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While Hellenistic History can now be regarded as an established trend in Canadian Academe, it is only in 

very recent years that the appeal of the Seleukid Empire (312-64 BCE) has come to its fore. This interest 

has been invigorated by a growing network of advanced students, young researchers and established 

scholars. After an inaugural conference panel at Waterloo ON (2010), the locations of Seleukid Study 

Days I-IV have alternated between Canada and Europe (Exeter UK 2011, Waterloo 2011, Bordeaux 2012, 

Montreal 2013) and are planned to continue to do so (Brussels 2015, Nipissing 2017). The dynamism of 

this group is not only due to the constructive dialogue and the opportunities for collaborative research and 

publication (such as the planned book series Seleukid History at the Classical Press of Wales), but also 

owing to the declared intention to include all sub-disciplines of Classical Studies, such as Philology, 

Epigraphy, Numismatics and Archaeology. In addition, we share a high awareness of the importance of 

the eastern territories and their cultural heritage for the Empire as a whole, as previously argued most 

forcefully by S. Sherwin-White & A. Kuhrt (From Samarkand to Sardis. A New Approach to the Seleucid 

Empire, London 1993). Accordingly, it is very beneficial that some of the researchers in our caucus 

command some of the ‘non-Classical’ languages of the ancient Near and Middle East.  

 

Initially, we concentrated on the 3rd century, with a particular interest in the construction of royal rule, by 

looking at the design of royal cults and the introduction of the role of queen. The notion of Seleukid 

‘feudalism’, which has first been articulated by D. Engels (Middle Eastern ‘Feudalism’ and Seleukid 

Dissolution, in K. Erickson & G. Ramsay (eds.), Seleucid Dissolution, Marburg 2011) has been central in 

our analyses of dynastic inter-marriage with ruling houses in the eastern satrapies and Asia Minor. Many 

of our results concur in a way that we feel confident to question the paradigms of Seleukid instability and 

decline, which are often adduced for as early a reign as that of Antiochos I (281-261 BCE). Several books 

and articles are in preparation to flesh out these new approaches to early Seleukid History, and summary 

versions can be accessed through our home page (http://seleucid-genealogy.com/ssg.html) and the reports 

for H-Soz-Kult.  

 

Recently, the group has embarked on scrutinizing the Seleukid Empire of the 2nd century BCE, which saw 

the rise of Roman hegemony also in the eastern Mediterranean: while its negative impact was 

foreshadowed in the diplomatic exchanges of the 190s, it manifested itself most emphatically in the defeat 

of Antiochos III at Magnesia and the peace conditions imposed at Apameia (190/188). This 

notwithstanding, the Seleukids continued to be a force to reckon with, as demonstrated by the occupation 

of Egypt under Antiochos IV (169/168) or by the initial success of Antiochos VII against the Parthians – 

even though his campaign of 129 ended in total disaster, resulting in the permanent loss of Mesopotamia. 

Thereafter, internal dynastic strives, which had started in 162 and gained pace with the Parthian intrusions 

into Mesopotamia in the 140s, were once more invigorated. Likewise encouraged was the drive for 

independence among the principalities surrounding the remaining Seleukid strongholds of Syria, such as 

Kommagene to the north and Makkabean Judaea to the south. This development was paralleled by the 

growing number of Syrian and Phoenician cities that were granted autonomy and began striking their own 

coins. And yet, the resilience of the dynastic family allowed Seleukid rule(s) to drag on until the last king 

was deposed by Pompey in 64 BCE. Ancient historiographers and modern scholars alike have tended to 

fall back on moralizing concepts such as ‘debauchery’ or ‘degeneration’, thus taking for granted 

weaknesses inherent to the Seleukid House or Empire. However, it would rather appear that the persistent 
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appeal of the dynasty, its capability of gathering resources and remaining active in eastern Mediterranean 

politics and warfare for generations after Apameia need to find better explanations. 

 

Seleukid Study Day 5 at Brussels (21-23 August 2015) will see the discussion of some 18 case studies 

dedicated to the complex and by no means linear development of Seleukid dissolution. Six of them have 

been conducted by scholars based in Canada, which has become the country with the strongest 

representation in current Seleukid scholarship. Four of the Canadian papers have been chosen for 

presentation at the annual meeting of the CAC, to showcase the new directions in Seleukid Studies based 

on a wide range of thematic, geographical and methodological approaches. 

 

 

1) Dr. Oliver Hoover (PAPER WAS NOT DELIVERED) 
Adjunct Curator at the American Numismatic Society, New York, and Researcher based in Toronto 

(ohoover@numismatics.org) 

 

The City as Kingmaker in the Late Seleukid Period. 
A great deal of work has been done on the relationship between Seleukid king and city, especially in the 

reign of Antiochos III (e.g. Ma 1999; Capdetrey 2007; Kosmin 2014). This has generally tended to 

emphasize the power of the former at the expense of the latter, but literary and numismatic evidence 

seems to suggest that in the second and early first centuries BCE there was a paradigm shift that gave the 

cities increased political leverage in their relationship with the kings that ruled them. The Tyrians arrested 

and executed the unpopular Demetrios II after he had been defeated by Alexander Zabinas and abandoned 

by his wife Kleopatra Thea in 125 BC (Jos. AJ 13.268; Just 39.1.8; App. Syr. 68; Eus. Chron. I.257). 

Likewise, when the taxes imposed on Mopsuestia became onerous, the Mopsians are said to have risen 

against Seleukos VI and burned him and his Friends alive within his palace in 94 (Eus. Chron. I.259). 

Less bloody are the examples of the Damascenes who, when Antiochos XII was killed on an expedition 

against the Nabateans in 83/2, reportedly made their own decision to invite Aretas III to become their 

king out of hatred for the Iturean Ptolemy of Chalkis and disregard for remaining scions of the Seleukid 

house (Jos. AJ 13.392). In similar vein, the people of Antioch on the Orontes, tired of the internecine 

feuds of the Seleukids, are said to have invited Tigranes II of Armenia to rule them after first considering 

offering their city to Mithradates VI of Pontos or to Ptolemy Lathyros of Egypt (Just. 40.1.1-4). These 

examples go beyond the usual civic decisions to honor or petition kings, and illustrate direct involvement 

in the making and unmaking of monarchs in the late Seleukid period. While viewed separately and from a 

strictly textual perspective, these may seem like isolated incidents, but when juxtaposed with the 

numismatic evidence, the historical incidents appear to represent the violent crescendo of a phenomenon 

of civic influence on the late Seleukid kingship that seems to have begun in Phoenicia in the early second 

century and spread to other cities in Syria and Kilikia in the late second and first centuries (Hoover 2004). 

In this period, the reverses of many Seleukid coins, which previously featured dynastic types are suddenly 

given over to local images related to civic cults (e.g., Ba’al at Berytos, Sandan at Tarsos, Athena 

Magarsia at Mallos, Hadad and Atargatis at Damascus, etc.) indicating a previously unknown civic 

influence. The Seleukid coinage of Sidon and Tyre even carries on inter-city rivalry in Phoenician script, 

which seems to imply the hijacking of the royal coinage to serve civic ends. The cities essentially hijack 

the Seleukid kings themselves, accepting them while they had some use, but then discarding them when 

they became onerous.  

 

 

2) Del John Houle BA 

MA Candidate, Classical Studies, University of Waterloo ON (djhoule@uwaterloo.ca) 

 

Livy's Ethnics and the Soldiers of Antiochos III and IV 
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Livy’s account of Antiochos III’s battle against the Romans at Magnesia (Livy 37.38-44, App. Syr. 30-36, 

190 BCE) provides perhaps the most complete pictures of the structure of the Seleukid army at that time, 

and it is a very different account from that of Polybios regarding Antiochos IV's military display at 

Daphne in 166 BCE (Polyb. 31.3). The purpose of this paper is to evaluate these accounts as evidence of 

the recruitment practices of Seleukid units and the impact that these practices had on their depiction in the 

literary source material mentioned, as well as Appian’s account of Magnesia. While the Seleukid force 

pre-Daphne is broadly depicted as a conglomeration of units separated by ethnicity (as explored by B. 

Bar-Kochva: The Seleucid Army, 1976/2002), it will be argued that Livy’s description of the army reveals 

an understanding of two distinct sources of manpower for the Seleukid throne: established military units 

with large and diverse recruiting bases, and more generalized forces drawn from a particular geographic 

region. This paper will focus on the latter, and it will be argued that the methods used by Livy to describe 

these individual units can reveal significant differences in his understanding of their composition, which 

will then be compared to epigraphic records detailing the military forces of several settlements (with 

particular attention given to Palaimagnesia: Th. Ihnken: Magnesia am Sipylos, IK 8, 1978, no. 1). This 

comparison will suggest a potential reality of the Seleukid system of military recruitment: that a military 

unit demarcated by an ethnic label may derive its name from the military tradition of its founding group 

(with reference to the books of G. Cohen, 1978, 1996, 2006), despite changes to its body of soldiers, and 

thus that Livy’s use of ethnic terms in his descriptions is influenced as much by the traditions of the units 

serving the Seleukids as the actual composition of the force. This view will be supported with reference to 

the changes in the structure of the Seleukid army displayed by the reign of Antiochos IV, in which the 

prevalence of ethnic monikers for military units is strongly diminished. 

 

 

3) Dr. Altay Coşkun 

Associate Professor, Classical Studies, University of Waterloo ON (acoskun@uwaterloo.ca) 

 

Simon Maccabee, Friendship with Rome and Seleukid Disintegration: a Case-Study of Triangular 

Diplomacy (142/41 BC) 

No one will disagree that the decline of the Seleukid Empire, the rise of the Jewish Theocracy and Roman 

imperialistic diplomacy in the Hellenistic East were interrelated throughout much of the 2nd century BCE. 

However, when it comes to the precise mechanisms of political communication and to the historical 

impact of Roman involvement with Maccabean and Seleukid matters, many open questions remain, and 

this despite the relatively strong evidence that 1 Maccabees and Josephus’ Antiquitates Judaicae allow us 

to draw on. While interest in those topics have traditionally been strong, recent years have seen its surge 

in all three areas: several new studies into Roman diplomacy in the Hellenistic East, the History of the 

Seleukid Empire, and the rise of the Maccabean monarchy. Certain advancements of our knowledge 

warrant a reconsideration of the rule of Simon Maccabee (142-135 BCE), more specifically of his 

diplomatic exchanges with the Seleukid courts and the Roman senate. Kai Ehling’s Untersuchungen zur 

Geschichte der späten Seleukiden (2008) has provided us with a much more reliable chronological grid; 

still in preparation by the author is a set of studies devoted to the titulature of Jewish rulers (esp. on 

tetrarchs and ethnarchs), which will permit us to uncover important steps in the dynastic history of the 

Maccabees. Closely related is a research project on documentary evidence inserted in Jewish 

Historiography, which results in the conclusion that such documents were rarely forged, but that most of 

the several problems arising from them are due to their wrong position within the narrative. Against this 

background, the evidence that 1 Macc 14-15 transmits for the years 140 BCE and 137 BCE will be used 

to reconstruct two embassies from Jerusalem to Rome in 142 BCE, and to study some of their 

ramifications for Simon’s interaction with Demetrios II in ca. 141 BCE and for the inner-Jewish political 

discourse as attested for 140 BCE. In an outlook, the lack of evidence for further diplomatic exchanges 

between Simon and the Romans will be considered. 
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4) Dr. Richard Wenghofer 

Assistant Professor, Classical Studies, Nipissing University, North Bay ON (richardw@nipissingu.ca) 

 

The Failure of Kinship Diplomacy among the Later Seleukid Kings  

For decades scholars have been aware of the critical role that dynastic crises and conflict among the later 

Seleukids played in the decline of their hegemony across Asia (C. Habicht 1989; S. Sherwin-White & A. 

Kuhrt 1993; J.D. Grainger 2013). What has not been addressed, however, is precisely why dynastic 

conflict should have proven so fatal. After all, dynastic conflict in and of itself need not necessarily spell 

the demise of so vast an empire. By way of comparison, we might note that the later Roman Republic was 

convulsed by civil wars without succumbing to foreign invasion, occupation, or collapse. Likewise 

Ptolemaic Egypt experienced its share of dynastic power struggles over the course of the second and first 

centuries BCE while maintaining its sovereignty and influence until it was finally absorbed into the 

Roman Empire in 30 BCE. Curiously, the Seleukid Empire between the reign of Seleukos IV (187-175 

BCE) and the first reign of Demetrios II (145-138 BCE) still enjoyed most of the economic or 

demographic resources enjoyed by earlier Seleukid rulers (S. Sherwin-White & A. Kuhrt 1993), yet 

owing to a series of protracted dynastic crises during this same period of about forty years, the dynasty 

had effectively fractured into several lines (Appian, Syrian Wars 47-48, 67-70; Livy, Periochae 46.11, 

52.9, 60.11; 1 Maccabees, 10-12, 15; Justin, Epitome 35, 38-39), lost about two-thirds of its territory, and 

found itself effectively the collateral vassal of other dynasties (Justin, Epitome 38.9-10). The argument 

that will be advanced in this paper is that the Seleukid Empire was unable to survive these dynastic crises 

because there was never such a thing as a Seleukid state in the first place. Unlike Republican or Imperial 

Rome or Ptolemaic Egypt, Seleukid hegemony was nothing more than a series of bilateral ad-hoc 

relationships, both formal and informal, between the Seleukid family on the one hand and a wide variety 

of other polities (i.e. poleis, vassal kingdoms, ethne, temple states etc.) on the other, which extended over 

a vast stretch of loosely articulated geographical space (contra S. Sherwin-White & A. Kuhrt 1993 and P. 

Kosmin 2014). They lacked formal institutions of government that were independent of the rulers 

themselves. Central to Seleukid rule was the ability to establish kinship ties with powerful local dynasts 

and vassals through strategic marriages (R. Wenghofer & D.J. Houle 2015). In other words, the Seleukid 

Empire was effectively a private family enterprise and not a territorial sovereign state. The recognition of 

this fact will go a long way toward explaining the precipitous political decline since the reign of 

Demetrios II: when the Seleukid family split into several collateral lines due to Roman hegemonial policy 

and the competition of regional powers such as the Attalids, Arsakids, and Ptolemies, the Seleukid 

Empire splintered with it. 
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