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Abstract: This essay discusses the importance of Ctesiphon in the historical and literary tradition
of Sasanian and Post-Sasanian Iran. It is proposed that there was a significant buildup of the Ctesi-
phon’s defenses in the third century that it made its conquest by the Roman Empire impossible and
its gave it an aura of impregnability. By the last Sasanian period the city was not only inhabited
by Iranian speaking people and a capital, but it also became part of Iranian lore and tradition, tied
to mythical Iranian culture-heroes and kings. Even with the fall of the Sasanian Empire, in Arabic
and Persian poetry the grandeur and memory of Ctesiphon was preserved as part of memory of
the great empires of the past.
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Ctesiphon has stood in the memory of the Iranians and the Arab Muslims who came af-
terwards as the great capital of bygone times. Its constant mention in the Persian epic, the
Shahnameh of FerdowsT in the tenth, and also in the Arabic and Persian historiography
and the literary tradition is a testament to the importance of this late antique metropolis.
In the Arabic poetic tradition, one can find many examples of admiration of Ctesiphon
for its magnificence with its palaces, gardens, paintings and arches.! As it has been no-
ted, the presence of Ctesiphon was both a source of awe and power in late antiquity, but
also of unease for the new Arab Muslim rulers, in that it forced them to create a more

' Trwin 2009, 27-28; Savant 2013, 182-183.
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monumental urban center, namely that of Baghdad.? But, for the Iranians, the “trauma”
and “nostalgia,” for the loss of an empire and what they viewed as their heartland,?
known as Del-i Eransahr (Heart of the Iranian Empire), was translated into Persian
poetics, attesting not only to its grandeur, but also as a didactic lesson of impermanence
of things. This sense of Iranian nostalgia for the city of Ctesiphon is best captured in
the poem by the 12th century poet, Khaghani who while passing through Iraq began
reminiscing about the arch of Mada’m (Fig. 1). In the Iranian world while the edifices
crumble and wither, it is Persian poetry which immortalizes them, and Ctesiphon is not
an exception to the rule.

Compared to Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, works on
the Partho-Sasanian winter capital is few and far in-between.* The major studies on
Ctesiphon include E. Herzfeld’s excavations from 1903—1911;° the important work of
M. Streck on both Seleucia and Ctesiphon and the literary sources on the place;® the
German-American excavations of 1931-1932 by O. Reuther and E. Kiihnel; the Italian
excavations by G. Gullini and A. Invernizzi, intermittently since the mid-1960s to the
1970s;® S. Hauser’s important study of the round city of Weh-Ardaxsir;’ and most re-
cently the work of Chiabrando, C. Lippolis, V. Messina and S. Scicca;!® and V. Messina’s
latest study of a Sasanian watchtower, close to Weh-Ardaxsir."" In terms of artistic and
stucco finds, the work of J. Kroger presents us with the aesthetic beauty of the once mag-
nificent palace and the city.'? In terms of the pomp and ceremonies at Ctesiphon, mainly
during the reign of Khosrow I (631-579 CE), M. Canepa has surveyed and discussed its
ideological importance for the Sasanian Empire. '

What is clear is that looking from the West, Ctesiphon appeared to be the seat of the
great Parthian and then, Sasanian kings. Most likely Ctesiphon became an important
winter capital when Mithradates 1 (171-138 BCE) conquered Mesopotamia from the
Seleucids and brought the Parthians to the land.'* While the Greeks mainly stayed in the
old city of Seleucia, the Parthians inhabited the new city on the other side of the Tigris
River. This information is gained from two sources, the first that of Strabo (16.1.16):
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2 Savant 2013, 171.
> For nostalgia and trauma related to empire, see Vasunia 2021, 500-511.
4 For a survey of all previous works until recent times see, Morony, 2009; Kroger 2011; Simpson, Cte-
siphon 2022, http://www.oxfordbiblicalstudies.com/article/opr/t256/e259.
5 Sarre — Herzfeld 1920.
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Fig. 1. The Arch of Khosrow. Photography by Alexander Svoboda, circa 1850—1888
(Collection Centre Canadian d’Architecture)
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In former times the capital of Assyria was Babylon; it is now called Seleucia upon the Tigris. Near
it is a large village called Ctesiphon. This the Parthian kings usually made their winter residence,
with a view to spare the Seleucians the burden of furnishing quarters for the Scythian soldiery. In
consequence of the power of Parthia, Ctesiphon may be considered as a city rather than a village;
from its size it is capable of lodging a great multitude of people; it has been adorned with public
buildings by the Parthians, and has furnished merchandise, and given rise to arts profitable to its
masters. The kings usually passed the winter there, on account of the salubrity of the air, and the
summer at Ecbatana and in Hyrcania induced by the ancient renown of these places. As we call
the country Babylonia, so we call the people Babylonians, not from the name of the city, but of the
country; the case is not precisely the same, however, as regards even natives of Seleucia, as, for
instance, Diogenes, the stoic philosopher [who had the appellation of the Babylonian, and not the
Seleucian.'

15 Strabo, 16.1.16.
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Most recently, Michael Shenkar has pointed out that Ctesiphon may not have been the
kind of capital that one may typically think of, such as that of Rome or Constantinople.!'®
Those who have studied Iranian history do know that the idea of a capital in the mo-
dern sense did not exist as such in the ancient period, and that the Iranian kings, at least
from the Achaemenid period used multiple locations for their seasonal stay, at Ecbatana,
Susa, Persepolis, Babylon,!” and also for the Parthian Empire.'® However, this polycen-
tric nature of the Iranian Empires, mainly because of its expanse and climate should not
deceive us in thinking there were no major and permanent center(s) of power. Neither
the Parthians, nor the Sasanians were a wandering kingship in the sense of the Medieval
Germanic kingdoms. Still, the fact remains that Ctesiphon did act as a sort of “center” for
the Parthians, where nobles of the empire came together to symbolically act in unison to
crown the king of kings. Perhaps since Ctesiphon was outside of the traditional Parthian
lands of the nobility, the city would be a neutral meeting ground for unifying dynastic
power. The clearest reference in this regard is given by Tacitus (6.42):

Tiridates rem Seleucensem populo permittit. mox consultans quonam die sollemnia regni capesseret,
litteras Phraatis et Hieronis qui validissimas praefecturas obtinebant accipit, brevem moram pre-
cantium. placitumque opperiri viros praepollentis, atque interim Ctesiphon sedes imperii petita: sed
ubi diem ex die prolatabant, multis coram et adprobantibus Surena patrio more Tiridaten insigni
regio evinxit.

Tiridates gave the government of Seleucia to the people. Soon afterwards, as he was deliberating
on what day he should inaugurate his reign, he received letters from Phraates and Hiero, who held
two very powerful provinces, imploring a brief delay. It was thought best to wait for men of such
commanding influence, and meanwhile Ctesiphon, the seat of empire, was their chosen destination.
But as they postponed their coming from day to day, the Surena, in the presence of an approving
throng, crowned Tiridates, according to the national usage, with the royal diadem."

In this essay I would like to suggest that based on the spurious literary as well as archae-
ological evidence, one can suggest that in time Ctesiphon, not only became an important
administrative center of Eransahr, but it also gained ideological resonance for its popu-
lation as the seat of power. Hence, Ctesiphon was not only a capital of the Partho-Sasa-
nian world (one can only see the large number of embassies and diplomatic references
from both the East and the West, including the South to Ctesiphon), and the seat of the
leaders of religious communities of the empire (Christians & Jews).?

In the beginning of the first century CE, Josephus informs us that Artabanus/
Ardawan II moved to this location (Jewish Antiquities, 18.48—50):
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Artabanus, who, in order to intimidate the barbarians, had wrought much slaughter during the rout,
withdrew with the majority of his troops to Ctesiphon. Artabanus now ruled the Parthians, while
Vonones escaped to Armenia.

16 Shenkar 2018, 116-117.

17" Llewellyn-Jones 2013, 75-76.
18" Dagbrowa 2012, 40.

9 Tac. Ann. 6.42.

20 Mokhtarian 2015, 19-20.
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In the Parthian period, the city of Ctesiphon was invaded three times, and sieged many
more. These campaigns by the Romans suggest that from the Western point of view,
Ctesiphon was seen as the major center for the Parthians and then the Sasanians. In
the second century CE Ctesiphon was invaded by the Romans, conquered and partly
destroyed and some of its population deported. These events took place, beginning with
the Emperor Trajan in 116 CE who ceremoniously took the title of “Parthicus” and struck
coins with this title.
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Fig. 2. Forum Romanum, Arch of Severus, Relief west right, drawing: Capture of Ctesiphon
(courtesy of J. Lendering, Livius Website), https://www.livius.org/pictures/italy/rome/rome-forum-
-romanum/rome-forum-arch-of-severus/arch-of-severus-relief-west-right-drawing/

We do not possess contemporary historical sources for this event and rely on Dio Cassius,
historian of the fourth century CE.?! Dio suggests that the Romans inflicted death and de-
struction in Syria, namely in Edessa where it was sacked and burnt, as well as Seleucia.
Trajan himself appears to have conquered Ctesiphon and the Parthian royal throne was
taken as a symbol of victory, placing in power a Parthian ruler who was subservient to
the Romans.?> Again, in 165 CE the Roman general, Avidius Cassius pursued the Part-
hian king, Vologesus, and destroyed Seleucia by fire, razing the royal place at Ctesip-
hon.? Ctesiphon was again conquered in the Parthian period, by Septimius Severus who

2l Lightfoot 1990, 115-126.
22 Cass. Dio 68.30.3.
23 (Cass. Dio 71.2.3.



272 TOURAJ DARYAEE

immortalized his conquest of the Near East with his triumphal arches (Fig. 2),** giving
some pictorial details of Ctesiphon. We also have textual information about the sack of
the city (16):

Harum appellationum causa donativum militibus largissimum dedit, concessa omni praeda oppida
Parthici, quod milites quaerebant.

To celebrate the bestowal of these names Severus gave the soldiers an enormous donative, none
other in truth, than liberty to plunder the Parthian capital, a privilege for which they had been
clamoring.”

The Strengthening of Ctesiphon

According to the Chronicle of Arbela the son of the last Arsacid king Ardawan IV, na-
med ArSak was found by Ardax3ir I in Ctesiphon and killed there, bringing an end the
Parthian dynasty.?® This was perhaps more than anything a symbolic act of the end, from
the center of power for the Parthians. While Ardaxsir I created a round fortified city of
Weh-Ardaxsir, Hormizd I in the third century further rebuilt the city and was also buried
there.”” The city of Ctesiphon must have been reinforced and made more secure as a
center for the Sasanian Empire in the third century CE as the Sasanians did not want to
have the same predicament as that of the Parthians. We know this based on the reports
from the fourth and the seventh century on Ctesiphon in that it had became impregnable.
An oracle about Ctesiphon in the Roman sources circulated which is named after the
Sasanian capital, and was believed that anyone who tried to take Ctesiphon would be
punished. An example of such curse on a Roman general who tried to take Ctesiphon,
is Carus who is said to have been struck by lightning.”® This event took place during the
reign of the Sasanian king, Wahram II (276-293) (HA Carus 8.5-7):

Inter cetera “Cum,” inquit, “Carus, princeps noster vere carus, aegrotaret, tanti turbinis subito exor-
ta tempestas est ut caligarent omnia, neque alterutrum nosceret; coruscationum deinde ac tonitruum
in modum fulgurum igniti sideris continuata vibratio omnibus nobis veritatis scientiam sustulit
subito enim conclamatum est imperatorem mortuum, et post illud praecipue tonitruum quod cuncta
terruerat. His accessit quod cubicularii dolentes principis mortem incenderunt tentorium. unde unde
fuit, fama emersit fulmine interemptum eum quem, quantum scire possumus, aegritudine constat
absumptum.” (trans. by D. Magie)

“When Carus, our prince for whom we truly care, was lying ill, there suddenly arose a storm of such
violence that all things grew black and none could recognize another; then continuous flashes of
lightning and peals of thunder, like bolts from a fiery sky, took from us the power of knowing what
truly befell. For suddenly, after an especially violent peal which had terrified all, it was shouted that
the emperor was dead. It came to pass, in addition, that the chamberlains, grieving for the death

2 Tt is interesting that Khosrow I also immortalized his victories in the Near East by having frescos
drawn at his palace in Ctesiphon.

% See also Cass. Dio 75.9.2-5.

2 Chronicle of Arbela (1985), 15.

2T Mojmal ut-tawarikh, 68.

2 Dignas — Winter 2007, 26.
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Fig. 3. Sapur II standing on the head of Julian at Tag-e Biistan, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taq-e
Bostan#/media/File:Shapur II investiture at Taq-e Bustan (4684094261).jpg

of their prince, fired his tent; and the rumor arose, whatever its source, that he had been killed by
the lightning, whereas, as far as we can tell, it seems sure that he died of his illness.” (trans. by
D. Magie)

Perhaps the best preserved account of the Roman invasion of Mesopotamia is that of
Julian in the fourth century. Ammianus Marcellinus who was in the retinue of the empe-
ror had firsthand knowledge of the city of Ctesiphon and its structure. In an important
passage Ammianus reports that when Julian wanted to lay siege to Ctesiphon, he was
told (Amm. Marc. 24.7.1):

Digesto itaque consilio cum primatibus super Ctesiphontis obsidio, itum est in voluntatem quorun-
dam, facinus audax et inportunum esse noscentium id adgredi, quod et civitas situ ipso inexpugna-
bilis defendebatur et cum metuenda multitudine protinus rex adfore credebatur.

“Having held council with his most distinguished generals about the siege of Ctesiphon, the opin-
ion of some was adopted, who felt sure that the undertaking was rash and untimely, since the city,
impregnable by its situation along, was well defended; and, besides, it was believed that the king
would soon appear with a formidable force.” (trans. by J. C. Rolfe)

Julian, we are told was ill informed about the defenses of Ctesiphon, and consequently
lost his life during the Roman retreat.”” Sources tell us that under Julian’s leadership, the

29 Potter 2004, 517-518.



274 TOURAJ DARYAEE

Romans had marched towards the Iranian capital, but the Romans were “afraid to attack
Ctesiphon.”® Hence Ctesiphon had gained a new status, not only among the Iranians,
but also among the Romans who had been able to take it a century before. The naval part
of Julian’s campaign on the Tigris is rarely discussed, but the evidence shows that while
Roman ships were able to come close to the city, the wall of the city by the water was
afront to the Romans,*' and furthermore the Sasanians through riverside engineering in-
stallations manipulated the waters to make navigation difficult.’ Julian’s death depicted
in the relief of Sapir II at Tag-e Biistan (Fig. 3), was a propaganda for the fate of the
Roman emperor, not heading the Ctesiphon Oracle.

Then it is very much possible that with Ardaxsir’s conquest of the Parthian Empire,
measures had been taken to secure the city. This building of Ctesiphon’s defensive walls
is made clear again in history in the seventh century CE. When the Roman Emperor
Heraclius in 628 CE had defeated the Sasanian forces and was close to Ctesiphon, we
are told that he decided not to attack the capital as it had strong fortification.>* Not only
it seems that Ctesiphon was strongly built in the Sasanian period, but it also had an aura
of impregnability in late antiquity, something very different from the Ctesiphon of the
Parthian period. Again, during the siege of Ctesiphon by Sasanian general, Sahrwaraz,
in 630 CE, the young king Ardaxsir III was kept safe at Ctesiphon for such this reason:

He took up a position near the city of Ctesiphon, besieged its inhabitants and fought with them,
setting up ballistas against the city, but did not manage to enter it. When he realized that he was not
strong enough to take it by force, he sought it by means of craft.’*

Description of Ctesiphon

By the Sasanian period Ctesiphon had become a permanent residence of the Sasanian
king of kings, and late sources also assign the centrality of the city from the time of Khos-
row 1% In the fifth century when the Sasanian Empire was on its knees, we have literary
evidence that Ctesiphon was the important center of power to counter the Hephthalites.
When the Hephthalites had become the dominant power, Sukhra was ruling the affairs
of the state from Ctesiphon,* and then Kawad I was crowned at Ctesiphon. But what
was the physical layout of Ctesiphon and how was it expanded? For this we must first
look at the physical landscape of Ctesiphon based on the archaeological evidence.
Ctesiphon was the largest metropolis in late antique world. What in Arabic came
to be called al-Mada’in (Cities),’” was composed of continuous building project of the

3 Dignas — Winter 2007, 92.

31 Dabrowa 2007, 237.

2 Dabrowa 2007, 239.

33 Dignas — Winter 2007, 148.

3% Tabar 1999, 401.

3 Ya’'qubi 2018, 132.

36 Tabar 1999, 86/2.

7 Where the cities have been suggested to have been simply called *Sahrestanan in Middle Persian:
Shahbazi 1990.
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Parthians and the Sasanians. The Sasanian metropolitan area comprised of seven major
cities or Heptapolis,*® although we are better informed about four of the cities on both
sites of the Tigris. Another problem is that there are a number of other cities which are
mentioned to have been part of the Ctesiphon metropolis which make the number of
cities more than seven. These cities include: 1) Weh-ardaxsir; 2) Weh-andiyog-husraw;
3) Asbanbar; 4) Walaxsgerd; 5) Ctesiphon; 6) Darzigan; 7) Nunjapad.*

The earliest Sasanian city that was established is Weh-ardaxsir, founded by Ardaxsir I
in 230 CE on the western banks of the Tigris.** As Hauser has shown this city was round
with a protective wall, which matches the round cities of the early Sasanian period in the
province of Fars, namely that of Ardax$ir-xwarreh and Darabgerd.*' There was a large
bazaar in the city, with substantial Jewish merchants who called the city Hadrasir, or
Mahozg, as well as Christians who called it called it Bét Hartasir. The Jewish Exhilarch
(MP. Res Galut) also resided in this city, hence giving it special significance for these
religious group. The city was equally important because Kochg, in the southwest (Tell
Baruda) was the location of the cathedral church of the Nestorian catholicos, the Church
of Seleucia. Khosrow II had a palace close to an orchard called Bag al-Hendovan (Indian
Garden) in this location,*> and the church here may be where the son of the Byzantine
Emperor Maurice was crowned by Khosrow II as the legitimate emperor in 604 CE.*
Because of recent excavations at the site, we have materials and object from the artisan
quarter of Weh-ardaxsir, among them terracotta figurines. It is interesting to note that
some have suggested that these figurines are toys, either made by children or for them
by adults in the workshops.* There are several administrative and religious seals and
sealings attesting to the cities importance, including an accountant (amargar), a magi
(mow); Protector of the Poor and Needy (Driyosan jadaggow ud dadwar), and a gov-
ernor (Sahrab) of Weh-ardaxsir,” (Fig. 4), suggesting an important administrative and
religious center.* It is also all too probable that the city had its own mint which could be
identified with either mint-mark of WH or WYH.*

3 Streck 1900, 276.

3 There are other cities such as Kurdabad that are mentioned: Streck 1900, 270.
40 Hauser 2007, 461.

41 Mittertrainer 2020, 69-76.

42 Morony 1989; Karimi 1400, 7.

4 Chronicle of Khuzestan, 2016, 20-21, 28-29.

4 Cellerino — Messina 2013, 128.

4 Gyselen 2019, 231.

4 Gyselen 2019, 49-50.

47 Malek 1993, 243.
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Fig. 4. Seal impression of Protector of the Poor and Needy of Weh-ardaxsir (Gyselen 2019, 231)

Also, on the west bank Tigris stood Weh-andiyog-husraw (Better Antioch Khosrow
(built)),” otherwise known as Rimigan.*® Khosrow I was able to capture the city of An-
tioch in 540 CE and transfer its skilled population to the heartland of his empire. We are
told the design of the city of Weh-andiyog-husraw was a mirror copy of the city of An-
tioch, where the inhabitants of the conquered city were able to find their home in the new
city. This city had marble columns, a hippodrome where horse and chariot races took
place (MP aspres), as well as baths,* and its population were given special privileges,*
and in fact the city became a “Roman” style city outside of the Eastern Roman Empire
and it turned out to become a destination for Roman dissidents.”!

On the eastern banks of Tigris stood the city of Asbanbar (Equerry). The city housed
wealthy people with stables for their horses, as well as gardens and paradises.® The mint
of AS which either stands for Asurestan, or Aspanbar (Fig. 5), minted the largest and
high-quality coinage output since the fifth century,*® suggesting an imperial mint (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Khosrow I coin: Mint AS

4 Hauser 2007, 466—467.

¥ Kurz 1941, 40.

30 Procopius, 2.5-14.

31 Foss 2000, 24; Karimi 1400, 8.

2 Karimi 1400, 7.

3 Malek 1993, 241; Schindel 2018, 498.
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Walaxsgerd appears to have been built by the long reigning Parthian ruler, Vologases I or
Walaxs$ I (51-78 CE). This commercial center is said to have been full of gardens, viney-
ards and early attestation of Sasanian gastronomy during the reign of Hormizd.** There is
also an administrative seal that belongs to “Nahr-1-malek-1-Walasxabad” (Kingly Canal
of Walaxs City), which may be related to this very same city, with its canal after the name
of Vologases I, certainly not the Sasanian Walaxs.>® The other two cities of Darizgan and
Nunitafad are undiscovered.

Course of the Tigris
Znck-cantury - Tih-centufy

Fig. 6. Map of the metropolis of Ctesiphon (Renato de carvalho Ferreira, https://commons.wikime-
dia.org/wiki/File:Ctesiphon_map-en.svg)

The most magnificent building of these cities was the Arch of Khosrow or Taqg-e Kasra,
standing to the south of Asbanbar and is dated to the time of Khosrow I in the 6th Cen-

3 Karimi 1400, 7.
5 Gyselen 2019, 233.
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tury CE (Fig. 6). This palace was ornate with stuccos (Fig. 7), and frescos showing such
scenes as Khosrow I’s feats as well as statues and marbles which were inspired by Ro-
man artistic tradition. We learn certain details about these drawings from Arab poets who
visited the Ctesiphon, some two centuries after the fall of the Sasanians. One of these
scenes is described as showing the conquest of Antioch by Khosrow I in such a manner
(al-Buhturi):

When you behold the picture of Antioch, you are alarmed as between Byzantium and Persia,
The Fates there waiting, while Anushirvan urges on the ranks under the royal banner,
Robed in green over gold, proudly flaunting the dye of red turmeric.*

The stories about the pomp and ceremony at the Arch of Khosrow outlived the Sasanian
Empire, and we have reports of the celebrations during the Iranian New Year (Nowruz),
and the Autumn Festival (Mehregan).”” The king’s epiphany under the arch, before the
population was itself an auspicious sign. Inside the palace, another type of ideological
play was at work (Fig. 6). The king of kings sat on his throne, where a huge crown was
suspended from the ceiling. Ibn Balkhi reports:

The custom of the court of Anustrwan was this that from the right was his throne, there were golden
chairs and from the left there were golden chairs, and from these three chair one was the place of
the king of China and the other king of Rome and the other king of Huns, that when they came
to his court they would sit on these chairs, and every year these chairs were in place and was not
removed, and no one was not worthy on sitting on them, and next to the golden chairs Wuzurgmehr
sat and below it the chair of the Chief Mowbed and below it several chair for Warden of Marches,
Grandees, whose place was clearly organized, so that no one could challenge the other.?

Fig. 7. Stucco work from Ctesiphon (Wolfgang Sauber, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:MIK - Sassaniden_Pahlavi-Monogramm.jpg)
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However, the imperial metropolis appears to have been abandoned by its Iranian elite in
matter of a few decades following the Muslim conquest. Each of the cities had a different
fate, as Rumigan which kept a large Christian, and Weh-Ardaxsir with a large Jewish
population, made an agreement with Khaled b. ‘Urfota and even accepted to help the
Muslim army. In fact only the Christian Persian nobility were able to preserve their status
and survive the Muslim onslaught, especially those in the Nestorian church organization.
One way of preserving their land was to place their family land under monastic owner-
ship.*® The noble family, other nobilities and the army had fled the rest of the cities by
637 CE. Sa‘d b. Abi Waqqas also took Asbanbar and took charge of the affaris from the
White Palace (Old City), while Arch of Khosrow was used as a mosque.® Early Perso-
Islamicate geographical work also attest to the grandeur of Mada’in with its Arch of
Khosrow which is said to be the highest in the world, dating to the time of Khosrow 1.
But more importantly, we are informed of the removal and transfer of its stones and stru-
ctures to the new Abbasid capital, namely that of Baghdad.®! This movement of imperial
stones from the old Iranian to the new Muslim capital had ideological significance, de-
monstrating continuity of power and tradition for the region.®> Thus, as the city gradually
became an important Iranian imperial center in late antiquity, it was abandoned rather
suddenly and rapidly by the Iranian Zoroastrians in the mid-seventh century CE.

The Bones of Khosrow at Ctesiphon

By the time of Khosrow I’s rule in the six century this metropolitan cluster known as
Mada’in was described by the historian Ya‘qubf as:

This then became the royal residence, and learned astrologers and physicians are unanimous that
there is no city in the realm that is more conducive to health, virtue and moderation than that spot
and the clime of Babylon that encompasses it.*

It is also important to note that Ctesiphon became a sacred ground for the Sasanians,
a sort of axis mundi. When Ctesiphon fell to the Arab Muslims, the empire lost its ad-
ministrative center and its organization. Perhaps this is one reason for which there was
no organized resistance to the Arab Muslim armies. Ctesiphon was the resting place of
the bones of the Sasanian kings. In Order to understand why the placement of the royal
bones of the king is important, we must make a brief excurses into the world of Zoro-
astrianism. In the Zoroastrian tradition the material world is called gehan 1 astomand,
literally the “Boney World.” Hence during the end of time and at the time of Renovation
(tan T pasén),** the dead arise and are put back together with all their body parts, espe-
cially their bones (astomandan mardoman) “People with Bones.”® Thus, the exposure

% Morony 1976, 55-56.
8 Morony 2009.
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of bones and the “politics” of bones was an important issue for antiquity, but also for
the Zoroastrian tradition. It is in this context that one can understand the impact of such
actions by Roman generals in the East, when for example Caracalla in a deliberate act of
what one could call vandalism, unearthed and dispersed the bones of the Parthian royal
family in Adiabene,® which more probably was the bones of local noble families.®’

Thus, taking notice of the Zoroastrian boney world is important that we learn that
the bones of the Sasanian kings, from the late fifth century onwards were are placed in
or close to Ctesiphon. In important medieval Persian text, Mojamal ud’ Tawarikh wa al-
Qisas, these Sasanian kings are said to be buried there:

Shapiir b. Hormazd is buried in Ctesiphon ... Yazdjird b. Bahram in Syria, or Iraq. Parwéz b. Hom-
azd in Mada’in... Kawad b. Shirtie in Mada’in; Ardashir b. Shirtie in Mada’in ... Baran-dokht and
Azaridokht, the daughters of Parw@z (were buried) in Mada’in of Kasra. ..

A guess may be made that if indeed the bones of kings was kept at the capital, where it
would be? There are two options. First is the old cemetery which has been identified as a
Parthian necropolis,*”” while Seleucia has also been identified as another possible site for
the bones. Interestingly, this site was used for public executions in the Sasanian period,
and a number of artifacts associated with death and magic have been found.” Thus, the
old city of Seleucia may have acted as a resting place for the bones of the Sasanian kings.
It is an interesting sidenote, but all the same relevant that until the twentieth century im-
portant men and kings of Qajar Iran were taken to Iraq (Najaf) to be buried.

Ctesiphon as a Capital

Something should be said about Ctesiphon as an administrative center. It is interest-
ing that we only have one seal impression attestation of the toponym Tesfun (t&€sfon)
(Fig. 8). The seal read as:

Tesfon-sahrestan mowuh husraw-sad-kawad (The Magi of T&sfun, province of
Husraw-$ad-kawad).”!

While AS has been discussed above, WYHC is now identified with Weh-az-Andiyog-
Khusro,” and finally the enigmatic BBA mint, which although is a mobile mint, it is
associated with the Court (Aramaic ideography for Middle Persian Dar). WH which
has also been identified as Weh-ardaxsir, one of the cities of Mada’in, while others have
opted for Weh-andiyog-Sapur.” Lastly, an interesting issue are coins with the mint mark
TW & TWS. While they have been usually identified with the city of Tus in the Northe-
astern Iranian Plateau, there is a possibility to think of Tesfun/Ctesiphon as a choice, as
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Fig. 8. Seal impression of Tysfun (Rika Gyselen)

Tus could not have been so important to have had two mints. Could there be a play on
Tesfun and Tasfun in the late Sasanian tradition? For this suggestion, we must look at
the Middle Persian literary tradition associated for Tesfun.

Mythical Foundation of Ctesiphon Tisfiin & Tusfun

In conclusion I would like to discuss the perceptions of Ctesiphon/Tisftin and its mytholo~
gization in the Iranian tradition. There has been only one suggestion as to the etymology
of and origins of the toponym for Ctesiphon. While we have the attestation of the
toponym in several languages (Greek, Ktesiphon; Syriac, gtyspwn; Parthian, Pahlavi,
and Sogdian, fésfon; Arabic, Taysafun, Persian Tisfon), it was Winkler who suggested to
see the Biblical Aramaic aihpisaK/X2993 in Ezra 8, 17, meaning “silver place,” for the
name of the Partho-Sasanian capital.”* In the only surviving geographical tract in Middle
Persian or Pahlavi, composed initially during the reign of Kawad in the late fifth century
CE and then redacted at the Abbasid period, the foundation of the city of Ctesiphon is
mentioned as such (Sahrestaniha-t Eransahr 21):

Pad kust (1) xwarwaran Sahrestan 1 tisfon az framan 1 tis T wardzag T géwagan kard.

In the Western direction, the city of Ctesiphon was built by the order of Tas, the son of Waraz the
son of Gew.”

The great Orientalist, Markwart who edited this text initially, suggests that the associa-
tion between Tesfun and Tas is due to “childish etymology.”’¢ I tend to see this as the
mythologization of city and hence its association with heroes and kings of the Iranian
tradition. In fact if we look at the textual remains, we see that there is a steady process
in making every location and aspects of Ctesiphon as being Iranian from the time im-
memorial.”” For example the water streams in Iraq, Middle Persian (ér lowland), it is

7* Winkler 1900 in Streck 1900, 272.
' Daryaee 2002, 18 & 15.
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said to have been built by Zaw.”® The building of one of the cities of Mada’in, named
Kardindad was associated with Tahmureth Zinawand;” and Jamshid is said to have built
a bridge over the Tigris, as well as laying out the city of Ctesiphon.® Thus, the reports by
Persian and Arab authors and SE, in associating Tiis, Avestan Tiisa with the building of
Ctesiphon, hence sometimes being called Tusfiin is an important word-play. This would
be in line with the Iranianization of the sacred topography of Mesopotamia, specifically
Ctesiphon and its environment in the Sasanian period.

In 762 CE, a hundred years after the conquest of Ctesiphon, Baghdad which in Per-
sian means “God Given,” was established by the ‘Abbasid caliph, Abt Ja'far al-Manstir
as the new capital of the Muslim world, very close to the old Sasanian capital. Baghdad
was also a round city, just like Weh-ardaxsir and had a significant Iranian population.®!
Thus, rather than having a new beginning, we should think that already Baghdad may
have been known in the Sasanian period. Baghdad, before becoming a capital, it appears
was a place for outings for the inhabitants of Ctesiphon, and some of the Sasanian kings
had gardens and palaces in this location. It was also a center as an annual trade outpost
for a month in the location that became known as Baghdad.®” Hence, the new Islamic
capital was an old Iranian center, just as Ctesiphon was the old Iranian capital for some
seven hundred years.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Sources

Chronicle of Khuzestan: A Short Chronicle on the End of the Sasanian Empire and Early Islam 590—
660 CE, edition, translation, and commentary N. al-Ka‘bi, Piscataway, NJ 2016.

The Chronicle of Arbela, transl. P. Kawerau, T. Kroll, Leuven 1985.

Dinawari, Akhbar al-tiwal, transl. M. Mahdavi Damghani, Teheran 1371 (= 1993).

Ibn Balkhi, Farsnameh, ed. G. Le Strange, R. A. Nicholson, Cambridge 1921 (reprint Tehran 1363
(= 1987).

Mojmal ut-tawarikh, ed. M. Bahar, Kalaleh Khavar, Tehran, n.d.

Tabari, transl. C. E. Bosworth, The History of al-Tabari, The Sasanids, the Byzantines, the lakmids, and
Yemen, vol. V, Albany 1999.

Tacitus, C. (1942), Complete Works of Tacitus, New York.

Ya'qubi, as The History of the Kings of the Persian's in Three Arabic Chronicles, transl. R. Hoyland,
Liverpool 2018.

8 Dinawari 1371, 35.
7 Isfahani 1346, 45.
80 Isfahani 1346, 45.
81 Kennedy 1988.

8 MalayerT 1394, 107.



The Bones of Khosrow: The Sacred Topography of Ctesiphon 283

Secondary literature

Breck, J. (1931), The Ctesiphon Expedition, Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 26: 229-230.

Canepa, M. (2009), The Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual of Kingship Between Rome and Sasanian
Iran, Berkeley—Los Angeles—London.

Canepa, M. (2013), The Transformation of Sacred Space, Topography, and Royal Ritual in Persia and
the Ancient Iranian World, in: D. Ragavan (ed.), Heaven on Earth: Temples, Ritual, and Cosmic
Symbolism in the Ancient World, Chicago, 11.: 319-372.

Cellerino, A., Messina, V. (2013), Terracotta Animal Figurines from Veh Ardashir (Coche) in the Col-
lection of the Museo Civico d’Arte Antica e Palazzo Madama (Torino), in: A. Peruzzetto et al.
(eds.), Animals, Gods and Men from East to West: Papers on Archaeology and History in Honour
of Roberta Venco Ricciardi, Oxford: 123—-134.

Chiabrando, F., Lippolis, C., Messina, V., Sarah Scicca, S. (2017), Topography and Settlement of al-
-Mada’in. New Observations, Mesopotamia 52: 151-171.

Daryaee, T. (2002), Sahrestantha i Eransahr, Sahrestantha t Eransahr: A Middle Persian Text on Late
Antique Geography, Epic, and History, ed. and transl. T. Daryaee, Costa Mesa.

Dabrowa, E. (2005), Les aspects politiques et militaires de la conquéte parthe de la Mésopotamie,
Electrum 10: 74-88.

Dabrowa, E. (2007), Naval Operations during Persian Expedition of Emperor Julian (363 AD), in:
A.S. Lewin, P. Pellegrini (eds.), The Late Roman Army in the Near East from Diocletian to the Arab
Congquest: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at Potenza, Acerenza and Matera, Oxford: 237-242.

Dabrowa, E. (2012), The Arsacids and Their State, in: R. Rollinger et al. (eds.), Altertum und Ge-
genwart. 125 Jahre Alte Geschichte in Innsbruck. Vortrige der Ringvorlesung Innsbruck 2010,
Innsbruck: 21-52.

Dignas, B., Winter, E. (2007), Rome and Persian in Late Antiquity, Cambridge.

Foss, C. (2000), Late Antique Antioch, in: Ch. Kondoleon (ed.), Antioch: The Lost Ancient City, Prin-
ceton: 23-28.

Gignoux, Ph. (2014), Corps osseux et ame osseuse: Essai sur le chamanisme dans 1’Iran ancien, in:
Ph. Gignoux, Mazdéens et chrétiens en terre d’lran a I’époque sassanide. Opera minora de Ph.
Gignoux, ed. M. De Chiara, E. G. Raffaelli, Roma.

Gullini, G. (1966), Problems of an Excavation in Northern Babylonia, Mesopotamia 1: 7-38.

Gyselen, R. (2019), La géographie administrative de I’ Empire sassanide: les témoignages épigraphi-
ques en moyen-perse, Leuven.

Hauser, S. R. (1993), Eine arsakidenzeitliche Nekropole in Ktesiphon, Baghdader Mitteilungen 24:
325-420 + pls. 125-137.

Hauser, S. R. (2007), Veh Ardashir and the Identification of the Ruins at al-Mada’in, in: A. Hagedorn,
A. Shalem (eds.), Facts and Artefacts: Festschrift for Jens Kroger on his 65th Birthday, Leiden—
Boston: 461-489.

Inostrantsev, K. (1384 = 20006), Sasanidskie etiudy / Tahghighati darbari-ye sasanian, transl. K. Ka-
zemzadeh, Tehran.

Invernizzi, A. (1976), Ten Years’ Research in the al-Mada’in Area, Seleucia and Ctesiphon, Sumer 32:
167-175.

Irwin, R. (1997), Islamic Art in Context: The Historical Background, in: From Islamic Art in Context:
Art, Architecture, and the Literary World, New York (online).

Irwin, R. (2009), Islamic Art in Context: Art, Architecture, and the Literary World, Michigan.

Isfahani, H. (1346), Tartkh payambaran va padesahan, transl. J. Sha’ari, Tehran.

Karimi, A. (1400 = 2022), Ehdas-e Sahrakha-ye eghmari dar Iran-e pis az islam, Ensan-Senasi va
Farhang, 1400, https://anthropologyandculture.com/%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%
D8%AB-%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%B1%D9%83%E2%80%8C%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%89-
-%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%89-%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D-
9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%BE%D9%8A%D8%B4-%D8%A7%D8%B2/.

Kennedy, H. (1988), Baghdad i. The Iranian Connection: Before the Mongol Invasion, E/ online,
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/baghdad-iranian-connection-1-pr-Mongol.



284 TOURAJ DARYAEE

Kettenhofen, E. (1990), Caracalla, £/ online, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/caracalla-the-ro-
man-emperor-marcus-aurelius-antoninus.

Kroger, J. (1982), Sasanidischer Stuckdekor, Mainz.

Kroger, J. (2011), Ctesiphon, £7 online, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ctesiphon.

Kiihnel, E. (1931/1932), Die Ausgrabungen der zweiten Ktesiphon-Expedition (Winter 1931/2), Berlin.

Kurz, O. (1941), The Date of Taq I Kisra, The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and
Ireland 1: 37-41.

Lightfoot, C. S. (1980), Trajan’s Parthian War and the Fourth-Century Perspective, JRS 80: 115-126.

Llewellyn-Jones, L. (2013), King and Court in Ancient Persia: 559 to 331 BCE, Edinburgh.

Malayer1, M. M. (1394), Tarikh va farhang-e Iran dar doran-e enteghal aza asr-e Sasani be asr-e
islami: Del-e Iransahr, Tehran.

Malek, H. M. (1993), A Survey of Sasanian Numismatics, NC 153: 227-269.

Markwart, J. (1931), A4 Catalogue of the Provincial Capitals of Eranshahr, pahlavitext, version and
commentary by J. Markwart, ed. G. Messina, Roma.

Messina, V. (2018), A Watchtower of the Late Sasanian Period on the Outskirts of Veh Ardashir (Co-
che), in: P. de Vingo (ed.), Le archeologie di Marilli. Studi in memoria di Mariamaddalena Negro
Ponzi Mancini, Torino: 95-104.

Minorsky, V., Bartol’d, V. V. (1937), Hudiid al- ‘Alam, “The Regions of the World”’: A Persian Geogra-
phy 372 AH-982 AD, London.

Mittertrainer, A. N. (2020), Sinnbilder politischer Autoritdt?: friihsasanidische Stidtebilder im Siidwe-
sten Irans, Dortmund.

Mokhtarian, J. S. (2015), Rabbis, Sorcerers, Kings, and Priests: The Culture of the Talmud in Ancient
Iran, Berkeley—Los Angeles—London.

Morony, M. (1976), The Effects of the Muslim Conquest on the Persian Population of Iraq, /ran 14:
41-59.

Morony, M. (1989), Beh-Ardasir, £/ online, https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/beh-ardasir-mid.

Morony, M. (2009), Mada’en, £/ online, https://iranicaonline.org/articles/madaen-sasanian-metropol-
itan-area.

Nyberg, S. H. (1974), A Manual of Pahlavi, Wiesbaden.

Potter, D. (2004), The Roman Empire at Bay, AD 180-395, London—New York.

Reuther, O. (1930), Die Ausgrabungen der Deutschen Ktesiphon-Expedition im Winter 1928/29, Wit-
tenberg.

Sarre, F., Herzfeld, E. (1920), Archdologische Reise im Euphrat- und Tigrisgebiet, vol. 11, Berlin.

Savant, S. B. (2013), Forgetting Ctesiphon: Iran’s Pre-Islamic Past, c. 800-100, in: Ph. Wood (ed.),
History and Identity in Late Antique Near East, Oxford: 169—186.

Schindel, N. (2018), Sasanian Mints—Where and Why?, in: B. Woytek (ed.), Infrastructure and Distri-
bution in Ancient Economies, Wien: 497-518.

Shahbazi, A. S. (1990), Capital Cities, £/ online, https://iranicaonline.org/articles/capital-cities.

Shenkar, M. (2018), The Coronation of the Early Sasanians, Ctesiphon, and the Great Diadem of Pai-
kuli, Journal of Persianate Studies 11: 113—139.

Simpson, St John (2022), Ctesiphon, Oxford Biblical Studies Online, http://www.oxfordbiblicalstudies.
com/article/opr/t256/e259.

Simpson, St John, Molleson, Th. (2014), Old Bones Overturned: New Evidence for Funerary Practices
from the Sasanian Empire, in: A. Fletcher, D. Antoine, J. D. Hill (eds.), Regarding the Dead: Hu-
man Remains in the British Museum, London: 77-90.

Streck, M. (1900), Die alte Landschaft Babylonien nach den arabischen Geographen, Leiden.

Streck, M. (1917), Seleucia und Ktesiphon, Leipzig.

Upton, J. M. (1932), The Expedition to Ctesiphon, 1931-1932, Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin
27(8): 188-197.

Vasunia, Ph. (2021), Memories of Empire: Literature and Art, Nostalgia and Trauma, in: P. F. Bang,
C. A. Bayly, W. Scheidel (eds.), The Oxford World History of Empire, vol. I: The Imperial Expe-
rience, Oxford: 497-522.





