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Shapur II’s Plans for Armenia in the Romano-Persian Treaty of 363
For centuries Armenia was a major bone of contention of the Romans and their Persian rivals (the Parthians and later the Sassanians) and played a central role in the treaty of 363, dictated by the victorious Sassanian king Shapur II to Jovian, who hastily succeeded Julian as emperor during the debacle of the latter’s Mesopotamian expedition.  Traditionally the Sassanians have been regarded as a fiercer enemy than their Parthian predecessors because, on the surface, their actions suggested a more aggressive policy toward the Romans.  Certainly Shapur II, whose reign spans much of the fourth century (309-379), was a formidable enemy for several Roman emperors, his occasional forays into Roman Syria and Mesopotamia a source of great distress.   And yet his era sees an increasingly sophisticated conception of the realities with which the two sides had to deal, a conception that informed their solutions to mutual problems throughout the Near East.  As Blockley has argued, these relations relied less and less heavily on military solutions and increasingly on diplomatic ones (1984: 38).  As with all innovations, it took time for them to achieve the kind of efficacy that characterizes the diplomacy of Justinian’s age, but even so, the fourth century forms the crucial transitional period to the more sophisticated diplomacy of the fifth and sixth centuries.

However well this may bode for the future, a more careful look at Shapur’s intentions, especially as revealed in the treaty of 363, may help us better gauge the nature of that transition in this period.  It is true that Shapur acknowledged certain Roman territorial rights in his negotiations with Constantius II in 356 (Amm. Mar. 17.5.3-8) and that the new border negotiated in 363 ran down the middle of north Mesopotamia but left the Romans with the western half of that region (Amm. Mar. 25.7.9-12), a far cry from the traditional claims that the Sassanians were looking to recreate the Achaemenid empire.  Moreover, Shapur ostensibly tried to clarify certain terms of the 363 treaty in his talks with Valens in 376 (Amm. Mar. 30.2.2-3).
What stains this rosy picture is Armenia.  As Isaac explains, the Sassanians’ traditionally more aggressive policy toward the Romans was a misnomer.  Their goal in crossing the Euphrates into Roman Syria was not to conquer the entire Near East but to force Roman troops out of Mesopotamia, that is, territory east of the Euphrates, and out of Armenia, an area considered thoroughly within the cultural and political sphere of Persia (1993: 31-32).  This largely explains Shapur’s intransigence on that one issue, Armenia, in his diplomacy with the Romans.  When he met with the same stubborness from Valens, Shapur showed where he would draw the line by invading Armenia and installing his own vassal (Faustus 5.37-8; cf. Moses Khor. 3.40).

While wars never completely abate in the affairs of the Eastern frontier, as future Great Kings like Kawad I (488-96, 499-531) and future emperors like Justinian (527-565) would show, the Romans and Sassanians of the fourth century seemed to have made some good strides toward that era of greater diplomatic sophistication.  The treaty of 363 and its consequences, then, are the focus of this paper because we will gain a better understanding of the vital transition as represented in part by Shapur II, as long as we can properly assess his goals for Armenia.
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