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THE EMPIRE FOUNDED by Cyrus the Great in 550 BCE
proved to be exceptionally long-lasting in its impact on
subsequent polities throughout much of the ancient and
medieval world. The memory of ancient Persia and its mean-
ing were constantly made and re-made for centuries from
Western Europe to India and beyond. Its impact was so great
that modern scholars have even coined a term to describe it:
‘Persianism’. Rolf Strootman and Miguel John Versluys have
recently collected a number of essays dedicated to the concept,
which is designed to encapsulate “the ideas and associations
revolving around [Achaemenid] Persia and appropriated in
specific contexts for specific (socio-cultural or political) rea-
sons.”! The empire encouraged and accommodated a wide
range of ideological purposes across several linguistic, religious,
and political communities from antiquity to the present. In-
deed, Garth Fowden once described large portions of antiquity
as “living in the shadow of Cyrus.”? Yet the medieval Roman
Empire, Byzantium, has been largely absent from these discus-
sions.

The Byzantines maintained a knowledge of and interest in

I R. Strootman and M. John Versluys, “From Culture to Concept: The
Reception and Appropriation of Persia in Antiquity,” in Persianism i An-
tiquity (Stuttgart 2017) 9.

2 G. Fowden, Empire to Commonwealth: Consequences of Monotheism in Late An-
tiquity (Princeton 1993) 3—4.
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the Persian past throughout the empire’s history, employing
and drawing from this past in ways that went beyond simple
antiquarianism. This was particularly true during the reigns of
Basil I and his successor, Leo VI. The legendary genealogy
ascribed to Basil I, which claimed descent from the Arsacid
dynasty of Parthia, is well known. Yet the earliest known text in
which some version of this genealogy appears, the funeral ora-
tion (epitaphios logos) by Leo VI, includes not just the emperor’s
famed Arsacid lineage, but also descent from Artaxerxes I
Makrocheir. While much ink has been spilled investigating and
contextualizing the Arsacid claim, this Achaemenid branch of
the emperor’s supposed lineage has been largely ignored.

This paper explores Leo VI’s assertion of his father’s Achae-
menid ancestry and, in so doing, attempts to bring medieval
Byzantium into recent discussions of the multiple afterlives of
the ancient Persian past. Two questions in particular lie at the
heart of this exploration: where Leo VI got his information,
and what sort of image Artaxerxes I would have evoked among
his Byzantine contemporaries. Part of this second question will
also lead toward a hypothesis for why Leo may have selected
Artaxerxes I specifically as his father’s Persian forebear.

Basil I's genealogy has been well covered by modern histor-
ians, and many will be familiar with the general outline. Basil’s
obscure origins among Macedonian peasants was gradually
supplemented with a royal lineage reaching back to antiquity.
This lineage famously included the Arsacids, who had ruled
both Persia (the Parthian dynasty) and Armenia. Alexander the
Great and Constantine I were eventually added to the list as
well.

Evidence suggests that, early in his reign at least, Basil
encouraged the elaboration of his rags-to-riches story, espe-
cially through comparisons with the biblical King David.?

3 A. Markopoulos, “An Anonymous Laudatory Poem in Honor of Basil
I,”> DOP 46 (1992) 225-232, and “Ot petopopeioeis g ‘woboroyiog’ tov
BaotAielov A’,” in V. A. Leontaritou et al. (eds.), Antecessor: Festschrift Spyros N.
Troianos zum 80. Geburtstag (Athens 2013) 945-970; G. Moravcsik, “Sagen
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446 ARTAXERXES IN CONSTANTINOPLE

Eventually, however, Basil I and his immediate successors
initiated a thorough rebranding of the dynasty’s origins, in-
cluding a reworking of both Basil’s genealogical background
and the reputation of his immediate predecessor on the throne,
Michael IIL.* This version of Basil’s origins, which might be
thought of as the ruling dynasty’s ‘official’ position by the mid-
tenth century, was significantly expanded and solidified in the
history of Joseph Genesios and, most notably, in the lengthy
biography of Basil I contained in the Continuation of Theophanes
(Theophanes Continuatus).> This portion of the chronicle, typically
known as the Vita Basiliz, has received considerable scholarly
attention.® The lengthy biography utilizes elements of both

und Legenden tber Kaiser Basileios I,” DOP 15 (1961) 59-126; N. Tobias,
Basil I, Founder of the Macedonian Dynasty (Lewiston 2007), esp. 1-41. Leo VI
likewise portrayed himself as a new Solomon, both stressing his own wisdom
and developing the image of his father as a new King David; see S.
Tougher, The Regn of Leo VI (886-912) (Leiden 1997, and “The Wisdom of
Leo VL,” in P. Magdalino (ed.), New Constantines: The Rhythm of Imperial
Renewal (Aldershot 1994) 171-179.

* ' While not every source from this era repeats the dynasty’s ‘official’ line,
the majority of written sources from this period and later largely reflect this
rewriting of history, particularly as it concerned the enduring reputation of
Michael III. Recent work has begun to recover some aspects of the em-
peror’s image prior to Basil I's ascension, but it is telling that Michael
continues to be widely known as “the Drunkard” (6 MéBuvcog), even among
professional historians. For more on this see A. Markopoulos, “Voices from
the Center: Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos and the Macedonian Dyna-
sty in Contemporary Historiography,” in N. Gaul et al. (eds.), Center, Province
and Periphery in the Age of Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (Wiesbaden 2018) 22—
38.

5 If the current scholarly consensus holds true, Genesios’ text predates the
Continuation of Theophanes. According to this view, Constantine VII first com-
missioned Genesios’ history, but, perhaps dissatisfied with the final result,
then commissioned the Continuation. For a useful summary of this scholar-
ship see L. Neville, Guide to Byzantine History Writing (Cambridge 2018) 95—
98; for the text itself, A. Lesmiiller-Werner and J. Thurn, losephi Genesii regum
libri quattuor (Berlin 1978).

6 For an entry into some of these discussions see esp. N. Adontz, “L’age et
origine de 'empereur Basile I (867-886),” Byzantion 8 (1933) 475-500; P. J.
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hagiography and encomium to paint a picture of a man who
was destined to rule the Byzantine Empire.

The Vita Basiliv offers the fullest version of Basil’s genealogy.
In addition to claiming that Basil could trace his ancestry back
to the Arsacid royal line and Alexander the Great, the text also
states that his maternal line could be traced back to Con-
stantine 1.7 The Vita Basilii does not explicitly tie the Arsacid
dynasty to the Achaemenids, and the account stresses Basil’s
Armenian descent, though it does mention that “not only the
Parthians and Armenians, but also the Medes had been ruled
by none other than the hneage (yévoug) of Arsakes and his
descendants.”® The focus remains very much on the Armenian
branch of the Arsacids.” The Vita offers a detailed narrative of
how the supposed ancestors of Basil I were forced to flee Ar-

Alexander, “Secular Biography at Byzantium,” Speculum 15 (1940) 194-209;
Moravestk, DOP 15 (1961) 59-126; Markopoulos, in Antecessor 945-970; A.
Schminck, “The Beginnings and Origins of the ‘Macedonian’ Dynasty,” in
J. Burke et al. (eds.), Byzantine Macedonia: Identity, Image and History (Leiden
2000) 61-68; L. van Hoof, “Among Christian Emperors: The Vita Basiliz by
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus,” 7ECS 54 (2002) 163-183; T. Green-
wood, “Basil I, Constantine VII and Armenian Literary Tradition in
Byzantium,” in T. Shawcross et al. (eds.), Reading in the Byzantine Empire and
Beyond (Cambridge 2018) 447-466.

7 The Vita Basilii appears as Book 5 in Theophanes Continuatus, in 1. Bekker,
Theophanes Continuatus, loannes Cameniata, Symeon Magister, Georgius Monachus
(Bonn 1838). It has been edited separately and translated by I. Seveenko,
Chronographiae quae ‘Theophanis Continuati nominee fertur hiber quo Vita Basilii im-
peratoris amplectitur (Berlin 2011).

8 V. Bas. 212.20-213.2, 10 8¢ yévoc eihkev €€ Apuevimv #0vouvg Apcoximv.
700 Yop mokood Apodicov, o MépBav fyficorto, énl péya 86Eng npoehBiviog
kol dpethg, vouog tolg Yotepov éxpnudrice un EAAoBev BacilebesBon pfte
M&pBoug ufte Apueviovg, dAAG unde MAdoue, i mopd T00 Yévoug Apsdiov kol
OV amoydvev ovtod. It is perhaps relevant that, in the detailed story that
follows this statement, a recounting of the supposed journey of Basil’s fore-
fathers into Byzantine territory, the Persians appear as the main antagonist.

9 Basil’s descent from ArSak/Arsakes and the Arsacid dynasty is men-
tioned not once but twice, and this connection is repeatedly stressed in the
coverage of Basil’s intermediate ancestors as well.

Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 60 (2020) 444—471



448 ARTAXERXES IN CONSTANTINOPLE

menia and eventually settle in Byzantine territory in the mid-
fifth century. The text is careful to note that, over the centuries,
this group of Arsacid nobles took care to maintain its identity
and, through careful marriage policies, “to preserve their
lineage unmixed.”!” When the narrative reaches the generation
of Basil’s own parents, the reader is told of several divine por-
tents and other signs of the future emperor’s greatness, drawing
from a multitude of traditions and more ancient examples.
These include stories associated specifically with Cyrus the
Great of Persia.!!

The genealogical tradition represented most fully by the Vita
Basilu seems to have succeeded in cementing the dynasty’s
royal Arsacid origins, at least in the minds of many. It con-
tinued to be repeated by Byzantine authors well into the
eleventh and even twelfth century, albeit with occasional
skepticism.!? The story may even have traveled beyond the
borders of Byzantium, albeit in slightly altered form. Al-Tabari,
for example, records that Basil I had come from a royal back-
ground, although he says nothing about an Arsacid heritage.
For him, Basil’s parents came from Slavic royalty, undoubtedly
due to the family’s geographic origins around Adrianople.!?

Not everyone was convinced by the regime’s efforts. Part of
what makes Basil’s story so unusual is the surviving evidence of
opposition to the imperial court’s messaging. Some sources,
like the Chronicle of Symeon the Logothetes, simply ignore the

10 V. Bas. 212.2-215.2, kol dcOyuT0v 10 YEVog S1opuAGTTOVTEG.

I For more on this see A. Markopoulos, “K0pov Ioudeta ko Blog Boot-
Aetov. "Evag mbovdg cvoyetionds,” Byzantina Symmeikta 15 (2002) 91-108.

12 John Skylitzes, for example, who wrote his Synopsis of Histories during
the reign of Alexios I Komnenos (r. 1081-1118), borrows more or less
directly from the Vita Basilii when describing Basil I’s reign, including his
supposed link to the Arsacids: I. Thurn, loannis Scylitzae Synopsis historion
(Berlin 1973) 115 ff; transl. J. Wortley, John Skylitzes: A Synopsis of Byzantine
History, 8111057 (Cambridge 2010) 116 ff.

13 N. Adontz, “L’age et origine de ’empereur Basile I (867-886) (suite),”
Byzantion 9 (1934) 255.
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elevated claims of royal ancestry asserted by supporters of
Basil’s dynasty.!* Others attack them much more overtly. The
strongest criticism undoubtedly comes in the pages of the Life of
Patriarch Ignatios by Niketas David. Ignatios had been a political
rival of Photios, and the Life 1s replete with attacks directed
against him. One of the charges laid against him is that
Photios, in order to ingratiate himself with Basil, had invented
a prestigious lineage for him. According to Niketas, Photios
forged an “ancient text” which he then brought to the emperor
as proof that he was descended from “Tiridates, the great Ar-
menian king at the time of the holy martyr Gregorlos ”15 The
Life of Ignatios represents a rare example of a surviving source
openly questioning and criticizing exaggerated genealogical
claims.!6 It also reiterates both the importance of the Armenian
branch of the Arsacids in the Macedonian dynasty’s claims and
Photios’ somewhat shadowy role at their center.

It comes as no surprise that a Byzantine emperor should wish
to embellish or invent an illustrious genealogy for himself. This
phenomenon is well known both in Byzantium and else-
where.!” By the eleventh century, several prominent families
claimed to be direct descendants of Constantine I or other
ancient Roman lineages.'® In the words of Tim Greenwood,
“The puzzling feature is why Leo VI should wish to establish
descent from either the Arsacids or Artaxerxes in the first

14 S. Wahlgren, Symeonis magistri et logothetae chronicon (Berlin 2006) 689—
690.

15 A. Smithies, The Life of Patriarch Ignatius (Cambridge [Mass.] 2013) 89;
Greenwood, in Reading in the Byzantine Empire 454—435. The translation is
Greenwood’s.

16 For more on this see N. Leidholm, “Nikephoros III Botaneiates, the
Phokades, and the Fabii: Embellished Genealogies and Contested Kinship
in Eleventh-century Byzantium,” BMGS 42 (2018) 185-201.

17 BMGS 42 (2018) 185-201.

18 The Doukai were among the best-known Byzantine families who
claimed descent from Constantine I; see D. 1. Polemis, The Doukai: A Con-
tribution to Byzantine Prosopography (London 1968).
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place.”!? This question has dogged researchers for decades, and
despite a great deal of work, it remains open to debate.

Some have argued that an Arsacid lineage was simply more
believable than other potential candidates, since nearly all Byz-
antine sources seem to agree that Basil’s family were Armenian
in origin.?? This includes sources hostile to Basil like the Zife of
Ignatios, which has served to support many such arguments.?!
Others, like Kaldellis, place the claim within the politics be-
tween Byzantium and its eastern neighbors, as Basil had to
contend with a newly-crowned Armenian king in ASot I
Bagratuni beginning in 884.22 Greenwood has argued that
Basil’s Armenian Arsacid lineage was designed specifically to
appeal to the sizeable group of elites in contemporary Byzan-
tium who boasted of Armenian ancestry, many of whom only
recently found themselves in the service of the emperor.?®
While these explanations for the origins of Basil’s Arsacid
claims may or may not suffice for the time being, the Achae-
menid aspect of this most famous embellished genealogy
remains almost completely unexplored. Aside from Basil I, no
Byzantine emperor or imperial family made any claim of
descent from the Achaemenid dynasty, which renders the
assertion all the more intriguing.

Although most scholarship has focused on the Vita Basilii in
discussions of the genealogical claims of Basil I and his descen-
dants, the funeral oration of Leo VI is not only chronologically

19 Greenwood, in Reading in the Byzantine Empire 454.

20 For example, Adontz, Byzantion 9 (1934) 223-260.

21 These claims might also have been influenced by a generally low
opinion of Armenians among some segments of Byzantine society in this
period, as well as the fact that Photios was himself from an Armenian
family. See M. E. Shirinean, “Armenian Elites in Constantinople: Emperor
Basil and Patriarch Photius,” in R. G. Hovannisian et al. (eds.), Armenian
Constantinople (Costa Mesa 2010) 53—-72.

22 A. Kaldellis, Romanland: Ethnicity and Empire in Byzantium (Cambridge
[Mass.] 2019) 192-194.

23 Greenwood, in Reading in the Byzantine Empire 465—466.
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first, it also has a very different focus.?* The oration probably
was delivered by Leo, Basil’s son, shortly after Basil’s death in
886.% In it, Leo briefly highlights the fact that his father could
trace his origins to the Arsacids, though he does not elaborate
further. For, he says, they are well known to those who have
read their history.?6 He does, however, include a curious note
that the Arsacids could count none other than Artaxerxes I,
son of Xerxes I and Achaemenid king of Persia, among their
own ancestors.?’

Leo chooses not to expand upon his father’s supposed re-
lation to the Arsacids, nor does he take the time to enumerate
that dynasty’s hlstory or achievements. The Armenian branch
of the Arsacids is given no special mention, nor is Basil’s sup-
posed Armenian ancestry more generally. Instead, Leo devotes
several lines to a description of the Achaemenid Great King
Artaxerxes I Makrocherr (“Long-hand” or “Long-arm™).2

24 Tt 1s likely that claims of Arsacid descent predated Leo’s oration, but it
is the earliest securely dated text that directly attests this link. For a recent
synopsis of scholarly opinion see Kaldellis, Romanland 191-194.

2> The text has recently been edited by Th. Antonopoulou, Leonis VI
Sapientis Imperatoris Byzantini Homiliae (Turnhout 2008), Homily 14. For a
thorough analysis of the text’s importance see N. Adontz, “La portée
historique de T'oraison fun¢bre de Basile I par son fils Leon VI le sage,”
Byzantion 8 (1933) 501-513; A. Vogt and 1. Hausherr, Oraison_funébre de Basile
I par son fils Léon VI le Sage (Rome 1932).

26 Homzy 14.126-129: TIAv 7 n KOTO 51] Tomtn Tng oBopag yevecng elg Apoo-
kidag avtov ocvnyev ovtol 8¢ tiveg moté elow, ob T0d mopdvtog Smyewem
Adyov — ob yap lotoplav, GAN edenuiav épydleton —, yvolev & av ol 1ag
totoplog Gvadeydpevot.

27 It must be admitted that Leo’s well-documented animosity toward Basil
leaves open the possibility that his funeral oration could contain veiled criti-
cism; at the very least, it should be read with an eye toward potential double
entendre or less than sincere praise. This could affect one’s reading of the
genealogy presented in the text. It is worth remembering, however, that at
least the Arsacid portion of this genealogy was picked up by Constantine
VII and his court, at which time it was certainly presented with sincerity.
For more on their relationship see Tougher, The Reign of Leo VI.

28 The term yelp could designate the hand or the full length of one’s arm
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[The Arsacids] come from royal stock. For they draw the source
of their blood from the springs of Artaxerxes, who for the
longest time was exalted for royal power and especially his
defeats of other nations. As a result of this they gave him the
extraordinary epithet Makrocheir, even if some think that he re-
ceived the name because one hand hung longer than the other.
But those who investigate the matter more carefully say that it is
not because of the size of his hand, but because he extended the
dynasty to its greatest extent that he was called Makrocheir, which
seems to me to be closer to the truth.29

Leo’s oration seems to be in response to a pre-existing claim
of Arsacid ancestry, which generally fits with current opinions
on the chronology. If there is any truth to the criticism of
Photios in the Life of Ignatios by Niketas David, the claim had
been around since the period of the patriarch’s deposition
(867-877) or shortly thereafter.? Leo clearly wants to move the
conversation away from the Arsacids, and there could be
several reasons for that. One might speculate that it was related
to criticism like that in the Life of Ignatios, or perhaps that it
stemmed from tensions between Leo and his father. But this is
a separate question and a project for another day. For now, I
would like to focus on the appearance of Artaxerxes I in the
oration, to which Leo turns his attention.

Leo not only notes this genealogical connection to the
Achaemenid dynasty, he also works to praise and even reha-

from the shoulder to the tip of the fingers.

29 Homily 14.135-139: TIMv ye 811 kol adtol Bacideiov mpofilBov oropdc.
“Ehxovot yop 100 oiuotog tog TNyt €k tdv Aptatéplov voudtov, Og ri
pfkieTov xpévou Poocidein kpdrer éueyoldvln kol mheloto Soo tdv 0vav me-
noinTo vroyeipo, @ kol Sidt todto éEaipetov Encdvupov Eocav OV Moupdyetpor
dvopdoovteg, el koi Sokel Tiol TordTny AaPetv v kAfiow, Tt & Boatépo Tdv
xep®dv cuvéPorvev tAéov tetdoBon GAN of ye dxpiBéotepov mepi ToOTOL GKO-
noovieg, ok €k 100 Th xepdc ueyéBovg, GAAL St v énl mAelotov 1fig
Svvaocteiog #xtocty 10 Maxpdyep koleloBot oot mposhofeiv, 6 kol dokel
poAdov éAnBeiog éyydtepov.

30 Kaldellis, Romanland 191. See also A. Smithies, The Life of Patriarch Igna-
tius (Washington 2013) 2-132.
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bilitate the reputation of his reputed ancestor. Artaxerxes is
lauded for his extension of his empire’s borders and his vic-
tories over his enemies, which were obviously praiseworthy
traits for any ruler, especially for the early Macedonian em-
perors. These assertions, however, raise several questions.

Artaxerxes I is indeed praised in much of the classical tra-
dition, but almost always for his mercy and kindness as a ruler.
Plutarch’s Life of Artaxerxes, which is otherwise dedicated to
Artaxerxes II, begins with a brief notice celebrating the first
Artaxerxes’ “gentleness and magnanimity” (Artax. 1.1). A
similar claim is made by Ammianus Marcellinus, and several
anecdotes shared across multiple authors express a similar
sentiment.3! The biblical tradition, which was repeated and re-
worked in many Byzantine works of Leo VI's age, was likewise
largely favorable toward Artaxerxes I, although his image there
is rather more complicated by confusion over the identities of
Persian monarchs and by other issues (see further below). Still,
this tradition adds little that would directly support Leo’s
claims. The assertion that Artaxerxes Makrocheir was noted
for the expansion of the empire’s borders and for his victories
over foreign enemies is unusual enough to require further ex-
planation.

If Leo’s purpose was simply to add an Achaemenid branch to
his dynasty’s growing list of famous ancestors, he had several
choices at his disposal. Cyrus the Great, Xerxes, or Darius
readily evoked images of conquest and would have served
Leo’s purpose well. Cyrus in particular would have fit nicely
alongside Alexander the Great and Constantine I in later ver-
sions of the genealogy. After all, Xenophon’s Cyropaedia has
been shown to have served as a model for aspects of Basil’s

31 Amm. Marc. 30.8.4. According to Ammianus, Artaxerxes Makrocheir
was beloved by his subjects because of his mildness, commuting death
sentences or other cruel punishments to other, less severe ones. With such
support, he accomplished great deeds commemorated by Greek writers. For
an example of anecdotes of magnanimity sometimes associated with Arta-
xerxes see K. Alpers, “Xerxes und Artaxerxes,” Byzantion 39 (1969) 5-12.
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biography in the Vita Basilii.3? That being said, the inclusion of
Artaxerxes in Basil’s genealogy is partially explicable by look-
ing to earlier sources, including Leo’s probable source for the
core of his assertion in the funeral oration.

It seems likely that Leo VI drew his information for the
connection between the Arsacids and Artaxerxes from the
Chronicle of George Synkellos or a common source. The chron-
icler, who completed his project sometime between 810 and
820, probably used Arrian’s Parthika for this portion of his
narrative, although his version of events differs from the sum-
mary of that work in Photios” Bibliotheke.3® According to Syn-
kellos, Arsakes and his brother, Tiridates, were serving as the
satraps of Baktria under the rule of Agathokles just prior to
Arsakes’ rise to power as the founder of the Arsacid dynasty of
the Parthians. The brothers reportedly “drew their family line
from Artaxerxes, [king] of the Persians.”?* The fact that Pho-
tios’ version of the story omits any mention of Artaxerxes
makes Synkellos the most likely candidate for Leo’s source.

There was some precedent in the ancient world for simul-
taneous claims of both Arsacid and Achaemenid descent, some
of which were certainly known in the courts of Basil I and Leo
VI. Photios, for example, records that the second-century
Syrian novelist Iamblichus “flourished during the reign of
Soaimos, the Achaemenid [and] Arsacid, who was a king de-
scended from kings, and who became both a senator in Rome
and a consul, and then again king of greater Armenia.”3>

32 Markopoulos, Byzantina Symmeikta 15 (2002) 91-108.

33 Bibl. 17a, cod. 58. Neither Artaxerxes nor any other Achaemenid is
listed in Photios’ version, which leaves open the possibility that the connec-
tion originates somewhere other than Arrian, perhaps even in a Byzantine
milieu.

3% Synkellos p.539 Bonn = FGrHist 156 ¥ 31: Apodkng tig kol Tnpiddng
adedpot, TO yévog Ehxovieg GmO 100 Ilepodv Apta&épéov, éoatpdmevov
Baxtpiov énl AyoBoxAéovg Mokeddvog éndpyov tfic Iepouctic, 0¢ AyaboxAfic
¢pacBeic Tnpiddiov, g Applavdg enotv.

35 Bibl. 75b, cod. 94: kol dxpdlev €ntl Loaipov 100 Ayoupevidov tod Apoo-
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Claiming descent from both Alexander the Great (or at least
Macedonian royalty) and the Persian royal families in fact
places the early Macedonian emperors in a long line of
Hellenistic rulers, especially in Anatolia and other formerly
Seleucid regions. The Orontid dynasty of Commagene
famously claimed descent from the Achaemenids (in addition
to their Seleucid/Hellenistic credentials), as did the Ariarathids
of Cappadocia, the Mithradatids of Pontus, and the Armenian
Orontids.?® The Pontic program proved exceptionally influ-
ential. Not only did the Hellenistic kingdoms and Commagene
and Cappadocia seemingly follow suit in their claims, but ac-
cording to Shayegan, Mithridates VI may have been more or
less directly responsible for the appearance of Achaemenid
claims among the Arsacids of Parthia as well.37 It remains pos-
sible that Leo VI or members of his court were aware of such
claims as well, although this remains speculative at best.

Most scholars have identified the Artaxerxes mentioned in
Synkellos’ account with Artaxerxes II Mnemon (r. 404—359),
who Ctesias claims was known as Arsakes/Arsikas before

kidov, 0¢ Bacihedg Av €k motépav BactAéwy, yéyove 8¢ Sumg kol The cuyARTov
BovAfig thig év Poun, xei Yratog 8¢, eita koi Bocihedg mEAwv Tig peyding
Apueviog. Soaimos ruled the xingdom of Armenia as a client of Rome from
144 to 161 CE and again from 164 to 186.

36 C. Lerouge-Cohen, “Persianism in the Kingdom of Pontic Kap-
padokia: The Genealogical Claims of the Mithridatids,” in Persianism in
Antiquity 223-224. According to Polybius (5.43.1-2), the Mithradatids of
Pontus claimed descent from one of the seven conspirators who assassinated
the usurper Smerdis in 522 BCE, allowing Darius to ascend to the throne.
The Ariarathids of Cappadocia and Orontids of Armenia did the same.

37 Lerouge-Cohen, in Persianism 227-228. Pontic claims underwent a
major change under Mithradates Eupator (111-63 BCE). He claimed no
link to the Seven, but instead claimed descent from Cyrus and Darius on
one side, Alexander and Seleukos on the other. He was the first Hellenistic
king to make such a claim of dual descent, but Antiochos I Theos of Com-
magene would claim something similar (Achaemenid on his father’s side,
Macedonian on his mother’s). His reign (6940 BCE) began while Mithra-
dates Eupator was still in power.
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coming to the throne.3® The similarity between his pre-regnal
name and that of ArSak/Arsakes, founder of the Parthian
dynasty, as the argument goes, helps to explain the otherwise
apocryphal connection between the two in later Greek and
Roman historiography.3® Most Hellenistic claimants of Achae-
menid lineage tended to link themselves explicitly with Arta-
xerxes Il as well. Thus, in a group of inscriptions found at
Nemrut Dag1, King Antiochos of Commagene claimed that the
founder of his dynasty, Aroandas (Orontes) had married a
daughter of “the Great Artaxerxes, who is also Arsakes.”

Though it has largely escaped notice in modern studies, Leo
VI identifies the Artaxerxes in Synkellos’ chronicle not with
Artaxerxes II, but with Artaxerxes I. It is possible that Leo
simply took the Artaxerxes from Synkellos’ account and ex-
panded it by drawing on the Artaxerxes more familiar to him,
in this case Makrocheir; Synkellos’ brief notice names the
Achaemenid forebear of Arsakes only as Artaxerxes without
specifying further. This is a very real possibility, especially con-
sidering the significant amount of confusion surrounding the
identification of specific Persian kings in both the classical and
the biblical traditions.

At the same time, assertions like the one found in his funeral
oration would have been made very carefully, and Leo was
well known for his knowledge of and interest in the classical
past.*! The choice was likely deliberate, which naturally leads

38 See J. Wieshofer, Ancient Persia_from 550 BC to 650 AD (London 1996)
132-133. Photius Bibl. 43a.11-12, cod. 72 = FGrHist 688 F 15.55: Apodkng,
6 100 Poocidéng molc, 6 kol Votepov petovopocBeic Apto&épéng. The claim is
repeated in Plut. Artax. 1.2.

39 See for example M. Rahim Shayegan, “Persianism: Or Achaemenid
Reminiscences in the Iranian and Iranicate World(s) of Antiquity,” in
Persianism in Antiquity 427—428.

40 JGLSyr I 3, discussed by Shayegan, in Persianism 428—429; see also W.
Messerschmidt, “Zwischen Tradition und Innovation: Die Ahnengalerie des
Antiochos I. von Kommagene,” in J. Wiagner (ed.), Gottkinige am Euphrat.
Neue Ausgrabungen und Forschungen in Kommagene (Mainz 2012) 87-98.

41 See esp. Th. Antonopoulou, “Emperor Leo VI the Wise and the ‘First
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to the question of his motivation. More specifically, the ques-
tion of why Leo would choose Artaxerxes I specifically and
what sort of resonance this assertion would have had among his
contemporaries remains to be answered. If the choice was de-
liberate, might there be a reason beyond what is made explicit
in the text of the funeral oration? Even if this was a case of
mistaken identity, what was the image of Artaxerxes Makro-
cheir that was more familiar to either Leo or his audience?

In sum, if Leo had simply wanted to add an Achaemenid
ancestor to the growing number of claims associated with his
dynasty, one might have expected Cyrus or even Darius or
Xerxes, especially if the goal was to emphasize the expansion of
empire and victories over foreign enemies. If one instead looks
to earlier claims of an Arsacid-Achaemenid or Hellenistic-
Achaemenid connection, one would expect to see Artaxerxes 11
Mnemon in that role. The fact that Leo chose Artaxerxes I
needs explanation.

In his defense of Artaxerxes’ eponym, Leo closely follows the
ancient thesaurus/dictionary of Julius Pollux, which describes
the range of meanings of various epithets, supported by
examples from literature;*? the argument is directed against a
common assertion from the classical tradition regarding Arta-
xerxes’ “long arm/hand,” which is repeated by Plutarch (Artax.
1.1), among others. Leo’s assertion about Artaxerxes’ expan-
sion of the empire, a rather curious one, may also have been
influenced by Josephus and/or the Old Testament, in which
the empire of Artaxerxes is described as comprising “one hun-

Byzantine Humanism’: On the Quest for Renovation and Cultural Syn-
thesis,” TravMém 21.2 (2017) 187-233; Tougher, in New Constantines 171—
179.

42 Pollux offers the example of Artaxerxes III Ochos(!) in his description
of the epithet Makrocheir (2.151): poxpdyep, eite xord IloAdxAertov 0
‘Yotaomov Aapelog, €ite kot Aviihéovto Eépng, elte kot T0VG TALlGTOVG
"Qxoc 6 émkAnOeig Apto&épEng, Hror thy de&av Exov mpounkeotépov i ™V
aproTepav 1 Gpeotépag: ot 8¢ 8t v dbvouw éni mhelotov éEétewvey. omo &¢
XEWPOV Kol yerpideg mapd Zevoedvtt [Cyr. 8.3.13], kol xepidwrol yitdvec.
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dred and twenty-seven satrapies from India to Ethiopia.”*?
Such a description certainly evokes an image of a great empire.
Leo’s words (see n.29 above), however, follow those of Pollux’s
Onomastikon quite closely, making it perhaps more likely that the
emperor was simply following a similar source.

Interestingly, Al-Tabari, a contemporary of Leo VI, records
an almost identical description of the Persian king in his History.
His account of Ardashir Bahman, a semi-legendary Persian
king who combines aspects of Cyrus the Great and Artaxerxes
I, begins by claiming that “he was called Ardashir the Mighty
(al-tawil al-ba’), and was nicknamed thus, so it i1s said, because
he took whatever was within reach in the surrounding king-
doms, and thus ruled all the climes.”** The title, translated by
Perlmann as “the Mighty,” was taken from the Persian daraz-
dast, literally “the long hand.”* While there is almost certainly
no direct link between Tabari and Leo’s funeral oration, the
similarities are striking.

None of this adequately solves the mysteries behind this item
in Leo’s funeral oration. In stark contrast to the Arsacids, the
Achaemenid side of Basil I's legendary lineage has been largely
ignored by modern scholarship. Most treatments offer little
more than a simple statement acknowledging that it existed.*®
Yet, as Greenwood has argued, the fact that Leo did not feel
the need to expand his discussion to include the identity of the

B A7 11.186.2-3: naparafov yop v Paciielav 6 Aptalépéng kol koto-
othoag &nd Ivdioag dypt Aiboniog tdv cotpomeldv £kotdv Kol elkoclentd
0VeMV GpYOVTOC.

4 M. Perlmann, The History of al-Tabart IV The Ancient Kingdoms (Albany
1987) 81 (§687). Ardashir Bahman, or Kay Bahman, was thought to be the
grandson and successor of Bishtasb in Tabari’s version of events, while his
mother was named as Asturya, identified by Tabari as the biblical Esther.
Multiple traditions named Bahman as the reputed ancestor of the Sasanian
dynasty of Iran.

* Perlmann, The History of al-Tabart IV 81 n.232.

4 E.g. Moravcesik, DOP 15 (1961) 69; Greenwood, in Reading in the Byzan-
tine Empire 454.
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Arsacids or of the precise relation between them and the
Achaemenids “suggests that those claims held meaning for
contemporaries without further explanation, supporting the
contention that they were current during the lifetime of Basil
147 But what, exactly, was this meaning?

Reconstructing the ninth-century Byzantine image of Arta-
xerxes I 13 a much more complicated task than identifying
Leo’s source, but, as is argued below, doing so may also help to
answer the question of Leo’s motivations for emphasizing the
Achaemenid ruler’s place in Basil’s genealogy.

The Byzantines accessed the ancient Persian past through
two parallel traditions: the classical tradition represented by
Roman and especially ancient Greek authors, and the biblical
tradition represented primarily by the Old Testament and
related literature. The classical tradition to which ninth- and
tenth-century Byzantines had access generally gave much more
attention to Artaxerxes II than Artaxerxes 1.*® Artaxerxes II
was (and still is) best known for the civil war he fought against
his brother, Cyrus the Younger. Xenophon was an eyewitness
to the conflict and tells the story in his Anabasis. Ctesias, who
served as a physician at the court of Artaxerxes II, likewise
offered extensive coverage of the king’s reign. Although
Ctesias’ account no longer survives today, both texts were read
and copied extensively in medieval Byzantium.*? Plutarch’s Life
of Artaxerxes was likewise well known in Leo VI's day. While his
coverage of Artaxerxes II’s reign was based largely on earlier
sources like Xenophon, his biographies remained quite popular
among Byzantine readers. Plutarch’s biography gives a de-
cidedly mixed impression of Artaxerxes II, who appears as a

47 Greenwood, in Reading in the Byzantine Empire 453—454.

8 For the Byzantines’ role in the formation of this classical tradition see
A. Kaldellis, “The Byzantine Role in the Making of the Corpus of Classical
Greek Historiography: A Preliminary Investigation,” 7HS 132 (2012) 71-85.

49 1. Pérez Martin, “The Reception of Xenophon in Byzantium: The
Macedonian Period,” GRBS 53 (2013) 812-855.
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microcosm of the grand narrative of the Persian empire as told
by Greek historians, in which it begins strong, hopeful, wise,
and merciful, but gradually deteriorates into tyranny, cruelty,
and decadence.

Artaxerxes I would have been most recognizable to medieval
Byzantines thanks to his inclusion in the biblical tradition.”!
Though identifications vary, both among Byzantine authors
and modern scholars, Artaxerxes I was typically associated with
two books of the Old Testament in particular: Ezra-Nehemiah
and Esther.>? In addition, according to most commentators of
the ninth and tenth century, Daniel’s prophecy of the Seventy
Weeks, understood as a countdown to the birth of Christ, was
also closely associated with the Persian king.

The ancient and medieval traditions associated with Arta-
xerxes are plagued by a degree of confusion, due largely to the
several kings known by that name (including, for example, the
Sasanian Ardashir, which usually appears as Artaxerxes in
Greek sources) and, at the same time, alternate forms of the
name ascribed to the same rulers. For example, the Book of
Ezra-Nehemiah in the Septuagint uses an alternate form,
Arthasastha (ApBacac8d), which more closely resembles Old

50 E. Almagor, “Plutarch and the Persians,” Electrum 24 (2017) 138—139.
As Almagor points out, the complexity in Plutarch’s narrative has led even
modern scholars to interpret the Life of Artaxerxes in widely different ways,
with some arguing that it is an overwhelmingly negative portrait while
others describe it as a largely sympathetic piece.

51 L. Llewellyn-Jones, “The Achaemenid Empire,” in T. Daryaee (ed.),
King of the Seven Climes: A History of the Ancient Iranian World (Irvine 2017) 75—
76.

52 Fzra-Nehemiah, which is split into separate books by most modern
editions of the Septuagint but was usually read as a single book in Byzan-
tium, tells of a series of Jewish leaders dispatched from Persia to ensure the
completion of the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the temple. Nehemiah, the
last of these leaders, was often associated with the reign of Artaxerxes I. The
Book of Esther tells the story of a young Jewish girl who is taken as a wife by
a Persian king and, with the help of her uncle Mordecai, thwarts both a plot
against the king and the genocide of her people.
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Persian and/or Aramaic versions of the name (OP Artaxsacga).
The Persian king in the Book of Esther is clearly given the
Hellenic form Artaxerxes in some versions of the Septuagint,
while other manuscript traditions give the name Assouéros.>?
While scholars continue to argue over the precise identity of
this Artaxerxes/Assoueros, the text itself is vague. Josephus spe-
cifically names Artaxerxes I in his version of the story, although
he complicates matters further by calling him “Cyrus, whom
the Greeks call Artaxerxes” (A7 11.184 ff.). Assouéros, how-
ever, 1s commonly recognized by scholars to have been Xerxes,
as 1s clear in the Book of Ezra itself.>*

Adding to this confusion were attempts to synchronize the
chronologies of the two major traditions. In his zeal to recon-
cile the chronologies of multiple sources and traditions, Syn-
kellos exemplifies just this kind of confusion.” He claims that
the Arthasastha named by Ezra, whom he also identifies as
Artaxerxes, 1s different from the Artaxerxes who dispatched
Ezra to Jerusalem.’® The latter he identifies as Artaxerxes
Makrocheir. The former, he says, was called Cyrus by the
Greeks, apparently following a similar statement by Josephus.”’

53 K. H. Jobes, A4 New English Translation of the Septuagint (Oxford 2007)
424495,

5% In the Septuagint version of Ezra (4:6-7), Assouéros (Ascoinpog) is
named as the father and predecessor of Arthasastha/Artaxerxes.

% E. Jeffreys, “Old Testament ‘History’ and the Byzantine Chronicle,” in
P. Magdalino et al. (eds.), The Old Testament in Byzantium (Washington 2010)
159-160. According to Jeffreys, Synkellos was more concerned than many
Byzantine chroniclers to show “that every major event of Christ’s life was
paralleled by events in the week of creation,” and he did not mince words
when it came to criticizing his predecessors for mistakes in their calcula-
tions.

56 A, A, Mosshammer, Georgius Syncellus, Ecloga chronographica (Leipzig
1984) 282.11-18.

57 A7 11.184-185: Tekevthoavtog 8¢ EépEov v PBoocideiov elg oV vIOV
KDpov, ov Apta&épEnv “"EAAnveg kohobotv, cuvéPn petofiivor. todtov thy Tep-
cdv &xovtog Myepovioy éxvdivevoey 10 TdV Tovdoinv #Bvog Bmav cbv yovor&i
kol Tékvolg dmoAésBon. v 8’ aitiow per’ 0d oAb dnAdcouey.
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Such blending of Cyrus the Great with Artaxerxes I was fairly
common in Byzantine and other, contemporary sources.>®

Despite such confusion, however, surviving sources allow us
to reconstruct, at least partially, the image of Artaxerxes I
around the time of Leo’s funeral oration. Near-contemporary
world chronicles, a genre that proliferated in the ninth and
tenth centuries, are a good place to start.

Synkellos, who may have served as Leo VI’s source for his
funeral oration, provides reasonably lengthy coverage of Arta-
xerxes I in his Chronicle, devoting more lines to the king than to
many other ancient sovereigns and including commentary on
his reign in two different sections of his work. Predictably,
much of this is drawn from the biblical tradition. The chron-
icler repeats the contention of Julius Africanus that Artaxerxes
I’s reign was associated by some with the beginning of the
Seventy Weeks leading to the birth of Christ as foretold by
Daniel in the Old Testament.?® Synkellos himself seems to
agree with this view, as he later notes that it was under Arta-
xerxes I that the plain and the area around the walls of
Jerusalem were settled (299.13-18).%0 As mentioned above,
Synkellos also argues that the Arthasastha named by Ezra was

8 For the Byzantine chroniclers generally see R. Fishman-Duker, “The
Second Temple Period in Byzantine Chronicles,” Byzantion 47 (1977) 126—
156. The confusion and/or conflation of Cyrus and Artaxerxes in George
the Monk, George Synkellos, and Symeon the Logothetes is addressed
below. For the Iranian tradition see Dj. Khaleghi-Motlagh, “Bahman,” En-
cyclopaedia Iranica (1989) 489-490, and T. Daryaee, “On Forgetting Cyrus
and Remembering the Achaemenids in Late Antique Iran,” in M. R.
Shayegan (ed.), Cyrus the Great: Life and Lore (Cambridge [Mass.] 2019) 221—
231.

59 Synkellos 277.14-19: Tivég uév odv tdig o’ EBSouddog dmd 1008e 100
xpdvov BovAovtan dp1Bueicbot, Erepot 8¢, g kol Appikavdg, dmod Nesuiov kol
telelog dvorkodopfig ToD vood kol thig moAewg, fitig yéyove kot 10 k' £t0g
AptoépEov tod kol Mapdyetpog, Smep NV k6GUov eEn’. Etepot &nd THG oiko-
doufig 100 vaod tfig d1d ZopoPafer kol ‘Incod 10D viod locedék, 10 B’ Erel
Acpeiov, dpBuodot tog odtog 0’ EBSonddag.

60 This version of events is repeated and elaborated at 303.17 ff.
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not Artaxerxes Makrocheir but rather the one responsible for
dispatching Ezra to Jerusalem to complete the city’s settlement
and fortifications in the seventh year of his reign (282.8-17).
Synkellos later offers a more detailed account of this Arta-
xerxes’ reign, which is heavily focused on the events narrated
in the Septuagint, especially the Book of Ezra (302-304). The
chronicler notably repeats the language of the Old Testament
in writing that Artaxerxes had been “moved by God” in his
decision to send Ezra with a number of Jewish settlers to
Jerusalem.%! The final portions of Synkellos’ account are taken
up by brief notices related to the Peloponnesian War, which
the author notes occurred during Artaxerxes I’s reign.®? This
section also contains a list of notable figures, mostly philoso-
phers, poets, and rhetors, who were born and/or flourished at
the same time as the Persian king. In general, Synkellos’
account of Artaxerxes I is heavily reliant upon the biblical tra-
dition. Aside from the Old Testament itself, he draws most
heavily and explicitly from Africanus, Eusebius, and, secon-
darily, Josephus.

In his own entry on Artaxerxes I, George the Monk, who
wrote during the reign of Michael III (r. 842-867), also dwells
for some time on the resettlement of Jerusalem and the
prophecy of Daniel. He argues forcefully against the opinion
that the city’s rebuilding had occurred under Cyrus the Great:
Jerusalem “was not settled during the reign of Cyrus, but that
of Artaxerxes Makrocheir.” After enumerating the list of Per-
sian kings from Cyrus to Artaxerxes, he asserts that Nehemiah
raised up the city in Artaxerxes’ twentieth year, “which Ezra
describes for us in detail.”%3 It is from this point, he argues, that

61 E.g. 302.22: 6 x0prog 0 dovg todto €lg v kapdiav pov b PBociiénd;
303.17-19: tov dpyrepéo "Ecdpov 10 £’ #ter odtod 0edBev kvnBeig éEénenye
npog ddackariov tdv &v Tepovcalnu Tovdaiwy.

62 He cites Thucydides as his authority (304.2—-23).

63 C. de Boor, Georgii monachi chronicon (Leipzig 1904) 414.15-21: odx éni
Kbpov 8¢ drodopunifn, GAL’ éri 100 Apta&épEov 100 Makpdyeipog. netd yop T
wéBodov énaviiAbe KopPoong, elta ol pdyot, koi pet’ ékeivoug Aapelog “Yotd-
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the “weeks” in Daniel’s prophecy foretelling the coming of
Christ should be counted. Aside from this detailed discussion,
George the Monk simply includes a list of figures from the clas-
sical Greek world who flourished during Artaxerxes I’s reign,
much like Synkellos. These include, among others, Sophocles,
Thucydides, Euripides, Plato, Aristotle, Demosthenes, and the
last days of Socrates (284.8-15).

Symeon the Logothetes, writing in the later tenth century,
states plainly that Artaxerxes I Makrocheir “is the same one
called Arthasastha in Ezra” (46.9), though like George Syn-
kellos, he argues that there are two different kings called
“Arthasastha” in the book. In his entry for Cambyses, he notes
that this king was also called Artaxerxes, “the same one who is
also called Arthasastha in Ezra.”®* Symeon’s coverage of
Artaxerxes I begins with the assertion that he was the Persian
king in the biblical story of Esther and that it was during his
reign that Ezra was active as a prophet. This is followed by a
brief description of the story of Nehemiah and the final stages
of the resettlement of Jerusalem, including the plain and the
area around the walls.%® The final portion of Symeon’s account
asserts plainly that it is from the twentieth year of Artaxerxes’
reign that one should begin counting the Seventy Weeks to the

omov, ued’ dv ZépEng 6 Aapeiov kol AptaBdvnc. eita Aptaléping 6 Maxpdyelp
¢Paciievoe thig [epoidog. év de 10 eikootd £tel Thg Pociielog adhtod Negpiog
dvelBov Ty méAw dvéooev, Emep 6 “Ecdpag dxpifidg Huly dmyhoarto.

6% Symeonis magistri et logothelae chronicon 46.4: Kaupoong 6 kol Apto&épEng (6
o010g 8¢ gotv O kol &v 10 "Eodpg Aeyduevog ApBococBa).

65 Symeonis 46.9: Apto&épEng 6 EépEov, 6 Makpdyelp (koi 0btog &v 1 "Ecdpar
Apbocachd kékAnton), éBocidevcey £ po’. éni 10010V T ket ‘Eobhp kol
Mopdoyoiov koi Appdy énpdydn. ko’ ov xoupdv xoi “Ecdpog mpoepritevey.
ovyywphooviog Aptatépov “"Ecdpog O iepebg ToVg DOAOITOVG Gvaryorymv €lg
‘Tepovcodnu Tov vopov é€emaidevev. Neeulog te, 0 dpylowvoydog Apta&épEov,
dvip €x yévoug v dpylepotikod, mapokodécog Tov Pociiéo kol EmTpomelg
Gvetow eig mv Tovdaiov xoi v Tepovcodiu. teryilet 8¢ odthy tdv émitife-
pévav gvexo Omholg ToLG €vepyoDvTog TEPIOTOLICHG. KOl TOV AoV oVV Td
"Ecdpq 1@ Movotng éEenaidevoe vouw, nacav €€ adtdv EAANVIKNY dmokvi-
cag Gyoyhy. kol @rodoudfn mAoteto kol mepiteryog i wOAG.
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coming of Christ.%6

Artaxerxes 1l receives far less attention in middle Byzantine
chronicles, largely because he does not figure prominently in
the biblical tradition. Most such world chronicles prioritized
the biblical tradition more generally, especially for periods or
events included in the Old Testament.®” Middle Byzantine
historians were primarily interested in the Persian Empire as
the setting of much of the Old Testament.%®

The tenth-century Suda does not contain a separate entry for
Artaxerxes I or Artaxerxes II. Still, other entries make clear
that the author/compiler thought that the biblical Ezra
flourished under Xerxes, while the Persian king who married
Esther was Artaxerxes I Makrocheir.59 Representing the clas-
sical tradition, the text notes that Themistocles, hero of the
Battle of Salamis, met with Artaxerxes I when he fled to his
court and briefly names him in an account of the so-called
Peace of Kallias.”® There is also a reproduction of a letter sent
from one “Artaxerxes, king of the Persians,” which purports to
show how the king had inquired after the wisdom of Hippocra-
tes.”l The Suda incorporates information drawn from both
classical and biblical/religious sources, yet the image of Arta-
xerxes | 1s still overwhelmingly weighted toward the biblical
tradition.”?

66 Symeonis 46.10: "OBev dpyovron dp1BueicBon oi o’ eBSouddeg &v 1@ Aavinh
Eikoot® #ter tfig Booideiog Apta&éplov, éviebbev @ooi delv tag eBSouddog
ap1BueicBon oG 0o’ tog v T 100 Aaviih Omtaciq uéxpt thg 0 Kuplov
nopovciog kol Tov £Efig énmovuPefnrdtwv. eovepdv 8¢ otiv, Gt EBdounkovia
£Bdoucdeg moodov € ve’.

67 For a good overview see Jeffreys, in Old Testament in Byzantium 153—174.

68 Kaldellis, 7HS 132 (2012) 73.

69 E 3121 (Ezra), 3139 (Esther).

709 124 and 125 (Themistocles), K 214 (Kallias).

11564.

72 Only the entry for Ezra and the related entry for Esther specifies that
Artaxerxes Makrocheir is meant. In most other cases, Artaxerxes is named
without further clarification.
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While there are some disagreements and inconsistencies
among them, the sources surveyed here generally agree on sev-
eral points. Accounts of Artaxerxes I and his reign are heavily
weighted toward the biblical accounts. Classical Greek sources
make occasional appearances but are almost always secondary.
More specifically, Daniel’s prophecy of the Seventy Weeks
features prominently in all of them, which includes the final
stages of the rebuilding and populating of the city of Jerusalem
and its temple. The identity of the Persian king in the Book of
Esther seems to have been subject to less of a consensus in
ninth- and tenth-century Byzantium, although Artaxerxes I
was a strong candidate. Perhaps significantly, none of the
Byzantine sources examined here attempt to identify him as
Artaxerxes II Mnemon. If anything, they tend to push the rela-
tive date of the story further back in time, citing Josephus or
other authorities to explain how Cyrus, Darius, or even Cam-
byses were alternately known as Artaxerxes/Arthasastha.

If this was the image of Artaxerxes I familiar to Leo VI, the
question remains: why select Artaxerxes I as Basil’s ancestor
rather than the more conventional Artaxerxes Il or the more
famous Cyrus? A look at the Byzantine chroniclers’ own
sources may offer an additional clue.

Aside from the biblical texts themselves, Julius Africanus and
Eusebius are cited most frequently in middle Byzantine chron-
icles in their coverage of Achaemenid Persia. The assertion that
Daniel’s Seventy Weeks should be counted from the reign of
Artaxerxes I in particular relies upon the authority of Afri-
canus.”? Aside from this, Josephus seems to have been the
source from which middle Byzantine chroniclers drew most
often, especially for material related specifically to Artaxerxes I
and Old Testament accounts.”* Josephus’ own treatment of the
king, however, differs significantly from these Byzantine

73 For example, Synkellos 277.14-19 (quoted n.59 above).

7t For example, George Monachos 414.22-415.2: v tolvuv éviebBev
tetpokdoio kol dydofxovia £ Bduev, fifouev mdviog énl MV KoTOCKOPNV
o0V, dg kot Thonmog oBig poptupel Aéywv.
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authors, at least in its emphasis. His account in Jewish Antiquities
focuses particularly on the story of Esther, repeating much of
what a Byzantine reader would encounter in the Septuagint,
but it is decidedly negative in its depiction of the Persian king,
highlighting how Artaxerxes nearly destroyed the Jewish peo-
ple “including women and children” (n.57 above). Credit for
the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the temple is largely shifted to
Cyrus the Great or Darius I.

As stated above, Byzantine sources largely agree on their
association of Artaxerxes I with the final stages of the recon-
struction of Jerusalem and the beginning of Daniel’s prophecy
of the Seventy Weeks, but they tend to downplay or simply do
not mention his apparent plans to wipe out the Jewish people.
In this case at least, there is a clear shift in emphasis between
one of their main sources, Josephus, and the chroniclers them-
selves. This could be significant when placed in a late-ninth-
century context.

Between them, Basil I and Leo VI sought to create an image
of their rule as a time of imperial renewal.”> One of the key
ways in which this message was conveyed was through an ex-
tensive building and restoration program in the capital city,
which was designed to remake the city’s spiritual and cere-
monial landscape in particular. As Ousterhout has argued,
Basil I's “cultural revival was made manifest by the restoration
of a few select buildings, augmented by the construction of a
few, lavish new ones.”’® The Vita Basili lists numerous struc-
tures that were supposed to have been renovated or restored
during Basil’s reign.”’ This includes, for example, the restora-
tion of the Church of the Holy Apostles, an important spiritual

75 Th. Antonopoulou, The Homilies of the Emperor Leo VI (Leiden 1997); M.
L. D. Riedel, Zeo VI and the Transformation of Byzantine Christian Identity (Cam-
bridge 2019); Tougher, in New Constantines 171-179.

76 R. Ousterhout, “Reconstructing Ninth-Century Constantinople,” in L.
Brubaker (ed.), Byzantium in the Ninth Century: Dead or Alwe? (Hampshire 1998)
129.

77 V.Bas. 321-325; Ousterhout, in Byzantium in the Ninth Century 125—126.
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center that served as the burial place for most emperors. In
particular, Basil’s construction of the so-called Nea Ekklesia in
the southeast of the imperial palace complex altered the
religious and ceremonial landscape of Constantinople. The
church quickly became one of the most important repositories
of holy relics associated with the imperial throne and was
almost as quickly incorporated into several public ceremonies
that formed the imperial calendar.”® A large number of these
relics were associated with Old Testament figures, including
the prophet Elijah, Abraham, and King David, as well as some
with the emperor Constantine I.

Among the many aspects of Basil I and Leo VI’s legitimation
campaign and symbolic repertoire were comparisons of Basil
and Leo with the biblical kings David and Solomon.”® Basil,
like David, rose from obscurity to become ruler, and yet had a
‘secret’ royal lineage. Leo, like Solomon, became renowned for
his wisdom (he would eventually become known as “the
Wise”).80 This obviously opened the door to other Old Testa-
ment types and allusions. Byzantine thinkers and theologians
gradually put forward the view that Byzantium was in some
sense a New Israel, which simultaneously made Constantinople
not only a New Rome, but also a New Jerusalem.?! Although
this vision was not fully articulated in Leo VI’s day, some as-
pects of this rhetorical and theological movement were almost

78 P, Magdalino, “Observations on the Nea Ecclesia,” 70B 37 (1987) 51—
64; Ousterhout, Byzantium in the Ninth Century 118.

79 See, for example, P. Magdalino and R. Nelson, in Old Testament in
Byzantium 1-38; Antonopoulou, TravMém 21.2 (2017) 187233, and “Con-
stantine the Great in Macedonian Historiography: Models and Ap-
proaches,” in New Constantines 159—170; Markopoulos, in Antecessor 945-970;
and n.3 above.

80 Tougher, in New Constantines 171-179.

81 Jeffreys, in Old Testament in Byzantium 172—173; S. Eshel, The Concept of
the Elect Nation in Byzantium (Leiden 2018). This appears regularly by the
twelfth century, but the extent to which it was already accepted at the turn
of the tenth century remains open to debate.
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certainly present.’> The Achaemenid Empire was likewise a
continuous interest for Byzantine thinkers since it was com-
monly held to be one of the four kingdoms of the world fore-
told in the Book of Daniel.83 Rome, including Byzantium, was
understood to be the fourth and final of these kingdoms.?* This,
then, placed Byzantine emperors in a continuous line that
included the Achaemenid kings. Old Testament typology built
into imperial propaganda was, without a doubt, both common
and meaningful at the turn of the tenth century.

Artaxerxes I’s association with the biblical tradition more
broadly and, potentially, the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the
prophecy of the Seventy Weeks more specifically could have
led Leo VI to select him as Basil I’s ancestor rather than the
more conventional Artaxerxes II. Thus, the Byzantine emperor
created a pedigree for his father’s dynasty that imbued their
rule with both prophetic significance and an association with
the reconstruction of Christendom’s holiest city. Just as Arta-
xerxes | had overseen Jerusalem’s rebirth or renewal, so too
were Basil and Leo ensuring a similar renewal in the capital of
the Roman Empire.

By way of conclusion, this review of the image of Artaxerxes
I in late-ninth-century Byzantium may offer some clues about
the unexpressed motivations of Leo VI, but it should be
interpreted with caution. Leo does not mention anything about
the re-construction of Jerusalem in the portion of his funeral
oration dedicated to Artaxerxes, which likely precludes this as
the main reason for the Persian king’s inclusion in the gen-
ealogy. Certainly he was not trying to make this a cornerstone
of his dynasty’s propaganda. It may, however, have played a
role in Leo’s decision to select Artaxerxes Makrocheir in his

82 Some hints of the development can be seen in some of the works of
both Leo VI and his son, Constantine VII: see H. Ahrweiler, “Un discours
inédit de Constantine VII Porphyrogénete,” TravMém 2 (1967) 393—404.

85 Magdalino and Nelson, in Old Testament in Byzantium 14 and 28.
84 Fishman-Duker, Byzantion 47 (1977) 129-131.
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construction of Basil’s Persian genealogy, assuming this was a
deliberate choice.

Leo’s claims of Achaemenid Persian ancestry for Basil may
not have had the lasting impact that the dynasty’s Arsacid
lineage did, but the very fact that such a claim remains unique
in Byzantine history makes it worthy of investigation. This is
especially true in light of recent interest in the many iterations
of the historical memory of ancient Persia across time and
space. Basil I's genealogy might be placed in the long tradition
of Persian and Hellenistic claims to both Achaemenid and
Macedonian/Alexandrian descent. Of course, I do not wish to
argue for any kind of direct continuity from these claims, and
they existed in very different contexts, but the fact that Basil’s
case 1s so anomalous in a Byzantine context appears far less so
in this long view. Sources available to Byzantines to construct
and imagine the ancient past meant they were well placed to be
at least tangentially aware of this tradition.

This same fact makes Byzantium an ideal candidate for
current discussions of ‘Persianism’. This is especially true of the
time of the Macedonian dynasty. Not only was the period
marked by an increased interest in the more distant past, in-
cluding such developments as encyclopedism and what has
been termed the First Byzantine Humanism,?® it was also a
time in which the Byzantine Empire was not faced with the im-
mediate threat of a contemporary Persian Empire on its bor-
ders. This would change with the coming of the Seljugs in the
mid-eleventh century. Once again, Byzantium was faced with a
serious challenger in the east whom they regarded, as least in
rhetorical contexts, as ‘Persians’. The absence of a rival or
enemy who was conceptualized as Persian between the eighth
and eleventh centuries may have encouraged Byzantine
readers and authors to more fully explore the Persian past in
ways that differed from both earlier and later periods, when the

85 The assertion was famously made by P. Lemerle, Le premier humanism
byzantin (Paris 1971), esp. 7-9. See also Antonopoulou, 7ravMém 21.2 (2017)
187-233.
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centuries-old Roman tradition of framing conflicts with ‘Per-
sian’ enemies as a timeless conflict reaching back to Alexander
the Great or the Persian Wars made repeated appearances.
Future research will hopefully reveal more. One thing, at least,
is certain. The medieval Byzantine Empire has much to offer
scholars interested in the rich and varied afterlives of the
Achaemenid Persian past.
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