studies of feudalism, Toumanoff notes that unfortunately in these studies
“no notice was taken of Caucasian society, or that other component which
may, in contradistinction to feudalism, be termed dynasticism.”**® Toumanoff
then proceeds to conceptualize what he understands to be the nature of the two
regimes of feudalism and dynasticism. Feudalism, Toumanoff argues, is born “of
the revolutionary encounter of two more or less moribund elements.” One of
these elements is the “state: a civilized, bureaucratic and centralized, cosmo-
cratic, yet disintegrating polity—or, at least, an abortive attempt at one.”**
The other element “is the tribe in what has been called its Heroic Age, when,

246 Toumanoff 1963.

2 Toumanoff 1963, p. 34.

28 Toumanoff 1963, p. 34, nn. 1-2. Emphasis added.
29 Toumanoff 1963, p. 35.

53



§2.1: SASANIANS / ARSACIDS CHAPTER 2: SASANIANS

instead of a gradual evolution into a polity, it suffers, under the impact of a
too-pronounced outside influence of a State, the disruption of the ties of mystic
kingship that have held it together and which are now replaced by personal and
contractual bonds of lord-vassal relationship.”*° The feudal society that results
from the meeting of these two elements at a particular juncture of a society can
thus be described as “a system of government, a polity, which is marked by the
diffusion of sovereign power.”?! In spite of the horizontal and vertical ways in
which sovereignty is pulverized in such a society, Toumanoff argues, “there is
nevertheless unity in this society, besides diversity; it derives from the tradition
of a centralized state, and, once enforced by the ruler-subject bonds, is now affected
by the lord-vassal relations of the pyramidal group.” Relations, in such a system,
“converge in the person of supreme overlord, or king, who is the theoretical
source of sovereignty and of landownership in the polity.”>>

Opposed to this system, according to Toumanoff, stands that of dynasti-
cism. In a dynastic system, the “same elements as with feudalism” are at work,
only “here the tribe is basic and the State secondary.” Dynasticism is the “re-
sult not of the disruption of a tribal society and of the meeting of Heroic-Age
warriors with a decaying cosmocracy, but of a gradual evolution of tribes into
a polity.”*? The evolution of a society into a dynastic form of sovereignty “is
brought about by the coalescence [presumably over an extended period] of clans
and tribes dwelling in close vicinity, within a geographically and—though not
necessarily—ethnically unified area; by the acquisition of the prerequisites of
statehood: sovereignty, independence or at least autonomy, and of course, ter-
ritory; and by the achieving of a higher degree of civilization, manifested, for
instance, in written records.”?* What prompts this evolution, besides outside
forces, according to Toumanoff, is the development “of a new social force inside:
the rising class of the dynasts.” The monarchical regimes that thus rise in a dy-
nastic system “display a greater degree of interpenetration of religion and polity
... for they inherit more fully the theophonism of the tribe and in fact develop
it further.””® The unity of such a system “rests on geographical, cultural and
ethnic, rather than political foundations.” In such a society when “a number
of small States coexist in a circumscribed area, the group of kingly dynasties
ruling in them, though each unique in its own polity, come to form together,
in the multiplicity of States, as it were one class.”®*® This class cuts across polit-
ical boundaries and comes to constitute “the highest stratum of the society of
the entire area.” According to Toumanofi, this class might be called a dynastic
aristocracy. Political unification in such a society involves not the “complete

20Toumanoff 1963, p. 35.
B Toumanoff 1963, p. 35.
22Toumanoff 1963, p. 36. Emphasis added.
23 Toumanoff 1963, p. 36. Emphasis added.
Z4Toumanoff 1963, p. 36.
25 Toumanoff 1963, p. 37.
26 Toumanoff 1963, p. 37.
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reduction of the fellow dynasts by the super dynasts, as in a centralized state . ..
[but] the imposition upon them of only his political hegemony.” In such a system, a
“hierarchy of political, but also economic, or at least fiscal, and social, relation-
ships is established which holds together the super-dynast or High King, the
other dynasts ... in the common governance of the nation.”’” The sovereign
power, here, is polygenetic. In contradistinction to this, a fexdal regime “pre-
supposes the fragmentation of the theoretically monogenetic sovereign power

to an essentially non-sovereign, noble group.” There is however, a greater
difference between the two regimes that transcends political differences, and
that is the condition of land tenure. While in dynastic regimes land ownership
is “absolute and inalienable, feudal land tenure is conditional, contractual, and
limited.”>® As with the polygenetic nature of the political regimes that are thus
established, land tenure in a dynastic society is also polygenetic, dominium di-
rectum, “as opposed to the unitary, monogenetic one, which reduces the land
tenure of all save the supreme lord to a mere dominium utile.” A feudal society,
on the other hand, is one in which there is a complete “political, social, and eco-
nomic dependence of vassal on suzerain.”*’ Finally, a feudal state is something
of “a middle way between dynasticism, on the one hand, and an anti-nobiliary
and bureaucratic, total étatisme, such as characterized by the Roman Empire, on
the other.”?® Toumanoff then proceeds to argue that Caucasian societies were
indeed dynastic. In Iran and western Europe, however, it was a feudal system
that supplanted dynasticism.

Like scholars before and after him, however, Toumanoff based his study
of Sasanian Iran on Christensen’s thesis, and not on an independent investi-
gation of the Sasanian sociopolitical regime.?®! While he maintained that in
Iran “the super-dynastic Crown early became powerful and, moreover, impe-
rial, and evinced ératiste tendencies”, he also stated that the “only dynastic group
in Iran was, to give it its Sassanian name, that of shabrdaran or vassal kings.”
Comparing the “seven great houses of the vaspuhran,” sociologically and juridi-
cally, to the “Caucasian lesser, non-dynastic, nobility,” moreover, Toumanoff
significantly maintained that the “political and social importance of ... [these
Parthian families] was commensurable with that of the greatest of the Caucasian
[dynastic] Princes.”?®? It will be proposed in this study that a non-centrist inves-
tigation of Sasanian sociopolitical history highlights the fact that in spite of spo-
radic efforts of the Sasanians to create a feudal and, at times, an étatiste sociopo-
litical regime, the monarchy can in fact best be viewed as a dynastic regime.
This dimension of Sasanian sociopolitical history can be corroborated with

27 Toumanoff 1963, p. 38. Emphasis added.

28 Toumanoff 1963, p. 39.

29 Toumanoff 1963, p. 39. Emphasis added.

260Toumanoff 1963, p. 39.

261The first reference that he makes once he assesses the Sasanian political structure is to Chris-
tensen’s work, Christensen 1944. Toumanoff 1963, p. 40, n. 14. Emphasis added.

262 Toumanoff 1963, p. 40, n. 14.
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reference to the agnatic sociopolitical and cultural infrastructure that charac-
terized Iranian society throughout the Sasanian period.?®> There is little doubt
that the seven great Pahlav families were in fact dynastic sociopolitical regimes,
over whom, ideally, the Sasanians would have liked to establish an étatiste or a
feudal regime, but with whom the Sasanians were forced to enter into a dynastic
confederacy, a confederacy in which, by agreement, the Sasanians functioned as
the Kings of Kings (Shahanshah).

2.1.3 Early Sasanian period

Even without our knowledge of the Pahlav dynastic families’ substantial power
in the court of Ardashir I, where they ousted the representatives of the noble
clan of Persis, and even without all the other evidence adduced here to sub-
stantiate the continued forceful legacy of the Pahlav families and the western-
focused nature of Sasanian attempts at centralization and urbanization during
the third and subsequent centuries, the well-established fourth-century history
of the Sasanians should have led to the realization that something is terribly
skewed in this disproportionate emphasis on the centralizing measures under-
taken by the Sasanians during the reigns of Ardashir I and Shapur I (241-272).
For while the third century has been characterized as the century of the monar-
chy, it has also been almost unanimously acknowledged that in “the fourth
[century,] until Shapur II [(309-379)] reached manhood, the nobility and the
priesthood held sway.”?** Once Shapur Il comes of age, his reign is said to have
witnessed the height of centralization in Iran. What is not highlighted in this
appreciation of Shapur II’s regime, however, is that he himself owed his very
kingship to the designs of the nobility. The father of Shapur II, Hormozd II
(302-309), had left many sons behind. At the death of Hormozd II, as Ta-
bari narrates, the “great men of the state and the Zoroastrian priesthood saw their
chance of securing a dominant influence in affairs, hence killed the natural suc-
cessor to power, Hormozd I’s eldest son Adhar Narseh, blinded another, and
forced a third to flee to Roman territory, and then raised to nominal headship of
the realm the infant Shabur I, born forty days after his father’s death.”**> Of the
first thirty years of Shapur II’s reign, that is until the 330s, we seem to know
next to nothing. But the king’s belated renewed warfare against the Byzan-
tines, led even Christensen to suspect that once of age, Shapur II must have
had “difficulties to surmount in the interior of his realm.”?*® Whether or not
these had to do with leashing the nobility who had put him on the throne as
an infant can only be surmised. As we shall see later on in this study, a ma-
jor factor behind the power of the Parthian dynasts, and the Sasanian king’s
reliance on them, was the military prowess of the Parthians and the manpower
that they contributed to the Sasanian army. It is therefore indicative of their

263See §1.2.

264Frye 1983, p. 136. Emphasis added.
265Tabari 1999, p. 50, and n. 146, de Goeje, 836.
266Christensen 1944, p. 238.
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continued strength at the height of Shapur II’s reign that some of his major
campaigns during this period were headed by the Parthian dynastic families.
In the wars that Shapur II undertook against emperor Julian (361-363)—who
boasted of having among his own ranks the Arsacid king of Armenia, Arshak
[II—a general from the dynastic Pahlav family of the Mihrans led the Sasanian
forces, gaining for the Iranians a victory that was crowned with the murder of
Julian in 363 CE.2 In his war against the Byzantines over Armenia and against
the Armenian Arsacids, likewise, Shapur II was ultimately forced to send yet
another Parthian dynastic family, the Suren. Even Christensen admitted that
during the fourth century, the “traditions of the Arsacid period continued to be
strong in the blood of the great nobility, and the moment when a less energetic
king unleashed the bridle of their ambitions, the danger of preponderance of
the nobility and feudal anarchy” presented itself.2%®

Given the current paradigms in scholarship on the Sasanians, it is curious
that this same scholarship acknowledges that after Shapur II’s rule the monar-
chy became a pawn in the hands of the nobility. In fact, the course of Sasanian
history during the fourth century must force us to reconsider the rule of Sha-
pur II and his ostensible success in centralizing the Sasanian polity. For the
reign of Shapur II’s successor, Ardashir II (379-383), betrays the continued hold
of the Parthian dynasts over the Sasanians. Ardashir II’s assumption of the
throne seems to have been approved by the grear men of the state. Once secured
in power, however, Ardashir II “turned his attention to the great men and hold-
ers of authority, and killed a great number of them.”?® Naturally, this proved
to be Ardashir II’s undoing. For “the people then deposed him of power,” af-
ter a reign of only four years.?”® It is indicative of our mainstream monarchist
perspective on Sasanian history that the above episode has been interpreted in
the following terms: “Tabar1’s information that Ardashir II slaughtered many
nobility points to his being a personality who continued Shabur’s policy of
firm rule.” This may very well have been true. What seems to be forgotten
in this picture, however, is that Ardashir II lost his very head as a result of
this undertaking after only four years of rule! The next monarch, Shapur III
(383-388), did not fare much better than Ardashir II. In his accession speech
Shapur IIT declared to the nobility that henceforth deceit, tale-bearing, greed,
and self-righteousness would have no place in his court and his polity.?’! This,

267 Christensen 1944, p. 238.

268 Christensen 1944, p. 235. It has been argued that the “belief that the farr or mythical majesty of
kingship had descended on a Prince would cause nobles to rally to one member of the royal family
rather than another.” Frye 1983, p. 134. In all objectivity, however, this perspective does not give
due credence to sociopolitical and economic expediencies that must have informed the relationship
of the Sasanians with their Parthian constituents.

269Tabari 1999, pp. 67-68, de Goeje, 846.

20T abari 1999, p. 68, n. 183. Emphasis added.

21Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, pp. 259-260:
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however, was too much to ask of the nobility. For the anecdotal narratives that
briefly trace the short rule of this Sasanian monarch also apprise us that after a
rule of five years, the great men of state (al-wzama?) and the members of noble
houses (ahl al-buyntat) finally proceeded to kill the king by cutting “the ropes of
a large tent Shabur had had erected in one of his palace courts, [so that] the tent
fell down on top of him.” As a result of the antagonism that his policies created
among the great men of state and the members of noble houses, therefore, Sha-
pur III also ruled for only five years.”? The successor to the throne, Bahram
IV (388-399), seems to have been dethroned under unclear circumstances. He is
said to have enjoined his army commanders to obedience,””® and to have been a
self-involved king who never held mazalim court.”* He too suffered a violent
death.

Even Christensen admitted, therefore, that Ardashir II, Shapur III, and Bah-
ram IV “were weak kings under whose reigns the grand nobility easily re-
conquered the grounds that they had lost under the great Shapur 11,"*’> and that
these were “times of trouble for the Sasanian state, with enfeeblement of the
crown and aggrandizement of the nobility.””® The successors of Shapur II,
wrote Christensen, “were for the most part figures of little significance, and so
the death of Shapur II marks the beginning of a period of close to 125 years[l] in
which the king and the grandees of the empire vied for power. The great nobil-
ity, who had found an ally in the clergy,””” became, once again, a danger for
the power of the royalty.”® The end point of this rivalry, which apparently
reached its height in the initial phases of Qubad’s reign (488-531), is presumed
to have been the reign of the quintessential Sasanian monarch, Khusrow I Now-
shirvan (531-579), to be discussed shortly.

As we have seen thus far, while the continued forceful participation of the
nobility in Sasanian history is not disputed, the problem remains, nevertheless,
that due to the nature of the sources at our disposal up to the rule of Yazdgird
I (399-420), the actual noble families who came to wield such direct influence
on the crown remain, for the most part, anonymous. Except for significant
yet solitary figures in the monarchically patronized accounts of the X%aday-
Néamag tradition as reflected in the Shahnama or the classical Arabic histories,
we are forced to deal up to this point with anonymous collectivities that are
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272 Tabari 1999, p. 68, de Goeje, 846. Thaslibi 1900, pp. 534-535, Tha<libi, Aba Manstr, Tarikh-i
Thaslibi, 1989, translation of Thaalibi 1900 by Muhammad Fad2’ili (Tha<libi 1989), p. 345; Ibn
Balkhi 1995, p. 148; Dinawari 1967, p. 54.

273 Tabari 1999, p. 69, de Goeje, 847.

241bn Balkhi 1995, p. 198.

275Christensen 1944, p. 253. Italics mine.

26Paraphrased by Bosworth in Tabari 1999, pp. 68-69, n. 184. Emphasis added.

27For a discussion of the presumed power of the clergy, see Chapter 5.

8 Christensen 1944, p. 260. Emphasis added.
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referred to by such generic terms as abl al-buyatat, al-wzama, bozorgan, and so
forth.?”? From the rule of Yazdgird I, however, the nature of the information
at our disposal begins to change. Henceforth, sporadically, yet meaningfully,
the dynastic forces assume identity. From this point onward it is possible to
identify the major noble families whose power and rivalries directed the affairs
of the country in crucial ways. As we shall see, predominant among these
noble families were the Parthian dynastic families. The information on these
dynastic families becomes more and more substantial as we proceed further
into Sasanian history—although the infrastructural base of the power of these
families is not always explicit in our sources. Ironically, the emergence of the
Pahlav families into the full light of history from Yazdgird I’s reign onward
is most probably connected not only to the initial efforts of the Sasanians at
creating a historiography, but, as Noldeke acknowledged close to a century ago,
also to the contribution of these same Parthian families to the creation of the
Iranian national history and the X“aday-Namag tradition during the Sasanian
period itself. For invariably, as we shall see, the Pahlav families are depicted in
a very positive light in the X¥aday-Namag tradition.

2.2 Yazdgird I, Bahram V Gur, and Yazdgird II / the Surens

We shall commence our story, therefore, with the rule of Yazdgird I the Sin-
ner (399-420), an epithet bestowed upon him precisely by those who defeated
him.?® Yazdgird I is said to have commenced his rule on a platform of jus-
tice. Now, bereft of its religio-ethical connotations,?®! the platform of justice
attributed to specific Sasanian kings must be understood in terms of their in-
tention in agreeing to a dynastic/confederate arrangement. In contradistinc-
tion, the Sasanian kings who are accused of injustice, such as Khusrow II, are
precisely those who did not abide by the natural order of things, that is, the
explicit understanding that the Sasanian polity was a confederacy wherein the
independent power of the Parthian dynastic families was left undisturbed.?2
Thus, in the case of Yazdgird I the Sinner, in an inaugural speech to the elite
of his realm, the king warned the families that he would restrain their unbri-
dled powers. He warned those who had power in his realm, and through this
power inflicted injustice upon the needy, that he would deal with them harshly
and that they ought to be wary of his wrath.?®> In elaborating on Yazdgird I’s

2791t might still be possible to give some flesh to these through the use of other sources, such as
the Armenian. This examination has not been undertaken in the present study.

280Christensen 1944, p. 269.

21For an exposition of this, see §5.2.6.

282That this should be couched in terms of justice fits very well the Mithraic proclivity of most of
the Pahlav families. See Chapter 5, especially pages 351 and 354.

281bn Balkhi 1995, pp. 200-203; Thadalibi 1900, pp. 537-539; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, pp. 264~
265:
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relations with the elite of his realm, Tabari in fact maintains that Yazdgird I
“had begun his reign over them with lenience and equity; but then they, or at
least some of them, had rejected that policy and not shown themselves submis-
sive, as servants and slaves should in fact show themselves toward kings. This

had impelled him into harsh policies: he had beaten people and shed blood.”*%*

2.2.1 Mihr Narseh Suiren

Now during the rule of Yazdgird I begins the career of one of the most preem-
inent men of his kingdom, whom the king chose as his vizier, Mihr Narseh.?
Narseh, son of Burazih (Gurazih), went by the name of Mihr Narseh and the
title of hazarbandih, which is most probably a corruption of the title hazarbed
(hazarpat), the Chief of the Thousands.?®¢ As Khorenats‘i and Lazar Parpec‘i
inform us, Mihr Narseh belonged to the Saren Pahlav family.?” Mihr Narseh is
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284Tabari 1999, p. 98, de Goeje, 865. Emphasis added.

285Based on Mihr Narseh’s long career, and the fact that forty years later he appears as the general
of the army, Noldeke has argued that it seems improbable that Mihr Narseh was appointed as the
minister immediately after Yazdgird I's accession to power as maintained by Tabari. Néldeke 1879,
p- 76, n. 1, Noldeke 1979, p. 177, n. 8. Based partially on Noldeke’s statement, and the fact that
there seems to have been a change of policy for the worse toward the Christians of the realm in the
latter parts of Yazdgird Is reign, Christensen implicitly argues that Mihr Narseh might have been
appointed toward the end of the reign of Yazdgird I. Christensen 1944, p. 273. From this Zachner
concludes that it was toward the end of Yazdgird Is reign that Mihr Narseh was appointed. But
Noldeke never specified a date for Mihr Narseh’s appointment, and Christensen only postulated
a late appointment based on Néldeke. In any event the whole reasoning seems unsound as Mihr
Narseh could have been appointed in his mid-twenties for all we know. And in any event the whole
discussion is not crucial to the gist of the arguments that follow. It must be noted that the story of
Mihr Narseh and his family is not found in Thasalibi 1900, pp. 537-539.

286Noldeke 1879, p. 76, n. 2, Noldeke 1979, p. 177, n. 9; Tabari 1999, p. 72, de Goeje, 849; Gyselen
2001a, pp. 20-22.

287 As we shall see shortly, the Stiren continued to hold the most important offices in the Sasanian
domains during the reign of Yazdgird I (399-420), Bahram V Gur (420-438) and Yazdgird II (438-
457). According to Khorenats‘i, during the reign of Bahram V Gur (Vram), the minister of the
Aryans, the hazarpat, “was of the Surenean Pahlav” family. Khorenatsi 1978, p. 340. In fact,
Bahram V Gur, under whose rule the Suren continued in power, had the Surenid minister persuade
Sahak the Great of Armenia, also of the Stiren family, to willingly abdicate his position, underlining
their common descent in order to convince Sahak. The Surenean Pahlav hazarpat told Sahak that
since “you are my blood and kin, I speak out of consideration for your own good.” Khorenatsi
1978, p. 340. The kinship of Sahak to the Surenean Pahlav hazarpat is reiterated in other places.
Ibid., p. 344. Lazar P‘arpec‘i mentions the hazarpat of Yazdgird as the infamous Mihr Narseh.
He also calls him, like Moses, the hazarpar of the Aryans. Parpeci 1991, p. 75. In the court of
Bahram V Gur (Vram), Lazar P‘arpeci calls him the Surén Pahlav, the hazarpat of the royal court.
Ibid., p. 58. Based on a genealogy that Tabari provides for this family, which is found only in the
Sprenger manuscript, however, Christensen and Noldeke suspected that Mihr Narseh belonged to
the Isfandiyar family. Noldeke 1879, pp. 76-77, 139-140, n. 2, Néldeke 1979, pp. 170-171, 241,
n. 81; Christensen 1944, p. 104, n. 1. Noldeke, however, as he himself admits, was only guessing
this genealogical connection.
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said to have come from the town (garya) of Abruwan in the district of Dasht-i
Barin in the southwestern province of Fars, in Ardashir Khurrah.

The extensive powers of the Suren family during the combined reigns of
Yazdgird I (399-420), Bahram V Gur (420-438), and Yazdgird II (438-457) are
reflected in all of our sources. Tabari devotes an extensive section to this Pahlav
family, without identifying them as Surens,?® and praises them highly. Of
Mihr Narseh’s several sons he singles out three as having reached an outstand-
ing position. According to Tabari, one of the sons of Mihr Narseh was called
Zurvandad and was chosen to pursue a career in religious law. So strong was
the continuity of the power base of the Suren family that under the rule of
Bahram V Gur, Zurvandad was appointed the Chief herbad of the realm, a posi-
tion second only to that of the Chief 76bad.?® A second son of Mihr Narseh,
Majusnas, or Mahgushnasp, with the rank of vastryoshan salar, Chief Agricul-
turalist,””® was in control of the financially crucial department of the land tax
all through the reign of Bahram V Gar.

Yet the powers of the Sturens through the first half of the fifth century were
not limited to influential standing within the clergy and extensive control over
the agricultural wealth of the empire. A third important office was also filled
by a third son of Mihr Narseh, Kardar,”! who was supreme commander of
the army, and held the title rathashtaran salar,*** a rank, according to Tabari,
higher than that of spahbed and near to that of arjbadh (hargbed). Lofty con-
structions in the region are attributed to him.?*> Not only did the Surens exert
a tremendous influence over the administrative, financial, and military affairs
of the Sasanian state during this period. In their cooperation and connection
to the religious hierarchy, they also exerted a moral hold on their contempo-
rary society. At Jirih in Fars, Mihr Narseh established a fire temple, called
Mihr Narstyan, which, according to Tabari, was “still in existence today, with
its fire burning to this present moment.”?* As if this were not enough, in
the process of founding four other villages in the environs of Abruwan, Mihr
Narseh established four more fire temples—one for each village, naming these
after himself and his sons: Faraz-mara-awar-khudaya, Zurvandadhan, Kardad-
han, and Majusnasan. The three gardens that Mihr Narseh constructed in this
area are said to have contained 12,000 date palms, 12,000 olive trees, and 12,000

288N6ldeke 1879, pp. 110-113, Noldeke 1979, pp. 169-173; Tabari 1999, pp. 103-105, de Goeje,
868-870.

289No6ldeke 1879, p. 110, Noldeke 1979, p. 172. For a detailed discussion of the different classes
of the Zoroastrian clergy, among which were included the high priests, the herbads and the mobads,
see Kreyenbroek, Philip G., “The Zoroastrian Priesthood after the Fall of the Sasanian Empire’,
in Transition Periods in Iranian History, Societas Iranologica Europaea, pp. 151-166, Fribourg-en-
Brisgau, 1987 (Kreyenbroek 1987), p. 151.

20N5ldeke 1879, pp. 110-111, Noldeke 1979, pp. 172, 197, n. 100.

21 Kardar is most probably the title and not the name of this figure. See also Khurshudian 1998,
p. 280.

292Tafazzoli 2000, p. 9.

23Noldeke 1879, p. 111, Néldeke 1979, p. 172.

294Noldeke 1879, p. 111, Néldeke 1979, pp. 172-173.
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cypress trees.?”> Tabari maintains that these “villages, with the gardens and the
fire temples, have remained continuously in the hands of his descendants, who
are well known till today, and it has been mentioned that all these remain in
the best possible condition at the present time.”?*® Mihr Narseh’s religious zeal
was evident in his constructions of numerous fire temples. This zeal seems to
have been intensified by his implacable hatred of Christians. It is a function
of the hold of this Pahlav family over the monarchy that the persecution of
Christians under Bahram V Gur (420-438) and the flight of Christian refugees
to Byzantine territory are said to have been largely the result of the influence
of Mihr Narseh—who instigated as well the Perso-Byzantine war of 421-422—
over the Sasanians during this period. Mihr Narseh himself led the Sasanian
armies against Byzantium, in which he “played a notable role ... and returned
home having achieved all that Bahram V Gur had desired, and the latter heaped
honors unceasingly on Mihr Narsi.”®” Mihr Narseh continued to hold the
office of prime minister, hazarbed,?”® throughout the reign of Yazdgird II (438-
457). Tt 1s indicative of the independent historiographical contributions of these
Parthian dynastic families to the formation of the X*aday-Namag tradition that,
according to Noldeke, in a number of places in the Sprenger manuscript, Ta-
bari mentions a certain mobad called Abu Jadar Zaratusht, the son of Ahra,
who lived at the time of the <Abbasid caliph al-Mustasim (833-842) “as the nar-
rator of the last wars of Mihr Narsi with the Byzantines ... and probably [for
the name here has been changed] as the narrator for the events surrounding the
family of Mihr Narseh.”?

Here, then, we have evidence of a tremendously powerful Parthian dynas-
tic family, the house of Suren, who were basically the confederates in rule of
Yazdgird T (399-420), Bahram V Gur (420-438), and Yazdgird II (438-457) for a
period of close to half a century. Even if the Sturen family rose to prominence
only at the end of Yazdgird I’s reign, they were literally at the center of power
for a substantial period of time. While we do not know to which period Tabari’s
observation of the continued social power of the family refers, it is significant
that there was a tremendous continuity of the land holdings of the family in
subsequent centuries, most likely into the post-conquest period, for it was only
at this point that historians began using such phrases as “to this day”. We are
fortunate in having this sort of detailed information about the infrastructural
power of the Pahlav. The nature of our information and the positive light that
it sheds on this Pahlav family most probably hint at the direct hand that the
family had in writing this segment of the national history. They are portrayed

2% Twelve thousand, of course, is one of the eschatological numbers in the Zoroastrian tradition.

2%6Tabari 1999, p. 72, n. 192, de Goeje, 849.

27 Tabari 1999, p. 103, de Goeje, 868.

28During Bahram V Gur’s reign, Mihr Narseh held the office of Buzurjfarmadhar, that is, wuzurg
framadar (prime minister). Tabari 1999, pp. 99, 105, de Goeje, 866, 870. For the office of wuzurg
framadar and its relation to hazarbed, see Khurshudian 1998, pp. 76-90.

29Nsldeke 1879, p. xxiii, n. 1, Noldeke 1979, p. 37, n. 23.
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in extremely positive terms in almost all our histories. While the rivalries of
the dynastic families vis-a-vis the crown and among themselves assume a greater
and greater focus through the rest of the Sasanian history, the sort of detailed
information that we get about the actual basis of the Surens’ power is lacking
for other Pahlav dynasties in subsequent Sasanian history. Notwithstanding,
the information on the Surens in the first half of the fifth century can be con-
sidered indicative of the power that accrued to other Parthian dynastic families
in later Sasanian history.

But it is appropriate to pause and consider the precise nature of the Stiren’s
power during their almost half a century of rule. Here we have a family that
basically shared the government with the Sasanian monarchy. The Suren were
the hazarbeds, or prime ministers, of the realm. Isolated examples, pertaining
to different junctures of Sasanian history, testify to the tremendous power of
the hazarbeds in the Sasanian polity. As Gyselen points out, a royal inscription
of the late third, early fourth century, “names the hazarbed among those who
upheld [the Sasanian] Narseb in his reconquest of the throne.”® As we shall see,
a hazarbed of Hormozd IV’s (579- 590) reign, one Wahram Adurmah,*! who
held this office during Khusrow I’s reign as well, was among the dynastic leaders
murdered by Hormozd IV in the course of his efforts at restraining the pow-
ers of the nobility in his realm. A third, tremendously powerful hazarbed of
late Sasanian history, Wistaxm®® (the infamous Vistahm of Hormozd IV’s and
Khusrow II’s reigns, from the Parthian Ispahbudhan family), was, as we shall
see,”® not only responsible for bringing Khusrow II to power, but led a rebel-
lion that crippled the Sasanians late in their reign. There is every indication,
moreover, that as the examples of the Surens and the Ispahbudhan indicate,
the tremendously powerful figure of hazarbed was generally chosen from the
Parthian dynastic families. From the Pahlav Surens of the first half of the fifth
century, however, were not only the hazarbeds of the realm chosen, but also the
vastryoshan salar (Chief Agriculturalist) and the rathashtaran salar (Commander
of the Army). The Surens, in other words, had a central hold over the admin-
istration, military, and treasury of the realm, not to mention the leadership of
the clergy in Fars. All this they managed to achieve at the very center of the
empire. They had extensive, productive lands in their domains and exerted a
direct influence over the spiritual direction of the regions under their control.
Naturally, with all of this came the manpower that sustained their authority,
hence their leadership in the wars that the Sasanians waged during this period.
As we shall see, moreover, the military power of these Pahlav families was itself
predlcated upon the fact that they not only provided the backbone of the Sasa-
nian army with their cavalry, but, through their peasant population, their slave
contingents, and possibly mercenaries, also with their infantry. Slave ownership

30Gyselen 2001a, p. 21, and note 45.
1 Gyselen 2001a. See also §2.6.1.
392Gyselen 2001a, p. 42-43, seals 3a, 3b.
303See page 1071f and §2.7.1.
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was in fact a key source of wealth for the dynastic families. We have evidence of
slave ownership among the Suren family as far back as the Arsacid period, when
Plutarch informs us that the Parthian general Surena had many slaves in his
army.>®* After the siege of Amid, in southeastern Anatolia,® during Qubad’s
reign (488-531), certain “senior commanders in the Persian army asked Kawad
[Qubad] to hand over one-tenth of the captives to them, arguing that the deaths
of so many of their relatives during the siege had to be requited.”*® At any rate,
Elishe summed up the powers of Mihr Narseh best: “He was the Prince and the
commander (hramanatar) of the whole Persian Empire ... There was no one at
all who could escape his clutches. Not only the greatest and the least, but even
the king himself obeyed his command.”%

What seems to have been specific to the Surens, however, is that their in-
timate collaboration with the Sasanians ran throughout the course of Sasanian
history. In this sense they can be said to have maintained—as Khorenats‘i’s
folkloric tradition and the list of the nobility in the inscriptions of the first
Sasanian kings in the inscriptions of Kaba-i Zartusht (SKZ) confirm—the al-
liance that they had initially made with the early Sasanians at the inception of
Ardashir Is rise to power, so much so that they might even have come to adopt
the title of Parsig itself.>®® The original base of the Strens was the region of
Sistan in southeastern Iran, a region incorporated into the quarter of the south
after Khusrow I’s reforms. The proximity of the traditional territory of the Su-
rens to the Sasanians’ home territory in Fars, in other words, might explain the
strong hold that this Pahlav dynastic family exerted over the Sasanians at the
very center of their power. What powers could have accrued to the rest of the
seven great dynastic powers of the realm in their own territories, and away from
the reaches of the central authorities during the first half of the fifth century,
we can only imagine. Whether or not the Surens adopted the epithet Parsig,
there is no doubt that they were a Parthian family. The reliance of Yazdgird
I, Bahram V Gur, and Yazdgird II on this great dynastic Parthian family for
the very administration and control of their realm is symptomatic of a general

3%4Perikhanian 1983, p. 635. The title of Mihr Narseh, hazarbandak, has also been interpreted to
mean the “owner of a thousand slaves.” Ibid., pp. 627-681 and 635.

395 A strategically important city on the west bank of the Tigris, and the intersection of the north-
south and east-west trade routes, the city of Amid (Amida, modern day Diyarbakr), was a bone
of contention between the Byzantines and the Sasanians, from the early fourth century onward.
Sellwood, David, ‘Amida’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, p. 938, New York, 1991
(Sellwood 1991), p. 998.

3%The Persians then “murdered the captives with a variety of techniques that none of our sources
had the stomach to report.” Joshua the Stylite, The Chronicle of Psendo-Joshua the Stylite, Liverpool
University Press, 2000, translated with notes and introduction by Frank R. Trombley and John W.
Watt (Joshua the Stylite 2000), pp. 62-63.

3%7Elishé 1982, p. 140. Emphasis mine. For Elishé, see footnote 309.

3% Garsoian, in league with Justi and Christensen, suspects that the Suren Parsig are actually a
branch of the Surens. Buzandaran 1989, The Epic Histories: Buzandaran Patmut fwnk*, Harvard
University Press, 1989, translation and commentary by Nina Garsoian (Buzandaran 1989), p. 410,
and the sources cited therein.
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trend in Sasanian history from the reign of the Sasanian king Piruz (459-484)
onward: the monarchical institution itself was sustained, and in fact could not
have functioned without the help of at least one of the powerful Parthian dy-
nastic families of the realm.

2.2.2 YazdgirdI

The power of Mihr Narsch, as well as the dynastic structure of the Sasanian
army during this period, is clearly borne out by the account of Elishe.’” Ac-
cording to Elishe, in Yazdgird I’s wars against the Armenians, postulated by
some to have been instigated by Mihr Narseh himself, the Surenid hazarpat
gathered the armies of nobility in order to fight against the Armenian rebels.
Mihr Narseh then “addressed the greatest nobles at the king’s behest, saying:
‘Each of you remember the command of the great king and set as your goal the
fame of bravery. Choose death over a cowardly life. Do not forget the oil, the
crown, the laurels, and the liberal gifts which will be granted you from the royal
treasury. You are lords each of your own province, and you possess great power. You
yourselves know the bravery of the Armenians and the heroic valor of each one
of them. If perchance you are defeated, though alive you will be deprived of the
great property you now have. Remember your wives and children, remember your
dear friends.” Likewise he reminded them of their many companions who had
fled; although they survived the battle, they had received the penalty of death
by the sword. Their sons and daughters and their entire families had been ban-
ished, and all their ancestral lands taken from them.”*!° In other words, Mihr
Narseh organized an army from various regions Among the contingents that
were thus gathered, Elishe mentions “the contingents of the Aparhatsik®, the
Katishk’, the Huns and the Gelk, and all the rest of the army’s elite ... [which
were] assembled in one place 311 The Aparhatsik® were the people of Apar,
that is, Abarshahr, the region of Nishapur of medieval Muslim geographers;
the Katishk’, a population from Herat; and the Gelk, the people of Gilan.’!2
The hazarpat Mihr Narseh, then, had not only the power to dictate foreign pol-
icy, but to gather the regional armies under his command. While the identities
of the commanders of these armies are unfortunately not given, there is little
doubt that the armies thus gathered were those of the dynastic families of the
realm, who “are lords each of [their] own province, and ... possess great power.”

399Elishé was an Armenian priest and historian, who wrote an account of the Armenian uprising
of 451 against the Sasanians. While he claims to have been an eye-witness to these events, it is
now generally agreed that he probably lived toward the end of the sixth century. It is also agreed,
however, that this does not detract from the authenticity of his writing. Elishe 1982.

310Elishé 1982, p. 167. Emphasis added.

311Elishe 1982, pp. 167-168.

312He then set these in order and “extended his battle line ... he disposed the three thousand
armed men to the right and left of each elephant, and surrounded himself with the elite of his
warriors. In this fashion he strengthened the center [of the army] like a powerful tower or an
impregnable castle. He distributed banners, unfurled flags and ordered them to be ready at the
sound of the great trumpet.” Elishe 1982, p. 168, nos. 10, 11, and 12 respectively.
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For the purposes of later Sasanian history, it is important to keep in mind,
therefore, that Mihr Narseh’s armies were regional armies of the realm.
Elishe’s account also betrays the circumstances through which Yazdgird I
came to be given the epithet the Sinner. Having had the thorough cooperation
of one dynastic family, the Pahlav Surens, Yazdgird I attempted to impose a
feudal arrangement on them by usurping their land. It is rather certain that the
policies pursued by Yazdgird I did not sit well with the grandees of the empire—
who, except for the Suren, remain anonymous in our sources—and that these
were meant to undermine their wealth and power. According to Thaalibi, the
elite became base during Yazdgird I’s reign, and “the leaders of the Parsis were
destroyed.”'3 Tt is said that he was “ill thinking, ill-natured, and bloodthirsty.”
He would use any excuse in order to usurp a grandee’s wealth. In this way he
“ran the great families into desperation.”'* The Shahnama devotes an extensive
section to Yazdgird I: When he took control of affairs his grandeur increased,
but his kindness diminished. The wise became base next to him and he forgot
the kingly ways. The nobility lost all their repute with him. His nature turned
toward tyranny.’’> The mobads were, likewise, unsettled by his policies.’’® In
fact the autocratic rule that Yazdgird I sought to impose, with the very help
of the Suren dynastic family, was most probably of the sort that the other no-
bility of the realm could not stomach. And hence the fate of the unfortunate
king Yazdgird I the Sinner: he is said to have been kicked to death by a white
horse that miraculously appeared from the Chishmih-i Su or Chishmih-i Sabz
(the green spring) next to the ancient city of TGs, in northeastern Iran,*'” and

313Thaalibi 1900, p. 538:
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Thaalibi 1989, pp. 347-348:
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35Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIL, p. 265:
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Significantly, Ferdowst’s section on Yazdgird I is more elaborate than that of Tabari. Ferdowst
1971, vol. VII, pp. 264-303; Tabari 1999, pp. 70-74, de Goeje, 847-850. By contrast, Tha<libi
devotes barely a page and a half to him. Thaalibi 1989, pp. 347-348, Tha<alibi 1900, pp. 537-538.
Ibn Balkhi’s rendition is likewise short. Ibn Balkhi 1995, pp. 200-203.

316See page 335 below.

317Monchi-Zadeh, Davoud, Topographisch-Historische Studien zum Iranischen Nationalepos, Wies-
baden, 1975 Monchi-Zadeh 1975), pp. 201-202, and the notes cited therein. The color green and
the messianic symbolism of a white horse appearing from a body of water in order to kill an unjust
king are all symbolic representations of the God Mihr, in whose safekeeping not only the custody of
the farr (xwarra or Divine Glory) rests, but who also bestows this farr on a suitable royal candidate;
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inexplicably disappeared after trampling the king to death. This narrative is
sure to have been inserted in the account of the king’s death by the Parthian
dynasts who cherished the traditions of Parthava at the expense of Perss, for
it puts Yazdgird I in the company of other illustrious figures who met their
deaths in one of the capitals of Parthava.’'® Néldeke realized this: “I think
that this narrative was constructed with a purpose in mind ... They had killed
the king, who was despised by the nobility, secretly and in distant Hyrcania
(Gurgan), and later spread this story.”*!” Noldeke also suspected that Ferdow-
st had fecklessly grafted this tradition onto traditions of his hometown, Tus.
This tradition, however, certainly belongs to a far earlier period than that of
Ferdowsi. Whether Hyrcania or Tus, the place remains squarely within the
traditional homeland of the Parthians and within the realm of at least three
powerful Parthian dynastic families. In fact, among the dynastic families whose
power had been undermined by Yazdgird I, the one Ferdowsi does list is the
Kanarangiyan family. The Kanarangiyan, as we shall see, was a Pahlav family
who had their traditional fiefdom in Tus.**

2.2.3 Bahram V Gur

The power vacuum left at the death of Yazdgird I set the stage for the intrigues
of the dynastic families. As Tabari notes, having done away with Yazdgird
L, the elite decided not to support any of his offspring as the successor to the
crown, and settled instead on a prince from “a collateral line of descent from
the first Sasanian king” called Khusrow.?! We have a number of lists of these
nobles who conspired against Yazdgird I's offspring. While two of these lists
are anachronistic superimpositions of powerful Parthian figures of the sixth
century onto a mid-fifth century account, the list is nonetheless significant for
the dynastic leaders it mentions.*”> Among the nobility listed in Bahram V

see §5.3.1, especially page 354{f.

318Tbn Balkhi in fact gives a folkloric rendition of this that is quite significant: “They say that [the
horse] was an angel that god ... made into the guise of a horse and [given the task] of ridding the
world of his oppression.” Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 203:

: Sl

In Nuzhat al-Qulnb, Hamdallah Mustawfi also mentions that the pious, who hold vigil by nig}{t’
near the spring, “behold on the borders of the spring, the forms of water-camels, and water-cows,
and water-men [!] ... seen to graze all around it.” Hamdallah Mustawfi, Nuzhat al-Qulib, Leiden,
1919 (Hamdallah Mustawfi 1919), p. 181, cited in Monchi-Zadeh 1975, p. 201. Tus, the fiefdom of
the Kanarangiyan, has a long history of having dignitaries been brought to their death. For this see
Pourshariati, Parvaneh, ‘Khurasan and the Crisis of Legitimacy: A Comparative Historiographical
Approach’, in Neguin Yavari, Lawrence G. Potter, and Jean-Marc Ran Oppenheim (eds.), Views
From the Edge: Essays in Honor of Richard W. Bulliet, pp. 208-229, Columbia University Press, 2004
(Pourshariati 2004).

319Nsldeke 1979, p. 178, n. 10.

320Gee page 266ff.

321Tabari 1999, p. 87, de Goeje, 858.

32Ferdowst 1971, vol. VII, p. 387. Besides Ferdowst’s list, we also have one in Dinawari 1960,
p- 55, Dinawari 1967, p. 59. See page 109ff for further discussion.

67



§2.2: YAZDGIRD I-II / SURENS CHAPTER 2: SASANIANS

Gur’s realm, Ferdowsi includes members of the Parthian dynastic families of
the Karin, the Mihran and the Kanarangiyan: Gostaham, or Vistahm, who was
the minister (dast#r); Kharrad-1 Mihr Pirtz, Farhad-i Mihr Burzin, Bahram and
Piruz-i Bahramiyan, and Raham.*?

After the news of his father’s death in 420 reached him, the Prince Shapur—
who had been appointed king of Armenia by Yazdgird I in 416 CE*?*—hastened
to Ctesiphon to take over the throne of his father. But it was not to be. At
the capital he was killed by the nobles and the clergy of the realm.>® At this
juncture Bahram V Gur (420-438) enters the story. The romanticized story
of Bahram V Gur’s heroic assumption of the throne, in which the prince is
forced to snatch the regalia from the midst of two lions, among other things,
need not detain us here.*”® According to Ferdowsi, when, after seven years
of rule, Yazdgird I fathered Bahram V Gur and the astrologers predicted that
the child would become a great king, the mobads, the king’s minister, and the
elite gathered and, anxious that the crown prince would have the same nature
as the king, proposed to the king that he should send the prince abroad for his

32Raham is certainly a Mihran, as we shall see in §2.3 below. In Chapter 5, we will show that
the theophoric dimensions of most of these names, incorporating the name of the Mithraic Burzin
Mihr fire of Khurasan, or simply the god Mihr, also points to the Pahlav affiliation of these figures.
There is a strong possibility that the Bahramiyan mentioned also belong to the Mihran family.
Other nobles mentioned are Gilan Shah, the king of Rayy—Rayy, as we shall see, was an ancient
center of the Mihran; Dad Burzin, who was in control of Zabulistan, Karin-i Borzmihr (Burzin-
Mihr), and finally Radburzin. Ferdowst, Shahnama, Tehran, 1935, edited by S. Nafisi (Ferdowst
1935), p. 2196. Neither Ferdowsi’s nor Dinawar?’s list should be trusted, however, for, as we will
argue on page 109ff below, they are in fact anachronistic lists that belong to the period of Khus-
row II and his struggle against Bahram-i Chubin, which has been superimposed onto the struggle
of Bahram V Gur with the nobility. It is most probably as a result of this that Christensen, who
took the list at face value, observed that it is remarkable that within the list of names provided by
Dinawari we do not see the name of the Surenid Mihr Narseh, the powerful minister of Yazdgird
I and later of Bahram V Gar. Christensen 1944, p. 275. This also explains why the wars that Bah-
ram V Gur is supposed to have undertaken in the east sound so anachronistic given the historical
conditions. See Noldeke 1879, p. 99, n. 1, p. 103, n. 1, Néldeke 1979, p. 189, n. 72, and p. 192,
n. 80.

324K horenatsi 1978, p. 323. Shapir had ruled over Armenia for four years at this point. Ibid.,
p. 326. See also Chaumont 1991, as well as footnote 192.

32Khorenatsi 1978, p. 326; also see Tabari 1999, p. 87, n. 229. Ferdowsi names these in the
following account:
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It is important to note that, while this list appears in the Shahnama, it is not given by Thaalibi.
Moreover, in Tabarl’s account, of all the nobility, besides Mihr Narseh and his family, only the
name of Vistahm is given. Noldeke 1879, p. 96, Noldeke 1979, p. 162.

326Tabari 1999, pp. 91-92, de Goeje, 861-862. Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 210.
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upbringing.’”” The stage was thus set for the exile of Bahram V Gur to Mund-
hir, the king of Hira.*®® Upon Yazdgird I’s death Bahram V Gur claimed the
throne but was faced with the stern opposition of the elite of the realm.’?’ Bah-
ram V Gur tried to appease them by acknowledging all “[of which] they have
accused Yazdgird I of responsibility.” In assurance, Bahram V Gur promised the
nobility of the realm that if God would bestow upon him the royal power, he
would “put right all that he [i.e., Yazdgird I] has done wrong and repair what he
has split asunder.” Bahram V Gur allegedly even asked for a year of probation-
ary rule in order to fulfill his promise.”® Noldeke remarks that the Sprenger
manuscript details these promises as the lowering of taxes, an increase in the
army’s pay, and the promise of even greater offices to the nobility.*! As there
does not seem to have been a standing army at the disposal of the Sasanians prior
to the reforms of Khusrow I, the first two conditions presented to Bahram V
Gur by the dynastic families in lieu of their agreement to his kingship must
have involved one and the same thing. For prior to Khusrow I’s reforms,**? the
money the dynasts calculated for the upkeep of each cavalry that they provided
was deducted from the amount that they were required to direct to the central
treasury. One of Bahram V Gur’s first acts, therefore, was to resume payment
of the army in a timely fashion.” He then proceeded to make amends with
the nobility who had initially opposed him. He gathered all those whom Yazd-
gird I had dispersed, and allocated, or, most probably, restored to them various
regions (kishvar) and their revenues (badr).*** Bahram V Gur also maintained

32 Ferdowst 1935, pp. 2078-2079, Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, pp. 266-267.

328Ferdowst 1935, pp. 2080-2085, Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, pp. 266-273. Tabari 1999, p. 86, n. 227,
de Goeje, 857-858. The city of al-Hira was the capital of the Sasanian vassal kingdom of the Arab
Lakhmids, situated on the “fringes of the Iraqi alluvium.” See Beeston, A.F.L. and Shahid, Irfan,
‘Hira’, in P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.),
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, 2007 (Beeston and Shahid 2007); Donner 1981, pp. 45-47.

329 According to Thadalibi at least three groups were by now vying to put their own candidate in
power: those who were inclined to Bahram V Gar, those who favored Khusrow, and others with
their own candidate for the Sasanian kingship. At any rate, it is clear that the dynastic forces that
conspired in the murder of Yazdgird I and against the succession of his offspring were those whose
authority had been directly undermined by Yazdgird I. This is articulated in no uncertain terms
by Ferdowst. Ferdowst 1935, pp. 2097-2098, Ferdowst 1971, vol. VII, pp. 285-286. Thaalibi 1900,
p. 550, Thaalibi 1989, p. 355.

330Tabari 1999, p. 90, de Goeje, 860.

B1IN6ldeke 1879, p. 187, n. 62, Noldeke 1979, p. 94, n. 2.

32Gee §2.5.1.

33Ferdowst 1971, vol. VII, p. 309, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2110.

34Ferdowst 1935, p. 2120:
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with the following variant in Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VII, p. 309:
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the Surenid Mihr Narseh in the office of prime minister.>*

2.2.4 Yazdgird II

Of the rather long career of Yazdgird IT (438-457) our sources have very little to
offer. Invariably their treatment is short.**® Invariably as well, they give a very
positive representation of the king, applauding his justice, although a tradition
preserved in Thasalibi highlights the continuing strife between the king and the
dynastic families. According to Thaalibi, Yazdgird II followed for a while his
father’s policies, presumably vis-a-vis the elite. But after a while, he turned away
from these. When the elite informed him that his new policies had offended the
populace, he objected that “it is not correct for you to presume that the ways
in which my father behaved towards you, maintaining you close to him, and
bestowing upon you all that bounty, are incumbent upon all the kings that come
after him ... each age has its own customs.” Yazdgird 11 did not name either
of his two sons, Hormozd and Pirtiz, as his successor, delegating the matter of
succession “to the elite of the realm and the major marzbans.”>*® What is certain
about Yazdgird II’s reign, however, besides his many wars, is that Mihr Narseh
continued as his vizier. While ultimately defeated, the Surenid Pahlav dynasty
led the campaigns of Yazdgird II in the east as well as the west, and is accused
by Elishe of being “guilty of treachery on many counts ... [and bearing] re-
sponsibility for the ruin of Armenia.”>” On account of these defeats, Mihr
Narseh “was [finally] dismissed to his home in great dishonor.”* The total
silence of the sources on Yazdgird II’s twenty years of rule is, nevertheless, hard
to explain. Which dynastic families, besides that of the Surens, played precisely
what roles during Bahram V Gur and Yazdgird IT’s reigns unfortunately cannot
be ascertained given the sources at our disposal.

2.3 Piruz / the Mihrans

As much as the Surens were intimately and powerfully enmeshed in Sasanian
rule, the very rise to power of Pirtz (459-484), the son of Yazdgird II, was
brought about through the efforts of a member of another dynastic family:

335 Tabari 1999, pp. 99, 105, de Goeje, 866, 870. Tabari adds that Bahram V Gir “gave them hopes
of future beneficence.” Ibid., p. 93, de Goeje, 863.

36 Tabari 1999, pp. 106-109, de Goeje, 871-872; Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2263-2264, Ferdowsi 1971,
vol. VIIL, pp. 6-7; Thasalibi 1900, pp. 569-573, Thaalibi 1989, pp. 365-368; Dinawari 1960, p. 58,
Dinawari 1967, p. 62, a total of two lines; and Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 216, a total of four and a half
lines.

337 Thaalibi 1900, pp. 571-572, Thasalibi 1989, p. 367.

338 Thadlibi 1900, p. 573, Thaslibi 1989, p. 368.

339Elishé attributes these defeats to the “disunity of his army,” and maintains that after the defeat
Mihr Narseh was “much afraid, for he himself was the cause of all the disasters that had occurred.”
Elishe 1982, p. 193. In the aftermath of his defeat and, in order to redirect the king’s wrath, Mihr
Narseh is also accused by Elishé of instigating the king’s slaughter of the Armenian captives in
Nishapur. Ibid., p. 194.

340Elishe 1982, p. 238.
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Raham from the Parthian Mihrans. Elishe specifically informs us that Piruz
was a protége of the Mihranid Raham. Upon the death of Yazdgird II, when the
army of Aryans had become divided in two, according to Elishe, the Parthian
Mihranid Raham was in command of one of the armies of the realm. Raham
defeated and massacred the army of the “king’s elder son [Hormozd I1] ... and
capturing the king’s son ordered him to be put to death on the spot ... The
surviving troops he brought into submission, unifying the whole army of the
Aryans.” Raham then “crowned his own protégé Peroz.”**!

2.3.1 Izad Gushnasp Mihran

The significant part played by the house of Mihran during Piruz’s reign is cor-
roborated by Armenian historians. In fact, Piruz seems to have established
what the Armenian historians term foster relationships with the house of Mih-
ran. According to Lazar P‘arpec’, at the inception of Piruz’s reign his foster
brother (dayeakordi, son of one’s tutor) was a certain Yézatvsnasp (Izad Gush-
nasp) “whom he loved very dearly.”**? This Izad Gushnasp was the son of Astat
(Ashtat) from the Mihran family. Father and son played a prominent part in
the significant revolt of the Armenians in 451-452, and, together with other,
seemingly more significant members of the Mihran family, also in the course
of Piruz’s reign. Lazar P‘arpec‘i®® relates the role played by father and son in
the release of the Armenian nobility who had participated in the Armenian re-
volt>** and who, together with their priest, had been captured and, by Yazdgird
II’s order, imprisoned in the vicinity of “Niwsapuh [Nishapur], the capital of
the land of Apar,” near the village of Re_wan.345 At the inception of Piruz’s
reign, the king ordered his foster-brother Izad Gushnasp (Yézatvsnasp) “to take
the Armenian nobility, together with their families and their cavalry, to his fa-
ther Astat [i.e., Ashtat], to the city of Hrev [i.e., Herat], in order to settle these
there and use them as cavalry in Astat’s army.”>*

Lazar P‘arpeci’s account gives us significant insight into this branch of the
Mihran family. Izad Gushnasp was the commander of the fortress of Bolberd,
northeast of the Armenian city of Karin. Bolberd, also known as Bolum, was
the site of the gold mines run by the Sasanians. Its control was a matter of

3*1Elishe 1982, p. 242. Also see Noldeke 1979, p. 222, n. 6; Tabari 1999, p. 109, de Goeje, 872.

32Parpeci 1991, p. 159.

33For a critical assessment of Lazar Parpec‘i, who was writing on behalf of the Armenian dy-
nastic house of Vahan Mamikonian, and his work, History of Lazar Parpec', see the introduction
provided by Robert Thomson, in Parpeci 1991, pp. 1-31.

3*#The Armenian revolt of 451-452 is said to have been precipitated by the efforts of Yazdgird II
to impose Mazdaism on the Armenian population. Most likely, these measures were instigated in
part by Mihr Narseh. For accounts of the revolt see Elishe 1982; Parpeci 1991; Chaumont 1991,
pp. 428-429.

3#Parpeci 1991, p. 133.

346«Let them stay there,” he said, “with their cavalry, and carry out whatever task Astat, father of
Yézatvsnasp, may set them to do.” Parpeci 1991, p. 159. We should note the discrepancy between
the accounts of Elishe and Lazar P‘arpec‘i regarding the treatment of the Armenian captives in
Nishapur. See footnote 339.
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great dispute between the Sasanians and the Byzantines.’* The wealth ob-
tained from the gold mines in Armenia must have been great, for one of the
charges brought against the leader of the later Armenian rebellion in 482-484,
Vahan Mamikonean,**® was that he did not allow Persian officials to attend to
their duties in the mines. He intended instead to offer the gold to the Byzan-
tine emperor or to the Huns in return for support for his rebellion. In fact,
in what Lazar Parpec‘i implies was a ruse, Vahan came to Piruz’s court with
great quantities of gold and argued in the king’s presence that this voluntary
offering ought to be enough to assure the king of his loyalty to the Sasanian
crown.*® Lazar Péarpec‘i informs us as well that the slanderers of this same Va-
han reminded Piruz “of his [i.e. Vahan’s] ancestors one by one: “Which of them
had not disturbed the land of Aryans and had not caused tremendous damage
and many deaths’.” This, without doubt, is a recollection of the hostility of this
branch of the Armenian Arsacids toward the Sasanians.**® The position of the
commander of this valuable fortress was, therefore, a very sensitive post, which
was bequeathed to Izad Gushnasp, described by Lazar P‘arpec’i as the confidant
of Piruz.*®! The father of Izad Gushnasp, Ashtat, was the general of the army.
The participation of the Mihrans in the military organization of Piruz’s realm,
however, was not confined to this.

The author of the fascinating Tarikh-i Tabaristan, Ibn Isfandiyar, gives us
further information on Izad Gushnasp (rendered by the author as Yazdan) and
Ashtat, whom he considers to be brothers. According to him, they were from
the mountainous region of Deylam, southwest of the Caspian Sea, but as a result
of antagonism between them and a member of another noble house, “one of
the grandees and prominent men of Deylam,”**? they left Deylam and settled
in Tabaristan.> We cannot ascertain to what particular history Ibn Isfandi-
yar is referring for his account of the brothers” migration. What is interesting,
however, is that the familial relationship of this branch of Mihrans with Piruz is
included in the guise of a romantic narrative in the history of Ibn Isfandiyar.**
In this narrative, Pirtz dreams of a beauty with whom he falls helplessly in love.
To find her, he sends yet another of his relatives from the Mihran family, one
Mihrfiruz. According to Ibn Isfandiyar, this Mihranid Mihrfiruz was also very
close to the king, residing with him at the royal court, which Ibn Isfandiyar

3% Procopius 1914, n. 15:18, 32, 33, 22:3, 18. Cited also by Parpeci 1991, p. 205, n. 5.

38For Vahan Mamikonean, see Buzandaran 1989, pp. 419-420 and the sources cited therein.

3 Parpeci 1991, p. 170.

30Parpeci 1991, p. 168.

31Parpeci 1991, p. 166.

321bn Isfandiyar, Muhammad b. Hasan, Tarikh-i Tabaristan, Tehran, 1941, edited by *Abbas Igbal
(Ibn Isfandiyar 1941), p. 69:

333 Tabaristan is an extensive territory south/southeast of the Caspian Sea, originally known by

the name Mazandaran. We will discuss its history in more detail in Chapter 4.
34Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, pp. 62-71.
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locates in Balkh.>>> The beloved turns out to be none other than the daughter
of Ashtat. The king marries this Mihranid princess and at her behest builds the
city of Amul in Tabaristan.”®® What exact status Izad Gushnasp, Ashtat, and
Ibn Isfandiyar’s Mihrfiruz had at the court of Piruz we cannot ascertain. There
were other, more significant members of the house of Mihran, however, about
whose status and activities during the reign of Piruz we have more information.

Almost contemporaneous with the Armenian revolt of 482, the Sasanians
experienced troubles in Georgia.*” They seem to have feared the cooperation
of the two rebellious regions, and the possibility of the Georgians enlisting the
aid of the Huns. While Zarmihr of the house of Karin®>® was sent against the re-
bellious forces of Vahan Mamikonean and other insurgent Armenian nobles,**
a certain Mihran was sent to the Georgian front.*®® As events unfolded, Mih-
ran engaged his forces also against the Armenians.”®! In his wars against the
Armenians, Mihran is reported to have been surrounded by a numerous army
and powerful warriors. His role, not only as one of Piruz’s foremost gener-
als but as his confidant, is underlined in Lazar P‘arpeci’s narrative.’®> Mihran
advised Vahan Mamikonean to submit to Piruz, assuring Vahan that he would
intercede on his behalf to the Sasanian king. The king, he told Vahan, “loves
me and listens to my words ... I shall beseech the king and reconcile him with
you. And whatever it is right for you to be given, I shall try to see that he

33Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 66:
R R e D S LB

3%6Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 72. The Mihrans are the third Parthian dynastic family who are given
credit for the construction of the city of Amul in Ibn Isfandiyar’s account. This, doubtless, is a
reflection of the different Parthian traditions on urban construction in Tabaristan circulating in the
region. For the etymology of the city’s name, see Marquart 1931, p. 110.

37For the intimate connection of Iran to Georgia, analogous in cultural terms to that which
existed between Iran and Armenia, see Lang 1983.

38 As we shall see shortly, another important Karinid leader is Sukhra. Our sources sometimes
confuse Zarmihr with Sukhra. Moreover, toward the end of Qubad’s reign, a son of Sukhra with
the name Zarmihr also appears. It is rather unlikely that this is the same Zarmihr mentioned here.
Christensen suggested that Sukhra seems to have been the family name of the dynastic family of
the Karins to which Zarmihr belonged. Christensen 1944, p. 294, n. 5. Equally plausible is that
Zarmihr was the name of both Sukhra’s father and son.

3¥The commander-in-chief of the operations in Armenia during this violent phase of the
Armenian-Sasanian relationship was Zarmihr Hazarwuxt (hazarbed), who prior to the outbreak
of the revolt was commander-in-chief of the forces fighting the rebellion of the Georgian king
Vaxt‘ang (Vakhtang I Gorgasali, 452-502), in Albania (Arran). Under his command Zarmihr (see
previous note) had contingents of Armenians. Parpeci 1991, pp. 166, 184. For a fascinating article
on Caucasia and its topography, and the role of the Parthians, specifically the Mihrans, in Arran,
see Minorsky, V., ‘Caucasia IV’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 15, (1953), pp.
504-529 (Minorsky 1953). An assessment of the connection of this history to the rebellion of Ba-
bak Khurramdin in Azarbayjan in the early ninth century will be made in the author’s forthcoming
work.

30Parpeci 1991, pp. 172-189.

361Parpeci 1991, pp. 192-193.

392Parpeci 1991, p. 193.
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gives.”3®3 It is to Mihran that Vahan Mamikonean likewise argued his case for
his loyal behavior toward the Sasanian kings and the unfair recompense that
he and Armenia had received through the Sasanians’ destructive policies in the
region.”®* Mihran urged the insurgent rebels to convert and “take refuge in fire
and worship the sun.” In the midst of his negotiations with the Armenians,
Mihran was suddenly summoned back to the court by Piruz.>

2.3.2 Shapur Mihran

During the next campaign season in the spring of 484, it was the turn of the
Karinid Zarmihr to be sent to Armenia with a large force. After a while, how-
ever, Zarmihr was also recalled by Piruz, who informed him of his attack on
the Hephthalites.*®® The king then advised Zarmihr first to go to Georgia and
either to kill or expel the Georgian king. At this point in his narrative Lazar
Pearpec'i introduces a certain Sapuh (Shapur) of the house of Mihran. Piriz had
advised Zarmihr to install this Shapur Mihran as the marzpan of Georgia with
a detachment of troops. Whatever the case, Shapur Mihran takes to Bolberd
some of the Armenians earlier captured by Zarmihr, specifically the wives of
the Kamsarakan noble house, and entrusts them to the care of Izad Gushnasp,
the Mihranid commander of the fortress in control of the gold mines.*®” Sha-
pur Mihran seems to have been from the same branch of the Mihrans as Izad
Gushnasp, for as the latter is described as a foster brother of Piruz, the former
also partook in the dayeak system of foster family. He too is described as having
known the devotion of the Kamsarakan family to Christianity because he had
been raised among the Armenians.*®® Like Izad Gushnasp, Shapur Mihran had
the power of intercession with the Sasanian king. He advised the Kamsarakan
family: “fear not, and do not abandon the service of the king of kings ... [for]
through my mediation, I shall have the king of kings forgive your guilt. What-
ever is right I shall have granted to you ... And because I love you like sons, I
am advising you like children as to the way you can live and survive.” That the
Mihrans at this point no longer enjoyed the same power as the Karins is borne

3931t is significant, as we will discuss on page 392ff below, that the term used by Lazar P‘arpec‘i
for mediation is mifnord. Parpeci 1991, p. 193 and n. 1.

3%4Parpeci 1991, pp. 193-196.

3%5Parpeci 1991, p. 199 and 196.

3%Parpeci 1991, p. 202. The identity of the Hephthalites/ White Huns (or Hayatila), a steppe
people from Mongolia, is unknown. The Armenian sources call them, anachronistically, “Ku-
shans or Huns who were Kushans.” They were apparently just beginning to arrive in Transoxiana,
Bactria, and the northern fringes of Khurasan at this time. They are mentioned in the Chinese
sources as having their original home in Central Asia. It was in the fifth century that they moved
to Bactria. Once there, they adopted the local written language, Bactrian, which was written in
modified Greek. For the Hephthalites, see Bivar, A.D.H., ‘Hayatil’, in P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, 2007b
(Bivar 2007b); Frye, Frye 1983, p. 146.

37 Parpeci 1991, p. 205. See §2.3.1.

3%8Gee Parpeci 1991, p. 206, and n. 1, where Thomson remarks that this is a reference to the system
of san and dayeak.
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out by the fact that they were put under the command of the Karinid Zarmihr
in Armenia. In the midst of his wars against the Armenians, Shapur Mihran
received a grievous and distressing letter from the “Persian nobles and ... other
relatives and friends who had escaped the crushing defeat by the Hephthalites,”
informing him of the death of Piruz in battle.’® It is noteworthy that according
to Lazar Pcarpec‘i, Shapur had other relatives who had participated in Piruz’s
campaigns against the Hephthalites. It is also significant that in line with the tra-
ditions contained in the X“aday-Namag, the messenger who brought the news
of the disaster to Shapur blamed the whole affair on the folly of Piruz.*”

Now it is almost certain that in the figure of Shapur Mihran we are actually
dealing with the son of the great Mihran, the general who was sent against the
Armenian rebel Vahan Mamikonean in 481-482. This was, in other words,
yet another father and son couple from the house of Mihran with whom Pi-
rliz was on intimate terms, as he was with Izad Gushnasp and Ashtat from the
same family. Shapur and his father, however, are also closely connected with
Piruz’s administration and described by the Armenian sources as the king’s
closest confidants. They had the authority not only to cajole the king but,
together with the Karins, to function as king-makers by bringing Bilash (484-
488) to power on Piruz’s death. It is quite possible that the elder Mihran was
recalled by Piruz to participate in the Hephthalite campaign, leaving the son to
deal with the Armenian situation alone. This would explain Shapur Mihran’s
own recall after the news of Piruz’s disastrous defeat, the murder of the king,
and the loss of the greater part of his army. It was at this point, then, that
Shapur Mihran hastened to the capital to take part in the selection of the new
king, Bilash, an appointment in which the Mihrans must have followed the lead
of the Karinid Sukhra, to be discussed below. At any rate one thing is clear:
the prominent role of the Mihrans both in the Armenian campaign and at the
court of Piruz, and his successor, Bilash, is amply demonstrated through the
narratives of Lazar Parpec‘i of the events of 482-484.

2.4 Bilash and Qubad / the Karins

2.4.1 Bilash

Bilash’s accession (484-488), however, marks the start of an all-out dynastic
rivalry between the Mihran and the Karin families.*”! Just as the career of the

39 Parpeci 1991, p. 214.

370“The cause was no one else save the king.” Parpeci 1991, p. 214. The theme of the covenant
that Pirtiz had made with the Hephthalite king and then broken, as well as the notion of an unjust
war, also looms large in Lazar P‘arpec‘i’s narrative. Ibid., pp. 214-215. For the significance of this,
see Chapter 5, especially page 380ff.

371 After Piriiz’s death yet another civil war engulfed Iran. According to Tabari, when Bilash
assumed the throne, he had to contend for power with one of his nephews, Qubad, who was twice
forced to flee to the east. But sources based on Ibn Mugaffa< claim that Qubad fled only once,
from his brother Jamasp—whose saga we will follow in §4.3.1—when he was forced to stay with
the Hephthalites for two years as a hostage. Bilash nonetheless was forced to fight his other brother
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Surens and the Mihrans enmeshed the Sasanian monarchs during the first half
of the fifth century, the tremendous power of another Parthian dynastic family,
the Karins, overshadowed the very rule of Sasanian monarchs for more than
half a century subsequent to this.>”> The career of Sukhra of the Karin therefore
takes the center stage during the latter part of the reign of Piruz (459-484), the
entire reign of Bilash (484-488), and the first part of the reign of Qubad (488-
531). In fact, from the end of Piruz’s reign to the Mazdakite uprising,”® the
fortunes of the Sasanian kings can best be understood through the saga of the
Parthian house of the Karin.

2.4.2 Sukhra Karin

In Tabar?’s narrative,””* transmitted through Ibn Muqaffas, Sukhra appears as

the avenger of Piruz’s second, humiliating, and foolhardy defeat at the hands
of his enemies in the east,’”® a defeat the “like[s] of which ... [the Persian
army] had never before experienced,” when Piruz’s “womenfolk, his wealth,
and his administrative bureaus” had fallen into enemy hands. Sukhra is here
identified as coming from the district of Ardashir Khurrah.*” In a heroic feat,
Sukhra defeated the enemy, rescued the captives, and secured all the wealth
that had fallen into enemy hands. According to Tabari, when Sukhra returned
victorious to Iran, the Persians “received him with great honor, extolled his
feats, and raised him to a lofty status such as none but kings were able to attain after

Zarih (or Zarir) for the throne. Noldeke 1879, p. 133, n. 6, Noldeke 1979, p. 236, n. 61. Tabari
1999, p. 126, n. 324.

372 As the career of Surena of the house of Siren found its way into the national historical tradition
in the saga of the mythical hero Rustam, so too the Karins are almost certain to have left their mark
on the national historiography. Néldeke compares the part played by Sukhra in avenging Piruz’s
humiliating defeat to that of Karin in the legendary sections of the national history. Noldeke,
Theodore, ‘Das iranische Nationalepos’, Grundriss der iranischen Philologie 11, (1896), pp. 130-211
(Noldeke 1896), p. 9; Tabari 1999, pp. 120-121, and n. 308, de Goeje, 880.

373For a discussion of the controversy surrounding the chronology of the Mazdakite uprising, see
§2.4.5 below.

34Tabari gives three narratives on the rule of Pirtiz. The first one is apparently taken from Ibn
Hisham. The second, much longer and more detailed, was, according to Noldeke, transmitted
through Ibn Mugaffac. And a third, given without attribution, is also found in Ferdowst’s Shahna-
ma. Noldeke 1879, p. 119, n. 1, p. 121, n. 1, and p. 128, n. 3, Noldeke 1979, pp. 200-201, p. 227,
n. 19, p. 229, n. 21, p. 233, n. 43. Cited also in Tabari 1999, p. 111, n. 287.

375Bosworth notes that Pirliz actually undertook three wars against the peoples of the east. “At
the time of his first war with the powers of the eastern lands, Firtiz’s enemies there were probably
still the Kidarites, who controlled Balkh, as they were the Persian ruler’s foes in his second war of
467 ... It would thus have been natural for Firuz to have sought aid from the Kidarites’ enemies,
soon to replace them as the dominant power in Transoxiana and Bactria, the Hephthalites, and
equally natural that he should fall out with his erstwhile allies once the formidable power of the
Hephthalites was firmly established just across his eastern frontiers.” Tabari 1999, p. 110, n. 284,
de Goeje, 873. For the wars of Piruiz against the Hephthalites in the east and the Caucasus also see
Joshua the Stylite 2000, pp. 10-21.

376In Tabar?s first narrative, Sukhra appeared as the avenger of the death of Piriz and is identified
as a man from Fars.
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him.>377 Here, Tabari gives the exalted genealogy of the Karins, who traced

their descent, as it had become fashionable, even among the Sasanians, from
Piruz’s reign onward,’’® to the Kayanid king Manuchihr.?”’

According to Ferdowsi, before leaving for his last war in the east Piruz left
his brother Bilash, presumably as vice-regent, in the capital. He installed Su-
khra, whose name is rendered first as Surkhab and later as Sufray in Ferdowsi,
as minister to Bilash. Upon hearing of Piruz’s defeat, Sukhra set out to avenge
the king. He defeated Khushnavaz, the Hephthalite king, negotiated a truce,
and returned to Iran in the company of Qubad,’®® who had been taken captive
by Khushnavaz.*8!

Fazar Pcarpec‘i emphasized the dominant role in Bilash’s accession played
by the Karins, although he calls their main leader Zarmihr rather than Su-
khra.8? After detailing the mindless follies of Pirtz, the Karinid Zarmihr in-
structed the incumbent king Bilash: “[You are] to reduce by soft words and
friendship the nations who have rebelled; to acknowledge each person among
the Aryans and non-Aryans according to his individual worth, to recognize and
distinguish the excellent and the worthless, to consult with the wise; to love
well-wishers, but to scorn and destroy the envious and slanderous.”®* Even
Christensen admits that the Karinid Zarmihr (Sukhra?) was the real ruler of
Iran during Bilash’s short reign.’®* In Ferdowst’s narrative, after avenging the
death of Piruz and returning to the capital in the company of Qubad, the Ka-
rinid Sukhra became the true ruler of the Sasanian realm. Sukhra gets the lion’s
share of Ferdowst’s attention in this account. He was the hero responsible for
restoring kingship. All the other grandees of the empire were at his command,
all the affairs of the country under his control.?®>

377 Tabari 1999, p. 117, de Goeje, 877. Emphasis mine.

78Gee page 385.

39Tabari 1999, p. 117, de Goeje, 878. In a third narrative—this version is also very much in
agreement with that given by Ibn Isfandiyar—Tabari maintains that Sukhra was in fact put as deputy
of the king over the cities of Ctesiphon and Bahurasir (Veh Ardashir)—the two royal residences. In
this narrative, Sukhra is made the governor of Sistan and the two cities. Ibid., p. 118. Other sources
claim Sukhra to be the governor (marzban) of Sistan and Zabulistan. Tha<alibi 1900, p. 582, Tha<a-
libi 1989, p. 374. His name is given as Shukhar in Dinawari 1960, p. 60, Dinawari 1967, p. 63. In the
Iranian national history, the Kayanid king Manuchihr avenges the murder of Fereydun’s son, Iraj,
by his brothers. During his reign the incessant feud between Iran and Turan begins, to which the
Sistani cycle of the Iranian national history is added. For the primacy of Manuchihr, see page 375{f
in Chapter 5.

380 According to Christensen (via Noldeke and Tabari) it is a daughter of Pirtz, the future mother-
in-law of Qubad, who is brought back, not Qubad himself; and even that he thinks is fiction.
Christensen 1944, p. 296.

381 Ferdowst 1935, p. 2286-2287, Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIII, pp. 26-27.

382Gee footnote 358.

383 Parpeci 1991, p. 218.

384Christensen 1944, p. 295.

385 Ferdowst 1935, p. 2286-2287, Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIII, pp. 27-28:
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2.4.3 Qubad

Finally Sukhra set out to depose Bilash and crown Qubad (488-531) king. He
reproached Bilash that he did not know the way of kingship, making a mockery
of it, and that Qubad was more fit for this.’®® So after four years of Bilash’s rule,
Sukhra deposed him from the throne and installed Qubad in his stead.

The Karin/Mihran rivalry reached its heights during Qubad’s reign. It was
one of the most important instigators of Qubad’s Mazdakite phase, and it most
certainly precipitated Qubad’s and Khusrow I’s (531-579) reforms,*®” the most
important dimension of which was concentrating the power of the Sasanians in
the monarch’s hand and undermining the centrifugal tendencies of the dynastic
houses of the empire. What, then, was the nature of this rivalry? With a juve-
nile king at the throne, according to the chroniclers, Sukhra ruled the country.
It was as if Qubad was not king, for Sukhra controlled all the affairs of the
empire. None had access to the king except Sukhra, and even the clergy were
not under Qubad’s authority.®®® Tabart’s narrative corroborates that of Fer-
dowst. He portrays Sukhra’s power in an account detailing Qubad’s supposed
flight to the Khaqan of the Turks during Bilash’s reign.’® When Qubad finally
came back to Madain (Ctesiphon), “he sought out Stikhra ... [and] delegated
to him all his executive powers.”*® Sukhra “was in charge of government of
the kingdom and the management of affairs ... [T]he people came to Sukhra
and undertook all their dealings with him, treating Qubad as a person of no im-
portance and regarding his commands with contempt.”**! Ferdowsi provides

Sl 293 sl 4 Ol Sl 5 N o (90
386Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 26-27, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2286-2287:
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Dinawari confirms that Qubad was put on the throne by Sukhra. Dinawari 1960, pp. 59-60,
Dinawari 1967, p. 64.

387See §2.5.1 below.

388Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 30-31, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2289:
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389 According to Bosworth the historicity of this flight is difficult to accept, “Tabari having con-
fused, probably, Qubad’s one or two stays with the Hephthalites.” Tabari 1999, p. 128, n. 330.

30T abari 1999, p. 130, de Goeje, 884-885.

391 Tabari 1999, p. 131, de Goeje, 885.
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even more details on the extent of Sukhra’s power. After five years in which
Sukhra was for all practical purposes ruling, his power went beyond what the
king could tolerate, and Qubad began to assert his control.’®* One of his first
acts was to send Sukhra into exile, away from Ctesiphon, to his native Shiraz in
southwestern Iran. Once back in his native land, according to Ferdowsi, Sukhra
controlled all except the kingly crown. He boasted of putting the king on the
throne. It was to him that various regions and the other members of the elite
paid their tribute. Rumor had it that the king ruled only in name, for neither
the treasury nor the army were under his control. No one heeded his orders.
Those privy to Qubad enquired into the reasons behind his complacency. In
search of a remedy, Qubad decided against sending an army to attack Sukhra,
lest he rebel. In any case, Qubad had no army to speak of, as the military was
under Sukhra’s control.>?

Two points stand out in Ferdowst’s depiction of Sukhra’s power. One is the
wealth at the disposal of the chief of the Karins. Great wealth is in fact the one
common denominator of all the Pahlav dynasts covered in this study. Ferdowst
highlights a number of times how the Parthian Karinid Sukhra—like the Suren
in the first half of the fifth century—was in control of the treasury of the realm
to which all the tributes of the various provinces came. All regions under the
presumed authority of the Sasanian king Qubad, as well as all the elite of his
realm, paid their taxes (b7j) to Sukhra. In fact Sukhra actively solicited these.”*

392 According to Ferdowsi, Qubad was sixteen years old when Sukhra promoted him as the Sasa-
nian king; see footnote 388.
39 Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 30-31, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2290-2291:

GSF L il pE e
seals Cb‘ P 3y den

- Bl 5y Al
Shen s 5 b a5
sy :‘A"./{JV)'U S5l
olew C‘{” ol 5ta s
SlAs Al aen ad Ol
b3S e L il
ah bt st S

3 Ol St e il

b g1 s dn BF L

J‘iﬁsﬂ‘td}“&:u@@dﬂ
B 037 oAb L sl )l den
polady ols o 5 0,
SsiS A G G 5L en
iS5 g Al AT 5o
bufl})’-*{w‘{ﬁww
Sl o e ¢ sl Wb e
s sl e Jd&‘ﬁ

3 g5 5 eaS g xS
AAD g 0de G Y des

SLas” s ws wy LS

394Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 31, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2290:
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Or again, Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 31, Ferdowst 1935, p. 2290:
R é JRCIVESS FCIR RV

j&c.'fjoxf‘j:c'fj

Or again when Shapur Razi, on whom see §2.4.4 below, advises Qubad to write a letter to Sukhra
maintaining among other things, that from kingship all that has remained at his disposal is the title
and an empty treasury. Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 33, Ferdowst 1935, p. 2291:
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A second characteristic of the Pahlav dynasts is their control of independent
sources of manpower. The Sasanians came to rely on them militarily. Ferdow-
st makes this abundantly clear in his narrative, never more so than when he
describes Qubad’s lack of manpower with which to confront Sukhra. In fact,
Qubad shirked the possibility of sending troops against Sukhra, had he been
able to, for this would have made Sukhra an even more formidable enemy and
led him to rebellion.*”> The manpower at the disposal of the Parthian dynastic
families is a theme reiterated again and again in the chronicles. Detailing the
crises incapacitating the monarchy in the wake of the rebellions of Bahram-i
Chubin and Vistahm in the late sixth, early seventh centuries below,**® we still
observe this continued reliance of the Sasanians on the military force provided
by the Parthian dynasts even after Khusrow I’s ostensible military reforms and
the creation of a standing army.

2.4.4 Shapur Razi Mihran

It is indicative of the nature of the power of the dynastic families during this
period that in order to rescue his kingship from the stranglehold of the Karins,
Qubad was forced to turn to another Parthian dynastic family, the Mihrans.
When Qubad complained that he did not have an army, or a commander in
chief (razmkhab), for that matter, with which to confront Sukhra, he was re-
minded that he did still possess loyal subjects who were powerful. Our sources
are unanimous in calling the Mihranid protagonist at whose hands and power
Sukhra and the Karins lost their hegemony as one Shapur Razi, that is, Shapur
of Rayy, a clear reference to the Mihranid power base in Tabaristan, of which
Rayy was the chief city. Significantly, Dinawari clearly identifies him as Shapur
Razi, “one of the sons of the great Mihran, and his [i.e., Qubad’s] governor over
Khutraniya and Babylonia.”*”” Tabari identifies him as the supreme comman-
der of the land (isbahbadh al- bzlad) and remarks, as does Ferdowst in his long
narrative, that Shapur Razi was asked to come to the king with the troops under
his command.*”® Ferdows leaves us no doubt that in his recall of Shapur Razi,

3% Dinawari 1960, p. 65, Dinawari 1967, p. 69; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 31-32, Ferdowsi
1935, pp. 2290-2291:
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3%Gee §2.6.3 and §2.7.1 respectively.

397K hutraniya and Babil were districts in southern Iraq, irrigated by the $tra canal. Donner 1981,
p- 163; Dinawari 1960, p. 65, Dinawari 1967, p. 69.

398 Tabari 1999, pp. 130-131, de Goeje, 885.
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Qubad was relying on one of the staunchest enemies of Sukhra.’*® Tt was he
who could destroy the Karinid Sukhra. The aftermath of Qubad’s beckoning
of Shapur Razi was a war that took place not between Qubad and Sukhra, but
between the agnates of two dynastic families: the Mihranid Shapur Razi and the
Karinid Sukhra. Together with his army, Shapur Razi collected that of other
discontented nobles and set out against Sukhra to Shiraz. Sukhra was defeated,
captured, and brought back to Ctesiphon together with his treasury. Even in
captivity in Ctesiphon, however, he was deemed to be too powerful. And so
Sukhra was put to death.*®

The rivalry of the houses of Karin and Mihran, and the ephemeral positions
of one or the other vis-a-vis the monarchy is said to have become proverbial in
their contemporary society. The expression that “Sukhra’s wind has died away,
and a wind belonging to Mihran has now started to blow,” circulated among
the people.*®! Still, as we shall see, it was with the aid of Zarmihr, the son of
Sukhra, that Qubad regained his throne after being deposed by the nobility and
the clergy on account of his adoption of the Mazdakite creed.*?

The rivalry between the Parthian Mihrans and the Karins during this pe-
riod also highlights a crucial factor in the dynamic between the monarchy and
the nobility that is symptomatic of the sociopolitical history examined here: in
spite of their corporate interests, the various Parthian dynastic families did not
always function in a unitary fashion. The maneuverability of the monarchy,
and the ability of the Sasanians to sustain themselves in the face of Parthians’
hold on the monarchy was, therefore, to a great degree contingent on the divi-
sions and rivalries among the Pahlav dynasts. Division within one and the same
family—or even patricide and fratricide, a common enough means of succes-
sion at the disposal of the Sasanian monarchy—were certainly nothing unprece-
dented, as the careers of Bahram-i Chubin*® and his brother Gorduyih,** and
that of Sukhra and his son Zarmihr, amply demonstrate.

399“Nowhere in the world was there a greater enemy of Sukhra than he.” Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIII,
p- 32, Ferdowst 1935, p. 2291:
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1T abari 1999, p. 132, de Goeje, 885.

402Dinawari 1960, p. 65, Dinawari 1967, p. 69. For a discussion of the Mazdakite rebellion, see
§2.4.5 and §5.2.7.

403For the rebellion of Bahram-i Chubin, see §2.6.3 below.

#04Tabari 1999, p. 308, de Goeje, 997.
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2.4.5 Mazdakite uprising

Much has been said about the hold of the so-called nobility over Qubad in his
initial stages of his kingship, and the fact that this situation precipitated his
ultimate resort to the Mazdakite creed in order to stamp out their power.*%
The history of the Sasanians at this crucial juncture will lack any substance,
however, if we fail to identify the Parthian dynasts involved and ignore their
far reaching rivalries. The conventional narrative of this episode of Sasanian
history runs something like this: So strong was the hold of the nobility over
the monarchy that at some point during his long career, presumably during his
second term in office, Qubad rebelled against them. A felicitous opportunity
presented itself to the king in the form of the Mazdakite doctrine, in whose
adherents Qubad is said to have found the perfect constituency with which to
combat the powers of the nobility.**® And so, presumably, during his reign and
with his tacit support, was unleashed one of the most remarkable upheavals in
Sasanian history: the Mazdakite uprising. The effects of this rebellion on the
nobility are thought to have been nothing short of devastating. The financial
and social infrastructures that sustained the nobility are thought to have been at-
tacked systematically by a mass popular movement. Whole families among the
nobility are presumed to have lost their power in an apparently extended revo-
lutionary phase, although the chronology again is utterly confusing. As a result
of the Mazdakite predilection for ibaha ’I-nisi (communal sharing of women),
by the time Khusrow I took power, multitudes of children are said to have been
conceived out of wedlock by noble women! It has even been argued that the
Mazdakite uprising was orchestrated from above in order to achieve Qubad’s
aim after his epiphany that the noble houses had become overbearing.*”” It was
presumably also to undermine the dependency of the monarchy on the man-
power of the nobility that Qubad began a cadastral survey as a preliminary step
toward a taxation reform. As his son’s later reforms, this was meant to bring
enough resources to the central treasury to establish a standing army, a new
nobility that would ensure the strength of the Sasanian monarch in the face of
centrifugal powers within his realm. In short, as Zeev Rubin observes, while
there has been much controversy about the nature and chronology of the Maz-
dakite uprising, there has been little disagreement about its outcome: “The old
Iranian aristocracy was its main victim, and once its power was swept away the
road to change was opened.”*%®

#05We will discuss the popular and possibly communist nature of the Mazdakite rebellion below
in §5.2.7.

406506 §5.2.7.

#7Gaube, H., ‘Mazdak: Historical Reality or Invention?’, Studia Iranica 11, (1982), pp. 111-122
(Gaube 1982). Also see Shaki, Mansour, “The Cosmogonical and Cosmological Teachings of Maz-
dak’, in Papers in Honour of Professor Mary Boyce, vol. 24 of Acta Iranica, pp. 527-543, Leiden, 1985
(Shaki 1985).

#8Rubin 1995, p. 229.
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An incapacitated nobility opened the way, therefore, it has been argued,
for the unprecedented reforms of Qubad’s son and successor, Khusrow I. Ru-
bin again recapitulates the near consensus of the field: “Something drastic must
have happened to enable a king to override the powerful nobility of the country
which so far [had] ... successfully managed to block any initiative for change.
The explanation is supplied by the Mazdakite revolt under Khusrow Is father
and predecessor Kavad 1.”*%” And so enters one of the most paradigmatic figures
in Sasanian history, Khusrow I Nowshirvan, of Immortal Soul, whose auspi-
cious reign epitomizes what the Sasanians had always aspired to be and nearly
achieved, a centralized, powerful oriental polity. What, however, was the fate
of the Mihrans and other great feudal families in the wake of the Mazdakite
uprising?

However one answers the question of periodization, and whatever the na-
ture of Khusrow I’s fiscal and military reforms, there is no doubt about this, as
we shall see: the pattern of a confederacy between the Sasanian monarchy and
the Parthian dynastic families did not change. Neither did the history of the ebb
and flow of the fortunes of the dynasts vis-a-vis each other and the monarchy.
Players on the scene might have changed, but the paradigm of Sasanian history
remained unscathed. For one of the astounding facts of the post-Mazdakite and
post-reform narrative of Sasanian history is that with the Karins conveniently
out of the way, thanks to the resources and manpower of the Mihrans, the stage
was now set for the ascendancy, once more, of the Mihran during Khusrow I’s
rule. Another great feudal family, however, the Ispahbudhan, likewise assumed
center stage in subsequent Sasanian history.

2.5 Khusrow I Nowshirvan / the Mihrans, the
Ispahbudhan, and the Karins

2.5.1 Khusrow I’s reforms

The kernel of the image of Khusrow I Nowshirvan is that of a powerful king
who, through his reforms, inaugurated one of the most splendid phases of Sasa-
nian history, restoring, in the tradition of Ardashir I, Shapur I, and Shapur II,
the normative dimensions of Sasanian kingship: a powerful centralized monar-
chy capable of mustering the empire’s resources to stabilize the realm internally
while solidifying its external boundaries and even engaging in expansionist poli-
cies. As mentioned previously, the chief architect of this image is doubtless
Arthur Christensen,*° who, in his seminal work draws its contours, systemat-
ically and persistently. Commencing his chapter on Khusrow I with the letter,
preserved in Tabari, which the king is said to have written to his padhispan*!!

#9Rubin 1995, p. 229.

#10He in fact devotes almost one sixth of his ceuvre to an assessment of Khusrow I’s reign. Chris-
tensen 1944.

#UFor the office of paygospan (padhispan, protector of the land), see, for instance, Khurshudian
1998, §1.2.
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of the north,*!? Christensen observes that we have in the fragments of the letter
a “king who has clearly reemerged as the center of all authority. He rules in
an absolute manner over the nobility as well as the commoners, even the clergy are
under his sway.”*1> The glory of the Sasanian kings reached its apogee during
his reign and Iran entered one of the most brilliant phases of its history. In
his systematic construction activity, among which was the building of the Ta-
g-i Kisra, the most illustrious example of the Sasanian monarchy’s celebration
of itself, Ctesiphon witnessed its greatest expansion during his reign. Together
with his rigorous and systematic patronage of the arts and sciences, Khusrow I
inaugurated “one of the most brilliant epochs of Sasanian history,”*!* achieving
a grandeur surpassing even “the periods of the great Shahpurs.”*!> Minor reser-
vations notwithstanding, Khusrow I remains the epitome of Sasanian kingly
glory.

There is indeed much to commend in Christensen’s portrayal of Khusrow I
and his times, an image the deconstruction of the exaggerated aspects of which
has begun elsewhere and is not within the purview of the present study.*®
Even so, the image has in the meantime acquired paradigmatic dimensions. It
is not a question of whether or not the Sasanians during this period, or indeed
throughout their history, were one of the two major powers on the interna-
tional scene of late antiquity, a role that the Byzantines, their only other peer
in late antiquity, recognized “after a delay for mental adjustment.”*!” Likewise,
there is no denying the cultural achievements of the Sasanians throughout their
history. A bare knowledge of antiquity bears witness to this. It is not even
a matter of questioning the notion that “the apparatus of government, admin-
istrative, fiscal, and military, both at the center and in the province, reached a
relatively advanced stage of development early in the Sasanian era of Iranian his-
tory,”*!® although this latter notion is itself based more on deductions than on
any detailed investigation of a wealth of information contained in the literary
or extant primary sources that at times defy any attempt at chronological re-
construction. Here a question of methodology comes in, which we will discuss
shortly. Suffice it to underline here that one of the foremost authorities in-
vestigating the administrative geography of the Sasanian history warns against
the disequilibrium of the information contained even in the primary sources
at our disposal—inscriptions, coinage and seals—for reconstructing a detailed

#2Christensen 1944, p. 363.

43 Christensen 1944, p. 364. Emphasis mine.

#4Christensen 1944, pp. 363-442.

H5Christensen 1944, p. 438.

#16See most importantly Rubin 1995, and Rubin, Zeev, “The Financial Affairs of the Sasanian
Empire under Khusrow II Parvez’, 2006, MESA talk (Rubin 2006). I would like to thank professor
Zeev Rubin for providing me with a draft version of his fascinating article.

#Howard-Johnston, James, “The Two Great Powers in Late Antiquity: A Comparison’, in Averil
Cameron and Lawrence 1. Conrad (eds.), The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, III: States, Re-
sources and Armies, pp. 157-227, 1995 (Howard-Johnston 1995), p. 165.

H8Howard-Johnston 1995, p. 169.
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administrative geography of the span of Sasanian history. For even from the
purely chronological point of view, our current data belong to two distinct
periods of Sasanian history. On the one hand, there are the monumental in-
scriptions belonging to the third century, and on the other, the administrative
seals that belong to the sixth and seventh centuries.*!?

The question, rather, is the following: How does one reconcile the ostensi-
ble success of Khusrow I’s centralizing reforms with the understanding that, as
we shall see, it was ultimately centrifugal forces that brought about the demise
of the Sasanian dynasty? This is not the place to engage in a detailed study of
Khusrow I’s reforms. A recent study by Zeev Rubin has done this admirably.**
In brief, Khusrow I’s reform is said to have attempted a modernization of the
Sasanian fiscal system, involving, above all, a rationalization of the empire’s
taxation system in order to ensure a stable source of income for the central
treasury.**! Having established a financially sound fiscal system under the strict
supervision of the central administration, Khusrow I is said to have used his
newly acquired resource for the ultimate purpose that the fiscal restructuring
had been conceived to begin with: the creation of a standing army that would
replace the problematic and unreliable “army of retainers, brought to the field
by powerful feudal lords over whom the king had little effective control.”*??

This too is thought to have been achieved. It is here that the social crisis
in the wake of the Mazdakite uprising is said to have come in handy. With
the great noble families presumably out of the way as a result of the Mazdakite
uprising, the king reportedly set out to turn his new military recruits into a
new nobility. As Rubin remarks, there is a crack here in the consensus of the
field: while some have suggested that “they were recruited from among the
gentry of the debkans, ... the more common view is that they belonged to a
higher social rank.”*?* The scholarly consensus of Khusrow DI’s rule then builds
upon the image constructed by Christensen of a powerful centralizing monarch
who, through a keen sense of expediency and farsighted measures, managed to
achieve what had hitherto remained unrealizable: a sound fiscal system as well
as a standing army. As Rubin’s fascinating study points out, however, there
are a number of problems with this scenario. Before proceeding with Rubin’s
analysis, however, we should highlight a number of points about the forces that
might have instigated Khusrow I’s reforms.

2.5.2 Interlude: Letter of Tansar

In order to do so we may start with a document authored during the Sasanian
period, the Letter of Tansar. The greater part of the Letter of Tansar presumes
to be the response of Tansar (or Tosar), the chief herbad of Ardashir 1, to the

#9For this and other problematics inherent in our primary sources, see Gyselen 2002, p. 180.
#20Rubin 1995.

#21Christensen 1944, p. 367.

#22Rubin 1995, p. 228.

#23Rubin 1995, p. 228, and the references given in n. 5.
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charges that the ruler of Tabaristan, Gushnasp, is supposed to have made against
the first Sasanian king, Ardashir I, when the herbad had asked Gushnasp to
submit to Ardashir I. Now the precise date of the Letter of Tansar has been the
subject of debate. While the letter presents itself as being written during the
reign of Ardashir I at the inception of Sasanian rule, and while there is some
agreement that parts of the Letter of Tansar might in fact pertain to this period,
the evidence for a sixth-century authorship is too overwhelming to be simply
brushed aside as instances of interpolations.*** One of the primary criteria for
attributing a sixth-century date to the letter, in fact, is its informational content:
it refers to the post-reform period of Khusrow I’s administration.*”> The letter
appears to transpose the events that transpired during Khusrow I’s reign onto
the conditions that are presumed to have existed during the reign of Ardashir L

To begin with, there can be no doubt that the Letter of Tansar contains
a veiled description of the Mazdakite rebellion. Among the first few charges
against Ardashir I, the Letter articulates Gushnasp’s accusation that “the King
of Kings demands of men earnings and work (makasib o m-r-d-h).>*** Tansar
then proceeds to give a classic articulation of the desirability of maintaining the
Jour estates of the kingdom, enumerating these as the clergy, military, scribes,
and artisans and tillers of land at the head of which stands the king, arguing
that it “is through these four estates that humanity will prosper as long as it
endures,” and reminding Gushnasp that assuredly there ought not be any “pass-
ing from one to another” estate except under exceptional circumstances.*”” He
then describes for Gushnasp the ways in which this four-fold division of society
had been threatened with destruction—the point of reference always being pre-
sumably the Arsacid period—when “men fell upon evil days” and “fixed their
desires upon what was not justly theirs.” When this transpired, argues Tansar,
“violence became open and men assailed one another over variance of rank and

424 Among these one can list the usage of the old Kayanid names, which became prevalent only
after Piruz’s reign (see our discussion on page 385ff); the mention of the “Lords of Marches, of Alan
and the western region, of Khwarezm and Kabul,” who can be called kings—a situation which only
transpired during Khusrow I’s reign; the reference to the Turks who appear in the northeastern
parts of Iran only in the sixth century; the borders given of the Sasanian empire; and finally the
references to the treatment inflicted on the heretics and the emphasis on the ranked order of the
social structure, which betray a Mazdakite context (see our discussion below). In her assessment of
the authorship of the Letter of Tansar, Boyce admits that “the evidence for a 6th century date for the
Letter is ... considerable.” She also acknowledges the fact that the “consensus of scholarly opinion
has come to be that the treatise is in fact a literary forgery perpetrated for political purposes, the
prestige of the founder of the dynasty and his great herbad, Tansar, being drawn on to help Xusrau
to re-establish the authority of both state and church.” Tansar 1968, Letter of Tansar, vol. XXXVIII
of Istituto Italiano Per Il Medio Ed Estremo Oriente, Rome, 1968, translated by Mary Boyce (Tansar
1968), p. 16.

425For further evidence, see Tansar 1968, and the references cited therein.

426 Tansar 1968, p. 37. Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 19. Boyce notes significantly that the “reading of the
word m-r-d-h translated as work is doubtful.” Tansar 1968, p. 37, n. 5, where she refers to Minovi’s
Tehran edition, p. 12, n. 5 of the Letter. I am following Iqbal’s edition of Tarikh-i Tabaristan in
which the Letter is contained. Can an emended reading of m-r-d-h be mard, meaning men, here?

#27 Tansar 1968, p. 38, Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, pp. 19-20.
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opinion.” It is to be noted that what Tansar is describing here is an antagonism
among the people of rank, a horizontal war as a result of variance of rank and
opinion, and not a vertical antagonism between the four estates. Immediately
afterwards this is made amply clear. For it was at this point, Tansar reminds
Gushnasp, that the “veil of modesty and decency was lifted, and a people ap-
peared not enhanced by nobleness or skill or achievement nor possessed of ancestral
lands; indifferent to personal worth and lineage ... ignovant of any trade, fit only
to play the part of informers and evil-doers.” Through their exertions in this
direction, Tansar continues, these people “gained a livelihood and reached the
pinnacle of prosperity and amassed fortunes.” What we are dealing with here, in
other words, is analogous to the creation of a bourgeoisie, for lack of a better
term, a class amassing fortune through means other than land ownership. The
significance of this will become clear as we proceed. Thus far we do not have a
description of the Mazdakite uprising, for among all our accounts of the latter it
is the theme of the destruction of property that is highlighted, and while passing
reference is also made to the low-born acquiring wealth, no account maintains
that as a result of the uprising the Mazdakites reached the “pinnacle of prosper-
ity and amassed fortunes.” Tansar then continues to describe this same state of
affairs while replying to another, related aspect of Gushnasp’s accusation, the
fact that Ardashir I had committed excessive bloodshed. There used to be no
reason to impose unduly harsh punishments on the population, because “peo-
ple were not given to disobedience and the breach of good order.” “Were you
not aware,” Tansar rhetorically asks Gushnasp, “that chastity and modesty and
contentment, the observance of friendship, true judgment and maintenance of
blood ties, all depend upon freedom from greed?”*?

Tansar then begins to describe the consequences of this state of affairs, a
mass popular uprising. It is here therefore that Tansar’s description of the
Mazdakite uprising starts. When “greed became manifest and corruption be-
came rife and men ceased to submit to religion, reason, and the state,” then the
“populace [dmma], like demons, set at large, abandoned their tasks, and were
scattered through the cities in theft and riot, roguery and evil pursuits, #ntil it
came to this, that slaves (bandigan) ruffled it over their masters (khudavandigan)
and wives laid commands upon their husbands.” Here, then, is a replica of all the
other accounts contained in various versions of the X“aday-Namag tradition
describing the Mazdakite uprising.*? At this point, Tansar explains, Ardashir I
was compelled to use excessive force. In all probability, then, this account is
not a description of the events during late Arsacid period, but of those prevail-
ing during Qubad’s and Khusrow I’s reign. Tansar then describes the measures

428 Tansar 1968, p. 38, Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, pp. 19-20.

“PTt is to be noted that the actual term used by the Letter of Tansar, and rendered as roguery in
the translation, is @wyyari. This is one of the many pieces of evidence at our disposal connecting the
Mazdakite social movement with the phenomenon of wyyari. This latter, in turn, as we have noted
elsewhere, clearly replicated the ethos of Mihr worship. The author hopes to address this in her
upcoming work on wyyari and Mihr worship.
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taken by the king in order to rectify the turbulent conditions of the realm.*°
But before proceeding with this, it is necessary to describe the following section
where the theme of greed and blood-line is taken up once again.

Tansar here addresses Gushnasp’s concerns about the affairs of the great fam-
ilies (ahl al-buyntat), and his complaint that “the king of kings has established
new customs and new ways.” To this charge Tansar replies that “the decay of
family and rank is two-fold in nature. In the one case men pull down the family
and allow rank to be unjustly lowered [that is presumably by the king or other
families].” The other case, however, and that which forms the greater cause
for concern, is when “time itself ... deprives them of honour and worth ...
Degenerate heirs appear, who adopt boorish ways and forsake noble manners

They busy themselves like tradesmen with the earning of money and neglect
to garner fair fame. They marry among the vulgar and those who are not their
peers, and from that birth and begetting men of lower rank appear.”*' Here we
have likewise a description of the conditions that existed prior to the Mazdakite
uprising, when greed and corruption were the order of the day and cause for
neglecting the “maintenance of blood ties,” and when people busied themselves
“like tradesmen with the earning of money.”

The king, Tansar now explains, “set a chief (ra7s) over each and after the
chief an intendant (arid) to number them, and after him a trusty inspector (mu-
fattish) to investigate their revenues.” A teacher was likewise appointed to each
man from childhood to instruct him in his trade and calling. The king also ap-
pointed judges and priests who busied themselves with preaching and teaching.
Another crucial dimension of the measures that the king undertook, however,
was that he “ordered the instructor of the chivalry [Middle Persian andarzbad i
aspwaragan, Arabic muaddib al-asawira] to keep the fighting-men in town and
countryside practiced in the use of arms and all kindred arts that all the people
of the realm may set about their own tasks.”*2

Of two facts there can be no doubt: First, these passages deal with the cor-
ruption that had supposedly engulfed the affairs of the great families (ah! al-bu-
yatat), that is, the Parthian dynastic families, in the period immediately preced-
ing Khusrow I’s reign—a period that, as all agree, engendered the Mazdakite up-
rising. And second, after detailing the Mazdakite uprising, the section describes
the measures undertaken by Khusrow I in remedying the greed and corruption
of the great families. The Letter of Tansar is thus describing the reforms that
Khusrow I undertook in order to bridle the Parthian dynastic families, the ah/
al-buyitar. Among the sources of their power, the letter informs us, was the

#0Tansar 1968, p. 40; Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, pp. 20-21.

Bl Tansar 1968, pp. 43-44, Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 23. The emphasis of the Letter of Tansar on the
newly fashionable trading interest of the great families is in fact quite interesting for as we know
both the nobility as well as the Zoroastrian orthodoxy “relegated trading to the lowest rung of their
ethic, the Dinkard considering trade as the lowest and least of activities.” Gnoli 1989, pp. 160-161,
n. 37.

2 Tansar 1968, p. 41, Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 21.
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fact that they busied themselves like tradesmen with the earning of money. The
fame that they achieved in this manner was not fair fame. Khusrow I’s measures
consisted in the appointment of a chief and an intendant (47riz) over these dy-
nastic families in their provinces. The function of this 4riz is, in fact, extremely
significant. His responsibility was “to number them”, that is to say, to take a
census. This census, however, was not only of the tillers of the land under the
dynasts’ control, but also of the fighting men whom the Parthian dynasts con-
tributed to the kings” army. The responsibility of the inspector (mufattish), in
turn, was an investigation of the revenues produced by the tillers.

Part of Balam1’s account on Khusrow I’s reforms seems to be, in fact, an
abridgment of the Letter of Tansar.*** Here Balami informs us that after Khus-
row I Nowshirvan implemented the taxation reforms, he used these revenues
to re-arrange the army, “so that, as we know whence this wealth comes, so we
would know where it is going.”** The information that Balami subsequently
provides is of significant value for assessing not only the maladies affecting the
Sasanian army prior to Khusrow I Nowshirvan’s reign, but also the part played
by the Parthian dynastic families, who provided the backbone of this very army.
Khusrow I appointed a certain Babak-i Behruwan* to pinpoint the precise
problems affecting the army. He complained to Babak-i Behruwan that the
criteria through which they distributed remuneration to the army lacked any
justice and logic whatsoever. He then instructed Babak-i Behruwan to imple-
ment measures to rectify the situation, allocating to the grandees (mababudhan)
what they deserved. A long list of problems are then enumerated by the king.
“There are those, whose worth is 1000 dirham who receive only 100. There are
those who do not have a mount, but who receive the pay of the cavalry. There
are those who have a mount, but who do not know how to ride. There exist
those who are not archers, but receive the salary of an archer, and the same with
swords and lances.”**¢ Babak-i Behruwan was then instructed to restructure the

army™*’ and allocate to each member of the cavalry and the infantry a fixed pay,

#33The reforms of Khusrow I in one of the recensions of Balami’s work appear under the headings
“taxation measures” and “reform of the army.” Balami 1959, pp. 169-171 and 171-175 respectively.
For an erudite exposition of the variant recensions of this work, see Daniel, Elton L., ‘Manuscripts
and Editions of Bal’ami’s Tarjamah-yi Tarikh-i Tabari’, Journal of the American Oriental Society pp.
282-321 (Daniel 1990).

4Bal-ami 1959, p. 172:

sy e t;«{f'b;puil:@ 51 des ol «rfmﬁ ol b

#35For the reading of the name see Tafazzoli 2000, p. 23, n. 25, and p. 15, n. 86.

#6Bal-ami 1959, p. 172.

437 A similarly detailed list of the precise measures to be implemented is also given. Each cavalry
is then required to wear complete armor, their mail, with complete upper part, together with a
stirrup. On their heads must be a helmet, and they should carry chains and foreleg covers (bar sar
khud va silsila o saghayn). On their arms must be iron forearms (va andar dast sa’idayn-i abanin).
On their mounts there must be a mail (bargustvan bar asp). They should have a spear, a sword, and
a shield, and they should be wearing a belt, have a feed bag, and an ironed mace. On the saddle bow
(bih yik siwy-i kuhih) there must be a battle ax and on the back of the saddle a bow-holder (kamandan)
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the latter not receiving less than a 100 dirhams. In the symbolic narrative that
follows, however, the jackals appearing in the lands of the Arabs heralded the
injustices precipitated by the reforms undertaken by Khusrow I Nowshirvan.
Characteristically, the mobadhan mobadh articulated this: the kardaran (tax col-
lectors) in charge of collecting the taxes (barag, kharaj) after the reforms, had
been oppressing the peasantry. They were collecting more than the regulated
taxes and were inflicting injustice. Khusrow I Nowshirvan then appointed mo-
bads over the kardars, hence the profusion of seals belonging to mobads (magub)
in precisely the regions belonging to the Parthian families.*

The dynamics of the relationship of the Parthian dynasts with the central
administration prior to the reforms is thus fully exposed in Balam1’s narratives.
Prior to the reforms, the dynasts were responsible for forwarding to the cen-
tral treasury the revenue that they had procured from their domains. In the
assessment of their revenue, and the part that they were expected to forward
to the central administration, however, they entered calculations that did not
reflect the actual amount of wealth that they had collected or needed to spend.
Taxation from trade through their territories, as the Letter of Tansar informs us,
most probably greatly augmented this wealth. A cadastral survey and the impo-
sition of a fixed rate of taxation, which, once decided upon, was no longer left
to the self-serving calculations of the dynasts but was to be forwarded directly
to the central administration, was meant to fund the central treasury with the
actual wealth of the empire.

But, as Balami’s narrative significantly underlines, there was a second, very
important mechanism through which the central treasury lost a substantial
amount of wealth: the Parthian dynasts deducted exaggerated expenses for the
armies that they provided. They counted as cavalry those who were only in-
fantry and without any mounts. They deducted inflated expenses for providing
their armies with costly armor and war gear, which they then did not provide.
As the organization of their army was at their own discretion, they might have
used untrained peasants or slaves, or mercenaries whom they probably paid less,
as cavalry, the reduced expenses of which they nevertheless calculated as cavalry
pay. They might have refused to pay a cavalry member his proper dues as a
member, hence the king’s complaint that there were mounts without riders. In
short, they greatly overestimated their expenses and thereafter deducted these
when they provided the Sasanians with armed contingents. Add to this the pro-
ceeds from trade, and one could very well imagine the substantial amount of
wealth that never actually left Parthian domains in order to make its way to the
central Sasanian treasury. No wonder the Letter of Tansar complains that the
ahl al-buyatat had acquired tremendous wealth. Part of this wealth, as the Letter
of Tansar maintains, came from trade, when degenerate heirs adopted boorish

with two bows. Balami 1959, p. 172.

438Balami 1959, p. 172. For the seals, the majority of which belong to the Pahlav lands of Amul,
Damavand, Hamadan, Gurgan, Rayy, Tus, and Qumis; see Gyselen 2002, pp. 61-69.
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ways and, forsaking noble manners, busied “themselves like tradesmen with the
earning of money and neglect[ed] to garner fair fame.” As Balami’s narrative
makes clear, however, a substantial part of this wealth was gained as a result of
the direct control that these dynasts had on the collection of revenue from their
domains and the liberty that they had in dispensing this wealth. The Sasanians
had very little control over all of this, and hence the dire need for a reform of the
system. A strict echelon of control, of checks and balances and counter-checks,
had to be imposed in order to even begin to address the problem. As Gushnasp
put it, “the King of Kings demands of men earnings and work.”*° As Zeev Ru-
bin’s admirable studies have shown, however, the system introduced was itself
very soon beset with problems and, as Balami’s narrative highlights, suscepti-
ble to perennial abuse, over-collection, and under-accountability of the wealth
produced by the empire. Such extensive and potentially meticulous degrees of
control over Parthian domains and interference in their affairs were probably
unprecedented in Sasanian history; hence the rebellion of one Parthian dynast
after another during and after the reign of Khusrow I’s son, Hormozd IV, and
the downward spiral of the Sasanian state when the measures imposed sapped
the decentralized system that had hitherto functioned with comparatively much
greater success.

Rubin argues that Khusrow I does not seem to have been as vigorous a per-
sonality as conventional sources make him to be. Newly tapped sources for
Khusrow I’s reform present him as “a vacillating and temperamental ruler who
bows to pressure and contents himself at the very end of the day with the intro-
duction of half measures.”**® The fiscal reform that he is said to have success-
fully implemented, moreover, took a long time to implement, and was suscep-
tible to tremendous abuse. The built-in control mechanism imposed by Khus-
row I implied an intense involvement of the mobads, as they were supposed to
ensure the just implementation of the reforms.**! But this control mechanism,
supervised by “the gudar al-kuwar, none other than provincial misbads, under
the authority of the great maubads, proved to be as susceptible to corruption as
the system that had to be controlled.”**? To be sure, for “a time the new system
appeared to be functioning in perfect order. [And] [royal revenues from the
land and poll taxes were doubled.”** But there were other, perhaps even more
powerful forces at work that seem to have helped Khusrow I to achieve this.

There is first the issue of other, substantial sources of income that aided
Khusrow I through his first four decades of rule. One of the most important of
these was the customs on the silk trade that ran through the Iranian territories,

#9Tansar 1968, p. 37. Ibn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 19.

#ORubin 1995, p. 251.

#1Rubin 1995, p. 256. The remarkable involvement of mobads in implementing Khusrow I's
reforms is corroborated by the primary sources recently unearthed (see footnote 438), a discovery
that proves the substantial soundness of not only Rubin’s conclusions, but also his methodology.

#2Rubin 1995, p. 293.

#3Rubin 1995, p. 292. Emphasis mine
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specifically the Parthian regions, one might add. This wealth seems to have
augmented the income of the central treasury of Khusrow I. As the Lester of
Tansar implies, Khusrow I was envious of the wealth from the silk trade rev-
enues monopolized by the Parthian dynasts. Neither were the subsidies paid by
the Byzantines, amounting to 11,000 pounds of gold, an unwelcome windfall
for Khusrow I at the conclusion of their peace treaty.*** The circulation of cur-
rency in the market seems to have been also plentiful, and this not on account
of the “economic soundness of the system as whole,” but due to the fact that the
volume of silver currency was on the rise ever since Shapur II’s reign, becoming
especially noticeable during the rule of Piruz. Other economic indices, such
as agricultural productivity, seem also to have been on the rise, offsetting infla-
tionary tendencies inherent in the increased flow of currency.** The successes
of Khusrow I both internally and in his external relations seem, therefore, to
have been affected by other factors besides the putative success of his fiscal re-
forms. As for the question of the manpower necessary to sustain a standing
army, Rubin’s study shows clearly that the dearth of manpower contemporane-
ous even with the reforms of Khusrow I seems to have led to, as Rubin put it,
a “barbarization of the Sasanian army.”**¢ Rubin’s evidence pertaining to the
end of Khusrow Is reign, “when enough time had passed for his fiscal reforms
to have an impact on the organization of the army,”**’ contains the startling
feature that even after the reforms, Khusrow I was forced to continue enlist-
ing nomadic groups as a source of manpower for the army, a practice without
which Qubad himself could not have regained his kingdom. What is more,
this evidence suggests that the standing army created by Khusrow I was “sig-
nificantly ineffective in warfare against the Turks [the Sasanian enemies in the
East], prone to alarm and demoralization.”**® In short, as Rubin observes, the
picture that may be drawn from this evidence “is a far cry from that of an
army whose backbone is provided by a restored class of rural landlords, the
debkans”** In fact, the continuing use of dynastic armies during Khusrow I’s
reign is clearly reflected in Simocatta’s narrative: As the Byzantine campaigns
“ravaged through Azerbaijan as far as the Caspian (Hyrcanian) Sea in 577, ...
unlike the Romans going on campaign, Persians do not receive payment from
the treasury, not even when they are assembled in their villages and fields; but
the customary distributions from the king constitute a law of self-sufficiency
for them, they administer these provisions to obtain a subsistence and hence
are forced to support themselves together with their animals until such time as they

#4Rubin 1995, pp. 262-263, nn. 86-90.

#“5For this and the complicated issues of Sasanian monetary system, see Rubin 1995, pp. 262-263,
and the sources cited there.

#6Rubin 1995, p. 285.

#7Rubin 1995, p. 280.

#“8Simocatta also observes that in Hormozd IV’s war against the Byzantines in 582-586, the
Parthian general Kardarigan “was marching against the Romans. Having enrolled throngs, who
were not soldiers but men inexperienced in martial clamonr.” Simocatta 1986, p. 52.

#9Rubin 1995, p. 283.
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invade a land.>*® That there were recruits from the nobility is acknowledged
by Rubin. These, however, must have been drawn from the ranks of those
nobility whose parentage was not clear. Why would Khusrow I recruit from
among the ranks of these? The answer brings us full circle to the Mazdakite so-
cial uprising.*! For the problem created by the Mazdakite movement, with its
supposed indulgence in the practice of ibaha I-nisa, “was not that there [were]
no young men of aristocratic origin [as the noble families will have been blessed
as a rule with many children] but rather that there were too many youngsters
of unrecognized parenthood at the fringes of the aristocracy, which Khusrow I
was striving to restore.”*? Why would Khusrow I—whose quintessential aim in
the reforms is said to have been the sapping of the powers of the nobility—want
to restore this same nobility? Contemporary scholarship has yet to answer this.
For the contention that these were a nobility of the robe and therefore directly
answerable to Khusrow I, not only disregards the subsequent course of Sasa-
nian history, but neither can it accommodate the new evidence brought forth
in the present study. What is clear is that the effects of Khusrow I’s reforms are
wrought with so many complications and uncertainties that the Christensenian
thesis of a strong centralizing monarch in the person of Khusrow I falls seri-
ously short. The whole issue, however, takes us back to the Mazdakite social
uprising.

As far as the Mazdakite rebellion(s)[?] is concerned, what must be borne
in mind is that in spite of the tremendous social and doctrinal influence of
the Mazdakites—and in spite of the legacy that they left well into the Islamic
centuries—their revolutionary dictum of overhauling the rigid class-based order
of society was evidently never achieved. The social, political, and economic
ramifications of the Mazdakite doctrine, even if we were to uncritically follow
the sources, were simply too threatening to the status quo. There is no denying
the fact that as an ideology the Mazdakite heresy had a long-lasting effect. As an
ideology it had successfully exploited, as we shall see,*** the Mithraic ethos of
the Circle of Justice,** and there are a number of indications that, as an ideol-
ogy, Mazdakism had permeated Iranian society for an extended period prior to
its eruption as a mass popular uprising.*> This does not seem to have been the
case as far as the social consequences of the Mazdakite uprising are concerned,
however. Much has been said of these destructive effects of the Mazdakite up-
rising on the class structure of Iranian society. There is probably some truth to
this, as these effects are the focus of many of the sources dealing with it. As far as

#0«Tn this instance, [i.e., toward the end of Khusrow I’s reign,] the king of the Persians, fearing
mutinies in his army, resolved to participate in discussions about peace with Tiberius [II] the Caesar
[(574, 578-582)].” Simocatta 1986, iii. 15.4, 5, p. 95, n. 66 and p. 96. Emphasis added.

#1Rubin 1995, p. 291.

#2Rubin 1995, p. 291.

453Gee §5.2.7.

#4See page 354.

435Crone, Patricia, ‘Kavad’s Heresy and Mazdak’s Revolt’, Iran: Journal of Persian Studies XXIX,
(1991b), pp. 21-42 (Crone 1991b).
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overhauling, or even seriously threatening, the rigid class structure of Sasanian
society is concerned, however, the testimony of the sources—which, after all,
bear witness to the normative, strictly class-based, dimensions of Iranian society
and which were reworked by the Sasanians after the eruption of the revolts—
needs to be dealt with cautiously. This is especially the case where the effects
of the movement on the upper echelons of Iranian society, like the Parthian dy-
nastic families, are concerned. The crucial problem here is that the testimony
of these sources needs to be weighed against the agnatic character of Iranian so-
ciety.®® The economic, politico-religious, and finally territorial dimensions of
the agnatic structure of Iranian society, and the strong cohesive bonds that these
established, rendered the fabric of Iranian society far too interconnected for it
to be overhauled easily. This agnatic structure especially applied to the Parthian
dynastic families. The disruptions ostensibly caused by the Mazdakite uprising
in the fabric of dynastic communities, therefore, have to be gauged against the
formation of these latter as agnatic groups.

In view of this, the contention that the Mazdakite social uprising—even if
we were to believe its destructive force as our sources would have us believe—
severely disrupted the power bases of the great dynastic families needs to be re-
assessed. An extensive destruction of property in times of revolutionary fervor
is one thing, but to romanticize the effects of the Mazdakite social uprising and
argue that it decimated substantial agnatic groups of dynastic families implies a
revolutionary upheaval of such intensity that, considering the coercive powers
at the disposal of these same dynastic families, is hard to imagine. Members of a
particular branch of agnatically based dynastic families might have been partic-
ularly hard hit, but there were, as Rubin notes, certainly enough of them to go
around. In keeping with the Sasanian legal system, another branch of the same
family could very well have claimed and inherited the powers of the family as
a whole subsequently. That neither the Mazdakite uprising, nor the reforms
of Khusrow I were able to undermine—or, in the case of the latter, were even
meant to undermine—the power of these families is, in fact, borne out clearly
by the course of Sasanian history from the reign of Khusrow I onward. In order
to assess this, we shall have to abandon temporarily our chronological narrative
for the reigns of Khusrow I, Hormozd IV, and Khusrow II.

2.5.3 The four generals

One of the many points of controversy over Khusrow I's reforms has had to do
with whether or not, in the course of his military and administrative reforms,
the king replaced—as our literary sources inform us—the office of éran-spahbed
(ispabbadh al-bilad or supreme commander of the land) with that of four spab-
beds assigned to the four cardinal points of the Sasanian empire. The thesis
that such a reorganization was undertaken by Khusrow I was first promulgated

456 As Perikhanian observes the agnatic structure was a quality intrinsic to “the [social] structures
... [and] organization of the whole civic population of Iran.” Perikhanian 1983, pp. 641-642; see
also our discussion in §1.2.
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most forcefully by Christensen. In recent decades, however, this measure of
Khusrow I’s reforms has come under intense scrutiny. In 1984, for example,
Gignoux questioned the historicity of the alleged quadripartition of the empire
under Khusrow I. Arguing on the basis of the dearth of primary inscriptions,
stamps, seals, coins, and so on—as opposed to literary sources—that testify to
such a reorganization, Gignoux contended that the notion of an administrative
quadripartition of the empire was most probably largely symbolic with no cor-
respondence to any historical reality.*”” Following Gignoux, others accepted
his conclusion that the administrative quadripartition was probably no more
than a literary topos, but argued that the military quadripartition of the empire
was probably “not totally devoid of historical value.”*® While questions sur-
rounding the precise boundaries of the four kists are still outstanding,*® and
while the longevity of this quadripartition after Khusrow I is still open to dis-
pute,*® its implementation under Khusrow I is now established beyond doubt
by Gyselen’s sigillographic discovery.*!

Quadripartition of the empire

One paramount feature of Khusrow I’s reform was the military and possibly
administrative quadripartition of the empire, where the king divided his realm
into four quarters or kists.*2 Over each of these he appointed a supreme com-
mander, a spahbed. Khusrow I Nowshirvan undertook these measures, it was
argued, in order to further centralize his rule. This was yet another attempt
at undercutting the powers of the nobility, in other words. The king was
successful in achieving this and through his reign there were no major upris-
ings. These spahbeds, it was argued, like the new army that Khusrow I cre-
ated, did not belong to the ranks of the nobility and most certainly did not
come from the Parthian dynastic families. During the rule of Hormozd IV,
however, something unprecedented happened: For some inexplicable reason,
a Parthian dynast, Bahram-i Chubin of the house of Mihran, launched a ma-
jor uprising that engulfed the quarters of the north (ksst-i adurbadagan) and

457 Gignoux, Philippe, ‘Les quatres régions administratives de I'Iran Sassanide et la symbolique
des nombres trois et quatre’, Annali dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale 44, (1984), pp. 555-572
(Gignoux 1984), pp. 555-572.

#8Gnoli, Gherarldo, “The Quadripartition of the Sassanian Empire’, East and West 35, (1985), pp.
265-270 (Gnoli 1985), p. 266.

#9Gyselen 2001a, pp. 15-16, and the references cited therein.

#0Gnoli 1985, pp. 268-269. We will argue below that it was even in place as late as Khusrow II’s
reign.

1A seal fragment of a némyoz spahbed (supreme commander of the south/Nimriiz), discovered in
1991, was already acknowledged by Gignoux as sufficient evidence to this effect. Gignoux, Philippe,
‘A propos de quelque inscriptions et bulles Sassanides’, in Histoires et Cultes de I’Asie Centrale préis-
lamique: Sources écrites et documents archéologique, pp. 65-69, 1991b (Gignoux 1991b).

#2The paradigmatic articulation of this, as other aspects of Khusrow I’s reforms, seems to have
been made in Christensen 1944, pp. 364-373. For some of the subsequent scholarship on this see
Gignoux 1984; Gnoli 1985; and most recently, Rubin 1995, and the sources cited therein.
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east (kist-i khwarasan).*®> Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion was unprecedented in a
number of ways. To begin with, it marked the first time in Sasanian history
when a Parthian dynast questioned the very legitimacy of the Sasanians and re-
belled against the Parsig. Significantly, as Boyce underlines, the rebellion also
showed “how sturdy a resistance Iran had put up to Persian propaganda about
the illegitimacy of the Arsacids.”*** Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion was ultimately
put down and the rebel killed. In order to do this, however, as we shall see, the
Sasanians were forced to muster all of their resources, including, significantly,
the aid of other Parthian dynastic families. What is more, the Parthian Bahram-i
Chubin and his powerful constituency had in a sense achieved part of their in-
tended aim before their defeat: they had deposed and murdered the ruling king,
Hormozd IV, and had raised to the throne another, Khusrow II Parviz. In
fact, Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion was only put down at the inception of Khus-
row II’s reign. Even considering what little we have enumerated so far about
the saga of Bahram-i Chubin, historical hindsight should have already alerted
us to the problems in Christensen’s thesis and led us to suspect the continued
and forceful power of this Parthian dynastic family in the post-reform period
of Sasanian history.

We recall that it was the Mihrans who had helped secure Qubad’s power
against the stranglehold of the Karins. As far as Khusrow I's quadripartition
of his realm—intended to further undermine the power base of the nobility—
is concerned, therefore, the questions before us are as follows: what happened
to the Mihrans after Khusrow I’s reforms? And if in fact they had been dec-
imated in the course of these reforms, as we are led to believe, why did they
so forcefully appear again during the reign of Hormozd IV? The problem, fur-
thermore, is that the Mihrans were not the only Parthian dynastic family who
reappeared, almost volcanically, in subsequent Sasanian history. Shortly after
Khusrow II’s accession to power, yet another powerful Parthian dynast, Vis-
tahm of the Ispahbudhan family, launched a second major rebellion.*> This
time, Vistahm did not limit himself to merely disrupting the kingdom and en-
gaging in rhetoric over the legitimacy of the Sasanians. He in fact carved for
himself an independent kingdom covering most of the quarters of the north
(kast-i adurbadagan) and east (kist-i kbwarasan). Neither would this be the last
time the Pahlav rebelled against the Parsig and assumed the crown. To the de-
tails of each of these episodes in Sasanian history, we shall get shortly. For now
it is worth highlighting again the inadequacies of the conventional portrayal
of the rule of Khusrow I Nowshirvan as a centralizing monarch and his pre-
sumed success in establishing an absolutist polity. Why did Parthian dynasts
rise one after another if Khusrow I was in fact so successtul in his reformist

#3For our discussion of the political and religious aspects of this rebellion, see §2.6.3 and §6.1
respectively.

#4Boyce, Mary, Zoroastrians: Their Religions Beliefs and Practices, London, 1979 (Boyce 1979),
p. 142.

#658ee §2.7.1 below.
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policies? What then of the destructive effects of the Mazdakite rebellion on
the elitist fabric of Sasanian society? The paradigmatic Christensenian thesis
once again falls short, because it uncritically accepts the Sasanians’ portrayal
of themselves. Khusrow I’s quadripartition of his empire in fact engaged the
same long-established pattern of Sasanian polity: the Sasanian-Parthian confed-
eracy, through which it continued to function. There was no discontinuity in
the power of Parthian dynastic families, and no overhaul of the power of these,
during his reign. To the contrary, major Pahlav families continued to be as
much involved in the power structure of Khusrow I's administration as previ-
ously. To be sure, there continued to be the ebb and flow of the fortunes of
particular dynastic families. But even in this the power structure of Sasanian
polity had remained unscathed. What is our evidence for this?

All our literary sources, Armenian, Greek, and Arabic, as well as the Shabh-
nama, attest that the paradigmatic image of Khusrow I as an all-powerful mo-
narch who through his reforms undermined the power of the great nobility
needs to be substantially revised. The pattern of the Sasanian-Parthian confed-
eracy lasted through the reforms of Khusrow I Nowshirvan and into the reigns
of Hormozd IV (579-590) and Khusrow II Parviz (591-628). Already by Hor-
mozd IV’s time, however, and partly as result of the reforms of Khusrow I,
the mechanisms that had ensured the collaboration of the Pahlav with the Par-
sig began to crumble, however. The end result of this was that the Sasanians
lost their legitimacy, a legitimacy that they had in fact sustained through this
confederacy. The collaboration between the Pahlav and the Parsig was predi-
cated upon a broad understanding through which the Pahlav agreed to Sasanian
kingship in return for maintaining a substantial degree of independence in their
respective Pahlav territories. These were concentrated in the quarters of the east
and the north, including the Partho-Median territory, the control of which re-
mained, in the words of Toumanoff, allodial, that is, absolute and inalienable,
to the Pahlav dynastic families.*® Within the heavily agricultural territories
of the north, east, and south—the last of which will not be the focus of our
studies—the agnatic dynasts maintained their hegemony, while upholding the
Sasanians by contributing military manpower and agricultural revenues to the
central treasury.

In the process of dividing his realm into four quarters, however, Khusrow I
introduced, as we shall see, one other novelty: he uprooted some of the chief
agnates of key dynastic families from their traditional territories and relocated
these to other parts of the realm, putting them in charge of the home territories
of other agnatic families. By this means he seems to have intended to undermine
the agnatic bonds of these families with their constituency. This measure of
reform, like the others, not only did not have its anticipated results, but even
further antagonized the dynastic families. Khusrow I had attempted to break
the tradition of non-interference in the affairs of the Parthian dynastic families.

#6Toumanoff 1963, p. 39.
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Recently discovered spahbed seals

The remarkable fact about the continued dependence of the Sasanians on the
Parthian dynasts is that the recent sigillographic evidence corroborates the lit-
erary evidence. What then is the nature of the sigillographic evidence? In
2001, Rika Gyselen published the results of an incredible discovery that she
had recently made in London.*” These were a set of seal impressions or bul-
lae. Upon closer examination, she ascertained these to belong to the period of
the quadripartition of the empire, and to the various spahbeds assigned to the
four quarters of the Sasanian empire. One of the greatest finds of the past cen-
tury, as far as the primary sources for Sasanian history are concerned, this set
of sigillographic evidence contains a wealth of information as to the identity
of the four generals, spahbeds, who, in the wake of Khusrow I’s reforms, were
appointed to the four quarters of the realm. To begin with, the seals provide us
with the names and the titles of these spahbeds. Literary evidence can be par-
ticularly notorious if used for identification of paramount figures of Sasanian
history. Where available, names are subject to scribal errors, linguistic transfor-
mations from one language to another, and limitations of the literary sources in
general. In terms of our ability to identify these figures, therefore, the seals are,
in and of themselves, highly significant. For, as we shall presently see, where
identification is possible we can now investigate the tremendous part played by
the Parthian dynastic families in late Sasanian history by comparlng the names
of these generals, as they appear on the seals, to those given in our secondary
and tertiary sources, and where possible to follow their sagas in late Sasanian
history.

At times, however, the seals also provide us with crucial information on the
gentilitial background of these figures, thereby clarifying the dynastic family to
which they belong. For among the seals recently discovered, there are those
that insist on distinguishing the holder of the office as a Parthian aspbed, aspbed
i pablaw,*®® or, alternatively, as a Persian aspbed, aspbed i parsig,*® confirming
in fact one of the theses proposed in this study. As the seals bear witness, the
incredible dichotomy of the Parthian (Pahlav) versus Persis (Parsig) affiliation

471 was not aware of Gyselen’s work on the Four Generals until I had finished investigating the
literary evidence for the Parthian participation in Sasanian history. The fact that the sigillographic
evidence in fact corroborates the hypotheses that I had reached prior to having access to these
becomes therefore all the more significant and testifies to the value inherent in literary sources for
reconstructing Sasanian history. The present discussion is based on Gyselen 2001a; Gyselen 2002;
Gyselen, Rika, ‘Lorsque I’archéologie rencontre la tradition littéraire: les titres des chefs d’armée
de I'Iran Sassanide’, Comptes Rendus de ’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres Jan, (2001b), pp.
447-459 (Gyselen 2001b); Gyselen, Rika, “La notion Sassanide du Kust § AdurbAdagAn: les premitres
attestations sigillographiques’, Bulletin de la Société Francaise de Numismatique 55, (2000), pp. 213-
220 (Gyselen 2000). I am indebted to Rika Gyselen for kindly providing me with copies of her
valuable works. For a complete list of the seals, see notes 473 and 477, as well as Table 6.3 on
page 470.

#8Gyselen 2001a, seal 1b of a figure called Dad-Burz-Mihr, p. 36, and the personal seal of this
same figure, seal A, p. 46.

#9Gyselen 2001a, seal 2c, p. 39, and the personal seal of this same figure, seal B, p. 46.
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of members of high nobility and the clear importance of such affiliations, per-
sisted through the reforms of Khusrow I and in fact to the end of the Sasanian
period. Taken together with the names, this information on the gentilitial back-
ground of the four generals, the territorial domains under their control, as well
as the kings under whom they served,*® enables us finally not only to prove
the continued participation of the Parthian dynastic families in the sociopolit-
ical structure of late Sasanian history, but, through our literary sources, also
to investigate the nature of this participation at this crucial juncture of Iranian
history. Significantly, the seals underline one crucial fact: the Sasanians were
unable to destroy either the Parthian dynastic families or their consciousness of
their Pahlav ancestry. The Parsig-Pahlav dichotomy which had begun, as Eddy
underlines, with the very rise of the Parthians in the third century BCE,*!
therefore, continued to inform Iranian history through the end of the Sasanian
period. Finally, as we shall see in our examination of the religious panorama
of the Sasanians, the seals also shed light on the religious affiliations of the four
generals,*”? information which becomes tremendously significant in the con-
text of the debates surrounding the religious trends existing within the Sasanian
empire. Specifically, as we shall see, this information highlights the fact that the
Parsig-Pahlav consciousness of their heritage percolated, as a general rule, into
the religious traditions that the members of each group embraced.

There are two crucial issues, moreover, that this evidence establishes beyond
any doubt. First and foremost, not only did the power of major Parthian dynas-
tic families already on the rise not abate in the post-Mazdakite and post-reform
period of Sasanian history, but, in fact, Khusrow I continued to avail himself of
the powers of at least three of these families, the Mihrans, the Karins, and the
Ispahbudhan—whose saga we shall shortly discuss. Second, the sigillographic
evidence corroborates the literary evidence and above all the information con-
tained in the Shahnama. It is time, therefore, to search these literary traditions,
including the Shahnama, which are predominantly based on the X“aday-Namag
tradition, for further evidence. For these in fact do allow us to reconstruct the
Sasanian history not only from the center, the cradle of Parsig domination, but
also from the edge, the domains of the Parthian dynastic families.

The collection unearthed by Gyselen contains eleven seals belonging to
eight different spabbeds, of all four quarters of the Sasanian realm, from the reign
of Khusrow I onward.*”? Two spahbeds have seals showing their appointment

#0The monarchs named on the seals are Khusrow and Hormozd. As we shall argue shortly, these
pertain to the rules of Khusrow I, Hormozd IV, and Khusrow II.

#1See our discussion in §5.3.3.

#72Gyselen, Rika, ‘Les grands feux de I'empire Sassanide: quelques témoignages sigillographiques’,
in Religious themes and texts of pre-Islamic Iran and Central Asia: Studies in honour of Professor Gher-
ardo Gnoli, Wiesbaden, 2003 (Gyselen 2003), especially pp. 134-135. See Chapter 5, especially
page 364.

473Seal 1a, “Cihr-Burzén ... eran-spahbed of the side of the east (kust-i khwarasan),” belonging to
Khusrow’s reign; seal 1b, “Dad-Burz-Mihr, Parthian aspbed ... éran-spabbed of the side of the east
(kust-i khwarasan),” belonging to Hormozd IV’s reign; seal 2a, “Wahram ... Adurmah ... éran-spah-
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under two separate kings, one of the two Khusrows** and Hormozd IV;*” one
spahbed has two seals which are identical except for the addition “[of the] Mih-
ran [family]” on the second;*’® and the remaining five seals pertain each to a
spahbed under a single king. Apart from these eleven spahbed seals, the collec-
tion also contains two personal seals, each belonging to one of the individuals
already named on the spahbed seals.*”” Hence in total, the collection consists of
thirteen seals. Significantly, of these thirteen seals, two that belong to the same
individual identify the bearer as a Parthian aspbed,*’® and two, also belonging to
one individual, identify the bearer as a Persian aspbed.*”* Three seals, belonging
to three separate figures, moreover identify the bearer as belonging to the Mih-
ran family.®®® Because the Mihrans also claimed a Parthian ancestry, together
with the two Parthian aspbed seals, according to the given information of the
seals alone, five®! out of the thirteen seals unearthed by Gyselen already belong
to Parthian dynastic families.

But the seals can further corroborate the continued participation of the
Parthian dynastic families in the post-reform period and in fact through the rest
of Sasanian history. For with the aid of narrative histories, central among which

bed of the side of the south (kust-i nemroz),” belonging to Khusrow’s reign; seal 2b, “Wahram ...
Adurmah ... eéran-spahbed of the side of the south (kist-i nemroz),” belonging to Hormozd IV’s
reign; seal 2¢, “Weh-Sabuhr, Persian aspbed, ... éran-spabbed of the side of the south (kist-i ném-
76z),” belonging to Khusrow’s reign; seal 2d/1, “Pirag-i Sahrwaraz ... éran-spahbed of the side of
the south (ist-i némroz),” belonging to Khusrow’s reign; seal 2d/2, “Pirag-i Sahrwariz ... éran-
spahbed of the side of the south (kust-i némroz), [of the] Mihran [family],” belonging to Khusrow’s
reign; seal 3a, “Wistaxm, hazarbed ... éran-spabbed of the side of the west (kist-i khwararan [sic]),”
belonging to Khusrow’s reign; seal 3b, “Wistaxm, hazarbed ... éran-spabbed of the side of the west
(kust-i khwarbaran),” belonging to Hormozd IV’s reign; seal 4a, “Gor-gon [of the] Mihran [family]

.. eran-spahbed of the side of the north (kust-i adurbadagan),” belonging to Khusrow’s reign; seal
4b, “Séd-hos [of the] Mihran [family] ... éran-spahbed of the side of the north (kist-i adurbadagan),”
belonging to Khusrow’s reign. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 35-45 consecutively.

#4The name of the king only appears as Khusrow on the seals, making an identification of which
Khusrow extremely difficult. Rika Gyselen has argued that all of these seals must belong to the
period of Khusrow I and Hormozd IV. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 18-20. As we shall see, the present
study will argue that while some of the attributions of the seals to Khusrow I remain valid, others
must be dated to Khusrow II.

#5Seals of Wahram Adurmah, seals 2a and 2b; and Wistakhm, seals 3a and 3b. Gyselen 2001a,
pp. 37-38, 40-41 and 42-43 respectively.

#76Pirag-i Shahrwaraz, seals 2d/1 and 2d/2 respectively. Gyselen 2001a, p. 43.

477Seal A, “Dad-Burz-Mihr, Parthian aspbed, refuge into Burzén-Mihr”; seal B, “Weh-Sabuhr, Per-
sian aspbed,” who are identical with those mentioned in seals 1b and 2c respectively. Gyselen 2001a,
pp. 36 and 39. For a table with all these seals, see page 470.

#8Dad-Burz-Mihr, seal 1b and seal A. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 36 and 46 respectively. It is extremely
interesting to note that on the personal seal, Seal A, “on trouve le motif, plutdt rare, de deux chevaux
ailés, choix qui peut étre mis en relation avec le titre aspbed, litteralement maitre du cheval.” This
also applies, however, to Seal B, p. 46, which has the same motif of two horses facing each other,
but with the addition of a tree between them. See also footnote 602.

#9Weh-Shabuhr, seal 2c and seal B. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 39 and 46 respectively.

#80Those of Pirag-i Shahrwaraz, seal 2d/2, of Gor-gon, seal 4a, and of Sed-hosh. Gyselen 2001a,
pp- 41, 42 and 43 respectively. As already noted, Pirag-i Shahrwaraz has a second seal, seal 2d/1,
without his family name Mihran, but otherwise identical to seal 2d/2; see also footnote 768.

#11n fact, six, when we also count seal 2d/1, of the same person as seal 2d/2.
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is the Shahnama of Ferdowst, we will establish that, except for the two seals of
the Persian aspbed,*® and two seals of a figure whose gentilitial background
remains unclear,"® in fact nine seals belonged to Parthian dynastic families.**
What is more, we can now confirm that together with the Mihrans already
mentioned in the seals, we have also spihbeds among the Parthian Karin and
Ispahbudhan families. Moreover, some of the seals that have been identified by
Gyselen as belonging to the reign of Khusrow I Nowshirvan actually belong
to that of Khusrow II Parviz. The ramifications of this novel piece of infor-
mation for understanding the course of Sasanian history are tremendous. The
seals confirm not only the continued participation of Parthian dynasts after the
Mazdakite uprising through the reigns of Khusrow I, Hormozd IV, and Khus-
row II, but also prove that neither Qubad nor Khusrow I were able to signifi-
cantly change the fundamental dynamics of the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy.

In order to establish our claims we should return to our narrative. We recall
that faced with the overwhelming military and financial powers of the Karinid
Sukhra, Qubad had been forced to appeal to the Mihranid Shapur Razi, his
supreme commander of the land (ispabbadh al-bilad), thus setting off a war be-
tween the two dynastic families. This dynastic struggle among the Parthians
led to the victory of the Mihrans, and the temporary fall from power of the
Karins. What then was the fate of the Mihrans and other dynastic families in
the wake of the Mazdakite uprising, Khusrow I’s assumption of power, and the
military reforms that he inaugurated? We should reiterate that, according to
conventional wisdom, both the Mazdakite uprising and Khusrow I’s reforms
are thought to have seriously undermined the power of the hitherto indepen-
dent Parthian dynastic families.

2.5.4 The Mihrans

Significantly, the seals already give substantial evidence of the paramount role
of the Mihrans in Khusrow I’s military administration. On Gyselen’s seals,
three out of the eight spahbeds who assumed office during and subsequent to
the rule of Khusrow I belong to the Mihran family. Of these, two*®® were
spahbeds of the north (kust-i adurbadagan), and one, belonging to a certain Pi-
rag-i Shahrwaraz of the Mihran family, was a spahbed of the south.*¢ All of
these seals have been attributed by Gyselen to Khusrow I’s administration.*s”

482\Weh-Shabuhr, seal 2c and seal B. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 39 and 46 respectively. See, however,
footnote 840, postulating its Strenid affiliation.

#3Wahram Adurmah, seals 2a and 2b. Although we will further identify this figure in §2.6.1
below as Bahram-i Mah Adhar, I have not been able to determine the dynastic family to which he
belongs.

“84For a summary, see Table 6.3 on page 470.

#5These are the seals of Gorgon and Sed-hosh, seals 4a and 4b. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 44-45.

486Gyselen 2001a, pp. 41, seal 2d/2. The other seal of Pirag-i Shahrvaraz, seal 2d/1, is almost iden-
tical with the aforementioned seal and only lacks the gentilitial patronymic Mihran, and therefore
most certainly belongs to the same Pirag just mentioned. Ibid., p. 40.

7 Gyselen 2001a, pp. 18-20.
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However, the attribution of the seals of Pirag-i Shahrvaraz to the period of
Khusrow I is problematic. We claim that this Pirag-1 Shahrvaraz is none other
than the famous general Shahrvaraz of Khusrow II Parviz, who was one of
the most powerful commanders of Khusrow II’s army in his wars against the
Byzantines. In fact, Shahrvaraz’s subsequent mutiny—aided, as we shall see,
by another dynastic leader**®—would lead to the very collapse of the Sasanian
military efforts against the Byzantines, and bring him to briefly usurp kingship
during the dynastic havoc of 628-632.%? Of even greater significance for our
purposes, however, is that we can now assert that the towering figure of Shahr-
varaz belonged to the Mihran family.*® This leaves us with the seals of the
Mihranids Gorgon and Sed-hosh, both of whom were appointed as the spah-
beds of the quarters of the north (kist-i adurbadagan). Significantly, therefore,
the Mihrans continued to hold the spahbed: of the quarter of the north, their
traditional homeland, after Khusrow I Nowshirvan divided his realm into four
quarters and appointed a spahbed over each.

Literary evidence substantiates the tremendous role of the Mihrans in Khus-
row I’s administration. Their presence in Khusrow I’s military and civil admin-
istration is in fact overwhelming. One of Khusrow I’s viziers, the Mihranid
Izadgushasp,*! whose fate under Hormozd IV’s reign we shall see shortly,*? is
mentioned by Ferdows as one of the highest dignitaries of Khusrow I's admin-
istration. He is identical to Procopius’ Isdigousnas whom, together with his
brother Phabrizus (Fariburz), the Greek historian describes as “both holding
most important offices ... and at the same time reckoned to be the basest of all
Persians, having a great reputation for their cleverness and evil ways.”**> They
aided Khusrow I in his plans to capture Dara in Upper Mesopotamia,*** and
Lazica (Lazistan) in western Georgia.*” In the annals of the Sasanian-Byzantine
negotiations, the favorable reception of Izadgushasp by the emperor Justinian
(527-565) on this occasion is said to have been unprecedented, Izadgushasp re-
turning to Khusrow I with more than “ten centenaria of gold” as gifts presented
by the Byzantine emperor.**® Izadgushasp’s brother Fariburz was also involved
in Khusrow I’s wars in the west. Having been sent against the Lazi (circa 549-
555), but forced to retreat, he left a certain Mirranes, yet another Mihranid,

#88Gee page 143ff below.

#89See §2.7.4 and §3.2.3 below.

#0We will substantiate this identification further on page 110 below.

“1Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 319, Ferdowst 1935, p. 2570. Justi, Ferdinand, Franisches Namen-
buch, Marburg, 1895 (Justi 1895), p. 149.

#92Gee page 119.

#3Procopius 1914, p. 519.

494The Byzantine fortified city and trading center of Dara, built in 507 CE, was of tremendous
strategic importance, both to the Byzantines and the Sasanians, and especially significant in the war
between Khusrow I and the Byzantines. See Weiskopf, Michael, ‘Dara’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.),
Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 671-672, New York, 1991 (Weiskopf 1991).

495Sebeos 1999, pp. 7, 163.

#6Procopius 1914, p. 527. Also see Justi 1895.
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to protect the garrison in the city of Petra in Lazica.*”” Khusrow I also re-

sorted to Mermeroes (i.e., Shapur Razi)*”® when Fariburz’s attempt resulted in
a stalemate in the war against the Lazis.*”

Seal of Goton Mihran

According to Sebeos, another Mihranid, a certain Mihran Mihrewandak, also
called Goton Mihran, was sent to the Armenian theater of war in 573-575,
where he advanced into Iberia in the Caucasus but was defeated. He then led an
expedition into southern Armenia, where he seized Angt in Bagrewand, proba-
bly in 575 CE>® Now as we have seen, among the seals unearthed by Gyselen,
one belongs to a certain Gorgon from the Mihran family, the spahbed of the
quarter of the north during one of the Khusrows. There is a strong possibility
that this Gorgon of the seals is in fact the Goton Mihran of Sebeos.”! In her re-
marks on the names of these figures, Gyselen notes that the name Gorgon might
actually be Gorgen.”®? If this figure is in fact Gorgen, and if he is identical with
the Golon Mihran of Sebeos, then quite likely this spahbed of the north was the
grandfather of Bahram-i Chubin. What makes this identification more prob-
able, besides the association of all Mihrans with the quarter of the north and
with Armenia and Azarbayjan, is that Goton Mihran is the only other figure,
besides Bahram-i Chubin, who bears the epithet Mihrewandak in Sebeos’ nar-
rative.’® Bahram-i Chubin, also called Mihrewandak, in fact claimed to be the
great-grandson of Gorgen Milad. While Gorgen Milad, ancestor of the Mihrans
is a legendary, Kayanid figure to whom the Mihrans traced their genealogy,*®*
in the person of Gorgon or Gorgen of the seals we are most probably dealing in
fact with a historical figure, the grandfather of Bahram-i Chubin. At any rate,
with such direct involvement of the Mihrans in the Armenian theater of war
in the late sixth century, it is not surprising that Bahram-1 Chubin is also said
to have been stationed as a marzban of Armenia by some of our sources, as we
shall see.

Mihransitad Mibran
The continued reliance of Khusrow I’s administration upon the Mihrans went
beyond this. During one of Khusrow I’s eastern wars, when the Khaqgan of the

Turks sued for peace and offered, as a gesture of friendship, his daughter to the
Sasanian king, it was a Mihran, identified by Ferdowst as Mihransitad,”® whom

#7Procopius 1914, pp. 529-531, 543.

498See §2.4.4.

#9Procopius 1914, pp. 531-551.

590Sebeos 1999, pp. 7, 10, 163.

SOLA spahbed Glon is listed as having taken part in the siege in 502 of Amid during Qubad’s reign.
Joshua the Stylite 2000, p. 62, n. 297, and p. 68, n. 324.

592¢[Plrovided that it is a case of the -¢- being badly written.” Gyselen 2001a, p. 32, n. 85.

503Gee §2.6.3 and §6.1; for a discussion of the epithet, see page 399.

5%For a more detailed discussion, see page 116ff below.

5% Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 178.
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Khusrow I sent to appraise the Khagan’s daughter for the king. This daughter
became the future queen of Iran, and from her union with Khusrow I, Hor-
mozd IV was born. Mihransitad later boasted to Hormozd IV of his significant
role in this union.® Mihransitad’s son, Nastuh, was also centrally incorpo-
rated in the military and administrative state of Khusrow I and took part in the
wars in the east.’”

The predominant role of the Mihrans in Khusrow I’s administration, there-
fore, is beyond any doubt. We know now of at least two Mihrans, Gorgon and
Sed-hosh, who assumed the post of spahbed of the north. Whether or not our
identification of Gorgon Mihran with Goton Mihran of Sebeos holds, it is ex-
tremely probable that Gorgon Mihran was the grandfather of Bahram-i Chubin.
Where exactly in the dynastic line of the Mihrans Sed-hosh should be placed,
and what the family tree of the Mihrans at this juncture of history would actu-
ally look like, requires further research, as does the sequence in which Gorgon
and Sed-hosh were appointed to the spahbedi of the quarter of the north.>® If
we follow, however, the military career of the Mihrans from Shapur Razi Mih-
ran—on whose manpower and military prowess Qubad relied in his struggle
against the Karinid Sukhra®®—to Bahram-i Chubin, we see that the Mihrans
continued to muster substantial forces from the reign of Qubad to that of Hor-
mozd IV and Khusrow II at the very least. Bahram-i Chubin was also able to
gather together a huge army from within his traditional homeland with which
he debilitated the forces of Khusrow II Parviz.’!° Considering that the Mih-
rans continued to be appointed spahbeds of the north even after Khusrow I’s
reforms, and keeping in mind that the careers of Shapur Razi Mihran and Bah-
ram-i Chubin were at their height precisely before and after the presumed re-
forms of Khusrow I Nowshirvan, it stands to reason that the Mihrans never
lost either their control over their traditional homeland or the military force
which they could muster from these lands. As we shall see, they continued to
function as king makers in subsequent Sasanian history. The Mihrans, however,
were not the only Parthian family upon whom Khusrow I depended during his
reign. Once again, we begin our account with the sigillographic evidence that
has recently come to light.

2.5.5 The Ispahbudhan

Amonyg the seals discovered by Gyselen, two others deserve attention. Both
belong to a certain Wistaxm and identify him as “Wistakhm, hazarbed ... éran-
spahbed of the side of the west” and “Wistakhm, hazarbed ... éran-spahbed of

the side of the west, blessed.”!! One of these seals, seal 3a, identifies Wistaxm

5%Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 177-179, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2586-2587. See page 124 below.
507See page 124.

5%For an identification of Séd-hosh with a legendary Kayanid general, see page 116ff below.
See §2.4.4.

5108ce §2.6.3 below.

511 Gyselen 2001a, p. 42-43, seals 3a, 3b.
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as the eran-spahbed of Khusrow; it is not clear which Khusrow, although the
seal has been attributed to Khusrow 1.°'2 The other, seal 3b, has Hormozd IV
as king. While both seals are thought to identify Wistaxm as the éran-spahbed of
the west, however, the reading of one of these seals, seal 3a, as belonging to the
quarter of the west (namely, ksst-i khwararan) is conjectural.”’® Who was this
Wistaxm? To answer this, we must look at another of the Parthian houses.>!*

Asparapet, the great Parthian and Pablav aspet

In his accounts of Khusrow I’s reign (531-579), Sebeos writes extensively of the
part taken by a figure he calls the great Parthian and Pablaw aspet, one of “the
generals of the Persian king who came one after another to this land of Arme-
nia.”' The one crucial thing that we have to keep in mind about the gentilitial
background of this aspet of Sebeos, therefore, is that he was a Parthian and a
Pahlav. At times Sebeos calls this same figure Asparapet, or sparapet,”'® and
deals extensively with the fate of his offspring. In Sebeos’ narrative, therefore,
we are dealing with a figure who holds two separate offices:*!’ the general of the
cavalry (aspet) and the general of the army (asparapet) or spahbed—the titles of
which are given in their Armenian rendition.’'® Following Sebeos’ chronology,
Thomson assigns the duration of the tenure of this Parthian and Pahlaw aspet,
Asparapet (sparapet or spahbed) in Armenia as taking place between 580 and 586,
that is during the reign of Hormozd IV.>"? In the accounts of Sebeos, therefore,
we are given the identity of a Parthian spahbed who ruled precisely during the
reign of Hormozd IV and who was intimately connected—like all the other

512Gyselen 2001a, pp. 18-20.

S13Gyselen 2001a, pp. 14-15.

514Gee also Pourshariati, Parvaneh, ‘Recently Discovered Seals of Wistaxm, Uncle of Khusrow 112,
Studia Iranica 35, (2006), pp. 163-180 (Pourshariati 2006).

515Gebeos lists a total of ten figures here. “[Tlhe great Parthian and Pahlaw aspet” appears fifth in
the list. Sebeos 1999, pp. 11, 14, 166 (v).

5161n one instance he refers to him as “the great Asparapet, the Parthian and Pahlaw,” giving us a
combination of the terms of identification for this personage. Sebeos 1999, p. 14.

517In Sebeos’ narrative the office of sparapet is linked to the Mamikonean house on a hereditary
basis. Unlike his usage of the term aspet, however, of the total of four occasions that Sebeos uses
the term asparapet, or sparapet, three have a Persian context, and refer to the aforementioned figure.
Sebeos 1999, p. 14, 17, 318. See Pourshariati 2006.

518 As Philip Huyse has noted, the title aspabédes “is not to be confused with [the title] aspipides.”
The latter term comes from Mp. *sppt/aspbed (general of the cavalry) < Olr. *aspa-pati, and is ren-
dered in Armenian as aspet. The former term, aspabédes, “goes back to Mp. sp’hpt/spahbed (general
of the army) < Olr. *spada-pati, cf., Arm. aspahapet and (a)sparapet: the latter word was borrowed
twice into Armenian, once in Parthian times from Parth. spdpry/sp bed > Arm. (a)sparapet and
again in Sasanian times from Mp. sp’bpt/spahbed > Arm. aspabapet.” See Huyse, Philip, ‘Sprachkon-
takte und Entlehnungen zwischen dem Griechisch / Lateinischen und dem Mitteliranischen’, in
A. Luther, U. Hartmann, and M. Schuol (eds.), Grenzsiberschreitungen: Formen des Kontakts und
Wege des Kulturtransfers zwischen Orient und Okzident im Altertum, vol. 3 of Oriens et Occidens, pp.
197-234, Stuttgart, 2002 (Huyse 2002). For the Armenian office of sparapet, see footnote 684 below.
I am extremely grateful to Professor Huyse for providing me with this important observation in a
personal correspondence. See Pourshariati 2006.

5198ee §2.6 for a more detailed account.
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Parthian dynasts so far examined—with the events in Armenia and the west,
and was in fact the Asparapet over Armenia, among other regions. All the lit-
erary and contextual evidence suggest that Sebeos” Asparapet, the Parthian and
Pablaw aspet, is in fact the spabbed of the west, in this case during Hormozd
IV’s reign (under whose control came the troops of Iraq up to the frontier of
the Byzantine empire®®) Sebeos confusing here the title of the figure with his
personal name.>?!

Now according to Sebeos, this Asparapet was the father of Vinduyih and
Vistahm.*?? The daughter of Asparapet had married Hormozd IV, and it was
from this union that Khusrow Il was born.? The Parthian and Pablaw Aspara-
pet, therefore, was the father-in-law of Hormozd IV, and the grandfather, on the
mother’s side, of Khusrow II, making Vinduyih and Vistahm the maternal un-
cles of Khusrow II. Now Vinduyih and Vistahm, as has been long established,
came from the Parthian Ispahbudhan family.>** There is very little doubt, there-
fore, that Sebeos’ Asparapet, the Parthian and Pahlaw aspet, was the patronymic
member of the Ispahbudhan family and the figure who in all probability held
the office of the spahbed of the quarter of the west during Hormozd IV’s rule.
Now, as Perikhanian observes, and as Khorenats‘i’s tradition confirms, the Is-
pahbudhan were probably the original holders of the office of spahbed, and as
a result came to use the title of the office as their gentilitial name.”” Based
on literary evidence, Patkanian, Justi, and Christensen, among others, consider
the gentilitial name of Ispahbudhan a given, Justi even reconstructing a family
tree for them.’?® According to Sebeos, in an episode corroborated by classical
Islamic histories, Hormozd IV recalled and killed this senior member of the Is-
pahbudhan family, Asparapet, his father-in-law and the Parthian spahbed of the
west, in 586, about six years into his reign.’?’

What we cannot ascertain at the moment is the name of this spahbed of
the west. Dinawarl maintains that his name was Shapur and that he was the

S0 Christensen 1944, p. 370.

521'The confusion of the title with the personal name seems to be a common practice in Greek
sources as well. Theophylact Simocatta calls this same figure Aspebedes. Simocatta 1986, iv. 3.5.
Once again I owe this observation to a personal correspondence from Philip Huyse. See Huyse
2002. Another Aspebedes appears in Procopius’ narrative as an important general during Qubad’s
reign, who is probably the father of Sebeos” Asparapet, and whose saga we will discuss on page 110ff
below. Procopius 1914, pp. 83-84.

522Gebeos 1999, p. 14. For a detailed assessment of the tremendous role of these figures in late
Sasanian history, see page 127ff.

523Sebeos 1999, p. 17. See also the genealogical tree on page 471.

524Shahbazi, Shapur, ‘Bestam o Bendoy’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 181-
182, New York, 1991b (Shahbazi 1991b).

525Perikhanian 1983, p. 645.

526 As we shall see at the conclusion of this study, we can now add to the family tree that Justi
had reconstructed; see page 471. For the Ispahbudhan family see, among others, Patkanian 1866,
pp- 128-129; Justi 1895, p. 429; Christensen 1944, p. 104. Lukonin 1983, p. 704, disagrees with this
identification.

527“He [i.e., Hormozd IV] killed the great Asparapet, Parthian and Pahlaw, who was descended
from the criminal Anak’s offsprings.” Sebeos 1999, p. 14.
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son of Khurbundad.®?® The Nihayat omits Shapur and calls him Khurbunda-
dhuyih, which is probably a combination of the name Khurbundad and the
title jadhiyih.>* Finally, the Shahnama gives his name as Kharrad, which is a
diminutive of Khurradad.*® According to Joshua the Stylite, in 503 CE, during
Qubad’s war against the Byzantines, the Persian astabid>! (the Syriac rendition
of Iranian title spahbed) was called Bawi.>** The order of the genealogical tree
of the Parthian Ispahbudhan family, therefore, might be Bawi (Boe, Procopius’
Aspebedes); Shapur (Sebeos’ Asparapet); Vistahm and Vindayih. The names
given by other sources as Khurbundad, Khurbundadiyih, and Kharrad in lieu
of Shapur are merely a combination of the titles khurra, farrokh,> dad,>>* and
jadhiyih.> Significantly, the title farrokh is also carried by Wistaxm on one
of his seals.3® This genealogy then is the pedigree of the Ispahbudhan family,
who acquired their name by virtue of the fact that traditionally the office had
remained in their family. It is a genealogy that is extremely significant for later
Sasanian history, as well as the history of Tabaristan.>’

Seal of Vistahm Ispahbudhan

As a general rule, even after Khusrow I's reforms, the offices of the spahbed
remained hereditary, certainly within the same Parthian dynastic families.>*®
This claim is now corroborated above all—and besides other evidence thus far
presented—by the seals of Gorgon (of the) Mihran (family) and Sed-hosh (of
the) Mihran (family), both of whom were spahbeds of the side of the north
during Khusrow I’s rule. What is of crucial importance is that this general
rule also applied to the Parthian Ispahbudhan family, a family that after the
Sasanians was probably the second most important family in Sasanian history.
As Sebeos maintains, the spahbed in Armenia from 580-586 was the father of

528Dinawari 1960, p. 102, Dinawari 1967, p. 111.
529Nihayat 1996, p. 361:

yyolis 5 gl play 5 4 5uy
and p. 391:

Sy o pllany

The office of jadhuyih was probably a judiciary office with possible religious overtones. For
further elaboration, see page 197.

530Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p- 42. All also cited in Shahbazi 1991b, p. 180.

531Procopius calls him Aspebedes. Procopius 1914, pp. 83-84.

532]oshua the Stylite 2000, p. 76.

53From farr, for which see footnote 222.

53From the Avestan word datd, meaning law, right, rule, regulation, the term dad “is the most
general word for the concept of law in the Iranian religious tradition.” It stands in contrast to dades-
tan, meaning “civil law, justice, judicial decision.” Shaki, Mansour, ‘Dad’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.),
Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 544-545, New York, 1991 (Shaki 1991).

5%See page 197.

536 As we shall see below, some of the names of other important members of this family are also
composed with farrokh-; see §3.3.1 and the family’s genealogical tree on page 471.

53For the connection with the Al-i Bavand of Tabaristan, see §4.1.2.

538We shall see further examples of this.
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Vistahm and Vinduyih, the Parthian figure who was also the spahbed of the
west, and was recalled and killed by Hormozd IV. The secondary and tertiary
sources provide plenty of evidence about the paramount figure of Vistahm, the
uncle of Khusrow II, a figure who became intimately involved in the Parthian
dynastic struggles that, as we shall see, engulfed the Sasanian dynasty precisely
during the reigns of Hormozd IV and Khusrow II. Finally we should keep in
mind that, as Gyselen remarks, the name Vistahm is a “less common name.”*
Considering all this, and considering the subsequent course of Sasanian history,
there is very little doubt that the figure whom the seals identify as Wistaxm,
the spahbed of kist-i khwarbaran (the quarter of the west) of Hormozd IV,>*
is the extremely powerful Parthian dynast Vistahm of the Ispahbudhan family,
whom Hormozd IV appointed spahbed of the west after murdering his father
Asparapet. The other seal of Vistahm, seal 3a, as we have argued elsewhere,>*!
most probably belongs to the rule of Khusrow II, not Khusrow I, and to the
period when Vistahm was appointed spahbed of the east by Khusrow I, as a
reward for the central role that he played, together with his brother, Vinduyih,
in bringing Khusrow II Parviz to power.>*? Shortly after this, Vistahm led a
rebellion in Khurasan.®® It is important to observe that according to Sebeos,
the original land of the family of Asparapet, the Parthian and Pablaw aspet, was
the “region of the Parthians,” which clearly refers, in the context of Sebeos’
narrative, to Khurasan. In the midst of his rebellion, Sebeos informs us, Vis-
tahm, the son of Asparapet, moved from the region of Gilan to “the region of
the Parthians, to the original land of his own principality.”** When Vistahm
was appointed spahbed of the east, therefore, he had finally assumed power over
the original land of his own principality, the land of Parthava.>*

Gyselen, who argues that seal 3a of Wistaxm belongs to the spahbed of
the west as opposed to the east—an identification with which, as noted, we
disagree—bases part of her reasoning “on the identity of the person who is
spahbed of the western side. A person named Wistaxm appears in the literary
tradition as a spahbed of the Sawad, a region which was definitely on the west-
ern side of the Sasanian empire.”* The literary tradition to which Gyselen
refers, unique in its identification of Wistaxm as the “spahbed of the Sawad who

539 Gyselen 2001a, p. 32.

50Gyselen 2001a, p. 43.

51 Pourshariati 2006.

52 Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2798, Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 136
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We will discuss this episode in more detail in §2.7.1 below.
3See page 1321f.
5*4Sebeos 1999, p. 42.

5Gebeos 1999, p. 42.
5#Gyselen 2001a, p. 15.
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had the position of hazaraft,” is the Akbbar al-Tiwal of Dinawari.>* Dinawari,
therefore, confirms that a spahbed of the west was called Wistaxm. The next
question, therefore, is under which king did this Wistaxm serve?

Dinawari’s anachronistic account

Now Dinawart’s citation appears in the course of his narrative on the end of
Yazdgird I’s reign (399-420), and the accession of his son, Bahram V Gur (420-
438). As in other sources that we examined above, Dinawari points out that
after the death of Yazdgird I, the nobility of Iran decided that, on account of the
injustices committed by this king, none of his offspring should succeed him.>*
Among the nobility, Dinawari mentions Wistaxm, the spahbed of Sawad who
held the position of hazaraft.>* Gyselen aptly remarks that “unless we have
here two homonyms, the Wistaxm whose spahbed seal we possess could well be
the same as the one mentioned by Dinawar1.” As for the fact that the Wistaxm
of Dinawar1 belongs to the fifth century, while the seals of Wistaxm “would
rather appear to be from the second half of the 6th century,” Gyselen observes
correctly that “here we have one of those chronological confusions very com-
mon in the historiographical tradition concerning the Sasanian Empire.”*° As
she remarks, we are in fact dealing here with a chronological confusion, but,
as we shall argue, a confusion that has been caused by Dinawar1’s transference
of events pertaining to Khusrow II’s reign to those occurring in the aftermath
of Yazdgird I. The confusion, in other words, does not pertain to the reign of
Khusrow L.

Dinawari notes that after the death of Yazdgird I, the elite of Iran decided
that on account of the deceased king’s injustices, none of his offspring ought
to be considered fit for rule and therefore opted for a certain Khusrow, “from a
side line,” to succeed to the throne. Upon hearing the news, one of Yazdgird I’s
sons, Bahram V Gur, who was exiled to Hira,?*! considering himself the natural
heir to the throne, rebelled against the nobility and their puppet king Khusrow
and seized the throne. Now, among Khusrow’s supporters, Dinawari mentions
Wistaxm, the spahbed of Sawad.> The two protagonists of the dynastic strug-
gle in Dinawar1’s account of the aftermath of Yazdgird I’s death were, therefore,
Khusrow, from a side line, and Bahram, the pretender to the throne—the name-
sakes of the figures of the dynastic struggle between Khusrow II and Bahram-i
Chubin.’ Dinawari has confused, in other words, the story of the struggle
between Khusrow II and Bahram-i Chubin with the accounts of the struggle
between Khusrow and Bahram V Gur. Given that other historical narratives,

5% Dinawari 1960, p. 55, Dinawari 1967, p. 59.

S¥Dinawari 1960, p. 55, Dinawari 1967, p. 59. See §2.2.3.
59Dinawari 1960, p. 55, Dinawari 1967, p. 59.

50Gyselen 2001a, p. 22.

551See page 69.

552ce footnote 549.

553For Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion, see §2.6.3 and §6.1 below.
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including Dinawart’s, speak extensively of a Vistahm who actively participated
in Sasanian politics during the second half of the sixth century—namely, the un-
cle of Khusrow II, the Parthian dynast of the Ispahbudhan family—little doubt
ought to remain as to the transposition of Dinawart’s narrative from the time
of Khusrow II to that of Yazdgird L.

What strongly corroborates this hypothesis are the seals of Pirag-i Shahr-
varaz of the Mihran family. Among Bistam’s (Vistahm’s) fellow notables, Di-
nawarl mentions a “Firak, entitled Mihran.” We claim that this Firak is none
other than “Pirag-i Shahrvaraz ... spahbed of the side of the south, [of the]
Mihran [family].”>* As Gyselen observes, the literary sources always identify
Shahrvaraz in the same context:>> as a powerful figure who played a dominant
role in Khusrow II’s long drawn out wars with the Byzantines (603-630) and
who finally mutinied against him.>*® Like Wistaxm, therefore, the Parthian
Mihranid Pirag-1 Shahrvaraz is a powerful general of Khusrow II Parviz. Di-
nawari thus identifies in his anachronistic account four figures from the second
half of the sixth century: the king Khusrow II Parviz, the rebel Bahram-i Chu-
bin, and the two Parthian generals Wistaxm and Shahrvaraz.

The Ispahbudhan and the Sasanians

Before we proceed with the identification of other seals, which further substan-
tiate the confederacy of other Parthian dynastic families besides the Mihrans
and the Ispahbudhan with the Sasanian monarchy after Khusrow I’s reforms, a
few words must be said about the tremendous power of the Ispahbudhan family.
The Parthian Ispahbudhan family was traditionally closely related to the Sasa-
nian kings. At least since the time of Qubad—but most probably from early on
in Sasanian history>” —there seems to have been a tradition according to which
one of the daughters and/or sisters of the senior branch of the Ispahbudhan
family would marry the incumbent Sasanian Prince. Procopius informs us of
Qubad’s marriage into the Ispahbudhan family. In his desire to have Khusrow
I Nowshirvan, rather than any other of his offspring,>® succeed him, Qubad
schemed to have Khusrow I “be made the adopted son of the emperor Justinus,”

53Geals 2d/1 and 2d/2. Contra Gyselen, who, in line with her previous argument, has identified
the seals of Pirag, as belonging to the reign of Khusrow I. Gyselen 2001a, pp. 40-41.

53 Gyselen 2001a, pp. 22-23.

5%6See respectively §2.7.4 and §2.7.6 below.

557 As we have seen on page 26, in the tradition given by Moses Khorenats‘i, Koshm, the daughter
of the Arsacid king Phraat IV, “married the general of all the Aryans who had been appointed by
her father ... [with the result that her progenies’ name became] Aspahapet Pahlav, taking this name
from the principality of her husband.” Khorenats<i 1978, p. 166. That the Sasanians could have been
following the practice of the Achaemenids and taking wives either among their own family or from
those of the six other great noble houses is accepted by Christensen, who cites, besides the mother
of Khusrow II (for which see page 132), a son of a sister of Khusrow II, “who carries the name
Mihran” as evidence of this practice (see footnote 1137). For this and for further references to the
Ispahbudhan family see Christensen 1944, pp. 109-110, n. 2 and p. 104, respectively. See also our
discussion in §3.3.1.

538 These were Zames (i.e., Jamasp) (497-499) and Caoses (i.e., Kayts), for whom see §4.1.1.
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thereby enlisting the support of the Byzantines if necessary.”® For Qubad,
Procopius maintains, “loved Khusrow I, who was born to him by the sister of
Aspebedes, exceedingly.”**® Both of the Khusrows, therefore, had direct Ispah-
budhan lineage, their fathers Qubad and Hormozd IV having married into the
family. No wonder Dinawari calls the Ispahbudhan family the “brothers of the
Sasanians and their partners [in rule].”>%!

Throughout Qubad’s reign, the Parthian dynast Aspebedes of the Ispah-
budhan family was one of the paramount figures of the king’s court. He ar-
ranged the peace treaty of 506 with the Byzantines.’®> And together with
Mermeroes (Shapur Razi)>*® and Chanaranges (Adhargulbad) of the Kanarangi-
yan family,”** he played a central role in the siege of the important city of
Amida, contested between the Byzantines and the Sasanians in late antiquity.*®
Like their relationship with other Parthian dynastic families, however, the con-
nection of the Sasanians with the Ispahbudhan was also marked by periods of
tremendous belligerency.

The nobiliry’s plot against Khusrow I

Early in Khusrow I’s reign, Aspebedes joined a group of other discontented
dynasts plotting to bring Qubad, a child of Khusrow I’s brother Jamasp (Pro-
copius’ Zames) to power. Having discovered the plot, Khusrow I killed Jama-
sp, together with the rest of his brothers and their offspring as well as “all
the Persian notables who had either begun or taken part in any way in the
plot against him. Among these was Aspebedes, the brother of Khusrow I’s
mother.”>® In fact, the plot that Procopius mentions seems to have been noth-
ing short of yet another Parthian dynastic struggle for the control of the throne
of the Sasanians, for it was in vexation over Khusrow I’s “unruly turn of mind”
and his strange “fond[ness] of innovation” that Aspebedes had joined other dis-
contented dynasts and strove for dethroning Khusrow I from Sasanian king-
ship.>*” In this plot, Aspebedes was joined by yet another extremely powerful
Parthian dynast, the Chanaranges, the Kanarangiyan Adhargulbad, who had
secretly raised Jamasp’s son Qubad at his court in Khurasan.**® As a result of
this plot, therefore, Khusrow I killed Aspebedes.

5% According to Procopius, Qubad was certain that “the Persians [would] ... make some attempt to
overthrow his house as soon as he [bad] ended his life, . .. [He] was [also] certain that he would not pass on
the kingdom to any one of his sons without opposition.” Procopius 1914, pp. 83-84. Emphasis mine.

560Procopius 1914, pp. 83-84. This Aspebedes is presumably the father (or grandfather) of Sebeos’
Asparapet, where again the title is substituted in the sources for his actual name.

561 Dinawari 1967, p. 111, Dinawari 1960, p. 102.

562Procopius 1914, p. 77.

563See §2.4.4.

5%4For the Kanarangiyan family, see page 266ff. For the name, see footnote 1545.

5%5Procopius 1914, p. 195. Joshua the Stylite 2000, pp. 60-61, n. 292 especially. For Amida, see
footnote 305.

566Procopius 1914, p. 211. Emphasis added.

597 Procopius 1914, pp. xxiii, 4-10, 211.

58Procopius 1914, p. 211. For a more detailed account, see page 266ff below.

111



§2.5: KHUSROW I / PARTHIAN FAMILIES CHAPTER 2: SASANIANS

Khusrow I was not the only Sasanian king to kill a close relative from the
powerful Ispahbudhan family. As we have mentioned and will further discuss,
Hormozd IV also killed his father-in-law, the great Asparapet, in the course
of his purge of Parthian magnates. Likewise, as we shall see shortly,”*® Khus-
row II killed his uncles Vinduyih and Vistahm of the Ispahbudhan family—
the sons of the great Asparapet—to whom he owned his very kingship. The
rivalry between the Sasanians and the Ispahbudhan family was perhaps the most
contentious of all the relationships of the Sasanians with the Parthian dynastic
families, and we shall have occasion to see the tremendous implications of this.
Having highlighted the role of the Mihran and the Ispahbudhan families in the
military and civil administration of Khusrow I, we can now turn to the saga of
the Karins.

2.5.6 The Karins

According to Dinawari and the Nihayat, in the final stages of the Mihranid Bah-
ram-i Chubin’s rebellion against Hormozd IV and Khusrow I1,”° when he was
finally forced to flee east to Khurasan, Bahram-i Chubin and his forces were in-
tercepted by their age old enemies, the Karins.””! According to both narratives,
in Qumis,”’? Bahram-i Chubin was prevented from proceeding further east by
one Karin, the governor of Khurasan,””> who according to both accounts, was
over hundred years old, and therefore sent his son to confront Bahram-i Chu-
bin.>”* In Khurasan, according to Dinawari, the Karins were in charge of “war
and peace, collecting taxation and the administration” of the region. Qumis and
Gurgan were also part of the Karins’ governorship.””> Both sources assert that
the Karins were appointed the governorship, spahbedi, of the region by Khus-
row I Nowshirvan,”® and continued to hold this position during the reign of

569See page 132 below.

50For Bahram-i Chiibin’s rebellion during this period see §2.6.3 and §6.1 below.

1 Dinawari 1960, pp. 94-95, Dinawari 1967, pp. 102-103. Nihayat 1996, p. 380.

52The province of Qumis was located to the south of the Caspian Sea, with Rayy and Khura-
san forming its western and eastern boundaries respectively. Its main city, also called Qumis, and
known as Hecatompylos (the city of hundred gates) by the classical authors, was one of the ancient
capitals of the Arsacids. One of its eastern-most cities was called Bistam, a name which might
hark back to its association with the Ispahbudhan Vistahm. Also see Bosworth, C.E., ‘Kumis’, in
P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia
of Islam, Leiden, 2007b (Bosworth 2007b).

573 Nihayat obviously exaggerates by maintaining that Karin was the governor of Khurasan up to
the borders of Byzantium. Nihayat 1996, p. 380.

574In this crucial episode, Karin’s son was killed, his army scattered, and Karin himself retreated
eventually to Qumis. Nihayat 1996, p. 380, Dinawar1 1960, p. 94, Dinawari 1967, p. 103.

>Dinawari 1967, pp. 102-103, Dinawari 1960, p. 94:
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6Dinawari 1960, p. 94, Dinawari 1967, p. 103. Nihayat 1996, p. 380.
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Hormozd IV.>” In his short term of usurping kingship, even Bahram-i Chtbin
(590-591) had confirmed their rule over the region.>’®

We recall that during Qubad’s rule the power of the Karinid Sukhra had
reached such heights that the king was forced to solicit the help of the Mihrans
to undermine and defeat him.”” What happened to the Karins after this can
be reconstructed with the aid of Ibn Isfandiyar’s Tarikh-i Tabaristan and the
seals. Although the Karins appear in Ibn Isfandiyar’s narrative in the garb of an
anecdotal story”® that betrays the circulation of popular traditions surrounding
them, it is quite remarkable, in fact, that the historicity of the germ of this story
can now be substantiated in reference to our sigillographic evidence.

According to the Tarikh-i Tabaristan, after his fall from absolutist power,
Sukhra fled to Tabaristan with his nine sons.®®! We recall that according to
Ferdowsi, Sukhra was killed.*®? His reappearance in Tabaristan in the Tarikh-
i Tabaristan, therefore, must be excused on account of the anecdotal story in
which it is garbed and which is meant to underline the Karins’ appointment
over Tabaristan by Khusrow I. When Qubad died, however, Khusrow I (531~
579) regretted his father’s treatment of the Karins and sought to reincorporate
them into his administration.®® According to Ibn Isfandiyar’s narrative, the
Karins heard about Khusrow I's intentions and came with their army clad in
green,”®* and aided the king in his war against the Khaqan of the Turks.”® In
return for their aid, Khusrow I took measures the effects of which clarify part
of the subsequent history of Tabaristan®*® and Khurasan. According to Ibn
Isfandiyar, Khusrow I gave control of Zabulistan® to Zarmihr, the eldest son
of the late Sukhra.®®® One Karin, apparently a younger son, received parts of

577Dinawari 1960, p. 94, Dinawari 1967, p. 103. Nihayat 1996, p. 380.

8Dinawari 1960, p. 94, Dinawari 1967, p. 103. Nihayat 1996, p. 380.

79See §2.4.2 and §2.4.3.

580Gee also page 380.

581Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 151. Marcashi, Mir Seyyed Zahir al-Din, Tarikh-i Tabaristan o Riyan
o Mazandaran, 1966, edited by M. Tasbih with an introduction by Muhammad Javad Mashkur
(Mareashi 1966), p. 6.

582Gee footnote 400.

5%31bn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 152. Marcashi 1966, pp. 6-7.

584For the significance of the color green and for the details of this episode, see page 380 below.

585Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 151 and 150. Mar<ashi 1966, p. 7.

5865ee §4.2 below.

587For Zabulistan, in present day eastern Afghanistan, see Bosworth, C.E., ‘Zabul, Zabulistan’, in
P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia
of Islam, Leiden, 2007¢ (Bosworth 2007¢).

588 Note that the control of Zarmihr over Zabulistan might explain the revolt of the Karins in
the Quhistan and Nishapur regions in 654, shortly after the Arab conquest of Khurasan, for which
see page 277 below. Ferdowsi mentions a Dadburzin, who was another son of Sukhra, as being
in control of Zabulistan during Bahram V Gar’s reign. The list of nobles that Ferdowsi provides,
here, however, is most probably affected by the Ctesian method (see footnote 609 below). Ferdowst
1935, p. 2196. Besides a Burzmihr, Thadlibi also mentions a Bahram Adharmahan as one of the
grandees of Khusrow I’s administration (for more on this figure, see §2.6.1). Thalibi 1900, p. 638,
Thaalibi 1989, p. 411.
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Tabaristan. For our future purposes, it is important to note that included in this
region were Vand Omid Kuh, Amul, Lafur, and Farim, the latter of which was
called Kah-i Karin.*® Khusrow I followed this Karin to Tabaristan, sojourned

for a while in Tammisha, and gave parts of other territories to other rulers.>”
Karin was called the isfahbudh™! or spahbed of Tabaristan.>*?

Seal of Dadmibr Karin

The sigillographic evidence corroborates the narratives of Dinawari and the Ni-
hayat: the Karins had indeed been installed as the spahbeds of the east, which
included not only Khurasan but also parts of Tabaristan, during the reign of
Khusrow I Nowshirvan. In his reconstructed family tree of the families ruling
in Gilan and Tabaristan, which we will discuss in Chapter 4, the late Ferdinand
Justi includes a genealogical table for the Karins.** Here he gives Sukhra’s sons
as Zarmihr, whom he dates to 537-558, and Karin. Of Zarmihr’s five sons, one
is given as Dadmihr, obviously a shortened version of Dadburzmihr.>* Justi’s
reconstruction of Dadmihr’s identity, whom he dates to 558-575 CE,*” is cor-
roborated by other literary sources besides the one he cites. Among the three
figures whom Ferdowst lists as having high positions in Khusrow I’s adminis-
tration, figures who were later murdered by Hormozd IV as a result of this,**
there was one Burzmihr. This Burzmihr is already listed among the sons of
Sukhra during Qubad’s reign. According to Thaalibi, when Qubad returned
from the campaigns against the Hephthalites with a large army, the elite, the
mobads, as well as Jamasp®®” decided to avert another civil war and accept Qu-
bad as king on condition that he would not harm either Jamasp or any of the
elite. Qubad accepted and appointed Burzmihr, whom Thaalibi identifies as
the son of Sukhra, as his minister and remunerated him for his services. The
Parthian dynast Burzmihr encouraged Qubad to avert taxation on fruits and
grain from the peasantry.””® Motlagh, following Justi, identifies this figure with
the legendary wise vizier Bozorg-Mehr of Khusrow 1.5 We can now add that
this illustrious figure of Islamic wisdom literature was in fact a Karin; this is
affirmed explicitly by Ferdowst.®® Sigillographic evidence further confirms
the information provided by Dinawari, Nibhayat, Ferdowsi, and Justi. We now

589Tbn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 152. Mar<ashi 1966, p. 7.

50bn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 152.

3 Isfabbudb is the Arabicized version of the Middle Persian term spahbed or ispahbud.

521bn Isfandiyar 1941, p. 151.

5%3Tusti 1895, p. 430.

5%4Tusti 1895, p. 75. See also §2.6.2.

5%5Tusti 1895, p. 75.

5%See the beginning of §2.6.

597See §4.3.1 below.

598 After a while, however, “Ahriman began to influence Qubad and afflicted him with Mazdak.”
Thaalibi 1900, pp. 596-603, Tha<alibi 1989, p. 384-388.

599 Motlagh, Djalal Khaleghi, ‘Bozorgmehr-i Bokhtagan’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia
Iranica, New York, 2007a (Motlagh 2007a).

60Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIL, p. 387.
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possess seals from the Karinid Dadmihr (Dadburzmihr, Burzmihr) as the spab-
bed of Khurasan during the rule of Khusrow L. Two seals in fact are in Gyselen’s
collection, one maintaining Dadburzmihr as the éran-spabbed of the side of the
east,’®! and another personal seal of the same figure.®®* There is no doubt that
the Dadburzmihr of the seals is the same figure as the Dadmihr of Justi and the
Burzmihr of Ferdowsi, the two latter names being the shortened versions of the
name as it appears on the seals. In both seals, moreover, Dadburzmihr insists on
his Parthian genealogy by claiming to be a Parthian aspbed. Both seals, further-
more, have the added theophoric dimension of claiming the holder as taking
refuge in the Burzin Mihr fire of Khurasan, thus once again confirming the lo-
cal dimensions of the agnatic spiritual beliefs.®® There is, therefore, no doubt:
the Karins were appointed as spahbeds of the side of Khurasan (kist-i khwara-
san) by Khusrow I Nowshirvan in the course of the administrative/military
reforms that he implemented when dividing his realm into four quarters. The
novelty in Khusrow I’s reforms, was that, in order to establish control over
the Parthian dynastic families in their extensive traditional homelands, he ap-
parently assigned some of them to territories outside their ancestral domains,
thus engendering further antagonism among the Parthian dynastic families and
increasing the maneuverability of the monarchy vis-a-vis these.®** For Khura-
san, we recall, was the traditional homeland of the Ispahbudhan family®® and
not that of the Karins, whose ancestral land seems to have been Nihavand.®%
This then also explains Ibn Isfandiyar’s contention that in the course of his re-
forms Khusrow I partitioned the territories,’” for he must have done this to
turther divide the Parthian dynastic families. This certainly was the case with
the Ispahbudhan and the Karin families. The unfortunate results of this will
become apparent in one of the most crucial junctures of Sasanian history, the
Arab conquest of Khurasan in the mid-seventh century.®®

We can now sum up the identifications proposed thus far as follows. In
the course of the reforms that Khusrow I implemented, the Parthian families
continued their cooperation with the Sasanian king. The Karins were assigned
as the spahbeds of the east (kist-i khwarasan), the Ispahbudhan as the spahbeds
of the west (kist-i khwarbaran), and the Mihrans as the spahbeds of the quarter

01Gyselen 2001a, seal 1b, p. 36.

6022Gyselen 20014, seal A, p. 36. In the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, there is also a silver
bowl with the inscription “Dadburzmihr, son of Farrokhan from the Gilsaran(?) family, spahbed
of the east;” see Khurshudian 1998, p. 153. How this can be reconciled with our gentilitial analysis
requires further study. Another seal that most likely belongs to the same figure is the seal of a
driyosan jadaggow ud dadvar (jadhuyih, see page 197) with the inscription “Dadburzmihr, aspbed-i
pahlav, [seeking] protection in the Exalted”, depicting two facing winged horses as on the personal
seal of Dadburzmihr. Gyselen 1989, p. 159.

603Gyselen 2001a, seals, 1b and A, pp. 36 and 46. For the Burzin Mihr fire, see page 364 below.

604We will elaborate on this point as we proceed.

695Sebeos 1999, p. 42.

606See for instance our discussion on page 243ff below.

07See also page 295 below.

608See §3.4.7 below, especially page 271ff.
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of the north (ksst-i adurbadagan). Therefore, not much seems to have changed
in the dynamics between the Sasanians and the Parthian dynastic families even
after the presumed Mazdakite uprising and Khusrow I Nowshirvan’s reform.
By now, we must have also partially explicated the falsity of the scenarios about
the presumed consequences of the Mazdakite uprising: even if there was any
such mass uprising, it barely affected the fortunes of the Parthian dynastic fam-
ilies, or, as we shall shortly see, the dynamics of their relationship with the
Sasanian monarchy.

Kai Khusrow’s army

This is corroborated by Ferdowst’s description of Kai Khusrow’s battle against
Afrasiyab, a classic example of the anachronistic editing that took place during
the reign of the Sasanians, in all likelihood by the Parthian dynastic families.
The late Shahbazi labeled this use of anachronism as the Ctesian method.*® Ac-
cording to Shahbazi, in this battle that is said to have taken place around Farab
near Dihistan in the east, Ferdowsi gives a detailed description of the battle for-
mation of Kai Khusrow’s army together with a list of names, most of which
“are unfamiliar in Firdaust’s narrative of Kai Xusrau’s reign.”*!° Included in the
army, are, moreover, foreign contingents such as the Yemenite, Roman, Moor-
ish, and Caucasian units whose incorporation in the ranks of the army of the
mythic king Kai Khusrow is bewildering. Shahbazi concludes, therefore, that
the mention of these units as well as the detailed and careful description of the
battle proves not only that Ferdowsi resorted to a “written record which, neces-
sarily, related to the Sasanian army,” but also that the document must have been
describing the battle of Khusrow I Nowshirvan against the Hephthalites.®!!
What Shahbazi did not highlight,®'? however, is that the ranks of Kai Khus-
row’s army were populated with the Parthian dynasts thus far discussed. To
start with, one Shedosh was fighting together with the men of Bardaa in Ar-
ran®® and of Ardabil in Azarbayjan. The whole contingent was put under the
command of one Gudarz the Karin, who led Kai Khusrow’s left flank. It is
almost certain that this Shedosh was none other than Sed-hosh of the Mihran
family, the eran-spahbed of the side of the north form the seals.®’* The Mihrans,

6 The Ctesian method is what we have already alluded to: an anachronistic editing of the text,
in this case the X¥adiy-Namag tradition. According to Shahbazi, “Iranian compilers of a national
history sometimes used what we may term the Ctesian method of anachronism whereby old history
was enriched and its lacunae filled in by the projection of recent events or their reflections into
remoter times.” Shahbazi 1990, p. 211.

619Shahbazi 1990, p. 213.

611Shahbazi 1990, p. 213.

612See also the diagram that he provides.

3Bardasa, modern-day Barda, the former capital of Arran (Albania), was called Pérozapat in
Persian and, significantly, Partav in Armenian, being its etymology. Dunlop, D.M., ‘Barda’, in
P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia
of Islam, Leiden, 2007 (Dunlop 2007).

14Tt must be noted significantly that, as Gyselen remarks, the name Sed-hosh is not a common
name but is extremely rare. Gyselen 2001a, seal 4b, p. 45. As she maintains, “although proper
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with their home base in the quarter of the north, a quarter which included parts
of Azarbayjan, and having a long connection with Armenia, were therefore nat-
urally in charge of the contingent of Bardaa and Ardabil. Included in the left
flank was yet another familiar figure of Khusrow I’s establishment, one Fare-
burz. In all probability, Fareburz was none other than the Mihranid Phabrizus
of Procopius, who, together with his brother Izadgushasp (Procopius’ Isdigous-
nas) was directly involved in Khusrow I’s wars against the Byzantines.’> One
Nastuh, the son of the Mihranid Mihransitad of Khusrow I’s administration,®!®
also participated in this same left flank. Participating in the rear lines was also
a certain Gorgen Milad who appeared together “with men of Rey.”®!” As we
already mentioned, this Gorgen Milad was probably the same Gorgon of the
seals, called Goton Mihran in Sebeos.®!® In other words, in the figures of Gorge-
n Milad and Shedosh we have most probably confirmed the identities of the two
spahbeds of the northern quarter during the reign of Khusrow I Nowshirvan,
Gorgon and Sed-hosh.®!? Besides being the éran-spahbed of the side of the north,
Séd-hosh is called on his seals the aspbed (leader of the cavalry) of the empire.
Appropriately, therefore, in the army formation of Kai Khusrow, Shedosh ap-
peared in the left wing, under the command of Gudarz the Karin.

We cannot ascertain why the name of this Karin is given as Gudarz. There
are two possibilities. This Gudarz may be one of the nine sons of Sukhra,
some of whose names have been lost in our historical records, or Ferdowsi can
be simply following through his Ctesian method, where the real name of the
historical Karinid figure, the one who was appointed as the spahbed of the east,
is supplemented by the name of a mythic ancestor of the house. In the course
of restructuring his realm, Khusrow I, we further recall, had given Tabaris-
tan and Zabulistan to the sons of the Karinid Sukhra. An army of Zabulistan
in fact did appear in Kai Khusrow’s battle formation under the command of
one Rustam, who is put in charge of the right wing. In this same right wing
were also the “Caucasian mercenaries under Gev the Karen.”?® Two other Ka-
rins, Bizhan and Raham, also participated in the rear lines.! There is every
reason to suppose that Tus, the commander of the right flank, who carried the
Imperial banner, is a representation of the Asparapet of Sebeos, the spahbed of
the western quarter, the father of Vistahm and Vinduayih. His authority over
the armies of Khuzistan and Yemen makes sense, as he was the spabbed of the

names with sed are known, 5os is not attested.” Gyselen 2001a, p. 32 and n. 87 and 88. Indeed the
one example that Justi provides, Sed-hosh, son of Gudarz, belongs to the legendary period. Justi
1895, p. 294.

615See page 102.

616See page 103.

17Shahbazi 1990, p. 213.

618 Gyselen 2001a, p. 44, seal 4a. See our discussion on page 103.

619Gyselen 2001a, pp. 44-45, seals 4a and 4b respectively.

620Shahbazi 1990, p. 213.

621Shahbazi 1990, p. 213.
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west.®?? Finally, it is rather certain that in Rustam, who was put in command
of the right wing, we are actually dealing with an agnate of the Suren family,
whose exploits replicate those of the mythic character Rustam.

The identity of so many of these figures with those contained in our Arme-
nian, Greek, and Persian accounts supports Shahbazi’s assertion as to the use of
Ctesian method and the substitution of figures from the reign of Khusrow I to
that of the semi-legendary king Kai Khusrow. Moreover, it not only substan-
tiates the reliability of Ferdowst but also the contention of the present study.
For, even if none of the postulates as to the identity of these figures with actual
historical figures of Khusrow I’s reign were to be admitted—quite unlikely in
view of the overwhelming nature of the evidence—the list of the Mihrans, the
Karins, and possibly the Ispahbudhan and the Surens in Kai Khusrow’s army
proves that the superimposition in question in fact replicates not only the rule
of Khusrow I Nowshirvan but also that of all the dynastic figures participat-
ing in the defense and administration of his realm. Returning to our narrative,
however, enables us to identify even more of the figures appearing on the seals
as members of these same Parthian dynastic families.

2.6 Hormozd IV / the Mihrans

For all the fanfare surrounding Khusrow Is reforms, the one Sasanian monarch
who actually attempted to do away with major Parthian dynastic families in
a systematic manner, as we have already briefly mentioned, was Hormozd IV
(579-590). His actions, as we shall see, had dire results: they led to the unprece-
dented rebellions of two Parthian dynasts, the Mihranid Bahram-1 Chubin and
the Ispahbudhan Vistahm. According to Tabari, Hormozd IV had “benevo-
lence toward the weak and destitute, but he attacked the power of the nobles,
so that they showed themselves hostile and hated him, exactly as he in turn
hated them.”®? Both Tabari and Ibn Balkhi relate that Hormozd IV removed
the nobles from his court and killed “13,600 [!] men from the religious classes
and from those of good family and noble birth.”®?* It is Ferdowst, however,
who actually provides us with substantive information on some of the lead-
ing members of the nobility decimated by Hormozd IV. At the beginning of
this narrative, Ferdowst specifically informs us that Hormozd IV wanted to do
away with the elite that had obtained privileged positions in the court of his
father Khusrow I Nowshirvan and had become immune from harm therein.®?

622Gee page 105ff. In this contingent, Ferdowsi also mentions one Tukhar, which is a title rather
than a name; see footnote 825.
623 Tabari 1999, p. 295, de Goeje, 988. Emphasis added.
624Tabari 1999, p. 297, de Goeje, 990. Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 242; Dinawari 1960, p. 84, Dinawari
1967, p. 90.
625Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 319:
A}j/j{uJuf‘j)Lwda\a .\.,PJL?OJ.;:j ISl a
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118



CHAPTER 2: SASANIANS §2.6: HORMOzZD IV / MIHRANS

Hormozd IV is portrayed as being preoccupied with the welfare of the poor and
the peasantry. Significantly, he warned those with kingly pretensions (shahvash)
and those in search of treasuries, that they would find their demise if they were
to pursue accumulation of wealth.®*® Immediately afterwards Ferdowst pro-
vides us with concrete information, singling out three dynasts whom Hormozd
IV murdered. The identity of these can be compared against our recent sigillo-
graphic evidence.

The three magnates against whom Hormozd IV’s wrath was especially di-
rected were Izadgushasp, Simah-i Burzin, and Bahram-i Mah Adhar.®” One by
one, these high dignitaries of Khusrow I’s administration were done away with
by Hormozd IV. We have already become quite familiar with the Mihranid
Izadgushasp.®® He is identified by Ferdowst as a vizier®” and dabir to Khus-
row L. One of the first casualties of Hormozd IV’s wrath was this Izadgushasp,
who, according to a detailed narrative in the Shahnama, was first imprisoned
and then killed by Hormozd IV.6%°

2.6.1 Bahram-i Mah Adhar

The fate of two other leading feudal figures under Hormozd IV’s administration
is even more revealing, for here we can actually match the identity of those
singled out by Ferdowst with the figures mentioned on the recently discovered
seals. This identification is beyond any doubt at least for one of these figures,

26Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 318, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2569:

/)Jw.u‘«f lo' a0 ey K aen
BISTURTSPP U‘:: « K’JJJ‘ 4 ) g‘-”‘)’
%JMJLMLJ:(J cpb:lﬂb jJ:Af
; »fﬂf IR
dﬂw 3> 3—‘ du“f) (°"~"’ b S
395 d\“‘ﬂ 33,01 w“f 35 Jﬁ O s, g s s
27Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 319:
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Ferdowst 1935, p. 2574~ Zg
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28See page 102.

629 Also Dinawari 1960, p- 84, Dinawari 1967, p. 89.

630Bosworth maintains that this Izadgushasp is the same figure who later appears among the sup-
porters of Bahram-i Chubin. If Ferdowst’s detailed narrative about the murder of Izadgushasp is
to be trusted—there is no reason why it should not be—and considering that Ferdowst, in fact,
counts a certain Izadgushasp among the supporters of Bahram-1 Chubin—around the role of whom
in Bahram-i Chubin’s army there is likewise a detailed narrative—Bosworth’s identification of the
two figures is not warranted. Tabarl 1999, p. 299, n. 703. Justi, in fact, appropriately separates the
two figures in this instance. Justi 1895, p. 149, under Yazdwsnasp, numbers 4 and 5, and p. 429.
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Bahram-1 Mah Adhar. For among Gyselen’s collection, there are two seals that
identify the bearer as Wahram, son of Adurmah, seals 2a and 2b. According
to Gyselen, one belongs to the reign of Khusrow I and the other to that of
Hormozd IV.%! Both of these identifications of Gyselen are correct. There is
no doubt that Ferdowst’s figure Bahram-i Mah Adhar®? is the same personage
whose seals have been recently discovered. This Bahram, who is identified in
both of the seals as the spahbed of the south (ksst-i néemroz) is further identified
with a number of epithets. For the reign of Khusrow I, he bears the title “chief
of ... and eunuch.”®? For that of Hormozd IV, his epithet is “chief of ...
and eunuch, hazaruft of the empire.”®* Following Ferdowst’s narrative, it may
therefore be supposed that at the inception of Hormozd IV’s reign, Bahram-i
Mah Adhar was in fact maintained and promoted in his administration. Shortly
thereafter, under unclear circumstances that seemed to have led to a change of
policy under Hormozd IV, this leading figure of Khusrow I's administration
was done away with.®*> The problem with Bahram-i Mah Adhar’s identity,
however, is that in our present state of knowledge, and unlike the Mihranid
Izadgushasp, we cannot clearly establish his gentilitial background. If there is
any validity to Justi’s claim about the possible Sasanian lineage of this figure,®*®
and considering the fact that there might have been a greater participation of
the nobility of Persis in the quarter of the south, then Bahram-i Mah Adhar
was probably a Parsig. This leaves us with the third figure listed by Ferdowsi,
that of Simah-i Burzin.

2.6.2 Simah-i Burzin Karin

As we have seen, there are two seals which belong to the spahbeds of the east.
We have already become familiar with one, that of Dad-Burz-Mihr, the Parthian
aspbed of the Karin. He was one of the sons of the Karinid Sukhra whom Khus-
row I had appointed spahbed of the east (kist-1 khwarasan) and whom Hormozd
IV retained for a while in this capacity.®”” The other seal identifies yet another

031 Gyselen 2001a, pp. 37-38, seals 2a, 2b.

032Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 324-328, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2574-2578. In Tha<libi’s narrative,
he is called Bahram-i Adharmahan and identified as one of the grandees of Khusrow Is reign. Tha<a-
lib1 1900, p. 638, Tha<alibi 1989, p. 411. A great marzban (marzbana rabba), Adurmahan, is also
mentioned by Johannes from Ephesus as a general of Khusrow I. Khurshudian 1998, p. 71.

633 Gyselen 2001a, p. 37, seal 2a.

634Gyselen 2001a, p. 38, seal 2b.

35Tusti cites him as being mentioned also by Theophanes. Justi identifies this figure as the 726-
bad of Hormozd IV’s reign. Under this same entry, however, he cites a seal of this Bahram in
which he is identified as “Bahram, son of Aturmah, descended from gods.” Here, Justi questions,
in brackets, whether this is meant to signify that he is a Sasanian. Justi 1895, p. 362, numbers 21
and 22, respectively. Ferdowst 1935, p. 2578, Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 319-320. Clearly, as
the evidence of the seals makes it apparent, Justi’s identification of this figure as a mobad is not
warranted. That a seal from him already exists in which he claims descent from gods, however, is
revealing, and might indeed point to a close relation between this figure and the Sasanians.

636See previous footnote.

657 See page 1141f.
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spahbed assigned to the east for the reign of Hormozd IV, one Chihr Burzin.®®

This latter figure might be identical with a personage called Simah-i Burzin in
the Shabnama. Chihr Burzin, the literal translation of which is “having the
face of Burzin [fire],” is the exact equivalent of Simah-i Burzin, where chibr
and simah are identical in meaning. Using poetic license, one may postulate,
therefore, that Ferdowsi substituted the name of Chihr Burzin with that of Si-
mah-1 Burzin for the purposes of rhyme and rhythm, a practice in which the
poet regularly indulges.®* In Ferdowst’s narrative, Simah-i Burzin is depicted
as one of the high elite of the reign of Khusrow I Nowshirvan, who together
with Bahram-1 Mah Adhar and Izadgushasp were among the nobility that were
consulted by Khusrow I for choosing a successor. As Ferdowst and Thaalibi’s
accounts inform us, Hormozd IV began his onslaught on the Parthian dynastic
nobility, partly through the age old mechanism available to the Sasanians: the
instigation of one dynastic family against another.®*® Ferdowst informs us that
in order to undermine the power of the dynastic factions of his realm, Hormozd
IV instigated Bahram-1 Mah Adhar, the spahbed of the quarter of the south
(kast-i nemroz) during Khusrow I (seal 2a), as well as his own reign (seal 2b),
against Simah-i Burzin, that 1s, if our identification is correct, against Khus-
row Is spahbed Chihr Burzin (seal 1a). In a private correspondence between the
two powerful figures of Hormozd IV’s realm, and in response to Simah-i Bur-
zin’s astonishment at the sudden change of demeanor of Bahram-i Mah Adhar
against him, the latter explained that Simah-i Burzin himself was to be held
responsible for the turn of events, for he belonged to the faction that had voted
for Hormozd IV’s kingship to begin with.®*!

The dynastic background of Simah-i Burzin can only be conjectured. If even
after Khusrow I’s reforms important offices of the realm, in this case the of-
fice of spahbed, remained hereditary, and if Dad-Burz-Mihr, the Parthian aspbed
(aspbed 7 pablaw) and spahbed of the east during Hormozd IV’s reign (seal 1b)
is none other than the Karinid Dadmihr,** then it might be conjectured that
Simah-i Burzin or Chihr Burzin, the spabbed of the east during Khusrow I’s
reign, also belonged to the Karin family. In fact, the Karins continued to main-
tain the spahbedi of the east until after Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion.®* As we
have argued, the tradition of giving the spahbedi of the east to the Karins in
fact began with the rule of Khusrow I. When Hormozd IV instigated Bahram-
1 Mah Adhar, the spahbed of the quarter of the south (kist-i némroz) during
his father’s reign, against Stmah-i Burzin, or Chihr Burzin, the spahbed of the
east during Khusrow I’s reign, therefore, he was instigating one leading dynas-
tic agnate, Bahram-i Mah Adhar, whose agnatic affiliation is not clear, against

638Gyselen 2001a, pp. 37-38, seals 1a, 1b.

39See also our discussion of Bahram-i Chiibin’s epithet on page 399.

640Thasalibi 1900, pp. 638-639, Thadalibi 1989, p. 411.

%1 Ferdowst 1935, p. 2575-2576, Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIII, pp. 323-325.
#2Gyselen 2001a, seal 1b, p. 36 and seal A, p. 46. See our argument on page 114ff.
683 For the details of this see the narrative of Bahram-i Chubin in §2.6.3 below.
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another leading dynastic figure, who belonged to the house of the Karins, Si-
mah-1 Burzin. Having done so, however, Hormozd IV could not take away the
spahbeds of the east from the Karin family. For, as we have seen, the spahbed that
he ended up assigning in the quarter of the east, Dad-Burz-Mihr (Dadmihr), the
Parthian aspbed of seal 1b, was still a Karinid.

At any rate, what is significant for the purposes of the present discussion is
that ultimately both Bahram-i Mah Adhar as well as the Karinid Simah-i Burzin
were killed by Hormozd IV,*** and joined the fate of the Mihranid Izadgushasp
as the leading dynastic figures of Khusrow I’s reign who were murdered by
Hormozd IV.%* But that is not all. All our sources, including Sebeos,*** main-
tain that the father of Vinduyih and Vistahm, Asparapet, the Parthian aspet of
the Ispahbudhan family, of whom we have heard in detail,*” the father-in-law
of Hormozd IV and the grandfather of Khusrow II, was also murdered during
Hormozd IV’s purge of magnates. Such slaughter of leading agnates of Parthian
families belonging to different dynastic houses was probably unprecedented in
Sasanian history. That this decimation could not have been total and the king
nevertheless was forced to continue to rely on the powers of the nobility is
evidenced not only by Hormozd IV’s retention of the Ispahbudhan Vinduyih
and Vistahm in his administration and the tremendous power base of these, as
we shall see, but also by the continued reliance of the king on the power of
the Mihrans and the Karins. The ultimate treatment of these in the hands of
Hormozd IV and his son, Khusrow II, however, commenced the unprecedented
upheavals that led the Parthian dynastic families to question the very legitimacy
of the Sasanians for kingship. We are referring here to the revolts of Bahram-i
Chubin of the Mihran family and that of Vistahm of the Ispahbudhan family.
The Parthian confederacy with the Sasanians was for the first time violently
disrupted through the rebellion of Bahram-1 Chubin.

2.6.3 Bahram-i Chubin Mihran

Bahram-1 Chubin’s rebellion was unlike any other in Sasanian history. Except
perhaps in Armenia, and not since the last Parthian king, Ardavan, was any
Parthian dynast audacious enough to question the very legitimacy of Sasanian
kingship. The monarchy might be dominated, directed, abused, and possibly
mocked by the Parthian dynastic families. But the tradition had been estab-
lished: even an infant Sasanian was deemed to be more legitimate for kingship—
or so at least the X*aday-Namag tradition would have us believe—than any
member of the Parthian nobility, at least formally. As far as the Parthian dynas-
tic families were concerned, the name of the game was confederacy. Bahram-i
Chubin’s rebellion changed most of this. As with the rise of the Parthians
from the perspective of the Sasanians, Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion was also

644 Thaqlibi 1900, pp. 638-639, Thacalibi 1989, pp. 411-413.
45Ferdowst 1935, p. 2570; see also footnote 627.

646Sebeos 1999, p. 14.

647See §2.5.5.
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attended by a religious dichotomy,®* that of Parthava versus Persis, and a pow-

erful messianic fervor. All the narratives of the rebellion in the literary sources
are infused with millennial motifs. We shall deal with the religious dimensions
of Bahram-1 Chubin’s rebellion below. For now, however, we concern ourselves
only with the sociopolitical dimensions of his rebellion.**’

Prognostication of Hormozd IV’s demise

According to the narratives at our disposal, some years into his reign, previously
prognosticated to be, significantly, the messianic number twelve, Hormozd IV
found his realm attacked by the Turks from the east, the Byzantines from the
west, the Khazars from the northwestern Caspian region, and the Arabs from
the west.%>° Significantly, it was Bahram-i Adhar-mahan (Bahram-i Mah Adhar)
who had informed Hormozd IV that the apocalypse would soon arrive and that
Hormozd IV was to be blamed for it on account of his injustice.®! Hormozd
IV had become unjust because of the crimes that he had committed against the
grandees of his realm, turning against custom and tradition (247 o kish).%>? For
the first time in Sasanian history, Hormozd IV had unleashed an all-out attack
against almost every single leading agnate of the Parthian and other dynastic
families. Among the measures taken by Hormozd IV was a further reduction of
the size of their cavalry, and a decrease in the army’s pay.®>* Although Hormozd
IV’s policies were in a sense the continuation of reforms inaugurated by Khus-
row I, especially his taxation policies, his systematic onslaught on the Parthian
dynastic families was of such intensity that in Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion,
the theme of Parthian claim to rule was voiced for the first time in Sasanian
history. While there continued to be dissension in their ranks, and while they
finally lost as a result of it, at the inception of Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion, a
powerful Parthian alliance was formed. It is for this reason that the theme of
Sasanian-Parthian rivalry infuses not only the Persian and Arabic accounts of
Bahram-1 Chubin, but also that of the western sources that were witness to its
actual unfolding.

As already mentioned, the first episode of millennial prognostication is
communicated to Hormozd IV by his and his father’s spahbed of the south,
Bahram-1 Adhar Mahan (Bahram-1 Mah Adhar), or, as he appears on the seals,

648See §6.1 for the religious connotations of this rebellion, and §5.3.3 for the dichotomy.

9For a synopsis of the state of the field on Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion, see Shahbazi, Shapur,
‘Bahram VI Cobin’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, New York, 2007a (Shahbazi
2007a).

30T abari 1999, pp. 298-301, de Goeje, 991; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 331-332, Ferdowsi 1935,
p- 2582-2583. For a synopsis of these histories, see Tabart 1999, nn. 701, 703-705, and the citations
given therein.

51Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 327, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2578.

02Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 319, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2582-2583:

s U815 5y s 9% Ol 3 Ol ge aes
633Shahbazi 2007a, p. 519.
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Wahram, son of Adurmah, the hazaruft.*** Recognizing his imminent doom,
Bahram-i Mah Adhar decided to make life unbearable thenceforth for the
Sasanian king, and forecasted the demise of the king in twelve years.®> But
the prognostication did not stop here. It was reiterated once more, this time,
significantly, from the mouth of the Parthian Mihrans. When the enemy at-
tacked from all sides, the Mihranid Nastuh, the son of Mihransitad,®*® informed
the king that his father’s knowledge would be of use to the king.*” Hormozd
IV then sent for Mihransitad, who had taken up seclusion in Rayy, the tradi-
tional home-base of the Mihrans, occupying himself, significantly, with Zand
and the Avesta.®® When Mihransitad was summoned to the king’s court, he
first narrated for Hormozd IV, presumably out of fear, his own central role in
choosing the king’s mother, the daughter of the Turkish Khagan, and then in-
formed Hormozd IV that the astrologers who had read the stars for the Khaqan
had also forecasted that when the Turks attacked Iran, the savior of Hormozd
IV’s throne would be a certain Bahram-i Chtibin of Pahlav ancestry. Mihra-
nsitad then advised Hormozd IV to search and summon Bahram-1 Chubin to
his court. According to Ferdowst, having given this prognostication and in-
troduced Bahram-i Chubin’s narrative, the aged Mihransitad died instantly.®®
As Ferdowst’s poetic rendition informs us, this prompted Hormozd IV to avail
himself of the services of the Parthian Mihranid dynast Bahram-i Chabin, who
in the course of his military campaigns in the west and the east in fact did help
Hormozd IV sustain his kingship.*®°

654 Gyselen 2001a, pp. 37-38, seals 2a and 2b, respectively.

655While in prison Bahram-i Mah Adhar sent a message to Hormozd IV that he should avail
himself of a black box, left for posterity by Khusrow I Nowshirvan, and that he should read the
message contained therein, written on a white silk cloth. The message predicted the onslaught of
enemies from the four corners of Iran, the blinding of the king, and his demise in the twelfth year
of his kingship. Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIII, p. 327, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2582-2583. Thasalib1 1900,
pp- 637-642, Tha<alibi 1989, pp. 411-413.

6%6See page 103.

7 Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 335, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2586-2587.

958 Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIII, p. 335, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2586-2587. For the significance of reading
the Zand, that is, the interpretation of the Avesta, see §5.2.5.

6Ferdowsi 1971, vol. VIIL, pp. 336-337, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2587-2588:
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60Sebeos 1999, p. 15; Czegledy, K., ‘Bahram Chubin and the Persian Apocalyptic Literature’,
Acta Orientalia Hungarica 8, (1958), pp. 21-43 (Czegledy 1958); Shahbazi 2007a.
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Bahram-i Chitbin’s western campaigns

Already in 572, at the end of the rule of Khusrow I, Bahram-i Chubin had
participated in the king’s campaigns against the Byzantines and in the Cauca-
sus, and had been in charge of the cavalry that captured the Byzantine city of
Dara.®®! According to some of our sources, Bahram-i Chubin, son of Bahram
Gushnasp, started as a margrave of Rayy.** This piece of information fits quite
well with the fact that the spahbeds of the north during Khusrow I’s reign were
in fact from the Mihran family. If our theory as to the familial relationship of
Bahram-i Chubin with Gorgon®® is correct, then the appointment of Bahram-i
Chubin after his grandfather as spahbed of the north further confirms our con-
tention that the spahbedi of particular quarters was maintained within the same
dynastic family. At any rate, Dinawari calls Bahram-i Chubin the marzban of
Armenia and Azarbayjan,*®* a military and administrative jurisdiction that in
fact corresponds to the spahbedi of the kist-i adurbadagan.

The Parthian genealogical claims of Bahram-i Chubin, as well as his prove-
nance from the Mihranid capital Rayy, are highlighted by most of our narra-
tives.®® In the Shahnama, Rayy, as the capital of the Mihrans, is clearly pitted
against Persis. Jumping ahead for a moment in our narrative, in the mutual di-
atribe of the antagonists, Bahram-i Chubin and Khusrow II Parviz, when they
are confronted in the battle scene near Lake Urumiya in Azarbayjan, the Sasa-
nian Khusrow II accused the Parthians of Rayy of complicity with Alexander
and then of assuming kingship.%®® The regional dimension of the rivalry be-
tween the house of Sasan and the descendants of Ardavan is underlined with
Bahram-i Chubin’s threat to relocate majesty from Fars to Rayy.®®” The theme
of restoring Arsacid glory is in fact central to Bahram-1 Chubin’s platform for
rebellion.®®® In yet another exchange, Bahram-i Chubin reminded Khusrow II

%61Simocatta 1986, 3.18.10f., pp. 101-102. For Bahram-i Chibin western campaigns, also see
Shahbazi 2007a, p. 519.

62Ferdowst 1935, p. 2662, Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 32; Mas<udi 1869, p. 215, Mas«udi, <Ali
b. Husayn, Muraj al-Dhahab, Tehran, 1968, translation of Masudi 1869 by Abolqasim Payandih
(Mas<adi 1968); Tabari 1999, p. 301, n. 706, de Goeje, 992; Simocatta 1986, iii. 18.6, p. 101.

663 Gyselen 2001a, seal, 4a, p. 44. See page 103 above.

664 Dinawari 1960, p- 79, Dinawari 1967, p. 84.

665Czegledy 1958; Shahbazi 2007a.

%6 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 30, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2696:
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that his Sasanian ancestors had in fact usurped kingship from the Arsacids. Af-
ter five hundred years, however, Bahram-1 Chubin claimed, the demise of the
Sasanians was imminent, and kingship must revert to the Arsacids.®”® He would
not rest, Bahram-i Chubin claimed, until he destroyed Kayanid kingship—a

clear reference to the Sasanians’ forged claim of being the progenies of the Kaya-
nids.®”°

Bahram-i Chabin’s eastern campaigns

The substantial power of Bahram-1 Chubin at Hormozd IV’s court is estab-
lished beyond doubt. Simocatta maintains that once Bahram-i Chubin’s mili-
tary successes increased, for example, he became the darigbedum (darigbed) of
the royal hearth of Hormozd IV.*”! While the precise powers of the darigbed
are not clear, it is clear that this must have been an extremely important office
of late the Sasanian period.®”> One of the few figures who carried this title in
late Sasanian history, was the towering figure of Farrukhzad,®”> whose story we
examine in depth in Chapter 3. In 588, in the aftermath of the Hephthalites’ at-
tack against Iran, Bahram-1 Chubin was appointed as the commander-in-chief of
the Sasanian forces and sent against the invading army. This is where our apoc-
alyptic as well as historical narratives begin. Leading a messianic number of
12,000 cavalry to the east,”* Bahram-i Chubin conquered Balkh and the Hep-
hthalite territories in what is now Afghanistan, crossed the Oxus, and killed
the Khagan of the Turks.®”> He finally advanced to a place called the Copper
Fortress, Ruyin Dizh, near Bukhara.®”®

9 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 29, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2695:
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For the millennial calculations involved in this reckoning, see Shahbazi et al. 1991, p. vi.

70See page 385ff for an elaboration of this.

71Simocatta 1986, 1ii.18.12, p. 102. For the office of darigbed, see Gyselen 2002, pp. 113-114;
Khurshudian 1998, pp. 109-113.

72Gyselen 2002, pp. 113-114. Khurshudian argues for a parallel with the Byzantine cura palatii,
and the substantial growth of importance of this office at both courts. Khurshudian 1998, pp. 112-
113.

73Gyselen 2002, pp. 113-114. Khusrow I's vizier Bozorg-Mehr (Dadmihr; see page 114) is also
called a darigbed in Bozorgmehr 1971, Andarz-nama-i Bozorgmehr-i Hakim, Isfahan, 1971, translated
by F. Abadani (Bozorgmehr 1971); Gyselen 2002, pp. 113-114, citing Shaked, Shaul, ‘Some Legal
and Administrative Terms of the Sasanian Period’, in Momentum H. S. Nyberg, vol. 5, pp. 213-225,
1975 (Shaked 1975), here pp. 223-225.

74Czegledy 1958; see also §6.1.2.

75 This latter figure is mistakenly rendered as Shawa, Sava, Saba. Shahbazi 2007a, p. 520.

76Shahbazi 2007a, p. 520. For Rityin Dizh, see page 406ff.
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Our sources claim that Bahram-i Chubin’s successes in his western®”’ and
eastern campaigns prompted the jealousy of the king, and instigated Hormozd
IV to undermine him. In the face of Hormozd IV’s harassment, and prompted
by other leading magnates who had gathered against Hormozd IV’s anti-elite
policies, therefore, Bahram-i Chubin rebelled in the east in 590 CE, collecting
around him a substantial force from the quarters of the east and the north.6”8

Hormozd IV and the Ispahbudhan

The Parthian rebel then set out for the capital of the ungrateful and foolhardy
Sasanian king, Hormozd IV. Meanwhile, in the face of the tremendous sup-
port gained by the Mihranid Bahram-i Chubin, another significant coup was
launched. Partly in revenge for Hormozd IV’s murder of their father, Aspara-
pet, in 586, the Ispahbudhan brothers Vistahm and Vinduyih, now spearheaded
a palace coup. The Sasanians proved once again to be at the mercy of the Parthi-
ans: two Parthian dynastic families came to steer the very fate of the Sasanian
kinship. The Ispahbudhan brothers reenacted a recurrent chronicle of the house
of Sasan: they blinded, imprisoned, and finally murdered Hormozd IV, and at-
tempted to enthrone his feeble son Khusrow II Parviz.”” So powerless were
Khusrow II Parviz and his forces against Bahram-i Chubin’s insurrection, that
under the watchful guard of Vinduyih and Vistahm, he was forced to flee to
the bosom of the Sasanian’s age-old enemy, the Byzantines, until such time
that they could muster an army.®®® According to some accounts, one of the
options discussed by the Parthian Ispahbudhan brothers and Khusrow II was
to take refuge with the Arabs and seek their aid.®! With the Persian crown
now vacant, Bahram-i Chubin seized it when he entered Ctesiphon in 590 CE.
A Parthian dynast had finally nullified the contract of the Sasanian-Parthian
confederacy by declaring himself king.

Even among the Parthians, however, this was hard to concede, especially
by the Ispahbudhan brothers, who considered themselves “brothers [to] the
Sasanians and their partners [in rule].”®®? Moreover, with the support of the
Byzantine emperor Maurice and the army that had finally gathered around the
Ispahbudhan brothers, Bahram-1 Chubin’s chances and rhetoric had lost their
appeal. A substantial sector of Bahram-i Chubin’s constituency therefore de-
serted him. Under the command of Maurice’s brother, Khusrow II advanced
toward Azarbayjan to rendezvous with the 12,000-strong cavalry of Armenian
forces under Muset Mamikonean, and the 8,000-strong cavalry organized by

677See page 125.

80n his way Bahram-i Chubin passed via the Mihranid capital Rayy and was joined by many
veterans from the western front. Shahbazi 2007a, p. 521.

79The young age of Khusrow II and his lack of manpower is highlighted in Sebeos’ narrative
among others: “For he [i.e., Khusrow II Parviz] was a youth and the strength of his army was weak
and modest.” Sebeos 1999, p. 26.

80Shahbazi 2007a, p. 521, and the sources cited therein.

81Sebeos 1999, p. 18, but also Nihayat 1996, p. 366.

82Dinawari 1960, p. 102, Dinawari 1967, p. 111. See our discussion on page 110.
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Vinduyih and Vistahm. Sebeos confirms that the Ispahbudhan’s base of opera-
tion was now Azarbayjan, where they rallied “support ... under the watchful
eye of John Mystacon, Magister Militum per Armeniam, who was mobilizing
troops throughout Armenia.”®® For our future purposes it is important to
note that at this point the army of Nimriiz, the army of the south, also set out
to aid Khusrow II Parviz.

Bahram-i Chabin’s defeat

This predicament of the Sasanian king Khusrow II Parviz must be kept in
mind in any assessment of the military reforms undertaken by his grandfa-
ther, Khusrow I Nowshirvan: Two generations after the latter was presumed
to have established his absolutist kingship, overshadowing even the powers of
Shapur II, the Sasanian crown could only be salvaged with the aid of the Byzan-
tines, the Armenians, and, most importantly, their closest of kin, the Parthian
Ispahbudhan family. It was with the combined power of these armed forces—
itself a reflection of the continued dependency of the Sasanians on the military
prowess of the Parthian dynastic families—that Khusrow II was finally able to
defeat the by now depleted forces of Bahram-i Chubin. It is symptomatic of
Sasanian history and the traditional part played by Armenia in this history,
that, as Sebeos informs us, at this point Bahram-i Chubin even wrote letters
to the Armenian sparapet Muset Mamikonean.®®** Now, by hereditary right,
the Mamikoneans held the office of spahbed (sparapet) throughout the fourth
century and even after. They claimed, moreover, Arsacid ancestry.®® It is cer-
tain, therefore, that the Parthian Bahram-i Chubin had his common ancestry
with the Mamikonean house, as well as their shared heritage vis-a-vis the Sasa-
nians, in mind when in his letter to Muset, he wrote: “As for you Armenians

83Sebeos puts the number of Byzantine forces at 3,000 cavalry and that of the Armenian as
15,000, presumably in both cavalry and infantry. Sebeos 1999, pp. 19-20, 172; Ferdowsi 1971,
vol. IX, pp. 98-105, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2676-2677.

84The office of sparapet, i.e., Middle Persian spahbed, in Armenia, like most Armenian institutions
replicated the office in Sasanian Iran before the reforms of Khusrow I. As Garsoian informs us, the
“office of sparapet was clearly the most important one after that of the king. [Throughout the fourth
century it] was hereditary in the Mamikonean house, which held it by nature, fundamentally,
originally ... Like the other contemporary offices of this type it belonged to the family as a whole and
did not pass in direct line from father to son ... [Tlhe hereditary character of the office was such
that it was not affected by the inability of the holder of the title to perform the duties of his
office because of his extreme youth ... The royal [Armenian Arsacid] attempt to interfere in the
normal succession and to bestow this office on a member of another family was viewed as flagrant
abuse naturally ending in tragedy. The evidence ... makes it amply clear that the power of the
Mamikonean sparapets did not depend on the favor of the [Armenian Arsacid] kings whom they
outlived.” Buzandaran 1989, pp. 560-561.

%85 As Garsoian maintains, “rightly or wrongly the Mamikonean were traditionally considered to
have been of royal [i.e., Arsacid] ancestry ... The family may also have had Persian kinsmen.” After
the second Armenian revolt against Iran in 572 CE, the “family’s fortunes began a slow decline,
leading to the disappearance of its senior branch in the ninth century.” A “cadet branch [also]
survived in Taron, while other members of the family played important roles at the Byzantine
court.” Buzandaran 1989, pp. 385-386.
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who demonstrate an unseasonable loyalty, did not the house of Sasan destroy
your land and sovereignty? Why otherwise did your fathers rebel and extricate
themselves from their service, fighting up until today for your country?”®%¢ As
Howard-Johnston remarks, the extensive territorial and political concessions
that Bahram-i Chubin promised to the Arsacid Mamikonean house in this let-
ter were tantamount to offering the Armenians a “junior partnership in the
Sasanian empire (the kingdom of the Aryans),” a Sasanian empire ruled by a
Parthian dynastic family, that is.°” Bahram-i Chubin’s offer, however, was
rejected by the Mamikoneans. It is indicative of the support for Bahram-i Chu-
bin that it took the combined forces of the Byzantines, the Armenians, and
the Parthian Ispahbudhan family to defeat him. The Sasanian crown was thus
saved, thanks to the sagacity of another Parthian dynastic family, the Ispahbud-
han. For as all our sources agree: as the Ispahbudhan brothers later reminded
the ungrateful Khusrow II Parviz, had it not been for their protection of his
kingship and for the forces that they were able to muster in Azarbayjan—where
the family had come to run deep roots, as we shall see also below®*—Bah-
ram-i Chubin’s rebellion could very well have marked the end of the Sasanian
dynasty.

When, in the wake of his defeat, Bahram-i Chubin was forced to flee east,
he ran into yet another Parthian dynastic family, the Karins. Even in flight,
Bahram-i Chubin was able to defeat the Karins, after which he proceeded to
take refuge with the Khagan of the Turks.®® As his continued existence was
a humiliating affront to the Sasanians, however, Bahram-1 Chubin was finally
murdered. Two variant narratives trace the semi-folkloric take on his murder,
one of which claims that he was assassinated, through a ruse, by an agent of
the Sasanians.®® Here ends, temporarily,®’! our account of Bahram-i Chubin’s
saga.

The rebellion of the Mihrans against Hormozd IV and subsequently his son
Khusrow II Parviz galvanized the northern and northeastern territories of Iran,
the former of which were the traditional homelands of the dynasty. Much of
Khurasan seemed to have supported the aspirations of the Mihranid rebel, al-
though, as the example of the Karins bears witness, not all Parthians lent him
their support. We recall from the seals that the Mihrans were the spahbeds of
the north (kist-i adurbadagan®?) throughout the rule of Khusrow I and pre-
sumably all of that of Hormozd IV. The kust-i adurbadagan included not only
parts of Gilan and Tabaristan, but also Azarbayjan.®” The incorporation of

86Sebeos 1999, p. 20.

687Sebeos 1999, p. 173.

688Gee, for instance, footnote 806.

89For Bahram-i Chubin’s flight to the east, see Tabari 1999, pp. 314-316, nn. 736 and 740, and
the sources cited therein, and Nihayat 1996, p. 380.

699Shahbazi 2007a, p. 521 and the sources cited there.

1For its powerful effects on the post-conquest history of Iran, see §6.1 below.

6928ee footnote 164.

693The exact boundaries between the quarter of the north and that of the east are not clear. At
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parts of Azarbayjan in the quarter of the north explains the confusion in the
sources for referring to Bahram-i Chubin as respectively the marzban of Bardaa
and Ardabil,®** or Azarbayjan.®” The support that Bahram-i Chubin received
in the east is also significant. According to the Shahnama, when gauging the en-
dorsement of other dynasts prior to his rebellion, a certain Khizravan Khusrow
encouraged Bahram-i Chubin to forego rebellion and settle instead in Khurasan.
In Khurasan, he told Bahram-1 Chubin, he would be able to rule in an indepen-
dent manner.®

What is of course significant in all of this is the fact that the regions in
which the Mihrans and, as we shall see, the Ispahbudhan found their staunchest
support were precisely those regions designated by the term Parthava and Me-
dia in the classical sources. Included in this was also Tabaristan. The age-old
antagonism of Parthava against Persis was in full swing in the course of Bah-
ram-i Chubin’s rebellion, and it was perhaps this, more than any other single
element in Sasanian history, that brought about the demise of the Sasanians in
the wake of the Arab conquest.®”” As always, the problem, of course, was that
the Parthian nobility was never a unified collectivity. There were not only divi-
sions within the Mihrans, but also between them and the other major Parthian
family at this point in Sasanian history, the Ispahbudhan. In Khurasan, the
Mihrans also came into conflict with their age old enemies, the Karins. Added
to this was, as we shall see in Chapter 4, the history of Tabaristan as a refuge
for rebellious factions within the house of Sasan. What is significant for our
purposes, therefore, is that all these divisions not only played into the hands
of the Sasanians—for a while—but also played themselves out in the northern,
northeastern, and northwestern territories of the Sasanian realm, Gilan and
Tabaristan, Khurasan, and Azarbayjan, respectively. They engulfed, in other
words, the quarters of the north and east.®

2.7 Khusrow II Parviz / the Ispahbudhan

The Parthian Ispahbudhan family remained the staunchest supporters of the
Sasanians during Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion. Of this, our sources leave us no
doubt. It was not so much that the Ispahbudhan were in favor of the legitimist
claims of the Sasanians, having, as we have seen, their own volatile relation

any given time after the reforms, however, it seems that the kist-i adurbadagan started somewhere
in the environs of Rayy and included parts of Azarbayjan.
94Ferdowst 1971, vol. VIIL, p. 338, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2708.
695 Thadlibi 1900, p. 643, Thaslibi 1989, p. 414; Dinawari 1960, pp. 7879, Dinawari 1967, p. 84.
% Ferdowst 1935, p. 2724:
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697We do not mean to downplay a host of other internal and external forces that affected the
demise of the dynasty, only to highlight a crucial pattern in their history.
6981n addition, Sistan also had a long tradition of independence.
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with them. At issue, rather, seems to have been the newly found absolutist
claims of the Sasanians under Hormozd IV—and not Khusrow I. The fact that
it was a rather junior branch of the Parthians, the Mihrans, that was now claim-
ing sovereignty was probably also hard to swallow for the Ispahbudhan family.
For the antiquity of their claim to Parthian nobility seems to have been much
greater than that of the Mihrans, not to mention their close familial relationship
with the Sasanians.®”” And thus is connected the saga of the Mihrans to that of
the Ispahbudhan family.

2.7.1 Vistahm Ispahbudhan

Shortly after having saved his crown and secured the throne, Khusrow II turned
in fact against his maternal uncles, Vinduyih and Vistahm. The upshot of what
transpired was the rebellion of the venerable Vistahm of the Ispahbudhan fam-
ily. What, however, instigated Khusrow II’s turn of heart? We recall that Vis-
tahm was appointed the spahbed of Sawad (that is to say, the kust-i khwarbaran)
after his father’s murder in 586 by Hormozd IV.”® Sebeos, however, provides
us with an invaluable piece of information: the traditional homeland of the
Ispahbudhan family was not in the west but in the east, that is to say, in the
Pahlav dominions. Twice in the course of his narrative Sebeos informs us that
the “regions of the Parthians ... [were] the original homeland of his [i.e., Vis-
tahm’s] own principality ... under ... [whose] control [lay] the troops of that
region.”’°! This post, Sebeos maintains, had been given to Vistahm’s family
in the third century when the Persian king restored to the ancestor of the Is-
pahbudhan family “his original Parthian and Pahlaw [lands], crowned him and
honoured him, and made him second in the kingdom.”%? With such heritage
and power at their disposal, it was only natural that the Ispahbudhan would not
have acquiesced to being partisan to the schemes of Bahram-i Chubin.
Hormozd IV and Khusrow II were cognizant of their dependence on the
Ispahbudhan. Prior to Khusrow II’s flight to the Byzantines, when Bahram-i
Chubin was approaching to overtake the capital, Hormozd IV prompted Khus-
row II to destroy Vistahm and Vinduyih. Khusrow II refused his father’s ad-
vise, arguing that, faced with the forces gathered around Bahram-i Chubin, any

699See page 110ff.

7%0Gee page 1071f.

7%1Here Sebeos is talking about the inception of Vistahm’s rebellion and his attempt to bring the
troops of Khurasan under his own control. It is clear, however, that as the land was his original
homeland, he was not going to achieve this through force, but through gathering support in the
region. Sebeos 1999, p. 42. Emphasis mine.

792Sebeos 1999, p. 14. Sebeos claims that the ancestor of the Ispahbudhan family was the Parthian
“criminal Anak’s offspring.” Other Armenian sources inform us that Anak was also the father of
St. Gregory, the llluminator. According to Armenian sources, however, Anak was from the Suren
family. In no other source, however, do we come across the information that the Ispahbudhan were
from the Suren family. Chaumont observes, on the other hand, that there is a greater probability
that St. Gregory was from Greek descent rather than from the Suren family as the Armenian
sources would have us believe. Chaumont 1991, p. 426. For the Anak family, see Buzandaran 1989,
pp. 346-347.
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assault on the Ispahbudhan family would be tantamount to the end of Sasanian
hegemony (sipahast ba 4 fuzin az shomar).’® Bahram-i Chubin, meanwhile,
devised a brilliant plan: he minted coins in the name of Khusrow II Parviz.
Becoming suspicious that Khusrow II was in consort with the rebels, Hormozd
IV contemplated his son’s murder.”%* It was in fear for his life, therefore, that
the young king Khusrow II fled to Azarbayjan and thence to the Byzantines.
And it was under these circumstances that the palace mutiny took place. In
some traditions the whereabouts of Vistahm at this time are not clear. Signif-
icantly, according to Sebeos, Vistahm had already “stirred up no few wars in
those days on his own account.”® According to Sebeos, when Hormozd IV
had Vinduyih imprisoned, Vistahm had already fled from the king.”% In any
event it is clear from the sources that the Ispahbudhan either directly led the
palace mutiny against Hormozd IV, or were chosen as the leaders of the up-
rising. Sebeos underlines the Ispahbudhan’s claim for leadership of the group:
“[blecause the queen, mother of the royal Prince and daughter of the Asparapet
who was a noble of the house of the Parthians who had died, [was] sister of
Vndoy and of Vstam, and Vndoy himself was a wise and prudent man valiant
of heart, they [the nobility at Hormozd IV’s court] planned to release him [i.e.,
Vinduyih] and make him their leader and head of their undertaking.””” By
now we know the rest of the story: Hormozd IV was murdered in the palace
coup, Bahram-i Chubin was defeated at the combined hands of the Ispahbud-
han, the Armenians, and the Byzantines, and Khusrow II Parviz was crowned
as new king.

Vistahm’s rebellion

After taking power, presumably in 590, Khusrow II began rewarding his sup-
porters.”® Above all he remunerated his uncles, the chief architects of his
victory: he made Vinduyih his first minister and Vistahm his spahbed of the
east,’” in the traditional homeland of the family. Yet in a matter of months,
Khusrow II is said to have changed course; his excuse: avenging his father’s mur-
der. According to our sources, shortly after assuming the throne, he murdered
Vinduyih. When news reached Vistahm, he rebelled in the east. All territories

7B Ferdowst 1935, p. 2676-2677:
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Significantly, here, once again, the theme of lack of manpower of the Sasanians against the Parthi-
ans is reiterated in the narrative.

7%Nihayat 1996, p. 360.

7%Sebeos 1999, p. 15.

7%Sebeos 1999, pp. 39-40; Nihayat 1996, p. 361.

7%Sebeos 1999, p. 17.

7%8Shahbazi 1991b, pp. 180-182; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 136, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2798.

79 Masadi 1869, p. 223, Mas<udi 1968, p. 270. See also our discussion of his seals on page 107.
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previously galvanized in Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion were now overtaken by
this prominent Parthian dynast. Much of Bahram-i Chubin’s army joined him.
A substantial group of the Parthians, therefore, had left, once again, the con-
federacy. This time, their success was half complete: Under the leadership of
Vistahm, for seven years at least, the kust-i adurbadagan and the kust-i khwara-
san ceded from Sasanian territories. The Parthian Vistahm began minting coins
in the territories under his control. We possess coins belonging to the second
to seventh years of his reign and minted, significantly, at Rayy, on which the
Ispahbudhan rebel is called Pirtz Vistahm, victorious Vistahm. As tradition-
ally coinage reflected the regnal years of the king, however, a problem remains
with the exact chronology of Vistahm’s kingship in the Pahlav domains. A
consensus, nevertheless, reckons this to be circa 590-96 CE.

Vahewuni incident

The traditional chronology fails to explain, however, how a young and inex-
perienced Sasanian king, brought to power by the collective forces of the Is-
pahbudhan family, the Armenians, and the Byzantines, could in a single year
become so powerful as to move against the powerful Parthian Ispahbudhan
family. Howard-Johnston’s alternative chronology, supported by other sources
at our disposal, addresses this. According to him, shortly after defeating Bah-
ram-1 Chubin, Khusrow II was faced with the Vahewuni rebellion of 594-595
in Armenia.”!° Vistahm’s rebellion took place shortly after this. Howard-
Johnston, therefore, dates Vistahm’s rebellion from 594 to 599-600.”!! Indeed,
if the Vahewuni incident is to be solidly dated to 594-595, then we must envi-
sion a situation in which the still feeble Khusrow II Parviz was forced to deal
with two major upheavals that engulfed all of his northern territories simul-
taneously. There is nothing unprecedented in this, as having to face wars on
two fronts was a familiar paradigm in both Sasanian and Byzantine history.
And indeed this might explain Khusrow II Parviz’s diplomacy: collaborating
with the Byzantines in undermining the Vahewuni insurrection. The idea that
Khusrow II was forced to deal with the Vahewuni incident at precisely a time
when almost half of his realm had ceded seems, nevertheless, quite unlikely.
As Howard-Johnston maintains, it is more likely that Khusrow II dealt with
the initial stages of Vistahm’s rebellion almost toward the end of the Vahewuni
incident, where either through force or cajoling, he was able to bring a group
of Armenian nobles in consort with him.”?? This included settling these in Is-
fahan. According to Howard-Johnston, “incidental remarks [in Sebeos] reveal

7For the Vahewuni incident, when a group of Armenian noblemen rebelled against their over-
lords, the Byzantines and the Sasanians, see Howard-Johnston’s historical commentary in Sebeos
1999, pp. 175-179. See also page 301 below.

"Sebeos 1999, pp. 179-180.

712 Among those who joined the Persian side, after the combined Sasanian and Byzantine forces
had pursued the rebels to the Araxes valley area, were Mamak Mamikonean, Kotit, lord of Am-
atunik’, Step‘anos Siwni, and other unnamed. See Howard-Johnston’s historical commentary in
Sebeos 1999, p. 177.
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that the troops mobilized in Persarmenia in Spring of 595 and their noble lead-
ers accompanied Khosrov on his campaign against the rebels ... The campaign
should therefore be dated to 595. This points to 594 as the year in which Vstam
rebelled and gathered support.”’!® Both the Nihayat and Dinawari confirm this
dating of Vistahm’s rebellion, for both put it ten years into Khusrow II’s reign,
in 599/600.71*

Citing the Khuzistan Chronicle, Howard-Johnston argues justifiably that
there was also more than simple vengeance to Khusrow II’s onslaught on his
uncles. The Nihayat confirms this. The combined accounts also aid us in set-
tling the question of chronology. According to Howard-Johnston, after consol-
idating his rule, Khusrow II faced too much criticism by Vinduyih—who was
now his prime minister—of his policies.””> This, and not simple vengeance, was
in fact the true cause of Khusrow II’s belated epiphany about the culprits of his
father’s murder. According to the Nibayat, after the revolt of Bahram-i Chubin,
when Khusrow II had established his affairs (lamma istadaffa *l-amr li kisra) and
his power increased (uzuma sultanubu), the king pondered what his uncles had
done to his father. “Binduyah was in control of his affairs and he had [all the]
influence in his kingdom,””'® while Vistahm was in control of Khurasan up to
the borders of Rayy. Khusrow II “watched Binduyah with a great fury, but he
did not divulge any of it to him.””!” Until ten years passed, according to the
Nihayat, under this state of affairs, Khusrow II found an auspicious opportu-
nity.”!® The anecdotal story in which the Nihayat subsequently garbs Vindu-
yih’s power itself bespeaks the ease with which the Parthian dynast opined on
state matters and Khusrow II’s policies. For an incident in which Khusrow II
exhibited his lavish spending provided the opportunity for the supreme min-
ister to proclaim to the king that the “public treasury cannot withstand this
kind of squandering.””" As Nibayat’s account makes clear, therefore, the saga
of Khusrow II Parviz vis-a-vis his powerful uncles was no different than the

"Sebeos 1999, pp. 179-180.
"M Nihayat 1996, p. 390; Dinawari 1967, p. 110, Dinawari 1960, p. 101:
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saga of Qubad under the Karins or that of other Sasanian kings against their
respective Parthian dynastic family: the Sasanians were at the mercy of their
power.

According to Sebeos, when Vistahm first rebelled and stationed himself in
Rayy, Khusrow II set out to fight him. The Nibayat, which is the only Arabic
source other than Dinawari providing us with a detailed narrative of Vistahm’s
rebellion—for in fact the rebellion and secession against Khusrow II Parviz are
absent from all our other Arabic sources as well as the Shabhnama’*—incorporates
a series of correspondences between Khusrow II and Vistahm. In these, Vis-
tahm detailed the debt that Khusrow II had incurred toward his family. “Woe
onto you, the companion of the devil (ansaka ’I-shaytan), didn’t my brother
free you ... and did he not give his life for you ... when the heavens and
the earth had dejected you. Did he not kill your father in order to consolidate
your kingdom for you and set up your kingship?”’*! According to Sebeos,
contemporaneous with Vistahm’s rebellion, the lands “called Amal [i.e., Amul
in Tabaristan], Royean, [i.e., Rityan to the west of Tabaristan and] Zréchan
and Taparistan [i.e., Tabaristan] also rebelled against the Persian king.”’?? Vis-
tahm’s supporters incited him to rebellion using, as did the supporters of Bah-
ram-i Chubin, his claim to Parthian ancestry, and his privileged position in
Sasanian history: “You are the son of Khurrbundad,’? with an ancestry that
goes back to Bahman the son of Isfandiyar. You have been the confederates and
brothers of the Sasanians. Why should Khusrow II have precedence over you
in kingship?”’?* Convinced by their arguments, and with a great army behind
him, Vistahm thus followed in the footsteps of the pioneering Mihranid rebel
Bahram-1 Chubin. He derided the Sasanian genealogy and boasted about his
own, more exalted, pedigree: “Your ancestors,” Vistahm told Khusrow II Par-
viz, were after all no more than shepherds who usurped kingship from us.”?

"2The X%aday-Namag tradition remains silent on Vistahm’s rebellion: neither Tabari, the Shab-
nama, Tha<libi, nor Ibn Balkhi have anything to say about it. This leaves room for thought. The
X®adday-Namag’s rendition of Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion might still be used in articulating the
legitimist claims of the Sasanians against a rebel of the Mihran family. But how was this tradition to
portray one of the most embarrassing episodes of Sasanian history: the secession for at least seven
years of the northern regions of the realm, where a Parthian family set up a separate kingdom in
what was ostensibly Sasanian domains?

72Nihayat 1996, p. 293.

722Howard-Johnston appropriately notes that these rebellions were “surely not spontaneous but
engineered by Vstam.” Ibid., p. 181.

72 This is a variant of the name of Vistahm’s father, as we have seen on page 106.

724Dinawari 1967, p. 111, Dinawari 1960, p. 102:
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It is symptomatic of the Sasanian predicament at this and future junctures
of their history that in order to combat the Parthian Vistahm, an Armenian
contingent came to hold a central place in what subsequently transpired.”?
The initial battle of Khusrow II against Vistahm came to no fruitful conclu-
sion, Vistahm and his army having taken refuge in Gilan from whence Vis-
tahm “journeyed to the regions of the Parthians, to the original land of his own
principality.”’? Meanwhile the Armenian forces who had been settled in Is-
fahan’?® by Khusrow II also rebelled and set out for Gilan, where they came
across the Sasanian cadet Pirtiz,”?’ while others finally reached Vistahm in Khu-
rasan. With an insurgence in most of the northern parts of his territory, the
quarters of the north and the east, the regions predominantly under Parthian
rule, the Sasanian monarch’s vulnerability was now complete. Khusrow II Par-
viz was forced to turn to the great Armenian dynastic family and its leader
Smbat Bagratuni.”*® Khusrow II gave Smbat the marzpanate of Vrkan, that is
Gurgan, and dispatched him against his powerful enemy, the Parthian dynast
Vistahm of the Ispahbudhan family.”*! Smbat was said to have achieved success
and much else.”*

2.7.2 Smbat Bagratuni

Smbat’s governorship of Gurgan

Thomson argues that Sebeos puts Smbat’s term of office in Gurgan from 596-
602 CE,”* a date that fits well with the traditional rendering of Vistahm’s re-
bellion as taking place between 590 and 596, since Smbat was instrumental in
ending Vistahm’s rebellion. He maintains, however, that this date seems to be
too early because, after having successfully completed his assignments in the
east, Smbat was called to the court by Khusrow II in the eighteenth year of
the latter’s reign, which brings us to 606-607.”** This, Thomson argues, is an-
other indication that Vistahm’s rebellion must be dated to somewhere around
594/599-600 CE.”* For by this time, Vistahm was preparing a second major
expedition against Khusrow II with the help of the Kushans, and it is fairly

726The Nihayat calls the leader of the Armenian contingent by that of his office, al-Nakharjan,
i.e., naxarar. Nihayat 1996, p. 393.

72 Sebeos 1999, p. 42.

728See page 133.

729See §4.3.2.

730Sebeos 1999, p. 42. For the Bagratuni family, see Buzandaran 1989, pp. 362-363 and the refer-
ences cited therein.

731Sebeos 1999, pp. 43-44.

732 According to Sebeos, Smbat also quelled the rebellions in Amul, Ryan, Zréchan, and Tabaris-
tan “and brought them into subjection to the Persian king. He established prosperity over all the
area of his marzpanate, because that land had been ravaged.” Sebeos 1999, p. 44.

73Sebeos 1999, p. 44, n. 271.

7**Howard-Johnston has no qualms about the matter: “His [i.e., Smbat’s] appointment as the
governor (marzban) of Vrkan (Gurgan) ..., can precisely be dated to 599/600, since his retirement
after eight years on the post is dated to Khusrov’s 18th regnal year (606/607).” Sebeos 1999, p. 181.

73Sebeos 1999, p. 48, n. 297.
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certain that he was killed in 600, at the hands of one of his Kushan allies.”?®
Gurgan, Howard-Johnston correctly observes, “was of crucial strategic impor-
tance since it was wedged between the Elburz range and Khurasan (the region
of the east), which was now actively supporting Vstam.””?’

Besides the evidence provided by the Nihiyat and the arguments presented
by Howard-Johnston, there is a curious numismatic peculiarity that corrobo-
rates the dating proposed by him, that is, the end of Vistahm’s rebellion after
ten years of Khusrow II’s rule. For, according to Gobl “[alfter the 11th year
of the reign of Khusrow I, and only in this particular year, we find the word
d (praise) in the second quadrant of the border of the obverse of the coins
issued by the king, although this terminology does not appear on every mint
of Khusrow II Parviz during this year.” While the precise significance of this
inscription is not clear, according to Gobl,”*® such novel innovation in precisely
the eleventh year of Khusrow II’s reign, cannot be devoid of meaning: the ap-
pearance of this terminology on Khusrow II’s coinage during his eleventh reg-
nal year supports Dinawari’s and Nihayat’s dating of (the end of) Vistahm’s
rebellion to the tenth year of the king’s reign.

Whatever the chronology of Vistahm’s rebellion, Sebeos’ narrative leaves no
doubt that Smbat was instrumental in putting an end to it. The joint forces of
Vistahm, his supporters from Gilan and Tabaristan, and the Armenian nobility
that had joined the Ispahbudhan’s camp engaged the combined large forces of
Smbat and a figure that Sebeos calls Shahr Vahrich’*? in a village called Kheke-
wand in the Komsh (Qumis) area.”* Although the Parthian secessionist Vis-
tahm was killed, his murder did not mark the end of the rebellion of the re-
gions where he found his support, according to Howard-Johnston. For after
the murder of Vistahm, Smbat himself was defeated in Qumis by the supporters
of Vistahm in Gilan, who could bring to the field their own Armenian allies.”*!
It was only in 601, according to Howard-Johnston, in Smbat’s second expedi-
tion against the rebels that he was finally successful.”*> When this news reached

736Howard-Johnston uses Dinawari to further corroborate his chronology. “For if his [i.e., Di-
nawari’s] chronology of Khosrov’s reign lags one year behind the true reckoning, as does Tabari’s,
the only date which he gives in his full account of Vstam’s rebellion—Khusrov’s tenth regnal year
(598/599 + 1)—would correspond exactly to the first year of Smbat’s governorship (599/600).” It
should be noted though that Dinawari attaches this date to the start rather than the end of the
rebellion (see footnote 714). Sebeos 1999, p. 181.

77 Sebeos 1999, p. 181.

738Gobl, Robert, ‘Sasanian Coins’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleu-
cid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 3(1), pp. 322-343, Cambridge University Press, 1983 (Gobl
1983), pp. 330-331.

71t is not clear whether this figure can be identified with the Mihranid Shahrvaraz, who in the
next decade also rebelled against the Sasanian king.

749Sebeos 1999, pp. 44-45.

7" Most likely, the ruler of Gilan at that time was the Al-i Jamasp Pirtz, whom we shall discuss
briefly at the beginning of §4.3.3.

742 According to Howard-Johnston “Sebeos’ account of Vstam’s rebellion is superior to those of
the other sources. Whereas the others compress a complex series of events apparently into a single
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Khusrow II, Smbat was greatly exalted in the king’s eyes.

Smbat’s governorship of Khurasan

It is indicative of the Sasanian monarch’s policies during this period that in the
face of the power vacuum in Khurasan in particular, Khusrow II not only ap-
pointed Smbat as the governor of the region,”* but also greatly honored and
promoted “him above all the marzbans of bis kingdom.””** It is significant that
immediately after Bahram-i Chubin’s rebellion (590-591), and Vistahm’s spah-
bedi of Khurasan (590-593?) and his rebellion (594-600), Khusrow II was forced
to resort to an Armenian dynast, Smbat, in order to calm the revolutionary fer-
vor in the northern and the northeastern parts of his realm. The precise nature
of Smbat’s activities in the region during this period is hard to follow. Whatever
their course, it is clear that Smbat and his army were in control. In 606/607,
however, Smbat asked Khusrow II for a leave in order to go to Armenia.”*
Howard-Johnston’s chronology of the rest of Smbat’s career in Khusrow II’s
administration appears quite sound. After his stay in Armenia, Smbat was once
again recalled by Khusrow II. Smbat’s date of recall from Armenia and his sec-
ond dispatch to Khurasan, can be “inferred from the date later given for his
death, the twenty-eighth year of Khosrov’s reign (616-617).”

Khusrow II’s remuneration of this Armenian nobleman upon his arrival
at the court is symptomatic for the Sasanians’ posture vis-a-vis their native
Pahlav dynasts. Howard-Johnston summarizes this: “Extraordinary powers
were granted to him [i.e., Smbat]: together with the supreme command in the
East, he was given delegated authority to appoint marzbans ... and was granted
simultaneously a probably lucrative civilian office in charge of a central finan-
cial ministry.”’* From 599/600 to 606/607, on one occasion, and 614-616/617
on another, for a total period of almost a decade, therefore, a substantial part of
Khurasan was put under the command of the Armenian dynastic figure Smbat
Bagratuni. Extensive powers were also granted to him in the capital of the Sasa-
nian empire by the king. This then is indicative of the predicament in which
the Sasanian monarchy had found itself after it was confronted with the rebel-
lions of one Parthian dynastic family after another in the northern and eastern
parts of its realm: for a not insignificant period, under what seems to have been

year (the deaths of Vstam and Vndoy are reported side by side in Khuzistan Chronicle), focusing
either on the 595 campaign (Chronigue de Seert and Dinawari), or 600 (Khuzistan Chronicle), Sebeos
provides the crucial dating indications and distinguishes several phases in the rebellion.” Sebeos
1999, p. 182.

"$0nce from about 600-607, and the second time from 614-616/617. Sebeos 1999, pp. 183-184.

7#Sebeos 1999, pp. 47-48. This might actually mean that Smbat was appointed the spahbed of the
east, replacing Vistahm (see page 107).

"% There seems to be very little information about Smbat’s stay in Armenia, for unlike other
detailed accounts provided by Sebeos about this Bagratuni dynast, part of Sebeos’ text seems to
be missing here. According to Howard-Johnston, Sebeos seems to have availed himself of a lost
encomiastic biography of Bagratuni, from which information about Smbat’s stay in Armenia was
perhaps lost in the excerption process. Sebeos 1999, pp. 178-79 and 184, respectively.

746Sebeos 1999, pp. 44-45, 181. Emphasis added.
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extraordinary circumstances, the Sasanian king was forced to exert his power in
Khurasan through the agency of neighboring Armenian nobility!

The only information we have on Smbat Bagratuni’s governorship in Khu-
rasan during the second half of his tenure in the east in 614-616/617, are the de-
tailed accounts given by Sebeos of two military expeditions that he undertook
in Khurasan. According to Howard-Johnston, the first of these took place
when a Kuashan army invaded the region.”* In Qumis,”*® Smbat summoned
about 2,000 Armenian cavalry from Gurgan,”* which he had stationed there
during his first stay in the region in 606/607. At this initial encounter, Smbat’s
forces defeated the Kushans, withdrew “and camped at Apr Shahr [i.e., Nisha-
pur), in the province of Tus; and with 300 men took up quarters in the walled
village called Khrokht.” At this point the Kushans asked for Turkish aid, and
a great force of 300,000 [!] answered the call and crossed the Oxus (Vehrot).
A raiding party besieged the walled village, “for the village had a strong wall
encircling it.” Smbat managed to flee from the debacle with three of his follow-
ers, leaving the village to be defended by the commander (hrmanatar) “of their
force’® [who] was a certain Persian Prince named Datoyean, [appointed] by
royal command.” Needless to say, Smbat and Datoyean’s forces were defeated
by the Turks. The Turkish army then moved westwards and got “as far as the
borders of Reyy and of the province of Ispahan,” and after plundering the re-
gion, returned to its camp.”! An inspector from the court, a certain Shahrapan
Bandakan, was then sent to Smbat and Datoyean. It is, once again, indicative
of Khusrow II’s policies that Smbat was exonerated, but Shahrapan Bandakan
was taken to court and executed.”? In Khusrow II’s second campaign, which,
according to Howard-Johnston, took place a year later,”>® Smbat reorganized
his army and attacked “the nation of Kushans and the Hephthalite king.””>* Sm-
bat’s forces defeated the enemy and followed them on their heels to their capital
Balkh. Herat, all of Tukharistan, and Taligan were plundered before Smbat
returned and, with much booty, settled in Marv.”>> At the news of Smbat’s
victory “king Khosrov was happy and greatly rejoiced. Once again the king
summoned the Armenian nobleman of Parthian descent ... to the court. He
ordered his son to be promoted and be called Javitean Khosrov. Smbat himself

747 Sebeos 1999, p. 50.

7481t is significant in this context to recall that one of the residences of the Arsacids was in Qumis.
Marquart 1931, p. 12, no. 18.

7#9Sebeos 1999, p. 50.

730 According to Thomson this figure was the commander of the relief force, not the commander
of the 300. Sebeos 1999, p. 51, n. 320.

751Gebeos 1999, p. 51.

732Sebeos 1999, p. 51-52.

733For the reasons why the Sasanians were able to engage the enemy on two fronts at this point,
being heavily engaged in the west (see §2.7.3 below) conquering, for example, Jerusalem in 614,
while Smbat was dealing with the Turks in the east, as well as for an explanation of the appearance
of the Kushans in the east, see Sebeos 1999, pp. 184-188.

734Sebeos 1999, p. 52.

73Sebeos 1999, p. 53.
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got two honorific titles of Armenian tanutér, and Persian Khusrov-Shum [i.e.,
Khusrow Shentum], and the investiture and insignia of five sorts.””*® Treasures
were distributed to his followers. Smbat then became “the third nobleman in
the palace of king Khusrov and after remaining [there] a short time ... die[d]
in the 28th year of his [i.e., Khusrow Is] reign,” in 616/7 CE.””" Clearly, Sm-
bat’s services to Khusrow II Parviz were thought to have been so tremendous
by the Sasanian king that he deemed it justifiable to shower him with honors
hitherto bestowed only on the Iranian Parthian dynastic families. This then
brings to an end the second most important episode of the breakdown of the
Sasanian-Parthian confederacy.

2.7.3 The last great war of antiquity

From 603-630, Khusrow II Parviz engulfed Iran in one of the most devastating
and long periods of warfare against its traditional enemy, the Byzantine Empire.
In human and material terms, the costs of the war, which perhaps precipitated
the onslaught of the horrific bubonic plague in the course of it, was staggering
for the world of late antiquity. While Khusrow II was filling the coffers of his
treasury with fantastic treasures all the while, and while in terms of territorial
gains, at the height of Khusrow I’s victories, the monarch could boast of ex-
tending his boundaries to that which existed at the height of the Achaemenid
empire, the Sasanian empire was engaged in an ultimately disastrous feat. It ar-
guably suffered the most. That Khusrow II lost his crown in 628 through the
familiar and paradigmatic mechanism of the joint forces of Parthian dynastic
families unleashing their power against an exhausted monarchy paled in com-
parison to what was to come. The causes, courses, and effects of the last war
of antiquity between a Sasanian monarchy that was soon no longer to be and a
Byzantine empire that was soon to be truncated beyond recognition have been
discussed in great detail in a corpus of erudite literature and are beyond the
scope of the present study. What happened in the course of the war in terms
of the balance of power within the Sasanian Empire between the monarchy and
the Parthian dynastic families, however, is of central concern to us. We shall
therefore turn our attention to the final chapter of this conflictual relationship.

First phase (603-610)

In order to provide a context for the issues under consideration, a very brief
outline of the course of the last great war of antiquity between the Byzantines
and the Sasanians is in order. Three clear phases of the wars of 603-628 can
be discerned.”*® The theaters of war in its first phase from 603 to 610 were
Mesopotamia and the Caucasus. The fall of the strategically important city of

736Sebeos 1999, p. 183. Emphasis added.

7% Sebeos 1999, p. 54.

738 The following outline is based on James Howard-Johnston’s account in Sebeos 1999, pp. xxii-
xxv, 197-221, who reconstructs a detailed course of events as a commentary to Sebeos’ text in Part
I, pp. 54-84.
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Dara in 604 to the Sasanians and the opening of Armenia as a diversionary front
of the war were probably two of the most important aspects of this phase, be-
sides the fact that Khusrow II seems to have taken, initially at least, personal
charge of directing the Mesopotamian war front. An important Sasanian gen-
eral, Shahin—whom Noldeke believes to have belonged to one of the seven great
Parthian dynastic families, but whose pedigree we cannot establish with any de-
gree of certainty’>—appeared on the western Armenian front, “before making
a forward thrust into Cappadocia” and capturing Caesaria at the beginning of
the second phase of the war, 610-621.

Second phase (610-621)

In this phase, the Persians overran northern Syria, thrust deep into Anatolia
(611), reached the Bosphurus (615), pushed through southern Syria, and finally
conquered Egypt (619-621). The conquests of Damascus (613), Jerusalem (614),
and Egypt were, for both sides, the emotive hallmarks of this second phase.
The direction of the wars in this phase were under the command of two of the
foremost generals of the Sasanian armies, the aforementioned general Shahin
and the towering figure of Shahrvaraz. Important aspects of their role in these
wars remain unclear, however. Whether or not it was Shahrvaraz or Shahin
who should be credited with the conquest of Egypt, for example, is one of these.
The Sasanians were so successful during these first two phases that by 615 they
had reached Chalcedon,”® across the Sea of Marmara from Constantinople. It
was at this point that, according to Sebeos, the emperor Heraclius had agreed
to stand down, allow the Roman empire to become a Persian client state, and
even allow Khusrow II to choose the emperor. Heraclius would become a “son
rather than a brother of the Sasanian king.””®! But in the late 620s, the Sasanians
suffered “one of the most astonishing reversals of fortune in the annals of war.”’®?
As Kaegi and Cobb have argued, a catalyst in this last phase of the war was
the mutiny of the general Shahrvaraz. The aggregate of evidence here seems
to corroborate Kaegi and Cobb’s argument that the relationship of Khusrow II
and his foremost general turned sour “probably late in the year 626 or early in
627.77% But who was this Shahrvaraz whose role in the last eventful years of
Sasanian history was so paramount? Besides the name through which he has
come to be known to posterity, Shahrvaraz is said to have carried at least two
other names, a situation which has created substantial confusion in the study
of the course of the Persian war efforts in Byzantine territory and the internal

739Noldeke 1879, p. 291, n. 2, p. 439, n. 3, Noldeke 1979, p. 483, n. 44, p. 661 and p. 681, n. 12.

760See footnote 6.

761Sebeos 1999, p. 211.

762Sebeos 1999, p. xxiv. Emphasis added.

763Cobb, Paul M. and Kaegi, Walter E., ‘Heraclius, Shahrbaraz and Tabar?’, in Hugh Kennedy
(ed.), Al-Tabari: A Medieval Muslim Historian and His Work, pp. 121-143, Princeton, 2002 (Cobb
and Kaegi 2002).
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conditions that led to Khusrow II’s deposition.”®* To this confusion, we will
get shortly,”® but for now, we recall that throughout this period, when he was
preoccupied with the events in the west, Khusrow II had put the east under the
command of Smbat Bagratuni.

2.7.4 Shahrvaraz Mihran

In the accounts of the eventful years that led to the Byzantine victory over
Khusrow II, the role of one of the foremost generals of Khusrow II, a certain
Shahrvaraz, looms large. What is clear from the complicated course of events
is that Shahrvaraz rebelled and mutinied, probably late in 626 or early in 627,
and formed an alliance with the Byzantine emperor Heraclius. As Kaegi and
Cobb observe, Shahrvaraz’s mutiny is “critical for understanding Heraclius’ vic-
tory over Chosroes II, the disintegration of Persian authority in the region, as well
as the historical background to the Persian evacuation of Byzantine territory, and,
in general, conditions on the eve of the Islamic conguest.”’®® What is of crucial
concern for us here is the identity of this famous general of the Sasanian realm
and the context of his mutiny. The timing of the outbreak of hostilities between
Shahrvaraz and Khusrow II Parviz is also of crucial importance. The issue is not
a moot one. For if, as Kaegi and Paul have argued, the mutiny of Khusrow II’s
armed forces under Shahrvaraz was crucial in undermining the Sasanian power
and the Byzantine victory over them, then, at the very least, it highlights the
continued dependency of Khusrow II’s military power, in whatever reformed
form, on the generals that steered his war effort. The gentilitial background of
Shahrvaraz can now be reconstructed through sigillographic evidence, which
in turn has tremendous ramifications for understanding the last crucial years
of Khusrow II Parviz’s reign. As we have seen,”®’ the seals establish that the
enigmatic figure of Shahrvaraz was (1) the spahbed of the south, and (2) a Mih-
ranid.”®® This brings us to a second important concern, closely tied in with the
first: Shahrvaraz was most probably not alone in reaching an agreement with

764K aegi and Cobb’s investigation does not aim at deciphering the problem that we will be inves-
tigating. It should be pointed out, however, that one of their important conclusions, namely the
fact that it was Shahrvaraz who should be credited with the conquest of Egypt, is corroborated by
the Farsnama: “Shahrvaraz went to Jerusalem and then to Egypt and Alexandria and conquered
these.” Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 253-254.

765See page 143ff below.

7%For the latest investigation into this, see the important article Cobb and Kaegi 2002, p. 123.
Emphasis added. I would like to thank Professors Walter Kaegi and Paul Cobb for providing me
with a copy of their forthcoming work. I would especially like to thank Paul Cobb for sending the
article to me.

767See §2.5.4.

768 Gyselen 2001a, seal 2d/2, p. 41. It is remarkable that according to Gyselen, the gentilitial
name of Mihran is clearly added to the seal at a later date for we do possess one bulla (impression)
“which was made by the seal under its first form (seal 2d/1) and several made by the same seal
under its second form (seal 2d/2), where the word -mtr’n- (Mihran) has been added to the end of
the inscription on a third line, just below the word spahbed, which addition might in fact be a sign
of the growing independence of Shahrvaraz.” Gyselen 2001a, p. 11. Emphasis mine.
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the Byzantines. The activities of another important dynastic power in Iran was
also crucial in explaining the turn of events. Before we proceed, we ought to
recall that in Dinawari’s anachronistic account,”® Shahrvaraz is listed together
with Vistahm from the Ispahbudhan family.

Two figures in one: Shahrvaraz and Farrukhan

Shahrvaraz’s name has been rendered in a number of forms in our sources.””°

This, however, is not so much of a problem as the epithets through which the
general has come to be known. For an outline of these it is best to follow the
accounts of Tabari and compare these with other narratives at our disposal.
According to Tabari, at the inception of the mutiny that led to the deposition
and murder of the Byzantine emperor Maurice (582-602) and the accession of
Phocas (602-610), Khusrow II decided to wage war against the Byzantines on
behalf of Maurice’s son, who had taken refugee with him. To this effect he
set out three armies under the command of three separate figures. One of these
commanders of Khusrow II, Tabari informs us, was called Rumiyuzan, and was
sent to Syria and Palestine; a second general, our aforementioned Shahin, who
according to Tabari “was the fadhusban (padhiuspan) of the west,” proceeded to
capture “Egypt and Alexandria and the land of Nubia.” The third general ap-
pointed to the war front was a certain Farruhan, or Farrukhan. Here starts the
confusion. For according to Tabari and some other sources, this Farruhan “had
the rank of Shahrbaraz” and carried the expedition against Constantinople.””!
Of the three commanders named by Tabari the identity of one, Shahin, does
not seem to be in dispute.”’? The precise identities of the other two, however,
remain unclear, so much so that it is not certain whether or not we are in fact
dealing with two figures here. In part, the remark that Noldeke made more
than a century ago about the confusion surrounding these names still stands
in the scholarship on the subject.””? It has been maintained, for example, that
the figure of Rumiytzan might in fact be identical with that of Shahrvaraz, for
there is little doubt that it was the latter who captured Jerusalem in 614 cE.””*

769See page 109ff.

77%For a list of these, see Justi 1895, pp. 277-278.

771Tabari 1999, pp. 318-319, de Goeje, 1002.

772 As some sources, including Tabari, called Shahin one of the padhispans of Khusrow II, Noldeke
argued that Shahin, therefore, was one of the four satraps, that is to say, spahbeds, of Khusrow II
Parviz. Now the Chronicon Paschale calls Shahin the “famous Babaman Zadigan.” This Babaman
Zadigan, argues Noldeke, is presumably nothing but a scribal error for Vahuman Zadag, that is a
descendent of Bahman. This figure, therefore, argues N6ldeke, is from the progeny of Bahman, the
son of Isfandiyar. Noldeke 1879, p. 291, n. 2, p. 439, n. 3, Noldeke 1979, p. 483, n. 44, p. 661 and
p. 681, n. 12.

773“In general one cannot decipher the truth, through the names that the Greeks, the Armenians,
the Syrians, and the Arabs have given to the[se] Iranian generals, unless an expert Armenionologist
corrects these names on the basis of the Armenian sources.” Noldeke 1879, pp. 290-291, n. 3,
Noldeke 1979, p. 482, n. 42.

774Bosworth seems to maintain the identity of Rumiytizan with Shahrbaraz and Farrukhan.
Tabari 1999, pp. 318-319, nn. 745 and 749, de Goeje, 1002.
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Noldeke’s suspicions about the identity of Shahrvaraz and Farrukhan, as we
shall presently see, are in fact valid, although he himself did not offer an expla-
nation for it.””> Thus far, to the author’s knowledge, no detailed investigation
of the topic seems to have been made.

In the identification of Shahrvaraz with Farrukhan, two powerful figures
have been in fact superimposed onto each other. It is apt to begin with a narra-
tive that highlights this superimposition. In the course of their investigation of
the circumstances that led to Shahrvaraz’s rapprochement with Heraclius and
his eventual mutiny against Khusrow II, Kaegi and Cobb highlight the impor-
tance of the narrative contained in Zuhrt’s Kitab Futuh Misr wa Akhbariha,””®
which, in conjunction with Tabart’s narrative, can be used for reconstructing
the course of events. Here Zuhri gives us a narrative “concerning the cause of
the Persian withdrawal from [Byzantium].” When Shahrvaraz’s stay in Syria
was prolonged, Khusrow II reprimanded him. Frustrated with Shahrvaraz’s
actions, Khusrow II then wrote letters to “the greatest of the Persian lords,”
ordering him to kill Shahrvaraz, take charge of the Persian armies, and return
to the capital. This Persian lord, who is not named in Zuhrt’s narrative, tried
to persuade Khusrow II, in a series of three correspondences, against his de-
cision, at which point Khusrow II became so aggravated that he now wrote
a letter to Shahrvaraz ordering him to kill the Persian lord. When Shahrva-
raz, reluctantly, set about executing Khusrow II’'s command by informing the
“greatest of the Persian lords” of the king’s orders, the lord produced the letters
that Khusrow II had initially sent to him. At his submission of the first letter
to Shahrvaraz, the latter proclaimed to the Persian lord: “You are better than
I.” When the lord produced the second letter, Shahrvaraz “descended from his
throne and” asked the Persian lord to “[bJe seated upon it.” Refusing the offer,
the Persian lord then produced the third letter, at which point Shahrvaraz de-
clared: “I swear by God to do evil to Chosroes! And he made up his mind to
betray Chosroes.”””

While the use of letters as a topos in Islamic historiography must be acknowl-
edged and while the anecdotal nature of the letters under consideration speaks
for itself, not every letter in the tradition can be dismissed as mere topos. There
is no reason to doubt the fact that throughout the war preparations, Khusrow II
must have kept in touch with his generals in the field. In fact, it is unrealistic
to presume that some form of correspondence did not take place between the
center, which had precipitated the war, and the armies in charge of directing the
war efforts. In Tabari’s rendition of the same account, for example, Khusrow II

775Nbldeke seems to have remained undecided: once he argued that the identity of Rumiytzan
with Khurrahan, or Farrukhan, “which is the name of Shahrbaraz,” is probably correct, and once
that “it seems inconceivable to suppose that Shahrvaraz’s name was Farrukhan or Khurrahan.”
Noldeke 1879, pp. 290-291, n. 3, p. 292, n. 2, Noldeke 1979, p. 482, n. 42, and p. 484, n. 46.

776Zuhri, b. <Abd al-Hakam, Kitab Futih Misr wa Akhbariba, New Haven, 1922, edited by C. Tor-
rey (Zuhri 1922), pp. 35-37, cited in Cobb and Kaegi 2002, pp. 138-141.

777 Zuhri 1922, as cited in Cobb and Kaegi 2002, p. 139.
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availed himself of the services of the barid (courier service), an institution the
crucial function of which was probably all the more obvious during times of
crisis.””® While the precise content of the letters as produced by Zuhri is not
altogether trustworthy, there is every reason to assume that their general tenor
is valid.

For one thing, Zuhr1’s narrative highlights the close connection, or even the
participation of a second figure, the Persian lord, in Shahrvaraz’s campaigns.
The existence of this second figure in close association with Shahrvaraz is con-
firmed through other sources. Whereas in Zuhri’s narrative the identity of this
greatest of Persian lords remains unknown, in Tabar1’s accounts of this same
episode his name is disclosed, while the actions of the two figures are now trans-
posed. We recall that at the inception of his narrative Tabari had maintained
that “Farruhan [i.e., Farrukhan], ... had the rank of Shahrbaraz.” However,
this is only one of the two traditions concerning this episode in Tabari, given in
fact without any isnad. The second tradition, narrated through Abu >Ikramah,
separates the two personalities. In this narrative, Farrukhan and Shahrvaraz are
depicted as brothers.””” The following story is then given: “When the Persians
were victorious over the Byzantines, Farrukhan was once sitting and drinking,
and said to his companions, ‘I had a dream, and it was as if I saw myself on Kisra-
s throne’”’® When the news of Farrukhan’s design for the throne reached
Khusrow II, the latter wrote a letter to Shahrvaraz ordering him to send him
Farrukhan’s head. Shahrvaraz entreated Khusrow II to change his mind, ar-
guing that he would “never find anyone like Farrukhan who had inflicted so
much damage on the enemy or had such a formidable reputation among them.”
Abu >Tkramah’s narrative, like that of Zuhri, underlines not only Farrukhan’s
participation in Khusrow II’s campaigns in the west, but also his power and
centrality in these war efforts. Confronted with the obstinacy of Shahrvaraz,
Khusrow II, furious, had a radical change of heart and declared to the people
of Persia: “I hereby remove Shahrbaraz from power over you and appoint Far-
rukhan over you in his stead.” He then sent a letter containing the transfer of
power from one to the other as well as the order of the execution of Shahrvaraz
by Farrukhan. In >lkramah’s narrative, it was when Farrukhan proceeded to
implement the king’s order that Shahrvaraz produced for him the letters that
Khusrow II had initially sent him ordering the execution of Farrukhan. At this
point Farrukhan relinquished power back to Shahrvaraz. This then instigated
Shahrvaraz’s rebellion and mutiny and his cooperation with Heraclius.

In his commentary on this section of Tabari, Bosworth, doubting the iden-
tity of Shahrvaraz and Farrukhan as two separate figures, notes that here “the
separation of Shahrbaraz-Farrukhan into two different persons” continues in

778Tabari 1999, p. 328 and n. 774, also n. 147, de Goeje, 1008.

779Tabari 1999, p. 328, de Goeje, 1008. The information that the two figures were brothers is, as
we shall see, apocryphal.

780Tabari 1999, pp. 327-328, de Goeje, 1008. See also footnote 1141, putting this story in a
different light.
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Tabart’s narrative and remarks that “the second commander involved in the
story is presumably in reality the Shahin mentioned” by Tabari prior to this.”3!
In fact, however, we are dealing not with one, but with two distinct figures, nei-
ther of whom is Shahin, whose sagas during this period are closely connected.

Some of the other eastern Christian sources (in Greek, Syriac, and Arabic)
that have been investigated by Kaegi and Cobb give variant names for this sec-
ond commander involved. Michael the Syrian’s account, for example, gives the
name of the second commander as Kardarigan. Now according to Simocatta,
Kardarigan is a Parthian title, the Persians being fond of being “called by their
titles.”’8? Agapius of Manjib renders the name Mardif and Chronique de Seert
gives Farinjan. Again Shahin is nowhere to be found.”®* Foreign names, of
course, are rendered differently and sometimes mutilated beyond recognition
in the process of transcultural transmission. Farrukhan, the name given by the
early Arabic sources—themselves based on the X“aday-Namag tradition—is in
fact closest to what was probably the actual name or possibly the title of the
figure concerned. For deciphering this and for our argument that we are in fact
dealing with two separate figures and not one, we fortunately possess a source
that in this, as in many other cases, contains valuable information, and here
must be deemed the most reliable, namely the Shahnama ot Ferdowsi.

2.7.5 Farrukh Hormozd Ispahbudhan

Ferdowsi begins his narrative on the “injustices of Khusrow II and the ingrat-
itude of the army” by naming three figures who were deeply involved at this
juncture. The first of these is a figure called Goraz, the second Zad Farrukh,
and a third Farrukhzad Adharmagan. The last figure, Farrukhzad Adharmagan,
was a despised tax collector.”3* What, however, of the other two? According
to Ferdowsi, Goraz, about whom the author has not a few unkind words to
say, was always in charge of protecting the Byzantine frontier, and was the first
to become rebellious when the just king commenced his injustices. There is
no doubt that Ferdowst’s Goraz is the same figure as Shahrvaraz, goraz, bora-
z, or varaz, that is boar, being the suffix to shabr, that is, region or empire,
whence boar of the empire, Shahrvaraz.”®> For our future purposes it is also im-
portant to note that the wild boar has a significant religious symbolism, being

781Tabari 1999, n. 775, pp. 328-329, de Goeje, 1008.

781n Hormozd IV’s wars against the Byzantines in 582-586, a Kardarigan, the satrap, is centrally
involved. It is possible that Kardarigan’s name is derived from the title kardar, tax collector, in
which case Michael the Syrian might have confused this commander with Farrukhzad Adharma-
gan; see footnote 784 below.

783 Michael the Syrian, Chronigue de Michel le Syrien, Paris, 1899, edited and translated by
J.-B. Chabot (Michael the Syrian 1899), IV. 408-409 and II. 408-409. Agapius of Manjib, Kitab
al-Unvan, vol. 8 of Patrologia Orientalis, 1911, edited and translated by A. Vasiliev (Agapius of
Manjib 1911); Seert 1918, Chronigue de Seert, vol. 13 of Patrologia Orientalis, 1918, translated by
R. Griveau and A. Scher (Seert 1918). All cited in Cobb and Kaegi 2002, pp. 124-125, 126 and 127
respectively.

784Gee Noldeke 1979, pp. 563-564, n. 68.

78Tusti 1895, pp. 277-278.
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a representation of the God Mihr.”%¢ Ferdowsi’s account, therefore, confirms
the identity of Shahrvaraz as a leading figure of the Sasanian-Byzantine wars.
In the second figure, Zad Farrukh, however, as we shall see, we are most prob-
ably dealing with the son of the Farrukhan of Tabari. So what is Ferdowst’s
narrative, and who are Zad Farrukh and Farrukhan?

According to Ferdowsi, once Shahrvaraz/Goraz became rebellious, Zad
Farrukh—who was “so close to Khusrow II that none dared to approach him
without his permission”¥ —also rebelled and joined forces with Shahrvaraz.
Ferdowsi hints at the correspondence between Zad Farrukh and Shahrvaraz,
at the end of which Shahrvaraz commenced his own correspondence with the
Byzantine emperor, Heraclius, encouraging him to attack Iran.”3% After it be-
came clear that Shahrvaraz had mutinied against him, Khusrow II wrote a letter
which he anticipated to be intercepted by Heraclius’ men. Khusrow II, in other
words, used a ruse. In it, he encouraged Shahrvaraz to prepare for a coordi-
nated attack against Heraclius, whereby the army of Shahrvaraz and that of
Khusrow II himself would clamp that of Heraclius from two sides. Ferdow-
si’s narrative makes it clear that Heraclius was either very close to or already
within the Iranian territory. As intended, the message was intercepted by Hera-
clius and achieved its purpose of arousing his suspicions of Shahrvaraz’s peaceful
intentions.”®

Meanwhile Khusrow II sent another message to Shahrvaraz, instructing him
to send the mutinous members of his army to him. Shahrvaraz then instructed
12,000”% of his army to move toward Iran, set up camp at Ardashir Khurrah,
not to cross the water, and remain united.””! Khusrow II, who “was not pleased
with [the army’s] arrival,” sent Zad Farrukh to reprimand them for letting Her-
aclius invade Iran. Zad Farrukh delivered Khusrow II’s message. But in the
guise of a messenger he, too, mutinied: he entered into secret negotiations with
the mutinous army. As he was sympathetic toward the cause of Shahrvaraz

78The wild boar is singled out twice in Mibr Yasht as the fifth incarnation of Mithra. Mihr
Yasht 1883, Mibr Yasht, vol. 23 of Sacred Books of the East, Oxford University Press, 1883, translated
by James Darmesteter (Mihr Yasht 1883), §§70, 127, cited in Garsoian, Nina G., ‘The Iranian
Substratum of Agatangelos Cycle’, in Armenia between Byzantium and the Sasanians, pp. 151-189,
London, 1985a, reprinted from Nina G. Garsoian, East of Byzantium: Syria and Armenia in the
Formative Period, Washington, 1982 (Garsoian 1985a), p. 160. See also footnote 2257 below.

78 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 238, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2894:
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78 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 243-244, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2899-2900.
789Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 243-244, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2895-2897.
7%Note, again, the messianic number.

71For a detailed exposition of the course of this last phase of the Sasanian-Byzantine war see
Sebeos 1999, pp. 214-220.
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(payambar yeki bod bih dil ba Goraz), he instructed Shahrvaraz’s army to re-
main united and not to divulge the name of the mutinous members among
them. Through a second set of correspondences with the army, Zad Farrukh
reiterated his support and encouraged them not to fear the wrath of Khusrow II,
arguing that it was he who had scattered the army to the corners of the world,
and assured them that there were no longer any grandees at Khusrow II’s court
who would lend him their support. Meanwhile, he retained his posture of
loyalty vis-a-vis Khusrow II. The king, however, suspected Zad Farrukh’s muti-
nous intentions but did not divulge it. Here, Ferdowsi provides us with an
extremely crucial piece of information: Khusrow II kept his knowledge of Zad
Farrukh’s intent to himself because he was afraid of his brother, Rustam, who,
with 10,000 men under his command, had already rebelled in his region.”*? Zad
Farrukh meanwhile gathered support for his mutiny. It was decided that Khus-
row II’s time had come and that a new king must assume the throne. The above
narrative is presented in a somewhat similar fashion in Ibn Balkhi’s account.
According to him, it was to Zad Farrukh, rendered as Zadan Farrukh, the com-
mander of Khusrow II’s army, that the order of murdering 36,000 men from
the “famous and elite and Princes and soldiers and Arabs” was given. When the
latter refused to carry out the king’s orders and news reached the army, tumult
spread among them, and the commanders of the regions, fearing their lot, each
started strengthening the realm under their control. These finally conspired, in
secret (dar sirr), with the elite of Fars and the king’s ministers and deposed the
king.””> They cast lots for Shiruyih Qubad, Khusrow II’s son, who had been
imprisoned by his father.”**

Ferdowst’s account, therefore, leaves no doubt about two facts: first, the
Parthian Shahrvaraz did indeed mutiny, and second, in his rebellion he was not

72Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 243-244, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2899-2900:
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For a discussion of the regions under the control of the Ispahbudhan family, see page 188ff.

7%31bn Balkhi 1995, p. 257.

7%*Howard-Johnston maintains that at this point Shiriyih Qubad “made contact with a leading
disaffected magnate, the former supreme commander of Sasanian forces. The latter gathered sup-
port for a coup at the court and in the higher echelons of the army, sent a deputation to inform
Heraclius of the conspirators’ plans, and put them into action on the night of 23-24 February 628.”
Sebeos does not give the name of this leading disaffected magnate. Sebeos 1999, p. 221.
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alone and, in fact, had the collaboration of another force, stationed at the cap-
ital, and identified by Ferdowst as the powerful Zad Farrukh.”” The figure of
Zad Farrukh, and his conspiracy and correspondence with the army of Shahr-
varaz, was crucial to the mutiny that subsequently took place against Khusrow
II Parviz. But Ferdowsi also furnishes us with another significant piece of infor-
mation: with 10,000 troops at his disposal, Zad Farrukh’s brother, Rustam, had
already staged a rebellion of his own during this period. This piece of informa-
tion is of significant value in determining the period during the latter parts of
Khusrow IT’s reign in which these events took place.

Third phase (621-628)

We know that in the third phase of the Sasanian-Byzantine wars, in 624, there
was a dramatic reversal of the course of the war in which, under the banner
of holy war, Heraclius effected the conquest of Transcaucasia and, taking the
northern route through Armenia, captured Dvin. Afterwards, the northwest-
ern parts of Sasanian realms were at Heraclius’ mercy. Under the personal
command of the emperor, the Byzantine army invaded Azarbayjan and Me-
dia. In the same year, Gandzak was sacked by Heraclius’ army.””® The initial
conquest of Azarbayjan then, was the first important phase of the reversal of
the course of the war. It was at this point that Khusrow II Parviz recalled the
Mihranid Shahrvaraz.”®” Azarbayjan, however, was invaded by the Byzantines
on two separate occasions, not only in 624-626, but also in 627-628.”% The
combination of the information at our disposal therefore informs us that by
624 Heraclius’ army was in Azarbayjan. By 626-627, Shahrvaraz had mutinied
and Zad Farrukh had become a coconspirator of the Mihranid in his mutiny
against Khusrow II. Prior to the mutiny of Zad Farrukh and Shahrvaraz, the
brother of Zad Farrukh, Rustam had already rebelled. All these crucial rebel-
lions, therefore, took place in the period between 624-627, the period in which
Heraclius invaded Azarbayjan. Who, however, were the brothers Rustam and
Zad Farrukh who held such tremendous power in Khusrow II’s realm? Who
was the Persian lord conspiring with Shahrvaraz? And how was all this con-
nected with Heraclius’ invasion of Azarbayjan?

79 Theophanes, who calls the other general Kardarigas, specifically highlights his complicity with
Heraclius. When Heraclius intercepts the letter that Khusrow II had sent to Kardarigas in which
the Sasanian king had ordered the latter to murder Shahrvaraz, he showed the letter to Shahrvaraz.
Shahrvaraz in turn asked Kardarigas whether he was resolved to do this. Theophanes then main-
tains, the “commanders were filled with anger and renounced Chosroes, and they made a peaceful
settlement with the emperor.” Theophanes, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor: Byzantyine and
Near Eastern History AD 284-813, Oxford, 1997, translated with introduction and commentary by
Cyril Mango and Roger Scott (Theophanes 1997), pp. 452-453. Emphasis mine.

7%Sebeos 1999, p. 214.

797Sebeos 1999, p. 215.

7%Minorsky, V., ‘Roman and Byzantine Campaigns in Atropatene’, Bulletin of the School of Ori-
ental and African Studies 11, (1944), pp. 243-265 (Minorsky 1944), p. 248. For a campaign said to
have been undertaken in 621/2 in southern Azarbayjan, “we have no authentic report.” Ibid.
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Prince of the Medes

On a number of occasions Sebeos mentions a figure whom he calls the Prince
of the Medes,””” Khorokh Ormizd (Farrukh Hormozd).5® The Prince of the
Medes, Sebeos informs us, “was the Prince of the region of Atrpatakan [Azar-
bayjan].”%°! As Sebeos, Ferdowsi, and some of our Arabic sources clearly in-
form us, moreover, Rustam and Zad Farrukh, or Farrukhzad—Zad Farrukh
being simply an inverted rendition of the name—were the sons of Farrukh Hor-
mozd (Khorokh Ormizd), Sebeos’ Prince of the Medes and Prince of Azar-
bayjan.®? Sebeos further provides us with a fascinating and crucial piece of
information: On the eve of Shahrvaraz’s rebellion, the army of the Persian em-
pire had divided into three main parts. “One force was in Persia and the East;
one force was Khoream’s [i.e., Shahrvaraz’s] in the area of Asorestan; and one
force in Atrpatakan.”® By the end of the Sasanian-Byzantine wars, therefore,
the Iranian army had divided into three. As we shall see in Chapter 3, this di-
vision of the Iranian armed forces into three camps did not only precipitate the
deposition and murder of Khusrow II Parviz, but it also led to four subsequent
years of tumultuous crisis. For it is as a result of this factionalism that during
the period 628-632 one Sasanian king and queen succeeded the other. We have,
however, jumped ahead of our narrative. Which are the three armed factions
enumerated by Sebeos? We will discuss the army of Persia and the East be-
low.8%* The army under Khoteam, it is clear, was none other than the conquest
army under the Parthian dynast, the Mihranid Shahrvaraz in Asoristan.8%

It is the leadership and constituency of the third army, however, that once
and for all clarifies the identity of the Persian lord. For there is no doubt that the
army of Atrpatakan mentioned by Sebeos was the force under the command of
Khorokh Ormizd (Farrukh Hormozd), the Prince of the Medes, and his sons
Farrukhzad (Ferdowst’s Zad Farrukh) and Rustam. As we have seen, Sebeos
specifically maintains that Khorokh Ormizd was the “Prince of the region of

799Sebeos 1999, pp. 107, 243-246, 253, and n. 661.

800Sebeos 1999, p. 107.

801Gebeos 1999, p. 89.

802Sebeos 1999, p. 92. As we shall see in the next chapter, many layers of confusion have been
imposed on the traditions of this important Parthian dynastic family. On the most trivial level
this has led to an obvious yet crucial mistake in the simple genealogy of this family where, even in
some of our contemporary secondary accounts, Rustam is considered the son, as opposed to the
brother of Farrukhzad! For a detailed discussion of this family, see §3.3.1 below, but see also the
genealogical tree on page 471.

803Sebeos 1999, p. 89.

804See page 155.

805 As we shall see in Chapter 3, the precise constituency of the force under Shahrvaraz’s control
cannot be deciphered. This was a force that had probably seen years of exile during the Persian-
Byzantine conflict. The force under his command included most likely a good number number of
his Mihranid constituency, but we should also recall that Pirag-i Shahrvaraz had been assigned as
spahbed of the quarter of the south (ksst-i nemroz) by Khusrow II. This might explain Shahrvaraz’s
complicity with the native Sistani contingents in deposing Ardashir III, as we shall see in §3.2.3.
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Atrpatakan.”8% At some point shortly before the deposition of Khusrow II in
628, when Zad Farrukh, the son of the Prince of Atrpatakan, was secretly in
correspondence with the forces of Shahrvaraz, and most probably contempora-
neous with, or shortly after, Heraclius” invasion of Azarbayjan in 624, Rustam,
the son of Farrukh Hormozd, had also rebelled, most probably in the same
region over which his father ruled, Azarbayjan.

In Ferdowst’s narrative the name of the dynastic leader of the family, Far-
rukh Hormozd, is missing or is mistakingly replaced by that of his son, Zad
Farrukh (Farrukhzad). Indeed, virtually the same actions performed by the
father Farrukh Hormozd, who is called Farrukhan in Tabari, are attributed
by Ferdowst to Zad Farrukh (Farrukhzad).8” This is yet another example of
the confusion in the sources about a father-son pair, to which we have already
hinted,®® and which in any case is quite understandable in view of the agnatic
power structure within a dynastic family, where a son could very well be acting
on behalf of his father.3”” That Farrukh Hormozd, however, was the prime
instigator of the family’s policies and that therefore in the person of Farrukhan
of Tabari we are in all likelihood dealing with this same figure, is most clearly
reflected in the subsequent history of the Sasanians. The army under the lead-
ership of Farrukh Hormozd (Farrukhan or Khurrukhan) was, next to those
of Shahrvaraz and of Shahin, most likely the third army division involved in
the Sasanian-Byzantine wars, reflecting the accuracy of all the narratives at our
disposal.

Shahrvaraz presented the case for his defection as well as that of his putative
brother Farrukhan (Farrukh Hormozd) to Heraclius: “The ones who laid waste
to your towns were my brother and my self, with our stratagems and our valor.
But now Kisra has come to envy us and wants to kill my brother. When I
refused to do so, he ordered my brother to kill me. Hence both of us have thrown
off allegiance to him, and are ready to fight at your side.”®'® A presumed brother
and accomplice of Shahrvaraz is in this case apocryphal 81! The coconspirators
of the Parthian Mihranid dynast, therefore, were the family of the Prince of
the Medes. As Ferdowsl’s narrative’s inform us, the two factions collaborated

8%6Sebeos 1999, p. 89. This might be an indication that Farrukh Hormozd was appointed as the
spahbed of the kiust-i adurbadagan. We must assume that the Ispahbudhan, to which family Farrukh
Hormozd belonged as we shall argue shortly, had lost their spahbedi over the kust-i khwarasan in
the aftermath of Vistahm’s rebellion and the appointment of Smbat Bagratuni over the region (see
note 744).

807This confusion between Farrukh Hormozd and his son Farrukhzad, with slightly different
renderings of their names, persists in the narratives about the deposition of Ardashir III and the
ascension of Burandukht, as we shall see on pages 184 and 187.

808Gee for instance the confusion between the Karinid Sukhra and his son Zarmihr discussed in
§2.4.3.

809Gee §1.2.

810Tabari 1999, p. 330, de Goeje, 1008.

8110 far as I can establish, there was no familial relationship between Farrukh Hormozd and
Shahrvaraz, and in fact, we will shortly argue that Farrukh Hormozd belonged to the Ispahbudhan
family.
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secretly. Although Khusrow II was aware of their conspiracy and he did order
the leadership of one faction—Farrukhan in Tabari, Zad Farrukh in Ferdowsi—
to kill the other, Shahrvaraz, he had to keep at least a semblance of cordiality
toward the former family, that of the Prince of the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd.

And so all the motifs of the anecdotal series of letters between Khusrow II
and his powerful generals, Shahrvaraz and the Persian lord Farrukhan (Farrukh
Hormozd), are in fact historically valid. There is no need to conflate the iden-
tity of personalities that are clearly portrayed as two separate figures in most of
our narratives.®!? In the last decisive months of the Sasanian-Byzantine wars,
not only Shahrvaraz mutinied, but also Farrukh Hormozd, the Prince of the
Medes, withdrew his army of Azarbayjan, and indirectly, at least, cooperated
with Heraclius. Moreover, the family of Farrukh Hormozd pursued a collec-
tive policy. It was perhaps this significant rebellion of the Prince of the Medes,
or rather, as Sebeos and Ferdowsi maintain, of his son Rustam, in Azarbayjan,
that allowed Heraclius to invade Azarbayjan in 624. An alternative scenario is
equally plausible: the success of Heraclius in the eastern wars, together with the
collective policies of Khusrow II, led the Prince of the Medes to withdraw his
support from Khusrow II, thus allowing Heraclius to invade through Azarbay-
jan, the territory under his control.

The precise turn of events as a result of the policies pursued by the Parthian
leaders of the two great armies of Iran at this point, Shahrvaraz and Farrukh
Hormozd, and their postures vis-a-vis Heraclius and Khusrow II Parviz, need
to be placed in the context of the theater of war in Azarbayjan.8® Those who
maintain an earlier date for the agreement of Heraclius with Shahrvaraz and the
figure that we have now identified as Farrukh Hormozd, namely 624-626/627
CE,%!* provide a more convincing version of events.®!® As Tabari’s account
highlights, Heraclius, Shahrvaraz, and Farrukh Hormozd must have reached
some sort of understanding either prior to or in the midst of Heraclius’ invasion
of Azarbayjan. A thorough reexamination of the course of the war of 624-626
must account for the active participation of the army of Azarbayjan, under the
leadership of the dynastic family of Farrukh Hormozd, whose territory was
invaded when the course of the war was reversed. In this campaign, Heraclius
invaded Azarbayjan, sacked Gandzak, Ormi, Hamadan, and Media. The fire of

812Incidentally, the confusion in the sources between these two figures might also be explained by
the fact that Shahrvaraz’s full name, as it appears on the seals, was Pirag-i Shahrvaraz, the first part
of which would be rendered in Arabic as Firak and therefore could very well have been confused
with Farrukh.

83For the third phase of the war, see also page 149ff above.

84Minorsky 1944, p. 248.

815Howard-Johnston claims that there “is no hint ... [in Sebeos] of any earlier political under-
standing, such as that alleged to have been reached by Heraclius and Shahrvaraz in 626 by Chronigue
de Seert, Tabari and Dionysius. The allegation should probably be rejected as a piece of deliberate
disinformation, circulated to further Roman interests as the war reached a climax in 627-628.” Se-
beos 1999, p. 223. In the face of the overwhelming evidence presented by the sources, however, to
which we can now add Ferdowsi, Howard-Johnston’s claim is not tenable here. Also see Cobb and
Kaegi 2002, passim.
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Adhar Gushnasp was ransacked and extinguished.3!® Most significantly, when
Khusrow II was deposed in February 628 CE,%! and his son, Shirtyih Qubad
enthroned in April 628, suing for peace, the new king’s envoy was dispatched to
Gandzak in Azarbayjan, the territory of Farrukh Hormozd, where Heraclius’
army had encamped.’!®

What led to “one of the most astonishing reversals of fortune in the annals
of war,”8? and the final victory of the Byzantines over the Sasanians in one of
the great wars of late antiquity, therefore, was the desertion and mutiny of the
leaders of two of the major armies that had steered the course of the war prior to
this in favor of Khusrow II Parviz. One mutinous party was Pirag-i Shahrvaraz,
the éran-spahbed of the kiist-i nemroz of the Mihran family, the Parthian general
of Khusrow II. The other was the dynastic family of the Prince of the Medes,
Farrukh Hormozd, and his sons Farrukhzad and Rustam. While Shahrvaraz
was from the Parthian Mihranid family, moreover, it will be argued below that
the family of Farrukh Hormozd was most probably none other than the Ispah-
budhan family,*?° whose power extended not only over Azarbayjan but also, as
we shall establish,®?! over Khurasan. It was as a result of the mutiny of these
two towering Parthian dynastic families that the last powerful Sasanian king,
Khusrow II Parviz lost one of the greatest wars of late antiquity, and eventually
his very crown. Who, however, were the other factions involved in the mutiny?

2.7.6 Khusrow II’s deposition

In the aftermath of his conspiracy with Shahrvaraz, Farrukhzad, the son of
the Prince of the Medes, set upon toppling Khusrow II Parviz and bringing an-
other Sasanian king to power.8?2 According to Ferdowst, Farrukhzad gathered
a numerous army and met with the Armenian spahbed Tukhar, another leading
conspirator against Khusrow II. This Tukhar was none other than Varaztirots’,
the son of Khusrow II’s previous rescuer in the east, Smbat Bagratuni. Varazti-
rots‘ had been educated at the Sasanian court and was later appointed marzban
of Armenia, acquiring the title of Javitean Khusrow.??® For reasons that require
further research, however, his relationship with Khusrow II Parviz soured. The

816Sebeos 1999, pp. 214-215. For the Adhar Gushnasp fire, see page 362 below.

817Noldeke 1879, p. 382, n. 2, Noldeke 1979, p. 580, n. 135.

818Sebeos 1999, p. 222.

819Sebeos 1999, p. xxiv.

820This is an important claim of this study, a detailed investigation of which has to be postponed
to a more relevant section, §3.3.1. For now we mention that in some of our sources Farrukh
Hormozd is clearly maintained to be the son of the Ispahbudhan Vinduyih; see page 187.

821Gee page 188ff.

822Tabari 1999, p. 379, 381, de Goeje, 1043, 1045; Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 244, Ferdowsi 1935,
p- 2900:

obtulaea K01t was Q"L:ub w5 a bl e
w.qujyuﬂ;\-ﬁj &Q&ij:@uaf

823Chaumont 1991, p. 432. See page 139.

153



§2.7: KHUSROW II / ISPAHBUDHAN CHAPTER 2: SASANIANS

term tukhar in Ferdowsi’s narrative refers to the office of tanuter, which was
first given to Smbat Bagratuni.?** The tanutér was the “senior member of a
naxarar family,” in this case the Bagratuni house.®?

As we have seen, the Bagratuni house had become centrally involved in the
military and administrative organization of the Sasanian realm during Khus-
row II’s tenure, with Smbat being largely responsible for putting down Vis-
tahm’s rebellion.??® Varaztirots‘, however, joined the ranks of the rebellious fac-
tions who, according to Ferdowsi, were being led by Farrukhzad in the capital.
That Varaztirots® played a central role in the rebellion that toppled Khusrow II
and led to Shiruyih Qubad’s succession is corroborated by the fact that upon
assuming the throne, Shiruyih Qubad “summoned Varaztirots, son of Smbat
Bagratuni called Javitan, and gave him the office of tanuter.”” An Armenian
faction, therefore, was also involved in the deposition of Khusrow II.

A third important faction involved in Khusrow II’s deposition was that of
another Parthian dynastic family, the Kanarangiyan, whom we shall examine
in detail later.8”® For when Farrukhzad informed Tukhar (Varaztirots®) of the
factions’ choice for the Iranian throne, the Armenian naxarar responded that
“the choice would be pleasing to the kanarang as well.”8¥ Farrukhzad’s coup
was successful and, according to Thaalibi, Shiruyih Qubad was taken to the
house of Farrukhzad, whom the author depicts as the hajib of the king, where
he was declared king the next morning.#*® But with a young king on the throne,
and in what is typical of the course of Sasanian history, Farrukhzad seemed to
be actually running affairs.®*!

There is a lengthy set of correspondences of Shiruyih Qubad who, at the
instigation of the dynastic factions, enumerated those aspects of Khusrow II’s
policies that had wreaked havoc on Iran. A key issue, as Shahbazi puts it, thirty
years after the fact,3*? was Khusrow II’s treatment of the Ispahbudhan brothers

824Gebeos 1999, p. 86, n. 534 and p. 49, n. 307. See also §2.7.2.

825Buzandaran 1989, p. 563. Tukhar is the Persian rendition of the Armenian title tanutér of a
naxarar family (from Parthian naxvadar), “the general term designating the first Ar$akuni society
superior to the azat and referring to the nobility rather than a particular rank or office.” Buzandaran
1989, p. 549. In the revolt of Bahram-i Chubin the two houses that had aided Khusrow II in
regaining his throne were the houses of Muset Mamikonean and Smbat Bagratuni. In 602, when
the Byzantine emperor Maurice ordered the deportation and resettlement of a substantial section
of the Armenian population, the Armenian nobility split. Muset wavered between Khusrow II and
Maurice, while Smbat’s house always took the side of Khusrow II. Chaumont 1991, p. 432.

8265ee §2.7.2.

827Gebeos 1999, p. 86.

828See page 2661f.

829Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 245, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2901:

Olsky (‘“”)‘-fbt{’j & Ols= Jb s J.’.‘“‘J. d‘Jf
For the connection of the Kanarangiyan to the Ispahbudhan, see page 266.
830Thadalibi 1900, p. 714, Thadlibi 1989, pp. 455-457.

831Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, pp. 250-253, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2905-2908.
852Shahbazi 1991b, p. 182.
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Vinduyih and Vistahm. In the Shabnama, after being accused of the regicide
against his father Hormozd IV, Khusrow II is called upon to explain his treat-
ment of the Ispahbudhan brothers. “They were my uncles,” Khusrow II Parviz
retorted, “without equals in all the regions. They had put their lives on the
line for me. They were kind and of my blood. Yet, when they committed regi-
cide and killed my father [Hormozd IV], I had no choice but to kill them.”8%
In Ferdowsi’s rendition of the events it was Farrukhzad who finally sent an
assassin to murder Khusrow II Parviz. This, as we shall see later, also corrob-
orates our contention that the Prince of the Medes was from the Ispahbudhan
family.8*

Nimruzi army

Apart from Shahrvaraz and Farrukh Hormozd’s forces, an Armenian faction
and the Kanarangiyan were also among the central players involved in the de-
position of the last powerful Sasanian king. What, however, does Sebeos mean
by the army of Persia and the East? While there is a probability that he is here
referring to the forces of the Kanarangiyan family, the army of Persia and the
East most probably refers to the army of Nimruz, that is Sistan.®*> While the
Shahnama highlights the role of Zad Farrukh (Farrukhzad) from the Ispahbud-
han family in the deposition of Khusrow II, Tabari’s account, together with a
group of other narratives, highlights the part played by the spahbed of Nimruz
and his son,**® making its identification with Sebeos’ army of Persia and the
East all the more likely.

From the end of Khusrow II’s rule onward, the army of Nimruz is one of
three main factions that struggle for the control of the Sasanian throne, the
others being those of Shahrvaraz and of Farrukh Hormozd. Unfortunately, the
dynastic affiliation of the Nimruzi faction requires further research, and we can
only conjecture that it was controlled by the Suren dynastic family, as Sistan

833Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 254-276, here, pp. 262-263, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2912-2923, here

p. 2917:
.,\J.\;uymde}_fﬂ meY\’W}dj*‘F
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Significantly, once again, Ferdowsi disguises here the protracted rebellion of Vistahm.

834See §3.3.1. It is also reflective of the nature of the opposition against Khusrow II Parviz’s rule
that one of the issues raised by the factions was the charge that the Sasanian king had positioned
armies in distant regions. Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 269-270, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2922-2923;
Thaalibi 1900, p. 722, Thaalibi 1989, p. 458.

835 A third, less likely alternative is that the army of Persia and the East refers to a force that had
gathered in the Outer Khurasan regions (see §6.2.1), an army that ultimately tried to set up the child
Khusrow III as king. What could have been the make-up of this force, if in fact this alternative is
valid, I have not been able to ascertain.

836 Tabari 1999, p. 396, de Goeje, 1059.
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was the original fiefdom of the Strens.®”” We propose that the Surenid dynastic
family of Sistan in southeastern Iran had become so enmeshed with the house of
Persis, on account of the greater coincidence of their sociopolitical interest with
the Sasanians, that at least a group of them adopted the dynastic epithet Parsig,
and functioned under the umbrella faction of the Parsig. What lends credence
to this hypothesis is that we in fact have evidence of Surens who carried the
epithet Parsig. Remarkably, as Christensen has already pointed out a long time
ago, in the narratives of Faustus of Byzance we find two Surens who carry the
Parsig epithet in addition to their dynastic family name.?*® Among the spabbed
seals unearthed by Gyselen, furthermore, those of Weh-Shabuhr, the éran-spah-
bed of the kist-i némroz, bear the epithet aspbed i parsig, Persian aspbed.®*’ It is,
furthermore, extremely probable that he had a Suren agnatic affiliation. Citing
the evidence pointed out by Christensen, Gyselen herself conjectures as much,
although, again, all the evidence at our disposal remains inconclusive.’*

Several accounts underline the preponderant role of the Nimruzi faction in
the dynastic struggles that ensued, reaching their height at precisely the time
when the Arab onslaught on Sasanian territories began. In these narratives,
the Nimruzi faction’s involvement began with the deposition and murder of
Khusrow II and the accession of Shirtyih Qubad in 628. We have evidence of
an army of Nimruz, however, at other crucial junctures of Sasanian history.
We recall, for example, that when the Byzantines, the Armenians, and the Is-
pahbudhan brothers coalesced around Khusrow II against Bahram-i Chubin,
the army of Nimruz also set out to aid the feeble Sasanian king.}*! As we
shall see later on, at another highly critical juncture, when the Arab onslaught
threatened the Sasanian monarchy, Rustam asked his brother Farrukhzad to
solicit the cooperation of the army of Sistan. The army of Sistan, periodically
mentioned at crucial junctures of Sasanian history, is therefore, in all likelihood,
the force that Sebeos calls the army of Persia and the East.

According to Tabari, when the Parthian led conspiracy of the house of
the Prince of the Medes and the army of Shahrvaraz had brought Shiruyih
Qubad to power, Khusrow II was put in prison. The great men of the state
then told Shirayih Qubad: “It is not fitting that we should have two kings:
either you kill Kisra, and we will be your faithful and obedient servants, or
we shall depose you and give our obedience to him [i.e., Khusrow II Parviz]
just as we always did before you secured the royal power.”®*? Struck with fear
and crushed,*” Shirtyih Qubad then sent an envoy, one Asfadjushnas,*** to

837Sistan was one of the main regions of the kist-i némroz.

838Christensen 1944, p- 105, n. 2, as cited in Gyselen 2001a, p. 23, n. 56. See also note 308.

839 Gyselen 2001a, seals 2c and B, p. 46.

840“One cannot rule out that the title of aspbed i parsig might have been reserved for the Saren
family. But this is clearly only purely speculation.” Gyselen 2001a, p. 23, n. 56.

8 Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 105, Ferdowsi 1935, pp. 2676-2677. See page 128.

842Tabari 1999, pp. 381-382, de Goeje, 1046. Emphasis added.

83 Tabari 1999, p. 382, de Goeje, 1046.

84 There is confusion surrounding the position of this figure. Based on Dinawari, who claims that
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Khusrow II Parviz. Asfadjushnas was charged with communicating to the de-
posed king all his evil actions, and the reasons for his deposition and final mur-
der.?  Asfadjushnas then met with Jilinus or Jalinus, a figure whom Tabari
identifies as the commander of the guard in charge of keeping ward over Khus-
row II. It is possible that Jalinus was in fact one of the Armenian dynasts en-
snared in Sasanian history at this important juncture.?* If this was the case,
then Tabari’s folkloric rendition is meant to highlight the complicity of the
Armenian faction in the deposition of Khusrow II. At any rate, Tabari reit-
erates an elaborate exchange of grievances against Khusrow II and the latter’s
reply to these.’*” Being hard-pressed, Shirtiyih Qubad then ordered the execu-
tion of his father.3*® From among “several men who had duties incumbent upon
them of vengeance against Khusrow II Parviz,” no one dared to undertake the
task of regicide, however. Finally a “youth named Mihr Hurmuz [i.e., Mihr
Hormozd], son of Mardanshah,”®* volunteered his services.

Mardanshah Suren

According to one version of Tabari’s narrative, Mardanshah was Khusrow II’s
padhispan over the province of Nimruz.3% It is to be noted that the coopera-
tion of Mardanshah, the padhuspan of Nimruz, with Shahrvaraz, the (former)
spahbed of the kust-i némroz, makes perfect sense, for the office of padhuspan
was subordinate to that of the spahbed of any given kist. While Tabari’s narra-
tive only implicitly connects the Mihranid Shahrvaraz with the Sistani faction,
other sources make their conspiracy explicit. Tabari, however, provides us with
a piece of information that is possibly quite significant for Sistan’s history of
affiliation with the house of Sasan in the late Sasanian period. Mardanshah,
Tabart maintains, was one of Khusrow II’s most obedient and trusty retainers.

he was “the head of the secretaries responsible for official correspondence (ra’is kuttab al-rasail),”
Bosworth has emended Tabart’s 7a’is al-katibah (head of the cavalry) with that in Dinawari, making
Asfadjushnas the “head of the [royal] secretaries.” Tabari 1999, p. 382 and n. 948, de Goeje, 1046.
It is more than likely, however, that Tabari’s original title for this figure is valid.

845 Tabari 1999, p. 382, de Goeje, 1046.

846In an attempt to identify this figure, Bosworth notes that his name “looks Greek rather than
Persian; possibly he was a Christian and had adopted a Christian name in addition to an unknown,
purely Persian one.” Tabari 1999, p. 384 and n. 953, de Goeje, 1047. Citing other sources Bosworth
further identifies him as someone who became a “leading general of the Persian troops combating
the Arab invaders of Iraq and fell in the battle of Qadisiya.” Tabari 1999, p. 384, n. 953; see §3.4.1.
This JalinGs took part in the initial wars of the Sasanian against the Arabs. His name, therefore,
might be the Arabic rendition, probably the title, of one of the Armenian dynasts that were at this
point intimately involved in Sasanian affairs. As a son of Dawit‘, Muset Mamikonean, and Gregory
of Siwnik* both fought under Rustam in the battle of Qadisiya and were killed in 636, Jalints might
well refer to one of these figures. Sebeos 1999, p. 98.

847 Tabari 1999, pp. 385-394, de Goeje, 1048-1057.

848 Tabari 1999, p. 395, de Goeje, 1058.

849 Tabari 1999, p. 395, de Goeje, 1058.

80T abari 1999, p. 395, de Goeje, 1058. Justi calls Mardanshah a brother of the Mihranid Bah-
ram-i Chubin. Justi 1895, p. 196. As we shall presently see, we are more inclined, in view of his
Sistani provenance, to assign him to the Suren family, who did call themselves at times Parsigs; see
notes 308 and 838.
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Some “two years before his deposition, astrologers and diviners ... had told
him [i.e., Khusrow II] that his fated death would come from the direction of
Nimrtz.”%! Khusrow II had therefore grown suspicious of Mardanshah and
become “fearful of his proximity, on account of Mardanshah’s great prestige and
because there was no one in that region [i.e., Sistan] who could equal him in strength
and power.”%

Cognizant of Mardanshah’s “faithful obedience to him, his good counsel to
him, and his eagerness to please the king,” Khusrow II, however, spared Mar-
danshah’s life but cut off his right hand, rendering him incapable of holding
office.¥® Having his hand cut off in “the open space before the royal palace,”
Mardanshah was so grief-stricken that when the news of this reached Khusrow
IT Parviz, the latter, in remorse, promised the padhuspan of Nimruz that he
would grant him anything he wished. The padhispan chose death over living
mutilated and dishonored. Reluctantly and with a heavy dose of guilt, Khus-
row II granted his wish. “[Tlhe heart of all the wam was distressed by this,”
Tabari’s narrative maintains.

At the prospects of murdering Khusrow II Parviz, therefore, it was Mihr
Hormozd, the son of Mardanshah, who volunteered for the regicide. Khusrow
II Parviz was “only too happy to have his life cut short by the son of a dignitary
whom he had previously unjustly recompensed for his faithful service.”®* In
Bal-ami’s account, the Sistant faction spearheaded the revolt that toppled Khus-
row II Parviz and appointed Shiruyih Qubad as king. They were the ones
who solicited the cooperation of the son of Vinduyih—unnamed in Balami’s
account—in the deposition of Khusrow I1.%° It is interesting to note that in
Balam?’s account, the list of grievances against Khusrow II included the mur-
der of Mardanshah rather than that of Vinduyih and Vistahm: Mardanshah’s
murder was listed as one of the king’s gravest sins.3>

An important note on the provenance of the sources must be added. Khus-
row II’s murder in vengeance has either been attributed to Farrukhzad or to
Mihr Hormozd in our sources. Each of these figures actually represents a

851 Tabari 1999, pp. 395-396, de Goeje, 1058-1059.

852Tabari 1999, pp. 395-396, de Goeje, 1058-1059. Emphasis mine.

853 Tabari 1999, pp. 396-397, and n. 974, de Goeje, 1059. The same story is given in Balami’s
Tarjumih-i Tarikh-i Tabari, where he is also called Mardanshah. His title, however, is given as the
amir (governor) of Babil and Nimruz. Balami 1959, p. 241.

854Tabari 1999, p. 397, de Goeje, 1060.

855Tn Balami’s version, after Khusrow II killed Mardanshah, he decided to appoint the latter’s son,
Hormozd, in the position of his father. Hormozd, later called Mihr Hormozd (p. 253), however,
refused, and gave up his position (az lashkari towbib kard). In this account, Jalinus was the general,
sarhang, who was put in charge of keeping guard over Khusrow II. The house in which Khusrow II
was kept as a prisoner belonged to a personage called Mah Isfand, whose title is again sarbang.
Finally, the person who was in charge of taking the list of the grievances against Khusrow II is
called Asad Husayn or Asad Hasis(?), the figure whom Tabari calls Asfadjushnas. Balami 1959,
pp. 242-244.

856This, together with the general Sistani emphasis of Balami’s account, highlights the Stren
provenance of Balam?’s sources.
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faction: Farrukhzad that of the Prince of the Medes (the Ispahbudhan®¥), with
control over the army of Azarbayjan, and Mihr Hormozd that of Nimruz, that
is to say, Sebeos’ army of Persia and the East. If our identifications thus far are
valid, therefore, what triggered “one of the most astonishing reversals of fortune
in the annals of war” and the ultimate demise of the last effective Sasanian king,
Khusrow II Parviz in 628—commencing the downfall of the Sasanian dynasty—
was the refusal of the powerful Parthian dynastic agnates to continue their con-
federacy with the Sasanian dynasty. The division of the Sasanian army during
the last years of Khusrow II Parviz into three separate entities, Shahrvaraz’s
conquest army, Farrukh Hormozd’s army of Azarbayjan, and the army of Per-
sia and the East (the Nimruzi forces®*®), had devastating consequences for the
Sasanians. Sebeos” work is unique among all sources at our disposal in explic-
itly highlighting this debilitating aspect of the Sasanian state’s defensive and
offensive posture at this crucial juncture.?®® The Sasanians finally came to lose
the greatest war of antiquity substantially because the two Parthian dynasts,
Shahrvaraz of the Mihran family and Farrukh Hormozd of the Ispahbudhan
family,*° mutinied against Khusrow II Parviz. In insisting on taking credit for
the murder of one of the most maligned Sasanian kings, furthermore, the nar-
rative sources betray two separate traditions, emanating from the Ispahbudhan
faction on the one hand and the Sistani (Nimruzi) faction on the other. The
discrepancies in these narratives therefore also betray the ways in which the
Parthian dynastic families edited the X¥aday-Namag tradition.%!

There is a reason, however, why of all possible dynasts involved at this
crucial juncture of Sasanian history, our narratives underline the role of the
Ispahbudhan and the Nimruzi factions in the deposition of Khusrow II Par-
viz. For overshadowing the tripartite division of the Sasanian forces was the
Sasanian-Parthian confederacy. It was under the respective Ispahbudhan and
Nimruzi factions, established shortly after the deposition of Khusrow II, that
the Iranians finally divided into two camps: the Parsig versus the Pahlav.3¢? The
Sasanian-Parthian confederacy ultimately collapsed, and this at a highly criti-
cal moment in Sasanian history, when “from the Arab [regions] strong winds
were blowing.”8 Tt is our goal to disentangle this ultimately disastrous episode
for the Sasanians in the continuation of our story. A number of important

857See page 1871f

858Gee page 155.

859The recent analysis of Howard-Johnston sheds much light on our understanding of this impor-
tant phase of Sasanian history. Unfortunately, Howard-Johnston totally overlooks the significant
role of the army of Atrapatkan (Azarbayjan) under the Prince of the Medes, and therefore fails to
assess the true nature of this division and its ramifications.

860 As mentioned earlier, this identification will be substantiated in the next chapter; see page 187ff.

861For an elaboration of this point, see also Chapter 6.5, especially page 462ff.

862See page 214f below.

863 Thasalibi 1989, p. 465, Tha<libi 1900, p. 731:
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historiographical observations must be addressed in detail, however, before we
can again pick up our narrative and discuss the effects of the Parsig-Pahlav de-
bacle on the Arab conquest of Iranian territories.
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CHAPTER 3

The Arab conquest of Iran

n the face of it, the saga of the Sasanians in the last decades of their rule
O seems to defy any understanding. From the deposition of the powerful
Khusrow II in 628 CE to the accession of the last Sasanian king Yazdgird III in
632 CE, no less than half a dozen monarchs are officially counted in the roster
of Sasanian kings in a period of about four years.®* Tabar lists eight kings and
two queens.? It has been suggested that some of these ruled simultaneously.3¢
Exasperation has been voiced over how little we know of these rulers.*” There
is a similar unsubstantiated consensus that these ephemeral monarchs were put
on the throne by various factions of the nobility, a nobility that was created in
the wake of Khusrow I’s reforms.®8 Which were the factions who spearheaded
the candidacy of these monarchs, however? To date, no systematic effort in
elucidating the tangled web of Sasanian history at this crucial juncture has been
undertaken. The picture has been deemed too chaotic to be amenable to any
logical disentanglement.

3.1 Question of sources: the futuh and XVaday-Namag
traditions

There is a bewildering array of Iranian names and personalities involved in
this crucial period of Sasanian history. Through the process of transmission
in the course of centuries, some of these names have all but metamorphosed
into illegibility. Scholarly attitudes in dealing with this quagmire have been
flippant. In certain respects Noth’s analysis is representative of the consensus.
In investigating the personal names of some of the commanders in the wars of

864Five monarchs, inclusive of Yazdgird ITI, are listed in the chapter dealing with Sasanian history
in the Cambridge History of Iran. Frye 1983, p. 178.

865Tabari 1999, pp. 381-409, de Goeje, 1045-1067.

866Noldeke 1879, pp. 397-398, n. 5, Noldeke 1979, pp. 594-595, n. 183. Analyzing Sebeos’ data,
Howard-Johnston also comes to this conclusion, although, as we shall see, in line with the schol-
arship’s current consensus, the dates that he postulates for the Persian succession crisis are flawed.
Sebeos 1999, p. 225.

867Frye 1983, p. 171.

868 Christensen 1944, p. 497 and especially pp. 500-501.
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conquest—names that are given in the futi#h*® narratives—for example, Noth
lumps together the order of the battles listed for the Arabs as well as those
of the Iranians as mere topoz and argues that “it is impossible to say anything
precise about the relation of these topoi to actual historical circumstances.”s”°
Noth then proceeds to examine the names of the Arab generals involved in these
battles’”! and concludes that “it is not clear if any or all of the formations and
units which appear in a number of these traditions were already in existence in
the early period.”? Given the fact that Noth considers the theme of Iran as a
primary theme®”? in the early Arabic historical tradition, and given our knowl-
edge of the nature of the futih narratives,*”* one would have expected Noth to
have proposed caveats to this aspect of his thesis. This, unfortunately, is not the
case. With very little investigation, Noth proceeds to argue that in “the descrip-
tion of the opposing side, especially the Persian side, we have to do with pure
fiction.”8”>

The present study will take serious issue with this aspect of Noth’s thesis.
We cannot afford to continue to reckon with this period of Iranian history in a
vacuum that has been occasioned by our own lack of research. And where, as
Noth himself admits, we are given detailed and unique information, it behooves
us to investigate such information in depth before dismissing it as fiction or the
result of a fertile imagination of, for instance, Sayf b. -Umar,¥® through whom
posterity has received some of these traditions.®””

To begin with, while we might not have enough information about Arab

869 As Noth observes, the “great majority of the traditions which deal with the time of the first
four caliphs is concerned with the first large-scale conquests of the Muslims outside the Arabian
peninsula ... These are designated over all as futuh. Futih thus constituted a—if not the—principal
historical rubric under which the early traditionalists considered the first decades of history after
the death of Muhammad.” Noth 1994, p. 31. For an assessment of the fut#h narratives, see ibid.,
pp- 28-31; or our discussion in §3.1.1 below, as well as footnote 934. For some of the latest works
on this theme, besides Noth’s, see, among others, Donner, Fred M., Narratives of Islamic Origin: The
Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing, vol. 14 of Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam, Prince-
ton, 1998 (Donner 1998); Robinson, Chase F., Islamic Historiography: Themes in Islamic History,
Cambridge University Press, 2003 (Robinson 2003).

879Noth 1994, p. 114.

81Noth 1994, p. 114, n. 34 where he gives references to pp. 97-98, 100-101.

82Noth 1994, p. 114.

873Noth defines a primary theme as a “subject area which, so far as the extant evidence allows us to
judge, represents a genuine topic of interest, as opposed to an offshoot derived from—and therefore
secondary to—one or several such early topics.” Noth 1994, p. 27 and p. 39. For our subsequent
purposes we should point out that besides Iran, Noth considers the themes of ridda and futih as
primary themes as well. Ibid., pp. 28-30, 31-33, respectively.

84For a comprehensive survey of Islamic historiography in the classical period, see Humphreys,
R. Stephen, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry, vol. 9, Minneapolis, 1991 (Humphreys 1991),
especially pp. 4-127.

875Noth 1994, p. 114.

876See footnote 894 below.

877 Tabari diligently starts each of his narratives by giving its chain of transmission (isnad), so that
we almost always know when a tradition is due to Sayf.
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warfare and battle formation in pre-Islamic Arabia,® we do possess enough in-
formation about the logistics of war, war strategies, and battle formations of the
Sasanian army.*”” Battle formations in right and left flanks, main body, comple-
mented with cavalry, infantry, rearguard and vanguard, and so forth—all aspects
of Sasanian battle strategy that Noth was examining—have had a long history
in Iranian warfare.!® One needs only to browse the Shahnama of Ferdowst in
order to come across battle formations throughout the text, an observation that
cannot be dismissed on account of Ferdowst’s poetic imagination. In fact, as
opposed to considering the explicit information given on Sasanian battle for-
mations in the conquest accounts as a mere topos, we should reckon it an ex-
tremely valuable tool for deciphering the identities of the leaders of the factions
involved in the Sasanian war efforts at this crucial juncture of their history.8!
The Sasanians kept records of their campaigns.®8? To argue that the “credibility
of these statements [—in which the names of the commanders, and their battle
formations have been given in specific battles—] is ... weakened by the occur-
rence of rhyming names such as Bandaway/ Tiraway,”$® is only to betray unfa-
miliarity, replete in studies of the late antique period, with the Iranian side of
events. Bandaway, whose name is in fact misspelled to utter illegibility—easily
rectified with reference to Justi’s ranisches Namenbuch®®* —was in fact Vindu-
yih. Tiraway, that is Tiruyih, is a theophoric name after one of the Yazatas
of the Iranian religious pantheon, Tir. And the suffix -#yih contained in the
aforementioned names, as well as in others such as Shiruyih and Gurduyih, is
regularly used in Iranian names. Ironically, both Vinduyih and Tiruyih were
historical figures and none other than the sons of the Parthian dynast Vistahm
of the Ispahbudhan family.®%> They participated, quite logically and appropri-
ately, therefore, in the forces that were brought to the war front against the Arab
armies by the Parthian Ispahbudhan dynastic family of Rustam.®¢ The fact that
Bandaway was named after his murdered uncle, Vinduyih, in commemoration

878See the important article of Landua-Tasseron, Ella, ‘Features of the pre-Conquest Muslim
Armies in the Time of Muhammad’, in The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East III: States, Re-
sources and Armies, pp. 299-337, Princeton, 1995 (Landua-Tasseron 1995).

879Shahbazi, Shapur, ‘Army: I pre-Islamic’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp.
489-499, New York, 1991a (Shahbazi 1991a), pp. 489-499. Tafazzoli 2000, pp. 12-18, especially
p. 15, where it is argued that the later structure of the Muslim armies were based on the military
organizations of the Sasanians.

880Shahbazi 1991a, pp. 494-499.

881Tn fact, as it has been justifiably observed, one of the chief problems of the Sasanian army
was that “the Persians placed too great a reliance on the presence of their leader: the moment the
commander fell or fled, his men gave way regardless of the course of action.” As we shall see, there
were good reasons for this. Shahbazi 1991a, p. 498.

882Shahbazi 1991a, pp. 498-499.

885Noth 1994, p. 112.

884Tusti 1895.

885Tbn al-Athir, dzz al-Din, Al-Kamil fi ’l-Tarikh, Beirut, 1862, edited by C.J. Tornberg (Ibn al-
Athir 1862), vol. 2, p. 436. See also page 1871f, as well as the genealogical tree of the Ispahbudhan
family on page 471.

886 As we will argue below on page 187, Rustam was a grandson of Vistahm’s brother Vindiyih.
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of this illustrious member of the family, makes perfect sense, and is not a fig-
ment of the imagination of the authors or the collectors of these traditions.
The names of these figures rhyme because they use suffixes prevalent in Iranian
naming practice.

3.1.1 Futih

The superficial incomprehensibility of this period of Sasanian history, 628-632
CE, is further confounded by the fact that a whole new genre of Islamic histo-
riography professes to give historical accounts of events that presumably tran-
spired shortly after this period, namely the futih narratives.®¥” The Arab bias
inherent in this genre of Islamic histories, one of the avowed purposes of which
was to highlight the meritocracy of the Arab generals and tribes who under-
took the Islamic conquests and established the Muslim polity, dominated the
historiography of the early Islamic period and possibly even constructed the
Arabist bias that dominates contemporary scholarship. As a result, while mod-
ern scholarship has been busy researching which Arab tribe at which juncture
and for what purpose chose to participate—or did not actually participate—in
which battles under the command of which Arab general, ¥ it has practically
all but written off any effort in reconstructing some of the same, potentially
analogous, variables for this period of Sasanian history from an Iranian per-
spective.’ In some very crucial sense the victors have managed to write the
Iranian history of late antiquity.}® Our efforts in rectifying the skewed recon-
struction of this period of Iranian history, however, will prove rewarding, for
they will explicate not only the ultimate success of the Arab conquests of Sasa-
nian territories and the dissolution of the Sasanian polity from the perspective

887See footnote 869.

838Tf one is predominantly interested in constructing the political dimensions of early Arabo-
Islamic history and polity, prosopography might very well be the only viable methodology at our
disposal, as Crone has argued, and as both she and Donner—both also addressing the religious
dimensions of the emerging polity—have successfully undertaken for early Islamic history. As one
of Donner’s latest works on the subject emphasizes, the two approaches have more in common than
meets the eye at first sight. See Donner, Fred M., ‘Centralized Authority and Military Autonomy
in the Early Islamic Conquest’, in Averil Cameron and Lawrence I. Conrad (eds.), The Byzantine
and Early Islamic Near East, III: States, Resources and Armies, pp. 337-361, Princeton, 1995 (Donner
1995), p. 341 and n. 3; Crone 1980, especially p. 15; and Donner 1981, especially the appendices,
pp- 357-438; Leder, Stefen, “The Literary Use of the Khabar’, in Averil Cameron and Lawrence 1.
Conrad (eds.), The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, I: Problems in Literary Source Material, pp.
277-317, Princeton, 1992 (Leder 1992), pp. 309-310.

889Tn The Challenge to the Empires, admittedly, two diagrams seek to reconstruct the family tree
of one of the Parthian dynastic families, the Ispahbudhan family, which we shall further study.
However, the commentaries provided for these family trees are so dismissive that they make these
very charts superfluous. Tabari 1993, pp. xxxi-xxxii.

8900ur point of reference here is the interregnum period 628-632 and the conquest of Iran up
until the 650s. Noldeke’s investigation for the interregnum remains the last serious effort in this
direction. Numerous other works that have dealt with this period from a general perspective will
be cited as we proceed.
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of Iranian history,®! but also important aspects of the sociopolitical history
of the northern and eastern quarters of Iran during the first two post-conquest
centuries.®’?

In assessing the reliability of the information provided by our sources about
the events in Iran, however, an examination of the material at our disposal
obliges us to unequivocally side with Noth’s assertion that the topic of Iran was
one of the primary themes of early Arabic historical tradition. Noth argues jus-
tifiably that the information on Iran has been for the most part “connected with
the theme of futih in such a manner as to explain Muslim successes through
Sasanian precedents, while at the same time identifying the futiuh of Islam as the
cause of certain developments in Iranian history.”$*® The futuh narratives, primar-
ily those of Tabari, are based substantially on the traditions of Sayf b. <Umar.5%
All of the futuh accounts of this period of Iranian history contain a serious

891The wealth of literature that has addressed this specific issue thus far has fallen short of arriving
at a satisfactory answer. The contention that the Arab conquests can be explained in terms of the
“fortuitous weakness of the Byzantines and Sasanians just when the Muslims began their expansion
... [raise the question of] whether the mighty empires were not weaker in the eyes of the scholars
baffled by the astounding success of the conquests than they were in actual fact,” gives very little
credit to what has been termed one of the greatest wars of late antiquity, that between the Byzan-
tines and the Sasanians from 603-628 or the internal dynamics of either of these two empires during
the previous centuries. Donner 1981, pp. 8-9. Kaegi 1992, passim.

892We will provide in this study only a detailed political investigation of these two centuries for
the Tabaristan region; see Chapter 4.

893Noth 1994, p. 39. Emphasis mine.

894We know next to nothing of the life of Sayf b. <Umar, the compiler of early Islamic history,
“except that he lived in Kufa ..., probably belonged to the Usayyid clan,” of the Tamim tribe, and
possibly died during the reign of Hartin al-Rashid (170-193 AH/786-809 CE). We also know that
medieval hadith specialists denigrated him, considered his material as untrustworthy, and accused
him of being a zandik (see §5.2.5). Sayf in fact did not belong to their circle. Indeed most of the
authorities to whom Sayf credits the source of his information are unknown figures of early Islamic
history. Yet, as Blankenship argues, Sayf’s traditions “made an enormous impact on the Islamic
historical tradition, especially because Tabari chose to rely mainly on them for the events of 11
[sic]-36 (632 [sic]-56), a period that spanned the reigns of the first three caliphs and included all the
conquests of Iraq, Syria, Egypt and Iran ... The overwhelming bulk of [Tabari’s] material for this
period is from Sayf.” In spite of his importance, and solitary efforts to the contrary notwithstand-
ing, however, Sayf’s material remains one of the most maligned corpora of early Arabic histories.
Blankenship, summing up the consensus of the medieval and modern mubaddithin, proclaims in
his introduction to the volume on the conquest of Iraq and Syria, for example, that Sayf’s materials
“belong more to the realm of historical romance than to that of history.” One internet blogger
even maintained recently that if Sayf were to be resurrected, he would kill him! See Blankenship’s
preface to Tabari 1993, pp. xiii-xxx. Important exceptions to the negative scholarly assessments of
Sayf include Landua-Tasseron, Ella, ‘Sayf b. <Umar in Medieval and Modern Scholarship’, Der Islam
67, (1990), pp. 1-26 (Landua-Tasseron 1990); Donner 1981, pp. 143-144, p. 303, n. 36, p. 306, n. 94,
p- 317, n. 212, p. 319, n. 247, p. 333, n. 118, and p. 338, n. 179; Crone 1980, pp. 9-10, and p. 206,
n. 51. Also see Donner, Fred M., ‘Sayf b. <Umar’, in P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth,
E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, 2007b (Donner 2007b)
and Robinson, Chase, “The Conquest of Khuzistan: a Historiographical Reassessment’, Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 68, (2004), pp. 14-39 (Robinson 2004), p. 38. As Donner
maintains, “a definitive study of the historiographical complexities of all Sayf’s traditions remains
an important desideratum.” The assessment of the present author of Sayf’s material will become
amply clear at the conclusion of this chapter.
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problematic, however: their chronology. While Sayf, and the sources that fol-
low him, provide significant information about this period of Iranian history,
628-632 CE, they give these while detailing the initial conquest of Iraq, dated
to the years 12-13 AH/633-634 CE, under the presumed command of Khalid
b. Walid and Muthanna b. Haritha. While current scholarship acknowledges
the problematic nature of this chronology and, while all admit that the course
and details of this initial stage of the conquest of Iran are hard to reconstruct,
the basic chronology of this phase of the Arab conquest of Mesopotamia has
been accepted as 12-13 AH/633-634 CE.**> The present study will offer a re-
vised chronology for this crucial juncture of Middle Eastern history, the early
Arab conquest of Iraq.?*® While doing so, we shall not provide an exhaustive
and critical survey of these conquests.’”” In fact, we shall neither be dealing
with a detailed itinerary of the conquests, nor the topography or sociopolitical
context of the Mesopotamian society on the eve of the Arab conquest. Neither
will we be concerned with the logistic of wars on either side. These have been
addressed admirably by other scholars.3”® As we shall see, however, if the pos-
tulates that we are offering are valid, they will have important implications for
a number of crucial issues in those debates that address early Islamic history,
especially those that concern chronology, but also those that address the causes
of the conquests.?” With these debates, we shall not engage in the course of the
pages that will follow, for all deserve independent studies on their own. Having
provided this disclaimer, a number of general observations must, nevertheless,
frame our subsequent analysis.

3.1.2 Revisiting Sayf’s dating

Three primary themes have been confounded in the histories of the early con-
quest of Iraq: the overriding themes of 1) the ridda (or wars of apostasy),”®
2) the futah,”! and 3) Iran.”®> Sayf seems to have been the first to have com-
bined these three themes. What complicates matters, however, is that secondary
themes have been superimposed on these primary themes. The conquest narra-
tives are arranged, especially in the works of Tabari and other classical authors,

89Donner 1981, p. 173; Morony, Michael G., ‘Arab: II. Arab Conquest of Iran’, in Ehsan Yar-
shater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 203-210, New York, 1991 (Morony 1991), pp. 203-210.

896See §3.3.2.

89 Nonetheless, for a tentative timeline, see Tables 6.1 and 6.2 on pages 468-469.

898See most importantly Donner 1981, pp. 157-217, especially pp. 157-173; Morony, Michael G.,
Iraq After the Muslim Conquest, Princeton University Press, 1984 (Morony 1984), especially pp. 169-
431.

899For a succinct overview of the state of the field, see Donner 1981, pp. 3-9. For a brief discussion
of these ramifications, see §3.5.

990 According to Islamic tradition, shortly after the Prophet’s death, presumably in 11/632, a num-
ber of nomadic and sedentary tribes left the fold of the recently established umma and apostatized.
The term ridda refers to the series of battles undertaken in order to bring these back. For an
alternative perspective, see our discussion on page 284.

%1 Noth 1994, p. 29.

%2Noth 1994, pp. 28-33 and 39.

166



CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST §3.1: QUESTION OF SOURCES

which, in turn, are based predominantly on the traditions of Sayf and analo-
gous sources, in both an annalistic fashion as well as according to the rule of
particular caliphs, in this case Abu Bakr and Umar.”® Now, as Noth notes,
the “original arrangement of the great majority of traditions collected” in the
works of such authors as Tabari, could not have been the annalistic structure we
currently possess. “The formula and in this year (wa fi hadhihi l-sanna / wa fiha)
does not belong to the [originally transmitted] text.”*** Collections of material
arranged according to the rule of caliphs, also typical of the work of Tabari and
others, moreover, appeared even later than the annalistic style in Islamic his-
toriography,’® long after the conquest narratives were first formulated. These
annalistic and caliphal arrangements, as Noth observes, were secondary themes
in this literature.”®

Hijra calendar

The problem of reconciling Sayf’s account of Iran for this period with his ac-
counts of the early conquest of Iraq is further confounded by the fact that the
annalistic style adopted in these reports is based on the hijra calendar.”” Now,
as we know, a uniform chronology that was established with reference to the
migration (hijra) of Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina (convention-
ally dated to 622 CE) “was first introduced under <Umar in 16 AH/637 CE (the
years 17 and 18 are also named).”® As Noth observes, even several decades
after <Umar introduced this dating the “confusion that prevailed ... and the
arbitrary manner in which hijra dates were imposed in later times, is clear ...
[STharp and irresolvable contradiction[s] ... prevail ... on not only dating,
but even the order, of even the most central events in this history of the expan-
sion of Islam.”® This of course is a perfectly understandable situation given
the limitations affecting the dissemination of information in the post-conquest

993 Noth perceptively maintained that both of these themes, the annalistic style and the caliphal
arrangement, were secondary themes of the early Arabic historical tradition. Secondary themes,
according to Noth, were all those themes that can be considered as offshoots of primary themes.
These themes “are of no fundamental use in reconstructing what actually happened, however plausi-
ble and logical they may appear.” Noth 1994, pp. 39-48. As we shall see shortly, another important
secondary theme is the hijra calendar.

9%4Noth 1994, p. 43.

995Noth 1994, p. 45.

9%Noth 1994, pp. 42-48.

97 As the hijra calendar is a lunar calendar without intercalary months, it is about 11 days shorter
than a solar year as used in the Sasanian and Gregorian calendars. Since therefore 100 hijra years
correspond roughly to 97 solar years, and since 1 AH corresponds to 622 CE, an approximate conver-
sion between the two calendars is given by the formula CE = 621+ .97+ AH (this formula is only
correct for the first few centuries AH, and even then only of course when ignoring the particular
month of the year).

9%Noth 1994, p. 40 and n. 2. For the chronological uncertainties affecting crucial events in early
Islamic history, also see Cook, Michael and Crone, Patricia, Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic
World, Cambridge University Press, 1977 (Cook and Crone 1977), pp. 4, 24, 157, n. 39; and Crone
1980, pp. 15, 212 and nn. 92, 93, 95 and 96.

9%9Noth 1994, p. 41 and n. 7, and the references cited therein.
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centuries and given that “the Arabs in earliest Islamic times were for the most
part unfamiliar with any formal chronological system.”’® How then is Sayf’s
report on the early conquest of Iraq arranged? And what kind of relationship
does this arrangement have with his account on the conditions prevailing in
Iran in the period berween 628-632 CE?

In Sayf’s narratives, the early conquests of Iranian territories in Iraq are
arranged according to both hzjra dates and reigns of particular Sasanian kings
or queens. Sayf’s account puts these during the caliphates of Abu Bakr (632-
634) and <Umar (634-644), specifically during the years 12-13 AH/633-634 CE,
that is, after the death of the Prophet in 632 CE. As Blankenship observes, Tabari
devotes a major section of his work to only these two years of the conquest of
the Fertile Crescent.”!! What is more, the space devoted to the conquest of Iraq
in this section of Tabari is double that devoted to the conquest of Syria.”?

While major debates have surrounded crucial aspects of these conquests,
and while substantive issues have been raised, thus far the investigations of this
initial phase of the conquest of Iraq have adopted this hijra dating wholesale.
Following Tabar1’s arrangement, this is how the translated volume of this sec-
tion of Tabari is organized, for example. For the most part, the chronology
of the accounts of these conquests—which include the battle of Madhar,”™* the
battle of Walajah,”!> the battle of <Ayn Tamr,”! the battle of Firad,”' the bat-
tle of Namarig,”'® and finally the battle of Bridge’!? (the former four dated by
Sayf to 12 AH/633 CE, and the latter two to 13 AH/634 CE)—as told by Tabari,
through Sayf and other sources, have been followed in most of the secondary
literature, their major flaws being noted intermittently.”*°

The hijra chronology provided in the accounts of the futih, however, occur
side-by-side with a different set of chronological indicators, those of the rules of

913

91%Noth 1994, p. 41.

911 This comprises the whole of the translated volume, The Challenge to the Empires (Tabari 1993,
de Goeje, 2016-2212).

912Tabari 1993, p. xiii.

91311 this context we have to reckon, for example, with the fact that the traditions detailing Kha-
lid b. Walid’s participation in the conquest of Iraq might be spurious. Crone, Patricia, ‘Khalid b.
Walid’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, p. 928a, New York, 1991a (Crone 1991a);
Tabari 1993, p. 1., n. 2.

914Both Morony and Donner have argued for example that this battle seems to have taken place
later. Based on this, Blankenship maintains that Madhar was “actually ... conquered by <Utbah b.
Ghazwan later, so that Sayf’s report here is chronologically improbable.” Morony 1984, pp. 127 and
160; Donner 1981, p. 329, n. 66; Tabari 1993, p. 15, n. 97. See also page 1931f below.

915See page 195¢f.

916See page 201ff.

917See page 201£f.

918Gee page 211ff.

919Gee §3.3.5.

9207 arrinkub, Abd al-Husayn, ‘Arab Conquest of Iran and its Aftermath’, in Ehsan Yarshater
(ed.), Cambridge History of Iran: The Seleucid, Parthian, and Sasanian Periods, vol. 4, pp. 1-57, Cam-
bridge University Press, 1975 (Zarrinkub 1975), pp. 1-57; Morony 1991, pp. 203-210; Donner 1981,
pp. 157-217, especially p. 173.
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various Sasanian kings and queens given in the course of recounting these same
conquest narratives. The acute problem confronting us a result of this juxtapo-
sition is that the two sets of chronologies do not correspond to each other.”*!
Almost every war that Sayf attributes to the years 12 to 13 AH (633-634 CE), is
systematically attached to the particular reign of a Sasanian king or queen, Shiru-
yih Qubad (628), Ardashir III (628-630), Shahrvaraz (630), Burandukht (630~
632),°*2 Azarmidukht (630-631), and Farrukh Hormozd (631), ending with the
inception of the rule of Yazdgird III in 632, corresponding, therefore, to the
years 8-11 hijra.’” That is, based on this alternative chronology, the striking
fact is that these wars fall, not as it has been conventionally believed, follow-
ing the hijra calendar, in the years 633-634 CE, but between 628 and 632 CE,
when the Sasanian monarchy was engulfed in a factional strife spearheaded by
its nobility. As we shall see, there is such a cogent internal logic between the
conquest accounts of particular important battles and the events that transpired
under the rule of specific Sasanian kings or queens associated with each of them,
that these two traditions could never have been haphazardly juxtaposed next to
each other by the original narrators of these events or the subsequent collec-
tors of the traditions. Unlike the characteristic static dimensions of individual
khabars (reports),”** furthermore, Sayf’s narrative provides us with temporal,
and at times, spatial movement.

Following this alternative, Sasanian-based chronology, then, these wars or
raids would have taken place almost immediately after the Byzantine-Sasanian
warfare, and during the period when the two empires were in the process of ne-
gotiating their peace treaty and attempting to implement the terms of it. This,
for example,”” might explain the cooperation of the Byzantines and the Per-
sians in the war that Sayf reports as Firad—attached by him to the year 12 AH
(633 CE)—when the Byzantines as well as the Persians became “hot and angry

and sought reinforcements from the Taghlib, Iyad and Namir,” and en-
couraged each other to keep “[their] sovereignty in [their] own hands.”®* If
we follow the Sasanian chronological indicators, therefore, this war took place
not as reported by Sayf and traditionally accepted in 12 AH/633 CE,’” but after
Ardashir III’s deposition and around the time when the Byzantines were incit-
ing Shahrvaraz to assume power, that is around 9 AH/630 CE, a period in which

921\ hile Greek, Syriac, Armenian, and Coptic sources have been used, unsuccessfully, in order to
comparatively resolve these chronological inconsistencies, no examination of the Sasanian chrono-
logical indicators have thus far been undertaken. Noth 1994, p. 42.

922For our revised chronology for this queen, see §3.3.4 below.

923To avoid confusion, we will provide henceforth only a hijra date when it is pertinent to our
discussion.

924Gee footnote 934.

925The following examples are only given as illustration, and will be discussed in more detail in
their appropriate context below.

926Tabari 1993, p. 67, de Goeje, 2074.

927 Tabari 1993, p. 47, de Goeje, 2056.
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Byzantine-Sasanian cooperation in fact would make perfect sense.”?®

Similarly, Hamza Isfahani maintains, for example, that “the arrival of Kha-
lid b. Walid in Hira coincided with the regency of Burandukht and 12 years
after the hijra ... for Burandukht’s regency took place toward the end of the
caliphate of Abu Bakr ... [She ruled] three months in the period of Abu Bakr
and four months in the period of <Umar.”*? Now, the chronological indicator
of Burandukht’s regency would put the arrival of Khalid b. Walid sometime
in the years 629-631 CE, or possibly in 632 CE,”® during which period the
cooperation of the Byzantines, the Arabs and the Iranians would still make
sense. The chronological indicator equating the regency of Burandukht with
12 years after the hijra ... toward the end of the caliphate of Abi Bakr [in 634 CE],
however, would throw the whole thing off, for clearly it was not Burandukht
who ruled in 634 CE, but Yazdgird III. How then can we possibly circumvent
this and attempt to reconcile the two accounts, when faced with such blatant
chronological confusion?

An objective methodology warrants that the Sasanian chronological indica-
tors given by Sayf be taken more seriously than his hijra dating. There are no
legitimate reasons for ignoring these Sasanian chronological indicators.”! After
all, the chronology of the rule of important Sasanian kings and queens during
this period—for whom we even have numismatic evidence—although still prob-
lematic, is nevertheless comparatively far better established than the uncertain
early hijra calendar superimposed post facto onto these narratives. Here, there-
fore, we have an independent chronological scheme against which we can gauge
our hijra dating. There should be no reason, therefore, to dismiss Sayf’s often
maintained, alternative chronological indicators which place these wars in the
period between 628-632 CE. The inertia in tackling this question of chronology
has been conditioned by an uncritical acceptance of what the fut#h narratives
promote as the ideological locomotive of these wars, namely, that these wars
were driven by the presumed policies of the first two Muslim caliphs after the
death of the Prophet.

The methodology we propose for tackling the chronological confusion that
permeates the futih narratives comprises a threefold scheme. First, in §3.2 and

928See §3.2.3. Sayf’s contention that the Byzantines, Persians, and Arab tribes cooperated together
in this war, and were defeated by Khalid b. Walid, has therefore led Fiick to argue that this is a du-
bious piece of information. Fiick, J.W., ‘Iyad’, in P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van
Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, 2007 (Fiick 2007) apud Tabari
1993, p. 67, n. 383. According to our proposed revised chronology, however, Fiick’s argument
becomes moot, as we shall see.

929Hamza Isfahani, Tarikh Sinni Mulik al-Ard wa ’l-Anbiya>, Beirut, 1961, edited by Yusuf Ya’qub
Maskuni (Flamza Isfahani 1961), p. 97, Hamza Isfahani, Tarikh Sinni Mulik al-Ard wa ’l-Anbiya’,
Tehran, 1988, translation of Hamza Isfahani 1961 by Ja‘far Shi‘ar (Hamza Isfahani 1988), p. 115.

930For Burandukht s double regency, see §3.3, especially page 203ff, and §3.3.4, especially 210ff;
for her dates based on a reassessment of the new and old numismatic evidence, see page 208ff.

91 At the very least, one ought to satisfactorily answer why some of these wars are so systemati-
cally and seemingly anachronistically attached to the rule of ephemeral Sasanian kings and queens
of this period.
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the first part of §3.3, we will collect the information on the conditions prevail-
ing in Iran during the reign of the Sasanian kings and queens who ruled from
the deposition of Khusrow II in 628 to the accession of Yazdgird III in 632 CE,
from sources that have their purview outside the provenance of the early Arabic
historical tradition and the fut#h narratives.”? Then, starting in §3.3.2, we shall
turn to Sayf’s account of the conquest. Here, we shall temporarily ignore the
hijra dates provided by Sayf and other futih literature on the early conquest of
Iraq and Iran, as well as any information pertaining to Arab generals, and con-
centrate instead on the data given for the conditions prevailing in Iran in these
same accounts. Here, in other words, we shall proceed from the assumption
that the information provided by the futih literature on Iran on this juncture
of Sasanian history ought to be collected and examined as if it originated from
a separate, independent corpus.”

Finally, we shall investigate how the information provided by Sayf in the
course of his narrative on the early conguest of Iraq correlates with the Sasanian
data of the same period that we had initially collected, in order to determine
the internal logic of the information provided by Sayf. Based on this methodol-
ogy, we shall conclude that, because Sayf’s information about internal Sasanian
affairs in the context of his account of the early conquest of Iraq proves to be
solid, these two sets of data, so systematically connected to each other, must, there-
fore, be interrelated. So much so that at some crucial junctures one set of events
in fact explains the other. In the historical memory of the participants and early
narrators of these events, these early conquests were so forcefully related to the
conditions prevailing in Iran and to the reigns of specific Sasanian kings and
queens of this period, that they inevitably maintained these connections.”* We
shall conclude, therefore, that the events which Sayf systematically attaches to
the rule of a particular Sasanian monarch did in fact transpire in that period and
not at the hijra dates proposed by him.

X%aday-Namag tradition

In assessing the reliability of the information provided o7 Iran by Sayf for these
crucial four years, 628-632, we are fortunate in that we are not simply confined
to the accounts of the conquest. Besides these we can resort to Persian and Ara-
bic sources that have their provenance in the X¥aday-Namagtradition,” for-
eign sources such as Sebeos—which probably are themselves based on Persian
sources—and numismatic and sigillographic evidence. The fount of all of these
sources, needless to say, is completely outside that of the futib literature. A sep-
arate section of Tabari details the accounts of the Sasanian dynasty including

932We will discuss the nature of these sources shortly.

933 Albeit this will only be a working hypothesis, for as we shall see, we do not believe this to be
the case.

934We are well aware that the information contained in the futih narratives was originally collected
as individual short khabars on the conquest of particular districts, cities, or regions. Noth 1994,
p- 32. Also see Leder 1992.

93See also our discussion on page 13.
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those monarchs ruling during the period of our concern. As has been estab-
lished during the past century, this section of Tabari as well as all most other
sources dealing with this period of Iranian history, were most probably based
on the various renditions of the X“aday-Namag tradition, and hence completely
independent from the futup literature.”*® The X¥aday-Namag tradition has its
own problems, especially during these tumultuous years. Nevertheless, as we
hope to show, the greater scheme of the events transpiring in Iran can be re-
constructed with reference to these sources. The material provided by Sayf not
only corroborates these outside sources, but also adds significantly to the infor-
mation contained in them. What we shall be attempting to do, in other words,
is to ignore the artificial rupture that is contained within our sources, where
the futuh literature is thought to have begun when the X*aday-Namag tradition
is reaching its end with the inception of Yazdgird III’s rule. The net effect of
this rupture in our sources has created a situation in which it has been difficult
to understand the progression of the conquests in the context of the events that
are transpiring in Iran itself during this period. Specifically, it has been hard to
examine the successes and the failures of the Sasanian army against the Arabs
during this period in the context of the alliances and rivalries unfolding within
Iran.*?’

Once we have disentangled and streamlined the confusing narratives of the
last quarter of a century of Sasanian history beginning with the murder of Khus-
row II Parviz in 628, a major theme emerges. Although the bewildering array
of personalities and groups do not seem to lend themselves at first to any logical
or systematic understanding, they actually partake in a quite comprehensible
dynamic that bespeaks the course of Sasanian history: the struggle of the Parsig
against the Pahlav. As we shall see, the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy finally
exhausted itself in the last decades of Sasanian history. In this final period of
Sasanian history, a regional dynamic superimposed itself on all other contextual
historical givens. The quarters of the north and the east, where the regional
power of all the dynastic Parthian families thus far examined was concentrated,

93Most of the narratives contained in this part of Tabari’s opus do not contain a sanad, and the
three or so that do are attributed to *Ikramah, Ibn Ishag, or Hisham b. Muhammad. See respectively,
Tabari 1999, pp. 324-327, de Goeje, 1005-1007; Tabari 1999, p. 335, de Goeje, 1013; and Tabari
1999, p. 379, de Goeje, 1044.

93 Walter Kaegi reflects on a similar problem when dealing with the Arab conquests of Byzan-
tine territories. Investigating the chronological or regional structures of the Arabic sources on the
conquest of Byzantine territories, Kaegi observes that these “structures of organization have their
value and of course without specific chronological references the task of the historian would be even
more formidable.” He notes, however, that what “has been lost in all these narratives, irrespective
of the reliability of the traditions that they report, is any understanding of the interrelationship and
potential coberence of those events.” Kaegi further argues justifiably that “there is always the danger
that coherence can be overemphasized ... But the disconnected and fragmentary historical ap-
proach has tended, unconsciously, to obscure the inter-connections between the warfare and diplomacy
in Syria and that of Egypt and Byzantine Mesopotamia.” Kaegi 1992, p. 13. The nature of the predica-
ment of the Iranist investigating this juncture of Sasanian history is, therefore, quite analogous to
that of the Byzantinist.
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ultimately ceded from those of the south and the west with the end result that
the house of Sasan, which so successfully had managed to link these regions
together through the course of four centuries, was finally destroyed. There was
order within the chaos of latter day Sasanian history. And while we do not
claim to be able to explain this process in all of its sociopolitical complexities,
and while we are cognizant of other crucial factors that affected this period
of Sasanian history—of which the Sasanian wars against the Byzantines during
Khusrow II’s reign surely take the lion’s share of the responsibility for explain-
ing the economic and political exhaustion of the empire—it is the contours of
the Sasanian-Parthian confederacy and its final collapse, that we shall attempt
to elucidate. What then were the conditions prevailing in Iran at the outset
of Khusrow II’s murder that moved the Parthian dynastic families to the final
dissolution of their confederacy with the Sasanian polity?

3.2 Shiruyih Qubad and Ardashir III: the three armies

As explained previously, we shall begin our reconstruction of the interregnum
period 628-632 using sources outside the futih literature. The reader should
anticipate that as a result of the particular methodology adopted, layers of in-
formation will become available on a piece-meal basis, the complete picture
emerging only at the end of this chapter.

3.2.1 Shirayih Qubad

We recall that the deposition of Khusrow II and the appointment of his son
Shirtyith Qubad (628) to power was brought about by the collective conspir-
acy of a number of very powerful dynastic factions. It is important to recall
that except for the Nimruzi faction led by Mihr Hormozd, who, probably be-
longing to a branch of the Stren family,”*® had adopted the title of Parsig,”
most other factions involved in overthrowing Khusrow II hailed from Parthian
families: the Ispahbudhan, represented by the powerful scions of the dynasty,
Farrukh Hormozd, Farrukhzad and Rustam; a branch of the Mihrans, under
the leadership of Khusrow II's éeran-spahbed of the kist-i nemroz, Shahrvaraz;
the Armenian faction, represented by the son of Smbat Bagratuni, Varaztirots*
(Javitean Khosrov);**® and finally the Kanarangiyan.”*! The Iranian forces had
at this point also broken up, we recollect, in three distinct armies: the army of
Azarbayjan under the leadership of Farrukh Hormozd; the occupation army of
Shahrvaraz; and the army of Nimruz, what Sebeos calls the army of Persia and
the East, under the leadership of Mihr Hormozd.

Before we proceed with the story of the Sasanians during this turbulent pe-
riod, a word of caution is in order. In line with their monarchical bias, the

938See footnote 850.

939See footnotes 308 and 838.

940Sebeos 1999, p. 53. For Smbat Bagratuni, see §2.7.2.

9 For the Kanarangiyan family’s agnatic background, see page 266ff.
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sources at our disposal attribute substantial powers to the short-lived monarchs
who ruled Iran from the deposition of Khusrow II onward. As the pendulum
of Sasanian history had now swung in favor of the dynastic families, however,
this was rarely the case, and certainly not for Khusrow II’s successor, Shiruyih
Qubad. Sebeos and some of the accounts based on the X*aday-Namag tradition
make it appear as though Shiruyith Qubad held a great deal of power. The peace
treaty with Heraclius and the termination of the hostilities with Byzantium are
both attributed to his actions.”*? The appointment of Varaztirots‘, the son of
Smbat Bagratuni, as the tanuter of Iranian-controlled Armenia, where he en-
listed the support of some of the other Armenian factions, is also attributed to
Shirayih Qubad.**® Some Arabic sources based on the X¥aday-Namag tradition
even depict Shirayih Qubad as a despot and, tangentially, as a womanizer.”**
In order to drive home the latter aspect of the king’s personality, Ferdowst in-
cludes an account of how Shirtiyih Qubad attempted to woo Shirin, the favorite
wife of his father, Khusrow II Parviz, into marrying him.**®

Shiruyih Qubad might very well have been a womanizer. It is doubtful,
however, that a king who was brought to power by the collective conspiracy
of the dynastic families, had any substantial power at his disposal. The peace
treaty with Heraclius was, as we have seen, instigated by Shahrvaraz and the
Prince of the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd.”* Shirtyih Qubad, in fact, was born
to Khusrow II through Maryam, the Byzantine emperor’s daughter.”* It might
very well have been the case, therefore, that in their selection of Shiruyih Qu-
bad as king, the factions also considered the young king’s Byzantine connection.
The support of the Armenian Varaztirots‘, moreover, was also most certainly
made with the understanding that Varaztirots* would continue to function as
the tanutér of Armenia under the new king. Shiruyih Qubad’s acquiescence to
this expectation was most probably already written into his promotion to the
throne.

Shirnyih Qubad’s minister Firnzan

Ferdowsi, in fact, graphically portrays the powerlessness of the youthful Shiru-
yih Qubad in the hands of the nobility. He depicts him as being frightened and
inexperienced (tarsandib o kham). When the dynastic factions had pressured
Shirtyith Qubad into killing his father, Khusrow II, the king was acting “like a

942Gebeos 1999, pp. 84-85.

9% According to Sebeos the “king Kawat [i.e., Shiriiyih Qubad] summoned Varaztirots‘, son of
Smbat Bagratuni, called Khosrov Shum, and gave him the office of tanuter. He made him marzpan
[marzban), and sent him to Armenia with [authority over] all his ancestral possessions in order to
keep in prosperity.” Sebeos 1999, pp. 86-87. Sebeos in fact equates the office of tanuter with the
title Khosrov-Shum (Khusrow Shentim). Ibid., p. 49.

9 Thadalibi 1900, p. 728, Tha<alibi 1989, p. 463.

9%5This queen Shirin, probably of Armenian descent, is also the main character in the medieval
romance of Shirin and Farhad, where this time her suitor, Farhad, was an architect at Khusrow 1T
Parviz’s court. Nizami, Ganjavi, Khusrow o Shirin, London, 1844, edited N. Bland (Nizami 1844).

946See page 1491f.

9% Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 197-198, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2857.
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slave in their pawns,” fearful of disobeying their collective order.”*8 Whereas, as
we have seen, one set of traditions, including Ferdowst’s, depicts the Pahlav dy-
nast Zad Farrukh (Farrukhzad) as the primary instigator of both Khusrow II’s
deposition and Shirtyih Qubad’s promotion, and hence as the one in control
of the young king,”** other sources emphasize the role of a Fayrtuz, Firuzan,
or Piruz, as he is variously called. Shirtuyih Qubad’s murder of seventeen of
his brothers, for example, is said to have been instigated by this same Firuzan,
called the minister of Shiruyih Qubad by Tabari.**® The Nihayat also belongs
to the set of traditions which maintain that Firtz ran state affairs under Shi-
rayith Qubad.”! In the Shabnama, he is called Pirtuz Khusrow, and is depicted
as the commander of the army.”®? The identity of this Firazan is crucial for
understanding the subsequent events. For now it is sufficient to note that this
Firuzan, belonging to the same camp as the Nimruzis, as we shall see, ultimately
assumed leadership of the Parsig.”>> The factions responsible for bringing down
Khusrow II Parviz, therefore, continued to take charge of affairs during the rule

of Shiruyih Qubad.

9*8Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 280, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2933:
:ﬁo.\;{&QUQ‘gCZ?:J:J dgs 0Mw S g &g AL dew i

949See §2.7.6.

950Nsldeke 1879, pp. 381-382, Noldeke 1979, p. 542. This Firtzan collaborated with a certain
Shamta, one of the sons of Yazdin, “the official in charge of [the collection of the] land tax ...
from the entire lands.” Tabari 1999, p. 398, de Goeje, 1061. Bosworth notes that Noldeke had
identified Yazdin from the Syriac sources as Khusrow II’s treasurer Yazdin. Thomas of Marga-
described Shamta as the “real driving force behind the conspiracy to dethrone the Khusrow II.”
As we have seen thus far, however, the conspiracy that led to the overthrow of Khusrow II Parviz
involved far too many factions and was far too long in the making to have been instigated by a
single individual. Nevertheless a question posed by Bosworth is worth pursuing, namely whether
this Yazdin is the same figure mentioned by Sebeos as the governor of Armenia under Khusrow
II Parviz. Considering the Armenian faction’s direct involvement in the overthrow of Khusrow II,
this is by no means unlikely. Tabari 1999, p. 398, n. 980, de Goeje, 1061.

91 He is referred to as Barmak b. Firiz in the Nihayat. Nihayat 1996, p. 438:

ot Wl s s ALl ua OF Al sa 5 G o ey Sligs s Kule ) e 3
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In Balami’s account, Shirtiyih Qubad’s minister is called Firuz (Firuzan) and considered the
ancestor of the Barmakids. This tradition is most probably spurious for the ancestors of the Bar-
makids were likely either Zoroastrian high priests, or Buddhist chiefs of the Nowbahar temple in
Balkh. The tradition, however, even if forged, and especially if forged, is nevertheless extremely
significant, for it testifies to the continued currents of consciousness of Parsig identity through the
eighth century and thereafter. The Barmakids also held the governorship of Fars, and it might have
been in this region that this ancestral pedigree was attached to them. Balami 1959, p. 253. For the
Barmakids, see Abbas, 1., ‘Barmakids’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, pp. 806-809,
New York, 1991 (Abbas 1991).

92 According to Ferdowst, Burandukht killed a Pirtiz Khusrow, which therefore this time cannot
be Firtzan, as he only died around 642 at the battle of Nihavand (see page 241ff). Ferdowsi 1971,
pp. 305-306.

933For more details on Firtizan, see page 196 below.
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The Byzantine-Sasanian peace treaty

Shirtyith Qubad’s powerlessness is also apparent in the decision-making pro-
cess that led to the Byzantine-Sasanian peace treaty, bringing thirty years of
warfare to an end.” As we have seen and shall further elaborate upon, our
evidence suggests that the peace treaty between the Persians and the Byzantines
was concluded not only as the result of an understanding reached by Shahrva-
raz and Heraclius, but also with the cooperation of Farrukh Hormozd and his
sons Rustam and Farrukhzad, who, at this juncture of Sasanian history, prob-
ably represented all the factions, including the Nimruzi faction.”> As in later
periods,”® all the contextual evidence at our disposal highlights the fact that
the Prince of the Medes was involved in the negotiations that resulted in the
peace proposals of 629. We should recall that during the third phase of the
Byzantine-Sasanian war,”’ Heraclius’ army had overrun the territories of the
Prince of the Medes (Farrukh Hormozd) in 624. When in 8 April 628, the Sasa-
nian king Shirtyih Qubad is said to have dispatched a letter proposing peace
to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, the latter was encamped in Gandzak, the
territory of the Prince of the Medes in Azarbayjan.”® A peace treaty with the
Byzantines now in partial control of his territories suited therefore the purposes
of Farrukh Hormozd admirably.

It took a while, however, to effect Shahrvaraz’s agreement to the peace
treaty. For as Sebeos informs us, when Shahrvaraz was “ordered [ostensibly
by Shiruyih Qubad to] collect his troops, come back to Persia, and abandon
Greek territory ... [the latter] did not wish to obey that order.”*® According
to Kaegi, it was in all probability only after Heraclius met with Shahrvaraz in
July 629, that the latter agreed to withdraw his forces.”®® Shahrvaraz’s initial

95*Sebeos” account hints as much. For, prior to making peace, the king took “council with the
nobles of his kingdom.” Sebeos 1999, p. 85.

9%Sebeos 1999, p. 107. Howard-Johnston takes Sebeos’ account at face value. Ibid., pp. 222-223.

9%6The intimate relations between the Prince of the Medes and the Byzantines is, in fact, specif-
ically highlighted for later periods. In describing the coalition that was being formed in 642-643
between the Byzantines, the Armenians, and the Ispahbudhan, Sebeos informs us that in his ca-
pacity as the successor to his father the Prince of the Medes (Farrukh Hormozd), Farrukhzad had
already made a pact with the Byzantine emperor Constans II (Constantine, 641-668), the grandson
of Heraclius, who had become the new emperor of Byzantium. The newly appointed governor
of Armenia, Tu‘mas “did not wish to break the pact between the emperor and the [son of the]
Prince of the Medes. He brought all the princes [of Armenia] into agreement with himself, went
to the [son of the] Prince of the Medes and made peace proposals to him. He received from him
many gifts, and promised him with an oath that he would have T‘€¢odoros brought in bonds to the
palace, because he was the prince of Armenia.” Sebeos 1999, p. 107. We should add here that the
epithet Prince of the Medes is applied by Sebeos also to other members of the family, as it is here to
Farrukhzad (Khorokhzat).

957See page 1491f.

938Sebeos 1999, p. 222.

939Sebeos 1999, p. 86.

90The True Cross, the relic believed to be the cross upon which Jesus was crucified, was taken as
a trophy to Khusrow I in 614. Its return to Jerusalem on 21 March 630, after the peace agreement
with Shahrvaraz, therefore, only took place toward the end of the reign of Ardashir III. Kaegi 1992,
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refusal to abide by this peace treaty indicates that, while his army was still in
the western war-ridden territories, the affairs of the kingdom were conducted
not only by Firuzan and the army of Nimruz, but also by the Ispahbudhan
Farrukh Hormozd and the army of Azarbayjan. Being absent from the center,
it was this collaboration that must have been worrisome to Shahrvaraz.

Heraclius, cognizant of the rivalries among the dynastic families, took full
advantage of the situation, for he played the two important factions, the Mih-
ranid Shahrvaraz and the Ispahbudhan Farrukh Hormozd, against one another.
Upon the death of Shiruyih Qubad in 628, Heraclius wrote to Shahrvaraz,
whose armies were still in control of substantial sections of Byzantine territory:
Now that the Iranian king is dead, “the throne and the kingdom has come to
you. I bestow it on you, and on your offspring after you. If an army is nec-
essary,”®! I shall send to your assistance as many [troops] as you may need.””*?
This gesture persuaded Shahrvaraz. For in the face of Farrukh Hormozd and
the Sistani contingent’s alliance, a collaboration between the Byzantine em-
peror and Shahrvaraz was a necessity. Howard-Johnston, while dismissing any
prior understanding between Heraclius and Shahrvaraz in 626 as political pro-
paganda articulated by the Byzantines,’®® maintains that that was 70 longer the
case in the events that transpired at the end of Shiruyih Qubad’s reign, for by
“629 ... both Heraclius and Sharvaraz had compelling reasons for reaching an
accommodation.””®* What were these compelling reasons for both sides? Hera-
clius’ predicament was clear enough. Shahrvaraz was the commander-in-chief of
the actual occupation forces in control of substantial sections of the Byzantine
territory.”®

Shahrvaraz, on the other hand, was very well aware that his faction was
only one of the factions side-by-side of the Ispahbudhan, the Nimruzi, the Ar-
menians, and the Kanarangiyan that had participated in deposing Khusrow 11
Parviz. As the two traditions discussed above bear witness, moreover, dur-
ing Shiruyih Qubad’s rule, the Ispahbudhan with their army of Atrapatkan

pp- 66 and 67 respectively.

%1Heraclius probably realized that Shahrvaraz’s army on its own could not reckon with the
combined forces of the army of Azarbayjan and the army of Nimruz.

962Sebeos 1999, p. 88.

963The “allegation [contained in Chronigue de Seert, Tabari and Dionysius] should probably be
rejected as a piece of deliberate disinformation, circulated to further Roman interests as the war
reached a climax in 627-628 CE.” Sebeos 1999, p. 223.

9%4Sebeos 1999, p. 223.

995 As the peace treaty between the Byzantine emperor and the Mihranid dynast makes clear,
these included the territories of Jerusalem, Caesaria in Palestine, all the regions of Antioch, Tarsus
in Cilicia, and the greater part of Armenia. Sebeos 1999, p. 224. It is extremely noteworthy that in
the stipulations of the terms of this treaty Shahrvaraz was not willing to abandon all the advantages
that the Sasanian forces of Khusrow II had gained in the course of the war. According to Howard-
Johnston, “Chronique de Seert 724 states unequivocally that the Euphrates was recognized as the
frontier between them, implying thereby that Shahrvaraz had insisted on retaining some of the
territory beyond the traditional post-387 frontier which he and his troops had conquered, that is,
the Roman provinces of Mesopotamia and Osrhoene which lay east of the Euphrates (with their
principal cities, Amida and Edessa).” Sebeos 1999, p. 224.
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(Azarbayjan) and the Nimruzi faction of Firuzan had forged an alliance under
the leadership of the powerful and towering figure of the Prince of the Medes,
Farrukh Hormozd. Hence, as Howard-Johnston explains, “Sharvaraz needed
to strengthen his position now that he was at odds with the government in Cte-
siphon.”*®® Shirtyih Qubad managed to stay in power for six to seven months
only. Tabari does not give an account of how he met his demise.”® In anticipa-
tion of our examination of the futih narratives, and jumping ahead of our story
for a moment, we should underline at this point that the X¥aday-Namag tra-
dition provides a crucial piece of information about the aftermath of Shirtyih
Qubad’s death. According to Thaalibi, when the puppet king died, “enemies
were on the march, and from the Arab [regions] strong winds were blowing ...
Shahrvaraz also started rebelling and conquered some of the cities in Byzan-
tium and his affairs grew strong.””*® According to Tha<alibi, therefore, at the
death of Shirtyih Qubad in 628, when the child king Ardashir IIT (628-630)
was elevated to kingship, the Arabs, too, were on the move against the Sasanian
empire. Dinawart also furnishes us with a chronology that closely corresponds
to Thaalibi’s. For according to Dinawari, when Burandukht assumed power, to
be discussed shortly, and the news reached the Arabs that there were no kings
left to the Persians, who therefore had resorted to a woman, Muthanna b. Ha-
ritha from Hira and Mugarrin from Ubullah, together with their tribe Bakr
b. Wail, began attacking the Persian realm.”®® The promotion of Burandukht
to regency, as we shall see further, however, actually started in 630 CE.*”°

3.2.2 Ardashir III

The next Sasanian king, Ardashir IIT (628-630), son of Shiruyih Qubad, was
only a child, by some accounts seven years of age, when he was placed upon
the Sasanian throne. On his coinage he is distinctly portrayed as a child.”!
Considering his youth, it is clear that his appointment was a symbolic act meant
only to ensure the presence of a Sasanian figure on the throne of the kingdom.
It goes without saying that the child king’s actual power during this period must
have inhered in one or another of the factions. Our evidence indicates that the
same factions which had brought Shiruyih Qubad to power, especially those

9%6Sebeos 1999, p. 231. Emphasis added.

9%7Bosworth notes that according to Ibn Qutaybah and Ibn al-Athir, the king ultimately died
from a plague that had spread through the war-ridden territories of Iraq at this juncture (for which
see §3.3.2 below), while Theophanes claims that the king was poisoned. Tabari 1999, p. 399. n. 984.

98 Thaqlibi 1989, p. 465.

99Dinawari 1960, p. 111, Dinawari 1967, p. 121. According to Dinawari, throughout the
caliphate of Abt Bakr (633-634), Muthanna b. Haritha attacked the Sawad from various corners.
Dinawari 1960, p. 112, Dinawar1 1967, p. 123.

970See §3.3.4.

97INéldeke 1879, p. 386, n. 1, Néldeke 1979, p. 584, n. 145; Thasalibi 1900, p. 731:

For further references for his coinage, see Tabari 1999, p. 401, n. 990.
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of the Prince of the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd, and of the Parsig, promoted
and—for a while at least—sustained Ardashir II’s regency.”’>

Avdashir III’s minister Mahadharjushnas

One set of narratives maintains, that the minister “in charge of the child’s up-
bringing and carrying the administration of the kingdom” during Ardashir III’s
reign was one Mih Adhar Jushnas or Mahadharjushnas,”? who apparently was
also a cousin of Khusrow IL”* According to Tabari, Mahadharjushnas “car-
ried on the administration of the kingdom in [such] an excellent fashion, [and
with such] ... firm conduct ... [that] no one would have been aware of Arda-
shir II’s youthfulness.”®”> Other sources such as the Shabnama, however, single
out a figure called Piruz Khusrow. It was to Piruz Khusrow that the child king
supposedly relegated the control of his army.”’® Thaalibi identifies this fig-
ure as Khusrow Firtuz and maintains that he was in charge of all of the king’s
affairs.”” There is very little doubt that Piraz Khusrow of Ferdowsi and Khus-
row Firuz of Thadalibi are none other than Tabari’s Fayruzan (Firuzan), Shi-
rayih Qubad’s minister responsible for instigating the king’s fratricide.””® The
two sets of narratives, therefore, betray, yet again, two separate founts of histor-
ical provenance: a Parsig and a Pahlav, for we will presently see that Firuzan and
Mahadharjushnas, respectively, each belong to one of these factions continuing
to sustain Ardashir III’s kingship.

3.2.3 Shahrvaraz’s insurgency

A while into Ardashir IIl’s reign, Shahrvaraz rebelled against the child-king
under the pretext that “the great men of the state had not consulted him about

972 Agreeing with Flusin’s dating of the event, Johnston maintains that “Shahrvariz must have
exercised power initially as regent for the young Artashir, since his execution of the boy and his
own ascent onto the throne took place on 27 April 630, after Artashir had reigned one year and six
months.” Sebeos 1999, p. 224. None of our Arabic or Persian sources contain any reference to this.

973Tusti 1895, p. 354.

974 According to Tabari this figure “held the office of high steward of the table (rivsat ashab al-ma-
udah).” Tabari 1999, p. 400, de Goeje, 1061. Ibn al-Athir calls him Mahadharjushnas (appearing in
the text mistakenly as Bahadur Jusnas). Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 1, p. 498. Yasqubi 1969, vol. 1, p. 196,
Yasqubi, Ahmad b. Abi Yacqub, Ta~»ikh, Shirkat-i intisharat-i Ilmi va Farhangi, 1983, translation of
Yacqubi 1969 (Yaqubi 1983), pp. 213-214. The Farsnama also calls him Mahadharjushnas and gives
him the title atabak. Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 261. Balami calls him Mihr Hass, clearly a typographical
error, and maintains that he was killed by Shahrvaraz. Balami 1959, p. 256.

975 Tabari 1999, p. 400, de Goeje, 1061.

976Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 294:
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977 Thasalibi 1989, p. 464, Tha<alibi 1900, p. 732:
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978See page 174.
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raising Ardashir III to the throne.””? According to Ibn Balkhi, Shahrvaraz
reprimanded Mahadharjushnas for not consulting him.”*® Alone, however, his
army could not have withstood the combined forces of the Nimruzi and the
Pahlav.”®! He needed therefore to break the bonds of the recently established
alliance. And so, he approached the leaders of the Parsig and forged an alliance
with the Nimruzis.”®? Along with 6,000 men from among the Persian army on
the Byzantine frontier, Shahrvaraz set out for the capital of the Sasanian king.”$?
Together with Noldeke, Bosworth notes that “it was indicative of the chaos and
weakness into which the Persian state had fallen that such a modest force was
able to take over the capital and secure power for Shahrbaraz himself.”*®* The
point, however, is that the army of the Persian state had already divided into
three factions in the midst of the events that led to Khusrow II’s deposition.
We recall that the Byzantine emperor had in fact encouraged Shahrvaraz to
mutiny and had promised him backup forces if he needed them.”®> Mahadhar-
jushnas, confronted by the eminent arrival of Shahrvaraz and his army, took
charge of protecting the king and the Sasanian capital. The conspiratorial atmo-
sphere is reflected in an anecdote relayed by Tabari. When Shahrvaraz’s army
besieged the capital, it was unable to gain entry. In need of help, the aspiring
Mihranid made recourse to a ruse. “He kept inciting a man named New Khus-
row, who was the commander of Ardashir III’s guard, and Namdar Jushnas,”®¢
the isbabadh (ispahbud, spahbed) of Nimruz, to treachery, until the two of them
opened the gates of the city to Shahrbaraz.”*® Surely, Namdar Jushnas, the spah-
bed of Nimruz, and New Khusrow, the commander of Ardashir III’s guard, had
more important affairs on their hands than to open single-handedly the gate of
the city for a besieging army. Potentially, New Khusrow (the heroic Khusrow)
is most probably a substitute for Pirtiz Khusrow (the victorious Khusrow), and
hence was none other than Firuzan, the leader of the Parsig. Ferdowst clearly
portrays his power, when he writes of Piruz Khusrow (Firuzan): “whether
young warriors or old warrior paladins, all were the cohorts of him.”*%8 In

979 Tabari 1999, p. 400, de Goeje, 1062. Ferdowsi 1971, vol. IX, p. 295, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2946.

980Tbn Balkhi 1995, p. 261.

981Realizing this, Shahrvaraz exclaimed, according to Ferdowsi, that “the king may have many
designs, but his affairs are in control of another army.” Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 295, n. 11,
Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2227:
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982Tabari 1999, pp. 400-401, de Goeje, 1062. Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2946.

983 Tabari 1999, p. 401, de Goeje, 1062.

984T abari 1999, p. 400, n. 989.

985See footnote 961.

986Most certainly a different personage than Mahadharjushnas, as will become apparent in the
remainder of the story.

987 Tabari 1999, p. 401, de Goeje, 1062. Emphasis added.

988 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 298, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2948:

N F st 5 S Wy g o b aes

180



CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST §3.2: SHIRUYIH AND ARDASHIR

any case, the figures of New Khusrow and Namdar Jushnas are meant only to
represent collectively the armies at their disposal, made up of the Nimruzi and
Parsig factions, what Sebeos had called the “army of Persia and the East.”*%’

Incidentally, Tabari’s narratives on the depositions of Khusrow II Parviz
and Ardashir IIl compliment one another. Mardanshah,””® mentioned in the
conspiracy against Khusrow II, was a padhispan®' of Nimruz, while in the
mutiny against Ardashir III, Namdar Jushnas appears as the spahbed of the re-
gion. There remains a discrepancy, however, insofar as Shahrvaraz’s seals also
identify him as the spahbed of the kist-i néemroz under Khusrow IL.7? This
anomaly can be easily explained, however, if we consider that Shahrvaraz had
already mutinied against Khusrow II toward the end of his reign,’®® leaving the
latter ample time to dispossess his general from his post. Besides, the unsettled
conditions after Khusrow II was deposed were perfectly amenable to a Nimruzi
faction assuming the title of spahbed, if the title in fact meant anything during
this tumultuous period of Sasanian history. As the previous eran-spahbed of
the quarter of the south (ksst-i nemroz), moreover, Shahrvaraz had presumably
come to collaborate intimately with the Parsig during his tenure.

So, once again, the Pahlav were divided in their promotion of a Sasanian
king. Moreover, the fate of the Sasanian monarch Ardashir III was decided
by the complicity of at least two of the three armies of the realm: the army of
Persia and the East under the control of the spahbed Namdar Jushnas of Nimruz
in collaboration with the Parsig leader Firtzan; and Shahrvaraz’s army. Having
seized the capital of the Sasanians, Shahrvaraz seized a number of leading men
and, appropriating their wealth, put them to death, along with the seven year
old king. Among these was Mahadharjushnas, the minister who had assumed
the responsibility of raising and protecting the young king. Thus, in 630, the
Nimruzi faction collaborated with Shahrvaraz to topple the child Ardashir III.

There then transpired an event that had only two other precedents in the
four hundred years of Sasanian history, the accession of a non-Sasanian to the
throne. Having deposed Ardashir III, with the complicity of the army of Persia
and the East, the Parthian Mihranid Shahrvaraz crowned himself king on 27
April 630. What is perhaps the most significant aspect of Shahrvaraz’s coro-
nation, however, is that together with the Mihranid Bahram-1 Chubin and the
Ispahbudhan Vistahm, he became the third Parthian dynast to claim Sasanian
kingship. The X“aday-Namag narrative in Tabari cloaks the Sasanian legitimist
perspective on the sacrilege of having a non-Sasanian on the throne in the garb
of an anecdote that highlights the usurper’s illegitimacy. As Shahrvaraz was
not from the “royal house of the kingdom ... when he sat down on the royal

989Gee page 155ff.
990See page 1571f.
91See footnote 411.
992Gce §2.5.4.
993See page 1491f.
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throne, his belly began to gripe, and this affected him so violently that he had
no time to get to a latrine, hence he [swiftly] called for a bowl ... had it set
down before the throne, and relieved himself in it.”*** Bosworth notes that this
story “is meant to heighten the enormity of Shahrbaraz’s temerity and his sac-
rilege by sitting down on the royal throne when he was not from the royal houses
of the Arsacids or the Sasanians.”%%

In fact, prior to the discovery of the seal of Pirag-i Shahrvaraz, on which he
insisted on his dynastic affiliation as a Mihranid, and prior to our identification
of this seal as belonging to the towering figure of Shahrvaraz,”® while his non-
Sasanian descent was acknowledged, his gentilitial background remained un-
clear. Now however, we have a better understanding of Sasanian history from
the late sixth century onward: a number of processes, including the reforms
of Khusrow I Nowshirvan and the policies of his son Hormozd IV, violently
disrupted the confederacy of the Parthians with the Sasanians with the effect
that, in the span of only four decades, from the 590s to 630, three Parthian dy-
nasts had claimed the Sasanian throne: Bahram-i Chubin from the Mihran,”’”
Vistahm from the Ispahbudhan,”® and Shahrvaraz from the Mihran. This,
however, is not the end of the Parthian aspiration to Sasanian kingship, as we
shall see shortly.””?

To belong to the Parthian dynastic families, to have a substantial and loyal
army, and to uphold Sasanian kingship through their confederation with the
house of Sasan was one thing. To usurp the title Shabanshah, King of Kings,
however, was, yet again, an altogether different story. The predicament of the
Parthians throughout Sasanian history, after all, had always been their agree-
ment to Sasanian kingship. To add insult to injury, upon usurping the throne,
Shahrvaraz murdered many of the elite, among them Mahadharjushnas.!°® The
resulting opposition meant that Shahrvaraz’s rule would also be short-lived,
lasting a total of only forty days, from 27 April to his murder on 9 June 630.1%"
Who then was responsible for the murder of the Parthian Shahrvaraz?

In Tabari’s account the actual murder of Shahrvaraz is attributed to one
Fus Farrukh, the son of Mah Khurshidan.!®? In Balami’s account this figure is
called Saqrukh, which is clearly a scribal error for Fus Farrukh.!°® In Thaali-
bi’s narrative the name of this figure is given as Hormozd-i Is.takhri; together

9% Tabari 1999, p. 402, de Gogje, 1063.

995 Tabari 1999, p. 402, n. 991.

9%See §2.5.4.

97See §2.6.3.

998See §2.7.1.

999See page 205ff below.

1000R endered in Balami as Mihr Hass, as we have seen. Balami 1959, p. 256.

100INsldeke 1879, p. 433, Noldeke 1979, p. 641.

1002Tabari 1999, p. 402, and n. 992, de Goeje, 1063.

1003 Balcami 1959, p. 258. The first letter fih in Fus Farrukh is dropped whereas a dot is added to the
second fih of the name, turning it into the letter ghaf.
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with his army, he besieged Shahrvaraz, defeated and killed him.!°* Ibn Balkhi
calls him Pusfarrukh and maintains, significantly, that he was put in charge of
killing Shahrvaraz by Burandukht.!°® According to Tabari, “two of his broth-
ers were roused to great anger at Shahrbaraz’s killing of Ardashir III and his
seizure of royal power.”1%% Fus Farrukh and his brothers were joined by a figure
called Zadhan Farrukh-i Shahrdaran, as well as “a man called Mahyay (?), who
was the instructor of the cavalrymen (muuddib al-asawira). These were accom-
panied by a large number of the great men of state and members of the leading
families.”’®” The group aided Fus Farrukh and his brothers “in killing various
men who had assassinated Ardashir III ... [and] various members of the class
of the great men of state.” Having done away with the Mihranid usurper, the
group “then raised to the throne Buran, daughter of Kisra.”!%® In this version
of Tabarr’s account, therefore, two main personalities are depicted as serving
a central role in the opposition to Shahrvaraz and are ultimately held respon-
sible for the murder of this powerful Parthian dynastic leader: Fus Farrukh-i
Mah Khurshidan and Zadhan Farrukh-i Shahrdaran. Now we recall that the
deposition and murder of the child-king Ardashir IIT was effected through the
collaboration of Shahrvaraz and the Nimruzi faction under the leadership of
the Parsig Firuzan. It follows therefore that Fus Farrukh-i Mah Khurshidan
and his brothers, together with Zadhan Farrukh-i Shahrdaran, must have risen
against these Parsig and Nimruzi factions gathered around Firuzan.

3.3 Burandukht and Azarmidukht: the Parsig-Pahlav
rivalry

According to Tabari, upon the murder of Shahrvaraz, when Fus Farrukh and
Zadhan Farrukh promoted Burandukht to Sasanian regency, the latter “en-
trusted Shahrvaraz’s office to Fus Farrukh, and invested him with the office
of her chief minister.”® This is reiterated also in Balamt’s account: Buran-
dukht, rendered here as Turan Dukht, gave her ministership to Fus Farrukh.
Baliami adds one other significant piece of information: this Fus Farrukh was
from Khurasan.'?!® Fus Farrukh thus became the minister of Burandukht. Who
then was Fus Farrukh? In order to attempt an answer we should begin by an
observation regarding his name: Fus Farrukh (fus from Middle Persian pus, son)
is the literal equivalent of Zadhan Farrukh (z4d, child of), both meaning the son
of Farrukh. Hence these names could simply be a substitute for the name Far-
rukhzad. And in fact, Fus Farrukh and Zadhan Farrukh are one and the same

100+ Thaqlibi 1900, pp. 733-735, Tha<libi 1989, pp. 467-468.
1005Thn Balkhi 1995, p. 262.

1006 Tabart 1999, p. 402, de Goeje, 1063.

1007 Tabari 1999, p. 403, de Goeje, 1063.

1008 T'abart 1999, p. 403, de Goeje, 1064.

1009 Tabari 1999, p. 404, de Goeje, 1064.

101083 ]<ami 1959, p. 258.
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figure, but not, as one would expect from the name, representing Farrukhzad,
the son of Farrukh Hormozd, but in fact, as we shall see shortly, representing
Farrukh Hormozd himself. Besides the literal identity of the name of Farrukh-
zad with both Zadhan Farrukh and Fus Farrukh, do we have any grounds for
considering him, or his father, to be the prime minister of Burandukht and the
figure—representative of a faction—responsible for toppling Shahrvaraz?

Before we proceed, two more observations are in order. Tabari’s epithet
shabrdaran for Zadhan Farrukh clearly reflects his office, namely the governor-
ship (shabrdari) of a region (shahr).®'! As for the epithet Mah Khurshidan,
considering the rarity of this name,'° one must forego Justi’s explanation of
Mah Khurshidan as a patronym, namely, son of Mah Khurshid, and simply opt
for its meaning, someone who has “the spirit of the moon and the sun (as his
protector).”!°3 Fus Farrukh thus becomes a dynastic figure who “seeks the pro-
tection of the sun and the moon,” not a far fetched assumption considering the
religious currents prevalent in the Sasanian realm by any means.!%

We can now state our main claim concerning Zadhan Farrukh-i Shahrda-
ran and Fus Farrukh-i Mah Khurshidan: they are in fact none other than the
famous Prince of the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd, the commander of the army
of Azarbayjan, under the leadership of whose family most other nobility were
gathered to oppose Shahrvaraz and the army of Nimruz. A major problem,
endemic to the Arabic as well as the Persian histories of the period, is the con-
fusion of the name of this dynastic scion, Farrukh Hormozd, with that of his
son, Farrukhzad.!°> As we shall see, layers of confusion in our accounts have
jumbled not only the identity of the members of this important Parthian dy-
nastic family and their ancestry, but also their central and crucial involvement
in the history of the Sasanians. Before we identify these layers of confusion, it is
best to investigate the accounts that unmistakably identify this important min-
ister of Burandukht’s reign. We shall start with the account of the Armenian
historian Sebeos.

According to Sebeos, shortly after Shahrvaraz attacked Ctesiphon and de-
clared himself king, the elite rebelled, killed the mutinous general Shahrvaraz,
and put Queen Bor (Burandukht), the daughter of Khusrow II, on the throne.
After the enthronement “they appointed as chief minister at court Khorokh
Ormizd, who was the prince of the region of Atrpatakan.”'°® This Khotrokh
Hormozd, of course, is none other than the Prince of the Medes, the Farrukh
Hormozd of the Arabic sources.!®"” All other narratives at our disposal corrob-
orate Sebeos’ account on this point. However, Sebeos’ narrative hereafter parts

01 Gyselen 1989, pp. 28-29.

1027ysti only cites this same figure. Justi 1895, p. 187
1013 Tysti 1895, p. 187. Tabari 1999, p. 402, and n. 992.
1014Gee Chapter 5, especially page 3571f.

10158¢e also our discussions on pages 151 and 187.
1016Sebeos 1999, p. 89.

1017See page 150.
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company with the Arabic and Persian sources. After narrating that queen Bor
appointed Khorokh Hormozd as the chief minister of the court, Sebeos informs
us that “this Khorokh sent a message to the queen [Bor]: ‘Become my wife’.”
The queen consented to this matrimony.!°® But as Sebeos informs us, this was
nothing but a ruse, for under the pretense of marriage, Burandukht actually
murdered Khofokh Hormozd (Farrukh Hormozd). Queen Bor (Burandukht)
was in power for two years, according to Sebeos, before she died.

Our other sources also identify the minister of queen Burandukht as Far-
rukh Hormozd. About this, therefore, there is no doubt: it was the Prince of
the Medes, the leader of the Pahlav, who promoted Burandukht to the throne
and fought against Shahrvaraz’s usurpation of the throne. The narrative of Far-
rukh Hormozd’s request of matrimony from a Sasanian queen is also provided
by other Arabic sources. Here, however, all of our other sources deviate from
Sebeos’ account: the queen in question is not Burandukht, but her sister, Azar-
midukht.!®" The region under Farrukh Hormozd’s jurisdiction, moreover, is
at times said to be Azarbayjan, but at other times Khurasan. Furthermore, in
all other narratives it was Azarmidukht and not Burandukht who ultimately
killed the Parthian dynast Farrukh Hormozd.

According to Yasqubi, for example, when Azarmidukht ascended the throne
Farrukh Hormozd, the ispabbud of Khurasan, approached her and declared:
“Today I am the leader of the people and the pillar of the country of Iran.” Far-
rukh Hormozd then asked the hand of Azarmidukht in marriage. The story
of the ruse of the queen and her murder of Farrukh Hormozd, attributed to
Burandukht by Sebeos, is then also narrated by Yasqubi, except that the queen
in question is Azarmidukht. Furthermore, after Azarmidukht killed Farrukh
Hormozd, “his son [i.e., the son of Farrukh Hormozd], Rustam, who was in
Kburasan, and who [later] fought Sasd b. Abt Waggas in Qadisiya, came and
killed Azarmidukht.”102

Why does Yasqubi maintain that Farrukh Hormozd was the spahbed of Khu-
rasan, while Sebeos calls him the Prince of the Medes and Atrapatkan? Was
Farrukh Hormozd in power over Azarbayjan or over Khurasan? Most Arabic
sources confirm that Farrukh Hormozd was the spahbed of Khurasan. Tabari,
for example, maintains that during Azarmidukht’s reign “the outstanding great
man of Persia was ... Farrukh Hurmuz, isbahbadh of Khurasan.”'°*! Tabari
also underlines for us the fact that during Azarmidukht’s reign “Rustam, son of
Farrukh Hurmuz, the man whom Yazdjird (IIT) was later to send to combat the
Arabs, was acting as his father’s deputy in Khurasan.”%? The Farsnama identi-
fies Farrukh Hormozd as the governor of Khurasan and maintains that “there

10188eheos 1999, p. 89.

1019y asqiibi 1969, vol. 1, pp. 197-198, Yaqubi 1983, pp. 214-215, Ibn Balkhi 1995, p. 269.
1020y2<qabi 1969, vol. 1, pp. 197-198, Yasqubi 1983, pp. 214-215.

1021 Tabari 1999, pp. 406-407, de Gocje, 1065.

1022 Tabari 1999, pp. 406-407, de Goeje, 1065.
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was none greater than him among the Persians.”!%? Balami adds the significant
piece of information that at the time of the murder of his father, the “great spab-
bed of Khurasan, Rustam, was himself in Khurasan.”19%* It is Mas<udi, however,
who finally clarifies the confusion. According to him, when Khurra Hormozd
(Farrukh Hormozd) was murdered by Azarmidukht, his son Rustam, the fu-
ture general at the battle of Qadisiya, and the figure who “according ro some was
the successor of his father in Khurasan and according to others in Azarbayjan and
Armenia,” came to queen Azarmidukht and killed her.!® Tt is significant to
note here tangentially that according to Mas-udi, Rustam’s murder of Azarmi-
dukht took place in 10 AH/631 CE.!%% Rustam is called Rostam-i Adhari (i.e.,
from Azarbayjan) by Masudi.'®” This, for good reason, for initially Rustam
was assigned the post of darigbed of Azarbayjan.1o?8

In short, while the confusion over the territorial domains of the family of
the Prince of the Medes remains, all Arabic sources, unlike Sebeos, maintain
that Farrukh Hormozd, the “leader of the people and the pillar of the country
of Iran,” and the figure besides whom “there was none greater ... among the
Persians,” asked the hand of Azarmidukht and not Burandukht in matrimony.
All maintain, moreover, that it was Azarmidukht who was responsible for Far-
rukh Hormozd’s murder in 631 and who lost her own life as a result at the
hands of Rustam. Moreover, Rustam, sometimes called Azari, is most often
identified as the spahbed of Khurasan, functioning in lieu of his father.

3.3.1 The Ispahbudhan

Our narratives, therefore, identify Farrukh Hormozd as one of the most im-
portant figures of the reigns of the two queens Burandukht and Azarmidukht.
Some sources call this figure either Fus Farrukh or Zadhan Farrukh, that is,
Farrukhzad, the other son of Farrukh Hormozd. Hence, already we can detect
three layers of confusion here. Firstly, the actual name of this towering figure
is variously given as Fus Farrukh, Zadhan Farrukh or, alternatively, as Farrukh
Hormozd. A simple confusion is at work here: the name of the father, Farrukh
Hormozd, and the son, Farrukhzad, have been confused. A second layer of
confusion surrounds the jurisdiction and power of this figure. Farrukh Hor-
mozd is sometimes called the prince of Atrapatkan (Azarbayjan) and at times
the governor of Khurasan. It is therefore not clear precisely over which of these

1023Thn Balkhi 1995, p. 269.

1024Prior to this, Khusrow II Parviz had given the governorship (imarat) of Khurasan to Farrukh
Hormozd. According to Balami, while Farrukh Hormozd was in the capital serving Khusrow II,
his son, Rustam, was serving as the representative (kbalifa) of his father in Khurasan. Balami also
includes the story of Farrukh Hormozd’s request of marriage from Azarmidukht and the queen’s
refusal and ultimate murder of Farrukh Hormozd. Balami 1959, p. 259.

1025Mas<iidi 1965 also contains Farrukh Hormozd’s request of marriage from Azarmidukht.

1026 Mas<uudi 1965, p. 103.

10271 jkewise, his father, Farrukh Hormozd, is said to be from Azarbayjan. Mas<di 1965, p. 103.

1028For the office of darighed, see Gyselen 2002, pp. 113-114; Khurshudian 1998, pp. 109-113; see
also our brief discussion on page 126.
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two regions our figure(s) held control. Thirdly, with the exception of Sebeos,
the ministership of Farrukh Hormozd is always attached to queen Burandukht,
and never to Azarmidukht, but it was from Azarmidukht that Farrukh Hor-
mozd requested matrimony, and at her hands that he lost his life. Rustam, the
son of Farrukh Hormozd and his deputy in Khurasan, then killed Azarmidukht
in revenge for his father’s murder.

Farrukh Hormozd, son of Vindiyih

Now the confusion over the actual name of Farrukh Hormozd and the substitu-
tion of the name of the father for his son, Farrukhzad, is a common occurrence
in our sources.'”” This confusion has led to substantial misunderstandings,
so much so that in some secondary literature to this day, Rustam, the other
son of Farrukh Hormozd and the brother of Farrukhzad, has been rendered
as Rustam-i Farrukhzad,'®° that is, Rustam the son of Farrukhzad. This mis-
understanding we must clear once and for all: Rustam was the son of Farrukh
Hormozd and the brother of Farrukhzad.!%!

The confusion of Farrukh Hormozd with his son Farrukhzad was pointed
out long ago by Justi. Mirkhwand, for example, maintains that Farrukhzad
was the father of Rustam.!%? Tabari also commits the same mistake switching,
many times over, the name of Farrukh Hormozd with that of the latter’s son
Farrukhzad. Néldeke noticed this confusion in Tabari,'%? but did not recog-
nize the full ramifications of it. This confusion is clearly illustrated in Balami’s
account. For while in one passage, Balami correctly identifies Farrukh Hor-
mozd as Rustam’s father, later in this same narrative he contradicts himself by
saying that “the name of the father of Rustam, the governor of Khurasan, was
Farrukhzad.”

This confusion, in fact, had left a number of episodes of late Sasanian his-
tory inexplicable. Most significantly, it has in all probability thoroughly ob-
scured the ancestry of the family of Farrukh Hormozd, the Prince of the Medes.
With a high degree of confidence, we can now postulate that the family of Far-
rukh Hormozd is none other than the Ispahbudhan family. Farrukh Hormozd
himself was the son of Vinduyih, the uncle and first minister of Khusrow II and
the brother of the towering figure of Vistahm, who both had helped Khusrow II
to power, but later were killed by him.!®* This crucial piece of information,

1029Gee for instance Gardizi, Abu Sadd ‘Abd al-Hayy, Tarikh-i Gardizi, Tehran, 1984, edited by
’Abd al-Hayy Habibi (Gardizi 1984), p. 103. See also our discussions on pages 151 and 184.

10307 arrinkub 1975, p. 10. In the translated volume of Tabari, he is even called Rustam b. Farrukh-
zad al-Armani, Tabari, The Battle of al-Qadisiyyah and the Conquest of Syria and Palestine, vol. XII
of The History of Tabari, Albany, 1992, translated and annotated by Yohanan Friedmann (Tabari
1992), p. 232.

1031Geheos 1999; Hamza Isfahani 1988.

10327ysti 1895, p. 96. According to Justi, in his Histoire des Rois de Perse, Nikbi ben Massoud not
only transposes the figure of Farrukh Hormozd on to, this time, his son Rustam, but calls him
Farrukhzad.

1033N5ldeke 1879, pp. 393-394, and p. 344, n. 1, Néldeke 1979, p. 591, n. 171.

1034See §2.7.1. For a reconstructed genealogical tree of the Ispahbudhan, see page 471.
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however, has been lost as a result of the substantial confusion between the
names of the father and son in our sources. For instance, as Balami’s editor
observes,'% the name is given in Tabari as Farrukhzad-i Binduwan, that is, Far-
rukhzad, son of Bindi.'®® Tbn al-Athir, too, succumbs to this confusion when
he maintains that after the death of Ardashir III, when the Sasanian crown had
remained vacant, “the women of the Sasanian household spoke and instructed
Farrukhzad, ibn al-Bindhuwan to choose a Sasanian king from wherever possi-
ble.”1%” Now, Bindu is the shortened, Arabicized version of Vinduyih. More-
over, in almost all of the cases where Farrukhzad is rendered as Farrukhzad-1
Binduwan, the context makes it amply clear that the person talked about is in
fact Farrukh Hormozd. We must therefore amend these sources appropriately:
Farrukhzad and Rustam were the sons of Farrukh Hormozd, who in turn was
the son of Vinduyih; Vindayih of the Ispahbudhan family, the brother of Vis-
tahm and the son of the famous Asparapet whose exact name remains confused
in our sources.

Territorial domains of the Ispabbudhan

What strengthens this identification is our awareness of the formidable power
of the two families, the Ispahbudhan and the family of the Prince of the Medes,
as well as our knowledge of the overlap of their territorial domains. As es-
tablished in the previous chapter, Asparapet and his sons Vistahm and Vindu-
yih held power, not only in the kist-i khwarbaran (west), but also in the kist-1
khwarasan (east),'®® where their original homeland was located, and where Vis-
tahm eventually carved out an independent kingdom for almost seven years.!®*
Moreover, Sebeos makes it clear that in his fight against Bahram-i Chubin, Vis-
tahm’s power base was located in Azarbayjan,!®* although he does not com-
ment on the extent of the Ispahbudhan’s power in the latter region.'®! Now,
these same territories were also under the control of the family of the Prince of
the Medes. The agnatic structure of the dynastic families made this continuity
inevitable even after the reforms of Khusrow I: dynastic domains ultimately re-
mained within the families of a particular dynast even if that dynast, Vistahm in
this case, had lost his exalted position in the eyes of the Sasanians. It is impossible
to consider the incredibly powerful families of the Ispahbudhan and the Prince

1035Balcami 1959, p. 283 and n. 6.

1036The Persian possessive in names is often rendered by the suffix -az, so that Farrukhzad-i Bindu-
wan in this case means Farrukhzad of Bindu.

1037Tbn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 393:
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1038For the sigillographic evidence, see page 1071f.

1039Gee §2.7.1.

1040Gee page 128.

10411y the apocalyptic account that Sebeos provides from the prophecy of Daniel, he clearly con-
nects the territory of the Medes and the Parthians: the “Sasanian kingdom ... [has] three ribs in its
mouth, the kingdom of the Persians, Medes and Parthians.” Sebeos 1999, p. 105.
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of the Medes as two distinct families, if we take into consideration the genealog-
ical tree that we have constructed and the agnatic infrastructure that regulated
them together with the overlapping of the territorial domains of these families.
The accounts of the X“aday-Namag tradition highlight the familial relation of
the Ispahbudhan with the family of the Prince of the Medes. In all the accounts
that detail Khusrow II’s deposition, the family of the Prince of the Medes is
shown to have played a leading role. And in the list of grievances that was sub-
mitted to Khusrow II by Farrukhzad in a group of our narratives, as we have
seen,'®? the murders of Vistahm and Vinduyih took a primary place.

What further corroborates this genealogical reconstruction is that in the
wars that subsequently took place against the Arabs, Rustam of the family of
the Prince of the Medes brought to the front what was tantamount to a dy-
nastic army, in which the sons of Vistahm, Vinduyih and Tiruyih, together
with other members of the Ispahbudhan family, fought side by side with Rus-
tam, the grandson of Vinduyih, and other members of the family of the Prince
of the Medes.!® Moreover, following the age-old tradition of rivalry among
the Parthian dynastic families, the dynastic struggles in which the family of
the Prince of the Medes became involved—in direct continuity of the rival-
ries that had engulfed the Ispahbudhan family—were against none other than
the Mihran family.!®** In the unlikely event that the identification of Farrukh
Hormozd’s ancestry with that of the Ispahbudhan family does not hold under
closer scrutiny, the postulate does not distract from the tenor of the rest of our
argument, that is, from the period of Khusrow II onward, the Parthian family
of Farrukh Hormozd, Farrukhzad, and Rustam was one of the most powerful
dynastic families to hold power over both Azarbayjan and Khurasan, the latter
being the traditional fiefdom of the Parthian families. Furthermore, Farrukh
Hormozd’s family was one of the primary factions that supported not only
Shiruyith Qubad’s and Ardashir III’s kingship, but also Burandukht’s regency,
bringing her to power in 630 CE. What then explains the tenor of the narratives
that claim that Farrukh Hormozd asked for the hand of Azarmidukht in mar-
riage? Here we shall have to stop our primary reliance on the X“aday-Namag
tradition. Our search for an answer must now involve a critical examination and
juxtaposition of the futih narratives—specifically the traditions handed down
by Sayf b. <Umar and those following him—with those of the X“aday-Namag
tradition. Numismatic evidence will prove to be our corroborating gauge. Sig-
nificantly, it is only in the course of examining some of the important battles
in the early Arab conquest of Iraq that we can further reconstruct the nature
of the over-arching rivalry between the Pahlav and the Parsig, the effect of this
rivalry on the defensive war efforts of the Iranians against the encroaching Arab
armies, and what we believe to be the chronology of this first phase of the Arab

1042Gee page 154.

10435ee page 212 below.

104 This struggle culminated in the sacking of the Mihrans’ capital Rayy with the complicity of
the Ispahbudhan; see §3.4.4, page 2501f, and page 264{f.
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conquest of Iraq. The value of Sayf’s futih narratives, the precise relationship of
Farrukh Hormozd to Azarmidukht and Burandukht, as well as a host of other
crucial dimensions of this juncture of Sasanian history, will only become fully
explicated once we have undertaken this investigation. The reader must bear
with us, however, for all of this will require that we go back to an earlier point,
namely, the events that transpired during the reign of Shiruyith Qubad, for it is
at this juncture that the the narratives in the futih literature begin.

3.3.2 Analepsis: Arab conquest of Iraq

Sayf’s account of the initial phase of the conquest of Iraq begins with a very
significant chronological and symbolic indicator: when “Khalid b. Walid was
done with the business of Yamamah”, Abu Bakr (632-634) wrote to him: “Go
onward toward Iraq until you enter it. Begin with the gateway to India, which is
Ubullah [i.e., Basrah, the port city near the Persian Gulf]. Render the people of
Persia (Fars) and those nations under their rule peaceable.” Now Yamamah was
where Khalid had defeated the pseudo-prophet Musaylimah.!%* The signifier, at
the very inception of Sayf’s account, therefore, is the 7idda'®* wars conducted
under the direction of Abt Bakr.!'®” The accepted hijra chronology provided
by Sayf, moreover, puts the start of these wars in 12 AH, conventionally dated
to 633 CE.

The battle of Ubullah

The battle of Ubullah, one of the first wars reported during this phase of the
conquest under Khalid b. Walid’s command has raised questions. Donner, for
example, has maintained that the conquest of Ubullah was probably undertaken
somewhat later than 634 under the command of <Utbah b. Ghazwan.!*® Blank-
inship, on the other hand, notes that Khalifat b. Khayyat records Khalid’s cam-
paigns in the vicinity of Basrah during this period, while Baladhuri also notes
Khalid’s presence around Basrah. All this suggests, Blankinship argues, that
“Khalid at least may have led a raid there although <Utbah actually reduced the
area.” 1% Controversy surrounds, therefore, the chronology of the inception
of these wars. Who were the Persian commanders participating in the battle of
Ubullah, however? And what are the Sasanian chronological indicators for this
battle?

The Persian commanders mentioned in the course of this campaign are Ja-
ban (Arabicized form of Middle Persian gawan), the governor of Ullays;!%°

Azadbih, the governor (marzbin) of Hira and the commander of the Sasanian

1045 Tabari 1993, p. 1, n. 3, p. 2, n. 9.

1046Gee footnote 900.

1047 This theme is reiterated a number of times in Sayf’s account. See, for example, Tabari 1993,
pp- 4, 7 and 8, among others, de Goeje, 2018, 2020.

18 Donner 1981, p. 329, n. 66.

10499 Tabari 1993, p. 2, n. 9.

1050Tabari 1993, p. 5, de Goeje, 2018.
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cavalry;'%! and the general Hurmuz (Hormozd), who might have been the

commander of the Gateway to India, although it has been suggested that the
appearance of this individual was Sayf’s fabrication.!®? During the course of
this war, Khalid wrote to Hormozd and urged him to become a Muslim or opt
to pay the jizya. Now these raids, as they are called, are described under the
year 12 of hijra (633 CE) and are said to have been directed by Abu Bakr after
the defeat of Musaylamah.

For our purposes, however, another significant chronological indicator is
given here by Sayf. At the receipt of Khalid’s letter, Hormozd sent the news to
Shirayih Qubad and to Ardashir 111, after which he mobilized his forces.!°* Un-
like Sayf’s account, where there is a confusion as to whether this war took place
during Shiruyith Qubad’s reign (628) or during Ardashir III’s reign (628-630),
however, Ibn al-Athir maintains that the battle of Ubullah took place during the
reign of Ardashir I11.1* The anachronism in Sayf’s mention of these Sasanian
kings was caught by Blankinship,!®* who noted that, while Shirayih Qubad
and Ardashir I ruled in 7-9 AH/628-630 CE, these wars reportedly took place
in 12 AH/633 CE, a year after the death of the Prophet and the inception of the
rule of the Sasanian king Yazdgird II1.1%¢ If we continue to uphold the accepted
hijra dating of these events, this objection would be valid. What would happen,
however, if, as we suggested at the beginning of this chapter, we choose to ig-
nore the hijra date altogether, and—even if we admit the participation of Khalid
b. Walid in these raids—presume that these raids in fact did take place around
the time when Shiruyih Qubad died and the seven-year old child Ardashir III
was enthroned? After all, why would the early traditionalist have connected
this war to the rule of Ardashir IIl when Yazdgird III was ruling? Would this al-
ternative chronological scheme make sense if we compare it to the information
that we have now garnered about Ardashir III’s reign from the X%aday-Namag
tradition and other sources?

It can be readily observed that Sayf’s information about the paramount Sasa-
nian figures involved in the battle of Ubullah betrays a highly reasonable inter-
nal logic when considered in isolation from the remaining information on Arab
generals and figures and when we disregard the hijra dating. According to Sayf,
when Hormozd organized his army, he gave the command of the two wings to
two brothers called Qubad and Antshjan. Qubad and Antshjan were of Sasa-
nian descent through the Sasanian kings Shirtyih Qubad and Ardashir II1.1%%7

1051 Tabari 1993, p. 5, de Goeje, 2019.

1052Tabari 1993, p. 9, n. 62.

1053 Tabari 1993, pp. 11, 16, de Goeje, 2023, 2027.

1054Tbn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 141.

1055BJankinship’s assessment, needless to say, is here given only as an example of the paradigmatic
methodology relied upon in the field, which ultimately disregards the Sasanian chronological indi-
cators in favor of the accepted hijra dating.

1056Tabari 1993, p. 11, n. 73 and 74.

1057 Tabari 1993, p. 12, de Goeje, 2023.

191



§3.3: BURANDUKHT AND AZARMIDUKHT CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST

Antshjan is further identified as the son of Jushnasmah.!%® Who are these fig-
ures? Can we in fact establish any connection between these and the rule of
Shiruyih Qubad or Ardashir ITI? We must start with an onomastic observation:
the name Jushnasmah is an abbreviated form of Jushnas Mah Adhar, where the
final suffix adhar (fire) has been dropped,'®” and hence in its inverted form, the
name becomes Mahadharjushnas. As we recall, Mahadharjushnas (Jushnasmah)
was the minister of the child Ardashir I “in charge of his upbringing and carry-
ing the administration of the kingdom.”%° He undertook to protect the child
Ardashir III and his capital, when the Nimruzi faction together with Shahrva-
raz were conspiring to topple the king. And so we can expect the minister’s
sons Anushjan and Qubad to have taken part in the battle of Ubullah. The
executive powers under the command of Anushjan were in fact so great that he
undersigned a peace treaty with the Arabs after the battle.!%! Now, Ardashir III
ruled for about one year and seven months, until Shahrvaraz usurped the Sasa-
nian throne on 27 April 630. Based on our alternative chronology, therefore,
the battle of Ubullah would have taken place anytime between September 628
CE and April 630 CE, that is 7-9 AH. However, since some of the accounts still
mention Shiruyih Qubad, we should conclude that this battle probably took
place sometime in 7 AH/628 CE.

The battle of Dhat al-Salasil

A series of other battles, also placed by Sayf in the year 12 of hijra, follow this
same internal logic. The battle that subsequently took place between Khalid
and Hormozd is called the battle of Dhat al-Salasil. Significantly, Blankinship
notes that this battle, which is reported only by Sayf, “has the same name as the
expedition of Amr b. al-As in the year 8/629, where it refers to a place.” This war

1058Ba1adhuri, Ahmad b. Yahya, Futith al-Buldan, Leiden, 1968, edited by M.]. de Goeje (Baladhuri
1968), p. 340; Tabari 1993, p. 12, n. 78. The name of Antshjan, therefore, might in fact be the
abbreviated form of Anush Jushnasp, just as the name of his brother would be Qubad Jushnasp.
1059T_his name is formed on the same scheme as, for instance, a name attested on the seals: Bahram-i
Mah Adhar; see §2.6.1.

1060Tabari 1999, p. 400, de Goeje, 1061. See page 1791f.

1061Hjis name is here given as Nashjan b. Jusnasma. This information is provided by Baladhuri in
the following context, although, naturally, he also puts these events in the year 12 of hijra: “They
say that Suwayd b. Qutbah, or according to some Qutbat b. Qatadah, was constantly looting the
<ajam in the vicinity of Khuraybah in Basrah, as Muthanna ... was looting the environs of ... Hira
... In the year 12 of hijra, when Khalid b. Walid came to Basrah, and set out for Kufa, he helped
Suwayd [b. Muqarrin] in the battle of Ubullah. Others maintain that Khalid did not leave Basrah
until he conquered Khuraybah. The arms depot (zinistan) of the Persians was there ... They also
say that he went to Nahr al-Maraat and conquered the palace there through a peace treaty with Nu-
shjan b. Jusnasma.” The owner of the palace in Nahr al-Marat, Kamindar, the daughter of Nersi
(Narst), was the paternal cousin of Nushjan. Baladhuri 1968, p. 340. Also see Khayyat, Khalifat b.,
Tarikh, Beirut, 1977 (Khayyat 1977), pp. 117-118. This Anushjan is probably related to Antshnad
b. Hash-n-sh-bandih, whose name is a clear corruption of Anush Jushnasp, mentioned by Famza
Isfahani among the Iranians who held the governorship over various Arab territories during the
reign of Khusrow I and part of that of Hormozd IV. Hamza Isfahani 1961, p. 116, Hamza Isfahani
1988, pp. 141-142.
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has also been reported by Ibn Hisham, Waqidi, and Ibn Sad in the Sirah, Kitab
al-Maghazi, and Tabaqat al-Kabir respectively, as having taken place during the
year 8 of hijra, that is, 629 CE.1%? In other words, if we follow the Sasanian
chronology, and compare it to the events described for the year 8 of hjra in
other Arabic sources, then this war took place probably in 629. Hormozd,
who was from “the highest nobility among the Persians ... [and] from [one
of ] the sever houses,”'%* was killed in the battle of Dhat al-Salasil, whereas A-
nushjan and Qubad escaped.!%* Toward the end of this narrative, furthermore,
Tabari takes “the rare and unusual step of denouncing Sayf’s story,” observing
that the narrative as we have it is “different from what the true traditions have
brought us. For the battle of Ubullah was only in the days of <Umar, when it
was accomplished at the hands of <Utbah in the year 14 of the hijra [i.e., 635-
636 CE].”1% Blankinship takes issue with Tabart’s observation and notes that
“some of the points of Sayf’s story are related by Ibn Khayyat ... with isnads
from others than Sayf.”19%

The battle of Madhar

Sayf then narrates the battle of Madhar and claims that it, too, took place in
12 AH/633 CE.1%” What, however, are the Sasanian chronological indicators
provided by Sayf? According to Sayf, when Khalid b. Walid had written to
Hormozd urging him to become a Muslim or pay the jizya, Hormozd had in
turn written to Shiruyih Qubad and Ardashir Il and informed them of the con-
tent of the letter and the fact that Khalid “had set out from al-Yamamah against
him.”1%8 The child Ardashir III allegedly responded to Hormozd’s warning of
impending warfare by sending one Qarin to his aid. While the exact genealogy
of this Qarin cannot be reconstructed with the information at our disposal,'%’
there is no doubt that he belonged to the Parthian dynastic family of the Karins.
Qarin put Qubad and Anushjan, the sons of Jushnasmah (Mahadharjushnas),
the prime minister of Ardashir III, once more in charge of the two wings of his

1062Thn Hisham, b. Muhammad, Sirah, Cairo, 1956 (Ibn Hisham 1956), pp. 623-624; Wagqidy,
Muhammad b. <Umar, Kitab al-Maghazi, London, 1966, edited by M. Jones (Waqidi 1966), pp. 769-
774; Ibn Sad, Tabaqat al-Kabir, Leiden, 1940, edited by E. Sachau (Ibn Sad 1940), p. 131; Tabari
1993, p. 13, n. 86.

1063 Tabari 1993, p. 14, and n. 87, de Goeje, 2025.

1064 Tabari 1993, p. 13, de Goeje, 2025.

1065 Tabari 1993, p. 14, de Goeje, 2026.

1066 Among the raids that Muhammad ordered in 7 AH/628 CE, Khayyat lists that of <Amr b. al<As
and Zayd b. Harithah to Dhat al-Salasil, in the direction of the regions in Iraq. Khayyat 1977,
p- 85; Tabari 1993, p. 14, de Goeje, 2025. For the year 6 AH/627 CE, he mentions the message
of Muhammad to Khusrow II, the king’s murder by Shirtyih Qubad, and the death of the latter
through pestilence. Khayyat 1977, p. 79.

1067Blankinship again notes that this battle was actually fought by <Utbah b. Ghazwan later, “so
that Sayf’s report here is chronologically improbable.” Blankinship gives reference to Morony 1984,
pp- 127 (map), 160, and Donner 1981, p. 329, n. 66.

1068 Tabari 1993, p. 16, de Goeje, 2027. Note the ridda indicator again.

1069T he actual name of this Qarin, according to Sayf, is Qarin b. Qaryanis. Blankinship notes that
the vocalization that he has given is conjectural. Tabari 1993, p. 16, n. 104.
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army. In other words, a predominantly Pahlav army was sent to Hormozd’s aid.
The internal evidence provided by Sayf on both of the major figures involved
in the battle of Madhar, and his contention that these were active during the
regency of Ardashir IIT (628-630), continues to tally with the course of events
transpiring in Iran as we have reconstructed these based on the X“aday-Namag
tradition.

Presumably before reaching Hormozd, however, Qarin and his forces hear
of his defeat and death. Since Hormozd had been killed in the battle of Dhat al-
Salasil, which took place prior to the battle of Madhar, the army commanded by
Hormozd needed indeed a new commander, hence the dispatch of the Parthian
general Qarin. Qarin arrived at the scene only to intercept the remnants of
the fleeing army of Hormozd. Faced with the withdrawal of Sasanian forces
they “encouraged each other [to return to the] fight once more.” Who were
these people encouraging each other? Sayf provides crucial evidence: The “rem-
nants /of the forces of] al-Ahwaz and Fars [said] ... to the remnants of al-Sawad
and al-Jabal, ‘If you split up, you will never join together afterward. Therefore
join together to go back [to fight once more].”'%° Two groups of people are
here distinguished: 1) the forces of Ahvaz and Fars, and 2) the forces of Sawad
and Jibal. As the regional power of the Pahlav was partly in the north, here
identified with Sawad and Jibal, under the leadership of Mahadharjushnas and
Qarin, it follows that the forces of Hormozd must have hailed from Ahvaz
and Fars, that is, from the Parsig domains. Hence, we are dealing here with a
regional distinction, north versus south, on to which a different sort of divi-
sion is superimposed, the Pahlav versus the Parsig.!%! For the moment we can
summarize our narrative. We are still dealing with the reign of the child king
Ardashir III (628-630). A certain Hormozd was in command of the forces that
were brought to the war against the Arabs. Two of the important commanders
who were dispatched to serve under Hormozd, Qubad and Anushjan, were the
sons of the minister who was in charge of affairs during Ardashir III’s regency,
Mahadharjushnas (Jushnasmah). Hormozd, however, was defeated and killed in
the battle of Dhat al-Salasil, which according to some sources took place during
the year 8 of hijra (629 CE), precisely during the rule of Ardashir III. When Hor-
mozd died and his army was on the verge of withdrawing, however, the regional
armies warned each other that to disperse would mean disaster. The command
of the forces was then taken over by the Parthian general Qarin. In the subse-
quent battle of Madhar, Qarin, Qubad, and Anushjan were all killed.!*”?> For
our purposes we should note here another piece of information provided by
Sayf: “Qarin’s nobility had lapsed. After him the Muslims did not fight anyone
whose nobility had lapsed among the Persians.”'%3

1070 abari 1993, p. 16, de Goeje, 2027.

1071%e should recall here that according to Maswdi, Fars was the domain of the Parsig, while
“Mahat [Media] and other regions” belonged to the Pahlav. See footnote 145.

1072 T abari 1993, p. 17, de Goeje, 2027.

1073 Tabari 1993, p. 17, de Goeje, 2028.
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The battle of Walajah

In the battle of Walajah, described next, and placed among the wars taking
place in 12 AH/633 CE, the news of the defeat and murder of Qarin reached
Ardashir III. The child Ardashir IIT reportedly sent a figure called Andarzghar,
who “was a Persian from among the mixed-bloods of al-Sawad and one of its
inhabitants, to the war front.” Prior to this, he had been “in charge of the
frontier of Khurasan.”'* This Andarzghar, however, Sayf informs us, “was not
among those who had been born at al-Mada’in, nor had he grown up there. So Arda-
shir III ... sent Bahman Jadhuyih after him with an army.”'”> There was, in
other words, something wrong with Andarzghar, namely that he was of mixed
blood and not from Ctesiphon. Andarzghar, it must be noted, is a title, not a
name, made up of andarz (council) and gar, the Persian suffix denoting one who
has a profession, in this case, a councillor.!® We can now recapitulate: Once
Hormozd and Qarin were dead, Ardashir Ill—or rather, the factions in control
of the child Ardashir IIl—sent a figure called Andarzghar to the war front. The
command of Andarzghar, however, was not accepted and Bahman Jadhuyih
was sent in his stead. People then joined Andarzghar and Bahman Jadhuyih to
engage the Arabs at the battle of Walajah.!'”” As we recall from the X¥aday-
Namag tradition, however, Ardashir III’s reign was thoroughly tumultuous.!”’
The Persians were, therefore, yet again defeated at the battle of Walajah.!%”

The battle of Ullays

With the narrative of the war of the battle of Ullays, which s still taking place
in the year 12 of hijra according to Sayf, we are given further significant inter-
nal Sasanian chronological indicators. Sayf’s narrative connects in a continuous
fashion to that given for the battle of Walajah. Bahman Jadhuyih, Sayf informs
us, “was the spokesman of Persia on one day out of their month. They divided
their months so that each month consisted of thirty days. On each day the Per-
sians had a [different] spokesman, who was appointed to speak for them before
the king. Their spokesman was Bahman Jadhuyih on the second day of the
month.”1%% The child Ardashir I supposedly wrote to this spokesman for the
Persians and ordered him to go forth in order to engage the Arabs. Bahman
Jadhuyih, however, disobeyed Ardashir III’s orders and sent Jaban in his stead,

1074 Tabari 1993, p. 19, de Goeje, 2030.

1075 Tabari 1993, p. 19, de Goeje, 2029.

1076 According to Khurshudian, the title andarzgar was carried as a name by some Mazdakites,
suggesting perhaps that this general Andarzghar was one of the allegedly illegitimate offspring from
the noble houses during the Mazdakite uprising (§2.4.5). Khurshudian 1998, p. 92.

1077 Tabari 1993, p. 19, de Goeje, 2030.

1078Gee §3.2.2.

1079t must be noted that in this war there were still Arabs who aided the Persians. Tabari 1993,
p- 21, de Goeje, 2031.

1089 abar1 1993, p. 22, de Goeje, 2032. Emphasis added. See footnote 1092 for a conjecture about
the jadhayih office which explains the peculiarities of this passage.
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ordering him to not engage the enemy until he returned.!®! This, according
to Sayf, he did because he wanted to go to Ardashir IIl “zo see him in person
and consult with him about what he wanted to command.” Bahman Jadhuyih, we
are led to believe, wanted to seek the advice of a child king in power. The real
reason why Bahman Jadhuyih was forced to leave the war front and go back
to the capital, however, is subsequently given by Sayf. When Bahman Jadhu-
yih left the war zone to go to the capital, in Ctesiphon he found Ardashir III
sick!'%2 We recall now the turmoil which had engulfed Iran when the Mihranid
Shahrvaraz under Heraclius’ instigation moved toward the capital in order to
topple Ardashir III from power and declare himself king.!%? The coconspira-
tors of Shahrvaraz, moreover, were the army of Persia and the East, the Nim-
ruzi faction, under the command of the spahbed of Nimruz, Namdar Jushnas.
Bahman Jadhuyih, in other words, was forced to leave the war arena because
Ardashir ITT was in the midst of being deposed through the collaboration of the
army of Shahrvaraz and the army of Persia and the East. While Bahman Jadhu-
yih returned to the capital to take part in the strife that was unfolding, Jaban
was forced to man the war front alone.

In the battle of Ullays, meanwhile, Sayf informs us, “the polytheists [i.e., the
Iranians] were increased in rabidity and ferocity because they expected” Bahman
Jadhtyih to return.!%* With the forces of Jaban manning the war front on their
own, with the chaos that must have been ongoing with the movement of Shahr-
varaz’s army toward the capital, and with the turmoil in Ctesiphon, the Arabs
were once again victorious in their skirmishes in the battle of Ullays.!% We
must now turn our attention to this Bahman Jadhuyih, who after the defeat
and murder of Hormozd and Qarin took up the command of the army. Yet
another brief onomastic diversion is necessary here before we can proceed with
the rest of our examination.

Parsig leaders: Bahman Jadhiyih, Dhu °I-Hajib, Mardanshah, and Firazan

The figure of Bahman Jadhuyih also bears the epithet Dhu ’I-Hajib. There is no
doubt that Dhu ’l-Hajib is really an epithet, and not a name, some traditions giv-
ing what seems to be a popular etymology for it.!%¢ The precise identity of this
figure, however, remains unsettled. For at different historical junctures, at least
three other names or epithets appear in the sources referring to a Parsig leader:

1081 Tabari 1993, p. 22, de Goeje, 2032. For Jaban, see footnote 1050.

1082 Tabari 1993, p. 22, de Goeje, 2032.

1083Gee §3.2.3.

1084 Tabari 1993, p. 23, de Goeje, 2034.

1085Tabari 1993, pp. 24-25, de Goeje, 2034-2036.

1086See, for example, Baladhuri 1968, p. 251, where the epithet is given to Mardanshah, whom we
shall discuss shortly. Dhu "I-Hajib is here described to mean the eye-browed, for his eye-brows were
so long that he was forced to “lift them above his eyes.”
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Firuzan,'® Hormozd Jadhuyih, and Mardanshah,'%8 with various traditions
having substituted one name for the other. It should be remarked at the outset
that whatever the confusion surrounding these figures, it is clear that they all
belonged to the Parsig faction and functioned as the leader (or leaders) of this
faction at different junctures.

The epithet jadhiyih is given not only to Bahman but also to Hormozd Jad-
huyih.!%? This epithet too can be explained. As sigillographic evidence bears
witness, one of the important administrative offices of the Sasanian empire,
possibly in the post-reform period (550-650), was the office of the driyosan
jadaggow ud dadvar, the defender of the poor and judge. This seems to have been
a judiciary office possibly with religious overtones.'%® The title jadhizyih, then,
is most probably the Arabicized and abbreviated version of the term jadaggow
given to the holder of the office of driyosan jadaggow nd dadvar,'®! in this case,
the important Parsig leader, Bahman Jadhuyih.!%%?

There remains, however, the issue that some traditions maintain Bahman
Jadhuyih to have been one of the leading figures of the Sasanian war efforts,
whereas, other traditions maintain this to have been Firuzan or Mardanshah.
For example, while some sources call the leader of the Parsig in the battle of

1087 Tusti 1895, pp. 250, 374.

1088 Clearly, Mardanshah cannot be the same person as Mardanshah, the padhispan of Nimriz,
discussed on page 157, as the latter was killed by Khusrow II.

10895 ee page 202ff. At least two other figures at this juncture of Sasanian history bore this epithet:
Shahrvaraz Jadhuyih and Aban Jadhuyih, see respectively page 247 and footnotes 1490 and 1528
below.

1090 Gyselen 1989, pp. 6 and 31-33 and the sources cited therein; see also Daryace, Touraj, “The
Judge and Protector of the Needy during the Sasanian Period’, in A.A. Sadeghi (ed.), Tafazzol Memo-
rial, pp. 179-187, Tehran, 2001 (Daryaee 2001).

10917ysti 1895, p. 107.

10921 am indebted to my husband Hans Schoutens for the following conjectural observation about
the title jadhuyih. We recall that according to Sayf, the Persians had spokesmen who were appointed
to speak on their behalf before the king, one for each day of the month. Bahman Jadhuyih was their
spokesman on the second day of the month. Tabari 1993, p. 22, de Goeje, 2032. Now, jadhiuyih,
from Persian jadaggow, means advocate, intercessor, whence spokesman; see MacKenzie 1971, p. 46.
Moreover, in the Zoroastrian calendar, the second day of the month is called Vohuman (Bahman).
Bahman Jadhuyih therefore is the advocate (jadhuyih) on the second day of the month (Bahman).
Similarly, Hormozd Jadhtyith must have been the jadhsyib on the first day of the month (Hormozd)
and Aban Jadhuyih on the tenth day (Aban). We may even go further and suggest that the name of
the general Shahrvaraz Jadhuyih—who participated in the battle of Isfahan (see page 247) and is not
to be confused with the towering Mihranid general Shahrvaraz under Khusrow II—is a corrupted
version of Shahrivar jadhuyih, that is, the jadhuyih on the fourth day (Shahrewar). Balami, in fact,
renders the name of this general as Shahriyar. Balami 1959, p. 328, n. 3. In particular, when dealing
with a name composed with jadhiyih, the first part should be considered as the name of a day, like
Babman in Bahman Jadhuyih. As we shall argue shortly, Bahman Jadhuyih’s actual name was most
likely Mardanshah. A Rustam Jadhuyih, who fell at the battle of Qadisiya, is mentioned in Yaqut
al-Hamawt, Kitab Mujam al-Buldan, Leipzig, 1866, edited by F. Wiistenfeld as Jacut’s Geographisches
Worterbuch (Yaqut al-Hamaw1 1866) apud Justi 1895, p. 263. As there is no day named Rustam in
the Zoroastrian calendar, this time Rustam must be the actual name of this jadbsyih, namely, the
Ispahbudhan supreme commander Rustam, on whom see §3.4.1.
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Bridge, Firuzan,!%? others refer to him as Mardanshah Dhu ’1-Hajib.!%* In all
probability, the substitution of Mardanshah for Firuzan here is a simple case
of scribal error, the orthography of both names being very close.! On the
other hand, some traditions substitute the figure of Mardanshah for Bahman
Jadhuyih, calling both Dhu ’I-Hajib, such as Baladhurt’s contention that Mar-
danshah Dhu ’I-Hajib, whom he lists as one of the main commanders of the
battle of Bridge, also had the epithet Bahman.!®® However, whereas Bahman
Jadhuyih, Mardanshah, and Dhu ’1-Hajib all seem to refer to the same person in
the sources, their identity with Firtizan is more problematic: in the midst of the
battle of Bridge, as we shall see, queen Burandukht recalled Bahman Jadhuyih
and appointed in his stead Firuzan, but asked the latter to cooperate with the
former;'®” and after Firtzan died at the battle of Nihavand, Bahman Jadhuyih
was appointed in his stead.!”® Based on this analysis, we therefore will proceed
from the assumptions that Bahman Jadhuyih, Dhu °I-Hajib, and Mardanshah
all refer to one and the same figure, distinct, however, from Firuzan. These
Parsig dynastic leaders, nonetheless, either had a close familial relationship, or
most certainly, closely collaborated with each other.

Returning to our narrative, we recall that Ardashir III’s deposition was ef-
fected by the cooperative efforts of the armies of Shahrvaraz and Nimrtz.!%
When Bahman Jadhuyih Dhu °I-Hajib hurried back to the capital because the
news had reached him that Ardashir III was sick, therefore, as one of the lead-
ers of the Parsig, he was in fact returning to the capital to aid Shahrvaraz and
the Nimruzi faction in toppling the child king. Hence, based on the Sasanian
chronological indicators, the battle of Ullays took place at the time when Shahr-
varaz had mutinied and was about to take over Ctesiphon in his bid for power,
that is around April 630.

The battle of Maqr

In the battle of Magr, or the Day of al-Magr, which according to Sayf took place
subsequent to the battle of Ullays, Azadbih, the marzban of Hira, who also

fought at the battle of Ubullah,!!% set out to dam the Euphrates.!®! Azadbih,

1093 Tabari, The Conguest of Iraq, Southwestern Persia, and Egypt, vol. XUl of The History of Tabari,
Albany, 1989a, translated and annotated by Gautier H.A. Juynboll (Tabari 1989a), p. 193, de Goeje,
2608; Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, pp. 434-435; Justi 1895, p. 250. For the battle of Bridge, see §3.3.5.

1094Baladhuri 1968, p. 251.

1095 15 x% Firuzan, becoming O\; 3 Firuzan whence ()3 o mardan.

109 From Avestan Vohu Manah, Bahman means Good Thought. It was one of the divine Amabyas-
pands in the post-Gathic Avesta. Narten, J., ‘Bahman’, in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia
Tranica, New York, 2007 (Narten 2007). See also footnote 1092.

1097Balcami 1959, pp. 290-291. For more details, see page 218.

1998 ahman Jadhiyib alladhi jasala makan-i dbwl-hajib. Tabari 1989a, p. 203, de Goeje, 2618;
Balaami 1959, p. 317, n. 4.

109Gee §3.2.3.

11008ee page 190.

10T According to Sayf, “they used not to support each other except by permission of the king.”
Blankinship comments that they apparently meant the governors. Tabari 1993, pp. 26-27 and
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however, “was [also] impelled to flee by the news that reached him about the death
of Ardashir III, as well as the defeat of his own son.” The mutiny of Shahrvaraz
with the collaboration of the Parsig against Ardashir III in 630 CE, therefore,
seriously interrupted the Iranian defense against the encroaching Arabs. The
series of defenses put up by Bahman Jadhuyih, Jaban, and Azadbih were dis-
rupted by the factionalism engulfing the Sasanian domains, pre-occupying the
three armies of the realm: the army of Atrapatkan (Azarbayjan), of Shahrvaraz,
and of Nimruz. This allowed the Arabs to take the region of Hira through skir-
mishes and negotiations.!!® As the piecemeal affairs against Hira were taking
place, and Khalid had conquered one side of the Sawad, Sayf informs us, he sent
a “letter to the Persians, who were then at al-Madin [Ctesiphon] disputing and
supporting [different parties] because of the death of Ardashir IIL>'1%

The battle of Veh Ardashir

While pre-occupied with their disputes in the capital, the Persians, nevertheless,
“did send Bahman Jadhuyih to Bahurasir (Veh Ardashir),” accompanied by the
forces of Azadbih.!'%* It is the Parsig leader Bahman Jadhuyih, therefore, who
nevertheless returned to the war front to engage the Arabs. Significantly, in
the letter that Khalid sent to the kings of Persia he urged these to “enter [his]
faith.” If they would accept this, then the Arabs would leave them as well as their
land alone and pass beyond them “to others different from [theirs].” If the kings of
Persia did not accept the Arabs’ conditions, then “they must engage the Arabs
..., even though [they] loath [it].”11%

The chronology of the internal events as they transpired in the Sasanian
domains is once again followed by Sayf. What is more, this chronology con-
tinues to corroborate the procession of events in Iran as reconstructed through
other sources. The Persians, Sayf continues, “were left split after the death of
Ardashir III regarding the kingship but in agreement on fighting Khalid and
supporting each other.”!1% This state of affairs continued “for a year, while the
Muslims were penetrating up to the Tigris. The Persians held nothing between
al-Hira and the Tigris.”!'% If indeed the Persians were pre-occupied with this
state of affairs for a year, this then takes us to the time that Burandukht became
queen. Sayf confirms this: after a year of warfare, Khalid left Iraq and went to
Syria at around the same time that Burandukht had come to power. As we saw
earlier,!!% this was sometime in July 630/early 9 AH. According to the hijra dat-
ing provided by Sayf, however, Khalid would have departed on 13 January 634

n. 161, de Goeje, 2037. As we shall see, however, they in fact is a reference to factions.
102 Tabart 1993, pp. 30-31, de Goeje, 2040-2041.

103 Tabari 1993, p. 43, de Goeje, 2053.

10+ Tabari 1993, pp. 43-44, de Gogje, 2053.

105 Tabari 1993, p. 44, de Goeje, 2053.

106 Tabart 1993, p. 45, de Goeje, 2054.

107 Tabari 1993, p. 45, de Goeje, 2054.

1108gee the beginning of §3.3.
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CE/4 Dhwl-Qadah 12 AH.!!% Let us point out once more the discrepancy of
more than three years that is at work here, if we would trust Sayf’s hijra dating.

What, however, was happening during this year according to Sayf? While
“Khalid stayed in office for a year ... before his departure for Syria, ... [the]
Persians were overthrowing kings and enthroning others, there being no defen-
sive effort except at Bahurasir [Veh Ardashir].”!'® And how did this state of
affairs come about? “That was because Shiruyih Qubad had slain all his [male]
relatives descended” from Khusrow II, and “the people of Persia had risen after
Shiruyih Qubad and after Ardashir IIL.”11!! Khalid, therefore, had remained in
command for a year before his departure for Syria. During this period he had
written a letter to the kings of Persia. However, because there were no Sasa-
nian kings during this period with any real power, there is no doubt that the
kings referred to here were, in fact, the dynastic leaders in charge of the regional
armies vying for power. What then happened to Khalid’s correspondence with
the kings of Persia?> When his dispatch “fell into the hands of the people of
al-Madain, the women of Kisra’s family spoke up.” They put none other than
“al-Farrukhzadh b. al-Bindawan ... in charge until such time as Kisra’s family
agreed on a man [to make king], if they could find him.”'!!? Here then we have
finally come to the appointment of the Prince of the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd,
as the prime minister of Burandukht, the Sasanian queen. This, however, is one
of those instances where the name of Farrukh Hormozd is mistakenly rendered
as al-Farrukhzadh.!!1?

We should recapitulate. Through the reign of the child king Ardashir ITI, the
Persians tried to put up a defense against the Arab armies. The last commander
sent to the war front was the Parsig leader Bahman Jadhuyih. For a whole
year after the deposition of Ardashir III, the Iranian realm was then in turmoil.
For at least three months during this period, the Parthian Shahrvaraz in fact
usurped the Sasanian throne.''™* Sayf subsequently follows the course of the
events, filling in the lacunae for this one year, for not only was Khalid still in
charge on the Arab side, and hence had not yet left for Syria, but also on the
Persian side the participants remained the same.

The battle of Anbar

During this period, when the Persians were occupied with their internal con-
cerns, a certain Shirzad was unsuccessfully expending his efforts at defending
Anbar. The lack of manpower at his disposal 1s highlighted when Sayf main-
tains that the people of Anbar had fortified themselves, and Khalid observed
that he saw “groups of people ... who had no knowledge of warfare,” fighting for

109 Tabari 1993, p. 68, de Goeje, 2075.

10T abart 1993, p. 47, de Goeje, 2056.

U Tabari 1993, p. 47, de Goeje, 2056.

M2 Tabart 1993, pp. 47-48, de Goeje, 2056-2057.
113Gee our discussion on page 187.

114Gee §3.2.3.
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the Persians.!!> The commander, Shirzad, sued for peace and even requested
to be allowed to retreat. Khalid granted his request. As Sayf’s prior report had
insisted, during this time Bahman Jadhuyih continued to lead the isolated war
efforts of the Sasanians against the Arabs. It is to this chief commander, Bah-
man Jadhuyih therefore, that Shirzad returned only to be reprimanded by him
for his cowardice.!!1®

The battle of Ayn Tamr

The context of the subsequent battle of <Ayn Tamr tallies best with the short
period during which Shahrvaraz was in power (Muharram-Safar 9 AH/April-
June 630).1117 After the battle of Anbar, Khalid proceeded to <Ayn Tamr, which
was defended by a Parthian Mihranid, called Mihran b. Bahram Jubin, clearly
a descendent of Bahram-i Chubin. Blankinship notes that this “would be a
son of Bahram-i Chubin,” but objects that “in view of the fact the rebellion
was put down and its adherents executed, it is unlikely that anyone from this
Jamily would reemerge as a commander of a frontier garrison at this late date[\]”
He therefore dismisses this as “another case of Sayf’s adorning his reports with
invented personages of illustrious ancestry.”'''® Enough has been said here about
the agnatic structure of the dynastic families to put Blankinship’s remark in
its proper context: Mihran-i Bahram-i Chubin was in all probability a direct
descendent of the Parthian dynastic rebel Bahram-i Chubin. The Arab tribes of
Namir, the Christian Taghlib, and the Iyad reportedly encouraged Mihran to
leave this war to them,''"” to which he agreed. But Mihran together with his
Arab allies were defeated at the battle of <Ayn Tamr. Since Mihrans were now
commanding the war front, it is very likely that it was, in fact, Shahrvaraz who

had sent them.!120

The battle of Firad

The next significant Sasanian chronological indicator comes in the account of
the battle of Firad, where the Persian, Byzantines, and some Arab tribes joined

15 Tabari 1993, p. 50, de Goeje, 2060.

16T abari 1993, pp. 50-51, de Goeje, 2060. Ibn al-Athir, however, lists Shirzad’s activities under
the battle of Kaskar (see page 212 below). Ibn al-Athir 1862, p. 206.

117 A5 we have seen, Heraclius and Shahrvaraz met in July 629, but Shahrvaraz’s forces had already
began evacuation of the occupied territories in June 629. Sebeos 1999, p. 223. The Byzantines
defeated the Muslims in September 629 CE, at the battle of Mut<ah in Syria. Kaegi 1992, p. 67. How
this fits into the schema of affairs remains to be assessed.

8 Tabart 1993, p. 53, n. 289.

19T abari 1993, p. 53, nn. 291-292, de Goeje, 2062. See also footnote 928.

120Not much more can be said about the wars that are said to have taken place next, for very
few Sasanian indicators are given. Although further research into the agnatic background of indi-
viduals appearing in these wars will probably clarify much. At the battle of Dumat al-Jandal, the
Persian commanders Ruzbih and Zarmihr were again joined by Arab tribes, while another Persian
commander, Mahbudhan, took part in the battle of Husayd. In this latter war, both Zarmihr and
Ruzbih were reportedly killed. Tabari 1993, pp. 57-62, de Goeje, 2065-2069.
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forces.!?! Although traditionally believed to have been in 12 AH/633 CE, based
on Sayf’s hijra dating, we propose that it actually took place during Shahrva-
raz’s short reign. An attempted cooperation between the Byzantines and the
Persians at this juncture of history is quite plausible,'?? for Heraclius, we recall,
had instigated the Mihranid Shahrvaraz to usurp the throne, and had promised
him manpower as well.!1%

Sayf then recounts the battle of Yarmuk (in Syria) against the Byzantines,
which he is said to have pushed two years earlier [!] to the year 13 of hijra
(634). We shall not be concerned with the ways in which our newly constructed
chronology of events affect our knowledge of the conquest of Syria. We turn,
instead, to the continuation of Sayf’s account on the early conquest of Iraq. The
Sasanian chronological indicators in Sayf’s narrative continue to fill in the gaps
of the accounts that he has recently given: “The Persians ... found order, one
year after Khalid had come to al-Hira, a little after Khalid’s departure, under the
rule of Shahrvaraz b. Ardashir b. Shahriyar, one of the relatives of Kisra, and
then under Sabur.”!?* Here, Sayf is actually referring to events during Shahr-
varaz’s reign, except that we are thrown off by the hijma dating interjection
that Khalid had departed in 12 AH/634 CE. Significantly, when Sayf picks up
his narrative here, the Arab commander in charge is not Khalid b. Walid, but
Muthanna b. Haritha. Ibn al-Athir notes that Muthanna came to Hira after
Khalid had left for Iraq.!®

Now Shahrvaraz sent a huge army against Muthanna, this time commanded
by Hormozd Jadhuyih.!!2 The character of Hormozd Jadhuyih’s army is quite
significant: it was made up of mere “keepers of chickens and swine.” The names
of the putative commanders given are al-Kawkabadh and al-Khiukbadh, which
are emended to al-Karukbadh and al-Kharukbadh by Tabari’s editor.!'?” The
whole point of the story, however, is that Shahrvaraz’s army was made up of
mostly plebeian soldiers, as Muthanna observes, the rabble, who were “nothing
but keepers of chickens and swine.” Kawkab and khuk are in fact the Persian
terms for chicken and swine respectively, and the suffix badh means a guardian

121 Among the tribes joining the Persian-Byzantine coalition, Tabari mentions the Taghlib, the
Iyad, and the Namir. Tabari 1993, pp. 57-62, de Goeje, 2065-2068.

122Because of the sorry state of the Byzantine armed forces at this juncture, it is likely that their
aid could not have amounted to much, see Kaegi 1992, passim.

11238ee footnote 961.

124 Tabari 1993, p. 117, de Goeje, 2116. This Sabir was most likely Shapar-i Shahrvaraz, the son
of Shahrvaraz, whom we will discuss on page 204 below.

125Tbn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 415.

126 abart 1993, p. 118, de Gocje, 2116. Ibn al-Athir notes that the Iranian forces totaled 10,000
men. Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 415. It is possible that this Hormozd Jadhuyih is the father of
Bahman Jadhuyih: according to Khayyat, Bahman Jadhuyih was the son of Khorhormuzman Dhu
’l-Hajib, and according to Dinawari, Mardanshah was the son of Hormoz. Khayyat 1977, p. 124.
Fred M. Donner in fact suggested in a private correspondence that the substitution of Bahman Jad-
hayih for Hormozd Jadhayih could also involve a scribal error, the orthography of the names being
very close in Arabic script. For an alternative conjecture, see footnote 1092.

127 Tabari 1993, p. 118, nn. 637-638, de Goeje, 2117.
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or a keeper. No need to emend here! Some knowledge of Persian, however,
would have helped in distinguishing names of genuine historical figures from
fictional or symbolic names, as is the case here.!” Now the meaning of this
passage in the context of the factional rivalries becomes clear. Once he assumed
power, and especially since he usurped power, Shahrvaraz was left with very little
support, as is evidenced by his short rule of three months. Apparently he was
not able to bring to the war front enough manpower to put up a defense against
the Arab armies; hence his use of the rabble and “groups of people ... who [had]
no knowledge of warfare.”

Muthanna b. Haritha and Shahrvaraz reportedly exchanged letters at this
juncture. Shahrvaraz boasted to Muthanna: “I have sent against you an army
consisting of the rabble of the Persians who are nothing but keepers of chick-
ens and swine. I am not going to fight you except with them.”!'? Sayf then
provides us with further significant internal indicators of factionalism. The Per-
sians admonished Shahrvaraz: “You have encouraged our enemy against us by
what you wrote to them. When you write to anyone, consult [us first].”113° Sayf
informs us that Shahrvaraz was killed around the same time that Hormozd
Jadhtyih was defeated,!’®! in June 630. Sayf’s subsequent remark that after
Shahrvaraz had died, “the Persians quarreled amongst themselves. The lands of
the Sawad between the Tigris and Burs remained in the hand of the Muslims,”

indicates that he is here filling in the lacuna left in his previous accounts.!!#
Burandukht’s first regency
Then, Sayf maintains, after Shahrvaraz, “the Persians agreed ... on Dukht-i

Zaban, the daughter of Kisra, but no order of hers was carried out.”'33 This
Dukht-i Zaban is of course Burandukht, the first queen of the Persians. Two
aspects of the Sasanian queens’ regency will occupy us next, before we will re-
turn to the conquests: First we need to establish the sequence of the rules of
Burandukht and Azarmidukht, and next, we need to investigate what precisely
transpired between the Parsig and the Pahlav factions. As we shall see, these two
queries are related. Moreover, we need to assess the manner in which these in-
ternal processes affected the war efforts against the Arabs. Does Sayf’s narrative
on the processes unfolding in the Sasanian domains continue to betray an inter-
nal logic? Why would the Persians choose Burandukht but then refuse to obey
her orders?

128 Tabari 1993, p. 118, nn. 637-638.

29T abari 1993, p. 118, de Goeje, 2117.

130T abari 1993, p. 118, de Goeje, 2117.

131 Tabari 1993, p. 120, de Goeje, 2119. According to Ibn al-Athir, Hormozd Jadhiiyih left the
war front when Shahrvaraz was killed. Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 415.

1132 According to Khalifat b. Khayyat, after the battle of Ullays, Khalid conquered Hurmuzjird
and Barusma, after which he sent Muthanna toward the market of Baghdad [probably Anbar] in
the year 10 AH. It is at this point that Khalid was sent to Syria where he attacked (aghara) the
Ghassanids in Marj al-Rahit. Khayyat 1977, p. 119.

1133 Tabari 1993, p. 120, de Goeje, 2119.

203



§3.3: BURANDUKHT AND AZARMIDUKHT CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST

Shapiir-i Shabrvaraz

The continuation of Sayf’s narrative provides crucial information that clarifies
the situation: When Burandukht’s orders were rejected, she was “deposed, and
Sabur b. Shahrbaraz was made king.”'** Even more significant information is
provided next. When Shapur-1 Shahrvaraz became king, “al-Farrukhzadh b. al-
Bindawan took charge of the affairs.” It was from this Shapur-i Shahrvaraz that
al-Farrukhzadh b. al-Bindawan asked for the hand of Azarmidukht. Without
doubt, al-Farrukhzadh b. al-Bindawan is actually Farrukh Hormozd, this being
another one of the many instances that his name is confused with his son Far-
rukhzad’s.1!% We recall that all of our accounts agree that Farrukh Hormozd
was the minister of Burandukht. He was the same figure who claimed to be the
“leader of the people and the pillar of the country of Iran,” and the same figure
about whom our sources claim that “there was none greater ... [than him]
among the Persians.” As Burandukht held very little power, it is certain that she
was promoted to the throne by Farrukh Hormozd and his faction, the Pahlav
faction. While we do not have any coinage for Shapur-i Shahrvaraz, who vied
for kingship after Burandukht’s deposition, we can confirm nevertheless that
he was a historical figure. Nonetheless, the Parsig, while willing to collaborate
with the Mihrans, had no intention of promoting once again one of them to
Sasanian kingship, as is clear from Shahrvaraz’s fate after usurping the throne.
Therefore, if Shapur-i Shahrvaraz aspired to Sasanian kingship, he must have
done so with very little support.

3.3.3 Azarmidukht and the Parsig

Shapur-i Shahrvaraz’s aspirations, however, were cut short and Azarmidukht
was raised to the throne with the aid of the Parsig faction. Numismatic ev-
idence confirms her reign, sometime in 630-631 CE. According to Tabari,
Farrukh Hormozd then asked Shapur-i Shahrvaraz “to marry him to Azarmi-
dukht.” Shapur-i Shahrvaraz obliged, but Azarmidukht became angry, saying:
“O cousin, would you marry me to my slave?” Whether the complicity of
Shapur-i Shahrvaraz in Farrukh Hormozd’s attempt at marrying Azarmidukht
is a spurious tradition or not, in folkloric garb Tabart’s narrative highlights a
significant dimension of the dynastic struggles that were transpiring at this junc-
ture: the dynastic faction of the late Shahrvaraz and his former army lent their
support to Azarmidukht,!*® against the army of Azarbayjan and its leaders,
Farrukh Hormozd and his sons, who had supported Burandukht.

We must yet again recapitulate: after Shahrvaraz, Burandukht was pro-
moted to the throne in 630 CE. Because her promotion was not agreed upon
by all factions, however, she was deposed. The Mihranid Shapur-i Shahrvaraz,

134 Tabari 1993, p. 120, de Goeje, 2119.

U3SHowever, the gentilitial connection to the Ispahbudhan Vinduyih is legitimate, as we have
argued on page 187.

136Thomson is therefore absolutely on the target when he makes this very assertion. Sebeos 1999,
p. 225.
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with or without the help of the Parsig, then attempted to fill in the vacant slot
after Burandukht’s deposition. But the Pahlav faction did not agree to this. So
Azarmidukht was made queen, sometime later in 630 CE. Then comes a crucial
aspect of the regency of the Sasanian queens, Burandukht and Azarmidukht.
Here we finally realize why all our traditions, except for that of Sebeos, who
is clearly in the wrong here, maintain that Farrukh Hormozd asked the hand
of Azarmidukht in marriage. Because Azarmidukht was a Parsig candidate, the
Pahlav leader Farrukh Hormozd, in asking for her hand, was trying to effect
a modus vivendi with the Parsig faction. By marrying Azarmidukht, he would
have brought the two factions together. Our anecdotal tradition of Sayf also
maintains that he sought to effect this union through the intermediary of the
Mihranid Shapur-i Shahrvaraz. Azarmidukht, however, declined.

That Shapur-i Shahrvaraz was the cousin of Azarmidukht is borne out by
our evidence, underscoring the fact that, as the Ispahbudhan family had long-
established familial ties with the Sasanians, so too did the Mihrans, following an
age-old tradition of marrying into the ruling Sasanian dynasty. A sister of Khus-
row II carried the name Mihran!''*” because she married into the Parthian Mih-
ran dynasty.!*® The name of her husband is not given in the sources. However,
if Shapur-i Shahrvaraz was the offspring of this marriage, thus making Azar-
midukht and Shapur-i Shahrvaraz cousins, then this sister of Khusrow II had
actually married the powerful Parthian Mihranid dynastic leader Shahrvaraz. In
establishing Shahrvaraz as the éran-spahbed of Nimruz, therefore, Khusrow II
had promoted his son-in-law to this important post.!!*?

Farrukh Hormozd as Hormozd V

After Azarmidukht’s refusal to marry Farrukh Hormozd, the latter no longer
shied away from the throne itself. “Today I am the leader of the people and the
pillar of the country of Iran,” he claimed.!* And so, while Shapur-i Shahrva-
raz’s assumption of Sasanian kingship is subject to doubt, that of the Prince of
the Medes, Farrukh Hormozd, is certain. All the evidence corroborates that
the coinage of Hormozd V, minted in Stakhr in Fars and Nihavand in Media,
belongs to Farrukh Hormozd, the Prince of the Medes.!'*! Furthermore, Far-
rukh Hormozd’s attempt to co-opt Azarmidukht in order to enhance his own

1137 Christensen 1944, p. 109-110, n. 2 and p. 104 respectively. She is denoted by § in the genealog-
ical tree on page 471.

138 usti 1895, p. 420.

1139Sebeos maintains that Queen Bor (Burandukht), that is to say, Khusrow II’s daughter, rather
than his sister, was Khoream’s (Shahrvaraz’s) wife. Sebeos 1999, p. 89. Since our Arabic or Persian
sources do not confirm this and, considering Sebeos’ general confusion about the identities of the
Sasanian queens, this account may be merely an echo of the marital relationships between the
Sasanians and the Mihrans.

140y acqiibi 1969, vol. 1, p. 197, Yaquibi 1983, pp. 214-215.

U Gobl, Robert, Sasanian Numismatics, New York, 1971 (Gébl 1971), p. 81. Incidentally, recall
(see page 145) that Farrukhan, that is, Farrukh Hormozd himself, allegedly prognosticated this very
feat: “I had a dream, and it was as if I saw myself on Kisra’s throne.” Tabari 1999, Tabari 1999,
pp- 327-328, de Goeje, 1008.
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power—following the long established tradition of marriage alliance between
the Ispahbudhan family and the Sasanians''*?—is also reflected in numismatic
evidence. For, among the coins of Azarmidukht, who, according to various
sources, ruled for a period ranging from four to six to sixteen months in 630-
631, there is one, struck in the first regnal year, bearing the effigy of a man.
Moshiri, who discovered and studied the coin, argued that the effigy belongs
to Farrukh Hormozd, who came to power bearing the name Hormozd V and
ruled simultaneously with Azarmidukht for more than a year.'*® All of our
contextual evidence emphasizes that this was, indeed, the case. To the illustri-
ous list of the Parthian dynasts who ascended the Sasanian throne, all during
the last half century of Sasanian rule, therefore, the name of Farrukh Hormozd
must be added. Like his predecessors, however, Farrukh Hormozd’s attempt
at usurping the Sasanian throne proved fatal, as is clear from Sayf’s subsequent
narrative.

This narrative bears out the complicity of another branch of the Mihrans
with the Parsig candidate, Azarmidukht, against the Pahlav leader Farrukh Hor-
mozd. Faced with the obduracy of the Prince of the Medes, Azarmidukht al-
legedly solicited the aid of Styavakhsh-i Razi from the house of Mihran. The dy-
namic, needless to say, was probably the reverse of what is portrayed in our ac-
counts. More likely it was Azarmidukht who was under the control of the Mih-
rans. According to Tabari, this Siyavakhsh-1 Razi, “who was one of the treach-
erous killers among the Persians,” was the grandson of our famous Mihranid
rebel Bahram-i Chubin.""** With the aid of Siyavakhsh-i Razi, Azarmidukht
subsequently killed Farrukh Hormozd.!'* In search of a crown, therefore, the
leader of the Pahlav lost his head, and thus ended the long career of the tower-
ing Parthian figure of Farrukh Hormozd, the Prince of the Medes, at the hand
of the Mihrans, who had joined the Parsig faction.

142Gee page 110.

UHMoshiri, M.L, Etudels] de numismatique Iranienne sous les Sassanides, vol. 1, Tehran, 1972
(Moshiri 1972), pp. 11-16; Moshiri, M.I, FEtudels] de numismatique Iranienne sous les Sassanides,
vol. I, Tehran, 1997 (Moshiri 1997), pp. 209-212, cited in Gignoux, Philippe, ‘Azarmigduxt’, in
Ehsan Yarshater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica, New York, 2007a (Gignoux 2007a), p. 190.

1144 According to Blankinship, Styavakhsh was “allegedly the grandson of the usurper Bahram VI
(590-591 CE) [i.e., Bahram-i Chubin]. He probably is yet another imaginary scion of a pre-Islamic house
said to have been conquered by the Muslims in the early campaigns. Sayf improbably claims that he was
the king of al-Rayy in 22/643 ... His alleged father is mentioned above.” Tabari 1993, p. 120, n. 652.
Emphasis added. We saw that his father, Mihran-i Bahram-i Chubin, was the Iranian commander
during the battle of <Ayn Tamr; see page 201. Below, during the conquest of Rayy in 651, we will
encounter another progeny of Bahram-i Chubin, called Siyavakhsh-i Mihran-i Chubin, who was
the ruler of Rayy; see §3.4.4. Sayf seems to imply that this is the same person as Styavakhsh-i Razi
(literally, Styavakhsh from Rayy), but he then apparently contradicts himself by saying that the
latter was killed by Rustam in 631. Justi also views these two figures as one and the same. Justi
1895, p. 300, n. 12.

145 Tabari 1993, p. 120, de Goeje, 2119. This episode is also reported almost verbatim by Ibn al-
Athir 1862, vol. 2, pp. 415-416. Bal<ami calls Siyavakhsh-i Razi the commander of the army (amir-:
haras). Balami 1959, p. 259.
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3.3.4 Burandukht and the Pahlav

The order of regency of the Sasanian queens that we have thus far established
follows our conventional understanding of their chronology: after the murder
of Shahrvaraz, Burandukht was placed on the throne, and once she was de-
posed and succeeded by the ephemeral interlude of Shapur-i Shahrvaraz, Azar-
midukht assumed power. In the process, Azarmidukht’s faction killed Farrukh
Hormozd, the Pahlav leader. This is all fine and well. Except that this is not
the end of the story of neither Azarmidukht nor Burandukht, nor, for that
matter, of the Ispahbudhan family of Farrukh Hormozd. For one thing, as
was the case with other Parthian dynastic families, the murder of the scion of
the Ispahbudhan house did not denote this Parthian dynastic family’s loss of
power. When the Parsig faction killed Farrukh Hormozd, his son Rustam in
retribution killed the queen Azarmidukht. Burandukht, meanwhile, reappeared
on the scene. Indeed, all of our sources, except Sebeos, systematically connect
the regency of Burandukht both to Farrukh Hormozd, whom she made her
minister, and to his son, Rustam. We should recall, moreover, that while all of
our sources emphasize the deposition of Burandukht and the murder of Azar-
midukht, none of them informs us of the fate of Burandukht after her initial
deposition. In search of an answer, we continue our investigation of Sayf.

Sayf interrupts his account on the early conquest of Iraq, narrating the
last days of the caliphate of Abu Bakr (634), the death of the latter, and other
events pertaining to the first caliph, once more throwing us off with his Islamic
chronological indicators."'*¢ After a report on Muthanna b. Haritha and Abu
Ubayd,"'* Sayf finally continues his narrative on the conquest of the Sawad
with the battle of Namariq under Muthanna,!!'*® interposing almost forty-four
pages,'!*? before the Persian narrative is picked up again.

Sayf’s accounts of the wars in Hira and the battle of Namariq, as reported
both in Tabari and Ibn al-Athir, coincide with the death of Abu Bakr and fall
two years after the inception of Yazdgird III’s rule, that is to say, in the year 13
AH/634 CE.!'° Sayf, however, is reverting back to internal conditions in the
Sasanian realm, which must be discussed before we deal with his conquest nar-
rative.'®! We stress, however, that the Sasanian chronological indicators are not
referring to 13 AH/634 CE and the reign of Yazdgird III, but to the events after

146 Tabari 1993, pp. 129-132, de Goeje, 2127-2129. Among the topics covered here we get, the
ceremonies for Abt Bakr’s burial, Tabari 1993, pp. 133-138, de Goeje, 2129-2132; his appearances,
Tabari 1993, pp. 138-139, de Goeje, 2132-2133; his genealogy, Tabari 1993, pp. 139-140, de Goeje,
2133-2134; his wives, Tabari 1993, pp. 140-141, de Goeje, 2134-2135; his appointment of <Umar as
successor, Tabarl 1993, pp. 145-153, de Goeje, 2137-2144; the caliphate of the latter, Tabari 1993,
pp- 157-158, de Goeje, 2144-2145; the expedition of Fihl, and finally, the conquest of Damascus
and other regions, Tabari 1993, pp. 159-173, de Goeje, 2145-2159.

147 Tabari 1993, pp. 173-176, de Goeje, 2159-2162.

148 Tabari 1993, p. 176, de Goeje, 2163.

119911 the translated version, and thirty-four in the de Goeje’s edition.

50T abari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2163.

1151\e will pick up the narrative with the battle of Namariq on page 211 below.
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Azarmidukht’s murder at the hand of Rustam in 631: “As often as the people
would quarrel among themselves, Biran bt. Kisra would act as an honest arbiter
until they composed their differences.”'’> The context of this sudden reappear-
ance of Burandukht is further elaborated: When “Farrukhzad b. al-Binduwwan
[i-e., Farrukh Hormozd] was slain, and Rustam came forward to kill Azarmidukht,
... [Birandukht] acted as an arbiter until she brought forth Yazdgird I11.”1153 The
significant information that Sayf provides for us here, therefore, is that Buran-
dukht was still alive after Azarmidukht was killed by Rustam and that she acted
as an arbiter among the quarreling parties. In other words, Burandukht, who
had been put forward by the Pahlav faction under the leadership of the Ispah-
budhan, eventually retrieved her status after overcoming the momentary ascen-
sion of her sister Azarmidukht, who was supported by the Parsig faction. We
therefore propose the following succession of the two queens: Burandukht—
Azarmidukht—Buarandukht.!>*

Burandukht’s coinage during ber first regency

A recent reassessment of the numismatic evidence for Burandukht’s rule con-
firms our analysis.!!>> Malek and Curtis have argued that while “various tradi-
tions differ as to the length of her [i.e., Burandukht’s] reign, ranging from six
months to two years, ... it is likely that she reigned for a little more than a year
and perhaps the 1 year and 4 months referred to in a number of texts.” This,
they argue, “is consistent with numismatic evidence.”!*® To support their ar-
gument, Malek and Curtis analyze the coinage of Burandukht struck for years
1 to 3 of her rule. The Sasanians “dated their coins in accordance with reg-
nal and not calendar years. Regnal years were [, in turn,] based on the New
Year, ... [since] the New Year in AD 629 fell on 17 June 629 this is likely
to have been before Boran came to the throne. Her coins from regnal year 1
would [therefore] cover the period up to 16 June 630 and those of regnal year 2
would cover 17 June 630 to 16 June 631. Regnal year 3 would have started
on 17 June 631.”1%% Significantly, they conclude that while the “numismatic
evidence cannot definitively assist in considering the precise dates of Boran’s
reign, ... it points to her reign as having started in the year 17 June 629 to 16
June 630 ... [Burandukht’s reign] in all probability ... spanned 629 and 630

152 Tabari 1993, p. 176, de Goeje, 2163.

1153 Tabari 1993, p. 176, de Goeje, 2163.

1541t §s also possible that for some period the two sisters ruled simultaneously, rather than sequen-
tially.

U55Cuyrtis, Vesta Sarkhosh and Malek, H.M., ‘History of the Sasanian Queen Boran (AD 629-
631)’, Numismatic Chronicle 158, (1998), pp. 113-129 (Curtis and Malek 1998), pp. 113-129. We
should also recall that at some point during the reign of Azarmidukht, Farrukh Hormozd im-
printed his own effigy on Azarmidukht’s coins. Also see Daryaee, Touraj, “The Coinage of Queen
Boran and its Significance for Late Sasanian Imperial Ideology’, Bulletin of the Asia Institute 13,
(1999), pp. 1-6 (Daryaee 1999).

156 Curtis and Malek 1998, pp. 115-116.

1157 Curtis and Malek 1998, pp. 123.
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and it is conceivable that it went into 631”1158 Contrary to the assumption of
the late Noldeke, during whose time most of these coins had not yet been dis-
covered,'® this recent numismatic evidence indicates that Burandukht started
minting coins sometime between June 629 and June 630. However, we need to
amend Malek and Curtis’s argument here slightly. We recall that Ardashir III
was killed on 17 April 630 and Shahrvaraz on 6 June 630, and so Burandukht’s
regency was only accepted by all parties in late June 630. Hence the coins she
had been minting in the year 1 were already in opposition to Ardashir III, before
she was officially ruling. This is confirmed by Sayf’s remark that Burandukht
“was an opponent of Shira [i.e., Ardashir II"®] for a year.”''®! Her opposition
to Ardashir III also makes sense in view of the factional struggle during this
period, when the Nimruzi faction had abandoned the Parsig-Pahlav alliance
that had brought Ardashir III to power and conspired with Shahrvaraz to top-
ple the child king.!®? In response, the Pahlav must have started promoting
her regency already during that period. This is remarkably confirmed by her
coinage, as almost all of the identifiable mints belong to Pahlav regions: six from
Amul (AM), one from Nishapur (APL), two from Gurgan or Qum (GW), and
two from Rayy (LD).!%As we will establish below,!!** Barandukht’s second
regency, after the murder of Azarmidukht by Rustam, lasted until Yazdgird III
came to the throne in June 632. This, too, is in perfect accord with the findings
of Malek and Curtis: Burandukht’s regnal year 3 was from June 631 to June
632.1165

158 Cyrtis and Malek 1998, p. 123.

159Ngldeke 1879, p. 433, Noldeke 1979, p. 641.

1160 A rdashir IIT was also known as Ardashir-i Shiriiyih Qubad, whence Sayf’s mention of his
name as simply Shira. It is unlikely that he actually meant Shirtyih Qubad here, for the latter died
sometime in 628.

16T Tabari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2163.

1162Gec §3.2.3.

1163\e also have 18 coins of a mint called WYHC. As Malek and Curtis have argued, the WYHC
mint “represents a major mint in the late Sasanian period, but its attribution is still to be conclu-
sively established.” Numismatists have proposed various places: Veh-az-Amid-Kavad (Arrajan, in
Fars); Veh Ardashir (Southern Iraq); Visp-shad-Husrav (Media); Nishabuhr (Nishapur, in Khura-
san). “The importance of this mint” under Burandukht, Malek and Curtis argue, “is reinforced
by the number of drachms of regnal year 1 and the fact that the only bronze coins of Boran are
from this mint.” Curtis and Malek 1998, pp. 119-125. In view of what has been argued in this
work, the location of this mint would most likely be found in the Pahlav territories, and so we
suggest reading WYHC as Visp-shad-Husrav in Media. I cannot explain the existence of the two
mints from Kirman (KL). The two from Herat (HL), however, might be explained by the fact that
the Karins seem to have had a base there (recall that the Karinid Zarmihr was given control over
Zabulistan by Khusrow I as reward for the Karin’s aid in the war against the Khagan of the Turks;
see page 113). At any rate, these anomalies could also be explained by the existence of petty factions
that had joined the ranks of the Pahlav in their support of Burandukht.

1164Gee pages 210ff and 218ff.

165For the continuation of our discussion of Burandukht’s coinage, see page 2171f below.
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Azarmidukht’s deposition and murder

Sayf maintains that after Azarmidukht had become queen and after Styavakhsh-
1Razi had killed Farrukh Hormozd, “the Persians disputed amongst themselves
and were diverted from the Muslims, during the whole absence of Muthanna b.
Haritha, until he came back from Medina.” The deposed queen Burandukht
then reappears in Sayf’s account: when Muthanna returned from Medina, Bu-
randukht sent “the news to Rustam and urged him to set out.”!1¢® At this point,
Rustam “was in charge of the Khurasan frontier and advanced until he stopped
at al-Mad2in.” On his way back from Khurasan, Rustam “defeated every army
of Azarmidukht that he met.” He then besieged Ctesiphon, where he defeated
and killed Styavakhsh. After capturing the capital, he blinded Azarmidukht
and established Burandukht in her stead.!'®’

Biurandukht’s second regency

Rustam’s rise to power occurred during the rule of Burandukht, after the mur-
der of Azarmidukht. He took the place of his father, Farrukh Hormozd, and be-
came the most important figure in Burandukht’s realm—more important even
than the queen herself, who is referred to as a mere arbiter. According to Sayf,
Burandukht invited Rustam “to manage the affairs of the Persians, whose weak-
ness and decline she complained about to him.”'1%® Befitting the pretensions of
his father, Rustam set up conditions for his family’s continued collaboration
with the Sasanian queen Burandukht: the queen should “entrust him [i.e., Rus-
tam] with the rule for ten years,” at which point sovereignty would return “to
the family of Kisra if they found any of their male offspring, and if not, then
to their women.” Burandukht accepted these conditions. She summoned the
governors (marazibah), that is, the other factions involved, the most important
of which was the Parsig umbrella faction, and declared that Rustam would be
“in charge of the armed forces of Persia ... There [would be] 70 one above you
save God ... Your judgment is applicable to them [i.e., the marazibah] as long as
it leads to the protection of their land and their being united rather than divided.”
Persia, therefore, Sayf concludes, submitted to Rustam after the coming of Abu
<Ubayd.!1® Finally, under the sovereignty of Rustam, after he had killed Azar-
midukht, with Burandukht as the arbiter, the Pahlav and all the other factions
agreed to cooperate. That the Parsig comprised the most important other fac-
tion is corroborated by other sources. Ya«qubi specifically confirms this: when

1166Tabari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2163.

167 Tabari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2163. Balami 1959, p. 261. Some traditions maintain that the
queen was poisoned. Tabar1 1999, pp. 406-407, de Goeje, 1065.

168 Tabari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2163-2164.

169 Tabari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2164. Tabari also contains a variant narrative about Azarmi-
dukht, Shapur-i Shahrvaraz, Farrukhzad, and Rustam: after Shahrvaraz, Burandukht, rendered as
Shah-i Zanan in the text, “held sovereign power until they agreed on Shapur-i Shahrvaraz.” Azar-
midukht then rose in opposition to the Mihranid contender Shapur-i Shahrvaraz, and killed him
as well as Farrukh Hormozd. The news of this was given to Rustam, who was in charge of the
Khurasan frontier, by Burandukht. Tabari 1993, p. 178, de Goeje, 2165.
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“‘Umar—naturally we shall ignore the Islamic signifier here—sent Abu <Ubayd
..., together with an army to the aid of Muthanna b. Haritha, ... Burandukht
had assumed kingship and had installed Rustam and Firiizan ... in charge of
the affairs of the kingdom.”"”° Firuzan, we recall, was one of the leaders of the
Parsig faction.!'”! The agreement of the Parsig to collaborate with the Pahlav,
moreover, was precipitated not only by the fact that, in Burandukht’s words,
Persia was in a state of weakness and decline,!'”? when already during the rule
of Shahrvaraz “from the Arab [regions] strong winds were blowing,”''”? but also
as a result of the fact that, temporarily at least, their Mihranid accomplices had
been defeated by Rustam. As Sayf’s account underscores and as the subsequent
course of the war efforts of the Sasanians betrays, however, this collaboration
of the Parsig with the Pahlav was effected under unequal conditions, because
Rustam had assumed a substantial share of power in the Sasanian-Parthian con-
federacy under the arbitership of Burandukht.

We have therefore answered our initial questions regarding the two Sasanian
queens. The order of rule of these queens was: Burandukht, Azarmidukht, Bu-
randukht—and for part of their candidacy they might have ruled in fact con-
temporaneously. Each was promoted by a different faction: Burandukht by
the Pahlav, and Azarmidukht by the Parsig. During the second term of Bu-
randukht’s regency, the Pahlav and the Parsig, under the respective leadership
of Rustam and Firuzan, began to cooperate. It is time, therefore, to turn our
attention again to the war front.

The battle of Namariq

The immediate subsequent accounts given by Sayf have some points of interest
for us, even though they are provided in a disjointed fashion. We will not be
concerned with establishing a detailed sequence of these events.!'”* According
to Sayf, when Muthanna b. Haritha arrived in al-Hira, he stayed there for fifteen
nights. Rustam, meanwhile, summoned the dibgans of al-Sawad. Most of the
Iranian commanders appearing in the battle of Namariq and the subsequent
battle of Kaskar, however, belong to the Pahlav faction. Rustam sent Jaban!!”>
and Narsi'”¢ to the region. Jaban’s two wings were under the command of

1170y acqiibi 1983, p. 25, Yasqibi 1969, vol. 2, p. 161:

OF 5 L N gl Gle o Sl e s 3o s o s Ul Gy W8 OF
7 o ST AR il T e e B 58

11718ee pages 174ff and 196ff.

72T abari 1993, p. 177, de Goeje, 2164.

173 Thadlibi 1900, p. 731, Thadalibi 1989, p. 465.

174 As Donner notes the “exact sequence of these raids cannot ... be reconstructed with any
precision.” Donner 1981, p. 192. But see nevertheless our provisional reconstructed chronological
table on page 468.

175 The general who also fought at battle of Ullays and the battle of Magqr; see pages 195ff and
198ff.

176The brother of the Ardashir III’s minister Mahadharjushnas; see footnotes 1061 and 1183.
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Jushnasmah,!"”” and Mardanshah.!'”® In the battle of Namariq, Jushnasmah is
killed and Jaban defeated. Ibn al-Athir maintains that Mardanshah also fell at
this battle.!”?

The battle of Kaskar

In the battle of Kaskar, which is reported next, the defeated Persians took refuge
with Narsi. At the news of the defeat at the battle of Namariq, Rustam and
Burandukht ordered Narsi: “[go] off to your estate and protect it from your
enemy and our enemy. Be a man.”!% In the battle of Kaskar, Nars’s two
flanks were “commanded by the two sons of his maternal uncle, who were the
two sons of the uncle of Kisra, Binduyah [i.e., Vinduyih] and Tirayah [i.e.,
Tirayih], the two sons of Bistam [i.e., Vistahm].”!"1 This, therefore, was an
Ispahbudhan dynastic army, which was, quite appropriately, brought into the
field by the Parthian Rustam.!82 Moreover, Narsi, as Sayf informs us, “was the
son of Kisra’s maternal aunt and Kaskar was [in fact] an estate of his.”!'®* The
powers of Narsi are described next. Narst would protect his estates, “neither did
humanity eat [of] it, nor did anyone plant it besides them or the king of Persia ...
for this property was a protected reserve (hima).”!'** The generals leading Nar-
si’s two flanks, Vistahm’s sons Vindtyih and Tiruyih, were the two “sons of his
[Narst’s] maternal uncle, who were [in turn] the two sons of the uncle of Kisra
[i.e., Khusrow I1].>!85> Mahadharjushnas, Ardashir III’s minister, furthermore,
was a brother of Narsi, and was already killed by Shahrvaraz in 630.11% The
close association that the names of the members of a dynastic family must have
had, explains probably his posthumous presence on the battlefield in Sayf’s
narrative.'! Although Blankinship recognized these familial connections, he

1177See page 212 below, explaining this posthumous appearance of Jushnasmah, i.e., Mahadhar-
jushnas.

1781t is quite unlikely that this Mardanshah is the Parsig leader Bahman Jadhiiyih; see page 213
below. Also see Blankinship’s notes on these, Tabari 1993, nn. 903-904.

179Tbn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 435.

180T abari 1993, p. 182, de Goeje, 2168.

181 Tabart 1993, p. 183, n. 923, de Goeje, 2169.

11825ee §3.3.1 for the Ispahbudhan, and page 471 for a genealogical tree of this family.

183 This maternal aunt is a sister of Vistahm and Vindiyih, marked + in our reconstructed ge-
nealogical tree on page 471.

18411 an interesting side note in Balami’s narrative, the author informs us that it was Khusrow
II Parviz who had given the villages of Kaskar to Narsi as a fief (igta?), and that Narsi had been
ruling these for 10 years. Balami 1959, p. 286. Because these wars were being fought during the
second term of Burandukht, probably in 631, Khusrow II’s grant of Kaskar to Narsi must have
been around 621 at the height of Khusrow II’s victory against the Byzantines. Morony, however,
dates this to 624 CE. Morony 1984, p. 186.

1185See footnote 1183 above.

1186See page 181.

187Morony notes that the Parthian dynastic family under Narsi also had royal lineage. Morony
1984, pp. 185-186, n. 27. In any case, the familial ties of the Ispahbudhan to the Sasanians had a
long history. Recall to this effect for instance Qubad’s marriage with Aspebedes’ sister discussed on
page 110. For a reconstruction of Narsi’s family, see also the family tree on page 471.
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objected: “As this Bistam [Vistahm] fought against Khusrow II for ten years
(circa 591-601 CE) in a devastating civil war for the Persian crown, [however,] it
is not likely that any of Bistam’s relatives would enjoy later prominence, least of all
his sons, especially as there is no mention of this family after 601 CE, except in the
reports of Sayf b. Umar'® ... this is another instance of Sayf adorning his reports
with claimed descendants of defunct pre-Islamic noble houses.” %

In line with their earlier cooperation with the Pahlav and the Parsig in top-
pling Khusrow II, an Armenian contingent also joined Rustam’s war efforts.
For, as Sayf maintains, when the news of Jaban and Narsi’s imminent defeat
was brought to Rustam and Burandukht, they sent Jalinus to their aid.!'*® Ja-
linus “was commanded to begin by Narsi [, i.e., presumably aiding Narsi] and
then to fight Abu <Ubayd.” Narsi and his followers hoped that Jalinus would
“get to them before the battle.”!'”! But Abu ‘Ubayd “hastened against him [i.e.,
Narsi], leading his army off before al-Jalinus had drawn near ...[and so] God
defeated the Persians [and] Narsi fled.”'? In the engagement that followed, the
Muslims defeated Jalinus as well, and the latter fled.!'”> How wholeheartedly
Jalinus sought to engage the Arabs is not clear, but Sayf’s subsequent remarks
indicate that Jalinus’s efforts were reserved. The numbers under his command
might have also been exaggerated. What finally led to the defeat of the Pahlav
forces that Rustam had sent to the war front, therefore, cannot be ascertained
with any degree of certainty. Perhaps, as Donner puts it, the fact that the Arab
forces had fanned out in the agricultural heartland of central Iraq had some-
thing to do with this.!'* It is equally important to note, however, that, except
for the Armenian contingent of Jalinus, who arrived too late, at any rate, the
forces that were brought to bear in these wars comprised only the Pahlav fac-
tion. Without a doubt, the general Mardanshah in Narst’s army was not the
Parsig leader Bahman Jadhuyih Dhu ’I-Hajib,!% for it was only after Jalinus,
too, was defeated, that Rustam brought in the Parsig faction, and cemented his
collaboration with the Parsig forces under the leadership of Bahman Jadhuyih
and Firtizan, leading to one of the only Persian victories against the Arabs: the
battle of Bridge.

188 For a rebuttal of this particular objection of Blankinship, see page 462 below.

1189 Tabari 1993, p. 183, n. 923.

190For Jalints® possible identity, see footnote 846.

91T abari 1993, p. 183, de Goeje, 2169. Jalinds is said to have brought to the front 20,000 men.
Ibid., p. 183, n. 923; Balami 1959, p. 287 and pp. 185-186.

192 Tabari 1993, p. 183, de Goeje, 2169.

193 Tabari 1993, p. 186, de Goeje, 2172.

9%4Donner 1981, p. 192.

1195Gee page 196ff. Recall that according to Sayf, this general Mardanshah died at the battle of
Namariq, whereas Bahman Jadhuyih only died in 642, at the battle of Isfahan; see page 2471f.
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3.3.5 The battle of Bridge

The battle of Bridge!'”® may serve as the quintessential episode of Sasanian
history illustrating both the strengths and weaknesses of the dynasty’s four
centuries of rule. While the failure of the Iranian war efforts thus far can be
attributed to many factors, one of the most important of which was the Parsig-
Pahlav debacle, there is no doubt that a paramount cause of the Iranian victory
over the Arabs in the battle of Bridge—a victory that was never again repeated—
was the unprecedented agreement between the Parsig and the Pahlav to forge an
alliance under queen Burandukht, the arbiter.

The Parsig and the Pahblav

The unique articulation of this paradigmatic dimension of Sasanian history, that
is, the crucial centrality of the Pahlav and Parsig terms of identity, is only explic-
itly stated by Sayf and, based on Sayf, by Ibn al-Athir. Recounting the conquest
of the Sawad, Ibn al-Athir pauses to inform the reader about the internal tur-
moil that had swallowed up Iran during this period. “At this time, the people [of
Iran] had divided into two groups: The fahlawaj [Pahlav] were supporting Rus-
tam, while the inhabitants of Fars (ahl-i fars) were backing Firuzan.”!'¥” What
we have here, therefore, is a direct confirmation of one of the central theses
of this study: the over-arching Parsig-Pahlav dimension of the Sasanian polity
throughout their reign, and especially during the period examined in the course
of this investigation. Sayf and Ibn al-Athir, however, continue to maintain the
untenable hijra-Sasanian chronological indicators, claiming that the battle of
Bridge took place during Burandukht’s regency (630-632), but maintaining at
the same time that this was the year 13 of hijma (634). The chronology of the
battle of Bridge, therefore, is one of the many examples of the chronological
discrepancies which we have mentioned before, and all, including Blankinship,
have remarked on.

We also find the above account in Tabar’s description of the battle of
Bridge.!!”® Based on a faulty reading, however, this incredible piece of informa-
tion on late Sasanian history is rendered meaningless in the recent translation of
Tabar’s opus. To begin with, in two different translations, the term fahlawaj,
the obvious Arabicized version of the Middle Persian term Pahlav, has been
rendered as al-Fahluj. Under the account of the battle of Bridge, therefore, we
get the following translation, which curiously and, as we shall see, justifiably,

1196 Also called the battle of Quss, al-Qarqus, Quss al-Natif, or al-Mawahah.
197Tbn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 440:
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198 Tabari 1993, p. 188, de Goeje, 2174-2176:
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includes a twist that appears in Sayf’s narrative, but not in Ibn al-Athir’s ver-
sion: “When the Persians were trying to cross [the Euphrates during the battle
of Bridge], the news came to them that the people of Madin had revolted
against Rustam, breaking that which was between them and him. They became
two parties, al-Fahluj [sic] against Rustam and the Persians against al-Fayrizan.”
In Sayf’s narrative, therefore, we also get the dichotomous division of the people
of Mad@in into two parties, the fahlawaj and the Persians. Why, however, does
Sayf here maintain that the Pahlav had revolted against Rustam, their leader,
and that the ahl-i fars had gathered in opposition to Firuzan? We shall attempt
an answer to this later in this section. For now we should note the following:
In the index to the translation of Tabari the term al-Fahluj (i.e., fablaway) is de-
scribed as a party or ethnic group. A note explains that the term is “[d]efined in
Tabari, 1, 2608, as the people from between al-Bab [Darband] and Hulwan
in the region of al-Jibal in western Iran.” As we know by now, of course, the
term Pahlav denotes a considerably larger territory than that delimited here by
Tabart. The only reason Tabart restricts his definition to the inhabitants of the
Jibal in the aforementioned section is that, in this case, he is relating the account
of the future battle of Nihavand!?® squarely within the Jibal region.!?! The
correct reading of this term, once again, is not Fahlaj but fahlawaj (Pahlav).!2??
Blankinship, however, is correct in considering the term as a party or ethnic
group. For in fact Pahlav, as we have argued extensively through the course of
this study, refers to the ethnicon of the Parthians who, through the course of
the Sasanian history, consciously maintained their identity.

There is very little doubt, although the precise details await further research,
that the Persis-Parthian (ahl-i fars—fahlawaj) division, unique to Sayf’s accounts
as reconstructed both in Tabari and Ibn al-Athir, comprised, o7 a very broad
level, a regional division as well: the quarters of the south and west versus the
quarters of the north and east. This regional division comes across quite clearly
in Tabari’s account on the battle of Nihavand, to be discussed in more detail
shortly. When the Sasanian monarch, here correctly maintained to be Yazdgird
ITI, is said to have issued a call for making a stance vis-a-vis the Arab armies
in Nihavand, Tabari maintains that thus, “one after the other, there arrived
those living in the territory between Khurasan and Hulwan, those living in the
territory between al-Bab [i.e., Darband] and Hulwan, and those living in the
territory between Syjistan [i.e., Sistan] and Hulwan.” Tabari’s account goes on
to summarize these groupings: “The cavalry of Fars and of the Fahluj [sic], the
inhabitants of al-Jibal joined forces.”'?® In a second configuration, immediately

1199 de Goeje, 2608.

1200Gee page 241ff.

1201 abari 1993, p. 189, n. 945, de Goeje, 2176.

1202Tabari 1989a, p. 193, de Goeje, 2608. Under the fahlawaj, Juynboll notes that “he has not found
another reference to” these. He gives however, a reference to Schwartz, Paul, fran im Mittelalter nach
den arabischen Geographen, Leipzig, 1896 (Schwartz 1896), p. 829. Tabari 1989a, p. 193, n. 657.

1203 Tabari 19894, p. 193, de Goeje, 2608.

215



§3.3: BURANDUKHT AND AZARMIDUKHT CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST

following this, Tabari makes this dichotomous territorial division even more lu-
cid: “Those hailing from [1a] the territory between Bab (al-Abwab) and Hulwan
numbered thirty thousand troops, those hailing from [1b] the territory berween
Khurasan and Hulwan numbered sixty thousand, and those hailing from [2a]
the territory between Sijistan and Fars and [2b] Hulwan, numbered sixty thou-
sand.”12%* If one were to conceptualize this division schematically, one would
see that it roughly corresponds to the quadripartition into k#sts implemented
during the rule of Khusrow I Nowshirvan. A corrective to the four-fold terri-
torial division given here by Tabari is that the first area [1a], between Darband
(Bab) and Hulwan, naturally included Armenia with a number of its dynastic
factions which were fighting the Arabs alongside the Iranians. Furthermore,
because this is a description of the battle of Nihavand, it naturally excludes the
Sawad and Mesopotamian territories of the Sasanian empire, which had already
been conquered by the Arabs in the battle of Qadisiya.!?® As we shall see later
on as well—and we are jumping ahead of our narrative here!?*—by the time the
battle of Nihavand took place the Parthian general Rustam had already died at
the battle of Qadisiya. Thus the army command at this point was taken over
by the Parsig leader, Firuzan: “[and] they all set out to him [Firuzan], one after
the other.”12%

It is a testimony to the reliability of the secondary and tertiary sources for
Sasanian studies, that this incredible, crucial, piece of information provided by
Sayf, that is, the existence of a split between the Pahlav and the Parsig factions,
is corroborated by our primary sources, namely by the recently discovered seals
examined in this study, where, as we have seen, some of the éran-spahbeds on
these seals insist on their affiliation as a Parthian aspbed, aspbed-i pahlaw,'**®
while others identify themselves as aspbed-i Parsig,'*® that is, Persian aspbed.
The terminology that they adopt for rendering this ethnic division, further-
more, is Pahlav, fablaw or fahlawaj, and Parsig, what in Sayf’s narrative has
been rendered as ahl-i fars (the people of Fars).

The battle of Bridge

Let us return to our narrative on the battle of Bridge. Rustam’s recognition
of the Parsig’s prowess is reflected in Sayf’s subsequent narrative. After Jali-
nus was defeated at the battle of Kaskar and had returned to Rustam, the latter

1204\ith the numbers given here we are naturally not concerned, although as a ratio of the forces
brought to the field by the two factions, these too might be revealing. Tabari 1989a, p. 193, de
Goeje, 2608.

120556 with these amendments, the above regional division roughly corresponds to the Pahlav
regions [1a] of the kust-i adurbadagan and [1b] of the kust-i khwarasan, and the Parsig regions [2a]
of the kiust-i nemroz and [2b] of the kist-i khwarbaran.

120650c §3.4.3.

1207Tabari 1989a, p. 193, de Goeje, 2608.

1208 Gyselen 2001a, seal 1b of a figure called Dad-Burz-Mihr, p. 36, and the personal seal of this
same figure, seal A, p. 46. See also the table on page 470.

1299 Gyselen 2001a, seal 2¢, p. 39, and the personal seal of this same figure, seal B, p. 46.
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asked: “which of the Persians is the strongest in fighting the Arabs in your
opinion?” He was directed to the Parsig leader Bahman Jadhuyih,'?!° whom
he then put in charge of the Armenian faction. The chain of command that
he established, moreover, reveals the friction between him and the Armenian
dynasts. For Rustam ordered Bahman Jadhuyih thusly: if Jalinus “returns ro the
like of his defeat, then cut off his head.”'?!! Befitting his status, Bahman Jadhu-
yih was given the Great Standard (derafsh-i Kaviyan).?'? In giving us a folkloric
etymology for this general’s epithet Dhu °l-Hajib, Ibn al-Athir highlights the
seniority of Bahman Jadhuyih, maintaining that he was such an old man that
he was forced to keep his eyebrows somehow maintained upwards in order to
see in front of his own steps.!?!?

Thus, the Parsig leader Bahman Jadhuyih, under the tacitly acknowledged
leadership of the Pahlav leader Rustam, commanded 30,000 of the grandees
of the wjam at the battle of Bridge,'*!* defeating the Arab armies in battle.
Although Tabari dates this event to 13 AH/634CE, in a flagrant chronological
invention, there is little doubt that the battle of Bridge was, in fact, fought
during the second term of Burandukht’s regency,?'> after the murder of Azar-
midukht, when the Pahlav and the Parsig factions finally joined forces under
the supreme command of Rustam sometime in 630-631, and not, as hitherto
believed, in 634-635 CE.

Burandukht’s coinage during her second regency

Significantly, Burandukht’s coinage of the second and third year of her reign,
and not of the first year, when most of the mints are from Pahlav lands,'*1®
reflects the Parsig acceptance of her regency. For it is only for the second and
third year that we have found numerous coins minted in Sistan, Khuzistan, and
Fars,'2'” regions under the control of the Parsig. The number of coins found
for Burandukht minted in Sistan (SK) during these two years is amazing: 44 for
her second regnal year and 59 for her third.”!® There is no doubt, therefore,
that once Burandukht assumed power after the murder of Azarmidukht, the
Parsig of the quarters of the south recognized her authority and joined forces
with the Pahlav, the original faction to promote the queen, at the battle of
Bridge, an engagement that could have potentially saved the Sasanian empire

1210 A5 argued on page 196ff, he is also referred to as Mardanshah or Dhu ’I-Hajib.

1211 abari 1993, p. 188, de Goeje, 2174.

1212Tabari 1993, p. 188, de Goeje, 2174-2175.

1213Baladhuri 1968, p. 251; Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 437.

1214Balcami 1959, p. 287. Tabari 1993, p. 190, de Goeje, 2176-2177.

1215 A5 Burandukht was only the candidate of the Pahlav faction during her first regnal year, it is
improbable that such a united opposition could have happened during her first regency.

1216Gee page 208.

1217 Curtis and Malek 1998, pp. 124-128.

1218 Others include one coin from Ardashir Khurrah (ART) in Fars, five from Hormozd Ardashir
(AW) in Khuzistan and five from Stakhr (ST) in Fars. The latter, as well as Kirman, for which we
have one coin from the second year, also minted coins in her first year. Curtis and Malek 1998,
pp. 124-128.
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and averted the subsequent disaster. For the cooperation of the Parsig with
the Pahlav finally payed off: they “inflicted a disastrous defeat on the Muslim
forces.”121?

A wvictory interrupted

In the midst of their victory at the battle of Bridge, however, something went
terribly amiss. And as Morony maintains, that something was the resurgence
of the factional strife in the Sasanian capital Ctesiphon.!??® The Pahlav and the
Parsig had, once again, broken ranks. For, “as the Persians were trying to cross
[the bridge], the news came to them that the people of al-Mada’in [Ctesiphon]
had revolted against Rustam.”'??! Ibn al-Athir’s narrative informs us, signifi-
cantly, that, at this time, “the people had divided into two camps: The fablaway
were supporting Rustam and the parsig were supporting Firtazan.”1??? Balami’s
narrative, furthermore, lends tremendous support to our contention that some-
thing in the successful cooperation of the Pahlav with the Parsig had gone awry
in the midst of the battle of Bridge. In the midst of the Iranian triumph, while
Bahman Jadhuyih was about to cross the bridge in pursuit of the fleeing Arab
army, “news reached Muthanna that the army of the wam has risen against
Turan [i.e., Burandukht] and they do not accept her in power and they have
become fed up (bizar) with the rule (sipabsalari) of Rustam.”'?? There was,
in other words, once again a revolt against Rustam’s leadership. There is no
doubt that the Parsig led the rebellion in the capital. For, as Sayf informs us,
the insurgents were asking for Bahman Jadhuyih, who had been recalled by Bu-
randukht.!?>* Moreover, after the uprising, the Sasanian queen Burandukht was
killed, presumably strangled by the Parsig leader Firuzan.!??

The battle of Buwayb

The battle of Buwayb (near Kufa),'?* reported next and depicted as leading to
a major victory for the forces of Muthanna b. Haritha, is most probably part
of a Muthanna lore, added to the accounts of the battle of Bridge and intended
to “enhance the reputation of al-Muthanna and of his tribe ... [in order] to
counter the disgrace of his humiliating defeat at the battle of Bridge.”'*”” And

219Morony 1991, p. 205.

1220Morony 1991, p. 205.

1221'The story is reported through three different isnad: al-Sari b. Yahya — Shwayb — Sayf —
Muhammad; Talha; and al-Ziyad. Tabari 1993, p. 188, de Goeje, 2174.

1222Tabari 1993, p. 189, and n. 945 and 946, de Goeje, 2176. Ibn al-Athir 1862, pp. 156-158 and
p. 160.

1225Balcami 1959, pp. 290-291.

1224Balcami 1959, pp. 290-291.

125Geert 1918.

1226Tabari 1993, p. 197, de Goeje, 2184.

1227Donner 1981, pp. 198-200, here p. 199. According to Ya:quibi, the battle of Madhar took place
in 14 AH/635 CE, although he continues to put this in the context of Burandukht’s rule, providing
even the significant information that after this battle and the battle of Buwayb, which presumably
takes place next, and as a result of their defeats, the Persians revolted against Rustam and Firu-
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indeed the Sasanian account looses its internal cohesion here. For, while toward
the end of the battle of Bridge it is made clear that the Parsig-Pahlav alliance had
failed, in the accounts of the battle of Buwayb, and without further explanation,
Firuzan and Rustam are depicted as working side by side again.!??® So, if at all
historic, we must date this battle as having taken place earlier than the battle of
Bridge.'??” The subsequent thick-headed refusal of the Parsig and the Pahlav to
continue to cooperate is highlighted by the queen’s presumed protest to Rustam
and Firtzan: “Why will the Persians not go forth against the Arabs as they used
to go forth before today.” The Persians responded to her that fear “was with our
enemy at that time but is among us today.”!%*°

3.4 Yazdgird III: Arab conquest of Iran

Sayf then starts narrating “what stirred up the matter of al-Qadisiyyah.”!%!

The Persians reprimanded Rustam and Firuzan:'%? “To where are you being
carried? Dispute has not left you alone, so that you have weakened the Per-
sians and made their enemies greedy.” The imminent mutiny of the whole
constituency of the two factions against their respective leaders is further high-
lighted in Sayf’s subsequent account: The “two of you have not reached such
a rank that Persia will concur with you in this opinion and that you expose it
to perdition. After Baghdad, Sabat, and Tikrit, there is only Madain. By God,
either the two of you unite, or else we will indeed begin with you.”'** Threat-
ened by rebellion against them, Firtzan and Rustam agreed to cooperate yet
again.!?

zan and finally brought Yazdgird III to power. The Sasanian chronological indicator provided by
Yacqubt in other words remains those provided by Sayf. Yasqubi 1983, pp. 24-25.

1228 hen the news reached Rustam and Firtizan that Muthanna was calling for reinforcement,
“the two of them agreed to send forth Mihran-i Hamadani.” Blankinship notes that the father of
Mihran-i Hamadani was one “Mihrbundadh or Badhan. He is mentioned twice in poetry quoted by
Abu Mikhnaf.” Ibn al-Azadbih, who led the two flanks of Mihran-i Hamadani’s army was evidently
the son of the governor of Hira, Azadbih. Mardanshah, the other commander, was most likely
none other than Bahman Jadhayih. A Shahrvaraz also appears in these wars. If the historicity
of the battle of Buwayb is to be valid, this Shahrvaraz was in all probability a descendent of the
infamous Mihranid Shahrvaraz. Mihran-1 Hamadani, was killed in this war, and so was Shahrva-
raz, the commander of Mihran-i Hamadani’s light cavalry. Tabari 1993, pp. 205-206 and p. 208,
de Goeje, 2192, 2194. Ibn al-Athir 1862, p. 161. Once Mihran-i Hamadani was killed, the army
of the Persians fled and the leadership of the army was taken up by Firuzan. Ibn al-Athir 1862,
pp. 163-164.

1229Gee Table 6.1 on page 468.

1230Tabari 1993, p. 204, de Goeje, 2189.

1231 abari 1993, p. 221, de Goeje, 2209.

1232Presumably after the unsuccessful completion of their victory at the battle of Bridge, when the
Persians were “held ... back from [dealing with] their enemy.” Tabar1 1993, p. 222, de Goeje, 2209;
see also page 218.

1255 Tabari 1993, p. 222, de Goeje, 2209.

1234 Tabari 1993, p. 222, de Goeje, 2209. This threat against the leadership of Rustam and Firtizan
is given in two different versions carrying two different chains of transmission through Sayf. Tabari
1993, pp. 221-222, de Goeje, 2209.
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So, right after their victory at the battle of Bridge and after Burandukht was
deposed and finally killed, the debilitating rivalry of the interregnum 628-632
between the Pahlav and the Parsig over the control of the Sasanian monarchy
ended. Under the respective leadership of Rustam and Firuzan, the Pahlav and
the Parsig agreed to support Yazdgird III’s ascendancy. Some time after his
accession occurred the putative watershed of the Sasanian demise: the battle of
Qadisiya. When Muthanna b. Haritha sent the news of Yazdgird III’s election
to kingship to <Umar, Sayf continues, the “letter did not reach <Umar before
the people of al-Sawad had rebelled (kafara), both those who had an agreement
[with the Muslims] and those who had no agreement.”'?> Muthanna led his
own garrison until they stopped at Dhu Qar. Here <Umar’s response came
to the Arabs: “regroup and become earnest, as the Persians have now become
earnest.”12¢ This, Sayf maintains, “was in Dht ’-Qa<dah of the year 13 (early
63 5)"’1237

This chronology provided by Sayf is the most plausible among all the dates
provided by our sources for the battle of Qadisiya. As we shall see, not only
did the Pahlav take their time before coming to terms with the Parsig’s slaying
of their candidate, Burandukht, and subsequently accepting the kingship of the
Parsig nominee, Yazdgird III, but throughout this time their leader, Rustam,
was also averse to engaging the Arab armies. Rustam, the immortal hero of
Qadisiya, was, in fact, reluctant to fight. He followed a policy of procrastina-
tion through diplomatic correspondences with the Arabs before he was actually
forced into battle. All of this took time. Numismatic evidence confirms the date
of the battle of Qadisiya as 634-635 CE or, perhaps, a year afterwards. Were it
not for this evidence and in view of the all too blatant problems with the hijra
chronology for the previous battles, we would have continued to have difficul-
ties in determining an exact date for the battle of Qadisiya. Unlike the data
at our disposal for the previous period, the Sasanian chronological indicators
from here on can no longer aid us in our analysis: all the subsequent engage-
ments of the Arabs against the Iranians took place during the reign of the last
Sasanian monarch Yazdgird IIT (632-651), so that we can no longer rely on the
accession and deposition of various monarchs in order to trace the chronology
of the Sasanian efforts against the Arab armies. Nevertheless, until the murder
of the last Sasanian king Yazdgird III sometime in 651, we can still continue to
trace the general contours of the Parsig-Pahlav dynamic and its effects on the
Arab conquest of Iran.

Yazdgird III’s coinage

Before we proceed, however, a word needs to be said about the numismatic
evidence pertaining to the initial years of the kingship of Yazdgird III. For this
evidence helps not only to delimit the chronology of the battle of Qadisiya,

1255Tabart 1993, p. 223, de Goeje, 2210.
1236Tabari 1993, p. 223, de Goeje, 2210.
1237 Tabari 1993, p. 224, de Goeje, 2211.
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but also, and perhaps more significantly, to disentangle the sequence in which
Yazdgird III’s rule was eventually accepted by the Pahlav and the Parsig. To
begin with the latter first.

The Pahlav did not wholeheartedly accept Yazdgird III’s kingship. As Tyler-
Smith observed, only seventeen mints are known “to have minted in the name
of Yazdgird 111, a small number for a Sasanian king reigning 20 years.”'#® While
the characteristics of this coinage present various problems limiting somewhat
our interpretation of them, they do provide us with crucial information per-
taining to Yazdgird IIl’s rule. As Tyler-Smith remarks, if “one wishes to use the
coins to help elucidate the literary sources and vice versa, the first essential step
is to decide whether all coins struck in Yazdgird III’s name, but without an Ara-
bic inscription, were minted in towns he controlled at the material time.”?*
Significantly for our purposes, and as far as the number of mints are concerned,
Tyler-Smith notes that of the sixteen mints other than Sakastan (Sistan), one
“would expect his early years to be represented by the most mints, the number di-
minishing as he was driven east, and by the year 20, a period of only 3 months,
very few would be minting in his name.” This, however, did not happen. For,
while in year 1 (632-633 CE) only seven mints are recorded and in the middle
years anywhere between “none to six in any given year,” for the year 20 (651-
652 CE) there are not only “a comparatively large number of mints, ... [but also
a] large number of specimens/dies.”1?*

According to Tyler-Smith, Yazdgird III’s coinage can be divided into “four
major groups of closely allied coins with a fifth group of more diverse coins.”
The first group, dating to the years 1-3 of his reign (632-634), came from eight
different mints. What is significant for our purposes is that most of the identifi-
able mints are located in the southwest of Iran, in Fars or Khuzistan, that is to
say, in Parsig domains. The principal exception is Sistan, known for years 1 and
3. Sistan, however, as we have noted, while under Suren control, closely collab-
orated with the Parsig factions.!?*! According to Tyler-Smith, the fact that these
early mints “were so restricted is curious, one possible explanation being that
Yazdgird I1I did not in fact fully control the whole of Iran.”*** In other words,
all the coins from the first three years of Yazdgird IIIs rule are minted in Parsig
territories: Sistan, Fars, and Khuzistan, roughly corresponding to the quarters

1238 Tyler-Smith, Susan, ‘Coinage in the Name of Yazdgerd III (AD 632-651) and the Arab Con-
quest of Iran’, Numismatic Chronicle 160, (2000), pp. 135-170 (Tyler-Smith 2000), p. 138. Emphasis
added. The Sistan mint takes an exceptional place in Yazdgird III’s coinage, as we shall see shortly.
Of the remaining sixteen mints, only 194 specimens have thus far been identified. Tyler-Smith 2000,
p. 137.

1239Tyler-Smith 2000, p. 137. For references to works on the Arab-Sasanian coins, see ibid., nn. 6,
7 and 8. For Sistan’s drachm coinage during the late Sasanian period, testifying to the predominant
independence of this Surenid territory, also see Sears, Stuart D., “The Sasanian Style Drachms of
Sistan’, Yarmouk Numismatics 11, (1999), pp. 18-28 (Sears 1999), here pp. 18-19.

1240Tyler-Smith 2000, pp. 138-139. All emphasis mine.

1241Gee for instance our discussion on page 155ff.

1242 Tyler-Smith 2000, pp. 138-140.
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of the south and west. Significantly, the important mint of WYHC of Buran-
dukht’s reign—the most favorable reading of which must be the one proposing
Visp-shad-Husrav in Media!**—appears only in the second group of Yazdgird
IIls coins, those for the years 6 and 7 (637-639),2** and in the fifth category of
mints, those belonging to the year 20 (651-652) of Yazdgird III’s reign. What
1s even more remarkable is that unlike Burandukht’s coins, no other coins of
Yazdgird III have been found belonging to the Pahlav territories, the quarters
of the north and the east. The one significant conclusion that this numismatic
data afford us, therefore, is that while the Pahlav eventually did fight on behalf
of Yazdgird III, throughout his rule, they did not mint any coins on bis behalf in
their territories, except for the rare issues of the WYHC mints.'?* This obser-
vation becomes even more significant considering the following.

The mints of the first group, in Fars and Khuzistan, stop striking coins
from year 4 onward (636-637). This date tallies quite well with the chronology
that we will establish for the conquest of Khuzistan in 636-637.12* 1In fact,
the great majority of issues belong only to year 1 (632-633) of Yazdgird III’s
kingship, while from the year 10 through year 20 (642-652), there is an almost
continuous production in the mints of Kirman and, presumably, of Sistan.!?
One last remark is crucial in this connection. As Tyler-Smith observes, “no
coins appear to have been struck between YE [i.e., Yazdgird Era] 3 (AD 634-
635) and YE 10 (AD 641-642).”12*% The absence of any coins from this period
underscores a crucial observation: “a major shock [seems to have affected] ...
the administration of the Sasanian empire in year 3 or 4.” If so, and if “the
absence of coins does really indicate the collapse of central administration it
would strongly suggest that an early date [i.e., 635-636] for the battle of Qadisiya
is correct.”1?*” The numismatic evidence therefore corroborates the chronology
that we have favored in this study: those traditions that put the date of the
battle of Qadisiya between the years 13-15 AH/634-636 CE, that is during the
first three years of Yazdgird III’s reign, are the most reliable. Two more remarks
are warranted here. Firstly, the absence of any coins from the mint of WYHC,
from the year 7 (638-639), soon after this mint had begun to struck coins in the
name of Yazdgird III, until the year 20 (651-652), can very well be explained as
the consequence of a major thrust of Arab armies into Media proper following
the battle of Nihavand, the battle of Jalula, and the conquest of Rayy, after

12838ee footnote 1163.

1244 Tyler-Smith 2000, p. 140.

1245N¢ldeke already realized this, and referring to Sebeos, argued that the east, as well as Azarbay-
jan, initially refused to accept Yazdgird III’s regency. In spite of this observation, he continued to
maintain that Rustam and Farrukhzad, immediately or almost immediately lent their support to
Yazdgird III. Noldeke 1879, pp. 307-308, n. 5, Noldeke 1979, p. 594, n. 183.

1246500 §3.4.2.

1247 As we shall discuss below on page 244ff, Yazdgird III probably stayed in Kirman and Sistan
from 642-648.

1248 Tyler-Smith 2000, p. 140.

1249Tyler-Smith 2000, pp. 146-147.
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which the Arabs had penetrated these Pahlav territories.'”®® Furthermore, the
provinces of Iraq, Khuzistan, and Fars had to be subdued before the Arab armies
could head east, and, while the province of Kirman may have been raided in
643-645,1%! Kirman was “protected for most of Yazdgerd’s reign by the western
provinces.” Secondly, while “we do not know why the three Kirman mints
were not in use at the beginning of Yazdgerd’s reign ... [pJresumably the Arab
invasions changed circumstances dramatically enough to make it worth while for
the three towns [of Kirman] to start minting, though output, ... appears always
to have been low.” Thanks to Tyler-Smith’s study, we will also be able now
to realize Gob!’s hope, expressed decades ago, that an investigation of Yazdgird
IIT’s mints “will one day put us in a position to trace the withdrawal route of
the dynasty’s last monarch.”1?52

We cannot reconstruct Yazdgird III’s narrative, however, without addressing
the controversy surrounding the age that he assumed the throne, for naturally,
the younger the age of the king, the less validity to the presumption that he
played a consequential role in the exigent course of affairs. Although the re-
verse does not necessarily follow, that is, even if not a child, Yazdgird III was
certainly quite young when he was promoted to the Sasanian throne and was
almost thoroughly controlled by the factions supporting him. According to
Said b. Batriq and Ibn Qutaybah, Yazdgird III was fifteen years old when he
was placed on the throne,!?® while according to Dinawari, he was sixteen.'?>*
Tabart noted, however, that Yazdgird III (632-651) lived for a total of twenty-
eight years.'® If this latter tradition is correct, Yazdgird III must in fact have
been only eight years old when he assumed kingship. Noldeke already pointed
out that the coinage for the tenth year of Yazdgird III’s rule still portrays the
king without a beard.!?*® Né&ldeke therefore opted for a very young monarch,
an eight-year old child. Whatever his age, however, it was not Yazdgird III who
steered affairs, but the two most important factions, the Pahlav and the Par-
sig, under the respective leadership of Rustam and Firuzan. What then is our
narrative?

1250For these three conquests, see respectively page 241, page 234, and §3.4.4 below. The usage of
the WYHC mint in the year 20 remains, however, a mystery.

1251 Tabari, The Conguest of Iran, vol. XIV of The History of Tabari, Albany, 1994, translated and
annotated by G. Rex Smith (Tabari 1994), p. 71, de Goeje, 2704. Also see Daryaee, Touraj, Soghoot-i
Sasaniyan (The Fall of the Sasanians), Tehran, 1994 (Daryaee 1994), and Daryaee, Touraj, “The Effect
of the Arab Muslim Conquest on the Administrative Division of Sasanian Persis/Fars’, [ran: Journal
of the British Institute of Persian Studies 41, (2003), pp. 1-12 (Daryaee 2003).

1252Gobl 1971, p. 54. Yazdgird IIls flight will be discussed on pages 244ff and 2571f below.

1253N¢ldeke 1879, p. 397, n. 4, Néldeke 1979, p. 593, n. 182.

1254Dinawari 1960, p. 119, Dinawari 1967, p. 130.

1255N¢ldeke 1879, p. 399, Noldeke 1979, p. 551.

1256N5ldeke 1879, p. 397, n. 4, Noldeke 1979, p. 593, n. 182; Tabari 1999, p. 409, n. 1014.
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3.4.1 The conquest of Ctesiphon

The people of Sawad informed Yazdgird III that the Arabs had encamped at Qa-
disiya and “in a warlike manner ... ruined everything between them and the
Euphrates.” Encamped in their forts, they warned Yazdgird III that “should
help be slow in coming, we shall surrender.” Yazdgird III then sent for Rustam
in order to entrust the mission of subduing the Arabs to the son of the Prince
of the Medes. At his inauguration, he addressed Rustam: “Today you are the
[most prominent] man among the Persians. You see that the people of Persia have
not faced a situation like this since the family of Ardashir I assumed power.”1%>’
Incidentally, it is significant that the situation on the eve of the Arab conquest
and at the time of the imminent demise of the Sasanians should be compared
to what had transpired at the inception of the Sasanian rise to power. As with
the rise of the Sasanians, so too on the eve of their destruction, the cooperation
of the two polities, the houses of Ardavan and Ardashir I, the Pahlav and the
Parsig, was required.

From the onset of events that led to the battle of Qadisiya, all of our tra-
ditions depict what seems to have been a major disagreement between Rustam
and Yazdgird III. Because, as we have argued above, Yazdgird III was too young
to steer policy, any decisive action projected onto him in our narratives must
be attributed to the faction that originally promoted him: the Parsig faction.
It is with this caveat in mind, therefore, that we shall proceed. In anticipation
of the battle, Yazdgird IIT and Rustam engaged in a discussion. Tabari high-
lights this in the form of a parable that betrays the nature of the disagreement.
When Yazdgird III put Rustam in command of the forces, he presumably also
asked his commander to describe to him “the Arabs and their exploits since
they have camped at Qadisiyyah and ... what the Persians have suffered at
their hands.” Rustam replied that he believed the Arabs to be “a pack of wolves,
falling upon unsuspecting shepherds and annihilating them.”?® Significantly,
however, Yazdgird III objected: “It is not like that ... I put the question to you
in the expectation that you would describe them clearly and that then I would
be able to reinforce you so that you might act according to the [real situation].
But you did not say the right thing.”!?* The nature of the disagreement is not
yet disclosed in Sayf’s narrative, but from what follows, it is amply clear that
at least some form of discord had come to exist between a king who owed his
very crown to the agreement of the major factions and a dynastic commander
who was in charge of one of the most powerful armies of the realm.

Yazdgird III then proceeded to give his own assessment of the situation. He
compared the Arabs to an eagle who “looked upon a mountain where birds
take shelter at night and stay in their nests at the foot of it.” In the morning
the birds recognized that the eagle is preying upon them. Whenever “a bird

1257 Tabari 1992, p. 43, de Goeje, 2247.
1258 Tabari 1992, p. 43, de Goeje, 2248.
1259 Tabari 1992, p. 43, de Goeje, 2248.
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became separated from the rest, the eagle snatched him. When the birds saw
him [doing this], they did not take off out of fear ... If they had taken off all
at once, they wonld have repelled him. The worst thing that could happen to them
would be that all would escape save one. But if each group acted in turn and took off
separately, they all perished. This was the similarity between them and the Per-
sians. Act according to this.”'2® What Yazdgird III was describing for Rustam
in this parable was in fact the plight of the Persian armies: division and lack of
collaboration among the factions. Clearly, Yazdgird III was urging Rustam into
collective action. Rustam, however, was in favor of a different course of action.
“O king, let me [act in my own way]. The Arabs still dread the Persians as long
as you do not arouse them against me. It is to be hoped that my good fortune will
last and that God will save us the trouble.”?*! Sayf then provides a crucial piece
of information. Rustam allegedly believed that the king was inciting the Arabs
against him. Clearly, this could not be the real reason for his fear. Instead, he
must have been afraid of the harm that the Parsig faction might place in his way
through their actions. Tabar1’s subsequent account makes it clear that there was
a substantial dispute between the Pahlav and the Parsig over the best strategy
for engaging the Arabs encamped at Qadisiya.

Rustam favored patience and protracted warfare: We should “employ the
right ruse,” he insisted. “In war, patience is superior to haste, and the order of
the day is now patience. 7To fight one army after another is better than a single
[and total] defear and is also harder on our enemy.” Yazdgird 1II, however, was
obdurate.!?? What is being exchanged here is of course not a correspondence
between a puppet child king and his powerful commander, but a dialogue be-
tween the Parthians (fahlawaj) and the Parsig (ahl-i Fars). Rustam pushed for
isolated warfare, for biding their time to ascertain the true nature of the Arabs’
intentions. But the situation had become desperate for the people of Sawad.
Yazdgird 111, that is, the Parsig, lost patience and pushed Rustam to engage the
enemy. Rustam, however, refused to succumb to pressure, suggesting to send
the Armenian Jalinus or another commander instead. Once these had “made
them [i.e., the Arabs] weak and tired,” Rustam argued, he could then proceed
himself.1?* No agreement, however, was reached, and Rustam was forced to
prepare for battle.

Just prior to the battle, Rustam became again heavy-hearted, presumably on
account of a dream. Now, it is true that apocalyptic dreams, like that of Rus-
tam, are a later concoction, inserted in Ferdowsi’s opus. As such they constitute
nothing but a literary topos. For our purposes, however, they do contain sig-
nificant information. Once again Rustam asked Yazdgird III (read, the Parsig)

1260T abari 1992, pp. 43-44, de Goeje, 2248.

126I'Tabari 1992, p. 44, de Goeje, 2248. Emphasis added.

1262Tabari 1992, pp. 44, 52, de Goeje, 2248, 2257. Balami also highlights this. Balami 1959, p. 296.
The theme of Rustam’s initial disagreement with Yazdgird III is also reiterated in Ya«qubi 1969,
vol. 2, pp. 160-162, Yaqubi 1983, p. 27.

1263 Tabari 1992, pp. 44-45, de Goeje, 2249.
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for permission to send Jalinus first. “The ability of Jalnus is similar to mine,
though they [i.e., the Arabs] dread my name more than his. [If Jalinus fails,] I
shall send someone like him, and we shall ward these people off for some time.
The People of Persia still look up to me. As long as I am not defeated, they will act
eagerly. Tam also at this time dreaded by the Arabs; they dread to move forward
as long as I do not confront them. But once I do confront them, they will, at
last, take heart, and the people of Persia will, in the end be defeated.”26

Avrab trade interests

What has never been underlined apropos the battle of Qadisiya is that the Par-
thian general Rustam not only argued for procrastination and isolated warfare,
being intent on deploying other commanders into action, but that he main-
tained this position while corresponding and negotiating with the Arabs. In
the many pages of Tabari that follow this is made clear. In the months that ulti-
mately lead to the battle, Rustam sent a message to Zuhrah b. Hawiyah,!?%> with
the intention of making peace. Rustam “wanted to make peace with Muslims
and give Zuhrah a stipend on condition that they should depart.”!?%® Rustam
and Zuhrah then engaged in correspondence. Besides the heavy dose of rhetoric
that infuses the narrative, significant information is interpolated into the text.
Rustam reminded Zuhrah of the history of Persian behavior toward the Arabs,
of the protection that they had given the latter, of how they gave them access to
pasture land, and provided them with supplies, and finally of how they allowed
the Arabs to trade in any part of the land. Zuhrah, acknowledging the veracity
of Rustam’s contentions, retorted that after the appearance of the Prophet and
his religion of the truth, the Arabs were no longer seeking worldly gains. As
we shall shortly see, this denunciation ought to be considered Muslim rhetoric,
interpolated in the account by later traditionalists. Rustam now asked Zuhrah
about their new religion. Zuhrah then enumerated the essential pillars of his
newly found religion.!?”” Rustam then responded: “How excellent is this! ...
[And if] I agree to this matter and respond to you, together with my people, what
will you do? Will you return [to your country]?” In Zuhrah’s final response,
however, we are provided with a fascinating piece of information: “By God, if
the Persians were to agree to all of these declarations, the Muslims would in-
deed never draw near ... [to their] land except for [purposes] of trade or some

1264 Tabari 1992, pp. 45-46, de Goeje, 2250.

1265One of the commanders of Sa<d b. Abi Waqqas’s army, who in the pre-Islamic period allegedly
was made a tribal chieftain by the king of Hajar (in Bahrayn) and sent to the Prophet. Tabar1 1992,
p- 17, and n. 65, de Goeje, 2224.

1266Tabari 1992, p. 63, de Goeje, 2267.

1267There “is no god except Allah and ... Muhammad is His messenger.” “Excellent,” Rustam
responded, and “what else?” “To extricate people from servitude to [other] people and to make
them servants of God,” Zuhrah replied. “Good,” Rustam retorted, “and what else?” “Men are sons
of Adam and Eve, brothers born of the same father and mother,” Zuhrah continued. Tabar1 1992,
p- 64, de Goeje, 2268.

226



CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST §3.4: YAZDGIRD III

necessity.”12® The Arab intent therefore was not conquest for the sake of as-
suming power, but trade. The pre-occupation of the Arab conquerors with trade
is also highlighted in a narrative of Baladhuri, where <Abbas b. <Abdalmuttalib
warned <Umar that if the latter established a diwan (army registry), the Arabs
would “be content with the diwan [i.e., army stipend] and stop trading.”1?*
Returning to our account, after some further discussions, Rustam went away,
summoned the Persians, and communicated the Arabs’ message to them. Here,
we are finally appraised of the true identity of the party against whom Rustam
maintained his position: once Rustam communicated the Arabs’ message to the
Persians, “they went into a rage and scornfully rejected [Zuhrah’s proposals].”
Rustam then cursed the Persians.'?’® A second tradition, also reported by Sayf,
but through a different chain, has a certain Ribd b. <Amir as a messenger to
Rustam. This narrative insists that it was Rustam who wished to engage in a
dialogue with the Arabs. As in the previous narrative, again the classic three
choices—tribute, conversion, or war—were offered. Rustam demanded time for
consultation, a “delay [of] this matter until both parties consider it[s]” implica-
tions. Ribg offered one or two days. Rustam, however, asked for a longer delay:
“until we could exchange letters with our men of judgment and with the leaders of
our people.” 1’1

Tabar1’s accounts make it amply clear that negotiations were contingent on
the collective agreement of the factions who had by now implicitly agreed to
Rustam’s command.'?? The collectivity, however, did not agree with Rustam’s
course of action. In the second narrative, after hearing Rib4’s offer of the classic
three, Rustam went “into private consultation with the Persian chieftains,” and
argued for the lucidity and honorable nature of their offer. Tabar1’s sources for
this narrative even imply that Rustam was prepared to convert. The Persian

1268 Tabart 1992, p. 64, de Goeje, 2269. Emphasis mine.

1269 mar replied, “there is no option but this. The booty of the Muslims has become substantial
indeed.” Baladhuri 1968, p. 211. A tradition contained in Dinawari also highlights this crucial
aspect of the agenda of the Arab conquerors. For according to Dinawari, when Mihran-i Hamadani
and other grandees of Iran were defeated (see page 218) and the control of various regions of Sawad
became feasible for the Arabs, the population of Hira informed Muthanna that in their vicinity
there was a village (gariya) with a grand bazar in it. “Once every month, people from Fars and Ah-
vaz and various other cities of Iran came there in order to trade in goods.” The wealth attained by
the Arabs after the conquest of Anbar is then highlighted by Dinawari. Concerning the conquest
of Ubullah a similar observation is made. After the battle of Ubullah (see page 190), <Utbah b.
Ghazwan wrote to Umar: “Thank God that we have conquered Ubullah [Basrah] for this is the
port city of the ships that come hither from <Uman, Bahrayn, Fars and Hind o Chin.” Dinawari
1960, p. 117, Dinawari 1967, p. 127. Note, once more, the anachronism of the mention of <Umar,
presumably as caliph.

1270T abari 1992, p. 65, de Goeje, 2269.

1271 abari 1992, pp. 68-69, de Goeje, 2272-2273. Emphasis added.

1272Noth studied the theme of negotiation in the futih literature, and remarked on the many
topoi that can be found in them. Noth, Albrecht, ‘Isfahan-Nihawand. Eine quellenkritische Studie
zur frithislamischen Historiographie’, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft 118,
(1968), pp. 274-296 (Noth 1968), p. 284. The information provided here about Iranian factionalism,
however, should not be considered a topos.
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chiefs warned Rustam: “May God save you from inclining toward ... abandon-
ing your religion to this dog.”'?”*> This rhetorical exchange we can confidently
disregard, for an agreement to conversion would have been all but impossible,
given the context, for the son of the Prince of the Medes. The round of ne-
gotiations between Rustam and other factions “continued until Rustam and his
companions enraged each other.”'?’* Rustam then asked for another messenger,
and Mughirah b. Shusbah was sent.!?”> Here, finally, Rustam’s negotiations with
the Arabs reached a dead-end. Rustam declared to Mughirah: “We are firmly
established in the land, victorious over our enemies, and noble among nations.
None of the kings has our power, honor, dominion.”'#”® Mughirah interjected:
“if you need our protection, then be our slave, and pay the poll tax out of hand
while being humiliated; otherwise it is the sword.” At this Rustam “flew into a
rage, and swore by the sun: Dawn will not break upon you tomorrow before I kill
you all’”

Much has been said of the paramount role of Rustam in what is portrayed as
one of the grand finales of Sasanian history, the battle of Qadisiya. It is to this
foremost general of the Sasanian realm that the defense of Sasanian rule in Iran
was entrusted, allegedly by a young puppet king, who himself owed his throne
to the scheming of the factions to begin with. It is probably no exaggeration to
argue that the death of no other figure in the long course of Sasanian history
has acquired such poignant symbolism. Rustam’s death at the battle of Qadisiya
signals the end of Sasanian history. The Shahnama, together with the Iranian
national historical memory, mourns the defeat and murder of this heroic figure.
An apocryphal letter at the end of Ferdowst’s opus even prognosticates the end
of Iranian national sovereignty through the mouth of Rustam, here depicted
as having the Mithraic epithets of Justice and Mibr (sitarib shomar bid ba dad o
mibr), before his fateful confrontation with the Arabs.'?””

With all the fanfare around the heroic posture and tragic death of Rustam,
however, little attention has been paid to the fact that, in defending the Sasa-
nians at this important juncture of Iranian history, Rustam, like his brother,
Farrukhzad and their father, Farrukh Hormozd, was not merely pitching his
last efforts on behalf of the Sasanians—whose legitimacy his ancestral family,
the Ispahbudhan, had questioned again and again in late Sasanian period, after

1273 Tabari 1992, p. 68-69, de Goeje, 2272.

1274Tabari 1992, p. 70, de Goeje, 2274. Emphasis mine.

1275The continuation of this narrative is reported on the authority of Sayf with only one other
transmitter listed after him. In this version, Mughirah does not reiterate the classic three terms of
surrender. In fact, it is only Rustam who speaks here.

1276Tabari 1992, p. 73, de Goeje, 2277.

127710 a letter to his brother Farrukhzad, he predicted this end resorting to astrological signs.
Ferdowst 1935, p. 2965, Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, p. 314:
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We will discuss Mithraic symbolism below in §5.3.
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all—but, more importantly, was defending the rights of his family and their
fiefdoms in the east and west of the Sasanian territory. Even less is known
about the likelihood that the family was probably the most significant player in
accommodating the conquering army and betraying the Sasanians.

According to the Shahnama, in the process of preparing an army to face
the Arabs, Rustam wrote a letter to his brother, Farrukhzad, instructing him
to gather the army of Iran and Zabulistan, as well as anyone coming to him in
refuge (zinhar kbah), and to go to Azarbayjan. Rustam encouraged Farrukhzad
as well as all those who were from their agnatic group (dadih-i ma), young or
old,'?”® to pray for what was about to transpire, and he reminded them all that
Yazdgird III was the only legacy left from the Sasanians.

The continuation of the letter as it appears in the Shahnama corroborates
Sayf’s account that the Arabs’ aim in invading Iran was gaining direct access
to trade entrepOts. Rustam informed Farrukhzad that the Arabs had assured
him that the aim of their aggression was not the destruction of the monarchy
and the assumption of power, but rather trade. They promised that they would
leave the Iranians in control over the regions stretching from Qadisiya to Rud-
bar. Now, while many rivers, villages, and districts in Iran are called Rudbar,
the context as well as topographical logic makes it amply clear that this Rudbar
is without doubt the Persian nomenclature for the Oxus.'?® In other words,
the Arabs pledged to go beyond the Oxus (vazan si) to the cities where there
is trade.'*® The Arabs’ sole purpose, in other words, was trade and nothing
else. They even agreed to pay heavy tariffs and taxation and to respect the
Sasanian king and the “crowns of the warriors”, and even to provide hostages
as insurance against their good conduct. Rustam, however, warned his brother:
all this seemed to be their rhetoric and not their intent.128!

1278Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 313-316, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2965:
’)’LJ”J‘J?\‘JVJ?\ D){Lao:jbj\gfﬁli)j

1279Dihkhuda, Lughat Nama, Tehran University Publications, 1998, edited by Muhammad Mo‘in
and Ja‘far Shahidi (Dihkhuda 1998), pp. 12331-12333.

12807t is extremely important to note that Tabari also highlights the role of trade. de Goeje, 1049;
Noldeke 1979, p. 529. This, however, is differently rendered both in Néldeke’s and in the English
translation of Tabari. In the English version, in the course of a prognostication that Khusrow II
uttered when the famous list of grievances is given to him, the king informed the messenger that
all “this happening indicates a bad omen, that the glory of the monarchs has passed into the hands
of the common masses, that we have been deprived of royal power, and that it will not remain long
in the hands of our successors before it passes to persons who are not of royal stock (min ahl al-
mamlakah).” Tabari 1999, p. 386. The actual phrase for the “glory of the monarchs has passed into
the hands of the common masses” in Arabic, however, reads:

Ggadt ais Lo a5 doll) az ol
that is to say, “... has passed to the bazar [i.e., the traders].” de Goeje, 1049. For some reason,
Noldeke, too, has rendered this phrase as “dass die Herrlichkeit der Kénige an den Pébel gekommen
ist.” Noldeke 1879, p. 368.
1281 Ferdowst 1935, p. 2966:

O.;..‘"Jg ‘\J;Jac,\bds‘” wqu\ut’.«jow‘)\
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It is important to underline the tremendous value of this piece of informa-
tion provided by Ferdowsi. No other source, not even Sayf, gives this unique
exchange of Rustam with the Arabs. To be sure, a substantial part of Tabari’s
account details the futile negotiations that ultimately led to the battle of Qa-
disiya. And, as we have seen, the theme of trade is hinted at even in these
narratives. In keeping with the classical Arab histories’ Islamic rhetoric, how-
ever, Tabar’s accounts, while significant, highlight—probably post facto—the
religious locomotive of the wars of conquest. Nowhere in the many pages of
Tabari,'?? is the theme of trade so explicitly and in detail highlighted as in the
poetic couplets of Ferdowsi.

Ferdowst’s narrative also underlines the forced final agreement of the Pahlav
leader, Rustam, into the strategic policies and concerns of the Parsig and other
factions. In the letter to his brother Farrukhzad, Rustam emphasized that it
was they who had finally coerced him into engaging the enemy. The forces of
Tabaristan, under the leadership of Miruy, those of Armenia and those under
the control of the Surenid Kalbuy (Kalbuy-i Surt) were all unanimous in one
opinion and one course of action, according to Rustam: “The Arabs are not
to be trusted ... They are not even worthy of consideration. Why have they
come to Iran and Mazandaran? If they want access, they have to obtain it through
war.”1283

Tabari also mentions Rustam’s letter to Farrukhzad. Here, we also are told
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“A messenger came to me from them. Many subjects were discussed in the course of this assembly.
[They promised] that from Qadisiya to Rudbar, we shall leave the land to the king. Beyond that
[i.e., Rudbar, they promised] we will go to the cities where there are trade entrep6ts [bazargah], so
that we could buy and sell. Besides this [they claimed] we pursue nothing. We shall even accept
heavy tariffs. We do not seek the crowns of the elite. We shall also obey the king. If he desires, we
shall even furnish him with hostages.”

1282 A5 Friedmann observes, many themes are highlighted in this section of Tabari’s narrative.
These include the contemptuous treatment of the Arabs by the Persians, underlining their poverty
and primitive way of life, and deriding their military prowess. These themes might very well reflect
“anachronistic echoes of Shu<ubi” controversy. The Persians’ “repeated attempts to dissuade the
Muslims from embarking on war by promises of material gain,” however, fall short of the insights
given by Ferdowsi. Tabari 1992, p. xv.

1285 Ferdowst 1971, vol. IX, pp. 314-315, Ferdowsi 1935, p. 2966:
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of the reasons why this other important scion of the Pahlav did not take part
in the battle of Qadisiya. Rustam’s letter was addressed to al-Binduwan and
those who followed him. Al-Binduwan of course refers to Farrukhzad, who
was indeed the grandson of Vinduyih,!?* and is called here the “arrow of the
people of Persia ... equal to every event, ... [through him] God will break
every powerful army and conquer every impregnable fortress.” Rustam warned
his brother to strengthen himself “as if the Arabs have already arrived in your
country to fight for your land and for your sons.” He told Farrukhzad that he
had “suggested [to the king] that we should ward them off and thus gain time
until their auspicious stars become unlucky.” The king, however, had refused
this.!?85 As Tabari informs us, Farrukhzad was the marzban of al-Bab, on the
western coasts of the Caspian Sea,'?%¢ and he continued to be engaged in the
Caucasus.

As both Tabari’s and Ferdowst’s narrative underline, therefore, the hero of
the battle of Qadisiya participated in the fateful battle quite reluctantly and in
spite of his preferred stratagems. In fact, according to Tabari, between “the de-
parture of Rustam from al-Madain, his camping at Sabat, his departure from
there, and his confrontation with Sad b. Abi Waqgas’s army, four months
elapsed. During this time he did not move forward and did not fight.”'?*” Rus-
tam is portrayed as “hoping that the Arabs would become disgusted with the
place, [and] would become exhausted, and ... leave.”'?® So long-lasting Rus-
tam’s procrastination is said to have been that the Arabs, realizing his strategy,
followed suit and “made up their minds to be patient and to temporize with the
Persians indefinitely, in order to throw them off balance,” raiding meanwhile
the Sawad and plundering “the area around them.”'?®” Once the Persians real-
ized “that the Arabs were not going to desist,” however, they are said to have
commenced their war efforts.

In all our narratives the theme of Rustam’s procrastination, his insistence
on having an isolated warfare strategy, and his initial refusal to start the war
efforts, reflects his stance, not vis-a-vis the child king Yazdgird III, but vis-a-vis
the other factions, most importantly the Parsig. The correspondence of Rus-
tam with his brother Farrukhzad bears witness to this. The exhaustion of the
Sasanian empire in the wake of the thirty-year Byzantine-Sasanian wars, which

1284See page 187 and the Ispahbudhan family tree on page 471. Ibn al-Athir maintains that at the
battle of Qadisiya, when Qa«qa supposedly slew Firtuzan, Harith also killed al-Binduwan. This,
however, is most probably one of those forged traditions attributed to Qa«qa (see page 233 below).
Ibn al-Athir 1862, vol. 2, p. 474.

1285Tabari 1992, pp. 46-47, de Goeje, 2251. Emphasis added.

1286 A1-Bab is the older name for the city of Darband, where successive Sasanian kings, most of all
Khusrow I, are credited with constructing heavy fortifications against nomadic invasions. Tabari
1992, p. 46, n. 183 and the sources cited therein, de Goeje, 2251. As we shall see on page 279ff, in
the future course of the conquest, the Arabs encountered in precisely this same region a Mihranid
by the name of Shahrvaraz, leading the homeless soldiers under his command against the Khazars.

1287 Tabari 1992, p. 52, de Goeje, 2257.

1288Tabari 1992, p. 52, de Goeje, 2257.

1289 Tabari 1992, pp. 52-53, de Goeje, 2257.

231



§3.4: YAZDGIRD III CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST

had only recently been brought to an end, perhaps helps explain Rustam’s in-
clination toward placating the Arab armies. The Arab insistence on trade in-
terests, was probably also responsible for the creation of those narratives that
depict Rustam arguing for the lucidity and honorable nature of the Arab stance.
All the traditions concerning Rustam’s correspondence with the Arab armies,
with his brother Farrukhzad, and with other factions bear witness, however,
that the Parsig were bent on all-out war. Perhaps their promotion of this strat-
egy was itself predicated upon their knowledge that, indeed, the latter did dread
Rustam and his power more than they did that of the Parsig.

The battle of Qadisiya

Whatever the case, the list of commanders engaged in the battle of Qadisiya
reflects the final participation of all parties who had gathered under the com-
mand of Rustam. Sebeos gives us the significant information that the “army of
the land of the Medes gathered under the command of their general Rostom,”
numbering 80,000 armed men.'?® Sebeos then provides a breakdown of this
number in order to underline the Armenian participation in the battle of Qa-
disiya: from among the forces that had gathered under Rustam, 3,000 fully
armed men participated in the battle under the command of the the Armenian
general, Muset Mamikonean, son of Dawit‘. Prince Grigor, lord of Siwnik’,
came with a force of 1,000.1°! Sayf’s account adds other contingents. Muset
Mamikonean, possibly the figure rendered as Jalinus in our Arabic sources,!??
was put in charge of the vanguard. He was ordered not to “rush [into battle]”
without Rustam’s permission. One Hurmuzan was put in charge of the right
wing of the army.'®® Mihran-i Bahram-i Razi, a Pahlav of the famous Mih-
ran family, took charge of the left wing, and finally Firtzan, the Parsig leader,
commanded the rear guard.'?* Significantly, a figure named Kanara was com-
manding the light cavalry.!”> This Kanara, whose son Shahriyar b. Kanara also
participated in the battle,!?*® was most probably the same Kanarang who played
a major role in the deposition of Khusrow I1,'*” and who went on to play an
even more significant role in the conquest of Khurasan.'?”® Besides the contin-
gents listed, and in true dynastic fashion, moreover, Rustam’s next of kin were
also heavily involved in all this. His cousins, Vinduyih and Tiruyih, the sons of
Vistahm,'?”” were charged with commanding contingents from the Sawad.

1290Gebeos 1999, p. 98.

12918ebeos 1999, p. 98.

1292Gee footnote 846.

1293 A5 we shall see shortly on page 236 below, Hurmuzan belonged to the Parsig faction.
1294Tabari 1992, p. 45, de Goeje, 2249.

1295Tabari 1992, p. 53, de Goeje, 2258.

1296 Tabari 1992, p. 131, de Goeje, 2346.

12978ee page 154ff.

129850 §3.4.7.

12998ee the genealogical tree on page 471.
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CHAPTER 3: ARAB CONQUEST §3.4: YAZDGIRD III

Perhaps one of the single most important causes of the Sasanian defeat at the
battle of Qadisiya, besides the general exhaustion of the populace and the armies
after years of warfare with Byzantium, the plague that had decimated the realm,
and the atmosphere of distrust and factionalism that prevailed among the dynas-
tic factions, was the fact that during the war “/a/ll the leading nobles were killed,
and the general Rostom was also killed.”>® Having long recognized the debil-
itating factionalism engulfing the Sasanian polity—where armies had gathered
around their respective leaders—the Arabs also had realized that the best possi-
ble strategy was targeting these very leaders. For without these, the coalition
of the Persians would crumble and their armies scatter. This strategy, perhaps,
also explains the detailed narratives of the battle of Qadisiya which dramatize
the capture, defeat, and murd