How to remember one’s father: paternal images in the Seleucid Court
Kyle Erickson
This paper explores how Antiochus II maintained and modified the official memory of his father,
Antiochus I, as represented on coinage in order to enhance his own claim as the legitimate
Seleucid sovereign. Antiochus I had been the first Seleucid king to put a clearly identifiable
portrait of himself on the obverse of his coinage.1 He had also minted the first Seleucid coins
with the image of Apollo-on-the-omphalos on the reverse.2 These two new features had been
designed to reinforce his position as the legitimate king. His son and successor, Antiochus II,
adopted both of these innovations. He also continued to mint the portrait of his father on his
coinage, and he modified his father’s image so that it became both more youthful and godlike.
This served the dual purpose of having Antiochus I appear more like the youthful familial god as
well as blurring the distinction between father and son. In these ways, Antiochus II manipulated
the memory of his father and his familial god through his coinage in order to present himself as a
legitimate successor. Furthermore, this paper examines how Antiochus II used the memory of his
father to create his own image of a ruler that combined both continuity with the past and renewal.
Before looking at Antiochus II, I want to briefly examine how Antiochus I dealt with his
father. With Seleucus’ death in 281 BC, Antiochus I needed to determine how he was going to
present his reign in relationship to that of his father. His father had begun to break away from the
imagery of Alexander and may have included his own portraits on coinage,3 but the sole reign of
Antiochus I marked a clear break from this tradition. Antiochus I created a new image which
dominated Seleucid coinage for the next century (portrait of reigning king/Apollo-on-theomphalos), at the same time he promoted his father as the founder of the dynasty. 4 Appian relates
that a cult was founded for Seleucus I at Seleucia-in-Pieria.5 Additionally, a deified image of
Seleucus I with bull horns was produced at Sardis along with the new Apollo-on-the-omphalos
reverse. Antiochus I used this image of his father at the start of his time in Asia Minor to make
his claims as his father’s successor. However, he quickly moved to establish his own role as the
legitimate sovereign by placing his own image on the obverse. Therefore, he placed Seleucus as
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ancestor and founder of the dynasty but not the sole focus of the royal house. The role of
Seleucus as founder was further emphasised through the continued use of the date of Seleucus’
return to Babylon as the starting point for Seleucid chronology.
Whereas Antiochus I generally did not use the image of his father on his coinage and
replaced his reverse type, Antiochus II minted coinage with the rejuvenated/idealised image of
his father and continued to use the Apollo-on-the-omphalos reverse. The major themes of
Antiochus II’s coinage appear to exploit the iconography established by his father and establish a
coherent dynastic image. In this regard, the Apollo coinage and the idealised portraits of
Antiochus I fostered the image of dynastic continuity which stemmed from the idea that Apollo
was the ancestor of the Seleucid house.
Antiochus II therefore serves as a useful test case for the success of Antiochus I in
establishing a coherent dynastic image that could be adopted by his successors. This dynastic
image appears largely through the iconography of Apollo, although the anchor of Seleucus I still
played a prominent role. Furthermore, Antiochus II may have sought to identify himself closely
with his father’s policy as a result of his brother’s execution for treason. By not deviating from
the established patterns, Antiochus II presented himself as a legitimate successor to Antiochus I
and confirms his success in crafting a Seleucid image.
The choice to continue the Apollo origin myth through coinage demonstrates the success
of this dynastic mythology in legitimising Seleucid rule. It appears that Antiochus II's policy was
to emphasise dynastic continuity along the lines established by his father. One way in which
Antiochus II attempted to do this was through the rejuvenation of his father's image. The image
of an elderly Antiochus I was intermittently replaced by a younger more idealised portrait of the
king.6 The rejuvenated portrait of Antiochus I was not only younger, but his features are less
stark and more godlike and recall many features of Lysimachus' portraits of Alexander.7 The
image of Alexander as an idealized young man contains many of the same elements that appear
in the Seleucid imagery of Apollo, most notably his clean-shaven appearance.8 These portraits
attempt to further establish the connection between Antiochus I and his patron and ancestor
Apollo and to recall the potent image of Alexander. Despite the fact that these portraits make
Antiochus I appear more god-like there is no evidence that he was deified posthumously by his
son. However, it is possible that a cult was established for him in the same manner as the one
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which he had established for his father.9 The establishment of this cult would have further
enhanced Antiochus II’s claim to the continuation of his father’s empire. Interestingly,
intermediate portraits of Antiochus I which possess features of both the idealised king and the
elderly king suggest that the rejuvenation of the king was not a coherent empire-wide
phenomenon but was instead a gradual process.10 This may have been a result of Antiochus II
gradually introducing the cult of his father while simultaneously bringing his image in line with
that of his father. The transformation of the image of Antiochus I on his son's coinage reveals an
attempt to link the two reigns, as the rejuvenated image brought Antiochus I's image closer in
age and appearance to that of his son it glorified both monarchs, thereby stressing dynastic
continuity and stability.
In addition to the Apollo coinage, Antiochus II also continued the Heracles coinage of
his father. As in the case of Antiochus I, this coinage stressed the king's accomplishments in Asia
Minor and his role as protector of the cities. The Heracles coinage stressed dynastic continuity
but did so in a more specific manner than the Apollo coinage. On all of the Heracles coinage,
Antiochus I is depicted on the obverse. In all cases he is depicted in various states of
rejuvenation and idealisation.11 This youthful image helped tie the memory of the king to
Antiochus II. The issuing of this coinage would have helped to present Antiochus II as the
legitimate successor to his father as the protector and saviour of the cities of Asia Minor. Just as
Antiochus I had received his divine epithet, Soter (Saviour), from the Greek cities;12 Antiochus II
received his, Theos (God), from the Milesians.13 The concentration of this coinage type in Asia
Minor may have been due to an attempt by Antiochus II to link his father’s victories with
Antiochus II's successful expansion in Asia Minor during the Second Syrian War. 14 Thus the
Heracles coinage helped continue the tradition of a divine saviour of the cities of Asia Minor.
This likely also helped Antiochus II position himself as the legitimate and worthy successor to
his father.
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The coinage of Antiochus II which features the portraits of his father is remarkably
consistent with his father’s coinage and therefore can best be explained as an attempt to represent
dynastic continuity through the continuation of coin types. I will now turn to new innovations on
bronze coinage which helped to create an image of dynastic continuity. One of the most
interesting ways in which Antiochus II played with the memory of his ancestors was to combine
the Apollo symbols adopted by Antiochus I and the personal symbols of Seleucus I on his bronze
coinage. In Asia Minor, Antiochus II’s most common bronze coinage was of an Apollo/Tripod
type. This coinage which featured a laureate head of Apollo (with various lengths of hair) facing
right on the obverse, and a tripod on the reverse.15 Sardis produced seven series of this type
which emphasised Seleucid relations to Apollo and his oracular power. The tripod often rests on
an anchor in the series. This represents both the continuance of the Seleucid house, the Apollo
symbolism of Antiochus I rests on the foundation of the anchor symbol of Seleucus I.
Coins produced at the Seleucia-on-the-Tigris combine the tripod with symbols of
Seleucus rather differently. The reverse of these coins feature a tripod ornamented with two
horned horse foreparts from which fillets hang.16 These coins demonstrate the same ideological
message as the tripod resting on the anchor, representing Seleucus by his horned horse image
than the anchor.17
Antiochus II worked to foster the memory of his father in a way that enhanced his
legitimacy in two ways. First, by issuing portraits of his father he reinforced his role as heir. The
links between the heir and the former ruler would have been strengthened by the rejuvenation of
the elder king, perhaps suggesting the new king was a rebirth of the old king linking both to the
dynastic god Apollo. Secondly, on bronze coinage, Antiochus II stacked Seleucid dynastic
images in a way that could represent the entire dynasty. In this way, he created a numismatic
memory of the creation and rule of the dynasty by his family.
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