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CTESIPHON

CTESIPHON (Tisfun), ancient city on the Tigris adjacent to the Hellenistic city
of Seleucia, ca. 35 km south of the later site of Baghdad. The origin and
meaning of the name is unknown (for the forms, see Honigmann, cols.
1102-03; Markwart, Provincial Capitals, pp. 60-61). In the Greek sources it
appears as Ktésiphoén, in Latin Ctesiphon/Ctesifon from the Greek and
T(h)esifon or Et(h)esifon, reproducing local forms. In the Aramaic Talmud
()qtyspwn (in Syriac qtyspwn) occurs. From Iranian texts of the Sasanian
period Manichean Parthian tyspwn (or *tysfwn; Henning, pp. 943-44), Pahlavi
tyspwn, and Christian Sogdian tyspwn (Sims-Williams, pp. 144, 147-49;
Yoshida) are attested. In Arabic texts the name is usually Taysafun. According
to Yaqut (ITL, p. 570, IV, p. 446), quoting Hamza, the original form was Tusfan
or Tusfun, which was arabicized as Taysafun.

The history of the city has been reported and its ruins extensively described by
scholars and travelers through the ages. M. Streck (1900-01, I, pp. 246ff.; 1917,
pp- 26ff.) was the first to collect and comment on these writings. Systematic
topographical research in the region of Seleucia/Ctesiphon began with Ernst
Herzfeld, who worked there from 1903 to 1911 (Sarre and Herzfeld, pp. 46ff.).
In 1927 an American expedition led by Leroy Waterman located and
excavated Seleucia, on the west bank of the river, near modern Tell ‘Omar.
German (1928-29) and German-American (1931-32) teams under Oscar
Reuther and Ernst Kiithnel respectively excavated sites on both banks and
conducted surveys of the area. Since 1964 an Italian expedition under the
direction of Giorgio Gullini and Antonio Invernizzi has carried on this work on
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the west bank. Its findings have helped to clarify the general topography of the
site and to provide an initial stratigraphy. Because of the sprawling nature of
the city and the complexity of the questions that it poses, however, many
points still await further research, and some of the conclusions reached
cannot be accepted without doubt (for a differing view, cf. von Gall).

Parthian period. Parthian Ctesiphon has been tentatively located on the east
bank of the Tigris opposite Seleucia at a site now bisected by a loop in the
Tigris several kilometers north of the Ayvan-e Kesra, an area that has not yet
been systematically explored by archeologists. In the early Parthian period the
metropolis of Seleucia/Ctesiphon was the administrative center of Babylonia
and also a center for the long-distance trade through the Persian Gulf (cf.
Strabo, 16.1.16). When the Arsacids conquered the Mesopotamian lowlands,
the capital was transferred to Ctesiphon from Hecatompylos, identified with
Sahr-e Qumes near Damgan (see capital cities i); it thus also became the main
terminus for the luxury trade along the Silk Route, as well as through the
Persian Gulf. From the time of Mithradates I (ca. 171-38 b.c.e.) until the fall of
the Arsacid dynasty in 224 c.e. it was the winter residence of the Arsacid kings
(Strabo, 16.1.16; cf. Tacitus, Annals 6.42), though there was a functioning mint
in Seleucia throughout the Parthian period (see arsacids iii, p. 540).

Modern knowledge about Parthian Ctesiphon is limited and drawn mainly
from the accounts of Greek and Roman historians. According to Strabo
(16.1.16), the city was founded as a camp for the Parthian armies because the
Arsacids did not think it appropriate to admit their troops into the Greek city
of Seleucia; Pliny (Natural History 6.122), on the other hand, reported that
Ctesiphon was founded to draw the population away from Seleucia. Artabanus
IT (q.v.; d. 38 c.e.) was said to have been crowned in Ctesiphon in 10 or 11 c.e.
(Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 18.48-50). According to Ammianus Marcellinus
(23.6.23), the city was enlarged by immigration under Pacorus I around 39
b.c.e. and the same ruler built the city walls. In other sources, however, it is
reported that the walls were built somewhat later (Pauly-Wissowa, Suppl., IV,
col. 1110). Under Vologeses I (ca. 51-76 or 80 c.e.; for further references, see
balas i) an important new commercial center called Vologesocerta was
founded in the region of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, but its identification and precise
location are still uncertain.

In the following centuries Ctesiphon was repeatedly conquered by the
Romans. Trajan captured the city in the spring or summer of 116, receiving the
title Parthicus in consequence (Din Cassius, 68.30.3; Arrian, Parthica, frag. 1 in
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Miiller, Fragmenta 111, pp. 587, 590); his booty included a daughter of the king
Osroes and the golden Parthian throne (Dion Cassius, 68.80.3). In 117 he
invested Parthamaspates with the royal Parthian diadem in Ctesiphon. The
city was again invaded in December 165, during the reign of Vologeses IV (148-
92/3; see balas iv), by the Roman general Avidius Cassius, who demolished the
royal palace (Dio Cassius, 71.2.3). In 198, in the reign of Vologeses V (ca. 190 or
193-208), Ctesiphon was conquered for a third time, by Septimius Severus,
after hard fighting. The city was sacked, and part of its population was forcibly
transported. Following the example of Trajan, Septimius took the title
Parthicus Maximus (Dio Cassius, 75.9.2-5; “Severus,” in Historia Augusta 16.12).

After the Romans had withdrawn the city walls were rebuilt. The history of
Parthian Ctesiphon ended with the defeat of Artabanus IV in 224 c.e. and the
coronation of the Sasanian king Ardasir I at Ctesiphon in 226.

Sasanian period. Ctesiphon remained the capital and coronation city of the
Sasanian empire from the accession of ArdaSir until the conquest by Muslim
armies in 16/637. It was at once royal residence, imperial administrative
center, and one of the most important cities of the rich agricultural province of
Babylonia/Asoristan, which, with its network of waterways and fertile soils,
supported a dense population, especially along the lower Diala basin on the
east bank of the Tigris, and many large towns (Adams, pp. 69-70). Following
ancient custom (see courts and courtiers 1), the Sasanian kings used the palace
at Ctesiphon only as a winter residence, spending the summers on the cooler
highlands of the Persian plateau. Although situated in the heartland of the
Sasanian empire (del-e Eransahr), Ctesiphon and the surrounding area were
inhabited mainly by Arameans, Syrians, and Arabs, who spoke Aramaic and
were predominantly Christian or Jewish. Both the Jewish exilarch and the
Nestorian catholicus resided in the city, and in 410 a Nestorian synod was held
there (see Eilers, p. 499; Neusner pp. 917-18, 931). The Zoroastrian Persian
ruling class, on the other hand, was in the minority. Curiously, none of the
major fire temples was located in Sasanian Mesopotamia, though there were a
few smaller ones, apparently including one at Ctesiphon; its exact site has not
been identified (Morony, p. 238). In the later Sasanian period it became
customary for each king to make a pilgrimage to the venerated fire sanctuary
of Adur Gusnasp at Siz (Takt-e Solayman) after the coronation ceremonies. The
capital was connected by a network of roads with all parts of the empire, and
one of the most important routes led to Media, where the summer residence
(Hamadan) and the great fire temple were located.
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From the sources it seems that Parthian Ctesiphon continued to flourish
throughout the Sasanian period. A royal palace, the “white palace” (al-qasr al-
abyaz, abyaz al-Kesra), as yet unidentified, was still standing there when
Mesopotamia was conquered by the Arabs (Tabari, p. 2440; Baladori, Fotiih, p.
262). During the Sasanian period Ctesiphon developed into a metropolis,
consisting of a series of cities and suburbs along both banks of the Tigris (for a
topographical plan, see ayvan-e kesra). It thus became known as “the cities”
(Aram. Mahozé, Ar. al-Mada’en). The process began around 230, when Ardasir
I founded a new city at Ctesiphon; it was called Weh-Ardasir (see beh-ardasir)
by the Persians, New Seleucia by the Greeks, and Kokeé by the Syrians. A
cathedral church is known to have been located there (Streck, 1917, pp. 42-46).
A circular walled city west of the Ayvan-e Kesra has been identified by the
Italians as Weh-ArdaSir (von Gall, pp. 81-84). Excavations have revealed part
of the fortifications, artisans’ quarters, and residential areas. A late Sasanian
church with a long prayer hall lined by two rows of piers and a tripartite choir
was excavated by the German expedition in 1928-29; a fragmentary painted
stucco figure found there may represent a saint (Kroger, pp. 47-48, pl. 12/3).
Around the middle of the 5th century the course of the Tigris shifted and
divided Weh-ArdaSir in two (Venco Ricciardi and Negro Ponzi Mancini, pp.
100-10). The ensuing severe flooding and other hazards must have severely
disrupted city life and led to a general decline of this town in the 6th century,
when only patches of high ground (e.g., modern Tell Bartda) continued to be
inhabited (Venco Ricciardi, 1977, pp. 11-14).

Perhaps owing to these changes or perhaps even earlier Ashanbar, or New
Ctesiphon, developed, also on the east bank of the river, south of Parthian
Ctesiphon. There stood the Sasanian royal palace, Ayvan-e Kesra, with its
enormous audience hall, still standing today. The German excavations
revealed that this structure had been part of a larger complex, probably
including a corresponding building on the east side of a large courtyard
(Kroger, pp. 13-16). A palace or religious building may have stood on a terrace
now called Haram Kesra or Tell al-Daba’1 about 100 m to the south (Kréger, pp.
40-45). Only the remains of the terrace foundations and stucco fragments of
hunting scenes, possibly from a continuous frieze with large busts of kings,
were found (Kroger, p. 26). The main decorative features of the palace area
were stucco disks decorated on each side with a rosette design. A square
terrace known as Tell Dahab farther to the southeast yielded similar disks and
must thus have had some connection with the palace city. The floors and walls
of the palace were decorated with marble, opus sectile, mosaics, and stucco
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sculptures. It has been suggested that the complex was built by Kosrow I
AnoSiravan (r. 531-79) to commemorate his conquest of Antioch in Syria in 540
and that it was decorated with mosaics depicting the victory; it is also possible
that Byzantine craftsmen sent by the emperor Justinian were employed, which
would indicate a probable date before his death in 565. To the north and east
of the Ayvan-e Kesra private houses, probably of the 6th century, have been
excavated at the sites of Ma‘ared and Omm al-Sa‘ater in New Ctesiphon
(Kroger, pp. 30-136). Their elaborate ground plans suggest that they belonged
to members of the upper classes. Vaulted ayvans set somewhat apart from the
other living quarters contained elaborate ornamental or figural stucco reliefs
with religious connotations. Mosaics were not used in these private houses,
most of which seem to have been abandoned after the fall of Ctesiphon to the
Arabs (Kroger, pp. 501f.).

Another city, still unlocated, was founded at Ctesiphon by Kosrow I for the
population forcibly transported from Antioch in 540. It was called Weh-Antiok
Kosrow/Rumagan (Ar. Rimiya) and was modeled on the original plan of
Antioch, with its own hippodrome and bath; marble taken by Kosrow on his
Syrian campaigns is reported to have been used as a building material (Tabari,
I, pp. 898, 959; Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser, pp. 165, 239-40; Dinavari, ed.
Guirgass, p. 70; Ta‘alebi, Gorar, pp. 612-13; Mas‘adi, Morij, ed. Pellat, I, p. 307).
In the late 6th century Weh-Antiok had a population of about 30,000. In the
opinion of the German excavators this city may have stood southeast of the
Ayvan-e Kesra in an area now known as Bostan Kesra, where a rectangular
section of an apparent city wall has survived (Kroger, p. 45). It is possible,
however, that this section was part of some other wall, perhaps that of a
garden. Kosrow II Parvéz (r. 590, 591-628) also departed from the established
pattern of summering in the Persian highlands and built his royal summer
residence at Dastgerd, northeast of Ctesiphon (Same and Herzfeld, pp. 76ff.).

In contrast to its history under Parthian rule, Sasanian Ctesiphon was
successfully invaded only once before the Muslim conquest, by the Roman
emperor Marcus Aurelius Carus in 283. In 363 the emperor Julian passed close
to the city on his disastrous retreat after the burning of his fleet on the
Euphrates but did not enter it. In 628 the Byzantine emperor Heraclius
advanced toward the capital on his campaign against Kosrow II. After having
destroyed the sanctuary of Siz/Takt-e Solayman in Azarbaijan and looted
Dastgerd he followed the fleeing Kosrow II as far as the west bank opposite
Ctesiphon. There, in a last effort, Kosrow assembled his army and forced
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Heraclius to retreat (Noldeke, Geschichte der Perser, pp. 295-96). Only a few
years later, however, in March 637 the city was conquered by Muslim troops
under Sa‘'d b. Ab1 Waqqas (Baladori, Fotiih, pp. 262ff.; Dinavari, ed. Guirgass, p.
133; Tabari, I, pp. 2431ff.; Ya'qubi, Tarik II, p. 165; Bal'ami, ed. Rowsan, I, pp.
464-67). The Sasanian royal family, the nobles, and the army fled, and the
invading army seized fabulous amounts of booty from the royal treasury,
including the celebrated garden carpet called bahdar-e Kesra.

For the Islamic period see mada’en.
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