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Abstract

In 53 BC, the Roman commander Crassus invaded northern Mesopotamia from Syria to
crush Parthian resistance and advance southward. In a decisive battle, he was defeated and
killed by the Arsacid commander Surena. Because this commander shared the name of the
powerful landowning Suren clan of Sistan, and based on assumptions about the feudal nature
of the Parthian Empire, many scholars have long regarded Surena simply as the head of the
Suren clan assisting the King of Kings from his personal domain. However, this traditional
view overlooks significant references in the sources and pays insufficient attention to the
administrative structure of the western Parthian Empire, particularly within the geographical
context of the Battle of Carrhae. Therefore, using content analysis, this research investigates
the primary question: What position did Surena hold within the administrative structure of the
Parthian Empire? The findings reveal that the Arsacids organized the western part of their
empire hierarchically. Beneath the King of Kings, the highest authority was the “Satrap of
Satraps,” held by a member of the royal family based in Media. Subordinate to this position was
the bitaxs of Mesopotamia, who was responsible for managing military and likely administrative
affairs across the territories between Media and Syria. Descriptions of Surena by classical
historians such as Plutarch and Cassius Dio align closely with the defined position of the bitaxs
of Mesopotamia. Thus, he can be identified as holding this important administrative office
within the Parthian Empire during that period.
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Introduction

For approximately a century following the coronation of Arsaces, the Parthian
Empire struggled to establish dominance in Western Asia. However, from
the second half of the 2nd century BC, Mithridates I expanded the empire
between the Oxus and Euphrates, a position later consolidated by Mithridates
II. Despite subsequent dynastic conflicts and challenges in the northwest, the
Parthians regained strength under Sinatruces and Phraates 111, enabling them
to effectively confront Roman incursions during the reign of Orodes II in 53
BC.

Conversely, while Rome possessed a longer history of statecraft, its expansion
was more gradual. Following the Third Macedonian War (171-168 BC) and
the annexation of Carthage during the Third Punic War (150-146 BC), Rome
established a strong presence in North Africa. Subsequent expansions reached
Asia Minot, southern Gaul, Cilicia, and the Balkans. Until 63 BC, Rome was
engaged in conflicts with Mithridates VI of Pontus (e Glay et al., 2009: 129;
Olbrycht, 2009; Mayor, 2010). Following the division of territory among the first
“Triumvirate”-Pompey, Caesar, and Crassus-Crassus assumed the governorship
of Syria to expand Roman influence eastward. Extensive research has focused
on Roman objectives in the Battle of Carrhae (e.g, Braund, 1993; Mattern-
Parkes, 2003; Overtoom, 2017; Smykov, 2019; Madejski, 2020; Lu¢, 2021), yet
the Parthian side remains understudied due to limited data and a Roman-centric
scholarly bias. While Crassus’s role is well documented, little is known about
his rival, Surena, beyond Plutarch’s accounts. Due to the perception of the
Parthian state as a loosely organized feudal system, Surena’s precise position
within the imperial administrative hierarchy has been overlooked.

Existing scholarship often identifies Surena as a prominent landowner or a
member of the Suren clan from Sistan (Christensen, 1935: 10; Tarn, 1938: 306-
307; Pirnia, 2012: 1895-2164; Bivar, 2004: 152-153; Shahbazi, 1993; Gazrani,
2018: 25-55; Schippman, 2019: 46; Altheim & Stiehl, 2009: 76; Olbrycht, 2003:
84-80; Hauser, 2006: 306-308). Some suggest that he commanded a private
retinue of 10,000 men (Schippman, 2019: 46) or held a unique status involving
the Suren clan’s cooperation with the central government (Wolsky, 2004: 103-
104). While Overtoom (2025: 339-353) notes the difficulty of pinpointing
the Suren clan’s exact placement, he agrees that Surena belonged to the great
Parthian aristocratic families. Consequently, this research asks: What was
Surena’s specific position within the Parthian administrative structure?
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Materials and Methods

This study uses a historical-analytical approach to examine the administrative
role of the general Surena within the Parthian Empire. The main goal is to
move beyond the traditional view of Surena as merely a feudal warlord and
instead place him within the formal state hierarchy. To achieve this, the research
is structured around three core methodological pillars: source criticism,
comparative institutional analysis, and structural modeling.

The primary data come from ancient historical writings, especially the works
of Plutarch, which offer key details about Surena’s title and his role in the
Battle of Carrhae. In addition, secondary scholarly studies are used to support
interpretation. Since Greco-Roman authors often had biases, a careful source-
critical process was applied. This involved checking classical descriptions
against archaeological findings to distinguish literary exaggeration from actual
administrative functions.

To avoid oversimplifying the Parthian system as purely feudal, the study
compares administrative roles in Parthian western territories-particularly the
offices of “Satrap of Satraps” and bitaxs-with similar bureaucratic positions
in other contemporary Near Fastern empires. This comparison helps
show that Surena’s authority was not just personal or private but part of a
structured state system. A further step involved analyzing the meaning and
usage of key administrative terms, such as bitax§ (interpreted as “second after
the king”). By tracing the etymology and practical functions of such titles,
the research estimates the scope of military and civil jurisdiction attached to
them. This information was then used to build a structural model of Parthian
administration, illustrating how central power in Media related to regional
governance in Mesopotamia. By combining these methods-source criticism,
comparative institutional analysis, and structural modeling-the study aims to
construct a more accurate and nuanced picture of Surena’s official position. In
doing so, it shifts the focus from a personality-centered narrative to a broader,
system-centered understanding of Parthian governance.

Result and Discussion

The prevailing assumption of administrative decentralization within the Parthian
Empire has led researchers to interpret existing sources primarily in favor of a
decentralized, “muluk al-tawa'iefi” (petty-kingdom) administrative structure. At the
same time, however, scholars have sought to distinguish between several distinct
administrative spheres within the Parthian imperial administration. Accordingly,
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the central region of the empire consisted of administrative districts and other units
whose officials were appointed and dismissed by the King of Kings; surrounding
this core were various semi-independent kingdoms, each linked to the central
government under specific terms. The King of Kings directly administered the
central region, having divided it into various administrative units. Due to the
vast extent of the Parthian Empire, the King entrusted the administration of its
western section to an official known as the “Satrap of Satraps”-who likely resided
in Media and governed the territories situated between Media and the Euphrates
River. This official was apparently usually selected from among members of the
royal family and had other officials serving under him. One of these officials
governed Mesopotamia and the surrounding regions-extending from east of the
Tigris to west of the Euphrates-and held the title of “bitaxs.” Etymologically, the
term “bitaxs” signifies the person ranking second only to the king; given that the
“Satrap of Satraps” was himself a member of the royal family, it can be inferred
that “bitaxs” referred to a tier of administrative officials who stood at the apex of
the imperial administrative structure, immediately below the royal family.

At the beginning of King Orodes’ reign, Mithridates-the king’s brother, who
had fled to Rome-attempted to secure Roman support to reclaim the throne
and, after some time, invaded southern Mesopotamia. Around the same time,
Crassus, who had been appointed governor of Syria by the Senate with broad
authority, invaded northern Mesopotamia. In response to these attacks, the
Parthians initially focused on southern Mesopotamia to defeat Mithridates,
and they succeeded in doing so. During this campaign, Surena served under
the king’s command, whereas in northern Mesopotamia, Sillaces-likely the
governor of the northwestern region-was defeated following Crassus’s attacks.
The following year, Crassus resumed his offensive, and in response, Orodes
dispatched Surena at the head of an army to confront him. In Greco-Roman
sources, Surena is described as holding the second-highest rank after the king-a
status reminiscent of the “bitaxs.” Furthermore, it appears that the entirety
of Mesopotamia constituted Surena’s sphere of military operations, implying
a rank equivalent to that of the “bitaxs” of Mesopotamia. Although available
sources are insufficient to reach a definitive conclusion, thete is no reliable
evidence attributing Surena to a different geographical region or administrative
role within the Parthian Empire; conversely, an analysis of the empire’s
administrative structure suggests that his position as “bitaxs” of Mesopotamia

is probable.
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Conclusions

In 53 BC, Crassus, governor of Roman Syria, invaded northern Mesopotamia
to complete his campaign from the previous year. In response, Orodes 11, the
Parthian King of Kings, dispatched General Surena to confront him while
marching toward Armenia to break the Roman-Armenian alliance. Scholars have
long linked the name Surena to the Suren clan of Sistan. Thus, the commander
at Carrhae has traditionally been viewed as a Suren clan leader-a prominent
feudal lord in Sistan who utilized his private retinue to aid the king. However,
surviving accounts of Carrhae do not necessarily support this interpretation.
A detailed examination of the Parthian western administrative structure
offers a more precise understanding of Surena’s position. During this era, a
“Satrap of Satraps” governed the western empire from Media. Subordinate to
him was the bitaxs, responsible for the military and administrative oversight
of Mesopotamia. The term bitaxs means “the second after the king,” a title
that Plutarch explicitly grants to Surena. His military jurisdiction included both
northern and southern Mesopotamia. Therefore, evidence suggests that at the
beginning of Orodes II's reign, Surena-a member of the powerful Suren clan-
was appointed bitax§ of Mesopotamia and was serving in this official capacity
during the Battle of Carrhae.
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