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CHINESE-IRANIAN RELATIONS
XV. THE LAST SASANIANS IN
CHINA

Information on those Sasanians who avoided the submission to the Arabs and
lived in Central Asia or at the Tang court can be found in the works of Muslim
authors and in Chinese sources. According to Masʿudi, Yazdegerd III (r. 632-51)
had two sons, Wahrām and Peroz, and three daughters, Adrag, Šahrbānu, and
Mardāwand (Maçoudi, II, p. 241; see also Christensen, p. 508; Amir-Moezzi, pp.
255-56). As Balāḏori recorded, Peroz settled among the Turks of Ṭoḵārestān
and even married a noble Turkish woman (Hitti, p. 493).

Some further data can be deduced from Chinese sources, especially the Jiu
Tangshu (‘Old History of the Tang,’ completed in 945) and the Xin Tangshu
(‘New History of the Tang,’ composed in 1060). The two chronicles are roughly
the same, although some details can vary: the section regarding the history of
Peroz (called Bilusi) is quite different in them. According to the Jiu Tangshu,
Peroz was captured by the Turkish prince of Ṭoḵārestān while escaping from
the Arabs. Later he could elude his Turkish warders and, in the years 661-62,
he sent an embassy to the Tang emperor Gaozong (r. 650-83), asking for
military support against the Arabs. After the defeat of the Western Turks
between 657 and 659, the Chinese were organizing their protectorate in the
territories just conquered. The city of Zaranj in Sistān became the capital of
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that province, and Peroz was recognized as its governor. Peroz sent several
embassies to China, and during 670-74 he personally arrived at the Tang court.
Gaozong received him warmly and accorded to him the title of ‘General of the
Right Militant Guard.’ In 678-9 he ordered Pei Xingjian to take Peroz back to
Persia with the support of a military contingent. However, upon arriving at
Suyāb/Ak Beshim, Pei Xingjian remained there and abandoned Peroz. The
latter could stay for approximately twenty years in Ṭoḵārestān fighting the
Arabs but, later, “the people of his tribe got dispersed” (Daffinà, p. 133). In
708-9 Peroz went back to the Tang capital and was proclaimed ‘General of the
Left Majestic Guard.’ Eventually, he died from a disease, and his reign finished,
although Chinese chronicles reported the arrival of Persian embassies for a
while.

The information of the Xin Tangshu appears more reliable. This source states
that Peroz found shelter in Ṭoḵārestān, but he did not receive any support
from Gaozong. He established himself in Sistān with the help of the rulers of
Ṭoḵārestān during a temporary slowdown in the Arab advance. In 661-64
Peroz sent several embassies to the Chinese court requesting Tang
intervention against the Arabs, but he could only manage to be recognized in
661 as the head of the ‘Persian Area Command’ (Bosi dudufu), whose capital
was Zaranj. In 662 Gaozong accorded to him the title of ‘King of Persia’ (Bosi
wang), so for this reason he should be regarded as Peroz III, since Peroz II
ascended the Sasanian throne for a very short time after Khosrow II (r.
591-628) and even struck his own coins (Gurnet, pp. 291-94; Bosworth, pp. 408,
411). Later, around 663, the Arabs could defeat him, and Peroz III himself
arrived at the Chinese capital Chang’an between 673 and 674, and then again
in 675, being warmly received by Gaozong on both occasions. He also got the
title of ‘General of the Right Militant Guard.’ It is further recorded that, in 677,
Peroz asked permission from Gaozong to build a “Persian temple” (Bosi si)
which should be considered a Christian church (Leslie, pp. 283, 286-88; Forte,
1996a, pp. 355, 364). Syro-Oriental Christians were particularly numerous
within the domains of the late Sasanians, and it is worth noting that Yazdegerd
III’s funeral service would have been accomplished by the bishop of Merv.
Moreover, according to a later tradition, his wife would have been Christian
(Scarcia, 2004, p. 121). One should also mention Aluoben (Abraham?), a man of
Persia who introduced Christianity into China and built the first church at
Chang’an (Forte, 1996a, pp. 349-74; Idem, 1996b, pp. 375-428; Tajadod, pp.
43-45). According to an inscription on a Christian stele from Xi-an, another
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Persian named Li Su (he died in 817) was a clergyman and a member of the
Sasanian family (Ge and Nicolini-Zani, p. 181).

Now it is a well-known fact that there were very strong connections between
the late Sasanian rulers and the Christians, whose status was definitely better
than during the early Sasanian period (Mango, pp. 111, 115-18; Scarcia, 2000,
p. 190; Idem, 2004, pp. 117-35; Panaino, pp. 843-62; Tubach, Arafa, and
Vashalomidze). Peroz died possibly around 679, and his statue—unfortunately
beheaded but recognizable by a Chinese inscription on the back of its
pedestal—still embellishes the monumental tomb of Gaozong and his wife at
Qiangling near Xi’an. At the same site, according to a Chinese inscription on its
back, there is also the mutilated statue of Nanmei, the ‘Grand Head of Persia’
(Bosi da shouling), but nothing precise is known about him. Possibly, he was
one of those Persian aristocrats who followed Peroz in China and held
important positions at his court and, so, he could have been a member of the
Sasanian family too (Forte, 1996b, p. 404; Idem, 1996c, pp. 191-92).

The same Chinese chronicle also informs about Peroz’s son, Narseh (called in
Chinese sources Ninieshi, Ninieshishi, Nihuanshi, Nilishishi, Nihuangshishi,
Nimishi, or Nilishishi), who was a hostage at the Tang court. He is said to have
accompanied the Chinese general Pei Xingjian in order to rescue Persia from
the Arabs around 679. However, during the crossing of the Turkish territory,
in nowadays Kirghizstan, the Chinese general conquered the city of Suyāb/Ak
Beshim, taking the Turks and their Tibetan allies by surprise. So, Pei Xingjian
left Narseh to regain the throne of Ctesiphon alone, since his true mission had
been accomplished. Recent archaeological investigations at Ak Beshim
confirmed some of the information in the Chinese sources (Lubo-Lesnichenko,
p. 117). The true intentions of the Chinese general could be considered as
accurate planning by the Tang court, because the Chinese had had diplomatic
exchanges with the Arabs too at least since 651 (Petech, pp. 621-22). In fact,
Narseh could never reach proper Persia and fought for twenty years against
the Arabs being supported by Turkish lords of Ṭoḵārestān, like his father. A
Chinese document discovered in the beginning of 20th century at Astana, near
Turfan, makes mention of a so-called ‘Persian army’ (Bosi jun), which crossed
the territory of Chinese Turkistan between 677 and 681 (Maspero, pp. 95-97).
Possibly, this event could be identified with the passage of Narseh on his way
to reestablish the Sasanian dynasty (Jiang, pp. 38-45).
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After the failure of his attempt to re-conquer Persia, Narseh went back to
China around 707-9, to live the rest of his days as a respected member of the
Tang court, and died from a disease. The Tang emperor accorded to him the
title of ‘General of the Left Majestic Guard.’ The Xin Tangshu reports (see
Chavannes, p. 173; Daffinà, p. 135) that only the western part of his territory
was not invaded by the Arabs (even though this looks rather enigmatic, since
the Arabs were coming from the west). The same source also says that
embassies coming from a country considered by the Chinese to be Persia
continued to arrive at Chang’an until 755. It was proposed to recognize this
country as Māzandarān or, most likely, Ṭoḵārestān, where the Arabs arrived
later (Chavannes, pp. 173-4; Daffinà, p. 139; Compareti, p. 211), although at
least on one occasion, an embassy reached Chang’an in 751 from a kingdom to
be likely identified with Surestān in southern Mesopotamia (Daffinà, p. 138).
This was actually a territory in the western part of Persia, and Mani too was
said to be originally from Surestān, although on this point the Chinese sources
are enigmatic (Palumbo, pp. 307-10). In the Jiu Tangshu there is a considerable
confusion between the figures of Peroz and Narseh, while in the Xin Tangshu it
is clearly stated that after 679 it was Narseh who fought in Ṭoḵārestān against
the Arabs, as already argued by some scholars on the basis of the age of Peroz
(Drake, pp. 6-7). According to Herzfeld (p. 94), Peroz was born in 636, a date
which could be considered well-fitting for the general history of late Sasanians
and for the events narrated in the Chinese chronicles. There then arises
another question regarding the military position of Peroz as described in the
Jiu Tangshu: why, in fact, should Gaozong have accorded to him two different
titles?

Some other Persians are recorded in Chinese sources as military or relevant
people well received at the court, but their affiliation to the Sasanian family is
not proved (Harmatta, pp. 375-76; Daffinà, pp. 136-39; Forte, 2000, pp. 183-85).
It was argued that some of the men from Ṭoḵārestān, who arrived in Japan
between 654 and 660, could have been members of the Sasanian family, but,
once again, this is just a hypothesis (Itō, pp. 60-62). A funerary stele, which was
recovered near Luoyang (not far from Xi’an), revealed important information
regarding the career of Aluohan, a man of Persia highly esteemed by Gaozong
and a contemporary of Peroz, who was even sent to Byzantium as a Chinese
envoy and died in 710. Suggestions have been made to identify him with
Peroz’s brother, Wahrām, with good argumentation from the point of view of
both the Chinese sources (Forte, 1984, pp. 174-80; Idem, 1996c, pp. 193-94) and
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the Mazdean apocalyptic texts, where he was celebrated in a small poem
entitled ‘On the Coming of the Miraculous Wahrām’ (Abar Madan ī Wahrām ī
Warzāwand; see Cereti, pp. 635-38; cf. Sprengling, pp. 175-76). His son’s name,
Ju Luo, could be probably reconstructed as Khosrow according to the
pronunciation of the Tang period. For this reason, he was associated with a
certain Khosrow, a descendant of Yazdegerd III, who tried to re-conquer the
Sasanian empire in 728-29 with the support of Turkic contingents (Forte,
1996c, pp. 193-94; cf. Harmatta, p. 375), as recorded in the Chinese and Muslim
sources (Chavannes, pp. 173, 258; Christensen, p. 509).

Many Persians lived undisturbed in China due to the attitude of the first Tang
emperors, but the situation changed after the An Lushan rebellion in 755-6
and, especially, with the edicts issued by the Taoist minister Li Mi (722-89)
aimed to stop the monetary support granted to foreign nobles living at
Chang’an (Dalby, p. 593).
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