
Bridging the Divide: Marriage Politics across  
the Caucasus

Lara Fabian

Albert-Ludwigs-Universität, Freiburg

Abstract: The early relationships between the polities of Armenia and K‘art‘li in the South 
Caucasus and their neighbours in the North Caucasus is a central, but underappreciated, factor 
in the development of the South Caucasus’ social and political world in the Hellenistic period. 
Typically, only military aspects of these interactions are considered (e.g., Alan raids and control 
thereof). Hazy evidence of cross-Caucasus marriage alliances preserved in both the Armenian and 
Georgian historiographic traditions, however, hints at a far wider sphere of interaction, despite 
the inherent challenges in gleaning historical reality from these medieval accounts. This paper 
contextualizes two stories of cross-Caucasus marriage related to foundational dynastic figures 
in the Armenian and Georgian traditions, Artašēs and P‘arnavaz respectively, within a wider 
body of evidence for and thought about North-South Caucasus interaction. Taken as a whole, 
this consideration argues that North-South relationships should be seen as integral to the political 
development of the South Caucasus.  
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Kings from the South, Queens from the North

As the story goes, the first king of Armenia’s Artašēsid dynasty, Artašēs I (r. ca. 188–
160 BCE), wed an Alan princess from the North Caucasus, Sat‘enik.1 According to 
the account of this marriage preserved in Movsēs Xorenac‘i’s (MX) History of the 
Armenians (Patmut‘iwn Hayoc‘), the two met during an Alan incursion across the Kura 
River, after the Alans had overwhelmed the K‘art‘velians on their way south. In the 
course of a successful attempt to repel the Alans, Artašēs’ army captured an Alan prince, 
the brother of Sat‘enik. The princess came to Artašēs’ attention while negotiating for 

1  Movsēs Xorenac‘i 2.50. On the chronological confusion and projection of this passage into the 2nd 
century CE, see Toumanoff 1963, 283–284.
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her brother’s release. Enthralled by her beauty, the king offered a treaty to her father, 
to exchange the prince for the princess. Sat‘enik’s father rebuffed this offer, leaving 
Artašēs to abduct the princess—a feat he accomplished by lassoing her across the Kura. 
He subsequently paid a hefty bride-price to the Alan king and was wed to the princess in 
a lavish ceremony, and they went on to have six sons. 

There is another account of a North-South Caucasus marriage in the Lives of 
Georgia ([K‘art‘tlis Cxovreba] = KC). This story has the first king of the P‘arnavazad 
dynasty in K‘art‘li, P‘arnavaz (r. ca. 299–234 BCE according to the historiographic 
tradition),2 marrying a woman from region of Durżuket‘i (mod. Ingushetia/Chechnya),3 
and also marrying his sister to the king of the Alans.4 Although the KC is not specific 
about how P‘arnavaz and his bride met nor whether the woman was from a ruling 
family, the Georgian testimony is direct about the benefits of both marriage alliances 
for P‘arnavaz’ son, Saurmag, who succeeded his father. When Saurmag faced problems 
with other elite K‘art‘velian families, he was able to withdraw to his mother’s people in 
the north, and with the help of them and of Alan kinsmen through his aunt, he defended 
his claim to the throne.5 

It is impossible, of course, to use the medieval accounts preserved in MX and the KC 
as straightforward historical testimony.6 Composed far after the events described within 
and subject to significant layers of editing and rewriting in subsequent periods, they offer 
only shadowy hints at historical events. Nevertheless, they provide important clues about 
how local medieval societies understood their own pasts, and contain kernels of history 
that survived their complex transmission chains.

The narratives in both the Georgian and Armenian traditions place unions between 
North and South Caucasians as an important component of local rule. In the case of 
P‘arnavaz, these alliances secured his son’s succession. The fact that cross-Caucasus 
elite relationships were commonplace in K‘art‘li has been long acknowledged by 
Georgian scholars.7 However, alliances with North Caucasian groups—both those 
explicitly discussed as Alans and others—have rarely been treated as a serious political 
phenomenon, or discussed in terms of the development of local authority and autonomy 
in the South Caucasus.8 Instead, we have treated the Greater Caucasus as if it were 
a barrier separating two distinct and separate spheres: one of the nomads in the north; 
another of emergent polities in the south. In fact, the borders between the spaces and 
the divisions between the communities were never so clear. The process of local state 

2  Following the regnal dates of K‘art‘velian dynasts using the dates proposed in Toumanoff 1969; see 
also Rapp 2009, 652, note 18. Some argue for a later date for the consolidation of Hellenistic K‘art‘li, e.g., 
Meißner 2000, 188; Schottky 2012, 245–246; cf. Gagoshidze – Löhr – Ludwig 2008, 3. 

3  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 25–27. She is not explicitly named as being from a dynastic family, but 
she is said to be a descendent the eponymous hero, Kavkas: KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 25, l. 6. 

4  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 24, ll. 2–3.
5  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 26, ll. 19–23; Thomson 1996, 38–39. 
6  For example, in the case of Georgia, see the recent comments in Rapp 2014, 1–30 and the brief 

discussion in Schottky 2012, 242; Traina 2019, 23–24. 
7  E.g., Melikišvili 1959, 355–356. 
8  However, Braund 1994, 208–221; Wheeler 1977, 80–87. Versions of the idea of the South Caucasus as 

a space of steppe-sedentary mediation have been discussed, e.g., Gregoratti 2013, though often with a decided 
interested in who controlled specific mountain passes, on which, below. 
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consolidation that occurred in Armenia, K‘art‘li, and Albania has been studied as an echo 
of the rise of the Hellenistic successor states in Mesopotamia and Anatolia, while the 
northern communities were relegated to the role of warlike northerners and threatening 
predators.9 

This viewpoint has a long history, rooted in the exclusion of steppe and steppe-
adjacent people more broadly from the historical narratives of sedentary societies. 
The earliest mentions of the steppe peoples are nothing more than descriptions of 
their military engagements with Neo-Assyrian and Urartian kings,10 and raids remain 
a frequent theme all the way through classical literature.11 Herodotus’ paradigmatic 
ethnography of the Scythians cast them as a nomadic other par excellence,12 a sentiment 
that set the tone for subsequent Mediterranean treatments. By the time of Josephus, 
the civilization-ending peoples Gog and Magog were said to be Scythian nomads.13 
Within the Alexander Romance tradition as well as in Syriac Christian thought, Gog 
and Magog were placed specifically in the North Caucasus, reinforcing the perception 
that the Greater Caucasus mountains marked the border of civilization.14 Despite being 
composed nearby, the accounts of the Alans and their kinsmen preserved by MX and in 
the KC are part of the tradition of etic descriptions of the steppe peoples, and rely on 
some of the same tropes about the warlike north that pervade accounts composed in more 
distant centres, although the full picture in these sources is more complicated.15 All of 
this has predisposed us to interpret sedentary-nomadic interaction, and therefore North-
South Caucasus interaction, as antagonistic rather than cooperative. 

There is, however, another factor that has shaped our understanding of North-South 
Caucasus interaction: the historical understanding amongst scholars within the Russian 
Empire (who conducted much of the earliest research in this space) of the relationship 
between the ancient steppe societies that dominated the North Caucasus, and their own 
history. Already in Nikolai Karamzin’s paradigmatic Istorija gosudarstva Rossijskogo 
(1818–1824), the idea had emerged that the Slavic ancestors of modern Russians could 
be traced back through earlier populations in the steppe, namely the Sarmatians and the 
Scythians.16 Although this perspective was never universally accepted in either popular 
or scholarly circles, debate about the nature of relationships between modern Russia and 
the ancient steppe nomads remained active through the 19th and early 20th centuries.17 

9  E.g., the characterization of Sarmatians in Gagoshidze – Löhr – Ludwig 2008, 18–20. 
10  Several Assyrian letters, for example, document a Cimmerian victory over the Urartians in the late 8th 

century BCE, the chronology of which is much debated, Roaf 2012, 211–213.
11  E.g., Diod. 2.43.4–6; Just. 1.1.6; 2.5.1–7; 2.3.8–18; Curt. Ruf. 7.8.18.
12  Hdt. 1.103–106, 130; 4.1–12; 4.78–80. Shaw 1982 on the quintessential alterity of the steppe nomads 

in Greek and Roman thought.  
13  Josephus, Ant. Iud. 1.123. 
14  Djurslev 2018; Van Bladel 2007. 
15  Although the idea of ‘the north’ in the medieval historiography of the South Caucasus is rather more 

complex, see Rapp 2014, 125–140. 
16  Karamzin 1818, I: 9–20. The idea was not Karamzin’s alone, but was also present in the thoughts 

of Lomonsov and other post-Petrine intellectuals. This Russian version was not the only claim on steppe 
inheritance, with associations to Eastern European, and especially Polish, aristocracy developing already in 
the medieval period and holding continued relevance: Chrzanowski 1988; Sulimirski 1964.

17  This is a discourse that became entangled at various moments with both the tendentious Slavophile-
Westernizer debates, and later with ideas of Eurasianism: Fabian 2019, 588–96. 
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From the kurgans that graced the backdrops for the first production of Stravinsky’s “Rite 
of Spring,” to the vivid imagery of Alexander Blok’s post-Decemberist Pan-Eurasian 
poem, “Skify,” references to the ancient steppe suffused Russian art, literature, and self-
perception.18

An influential early 20th-century scholarly approach to the question of Russia’s 
steppe ancestry emerges in Rostovtzeff’s 1922 Greeks and Iranians in South Russia. In 
the conclusion to the volume, Rostovtzeff writes, “The history of Russia as an economic 
and political organism is much more ancient than the earliest references to the Slavonic 
race . . . Russia as a country existed long before the 9th century, and formed part of 
the civilized world even in the classical period.”19 Rather than building an argument 
on the basis of a genetic connection between Scythians and later Slavs, Rostovtzeff 
instead makes an argument about a physical space.20 The North Pontic steppe supported 
a particular pattern of life, an “economic and political organism,” that was identifiably 
Russian in antiquity.21 

These varying approaches to the steppe have, for over two centuries, entwined the 
story of steppe peoples with a search for a Russian national past, at times dramatically 
politicizing research on mobile pastoralists writ large.22 Although this body of scholarship 
does not limit mobile pastoralists to the North Pontic and Volga-Don nor does it deal 
explicitly with the range of communities living in the North Caucasus, it does place 
a strong emphasis on the nomadic character of these spaces, and often on macro-scale 
questions of migration. In light of this research perspective, historical accounts and 
material culture related to Scythian/Sarmatian/Alan communities that has been found in 
the South Caucasus—distant from the steppe heartland and across the supposed barrier 
of the Greater Caucasus range—has often been assumed to be intrusive or anomalous.23 

Scholarship on the South Caucasus outside of the Russophone sphere, meanwhile, 
has until recently been rooted in the study of the (classical) textual corpus. Building on 
the image that emerges from that source tradition, researchers have paid considerable 
attention to questions about the location and control of passes through the mountains, 
connected with military campaigns.24 The locations of these passes have, however, 
been vexing since the time of Pliny, who noted widespread confusion.25 The mountains, 
furthermore, are more porous than the ancient sources would have us believe, while 
the evidence for large-scale investment in securing even the largest passes in the pre-

18  See e.g., Kunichika 2012, 235–42.
19  Rostovtzeff 1922, 211.
20  Although a genetic connection is posited: Rostovtzeff 1922, 219.
21  For perspectives on Rostovtzeff’s thesis within the context of theories of Eurasianism, see Meyer 

2009.
22  On the pressures over the course of the 20th century surrounding the migrations of Sarmatian tribes 

and other mobile pastoralists: Frachetti 2011, 197–200; Mordvinceva 2013b, 207–216.
23  There are of course exceptions, e.g., Gadžiev 1997 on the mosaic character of Dagestan; Abramova 

1978 on decentralized steppe political landscapes.
24  E.g., Anderson 1928; Sanford 1937; Carrata Thomes 1958; Bosworth 1977; Syme 1981; Giardina 

1996. These subjects have been of interest to Russophone scholars as well.
25  Pliny, NH 6.40. His clarification, however, does little to elucidate the situation. 
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Christian period is limited.26 Control of movement through the mountains was absolutely 
central to local power; but this control required cooperation. 

I argue that the depictions of the Artašid and P‘arnavazid dynastic marriages reflect 
the importance of interactions between social elites across the Greater Caucasus 
watershed range during the formational period of the pre-Christian South Caucasus, 
which gave them access to this form of cooperation. The marriages demonstrate that 
the border between the sedentary and mobile worlds—a border that has come to be 
conflated with the Caucasus Mountains themselves—was being crossed regularly. The 
cross-Caucasus relationships were significant enough that their memory was preserved 
in the much later textual tradition, although in a garbled form. This paper begins by 
contextualizing the two central North-South unions within a discussion of dynastic 
marriage in the South Caucasus, demonstrating the centrality of this political tool. Then, 
I survey the main lines of evidence for broader elite interaction between South and North 
Caucasian groups in the pre-Christian period, which includes both onomastic and para-
textual materials, as well as some limited classical textual evidence. When these lines of 
evidence are considered in combination, a picture of intense cross-Caucasus interaction 
stretching back into the Late Hellenistic period emerges, making it impossible to ignore 
the northern neighbours in the story of the South Caucasus. 

The People of the North

Before starting that story, however, several questions must be addressed: Who were 
these North Caucasian neighbours? To what communities or political entities did they 
belong? What interests did they have in the South Caucasus? The opacity of the world 
of the North Caucasus precludes complete answers, but it is possible to sketch the broad 
contours. Despite the coexistence of various communities in the North Caucasus with 
different lifeways and different patterns of mobility, this space has been considered, by 
and large, as the southern fringe of the steppe. Uncertainty about how to make sense 
of pastoralists and steppe spaces is not a new problem. As Pliny the Elder noted in his 
discussion of the steppe around the Caspian Sea, “in no other part [of the world] is there 
greater incontinency among the authors, I think that it is because of the immense number 
of peoples and their nomadism.”27

The most common ethnonym used by both MX and the KC for the early phase of the 
northern neighbours is Alan (Arm. Alank‘; Geo. Ovsis). MX uses this term explicitly in 
his description of Sat‘enik. The story in the KC is more complicated. P‘arnavaz’ bride is 
described only as being from Durżuket‘i, and is not considered to be Alan—a point that 
is clear since the source distinguishes between the Durżuk kinsmen of Saurmag’s mother 
and the Alan kinsmen of Saurmag’s father.28 The ancient North Caucasus was clearly 

26  Archaeological research at both of the major passes in recent years has demonstrated abundant 
investment in Late Antiquity, but little for earlier periods, although this picture may change with further 
research: Gadžiev 2008; Sauer et al. 2015; Lawrence – Wilkinson 2017. 

27  Pliny, NH 6.18: nec in alia parte maior auctorum inconstantia...
28  P‘arnavaz had married his sister to the king of the Alans: KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 24, ll. 2–3; 

Thomson 1996, 33.
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remembered by the medieval authors as a place of multiple overlapping communities, in 
a remembrance that matches with what we know about the region from other research. 
Nevertheless, the Alans are the most prominent of the North Caucasus groups in the local 
historiographical tradition, and also appear frequently in the classical sources.29 

According to the standard schematization, the Alans are considered a late-stage 
Sarmatian community or federation, speaking an East Iranian language, to whom the 
modern Ossetians trace their decent.30 Moving backwards in time, and still following 
the traditional schema, the Sarmatians were an earlier group of East Iranian-speaking 
pastoralists who came to dominate the Western Steppe in the second half of the first 
millennium BCE while also maintaining ties further to the east.31 These Sarmatians 
displaced the earlier steppe power, the Scythians, also an Iranian-speaking group with 
their heartland in the North Pontic, thought to be present into Mesopotamia and Anatolia 
in the first half of the first millennium BCE alongside the Cimmerians. Beyond their 
linguistic and cultural connections, the other feature that united these various steppe 
populations was their reliance on pastoralism and mobile lifeways based on stock-
raising.32

Thus, the Alans of the South Caucasus’ transmitted texts were the last in a continuum 
of Iranian-speaking peoples said to emerge from the Eurasian steppe belt during the 
Late Iron Age. As with the Alans, there is both textual and archaeological evidence 
for the presence of these earlier groups of steppe peoples in the South Caucasus, 
although the political context for that presence is hard to ascertain.33 And yet, basic facts 
about Alan society remain debated, with knowledge about the later Alans of the Great 
Migration period being both richer and better understood. When exactly did the earlier 
Alans emerge, and where and how did they live? How did they fit into the landscape 
of other (related?) pastoralist groups present in the North Caucasus? Did they have 
a singular ‘ethnic’ identity, or were they instead a federation of some sort?34 In principle, 
the mobility and lack of territorial centralization of the Alans and other steppe groups 

29  Alemany 2000 on sources on the Alans in the various traditions. 
30  Shnirelman 2006 with reservations about the Ossetian-Alan identity discourse.
31  Mordvinceva 2013b, 2013a, 2015 and Dan 2017 offer theoretical-historiographic perspectives on 

Sarmatian developmental narratives. 
32  There is, however, a great degree of diversity within pastoralist practice, ‘nomads’ is an 

oversimplification For long durée perspectives on mobile pastoralist adaptation: Honeychurch 2014a; 
Hammer – Arbuckle 2017.

33  That is, were they present in the course of sporadic raiding activities, or were they participants in 
a deeper way in local life? There are allusions to these earlier northerners in local sources, discussed often 
as ‘Khazars,’ see Shapira 2007, 321–325. Historical and archaeological opinions about the presence of these 
groups in the South Caucasus center around how to understand the purported “Scythian Rule over Asia” (Hdt. 
1.103–106, 130; 4.1–4, 12), see Vinogradov 1964; Aliev 1979; Esajan – Pogrebova 1985; Ivantchik 1999; 
Mehnert 2008. 

34  For example, on the traditional quadripartite chronology for Sarmatian/Alan development, see 
Grakov 1947; Smirnov 1964; compared to other versions in Simonenko 2009, 11; Skripkin 1990. Other 
groups often mentioned in conjunction with the Alans, either as ancestors or as otherwise related, include the 
Massagetae (Cass. Dio 69.15.1) and Alanorsi (Ptol. Geog. 6.14.9). See Smirnov 1950, 106–111 on a standard 
archaeological paradigm to run alongside the texts. See also Jacenko 2003. For archaeological approaches to 
these questions, see Abramova 1993, 2005.



Bridging the Divide: Marriage Politics across the Caucasus 227

resulted in a kaleidoscope of communities, such that the few collective ethnonyms 
preserved in the textual record capture only a small part of the story.35

My intent in discussing the North Caucasian resonances in the stories of Artašēs and 
P‘arnavaz is not to focus on the presence of any specific group of people in the South 
Caucasus. Rather, I call attention to evidence that suggests regular, and in some cases 
widespread, interactions across the Greater Caucasus watershed range over the course 
of several hundred years, which interwove the local communities and nascent political 
authorities in K‘art‘li, Armenia, and Albania with the territories in the north, and which 
had clear consequences for the development of power in the south. 

North-South Caucasus Marriage Diplomacy

The idea that dynastic marriages are an effective tool in pre-modern diplomacy that facili-
tated interstate interaction meets with little scepticism.36 Evidence for marriage as a form 
of diplomacy is abundant from diverse contexts in the ancient Near East and Mediterra-
nean. Vivid examples of unions of this type are preserved in the Amarna Letters;37 poetic 
deployments of the trope colour Virgil’s account of Rome’s first hero, Aeneas;38 and they 
were used as a fundamental tool in Parthian domestic and foreign policy.39 These types of 
relationships were a durable way of building mutual interest and reciprocal responsibili-
ties between parties that might otherwise engage in conflict. 

Dynastic marriages between nomadic communities and sedentary neighbours are at-
tested in many periods from both ends of the Eurasian steppe. Early in the Han Empire, 
heqin (“peace through kinship”) agreements were a foundational component of Han-
Xiongnu diplomacy.40 Although less formalized in character, there are examples of dy-
nastic Greek-Scythian marriages from the Pontic basin as well.41 Later, the Mongols 
and Yuan Chinese intermarried extensively, as did the Muscovites and Tartars in the 
Early Modern period.42 Despite—or perhaps because of—the many differences between 
the social organization and governing logic of the so-called Steppe Empires and their 
neighbours,43 relationship-building through the extension of kinship networks appears to 
have been an effective strategy for developing political frameworks that spanned across 
diverse communities.

35  Amm. Marc. 31.17 describes this situation precisely. 
36  Watkins 2017.
37  Cohen 1996.
38  Monti 1981, chap. 4. 
39  Dąbrowa 2018.
40  Chin 2010, 311.
41  E.g., according to Herodotus (4.78–80), the Scythian king Ariapeithes took three wives, one a Greek 

from Istria, the second the daughter of a Thracian king, and the third a Scythian. 
42  Martin 2008; Zhao 2008.
43  Khazanov’s thesis of nomadic non-autarky (1994, 69–84) has been central to models of steppe-

sedentary interaction and co-evolution, e.g., Barfield 2001; Di Cosmo 2011, 2015; Honeychurch 2013, 
2014b; Turchin 2009, 196ff.
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I.1. Early Dynastic Ties 

A dense network of dynastic relationships stretched across southwestern Asia during 
the Hellenistic, Parthian, and Roman periods.44 By tapping into this network, the South 
Caucasus gained political access to the wider Hellenistic world, where kinship networks 
shaped fortunes as local leaders negotiated for positions in the context of expanding 
Roman and Parthian spheres. The intent of the following section is to demonstrate the 
depth of those networks, and situate them in time. This exploration will make clear 
that marriage politics were a self-conscious strategy of political power, and lay the 
groundwork for seeing the North Caucasus as a participant in that system.  

I.1.1. Armenia

Beyond Artašēs and Sat‘enik—to which we’ll return momentarily—we have scattered 
mentions of dynastic marriages from the Armenian historical tradition that may refer 
to the Hellenistic period, but are very difficult to date. Most interestingly, MX (2.11) 
notes that a certain King Artašēs gave one of his sisters to a King Mithridates described 
as the bdeašx45 of the K‘art‘velian marshlands, but who was probably one of the Pontic 
Mithridates.46 We are on firmer historical ground by the 1st century BCE, when a variety 
of foreign sources report Armenian-Iranian dynastic intermarriage, through which the 
Artašēsid dynasty came to be closely entwined with various Parthian King of Kings. 
A clear instance of this is attested in one of the Avroman parchment documents found 
in 1909, which mentions in passing that one of the wives of a Parthian king, possibly 
Tigranes II (r. 95–55 BCE), was Aryzate, the daughter of a king of Armenia.47 

She is thought to be one of the daughters of Kleopatra of Pontos and Tigranes, whose 
marriage had occurred in the context of the alliance between the Armenians and Mith-
ridates.48 Another of their daughters is said to have married into the Atropatenian ruling 
family.49 A range of classical sources document a later Artašēsid-Parthian dynastic mar-
riage between Tigranes the Younger and the daughter of Phraates III of Parthia (r. 69–57 
BCE), which occurred in the context of internecine fighting between Armenian fac-
tions.50 A later Armenian-Parthian union was between the sister of the Armenian king 
Artavasdes (r. 55–34 BCE) and Pacoros, the son of the Parthian king Orodes II (r. 57–37 

44  For example, on the dynastic connections in Kappadokia or the Herodian Kingdom, see e.g., Sullivan 
1978, 1980. 

45  Often translated as ‘viceroy,’ or following Rapp, as ‘toparch,’ this was an office attested in both 
the Georgian and Armenian as well as in the Sasanian world. On the institution: Garsoïan 1989, 516–517; 
Hewsen 1988–1989, 1990–1991; Rapp 2014, 60–72; Sundermann 1989.

46  Garsoïan 1989, 516–517; Hewsen 1988–1989, 1990–1991; Rapp 2014, 62–71; Sundermann 1989 on 
the misunderstandings and conflations of the Mithridates in this passage of MX. See also Gazzano 2016; Mari 
2016. The question of South Caucasus interaction with the Pontic Kingdom deserves more consideration. 

47  Dąbrowa 2018, 77–78 on debates surrounding the dating of this parchment. Luther 2018 proposes 
a later dating of the parchment, which would re-date the marriage to the time of Tigranes the Great’s son. 

48  Just. 38.3.2, 5.
49  Cassius Dio 36.14.
50  Plut. Pomp. 33.6; Appian, Mithr. 104; Cass. Dio 36.51.1; 37.6.4.
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BCE).51 The wedding of these two was the staging ground for one of Plutarch’s most 
striking scenes: the decapitated head of the defeated Roman M. Licinius Crassus used as 
a prop in production of Euripides’ Bacchae.52 

Artavasdes had earlier betrothed one of his daughters to Deiotarus I, sitting on the 
throne in Armenia Minor.53 There were also other Armenian-Anatolian dynastic unions, 
as between Archelaos I Sisines of Kappadokia (r. 36 BCE–15/16 CE) and an unnamed 
Armenian princess.54 Their daughter Glaphyra went on to marry into the Herodian 
dynasty, and passed along a claim to the Armenian throne to her son Tigranes V.55 In the 
tumult of Roman-Parthian struggle for supremacy in Armenia, claimants to the throne, 
including Tigranes V and his nephew Tigranes VI, invoked these dynastic ties—but 
others, like Zeno Artaxias (r. 13 BCE–34 CE) assumed the throne without such ties. 

Although dynastic struggles continue throughout the 1st and 2nd centuries CE, the 
frequency of dynastic marriage in the classical sources declines, although the Georgian 
tradition describes this as a time of ongoing Armenian-K‘art‘velian unions. There is some 
mention of dynastic politics among the Armenian leading families (MX 63), although 
use of MX for this period is complicated by the telescoping of much of the relevant 
material.56 However, in MX 2.83, for example, we find a hint of later intermarriage 
between the Armenian dynastic family and northerners, in the story of the marriage of 
the late 3rd century king Trdat the Great to a certain Ašxēn. Although her heritage was 
not named in MX, she was understood by later authors in the Armenian tradition to have 
been Alan.57

I.1.2. K‘art‘li

The machinations of the K‘art‘velian monarchy, who played a more minor role in strife 
between Hellenistic kingdoms and between the Roman and Parthian authorities, are 
less well-documented in the classical sources. But, a tight web of dynastic marriage 
between Armenian and K‘art‘velian lines is recorded in the Georgian tradition, although 
as Traiana has recently said, “local historiography presents these marriages with blurred 
tones, usually difficult to put in a clear historical context.”58 

Allusions to these networks appear from the earliest days of the P‘arnavazid dynasty 
in the KC: P‘arnavaz himself was described as being of mixed heritage, descended on 
his paternal side form the eponymous east Georgian leader K‘art‘los, while his mother 
was said to be a Persian.59 He gave his sister in marriage to the king of the Alans.60 

51  Plut. Crass. 33.1.
52  Plut. Crass. 32–33.
53  Cic. Ad Att. 5.21.2.
54  Cass. Dio 49.39.2
55  Augustus, Res Gestae 27.2; Sullivan 1990, 300. 
56  See note 45.
57  On this connection, see Thomson 1978, 233 note 2. On possible etymologies of her name, see Alemany 

2000, 300. 
58  Traina 2019, 123.
59  Rapp 2014, 204–213 for a broader consideration of the account of P‘arnavaz in the K‘artlis Cxovreba. 

The image of P‘arnavaz elsewhere in the Georgian tradition is attenuated, see Rapp 2003, 274–280.
60  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 24, ll. 2–3; Thomson 1996, 33.
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His son, Saurmag, whose parentage was already discussed, married the daughter of an 
Iranian governor (erast‘avi) in Partaw (mod. Bərdə), which Toumanoff understood as 
an anachronistic reference to an Albanian-Arsakid princess.61 Their adopted son, Mirvan 
I, arranged a marriage between his daughter and the son of the Armenian Artašēsid king, 
Artšak.62 Artašak’s grandson, Bartom, married an Armenian Artašēsid princess, and 
seeking to secure his family’s claim in the absence of a male heir, married his daughter 
back into the P‘arnavazid line.63 Although his daughter’s husband was killed before 
assuming the throne, their son Aderki was said to claim kingship for himself on the basis 
of his P‘arnavazid lineage, ruling in the early 1st century CE. 

By the 1st century CE, growing foreign interaction between K‘art‘li and the Romans 
raised their profile in classical sources, leading to a number of discussion of local kings.64 
There are significant problems, however, in reconciling the Georgian sources for this 
period with texts from the classical world. According to the Georgian sources, this was 
a period of diarchy that continued into the 2nd century CE, with one king supposedly 
ruling at Mc‘xet‘a and another at Armazi.65 The institution of diarchy is not mentioned in 
the classical texts, although they do reflect intense internecine drama which is reminiscent 
of that described in local historiography.66 

Two recently discovered inscriptions from a bath complex at the site of Bagnet‘i, 
however, confirm the institution of Armenian-K‘art‘velian dynastic marriage in the 2nd–
3rd century CE.67 The dedicatory inscriptions refer to the marriage of Drakontis, the 
daughter of an Armenian king Ouologaisos (Vologases = Vałarš?) to an Iberian king 
Amazaspos.68 Debates over dating have suggested a range of possibilities, based largely 
on attempts to match the events to known dynasts bearing the name Vałarš and Amazas-
pos. The KC also notes continued intermarriage between the ruling K‘art‘velian Arsakid 
dynasty (189–284 CE) and elite families from both the Roman East and Iran. At the start 
of the dynasty, we find the marriage of Rev Mart‘ali (r. 189–216 CE) to a woman from 
the Eastern Roman world, the daughter of a logothete. 69 Further dynastic marriages are 

61  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 27, ll. 15–16; Thomson 1996, 38; Toumanoff 1969, 9, note 45.
62  The king in question is thought to be Artavasdes I. This dynastic union became important in future 

years, when the other K‘art‘velian families felt that Mirvan’s successor, P‘arnajom, strayed too far from local 
custom in adopting Iranian practices, and appealed to the Armenians to install Artšak, with his P‘arnavazid 
wife, as king (KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 29, ll. 5–15; Thomson 1996, 42).

63  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 32.
64  E.g., Plut. Pomp. 34; Tac. Ann. 6.32–36; 12.44–45; Cass. Dio 36.53–37.5; 58.26.1–4; 69.15.1–2; HA 

Had. 17.10–12; HA Ant. Pius 9.6.
65  The historicity of the five pairs of kings has been debated, see Rapp 2014, 223, note 188 for 

bibliography.
66  This drama also includes the marriage of close familial members within K‘art‘li’s ruling family. 

According to Tac. Ann. 12.46, King Pharasmanes of K‘art‘li married his daughter to his brother, Mithrdates 
who was installed on the throne of Armenia. Furthermore, the son of Pharasmanes and the daughter of 
Mithridates were also wed. 

67  T. Qauxč‛išvili 1999–2000, II: nos. 198–199; Braund 2002; Traina 2004, 2019. On the third, very 
fragmentary, inscription that was part of the bathhouse dedication, see T. Qauxč‛išvili 1999–2000, II: no. 200, 
and Preud’homme 2019a, who suggests a mid-2nd century date for the dedication. 

68  Braund 2002, 30–31 on debates on the date of Vałarš.
69  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 59, l. 2; Thomson 1996, 68. She is referred to as being from Saberżnet‘i, 

literally “Greece,” although the term was used freely to refer to both the Roman and the Byzantine Empires, 
see Rapp 2014, 258, note 374; Toumanoff 1954, 161, note 222.
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reported between members of the Chosroid dynasty (284 –580 CE) and women from the 
imperial family of the Eastern Roman Empire.70  

Tracing the full dynamics of intermarriage in Armenian and Georgian contexts across 
this broad time is beyond the scope of this paper. However, the examples mentioned 
here demonstrate both Armenia’s and K‘art‘li’s multi-focal external relationships. 
Some of these relationships can be attributed to the earliest phases of Armenian and 
Georgian state consolidation, with the start of the Artašēsid and P‘arnavazid dynasties. 
However, they only begin to show up in foreign sources where the chronology is more 
certain at the beginning of the 1st century BCE, as the South Caucasus’s strategic 
value increased, bringing intensified historical reporting about the region. 

Other Evidence of Elite Interaction

That leaves us with a central question: how do we make sense of the two North-South 
marriages in the local historical traditions, and what period of history might they reflect? 
We could interpret them both as a retrojection of later realities, and thus reject their 
relevance for the either the Hellenistic or the Roman/Parthian periods (or both); or we 
could see them as fragile evidence of the oft-forgotten northern people, remembered 
hostilely by their neighbours, who left almost no historical testimony of their own. 

Despite the lack of explicit mentions of other North-South unions in the textual 
sources, we find further clues of steppe presence in elite life in the South Caucasus in 
both the Hellenistic and Roman/Parthian periods, to which we now turn. This proxy 
evidence will never fully answer the question posed above, but it does lend weight to the 
latter proposition, namely that the local historical tradition is, in broad strokes, correct 
in stressing cross-Caucasus relationships in the development of the South Caucasus, 
beginning at the latest in the Late Hellenistic period. 

In the following discussion, I focus on clues in several textual or para-textual sources. 
I avoid one significant category of archaeological data that has frequently been mustered 
in discussions of steppe presence in the South Caucasus—mortuary evidence. The 
mortuary material is too large and complex to be treated in brief. The identification of 
individual ethno-cultural identity on the basis of mortuary practice is furthermore not 
straightforward, particularly in light of our current understandings of both North and 
South Caucasus evidence.71 

70  Two instances are noted, one between Arč‘il and a relative of Emperor Jovian (KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 
1955, 140); and a second between Vaxtang and a relative of Emperor Zeno (KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 
198).

71  See recently Sagona – Sagona – Michalewicz 2017 on evidence from one well documented cemetery, 
although pertaining to a later period than discussed here.
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I.1.3. Onomastic Evidence

Onomastic clues about the involvement of North Caucasian families in the elite politics 
of the South Caucasus are fairly widespread. The most obvious line of evidence comes 
from the Georgian transmitted texts, with names like Saurmag and K‘art‘am identified 
as having possible East Iranian (i.e., Sarmato-Alan) associations.72 For example, in an 
alternative version of the early history of K‘art‘li preserved in the Mokʻcʻevay kʻartʻlisay, 
the first king at Mc‘xet‘a was a certain Azoy, a name that might echo that of a well-
known Indo-Scythian king Azēs and be based on an East Iranian root.73 

Excavated inscriptions add dimension to this picture, although the chronological 
resolution of this material is coarse, and none of it predates the late 1st century CE. 
Chief here are two inscribed stele from Georgia, both of which were found reused in later 
contexts at the Armazis-q‛evi necropolis in the course of the Mc‘xet‘a excavations.74 
The earlier of the two is a monolingual Armazian inscription, which has been dated by 
some to as early as the 70’s CE; the later is an Armazian-Greek bilingual, which dates 
probably to the mid-2nd century CE.75 The monolingual is a victory stele representing the 
deeds of Śargas, named as the bidaxš (Armaz. pyṭḥš).76 While a clear understanding of 
the various battles and alliances described on the stele is hindered by the wide range 
of toponyms that cannot be securely identified, it likely records that Śargas won a victory 
against the Armenians. He accomplished this in conjunction with a range of local allies. 
The later bilingual inscription records the death of Serapiṭ, the daughter of a bidaxš 
Zewaḥ the Younger (Gr. Zēouach).  

The inscriptions yield several names that have been identified as East Iranian. The 
name Zewaḥ, for example, that appears on both inscriptions as well as on at least three 
other smaller objects from graves in the region is also attested on an inscription at Tanais.77 
Another name from the monolingual with a plausible East Iranian etymology, Asparug 
(Gr. Aspauroukis), appears in a Greek form on a signet ring found during excavations 
at Mc‘xeta, with Asparug named as the pitiaxēs.78 Even more explicit is an inscribed 
intaglio that dates likely to the 3rd century CE from Žinvali, bearing a Greek inscription 

72  See the discussion in Rapp 2014, 226–227. 
73  Rapp 2014, 227. 
74  Apakidze et al. 1958, 69–73, Plate LIX. On these: Cereteli 1941, 1948; Nyberg 1946. 
75  On the monolingual: Cereteli 1962; Altheim – Stiehl 1963, I: 243–261; Preud’homme 2019b. On the 

better-known bilingual (SEG XVI 781), see Metzger 1956; Carrata Thomes 1958; Bosworth 1977, 230–231; 
Ceret‘eli 1992; Braund 1994, 212–214; Rapp 2014, 215.

76  See above note 44.
77  From Mtskheta, it appears clearly on gemstone set into a belt (Apakidze et al. 1958, pl. XLV 3), on 

a gold ring (Apakidze et al. 1958, 79, fig. 135.16), and possibly in an abbreviated form on a second ring 
(Apakidze et al. 1958, 48–49, fig. 19). The name, in Armazian, was also inscribed on a spoon found in later 
excavations at Bagneti (Apakidze 1973). For the name at Tanais, see Latyschev 1885–1901, no. 2.447, l. 17. 
On this name as an example of Scythian language, see also Abaev 1949, I: 190. For discussions of the name, 
see Chaumont 1975, 107; Wheeler 1977, 85; Braund 1994, 215.

78  Apakidze et al. 1958, 29, fig. 4. See discussion of this name in Abaev 1949, I: 157–158; Duičev 
1953; Schmitt 1985; Rapp 2014, 65, note 162; Schottky 2016, 215–216. Following Schmitt and Schottky, 
this individual should not be connected with the later K‘art‘velian king Asp‘agur, although their names share 
a similar root. 
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reading BAKOYR ALANA, which has been read as “Bakour the Alan.”79 The name 
Bakour is otherwise known from the Georgian tradition, where two kings called Bakour 
and Bak‘ar ruled between the early third and early 4th centuries respectively. A certain 
Bakkourious is also noted in foreign ecclesiastical histories as the king of his people.80

The onomastic evidence is certainly not concrete proof of North Caucasian 
affiliation—names can mark a range of other identity-formulations, like political ties—81 
and its timeframe is very broad. Nevertheless, the volume of such names and their close 
connections to ruling families both in the 1st-2nd centuries CE and later, and the presence 
of some with explicit connections to the North Caucasus, are noteworthy.   

I.1.4. Tamgas 

The occasional presence of tamgas—symbols general associated with steppe communi-
ties or clans—in the South Caucasus offers further support for the presence of steppic 
people among the local elite. Tamgas and tamga-like signs are frequently found in Sar-
matian contexts, and are thought to have served a range of functions including the mark-
ing of presence and of property ownership.82 Despite their steppic associations, finds of 
tamgas in settlements and other sedentary spaces near steppe regions are not uncommon, 
where they are often associated with categories of material culture connected with au-
thority and administrative power.83   

Symbols that seem to be tamgas appear above the top line of Greek text on the Arma-
zian monolingual inscription.84 These symbols have, however, been read in different 
ways, with early interpretation suggesting their connection to an early Georgian alpha-
bet.85 The identification of the marks as tamgas is supported by the presence of tam-
gas below the text on a lesser known inscription found in western Azerbaijan, bearing 
a Greek funerary epitaph.86 This stele had been reused in a later grave, just as the Armazis-
q‛evi example. In this second case, there is no doubt about the nature of the symbols; 
they find precise parallels in the North Caucasus.87 

Tamgas are also attested on a range of small finds from across the northern South Cau-
casus, including on ceramics from the eastern Caucasus,88 and accompanying an inscrip-

79  Ramišvili – Džorbenadze 1976. See discussion in: Braund 1994, 247; Perevalov 2003; Balahvancev 
– Nikolaišvili 2010.

80  Ps.-Gelasios of Kyzikos 1.10.21.
81  It is in this way that Roman names among Caucasian elite are discussed, e.g., Braund 1993; Linderski 

2007, 267, but also Linderski 2007, 273–276.
82  For surveys of tamgas, see: Solomonik 1959; Dračuk 1975; Jacenko 2001; Kuznecov 2007. For recent 

overviews, see: Kozlovskaja – Ilyashenko 2018; Muratov 2017, 187–190; Voronjatov 2009.
83  Kozlovskaja – Ilyashenko 2018, 172–173.
84  For assessments that see the marks as tamgas, see Altheim – Stiehl 1963, 250; Wheeler 1977, 82–84; 

Preud’homme 2019b, 1. 
85  Apakidze et al. 1958, 72. This argument echoes the recurrent association between tamgas and various 

other alphabets and proto-scripts, see discussion in Manassero 2013. 
86  Trever 1959, 340–341, Plate 36.
87  Jacenko 2001, 76.
88  Jacenko 2001, 76, note 19.
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tion in Greek on a silver vessels from Mc‘xeta.89 Here, two tamga-like symbols appear 
at the centre of a silver plate bearing an inscription marking its transfer from a king Fla-
vius Dades to a pitiaxēs Bersouma.90 The fact that many of these tamgas occur alongside 
Greek or Armazian inscriptions mirrors the association of the tamgas and texts in the North 
Pontic,91 and leads one to wonder whether the tamgas were used to increase legibility of the 
other writing systems for a particular audience. 

I.1.5. Classical Ethnographies 

Finally, ethnographic and historical accounts from the classical tradition also offer limited 
evidence for both social and military frameworks drawing the North and South Caucasus 
together. Strabo provides the most detailed and comprehensive classical treatment of 
the South Caucasus.92 His account suggests that, on a political level, there was a clear 
boundary between the nomads of the north and the sedentary polities of the Armenians, 
K‘art‘velians, whom he calles Iberians, and Albanians to the south:

As for the Armenians, and the peoples who are situated above Colchis, both Albanians and 
Iberians, they require the presence only of men to lead them, and they are excellent subjects, 
but because the Romans are engrossed by other affairs, they make attempts at revolution... 
whereas the nomads, on account of their lack of intercourse with the others, are of no use for 
anything and only require watching.93

And yet, the stark dichotomy between the nomadic and sedentary populations dis-
solves when Strabo considers ethnic or cultural dimensions of society. Speaking of the 70 
different peoples who lived in the mountains beyond Black Sea port of Dioscurias, Strabo 
says, “the greater part of them are Sarmatians (Sarmatae), but they are all Caucasian 
(Caucasii).”94 More explicitly, he describes the highland inhabitants of K‘art‘li and Al-
bania as kinsmen of their Sarmatian neighbours to the north.95 According to Strabo, these 
genetic ties justify the military collaboration of the nomadic northerners and their South 
Caucasian brethren against external threats.96 Beyond his own family ties to Pontos, he is 
thought to have drawn on other witnesses, including Pompey’s companion Theo phanes of 
Mytilene, which would place this information in a Late Hellenistic context.97

89  Apakidze et al. 1958, 60–63, Plate LIV. The identity of the king named in this inscription has been 
the subject of considerable debate, with some seeing him as a North Caucasian leader, see: Melikišvili 1959, 
56–58; Braund 1993; Balahvancev 2005; Linderski 2007. For a recent argument for a late (4th century) date, 
see Coert – Schmitt 2019. 

90  Note also the scratched Greek text below Bersouma, MAKEDONI, on which Linderski 2007, 270.
91  Kozlovskaja – Ilyashenko 2018, 177–180 for an overview of tamgas and inscriptions, and bibliography. 
92  Strabo 11.1.3–4, 13–14. See also discussions of Strabo’s depiction of Armenia (Traina 2017), K‘art‘li 

(Boltunova 1947), and Albania (Aliev 1975).
93  Strabo 6.4.2: Ἀρμένιοι δὲ καὶ οἱ ὑπερκείμενοι τῆς Κολχίδος Ἀλβανοί τε καὶ Ἴβηρες παρουσίας δέονται 

μόνον τῶν ἡγησομένων, καλῶς δὲ κρατοῦνται, νεωτερίζουσι δὲ διὰ τὰς τῶν Ῥωμαίων ἀπασχολίας... καὶ τῶν 
νομάδων, τὸ μὲν γὰρ ὑπήκοον τὸ δ ̓ ἄχρηστον εἰς πᾶν διὰ τὸ ἀκοινώνητον, φυλακῆς δὲ μόνον δεόμενον. 
Trans. Jones 1917–1932.

94  Strabo 11.2.16: Σαρμάται δ᾽ εἰσὶν οἱ πλείους, πάντες δὲ Καυκάσιοι. Trans. Jones 1917–1932. 
95  Strabo 11.3.3; 11.4.5. 
96  Strabo 11.4.5.
97  Meißner 2000, 183–189 on the role of Theophanes’s testimony. Quellenforschung with the goal of 

understanding how recent Strabo’s sources for book 11 were has been a common topic for ancient historians, 
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Beyond Strabo, the classical corpus offers descriptions of Alan/Sarmatian military 
actions unfolding in the South Caucasus. Three episodes explicitly involving North 
Caucasian forces are attested during the first two centuries CE, one in 35 CE, a second 
in ca. 72 CE, and a third in 135 CE.98 There is what appears to be a reference to these 
conflicts in the Georgian tradition as well, although it is hard to place in time.99 Without 
going into detail about the nuances of these fights, it is enough to point out that the 
episodes present a combination of internal unrest or disagreement between factions, but 
also collaboration between diverse groups.100 These three fairly brief accounts of the 
Alan raids in the 1st and 2nd centuries offer instances of military collaboration between 
North and South Caucasian groups, and also military aggression between and within 
the communities. The dynamic nature of regional alliances offers a clue about why 
diplomatic strategies like dynastic marriage were critical. 

Artašēs, P‘arnavaz, and their Wives

By way of conclusion, we return to the to the stories of Artašēs and P‘arnavaz, fleshing 
out the two accounts and elaborating some noteworthy details, tackling the challenging 
question of chronology, and finally contextualizing them within the discussion above.

 In the case of P‘arnavaz and his son, Saurmag, it is important to note simply that 
the story is very much in keeping with the picture of multi-focal complexity laid out in 
both the survey of dynastic marriages and the classical accounts. Saurmag had familial 
connections not only to his mother’s North Caucasian siblings, but also to the Alans, who 
were cousins on his father’s side through marriage. Furthermore, beyond the Durżuks 
and the Alans, the KC’s account of Saurmag makes an (anachronistic) reference to 
a third steppe group, the Khazars, who were said to be hostile towards the Durżuks.101 By 
assembling a coalition, Saurmag could control movement between the North and South 
Caucasus and thus defeat his challengers. He earned the throne, and granted the Durżuks 
rights to expand into the South Caucasus.102 The picture that emerges is of unstable 
alliances, and victories won through kinship-driven collaboration, the foundation of 
which was laid by P‘arnavaz’ shrewd marriage alliances.

e.g., Kauchtschischwili 1978.
98  35 CE: Tacit. Ann. 6.33–35; Josephus, Ant. Iud. 18.96–97; ca. 72 CE: Josephus, Bell. Iud. 7.244–251; 

135 CE : Cass. Dio 69.15.1–3. 
99  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 33–54, also Toumanoff 1969, 2–3, 12–13. Josephus is also considered 

a source for MX 2.50: Thomson 1978, 57. 
100  Thus, in 35 CE, some ‘Sarmatians’ choose to align with the K‘art‘velian king against the Parthians, 

while others do not join: Tac. Ann. 6.33. The geography surrounding the second raid in ca. 72 is a disputed 
matter (e.g., Bosworth 1977, 223, note 24. For a survey of opinions, see Bais 2001, 88), but the account is 
clear that the Alans had to negotiate with local (sedentary?) kings to secure passage through their lands. 
Finally, in 135 CE, the K‘art‘velians and Albanians come into direct conflict, with the Alans acting at first at 
the behest of the K‘art‘velian king to attack the Albanians, and then enticed by Parthian bribes, continuing on 
to attack the Romans: Cass. Dio 69.15.1–3. 

101  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 27 l. 6.
102  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 27 ll. 8–11.
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The story of Artašēs and Sat‘enik lacks this level of intrigue. However, the episode 
provides a richer picture of social life between communities. In addition to the general 
narrative, MX provides the story-tellers’ version of Artašēs and Sat‘enik’s marriage. 
According to MX, when the bards tell the story, they first describe how Artašēs met 
Sat‘enik; how he captured her with a lasso made of a red leather strap; and how they were 
wed in a rich ceremony accompanied by showers of gold and pearls.103 In explaining the 
unexpected appearance of the lasso in the bardic account, MX provides a clarification: 
“The truth of this is as follows. Because red leather (mort‘ karmir) is greatly prized 
among the Alans, [Artašēs] gave much lac (layk‘a) and gold as payment.”104 The mention 
a bride-price paid in gold and layk‘a (a hapax) is intriguing.105 One cannot help but think 
here of red lacquer objects of Han provenience known to be prized among the Alans and 
other steppe peoples, which are to this day misidentified as “red leather” by researchers.106 
Whether or not this association withstands scrutiny, the cultural dimension of marriage 
interaction provides a particularly rich glimpse into local relationships. Finally, it should 
be mentioned that this story appears in multiple Armenian sources, although other 
versions are less elaborated and mostly clearly derivative.107 There are also resonances 
between Sat‘enik in her Armenian form, and a Caucasian princess, Satana, in the various 
North Caucasus versions of the Nart epics, which demonstrates the long and deep 
circulation of the narrative building blocks of this story across the Caucasus among 
multiple communities.108 These echoes themselves show that cross-Caucasus cultural 
connections have historically been the rule rather than the exception. 

That brings us to the final point, which is about chronology. It is not my intent to 
suggest that these intriguing details can be located chronologically with any degree of 
precision, nor to demonstrate that they contain precise, perfect memories of local realities 
at a specific moment in the Caucasus’ pre-Christian history. Quite the opposite: we must 
be clear that these stories will only ever offer a fuzzy picture of antiquity. 

The traditional period of rule of Saurmag, reckoned according to the Georgian 
sources, is from 234–159 BCE,109 with Artašēs’ regnal dates also in the first half of the 
2nd century BCE. So, taken on face value, we would place both stories in the 3rd-2nd 
century BCE. MX’s account of Artašēs is, however, chronologically muddled. He is 
depicted as the power that overthrew the Eruandid (Orontid) dynasty—an event that 

103  Movsēs Xorenac‘i 2.50.
104  “Or ew čšmartowt‘eamb owni ayspēs. K‘anzi patoweal ē ar̄ Alans mort‘ karmir layk‘a šat ew oski 

bazowm taweal i varjans ar̄now . . .” Trans. Thomson 1978, 193. 
105  Thomson 1978, 193, note 7; Alemany 2000, 290 with bibliography. 
106  On lacquer objects in the western steppe, and the issue of their misidentification, see Prüch 2019, 

especially 11–12, note 4. These were familiar high-status exports from the Han Empire, and are known from 
Sarmato-Alan archaeological contexts.

107  Fritz – Gippert 2003 for a survey. Note the interesting case of the transformation of the story in 
Movsēs Dasxuranc‛i’s Patmut‛iwn Ałuanic‛ ašxarhi (1.8) where the princess becomes Albanian rather than 
Alan, see trans., Dowsett 1961, 7.

108  Dumézil 1929; Dowsett 1986; Fritz – Gippert 2003; Russell 2018. For a sample of the range of 
Satana, see Colarusso 2002, especially Sagas 46–49. Once again, there is a question about the direction 
of influence between these traditions, see Russell 2018. 

109  Toumanoff 1963, 9–10. But, see reservations about these dates discussed in note 2.
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must have happened in the late 3rd century BCE,110 but also the successor to Sanatruk, 
who ruled in the late 1st century CE.111 Armenian historians are largely in agreement that 
this is the result of compounding confusions in the source tradition, and they associate 
Artašēs with the early 2nd century BCE historically attested Artašēs I.112 

But that leaves us with a question: does Sat‘enik reflect an early 2nd century BCE 
element of the story, or is she part of a later layer? In support of a later date, she is 
explicitly called an Alan maiden (ōriordn Alanc‘), with the appearance of Alans in the 
North Caucasus placed around the 1st century BCE, if not later.113 And indeed, southward 
raids of Alans of the type possibly described in the story are attested by classical sources 
only in the mid- and late 1st century CE and later. Carrata-Thomes, therefore, simply 
accepts a 1st-century reign for Artašēs and his marriage to Sat‘enik.114 Alemany, wishing 
to retain a later date for the Alan bride while also following the early date for Artašēs, 
argues that the account preserves “the memory of historical facts from different periods” 
overlaid on local folk traditions.115 Fritz and Gippert, more specifically, suggest that the 
marriage occurred between the 1st and 3rd century CE, between an Alan princess and 
a king bearing the eponymous dynastic name/title Artašēs; thus the story came to be 
associated with the earlier Artašēs.116 

These attempts to situate the story within a historical framework, however, 
overlook two issues. First, anachronistic ethnic nomenclature and ethnic metonymy 
are widespread in etic accounts of steppe communities.117 Both the Armenian and 
Georgian textual traditions, after all, use the even more anachronistic term ‘Khazar’ to 
refer to early steppe communities.118 The fact that Sat‘enik is called an Alan does not 
itself disqualify an earlier date. Second, all three solutions are predicated on the belief 
that the classical sources provide an accurate reflection of the episodes of aggression 
between the North and South Caucasians, namely that such aggressions only began 
in the 1st century CE, and were relatively confined to that period. They, implicitly or 
explicitly,119 rule out earlier episodes of North-South Caucasus conflict. However, the 
trope of fighting between the people of the North and South is embedded in the earliest 
mythological accounts of regional history, with archaeological and foreign historical 
sources demonstrate that such conflict was present periodically in the Iron Age.120 The 

110  Movsēs Xorenac‘i 2.37–46. 
111  Movsēs Xorenac‘i 2.37.
112  See note 1 on Toumanoff’s assessment. 
113  Although classical sources begin to reference Alans in the 1st century CE, the date of the Alan 

material cultural complex is said by most to be considerably later, in the second (Malašev 2010) or even 3rd 
century CE (Abramova 1997).  

114  Carrata Thomes 1958, 21. See also Alemany 2000, 289 for these various approaches. 
115  Alemany 2000, 289.
116  Fritz – Gippert 2003, 408–409.
117  To pick one relevant example of confusing ethnic terms, compare Josephus, Ant. Iud. 18.97.4, which 

describes the involvement of the Alans in fighting between the K‘art‘velians and Parthian Empire, to Tacitus 
Ann. 6.33, 35, which credits the Sarmatians with the same activities.

118  KC, ed. S. Qauxč‛išvili 1955, 13, l. 8 on Iron Age Khazars; Movsēs Xorenac‛i 2.65 on the Khazars 
during the 2nd-century CE. 

119  E.g. Alemany 2000, 289: “. . . nor is there any sense of speaking of Alan incursions ca. 160 BCE.” 
120  E.g., Scythian raids in earlier periods. 
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fact that we know of specific battles only in the 1st century CE may well be a mirage 
resulting from the more abundant foreign textual record for these periods, and the more 
direct impact that Alan raids had on Roman interests.121 

A different solution for understanding the chronological problem is offered by 
Gabrieljan, who suggests that the term ‘Alan’ should be taken to mean “northerners” 
more broadly,122 which seems to be the most plausible, if not entirely satisfying, 
understanding. We can’t be certain that Sat‘enik is, in fact, Hellenistic in date; but there 
is no convincing reason to say that she couldn’t be. Saurmag’s case is more opaque, 
because of a lack of external confirmation of this early phase of K‘art‘velian rule, but the 
same general logic holds. 

Based on these texts alone, then, the chronology is uncertain. But, when we consider 
the two reports side-by-side, and in light of the other evidence for elite interaction 
discussed above, we find ourselves of firmer ground for imagining that the accounts 
reflect at least some elements of the Late Hellenistic Caucasus. The robust network of Late 
Hellenistic dynastic marriages suggest that such unions were a familiar strategy for local 
dynasts certainly by the early 1st century BCE, if not earlier. The foreign ethnographic 
work of Strabo, which largely reflects 1st-century BCE sources, is unambiguous about 
the close connections between the sedentary and mobile pastoralist communities in this 
period. The onomastic and para-textual evidence comes from 1st-century CE and later 
archaeological contexts, but it suggests that East Iranian names were widely dispersed 
among local elites by this point. 

The stories of the cross-Caucasus marriages of Artašēs and P‘arnavaz are, therefore, 
in keeping with our understanding of local conditions in the Late Hellenistic period, 
although there is no way to exclude a later date. Wherever we place them in history, 
however, it is clear that these interactions between north and south were deep and ongoing. 
They were also foundational to development on both sides of the watershed range. We 
can no longer relegate the northerners to the role of occasional nomadic interlopers, but 
must rather integrate them as a critical part of the regional system. 
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