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In his long digression on the character and dubious philosophical achievements
of the Sasanian king Kusro I Anoshirvan, the sixth-century Roman advocate,
poet, and historian Agathias states, “The philosophers of our age had come to the
conclusion, because the official religion of the Roman Empire was not to their
liking, that the Persian state was much superior. So they gave a ready hearing to
the stories in general circulation according to which Persia was the land of ‘Plato’s
philosopher king’ in which justice reigned supreme. Apparently, the subjects, too,
were models of decency and good behavior and there was no such thing as theft,
brigandage, or any other sort of crime.”" With this notion, a group of Neoplatonist
philosophers from Athens journeyed to the court of Kusro. But they quickly
became disillusioned with the barbarism of Persian customs and the superficiality
of the king’s philosophical knowledge, and eventually begged Kusro to facilitate
their return to the Roman Empire.?

Because Agathias made use of Persian sources and eyewitness informants
in constructing his long excurses on the Sasanians, modern scholars justifiably
have viewed his Histories as the most important Roman source on Sasanian Iran.’
Correspondingly, Agathias’ negative assessment of the society, customs, and rulers
of Persians have been taken as representative of the attitudes of Roman authors in
sixth-century Constantinople toward barbarous Persia and its barbarian Sasanian
kings. These negative views would have been rooted in Roman writers’ confidence
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in their own society’s absolute organizational, military, cultural, and moral pre-
eminence over its eastern neighbor.*

Nevertheless, the passage raises a point that needs further explanation, namely
Agathias’ observation, repeated on several occasions, about the general circulation
of tales citing the superiority of the justice and governance of the Persian kings.’
Before we dismiss this assertion of his own iconoclasm as a literary fopos, we might
note that several of Agathias’ contemporaries, writing in the reigns of Justinian
and his successors, did express a wary respect or even outright admiration for the
achievements of the Sasanians. Indeed, in his vehement distaste for the Persians,
Agathias was the odd man out, complaining ineffectively about a conventional
wisdom of ambivalence toward or even admiration of the Persians, an attitude he
viewed as fundamentally flawed, even dangerous. Yet the survival of Agathias’
work in its entirety has perhaps lent it an authority it lacked in his own time.

In an effort to put Agathias into his proper historical and literary contexts vis-a-
vis the Sasanians, this study will explore how authors in Constantinople in the mid-
to late sixth century portrayed the Sasanian Empire. Its fundamental premise is that
the historical writing of Agathias was essentially reactive, dismissive, or hostile
toward intellectual currents common in Constantinopolitan literary circles that
Agathias regarded as unjustifiably “pro-Persian.” Focusing on Agathias’ challenges
to the works of other writers, this study also will examine the occupational and
ideological distinctions between Agathias and his contemporaries, emphasizing
the important role of bureaucrats, diplomats, and military men in the intellectual
circles of sixth-century Byzantium. It will conclude with a brief attempt to account
for why so many writers in the times of Justinian and his successors portrayed
the Persians in an equivocal or openly positive light, and the implications of this
literary tendency for the modern historian.

At a number of points in his digressions on the Persians, Agathias explicitly
identifies where his own conclusions diverge from the opinions of “the crowd”
or other writers, particularly those he claims to respect, such as Procopius.
Agathias explicitly criticized three approaches to the Persians that he suggested
were common in contemporary writing: (1) assertions of the superior moral and
intellectual character of individual Persians and their kings,® (2) beliefs in the
antiquity and distinction of Persian civilization,” and (3) claims of the superiority
of the Sasanian political system, often predicated on Neoplatonic notions of ideal
kingship, as seen in the introductory quotation.?

4 For Byzantine ethnography in this period, see Michael Maas, ““Delivered from Their
Ancient Customs’: Christianity and the Question of Cultural Change in Early Byzantine
Ethnography,” in Kenneth Mills, Anthony Grafton, eds., Conversion in Late Antiquity and
the Early Middle Ages: Seeing and Believing (Rochester, NY, 2003), pp. 152-188.
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Writers from Diplomatic, Military, and Bureaucratic Circles

Why was Agathias so often at odds with his contemporaries on the subject of
Sasanians? Although Agathias circulated in Constantinopolitan literary
ircles like other writers, he was, in several senses, an outsider. His middling
skill as a poet kept him from reaching the heights attained by his friend Paul the
Silentiary. His turn to historical writings was more successful, but, unlike Paul,
never attracted the notice of patrons of any great status.’ Indeed, in spite of
his position as an advocate (scholasticus) and his access to a range of written and
an informants (the most impressive being the Syrian translator Sergius, who
provided him access to the Sasanian royal archives, and the physician Uranius,
who met King Kusro), Agathias seems to have lacked the necessary contacts and
falent to catapult himself into the highest echelons of Constantinople’s literary
ite. By contrast, the attitudes toward the Persians that offended Agathias were
aracteristic of authors circulating in more elevated literary circles than himself:
on the one hand, diplomats and military men, and on the other, bureaucrats and
intellectuals marginalized by the upstart Justinian.
The first of these literary circles consisted of high-ranking ambassadors and
soldiers who had encountered Persians face to face, including such writers as
Procopius, Peter the Patrician, Menander Protector, and pseudo-Maurice.'* Their
works prominently displayed their erudition on military matters, travel, and
sthnography. By contrast, Agathias had few ranking military contacts and was little
nterested in the niceties of a well-executed military maneuver, preferring calculated
literary allusion to the accurate recounting of campaigns and battles." Agathias’
travel experience likewise was limited to his hometown Myrina, Alexandria in
Egypt, where he received his legal training, and Constantinople. Thus, Agathias’
knowledge of the Persians seems to have been entirely secondhand, as a distant,
‘menacing presence over the horizon.
By contrast, Agathias’ contemporaries in diplomatic and military circles echoed
in their writings the language of mutuality and respect used in Roman negotiations
nd diplomatic correspondence with the Persians. Peter the Patrician, describing
negotiations between Narseh and Galerius two-and-a-half centuries before, reports
the use of the term “the two eyes of the world” to describe the Roman and Persian
‘monarchs.'? Similarly, in official communiqués the two monarchs addressed each
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other in the terms of brotherhood, and Romans reserved the imperial title basileus
exclusively for the Roman Emperor and Sasanian King of Kings.

It is tempting to dismiss this language as a rhetorical flourish borrowed from
diplomatic missives. Nevertheless, soldiers and diplomats clearly regarded
their Persian counterparts as more than simple barbaroi, like the peoples of the
northern and western frontiers. A notable example comes in Procopius’ account of
the emperor Arcadius (383-408) placing his son, the infant Theodosius II, under
the guardianship of Yazdgard I, in which the historian praises Arcadius’ wisdom
and the Sasanian king’s “nobility of character” for keeping the peace with Rome
and for securing Theodosius’ place on the throne.”® Even though this incident
has something of a legendary cast—Agathias complains that he was unable to
find written evidence to verify Procopius’ account even though the story “was
repeated by both the upper classes and the common people”'*—it still highlights
Procopius’ grudging respect for the Persians, and presumably a belief common
among the wagging tongues of Constantinople. In contrast, Agathias vehemently
criticizes Arcadius’ action (and Procopius’ analysis of it), suggesting that the dying
emperor had placed Theodosius in the hands of “a foreigner and a barbarian, the
ruler of a bitterly hostile nation, a man who in matters of honor and justice was
an unknown quantity, and who on top of everything else was an adherent of a
false religion.”"s Thus curiously, whereas Agathias’ natural tendency is toward
suspicion of Persian motives, Procopius seems generally to assume that Persians
are at least as honorable in their conduct as Romans.

Procopius and other writers from military and diplomatic circles clearly
admired their counterparts in the Persian military and bureaucracy for practical
reasons, viewing them as opponents who were products of storied martial and
scribal traditions not far removed from the Romans’ own. Military writers saw
the Persians as worthy adversaries both on the battlefield and at the negotiating
table. Pseudo-Maurice, writing the Strategikon near the end of the sixth century,
neatly summarized the attitudes of a Roman military man, stating: “The Persian
nation is wicked, dissembling, and servile, but at the same time patriotic and
obedient.”'¢ Although they certainly were not to be trusted, the Persians were the
only adversaries whose discipline and organization measured up to the Romans’

13 Procopius, Bell.Pers. 1.2.1-10. Procopius presents a number of other examples of
his positive views of individual Persian kings and leaders include: ibid. 1.2.11-15, 1.7.29-
35, 1.11.1-35.

14 Agathias 4.26.4. Agathias’ dismissal (4.26.3—7) of Procopius’ assessment raises
several questions about why Procopius introduced his account of the contemporary conflict
between Rome and Iran with this incident. Was this to set the present situation apart from the
previous one? To criticize diplomatic efforts under Justin and Justinian (e.g. their rejection
of Kavad’s regency over Kusro)? To demonstrate that Procopius’ belief that Persians might
be trusted was naive?

15 Agathias 4.26.6, translation from Frendo, Agathias, p. 129.

16 Pseudo-Maurice, Strategikon 11.4.






