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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS
“0 kpatv ITepookpdng 0 mupcordtpng €LoemOn Xoopomc”: The Portrayal of Chosroes II in
George Pisides’ Herakleias
By
Vicky Hioureas
Master of Arts in Classics
University of California, Irvine, 2014

Associate Professor Andromache Karanika, Chair

Between 602 and 628, the Byzantine Empire was at war with the Sasanian Empire.
Following the defeat of Chosroes 11, Emperor Herakleios commissioned George Pisides to write
an account of his triumph. A court poet, Pisides wrote numerous works chronicling Herakleios’
victory over the Persian enemy. In this paper, | focus primarily on the Herakleias, Pisides’ last
major poem on the Persian campaigns, to examine the depiction of Chosroes I, Persia, and
Zoroastrianism. | begin by providing a brief context for the poem, then follow with a background
on the author, and finally conclude by providing the original text with English translation of the
passages that concern Chosroes II, with my accompanying analysis. As I argue, Pisides’ poetry
by focusing on the figure of Chosroes and a certain representation of the Persian Empire
refracted through the Sasanian king engages at a deeper level with Zoroastrianism. His literary
style is informed by several Zoroastrian themes and tropes, as | show in my thesis, and presents a
refreshed approach towards the ‘foreign’ which, in its turn, enriches the linguistic threads of

Pisides’ poetic style.



INTRODUCTION

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: first between Chosroes | and Justinian; then between
Chosroes I and Justin 1I; and thirdly between Chosroes 11 and Herakleios. This final war, lasting
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.! Phokas’ actions created
an environment of instability, and nearly five years later, Herakleios staged a revolt and Phokas
was overthrown. 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; taking command of the operations himself, he
invaded Atropatene and forced Chosroes 11 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 Il 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

Howard-Johnston 2006: V.57
Whitby 1998: 249

Howard-Johnston 2006: 1V.58
Howard-Johnston 2006: 1V.58
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poetry of George Pisides.

A court poet, Pisides wrote numerous works chronicling Herakleios’ victory against the
Persian enemy. In this paper, | focus primarily on the Herakleias, Pisides’ last major poem on the
Persian campaigns, to examine the depiction of Chosroes I, the representation of Persia, and the
infiltration of Zoroastrianism in imperial poetry of this time. 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 I1.> | 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 |1, with

my accompanying analysis.

> Whithy 2002: 166, though separated in three cantos, only two are extant. Many believe that Theophanes uses

material from Pisides’ third canto in his Chronographia. The poem breaks off with an account of the destruction
of Adur-Gushnasp in 624.



CHAPTER I: Contextualizing George Pisides

In Constantinople, Pisides played both secular and religious functions: he served in the
patriarchal administration as he held the official title of chartophylax, an office associated with
imperial archival work, 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 that inform the aesthetics of seventh-
century Byzantine poetry. 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 Persia, comparing him to biblical and
classical figures. Earlier mythological paradigms are received in order to enhance the figure of
Emperor Herakleios, the very name of whom brings mythological associations of heroic stature.
Pisides’ writing is complex, with use of an extensive, elevated vocabulary, and was not easily
understood, presumably even by 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.” At the roots of the writing is the idea of impressing an audience, which is in accordance with
the aesthetics of the time. Just as a church was built to create an imposing structure, Pisides’
poetry is a literary structure conceived as such: to elevate, and through elevation, to impose.
From the structure of his poetry, it has been argued that it was intended to be read aloud

(axpodoeic), which might further bolster the argument that it was an encomiastic work to be

®  Howard-Johnston 2010: 16. He states that a mention of a patriarch or emperor in a poem does not ensure that the

poem was a commissioned work. | believe that the panegyric quality of the Herakleias and the official
information that Pisides includes prove that this poem was indeed an imperial commission. Whitby 1998: 247,
the author records that Pisides was patriarchal referndarius, which made him responsible for communications
with the emperor.

" Lauxtermann 2003: 39



presented before the emperor.®

There are two main recurring themes in Pisides’ poetry: Chosroes II as an insult to God
and Christendom, and Herakleios as being under God’s protection.’ The two emperors are
juxtaposed to each other in an antithetical structure that seeks first to present Chosroes 11 as the
negative, and then restore through the positive. In this way, his works served as a powerful tool
of propaganda for Herakleios’ campaigns and conquests. Pisides eloquently denounced Chosroes
11 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 therefore, would help create support for the emperor’s campaigns. The war had been going
on for over twenty years, with countless deaths, and Herakleios was desperately fighting off
invasions on all sides of the empire. This is why he presumably needed Pisides to engender
support for his actions.

In this work, 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, beyond the obvious onomastic similarity, Pisides
transformed the emperor’s war against Persia into a noble one: one in which Herakleios civilized
the otherwise uncivilized Persians.*?A basic structuralist approach of nature versus culture and

darkness versus lightness is evident throughout Pisides’ poetry, and especially in the Herakleias.

8 Lauxtermann 2003: 56

®  Howard-Johnston 2006: 1V.82; Lauztermann 2003: 236
1 Howard-Johnston 2006: 1X.103

1 Whitby 1994: 208

2 pisides: 1.65-70



In itself, mythological reception becomes a subtext that, through the association of names, is

reshuffled to create new meanings in new context.



CHAPTER II: Zoroastrian Cosmogonical Interpretations

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 Sasanians was a religious one.™* Pisides developed
this idea throughout the Herakleias, incorporating biblical allusions into his poem, 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’ reign has come to an end:

Ayordobm mtlg yopOg TV AoTEP®V
OV AGTPOIOVAOV SEIKVO®OV TEMTOKOTA
Kol thv €owtol ot Nyvonkoto
oUk €oteyev YA N KTiG1G TIH®OUEN
k@v dvooefndeig 0 Kticag fveiyxeto.

vOV aveéAnvog ) oeAqvn Aauméto
100 Xoopdov AMyoviog Eyyvouévn
[Tépoog 10 Aowmdv pr) Beovpyelv v Ktiowy.

kol vOv O tpiopéytotog NAiov molog,
Aovcag £avtov Tf] Kabdpoel TV Povav,
Bod, AaAel oot TRV opaynv toU Xocspdov,
000 Befrovc EkpuyWV UToyiag,.

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.'*

3 Howard-Johnston 2006: 1X.107
Y Pisides: 1.1-12; All translations are my own.



It has been proposed that this opening section of the poem echoes the Psalms, but | would
rather argue that Pisides uses Zoroastrian imagery to further undermine its existence.'® Pisides
depicts the end of Chosroes by using Persian religious and political imagery. The poem opens
with the words: “AyoAlidcdo ndc xopOc TV Actépmv TOV AGTPOSOVAOV SEIKVOMV TEXTOKOTA”
(“Let all the chorus of stars rejoice showing the slave to the stars having fallen”). These lines can
be interpreted simply to mean that the stars, which Zoroastrians worshiped, are rejoicing that
their devotees have finally fallen. Through these words, the audience witnesses the
embarrassment of these Zoroastrian worshippers who are not just abandoned by their gods, but
are joyfully rejected by them.

Pisides continues in this vein with the imagery of the moon: instead of upholding its
former master, “viv maveéAnvog ) ceAivn Aapuréto. . . J1poag 10 Aowdv pf) Ogovpyelv thv
ktiow” (“Now let the all-shining moon shine...The moon is pledging that the Persians no longer
serve the earth”). The moon, or Mah, is predominant in Zoroastrian cosmogony and religious
practices, so for Pisides to write that she has now declared that the Persians are no longer her
servants is a powerful image to create. By adopting a Zoroastrian goddess and making her a
mouthpiece for these insults against Persia, Pisides further emphasizes this religion’s destruction:
it is not only in the eyes of the Byzantines that the Sasanian Empire has ended, but in the eyes of
Mah as well. The proem begins with an impressive circumscribing of Zoroastrian religious
space, but also a nuanced presentation of light and shades of light as important aspects of ritual
practice. Earth and Moon, though Zoroastrian symbols, are combined and bring forth strong
poetic material for Pisides’ poetry.

Additionally, the Persian royal epithets may also have a place within this context. In 529,

5 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.



Kavadh called himself “King of Kings, 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 Empire, has now been washed clean of its pollution. In 358, Shapur |1 called himself
in a letter to Constantius II, “Shapur, King of kings, partner of the stars, brother of the sun and
moon.”’ Pisides specifically writes that “kal viv 6 tpiopéyiotog Hriov TOL0G, Aovoag Eavtodv Tfi
Kabapoet TV eovav, Bod, Aaiel oot v ceaynv toU Xoopdov” (“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™). The sun, a Persian symbol of power and authority, is now washing itself
of its former ties to this empire. In other words, Pisides’ description displays the Byzantine
Empire as having 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. What is
noteworthy is that the reference to the sun is actually in the genitive, referring to the “pole of the
sun” (in Greek: 0 Tpiopéytotog NAiov mo6roc). This becomes not just a static image of the sun
that has been of use for association with royal power, but rather creates the impression of a
moving sun, that is being rerouted. Because it can be rerouted, it can change, and change comes

through catharsis in language that brings the image of cleansing (Aovcog).

16 Whitby1994b: 233, the author writes that the sun was the symbol of peace, and the moon of war. | do not

necessarily agree with this interpretation, nor do I think that is what Pisides’ intention was in including the
images of the sun and moon.
7" Whitby 1994b: 234



CHAPTER I1I: Byzantine and Christian Perspectives
In addition to incorporating Zoroastrian imagery, Pisides uses biblical allusions to
highlight the fall of the Persian Empire and the victory of Emperor Herakleias and the Byzantine
Empire. One of the most developed and multi-layered biblical references in the Herakleias is the
story of Daniel. Pisides begins by describing Chosroes’ downfall and contrasts him to the biblical
hero:

okiptnoov aibnp- 0 kpatwv ITepcokpdng
0 mupoordtpng £LoedON Xoopomg.

naAv kauwvog Iepoikr) kal devtépa
dpoaciletar GAOE T Aovin T devTEPW,
Gvapepnc 8€ kainep oUoa TV evoLY
yelron ko’ aUTV Kol didket kal eALyeL
ToUG TRV TovVNpav EKTLPOCAVTOG PAOYOL:
TOMY AeOVTOV NYPLOPEVOVY 6TOM
elg yAv 6U upv Iepoikny aveppdyn:
oMY Topovel duooefc 0 Xoopong
kal t0p Ogovpyel kal 00 pavtalerta,
€wc oUv aUt® kol 10 lp UtepPploav
oUv @ Bgovpynoavtt cuykate@ddpn-

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.'®

Pisides writes “kal devtépa dpooiletar GAOE T Aavin T devtépw” (“Again the fire, and again

the Persian furnace is being put out by the second Daniel”), which first refers to the story of

8 Ppisides: 1.13-25



Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednago in the book of Daniel. In this comparison, Herakleios is
called “the second Daniel,” who puts out the Persian furnace, much like Shadrach, 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.

The author then makes a second reference to Daniel when he writes, “mdiv Aedviov
Nypliopévov otopa” (“The mouth of the bewildered lions has again been shut because of us”).
Pisides writes about the shutting of the lions’ mouths, which is in reference to Daniel being
thrown in the lions’ den.?’ The lion image becomes the perfect locus of fusion: the mythological
reception of Herakles as associated with the lion (through the stories of twelve labors that were
widely known) is transferred into biblical imagery of the lions through the figure of Daniel. In
this biblical 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. In this way, mythological,
theological, and biblical allusions create a new poetic fabric.

Throughout the poem, Chosroes is depicted as “getting drunk impiously” and worshiping

fire. This reflects the Byzantine perception of Persians, or at least of Chosroes, as being

9 Daniel 3:11-30; Whitby 1994: 215
2 Daniel 6:13-23
21 Whithy 1994b: 238

10



excessive in their actions and lacking self-control. Once again, Pisides is rewriting earlier
mythological associations, as Herakles was also associated with drinking, as shown in a number
of late antique mosaics presenting the heroic figure in context with Dionysus. But, as is typical
for poetry of this time, Pisides is transferring that carefully to Chosroes as an outsider barbarian
king by means of what the Byzantines believed Zoroastrian practices to have been. It has to be
made clear, he is not creating a historical record, but rather using poetic record which allows for
huge flexibility for rebuilding through the ancient Greek mythological references. Through this,
Pisides crosses the boundaries between biblical and Zoroastrian material. 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.

He also plays with the theme of reversals throughout the poem with images like the
worshipped stars and moon rejecting their worshippers and the ruling king being overthrown. In
this excerpt, Pisides writes, “0 mopoordtpng €Loembn Xoopdng” (“the fire-worshipper Chosroes
is endarkened”). The image of fire has been employed heavily in this passage to progress the
biblical allusions of Persian destruction and blasphemy, but in this instance, I believe Pisides
uses it to create a linguistic tenebrism: the sun, stars, moon, and fire, which previously
illuminated Chosroes, have now extinguished themselves from him; what once provided light for
him and his empire is now a source of darkness. Pisides employs a similar reversal of fortune
when he describes how Chosroes, who was formerly the maker of divine fire is now destroyed
by it: “Em¢ cUvV alt® kal 10 nlp UnepPpdoav cUv 1 Bcovpyioavtt cuykotepddapn” (“until the
fire, having boiled over, was completely destroyed together with him, its maker”). Like the light

that stopped shining for Chosroes, this fire retaliates against its maker by burning him. The series

11



of reversal imagery that Pisides drenches his poem in graphically illustrates the end of the
Sasanian Empire, which the Byzantines must have perceived as deserved and inevitable.

Before the second canto of the poem, Pisides creates an extended poetic censure of
Chosroes, with a description of his vulgarities and violence against humanity:

TAAY ToPOVEL Kol PETaipeL TNV KTiowy
EépEN e T Tpiv Avtepilet kal OéAet

7f] ueEv metpWoat TOV PuOOV TOlG Aetydvorg,
] 8 al ye v yAv kopotdoat olg AOpotg:
yryavtid o€ Kal Tupavvicot 0éAet

Kol TOV Tp0 mavtwv gikovilel Baktdoap
ypoivav 1a Ogla T@ polvopu® thc péng,
€w¢ kat’ aUtol daxtvAog Benydpoc

T 6e&18 GOV YPDOUEVOGS XEPOYPAPW

YhHeov peraivng EEepmdvnoe Kkpiotv.

Myovot Aomdv ai Bpoyal TV alpdtmy,
eeOyel TO Pelpa TV AeippdTOV OVOV,

N yA Braioig oUk EvoyAeltar Tagolg,
Bdratto AOpwv oU pwaivetal ydoet-
TV alypaAdTov oU Bpiet 1O ddkpvov,
Aapyel 1O howdv ) Aok thg Ayydvng,
oUdelg pet’ 6&ovg Exkevdoac aldainy
AV piva Totely ExPraletar otopa-
Ta 8€vdpa. vekpolg oU Papelror popriotg,
dmovg, Gyepog oU Papel TOV aUyéva:
TANPELG EKAGTW TWV peA®V al cvvBéoeic:
oUdeig AuoPnv cupgopdc AVTIGTPOPOL
TV xelpa KipQ TV T0dWV AviEpyaTIV:
GAL’ oUpavOg i) hp Udwp anp véen
kol d¢ 0 kdopog TV Gve Kol TV KAT®
Kpotel oUV Ny 100 Oeol 10 oképpato
€vOC TEcOVTOC Kol 6E0MOUEVOY OAmV.
vOv 1OV Topavyf Xoopomg Ewceopov
Eyvo Loemdn, kal TAdvntog oUk Exstv
ToUg €ntd enotv, AL’ GAovg ToUC AoTEPUG:
vOv mévtag aUtoUg Eunecy t@) Taptdpw
BAémel okotevoug €€ avaykng Eonépoug
kol Thg €’ altolg Aotoynooug EAmidog
oU¢ (v €tipa, dvooePel tebappévoc.

700 vOv 0 Afpog TV AelcQUARYV pLayoV;
70U TV €v Gotpolg Opyimv TA oKEppTO;
1olog TecOvVTa X0GpOnV WPOCKOTEL,
TavTog £60&ev Eumecely T ol Kpdvov-

12



TEKVODL YAp Opualg O oeayeUg avnpson.

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 blabber of the always-erring 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.?

The theme of reversal is apparent in this excerpt as well, as Pisides writes about how “kal 0éAet
i p&v netp®doar OV PuBOV Tolc Aeydvolg, mif) 8 al ye Thv YAV Kopot®oot Toic AOporc” (“he

wants to make earth of ocean and fill with waves of mud the Earth”). Chosroes’ rule is entirely

22 pisides: 1.26-64
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backwards: he wants to turn oceans into earth, and earth into waves. This imagery further shows
the unnatural character of his reign, one that nature itself and his own gods are against. However,
once Pisides describes the fall of Chosroes, nature once again regains its intended form, as the
sea is purified of earth, the dead no longer hang on trees, and hostages stop crying. Chosroes had
set a perverted chain of events in motion, but God and Herakleios have now put this to an end,
and returned the world to normalcy.

Chosroes is once again depicted as an indulgent drunk, and is compared to the excessive
Xerxes and Belshazzar. Biblical subtext is utilized once again: 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.?® 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 one (Chosroes), everyone is
saved. Pisides further mocks Chosroes and Zoroastrianism by asking why Chosroes’ magi had
not foreseen his imminent death. He also makes a Greek mythological allusion, which mirrors
Chosroes’ own death and his son Kavadh II’s succession to the Persian throne. Chosroes had
Kavadh with Maria, daughter of the Byzantine emperor Maurice. Chosroes, however, favored his
other son to succeed him, and therefore, imprisoned Kavadh so he would not overthrow him.
After Herakleios conquered the Sasanians, Kavadh imprisoned his own father and ordered his

execution. Mythological allusion is mobilized as this story very closely resembles the myth of

2 Daniel: 5.1-31

14



the father-son power struggle between Zeus and Kronos.
Pisides makes another biblical allusion to belittle Chosroes and to extol Herakleios by
equating the emperor to Noah:

kol vOv 6 Ne tig véag olkovpévng
KPoTOV £Upe TV Eavtol Kapdiav,
kol Téoov Evdov Eviedekwg TNV Hov
aefkev authv i Evomho téypata
€nl 1 KatakAvop® Xoopdov @povpovpEVIV-

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

ANV taldta ory® kal tOv EUepdtov mopov,
81" oU Tpéyov mopAidec EU@pdtov TAéov,
TAV SpacTIKNY T€ Kol PeT’ EPYmv EUTOVOV
wWg¢ v mapépyw cvpeopav tol Aovpiog,
elye mpoonkel cupEOPQ TapeKdooL
v eUoefolvt deomdtn mopbovuévnv
A dvooeBolvtt Xoopdn cecmwopévny.

Excluding these, through which you passed the Euphrates, running,
I 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 remain intact under Chosroes. The poet

is clearly trying to paint the most destructive actions of Herakleios as more beneficial than the

2 Pisides: 1.84-88
% Ppisides: 2.160-166

15



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:

gxelvoc oUv Extile Ve TV TOMV
elg Topyov Grpov, ic andpbntov TOTOV,
elg 1elyoc, W £0e1&e, Thc Auaptiog:
kel yOp elye Xoopong kal toUc péryoug (200)
Kol ToUg €avtol mpootdrog ToUg Avpakag,
dewvf] kpatndeig eikdtmg Unoyia
un toUg oePaotols alyrordTovg apmdonc.

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

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:

mpitov p&v olv, kpdtiote, TV okdAmV Shmv
annvOpakmacag toug Ogouc thg ITepoidoc,
dektag Amapydg T Ol Gov TPOCPEPMV
A TV Tpomdnnwv Xoopoov kel
ofevvug yap autoUg Epleyeg TOV Xoopony,
oUy Womep €x0pO¢ t0U mupO¢ tfi¢ oUsing
—6hog yap £l T0p 6 Oe®d cvvnupEvoc—,
QAL We EAeVBEpay 1€ Kal oECOOUEVV
BéAoV Tpocdéat T() Oc®) Kol ThV KTiowy.

amnArayn yap kol 10 nlp porvoudrmv
Tf) Tpookvvioel udilov €EvPpiopévov,
Exel 8€ TNV TV KAV ATiiay,

% Ppisides: 2.197-203
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] of] kaBapbEV eUoePel kabapiost

Kol GLUPEPOVTOG dVGTLYELY NVESYETO

KOAWG TEQPOOBEV 1 Kk AvnUUEVOV.
oUtmg €kelvo ndv 10 nlp katacPécag

aeRKkag oUdEv, ANV Ocov AaAely E£0¢t,

omwvOfpo pikpov eic 0 PAéEa Xoopdnv.

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 what should have been told
a small spark to burn Chosroes.?’

Herakleios offers the spoils of war (the destruction of Zoroastrianism) 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 reason, he reverts the meaning of fire back to a Christian

one as “Ghog yap &l 10p @ Oei) cuvnuuévos” (“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. The fire is “Eyet & Tiunv v KoAfv Atiav, tf of) kobapHEY

eUoefel kabapéoer” (“honored to be dishonored, purified from your pious destruction™), which

is yet another reversal that Pisides employs to demonstrate the Zoroastrian perversion of the

world. When Herakleios storms the temple and dishonors the fire, he is actually honoring it by

restoring fire to its proper use, and relinquishing it from Persian abuse. In his final reversal in the

21 pisides: 2.213-230
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Herakleias, Pisides writes “kaA®¢ 1eppmOEV A kok®g avnuuévov. OUtwg €kelvo ndv TO nlp
KotaoBéoog aehkac oUdEy, ANV Ooov AaAely £0¢t, omvOfpa pikpov gig 10 A€o Xoopony”
(“better to be burned to ashes than to be badly lit. So putting out all that fire, you left nothing,
excluding that as is said a small spark to burn Chosroes”). That Herakleios burned the temple to
the ground with fire is a good thing, but lighting the fire as a form of Zoroastrian worship is bad.
As a twist, the only good thing that can be lit (as opposed to being incinerated) is Chosroes; by
throwing a spark on Chosroes, Herakleios is conducting a form of Christian reverence to God for

putting an end to the Sasanian Empire.
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CHAPTER IV: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

George Pisides was a renowned poet with a great legacy, whose words and images
remained 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.>® 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

2 Wilson 1983: 61

2 Lauxtermann 2003: 59
% Haldon 2002: 14-5

1 Whitby 1994: 199

32 Reinink 2002: 82-4
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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 11.* However, it is difficult to discern what of his
account was actually his own view, the words of Herakleios, or society’s prevailing outlook. 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?**

The final image of fire presents a new kind of fire: the fire which has cathartic power.
The Byzantines have a fascination with fire: it can be a weapon, but also a protective device.
Although it is not quite the time of the vyp6v mop yet, which is recorded later in the seventh
century, the use of fire as a weapon is well attested already: the fleet of the Byzantine Emperor
Anastasios | (491-518) is recorded by the chronicler John Malalas as having utilized a sulphur-
based mixture to defeat the revolt of Vitalian in AD 515. That Pisides appropriates the
Zoroastrian pyre, translates into a tense Byzantine entity with cathartic power, and ultimately
translates that into his own poetics. He wants his poetry to have ‘caustic’ powers, and to be able
to ‘burn’ someone. Chosroes Il becomes, though a scapegoat representation, the figure who is
‘burned’ in order not just to praise Herakleios, but possibly defend himself from public fire for

his choice to pursue Chosroes Il and the Sasanians. Just as Herakles was made a god through

% Whithy 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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fire, in ancient Greek mythology—as the Heraklian apotheosis came through a pyre—the final
image of Pisidian fire puts one image down by burning it, namely that of Chosroes, and through
its ashes extols another, that of Herakleios, who, like another Herakles has been now made into a
godlike figure against anyone who might want to speak out against him. The final act is one of
apotheosis through a mix of different ingredients by alluding to different literary, theological and

mythological traditions.
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