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I. Introduction 

Ninus is one of the first and most imporLant representatives of the prose 
fiction genre. A singular artistic product, it narrates the vicissitudes in love 
and adventures of a young barbarian king set in a distant time and a con
text located far away from Greece: the Assyrian Empire. The literary level 
of the preserved fragments (described infra, section Il) corresponds to 
educated rhetorical Greek littered with references to the previous tradition. 
We know for certain not only that it was read in Graeco-Roman Egypt 
from the 1st century BC to the 1st century AD, but also that the work 
spread across the Empire' s eastern provinces, especially Syria, in the 2nd 
and 3rd centuries AD. 

The present study has a significant speculative component. Some new 
findings on the novel's context and the date it was written are discussed 
below, according to which Ninus would have been written in Parthia half
way through the 1st century BC. This hypothesis is supported by a review 
of the chronology of the preserved papyri and an ideological interpretation 
of the fragments, similar to that previously suggested with regard to other 
legendary figures who ruled ancient empires and were also main charac
ters in fictional works, including the Egyptian pharaoh Sesonchosis or the 
Macedonian, Alexander the Great. 

n. Papyri and other materials related to the novel 

1. The remains of the original text comprise four fragments (henceforth A, 
B, C and D) from two different papyri.1 These are standard products, as 
revealed by the in-depth studies carried out by Cavallo (1996) and Del 

1 Fragments A and B belong toP .Berol. 6926 (TM 63069, LDAB 4272, Mertens-Pack 
2616); fragment C to P.Gen . 11 85 , and fragment D to PSI X1n .l305 (TM 63093, LDAB 
4296, Mertcns-Pack 02617.000). Edi tions by Kussl 1991, 165-167, and 1997; Stcphensl 
Winkler 1995, 95- 100; and L6pez Martfnez 1998', 133-134. Bastianini 2010 provides a 
new edition and commentary of fragment D. Studies on loci para/leli, vocabulary, prosody 
and linguist ic and stylistic aspects by Jeni~tova 1953; Kussl 1991 and 1997; Stephens/ 
Winkler 1995; Morgan 1998; Gartner 2010; L6pez Martinez 1998b, 2010,2019 (volume in 
preparation); Kanavou 2016, and Artes 2018. See also Tmka-Arnrbein 2018. Regarding 
the provenance of P.Berol. 6926, see Harrauer/Worp 1993, and for tbe date of this papyrus, 
see 2005 . 
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Corso (2010).2 Fragments A, B and C can be dated to around the late lst 
century BC and the early 1st century AD? The verso of this papyrus was 
reused around the year 101 AD. Fragment D dates from the 1st century 
AD. Therefore, taking into account the material factors, the novel was 
probably written halfway through the 1st century BC.4 

2. An ostrakon, O.Edfu 306 (henceforth fragment E) from Apollino
polis Magna and dated to around the 1st-2nd centuries AD, is probably 
associated with the novel. The text is very short and presents reading pro
blems,5 but could be a scholarly text inspired by the novel's plot, as ls the 
case with O.Bodl. 2175, which provides evidence of the scholarly use of 
the novel of Parthenope.6 

3. There are also mosaics, dated to between the late 2nd century and 
early 3rd century AD, with images probably based on scenes from Ninus. 
These were .found in the Roman province of Syria, in two villae in nearby 
towns (Alexandretta, now Iskenderun, and Daphne, near Antioch on the 
Orontes), and provide iconographic evidence that the novel's theme 
remained popular for several centuries after it was written. They depict 
similar scenes from several episodes of Ninus, such as Prince Ninus sitting 
on a chair and gazing at a portrait which presumably shows an image of 
his betrothed? 

4. Finally, there is a literary testimony, also from the province of Syria 
and more specifically from a city located near Antioch and Alexandretta, 
called Samosata - where Lucian was born around 125 AD. The writer 
quotes Ninus and Metiochus, the main characters of another lost Greek 

z Cavallo 2005 and Del Corso 2010. See also general conclusions about dating reused 
papyri in Lama 1991 and Houston 2009. 

3 According to Wilcken 1893, 164 and 190: "Wenn ich somit die Mitte des l. Jhs. 
n . Chr. als spatesten terminus ante quem ftir die Herstellung der Handschrift bezeichnen 
mochte, will ich damit nicht sagen, dass sie nicht bedeutend alter sein konne, vielleicht 
noch aus der letzten Ptolemaerzeit stamme [ ... ). Leichter filgen sich die Momente unter der 
Annabme zusammen, dass er vor Chr. Geb. entstanden ist." 

• Regarding other recent proposals about the origin and chronology of the first novels, 
see Bowie 2002; Tilg 2010 and Laplace 2011 . 

5 Stramaglia 1996, 151-153 and L6pez Mart(nez 1998', 68- 69. 
6 Editions and commentaries of the lost novel Parthenope: Stephens/Winkler 1995, 

72- 100; L6pez Martinez 1998', 121-44 and Hagg/Utas 2003. See also Kussl 1991, 165-7; 
L6pez Martfnez/Ruiz-Montero 2016" and 2016•. 

7 In relation to these mosaics, see Quet, 1992, who provides the preYious bibliography. 
See also New by 2007. See infra, section V. 
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novel. Ninus, Metiocbus and Achilles are characters of rhetorical decla
mations in theatres (Lucian, Pseudol. 25).8 

m. The context of the novel's creation 

The novel's plot takes place in the region of Mesopotamia, where the 
audience between the 1st century BC and the 1st century AD was suffi
ciently educated to read a Greek text written in a literary register.9 The 
present study provides a new perspective on the origin of th.is novel, and 
possibly on the origin of the genre itself as a whole, insofar as Ninus was 
most probably one of the first novels - and maybe even the first - in the 
European literary tradition. 

The region of Mesopotamia became profoundly Hellenised following 
Alexander' s conquests,10 a time that encompassed consolidation of the 
singular Parthian period in the mid 2nd century BC. In the year 141 BC, 
Mithridates I of Parthia established the Arsacid dynasty in a multi-ethnic 
state, the centre of which was the city of Seleucia-on-Tigris. Mithridates 
called himself 'pro-Greek' and minted coins in Greek, and the Parthians 
spoke Greek and generally showed a tolerant attitude towards other civi
lisations, but especially towards the Greeks, with whose culture they be
came imbued.11 

8 Stramaglia 1996,151-153 . 
9 Greek papyri and parchments have been found at archaeological sites such as Ai 

Khanoum, Dura Europos and Avroman. With regard to the documents from Avroman, see 
M inns 1915 and MacKenzie 1987. For Dura Europos, see Kilpatrick 1964 and Crisci 1996. 
The bibliography on the materials from Ai Khanoum is so extensive that I cannot mention 
all the published titles here. The series Fouilles d'Ai' Khalwum has been published since 
1973. See also Bemard 1967; Rapin/Hadou'Cavallo 1987; Lerner 2003; Clarysseffb.omp
son 2007; and Bernard 2012, among others. Auention should also be paid to the editions of 
the Greek inscriptions from the Greek Far-East by Canali de Rossi 2004 and those from 
Iran and Central Asia by 2012' ,in collaboration with Bemard. 

10 On the concepts of 'Hellenisation', 'Hellenising' and 'being Hellenised', see Mairs 
2012 and Geiger 2014. Regarding the Syrian and/or Assyrian identity of Greek authors, see 
a recent synthesis by Andrade 2013 and 2014. 

11 Apollodorus Artemita wrote the Parthica around the year 100 BC. This work, of 
which only some fragments have survived to the present day, is the first history of the 
Parthians in the Greek language. Apollodorus embodies the idea of patriotism, which is 
why his historiographic work implies a re.affumalion of Parthian nationalism in the Greek 
language: see Alonso-Nuiiez 1989. The Parthica served as a reference for Strabo and 
Gnaeus Pompeius Trogus, who authored the Historiae PhiUppicae, written in Latin ea. 



24 Archiv filr Papyrusforschtmg 65/1, 2019 

The epicentre for the creation of Ninus was a particularly rich and 
culturally complex context: the banks of the Tigris River, where a group 
of Greek language speakers who probably constituted a cultured, educated 
elite in the paideia Jived during the lst century BC.12 lts readers would 
have belonged to a community of pepaideumenoi who inhabited a territory 
regarded as barbarian from a 'Hellenocentric' point of view .13 

It therefore seems reasonable to attribute a certain feeling of pride to 
this circle, as well as the need to defend their origins and uphold their 
unique identity (they were of Greek origin, but also Persians) against other 
local powers and, of course, the threat represented by Rome.14 

The Parthians zealously protected a territory which the Romans were 
unable to conquer for a long time. Within this context, as pointed out in 
L6pez Martinez 2017a and 2017b, Ninus might have served as a subtle 
kind of propaganda, using arguments similar to those already adduced by 
Braun in relation to the patriotism of The Life of Alexander or The Novel 
of Sesonchosis.15 The Assyrian king was also a native hero who cham-

I BC- I AD; see Alonso-Nuiiez 1987. Another interesting figure in this context is lsidorus 
of Charax, the author of the Mansiones Parthicae -J:ra8Jlol flap8ucof- the exact date of 
which remains unknown, although it is usually dated to the late 1st century BC- early 1st 
century AD; see Chaumont !984 and Schuol 2000. Since scholars have published ex
tensively on the Parthians in recent years, I will only mention the introduction by 
Sarkhosh/Stewart 2007 and the three-volume edition of the group of sources by Hackl/ 
Jacobs/Weber 2010. A number of specialised journals such as Parthica or Anabasis and 
portals such as Abstracto lranica, Hellenistic Far East Bibliography or Parthian Sources 
Online, among others, also deserve mention. 

12 To gain an idea of the cultural and artistic atmosphere in these cities, see Hollis 201 1; 
Francfort!Grenet/Lecuyot!Lyomlet!Martinez-Seve/Rapin (eds.) 2014; Kaizer 2016; Wal
Jace 2016 and Mairs 2014 and 2016b, among others. 

13 I am using here the concept of 'implicit reader', as proposed by Wolf gang Iser, Der 
implizite Leser. Kommunikationsformen des Romans von Burryan bis Beckett, 1972, within 
the framework of reception aesthetics. On the vagueness of the expression 'hellenocen
trique' used by Rougemont 20J2b. 18, n. 74. 

14 See Schlude/Rubio, 2017, among others. Mairs 2016• has made a recent contribution 
to the debate on the use of Greek by the imperial or colonial powers and local elites in the 
Graeco-Bactrian kingdom. 

15 Braun 1987. We currently have five fragments from the lost novel Sesonchosis, three 
of which are collected in the editions by Stephens!Winkler 1995, 246-66 and L6pez
Martinez 19988

, 357-75 (P.Oxy. 1826, P.Oxy. 2466, and P.Oxy. 3319). Tmka-Amrhein 
2016 has edited two new fragments: P.Oxy. 5262 and 5263. Regarding The Alexander 
Romance, only the edition by Kroll 1926 and the studies by Jouanno 2002, Stonemanl 
Erickson/Netton 2012 and Nawotka, 2017 will be mentioned here. 
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pioned the legendary past of his people and whose condition as a native 
leader legitimated his authority over the territory he ruled. 

According to most authors, Ninus is a mythical figure. Numerous early 
sources mention the episode of the wedding between Ninus and Semira
mis, whom Diodorus considers titv enupa.vscrr6:nw &.1ta.cr&v -r&v yuva.ucrov 
&v 7tO.pstA:rl<pa.l-l£V (D.S. 2.4.1).16 1 have suggested a reconstruction of the 
origin of this Greek legend based on the historical Assyrian, King Tukulti
Ninurta I (1243-1207), transformed into an emblematic figure, 17 and 
taking Malaise's classic study on the Egyptian Sesostris as her point of 
departure.18 The figure of Ninus probably paralleled that of the Egyptian 
Pharaoh Sesostris, Queen Semiramis herself and Alexander, creating a 
native legend using episodes and features that corresponded to various 
historical Assyrian kings and the historical Tukulti-Ninurta I (1243-1207) 
and enriching the story with elements from both the oral and the written 
tradition. It is in this context that the seal of King Sennacherib can be 
placed, which offers a historical testimony of how an Assyrian king ex
pressed his love to his wife.19 Evidence exists of the fact that the Epic of 
Tukulti-Ninurta, the epic poem written during the monarch's life to com
memorate his victory against Kaslilias· of Babylon, continued to be used 
for educational purposes during the 1st millennium .2° Later on, classical 
authors such as Herodotus and Ctesias reconstructed a biography of Ninos 
based on a native model. Finally, Diodorus Siculus and the anonymous 
author of the lost novel would have composed their texts in the 1st century 
BC. It should not be forgotten that Ctesias' Ilepauaz contained romantic 
episodes that might be categorised as fictional.21 

16 A large number of ancient sources mention Ninus and Semiramis, separately or 
together as a couple, by means of which the legend has gradually been enriched and 
transformed throughout history and up to the present day. leaving a trail of li terary and 
iconographic testimonies in di fferent languages and in geographical contexts situated far 
from one another. It would be impossible to list them all here. A selection could include: 
Wagncr 1902; Weidner 1936; Lenschau 1940; Roscher 1965; Lehmann-Haupt 1965; Eilers 
1971; Pettmato 1985; Capomacchia 1986; Kussl 1991, 84-95 and 1997; Mignona 2000, 
322- 326; Novotny 2002; Rollinger 2010, 383- 386 and Dalley 2013, among others. 

17 See L6pez Martfnez 2017" and 2017b. Regarding the use of lhe term 'emblematic' in 
relation to Ninus, see Lens Tuero/Garcfa Gonzalez/Campos Daroca 1995, 318. 

18 Malaise 1966. 
19 Radner 2012. 
20 See Machinist 1978 and 2014; Foster 2005'. 
21 Regarding Ctesias, see the translation by Llewellyn-Jones and Obson 2010; the edi

tion by Lcnfant2004; and the proceedings by WiesehOfer/Rollinger/Lanfranchi 2011. 
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It has repeatedly been claimed that the legend of Semiramis might be 
based on a historical figme,22 and several contemporary inscriptions re
cord that Sammu-ra mat was present on the battlefield and refer to her 
reputation in life and her titles. Semiramis became an archetype of queens 
married to kings from exotic and faraway lands; hence, the Hellenised 
form of her name - rsf.!{pO.J.nc; - was applied to other highly prestigious 
historical Assyrian queens, such as Naqi'a-Zakut1tu.Z3 

The political use of the figures of Ninus and Semiramis spread through
out other provinces of the Empire in a strategy that deployed a variety of 
formats, although primarily iconographic and numismatic ones. Thus, the 
main characters of this novel are depicted as the founding heroes in seve
ral cities in Asia Minor, although the clearest example of this are the re
liefs decorating the Basilica of Aphrodisias, a city located in Caria, which 
have been dated to 90 AD.24 Aphrodisias likewise received the names of 
As"A.f:yrov n6A.tc;, Msy6A.n TI6A.tc; and Nw6n, because Zeus Nineudios was 
worshipped there. Worship also focused on Semirarnis because she was 
descended from Aphrodite. Furthermore, in Aninetta, on the border bet
ween Caria and Lidia, coins were minted during the 2nd and 3rd centuries 
AD which portrayed Ninus as the founder of the city ?5 The same occurred 
a little further to the north, in Lidia, in the city of Thyatira, where the 
figure of Semiramis appears on coins as snroVUJ.tOC. The materials from 
Lidia and Caria therefore reveal an intention of dating the origin of several 
cities which lacked noble ancestors to remote periods, to times on the 
border between myth and history. In the case of Aphrodisias , political in
tentions were probably combined with economic interests, since this ico
nographic strategy would help justify the privileged treatment that the city 
received from Rome?6 

22 See supra, n. 17, especially Rollinger2008. 
23 Dalley 2005 and 2013; and Lanfranchi 2011, 208: "In questo caso, dunque, si deve 

pensare all 'accettazione da parte di Ctesia di una tradizione sulla regina assira Sammu
ramat gia abbondantemente consolidata ne! periodo a lui precedente, e derivante in 
sostanza dall'elaborazione di notizie provenienti daWambito siro-ittita e levantino. Ne 
Erodoto ne Ctesia, quindi, auingono in questo caso a fonti genuinamente assire, ma rice
vono e sviluppano un elemento narrativo sull'impero assiro che era stato con tutta proba
bilita eleborato nelle sue periferie in eta arcaica." 

24 The images of the reliefs are published in Chaniotis 2009, 315 (fig. 2a and c) and 
Yildirim 2004,45 (Ill. I), and 51 (3 and 5). 

2.5 Robert 1980,323-337. 
26 Yildirim 2004 and Chaniotis 2009. 
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IV. Date of writing and profile of the author 

Palaeograpltical data suggest that the novel was written before the end of 
the 1st century BC?7 Gartner studied the text of fragment A of the novel, 
concluding that it had served as a model for the episode of the wedding 
between Acllllles and Deidamia in book I of Publius Papinius Statius' 
Achilleid?8 This poem must have been written between the years 94 and 
96 and was left unfinished upon its author's death. 

In addition, a crucial episode for the Parthians took place in 53 BC. As 
a result of the agreements reached between 69 and 66 BC, the Euphrates 
River was designated the border between Parthia and Rome. However, 
Crassus, the Roman appointed to rule the province of Syria, broke these 
agreements, causi ng a conflict in which Rome suffered one of its most 
infamous defeats. Having rejected the offer of assistance from the Arme
nian King Artavasdes II , Crassus led a well-equipped and numerous Ro
man army into battle near the strategic city of Carrhae, only to suffer a 
humiliating defeat at the hands of the much less numerous Parthians. In 
retaliation for the assistance offered to the Romans, the Parthian King 
Orodes Il invaded and subdued Armenia. This episode is particularly rele
vant because the attack on the Armenians by Orodes II may have served 
as the inspiration for the episode of the attack on Armenia by the Assyrian 
Ninus described in fragment B of the Berlin Papyrus. If this were the case, 
53 BC would be the terminus post quem for when Ninus was written?9 

The author of the novel may have been a Graeciscd individual who 
possessed an excellent command of the Greek language, had received the 
literary training of a pepaideumenos and lived on the periphery of the 
Greek world in the mid 1st century BC. Furthermore, based on the infor-

27 See supra. section Il. 
21l Gartner 2010. 
29 A bit later, around the year 20 BC, the Senate presented Augustus with a marble 

statue. On the breastplate of the statue there was a scene in which, according to the most 
common interpretation, the subjected Patthian king was returning Crassus' standard to an 
annoured Roman. The scene of the breastplate prompts the question of when the Roman 
triumphalism which had inspired the creation of the statue -with a clearly propagandistic 
intention- became incompatible with the expression of patriotic feelings by the Parthians 
as manifested a few decades earlier as a result of their victory at Carrhac. Perhaps by 20 
BC (the most widely accepted dating of this statue) Rome's enemies no longer displayed 
such pronounced national ism. In that case, the date of 20 BC might work as a terminus 
ante quem with regard to when the novel was written, although it seems audacious to 
suggest such a possibility. 
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mation provided by the author of Callirhoe in the novel's sphrag£s, Xap{
trov 1\<ppootcrtru~, i\Gnva:y6pou -tou p'lltopo~ imoypa<peu~ (1.1 .1),30 one 
might even posit a professional with an administrative position. However, 
caution should be exercised when assessing such statements by the early 
authors, since these may have distorted the information in order to mani
pulate or ev~n amuse their readers? 1 

V. Plot of the first part of the novel 

A war episode occurs in the text of fragment B and perhaps of fragment C . 
The Assyrian army, formed by native Assyrians, Greeks and Carians, 
fought against the Armenian enemy. Fragment A narrates a palace scene 
involving four members of the royal family: the two lovers and their 
future mothers-in-law, who are sisters. Fragment D introduces another 

30 The Suda 49 quotes a certain Xenophon of Antioch, to whom we could attribute this 
novel: ?:evocp&v, J\vnoxeuc;, iotopuc6c;. BaJ3uA.rovtaKa· EOtl oe epronKO.. Cf. also D.L. ll.59 
and Goulet-Caze 1999, 265, n. 6 and 8. However, this identification is very difficult to 
prove at present. A good candidate would be Nicolaus Damascenus, born in Damascus in 
64 BC to an influential, Hellenised family. He received an encyclopaedic, 'Greek-style' 
education in which he studied rhetoric, music, sciences and philosophy, thus becoming a 
true scholar. From 14 BC, he acted as personal secretary - u1toypacp&Uc; - to Herodes I, 
serving as his right-hand man and the tutor of his children. He wrote historical works, 
biographies, tragedies and even comedies. Only some of this vast corpus is known to us. 
For example, the Suda 393 refers to the dp(4t!l tfic I:roccavlooc, which is one of his lost 
works that recounts bow Ninus offered his own daughter Susana to Ones in return for 
Semiramis, revealing the Damascene author' s interest in this legendary saga, cf. Stronk 
2010. 76. Two other facts support this identification: first, Nicolaus and Chariton both 
worked as unoypacpeu~. and second, when mentioning this work by Nicolaus, the Suda 
refers to opaj.ta, just as the Byzantine Photius - dramatikon - does to refer to Antonius 
Diogenes' novels - ta U1tsp 0ouA.l)v c'imcrta (Incredible things beyond Thule) - and 
Iamblichus' BaJ3u>.rovul1Ccl (Babylonian Tales) . It is interesting the contribution by Geiger 
2014, I l- 56. Regardless, the subject of novelists ' names deserves in-depth investigation 
due to the curious coincidences between them and certain anthroponyms of figures who 
were important in the cultural tradition: Xenophon of Ephesus necessarily refers back to 
the historian Xenophon of Athens; the author of Phoinikik6. shares his name with a re
nowned sophist called Lollianus; a suspicious Dictys of Crete claims to be the author of an 
Ephemeris or Diary of the Trojan War; and even the name of the educated Iamblichus, 
who wrote the Babyloniakd, reminds us of the intrepid lambulus. All of this clearly 
suggests that some of these novelists were probably using pseudonyms, which raises one 
last question: could the authors hiding behind some of these pseudonyms be women? 

31 See Ni Mheallaigh 2010, among others. 
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change of scenario: the action moves to a beach in remote Kolchis, where 
Ninus, together with his crew and a woman - who does not seem to be 
his young betrothed of B - have just landed. 

Neither his female cousin (n 1tCLt~, ll1tCLp9svo~, n K6pn) nor his father is 
named in the papyri. This may be due to chance or might reflect the 
author's desire to focus all attention in this part of the action on the young 
prince?2 However, his mother is called 06.!!~11 and his mother-in-law t.ep
Ke(CL. t.epKetCL obviously echoes t.epKtnc&, the Syrian goddess who was 
Semiramis' mother in the myth and with whom the majority of the novel's 
readers, familiar with any of the versions of the legend circulating at the 
time, would have identified Ninus' future mother-in-law ?3 These readers 
would also most probably identify Semiramis as the young female partner 
of Ninus appearing in the papyri?4 

The present proposal for the novel's plot adopts the BA order of the 
longest fragments?5 The action narrated in fragment B occurs dming 
Ninus' father's lifetime (his father is mentioned , albeit not by name, in 
B.II.3). There may equally be external arguments linked to the content of 
the text that can be read on the verso of the papyrus.36 

The young Assyrian prince is raised in the palace in the company of his 
father and his mother, Thambe. This clearly resembles the probable begin
ning of Parthenope, according to the evidence supplied by the Persian ver-

~2 L6pez Martfnez 2017'and 2017b has tried to provide a gender-based explanation for 
this anonymity. 

33 Regarding the Syrian goddess, see Lightfoot 2003. 
34 See the forthcoming study by L6pez Martfnez on the names in this novel. 
35 L6pez Martfnez 1998•. Wilcken 1893, 164-165 remains undecided about the se

quence of the fragments: "Erhalten sind uns zwei Fragmente, ich nenne sie A und B. A ist 
wiederum aus zwei Fragmenten zusammengeftigt, deren eines ich unter den Urkunden 
fan d." 

36 Reiter per litteras 25/07/2018: "Fr. 8 contains in I. 2 the date Mecro(pl)) «; .. ou ~ 
(l£tour,) = 9. Aug. 99 and in I. l8 the expression &I<; tOo (eto<;) (100/1). I could therefore 
imagine that most part of this fragment was written in the third year, with a reference to a 
lemma from the end of the preceding second year and with one reference to the following 
fourth year. Fr. A contains according to Wilcken an account from Pauni of the third year 
until Pauni of the fourth year of Traian (l. 1-2: &~to toii Ilauv1 !<?~ y (&tour,) sroc. l I1cxuv1 
tou o (&touc,) , so it was written probably in the second half of the fourth year, around June 
101 CE. 

As the papyrus roll has been turned round horizontally for writing on the verso, the 
sequence of the parts of the account on the verso should be the same as on the recto. So I 
think it slightly more probable that Fr. B preceded Fr. A on both sides." 
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sion?7 Just like Parthenope, trained in both martial and bookish arts, 
Ninus receives a careful and comprehensive education throughout his 
childhood and adolescence. 

Even as a child, he has a very close relationship with his cousin, as well 
as with his aunt Derkia. Achilles Tatius' main characters (1.3.6) are cou
sins . The most obvious model would be book I of Xenophon's Cyropae
dia: Cyrus also married his cousin, Ciaxares' daughter, whom he had 
known since he was a child (8.5.17-18). When the young cousins reach 
adolescence, they discover their mutual attraction. 

According to the papyrus, Ninus gradually adopts an increasingly active 
role both in public I ife and in religious affairs ([ ouo)et!-l&C tspo1tpsm1c, 
B .1.5 ), as expected of an heir to the throne. The novels by Xenophon 
(1.2.2- 1.2.9) and Heliodorus (1.1-1.2) include similar religious scenes at 
the beginning of their respective first books?8 While one of these ceremo
nies is being celebrated, Ninus is surprised by some news and runs to look 
for his cousin. He probably finds her in the company of her (or his) mo
ther ([t)fjc ~ntp6c, B .I.2), although her presence is no more than a possi
bility since mention of the mother does not prove anything, but it is sup
ported by a number of parallels in other novels. For example, in Achilles 
Tatius' second book, Leucippa's mother, frightened by a bad dream, 
enters at the very moment when Clitophon is about to lie in bed next to his 
beloved (II.IO. l-5), who is still a virgin in this encounter. The meeting 
occurs in an emoti onally charged atmosphere (oaKpvrov, 8.1.6) in which 
they exchange oaths of love (o~oce€vta in B.l.23) and no few words of 
reproach (B .1.5- 24). Similarly, in Chariton, an intimate encounter takes 
place in the midst of high emotional stress because of Chaereas' jealousy. 
Like Ninus, Chaereas also loses his composure: he hits his wife, who falls 
unconscious (1.4.10-5 .2). Ninus asks his cousin to trust him and they 
reconcile (navnJ..ls[pot c.8] qA.A:llA.mc, B .!.25-26). Heliodorus likewise tells 
us in his fifth book that Theagenes and Chariklea have a passionate en
counter in a cave before being married (V .4.3-5.3). Their pleasant co
existence is suddenly interrupted when some disturbing news about the 
Armenians an-ives at the palace (A .. p~t[, B.I.35). Despite starting to 
become involved in military affairs, Ninus still follows his father's advice, 
and the lovers are thus separated because Ninus must accompany or 

31 All the testimonies of Parthenope have been compiled by Hagg/Utas 2003 . See supra, 
note 5. 

38 Also Achilles Tatius in his second book (II.l2.1-2). 
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replace his father (&oKouv &it Kat t'Wt1tet'tp{, B.II.2-3) in this campaign, an 
aspect which is not mentioned by Diodorus. 

His first military experience is a land campaign. He organises his troops 
and the author very clearly emphasises that Greeks and Carians are not 
only allies but also part of the "hard core" of Ninus' army, together with 
the native Assyrians. They reach Armenia by land with an infantry, caval
ry and elephants too (B .II.l- 9). Because of the ice, they find it difficult to 
cross the mountain passes and rivers before reaching a plain where Ninus 
sets up camp (B.II.9-Ill.30). After ten days, be again organises his troops 
to commence the attack but not without previously making a compelling 
speech at the military camp aimed at raising their morale (B.III.30-38 and 
possibly C). 

In the next fragment (A), Ninus has already reached the age of 17 and is 
impatient to marry his betrothed (A .I). Now, once again at home, he needs 
to deploy all his rhetorical skills to deliver a convincing speech to his aunt 
Derkia, which has been exhaustively studied due to its quality and literary 
interese9 His main point is that his cousin's youth should not present an 
obstacle to marriage (A.I.38-A.IV .13): the same feelings overwhelm the 
girl, but her modesty prevents her from speaking (A .IV .20--A.V .36). The 
sisters meet and most probably give their consent to the wedding (A.V. 
36-38). 

Later on (fragment D) , Ninus undertakes a naval expedition to Kolchls 
during which he does not seem to be accompanied by his wife or be
trothed (it is uncertain whether he is already married because other novels 
provide us with examples in which the protagonists travel separately 
despite being already married, but also with others where they are appa
rently still unmarried). Unlike his previous expedition by land, this one 
will be by sea. The voyage takes Ninus and his crew to the eastern edge of 
the inhabited world, the Hippos River (b~' 41S1ilc "11mou, D.l), near the 
Phasis, the limit of the known world. It is unnecessary to comment on the 
rich tradition in Greek literature regarding this destination or the fact that, 
curiously enough, Kolchis is close to Armenia (el.c ri)[v K]qA.x.fooy &K't11v, 
D.l2-l3).40 A previously captured woman also travels on board who is 
now probably free thanks to Ninus (qv~~/:11<pt?t<i f.l.E 1:a[A.mva], D. 5). It 
merits mention that papyrus P .Oxy. 435, 6-7, corresponding to Parthe-

39 See supra, n. l. 
40 See Braund 2002. 
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nope ,41 depicts an important character in the scene as <puA.a~ -rfjc llap9f?
v61t]rtc <puA.gK[g]- a figure that is frequently present in other novels as 
wel1.42 It remains unclear whether it is Ninus or another who is speaking, 
but the speaker addresses the woman as: 1t&ptcltouoac"fe yt)vat J.!Ot, "Oh 
much desired lady!" (D.2-3) . The ship becomes stranded on sandbanks 
despite the captain's long experience (lines 23-27: 10 J.lev o.Ov [c]K<i<pq~, 
<?~ yap O.'YXt~a~l)c ~V 1) ~Knl, 1tp6~ ~[ t]9V ~<p<i~<?]~ ~atv{atc q~e~av o~e~a
AW8't0), introducing the castaway theme, another important literary to
pos.43 A despondent crew leaves the ship trying to save all their be
longings (0.30-35), and Ninus feels even more desperate than his fellow 
travellers (0.35-43). The shipwreck takes place near a locus amoenus 
where a forest provides shade and a spring gives fresh water (0.17- 23): a 
similar scene can be found in Xenophon (II .11 .1 0-1 1). 

The landing in Kolchis casts Apollonius Rhodius' Argonautica as a key 
intertext of the episode. There is also a prose testimony in Latin that is 
contemporary with this novel, the Historiae Philippicae, written ea. 2 BC-
2 AD by Cnaeus Pompeius Tragus, who probably took as his reference the 
Parthica, written by the Greek Apollodorus Artemita in Parthia itself one 
century earlier.44 Although the original text of Trogus' Historiae Philip
picae has been lost, some of the Epitoma by Justinus has survived, in 
which the history of the Parthian empire is related in books XLI and XLII. 
When narrating the reign of Mithridates 11 (XLII.2 .3) and the war between 
the Parthians and the Armenians,45 Trogus introduces an excursus to re
count the history of the Armenians from their origins. It is at this point 
that the work records that the first king's name was Armenius and that he 
had accompanied the Thessalian Jason and the Argonauts on their expedi
tion to Kolchis. This information supplied by Trogus/Justinus constitutes a 
prose testimony of the same cartography - Mesopotamia-Armenia-Kol
chis- presented in the novel and on a date close to that when the latter 
was written. 

The information transmitted by the papyri ends here, rendering it diffi
cult to reconstruct the rest of the novel. What might have happened to his 

41 See L6pez-Ruiz 2016h. 
42 Xen. Cyr. 6.3.14; Char. 5.8.9 and 8.3.10. Regarding Parthenope, see supra, n. 5. 
43 On the subject of the storm and the shipwreck, see Borstinghaus 2010, 7(}..75. 
44 We know about the Parthica thanks to a small number of fragments and a citation by 

Athenaeus. See supra, Section Ill, n. 9. 
45 121- 91 BC. On the complicated chronology associated with the Parthian kings who 

lived during this period known as the "Dark Age" of the Arsacid dynasty, see Assar 2006. 
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cousin? Is she waiting at home like Penelope? Is she also travelling and 
having adventures and mishaps on her own?46 Two main possibilities 
arise: (a) the female protagonist does not reappear until the end of the 
novel. This is what happens, for example, in Apollonius; or (b) both lovers 
follow parallel paths until they meet again in a happy ending typical of 
this novel. 

Several testimonies may be related to an episode where the lovers' 
separation has taken place. There are the two famous mosaics mentioned 
earlier, which show the figure of Ninus alone,47 sitting on a chair and ga
zing at a portrait which presumably depicts his betrothed. In the one in 
Alexandretta, Ninus' name appears written on his head, while in that in 
Antioch, the prince is accompanied by a woman who apparently brings a 
lamp to help him gaze at the portrait of his beloved, whose image is not 
represented in the main scene of the mosaic but is only implied in the 
frame Ninus is holding in his hands.48 When the lovers have been separa
ted in Chariton's romance, Callirhoe also gazes nostalgically at a minia
ture portrait of Chaereas (1.14.9- 10), and the text preserved in O.Edfu 306 
could also be inspired by a separation between these lovers.49 

VI. Survival in the Persian tradition 

Because of its essentially oral nature, transmitted largely by minstrels, the 
gosan, very little is known today about the earlier corpus of Parthian 
legends, although it was probably very rich.· However, it can be partially 
glimpsed in the Persian version from the pre-lslamic period: 

A fragment of the Kayanian epic cycle survives in the Aya:dgar r 
Zaren'in (q.v.) or "Memorial of Zarer". This heroic poem, transmitted 
in a late post-Sasanian Middle Persian version (perhaps of the 9th cen-

46 Is it possible that from this point onwards, the main plot focused solely on the figure 
of Ninus? Would it be reasonable to posit the existence of a separate novel with Queen 
Semiramis as its main character? See infra, Section 9. 

47 Cfr. Section II, n. 6. 
48 It is probably a portrait of Semirarnis. The woman might be a servant or the woman 

mentioned in fragment D or another one. Other possibilities in Stephens!Winkler 1995,24. 
The images of the mosaics are published by Quet L992, 128, fig. 2 (lskenderum) and 130. 
figs . 4a and 4b (House of the Man of Letters in Daphne). The last one is published also in 
New by 2007, 20, fig . 37. 

49 See supra, n. 4. 
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tury), is undoubtedly of Parthian origin, as evidenced by the presence 
of Parthian words and expressions. It relates the exploits of the Iranian 
hero Zarer in the confrontation of the Iranians under King Wistasp with 
King Arjasp and his Xiyonians. A number of passages were subse
quently taken over almost verbatim in the Sah-nama.50 

Themes, characters and/or plots in Greek literature in general, and more 
specifically in novels such as Ninu.s, may have been incorporated into the 
wealth of Parthian oral tradition during the period when both cultures 
coexisted, between the 2nd century BC and the 3rd century AD.51 

Reports exist of Greek novels being translated into Persian, and ver
sions of two of these are especially relevant.52 The first comprises some 
episodes in The Alexander Romance in the Shahnameh - The Book of 
Kings- by Ferdowsi (932-1021). Shahnameh is one of the most impor
tant works in Persian literature, and probably has a Parthian origin.53 The 
second consists of some 400 lines from the Persian verse version of Par
thenope, by 'Un.surr (ea. 961-1039), the title of which refers to the main 
characters' names, Vamiq u 'A.dhra (The Virgin and the Lover).54 Other 
Persian poems such as Vis o Ramin by Gorgani (11th century) and Leyli o 
Majnun by Nezami (1188) also contain elements and characteristics 
originating from Greek novels. 

50 Huyse 2006. Minorsky 1947 conducted a detailed study of the Parthian origin of Vrs 
u RarnTn. 

51 This also occurred in other artistic fields . Syncretism of styles was a feature of 
'Parthian art' or 'Arsacid Art in Parthia.' See Downey 1986; lnvernizzi 2011 and 2012 and 
Si nisi 2014, among others. 

52 Regarding the connection between Hellenistic novels and medieval Persian romances, 
see Davis 2002. Having confirmed the existence of Persian versions of Greek novels, it 
seems reasonable to suggest that some episodes in Ninus might have formed part of the 
corpus of Parthian legends performed by minstrels. There are three additional indications 
in support of this possibility: first, the fact that the protagonist is an Assyrian monarch; 
second, that the plot of Shahnameh revolves around the succession of Persian kings; and 
third and finally, that Ferdowsi 's poem is of Greek origin. Confi1mation of this hypothesis 
will eventually depend on interdisciplinary research consisting of an in-depth comparison 
between the Greek texts and the Persian versions in their original language. See the 
translations by Davis 2004 and Mohi/Lazard 1979. 

53 On the Persian translations of The Alexander Ronwnce, see Stoneman!Erickson/ 
Netton 2012. 

54 On the Persian versions of Parthenope, see Hagg!Utas 2003 and 2009. See supra. 
n. 51. 
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Nel,ami was also the author of Kosrow o Sirin, a love story involving 
King Kosrow and the beautiful Sirin,55 and some of the episodes in this 
Persian romance contain motifs that can be traced back to Greek novels. 
For example, like Parthenope, Khosrow receives a refined education; both 
Shirin and Parthenope are educated and determined girls;56 Shirin falls in 
love with the Persian king while looking at his portrait, and the mosaics 
from Iskcnderum and Antioch on the Orontes also contain the portrait 
motif;57 Khosrow fal ls in love with Shirin when he sees her bathing naked 
in a pond, mirroring Chloe, who is utterly disconcerted by the sensations 
she experiences while watching Daphnis in the same situation ( J .13.1); 
Shirin abruptly pushes Khosrow away when she does not want to engage 
in sexual intercourse, just as Ninus' betrothed does;~ and - to mention 
yet one more example - the Persian poem includes the character of Sha
pour, a friend and faithfu l partner of Khosrow's,just as Polycharmus is of 
Chaireas, in Chariton 's novel. 59 

VII. A different novel with Semiramis as its main character? 

In Ninus, the Assyrian prince embodies the virtues shared by other leaders 
of ancient barbarian peoples as well as those inherent to the Greek pai
deia, while his betrothed is depicted in accordance with the Greek ideal of 
the inconspicuous wife whose silence is her best quality.60 

55 The name 'Shirin' could be considered a voriant of 'Scmiramis'. Sirin is based on a 
historical figure, see Scarcia, 2003, I 07-26. 

56 In fact, Partheoope, and not Metiochos, would be the mam character of this lost 
novel. See supra, n. 31. 

S7 Sec supra, Section Il, note 6. In Chariton (1.14 .9-10), it is Callirhoe who gazes at the 
picture of Quereas. On the theme in Antiquity of the lover gaz.ing at a portrait , see S tra
maglia 2003. 

58 As is reconstructed in the scene I.B. Similarly in Chariton (I.l4.9-l0). 
59 The plot of Kosrow o ~irin has a historical backdrop, like that of Parthenope: the 

protagonisL~ of the Greek novel are the daughter of Polycrates of Samos and the son of 
Miltiades of the Thracian Chersonesus, whereas Kosrow is the historical Sasanian King 
Kosrow II Parviz (59Q-628 CE). There was also a Coptic Christian version of the Greek 
novel entitled The Martyrdom of St. Parthenope. See the complete study by Hagg/Utas 
2003. In this martyrology, the heroine defends her virtue as well as the Christian faith, like 
Sirin. Policharmus, Chaereas' friend in 4.2.2.1, among others. 

60 L6pez Martfnez 1998' and 2010. See supra, notes 29 and 30; Kanavou 2016 and 
L6pez Martfnez 2017b. 
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However, the young girl 's image in this novel does not coincide with 
that offered by other sources which have transmitted the legend of Semira
mis . In most Greek testimonies, the Assyrian queen was descended from 
the Amazons and reflected the archetype of an eastern queen: beautiful, 
intelligent, ambitious, very powerful and with an active sexual life.61 In 
fact, Diodorus Siculus transforms the Assyrian queen into the protagonist 
of her own story in the Bibliotheca Historica .62 

Moses Chorenensis brought the legend of Semiramis to Armenia in the 
5th century AD. In his History of Armenia, he tells us that when the Assy
rian Queen Shamiran became King Ninus' widow ,63 she fell in love with a 
prince called Ara the Beautiful, who was the founder of the Armenian 
people. Shamiran invaded Armenia to lddnap him, but Ara did not return 
her feelings. When he died on the battlefield, Shamiran headed south until 
reaching Lake Van, where she fou nded a city and built palaces as well as 
many other kinds of infrastructure. 64 

In addition, the name and features of the character of Sirin in the pre
viously mentioned poem by Nezami seem to be inspired by Semiramis.65 

Shirin is an Armenian princess with a determined character who has also 
received a refined education and training in physical, intellectual and arti
stic disciplines. Another important figure is her aunt Shamira,66 the queen 
of Armenia and Azerbaijan. Although further research is still pending ,67 

everything suggests that the two Greek traditions concerning the Assyrian 
queen converge in Ne~i's Persian version: on the one hand , the 'nove
listic' version embodied in the young Sirin, and on the other, the mythical 
and historiographic one represented by the mature Shamim. 

P.Oxy. 2564 was published in 2016. There are several identification 
options in the editio princeps for the main character in the papyrus, a 

6 1 See supra Note 18. Some sources refer to Semiramis' contra naturam feelings: the 
attraction for her horse and the relationship with her own son. See supra, note IS and 
Migoona 2000, among others. 

62 Practically contemporary with the novelist - 1st century BC. Diodorus himself com
piles other versions of the legend in the form of rumours (D.S. 11.20.3-5). 

6) History of Armenia 1.16. See the translations by Mahe/Mahe 1993 and Thomson 
2006. 

6£ JL is the king of Urartu, Aromc or Uramu, ea. 880-840 BC and coeval with Sammu-ra 
mat, whose name is mentioned several times in the inscriptions of Salmanasar Ill. See 
Maciuszak 2011, 87. 

65 Kosrow o Sirin. See supra. section VI, p. 1 l. 
66 Depending on the version, her name is also given as Mehin Banu. 
67 See supra, n. 52. 
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queen who conquers Egypt and builds pyramids, the principal of which is 
Semiramis.68 Should this hypothesis be confirmed, it would suggest that 
this is the fragment of a lost novel, the main character of which would be 
the Assyrian queen , most probably the inspiration for the character of 
Shamiran both in the Armenian version by Moses and the Persian one 
written by Ne~ami .69 

VIII. Conclusions 

1. The Parthians were not only tolerant of other cultures but even adopted 
an open and permeable attitude towards them, especially Greek culture. 

2. An unknown author of Parthian origin (who obviously spoke Greek) or 
of Greek origin but with close ties in Parthia, and with a considerable 
knowledge of Greek literary culture, may have written Ninus. 

3. Both the writer himself and his readers would have easily identified 
with the protagonist: a native king ham in the heart of Mesopotamia but 
with Greek training and customs. 

4. We know for certain that a corpus ofParthian legends existed, although 
it remains largely unknown today due to its essentially oral nature. How
ever, there is evidence that minstrels, the gosan, played an important role 
in transmitting this heritage. 

5. Little is known about this corpus, which was probably very rich, but 
parts of it have survived to the present day in Persian versions from the 
pre-Islamic period. One of the most important works in this tradition was 
the Book of the Kings (Shahnameh) by Ferdowsi. 

6. We have translations of Greek novels into Persian, Arabic, Coptic and 
other languages, both in prose and verse, the richest example of which is 
the Life of Alexander. Shahnameh contains episodes inspired by this work, 
and versions have also survived in a number of other Eastern languages. 
Likewise, there is also a translation into Persian of a lost Greek novel, the 
original of which has only survived in some papyrus fragments found in 
Egypt: Parthenope, a novel which also has historical content. 

68 Tmka-Amrhein 2016,41-42. 
69 See supra, n. 41. 
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7. Although there are no known testimonies in Persian of Ninus, it seems 
plausible to suggest that they may have existed or that Ninus might have 
served as a model for scenes in Persian literature, perhaps for the Shah
nameh. 

8. During the 1st century BC, the Parthians zealously defended a territory 
which the Romans found impossible to conquer. This singular context ex
plains the propagandistic intention underlying Ninus. This same intention 
has also been attributed to other fictional works such as the Life of Alexan
der or the novel of Sesonchosis, inspired by the Egyptian Pharaoh Seso
stris and also lost, but of which several papyri have been preserved. 

9. In the case of the Assyrian Ninus, he champions the legendary past of 
his people, and as a native leader, his authority over the territory is legiti
mate. Ninus embodies the virtues of the great leaders of Eastern civilisa
tions while simultaneously representing Greek education and ideals; 
meanwhile, his betrothed, who might be Semiramis, complies with the 
stereotype of the Greek wife. 

10. A crucial episode occurred in 53 BC which could represent the termi
nus post quem for when the novel was written: the famous battle of Car
rhae. Crassus had broken the agreement reached between Romans and 
Parthians whereby the Euphrates River became the border between the 
two states. The Armenian king, Artavasdes II, offered Crassus his help in 
the battle, but nevertheless, the Parthians humiliated the more numerous 
and better equipped Romans. In retaliation for the help offered to the 
Romans, the Parthian king, Orodes II, invaded Annenia, an episode which 
probably inspired the episode in the novel of Ninus' battle against Arme
nia described in column B of the Berlin papyrus. 
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