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In the year 530 AD, on what is now the border between Turkey and Syria, a monumental clash took place between the two great regional powers of the age. On one side - the Sassanids, a mighty Persian Empire that bore the legacy of one of the great mother cultures of Asia.On the other the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine Empire - a state cut off from its classical Latin matriarch by the barbarian invasions a century prior. 

In command of the Roman forces was Belisarius, a leader who up until this point had suffered multiple defeats against his formidable adversary. Yet he would go on to prevail against the odds. His victory would pave the way for an extraordinary, yet fleeting, restoration of Roman rule in Italy.

The town of Dara, where this great battle was fought, became a lynchpin in a complex strategic conflict spanning from modern-day Georgia right down to Egypt and the tip of Arabia. Religious rivalries, control of key trade routes, and naked power politics characterized the struggle between the two ancient behemoths. Against this backdrop an army of some twenty-five thousand Byzantines, Huns and other peoples faced a Persian host twice its size. The stage was set for a battle that would form a vital turning point in the war and kickstart the career of one of the most celebrated generals in history. 
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​Chapter 1: An Age-Old Rivalry
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The Roman-Persian Wars, spanning over seven centuries, represent a monumental series of conflicts in the annals of ancient military history. These wars, which began with skirmishes between the Parthian Empire and the Roman Republic in 54 BC, evolved into prolonged engagements that involved not only the Roman (and subsequently the Eastern Roman or Byzantine) and Sassanid empires but also a host of vassal states, buffer kingdoms, and allied nomadic tribes.

These conflicts, while characterized by shifting frontiers, particularly in the north, largely maintained a stable border over centuries. This protracted struggle resembled a strategic tug of war, with both sides engaged in the continual capture, sacking, and trading of towns, fortifications, and provinces. The inherent limitations in logistical capabilities and manpower prevented either empire from sustaining extensive campaigns far from their core territories, leading to a cyclical pattern of territorial gains and losses.

Over the course of these wars, there was a gradual convergence in military tactics between the Romans and Persians. By the second half of the 6th century, the armies on both sides had not only adopted techniques from each other but had also become remarkably similar and evenly matched in terms of military capabilities.

In the landscape of the third century BC, the geopolitical dynamics of the East were characterized by the ascendance of grand polities with imperial ambitions, as noted by historian James Howard-Johnston. The Roman Republic and the Parthian Empire emerged as the predominant forces in western Asia through a series of expansions at the expense of the Seleucid Empire (a Greek polity founded by one of Alexander the Great’s generals).

The Parthians, originally from the Central Asian steppe, migrated into northern Iran during the 3rd century BC. Initially subdued by the Seleucid Empire, they successfully revolted in the 2nd century BC, establishing an independent state under the Arsacid dynasty. This new Parthian state, over the 3rd and early 1st centuries BC, expanded significantly, capturing territories that once belonged to the Seleucids, including Persia, Mesopotamia, and Armenia. The Parthians not only secured their territorial gains but also extended their influence by establishing Arsacid offshoot dynasties in the Caucasus regions — namely in Armenia, Iberia, and Caucasian Albania.

Concurrently, the Roman Republic was engaged in its own expansionist endeavors. By the early 2nd century BC, Rome had effectively expelled the Seleucids from Anatolia following decisive victories over Antiochus III the Great at the battles of Thermopylae and Magnesia. This expansion culminated in 64 BC with Pompey's conquest of the remaining Seleucid territories in Syria. This conquest marked the end of the Seleucid Empire and brought the Roman frontier to the banks of the Euphrates River, directly bordering Parthian territories.

The stage was thus set for a prolonged period of confrontation between Rome and Parthia, two expanding empires with intersecting spheres of influence. Their initial contact was a direct result of their respective conquests of Seleucid-held regions, and their border along the Euphrates River became a flashpoint for future conflicts.

The Parthian foray into Western affairs gained momentum under Mithridates I and saw a revival with Mithridates II. The latter's unsuccessful negotiations with Lucius Cornelius Sulla around 105 BC for a Roman-Parthian alliance set the stage for future confrontations. Lucullus' invasion of Southern Armenia and his strategic maneuvers against Tigranes in 69 BC, while corresponding with Phraates III to deter Parthian intervention, marked another pivotal moment. Despite Parthian neutrality, Lucullus contemplated an offensive against them. A subsequent agreement between Pompey and Phraates led to a joint Roman-Parthian invasion of Armenia, although disputes over the Euphrates boundary soon arose. Phraates ultimately established his dominion over Mesopotamia, barring Osroene, which fell under Roman influence.

The Roman incursion into Mesopotamia under Marcus Licinius Crassus in 53 BC ended disastrously at the Battle of Carrhae, where Crassus and his son Publius perished, marking Rome's gravest defeat since Arausio. Parthian raids into Syria and a significant invasion in 51 BC were repelled near Antigonea in a Roman ambush.

During Caesar's Civil War, the Parthians maintained a neutral stance but kept diplomatic channels open with Pompey. After Pompey's defeat and demise, Parthian forces, under Pacorus I, aided the Pompeian general Q. Caecilius Bassus. Julius Caesar's planned campaign against Parthia was aborted by his assassination. The Parthians lent support to Brutus and Cassius in the Liberators' civil war, even participating in the Battle of Philippi in 42 BC. Following the Liberators' defeat, the Parthians, allied with Quintus Labienus, a former Brutus and Cassius supporter, invaded Roman territories in 40 BC, seizing Syria and advancing into Judea, toppling Hyrcanus II and installing Antigonus.

However, the resolution of the second Roman civil war reinvigorated Roman strength in Asia. Mark Antony dispatched Ventidius to counter Labienus in Anatolia, leading to Labienus' defeat and subsequent execution. Despite a renewed Parthian incursion into Syria in 38 BC, Ventidius decisively defeated them, resulting in Pacorus' death. In Judea, Roman assistance facilitated Herod's ousting of Antigonus in 37 BC.

Roman resurgence continued as Mark Antony, commanding a vast army, embarked on an Atropatene campaign. Despite initial setbacks, including the loss of a siege train and Armenian desertion, Antony's forces made limited headway against Parthian positions. Ultimately, Antony's preoccupations elsewhere led to a withdrawal, leaving the region under Parthian control.

In the intricate chess game of Roman-Parthian diplomacy, a pivotal move occurred in 1 AD when Octavian and Phraataces brokered a compromise to avert renewed hostilities. This accord saw Parthia withdrawing its forces from Armenia, effectively acknowledging a Roman protectorate over the region. Yet, the contest for influence in Armenia persisted as a central theme in Roman-Persian relations over the ensuing decades.

The Parthian King Artabanus III's attempt in 36 AD to install his son on the Armenian throne ignited a conflict with Rome. This war concluded with Artabanus III relinquishing Parthian aspirations in Armenia. Another outbreak of war in 58 AD followed Vologases I's forceful enthronement of his brother Tiridates in Armenia. Roman intervention led to Tiridates' replacement with a Cappadocian prince, sparking a war that only ended in 63 AD. The resolution permitted Tiridates and his lineage to govern Armenia, contingent on Roman imperial investiture.

The 2nd century AD marked a new phase of conflict, with Rome often gaining the upper hand. Emperor Trajan's campaigns in 114 and 115 AD saw the annexation of Armenia and Mesopotamia into the Roman realm, climaxing with the capture of Ctesiphon and an expedition to the Persian Gulf. However, rebellions in 115 AD across these newly acquired territories, coupled with a significant Jewish uprising, strained Roman military capacities. Parthian counterstrikes led to the expulsion of Roman garrisons in key cities. Trajan's response subdued the Mesopotamian insurgency, and he installed Parthamaspates as a client ruler before returning to Syria. Trajan's death in 117 AD left the Roman consolidation of these territories incomplete.

Trajan's campaign represented a pivotal shift in Rome's grand strategy. However, his successor Hadrian reverted to the pre-war status quo, relinquishing Armenia, Mesopotamia, and Adiabene to their native rulers and client-kings.

The Arch of Septimius Severus, adorned with reliefs depicting the Roman-Parthian war, stands as a monument to these Roman victories. Hostilities flared again in 161 when Vologases IV overran Armenia, capturing Edessa and ravaging Syria. A Roman counteroffensive in 163, led by Statius Priscus, reclaimed Armenia, installing Rome's preferred candidate. In 165, Avidius Cassius' invasion of Mesopotamia culminated in victories at Dura-Europos and Seleucia, and the sacking of Ctesiphon. However, a spreading epidemic, possibly smallpox, infiltrated the Roman ranks, prompting their withdrawal and marking the onset of the Antonine Plague across the empire. Under Emperor Septimius Severus, the Romans captured northern Mesopotamia up to Nisibis, Singara, and conducted a third sacking of Ctesiphon between 195–197.

The final Roman campaign against Parthia, led by Emperor Caracalla in 216, saw the sacking of Arbela. Caracalla's assassination led to his successor Macrinus facing a Parthian defeat near Nisibis. In pursuit of peace, Macrinus compensated for the damages inflicted by Caracalla, highlighting the complex, often violent interplay between these two ancient superpowers.

The early Roman-Sassanid conflicts, resuming after the Parthian overthrow and the rise of Ardashir I's Sassanid Empire, marked a significant escalation in the ancient superpower rivalry. Ardashir, ruling from 226 to 241, aggressively raided Mesopotamia and Syria in 230, demanding the cession of territories once part of the Achaemenid Persian Empire before its conquest by Alexander the Great. Fruitless negotiations with Alexander Severus in 232 culminated in military campaigns, including a failed Roman foray into Armenia. Towards the end of Ardashir’s reign, he again assaulted Mesopotamia and Syria, capturing key cities like Carrhae, Nisibis, and Hatra.

The conflict intensified under Shapur I, Ardashir's successor. His initial Mesopotamian campaign resulted in the capture of Hatra. However, Roman forces turned the tide at Resaena in 243, reclaiming Carrhae and Nisibis. Gordian III's advancement down the Euphrates ended in defeat near Ctesiphon at the Battle of Misiche in 244, with Gordian either killed in battle or by his own men. Philip ascended as emperor, hastily concluding peace with the Persians for 500,000 denarii.

Shapur I capitalized on the Roman Empire's vulnerabilities, marked by Germanic invasions and political instability. In the 250s, his conquests in Armenia and victories over Roman forces, including the capture of Emperor Valerian at the Battle of Edessa, showcased his military prowess. However, setbacks in Anatolia and Roman counterattacks, led by Odaenathus of Palmyra, pushed the Persians out of Roman territories, including Armenia and Antioch.

Emperors Aurelian and Probus planned invasions of Persia but were assassinated before they could act. Emperor Carus' successful invasion of Persia in 283, including the sacking of Ctesiphon, ended abruptly with his death, prompting a Roman retreat under Numerian.

Diocletian's early peaceful reign was disrupted by Narseh's hostilities, culminating in Roman defeats near Carrhae. However, Galerius' decisive victory at Satala in 298 against Narseh, followed by the sacking of Ctesiphon, led to a peace settlement that significantly favored Rome, granting it control over territories between the Tigris and Greater Zab, including key cities and control of Armenia.

The peace of 299 held until the mid-330s when Shapur II launched offensives against Rome. Despite victories, including the capture of Amida and Singara, the high cost of these campaigns and loss of barbarian allies weakened Shapur II. The Roman offensive in 363 under Julian, advancing to Ctesiphon, ended with Julian's death in the Battle of Samarra. His successor Jovian conceded significant territories, including Nisibis, Singara, and Armenia, to Shapur in exchange for safe passage.

By 383 or 384, Armenia again emerged as a contention point, but no hostilities ensued. With both empires facing barbarian threats, Shapur III and Theodosius I signed a peace treaty in 384 or 387, dividing Armenia. Subsequent periods saw relative peace, punctuated by brief conflicts in 421–422 and 440, related to religious persecution and territorial raids, respectively.

The cessation of the longest epoch of tranquility between the Byzantine Empire and the Sassanid Persians terminated abruptly with the outbreak of the Anastasian War. This conflict was ignited by the ambitious maneuver of the Persian monarch, Kavadh I, who sought to extract financial assistance through coercion from Byzantine Emperor Anastasius I. The latter's refusal precipitated a military confrontation. In the year 502 AD, Kavadh I swiftly overran the ill-prepared metropolis of Theodosiopolis and subsequently encircled the bastion of Amida (near modern-day Diyarbakir, Turkey), enduring a protracted siege across the autumn and winter months of 502-503. The defense of Amida, initially robust and resolute, eventually succumbed after three months of valiant resistance.

The year 503 witnessed a reciprocal but ultimately futile attempt by the Romans to besiege the Persian-held Amida, while Kavadh I extended his campaign to Osroene, laying siege to Edessa with analogous outcomes. It was not until 504, with a renewed offensive on Amida, that the Romans managed to reclaim control, precipitating the city's capitulation. This strategic gain coincided with an armistice, prompted by the incursion of Huns into Armenia. Diplomatic negotiations ensued, culminating in a treaty in November 506.

During this tumultuous period, in 505, Anastasius initiated the construction of a formidable fortified city at Dara, simultaneously refurbishing the defenses of Edessa, Batnae, and Amida. Despite the absence of large-scale warfare for the remainder of Anastasius' rule, underlying tensions simmered, particularly over the fortification efforts at Dara. These endeavors were contentious, breaching a previous bilateral agreement that prohibited new border fortifications. Nonetheless, Anastasius persisted with the project, with the fortifications reaching completion around 507-508, despite Persian disapproval. This period in history thus represents not merely a series of military confrontations but a complex tapestry of political, diplomatic, and strategic maneuvering between two great empires of the ancient world.

The protracted siege of the city emerged as a more formidable challenge than Kavadh I had anticipated. For three months, the city's defenders staunchly repulsed the Persian onslaughts, only to ultimately capitulate. In the year 503, the Romans, in a reciprocal endeavor, laid siege to the Persian-occupied Amida, paralleled by Kavadh's invasion of Osroene and subsequent siege of Edessa, both campaigns mirroring each other in their lack of decisive success.

It was in 504 that the tide turned in favor of the Romans, who, reinvigorated in their efforts, reclaimed Amida. This military shift was contemporaneous with an armistice, necessitated by the Hunnic invasion into Armenia. The ensuing diplomatic parleys between the empires were marred by mutual suspicion; in 506, this mistrust reached a zenith when the Romans detained Persian envoys, a move that led to the Persians' subsequent preference for the safety of Nisibis upon their release. By November of 506, after much negotiation and intrigue, a treaty was forged, its exact terms largely enshrouded in historical ambiguity, though it is surmised to have included a seven-year peace and possibly some form of tribute to the Persians.

In the interim, in 505, Emperor Anastasius embarked on a significant fortification project at Dara, alongside the reinforcement of existing defenses at Edessa, Batnae, and Amida. Despite the absence of large-scale hostilities for the remainder of his reign, tensions smoldered, particularly over the construction at Dara. This project was not merely a military endeavor but a symbol of the ongoing strategic contest between the empires. The Persians viewed the fortifications as a breach of the 422 treaty, which barred new frontier fortifications. Yet, undeterred by Persian remonstrations, Anastasius persisted, and by 507/508, the walls stood completed – a testament to Byzantine resolve and a continuous point of contention in the Byzantine-Persian chess game.

The Roman-Persian Wars epitomize the relentless power struggle between two of antiquity's greatest empires. The unyielding nature of these conflicts, marked by cycles of territorial gains and losses, underscores the resilience and tactical evolution of both the Roman (later Byzantine) and Sassanid empires.

The Battle of Dara in 530 stands as a testament to the strategic and military ingenuity of the time. This battle, a microcosm of the broader conflict, highlights the intricate dance of war wherein both sides demonstrated a remarkable convergence in military techniques and capabilities, a convergence shaped by centuries of intermittent warfare.

Moreover, the Battle of Dara encapsulates the broader geopolitical and cultural implications of these wars. It was not merely a clash of armies, but a clash of ideologies and civilizations, each vying for supremacy and the right to shape the future course of the region. The Byzantine victory at Dara, though significant, was but a single note in the symphony of a long and complex conflict that would continue to influence the region for centuries.
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The term “Byzantine Empire” is a modern retrospective title applied to the eastern half of the Roman Empire which outlasted its western counterpart by almost a thousand years. This state had its capital at Byzantium (Constantinople). Although this was a largely Greek-speaking domain, its people considered themselves Romans and referred to themselves as such. In their mind, the empire was of an unbroken lineage to the era of the Caesars. The following narrative will see the terms Byzantine and Roman at times used interchangeably, and for this the author apologizes.

Commencing in 518 AD with Justin I ascending to power, the Byzantine Empire experienced a period of remarkable prosperity and expansion. This era, especially under his successor, Justinian I, saw the empire achieve its most extensive territorial reach since the Western Roman Empire's demise. It was a time of reconquest and consolidation, as regions like North Africa, southern Illyria, southern Spain, and Italy were reintegrated into the Byzantine fold. 

The origins of the Justinian dynasty are firmly rooted in the remarkable ascent of Justin I, a figure of humble beginnings born in the substantial village of Bederiana (in present-day North Macedonia) in the 450s. Justin's trajectory from rural obscurity to imperial prominence encapsulates the fluidity and opportunities within the Byzantine social structure. Driven by ambition, like numerous rural youth of his time, he migrated to Constantinople, enlisting in the military. His physical prowess soon saw him integrated into the elite ranks of the Excubitors, the imperial palace guards.

Justin's military career was marked by significant engagements in both the Isaurian and Persian conflicts, through which he ascended to the pivotal role of commander of the Excubitors, simultaneously attaining senatorial status. This period was rife with political intrigue, particularly following the demise of Emperor Anastasius, who left a vacuum in the succession. The ensuing power struggle was a vivid display of Byzantine political maneuvering.

A grand assembly was convened in the hippodrome to deliberate on the succession, while the Byzantine senate convened in the grandeur of the palace's great hall. With the aim of circumventing external influences, the senate was under immense pressure to swiftly endorse a candidate. Despite several nominations, consensus eluded them amidst heated debates. It was in this climate of urgency and contention that Justin emerged as the consensus choice. His elevation to the throne, solemnized by Patriarch John of Cappadocia's coronation on 10 July 518, marked the inception of what would be known as the Justinian dynasty.

Hailing from a Latin-speaking province, Justin's command of Greek was limited and his literacy skills were rudimentary. In an era where literacy and linguistic proficiency were pivotal for governance, Justin's deficiencies were conspicuous. Recognizing his limitations, he astutely assembled a coterie of sagacious advisors, amongst whom his nephew, Justinian, was the most prominent. Justinian's influence over his uncle was profound, leading some historians, including Procopius, to view him as the de facto power behind the imperial throne.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
530
THE BATTLE OF






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





