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Eran Spahbodh Rustaham Suren-Pahlav was born
som etime in the late 1st century BCE. The name
under which he appears in the western classical
sources was no m ore than his hereditary title, that of
‘Surena’, and he continued to be referred to using
this appellation in Iranian records far into Sasanian
times.
Plutarch describes General Surena as:
“. . [not] an ordinary person, but in wealth, fam ily,
and reputation, the second man in the kingdom,
and in courage and prowess the first, and for
bodily stature and beauty no man like him.
Whenever he travelled privately, he had one
thousand camels to carry his baggage, two
A Bronze statue discovered in Shami denoted to
hundred chariots for his concubines, one
General Surena
thousand completely armed men for life-guards,
and a great many m ore light-arm ed; and he had at least ten thousand horsem en altogether,
of his servants and retinue. The honour had long belonged to his family, that at the king's
coronation he put the crown upon his head, and when this very king Hyrodes had been
exiled, he brought him in; it was he, also, that took the great city of Seleucia, was the first
m an that scaled the walls, and with his own hand beat off the defenders. And though at this
tim e he was not above thirty years old, he had a great name for wisdom and sagacity, and,
indeed, by these qualities chiefly, he overthrew Crassus”.
". . Surena was the tallest and finest looking m an him self, but the delicacy of his looks and
effem inacy of his dress did not promise so m uch manhood as he really was master of; or his
face was painted, and his hair parted after the fashion of the Medes . .".
Surena’s victory at Carrhae against the Rom ans and his personal "feat of arms there was certainly
the most celebrated of the whole Arsacid era" (Bivar), but it is not directly attributed to him in the
Shahnam eh, the Iranian national epic.
In this book, the record of the Arsacids seem s to have been suppressed at its true chronological
point – for exam ple the story concerning the Arsacid warrior Gotarz / Goudarz was transferred to
the later legendary period of Key-Kavous, and incorporated there.
Surena’s historical personality is, however, curiously parallel to the stories about – and attributes of
– Rustam , the mightiest of the Shahnameh’s heroes (Bivar). The atm osphere of the episodes in
which the latter features is also strongly reminiscent of the Arsacid period.
Surena’s nam e is therefore preserved indirectly amongst the throng of epic heroes whose deeds are
recalled in the Kayanian (Kianian) section of the Shahnam eh.
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Background to the battle of Carrhae
The Parthian em pire was perpetually m enaced by hostile arm ies both in the east and in the west
and was already deeply injured by the encroachments of Pom pey. However, its decentralized and
feudal structure m ay help to explain why it never mounted a strong offensive after the days of
Emperor Mithradates II. Instead, Iran tended to remain on the defensive. The wars between Iran and
Rome therefore were initiated not by the Iranians – but by Rome itself. Rome considered itself
obliged to claim the inheritance of Alexander of Macedonia and, from the time of Pom pey,
continually attempted the subjection of the former Hellenistic countries as far as the Euphrates
River. As part of the attem pt to extend Rom an control further eastward, Marcus Licinius Crassus,
the Roman triumvir, took the offensive against Iran in 54 BCE. Such then were the protagonists in
the decisive battle that was about to develop.
Before the Roman march towards Parthia began, Crassus had been advised by a Rom an ally,
Artavasdes, king of Armenia, to lead his forces through the m ountains of that country, to shelter
from the Iranian cavalry. However, Crassus ignored this advice, being anxious to include in his army
the substantial Roman garrisons posted during the previous season in the towns of Mesopotamia.
Then, after crossing the Euphrates at Zeugm a, he also rejected the plan of his legate Cassius, that
he should follow the course of the river to Babylon. Instead Crassus followed the guidance of an
Arab chief, whose name is given by Plutarch as Ariam nes. This seem s im probable, and other
sources name the guide as Abcar or Abgar, and identify him as the chief of the city of Edessa. This
guide, suspected by historians of collusion with Surena, led the Rom ans away from the river into
the desert, and towards the main Iranian force.
The strength of the two armies
With regard to the size of the two armies, that of the Rom ans was reportedly greatly superior in
numbers. According to the m ost reliable account, that of Plutarch, Crassus comm anded "seven
legions, [with] little less than four thousand horse, and as many light-arm ed soldiers". A quarter of
the latter were Gaulish troops lent by Julius Caesar. Other com mentators have given som ewhat
higher total estimates. At the m inim um estim ate, the army of Crassus would have numbered thirtysix thousand m en.
The Iranian forces under Surena consisted, according to Plutarch, of a thousand fully arm ored
lancers, the cataphracts, who form ed the bodyguard of the General. Nine thousand horse-archers
formed the m ain body of the troops, and a baggage-train of a thousand camels was available to
bring up extra stocks of arrows. The entire force was mounted, and therefore highly mobile under
the desert conditions. However, in num erical term s, the Rom an force seem ed sufficient for the
task in hand.
Events showed, nevertheless, that in two critical respects the Romans had underestimated the
Iranian forces. The power of the horse-archers’ arrows to penetrate the legionnaires armour had not
been appreciated, perhaps because the Roman com manders were unaware that the com pound
bow which the Iranians em ployed was a more powerful weapon than the lighter bows found at that
time in Rom e. Additionally, the Romans had anticipated that the Iranian cavalry would quickly
exhaust their stock of arrows; but the cam el train of General Surena made it possible for him to
bring up plentiful stocks of arrows as the quivers of his men were em ptied.
Additionally, the Romans were also ill-adapted to the open terrain of the battlefield. The vast
distances of the Mesopotamian plain, and the heat (for the battle took place in June) put the
Roman infantry at a disadvantage. Moreover, the Rom an m eans of retaliation against their
adversaries were ineffective, since the range of the Roman javelin was obviously lim ited, and the
Gaulish horsemen relied on for a counter-attack were provided only with short javelins, as well as
being lacking in adequate defensive arm our.
With all these m iscalculations, even the squares of Roman legionnaires could not hold their own
against the Iranians.
The battle
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At first the Romans prepared to advance to the encounter
in extended line. Then Crassus form ed the legions into a
square, and so advanced to the River Balissus (Balikh).
Contrary to the opinion of his officers, he decided not to
camp by the water, but hurried the troops across, and
before long came in sight of the advance-guard of the
Iranians. The strength of their m ain body was at first
concealed. Then the thunder of the Parthian drum s burst
on the ears of the Romans. The m ailed cavalry of
Surena's bodyguard uncovered their arm our, and the sun
glittered on their steel helmets.
"When they had sufficiently terrified the Rom ans with
their noise, they threw off the covering of their
armour, and shone like lightning in their breastplates
and helmets of polished Margianian steel, and with
their horses covered with brass and steel
trappings . .".
The first attack was a charge by the lancers of the
Map of Carrhae and location of the battle
bodyguard, led in person by the towering figure of General
(Click to enlarge)
Surena. Then, seeing the steadiness of the Rom an
legionnaires, the Iranian horse-archers began their work. What followed was m ore like a massacre
than a battle.
The Rom ans had tried to offset their lack of cavalry by using light infantry mixed with their Gaulish
horsemen. But such makeshift tactics were of little avail against the finest cavalry in the world. The
legionnaires were soon hard pressed and all but surrounded, so that Crassus was reduced to
ordering his son, Publius, who com manded one of the wings, to attem pt a diversionary charge with
his forces.
Publius led thirteen hundred horse, five hundred archers, and eight cohorts of the infantry, the latter
totalling some four thousand men, into the attack. At first the Iranians retired in front of them, but
after Publius’ men were separated from the m ain Roman force they were quickly surrounded,
offering an all but helpless mark to the rain of arrows. The threat of a charge by the Cataphracts
forced the Romans into close order, thereby reducing their chances of escape. Though the Gauls
caught hold of the Iranian lances to pull down the riders, and ran under the horses of their enemies
to stab them in the belly, these were no more than tactics of desperation. Soon the young Publius
was disabled, and the rem nant of his force retired to a mound to m ake their last stand. The young
and naïve com mander ordered his Arm our-bearer to end his life, although five hundred of his
soldiers survived to be taken as slaves.
This agonizing diversion had temporarily relieved pressure on the m ain Roman force. But the
magnitude of the disaster became clear when the Iranians rode back with Publius’ head on a spear.
Thereafter the m ain Roman body had to defend themselves as best they could for the rest of the
day under the constant hail of m issiles. Only when it grew too dark to shoot did the Iranians draw
off, leaving the Romans to pass a m elancholy night, encum bered as they were with the many
wounded, and anyway anticipating their final destruction on the following morning.
The Roman retreat
By this tim e, Crassus himself was prostrate with despair. Octavius and Cassius, his lieutenants,
resolved that the only hope was to escape under cover of darkness and seek shelter behind the
walls of the city of Carrhae. Thus they slipped away silently from the camp in the darkness. Those
of the wounded who could be m oved obstructed the m arch, and the majority, who had to be
abandoned, raised the alarm with their cries. Understandably, retreating in the dark, the Romans
fell into disorder. A party of three hundred horsemen did reach the city at m idnight, and warned
Coponius, com mander of the garrison there, that Crassus had fought a great battle with the
Iranians. They then turned west to m ake their escape across the Euphrates. Another detachm ent of
two thousand men under the Roman officer Varguntius lost their way in the dark, and were found
by the Iranian forces in the m orning, m arooned on a hill. Of these, only twenty made their escape.
At Carrhae, Coponius suspected a mishap, and called his men to arm s. Then he m arched out, and
led Crassus and the m ain body of the Rom ans into the city.
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led Crassus and the m ain body of the Rom ans into the city.
There were no supplies in Carrhae for a long siege, nor hope of relief from the outside, since
Crassus had concentrated all the forces in the Rom an East in his arm y. The Roman com mander
therefore determ ined to break out of the city on the second night, and m ake his way to safety in the
shelter of the Arm enian hills. Once again, his guide, Andromachus, was a Parthian sympathizer,
who was rewarded after the Roman debacle with the governorship of Carrhae. It is said that
Androm achus m isled the m ain Rom an colum n in the dark, so that by dawn they were over a mile
from the shelter of the hills. Octavius had a reliable guide and took refuge in the m ountains. At
daybreak, Crassus and his force had occupied a spur connected by a low ridge to the m ain
mountain range. When they came under attack, Octavius and his m en moved down from the
heights to offer support. At this m oment Surena rode forward to offer term s of peace and to spare
the Roman’s lives. It is not clear whether Crassus accepted voluntarily, or under pressure from his
men, but he and Octavius, with a small group of Romans, went down to meet the Iranians. The
latter mounted Crassus upon a horse, to take him away for the signing of the treaty. Octavius,
suspecting foul play, seized the bridle of the horse, and, when a scuffle broke out, drew his sword.
In the m elee that followed, all the Rom ans in the party were slain and their leaderless troops then
either surrendered or scattered. Very few were successful in making good their escape. Of the
entire force, twenty thousand are said to have been killed; while ten thousand were captured and
deported to distant Margiana as slave labourers. Thus ended the disastrous Roman cam paign of
Carrhae. The Euphrates was firm ly established as the boundary between the two Empires.
Despite the crushing defeat of the Romans, the Iranians m ade no attempt to follow up their victory
or to invade the Rom an Em pire. The Rom ans learnt to introduce cavalry into their army, just as
nearly a thousand years earlier the Assyrians had learnt from the first Iranians arriving on the
Plateau.
The Rom an defeat won unquestioned recognition for Iran as a military power superior to Rom e and
the resurrection of Iran as a united nation.
The Death of General Surena
The success had excited the jealousy of Orodes II, the Parthian king, and soon after the battle of
Carrhae General Surena was executed. Iran was thus deprived of an exceptional com mander.

Bibliography

Plutrach, Crassus, translated by John Dryden (http://classics.m it.edu/Plutarch/crassus.htm l)
A. D. H. Bivar, "The Political History of Iran Under the Arsacids" in Ehsan Yarshater (ed.)
Cambridge History of Iran, Vol. III, Part I. CUP, 1983.
G. G. Cam eron, History of Early Iran 1936, repr. 1969
G. M. Cohen, The Seleucid Colonies (Historia Einzelschriften 30). Wiesbaden: Steiner,
1978.
V. S. Curtis, "Parthian culture and costume", in J. Curtis (ed.), Mesopotamia and Iran in the
Parthian and Sasanian periods, London, 2000
M. A. R. Colledge, The Parthians (1967).
N. C. Debevoise, A Political History of Parthia 1938, repr. 1970.
R. Girshman et al., Persia, the Immortal Kingdom 1971.
E. Herzfeld, Archaeological History of Persia 1935.
G. J. P. MacEwan, “A Parthian cam paign against Elym ais in 77 BC. ” Iran 24, 1986.
P. B. Lozinski, The Original Homeland of the Parthians 1959.
A. T. Olmstead, History of the Persian Empire 2d ed. 1969.
P. S. R. Payne, The Splendor of Persia 1957.
J. Wolski, L’Empire des Arsacides, Peeters, Gent, 1993.

source:
Page 4

.Old Persian (Aryan) - (The Circle of Ancient Iranian Studies - CAIS)©

source:
http://www.cais-soas.com/CAIS/History/ashkanian/surena.htm

Page 5

