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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.
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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 Sasania