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COURTS AND COURTIERS
ii. In the Parthian and Sasanian periods

In the absence of records, a full picture of court life under the Parthians and
Sasanians cannot be pieced together. The only available information is derived
from a small number of inscriptions; from secondary contemporary sources in
Greek, Latin, Armenian, and Syriac; and from later Arabo-Persian sources
(Mohammad1 Malayeri).

The court of the Arsacid kings of Armenia, about which more is known, may
be taken as comparable in some respects, though not as typical, of all the
courts in question, and the numerous Armenian titles of Parthian origin borne
by court officials are useful indicators. About local courts in vassal
principalities practically nothing is known. At the Armenian court the great
nobles and dignitaries were allowed to be seated in the royal presence and
were placed by rank, as described in one gah-namag (book of ranks; cf.
Christensen, Iran Sass., pp. 62-63). They sat on cushions that were placed
progressively higher as they came nearer to the royal cushion (Généalogie, pp.
32-39; Chaumont, p. 481).
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In the Sasanian period feasts and banquets were occasions for discussing
problems of imperial policy, as well as handing out gifts (e.g., silver bowls;
Trever and Lukonin, p. 38; Tsotselia, pp. 18-19); no doubt the custom had come
down from earlier times. On visits to the court noblemen wore a tiara (kulaf)
and a jewel-studded belt ii. as emblems of their rank (cf. KKZ 1. 4). No one
without a tiara was allowed to sit at the royal table or offer advice to the king.

The prime importance of the royal family at Iranian courts is always apparent.
A number of customs sustained it. First, the rule of succession to the throne
was strictly patrilineal; among the Parthians it generally passed from father to
son and among the Sasanians sometimes from brother to brother (Lukonin, p.
688; see crown prince). The crises over the succession that arose in the 3rd
century c.e. (Narseh’s overthrow of Wahram III), the 4th century (Ardasir II’s
overthrow of Sapur III), and the 6th century (Wistahm’s challenge of Kosrow II
Parvéz) all demonstrate that this rule could not easily be circumvented.
Second, deceased members of royal families became objects of organized
worship, analogous to the Greek cult of dead heroes, with endowments for the
soul of the departed (pad ruwan), as attested by the Nisa documents (Lukonin,
p- 694) and by the naming of fire temples after their founders and benefactors
(see, e.g., the inscription of Sapur I on the Ka'ba-ye Zardost at Nags-e Rostam,
SKZ; Maricq, passim). Finally, consanguineous marriage (xweédodah), which
the Mazdean theologians deemed meritorious and the Sasanians actually
practiced (see, e.g., the inscription of Kirdér on the Ka'ba-ye Zardost, KKZ, 1. 14;
Back, p. 433), served not only to keep property within the family but also to
maintain endogamy within the clan. Not all royal marriages were incestuous,
however, as external alliances are also recorded (e.g., marriages with Christian
women).

According to Strabo (11.9.3), the Parthian monarch was assisted by a council
the members of which were drawn from two groups: his close relatives and
the Magi and sages. This statement hardly corresponds to the known facts,
however. Fortunately, there is more information about the Sasanian period.
The inscriptions of Sapar I (SKZ) and Narseh I at Paikuli (NPi) contain lists of
court personalities graded in order of rank (for SKZ, see Maricq, pp. 318-31; for
NPi, see Humbach and Skjervg, I11/2, table pp. 40-43). The first rank included
members of the royal family, including queens and other “ladies” (baniig). The
queen of queens (banbisnan banbisn; see banbisn) was not the king’s consort
(Maricq, 1965, p. 76), for the latter held the title queen of the empire (Sahr
banbisn). In the second rank were heads of the seven great families, though the
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order of precedence among them varied over the centuries. Under the
Arsacids the most honored, and indeed the only attested, great families were
the Sarén and the Karin. The other five known from Sasanian sources were
the Spahbed, Mihran, Spandiyad, Waraz, and apparently the Andigan
(Undigan). In the third and lowest rank were the other dignitaries and
officials, though not all the courtiers are enumerated in SKZ and NPi. Only
sixty-six members of Sapar I’s court are mentioned in SKZ, whereas 165 were
listed by the Armenian biographer of Saint Nerses, who was commissioned to
prepare a gah-namag fixing the positions of 400 cushions (Généalogie, pp.
32-39; cf. Chaumont, pp. 481-83).

In the Kar-namag 1 Ardasir 1 Pabagan Sasanian princes and nobles were
divided into four categories (ed. Irani, p. 84). The highest consisted of kings
governing important regions, apparently comparable to the satraps of the
Achaemenid period. Among the sons of Sapir, king of kings, were Narseh, who
received in appanage “Sagestan, Tarestan, and Sind down to the coast” and at
a later date Armenia, with the title great king; Ohrmazd Arda$ir, who initially
received Armenia; Sapﬁr, who received MésSan/Mesene; and Wahram, who
received Gilan (cf. Maricq, p. 333). Evidently three levels of kingship were
recognized: king of kings, great king (or kings), and kings of provinces or
vassal states. The hierarchy of the senior clergy in the Sasanian period appears
to have been graded on a similar model: mowbeddan mowbed, great mowbed,
and provincial mowbeds (Gignoux, 1993). In the second rank were wispuhr(an)
(BRBYT'n), princes related to the royal family or belonging to the royal clan.
Wuzurg(an), “great” nobles, constituted the third rank (see bozorgan) and
azadan (see azad), “free” nobles, the fourth (for the lists in NPi and the inscrip-
tion of Sapur I at Hajiabad, see Humbach and Skjaerve, I11/2, pp. 45-46). These
terms can be traced back to the Achaemenid period, and the system may
therefore already have been in existence under the Parthians.

Next to the Sasanian king of kings sat the pasagriw “second man after the
king” (Man. Mid. Pers. ps'gryw, Sogd. psyryw, Syr. ps'gryb’ < *pasca- “after” +
*griva“self”; Benveniste, pp. 51-65). The exact nature of this office remains
uncertain. It was probably held by the crown prince or heir apparent. His
responsibilities may perhaps have been limited to administration of
Mesopotamia. The title was taken over by the Manicheans (Benveniste, pp.
58-59). It seems likely that the pasagriw took the place of the bidaxs “second in
command” of Parthian times, who was either the king’s heir or his
representative at different courts, that is, a viceroy.
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All courtiers were subject to the orders of the majordomo, darigan salar (dlyk'n
srd’r: SKZ, Mid. Pers. 1. 33; Maricq, pp. 328-29; Back, p. 363; see also darighed).
Also in attendance at court were counselors, handarzbed (hndlcpty; see
andarzbad). The name of one “court counselor” (BB’ ndlcpty), the eunuch
Mahan, appears on a seal in the Hermitage, St. Petersburg (cf. Gignoux, 1991,
pp- 17-21). Armenian sources confirm that a eunuch, $abestan ($’pstn), might
hold high office, for instance, guard of the queens (i.e., the harem) and steward
of the palace (mardpet), as in Armenia, or chief of the royal counselors, as at
Byzantium. The mardbed also had charge of the treasure kept in the royal
castles; his title may imply that he was an auditor (Livshits). The counselor of
the queens, Middle Persian *baniigan (b’'nyk'n), Parthian *banbisnan (MLKTHn)
handarzbed, is mentioned in SKZ (Mid. Pers. 1. 33, Parth. 1. 27; Maricq, pp.-
328-29; Back, p. 361); the counselor of the Magi, magiin/mogan handarzbed
(mgwny hndrcpty), is mentioned on a seal found at Qasr-e AblQ Nasr near
Shiraz (Frye, 1973, p. 61) and in Pahlavi literature (in Madayan 1 hazar
dadestan; cf. Perikhanian). In addition, there were counselors in the provinces:
One in Sagestan is mentioned in the inscription of Saptr II at Persepolis (SPs I,
1. 6; Back, p. 493), and there are references in Armenian sources (Gignoux,
1985-88, p. 56).

Many important officials, like the hazaruft/hazarbed (see chiliarch) and the
wuzurg framadar, were counted as members of the royal court. The same is
true of the top-ranking clergy, for example, the high priest Kirdir, who was
promoted to the rank of wuzurg (KKZ, 1. 8; Back, p. 408) in the 3rd century.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

M. Back, Die sassanidischen Staatsinschriften, Acta Iranica 18, Tehran and
Liege, 1978.

E. Benveniste, Titres et noms propres en iranien ancien, Paris, 1966.

M. L. Chaumont, “L’ordre des préséances a la cour des Arsacides d’Arménie,”
JA 254, 1966, pp. 471-97.



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/darigbed
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/andarzbad-sasanian-administrative-title-meaning-chief-advisor-from-mid
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/chiliarch-greek-title-of-one-of-the-chief-offices-of-state-in-achaemenid-persia-presumably-translated-from-old-persian-haza

Vol. VI, Fasc. 4, pp. 359-361 @
)

R. N. Frye, ed., Sasanian Remains from Qasr-i Abu Nasr. Seals, Sealings, and
Coins, Cambridge, Mass., 1973.

Idem, The History of Ancient Iran, Munich, 1984.
Généalogie de la famille de saint Grégoire et vie de saint Nerses, Venice, 1853.

P. Gignoux, “Die religiose Administration in sasanidischer Zeit. Ein Uberblick,”
in H. Koch and D. N. MacKenzie, eds., Kunst, Kultur und Geschichte der
Achdmenidenzeit und ihr Fortleben, AMI, Erganzungsband 10, Berlin, 1983, pp.
253-66.

Idem, “Pour une évaluation de la contribution des sources arméniennes a
I'histoire sassanide,” AAASH 31/1-2, 1985-88, pp. 53-65.

Idem, “D’Abntn a Mahan. Etude de deux inscriptions sassanides,” Stud. Ir.
20/1, 1991, pp. 9-22.

V. A. Livshits, “Le titre mrtpty sur un sceau parthe et 'arménien mardpet,”
Stud. Ir. 18, 1989, pp. 169-91.

H. Humbach and P. O. Skjervg, The Sassanian Inscription of Paikuli II1/1-2,
Wiesbaden, 1983.

V. G. Lukonin, “Political, Social and Administrative Institutions, Taxes and
Trade,” in Camb. Hist. Iran 111/2, pp. 681-746.

A. Maricq, “Res Gestae Divi Saporis,” Syria 35, 1958, pp. 295-360; repr. in A.
Maricq, Classica et Orientalia, Paris, 1965.

M. Mohammadi Malayeri, “Negah-1 ba darbar-e sasani az kelal ma’aked-e
eslami,” Iran-Senast 3/3, 1991, pp. 567-81; 3/4, 1992, pp. 790-800; 4/1, 1992, pp.
78-89.

A. Perikhanian, Sasanidskil sudebnik (The Sasanian legal code), Yerevan, 1973.

P.-H. Poirier, L’Hymne de la Perle des Actes de Thomas, Louvain-la-Neuve, 1981,
pp. 212-48.

K. V. Trever and V. G. Lukonin, Sasanidskoe serebro (Sasanian silver), Moscow,
1987.




COURTS AND COURTIERS II. IN THE PARTHIAN AND SASANIAN
@ PERIODS | Philippe Gignoux

M. V. Tsotselia, Iz istorii vzaimootnoshenii Kartli s sasanidskim Iranom (On the
history of Kart borrowings from Sasanian Iran), Thilisi, 1975.




