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Since compared to Teispid and Achaimenid history, Arsakid Parthia appears 

to be still understudied – although particularly the recent years saw a notable in-

crease in Arsakid studies – Marek Jan Olbrycht, one of the internationally leading 

authorities on ancient Iranian history, coinage, and archaeology,1 enriches the cur-

rent scholarly debate by this new book (p. IX). 

Examining the emergence, rise, and development of Parthia with its cultural in-

terdependencies and political connections from Hellenistic times (3rd century BC) 

to the era of conquests (2nd century BC), Olbrycht provides the first comprehensive 

monograph on this subject in the current scholarly debate. The study is based on the 

whole range of sources available: literary, epigraphic, numismatic, and archaeologi-

cal evidence. It pays special attention to the multifold problems posed by the evidence 

such as its scarce nature or the Greek and Roman perspective of the literary accounts. 

Carefully divided into clear sections, the monograph operates convincingly with 

a combined chronologic and systematic approach. The first part is dedicated to 

the geopolitical situation of pre-Arsakid Parthia in Hellenistic times (chapters 1-3, 

pp. 17-100), the second part treats the emergence and development of the Arsak-

id realm (chapters 4-7, pp. 103-238), and the third part examines the numismatic 

and archaeological evidence (chapters 8-9, pp. 241-293). 
–––––––––––––––––––––– 

1 To cite only a few of his numerous essential publications: Olbrycht 1996; 1997; 1998a; 1998b; 

2009; 2010; 2013; 2014; 2016; 2017; 2021. 
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In a highly clear and user-friendly way, most of the chapters end with a short 

conclusion; the essential results are additionally summed up in concluding re-

marks (pp. 294-295). 

Carefully introducing the readers to the subject, a preliminary chapter in-

forms about scholarship on pre-Arsakid and Arsakid Parthia. In addition, the 

geopolitical setting of the regions in discussion is explained (pp. 1-13). As for 

the latter, Olbrycht’s profound personal knowledge of the area and its climatic 

conditions proves to be a major advantage. 

Setting the stage for the Parthian rise, chapter 1 explains the geopolitical sit-

uation in Northeastern Iran and the Caspian-Aral region in Post-Achaimenid 

times (pp. 17-36). Chapter 2 discusses the tendencies to disintegration in the 

Seleukid Empire paving the way to the Parthian struggle for autonomy (pp. 37-72). 

Chapter 3 is concerned with the important event of the revolt of Andragoras, 

governor of Parthia-Hyrkania, against the Seleukid rule (pp. 73-100). Critically 

analyzing the fragmentary literary and the numismatic evidence, particularly the 

iconography of the coins minted in Andragoras’ name as a sign of independent 

sovereignty, Olbrycht also re-assesses the etymology of his name and importance 

of his commemoration in Arsakid cultural memory.  

Chapter 4 (pp. 103-125) embeds the rise of Arsakid Parthia in its geograph-

ical context and brings light into some notoriously debated issues such as the  

location of the River Ochos (pp. 103-119). Chapter 5 analyzes the crucial events 

of the defectio Parthorum under Arsakes, his subsequent career, and his portray-

al in the literary sources (pp. 126-161). Olbrycht argues plausibly that the myste-

rious figure of Arsakes I’s brother Tiridates was in fact a historical person whose 

commemoration may have been intensified by Tiridates, a pretender challenging 

Phraates IV: in order to legitimize his claims, Tiridates may have tried to get  

himself a prestigious namesake from the glorious past (pp. 147-149). Debating 

the results of the influential Parthian expert Józef Wolski,2 Olbrycht suggests 

a revised chronological order of events, re-dating the battle of Ankyra to 244/243 BC 

(pp. 77, 160-161). 

Chapter 6 treats the achievements and problems of Arsakes I and pays spe-

cial attention to his relations with the steppe people (pp. 162-200). Chapter 7 

is devoted to the development of the Arsakid realm and rule from Arsakes II to 

Phraates I (pp. 201-256). 

The Arsakid coinage, mints, resources, and iconography with its reflec-

tions of the self-proclaimed royal image as well as the legends of the coins are 

thoroughly analyzed in chapter 8 (pp. 241-256). Completing the study, the last 

chapter is concerned with the archaeological perspective on early Arsakid Par-

thia (pp. 257-293). 
–––––––––––––––––––––– 

2 Wolski 1956/1957, 41-42; Wolski 1996, 181; Wolski 2003, 26, n. 44. 
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The book is equipped with a genealogic list of the early Arsakids (p. XVII), 

a profound map, 16 color pictures of excellent quality, carefully embedded in the 

text, an extensive bibliography (pp. 297-354), and useful indices (pp. 365-377). 

As for another advantage, the monograph provides bilingual citations of ancient 

literary sources, the Greek or Latin texts and English translations, revised by 

Olbrycht, and uses the Greek, not the Latinized spelling for Greek names. 

In sum, Olbrycht provides a highly impressive study reflecting his profound 

expertise in Iranian political, cultural, and material history from the Achaimenids 

and Alexander to the Diadochs and Seleukids and the Arsakids. The monograph 

clearly shows the efforts and results of life-long research on the subject. As men-

tioned before, particularly Olbrycht’s own familiarity with the regions under  

discussion is a clear advantage adding to his convincing argumentations. 

Overall, he provides the reader with an immense wealth of information, new 

ideas, re-assessments, and plausible solutions to much debated scholarly issues. 

To name just a few: the re-dating of the Fraternal War to 244/243 BC (p. 72); the 

reflections on Andragoras’ rare name, its etymology, and dependence on the Irani-

an Narseh (pp. 83-84); the suggestions regarding the propagandistic use of the 

figure of Tiridates by his namesake, the pretender against Phraates IV (pp. 147-149); 

the re-consideration of the role of the Aparnoi in Arsakid times (pp. 121-122) or 

the thoughts on the etymology of the name of Friyapatak (pp. 220-221). 

The excellent book with the richness of its expert knowledge and complex-

ity of arguments clearly addresses a scholarly audience. However, thanks to the 

clear structure, user-friendly division, and comprehensive bibliography it can 

also be recommended to graduate students working on Arsakid Parthia. In any 

case, Olbrycht’s comprehensive monograph will certainly become a standard  

work and “Must Read,” strongly recommended to all interested in Arsakid and 

in Seleukid history. 
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