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Numismatic studies have an important role in reconstructing the
history and culture of governments, which can be an accurate source
of information about the past, and with their help illuminate a dark
and forgotten part of history. Alexander the Macedonian established
Characene in 324 BC, for commercial purposes at the bank of Arvand
River. The Seleucid kings ruled this city until 127 BC. Until
Hyspaosines founded a local government in this region in 125 BC.
Historical sources give researchers a little information about the local
kings of Characene. Therefore, identifying and studying Characene
coins in museums can significantly contribute to elucidating
historical events during this period and fill the existing research gaps
to some extent. This study aims to introduce the Characene coins of
the National Museum of Iran and to examine historical events
through the coin. In this research, field and documentary methods
with a historical approach have been used. The results show that the
Characene coins in the National Museum of Iran belong to the kings
Hyspaosines, Mithradates II, and Attambelos Kings. Historical and
numismatic studies show that these kings had trade relations with the
Arab regions of the Persian Gulf from the period of Hyspaosines to
Attambelos VI, which politically, these local rulers played the role of
negative balance in the region. However, from the period of Pacorus
II (AD 131), the administration of this region was entrusted to the
Parthian princes and in this way limited the power of local rulers.
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Introduction

The city of "Alexandria on the Tigris", which
later became known as Characene, was located
between Al-Qarna and the Arvand River
(Hansman, 1984: 164). According to historical
sources, Alexander used a group of
Macedonian soldiers and moved the residents
of Doreen to this area to provide for the
population of this city (Al-Salehi, 1986: 5-11).
Considering the strategic importance of the
region, his most significant goal was to create
security for trade and commercial activities.
Still, with the early death of Alexander and the
rebellion of his generals over the succession, it
seems that it seems that this new city failed to
gain its importance. This city lost its importance
after the accession of Seleucus I in 311/312 BC
and the establishment of Seleucia in
Mesopotamia in 306 BC (Newell, 1938: 8-10).
There is no information about the status of the
city of Alexandria on the Tigris from the time of
Seleucus I to Antiochus III. According to the
policies of Seleucus I and his successors, this
region was devastated by floods and river
overflows until the time of Antiochus III
(Ashurinejad & Gholami, 2014: 57-65). In 223
BC, Antiochus III took over the government of
Babylon and the upper satraps (Assar, 2000: 5).
The economic targets of Antiochus III were
based on the goals and policies of Alexander.
Therefore, one of his actions was the
reconstruction of the city of "Seleucia on the
Tigris" which changed its name to Antioch. This
city started as a commercial center under the
supervision of King Seleucid. Until 129 BC,
historical records indicate that this city was
under the rule of the Seleucid kings. However,
in 125 BC, following the collapse of the Seleucid
rule and also the weakness of the Parthian state,
Hyspaosines declared independence and
renamed the city Spasino Characene. He
established a local government concurrently
with the Parthian kings, but there is limited
historical information about the Characene
rulers and their relationship with the Parthian
kings. This study aims to present a typology of
Characene coins from the National Museum of
Iran and to introduce the local kings of
Characene based on historical and numismatic
sources.

Methodology

In this research, field, and documentary
methods with a historical approach have been
used. Eleven coins of the Characene kings are
kept in the National Museum of Iran and were
studied and identified according to the Nol
catalog. In the following, the historical
relationship between the local kings of
Characene and the Parthian kings is discussed.

Discussion

In 127 BC, according to Babylonian tablets,
Himeros, the ruler of Mesopotamia, attacked
the Characene territory. However, the army of
Hyspaosines managed to defeat him.
Subsequently, in 126 BC, they gained control of
Mesopotamian regions including Larsa, Uruk,
and Babylon (Gregoratti, 2011: 209-230). In the
Babylonian tablets from this year, the name of
the ruler of Characene is mentioned without
royal titles (Assar, 2015: 22). In 125 BC,
Hyspaosines declared its autonomy and
renamed Antioch to Spasino Characene
(Charax). This name is a combination of the
name of the king and the Aramaic name of
Karkheh (Sadaavi ef al., 2016: 1-14). In this way,
a local and independent government with a
commercial purpose was formed in the region
and the first Hyspaosines coins were minted in
the mint place of Characene in 125 BC (Fig. 1).
The primary goal of Hyspaosines was to
establish a port for blue trade. As a result, he
adopted the rules of Seleucid coins, and this
allowed independent commercial exchanges
with Arab regions and Syria.

The coins of Hyspaosines in Susa and Failaka
suggest Characene's commercial relations with
these regions (Khosrozadeh, 2013: 65). Minting
of these coins persisted until 121 BC when
Mithradates II ascended to power (Mashkour,
1996: 167-168). Based on Babylonian tablets, the
death of Mithradates II in 92 BC led to the start
of internal conflicts within the Parthian
government. These internal movements and
conflicts weakened the central power (Assar,
2001: 16-20). Tirabos I ascended to rule in
Characene from 88-95 BC as part of the
Hyspaosines dynasty and minted coins. Unlike
the previous coins of Characene, he used the
image of Nike instead of Hercules on the back
of the coin (Fig. 2).
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Figure 1: Tetradrachm of Hyspaosines; the National Museum of Iran, No. 1068.
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Figure 2: Bronze coin of Tirabos, the National Museum of Iran, No. 169918.

Attambelos I reigned simultaneously with
Orodes II (38-55 BC). Analysis of the coins of
Attambelos I reveals that the king's headgear
resembles that of Orodes II (Fig. 3). Probably,
the Parthian king allowed Attambelos to mint
coins to prevent disorder and rebellious
behavior of Characene rulers. The reign of
Attambelos II (8-18 BC) coincided with Phraates
IV and Phraates V. The image of Attambelos is
similar in appearance to the Parthian king (Fig.
4).

According to Isidore of Charax (2012: 30-32),
trade occurred during this time via Kermania
and Pars states with the kingdoms of Mesene
(Meshan) and Characene situated in the head of
the Persian Gulf. Along this route, Chinese silk
was conveyed between Pamir and Characene,
and commercial goods were transported to the
coasts of the Arabian Peninsula by ships.

Ultimately, these goods reached the Levant
through the Petra market.

Among the other kings of this period, we can
mention Attambelos I1I, IV, V, and VI. The coins
of Attambelos IV have been discovered in
Basrah, Failaka, and Eddur (Khosrozadeh, 2015:
1-27). At that time, there were trade relations
between the Arabian coast of the Persian Gulf
and Mesopotamia. Until the time of Pacourus 1],
the local rulers of Characene minted coins
independently, but since 131 AD, with the
intervention of the Parthian court, Pacourus II
appointed his
Characene, and the first changes can be seen in
the coins of Characene. In this period, the
Aramaic script on the back of the coins
gradually replaced the Greek script (Selwood,
1983: 416). Since the reign of Vologases IlI, to
consolidate the Parthian government, it was

son Mithradates to rule
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decided to hand over the administration of local
governments to the Parthian nobles, and thus
the local dynasties were removed and people
from the sub-branch of the Parthian family
came to power in Characene. In this way, in
Characene, the Artabaz Parthian dynasty came
to power (Diakonoff, 1992: 100). Further, the
Mega dynasty ruled in this region. The coins
minted by these rulers are made of copper and
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are without the king's name. In some instances,
the king's name is inscribed in Aramaic script.
On the obverse of the coins is the profile of the
ruler with the headscarf of the Parthian king,
and on the reverse is the image of the crown
prince as well as written in Aramaic script:
“Mega son of King Attambelos”. This indicates
that during this period, Parthian kings were
able to subjugate Characene.
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Figure 3: Tetradrachm of Attambelos I, the National Museum of Iran, No. 1069.
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Conclusion

The study of eleven coins of Characene in the
National Museum of Iran shows that they
belong to the Hyspaosines and Attambelos
kings, and were minted between 125 BC and
131 AD. Examining historical sources and
numismatic data indicates that until 125 BC,
Characene was ruled by the Seleucid kings for
commercial purposes. However, after the
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Figure 4: Tetradrachm of Attambelos I, the National Museum of Iran, No. 2335.

defeat of Antiochus VII in the war with
Phraates II, Hyspaosines, the puppet ruler of
the Seleucid kings, claimed autonomy. He
minted coins until 121 BC and entered into
trade with the southern regions of the Persian
Gulf. Mithradates II allowed the regional kings
of Characene to mint coins, but after 109 BC he
took control of the trade routes. Until 95 BC, no
Characene coin was minted, indicating that
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Mithradates II intentionally stopped minting
coins in Characene. From Mithradates II to
Pacorus 1I, conflicts between Parthian kings
provided the opportunity for local Characene
rulers to mint coins and trade with the southern
regions of the Persian Gulf. Notably, the
Characene coins were absent in Mesopotamia
during this era, but under Attambelos IV and V,
as the Romans occupied Mesopotamia, these
rulers extended a hand of friendship to the
Romans, fostering commercial ties with
Mesopotamia. During the reign of Pacorus II,
the local government of Characene came under
Parthian control and Parthian princes took over
its management. During this time, only copper
coins, known as coins of the Mega dynasty,
were minted, and maritime trade flourished
under the Parthian kings.
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