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Abstract: This paper outlines a new framework for the historical study of Roman
imperialism in the East as a dialogue between the empire and local elites. It is ar-
gued that Pompey created in his representation a persona of himself that Near East-
ern nobles considered legitimate. This representation ultimately helped him to sta-
bilise Roman hegemony over Armenia, which had already developed into a con-
tested borderland with the Parthians. From the fragments aligned with the lost
account of Theophanes, there is a strong indication that Alexander was the domi-
nating feature in Pompey’s representation in the East. This applies in particular to
Pompey’s presentation of the so-called ‘Transcaucasian campaign’. In the course of
this campaign, the Romans approached the northern limits of the world, which al-
lowed Pompey to claim universalism by using the myths that were woven around
Alexander. Universalism had been at the heart of the discourse on empire that pre-
vailed in the Near East during the first millennium BCE and, therefore, was crucial
to any imperial formation in the Near East that preceded the Romans, especially to
Alexander, his successors, and Rome’s eastern enemies.

Keywords: Pompey, Theophanes, Alexander, Roman Empire, Parthia, Transcauca-
sia, elites, Hellenistic East

It is generally assumed among scholars that the Roman conquest of the Hellenistic
Near East was heavily embroidered with the legends woven around the character of
Alexander the Great.! In late Republican and early Imperial Rome, Alexander was
not regarded as a fossilised legend from a distant past, but rather his achievements
comprised the discursive apparatus for the Romans to measure their imperial suc-
cess.? However remarkable Alexander’s conquest may have been in the eyes of the

1 E.g., Bosworth (1999), 2-5; 15; Dueck (2012,) 35; Welch and Mitchell (2013), 83—89.
2 See the overviews provided by Nabel (2018); Wallace (2018). See also, Green (1978) and Spencer
(2002), 9-11, examining the modes and frameworks for Roman meditations about Alexander.
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Romans, the myths surrounding him were not the ideological basis for their imper-
ial expansion. This especially applies to Pompey’s conquest of the Near East, as con-
temporary authors already counted Rome’s most formidable general among the
greatest admirers of the Macedonian conqueror.®> While there may be abundant
evidence for Pompey’s association with Alexander, his intentions in doing so are
only poorly understood. Therefore, modern historians are still debating whether his
imitation of Alexander was either the result of personal motivation or a political
instrument.* A dogmatic answer to this question cannot be provided based solely
on the available sources. Despite the lack of clarity in this regard, it is nevertheless
interesting to note that in Theophanes of Mytilene, Pompey found a writer who
promoted an Alexandrian image of him.> Much of his life is shrouded in mystery.
We know that Theophanes was a Greek intellectual from Mytilene who became an
intimate of Pompey, a Roman citizen, and later an influential politician.® Although
Theophanes’ historical production is almost entirely lost and the surviving frag-
ments of his works are difficult to contextualise in terms of situation and intention,
two reasons qualify them to be regarded as important sources for the study of
Pompey’s self-representation. Firstly, Theophanes belonged to the inner circle of
Pompey’s amici.” Secondly, he joined Pompey on his campaign to the Near East.®
Thus, it seems plausible to assume that the image of Pompey in his account was that
which the general promoted about himself.?

When speaking about Alexander and Pompey, we should bear in mind that in
late Republican Rome, drawing links between oneself and Alexander was a popular
phenomenon. Since the first century BCE, it took on the form of a literary motif in

3 Sall. Hist. 3.88: Sed Pompeius a prima adulescentia sermone fautorum similem fore se credens Alex-
andro regi, facta consultaque eius quidem aemul[at]us erat. ‘But Pompey, believing from his earliest
youth, thanks to the flattery of his supporters, that he would be like King Alexander, was an emulator
of that man’s deeds and intentions’ (Trans. Loeb). Modern historians are not free from similar judge-
ments. For a collection of related statements found in secondary literature, see Christ (2004), 201-203.
4 Literature on this issue is too vast to be cited here in detail. Excellent overviews on the debate are
Engster (2011), 200-206; Welch and Mitchell (2013); Nabel (2018), 209.

5 Theophanes of Mytilene = BNJ 188. See Santangelo (2015), esp. 13; 41; 112.

6 Gold (1985); Santangelo (2015), 1-5.

7 On Theophanes in particular, see Santangelo (2018). On amicitae in the late Republic, see Rollinger
(2019).

8 BNJ 188 T2 (= Strabo 11.5.1): ©09avng ... 6 suatpatevoag Td Mopmniw kal yevopevog v Tolg 'AABa-
voiG... ‘Theophanes ... who accompanied Pompeius’ military campaign and reached the Albanoi ...
(Trans. BNJ). See Anderson (1963), 29-38; Santangelo (2015), 40 (Theophanes claims expertise in poli-
tical and military matters).

9 BNJ188 T3b (= Val. Max. 8.14.3); T5c (= Plut. Pomp. 49.13-14). See Gold (1985), 321-322, attesting cre-
dence to Plut. Pomp. 37; 49, where it is said that Theophanes was the ‘propagandist’ of Pompey; Frank-
lin (2003), 108 (‘Pompey’s historian’).
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historiography and public image. For example, almost a century prior to Pompey’s
conquests, Polybius had created a literary atmosphere in his Histories which al-
lowed him to eulogise Scipio Africanus through sublte comparisons with Alexan-
der.”® Given the plethora of available examples, it comes as no surprise that modern
historians have produced abundant literature on Rome’s manifold responses to
Alexander.” Concerning the research on Pompey, it might fairly be said that the
discussion can be distilled down to a small number of key questions and ap-
proaches. The fact that scholars are accustomed to approaching Pompey’s associa-
tion with Alexander solely from a Roman perspective deserves our attention. By
doing so, they neglect to consider his potential appeal to the elites of the Near East,
which holds great promise for understanding their perspective on Roman imperial-
ism. Roman commanders like Pompey had a long history of communicating with
local nobles in the imperial idioms with which they were familiar. Yet, the examples
discussed by modern historians are limited to Greece and Asia Minor."* Generally,
when modern historians address the issue of elites in the Near East, they are analys-
ing the political relationships between Rome and the last Hellenistic kingdoms.*
Due to the lack of indigenous sources and the single-minded focus of the Roman
accounts, the role of the nobles in the process of empire-building is a less commonly
addressed issue in scholarship. Thus, providing a context for the available sources
might open new perspectives for studying the Roman conquest of the East, consid-
ering it not only as a series of political events but as a process that stimulated cul-
tural dialogue between the empire and subaltern groups.

Irrespective of the challenges involved in the study of Roman responses to pre-
vailing ideas of rulership, it is important to consider that to Near Eastern elites the
character of Alexander was rich in meaning at the time of Pompey’s advent. These
elites commemorated Alexander as a bridge between the relatively distant ancient
Near Eastern and the more contemporary Hellenistic past.** As argued in recent
scholarship, staging oneself as Alexander in the Near East was seen as assuming the
role of a ruler who knew how to employ prevailing models of rulership in order to
gain legitimacy. Already, Alexander did so with the intention of converting military

10 Polyb. 10.2-20. See Moore (2019), 19-20.

11 Bosworth (1999) (imperial ideology); Bichler (2014), 15571564 (ancient historiography); Erickson
(2018) (focus on late Republic); Nabel (2018) (discourse on the East); Wallace (2018) (Hellenistic and
Roman discourses).

12 Dmitriev (2011), passim.

13 E.g., Millar (1993). See also Sherwin-White (1984), 235-261; Kallet-Marx (1996), 323-335; Santangelo
(2007), 50-66; Van Wijlick (2021), 45-49, 209-233.

14 Bosworth and Wheatley (1998); Briant (2015); Michels (2017); Shayegan (2017).
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hegemony into solid rule.” In this context, the possible impact of Pompey’s imper-
sonation of Alexander on the local nobles of the Hellenistic East certainly invites
discussion.

Examining Pompey’s public image during the Transcaucasian campaign in the
context of prevailing imperial traditions in the Hellenistic East can significantly en-
hance our understanding of Roman imperialism. Even though previous scholarship
has analysed some aspects of this episode in painfully minute detail, the ideological
value of the claim to conquest in the Near East has so far been relatively neglected.*®
The Transcaucasian region had immense symbolic value, given that Near Eastern
and Hellenistic empires had already claimed universalism while asserting control
over the region. Universalism can be defined as the idea of controlling the entire
world and is a concept that obviously represents a theoretical claim rather than a
factual reality. It is a characteristic feature of ancient empires to support and assert
claims of world domination.” Universalism provides legitimation in the worlds of
the Near East from the beginning of the first millennium BCE until the conquest of
Pompey.*® Furthermore, there is reason to believe that the Romans had consider-
able interest in winning over local elites to maintain their rather fragile hegemony
over Armenia. Regardless of the success of Roman arms in battle and diplomatic
skills, the unbroken influence of the Parthians over the diverse groups of Armenian
aristocrats resulted in the transformation of this region into a contested border-
land.*® The situation required the Romans to legitimise their hegemony instead of
just using the force of arms to solidify their influence over this area.

In what follows, it will be argued that Pompey’s Transcaucasian campaign was
a key episode in the account of Theophanes. The historical fragments associated
with his work are considered here to be invaluable sources for understanding Pom-
pey’s appeal to Hellenistic elites in the East. This argument will be developed by
examining Pompey’s association with Alexander during the Transcaucasian cam-
paign in the broader context of imperial traditions in the Near East. This will be
achieved in two segments. In the first segment, the fragments associated with Theo-

15 See Briant (2002), 873-876; Spawforth (2012); Haubold (2013), 127-153; Trampedach and Meeus
(2020), 9-13; Degen (2022a), 40-51, 409-417.

16 Studies on the political situation are Greenhalgh (1980), 122-146; Wirth (1983); Chaumont (1984);
Sherwin-White (1984), 195-206; Dabrowa (1989), 67-68; Braund (1996); Dreher (1996); Van Wijlick
(2021), 27-41. Bébler (2019) is an examination of Transcaucasia’s topography. Traina (2015, 2021) ad-
dresses the issue of Graeco-Roman ethnography of Transcaucasians.

17 See Biran, Pines and Riipke (2021); Gehler and Rollinger (2022), 22 (‘an ideologically shaped percep-
tion of the world’); Degen (2024).

18 Ancient Near Eastern empires: Pongratz-Leisten (2015), 145-197; Rollinger and Degen (2021). Helle-
nistic empires: Strootman (2014a, 2014b).

19 Wirth (1983); Dabrowa (1989, 2021).
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phanes’ account will be contextualised against the backdrop of the historiography
related to Alexander. Then, the ideological message of Pompey’s representation will
be analysed in both a Roman and a Near Eastern context. It will be argued that the
myths associated with Alexander proved to be a powerful instrument to assert that
Pompey had surpassed the deeds of Alexander. This assertion ultimately helped him
to put himself in a dominant place in the prevailing discourse on empire. I shall
begin by examining the historiographical accounts of the Transcaucasian campaign.

I The campaign of Pompey to Transcaucasia

In the year 66 BCE, when the last threat to Roman power in the East, Mithridates VI
of Pontus, fled from Roman armies to the Crimean Bosporus, Pompey was close to
accomplishing the mission with which the Senate had entrusted him.?® Earlier in
that year, the Lex Manilia had bestowed upon him imperium extraordinarium to
fight Mithridates and his Armenian ally, king Tigranes I1.* After the hasty departure
of Mithridates, Pompey considered the time to be ripe for launching a campaign
against Armenia. At this time, the kingdom of Tigranes had already developed into
a contested borderland between the Romans on the one side and the Parthian Em-
pire on the other.?? Thus, it seems likely that Pompey wanted to conduct a rapid
advance to prevent a preemptive attack by the Parthians since they had previously
made attempts to invade Armenia.”® At this stage, the son of Tigranes II, Tigranes the
Younger, revolted against his father and invited the Romans to take control of the
kingdom. Unsurprisingly, Tigranes II was temporarily in extremis and thus he read-
ily accepted Roman hegemony. Although the younger Tigranes retained control of
his realm, things turned out rather differently under the Romans than he had ex-
pected when issuing his invitation. While the prince may have counted on the sup-
port of some local elites to become a Roman client ruler, Pompey ultimately decided
otherwise, with the result that his decisions were not accepted by all Armenian
nobles.?*

20 On Mithridates’ flight, see App. Mithr. 15.101-102; Cass. Dio 36.50.1-2; Plut. Pomp. 33.9; Strabo
11.2.13,13.1.55.

21 Van Wijlick (2021), 27-29.

22 Dabrowa (2021), 41-45.

23 As early as the reign of Mithridates II, the Arsacids had showed interest in Armenia. See Dahrowa
(2021), 43 with references to sources. According to Cass. Dio 36.1.1, the Parthians did not lose interest in
Armenia until 66 BCE. See also van Wijlick (2021), 105-125.

24 Onthe settlements see App. Mithr.15.104-105; Cass. Dio 36.53.3-5; Plut. Pomp. 33.9. See van Wijlick
(2021), 32-36. As we learn from Cass. Dio 36.50-51 and Plut. Pomp. 33.9-34, the Armenian elites were
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Transcaucasia, located on the northern frontier of Armenia, remained politi-
cally unstable and posed a threat to the Romans. It encompasses the land on the
isthmus between the Pontic and Hyrcanian Seas, which roughly corresponds to
modern-day Georgia and Azerbaijan. This region was divided by two autonomous
kingdoms, with the Iberians in the western half and the Albanians in the eastern
half (Strabo 11.3-4). Despite the support of Tigranes II, Roman hegemony over Ar-
menia proved to be ephemeral for two reasons. Firstly, the fall of the kingdom of
Armenia transformed its former space of influence into a contested area to which
the Romans and Parthians held a claim.” In other words, Armenia, and particularly
its Transcaucasian frontiers, remained contested borderlands in subsequent
years.”® These frontiers were crucial for the mobility of people between the north-
ern steppes and the heartland of the Near East.?” Therefore, control of this border-
land was important to any political power that aimed to rule Armenia. Secondly, the
local elites in Pontus and Armenia were diverse rather than unified, representing
different groups of people living in the area. They shared a common, albeit hetero-
geneous, culture. A major goal for both Mithridates and Pompey had been to win
over their favour and so entrench their own power there.?® As far as can be deter-
mined, these local nobles had strong ties to both Iranian and Macedonian-Hellenis-
tic cultures.” Iranian groups were settled in the regions of Pontus, Armenia, and

separated in two camps before the advent of the Romans. See Cass. Dio 36.51.1 on the dissatisfaction of
Armenian elites with Tigranes II.

25 Dabrowa (2021), 46-47; van Wijlick (2021), 36-41; App. Mithr. 15.106; Cass. Dio 37.7.2—4.

26 According to Cass. Dio 36.54.1, the Albanian king, Oroeses, thought about supporting the usurpa-
tion of Tigranes the Younger against Tigranes I and Rome. On the claims of the Arsacid and Sasanians
towards Armenia, see Borm (2018). See also Strabo 6.4.2. His statement is based on RG § 31, where it is
said that Iberians, Albanians, and Medes sought Roman friendship. On the influence of Augustus’
official language on Strabo, see Engels (1999), 350-358.

27 Gregoratti (2013).

28 According to Strabo 12.3.28, Lesser Armenia has been under the control of local dynasts (Suvdatay)
who were ruling rather independently from the Pontic Empire. Mithridates spent a lot of energy in
fortifying this area and bestowing benefits to its inhabitants. Still, some rulers of Lesser Armenia were
siding with the Romans (Cass. Dio 36.48.1; Strabo 12.3.29).

29 For the case of Armenia, see the pointed assessment of Traina (1999-2000), 68-72, at 69: ‘langage
symbolique de ’héllenisme coexiste avec celui de I'iranism.” On this issue, see further Canepa (2017),
215-221; Daryaee (2017), passim, both arguing for a continuation of Iranian elements in Pontus and
Armenia from the Achaemenid period until Late Antiquity. See also Chaumont (2011) who emphasis
the strong ties between Armenia and Iran. A clear statement on the cultural dialogue can be found in
Strabo 11.14.16: &mavta pév odv té Tdv Mepo@dv iepd kal MijSot kai Appuéviol TeTipikaot, T 8¢ Tig
AvaitiSog Slapepdvtwg Apuévioy, &v Te (Aolg iSpuadpevol Tomolg kal 81 kal év tfj Akonvij. ‘Both
the Medes and Armenians have adopted all the sacred rites of the Persians, but the Armenians pay
particular reverence to Anaitis, and have built temples to her honour in several places, especially in
Acilisene [Upper Armenia].’ (Trans. Falconer). See also Cass. Dio 36.48.1; Strabo 11.8.4,12.3.27.



58 —— Julian Degen DE GRUYTER

Transcaucasia since the period of Achaemenid domination and had left a consider-
able imprint on the indigenous peoples.*® The ethnic and cultural diversity of the
nobles was further enhanced during the long period of domination by Hellenistic
rulers over this region. This diversity suggests that ancient Near Eastern and Mace-
donian concepts of monarchies shaped the idea of legitimate rulership among local
elites.

Moving the discussion back to Roman military movement in the 60s BCE, the
main problem for the modern understanding of the Transcaucasian campaign is the
focus of the literary sources on Pompey, as a result of which the contexts of his
decision-making are only poorly understood. Despite various possible explanations,
it is conceivable that Pompey had heard that this region remained unstable and that
its inhabitants had been allies of Mithridates and Tigranes.* Even though Pompey’s
decision-making remains unclear, the sources clearly indicate that the Transcauca-
sian campaign was divided into three phases.

In the beginning, Pompey had his first encounter with the Albanians at the turn
of the year 66. The Albanians allowed the Romans to march through until the weath-
er conditions shifted in their favor. Subsequently, they crossed the river Araxes
with an army but suffered a heavy defeat at the hands of Pompey and his troops,
forcing them to negotiate a treaty (Cass. Dio 36.54.4-5; Plut. Pomp. 34.1-4). Having
achieved this victory, Pompey focused on the neighbouring Iberians and this move-
ment can be considered as comprising the second phase of the campaign (Cass. Dio
37.1-2; Plut. Pomp. 34). At this point, Plutarch makes a striking statement about the
Roman expedition:

For the Iberians had not been subject either to the Medes or the Persians, and they escaped
the Macedonian dominion also, since Alexander departed from Hyrcania in haste. Notwith-
standing, Pompey routed this people also in a great battle, in which nine thousand of them
were slain and more than ten thousand taken prisoners; then he invaded Colchis, where, at

30 See Mitchell (2007); Briant (2015); Michels (2017). For example, Iberians were wearing both Arme-
nian and Median clothes (Strabo 11.3.3).

31 Cass. Dio 36.54.1; Livy, Per.101; Plut. Luc. 31.5. It should also be considered that, as a Roman general,
Pompey had a certain degree of power and flexibility to make and implement decisions. Since Trans-
caucasia was divided into two independent kingdoms, it should not immediately be presumed that
this campaign was within the scope of the Lex Manilia. See Dabrowa (1989), 67-68 and van Wijlick
(2021), 27-29 with bibliography on this issue. It can be said that scholarship is divided into two camps.
Whereas Dreher (1996), 188-194, 207 argued that Pompey had developed his own aims and initiatives,
the expansion of Roman territory in the East has been the primary motivation of him (following Sher-
win-White, CAH XI 255-258). A third option is that Pompey wanted access to the trade routes beyond
the Caucasus frontier. See Sherwin-White, ibid., 257; Gregoratti (2013). Whatever the case, nothing
prevented him from moving on to the Caucasus region after establishing ties to Armenia.
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the river Phasis, Servilius met him, at the head of the fleet with which he was guarding the
Euxine.®

Proving the superiority of the Roman arms in battle allowed Pompey to campaign
beyond the frontiers of the Achaemenid and Macedonian empires. Remarkably en-
ough, without the note that a Roman fleet was awaiting Pompey, the reader of Plu-
tarch’s account would assume that the general rather aimed at surpassing Alexan-
der’s deeds rather than continuing his pursuit of Mithridates.*® However, at that
time, Pompey did not have the opportunity to celebrate his success as word reached
him that the Albanians had broken the treaty (Cass. Dio 37.3.3; Plut. Pomp. 35.1). As a
consequence, he again turned eastwards.

The final phase of the campaign complicates our interpretation of Pompey’s
intentions. Modern commentators argue that Pompey had no reason to campaign
against the Albanians because his way to Mithridates through Colchis was free and
considerable Roman forces remained in Armenia.* The sources do not allow the
modern historian to draw a conclusion concerning the strategic situation, as differ-
ent emphases are placed on various details pertaining to it. Intending to highlight
the qualities of Pompey as a leader, Cassius Dio (37.3.3-4.4) and Appian (Mithr.
15.103) recount the route that the Roman army took through the mountains in detail.
With regard to the battle, Plutarch once again provides his readers with a colourful
account, which is worthy of being quoted in full:

Turning back against these [sc. Albanians] in resentment and wrath, [Pompey] crossed the
Cyrnus again with great difficulty and hazard, since the Barbarians had fenced off its banks
with long stretches of palisades; then, since he must make a long march through a waterless
and difficult country, he ordered ten thousand skins to be filled with water, and with this
provision advanced upon the enemy. He found them drawn up on the river Abas, sixty thou-
sand foot and twelve thousand horse, but wretchedly armed, and clad for the most part in the
skins of wild beasts. They were led by a brother of the king, named Cosis, who, as soon as the
fighting was at close quarters, rushed upon Pompey himself and smote him with a javelin on
the fold of his breastplate; but Pompey ran him through the body and killed him. In this battle
it is said that there were also Amazons fighting on the side of the Barbarians, and that they
came down from the mountains about the river Thermodon. For when the Romans were de-

32 Plut. Pomp. 34.5: oUte yap MnSoig oUte [Tépaarg Umrikovaay "IPnpes, Sté@uyov 8¢ kal v Makedo-
Vv apyv, AAeEavSpou Sla Taxéwv €k Tig Ypraviag amdpavtog. o pny AAG Kal ToVTouG udyn HEYEAn
Tpedduevog 6 Ioumiiog, Gote AmoBavely pev évakloyiiovg, aAdval 8¢ mielovg pupiwv, €ig v
Kolywkiv évéBade kai mpog oV dlcLy abTd epoviiog mivnoe, Tag vadg £xwy alg £ppoupeL TOV
II6vtov (Trans. Loeb).

33 Cass. Dio 37.3.1-31is clear that Pompey intended to campaign towards the Crimean Bosporus, as he
omits to mention Alexander in this context.

34 Dreher (1996), 195-196.



60 —— Julian Degen DE GRUYTER

spoiling the Barbarians after the battle, they came upon Amazonian shields and buskins; but
no body of a woman was seen. The Amazons inhabit the parts of the Caucasus mountains that
reach down to the Hyrcanian Sea, and they do not border on the Albani, but Gelae and Leges
dwell between. With these peoples, who meet them by the river Thermodon, they consort for
two months every year; then they go away and live by themselves. After the battle, Pompey set
out to march to the Hyrcanian and Caspian Sea, but was turned back by a multitude of deadly
reptiles when he was only three days march distant, and withdrew into Lesser Armenia.*

Apart from some striking—and fanciful—details in the description of the battle by
Plutarch, the geographical setting of the campaign invites discussion. Plutarch
states that the Amazons joined the battle on the side of the Albanians. In terms of
mental geography, his statement indicates that the Romans were fighting a battle
against inhabitants of the land of myth, which was supposed to lie somewhere be-
tween the Caucasus and the Hyrcanian Sea.* Although Pompey failed to reach the
shore of the Hyrcanian Sea, Plutarch penned this passage with the tacit understand-
ing that Pompey was again contesting Alexander’s achievements.*” But his state-
ment needs to be examined in light of the fact that Alexander never gained posses-
sion of Armenia. This fact is an aspect submerged in the historiography related to
his conquest, as only Strabo explicitly states that Macedonian soldiers failed to con-
quer this region.®® The details of Plutarch’s account indicate that he relied on a

35 Pomp. 35-36.1: 1] uév o0v MiBp18datov SiwEig £v8eSukdtog eig Ta epl Boomopov £0vn kal thv Matk-
TWv amopiag eiye ueydiag: AABavol 8 abbig apeoTtdTeg VTR TIPocnyyEABnaav. Tpog obg T 0pyiig Kal
euovekiag éntatpéPag Tov Te Kipvov poALg kal mapaporws A Stenépaacey Ent ToAD aTavpoig LTTO
@V BapPdpwv amokexapakwUEVoV, Kal pakpdg adTov EkSexopévng avidpou kal apyaréag 680D, pup-
loug dokolg B8atog EumAnaduevog HAavvey ént ToUg ToAepioug, Kal KatéAape mpog APavTL ToTauR
nopateTaypévoug EEaxiopupiovg mefovg kat Stoyiiovg el £nl puplotg, @MALGHEVOLS 8E PAUAWG
Kai 8éppact Onpiwv oG T0AAOVG, 1yEiTo 8¢ adT®V Baciéws A8eAPOG Gvopa Kdotg. obTog v xepol
TAG udyng yevopévng ént tov IMopmijiov opuioag adtov EBaev et Tiv T00 OWPAKOG EMLTTUXNV AKOV-
tlopary, MToumiog 8¢ ékelvov €k Xelpog Sterdoag avelAev. év TavTn Tf uayn Aéyovral kat Apagoves
ouvaywvicasdat Tolg BapBapols, amo T6v mepl TOV OepuwdovTa ToTaUOV 6pdV Katapical. UETA yap
TNV Paynv oKuAevovTeg ol Pwpaiol Tovg BapPapoug méATalg Apafovikais kal koBopvoLg EveTuyxavov,
o®pa 8¢ 008&v WEON yuvakelov. véuovtat 8¢ tol Kavkdoov @ kabrikovta mpog v ‘Ypkaviav
BdAacoav, ovy opopodaoat Tolg AABavols, arAa Féhat kal Afjyeg oikolot 8L uéoou: kai To0ToLg £ToUGg
¢xdoTou 800 pijvag ei¢ Tavtd Portdoal ept TV Bepundovta ToTapdy dukodoty, elta kad avTig
anaAdayeloal Botevovoly. opuioag 8¢ petd v pdyxnv 6 Moumiiog éAavvewv ént v Ypkaviav kat
Kaomiav 8dhacoav, Hrto TA00VG EpTeT®Y Bavacipwy AmeTparnn TpLV 680V NUeP®Y AmooywV, &ig 8¢
TNV Hkpav Appeviav aveywpnoe (Trans. Loeb).

36 On the location of the Amazons on the fringes of the oikoumene in Hellenistic and Roman litera-
ture, see Bichler and Rollinger (2017), 18-20.

37 Tarn (1901), 21; Babler (2019), 17.

38 Strabo 11.14.9. See also Arr. Anab. 3.16; 5.5.2-3; Curt. 6.14.9; Diod. Sic. 17.21.7; 64.6. See Shayegan
(2006), 112 and Degen (2022a), 343 on Mithrenes.
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source which suggested that Pompey extended his conquests to regions untouched
by Alexander. This raises the question of Plutarch’s source(s).

II The reception of Theophanes’ Pompey in
Plutarch

Modern historians largely agree that the narrative provided by Theophanes of My-
tilene most likely represents the common tradition found in the writings of Appian,
Cassius Dio, Plutarch, and Strabo on Pompey’s expedition to Transcaucasia.* While
these authors share certain details, they place emphasis on different things in their
accounts. Consequently, it is not as apparent how their writings correlate with the
fragments attributed to Theophanes. This applies in particular to Plutarch, who pro-
vides the most detailed account of the battle fought between Pompey and the Alba-
nians. It is important to emphasise that our understanding of Theophanes’ lost ac-
count heavily depends on Strabo’s Geography, and thus the details provided by him
can help us to understand the relationship between Plutarch and Theophanes.*® A
comparison between the accounts of Plutarch and Strabo is warranted due to the
numerous references made by Plutarch to Theophanes and his historiographical
account in various instances throughout his own works.* Despite the absence of
any mention of the battle by Strabo, Plutarch’s battle description contains certain
elements that correspond to Strabo’s geographical description of Armenia and the
Caucasus. It is important to note that when describing these regions, Strabo specifi-
cally cites Theophanes as his source. Three parallels between the historiographical
account of Plutarch and the geographical description of Strabo can be drawn.
Firstly, the Amazons are mentioned in the accounts of Plutarch, Appian, and
Strabo. While Appian (Mithr. 15.103) briefly mentions that women were among the
captives taken by the Romans after the battle, who had wounds no less severe than
the men, Strabo explicitly refers to Theophanes when describing the Amazons.
Since Strabo refers to Theophanes as his source, his description is qualified as a

39 See Lacquer (1934); Dreher (1996), 198-199; Dowden (1997), 115-116; Santangelo (2015), esp. 112-113;
Traina (2016), 113. There are many parallels concerning the campaign to Transcaucasia between the
surviving fragments of Theophanes’ lost work and Plut. Pomp. See Heftner (1995), 53-59.

40 BNJ188 T1(= Strabo 13.2.3); T2 (= Strabo 11.5.1); F3 (= Strabo 11.2.2); F4 (= Strabo 11.5.1); F5 (= Strabo
11.14.4); F6 (= Strabo 11.14.11); F7 (= Strabo 12.3.28).

41 BNJ 188 T4a (= Plut. Pomp. 42.8); T5c (= Plut. Pomp. 49.13-14); T8c (= Plut. Cic. 38.4); T8d (= Plut.
Pomp. 76.6-9); F1 (= Plut. Pomp. 37.1-4).
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fragment of the latter’s now lost account (BNJ 188 F4) and is thus worth quoting in
full:

The Amazons, also, are said to live in the mountains above Albania. Now Theophanes, who
made the expedition with Pompey and was in the country of the Albanians, says that the Gelae
and the Legae, Scythian people, live between the Amazons and the Albanians, and that the
Mermadalis River flows there, midway between these people and the Amazons.*

Strabo gives us insight into what Theophanes originally wrote about the Amazons.
He located the Amazons in the mountains above Albania, which is information that
he most likely gave in the context of his account of Pompey’s expedition to Trans-
caucasia. When speculating about the placement of this fragment within Theo-
phanes’ mostly lost account, it is important to consider that Strabo, unlike Plutarch,
does not provide an account of the battle. Strabo may have used Theophanes’ work
to enhance his geographical description by incorporating additional details that
could have possibly been extracted from a battle account.®®

Moreover, Theophanes is suggested as the common source of Strabo and Plu-
tarch due to the mention of Gelae and Legae, which do not appear in any other
source except in their writings.** Since Strabo mentions these peoples in a passage
where he refers to Theophanes as his source, it is probable that this specific piece of
information originated in the work of Theophanes. Thus, it is fair to say that Plu-
tarch’s battle description and Strabo’s geographical digression were most likely
drawn from Theophanes’ historiographical account. The precise manner in which
Theophanes described the battle, however, can only be speculated upon. The evi-
dence supporting Theophanes’ mention of a battle involving living Amazons is de-
rived from Plutarch’s statement that no female bodies were found on the battlefield.
Only their shields (méAtalg Apagovikaic) were found. Interestingly, this statement
could be connected to Pompey’s visual representation in Rome. The depiction of
néltal as weaponry used by enemies became increasingly popular in Roman art
due to Pompey’s military achievements.* The importance of Amazons for Pompey’s
representation suggests that Theophanes mentioned their presence in the battle,

42 Strabo11.5.5: &v 82 Toig Untép Tfig AABaviag 6peat kal Téig Aualsvag oikKelv gact. Oeo@avng uev odv 6
ovatpatevaas Td Moprn iy kal yevopevog év Toig AABavols, HeTagd T@v Apalovwv Kal Tdv AABavdv
onot I'Aag oikelv kal Ajyag EZxv0ag, kal petv évtatfa tov Meppuddaitv moTaudv To0Twv Te Kat Tiv
Apagévwv ava péoov (Trans. Falconer).

43 See Dowden (1997), 115-116.

44 Roller (2018), 648: ‘The Gelians and Legians are unknown except for Strabo’s report and a similar
one by Plutarch (Pompeius 35.4), probably both from Theophanes.’

45 Ostenberg (2009), 148-149.
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where they were believed to live, as a way to further promote and enhance his
portrayal of Pompey as an outstanding general. It is worth noting that Lucullus,
Pompey’s predecessor in the Mithridatic War, claimed to have sacked the city of
Themiskyra, which was considered the mythical residence of the Amazons.* Ac-
cordingly, Theophanes’ Amazonian shields could have been used to help promote
Pompey as worthy rival to Lucullus.

Secondly, in addition to Plutarch, Strabo (11.4.1-5) also offers a description of
the Albani who fought against Pompey. While Strabo does not explicitly mention
Theophanes’ work as his source, the context and content of this passage strongly
suggest that it served as such. Strabo describes the Albanians as skilled warriors
armed with javelins and bows, and wearing helmets made from the skins of wild
animals. However, although these same details can also be found in Plutarch’s ac-
count of the Albanian troops, one particular detail in his account is not reported by
any other author, including Strabo. This detail is the duel between Pompey and the
Albanian general Kosis. The only achievement similar to this noted by Plutarch is
that of Marcus Claudius Marcellus in 222 BCE, where he earned the spolia opima by
defeating the Gaulish general Viridomarus in a duel. Plutarch’s description of Kosis’
demise does share some similarities with Marcellus’ well-known story, such as the
spearing through of the enemy’s body (Livy, Epit. 20; Verg. Aen. 6.859; Prop. 4.10.39—
41; Plut. Marc. 6-8). It is possible that this was a purposeful form of flattery on
Theophanes’ part. By suggesting that Pompey deserved the spolia opima for killing
the Albanian king’s brother, Theophanes found the closest historical event chrono-
logically speaking to make his case.

Thirdly, Strabo mentions that the region beyond Albania, called Cambysene, is
a rugged and waterless land.*” It is possible that he derived this geographical infor-
mation from Theophanes’ account of Armenia and Albania, as it is Theophanes to
whom he attributes such a description (BNJ 188 F6 = Strabo 11.14.11). Cassius Dio
(37.3.5) and Plutarch (Pomp. 35.2) also mention the challenges faced by the Roman
army when traversing this region.

Considering these parallels, it appears that Plutarch likely drew upon Theo-
phanes’ account when writing about the battle between Pompey and the Albani. His
choice might have been intentional, as other sources on Pompey’s expedition were

46 App. Mith. 78. See Ostenberg (2009), 149.

47 Strabo 11.4.5: | § ¢k tii¢ Ipnplag eig v AABaviav eioforn dua tfig KapBuonviig avidpou te kal
Tpayelag émt Tov AAafoviov motapdy. Bnpevutikol 8¢ kal adTol Kal oi KUveg avT®Vv €ig UepPoAv, 0V
TEYVIN LMoV 1j omousij Tii mepl Tolto. ‘The entrance from Iberia into Albania is through the Camby-
sene, a country without water, and rocky, to the river Alazonius. The people themselves and their dogs
are excessively fond of the chase, pursuing it with equal eagerness and skill’ (Trans. Falconer).



64 —— Julian Degen DE GRUYTER

available to him in his time.*® Although a certain answer cannot be given as to why
he did so, it seems at least probable that Plutarch chose Theophanes’ account as
universalism was important to his literary production. I have elsewhere discussed,
for example, that universalism is also an essential theme in Plutarch’s Life of Alex-
ander.® Universalism was also a crucial concept for imperial representation in the
days of Pompey and Plutarch.® Interestingly, there are only a few similarities be-
tween Strabo’s account and those of Appian and Cassius Dio. Those could be attrib-
uted to the fact that these authors devoted less attention to the battle, as Plutarch’s
account represents the most comprehensive source on it. Now two aspects still re-
quire explanation: why Theophanes would possibly have had living Amazons fight-
ing in the battle and why he was interested in describing this region close to the
Hyrcanian Sea.

In light of all the information presented, it is important to emphasise that there
are some striking parallels between Pompey, as originally portrayed by Theo-
phanes, and Alexander, as he is represented in the fragments aligned with the
works of the first Greek authors who joined him on his expedition.* This especially
applies to the similarities between the campaign to Transcaucasia and Alexander’s
movements to the Northern Ocean, the river Tanais, and the Hindu-Kush. These
parallels merit a serious examination, not only since they have not been addressed
in previous scholarship on Pompey’s imitation of Alexander but also because they
can assist in revealing why he employed Alexander as a device for his representa-
tion.

The number of fragments of Aristobulos and Onesicritus about Alexander tes-
tify to the fact that these authors were widely known among Roman intellectuals in
the late Republic. Even though they only provide a few insights, it is still possible to
understand Alexander’s intended representation and get a sense of his imperial
aspirations.* In this context, Armenia presents an interesting case, since it remains
the only region of the Achaemenid Empire that escaped Alexander’s conquest,
which required the self-appointed ‘King of Asia’ to acknowledge the fact that he
failed to gain possession of the Caucasus region.”® With the help of geographical
fiction, Aristobulos and others crafted the idea that Alexander had indeed crossed

48 On the historiographical of Pompey’s expedition to Transcaucasia, see Dreher (1996), passim; San-
tangelo (2015), esp. 112-113.

49 See Degen (2022a), 352353 on Plut. Alex. 66.1.

50 Bosworth (1999); Spickermann (2021).

51 Engster (2011), 200-206; Welch and Mitchell (2013) provide overview on parallels between Pompey
and Alexander, according to Diod. Sic., Just. Epit., Curt. and Arr.

52 On geographical fictions and Alexander’s aims, see Marin (2017); Squillace (2018); Degen (2022b).
53 On Alexander as ‘King of Asia’, see Nawotka (2012).
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the Caucasus, which was considered to be a continuous mountain range from Asia
Minor to India. Considering the Hindu-Kush to be part of the Caucasus, they sup-
ported Alexander’s overstated claim of having conquered all the lands of the Great
King.** Finally, as we learn from Herodotus, the Caucasus was known to the Greeks
as the northern administrative border of the Achaemenid Empire (3.97.4). Aristobu-
los exaggerated the deeds of Alexander by changing the original name of the river
from Iaxartes to Tanais.” According to Strabo (11.7.4), the river Tanais had a great
symbolic meaning to the Greeks, Macedonians, and the great number of Asians
among Alexander’s entourage,® as it represented the northern edge of the Achae-
menid Empire. Following Aristobulos and Ptolemy, the Tanais also marks the limits
of the imperial ambitions of Cyrus and Darius, where they failed to defeat the no-
mads (the so-called Sacae) dwelling there.”” Interestingly, Herodotus and Strabo
mention that Darius reached this river during his campaign against the European
Scythians. They describe the land as a waterless desert, which is similar to how the
authors who wrote about Alexander describe the land beyond the Iaxartes.*® Thus,
it is hardly surprising that Theophanes also gave this river the name Tanais. He also
described the natural environment of the land into which Pompey penetrated as
having striking similarities to what was described by the first Greek authors con-
cerning the land beyond the Tanais during the time of Alexander’s conquests, in
that both regions were said to be deserts (BNJ 188 F3 = Strabo 11.2.2; Arr. Anab.
4.3.4; Curt. 7.8.23).

Moreover, judging from what has remained of the first accounts of Alexander,
it can fairly be said that carrying conquest to the edges of the known world was
considered the most distinguishing feature of the Macedonian conqueror to Roman
authors. These edges were represented by the shores of the Ocean. Understandably,
it was important for Alexander to claim to have reached the Hyrcanian Sea, which
was considered a bay of the Northern Ocean. There, at the northernmost fringes of
the world, Alexander, and later Pompey, are said to have defeated the local inhabi-
tants (Aristobulos or Onesicritus: Arr. Anab. 3.24.1-3; Curt. 6.5.11). Furthermore, geo-
graphical fiction again proved to be a helpful tool for the first Greek authors to

54 AlthoughArr. Anab.5.3.1-4 and Strabo 11.5.5 do not refer to Aristobulos as their source, the passage
corresponds with the narrative of the other fragments aligned to him. See Marin (2017), 300; Degen
(2022a), 340-344.

55 Aristobulos: BNJ 139 F25 (= Arr. Anab. 3.30.7); Polycleitus of Larissa: BNJ 128 F7 (= Strabo 11.7.4).

56 On Asiansin Alexander’s entourage and army, see Degen (2022a), 402-408.

57 Arr. Anab. 4.4-5; Curt. 7.8-9. See Bosworth (1995), 29; 32.

58 Hdt. 4.123; Strabo 7.3.13;16.1.3. See also Arr. Anab. 1.4.4; Strabo 11.4.6 (Danube); Curt. 5.25.5 (Tanais).
59 See Degen (2022b), 27-32, 44-54 on Arr. Anab. 5.25.4-5. Until Late Antiquity, ancient geographers
reached no census on this issue: see McPhail and Robert (2008-2011).



66 —— Julian Degen DE GRUYTER

create the idea of Alexander having pushed to the limits of the world. A fragment of
Onesicritus’ account that has survived in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander provides evi-
dence that this writer introduced to the tradition an alleged encounter between the
Macedonian conqueror and the Amazons somewhere in northern Hyrcania.® Stra-
bo provides evidence that this parallel incident was not a product of Plutarch but
rather a statement he found in Theophanes’ account.* Apart from Pompey’s claim
of surpassing the achievements of Lucullus, it seems that he also aimed to assert his
own superiority over Alexander’s deeds. Since Alexander is said to have engaged in
intimate relations with the queen of the Amazons, the statement that Pompey de-
feated these mythical female warriors in battle and displayed their weaponry is
seemingly intended to exaggerate his deeds with respect to those of Alexander.

Concerning the Albanians, the ideological value of defeating them for Pompey
may be explained by the fact that they fought on the side of the Great King against
Alexander in the Battle of Gaugamela. Aristobulos included them in his list of na-
tions fighting alongside Darius III (BNJ 139 F17 = Arr. Anab. 3.11.3-7). Seen in light of
all the similarities examined here, it is not surprising that the diplomatic encoun-
ters between Pompey and the Parthians in the aftermath of the campaign come
across as reminiscent of those between Alexander and Darius IIL.% The culmination
of the parallels between the first Greek accounts concerning Alexander and the
fragments aligned with Theophanes in the battle against the Albanians qualifies this
episode as a key event in this latter author’s account.

While it cannot be conclusively proven that Plutarch’s description of the battle
is entirely attributed to Theophanes, it is evident that the details in his account align
with Theophanes’ intentions in how and why he represented Pompey’s deeds as he
did. Given those parallels, it is safe to say that Theophanes originally portrayed
Pompey as a conqueror with a strong Alexandrian image which seems to have been
the image that the Roman general promoted of himself. Since the evidence exam-
ined above rather suggests that Theophanes’ Pompey outperformed the deeds of
Alexander more than by simply imitating him, however, this invites further discus-
sion.

60 BNJ134 F1(= Plut. Alex. 46.1-3). See Baynham (2001), 115-124.

61 BNJ188 F4 (= Strabo 11.5.1); App. Mithr. 103. See Santangelo (2015), 112-113.

62 Cass. Dio 37.6.2; Plut. Pomp. 38.2. On the diplomatic encountering of Alexander with Darius, see
Degen (2022a), 159-174; Shayegan (2022).
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III Universalism in Rome and the Hellenistic East

If Theophanes’ account corresponds with the image that Pompey promoted of him-
self, his representation might have originally aimed at two distinct audiences: the
elites of Rome and those of the Hellenistic East. Beginning with the Roman elites, the
geographical argument in Theophanes’ account is crucial for evaluating the Roman
perspective of Pompey’s campaign. In Augustan literature, the river Tanais was
viewed as a significant boundary.®® This is why it is emphasised in Augustus’ claim
to power in the Res Gestae. Although the Tanais is presented as the most far-flung
boundary of the Roman Empire in the East, Augustus’ proclamation does not fail to
highlight that the empire wielded influence even beyond its administrative fron-
tiers. In the same paragraph of the Res Gestae that mentions the Tanais, it is said
that Transcaucasia is a borderland with inhabitants seeking Roman friendship.*
From a Roman perspective, this means that Pompey’s campaign extended conquest
to the empire’s utmost limits. At this point, it is important to emphasise that the Res
Gestae were most likely influenced by Pompey’s self-representation, Pompey having
effectively established himself as a world conqueror in the eyes of the Roman audi-
ence.®

Besides the Armenians, the Iberians and Albanians make a notable appearance
in Pompey’s third triumph in Rome. The theme of the triumph was that of world
conquest, as can be seen from Cicero, Diodorus, and Plutarch (Cic. Sest. 129; Diod.
Sic. 40.4; Plut. Pomp. 45.4-5). With just a slight stretch of imagination, this can be
seen as an argument by Pompey that he surpassed the renowned achievements of
Alexander. Since the Romans considered Alexander to be the embodiment of the
rule of Asia, Pompey used this narrative to complete his public image as a world
conqueror, which he had begun to create in the preceding years. At earlier points
in his career, he already claimed to have carried conquest to the fringes of the world
as he did in the case of his campaigns to Africa, Spain, and finally in Transcaucasia.
Note that all of these lands were associated with the Ocean, which was regarded as
the body of water encircling the world (Plut. Pomp. 38.2-3). This also perfectly cor-
responds with Pompey’s dedicatory inscription to Minerva, as mentioned by Pliny,
which referred to the territorial gains from his campaign in Asia. In this inscription,
it is stated that the general had ‘conquered the lands between the Maeotian Lake
and the Red Sea’ (Plin. HN 7.98: terris a Maeotis ad Rubrum mare subactis). The

63 Ballesteros Pastor (2011); Dan (2016); Babnis (2019), 9-18.

64 RG 31. The same idea can be found in Strabo’s 6.4.2 description of Transcaucasia.

65 Bosworth (1999), 2 (elements related to Alexander); Lehmann (2004) (Pompey’s representation
was the model for the Res Gestae). See also Plin. HN 7.98 mentioning the Albanians and Iberia in the
introduction to Pompey’s third triumph in Rome.
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statement created the impression of Roman rule extending from one side of the
Ocean to the other, highlighting his achievement of universalism.% Diodorus makes
Pompey’s claim in this inscription even more explicit by stating that ‘he extended
the borders of the empire up to the borders of the world’ (Diod. Sic. 40.4.1: xai ta
opla g Ryepoviag tolg 6polg Tiig yiig mpoaPLpacag). Even though by stating that
conquest had been carried to the world’s edges, this perception was less a reflection
of the actual than of the theoretical claim to rule the world.®” Additionally, the Ro-
mans were aware that prior to Pompey’s war against Mithridates, Lucullus had not
succeeded in subduing the Iberians and Albanians.® Thus, Pompey found a suitable
example in the Caucasus to illustrate his unparalleled military triumph in the East
in a way that was easily understood by all Romans. On the one hand, the masses
who witnessed the triumph could see Pompey as a world conqueror extending his
victories to the most distant corners of the world.* On the other hand, Pompey’s
military accomplishments could also serve as a forceful counterargument to sena-
torial opposition.

Furthermore, at the close of the Republican period, powerful generals like Pom-
pey not only changed the political atmosphere in Rome but also the idea of empire.
Although the idea of empire was still associated with the res publica as a collective,
the room for staging individual success was no longer limited as it had been tradi-
tionally.” Hence, it appears that Pompey left a considerable imprint on Roman
nobles. This has often been assumed to be due to the fact that shortly after the con-
quest of the Near East, Caesar highlighted his military success by claiming to have
reached the fringes of the world in Europe.” Apparently, the context of Pompey’s
and Caesar’s self-representations and, later on Augustus’, was doubtlessly that of
universalism. Nevertheless, it is important to note that at the time of the late Repub-
lic, universalism was already well known and the main ideological argument in the
strategies of legitimation that Alexander and his successors used and had already
been developed earlier in the Near East.”” In this context, it is important to empha-
sise that the claim of expanding conquest to Transcaucasia, or, more broadly, to the

66 Clarke (2017),49-50. The geographical concept underlying this idea was rich in tradition and must
have been popular among the Roman elites. See, e.g., Arist. [Mund.] 393a-b.

67 See Bosworth (1999) on the Roman idea of universalism. On the ancient Near Eastern and Helle-
nistic ideas of universalism, see Strootman (2014a, 2014b); Rollinger (2021); Degen (2022c).

68 Sherwin-White, CAH IX 257.

69 Dueck (2020), 131-138.

70 See Richardson (1991).

71 See Bosworth (1999), 14; Krebs (2006), 119-124; Welch and Mitchell (2013), 89; Bichler and Rollinger
(2017), 23-24.

72 Bosworth (1999) (Hellenistic to early Imperial period); Strootman (2014) (Hellenistic); Rollinger
(2021) (Achaemenid period); Degen (2022c) (Alexander).
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northern reaches of the world, had already been a significant aspect of the univers-
alism proclaimed by the ancient Near Eastern empires. In addition, the elites of the
Hellenistic East regarded the claim of having conquered this region as a vital criter-
ion for legitimate rulership, as evident from the enduring presence of this idea
throughout the entire first millennium BCE.

The two most significant characteristics of imperial ideology in all ancient Near
Eastern empires were, firstly, the assertion of possession of the extreme edges of the
world and, secondly, the competitive ideal of surpassing the accomplishments of
former kings.” These two ideas formed the core of the discourse on empire, which
emerged as early as the start of the first millennium BCE among the rulers of the
Neo-Assyrian Empire, the first paradigmatic imperial formation in the ancient Near
East. The succeeding empires of the Babylonians, Persians, and finally Hellenistic
rulers perpetuated the Assyrian claim to universalism, but they also transformed
it™

To satisfactorily prove that universalism was achieved, the Neo-Assyrian kings
used a particular mental map in their royal inscriptions, assuming the edges of the
world to be the shores of the so-called ‘Upper and the Lower Sea’ which correspond
to the present-day Mediterranean Sea and the Persian Gulf.” Due to competitive
ideals inherent in Assyrian royal ideology, the claim was consistently extended to
encompass territories in the middle of the sea. These ideals compelled future rulers
to devise new tropes to assert their imperial achievements.” As a result, a discur-
sive framework for assessing successful rulership was introduced that continued to
be important in the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods until the rise of Achaeme-
nid Persia as an empire under Cyrus IL.”” His son and successor, Cambyses II, pro-
ceeded with both the ancient Near Eastern tropes and the narrative of imperial
extension in his representation.” In a similar vein, albeit under different circum-
stances, Darius I devised his own notions of universalism that were unparalleled in
the history of ancient Near Eastern empires. He promoted the belief that the Ocean
encircling the world served as the outermost boundaries of his dominions. Signifi-
cantly, his claim even extended to the lands that potentially existed beyond the

73 On the claim to control the ends of the world, see Biran, Pines and Riipke (2021), 5-8; 15-38; Gehler
and Rollinger (2022), 6-14. On outperforming the achievements of former kings, see Haubold (2012);
Degen (2022a), 332—-402.

74 Bichler and Rollinger (2017); Degen (2024).

75 Yamada (2005); Lang and Rollinger (2010), 216-221.

76 Parker (2011), 359-364; Haubold (2012), 5-7; Degen (2022c), 532—-541.

77 Cyrus Cylinder 11. 28’-30’ in the edition of Schaudig (2018), 23-24. On the theme of universalism in
the representation of Cyrus, see Waters (2018).

78 On Hdt. 3.34.4, see Haubold (2012), 7; Degen (2022c), 529.



70 —— Julian Degen DE GRUYTER

Ocean. For this purpose, the Achaemenids adopted the mental geographical frame-
work of Babylonian scholars, who conceived of the Ocean as a canal-like body of
water encircling the world. This Ocean served as the boundary that separated the
inhabited world from a vaguely known space in which mythical creatures were
believed to live.” In this way, the Ocean became the reference point for claiming
universalism that continued to be important, not only for Alexander and his succes-
sors but also for Roman generals and emperors.*

While the Roman emperors considered the Hellenistic representation suitable
for their purposes, Alexander and his successors had different intentions. An argu-
ment can be made that Alexander and the Diadochi employed existing models of
rulership to gain support from Asian aristocrats. This, in turn, led to the transfor-
mation of Mediterranean and ancient Near Eastern monarchical concepts, resulting
in a range of reactions from the elites, both acceptance and resistance.® In light of
this discourse on empire, it is possible to offer an alternative explanation for Alex-
ander’s ambition to reach the northern, eastern, and southern shores of the Ocean,
rather than attributing it to irrational decision-making as some previous scholars
have argued.® This is particularly true because reaching the shores of the Northern
Ocean held significant importance as an argument for asserting universalism and
royal accomplishment during the Achaemenid and Hellenistic periods.®* This brings
us to Pompey, who asserted his conquests extended to the Northern Ocean.

It is therefore plausible to suggest that an educated Roman of Pompey’s era
could have readily recognised the parallels between the general’s claim of univers-
alism and an episode described in the Histories of Herodotus. In that account, the
Great King Cyrus is reported to have campaigned in the lands beyond the River
Araxes, near the Northern Ocean, where he met the Scythian Massagetae.®* The ex-
pedition resulted in the death of Cyrus and a total defeat of the Persian troops. This
story in Herodotus is important for understanding Pompey’s campaign, as it corre-
sponds with ancient Near Eastern sources. Although the overweening ambition of
Cyrus and the fatalism of imperialism are the predominant elements in his narra-
tive, it seems that Herodotus’ account also serves as a creative response to Achae-

79 Delnero (2017); Degen (2022c), 534-535.

80 Only an incomplete overview on the Ocean as focal point of Roman universalism can be provided
here. E.g., Ael. Or. 26.16; 28; Caes. BGall. 1.1.5-7; Cic. Phil. 4.14-15; Mur. 22; Verr. 2.3.207; Prov. cons. 29—
31; Plin. HN 7.97-98; Livy 28.32; 39; 105.5; Sen. Ep. 119.7-8; Strabo 17.3.24; Suet. Aug. 25; Claud. 44; 47,
Galb. 12.1; 31.2; RG 13.26; Tac., Hist. 1.9.3; 2.38.1; 62.

81 Haubold (2013), 127-184; Degen (2022a), 40-51.

82 Degen (2024); (2022a), 332-340.

83 Rollinger and Degen (2021).

84 Hdt. 1.201-14; Strabo 11.8.6. In Graeco-Roman sources (esp. Strabo 11.6.6), the Massagetae were
considered Scythians and Sacae.
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menid historiography. The only ancient Near Eastern record of Cyrus’ defeat is
found in the famous Bisitun Inscription, where Darius I proudly proclaims his sub-
jugation of the ‘point-headed Sacae.® To emphasise his remarkable accomplish-
ment, Darius mentions that he crossed a body of water resembling an ocean. It can
be supposed that the immense body of water Darius refers to is the river Araxes, as
mentioned in Herodotus’ account. Herodotus creates the perception of a mighty
river that resembles an ocean, with islands as large as Lesbos scattered within it
(1.202.1). Therefore, Darius’ statement highlights that he outperformed the deeds of
Cyrus by defeating the Scythians who live beyond the northern edges of the world.
Furthermore, the claim of ruling the Sacae can be found in all the Achaemenid royal
inscriptions until the time of Alexander.®® The region surrounding the Hyrcanian
Sea remained a focal point within the empire during the late Achaemenid period.
The Great Kings Darius II, Artaxerxes II, and Artaxerxes III conducted military cam-
paigns against the Cadusii, a people dwelling along the shores of the Hyrcanian
Sea.!” These campaigns presented the Achaemenids with an opportunity to assert
universalism, as they reached the waters that they perceived as representing the
Ocean in their mental map.

The idea of universalism expressed through the claim of having crossed the
northern boundaries of the former Achaemenid Empire did not die with the Achae-
menids. Alexander asserted that he had reached the Northern Ocean, which he
identified as the Hyrcanian Sea, and claimed victory over its inhabitants.®® Addition-
ally, as previously mentioned, his successful crossing of the river Tanais and subju-
gation of the unconquered Scythians furthered projected his superiority over the
Achaemenids in the eyes of his Asian subjects.?* By using ancient Near Eastern con-
cepts of imperial success, Alexander created a royal persona that served as a role
model to his successors. Thus, it is not surprising that in the years following his
death, his heirs focused on the northern fringes of the world to express their imper-
ial ambitions. It was Seleucus I's general Demodamas who claimed to have sur-
passed the deeds of Alexander when crossing the Tanais (Plin. HN 6.49). Similarly,
Seleucus sent out admiral Patrocles to explore the nature of the Caspian Sea and

85 DB v20-30=§ 74 (OP) in the edition of Schmitt (2009).

86 See Rollinger and Degen (2021), 193—-209 with references.

87 Xen. Hell. 2.1.13 (Darius II against the Cadusii); Sachs and Hunger (1988), no. 3 69, rev. 8-10’ (Artax-
erxes II’s campaign against people dwelling close to the Hyrcanian Sea); Diod. Sic. 17.6.1; Just. Epit.
10.3.4-6 (Artaxerxes III’s campaign against the Cadusii).

88 Arr. An.5.26.1-2;7.10.5-7. See Degen (2022a), 346—351.

89 See Curt. 7.9.17, where it is mentioned that when word had reached the Asians of Alexander’s
crossing of the Tanais and his defeat of the Scythians, they changed their rebellious attitude towards
Macedonian rule.
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find a passage from the Northern to the Eastern Ocean (BNJ 712 T3a-b; F7; also Stra-
bo 11.11.6). In the years to come, later Hellenistic rulers maintained the claims of
their ancestors, and therefore, universalism continued to be the defining feature of
their self-representation.”® The persistence of ancient Near Eastern geographical
concepts after Alexander’s reign suggests that Hellenism was not the end of imper-
ial traditions but a phase of transformative ideation. Now the role played by Pom-
pey in this context needs to be elucidated.

Whereas the intention and purpose behind Pompey’s imitation of Alexander
are unknown, the information provided by Plutarch can contribute much to our
understanding of his representation in the Hellenistic East. As previously discussed,
it is highly probable that Plutarch relied on Theophanes’ account, which not only
depicted Pompey in a manner similar to Alexander but also presented him as super-
ior to the Macedonian conqueror. If this aspect is considered evidence of his repre-
sentation instead of mere rhetorical ornamentation, it has the potential to stimulate
further discussion about a dialogue between Pompey and the Near Eastern elites.”
Seen in the context of the aforementioned imperial traditions, Theophanes’ por-
trayal of Pompey in his account aligns seamlessly with the expectations of Eastern
nobles, who were well-acquainted with Hellenistic concepts of legitimacy. It should
be emphasised that Pompey likely acquired knowledge of this tradition through his
interactions with various nobles, particularly in regions such as Asia Minor, Pontus,
and Armenia.”

Remarkably, during Pompey’s expedition to the Caucasus, local rulers estab-
lished their strategies of legitimacy with a clear inspiration from Alexander and the
Achaemenids. It is evident that the adoption of Achaemenid titles such as ‘Great
King’ or ‘Kings of Kings’, as well as the association of their lineage with prominent
figures like Cyrus, Darius, Alexander, and Seleucus.’ The phenomenon of adopting

90 Strootman (2014a, 2014b); Bichler and Rollinger (2017).

91 Welch and Mitchell (2013), 88: ‘Pompeius, or more rightly his literary agents, led by Theophanes,
could pick and choose from the Alexander material, and their choice fell on the role of the great con-
queror.

92 App. Mithr.15.104-105; Cass. Dio 36.53.3-5; Plut. Pomp. 33.9. It can be assumed from Strabo 12.3.28—
29 about Pompey’s measures in Pontic sanctuaries that he was in contact with powerful locals. In
addition, Cyrus’ defeat at the Araxes in Herodotus echoed in the literature of the Republican and
Imperial periods, and, moreover, the memory of the Achaemenid Empire in Roman times was still
strong. Thus, Pompey and his entourage were probably familiar with Cyrus and Achaemenid history.
See Bichler (2021), 63-68; 70-74 (reception of Cyrus’ end in Roman literature); Makhlayuk (2015) (the
Achaemenid Empire in Roman literature).

93 On the phenomenon of the so-called ‘Achaemenid Revival’, see Shayegan (2011), 39-306 with a
concise conclusion at p. 330-331. On Alexander as a reference-point in the representation of Near
Eastern rulers, see Nabel (2018), passim.



DE GRUYTER The Contest for Empire =—— 73

these titles among Near Eastern rulers has been interpreted as universalism, ser-
ving the purpose of engaging the diverse elites within their realms.** However, em-
pires and local rulers responded in various ways to Near Eastern imperial tradi-
tions. The following three examples exemplify how the Achaemenids and Alexan-
der were used as a common ground to address the aristocrats. They also serve as
testimonies to the vibrancy of the Near Eastern imperial tradition in the time of
Pompey’s conquest.

Firstly, Mithridates VI was able to resist Roman imperialism for over thirty
years, in part because his rule was widely accepted among the diverse group of
elites in his empire. He was the first Iranian ruler who made the emulation of the
Achaemenids and Alexander the dominating feature of his political program. Ac-
cording to Justin’s epitomes of Trogus’ Philippic History, Mithridates’ strategy of
legitimation was to highlight that his ancestors were Cyrus and Darius on his
father’s side and Alexander and Seleucus on his mother’s side.” Inventing ancestry,
however, was nothing new in the world of the Hellenistic East. Mithridates VI was
the scion of the line of Mithridates I, who was the first Iranian ruler to use elements
of the Bisitun narrative of Darius to legitimise his rulership.*® Therefore, genealogi-
cal fiction was less spontaneous but rather an inherent element in the dynastic
representation of Mithridates’ house. His successors ultimately continued to claim
their ancestry from the Achaemenids, at least until the reign of the emperor Clau-
dius (Tac. Ann. 12.18.4).

Secondly, the official language of Mithridates was not developed independently
but rather fulfilled the expectations of the heterogeneous nobles in the Hellenistic
East. Good examples of the prevailing models of monarchical rulership come from
the Ariarathids of Cappadocia, the Orontids of Armenia, and finally Antiochos of
Commagene. The strategies of legitimisation used by these dynasts blended together
Near Eastern and Macedonian elements of monarchical rulership by claiming line-
age from both the Achaemenids and Alexander.” These rulers, however, went even
further than simply claiming the heritage of the two dynasties. They ultimately
found themselves in competition by using Iranian elements to surpass the visual
vocabulary of their rivals, which naturally presupposes a positively connoted mem-

94 Strootman (2020), 156.

95 Just. Epit. 38.7. See Bosworth and Wheatley (1998); Olbrycht (2009); Shayegan (2017), 426; Gatzke
(2019), 164.

96 App. Mithr.9; Diod. Sic. 19.40.2; Polyb. 5.43.1-4. See Shayegan (2017), 432.

97 Cappadocia: Diod. Sic. 31.19.1-2; Armenia: Strabo 11.14.15. See Traina (2023) highlighting the impor-
tance of Near Eastern elements in the representation of Tigranes II. In the case of Commagene, see the
inscriptions on the fronts of Nemrud Dag1, where Alexander and the Achaemenids were referred to as
predecessors of Antiochos. See Shayegan (2017), 431 with references.
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ory of the Achaemenid past.® Such a connotation is suggested by Tacitus, who states
that the cities of Asia Minor pointed out the privileges granted to them during the
Achaemenid period, in order to negotiate their status with emperor Tiberius.”

The final example comes from the Parthian Empire. During the period of the
growing threat of the Romans along their western border, the representation of the
Arsacid dynasty saw a revival of Achaemenid concepts and models. Scholars have
assumed that the Parthian kings intended to win over the elites in the contested
borderland in the west by making references to the Achaemenids.’® Beginning with
the reign of Mithridates I, certain elements of the Achaemenid royal representation
were introduced into the representation and genealogy of the Arsacids.”” Remark-
ably, in the context of Armenia being a disputed borderland with Rome, the
Parthians’ claim to power incorporated references to Alexander alongside Achae-
menid influence. Tacitus provides evidence for their claim when he mentions that
the Parthian ruler Artabanus II justified his claim over Armenia by associating him-
self with Alexander and Cyrus.”** This claim of the Parthian kings provides the back-
drop against which a plausible contextualisation of the diplomatic encounter be-
tween Pompey and Phraates III after the Transcaucasian campaign (Cass. Dio
37.5.2-3). Pompey felt confident enough to respond to Phraates without addressing
him by his obligatory title of ‘King of Kings’ (Cass. Dio 37.6.2; Plut. Pomp. 38.2). This
episode bears some resemblance to the ‘Marathus Letters’, which describe Alexan-
der’s diplomatic encounters with Darius III after the battle of Issus in 333 BCE. In
these Darius III provoked Alexander by omitting to address him as ‘king’, while
Alexander introduced himself as ‘King of Asia’ in his written response. Similarly,
Pompey angered Phraates III by only addressing him as ‘king’ and not by his obliga-
tory title of ‘King of Kings’ (Arr. Anab. 2.14.9; Curt. 4.1.8). Despite the potential influ-
ence of Graeco-Roman authors on their source material, contesting the legitimacy of
the opponent may be the essence of these episodes.®

Based on this, it appears probable that Pompey projected an image of himself as
the representative of Roman rule in the East, using it as a tool for ideological con-
quest. Interestingly, despite the turbulent years of the civil wars, Roman dominance
over Armenia faced challenges but ultimately remained intact until the region be-

98 Canepa (2017), 215-221.

99 Tac. Ann. 3.60-63. See Sergueenkova and Rojas (2017), 271-272.

100 Shayegan (2011), 1415, 244-245; Ballesteros Pastor (2015); Miiller (2020), 142-143; Michels (2021),
486.

101 Shayegan (2011), 330-331.

102 Tac. Ann. 6.31. See Shayegan (2017), 435; Dabrowa (2021), 51. For a more critical assessment of this
passage see Nabel (2020), 184, arguing that this passage is a personal remark of Tacitus.

103 Degen (2022a), 165-174; Shayegan (2022), 286, 300-308.
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came a province.'® Speculatively, it can be suggested that the local elites offered
their support to Roman rule. It further seems that Pompey utilised Alexander as a
means to demonstrate universalism to the nobles of the Hellenistic East. By surpass-
ing Alexander’s achievements, Pompey put himself in a dominant place in the pre-
vailing discourse on empire, which was influenced by the involvement of the
Parthians. Nevertheless, while the available sources do not extensively explore the
reactions of local elites, there is epigraphical evidence that suggests Pompey was
acknowledged as an authority by the eastern aristocrats. Inscriptions discovered in
western Asia Minor, for instance, honour Pompey as the ‘Lord of the Land and the
Sea’ (émontg yiig xal Bardoong).'” By employing this particular phraseology, the
residents of these cities did not bestow a novel title upon Pompey. Instead, they
adopted a formula that carried a historical significance. It is worth noting that it
was Alexander himself who sought to be recognised as the ‘Lord over Land and Sea’
(Arr. Anab. 7.15.5: yijg te tmdong kai BaAdoong kOplov). This suggests that the cities,
in their reverence for Pompey, adhered to a Hellenistic paradigm in which the con-
cept of universalism held significant importance. Modifications were required,
however, as the cities acknowledged the distinction between honouring a Republi-
can general rather than a monarch. Consequently, the inscriptions referred to Pom-
pey using the neutral term émontng.°® Thus, the title signifies that during the Mi-
thridatic Wars, the idea of universalism played a significant role in communicating
legitimate rulership within the Hellenistic East.

In conclusion, it can be argued that Pompey constructed a persona influenced by
prevailing imperial models, which had served as the framework for legitimate ru-
lership in the Hellenistic East. This is evident from his assertion of surpassing Alex-
ander’s achievements in the Transcaucasian campaign. While the campaign may
have also had strategic motives, the primary purpose was to shape Pompey’s de-
sired image, an image that Theophanes supported through his writings, to meet
political requirements. Ultimately, this image fulfilled the expectations of the east-
ern elites without challenging the Roman concept of military leadership. Embracing
the legacy of Alexander and associating himself with the concept of Near Eastern
rulership proved to be an effective strategy for Pompey to gain support in the bor-
derland with the Parthian Empire. By fulfilling the elites’ expectations, the Roman

104 Dabrowa (2021), 47-51.

105 I KyzikosII 24; AE 2000, 1387; SEG 49, 1509; 51, 158. See Schuler (2007), 389-393. The sea as crucial
element in the title can be explained by the inhabitants of the cities of Asia Minor celebrating Pompey
for having defeated the pirates (Cic. Flac. 14).

106 On the meaning of ¢mdtng, see Schuler (2007), 387-388 (‘Aufseher, der aufgrund seiner hohen
Stellung alles tiberblickt und kontrolliert’); Diggle, et al. (2021), 590 (‘overseer’).
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general inadvertently tapped into an ancient tradition of claiming imperial success
deeply rooted in the history of the Near East. The transmission of these Near East-
ern ideas, spanning from the Achaemenid period to the emergence of succeeding
empires, was facilitated by the diverse nobles of the Hellenistic East. Their expecta-
tions created an environment where invoking the spirit of Alexander became more
than a mere literary device or personal motivation. It became a political myth re-
sulting from ideation.
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