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Chapter 6

Osrhoene and Mesopotamia between Rome
and Arsacid Parthia

Peter Edwell

The Parthian wars of the emperor Trajan represent an obvious milestone in relations
between Rome and Parthia. Roman provincial administration was established,
albeit briefly, as far as southern Iraq, and a Roman army marched all the way to
the Persian Gulf. Future Roman emperors would consciously emulate Trajan’s
military actions, and Parthian rulers were on notice as to long-term Roman imperial
intentions. Importantly, the ramifications of Rome’s ongoing tensions with Parthia
were felt directly for the first time in regional communities east of the Euphrates.
In northern Mesopotamia, the rulers of regional kingdoms and principalities
experienced the full force of the Roman military and the ramifications of a Roman
Emperor’s displeasure. Rome’s imperial power had steadily grown in the eastern
provinces since the arrival of Lucullus and Pompey despite some notable setbacks
on occasion, especially at Carrhae. Importantly, Roman economic power became an
increasing factor from the first century BCE to the reign of Trajan with the growing
wealth especially of the cities of the empire resulting in an exponential increase
in trade originating in and passing through the whole of the Near East and Arabia.
Evidence from Dura Europos, for example, a city provably under Parthian control
during this whole period, suggests stronger economic connections with the Roman
world than with Parthia.

Trajan’s military and administrative activity from 114 to 117 placed a new
emphasis on competition between Rome and Parthia especially in northern
Mesopotamia. Since the decline of the Seleucids and the rise of the Parthian Empire
in the mid-second century BCE, kingdoms and principalities based on the cities
of Edessa, Carrhae, Nisibis, and Singara and their surrounding territory had been
strongly within the orbit of Parthia. This was true in military, political, and especially
cultural terms. The combination of growth in Roman economic and military power
in the east resulted in a marked change in the politics and culture of these entities
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in northern Mesopotamia across the second and early third centuries. This became
especially evident during and after the Parthian war of Lucius Verus in the mid-160s
and also as a result of the conflicts between Rome and Parthia under the Severans.
Trajan’s successes against the Parthians and subsequent territorial organization
signalled to the ruling elites of northern Mesopotamia that theirs was now disputed
territory in imperial terms. This potentially gave local ruling elites leverage and
when Roman imperial power arrived east of the Euphrates permanently from the
160s, some were able to take advantage. When opportunities arose, though, some
of these rulers would assert greater independence. Significantly, Rome’s extension
of power east of the Euphrates was also to have cultural ramifications, especially
with regard to Hellenism.

Trajan’s Campaigns Against Parthia

While Dio emphasized Trajan’s desire for glory as the motive for the emperor’s
eastern campaign, the Armenian king, Parthamasires, appears to have been courting
Parthian favor, which provided Trajan with a more immediate motive for war.! Trajan
arrived in Antioch early in 114 and when the campaigning season began it did not
take long for the Romans to assert control over Parthamasires” kingdom. Rulers of
other principalities quickly submitted to the emperor, which likely is reflected in the
representation of three rulers standing before the emperor having their kingdoms
reassigned to them (Fig. 6.1).2 Trajan’s success in Armenia also saw embassies from
various kings along the east coast of the Black Sea and in the Caucasus confirming

Figure 6.1: Sestertius of Trajan depicting three rulers before the emperor and the reverse legend
REGNA ADSIGNATA. Struck 115-116 CE. BMCRE 1043; RIC II 666. Rome Mint. Courtesy of the Classical
Numismatic Group.
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themselves as clients of Rome, further strengthening Rome’s hand in the region and
recalling the days of Lucullus’ and Pompey’s invasions over 150 years earlier.’

Having met with limited resistance in Armenia and developing an increasing
understanding of problems within the Arsacid royal succession at the time, Trajan
turned his mind to the broader possibility of an invasion of northern and southern
Mesopotamia.* At some stage before arriving in Mesopotamia, Trajan gave the rulers
of the various northern Mesopotamian principalities the opportunity of an audience
essentially to establish friendship, but there had been particular reluctance to do so
by Abgar of Edessa, Mannos of Arabia, and Sporakes the ruler of Anthemusia.® Soon
after his departure from Antioch in 115, Trajan crossed the Euphrates and captured
Anthemusia/Batnae followed by Nisibis, for which he was granted the title “Parthicus.”®
Following the capture of Batnae to the west of Edessa and Nisibis to its east Trajan
turned back to Edessa, essentially isolating the city beforehand. Abgar of Edessa was
finally forced to present himself to Trajan on learning that the emperor was making
his way to the city. Friendship was established between the two rulers before Trajan
continued on to Adiabene. Broadly contemporary with these events, Lusius Quietus,
one of Trajan’s most dependable generals, defeated the king of Adiabene, Mebarsapes.”
Soon afterwards he occupied the strategically important city of Singara at the foot of
Jebel Sinjar in modern northern Iraq. Trajan set out in the spring of 116 for the Tigris
with the aim of again subduing Adiabene whose king had re-asserted authority during
the winter.® The army was divided and part of it captured the key Adiabenian cities
of Nineveh, Arbela, and Gaugamela, after which the province of Assyria was formed.’
The other section of the army made its way south and captured Babylon while Trajan
himself seems to have doubled back to the Euphrates in order to lead a force downriver
as part of attacking Seleucia-Ctesiphon.'® It was perhaps at this time that Roman troops
occupied Dura-Europos on the Middle Euphrates and the triumphal arch dedicated
to Trajan was constructed outside it." On arriving at the point where the Euphrates
and Tigris flow closest to each other in the vicinity of the blocked up Naarmalcha canal,
Trajan ordered his ships hauled across the land in between before crossing the Tigris
to Ctesiphon and capturing the city with virtually no resistance.’? The emperor sailed
down the Tigris to the Persian Gulf and won over Athambelus who was king of Mesene
and also controlled Spasinou Charax at the river’s mouth." Both Mesene and especially
Spasinou Charax were closely connected to Palmyra through trade at this time.

On returning to Babylon, Trajan learned that much of the captured Parthian
territory was in open rebellion. The emperor appointed and crowned a Parthian client-
king, Parthamaspates, in the wake of the rebellions (Fig. 6.2), and on the way back
to Antioch he besieged the desert city of Hatra in what proved to be an unsuccessful
attempt to punish the city’s disloyalty.** Arriving in Antioch soon afterwards, and
suffering increasingly from ill health, Trajan departed for Rome, but died at the port
of Selinus in Cilicia on 8 August, 117." Hadrian soon gave up all of Trajan’s gains
beyond the Euphrates, reverting to the Augustan policy of keeping the empire within
its natural boundaries."®
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Figure 6.2: Sestertius of Trajan depicting REX PARTHIS DATUS (Parthamaspates). RIC I1667. Struck 116-117
CE. Rome Mint. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.

The rebellion had included the various principalities and kingdoms of northern
Mesopotamia, Nisibis, and Edessa among them. Lucius Quietus apparently captured
and burned the latter."” It is possible that Edessa was the subject of Roman military
occupation under Lucius Quietus for approximately two years, signaling that Abgar
had been dethroned. Trajan’s nominee to the Parthian throne, Parthamaspates, was
possibly transferred to Edessa as a satrap after the withdrawal under Hadrian for a
period just short of five years.'® He was then succeeded in 121/122 by Ma’nu the son
of 1zates who had links with the rulers of Adiabene.

The overall suggestion by Ross is that due to this activity in Edessa before and after
the Roman withdrawal, pro-Roman sentiment developed in the Osrhoenian kingdom
and the cities of northern Mesopotamia to the east, which saw pro-Roman factions
emerge as features of their politics."” This remained until the invasions of Lucius Verus
approximately 50 years later and played a role in Verus’ success in establishing Roman
hegemony over kingdoms and principalities that had long been part of the Parthian
sphere. While this might be an appealing proposition, the term “pro-Roman” in fact
may be misleading. Trajan’s invasions and the territorial reorganization that followed
was very short-lived, making any long-term impact on factionalism in civic politics
of the region somewhat unlikely. Trajan’s invasions signaled to civic elites, however,
that there was a potential future alternative to Parthian hegemony. This could present
opportunities in terms of playing off competing Parthian and Roman imperial interests.
This was already the case in Armenia, and it was an increasing factor there in the second
and third centuries. Rome’s economic influence east of the Euphrates also was growing in
the years before Trajan’s invasions and continued to be an important factor in northern
Mesopotamia after Hadrian’s abandonment of Trajan’s territorial organization.
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Northern Mesopotamia from Trajan to Lucius Verus

Contemporary evidence from Nisibis, Carrhae, and Edessa in the period c. 115-160
which might shed light on the longer-term impact of Trajan’s invasions and territorial
organization in the second century is virtually non-existent. However, evidence
from Dura Europos during this period may help to illuminate the nature of Roman
occupation of cities in northern Mesopotamia and what Parthian control looked like
from Hadrian to Lucius Verus.

Dura Europos came under some form of Roman control as a result of Trajan’s
Parthian campaign in either 115 or 116. The fragmentary remains of a Roman victory
arch dedicated to Trajan outside the city in 116 are clear evidence of the Roman
presence at the city.® The numbers of Roman denarii from Trajan’s reign discovered in
excavations at the site and which did not form parts of hoards were the highest of any
Roman emperor before that of Septimius Severus by which time the city had been under
Roman control for approximately 30 years.?! In addition to this, an inscription dated
year 428 of the Seleucid Era (116/117 CE), later reused in the Roman-period Mithraeum,
dedicated the renovation and enlargement of a shrine that included the replacement
of doors to the naos that the Romans had taken with them when they left the city.”
There is some conjecture as to whether the inscription is confirmatory of the general
Roman withdrawal from Mesopotamia under Hadrian or that the Roman occupation
of Dura was only in the immediate period around the city’s capture in 116 and thus
relatively transitory.” The Seleucid year 428 ended in October 117, some two months
after the death of Trajan, making it possible that the doors of the shrine were taken by
the Romans as part of a general withdrawal from the territories organized by Trajan.
If it is indicative of this, the Roman withdrawal was somewhat hasty.

Papyrological evidence from Dura may go some way towards understanding the
situation at Dura and more broadly in northern Mesopotamia between the beginning
of Hadrian’s reign and the Parthian invasions of Lucius Verus. Millar discusses a group
of ten Greek parchments discovered at Dura during the Yale excavations of the 1920s
and 30s that date from 87 CE to 159/160 and how they might assist in developing
a better understanding of Parthian administration in Dura and Parapotamia, the
administrative unit of the Parthian Empire in which Dura was located.” One of the
important points to note about these documents, all of which record private financial
transactions, is that they strongly indicate Parthian administrative processes and
ongoing institutions of imperial control in Dura and Parapotamia before, during, and
after the Roman capture of and withdrawal from the city. There is nothing in these
documents to indicate any lasting or even transitory Roman impact on administration
and organization at Dura Europos as a result of the Trajanic invasions. Indeed, the
distinct impression we are left with, whatever the motivating factor for the Roman
withdrawal, is that the Romans departed as quickly as they arrived. Any occupation
and organisation of the city and the territory of Parapotamia was, therefore, transitory.
In broader terms, however, Trajan’s invasions had exposed the military weakness of
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the Parthian rulership and demonstrated the might of the Roman military machine.
Although transitory, Roman administration had made a brief appearance and the
impact of the Roman economy, especially the economic power of cities such as Antioch
and Palmyra, continued to be felt east of the Euphrates.” The various rulers of the
principalities of northern Mesopotamia, including Osrhoene, had been forced into
acknowledging Roman hegemony, albeit briefly, and despite their rebellion against
Trajan, the memory of Roman military successes would remain. When Rome and
Parthia went to war almost 50 years later, Trajan’s shadow and the continued growth
of Rome’s economic and military power in the interim would play their part in the
loyalties of the principalities and kingdoms of northern Mesopotamia.

Lucius Verus’ Parthian War

Lucius Verus’ Parthian War resulted from developments in Armenia just as Trajan’s
war had. In 161, the Parthian king, Vologases 1V, contravened the long-standing
agreement between Rome and Parthia over Armenia by placing a member of his own
family on the throne without the agreement of Rome.?* Roman and Parthian forces
clashed on the upper Euphrates and the province of Syria came under threat. The
Parthians gained the initial advantage with the destruction of a Roman legion and
the death of the governor of Cappadocia.” The Roman military response was under
the command of Lucius Verus, but Dio consistently claims this was nominal, pointing
instead to Avidius Cassius, legatus of Legio III Gallica, as the actual field commander.
The Romans made substantial gains against the Parthians throughout 163, and by
165 Armenia was ruled by a Roman nominee, the Parthians had been ejected from
northern Mesopotamia, and the key city of Nisibis was under the control of Roman
troops. The kingdom of Osrhoene, which occupied the western portion of northern
Mesopotamia, was a dependent kingdom of Rome, and control of the Euphrates River
was considerably extended.”

The Parthian war of Lucius Verus marked an important change to the nature of
Parthian and Roman imperial control and influence in northern Mesopotamia. Rome
was now considerably stronger in Armenia, and Osrhoene was a dependent kingdom.?
Roman power also extended further along the middle Euphrates to Dura Europos and
beyond, making Seleucia-Ctesiphon more vulnerable, and the desert kingdom of Hatra
was now potentially closer to the Roman orbit of power. Closely connected with this
is the increase in Roman power on the Khabur in the direction of Nisibis. While the
extent and nature of the Roman military presence in Mesopotamia before the reign
of Septimius Severus is not entirely clear, Roman control of the middle Euphrates
and the lower Khabur River came to play an important role in strengthening and
supporting Roman power in Mesopotamia in the third century CE. The Khabur was
also the means by which northern Mesopotamia and Syria were connected, and this
becomes more evident following the formation of the Roman province of Mesopotamia
under Septimius Severus.
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Osrhoene and Edessa

Developments in the territory of Osrhoene as a consequence of Lucius Verus’ war
against the Arsacids were among the most important in the longer term and the
evidence is most plentiful for them. From this point, Osrhoene was more firmly
within the Roman orbit, and by the Severan period much of the kingdom had been
converted into a Roman province and the city of Edessa itself was a client-kingdom
of Rome. There is some evidence of Roman and Parthian competition at Edessa in
the context of the Romano-Parthian wars of the 160s and the most revealing is of a
numismatic nature. Up to the 160s, there is no evidence for minting of coins at Edessa
under the Abgarids. Indeed, the minting of coins at Edessa from the 160s may in itself
be evidence of greater Roman influence on the city. In the years 163-165, three crude
bronze coin-types were minted at Edessa that name a king Wael in Syriac. One was
either contemporary with or preceded by a coin (tetrachalkon) with Vologases IV on
the obverse and a distinctive symbol dominating the reverse field accompanied by
the legend “Vologases king of kings” in Syriac (Fig. 6.3).

The other two types depict and name Wael in Syriac on their obverses along with a
temple on their reverses.*® This material is likely indicative of the installation of Wael
as king of Edessa and Osrhoene at the behest of Vologases IV following the deposition
of the Ma’nu VIII who was supportive of Rome in or about 163. It is possible that this
also was linked with Vologases’ installation of Pacorus on the Armenian throne in
contravention of the long-standing agreement between Rome and Parthia over the
selection and investiture of the Armenian king that was initially the key factor in the
Roman conflict with the Arsacid ruler. Epigraphic evidence from Sumatar Harabesi,
some 30 km to the east of ancient Edessa, some of which dates to the mid-160s, may also

Figure 6.3: Bronze tetrachalkon of Vologases IV. Struck c. 163 CE. Edessa Mint. BMC Parthia, p. 236, 96
(Vologases III). Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.
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be reflective of competition between pro-Roman and pro-Parthian elements at Edessa
and the territory under the city’s control at the time of Rome’s war with Parthia in the
mid-160s.*! The victories of Lucius Verus over the Parthians in 165 saw the return of
Ma’nu VIII to the throne of Edessa. Ma’nu had been forced to flee to the Romans after
his deposition at the hands of Vologases in 163. It is possible that Ma'nu’s reinstatement
is indicated by the minting of a bronze issue that depicts Ma'nu on the obverse and a
reverse entirely in Syriac script that describes Ma’'nu as Philoromaios (Fig. 6.4).

Ma'nu VIII originally came to power at Edessa on the death of his father, Ma’nu
VII, in 139.% His deposition by the Parthian king in 163 and subsequent flight to the
Romans is clearly indicative of his sympathies towards Parthia’s imperial enemy. There
is no indication as to when in his long reign Ma'nu adopted this position but it was
enough of a problem by the early 160s for the Parthian king to depose him. Ma'nu’s
pro-Roman stance was a gamble based on a perception of where future power lay, and
it paid off for Ma’nu with his reinstatement as King of Edessa by Lucius Verus in 165.

A series of unpublished silver drachms have been attributed to an imperial mint
operating in Mesopotamia in the wake of the Roman victory over the Parthians thought
to be at either Edessa or Carrhae. The coins are temporarily catalogued at present in
volume 4 of the Roman Provincial Coinage project of the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford.
These coins initially were attributed to Carrhae by Babelon, but the opinion that they
were minted at Edessa as expressed by Hill in BMC Arabia 28 has prevailed.** The coins
contain Greek legends and are minted in the names of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus
and their wives Faustina and Lucilla, respectively. Most of the male obverse portraits
are laureate with some bare-headed while some of the female obverse portraits depict
pearl braids and earrings or are bare-headed with hair tied back. The obverse legends

Figure 6.4: Bronze of Lucius Verus with Manu VIII Philoromaios. Struck c. 165 CE. Edessa Mint. RPC online
6485; cf. BMC 28, p. 92, no. 4 for similar bust type. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.
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simply name the emperor or empress (e.g., Faustina Sebaste (4.3498), Autokrator Markos
Aurelios Antonin (4.6496), Loukilla Sebaste (4.6502), Autokrator Lukios Aurelios Veros
Sebastos (4.8034)). The reverse legends follow a relatively uniform formula of VIIEP
NIKHC POMAIQN/ROMAI and VIIEP NIKHC TQN KVPIQN CEBAC(TQN), indicative of
the victory over the Parthians in the war of the mid-160s. This legend is important in
attributing the coins to an imperial mint different from Rome and to suggesting that
they were minted at one specific mint (Fig. 6.5 and 6.6).

Figure 6.5: Silver drachm of Lucius Verus. Struck c. 165-169 CE. Reverse legend: VIIEP NIKHC TQN KVPIQN
CEBAC(TQN). Edessa Mint. See RPC online 8028 for similar reverse. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.

Figure 6.6: Silver drachm of Marcus Aurelius. Struck c. 165-180 CE. Reverse legend: VIIEP NIKHC POMAIQN.
Edessa Mint. See RPC online 9578 for obverse. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.
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Figure 6.7: Silver drachm of empress Faustina. Struck c. 165-175 CE. Edessa Mint. See RPC online 4398 for
reverse depicting the imperial twins Commodus and Antoninus. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.

A range of reverse illustrations accompany the obverse portraits of the emperors
and empresses, including the imperial twins, Commodus and Antoninus (4.3498)
(Fig. 6.7), Nike (4.6494, 4.8034), female deities (likely Athena, Venus, Ceres) holding
items such as a globe/apple and patera (4.6496, 4.6498, 4.6499, 4.6500, 4.6502, 4.8030,
4.8032), and depictions of a seated Armenia who is named in the exergue (ARMEN)
(4.6495, 4.8031, 4.8035).

The depictions of Armenia are references to Lucius Verus’ victory in Armenia
over the Parthians and represent an imperial claim to have subdued Armenia. The
personification of Armenia is seated with a shield and standard lying next to her.
Two of these coin-types depict and name Marcus Aurelius on their obverses (4.6495,
4.8035), and the other depicts Lucius Verus (4.8031). The coins that depict Marcus
Aurelius on the obverse and Armenia seated with headdress and shield and military
standard on the reverses also display close similarities to denarii minted at Rome
under Marcus Aurelius (Fig. 6.8).**

An important set of silver drachms, which appears to provide the most secure basis
for attributing all of the coins under current discussion to the mint at Edessa, depicts
Faustina and Lucilla as empresses on their obverses with Juno/Demeter on the reverses
accompanied by the inscription Basileus Mannos Philor (4.6487), Basileus Mannos Philoroma
(4.6488) and Basileus Mannos Philoromai [sic] (4.6489) (Fig. 6.9). The obverse and reverse
portraits bear striking iconographic similarities to those appearing on the other coins.
The denarii are strongly indicative of the impact on Edessa of Rome’s victory over the
Parthians and the reinstatement of Ma’nu VIII in the mid-160s. The likely operation
of an imperial mint at the city suggests that Roman administration was present there
in some form and that Edessa, and the surrounding territory of Osrhoene of which
Edessa had acted as a capital, was bound closely to Rome as a client-kingdom.
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Figure 6.8: Silver denarius of Marcus Aurelius. Struck 164 CE. Rome mint. RIC III 78; epiction of Armenia
on reverse similar to RPC online 6495, 8031, 8035. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.

Figure 6.9: Silver drachm of Lucilla with Ma'nu VIII Philoromaios. Struck c. 167-169 CE. Salus seated left,
feeding from patera serpent arising from altar and holding cornucopia. Edessa Mint. Courtesy of the
Classical Numismatic Group.

Ma’nu VIII's second reign, which began on his reinstatement in 165, lasted
another fourteen years until his death in 179. His son, Abgar VIII (later known as the
Great), ruled until 214, and during this period bronze coins were minted at Edessa
depicting Abgar on the obverse with Commodus and Septimius Severus, respectively,
on their reverses (Fig. 6.10).” Indeed, some of these coins name Abgar as Lucius
Aelius Septimius Abgaros and Aelius Aurelius Septimius Abgaros, conflations of the
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Figure 6.10: Bronze of Commodus with Abgar VIIL. Struck 177-192 CE. Edessa Mint. BMC 28 Arabia 12.
Courtesy Classical Numismatic Group.

imperial titulature of Commodus and Septimius Severus. Bronze coins bearing the
same reverse inscription, Uper Nike Romewn, as the silver coins of the Aurelius/Verus
joint reign were minted under Commodus and also are thought to have come from
Edessa or Carrhae (4.8046, 4.8047, 4.10746). If this distinctive reverse legend is the key
to attributing the silver coins to Edessa then the bronzes also should be attributed to
the city. A key distinction between the silver and bronze coins is that the bronzes, of
which there are only three known types, portray Tyche veiled, draped, and wearing
a mural crown, giving them a resemblance to the provincial bronze issues of the
northern Mesopotamian mints in the third century.

The coins of Edessa minted under Ma'nu VIII and Abgar VIII, together with the
imperial silver in the names of Marcus Aurelius, Lucius Verus, and their wives, suggest
that Rome’s defeat of the Parthians in the mid-160s was decisive in swaying Edessa
and the kingdom of Osrhoene away from its traditional leanings toward Parthia.
Given the decisive nature of the Roman victory over the Parthians in the 160s and
the long-term effects this had on Edessa and Osrhoene and northern Mesopotamia
more broadly, there was little choice for local rulers and elites other than to accept
the status quo. When civil war began to brew in the Roman Empire in the early 190s,
however, some of these rulers attempted to take advantage, some even attempting
to go back to the Parthian fold. Roman power had been expressed clearly in Edessa
and Osrhoene since the 160s, and this included the backing of client-kings. Despite
this, as is discussed further below, the loyalty of these rulers was not guaranteed.

Carrhae

At Carrhae, bronze coins were also minted bearing the bust of Marcus Aurelius on
their obverses with reverse legends proclaiming KAPHNWNPHILPWM (Fig. 6.11).% In
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Figure 6.11: Bronze of Marcus Aurelius. Struck c. 165 CE. Carrhae mint. BMC Arabia 1. Courtesy of the
Classical Numismatic Group.

contrast with Edessa, there is no depiction of a local ruler accompanying the reverse
legend, suggesting that the city itself was a “friend of the Romans” during the reign
of Marcus Aurelius. It is likely that this was retained during the reign of Commodus.

The relationship between Edessa and Carrhae before the third century CE is not
easy to establish in exact terms. The ancient city of Carrhae is located approximately
40 km southeast of ancient Edessa (modern Sanliurfa), and there is little doubt that
both cities had an impact on each other, especially Edessa on Carrhae given the
city’s relative size and regional significance. Pliny the Elder includes both Edessa and
Carrhae in the area of Osrhoenian Arabia in the first century CE, but appears only
vaguely informed about the nature of Osrhoenian territorial control across northern
Mesopotamia.’” The extent of Edessene authority over Osrhoene is not any clearer in
the written sources in the second century in the wake of Trajan’s short-lived provincial
organization in northern Mesopotamia in the early second century. As Ross points
out, Carrhae, along with Batnae/Anthemusia, Callinicum, and Edessa, were part of
the province of Osrhoene during Justinian’s reign, and this is likely reflective of the
civic composition of the kingdom before it was provincialized in the third century.®
A cautionary note should, of course, be sounded in extrapolating this situation back
to the latter part of the second century CE when the Abgarids ruled at Edessa.

Ross also points to epigraphic evidence originating in the Tur Abdin and dating to
the 160s that indicates that Edessa’s territorial authority stretched as far as Constantia,
approximately 40 km due east from the city, similar to the distance Carrhae was from
Edessa to the southeast.”® The exact nature of Carrhae’s relationship with Edessa in
terms of Abgarid monarchical authority is beyond us without further evidence, but
it is reasonable to assume that Carrhae was within the monarchical authority of the
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kings of Edessa at this time. The bronze coins depicting Marcus Aurelius that proclaim
Carrhae as Philoromaios are likely to be part of the same numismatic program that
produced the coins minted in Edessa displaying the same epithet.

With regard to the minting of coins, the situation in what would become the Roman
province of Mesopotamia from the Severan period up to the death of Julian provides
an interesting contrast with Osrhoene. The more specific territory under consideration
here is the eastern portion of northern Mesopotamia stretching from the Tur Abdin
in the north to Jebel Sinjar in the south, the Tigris to the east and northeast and the
Khabur river in the west. The most important cities in this territory were Nisibis,
Rhesaena, and Singara, and it was these cities that were of central importance to the
urban and military fabric of the Roman province of Mesopotamia from Septimius
Severus to Julian. In contrast to Edessa and Carrhae from the 160s onwards, there is
no evidence for minting of coins at Nisibis until the reign of Macrinus (218), Rhesaena
until Caracalla (212-218) and Singara until Gordian I1I (238-244), by which time all
three cities had long been within Provincia Mesopotamiae. Is the lack of coinage from
these cities in the second half of the second century CE an indication of less Roman
influence over their administration? In other words, was the minting of civic coinage
a marker of the extent of Roman administrative, political, and military influence at
this time?

Dura Europos and the Middle Euphrates in the Second Half
of the Second Century CE

It is possible that the situation in Osrhoene and northern Mesopotamia from Lucius
Verus to Septimius Severus was similar to that at Dura Europos and Palmyra during
the same period. It has long been accepted that Dura came under Roman control
as a result of Lucius Verus’ successful campaign against the Parthians, and there is
epigraphic evidence from Dura to support this assumption.” The most important
evidence from this category is represented in two dated tauroctony reliefs re-used
in a Severan-period Mithraeum that contain dedications by a troop of Palmyrene
archers in 168 and 170/171 CE.** The archers appear to have been the key element in
the Dura garrison from the mid-160s until their formal organization as an auxiliary
cohort, cohors XX Palmyrenorum, by the early 190s and probably earlier.

Evidence from other sites on the Euphrates, especially Anatha and Gamla which
lie approximately 100 km downstream from Dura, demonstrates the extent to which
the Palmyrenes controlled parts of the lower Euphrates during much of the second
century. A dedicatory inscription from an altar at Palmyra refers to a Palmyrene
cavalryman who was in camp at Anatha in 132 CE, thus providing clear evidence
of a Palmyrene military presence on the island.”? Gawlikowski proposes that the
Palmyrene control of Anatha also extended to the smaller fortified sites of Bijan and
Gamla, further down the river.” In turn, because Palmyra was strongly within the
Roman orbit in the second century it can be argued that the Roman Empire indirectly



6. Osrhoene and Mesopotamia between Rome and Arsacid Parthia 125

controlled this section of the river. Approximately one hundred kilometers upstream
at Dura Europos, however, the Parthians were in control until Lucius Verus’ Parthian
war in the 160s. In the aftermath of Lucius Verus’ Parthian war, Roman power and
influence increased significantly in the Euphrates valley and the situation appears
to have been similar in northern Mesopotamia. The reign of Septimius Severus saw
substantial provincial reorganization throughout Syria and Mesopotamia that is
reflected in the written sources and archaeology.

Roman Military Presence in Northern Mesopotamia
after the Parthian War of Lucius Verus

While Roman political power across the Euphrates in Osrhoene and northern
Mesopotamia during the 170s and 180s was increasingly strengthened, there is no
direct evidence for a Roman military presence there during this period. Dillemann
suggested, therefore, that the Romans exercised “occupation sans annexion”.* There
is, however, indirect evidence that may point to a build-up in the Roman military
presence in the 180s. Firstly, Dio indicates that the Osrhoeni and Adiabeni had
attacked Nisibis prior to the civil war between Severus and Niger in 193, suggesting
that Nisibis had received a Roman garrison before that date.” Dio also reports that
after Niger’s death at Byzantium in 195, the Osrhoeni and Adiabeni attempted to
negotiate with Severus and justified their attack on Nisibis by claiming that this was
part of undermining Niger. Importantly, in their attempts to negotiate, the Osrhoeni
and Adiabeni refused to hand over forts they had captured while also demanding
the removal of Roman garrisons which were still there. On the evidence of Dio, then,
Roman forts and garrisons existed across the Euphrates, including Nisibis itself, prior
to the beginning of the civil war between Severus and Niger. There is no evidence,
however, for when they were established or what units comprised these garrisons.
While conjectural, it seems reasonable to conclude that these forts and garrisons had
their origins at least in the reign of Commodus or perhaps even earlier.

Of particular interest in Dio’s account of this military activity is the report of
Osrhoene and Adiabene attacking Roman forts and demanding the removal of Roman
garrisons. The attack on Nisibis specifically took place before the civil war between
Severus and Niger and in negotiations with Severus in 195, the two principalities,
in concert, felt strong enough to demand the removal of Roman garrisons in northern
Mesopotamia. The late reign of Commodus and the period of civil war soon after
his death in 192 saw upheaval for Roman imperial leadership that had not been
experienced since the end of the Julio-Claudian period. The Osrhoeni, along with their
allies in Adiabene, took clear advantage demonstrating that despite the reinstatement
of Ma’nu VIII with Roman support and a seemingly close relationship between
Roman and Osrhoenian rulers in the decades that followed, they were prepared to
take quick advantage of instability in Roman imperial rulership. The Parthians faced
similar problems at this time, which perhaps further emboldened both the Osrhoeni
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and Adiabeni. Political independence from the Roman and Parthian Empires was
perhaps always an aspiration, although rarely a realistic one. When the chance came,
the Osrhoeni and their emboldened neighbours took it. When Septimius Severus
finally emerged from the war with Niger and established his rule securely, northern
Mesopotamia and especially the Osrhoeni would be dealt with.

The Severan Wars with Parthia and Territorial Outcomes

Following Pescennius Niger’s self-proclamation as Imperator at Antioch in 193,
Septimius Severus confronted and defeated him the following year.* Osrhoene’s
treachery before and during the civil war, in alliance with Adiabene and possibly Hatra,
resulted in the conversion of much of the kingdom into a Roman province under the
governorship of a procurator in 195.”” The city of Edessa itself was established as a
client-kingdom with Abgar VIII confirmed as king. It is likely that the province of
Mesopotamia also was established at this time, although it is possible it was formed
a few years later in 198.% The role of the Parthians in the actions of Osrhoene and
other northern Mesopotamia principalities is unclear and may only have been nominal
due to revolts in Seleucia-Ctesiphon and eastern Iran at this time.* Towards the end
of summer 197, following the successful elimination of the usurper Albinus in Rome,
Severus turned east again and this time dealt directly with the Parthians. The three
important written sources on the Parthian campaigns of Septimius Severus are Dio,
Herodian, and the Historia Augusta (HA).”® There are clear inconsistencies between
the three accounts with Herodian’s seemingly the most troublesome and Dio’s the
most reliable. Severus’ motives for the war against the Parthians were both defensive
and glory-seeking. Herodian and the HA emphasise glory as the key motivation while
Dio suggests a Parthian attack on Mesopotamia, especially Nisibis, as Severus’ main
reason for the invasion. Herodian proposed alternatively that Severus used his
desire to exact revenge on Hatra as retribution for its support of Niger during the
civil war of 193 as a prelude to mounting a full-scale attack on Armenia and then
the Parthian Empire.*

On relieving Nisibis, Severus proceeded down the Euphrates with a fleet of boats
with the aim of attacking Ctesiphon. An un-named brother of Vologases V accompanied
the Romans, clearly indicating how fractured the Parthian royal dynasty was at this
stage.”® A further indication of the difficulties faced by the Parthians was that Severus
captured Seleucia and Babylon, which had both been abandoned, and Ctesiphon
appears to have been captured easily. Severus was not interested in remaining in
southern Mesopotamia for long and quickly withdrew after plundering Ctesiphon. It
was at this point, likely in early 199, that the first and brief siege of Hatra took place.>*
Realising the difficulties in besieging such an imposing fortress, Severus withdrew
and returned the following year to prosecute a lengthier and better-prepared siege.*

Despite more extensive preparations for the second siege of Hatra, probably in
200 CE, Severus was unable to capture the city.® The fortress of Hatra had developed
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a more formidable reputation as a result, having held out against Trajan in 116 CE and
now repulsing the forces of Septimius Severus twice. It would also hold out against
the Sasanians in 230 CE before finally falling to the new Persian regime in 241. It is
unclear if Severus’ attempts to capture Hatra were due to its earlier support for Niger
(Herodian, above) or its likely support of the Parthians in their attack on Mesopotamia
in 197. Dio simply states that Severus wished to capture Hatra because it alone had
withstood his forces during the military actions against Parthia in 198/199. 1t is
possible that the emperor was concerned about potential threats from Hatra to the
newly formed province of Mesopotamia, as the city was clearly a powerful presence
in the northern Mesopotamian landscape.

Septimius Severus journeyed to Antioch before returning to Rome at the end of 202
via Egypt where he had visited Pompey’s tomb and made a sacrifice.”® Severus celebrated
his decennalia in lavish style in Rome with gladiatorial games and distributions of
grain to the populace.” A victory arch celebrating the success over the Parthians was
also constructed in the Forum where it remains to this day. Dio undoubtedly kept
his opinions to himself at the time, but at the relatively safe distance of a couple of
decades from the events, he was strongly critical of Severus’ provincial acquisition
of territory in Mesopotamia.® It was an expensive province to maintain and yielded
little by way of taxation. Of even greater concern was that the province brought Rome
closer to peoples who were aligned with the Parthians, which resulted in unnecessary
involvement in foreign wars. The latter criticism can hardly be justified in the context
of events in the decades before Severus came to power. Roman territory had been
extended in Mesopotamia along the Euphrates at least as far as Dura Europos under
Lucius Verus c. 165, and the city of Nisibis likely held a Roman garrison prior to Severus’
elevation. Roman territorial involvement across the Euphrates and towards the Tigris
in an increasingly direct sense had clearly been developing before Septimius Severus
came to power and can be traced as far back as the reign of Trajan. The numismatic
evidence especially points to established relationships between Ma'nu VIII and Abgar
VIII of Edessa through the reigns of Marcus Aurelius, Commodus, and Septimius Severus.

Caracalla

Following Caracalla’s murder of his brother Geta on 26 December 211, the now sole
emperor quickly began comporting himself in the style of Alexander the Great. Dio
(78.7.1-8.3) refers to Caracalla’s enthusiasm for Alexander at length, and the HA
(Life of Caracalla, 2) attributes a desire to imitate Alexander to many of Caracalla’s
actions.®® Caracalla went so far as to raise a phalanx of Macedonians, which was 16,000
strong. An aggressive foreign policy also was one of the key elements of Caracalla’s
emulation of Alexander, and this was directed primarily at the Parthians, although,
it also encompassed military activity on the Danube.

Although the hostile source tradition towards Caracalla emphasizes his bellicosity
and treachery in actions towards the Parthians and also in his dealings with Armenia
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and Osrhoene, Caracalla had good reason to take an active interest in events on
the eastern frontier. Soon after the murder of Geta, Osrhoene, Armenia, and the
Parthian Empire itself were in a state of turmoil. Late in 213, Abgar IX of Osrhoene
was summoned to Rome on the grounds that he had sought to extend his influence
throughout northern Mesopotamia. This was met by the king’s removal and
subjugation of his territory.® The Armenian king was deposed similarly, and his heirs
became bitterly divided against each other. A similar situation prevailed in Parthia
from 213 where Artabanus V and Vologases V were in open warfare, the former based
in Media and the latter in Ctesiphon.® The outcome of turmoil in Armenia was always
unpredictable from Rome’s perspective, and it could equally be so when leadership
in Parthia was in dispute.

According to Dio, Caracalla appealed to Alexandrian imagery as he made his way
east with the ultimate aim of dealing with the situation in Armenia and prosecuting
a Parthian campaign. In spring 214 he departed for the east, stopping to deal with
issues in Dacia and Raetia on the way.** In the autumn he crossed the Hellespont and
sacrificed to Achilles at his tomb, then made his way to Pergamon before establishing
winter-quarters (214/215) at Nicomedia.®® At Nicomedia, the emperor had two
enormous siege engines constructed in preparation for a war against Armenia and
Parthia, and he keenly oversaw the preparation of the “Macedonian Phalanx”.% In
April 215, Caracalla arrived at Antioch before heading to Alexandria in Egypt to deal
with a range of problematic issues there.”” He departed Alexandria by February 216
and returned to Antioch to undertake full-scale preparations for a Parthian invasion.
One of the claimants to the Parthian throne, Vologases V, was at this time harbouring
Tiridates, a pretender to the Armenian throne, along with a Roman deserter,
Antiochus, who previously had attached himself to Tiridates and fled to Vologases
with him. Caracalla used this as a pretext to invade Parthia. Vologases surrendered
the two fugitives, and Caracalla called off the campaign.® The general Theocritus was
sent against Armenia, but was soundly defeated, and by the end of 215 the situation
was much the same as it had been at the beginning.*

Later in 216, Caracalla sought to further isolate Volgases by requesting the hand
in marriage of Artabanus’ daughter.” Dio interpreted the move cynically, inferring
that Caracalla was simply looking for a pretext to attack Artabanus, knowing full
well that the Parthian monarch would refuse. Indeed, in Dio’s account, Artabanus
refused the proposal, which was followed swiftly by a Roman attack on Media. This
resulted in the capture of numerous fortresses and the destruction of Parthian royal
tombs at Arbela, perhaps another attempt to draw links with Alexander the Great as
Arbela was the site of Alexander’s last great battle with Darius. Herodian provides a
considerably different account, claiming that Caracalla’s initial marriage request to
Artabanus was rejected, but later accepted.” It is difficult to judge which version is
more reliable, although Dio’s is more in keeping with a strategy aimed at invasion.
In early summer 216, Caracalla crossed into Parthian territory and made his way to
Artabanus’ palace near Arbela where he was greeted by the king, his court, and the
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local population.” When the Parthians appeared to be at their most vulnerable, the
emperor gave the order to his army to attack.” The Parthians, including Artabanus,
fled in pandemonium. The Parthians retreated and Caracalla’s army ravaged the
countryside before retreating to Roman Mesopotamia, i.e. west of the upper Tigris.
Artabanus eventually gathered a large army north of the upper Tigris in spring of
2177 This aimed at avenging the events of late 216 with the probable aim of attacking
Roman possessions in northern Mesopotamia, but on 8 April 217 Caracalla was
murdered between Edessa and Carrhae due to a conspiracy among senior military
commanders and the praetorian guard.”

Caracalla’s successor, Macrinus, immediately sought to come to terms with
Artabanus, but the Parthian ruler rejected the proposal, advancing to Nisibis and
confronting Macrinus in a three-day series of skirmishes.”” The Parthians were
clearly ascendant, and Macrinus was forced to sue for peace at a cost of two hundred
million sesterces.”” Despite this, Macrinus had coins struck in 218 that advertised
Victoria Parthica.” In June 218, Macrinus was overthrown, and his son, Diadumenianus,
was killed at Zeugma while reputedly attempting to flee to Artabanus requesting
sanctuary.” Caracalla’s war against Parthia essentially had been fought to a stalemate
despite the turmoil in the Parthian leadership. In northern Mesopotamia, the most
significant territorial outcome was the abolition of the client-kingdom of Edessa.

Hellenism in Northern Mesopotamia in the Second and Third Centuries

A further indication of the growing power of the Roman Empire in northern
Mesopotamia can be demonstrated in cultural terms, especially at Edessa. Edessa’s
initial foundation as a Seleucid colony in the third century BCE was the source
of ongoing Hellenistic cultural expression at the city during the Seleucid period
of control. Following the establishment of the Abgarid monarchy in the middle of
the second century BCE, a noticeable shift away from Hellenism is detectable. Ross
concludes that the Greek language was entirely supplanted by Syriac under the
Abgarids with little or no knowledge of the language evident at the city prior to the
Romans taking control of Osrhoene.* This contrasts with Palmyra where bilingualism
was a strong feature of Palmyrene epigraphy from the first to third centuries CE,
with many inscriptions surviving in both Palmyrene Aramaic and Greek equivalents.
At Dura Europos, Greek remained the language of culture and administration and
Greek civic institutions governed the city through the whole of the Parthian period
of control of the city.*!

Following Verus’ Parthian war and the increasing Roman political and military
strength across northern Mesopotamia in the following decades, some important
elements of Hellenism become more evident. Greek was the predominant language
of the coinage of Edessa, and the use of the term of Philoromaios on Edessene coins
(and those of Carrhae) under Ma’nu VIII/Marcus Aurelius may be a further indication
of the increased importance of Hellenistic culture. An important feature of Parthian
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royal titulature, often used as evidence for the ongoing impact of Hellenism in the
Parthian world, was Philhellenos, and this term often appears on the coinage of the
Parthian rulers. Was the use of Philoromaios on the coins of Edessa and Carrhae during
the reign of Marcus Aurelius a Romanized version of a Hellenistic appellation used
by the rulers of Parthia?

An increasingly important feature of the civic coinage of the cities of northern
Mesopotamia in the latter decades of the second century CE and especially as the
first half of the third century CE unfolded is the appearance of the goddess Tyche.
The increasing predominance of Tyche on coins from the mints of at Edessa,
Carrhae, Nisibis, and Singara is suggestive at first glance of an increased impact of
Hellenism on the cities of northern Mesopotamia from the period in which Roman
dominance becomes pronounced. One of the features of Tyche on many of these
coins is the depiction of the goddess with one of her feet on the neck of a swimming
personification of a water source (Fig. 6.12).

There is a connection in these depictions with the famous Tyche of Antioch,
which is depicted on coins of Augustus onwards and also in statuary (Fig. 6.13).
The cult of Tyche at Antioch appears to have received particular emphasis at the
city following the Roman acquisition of the city by Pompey. When the cities of
northern Mesopotamia came under Roman dominance in the latter part of the
second century, Antioch once again became the city of cultural dominance in this
region and this likely explains the importance of Tyche on the civic coinage of
north Mesopotamian mints.

Caracalla’s employment of obvious Alexandrian and Hellenistic imagery in the
context of the Parthian war of 217 was emphasised by Dio and Herodian partly as a

Figure 6.12: Bronze of Severus Alexander. Struck 222-235 CE. Tyche on reverse with swimming personification
of river under foot. Edessa Mint. BMC Arabia 106. Courtesy of the Classical Numismatic Group.



6. Osrhoene and Mesopotamia between Rome and Arsacid Parthia 131

Figure 6.13: Roman copy of the Tyche of Antioch. Vatican Museums Catalogue, no. GC 49. Photo by author.

means of highlighting Caracalla’s eccentricities. However, emperors embarking on
eastern campaigns before and after made obvious references to Alexander’s exploits.
Caracalla’s appeals to Alexander’s success, the phalanx being an important part of
this, may reflect that Roman revival of Hellenism in northern Mesopotamia had
been successful. The vivid Alexandrian imagery cultivated by Caracalla was perhaps
designed to appeal to the communities of northern Mesopotamia at a time when
their loyalty would be crucial.

Conclusion

In the unfolding century between the Parthian wars of Trajan and Caracalla the
principalities and kingdoms of upper Mesopotamia increasingly became a part of the
Roman Empire to the point where their territory was subsumed into the province of
Mesopotamia and the province of Osrhoene. Trajan’s campaigns and the short-lived
territorial organization that accompanied them placed a heightened emphasis on
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Roman power and influence east of the Euphrates, especially in the cities of northern
Mesopotamia. On occasion, ruling elites in this area saw the opportunity to play
long-standing Parthian interests against the more recent interests of the Romans,
in an effort to maintain a degree of autonomy from the two opposing superpowers.
This had been the situation in Armenia since the first century BCE where rulers and
elites took advantage of the tensions between Rome and Parthia over control of the
kingdom, and it is likely to have been a factor in the period between the invasions
of Trajan and Lucius Verus. Unfortunately, there is not much evidence, and to speak
of “pro-Roman” factions during this period is little more than speculation. In the
wake of Lucius Verus’ campaign against the Parthians in the mid-160s, Roman power
in northern Mesopotamia was strengthened considerably, and rulers in the city of
Edessa especially received Roman backing and announced on their coinage that they
were friends of Rome. Ma’nu VIII had ruled at Edessa since 139 CE, but seems only to
have begun backing Rome when it became clear that an invasion was about to take
place. It is telling, perhaps that when civil war broke out between Septimius Severus
and Pescennius Niger in the 190s, some of the ruling elites in the cities of northern
Mesopotamia attempted to take advantage, some backing Niger and others soliciting
the patronage of the Parthians. The case of Abgar VIII is potentially very instructive
because up to the time of the civil war, he had seemingly been very loyal to Rome. In
the turmoil following Caracalla’s murder of his brother Geta in 211, Abgar IX of Edessa
wasted no time asserting more power in northern Mesopotamia, and the Armenian
king also attempted to take advantage. The client-kingdom of Edessa was now done
away with and subsumed into the province of Osrhoene, established originally under
Septimius Severus, and the province of Mesopotamia, also established by Severus,
was strengthened militarily. The long-term wresting of influence and control in
northern Mesopotamia by Rome from the Parthians is an important indicator of the
development of Roman political and military power further east from the reign of
Trajan onwards. Despite the cultural leanings of these kingdoms and principalities
towards the ancient Iranian world, a situation that similarly retained in Armenia,
Roman expansionism eventually won the day. An important cultural indicator of
this was a renewed emphasis on Hellenism, demonstrated in the coinage of the
cities of northern Mesopotamia and perhaps in the eccentricities that formed part
of Caracalla’s campaign against the Parthians that took place mostly in northern
Mesopotamia.
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