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Abstract

This paper explores the medieval Armenian understanding of the city of
Balkh as a capital of the Arsacid Empire. Medieval Armenian sources
employ four strategies of remembrance: scriptural geography, genealogy,
folk etymology, and origin stories. These strategies invest the city of
Balkh as the source of power of both Armenian royalty and nobility,
through their connections to the Great Arsacids. There are two main
themes in the descriptions of Balkh. First, the Arsacids of Balkh consist-
ently decimated Sasanian armies in ways that the Armenian Arsacids could
not emulate. Second, Balkh emerges as a refuge for (usually Parthian)
rebels against the Chinese and Persian Empires. This paper explores the
significance of Balkh as a site of memory by placing Armenian construc-
tions of the Great Arsacid past (with some potential echoes of Great
Kushan and Kushano-Sasanian history) into dialogue with the history of
the city as it appears in Arabic.
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The Armenian Arsacid king ArSak II (r. 350-68) stood before the Sasanian
shahanshah Sapur 1II (r. 309-79) on Iranian ground and repeatedly professed
his obedience. Sapur did not trust his vassal, though, and so he devised a
trick to verify ArSak’s loyalty. He imported Armenian soil to the Sasanian
court. Even as ArSak called himself Sapur’s servant, the king of kings took
ArSak by the hand and led him to stand over Armenian land. Once there,
Arsak could no longer dissimulate and he cried out:
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20 ALISON VACCA

Away from me, malignant, servant, lording it over your lords! I shall not
spare you or your children from the vengeance [due] to my ancestors, nor
forgive the death of king Ardavan.! For you who are [but] servants have
now taken the cushion from us, your lords. But I shall not concede this
until that place of ours shall return to us!

b pug Jug jhokh dwnwy swpugnpd wmhpugtiug mtipubgh png. wy) ny
pnnhg qptiq W npmng png qypbkd bwpbtiwg hing, L qiwhi
Upnbiwbuwyy wippuygh: 2h wyddihly atp dwnwyhg quitip wmtipmbg atipng
qrwpd Juybwy k. puyg ny pnnhg, Gpl ny wmbnhn dWbp wn dbq Ghtugt.?

Sapur then led Arsak back onto Iranian soil. The Armenian king apologized pro-
fusely and went back to claiming submission.

Sapur’s trick continued, according to P‘awstos Buzandac'i, from morning
into evening. ArSak alternated between servile obedience and vitriolic revenge
as he moved back and forth from Iranian to Armenian soil. This test, as one
might suspect, led to an awkward dinner conversation that night. The kings of
Iran and Armenia should have sat next to each other at the same cushion, but
Sapur instead arranged for Arsak to be demoted and for his cushion to rest dir-
ectly on Armenian soil. ArSak was angry and announced: “That is my place
where you are reclining, get up from it and let me take my ease there, for that
has been the place of our people. And when I shall reach my own realm, I
shall seek the utmost vengeance from you!” (i wyn wtinh, nip nnin tiu
puqutiuy. jnnd Yug wnh, pon tu wnp puqitiguyg, gh wknh wqgh dpny
wyn by B wygu et juphuwpht hd hwuhg, didwdbd Ypkdu putinptighg h
pth).3

This anecdote engages a thorny question in the study of Armenian history.
Although Arsak only spoke his mind on Armenian soil, his words did not
inscribe Armenian identity. ArSak vehemently addressed the king of kings not
as an Armenian, but as an Arsacid. He expressed his legitimacy based on his
people (azg) and their loyalty to the memory of Ardavan (r. 213-24), the last
Great Arsacid king whose death in battle against Ardasir (r. 224-42) ushered
the creation of the Sasanian Empire. ArSak’s azg, then, is not the Armenian
ethnos, but rather the Arsacid genos, thus collapsing the difference between
the Great Arsacids and the cadet Armenian branch.* This tale offers historians
insight into the lasting relevance of the memory the Great Arsacids in bolstering
Armenian claims to legitimacy and an explanation for Armenian—Sasanian rela-
tions. On the one hand, Armenians engaged with Sasanian art and culture, and
Armenian generals were féted as heroes of the realm as they led Sasanian armies
in the East. Yet on the other hand, early Armenian literature reads as a litany of
Sasanian atrocities. The Battle of Avarayr in 451 looms large in Armenian

1 Throughout this article, I have changed the transcription of Persian and Parthian names
and words to follow Elr rather than the Armenian spelling.

2 Buzandac‘i 1989: 172; 1987: 258.

3 Buzandac‘i 1989: 172-3; 1987: 260. I have changed Garsoian’s translation of wiqq from
“clan” to “people” here to remain conistent across this article.

4 La Porta 2018.
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memory and the Sasanians, damned as a whole for Yazdegerd II’s misdeeds, are
much maligned in Armenian sources. The anecdote of Arsak at Sapur’s court
provides a medieval explanation for this disconnect, balancing active
Armenian involvement in Sasanian military and court with the simultaneous dis-
paragement of all things Sasanian. Arsacid lineage continued to inform
Armenian claims to power and Armenian interactions with the Sasanians well
after the fall of the Parthian realm.

Following the fall of the Sasanian Empire, historians writing in Arabic and
Armenian transformed much of Tranian history into something new.’ The
Sasanians retained their usefulness as models of rule for the Umayyads and
‘Abbasids alike, not to mention the many families of the Iranian intermezzo who
would subsequently reinvent Sasanian idioms of power.® The Arsacids were not
as salient to post-conquest Muslims and, accordingly, Arsacid history fell to the
wayside in Arabic texts. By contrast, medieval Armenians could not unremember
the Arsacids. The second Great Arsacid king ArSak the Great had invested his
brother VatarSak as king over Armenia, establishing a line of Arsacid kings through
a cadet branch of the family. While the Great Arsacids fell from power with the
death of Ardavan in 224, the Armenian Arsacids held out against Sasanian expan-
sion and so lasted a full two centuries longer, only falling from power in 428.
Arsacid rule was indeed a distant memory by the time of the Islamic conquests,
but it was more recent in Armenia than it was in Greater Iran.

Arsacid longevity alone did not assure their centrality to the Armenian narra-
tive. Rather, the Armenian Arsacids were touchstones of both political and
ecclesiastic power in medieval Armenia.” The Armenian Arsacids were respon-
sible for the spread and protection of Christianity through the elevation of a line
of Parthian patriarchs and they remained independent in the face of Sasanian
expansion. Medieval Armenian sources consistently identified Arsacid kings
and Grigorid patriarchs of the Armenian Church with the epithet Parthian,
Part'ew (wuppl). The traditional title of the Parthian elite, Pahlav
(wyuwhpu), also continued to appear in Armenian sources even into the early
Islamic period, before the emergence of the New Persian pahlavan (hero). It
is hardly surprising, then, that the Arsacids and Parthians more broadly retained
their relevance to Armenian authors in the Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid periods.

Narrating Great Arsacid history is an exercise in chasing elusive and amorphous
shadows. A. Hartmann explained that “there is not one ultimate memory, but rather
diverse cultures of memory at different times, societal structures, and social strata,
and ... these cultures of memory are dynamic, creative and discursive”. She further
posited that memory may or may not be competitive, depending on whether there
is a “plurality of cultures of memories” or “a single hegemonic culture of
memory”.® The significance of the Arsacid past was contested, so multiple cultures

5 See, in general, Savant 2013. For Balkh in particular, see Azad 2013. For the study of
memory in early Islamic history, see Borrut 2011.

6 There are a number of studies about the relevance of the Sasanians in the early Islamic
period. For an overview, see the introduction to Vacca 2017.

7 They were not, per force, the only important referents for Armenian power. The connec-
tion to Byzantium and Cappadocia in particular remained.

8 Hartmann 2003: 52.
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of memories relating to Parthian rule emerge from the pages of Arabic, Armenian,
and Persian sources. This article explores early medieval Armenian constructions
of the Arsacid past. Armenians writing between the late Sasanian and early
‘Abbasid periods invested Arsacid history and Parthian identity as markers of inde-
pendence from the Iranian empire, whether ruled by the shahanshdh or the caliph.
The main symbol of this independence was the city of Balkh, located in modermn
Afghanistan. Despite the remarkable heterogeneity of Armenian historiography,
extant sources reflect a hegemonic culture of memory pertaining to Balkh within
early medieval Armenia,” even if each individual author had his own idiosyncratic
reasons for drawing on this tradition. In other words, despite the wide variety of
voices, sources, and agendas found in early medieval Armenian sources, the stories
about Balkh draw similar conclusions.

The first part of this article investigates how Balkh became a site of memory
in medieval Armenia. Scriptural geography, genealogy, folk etymology, and ori-
gin stories serve as strategies of remembrance to establish Balkh as a touchstone
of both Arsacid power and Parthian identity. The second part of this article
explores why medieval Armenians fixated on Balkh as a symbol of independ-
ence. Medieval Armenian histories establish Balkh in a broader narrative of
rebellions against the shahanshah. They also legitimize Armenian independ-
ence, imagined as both political (Arsacid royalty) and ecclesiastical (the
Grigorid patriarchs). The model for such independence was the Great Arsacid
line which ruled from Balkh, invincible and capable of completely decimating
Sasanian armies. We cannot understand how and why Armenians deployed
Balkh as a symbol based solely on narratives of “what really happened” in either
Armenia or Khorasan. The Great Arsacids who ruled from Balkh are, after all,
likely to be later interpretations of the Parthian kings intertwined with stories
about the Kushanshahs. Balkh accrued layers of meaning in Armenian literature
that spoke to the intended audiences and the political realities of the medieval per-
iod. As such, the final part of this article analyses Balkh as a site of memory,
briefly accounting for the specificities of the early medieval Armenian perspective
vis-a-vis the perspectives of post-conquest Muslims as preserved in Arabic sources.

I. Strategies to remember Balkh

Armenian sources of the Sasanian and early Islamic periods invest Balkh with
considerable power through scriptural geography, genealogies, folk etymology,
and origin stories of pre-eminent medieval Armenian noble houses. These strat-
egies work together to locate Balkh as the source of Armenian power.

Scriptural geography
Anania Sirakac‘i (seventh century) wrote his Geography more or less contem-
poraneously with the Islamic conquests. The short recension of Sirakac‘i’s

9 Although memory of the Parthians remains an important part of Armenian political dis-
course into the later medieval period, it seems that the hegemonic nature of this culture of
memory dispersed, leaving the appropriations of Parthian legacy scattershot among vari-
ous Armenian elite.
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text (translated by Hewsen) identifies Arianal® as the k‘ust of Xorasan (pniuwnh
Tunpuuwb),'! which is composed of a number of different lands:

Koms, Vrakan, Aprsahr, Mru, Mrumot, Hrew, KandSan, Nsaianak, Bzin,
Matkan, Gozkan, Apeothram, Hrum, Zamb, Peroznahéer, Dzinuazak,
Varjan, Man, Sanjakstan, and Bahl, which [belong to] the Parthians;
Dovmat, Varimanak, Serembamikan and Dozbon.!2

Undy, dJdpwlubd, Wwppwhp, Upni, Upnidnwm, <pti, YQuwbnpud,
Luwhdwbwy, Adhl, Uwnui, Snqubt, Quypumhpud, <pnid, Quiduy,
Mtpnqwhbtp, Fghtintwquily, Juppwb, Uwb, Guwbowljunwi, Fuh,
np G0 Nuwpptiip, Andduwn, Jwphdwiwl, Utptdpwdhiwb, Gngpnb.!3

Thankfully, Markwart (1901: 71-91) identified these toponyms in Eransahr
nach der Geographie des Ps. Movses Xorenac‘i (1901) with remarkable success:

Unip Kopionvy o=,
Jpwuil Topyo, Ao, v
Wwpywhp BOBY
Unn EpS
Upnuinn 35l 50
<nphL Bl
Yuwibinpwb o8
Luwhdiwbuwly Nicdi, 4l el
Rdhl el
Uunub s
Qnqlub U
Uuypuhpud <)yl
<pnid D)
Quiiy pJ
Mtpnqlwhéatip =m0 Ha)d
=S 5y 8
e 58
QghlinLuquuly ol 32
Jwpgwl =505
Uwlpwh bl
Quijunnuib Ol 485
Qulh[ éj:‘, ,Am.:)
Amfiiunn e
Jwphdwibuy OS>
Gtiptitputhyuwib Olaely i
“Qngpnh G 2

10 Hewsen renders Uphp as Ariana, placing it in the context of the Greek geography.
Apovn typically appears to refer to the East, particularly the region around Herat, cf:
Markwart 1901: 138-9. This use is consistent with Sirakac‘i’s text. However, the
Armenian term Uphp may also render the MP éran, while Utwuphp is anéran.

11 Vacca 2017: 65-9.

12 Sirakac‘i 1992: 74a.

13 Sirakac‘i 1944: 352.
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If we follow Markwart’s identifications and Hewsen’s translation cited above,
Sirakac‘i’s Parthia includes lands in modern north-eastern Iran, southern
Turkmenistan, and northern Afghanistan.

The long recension of Sirakac‘i’s Geography, however, only identifies Balkh
as Parthia: “to the north [of Ariana] is the province of Parthia between Cold
Carmania and Hyrcania, according to Ptolemy, but today, because of the city
of Bahl, the Persians call it Bahli-Bamikk‘, which is ‘Morning Bahl’”
(h hphrupruny Mwppbtiwg wphuwphd, wul Nunndknu’ pbn dky gnipnm
Undwbuwy G dplubth. puyg Mwpuhyp Ynstih wydd junuqu Rwh] punuph
qiw Rwhjh-Ruihlp, np £ Rwhj-wnwiownhb).'* The Middle Persian bam
means dawn and bam-ig refers to the light of dawn.!> The association of
Balkh with the morning further solidifies its eastern location, marking the city
as the place where the sun rises. The long recension of Sirakac‘i’s text also
acknowledges that the definition of Parthia can be troublesome and offers an
explanation: “The Holy Scriptures call all of Ariana ‘Parthia’, but I think this
is because the kingdom belonged to the former. The Persians call these regions
Xorasan, that is, ‘Eastern’” (6L wunniwdwhtt ghpt quitituyh Wptiwg
wphuwuphtt Muwppetip Ynsk. htd pnith Juul puquinpniptiwb h Gngwbk
lhottiny: Puyg Nuwpuhlp Ynstih qynniwbpu quyu lunpuuwb, wyuhbph
wiptiLbjtiuy).'¢ He then lists several other cities associated with Khorasan.

Sirakac‘i’s claim that the broader definition of Parthia stems from Scripture is
interesting because Parthia is not actually defined in the Bible. Xorenac‘i (eighth
or ninth century) offers an explanation for this confusion:

The divine Scriptures show us that the twenty-first patriarch after Adam
was Abraham, and from him descends the Parthian people.!” For
[Scripture] says that after the death of Sarah, Abraham married K‘etura,
from whom were born Emran and his brothers. These Abraham in his
own lifetime separated from Isaac, sending them to the east. From them
springs the Parthian people, and descended from these is ArSak the
Brave, who rebelled against the Macedonians and reigned in the land of
the K‘usans. . .!8

SUnuwdwy puwbtipnpn wnwelitipnpn twhuwtnm Jdtq qUppuhud
wumniwduwyhliph gnigmith yundniphilp, b h tdwdk tinbuy wqqn

14 Sirakac‘i 1992: 74; 1881: 41.

15 I would like to thank Khodadad Rezakhani for clarifying the MP here (Markwart
1901: 87). The MP enters Arabic, as well, though it retains its association as a
Persian epithet: 4l &b aale¥) S 3 el (Muqaddasi 1906: 302). It also
appears in NP as Balkh-i bami, “Balkh of the elevation” (Azad 2013: 74).
Presumably, this reflects later interpretations of the MP, rather than the city’s actual
elevation. In Arabic, the city more frequently appears as “Balkh the Beautiful”,
e.g., sbiall lalewy &l dnse gl ya Gl A cuid (Tabard 1893: T 645).

16 Sirakac‘i 1992: 74; 1881: 41-2. N.B.: I have changed the English translation to render it
in the active voice, as per the original Armenian.

17 1 have changed Thomson’s translation of wqq Nwppliug from “the nation of the
Parthians” to “the Parthian people” to remain consistent across this article.

18 Xorenac‘i 1978: 214-5.
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Mupplwg: Lwigh wuk, jn  dhowbbnh Uwnuwh’  wnbuyg
Uppwhunint §ht gRbwmnipuy. jnpdk dtwbd Gipwbh b tnpupp tnpu,
gnpu Uppwhuwd h yhbnuwinipbwbd hipnud dklbtwg  jhuwhwuy.
wpawlbtny jtpyhpt wplbhg: 8npng utiptiuy wqq Nwpplwg. WL h
Gngwit  Uppwl pwy, np wuyumudptuy h Uwltinniwging
pPwquunptiwg jtpyppht Lnpwbwug...?

These passages allude to Genesis 25: 2, according to which Abraham had sons
with his concubine Ketura, and 25: 6, which reads: “But while he [Abraham]
was still living, he gave gifts to the sons of his concubines and sent them
away from his son Isaac to the land of the east”. Xorenac‘i also refers to
ArSak the Brave as a descendant of Ketura: “the Parthians rebelled from sub-
jugation to the Macedonians. From then on ArSak the Brave ruled, who was
from the seed of Abraham out of the descendants of K ‘ctura, for the fulfillment
of the saying of the Lord to Abraham: ‘Kings of nations will come forth from
you’”. (Genesis 17: 6 and 16) (wuuwmuiptlt NMuwpplp h dSwowyniptbl
Uwljtinntugingi: Nrunh b puqunpting Uppwly Lwy, np tp h quuwyk
Uppwhuwdng, hp Linnipuyub dttinng, wn b hwunmwnmty pwbdht Stwnt
wn Uppwhwd, pk puquinpp wgqug h pkh hghk).?0

These passages map the Parthians onto the biblical landscape, making them
the descendants of Zemran of the Book of Genesis, the son of Abraham through
Ketura. The claim that Scripture identified the entire region as Parthia requires
the assumption that the “east” in Genesis refers to Parthia. The passages in
Sirakac‘i and Xorenac*i work together, then, to identify Balkh not just geograph-
ically, but also biblically — and, so, signalling its importance as a building block
of identity construction.

Genealogy

Xorenac‘i is not the only medieval Armenian author concerned with tracing the
origins of the Parthians back to Abraham and, from him, to Adam. Several medi-
eval Armenian historians present genealogies to locate the Arsacids in sacred
history, lending scriptural explanation to the power structures of medieval
Armenia by tracing the descent of humankind. Such genealogies also demon-
strate the connections between the Great Arsacids and the Armenian Arsacids.
The only thing differentiating the two was that the Great Arsacids ruled from
Balkh, which means that the city appears consistently in genealogical explica-
tions about the Parthians.

The seventh-century Primary History of Armenia starts with Japheth and lists
out his progeny, generation by generation, including the Armenians and the
Parthians.?! The anonymous author describes the exploits and military successes
of the Arsacid king ArSak the Great, who reigned “in Bahl Sahastan in the land

19 Xorenac‘i 1981: 246.

20 Xorenac‘i 1978: 130; Xorenac‘i 1981: 112—4. Others also cite Abraham and Keturah as
ancestors of the Parthians; see Drasxanakertc‘i 1987: 72.

21 This connection between the Arsacids (whether in Khorasan or in Armenia) and Japheth
also appears in Dasxuranc‘i (1983: 4-6).
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of the K‘uans” (h Rwh] Gwhwuwmwbh jepyhph Lnpwbwg).?? To segue into
the next generation, the author describes the partition of the empire:

And these are the princes of the Parthians who reigned after ArSak their
father in Bahl Sahastan in the land of the K‘uSans. They say that ArSak,
king of the Parthians, had four sons: the first, they say, he made king
over the land of the T‘etalians, the second over the Cilicians, the third
over the Parthians, and the fourth over the land of Armenia.?3

6L wyu L hpfuwmbp Muwppliwg, npp puquinptighti qiah Wppwljuy
hwip hiptiwbg h Awh) whwuwmwb jJtphhpt Lnpwbwg: Opnhp snpp
wutit  jhug Uppwuwy  wppuwyh  Muwpplwg.  quowehtih  wubkb
pwquinpbignyg  (Fhnwpuging  wppuwuphhl.  qpypnpnt b Jtipuy
Uhhykging. qippnpnt h yipuy Muwppliwg. gnppnpn b <ugwuunwb
uphuwphhb.24

This provides kinship relations between Parthian, Tetal, Cilician, and Armenian
royalty, all claiming authority through descent from ArSak who ruled over
Balkh. The author then provides two lists of names to chart the Arsacids genea-
logically. The first covers the Great Arsacids who ruled over Bahl $ahastan in the
land of the K‘uSans, a designation that appears frequently in the genealogical
summaries, followed immediately by a list of the Arsacids who ruled over
Armenia. In this form, the lists of kings appear as parallel claims to legitimacy,
particularly given the way that many of the names jump from one list to the next
(e.g. ArSak, Ardavan, ArSawir, VatarSak). The repetitive references to the city of
Balkh in these lists, then, signals to the reader-audience which ArSak is intended,
as if the branches would be hopelessly confused without the geographical
marker to distinguish between the two.

Balkh appears in other genealogical lists designed to bind the Parthians and
Armenians to each other and to the biblical narrative. As we saw above,
Xorenac‘i’s history also asserts genealogical claims made on behalf of the
Arsacid kings. He starts at the beginning with Adam, which sets him in a
deep-rooted tradition of employing biblical genealogy as the basis for identity
construction. Xorenac‘i locates ArSak explicitly: “ArSak the Brave reigned
over the Parthians in the city that is called Baht Arfawotin [i.e. Morning
Balkh] in the land of the K‘uSans” ({duuquinpk h ybipuwy Nupplwg Uppwl
Luwy h punuphb, np Ynsh Rwhn Wnwiowmhd, jepypht Lnipwbwg).?> The
son of ArSak the Brave, ArSak the Great, also ruled from Balkh and he appointed
his brother ValarSak over Armenia. Xorenac‘i, like the author of the Primary
History, lists generations of Arsacids with the heading “these are the Pahlavik
kings” (kL Gl pwquinpp wwhjuihp wyunphly).?¢ Balkh appears to denote
which kings were Great Arsacids and which were Armenian Arsacids.

22 Xorenac‘i 1978: 363—4; Sebeos 1979: 52.
23 Xorenac‘i 1978: 366.

24 Sebéos 1979: 54.

25 Xorenac‘i 1978: 131; Xorenac‘i 1981: 114.
26 Xorenac‘i 1978: 215; Xorenac‘i 1981: 216.
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Folk etymology

The designation of the Arsacid kings as Pahlavikk’, or Pahlavs, further embeds
the city of Balkh into the language of legitimacy in medieval Armenia. The term
Pahlav is the dynastic title of the Parthian elite.?” Modern scholars have (not
without contention) associated the title Pahlav with the land of Parthava.?®
Some references in early Armenian literature seem to corroborate this reading,
albeit laconically. For example, the fifth-century History of the Armenians by
Agat‘angelos explains that the Armenian Arsacid king Xosrov sought vengeance
following the death of Ardavan and the fall of the Great Arsacid line. Ardasir
swayed a Parthian lord — the father of Grigor Lusawori¢‘, no less — to side
with him by promising to reward him: “I shall return to you (your) native
Parthian (land), your own Pahlav” (qpbniphith wwpplwlwb, qdtp
utithwlwh Muwhwid h akq nuipanighg).?? It is not entirely clear if this phras-
ing implies apposition or if the part‘ewakan (land) is something different from
the Pahlav. Xorenac‘i includes the same passage, though he inserts specific
reference to Balkh: “he [Ardasir] promised to return to them their original home
called Pahlav, the royal city of Balkh, and all the country of the K‘uSans”
(mnunwbugp gpnit mnLln pupdnigwmiy h Gnuw, np Nwhpuh Ynskp,
qupbuywbhun punqupld Rwh), b quidbluyb wphawphd Lnpwiiwg). 3 Again,
the definition of Pahlav and the relationship between Pahlav and Balkh are unclear,
though their centrality to Parthian identity is obvious. Other passages in
Xorenac‘i’s text inform the interpretation of this passage, such that we might
read Pahlav in apposition to Balkh.

Xorenac‘i twice suggests that the term Pahlav is a relative adjective (a nisba,
so to speak) for Balkh: the Armenian toponym Bahl was read as the source for
Pahlav, meaning “of Bahl”. He explains the rise of certain Parthian families, not-
ing that when the king Artaseés reigned he honoured his siblings: “he promoted
them above all the noble families, preserving the original name of each family so
that they were called as follows: Karen Pahlav, Suren Pahlav, and the sister
Aspahapet Pahlav” (L h ytpuwy pwb quitituy@ twhiwpupniphiiu Jupgt,
qwhubwubdbt h Ytpuwy wywhting qubnid wqght, qh Ynstiughtt wyuytu.
Yupkth Nwhju, Uniptbh Muwhpue, b pnypd’ Quyuwhuwgbnh Nwhju).3!
Xorenac‘i repeats this information twice, in fact, and draws attention to the repe-
tition. It was such important information, he claims, that it merited retelling
because it explained the heritage of Grigor Lusawori¢‘ and, through him, the
Parthian patriarchs of the Armenian Church. Xorenac‘i also explains why the
siblings of Arta$es were called Pahlav: “his brothers would be called Pahlav
from the name of their city and great and fertile land” (qinpwpul wbniwbty
Mwhjuiu' jubnih punupht pipiwbg b wphauphht d6dh W pugwiptipny).3?

27 In Armenian, the term Pahlav is most frequently seen in relation to the Parthian elite, but
it does appear rarely to confer honour on non-Parthians. See, for example, Dasxuranc‘i
1983, which refers to Persian and Parthian Pahlavs.

28 Olshausen 1876.

29 Agat‘angetos 1976: 44 in Armenian, 45 in English.

30 Xorenac‘i 1978: 220; Xorenac‘i 1981: 256.

31 Xorenac‘i 1978: 216; Xorenac‘i 1981: 248.

32 Xorenac‘i 1978: 166; Xorenac‘i 1981: 170.
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With the reference to their city, Xorenac‘i does not necessarily trace Pahlav to
Parthava. This is not surprising, as the Armenian word for Parthia, Part‘ewk’,
could not be confused with Pahlav. In Seb&os’s history, for example, the title
Pahlav frequently appears side-by-side with Part‘ew.33 This suggests that medi-
eval Armenians understood the two to serve different functions, divorcing
Pahlav from the toponym Parthava.

Another passage in Xorenac‘i’s history also suggests that he understood
Pahlav to mean Balkhi. In the genealogical passages that listed out the
Arsacid kings, Xorenac‘i explains:

From them [Abraham and Keturah] springs the Parthian people, and des-
cended from these is ArSak the Brave, who rebelled against the
Macedonians and reigned in the land of the K‘uSans for thirty-one
years; and after him his son ArtaSés for twenty-six years, and then
Arsak, the latter’s son, called “the great”, who killed Antiochus and
made his brother Vatar§ak king of Armenia, appointing him second in
his kingdom. He himself went to Bahl and ruled there securely for fifty-
three years. Therefore his offspring were called Pahlavk® just as those of
his brother VatarSak [were called] Arsacids after their ancestor’s name.?*

3npng ubtptiw] wqq Nupplwg. L h Gngwdt Wppwly pwye, np
wyunmudpbig b Uwltinnbwging pwquinptivg  jtpypphi
Lnpwbiwg wdu tptiuni b dh. b jn Gnpu npnh Gnphtt Tpuwptu
wdu puwb b ytg. wuyqu Wppwly Gnphtt npnh, np Ynstiguid dtod, np
qUtwnhnpnull tuyqut W qdwnupyul qinpuyp hip puquiinp fugnyg
<wyng, tipypnpny hip weiting: 6L htph snibuy h Awhy hwunmwntiug
gewuquinpniphiid hip wiu jhunih b jiphu. Juuh npny qupdp Gnpu
Muhjuip wbnitwbtigub, npytu W tinponpt Jwnuinuwijuy h dwhubint
wini Wppwiynibihp.??

This passage relates the title Pahlav specifically to ArSak’s rule in Balkh, not the
general province Parthava. Otherwise, there is no explanation for his use of
“therefore” (Juubl npnj, “on account of which”), which links the title Pahlav
to ArSak’s rule in Balkh in particular.

The association of Pahlav with the city of Balkh in particular also appears in
much later genealogical tables, possibly deriving from Xorenac‘i. A note in one
seventeenth-century manuscript explains that “Abraham took K‘etura as wife,
from whom he begot six sons. They killed one another, and the remainder filled
the earth. One of these were the Turks, who are also called Palhavunis, after the
name of the city of Pahl3¢ and the Arsacids on account of ArSak the Brave”

33 See, for example, Seb&os 1979: 72, 73, 163.

34 Xorenac‘i 1978: 215. I have changed Thomson’s “the nation of the Parthians” to “the
Parthian people” to maintain a consistent rendering of the word wqq across this article.

35 Xorenac‘i 1981: 246.

36 In the past, scholars have used the p/b difference to cast doubt on the suggestions that
Pahlav denoted Balkh (Haug 1870: 34 n. 2). The switch between p and b is common
in Armenian texts and remains even today one of the differences in pronunciation
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(Ewn Yht Uppuwhwd gLbEwmnip, jnpdt 6w npnhu Q: Uhdt qhbl Guywb, G
wypl 1ghtt qtinlhp, npng h GO pnipp, np Gt Mwjhwinidhp Ynshtt Mwhy
punuph@l winiudp, w Wppwlnibhp' junuagu Uppwiljuy pueht).3” While
this is a late manuscript, this demonstrates that Armenians read Pahlav as a
specific reference to Balkh.

To be sure, reading Pahlav as a nisha cannot confirm an actual etymological
connection between Pahlav and Balkh, a question I gladly leave to the philolo-
gists. Rather, such folk etymologies reveal the active process of remembering
the city and imbuing it with meaning.

Origin stories

The identification of the ruling Arsacids as Balkhi is not the only reference to
origin stories that stress the Parthianness of the powerful Armenian elite.
Xorenac‘i clarifies that Grigor Lusawori¢® was Surén Pahlav, while the
Kamsarakan noble house was Karen Pahlav, explaining that this is important
to mention “so that you may know that this great family is indeed the blood
of ValarSak, that is, the line of ArSak the Great, brother of ValarSak”
(gh dwbhgtiu quqqu quyu ULo, pL hunwuwh wphith Jwnuppuluy o,
wyuhbpl qupd Wppwuy dkdh, tnpop dwnuippwiljuy).3® This passage yet
again asserts the close connections between the nobles and royals and between
the two branches of the Arsacid family. While the Kamsarakank® declined in the
early medieval period, their purported descendants claimed the name Pahlavuni
in the eleventh century. The choice of the name Pahlavuni reveals that they
actively drew on their memory of Arsacid power and claim to Parthian heritage
as they reinvented their house. Inscriptions and dedications left from the various
branches of the Pahlavuni family identify them even as late as the thirteenth cen-
tury as “of the race of the Pahlavunis to which was united the family of the
Arsacids”.3?

Other houses also situated their power in relation to Parthian and Arsacid his-
tory, and explicitly evoked the importance of Balkh as the origin of Armenian—
Parthian power. The most famous story, as told by Chinese minstrels (qniuwiip)
and recorded by an anonymous Armenian author in the Primary History, is dra-
matic. During the reign of Ardavan, the last Great Arsacid king, two brothers
named Mamik and Konak lived in China. Their father Karnam was a powerful
lord second only to the king of China. When he died, the king married Kafnam’s
wife and sired a son with her. After the death of the king of China, Mamik and
Konak rebelled against their half-brother Cenbakur, but Cenbakur emerged vic-
torious. “Mamik and Konak fled to the Arsacid king who sat in Bahl Sahastan in
the land of the K‘usans” (thwhuumwlub (tu Uwdhijo b Unbwljt qmb win

between Modern Eastern and Western Armenian dialects. This text is a good example, as
Balkh is spelled with a p.

37 Stone 2019: 16 in Armenian, 18 in English. I have changed the transcription of Bahl and
Arsak to match the system used throughout this article, as well as the translation of pwy
as “brave”.

38 Xorenac‘i 1978: 166; Xorenac‘i 1981: 170.

39 Toumanoff 1963: 207-8, n. 36. I have changed the spelling of Pahlavid to maintain the
Armenian ending, as per the rest of this article.
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L}l]‘lpu,ljﬁ Upowiynibih, np Guwnkp h Rwh) pwhwunwbh, jtpyhpb Lnpwbug).40
Cenbakur threatened to wage war against “the king of the Parthians” (wppuyb
Muppliug), who protected Mamik and Konak from their half-brother.

But the latter [the Parthian king], sparing the [two] men, did not give them
into his hands but wrote to him in a friendly way: “Let the treaty of peace,
he said, remain firm between us, for I have sworn to them that they will not
die. But I had them taken to the West, to the edge of the world, to that
place where the sun enters its mother”. Then the Parthian king ordered
his army to take them under heavy guard, with their wives and sons and
all their effects, to Armenia to his relative the Arsacid king, who was
king of Armenia. And there they multiplied greatly, and they became a
great clan from Mamik and Konak.*!

bulj tinpu pubiuytiwg jupul' ny tin qiinuw h atinu tnpw, wyp gpk wn Gw
uhpny. «Winpkh nijun ppununniptiwd dbpny, wul, hwunwnmni @
Juggt h dheh dtpnud, gh Gponitiwg B wn Gnuw, gh Gnpw dp
dtinghti. wy) twmne by qnuw h Wninu wplne b jtqp Gpyph, h
wmbtinhtt juyl, nip wptiqut p duypt dnwdb»y: Swybdwd hpudwyk
wppwh Nupptiwg quipug hipng wwbl] qbnuw  qgniniphudp
dtidwi, Jouwr W npmnyph hiptiwbg b wdbbuwyd wnpuhtd hiptiwbg
Jinipptt <wyng wn  wqquiwb hip wppuyh Wppwlynibh, np tp
puquinp <wgwuwnwbd tpyphd, nip b ubipbuw] puqiugwd jnyd, W
tintii juqq U6 h Uwdhljuy W h Unbwljuy:42

The designation of Armenia as the land where the sun sets offers a neat paral-
lelism to Balkh of the Morning, where the sun rises. Claiming such exotic
and powerful origins, the Mamikonean family subsequently emerged as the
most powerful noble house in early medieval Armenia until they fomented
two unsuccessful rebellions in the eighth century.

This story has provoked considerable debate, mostly about the potential
Chinese heritage of the pre-eminent Armenian noble house of the early medieval
period. Modern scholars such as C. Toumanoff have suggested that the
Mamikoneank‘ were not in fact Chinese, but rather that they were Georgian.*3
In the Encyclopaedia Iranica article on the Mamikoneank‘, N. Garsoian tact-
fully explains that “this origin is disputed by scholars, who have not yet reached
a final conclusion”.#* While these disputes will undoubtedly continue apace, the
details are not relevant for our current purposes.

Regardless of the “true” ancestral home of the Mamikoneank* (a topic that is
well outside the purview of this article), the story that circulated in the seventh
century clearly connected the Mamikoneank* to China. The title of the Chinese
emperor, Cenbakur, is attested in many Armenian histories of the early Islamic

40 Xorenac‘i 1978: 367; Seb&os 1979: 57.

41 Xorenac‘i 1978: 368.

42 Sebeos 1979: 57.

43  Toumanoff 1963: 210-11, n. 38. See also Mlaker 1932; Skold 1925.
44  Garsoian 2005.
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period including Sirakac‘i, Xorenac‘i, and Lewond. Cenk* means China or
Chinese and bakur is the Armenicized version of the Parthian baypuhr, meaning
son of God.*> The title is also attested in non-Armenian sources: “The word
faghfur, an Arabic/Early New Persian rendition of MP bag/y-puhr (Bactrian
Boryemoopo), means ‘son of god’ and is the normal name for the Emperor of
China in Classical New Persian texts”.4¢ Further, the insertion of Balkh into
this story only makes sense if the ancestors of the Mamikoneank‘ emigrated
from China to Armenia, as the city would quite obviously not have been a con-
venient waypoint en route from Georgia to Armenia. The anonymous author of
the Primary History thus could only have been evoking the Chinese imperial
elite. A mnemohistorical approach allows us to bypass debates about the
“real” homeland of the Mamikoneank® in order to analyse the deployment of
Balkh as a symbol of Arsacid power and its co-optation into an Armenian
narrative.

This foundation story imbues the Mamikoneank* with their power in a num-
ber of ways. Their ancestors were highborn in the Chinese Empire. They were
rebels, ensconced in Balkh, a city famous as a refuge for rebels. They claim pro-
tection from the last of the Great Arsacids, who risk a war with China on their
behalf. The Great Arsacid king Ardavan himself arranged for them to emigrate
from Balkh to Armenia. In this, the path of the two brothers mirrored the migra-
tion of the Armenian Arsacids themselves, who also moved from Balkh to
Armenia by the order of the Great Arsacids. These parallels between the
Mamikoneank‘ and the Armenian Arsacids establish the nobles as comparable
to Armenian royalty. In modelling Mamikonean emigration on the Arsacid
past, the significance of Balkh expands. It is no longer simply the homeland
and power base of the Armenian royalty, but the source of power of the most
influential Armenian nobility as well.

II. Celebrating the impotence and decimation of the Sasanian
realm

Early medieval Armenian historians employ strategies of remembrance that
invest the city of Balkh with great significance, imbued with the power to legit-
imize noblemen and royalty alike. If the strategies above reveal how Balkh was
remembered, they do not adequately explain why Balkh was remembered.
Medieval Armenian sources demonstrate no familiarity with Balkh as a contem-
porary city. They did not describe the shifting populations as the city slowly
transformed from a Buddhist centre to an Islamic holy city. Armenian Balkh
was not a lived city.#”

45 Asatrian 2006: 93. Note that another thread of this discussion is whether Cenk* meant
Central Asia or China; see Bedrosian 1981; Svazyan 1976.

46 Rezakhani 2017: 141.

47 One of Sirakac‘i’s maths problems reflects another possible thread of interpretations of
Balkh, focused on wealth and merchants instead of its political significance. It asks
the reader to calculate the value of a pearl transported by a merchant from Balkh to
Sirak, given that the merchant sold portions of it along the way. In another maths prob-
lem, Sirakac‘i asks the reader to calculate how many prisoners remained with Nerseh
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As demonstrated in multiple examples above, Balkh legitimized the
Armenian political elite by collapsing the differences between the Great
Arsacids and the Armenian Arsacids. Similarly, Balkh legitimized the ecclesias-
tical elite by tracing the line of Parthian patriarchs back to their Pahlav origins.
The memory of Balkh was harnessed to make two additional political claims
related to the Armenian relationship with the Sasanian Empire. First, Balkh
emerges as the centre of an empire whose kings could easily withstand
Sasanian aggression. Second, Balkh emerges as a refuge for Parthian rebels
against the Sasanians. These two work together to establish a model for
Armenian elite who chafed under Sasanian and caliphal rule.

The Arsacids of Balkh as the model of Parthian independence from the
Persians

In all relevant Armenian sources, Balkh remains squarely in an anti-imperial
space. The Sasanians, who appear in most Armenian sources as the unjust tyr-
ants who oppressed Armenia, could not control the wily city. Accordingly,
Balkh’s freedom from Sasanian oppression left open possibilities to explore
how just rulers (the Great Arsacids) surpassed their Persian foes.

P‘awstos Buzandac‘i (fifth century) mentions Balkh twice. Even though his
broader agenda does not align with the celebration of Arsacid power, his refer-
ences to Balkh reflect the city’s position in the medieval Armenian archive.*®
Both of P‘awstos’s passages about Balkh serve similar agendas. First, the
Armenian Arsacid King ArSak II — the same ArSak whose awkward dinner con-
versation with Sapur II appears at the start of this article — was in Khuzestan. He
acknowledged Sasanian rule: “about that time, the war between the Persians and
the Armenians calmed down because the Arsacid king of the K ‘usans, who held
the city of Balx, had stirred up war against Sapuh, the Sasanian king of Persia”
(6L quyini dudwbwlun pununugur yunbpugqd i Nwpuhg phn
<wyu. qh Uppulniithh pwuquunpt Lnipwbiwg, np umktp h Punhu
punuph, tw jupnyg wnwp unbpugqd phn vwuwbwubht Guwhne b

Kamsarakan after he defeated the armies of Balkh, given that he had to parcel some out
to the Sasanian shahanshah and the Armenian azatk’. The latter fits more with the themes
in this article, though it does not acknowledge any significance to Balkhi prisoners. See
Preiser-Kapeller 2019; Greenwood 2011.

48 1 use “archive” here in the sense of Aleida Assmann’s (2010) definition. Assmann iden-
tifies two types of remembering: passive and active. She calls active memory “canon”,
meaning that is actively constructed in a particular setting; the idea of “archive”, by con-
trast, is a passive memory that remains in texts after the meaning is already lost. This
“archive” is what Burckhardt, cited in Assmann, called a “trace”: “unmediated testi-
monies of a former era that can tell a counter-history to the one propagated by the rulers”
(p. 99). Assmann identifies these as “decontextualized and disconnected from their for-
mer frames which had authorized them or determined their meaning”. For the example of
P‘awstos, this means that he did not necessarily deploy Balkh to send a particular mes-
sage relevant to his own narrative perspective. His references to Balkh do not align with
his project. Rather, the references to Balkh reveal an underlying memory that cuts against
the grain in P‘awstos’s text. This suggests that these traditions about Balkh reflect an
earlier layer of meanings that P‘awstos himself did not share or intend.
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pPwquunphl Mwpuhg).*® While this passage reads somewhat incoherently, the
Sasanian capture of ArSak and his army was the actual cause for the Armenian—
Persian détente. P‘awstos explains that the shahanshah left ArSak in chains and
took the imprisoned Armenian army with him to fight the Great Arsacids in
Balkh. Sapur also brought with him a eunuch, the favourite companion of
ArSak, named Drastamat. The Great Arsacids (here called the Arsacid
Kushans) emerged victorious by a landslide, decimating the Persian forces.
Sapur escaped with his life only due to the heroism of Drastamat. As a boon
for these heroic deeds, Drastamat asked to return to ArSak and honour him as
king. Sapur evinced concern at this request, fearful of Arsak, “all the more
that he is a king and my colleague, my opponent; who has been held chained
in that fortress” (enn L qiw quyp puquinp b ghd phytp Juytiug tintuyg
Juybd ptipnh ghwljwnwynpnh).>® Drastamat returned to prepare a kingly ban-
quet for ArSak, who drank deeply of wine, lamented the state of kings under for-
eign rule, and then plunged his knife through his own heart. His body collapsed
onto the cushion where kings recline. Drastamat removed the knife from his
king’s body and followed him in death.

This anecdote offers a few interesting suggestions about Arsacid—Sasanian
relations. From this, it is clear that Armenians understood the Great Arsacids
to be greatly superior to the Sasanians, whose forces were obliterated and
whose king only survived due to the intervention of a servant of the
Armenian Arsacid king. The army of the Armenian Arsacids may have marched
east under a Sasanian banner to fight the Great Arsacids of Balkh, but they did
so under duress, as defeated prisoners, with no implication of free choice. The
Arsacids of Balkh resisted Sasanian aggression and bested both the Sasanian
army and the shahanshah himself. Although the Sasanians had defeated the
Armenian Arsacids and imprisoned Arsak, Sapur still feared him and identified
him as both a colleague and an opponent. This places Arsak and Sapur as equals.
ArSak’s death is self-inflicted, the power move of an imprisoned king whose
death was itself a protest against Sasanian rule. Drastamat’s suicide is not just
a statement of support for his king, but the spilled blood of the hero whose brav-
ery upheld the Empire. Their blood stained the very symbols of kingship, sug-
gesting the defiling of legitimate claims to power. What does this mean for
Balkh? Pawstos explicitly identifies Balkh as an Arsacid city. Balkh remained
out of reach of Sasanian power and capable of decimating Sasanian forces. The
Arsacids of Balkh emerge as the foils to the Armenian Arsacids, a reminder of
how the power structure should be working.

The second story in P‘awstos’s history follows much the same line as the
first. After the death of ArSak II, Sapur returned to war with the captured
Armenian forces: “For at that time, the Sasanian king of Persia had been waging
war against the great Arsacid king of the K‘uSans, who held the city of Bath”
(Rwbgh quyit dudwbuuir puquinphit Mupuhg vwuwbtwyuboht wnctiuyg
En wuwnbtipuqd pon 4G6 puquinphtt Lnipwbtwg phn wppuyniiing@, np

49 Buzandac‘i 1989: 197-8; 1987: 314. I have changed Garsofan’s translation of tuwnlkp
from “resided in” to “held” to remain consistent in this article.
50 Buzandac‘i 1989: 198; 1987: 316.
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Tuwnkp || Runh punupht).>! Yet again, the Great Arsacid king decimated the
Sasanian army, leaving not a single Persian soldier alive. Sapur learned of the
fate of his army from two Mamikonean brothers, described as super-human
giants, who had “performed many deeds of valor in this battle, though they sur-
vived [only] on foot” (puugnid pweniphiiiu Juwmwptiug h Wdhtt Gwlunnid,
uwluyh htwmhnunu wwpth@).>2 Unlike the first story, which casts the
Armenian Arsacid king as the imprisoned and moral (if tragically doomed)
hero, in this story the Armenian king was complicit. The Mamikoneank*
returned to Armenia to confront the Armenian Arsacid king Varazdat for
plotting against past generations of Mamikonean heroes and for not adequately
recognizing their contributions to the realm. The Mamikonean brothers railed
against Varazdat, calling him unworthy of claiming Arsacid royalty:

You, then, are no true Arsacid but a bastard child, that is why you have
not acknowledged the faithful servants of the Arsacids [i.e., the
Mamikoneank‘]. Indeed, we are not even your servants but your equals
and [even] greater than you, for our ancestors were kings in the realm
of the Cenk* [Chinese].5> And on account of quarrels [between] brothers,
and because much blood flowed, we set out to seek a haven and settled
[here]. The first Arsacid kings knew who we were and whence [we
came], but you, since you are no Arsacid, go from this realm, lest you
die by my hand!>*

Lw nnu skiu hull Uppwynitih, wyp h wnnbpyniptbk tntwy tu npnh.juut
wynniphy ny Swittiup quunwjurnpult Wppwyniitiug: Lw Wbp stdp
huy twy atip dSwnwyp, wy pbhtipp atip L h Yytipuwy pub qatiq. gh dbip
twulihpt (tuy Eht puquinpp wpjuwphhtt dtitwg, W Juub Gnpupg
hiptiwmbg gpgnniptwbi, gh wphth 6o wiltuwy £ h Jbpuy. Juub
wylipn tidp qbwgtiugp. L quull pwpiny hwiqunh quubbn Gyt
nunupbuy tdp: Unwehlt puquunpplt Uppwynithp, npp ghnkthibh
qutg ny twp Jud nunh Ltwp. wyp gh ngni pwbdgh stiu Uppwynibh,
qlu juppuwphtu, b 0h dtinwbhp h atinwg ping:>3

Varazdat retorted that the Mamikoneank® were welcome to return to China if
they were so displeased with his rule. This argument escalated to an armed con-
frontation, culminating with the Mamikonean lord repeatedly pummeling the
Arsacid king over the head with the butt of his spear. Varazdat was forced to
flee to Byzantium, while the Mamikoneank® raised Arsacid children to take
the throne.

In this second story, the Great Arsacids of Balkh remain the invincible foes of
the Sasanians, capable of annihilating the entire Persian army (again). Only the

51 Buzandac‘i 1989: 217; 1987: 364.

52 Buzandac‘i 1989: 218; 1987: 364.

53 Ihave changed Garsoian’s translation of dwinuyp from “vassals” to “servants” to remain
consistent across this article.

54 Buzandac‘i 1989: 218-9.

55 Buzandac‘i 1987: 366.
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Mamikoneank* survived, and barely, due to their super-human qualities. This
time, two Mamikonean brothers return from Balkh — an obvious nod to the stor-
ies of Mamik and Konak, which they then harness explicitly to make their claim
to superiority. The Armenian Arsacids again failed to live up to the expectations
cast upon them as descendants of the Great Arsacids, so the Mamikoneank*
challenged them. The Mamikonean heroes evoked the parallels between their
family and the Armenian Arsacids, as described above. Both families traced
their legitimacy back to the East and to Arsacid greatness. The Mamikonean
brothers in this story remind Varazdat of the illustrious heritage of the
Mamikoneank* and their relationship with the Great Arsacids of Balkh.

In these stories, Balkh performs the same function. It was the residence of the
Arsacid kings of the K ‘usans who were entirely unbeatable in battle. They con-
sistently annihilated the Sasanian army. In both cases, the Armenian armies only
backed the Sasanians under duress and they died in droves on the field, with the
exception of the few plucky if bedraggled heroes. These heroes emerge as the
voice of reason, the conscience of the Armenian Arsacids, to remind them of
their rightful place in the world. In both of these stories, the goal was to remind
the Armenian Arsacids that they should not collaborate with the Sasanians
against the Great Arsacids of Balkh. Such collaboration was an unnatural inver-
sion of the expected power structure, turning towards the aggressive and oppres-
sive Persians to wage war against the Arsacids of Balkh who remained the very
source of their legitimacy. In both cases, this betrayal spelled defeat for the
Armenian Arsacids. Balkh was where the Arsacids remained free of Sasanian
aggression, ruling independently with an unbeatable military. The Arsacids of
Balkh ruled as the Armenian Arsacids should have ruled.

The city of Parthians and rebels
The story of Mamikonean origins introduces another common theme in
Armenian perceptions of Balkh. The brothers escaped China after a failed rebel-
lion, reaching Parthian territory in Balkh beyond the reach of Cenbakur. Balkh
also appears in Armenian sources as a refuge for other rebels confronting the
Sasanian Empire, frequently associated with loyalties to old Parthian families.
One such reference to Balkh as a refuge for rebels is in Xorenac‘i’s account of
the rise of the Sasanian Empire. Xosrov, the Armenian Arsacid king, had
attempted to raise resistance to Ardasir’s coup over Great Arsacid territory.
The first Sasanian shahanshah responded by killing all of the scions of his fam-
ily in the East, the Karen pahlav. Only one survived, a young man named
Perozamat who “had taken flight to the land of the K‘uSans” (thwjubivur
Juphuwphlt Lnipwbwg).>® Perozamat evaded Ardasir’s attempts to capture
him and settled among the Kushans, a Parthian lord safe from ominously preda-
tory Sasanian ambitions. The Kushans thwarted Ardasir’s every attempt and
rebuffed his every promise to protect and monitor access to this child. The
story of this protected Parthian boy in Kushan territory, Xorenac‘i explains,
remained important because it explained the heritage of the noble Armenian
family, the Kamsarakank* (the ancestors of the Pahlavunik‘ described above).

56 Xorenac‘i 1978: 219; 1981: 254.
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Balkh and Kushan territory also appear to be a refuge for other famous
Parthian rebels. Sebeos relates that Hormozd IV (r. 579-90) ended many of
the noble lines of Persia and also killed the Parthian and Pahlav descendants
of Anak, the father of Grigor Lusawori¢‘. Seb&os then segues neatly into the
story of Bahram VI Cobin:

It happened at that time that a certain Vahram Merhewandak, prince of the
eastern regions of the country of Persia, valiantly attacked the army of the
T*etals and forcibly occupied Bahl and all the land of the K ‘uSans as far as
the far side of the great river which is called Vehrot [Oxus] and as far as
the place called Kazbion [csisy 32].57

B tinl h dwdwbwyhét juyinihy Jwhpud nit Ukiphtivwbnuy, hphawb
wplitijhg Ynniwbg wphuwphtt Mwpuhg, np hwpubktp pwgnipundip
hnipny qquupu  hunuwjuging b pnniptwdp nibbp qPwh; W
quuitiuyt tpyhpt Lnipwbwg, dhish juyblynu glimnyt Wtdh, np Ynsh
Jbthnnu, W dhisle gntinhf, np Ynsh Gwgphnb:8

Although Bahram set out on this venture in the service of the Sasanian Empire,
he sent back so little of the spoils that Hormozd rebuked him. Angered by the
king’s disrespect, Bahram’s men rallied around their leader and declared an
open rebellion against the Sasanian Empire. For our purposes, this rebellion is
useful for two reasons. First, it reveals the dangers of Parthian actors even at
the imperial court. Bahram, who was Mihranid, does not appear as such in
Sebeos’s history, but rather as merhewandak and mihrac‘i, a servant of
Mithra. Yet Seb&os focuses on the Parthianness of the main actors in the fallout
of Bahram’s campaign: the mother of Kosrow is identified as “a noble of the
house of the Parthians” (dwpuwpup mwbh Nuwppliwg).>® She and her brothers
kill Hormozd to install the child Kosrow II (r. 590, 591-628), allowing his
Parthian uncles primacy in raising the new king even as he fled. Despite the
destructive capability of Bahram’s rebellion, the true threat to Hormozd was
his murderous Parthian wife and her brothers. Second, Seb&os’s history demon-
strates how Armenians localized rebellion in Balkh. When Bahram was eventu-
ally ousted from power, Seb&os claims that “he went and took refuge in Bahl
Sahastan, where by Kosrow’s order he was put to death by its people” (snquu
UL wiur hp Pwh] Gwhuwunmwi, nip L h pwbkh fonupnjuy uywbun h
Gingnihig huly).®® Even here, Balkh evades Sasanian control. While Kosrow
proved powerful enough to demand Bahram’s death, the people of Balkh (and
not any official of the Sasanians) effect the punishment. This projects a city
beyond the direct reach of Sasanian control, where the people can choose
whether to acquiesce or reject the orders of kings.

Parthia, though not Balkh in particular, also appears in relation to the sixth-
century rebellion of Vistahm. Sebgos identifies him as a Parthian, and claims

57 Sebeéos 1999: 1 15.

58 Sebéos 1979: 73.

59 Sebeéos 1999: 17; 1979: 75.
60 Sebeos 1999: 23; 1979: 80.
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that he goes back to Parthian lands, his ancestral home. Pourshariati claims that
this notice about Vistahm’s homeland “clearly refers” to Khorasan “in the con-
text of Sebeos’s chronicle”.®! Although Seb&os never uses the term Khorasan,
nor does he define “the land of the Parthians” (tpyhp Muwpptwg);
Pourshariati is undoubtedly correct. In a later passage, Seb&os refers to the
Islamic incursion in the Sasanian East:

In the 19th year of the dominion of the Ismaelites, the army of the
Ismaelites which was in the land of Persia and of Khuzistan marched east-
wards to the region of the land called Pahlaw, which is the land of the
Parthians, against Yazdegerd king of Persia. Yazdegerd fled before
them, but was unable to escape. For they caught up with him near the
boundaries of the K‘usans and slew all his troops.®?

Suwiht d(a-tipnpn budiwytijuging wkpniphwbi, quuipl
budwytijmging, np thot jtpyphtt Mwpuhg b fJunidwunmwbh® ghwght
pin wplitju h Ynniwbiu Nwhued Ynsigbwy Gpyph, np £ Gplhp
Mupptwg, h Ytpw Swqitipmh wppuyhtt Mwpuhg: GL thwpubiue
Bwqytipm jtiptiuwg Gngw, W ny Jupug Gnnnupt). pwiigh hwuhb
ghtim tnpw dtpad h vwhdwbu Lnpwbiwg, L Ynnnptightt quikiug b
quuipu bnpuw:®3

Since we know that Yazdegerd died near Marw, we read into this our own
assumption that the land east of Persia and Khuzestan is Khorasan. The fact
that the seventh-century historian Seb€os describes Khorasan as the “land called
Pahlaw, which is the land of the Parthians” demonstrates the longevity of the
associations of the East and Parthianness in Armenian chronicles. In short,
Seb&os not only places both Bahram Cobin and Vistahm in Parthia, he also
locates the death of Yazdegerd (and, so, the collapse of Sasanian rule itself)
in Parthia near the borders of the Kushans instead of employing the contempor-
ary toponym Khorasan. The land of the Kushans could not bow to Sasanian
control.%*

III. Overwriting and forgetting the Kushans

If early medieval Armenian authors participated in this hegemonic culture of
memory within Armenia by conveying the Parthian past as a model for inde-
pendent Arsacid rule, this does not imply that the Armenian memories of

61 Pourshariati 2009: 108.

62 Sebeos 1999: 135.

63 Sebeos 1979: 163.

64 To these, we might add references to the Armenian—Sasanian military campaign against
the land of the K‘uSans during the reign of the Sasanian shahanshah Yazdegerd 1L
(r. 438-457), as recorded in Etis€, Lazar P‘arpec‘i, and T‘ovma Arcruni. These texts do
not always share the same definition of the land of the K‘usans, though one thread of
this tradition places Sasanian troops against Nishabiir. The Sasanians are, as expected,
annihilated then, too. These narratives are not included here because they make no refer-
ence to the Parthian families or to Balkh in particular (Cf: Errington and Curtis 2007: 86).
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Balkh were constructed ex nihilo to serve this purpose. In understanding the sig-
nificance of memory, historians do not relinquish the past to the realm of pure
myth. Rather, the process of remembering and forgetting the past has political
valence. Stories of the past could be contorted to fit the needs of the (then) pre-
sent, but this does not signify that they were invented out of whole cloth.
Ancient Balkh was home to the Kushan emperors (c. 2nd c¢. Bce-230 cE) and
then the Kushano-Sasanians (c. 230-350 cg), who provided a backdrop against
which Armenians and post-conquest Muslims could exert their own claims to
cultural, religious, and/or political significance. The frequent reference to the
Kushans as part of the set phrase “Bahl Sahastan in the land of the K‘uSans” sug-
gests that they remained part of how early medieval Armenians navigated the
legacies of the Parthian past. The last section of this article briefly addresses
the Kushans as a way to place the early medieval Armenian memories into
the broader context of the “plurality of cultures of memories”.

Two snippets in Xorenac‘i’s history suggest that the “Arsacids ruling in Bahl
Sahastan in the land of the K ‘usans” could reflect a specifically Armenian rewrit-
ing of the Kushans. First, when the first Sasanian shahanshah Ardasir attempted
to lure Parthian nobles to support his rule, the Armenian Arsacid king Xosrov
moved to forestall him. Xosrov sent out messages “to his own kin the
Parthian and Pahlav families, and to all of the forces of the land of the
K‘uSans” (wn hip wnhduwghtnh Muppl L Mwhuwihy wqqu).®® The
Aspahapet and Suren branches of the family refused to back Xosrov to fight
the Sasanians. When he returned to Armenia, resigned to the fate of the Great
Arsacids, Xosrov received a message:

Then there came to him some of his own messengers who had gone to the
more illustrious nation far inland, as far as Bahl. They brought him word
that “your kinsman Vehsac‘an with his branch of the Karen Pahlav have
not given obeisance to Ardasir, but is coming to you in answer to your
summons”.%¢

Suybdwd hwuwbtii wn dw ndwbp h hptipmuljwg hipng, npp h
yuunniwubhwgni wqqh tpptwy tht, h punpugnyt wphuwphi, h
tmyt hoipl h Glippu h Pwh). ptiphtt tiw hudpun, Gk «wgqujub pn
Jbhhuwowl, hwimbpd gbnpih hipny  Gupbbbwb  MNwhpuht, ny
hiwquintwg Wpunwpph, wy h §ns pn nhdbug quy wn pigy:©7

A modern numismatist (Carter 1985: 217, n. 3) identified Xorenaci’s ruler of
Balkh Vehsac‘an as the Kushan king Vasudeva I (r. 191-225), who minted
coins in Balkh. She labelled Xorenac‘i’s claim to kinship with Karén Pahlav
“a seemingly odd notion”. The logic here is not odd, so much as internal to
the Armenian tradition. Xorenac‘i himself had built extensively on centuries
of Armenian traditions that identified the East and Balkh in particular as

65 Xorenac‘i 1978: 219; 1981: 252.
66 Xorenac‘i 1978: 219.
67 Xorenac‘i 1981: 254.
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Parthian. If a dynasty held its own against the Sasanians in Balkh, it would have
made sense for a medieval Armenian to label it as Arsacid.

A second case returns to Xorenac‘i’s description of Perozamat, the Parthian
youth from Karen Pahlav who fled to the land of the Kushans to evade
Ardasir’s attempts to annihilate the scions of the Great Arsacids. This
Perozamat reportedly lived in the land of the Kushans in the third century and
returned to Armenia during the reign of the Sasanian shahanshah Sapur
(r. 240-270). This means that Xorenac‘i’s Perozamat lived in the land of the
Kushans at precisely the same time that a Kushano-Sasanian king named
Péroz (r. ¢. 245-270) minted Bactrian coins in the city of Balkh.%® At least in
Xorenac‘i’s case, then, it stands to reason that some of the “Arsacids” of
Balkh were in fact an interpretive reading of the actual rulers of the Kushans
at the end of the Great Kushan Empire and start of the Kushano-Sasanian line.
This is not an obvious identification because scholars of Kushano-Sasanian
kings would have no reason to investigate the dealings of Parthian elites. From
the Armenian perspective, though, all of the rulers of Balkh were Parthian.

A mnemohistorical approach allows historians to acknowledge how and why
Balkh became central in the Armenian texts of the early Islamic period without
concern as to whether this reflected the “reality” of the city’s history. The tradi-
tions described above that link Balkh and the Arsacids are specifically
Armenian. They uphold Armenian claims to legitimacy and memories of inde-
pendence vis-a-vis the Sasanians and the Caliphate. Their goal was never to
describe the Kushanshahs, but to narrate stories that placed Armenian claims
to political legitimacy into the broader framework of Iranian history.

Such traditions are not wholly different from what appears about the city in
Arabic sources; however, the goal and emphasis are different in Arabic. Like the
Armenian, extant Arabic sources do not demonstrate sustained concern about the
Kushan emperors or the Kushano-Sasanians. However, historians writing in
Arabic had no reason to bolster the Arsacids as symbols of legitimacy, either.
The caliphs and Muslim elites such as the Biiyids were far more likely to employ
the Sasanians as models of kingship, rather than the Arsacids. There are two
trends to the Arabic traditions about Balkh. On the one hand, Balkh was asso-
ciated with pre-Islamic grandeur. It was a Kayanid city, where Zoroaster once
walked. It was therefore a thoroughly Persian city. However, there are also
Islamizing threads that serve to ascribe new meanings to layer over the
pre-Islamic traditions.®®

Muslim sources in Arabic most frequently identify Balkh as the capital of
the Kayanid king Kaykosrow and his descendants.”? They identify this
specifically as a Persian tradition: “The Persians claim, according to what is
mentioned in the book of Sakisaran, that ... those people [Kaykosrow
and his family] settled Balkh, which was the capital of their realm” (U«
seilen 3 Sy &l s 1S ol eV o) oSl S 3 S L e G il). !

68 Cribb 1990, particularly 171; Rezakhani 2017: 78, n. 20.

69 Arezou Azad has clearly presented how Islamic traditions built on the Buddhist past of
Balkh; Azad 2013, particularly chapter 2.

70 MasGdi 1861-77: 1 117; ThaalibT 1900: 164, 223, 44 and throughout.

71 Mas'adi 1861-77: II 120.
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Mas 0di also explains that “in some of the tales reported by the Persians,
it is mentioned that he [Kaykosrow’s successor] built Balkh the beautiful”
(G ey Uy ) G ) Jlal e g5l mmy (A K3).72 The city became the home
of Gostasp, who received the prophet Zoroaster.”3

The other main thread of traditions about Balkh in ‘Abbasid-era literature
serves to Islamize the city. The Fada'il-i Balkh relates a tradition about
Abraham, recorded on the authority of the Prophet Muhammad himself.
Abraham reportedly visited Balkh and prayed there at the suggestion of an
angel, who identifies the city as the location of a prophet’s grave. Abraham
prayed for the city’s success.”* Earlier sources also provide prophetic connec-
tions to Balkh. Dinawari acknowledges that the Kayanid dynasts built the
city, but places its foundation during the reign of Solomon, who even travelled
east and visited it.”> This adds another layer of prophetic history, melding sacred
history into the reigns of legendary Persian kings. Other sources do not describe
the significance of Balkh based on Abrahamic faiths, but instead identify it as
the site of Nawbahar, the temple built to honour the moon.”® While this pre-
serves some information about Buddhist practice in pre- and early Islamic
Balkh, some sources work to reconcile that by integrating stories of Abraham
into the foundation of such non-Islamic monuments.”’” Additionally, information
on Nawbahar has obvious relevance for the authors writing in the early ‘Abbasid
period because upkeep of the temple was the purview of the Barmaki family.

Even if most fixate on the tales about the Kayanid or Islamic history of the
city, Balkh does appear as an Arsacid capital in one Arabic text from
the early Islamic period. After Alexander slew Darius, Ya'qubi claims,
the Party Kings (a term that frequently appears to refer to the
Arsacids) ruled from Balkh: “Then the kingdom of Persia became divided
and was ruled by kings called the Party Kings. Their royal residence
was located at Balkh. Genealogists assert that they were descendants of
Gomer, son of Japheth, son of Noah” (sk (sam el ellay uld el (3 il
Ts o Sl o sde Ay geaed) onlall ae iy Ely aeSle S eV skl 78
This passage demonstrates that at least one historian writing in Arabic in the
‘Abbasid period in fact knew of the stories about Balkh as an Arsacid city
where the descendants of Japheth ruled. This claim is very much in line with
Armenian sources above, which confirms that the Arabic and Armenian sources
should not be read as wholly different from one another. It is possible that
Ya'qubi even heard of these tales in Armenia, given his familial ties to the prov-
ince. However, this memory was both contested and actively curated. Ya'qibi spe-
cifies explicitly that the history of Arsacid Balkh was actively forgotten, rather than

72 Mas‘udi 1861-77: 11 121.

73 Masudi 1861-77: 1I 123; Tha‘alibt 1900: 257; Tabarl 1893: I 681.

74 Azad 2013: 70.

75 Dinawari 1888: 23. Mottahedeh has studied Solomon’s travels to Persepolis, which he
identifies as “amazing feathering together of the Persian and Biblical traditions™; see
Mottahedeh 2013.

76 Mas‘0di 1861-77: IV 47-8. Nawbahar also appears as a product of Sasanian building
programmes; Hudiid al-"alam 1982: 108; 1962: 99.

77 Ibn Hawqal 1939: 226.

78 Ya'qibi 2018: 11 451; 1883: 1 179. (The edition in fact reads ¢sil), corrected here).
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passively unremembered. “They [the Persians] had historical reports; these were
recorded, but, as we have seen, most people reject them and consider them abhor-
rent; we have omitted them because our policy is to leave out everything abhorrent”
(eiinen S Ciia Lin e (Y WS 58 g3 smisin 5 L'y S il S0 Ll 8l 35l gl 5).79
While the Muslim authors seem to have had no trouble accepting Kayanid claims
to the grandeur of Balkh, even if qualifying them as legends and tales, Ya'qubi is
quite clear to disavow Arsacid presence in the city. Ya'qabi’s comment here sug-
gests that the Arsacid past of the city was forgotten in the early Islamic period,
while new memories were constructed and prioritized to make the pre-Islamic
past relevant for historians of the ‘Abbasid period and the Iranian intermezzo.

Although the historians writing in Arabic sometimes employ the same strat-
egies of remembrance (e.g. genealogy, biblical prophets), they do not embark on
the same project as the Armenian texts. For example, Balkh sometimes appears
as a city of rebels in Arabic sources, as well.3° The city was a refuge for the
‘Alid Yahya b. Zayd during the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 684-705);8! a key
city as Qutayba b. Muslim put down revolts in 705 and 708-9;%? the site of a
rebellion of Harith b. Shurayh in 733—4;83 and the domain of Rafi' b. Layth dur-
ing the reign of Amin (r. 809-13).84 The Arabic reports acknowledge the role of
Balkh in rebellions on the edge of the Sasanian empire,®> but far more frequently
they locate Balkh in Islamic history, as part of the Islamic world but just out of
reach of the caliph.8¢ By contrast, the Armenian sources only remember
pre-Islamic rebels in Balkh, each with ties to Parthianness, as a way to foment
trouble against the Sasanians. The Arsacids and other Parthian rebels (e.g.
Bahram Cobin) retained their significance into the ‘Abbasid period as models
for Armenian independence from caliphal rule.

IV. Conclusion

As the fount of Arsacid power, Balkh accrued traditions over time. These layers
were biblical, which made the Parthian story part of Christian history. They were
also both political and social. Balkh was remembered as the seat of the Great
Arsacid kings. Armenian claims to legitimacy hinged on the recognition that
the Great Arsacids and the Armenian Arsacids were one and the same, so the
homeland of the Great Arsacids became the homeland of the Armenian

79 Ya'quibi 2018: II 452; 1883: 1 179.

80 Azad 2013: 151-2. Azad has shown how Balkhis typically supported the status quo,
quietist agenda of the ‘ulama’. There are a few ways to reconcile this. First, it perhaps
reflects the concerns of the ‘wulama’, whose voice Azad has shown as central to
Fadd'il-i Balkh. Or perhaps the quietist agenda is a product of the author/translator’s
time.

81 Ya'qabi 2018: III 1046; 1883: II 392.

82 Tabari, Ta'rikh, 11 1181 and II 206.

83 Khalifa Ibn Khayyat 1995: 224; Tabar 1893: II 1567.

84 Ya'qabi 2018: IIT 1193; 1883: II 528.

85 Dinawart 1888: 84-5.

86 There are references to campaigns in the pre-Islamic period, e.g. Aniishirwan’s campaign
against Balkh (ThaalibT 1900: 615). However, these are not seen as rebellions against the
Sasanians, but rather as part of Sasanian expansionary efforts.
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Arsacids. Just as it was the homeland of the great Parthian houses, such as Karen
and Suren, so too was it the homeland of the great Armenian houses, Pahlavuni
and Mamikonean. The city offered refuge to the rebels and the oppressed, on
the edges out of reach of both the Persians and the Chinese. What was Balkh?
To early medieval Armenians, Balkh was the heart of Parthianness and, so, the ori-
ginal homeland of the Armenian kings and nobles. It bore the Great Arsacids, who
consistently annihilated the armies of the Sasanian shahanshah. After the fall of the
Great Arsacids, it became a city of Parthian rebels who fought valiantly for their
independence from Persian aggression.

Stories of rebels and independent kings found their footing in early medieval
Armenia, where vassal status under the Sasanians and the Caliphate seemed to
offer much the same challenges. To medieval Persians, though, such stories of
Balkh as a centre of rebellion and independence made less sense. Historians
writing in Arabic similarly forgot the Kushanshahs and employed many of the
same strategies of remembrance, but in the early ‘Abbasid period most refer-
ences to Balkh underscore caliphal claims and conjure memories of a long-lost,
legendary Persian past. This is not to suggest that Armenian and Persian stories
about Balkh were irreconcilable; the lines between literary traditions of the Near
East have always been porous. Instead, the differences in medieval accounts
related to Balkh reflect the competitive construction of cultures of memories.
Historians honed in on different snippets of the traditions circulating about
Balkh based on what they wanted to say or what they deemed relevant or inter-
esting to their audiences.

It is hardly surprising that most of the sources that remember Balkh as a city
of independence and rebellion date from the late Sasanian to the early ‘Abbasid
periods: P‘awstos Buzandac‘i’s History of the Armenians, Sirakac‘i’s
Geography, the anonymous Primary History, Seb&os’s History, and
Xorenac‘i’s History of the Armenians. Although very different in outlook and
goals, these authors all reflect the hegemonic culture of memory pertaining to
Balkh within early medieval Armenia. These sources date between the fifth
and ninth centuries, when Armenia was consistently under imperial control.
Following the collapse of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate in 861 with the death of
Mutawakkil, Armenia was not reintegrated into the empire. Balkh appears in
passing mention in Armenian histories of the tenth century, but it is rare and
did not retain its significance.®” Given that remembering is essentially a political
process, it is likely the symbol of independent Parthian power and rebellion
faded with the rise of the Bagratuni and Arcruni kingdoms. There was no foreign
power for the Armenians to chafe against, simply the rising threat of Byzantium
to the west. Neither of the independent Armenian kingdoms of the tenth century
claimed Arsacid ancestry. Memories of Parthianness and Arsacid power still

87 In the eleventh century, Asolik includes many of the stories discussed above, but this
likely demonstrates his reliance on Xorenac‘i. Later, we see Balkh appear in different
contexts that seem to build in the city’s earlier associations, but these need to be studied
in their own contexts. See, for example, Vardan Arewelc ‘i, who explains that Mahmiid of
Ghazna ruled from “the city of Bahl in the land of the K‘uSans” ("h Rwh] punwph ’h
JEpynht Lnipwbwug); Arewelc‘i 1862: 94.
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lingered, but shorn of their immediate political usefulness. The interpretation of
Balkh as an Arsacid city and refuge for rebels slid from canon to archive.®®
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