Religion within Babylon under Seleucid rule: Religion as a tool of the Seleucids, the extent to which religion was respected and maintained within Babylon 
Babylon was one of the main cities within the Seleucid kingdom, its importance shown throughout their reign from being the starting point of Seleucus I satrapy (in 320BC)[footnoteRef:1], the place of the dying Alexander the Great (323BC) and Antiochus II[footnoteRef:2]. The city may not have been the centre of power within the empire, a title most likely associated with the Seleucid built city of Seleucia-on-the-Tigris[footnoteRef:3], but it was the heartland for its culture, being a centre for religious beliefs, containing some of the best records of religious and day-to-day life of the time. [1:  Mckenzie, 1994 p.62]  [2:  Sachs & Wiseman, 1954 p. 206]  [3:  Visscher, 2020] 


 It is important to note that Alexande,r when conquering the region, seemed to largely respect the religious culture in the area, allowing for the continuation of practices observed during Persian rule; something the Seleucids would continue[footnoteRef:4]. The Seleucid rulers have had different approaches to religion throughout the empire and, depending on the king, religion has mostly been respected with some notable exceptions especially against Judaism. Many religious ceremonies and festivals were attended by the rulers in Babylon, most notably the Akitu festival celebrating the coronation of the king of the Babylonian gods Marduk through the ceremonial sceptre acceptance from the Babylonian ruler[footnoteRef:5]. With the further blending of cultures by the Seleucid Kings marrying and having children with local nobility, the first being through Seleucus I and Apama in 324 BC (the mother of Antiochus I)[footnoteRef:6]. Many of their children and subsequent rulers shared some similar beliefs to the people of Babylon, attending their festivals and honouring their Gods. This honour is seen many times within the empire with the creation and restoration of temples; as seen in the cylinder of Antiochus I[footnoteRef:7] and the continuation of freedom of religion in the area for Greeks, Jews and Babylonian traditional belief. While these differing beliefs were often tolerated and respected, there were many cases of the opposite occurring with the raiding of temples for war funding and although not in Babylon itself.  Antiochus the IV started a persecution of Jewish people within Jerusalem and across the Seleucid empire (leading to the festival of Hannukah). While the kings were generally respectful for other beliefs, there were many cracks and outright discrimination against some religions and people. For the Seleucid kings intertwining religion with politics would present the idea that had the God-given[footnoteRef:8] right to be the rulers of Babylon and the empire as a whole, an important feature for kingship in the Hellenistic age. A large number of inscriptions have been found that suggests Babylonian rulers wanted to establish themselves as pious and protective[footnoteRef:9], something that the Seleucids would continue to try to curate during their time as Kings. Having these connections to gods, specifically to Apollo, would allow for better transitionary periods for earlier kings but also providing a means to which the population would be loyal to their divine rulers.  At the time of the Seleucids, from 320- 130 BC[footnoteRef:10], Babylon housed the kings in both life and in their deaths. This city has many documents that detail the religious practices of the area including the Astronomical Diaries and the Babylonicia. This essay will explore how religion was respected within Babylon by the Seleucid kings specifically for Seleucus and Antiochus I, with reference to Antiochus IV and his persecution of Jewish subjects, the extent to which they as rulers engaged with the cultural practices of their subjects and the reasons behind these decisions. [4:  De gruyter p.205]  [5:  Anagnostou-Laoutides, 2012]  [6:  Bugh, 2006 p. 44]  [7:  Kuhrt & Sherwin-White, 1991]  [8:  Erikson, 2011 pg 52]  [9:  Stevens, 2014 p.73]  [10:  Ristev ,2014] 


The city is described as multicultural, having many different ethnic groups in one area, including the oldest settlers the Sumerians and Akkatians then other groups such as the Amorites, the Kassites, the Aramaeans and Chaldaeans[footnoteRef:11]. These people likely had differing religious beliefs which functioned well, even when being controlled by the Persian Empire in 593 BC, when the Seleucid rulers eventually had control (bringing an abundance of Greek Macedonian and Jewish immigrants alongside an established Jewish community). These beliefs were strong and celebrated within Babylon. While there may have been an initial segregation between the native population of Babylon and the Greek population, brought by the Seleucid power, there is evidence that these two distinct cultures ingrained over time. This would largely be due to the transfer of practices through contact between artisans, cooking and similarities between cultures such as the similar Greek Parthenon and native gods of Babylon, which led to a hybridisation of culture, allowing for interactions in theatres and temples (meeting places) making engagement of people more common[footnoteRef:12]. Having this mixed multiculturalism in Babylon would mean that the Seleucid rulers would have to be careful in how they approached religious freedoms in the area. As religion and cultural practices are of large import to a large range of the population, infringing on any of their rights would likely cause uproar or a riot but also would provide opportunities to further their own agendas. Therefore, religion was seen as an important aspect of life in Seleucid Babylon and one which the Kings engaged with regularly.  [11:  Ven Der Speck, 2009]  [12:  Risvet, 2014 p.257-258] 


At the start of the Seleucid empire, and the reign of Seleucus I, Babylon was seen as one of the main powers of the empire, being the place where he first became satrap[footnoteRef:13] in 320BC, eventually creating his empire in 312BC. While other cities were created to become the centre of power, certainly Selucia-On the-Tigrs Babylon was always seen as extremely important. Although the status of Babylon is very much noted, after the building of Seleucia-On-The-Tigris a large proportion of the population were transferred to the new city ~56 miles north of Babylon, and at the time of Antiochus I (274BC), the remaining inhabitants were forced to move leaving the town to the priests alone[footnoteRef:14].  Many of the surviving documents on religion were created in Babylon and give a great view on the belief systems, not just of the city but the wider empire and are extremely important for our understanding of the Seleucids. While Babylon inhabitants may have been essentially displaced, there has been archaeological evidence to suggest that the city actually remained a thriving community with many of its citizens remaining or returning, and it becoming one of the most important religious centres of the empire and capitalising on that fact[footnoteRef:15].  [13:  ]  [14:  Visscher, 2020]  [15:  Visscher, 2020] 


Some of the most important historical documents which detail religion and culture within Babylon are the Astronomical Diaries and the Bobylonica. The Astronomical Diaries are a large collection of texts which include important records for the area of Babylon. These records cover the years from 625- 61 BC (with some gaps)[footnoteRef:16] containing notes as the name suggests on the stars, moon, weather phenomenon, prices of goods and river levels but also information on the historical events that occurred while each ‘diary’ was being written (Abraham J)[footnoteRef:17].  While these records are a wealth of knowledge for multiple reasons, in this essay the historical records are of most import, containing information on many of the religious ceremonies, removal of goods from temples and significant events within Babylon. Another important document used to further understand Hellenistic Babylon is the Babyloniaca. This document contains fragmentary records on Babylonian history, written by Berross who was a priestly member of the elite class[footnoteRef:18].  It contains material relating to the blending of cultures between Greek and Babylon, and thus reflected how kingship was established and maintained relying on elites from both a Babylonian and Greek background to keep going. The work concluded at around the time of Alexanders conquest but gives a great amount of background on the traditions of the area, their Gods and beliefs. Having these documents alongside inscriptions are important when discussing religion and culture in Babylon. This preservation is not seen in this amount of detail elsewhere, as many have been lost or destroyed overtime. Having such a large amount of detail maintained they great insight into the culture of Babylon and what was prioritised in their beliefs.  [16:  Bugh, 2006 p.75 ]  [17:  Abraham & Hunger, 1988]  [18:  Haubold, 2016] 


One of the most important religious symbols and places of significance was the Babylonian temples. These temples were used for the main purpose of feeding and caring for their gods, but also for administrative institutions important for the running of the region. They were often closed to the public with events occurring outside of their walls at the command of the priests and officials[footnoteRef:19]. These buildings were sacred to Babylonians subjects and its priests, Seleucid respect for these great symbols of Babylon’s culture would be necessary for public relations and engagement with these institutions could allow for opportunities for propaganda and a way of expressing their all-important god given right to be king.  [19:  McEwan, 1988 p.205] 


While the Seleucids generally seemed to respect local custom and beliefs, there were some events that said otherwise. One of these customs was the act of despoliation of temples[footnoteRef:20], the plunder and removal of goods in order to fund activities within the empire. This occurred many times through Seleucid history (at least 10 found in records) with two taking place in Babylon. The first as recorded in the Babylonian Astronomical Diaries (in Borsippia) made not of the removal of 113 silver talents and 2 gold talents from the temple of the God Nabu in 302 BC. This first removal of goods matches up well with the time that Seleucus I was preparing for his campaign into Ipsus , during which, he needed to pay for his army of ~32,000 men.  While the records don’t specify who removed the money, it is likely that it was the king. It is also shown that the restoration of these funds was through local fundraising by merchants. There are also fragments within the Astrological diaries that MJ Geller[footnoteRef:21] puts forward as another act of despoliation by Antiochus IV for his ongoing Egyptian campaign in 169BC.  While the act of despoliation itself was a common practice throughout the ancient world, where it wasn’t seen as wrong to borrow from their own temples in times of need (especially for military emergencies) [footnoteRef:22] it did come with consequences. To the native subjects of Babylon and throughout the kingdom this would have been sacrilegious to many, as their beliefs were that those treasures belonged to their Gods as divine property. However, the fact that there is no recording of uproar against these acts of plunder suggests that the general population may have seen these acts as just a normal occurrence in times of need for the empire. This by no means implies that people may not have been disturbed or upset but not enough to cause problems for the rulers. This is re-enforced by the fact that while these acts occurred twice during Seleucid reign in Babylon.  They were so infrequent that it would not have been seen as a major disrespect to the people and gods. If this had occurred on more occasions or within a smaller timeframe the uproar and results may have been different.  While the act of despoliation in Babylon occurred with no real problems, in the region of Babylon rioting and unrest was a consequence of the plundering of temples by the Seleucids specifically shown in the temple of Nanaia in Elam (164 BC). The fact that this violence didn’t occur in Babylon suggests that this was due to the relationship between the king and priests or, in the case of the second act of despoliation, by Antiochus IV, having appointed a treasurer that would allow for easy access to the temple without alert or blood loss defending it. [footnoteRef:23]The Seleucid kings repeatedly showed awareness and knowledge on cultural practice within the region (some even sharing these beliefs) meaning they would certainly have known how problematic the act of despoliation of temples would be. This means they were either showing a disregard to their people or that the long-term gain of removing these sacred objects for campaigning would be more beneficial to the empire than the possibility of offending their people and gods with the second option being the more likely of the two.  [20:  Taylor, 2014]  [21:  Geller, 1991]  [22:  ]  [23:  Taylor, 2014 ] 


While there were actions of plundering Babylonian temples throughout the reign of the Seleucids a number of temples were restored and built.  As the centre of religious practices and cultural integration, they were of great importance to the population of Babylon and therefore a great asset for the Seleucid Kings to partake in. These temples were also maintained at the behest of the King.  At the start of the reign of Seleucus I the temples in Babylon needed a large amount of maintenance 
The cylinder of Antiochus is also a very interesting and useful example for discussing religion in Babylon under Seleucid rule, having been one of the best-preserved pieces of historical evidence on Seleucid views towards religion in the area. This cylinder explains the restoration of a Babylonian temple under the orders of Antiochus the 1st and is a crucial piece of evidence on the relationship between Seleucid rulers and Babylonian culture/ beliefs [footnoteRef:24]. Restoration was for the temples of Esagil and Eszida, created in honour of the god Nabu who was seen as the wisest of the Gods and an important figurehead within Babylon. The form of the text is on a barrel shaped cylinder found in the foundations of the temple[footnoteRef:25], is made in a way that is displayed on important buildings like temples to be read by the public, showing the significance of this note. It was made for the people of the time to show that Antiochus (and his father) were dedicated to withholding religious beliefs in the area. Within the scroll itself, there is praise for local Gods including Nabu, Marduk, Eruza showing that Antiochus either worshiped these Gods himself holding similar beliefs to his subjects, that he wanted to put forth this idea as a way of propaganda or did this purely from a beneficial move for his people.  [24:  Stevens, 2016 ]  [25:  McEwan, 1988 p.205] 


It is important to understand the context of when this cylinder was written, in order to understand why Antiochus commissioned for this to be made. This cylinder as a piece of propaganda would have been very effective both at the time and as a continuing show of how gracious a ruler Antiochus I was and furthering his connection with his subjects, but as a tool for the preservation of Seleucid attitudes in the future. This is especially important in the establishment of Antiochus I as co-ruler in the east (in this region) alongside his father Seleucus I (from 292-281 BC) in an area that may have been more hostile to Seleucid power. In the way the cylinder was written, it suggests that those who would be reading it would be of a certain educational background; aka the elites of Babylon, rather than the wider population[footnoteRef:26].  The elites in Babylon would have a much more significant political role in Babylon than the general population. In gaining favour with these priests and officials  ,Antiochus would be able to make decisions easier and with less problems caused from the elites within the society.  Much like Antiocuus IV in promoting a treasurer, as mentioned previously, who was loyal to the king and able to provide him with the means of plundering the temple, the philanthropy of Antiochus’ I maintenance of sacred temples would have worked in a similar way, gaining loyalty from an influential group of the population.   [26:  Susan Sherin White ] 


The cylinder itself contains both traditional and non- traditional Babylonian features, with both references to earlier Babylonian thoughts and practices giving almost a copy of earlier inscriptions in the region while also including Seleucid ideologies as a way in which to create a certain type of image[footnoteRef:27]. The discussion regarding whether certain lines were copied directly comes down to certain spellings or phrases that don’t seem to fit well with the new context of the scroll.  Almost as if there was a lack of understanding of earlier phrases making it harder to put it into a newer form. The scroll, by many counts seems to be a way in which to gain favour from Babylon’s elites, the main goal to create a royal identity for the Seleucids as rulers within Babylon and as the King of the empire as a whole thus once again allowing for a better image for the Seleucids through the form of religious freedom and practice.   [27:  Stevens, 2014 ] 

	
The need to acknowledge that having footholds in the running of religion would have an easy way of manipulating their subjects; priests in their back pockets, which could influence subjects easily- religion being one of the best tools for getting what they want, in a subtle way.  Priests would want to please king as funds would be provided largely by them and may stop if there was contention between the two.  In allowing the freedom of religious practices, the rulers would be able to gain a trust within the empire and its subjects, meaning they may be more willing to overlook certain discrepancies or be less inclined to rebel against their rulers.  This is especially important in the earlier years of the Seleucid reign within Babylon, as there is no easier way to insight rebellion and unrest for newly established leaders than insulting and disrespecting the publics belief systems.   
There are many connections and similarities between native Babylonian Gods and the Greek Parthenon, such as with Marduk, who was seen as a similar figure to Zeus and that Nabu in some cases was associated with Apollo[footnoteRef:28]. These similarities would ultimately make it easier for rulers to adopt, or at least give the pretence of worshiping in a similar way to their subjects; thus making it easier to rule them without having to deal with any more backlash than they did especially originally for being coloniser kings (but could also not alienate any Greek citizens that moved into the area). With the increased immigration of Macedonian and Greek people into the region, within the Seleucid reign, this would also likely work to their favour; reducing alienation as while they were separate religions similarities may help with their integration into Babylonian society. This integration would undoubtably work in the Seleucids favour. Rebellions and problems within the large territories of the empire were a challenge alongside the conflicts between other kingdoms, the peace within their state would be useful in helping them keep control, especially in such an important cultural city with reach much further than its walls.  [28:  Kosmin, 2019] 


Religion had always been a large point of propaganda for the Seleucids.  Seleucus I, using his supposed links to Apollo in his initial campaign to further his reign and control both through coins and in writing, so it would not radical to suggest that a similar tactic would be used again [footnoteRef:29]. In keeping religious freedoms, the Seleucids would be able to frame themselves as benevolent respectful rulers, reducing the problems that would come from unrest from the general population of Babylon and the wider people of the empire as a whole. This would allow the kingdom to flourish and allow for the rulers to be adopted into a culture that they had not been part of before. The comparison of symbolism between the Seleucid kings and gods was a common occurrence. However, in this it is shown that the early rulers used Greek gods as their counterparts or framed themselves as their descendants suggesting that they were focusing on a primarily Greek audience of their population rather than the gods of the local Babylonian gods and people[footnoteRef:30]. One of the main gods synonymous with the Seleucid kings was Apollo, becoming their patron deity. While Seleucus I mythology on being the son of Apollo, Antiochus I was the first of the Seleucids to establish a much stronger relationship within Asia Minor and Babylon for political gain; helping to push the narrative of God-given kingship, which was so important within the region and empires at the time. This was especially important in the establishment of the co-ruling of Antiochus within Asia Minor, as shown by the number of coins being made containing images of Apollo, the increased amount of symbolism was an important tool of the empire and allowed for increase ease of the population to recognise and internalise the divine quality of their rulers. [29:  Hadley, 1974]  [30:  Erikson, 2011 p.52 ] 


Seleucus seems to have modelled primarily after Zeus which may have given ideas for Antiochus to symbolise Apollo, the son of Zeus, as evidenced by their names Nector and Apollo[footnoteRef:31]. This would continue for their sons, the later rulers of the empire. Although the Seleucids use the symbolism and ancestry from the gods of the Greek Pantheon, rather than Babylonian gods, such as Marduk and Nabu, there is no evidence that there were any problems in the acceptance of these ideas by Babylon’s citizens. This could be for multiple reasons such as the fact that these gods were extremely similar in their behaviours and roles, but also because of the large proportion of Greek citizens in the region, allowing for these references to Greek gods specifically to be interpreted positively. This behaviour as a manipulatory tactic would be very beneficial for the Seleucids, in creating this connection to divine power citizens would be more likely to recognise them as the Kings who were meant to rule the region rather than the fact that they were colonizers who initially had no real connection to Babylon and its subjects.  [31:  Anagnostou-Laoutides, 2012] 


Festivals were an extremely important part of religious life within Babylon, across the empire and worldwide. They were opportunities for populaces to celebrate their gods, connect to one another and share their beliefs. Within Babylon some of the most important festivals included the Akitu festival also known as the New Year festival. The Akitu festival also occurred within another time of the year however, not much is known about this second festival except that the king’s role was a much smaller compared with the New Year Akitu festival. 

One of the main festivals celebrated within Babylon in the Seleucid Empire was the Akitu Festival while there are many theories on what the festival celebrated as the documentation is so fragmented[footnoteRef:32], within the kingdom it is always a key component when discussing Babylonian religion and belief. The festival has been used by the rulers to reinstate their power within the region, and as a way for them to show that they are a part of the culture that they rule, so while religion is the focus of this festival politics are ingrained completely within it. There are many instances of the festival being used to establish power such as at the time of the death of Antiochus II his children from his first marriage were attending and taking part in the festival showing their royal status and duties were still the same and that succession to the throne were still largely in their favour[footnoteRef:33].  While the main reason for the festival is not clear to scholars, there are many theories.  One of the most widely accepted ideas is that the Babylonians were celebrating the return from chaos with the coronation of the main Gods of the region Marduk. The king of Babylon (thus the Seleucid kings eventually) had a leading role within the ceremonies, on the fourth day of Nisan (the first month of the year).  The king was given the sceptre of kingship at the temple of Nabu,[footnoteRef:34] to reflect how Marduk was crowned as king of the Gods. This religious practice therefore provided a link for citizens between the throne and divine- this unification of two of the ruling powers in their lives, thus manipulating in a way the thoughts of the ruled classes that the king was the God-given ruler of Babylon. A large amount of this evidence comes from the ritual description known as the ‘Akitu programme’ which describes the crowning of Marduk and the king of Babylon and the speech which describes the speech of the priest involved in the ceremony. This document show how priests were doing the work of the gods and the being the protectors of kingship and in return the king had to show he was worthy of this title, and he had been good to the people of Babylon and its gods[footnoteRef:35] . One of the elements of the festival included the striking of the king, this according to Jonathan Smith[footnoteRef:36], was a Seleucid creation, this humiliation in the temple of Esagil was for the purpose of protection where the king would have to swear that he protected Babylon honoured its religion and not forgotten its rituals. While evidence from this festival has largely been lost from the fragments it seems that the Seleucid kings used the festival to honour the native gods and prove to Babylon’s population that they would keep religion thriving under their rule. Having added their own elements to the festival, including their own humiliation may have given the interpretation of being the devout, pious ruler that their subjects would want and expect them to be. There is direct evidence that Antiochus III engaged with this role as the king[footnoteRef:37]. However, due to fractured records any evidence on the other kings have been lost.  Therefore, it cannot be said for certain that all the Seleucid Kings were a part of this festival, but it is likely.  [32:  Ristvet, 2014 p.262-263]  [33:  Grainger, 2010]  [34:  Vander Toorn, 1991]  [35:  Visscher, 2020]  [36:  Smith, 1982, Ristvet, 2014]  [37:  Strootman et al., 2012 p.4 ] 


The Babylon Aikitu festival provided a unique opportunity for the Seleucid rulers to ingrain religious beliefs of the area into their persona, allowing them to be seen as leading figureheads within significant religious ceremonies. Giving their subjects reason to support the Seleucid kings who had to maintain a worthiness of his title through the ceremony (or at least the allusion of this) and a time of celebration for honouring their gods. 

Judaism was one of the main religious practices in the area with Jewish populations across s the ancient world and was thriving within Babylon. These customs were integrated into Babylonian life as many Jewish people immigrated within Asia Minor during the start of Seleucid reign, with Judaism already an established religion in the area.  During the reign of Antiochus IV, outlawing of Jewish beliefs and practices occurred leading to the religious persecution of Jews. This is an extremely important event for the Seleucids and in Jewish religion, their persecution leading to the creation of Hanukkah. The persecution of the Jews represented a seemingly random act by Antiochus IV.  His forefathers before him had no problems with Jewish law and religious freedom. Some, including Seleucus I, actively helping build temples and protecting their beliefs.[footnoteRef:38] (Steven Wizeman). While most of this didn’t occur within Babylon, this persecution was a standard across the whole of the Seleucid empire and other ancient kingdoms having a catastrophic impact for populations and religious freedom. When talking about religion and the Seleucids their persecution of Jewish people must be mentioned and taken into account. [38:  Sachs & Wiseman, 1954] 


In conclusion, while the Seleucid rulers were generally a positive force in maintaining religious rights within Babylon, observing cultural practices, rebuilding temples and allowing many to practice their religion and culture there were cracks and problems.  The rise in antisemitism caused by Anticohcus IV and behaviours that weren’t all together respectful of cultures, like the despoliation of temple goods, points towards the fact that within Babylon, rulers used religion as a way to manipulate their subjects and as something they could gain favour for.  Babylon was one of the most important religious areas during Seleucid rule.  Some of the more benevolent religious statements of the Seleucids, including the rebuilding of the temples by Antiochus, become more jaded when understanding the context to which they were written; including propaganda towards the elites in the society and trying to remain in the good graces of their subjects.  While some kings practiced local religions especially those with families from the area, there was always an air of something beneficial coming from being pious and ‘godly’, be that securing the city from rebellion or unrest to elevating positive political advantages as shown by the cylinder of Antiochus. A large proportion of religious freedom and interaction with religious practices by the Seleucids largely comes down to maintaining their image as being the pious protectors of Babylon, an extremely important aspect of kingship during the Hellenistic age. This religious freedom provided both advantages for the Seleucid rulers and the local populace and ensured a region that was all together content under the rule of the Seleucid coloniser kings, providing a space in which cultures could hybridise and thrive without threat from the ruling class.  Religion in Babylon was a pivotal part of the cities culture, being well known for its remaining evidence in its scrolls and its importance one of the heartlands of the Seleucid Empire.  The melding of cultures within Babylon allowed for many coexisting cultures and religions making it an important region for religious freedom during Hellenistic rule.
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