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“Almost from earliest times in Europe the Orient was something more than what
was empirically known about it.” This notion, formulated by Edward Said in his
standard work Orientalism,? has had and still has—in spite of the many criticisms
of Said’s work’>—considerable influence on how ancient historians perceive
the relations between the Mediterranean world of Greeks and Romans and the
Oriental world of the Persians. For Greeks and Romans the Oriental world was an
alter orbis, a world that culturally, socially, and politically differed considerably
from their own. It was a world that Romans found hard to understand, about which
they were prejudiced, and to which they felt superior. Since the “invention of the
barbarian” by the Greeks, in particular in Herodotus’ Hisfories, the Persian world
had been considered barbarian.* This conception of Persian society helped shape
the Greco-Roman self-image as a predominant power, in particular also because
the Orient was a world that could be defeated and conquered as shown by the
victories of the Athenians, Spartans, and Macedonians under Alexander the Great
and of the Romans. However, after conquest, it was a world extremely difficult to
hold and to control as even the history of our own days shows.

Modern discussions about Romans and barbarians focus mainly on northern
and western barbarians such as Alamanni, Franks, Goths, and Huns;® these are
considered the barbarians par excellence, who differ in almost every respect
from Greco-Roman civilization. In his fifteenth Oration Libanius described the
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barbarians as raging and ravening wild beasts who slew their kinsmen at table and
drank toasts over their dead bodies. The chief aim of the Greek (and Roman) was
to separate himself from these brutes as best he could.®* Rome’s greatest enemy
in Late Antiquity, the Sasanian Persians, were not generally considered by the
late antique sources as common barbarians but are described in a somewhat more
nuanced way. This is not to say that the Persians were not considered barbarians,
or at least as a people clearly demarcated and different from the civilized Greco-
Roman world, but that the sources treat them in a more nuanced and at times even
respectful way.

In Late Antiquity friendly and less friendly interactions between Romans
and Sasanian Persians took place on a regular basis.” The first serious Roman
contacts with Persian society date from the first century BCE. In spite of frequent
contacts, military, political, economic, and cultural, over a period of more than
seven centuries between the Roman and Persian (Parthian and Sasanid) empires,
there existed a wide gulf between the two superpowers of their time. Whereas the
Roman image of Parthian society has received considerable attention,® the same
cannot be said of the perception the Romans had of Sasanian society. What follows
will try to reconstruct succinctly the way that the Romans perceived the Sasanian
Persians and their society. Three historiographic sources, Ammianus Marcellinus,
Procopius, and Agathias, are at the center of this discussion.

¢ Lib. Or. 15.25-26.

7 See e.g. Michael H. Dodgeon, Samuel N.C. Lieu, The Roman Eastern Frontier
and the Persian Wars A.D. 226-363: A Documentary History (London/New York, 1991);
R.C. Blockley, East Roman Foreign Policy: Formation and Conduct from Diocletian to
Anastasius, ARCA, Classical and Medieval Texts, Papers, and Monographs 30 (Leeds,
1992); A.D. Lee, Information and Frontiers: Roman Foreign Relations in Late Antiquity
(Cambridge, 1993); James Howard-Johnston, “The Two Great Powers in Late Antiquity:
A Comparison,” in Averil Cameron, ed., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East 111,
States, Resources and Armies (Princeton, NJ, 1995), pp. 157-226; Engelbert Winter, Beate
Dignas, Rome and Persia in Late Antiquity: Neighbours and Rivals (Cambridge, 2007);
Geoffrey Greatrex, Samuel N.C. Lieu, The Roman Eastern Frontier and the Persian Wars
AD 363-630: A Narrative Sourcebook (London/New York, 2002); Jan Willem Drijvers,
“Rome and the Sasanid Empire: Confrontation and Coexistence,” in Philip Rousseau, ed.,
A Companion to Late Antiquity (Malden, MA/Oxford, 2009), pp. 441-454.

8 See e.g. Benjamin Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity (Princeton,
NJ, 2004), Ch. 8, “Parthia/Persia,” and the abundant references there. See also Josef
Wiesehofer, ed., Das Partherreich und seine Zeugnisse/The Arsacid Empire: Sources and
Documentation, Historia Einzelschrift 122 (Stuttgart, 1998); Umberto Roberto, “Immagini
del dispotismo: La Persia Sassanide nella rappresentazione della cultura ellenistico-romano
da Costantino a Eraclio (306-641 d.C.),” in Domenico Felice, ed., Dispotismo: genesi e
sviluppi di un concetto filosofico-politici (Naples, 2002), pp. 33-69.



Ammianus Marcellinus

Ammianus, miles quondam et Graecus (Amm. 31.16.9), dealt at length with the
Persians in the context of the conflicts between the two empires in the 350s and
360s.” As a Roman officer, who had fought them and participated in Julian’s Persian
expedition (363), Ammianus knew the Sasanians at first hand. His Res Gestae are
famous for their digressions, in particular those on geography and ethnography.
His longest digression, some 18 pages in the Teubner edition, is devoted to Persia
and the Persians (23.6) and forms part of his elaborate description of Julian’s
campaign in the heartland of the Sasanid Empire.'

The main section of the digression contains a geographical description of
the Persian Empire and its various provinces, but Ammianus also presents a
short survey of Persian history and an ethnography. In the latter he describes the
appearance, character, and customs of the Persians. They are slight in build, have
a darkish and bloodless complexion, goat’s eyes, and a grim expression. They
have beards, wear their hair long, and their eyebrows are curved in a semicircle
and meet in the middle. Most are inordinately addicted to sex and have, according
to their means, several wives or concubines, but do not practice pederasty. They
are frugal eaters and “the luxury of an elegant table and especially indulgence
in drink they shun like the plague.”"! Only the king has fixed hours for dining;
all others eat when they are hungry, but never to excess. Besides being modest
in eating, they avoid unseemly actions; one will never see a Persian pass water
standing up or withdraw to answer a call of nature.'”” On the other hand they
are so careless and undisciplined in their movements that one might think
them effeminate. They talk extravagantly and are full of empty words; they are
disgustingly boastful and given to threats. They are cunning, proud, and cruel,
and claim the power of life and death over slaves and common people. They
flay men alive, and the servants who wait on them at table are not allowed to
open their mouths, either to speak or to spit. They have great respect for the'«
laws, which are severe. Persian judges are men of experience and integrity,
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