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Ancient Bactria, the region around the
watershed of the Upper Oxus River, in
present-day northern Afghanistan/southern
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, was conquered
by Alexander the Great in his campaigns
through the Achaemenid Empire in the late
4th century BCE. Bactria was rich in natural
resources, such asminerals, and had great agri-
cultural potential. Under Achaemenid rule, it
had been governed by a Persian satrap from
a capital at Bactra (modern Balkh). After
Alexander’s conquest,muchof the existing sys-
tem of administration was retained, at least
initially. Alexander also established garrisons
of Greek and Macedonian soldiers in settle-
ments and forts across the region. The
descendants of these settlers eventually estab-
lished an independent, Graeco-Bactrian king-
dom, which conquered its own empire in
northwestern India around the turn of the
3rd–2nd centuries BCE. The Graeco-Bactrian
kingdom in the north collapsed under the
strain of internal dynastic strife, nomadic
invasions, and war with the Parthian Empire
in the mid-2nd century BCE. A number of
small kingdoms (the “Indo-Greek” kingdoms)
survived in northwestern India, perhaps until
aslateastheturnoftheCommonEra.
There is a dearth of historical sources on

the Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek king-
doms. Since the region was distant from the
Graeco-Roman world of the Mediterranean
littoral, few contemporary Greek or Roman
writers recorded much about its history or

culture. The works of those who did have
often been lost since Antiquity. Later histor-
ians preserve tantalizing snippets of historical
data. Bactria and its kings are mentioned in
passing in works by writers such as Polybius,
Strabo, and Justin, but not enough informa-
tion is presented to reconstruct a firm chro-
nology for the kingdom, establish a secure
sequence of kings, or elucidate much of
the region’s ethnic, cultural, and linguistic
landscape.
Historians of the Graeco-Bactrian and

Indo-Greek kingdoms must therefore turn
to alternative sources. Fortunately, a variety
of these are available. The coins of the region’s
kings have been known and studied since at
least the early part of the 18th century. They
preserve a large number of royal names that
are unknown from the historical sources. As
well as studying the names, titles, and images
with which these coins are marked, historians
and numismatists can examine the geograph-
ical distribution of their find spots, relative
number, and die sequences in order to
establish the chronological order and geo-
graphical extent of kings’ dominions. Accord-
ing to interpretations of the evidence, there
can be substantial differences in scholarly
opinion on these matters.
More recently, since around the middle of

the 20th century, archaeological evidence has
come to play a greater role in study of the
Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek kingdoms.
Many important sites – including the
Graeco-Bactrian capital Bactra – have yet to
yield material of the relevant periods, either
because of destruction since Antiquity, or
because they are overlaid by settlement layers
of later periods. Some of the most important
sites that have been excavated include the
city of Afrasiab (Samarkand), which was only
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relatively briefly occupied by Alexander and
the Graeco-Bactrian kingdom, Termez, a set-
tlement and crossing point on the Oxus River,
in southern Uzbekistan, Takht-i Sangin in
southern Tajikistan, a temple and settlement
site, and Taxila, a city in northwestern
Pakistan.
The most important Graeco-Bactrian

archaeological site, however, is Ai Khanoum,
on the Oxus River in present-day northeast-
ern Afghanistan (Bernard et al. 1973–1994).
Excavations were conducted between 1964
and 1978 at a triangular site at the junction
of two rivers, which included a natural raised
plateau or “acropolis.” The city was founded
in the very late 4th or early 3rd century BCE

and abandoned, after a destruction event, in
around the 140s BCE. Its active life therefore
spans the period of the existence of the
Graeco-Bactrian kingdom. Within the city
walls, in addition to residential districts, were
a large administrative complex, a gymnasium,
a theater, a temple, and the shrine of the city’s
founder. Ai Khanoum has yielded some of the
very few Greek inscriptions from the region
(Rougemont 2012). These include funerary
inscriptions from a cemetery and a brief
dedication from the gymnasium. A longer
inscription, of which only part is now
preserved, stood in the shrine of the city’s
founder, stating that it was set up in the “sanc-
tuary of Kineas” and contained ethical
maxims from Delphi, copied down by one
Klearchos. From the treasury in the adminis-
trative complex, we also find a number of
Greek ink writings on ceramic vessels, record-
ing their contents and the accounting
operations carried out there.
Only a fragmentary narrative political his-

tory may be reconstructed from these sources.
Alexander the Great campaigned through
Central Asia in the 320s BCE, founding new
cities (of which Ai Khanoum may have been
one) and garrisoning existing settlements
with Greek and Macedonian soldiers. These
soldiers remained in Bactria and the East after

Alexander had returned to Babylon (where he
died in 323 BCE), although there were at least
two major revolts. The story of these Greek
settlers over the following generation or so
remains obscure. Bactria fell to the portion
of Seleucus, one of Alexander’s generals, after
the civil wars of the late 4th century BCE, and
remained nominally part of the Seleucid
Empire for some time. It seems likely, how-
ever, that it was soon effectively independent
of Seleucid control – as were the Indian pro-
vinces, which were ceded by Seleucus to the
Indian king Chandragupta Maurya in 305
BCE (Strabo, Geography 15.2). In the 250s, a
local father and son, both named Diodotus,
finally began to mint coins under their own
names as kings of an autonomous Graeco-
Bactrian state (Holt 1999). Diodotus II was
overthrown by one Euthydemus in around
the 220s BCE.
In 208 BCE, the Seleucids reappeared on the

scene. Antiochus III conducted an expedition
into the East, in order to bring Bactria back
into the Seleucid fold. He besieged Euthyde-
mus at his capital at Bactra. According to
Polybius (History 11.34), a peace was made
between the two kings when Euthydemus
argued that he was not a usurper but the
defeater of usurpers (the Diodotids), and
moreover pointed out that both armies were
at risk of being overwhelmed by nomadic
forces menacing Bactria from the north.
The peace was cemented by a marriage alli-
ance, the nature of which is not specified in
the sources.
Euthydemus’ son, Demetrius, had been

present at the siege of Bactra as a young
man. He appears to have acted as his father’s
co-regent toward the end of the latter’s reign,
since in a Greek dedicatory inscription to the
goddess Hestia (unprovenanced, but proba-
bly from southern Tajikistan), both are
named as kings. In the inscription, Demetrius
bears the epithet kallinikos “of fine victories”
(Rougemont 2012: no. 151). This refers to his
role in the Graeco-Bactrian expansion,
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around the turn of the 3rd–2nd centuries BCE,
into the regions south and east of
the Hindukush, in present-day southern
Afghanistan and northwestern Pakistan.
Along with military expansion came polit-

ical fragmentation. The Graeco-Bactrian
conquests in India offered an opportunity
for Greek nobles and generals to carve out
their own power bases. Around 170 BCE, the
dynasty of Euthydemus and Demetrius was
overthrown by Eucratides. This is one of
the few fairly secure dates in Graeco-Bactrian
chronology, since Justin (Epitome 41.6)
records that Eucratides came to the throne
at around the same time as Mithridates of
Parthia, whose reign began in 171 BCE. Eucra-
tides himself was murdered by his son and
co-regent in around 145 BCE. From this period
onwards, it becomes increasingly difficult to
identify the family relationships and geo-
graphical spheres of kings from the numis-
matic evidence.
In the 140s BCE, the Graeco-Bactrian

heartland around the upper basin of the Oxus
River fell to outside invaders. A combination
of internal dynastic strife and war with
Parthia left Bactria vulnerable to attacks by
nomadic groups from the north. Two major
destruction levels at Ai Khanoum are dated
to around this period. The last Greek king
in Bactria was Heliocles I.
Meanwhile, in northwestern India, Greek-

named kings continued to rule over a num-
ber of states, of greater or lesser extent. These
stretched from the region around Taxila, in
the northwest, to the Punjab, although it is
possible that isolated military expeditions
reached further into the Ganges–Jumna val-
ley (Strabo, Geography 11.11.1). The most
successful of these Indo-Greek kings was
Menander I Soter, who ruled in the mid-
2nd century BCE. In Indian sources, he is
renowned as a patron of Buddhism and, like
several of the Indo-Greek kings, he included
Indian inscriptions and iconography on his
coinage. Antialcidas, who ruled from Taxila

in the later 2nd century BCE, is also known
from an Indian source. He sent an ambassa-
dor, Heliodorus, to an Indian king named
Bhagabhadra in central India. Heliodorus
set up a Prakrit dedicatory inscription at Bes-
nagar in which he names Antialcidas. Many
other Indo-Greek kings are known from the
numismatic record, although very few
appear in any other source. The last Greek-
named king to rule in the region was most
likely Strato II, at the turn of the Common
Era, whose base was in the eastern Punjab.
Indo-Scythian invasions put an end
to Indo-Greek dominance in northwest-
ern India.
The archaeological evidence, in particular,

makes it possible to say something more
about the social and cultural history which
ran parallel to the political history of the
Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek kingdoms.
The military, male settler population of
Greeks and Macedonians in Bactria must
have intermarried with the local population,
so that subsequent generations of Bactrian
“Greeks” will have been of mixed descent
and, potentially, bilingual. The archaeologi-
cal record certainly makes it clear that the
culture of Greek Bactria was a complex com-
bination of influences from the Greek Med-
iterranean, Central Asia, Persia, and India.
At Ai Khanoum, for example, we find a gym-
nasium and theater, quintessentially Greek
cultural institutions, but also temples that
do not conform to any Greek architectural
model, and where diverse forms of cult wor-
ship were practiced. At Takht-i Sangin, in
southern Tajikistan, another temple, the
“Temple of the Oxus,” was also the site for
multiple forms of cult practice, and contin-
ued in use from the Achaemenid period
through into the Graeco-Bactrian period
and beyond. The language of power and
public display was, however, Greek. We find
only Greek inscriptions and documentary
texts in Bactria, where there was evidently
a substantial Greek-speaking population,
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and where the local language did not at this
period have a written form.
In the Indo-Greek states, the linguistic and

cultural picture appears to have been more
complex. Many Indo-Greek kings struck
coins with both Greek and Prakrit legends,
and bearing images from Indian as well as
Greek religious iconography. Menander was
a patron of Buddhism. Antialcidas’ ambassa-
dor set up an inscription in the local Prakrit,
in which he is described as a devotee of
Vishnu.
Despite the relatively short duration of

Greek rule in Bactria and India, the
Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek kings left
a cultural and linguistic legacy in the region.
When a new Central Asia dynasty, the
Kushans, began to set up inscriptions in
the Bactrian language in the 2nd century
CE, they did so in the Greek script. In Gand-
hara, in northwestern Pakistan, the influence
of Greek visual culture can be seen in the
Buddhist art of the region, which depicts
the Buddha and other figures in a classically
influenced style.

SEE ALSO: Achaemenid Empire; Archaeology
and empire; Kushan Empire; Nomads; Parthian
Empire; Seleucid Empire; Steppe empires
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