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As the two greatest powers in the region, Sasanian Persia and Byzantium were often at odds
with each other. In 528, after much fighting and loss, a peace was negotiated, but was soon
broken on three separate occasions: between Chosroes | and Justinian; Chosroes | and Justin Il;
and finally, Chosroes Il and Herakleios. This last war, enduring nearly 26 years, decimated both
empires irreparably. Prior to this, however, a standing alliance was established between
Emperor Maurice and Chosroes I, after the former restored the latter to the Sasanian throne.
Once Phokas usurped Maurice's throne and killed him and his family, Chosroes Il revived the
hostility between the two empires, using the murder of Maurice and the restoration of his
fugitive son to the throne as justification for invasion.! Chosroes Il took advantage of the
brewing civil war in Byzantium, and advanced in Syria and Cappadocia, as Herakleios entered
Constantinople to take the throne from Phokas.

Arguably one of the biggest blows to Byzantine morale was the sack of Jerusalem and the
capture of the True Cross.” After years of fighting and defeat, Herakleios brought his empire
victory against the Sasanian empire in 624, when, taking command of the operations himself, he
invaded Atropatene and forced Chosroes Il to flee.? It was here where Herakleios vindicated the
sacking of Jerusalem by destroying Adur-Gushnasp. By 628, Herakleios had achieved his final
victory, as Chosroes |l was deposed and replaced by his eldest son Kavadh Shiroe, who appealed
for peace with the Byzantines.® The importance of the emperor's successes is reflected in the
poetry of George Pisides. A court poet, Pisides wrote numerous works chronicling Herakleios'
victory against the Persian enemy. In this paper, | will focus primarily on the Herakleias, Pisides'
last major poem on the Persian campaigns, to examine the depiction of Chosroes II, Persia, and
Zoroastrianism. Composed around 628, the Herakleias is separated into three cantos and
celebrates Herakleios' overthrow of Phokas, his victory over the Persians, and culminates with
the death of Chosroes II.° | began by providing a brief context for the poem, | will follow with a
background on the author, and will conclude by providing the original text with English
translation of the passages that concern Chosroes I, with my accompanying analysis.

In Constantinople, Pisides played both secular and religious functions: he served in the
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patriarchal administration and was a deacon in the Hagia Sophia, in addition to being
commissioned by Herakleios to write works ranging from epigrams commemorating buildings to
war poetry and encomia.® Although typically categorized as a panegyric work, the Herakleias
combines theological, mythological, and political elements. Pisides wrote campaign narratives,
which show the mechanics of war, but also express the common conception of Chosroes Il and
Persia. Most of the Herakleias depicts Herakleios as God's champion against Zoroastrian Iran,
comparing him to biblical and classical figures. Pisides' writing is complex, with use of an
extensive, elevated vocabulary, and is not easily understood, presumably even for his
contemporaries. The images and writing style are often so obscure that it is unlikely that anyone
besides the highly-educated men of the court understood it.” From the structure of his poetry, it
is argued that it was intended to be read aloud (dkpodoeig), which might further bolster the
argument that it was an encomiastic work to be presented before the emperor.®

There are several recurring themes in Pisides' poetry: Chosroes Il as an insult to God and
Christendom, and Herakleios as being under God's protection.9 His works served as a powerful
tool of propaganda for Herakleios' campaigns and conquests. Pisides eloquently denounced
Chosroes Il and the Zoroastrian “worship of created things rather than the Creator.”*° This kind
of propaganda no doubt struck a chord with the Christian populace that had seen their Christian
symbol—the True Cross—stolen by blasphemous hands. Creating poetry that emphasized the
barbarian nature of the Sasanian Empire would weaken common Byzantine loyalties to Persia,
and in this way, would function to create support for the emperor's campaigns. The war had
been going on for over twenty years, with countless deaths; Herakleios was desperately fighting
off invasions on all sides of the empire. This is why the emperor presumably needed Pisides to
engender support for his actions. In this work, the Herakleios is compared to biblical and
classical figures alike: Herakles, Perseus, Noah, and Moses. The Herakles comparison is most
interesting because in classical mythology, he was a civilizing character who defeated and
subjugated the sub-human and base.™ By comparing Herakleios to Herakles, Pisides
transformed the emperor's war against Persia into a noble one, in which Herakleios civilized the
otherwise uncivilized Persians.*?

Herakleios retaliated for the sacking of Jerusalem and the theft of the True Cross when he
polluted the sacred fire temple by throwing corpses into the waters of the sacred lake, among
other things. He destroyed the Zoroastrian temple, and in this way demonstrated, at least for
the eyes of his Empire, that the war against the Sassanian was a religious one.’® Pisides
developed this idea throughout the Herakleias, incorporating biblical allusions into his poem,
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which will be discussed below.
Pisides opens the Herakleias with a cosmological description of the fall of Chosroes—the
embodiment of earthly evil. Through the help of God, Chosroes's reign has come to an end:
AyoAALaoBw mdG XopOg TWV ACTEPWV
TOV A0TPOSOUAOV SEIKVUWV TTEMTWKOTA
Kal trv €éautod mt@olv Ayvonkota:
oUK €0TeyYeV Yap N KTLOLG TILWHEVN
kav duocoePnBeig 0 Ktioag Aveixeto.
vOV avoéAnvog | oeAfvn AoUIETW
100 Xoopbdou Afjyovtog éyyuwuévn
Mépoag To Aowmov un Beoupyelv TNV KTioLy.
kal vOv O TpLopEYLOTOG RALOU TTOAOG,
Aovoag €autov tfj kaBdpoel TV povwy,
Bod, AaAetl ool tv odaynv Tol Xoopdou,
Beol BePnAoug ékpuywv umoYiag.

Let all the chorus of stars rejoice

showing the slave to the stars having fallen

ignorant of his own fall.

The One who created the world would not tolerate it,
having received disrespect.

Now let the all-shining moon shine

As Chosroes is coming to an end

The moon is pledging that

The Persians no longer serve the earth

And now the greatest sun

Having washed itself in the catharsis of the murders
Speaks out loud, and is telling you the slaughter of Chosroes
Having escaped the sacrilegious views of the god.*

It is proposed that this opening section of the poem echoes the Psalms, but | would rather
argue that Pisides used Zoroastrian imagery to further undermine its existence.” Pisides depicts
the end of Chosroes by using Persian religious and political imagery. Instead of upholding its
former master, the moon now pledges that the “Persians no longer serve the earth”
Additionally, the Persian royal epithets may also have a place within this context. In 529, Kavadh
called himself “King of King's, of the rising sun,” and addressed a letter to Emperor Justinian as
“Flavius Justinianus Caesar of the sinking moon.”*® If Pisides had this in mind, the moon that
Kavadh claimed was sinking is now full and ascending. The sun, which represented the Persian

¥ Ppisides: 1.1-12; All translations are my own.

Whitby 2002: 170, here the author writes that Psalms 94(95).1, 97(98).7f, 99.(100).1 are reflected in this

section, though she does not address this any further.

Whitby1994b: 233, the author writes that the the sun was the symbol of peace, and the moon of war. | do not
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Empire, has now been washed clean of its pollution. In 358, Shapur Il called himself in a letter to
Constantius Il, “Shapur, King of kings, partner of the stars, brother of the sun and moon.”*” In
other words, the Byzantine Empire had regained its strength and conquered Persia, both
physically through war and symbolically by reversing these cosmological associations. This is a
clear expression of both a Byzantine victory over Sasanian Persia, and also of Christianity over
Zoroastrianism.

Pisides continues in his description of the fall of Persia by incorporating biblical references to
Daniel:

okiptnoov aibnp- 0 kpat®v MepookpATng
0 mupooAatpng €lodpwbn Xoopong.
TIAALV KApLvog Mepotkn kat deutépa
Spooiletatl GAOE T AavinA TQ) Seutépw),
avwdepnc 8¢ kaimep oloa TV PUoLY
XEttaL kat’ auTv Kot StwkeL kal GAEYEL
TOUG THV Ttovnpav ékmupwaoavtag GpAdya:
TIAALV AEOVTWV NYPLWHEVWV OTOU

elg yfjv 6 U@V Nepotknv avedpayn:
TLAALV TtapoLVEl SucoeBHNC 6 Xoopong

kal p Beoupyel kal Be0¢ pavraletal,
£w¢ oLV aUT® Kol TO Tlp UTepPpaoav
oLV t@® Beoupynoavtt cuykatedpOapn:

Move, aether. The one ruling over the Persians

The one worshiping the flame, Chosroes, has been put in darkness.
Again the fire, and again the Persian furnace

Is being put out by the second Daniel,

The fire expanding upwards by its nature

It pours out towards them and pursues them and burns
Those who have been burning the evil fire.

The mouth of the bewildered lions

Has again been shut because of us

Towards the Persian land.

Again, Chosroes is getting drunk impiously

And is making the divine fire, and imagining the fire

Until the fire, having boiled over,

Was completely destroyed together with him, its maker.®

This reference first to Daniel and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednago, and then to Daniel and the
lions reflects Herakleios' overthrow of the fire-worshiping Chosroes. In the first comparison,
Herakleios is called “the second Daniel,” who puts out the Persian furnace, much like Shadrach,

7 Whitby 1994b: 234 S
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Meshach, and Abednago withstand King Nebuchadnezzar's fiery furnace.’® In this way,
Herakleios and all Christendom, through their faith, withstand and extinguish the furnaces of
the fire-worshiping Persians. Pisides then writes about the shutting of the lions' mouths, which
is in reference to Daniel being thrown in the lions' den.?® In this passage, the Persian king Darius
throws Daniel to the lions because Daniel refuses to stop praying to God. When he is thrown in
the den, however, he is not eaten because, as Daniel says, God sent an angel who shut the lions'
mouths. In this way, the lions, or Persians, have been trounced by the Christian faith. It has also
been proposed that the lion was associated with the Zoroastrian evil spirit Ahriman, which was
a display of Achaemenid and Assyrian kings as defenders of order and truth against chaos.? If
this is indeed the case, then the reference to Daniel and the lions could have a deeper meaning,
and Pisides could be further undermining the Persian religion by equating them to a despised
Zoroastrian demon. Throughout the poem, Chosroes is depicted as “getting drunk impiously”
and worshiping fire. This reflects the Byzantine perception of Persians, or at least Chosroes, as
being excessive in their actions and lacking self-control. For much of the Byzantine populace,
Zoroastrianism may have been simply understood as a fire-centered religion with its devotees
incessantly drinking as part of their worship, and Pisides could have exploited this here.
The first poetic censure of Chosroes comes to an end with a description of his vulgarities and
violence against humanity:

TLAALV TTAPOLVET KOl LETALPEL TAV KTioV

Z€pén te T Tplv Avtepilel kal BEAeL

Tt HEV meTp®oal Tov BuBov toic Aswpavolg,

i 8 ad ye TV yiv Kupoat®oat Toic AUBpotc:

ylyavtid 8¢ kat tupavvijoat B€AeL

Kal TOvV PO AvVIwWV €ikovilel BaAtdoap

Xpaivwyv ta Bgla T® poAuou® Thg LEBNG,

£€w¢ kat avtol daktulog Benyopog

i) 6€Ldl oOU XPWHEVOC XELPOYPAPW

Pndou pelaivng éésdwvnos kplotv.

Anfyouot Aowmov ai Bpoxal Thv atpdtwy,

deLyeL TO pelipa TRV AelppUTWV PoOVwWY,

n v Blaiolg ouk €voyAettal tadoLlg,

BaAatta AUBpwv oL plaivetal UoEL

TOV aiypaAwtwy ol Bpuel TO Sakpuov,

ApYEL TO AoLTOV ) MAOKN TFig Ayxovng,

006elg pet’ 6Eoug ékkevwoag aibainv

TV piva molelv ékBlaletal otoua:

ta §évdpa vekpolg ol Bapeltal popTiolg,

amoug, axelpog ol Bapel TOV avxEva:

TIANPELG EKAOTW TWV LEADV al oUVOEDELG:

o08el¢ apolprv cuudopdg avtiotpodou

" Daniel 3:11-30; Whitby 1994: 215
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TV Xelpa KiXpd TV modiMV AVTEPYATLY:
AAN" oUpavog yij mip UOWpP ANp VEDN
Kal TdG 6 KOoOUOC TV AVw Kol TV KATW
KPOTEL oLV ATV To0 Ocol T oKEPpATA
£VOC TTEOOVTOG KOl CECWOUEVWV OAWV.
viv TOV nupauyi Xoopong Ewadopov
Eyvw Lodwdn, kal MAAvNTaG 00K EXELV
TOUG EMTd dnotv, GAN OAoug TouG AOTEPAG:
vV mavtog alToug éunecwy T@ Taptdpw
BAEmeL okOTEWVOUG €€ Avaykng Eomépoug
Kal th¢ £’ auTtolg dotoxroag EAmidog
o0¢ v étipa, buooePel teBappévog.
ntol viv 0 Afjpog TV delopalidv paywv;
niol TV év aotpolg dpylwy To OKEUATA,
TOl0G MECOVTA XOOPONV WPOOKOTIEL,
navtwg €6o&ev Eunecelv T() to0 Kpdvou-
TEKVOU yap Opualc 6 opayelg Avnpeon.

He is excessive and takes out the earth

And competes with Xerxes, of the former times,

And seeks here to stir the world, make earth of ocean

and fill with waves of mud the Earth.

He becomes big and wants to rule,

and above all he copies Belshazzar,

staining the divine with the filth of drunkenness,

until the finger, inspired by god,

using the manuscript with your right hand,

the finger proclaimed the judgment of the sentence in black ink.
The rains of blood have finally come to an end,

the flow of the ever-flowing murders leave,

the earth is no longer bothered by violence on graves,

the sea is not defiled by the flow of earth,

the tears of hostages no longer pour fourth,

the wreath of the noose is idle,

no one forces to make nose a mouth, emptying smoke with vinegar.
The trees no longer carry the dead,

without feet, without hands, there is no longer a burden on the neck.
Nobody lends as a reward of a misfortune which is returned.
The hand as an opponent of the feet.

But sky, earth, fire, water air, clouds,

and all the universe of the upper and lower clashes

the plans of God with us, because

one fell and everyone was saved.

Now Chosroes knows the fiery



bright morning star is dark and

he says there are not seven planets.

Now having fallen to Tartarus, he sees all

of those dark evening stars, out of necessity

and having missed hope for those things,

which he honored while living, and while buried he defiled
Now where is the nonsense of the always-envying magi?
Where in the stars are the patterns of the Mysteries?
Who will be in the ascendant while Chosroes is falling?
Certainly he seems to have fallen to that of Kronos.

The slaughterer was killed by the violence of his child.?

Chosroes is once again depicted as an indulgent drunk, and is compared to the excessive Xerxes
and Belshazzar. In the book of Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar sacked and defiled a temple in
Jerusalem, and at a feast, his son, Belshazzar, requests to drink out of the sacred objects taken
from that temple. Once drunk, Belshazzar sees a hand inscribe writing on the wall, which was
later interpreted to prophecy his death and the destruction of his empire.23 Pisides alludes to
this story to show that like Belshazzar, Chosroes destroyed and defiled a sacred temple in
Jerusalem, and has also met his death and the destruction of his empire. In the latter portion of
this excerpt, Pisides writes that now that Chosroes has fallen, hostages are freed, murders have
stopped, and the earth and trees are no longer heavy with the weight of corpses. Through the
downfall of Chosroes, everyone is saved. Pisides further mocks Chosroes by asking why his magi
had not foreseen his imminent death. He also makes an allusion to Zeus's slaying of his father
Kronos, which mirrors Chosroes's own death and his son Kavadh Il's succession to the Persian
throne.

Making another biblical allusion to belittle Chosroes and to extol Herakleios, Pisides equates the
emperor to Noah:

kal vOv 0 N@e Thg véag oikoupévng

KIBWTOV €VpE TV Eautod Kapdiay,

Kal méoav £véov évtebelkwg TNV puov
adfikev alTAV €i¢ EvomAa TaypOTO

ETL TG KATAKAUOUG X0OpOoU ppoupPOoUUEVNV:

And now Noah, of the new creation, he found

in his heart the ark, and having placed all of
nature inside, he left nature to the armed

order, being guarded for the flood of Chosroes.**

In this context, Chosroes represents a flood of sins that would have destroyed all civilization,

Pisides: 1.26-64
Daniel: 5.1-31
Pisides: 1.84-88



had Herakleios not saved it. In another passage, Pisides writes about the destruction of the city
of Doubios (Dwin):

ANV tadta oy® Kal tov E0dpdtou mopov,

85U oL tpéxwv mapfABec EbdpdTou Aoy,

TV SPAOTLKAV TE KAl PET EPYWV EUMOVWV

WG év mapépyw oupdopav tol AoupLog,

elye mpoonkel cupudopd mapekaoal

Vv eboeBolvtL Seomdtn mopOBoupévnv

| SucoePBolvtL Xoopon oecwaopévnv.

Excluding these, through which you passed the Euphrates, running,
| am silent about the drastic and painful works

as that misfortune of the city Doubios.

Come now, it befits the misfortune to

make similar if the humble despot destroyed the city

or the impious Chosroes saved it.*>

Here, Pisides seems to gloss over what happened to this Armenian city, but instead declares
that it is better that the city was destroyed by Herakleios, than remaining intact under Chosroes.
The poet is clearly trying to paint the most destructive actions of Herakleios as more beneficial
than the best actions of Chosroes. It would be better for a Christian ruler to raze a city than it
would be to let it thrive under a barbarian one.
In the final passage of the second canto, Pisides details Herakleios' capture of the sacred fire-
temple of Adur-Gushnasp:

EKEWVOC 0LV EKTI(E TAVEE TNV TIOAWY

elc mupyov Gkpov, €ig amopOnTov TOMOV,

elc telyoc, wg £6¢eLée, Tiic apaptiac:

EKET yap €Xe X0opodNC Katl Toug payoug (200)

Kal toU¢ £autold mpootdtag tolg GvBpakac,

Sewi kpatnOelg eikotwe LMoY ia

ur tou¢ oefaoctolC alyUaAWTOUG Apmaonc.

And so he (Ardashir) built this city

on the top of a bulwark, at the impregnable place,

on the wall of sin, as he showed.

For there, Chosroes had his magis and his chiefs of coal (fire),
holding in fear, similarly in suspicion,

that you might take hostage the devoted ones.”®

The fire-temple is described as a place of sin, housing Chosroes' magis and fire-worshipers.
Pisides addresses Herakleios and writes that Chosroes held himself in this seemingly

> Ppisides: 2.160-166 (09
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impregnable temple, fearing that he would be captured. Pisides continues by writing about how
Herakleios then broke through this impregnable wall and reluctantly massacred everyone there.
The second canto comes to a close with the following words:

TPGITOV PEV 0LV, KPATLOTE, TMV OKUAWY BAWV
annvBpdkwaoag Toug Beol¢ Thg Nepoidog,
SeKTAC Amapxag T Oe® oou MpoodEpwV
TA T@OV MPOoNMATMWY X0opoou KeLURAL:
oBevvuc yap altoug EpAeyeg TOV Xoopony,
oU) Worep €xBpo¢ ol Mupo¢ ThG ololag
—8Aog yap €L ip T Oed ouVNpUEVOC—,
QAN w¢ EAeVBEpaV TE KAl CECWOUEVNV
BEAwV npoodgat T Oe® Kal TAV KTioL.
annAAdyn yap kol to nip poAuouaTwyv

Tf) mpookuvAoeL LaAAov E§uBpLopEvoy,
EXEL 6E TNV TV KAANV ATiiay,

T ofi kaBapOev eLoePeT kabalpEoel

Kal oupdEPOVTWG SUCTUXETY AVETSKETO
KAADG TEPPWOEV | KAKWG AVNULUEVOV.
oUTw¢ €kelvo mav to nip katacBEoag
adiikag oubEv, ANV 0cov AaA£ly €6¢L,
omvonpa Ukpov €ic 1o PpALEaL Xooponv.

And so first, most noble one, you burned to cinder the Persian gods,
accepting the first-fruits, you offer

all the spoils of the ancestors of Chosroes to God,

For extinguishing those, you burned Chosroes,

not just as an enemy of the element of fire

—for truly you are all fire united with God—

but as freed and saved

wanting to break that creation for God.

The fire, being set free of defilement,

by their acts of worship, was called even more insolently,
and considers it an honor to be dishonored,

purified from your pious destruction

and with advantage, bears the misfortune

and being burned to ashes is good and being lit, bad.

So putting out all that fire,

you left nothing, excluding that as is said

a small spark to burn Chosroes.”

Herakleios offers the spoils of war to God, but most importantly, he destroys the fire that the
Zoroastrians worship. Pisides realizes, however, that fire is still an element of God, and for this

27
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reason, reverts the meaning of fire back to a Christian one as “all fire united with God.” In
defeating Chosroes, Herakleios saves all men, but he also saves fire, which had been dishonored
by Zoroastrian worship for so long.

George Pisides was a renowned poet with a great legacy, which kept his words and images in
the Byzantine literary memory for centuries.”® However, poems serve as reflections of their time
and should be analyzed within their historical contexts.” Aside from providing information
about Herakleios' march to Persia, this poem offers a basic level of understanding about how
the imperial court wanted to portray their Sasanian enemy. It is worth noting that during this
time, a series of changes took place to court ceremony and politics, which placed a greater
emphasis on the divine source of imperial authority. This is evidenced in Herakleios crowning his
infant son Constans Il in the Hagia Sophia.30 There was also a noticeable change in the revival
and production of culture, as Herakleios and Patriarch Sergios patronized philosophy and
literature.> This is exemplified in Pisides' poems, which are indicative of Herakleios' hands-on
method as emperor.

It has also been argued that the Roman-Persian war brought about apocalyptic sentiments
among Christians who took its length as a sign that the world was coming to an end.** This
might also have been reason for Herakleios to commission Pisides' work on his successful
expeditions, which would restore the ideology of the emperor. By comparing Herakleios to
figures like Moses and Herakles, Pisides placed the emperor's universal importance in a positive
eschatological context. In this way, his poetry pushed forth imperial rhetoric that the empire
was not coming to an end, but rather that Herakleios brought victory and a new beginning to
Byzantium.

Pisides was an acute observer and interpreter of the political and cultural sphere of the
Byzantine elite, so it is natural that his poetry helps color in our conception of the period. The
political climate during Herakleios' reign required help in downplaying the severe loss and
attacks in the Empire, while highlighting the successes of the campaign against Persia. The
populace might have been angered that Herakleios was choosing to fight Chosroes instead of
defending the Empire against Avar and other barbarian threats. Therefore, as the intermediary
between the populace and the emperor, Pisides' role was to mold and promote a specific image
of Herakleios and his war with Chosroes I1.> However, it is difficult to discern what of his
account was actually his own view, Herakleios's, or society's prevailing views. In other words,
was Pisides asked to entirely create this image of the Sasanian Empire on his own, or was he
merely perpetuating common opinion in his poem’.->34

%8 Wilson 1983: 61

Lauxtermann 2003: 59

Haldon 2002: 14-5

> Whitby 1994: 199

*2 Reinink 2002: 82-4

Whitby 1998: 251

Howard-Johnston 2010: 31, here the author makes an interesting point that though the Herakleias portrays the
war with Persia as a conflict between Christianity and Zoroastrianism, Pisides does not place the recovery of the
True Cross centrally in the poem, despite that this was a prominent theme in official propaganda. Whitby 2003:
175, Conversely, the author maintains that Pisides acted as Herakleios' publicist and was the “official spokesman
for Herakleios' regime, and that his public poetry was composed to present to the people of the capital a
positive profile of the emperor's leadership.”
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