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ABSTRACT 

Appian’s Mithridateios a monographic history contained within the wider 

Roman History dated to c. 147-165 CE, serves as a primary source for our 

knowledge of Mithridates VI, the Kingdom of Pontus, and the three Mithridatic 

Wars that were waged against Rome between 89-63 BCE. Despite the centrality 

of the Mithridateios to our understanding both of one of Rome’s greatest conflicts 

and opponents, the text is largely viewed as possessing no real literary artistry and 

Appian is often considered to be presenting an ‘objective’ account of the 

Mithridatic Wars. It is these notions of ‘objectivity’ and ‘lack of artistry’ with 

which this thesis engages and ultimately disproves. Instead, through a close 

reading of the Mithridateios, I argue that the Mithridateios’ presentation of 

Mithridates VI is not ‘objective’, but rather it is a subjective literary creation of 

Appian’s that is affected by the emplotment of the Mithridateios’ narrative within 

the archetype of tragedy. I also examine how Appian characterises Mithridates VI 

as being implicitly connected with Achaemenid Persian antecedents, and how 

Appian’s doing so should affect modern scholar’s understanding of the Pontic 

king and his campaigns against Rome. Scenes such as the “Asiatic Vespers” for 

instance, which scholars had treated as pure fact, should also be assessed in 

conjunction with their historical parallels in Jewish and early Christian literature 

concerning Achaemenid monarchs and Near Eastern kings in general.  
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INTRODUCTION 

From 88-63 BCE, Rome and the Kingdom of Pontus, ruled by King 

Mithridates VI, engaged in three wars against each other, known by the collective 

title of the Mithridatic Wars. With the conclusion of the third, Rome was left as 

the sole major power in the Mediterranean basin barring Ptolemaic Egypt. Rome 

acquired vast territories in Anatolia and the Levant, and these three wars helped 

launch the careers of some of the major political figures in Rome’s late 

Republican period. The events of these three Mithridatic Wars and their aftermath 

are recorded in the Mithridateios, a monographic narrative history composed by 

Appian of Alexandria c. 147-165 CE as part of a wider collection of monographic 

histories which are collectively known as the Roman History. The Mithridateios is 

considered the primary source for historians studying the Mithridatic Wars, yet 

seldom is it the subject of serious critical analysis.1 Appian, Mithridates, and the 

Pontic kingdom have been the subject of intermittent study over the centuries, but 

there has been a general trend towards increasingly critical analysis into which I 

hope this thesis will provide an important contribution.  

The aim of this thesis is to examine the Mithridateios from a 

historiographical and literary perspective with a focus on the characterisation of 

Mithridates. The first chapter examines the ‘historical’ Mithridates outside of the 

Mithridateios. It provides a brief historical overview of what we know about 

Mithridates’ life and the wars that he fought against Rome, as well as the 

historical sources that exist for Mithridates, including earlier Roman authors who 

were, in part, sources for Appian’s monograph. Particular attention is given 

towards the surviving material evidence that we can tie directly to Mithridates 

himself. The second chapter focuses on a close reading and analysis of the 

 
1 The only major analysis, which will be discussed more in-depth later, is McGing, B. (1993) 

“Appian’s ‘Mithridateios’”. Band 34/1. Teilband Sprache und Literatur (Einzelne Autoren seit der 

hadrianischen Zeit und Allgemeines zur Literatur des 2. und 3. Jahrhunderts). Haase, W. ed. De 

Gruyter, pp. 496-522. 
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Mithridateios from a narratological perspective. The Mithridateios’ narrative is a 

complex one in which the representation of Mithridates changes throughout its 

course. What we see is the implementation of a narrative which focuses on a 

number of shifts. These shifts are based on Aristotle’s concept of the peripeteia, 

in which the power and fortune of Mithridates oscillates between highs and lows, 

creating a rise and fall effect for the reader. Over the course of this rise and fall 

stye narrative, Appian presents Mithridates as someone who encapsulates many of 

the features associated with the kingship of the Teispid-Achaemenid Empire, and 

Mithridates serves as a kind of summation of the entire Teispid-Achaemenid 

dynasty within the career of one man. The third chapter is a close analysis of the 

two-part summations of Mithridates found in the Mithridateios, namely sections 

16.112-113 and 17.118-119. Each of these summations fulfils a different function 

within the Mithridateios, with sections 16.112-113 focusing on the individuals of 

Mithridates and Pompey, whilst sections 17.118-119 are focused on positioning 

Rome within the Mediterranean and how Mithridates and his kingdom posed a 

danger to Roman hegemony over the world. Together these two summations 

characterise Mithridates both as providing a flawed model of kingship but also as 

being a worthy foe for Rome to face, a foe who allows for Roman ἀρετή to shine 

forth and thus legitimise Roman rulership over Anatolia and the Levant.  

Before pressing further with the examination, it is necessary for me to 

define what I mean by ‘characterisation’ and Mithridates as being a ‘historical 

character’ within the Mithridateios. ‘Characterisation’ refers to the act of the 

historian creating/constructing their historical agents in an artistic manner which 

suits the narrative. For centuries historians, historiographers, and philosophers of 

history largely regarded historical agents and events presented in historical 

narratives as being true representations of the agent or event rather than literary 

constructions. Narrative has been a feature of historical writing since the genre’s 

origins in the Archaic period. As de Jong explains, ancient historians were heavily 

indebted to the earlier poets of the Homeric era when it came to both content and 
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form.2 Ancient poets, like ancient historians, focused primarily upon individuals 

rather than collectives, and they incorporated imagined speeches and 

prolepses/analepses into their narratives.3 Early ancient historians of the Greek 

Archaic and Classical periods incorporated these earlier poetic precedents into 

their own newly emergent genre of historical writing, and such precedents held 

sway into the later Hellenistic and Roman Republican and Imperial eras. A 

primary example of narrative in classical historiography, and a much studied one 

at that, is Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War. One of the seminal 

works on Thucydides’ narrative is Cornford’s 1907 Thucydides Mythistoricus. 

Cornford, arguing against the prevailing view at the time that Thucydides’ 

account was ‘objective’ and that the historian was ‘scientific’ in his methodology, 

concluded that Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian War from a historical 

standpoint was inadequate.4 Instead, Cornford argued that Thucydides and his 

narrative should be read as working within and adapting the literary conventions 

established by poetry, the dominant literary form in the Archaic and early 

Classical periods, primarily because it was poetry and poetic forms which 

Thucydides would have been most familiar with in his education and upbringing.5 

Consciously or not then, Thucydides would have incorporated both these older 

and newly contemporary poetic forms into his work due to the intellectual and 

cultural environment in which he operated.6 Cornford then was among the first to 

view argue that Thucydides was not the ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ historian that 

 
2 De Jong, I. J. F. (2014) Narratology and Classics: A Practical Guide. Oxford University Press, 

p. 173.  
3 De Jong, p. 173.  
4 Cornford, F. M. (1907) Thucydides Mythistoricus. Edward Arnold, p. ix. Cornford’s first five 

chapters (pp. 1-79) are focused on examining Thucydides as a historian in-depth, and it is in these 

first five chapters that Cornford concludes Thucydides’ inadequacy as a historian to be judged by 

the standards of ‘objectivity’ and ‘scientific methodology.’  
5 Cornford, pp. ix-x. The role of poetry in Greek education cannot be stressed enough, as 

knowledge of poetry and music, as well as time spent in athletics, was considered an essential part 

of the upbringing of aristocratic Greek males. Plato in Rep. 2.376e for instance acknowledges the 

role that poetry and poets play in education before famously launching into an attack on the poets 

and how they go about their craft in Rep. 2.376e-3.398b.  
6 Cornford largely viewed Thucydides as acting unconsciously in crafting his narrative along 

poetic lines, but more recent studies have in fact argued for a conscious crafting. 
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he was often characterised as, but rather someone who moulded a narrative based 

upon literary conventions found in poetry, particularly tragedy.7  Since Cornford’s 

time, there have been a number of additional scholarly analyses done of 

Thucydides’ narrative structure and methods. Rood for instance has conducted a 

narratological analysis of Thucydides and he argues that Thucydides employs the 

literary techniques of “variation of pace, order, and focalization, [as well as] the 

interaction of speech and narrative” in order to provide explanation of events to 

the reader and thus draw out historical meaning.8 Despite this, the connection 

between narrative and history is one that has only recently begun to be fully 

appreciated and discussed in theoretical terms. Roland Barthes, who is widely 

considered a father of narratology, in 1966 included history as one of the various 

genres of literature and art which include narrative and thus could be studied from 

a narratological framework.9 But aside from his article ‘‘Le discours de l’histoire’ 

(1967), Barthes did not extensively discuss narrative and history.10  

An important scholar to consider the relationship between narrative and 

history is Hayden White. White argued that historiography, while dealing with 

real life figures, events, and evidence from the past, is a genre of fiction that 

employs many of the same literary techniques as novels.11 Rather than reject 

narrative, as some historians of the early to mid-twentieth century had done, 

White argues that narrative should be embraced and accepted, primarily because 

“narrative is a meta-code, a human universal on the basis of which transcultural 

 
7 Cornford, pp. ix-x. Cornford in fact stated on p. x that all Greek historians could “be interpreted 

only by reference to the poets”, and thus he extended his argument to cover all Greek historians of 

at least the Classical era. I concur with Cornford’s notion, and it is in the same spirit that I 

examine Appian’s Mithridateios later on in Chapters 2-3 in this thesis.  
8 Rood, T. (1998) Thucydides: Narrative and Explanation. Oxford University Press, p. 286. See 

Rood’s entire book for a more in-depth analysis. Another piece of scholarship to consider with 

regard to narrative in Thucydides is Dewald, C. J. (2005) Thucydides’ War Narrative: A Structural 

Study. University of California Press.  
9 De Jong, p. 167. Another prominent figure in the development of structural narratology is Gerard 

Genette, particularly with regard to such works as Discours du recit (1983). The study of narrative 

in historical works has largely occurred as a result of the ‘linguistic turn’ in historiography that 

began in the 1970s.  
10 De Jong, p. 167.  
11 De Jong, p. 167.  
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messages about the nature of a shared reality can be transmitted.”12 By refusing to 

embrace and accept narrative, a historian “indicates an absence or refusal of 

meaning itself.”13 Narrative for Hayden White then is what provides meaning for 

a historical event or a series of events.14 Without narrative, nothing meaningful 

can be derived from a historical text besides the confirmation of the existence of 

events and people. Following Hayden White’s theories then, an analysis of 

Appian’s narrative in the Mithridateios, as well as the characters who inhabit said 

narrative, provides us with a means of analysing the overall meaning of the text 

that Appian is trying to communicate to his reader.  

Characterisation is identified as one of the stronger aspects of Appian’s 

work even by his detractors. Due to the compressed nature of Appian’s Roman 

History and its twenty-three-book structure, explicit characterisation by the 

Appianic narrator on the whole is not as extensive as someone like Livy for 

instance.15 The Mithridateios, however, provides one of Appian’s most 

comprehensive characterisations in the entire Roman History with regard to its 

representation of Mithridates VI. Unlike other characters in Appian’s Roman 

History, who may make appearances in relation to individual events within a 

narrative for a specific book or otherwise whose presence is short-lived due to the 

timeframe covered in the text, Mithridates remains the primary focus of the 

Mithridateios due to the lengthy period in which he was opposed to Rome. Thus, 

his characterisation is necessarily longer and more detailed than Appian’s 

description of many of Rome’s other opponents.16  

 
12 White, H. (1987) The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. 

The John Hopkins University Press, p. 1.  
13 Hayden White, p. 2.  
14 On p. 5, Hayden White paraphrases Immanuel Kant by saying “historical narratives without 

analysis are empty, while historical analyses without narrative are blind.” 
15 Pitcher, L. (2017) "Appian." Characterization in Ancient Greek Literature. Brill, p. 207. Pitcher 

argues that the shorter lengths of Appian’s books in comparison to Livy’s means that characters do 

not have the narrative space in which to develop and change. 
16 There are of course other long and detailed characterisations of foreign enemies that appear in 

Appian. Similarly to the Mithridateios, the Hannibaike places Hannibal Barca as its central 

character and it is he who dominates the narrative. The Syriake also has a fairly extensive 

characterisation of Antiochus III, but the latter third of the book is devoted to the contrasting 
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Literature Review on Mithridates VI and Pontus 

In the conclusion to her examination of the reception of Mithridates from 

the fifteenth century onwards, Summerer writes “The judgements of modern 

historians on the personality of Mithridates differ strongly although their 

historical research is based on the same primary sources. This leads us to assume 

tentatively that positive and negative receptions of Mithridates were emphasised 

for ideological reasons.”17 Scholarly writings, as well as popular literary accounts, 

on Mithridates are inevitably shaped by the immediate ideologies and 

circumstances in which the author is writing. As a result, Mithridates’ 

characterisation in scholarship has changed dramatically over time.18 Prior to the 

nineteenth century, Mithridates was written about primarily in popular and high 

literature rather than in academic works. Notably, Giovanni Boccacio’s De 

casibus virorum illustrium was published between 1357 and 1363 and was a 

collection of moralistic biographies based around the fall of notable figures from 

antiquity in which Mithridates was included as a subject.19 Mithridates was also 

an increasingly popular figure in tragedy, particularly in France. Gautier de 

Costes de La Calprenède composed La mort de Mithridate in 1637, the first 

French tragedian to write about the king. More famously, Jean Racine composed 

the tragedy Mithridate in 1673 where it quickly became popular in the French 

royal court and was Louis XIV’s favourite play.20 When Mithridates was 

mentioned in scholarly works, it was largely to do with technical manuals 

 
figure of Seleucus I and so we can say that the Syriake features two prominent portraits rather than 

just one  
17 Summerer, L. (2009) “The Search for Mithridates: Reception of Mithridates VI between the 

15th and 20th Centuries.” Mithridates VI and the Pontic Kingdom. Højte, J. M. ed. Aarhus 

University Press, p. 28.  
18 Much of what follows is based on Summerer, L. (2009) “The Search for Mithridates: Reception 

of Mithridates VI between the 15th and 20th Centuries.” Mithridates VI and the Pontic Kingdom. 

Højte, J. M. ed. Aarhus University Press, pp. 15-34. I advise reading the whole article for a more 

comprehensive account of Mithridates’ reception then what is presented here.  
19 Summerer, pp. 17-18. Summerer notes that the French translation of De casibus virorum 

illustrium from 1400 features a number of illustrations, four of which portray the death of 

Mithridates. In an era where literacy rates were low, the value of images in books cannot be 

understated in conveying the meaning and importance of a text for a broad audience.   
20 Summerer, p. 19.   
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regarding such things as toxicology, botany, and multilingualism, all fields in 

which Mithridates was said to have excelled.21 The first major historiographical 

work to cover Mithridates was Charles Rollin’s Histoire Romaine which was 

published in multiple volumes over the course of the 1730s.22 Rollin covered 

Mithridates and the Mithridatic Wars in the eighth volume of his work and he 

generally presented Mithridates in a virtuous light.23 The more brutal aspects of 

Mithridates’ personality which are in the ancient literary sources were not 

ignored, but Rollin rather contrasts them with the positive aspects in a manner that 

largely tends to excuse the former. Thus, the characterisation and perception of 

Mithridates prior to the nineteenth century was generally positive. 

Scholarly interest in Mithridates and Pontus began to slowly increase over 

the course of the nineteenth century, most notably in Germany, and it was during 

this period that the interpretation of Mithridates became more negative. During 

this period, Mithridates and his kingdom were frequently examined through an 

Orientalist lens, most notably in Theodor Mommsen’s three volume Römische 

Geschichte (1854-1856), Eduard Meyer’s Geschichte des Königreichs Pontus 

(1879), and Theodore Reinach’s Mithridate Eupator (1890). Mommsen, Meyer 

and Reinach frequently characterise and associate Mithridates with the Ottoman 

sultans contemporary with their own time.24 In Chapter 8 of the fourth book 

(volume two) of the Römische Geschichte, Mommsen directly compares 

Mithridates to the Ottoman sultans Mehmed II (r. 1444-1446, 1451-1481 CE) and 

 
21 Summerer, pp. 16-17.  Conrad Gesner’s Mithridates sive de differentiis linguarum from 1555 

for instance highlights the association between Mithridates and multilingualism that existed in the 

16th century. This tradition of linking Mithridates with multilingualism continued through into the 

nineteenth century with the publication of Johann Christoff Adelung’s Mithridates, oder 

allgemeine Sprachenkunde (1806).  
22 Summerer, p. 21. Rollin’s work was unfinished at the time of his death in 1741 with only five 

out nine intended volumes completed.  
23 Summerer, p. 22. 
24 Mayor, A. (2010) The Poison King: The Life and Legend of Mithradates, Rome’s Deadliest 

Enemy. Princeton University Press, pp. 6-7. Summerer, pp. 24-26. Both Mayor and Summerer 

highlight how these writers’ racist assumptions led them to view Mithridates in light of the 

contemporary sultans of the Ottoman Empire. Mayor also states that these views, particularly that 

of Mommsen, persist even today, as Mayor argues that Colleen McCullough’s 1991 novel The 

Grass Crown retains the stereotype of Mithridates as an oriental barbarian. 
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Suleiman the Magnificent (r. 1520-1566 CE), two historical figures living more 

than a thousand years after Mithridates’ own time.25 Reinach was critical of 

Mithridates’ coin portraits, decrying their supposed “ungreekness” in the portrayal 

of Mithridates and Reinach spends much time focusing on Mithridates “broad 

nostrils, thick lips and fleshy chin” which he viewed as being characteristic of a 

sultan rather than a king.26 Reinach went further in characterising Mithridates as 

being not only opposed to Rome but also to European culture itself.27  

Since the nineteenth century, scholarly writings on Mithridates and his 

kingdom have been more positive. Rather than continue in the Orientalist tradition 

of the nineteenth-century German scholars, many twentieth-century writers 

instead moved in the opposite direction towards emphasising Mithridates’ and 

Pontus’ Hellenic traits and cultural elements. Mithridates was transformed from 

an Ottoman style sultan and enemy of Western civilisation into a Philhellenic 

ruler who was the last chance of saving Greece from Roman conquest and 

domination.28  Summerer posits that the Greco-Turkish War of 1919-1922, and 

the subsequent ethnic cleansings of Greeks from the region corresponding with 

ancient Pontus by the Turks, caused such a reimagining of Mithridates within 

Greek scholarship.29 In Oi Hellenes tou Pontou upo tous Tourkous 1461-1922 

(1957) Lampsides considered Mithridates to have been the forerunner of the later 

 
25 Mommsen, The History of Rome Vol. 3, pp. 277, 289, 294-295, 305 Summerer, p. 24. On p. 289 

for instance, Mommsen states “This strange combination of a policy of peace at any price with a 

policy of conquest was certainly in itself untenable, and was simply a fresh proof that Mithradates 

did not belong to the class of genuine statesmen; he knew neither how to prepare for conflict like 

king Philip nor how to submit like king Attalus, but in the true style of a sultan was perpetually 

fluctuating between a greedy desire of conquest and the sense of his own weakness.” On p. 277 we 

see Mommsen compare Mithridates with Suleiman.  
26 Reinach, T. (1895) Mithridates Eupator, König von Pontos, mit Berichtigungen und Nachträgen 

des Verfassers ins Deutsche übertragen von A. Goetz. Leipzig, p. 274. Summerer, p. 26. Reinach’s 

exact description of Mithridates’ coins is presented here in the original German: “die etwas dicke 

Lippe und das fleischige Kinn verraten Genußsucht, aber die ragende Braue, die gewölbte Stirn, 

das in unheimlichen Feuer zu glühen scheint, alles dies vermählt sich zu einem einheitlichen 

Ganzen, das von Geist und Thatkraft strahlt und in welchem der Sultan hinter dem Krieger und 

Staatsmann verschwindet”. 
27 Reinach, p. 295. Summerer, p. 26.  
28 Summerer, p. 27.  
29 Summerer, p. 27.  
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Pontic Greeks who lived under Ottoman rule, and Tourlides likewise views 

Mithridates and his kingdom as being essentially Greek.30 But this 

characterisation of Mithridates spread beyond Greek scholarship during the mid-

twentieth century. Alfred Heuss in his own Römische Geschichte (1960 1st ed., 

2003 2nd ed.) argued that Mithridates was no barbarian but rather he was 

concerned with liberating and preserving Greek civilisation, and Heuss was 

strongly critical of Mommsen’s portrayal of Mithridates.31 This may also tie in 

with changing attitudes towards Rome that were taking place in the twentieth 

century, as Rome and her empire increasing came under criticism.  

The 1980s saw the emergence of a more nuanced scholarship, one that 

seeks to view Mithridates and his kingdom in light of both his Near Eastern 

predecessors and his Hellenistic contemporaries.32 Mithridates is increasingly 

characterised as a liminal figure who straddles the boundary between the Near 

Eastern and Hellenic worlds. Brian McGing’s The Foreign Policy of Mithridates 

VI Eupator, King of Pontus (1986) examined Mithridates’ propaganda and 

policies in light of trying to work within the broader geo-political system 

established in the Hellenistic period. McGing argues that while Mithridates 

possessed elements of philhellenism, nevertheless “This was, however, only one 

side of his image. He was also a Persian prince, the oriental saviour king of 

oracles and prophecies.”33 In 2009, the Danish National Research Foundation’s 

Centre for Black Sea Studies published an edited collection titled Mithridates VI 

and the Pontic Kingdom, which contains a series of essays related to examining 

 
30 See Lampsides, O. (1957) Oi Hellenes tou Pontou upo tous Tourkous 1461-1922. Athens, and 

Tourlides, G. A. (1985) “The war of Chios against the Roman imperialism and assistance offered 

by the Greeks of Pontus.” Archeion Pontou 14, pp. 130-142. Summerer, p. 27.  
31 Heuss, A. (2003) Römische Geschichte. Second Edition. Schöningh, p. 258. Summerer, p. 27. 

Heuss full comment from the 2003 second edition is presented here in the original German: 

“Mithridates war kein Barbar, vielmehr von jeher darauf gesonnen, sich die Ausstattung mit der 

damaligen Zivilisation, welche aber eine griechische und nun mit der Zeit schon eine griechisch 

römische war, zu verschaffen.“ 
32 Summerer, p. 27.  
33 McGing, B. (1986) The Foreign Policy of Mithridates VI Eupator, King of Pontus. Brill, p. 170. 

We may question McGing’s use of the term ‘oriental’ here, but regardless McGing stills argues in 

his conclusion for interpreting Mithridates as being a figure of mixed Hellenic and Near Eastern 

cultural elements.  
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Mithridates and Pontus from a historical and archaeological perspective. In 

particular, Højte’s chapter “Portraits and Statues of Mithridates VI” examines the 

surviving statuary of the king which Højte concludes is overwhelmingly Hellenic 

in appearance.34 The volume overall provides good analyses of archaeological 

material from Pontus as well as essays relating to Mithridates’ diplomacy during 

the Mithridatic Wars. The volume lacks an essay though that critically examines 

the literary sources for Mithridates, an unfortunate oversight in an otherwise 

excellent collection. Adrienne Mayor’s The Poison King: The Life and Legend of 

Mithradates, Rome’s Deadliest Enemy (2010) provides the first substantial 

scholarly biography of Mithridates VI since Reinach’s version in 1893. While 

Mayor does tend to write with a more general popular audience in mind, her 

biography nevertheless delves deeply into the ancient myths and legends 

surrounding the Pontic king and makes the effort to examine both the Hellenic 

and the Near Eastern cultural traits of Mithridates. The Mithridates Mayor 

presents is a king who has a foot in both camps, neither completely Eastern nor 

Hellenic. And most recently Duane Roller’s Empire of the Black Sea: The Rise 

and Fall of the Mithridatic World (2020) provides the first narrative history for 

the Kingdom of Pontus since Meyer’s nineteenth century Geschichte des 

Königreichs Pontus, examining not just Mithridates VI but also his predecessors. 

Like Mayor and McGing before, Roller views Mithridates and his kingdom as 

having a foot in both the Near Eastern and Hellenic camps, which Roller argues 

was necessary for the management of the multi-cultural empire that Mithridates 

established in Anatolia and around the edges of the Black Sea. Academic interest 

in Mithridates then can be summarised as increasing overtime and with greater 

emphasis on examining Mithridates as an individual and his kingdom’s 

connections with both Greek and Near Eastern cultural elements.  

 
34 Højte’s article will be discussed more in-depth within Chapter I as part of a discussion of 

Mithridates’ self-characterisation as compared with his portrayal in Greco-Roman literature.  
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Literature Review on Appian 

Unlike Mithridates, who has enjoyed a long and varied reception over the 

centuries, the scholarly consensus on Appian has been predominantly negative 

until recently. Prior scholarship on Appian’s Mithridateios, and Appian generally, 

has tended to focus on Appian’s viability as a historical source rather than on the 

Mithridateios’ status as literature. Johann Schweighäuser provided the first 

scholarly edition of Appian in 1785, in which Schweighäuser largely viewed 

Appian in a positive light.35 After Schweighäuser, however, Appian was 

increasingly criticised, and throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries Appian was presented as being unreliable and largely worthless, a 

movement that tended to be spearheaded within German scholarship.36 As Bucher 

in particular notes, these early scholars’ positivist tendencies and their desire to 

write an ‘objective’ history meant that Appian was often compared unfavourably 

with Thucydides and Tacitus, who were both considered to have superior abilities 

in historical analysis.37 Appian’s translators and commentators post-

Schweighäuser were also critical of his analytical abilities, as Horace White in his 

1912 Loeb translation characterises Appian as being “a narrator of events rather 

than a philosophic historian.”38 That is not to say that all scholars were 

dissatisfied with Appian. Karl Marx was one of the few scholars at the time who 

enjoyed Appian, as he describes Appian’s books as “very valuable book[s]. The 

fellow is Egyptian by origin. Schlosser says he has ‘no soul’, probably because he 

gets to the material basis of things in these civil wars.”39 But by and large Appian 

 
35 Bucher, G. (2000) ‘The Origins, Program, and Composition of Appian’s Roman History’. 

Transactions of the American Philological Association 130, p. 411.  
36 Bucher 2000, pp. 411-412. Gowing, A. M. (1990) “Appian and Cassius’ Speech before Philippi 

(“Bella Civilia” 4.90-100).” Phoenix 44(2), pp. 164-165. 
37 Bucher 2000, pp. 411-412.  
38 White, Ho. (1912) Appian’s Roman History with an English Translation by Horace White. Vol. 

I. Loeb Classical Library. Harvard University Press, p. x.  
39 Bonnell, A. G. (2015) “A ‘Very Valuable Book’: Karl Marx and Appian”. Appian’s Roman 

History: Empire and Civil War. Welch, K. ed. The Classical Press of Wales, p. 15. For a more 

detailed analysis of Karl Marx and Appian, see the wider chapter of Bonnell (2015).  For general 

information on Karl Marx and Classics, see De Ste Croix, G. E. M. (1975) “Karl Marx and the 

History of Classical Antiquity.” Arethusa 8 (1), pp. 7-41. 
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was considered to be a fairly shallow historian when it came to historical analysis 

and philosophy, primarily because he was held up to a concept of “history” and 

“historian” that did not exist at the time of Appian’s writing. Another tendency in 

nineteenth-century scholarship was to view Appian as merely someone who 

compiled elements and pieces of earlier historians’ work into his own account, 

and thus he was a mere chronicler rather than an original author and possessor of 

literary talent. The elements of Appian’s history that were considered ‘good’ were 

often considered to be elements copied outright from earlier authors, whilst the 

so-called ‘bad’ elements of his work were considered to be Appian’s bungled 

attempts to stitch together these earlier author’s words to form his own original 

history.40 Additionally, Appian has often been omitted entirely from studies of 

imperial historiography or Antonine era literature. Whitmarsh’s Greek Literature 

and the Roman Empire: The Politics of Imitation (2004) for instance bears no 

mention of Appian listed in the contents or in the glossary, whilst other authors, 

such as Grant’s The Antonines: The Roman Empire in Transition (1994), provide 

only minor discussion about him and his work. To a degree this is understandable. 

The unique structure of Appian’s Roman History distinguishes it from other 

Greek historical works of the period.41 There has also been a tendency in 

scholarship to characterise the Greek literature of the Second Sophistic as being 

Hellenocentric in nature, and so Appian’s Romanocentric choice of subject matter 

is overlooked because it conflicts with this notion.42  

 
40 Bucher, p. 412.  
41  Histories typically were composed in the annalistic tradition, such as was seen in the Greek 

historians such as Thucydides and Xenophon, as well as in Roman historians such as Livy and 

Tacitus. An example that was near contemporary with Appian can be seen with Arrian’s Anabasis, 

which focused on the life and history of Alexander the Great and was composed in an annalistic 

fashion. Monographs tended to be more common with biographies, although these would often 

also form part of a wider collection and did not tend to cover Greek figures who lived later than 

the early Hellenistic period. Plutarch’s Parallel Lives do cover the lives of important Roman 

figures, but they are done so in comparison with Greek figures from the Archaic, Classical, and 

early Hellenistic periods, with the lives of Demetrius, Eumenes, and Pyrrhus being the 

chronologically latest of Plutarch’s Greek biographies.  
42 Asirvatham, S. R. (2017) “Historiography.” The Oxford Handbook of the Second Sophistic. 

Richter, D. S. and Johnson, W. A. eds. Oxford University Press, p. 477. For more information on 

historiography during the Second Sophistic, see the wider chapter by Asirvatham. 
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In recent years Appian has begun to be reappraised as part of the general 

movement within scholarship towards finally examining Greek literature during 

the Second Sophistic and imperial era in general, an examination that is long 

overdue. One of the most recent and seminal publications has been Bucher’s “The 

Origins, Program, and Composition of Appian’s Roman History” (2000). Bucher 

argues that each of the Roman History’s books was composed largely in isolation 

from each other, with the exception of the five books on the Roman Civil Wars.43 

He further argues that we see inconsistent characterisation across multiple books 

because Appian did not intend the works to form a complete work, but rather to 

stand alone. Hidber (2004) meanwhile examines Appian as a narrator and argues 

that the Appianic narrator is a distinct personality who “appears quite overtly as 

an investigator, a commentator (particularly in the books on the civil wars), and 

most prominently as an organizer of information.”44 Appian’s literary style has 

also seen renewed attention. The publication of the edited collection Appian’s 

Roman History: Empire and Civil War in 2015 marks an important step forward 

in Appianic scholarship. For instance, Fiona Tweedie’s essay “Appian’s 

Characterisation of Scipio Aemilianus” examines, as the title suggests, how 

Scipio Aemilianus is characterised across three of the books in the Roman 

History, namely the Iberike, Libyke, and B.C. 1. Tweedie’s analysis agrees with 

 
43 See Bucher pp. 427-428 for the proposed breakdown of the composition of Appian’s books. As 

evidence for his argument, Bucher cites App. B.C. 5.14.145 on p. 419. In the closing lines of this 

section, Appian remarks that he needs to write an additional book to cover the affairs in Illyria. 

This means that Appian has realised that he needs to compose an additional book for the Foreign 

Wars section of his Roman History, one which will have a chronological start point that precedes 

B.C. 5. Thus, we can infer that the books that compose Appian’s wider Roman History were not 

all written in sequential order, but in fact some were written rather haphazardly according to when 

Appian decided they needed to be included. The full remark from App. B.C. 5.14.145 is presented 

here: “And it seemed best to me that I record the Illyrian affairs, from the time when the Romans 

seized [Illyria] and bringing them down to the end, [the affairs] which neither happened to be 

precisely well-known to me, nor which contributed enough for the length of own’s own writing, 

nor having space elsewhere in which to be stated, and [it seemed best to me that] I add [the Illyrian 

affairs] to the affairs in neighbouring Macedonia” (καί μοι ἔδοξε τὰ Ἰλλυρικά, οὔτε ἀκριβῶς 

γενόμενά μοι γνώριμα οὔτε συντελοῦντα μῆκος ἰδίας συγγραφῆς οὔτε χώραν ἔχοντα ἑτέρωθι 

λεχθῆναι, τοῦ χρόνου, καθ᾽ ὃν ἐλήφθησαν, συνάγοντος αὐτὰ ἐς τέλος, προαναγράψαι καὶ 

ὑποθεῖναι αὐτὰ τῇ ὁμόρῳ Μακεδονικῇ). 
44 Hidber, T. (2004) “Appian”. Narrators, Narratees, and Narratives in Ancient Greek Literature. 

De Jong, I., Nünlist, R., and Bowei, A. eds. Brill, p. 185.  
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Bucher’s earlier claim that the Roman History’s books were composed in 

isolation from each other, as Tweedie finds that the characterisation of Scipio 

Aemilianus is inconsistent across the three books that he appears in.45 The 

volume’s essays however primarily focus on examining aspects of Appian’s 

books on the Roman Civil Wars, with less emphasis placed on examining the 

earlier books on Rome’s wars with foreign opponents. Most recently Luke Pitcher 

has written a number of articles about Appian that examine him from a critical 

perspective.46 For instance, Pitcher has examined characterisation in Appian as 

part of a contribution to an edited collection titled Characterization in Ancient 

Greek Literature. The character of Antiochus III in Appian’s Syriake has also 

been examined by Pitcher in another essay “Bigger from a Distance: Appian on 

Antiochus ‘the Great’”, contributed as part of an edited collection in honour of 

Christopher Pelling, in which Pitcher argues that the Syriake is a book which not 

only provides a narrative for Rome’s war against Antiochus III but also provides a 

“meditation on what ‘greatness’ means.”47 Appianic scholarship then, while still a 

small field compared with that of the canonical authors such as Herodotus, 

Thucydides, and Tacitus, is nevertheless growing. There are two major trends in 

scholarship on Appian. One examines Appian’s Roman History from a big picture 

viewpoint, while the other focuses on the five books on the Roman Civil Wars 

which together form a more cohesive narrative. The books on Rome’s foreign 

conflicts receive scant attention in contrast, with the Syriake being a noticeable 

 
45 Tweedie, F. (2015) “Appian’s Characterisation of Scipio Aemilianus.” Appian’s Roman 

History: Empire and Civil War. Welch, K. ed. The Classical Press of Wales, pp. 181-182. 

Tweedie closes her chapter by saying “[Appian] did not intend that his readers should attempt to 

extract an internally consistent portrait of Aemilianus from the Roman History and has made no 

attempt to provide one.” 
46 According to Pitcher’s faculty page at Oxford University, as of writing, he is currently in the 

process of writing a monograph on Appian. 
47 Pitcher, L. (2015a) “Bigger from a Distance: Appian on Antiochus ‘the Great.” Fame and 

Infamy: Essays on Characterization in Greek and Roman Biography and Historiography. Ash, R., 

Mossman, J., and Titchener, F. B. eds. Oxford University Press, p. 299.  
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exception.48 Within both current scholarly trends then, the Mithridateios is largely 

ignored or otherwise receives minimal attention. 

There is one major exception to this tradition of minimal scholarly 

attention, and it is the most important article for the immediate concern of this 

thesis. McGing’s (1993) “Appian’s ‘Mithridateios’” provided the first serious 

examination of the Mithridateios’ structure, themes, and historical value, and it is 

this article which is most cited when discussion of the Mithridateios takes place in 

current scholarship.49 McGing notes in his article that prior scholarly work on 

Appian has largely been focused on source criticism, and thus he posits his article 

as an examination of Appian “as ‘an author in his own right’.”50 McGing’s overall 

consensus is that Appian is “an author who did have a mind of his own, who had 

an interesting and original concept of Roman history, and who wrote it up, if not 

in particularly brilliant fashion, at least in a way that displays a reasonable level of 

intelligence, coherence and ability.”51 In describing the fashion of Appian’s 

writing, McGing is fairly critical of Appian’s structure of the Mithridateios. He 

argues that Appian is not adhering to any overall “schematic blue-print” and that 

“if he had anything we would recognise as a plan, it was only the broadest 

intention to treat the Mithradatic Wars in chronological order.”52 McGing only 

briefly discusses the characters within the Mithridateios by describing Appian’s 

characterisation as “even-handed” throughout.53 On Mithridates’ characterisation, 

McGing states: 

“It is a point worth emphasizing: the picture of the king that 

Appian paints is not pro-Roman or pro-Pontic, but a balanced and 

 
48 I point the reader to the work of Kai Brodersen who is widely considered to be the foremost 

expert on the Syriake. See for instance Brodersen, K. (1989) Appians Abriß der 

Seleukidengeschichte: (Syriake 45,232 - 70,369 ; Text und Kommentar. Münchener Arbeiten zur 

Alten Geschichte 1. 
49 It is these three central pillars, along with an introductory section on prior scholarship, around 

which McGing builds his analysis.  
50 McGing (1993), p. 501.  
51 McGing (1993), p. 501.  
52 McGing (1993), p. 502.  
53 McGing, (1993), p. 516.  
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fair assessment of an extraordinary man. There does not seem to 

be any attempt to overplay his vicious side, but it is reported when 

relevant; nor any attempt to cast him in the role of hero. Appian 

is not interested in praise or condemnation.”54 

For McGing, this ‘even-handed treatment’, i.e., a mix of both positive and 

negative traits, is synonymous with ‘objectivity.’55 As will be shown, McGing’s 

analysis of the Mithridateios conflicts with my own with regard to the 

overarching structure of the Mithridateios as well as the characterisation of 

Mithridates. McGing’s analysis fails to grant Appian sufficient literary artistry 

with regard to the Mithridateios’ structure and McGing also fails to see the 

subjective nature of Appian’s characterisation of Mithridates VI. Instead, McGing 

largely just ascribes certain features of Appian’s work to either a metaphorical 

“good” or “bad” column in relation to either its usefulness to a modern historian 

or its interest to a modern reader. For instance, McGing discusses Appian’s 

description of the siege of Athens, correctly stating that the siege is based off of 

“stock themes”, yet he fails to consider these “stock themes” on a deep level.56 

There is no detailed discussion as to the literary tradition from which Appian is 

taking these “stock themes”, and nor does McGing consider how this 

incorporation of “stock themes” may play into the larger narrative of the 

Mithridateios. Instead, McGing writes of the siege of Athens as “boringly 

schematic”, characterising it as providing a clear account of the event to the 

reader in an otherwise lacklustre literary fashion.57  

Despite the renewal of interest in Appian in recent years, it would be 

inaccurate to say that he receives the same deal of attention as say Herodotus, 

Thucydides, Sallust, Livy or Tacitus do. Furthermore, he seldom appears on most 

 
54 McGing (1993), p. 516.  
55 McGing (1993), p. 517. McGing clearly states here, after discussing the ‘even-handed’ 

characterisations of Mithridates, Sulla, Lucullus, and Pompey, that “Appian scores well on his 

objectivity.” 
56 McGing (1993), p. 510.  
57 McGing (1993), p. 510.  
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reading lists for PhD study barring those which focus on interdisciplinary study 

between classics and history.58 As this thesis will argue, the failure to adequately 

discuss Appian and provide critical analysis of his work has led to him being 

utilised in an uncritical fashion whereby what he states in the Mithridateios is 

accepted without sufficient consideration of Appian’s artistry and thematic 

concerns. The intention then is that this thesis will provide much need critical 

insight into how Appian constructs Mithridates as a character within the 

Mithridateios’ shifting narrative and how Appian’s characterisation of Mithridates 

should be considered when utilising the Mithridateios as a historical text.   

 
58 For instance, as of the time of writing, Harvard University’s graduate program in Ancient 

History, as directed by the Department of the Classics, states on its website “Appian: 1 book” as 

being required on its reading list for Greek literature.   
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CHAPTER I  

THE ‘HISTORICAL’ MITHRIDATES 

Before examining Appian’s presentation of Mithridates in the 

Mithridateios, it would be appropriate to first examine Mithridates as he comes 

down to us in the historical record. Appian was by no means the first author to 

record the events of Mithridates’ life, but his account is undoubtedly the most 

important of the surviving literary sources. It is the only surviving account which 

provides a coherent, detailed, and chronological narrative that runs through from 

the advent of the First Mithridatic War down to Pompey’s triumph for his 

victories in the east. Its importance cannot be stressed enough, yet it also must be 

considered within the wider literary tradition about Mithridates, as well as the 

surviving archaeological evidence that survives from the reign of Mithridates VI. 

This chapter is broken down into three main parts. The first section 

provides a historical synopsis of Mithridates and his kingdom based on what we 

know from our ancient sources and what modern scholars have pieced together. 

The information contained in this first section is merely a preliminary overview of 

elements which are not heavily debated in scholarship, but which will provide a 

solid base for the discussions which follow. The second section lists the three 

major surviving literary sources, all of whom either predate or are contemporary 

with Appian, that exist for Mithridates and briefly comments on each of them. 

These three sources are Sallust, Plutarch, and Justin. Sallust and Plutarch predate 

Appian and may have been used as sources in the writing of the Mithridateios, 

while Justin’s account from the c. 2nd-3rd century CE is an epitome of an earlier 

source from the 1st century BCE. The third section analyses the surviving material 

evidence for Mithridates VI that emerges from the Aegean and Anatolia. This 

section gives special consideration to how Mithridates characterises and presents 

himself both in his coinage and in the statuary that may have been commissioned 

by him. 
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A Historical Overview of Mithridates VI, the Pontic Kingdom, and the 

Mithridatic Wars 

Mithridates VI was born c. 135 BCE in Sinope, the eldest son of 

Mithridates V and his wife, unnamed in any of our sources. Justin, in his c. 2nd-3rd 

century CE epitome, which was itself a summation of an earlier historical work by 

Pompeius Trogus dated sometime to the 1st century BCE, claims that Mithridates’ 

birth coincided with the passage of a comet through the sky which “lit up [the 

sky] for seventy days” (LXX diebus ita luxit) and “it had seized a quarter of the 

sky by its magnitude and it had overcome the brightness of the sun by its own 

splendour; and from when it rose and when it set, it was consuming the space of 

four hours” (magnitudine sui quartam partem caeli occupaverat et fulgore sui 

solis nitorem vicerat; et cum oreretur occumberetque, IV horarum spatium 

consumebat).59 Justin makes the only mention of such a phenomenon in the 

literary sources on Mithridates, and for years it was assumed that the story of the 

comet was just a legend. As Ramsey, however, has shown, astronomical records 

from the Han Empire in China have confirmed the passage of a comet through the 

sky for the period of c. 135 BCE and thus there may in fact be some factual basis 

behind Justin’s account.60 Regardless, comets in our ancient sources have been 

interpreted differently by different cultures. In our Roman era sources, comets 

tend to be viewed as evils omens, harbingers of war, or of the overthrow of 

rulers.61 In a Near Eastern context, comets were often interpreted in a positive 

 
59 Justin 37.2. The translation here is my own. All subsequent translations are by the author unless 

otherwise noted.  
60 For more information, see Ramsey, J. T. (1999) “Mithridates, the Banner of Ch’ih-Yu, and the 

Comet Coin”, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 99, pp. 197-253. The image of a comet 

appears on the municipal level bronze coinages minted by the cities of Pontus during the reign of 

Mithridates, but it does not appear on the royal silver coinage of Mithridates himself. Interestingly, 

we also get comet imagery on the royal silver coins of Tigranes II of Armenia. 
61 Mayor, pp. 29-32. Ramsey, p. 201. For instance, Cicero, in both Div. 1.18 and Nat.Deo. 2.14, 

and Virgil, in Georg. 1.488, cite comets as signs of impending war. For instances where the comet 

forebodes the death or overthrow of a ruler, see Suet. Claud. 46, Nero. 36, and Vesp. 23, as well as 

Tac. Ann. 14.22. Of course, there are exceptions to be found in Greco-Roman literature where a 

comet is not interpreted in a negative way. Most notably, as recorded in Suet. Jul. 88, a comet 

appeared in the sky for seven consecutive days after the death of Julius Caesar. Suetonius says that 

this was interpreted by people at the time as being proof of Caesar’s deification. But such positive 

interpretations of comets are rare in comparison with negative ones.  
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manner and interpreted with the emergence of a powerful/great leader.62 Whether 

Justin meant the comet story in a positive or negative light cannot be determined, 

but regardless its inclusion means that Mithridates was seen by later authors as 

someone connected to the divine or otherwise of notable significance. 

Little is known about the young Mithridates, although Mayor argues that 

he most likely enjoyed the typical education of a Hellenistic monarch.63 What is 

known is that Mithridates ascended to the throne of Pontus in c. 120-119 BCE 

after the assassination of his father.64 As with the year of his birth, Justin reports 

that the same comet flew across the sky in the year of his ascension to the throne, 

which yet again is corroborated by Chinese astronomical records according to 

Ramsey.65 Mithridates however was only around 14-15 years old by the time he 

took the throne, and he appears to have gone into a period of withdrawal from 

court that lasted until c. 116-115 BCE due to the factionalism that existed within 

the Pontic royal court.66 Mithridates’ return to power in c. 116-115 CE saw the 

beginning of a period of Pontic expansion aimed northwards towards the Black 

Sea and southwards towards Cappadocia. In 107 BCE the areas of ‘Lesser 

Armenia’, roughly corresponding to the mountainous area south-east of Pontus, 

and Colchis, the area corresponding with the south-east coast of the Black Sea, 

were firmly under Pontic control.67 Around this time, Pontic forces also began 

 
62 Mayor, pp. 31-32. Mithridates’ comet of 135 BCE is said to have appeared in the constellation 

of Pegasus. Mayor argues that the association of the comet with Pegasus would have brought to 

mind for Mithridates’ “Persian-influenced followers” the Persian sun god Mithra, who was said to 

recognise “a new king by sending an omen via his sacred animal, the horse.” We can also think of 

the story, as recorded in Matthew 2.1-12, of the comet that appeared to the Magi on the night of 

Jesus’ birth. 
63 Mayor, pp. 43-95. Over the course of two chapters, Mayor envisions Mithridates’ childhood and 

upbringing as having involved a mixture of traditional Persian, Anatolian, and Greco-Macedonian 

elements. 
64 Mayor, pp. 68-69. Roller, D W. (2020) Empire of the Black Sea: The Rise and Fall of the 

Mithridatic World. Oxford University Press, pp. 100-101. 
65 Justin 37.2. Mayor, p. 69.  
66 Mayor, pp. 73-95. Roller, pp. 104-110. Mayor, in the fourth chapter of The Poison King, 

colourfully attempts to construct a possible narrative for Mithridates during his period of absence 

from court. Such an enterprise however is largely based on speculation, as we have no clear 

information in our sources about this period of Mithridates’ life.  
67 Roller, pp. 111-112. Strab. 12.3.28. Strabo provides the specific date for Lesser Armenia’s 

acquisition as being 107 BCE in which he says that the ruler of the region, named Antipatros, 
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launching northern expeditions into the Chersonesus region, largely 

corresponding with the modern-day Crimean Peninsula and southern Ukraine and 

Russia. The first of these expeditions appears to have been launched to assist the 

Greek city of Chersonesus, now known as Sevastopol, against the Scythians, and 

Pontic troops were active in the region from c. 111-109 BCE.68 As part of this 

campaign, Mithridates’ general, Diophantos, managed to either convince the king 

of the nearby kingdom of Bosporus, Paraisades, to hand his kingdom over to 

Mithridates outright or otherwise bequeath it to Mithridates in his will.69 Pontic 

activity in the region after 109 BCE lacks firm dates, but it is known that another 

expedition was launched some time not long afterwards in order to protect Pontic 

gains in Bosporus against the Scythians. Certainly, by the 80s BCE, the Scythian 

threat towards Bosporus had been stopped and the kingdom was firmly under 

Mithridates’ control; the nearby city of Chersonesus was also aligned with Pontus 

in what was most likely protectorate status.70   

Coinciding with Mithridates’ conquest of the Black Sea littoral, Pontic 

forces also began to make further advances into Anatolia. At some point in the 

last decade of the 2nd century BCE, Mithridates and Nicomedes III of Bithynia 

came to an agreement whereby they would divide the region of Paphlagonia 

between them.71 This agreement ran counter to the interests of Rome, and the 

 
“yielded” (παραχωρήσαντος) his realm to Mithridates. Strabo does not provide a clear date for 

Colchis’ acquisition, but its inclusion in this section is taken by Roller to mean that by 107 BCE it 

was under Pontic control.  
68 Roller, p. 114. Roller cites the inscription from dedicatory base, which still survives, of the 

statue erected for Mithridates by the people of Chersonesus.  
69 Roller, pp. 114-115. Strab. 7.4.4. The territory of the kingdom of Bosporus extended northwards 

along the Maiotis (the modern Sea of Azov) from the modern-day Strait of Kerch to the mouth of 

the Tanais River, now known as the Don. Strabo says that Paraisades surrendered the kingdom 

over to Mithridates, but it is unclear as to whether this was done immediately or at a later time.  
70 Roller, p. 116.  
71 Roller, p. 119.  Strabo in 12.3.9 states that the region of Paphlagonia lay between the river 

Halys, which formed the region’s eastern border with Pontus, and the river Parthenius, which 

formed its western boundary and bordered Bithynia.  Prior to the last decade of the second century 

BCE, Paphlagonia had existed between the two kingdoms largely as a buffer zone. It is unclear in 

our sources whether this region was ever organised as a cohesive state prior to its division by 

Mithridates and Nicomedes III. Roller gives a rough date of 108 BCE for Paphlagonia’s partition, 

but there is no way to truly verify this.  
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senate sent ambassadors to both kings ordering them to withdraw their forces 

from Paphlagonia.72 According to Justin, Mithridates appealed against this by 

claiming that Paphlagonia had belonged to his father and thus it was his by 

right.73 The Bithynians however agreed to Rome’s demand, but in doing so 

Nicomedes III organised Paphlagonia into a kingdom and installed his own son, 

Pylaimenes, as its ruler.74 Roman forces were occupied with the Jugurthine War 

(112-105 BCE) at this time, and so they were unable to prevent Nicomedes from 

establishing Paphlagonia as essentially a Bithynian puppet state. Mithridates 

never gave up his claim to Paphlagonia though, and the dispute over its ownership 

lead to the souring of relations between Pontus and Bithynia for the rest of 

Mithridates’ reign. Mithridates however did launch an invasion of Galatia not 

long afterward, and by 105 BCE the region had been incorporated into 

Mithridates’ realm.75 Relations further soured between Pontus and Bithynia when 

the latter launched an invasion of Cappadocia, long considered to be a 

protectorate of Pontus, in c. 103-102 BCE and expelled Ariarathes VII from 

power.76 Mithridates immediately launched a counter-invasion and reinstalled 

Ariarathes VII, but Mithridates reinvaded Cappadocia, having fallen out with 

Ariarathes, only a few months later, killed Ariarathes during a negotiation 

between their two respective armies, and installed his own son as king of 

Cappadocia.77 Nicomedes III put forth his own claimant to the throne of 

Cappadocia and appealed to Rome for support. The Roman ruling was that 

Cappadocia, along with Paphlagonia, should be an independent state without a 

ruling dynasty, thus freeing it from either Pontic or Bithynian domination. This 

 
72 Roller, p. 120. 
73 Justin 37.4. 
74 Roller, p. 120. Orosius 5.10.2. 
75 Justin 37.4.6. Roller, p. 121. The ancient region of Galatia corresponded roughly with the 

modern Turkish provinces of Ankara and Eskişehir. 
76 Roller, p. 122. Ariarathes VII was also the nephew of Mithridates VI, as his mother was 

Mithridates’ sister.  
77 Roller, p. 123. This section of Justin will be discussed later in this chapter with regard to 

Justin’s characterisation of Mithridates.  



Texas Tech University, Daniel Hunter, May 2022 

23 

 

decision angered Mithridates and it marked the beginning of deteriorating 

relations between Pontus and Rome.78 

The bad relations between Mithridates and Rome after the Cappadocian 

episode only deteriorated further through the 90s BCE. At some time between 95-

92 BCE Mithridates married off his daughter, Cleopatra, to Tigranes II of 

Armenia, an act which secured Mithridates an ally to his east.79 In 92 BCE 

Tigranes invaded Cappadocia but handed over all conquered territory to 

Mithridates as part of a deal between the two kings.80 Rome’s response was to 

send a small force under the command of Lucius Cornelius Sulla to restore the 

status quo to Cappadocia, which was successful in driving out the Pontic forces 

and establishing Ariobarzanes as the ruler of a Roman-aligned Cappadocia. 81 

Around c. 94 BCE Nicomedes III of Bithynia died and his son ascended to the 

throne as Nicomedes IV. In c. 92/91 BCE Mithridates provided military support 

to Nicomedes’ younger brother, Socrates Chrestos, who successfully overthrew 

Nicomedes and took the Bithynian throne for himself.82 Nicomedes fled to Rome 

and asked for her support in restoring him to his kingdom, whilst simultaneously 

Mithridates reinvaded Cappadocia and replaced Ariobarzanes with his own son, 

who was then crowned Ariarathes IX.83 By 91 BCE Rome was involved in the 

Social War (91-87 BCE), and so it took until 90/89 BCE before she could 

adequately respond to Mithridates’ actions in Bithynia and Cappadocia.  In 90/89 

BCE, Manius Aquilius was sent by the senate to negotiate with Mithridates, and 

this diplomatic mission was successful in having both Nicomedes IV and 

 
78 Up until now, the relationship between Pontus and Rome had been broadly positive. Mithridates 

V for instance had been loosely allied with Rome and had even sent military forces to aid Rome in 

the Third Punic War (c. 149-146 BCE) and also against the Attalid pretender Aristonicus (c. 133-

129 BCE). After the revolt of Aristonicus was quelled, Rome enlarged the Pontic kingdom by 

awarding most of Phrygia to Mithridates V. See Roller pp. 86-93 for information on the reign of 

Mithridates V. 
79 Roller, p. 126.  
80 Roller, p. 127. The deal recorded is that in return for handing over all conquered cities and land 

to Mithridates, Tigranes was allowed to loot any goods or luxuries, what we might term ‘portable 

wealth’, that his forces encountered.  
81 Roller, pp. 127-128.  
82 Roller, p. 128 
83 Roller, pp. 128-129.  
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Ariobarzanes restored to their respective thrones of Bithynia and Cappadocia.84 

Aquilius however began to encourage Nicomedes to launch raids into Pontus, 

hoping to provoke a Pontic response that would trigger war with Bithynia and 

thus lead to Roman military intervention.85 Such raids eventually led to 

Mithridates’ attempting to diplomatically resolve the conflict. When Nicomedes 

failed to stop his raids, Mithridates launched an invasion of Bithynia in 89 BCE.  

The First Mithridatic War thus formally began in 89 BCE. The Pontic 

forces enjoyed significant successes in the early stages. Mithridates successfully 

defeated a combined Bithynian-Roman force at the river Amnias in 89 BCE, a 

victory which resulted in the complete Pontic conquest of Bithynia by the end of 

the year, and by the end of 88 BCE Mithridates had further conquered the Roman 

province of Asia and its provincial capital of Pergamon.86 In 88 BCE Mithridates 

also launched an attack against the island of Rhodes, a state that had remained 

loyal to Rome, but his forces were defeated by the Rhodians in what was 

Mithridates’ first major setback in the war to this point.87 The year 88 BCE also 

saw Pontic forces, under the command of Mithridates’ general Archelaus, launch 

an invasion of Greece with the support of the Athenians. The disastrous defence 

of Asia by Aquilius and the subsequent invasion of Greece led to the Roman 

senate granting command against Mithridates to Sulla.88 Sulla’s forces landed in 

 
84 Roller, p. 132.  
85 Mayor, pp. 140-141. Roller, pp. 132-133. Aquilius, as the commander on the ground, believed 

that if Rome were to intervene in a war between Nicomedes and Mithridates, then he would be 

awarded imperium as the closest man on the ground. Such imperium would allow Aquilius to 

enrich himself through victory as well as improve hi political standing back in Rome. Nicomedes 

was also heavily indebted to Rome for his restoration, and Aquilius used this to pressure 

Nicomedes into launching his raids.    
86 Roller, pp. 142-145. The Roman province of Asia was acquired in 133 BCE when the last king 

of the Attalid dynasty, Attalus III, died without any heirs and subsequently bequeathed his 

kingdom to the Romans in his will. The territorial boundaries of the province at the time of its 

initial acquisition by the Romans included the regions of Mysia, the Troad, Aeolis, Lydia, Ionia, 

the islands adjacent to the Aegean coastline of Anatolia, as well as a large part of Caria. By 116 

BCE the province had also been expanded to include Phrygia, which had previously been under 

the control of Mithridates’ father, Mithridates V Euergetes. See Hornblower, S. and Spawforth, A. 

eds. (2012) The Oxford Classical Dictionary. Oxford University Press, p. 182.  
87 Roller, pp. 143-144.  
88 Roller, pp. 153-155.  
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Epirus in 87 BCE and advanced towards Athens, where they besieged Archelaus 

in a brutal operation that lasted until March of 86 BCE when the city finally fell to 

the Romans.89 Archelaus managed to escape Athens by sea however and 

regrouped with newly arrived Pontic reinforcements in Boeotia. In 86 BCE battle 

was joined at Chaeronea between Archelaus’s and Sulla’s forces in which Sulla 

won a major victory over Archelaus despite being heavily outnumbered by the 

Pontic forces.90 This was followed by another major victory over Archelaus in 85 

BCE at Orchomenos which effectively forced the Pontic forces to leave Greece 

and defend their Asian territories.91 During this time, Mithridates largely 

administered his empire from Pergamon and dealt with internal revolts against his 

rule. One of the most notable of his actions was his attack on the island of Chios, 

a city aligned with Mithridates, but which was attacked by the Pontic forces for 

supposedly covertly working with the Romans. The attack on Chios caused a 

number of Greek cities in Asia Minor to revolt from Pontic rule, and Mithridates 

was forced to resolve the rebellion with a combination of military force and 

concessions to individual cities. By late 85 BCE Sulla was prepared to invade 

Anatolia but political manoeuvring in Rome caused him to be declared a public 

enemy and a new Roman army, under the command of Lucius Valerius Flaccus, 

was sent to deal with both Sulla and Mithridates.92 Flaccus was assassinated in a 

mutiny led by Flavius Fimbria who then proceeded to march through Greece and 

invade the Troad. Sulla, unable to defeat both Fimbria and Mithridates 

simultaneously, opted to make peace with Mithridates and focus on defeating 

Fimbria. In 85 BCE a peace was concluded between Mithridates and Sulla in 

which Mithridates was required to abandon all conquests he had made during the 

course of the war; in exchange he would be allowed to retain his kingdom.93 

Sulla’s peace deal essentially meant that the status quo prior to the outbreak of 

 
89 Roller, pp. 155-156.  
90 Roller, p. 156. 
91 Roller, p. 157.  
92 Mayor, p., 210. Roller, p. 159. 
93 Mayor, pp. 221-227. Roller, pp. 159-160. 
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war was restored. With the peace deal signed, Sulla marched against Fimbria, 

defeated his forces, and then proceeded to invade Italy and commence his 

infamous Second March on Rome.94  

In the aftermath of the First Mithridatic War, Mithridates appears to have 

done his best to honour the peace with Rome.  He spent his time after the war 

putting down rebellions that were occurring in his Black Sea territories.95 

However, Lucius Licinius Murena, one of Sulla’s legates who had been granted 

command of Fimbria’s legions in order to re-establish Roman control over the 

province of Asia, decided to invade Pontus in 83 BCE on the grounds that 

Mithridates’ mobilisation against the rebellious Bosporanian territory was really 

in preparation for aggression against Rome.96 From 83-81 BCE Murena would 

launch a series of small scale expeditions into Pontus that ancient writers came to 

call the ‘Second Mithridatic War’, although our sources are unanimous in stating 

that Murena lacked authority from either Sulla or the senate for his aggressive 

actions. Mithridates appealed to Rome claiming that Murena was violating the 

peace deal. However, despite receiving a representative of the senate ordering him 

to cease aggression towards Mithridates, nevertheless Murena continued to attack 

Pontus.97 Eventually Mithridates gathered together an army and engaged in battle 

with Murena’s forces in 81 BCE at a river crossing, generally believed to be the 

Halys River, in which the Romans were utterly defeated.98 The decisive defeat of 

Murena caused Sulla, now dictator of Rome, to send Aulus Gabinius to Anatolia 

to force Murena to cease operations against Mithridates and to demand that 

Mithridates return to the status quo that had been established by Sulla’s peace 

 
94 Mayor, pp. 227-229. Roller, p. 160.  
95 Mayor, pp. 229-231. Roller, pp. 162-163. 
96 Roller, p. 165.  
97 Roller, p. 165. 
98 Mayor, p. 232. Roller, p. 166. That the battle took place at the Halys River is interesting given 

that this was also the site where Croesus of Lydia crossed in 547 BCE to begin his ill-fated 

campaign against Cyrus the Great of Persia. The subsequent war led to the complete conquest and 

incorporation of Croesus’ Lydia into Cyrus’ Achaemenid Empire. The details surrounding 

Mithridates’ victory at the Halys River are too unclear though to draw this out as a deliberate 

connection by our ancient sources.  
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deal with him.99 The end result of the ‘Second Mithridatic War’ appears to have 

been that, by defeating the Roman forces, Mithridates had recovered the prestige 

he had lost in the First Mithridatic War and was in a position to renew war should 

the situation arise.  

The Third Mithridatic War began in 73 BCE and was to last until 63 BCE. 

The cause of the third war between Pontus and Rome was the death of Nicomedes 

IV of Bithynia in 74 BCE.100 Nicomedes died without any heirs to succeed him 

and, as with Attalus III of Pergamon in 133 BCE, Nicomedes subsequently 

bequeathed Bithynia to Rome in his will.101 Mithridates could not allow Bithynia 

to be added as a province to the Roman Republic, as this would upset the balance 

of power in Anatolia established by Sulla in 85 BCE.102 In preparation for his 

third war against Rome, Mithridates is said to have established an alliance with 

Quintus Sertorius, a Roman general leading a revolt in Iberia against the 

Republic.103 The two ultimately agreed to work together against Rome by 

mutually supplying each other with war material and money.104 Thus, in 73 BCE 

war broke out again between Pontus and Rome. Mithridates opened the war by 

swiftly occupying Bithynia and laying siege to the city of Cyzicus in 73 BCE.105 

The Roman senate appointed Lucius Licinius Lucullus, who had served in the 

First Mithridatic War under Fimbria, as commander of the Roman forces to face 

Mithridates and he arrived outside Cyzicus in the same year. Lucullus established 

a position on a nearby hilltop overlooking the Pontic camp while Mithridates 

 
99 Roller, p. 166.  
100 Roller, pp. 172-173. Sampson, G. C. (2021) Rome’s Great Eastern War: Lucullus, Pompey and 

the Conquest of the East, 74-62 BCE. Pen and Sword Books, pp. 37-38. Bequeathment of 

territories to Rome was fairly common practice for Roman client states whose leaders died without 

an heir.  
101 Mayor, p. 260. Roller, pp. 172-173. Sampson, pp. 37-38.  
102 Mayor, pp. 260-261. Roller, p. 173. Sampson, p.39. 
103 Mayor, pp. 258-260. Roller, pp.169-171. 
104 Mayor, pp. 258-260. Roller, pp. 169-171.  
105 Mayor, pp. 263-265. Roller, pp. 176-180. See Sampson pp. 47-63 for a more in-depth analysis 

of Mithridates’ broader invasion of Bithynia.  
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began to lay siege to Cyzicus.106 The siege of Cyzicus was a complete disaster for 

Mithridates’ forces. Despite multiple attempts to storm the city walls, the Pontic 

troops were unable to take the city, with every assault beaten back and all damage 

done to the city walls was repaired overnight by the Cyziceans.107 The Pontic 

forces also began to suffer from famine and plague during the siege, resulting in 

heavy attrition for the attackers.108 Eventually Mithridates ordered his cavalry to 

retreat from the city so as to cut down on the number of hungry mouths to feed, 

but as they did so the Romans descended from their hilltop camp and annihilated 

the retreating Pontic cavalry while it was attempting to cross the Rhyndacus 

River.109 In early 72 BCE Mithridates finally decided to order a full retreat from 

Cyzicus. As he did so, a storm blew in and wrecked much of his fleet as it 

retreated towards Nicomedia, while his land forces were attacked and largely 

destroyed by Lucullus at the Granicus River.110 The disaster at Cyzicus meant 

that, up until 67 BCE, Mithridates was unable to launch any effective offensive 

action towards Rome, instead being forced to mount defensive actions.  

Following Cyzicus, Mithridates continued to retreat eastwards back into 

Pontus with Lucullus preparing for a pursuit, for Lucullus had determined that the 

only way to effectively end future conflict between Rome and Mithridates was the 

complete conquest of the Pontic kingdom. By the summer of 72 BCE, Lucullus 

had fully reconquered Bithynia and had launched an invasion of Pontus.111 

Mithridates and his forces attempted to offer resistance against the Roman forces, 

 
106 Mayor, p. 270. Roller, p. 181. Sampson, p. 65. The specific hill upon Lucullus camped is 

believed to be called Arctonesus and was just to the south of Cyzicus. Lucullus’ position had the 

advantage of allowing him to overlook and raid the Pontic supply lines.  
107 Mayor, pp. 270-274. Roller, pp. 181-182. Sampson, pp. 59-69. 
108 Mayor, pp. 272-273. Roller, pp. 181-182. Sampson, pp. 66-67. 
109 Mayor, p. 273. Roller, pp. 181-182. Sampson, p. 67.  
110 Mayor, pp. 274-277. Roller, p. 182. Sampson, pp. 68-72. As with Mithridates’ victory against 

Murena at the Halys River, the victory by Lucullus at the Granicus against Mithridates’ retreating 

army brings to mind Alexander’s victory over the Persian satraps at the Granicus in 334 BCE. 

Again though, our ancient sources draw no explicit connection between the battle of 334 BCE 

with that of 73 BCE, so it may just be a coincidence.  
111 Mayor, pp. 274-278. Roller, pp. 182-184. Sampson, pp. 73-82. See Sampson for a 

comprehensive breakdown of Lucullus’ reconquest of Bithynia.  Sampson dives into each 

individual battle and minor siege of the campaign.  
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but by the beginning of 70 BCE Pontus had been largely conquered by the 

Romans.112 Mithridates however retreated into Armenia, ruled by his son-in-law 

Tigranes II, and convinced him to enter the war on his side. Although Lucullus 

won a major victory over the Armenians in 69 BCE outside Tigranes’ capital of 

Tigranocerta, the Armenians refused to surrender and the war dragged on.113 In 67 

BCE, Mithridates launched an audacious incursion into Pontus in which he won a 

surprise victory against the combined Roman forces of Marcus Fabius Hadrianus 

and Gaius Valerius Triarius.114 As a result of this disaster, the Roman senate 

stripped Lucullus of his imperium and instead bestowed command to Pompey at 

the beginning of 66 BCE as part of the lex Manilia.115 As both Roller and Seager 

note, the lex Manilia was wide ranging in its scope and granted unprecedented 

power to Pompey.116 Pompey was granted the power to wage war against both 

Mithridates and Tigranes, and he was also placed in command of all provinces 

and forces in Asia Minor.117 With this command, Pompey immediately took 

control of Lucullus’ forces in Galatia and launched an invasion of Armenia in 

order to force Tigranes to surrender.118 Mithridates marched his forces out of 

Pontus in an attempt to draw Pompey’s advance away from Armenia and towards 

Pontus, seemingly on the grounds that Pompey’s supply chain would be 

overextended were he to advance into Pontus. Pompey however remained 

 
112 Mayor, pp. 278-287. Roller, pp. 184-186. Sampson, pp. 82-96. Again, see Sampson for a more 

detailed breakdown of Lucullus’ invasion of Pontus.   
113 Mayor, pp. 297-300. Roller, pp. 188-189. Sampson, pp.115-124.  
114 Roller, pp. 189-190. 
115 Roller, p. 206. Seager, R. (2002) Pompey the Great: A Political Biography. Second Edition. 

Blackwell Publishing, pp. 50-51.  
116 Roller, p. 206. Seager, p. 51. Our ancient sources are unclear as to what were the limits on 

Pompey’s powers, but all are in agreement that the imperium granted to him as unprecedented in 

scope. Appian actually gives the most precise description on the lex Manilia in Mith. 15. 97 by 

stating that Pompey’s powers were the same as he held when facing against the pirates in the 

Mediterranean, with the extra power of being able to decide whether another nation was friendly 

or hostile in accordance with his own judgement.  
117 Roller, p. 206. Roller considers the lex Manilia to be a “foreshadowing of the centralized 

imperial system that was to be established forty years later.” The law faced opposition from 

senators who were opposed to granting so much power to one man, but the lex Manilia was 

importantly supported by both Cicero and Caesar, with the former’s speech in defence of the law 

(De Imperio Cn. Pompei) still surviving complete to this day. 
118 Roller, p. 207. Seager, p. 55.  
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committed to attacking Armenia and thus Mithridates was forced to engage 

Pompey’s forces in a bid to halt or delay his advance into Armenia. Pompey’s 

forces eventually defeated Mithridates’ in 66 BCE in a battle near either the 

Euphrates River or Nicopolis, and the Pontic king was forced to flee back into 

Pontus with only a small number of surviving troops.119 Roman dominance at sea, 

which they had possessed since the disastrous loss of the Pontic fleet after 

Cyzicus, now began to make itself felt. Pontus was blockaded and isolated from 

the Mediterranean, which caused a collapse of trade with the Black Sea and thus 

economic damage for Pontus.120 Tigranes, since his land had been invaded by 

Pompey, surrendered to the Romans and turned on Mithridates, leaving Pontus 

isolated without any major allies to support it.121  

As Pompey’s forces now turned away from Armenia and towards Pontus, 

Mithridates decided to march his remaining forces overland in a northern advance 

through the Caucasus Mountains and towards the Bosporan kingdom of the 

Crimea. Pompey’s forces initially pursued Mithridates into the Caucasus but 

turned eventually turned back, allowing Mithridates to make the trek around the 

eastern Black Sea littoral and into Bosporus.  From c. 65-63 BCE Mithridates 

remained at Panticapaeum, the capital of Bosporus, building up his forces to face 

the Romans again and reclaim his kingdom. During this time, Pompey turned his 

forces southwards into the Levant, annexing Syria, Phoenicia, and Judaea as 

 
119 Mayor, pp. 319-320. Roller, p. 207. Sampson, pp. 162-167. Seager, p. 55. As Sampson notes, 

the account of the battle that took place between Pompey and Mithridates differs between our 

ancient sources. Plutarch sites the battle near the Euphrates River, while the later historian Cassius 

Dio says that it took place near where the future city of Nicopolis would be founded in Armenia 

by Pompey. Plutarch and Cassius Dio though both agree that the battle took place at night. Appian 

however, while not providing a precise geographic location, says that the battle took place at 

daybreak rather than at night. There are also minor accounts in Orosius and Rufus Festus’ epitome 

of Livy which differ in details. Ultimately, all that is definitively known is that a decisive battle of 

some kind took place.  
120 Roller, p. 207.  
121 Plut. Pomp. 33-34. Roller, p. 207. Pompey’s demands from Tigranes were that he abandon his 

claims over Syria, Phoenicia, and Cilicia, that he pay reparations of six thousand talents to Rome, 

and that Tigranes accept his son, also named Tigranes, as ruler of the minor territory of Sophene 

which was subsequently taken from Armenia. In exchange, Tigranes was allowed to retain control 

over Armenia and became a friend and ally of Rome.  
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provinces into the Roman Republic.122 In Bosporus, Mithridates’ son Pharnaces, 

now designated as Mithridates’ heir, was placed in command of the Pontic forces. 

Details become scarcer here, but what is known is that Mithridates at this time 

began to hatch up increasingly ambitious plans to attack Rome, either in Pontus or 

possibly even in Italy itself.123 Rather than continue the war, Pharnaces rose up in 

rebellion against his father in 63 BCE and Mithridates’ forces quickly abandoned 

him in favour of his son. Mithridates attempted to win back control of his forces 

but, unable to do so, he ultimately committed suicide in 63 BCE.124 His body was 

returned to Pontus by Pharnaces, and upon its arrival, Pompey had it buried 

alongside the tombs of Mithridates’ ancestors.  

Literary Sources on Mithridates VI and Pontus 

While Appian is the most extensive, there are several other sources about 

Mithridates which survive to this day. There does not appear to be any evidence 

of an entire biographical work devoted to the king’s life, but Mithridates does 

appear in various speeches from the Republican era as well as in historical and 

geographical accounts.125 The problem with all of these sources however is that, 

while some of them were contemporary with the lifetime and reign of Mithridates, 

such as fragmentary writings of Sallust, the speeches of Cicero, and the 

Geographica of Strabo, none of them provide a coherent narrative account of the 

king’s reign barring Appian.126 Our contemporary and primary sources, scant as 

they are, are Roman, hence shaped by the biases and ideologies of their respective 

 
122 Seager, pp. 57-59. 
123 Mayor, pp. 341-342.  Roller, pp. 209-210.  
124 Mayor, pp. 345-352. Roller, p. 211. Two main accounts of Mithridates’ death survive from 

antiquity. Appian in Mith. 16.111 states that Mithridates was unable to kill himself with poison 

and so required one of his mercenary soldiers to kill him. Cassius Dio though says that soldiers 

loyal to Pharnaces entered the room where Mithridates lay dying and finished him off with their 

spears and swords.  
125 The absence of evidence for a biographical work however does not mean the evidence of 

absence. But historians are generally agreed that there does not appear to be any mention in our 

surviving sources of a biographical work devoted to the king’s life.  
126 Sallust did provide such a narrative in his Histories, but the highly fragmentary nature of the 

work means that we cannot reassemble much from it save for a few key instances.  
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time which subsequently affects Mithridates’ characterisation. The same is true 

also of course for many of the peoples who Rome fought against yet did not have 

written histories, or at least written histories of their own which survive, such as 

the Gauls, Britons, Germans, Carthaginians, and Numidians. Another problem 

that arises when considering earlier authors on Mithridates is to what extent 

Appian may have used them as sources in the composition of the Mithridateios. 

The question of Appian’s sources is one that continues to provoke debate within 

Appianic scholarship. Appian was clearly very conscious of his role as a historian 

and he did rely heavily upon earlier authors.127 In his preface, Appian states that 

he has read many prior authors regarding the Punic Wars, as well as “with respect 

to each of the other peoples” (κατ᾽ ἔθνος ἕκαστον),128 yet he does not list their 

names. Instead, we get references to other historians scattered throughout the 

Roman History that display his awareness of their writings, a practice that was 

standard practice for the period. Frustratingly, the Mithridateios features little to 

no mention of earlier authors, and thus we are left to guess at which earlier 

sources Appian utilised in its composition. What follows is a consideration of 

three major sources, Sallust, Plutarch, and Justin, who either preceded Appian or 

were roughly contemporary with him.129  

Sallust’s Histories 

The earliest major literary source on Mithridates VI which survives to this 

day are the fragments of Sallust’s Histories, an annalistic history that began from 

Sulla’s death in 78 BCE and which was only completed down to 67 BCE before 

Sallust died.130 Sallust’s name is never invoked by Appian in the Roman History, 

yet he is generally considered by scholars to have been a source which Appian 

 
127 Richardson, J. S. (2000) Appian: Wars of the Romans in Iberia. Aris & Philips Ltd, p. 5.  
128 App. Praef. 12. 
129 For the sake of brevity, not all sources can be discussed in detail, and I have instead opted to 

choose the three primary ones, other than Appian, which modern historians are likely to turn to. 

The largest omission is Cassius Dio whose surviving fragments cover the Third Mithridatic War.  
130 Mellor, R. (1999) The Roman Historians. Routledge, p. 41.  
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used with regard to the Third Mithridatic War.131 Given the timeframe in which 

the Histories covered, the majority of the fragments in which Mithridates appears 

are primarily concerned with the Third Mithridatic War, although mention of the 

conclusion of the First Mithridatic War also survives. As Dybicz has argued, there 

are five main character traits associated with Mithridates in the Histories: cruelty, 

a weakness for flattery, physical strength, courage, and mental acuity.132 The 

cruelty and ferocity of Mithridates in warfare is a particularly potent characteristic 

that comes through in Sallust. In one of the surviving fragments, in which Sallust 

writes about the end of the First Mithridatic War and the Peace of Dardanus, 

Sallust writes “Sulla, since he possessed suspicions both about these matters, and 

also very much so about the ferocity of King Mithridates who would be going to 

war at an [opportune] time” (Quis rebus Sulla suspectis maximeque ferocia regis 

Mithridatis in tempore bellaturi).133 Sallust here then directly applies the concept 

of ferocia (“ferocity”) to Mithridates, thus characterising him as being a 

particularly fierce foe. But Sallust also comments on Mithridates’ cruelty towards 

his own family. In H. 2.87, Sallust remarks on Mithridates’ matricide: “But 

Mithridates came into royal power at the very end of his boyhood, after murdering 

his own mother with poison” (Sed Mithridates extrema pueritia regnum 

ingressus, matre sua veneno interfecta). We also see mention of Mithridates’ 

physicality in Sallust, as in H. 2.89 where it is stated that “Mithridates, since he 

was of large stature, [and] had large armour to match” (Mithridates corpore 

ingenti, perinde armatus).134  

 
131 Horace White, p. ix. Sallust is most likely the earliest Roman author to write about Mithridates 

given that he was a near contemporary with him, and his use as a source is attested in Greek 

literature of the imperial era. Sallust is also known to have been a source used by Plutarch, as in 

Luc. 11 Plutarch explicitly refers to Sallust by name.   
132 Dybicz, M. J. (2009) Character in Sallust’s Historiae: Sertorius, Spartacus, and Mithridates. 

MA Thesis. Cornell University, p. 44.  
133 Sal. H. 1.27. The translation here is difficult because this is a fragment rather than a complete 

sentence. 
134 Dybicz on p. 48 notes that Quintilian quotes this particular passage of Sallust and praises it as a 

model of stylistic brevity. 
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By far the most significant fragment from Sallust’s Histories to survive is 

the ‘Letter of Mithridates’ (Epistula Mithridatis). This fragment details an alleged 

letter written by Mithridates which was sent to the Parthian king Phraates III but 

who is named Arsaces in the letter. In the letter, Mithridates requests aid against 

the forces of Lucullus during the Third Mithridatic War as well as a three-way 

alliance between Pontus, Armenia and Parthia. Mithridates further justifies his 

war with Rome on the grounds that “For the Romans, there is this one and ancient 

cause of waging war with all nations, peoples, and kings: an insatiable desire for 

power and riches” (Namque Romanis cum nationibus, populis, regibus cunctis 

una et ea vetus causa bellandi est, cupido profunda imperi et divitiarum) and that 

it was in fact the Romans who instigated war with Pontus.135 Mithridates goes on 

to list examples of Roman treachery in the past against Macedon, Carthage, and 

Antiochus III of the Seleucid Empire, before arguing that the Romans 

treacherously provoked him into attacking Nicomedes I and beginning the First 

Mithridatic War.136 Scholarly opinion on the authenticity of the letter remains 

divided. Olbrycht believes that the letter “reflects a genuine document found by 

the Romans in the personal archives of Mithridates,” and thus Sallust presumably 

somehow acquired a copy and translated it into Latin for his readers.137  Adler 

however doubts such claims to authenticity and instead argues that:  

“It seems more reasonable to assume that the letter is a free 

invention—a composition of Sallust with, at best, minimal 

concern for any historical missive or genuine pro-Pontic 

propaganda … We can be reasonably certain, then, that the 

[Epistula Mithridatis] is the creation of Sallust and is the 

 
135 Sal. EM 5. 
136 Sal. EM 5-10. 
137 Olbrycht, M. J. (2009) "Mithridates VI Eupator and Iran." Mithridates VI and the Pontic 

Kingdom. Højte, J. M. ed. Aarhus University Press, p. 178. Olbrycht argues in his endnote for this 

claim on p. 186 that Plutarch’s Pomp. 37 describes the capture of Mithridates’ private archives at 

Kainon Chorion by Pompey’s forces. Thus, Pompey could have acquired a copy of the letter 

which would then be sent back to Rome and made available.  
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product of a Roman historian’s attempt to reconstruct the likely 

arguments of an anti-Roman Eastern king.”138  

Adler further argues that it is a literary trope within Roman historiography 

that foreign peoples should be granted polemical speeches that are critical of 

aspects of Roman society and imperial policy.139 Whilst I personally side with 

Adler in viewing the letter as a Sallustian invention, regardless of whether it is 

genuine or not, let us consider how the placement by Sallust of such a letter in his 

Histories characterises Mithridates.140 The letter appears to characterise 

Mithridates as being both a critic of Roman foreign policy and someone who 

genuinely believes that he has been wronged by them.  The language of the letter 

is couched in both a moralistic and materialistic tone, highlighting Roman greed 

as the central cause for war as thus implying that Mithridates lacks such a 

character trait. Mithridates also characterises himself as some who “freed the 

Greeks from a from harsh slavery” (Graeciae dempsi grave servitium) and thus 

presents himself as a restorer of liberty in contrast to the enslaving power of 

Rome.141 As stated previously, Sallust’s portrait of Mithridates is particularly 

important to note as it is now widely regarded as being one of the most influential 

on later writers about Mithridates, and Appian can hardly be said to be unfamiliar 

with it.   

 
138 Adler, E. (2011) Valorizing the Barbarians: Enemy Speeches in Roman Historiography. 

University of Texas Press, pp. 17-18. In the pages following, Adler examines the Epistula 

Mithridatis and draws comparisons between it and the speeches found in Sallust’s Bellum 

Catilinae and Bellum Iugurthinum. 
139 See Adler’s introduction (pp. 1-15) for a broader discussion. Other examples of this 

phenomenon can be seen in Calgacus’ speech to the Caledonians in Tac. Ag. 30-33.1 in which the 

Caledonian chieftain delivers a rebuke to Roman imperialism, as well as Hannibal’s and Scipio 

Africanus’ speeches prior to the Battle of Zama in Liv. 30.30.3-31.1-9 which both paint a rather 

more sympathetic picture of Carthage and are slightly critical of Rome. It should also be noted that 

Sallust is not averse to having his foreign characters elsewhere speak ill of Rome, as Jugurtha in 

Jug. 35 critiques Roman greed is said to have stated “the city is for sale and will fade away 

quickly, if it would only meet with a buyer” (urbem venalem et mature perituram, si emptorem 

invenerit). 
140 Dybicz on p. 52 likewise appears to view the letter as a Sallustian creation, stating that 

“Because Sallust tends to let so much of his own views and style bleed into the speeches of his 

characters, I am inclined to think that this letter reveals very little of Mithridates or his thoughts.” 
141 The literal translation of Graeciae dempsi grave servitium is “I dragged away the harsh 

servitude from the Greeks” though this doesn’t read naturally in English.  
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Plutarch’s Lives of Sulla, Lucullus, Pompey, and Sertorius 

Plutarch, with the exception of Appian’s Mithridateios, is our major 

source on Mithridates who survives intact. Mithridates appears in four of the 

Parallel Lives, namely Sulla, Lucullus, Pompey, and Sertorius. In each of these 

biographies, Mithridates is a side character who is utilised by Plutarch to highlight 

or draw out the character traits of the main subject in their respective biography. It 

is also important to consider here that the character traits which Plutarch portrays 

Mithridates as possessing are fairly consistent throughout the four biographies. It 

can generally be stated that Plutarch characterises Mithridates as the oriental 

‘other’, someone who exists outside of Hellenic culture in contrast to the main 

subjects of his biographies.142 Discussion of Plutarch is further warranted in that it 

is generally accepted that, as with Sallust, Appian was familiar with and had read 

Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, potentially even using them as source material due to 

the fact that they were written not long before Appian’s own work.143 Several 

incidents which occur in Plutarch’s biographies also appear in Appian and are 

even structured in almost the same way.144 Discussion of Plutarch is necessary 

then for a deeper understanding of Appian, particularly with regard to how 

Appian relates to and differs from Plutarch’s overall characterisation of 

Mithridates.  

Let us start with Plutarch’s Sulla, chronologically the first of the four 

biographies. In the Sulla, the first war against Mithridates is described in Sections 

11-25 yet Mithridates himself only directly appears in Sections 11 and 24. Section 

11 opens with Mithridates at Pergamum as he is about to be granted a statue of 

Nike holding a crown in her hands. As the Pergamenes lower the statue towards 

 
142 This comes through clearly in Lucullus, which will be discussed later. 
143 Pade, M. S. (2014) “The Reception of Plutarch from Antiquity to the Italian Renaissance.” A 

Companion to Plutarch. Beck, M. ed. Wiley Blackwell, p. 532. Pade notes that Appian, just like 

Plutarch, compares both Demosthenes with Cicero, Alexander with Caesar and Epaminondas with 

Scipio Africanus. She argues this suggests the early circulation of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives and 

that Appian was subsequently familiar with them.  
144 These corresponding events which will be noted in the second chapter of this thesis once we 

arrive at discussing the Mithridateios’ narrative structure.  
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him via a crane,145 the statue suddenly breaks, and the crown falls from its hands 

and breaks in the middle of the theatre. Plutarch says that the incident “produced 

great despondency for Mithridates” (ἀθυμίαν δὲ πολλὴν Μιθριδάτῃ παρασχεῖν)146 

even though by this time he is at the height of his success, as Plutarch briefly 

recounts the achievements of Mithridates and his generals in the remainder of the 

section. This incident is interesting in that it appears to show Mithridates as being 

capable of recognising divine signs, or at least being capable of recognising that 

his fortunes and success so far are imperilled. As will be shown later in the second 

chapter of this thesis, the Mithridates of Appian’s Mithridateios has a more mixed 

ability to recognise such signs and portents. The second direct appearance of 

Mithridates is in Sulla 24 in which Sulla and Mithridates negotiate with each 

other over the peace deal that will eventually be known as the Peace of Dardanus. 

Plutarch draws a strong contrast between the Pontic and Roman parties at 

Dardanus. Mithridates is said to have been at Dardanus with an escort of two 

hundred ships, twenty thousand infantry, six thousand cavalry, and “a large 

amount of scythe-bearing [chariots]” (συχνὰ τῶν δρεπανηφόρων). Sulla 

meanwhile possesses an escort of only “four cohorts and two hundred cavalry” 

(τέσσαρας σπείρας καὶ διακοσίους ἱππεῖς).147 But while Mithridates possess the 

larger escort, Plutarch is clear that it is in fact Sulla who holds the power. As 

Mithridates approaches Sulla and stretches out a hand to him, Sulla rebuffs his 

advance and asks if Mithridates is about to bring an end to the war. Mithridates is 

taken aback by this and is speechless, at which moment Sulla wittily remarks “But 

truly it is the right of those who are begging to speak first, while the ability to 

remain silent is sufficient for those who have conquered” (‘ἀλλὰ μήν,’ ἔφη, ‘ τῶν 

δεομένων ἐστὶ τὸ προτέρους λέγειν, τοῖς δὲ νικῶσιν ἐξαρκεῖ τὸ σιωπᾶν’) .148 

 
145 Plut. Sull. 11.1. Plutarch technically says that the device used to lower the statue is “from some 

sort of tools/instruments/mechanisms” (ἔκ τινων ὀργάνων), but it can be inferred that this is some 

kind of crane device.  
146 Plut. Sull. 11.1. 
147 Plut. Sull. 24.1. 
148 The overall scene between Sulla and Mithridates has a strong resemblance to that seen in 

Polybius 29.27 and Livy 45.12.1-6 in which the Roman ambassador Gaius Popillius Laenas was 
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Mithridates quickly attempts to defend himself and shift blame for the war upon 

both the gods and the Romans, but Sulla rejects this and angrily denounces 

Mithridates for his conduct during the war. As part of his rejection of Mithridates’ 

claims of blamelessness, Sulla states that Mithridates is “most powerful at 

oratory” (τὸν Μιθριδάτην δεινότατον ὄντα ῥητορεύειν).149 The mention of oratory 

here confers an element of education on Mithridates, as rhetoric in the Greco-

Roman world was seen as a highly desired skill that required years of practice and 

intensive education.150 Thus, Sulla’s use of ῥητορεύειν here implies that 

Mithridates has received the education suitable to that of an elite member of 

society and is no simple-minded foe. 

The second biography in our historical chronology is the Lucullus.  

According to Swain, Plutarch’s characterisation of Lucullus is largely positive 

and focuses on two key elements: Lucullus’ Hellenic culture and education, and 

his benefactions to the Greeks.151 In this light, Mithridates’ characterisation in the 

Lucullus then will serve to highlight these aforementioned aspects in the 

eponymous subject of the biography. Thus, in contrast to Lucullus, Mithridates is 

presented in the Lucullus as being un-Greek in his behaviour and what education 

he possesses is characterised as false when compared with Hellenic education. 

Mithridates’ first appearance in Luc. 3.4-8 is brief but sets him up as the future 

antagonist of Lucullus.  In this section, Mithridates is besieged in Pitané by the 

forces of Fimbria, under whom Lucullus is serving as commander of the Roman 

fleet. Fimbria proclaims that whoever successfully captures Mithridates will win 

great glory, and he subsequently orders Lucullus to position his ships so as to 

 
sent to prevent the Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes from conquering Egypt. Popillius 

famously drew a circle in the dirt around Antiochus and stated that Antiochus was not allowed to 

leave it until he had answer to give to Rome. Intimidated by this, Antiochus withdrew his forces 

from Egypt immediately.    
149 Plut. Sull. 24.2. 
150 Numerous ancient texts exist about the value of oratory and rhetoric in the education and 

political careers of Greco-Roman aristocrats. See for instance Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Cicero’s De 

Oratore, and Tacitus’ Dialogus de Oratoribus.  
151 Swain, S. C. R. (1992) “Plutarch’s Characterization of Lucullus.” Rheinisches Museum für 

Philologie, Neue Folge 135 (1992), p. 307.  
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blockade the harbour and prevent Mithridates from escaping. For whatever 

reason. Lucullus refuses to comply with these orders and thus Mithridates 

escapes.152 As part of this section, Plutarch states that Mithridates is “the most 

hostile and most warlike of kings” (ἔχθιστον καὶ πολεμιώτατον βασιλέων),153 a 

description that portrays Mithridates in a negative light, but which also 

emphasises his power and militarism.  

Mithridates’ next significant appearance is in Luc. 7.3-5, in which the 

Pontic king prepares to go to war with Rome again in the form of the Third 

Mithridatic War. Plutarch opens this section by stating that Mithridates was 

“boastful and haughty in the beginning, just like many of the Sophists” (ὥσπερ οἱ 

πολλοὶ τῶν σοφιστῶν, κομπώδης ἐν ἀρχῇ καὶ σοβαρὸς).154 Mithridates then is 

explicitly compared with ‘Sophists’ here by Plutarch. As a Platonist, Plutarch 

employed the term ‘Sophist’ primarily in a negative sense. ‘Sophists’ for Plutarch 

were employed both as a stock character and a catch-all term for those whom 

Plutarch perceived as being sycophants, greedy, and “smart alecks.”155 Their 

education and wisdom were perceived by Plutarch as being false, one which was 

derived from an outlook on human behaviour and morality which Plutarch 

perceived as being wrong.156 ‘Sophists’ took money from young men and taught 

them skills which Plutarch, as Plato had earlier, perceived as corrupt. Thus, the 

passage here in Luc. 7.3 appears to suggest that Mithridates has received a kind of 

false education, one which does not teach him true wisdom. He is inherently 

corrupted, and his intentions are false. This also ties back earlier into Sull. 24.2 

when Sulla referred to Mithridates’ rhetorical abilities. Just as Mithridates’ speech 

in Sull. 24.2 was implied to be false, so Plutarch implies here in Luc. 7.3 that 

 
152 Plutarch in Luc. 3.7 doesn’t provide any single reason as to why Lucullus refused to follow 

Fimbria’s orders, but rather provides a range of possible options. 
153 Plut. Luc. 3.5. 
154 Plut. Luc. 7.3.  
155 Schmitz, T. A. (2014) “Plutarch and the Second Sophistic.” A Companion to Plutarch. Beck, 

M. ed. Wiley Blackwell, p. 35. For primary evidence on Plutarch’s characterisation of Sophists, 

see. Plut. Adulator 65C, De Stoic. 1047F, and De Recta. 46E. Plato had also earlier attacked 

Sophists in his dialogues, such as Gorgias for instance. 
156 Schmitz, pp. 35-36.  
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Mithridates’ temperament and education are like that of the ‘Sophists’ whom 

Plutarch opposes. This is in opposition to Lucullus, whom it is implied has 

received a proper education on Hellenic terms.157 

Interestingly, Plutarch then goes on to draw a comparison between 

Mithridates during the First Mithridatic War and Mithridates at the onset of the 

Third Mithridatic War. This comparison seems to highlight a transition of a sort 

where Mithridates undergoes a kind of ‘deorientalisation’ as he heads into the 

Third Mithridatic War.158 Plutarch states that during the First Mithridatic War, 

Mithridates had “he resisted the Romans with a force that was hollow, but radiant 

and showy to look at” (σοβαρὸς ἐπὶ Ῥωμαίους ἀναστὰς διακένῳ δυνάμει, λαμπρᾷ 

δὲ καὶ πανηγυρικῇ τὴν ὄψιν).159 Following his defeat in the First Mithridatic War, 

Mithridates retrained and rearmed his men and thus, by the onset of the Third 

Mithridatic War, “[Mithridates had] organised his forces into a genuine and able 

power” (εἰς ἀληθινὴν καὶ πραγματικὴν συνέστελλε τὰς δυνάμεις παρασκευήν).160 

Plutarch elaborates further by saying that Mithridates did away with “the 

miscellaneous multitude and many-tongued cries of barbarians” (τὰ παντοδαπὰ 

πλήθη καὶ τὰς πολυγλώσσους ἀπειλὰς τῶν βαρβάρων) in favour of “equipping 

one hundred and twenty thousand infantry in the Roman battle-formation” (πεζῶν 

δὲ μυριάδας δώδεκα κατεσκευασμένων εἰς φάλαγγα Ῥωμαϊκήν).161 Mithridates 

also fashions the ships in his new fleet “neither with gold canopies, nor baths for 

concubines, nor with luxurious women’s quarters” (οὐ χρυσορόφοις σκηνίσιν 

οὐδὲ λουτροῖς παλλακίδων καὶ γυναικωνίτισι τρυφώσαις ἠσκημένας) and thus 

Plutarch highlights the new austere and strictly military nature of the Pontic 

 
157 Lucullus’ philhellenic tendencies are seen in later sections of the biography which are not 

discussed as part of this thesis.  
158 I refer to this as ‘deorientalisation’ rather than ‘occidentalisation’ because Plutarch makes clear 

throughout Lucullus that Mithridates never fully incorporates Hellenic culture as Lucullus does. 

By the end of the biography, Mithridates remains an eastern barbarian albeit one with some 

superficial Hellenic trappings.  
159 Plut. Luc. 7.3. 
160 Plut. Luc. 7.3. 
161 Plut. Luc. 7.4. 
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fleet.162 In the description of the newly minted Pontic forces, Plutarch 

characterises Mithridates as having undergone a change in the intervening years 

between the First and Third Mithridatic Wars. Plutarch characterises Mithridates 

and his forces in the First Mithridatic War as essentially being stereotypical 

oriental barbarians in the same model as earlier historians depicted Near Eastern 

peoples, particularly the Achaemenid Persians during their invasions of Greece in 

490 and 480-479 BCE. It is implied that Mithridates’ defeat in the First 

Mithridatic War was precisely because he and his men were subject to luxury as 

well as the fact that his first army was ill-disciplined.    

Mithridates also features in Plutarch’s biography of Pompey. The Pompey 

is generally seen as possessing both a structure and themes derived from 

tragedy.163 Plutarch structures Pompey’s life on the pattern of a tragic protagonist, 

one who sees a rise in power in the first half of the biography and then a sudden 

precipitous fall in the second half.164 As part of this tragic structure and theme, 

Mithridates falls within the period of Pompey’s rise to power. His characterisation 

then is crafted so as to magnify Pompey and establish him as a rising power 

within Rome. In Section 32.4, we get the first direct appearance of Mithridates, 

although he has been mentioned in prior sections in an indirect manner. In this 

section, Mithridates and his men are encamped overnight by the Euphrates, 

hoping to cross the river in the morning and thus escape Pompey’s pursuing 

forces, when during the night Mithridates has a prophetic dream. In the dream, 

Mithridates is sailing on the Black Sea in sight of the Crimean Peninsula, 

identified as Bosporus in Plutarch, and is speaking with his men aboard the ship 

“just as someone rejoicing over a clear and certain deliverance” (ὡς ἄν τις ἐπὶ 

 
162 Plut. Luc. 7.5. 
163 For a broader discussion on the Pompey and its relationship to tragedy, see Papadi, D. (2008) 

“Moralia in the Lives: Tragedy and Theatrical Imagery in Plutarch’s Pompey.” The Unity of 

Plutarch’s Work: ‘Moralia’ Themes in the ‘Lives’, Features of the ‘Lives’ in the ‘Moralia’. 

Nikolaidis, A. G. ed. De Gruyter, pp. 111-124.  
164 Papadi p. 112 states that in the second half of the biography “the tragic atmosphere is 

prevailing and the theatrical vocabulary is more often employed to describe Pompey’s course to 

his end.” 
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σωτηρίᾳ σαφεῖ καὶ βεβαίῳ χαίρων). Suddenly, the ship sinks and Mithridates 

finds himself “bereft of all his companions and tossing about on a thin piece of 

wreckage” (πάντων ἔρημος ἐπὶ λεπτοῦ ναυαγίου διαφερόμενος).165 Mithridates 

awakes from his dream to be told by his attendants that Pompey has launched a 

night attack on their camp. The resulting battle is a success for Pompey, and 

Mithridates is forced to flee and is never again able to stand in battle against 

Pompey. The overall reading of the dream then is one of inevitable and fated 

destruction, a theme that fits the overall tragic nature of the Pompey. Mithridates’ 

downfall, as that of Pompey later in the Pompey’s narrative, is like that of a 

protagonist from Athenian tragedy, such as Oedipus, whose fate is destined from 

the start.  

Plutarch further elaborates on Mithridates’ character in Pomp. 37. In this 

section, Pompey captures the fortress of Caenum in which Mithridates has stored 

his private archives. Pompey proceeds to read Mithridates’ private documents and 

what follows is a summary of the various misdeeds that Mithridates has 

committed over the course of his lifetime and is thus vital for understanding 

Plutarch’s overall feeling towards the Pontic king.166 Pompey reads that 

Mithridates poisoned his own son Ariarathes as well as Alcaeus of Sardis 

“because he surpassed [Mithridates] in fame when driving race-horses” (ὅτι 

παρευδοκίμησεν αὐτὸν ἵππους ἀγωνιστὰς ἐλαύνων), an act which seems 

excessive even by ancient standards. We are told also that there were letters in the 

archive which contained interpretations of dreams which Mithridates and others 

had, as well as letters “of a licentious nature” (ἐπιστολαί … ἀκόλαστοι) 

exchanged between Mithridates and his mistress Monime whom he had acquired 

during the First Mithridatic War. Plutarch also says that the earlier historian 

Theophanes of Mytilene, who wrote an account of Pompey’s campaigns in the 

 
165 The passage brings to mind Odysseus in Hom. Od. 12 when Odysseus’ ship is sunk by 

Charybdis after his men eat the cattle of the sun god Helios.  
166 The importance of this section for Plutarch’s overall feel towards Mithridates cannot be 

understated, as Plutarch explicitly states here that these documents “possessed great introspection 

about [Mithridates’] character” (πολλὴν ἔχοντα τοῦ ἤθους κατανόησιν). 
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east, states that there was found a letter sent by the Roman consul Publius 

Rutulius Rufus which “incited [Mithridates] to the destruction of the Romans in 

Asia” (παροξυντικὸν ἐπὶ τὴν ἀναίρεσιν τῶν ἐν Ἀσίᾳ Ῥωμαίων], although Plutarch 

considers this to be a malicious invention of Theophanes.167 The listing of these 

crimes essentially captures Plutarch’s overall characterisation of Mithridates, 

namely that he is a primarily negative figure who murders his family members, 

partakes in erotic indulgences, and commits genocide. Pompey’s ultimate 

conquest over the Pontic king is rendered here in a moralistic light, with Pompey 

clearly implied to be a force for good in opposition to Mithridates.   

Mithridates’ final appearance in Plutarch’s work is in Sertorius. While 

brief, it is arguably Plutarch’s most striking portrayal of Mithridates. In the 

Sertorius, Mithridates primarily appears in chapters 23-24 in which negotiations 

for an alliance between the Pontic king and Sertorius take place. Mithridates is 

presented in these chapters as very much of second rank when compared to 

Sertorius. Mithridates attempts to negotiate with Sertorius for possession of all of 

Asia, but Sertorius rejects this on the grounds that the Roman province of Asia is 

justly under the control of Rome.168 Mithridates is described by Plutarch as being 

amazed by Sertorius’ response but nonetheless complies.169 Mithridates even 

voluntarily subordinates himself before Sertorius’ general Marcus Marius, whom 

Sertorius sends to Asia to assist Mithridates.170 The portrayal of Mithridates in the 

Sertorius then shows him in a subservient role towards Sertorius and Marcus 

Marius, a portrayal that may harken back to earlier Classical Greek ideas about 

Asiatics being of a more servile nature than peoples from Europe. When 

considering Mithridates’ portrayal in Sertorius in light of his characterisation in 

Sulla, Lucullus, and Pompey, we can say that overall Plutarch characterises 

 
167 Plutarch argues that Theophanes slanders Rutilius with these accusations because Rutilius, who 

wrote his own history of Rome which does not surve, “displayed [Theophanes’] father as utterly 

depraved” (τὸν πατέρα παμπόνηρον ἀπέδειξεν).   
168 Plut. Sert. 23.1-5. 
169 Plut. Sert. 24.1 
170 Plut. Sert. 24.3 This is of course striking since Mithridates is a king and should theoretically be 

of a higher rank than Marcus Marius who is only a subservient legate of Sertorius.   
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Mithridates primarily as a violent, extravagant, and subservient ‘other’ when 

compared to the Roman subjects of his biographies. This ‘othering’ of Mithridates 

allows Plutarch to mark a contrast between the Pontic king and the subjects of 

their respective biographies and thereby draw out the moral qualities of that he 

wishes to examine. 

Justin’s Epitome 

The final major source on Mithridates VI is Justin’s aforementioned 

Epitome, which is dated to either the 2nd or 3rd century CE.171 Justin’s work is a 

universal history, focused primarily upon the eastern Mediterranean, in which 

Mithridates is mentioned in books 37-38. Justin’s work though is not entirely 

original but is instead an epitome of the earlier 44 book Historiae Philippicae et 

Totius Mundi Origines et Terrae Situs by Pompeius Trogus, published sometime 

in the 1st century BCE.172 One of the most prominent sections of the Epitome is 

38.1 in which Mithridates invades Cappadocia prior to the commencement of the 

First Mithridatic War and installs his own son on the Cappadocian throne. This 

section primarily characterises Mithridates as being a treacherous monarch and it 

reinforces his cruelty, similar to what we have seen in Sallust. While parleying 

with King Ariarathes, Mithridates treacherously stabs the young king and then 

installs his own son as king of Cappadocia. Justin specifically defines 

Mithridates’ actions as an act of treachery be referring to it as such with the noun 

insidiis: “and thus [Mithridates], with his treacheries protected by a joke, and after 

he pulled [Ariarathes] aside just as to a secret conversation, killed [Ariarathes] 

before both armies” (Atque ita risu protectis insidiis sevocatum ab amicis velut ad 

secretum sermonem inspectante utroque exercitu interficit).173  The incident, and 

 
171 Conte, G. B. (1994) Latin Literature: A History. Translated by J. B. Solodow. John Hopkins 

University Press, p. 379.  
172 Conte, p. 378-380.  
173 The broader context with regard to the “joke” (risu) is that Mithridates, while negotiating with 

Ariarathes, had made a joke about being searched by Ariarathes’ guards who were trying to see if 

Mithridates was carrying any concealed weapons. 
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Justin’s use of insidiis, clearly portrays Mithridates in a ruthless light, willing to 

break the accepted conduct of negotiation in order to achieve his own goals.  

Justin’s history, like Sallust’s, also emphasises Mithridates’ physical 

strength and his endurance. In 37.2.7-9 Justin writes:  

“Henceforth fearing lest his enemies would kill him by sword, 

since they had not been able to by poison, he contrived a zeal 

for hunting, in pursuit of which he enjoyed a roof neither of a 

city or rural town for seven years, but he [instead], wandering 

through the forests, was spending the night in various areas of 

the mountains with everyone ignorant as to in which places he 

was, [and] having accustomed himself either to flee from or 

pursue the wild beast by means of running, and furthermore to 

join in battle with certain strength. By which things he both 

avoided plots [against him] and he hardened his body to every 

endurance of strength” (Timens deinde, ne inimici, quod veneno 

non potuerant, ferro peragerent, venandi studium finxit, quo per 

septem annos neque urbis neque ruris tecto usus est, (8) sed per 

silvas vagatus diversis montium regionibus pernoctabat ignaris 

omnibus, quibus esset locis, adsuetus feras cursu aut fugere aut 

persequi, cum quibusdam etiam viribus congredi. (9) Quibus 

rebus et insidias vitavit et corpus ad omnem virtutis patientiam 

duravit).    

Thus, Justin characterises Mithridates as possessing a strength and bodily 

endurance more akin to heroes than regular men. He is not softened by the 

luxuries of urban living, but rather consciously hardens himself by spending time 

hunting in the wild. Justin’s passage here is reminiscent of Xenophon’s Cyrop. 

1.2.10 in which Xenophon describes how the Persians partake in hunting in order 

to acquire greater endurance in hot and cold weather and to practice skills 



Texas Tech University, Daniel Hunter, May 2022 

46 

 

necessary for war.174 We see Cyrus hunting as a young man also in Cyrop. 1.4.7-

11 in which Cyrus possesses an unnatural ability to stay on his horse while 

chasing a doe, the implication being that Cyrus possessed a greater strength and 

endurance than his contemporaries. Like Cyrus before him, Mithridates then is 

characterised as being hardened for war by his experiences when hunting. Justin 

also highlights Mithridates’ abilities as a successful conqueror. In Epit. 37.3 Justin 

records that Mithridates was able to subdue the Scythians “although they were 

previously invincible” (invictos antea) in their conflicts against Cyrus the Great, 

Philip II of Macedon, and even Alexander.175 In summary then, Justin appears to 

follow the literary tradition established by Sallust in depicting Mithridates as a 

cruel monarch. However, unlike Sallust or Plutarch, Justin provides a 

characterisation of Mithridates in his youth, one which depicts him as an idealised 

warrior and huntsman. This characterisation of Mithridates’ youth appears to be 

based on the earlier literary tradition concerning Cyrus’ youth which was 

established by Xenophon. Justin then portrays Mithridates as idealised in his 

youth and villainous, yet admittedly skilled in war, in maturity.  

Our literary sources possess some consistent characteristics in their 

presentation of Mithridates VI. The sources are largely unanimous in describing 

Mithridates as being physically large and powerful, as well as possessing 

endurance beyond what is normal. They also do not associate Mithridates with 

Macedonian kingship as say the Ptolemaic and Seleucid kings often were Instead, 

Mithridates tends to be depicted in an orientalising light. This orientalism is most 

 
174 The passage also bears a similarity to the way that Spartan youths were reared. Plutarch in Lyc. 

16-17 emphasises the harsh treatment that Spartan boys were subjected to as a way to prepare 

them for war. To a degree, Xenophon is also consciously modelling Persian society in the 

Cyropaedia on that of ancient Sparta. For more on allusions that Xenophon draws between Persia 

and Sparta, see Tuplin, C. (1994) “Xenophon, Sparta, and the Cyropaedia.” The Shadow of Sparta. 

Powell, A. and Hodkinson, S. eds. Routledge, pp. 127-182, as well as Azoulay, V. (2020) “Sparta 

and the Cyropaedia: The Correct Use of Analogies”. Translated by Maxime Shelledy. Xenophon 

and Sparta. Powell, A. and Richer, N. eds. The Classical Press of Wales, pp. 129-160. 
175 It should be noted that Justin records that the Scythians defeated “Zopyrion, the general of 

Alexander the Great” (qui Zopyriona, Alexandri Magni ducem) rather than Alexander himself. 

However, I argue the act of defeating Zopyrion should also be read as being evident of the 

Scythians by extension defeating Alexander. 
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prominent in Plutarch’s Lucullus whereby Mithridates is contrasted sharply with 

the philhellenic Lucullus. Cruel and cunning aspects of Mithridates’ personality 

also shine through, particularly in Sallust and Justin.   

Mithridates’ Self-Portrayal: An Examination of Material Evidence  

Appian’s Mithridateios comes down to us as the primary source on the 

Mithridatic Wars, and thus it presents the primary literary characterisation of 

Mithridates for a modern audience. It is difficult in many ways to separate 

ourselves from Appian’s characterisation of Mithridates simply because of the 

Mithridateios’ prominence. But it is important to consider Appian’s account in 

relation to the surviving evidence produced by Mithridates himself.  A discussion 

of material evidence is important because Mithridates’ self-representation is 

rarely considered when scholars talk about Appian’s sources. What follows then 

will be a brief consideration of the surviving evidence, produced by the Pontic 

regime, which depicts Mithridates VI. Because no surviving literary records exist 

from Pontus or from the wider Black Sea region which Mithridates incorporated 

into his domain, we are reliant upon surviving material evidence in order to 

reconstruct his official image.176 The most prominent, and certifiable, pieces of 

material evidence to survive are Mithridates’ coins. Unlike the coins of other 

Hellenistic monarchs, which only include the year of minting, Mithridates’ coins 

include both the year and the month.177 This allows for a much more precise 

dating of the minting process, and it can also shed light on Mithridates’ monetary 

policy. Essentially, the extant evidence suggests that Mithridates never really had 

any kind of overall monetary policy for his kingdom, but simply minted coins on 

 
176 Much of what follows is also examined in the third chapter of my earlier MA thesis completed 

at the University of Auckland in 2019. For more in-depth information on surviving material 

evidence from the reign of Mithridates VI and how it relates to the concept of Hellenisation, see 

Hunter, D. (2019) The Development and Display of Hellenistic Kingship in Bithynia and Pontus. 

MA Thesis. University of Auckland.  
177 Thonemann, P. (2015) The Hellenistic World: Using Coins as Sources. Cambridge University 

Press., p. 113. It is unknown exactly why Mithridates included the month of minting, but 

Thonemann identifies the practice as only occurring with Mithridates VI based on extant 

numismatic evidence.  
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an ad hoc reactionary basis if the situation demanded it.178 From the extant 

evidence, we can identify what Thonemann terms an “irregular rhythm” in coin 

 
178 Hunter, p. 72. Note that the argument that follows about monetary policy applies only to what 

is termed the ‘royal coinage’ of Mithridates, i.e., the coins minted by the central royal government. 

Cities within the wider Pontic realm, such as Amisus and Sinope, minted local coinages of which 

Mithridates appears to have little control over beyond perhaps an overall approval of the 
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production between the years 95-63 BCE,179 with two prominent upticks in 

production occurring in 89-85 BCE and 75-74 BCE.180 These two upticks 

coincide with the period of First Mithridatic War and the beginning of the Third 

Mithridatic War respectively. We can also see a particularly intensive phase of 

minting occurring between May and June of 89 BCE, right before Mithridates 

launched his invasion of Cappadocia to depose Ariobarzanes, the reigning 

monarch at that time.181 What this tells us then is that the coins primarily were 

minted for a military purpose rather than for the domestic economy of Pontus.182 

An understanding of this then helps with examining the iconography that appears 

on said coins and with how to interpret Mithridates’ self-characterisation.  

Mithridates’ royal coins come in two types, seen in Figs. 1.1 and 1.2 

respectively, with the obverse side being largely identical in both and only the 

reverse side differing significantly. On their obverse side, both coin types feature 

the portrait of Mithridates VI at their centre. He is presented with long flowing 

hair and wearing the diadem, the traditional sign of kingship within the 

Hellenistic world since the time of Alexander. Højte identifies a difference 

between the two obverse types, namely that the first type, which were minted 

from c. 106 BCE down to around 87-85 BCE, depict Mithridates in what Højte 

calls “realistic” fashion, while the second type minted from c. 87-85 BCE down to 

the end of Mithridates’ reign are called “idealistic.”183 The terms “realistic” and 

“idealistic” are utilised because the first type depicts Mithridates in his thirties 

while his long hair “projects in star like strands from a part at the back of the 

head” before falling loosely to his back, while the second type depicts Mithridates 

at a younger stage of his life with softer facial features and wilder hair “which 

 
iconography. There are simply too few extant examples from these cities to make a proper 

judgement at this time regarding their monetary policy.  
179 This range of years covers the dates of all surviving royal coins from Mithridates’ reign.  
180 Thonemann, pp. 113-114.  
181 Thonemann, p.114. 
182 Hunter, p. 73.  
183 The terms “realistic” and “idealistic” are used by Højte primarily for shorthand convenience in 

distinguishing the two types. In reality, both types are idealised with the second type being more 

so.  
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flows to the back in thin flame-like threads as if Mithridates is moving at great 

speed.”184 As many have noted, Mithridates’ portrait bears a close resemblance to 

the portraits of Alexander the Great that are known from history. The hair in 

particular on both of Mithridates’ coin types is widely noted as resembling the 

hair which appears on coins and statuary of Alexander, and it conveys the sense 

of youthfulness and heroicness which the Macedonian king was known for. Højte 

notes that Mithridates’ second coin type, with its very clear imitations of 

Alexander, are not common amongst Hellenistic royal portraits, and thus they 

stand out from amongst the crowd so to speak of Hellenistic coin portraits that 

come down to us.185 Mithridates then appears to be presenting himself as a new 

Alexander on his obverse side. The reverse sides likewise come in two types, both 

of which closely resemble each other. The first type, which correlates with the 

“realistic” obverse portrait of Mithridates and is shown in Fig. 1.1, depicts the 

winged horse Pegasus bending down to drink from what is presumably a spring or 

river.186 Pegasus is surrounded by the royal inscription of Mithridates, which 

proclaims him as king, whilst both Pegasus and the inscription are ringed by an 

ivy wreath, the wreath bringing to mind Mithridates’ affinity with the god 

Dionysus.187 The second type, which is found with the “idealistic” portrait on the 

obverse and is depicted in Fig. 1.2, features the same inscription and wreath, and 

differs only in that Pegasus has been replaced with a stag who is bending down to 

either drink or graze. It is unknown exactly why Mithridates employed the image 

of Pegasus and the stag on his coinage, although Petratos argues that the stag 

types may allude to the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus and were possibly minted 

 
184 Højte, J. M. (2009a) “Portraits and Statues of Mithridates VI.” Mithridates VI and the Pontic 

Kingdom. Hojte, Jakob Munk ed. Aarhus University Press, pp. 148-149.  
185 Højte (2009a), p. 149.  
186 The depiction of Pegasus may tie in with the figure of Perseus, known for slaying Medusa, 

from whose neck Pegasus was born. Perseus in mythology was also considered to be the 

primogenitor of the Persians, so possibly there is some slight eastern connection here.  
187 Kraay, C. M. (1966) Greek Coins. London: Thames and Hudson, p. 377. ‘Dionysus’ being an 

epithet that was utilised by Mithridates in addition to ‘Eupator.’ It should be noted though that 

‘Dionysus’ does not appear inscribed on any of Mithridates’ extant coins.  
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because Ephesus joined with Mithridates in the First Mithridatic War.188 But 

Mithridates’ grandfather, Pharnaces I, employed the image of a doe on some of 

his coins, and so the use of deer imagery on Pontic coinage is not unique to 

Mithridates.189 As noted by Kraay, the wreaths that feature on both types reverse 

sides may also possibly refer to cistophoric tetradrachms which served as the city 

coinage in the Roman province of Asia, as these coins also featured a wreath.190 

By employing this Roman imagery, Mithridates may have been trying to 

characterise himself as the new master over the province and the conqueror of the 

Romans.191 In addition, if we follow Kraay in also believing the wreath imagery 

may refer to Mithridates’ affinity for Dionysus, and given Dionysus’s reputation 

in mythology as also being a travelling and conquering god, most notably in his 

conquest of India, the wreath image may further connote a triumphal image for 

Mithridates from a Greek context.192  

Beyond the surviving coinage, we have a few possible examples of 

statuary depicting Mithridates. I describe such statuary as possibly depicting 

Mithridates because Mithridatic sculpture is an area which is constantly debated 

within scholarship.193 Many of the sculptures that have been attributed to 

 
188 Petratos, A. (2014) Art used for Political Propaganda: The Case of Mithridates. International 

Hellenic University. MA Thesis, p. 16.  
189 The simple fact that so few coins of Pontic monarchs who precede Mithridates have survived 

mans that is also possible that stags were employed on some of their coins which are no longer 

extant.  
190 Kraay, p. 377.  
191 Kraay on p. 377 characterises the wreath on Mithridates’ coins as being Roman, but there does 

exist the possibility that it may in fact be Greek. The design on Mithridates’ coins closely matches 

that of the Roman cistophoric tetradrachms, hence why Krayy favours associating the wreath 

design with Roman coinage.  
192 Diodorus Siculus (4.2-5) for instance recounts Dionysus’s conquest of India and his triumph 

upon returning to Greece. Later accounts can also be found in Apollod. 3.5.1-3 as well as Nonnus’ 

Dionysiaca.   
193 Kreuz, P. (2009) “Monuments for the King: Royal Presence in the Late Hellenistic World of 

Mithridates VI.” Mithridates VI and the Pontic Kingdom. Hojte, Jakob Munk ed. Aarhus 

University Press, p. 133. Mithridatic sculpture is constantly debated within scholarship because 

many of the statues which are believed to be associated with Mithridates either have missing 

inscriptions or the statues themselves are incomplete.  
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Mithridates often have inscriptions missing or the statues are otherwise 

incomplete.194 A few sculptures though have won some support for being 

representations of Mithridates, and it is these examples which I highlight here. 

 
194 Kreuz, p. 133.  

Fig. 1.3: Bust of Mithridates. Louvre. Inventory Number: Ma 2321 

(Department of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities). (Picture by 

Herve Lewandowski, 2003) 
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The most prominent of these, and the one that has won the most widespread 

approval for depicting Mithridates, is the bust located in the Louvre and is 

represented in Fig. 1.3. The bust depicts a young man with a heavy brow, 

pronounced chin, and long sideburns, wearing a lion skin over his scalp.195 It is 

unknown as to whether the bust was produced in Pontus or in another region. The 

lion skin headdress bears an obvious similarity to Alexander, who is often 

depicted in statuary and coinage wearing a lion skin.196 Along with this, there is a 

similarity with the Greek mythological hero Heracles who famously killed the 

Nemean Lion as his first labour and subsequently wore the lion’s skin, thus tying 

Mithridates into a heroic pattern consistent with mythological tales.197 Heracles 

was also considered the distant ancestor of the Argead Dynasty which ruled 

Macedon down to Alexander’s death, and thus the lion skin imagery is likely 

ambiguous and can refer to both Alexander and Heracles.198 Given that both 

Alexander and Heracles possessed reputations of conquest and triumph, the bust 

here then is likely drawing upon such reputations to characterise Mithridates as 

being a successor to these two men, and it places Mithridates in the ranks of both 

the divine with Heracles and the semi-divine with Alexander.199  

 
195 Højte (2009a), p. 150. As Højte notes, the identification of the bust with Mithridates has never 

been seriously questioned in scholarship.  
196 We also have some coins which depict Alexander wearing an elephant headdress, although 

none of these are dated to his actual reign.  
197 The concept of the hero-pattern is found in structuralist and formalist readings of myths and 

folktales. Generally, it is argued that stories structure the hero’s narrative around tropes as part of a 

broader sequence that occurs in an identical manner across myths and folktales. These tropes and 

sequences are recognisable to a reader, whether consciously or not, and it allows for easily 

discernible symbolic meanings to be expressed to a reader or viewer. In the case of Mithridates 

here, it is likely that he was connecting himself with this familiar heroic narrative pattern to thus 

communicate to the statue’s viewer that his rise to power was similar to that of Heracles’ myth 

cycle, which, for a Greek, was well-known and easy to comprehend with the symbolic meaning 

behind it being that Mithridates himself was a hero. For the seminal work on the hero-pattern 

within mythology and folk tales, see Propp, V. (1968) The Morphology of the Folktale. Second 

Edition. Translated by Louis A. Wagner. University of Texas Press.  
198 Technically the Argead Dynasty ended with Philip III Arrhidaeus and Alexander the IV but 

given that most scholars consider both of them to have been figurehead rulers propped up by the 

Diadochoi we can reasonably say that Alexander the Great was the last effective member of the 

dynasty to rule Macedon.  
199 Alexander claimed Zeus Ammon as his father following his visit to the Siwa Oasis in 332 BCE, 

and thus he believed himself to be a demigod. 
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Another statue that is considered to possibly depict Mithridates is a statue 

of Heracles in the Vatican, depicted in Fig. 1.4. This statue, whose place of origin 

is unknown, is widely believed to be presenting Heracles carrying his baby son 

Telephus.200 It is argued though that Telephus’ head is modelled on that of 

Mithridates.201 The reason for this is largely due to Telephus’ hair, which has the 

 
200 In Greek mythology, Telephus was considered to be the son of both Heracles and Auge. 
201 Højte (2009a), p. 417.  

Fig. 1.4: Statue of Heracles with Telephus. Chiaramonti Museum, Vatican. 

Catalogue Number. 1314 (Image sourced from Mayor, A. (2010). The Poison 

King: The Life and Legend of Mithradates, Rome’s Deadliest Enemy. Princeton 

University Press, fig. 3.7, p. 64. 
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same long flowing curls that are found on Mithridates’ first coin types.202 

Telephus in mythology was seen as the founder of Pergamum, the city which 

became Mithridates’ wartime capital during the First Mithridatic War. He was 

also associated with the Trojan War, as not only was he wounded by Achilles at 

Aulis, but he was also involved in leading the Greek fleet to Troy once his 

wounds had recovered.203 Thus, Telephus was strongly associated with the region 

of Mysia, in which the city of Pergamon lay, and in the Troad. As argued by 

Bernard Andreae, if the head of Telephus really is modelled on that of 

Mithridates, and the statue does comes from Pergamum, then it may have been 

 
202 Højte (2009a), p. 417 
203 Gantz, T. (1993) Early Greek Myth: A Guide to Literary and Artistic Sources. The John 

Hopkins University Press, pp. 576-580. For more information on Telephus’ mythology, as well as 

that of his own son Eurypylus, see Gantz (1993) pp. 428-431, 576-580, and 640-641.  

Fig. 1.5: Statue of Heracles freeing Prometheus. Pergamon Museum, Berlin. 

(Image sourced from Mayor, A. (2010). The Poison King: The Life and Legend 

of Mithradates, Rome’s Deadliest Enemy. Princeton University Press, fig. 3.8, 

p. 65. 
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created after Mithridates captured the city in 88 BCE and it could have perhaps 

been made as a propaganda piece that linked Mithridates to both the legendary 

hero Heracles as well as the mythical founding king of Pergamum Telephus, thus 

establishing legitimacy for Mithridates’ kingship over the city and the wider 

Mysian region.204 

A third statue, depicted in Fig. 1.5 that has been attributed to Mithridates 

is the statue of Heracles from the Prometheus group which was found in the 

sanctuary of Athena in Pergamum.205 The broader sculptural group, which upon 

discovery in 1925 was immediately attributed to Mithridates, appears to represent 

Heracles, identified by his lionskin, freeing the titan Prometheus from his eternal 

punishment of being tied to a rock and having his liver torn out and eaten every 

day by an eagle.206 Brian McGing has suggested that if this sculpture does 

represent Mithridates in the guise of Heracles, then the broader sculptural group 

can be seen as a piece of propaganda.207 Prometheus’ rescue by Heracles from the 

location of the Colchis-Caucasus region of the Black Sea was well established in 

Greek literature and mythology by Mithridates’ time, and by the time of the First 

Mithridatic War this area had already fallen under Pontic control as part of 

Mithridates’ Black Sea empire-building during the decades prior to 88 BCE.208 

McGing reads the sculpture as metaphorical: just as Heracles freed Prometheus 

from the eagle, so will Mithridates free the Greek cities from the metaphorical 

 
204 See Andreae, B. (1994-1995) “Eracle, Telefo e il re Mitridate VL del Ponto. Un esempio di 

propaganda politica contro I Romani in Asia Minore in eta tardo ellenistica”. RendPontAc 67pp. 

111-122 as well as Andreae, B. (1997) “Telephos-Mithridates im Museo Chiaramonti des Vatikan. 

“Diese Statue übertrifft alle Figuren des Herkules in der Welt ””. RM 104, pp. 395-416. Højte 

(2009a), p. 147. 
205 Højte (2009a), p. 151.  
206 McGing (1986), p. 100. The statue was attributed to Mithridates because it was believed to 

have been stylistically similar to the sculptures made in Pergamum around that time of 88 BCE. 

Since then, scholars have claimed that it is stylistically closer to earlier Pergamene sculpture and 

that it may in fact depict Eumenes II. But the debate remains open. 
207 McGing (1986), p. 100. 
208 Højte (2009a), p. 151. Roller, p. 112. As Roller notes, there is no precise chronology provided 

in the ancient historical accounts for the conquest of the lands along the Black Sea coast, but 

Strabo does appear to link Colchis’ acquisition to around the time of Lesser Armenia’s annexation 

by Pontus sometime around 107 BCE.  
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eagle of Rome.209 If this is true, then the sculpture once again shows Mithridates 

characterised both as a triumphal saviour just like Heracles and, importantly, as 

Greek.  

The surviving material evidence shows then that Mithridates VI closely 

associated himself with the figures of Alexander the Great and/or 

Heracles/Telephus. Both the coinage and the statuary bear strong Hellenic 

elements to the exclusion of traditional Near Eastern and Iranian designs.210 As 

perhaps hinted at by the time period in which his coins were produced, this overt 

Hellenic representation should be expected. The circumstances suggest that our 

surviving evidence was crafted for a Greek audience rather than a Near Eastern 

one. Given that Mithridates was attempting to expand into areas of the Aegean 

inhabited primarily by Greek speaking peoples, and given his ancestral kingdom 

of Pontus was viewed by most Greeks as existing at the very edge of the 

‘civilised’ world, there would be a natural need to appeal to a Hellenic audience 

to win them over to his cause.211 The employment of iconography associated with 

Alexander the Great and Heracles/Telephus then expresses Mithridates’ desire to 

characterise himself as a triumphant conqueror with a connection to the divine, 

 
209 McGing (1986), p. 100.  
210 While the various successor kings after Alexander did adopt elements of Near Eastern 

iconography, such as Seleucus I, Mithridates’ coins and overtly Hellenic in comparison. 

Mithridates’ coins are also noticeably more overt in their Hellenic iconography than the coins of 

Pontic kings who preceded them. Prior Pontic kings aimed to incorporate a mixed iconography 

that could appeal to both the Greek and indigenous Anatolian inhabitants of their kingdom, 

whereas Mithridates’ coins feature no such mixing. The depiction of himself in an overtly Hellenic 

light would also play into Mithridates’ propaganda, which portrayed himself as the saviour of the 

Greeks from Roman dominance. For more on Pontic coinage prior to Mithridates VI, see De 

Callatay, F. (2009) “The First Royal Coinages of Pontos.” Mithridates VI and the Pontic 

Kingdom. Hojte, Jakob Munk ed. Aarhus University Press, pp. 63-94. 
211 See West, S. (2003) “’The Most Marvellous of All Seas’; The Greek Encounter with the 

Euxine.” Greece & Rome 50(2), pp. 151-167 for information about the developing Greek 

perceptions of the Black Sea and its coastline. As West argues, Greek knowledge of the Black Sea 

remained limited throughout the centuries until the period of the Roman Empire, and the Black 

Sea littoral “provided abundant material for traveller’s tales” (p. 158). Strabo in 1.2.10 states that 

the Greeks of Homer’s time viewed the Black Sea as a second ocean beyond the civilised world, 

just like the ocean that lay beyond the Straits of Gibraltar. But Polybius in 4.38.11 also states that, 

even in his own time, Byzantium, geographically closer to the Mediterranean than Pontus, was 

still little visited “because [Byzantium] lies a little outside of the portions of the inhabited world 

which are visited” (διὰ τὸ μικρὸν ἔξω κεῖσθαι τῶν ἐπισκοπουμένων μερῶν τῆς οἰκουμένης).    
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greater than an ordinary man. This desire to represent himself as in a Hellenic 

light though does not exclude the possibility that in his homeland of Pontus, or in 

the areas along the Black Sea where Greek settlement was minimal, he did not 

attempt to characterise himself along traditional Near Eastern/Iranian lines. We 

are simply hindered by the lack of surviving evidence from these regions. 

Conclusions 

From this examination, it can be ascertained that there exists a discrepancy 

between the Greco-Roman literary portrayal of Mithridates VI and the self-

portrait of Mithridates that is presented in the surviving material evidence. Our 

Greco-Roman literary sources have a tendency to cast him as “eastern”, although 

some do so more than others. Plutarch in particular most closely engages in the 

process of ‘othering’ Mithridates in an orientalised light and largely excludes him 

from the Hellenic world and culture. In comparison, the material evidence shows 

Mithridates in a highly positive light and characterises him within the traditional 

Macedonian construct of kingship with a particularly close association with 

Alexander the Great. Mithridates presents himself as the saviour of Greece and 

the one who will bring about an era of Greco-Macedonian supremacy as occurred 

during Alexander’s reign.  

Appian’s Mithridateios engages with both the Greco-Roman literary 

tradition and the tradition that survives in the material evidence. At times Appian 

will be shown to focus on Mithridates’ cruelties, most notably with regard to the 

mass killings of Romans and Italians that took place in Asia Minor during the 

First Mithridatic War. Appian differs also from our other literary sources by 

explicitly linking Mithridates with Alexander the Great at times, most notably in 

Mith. 13.89 during the battle against Fabius and Triarius in the Third Mithridatic 

War. This explicit link with Alexander may show Appian engaging in the 

tradition which Mithridates promulgated in his own self-characterisation. Appian 

differs also from the Greco-Roman literary tradition in placing Mithridates at the 

centre of his narrative, not merely relegating him to a side character from which 
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the Roman characters can be measured against.212 Appian’s narrative must be 

closely examined in order to better ascertain Mithridates’ characterisation and the 

Mithridateios’ overall narrative structure. It is to these considerations which we 

now turn.  

  

 
212 It bears repeating that despite there being a long tradition of Greco-Roman authors writing 

biographies and monographs about foreign leaders, such as Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, Cornelius 

Nepos’ Life of Hannibal, and Plutarch’s Artaxerxes, there is no evidence that such a biography or 

monograph was written about Mithridates save for Appian’s. 
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CHAPTER II  

A CLOSE READING AND ANALYSIS OF THE 

MITHRIDATEIOS’ NARRATIVE AND STRUCTURE 

Regarding the Mithridateios’ structure, McGing (1993) remarks 

“Structurally we can hardly claim the highest honours for the ‘Mithridateios’, but 

nor is it hopelessly inadequate.”213 As stated earlier, while McGing notes the 

“reasonably clear” nature of Appian’s narrative, he criticises its organisation and 

views it as uneven in its sense of scale regarding certain events.214 He states 

further that the Mithridateios “is also largely colourless and artless: anyone who 

opens and closes his work in such an untidy fashion, you can be sure does not 

have much of an eye for artistic presentation.”215 Such comments on the 

Mithridateios’ structure and narrative largely disregard Appian as a literary artist 

of any worth, instead harkening back to earlier nineteenth century notions that 

Appian was a mere chronicler. As will be argued in this chapter, Appian’s 

narrative structure in fact is perhaps more complex than the simple chronological 

structure that McGing argued for in 1993.  

In this chapter, I undertake a close reading of the Mithridateios and 

examine how the narrative and its structure relates to the characterisation of 

Mithridates. Central to my reading of the narrative is the concept of the peripeteia 

argued for in Aristotle’s Poetics. For Aristotle, the peripeteia represented the 

reversal of an individual’s fortune and was found primarily within the poetic 

genre of tragedy. The discussion of Aristotle and the concept of the peripeteia 

relates to the element of emplotment for the overall narrative. Emplotment refers 

to “the author-historian’s mode of organising the evidence of the past to explain it 

 
213 McGing (1993), p. 506.  
214 McGing (1993), p. 506. For instance, McGing complains that Appian devotes too much time to 

a narration of the siege of Rhodes in Mith. 4.24-27, an event which he argues was of little 

consequence to the overall outcome of the First Mithridatic War, as well as the siege of Athens 

and the Piraeus in Mith. 5.30-6.41. 
215 McGing (1993), p. 520.  
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as an archetypal story type.”216 In his survey of narrative and history, Munslow 

identifies four main story archetypes: tragedy, romance, satire and comedy.217 

Regarding the writing of history, the author-historian cannot create the ordering of 

events as an author of fiction could do, as the events come prearranged to the 

author-historian “according to the data stream,” but the author-historian can 

emplot the order of events within one of the four aforementioned story archetypes 

in order to craft a narrative and thereby derive meaning for the reader.218 I argue 

that Appian displays this by emplotting his narrative and characterisation of 

Mithridates VI within the story archetype of tragedy. Such a tragic structure best 

suits the historical evidence with which Appian had to work. Mithridates engaged 

in resistance with Rome for 25 years and was able to recover his strength and 

continue the fight at several points.  The narrative of the Mithridateios, and 

Mithridates’ characterisation within it, reflects this long period of conflict and is 

dependent upon a number of peripeteian shifts throughout the text, creating the 

effect of a series of rises and falls. In total there are around five major shifts, three 

negative and two positive. These peripeteian shifts, I argue, are intrinsically tied 

in with the characterisation of Mithridates throughout the Mithridateios’ narrative. 

Thus, in this close reading it will be the peripeteian shifts that form the bulk of the 

analysis. In analysing the Mithridateios’ narrative and its characterisation of 

Mithridates, we can see that the characterisation of Mithridates shifts throughout 

depending on who he is facing. When facing Roman generals whom Appian 

considers to be lacking in ἀρετή, Mithridates is characterised in positive terms and 

his actions are seen to be justified. When facing Roman generals who possess 

ἀρετή, Mithridates is presented in a more negative light.  

 
216 Munslow, A. (2007) Narrative and History. Palgrave Macmillan, p. 132.  
217 Munslow, p. 37. These categorisations are also based on the work of Hayden White in his book 

Metahistory (1973). White similarly argued for the presence of the four primary archetypes of 

tragedy, romance, satire and comedy, with these archetypes being based off the governing tropes 

of either metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, or irony. White was largely working with the four 

archetypes established by the earlier Northrop Frye in his 1957 essay “Archetypal Criticism: 

Theory of Myths.” Access to Northrop Frye’s original essay can be found in Frye, N. (1957) 

Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays. Princeton University Press. 
218 Munslow, pp. 37-38. 
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Initial Characterisation in the Opening of the First Mithridatic War:      

Mith. 2.10-3.21 

As the Mithridateios begins, Mithridates appears to the reader to exhibit 

the characteristics of a good king. Mithridates has legitimate cause for war due to 

the machinations of Nicomedes and Manius Aquilius, whom Appian depicts 

primarily as scheming characters acting in bad faith and out of greed.219 As will 

be shown, Appian appears largely supportive of Mithridates’ actions in these 

sections then and considers the king to be undertaking them for legitimate 

reasons. This opening phrase also represents Mithridates at the height of his 

powers in the First Mithridatic War as he swiftly defeats both the Bithynian and 

Roman forces in battle and acquires the entirety of Rome’s possessions in Asia 

Minor.  

An early instance of Mithridates’ positive characterisation can be seen in 

his conduct following his initial battle against the combined Bithynian-Roman 

force at the river Amnias in Mith. 3.17-18. As seen later, Mithridates is largely 

absent from the battlefield during the course of the First Mithridatic War, as 

Archelaus’s exploits against Sulla forms the bulk of the narrative, but he is 

present in the first engagement with the combined Bithynian-Roman force 

commanded by Nicomedes. The credit for the victory in this engagement is 

clearly awarded to Archelaus by Appian, for we are told that it was his forces of 

light infantry, cavalry, and chariots which defeated the Bithynian force whilst 

Mithridates’ main body never even engaged with the enemy.220 Mithridates 

though presents himself as an honourable opponent in the battle’s aftermath, as 

the reader is told that Mithridates spared all of the prisoners which he took and 

even released them so they could return home.221 Appian uses the rare compound 

 
219 Appian highlights Mithridates’ reasons for war in Mith. 2.11-3.16 in a series of speeches 

between the Romans and Mithridates’ ambassador Pelopidas. For the purposes of brevity, this 

thesis will not cover these sections in detail. Further work should be done though on how these 

speeches characterise the respective causes of both sides.  
220 App. Mith. 3.18 
221 App. Mith. 3.18  
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participle φιλανθρωπευσάμενος (“act/treat humanely”) here to describe 

Mithridates’ conduct, whilst his enemies are described as viewing him as 

possessing φιλανθρωπία (humanity/benelovence/kind-heartedness).222 The 

concept of φιλανθρωπία was seen by the Greeks as arguably the most important 

trait that an ideal king should possess.223 Prior to the Hellenistic period, the ruler 

who served as perhaps the paradigm of φιλανθρωπία and kingship was Cyrus the 

Great, founder of the Achaemenid Empire. The value of φιλανθρωπία occurs a 

number of times in Xenophon’s Cyropaedia in which, aside from a single 

instance in Cyrop. 7.5.73, it is applied only to Cyrus himself.224 Cyrus 

characterises himself as having been φιλάνθρωπος during his reign in Cyrop. 

8.7.25, and Cyrus is also characterised as having displayed φιλανθρωπία by his 

general Gobryas in Cyrop. 8.4.7. Most crucially, Xenophon characterises Cyrus 

with the superlative φιλανθρωπότατος (“the most benevolent”) along with a 

variety of other superlative adjectives that reinforce his love of knowledge and 

honour.225  Adherents of Stoicism also had a tendency to view Cyrus favourably 

as a wise and just monarch, as Dio Chrysostom, writing primarily in the first 

century CE only a few decades before Appian, in his Second Discourse on 

Kingship lists Cyrus as being a king who is φιλάνθρωπον alongside the other 

earlier kings Deioces, Idanthyrsus and Leucon.226  In the Hellenistic period in 

 
222 The actual form used in App. Mith. 3.18 is the genitive φιλανθρωπίας (“of honour”) 
223 See Murray, O. (2007) “Philosophy and Monarchy in the Hellenistic World.” Jewish 

Perspectives on Hellenistic Rulers. Rajak, T., Pearce, S., Aitken, J. and Dines J. eds. University of 

California Press, p. 24, as well as McGing, B. (1986), p. 109. While contained within a collection 

dedicated to Jewish perspectives, Murrays chapter covers discourse on Hellenistic kingship as it 

relates to Greco-Roman literature. See also Noreña, C. F. (2009) “The Ethics of Autocracy in the 

Roman World.” A Companion to Greek and Roman Political Thought. Balot R. K. ed. Wiley-

Blackwell, pp. 266-280.  Plutarch also regarded φιλανθρωπία as being an essential virtue that was 

closely connected with civilisation itself. For a general overview on Plutarch’s use of φιλανθρωπία 

in the Parallel Lives see Martin, H. (1961) “The Concept of Philanthropia in Plutarch's Lives.” 

The American Journal of Philology 82(2), pp. 164-175.   
224 Farber, J. (1979) “The Cyropaedia and Hellenistic Kingship.” The American Journal of 

Philology 100(4), p. 509. The instance in Cyrop. 7.5.73 occurs in relation to Cyrus advising his 

nobles on how to both maintain the empire and expand it after he is dead. Cyrus advises that the 

Persian nobles should manage their armies with φιλανθρωπίᾳ when they capture an enemy city. 
225 Xen. Cyrop. 1.2.1 
226 D.Chr. 277. Fears, J. R. (1974) “Cyrus as a Stoic Exemplum of the Just Monarch.” The 

American Journal of Philology 95(3), p. 265. Dio also lists other virtues of the good king as being 
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particular, φιλανθρωπία was seen as the very virtue for kings from which “all the 

others would flow.”227 As Murray notes, there existed a sizeable genre of 

literature in the Hellenistic age concerned about the philosophy and nature of 

kingship, the so-called Περί βασιλείας (“on kingship”) works, and they often 

stressed φιλανθρωπία as being a central virtue for a good king.228 Appian almost 

certainly was well aware of such philosophical discussion, and his 

characterisation of Mithridates then possessing φιλανθρωπία with regard to the 

treatment of prisoners is a message to the reader that Mithridates in fact is an ideal 

monarch in the opening stages of the war, exhibiting one of the ideal traits of a 

good king. Certainly, he seems more so than Nicomedes IV, who is depicted as 

largely being a puppet of Manius Aquillius and is not described as exhibiting 

φιλανθρωπία.  

The placement of this passage within the broader narrative of the 

Mithridateios is also interesting, as only four sections later in Mith. 4.22-23 the 

Asiatic Vespers, the term used to describe the massacre of Italians by the Greeks 

of Ionia in 88 BCE, will occur, in which Mithridates can hardly be claimed to be 

exhibiting φιλανθρωπία in his conduct. Within such a short space of time then, 

Mithridates will dramatically change his temperament from one of the good king, 

as exhibited in Cyrus, to that of a tyrant. The conclusion of Chapter 3 and the 

opening of Chapter 4 arguably represents a kind of peripeteia for Mithridates, a 

reversal from his former position as the idealised monarch typified by Cyrus to 

his new role as a tyrant typified by Xerxes. Mithridates then is cast in a Persian 

light, perhaps not entirely inappropriate given that, like Xerxes before him, 

Mithridates crosses over into Europe from the east and will ultimately be 

defeated. From here until the conclusion of the First Mithridatic War, Mithridates’ 

 
ἀνδρεῖον (“manly/brave”), and τοῖς ὑπηκόοις εὔνουν καὶ τιμῶντα μὲν τὴν ἀρετὴν (“kindly to 

subjects and honouring virtue”) among others as being the traits of a good monarch. 
227 Murray, p. 24. See Murray pp. 13-28 for a wider discussion on philosophy and Hellenistic 

monarchy.  
228 Murray, p. 15. As Murray notes, because almost none of these works from the Hellenistic 

period survive, we are reliant upon indirect evidence for the existence of individual works and 

what they discussed.  
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character will increasingly degrade the longer the war drags on and the more his 

forces are defeated. This notion of crafting the characterisation of Mithridates to 

suit earlier Achaemenid antecedents is not an Appianic innovation but rather it 

has precedents in other ancient historians and biographers. Plutarch for instance 

has been shown to have sculpted the biographies of his subjects so as to draw out 

“instructive comparisons and contrast between two Lives.”229 As an example, the 

paired biographies of Theseus and Romulus show a conscious crafting on 

Plutarch’s part in order to present parallels in their respective lives which can be 

compared and considered by the reader and from which ultimately the reader can 

learn valuable moral lessons.230 In the same way, we can see that Appian 

consciously crafts Mithridates to mirror the lives and reigns of Cyrus and Xerxes 

within different sections of the Mithridateios’ narrative. As will be seen later in 

Chapter III of this thesis, this presentation of Mithridates as being associated with 

earlier Achaemenid antecedents also has a moralistic purpose in considering 

Mithridates as a model of kingship.  

Mithridates’ Descent into Tyranny: Mith. 3.21-7.50 

After an initial period of largely good characterisation, Mithridates 

suddenly starts to degrade in virtue fairly rapidly. The nature of his rule becomes 

increasingly tyrannical, and the concept of φιλανθρωπία is largely gone alongside 

any notion of following justice. For much of the narrative in these sections 

Mithridates is absent, making only noticeable appearances in chapters four and 

seven as the struggle between Sulla and Archelaus takes up the bulk of chapters 

five and six, but his appearance in these sections is almost unrecognisable to what 

 
229 Larmour, D. (1988) “Plutarch’s Compositional Methods in the Theseus and Romulus.” 

Transactions of the American Philological Association 118, p. 361.  
230 See Larmour, D. (1988) “Plutarch’s Compositional Methods in the Theseus and Romulus.” 

Transactions of the American Philological Association 118, pp. 361-375 for a full examination of 

this conscious crafting. Larmour argues that Plutarch is a manipulative narrator who composed the 

biographies of Theseus and Romulus with the synkrisis (literally “judge side by side” or 

compare”), that comes at the end of the pair, at least partly in mind. The topic of the synkrisis will 

be returned to in Chapter III.  
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was depicted in Mith. 2.10-3.20. One of the primary themes of the Mithridateios 

that begins to make an appearance in these passages is that of religion and the 

hubris that leads towards impiety. Throughout the narrative of these sections, 

Mithridates is increasingly shown as committing acts of impiety, most likely due 

to the stresses of war. Beginning around Mith 3.21, the themes of rage and, to a 

lesser extent deceit, also become prominent in Mithridates’ characterisation. For 

much of the work, Mithridates is seen both as one of Rome’s most wrathful 

enemies, but also one of the most treacherous.  

The first such notable incidence of rage can be seen in Mith. 3.21 when 

Mithridates kills the Roman commander Manius Aquilius by pouring molten gold 

down his throat after first having paraded him around the cities of Asia Minor. 

The incident has an obvious similarity with the later tradition seen in Cassius Dio 

whereby Marcus Licinius Crassus was killed in the same way after he was 

captured at the Battle of Carrhae.231 Appian’s presentation of such an event is 

focused on the idea of vengeance and the taking of justice. Aquilius is executed 

for his “bribe taking” (δωροδοκίαν), an act which Appian clearly disapproves of 

given the way he frames the scene. In this particular incidence, the reader is 

guided by Appian to approve somewhat of Mithridates’ conduct, as Appian had 

earlier established in Mith. 3.15 that Mithridates had been treated unjustly by 

Aquilius in his dispute with Nicomedes.232 This can be seen in Mith 2.14 where 

the Roman forces “were listening deceitfully to the response of the opposing 

argument” (καὶ ἐς ὑπόκρισιν τῆς ἀντιλογίας ἠκροῶντο) regarding Pelopidas’ 

words. The noun ὑπόκρισιν, while technically meaning ‘an answer/response’ in 

earlier Greek writing of the Classical period often has the pejorative meaning of 

‘play-acting/pretence/hypocrisy/deception’ in later Greek authors from Polybius 

 
231 Cassius Dio 40.27 
232 At the beginning of Mith. 3.15 Appian describes Mithridates as ὡς ἐμφανῶς ἤδη πρὸς 

Ῥωμαίων ἀδικούμενος (“and since evidently having been treated unjustly by the Romans”). The 

clear implication then is that Mithridates appears to have been in the right. 
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onward.233 In her study of Appian, Cowan notes that ὑπόκρισις is a narratological 

device employed by Appian, particularly in his books on the Civil Wars, to 

indicate how deceit and deceitful acts represent the power of the individual to 

intervene in the historical narrative.234 As Cowan states, such a device allows 

Appian to ignore more complex issues of historical causation in favour of a 

simplified form of history whereby ὑπόκρισις is a tactic employed by great men 

of history.235 But ὑπόκρισις and deceit in general appears to be viewed by Appian 

as an ‘un-Roman’ trait, at least in regards to the books on the Foreign Wars.236 In 

Iber. 10.59-60, Appian states that the Roman general Servius Galba tricked the 

Lusitanians into gathering before his forces for a supposed embassy before 

viciously massacring them. Galba is described in Iber. 10.60 in particular as 

“pursuing treachery with treachery, and mimicking barbarians in a manner not 

worthy of Romans” (ἀπιστίᾳ μὲν ἄρα ἀπιστίαν μετιών, οὐκ ἀξίως δὲ Ῥωμαίων 

μιμούμενος βαρβάρους).237 Thus, Appian strongly condemns Galba’s use of 

trickery against the Lusitanians and explicitly states that it is not worthy of 

Romans. Likewise, Manius Aquilius and the others then are likewise condemned 

by for their use of deceit when mediating between Nicomedes and Mithridates, 

and so Mithridates’ killing of Manius, while no doubt brutal, can be read as 

avenging an act of treachery committed against him. But the killing of Manius 

also has the effect of ‘othering’ Mithridates in an oriental light. As mentioned 

earlier, Cassius Dio records a similar tradition for the death of Crassus at the 

hands of the Parthians. The tradition also carries through into the third century 

CE, as Lactantius in the De Mortibus Persecutorum claims that the Roman 

 
233 Diggle, J. et al. (2021) The Cambridge Greek Lexicon. Volumes II. Cambridge University 

Press, p. 1434 
234 Cowan, E. (2015) “Deceit in Appian.” Appian’s Roman History: Empire and Civil War. Welch, 

K. ed. The Classical Press of Wales, p. 200.  
235 Cowan, p. 200.  
236 Cowan, p. 201. As Cowan argues, ὑπόκρισις appears to be a tactic that is constantly employed 

by Roman commanders during the Civil War period, and she further links this with the perceived 

moral decline of the late Republican period  
237 The words ἀπιστία and ὑπόκρισις are not necessarily used in conjunction with one another so 

much as it is the fact that have an association of meaning. It is this close association of meaning 

from which I draw out my argument. 
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emperor Valerian was forced to swallow molten gold after his capture by the 

Sassanid king Shapur I.238 The pouring of molten gold down the throat then may 

have been seen by Appian and his audience as the type of extravagant and brutal 

execution that was typical of eastern monarchs. Thus, while being somewhat 

justified, the molten gold incident sets the stage and lets Mithridates’ later 

extravagant cruelties against the Romans in Asia to be introduced to the reader in 

an incremental way that allows for Mithridates’ transformation into a cruel and 

harsh ruler to be less abrupt for the reader.  

The ‘Asiatic Vespers’: Mith. 4.22-4.23 

But whilst Mithridates can be seen as an avenger of treachery, he is also a 

man who commits it himself through calculated acts. The most prominent 

example of Mithridates’ treachery can be seen in the example of the ‘Asiatic 

Vespers’ of 88 BCE. The ‘Asiatic Vespers’ is the name given to the series of 

massacres that took place across the Greek cities of Ionia and were specifically 

targeted against people who were identified as either being Roman or Italian (τοῖς 

παρὰ σφίσι Ῥωμαίοις καὶ Ἰταλοῖς).239 In the Mithridateios, Appian portrays 

Mithridates as being the mastermind behind the series of killings. Appian tells us 

in Mith. 4.22 that while Mithridates is preparing ships for the attack on Rhodes, 

one of the few Greek cities in the Aegean to not cross over to the Pontic side, he 

also “wrote secretly to all the satraps and leaders of the cities” (καὶ σατράπαις 

ἅπασι καὶ πόλεων ἄρχουσι δι᾽ ἀπορρήτων ἔγραφε) and commanded them to 

murder all Romans and Italians, including their women, children and freedmen, 

 
238 Lactantius De Mortibus Persecutorum 5. Along with swallowing molten gold, Valerian is also 

stated to have been used by Shapur as a footstool before he was skinned, stuffed with straw, and 

then mounted as a trophy inside of a Persian temple.  
239 The term ‘Asiatic Vespers’ is not what the Greeks or Romans would have referred to the event 

as, but rather it is a name coined by Théodore Reinach (1890) in his biography of Mithridates. 

Reinach coined this name while drawing an analogy with the ‘Sicilian Vespers’ of 1282, whereby 

beginning on the Vespers of Easter Monday, and continuing over a period of six weeks, Sicilian 

peasants rose up across Sicily against the rule of the French-born king Charles I and slaughtered 

an estimated 4,000 ethnically French residents. The two massacres are really similar only in that 

the killings in each respective case were targeted against a specific ethnic group, as in terms of 

organisation and planning there are noticeable differences between the two.  



Texas Tech University, Daniel Hunter, May 2022 

69 

 

“throw out the bodies of the dead unburied” (κτείναντάς τε ἀτάφους ἀπορρῖψαι) 

and “to distribute their property to king Mithridates” (καὶ τὰ ὄντα αὐτοῖς 

μερίσασθαι πρὸς βασιλέα Μιθριδάτην). The decree also states that those who try 

to hide any Romans or Italians, or who try and bury the corpses of the slain, 

should be punished, but those who informed on Romans and Italians or otherwise 

killed those who were hiding would be rewarded. When the decreed day occurred, 

which takes up the entirety of Mith 4.23, massacres broke out across Ionia, 

although Appian only describes in detail those that occur in Ephesus, Pergamum, 

Adramyttium, amongst the Caunii people, and in the city of Tralles in that order. 

Those Italians and Roman who survived the massacres are stated to have fled to 

Rhodes in Mith. 4.24. The predominant feeling the reader is expected to feel is 

horror, as the list of crimes and offences committed piles up in a crescendo of 

overwhelming horror and disgust.  

Appian’s account of the Asiatic Vespers is the longest and most detailed 

of those that survive, but there are earlier mentions of the massacres.240 Cicero, 

writing thirty years after the Vespers’ occurrence, provides the earliest mention in 

Flac. 60, whereby he describes the killings as having been ordered to occur “at 

one point in time” (uno puncto temporis), and Valerius Maximus in 9.2(ext).3 

mentions that Mithridates’ decree caused 80,000 people to be killed.241 The 1st 

century CE historian Velleius Paterculus also refers to the Asiatic Vespers, and in 

2.18.2 he is in agreement with Appian that Mithridates ordered that the killing of 

Romans and Italians should take place on the same day, although he never 

 
240 Remarkably little scholarship has been written about the ‘Asiatic Vespers’. In her opening 

chapter to The Poison King (2010) Mayor recounts the narrative surrounding the massacres in 

Asia and, while acknowledging on pp. 23-24 the lack of scholarship surrounding the event, Mayor 

largely accepts the ‘Asiatic Vespers’ according to Appian’s account. McGing (1986) on pp. 113-

118 accepted the historicity of the event and sought to explain how the massacres came about and 

its influence on Mithridates’ propaganda. And most recently, Roller (2020) discusses the ‘Asiatic 

Vespers’ on pp. 148-151 also accepts the historical narrative of the ‘Asiatic Vespers’ as being a 

single large-scale massacre of Romans and Italians. Thus, the scholarly consensus about the 

‘Asiatic Vespers’ is largely accepting of it as a historical event and is in line with its presentation 

in our literary sources, of which Appian is the prime one.  
241 Roller, p. 148. In Valerius Maximus, the specific mention of Mithridates and the Asiatic 

Vespers occurs in his section ’On Cruelty’ (De Crudelitate).  
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explains how this was done.242  We also hear a small snippet about the incident in 

Plutarch’s Sulla, but he does not provide a detailed description.243 The ability of 

the event to survive in the Roman collective memory can even be seen in 

Augustine’s City of God, where Augustine uses the incident as an example of the 

traditional pagan deities’ inability to help the Roman people avoid catastrophe.244 

The fact that the event occurs in a number of Roman era authors then shows the 

power and significance of the Asiatic Vespers, as well as the fact that the Vespers 

were connected intrinsically with Mithridates himself and used to show his 

cruelty. But the Vespers also contain an element of deception. In a similar vein to 

how the Romans employed deception against Mithridates at the beginning of the 

war, Mithridates employs deception here against the Romans. But his deception 

here is marked not by ὑπόκρισις but rather by the genitive plural adjective 

ἀπορρήτων, an adjective which can mean ‘secret’, but which also has a meaning 

of ‘forbidden/unmentionable/unspeakable.’245 Thus, the content of Mithridates’ 

decree to the satraps and cities of Asia Minor contains commands which Appian 

deems to be foul and unbearable, beyond what is right or just.  

But in examining the Asiatic Vespers we can also see that the massacres 

are not just evidence of Mithridates’ fury and deceit, but also his impiety. In the 

examples which Appian provides, nearly all of them take place within a sacred 

space. The massacres at Ephesus take place at the great Temple of Artemis, while 

 
242 Velleius Paterculus appears to be our first major source to claim that the massacres were 

ordered to take place on the same day. Beyond this statement however, Velleius remains vague 

about the entire event and has nowhere near the detailed narrative that Appian’s Mithridateios 

possesses.  
243 Plut. Sull. 24. The mention here of the Asiatic Vespers is brief, but, unlike Appian, Plutarch 

does offer a count of 150,000 people killed during the Vespers, an inflation then of Valerius 

Maximus’ earlier 80,000. The mention of the Vespers occurs as part of Sulla’s response to 

Mithridates’ peace offering and defence of his actions.  
244 August. De civ.D. 3.22. Here Augustine employs the Asiatic Vespers as an exemplum of one of 

the faults of traditional Roman religion: namely that if the gods were real, then they should have 

forewarned the Romans and Italians in Ionia of the coming massacres. Their failure to do so then, 

argues Augustine, helps disprove traditional Roman augury. It is interesting to note also the highly 

emotive nature of Augustine’s description of the Vespers, as well as the fact that he actively 

encourages the reader to imagine the groans of the dying and the tears wept by those who 

witnessed the massacres.  
245 Diggle et al, The Cambridge Greek Lexicon. Vol I. Cambridge University Press, pp. 196. 
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in Pergamon the massacres take place in the temple of Asclepius. The Caunii kill 

the Italians who fled to the shrine of Hestia, and in Tralles the Italians are slain in 

the temple of Concord. These sacred spaces and their associated rites and rules are 

broken by the inhabitants of the respective cities. Because the massacres 

undertaken by the cities’ residents are on the orders of Mithridates, by extension 

the reader gets a sense that Mithridates is responsible for them. Later on, Sulla in 

his speech against Mithridates in Mith. 8.58 certainly convicts him of personal 

responsibility for the Vespers and even refers to it as an impious act.246 

Mithridates’ command that the Roman Italian dead should be cast out unburied 

also bears overtones of impiety. Proper burial rites for the dead were an important 

component of Greco-Roman religious belief and improper treatment of the dead is 

duly criticised in ancient literature extending as far back as Homer. Achilles’ 

mistreatment of Hector’s body in Iliad 22 is perhaps the most famous incident in 

Greek poetry, but improper burial also forms the basis of the plot of Sophocles’ 

Antigone for instance when the tyrant Creon refuses to bury Polyneices’ body 

because he views him as a traitor to Thebes, but he is later told by Teiresias that to 

deny Polyneices a burial is considered impious. Maltreatment of enemy dead 

occurs also in earlier Greek historiography, for instance when Xerxes locates the 

body of Leonidas at Thermopylae and orders that Leonidas’ body should be 

beheaded and crucified (ἐκέλευσε ἀποταμόντας τὴν κεφαλὴν ἀνασταυρῶσαι).247 

The actions of Achilles, Creon, and Xerxes however are directed against single 

individuals, whereas Mithridates’ impiety is on a much larger scale, violating the 

dead of an entire ethnicity. Thus, Mithridates’ actions should be considered highly 

 
246 Sulla’s full quote is as follows: ἢ τὸ τῶν Ἰταλιωτῶν γένος, οὓς μιᾶς ἡμέρας σὺν βρέφεσι καὶ 

μητράσιν ἔκτεινάς τε καὶ κατεπόντωσας, οὐκ ἀποσχόμενος οὐδὲ τῶν ἐς τὰ ἱερὰ συμφυγόντων. ὃ 

πόσην μὲν ὠμότητά σου, πόσην δὲ ἀσέβειαν καὶ ὑπερβολὴν μίσους ἐς ἡμᾶς προενήνοχεν (“or the 

race of the Italians, whom you both murdered and drowned in one day together with infants and 

mothers, not even sparing those who fled to the temples. What cruelty, impiety and excess of 

hatred did you bring out against us!”). The line in question is part of Sulla’s broader speech 

condemning Mithridates’ actions during the war and intentions in starting it.   
247 Hdt. 7.238. It should be noted that in this chapter Herodotus states the uniqueness of such an 

act, as the Persians were normally known for treating enemy dead respectfully. Thus, Leonidas 

appears to have had his body violated because he enraged Xerxes so much.   
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horrific for an ancient readership, as the sheer scale of the impiety dwarfs that of 

mythological and historical predecessors.  

The scene of the Asiatic Vespers also has a significant impact in the 

narrative because of what proceeds it in Mith. 4.22. In this section, which 

establishes Mithridates as the mastermind of the Vespers, Appian recounts that 

the Romans, being beset by the dual problems of internal dissent and war against 

their Italian subjects in the Social War turn to selling the treasures which King 

Numa Pompilius had “appointed for the sacrifices of the gods” (ἐς θυσίας θεῶν 

διετέτακτο). Thus, the Romans themselves also seem to be engaging in an act of 

impiety by violating the will of Numa Pompilius, widely considered by the 

Romans to be the establisher of many of their religious festivals and practices. 

The First Mithridatic War then opens with actions of impiety on both sides, 

although Mithridates’ actions are almost certainly meant to be considered as being 

of a far worse nature. Perhaps Appian uses these actions, along with the actions of 

both Sulla and Fimbria, as a subtle explanation for the ultimately unsatisfactory 

conclusion of the First Mithridatic War, in which Mithridates is defeated by Sulla 

but not destroyed.  

As Adrienne Mayor notes, the Asiatic Vespers stand unique in ancient 

history due to the “killing of so many specifically targeted civilians so 

painstakingly planned in advance”, and she further notes that while the Vespers 

have been compared to Boudica’s Uprising in 59 CE and the seventy thousand 

Romans killed in that event, the killings of Boudica’s Uprising were spontaneous 

in nature rather than being “planned and methodical” as with the Vespers of 88 

BCE.248 There is some loose similarity presented perhaps with Hannibal Barca, 

 
248 Mayor, p. 21. Mayor is primarily going off Appian’s description of the event, although she 

does note that discussion of the Vespers is seen in the writings of Cicero, P. Rutilius Rufus, and 

St. Augustine. Mayor on p. 173 does note that Mithridates’ massacre of the Romans in Asia bears 

some similarity with the massacre of Romans that took place in the Numidian city of Vaga in 108 

BCE as part of the Jugurthine War. Sallust in Jug. 66-67 states that the residents of Vaga tricked 

the Roman garrison there into attending a festival. As part of the festival, the residents of Vaga 

invited Roman soldiers to attend banquets at their homes and then killed them once they arrived. 

While bearing some degree of similarity, the massacres at Vaga are on a much smaller scale than 

what Mithridates is said to have ordered across Anatolia. There is also no mention of the people of 
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another enemy of Rome who was famed for his trickery, deceptive nature and 

cruelty, but even Hannibal did not slaughter such a large number of civilians.249 

This uniqueness that is attributed to the Asiatic Vespers by Mayor is interesting in 

that it assumes that Appian’s presentation of what occurred has no prior literary 

antecedent beyond Velleius Paterculus’ account, as well as the fact that Appian is 

in fact presenting an objective account of what happened. But there does in fact 

exist another literary antecedent for the Asiatic Vespers in non-Greco-Roman 

literature which Mayor ignores. Stories of massacres of a specified ethnic group 

that occur or are otherwise averted are often found in Jewish literature, 

particularly in Esther, 3 Maccabees, and the ‘Massacre of the Innocents’ found in 

Matthew.250 The genocide or attempted genocide of an ethnic group is one of the 

tropes found in so-called “tyrant tales” found in Jewish and early Christian 

literature. These “tyrant tales” typically present Jews and Christians as the victims 

of a blood thirsty tyrant bent on their destruction, and often it is only through a 

miraculous escape of some sort that either a particular individual or a wider group 

is able to survive.251 The Book of Exodus contains perhaps the first mention of 

 
Vaga attacking the Roman soldiers in temples like with what we see in Appian, as Sallust makes 

clear that the Roman soldiers are killed in the private residences of the people of Vaga. The people 

of Vaga are also primarily killing Roman soldiers who have occupied the town, whereas the 

massacres in Mith. 4.22-23 target both Roman soldiers and civilians alike.  
249 Livy’s characterisation of Hannibal in 21.4.2-9 has similarities with Appian’s characterisation 

of Mithridates in that it emphasises Hannibal’s trickery and cruelty. Like the earlier Livy with 

regard to Hannibal, Appian may also be displaying some degree of admiration for Mithridates 

with regard to the Vespers, as despite the cruelty and deception that Mithridates exhibited, Appian 

seems to think that the Vespers undeniably worked in establishing Mithridates control over Asia in 

the short term. There may be a slight sense of reluctant regard for Mithridates then due to his 

ability to outsmart Rome in this moment. For information on Hannibal’s similar reception in 

Greco-Roman literature with regard to reluctant admiration for trickery and cruelty, see Stocks, C. 

(2014) The Roman Hannibal: Remembering the Enemy in Silius Italicus’ Punica. Liverpool 

University Press, particularly pp. 13-52 on Greco-Roman authors prior to Silius Italicus. 
250 Mayor largely ignores this line of source material for the ancient world, as none of these 

sources are noted in her bibliography on pp. 421-433. She does use Josephus’ The Jewish War and 

Antiquities of the Jews, which contain shorter versions of these same stories, yet even so she does 

not cite Josephus’ accounts as possible literary antecedents to the Asiatic Vespers.  
251 The term “tyrant tales” can be attributed to E. M. Smallwood who noticed that in Jewish and 

early Christian literature there existed the common trope of the blood thirsty tyrant, a trope which 

Smallwood largely considered to be either an invention or exaggeration of real events. Smallwood 

for instance considered both Herod’s “Massacre of the Innocents” and Diocletian’s later 

persecution of Christians to be classics examples of “tyrant tales”. For Smallwood’s consideration 
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such an event, as Exodus 1.15-22 describes the Pharaoh’s attempt to kill all of the 

new-born Israelite sons in order to control the population growth and prevent 

rebellion.  The longest account of such an attempted genocide can be found in 

Esther, where the central narrative of the book from Esther 3.1 onwards is that the 

wicked Haman convinces the Persian King Ahasuerus, commonly identified with 

Xerxes in modern scholarship, to slaughter the Jewish population of the empire 

because they refuse to obey Persian laws and customs. The Jewish princess 

Esther, who is married to Ahasuerus, is able to heroically save the day by 

exposing Hamam for his treacherous conduct and thus saving the Jews from 

extermination. Subsequently, the Jews are then given permission to slaughter their 

enemies instead.252 The story is noteworthy in that, just as with the Asiatic 

Vespers, the planned massacres of the Jewish people are expected to be carried 

out over a single day, the “thirteenth day of Adar, the twelfth month,”253 and the 

orders to do so are conveyed to all the satraps via secret messages. The fact that 

Ahasuerus is Persian, and identifiable with Xerxes, as well is also significant, in 

that Esther appears to establish the idea that the murder of an entire ethnic group 

upon a single day is something that a Near Eastern/Iranian monarch would be 

capable of doing. Ahasuerus is also characterised in Esther by his anger, with five 

words for anger and its cognates (rage and fury) relating to Ahasuerus out of a 

total of eight words in the entire book.254 

Furthermore, in 3 Maccabees we also have another story of an attempt to 

destroy the Jewish people, this time attempted by Ptolemy IV Philopator of 

 
of Herod the Great and Diocletian, see Smallwood, E. M. (1976) The Jews Under Roman Rule: 

From Pompey to Diocletian. Brill, pp. 103-104 and pp. 536-537 respectively. For a good overview 

on tyrants in Jewish literature, see Rajak, T. (2007) “The Angry Tyrant.” Jewish Perspectives on 

Hellenistic Rulers. Rajak, T., Pearce, S., Aitken, J. and Dines J. eds. University of California 

Press, pp. 110-127. 
252 Esther 7.1-9.32. 
253 Esther 3.12-13. Translated from the Hebrew in Howard, R. et al. (2014) Holman Christian 

Standard Bible. Holman Bible Publishers, p. 812. 
254 Branch, R. G. (2009) “Teaching and Old Dog New Tricks: Herodotus confirms Xerxes’ Anger 

in The Persian Wars, and the Book of Esther provides Insight on Anger Management.” In die 

Skriflig 43(3), p. 677. 
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Egypt.255 We are told in 3 Maccabees that, after his victory over Antiochus III at 

Raphia in 217 BCE, Ptolemy IV attempted to enter the Temple of Jerusalem but 

was prevented from doing so by God’s intervention.256 He subsequently 

conceived of a plan to exterminate the Jewish people living under his rule by 

gathering them in a single location to be massacred.257 The decree bears 

similarities to the decree provided in the Mithridateios, whereby informers against 

Jews are to be rewarded with property and their freedom if they should be 

enslaved in a similar manner as to how Mithridates decrees in Mith. 4.22 that 

those who inform against the Italians shall be rewarded and freed if they are 

enslaved. Ultimately Ptolemy’s attempted genocide fails in 3 Maccabees because 

of God’s intervention, and the story resolves with Ptolemy IV abandoning his 

hatred towards the Jews, rewarding them, and allowing them to return home and 

massacre those Jews who abandoned the faith as an attempt to avoid death.258 

Similarly in the Christian New Testament we have the account of the ‘Massacre 

of the Innocents’ found in Matthew 2.16, in which king Herod of Judaea hears 

about the birth of the baby Jesus and slaughters all the male children below the 

age of two in the vicinity of Bethlehem, an account which has a close similarity to 

the earlier account in Exodus.  

Thus, there existed a tradition within Jewish and early Christian writing of 

Near Eastern kings attempting to commit genocide against a specific ethnic group. 

Appian’s placement within Alexandria, a city with a large Jewish population and 

history of settlement, would have potentially exposed him to such material by 

association with the Jewish intellectual milieu. He may not have directly read 

 
255 3 Maccabees is widely believed to have been composed by a Jewish author living in 

Alexandria sometime in the first century CE. 
256 3 Maccabees 1.8-2.24. Ptolemy is literally thrown back and struck mute by God for his 

impiety. 
257 3 Maccabees 3.12-3.30. These sections describe the decree written by Ptolemy IV to his 

various regional administrators.  
258 The reader will no doubt notice that the central narrative of 3 Maccabees bears a close 

similarity to that of Esther, and there is much discussion within Biblical Studies as to how the two 

may relate to each other. For more information, see Hacham, N. (2007) “3 Maccabees and Esther: 

Parallels, Intertextuality, and Diaspora Identity.” Journal of Biblical Literature 126(4), pp. 765-

785. 
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Jewish texts, but I argue it is likely that the conception of a genocidal monarch 

would be entrenched in Jewish collective memory and culture by the time of the 

second century CE, and thus I do not consider it unreasonable that Appian may 

have been indirectly exposed to such stories.259 Another possible avenue by which 

Appian could have become acquainted with these could be Josephus, who wrote 

both The Jewish War and Antiquities of the Jews in Greek during the period of the 

Flavian Dynasty (69-96 CE).260 Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews in particular 

contains accounts of the Pharaoh’s massacre of the new-born Israelite children 

prior to the Exodus, as well as the story of Esther and the attempted genocide of 

the Jews by the Persian king, whom Josephus identifies as being Artaxerxes I 

rather than his father Xerxes.261 While Josephus wrote his works in Rome, and 

seems to have written with the intent of having a Roman audience, his works 

circulated across the Mediterranean after his death and came to Alexandria .262 

Given the incorporation of Greek historiographical and oratorical elements into 

Josephus’ works, I do not see why Appian could not have come into contact with 

and subsequently read Josephus’ works.263 Such stories, whether acquired through 

the cultural milieu of Alexandria or via Josephus, may have influenced the 

presentation of the Asiatic Vespers within the Mithridateios and the 

characterisation of Mithridates’ role within them. Let me be clear though in what I 

 
259 See Marcos, N. F. (2009) “The Greek Pentateuch and the Scholarly Milieu of Alexandria.” 

Semitica et Classica 2, pp. 81-89 for further support for this claim.  
260 Josephus’ first work, The Jewish War, is believed to have been published c. 75 CE, while the 

Antiquities of the Jews is dated to c. 93-94 CE. Both works incorporate features of Greek 

historiography and oratory that show Josephus intended for a broader readership than just Jews. 

Josephus in the preface to Book 1 of The Jewish War even states his intention that in writing his 

work in Greek that it would circulate to a Greek-speaking audience. 
261 See J. AJ. 2.9 and 11.6 respectively.  
262 For scholarship on Josephus’ readership, see Cotton, H. M. and Eck, W. (2005) “Josephus’ 

Roman Audience: Josephus and the Roman Elites.” Flavius Josephus and Flavian Rome. 

Edmondson, J., Mason, S. and Rives J. eds. Oxford University Press, pp. 37-52, as well as Mason, 

S. (2005) “Of Audience and Meaning: Reading Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum in the Context of a 

Flavian Audience.” Josephus and Jewish History in Flavian Rome and Beyond. Sievers, J. and 

Lembi, G. eds. Brill, pp. 71-100.  
263 Work on Josephus’ circulation amongst Greek writers and intellectuals is frustratingly bare and 

is an area open for further scholarship. Thus, I acknowledge that, to a degree, what I state here is 

speculation based upon the absence of evidence to the contrary.  
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am saying. I do not propose that the Asiatic Vespers did not occur as a historical 

event and that the Vespers are an invention by Appian, as the mention of their 

occurrence in Cicero’s and Velleius Paterculus’ writing more than a century 

earlier makes clear, but only that the Vespers’ presentation within the 

Mithridateios’ narrative may be influenced by earlier Jewish and Christian 

literature. The event may in fact have been much smaller than it was later made 

out to be and of only minor importance, but the Asiatic Vespers usefulness for 

Roman propaganda against Mithridates may have led to its scale being 

exaggerated so that it took on an oversized importance compared with its scale.  

The Siege of Rhodes and the First Peripeteia: Mith. 4.24-27 

Following the horror of the Asiatic Vespers, Mithridates leads his forces 

against the city of Rhodes during which elements of hubris and impiety on 

Mithridates’ part come to the forefront. The siege of the city goes on from Mith. 

4.24-27 and it is from this siege that we can see complications begin to emerge for 

the Pontic forces. The Rhodians are able to successfully fend off attempts at 

destroying their fleet and storming their walls. Mithridates attempts to storm the 

walls of Rhodes in Mith 4.26 by constructing a sambuca264 (σαμβύκην δέ τινα) 

and targeting a section of the wall close to a hill known as Mount Atabyrius,265 

upon which a temple to Zeus Atabyrius stands. The Pontic plan to send forces to 

scale Atabyrius and send a fire signal from the hilltop temple to indicate the 

moment when the remaining Pontic forces should attack the wall with the 

sambuca whilst the Rhodians are unprepared. The Rhodians become aware of the 

plan though and send an early fire signal from Mount Atabyrius, thus tricking the 

Pontic forces into attacking the wall against a full Rhodian garrison. We may read 

 
264 The nominative form σαμβύκη appears in Greek to normally refer to a musical instrument with 

four strings, as evidenced in Arist. Pol.1341b1 and Str. 10.3.17. As Appian makes clear though, 

the σαμβύκη here is described as being the μηχάνημα μέγιστον (“greatest machine”), and thus 

Appian means that the σαμβύκην δέ τινα is a siege engine of some kind.  
265 Atabyrius being the tallest hill by Rhodes.   
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Mithridates’ plan to employ a sanctuary of Zeus as a lookout post for his forces as 

potentially impious for its violation of sacred space.  

The use of religious sanctuaries for military purposes is generally also 

looked upon as being impious in earlier Classical era historiography. If we look to 

Thucydides, we can see the comparable incident of the Delium campaign which 

begins in 4.76 with the Athenian plan to occupy the Boeotian sanctuary of 

Delium. As Nevin notes, Thucydides makes use of conspicuous religious 

terminology in describing the Athenian fortification of Delium in 4.89-90, thus 

highlighting that the sacred nature of the sanctuary “is intended to be prominent in 

the reader’s conception of the situation and in the meaning of the subsequent 

narrative.”266 In Thuc. 4.97-98, the Boeotians have been victorious against the 

Athenian forces in a battle outside of Delium’s walls and now Boeotian and 

Athenian heralds negotiate between themselves over the return of the Athenian 

dead. The Boeotians in 4.97 accuse the Athenians of having violated the 

established laws of Greece by fortifying and occupying the sanctuary, and they 

announce that they will only return the Athenian dead once the Athenian garrison 

vacates the sanctuary. The Athenians in 4.98 in turn counter-argue that in fact it is 

normal for an invading to take possession of sanctuaries in the territory that it 

controls and that they had not in fact damaged or violated the sanctuary in any 

way. Nevin argues that Thucydides disagrees with the Athenians’ arguments by 

deliberately presenting them in a flawed manner and thus he characterises the 

Delium campaign as a “low point in military conduct.”267 Appian does not 

provide the same lengthy philosophical discussion for Mithridates’ Rhodian 

campaign that Thucydides does for the Delium one, but I argue that the implicit 

notion of enemy sanctuary occupation as being immoral is present in Mith. 4.26. 

Like Thucydides before him, Appian implicitly views Mithridates’ occupation of 

 
266 Nevin, S. (2017) Military Leaders and Sacred Space in Classical Greek Warfare: Temples, 

Sanctuaries, and Conflict in Antiquity. I. B. Tauris, pp. 39-40.  
267 Nevin, pp. 46-47.  
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Zeus’ temple atop Mount Atabyrius as being impious, as well as implicitly linking 

this occupation to Mithridates’ failed attack.  

Further, in Mith. 4.27, the Pontic forces attempt to storm the walls of 

Rhodes at the section of the wall where the temple of Isis stands. The sambuca 

which the Pontic forces deploy is overloaded with siege weapons and when it 

approaches the section of the wall it collapses under its own weight (ἕως τό τε 

μηχάνημα ὑπὸ βάρους ἐνεδίδου). The sambuca section then appears to show 

Mithridates hubristically ignoring the potential mistake he made in attempting to 

use a sanctuary of the gods for a military purpose and instead believing that the 

sambuca simply needed greater weaponry to succeed. Appian also states that an 

image of Isis (φάσμα τῆς Ἴσιδος) cast down fire upon the sambuca and the Pontic 

force. Appian’s presentation of the scene then clearly expresses divine 

disapproval of Mithridates and his actions regarding the scene. Mithridates is 

waging war against the gods themselves, requiring their direct intervention to stop 

him.  

Only a few lines later in the same section, Mithridates attempts to cut 

down a grove of trees sacred to Latona but stops once he receives a dream 

warning him against this. Sacred groves have a long history in Greco-Roman 

literature with generally negative connotations for the one who violates or cuts 

them down. Callimachus’ Hymn to Demeter contains the mythological example of 

Erysichthon, the son of king Triopas, who began to cut down a grove of trees that 

was held sacred by Demeter.268 Demeter came to Erysichthon disguised as a 

mortal woman named Nicippe and warned him against cutting down any more of 

the trees. Erysichthon however refused to adhere to this warning and continued to 

fell the trees, stating that he wished to build a new banquet hall within his palace. 

Demeter then transformed back into her divine form and cursed Erysichthon with 

eternal hunger and thirst. Erysichthon ultimately ended his life as a beggar, having 

 
268 A variation of this myth is also seen in Ovid’s Met. 8.728-887 in which Erysichthon kills a 

dryad whilst cutting down the sacred grove. The eternal hunger with which he is cursed causes 

Erysichthon to sell his daughter into slavery so as to acquire enough money to buy food.  
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been cast out of his own home and abandoned by his friends because of his 

insatiable hunger and the economic effects which this causes. In Herodotus 6.78-

80 we also have the famous example of the Spartan king Cleomenes I, who, in 

attempting to capture the city of Argos, defeated an Argive force whose survivors 

took refuge in a sacred grove called Argus. Herodotus states that Cleomenes 

attempted to trick the Argive survivors into believing that Argos had paid a 

ransom to allow them to return safely whilst secretly the Spartans killed them as 

soon as they left the grove. When the remaining Argives discovered they had been 

tricked, they refused to leave the grove and so Cleomenes set fire to it and burned 

them all to death. The passage is used by Herodotus to explain how Cleomenes I 

became mad towards the end of his life, and the burning of the grove displays his 

disregard for the gods. Mithridates then seems about to commit the same blunder 

that Erysichthon and Cleomenes did. But, unlike Cleomenes, Mithridates received 

the dream in which the gods warn him against cutting down the sacred grove, and, 

unlike Erysichthon, Mithridates follows this warning and thus stops himself. This 

section then shows that Mithridates is capable of recognising impious actions, but 

it requires direct communication from the gods via a dream. Mithridates can be 

pious during wartime, but it takes direct intervention before he can realise his 

error.    

Also in Mith 4.27, following Mithridates’ near cutting of the sacred grove, 

Appian writes that Mithridates handed over command of his forces to his various 

generals, whilst he himself remained behind in Asia Minor to raise fresh troops 

and simultaneously “enjoying himself with his wife from Stratoniceia.”269 As 

argued by Pitcher, Appian’s Roman History leans towards “the ‘reticent’ end of 

the spectrum” when it comes to depictions of love and sex, and generally Appian 

tends to employ euphemism with regard to sexual encounters. 270 When sexual 

 
269 The translation is Horace White’s. The Greek itself is καὶ τῇ Στρατονικίδι γυναικὶ διετέρπετο. 

The word διετέρπετο means simply ‘delight/enjoy’ and has no overt sexual connotation. Appian 

here then is being somewhat subtle, but the implication of the clause is clear.  
270 Pitcher, L. (2015) “The Erotics of Appian.” Appian’s Roman History: Empire and Civil War. 

Welch, K. ed. The Classical Press of Wales, p. 207. 
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desire and encounters are described, Pitcher notes that such desires and 

encounters “are predominantly excessive and uncontrolled. They are 

predominantly destructive. And they are predominantly experienced by people 

who are not, or who are in the process of ceasing to be, Roman.”271 The best 

example of this is the depiction of Antiochus the Great in Appian’s Syr. 3.16. In 

these two sections, Antiochus is described as falling for a younger woman, 

marrying her, and then “he allowed the army into every leisure and luxuriousness 

for the whole winter” (καὶ τὴν δύναμιν ἐς πᾶσαν ἀργίαν καὶ τρυφὴν ἐπὶ τὸν 

χειμῶνα ὅλον ἀνῆκεν). A few lines later Antiochus realises his mistake, abandons 

his bride, and attempts to renew his campaign, only to be defeated later at 

Thermopylae in Syr. 4.19-20. Pitcher notes that Appian previously described 

Antiochus as “prosecuting war with commendable zeal” but that his sudden 

infatuation with the young girl causes him to abandon this energy for war making 

and slip into the idleness and excess of lovemaking, thus causing the destruction 

of his forces later at Thermopylae. A similar scenario also occurs with Hannibal 

in Appian’s Hann. 7.43, when Hannibal takes up winter quarters in Lucania 

following his failure to defeat Fulvius Flaccus in Hann. 7.42. Hannibal is 

described in Hann. 7.43 as taking up “unaccustomed luxury, and a lover” (καὶ ἐπὶ 

τρυφῆς ἦν οὐ συνήθους, ἐρωμένην τε εἶχεν). Appian then exclaims “And right 

away all things changed for him little by little” (καὶ εὐθὺς αὐτῷ κατ᾽ ὀλίγον 

ἐτρέπετο πάντα).272 Thus, just like Antiochus, Hannibal’s fortunes reverse once he 

partakes in erotic indulgence.273 Appian’s description of Mithridates’ enjoyment 

of his new wife is less descriptive than that of Antiochus or Hannibal, but the 

overall connection between eroticism and military decline is made clear.274 

Appian’s placement of Mithridates’ eroticism right after having nearly cut down a 

 
271 Pitcher (2015), p. 209. 
272 App. Hann. 7.43. Whilst I have translated quite literally, the implied meaning is that by falling 

into luxury and taking a lover, Hannibal caused his own fortunes to change for the negative.  
273 Pitcher (2015), p. 210. 
274 It should be stated though that the connection between eroticism and Mithridates’ destruction is 

less overt than in either Hannibal’s or Antiochus’ case.  
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sacred grove is part of what Pitcher describes as “a stacking up [of] ill-advised 

actions.”275 Mithridates may have avoided making the mistake of committing 

impiety against the sacred grove, but his retreat back to Asia Minor to spend time 

with his wife can be viewed as him prematurely abandoning the struggle against 

Rome, and his attempt to delegate command to his various generals, most notably 

Archelaus, leads eventually to disaster with the coming of Sulla.276  

The Destruction of Chios: Mith. 4.25 and 7.46-47 

Chapters 5-6 of the Mithridateios are dedicated to the struggle between 

Sulla and Archelaus for control of Greece, during which Mithridates is mentioned 

but never directly appears. After a long period of absence from the narrative, 

Mithridates reappears in the opening sections of Chapter 7. In these early sections, 

Mithridates is largely depicted as a character governed by rage and anger. Of 

particular note in this regard is Mithridates’ anger towards the Chians. This 

particular part of the narrative began earlier with Mith. 4.25 and continues on in 

Mith 7.46-47.277 Let us go back and start with Mith. 4.25. During the first major 

naval engagement outside Rhodes, Mithridates’ ship is accidentally rammed by a 

ship from Chios. Appian tells us that at the time Mithridates feigned indifference 

(οὐδὲν τότε φροντίζειν ὑποκρινάμενος), but secretly began to harbour anger 

towards all the Chians (καὶ Χίοις ἐμήνισε πᾶσιν). Appian’s use of ἐμήνισε 

(‘raged’) here reminds the reader perhaps of Achilles in the Iliad and his own 

μῆνις (wrath) towards Hector and Agamemnon. As Harris notes, the word μῆνις 

and its various cognate verbs are only used by Homer in reference to gods or 

mortals who are of heroic rank, most prominently Achilles in the Iliad and 

 
275 Pitcher (2015), p. 210. 
276 It is possible that the dream that Mithridates receives prior to his near cutting of the sacred 

grove may influence his decision to retire from active fighting, but Appian does not clearly state 

this. Rather, it remains somewhat ambiguous.  
277 Whilst the Chians are also mentioned in Mith. 8.56 and in 9.61, these sections do not form part 

of the overall secondary narrative of Chios so much as they are just asides used to refer to 

Mithridates’ cruelty or to state the return to the status quo of before the First Mithridatic War. 
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Odysseus in the Odyssey.278 By the fifth century BCE, μῆνις and χόλος (gall/bile) 

had largely been replaced by the words ὀργή (natural impulse/anger) and θυμός 

(temper/spirit) and their cognate verbs to denote anger, and this usage would carry 

on into the Greek literature of the Roman Empire.279 Thus, by Appian’s time, 

μῆνις and its cognate verbs were largely seen as archaic, and so its usage here is 

likely to draw a connection back to its usage in the past. In his examination of 

μῆνις in the Iliad and early epic tradition, Muellner translates and notes how in Il. 

15.121-122 Ares is on the verge of generating “a greater and more grievous anger 

and menis” from Zeus (ἔνθά κ᾽ ἔτι μείζων τε καὶ ἀργαλεώτερος ἄλλος πὰρ Διὸς 

ἀθανάτοισι χόλος καὶ μῆνις ἐτύχθη), but Athena steps in and calms him 

down.280As Muellner argues, the μῆνις that Zeus is expected to generate as a 

result of Ares’ actions will come back to hurt not just Ares himself but the entire 

divine community of Olympian gods.281 Similarly, Achilles’ μῆνις  in the Iliad is 

often viewed by scholars as having been destructive not only on Hector and the 

Trojans, to whom Achilles’ ultimately directs it, but also against the Achaean 

forces at Troy who lose many heroes and fighting men because of it.282 But 

Muellner argues that “When menis is invoked [in Greek epic], it is not a matter of 

some minor offense” and thus argues for its role in the Iliad as being reserved for 

the breaking of social and religious taboos.283 Can Mithridates μῆνις be viewed 

then in such a role? Have the Chians really broken a social or religious taboo in 

Mith. 4.25? Appian’s statement that the Chians rammed Mithridates’ ship due to 

the tumult of battle gives the appearance of an accident, and thus it cannot be 

 
278 Harris, W. V. (2001) Restraining Rage: The Ideology of Anger Control in Classical Antiquity. 

Harvard University Press, p. 51. 
279 Harris, pp. 51-54. Interesting to note is that Jocasta uses the term μῆνιν in Soph. OT. 699 to 

describe Oedipus’s anger towards Creon, an anger that eventually comes back to cause Oedipus’ 

downfall. The usage of μῆνιν here also seems archaic, and in fact it is the only appearance of the 

word in the entire play. In contrast, Sophocles uses ὀργή and its variants twenty times within the 

OT according to the Perseus Digital Library’s word frequency search.   
280 Muellner, L. (1996) The Anger of Achilles: Menis in Greek Epic. Cornell University Press, pp. 

6-7.  
281 Muellner, p. 7. 
282 Achilles’ μῆνις originates due to Agamemnon’s taking of Briseis in Book 1 before Achilles 

later redirects it towards Hector following the death of Patroclus in Book 16.  
283 Muellner, p. 8 
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argued that there was any deliberate intent on their part.284 Yet, at the same time, 

the μῆνις which Mithridates feels will come back upon him in a self-reflexive 

fashion, in the same way that Achilles’ anger folds back on him. In Mith. 4.25 

then, I argue that Appian, in the same vein as Homer, employs ἐμήνισε to present 

the self-destructive nature of Mithridates’ anger, connoting to the reader that this 

anger will return again to destroy the man who generated it. However, Appian’s 

use of ἐμήνισε is supposed to make the reader consider whether Mithridates’ 

anger is justified in light of what the Chians did. By doing so, it makes the reader 

consider whether or not Mithridates is acting tyrannically over an accident.  

The concept of μῆνις appears to be a primary theme of Appian’s characterisation 

of Mithridates as the First Mithridatic War progresses. Forms of the verb μηνίω 

appear to show up with a higher frequency in the Mithridateios than in the other 

books in The Foreign Wars, as there are three instances of variations of μηνίω in 

the text.285 Mithridates μῆνις then appears to be tied in with the notion of 

something that is beyond the regular human level, and which has the tendency to 

hurt not only the individuals who generate it but also the wider community. We 

might compare him with Alexander for instance, who was often considered in 

ancient sources to be characterised by an angry personality. But in Plutarch’s 

Alexander, it is noticeable that μῆνις is not used by Plutarch to describe his anger, 

but rather the term ὀργὴ is more often used.286 Alexander’s anger  is only on a 

 
284 The exact words by Appian are as follows: Χία συμμαχὶς ἐμβαλοῦσα ἐκ θορύβου κατέσεισε (“a 

Chian ally, rushing out from the din, crashed”). The obvious inference then for the reader is that 

this was not a deliberate act but rather occurred accidentally due to the chaotic nature of the battle.  
285 The first two of these instances, in Mith. 4.25 and 7.46, occur in reference to the Chian episode 

during the First Mithridatic War. The third instance occurs in Mith. 15.102 where it is used by 

Appian to describe the hatred of the barbarian races along the Black Sea coast towards the group 

of lost Achaean soldiers from Troy who settled in Scythia and became the Heniochi. See the 

Perseus Digital Library’s frequency statistics for these three instances: 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/searchresults?q=mhni/w&target=greek&doc=Perseus:text:19

99.01.0229&expand=lemma&sort=docorder. Accessed on /02/20/2022.  
286 This is according to the frequency statistics of the Perseus Digital Library, which records only a 

single instance of μῆνις being used in Plutarch’s Alexander, and it is in Alex. 13 in reference to 

Dionysus. As an example of ὀργὴ being used to describe Alexander’s anger, I point towards Plut. 

Alex. 50-51 which describes an argument with Cleitus the Black by Alexander. Plutarch uses the 

accusative ὀργὴν throughout to describe the anger felt by Alexander towards Cleitus.  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/searchresults?q=mhni/w&target=greek&doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0229&expand=lemma&sort=docorder
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/searchresults?q=mhni/w&target=greek&doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0229&expand=lemma&sort=docorder
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human level, and thus, I suggest that Mithridates is characterised here as 

possessing a level of divine rage beyond what is normal that is ultimately 

destructive to his own interests, as will be seen in the conclusion of the Chian 

episode. This idea of μῆνις is also tied in with that of deceit in this passage. As 

earlier noted, Appian employs the participle ὑποκρινάμενος when describing 

Mithridates feigned indifference, a participle that has the same root as ὑπόκρισις, 

and thus tying back into what was earlier discussed about Mithridates’ use of 

deceit with regard to the Asiatic Vespers. Thus, again we see Appian linking the 

twin themes of rage and deceit in Mithridates within the Chian episode.  

We see the fulfilment of Mithridates’ μῆνις against the Chians in Mith. 

7.46-47. We are told by Appian that following the defeat of Archelaus at 

Chaeronea, Mithridates became increasingly paranoid about the new subjects of 

his empire deserting him for Rome, and thus he became increasingly tyrannical in 

his rule. Despite Chios having done no wrong against him, save for the collision 

with his ship that occurred earlier in Mith 4.25, Mithridates seeks to sack the city 

and deport its entire population to the Black Sea.287 Again, Appian describes 

Mithridates as ‘feeling wrath’ (μηνίων) towards the Chians, echoing back to the 

earlier incident of the ship collision. The destruction of Chios then can be viewed 

as the fulfilment of the earlier μῆνις that Mithridates experienced in 4.25.  

Furthermore, Mith. 7.47 contains a purported letter of Mithridates that 

functions effectively as a direct speech by the king himself within the narrative. In 

the letter, Mithridates directly accuses the Chians of “being kindly to the 

Romans” (εὖνοι καὶ νῦν ἐστὲ Ῥωμαίοις) and possessing many citizens among 

them who are actively corresponding with the Romans. He further accuses them 

all of “reaping profit from the Romans, without transferring those profits to us” 

(καὶ τὰ ἐγκτήματα Ῥωμαίων καρποῦσθε, ἡμῖν οὐκ ἀναφέροντες), and then 

 
287 It is important here to keep in mind that this assertion that the Chians did no wrong, save for 

the ship collision, is part of Appian’s choices. In reality, there may have been more factors that 

contributed to Mithridates’ anger towards Chios, but Appian does not choose to include them. It is 

possible that Appian may not even know of any others and so has decided on this incident as being 

the only cause. 
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reminds them of the fact that one of their ships rammed his during the battle at 

Rhodes. While Mithridates states that, in this instance, he was willing to forgives 

the Chians for the incident with the trireme, he accuses them of sending 

representatives to Sulla “and you neither proved nor disclosed that none of them 

did these things without public authority” (καὶ οὐδένα αὐτῶν ὡς οὐκ ἀπὸ τοῦ 

κοινοῦ ταῦτα πράττοντα ἐνεδείξατε οὐδ᾽ ἐμηνύσατε). After condemning the 

Chians for sending representatives to meet with Sulla, Mithridates declares that he 

“seeks a penalty of two thousand talents from you” (ἐγὼ δ᾽ ὑμῖν τιμῶμαι 

δισχιλίων ταλάντων). Throughout the speech, Mithridates employs the second 

person plural in an accusatory manner, seemingly not willing to hear any kind of 

explanation from the Chians.288 Appian notes that “Then [the Chians] wanted to 

send ambassadors to him [Mithridates], but Zenobius prevented them” (οἱ δ᾽ 

ἐβούλοντο μὲν ἐς αὐτὸν πρεσβεῦσαι, Ζηνοβίου δὲ κατακωλύοντος). It is possible 

here that Zenobius is manipulating Mithridates into acting so harshly towards the 

Chians, and that by preventing the Chians from sending representatives Zenobius 

can conceal and prevent their side of the story from being told. Due to Zenobius’ 

intervention Mithridates does not hear the Chian side of the story and thus orders 

the destruction of Chios and the transplantation of the islands’ population to the 

Black Sea. The overall passage depicts Mithridates as an arbitrary ruler who 

excessively punishes his own people. Mithridates has now transitioned from 

cruelly attacking his enemies in a deceitful and impious manner via the Asiatic 

Vespers to now cruelly attacking his own allies over a simple accident and 

trumped-up charges of working with the enemy.  

 

 

 
288 The passage has second person plural verbs throughout. These are ἐστὲ (“you all are”), 

καρποῦσθε (“you all reap as profit”), εἰ δύναισθε (“if you all are able”), διεπέμψατε (“you all sent 

off”), οὐκ … ἐνεδείξατε οὐδ᾽ ἐμηνύσατε (“you all neither revealed nor disclosed”). These verbs 

carry the weight of accusations/declarations. 
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Mithridates’ Second Peripeteia: Mith. 9.64-66 

As Appian makes clear, Sulla’s victory over Mithridates in the First 

Mithridatic War is a frustrating one for Sulla with the end result driven by 

circumstances. Given the unrest at Rome which caused him to be declared a 

public enemy, Sulla’s peace is one of convenience that returns the balance of 

power in Asia Minor to the status quo from before the war. Mithridates then is 

granted room to recover from his defeat and rebuild his forces. The three-year 

war289 that follows results in another inconclusive peace established by Sulla that 

ultimately restores Mithridates’ power in Asia Minor and boosts his confidence to 

face Rome again. From a narratological perspective, the Second Mithridatic War 

operates then as a second peripeteia for Mithridates. Unlike the first peripeteia 

though in Mith. 4.22-23, a peripeteia which saw Mithridates go from being an 

honourable enemy to an angry, arbitrary, and deceitful one, this second peripeteia 

in Mith. 9.64-66 captures an upswing in Mithridates’ fortunes, taking him from 

his lowest point of defeat at the hands of Sulla back up the highest point of 

victory.   

Murena’s characterisation by Appian in these sections is totally negative, 

and it bears connotations with the earlier characterisation of Manius Aquilius 

from the beginning of the First Mithridatic War. Like Aquilius, Murena is viewed 

as having begun the war based on illegitimate reasons, as Appian states that 

Murena “discussed trivial starting points for hostilities because of a yearning for a 

triumph” (καὶ πολέμων ἀφορμὰς ἠρεσχήλει δι᾽ ἐπιθυμίαν θριάμβου). Like 

Aquilius then, Murena is not motivated to fight for the common good but for his 

own personal glory. Mithridates however is also not blameless, as Appian makes 

clear that his character has still not fully recovered after the First Mithridatic War. 

He remains cruel and suspicious of others, much like he was with the Chians. As 

Mithridates grows in power, he becomes increasingly suspicious, executing his 

 
289 As literally stated by Appian in the closing line of Mith. 9.66: “Indeed, the second war between 

Mithridates and the Romans certainly came to an end in the third year” (ὁ μὲν δὴ δεύτερος 

Μιθριδάτῃ καὶ Ῥωμαίοις πόλεμος τρίτῳ μάλιστα ἔτει ἐς τοῦτο διελύετο).  
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own son “despite the fact that [his son] was very useful to him with regard to Asia 

in the struggles against Fimbria” (πολλὰ χρήσιμόν οἱ περὶ τὴν Ἀσίαν ἐν τοῖς πρὸς 

Φιμβρίαν ἀγῶσι γενόμενον). Mithridates then causes Archelaus to flee due to 

suspicions falling upon him. Archelaus flees towards Murena and “persuaded 

him, while urging him on, that Mithridates would attack first” (καὶ παροξύνας 

αὐτὸν ἔπεισε Μιθριδάτῃ προεπιχειρεῖν).290 Hearing this, Murena now has an 

excuse to attack Mithridates, and thus he marches out and launches an attack 

against the temple housed in the Cappadocian city of Comana. Mithridates sends 

ambassadors to Murena who appeal to the terms of the treaty signed with Sulla. 

Murena responds however by saying that “he saw no treaty: for Sulla had not 

written it down, but rather he had departed from the task upon see the things 

agreed upon in speech carried out” (οὐκ ἔφη συνθήκας ὁρᾶν: οὐ γὰρ 

συνεγέγραπτο Σύλλας, ἀλλ᾽ ἔργῳ τὰ λεχθέντα βεβαιώσας ἀπήλλακτο).291 

Following this, Murena begins launching further raids into Cappadocia, “not even 

holding back from the money belonging to the temples” (καὶ οὐδὲ τῶν ἱερῶν 

χρημάτων ἀποσχόμενος). Murena’s characterisation here is clearly that of the 

ambitious and greedy general, one who is prepared to violate an agreement based 

on a technicality. While Mithridates may not be fully redeemed, Appian has 

begun to lay the groundwork for his second peripeteia. The reader’s sympathies 

will begin to move towards Mithridates as Murena continues to launch raids into 

Cappadocia and Pontus over the course of Mith. 9.64-65. Mithridates continues to 

appeal for help and withhold from counterattacking, but Roman indifference to 

his situation ultimately leads to Mithridates assembling his forces to counter 

Murena in Mith. 9.65.  

The ensuing battle between Murena’s forces and the Pontic army is 

described only briefly in Mith. 9.65. We are told that the armies of Murena and 

Gordius faced each other with a river dividing the two forces, with neither side 

 
290 App. Mith. 9.64. 
291 The final clause here is rather confusing, but the sense comes across to the reader that Sulla had 

not codified the treaty in a written document but rather had left it to a simple verbal agreement 

between himself and Mithridates.  
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engaging the other “until Mithridates arrived with a larger force” (ἕως ἀφίκετο 

Μιθριδάτης σὺν τῷ πλείονι στρατῷ), thus enlarging the Pontic army so that it 

could adequately fight against Murena. A battle breaks out between the Roman 

and Pontic forces on the riverbank. Appian states literally that “Mithridates 

overpowered [the Romans] and crossed over the river, and, in all respects, he 

defeated Murena” (καὶ βιασάμενος ὁ Μιθριδάτης ἐπέρα τὸν ποταμόν, καὶ τἆλλα 

πολὺ κρείττων τοῦ Μουρήνα γενόμενος).292 The Romans retreat to a nearby hill 

but Mithridates attacked again and drove them off, causing the Roman ranks to 

break with the end result being that Murena “fled through the mountains into 

Phrygia, [via] an untraversed path, whilst both being attacked and with difficulty” 

(ἔφευγε διὰ τῶν ὀρεινῶν ἐπὶ Φρυγίας, ὁδὸν ἀτριβῆ, βαλλόμενός τε καὶ χαλεπῶς). 

While Appian’s description of the battle then is vague, it does highlight the 

strength of Mithridates as a commander, as once again he is shown to be capable 

of defeating Roman forces. 

Following the victory against Murena, which Appian describes as having 

been “brilliant and swift” (λαμπρὰ293 καὶ ὀξεῖα), much of Asia Minor “changed 

over to Mithridates” (ἐς τὸν Μιθριδάτην μετέβαλεν). Appian briefly states that 

Murena’s garrisons were driven out from Cappadocia, before describing a 

sacrifice that Mithridates makes to Zeus Stratius, a sacrifice that receives a good 

deal of attention.294 Appian’s description of Mithridates’ sacrifice presents such 

an act as being in line with Persian custom. The practices of the sacrifice are 

stated as being οἷόν τι καὶ ἐν Πασαργάδαις ἐστὶ τοῖς Περσῶν βασιλεῦσι θυσίας 

 
292 Literally this last clause translates as “he became much more powerful than Murena”, but we 

should understand κρείττων … γενόμενος as being an idiom indicating victory over another. I 

have translated this passage more idiomatically than others for reasons of clarity.  
293 Appian use forms of λαμπρὰ five times in the Mithridateios. This is the second instance of its 

use, with an earlier instance occurring in Mith. 6.40 to describe Sulla’s assault on the walls of 

Athens. The third usage of this adjective is seen later in Mith. 13.89 to describe Mithridates’ 

victory over the combined forces of Fabius and Triarius, a victory that will be discussed later in 

this thesis. A third usage is seen in Mith. 16.109 to describe Mithridates’ plan to invade Italy, a 

usage which likewise will be explained later.  
294 The sacrifices that occur here in Mith. 9.66 is described in quite vivid detail and acts almost as 

a small digression from the main narrative. The connection drawn by Appian between the sacrifice 

and the earlier Achaemenids likely means we should this sacrifice as a kind of brief ethnographic 

digression.  
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γένος (“the same sort of sacrifice as at Pasargadae by the kings of the Persians”), 

whilst simultaneously being described as twice connected with Mithridates’ 

ancestral custom and with the land of Pontus itself. What is the effect of such a 

characterisation? The reference to Pasargadae explicitly connects Mithridates with 

Cyrus the Great and the later Achaemenid kings, for Pasargadae was founded by 

Cyrus the Great in the 5th century BCE.295 In antiquity Cyrus was well-regarded 

for his pious nature. Herodotus praises Cyrus as a good king for his proper 

religious observance is most of Book 1, while Xenophon again praises Cyrus’ 

piety in the Cyropaedia. Looking at the Cyropaedia for instance, there are several 

instances of public sacrifices being given over the course of the narrative.296 

These sacrifices serve to enforce the concept of piety, expressed by Xenophon 

with the word ὁσιότης in Cyrop. 6.1.47, as being an intrinsic characteristic of 

Cyrus and his kingship.297 The public sacrifice may also harken back to the notion 

of φιλανθρωπία expressed at the beginning of the First Mithridatic War in Mith. 

3.17-18. By making public sacrifices, Mithridates is also engaging in conduct that 

can be seen as ‘kindly to men’ by gaining the support of the gods for his army.  

Beyond Greek literature we also have documents from the Near East 

which emphasise Cyrus’ pious nature. The famed Cyrus Cylinder from Babylon, 

which is inscribed with an official proclamation from the king himself, describes 

Cyrus declaring himself to be Marduk’s chosen one, as compared with the 

previous king Nabonidus who was viewed as impious, and also how Cyrus 

ordered the preservation and restoration of Babylon’s sacred temples and 

 
295 Cyrus was technically not a member of the Achaemenid dynasty but rather of the Teispid 

dynasty. Despite this, the later Darius I claimed kinship between Cyrus and himself based upon a 

legendary ancestor named Achaemenes, from whom Cyrus and the Teispid line were also claimed 

to be descended. Thus, whilst technically not an Achaemenid, Cyrus essentially founded what 

became the Achaemenid Empire and allowed for the Achaemenid dynasty to come to power.    
296 For examples of public sacrifice in the Cyropaedia, see for instance Cyrop. 1.5.6, 2.4.18, and 

3.2.3 among others.  
297 Cyus is referred to as ὁσιότης in Cyrop. 6.1.47 by Panthea, the wife of Abradatas, whom Cyrus 

had captured in battle.  
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precincts.298 Cyrus was also received favourably in the Jewish tradition, as when 

Babylon fell under his control in 539 BCE, Cyrus ended the period known as the 

Babylonian Exile and allowed the Hebrews to return to the land of Israel.299 In 

Isaiah 44.24-45.1, there is a prophecy given in which Yahweh approaches Cyrus 

prior to the fall of Babylon and tells him that he will eventually go on to rebuild 

the temple in Jerusalem.300 Cyrus is referred in direct speech by Yahweh here as 

“His [Yahweh’s] anointed, whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations 

before him, to disarm kings, to open the doors before him and the gates will not 

be shut.”301 Later in Ezra 1.1-2 we see the fulfilment of the prophecy in Isaiah, as 

we have a decree issued by Cyrus in which the Persian king orders the 

construction of what would become the Second Temple in Jerusalem, with Ezra 

stating that it was the Lord himself who put the idea into Cyrus’ head.302 The 

portrait of Cyrus the Great then in both the Greco-Roman and Near Eastern 

literary evidence then overwhelmingly depicts him as being an exemplum of piety 

amongst kings. The explicit connection that Appian draws then between 

Mithridates’ sacrifice to Zeus Stratius with the sacrifices made by the Persian 

kings at Pasargadae I argue would further drawn an implicit connection between 

Mithridates’ act of piety with the traditional notions of Cyrus’ pious nature. Upon 

reading the text we can also perhaps conclude that the sacrifice conducted by 

Mithridates cleanses him somewhat of his earlier actions during the First 

Mithridatic War. By conducting the sacrifice to Zeus Stratius, Mithridates has 

 
298 Schaudig, H. (2018) “The Text of the Cyrus Cylinder.” Cyrus the Great: Life and Lore. Ilex 

Foundation Studies 21. Harvard University Press, pp. 22-25. See Schaudig’s broader chapter for a 

presentation of the original text and an English translation.  
299 See Briant, P. (2002) From Cyrus to Alexander: A History of the Persian Empire. Translated 

by Peter T. Daniels. Eisenbrauns, pp. 40-44 for a history of the fall of the Neo-Babylonian Empire 

at the hands of the Persians.  
300 Isaiah 44.24-45.1. Translated from the Hebrew in the Holman Christian Standard Bible (2009), 

pp. 1198-1199. See Isaiah 44.28 specifically for this proclamation of the temple’s reconstruction.  
301 Isaiah 45.1. Translated from the Hebrew in the Holman Christian Standard Bible (2009), p. 

1199.  
302 Ezra 1.1-2. Translated from the Hebrew in the Holman Christian Standard Bible (2009), p. 

755.  
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regained his piety and once again he has seemingly become the model of Cyrus 

the Great.  

Following the sacrifice itself, Sulla puts an end to the war after “thinking 

that it was not right to wage war against Mithridates who was included in a 

treaty” (Σύλλα δ᾽ οὐκ ἀξιοῦντος Μιθριδάτην ἔνσπονδον πολεμεῖσθαι).303 This 

adds further significance to Mithridates’ sacrifice and the overall reading of the 

Second Mithridatic War. Sulla’s acknowledgement that the war was wrong shows 

that Appian intends for the reader to sympathise with Mithridates throughout 

Mith. 9.  Mithridates is portrayed as a king who, while descending into tyranny 

and deceit in his first encounter with Rome, has been redeemed somewhat and is 

capable of returning to his former position of power and prestige prior to the First 

Mithridatic War. This supports the notion then that Mith. 9.64-66 serves as a 

reverse peripeteia for Mithridates, as his slate is essentially wiped clean by 

Appian, and he is presented as having been restored to full strength.  

The Opening of the Third Mithridatic War and Mithridates’ Third 

Peripeteia: Mith. 10.67-11.78 

At the beginning of the Third Mithridatic War, Mithridates appears to 

have recovered his sense of piety and abandoned his hubris, as seen earlier in 

Mith. 9.66 and then again in 10.70. In Mith. 10.70, Mithridates again conducts 

sacrifices to Zeus Stratius. While the first of these sacrifices in Mith. 9.66 was to 

celebrate Mithridates’ victory in the Second Mithridatic War against Murena, the 

second sacrifice in Mith. 10.70 is in preparation for the commencement of the 

Third Mithridatic War. Unlike in Mith. 9.66, in 10.70 Appian does not relate 

exactly how the sacrifice is conducted aside from it being performed “according 

to custom” (συνήθη), thus it most likely occurred in the same manner as in 9.66. 

Appian also describes Mithridates as having conducted a sacrifice to Poseidon by 

“having sent down a chariot of white horse into the sea” (λευκῶν ἵππων ἅρμα 

 
303 It is possible that in using the term ἔνσπονδον, Appian may be trying to connote that Sulla 

believed Mithridates to be a client king of Rome, although the Mithridateios is not entirely clear 

on this.   
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καθεὶς ἐς τὸ πέλαγος), a not inappropriate sacrifice for the god of both the sea and 

of horses. Mithridates then begins his campaign against Rome with a display of 

piety in an attempt to gain the gods’ approval. As stated earlier, Cyrus was known 

for being a pious monarch who publicly sacrificed often to ensure success in 

war.304 Thus, Mithridates is still displaying piety much like Cyrus did. The key 

difference though is in context. Mithridates’ earlier sacrifice in Mith. 9.66 was 

performed in gratitude for a victory won, whilst the sacrifice here in Mith 10.70 is 

in preparation for future action. While sacrificing prior to the commencement of 

war was common in the ancient world, it does show that Mithridates is ready to 

shift his power towards aggressive action, a sign that the next shift in his character 

is about to begin.      

We also have a short speech by Mithridates presented in Mith. 10.70 in 

which Mithridates justifies his declaration of war. Appian states that in this 

speech, which for the most part is reported indirectly, Mithridates “both spoke 

very solemnly about his ancestors and vauntingly about himself” (περί τε τῶν 

προγόνων μάλα σεμνολόγως καὶ περὶ αὑτοῦ μεγαληγόρως)305 before boldly 

declaring that “[his army] had never been defeated by the Romans when he was 

present” (οὔποτε Ῥωμαίων ἡττηθείη παρών).306 Mithridates then accuses the 

Romans of exhibiting “greed and excess” (ἐς πλεονεξίαν καὶ ἀμετρίαν) as well as 

having “enslaved” (δεδούλωνται) Italy and their own fatherland. He further 

accuses them of violating the treaty signed with him after the First Mithridatic 

 
304 As previously stated, see for instance Cyrop. 1.5.6, 2.4.18, and 3.2.3 among others. 
305 The use of μεγαληγόρως is interesting here, as it is in fact a rare word to find in Greek, with the 

Perseus Digital Library recording only ten instances in total across all Greek literature. Xenophon 

noticeably uses the verb form ἐμεγαληγόρει and then the adjective μεγαλήγορος both in Cyrop. 

7.1.17 to describe Cyrus’s boasting. The context for both usages is in the speech that Cyrus gives 

to his men prior to the battle with the forces of Croesus. We may perhaps infer then that 

μεγαλήγορος has a connotation with military speeches. The connection between Xenophon’s 

Cyrus and Appian’s Mithridates is also of obvious important for the overall argument of this 

thesis. 
306 Based on the narrative that Appian has so far presented, we can conclude there is truth here in 

what Mithridates says. His only personal defeat in combat so far has been in the Siege of Rhodes 

during the First Mithridatic War, in which it was the Rhodians rather than the Romans who 

defeated him. All the previous defeats in the First Mithridatic War involved Archelaus in 

command of the Pontic forces.  
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War and “waiting for the right time to set upon [him] again” (καιροφυλακοῦντες 

αὖθις ἐπιθέσθαι).307 He then goes on to describe his own army and resources, as 

well as the difficulties which Rome currently faces in its struggles both against 

Sertorius in Spain as well as the pirates in the Mediterranean. The speech then is 

an obvious attempt to deflect responsibility for the coming war onto the Romans 

and away from Mithridates. But it is noticeable that in this speech, Mithridates 

appears to be questioning the ἀρετή of the Romans whilst simultaneously 

reinforcing his own. The Romans cannot be trusted to maintain a treaty that they 

have already violated once under Murena, and their greedy and excessive nature 

will drive them to try and attack Pontus again. We can perhaps read this brief 

speech then as being a more sympathetic depiction of Mithridates, as the reader 

can undoubtedly see that there is some basis for what Mithridates is claiming due 

to the earlier greed of Manius Aquilius and the glory seeking of Murena.  

But while Mithridates may appear as pious at the opening of the Third 

Mithridatic War, this quickly disappears once he arrives at Cyzicus and lays siege 

to the city. In Mith. 11.75, Appian recounts how Cyzicus was given to Persephone 

by her father Zeus as a dowry for her marriage to her uncle Hades.308 While the 

siege of Cyzicus in ongoing, the Cyzicean festival in honour of Persephone was 

due to be held, but the Cyziceans did not have the customary black cow which 

they usually sacrifice to Persephone. Nevertheless, they attempted to mould a 

replica in place of a real one. Miraculously though a black cow swam out from the 

ocean, bypassed the Cyzican harbour defences, and ran through the city until it 

reached the main altar and the temple where it was promptly sacrificed. News of 

such an event reached the ears of Mithridates and his advisors who warn the king 

about the sacred nature of Cyzicus and its ongoing festival and they subsequently 

 
307 Sulla’s acknowledgement in Mith. 9.66 that the Second Mithridatic War was wrong does lend 

some credence to Mithridates’ claims here.  
308 The specific quote is λέγεται δ᾽ ἡ πόλις ἐμπροίκιον ὑπὸ Διὸς τῇ κόρῃ δοθῆναι (“it I said that 

the city was given as a dowry to the maiden by Zeus”). Note that Appian refers to Persephone not 

by name but simply as τῇ κόρῃ. This is common practice in Greek literature generally and the 

context provides understanding to the reader that this must be Persephone.  
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recommend that he lift the siege. Mithridates ignored their advice though and 

continued on. Only one section later in Mith. 11.76 famine strikes the Pontic 

forces as the siege of Cyzicus drags on into the winter months.309 This famine 

eventually causes Mithridates to withdraw his forces from Cyzicus, but they are 

attacked and slaughtered by Lucullus’ forces as they attempt to evacuate.310Just as 

at Rhodes, Mithridates is not only fighting against mortal human enemies, but 

also hubristically against the immortal gods. And, just as at Rhodes, Mithridates is 

ultimately powerless against the gods and is defeated. The hubris that Mithridates 

commits at Cyzicus is not born so much from his attempt to besiege the city to 

begin with, but rather to continue with the siege in light of miraculous signs 

warning him against it.  

From the evidence presented then, it appears as though Mithridates’ piety 

changes over the course of the narrative. Initially he can appear quite pious, as 

seen in Mith. 9.66 and 9.70, but as the course of the war goes on this image of 

piety begins to fade. Mithridates increasingly begins to falter in his observance of 

proper religious respect and becomes increasingly hubristic over time. Appian 

makes it clear also that it often takes the intervention of the gods before 

Mithridates is able to stop and recognise that his planned undertaking is 

impious.311 Mithridates’ failure to maintain piety consistently then can be seen to 

 
309 The account of the cow of Cyzicus may be a slight reference to the story of Cambyses’ killing 

of the Apis bull and subsequent suppression of the Egyptian cult of Apis found in Hdt. 3.27-29. In 

these sections, Cambyses impiously derides the cult of Apis, slays the sacred bull, and following 

this Herodotus subsequently considers Cambyses to have gone mad because of this impiety. The 

story of the cow of Cyzicus also appears though in Plut. Luc. 10.1, and so possibly the slight 

resemblance of Appian’s account to that of Herodotus’ is coincidental.  
310 There are stories of gods intervening on mortal battlefields that come down to us in Greco-

Roman literature. Most notably in the example of the Trojan War, where many gods directly fight 

alongside the Achaean and Trojan forces depending on which side they prefer. The Spartan 

general Pausanias also called upon the assistance of Hera during the Battle of Plataea in 479 BCE, 

an event recorded in Hdt. 9.61-62. The Romans generally believed that the Dioscuri assisted them 

to victory in the Battle of Lake Regillus of 496 BCE. Livy in 2.20 states that the dictator Aulus 

Postimius Albus promised to dedicate a temple to Castor should he win the day, a temple that was 

eventually built in 495 BCE. For further information on the involvement of gods in Greek warfare, 

see Dillon, M. (2020) “Militarizing the Divine: The Bellicosity of the Greek Gods.” Religion & 

Classical Warfare: Archaic and Classical Greece. Dillon, M., Matthew, C., and Schmitz, M. eds. 

Pen & Sword Books, pp. 120-162.  
311 As was seen in the instance of the dream that Mithridates had in Mith. 4.27. 
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contribute to his eventual defeat at the hands of Pompey. Unlike Mithridates, 

Pompey does not employ sanctuaries for a military purpose and thus he is 

depicted as maintaining a more proper respect for the gods than his opponent.  

Mithridates’ Fourth Peripeteia: Mith. 13.87-90 

As Mith. 12.186 closes with Lucullus’ devastating success at Tigranocerta, 

it appears as though Roman victory in the Third Mithridatic War is now 

inevitable. Yet the entirety of Mith. 13 concentrates on Mithridates making a 

surprise comeback by defeating the Roman forces of Fabius and Triarius, 

allowing Mithridates to fight on against Lucullus and win back some control over 

his ancestral kingdom. The outcome of the Third Mithridatic War likely was not 

seriously in doubt even with Mithridates’ victory against Fabius and Triarius, but 

Mith. 13.87-90 do serve an important literary function within Appian’s narrative. 

Mith. 13.87-90 serve as Mithridates’ fourth peripeteia which, like his second 

peripeteia in Mith. 9.64-66, serves to restore Mithridates to the height of power so 

that he can serve as a suitable opponent to face Pompey in the remainder of the 

Mithridateios’ narrative.  

The climax of Mith. 13 is the battle between Mithridates’ army and the 

combined forces of Fabius and Triarius in Mith. 13.89. The build-up towards the 

battle takes place in Mith. 13.87-88. To briefly describe these sections, in Mith 

13.87 Mithridates and Tigranes gather together a new army to face Lucullus 

which numbers 70,000 infantry and around 35,000 cavalry. But despite the 

impressive size of their host, they are unable to draw Lucullus into a decisive 

battle. In Mith. 13.88, Tigranes and Mithridates divide their forces, with Tigranes 

moving the majority of the army into the interior of Armenia, while Mithridates 

advances into Pontus “possessing 4000 of his own personal troops, and taking a 

sufficient amount from Tigranes” (τετρακισχιλίους οἰκείους ἔχων, καὶ τοσούσδε 

ἑτέρους παρὰ Τιγράνους λαβών). Mithridates launches an initial attack on the 

forces of Fabius, who had been left behind by Lucullus for the defence of Pontus 

whilst Lucullus advanced on Armenia, which successfully causes Fabius to retreat 
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with a Roman loss of 500 men killed.312 Another day of battle between 

Mithridates and Fabius follows in which the Pontic forces are again successful 

until Mithridates “was struck both on his knee by a stone and  beneath his eye 

with a missile” (πληγέντα λίθῳ τε ἐς τὸ γόνυ καὶ ὑπὸ τὸν ὀφθαλμὸν βέλει). 

Mithridates lies wounded in camp for days until he is miraculously healed by a 

Scythian tribe “who employ as remedies the venom of serpents and, for this 

reason, are always following along after the king” (ἰοῖς ὄφεων ἐς τὰς θεραπείας 

χρώμενοι καὶ ἐπὶ τῷδε ἀεὶ βασιλεῖ συνόντες). In the time it takes for Mithridates 

to recover from his wounds, the Roman general Triarius is able to march over and 

reinforce Fabius’ forces in preparation for another engagement with Mithridates. 

This subsequent battle, as previously mentioned, takes place in Mith. 13.89 and 

results in a stunning and unexpected victory for Mithridates. Appian gives full 

credit for the Pontic victory to Mithridates, as he states that “The king 

overwhelmed the portion [of the army] opposed to him and decided the battle. 

Scattering the enemy forces, he surrounded their infantry in a muddy trench, and 

there, since they were unable to stand, they were slaughtered” (ὁ βασιλεὺς ἐς τὸ 

καθ᾽ αὑτὸν μέρος ἐπιβαρήσας ἔκρινε τὴν μάχην, καὶ διασπάσας τοὺς πολεμίους 

τὸ πεζὸν αὐτῶν κατέκλεισεν ἐς διώρυχα πηλοῦ, ἔνθα διεφθείροντο στῆναι μὴ 

δυνάμενοι). The victory over Fabius and Triarius also sees the usage of the 

adjective λαμπρᾶς to mean ‘glorious/brilliant’.313 This same usage to describe a 

military victory was seen earlier in Mith. 9.66 to describe Mithridates’ victory 

over Murena in the Second Mithridatic War. Appian appears to use λαμπρὰ and 

its cognates then to indicate not only the glorious nature of the victory, but also its 

decisive impact.  

During the battle, Mithridates is stabbed in the thigh by a Roman 

centurion, and thus he once again must return to camp for his wound to be treated. 

 
312 App. Mith. 13.88.  
313 The exact usage is seen here in Mith. 13.89 to describe how Mithridates’ commanders recalled 

the army from further pursuit of the Romans after Mithridates is injured: “And the friends [of the 

king] were recalling the army from the glorious victory with grievous haste” (καὶ οἱ φίλοι τὴν 

στρατιὰν ἀπὸ νίκης λαμπρᾶς ἀνεκάλουν σὺν ἐπείξει βαρείᾳ).  
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It is in this moment that Appian draws an explicit comparison between 

Mithridates and Alexander the Great. Appian states that confusion befell the 

Pontic forces regarding Mithridates’ life and thus further pursuit of the Roman 

forces ceased. It was feared that the king would die “until Timotheus, 

[Mithridates’] doctor, after he had staunched the blood, he raised [Mithridates] up 

from off the ground, just as when in India Alexander displayed himself, having 

been cured, upon a ship before the Macedonians, since they had feared with 

regard to [the life] of Alexander” (ἕως Τιμόθεος αὐτοῖς ὁ ἰατρός, ἐπισχὼν τὸ αἷμα, 

ἐπέδειξεν αὐτὸν ἐκ μετεώρου, οἷόν τι καὶ Μακεδόσιν ἐν Ἰνδοῖς, ὑπὲρ Ἀλεξάνδρου 

δεδιόσιν, ὁ Ἀλέξανδρος αὑτὸν ἐπὶ νεῶς θεραπευόμενον ἐπέδειξεν). Thus, by 

association, Mithridates is explicitly characterised as Alexander here, a 

connotation that implies both the Pontic king’s endurance in the face of hardship 

as well as his skill in battle.314 The scale of Rome’s defeat is also emphasised here 

by Appian. Appian states that “With the dead being stripped, twenty-four 

tribunes315 and one hundred and fifty centurions were found, [and] so great a 

number of officers had not scarcely fallen in a single defeat for the Romans” 

(σκυλευομένων δὲ τῶν νεκρῶν ἐφαίνοντο χιλίαρχοι μὲν εἴκοσι καὶ τέσσαρες, 

ἑκατόνταρχοι δὲ πεντήκοντα καὶ ἑκατόν, ὅσον ἡγεμόνων πλῆθος οὐ ῥᾳδίως 

συνέπεσε Ῥωμαίοις ἐν ἥττῃ μιᾷ).  The resulting effect of this battle then is to 

show that Mithridates is still capable of presenting a fierce challenge against 

Rome, and the emphasis on the devastating scale of the defeat showcases his 

ability as a general. In Mith 13.90 Mithridates retreats into Lesser Armenia while 

 
314 As with the possible connection to Herodotus’ account of the killing of the Apis bull in Hdt. 

3.27-29, this incident can also initially be read as a subtle reference to the earlier Teispid 

antecedent of Cambyses, who in Hdt. 3.64-66 accidentally caused his own death by stabbing 

himself in the thigh whilst mounting his horse. The explicit connection Appian makes though with 

Alexander appears almost as a course corrective which is designed to lead the reader away from 

making such a conclusion. Appian seems to want to play with the Teispid antecedent of 

Cambyses, yet he also desires to show that Mithridates does not go as far as the earlier Teispid 

monarch.  
315 Appian uses the term χιλίαρχοι which translates as literally ‘captain of over a thousand,’ but in 

a Roman context this is best translated as ‘tribune.’ 
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the Roman senate accuses Lucullus of having deliberately prolonged the war in 

order to enrich himself.  

We can view Mith. 13.87-90 then as the fourth peripeteia of Mithridates. 

Similar to the second peripeteia of the Mith. 9.64-66, the fourth peripeteia here 

restores Mithridates to the height of success. Mithridates is able to recapture his 

ancestral kingdom from which he can once again mount a challenge to Roman 

dominion over Anatolia. It also provides Appian with a reason to justify 

Pompey’s introduction into the narrative in a manner that portrays him as a 

worthy commander and side-lines the issue of political machinations back in 

Rome. The Roman political machinations in Mith. 13.90 are swiftly glossed over 

by Appian, but the end result is a change in the war’s leadership and the 

disbanding of Lucullus’ force.  

The Arrival of Pompey and Mithridates’ Fifth Peripeteia: Mith. 15.97-16.111 

The entirety of Mith. 14 is devoted to Pompey’s war against the pirates in 

the Mediterranean. It thus serves little in the overall narrative of the Mithridateios 

besides providing Pompey with a sufficient back story and proper military 

credentials to justify him assuming command against Mithridates.316 When the 

main narrative resumes again in Mith. 15.97, Pompey has assumed command of 

the Roman forces and begins to march against Mithridates. The advent of Pompey 

into the Mithridateios’ narrative heralds the fifth and final peripeteia of 

Mithridates. From this point onwards Mithridates’ tale can only go in a 

downwards trajectory. It is these final sections of the Mithridateios which confirm 

the overall notion of a tragic narrative structure, and which implicitly tie 

 
316 Interestingly, even Appian appears to agree with the fact that this excursion on the pirates does 

not fit into the overall narrative of the Mithridateios. As he states at the end of Mith. 14.91: “On 

which account, it seems to me that since the campaigns around the sea were a portion of Pompey’s 

command prior to his operations against Mithridates, and there happens to be no other place in 

which to write them, this here [seems to be] the part [of my history best] to gather and write them 

as they occurred” (διό μοι δοκεῖ μέρος ὄντα τῆς Πομπηίου στρατείας τὰ περὶ τὴν θάλασσαν αὐτῷ 

πρὸ Μιθριδάτου κατειργασμένα, καὶ ἐς οὐδεμίαν συγγραφὴν οἰκείαν ἄλλην ἀπαντῶντα, ἐς τόδε τὸ 

μέρος συναγαγεῖν τε καὶ ἐπιδραμεῖν, ὡς ἐγένετο). Appian thus states that he includes this 

digression only because it would appropriately fit nowhere else.  
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Mithridates’ characterisation with both the Achaemenid dynasty as a whole and 

the dynasty’s final king, Darius III, as well as the legendary Carthaginian general 

Hannibal Barca.  

For most of the Mithridateios’ narrative up to this point we have seen 

Mithridates oscillate between the binary characters of Cyrus and Xerxes, with 

Mithridates’ good side being analogous with Cyrus and his cruelties and 

tyrannical aspects being comparable with Xerxes.317 Beginning with Mith. 15. 

101-102 however, Appian breaks from the Cyrus-Xerxes binary. For the rest of 

the Mithridateios’ narrative, Mithridates is closely associated with Darius III, the 

final “legitimate” monarch of the Achaemenid empire, who was defeated by 

Alexander the Great in 330 BCE, as well as Hannibal Barca, the famed 

Carthaginian general of the Second Punic War.318 Following the battle of 

Gaugamela in 331 BCE, Darius III fled overland into the mountainous areas of 

the eastern half of the Achaemenid empire with Alexander in pursuit. While 

retreating from Ecbatana and towards Bactria, Darius was arrested by Bessus, the 

satrap of Bactria, and a number of accomplices and only a few days after his 

capture he was stabbed and left to die by the roadside.319 The failed flight of 

Darius III into Bactria bears some resemblance to Mithridates’ own march around 

the east part of the Black Sea littoral. Like Darius, Mithridates’ overland march is 

an attempt to flee from a superior enemy force and establish a new base of 

operations from which Mithridates can continue the war against Pompey. And yet 

simultaneously, Appian implicitly compares Mithridates’ march with Hannibal’s 

march over the Alps into Italy. The journey itself to Bosporus is one that is 

 
317 Of course, in the broader Greco-Roman tradition, both Cyrus and Xerxes can be depicted with 

both bad and good points respectively. Generally speaking though, as has been stated earlier, 

Cyrus tended to be represented as the idealised good monarch while Xerxes was the go to model 

of tyrannical rule. As I have argued earlier, Appian is using this binary within the Mithridateios’ 

tragic narrative structure to show Mithridates’ shifting characterisation throughout.  
318 I refer to Darius III here as the last “legitimate” monarch because Bessus, the satrap of Bactria 

and Darius’ assassin, claimed rulership over the Achaemenid empire and took the royal name 

Artaxerxes V following Darius’ death. Bessus though was not a member of the Achaemenid 

dynasty though as Darius was, hence why I consider Darius to be the last “legitimate” monarch.  
319 Green, P. (2013). Alexander of Macedon 356-323 B.C.: A Historical Biography. Second 

Edition. University of California Press, pp. 328-329.  
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fraught with challenges, with Appian characterising it as being a “tale of 

wonder/marvel” (παραδοξολογίας).320 The LSJ, according to the Perseus Digital 

Library, records that there is only one other usage of παραδοξολογία and its 

cognates in all of Appian, namely in regard to the prescriptions of the Roman 

Second Triumvirate.321 However, the use of παραδοξολογία and its cognates is 

quite rare in Greek literature, appearing in most cases in only one instance in an 

entire author’s work. This is primarily because παραδοξολογία seems to be 

usually invoked in instances where a story seems almost too unbelievable to be 

true. Polybius however uses παραδοξολογία and its cognates five times in his 

Histories, with only one of these instances being in reference to Hannibal’s march 

over the Alps.322 In the other four instances, Polybius uses παραδοξολογία and its 

cognates to indicate fantastic tales which he considers to be fabrications by other 

historians and which therefore are not true.323 In reference to Hannibal however, 

Polybius considers the march across the Alps to be a true παραδοξολογία, i.e. a 

fantastic tale that did in fact occur and which is therefore worthy of wonder and 

awe. Hannibal’s march over the Alps in Polybius and Mithridates’ Black Sea 

march in Appian are both comparable instances of tasks which seem impossible 

and unbelievable upon hearing them, yet they were nonetheless achieved. This is 

only a subtle reference here to Hannibal, but Appian will later make such a 

connection explicit.  

These passages stress Mithridates’ endurance and resolve, but the sections 

are nevertheless composed so as to implicitly bring to the reader’s mind the image 

of Darius III. In addition, Pompey in these sections is characterised in a manner 

similar to Alexander. Like Alexander, Pompey seeks to push beyond the known 

world, the Caucasus Mountains in this instance, in his pursuit of Mithridates. 

 
320 App. Mith. 15.102. With παραδοξολογία being a compound word made up of 

‘wonderful/extraordinary’ (παράδοξος) and ‘tale/story’ (λόγος).  
321 The usage of παραδοξολογίας in this instance is found in App. B.C. 4.3.15. It is used to 

characterises the general chaos that the Second Triumvirate’s proscriptions caused in Italy as a 

whole.  
322 See Plb. 3.47 for this usage.  
323 See Plb. 3.58 and 12.26c for these four other instances with three instances in 12.26c alone.  
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Mithridates is able to escape, but, like Darius, the march ultimately ends up with 

Mithridates being betrayed by those close to him. In Mithridates’ case, it is by his 

own son Pharnaces, which results in the death of the king. In Mith. 16.107-111, 

Mithridates establishes himself in Bosporus and begins to renew the war against 

Rome. Appian also takes the time in Mith. 15.102 to draw an implicit 

characterisation between Mithridates and Hannibal. Like Hannibal before him, 

Mithridates comes up with the plan of invading Italy by landing in Thrace, 

marching overland to the Alps, and then crossing over the Alps and launching a 

full-scale invasion.324 This connection between Mithridates and Hannibal 

becomes explicit later in Mith. 16.109, where Appian again brings up Mithridates’ 

plan to invade Italy via the Alps by stating “for [Mithridates] had learnt that 

Hannibal accomplished this while he was waging war in Iberia, and he became 

most terrifying for the Romans” (πυνθανόμενος ὧδε καὶ Ἀννίβαν πρᾶξαι 

πολεμούμενον ἐν Ἰβηρίᾳ, καὶ ἐπιφοβώτατον ἐκ τοῦδε Ῥωμαίοις γενέσθαι).325 This 

plan to invade Italy also sees the usage of λαμπροτάτου, meaning ‘most 

glorious/brilliant’, to describe this glory that would have come to Mithridates had 

he launched such an invasion.326 Thus, Mithridates seems poised to become a 

second Hannibal for the Romans. However, upon hearing of this plan, 

Mithridates’ men become disheartened at the prospect of renewed conflict and so 

side with Pharnaces in his revolt against his father.327 The revolt leads to 

Mithridates’ death, thus preventing him from becoming the second Hannibal, 

 
324 App. Mith. 15.102.  
325 Understand πυνθανόμενος as being a historical present within the context of the wider section. 
326 The full translation and the original Greek are provided here for context: “While the enterprise 

would have brought the greatest glory to him, the army shrank very much due to the greatness 

itself of the boldness [of the plan], conducting both a long expedition and against a foreign land” 

(τοῦ δὲ τολμήματος ἂν αὐτῷ λαμπροτάτου γενομένου, ὁ στρατὸς ὤκνει δι᾽ αὐτὸ μάλιστα τῆς 

τόλμης τὸ μέγεθος, ἐπί τε χρόνιον στρατείαν καὶ ἐς ἀλλοτρίαν γῆν ἀγόμενοι).  
327 I see potential here for comparing the revolt of Mithridates’ men as being not only connected 

with Darius III but also with Alexander the Great. Alexander’s men famously revolted against him 

in 326 BCE while encamped near the Hyphasis River in northern India, as they dreaded the idea of 

marching deeper into India. Further research in this area is encouraged.  
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which Appian raises as a possibility, and instead relegating him to ending his life 

in a situation akin to Darius III.328   

Conclusion 

Based on a close reading of the Mithridateios, we can determine that the 

narrative is overall emplotted within the archetype of tragedy. This is seen as 

Mithridates is shown at three key points to ascend to a great height before 

undergoing a fall, in line with the typical peripeteia found in Aristotle. As has 

also been argued though, the Mithridateios does not have one single peripeteia 

but instead there are five discernible ones across the course of the narrative. The 

reason for this is primarily due to the historical evidence with which Appian is 

dealing. Namely, Mithridates resisted Rome for significantly longer than many 

other of her other foreign enemies and this resistance took place over the course 

of three wars. To accommodate for this fact, Appian has to modify the traditional 

tragic structure by employing two reverse peripeteias whereby Mithridates comes 

back from the brink of defeat to rebuild his strength. As has been argued, the 

tragic archetype of the Mithridateios’ narrative and its revised structure of 

peripeteias allows for Appian to present Mithridates as a more complex figure 

than is seen in the accounts of Sallust, Plutarch and Justin.329 The archetypal 

tragic structure of the narrative, enforced by the monographic nature of the 

Mithridateios, also allows Appian to place the character of Mithridates at the 

centre of the narrative to a degree which his predecessors and contemporaries do 

not.  

 
328 Mithridates is often compared with Hannibal, and sometimes even colloquially referred to as 

the “Hannibal of the East.” Comparisons between Mithridates and Hannibal go as far back as the 

1st century CE historian Velleius Paterculus compared Mithridates with Hannibal in 2.18.1 I think 

the comparison with Hannibal is valid and worthy of deeper exploration. However, I argue that the 

connection between Mithridates and Darius has been overlooked, hence why it is the focus of my 

last section here.  
329 In saying this, I again state that this does not mean that Appian did not use either Sallust or 

Plutarch as a source, as the characterisation of Mithridates in the Mithridateios’ narrative does 

bear some points of close resemblance.  
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This chapter has also argued for interpreting Mithridates’ characterisation 

in light of how Achaemenid monarchs have been typically characterised in Greco-

Roman literature. As I have argued, when Mithridates is depicted in a positive 

light, it is typically done so in a manner which draws out an implicit connection 

between Mithridates and Cyrus the Great, who was generally seen as the ideal 

model of kingship. In one particular incidence, that of Mith. 13.89, a connection is 

drawn with that of Alexander, but this is done explicitly because the incident in 

which the characterisation is drawn mirrors that of Alexander more closely than 

any comparable incident in the life of Cyrus. When Mithridates engages in acts of 

cruelty Appian does so in a manner which draws an implicit connection with 

Xerxes. The main example is that of the ‘Asiatic Vespers’ found in Mith. 4.22-23 

in which we can see Appian employing a trope found in Jewish literature, seen 

most clearly in Esther.  In the closing sections of the Mithridateios’ main 

narrative, Appian breaks from the Cyrus-Xerxes binary to depict Mithridates in 

the guise of Darius III. Mithridates flight into Bosporus and his death due to the 

treachery of his son bear similarities with that of Darius’ attempted flight into 

Bactria and his assassination by his treacherous satrap Bessus. This association of 

Mithridates with Darius III in the closing of the Mithridateios’ primary narrative 

is reinforced by what Appian describes in the summation of Mithridates life and 

in Mithridates’ funeral, as seen in Mith. 16.112-113.   
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CHAPTER III 

APPIAN’S SUMMATIONS OF MITHRIDATES IN MITH. 

16.112-113 AND 17.118-119 

Sections 16.112-113 and 17.118-119 highlight Appian’s ability as a 

narrator to interpret and evaluate the character of Mithridates for the audience.330 

In this regard, we can see that the two summations of Mithridates provide two 

different interpretations and evaluations of Mithridates. The first summation 

evaluates Mithridates as an individual in relation to ideas of kingship. It is thus a 

summation of Mithridates’ personal character and focuses on examining virtues 

and vices, with the overall summation being moralistic in tone. This first 

summation of Mithridates’ character bears similarities with the synkriseis found in 

Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, in which Plutarch explicitly lays out the similarities and 

differences between two paired lives with an emphasis given over to character 

traits and the overall morality of the examined subjects.331 The second summation 

however interprets and evaluates Mithridates as representing a global threat to 

Roman power. Unlike the first summation, there is no focus on the virtues and 

vices of Mithridates’ personal character but rather attention is given over to the 

military strength of Pontus and Mithridates’ diplomatic capabilities. The second 

summation then is not moralistic, as the first one is, but rather it is largely 

materialistic and realist in nature.  

The Obituary of Mithridates and his Funeral: Mith. 16.112-113 

Having related the death of Mithridates, Appian now provides a 

conclusion and an overview of the Pontic king’s life and his character, as well as 

his burial by Pompey. These two sections here provide perhaps the ‘definitive’ 

discussion of Mithridates’ character by Appian as well as how Mithridates’ 

 
330 Hidber, pp. 180-181.  
331 For a good introductory essay on Plutarch’s synkrisis, see Larmour, D. (2014) “The Synkrisis.” 

A Companion to Plutarch. Beck, M. ed. Wiley Blackwell, pp. 405-416. The synkrisis and how it 

relates to the Mithridateios will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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character is judged by others, as Appian has constructed it at least. Mith. 16.112 in 

particular is perhaps the most important section within the entire Mithridateios as 

a result, as it is Appian’s final summation of Mithridates’ life and so should guide 

his readers in how to interpret the events they have just read about.  

Appian begins his obituary for Mithridates by first proclaiming his 

ancestry: “And Mithridates was dying, being sixteenth [in line] from Darius, the 

son of Hytaspes, king of the Persians, and being eighth [in line] from that 

Mithridates who both fled from the Macedonians and acquired the kingdom of 

Pontus” (καὶ ὁ Μιθριδάτης ἀπέθνησκεν, ἑκκαιδέκατος ὢν ἐκ Δαρείου τοῦ 

Ὑστάσπου Περσῶν βασιλέως, ὄγδοος δ᾽ ἀπὸ Μιθριδάτου τοῦ Μακεδόνων 

ἀποστάντος τε καὶ κτησαμένου τὴν Ποντικὴν ἀρχήν).332 The obituary then 

explicitly draws a connection between Mithridates VI and Darius I, identifiable by 

the use of τοῦ Ὑστάσπου (“of Hytaspes”) and widely regarded in ancient 

literature as one of the greatest kings of the Achaemenid Empire. It also reminds 

the reader of Mithridates I, the founder of the Pontic dynasty who was 

prophesised in Antigonus’ dream to establish the Pontic realm. This hearkening 

back to his ancestry gives Mithridates a connection back to the great monarchs of 

old, both of the earlier Achaemenid Empire and of Mithridates’ own paternal 

realm. While the passage provides clear summary of his ancestry, no mention is 

made of Mithridates’ own children or later descendants, as this is instead saved 

later for Mith. 17.120-121, and even then it is only as a brief conclusion. There is 

a sense of closure on the entire Mithridatid house in this obituary, in spite of the 

fact that Mithridates’ sons Pharnaces and Mithridates of Permon lived on to 

continue the dynasty for another generation. As will be seen further on in Mith. 

16.113, this closure is perhaps a deliberate ploy by Appian.  

 
332 It is interesting to note that Appian uses the imperfect to describe Mithridates death rather than 

an aorist or perfect. Possibly he felt as though by depicting Mithridates death as a process, it 

would perhaps giver greater vividness for the reader. The mention of Mithridates I ‘fleeing’ the 

Macedonians refers back to Mith. 2.9 in which the first king of Pontus, prior to his acquisition of 

the kingdom, was imprisoned by Antigonus I due to a dream he had about Mithridates founding a 

powerful kingdom at the expense of his own.  
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Having recounted Mithridates’ ancestry, Appian moves on to a combined 

list of achievements and character traits. This list offers a kaleidoscopic range of 

Mithridates’ character traits, some being identifiable with virtues while others 

being obviously identifiable with vice. Noreña notes that such kaleidoscopic 

panorama’s of kings’ virtues and vices was common amongst Roman imperial 

writers, both in Latin and Greek, and marked a departure from the more narrow 

treatment of political virtues that we get in Greek Classical era literature.333  

Appian begins this list by noting Mithridates’ success against the Scythians and 

other peoples bordering the Black Sea, before stating that he “forcibly made war 

upon the Romans for forty years, in which he often conquered Bithynia and 

Cappadocia, and he overran Asia,334 Phrygia, Paphlagonia, Galatia, and 

Macedonia” (Ῥωμαίοις τεσσαρακοντούτη πόλεμον ἐγκρατῶς ἐπολέμησεν, ἐν ᾧ 

Βιθυνίας ἐκράτησε πολλάκις καὶ Καππαδοκίας, Ἀσίαν τε ἐπέδραμε καὶ Φρυγίαν 

καὶ Παφλαγονίαν καὶ Γαλατίαν καὶ Μακεδόνας). Mithridates then is presented as 

a successful conqueror, an image further supported when Appian goes on to say 

that Mithridates “invaded Greece and he accomplished many great deeds, and he 

ruled the sea from Cilicia to the Adriatic, until Sulla hemmed him into his 

ancestral realm again after losing 160,000 of his men” (ἔς τε τὴν Ἑλλάδα 

ἐμβαλὼν πολλὰ καὶ μεγάλα ἔδρασε, καὶ τῆς θαλάσσης ἀπὸ Κιλικίας ἐπὶ τὸν 

Ἰόνιον ἦρξε, μέχρι Σύλλας αὐτὸν αὖθις ἐς τὴν πατρῴαν ἀρχὴν συνέκλεισεν, 

ἑκκαίδεκα στρατοῦ μυριάδας ἀποβαλόντα). While Sulla checks his advance in the 

First Mithridatic War, Appian states that Mithridates “easily renewed the war” 

(ἀνεκίνησε τὸν πόλεμον εὐμαρῶς), and so Sulla’s efforts to stop Mithridates are 

presented as only a temporary bump in the road. This serves to characterise 

Mithridates as possessing the character trait of endurance, a confirmation of 

which will be made more explicitly later in Mith. 17.118. Appian then provides as 

summary list of the various Roman generals whom Mithridates defeated over the 

course of his three wars with Rome, before describing Mithridates as “always 

 
333 Noreña, p. 268. 
334 Referring here to the Roman province of Asia rather than the entire continent.  
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high-spirited, even in misfortunes, and of great endurance” (τὸ φρόνημα δ᾽ ἦν ἀεί, 

κἀν ταῖς συμφοραῖς, μέγας καὶ φερέπονος). This focus on endurance hearkens 

back to what Appian stated in his preface. In his preface, Appian states that he 

desired to “understand the weakness or endurance of these peoples” (ἵνα τὴν τῶν 

ἐθνῶν ἀσθένειαν ἢ φερεπονίαν)335 whom he describes in his ethnography. Thus, 

Appian’s highlighting of Mithridates’ endurance in Mith. 17.118 singles him out 

as one of the more powerful opponents Rome faced in its conquest of the 

Mediterranean world. He is also described with the ability to always detect 

conspiracies against him, as Appian states that “not one of those plotting against 

him escaped his notice, not even the final one, but he, since he purposefully 

overlooked it, was destroyed because of it” (οὐ μὴν οὐδὲ τῶν ἐπιβουλῶν τις αὐτὸν 

ἔλαθεν, οὐδ᾽ ἡ τελευταία, ἀλλ᾽ ἑκὼν ταύτην ὑπεριδὼν ἀπώλετο δι᾽ αὐτήν). Even 

his death then ties in with his character, as he was ultimately destroyed by his own 

refusal to prevent Pharnaces’ conspiracy against him.      

As an obvious example of Mithridates’ vices, we are told that he “was 

murderous and savage to all, and he slew his mother and his brother and, from 

amongst his own children, three sons and three daughters” (φονικὸς δὲ καὶ ὠμὸς 

ἐς πάντας ἦν, καὶ τὴν μητέρα ἔκτεινε καὶ τὸν ἀδελφὸν καὶ τῶν παίδων τρεῖς υἱοὺς 

καὶ τρεῖς θυγατέρας). Mithridates’ characterisation here as “murderous” (φονικὸς) 

and “savage” (ὠμὸς)calls back into question the concept of φιλανθρωπία and 

whether or not Mithridates in fact possesses it. If we look back to Mithridates’ 

alleged possession of φιλανθρωπία that we saw in Mith. 3.17-18, it appears that 

Appian has come down now on the side that Mithridates in fact never truly 

possessed it within the course of his entire life. Given Mithridates’ 

characterisation throughout the Mithridateios’ narrative, it would be difficult to 

sustain the notion that Mithridates did in fact possess this character trait. The 

Asiatic Vespers for instance stand in stark contrast to φιλανθρωπία, along with the 

Chian episode. This lack of φιλανθρωπία then means that Mithridates cannot 

 
335 App. Praef. 12. 
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fulfil all the criteria of an ideal monarch as Cyrus appears to have done, and his 

possession of φιλανθρωπία was only temporary and not a defining characteristic 

as it was for Cyrus. As often as Mithridates expresses φιλανθρωπία, he just as 

quickly loses it through some violent action.  

In the closing sentence of Mith 16.112 we are told that Mithridates was 

“temperate towards many things and able to bear hardship, [and] he was yielding 

before the pleasures of women alone” (καὶ σώφρων ἐς πολλὰ καὶ φερέπονος ὢν 

περὶ μόνας ἡττᾶτο τὰς τῶν γυναικῶν ἡδόνας). The use of the adjective σώφρων 

(‘temperate’) here to describe Mithridates is important, as σώφρων and its noun 

form σωφροσύνη has a long history in Greek philosophy and literature dating 

back to the time of Homer.336 Plato also invokes σωφροσύνη as an ideal virtue 

that an individual should possess, particularly with regard to rulership. The term 

also appears in Classical Greek historiography where it is often meant in the sense 

of ‘prudence’ or to commend ‘well-advised good sense.’337 Herodotus uses 

σωφροσύνη and its cognates rather sparingly, but noticeably he uses it five times 

in scenes which Rademaker describes as involving an ‘oriental despot’.338 In most 

of these scenes, σωφροσύνη and its cognates are used “to draw a contrast between 

the monarchs, who typically lack σωφροσύνη, and their counsellors who possess 

the quality.”339 As an example of this, in Hdt. 3.71.3 Darius’ advisor Otanes 

argues against hastily carrying out a coup against Smerdis, but rather Otanes says 

that the coup must be undertaken in a “more prudent way” (σωφρονέστερον).340 

Thucydides also employs σωφροσύνη and its cognates, although he differs from 

 
336 A couple of key works on the study of σωφροσύνη in Greek literature and thought include 

North, H. (1966) Sophrosyne: Self-Knowledge and Self-Restraint in Greek Literature. Cornell 

University Press, as well as Rademaker, A. (2005) Sophrosyne and the Rhetoric of Self-Restraint: 

Polysemy & Persuasive Use of an Ancient Greek Value Term. Brill.  
337 Rademaker, p. 191.  
338 Rademaker, p. 191. The passages in which these occur in Herodotus are 3.35.1-2, 3.64.5, 

3.71.3, 7.15.1-2, and 7.104.2. Notably these passages are concerned with the Achaemenid kings 

Cambyses, Darius I and Xerxes. Rademaker is at lengths in his footnote though to emphasise that 

lack of σωφροσύνη in Herodotus is characteristic of monarchs rather “of orientals in general.” 
339 Rademaker, p. 191.  
340 This use of σωφρονέστερον comes in the larger context of the passage whereby Otanes advises 

Darius to wait until he has more accomplices. Darius however ignores Otanes’ plea for prudence 

and enacts his coup. 
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Herodotus in applying it to poleis as collective bodies with regard to 

characterising either the internal or external policy of the polis as a whole.341  

Within Roman imperial political theory, we also have the closely aligned Latin 

concepts of moderatio (“moderation”), temperentia (“temperance”), and 

continentia (“restraint/self-control”). In imperial times, temperance was a fairly 

“elastic virtue, denoting a range of behaviours pointed to moderation and self-

control”, and thus it could differ between authors.342 In the context of the 

Mithridateios, Mithridates’ temperance is highlighted as a virtue, although what it 

refers to specifically is not stated.343 But in the same breath, Appian describes 

Mithridates as περὶ μόνας ἡττᾶτο τὰς τῶν γυναικῶν ἡδόνας (“he was yielding 

before the pleasures of women alone”), thus showing that Mithridates was not the 

perfect example of σώφρων and that he was in fact susceptible to one pleasure, 

that of women which is specifically noted.344 As pointed out earlier in regard to 

Mith. 4.27, Appian views eroticism and expression of sexuality as being 

inherently destructive, and so this seemingly single pleasure to which Mithridates 

yields proves to a destructive one, although perhaps not as fully destructive as it 

was for both Hannibal and Antiochus.  

So, what is the takeaway for the reader from this assorted list of virtues 

and vices? Primarily the catalogue shows that Mithridates, while possessing some 

of the virtues necessary for kingship, did not in fact possess all of them. He was 

thus a great monarch, but an incomplete one. The implication then that Appian is 

trying to communicate is that Mithridates fails to provide the same good kingship 

that the Roman Empire can provide for its people. This requires some 

explanation. As stated in his preface to the Roman History, Appian viewed the 

 
341 Rademaker, p. 201. 
342 Noreña, p. 275.  
343 It seems hard to understand it in a fully Herodotean or Thucydidean sense of ‘prudence’ or 

‘well-advised good sense.’ Mithridates does in fact ignore advice from his counsellors, most 

notably in the aforementioned Mith. 11.75 when Mithridates ignores the advice of his counsellors 

to retreat from Cyzicus after the incident of the heifer swimming into the city. Mithridates ignored 

their advice and his army was subsequently destroyed.  
344 This ties in with notions about Pericles and Mark Antony that come through in Plutarch’s 

eponymous biographies. 
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Roman Empire of his age as the greatest empire to have ever existed, one that 

dwarfed all others “in both greatness and duration” (μεγέθει τε καὶ χρόνῳ), and 

that the Romans themselves surpassed all neighbouring peoples “in excellence, 

endurance, and hard labour” (ἀρετῇ καὶ φερεπονίᾳ καὶ ταλαιπωρίᾳ).345 However, 

as noted by Bucher, while Appian states that the Roman Empire is the greatest 

empire in history, he also avoids “polemics and explicit argumentation about the 

virtues of monarchy and the flaws of the [Roman] Republic.”346 Rather, Appian 

seems to have believed that the facts speak for themselves, and that the deeds of 

the Romans were self-evident in proving Rome’s right to rule over the 

Mediterranean.347 Nowhere in the Mithridateios do we receive any kind of 

detailed argumentation from Appian on how the Romans serve as superior rulers 

than Mithridates.348 Instead, Appian appears to feel as though the simple fact that 

the Romans defeated Mithridates therefore automatically qualifies them as being 

superior without any further explanation required. Bucher notes that Appian also 

employed this line of self-evident argumentation in his examination of how the 

Roman imperial system of governance was superior to that of the Republic: 

“The Roman History was written to perform a function of 

steadily increasing complexity and evolved accordingly; we 

have followed the traces of that evolution in the extant portions 

of the work. Roman success in expansion and survival 

demonstrated the Romans’ superiority and worthiness to rule. 

 
345 App. Praef. 11. 
346 Bucher, p. 441.  
347 Bucher, p. 441. Schwartz, E. 1896. “Appianus.” RE 2: 216–37 = Griechische 

Geschichtsschreiber (Leipzig 1959), p. 217. Schwartz states about Appian “er will sie den 

Griechen nicht durch rhetorische Enkomien, sondern durch Vorführung der Tatsachen mitteilen“ 

(“he does not want to communicate [Roman achievements] to the Greeks through rhetorical 

encomiums, but by presenting the facts.“).  
348 As Bucher on pp. 441-442 notes, this lack of polemic and explicit argumentation has partially 

led to Appian being falsely associated with ‘objectivity’, as Appian is seen as a distanced narrator 

who simply reports things as they are and demonstrates self-restraint in his reporting.  
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The failure of the Republic in the awful civil wars proved by 

contrast the superiority of the monarchy that succeeded it.”349 

This line of argumentation of course contains flaws, but Appian 

nevertheless advances forward with his argument seemingly unaware or 

unquestioning of them. For Bucher, Appian is writing from the position of a 

convinced believer with his arguments being “post hoc justifications of the status 

quo of his own day.”350 Bucher’s arguments ring true from what my examination 

of the Mithridateios has revealed. Mithridates is presented as a flawed individual 

and model of kingship. The Romans’ ability to defeat him reveals their own 

innate superiority of character and right to rulership without there being any need 

to dig deeper or for Appian to feel as though he needs to spell it out to his 

readership. Mithridates is capable of defeating individual Roman commanders, 

but Appian does not view this as being reflexive of the Roman people as a whole. 

Rather, these individual Roman commanders have a flaw in their character which 

causes them to be defeated by Mithridates. Manius Aquilius for instance is glory 

seeking and does not fight Mithridates on behalf of the Roman people, thus 

justifying his later defeat and brutal execution at Mithridates’ hands.351 In a 

similar vein, Murena is likewise greedy and glory-seeking, thus causing his 

destruction. Individual Romans may possess destructive characteristics which 

lead to their downfall, but Rome’s ultimate victory over Mithridates is indicative 

of its superior ἀρετή as a collective people and state.352 In supporting such a line 

of argumentation though, I do not mean to say that Appian demonstrates no 

subjectivity or artistry in his historical work as earlier historians have done. 

 
349 Bucher, p. 442. As Bucher on p. 442 also notes: “Appian’s argument is weak, amounting to 

little more than the enthymeme “the Republic was a bad form of government because it bred 

violence; the Empire, which has avoided just these evils, is not a bad form of government and is 

therefore good.”” 
350 Bucher, p. 443.  
351 This is seen in App. Mith. 3.19 when Appian describes the cause of Mithridates’ victory at the 

Amnias river. Appian states that Aquilius and Nicomedes IV lost “because they undertook this 

war rashly without sound judgement, [and] without public support” (ὡς οὐκ εὐβουλίᾳ μᾶλλον ἢ 

προπετῶς, ἄνευ τοῦ κοινοῦ, τοσόνδε πόλεμον ἅψαντες).  
352 We may perhaps consider Appian’s characterisations of Aquilius and Murena by the modern 

colloquial expression ‘bad apples.’ 
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Rather Appian does demonstrate subjectivity and artistry in his crafting of 

Mithridates’ character and the Mithridateios’ broader narrative, but it is in service 

of a fairly weak argument based upon self-evidence.  

It is worth mentioning here the broad similarity that exists between 

Appian’s first summation of Mithridates’ character and the synkriseis found in 

Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. All but four of Plutarch’s paired biographies feature a 

sykrisis, or “comparison”, at the end.353 These synkriseis provide summative and 

explicit assessments of the respective biographies’ paired subjects with the goal of 

judging them and determining who was ‘better’ from a moral perspective. Like 

Appian’s obituary for Mithridates, Plutarch’s synkriseis lay out the virtues and 

vices of the paired subjects and they discuss the various actions undertaken by the 

paired subjects with regard to these. While often thought of as being lacklustre 

attachments that proceed to lay out the similarities and differences between the 

paired subjects in a “trite”, “shallow”, and “pedestrian” manner, these sykriseis 

were in fact essential to the overall project of the Parallel Lives and its moralising 

aims.354 The synkrisis serves as a lynchpin which “sets in motion the process of 

moral judgment by the reader and the development of a set of tools for the 

construction of an ethical self and of a life as a work of art informed by an 

understanding of the cardinal virtues of the Greek philosophical tradition.”355 As 

Larmour has argued previously, it is likely that the narratives within the Parallel 

Lives were consciously crafted by Plutarch with the synkrisis in mind in order to 

draw out the parallels that existed between the paired subjects so that the reader 

can use them for further contemplation.356 It is possible then that, as with 

 
353 Larmour (2014), p. 405. 
354 Larmour, (2014), pp. 405-406. In criticism of this perspective, Larmour states on p. 406: “Such 

readers must, however, ask themselves to what extent their expectations have been conditioned by 

the genre of modern biography, a form to which Plutarch’s Parallel Lives are only distantly 

related.”  
355 Larmour (2014), p. 415.  
356 Larmour (1988), p. 364. Larmour (2014), pp. 414-415. Larmour specifically argues that the 

narratives found within the biographies of Theseus and Romulus were “to a significant extent, 

written with the Synkrisis in mind,” but it is likely too then that the other biographies within the 

Parallel Lives also were similarly crafted.  
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Plutarch, Appian has constructed the Mithridateios’ narrative with the summative 

obituary in Mith. 16.112 in mind. The obituary here in Mith. 16.112 causes the 

reader to consider the virtues and vices that a monarch should possess, and it is 

likely that Appian has been subtly ‘leading’ and ‘guiding’ the reader through the 

Mithridateios’ narrative the whole time with the obituary in mind. While Appian 

may not be constructing Mithridates’ obituary in Mith 16.112 with an explicit 

paired subject in mind as Plutarch does, the summation displays a possible 

synkritic undertone that pairs Mithridates’ character with that of the implied 

Roman emperors who have established and governed the imperial monarchy 

which Appian holds in such high esteem.357  

Having discussed Mithridates as a flawed model of kingship and his 

obituary’s relationship to the Plutarchan synkrisis, we may perhaps compare the 

obituary for Mithridates VI in App. Mith. 16.112 with Arrian’s obituary for 

Darius III in An. 3.22. Such a comparison is valid, as both Appian and Arrian 

were roughly contemporary with each other, and Appian in his Roman History 

even displays evidence of having read Arrian’s Anabasis.358 As Bosworth has 

shown, Appian’s account of the portents that predicted Seleucus I’s future 

greatness in Syr. 56.288-291 as well as the account of Alexander’s engineering 

works at the confluence of the Euphrates and the Pallacotta canal in B.C. 

2.21.153. drew upon Arrian’s Anabasis for source material, as the accounts in 

both authors bear close similarities.359 Thus scholars are now in agreement that 

Appian had read Arrian’s Anabasis and so would be familiar with the 

 
357 The presence of a synkritic undertone could even be considered as reflective of the entire 

Roman History. I remind the reader that Appian’s explicit goal, as stated in the preface to his 

work, is to compare the Roman Empire to all other peoples which it encountered, with the goal of 

proving the superior ἀρετή of the Roman people and state in comparison. 
358 Gowing, A. (1992) The Triumviral Narratives of Appian and Cassius Dio. The University of 

Michigan Press, pp. 276-277.  
359 Bosworth, A. B. (1972) “Arrian’s Literary Development.” The Classical Quarterly 22(1), pp. 

176-178. Arrian lists the tale of Seleucus retrieving Alexander’s diadem, along with two other 

variations of the same tale, in An. 7.22.2-5 and the story about the engineering works in An. 

7.21.3-5.  Bosworth argues that not long after its publication, Arrian’s Anabasis had already 

become the authoritative history of the life of Alexander and thus it would be the natural source 

for Appian to turn to for information on Alexander. See also Brodersen, K. (1988) “Appian und 

Arrian.” Klio 70(2), pp. 461-467 for further discussion of Appian’s use of Arrian.  
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characterisation of Darius III which Arrian shows in his obituary for the king in 

An. 3.22. Unlike Appian’s obituary, which mixes the noble and negative traits of 

Mithridates to create a complex closing portrait of the king’s character, Arrian’s 

obituary for Darius III is almost entirely negative and one-sided. Darius is 

described by Arrian as being “both a coward and incompetent regarding military 

affairs” (ἀνδρὶ τὰ μὲν πολέμια … μαλθακῷ τε καὶ οὐ φρενήρει) in comparison 

with his opponent, Alexander, who throughout the Anabasis is portrayed as being 

both brave and exceptional in war.360 Arrian also characterises Darius’ overall life 

as being “a series of disasters accumulated upon others, nor was there some 

respite since first he arrived at rulership” (ζῶντι μὲν δὴ ξυμφοραὶ αὐτῷ ἄλλαι ἐπ᾽ 

ἄλλαις ξυνηνέχθησαν, οὐδέ τις ἀνακωχὴ ἐγένετο ἐπειδὴ πρῶτον ἐς τὴν ἀρχὴν 

παρῆλθεν), a characterisation that renders him an incapable monarch from the 

beginning of his reign.361 What follows is a brief summation of the war against 

Alexander in which Arrian details the defeats of Darius and his satraps at the 

Granicus and at Issus, as well as his loss of territory west of the Euphrates. At 

Gaugamela/Arbela, Arrian states that “[Darius] was both amongst the first to 

shamefully flee [the field] and he lost the greatest army of the whole barbarian 

race” (ἐπὶ δὲ αὐτὸς ἐν Ἀρβήλοις ἔφυγέ τε ἐν πρώτοις αἰσχρῶς καὶ στρατιὰν 

πλείστην παντὸς τοῦ βαρβαρικοῦ γένους ἀπώλεσε), thus again emphasising his 

supposed cowardice and incompetence in battle.362 Of his flight after 

Gaugamela/Arbela, Arrian states “A fugitive from his own kingdom, since he was 

caused to wander, and forsaken by those around him to the depths of fate, led off 

both as a king and a prisoner with dishonour itself, and in the end, having been 

plotted against, he died at the hand of his own personal companions” (φυγάς τε ἐκ 

τούτου τῆς αὑτοῦ ἀρχῆς πλανώμενος καὶ τελευτῶν πρὸς τῶν ἀμφ᾽ αὑτὸν ἐς τὰ 

 
360 Arr. An. 3.22.2. Briant, P. (2015) Darius in the Shadow of Alexander. Translated by Jane Marie 

Todd. Harvard University Press, p. 133. The word μαλθακῷ really translates as “soft/tender”, but 

in the context of warfare it has the connotation of cowardice.  
361 Arr. An. 3.22.3. 
362 Arr. An. 3.22.4. 
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ἔσχατα προδοθείς, βασιλεύς τε ἐν τῷ αὐτῷ καὶ δεσμώτης ξὺν ἀτιμίᾳ ἀγόμενος, 

τέλος δὲ πρὸς τῶν οἰκειοτάτων ἐπιβουλευθεὶς ἀπώλετο).363  

We may consider why the characterisation of these respective kings differs 

so greatly, despite them sharing some common features in their respective life 

stories, such as their flight from their pursuing enemies. The likely answer is 

twofold; in part it is due to the actual differences that existed between the lives 

and reigns of Darius III and Mithridates VI, but it is also due to the differing 

literary intentions of Arrian and Appian. Arrian’s goal is primarily to highlight 

Alexander as a “paragon of every virtue” who is the sole hero of his narrative to 

whom all other characters are inadequate.364 This allows for a more simplistic 

binary characterisation of ‘good vs evil/inadequate’ we might say, with a strong 

contrast between the two principal agents of each side.  Appian however is 

dealing with a more complex figure however, one who was able to defeat Rome 

in certain instance, and such victories over Rome need to be explained in some 

way. Thus, Mithridates cannot simply be entirely incompetent as Arrian’s Darius 

III is and so the inclusion of virtues is necessary. As has also been argued earlier, 

Appian’s Mithridates is also presented as being reflective of the entire history of 

the Achaemenid monarchy and thus exhibits character traits associated with 

earlier Achaemenid monarchs, principally Cyrus, who were viewed by ancient 

writers as being virtuous and exemplary rulers. As a result, Appian’s obituary for 

Mithridates necessarily must be more complex than that of Arrian’s in order both 

to accommodate the historical fact that Mithridates did enjoy military success 

against the Romans, a success that must be justified, as well to allow for a literary 

and philosophical assessment of Mithridates’ kingship based upon prior 

Achaemenid rulers and contemporary ideals found in kingship literature of the 

first and second centuries CE. In addition, by next presenting Pompey as 

organising a funeral for Mithridates, Mith. 16.112 also allows Appian further 

engage in Alexander association by portraying Pompey as characterising both 

 
363 Arr. An. 3.22.5. 
364 Briant (2015), p. 134.  
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himself as a ‘Roman Alexander’ as well as Mithridates as a new Darius, a concept 

to consider as we move now to the funeral itself. 

With the closing of Mithridates’ obituary in Mith. 16.112, Appian then 

moves on in 16.113 to describe for the audience the curious funeral that takes 

place for Mithridates. We are told that upon hearing of the death of Mithridates, 

the Romans celebrated and held a festival of thanksgiving. Meanwhile Pharnaces 

delivers the body to Pompey’s forces stationed in Sinope via a trireme along with 

“those who captured Manius, and many hostages, as many as were both Greeks 

and barbarians” (καὶ τοὺς Μάνιον ἑλόντας, ὅμηρά τε πολλὰ ὅσα ἦν Ἑλληνικά τε 

καὶ βαρβαρικά). As part of the handing over of Mithridates’ body, Pharnaces in 

return requests that he should be allowed to “rule as king either his ancestral 

realm or Bosporus alone” ( ἢ τῆς πατρῴας ἀρχῆς ἢ Βοσπόρου γε βασιλεύειν 

μόνου). Pompey grants Pharnaces rulership over the Bosporus while Pontus is 

split into two parts, with the western part coming under direct Roman rule and the 

eastern half continuing to be ruled by Pontic client kings.365 But once Pompey 

acquires Mithridates’ body we are told by Appian that “Pompey gave expense for 

the body of Mithridates, and he commanded for his servants to honour [the body 

of Mithridates] with a royal funeral, and to place [the body] at Sinope in the royal 

tombs, since he admired his great achievements366 as he admired him as the best 

of the kings at that time” (Πομπήιος δ᾽ ἐς μὲν τὸ σῶμα τοῦ Μιθριδάτου χορηγίαν 

ἔδωκε, καὶ θάψαι βασιλείῳ ταφῇ τοῖς θεραπευτῆρσιν αὐτοῦ προσέταξε, καὶ ἐν 

Σινώπῃ τοῖς βασιλείοις ἐνθέσθαι τάφοις, ἀγάμενος αὐτὸν τῆς μεγαλουργίας ὡς 

τῶν καθ᾽ αὑτὸν βασιλέων ἄριστον).367  

 
365 Roller, p. 212. Sampson, p. 228. 
366 The Greek literally translates as “him of great achievement” (αὐτὸν τῆς μεγαλουργίας) but I 

have converted the expression here into more readable English.  
367 See Højte, J.M. (2009b) “The Death and Burial of Mithridates VI.” Mithridates VI and the 

Pontic Kingdom. Højte, J. M. ed. Aarhus University Press, pp. 121-130 for a 

historical/archaeological discussion of Mithridates’ burial. Højte actually suggests that Appian 

may be wrong in assigning Mithridates’ burial to Sinope and that he was instead interred in the 

tombs at Amaseia where Pontic kings prior to Pharnaces I (r. 190-155 BCE) had been buried.  
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Pompey’s burial of Mithridates stands as a unique instance within the 

historiography of Roman conquest, as it nearly impossible to find any comparable 

example.368 Roman generals typically sought to capture their enemies alive and 

display them in their triumphs, an act which denigrated the defeated enemy and 

reinforced the superiority of Rome and her victorious general.369 If an enemy 

leader died during the course of the war, there was no real effort made by the 

Romans to bury the body with honours. Thus, Pompey’s desire to fund the cost of 

Mithridates’ burial seems strange within a strictly Roman context. In a Greek 

context though there is the earlier example of Alexander the Great, who after 

discovering Darius III lying mortally wounded along the road after having been 

betrayed by Bessus, has the body taken to Persepolis where it can be buried 

alongside the tombs of the other Achaemenid monarchs.370 This burial of Darius 

III with his ancestors is recorded in Plutarch Alex. 43 as well as Arrian 3.22.1. In 

Plutarch’s brief account, Alexander is described as “clearly distressed by what 

happened” (ἀλγῶν τε τῷ πάθει φανερὸς ἦν) once Darius dies, and Alexander 

covered his body with a cloak. Plutarch continues by telling us that Alexander 

“having laid out the body of Darius in a kingly manner, he sent [the body] to 

[Darius’] mother, and he adopted [Darius’] brother, Exathres, amongst his 

companions” (τότε δὲ τοῦ Δαρείου τὸ μὲν σῶμα κεκοσμημένον βασιλικῶς πρὸς 

τὴν μητέρα ἀπέστειλε, τὸν δὲ ἀδελφὸν Ἐξάθρην εἰς τοὺς ἑταίρους ἀνέλαβεν). The 

overall inclusion of this passage in Plutarch’s account is to show Alexander’s 

respect for his fallen enemy in this moment, an act which clearly makes him 

 
368 Højte (2009b), pp. 122-123.  A possible comparison could be drawn with Plut. Pomp. 80.5-6 

where Caesar arrives in Egypt only to find that Pompey has been murdered. Although Caesar is 

said to have wept upon discovering Pompey’s fate in Egypt as well as allowing for Pompey’s wife 

Cornelia to receive Pompey’s body and bury at his villa, there is no mention of Caesar having 

personally paid the costs of Pompey’s funeral service.  
369 For a detailed study on the Roman triumph, see Beard, M. (2007) The Roman Triumph. 

Harvard University Press. In particular, see Chapter 4 (pp. 107-142) titled “Captives on Parade.” 
370 Much ink has been spilt regarding the extent to which Pompey may have been imitating 

Alexander during his campaigns in the east. For some prominent articles on this topic, see Martin, 

D. J. (1998) “Did Pompey engage in imitation Alexandri?” Studies in Latin Literature and Roman 

History 9. Deroux, C. ed. Éditions Latomus, pp. 23-51, as well as Kopij, K. (2017) “When did 

Pompey the Great engage in his Imitatio Alexandri?” Studies in Ancient Art and Civilization 21, 

pp. 119-141.  
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virtuous.371 Arrian’s account in An. 3.22.1 removes the emotion of Alexander 

from Plutarch’s account as well as any notion that Alexander covered Darius’ 

body or accepted Exathres as a companion. Instead, Arrian instead states that 

“Alexander sent off the body of Darius to Persepolis, and he ordered to place 

[Darius] in the royal tombs, just as the other [kings] before Darius” (Ἀλέξανδρος 

δὲ τὸ μὲν σῶμα τοῦ Δαρείου ἐς Πέρσας ἀπέπεμψε, θάψαι κελεύσας ἐν ταῖς 

βασιλικαῖς θήκαις, καθάπερ καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι οἱ πρὸ Δαρείου βασιλεῖς). Appian’s 

account of Pompey’s burial of Mithridates seems to explicitly link Pompey then 

with Alexander the Great and Mithridates with Darius III.372  

But from Alexander’s act of burying Darius, we can also infer another 

implicit meaning. Historians also argue that by burying Darius with his ancestors, 

Alexander was also asserting himself as Darius’ true successor as opposed to the 

traitor Bessus, and thus legitimising his control over the conquered territories of 

the Achaemenid Empire.373 I argue that in Mith. 16.112 Appian draws upon this 

earlier tradition of Alexander’s burial of Darius III to thus legitimise Pompey, and 

by extension Rome, as the true ruler of Pontus over Mithridates’ own son 

Pharnaces. Mithridates VI represents the last spark of glory within the Pontic 

royal dynasty that has been overcome by the superior power of Roman ἀρετή. 

Pharnaces will attempt to reconquer Pontus in Mith. 17.20 but is handily defeated 

by Julius Caesar. During his time in the east, Pompey also saw to the 

reorganisation of the Pontic territory that he annexed into Rome, as stated in Mith. 

17.114-115. Pontus was divided into eleven communities by Pompey, each of 

 
371 Note that while Plutarch describes Alexander as laying out the body “in a kingly manner” 

(βασιλικῶς), there is no express mention of Alexander burying Darius at Pasargadae as is found 

later in Arrian.  
372 Mayor, p. 354. Højte (2009b) argues on pp. 122-123 that Pompey’s burial of Mithridates was 

specifically designed by Pompey to mimic Alexander’s burial of Darius III and to control the 

narrative of the Third Mithridatic War in its aftermath. Højte says that by doing so “Pompeius 

could relegate the philhellene king [Mithridates] to an oriental despot, while he at the same time 

would appear as a new Alexander, liberator of the Greeks.” 
373 See Green pp. 329-330. Greens suggests that Alexander’s burial of Darius III allowed him to 

present himself as Darius’ heir, and thus he was, by extension, the legitimate successor of Darius 

to the Achaemenid Empire.  
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which possessed an urban centre to administer it.374 Many of these urban centres 

pre-existed Pompey’s reorganisation yet they saw additions to their territory and 

expansion of their urban limits, such as the city of Zela.375 In other places, 

Pompey either organised for entirely new urban centres to be constructed or 

otherwise appropriated urban centres that were still under construction but which 

begun construction under Mithridates. Appian states in Mith. 17.115 that Pompey 

founded the new city of Nicopolis in Lesser Armenia while in Pontus proper he 

rebuilt Mithridates’ own original city of Eupatoria but upon completion of the 

rebuild it was renamed Magnopolis.376 Pompey is also stated to have re-

established the city of Soli, located in the southern Anatolian region of Cilicia, but 

named it Pompeiopolis after himself.377 Pompey’s reorganisation of Pontus is in 

line with the typical tendencies of Hellenistic monarchs, dating back to the time of 

Alexander, to portray themselves as major city builders and organisers of 

kingdoms. A comparative example can be seen in App. Syr. 9.57 where Appian 

notes the number of cities that that Seleucus I established during his reign.  Thus, 

the burial of Mithridates VI by Pompey that we see in Mith. 16.113 works to 

implicitly characterise Pompey as Mithridates’ true successor and legitimise the 

administrative changes he makes in Mith. 17.114-115 as well as subtly implying 

that these reforms are along the lines of earlier Hellenistic kings.  

Mithridates’ Worthiness as an Enemy: Mith. 17.118-119 

In these closing sections of the Mithridateios, Appian reviews the strength 

that Mithridates was able to muster in his contest against Rome, as well as 

presenting the overall threat that he posed to Rome. Much of these forces which 

Appian claims Mithridates possesses is most likely an exaggeration, a way to 

magnify Mithridates’ ability to check Roman expansion and thus pose a greater 

 
374 Seager, p. 60. 
375 Seager, p. 60.  
376 App. Mith. 17.115.  
377 App. Mith. 17.115. 
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challenge for the Romans in which to test their ἀρετή. If we view Mithridates then 

as a challenge to Roman ἀρετή that must be overcome, we can see then how these 

sections fit within the broader conception of the Mithridateios as a whole, and by 

extension how the Mithridateios fits with the broader Roman History of Appian. 

The two sections of Mith. 17.118-119 serve as a summation of the vast 

achievement that was Rome’s victory over Mithridates in the form of the 

territorial and material gains acquired, as well a presentation of the military threat 

that was Mithridates. They differ also from the earlier obituary in Mith. 16.112-

113 with regard to emphasis and tone. The earlier obituary of Mith. 16.112-113 

possessed a more tragic tone and heavily moralistic in its emphasis. The obituary 

here in Mith. 17.118-119 carries a more triumphal tone and it emphasises the 

material and military strength that Mithridates possessed.  

Before beginning a close analysis of these sections, it is necessary to 

briefly address the editorial controversy surrounding the placement of sections 

118 and 119 within the Mithridateios’ epilogue. While Schweighäuser in his 

scholarly edition placed these two sections in the epilogue, the manuscript 

tradition instead places these two sections at the very beginning of the work.378 

Schweighäuser reasoned that these two sections were clearly suited to an epilogue 

rather than an introduction, arguing that a folio was moved away from the end and 

placed at the beginning.379 Since 1785 Schweighäuser’s view has been dominant, 

but in more recent years there has been a movement to follow in the manuscript 

tradition and place sections 118-119 at the beginning. Recently Goukowsky in his 

2001 edition follows the manuscripts in placing sections 118-119 at the 

Mithridateios’ beginning, and both Veh and Brodersen earlier supported such a 

 
378 McGing, B. (2021) “The Beginning and End of Appian’s Mithridateios.” The Classical 

Quarterly 71(2), p. 791. As McGing notes, all surviving manuscripts, the earliest of which date to 

the 15th century, place these two sections at the beginning. 
379 McGing (2021), pp. 791-792. Schweighäuser, J. (1785) “Exercitationes in Appiani Alexandrini 

Romanas Historias”. Opuscula Academica. Strasbourg, pp. 21-22, 52-55. 
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decision in 1987.380 But as McGing notes, while section 118 opens with ὧδε μὲν 

(“and so/thus”), an expression which can be used in an introductory manner 

looking forward to indicate what follows, in Appian it is typically used to refer to 

events that have already occurred.381 There are no connecting particles beginning 

the first sentence in either the Preface/Praefatio, Iberike, Libyke, Illyrike, Syrike 

and the first book of the Civil Wars, thus suggesting that section 118, with its first 

word being ὧδε, is unlikely to have opened the Mithridateios.382 McGing also 

argues that by placing sections 118-119 in the Mithridateios’ epilogue, the overall 

work now begins in an almost identical fashion to the Illyrike, another book 

within Appian’s wider Roman History.383 Thus, I concur with McGing in placing 

sections 118-119 in Mith.17 in order to form an additional summation of 

Mithridates in the book’s epilogue.  

The cataloguing of the numerous territories that were brought into the 

Roman Empire upon the conclusion of the Third Mithridatic War forms the bulk 

of what is stated in Mith. 17.118. Such territories include those which Mithridates 

conquered, such as Bithynia and Cappadocia, but also outside of his imperial 

orbit, such as Cilicia, Phoenicia, Coele Syria, and Palestine. Lands such as 

Galatia, Ionia, and Greece which were temporarily taken by Mithridates are also 

stated as having returned to Roman power. The purpose of such a catalogue is 

ultimately to glorify the achievement that was Pompey’s victory in the Third 

Mithridatic War, and by extension to glorify Rome. This can be seen also when 

Appian states that Pompey gained the title of “the Great” (μέγαν) as a result of 

this victory. In the past, several historians and translators have claimed that 

Appian is inaccurate here, and they instead Plutarch’s version in Pomp. 13.4 in 

 
380 See Goukowsky, P. (2001) Appien, Histoire Romaine, Tome VII, Livre II: la Guerre de 

Mithridate. Paris, as well as Veh. O and Brodersen, K. (1987) Appian von Alexandria. Römische 

Geschichte, erster Teil: die römische Reichsbildung. Stuttgart, p. 330.   
381 McGing (2021), pp. 792-793. McGing notes that ὧδε is used a total of 209 times in all the 

surviving works of Appian, and in only forty instances is it used in a forward-looking sense. In all 

other cases it refers to events which have preceded it.  
382 McGing (2021), p. 794. 
383 McGing (2021), p. 794. 
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which Plutarch claims that Pompey in fact earned the title of “the Great” via 

Sulla.384 Ultimately, it cannot be determined whether Appian’s or Plutarch’s 

version is correct, as there are no other sources available to lend support to either 

claim. In Appian however, the inclusion of the story here about how Pompey 

acquired his moniker of “Great” serves to magnify Pompey’s achievement against 

Mithridates, as well as reinforce the Pompey-Alexander connection, and whilst it 

may not be historically accurate it serves Appian’s narrative purpose in the 

Mithridateios. In the closing line of Mith. 17.118 we see the primary traits which 

Appian appears to admire most in Mithridates: “and both the courage and 

endurance of Mithridates himself, since he had been shown as able to meet all 

challenges” (τόλμης τε αὐτοῦ Μιθριδάτου καὶ φερεπονίας, δυνατοῦ σφίσιν ἐς 

ἅπαντα ὀφθέντος). As stated earlier in Mith. 16.112, the focus on endurance 

(φερεπονία) refers back to the preface of Appian’s work, and its restatement here 

emphasises that ins possession of endurance is one of Mithridates’ defining 

character traits. The attribute of courage (τόλμα) is a fairly generic royal quality 

that shows up in a number of various Greek imperial authors and which doesn’t 

usually require much comment.385 Dio Chrysostom comments on courage for 

instance in Or. 2.26, 2.54, 3.7, 3.32, 3.58, 4.24, and Marcus Aurelius likewise 

refers to courage in Med. 3.6.1, 3.11.3, 5.12.2, and 11.18.21.386 Neither Dio nor 

Marcus Aurelius however specifically tie the possession of courage to actions in 

 
384  See Horace White Vol. II, p. 477 as an example of the claim that Appian is wrong. As stated 

above, this particular claim about Pompey is often used by Appian’s critics and translators, such as 

Horace White, to denounce him as a sloppy historian who didn’t make good use of his evidence. 

The scholarly consensus has been to prefer Plutarch’s account in Pomp. 13.4 for how Pompey 

acquired the titled of ‘Great’ (Magnus), namely that it was given to Pompey by Sulla to celebrate 

Pompey’s victory over the Marian forces in North Africa in 81 BCE. Plutarch’s account makes it 

seem as though Sulla gave the title of Magnus to Pompey in an almost casual and joking manner, 

when arguably Pompey’s victories and territorial conquests in the Third Mithridatic War would 

more deservedly warrant Pompey’s acquisition of the title. Neither Plutarch nor Appian make 

reference to any sources here, and no other ancient sources makes reference to how Pompey 

acquired the title. The scholarly consensus I argue then appears to be founded simply on the 

principle that Plutarch is viewed as being a ‘better’ writer/historian than Appian, an ultimately 

subjective interpretation that is built upon earlier academic traditions of denigrating Appian as a 

source. 
385 Noreña, p. 275.  
386 Noreña, p. 275.  
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war though.387 In Latin literature the topic of courage also appears, usually in the 

form of words such as virtus and fortitudo, and it is in Latin literature that courage 

is normally invoked in regard to warfare when discussed as an imperial virtue.388 

In the context of the Mithridateios, courage is almost certainly tied in with 

warfare given the nature of the book’s content. 

The scale of the threat that Mithridates presented is described in Mith. 

17.119, as Appian provides a list of the various armaments that Mithridates 

possessed as well as the alliances he established. Mithridates is described as 

“there were often more than 400 ships belonging to him” (ᾧ νῆες μὲν ἦσαν 

οἰκεῖαι πολλάκις πλείους τετρακοσίων) and the scale of his land forces are 

presented as being “at some time there were 50,000 horsemen and 250,000 

infantry” (ἱππεῖς δ᾽ ἔστιν ὅτε πεντακισμύριοι καὶ πεζῶν μυριάδες πέντε καὶ 

εἴκοσι) along with a significant number of siege engines and missiles. The 

quantities of men and armaments provided by Appian, like most amounts given 

by ancient historians, are not to be trusted, but within the narrative that Appian 

has drawn it works to characterise Mithridates as being a serious threat to Roman 

power. Likewise, the allies that Mithridates accrued also present him as a serious 

challenge. Armenia is listed as being his ally, although interesting Tigranes is not 

named, as well as “for one sailing, it goes from the Scythians around the Pontus389 

to the Maeotian Lake,390 and from that place up to the Thracian Bosporus (καὶ 

Σκυθῶν τῶν περὶ τὸν Πόντον, ἐπί τε Μαιώτιδα λίμνην καὶ ἀπ᾽ ἐκείνης ἐπὶ τὸν 

Θρᾴκιον Βόσπορον περιπλέοντι). The inclusion of the Scythians, aside from 

stating a historical fact, gives a sense of the exotic towards Mithridates, showing 

that he was capable of harnessing the power of the tribes that lived at the 

extremities of the known world.  

Mithridates is also described as having communicated with Roman 

generals who were engaged in the civil wars or otherwise revolting in Spain. 

 
387 Noreña, p. 275. 
388 Noreña, p. 275.  
389 Referring here to the Black Sea rather than Mithridates’ kingdom.  
390 Now known as the Sea of Azov to the east of the modern-day Crimean Peninsula.   
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Appian here uses the participle στασιάζοντας (literally “being at variance”) to 

describe Roman leaders fighting amongst themselves while also using the 

participle ἀνιστάντας (“rising up [against]”) for those leaders in Spain. The use of 

στασιάζοντας for Roman leaders is important in that it ties Appian back into ideas 

of στάσις which were earlier expressed in Thucydides.391 In 3.82-83, Thucydides 

lays out a model of στάσις which has become the dominant interpretation of the 

term amongst historians and philologists.392 For Thucydides, στάσις entailed 

universal elements related to internal discord and collapse, such as “treachery, 

internecine slaughter, lethal subversion of judicial process, violation of religious 

places and sanctities, personally motivated crime masked by political pretext, 

[and] atrocities of every form defying imagination.”393  Thucydides then famously 

goes on in 3.84-86 to describe how στάσις between two rival political factions led 

to the downfall of Corcyra during the fifth year of the Peloponnesian War in 

427/6 BCE. Price argues that the concept of στάσις is the dominant theme in 

Appian’s five books on the Roman Civil Wars, a subject matter obviously ripe for 

a discussion of στάσις, and in Praef. 10 Appian states that it is στάσις alone which 

causes “great empires” (ἀρχαί μεγάλαι) to fall.394 I do not deny that Price’s 

argument is solid in viewing the books on the Civil Wars as being more closely 

aligned with the theme of στάσις than the books on Rome’s foreign wars. But I 

argue that here in the Mithridateios we can see Appian beginning to introduce the 

theme of στάσις in a more muted form to apply to Mithridates. By aligning 

himself with Romans involved in στάσις, Mithridates is presented as a unique 

foreign foe, one who had the power to defeat Rome externally as well as 

internally via his alliance with Sertorius. This sets him apart from Rome’s other 

 
391 See Price, J. (2004) Thucydides and Internal War. Cambridge University Press for a lengthy 

treatment of the idea of στάσις in Thucydides.  
392 Price (2004), p. 12. 
393 Price (2004), p. 12.  
394 Price, J. (2015) “Thucydidean Stasis and the Roman Empire in Appian’s Interpretation of 

History.” Appian’s Roman History: Empire and Civil War. Welch, K. ed. The Classical Press of 

Wales (2015), p. 49. Price specifically argues that the five books on the Roman Civil Wars are 

“devoted to stasis.” 
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enemies, such as Antiochus III, who essentially face a united Roman front in their 

struggles. Mithridates may even be an implicit cause of στάσις within Rome, 

primarily due to generals like Aquilius, Fimbria, and Murena who vie for conflict 

with Mithridates so as to enrich themselves and thereby undermine the common 

good, although admittedly Appian does not make this clear. 

Appian surmises Mithridates with this statement: “As a whole, he left 

nothing in the power of man either passed over or not thought out, indeed in 

starting the greatest movement, extending from the east to the west, so as, so to 

say, to trouble all people, who were either engaged in war, entangled in alliances, 

being plundered, or affected nearby” (ὅλως τε οὐδὲν ἀνδρὶ δυνατὸν ἐξέλιπεν ἢ 

πράττων ἢ διανοούμενος, ὡς μέγιστον δὴ τόδε τὸ κίνημα ἐξ ἀνατολῆς ἐπὶ δύσιν 

γενόμενον ἐνοχλῆσαι πᾶσιν ὡς ἔπος εἰπεῖν, ἢ πολεμουμένοις ἢ συμμαχοῦσιν ἢ 

λῃστευομένοις ἢ γειτονεύουσιν). Mithridates then is not presented as merely a 

localised threat but a global one. Here is a character who is capable of undoing 

not just Rome’s advance in a single area of the Mediterranean, but rather the 

entire program of Roman imperialism. Ancient historians today might be quick to 

scoff at this notion of Mithridates being seriously capable of halting the Rome’s 

expansion across the entire Mediterranean. But the exaggerated strength of 

Mithridates serves to glorify the Roman victory even further. The Romans 

defeated a power comparable with that of the Achaemenid Empire and thus they 

can claim a victory as great as that of the Classical era Greeks or Alexander.395   

Appian’s characterisation of Mithridates and his empire then is that of a 

viable rival/alternative to Rome, one which, like Rome in Appian’s own time, was 

capable of exerting power across the known world. The sense that one reading 

this section gets then is that the Mithridatic Wars were a kind of crucible for 

Rome, one in which a possible alternative for dominance was crushed thanks to 

superior Roman ἀρετή. Rome emerges from the Mithridatic Wars then as a 

 
395 I am thinking here of the exaggerated strength of the Achaemenid empire as presented in our 

sources. Herodotus (Hdt. 7.185) famously stated that the Persian army which invaded Greece in 

480 BCE for instance had roughly 2.641 million men.  
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greater global power then it did at the start, an empire that now stretches “from 

the setting of the sun to the river Euphrates” (ἐκ δύσεως ἐπὶ ποταμὸν 

Εὐφράτην).396   

  

 
396 Appian Mith. 17.119.  
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In his section on Appian’s historical value, McGing (1993) states: 

“One of the chief limitations on historical reliability is bias. It is 

a fault from which Appian is admirably free: he is an author of 

good faith and a high degree of objectivity. It is a quality not to 

be underrated. While sometimes what he says may just reflect 

his sources, we have seen enough to suggest that Appian had 

views, interests and convictions of his own. And on the whole 

they seem to arise out of rational analysis rather than any 

preconceived partiality or partisanship.”397 

It is this ‘objectivity’ which Appian allegedly possesses which McGing, 

and others before and since, places as the central factor of the historical 

importance of the Mithridateios beyond the fact that it is the only complete 

surviving narrative we have of the Mithridatic Wars. For McGing and others, bias 

appears to be synonymous, or otherwise closely related, with subjectivity and 

‘even-handed’ treatment. Thus, because Appian characterises Mithridates as 

possessing a mixture of both positive and negative traits, McGing views this as 

being ‘even-handed’ and, as such, ‘objective.’  Objectivity however is a modern 

construct in history, one which the ancients would not have understood. For 

modern historians to judge Appian negatively or even moderately based on this is 

to use a false understanding of historical work in the Greco-Roman period. As this 

analysis has shown though, this idea that Appian is largely free of bias and that he 

presents characters and historical events in a fair and balanced way seems 

woefully naïve. Appian does in fact display a level of subjectivity, as well as 

artistry, which historians and philologists have neglected to award him.398 

 
397 McGing (1993), p. 514. 
398 It should be noted though that artistry and subjectivity must not be conflated with each other, as 

perceived ‘objective’ historical analysis by ancient authors was still seen as possessing artistry. 
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Appian’s presentation of Mithridates is influenced heavily by kingship literature 

and the desire to present Mithridates as a descendant, and arguably inheritor, of 

the Achaemenid dynasty and its legacies. His selection of events within 

Mithridates’ life is carefully curated to draw out character traits which he wishes 

to emphasise for his audience.   

Let us run through briefly what has been examined in this thesis. To begin 

with, there exists a range of evidence for Mithridates and his reign, both in terms 

of literary sources and archaeological materials. As demonstrated in Chapter I, 

there exists a discrepancy between our literary and material evidence. The three 

authors examined, namely Sallust, Plutarch, and Justin, feature some common 

traits in their characterisation of Mithridates. Mithridates is often depicted as 

being of large physique and possessing an extraordinary level of endurance. He 

depicted as being cruel and ruthless, a man who is not above murder and breaking 

established conventions of parley in warfare. He is often orientalised, particularly 

by Plutarch, and depicted as being the ‘other’ in opposition to Greece and Rome. 

In contrast, the material evidence depicts Mithridates in an overtly Hellenic light. 

Mithridates presents himself as the saviour of Greece via depicting himself as 

either a new Alexander or a new Heracles in his coinage and statuary. Appian’s 

characterisation of Mithridates draws upon both the literary and material 

traditions of Mithridatic presentation. For instance, Appian depicts the cruelty that 

Mithridate was known for in the Greco-Roman literary sources, yet at the same 

time he does compare Mithridates at times with Alexander, just as Mithridates 

himself did in his coinage. The primary goal of this chapter was to provide 

important historical context before proceeding with a close reading of the 

Mithridateios’ narrative.  

Moving on to the Mithridateios itself and Appian’s characterisation of 

Mithridates within it, we saw in Chapter II that Appian has emplotted his 

narrative within the archetype of tragedy. As part of this tragic archetype, Appian 

 
Thucydides in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for instance, was often considered to 

be a literary artist long before serious analysis of him as a subjective author was considered.  
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has structured the Mithridateios’ narrative based on a series of shifts which I have 

identified as being in line with the concept of the peripeteia. There are five 

discernible shifts in the narrative, with three representing downturns in 

Mithridates’ fortunes and two being upturns. These shifts in the narrative produce 

a rise and fall effect that allows for Mithridates to dramatically fall from power 

only to suddenly recover it again. This helps produce the mixed characterisation 

of Mithridates that we see over the course of the tragic narrative. Mithridates 

typically begins each major war from a position of strength, the brief Second 

Mithridatic War being the notable exception, only then to then run into disaster 

and fall from his position of strength. He then encounters an enemy who is 

inferior to him in either character or generalship which subsequently allows him 

to win a great victory and reverse all of his losses. It was also concluded that 

Appian’s characterisation of Mithridates within the Mithridateios’ narrative 

mirrors those of prominent members of the Achaemenid royal line, particularly 

Cyrus the great, Xerxes, and Darius III. This association of Mithridates with the 

Achaemenid allows for Appian to orientalise Mithridates, albeit not as harshly as 

Plutarch had done earlier and which later modern scholars came to do, as well as 

connect him with major historical antecedents. 

In Chapter III, this thesis examined the two summations of Mithridates 

found in Mith. 16.112-113 and 17.118-119. From these summations, we can 

conclude that earlier scholars’ descriptions of Appian as just a simple narrator of 

the past cannot be sustained. Rather, in Mith. 16.112-113 Appian does engage in 

philosophical considerations regarding what the moral character of a monarch 

should be, and these philosophical considerations govern his characterisation of 

Mithridates throughout the narrative. Appian’s ‘Mithridates’ also serves as a 

means of ‘passing the torch’ of rulership over the Near East to Rome, and thus 

Appian characterises Mithridates in a manner to legitimise Roman rulership in the 

eastern Mediterranean. This is particularly apparent in the funeral for Mithridates, 

in which there is a clear intertext with earlier traditions of Alexander burying 

Darius III in the royal tombs of the Achaemenids. Appian’s obituary for 
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Mithridates was also briefly compared with Arrian’s obituary for Darius III. As 

part of this examination, it was concluded that Appian’s obituary for Mithridates 

lacks the overt negativity which Arrian has, primarily because, unlike Darius, 

Mithridates did in fact enjoy success against Rome. The differing authorial 

intentions of Appian and Arrian were also considered, and it was concluded that 

Arrian seeks to present Alexander as a paragon of virtue, and thus Darius must be 

diminished in order to accentuate Alexander’s glory. Appian however is seeking 

to not only present a complex figure, but also to encapsulate the entire 

Achaemenid dynasty in one man. Thus, Mithridates must be presented with a mix 

of good and bad traits in order to reflect both the good and bad monarchs which 

the Achaemenid line contained. The final summation in Mith 17.118-119 differs 

from 16.112-113 in that it examines Mithridates not as an individual but as a 

material threat to Rome’s power. I concluded that Mith. 17.118-119 characterises 

Mithridates as a possible alternative to Roman hegemony. Mithridates is 

presented by Appian not as a localised threat but rather a global one, a threat who 

stands able to take Rome’s entire empire around the Mediterranean away from 

her.  

So, what does this mean for historians using the Mithridateios as a 

historical source on Mithridates and/or the Pontic kingdom? In line with earlier 

Greco-Roman literary sources, we can see that Appian does at times stray into 

orientalising when characterising Mithridates. He displays a willingness to 

associate Mithridates, and by extension his dynasty, with the kings of the 

Achaemenid empire. As has been shown, this orientalising connection that 

Appian draws between Mithridates and the earlier Achaemenids is not always 

negative, in marked contrast to Plutarch’s orientalism, but it does mark off 

Mithridates as the ‘other.’ This deliberate attempt to portray Mithridates as the 

‘other’ in opposition to Rome means that we need to be wary of Appian 

potentially exaggerating Mithridates’ cultural differences to draw a contrast with 

Rome. Historians also need to recognise that the narrative presented in the 

Mithridateios is not simply a straightforward recounting of the facts, as many 
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nineteenth and early twentieth century historians mistakenly believed. The events 

that take place within the narrative have been artistically crafted for dramatic 

effect by Appian, and thus the historian should be wary of continuing to view 

Appian as being ‘objective’. Rather, we need to recognise the subjective nature of 

Appian’s account as many have done with the great Classical era historians of 

Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon. In line with this then, when using the 

Mithridateios historians should be aware of its philosophical underpinnings and 

how it affects the character of Mithridates. Namely, the ‘Mithridates’ in the 

Mithridateios is a construction of Appian to highlight aspects of kingship which 

are both positive and negative. Appian presents Mithridates as a flawed model of 

kingship for his reader, and his text argues for the inherent superiority of the 

Roman state and people.  His text then does have a purpose beyond simply 

recounting factual material then for the reader.  

Where to from Here? Avenues for further Examination 

This thesis has only just begun to scratch the surface of the Mithridateios’ 

narrative and the characterisation that takes place within it. While I have focused 

this thesis on specifically examining the characterisation of Mithridates VI, the 

prominent figures of Sulla, Lucullus, and Pompey also warrant their own full 

examinations. The appearances of Sulla and Pompey in Appian’s books on the 

Roman Civil Wars, and Sulla’s and Pompey’s subsequent characterisations within 

them, should be compared with their appearances within Appian’s 

Mithridateios.399 As mentioned earlier in the introduction to this thesis, Appian’s 

books do not appear to have been written in accordance with some overarching 

plan in mind, but rather they were written in isolation from each other, resulting in 

inconsistent characterisation occurring between books.400 We should not expect 

 
399 Lucullus does make a brief appearance in App. B.C. 2.9, but it is hardly comparable to the 

extensive involvement of Sulla and Pompey within Appian’s narrative of the Roman Civil Wars.  
400 Again, I refer the reader to Bucher (2000) and Tweedie (2015) for scholarship in support of this 

claim.  
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Sulla’s and Pompey’s characterisations then in the books on the Civil Wars to be 

entirely consistent with their characterisation within the Mithridateios, however, 

that does not mean that there does not exist common strands between them. 

Comparative analysis then may provide fruitful avenues for consideration of 

Appian’s methods of characterisation within the broader Roman History. 

In addition, it would be valuable to consider further how Appian’s 

Mithridateios, and indeed the wider collection of monographs contained within 

the Roman History, connect with Jewish literature from the 1st and 2nd centuries 

CE. As mentioned earlier, Appian’s presentation of the Asiatic Vespers appears to 

bear a striking similarity to similar accounts of genocide, or near genocide, seen 

in Jewish and early Christian literature. As I have argued, Appian’s presentation 

of the events of 88 BCE then appears to be line with an earlier literary trope of the 

cruel despot seen in Jewish and Christian literature as part of so-called ‘tyrant 

tales’. It is possible that, in addition to employing the genocide trope, Appian 

incorporated other tropes seen in Jewish and early Christian literature in other 

books within the Roman History. Expanding beyond the Mithridateios, it would 

be interesting to compare Appian’s Syriake with Jewish depictions of Antiochus 

III and his predecessor Seleucus I. Josephus for instance discusses the Seleucids 

in both The Jewish War and Antiquities of the Jews, yet from what I have seen 

there has been little effort to conduct comparative analyses between Josephus’ 

works and the Roman History of Appian.  

Finally, a fuller examination of the characterisation, both explicit and 

implicit, between Mithridates VI and Hannibal would be prudent. As briefly noted 

when examining Mithridates’ fifth peripeteia at the end of Chapter II, Appian has 

constructed implicit and explicit parallels between Hannibal and Mithridates in 

the closing of the main narrative, but it would be valuable to look through the 

Mithridateios with the intent of examining further whether such parallels exist 

earlier within the Mithridateios’ narrative. It may even be fruitful to conduct a 

close reading of the Mithridateios in conjunction with the Hannibaike and 

examine whether Appian uses similar tropes and diction in his respective 
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characterisations of Hannibal and Mithridates in order to draw out parallels 

between the two. Perhaps, more implicitly than Plutarch, Appian has constructed 

these two books in parallel with each other with an unwritten synkrisis in mind. 
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