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Abstract: The history of the kingdom of Greater Armenia (after 188 BCE–428 CE) has been 
generally interpreted from two different standpoints, an ‘inner’ and an ‘outer’ one. Greater 
Armenia as a marginal entity or a sidekick of Rome during the endless war with Iran, and even 
Iranian scholars neglected or diminished the role of Armenia in the balance of power. This paper 
discussed some methodological issues.
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In his review of Moses Finley’s last book, Ancient History: Evidence and Models, the 
classicist David Konstan resumed the main thesis of the book: 

there are adequate concepts or models (Finley seems to use these terms interchangeably), but they 
cannot be confirmed by a satisfactory body of evidence. Nor is it a matter of simply waiting for more 
facts and figures to come in from the researches of anthropologists, papyrologists, epigraphers, and 
the like. The evidence will never exist . . . let us at least not ignore the models, both qualitative 
and quantitative, that are available, for that is to sacrifice the tools we have to the naive belief that 
evidence (whatever its condition) tells its own story.1 

Both Finley and Konstan focused on the Classical world, but their methodological 
discourse may be confirmed for more eccentric and marginal realities. This is the case 
of ancient Armenia.

The history of the kingdom of Greater Armenia (after 188 BCE–428 CE) has been 
generally interpreted from two different standpoints, an ‘inner’ and an ‘outer’ one.2 The 
former approach is more usual among Armenian scholars,3 the latter is more familiar 
to the historians of Rome, and mostly concerns the role of Armenia in a general geo-
political context. Roman historians have been little attracted by the “inner” standpoint, 

1  Konstan 1988, on Finley 1985 (see also Finley 1975, 118).
2  Ałayan et al. 1971; Ałayan et al. 1984; Garsoïan 1997; Chaumont, Traina 2008; Mahé, Mahé 2012, 

19–103.
3  Chaumont 1976.
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which concerns the balance of power within the Armenian king and his vassal princi-
palities (naxarar),4 except when it encroaches on their understanding of Armenian in-
ternational relations. Armenology has mostly developed this situation, although, for the 
Pre-Christian period, i.e. before the 4th century CE, evidence is more fragmentary, or is 
conditioned by the peculiar standpoint of Armenian sources, that follow different logics. 
Therefore, it is very difficult to evaluate the real stakes of the balance of power. Indeed, 
the new trends in Roman history now focus on a “decolonized” image of the empire.5 
Yet it is difficult to establish an ancient history which is also open to Armenia, as we 
have rich sources, but sources which are very difficult to handle. In a few words, we can 
establish a sort of a parallelism between Armenian and Roman history, but it is more 
difficult to study both situations at the same time. As a result, ancient historians, and 
Iranian scholars as well, show resilience when it comes to integrate Armenia into their 
world view, but that they failed to do so, and that Armenian scholarship continued to be 
conducted in isolation from wider historiographical trends: this can be seen in a recent 
historian such as Ṙuben Manaseryan.6 Despite the fact that historical research in the 
Republic of Armenia is now living a new, exhilarating phase of liberation from Marxist 
ideologies (with some exaggerated positions, mostly held by amateurs without a profes-
sional historical formation), Armenian historiography is often parochial and conserva-
tive, rejecting theoretically-informed approaches as essentially ahistorical. Moreover, 
as a reflex of Western overspecialization, within the younger generations there is scarce 
communication between historians and philologists.

On the other hand, ancient historians and archaeologists usually consider Greater 
Armenia as a marginal entity or a sidekick of Rome during the endless war with Iran;7 
even Iranian scholars neglected or diminished the role of Armenia in the balance of pow-
er.8 Of course, we would hardly call ancient Armenia a “protectorate” (as Lord Curzon 
did in 19079): the expression “indirect suzerainty” is more politically correct, but the 
anachronistic cliché of a Greater Armenia as a “buffer state” often recurs in both popular 
and scientific literature.10 In a statement which found some popularity among political 
scientists, Edward Luttwak said that “only Armenia was a true buffer state, serving as 
a physical neutral zone between the greater powers of Rome and Parthia, and providing 
them with a device that would serve to avoid conflict as long as they desired to avoid 
conflict.”11 But this analysis reflects the modern perspectives, where all Transcaucasia is 

4  See Toumanoff 1963; Adontz 1970; Garsoïan, Mahé 2000.
5  See e.g., Woolf 2012.
6  Manaseryan 1987, 1997.
7  As for the archaeological tradition, see Kéfélian 2020. Among some important exceptions we may 

mention the late Marie-Louise Chaumont, the first Western Classicist who tried to embed the Armenian 
literary sources in a general approach to Armenian history, whereas other scholars strongly denied the 
value of some important authors, such as Movsēs Xorenac‘i. No wonder that Armenian scholars usually 
marginalize Chaumont’s works, above all Chaumont 1969, 1976, and several valuable papers (e.g. Chaumont 
1984; Chaumont 1985–1988; Chaumont 1989; Chaumont 2001–2002).

8  Traina 2018a, 107.
9  Curzon 1907, 38–39.
10  Traina 2018b. See, e.g., Grygiel 2015.
11  Luttwak 2016, 24; see also 118, 131. An interesting example is Gruen 1996, who first speaks of 

“indirect suzerainty” (158), but further on (160) mentions “the client state an buffer region of Armenia.” Even 
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still characterized as a buffer zone.12 Moreover, Luttwak’s analysis is only valid for the 
Roman Principate; in his book on Byzantium, he overtly criticizes it for the later periods: 

While often described as “buffer states” by modern historians, the evidence indicates that the 
autonomous existence of Armenian states between the two empires was more conflict-inducing 
than conflict-buffering, as both contended for authority over the fractious nakharars, the petty 
rulers of narrow valleys who made up political Armenia.13

In any case, the buffer model is most inadequate for the Armenian case. A buffer state 
is a small independent state lying between two larger, usually rival, states (or blocs of 
states). Armenia was independent: the ambiguous kingdom par excellence maintained 
its independence within a timeline of six hundred and fifty years, with some interrup-
tions). However, it was certainly not a small state. It held a strategic position, a vast 
expanse of territory, and valuable natural resources. To neglect its role, or to diminish 
its position in the balance of power, is a mistake, as Armenia cannot be compared with 
invented buffer states like Afghanistan. With all due caution, the history of Greater Ar-
menia may be compared with the history of Poland, which was not established as such 
but became later a buffer state, in the sense of a state geographically located between 
two other states engaged in a rivalry, with an important function in the balance of power. 
The failure to balance power brought the end of the Armenian state in 428, exactly as 
happened to the Polish kingdom in 1795.14 In fact, a country with a mixed identity such 
as Armenia does not fit easily into the dichotomous categories of ‘East’ and ‘West’, as it 
was not only between East and West, but also in East and West. Armenia’s “ambiguity” 
raises some methodological problems, and not only for the ancient periods. The point 
was fairly stated by a modern historian, Jo Laycock: “Armenia does not fit easily into 
the dichotomous categories of ‘East’ and ‘West’ emphasized by [Edward] Said. Instead 
images of Armenia have been characterised by ambiguity and fluidity.”15 The term ‘am-
biguity’ recalls a famous passage of Tacitus, depicting Armenia as an ambigua gens, an 
expression which does not merely means “ambiguous people” but also holds the sense 
of an “uncertain people,” whereas the real ambiguity stands in the policy of the Roman 
and Iranian superpowers.16

A fair solution consists in considering ancient Armenia as a connected history: twenty 
years ago, in his seminal article Sanjay Subrahmanyam criticized nationalism for blind-
ing us to the possibility of connection.17 This could be a useful step to break the current 
paradigms, no matter to what extent they rest on Romanocentrism, nationalism, or paro-
chialism. It will be necessary to shift current historical paradigms, and to highlight the 
value of the Armenian historiographical sources.

Garsoïan 1997, 55, depicts pre-Christian Armenia as a country slowly proceeding “to the status of a ‘buffer 
state’, the opposing cultural and more ominously political pressures of the Mediterranean and Oriental worlds 
eventually increased, threatening at times its unity and it.”

12  Asatryan 2002, 22.
13  Luttwak 2009, 49.
14  Fazal 2007, 116.
15  Laycock 2009, 220.
16  Tacitus, Ann. 2.56.1 (and 13.34.2 on the Armenians’ ambigua fides), see Traina 2018b; Shirinyan 

2019.
17  Subrahmanyam 1997, 761; see also Subrahmanyam 2019, 1–25.



Giusto Traina 16

Armenia’s connection to the West and East at the same time make it a challenging 
case, but potentially productive of exciting results. Regrettably, the few specialists on 
ancient Armenia hardly ever communicate with those other scholars. In the West, the 
Armenian scholars working on the classical and late antique periods are concentrated to 
their own discipline in a traditional “Orientalist” ghetto, showing little interest to new 
debates in ancient and late antique history as a whole. I would not say that all ancient 
historians in Europe are concerned with innovative themes: nonetheless, the best produc-
tion in the history of ancient Armenia consists essentially in positivistic or antiquarian 
studies. There is, of course, nothing wrong with that. Unfortunately, in some cases this 
kind of research is essentially a sort of a Western restyling of the erudition developed 
during the 19th and 20th centuries in the Orientalist centers such as Venice, Moscow, 
Tiflis and, somehow later, Erevan.18

A major keyword is connectivity. Nina Garsoïan rightly pointed out that 
Armenia’s geographical position at the meeting point of Greco-Roman and Iranian worlds created 
a situation that favored the country’s cultural life, enriched it with two major traditions but playing 
havoc with the continuity of its political history. As a general pattern, therefore, Armenia flourished 
only when the contending forces on either side were in near equilibrium and neither was in a position 
to dominate it entirely.19 

This assumption, informally called by her students and colleagues as “Garsoïan’s 
Law,” may be now applied and expanded in a more global way, embedding Armenian 
history within a larger history including not only the Mediterranean, but also Eurasia.20

To shift the paradigm, a thorough revision of the literary evidence is needed. A very 
few moments of the history of pre-Christian Armenia can resist to the critical sieve of 
a rigid positivistic method. Our chronological and dynastic data are often imprecise. The 
literary and epigraphic sources on the kingdom of Armenia, and on its relations with the 
other kingdoms and powers, are relatively scarce. Over all, we lack “guide-texts” which 
could provide the historian with a space-temporal web of some precision. Even the most 
elaborated and thoughtful reconstruction—which Hakob Manandyan called the “criti-
cal history” of Armenia—necessarily stops in front of the limited number of sources.21 
Classical sources therefore allow us to draw a more or less complete timeline. Yet, in 
order to create a different idea of ancient Armenia, it is of the utmost importance to study 
the ideological bias of the Classical sources. Ancient authors highlighted its ambiguity 
and fluidity. For example, one of the most popular definitions is Tacitus’s label of the 
Armenian people as an ambigua gens, “ambiguous people/race,” showing an “ambigu-
ous loyalty” towards Rome (Annales, II, 53). This is more than the usual cliché of the 
untrustworthy Oriental: in fact, it made a good pretext to justify invasion. A keen ob-
server of geopolitics and a master of style, Tacitus handled the multiple nuances of the 
adjective ambiguus. Although it can be translated as ‘untrustworthy’ or ‘equivocal,’ its 
principal meaning is ‘uncertain,’ ‘vague,’ ‘undecided’. To sum up, the Armenians were 

18  See Saint-Martin 1818–1819; Inǰiǰean 1822, 1835, and the interesting, although cryptic remarks by 
Nichanian 2014.

19  Garsoïan 1982.
20  Aslanian 2018, 112; see also Humphries 2017.
21  Manandyan 1945–1957.
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untrustworthy and undecided because they could not just choose between the Romans 
and the Iranians, who both desired to control their country. Similar expressions may be 
found in other passages by Greek and Latin authors, although they have not been fully 
analyzed, in the same way as Charlotte Lerouge did for the Parthians.22 Another good 
example is offered by the account of Armenian affairs narrated in the surviving books of 
Ammianus Marcellinus, covering events between 354 and 376. The considerable rich-
ness of Ammianus’ “Armenian file” implicitly confirms the importance accorded by the 
historian to the kingdom.23 

On the other hand, Classical sources present several documentary gaps which can 
be filled by the Armenian sources, even though these texts are of difficult use, owing to 
several anachronisms and contradictions, and cannot always be employed as positive 
evidence; in fact, it is difficult to compare the Greek and Roman sources with Armenian 
authors such as Agat‘angełos, the Epic Histories (a.k.a. the Pseudo-Faustus of Byzan-
tium), or Movsēs Xorenac‘i. The latter is particularly complex, as he usually mixes local 
oral traditions with heterogeneous Greek and Roman sources; the result is a chrono-
logical hodgepodge. Such a documentary chaos aroused harsh criticisms, leading many 
scholars, especially in the West, to reject his historical value; an authoritative voice, such 
as Robert Thomson, remarks that Xorenac‘i’s History is not only controversial, but also 
basically untrustworthy.24 

Nonetheless, Armenian sources cannot be ignored. Despite the poor reputation of 
Movsēs Xorenac‘i, whose date is still under dispute, his History of Armenia allows us 
to reconstruct the structures of the kingdom. The Epic Histories, the main source for 
the history of the 4th century, is a less problematic source, but also needs to be properly 
‘decoded’. Armenian sources can represent a most valuable contribution to fill the gaps 
in the puzzle of the history of the kingdom. Of course, it would be absurd to put to-
gether in a positivistic frame the elements provided by, say, Strabo, Tacitus, or Movsēs 
Xorenac‘i, without a thorough examination of all the problems presented by these texts. 
Moreover, the gaps in the historical narrative would never allow us to create a continu-
ous account.25 By disavowing the Armenian “Father of History,” we actually throw the 
baby out with the bath water. To exclude this “disturbing” source, as several Western 
scholars do, is not a solution. In fact, once Xorenac‘i’s History is properly “decoded,” 
its historical value can be reassessed, as it actually yield solid factual information on the 
political history, on the social system of ancient Armenia, and also on some episodes of 
non-Armenian history.26

To sum up, the kingdom of Greater Armenia needs to be studied in a broader geopo-
litical context, as a case study of global history, in the same way as a new generation of 
armenologists is now working on a global approach to Medieval and Modern Armenian 

22  Lerouge 2007.
23  Traina 2017a.
24  Thomson 1994.
25  My own studies on Xorenac‘i’s History of Armenia—in my opinion, a still misunderstood masterwork 

of late antique historio—graphyfollow the same research direction: Traina 1995–1998; Traina 1996 [1997]; 
Traina 2006 [2007]; Traina 2015.

26  T‘opchyan 2001; T‘opchyan 2006; Gazzano 2016; Mari 2016.
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history.27 As the late Jerry Bentley wrote, “World historians have not denied the signifi-
cance of local, national and regional histories, but have insisted on the need to locate 
those histories in larger relevant contexts.”28 
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