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​Dara the Battle That Remade Roman War 

In June 530, on a plain south of a Roman fortress eighteen kilometers from Persian Nisibis, a young commander disgraced by a recent military catastrophe turned the very weapon that had destroyed his army two years earlier back upon the empire that had taught it to him. This is the story of the Battle of Dara: how Flavius Belisarius, fresh from the humiliation of Thannuris, absorbed the lesson of a Sasanian trench trap and rebuilt it, in plain sight, as the centerpiece of a tactical system that would defeat a Persian army nearly twice the size of his own. Drawing on the rival accounts of Procopius and John Malalas, this book traces the full arc of the Iberian War, from the religious crisis in the Caucasus that ignited it, through the armies, commanders, and federate cavalry who decided its outcome, to the Eternal Peace of 532 and the fortress's long, violent afterlife across a century of sieges. Written with the narrative drive of the finest military history, this is an account of innovation born from defeat, and of two empires whose rivalry neither could win and neither could end. 
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​Chapter 1: The Two Empires at the Edge of the World
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In the early decades of the sixth century, two empires faced one another across a frontier that had scarcely moved in living memory, and scarcely would again. To the west lay the Roman Empire, though by this point the word required qualification: not the empire of the Caesars in its full extent, with Gaul and Britain and the western Mediterranean under its writ, but the eastern half of that vast inheritance, ruled from Constantinople, Greek in its texture even as it clung to Latin titles and Roman law. To the east lay another empire, older in some respects than Rome itself, ruled by a dynasty that traced its legitimacy back through centuries of Persian kingship to Cyrus and Darius and the Achaemenid kings who had once made the eastern Mediterranean tremble. This was the Sasanian Empire, and in the year 530 it was ruled by a king named Kavadh, an old man by the standards of his age, who had spent much of his long reign trying to bend the world toward a shape more favorable to Persia.

Between these two powers lay a frontier with a long and bloody pedigree. For nearly seven hundred years, since the legions of Crassus had marched to catastrophe at Carrhae, Rome and Persia, first under the Parthians, then under the Sasanians who had displaced them in the third century, had fought one another with a persistence that bordered on the ritualistic. Wars came and went, emperors and shahs rose and fell, frontiers shifted by a city here, a province there, and yet the fundamental balance scarcely changed. Neither power could destroy the other. Neither power, for all the blood spent in the attempt, could push the frontier more than a few days' march in either direction without provoking a response that restored, eventually, something close to the previous equilibrium. This was not a war that either side expected to win, in the sense that a war is won, with the enemy's capital occupied, its king dethroned, its territory absorbed. It was something closer to a permanent condition, a low fever that occasionally spiked into crisis and then subsided, leaving the patient alive, weakened, and certain to suffer the same fever again.

To understand why this was so, one has to understand the geography of the frontier itself, and in particular the region that both empires regarded, at different times, as either their greatest vulnerability or their greatest opportunity: Upper Mesopotamia, the broad plain through which the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates ran before narrowing into the more famous lowlands further south. This was a land of extraordinary strategic exposure. It was flat, for the most part, offering few natural barriers behind which an army could shelter or from which it could ambush an advancing enemy. It was crossed by roads that had carried trade and armies alike since before either Rome or Persia existed in anything like their sixth-century forms. And it sat, inconveniently for everyone who had to defend it, almost equidistant between the two great population centers each empire needed to protect, Roman Syria to the west, with its wealthy cities and its access to the Mediterranean, and the Persian heartlands of Mesopotamia proper to the east, where the Sasanian kings kept their winter capital at Ctesiphon.

For Rome, the loss of Upper Mesopotamia would not merely mean the loss of a province, however valuable. It would mean opening a road into Syria, and Syria was not a frontier zone to be sacrificed and recovered at leisure. It was one of the wealthiest regions of the entire empire, its cities, Antioch chief among them, among the largest and most prosperous in the Roman world, generating tax revenue that Constantinople could not easily replace. For Persia, the calculus was scarcely different in kind, only in direction. A Roman army that broke through Upper Mesopotamia had a clear road toward the Persian heartland, toward the cities and estates that sustained the Sasanian aristocracy and, ultimately, toward Ctesiphon itself. Both empires, in other words, had built their prosperity in places that a determined enemy, given a sufficiently catastrophic defeat on this frontier, could reach within weeks. This is what made Upper Mesopotamia what it was: not merely a battlefield, but a kind of permanent exposed nerve, a place where both empires were perpetually, uncomfortably aware of their own vulnerability.

It is worth pausing here to consider what each empire actually wanted, in the early sixth century, because the answer is not as simple as "to defeat the other." Justinian, who would become emperor in 527 but who had been the power behind the throne of his uncle Justin for some years before that, harbored ambitions that had relatively little to do with the eastern frontier at all. Justinian's gaze, increasingly, was turned westward, toward Italy, toward North Africa, toward the lost provinces of the old Roman west that had fallen, over the previous century, into the hands of Gothic and Vandal kings who ruled as successor states to Roman authority rather than as its enemies, but who were not Roman in the way that mattered most to a man like Justinian. He dreamed, in the years before his reign properly began and with growing intensity once it had, of restoring the unity of the Roman world, of making Constantinople once again the capital of an empire that encompassed Rome itself, Carthage, the old heartlands of Latin Christendom. This was not a modest ambition. It would require armies, and armies required money, and money required that the eastern frontier, the frontier with Persia, not become a drain that swallowed resources Justinian needed elsewhere.

This is the context in which Justinian's eastern policy has to be understood. He did not want a war with Persia. He did not, particularly, want to conquer Persian territory, expand the eastern frontier, or achieve some decisive victory over the Sasanians that would settle the rivalry once and for all, not because such a victory would have been unwelcome, but because he understood, as his predecessors had understood, that such victories were not really available, not at acceptable cost, and that the attempt to achieve them tended to produce disasters rather than triumphs. What Justinian wanted from the eastern frontier was stability: a frontier secure enough that it did not require constant reinforcement, did not periodically erupt into crises that drew troops and treasure away from his western ambitions, and did not leave Syria perpetually exposed. The eastern frontier, in Justinian's calculus, was meant to be managed, not won.

Kavadh I, for his part, wanted something that was in some ways the mirror image of this, and in other ways its opposite. He was an old king, by 530 in the final years of a reign that had begun more than four decades earlier, in 488, and that had been interrupted once already by a brief deposition and restoration that had left him acutely aware of the fragility of royal power in Persia. His reign had been marked by ambitious religious and social reforms at home, including his early association with the Mazdakite movement, a quasi-egalitarian religious and social current that had briefly threatened to upend the existing order of Persian aristocratic society before Kavadh, in the manner of rulers who flirt with revolution and then recoil from it, turned against it. Abroad, Kavadh's ambitions were more conventional, in the sense that they followed patterns familiar from generations of Sasanian kings before him: he wanted subsidies from Rome, ostensibly to help defray the costs of defending the Caucasus passes against the steppe peoples to the north, but functioning, in practice, as a form of tribute that acknowledged Persian primacy; he wanted, where possible, to extend Persian influence over the buffer states and client kingdoms that lay along the frontier, particularly in the Caucasus; and he wanted, as every Sasanian king wanted, to be seen by his own nobility as a king capable of extracting concessions from Rome, because the legitimacy of Sasanian kingship was bound up, in ways that Roman emperors did not always appreciate, with the perceived success of the king in exactly this kind of contest.

It is at this point that religion enters the picture, and it is important to understand from the outset that religion in this context was never merely a matter of private belief. The Roman Empire, by the sixth century, had been Christian for two hundred years, and Christianity had become, in ways both subtle and unsubtle, an instrument of Roman identity and Roman statecraft. To be Roman, increasingly, was to be Christian, or at least to be seen to be Christian, and the emperor's role as defender of Christian orthodoxy, however contested that orthodoxy might be among the empire's many competing Christian factions, was central to how Roman power presented itself, both to its own subjects and to the wider world. The Sasanian Empire, by contrast, maintained Zoroastrianism as its state religion, the faith of the Persian aristocracy and of the king himself, administered through a powerful priestly hierarchy that had its own interests, its own influence at court, and its own views about how the king ought to treat the substantial non-Zoroastrian populations within Persian territory, Christians, Jews, Manichaeans, and others.

This mattered enormously for the buffer states and border regions that lay between the two empires, because these were places where populations did not necessarily share the religion of the empire that claimed authority over them, and where religious affiliation could become, almost overnight, a question of political loyalty. A Christian population living under Persian rule was, from the Persian perspective, a population whose ultimate loyalties might lie with Rome, simply by virtue of shared faith, and this suspicion was not unfounded, because Rome was perfectly willing to use religious solidarity as a lever, presenting itself as the protector of Christians wherever they might be found, including within the borders of a rival empire. Conversely, attempts by Persian authorities to enforce Zoroastrian conformity on Christian populations within their sphere of influence were not merely religious persecution in the narrow sense, though they were certainly experienced as such by the people subjected to them, but were also, inevitably, political acts, acts that risked driving those populations toward Rome as a protector, and that Rome could be relied upon to publicize as evidence of Persian tyranny and as justification for Roman intervention.

It was precisely this dynamic, playing out in a small kingdom in the Caucasus called Iberia, that would shortly draw both empires back into open war along the Upper Mesopotamian frontier, a war that neither Justinian nor Kavadh particularly wanted, in the sense of wanting the disruption and expense it would bring, but that each found himself unable to avoid, because the alternative, in each case, was to be seen by his own nobility and his own subjects as weak, as willing to abandon a Christian population to persecution, or as unable to compel obedience from a small buffer kingdom that ought to know its place. This is how wars between great powers often begin: not because either side desires the war as such, but because each side desires, more than it fears the war, to avoid the specific humiliation that backing down would represent.

What makes the conflict that followed worth the close attention this book intends to give it is not, in the end, its scale. By the standards of the great wars of antiquity, the wars of Alexander, the Punic Wars, even some of the larger conflicts between Rome and Persia in earlier centuries, the Iberian War of 526 to 532 was a relatively contained affair, fought largely in a single theater, by armies that, while substantial, were not the largest either empire could field. What makes it worth attention is something else: the fact that within this contained conflict, in a single battle fought on a single day in the summer of 530, a young Roman commander who had, two years earlier, presided over one of the more humiliating defeats of recent Roman military history, would produce a tactical solution so elegant, so precisely calibrated to the specific strengths and weaknesses of the forces under his command, that it would not only secure a famous victory but would establish a template, a way of thinking about the relationship between fortification, terrain, and the coordination of different types of troops, that would influence Roman military practice for decades afterward.

That commander's name was Flavius Belisarius, and the battle was fought outside the walls of a fortress called Dara. To understand how he came to be there, and why the battle he fought would matter so much, we must first go back to the kingdom whose troubles set the whole chain of events in motion: Iberia, caught between two empires, and about to discover the cost of being small.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Iberia, the Caucasus, and the Politics of Faith
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North of the Armenian highlands, where the land buckles and rises into the great mountain wall of the Caucasus, lay a kingdom that most inhabitants of Constantinople or Ctesiphon would have struggled to place on a map with any precision, and yet whose fate, in the second decade of the sixth century, would set in motion a chain of events leading directly to the plain south of Dara. This was Iberia, not the peninsula at the western end of Europe that bears the same name in modern usage, but a kingdom in the eastern Caucasus, roughly corresponding to parts of what is now Georgia, ruled by a Christian monarchy that had, for generations, occupied one of the most uncomfortable positions available to any state in the ancient world: that of a small power wedged between two empires, each of which regarded it as essential to their own security, and neither of which was prepared to allow it to fall fully under the other's control.

To understand why a kingdom of modest size and resources could command this kind of attention from two superpowers, one has to understand the geography of the Caucasus itself, and in particular the mountain passes that cut through it. The Caucasus range forms one of the most formidable natural barriers in the ancient world, a wall of peaks running roughly from the Black Sea to the Caspian, and for the populations living to its south, Armenians, Iberians, the inhabitants of Roman Anatolia and Persian Mesopotamia alike, it represented the last significant obstacle between themselves and the vast grasslands of the Eurasian steppe, from which, periodically and with little warning, waves of nomadic horsemen had a habit of emerging. The Huns had done so in the fourth and fifth centuries, with consequences that had reshaped the political map of Europe and the Near East alike. Other steppe confederations, the sources are not always precise about which group is meant, and the terminology used by Roman and Persian writers for these peoples was often more a matter of convenience than ethnography, continued to pose a similar threat throughout the sixth century and beyond.

The passes through the Caucasus, then, were not merely mountain roads. They were chokepoints in the most literal sense, places where the difference between an impassable mountain wall and an open invasion route was a matter of a few hundred meters of negotiable terrain, and where a relatively small garrison, properly positioned, could hold back forces many times its size, or where the absence of such a garrison could leave the rich lands to the south exposed to exactly the kind of devastating raid that both empires had spent centuries trying to prevent. The most famous of these passes, at least in the literature of the period, were known to Roman and Persian writers alike as the Caspian Gates, though it should be said that ancient geographers were not always consistent about which specific pass this term referred to, sometimes applying it to the Darial Pass through the central Caucasus and at other times to passes further east along the Caspian shore. What mattered, for the purposes of sixth-century strategy, was not the precise cartographic identity of the Caspian Gates but the function they represented: the principal gateway through which steppe peoples could enter the lands to the south, and therefore a position that whoever controlled it could use either to protect the civilized world below or to open the door to its devastation.

Both Rome and Persia agreed, in the abstract, that these passes needed to be held, and held securely, against the steppe. Where they disagreed was over who should do the holding, and on whose behalf. From the Persian perspective, the Caucasus lay close to the Sasanian heartland, and Persian kings had long argued, not without some justification, that the defense of these passes was primarily a Persian responsibility, undertaken for the benefit of the entire civilized world including Rome, and that Rome ought therefore to contribute financially to this defense, in the form of regular subsidies. From the Roman perspective, this argument had a certain logic to it, but it also had an uncomfortable implication: that Roman security in this region depended on Persian goodwill and Persian competence, and that any subsidy paid toward this end could be read, and frequently was read, by Roman writers with an eye for Persian pretensions, as something uncomfortably close to tribute, an acknowledgment of Persian primacy dressed up in the language of shared defense.

Iberia sat directly athwart this contested zone, and its kings had, for generations, navigated their position with the kind of careful ambiguity that small states wedged between empires often develop as a matter of survival. Iberia was Christian, its royal house had converted in the fourth century, around the same time as neighboring Armenia, making it part of the broader wave of Christianization that swept the Caucasus in this period and that bound these kingdoms, culturally and religiously, to the Roman world even as their geographic position often placed them within the Persian sphere of political influence. For much of the fifth century, Iberia had functioned as something close to a Persian client state, its kings ruling with Persian acknowledgment and, in practice, under a degree of Persian oversight, while maintaining their Christian faith and their cultural ties to the Roman and Armenian worlds. This was the kind of arrangement that could persist indefinitely, provided that neither side pushed too hard on the underlying contradiction, provided, that is, that Persian overlordship remained light enough, and Iberian Christianity unthreatening enough, that the two could coexist without forcing anyone to choose.

It was Kavadh I who upset this equilibrium, and the manner in which he did so illustrates with unusual clarity how religious policy could function, in late antiquity, as an instrument of statecraft rather than merely an expression of belief. The Zoroastrian priesthood within the Sasanian Empire, the mowbeds, as they were known, organized into a hierarchy with considerable influence at court, had long taken an interest in the religious practices of populations within the Persian sphere, and periodically pressed Sasanian kings to enforce greater conformity to Zoroastrian practice, particularly among populations close to the Persian heartland or strategically significant to Persian security. Kavadh, for reasons that are not entirely clear from the surviving sources but that likely combined genuine religious conviction, pressure from the priestly establishment, and a calculation about the political benefits of asserting more direct control over Iberia, moved to compel Iberia's Christian population, or at least its royal house and aristocracy, toward Zoroastrian conversion.

It is worth dwelling on what such a demand actually meant in practice, because the surviving sources are more interested in its consequences than in its mechanics, and it is easy for a modern reader to underestimate just how serious a demand this was. This was not a request that individuals quietly adjust their private devotions. Religious affiliation in this period was bound up with identity, with social standing, with the legitimacy of ruling families, and with networks of alliance and obligation that stretched across the Caucasus and into the Roman world. For the Iberian king to convert to Zoroastrianism, or to be compelled to enforce such conversion upon his nobility, would have meant, in effect, a wholesale realignment of Iberia's place in the world: a severing, at least symbolically, of the ties that bound Iberia to Armenia, to the Roman Empire, to the entire community of Caucasian Christian kingdoms with which Iberian identity had become entwined over the preceding two centuries. It was, in short, not merely a religious demand but an attempt to pull Iberia decisively and permanently into the Persian orbit, by stripping away the religious identity that had always given Iberia a foothold, however precarious, in the Roman world as well.

The Iberian king's response was the response of a ruler who calculated, correctly as it turned out, that the cost of defiance, however severe in the short term, was preferable to the cost of compliance. Rather than submit to Kavadh's demands, the Iberian monarch appealed to Constantinople for protection, in effect offering Roman patronage in exchange for Roman military support against Persian retaliation. This was not a decision taken lightly, nor without precedent, the Caucasian Christian kingdoms had looked to Rome for protection before, and Rome had a long tradition, going back centuries, of presenting itself as the defender of Christians beyond its own borders, a tradition that served Roman interests as much as it served the Christians in question, by giving Rome a pretext for involvement in regions that might otherwise lie entirely outside its reach. What made this particular appeal so consequential was its timing and its context: it arrived at a moment when relations between Rome and Persia were already strained by a series of accumulated grievances over subsidies, over the status of other border regions, and over the broader question of which empire's writ would run in the contested zones of the frontier.

For Justinian, or, in the years immediately preceding his accession, for the regime of his uncle Justin, within which Justinian already exercised enormous influence, the Iberian appeal presented both an opportunity and an obligation that were difficult to separate. The obligation was straightforward enough in its outlines, even if its implications were anything but: a Christian king, facing persecution at Persian hands for refusing to abandon his faith, had appealed to the Roman emperor as the recognized protector of Christendom, and to refuse that appeal, to abandon Iberia to its fate, would have represented precisely the kind of failure that Roman emperors, whatever their private calculations about cost and risk, could not easily afford to be seen committing. The opportunity was less explicitly stated in the sources but was surely not absent from Roman calculations: Iberian defection from the Persian sphere represented a real strategic gain, extending Roman influence into the Caucasus and complicating Persian control of a region whose passes both empires had reason to care about.

Rome's acceptance of Iberia's defection was, from the Persian perspective, exactly the kind of provocation that could not be allowed to stand unanswered. It represented, simultaneously, a religious humiliation, Persian religious policy had driven a client kingdom directly into Roman arms, demonstrating to every other population within the Persian sphere that Rome stood ready to receive defectors on confessional grounds, and a strategic loss, removing a kingdom that had, however loosely, fallen within the Persian sphere of influence and placing it instead within Rome's. For Kavadh, already an old man whose reign had been built in part on the image of a king who could compel obedience and extract concessions, to allow this loss to pass unchallenged would have been to invite exactly the kind of internal questioning of royal authority that Sasanian kings, with their always-contested relationship to a powerful and independent-minded aristocracy, could least afford.

The result was renewed hostilities, not, in the first instance, in Iberia itself, which was a difficult and mountainous theater poorly suited to the kind of large-scale military operations either empire preferred, but along the more traditional battleground of the frontier: Upper Mesopotamia, the flat exposed corridor described in the previous chapter, where both empires maintained the bulk of their eastern military infrastructure and where any serious confrontation between Roman and Persian field armies was, by long tradition, likely to occur. This shift of theater from the Caucasus to Upper Mesopotamia is worth pausing on, because it illustrates something important about how wars of this period actually functioned. The proximate cause of the conflict, the status of Iberia, the question of religious conversion, the defection of a Caucasian king, had very little directly to do with Upper Mesopotamia. And yet it was in Upper Mesopotamia that the war would actually be fought, because this was where both empires had the infrastructure, the supply lines, and the field armies necessary to fight a war of this scale, and because both empires understood, even if the proximate dispute lay elsewhere, that a war between Rome and Persia was ultimately a war about the overall balance of power between them, a balance that would be tested, as it had been tested so many times before, on the plains south of the Roman-Persian frontier forts.

And of these forts, one stood out from all the others, not merely as a fortification, though it was an exceptionally formidable one, but as a statement: a city built, deliberately and provocatively, within sight of one of Persia's own great frontier cities, garrisoned and supplied as a permanent forward base for Roman power in the region. This was Dara, known formally as Anastasiopolis after the emperor who had founded it, and it was toward Dara, as the renewed hostilities gathered momentum in the years after Iberia's defection, that the attention of both empires would increasingly turn, Rome regarding it as the linchpin of its eastern defenses, Persia regarding it as an intolerable provocation sitting almost within arm's reach of Nisibis. It is to this fortress, and to the decision a generation earlier to build it where it stood, that we now turn.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: Anastasiopolis: A Fortress Built on a Frontier
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A generation before Belisarius ever set foot on the plain south of Dara, before Kavadh had begun his pressure on Iberia, before any of the specific events that would lead to the Iberian War had occurred, a different emperor had made a decision whose consequences would shape everything that followed. The emperor was Anastasius I, who ruled from 491 to 518, and the decision was deceptively simple to state: to build a new fortress city on the Roman side of the frontier with Persia, at a site barely eighteen kilometers from one of the great cities of Sasanian Mesopotamia. The fortress would be called Anastasiopolis, after its founder, though it would become known to history, and to the soldiers who would garrison it, fight for it, and die for it over the following century, by the older, simpler name of the village whose site it occupied: Dara.

To understand why this decision mattered, one needs first to understand what it meant, in practical terms, for an empire to fortify its frontier in this period, and why the precise location of a fortress could carry as much political weight as its walls carried physical weight. The Roman Empire had, by the late fifth century, centuries of experience in frontier fortification, an accumulated body of practice stretching back to the legionary fortresses of the early empire and refined, modified, and reapplied across every frontier Rome had ever held, the Rhine, the Danube, the deserts of North Africa and Arabia, and here, in the east, the long contested border with Persia. The logic of this fortification was not simply to build walls and place soldiers behind them. It was to create a network: fortified points spaced so that they could support one another, positioned to control roads and river crossings, supplied so that they could withstand sieges of meaningful duration, and, crucially, positioned with an eye not merely to defense but to the broader strategic and political message that their placement sent.

This last point is essential to understanding Dara, because Dara's location was not an accident of convenience, nor simply the best available site within some neutral zone between the two empires. It was eighteen kilometers from Nisibis, a city that had, for long stretches of the previous two centuries, been Roman territory before passing into Persian hands as part of the territorial settlements that periodically punctuated Roman-Persian wars, and that remained, in the sixth century, one of the principal cities of Persian Mesopotamia, a major population center, a hub of trade, and an important node in the Persian military and administrative system in the region. To build a major fortified Roman city within a single day's march of Nisibis was not merely to establish a Roman presence near the frontier. It was to plant a permanent Roman military installation close enough to a major Persian city that its garrison could, in principle, threaten Nisibis directly, could observe Persian military movements in the vicinity, and could serve as a forward staging point for any Roman offensive into Persian Mesopotamia.

The circumstances surrounding the decision to build at Dara reflect this provocative character. Existing treaty arrangements between Rome and Persia included provisions, not unusual in agreements of this kind between rival powers, restricting the construction of new fortifications close to the frontier, precisely because both sides recognized that new fortresses in sensitive locations were inherently destabilizing, capable of shifting the local balance of power and provoking the kind of response that could escalate into wider conflict. Anastasius's decision to build at Dara came in the aftermath of a war with Persia, the Anastasian War of 502 to 506, in which Roman forces had performed poorly in the early stages, in part because of the absence of an adequate fortified base in this sector of the frontier from which Roman forces could operate, resupply, and fall back if necessary. The lesson Anastasius drew from this experience was that Rome's existing frontier infrastructure in this sector was inadequate, and that a new, heavily fortified base was needed, needed badly enough that the political cost of provoking Persia by building it so close to Nisibis was a cost worth paying.

From the Persian side, the construction of Dara could only be read as a violation of the spirit, if not always the precise letter, of existing arrangements, and as a deliberate insult layered on top of a strategic threat. Persian objections to Dara's construction were raised repeatedly in the years and decades that followed, and the fortress became, in Roman-Persian diplomatic exchanges, a recurring point of friction, a grievance that Persian negotiators would raise whenever the opportunity presented itself, and that Roman negotiators would, with equal regularity, decline to address in any way that involved actually weakening or abandoning the fortress. This pattern, Persian objection, Roman non-concession, would recur across the following century, including, as we shall see, in the peace negotiations that eventually concluded the Iberian War itself, where the status of Dara would once again be a central point of contention.

What, then, did Anastasius actually build, and why did it prove so durable, so difficult for Persia to either capture or compel Rome to abandon? The answer lies substantially in the engineering of the place, in choices about walls, water, and supply that, taken together, transformed Dara from a fortified town into something closer to a self-sufficient military city, capable of withstanding not merely an assault but a prolonged siege, and capable of serving, in peacetime, as a forward operating base and supply depot for the entire Roman military establishment in this sector of the frontier.

The walls of Dara were its most visible and most discussed feature, and for good reason. Dara was constructed with a double wall system, an outer wall and an inner wall, separated by a space that could be defended in depth, so that an attacker who breached the outer wall would find themselves not inside the city but in a killing ground overlooked by the inner fortifications, forced to mount a
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