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Introduction

“Eine Sasanidische Zeitschrift”

“Eransabr is from the Ami Darya (“Oxus”) river to Mesr (Nile) river
and these other regions are around it, and from these seven regions,
Eransahr is more magnanimous in every part”.!

It has been one hundred and twenty-nine years since the first volume of the
Byzantinische Zeitschrift, the Byzantine studies journal was established in 1892
by the German scholar, Karl Krumbacher (1856-1909), and one of the foremost
founders of modern Byzantine Studies as an independent academic discipline.
Since then, Byzantine Studies has been both ez vogue and at times out of favor in
the academia. But what s certain is that since Diocletian or Constantine, the impact
and legacy of Byzantium looms large, not only for the history of the Mediterranean,
but also for that of the Near East. A search on the database of world libraries gives
close to over a hundred thousand books and articles on Byzantine subjects. This
is certainly worthy of an empire which lasted for a thousand years and had to
deal with various foes and friends, from Northern Europe to Arabia in the South
as well as the Iranian Empire to the East, ruled by their powerful political rivals,
the Sasanian dynasty, who called their empire Eransabr “The Territory of the
Aryans/Iranians” and the people, Eran “Iranians”. However, the Sasanian Empire
(224-651 cE) in comparison has received far less scholarly attention, although that
is slowly changing. At the beginning of Late Antiquity in the 3¢ century cg, the
Sasanians in their heyday dominated Western Asia, extending from Mesopotamia
to Central Asia and Northern India and controlled the territory from Oxus to
Euphrates, including parts of Southeast Asia, Armenia, and — for a short period in
the early seventh century — even Egypt and greater Syria, and also made military
forays deep into India and established regular diplomatic relations with China.
Together with the Imperium Romanum, the two empires referred to themselves as
the “Two Eyes of the Earth’ in their diplomatic interactions. Being an overwhelming

1 The Preface to the Sahname-ye Abi Mansirs; cf. Qazvini, M. 1363: Moghadame-ye
Sahname-ye Abii Mansiri. In: A. EQBAL (ed.): Bist magale-ye Ghazvini. Tehran, p. 49;
MoONCHI-ZADEH, in editing the text, forces the issue by attempting to correct the text
based on the traditional boundaries of the Sasanian empire, where he replaced the Nile
River with that of forar “Euphrates”; cf. MoncHI-ZADEH, D. 1975: Topographisch-
historische Studien zum iranischen Nationalepos (Abhandlungen fiir die Kunde des
Morgenlandes 41, 2). Wiesbaden, p. 8.
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X Introduction

world-power, the Sasanians seriously challenged the Roman Empire and, later, the
Byzantine Empire to claim a hegemonic predominance in the Middle East and
were successfully able to establish an empire with a stable political centre, as well
as an international trading network. Culturally, the Sasanian influence went far
beyond its political boundaries, where Jaxartes in the East, Arabia in the South,
Georgia and Armenia in the Caucasus and Syria and Egypt in the Near East and
Africa was felt. Sasanian art, Middle Persian literature, its world of luxury and
etiquette was known and emulated, and its economic reach was felt in all the way
to China. Even with the fall of the Sasanian Empire in the seventh century Cck,
to quote Ehsan Yarshater, “the Persian presence in Islam,” impacted every aspect
of life and culture which was a product of earlier Sasanian cultural achievement.
Among others, the genre of Pahlavi andarz-literature (anthologies of advice and
Life wisdoms regarding proper behaviours) enjoyed considerable attention among
the Muslim conquerors. The ‘Abbasids (750-1258 ck) and their successors adopted
the Sasanian congenial models of lifestyle, culture and manners, translated,
modified and redacted many of these works into Arabic and later also into New
Persian, which gave the birth to the Perso-Arabic adab literature and the Persian
handbooks of general etiquette and on political mirrors for princes that combined
ethical with political advice.

However, the amount of research done on the Sasanian Empire is infinitesimal
compared to that of Byzantine Empire. Until the twenty first century there
were only three or four survey books of the Sasanian World. Positions for this
field of study was almost non-existent, and the number of edited and translated
Middle Persian texts was in dire need of attention. Archaeology presented hope
and has been more promising, but the political tensions and wars has made
Iraq, what is known as the “Heart of Eransahr” (Persian del-e iransahr)?, and
Afghanistan and Balkh, things difficult and the recent political changes in the
region, unfortunately makes this hope even more impossible.

It is only in the twenty first century that more scholars and tomes are
being written on the Sasanians, an important period of Iranian, Near Eastern
and World history. The reason for this new interest is varied, but clearly the
inclusion of the Sasanian Empire within the temporal field of Late Antiquity
/ Antiquité Tardive / Spitantike, has brought this civilization into dialogue
with that of the Romano-Byzantine World and it is becoming clear that in
order to understand the larger picture of the field of late antiquity, knowing
both empires is a desideratum. The Sasanians are often regarded among the
historians and scholars of the ancient world as the faithful inheritors of the
Achaemenids (559-330 BCE). Proclaiming Zoroastrianism as the state religion
of the empire, they had a great impact on the development of other religions,
namely Christianity, Manichaeism, Judaism and Buddhism among others and

2 Mustawfi of Qazwin, Hamdallah 1919: The Geographical Part of the Nuzhat-al- Qulib.
Translated by Guy L STRANGE. E.J. W. (Gibb Memorial Trust, XXIII). Leyden, p. 34.
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thus have made a significant contribution in the emergence and evolution of
late antique religions. Most specifically the Christians and Jews played an
important role and flourished under the rule of the Sasanians. Whereas the
Nestorian Catholicus and the Jewish Exilarch dwelled in the Sasanian capital of
Ctesiphon (Tisftn), both the cities and the neighbouring regions were inhabited
by predominantly Christians and Jews. This made Sasanian Iraq to a major
centre of Judaism and gave birth to the Babylonian Talmud. They also left also
a significant impact on the later established Islamic Empire of the ‘Abbasids
(750-1258 cE) and their successors. Furthermore, the Sasanian Empire was an
Asiatic Empire which was not only Westward looking, towards Rome, but had
relations with that of the Kushans (putting an end to it in 224 cg), the Guptas in
India, nomadic tribes and kingdoms of Central Asia, and also that of China. In
a sense the Sasanian Empire was the middle empire of the world empires of late
antiquity. It was both powerful, and due to its position, a conduit for exchange
of knowledge, ideas and commodities in the Afro-Eurasian world.

© Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.

Fig. 2. Drachm of Ardax$ir I. Ap 223/4-240,
26mm, 4.32 g, 3h, Mint C (Ctesiphon).

The recent finds, both of archaeological, material culture and literary nature
has made the field of Sasanian Studies more enticing. For these reasons and
others, it was decided that a Zeitschrift should be dedicated to this large and one
of the long-lasting empires of the Near East, which will be published for the
time being annually. We seriously hope that in this way, we can not only better
understand the empire of Eransahr, but also that of Rome/Byzantium, Central
Asia during time, but also the foundation of Islamic Civilization. One does not
necessarily need to look at Mecca for the only beginning, as Ctesiphon, close
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to Baghdad was an important center for things to come. Thus, Sasanian history
and its civilization illuminates our understanding of the history of humanity,
both synchronically and diachronically in time and space.

Our inaugural issue is characterized by a selection of innovative and fresh
researches, done by excellent scholars in the field. We are delighted that so many
eminent scholars of the Sasanian Empire and Late Antiquity have responded to
our invitation, for which we thank them all very much.

Shervin Farridnejad & Touraj Daryaee
Berlin/Irvine, Summer 2021





