Shapur I, Odaenathus and Kushanshahr: A Eurasian Perspective on Geopolitics in the Mid-Third Century

In 260 CE the strategic situation in Upper Mesopotamia appeared to favour the Sasanian Empire. Shapur I, who had previously captured Nisibis and other cities in Upper Mesopotamia, defeated and captured the emperor Valerian in the battle of Edessa, and in the aftermath his forces sacked 36 cities in Syria, Cilicia, Cappadocia, Pamphylia, and Lycaonia, including the provincial capitals Tarsus and Caesarea.[footnoteRef:1] However, from c. 262 or 264, the corrector totius Orientis Septimius Odaenathus proceeded to campaign in Upper Mesopotamia to recover or sack cities previously taken by the Sasanians.[footnoteRef:2] As Gallienus’ de facto viceroy of the Syrian provinces, Odaenathus is reported to have recaptured Carrhae, razed Nisibis, recaptured or sacked other unspecified cities, and even made two attempts at capturing Ctesiphon.[footnoteRef:3] There were limits to Odaenathus’ successes. Although interconnected Latin accounts write of the recovery of Mesopotamia,[footnoteRef:4] Festus (brev. 23), who focuses on the Roman-Sasanian wars, highlights Odaenathus’ defence of Rome’s provinces but does not mention reconquest, and Odaenathus’ razing of Nisibis, recorded by Zosimus (1.39.1), strongly suggests that Odaenathus was unable to reoccupy and hold cities and fortresses in eastern Upper Mesopotamia, with Nisibis remaining in Persian hands until 297/8.[footnoteRef:5] However, aside from the successful Persian defence of Ctesiphon and probably successful Persian resistance in eastern Upper Mesopotamia, the overall situation constituted a reversal for the Sasanians. The Sasanians had lost Carrhae (if they had indeed conquered it in the first place),[footnoteRef:6] Nisibis had been ravaged, and they had found themselves decidedly on the defensive. [1:  The sources are collected in Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 57-67; with Stover (2020) 176-177 for an omitted passage recovered from the 1489 Venice edition of the Historia Augusta’s Valeriani. For the 36 cities, see ŠKZ 23-29 (Huyse). It is possible that Antioch on the Orontes, already sacked in 252/3, was also sacked during this campaign. As Huyse (1999) 2.62 notes, Syncellus 466 (Mosshammer) dates the sack of Antioch to the 260 campaign (see also Zon. 12.23), and the Chronicle of Seʻert 2 states in the context of the deportation of Antioch’s Christians that the city was captured twice during this time. Hartmann (2006) 108-122, 124-127 adduces further cases of possible evidence. However, the fact that ŠKZ 27 appears to refer instead to Antiochia ad Cragum, when narrating the 260 campaign, makes a second sacking less likely, thus e.g. Barnes (2009), although he is too dismissive of the opposing sources, which, while late and sometimes confused, often reflect ancient historical traditions. ]  [2:  Kettenhofen (1982) 125 and Hartmann (2001) 167-168 date the beginning of Odaenathus’ campaigns in Mesopotamia to 262, whereas Sartre & Sartre (2014) 54-55 suggest 261. However, HA, Gall. 10.1 dates the beginning of the campaign to 264. Since the passage begins with a consular date, it likely derives from the third century Chronicon of Dexippus. Gall. 12.1, another consular passage, records that in 265 Gallienus rewarded Odaenathus for his successes, although, contra this passage, Gallienus did not appoint Odaenathus co-emperor. On the other hand, according to Hartmann 166 n. 15, HA, Gall. 10.6-11.1 indicates that the first advance on Ctesiphon happened at the same time as the Gothic invasion of 262. However, this invasion is already described with its consular date at 5.2-6.8, and so 11.1 may be referring to a different Gothic incursion in 264/5, albeit otherwise unattested. The title Parthicus Maximus/Persicus Maximus is ascribed to Gallienus on inscriptions from 262: Peachin (1990) 81-82; Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 336; Hartmann 167-168 with nn. 21-22. This provides the strongest support for the argument that campaigning began in 262, but it is possible that the titles initially celebrated the earlier campaigns of harassment conducted by Odaenathus in 260. Peachin argues that the title was not officially adopted until 266, when it began to appear often on papyri, whereas Hartmann suggests that it had become official by December 263. In 264 and 265 Antioch minted coins with the legend pax fundata (RIC 5.1 no. 652). For Hartmann 168, they celebrate a campaign fought in 262/3, but alternatively they may refer to the initial victories of a campaign fought in 264/5 or they may rather be aspirational. ]  [3:  Upper Mesopotamia: Eutr. 9.10; Lib. Ep. 1006.2; HA, Gall. 10.1-5, 12, Trig. Tyr. 15.3 (Carrhae and Nisibis); Oros. 7.22.12; Zos. 1.39.1 (Nisibis). Ctesiphon: Eutr. 9.10; Festus, brev. 23; Jer. Chron. 221; HA, Gall. 10.6-8, 12, Trig. Tyr. 15.4; Oros. 7.22.12; Zos. 1.39.2, who alone mentions two expeditions. On the date of the second expedition against Ctesiphon, Jer. Chron. 221 records an expedition under the year 266, and Sync. 467 (Mosshammer) possibly indicates that this campaign was interrupted by ‘Scythian’ raids and happened not long before Odaenathus’ assassination in 267/8 (see also HA, Gall. 12.6-13.1). Syncellus claims that this expedition won over Ctesiphon, but no other source supports this, and Zosimus implies that neither expedition captured Ctesiphon. On the campaigns of Odaenathus, see Kettenhofen (1982) 122-126; Hartmann (2001) 162-185, 211-217; Mosig-Walburg (2009) 49-53; de Blois (2019) 85; Edwell (2021) 118-122. On Odaenathus’ career, see de Blois (1975); Hartmann 65-230; Sartre & Sartre (2014) 38-72; Andrade (2018) 111-122, 127-152.]  [4:  Eutr. 9.10; HA, Gall. 12, Trig. Tyr. 15.3; Oros. 7.22.12.]  [5:  Mosig-Walburg (2009) 50-52.]  [6:  Some scholars suggest that Odaenathus’ recapture of Carrhae, not recorded by other sources, was a fabrication of the Historia Augusta, either to defame Gallienus or perhaps in emulation of the campaigns of Gordian III: e.g. Kettenhofen (1982) 100 n. 336; Bleckmann (1992) 123 n. 246; Mosig-Walburg (2009) 45 n. 167, 50-51 nn. 210, 213. The ŠKZ inscription does not record Shapur’s capture of Carrhae, but Huyse (1999) 2.71-72 suggests that the scribes accidentally omitted Carrhae, which would help to explain why the inscription mentions the capture of 36 cities but names only 33. On the other hand, the Historia Augusta itself mentions only Nisibis at Trig. Tyr. 15.3. Shapur besieged Carrhae in 259/60: ŠKZ 18; with Ammianus 20.11.11.] 

Why did they experience this reversal? None of the written sources provides an answer, but one can make relevant observations. This article will begin by surveying the Greek and Roman sources for Shapur’s involvement in the war against Odaenathus. Through this, it will be demonstrated that there is an absence of reliable evidence that Shapur campaigned in person against Odaenathus and even indications to the contrary. Following on from this, the article will consider whether this puzzle can be explained by looking beyond the Greek and Roman sources and by considering developments in other parts of western Asia. In doing so, this article considers the benefits and challenges of applying a broader geographical and inter-disciplinary lens to the subject of Roman-Persian relations.

Greek and Roman Evidence, and the Absence of Shapur
According to a Greek historical tradition (Malal. 12.26 [fragm. Domninus]; Sync. 466 [Mosshammer]; Zon. 12.23), in 260 Odaenathus harassed Shapur’s army near the Euphrates as it withdrew from Roman territory. This appears to be the only reliable instance of an engagement fought between the two leaders, and it is distinct from Odaenathus’ campaign(s) in Upper Mesopotamia and the expeditions against Ctesiphon. For these later campaigns, our most detailed source is the Historia Augusta. This is not the occasion to re-hash the debates that surround this collection of lives and its multiple controversies.[footnoteRef:7] However, as we will see, some passages are demonstrably unreliable, whereas other passages, if we read between the lines, appear to be embellishing upon a basis of historical information.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  See e.g. Alföldi, Straub & Rosen (1964-1991); Cameron (2011) 743-782; Thomson (2012); Rohrbacher (2016); Savino (2017).]  [8:  It is of course not unusual to attempt to separate fact from fiction in the Historia Augusta (see e.g. Barnes [1978] 13-78).] 

The Historia Augusta (Val. 4.3-4; Trig. Tyr. 15.4, 16.2) twice claims that Odaenathus captured Shapur’s harem after inflicting a defeat on the king. However, the author betrays confusion, for a Greek historical tradition (Sync. 466 [Mosshammer]; Zon. 12.23) relates that in 260 the Roman general Ballista captured the royal harem when he defeated a Persian detachment at Pompeiopolis in western Cilicia.[footnoteRef:9] Even the Greek claim is doubtful, as it appears to duplicate Galerius’ later defeat of Narseh, and it seems clear that the main Persian army group was operating in eastern Cilicia and/or Cappadocia, whereas the Persians at Pompeiopolis were an ancillary force.[footnoteRef:10] The Historia Augusta (Gall. 12.1) elsewhere relates that Odaenathus marched on Ctesiphon, put Shapur to flight, captured satraps and slew many Persians, but the claim that he pursued Shapur as far as Ctesiphon also appears in Trig. Tyr. 15.4, which, in the context of the pursuit to Ctesiphon, notes the capture of the harem.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, Gall. 12.1 cannot be reliably separated from the fabrication of a captured harem. Moreover, its testimony is vague, and it plays into the topos of a Persian king in flight, with Shapur a new Darius. Other Roman authors celebrate that Odaenathus caused Shapur much trouble, but none specifically claims that Odaenathus defeated Shapur himself in battle, and while the third century historian Philostratus, according to Malalas (12.26), claimed that Odaenathus slew Shapur after coming to him as an ally, this is demonstrably untrue.[footnoteRef:12] For comparison, one may note Ammianus’ specific statement that Gordian III defeated Shapur and put him to flight at Resaina (23.5.17). [9:  Barnes (1978) 69 notes that much of the Tyranni Triginta ‘must be disallowed as sheer fiction’.]  [10:  On the movements of Shapur’s army groups, see e.g. Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 365-367 nn. 38-45. It is also apparent that Ballista’s victory did not prevent the advance nor hinder the withdrawal of a different army group also operating in coastal Cilicia, which sacked cities as far west as Selinus. On Galerius’ victory, see the sources collected in Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 125-131. ]  [11:  Trig. Tyr. 15.4 also mistakenly dates the march on Ctesiphon to before the defeat of the Macriani.]  [12:  Malalas (12.26) prefers the version of the otherwise unattested Domninus, that Shapur was killed through the treachery of Samsigeramus outside Emesa, and that his army, during their subsequent retreat, was destroyed by Odaenathus. However, Shapur was not in fact killed in Syria, this version conflates the campaigns of 252/3 and 260, and this account again does not state that Shapur himself was defeated in battle (on Malal. 12.26, see Cases [2025]). The statement in Zos. 1.39.1, that Odaenathus attacked Shapur with great vigour, is vague. It precedes his description of Odaenathus’ campaign against cities in Upper Mesopotamia and appears to be nothing more than an introductory statement that announces Odaenathus’ decision to begin campaigning against the Persians. The claim in Agath. 4.24.4, that Odaenathus inflicted disasters on Shapur, is a general statement on Odaenathus’ successes against the Persians.] 

Of course, we cannot expect the surviving accounts on Odaenathus to meet Ammianus’ standards, and most other accounts of Gordian’s battle, albeit very brief in their treatment, likewise do not specify that Shapur was present.[footnoteRef:13] However, the Historia Augusta itself, whenever it provides more specific information, appears to imply that Shapur was often absent during the campaigns of Odaenathus. At Gall. 10.3 the author relates that Odaenathus ‘immediately’ (statim) occupied Carrhae and Nisibis, the inhabitants surrendering to the Palmyrene commander. The apparent ease of the seizure of these cities is supported by Zosimus (1.39.1), who records that Odaenathus took Nisibis on the first assault. If Odaenathus had rapidly accomplished the capture of these cities, then, even though it is apparent that Odaenathus could not hold Nisibis, perhaps there was not a strong enough Sasanian military presence to hinder Odaenathus’ initial attacks or encourage the resistance of the cities’ inhabitants. At Gall. 10.6-8, although speaking vaguely of the long-lasting success of the Romans, the Historia Augusta implies that Odaenathus’ advance upon Ctesiphon had been successfully hindered or blocked after extended battles with varying results by an army mustered by multiple satraps for the purpose of common defence. Unlike its other two passages on the march to Ctesiphon, this more detailed passage makes no mention of Shapur. It is unknown from where this information derives (perhaps Dexippus’ Chronicon, Nicostratus of Trebizond or the lost Historia of Aurelius Victor),[footnoteRef:14] but it appears to be broadly reliable, as it describes a Roman failure to capture Ctesiphon. The detail of a satrapal coalition defending Ctesiphon makes sense if the coalition was operating in lieu of Shapur. The fact that the Historia Augusta, at Gall. 10.4 and 12.1, twice notes that Odaenathus captured satraps during his campaigns may likewise suggest that they were his principal opponents.[footnoteRef:15] If Shapur was absent, then this would be significant, as he often commanded in person. He is attested at the battles of Resaina and Edessa, at the sieges of Hatra, Emesa and Nisibis, at the sack of Antioch, and during the conquest of Armenia, and Shapur’s inscription on the Kaʻba-i Zardost (ŠKZ) implicitly locates him at the battles of Misiche and Barbalissus.[footnoteRef:16] Likewise, Alexander Lycopolitanus, a contemporary, wrote that Mani accompanied Shapur on his campaigns, a claim that necessitates the assumption that the king often commanded in person.[footnoteRef:17] In 363 Julian was pursued by Shapur II during his withdrawal from Ctesiphon.[footnoteRef:18] Despite Shapur I’s apparent vigour and brilliance in command, no similar episode is said to have occurred following either of Odaenathus’ expeditions against Ctesiphon. [13:  HA, Gord. 26.5 locates Shapur at the battle, but he is not mentioned in Eutr. 9.2, Festus, Brev. 22, and Zos. 1.18.2. Eutropius and Festus demonstrably rely on a common source.]  [14:  Nicostratus of Trebizond wrote a history covering Gordian III through to the campaigns of Odaenathus: Potter (1990) 70-72, 221-222; Bleckmann (1992) 16, 102 n. 170. On the Historia Augusta’s extensive use of Aurelius Victor, see Stover & Woudhuysen (2023) 265-334. ]  [15:  That said, Gall. 12.1 is the same passage that mentions the flight of Shapur.]  [16:  Edessa: Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 57-67. Hatra: al-Tabari 5.30-37 (Bosworth). Emesa: Malal. 12.26. Nisibis: al-Tabari 5.28; Eutychius 109-110 (CSCO 50). Antioch: Dodgeon & Lieu (1991) 50-54. Armenia: Agathangelos, Hist. Arm. 35-36. Misiche: ŠKZ 6-7 (Huyse). Barbalissus: ŠKZ 9.]  [17:  Alexander Lycopolitanus, contra Manichaei opiniones disputatio 2 (Brinkmann, p. 4). Of course, Shapur also had other commanders operate separately from him, as is evidenced by the ŠKZ, which implies the presence of ancillary forces during the campaigns of 252/3 and 260 (Dodgeon & Lieu [1991] 360-363 nn. 7-19, 365-367 nn. 38-45). In the case of the campaign of 252/3, Shapur appears to have leap-frogged the key fortresses of Dura Europos and Circesium at the Khabur confluence in order to bee-line towards a major Roman army at Barbalissos, perhaps under the legate of Syria or someone holding an extraordinary appointment to deal with the Sasanians. After annihilating this force, he divided his own army into two to neutralize legionary bases in Syria and perhaps obfuscate his march on Antioch, which apparently took the locals by surprise (Or. Sib. XIII 108-130; Lib. Or. 24.38; Amm. 23.5.3; Eunap. VS 6.5.2). After taking Antioch, he appears to have then split his army into three or four forces to raid Syria and eastern Cilicia more widely, while another army raided Cappadocia and captured the legionary base at Satala. Meanwhile, a task force marching from Pirisabora appears to have captured Dura and Circesium (Dodgeon & Lieu 363 n. 18; James [2004] 23-24; cf. Huyse [1999] 2.64), exploiting the fact that the Romans were distracted by the raids into Syria and Anatolia. In the case of the 260 campaign, Shapur appears to have divided his army into at least five groups to raid Anatolia more widely. Note also the campaigns of Prince Hormizd-Ardashir, who appears to have led a reconnaissance raid, possibly into Cappadocia, prior to the campaign of 252/3 (HA, Trig. Tyr. 2.2; cf. Or. Sib. XIII 89-102), and the Cilician campaign of the satrap Spates (Malal. 12.26, citing Domninus).]  [18:  Ammianus (25.1.1-3) witnessed the arrival of Shapur II’s army.] 

There is a potential explanation for Shapur’s absence. It is worth remembering that the Sasanian regime was not merely an enemy of Rome but was a neighbour to numerous other peoples in Western Asia and the Caucasus, with trade and diplomatic contacts extending across Eurasia. Rome was not the only geopolitical concern of the Sasanians. Developments in one region could affect developments in another. For example, Odaenathus’ superior, the emperor Gallienus, could not campaign against the Sasanians due to civil wars and enemy raids in Europe. For the remainder of the article, we will consider Shapur’s absence from Mesopotamia through the same lens. We will ask whether Sasanian interests in other regions of Eurasia help to explain Roman successes in the 260s. In doing so, we will also seek to determine whether one can explain the historical conundrum that is presented by the Greek and Roman sources by employing non-Graeco-Roman sources.


Shapur and the East
Shapur’s ŠKZ inscription focuses on his wars with Rome, and most of our sources are Roman. However, although posterity has not preserved a corresponding account of Shapur’s activities further to the east, his government directed much of its attention to the eastern territories. Ardashir I likely was already allied with the Indo-Parthian rulers of Sakastan when in 224 he defeated Artabanus IV of Parthia.[footnoteRef:19] However, in a campaign across eastern Iran, perhaps fought in the mid-230s, Ardashir I received the subordination of the eastern satrapies and the Indo-Parthian kingdoms, and supposedly even the Kushans of Bactria and the Chorasmian kingdom of the Oxus Delta.[footnoteRef:20] Appropriately, he established kings in Abrenakh, Marw, Kerman and Sakastan, the latter three all named Ardashir (ŠKZ 41 [Huyse]).[footnoteRef:21] Imperialism in the east increased under Shapur. Describing events just prior to the Sasanian capture of Hatra in 240/1, al-Tabari (5.33 [Bosworth]) claims that the king of Hatra raided Sasanian territory while Shapur was away in Khorasan, and in 241/2 Shapur campaigned against the Dailamites, Gilans, Gurganians and Chorasmians.[footnoteRef:22] Further expansion ensued at the expense of the Kushan Empire (Kushanshahr). Whereas the coinage of Ardashir is rare in Arachosia and the Kabul Valley, Shapur’s is common, which indicates that he conquered these regions.[footnoteRef:23] Shapur defeated and killed the ‘Turanian’ Pahlizag near the later site of Nishapur, and in the 250s he left the ongoing siege of Nisibis to subordinates while he crushed a revolt in Khorasan.[footnoteRef:24]  [19:  Kalani (2017).]  [20:  Ardashir’s military and political efforts in the east: al-Tabari 5.15 (Bosworth); Moses Khorenatsʻi, Hist. Arm. 2.72-73; Ibn Khordadbeh, Kitab al-Masalik wa’l Mamalik (trans. Bhatia [1976] 420); Smith (1920); Mitchiner (1976) 771; Carter (1985) 216-218, 266-269; Cribb (1990) 163; Huyse (1999) 2.33; Alram (2007); cf. Göbl (1993) 53-55 with n. 120. Carter suggests that the Kushan Empire split in two, at which time the Kushans of Bactria became Sasanian vassals, whereas Kanishka II proceeded to rule an independent kingdom to the east. Compare the scepticism of Ghirshman (1946) 156-160; Schindel (2020) 202-204; (2021) 177. Alram dates the campaign to the 230s based on literary and numismatic evidence. A campaign in 233 accords with the ‘disbanding’ of Ardashir’s army in the war against the Romans, which took the Romans, who were expecting an attack, by surprise (Kettenhofen [1995b] 165-167; Grenet et al. [2007] 259 n. 13). In addition to the fact that Ardashir fought campaigns in Arabia in the 230s (Piacentini [1985]), this undermines Herodian’s claim (6.6.5-6) that Ardashir suffered heavy casualties against the Romans.]  [21:  Although its location is unknown, Abrenakh appears to have been in the east: Huyse (1999) 2.131.]  [22:  Chronicle of Arbela 9 with Waldron (2024) 223-234. The Gilans (Amm. 17.5.1) and Dailamites (Procop. Bell. 8.14.7-9; Agath. 3.17.6-9) were especially formidable opponents. On the potential Sasanian subjugation of Chorasmia, see Henning (1965) 168-170, Livshits (1968) 442-443 and Vaïnberg (1977) 97, who, when read together, point to the following: 1) inscriptions in the Chorasmian language are largely absent from the Sasanian period, 2) the king of the Chorasmians is listed as a vassal in the Paikuli inscription of c. 293 (NPi 92 [Humbach & Skjærvø]), and 3) the imagery on Chorasmian coins, as well as Sasanian coin finds, may suggest dependence on the Sasanians. Cf. Kettenhofen (1995a) 303-307, who is sceptical of the chronicle’s claims. In defence of the chronicle’s reliability, see Brock (1968) 308 n. 1; (1979/80) 24; Kawerau (1985); Schrier (1992) 82-83 nn. 26-27; Jullien & Jullien (2001); Ramelli (2002); (2006). Cf. Fiey (1967) and Walker (2006) 287-290, who regard the text to be a forgery, as well as Assfalg (1966). On Chorasmian chronology, see Lurje (2018).]  [23:  Coinage: Mitchiner (1976) xix n. 916; Carter (1985) 234 n. 57; see also Wilson (1851) 383-384. Conquests: Mitchiner 771; Carter 219-220 with n. 11, 234 n. 57, 269 n. 160, 271. See also Bopearachchi (2001) 26, discussed below.]  [24:  Pahlizag: Shahrestaniha I Eranshahr 15 (Daryaee, p. 14); Carter (1985) 269-270 with n. 161; cf. Ghirshman (1946) 160-161; (1948) 70, who attributes the victory to Shapur II and proposes that Pahlizag is a corruption of ‘king of Balkh’. Khorasan: Al-Tabari 5.28 (Bosworth); Carter 270-271 with n. 163. Carter suggests that Shapur contended against a rebellion by the vassal Kushan king of Bactria.] 

Shapur’s ŠKZ was erected in the 260s or at the start of the 270s, perhaps soon after the victory at Edessa,[footnoteRef:25] and it makes no mention of contemporary vassal kings in Bactria and Marw.[footnoteRef:26] This could suggest that these regions had fallen under direct control. Additionally, according to ŠKZ 34 (Huyse), the Sasanians had centralized control over the Indo-Parthian lands, as the vassal kingdom of Turan and parts of Hindustan had been brought under the rule of the Sakanshah (king of Sakastan), Shapur’s son Narseh.[footnoteRef:27] Moreover, the inscription celebrates that Shapur’s realm includes Kushanshahr as far as Sogdiana, Kash (Kashkadar, Kashgar or Kashmir) and the borders (or mountains) of Tashkent, and up to Pashkabur, likely Peshawar in western Gandhara (ŠKZ 3).[footnoteRef:28] Fittingly, Shapur was likely responsible for the monument at Rag-e Bibi at the northern end of the Kabul Valley, which displays multiple iconographic parallels with monuments of Shapur constructed in the 260s, and was erected in proximity to Surkh Kotal, a Kushan dynastic shrine. The relief shows the king hunting an Indian rhinoceros, symbolic of the Indus region, and it appears to celebrate the capture of a Kushan king and the Sasanian absorption of Kushans as fellow Iranians into Eranshahr.[footnoteRef:29] Similarly, Shapur’s Bishapur III relief, which dates to the same period, includes people bringing an elephant and wildcats as tribute, and Georgina Herrmann has used an iconographic comparison with the Apadana reliefs to show that these are peoples from Central Asia and the Indus.[footnoteRef:30] The Sasanian conquest of Kushanshahr is confirmed by drachms struck under Bahram I (c. 273-276), a near-immediate and short-lived successor of Shapur, which bear the mintmark of Balkh.[footnoteRef:31] [25:  On the terminus ante quem, see Huyse (1999) 1.12-14. Göbl (1965) 288 n. 16 argued that the inscription was erected during the reign of Shapur’s successor, Hormizd I (c. 271-273), but this is based on the outdated observation that no coins of Shapur mention Aneran (cf. Yücel [2017]).]  [26:  In contrast, ŠKZ 41 (Huyse) records that Ardashir Marwshah (king of Marw) reigned under Ardashir I, and al-Tabari 5.15 (Bosworth) narrates that Ardashir I, after campaigning as far as Balkh, subsequently received ambassadors announcing the submission of the king of the Kushans. Notably, the ŠKZ does not record a vassal king of the Kushans who reigned under Ardashir, but if the king had run afoul of Shapur, this would explain his absence.]  [27:  Mitchiner (1976) 771; Nikitin (1999) 259-260. Ardashir Sakanshah, who reigned under Ardashir I (ŠKZ 41 [Huyse]), does not appear to have held the full title attributed to Narseh, who was honoured as ‘king of Hindustan, Sakastan and Turan up to the shore of the sea’ (34). See also al-Tabari 5.15 (Bosworth), who claims that the kings of Makran and Turan submitted to Ardashir I.]  [28:  Ghirshman (1946) 161-162; Carter (1985) 218-219 with n. 10; Huyse (1999) 2.32-37, who notes that the inscription does not mean the entirety of the Kushan realm.]  [29:  Grenet et al. (2007), who persuasively muster iconographic reasons for supposing that the Sasanian king is Shapur I (257-258); Ball (2017) 157-160; Rezakhani (2017) 73-74; Wiesehöfer & Ruffing (2022) 270; cf. Schindel (2020) 209-210, who suggests that the relief depicts Shapur II.]  [30:  Herrmann (1998).]  [31:  Nikitin (1999) 260. The practice of indicating the mint-site was rare in the third century.] 

It is likely that, when Shapur was not directing campaigns in Mesopotamia or Armenia, he was spending a considerable part of his time in the east. This may well apply to the early and mid-260s.[footnoteRef:32] Shapur died between 270 and 272, and so old age or illness is not as likely a solution for his absence during the war against Odaenathus. Even if he had chosen to retire from active campaigning, to spend the final decade of his reign in peace, it would not explain his absence during the defence of Ctesiphon, when one might have expected him to assume even nominal command. Warfare and administration in the east are the most likely explanations for Shapur I’s apparent distraction. [32:  See e.g. Syvänne & Maksymiuk (2018) 102.] 


Kushano-Sasanian Evidence
Precision is not possible, as research on Kushan and Kushano-Sasanian chronology has not reached universal agreement on the dates of developments. The evidence certainly suggests that there was fighting in the 260s. The monumental references to victory in the east at Rag-e Bibi and Bishapur both date to this period, and Osmund Bopearachchi has shown that the last coin issues to Kushan kings found at Begram in the Kabul Valley, destroyed in the third century, date to the reign of Vasishka, whose reign may have begun in the 240s and ended in the 250s or 260s.[footnoteRef:33] It is unlikely that Shapur had time to campaign that far east in the 240s and 250s, unless it was between 244 and 252/3. If the campaign resulted in the capture of Vasishka, hence the captive ruler in the Rag-e Bibi monument, then the episode must post-date 255, when Vasishka is still attested as king (see below). Thus, while far from certain, the most suitable date for the city’s destruction is the 260s. [33:  Bopearachchi (2001) 26.] 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting some possible, albeit debatable, further suggestions of activity in the 260s. The first two Kushano-Sasanian kings (Kushanshahs) were Ardashir and his successor Peroz. Ardashir Kushanshah minted coins in Marw, Herat and Bactria, and coins were struck for Peroz in Herat, Bactria and Gandhara. Whereas there is a scarcity of coinage struck for Ardashir, which may suggest a short reign, Kushano-Sasanian mints produced multiple series of coins for Peroz, which became prototypes for later Kushano-Sasanian issues. This indicates that Peroz reigned over a kingdom of considerable breadth and stability.[footnoteRef:34] Peroz’s gold dinars, minted in Gandhara, appear to allude to a Sasanian campaign, perhaps the conquest of parts of Gandhara east of Peshawar, as well as the defeat of a Kushan king, as on one type the goddess Ardoksho holds out a Kushan royal helmet rather than the diadem that appears on Kushan versions of this type.[footnoteRef:35] One is reminded of the captured Kushan ruler on the Rag-e Bibi monument.  [34:  Carter (1985) 231-240, esp. 237; see also Göbl (1984) 81-82, pls. 61-62, 114, 116-121, 123; Cribb (1990) 156, 158-162; Jongeward & Cribb (2015) 205-209. On the coins of Ardashir, see Göbl (1984) 81-82, pl. 114; Cribb 154 n. 4, 159 with n. 11, 162; Jongeward & Cribb 203-204.]  [35:  Carter (1985) 231-232, 271.] 

Joe Cribb has discussed the parallels between these early Kushano-Sasanian types and coins minted by the late Kushan kings, specifically Kanishka II, Vasishka, Kanishka III and Vasudeva II. If the Kushan era of chronology is calculated from 127, as is the communis opinio (albeit still the subject of debate), then Kanishka II reigned from c. 230 for at least 17 years, Vasishka is attested on inscriptions in 251 and 255, Kanishka III is attested in 268, and Vasudeva II probably reigned afterwards (no dated Kushan inscriptions are found after 284).[footnoteRef:36] On a Kushano-Sasanian type derived from Kushan examples, Ardashir holds a staff with a single ball on top, which was introduced on Kushan coins during the reign of Kanishka II, whereas on the coins of Vasudeva II and his successors the staff has two or three balls.[footnoteRef:37] This suggests that Ardashir reigned before the accession of Vasudeva II. Moreover, both the bronze coins of Peroz and those of Vasudeva II are 4 grams in weight, and Peroz’s gold dinars and Vasudeva II’s first issue of bronze types depict a seated goddess with the same feet and throne-shape.[footnoteRef:38] Fittingly, Peroz’s mints overstruck coins of Kanishka III, and his coins were overstruck by Vasudeva II.[footnoteRef:39] Vasudeva II overstruck early coins of Peroz’s successor Hormizd Kushanshah, and their coins have been found hoarded together.[footnoteRef:40] Peroz’s reign thus overlapped with the earlier part of Vasudeva II’s rule, and his reign may have begun around the time of Kanishka III’s reign.[footnoteRef:41]  [36:  On the Kushan chronological scheme, see e.g. Falk (2001); (2004); (2012) 132-135; Cribb (2018); but for disagreement, cf. e.g. Schindel (2020) 225-226; (2021) 180-182.]  [37:  Cribb (1990) 174.]  [38:  Cribb (1990) 173-174.]  [39:  La Vaissière (2016); Cribb (2018) 27.]  [40:  Cribb (2018) 26-27.]  [41:  Cribb (1990) 175-176.] 

Cribb has argued that Ardashir and Peroz Kushanshah reigned under Shapur I, since the altar on Peroz’s Gandharan coins copies the details and structure of the fire altar/throne on the reverse of Ardashir I’s coins, because Peroz overstruck coins of Shapur, and because the coin portraits of Ardashir Kushanshah and Peroz feature a swept-back style of hair bun that also appears on the coinage of Shapur.[footnoteRef:42] However, the ŠKZ inscription fails to mention a Kushano-Sasanian king in its list of vassal rulers.[footnoteRef:43] This indicates that, in the immediate aftermath of Edessa, a Kushano-Sasanian monarchy had yet to be established.[footnoteRef:44] Peroz may perhaps be identified with Prince Peroz, who is listed on the ŠKZ as a member of the dynasty but with no territories under his jurisdiction (37 [Huyse]).[footnoteRef:45] If the foundation of the Kushano-Sasanian monarchy dates to the reign of Shapur, one may suggest that Shapur spent part of his later reign seeking to re-organize Sasanian control over Bactria and nearby territories. The establishment of a Sasanian Kushanshah was an act of delegation, but it must have required considerable preparation to establish bonds of trust between the Kushanshah and the central administration, as the wuzurg Kushanshah (Great King of the Kushans) would be among the most powerful of the Sasanian vassal kings, and perhaps second only to the wuzurg Armenan Shah (Great King of Armenia) in terms of prestige.[footnoteRef:46] If the campaign referenced on Peroz’s coinage, likely fought in Gandhara, also dates to late in Shapur’s reign, as Martha L. Carter suggests, then a considerable percentage of Sasanian manpower would have been located far from Mesopotamia.[footnoteRef:47] [42:  Cribb (1990) 164, 165-166, 170-171, 177; Cribb (2018) 26. Cribb (1990) provisionally dates Ardashir’s reign from c. 230-c. 245 and Peroz from c. 245-c. 270. See also Brunner (1974) 148-149; Jongeward & Cribb (2015) 202-209; Rezakhani (2017) 74.]  [43:  It is possible that Shapur regarded the Kushanshahs as his allies rather than vassals, but since Shapur claims to rule Kushanshahr, this seems unlikely. The only Sasanian inscription to mention a Kushanshah is the Paikuli inscription (NPi 92 [Humbach & Skjærvø]), which lists the unnamed king among others who ‘stayed by (Narseh’s) advice and council’ after the latter seized power over the Sasanian Empire in 293.]  [44:  Nikitin (1999) 260; Schindel (2020) 204-207. For Göbl (1993) 51, this indicates that the Sasanians had lied about their conquests, but for a refutation of this interpretation, see Huyse (1999) 2.33.]  [45:  Carter (1985) 232-233. This Peroz may be Shapur’s brother of the same name, who, in Manichean literature, introduced Mani to Shapur (Sundermann [1986b] 284-285). For this reason, he may perhaps be identified with the king of Turan whom Manichean sources claim was converted to Manichaeism (Sundermann [1986a] 56 sub 2.2 /II/, 58 sub 9). For the possible identification, see e.g. Carter 233 n. 55, who suggests that Prince Peroz was associated with the Sasanian east. ]  [46:  Among the vassal kings, usually only the Armenan Shah and Kushanshah receive the appellation wuzurg (‘great’).]  [47:  For Carter’s date, see Carter (1985) 233-234, 271. Carter postulates that Shapur’s forces overthrew the Kushan king Vasishka, who may have reigned between approximately 247 and 267. Cf. La Vaissière (2016), who suggests that Peroz attacked Gandhara in response to Kushan involvement in the rebellion of Hormizd Sakanshah in the 280s (Pan. Lat. 11[3].17.2; note however that these ‘Kushans’ could have been Kushano-Sasanians).] 

However, there are reasons to propose a later date for the establishment of the Kushano-Sasanian state.[footnoteRef:48] On an inscription set up in Naqsh-e Rostam during the reign of Bahram II (276-293), the High Priest Kartir describes how he set up sacred fires and magi across the empire, and in a lacunose line he celebrates that his priests and fires reached as far as Peshawar (KNRm 36).[footnoteRef:49] This could imply that most of Gandhara was still outside the empire, but it is possible that Kartir is simply repeating a rhetorical expression of Shapur, whose ŠKZ was also located in Naqsh-e Rostam (in which case Peshawar might be regarded as a toponymic substitute for the wider Gandharan region).[footnoteRef:50] Nevertheless, certain numismatic considerations also point towards a later date. Coinage minted likely in Marw for Ardashir Kushanshah differ substantially from the coins minted for Ardashir I and Shapur I that appear to also derive from Marw.[footnoteRef:51] Nikolaus Schindel argues that the Balkh drachms of Bahram I differ too greatly from Kushano-Sasanian dinars to be contemporary.[footnoteRef:52] The silver coins of Peroz depict a similar investiture scene to those found on the coins of Hormizd I (c. 271-273) and Bahram II.[footnoteRef:53] Most notably, Schindel has reassessed a rare coin-type found in Marw and Bactria which also depicts an investiture scene, where the king receives a semicircular object that resembles how Kushan crowns were depicted. [footnoteRef:54] Thirteen specimens have been found in Bactria, a fairly considerable number for a rare coin. The type pre-dates Peroz’s coins, and it appears to have been minted in honour of a Marwshah rather than a Kushanshah. The legend is mostly illegible, with no word certainly identified, but Schindel, making a series of conjectures, suggests that a Sasanian king, possibly named Bahram or Narseh, is referenced on the obverse. If Schindel’s tentative reconstruction of the legend is correct, and if the Marwshah governed in Bactria prior to the establishment of the Kushano-Sasanian state, then the Kushano-Sasanian monarchy cannot pre-date 273.[footnoteRef:55] As Schindel also points out, this coin differs substantially from other coins minted in Marw during Shapur’s reign, and the inclusion of a second line in the obverse legend finds its earliest parallel in the coinage of Hormizd I.[footnoteRef:56] [48:  Scholars who argue for a later date: e.g. Göbl (1984) 79-86; (1993) (c. 350); Nikitin (1999) (c. 300-c. 325); Schindel (2020); (2021) (280s); Grenet (2022) 90-92 (c. 280). For Göbl, Nikitin and Schindel, the Kushanshah on the Paikuli inscription of c. 293 (NPi 92 [Humbach & Skjærvø]; see n. 34) appears more like a foreign king than a vassal. Schindel (207-209) observes that the inscription does not refer to the Kushanshah as wuzurg, otherwise present on Kushano-Sasanian coins, and Nikitin (260) notes that the Kushanshah is mentioned immediately after the Roman emperor. They propose that the king is a Kushan rather than a Kushano-Sasanian. However, this is not convincing. The inscription also does not apply wuzurg to Narseh when referring to his former position as Armenan Shah. Even if the claims of the ŠKZ are considered unreliable, it is difficult to escape the impression that the non-Sasanian Kushan kingdom was in decline and unlikely to be given a prestigious place in the NPi (Grenet 90; cf. Rezakhani [2017] 48), unless one entirely disregards the ŠKZ’s claims about Kushanshahr (on the decline of the Kushan state, see also Huyse [1999] 2.34-35 n. 76). In the NPi, the Kushanshah is followed by a list of Sasanian vassals, and so his place in the inscription may rather indicate that he is the most prestigious of the vassal kings, which, besides the Armenan Shah, was indeed likely true of the Kushano-Sasanian kings (the NPi cannot list an Armenan Shah in this section, as the Armenan Shah had been Narseh up until his seizure of power).]  [49:  KNRm 36: Herrmann & MacKenzie (1989) 55, 58, 64-65; Gignoux (1991) 50.]  [50:  Cf. Grenet (2022) 90.]  [51:  Schindel (2020) 219-220.]  [52:  Schindel (2021) 177-178.]  [53:  Cribb (1990) 168-169; Schindel (2021) 178-179.]  [54:  Schindel (2021); cf. Göbl (1984) pl. 114 no. 1029; Jongeward & Cribb (2015) 202.]  [55:  As the crown on the reverse may be a Kushan crown, Schindel (2021) 179 also argues that the scene depicts a recent usurpation of the Kushan monarchy’s powers in Bactria, which would make it unlikely that previous Marwshahs held power in Bactria.]  [56:  Schindel (2021) 170, 176.] 

But while we must acknowledge that it is debatable and uncertain when these developments took place, the evidence from Begram, Rag-e Bibi and Bishapur remain relevant. Moreover, another hint of activity in the east is contained within the Tarikh Ghurar al-Siyar, an early tenth century history of the Persian kings dedicated to the Samanid governor of Khorasan. 

Shapur and the Sogdians
The Tarikh Ghurar al-Siyar (499 [Zotenberg]) records that Hormizd I (c. 271-273), Shapur’s short-lived immediate successor, won a victory over ‘Haitalites (Hephthalites?) or Sogdians’ and imposed tribute on them. The authorship is uncertain, but scholars sometimes attribute the work on stylistic, phraseological and onomastic grounds to al-Thaʻalibi, an anthologist living under the Samanid regime.[footnoteRef:57] Al-Thaʻalibi lived in Nishapur in Khorasan and travelled to Gurgan, Chorasmia, Sogdiana, Bactria and Kabulistan.[footnoteRef:58]  We do not know the source of the passage on Hormizd, but whether the author is al-Thaʻalibi or an unknown subject of Samanid Khorasan, their geographical context gave them access to regional historical traditions.[footnoteRef:59] The historicity of the campaign finds some support in the Late Sasanian Book of the Deeds of Ardashir (13.19), which claims that Hormizd consolidated Sasanian rule over Eranshahr under an absolute monarchy, brought the rulers of different frontiers under submission, and demanded tribute from Rome and Hindustan, while various kings visited his court, including the Roman emperor, the tegin of Kabul, the king of Hindustan and the Turkic khaghan. This work is laced with legend and the passage contains anachronisms, but the broader picture may derive from a historical tradition of activities in Central Asia and the Indus region.[footnoteRef:60] [57:  On the uncertainty surrounding authorship, see Orfali (2009) 297-298; Ali Reza & Qanbarali (2014).]  [58:  Orfali (2016) 35.]  [59:  On the life and scholarship of al-Thaʻalibi, see Orfali (2016).]  [60:  On this work, see Grenet (2003). Notably, the Tarikh Ghurar al-Siyar (494-495 [Zotenberg]) also claims that Shapur, at some point, sent Hormizd to Khorasan, where he subdued enemies of the empire.] 

Hormizd reigned for less than two years, but if the sickly ruler had defeated the ‘Haitalites’ or Sogdians early in his reign, when, one presumes, he was healthier, perhaps he came to the throne at a time when conflicts were being fought in the north-eastern territories (and perhaps also in the Indus).[footnoteRef:61] This may help to explain why Sasanian interventions appear to have been limited during Aurelian’s war against Zenobia (spring 272),[footnoteRef:62] but it likely also sheds light on the later years of Shapur’s reign. Shapur must have had considerable contact with the Sogdians. In the ŠKZ he appears to regard Sogdiana as being on the borders of his realm but outside the empire.[footnoteRef:63] The fact that the inscription mentions not only Sogdiana but also Tashkent and possibly Kashgar or Kashkadar indicates the importance of this region within the imperial messaging of Shapur. The establishment of a border with the Sogdians would have entailed active diplomacy and likely some conflict, especially if Shapur was claiming territory south-west of Kashgar. If the Tarikh Ghurar al-Siyar’s ‘Haitalites’ reflect a nomadic incursion of some kind, then Shapur had all the more reason to intervene in the region. However, considering the distances involved, it is plausible that Shapur had to dedicate long-term attention to the region. The fact that Hormizd was able to crush the enemy/enemies in a short space of time strongly suggests that the Sasanians had already been fighting in the region for some time beforehand.[footnoteRef:64] [61:  Length of reign: Al-Masʻudi, Muruj 593 (Pellat, p. 221).]  [62:  On Aurelian’s defeat of Sasanian, Arabic and Armenian reinforcements and his subsequent punitive expedition against the Sasanians, see the incomplete abbreviation deriving from the lost account of Aurelius Victor (Aur. Vict. HAb 35.1-2) and the related comments in HA, Aur. (27.4, 28.2-5, 33.2, 41.9).]  [63:  Huyse (1999) 2.36.]  [64:  See also Syvänne & Maksymiuk (2018) 109-112, who speculate that the ongoing threat from the north-east meant that, when Shapur died, his son Narseh, as the Sakanshah, had to assume responsibility for the war’s conduct. Later, in 293 Narseh overthrew Bahram III, and he subsequently replaced Bahram I’s name with his own on Bahram I’s investiture relief at Bishapur (NVŠ), and on the Paikuli inscription he presented his dynastic legitimacy as having derived from his father and ancestors (NPi 82 [Humbach & Skjærvø]), thereby ignoring the reigns of Hormizd I, Bahram I and Bahram II. Syvänne & Maksymiuk thus suggest that, when Shapur died, the north-eastern threat prevented Narseh from making a bid for the throne. However, one must caution that Narseh’s imperial ambition may have only developed later in response to the accession of Bahram I, who, although the eldest son of Shapur, appears to have been last among the sons in the order of succession (Weber & Wiesehöfer [2010]). Syvänne & Maksymiuk also speculate that Hormizd’s death led to a new round of rebellions among the subjugated states, since al-Masʻudi reports that Bahram I fought wars against ‘kings of the east’ (Muruj 594 [Pellat, p. 222]). This provides further evidence for the importance of eastern considerations to the Sasanian kings in this period, but specifically it may refer to dynastic unrest resulting from Bahram’s controversial accession (on which, see also Weber & Wiesehöfer [2008]).] 

If Shapur’s armies did campaign in regions as distant as the Kabul Valley, Gandhara and Sogdiana, then, again, it is unlikely that Shapur found the time and opportunity to dedicate resources to such campaigns while he himself was commanding in the field against the Romans, a situation that pertains to much of the 240s and 250s. The campaigns that culminated in the battles of Misiche, Barbalissus and Edessa, and the captures of Antioch, Nisibis, Dura Europos, Tarsus and Caesarea were problematic times to be sending armies as far north and east as modern Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Pakistan, and one would struggle to understand his successes against the Romans if these efforts were contemporaneous. Rather, any campaigns in Sogdiana or Gandhara ought to have occurred later. The capture of Valerian, the humiliation of Rome and the subsequent fragmentation of the Roman Empire may have inspired Shapur to seek further success elsewhere, and to reform Sasanian administration in the east through the establishment of the Kushano-Sasanian state, content in the knowledge that he had thoroughly defeated the Romans. 
However, Odaenathus led a counter-offensive, which took the Sasanians off-guard. Gordian III appears to have launched his own offensive soon after the death of Ardashir I, at a time when Shapur was fighting rebellions around the Caspian, and Carus marched on Ctesiphon while Bahram II was engaged in a civil war against Hormizd Sakanshah, his brother or cousin.[footnoteRef:65] In like manner, in exploiting Shapur’s absence, Odaenathus was able to campaign with some success against an enemy that had often bested the Romans. The energetic king was not present, and he would have taken many of the best units with him, including bodyguard units and, if it yet existed, the Sasanian elephant corps, of use against enemy armies in South Asia.[footnoteRef:66] [65:  On the timing of Gordian’s invasion, see Waldron (2024) 223-234. On Carus and the rebellion of Hormizd, see Weber & Wiesehöfer (2008); Hartmann (2022) 25-32 with nn. 14-32.]  [66:  On Sasanian war elephants, see Rance (2003); Charles (2007).] 

This may add further context to the adoption of ‘king of kings’ in Palmyra. An inscription carved into Palmyra’s triumphal arch in the 260s recognizes Odaenathus’ son Herodian Hairan as βασιλεύς βασιλέων and states that he received the title for his victory against the Persians (IGLS 17.1.61), and a lead token from Antioch calls Herodian βασιλεύς and shows him wearing a Greek diadem on one side and a Persian tiara on the other.[footnoteRef:67] Likewise, a fragmentary inscription refers to Odaenathus as βασιλεύς βασιλέων (IGLS 17.1.120), a posthumous inscription erected in Palmyra by Zenobia’s generals in 271 honours him with mlk mlk’ , the Palmyrene version of the title (PAT 0292), and a krater from Palmyra’s hinterland that dates likely to 266/7 calls him mlk’ (king; PAT 1684).[footnoteRef:68] Herodian appears with the Persian tiara on a clay tessera from Palmyra, and a marble head with a Persian tiara appears to have depicted Odaenathus.[footnoteRef:69] As Herodian was ‘king of kings’ while Odaenathus was still alive, it follows that Odaenathus also held the title during his lifetime, with both receiving the honour in connection with campaigns against the Sasanians.[footnoteRef:70] Inherently, the title challenged the legitimacy of Shapur I, who was already honoured as ‘king of kings’ (shahanshah) in Eranshahr. But if Odaenathus and Herodian seized and sacked cities in Upper Mesopotamia and invaded Lower Mesopotamia while Shapur was far to the east or north-east, then it casts a new light on this title. In the third and fourth centuries, the geographical proximity of an emperor was necessary to ensure the loyalty of regional elites and armies. Without an emperor’s presence, usurpations often ensued.[footnoteRef:71] ‘King of kings’ was a Near Eastern title, but in using ‘king of kings’ while Shapur was physically distant, Odaenathus may have sought to apply a lesson from Roman politics to the Sasanian Empire. Campaigning across Mesopotamia as ‘king of kings’, Odaenathus offered its peoples a choice between himself and an absent Shapur.[footnoteRef:72] [67:  Andrade (2018) append. 3, 3d. Hartmann (2001) 183, 452, suggests that the simplified βασιλεύς was more palatable to populations that had fewer connections to Iranian culture and may have associated the expanded title with eastern despotism.]  [68:  See also the reconstruction of IGLS 17.1.62.]  [69:  Balty (2005) 330-333; Gawlikowski (2021) 65-66.]  [70:  On the possibilities surrounding the title’s adoption, see Hartmann (2001) 176-185, 451-452; Gawlikowski (2010) 474-475; Andrade (2018) 133-134; Gawlikowski (2021) 63-66.]  [71:  See e.g. Waldron (2022) 89-99.]  [72:  Hartmann (2001) 183, 452, proposes that ‘king of kings’ primarily appealed to the Palmyrenes, but while he is right to point out that the title may have had negative connotations for populations less influenced by Iranian culture, certainly it appealed to populations in Upper and Lower Mesopotamia.] 


Conclusion: Re-Orienting Shapur
This article began with an analysis of Shapur’s involvement in the west through the lens of Greek and Roman texts. Through that, it became apparent that there is no reliable evidence that Shapur personally took part in the war against Odaenathus. Most surprisingly, he appears to have relied on a satrapal coalition to defend Ctesiphon. Following on from this premise, the article employed Sasanian, Kushano-Sasanian and Arabic sources to propose possible solutions for better understanding how Shapur spent the final decade of his life. The state of the evidence does not allow one to make firm conclusions, and we have been forced to consider uncertain chronologies and engage in speculation. However, scholars of Western Asian history and archaeology, such as Warwick Ball, Khodadad Rezakhani and Frantz Grenet, have emphasised the importance of eastern Iran, Central Asia and the Indus as geographical interests of the Sasanian regime.[footnoteRef:73] Late antique Eurasia was an interconnected world, and so occurrences in one region could impact on developments elsewhere. By approaching one of the historical conundrums of the Roman-Sasanian conflict through non-Roman sources, and through a focus on eastern Iran, Central Asia and the Indus, this article aims to inspire others to consider problems of Roman history through a broader geographical and inter-disciplinary lens that takes better account of developments in other parts of Eurasia and different forms of evidence. While this article also demonstrates the limitations of such an approach, it is hoped that a Eurasian perspective can be applied more productively to other periods of Roman-Sasanian history. [73:  See e.g. Ball (2017); Rezakhani (2017); Grenet (2022). The title of this conclusion references Rezakhani’s monograph ReOrienting the Sasanians.] 
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