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Dedicated to Nina Garsoian and Robert W. Thomson, as without the work
of these two trailblazing historians this thesis would have never been
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L It’s Not the Size that Counts

The general, although he was overcome by the despair of his army, first wrote a
letter to Vologeses, not a suppliant petition, but in a tone of remonstrance against the
doing of hostile acts on behalf of the Armenians, who always had been under Roman
dominion, or subject to a king chosen by the emperor.'

“He did not," it was said, "repeat his former and frequent claims to the holding of
Armenia, since the gods who ruled the destinies of the most powerful nations, had handed
over its possession to the Parthians, not without disgrace to Rome.”

...refuge in Armenia, then a free country, and exposed to the power of Parthia and
Rome, without being trusted by either...>

Three separate quotes, all painting a different picture of Armenia and its
relationship between Rome and Persia, and all from the same author. While Tacitus’s
Annals covered a period earlier than the one focused on in this essay, these passages are
nevertheless a fitting place to begin an essay dealing with Armenia’s role in the Roman-
Persian balance of power system because of the way they highlight Armenia’s ever
changing status. Was it a Roman client state? A Persian satrapy? Or an independent
kingdom with its own agenda? As we will see throughout the course of this essay, the
evidence conssitenly points to the latter.

While a few scholars have analyzed the influence that Armenia’s larger
neighbors, Rome and Persia, had on its domestic politics, economics, and culture, little
has been said of how Armenia may have affected the tense relationship between these

two ancient superpowers. This neglect can be attributed to a number of factors, including

Armenia’s relatively small size and the fact that the topic of ancient borderlands has only

! Tacitus, The Annals, Book XV.
2 Ibid.



recently begun to emerge more forcefully in scholarly discussion. In this paper, I will
focus on the effect that Armenia had on the political and diplomatic relations of Rome
and Persia, and because the period of Roman-Persian interaction was vast, some five
hundred years, the paper deals with the 3™ and 4™ centuries C.E. as this was a timeframe
not only of extensive interaction among the three polities, but a period in which each
underwent its own significant domestic political transfqrmation as well.

This topic, though specific, brings up a surprisingly large number of
interconnected questions. First off, was Armenia an active participant in the relationship
between Rome and Persia, or was it merely acted upon by the larger powers? If it was an
active participant as we will see, how was such a small region able to influence polities
much larger than itself? Did this influence play a role in the political transitions that each
polity underwent at some point during the 3" and 4" centuries, and if so, how? Then there
are the background issues that must be addressed in order to tackle these main questions.
How did the people of Armenia identify themselves? As Roman, Persian, by local
standards, or a mix of all three? What was the domestic political structure of the region,
and how did the imperial ambitions of the region’s neighbors fit into that structure? Did
the Armenians have some degree of unity? What were the underlying motivations for
Rome and Persia to control Armenia? Each of these queries is connected to the ultimate
goal of determining how Armenia was able to influence diplomacy and international
relations and how this in turn may have affected, or been affected by, domestic political
changes within the involved parties. To answer these questions I have chosen to utilize
both traditional historical methods as well international relations theory. From the early

stages of my preliminary research it became obvious that many of the questions that were

3 Ibid., Book II.



appearing required perspectives that only certain theories of international relations could
fully address. The main framework of IR theory that was highly applicable to the
relationship among Rome, Persia, and Armenia is the balance of power theory. This
theory puts forth the idea that changes in international power, like the conquest of a
region, will elicit reactions that rebalance the system, thus maintaining stability. Over the
years, many scholars have contributed to the theory, which now more fully integrates the
role played by small states in the relationships of their larger neighbors, a fact that makes
balance of power highly applicable to the topic of this paper. Later in the paper, this basic
explanation of the theory will be complicated by the unique set of issues attached to the
ancient world and to Armenia, Persia, and Rome in particular.

The applicability of the balance of power theory to this topic becomes evident
during the 3" and 4" centuries when Rome and Persia consistently sought to gain an
advéntage over one another, and Armenia’s geographical position made it a crucial
staging point in these efforts. Each empire made repeated attempts during this period to
dominate this important buffer zone, using both diplomatic means and military force to
achieve their ends. These attentions gave Armenia a degree of influence greater than its
small size would imply. Despite a certain amount of political disunity present in the
nobility that ruled Armenia, the kingdom was still able to capitalize on the advantages
presented by its unique role. In times of peace Armenia was an important link between
Rome and the eastern trade, and in times of war both Persia and Rome preferred to have
the troops of the Armenian nobles fighting under their banner rather than against it. Also,

the Armenians themselves often played an active role in bringing their neighbors into

4 ‘Balance of power’ Microsoft Encarta Online Encyclopedia 2000 http://encarta.msn.com.

S TR E N LA Y SO NIRRT e B T



open conflict. In fact, on more than one occasion, the Armenians went on the offensive
and invaded their neighbors’ territory. At other times, the region’s nobles would feign
loyalty to one neighbor at the same time that they schemed with the other. When the
Armenians were unsuccessful in playing Rome and Persia agéinst each other and were
forced to fight one or the other on their own, they fell back on unconventional tactics like
night ambushes and clever use of the region’s rugged geography in order to compete with
much larger armies. These tools gave the Armenian rulers a fighting chance of preserving
some degree of their sovereignty against two great powers determined to control them,
and during the third and fourth centuries of the common era they wielded them relatively
effectively. Thus, Armenia developed into what the balance of power theory considers a
“balancer role”, a state that shifts its support to whatever polity is strongest.” So in the
periods when Rome controlled Armenia, the Persians attempted to break their hold as
quickly as they were able so that the balance of power would not shift so far against them
that Rome could feasibly launch a successful invasion, and vice versa. In the middle of
all this was Armenia’s relatively high degree of unity and strong desire for sovereignty,
the latter of which served as the motivation for the role that the polity was to play. Thus,
Armenian identity became tied in one way or another to whichever polity it supported
politically at the time. This reality was reflected in the Armenian kingdom’s conversion

to Christianity at the start of the 4® century. The realities of the balance of power caused
by Armenia’s role as a buffer zone even played a part in the transition from Parthian to

Sassanid rule in the Persian empire and the emergence of eastern despotism under the

Dominate in the Roman empire.

5 ibid.



While conventional histiography has attributed changes in the relationship of
Armenia, Rome, and Persia to the domestic transformations mentioned above, the reality
is that there was an interdependent connection between domestic and international
changes. Thus, Armenia’s conversion to Christianity did not mean that its relationship
with Rome was positive from then on, and the rise of the Sassanids does not solely
explain renewed tensions between Rome and Persia. Instead, geopolitical concerns, many
of them centering around control of Armenia, dictated the course of events in the region

in the 3 and 4™ centuries, and played a role in the changing nature of each polity.
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IL. The Fun Stuff

The relationship of Persia, Armenia, and Rome is a long and complex one. In her
overview of ancient Iranian history, The Persians, Maria Brosius points out how
“...control of Armenia, a crucial buffer state, became a constant cause of strife and war.”
Rome and Persia, at this time controlled by the Parthians, a non Persian ethnic group of
formerly nomadic people, first made formal diplomatic contact in 97 B.C.E. As the two
powers’ territory came closer and closer together their relationship became increasingly
hostile. Rome, both under the Republic and Empire, depicted the Parthians as ignorant
barbarians; Tacitus called them “degenarate”.” Yet despite these criticisms, the empire
was never able to subdue the Parthians. Armenia comes into the picture in the first
century B.C.E. as well, with the ill-fated campaigns of the Roman commander Lucullus.
In an early parallel of what was to come later, Lucullus’ attack on the Armenian king
Tigranes, who was tied to the Parthians, led to the Armenians’ calling on Parthia for help.
After Lucullus, Pompey and Crassus entered into open conflict with the Parthians, and
Crassus suffered a devastating defeat at Carrhae, where the famous “Parthian Shot”
(horse archers who pretended to fall but turned and shot while riding away) was
employed very effectively.®

Rome’s transition to the imperial period saw continued strife with Parthia, and
“Armenia remained the bone of contention between Rome and Parthia”.’ The two powers
went back and forth between periods of peace and war for the next two hundred yéars,

until the Parthian control of Persia collapsed and was raised by the Sassanids. Brosius,

: Maria Brosius, The Persians, 82.
7 Tacitus, Book L.
8 ibid, 93-95.



along with most historians, contends that this collapse came about not because of Roman
aggression, but was instead caused by internal pressures.'® While this assessment is
largely accurate, Brosius’ description of Rome and Persian relations is subject to the
same idea that Armenia was an inactive player that merely responded to the actions of its
neighbors instead of actively participating in them.

Armenia gets the same treatment in the otherwise excellent overview of Sassanid-
Roman relations from 224 to 363 B.C.E. by Dodgeon and Lee in The Roman Eastern
Frontier and Persian Wars. Rome capitalized on the instability accompanying the rise to
power of Ardashir and his Sassanid house by sending forces to buffer regions formerly
under the influence of the Parthians, including Armenia, around 231. The Persians struck
back in Syria in 240, and fighting continued in these regions for another 20 years."
Following the emperor Valerian’s defeat at the city of Edessa, Roman power was greatly
weakened in the buffer regions, and Roman influence in Armenia became almost
nonexistent for most of the second half of the 3™ century.'* Just as Brosius credits
Persia’s transition from Parthians to Sasanids for dram;tically changing the nature of
Roman-Persian relations, Dodgeon and Lee’s introduction emphasizes the transition to
the Dominate under Diocletian to be an important milestone in the relationship between
the two states."” As described in A History of the Roman People, the Dominate was
essentially the culmination of the “trend toward an absolute military monarchy...”"* One

would expect that such a dramatic change in the nature of Roman government would

? ibid, 99.

10 ibid, 101.

1 Dodgeon and Lee, The Roman Eastern Frontier and the Persian Wars, 2.
2 ibid, 8.

" ibid.
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mean huge changes in Roman foreign policy, but as I will show, this was not necessarily
the case.

Thus, the start of the 4™ century saw a much different looking Rome facing off
with an also domestically transformed Persia, with a recently Christianized Armenia in
the middle. There is a relatively large body of literature on Armenia’s conversion to
Christianity, both ancient and modern, which can be attributed largely to the fact that it
was the first kingdom to convert officially. The figures of King Trdat the Great and St.
Gregory, the two figures responsible for the conversion in 301 C.E., are titanic and
shrouded by religious fervor in the Armenian sources. Unsurprisingly, the Christian
authors of the Armenian historical account regard the conversion as a seminal event in
Armenian history. However for our purposes, there was relatively little change in the BoP
system in the fourth century. Just as in the previous century, the Romans and Persians
alternated between offensive military campaigns trying to lay claim to enough of the
important border regions to gain an advantage over their rival. However, it is important to
note that the Armenians were forced to use their own military forces to defend
themselves more frequently during this period. The most important exchange between
Rome and Persia in relation to Armenia took place towards the end of the century, when
each attempted to insert its own puppet ruler but was rejected. As I will demonstrate later,
this episode, like the rest of the third and fourth centuries, highlights the fact that
maintaining sovereignty in the face of Roman and Persian aggression remained the
primary goal of Armenia during the fourth century.

The primary source information. on Armenian history was taken mostly from the

4 Allen Ward, Fritz Heichelheim, and Cedric Yeo. 4 History of the Roman People, 4" ed., 420.
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historians Buzund, Agathangelos, Seobos, and Moses Khorenats’I. The account of
Khorenats’I is useful because of the vast time period that it covers, but modern historians
have begun to aggressively challenge its reliability. In the first page of his introduction to
Moses’ History of the Armenians, translator Robert Thomson describes how the
document’s value is colored by the author’s tendency to present events in a way that
flattered his patrons and the possibility that the work may be much more recent than its
purported 5 century date.'* These factors make it difficult to rely very heavily on History
of the Armenians, though it is still valuable for its insights into Armenian politics and the
region’s interactions with her neighbors. A much more useful account of the same period
is the Epic Histories provided by the historian Pawstos Buganda’s (Buzund). Buzund
does indeed have some shortcomings, notably the fact that the account was composed
towards the end of the 5® century and he did also glorify certain families as did Moses.'®
However, in her excellent translation, the preeminent Armenian historian Nina Garsoian
also comments on the document in detail, helping to correct some of its inconsistencies
and ultimately arguing very persuasively that Buzund’s account is the most reliable,
compared to Moses and the account by Agathangelos, for the third and fourth centuries.
A second History of the Armenians, this one written by the author Agathangelos in the
second ﬁalf of the 5™ century just like the aforementioned Moses’ version, is not nearly as
reliable as its peer of the same name. Agathangelos tended to adapt other texts to suit his

purposes, even when the original subject matter was completely different.'” The last

!> Moses and Robert W. Thomson. 1978. History of the armenians. Harvard armenian texts and studies.

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1.
P*awstos and Nina G. Garsoian. 1989. The epic histories attributed to p*awstos buzand (buzandaran
patmut*iwnk*). Harvard armenian texts and studies. Cambridge, Mass.: Distributed for the Dept.
of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, Harvard University by Harvard University Press, 11.
Agat*angeghos and Robert W. Thomson. 1976. History of the armenians. Albany: State University of
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important primary source from the Armenian perspective is the account attributed to

Seobos, and even though its emphasis is a alter period than what is considered in this
paper, it still sheds light on Armenian culture and society following the conversion to
Christianity.

Unsurprisingly, the Roman sources relevant to this topic are more numerous than
their Armenian equivalents, and most are a little more reliable as well. The Res gestae of
Ammianus Marcellinus is a fairly detailed source that provides excellent information on
the general events in the Roman east during the fourth century, and is the most utilized
Roman source in this paper. The Greek historian Herodian’s work is also useful, fof as
the editors Michael Dodgeon and Samuel Lieu point out in their excellent primary source
collection The Roman Eastern Frontier and the Persian Wars AD 226-363, he is “one of
the most important sources for the history of the third century.”"® This is no shocking,
considering he is one of the only extant sources. Dodgeon and Lieu also highlight how
Herodian dovetails well with what we have of another Greek historian, Dio Cassius. This
is because one of the missing sections of Dio’s account is regarding the reign of
Alexander Severus and his ill fated foray into Persia, something Herodian does cover."”
Another useful albeit problematic source is the account of Paulus Orosius, an early 5*
century church historian.” The last two books of his Seven Books Against the Pagans
deal with material relevant to the discussion of the interactions among Armenia, Persia,

and Rome. The relative immediacy of his writing to the events he was describing (at least

New York Press, xvii.
l Dodgeon, Michael H. and Samuel N. C. Lieu. 2000. The roman eastern frontier and the persian wars
(ad 226-363) : A documentary history. London: Routledge, x.
? ibid, ix.
. Orosius, Paulus and Roy J. Deferrari. 1964. The seven books of history against the pagans. Fathers of
the church. Washington,: Catholic University of America Press, xv.
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compared to the other authors mentioned thus far) makes'him an excellent source, though
his reliability is weakened by his arguement that Rome’s Christianization id not lead to
political and military weakness. There are other sources detailing the Roman perspective
of events cited in this paper, including Athanasius, the Emperor Julian, Festus, Procopius,
and others, though none are used as extensively as the above cited works. Altogether, the
Roman primary sources are absolutely vital not only in examining the Empire’s foreign
policy in regard to Armenia and Persia, but also for the alternate perspective they provide
in contrast to the Armenian sources.

The issues associated with Persian primary sources make those associated with
their Roman and Armenian counterparts appears as minor road bumps, and few are
utilized in this paper as they do not contain the level of detail necessary to extrapolate
information regarding international systems issues. Adding to this, the number of Persian
sources available for both the Parthian and Sasanian periods is sparse, and the quality of
those that can be attained is very shaky. However, there are various inscriptions and a
few extant papyri from the 3 and 4" centuries. Also, historian Maria Brosius makes a
point to mention the usefulness of a few Chinese sources that described Persia under
Parthian rule, nbting their refreshing lack of opinion, though the extent to which these are
used in this paper is linked only to Brosius’ own utilization.” The technical nature of
these sources and their inaccessibility meant that I was forced to rely on filtered versions
provided by primary source collections, chiefly the excellent Roman Eastern Frontier
and the Persian Wars mentioned earlier. While I was forced to rely mainly on the work

of other historians, and my inability to have direct access to more substantial primary

Brosius, Maria. 2006. The persians : An introduction. London ; New York: Routledge.
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source evidence was frustrating, the breadth and quality of the secondary sources on
Persia still allowed me to present a clear view of Persian foreign policy with respect to
Rome and Armenia.

The events described earlier in this section can be examined from a purely
historical perspective, but by also including relevant international relations theory their
significance becomes more obvious. Though the use of international relations theory in
this period is uncommon, it is still very applicable in an ancient historical context. The
use of balance of power theory in this thesis makes it necessary to define the concept and
explain why it can be applied to this topic. While there are numerous modern scholars
who have contributed to current ideas about balance of power systems, for the purpose of
keeping things straightforward (and because the primary purpose of this paper is
historical anaylsis), I have chosen to use the work of preeminent international relations
theorist Kenneth Waltz. In his seminal book Theory of International Politics, Waltz
stated that there are only two conditions for a balance of power system to exist: “that the
order be anarchic and that it be populated by units wishing to survive.”? Therefore,
according to Waltz’s framework, the system of interactions among Rome, Persia, and
Armenia during the third and fourth centuries was a balance of power system. In regards
to the first condition about the anarchic nature of the order, this is a basic assumption of
Waltz’s theory and there 1s nothing about these ancient polities that invalidates the
assumption for this period. In fact, it can be argued that Waltz’s ideas are even more
applicable to the ancient world considering there were fewer international organizations

and laws in place than today. Secondly, as this paper will demonstrate, the units

2 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 121.
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