
THE TERRITORIAL AMBITIONS OF 

CHOSROES II, AN ARMENIAN VIEW?
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The Armenian h isto ric al  work commonly attributed  to Sebeos records a 

remarkable letter  purporting to have been sent by the Persian Emperor Chosroes

I I  during  the 34th year o f  h is  reign  to the Byzantine Emperor H eracliu s . This 

letter  together with  its  immediately surrounding narrative context may be 

rendered approximately as follow s:

"And i t  came to pass in  the thirty-fourth year o f  king  Chosroes 

that he wrote to Heraclius an o f f ic ia l  communication in  the follow 

ing  terms: Chosroes, esteemed by the gods and lord and king o f  a ll  

the earth and descendant o f  the great Aramazd, to our w itless and 

worthless slave , H eracliu s .

"You have not wished to submit yourself to serving us, but 

instead  you call  yourself lord  and k in g . And my trersures which 

are in  your p o ssession , you squander and my slaves you corrupt and, 

having assembled an army o f  brigands , you do not le t  me rest . Have

I  not indeed  ann ih ilated  the Greeks? And you say that you put your 

trust in  your GodJ Why d id  they not save Caesarea and Jerusalem 

and great A lexandria  from my Hands? Is  i t  possible  that you even 

now do not know that I have subjected  land and sea to my sway?

Can i t  be that Constantinople alone I shall not be able to reduce 

by siegecraft?  But now I remit a l l  your transgressions: a r is e , 

take your w ife  and your sons and come h ith er . And I shall give
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you estates , vineyards and olive- groves, whereby you may l iv e , 

and we shall look upon you with a ffe c tio n . Let not the empty hope 

you jo intly  entertain  deceive you: for that Christ  who could not 

save him self from the Jews, but they k ille d  him by fastening him 

to a tree , how can he save you from my hands? For, i f  you descend 

into  the very depths o f the sea , I shall stretch out my hand and 

se ize  you, and then you shall see me in  a manner that you w ill  not 

wish for.

"And the Emperor H eracliu s , on receipt o f  the k in g 's  le tte r , 

gave orders for it  to be read out in the presence o f  the Patriarch 

and the nobles. And, entering the house o f  God, they spread out 

the royal dispatch in  front o f  the holy a lta r , prostrated them

selves on the ground before the Lord, and wept b itt e r ly , that he 

might see the insults which his enemies had heaped upon him.

"Heraclius and a ll the Senators decided to place on the throne 

of the kingdom H eracliu s ' son, Constantine, who was a small ch ild . 

And Heraclius equipped him self to take his w ife and set o ff  for 

the East."'*'

Before attempting to analyze the contents o f  this letter  in any d e ta il ,

however, I should lik e  to draw attention to the seemingly weighty objections

to its  authenticity  put forward in  1906 by E .W . Brooks in  a review of Angelo
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P ern ic e 's  work L ’Imperatore E r a c l io . The reason for doing th is , apart from 

the obvious consideration that, unless such objections are in  some way d is 

posed o f , further d iscussion  w ithin  all but the most lim ited  terms of refer

ence must prove fu t ile , is  that the only way in  which they can be disposed o f  

raises questions o f  h isto ric al  method o f  an extremely important and far- 

reaching nature. Brooks's actual words run as follow s: "A ga in , in  accepting 

the letter  o f  Khosrau as genuine he ( i . e . ,  Pernice) has fa iled  to notice 

that i t  is  an im itation o f Sennacherib 's  letter  to Hezekiah , and that in 

chapter 36 Sebeos relates a sim ilar  story o f the Caliph^Uthman and the grand

son of H e r a c l iu s ."3

F ir s t  o f  a l l ,  let  us examine the contention that " i t  is an im itation o f 

Sennacherib 's  letter to H e ze k ia h ." The b ib l ic a l  context on which this state

ment is based was supplied  by Macler in  1904 in a footnote to h is  French
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translation  o f  Sebeos, where he refers the reader to Isa ia h  36-37, which 

passage is  it s e lf  a repetition  o f  I I  Kings 1 8 :1 3  f f . 5 Now, i f  every instance 

where a w riter  or h is  source ex p lic it ly  or im plicitly  assim ilates , accommo

dates , or adapts his narrative account to some well-known b ib lic a l  p arallel



were taken as conclusive evidence for impugning the veracity o f the substance 

of what is  actually  s a id , then we should be le ft  with next to nothing, not 

just  from Armenian writers but even from the surviving contemporary Greek 

record, upon which to base most o f the l it t l e  that we do know and can hope 

to in fe r  about the reign o f Heracliu s . Such extremes of scepticism  are 

perhaps an accidental by-product of the excessive literal-mindedness which 

occasionally  characterizes the nineteenth- and twentieth-century western 

c r it ic a l  in t e l l ig e n c e . What Sebeos has done, in  fa c t , is  to accommodate h is  

narrative and h is  letter  to selected  s im ilar itie s  in  the Hezekiah story which 

admit of such a treatm ent, w h ilst  passing over in  s ilence whole sections o f 

m aterial, which are omitted for the very good reason that they have no bearing 

whatsoever on the actual import of what he is recording.

Moreover, the process also works the other way. A few examples should 

s u ffic e  to make my meaning c lear . In  the f ir s t  place the role of the prophet 

Is a ia h , who figures  so prominently in  the b ib lic a l  narrative , has no counter

part m  Sebeos. Secondly , the l is t  o f Byzantine c it ies  which have fa llen  to 

Chosroes forms only a p a r t ia l  parallel  to the l i s t  of peoples under the pro

tection o f  their  tribal  gods who have succumbed to the onslaught o f  the 

A ssyrian  k in g . That has happened, as Hezekiah him self is  not slow to point 

out, because "these  were not gods but the work o f  men's hands, wood and 

s t o n e ."^  S t i l l  less is  the curious claim  made on behalf o f Sennacherib in  

the account of the embassy leading  up to the letter  to Hezekiah , namely that 

the invasion  has been undertaken at  the suggestion o f Yahweh, even remotely 

echoed or taken u p .^  On the other hand , Chosroes' o ffe r  to Heraclius o f a 

p r iv ileg ed  existence  under the protection and patronage o f  the King o f  Kings 

in  exchange for submission has no parallel  in  Sennacherib 's  letter  and , w h ilst  

rem iniscent o f ,  is  substantially  d ifferen t  from the c a l l , made in  the embassy 

preceding the le t t e r , for the resignation  and submission o f  an entire  nation 

to the prospect o f  imminent deportation . Again , the threat o f what w ill  

happen to H eraclius  in  the case o f  non-compliance, with which Chosroes ' 

le tter  en ds , has no p ara lle l  in  either  Sennacherib 's  letter  or in  its  surround

ing context. L ikew ise , Hezekiah reads alone the letter  which he receives and 

his m inisters are concerned that the sim ilar contents o f  the ea rlier  embassy 

should not be proclaim ed in  p ub lic ; Heraclius has h is  letter  read aloud to 

a d isting uish ed  audience. F in a lly , Chosroes' t itle s  with which the letter 

opens have an authentic  contemporary ring about them and correspond to noth

ing in  Se n n acherib 's  le t te r . Examples could be m ultip lied , but it  should by 

now be apparent that we are dealing  here with a sophisticated  literary  tech

nique, which by a dra stic ally  selective  use of p ara lle l  material seeks to



transform the rec ital  o f great and stirrin g  events of recent and contemporary 

h istory  into a dramatic re-enactment of equally great and st irr in g  events o f  

past h isto ry , without seriously  impinging on the contemporary reality  which 

it  also sets out to describe . A ll this is  a very far cry from mere fa bric a 

tio n . Indeed , the only thing that has a ll  the appearance o f  having been in 

vented by the author in order to reproduce an episode from the B ible  is  the 

scene in the church where Chosroes' letter  is  spread out in  front o f the 

altar  .

Brooks's second o b jec tio n , that "in  chapter 36 Sebeos relates a sim ilar 

story o f  the Caliph*Uthman and the grandson o f  H e r a c liu s ,"  carries the im pli

cation that one story is a doublet of the other without, however, specify ing  

in  which direction  the dependency is thought to l i e .  I t  would also  appear 

to follow from his f ir s t  objection  that the reduplication  in question  is  one 

not o f real but o f f ic t it io u s  events , which la st  point  carries the further 

im plication that our author has somehow managed to combine fondness for 

invention with poverty o f  im agination. How much substance there is  in  any of 

this can best  be seen from a quick glance in translation  at the relevant 

passage . I t  runs as follows:

" I f  you w is h ,"  he s a id , "to  live  out your l i f e  in peace , aban

don that vain relig io n  o f  yours, which you have been taught from 

childhood. Renounce that Jesus and return to the great God, whom

I worship, the God of our father Abraham. And send away from you 

the multitude o f  your forces, each one to his  own p la c e . And I 

shall make you a great ruler in  your own territory  and I shall 

send out assessors to your c ity , and I shall seek out a ll  treasures 

and give orders to d ivide  them up into  four p arts : three tor me 

and one for you. And I am going to give you as many troops as you 

wish and to take from you as much tribute as you can g iv e . And i f  

you do not (com ply), that Jesus, whom you call C h rist , seeing that 

he was not able to save him self from the Jews, how can he save you
g

from my hands?"

In strik in g  contrast to Chosroes’ letter  to H eracliu s , this document is 

devoid o f introductory formula and makes an,abrupt and unheralded appearance 

in  the text . About a page la te r , however, and in  this respect too the con

trast is  no less marked, we are told  that it  is a le tter , by whom it  was
9

sent, for whom it  was intended , and how i t  was delivered . Yet the actual 

le t te r , b r ie f  and inconsequential though it  i s ,  is  an eloquent testimony not



only to the h is t o r ia n 's  e ffo r t s , amounting in  two cases to what looks like  

delib erate  fa ls if ic a t io n , to transform both its  contents and attendant circum

stances into a re-enactment o f those o f  the earlier  le t te r , but also to just 

how profoundly altered  was the h isto ric al  reality  towards which his literary  

endeavour was by torce ot chronological sequence inescapably d irected .

F ir s t , the instances o f  fa ls if ic a t io n . The advice to a Christian  Em

peror to convert to Islam , coming as i t  does from the third  Caliph and son- 

in-law o f  the prophet, would appear to belong to the realm o f  fantasy . The 

mention of "l iv in g  in  p e a c e ,"  however, with which the letter  opens might 

perhaps suggest an o f fe r  of çulh , i . e . ,  a peace treaty resulting  from cap it 

u la t io n , which might constitute an o rig in al  core o f genuine h isto rical  fact . 

Also the reference to the c r u c if ix io n , with which the letter  ends, apart 

from being  a much abbreviated version o f  the concluding words o f Chosroes* 

le t te r , is  a t  variance with the Koran, Sura IV , verse 1 5 7 : "Yet they did  

not slay  him , n either  crucified  him, only a likeness o f  that was shown to 

them."'*'0 The f ir s t  fabrication  is  designed to create an impression of 

religio u s  confrontation  which in  the altered  h isto rical circumstances would 

otherwise lack  a r t is t ic  v erisim ilitud e , and the second piece o f  invention 

makes i t  p o ssible  to portray the new oppressor in  an id en tical lig ht  to the 

old  one and to f i t  him into an ideal framework o f  blasphemous challenge to 

d iv ine  authority  and protection  meeting with sw ift retribution  and condign 

punishm ent. On the s ide  o f  awareness to h isto rical  r e a lit y , however, i t  is  

in teresting  to note that the reference to "the God o f  our father Abraham" 

shows a n ice  appreciation  o f  one o f  the basic  tenets o f Islam .

It  seems appropriate at this point to return to our o rig in al  letter  in  

order to analyze its  contents in  some deta il against the background of 

Byzantine- Iranian  relations  over a period  of more than thirty  years and o f  the 

career throughout a sim ilar  length of time of the Sasanian monarch, Chosroes

I I .  F irst  o f  a l l ,  le t  me state clearly  my own position  in  regard to just  how 

o r ig in al  this le tte r  i s .  I have no doubt whatsoever that in  some way under

lying  Sebeos' versio n , in  which due allowance must be made for the sort o f 

literary  adaptation already exem plified  and discussed , there was an o rig inal 

document w ritten  in  P ersian , drafted in  accordance with the principles  o f 

the Royal Persian  Chancery, and subsequently translated  into  Greek. Whether 

or not there was in  the course o f transmission a further stage or stages of 

litera ry  m ediation on the part o f some lost  Greek history  or h isto ries  i t  is 

fu t i l e , in  the present state o f our knowledge, to speculate . What is  

im portant, however, is  that we have a p iece  o f  independent contemporary 

Greek evidence for the existence o f  just  such an o rig in al  document. The



Paschal Chronicle records a letter ‘d  from the Emperor H eracliu s , which was

read from the pulp it  o f St Sophia on May 15th , 628 . In  that le t te r , which

opens with an exultant pastiche o f b ib lic a l  quotations selected  to celebrate

the overthrow and death o f  Chosroes, we are told how, "a fter  Chosroes

abominated by God had spent four days in  chains and in torment, Sheroe had

that same ungrateful, arrogant and blasphemous wretch, who made war against

God, executed by a most cruel form of death, in  order that he might learn

that Jesus the son o f Mary who as he had w ritten , was crucified  by the Jews,

and against whom he had blasphemed, is  Almighty God and has requited  him in
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accordance with what we said  in  answer to h is  l e t t e r ."

Now to the analysis o f the letter  i t s e l f .  In  the form in  which Sebeos 

has recorded i t  for us, i t  opens with a combination o f  high-sounding t itles  

attached to the name of the sender and abusive epithets directed  against the 

addressee: "Chosroes, esteemed by the gods and lord and king  o f a ll  the 

earth and descendant o f the great Aramazd, to our w itless  and worthless slave 

H e r a c liu s ."  An equally grandiose and even more p ro lix  opening sequence is 

to be found in the Greek tran slatio n , preserved by Menander protector, o f the 

letter  which Chosroes I sent to sanction the fifty-year peace treaty of 562 . 

There the tone towards the addressee is courteous and co nciliato ry , whereas 

here it  is threatening and in s u lt in g , but that marks no break with what we 

know ot standard Sasanian p r a c t ic e .^  I t  merely reflects a profound d i f f e r 

ence of both circumstances and occasion . The letter  does not read as from 

monarch to monarch but as from monarch to rebellious sub ject . What this 

means is  nothing less than the o f f ic ia l  proclamation by the Sasanian King of 

K ings , as successor to the Achaemenians, o f  his h isto ric  right to sovereignty 

over the bulk o f  the then Byzantine Empire and state . The fact  that such a 

claim had not been seriously  pursued for well over three hundred years is  an

indication  of just  how abnormal relations between the two great empires of
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Byzantium and Sasanian Iran  had become by the time of H eracliu s ' second 

campaign, before which date this letter  must have been w ritten , dispatched, 

and received . Incidentally  and without entering here into disputed points 

of chronology, it  seems a reasonable guess that the letter  was sent in  res

ponse to H eracliu s ' ultimatum to Chosroes, in which, according to Theopftanes, ^  

he threatened the latter  with an invasion o f  Persia  unless he agreed promptly 

to come to terms and make peace.

Of great interest  also is  the so-called "blasphemous" part ot this
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le t te r , and i t  has been frequently  misunderstood. Angelo Pernice regarded 

it  as further proof o f  the l e t t e r 's  authenticity  because he fe lt , I  think a 

trifle  n aively , that no C hristian  could have forged such s tu ff . As a matter



ot fa ct , it  reads in  its  present form very much like an adaptation and con

flatio n  of Acts 1 0 :3 9 :  "They k ille d  him by hanging him on a tree" and 

Mark 1 5 :3 1 :  "He saved others . He cannot save h im s e lf ."  I t  is  hard to 

decide whether the crude imputation o f  Jewish deicide is a product of 

C hristian  m alice or Zoroastrian ignorance. It  could be e ith er . But however 

the o r ig in al  was phrased , and it  might conceivably have contained a mocking 

adaptation o f  the Christian  Scriptures, its  motivation was probably p o lit ic a l  

rather than r e lig io u s . I t  was intended p r in c ip a lly , that i s ,  not as an attack 

on the C hristian  religio n  as such but on the notion o f  Constantinople as the

God-guarded c it y , a notion f ir s t  ex p lic it ly  attested more than f if t y  years
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ea rlier  by the poet Flavius Cresconius Corippus in h is  panegyric o f Justin

I I  with the words: "res  Romana dei est , terrenis non eget armis" —  "The 

Roman state belongs to God, i t  needs no earthly  w eapons."

But, it  Chosroes* letter  to Heraclius was sent in  answer to an ultimatum 

demanding a cessation of h o s t i l it ie s , i t  reads like  a manifesto of total war 

in  which no room is le ft  tor the continued existence o f  the Byzantine state . 

This brings us to what, h isto ric ally  speaking, is  the most interesting  ques

tion of a l l :  how is  i t  that two mighty empires which for over three centuries 

had established  and maintained a modus vivendi of peaceful i f  unfriendly 

co-existence punctuated by sporadic but lim ited  w arfare , were suddenly in  the 

course o f  the f ir s t  h a l f  o f  the seventh century plunged into  a life-and- 

death struggle la stin g  nearly two decades, which was to result  in  the trans

formation and permanent weakening of the one and the total collapse o f  the 

other? To the extent to which po lic ies  are the d irect  resu lt  o f  the 

a c t iv it ie s  o f those who are in  continuous control of the machinery o f  govern

ment and power, the c h ie f  policy-maker throughout this catastrophic period 

was undoubtedly Chosroes I I .  His public  utterances on the subject of 

Byzantine- Iranian  relations  had once been very d ifferen t  and, since h is  sub

sequent decisions were to have such tateful consequences for both empires, 

i t  might prove in stru ctive  to trace b r ie fly  how h is  own viewpoint seems to 

have sh ifted  in  response to internal and external circumstances and to his 

own h isto ric  role and personal ambition.

In  the year 590 Hormizd IV , the father of Chosroes I I ,  lost his throne 

and h is  l i f e ,  a fter  h is  general, Vahram Chobin, whom ne had dismissed and 

attempted to hum iliate for the unsuccessful conduct o f m ilitary  operations 

against Byzantium, rose up in  rebellion  against him . When, in the same year, 

Vahram, refusing  to recognize the authority of Chosroes I I ,  who in  the mean

time had succeeded h is  fa th er , Hormizd, to the throne of Pers ia , marched at 

the head o f h is  troops on Ctesiphon and with h is  own hands assumed the diadem



of the King o f  K ings , Chosroes was forced to flee  across the frontier and to

seek refuge at the court o f the Byzantine Emperor, Maurice. I t  is  interest-
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ing to note here that the h isto rian  Theophylact Sim ocatta, puts into  the 

mouths o f the envoys sent by Chosroes to Maurice some remarkable reflectio ns  

concerning the im possibility  o f uniting  the two empires under the e ffectiv e  

rule o f a single  sovereign and that Alexander the Great is roundly castigated  

for having attempted to do just  that.

By an act o f calculated  generosity , Maurice not only o ffered  sanctuary 

to the fug itive  Emperor but also provided him with m ilitary  assistance which 

enabled him to win back h is  throne. The quid pro quo for this help was, in  

fact , a p rio r  undertaking by Chosroes to abandon all claims on Armenia and 

to cede to Byzantium the fortresses o f Dara and M artyropolis, both o f  them 

under Persian  m ilitary  occupation at the tim e. Thus was an untried monarch 

restored to a weak throne by a trad itionally  hostile  foreign power. But 

twelve years iater  Chosroes was afforded  for the f ir s t  and last  time in  his 

l ife  the opportunity o f combining self- interest with virtuous conduct: h is 

friend  and benefactor, M aurice, was put to death by the usurper Phocas, c lea r 

ly pretext enough for an invasion  o f  Byzantine territory . When in  610 ,

Heraclius , the son ot the Exarch of A fric a , in Gibbon 's words "punished a
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tyrant and ascended h is  t h ro n e ," Chosroes* position  became more com plicated. 

The embassy sent by Heraclius in  610 to the Persian court to announce his  

accession and to sue for peace was perfunctorily  dism issed and it s  members 

were put to death; and the embassy sent five years later by the Byzantine 

Senate, possibly  in  the hope ot leg itim izing  H e ra c liu s1 position  in  the eyes 

of the Sasanian monarch, fared even worse. A few more years of ever more 

d azzling  v ictories  proved s u ff ic ie n t  to convert Chosroes* views of constitu

tional n iceties  from refusal to recognize Heraclius as the legitim ate success

or of Maurice to refusal to recognize the Byzantine s ta t e 's  continued right 

to e x is t .

Having started  with a p u zz le , it  might not be inappropriate to conclude

with a paradox. The great Armenian scholar, Abgarian , drew attention  to the

discrepancy between the t it le  "H istory  of Heraclius" and the fact  that, in

the work that has come down to us under that t it l e , Heraclius figures in

only ten out of f i f t y  chapters. He decided, therefore, that what we actually
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have is "a  general history  of A rm enia ." But, to put i t  the other way 

round, why should a Byzantine Emperor figure in  ten out o f  f ift y  chapters 

o f a general history  of Armenia? Perhaps Decause it  was during the reign 

of Heraclius that for the f ir s t  time in its  existence the hitherto  in v incible



empire faced and survived under the leadership o f an Emperor o f Armenian 
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extraction  what had been the age-old experience o f  the Armenian people —  

the problem of how to liv e  under the constant threat o f a n n ih ilatio n .
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