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FERDOWSTI’S «KING OF THE ALANS»"

When Bahram Cobin [BC] and Kosrow II Parvéz [KP] (ap 590-628)
address one another before battle in Ferdowst’s S@hnama, Kosrow is called by
his opponent (and also calls himself) “king of the Alans” (sLa Y| Alan sah) four
times:!

S R ST A ok Oy el OY)
[43, 215] BC “When the king of the Alans rules / evil men support him”

e S gy 0 85 an A ol OV G e

[43, 231] KP “When you call me king of the Alans / you just mention a part of my
lineage”

oS OBy saiy ) aa SRS O3S sag ol Y

[43, 237] BC “You were king of the Alans, now you are less / even lower than a slave of
slaves”

a3 ) § aljle paS  amea S ju ) jlesld oY)

[43, 314] KP “My father had made me king of the Alans / since he was afflicted for me
because of your tricks”

* Paper funded by the Catalan Research Group 2009SGR0018 and the Spanish Research
Projects FF12010-18104 and FF12014-58878P. I am grateful to both Nuria Olaya and Sepideh
Sami for reading the draft of this work and offering valuable comments.
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In the last verse Kosrow is said to have been appointed Alan sah by his
father Hormozd IV (ap 579 -90). From this assertion it can be inferred that we
are not dealing with a true king of the Alans, but with a Persian title.

According to Ferdowst [43, 3229-51],? Kosrow Parvéz chose 48,000 men
from Iran —all of them experienced, brave and warlike horsemen— and divided
the world into four parts (gl 8 wddw ) ylea gahan-ra bebahsid bar car
bahr), sending four detachments of 12,000 men alternately to: [1] the Byzantine
border ( a0 J)= marz-e Rim), [2] Zabolestan, [3] the road of the Alans
( obYel, rah-e Alanan) and [4] the Hephthalite border (JUw )y marz-e
Heital) in Korasan.

This fourfold division is also recorded in a different way by the so-called
“Letter of Tansar”:?

sl 4S 1) Canala (O ¢ 253 Ay e ol 2l Loy Jal 314548 1) 0 8 n

JiS 505055 5 G re Caali[ 5] OY) ¢ i) g2

“No other man who is not of the people of our household should be named King, except
for the Lords of the Marches of Allan, the region of the West, K'arazm and Kabol”

From this passage we know that the “Lord of the March of Allan”
(OY &8 aba *saheb-e sagr-e Allan) was named sah, which matches Fer-
dowst’s Alan sah (the form (¥ is arabicised in the mss., maybe following the
more usual ™). According to Christensen, “par le «commandant des marches
du pays des Alainsy, il faut entendre sans doute un des quatre grands marzbans
(margraves): il avait le privilége de s’asseoir sur un trone d’or, et sa dignité se
transmettait, par exception, a ses successeurs qui s’appelaient «les rois du
trone»”.* Christensen’s remarks are based on the anonymous Nihayat al-Irab
(written before AD 1050), where it is said that, after an —otherwise anachronistic—
Khazar invasion of Armenia and Azerbaijan, Kosrow I Antsirvan built a stone
wall in Armenia and appointed one marzban with 12,000 cavalry to guard it; his
base was Bab al-Abwab and he was accorded the privilege of sitting on a golden
throne.” No need to say that the figure of 12,000 cavalry matches with the
horsemen sent by Kosrow Parvéz to the “road of the Alans” and to the other
“parts of the world” in Ferdows1’s Sa@hnama. Finally, a passage in Hamza Isfahani
states that AntiStrvan presented to the governors of the marches beautiful robes
of honor decorated with the effigies of different animals after which they got
their names: a wild boar (bagra) for the *Bagransah, a lion (57r) for the Sirwansah,
an elephant (fil) for the Filansah and a crow (alana) for the Alansah.® In spite of
his wonderful etymologies, Hamza’s passage is of interest inasmuch as it also
links the lords of the marches to Antsirvan and, of course, because it is the third
source to attest a title Alansah.
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Other works recall the quadripartite division of Late Sasanian Iran without
mentioning the Alans: for example, the Armenian geography Asxarhac ‘oyc ‘ (6"-
7% century),’ the Sahrestaniha i Eransahr (8™ century),® Tabari (840-923)° and
Ta‘alib1 (961-1038):"°

SOURCE WEST SoutH NORTH EAsT
Ferdowsi marz-e Ritm Zabolestan rah-e Alanan Korasan
Name-ye Tansar | nahiyat-e magreb Kabol Allan K'arazm

ASxarhac‘oyc® | k‘usti *xorbaran k ‘usti nmroj k ‘usti Kapkoh k ‘usti xorasan

Sahrestantha i kust T kust T kust T kust T
Eransahr xwarwaran néemroz Adurbadagan xwarasan

- . nimriiz Adarbaysan masriq

Tabari magrib o o o
(bilad al-Yaman) | (bilad al-Kazar) (Korasan)
Ta*libi al-‘Iraq Fars, Kirman, | kuwar al-gabal Korasan

sa aidt (atraf al-Riim) al-Ahwaz (Adarbaysan) | (+close regions)

The original forms are those attested in the Asxarhac‘oyc’, in the
Sahrestaniha i Eransahr and in Tabari, following the cardinal points: West (Pahl.
xwarwaran, Arm. *xorbaran, Arab. magrib), South (nemroz, nmroj, nimriiz) and
East (xwarasan, xorasan, masriq). In the first two works they are combined with
Pahl. kust (1), Arm. k ‘usti “side, region (of)”, just as they appear in a seal fragment
and several clay sealings of the generals of the four cardinal points found in the
last two decades, which have proved the historicity of the quadripartite division
of Late Sasanian Iran."

The North cardinal point (abaxtar) is lacking, since it was considered as
the region of demons, and it was replaced by the name of the northern province
of Adurbadagan (Arab. Adarbaygan), by the “regions of the mountains” (Arab.
kuwar al-gabal), that is to say the Caucasus (Arm. Kapkoh < Pahl. Kaf kof) or by
northern peoples like Alans and Khazars. Anyway, the constellation Seven bears
or Ursa Major (Haftoring < Av. Haptoiringa-) is recorded as “general of the
North” (abaxtar spahbed) in a mythical passage of the Bundahisn dealing with
the chief stars of the cardinal point sectors.!”

Gyselen has published the seal impressions of Gorgon and S€d-0s, both of
them of the Mihran family, showing a horseman in armour and bearing the titles
“well-omened (is) Husraw, grandee, spahbed of the Aryans, side of the North”
(hujadag-husraw wuzurg éran kust i adurbadagan spahbed), as well as a third
bulla from the side of the North with an unclear name (Husraw?) and the title
hujadag-Ohrmazd “well-omened (is) Ohrmazd”."

Even the short monography about Sasanian Persia contained in both the
Weishu FH 2 and the Beishi JL52 mentions a xuebobo B[ in charge of the
troops and cavalry of the “four directions” (si fang VU7}7), probably the Eran-
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spahbed preceding the appointment of the four generals. '* Anyway, as we have
seen, sources favour dating this division under Kosrow I Anii§irvan and not
under Kosrow II Parvéz, since the two Kosrows are often confused —a view
supported by modern scholarship."

Coming back to the starting point, is there any additional evidence showing
that Kosrow Parvéz was put in charge of the “Side of the North”— at any time?
The answer is affirmative: the Georgian chronicles state that, after the death of
Bakur III, the last Chosroid king of K‘art‘li (ca. AD 580), “the king of the
Persians Urmizd gave Ran and Movakan to his son, who was called K‘asre
Ambarvez. He came and resided at Bardav”.'® Bardav (MPers. Pérozapat, Arm.
Partaw, Arab. Barda'a) was the chief town of Caucasian Albania (MPers.
<’ld’n> Arran, Georg. Ran) and a frontier strong point after Kavad I (AD 488-
531) fortified it against the Huns.!” FerdowsT,'® Tabari ' and Ta‘alibi*® agree in
telling that Kosrow fled to Azerbaijan before his clash with Bahram for fear of
his father, while Theophylact Simocatta®' says that he departed there after
Hormozd had been deposed, but in fact they all confirm a relation of Kosrow
with the kust T Adurbadagan before his accession to the throne. When Kosrow
marches against Bahram, FerdowsT [43, 11] informs us that he sets off with an
army from Barda‘a and Ardabil ( Jga_ls g3 ) A sepdhi az Barda'a o Ar-
dabil),* as well as Armenian troops, a fact which recalls our Georgian source
when mentioning Bardav as K‘asre’s residence. Furthermore, Ardabil was the
capital of Adarbaygan and the dwelling place of a marzuban at the time of the
Muslim conquest according to al-Baladuri.”

Another Alan sah is mentioned previously by Ferdowst [34, 393-4] after
the death of Yazdegerd the Unjust (AD 420). Since there was no king occupying
the throne, the latter was claimed by some grandees ( Ol4= mehan):**

oIS D) OHSSy sm s ol Olsley O ol W)
Gl jo plaz pn AW jlaa Gl jo Al i S ja e

“The king of the Alans, the Pahlavan of the army, / Bivard and Saknan of the golden
helmet, / each one of them said: «sovereignty is now mine, / mine from the earth to the

moon’s sphere»”

There is one thing calling my attention: the fact that there are four pretenders
to the throne. If one of them is an Alan Sah, the other three could be the three
remaining marzbanan of the Late Sasanian period, here anachronically placed in
earlier times. The title pahlavan-e sepah “hero of the army” is so often used by
FerdowsT that it adds little to our knowledge.” However, it reminds me of the
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military title aspbed i pahlav “Parthian chief of the cavalry”, present on the seal
of three spahbedan of the Eastern side.2¢ Bivard and Saknan are otherwise
unknown in the Sahnama (Wolff?’ labels the former as an “edler Iranier”, the
latter as an “iranischer Held”’; Mohl*® gives the rubric “noble iranien” for both of
them). In the poem the name Bivard is also carried by a Turanian vassal of
Afrasyab, a native of Kat (13b, 850 SIS k at7), while Saknan remains a hapax.
Justi® knows nothing more about them both and their names do not seem to be
documented in epigraphical Middle Persian®.

What duties did the “general of the North” have?’! Geographically, they
were no doubt related to the Caucasian passes of Darial*? and Darband,* which
had an important strategic role since the earliest times, the Sasanian period being
no exception to this rule. According to the sources, the Gates could be opened at
will (Gr. dvoilyw, Arm. banal, Georg. gageba) in order to facilitate the entrance
of Northern allied troops in case of need:**

— the “Gate of the Alans” often appears in Sasanian inscriptions of the 3rd
century as the northern border of the Sasanian empire: in this way SKZ § 2 states
that Sabuhr I (ap 240-70) ruled “as far as Mt. Caucasus and the Gate of the
Alans”;® cf. also KKZ 12 “as far as the Gate of the Alans” (probably the same
text, though much damaged, is to be found in KNRm 39 and KSM 19).%

— during the wars of Xosrov II, king of Armenia (T ap 252), against
Sasanian Iran, this king “opened the Gates of the Alans and the stronghold of
Cor; he brought through the army of the Huns in order to attack Persian
territory”.>’

— under P&roz (ap 457-84) the Persians “opened the Gates of the Alans,
brought out a large contingent of Huns and fought for a year with the king of the
Albanians”.*®

— according to Procopius (writing ca. AD 551-3) the spurs of the Caucasus
extend “as far as those very passes which provide entrance for the Hunnic nations
inhabiting that region into both Persian and Roman territory. One of these passes
is called Tzur, while the other has been named the Caspian Gates from ancient
times”.*’

— among the provisions set out in the treaty between Justinian and
Aniisirvan in AD 561-2, the following agreement was reached: “through the pass
at the place called Tzon and through the Caspian Gates the Persians shall not
allow the Huns or Alans or other barbarians access to the Roman Empire, nor
shall the Romans either in that area or on any other part of the Persian frontier
send an army against the Persians”.*
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Two other pieces of evidence could throw some light on the nature of the
Alan Sah:

(1) some Greek papyri from Oxyrhynchus dating back to the Sasanian
occupation of Egypt (AD 619-628) under Kosrow Parvéz mention a high officer
named Zapaiaveolav, 4! which has its counterpart in the title §t7°I’'nywc’n or
§tr’I'nywe 'n /Sahr-Alanydzan/ known from several of the Berlin Middle Persian
papyri.** The Armenian sources also mention a Sasanian general named
Alanaozan related to the Armenian ArSakuni dynasty in the service of Sabuhr II
(AD 309-79).# Weber understood Alanyozan as “auf die Alanen begierig” sc.
“die Alanen bekdmpfend” and concluded that he was a representative of an
Armenian branch of the Sasanian nobility.** As for myself, it is interesting that in
one fragmentary papyrus Sahr-Alanydzan appears close to a cavalry kandrang
(Gr. yavopayync, Bactr. kapaipayyo < *kanar-drang- “who secures the
borders”), maybe the same person, which reinforces his identification as a
(former) margrave close to the marzbanan or spahbedan of the Late Sasanian
period and, more concretely, the one in charge of the side of the North, in any
case temporarily transferred to Egypt.*

(2) Judith Lerner* recently published “a banded agate seal of a characteristic
Sasanian shape, executed in the Sasanian style, and bearing a Middle Persian
inscription”, read by Prods Oktor Skjaerve as “Asay, Prince of Alan”, maybe a
name related to the Acaiol, a Sarmatian people.*” The seal probably dates to the
4t_5% century and depicts “a recumbent stag, his legs drawn up beneath his
body”, maybe “an ancestral emblem” linked to the owner’s “Scythian” or steppe
nomad heritage (see our Fig. 1). I am grateful to my friend Juan José Ferrer, who
helped me to read the inscription as <’s’dy ZY ’ld’n BRPYTAy> Asa(y) i Alan
wispuhr. The only problem is that, even if the stag suggests an Alan origin, in
epigraphic Middle Persian <’ld’n> does not stand for A/an (usually <’I’'n’n>
Alanan “Alans” as in KKZ 12 & KNRm 39), but for Arran “Albanians”.*
Anyway, if the owner was a real Alan prince, a possible relationship to our Alan
Sah should be taken into account.

All in all, available evidence leads to the following conclusions:

— Ferdowst tells us that Kosrow Parvéz was appointed Alan sah by his
father Hormozd IV; this title is also known by Hamza Isfahani and indirectly by
the “Letter of Tansar”, which states that the Lord of the March of Allan should
be named sah.

— following the quadripartite division of Late Sasanian Iran under Kosrow
Anusirvan, in both Ferdows1’s Sahnama and the “Letter of Tansar” the Alans are

52



Fig. 1. Seal of Asay, prince of Alan (photo: Christie’s, see n. 46)

identified with the “side of the North”, normally associated with the province of
Adurbadagan or the Caucasus mountains in other extant sources.

— the Caucasian passes of Darial (“the Gate of the Alans”) and Darband
played a key strategic role in the defence of the Northern provinces of the
Sasanian empire, probably the most important task performed by the “General of
the Side of the North” (kust © adurbadagan spahbed).

— we have enough data to suggest that the Alan sah, if not directly identical
to the spahbed or marzban of the Side of the North, was at least a subordinate
military commander under his authority. Nevertheless, it is uncertain whether
the title Alan Sah was actually in use as such during the Sasanian period, since it
is only reported by later sources.

— several Byzantine and Eastern sources associate Kosrow Parvéz with
the province of Azerbaijan and/or the cities of Barda‘a and Ardabil during his
youth, which backs the hypothesis that the Side of the North or at least the
Caucasian marches were placed under his rule, which would explain his
appointment as Alan Sah as recorded by Ferdows.

— the title Zapaloveolav / Sahr-Alanyozan known through several Greek
and Middle Persian papyri dating back to the Sasanian conquest of Egypt by
Kosrow Parvéz and the agate seal owned by a certain Asay, prince of Alan, could
be two pieces of this jigsaw puzzle, inasmuch as they are first-hand documents
of the Sasanian period related to the Alans, but caution is required because of
their uniqueness and difficult contextualization.
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