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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: In most Islamic sources, information about the Parthians is limited, ambiguous, and
Research Article sometimes distorted and complex. Farsnameh, written by Ibn Balkhi, like other Islamic

sources, provides a rather brief account of the Parthians. The History of al-Tabari and The

Avrticle history: History of Prophets and Kings by Hamza al-Isfahani are considered among the main sources
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regarding the Parthians is critically examined using analytical and comparative methods. A
Keywords: comparative review of the history of the Parthians in Farsnameh with earlier and
Ibn Balkhi, contemporary sources is of particular importance. Another key point of this research is the
examination of certain significant pieces of information in Ibn Balkhi’s report that are not
Farsnameh, found in the sources he used or in other existing sources. An additional aspect of the study’s
Parthians, significance lies in the novel and fresh details in Ibn Balkhi’s account of the Parthians. Based
Piri Ashghani. on the findings and results of the research, one should note the identification of “Shapur ibn
Ashkan” mentioned in Ibn Balkhi’s report with “Phraates IV,” the Parthian king. Ibn Balkhi’s
reference to the office of na’ib al-saltanah (viceroy) is another noteworthy point. His report
of a king named “Firuz ibn Hormoz” is unprecedented in other sources and warrants further
investigation. The mention of Ashk ibn Ashkan as the second Parthian king is another
significant point in Ibn Balkhi’s report. In modern chronology, the legitimacy of the reign of
Arsaces, the successor of Arsaces I, has gained more recognition over that of Tiridates. This
study aims to achieve a clearer understanding of Ibn Balkhi’s intriguing account of a figure
referred to as “Pir-e Ashghani” by consulting other sources. The central issue of the present
research is to highlight certain pieces of information in Ibn Balkhi’s narrative of the Parthians
that are innovative and novel.
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1. Introduction

In most Islamic-era sources, the history of the Parthians is obscure and confusing. Writers of the
Islamic period present different chronologies of Parthian history. Farsnama by Ibn Balkhi is among
these Islamic sources. Ibn Balkhi, drawing upon Tarikh al-Tabari, The History of the Prophets and
Kings, and other unnamed sources, provides a narrative of Iran’s history after the fall of Alexander
and during the Parthian era.

This study undertakes a comparative analysis of the Farsnama's account with earlier and
contemporary sources. The main objective of the present research is to highlight certain pieces of
information in Ibn Balkhi’s narrative that appear to be new or original. One such noteworthy point
is his mention of the position of Na'eb al-Saltanati (Deputy of the Sultan), which is of particular
interest. Moreover, his report of a king named “Firooz son of Hormoz” is not found in earlier
sources and warrants further investigation. Another significant detail is his reference to Ashk son
of Ashkan as the second Parthian king.

In modern chronology, the legitimacy of the reign of Arsaces (Arshak), the successor of Arsaces I,
has gained more recognition than that of Tiridates. Furthermore, this study seeks to achieve a
clearer understanding of Ibn Balkhi’s intriguing account of a figure referred to as "Piri Ashghani*
by consulting other sources.

2. Research Methodology

The present study employs analytical and comparative methods to critically examine the account
of the Parthians in Ibn Balkhi’s Farsnameh. A critical analysis of the text and an effort to reassess
certain pieces of information in Ibn Balkhi’s report—particularly those with innovative aspects—
are among the other objectives of this research.

3. Discussion and Analysis

3.1. The Life and Times of Ibn Balkhi

The name and identity of Ibn Balkhi (d. ca. 510 AH / 1116 CE), the author of Farsnameh, remain
almost unknown. Le Strange and Nicholson have pointed out that it was Hamdallah Mustawfi who
first referred to the author of Farsnameh as “Ibn Balkhi.” Haji Khalifa also mentions him by this
name in his book Kashf al-Zunun. Edward Browne speculated that he might be the same person as
Abu Zayd Ahmad ibn Sahl al-Balkhi, author of Suwar al-Agalim; however, considering Ahmad
ibn Sahl’s lifetime (236-322 AH / 850-934 CE), such an assumption seems implausible. In
Farsnameh, Ibn Balkhi writes that although he was of Balkh origin, he was raised in Fars. His
grandfather governed Fars during the time of Rukn al-Dawla Khumartagin under the Seljuk Sultan
Barkiyaruq and served as the mustawfi (financial administrator) of Fars around 492 AH / 1099 CE.
Ibn Balkhi came to Fars during this period and, as evidenced by Farsnameh, became familiar with
the region’s history, geography, economy, and political structure. Consequently, Sultan Abu Shuja
Muhammad, brother and successor of Barkiyarug, commissioned him to write Farsnameh, a work
covering the ancient history of Iran—especially Fars—and its cities and settlements. The exact date
of Farsnameh’s completion is not known, but since the book is dedicated to Sultan Abu Shuja
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Muhammad and mentions Atabeg Chawli as still alive in 510 AH / 1116 CE, it can be inferred that
the work was completed before the end of the first decade of the 6th century AH. No other work
by Ibn Balkhi has survived, although he intended to write another book on history covering the
period from the Prophet Muhammad’s time up to his own (Barg Nisi, 1399: vol. 3, 135, under “Ibn
Balkhi”; Rahmani Valeri & Joghtayi, 1383: vol. 3, 112-113).

3.2. The Parthians in Farsnameh

In one part of his book, Ibn Balkhi provides a list of Parthian kings and in a separate section, under
the account of different dynasties, he focuses on “Arshak 1.” At the beginning of the Parthian
history, he writes:

“Their reign lasted four hundred and twenty-nine years. There is much disagreement among
historians and genealogists regarding their names and numbers. However, what seems most
accurate is what has been mentioned here: their total is twenty kings.” (Farsnameh, Ibn Balkhi,
1384: 16)

Various sources agree on the identity of the first Parthian king, “Ashk” (Arsaces), and most place
the length of his reign at ten years (Tabari, 1362: vol. 2, 497-499; Isfahani, 1346: 22; Mujmal al-
Tawarikh wa al-Qasas, 1318: 58; Bal'ami, 1353: vol. 2, 731). Thousands of coins attributed to the
first two Parthian kings—Arsaces | and his son Arsaces II—have been discovered in northeastern
Iran, confirming their historical existence beyond doubt (Wolski, 1383: 21-22).

Farsnameh also reports the presence of Jesus (peace be upon him) during the reign of Shapur ibn
Ashkan:

“The Messiah (peace be upon him) came to Palestine at the end of his reign.” (Ibn Balkhi, 1384:
17)

According to the actual chronology of Parthian kings, Phraates 1V reigned from 39 BCE to 2/3
BCE (Wolski, 1383: 224). Additionally, Farsnameh gives Shapur ibn Ashkan a reign of sixty
years—the longest reign among the Parthian kings listed in the book. In historical timelines of the
Parthians, Phraates 1V is usually noted for having the longest reign, approximately thirty-six or
thirty-seven years.

A very important aspect of the Farsnameh account is the mention of the kings “Firuz ibn Hormoz”
and “Khosrow ibn Maladan,” which includes references to the concept of na'ib al-saltanah (regency
or viceroyalty) during the Parthian era. After the death of Hormoz ibn Balash, his uncle Narseh
assumed control of the kingdom. Therefore, Narseh held the position of viceroy. 1bn Balkhi also
writes that Khosrow, a cousin of Balash, governed the realm until Balash’s son came of age and
succeeded his father. Thus, it is likely that Khosrow also served as a viceroy.

In actual Parthian history, instances of na'ib al-saltanah have been documented. Four such instances
are recorded: two involve female viceroys, and two describe kings sharing power with their sons
and heirs. First, after the death of Mithridates I, since his son Phraates Il was still young, his mother
Rinnu briefly acted as regent. The second example is Musa, wife of Phraates IV. After giving birth
to a son named Phraatakes, she became queen, poisoned Phraates 1V, and then married her son,
who became Phraates V, and ruled alongside him (Khan-Moradi, 1396: 54-57).

Third, Orodes Il appointed his son Pacorus as viceroy (Shipman, 1386: 84). Pacorus was a highly
capable and renowned prince; although he was heir apparent, he also had the authority to mint
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coins in his own name (Bivar, 1389: vol. 3, 159). Fourth, toward the end of Vologases I’s reign,
coins from Seleucia depict both Vologases | and his son Pacorus Il. It is unclear whether this
indicates a power struggle or if VVologases | officially appointed his son as viceroy (Shipman, 1386:
105; Bivar, 1389: vol. 3, 186; Wolski, 1383: 197).

Therefore, Ibn Balkhi’s references to the regency system (na'ib al-saltanah) in the Parthian era
deserve serious scholarly consideration.

4. Conclusion

Through analytical and critical examination of the account of the Parthians in Farsnameh, several
key points emerge. Farsnameh mentions the dispatch of an important message by “Ashk, son of
Dara” to the local rulers (Maluk al-Tawa’if), in which he sought their assistance in the war against
the Romans and was treated with respect. This specific message, as presented by 1bn Balkhi, is not
mentioned in other sources. As previously noted, it appears to have been a letter spoken in the first-
person singular, where Ashk directly addresses the regional kings. An examination of various
sources reveals no such tone associated with this matter. It is likely that Ibn Balkhi either utilized
texts he does not name or independently composed this version by comparing different sources and
writing it in this style for his book.

Farsnameh also reports that Jesus appeared during the reign of “Shapur ibn Ashkan.” In other
sources such as The History of Prophets and Kings by Hamza al-Isfahani and Mujmal al-Tawarikh
wa al-Qasas, Shapur is noted for his wars with the Romans. Given the significant wars between the
Parthians and the Romans during the reign of Phraates IV and the approximate overlap between
the birth of Jesus and his reign, the possibility of equating Phraates IV with Shapur ibn Ashkan is
quite strong. In both actual Parthian history and Ibn Balkhi’s report, Phraates IV and Shapur ibn
Ashkan are assigned the longest reigns, respectively.

The brief account in Farsnameh regarding the accession of “Firuz ibn Hormoz” to the throne is not
found in other sources—particularly not in The History of Prophets and Kings by Hamza al-
Isfahani or The History of al-Tabari, which were among the main sources used by Ibn Balkhi.
Analyzing the accounts of the kings “Firuz ibn Hormoz” and “Khosrow ibn Maladan” in
Farsnameh reveals the role of na'ib al-saltanah (viceroy or regent). In Parthian history, there are
four recorded cases of this role:

1. Queen Rinnu, who became regent for her young son Phraates Il after the death of Mithridates 1.
2. Queen Musa, during the reign of Phraates V, who first bore him a son named Phraatakes, then
poisoned Phraates IV and married her son, co-ruling with him.

3. Orodes Il appointed his son Pacorus as viceroy.

4. Pacorus Il, who served as co-ruler or viceroy alongside his father VVologases I.

In Farsnameh, after “Gudarz the Great of the Ashkans,” a king named “Piri Ashghani, son of
Gudarz the Great,” is mentioned. This king's name also appears in Tajarib al-Umam by Miskawayh.
In other sources, such as those by Tabari, Masudi, Maqdisi, and Ferdowsi, the king following
Gudarz is called “Bizhan.” If we consider “Gudarz the Great ibn Ashkanan” to be the same as the
Gudarz mentioned in those other sources, and if we study the king who succeeded him, we notice
that aside from variations in the name, the successor is usually identified as either Gudarz's son or
nephew. The length of this king's reign is consistently given as twenty to twenty-one years. It is
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therefore plausible to conclude that during the process of manuscript transmission, scribes may
have made errors in recording this name, leading to the various forms such as “Piri,” “Abzan,”
“Narseh,” “Vizhen,” “Bizhan,” “Vanhon,” “Vijn,” “Bizen,” and “Nizer.”

Some of the kings named in Farsnameh, such as Ashk, Balash, Khosrow, Blashan, Ardavan,
Khosrow (again), and Gudarz, can also be found in the actual chronology of Parthian rulers.
However, names such as Shapur, Bahram, Hormoz, Narseh, and Narsi do not correspond to any
historically confirmed Parthian kings. Since the xwaday-namag (Book of Kings) was compiled
during the Sasanian period, and the compilers had only vague recollections of the Parthians, such
names found their way into the xwaday-namag and later into post-Islamic sources like Farsnameh.
Ibn Balkhi’s accounts of kings like Ashk I, Ashk II, and Ardavan IV closely align with actual
Parthian history. Ultimately, it can be concluded that lbn Balkhi, by consulting a variety of
sources—especially The History of al-Tabari and The History of Prophets and Kings by Hamza al-
Isfahani—endeavored to present a relatively accurate history of the Parthians, and to a certain
extent, succeeded in doing so.
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- Bosworth, C. Edmund. 1997. EBN AL-BALKI. Encyclopedia Iranica. I. Yarshater. Routledge

& Kegan Paul. London. Boston and Henley. Vol. VIII, Fasc. 1, p. 4 https://
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ebn-al-balki.

- Shahbazi, A. Sh., 1986, “ARSACIDS vi. Arsacid chronology in traditional history, ”
Encyclopaedia Iranica, 1I/5, pp. 542-543, available online at http:/
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/arsacids-vi (accessed on 30 December 2012).



