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28 Commagene 
Matthew P. Canepa

This chapter analyzes the history, archaeology, and religions of Commagene, a fertile land located

between Euphrates River and the Taurus Mountains. It tracks the major political and cultural

developments of Commagene from the fall of the Achaemenid Persian Empire in 330 BC, through its

emergence as an independent kingdom ca. AD 163/162, and �nal incorporation into the Roman Empire ca.

AD 72/73. The chapter offers an up-to-date interpretation of the region’s important archaeological

remains, especially those created under its greatest king, Antiochus I, who brought Commagene into

prominence and introduced major cultural and religious innovations Despite the kingdom’s small size, its

advantageous geographical position, wealth, and the shrewd diplomacy exercised by many of its rulers

enabled its rulers to make an outsize impact on the eastern Mediterranean and western Asia in the late

Hellenistic and early Roman imperial periods.
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Introduction

Commagene was a fertile land located between the Euphrates River and the Taurus Mountains (Str. 2.12.2;

2.14.1–2; 12.1.2; Marciak 2012; Blömer et al. 2021) (�g. 28.1). From at least the beginning of the third century BC,

the Seleucid Empire held Commagene along with the lands of the broader region. It was detached along with

neighboring provinces by the newly independent Orontid kingdom of Sophene sometime in the mid-third

century BC, before falling again under Seleucid sway around 188 BC when empire brie�y reasserted control over

Sophene. Commagene only became an independent kingdom in its own right ca. 163/162 BC when its Seleucid

governor, who claimed Orontid ancestry, succeeded in revolting from the Seleucid Empire and defending his

�edgling kingdom against regional rivals. This was the �rst time that Commagene had formed the core of a

distinct polity since the late Hittite principality of Kummuḫ. The kingdom of Commagene shared frontiers

variously with the Seleucid Empire, the kingdoms of Sophene and Cappadocia, the Armenian Empire of

Tigranes the Great, and eventually the Roman and Parthian Empires. Its borderlands extended southward into

the plains of northern Syria and, at times, over the Euphrates, though it should be emphasized that

Commagene’s Hellenistic frontiers �uctuated according to which larger kingdom or empire it was incorporated

into and with the ambitions and fortunes of its rulers. Despite brie�y falling under the sphere of in�uence of

Tigranes II’s Armenian Empire (ca. mid-80s–69 BC) and an interlude of direct Roman rule (AD 17–38), the

kingdom survived longer than almost all other post-Seleucid kingdoms in Anatolia and the Caucasus through

shrewd diplomacy, marriage alliances, and, eventually, close cooperation with the Romans. Indeed, while the

kingdom was permanently incorporated into the Roman Empire ca. 72/73, its dynastic scions continued to

�ourish as Roman aristocrats for decades thereafter. This chapter thus analyzes Commagene’s history,

archaeology, and religions from the fall of the Persian Empire to its incorporation into the Roman Empire.p. 472

p. 473

Figure 28.1.  Principle sites in Commagene and Neighboring Regions (map adapted from Canepa 2018, Map 4).

Hellenistic Commagene’s demographic, linguistic, cultural, and political makeup re�ects the region’s complex

history. At different points in history, its Orontid kings strategically accentuated speci�c histories and

traditions to appeal to select internal and external audiences. Gods with roots in Anatolia’s ancient Hittite-

Luwian heritage were still worshipped within the Hellenistic kingdom even as they took on elements of Greek
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or Iranian religious traditions. With the rise of the Pontic and Armenian empires and eventually Parthia, new

currents of post-Achaemenid Iranian kingship gained prominence as ultimately did the political traditions of

Rome.

Commagene’s ruling dynasty and aristocracy cultivated both Persian and Graeco-Macedonian traditions and

familial roots while foregrounding royal and dynastic traditions that tied them to an Armenian-Cappadocian-

Pontic politico-cultural continuum. The rulers of the independent kingdom of Commagene traced their

ancestry to the Persian Orontid dynasty who ruled as satraps over Achaemenid Armenia and (brie�y) Mysia.

The Orontids consolidated an autonomous kingdom in the Armenian highlands after Alexander’s destruction

of the Achaemenid Empire and a branch of the Orontid family governed Sophene under the Seleucids. While

the historicity of a direct lineal relationship is by no means clear, the Orontids of Commagene claimed the

dynastic heritage of the main Ortontid line of Sophene and Greater Armenia, and through it, that of the

Achaemenid dynasty. In this regard, Commagene and its ruling family shared many characteristics with other

kingdoms that emerged in Anatolia, northern Mesopotamia, and the Caucasus after the fall of the Persian

Empire that were similarly ruled by post-satrapal Persian dynasties (Canepa 2017; 2018, 5–7 and 95–121; 2021;

Strootman and Versluys 2017; Strootman 2021). Like the Mithradatids of Pontus and Ariarathids of Cappadocia,

Commagene’s ruling dynasty boasted of an ancestry that grew from and united both the Seleucid and

Achaemenid dynastic legacies.

In the Hellenistic period, the majority of Commagene’s population appears to have spoken Syrian Aramaic, and

Roman commentators understood Commagene to be culturally and geographically part of “Syria,” not just

because of its administrative incorporation (e.g., Plin., HN 5.66; Str., Geog. 11.12.3, 16.1.22; Lucian., Syr. D. 1;

Versluys 2017, 38–41). The king, court, and aristocracy spoke Greek, which was the language of administration

and royal inscriptions, and possibly cultivated some spoken dialect of western Middle Iranian as a marker of

their Persian heritage, though this is not directly attested beyond onomastics and toponyms. From the

perspective of both the Roman literary sources and emic characterizations in the epigraphic evidence from

Commagene, Armenian royal heritage was largely concomitant with Orontid dynastic claims. Nevertheless,

this centuries-long connection to Armenian kings drew Commagene into the Armenian cultural and political

orbit where it would often return into late antiquity and the Middle Ages even if it was not as closely or as

continuously integrated as Sophene or the Armenian highlands.

Commagene experienced the height of its political power under Antiochus I Theos (ca. 70s–ca. 36 BC).

Antiochus I introduced “newly ancient” Iranian cultic traditions across his kingdom strategically crafting and

foregrounding a Perso-Macedonian cultural identity (Canepa 2018, 112 and 240–248; Canepa 2021). After the

dissolution of Tigranes II’s empire (ca. 69/68 BC), Antiochus built numerous dynastic and funerary

sanctuaries across Commagene, most notably his own mountaintop funerary monument and cult site at

Nemrud Dağı. This contained colossal cult statues, inscriptions, and stelae of his paternal and maternal

ancestors stretching back to Darius I and Alexander the Great. While Antiochus I’s creations were deeply rooted

in the traditions of his dynasty and kingdom, they can also be seen as growing from a wider late Hellenistic

phenomenon wherein client kings caught between Rome and Parthia sought to bolster their legitimacy and

lineage through similar programs of monumental building and religious renovation. These included the

Hasmonaean and Herodian sovereigns of Judaea, the rulers of Emesa, the Ituraeans, and Nabataeans (Kropp

2013; Versluys 2017, 232–241). Indeed, from this perspective, Antiochus I’s strategy was not dissimilar to that of

Augustus, who, several decades later, appropriated and reinvented earlier Italic and archaic Roman republican

traditions to form his own neo-conservative visual and religious imperial idiom (Zanker 1988; Versluys 2017,

221–229).

p. 474

Ancient literary sources routinely comment on or allude to Hellenistic Commagene’s great wealth and

agricultural bounty (e.g., Plut., Ant. 34.3; Jos., BI 1.321.22; Cass. Dio. 49.20.3–5, 23.3–4; Str., Geog. 12.2.1). The

kingdom’s legendary prosperity came not just from the land’s considerable agrarian output but also its control

of key Euphrates river crossings and overland routes and thus the Eurasian trade that �owed into Rome from
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the Parthian Empire (Brijder 2014 170–174). Ancient literary sources routinely comment on or allude to

Hellenistic Commagene’s great wealth and agricultural bounty (e.g., Plut., Ant. 34.3; Jos., BI 1.321.22; Cass. Dio.

49.20.3–5, 23.3–4; Str., Geog. 12.2.1). Exploration and study of the archaeological history of the region began in

the mid-nineteenth century (Brijder 2014, 176–310).

Historical Overview

Hellenistic Commagene encompassed the territory of the late Hittite principality of Kummuḫ, whose name is

detectable in the classical toponym (Messerschmidt 2012, 26; Brijder 2014, 52–53). While continuities with

Hittite traditions should not be overstated, Antiochus I may have selectively reinvigorated certain monumental

and even cultic traditions stemming from the region’s ancient Hittite past as raw material to lend a patina of

antiquity to his newly ancient cult architecture and reliefs (Messerschmidt 2008; 2012; Brijder 2014, 53–55).

Kummuḫ was incorporated into the Assyrian Empire and following a revolt, the Assyrians deported the

region’s inhabitants and replaced with them with a population drawn from Mesopotamia (Facella 2006, 73–

78).

The history of Commagene under the Achaemenid and Seleucid empires is very murky and we lack clear

evidence of many pivotal historical developments. After trading hands between Egypt and the Neo-Babylonian

Empire, the region passed into the Persian Empire with Cyrus the Great’s conquests. Unlike Melitene to the

north, Commagene does not appear in any Persian epigraphic or archival source, and it is unclear which

Achaemenid satrapy or subsatrapy controlled it (Klinkott 2005, 451–453; Khorikyan 2017; Marciak 2017, 115).

Because Commagene’s Hellenistic rulers traced their ancestry to the Orontids, some interpreters have

speculated that Commagene might have formed an administrative unit within the Achaemenid satrapy of

Armina. This is possible, but no concrete evidence can con�rm this. Given the longevity of Persian traditions in

the region, likely an in�ux of Iranian settlers formed the core of the region’s aristocracy; however, the Persian

Empire left a relatively light infrastructural footprint and no major settlements. An important Persian-period

aristocratic residence was constructed at Tille Höyük, a site with previous Assyrian occupation, though the

Persian-period structures do not bear the marks of imperially sponsored architecture as witnessed at sites

elsewhere in the empire, either those that implant ground plans and architectural forms from the imperial

center at, for example, Karačamirli and Dahan-e Gholayman, or those that adapted regional prestige

architectures, as at Dascylium (Blaylock 2009, 157 and 171–212; Canepa 2018, 25–28). Despite claims in earlier

scholarship that misidenti�ed Hellenistic levels at Samosata as Achaemenid, there is little evidence of

continuous administrative occupation at Achaemenid sites discovered in Commagene, including Tille Höyük.

This suggests a signi�cant reorganization occurred after Alexander and that the Achaemenid satrapal

boundaries and dynastic spheres of in�uence changed after Alexander as had happened elsewhere in Anatolia

and the Caucasus (Marciak 2012, 16; Canepa 2018, 95–98). It is unclear when exactly Commagene became the

possession of an Orontid-ruled satrapy or kingdom, although our �rst indirect evidence suggests that this may

have occurred only in the Seleucid period. Only in the later Hellenistic and Roman imperial periods does clear

evidence appear linking Commagene and its rulers dynastically and politically to the Orontids.

p. 475

By 300 BC, Commagene was a part of the vast Seleucid Empire, which left an equally important cultural and

dynastic legacy (Strootman 2021). Seleucus I Nicator founded what later became the most important urban

settlement of the independent kingdom of Commagene, the twin cities Seleucia-on-the-Euphrates and

Apamea controlling the Euphrates River crossing, known collectively as Zeugma. However, Zeugma became a

possession of the kingdom of Commagene only in the �rst century BC through the intervention of Pompey the

Great (Plin., HN 5.86; Cohen 1996, 190–196). Under the early Seleucid Empire, the region appears to have been

largely left to its local governors. The core of Commagene never experienced the intensive city foundation that

was the hallmark of strategically and symbolically important regions of the Seleucid Empire.
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Commagene formed part of the independent kingdom of Sophene after Sophene broke away from Seleucid

suzerainty in the mid- to late third century before its reincorporation after the Peace of Apamea (188). During

these decades, the rulers of Sophene founded many of Commagene’s most important forti�ed royal residence

cities. Scholarship is not entirely in agreement over the identity or even number of kings attested in the

numismatic evidence or mentioned in the fragmentary classical literary sources for this period (Facella 2006;

Marciak 2012; 2017, 113–128). For this reason the archaeological evidence is of especial importance as an anchor

for the meager literary and numismatic sources and to �ll out and check the epigraphic evidence.

Sometime in the mid-third century BC the Orontid king of Sophene, Arsames, rebelled from Seleucus II and

refused to pay tribute to the Seleucid king (Polyaenus, Strat. 4.17) and around 227 BC, Arsames offered the

Seleucid usurper Antiochus Hierax refuge at his court (Facella 2006, 174–175; Marciak 2017, 116). Arsames

founded many of the forti�ed settlements that the later independent kingdom of Commagene inherited during

this period of independence. Among the several Seleucid satraps and clients who were in revolt at the start of

Antiochus III’s reign, Polybius mentions a king of Sophene named Xerxes who refused to pay tribute (Polyb.

8.23.1–5). Antiochus III advanced on Xerxes and besieged Arsamosata, forcing Xerxes to �ee the royal

residence. Xerxes quickly sued for peace and returned Sophene to tributary status ca. 212 BC. In addition to

giving him generous terms, Antiochus III gave Xerxes his sister (adelphēn), Antiochis, as wife. According to a

different source, Antiochis then promptly assassinated him on the orders of her brother (John of Antioch, fr.

122; Roberto 2005, 194–195). Strabo ( Geog. 11.1.4.15) implies that Antiochus III installed two other rulers,

Artaxias and Zariadres, as client rulers over the Armenian highlands and Sophene, respectively. This appears to

be the same Zariadres mentioned in several early second-century Aramaic inscriptions from Armenian

boundary stones, which describe him as the father of Artaxias and an “Orontid” (Marciak 2017, 117–121). After

Antiochus III’s defeat at Magnesia (190 BC), and facilitated by the conditions of the Peace of Apamea (188 BC),

these same rulers were emboldened to assert independence. Aided and abetted by the Romans who recognized

them as independent kings, they set about carving off sections of neighboring territories.

p. 476

Artaxias I’s dynastic successors, known in scholarship as the Artaxiads, ruled Greater Armenia until AD 12 and

their history is well known from classical sources and the Armenian historiographical tradition, forming an

important touchstone for later Armenian royal national identity. In contrast, the later history of the successors

of Zariadres is not entirely clear. In 165 BC, Zariadres may have been forced to recognize Antiochus IV’s

suzerainty or at least brook his army’s transit through his lands in the course of the Seleucid sovereign’s

punitive campaign against Artaxias I (Marciak 2017, 124–126). Zariadres’s death appears to have precipitated

some upheaval. The next ruler of Sophene who appears in the literary sources is Mithrobouzenes, who ruled

sometime before 163 BC and may have been the son of Zariadres. Artaxias I appealed to Ariarathes IV of

Cappadocia to make common cause and kill Mithrobouzenes in order to divide Sophene between them, a plot

that Ariarathes rejected (Diod. 31.22).

While the Peace of Apamea allowed Sophene to maintain its independence, its terms also allowed the Seleucids

to reassert control over Commagene. The treaty explicitly de�ned the Taurus Mountains as the northern and

westernmost limits of Antiochus III’s sphere of in�uence, suggesting that the Seleucids retained Commagene

even as Sophene became independent (Polyb. 21.32–43; App., Syr. 38–39; Liv. 38.38). Given that Ptolemaeus,

Commagene’s �rst independent ruler, appears in our sources initially as a Seleucid governor, it is likely that at

this point Commagene was constituted as a separate Seleucid province at least in name. This reincorporation

into the empire, however, was short-lived.
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The Independent Kingdom of Commagene

Antiochus I Theos

p. 477

Commagene emerged as an independent kingdom in its own right around 163/162 BC when its Seleucid

governor (epistatēs) detached the region from the Seleucid Empire and expanded its borders, capitalizing on

Rome’s destabilizing in�uence and instability in both Sophene and the Seleucid Empire following the deaths of

Zariadres of Sophene and Antiochus IV Epiphanes. Around 163/162 BC Commagene’s Seleucid governor,

Ptolemaeus, began ruling as an independent king. Our only literary source for the event, Diodorus Siculus

(31.19a), gives the impression that Ptolemaeus achieved his position as epistatēs under the Seleucids and

perhaps held the province as governor as Zariadres and Artaxias operated as independent dynasts (Facella

2006, 206–207). Now ruling autonomously, Ptolemaeus quickly joined in with the general rapacity of this

unsettled period. He invaded Cappadocia, taking Melitene until driven back over the Taurus Range by

Ariarathes IV.

It is unknown whether Ptolemaeus was a member of some provincial cadet branch of the Orontids of Sophene,

had married into the family, was a eunuch like the founder of the Pergamene kingdom, or simply fabricated the

dynastic claim after he had detached the province from Sophene, though all are conceivable scenarios. Our

main source of evidence of Orontid dynastic history comes from Antiochus of Commagene’s ancestor stelae at

Nemrud Dağı supplemented by coins and scattered literary sources. The twelfth ancestor stela from Nemrud

Dağı, which would have contained Ptolemaeus’s predecessor, is missing from the line of Antiochus I’s paternal

ancestors. In fact, the only possible attestations of Ptolemaeus in the epigraphic evidence from Commagene,

that is, the inscription from Gerger and the thirteenth ancestor stela from Nemrud Dağı, are also highly

damaged (Facella 2006, 201).

The next generation quickly set out consolidating dynastic claims and making strategic marriage alliances.

Ptolemaeus’s successors, Samus II (ca. 130 BC) and Mithradates I Callinicus (100–70 BC) carry Iranian names,

suggesting a deliberate reassertion of an Orontid and Persian identity. Mithradates I married Laodice VII Thea,

the daughter of the Seleucid king, Antiochus VIII Gryps, which allowed the dynasty to claim Seleucid descent,

while Antiochus I’s marriage to Isias Philostorgos, daughter of the Cappadocian king Ariobarzanes I, allowed

him to lay claim to Cappadocian’s royal heritage as well. As the Armenian Empire expanded across Syria,

Tigranes II absorbed the �edgling kingdom into his empire, temporarily stalling the dynasty’s ambitions.

Facilitated by the Romans’ destruction of the Armenian Empire (ca. 69 BC), Mithradates I’s son and successor,

Antiochus I brought the kingdom to the height of its power (Brijder 2014, 63–67; Facella 2006, 205–224).

Between Tigranes II’s �nal submission (66 BC) and the death of Mithradates VI of Pontus (63 BC), Pompey

reorganized the lands of the former Armenian and Pontic empires. Around 65/64, Pompey con�rmed

Antiochus I in his throne and enlarged his realm to include the twin cities of Seleucia-Euphrates and Apamea.

Together these were known as Zeugma for the bridge over the Euphrates by which they controlled passage

between Syria and Mesopotamia (Facella 2006, 230–236). In response to this good fortune, Antiochus I added

the epithet megas to his title. Doliche, the cult center of Zeus Dolichenus, appears to have entered Antiochus I’s

possession about this time as well, as attested by one of the king’s cult inscriptions (Antiochus I Theos, D). At

the same time, Antiochus underscored his connection to the founders of Samosata, Arsamea-Nymphaeus, and

Arsamea-Euphrates to emphasize his �liation with the Orontids of Sophene (Antiochus I Theos, A and G). But

his ambitions were much larger. Incited by Tigranes II’s defeat and implying a claim to the larger Orontid-

Armenian inheritance, Antiochus I adopted Tigranes II’s so-called Armenian tiara as an insigne of supreme

power, which he calls “the kitaris.” He speci�cally states that he was the �rst of his line to do so in his

inscription from Sofraz Köy (SO 6), and he is the �rst king of Commagene to be portrayed wearing it on

coinage.

p. 478
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From Independent Kingdom to Roman Client

For a brief period Antiochus I operated with a degree of autonomy between Rome and the Arsacid Empire,

although maintaining it was a dangerous balancing act. Despite his of�cial stance of friendship to Rome,

proclaiming himself to be philorhomaios (“Friend to the Romans”) in his inscriptions, Antiochus I sought to

forge political and marriage alliances with the Arsacids. The Parthian destruction of Crassus’s army in 53 BC

seems to have motivated Antiochus to contract a marriage between his daughter Laodice and Orodes II, the

Arsacid king of kings (inscription Kb, Karakuş). In an apparent attempt to hedge his bets during this chaotic

period, Antiochus made such strategic decisions as allowing Parthian troops passage over his territory to raid

Syria in 51–50 BC while notifying the Romans of the movement and accepting refugees (Cic., Fam. 8.10.1, 15.1–2,

4.4; for other examples, see Weiskopf 1992). This calculus allowed Antiochus I to maintain his kingdom, but his

Parthian gamble ended in personal tragedy. The next Arsacid king, Phraates IV, murdered her along with his

brothers and rivals for the Arsacid throne (Cass. Dio 49.20.5; Brijder 2014, 61).

After the reign of Antiochus I, Commagene was drawn irrevocably into Rome’s orbit. Antiochus I’s successor,

Mithradates II (ca. 36–20 BC), backed Antony (Plut., Ant. 61). Although Octavian forgave him, at this point

Commagene formally became a client kingdom with Zeugma and Doliche subject to direct Roman rule. In 29 BC

Mithradates II’s brother, Antiochus II, was taken to Rome, tried and executed for interrupting communications

between Mithradates II and Rome (Cass. Dio 70.43.1). Mithradates II appears not to have had a direct heir. His

successor, Mithradates III (20 BC –?) was his nephew, possibly the son of his brother, Antiochus II, or another

unknown brother whom Mithradates II had killed (Cass. Dio 54.9.1–3). Mithradates III was succeeded by his

son, Antiochus III, whose date of accession is unknown. Antiochus III’s death in AD 17 ushered in a period of

internal strife. The nobility and common people both sent embassies to Rome. The nobility asked for Roman

rule and the people petitioned for the monarchy (Jos., Ant. 18.2.5 [53]; Tac., Ann. 42.7). Tiberius decided to put

Commagene under Roman military rule, charging Germanicus with its administration, who appears to have

laid the groundwork for its conversion into a province (Str. 16.2.3; Tac., Ann. 2.56.5; Suet., Calig. 14.3; Cass. Dio

59.8.2; Facella 2006, 317–318).

p. 479

Caligula reversed this policy in AD 38 and restored the monarchy, con�rming Antiochus III’s son Antiochus IV,

who had been living in Rome (Suet., Calig. 16.3). Perhaps in acknowledgment of this subordinate status,

Antiochus IV wears only the diadem on his coinage, never the Armenian tiara (Facella 2006, 92–93). Caligula

changed his mind but Claudius recon�rmed Antiochus IV’s position after Caligula’s assassination in AD 41

(Suet., Calig.16.3) and Nero enlarged his holdings to include the Cilician coast (Cass. Dio 59.8.2). Antiochus IV

was an important player in Roman geopolitics and military affairs in Asia. Between AD 54 and 60 Antiochus IV

participated in Rome’s military and political interventions against the Parthians in their struggle over Armenia

(Tac., Ann. 18.55.1–2; 13.7.37.1–3; 14.26.3) and contributed forces on several occasions to suppress the Jewish

revolts (Jos., BI 2.18.9 [500] and 5.11.3 [460–464]), even winning glory for himself on the battle�eld in AD 70

(Tac., Hist. 5.1).
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The End of the Kingdom of Commagene

As the �rst-century frontier between the Roman and Parthian Empires coalesced in this region, the Euphrates

crossings became supremely important for the Romans to defend against Parthian incursions (Cic., Fam. 8.10.1;

Str., Geog. 16.746, 749; App., Syr. 48; Cass. Dio 49.13; Plin., HN 5.86; Weiskopf 1992). Indeed, paranoia about the

royal family’s potential collusion with the Parthians precipitated its �nal incorporation into the Roman Empire

in AD 72 (Jos., Ant. 7.7.1 [219–221]). Despite his loyal service to the Romans, Antiochus IV’s great wealth and,

most critically, his kingdom’s strategic location on the frontier with Parthia raised suspicions and in the end

the Romans found it expedient to integrate the kingdom into the empire (Speidel 2005 [2009]). In AD 72 the

governor of Syria, Caesennius Paetus, accused Antiochus IV and his son of conspiring with the Parthians to

rebel against Rome. Paetus invaded Commagene and although Antiochus IV put up no resistance, he sent the

king in chains to Rome. Arriving in the Peloponnesus, Vespasian stopped his journey, granted him clemency,

and gave him a stipend to support him and his family (Jos., Ant. 7.7.1–3 [227–244]). Commagene was thereafter

joined administratively to the province of Syria, and Roman legions were stationed in Samosata and Zeugma to

defend the Euphrates crossings (Speidel 2005 [2009]; Facella 2006, 336; Brijder 2014, 75).

Antiochus IV and his descendants lived in Rome, becoming thoroughly integrated into the Roman aristocracy,

holding high of�ce and enjoying the favor of emperors. His granddaughter, Julia Balbilla (born AD 72) was a

poet and traveling companion to the emperor Hadrian and his wife Sabina, leaving an inscription on the colossi

of Memnon boasting of her ancestry (Rosenmeyer 2008). Remembered primarily for his funerary

monument on Athens’s Mouseion Hill, his grandson, Gaius Julius Antiochus Epiphanes Philopappus (AD 65–

116), boasted of his membership in the Arval Brotherhood, a consulship (AD 109), and praetorian rank bestowed

by Trajan; as an Athenian citizen, he was honored for holding the of�ce of archon and serving as a choregos and

an agonothetes (IG II.2, 3451; CIL III, 552; Plut., Moralia 628a–b; Paus. 1.25.8; Wu 2016).

p. 480

Cultural and Archaeological History of Commagene

Like Cappadocia, Pontus, and the Armenian highlands, Sophene and Commagene initially resembled an

Achaemenid satrapy with royal and aristocratic estates forming the economic and infrastructural backbone

and the population dispersed in villages. Their royal residences �rst functioned as strategically placed

strongholds rather than Greek-style poleis. Commagene’s main settlements, including Samosata, Arsamea-on-

the-Nymphaeus, and Arsamea-on-the-Euphrates, were all founded by the Orontids of Sophene. The Orontids

of Commagene embellished these sites, which served as important points of pride and evidence of dynastic

continuity. In fact, the only major Orontid royal residences that the later independent kingdom of Commagene

did not encompass were Arsamosata and Arg(i)athicerta/Carcathaiocerta (mod. Eğil), the site of the royal

necropolis of the Orontids of Sophene (Str. 11.14.2; Plin., HN 6.10.26; Ptol., Geog. 5.13.22; Buzandaran 4.24, trans.

Garsoïan 1989, 157; Canepa 2018, 112 and 227–229).

The personal names and toponyms of the royal foundations of the Orontids of Sophene accentuated their

Persian dynastic claims and Iranian cultural roots. They bore names such as Xerxes and Arsames (Old Persian

Ṛšāma, “he who has the strength of heroes”), which was a common name within the Achaemenid family and

among Persian elite. Samus possibly derived from the Avestan Sāma, father of the Avestan hero Kərəsāspa,

which would attest to some tradition of Iranian religious or epic lore within the family (cf. Yašt 13.136; Justi 1895,

280–281). Moreover, naming cities as the “joy of” or “happiness of” the founder was a characteristically

Orontid-Artaxiad practice evoking Achaemenid traditions, and it occurs as a pattern in several foundations,

such as Samosata (Mid. Persian/Parthian *Sāmašād, Old Persian *Sāma-šiyāti-; Canepa 2018, 109).

Although the Orontids of Sophene foregrounded Persian onomastic and architectural traditions, they did not

reuse sites tied to Achaemenid (or Seleucid) satrapal rule as their main residences. None of the Orontids’ major
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settlements were continuously occupied from the Achaemenid through the early Hellenistic period. This holds

true within both Sophene and Commagene. For example, if it had been advantageous to them, the early

Orontids of Sophene could have rebuilt or reoccupied Tille Höyük, a site that preserved a signi�cant

Achaemenid-era manor house. Instead it was abandoned after Alexander’s invasion, only later growing into

a small frontier village, but never a royal residence (Blaylock 2009, 157 and 171–212). Instead, the Orontids chose

new sites for royal residences to consolidate an independent royal identity. In this they followed a remarkably

similar strategy as their dynastic forebears in Greater Armenia (Canepa 2018, 98–104).

p. 481

Samosata was founded sometime in the mid-third century BC on the site of Neo-Hittite Kummuḫ. The

archaeological, epigraphic, and literary evidence all point to a foundation by Samus (I) of Sophene, whom

Antiochus of Commagene names as the grandfather of Arsames I in a fragmentary inscription (OGIS 394;

Memnon FGrH 434 F 14.1; Cohen 2006, 187–189; Schottky 2006; cf. Facella 2006, 172–173). The ancient site of

Samosata now lies under the waters of the reservoir of the Atatürk Dam. But before the waters rose, two

seasons of salvage excavations were conducted (Özgüç 1986; 1987; 1996; Canepa 2021; Kruijer and Riedel 2021).

Since it controlled an important crossing on the Euphrates, Samosata had a long occupation history, and the

site revealed numerous levels stretching back to the Bronze Age with the excavator and later interpreters

identifying a variable number of levels. Özgüç (2009) saw some thirty levels stretching back to the Chalcolithic

period while Zoroğlu (2012) in his re-examination lists �fteen layers. Signi�cantly, however, despite such

discrepancies the excavator and later interpreters all agree that there is a gap between the Assyrian and early

Hellenistic/Orontid levels with no signi�cant Achaemenid remains (Özgüç 1996). Although initially identifying

a layer distinguished by orthostated walls, an altar, and courtyard as Achaemenid, after further excavation and

study, the site’s excavators revised their initial working hypothesis and conclusively assigned it to the

Hellenistic period (Özgüç 1996, 213; 2009, 41–46; Canepa 2018, 102–103).

Above this layer, the excavators documented a later palace built in the early Hellenistic period, which used an

archaic limestone orthostat treatment of the walls and torus bases to evoke Achaemenid architecture (Mellink

1984, 449; Özgüç 1996, 214; 2009, 46–48, plans 13–14, plate 119.258–259 and plate 120.260a–b). Its use of “sub-

Achaemenid” Persian architectural forms is conceptually continuous with post-Achaemenid Orontid structures

in Greater Armenia, as is the palace’s location at a site of ancient signi�cance without satrapal connotations.

Still more, Samosata evinces an analogous pattern of development when compared to Arsamosata in Sophene.

Founded in the mid- to late third century BC by Arsames, son of Samus I, it too had a similar gap between the

Urartian and Hellenistic occupations (Öğün 1971; 1972; Tirats’yan 2003, 131). The Orontid kings of Commagene

built a palace at Samosata in the �rst century BC, which was decorated with rich mosaics and frescos (Özgüç

2009, 41–46, plates 101–116; Zoroğlu 2012). Like similar architecture in Arsamea-on-the-Nymphaeus the later

Hellenistic palace of the Orontids of Commagene imposed a rather abrupt shift in architectural style

emblematic of the later dynasty’s close entanglement with the contemporary Graeco-Roman world (Canepa

2018, 109–110).

According to the inscriptions of Antiochus I of Commagene, Arsames founded forti�ed settlements at

Arsamea-Euphrates (present-day Gerger) and Arsamea-Nymphaeus (Eski Kale), a building campaign that took

place during Arsames’s rebellion from Seleucus II (Facella 2006, 174–175). The most signi�cant remains

from these sites date to the �rst century BC when they became important fortresses and ritual centers for the

�rst-century Orontid sovereigns of the kingdom of Commagene. Although occupied in the Middle Bronze Age,

Arsamea-on-the-Nymphaeus did not host an important settlement in the Achaemenid period. The site hosted

an elite palace or villa in the early Hellenistic period whose remains were subsequently built over or integrated

into late Hellenistic and Roman buildings (Hoepfner 1983, 79–83). Much like the early Orontid palace at

Samosata, the Orontid structure used simple Achaemenid-style torus bases suggesting that Arsames made use

of “Persianizing” architectural forms in establishing his new royal identity (Hoepfner 1983, 6–7; 2000, 58;

Dörner and Goell 1963, 175–184).

p. 482
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Antiochus Iʼs Cult Reforms and Dynastic Sanctuaries

Arsamea-on-the-Euphrates has not received as much attention as Arsamea-on-the-Nymphaeus. The site was

only cursorily surveyed by the early twentieth-century expedition (Dörner et al. 1939, 86–91; Waldmann 1973,

123–141; Sanders 1996, 1:175–377). Nevertheless, this settlement �ts the pattern of Arsames’s other foundations:

it is a virtually impregnable fortress set atop a �at-topped rocky outcrop. We know from an inscription at the

site that it hosted the tomb and sanctuary of Antiochus I’s grandfather, Samus II, and a sanctuary of a goddess

called Argadene (Antiochus I, G 50). A small number of ossuary niches carved into the cliff face hint at elite

inhabitants who adhered to Iranian mortuary strictures. In order to make this dynastic connection tangible,

Antiochus of Commagene carved a rock relief of his grandfather (Canepa 2018, 111). As it is unexcavated, we do

not know about the nature of Arsames I’s original constructions at the site, though its scale, the funerary

niches, and the monumental rock relief that Antiochus carved into its cliffs indicate that it was a signi�cant

settlement.

Commagene’s most distinctive archaeological features come from the reign of Antiochus I. Antiochus I

designed a new of�cial cult that foregrounded Iranian deities and religious traditions, though not necessarily

consonant with later “orthodox” Zoroastrianism as it coalesced under the Sasanians and solidi�ed in the

Middle Ages (Canepa 2018, 240–248; 2021; de Jong 2021). Antiochus introduced a new state pantheon of

culturally complex deities who were identi�ed, and in most cases portrayed visually, in both Greek and Iranian

idioms: Zeus-Oromasdes, Apollo-Mithras-Helios-Hermes, Artaganes-Heracles-Ares, and the Tyche of

Commagene. The cult protocol (nomos) that Antiochus I instituted honored the gods of Commagene, himself,

and, secondarily, his Persian and Macedonian ancestors. It demanded that the inhabitants of Commagene go

the nearest sanctuary (temenos) to celebrate the anniversaries of the king’s birthday and coronation. The

members of the priesthood he established were meant to celebrate these events monthly in addition to the two

large yearly festivals. The cult protocol does not resemble Zoroastrian rituals known from the late antique

period; however, the cult’s general outlines and their open-air installations parallel contemporary Armenian

Zoroastrianism and religious practices. Just as important, Antiochus I himself understood that he established

the cultic institutions on Persian models and portrayed the pantheon and its cult as arising from his

ancestors’ “ancient knowledge.” Given the makeup of the new pantheon and parallels between Commagene’s

cult rituals and those of Orontid-Artaxiad Armenia, it is probable that Antiochus I drew on some lingering

familial memories. But it is equally likely that he “�lled in the blanks” with contemporary religious practices

within Anatolia and the Caucasus and, possibly, the Parthian Empire. The open-air sanctuaries of Orontid and

Artaxiad kings of Armenia, which included statues of the gods, the king, and his ancestors, likely provided the

most powerful and dynastically signi�cant precedent. Although Antiochus I’s conception of Persian religion

derived from contemporary Iranian religious traditions within Anatolia and the Caucasus, the sites’ basic

constituents and many of the cult terms and practices engaged contemporary ruler cults, regionally and across

the Iranian world (Canepa 2018, 202–203 and 248).

p. 483
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Figure 28.2.  View of the east terrace of Antiochus Iʼs hierothesion and tomb (Nemrud Dağı, Turkey). © Matthew P. Canepa.
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Figure 28.3.  Relief stela portraying Antiochus I clasping hands with Artaganes-Heracles-Ares, hierothesion of Arsamea-on-the-

Nymphaeus (Eski Kale, Turkey). © Matthew P. Canepa.
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Figure 28.4.  View from Arsamea-on-the-Euphrates with relief portraying Samus II and inscription of Antiochus I (Gerger,

Turkey). © Matthew P. Canepa.

Antiochus I built sanctuaries throughout his kingdom for his newly instituted dynastic cult (Brijder 2014, 83–

163; Canepa 2018, 240–248). These were divided between sites that hosted what he termed an hierothesion, the

supreme cult sites collocated with a royal funerary monument, and a simple temenos, which were much more

numerous and located throughout the kingdom. Two of the major hierothesia, the king’s own mountaintop

funerary monument at Nemrud Dağı and his father’s at Arsamea-on-the-Nymphaeus, are known

archaeologically, although the hierothesia at Arsamea-on-the-Euphrates and many of the smaller temenē are

attested only epigraphically (�gs. 28.2–28.4). Most of these open-air sanctuaries shared similar characteristics,

such as altars, cult images, and inscriptions, though not all were built to the same monumental scale and

only the hierothesia were collocated at tombs. Antiochus I’s own funerary monument centered on the king’s

colossal funerary tumulus, as did a tomb for the royal women at Karakuş built by Mithradates II, which did not,

however, seem to host a cult site (�g. 28.5). Antiochus I’s father’s tomb at Arsamea-on-the-Nymphaeus

appears to have been in either the rock-cut hall or cave, while the bones of Samus II were likely interred in one

of the rock-cut niches in the cliff side at Arsamea-on-the-Euphrates. Nemrud Dağı and Arsamea-on-the-

Nymphaeus both featured colossal cult statues arranged around altars and numerous inscribed relief stelae

portraying divinities, the 

king, or the king clasping hands with the gods. These �anked the main altars or lined the processional ways

that led to and through the cult sites.

p. 484
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Figure 28.5.  Tumulus of the royal women with pillar and stela, Karakuş, Turkey. © Matthew P. Canepa.

Although evidence is sparse, it appears that Commagene’s �rst three kings deliberately conformed their

religious traditions to those of the Seleucids. Some have speculated that an early cult inscription from Sofraz

Köy might provide us with a glimpse of a pre-Antiochan-reform dynastic pantheon, which centered on Apollo

Epēkoos and Artemis Diktynna (Crowther and Facella 2003). Moreover, after Rome’s absorption of the

kingdom, sanctuaries built in the region appear to return to this pre-reform cult, venerating Apollo and

Artemis in an unmixed state (Brijder 2014, 421–423). If these indeed re�ect the original cult, the choice of

Apollo and Artemis would suggest that Antiochus I’s immediate predecessors sought to reinforce their new

Seleucid dynastic connections, perhaps even providing a precedent for Antiochus I’s dramatic, politically

motivated shifts in religion and royal identity. Even so, Antiochus I’s efforts to renew, or perhaps better,

reinvent Commagene’s Iranian religious traditions are even more remarkable. The sculptural style and

iconographies of the colossal cult statues, reliefs, and stelae of Antiochus I’s hierothesia and temenē are

deliberate neoconservative inventions intended to impart a sense of antiquity and grandeur to his new cult and

royal claims. While the iconographies and cult appropriated and reinterpreted aspects of Orontid Armenian and

Parthian traditions, the artistic program was not an outgrowth of a timeless “oriental” or Persian tradition nor

the barbarous creations of imperfectly “Hellenized” natives, as an earlier tradition of scholarship often

interpreted it (Versluys 2017, 185–219 and 249–254; Hauser 2021). Instead, Antiochus I’s program was a “newly

ancient” invention analogous to the programs of other late Hellenistic dynasts who were equally intent on

rooting their newly formed kingdoms in a prestigious past and making that past visible and interpretable to

external audiences (Kropp 2013). Indeed, the primary audience for these grand, monumental, and cultic

statements was not the inhabitants of Commagene, who abandoned Antiochus I’s creations un�nished

immediately after his death, and to whom his new monuments might have even appeared as eccentric and

outlandish impositions on their religious landscape and life (Canepa 2021, 95–97). Rather, they were directed to

rival dynasts in the region and primarily to the great powers who lay in rapacious wait to the east and west: the

Arsacids and Romans.
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Conclusion: The Place of Commagene in the Hellenistic World

Scholarship has often described Commagene as lying between “East” and “West”; however, as this chapter has

demonstrated, “East” and “West,” “Greek” and “Persian” were not stable or monolithic cultural or political

siloes. Similar to those of the Ariarathids of Cappadocia and Mithradatids of Pontus, the Orontids’ conjoined

Perso-Macedonian lineages and traditions re�ected the aspirations of ambitious sovereigns just as much as

regional histories. The later Orontids of Commagene were certainly conscious of occupying an important,

though precarious, place between the Graeco-Roman and Iranian worlds culturally and politically, yet an

opposition between these cultural and political spheres came into high relief only with Rome’s destruction of

the Pontic and Armenian empires and the encroachment of Parthia. The Orontids, more often than not,

succeeded in deftly navigating and resolving these seemingly impossible diplomatic and military situations in

their favor. The artistic, cultic, and diplomatic initiatives that Antiochus I in particular spearheaded responded

to the opportunities and anxieties of this volatile period. Despite the kingdom’s small size, its advantageous

geographical position, wealth, and the shrewd diplomacy exercised by many of its rulers enabled it to make an

outsize impact on the eastern Mediterranean and western Asia in the late Hellenistic and early Roman imperial

periods.

p. 487
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