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The letters of Shahrbaraz and Middle Persian historiography on the last Great War of Late
Antiquity

abstract: The article analyses stories about letters sent by Kisra Abarwiz to his general Shahrbaraz
during the last Great War of Late Antiquity. The analysis sheds light on Middle Persian
historiography and the transmission of historical information in the Late Sasanian and Early Islamic
periods, information we need in order to understand the history of the period. Based on the study of
this episode, supported by wider evidence, the article suggests that Middle Persian historiography
was prone to literary embellishment, that it was solipsistic, almost exclusively interested in matters
Persian, and that for its Persian sections Arabic historiography inherited this attitude from Middle
Persian sources. The article also points to previously unused, or underused, sources that can throw

more light on the relations between Middle Persian, Christian, and Islamic historiography.

keywords: Middle Persian historiography - Sasanians - Arabic historiography - Heraclius

Letter writing is often mentioned in Byzantine, Syriac, Armenian, Arabic, and Persian
historiography, and Persian kings and heroes both send and receive letters in these various, partly
interdependent historical traditions. Some of the letters are obviously not historical: when the
Sistanian hero Zal writes a letter to his father Sam, and Sam further to King Maniichihr,' we are in
the universe of legend, not history. Some of the letters of the Sasanian period mentioned in
historical works may have been historical, but the purpose of the present article is not to throw light
on how letters were used in Sasanian Iran. Instead, it offers a case study of stories about letters and
cunning plots that wandered from one source into another, changing on the way.

The analysis of these stories will shed light on Middle Persian historiography and the
transmission of historical information in the Late Sasanian and Early Islamic periods, information
we need in order to understand the history of the time. Based on the study of this episode, supported
by wider evidence, it will be suggested that Middle Persian historiography was prone to literary
embellishment, that it was solipsistic, almost exclusively interested in matters Persian, and that for

its Persian sections Arabic historiography inherited this attitude from Middle Persian sources. This

! Firdawst, Shahname, ed. D. Khaleghi-Motlagh and A. Khatibi, 8 vols., (New York, 1987-2008), 1: 205-20 (vv. 611—
840), 23144 (vv. 982-1180).



article will also point to previously unused, or underused, sources that can throw more light on the
relations between Middle Persian, Christian, and Islamic historiography.>

Islamic historiography of the early seventh-century wars between Persia and
Byzantium is remarkably concise and telescopes events of almost two decades into a few pages of a
somewhat confused narrative.’ In stories about these wars, the Persian commander Shahrbaraz is
the recipient of a number of letters and the sender of a few.* To facilitate following the story, here is
a very brief skeleton of what happened in the crucial years: Maurice, the former benefactor of Kisra
Abarwiz, was executed in 602, and Phocas was proclaimed emperor. Ostensibly to put a son of
Maurice back on the throne, Kisra sent Persian armies to invade Byzantium, but it was only
Heraclius' revolt that lead to Phocas' death in 610. The following years were favourable to the

Persians, who, e.g., conquered Jerusalem in 614. Heraclius launched a counter-attack in 622, but

2 Though somewhat problematic, I use the term "Islamic historiography" to refer to historical works written by Muslim
authors in New Persian or Classical Arabic. Similarly, "Christian historiography" refers to works written by Christian
authors, irrespective of the language they write in.

3 For Christian historians, see J. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses to a World Crisis. Historians and Histories of the Middle
East in the Seventh Century (Oxford, 2010), 1-341. J. Howard-Johnston, 'al-TabarT on the Last Great War of Antiquity’,
in H. Kennedy (ed.), al-Tabari. A Medieval Muslim Historian and His Work (Princeton, 2008), 73-93, here 74, rather
surprisingly claims that al-TabarT's "coverage [of "the last old-style war of antiquity"] is extensive, running to nearly a
hundred pages in Noldeke's German translation" (T. Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden
aus der arabischen Chronik des Tabari (Leyden, 1879), 290-382). This is utterly misleading, as al-TabarT only devotes
14 pages (in Noldeke's translation, 290-303 = C.E. Bosworth, The History of al-Tabari V: The Sasanids, the
Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen (Albany, 1999), 317-31) to the war itself, the rest being dedicated to presages of
the collapse of Persia, narrated from an Islamic viewpoint, Dhii Qar and other materials of Arab interest, and the fall of
Kisra, narrated as an internal Persian matter with next to no reference to the Byzantines and largely taken by the
imaginary exchange between Shiriiya and Kisra. Even the 14 pages contain a lot of duplication and repetition.

4 There is some unclarity as to Shahrbaraz's name, see Bosworth, Sasanids, 319, note 749; P. Pourshariati, Decline and
Fall of the Sasanian Empire. The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and the Arab Conquest of Iran (London—New York,
2008), 143; and J. Banaji, 'On the identity of Shahralanydzan in the Greek and Middle Persian papyri from Egypt', in
A.T. Schubert and P.M. Sijpestein (eds.), Documents and the History of the Early Islamic World (Leiden—Boston,
2015), 27-42. Again, his identification is not at stake here. In this article, the names of Kisra Abarwiz and Shahrbaraz
are throughout given in these Arabic forms, except in the book title to be discussed below. P. Orsatti, Materials for a
History of the Persian Narrative Tradition. Two Characters: Farhad and Turandot (Venezia, 2019), 569 and 'The last
years of the Sasanid empire as reflected in the Persian romantic narrative tradition’, in L. Capezzone (ed.), Before
Archaeology. The Meaning of the Past in the Islamic Pre-Modern Thought (and after) (Rome, 2020), 105-17, here
111-2, makes an attempt to identify Shahrbaraz with the "King of Syria" (or his son) in later Persian romances, but his
late appearance in Khwaju Kirmani's Gul o-Nawriiz, composed in 742/1341, and Salman-e Sawajt's Jamshid o-

Khwarshid, composed in 763/1372, makes her case less strong.



626 saw the siege of Constantinople. Finally in December 627, Heraclius invaded Mesopotamia,
which lead to the dethronement and death of Kisra in 628. Especially the last years of Kisra will be

in the focus of this paper.’

Let us now start with outlining the story as told by al-Tabar1 (d. 923) in his 7a'rikh, with special
attention to letter writing.® In the more extensive versions, I have divided the story in sections,

[TAB 1] etc., for ease of reference.

Arabic and Persian sources

[TAB 1] Al-TabarT mentions three army commanders sent by Kisra Abarwiz against the Byzantines
in various directions, Rumyiizan(?), Shahin, and Farruhan, the last mentioned having the honorary
name of Shahrbaraz ("the Boar of the Land").” The newly elected Emperor Heraclius made a
countermove and marched through Armenia to Nisibis. Kisra had been angered with Shahin, the
provincial civil governor (fadhiisban) of the West and had called him back to his court "and
dismissed him from that frontier command (¢thaghr). Shahrbaraz, however, was firmly holding the

place where he was stationed because of Kisra's command to him to remain and not to leave it."

5 For a reconstruction, largely based on Byzantine sources, of the history behind the stories discussed in this article, see
W.E. Kaegi, Heraclius. Emperor of Byzantium (Cambridge, 2003), 58—155, especially 148—55. See also J. Howard-
Johnston, The Last Great War of Antiquity (Oxford, 2021), especially 214-320.

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh, ed. M.J. de Goeje et al., Annales quod scripsit (...) al-Tabari, 15 vols. (Leiden, 1879-1901), I:
1001-9 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 317-30). W.E. Kaegi and P. Cobb, 'Heraclius, Shahrbaraz, and al-TabarT, in H.
Kennedy (ed.), al-Tabari. A Medieval Muslim Historian and His Work (Princeton, 2008), 95—112, studies the episode
on the basis of Christian historians, al-Tabar1, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam from the point of view of what actually happened
and without giving much attention to the stories about the letters. Pourshariati, Decline, dedicates much space to
Shahrbaraz (Middle Persian Shahrwaraz), especially 142—9, but her approach is almost diametrically opposed to mine
and she seems to consider all the letters as source critically unproblematic (see 144, 147, and 152). Orsatti, Materials,
47-59, studies the whole life of Shahrbaraz.

7 Ta'rikh 1: 1001 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 317-9). Others only know of one general, like al-Tha‘alibi, Ghurar, ed.
H. Zotenberg, Histoire des Rois des Perses (Paris, 1900), 701, but as we will see, Shahrbaraz is also in al-TabarT's
version the supreme commander of the other two generals. Nihayat al-arab fi ta'vikh al-Furs wa'l- ‘Arab, ed. M.T.
Danishpazhiih (Tehran, 1996), 424, names the three generals Shahrbaraz (first written Shahr-'Nzad and then Shahriyar),
Shahr-BNDaD (cf. Noldeke, Geschichte, 291, note 2), and Shahin.

8 Ta'rikh 1: 1003—4 (= trans. Bosworth, Sdsanids, 321-2). As we will see, a similar letter is mentioned as a Byzantine

forgery by Nicephorus.



[TAB 2] Another general, Rahzadh (written Rahzar), was sent against the approaching
Heraclius. Realising the enemy's numbers, Rahzadh wrote several times to Kisra letting him know
that the Persians could not stand against them, but Kisra kept replying that they could, at least, die
trying to. Eventually, they did so and were wiped out. Kisra heard of the defeat and fled from
Daskarat al-Malik to al-Mada'in, fortifying himself there. Heraclius approached, but then turned
back to Byzantium — this is not motivated in any way in al-Tabar1's version. (This marks the end of
the first version of these wars, told in a mere four pages.) Kisra wrote to the three defeated generals
asking them to report all who had shown weakness, a fatal letter, which turned men against him. He
also wrote to Shahrbaraz ordering him to come post haste and report on the damage done by the
Byzantines.’

[TAB 3] After this, al-TabarT turns for a while to Qur'an 30: 1-5 (on the defeat of the
Byzantines) and its interpretation and then restarts the story from the beginning. With an isnad
leading back to ‘Tkrima (d. 723),!° he reports how Kisra asked a woman, "who gave birth only to
kings and heroes," which of her sons should lead the army against the Byzantines. The woman
replied by describing three of her sons, So-and-So, Farrukhan, and Shahrbaraz, and Kisra appointed
the last mentioned.!! The continuation shows that we are to understand that the remaining two
became the other two commanders under Shahrbaraz's supreme command.

[TAB 4] The hadith continues with a brief description of the battles between the
Persians and Byzantines and a reference to Q 30: 1-5. Further, we are told that after the Persians
had been victorious Farrukhan had been sitting with his companions and drinking, telling them
about his dream in which he had seen himself on Kisra's throne. When this came to Kisra's ears, he
wrote to Shahrbaraz, demanding Farrukhan's head. Shahrbaraz defended his brother Farrukhan and
after some letters had been exchanged on this Kisra sent a letter to the Persians (i.e., the Persian
army) removing Shahrbaraz from command and appointing in his stead Farrukhan. At the same
time, he sent another letter, to be given to Farrukhan when he was in power, telling him to execute
Shahrbaraz. Farrukhan was about to do so, but Shahrbaraz showed him the earlier correspondence,

and Farrukhan gave the command back to Shahrbaraz.'?

% Ta'rikh 1: 1004-5 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 322-3). The fatal letter resembles the forged letter in the Christian
tradition, see below.

19 Dating hadiths on the basis of their isnads is a very precarious business, so we cannot take ‘Tkrima's date as in any
way indicative of the time this story started circulating in Arabic.

" Ta'vikh 1: 10067 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 326-7).

12 Ta'vikh 1: 1007-8 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 327-8).



[TAB 5] Then Shahrbaraz wrote to Qaysar, king of the Byzantines, inviting him to a
secret meeting, in which he told the king that he and his brother were willing to rise against Kisra,
and they joined forces. Together, they killed the interpreter (tarjuman) they had used in their
negotiations. This ends this part of the story of Shahrbaraz in al-Tabari.!? It is worth pointing out
that in [TAB 3-5] the king of the Byzantines is not identified by name.

Al-TabarT's narrative is not linear but offers variant versions of the same incidents. In
[TAB 1], Shahin is called back to court, Shahrbaraz told to remain, but in [TAB 2] it is Shahrbaraz
who is called back to court. In [TAB 1], there are three commanders, one of them Shahrbaraz, and
in [TAB 3] Shahrbaraz is chosen from among three heroic sons, and the continuation makes it clear
that the other two also became commanders of armies under Shahrbaraz. In [TAB 2], a commander
repeatedly writes to Kisra to make him change his order, and the same happens in [TAB 4]. Even
the provenance of the reports, as given by al-TabarT, the first being part of an isndd-less narrative,
the second a long hadith with an isnad, shows that [TAB 1-2] and [TAB 3-5] are parallel versions
of one narrative, rather than one continuous narrative. The first version is relatively sober, while the
second is somewhat melodramatic and full of details far beyond ordinary (woman giving birth only
to kings and heroes; secret orders to execute people; last-minute deliverance from the gallows;
clandestine meetings; silencing of witnesses; etc.).

In broad lines, Miskawayhi (d. 1030), Tajarib,'* follows [TAB 1-4]. [MISK 1]
Ignoring the other commanders, Miskawayhi tells how Shahrbaraz devastated Byzantine areas and
how the newly elected Heraclius marched to Nisibis through Armenia. The anonymous commander
(sahib) of the thaghr had been summoned away by Kisra because of some grudge, but Shahrbaraz
received numerous letters from Kisra telling him to stay where he was. [MISK 2] Kisra sent a
commander of his, Rahzadh, against Heraclius. Rahzadh sent numerous letters to Kisra, explaining
the desperate situation, but Kisra replied to him, saying he was strong enough to shed his blood in
obeisance of the king.!* Rahzadh and his men were wiped out, Kisra fortified himself in al-Mada'in

and prepared to fight, but Heraclius suddenly turned back to Byzantium. Kisra wrote the fateful

13 Ta'rikh 1: 10089 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 329-30). Shahrbaraz's rebellion against Ardashir I11 and his short
reign is later told in Ta'rikh 1: 1061-3 (= trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 400-3), but as an internal Persian matter rather than
continuation of the war: more than fifty pages separate the war from the end of Kisra's reign. The hadith of ‘Tkrima is
also found in al-Tabar1, Jami ‘ al-bayan ‘an ta'wil @y al-Qur'an, ed. ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Cairo,
2001), XVIII: 451-4.

14 Miskawayhi, Tajarib al-umam wa-ta ‘aqub al-himam, 7 vols., ed. S.K. Hasan (Beirut, 2003).

BSTajarib 1: 148-9.



letter giving orders to the commanders to identify those who had not held their place. He also wrote
to Shahrbaraz to come and report on the destruction caused by the Byzantines.'¢

[MISK 3] Then there follows the story about the woman and her three sons, after
which [MISK 4] Miskawayhi relates Farrukhan's dream, the correspondence between Kisra,
Shahrbaraz, and Farrukhan, and the meeting of the latter two with Qaysar, the king of the
Byzantines.!” Thus far, Miskawayhi has rather faithfully followed al-Tabari, abbreviating and
rephrasing but keeping to the main story line.

[MISK 5] Miskawayhi comes back to Shahrbaraz and Heraclius ten pages later in
Tajarib 1. 162—4. As this passage does not seem to have drawn much attention in studies of the Last
Great War and is not, as far as I know, available in translation, it is translated in full in the
Appendix. This story derives from a different source and lacks all personal names, except for that of
Kisra Abarwiz, his opponents being "an army commander" (later "the Persian") and "the king of the
Byzantines," not Shahrbaraz and Heraclius. This version relates how Kisra sent one of his major
companions with an army against Byzantium. His remarkable success made Kisra afraid of him,
and Kisra wrote two letters. In one, he ordered him to leave a trusted man in command and come to
him, Kisra, and in the other to stay where he was, since, on second thought, he could not see who
could fill his place. The point of the second letter seems to be to lessen the suspicions of the
commander and avoid a direct confrontation in case he disobeyed the first letter.

The messenger was told to give the commander the first letter and only after some
time, if he did not obey, the second, as if it had just arrived. The commander was suspicious of the
first letter, and after three days was given the second, but he did not fancy that, either, writing
instead to the king of the Byzantines, offering peace and promising to let him pass on to Iraq
unopposed. The king would be given everything he conquered, except for Iraq, which would be the
Persian's — i.e., the commander's — share.

So it was done. Kisra became suddenly aware of the proximity of the king of the
Byzantines and realised that he could only rely on cunning, not strength. Thus, he wrote a small
letter in fine script — a suitable style for a secret message to be carried across enemy lines —

implying that the commander had obeyed his orders and lured the Byzantine king into a trap.

16 Tajarib 1: 149-50.
17 Tajarib 1: 150-1.



Kisra then went to a monk living close by the town and asked him to take the message
to the commander and even made him read the letter.'® It will come as no surprise that when
passing by his fellow Christians, the monk gave away his secret. But this was not all. Kisra had also
sent another messenger, who made haste and passed by the camp of the Byzantines (and then came
back from the opposite direction) as if he were coming from the commander and heading toward
Kisra. He let himself be caught, too, carrying a similar message. Having read both, the king of the
Byzantines turned away and fled.

[MISK 5] is similar to the version given by al-Tha lab1 (mid-9th century), Akhlaq al-
mulitk, 180—7."° This version has also gone unnoticed in this context and will be translated into
English in the Appendix.

Al-Tha‘labt's version is long but somewhat confused. First, [THA 1] it gives an
extensive background, telling how the Byzantine king lost his treasures, when the wind pushed the
ships to Shahrbaraz, [THA 2] who sent them to Abarwiz. Abarwiz was first delighted with them,
but then his servant Ruste made him believe that Shahrbaraz had kept the larger part to himself.

[THA 3] Instigated by Ruste, Abarwiz called Shahrbaraz back to the court. First, he
sent a messenger with a letter ordering Shahrbaraz to come, but immediately thereafter he sent
another messenger with two letters. The first of these commanded Shahrbaraz to stay where he was
and the second to come post haste. The second messenger was advised to hand in the second letter
if he saw Shahrbaraz about to return to the court, but the first one if he was not preparing for his
return, thus actually confirming whatever Shahrbaraz was doing.

[THA 4] Shahrbaraz realised that Abarwiz was planning something, as he had been
informed about the talks between Abarwiz and Ruste by his deputy, who had remained in the court.
Realising that Shahrbaraz was not going to come, Abarwiz wrote to Shahrbaraz's brother to take
over the command, by force, if need be. The anonymous brother showed the letter to Shahrbaraz
and others, and they made peace with the king of the Byzantines.

[THA 5] Shahrbaraz would have liked to lead the armies, but the king of the
Byzantines ordered him to stay behind and himself took the command. Shahrbaraz prepared a

detailed map of the route and advised him where to camp and where not. When the king came with

18 This is not as obvious a trick as might seem. Letters were often transmitted orally and the physical copy was more
ceremonial than practical. For reading the letter one was about to carry, see also Kay Ka'tis, Qabiisname, ed. R. Levy,
The Nasihat-nama known as Qabiuis-nama of Kai Ka'us b. Iskandar b. Qabus b. Washmgir (London, 1951), 97.

19 Al-Tha'labi, Akhlag al-muliik, ed. F. ‘Atawi as al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Tdj fi akhlag al-muliik (Beirut, 1970) and translated
into French in C. Pellat, Le livre de la Couronne (Paris, 1954), 196-202.



his 400,000 men to al-Nahrawan he camped there and prepared for the battle. [THA 6] Abarwiz
turned to a Christian, to whose grandfather his grandfather had shown favour, and asked him to
carry a secret message to Shahrbaraz. On the way, the Christian heard the sound of the clappers
(church bells) and showed the letter to the king of the Byzantines, who fled. The story ends with
Abarwiz exclaiming: "One word, which sent 400,000 men to flight, must be of great value and
fame!"

The commentary to al-A‘sha's (d. after 625) verses by al-Qasim al-Anbar (d. 916)*°
narrates a version of a priest being sent to carry a letter to Shahrbaraz, who had gone over to Qaysar
(the name Heraclius is not mentioned in this version).?! This story differs in details and vocabulary
from all the previous ones, but shows an overall similarity to the version of al-Tha‘lab1. As it does
not seem to have been translated or used to its full extent, the passage is translated in the
Appendix.?? Ibn Hamdiin (d. 1166) has a similar, though much abbreviated version.?

Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (d. 871), Futith,>* 35-7, tells a different version, based on a hadith
transmitted through al-Zuhr1 (d. 742) from Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 687), who heard ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (d.
644) ask al-Hurmuzan, ‘azim al-Ahwaz about the matter.>> Al-Hurmuzan told him that [HAK 1]
Kisra had sent Shahrbaraz with armies to Syria and Egypt, but started suspecting that Shahrbaraz

preferred his leisure and delayed in conquering Constantinople. He sent him a letter blaming him

for this. [HAK 2] He wrote another letter to an anonymous Persian magnate ( ‘azim min ‘uzama’

20 See F. Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, 9 vols. (Leiden, 1967-84), VIII: 148.

2 Al-A‘sha, Diwan, ed. R. Geyer, Gedichte von (...) al-’A ‘sha (London, 1928), 158-9.

22 Many Arabic and Persian historians of pre-Islamic Iran either ignore these events or discuss them without any
mention of letters, cunning plans, or clandestine contacts. See, e.g., Nihaya, 424-5; al-Dinawart, al-Akhbar al-tiwal, ed.
V. Guirgass (Leiden, 1888), 110-1, al-Ya‘qubi, Ta'rikh, ed. M. T. Houtsma, Ibn Wadhih qui dicitur al-Ja ‘qubt
Historiae, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1883), I: 196—7 = trans. M.S. Gordon, C.F. Robinson, E.K. Rowson, and M. Fishbein, The
Works of Ibn Wadih al-Ya ‘qibi, 3 vols. (Leiden—Boston, 2018), II: 473 (= R.G. Hoyland, The ‘History of the Kings of
the Persians’ in Three Arabic Chronicles. The Transmission of the Iranian Past from Late Antiquity to Early Islam
(Liverpool, 2018), 128); Mujmal al-tawarikh wa'l-qisas, ed. M.T. Bahar Malik al-Shu‘ara' (n.p., n.d.), 81.

23 Ibn Hamdiin, Tadhkira, 10 vols., ed. 1. ‘Abbas—B. ‘Abbas (Beirut, 1996), VIII: 2545 (no. 741).

24 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futih, ed. C. Torrey, The History of the Conquests of Egypt, North Africa, and Spain (Yale,
1922).

25 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam's version is detailed. In general outlines, it follows [TAB 4], but without any mention of a dream
and rather few exact correspondences in the wording. For a translation of the whole passage, see W.E. Kaegi and P.
Cobb, 'Heraclius', 108—10. For al-Hurmuzan, king of al-Ahwaz, who according to some converted to Islam and was
taken to Medina, where he became the Caliph ‘Umar's advisor, see A.S. Shahbazi, 'Hormozan', Encyclopaedia Iranica
(http://www.iranicaonline.org), and, e.g., al-Maqrizi, Khabar, ed. and trans. J. Himeen-Anttila, al-Magqrizi’s al-Habar

‘an al-basar, V: 4, Persia and Its Kings, Part II (Leiden, forthcoming), §§276—7.



Fars), telling him to kill Shahrbaraz and take the command of the troops. Three times the magnate
defended Shahrbaraz. Finally, the enraged Kisra wrote to Shahrbaraz to execute the magnate. When
Shahrbaraz was about to comply, the magnate asked for a respite and showed him the previous
letters. In reaction, Shahrbaraz wrote to Heraclius and suggested a clandestine meeting, which
Heraclius accepted. In the meeting, they decided to turn against Kisra together.

If they elaborate on the letters, later Islamic historians usually follow al-TabarT's
narrative, sometimes adding elements of Miskawayhi's narrative to it,?® but Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam's
version does not seem to have left traces in later literature. Al-Mas Td1 (d. 956), Muriij,*’ §647,

does not relate the events, but sums them briefly up:

(Kisra Abarwiz) sent Shahrbaraz, the marzuban of the West to wage war against the
Byzantines. He encamped in Antioch. There were a lot of events, correspondence, and
cunning between him, the king of the Byzantines, and Abarwiz, until finally the king of the
Byzantines came to fight against Shahrbaraz.?® He sent his treasuries in advance by sea in a
thousand ships, which the wind pushed to the coast of Antioch, where Shahrbaraz looted them
and carried the loot to Abarwiz, and the treasures were called the Windfall.>® After that the
relations between Abarwiz and Shahrbaraz deteriorated. Shahrbaraz won the king of the
Byzantines on his side and sent him toward Iraq until al-Nahrawan. Abarwiz plotted by
writing letters, which he sent through a Christian bishop, who was under his protection, until

he (Abarwiz) was able to send him (the king of the Byzantines) back to Constantinople,

26 E.g., Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi [-ta'rikh, 13 vols. (Beirut, n.d.), I: 475-9; al-Maqrizi, Khabar/Persia 11 §§211-21. Ibn
‘Abd al-Hakam was probably ignored because his book deals with the conquest of Egypt, North Africa, and Spain, so
the story is out of its natural context.

27 Al-Mas ‘1idi, Murij al-dhahab, ed. Barbier de Meynard and Pavet de Courteille, revised by C. Pellat, 8 vols. (Beirut,
1966-79).

28 Ibn al-Balkhi, Farsname, ed. G. Le Strange and R.A. Nicholson (London, 1921), 105, also refers to a long tale about
Kisra's plots and deceptions.

2 This part of the story is found separately, e.g., in Ibn al-Faqth, Mukhtasar Kitab al-Buldan, ed. M.J. de Goeje, Ibn al-
Fakih al-Hamadhant, Compendium libri Kitab al-Boldan (Leiden, 1885), 140, where Shahrbaraz is called ghulam li-
Kisra ‘ala I-Sham "Kisra's servant in charge of Syria." This version gives the Persian name of the treasure: Badh-
awurda, for which see also al-Tha‘alibi, Ghurar, 700-2 (kanj Badh-awurd) and Ibn al-Balkhi, Farsname, 105 (ganj-e
badh-awurd). The name of the treasure points to a Persian source for this part of the story. For a different story about

this treasure, see Bal ‘ami, 7arikh, ed. M.T. Bahar Malik al-Shu‘ara' (Tehran, 2010), 758. Cf. also Kaegi, Heraclius, 88.
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spoiling the relations between him and Shahrbaraz, and so on, events we have mentioned in

al-Kitab al-Awsat.>°

Al-Mas ‘Tid1 repeats this in a more concise form in Tanbih,! 157.

The story in FirdawsT's (d. 1020) Shahname VIII: 299-305 (vv. 3848-930) differs
from the Arabic versions, though most of its elements are by now recognisable. Here, the story
starts with the introduction of Guraz, who guards the frontier — the name is the regular New Persian
equivalent of Middle Persian Waraz, in Arabic sources Baraz.*?> Another nobleman, Zadfarrukh,
allies himself with Guraz, who sends a letter to Qaysar, invites him to invade Iran, and promises to
help him. The reason for this treason is not given, although just before the story starts unravelling
Kisra's injustice has been spelt out. However, Guraz, too, is described in negative terms. Al-
Bundart's Arabic translation, al-Shahnama,> 246, though, does give the reason, probably based on
a manuscript variant: despite the alliance, Zadfarrukh remains, like the anonymous deputy of
Shahrbaraz in al-Tha‘lab1's version, in the court of Abarwiz and betrays his secret correspondence
to Guraz. Al-Bundart does not elaborate on this, but it is clearly a remnant of the intercepted letter
motif in earlier literature.

Qaysar invades Iran, but Abarwiz cunningly writes a letter to Guraz, thanking him for
luring Qaysar into a trap. Abarwiz selects a wise and eloquent man from his court — not a Christian
priest, monk, or bishop — and tells him to be conspicuous and act spy-like, so that Qaysar will stop
him, interrogate him, and find the letter. This happens, and there is in Qaysar's camp a man able to
read Pahlavi — the ability of the Byzantines to read Middle Persian letters is elsewhere taken for
granted, even though in the clandestine encounter between Shahrbaraz and Heraclius the need for
an interpreter is emphasised. Qaysar turns away and is later not convinced by Guraz's letter, where
he asks why Qaysar has turned against him and pleads innocent. Meanwhile, Abarwiz sends a letter
to Guraz, giving him orders to send to him from among his troops all who had been mutinous,

reflecting the ill-omened letter of his in al-TabarT's version.

30 Al-Mas ‘1id1 often refers to his a/-Kitab al-Awsat, which has later been lost.

31 Al-Mas‘udi, Tanbih, ed. M.J. de Goeje, Kitdb at-Tanbih wa'l-Ischrdf auctore al-Masidi (Leiden, 1894).

32 "Shahrbaraz" does not fit the mutaqarib metre of FirdawsT, having two consecutive short syllables: Shah-r°-ba-raz
(with the opening of the double long Shahr to Shahr®). There is also a Shahranguraz, who, in Shahname VIII: 60 (v.
778) seems to be the same as Guraz, but in Shahname VIII: 388-9 (vv. 26, 33) becomes the murderer of Guraz, who
had meanwhile usurped the kingship.

33 Al-Bundari, Kitab al-Shahnama, ed. ‘A. ‘Azzam, 2 vols. (Cairo, 1993).
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Al-Tha'alibi, Ghurar, draws on the same main source as Firdawst's Shahname, the
Prose Shahname from 957, but only has a very brief mention of Shahrbaraz's Byzantine wars (p.
701) and his subsequent brief period in power (pp. 733-5). This means that either al-Tha‘alib1 has
abbreviated the story or Firdawsi depends here on an additional source. Bal ami, Ta'rikh, 761 (and
821-3) is similar to al-Tha‘alibi.

The preserved literature shows that by the tenth century there was a wealth of partly
contradictory material circulating in Arabic and Classical Persian about Shahrbaraz and his letters.
Al-Masidi is particularly interesting, as he makes it clear that there was much to tell. Sometimes,
he seems to exaggerate the amount of material he has, as can be seen when comparing the cross-
references between Murij and Tanbih, but in this case he may, in fact, have written more
extensively, since he mentions, besides his al-Kitab al-Awsat, another book of his, titled Magatil
fursan al- ‘Ajam "Deeds of the Persian knights," written as a mu ‘arada (counter writing) to Abil
‘Ubayda Ma'mar ibn al-Muthanna's (d. 824) Magqatil fursan al- ‘Arab "Deeds of the Arab knights"
(Tanbih, 102).%

The lost Magatil fursan al- ‘Ajam was obviously a compilation of the heroic deeds by
Persian kings and heroes, one of which was Shahrbaraz.>® Although only one of many, he must
have received much attention in it, as he is the only king under whose name the book is mentioned —
the reference comes within the list of Sasanian kings, where Shahrbaraz is no. 24.

In addition, there existed a book about Shahrbaraz that does not seem to have been
referred to in studies of this period. Ibn al-Nadim (d. 995 or later), Fihrist,>’ 364, mentions a Kitdb
Shahrbaraz ma ‘a Abarwiz "Shahrbaraz and (literally: with) Abarwiz"*® in a section dedicated to

what was considered serious Persian history ("Titles of books composed by the Persians concerning

34 See J. Himeen-Anttila, Khwadaynamag. The Middle Persian Book of Kings (Leiden—Boston, 2018), 141-6.

35 The passage has been translated in Hoyland, Three Arabic Chronicles, 98. For Abii ‘Ubayda, see Sezgin, Geschichte,
VIII: 67-71. Howard-Johnston, 'al-Tabari,' 80, claims that Abl ‘Ubayda was one of al-Tabari's main sources for this
section, which is somewhat misleading, as Abii ‘Ubayda only discusses matters related to the Arabs. Elsewhere, though,
Abi ‘Ubayda is quoting Persian materials and some books of Persian interest are attributed to him, see Himeen-Anttila,
Khwadaynamag, 74-5, 104-5.

36 There is no information on whether the book included legendary and mythical kings and Sistanian heroes, an
otherwise interesting topic, but I find it more probable that it only covered the Sasanians.

37 Ibn al-Nadim, Kitdb al-Fihrist, ed. R. Tajaddud (Tehran, 2003).

3 B. Dodge, The Fihrist of al-Nadim. A Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim Culture, 2 vols. (New York, 1970), 716, reads
this as Shahr-Bazar. In both ed. Tajaddud and Ibn al-Nadim, Kitdb al-Fihrist, ed. G. Fligel, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1871-72),
305, the name is given as Shahrizad. The book is very briefly mentioned in A. Tafadduli, Tarikh-e adabiyyat-e Iran pish
az Islam (Tehran, 1998), 274.
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their kings' history (siyar) and true tales (al-asmar al-sahiha)"), not tales of entertainment, to which
another chapter is dedicated.’® Nothing more is said about this book, but its title implies that it
focused on Shahrbaraz, rather than the king. Most of the ten books listed in this section are here or
elsewhere said to have been translated from Middle Persian, which has to be our default assumption
for this book, too, although there always remains the possibility that some of the books were first
composed in Arabic, based on Persian oral lore, learned or popular. In any case, it represents the
Persian tradition.

As the book is lost, we can only speculate about its contents, but seeing that Islamic
historiography is very poor in details of the Last Great War, it would seem probable that it
concentrated, true to its title, on the conflict between Shahrbaraz and Kisra and the internal, national
history of Iran, which is also the case in Islamic historiography of pre-Islamic Iran and Iranian

storytelling in general.*

Until the Arab conquest, Iranian history is told strictly from an Iranian
view point: with very few exceptions, internal schisms and machinations are much more important
than details of wars against non-Iranians. The latter only set the scene on which Iranian heroes and
traitors make their appearance.

Ibn al-Nadim does not say anything about the date of Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz. The
heyday of Middle Persian translations is marked by the activity of Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ (d. ca. 756), but
otherwise the translators and their dates remain shadowy.*! It is difficult to say more about the
work's date except that the interest in Middle Persian literature was at its height early on in the

activity of the translation movement, so a date around the mid-eighth century or soon thereafter

would be the most probable.

Greek, Syriac, Armenian, and Christian Arabic sources

3 Ibn al-Nadim's division does not follow our ideas of fact vs. fiction — Rustam and Isfandiyar would not be classified
by any serious scholar as historical information — but it reflects contemporary ideas and the mode of transmission:
Rustam and Isfandiyar would have been transmitted as history, not as entertainment. Almost all books in these two
sections are anonymous.

40 For a somewhat similar case, cf. Sharwin of Dastabay, discussed in J. Himeen-Anttila, 'Sharwin of Dastabay:
Reconstructing an early Persian tale', Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (forthcoming).

41 For translations of historical texts from Middle Persian into Arabic in general, see Himeen-Anttila, Khwadaynamag,
28-45, and 'Translations of historical works from Middle Persian into Arabic', Quaderni di Studi Arabi 16 (2021), 42—
60.
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Let us now turn to another group of sources. Christian historiography in Greek, Syriac, Armenian,
and Arabic narrates the same events differently. It is possible that an older layer*? is represented by
the version of Nicephorus in his Breviarium,* 56—7 (§12), according to which Kisra was afraid of
the Byzantines' movements and sent a letter to Shahrbaraz, ordering him to come to him, but
Heraclius intercepted the letter and altered it to say that Shahrbaraz should stay where he was,
which opened the way for Heraclius.** This section of Nicephorus may reflect an early Greek
source from the 640s,* in which case this version would almost be contemporary with the events
themselves — which, obviously, does not guarantee its historicity. This version, in any case, is
simple. It contains in embryonic form two motifs that are prominent in later historiography: the
letter ordering someone to come and, when altered, to remain and interception and forgery of a
letter. It should be pointed out that the altered command is not very dramatic, merely replacing one
strategic and reasonable command with another. Whether from the 640s or not, the version does not
show much literary development.

A possibly later, and in any case typologically more complex, version is shared by
several historical works and seems to derive from Theophilus of Edessa's (fl. second half of the
eighth century) lost Chronicle.*® The relevant sources are Theophanes, Chronicle, especially 4523,

Agapius, ‘Unwan, 461-2, Michael the Syrian, Chronique 1V: 408 (text), II: 4089 (translation), and

4 For this division of the Christian tradition into two branches, see Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 101.

43 Nicephorus, Breviarium, ed. and trans. C. Mango, Nicephori Patriarchae Constantinopolitani Breviarium historicum
(Dumbarton Oaks, Washington D.C., 1990).

4 Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 100. The letter and its forged version may be compared with the two letters in [MISK 5].

45 Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 101; Howard-Johnston, Witnesses, 248.

46 Theophanes, Chronicle, ed. C. Mango and R. Scott, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor (Oxford, 1997). Cf.
Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 107. The role of Theophanes as informing later historians is contested by several scholars, but
I do not wish to take part in that discourse, as for my purposes it is enough to show that later authors were most
probably influenced by Arabic historiography, itself in debt to Middle Persian historians. Theophanes would be a
suitable candidate as a transmitter, but even if the transmitter was some other historian, the process of transmission
remains the same, as later historians do share many common elements that have to derive from one or more common
sources. For the debate on the role of Theophanes, see M. Debié, ‘Theophanes’ “Oriental Source”: What can we learn
from Syriac historiography?’, in M. Jankowiak and F. Montinaro (eds.), Studies in Theophanes (Paris, 2015), 365-82,
here 365-71, 377-82, M. Conterno, ‘Theophilos, “the More Likely Candidate?” Towards a Reappraisal of the Question
of Theophanes’ “Oriental Source’’, in ibid., 383—400, here 393—400, and A. Hilkens, The Anonymous Syriac Chronicle
of 1234 and its Sources (Leuven—Paris—Bristol, 2018). For these references I am indebted to Dr Marie Legendre
(Edinburgh).
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Chronicon 1234 (Dionysios of Tel-Mahrg), 135-7 (§§33-5).*” According to these, some Persians
had slandered Shahrbaraz, and Kisra sent a word to his fellow-commander or a marzuban in his
army to have Shahrbaraz assassinated — in most Islamic versions the earlier commander is to be
executed, not assassinated. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam and the commentary on al-A ‘sha imply
assassination, even though the passages are not quite explicit about this, and al-Tha‘labi's version
speaks of fighting against him (fa-haribhu). This fellow-commander is called Qardarigan or
Qardigan (Michael the Syrian, Chronicon 1234) or Mardif (only Agapius).*® Some of the versions
explicitly say that Qardarigan/Mardif is to take the command after having killed Shahrbaraz, which
reverses the order in [TAB 4].

In the version of Theophilus and the sources dependent on him, the same letter gave
orders for the fellow-commander to hasten home to assist the king, but the Byzantines intercepted
the message. This combines the motifs of killing and ordering to come home, usually separate in the
Islamic versions. Heraclius invited Shahrbaraz and showed him the message, and Shahrbaraz
moved over to his side. Here, contrary to the Islamic narratives, the Byzantines take an active role
in creating the contact with Shahrbaraz.

Shahrbaraz then altered the letter to say that beside him, 400 (or 300) other men in
high positions were to be killed. In the Islamic sources, it is Kisra who sends false letters, and the
fatal letter threatening to kill, or at least punish, those who left their positions is a genuine letter by
Kisra. According to Theophanes, after this, the letter was shown to the Persians, who, the fellow-
commander included, were furious and made peace with the Byzantine Emperor.*

Chron. Siirt,’° 540, agrees with this, although it does not have the motif of a letter

being falsified. There, the fellow-commander Fardinjan — an obvious corruption from Qardijan’! —

47 Agapius, ‘Unwan, ed. A.-A. Vasiliev, Kitab al- ‘Unvan (Histoire universelle, écrite par Agapius de Menbida) 11/2,
Patrologia Orientalis VIII/3 (Paris, 1912); J.-B. Chabot, Chronique de Michel le Syrien (Paris, 1899-1910); Chronicon
1234, trans. A. Palmer, The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles (Liverpool, 1993), 111-221. Excerpted in
Hoyland, Three Arabic Chronicles, 69-72, partly also in Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 98—100. Where the names are
identifiable and the identification is certain I will use the forms of the Islamic tradition.

4 1t is within the limits of possibility that Mardif derives from some form of the name Qardarigan, e.g., Qardig(an).

49 This is also roughly the version of Ibn al-‘Amid, Majmi ‘, ed E. Pococke, Historia Saracenica (Leiden, 1625), 13,
also used by al-Maqrizi, Khabar/Greeks, ed. M. Penelas, al-Magqrizi, Kitab al-Habar ‘an al-basar. Vol. V, Section 6:
The Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Franks, and Goths (Leiden—Boston, 2021), §§261-2. Both read Shahriyar for
Shahrbaraz.

30'S.G. Addai Scher and R. Griveau (eds.), Histoire nestorienne (Chronique de Séert) 11/2, Patrologia Orientalis XIV/4
(Paris, 1919).

3! Cf. Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 99.
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changes sides merely because of the threat on Shahrbaraz, here called Shahriyiin. This version adds
the reason for the falling out of Kisra and Shahrbaraz: the latter's daughter had been insulted by the

former's favourite Shamta ibn Yazdin, and the king refused to punish him.>

Analysis

All these stories and their versions share a handful of motifs in various combinations, used
differently in the sources and in different parts of the narrative. Those related to letters are:
CONTRADICTORY LETTERS; FALSE LETTERS; DELAYED LETTERS; REPEATED PLEADING LETTERS
IGNORED; FATAL LETTER. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that various narrators have used the
same motifs but situated them in different contexts, sometimes adding considerable literary
embellishment. Moreover, it is evident that the motifs have proliferated in Islamic historiography,
whereas Christian historiography shows far less development.

The most striking difference between Christian and Islamic versions of the story
concerns agency and viewpoint. All Christian sources present Heraclius as the resourceful
protagonist, who intercepts letters, contacts Shahrbaraz, and ends up the winner — Christian sources
tend to continue directly to the dethronement of Kisra, which is seen as the immediate result of
Heraclius' campaign.®® The focus stays all the time on the external conflict between Byzantium and

Persia with Heraclius the primus motor at all stages.>*

52 Sebeos, History, trans. R.W. Thomson, The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos. Historical commentary by J.
Howard-Johnston, 2 vols. (Liverpool, 1999), I: 80—4, relates the events without any reference to Shahrbaraz's letters,
although there is the familiar motif of Heraclius being caught between two armies. The History of Alwank’, trans. C.J.F.
Dowsett, The History of the Caucasian Albanians by Movsés Dasxuranci (London—New York—Toronto, 1961), 77-82,
contains an interesting reference to a letter by Kisra to Shahrbaraz, ordering him to come and help him (p. 79). This
letter is neither intercepted nor forged, and Shahrbaraz does come to Kisra's aid (see also Tim Greenwood, 'Sasanian
echoes and apocalyptic expectations: a re-evaluation of the Armenian History attributed to Sebeos', Le Muséon 115
(2002), 323-397, here 340-341). Chronicon Paschale 284—628, trans. M. Whitby and M. Whitby (Liverpool, 2007),
157-62, 170-6, also lacks any reference to Shahrbaraz's letters, as does Eutychius, Annales, ed. L. Cheikho, Eutychii
patriarchae alexandrini Annales, 1 (Paris—Leipzig, 1906), 215, which tells of two commanders sent against Byzantium,
Kisra himself being the third.

33 See, e.g., Hoyland, Three Arabic Chronicles, 74-9.

34 Something similar may be seen in the case of dreams. While Christian sources relate some prophetic dreams of
Heraclius about the pending collapse of Kisra, Islamic sources concentrate on Kisra's dreams (e.g., al-Tabar1, Ta'rikh 1:

1013-5 = trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 335-8), although with a clear Islamic twist.
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Islamic sources, on the contrary, focus on internal tensions within Persia, and
Heraclius is merely an outside threat that helps these to surface. Kisra and/or Shahrbaraz are the
resourceful protagonists, who take the story forward. It is symptomatic that the version of al-
Mas‘td1, Muriij §647, even uses expressions such as Shahrbaraz sending Heraclius (sayyarahu) to
Iraq and Kisra sending him back (raddahu) to Byzantium: Heraclius has no agency of his own and
is sent around by the Persian protagonists. In these versions, the story ends in a triumph of the
resourceful Kisra, especially clear in the version of Miskawayhi. Al-TabarT leaves the story at a
cliftfhanger, Shahrbaraz and Farrukhan having gone over to Heraclius, and proceeds to tell of the
ominous collapse of Kisra's palace and then his equally ominous dreams, but Heraclius has no role
in the final defeat of Kisra and the Persian Empire, which are explained partly in terms of internal
schisms, partly as divine retribution. Often, this is discussed in the context of the letter of the
Prophet Muhammad said to have been torn to pieces by Kisra, symbolically mirrored in the tearing
to pieces of his Empire, not by the Byzantines but by the conquering Arabs.*

When Miskawayhi proceeds to relate the downfall of Kisra,® the (according to him)
defeated Heraclius has no part to play, and it is Kisra's fateful order to his commander of the guard
(haras babihi I-khassa) Zadhanfarrukh to kill 60,000 prisoners in his prisons — a reflection of the
fateful letter — his contempt of the nobility, his appointing a brute ( i/j) called al-Farrukhanzadh®’ to
collect the remaining unpaid taxes, and his decision to execute those who had fled from Heraclius —
another reflection of the fateful letter — that are explicitly said to have caused Kisra's downfall, not
Heraclius and his campaign. Al-TabarT and other historians share this viewpoint.

This is very much a Persian version of the events and in its Persian solipsism it
matches the title of Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz, as if narrating a series of internal Persian events. It is
obviously impossible to prove that this is the source, or perhaps rather the main source, of
information for this part of the Islamic historiography, but it would be the most economical
solution, instead of assuming the existence of both this work and an otherwise undocumented text,

East Syriac or Persian, that would have been the main source for the Islamic tradition.’® In addition,

3 See, e.g., al-Tabar1, Ta'rikh 1: 1572 = trans. M. Fishbein, The History of al-Tabari VIII: The Victory of Islam (Albany,
1997), 111-2. Cf. also S. Anthony, Muhammad and the Empires of Faith. The Making of the Prophet of Islam
(Oakland, California, 2020), 182-6.

36 Tajarib 1: 164-5. Cf. al-Tabari, Ta'rikh 1: 1042-3 = trans. Bosworth, Sasanids, 377-8.

57 Zadhanfarrukh and Farrukhanzadh most probably refer to the same person, as does FirdawsT's Zadfarrukh, again metri
gratia.

8 Even though I am afraid of repeating myself, it may be useful to point out that the Khwadaynamag was not a

voluminous storybook but a rather dry list of kings and their regnal years, with very little narrative material, see
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of course, there must have circulated learned, and popular, oral traditions of the last days of the
Persian Empire. As the events date to the last years of the Sasanian Empire, it may be superfluous to
ask whether a version was written down before the Arab conquest or after it. As there is no
evidence of writing histories of contemporary events in pre-Islamic Persia, it would seem more
probable that versions were only written down after the collapse of the Empire, but, in any case, the
viewpoint is definitely Persian.

The traditions concerning Shahrbaraz form, rather unsurprisingly, two branches, a
Christian branch with a Byzantine viewpoint focusing on Heraclius and an Islamic branch with a
Persian viewpoint focusing on Kisra and Shahrbaraz. The Christian branch can further be divided
into Nicephorus' probably earlier and in any case less developed version and another version
deriving from the East Syrian Theophilus from the second half of the eighth century. The Islamic
branch is more developed and also more variegated. It shares with Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz the
focus on internal Persian affairs and a pro-Persian viewpoint — although we have little information
of the contents of Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz it would seem clear that it must have had a pro-Persian
viewpoint and its focus is implied by the title.

If we accept Shahrbardz and Abarwiz as the Arabic translation of a Middle Persian
text, its most probable date would be around 750 when translations from Middle Persian were
eagerly made. The Arabic text would, thus, be roughly contemporaneous with Theophilus. In
Theophilus's version, Kisra sends an order to assassinate Shahrbaraz, which finds a parallel in the
Islamic tradition, but the interception of the letter by Heraclius ties Theophilus together with
Nicephorus, as they both show Heraclius as the protagonist, whereas the Islamic tradition lets Kisra
run the show and stage the interception to trick Heraclius.

The most natural way to explain the changes in Theophilus as compared to
Nicephorus is to see his version as a combination of an earlier Byzantine or Christian version and
this pro-Persian version, from which Theophilus could have received the more dramatic story of
intercepting an order to kill the Persian commander, which he added to the Byzantine version
harmonising the two by focusing on Heraclius as the hero of the story and relating it accordingly.

Theophilus was in a position to be familiar with the pro-Persian version. First of all,

his interest in astrology makes it probable that he was able to read Middle Persian,* that being the

Héameen-Anttila, Khwadaynamag, and, thus, hardly the source for these stories, especially since they relate to the final
years of the Sasanian Empire.

% See D. Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture. The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early
‘Abbasid Society (2nd—4th/8th—10th centuries) (London—New York, 1998), 16; D. Pingree, 'Classical and Byzantine
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dominant language of astrology in the 8th century, or he could have profited from oral lore
circulating in the formerly Sasanian area. He could also have used the Arabic translation of
Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz or learned oral lore based on it, as he was in contact with the ‘Abbasid
court and the Caliph al-Mahdi himself.

Transmission to the other direction, from Theophilus (or some unknown predecessor
of his) to the Islamic tradition, is more problematic.®® Even though modern scholarship®! has
discussed the possibility of the influence of Syriac historiography, in general, on Arabic
historiography, in this case it seems unadvisable to assume the influence to have gone this direction,
as it would raise all too many questions. Islamic stories have a Persian viewpoint, which points to a
Persian source. They have very little to say about the Byzantines, which points to a non-Byzantine
source. Ibn al-Nadim is able to name a monograph, which he considers to be a translation of a
Persian book, and its existence is partly verified by Arab and Persian authors who refer to an
abundance of material concerning Shahrbaraz. This being the case, it is rather superfluous to
speculate on other, non-attested sources. FirdawsT's information on Guraz could be taken as an
indication that a similar story was available to him in the Prose Shahname, which is known to have
used primarily Middle Persian sources.®® Even the motif of Shahrbaraz using the king's letter to
incite other Persians to rebel, found in Theophilus' version, is a motif that is also used elsewhere in
the autochthonous sources on the history of Persia in, e.g., the case of Bahram Chiibin,® and it

would be the easiest way to explain it as a Persian topos attached to this story.

astrology in Sassanian Persia,’ Dumbarton Oaks Papers 43 (1989), 227--39, here 236--9. In Sasanian times, many
learned East Syrian Christians would probably have been able to read Middle Persian and there is some evidence that
this continued at least occasionally until the ninth century. For a particular case, see F. de Blois, 'The Middle Persian
inscription from Constantinople: Sasanian or post-Sasanian?', Studia Iranica 19 (1990), 208—18, and R.E. Payne, 4
State of Mixture. Christians, Zoroastrians, and Iranian Political Culture in Late Antiquity (Oakland, California, 2015),
202. Note also that some of the Christians of the area spoke Early New Persian as their mother tongue.

0 Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 103, 107, consider both directions equally possible. Somewhat surprisingly, they only
discuss the relations between Arabic and Christian historiographies, but do not even mention the possibility of Middle
Persian historiography being involved.

81 Cf. Kaegi—Cobb, 'Heraclius', 107. See also Z. Rubin, "Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ and the account of Sasanian history in the
Arabic codex Sprenger 30," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 30 (2005), 52--93, here 84; and E. Zychowicz-
Coghill, The First Arabic Annals. Fragments of Umayyad History (Berlin—Boston, 2021), 47-9.

62 For the sources of the Prose Shahname, see Himeen-Anttila, Khwadaynamag, 143. It must be pointed out, though,
that there is no firm evidence that the Prose Shahname only used Middle Persian sources.

8 Cf.,, e.g., Miskawayhi, Tajarib, ed. L. Caetani, The Tajdrib al-Umam or History of Ibn Miskawayh, 8 vols. (Leiden—

London, 1909), I: 221. This version of Bahram Chiibin's rebellion resembles Shahrbaraz's story in several details.
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Thus, it seems probable that the Arabic historiography received its Shahrbaraz
material from Iran, and Theophilus possibly from Arabic sources, although he might also have
directly benefitted from the Persian tradition.

Persian historical material was transmitted to the Islamic historiography in several
ways. Even though early historians wrote in Arabic, some of them were of Iranian origin and lived
in areas dominated by Iranian culture, so they could well have themselves been transmitters of
Persian cultural material. Few, if any, would have been able to read Middle Persian sources in the
tenth century from where our sources date, but they had the Arabic translation of Shahrbardaz and
Abarwiz at their disposal.

Then there was the oral lore. In modern scholarship, the term usually refers to popular
lore (folklore), and such lore there must have existed, as there is no reason to assume that the people
of Iran suffered of any kind of collective amnesia. The more detailed, however, the information is
the more probable it is that it has been carried over the linguistic boundary by learned oral tradition.
We know several learned transmitters of pre-Islamic Persian material, such as “Umar Kisra and al/-
mobad al-Mutawakkili,** and, e.g., directly after the story of Shahrbaraz, Futiih, 37, Ibn ‘Abd al-
Hakam mentions someone transmitting from Persians their traditional lore: haddathani man yasiiqu
l[-ahddith min al-a ‘ajim fima tawarathii min ‘ilmihi "1 have been told by someone who reported
stories from the Persians concerning what they transmitted about him" (i.e., Dhu [-Qarnayn) (on the
identity of Dhii 1-Qarnayn).

Such learned tradition may partly have depended on written books or notes and it is
only the transmission that was oral, which also explains why this mode of transmission was able to
preserve names and other details that popular folklore tends to miss or distort.

The late Sasanian period was fertile ground for creating new stories, as has been
shown by Orsatti, 'The last years'. Some of these were set back in time and relocated in the mythical
past, like the story of Gushtasp and Katayiin, clearly modelled after Kisra Abarwiz and Maryam,
whilst others were attached to the names of the late Sasanian rulers themselves, like Bahram Gtir,
Bahram Chubin, and Kisra Abarwiz. In earlier studies, I have shown that some stories must have

existed already in the late eighth century, like Sharwin of Dastabay,% or certainly by the mid-ninth

Likewise, the suspicion in al-Tha‘labi's version that Shahrbaraz only sent a small amount of the loot to the king
resembles the similar suspicion in Bahram Chiibin's story.
% See Himeen-Anttila, Khwadaynamag, 74-6.

5 Hameen-Anttila, 'Sharwin of Dastabay'.
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century but probably already a century earlier, like the Story of Baldsh.®® Shahrbaraz and Abarwiz
fits the late Sasanian context that was productive of historical stories. Almost all of this narrative
literature has later been lost, and we only have some references to stories and books and the bare
skeleton of the story buried in the historiographical literature in Arabic and Persian.

A detailed study of the available sources and their mutual relations should always
precede the use of these sources to create a narrative of past events. The case study of the letters of
Shahrbaraz shows that in this case at least the existing narratives in Islamic sources result from
literary embellishment around a core story that is created from a Persian point of view, focusing on
the Sasanian king and his commanders and leaving Heraclius and the Byzantines in secondary roles,

as marionettes, who are brought on stage to motivate the action of the main characters.
APPENDIX

1. Excerpt from Miskawayhi, Tajarib
The following excerpt from Miskawayhi, Tajarib, is translated from Caetani's facsimile edition, I:
257-61.%7 The use of personal names in the translated excerpt follows their use in the original. The

Arabic text is also based on Caetani's facsimile.
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s lalall i 5 agie iy g a8 a5 1 33U (Dl 0a s (A sl As e Sa 435 5ol OIS
G e s e aldiug o Laaaal (3 fo jeli} (i€ agilSe 55 0l 4l 5 oyl aland aa T & ol
el alg oduse ey o ang ol (ol Ul g el 35 Lal adld dmaim s iy G DAY (0 el s 4l iy 5 40
Ol a5l 5L V) LS e gl ad JUB 5 4318 (o Y gy GilISIL Jua 5 A g0 (2 e ) JIA
Slle 35 SN QUK o azle] 5 Ll adde E&Lb dctall e Jilig o S () 5 Eaa i L sed Sl Cas

" dnin gas aitd 4] alia ol

% J. Himeen-Anttila, 'When Scheherazade fails: the story of Balash and the Indian Princess', Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft (forthcoming).

7 = Miskawayhi, Tajarib al-umam wa-ta ‘aqub al-himam, ed. A. Emami (Tehran, 2001), 8 vols., I: 243—6 = ed. Hasan I:
162—4. These two editions are in practice identical and even share the same mistakes, which implies that one is a simple
copy of the other, and it seems ed. Emam1 was published a year before ed. Hasan. The passage is also quoted in al-

Magqrizi, Khabar/Persia 11 §§ 218-21, where I give the text translated according to al-Magqriz1's reading.
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Mention of a trick Abarwiz played on the king of the Byzantines

Abarwiz had sent one of his chief companions with a huge army against the Byzantines, and he
caused great damage among them. He conquered Syria and reached al-Darb, pursuing them. He
grew powerful, and Abarwiz became fearful of him. He sent him two letters, in one of which he
ordered®® him to leave someone whom he trusted to take over the command of the army and to
come to him. In the other, he ordered him to stay where he was, because when he had further
considered the matter and thought about it, he had realised that no one could take his place and if he
were to leave his place, he was afraid that some damage might be caused. He sent the two letters
with a trusted messenger, advising him: “Give him the first letter, which orders him to come here. If
he is fine with that, [ have got what I wanted, but if he dislikes it and is reluctant to obey, let him be
for a couple of days. Tell him then that another letter has arrived and give it to him, so that he will
stay where he is.”

The messenger of Kisra left and came to the commander of the army in Syria and gave
him the (first) letter. When he (the commander) read it, he thought: “Either Kisra has changed his
attitude towards me and dislikes what I have achieved or his reason has left him, as he calls back a
man like me when I am busy killing enemies.”® He called his companions and read the letter to
them, and all disapproved of it. After three days, the messenger gave him the second letter ordering
him to remain (where he was) and implied that a messenger had brought it. He read it and thought:
“This is all confused!” He did not care to obey it, but sent a messenger to the king of the Byzantines
to negotiate a peace between the two of them on the condition that he leaves the way open for the
king of the Byzantines to enter Iraq without Kisra noticing it and that the king of the Byzantines
gets what he conquers except for Iraq itself and the Persian (commander) gets everything else, until
the country of Fars. The Byzantine king accepted this, and the Persian (commander) withdrew to
one part of the Jazira and guarded the mouths of the roads. Kisra noticed nothing until he received
word of the Byzantine king approaching from the direction of Qirqisiya. Kisra was unprepared and

his army was dispersed in various provinces.

8 Both editions read amruhu, but Caetani's facsimile has clearly ya'muruhu, which is the correct reading.

% Both editions read bahr, but Caetani's facsimile has nahr.
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When he read the report, he jumped from his throne and said: “Now is the time for
cunning, not force.” He tapped the soil for a while and then asked for some parchment to be brought
and wrote a small-size letter with thin script to his commander in the Jazira saying: “You will
remember that I ordered you to make contact with the Byzantine to make him desirous of you
changing sides and I ordered you to leave the roads open for him, so that he becomes entangled in
our country. Then I will attack him from front and you and those who we have commissioned to do
so from behind. That will be his end! What we have planned is now going to happen. You are to
attack him on the day so-and-so.”

Then he called a monk from a monastery close to his city and said: “What kind of a
neighbour have I been to you?”” The monk replied that he had been a very good neighbour, and he
went on: “Now I have something to ask from you.” The monk replied: “The king is all too great to
have to ask someone like myself, but I am ready to sacrifice myself to accomplish what he
commands.” Kisra said: “Would you carry a letter of mine to my commander so-and-so?”” The
monk promised to do so, and Kisra continued: "You will go through the area of your Christian
coreligionists, but hide the letter from them.” The monk promised to do so. When he was ready to
go, Kisra asked: “Do you know what there is in the letter?” The monk said he did not, and he said:
“Don’t carry it without first reading it.”

When the monk had read the letter, he put it in his pocket and left. When he was in the
Byzantine camp and saw the crosses and the priests and heard their voices chanting glorifications
and prayers, his heart burned for them and he was concerned about what would befall them. He
thought: “I will be the worst of all people if I carry by my own hand the destruction of Christianity
and the death of all these people.” Then he shouted: “Kisra has not given me a letter to carry! I do
not have a letter!” They took him and found the letter. Before this Kisra had sent another
messenger, who took shortcuts and went by the camp of the Byzantines as if he were a messenger
going to Kisra from the commander who had come into an understanding with the Byzantine king.
He carried a letter, which said: “The king gave me orders to make friends with the Byzantine king
in order to deceive him. He also ordered me to let him pass freely so that the king may attack him
from the front and I from behind. I have done this. The king may now decide whether to inform me
when he will set out for him.” The king of the Byzantines caught the messenger, read the letter, and
thought: “I did wonder why that Persian was deceiving Kisra!” While he was thinking about this,
Abarwiz attacked him with what he had been able to assemble of his army and found that the king
of the Byzantines had turned away, fleeing. He followed him, killing and taking prisoner whomever

he could catch. Kisra's commander heard about the defeat of the Byzantines and wanted to clear
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himself of suspicions and hide his guilt, as he had already lost what he had planned. He followed

the fleeing Byzantines and left only few of them alive.

2. Excerpt from al-Tha‘labi, Akhlag, 1807
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After Bahram Jiir,”® Kisra Abarwiz was a man of plots and deceptions in war, a real grievance to his
enemies. He had sent Shahrbaraz to wage war against the king of the Byzantines. Abarwiz had a

high opinion of Shahrbaraz's judgement, courage, fearlessness, and fortunate disposition.

Shahrbaraz had forced the king of the Byzantines into a difficult position and had him by the neck,
so that the Byzantine king wanted to call for a truce with him and had grown weary of fighting,
asking him to hold back. Shahrbaraz refused all this. Then the king of the Byzantines prepared
himself in the best way, with full arms and all his might, preparing to meet him at sea. He came
with innumerable men and had arranged at sea all that he needed, money, arms, horses, utensils,

food, and everything, so that the ships were heavily loaded.

Then, during those nights, a heavy wind started blowing and all the anchor chains of the ships were
broken and the wind pushed the ships towards Shahrbaraz, who took them. In the morning, the king

of the Byzantines had lost most of the money and treasures, equipment and arms that he had had.

Shahrbaraz sent those treasures and moneys to Abarwiz. When he saw what Shahrbaraz had sent to
him Abarwiz was impressed and liked it in his heart and said: "No one is more deserving of praise,
exaltation, and gratitude than Shahrbaraz! He has been generous towards us in a way most would

not and hearts would not agree to!"

Abarwiz gathered his viziers and gave orders that the money and treasures were to be displayed
before his eyes. Then he said to them: "Do you know anyone more important and faithful and better
entitled to gratitude than Shahrbaraz?" Each of the viziers rose and spoke, first praising God,
thanking and glorifying Him. Then they praised the king and congratulated him, mentioning how
God had favoured him with the intelligence, virtue, purity, nobility, and great solicitude of
Shahrbaraz. When they had finished, Abarwiz ordered the money and treasures to be counted, after

which he rose and went to his wives.

The king had a servant called Ruste, who thought badly’! of Shahrbaraz, and he said: "O King, a

little out of much, a small part of a multitude, and a trifle from a hoard has filled your heart!

70 Bahram is mentioned here as the preceding story was about his military stratagems.

! For the text's shay' read sayyi’.
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Shahrbaraz has deceived you and prefers to keep the treasure to himself. If the king, with all his
penetrating discernment and perfect determination, thinks that Shahrbaraz has acted loyally, his

belief is far from the truth and his share diminished."

What Ruste said penetrated Abarwiz's mind, and he said: "I think you are right. What should I do?"
Ruste answered: "Write to him and give him orders to come here, intimating that you want to
discuss something’? with him and ask his opinion, something that cannot be put in writing. If he
comes, he will not leave behind his property because he would not know whether he is going to

return or not. Then you will have everything that he brings before your eyes."

Abarwiz wrote to Shahrbaraz ordering him to come, so that he could ask his opinion about and
discuss with him a matter that was too delicate to be put down in writing and sent by mail. When
the messenger was gone, Abarwiz sent after him another one, writing: "I have written to you,
ordering you to come so that I can discuss an important matter with you. Then I realised that your
presence there is more detrimental and calamitous to your enemy and more useful to the king and
more beneficial to the kingdom. So stay there and watch out for your enemy and be ready to use
their unguarded moments. Who has lost his money, brings himself to destruction or death.”

Greetings."

To the second messenger Abarwiz said: "Coming to him, if you see that he is making preparations
to come to me and that is noticeable in his camp, give him this letter." (In this letter), he said: "To
come to the point, I write to you as I have found you slow in coming and setting on the road. I know
that it is either because you are organising your matters or because of some ruse of your enemies,
but when this my letter comes to you, leave your brother in charge of your affairs and come post

haste, without turning to see to any matter, important or not, if God so wills."

(Abarwiz said to the messenger): "If you see that he has not prepared and readied himself to come,
give him the first letter." The second messenger came (and saw that) Shahrbaraz had no intention to

go and did neither have this in mind nor preoccupied himself with it, so he gave him the first letter.

72 The text has a redundant lam before amr.
73 There is a manuscript variant, fath "victory" for hatf "death," which would make better sense, i.¢., such a person is

ready risk everything.
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Shahrbaraz thought: "Every murder begins with a ruse." The deputy of Shahrbaraz was in the court
of the king and had written to him about what Ruste had said to the king and how the king had
answered him. Abarwiz was tempted by his lower soul and his greed drove him to write again to
Shahrbaraz to tell him to come to him. When he read the third letter Shahrbaraz thought: "Before

today this matter was concealed but today it has become evident."

When Abarwiz realised that Shahrbaraz had become disloyal and was not going to come to him, he
wrote to Shahrbaraz's brother: "I have put you in command of this army and the fight against the
king of the Byzantines. If Shahrbaraz hands the command over, fine, but if not, you must make war
on him!" When the letter came to him, he showed it (to others) and sent a word to Shahrbaraz,
letting him know that the king had appointed him in his stead and ordered him to fight if Shahrbaraz

refused to hand the command over to him.

Shahrbaraz said to him: "I know Abarwiz better than you do. He is full of ruses and deceptions and
has grown suspicious of both you and me. If he kills me today, he will kill you tomorrow, and if he

kills you today, he will all the harsher kill me tomorrow."

Now that he had become afraid of Abarwiz, Shahrbaraz made peace with the king of the
Byzantines. They took sureties from each other and decided to fight Abarwiz (together). Shahrbaraz
said: "Let me take charge of the war, as I know better his ruses and weak points." The king of the

Byzantines refused this and replied: "No! You stay in my capital, while I take charge of the war."

Shahrbaraz replied: "As you refuse my wish, let me draw a map for you. Proceed according to it
and follow it!" He drew all the stopping places on the road from where he was to where Abarwiz
was and indicated where he should camp and where he should continue marching on, until he had
made his whole route clear as daylight. Finally, he said: "When you come to (the canal of) al-
Nahrawan, stay there and do not cross it to his side. Take it as your campsite and send your troops

and armies against him (from there)."

The king of the Byzantines then marched against Abarwiz, who heard about this. He was shocked
and unable to defend himself, as most of his armies were dispersed to support themselves because
he had discontinued their land tenures and salaries. All he was left with was like an army of the

dead, most of his men emaciated and poorly.
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The king of the Byzantines followed Shahrbaraz's map all the way until he was close to al-
Nahrawan where he encamped and prepared to meet Abarwiz. He had heard that Abarwiz's troops
were few, his armies dispersed, and those who remained with him were in poor condition. The
Byzantine king had 400,000 men, so that roads and mountain passes were cramped with them. He

wanted to kill Abarwiz and was certain of his victory.

Abarwiz called a Christian, to whose grandfather his grandfather had bestowed favours and saved
him from death at the time Mani had been killed. He had been one of those who became his
followers. Abarwiz said to him: "You know the favours that we, the royal family, have bestowed on
you in past and present times." The Christian replied: "Yes, I do, o King. I am thankful for that to
you and your fathers." Abarwiz said: "Take this rod to Shahrbaraz. You will find him in the capital

of the king of the Byzantines. Give it to him from your own hand."

Abarwiz had inserted a small letter to Shahrbaraz, into a pierced rod.”* (The letter said): "To come
to the point, I have written this letter to you and put it into the rod. When you receive it, burn the
capital of the Byzantines, kill the soldiers, take their families captive, loot their property, and leave
no seeing eye, nor hearing ear, nor perceiving heart outwith your power. Know that I will attack the
king of the Byzantines on such-and-such day, which shall be when you shall do what I have told

you to."

He said:”> Abarwiz ordered some money to be given to the Christian and sent him on his mission,
saying: "Do not turn aside or stop for a single day. Beware, beware of giving the rod to anyone else

than Shahrbaraz from your own hand!"

Abarwiz said farewell to the Christian. The latter happened to cross (the canal of) al-Nahrawan at
the time they were sounding the clappers.’® When he heard the sound of ten thousand or more

clappers, his eyes filled with tears and he thought: "Wretched man would I be if I helped someone

4 Al-Thalabi probably understood mathqiib as "hollow," Abarwiz inserting (adkhala fiha) a letter in it. This should,
however, probably be taken as an example of the secret script of the Sasanians, called the script of the rod (kitabat al-
‘asd), the use of which is explained in Hamza al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Tanbih ‘ala hudith al-tashif, ed. M.A. Talas (Beirut,
1992), 24-5.

75 Reference to the (unidentified) narrator. Such intervening, "empty" references to the narratorial voice are common in
Arabic literature.

76 Le., ringing the church bells.
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against Christianity and obeyed that oppressive tyrant." So he went to the court of the Byzantine
king, asked for an audience, and told him his story with Abarwiz, word by word. Then he gave the
rod to the king, who took it and inspected it. The king pulled out the letter, which was read to him.
He snorted and said: "Sharbaraz deceived me! If I get him in my hands, I will kill him!" The king
gave orders for the tents to be immediately taken down and the marching signal be sounded and set

on the road without turning to anything.

Abarwiz had sent a scout to bring him news, and when he returned and told how the king had left
without turning to anything Abarwiz laughed and said: "One word, which sent 400,000 men to

flight, must be of great value and fame!"

3. Excerpt from the commentary of Diwan al-A ‘sha, 1589
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He (= al-Qasim al-AnbarT) said: (The following) is from the story of the campaign of Qaysar
against Kisra ibn Hurmuz ibn Kisra Aniishirwan, who was a suspicious and harsh ruler. Kisra had
sent the commander (al-isbahbad) Shahrbaraz against Byzantium with a large army. Shahrbaraz
was granted greater victories than anyone before him — he was the one who got hold of the
treasuries of the Byzantines. These had been prepared for transport to another place, but winds took
them when they were in a bay, and they ended up to Shahrbaraz, who took them and sent them to
Kisra.

When Shahrbaraz had achieved all this, Kisra became wary and envious of him. He sent
to him an Azerbaijanian man (to assassinate him), but when the man saw Shahrbaraz's standing and
bearing, he said to himself: "It is not right to kill a man like this without reason." So he told
Shahrbaraz why Kisra had sent him. Shahrbaraz sent a word to Qaysar: "I want to meet you." So the
two met, and Shahrbaraz said: "That evil Kisra wanted to have me killed without right. By God,
now I want for him what he wanted for me! Give me what satisfies me and I will give the same to
you. If you kill him and take his kingship and give it to me, I will promise you that I will never raid
you and will never take any of your land, but I will give you from the treasuries of Kisra as much as
you have spent in your campaign."

Qaysar gave him what he had asked and marched (against Kisra) with 40,000 soldiers,
leaving Shahrbaraz in Byzantium after receiving his pledges and promises. Kisra was unaware of all
this until Qaysar was close by. When he heard about this, he knew that it was Shahrbaraz who had
done this. His armies had been dispersed, and his subjects hated him. Kisra knew what people
thought of him, so he decided to plot. He went to a Christian priest, well versed in his religion, and

said to him: "I will send with you a small letter written on palm-leaf stalk put in a hollow reed to
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Shahrbaraz." For this, he gave the priest a thousand dinars and said: "The Byzantines are now lost.
Shahrbaraz has deceived and duped them!"”’

Kisra knew that the priest would not deliver the letter and that he did not like to see the
Byzantines lose, so he wrote in his letter to Shahrbaraz: "I write to you now that Qaysar is drawing
closer. God has done well to you due to your good deed! I have dispersed the troops to receive him.
I will leave him in peace until he’® has drawn closer to al-Mada'in. Cavalry will attack them during
the whole of such-and-such day. On that day, attack them from your direction.”” That will be the
end of them!"

The priest left with the letter and took it to Qaysar. Iraq and Nahrawan had been
depicted to Qaysar at a time of low tide and he had not thought about a bridge. Now he came there
during high tide, and there was no bridge. When he read the letter, he said to himself: "This is
true." He turned away, fleeing, and Kisra followed him together with Iyas ibn Qabisa ibn ab1 “Ufr
al-Ta'l, whom he considered a good omen and trusted and admired in all his wars. Iyas caught them
in Satidama frightened and defeated without a battle.

He said: They were killed like dogs,*® but Qaysar managed to escape with his retinue.

"7 The text's ‘azzahum is an obvious mistake for gharrahum, as is also the next sentence's khara ‘ahum, for which read
khada ‘ahum.

8 Read yadnii for the text's tadnii.

7 Read gibalaka for the text's gablaka.

80 Read gatl al-kilab for the text's qabl al-kilab.
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