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    At the shifting frontier where Asia and the Mediterranean tested each other’s ambitions, Parthia emerged as a power of borders and crossings. PARTHIA (Illustrated) by George Rawlinson is a work of narrative history that surveys the rise, structure, and legacy of the ancient Parthian Empire across the Iranian plateau and Mesopotamia. Composed by a nineteenth-century British historian, the book belongs to the era of Victorian scholarship, combining learned synthesis with a storyteller’s clarity. This illustrated edition presents visual material, including maps, to clarify terrains, routes, and material culture, supporting a text that guides readers through places and institutions that influenced centuries of regional affairs.

Rawlinson’s premise is straightforward yet expansive: to explain how a people on the northeastern fringes of the Iranian world fashioned a durable imperial system and navigated contests with neighboring powers. He situates emergence and consolidation within physical geography, then traces political development through diplomacy, warfare, and commerce. Attention falls on organization, frontier management, and the interplay between local autonomy and central authority. More than a string of campaigns, the narrative emphasizes conditions that make action intelligible. This introduction remains spoiler-safe by foregrounding structures over outcomes, leaving readers to encounter pivotal episodes, personalities, and reversals in the sequence the author unfolds.

The reading experience reflects Victorian erudition tempered by a steady narrative cadence. Rawlinson writes in a measured, formal voice that pauses to define places and terms before considering policy or conflict, making the book accessible to general readers without sacrificing precision. He synthesizes classical accounts with the material testimony available in his time, pointing out uncertainties and weighing competing reports where needed. The illustrations amplify this method, placing rivers, passes, and cities before the eye so that arguments about movement, defense, and exchange can be followed with confidence. The tone remains judicious, inquisitive, and attentive to cause as much as to event.

Among the themes that give the book urgency is the management of frontiers—how a state built from mobile traditions could hold river valleys, caravan towns, and mountain corridors without dissolving its coherence. The analysis underscores the creative friction between steppe inheritance and urban governance, and it explores how local elites, provincial arrangements, and military specialization shaped stability. Cultural exchange is woven into this story through language, art, and ritual, showing a polity that mediated between Iranian, Hellenistic, and Near Eastern environments. Trade routes thread through the narrative, not as background detail but as engines of revenue, diplomacy, and strategic constraint.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a study of power that neither collapses Asia into a single story nor treats Rome as the sole measure of significance. Its pages invite reflection on borderlands where rival superpowers met, on the durability of indirect rule, and on the ways geography channels policy choices. Because it was produced in the nineteenth century, the work also illustrates the strengths and limits of its intellectual moment, encouraging readers to engage its synthesis critically alongside newer research. In that dual capacity—source and subject—it opens a conversation about how histories are assembled and why they endure.

Readers can expect a measured progression that clarifies landscape before turning to institutions and external encounters, a rhythm that keeps individuals legible within larger systems. The prose favors careful definition and steady accumulation of evidence, punctuated by episodes that reveal the stakes of policy and strategy. Maps and images serve as orienting tools rather than decoration, helping to translate distance, terrain, and material remains into arguments about communication and control. The result is a study that reads as both survey and narrative, inviting those new to the subject while rewarding attentive engagement from students of ancient history and politics.

PARTHIA (Illustrated) endures because it fixes attention on a pivotal empire that shaped a long contest of ideas, goods, and power across western and central Asia. By restoring texture to a period often reduced to the silhouettes of empires on either side, Rawlinson offers a framework for thinking about sovereignty, identity, and exchange where cultures overlap. The book’s clarity, its sense of place, and its patient assembly of evidence make it a durable point of entry for discussions that still matter, from regional geopolitics to the ethics of interpretation. To read it is to meet the ancient present, carefully illuminated.
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    Parthia (Illustrated) by George Rawlinson presents a historical study of the Arsacid empire that dominated Iran and Mesopotamia for centuries. Drawing on Greco‑Roman authors, Near Eastern evidence available in his day, and especially numismatic evidence, Rawlinson reconstructs the rise, institutions, and foreign relations of this power. He opens by situating Parthia within the broader sequence of ancient Near Eastern monarchies, framing questions of ethnic origin, geography, and political continuity after the breakup of Alexander’s realm. The work’s illustrated character supports the narrative with maps and examples of material culture, while the text advances a carefully sourced account designed to clarify a fragmented record.

He begins with the land itself: a zone of uplands, deserts, and oases stretching between the Caspian littoral and the Iranian plateau, whose corridors channeled movement from Central Asia into western Asia. From this frontier region emerged the Arsacid house, traced by Rawlinson to northern nomadic groups that entered Parthia amid the weakening of Seleucid control. Early chapters outline the seizure of local authority and the gradual establishment of kingship under the name of Arsaces, marking a transition from satrapal independence to a hereditary monarchy. The difficult early chronology is approached through classical notices and coin series that anchor sequence and territory.

Rawlinson then narrates expansion from a marginal principality into a great monarchy. Under able rulers, notably Mithridates I and successors, Parthia absorbed Media and Babylonian districts, extended influence over Iran’s eastern marches, and approached the Euphrates. The empire’s profile emerges as a layered order of royal domains, satrapies, and dependent kings. He emphasizes how coinage, titulature, and urban policy signal each phase of consolidation, while also noting chronic vulnerabilities: distance between centers, reliance on noble clans, and recurrent contests for the throne. Throughout, the argument balances territorial acquisitions with the administrative accommodations needed to hold a diverse and far‑flung realm.

A central section surveys institutions, social forces, and the mechanisms of rule. The Arsacid court operated through great houses, regional governors, and royal councils, with authority reinforced by a mobile, cavalry‑centered army. Rawlinson highlights horse archery and armored cavalry as decisive instruments, suited to open terrain and long frontiers. Capitals and royal residences shifted with political needs, with later prominence at Ctesiphon beside the Hellenistic city of Seleucia. Tribute, customs, and control of caravan routes sustained revenues, while local law and custom persisted under overarching royal supremacy. This blend of central symbolism and provincial autonomy gave Parthia durability but also invited periodic strain.

The narrative turns to Parthia’s diplomacy and wars, first with Hellenistic neighbors and then with Rome. Rawlinson recounts intermittent campaigns, embassies, and client arrangements that defined the frontier along Armenia and the Euphrates. A landmark defeat of a Roman invasion underscores Parthia’s military style and strategic patience, even as later episodes show reversals and negotiated settlements. Urban dualities on the Tigris, with Greek and Iranian elements side by side, become theaters of rivalry and exchange. The account stresses how the balance with Rome was never static, alternating between confrontation and accommodation according to internal succession, external distractions, and the initiative of individual commanders.

Beyond politics, Rawlinson assembles evidence for culture, religion, and economy. He notes a fusion of Iranian traditions with lingering Hellenic forms, visible in language choices on coins, royal portraiture, and urban life. Religious practice, in his reading, shows Iranian influences alongside tolerance for local cults across Mesopotamia and Iran. Trade moved along overland arteries that linked the eastern Mediterranean to Central Asia and beyond, while steppe corridors channeled peoples and ideas. Art and court ceremony projected royal charisma without erasing regional identities. These chapters argue that Parthia’s cohesion lay as much in shared interests and routes as in formal constitutional design.

In closing, the study explains the empire’s eclipse and legacy. Rawlinson attributes decline to centrifugal noble power, disputed accessions, and challenges on multiple frontiers, culminating in replacement by a revitalized Iranian monarchy that inherited and reshaped Arsacid domains. He carefully weighs the limits of classical narratives, using numismatics and geography to test chronology and evaluate claims. The result is a synthesis that clarifies a pivotal intermediary between Hellenistic and later Persian worlds. Without reducing complexity to a single cause or climax, the book leaves Parthia’s endurance and adaptability as its defining impression, and underscores the empire’s lasting role in Eurasian political and commercial history.
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    George Rawlinson’s Parthia (Illustrated) presents a Victorian synthesis of the Arsacid kingdom that ruled much of Iran and Mesopotamia from roughly 247 BCE to 224 CE. Written by the Camden Professor of Ancient History at Oxford, the volume forms the “Sixth Great Oriental Monarchy” in his series on Near Eastern empires. Rawlinson situates Parthia between the Hellenistic successor states and imperial Rome, tracking its rise from a northeastern Iranian frontier to a power commanding Ctesiphon on the Tigris. The illustrated format mirrors nineteenth‑century historical method, combining narrative drawn from classical authors with engravings of coins, maps, and architectural remains.

Parthia emerged amid the weakening of the Seleucid Empire, when Arsaces I, leader of the Parni, seized the province of Parthava in northeastern Iran in the mid‑third century BCE. Successors consolidated independence, with early royal seats at Hecatompylos and Nisa. Rawlinson traces these beginnings through Greco‑Roman compendia (notably Justin and Strabo) and numismatic series that record royal names and titles. He emphasizes how a steppe‑Iranian martial tradition blended with Achaemenid legacies, producing a kingship that adopted the style “King of Kings” while ruling through satrapies and allied houses. The book’s chronology follows the gradual detachment of eastern Iran from Seleucid control.

Under Mithridates I (r. 171–132 BCE), Parthia expanded decisively, annexing Media and Babylonia and entering Seleucia on the Tigris. The monarchy established Ctesiphon as a primary residence on the east bank opposite Seleucia, anchoring control of Mesopotamia. Rawlinson underscores the Hellenistic texture of early Arsacid rule: Greek remained the language of coin legends for generations, and urban institutions in Seleucia, Susa, and elsewhere continued under Parthian oversight. By projecting power across the Iranian plateau and into the Fertile Crescent, the Arsacids became arbiters in Armenia and Syria, forcing neighboring powers to respond and setting the stage for prolonged rivalry with Rome.

Rawlinson details a decentralized imperial structure. Arsacid kings ruled through powerful noble houses and vassal dynasts, with a council of magnates influencing succession and policy. The army relied on agile horse‑archers and armored cataphracts; classical writers associated tactics such as the “Parthian shot” with their battlefield style. Families like the Suren appear as king‑makers in the sources. Archaeological remains at Old Nisa attest to royal storage, cult precincts, and court display, while Parthian art adopted a distinctive frontal style. Across Iran and Mesopotamia, Zoroastrian practices coexisted with Hellenistic and local cults, illustrating a plural religious environment integrated into governance.

Contacts with Rome defined Parthia’s western policy. In 53 BCE, General Surena annihilated Marcus Crassus at Carrhae, displaying the effectiveness of mounted archery against Roman heavy infantry. Mark Antony’s eastern campaign faltered in 36 BCE. Augustus later recovered the Roman standards through diplomacy in 20 BCE, inaugurating a long contest over Armenia. In the first century CE, Corbulo secured Rome’s position there, while Parthia installed client kings when advantageous. Trajan briefly conquered Mesopotamia and reached the Persian Gulf (114–117 CE), but Hadrian relinquished these gains. Rome captured Ctesiphon more than once, yet Arsacid rule endured, adapting to frontier pressure.

To the east, Arsacid rulers confronted steppe migrations and secured trade corridors. Conflicts with Saka and Yuezhi groups cost kings Phraates II and Artabanus I their lives, underscoring pressures on the Oxus frontier. Chinese histories identify Parthia as Anxi, describing embassies and commerce linking the Iranian plateau to the Han world. Control of caravan routes enriched cities such as Seleucia and Dura‑Europos on the Euphrates, which experienced Parthian garrisons and cultural influence. Rawlinson uses these dynamics to explain fiscal resilience and periodic instability, noting how long‑distance exchange and frontier warfare shaped a polity straddling the Silk Road and Mesopotamia.

By the early third century, recurrent civil wars among Arsacid claimants and the assertiveness of great families weakened central authority. In Fars, Ardashir I, a local ruler with Sasanian lineage, consolidated power and advanced north. His victory over Artabanus IV at Hormozdgan (224 CE) ended the Arsacid line and inaugurated the Sasanian Empire. Rawlinson presents this transition as a structural shift from a loosely federated aristocratic monarchy to a more centralized, reforming state that revived Achaemenid imagery. The Parthian legacy persisted in institutions, cavalry warfare, and urban networks, but the regional balance of power entered a new phase.

Parthia (Illustrated) reflects the evidentiary landscape and imperial preoccupations of late‑nineteenth‑century Britain. Rawlinson privileges Greco‑Roman narratives (Plutarch, Strabo, Tacitus, Cassius Dio), Armenian traditions, and coin series then held in European collections, while epigraphic and archaeological data for Parthia remained sparse. His maps, reconstructions, and plates popularized the subject, yet the framing often contrasts “East” and “West” and reads Eurasian frontiers through Roman experience—an outlook resonant with Britain’s own strategic anxieties in Asia. The book thus both codifies available facts about the Arsacids and, implicitly, critiques and mirrors its era’s methods, priorities, and geopolitical analogies.
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Geography of Parthia Proper, Character of the Region, Climate, Character of the Surrounding Countries.

The broad tract of desert which, eastward of the Caspian Sea, extends from the Mougbojar hills to the Indian Ocean, a distance of above 1500 miles, is interrupted about midway by a strip of territory possessing features of much beauty and attraction. This strip, narrow compared to the desert on either side of it, is yet, looked at by itself, a region of no inconsiderable dimensions, extending, as it does from east to west, a distance of 320, and from north to south of nearly 200 miles. The mountain chain, which running southward of the Caspian, skirts the great plateau of Iran, or Persia, on the north, broadens out, after it passes the south-eastern corner of the sea, into a valuable and productive mountain-region. Four or five distinct ranges here run parallel to one another, having between them latitudinal valleys, with glens transverse to their courses. The sides of the valleys are often well wooded; the flat ground at the foot of the hills is fertile; water abounds; and the streams gradually collect into rivers of a considerable size.

The fertile territory in this quarter is further increased by the extension of cultivation to a considerable distance from the base of the most southern of the ranges, in the direction of the Great Iranic desert. The mountains send down a number of small streams towards the south; and the water of these, judiciously husbanded by means of reservoirs and kanats[1], is capable of spreading fertility over a broad belt at the foot of the hills; which, left to nature, would be almost as barren as the desert itself, into which it would, in fact, be absorbed.

It was undoubtedly in the region which has been thus briefly described that the ancient home of the Parthians lay[1q]. In this neighborhood alone are found the geographic names which the most ancient writers who mention the Parthians connect with them. Here evidently the Parthians were settled at the time when Alexander the Great overran the East, and first made the Greeks thoroughly familiar with the Parthian name and territory. Here, lastly, in the time of the highest Parthian splendor and prosperity, did a province of the Empire retain the name of Parthyene, or Parthia Proper; and here, also, in their palmiest days, did the Parthian kings continue to have a capital and a residence.

Parthia Proper, however, was at no time coextensive with the region described. A portion of that region formed the district called Hyrcania; and it is not altogether easy to determine what were the limits between the two. The evidence goes, on the whole, to show that, while Hyrcania lay towards the west and north, the Parthian country was that towards the south and east, the valleys of the Ettrek and Gurghan constituting the main portions of the former, while the tracts east and south of those valleys, as far as the sixty-first degree of E. longitude, constituted the latter.

If the limits of Parthia Proper be thus defined, it will have nearly corresponded to the modern Persian province of Khorasan. It will have extended from about Damaghan (long. 54Â° 10’) upon the west, to the Heri-rud[2] upon the east, and have comprised the modern districts of Damaghan, Shah-rud, Sebzawar, Nishapur, Meshed, Shebri-No, and Tersheez. Its length from east to west will have been about 300 miles, and its average width about 100 or 120. It will have contained an area of about 33,000 square miles, being thus about equal in size to Ireland, Bavaria, or St. Domingo.

The character of the district has been already stated in general terms; but some further particulars may now be added. It consists, in the first place, of a mountain and a plain region—the mountain region lying towards the north and the plain region towards the south. The mountain region is composed of three main ranges, the Daman-i-Koh, or Hills of the Kurds, upon the north, skirting the great desert of Rharaem, the Alatagh and Meerabee mountains in the centre; and the Jaghetai or Djuvein range, upon the south, which may be regarded as continued in the hills above Tersheez and Khaff. The three ranges are parallel, running east and west, but with an inclination, more or less strong, to the north of west and the south of east. The northern and central ranges are connected by a water-shed, which runs nearly east and west, a little to the south of Kooshan, and separates the head streams of the Ettrek from those of the Meshed river. The central and southern ranges are connected by a more decided, mountain line, a transverse ridge which runs nearly north and south, dividing between the waters that flow westward into the Gurghan, and those which form the river of Nishapur. This conformation of the mountains leaves between the ranges three principal valleys, the valley of Meshed towards the south-east, between the Kurdish range and the Alatagh and Meerabee; that of Miyanabad towards the west, between the Alatagh and the Jaghetai; and that of Nishapur towards the south, between the eastern end of the Jaghetai and the western flank of the Meerabee. As the valleys are three in number, so likewise are the rivers, which are known respectively as the Tejend, or river of Meshed, the river of Nishapur, and the river of Miyanabad.

The Tejend, which is the principal stream of the three, rises from several sources in the hills south of Kooshan, and flows with a south-easterly course down the valley of Meshed, receiving numerous tributaries from both sides, until it reaches that city, when it bends eastward, and, finding a way through the Kurdish range, joins the course of the Heri-rud, about long. 01Â° 10’. Here its direction is completely changed. Turning at an angle, which is slightly acute, it proceeds to flow to the west of north, along the northern base of the Kurdish range, from which it receives numerous small streams, till it ends finally in a large swamp or marsh, in lat. 39Â°, long. 57Â°, nearly. The entire length of the stream, including only main windings, is about 475 miles. In its later course, however, it is often almost dry, the greater portion of the water being consumed in irrigation in the neighborhood of Meshed.

The river of Nishapur is formed by numerous small streams, which descend from the mountains that on three sides inclose that city. Its water is at times wholly consumed in the cultivation of the plain; but the natural course may be traced, running in a southerly and south-westerly direction, until it debouches from the hills in the vicinity of Tersheez. The Miyanabad stream is believed to be a tributary of the Gurghan. It rises from several sources in the transverse range joining the Alatagh to the Jaghetai, the streams from which all flow westward in narrow valleys, uniting about long. 57Â° 35’. The course of the river from this point to Piperne has not been traced, but it is believed to run in a general westerly direction along the southern base of the Alatagh, and to form a junction with the Gurghan a little below the ruins of the same name. Its length to this point is probably about 200 miles.

The elevation of the mountain chains is not great. No very remarkable peaks occur in them; and it may be doubted whether they anywhere attain a height of above 6000 feet. They are for the most part barren and rugged, very scantily supplied with timber, and only in places capable of furnishing a tolerable pasturage to flocks and herds. The valleys, on the other hand, are rich and fertile in the extreme; that of Meshed, which extends a distance of above a hundred miles from north-west to south-east, and is from twenty to thirty miles broad, has almost everywhere a good and deep soil, is abundantly supplied with water, and yields a plentiful return even to the simplest and most primitive cultivation. The plain about Nishapur, which is in length from eighty to ninety miles, and in width from forty to sixty, boasts a still greater fertility.

The flat country along the southern base of the mountains, which ancient writers regard as Parthia, par excellence, is A strip of territory about 300 miles long, varying in width ac cording to the labor and the skill applied by its inhabitants to the perfecting of a system of irrigation. At present the kanats, or underground water-courses, are seldom carried to a distance of more than a mile or two from the foot of the hills; but it is thought that anciently the cultivation was extended considerably further. Ruined cities dispersed throughout the tract sufficiently indicate its capabilities, and in a few places where much attention is paid to agriculture the results are such as to imply that the soil is more than ordinarily productive. The salt desert lies, however, in most places within ten or fifteen miles of the hills; and beyond this distance it is obviously impossible that the “Atak” or “Skirt” should at any time have been inhabited.

It is evident that the entire tract above described must have been at all times a valuable and much coveted region. Compared with the arid and inhospitable deserts which adjoin it upon the north and south, Khorasan, the ancient Parthia and Hyrcania, is a terrestrial Paradise. Parthia, though scantily wooded, still produces in places the pine, the walnut, the sycamore, the ash, the poplar, the willow, the vine, the mulberry, the apricot, and numerous other fruit trees. Saffron, asafoetida, and the gum ammoniac plant, are indigenous in parts of it. Much of the soil is suited for the cultivation of wheat, barley, and cotton. The ordinary return upon wheat and barley is reckoned at ten for one. Game abounds in the mountains, and fish in the underground water-courses. Among the mineral treasures of the region may be enumerated copper, lead, iron, salt, and one of the most exquisite of gems, the turquoise. This gem does not appear to be mentioned by ancient writers; but it is so easily obtainable that we can scarcely suppose it was not known from very ancient times.

The severity of the climate of Parthia is strongly stated by Justin. According to modern travellers, the winters, though protracted, are not very inclement, the thermometer rarely sinking below ten or eleven degrees of Fahrenheit during the nights, and during the daytime rising, even in December and January, to 40Â° or 50Â°. The cold weather, however, which commences about October, continues till nearly the end of March, when storms of sleet and hail are common. Much snow falls in the earlier portion of the winter, and the valleys are scarcely clear of it till March. On the mountains it remains much longer, and forms the chief source of supply to the rivers during the spring and the early summer time. In summer the heat is considerable, more especially in the region known as the “Atak;” and here, too, the unwholesome wind, which blows from the southern desert, is felt from, time to time as a terrible scourge. But in the upland country the heat is at no time very intense, and the natives boast that they are not compelled by it to sleep on their house-tops during more than one month in the year.

The countries by which Parthia Proper was bounded were the following: Chorasmia, Margiana, Aria, Sarangia, Sagartia, and Hyrcania.

Chorasmia lay upon the north, consisting of the low tract between the most northerly of the Parthian mountain chains and the old course of the Oxus. This region, which is for the most part an arid and inhospitable desert, can at no time have maintained more than a sparse and scanty population. The Turkoman tribes which at the present day roam over the waste, feeding their flocks and herds alternately on the banks of the Oxus and the Tejend, or finding a bare subsistence for them about the ponds and pools left by the winter rains, represent, it is probable, with sufficient faithfulness, the ancient inhabitants, who, whatever their race, must always have been nomads, and can never have exceeded a few hundred thousands. On this side Parthia must always have been tolerably safe from attacks, unless the Cis-Oxianian tribes were reinforced, as they sometimes were, by hordes from beyond the river.

On the north-east was Margiana, sometimes regarded as a country by itself, sometimes reckoned a mere district of Bactria. This was the tract of fertile land upon the Murg-ab, or ancient Margus river, which is known among moderns as the district of Merv. The Murg-ab is a stream flowing from the range of the Paropamisus, in a direction which is a little east of north; it debouches from the mountains in about lat. 36Â° 25’, and thence makes its way through the desert. Before it reaches Merv, it is eighty yards wide and five feet deep, thus carrying a vast body of water. By a judicious use of dykes and canals, this fertilizing fluid was in ancient times carried to a distance of more than twenty-five miles from the natural course of the river; and by these means an oasis was created with a circumference of above 170, and consequently a diameter of above fifty miles. This tract, inclosed on every side by deserts, was among the most fertile of all known regions; it was especially famous for its vines, which grew to such a size that a single man could not encircle their stems with his two arms, and bore clusters that were a yard long. Margiana possessed, however, as a separate country, little military strength, and it was only as a portion of some larger and more populous territory that it could become formidable to the Parthians.

South of Margiana, and adjoining upon Parthia toward the east, was Aria, the tract which lies about the modern Herat. This was for the most part a mountain region, very similar in its general character to the mountainous portion of Parthia, but of much smaller dimensions. Its people were fairly warlike; but the Parthian population was probably double or triple their number, and Parthia consequently had but little to fear in this quarter.

Upon the south-east Parthia was bordered by Sarangia, the country of the Sarangae, or Drangae. This appears to have been the district south of the Herat valley, reaching thence as far as the Hamoon, or Sea of Seistan. It is a country of hills and downs, watered by a number of somewhat scanty streams, which flow south-westward from the Paropamisus to the Hamoon. Its population can never have been great, and they were at no time aggressive or enterprising, so that on this side also the Parthians were secure, and had to deal with no formidable neighbor.

Sagartia succeeded to Sarangia towards the west, and bordered Parthia along almost the whole of its southern frontier. Excepting in the vicinity of Tebbes and Toun (lat. 34Â°, long. 56Â° to 58Â°), this district is an absolute desert, the haunt of the gazelle and the wild ass, dry, saline, and totally devoid of vegetation. The wild nomads, who wandered over its wastes, obtaining a scanty subsistence by means of the lasso, were few in number, scattered, and probably divided by feuds. Southern Parthia might occasionally suffer from their raids; but they were far too weak to constitute a serious danger to the mountain country.

Lastly, towards the west and the north-west, Parthia was bordered by Hyrcania, a region geographically in the closest connection with it, very similar in general character, but richer, warmer, and altogether more desirable. Hyrcania was, as already observed, the western and north-western portion of that broad mountain region which has been described as intervening between the eastern shores of the Caspian and the river Arius, or Heri-rud. It consisted mainly of the two rich valleys of the Gurghan and Ettrek, with the mountain chains inclosing or dividing them. Here on the slopes of the hills grow the oak, the beech, the elm, the alder, the wild cherry; here luxuriant vines spring from the soil on every side, raising themselves aloft by the aid of their stronger sisters, and hanging in wild festoons from tree to tree; beneath their shade the ground is covered with flowers-of various kinds, primroses, violets, lilies, hyacinths, and others of unknown species; while in the flat land at the bottom of the valleys are meadows of the softest and the tenderest grass, capable of affording to numerous flocks and herds an excellent and unfailing pasture. Abundant game finds shelter in the forests, while towards the mouths of the rivers, where the ground is for the most part marshy, large herds of wild boars are frequent; a single herd sometimes containing hundreds. Altogether Hyrcania was a most productive and desirable country, capable of sustaining a dense population, and well deserving Strabo’s description of it as “highly favored of Heaven.” The area of the country was, however, small, probably not much exceeding one half that of Parthia Proper; and thus the people were not sufficiently numerous to cause the Parthians much apprehension.

The situation and character of Parthia thus, on the whole, favored her becoming an imperial power. She had abundant resources within herself; she had a territory apt for the production of a hardy race of men; and she had no neighbors of sufficient strength to keep her down, when she once developed the desire to become dominant. Surprise has been expressed at her rise. But it is perhaps more astonishing that she passed so many centuries in obscurity before she became an important state, than that she raised herself at last to the first position among the Oriental nations. Her ambition and her material strength were plants of slow growth; it took several hundreds of years for them to attain maturity: when, however, this point was reached, the circumstances of her geographical position stood her in good stead, and enabled her rapidly to extend her way over the greater portion of Western Asia.
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Early notices of the Parthians. Their Ethnic character and connections. Their position under the Persian Monarchs, from Cyrus the Great to Darius III. (Codomannus.)

The Parthians do not appear in history until a comparatively recent period[2q]. Their name occurs nowhere in the Old Testament Scriptures. They obtain no mention in the Zendavesta. The Assyrian Inscriptions are wholly silent concerning them. It is not until the time of Darius Hystaspis[3] that we have trustworthy evidence of their existence as a distinct people. In the inscriptions of this king we find their country included under the name of Parthva or Parthwa among the provinces of the Persian Empire, joined in two places with Sarangia, Aria, Chorasmia, Bactria, and Sogdiana, and in a third with these same countries and Sagartia. We find, moreover, an account of a rebellion in which the Parthians took part. In the troubles which broke out upon the death of the Pseudo-Smerdis[4], B.C. 521, Parthia revolted, in conjunction (as it would seem) with Hyrcania, espousing the cause of that Median pretender, who, declaring himself a descendant of the old Median monarchs, set himself up as a rival to Darius. Hytaspes, the father of Darius, held at this time the Parthian satrapy. In two battles within the limits of his province he defeated the rebels, who must have brought into the field a considerable force, since in one of the two engagements they lost in killed and prisoners between 10,000 and 11,000 men. After their second defeat the Parthians made their submission, and once more acknowledged Darius for their sovereign.

With these earliest Oriental notices of the Parthians agree entirely such passages as contain any mention of them in the more ancient literature of the Greeks. Hecatseus of Miletus, who was contemporary with Darius Hystaspis, made the Parthians adjoin upon the Chorasmians in the account which he gave of the geography of Asia. Herodotus spoke of them as a people subject to the Persians in the reign of Darius, and assigned them to the sixteenth satrapy, which comprised also the Arians, the Sogdians, and the Chorasmians. He said that they took part in the expedition of Xerxes against Greece (B.C. 480), serving in the army on foot under the same commander as the Chorasmians, and equipped like them with bows and arrows, and with spears of no great length. In another passage he mentioned their being compelled to pay the Persian water tax, and spoke of the great need which they had of water for the irrigation of their millet and sesame crops.

It is evident that these notices agree with the Persian accounts, both as to the locality of the Parthians and as to the fact of their subjection to the Persian government. They further agree in assigning to the Parthians a respectable military character, yet one of no very special eminency. On the ethnology of the nation, and the circumstances under which the country became an integral part of the Persian dominions, they throw no light. We have still to seek an answer to the questions, “Who were the Parthians?” and “How did they become Persian subjects?”

Who were the Parthians? It is not until the Parthians have emerged from obscurity and become a great people that ancient authors trouble themselves with inquiries as to their ethnic character and remote antecedents. Of the first writers who take the subject into their consideration, some are content to say that the Parthians were a race of Scyths, who at a remote date had separated from the rest of the nation, and had occupied the southern portion of the Chorasmian desert, whence they had gradually made themselves masters of the mountain region adjoining it. Others added to this that the Scythic tribe to which they belonged was called the Dahse; that their own proper name was Parni, or Aparni; and that they had migrated originally from the country to the north of the Palus Maeotis, where they had left the great mass of their fellow tribesmen. Subsequently, in the time of the Antonines, the theory was started that the Parthians were Scyths, whom Sesostris, on his return from his Scythian expedition, brought into Asia and settled in the mountain-tract lying east of the Caspian.

It can scarcely be thought that these notices have very much historical value. Moderns are generally agreed that the Scythian conquests of Sesostris are an invention of the Egyptian priests, which they palmed on Herodotus and Diodorus. Could they be regarded as having really taken place, still the march back from Scythia to Egypt round the north and east of the Caspian Sea would be in the highest degree improbable. The settlement of the Parthians in Parthia by the returning conqueror is, in fact, a mere duplicate of the tale commonly told of his having settled the Colchians in Colchis, and is equally worthless. The earlier authors, moreover, know nothing of the story, which first appears in the second century after our era, and as time goes on becomes more circumstantial.

Even the special connection of the Parthians with the Dahse, and their migration from the shores of the Palus Mteotis, may be doubted. Strabo admits it to be uncertain whether there were any Dahse at all about the Mseotis; and, if there were, it would be open to question whether they were of the same race with the Dahse of the Caspian. As the settlement of the Parthians in the country called after their name dated from a time anterior to Darius Hystaspis, and the Greeks certainly did not set on foot any inquiries into their origin till at least two centuries later, it would be unlikely that the Parthians could give them a true account. The real groundwork of the stories told seems to have been twofold. First, there was a strong conviction on the part of those who came in contact with the Parthians that they were Scyths; and secondly, it was believed that their name meant “exile.” Hence it was necessary to suppose that they had migrated into their country from some portion of the tract known as Scythia to the Greeks, and it was natural to invent stories as to the particular circumstances of the migration.

The residuum of the truth, or at any rate the important conviction of the ancient writers, which remains after their stories are sifted, is the Scythic character of the Parthian people. On this point, Strabo, Justin, and Arrian are agreed. The manners of the Parthians had, they tell us, much that was Scythic in them. Their language was half Scythic, half Median. They armed themselves in the Scythic fashion. They were, in fact, Scyths in descent, in habits, in character.

But what are we to understand by this? May we assume at once that they were a Turanian people, in race, habits, and language akin to the various tribes of Turkomans who are at present dominant over the entire region between the Oxus and the Parthian mountain-tract, and within that tract have many settlements? May we assume that they stood in an attitude of natural hostility to the Arian nations by which they were surrounded, and that their revolt was the assertion of independence by a down-trodden people after centuries of subjection to the yoke of a stranger? Did Turan, in their persons, rise against Iean after perhaps a thousand years of oppression, and renew the struggle for predominance in regions where the war had been waged before, and where it still continues to be waged at the present day?

Such conclusions cannot safely be drawn from the mere fact that the Scythic character of the Parthians is asserted in the strongest terms by the ancient writers. The term “Scythic” is not, strictly speaking, ethnical. It designates a life rather a descent, habits rather than blood. It is applied by the Greeks and Romans to Indo-European and Turanian races indifferently, provided that they are nomads, dwelling in tents or carts, living on the produce of their flocks and herds, uncivilized, and, perhaps it may be added, accustomed to pass their lives on horseback. We cannot, therefore, assume that a nation is Turanian simply because it is pronounced “Scythic.” Still, as in fact the bulk of those races which have remained content with the nomadic condition, and which from the earliest times to the present day have led the life above described in the broad steppes of Europe and Asia, appear to have been of the Turian type, a presumption is raised in favor of a people being Turanian by decided and concordant statements that it is Scythic. The presumption may of course be removed by evidence to the contrary; but, until such evidence is produced it has weight, and constitutes an argument, the force of which is considerable.

In the present instance the presumption raised is met by no argument of any great weight; while on the other hand it receives important confirmation from several different quarters. It is said, indeed, that as all, or almost all, the other nations of these parts were confessedly Arians (e.g. the Bactrians, the Sogdians, the Chorasmians, the Margians, the Arians of Herat, the Sagartians, the Sarangians, and the Hyrcanians), it would be strange if the Parthians belonged to a wholly different ethnic family. But, in the first place, the existence of isolated nationalities, detached fragments of some greater ethnic mass, embodied amid alien material, is a fact familiar to ethnologists; and, further, it is not at all certain that there were not other Turanian races in these parts, as, for instance, the Thamanasans. Again, it is said that the Parthians show their Arian extraction by their names; but this argument may be turned against those who adduce it. It is true that among the Parthian names a considerable number are not only Arian, but distinctly Persian—e.g., Mith-ridates, Tiridates, Artabanus, Orobazus, Rhodaspes—but the bulk of the names have an entirely different character. There is nothing Arian in such appellations as Amminapes, Bacasis, Pacorus, Vonones, Sinnaces, Abdus, Abdageses, Gotarzes, Vologeses, Mnasciras, Sanatroeces; nor anything markedly Arian in Priapatius, Himerus, Orodes, Apreetseus, Ornos-pades, Parrhaces, Vasaces, Monesis, Exedares. If the Parthians were Arians, what account is to be given of these words? That they employed a certain number of Persian names is sufficiently explained by their subjection during more than two centuries to the Persian rule. We are also distinctly told that they affected Persian habits, and desired to be looked upon as Persians. The Arian names borne by Parthians no more show them to be Arians in race than the Norman names adopted so widely by the Welsh show them to be Northmen. On the other hand, the non-Arian names in the former case are like the non-Norman names in the latter, and equally indicate a second source of nomenclature, in which should be contained the key to the true ethnology of the people.

The non-Arian character of the Parthians is signified, if not proved, by the absence of their name from the Zendavesta. The Zendavesta enumerates among Arian nations the Bactrians, the Sogdians, the Margians, the Hyrcanians, the Arians of Herat, and the Chorasmians, or all the important nations of these parts except the Parthians. The Parthian country it mentions under the name of Nisaya or Nisaea, implying apparently that the Parthians were not yet settled in it. The only ready way of reconciling the geography of the Zendavesta with that of later ages is to suppose the Parthians a non-Arian nation who intruded themselves among the early Arian settlements, coming probably from the north, the great home of the Turanians.
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