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The memorial games of Thermopylae in the roman war against Antiochus III 

After their victory over Philip V and after their declaration in Corinth that the Greeks were free, the 

Romans turned their attention to the Asian ‘threat’ represented by the Seleucid kingdom and 

Antiochus III. The war against the latter did not really begin openly until 192 and it ended in 188 with 

a Roman victory. Between the time of the proclamation in Corinth and the actual beginning of the war, 

a real war of propaganda was waged between the Romans and Seleucids. The aim of this diplomatic 

war was to determine which of the two belligerents was the true champion of Greek freedom, and 

who intended to enslave them. 

Polybius’ Book 19, which covered the years 196-192, is unfortunately lost. We must rely mainly on 

passages in Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita and Appian’s Syriaca to highlight each party’s desire to present their 

opponent as the ‘new Xerxes’, either by accusing them directly of wanting to enslave the Greeks, or by 

implicitly comparing them to the Achaemenid king. 

What was Antiochus’ actual lineage? Whom were the Romans truly facing by proxy in their campaign 

and later victory against him? To be sure, the Seleucids were, to varying degrees, heirs of both the 

Macedonians and the Persians: but rather than enter this debate to find out what really happened, I 

wish to closely examine the various traditional accounts on this issue. 

One of the first mentions of the Persians in Livy can help us frame the debate, since it was made by 

Antiochus’ councillors in a side conversation at the famous meeting in Ephesus : nisi crederent Persas, 

cum aquam terramque ab Lacedaemoniis petierint, gleba terrae et haustu aquae eguisse.1 

According to Livy, a friend of the king talked about Roman claims, which then concerned only the 

autonomy of a few cities; these few cities would be the equivalent of the land and water requested by 

the Persians from Greeks. The provenance of these words may raise some doubts: was Livy inspired 

by Polybius’ Book 19, which related to the years 196-192, now lost, or did he invent the conversation 

to help his reader understand the Seleucids’ anti-Roman propaganda at that time?2 I will not choose 

one or the other hypothesis at this stage, given that my conclusions are likely to be the same 

whicheverone I follow. 

In fact, whether or not Livy’s Ephesian side-conversation paraphrased Polybius, in his chronology, the 

first mention of the Persians in general and of Xerxes in particular comes from the Seleucid camp. Now 

at the outbreak of the war, it would be the right time for the Seleucids and their Aetolian allies to 

develop a propaganda3 campaign to befriend the Greeks and present the Romans as the new Xerxes, 

seeking to enslave the Greeks of Asia4 and Europe. Indeed, the meaning of Antiochus’ friend’s words 

reported by Livy could not be clearer, ‘he is not using a rhetoric in which Persia is a benign model’:5 on 

 
1 Livy, 35, 17, 7. 
2 Appian, 11 (Syr.), 9-12, includes the Ephesus conversation but focuses mainly on the alleged encounter 
between Scipio and Hannibal. 
3 For Seager 1981 and as far as the freedom of the Greek of Asia is concerned, the war of propaganda between 
the Seleucids and the Romans began right from the proclamation in Corinth. 
4 See in particular Seager and Tuplin 1980, who date the birth of the concept of the ‘freedom of the Greeks of 
Asia’ back to the peace of Antalcidas at the beginning of the fourth century. 
5 Tuplin 2008. 



the one hand it points to the diplomatic bad faith of the Romans, who would use the fate of a few 

cities to provoke a war, and on the other hand it compared their imperialism to an undertaking to 

destroy the freedom of the Greeks; thus the Seleucids could position themselves skilfully as defenders 

of this freedom. 

Appian’s discourse in the Syriaca is different, especially from the point of view of chronology. In fact, 

he introduces a double reference to the Persians as early as the preface of his book, lending Antiochus 

the explicit intention of walking in the footsteps of the ‘kings of Asia’: 

Καὶ μικρὸν οὐδὲν ἐνθυμούμενος Ἑλλησποντίους ἐπῄει καὶ Αἰολέας καὶ 

Ἴωνας ὡς οἱ πρσοήκοντας, ἄρχοντι τῆς Ἀσίας, ὅτι καὶ πάλαι τῶν τῆς Ἀσίας βασιλέων 

ὑπήκουον. 

« Filled with unbounded ambition, he marched against the Hellespontines, 
the Aeolians and the Ionians as though they belonged to him as the ruler of Asia, 
because they had been formerly subjects of the Asiatic kings. »6 

A double reference, therefore, since Appian explicitly makes Antiochus walk in the footsteps of the 

Persians by attacking the Hellespontines, the Aetolians and the Ionians, but also because he describes 

him giving a legal speech in which he claims sovereignty over these peoples in the name of their former 

submission to the Persians. In Appian, the Seleucid king does not therefore become a new Xerxes 

through his attitude from 196-192 onwards, but rather because of his inherent nature. 

From 196 and the Lysimacheia conference, the Romans had developed their own propaganda against 

Antiochus, which they certainly promoted among the Greeks. But it was only to present the Romans 

as defenders of the freedom of the Greeks. It did not explicitly use historical references to the 

disadvantage of the Seleucids. The use of references to Xerxes by the entourage of Antiochus forced 

the Romans to position themselves on the same grounds,7 and we will see that this change of attitude 

is explicit in Livy’s books 35 to 37, who was therefore building on a contemporary pro-roman source, 

possibly also adopted by Polybius. And, according to a fragment in Cato, the Romans were fully aware 

that they were engaged in a propaganda war during the period of the ‘cold war’ against Antiochus: 

Antiochos epistulis bellum gerit, calamo et atramento militat.8 

We cannot fail either to mention a certain ‘subordination of propaganda to policy’9 during the 

negotiations of 194-193 in Rome. Indeed, during the bilateral sessions between the Seleucids and the 

Romans, the freedom of the Asian Greeks was expressly used by Flamininus as an instrument of 

negotiation: si nos nihil quod ad urbes Asiae attinet curare uelit, ut et ipse omni Europa abstineat.10 

 
6 Appian, 11 (Syr.), 1, 2. 
7 See for example Seager 1981: ‘Antiochus, quite apart from his military objectives, was determined to win the 
propaganda war as well’. 
8 Fr. 20 Malcovatti. See for example Mastrocinque 1983, p. 80. 
9 Seager 1981. 
10 Livy, 34, 58, 2. See for example Seager 1981: ‘in a secret session Flamininus made it clear that if Antiochus 
would undertake to keep out of Europe, Rome would conveniently forget all about her avowed interest in the 
freedom of the Greeks of Asia’. The rest of Seager’s analysis is partly flawed in that he does not take into 
account the dichotomy between secret and public sessions; the Greeks would not have applauded the 
announcement as reported by Livy, and the truth was re-established by Appian, 11 (Syr.), 6, 24, who indicates 
that Flamininus had promised Roman friendship to Antiochus in public session if the latter granted autonomy 
to the Asian Greeks and abandoned all his plans in Europe. While R. Seager’s hypothesis cannot be definitively 
ruled out, there is the possibility that Flaminius and the Senate resorted to a diplomatic stratagem, which 
corresponds to the Livian account. Indeed, in theory, the legationes uniuersas Greaciae Asiaeque had no 
knowledge of the content of the ‘secret session’, and therefore of Flamininus’ proposal; the Romans could use 



The negotiations collapsed because of the Roman demands which allowed them to declare, this time 

before the legationes uniuersas Graeciae Asiaeque gathered in the senate, that the Roman people 

would defend the freedom of the Greeks of Europe and Asia against Antiochus.11 

A few chapters after the conversation in Ephesus, Livy once again writes from the point of view of  the 

enemy camp but he does so as a mirror to show Antiochus as if he were a new Xerxes.12 These are the 

words of the Aetolian Alexamene to Nabis, according to Livy: 

Antiochum <iam> in Europam transisse, mox in Graecia fore; terras maria 
armis uiris completurum ; non cum Phiippo rem esse credituros Romanos ; numerum 
iniri peditum equitumque ac nauium non posse ; elephantorum aciem conspectu ipso 
debellaturam. 

« Antiochus, he said, had already crossed into Europe, would soon be in 
Greece, and would fill the lands and seas with arms and soliders ; the Romans would 
realize that they were not dealing with Philip ; the number of infantry and cavalry 
and ships could not be calculated ; the line of elephants by their very appearance 
would end the war. »13 

The reference to the Persian wars and to Xerxes is quite explicit, notably by alluding to Antiochus' 

alleged plans terras maris armis uiris completurum, or mentioning his supposedly innumerable 

troupes. A few chapters later, the same formula is attributed to Antiochus, although this time it 

mentions the freedom of the Greeks:  

Nam simul primum anni tempus nauigabile praebuisset mare, omnem se 
Graeciam armis uiris equisque, omnem oram maritimam classibus completurum nec 
impensae nec labori nec periculo parsurum donec, depulso ceruicibus eorum imperio 
Romano, liberam uere Graeciam atque in ea principes Aetolos fecisset. 

« For as soon as the early season of the year made the sea navigable he 
would fill all Greece with arms, men, horses, the whole seacoast with ships, and 
would spare no expense nor toil nor danger until, with the Roman yoke removed 
from their necks, he had made Greece free in truth and the Aetolians the foremost 
people in the land. »14 

Still, it is worth noting that liberam uere Greaciam is immediately counterbalanced by principes Aetolos 

fecisset; this way, the Livian discourse, or the tradition it stems from, can point out that Antiochus’ 

conception of Greek freedom is that of a Greece under the rule of the Aetolians. But above all, the 

pretentious claim to cover all of Greece with his armies is this time attributed directly to Antiochus; 

between this and the alleged role of the Aetolians in the ‘new Greece’, the mention of libertas becomes 

insignificant. 

 
a ‘white lie’ in their report to the Greek embassies, without the envoys of Antiochus being able to answer 
them.  
11 Livy, 34, 59, 5. See also Diodorus, 28, Fr. 16. 
12 In his comparison between Aristides and Cato (5, 2) Plutarch argues that Antiochus and Xerxes (like Aristides 
and Cato) cannot be placed on the same footing; this suggests that Plutarch had found such comparisons in the 
available literature. 
13 Livy, 35, 35, 7. 
14 Livy, 35, 44, 5-6. 



The reference to the Persians in general and to Xerxes in particular becomes more and more explicit - 

if not blunt - as the narrative develops, and the intervention of Antiochus’ ambassador at the Achaian 

assembly in 192 is a new opportunity to stage the reference: 

Equitum innumerabilem uim traiici Hellesponto in Europam, partim loricatos 
quos cataphractos uocant, partim sagittis ex equo utentes et, a quo nihil satis tecti 
sit, auerso refugientis equo certius figentes. […] adiciebat multiplices copias peditum 
et nominibus quoque gentium uix fando auditis terrebat, Dahas Medos Elymaeosque 
et Cadusios appellans. Naualium uero copiarum, quas nulli portus capere in Graecia 
possent, dextrum cornu Sidonios et Tyrios, sinistrum Aradios et ex Pamphylia Sidetas 
tenere, quas gentes nullae umquam nec arte nec uirtute nauali aequassent. 

« An uncountable number of cavalry was crossing the Hellespont into 
Europe, partly equipped with breastplates, these they call the cataphracti, partly 
those who use arrows from horseback, and as a result of which there is no protection 
against them […]. He added army after army of infantry, and he caused terror when 
they heard names of tribes besides, scarcely know by name, talking of Dahae, Medes, 
Elymaeans and Cadusians. As to the naval forces, moreover, which no harbours in 
Greece could shelter, the right wing was held by men of Sidon and Tyre, the left by 
Aradii and Sidetes from Pamphylia, which races none had ever equalled either in skill 
or in courage in naval combat. »15 

In the Livian narrative, the king’s speech or that of his envoys evolved into an explicit reference to the 

Persian wars and the great Persian armies; the mention of the Hellespont, as the Seleucid army crossed 

the Thracian Sea, is significant in this respect, as the Hellespont can only recall Xerxes’ Pontoon 

Bridges.16 

In light of this passage, it becomes difficult to determine whether this presentation of Antiochus and 

the Seleucids is a contemporary propaganda of the events or whether it was exclusively the work of 

Livy. On the one hand, certain elements might suggest that Livy used one or more contemporary 

sources: the evolution of the comparatio of the Seleucids to the Persians, from timid to explicit, could 

be the result of a propaganda that was being developed from 196. In addition, Flamininus’ ‘witty 

remark’ reported by Livy when replying to the Seleucid ambassador is a striking anecdote.17 On the 

other hand, a number of Livian enrichments stand out, one of which appears to be highly suspect; he 

 
15 Livy, 35, 48, 4-7. 
16 Concerning the role of the Hellespont and the theme of the Pontoon Bridges in the propaganda campaign 
against Antiochus, see a fragment by Ennius, apud Varron, Lingua Latina, 7, 21: Hellespontum et claustra. 
Claustra, quod Xerxes quondam eum locum clausit: nam, ut Ennius, ait, Isque Hellesponto pontem contendit in 
alto. Nisi potius ab eo quod Asia et Europa ubi collidit, mare inter angustias facit Propontidis fauces. According 
to Russo 2014, this fragment could be linked to Book 13 in Ennius’ Annals, where he gives an account of the 
war against Antiochus: ‘vediamo bene che la menzione di Serse e del sua attraversamento dell’Ellesponto 
diventa particolaramente suggestiva, ad indicare e confermare la vicinanza concettuale tra Seleucidi e Persiani 
nell’ottica romana’. Similarly, F. Russo believes that the inscription affixed by L. Aemilius Regillus on the temple 
of the Lares Permarini in which Antiochus witnesses powerlessly the destruction of his fleet (Livy, 40, 52, 50) 
recalls a similar attitude of Xerxes in Herodotus (8, 90).  
17 Livy, 35, 49, 5-9. Flamininus evokes a dinner in Chalcis during which he asked his host how he had managed 
to gather such a variety of game; the host replied that it was only pickled pork. The same could be said for the 
list of peoples listed by the king’s ambassador: Dahas et Medos et Cadusios et Elymaeos, Syros omnes esse, 
haud paulo mancipiorum melius propter seruilia ingenia quam militum genus. See for example Plutarch, 
Flamininus, 17, 7, and Moralia, 197C. 



mentions the ‘arrow of the Parthian’, which was only in vogue in Augustan literature. An epigram by 

Alcaeus of Messene, a Greek poet who was a contemporary of the events, helps to settle the question: 

ἄγαγε καὶ Ξέρξης Πέρσαν στρατὸν Ἑλλάδος ἐς γᾶν, καὶ Τίτος εὐρείας ἄγαγ᾽ 

ἀπ᾽ Ἰταλίας: ἀλλ᾽ ὁ μὲν Εὐρώπᾳ δοῦλον ζυγὸν αὐχένι θήσων ἦλθεν, ὁ δ᾽ ἀμπαύσων 

Ἑλλάδα δουλοσύνας. 

« Both Xerxès led a Persian host to the land of Hellas, and Titus, too, led there 
a host from broad Italy, but the one meant to set the yoke of slavery on the neck of 
Europe, the other to put an end to the servitude of Hellas. »18 

Thus the authenticity of the propaganda war between the Romans and Seleucids is secured, but 

‘neutral’ Greeks also seem to have taken part in it. Moreover, the mention of Flamininus as an 

opponent of Antiochus (or Philip?) / Xerxes means we have a terminus ante quem of the writing of the 

epigram during the consulate of Acilius, otherwise the latter or one of the Scipio's would have been 

mentioned in opposition to Antiochus rather than Flamininus. This epigram of Alcaeus attests to an 

ancient comparatio of Antiochus to Xerxes, which may have originated as early as the conference of 

Lysimachia in 196.19 We also read in this epigram that Alcaeus, who according to Plutarch did not 

particularly like Philip,20 confirmed the feeling that the model of hegemony inaugurated by Alexander 

had degenerated into the confiscation of the Greeks’ libertas; in fact, Alcaeus clearly indicates that 

Flamininus had come to put an end to Greece’s servitude, which implies a continuity of Philip’s desire 

to enslave down to Antiochus. 

There are two references to Xerxes in Florus’ chapter on bellum Syriacum regis Antiochi:21 quippre 

guum Persas et orientem, Xerxen atque Darium cogitarent and Ne sibi placeant Athenae! in antiocho 

uicimus Xerxem. But these two mentions need to be clearly distinguished. If the latter is a kind of boast 

about Athens, the first could be read as a reference to contemporary state of mind about the bellum 

Syriacum. It remains to be seen whether the subject of cogitarent is ‘the Romans’ or ‘the world’; 

perhaps Florus had access to foreign testimonies like Alcaeus’ and reproduced them in this manner.22  

The first major battle on land in the war against Antiochus took place in 191 in the famous Thermopylae 

pass. Before the battle, Livy reports a lengthy speech by consul M. Acilius Glabrio, which begins with a 

reminder of who the Asians are: hic Syri et Asiatici Graeci sunt, uilissima genera hominum et seruituti 

nata.23 Syrians and Asian Greeks are compared to Philip’s armies which had been vanquished by the 

Romans: exercitus hostium ille et numero maior et militum genere aliquanto melior ; quippe illic 

Macedones Thracesque et Illyrii erant, ferocissimae omnes gentes.24 The Seleucids are thus assimilated 

to the Persians versus the Macedonians and particularly to Philip’s army. The European heirs of 

Alexander had preserved their valour, while the eastern heirs had degenerated upon contact with Asia 

and had turned into slaves. Acilius’ speech continues with the promise of an oecumenical domination 

 
18 Alcaeus of Messene, 16, 5. Russo 2014 interprets this epigram as a reference to Philip and not to Antiochus. 
19 For another epigram by Alcaeus, this time directed against Philip, see Plutarch, Flamininus, 9, 2-3. It relates to 
the battle of Cynoscephalae, and Plutarch tells us that Flamininus was annoyed because the Aetolians were 
mentioned first. On this epigram, see Walbank 1943, who hypothesises that the epigram opposing Titus to 
Xerxes was published to ‘make up’ for the offence done to Flamininus by mentioning the Aetolians before him. 
On the date of the epigrams, see also Kuijper 1972. 
20 Plutarch, Flamininus, 9, 4. 
21 Florus, 2, 8. 
22 See for example Russo 2014, who puts forward the hypothesis that Florus had access to contemporary 
testimonies which is why he diverged from Livy. 
23 Livy, 36, 17, 5. 
24 Livy, 36, 17, 4. 



in the event of victory, a Roman victory that would open the gates of Asia all the way to the Red Sea.25 

The underlying meaning of Livy’s reported speech is the following: by triumphing over the enemy from 

the East, who was associated with the Persians at Thermopylae, the path would be cleared for the 

conquest of Asia. This is why in the Livian narrative, Acilius contracts vast periods of time, suggesting 

that the Romans battle once more the ‘Persians’ at Thermopylae and then conquer Asia in the same 

stride. However, it should be noted that there is no direct reference to the battle of 480 in Livy. Appian, 

for his part, only refers to it to describe the location of the armies.26 But, not referring to the battle of 

480 could be interpreted as an indication of the authenticity of Acilius’ speech, because a reference to 

the sacrifice of the Three Hundred would have been utterly inappropriate in a speech intended to 

motivate his troops.27 

Livy does not rest with this comparison between the Seleucids and the Persians; the decisive battle of 

Magnesia ad Sipylum provides him with an excellent opportunity to persevere. When describing the 

layout of the Roman frontline, Livy presents it as unius prope formae fuit et hominum et armorum 

genere,28 although it is substantially reinforced by Eumenes’ troops. This is why in the next chapter, 

which is entirely devoted to the presentation of Antiochus' army: Regia acies uaria magis multis 

gentibus, dissimilitudine armorum auxiliorumque erat.29 Unius is therefore opposed to uaria and 

dissimilitudine, and Livy insists on the motley character of Antiochus’ army by enumerating a long list 

of gentile names: Gallograecorum, Medi, Dahe, Cretenses, Tralles, Mysi, Cyrtii, Elymaei, Cappadocum, 

Syri, Phrygibus, Lydis, Arabes, Cares, Cilices, Pisidae, Pamphylii, Lycii, Elymaeorum…30 Livy’s aim is 

therefore to present, in contrast to the Roman acies unius, the army of a king who has dragged behind 

him all the peoples of Asia, like a mosaic waiting to shatter. The phalanx, although presented in 

laudatory terms,31 is quickly dispatched and he then stresses the ‘Persian’ character of the king’s army 

rather than its ‘Macedonian’ nature. 

In conclusion, after the battle of Magnesia ad Sipylum, for Appian at least, the Seleucids once again 

became fully Macedonian: 

ὡς δ᾽ ἐπὶ νίκῃ λαμπροτάτῃ καὶ παραλόγως τισὶ δοκούσῃ γενέσθαι (οὐ γὰρ 

εἰκὸς ἐνόμιζον ὀλιγωτέρους πολὺ πλειόνων ἐν ἀλλοτρίᾳ γῇ παρὰ τοσόνδε κρατῆσαι, 

καὶ μάλιστα φάλαγγος Μακεδόνων, εὖ γεγυμνασμένης καὶ εὐανδρούσης τότε 

μάλιστα, καὶ δόξαν ἄμαχόν τε καὶ φοβερὰν ἐχούσης… 

« After this brilliant, and to many people surprising vitory (for it did not seem 
at all likely that the smaller force, fighting in a stange land, would overcome a much 
larger one so completely, and especially the Macedonian phalanx which was then in  
a high state of discipline and valour, and had the reputation of being formidable and 
invincible)… »32 

Appian is probably referring here to contemporary commentators, unknown to us, who tended to side 

with Antiochus or at least did not expect his defeat. These comments are of interest to us because they 

share Alexander’s attributes among both the Seleucids and the Romans: the former are endowed with 

 
25 Livy, 36, 17, 13-16. 
26 Appian, 11 (Syr.),  
27 The only parallel between the two battles is found in Florus, 2, 8: Tum praecipitem apud Thermopylas 
assecutus, locum trecentorum Laconum speciosa caeda memorandum. 
28 Livy, 37, 39, 7. 
29 Livy, 37, 40, 1. 
30 Livy also mentions Tarentini and Neocretes (37, 40, 13); in these cases, the reference was probably more to a 
type of equipment than to a people. 
31 Livy, 37, 40, 3: hoc et roboris in regiis copiis erat… 
32 Appian, 11 (Syr.), 37, 190. 



the invincible Macedonian phalanx, while the latter emulate the conqueror’s feats by triumphing in a 

foreign land over a larger army. After these words by unknown commentators, Appian reports what 

must have been the state of mind of the Romans: 

Ῥωμαίοις δ᾽ ἐπῇρτο τὰ φρονήματα, καὶ οὐδὲν ἔτι σφίσιν ἡγοῦντο εἶναι 

δυσεργὲς ὑπό τε ἀρετῆς καὶ θεῶν ἐπικουρίας : καὶ γὰρ δὴ καὶ ἐς δόξαν εὐτυχίας ἔφερεν 

ὅτι οὕτω γε ὀλίγοι τε πολλῶν καὶ ἐξ ἐφόδου καὶ ἐν πρώτῃ μάχῃ καὶ ἐν ἀλλοτρίᾳ γῇ 

τοσῶνδε ἐθνῶν καὶ παρασκευῆς βασιλικῆς, καὶ μισθοφόρων ἀρετῆς, καὶ δόξης 

Μακεδόνων, καὶ βασιλέως αὐτοῦ μεγίστην τε ἀρχὴν κεκτημένου καὶ ἐπίκλησιν 

μεγάλου, κεκρατηκότες ἦσαν ἡμέρᾳ μιᾷ. πολύ τε σφίσιν ἦν τὸ ἔπος ἐν τοῖς λόγοις, ‘ἦν 

βασιλεὺς Ἀντίοχος ὁ μέγας.’ 

« The Romans were in high spirits and considered no tasks now too hard for 
them, thanks to the favour of the gods and their own courage ; for it brought them 
great confidence in their own good fortune that such a small number, in the first 
battle and at the first assault, in a foreign country, should have overcome a much 
greater number, composed of so many peoples, with all the royal resources, 
including valiant mercenaries and the renowned Macedonian phalanx, and the king 
himself, ruler of that vast empire and surnamed the Great, all in a single day. It 
became a common saying among them, ‘There was a king, Antiochus the Great !’ »33 

The change in the presentation of Antiochus is quite obvious if one combines these passages, which 

come from the last chapters devoted to the Antiochian wars, to those at the very beginning of Book 

11, when Appian introduces the reader to these same wars34 : at the beginning of this book, Appian 

describes Antiochus as a leader who claims to be a direct heir of the Achaemenids rather than the 

Macedonians - the reference to Ἀσίας βασιλέων35 though subtle, is explicit - and his right to rule over 

a certain number of Greek cities that came from the Persian conquests. However, in the other sources 

at our disposal, no such justification is found in the words attributed to the king or his ambassadors, 

words which we have cited in full earlier. By opposition and deduction, therefore, the Romans were 

the defenders of the libertas of the Greeks threatened by the antiochian plan to follow in the footsteps 

of the Achaemenid kings. 

It is therefore worth noting that if one follows Appian, the switch between the character of Antiochus 

as a ‘new Xerxes’ at the head of an army of degenerate Greeks and Asians and Seleucids worthy of the 

Macedonian armies takes place immediately after the battle, when Antiochus regains his epithet ὁ 

μέγας. If one traditional strand, represented in particular by Livy, did not deviate from the presentation 

Antiochus / Xerxes, another strand, that of Appian, used the projections Antiochus / Xerxes and 

Antiochus / Alexander (or in any event Antiochus / arete of the Macedonians) depending on the 

evolution of the war and its outcome. In any case, this theme was ‘né episodico né aneddotico ma 

strutturalmente complesso e sopratutto coerente’.36 

 
33 Appian, 11 (Syr.), 37, 192. 
34 Appian, 11 (Syr.), 1, 2. 
35 Antiochus is also so named by Diodorus, 28, 12, which could be compared to Appian, 11 (Syr.), 12, 45, where 
Antiochus indicates that he did not want to give the Ionians and Aetolians their autonomy because they were 
used to obey even the barbarians who had ruled Asia. However, the meaning of this statement is already 
significantly different: Antiochus does not seem to be claiming the legacy of these barbarians, but rather to 
indicate that if the Ionians and Aetolians had endured Persian domination, they could have endured his. On this 
subject, see also Mastrocinque 1983, for whom Antiochus applied to the poleis ‘un criterio di valutazione 
analogo a quello usato dei Greci par gli esseri umani’: there were poleis that were free by nature and others 
that were not. The latter consisted mainly in those poleis that had debased themselves by submitting to a 
Persian king. 
36 Russo 2014. 



Interestingly, therefore, the implicit comparison of the Seleucids to the Persians by a strand of the 

Roman tradition probably stems from the propaganda campaign initiated by the Seleucids, traces of 

which can be found at the time of the meeting at Ephesus, a campaign that prompted a matching 

Roman response.37 This presentation of the war allowed the Romans to assert that they were the true 

rulers of the Greeks and the protectors of their freedom, and to deny the Seleucids Alexander’s legacy; 

the only legacy left to them by Livy is their decline by contact with Asia. The Romans thus took over 

the topos of the superiority of a free people over an empire populated by slaves, born in Athens in the 

fifth century and revived by the Macedonians against the Persians.38 

Throughout Ab Urbe condita, Livy develops a constant narrative on oriental degradation,39 which he 

applies to the Romans in his next book: Luxuriae enim peregrinae origo ab exercitu Asiatico inuecta in 

urbem est…40 Livy’s comment on this idea of luxury imported from Asia fits well between his account 

of the elections in 186 with the triumph of Cn. Manlius Vulso and as a prelude to his account of the 

scandalous Bacchanalia; Livy thus creates a direct chronological link between this climate of 

licentiousness and the Bacchanalia, a cult which was said to have been introduced by a Graecus 

ignobilis.41 

  

 
37 On another war of religious propaganda between Romans and Aetolians which we left aside, see the recent 
work by Mastrocinque 1983, on the comparatio between Romans and Gauls. 
38 See for example Briant 2016. See however Tuplin 2008, for whom the Romans did not necessarily betray the 
Seleucids’ self-representation: ‘we must also insist upon doubting that they were trading on Seleucid self-
representation in doing so’. 
39 For instance, the excursus on Alexander, which is particularly rife with such material. 
40 Livy, 39, 6, 7. 
41 Livy, 39, 8, 3. 
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