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        If you should wonder how many are the lands that Darius the King 
held, behold the sculpted fi gures who bear the throne, then you shall 
learn, then it shall become known to you that the spear of the Persian 
man has gone forth far. Then it shall become known to you that the 
Persian man has given battle far away from Persia.    

 Tomb of Darius I  , Naqsh-i Rustam, (DNa §4,  Figure 1.1 ) 

 Darius   I   (reigned 522–486 BCE) ruled the Achaemenid Persian 
Empire at the height of its territorial extent: from the Indus River   to 
the Danube   River and from the western edge of the Himalayas to the 
Sahara Desert. In its scope and durability, and in its ability to project 
and maintain its power, the Achaemenid Empire was unprecedented 
in world history. Its equal was not seen again until the height of the 
Roman Empire under Augustus and his successors in the fi rst and sec-
ond centuries CE. 

 The Achaemenid Empire retained its vitality for over two hundred 
years (550–330 BCE) and left a massive, if not always readily dis-
cernible, imprint on subsequent Near Eastern and European history. 
To the ancient Greeks, the Persian Empire was an object of fear and 
fascination: Persia served as the great “Other” from the Classical period 
onward. The Greeks framed the historical and cultural narratives of the 
West, and their perspective led to the development of many key East-
West stereotypes that persist today.  

        1     Introduction: Tracking an Empire   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00960-8 - Ancient Persia: A Concise History of the Achaemenid Empire, 550–330 BCE
Matt Waters
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107009608
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Ancient Persia6

  THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

 Not surprisingly, an empire that encompassed so much territory (not 
less than 2 million square miles) included every sort of terrain.  1   The 
central core of the Empire was southwestern Iran – ancient Parsa   (Greek 
 Persis ), the geographic area synonymous with the name “Persia” that 
was subsequently applied to the entire country. Parsa, more specifi cally 
equivalent with modern Fars  , is dominated by the southern part of 
the Zagros   Mountains – a chain running northwest to southeast across 
western Iran – save for the coastal region along the Persian Gulf and the 
low-lying plains of Khuzistan, wherein is found the ancient city of Susa  . 
Within the Zagros   and its foothills, the scenery and vegetation differ 
markedly, and temperatures fl uctuate between bitterly cold winters and 
scorching summers. Moving eastward beyond the Zagros   one encoun-
ters the Iranian Plateau and the forbidding salt deserts of central Iran. 

 Despite this geographical variety, suffi cient annual rainfall allowed 
agriculture without irrigation in much of Persia, as it did in many other 
parts of the Empire: northern Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), the Caspian 
Sea region and Turkey in the north and northwest, and Syro-Palestine 
(the Levant) to the west. Southern Mesopotamia, a critical component 
of the Empire, is a different story: irrigation had been necessary since 
(and indeed an impetus toward) urbanization in the fourth millennium. 
Other parts of the Empire, notably Egypt, also relied on irrigation. 
In Egypt, however, the Nile   fl ooded and receded in harmony with the 
growing season. The Euphrates   and Tigris   in Mesopotamia fl ooded at 
the time of the harvest. A great deal more effort and resources were 
therefore devoted in Mesopotamia to controlling the fl ooding of these 
rivers via irrigation. Success in taming these rivers resulted in a rich 
agricultural-economy. 

 Ancient Near Eastern civilizations had been connected by trade 
for centuries. By the time of the Persian Empire an extensive network 
had been developed, the maintenance of which was a primary respon-
sibility of the ruling authorities. The main routes ran between Fars   
(Persepolis  ) and Khuzistan (Susa  ) with roads   branching in several direc-
tions: through Babylon   and Mesopotamia northward across Anatolia 
(Turkey) to Sardis  , the famous Royal Road   described by Herodotus (see 
(pp. 111–113), and through the Median capital Ecbatana   and eastward 
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Introduction 7

across northern Iran, the Great Khorasan Road   (better-known as the Silk 
Road). Similar routes linked the Indus River   valley, Egypt   and Libya  , 
and all the major centers even in far-fl ung regions of the Empire. In addi-
tion to the land routes, a number of well-traveled sea lanes from India 
to the Iranian coast and Mesopotamia were also used by the Persians. 
In the modern territory of Fars in southwestern Iran is the Kur River 
Basin, home to the Persian capitals of Pasargadae  , founded by Cyrus   the 
Great, and Persepolis, founded by Darius I  . The remains at Persepolis, 
approximately 45 miles northeast of the modern city of Shiraz, offer the 
most eloquent and imposing testimony to the Persian King’s majesty 
(see pp. 141–145). 

 The term “Persian” in “Persian Empire” is generally understood to 
refer to the ethnicity of the ruling elite. The Empire itself encompassed 
scores of different ethnic groups, each with its own history and culture. 
Even a superfi cial accounting of these various groups offers a glimpse 
into the size and complexity of the Empire, but we possess limited 
evidence for how most people lived their daily lives. In northern Iran 
were the Medes  , to whom much of  Chapter 2  is devoted, and the north 
and east were home to several other Iranian groups as well: Parthians  , 
Hyrcanians  , and Areians  , to name just a few. Many of these groups 
dwelled in what are now the countries of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India. The fi ercely indepen-
dent Scythians  , another Iranian group, dwelled along the northern and 
northeastern edges of the Empire, on the Eurasian steppes. 

 Mesopotamia, Syro-Palestine, the Levant, and Arabia   were home to 
various Semitic peoples: Babylonians  , Aramaeans  , Jews  , Phoenicians  , 
and Arabs   to name only those most prominent in the extant source 
material. The Empire encompassed northeastern Africa as well and 
included Egyptians  , Libyans  , Nubians  , and Ethiopians  . The Anatolian 
plateau and the Caucasus Mountains also contained a variety of peoples; 
the kingdom of Lydia   based at Sardis  , in western Turkey, was the main 
power in the sixth century before Cyrus  . Finally, the Greeks of Ionia   
(western coastal Turkey) and even those of the European mainland fi g-
ure prominently in this story as well – not least because their experi-
ence at the time of the so-called “Greek Miracle” (the Classical Period, 
c. 500–323 BCE) was shaped so profoundly by the Persian Empire’s 
impact.  
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Ancient Persia8

  WHY “ACHAEMENID”? 

 The history of ancient Iran stretches back millennia. Before the advent 
of Islam in the seventh century CE, it included the histories of not 
only the Achaemenids but also their predecessors the Elamites   and their 
successors the Seleucids  , Parthians  , and Sassanians  . The Achaemenid 
Empire takes its name from Achaemenes  , the eponymous founder of 
the dynasty. Specialists continue to debate the relationships and, even to 
some extent, the ethnic identity – counterintuitive as that may seem – 
of the early Achaemenid kings.  2   For Achaemenes, Darius   I’s distant 
ancestor, there is no evidence earlier than Darius I’s testimony. Darius’ 
privileging of his Achaemenid descent is fundamental to understanding 
Persian royal ideology. 

 Cyrus the Great does not mention Achaemenes   in his genealogy, 
and most modern scholars have rejected Darius’ implication that he 
and Cyrus   shared descent from Achaemenes. Although the term 
“Achaemenid Empire” may be somewhat of a misnomer for the early 
Persian Empire, especially that period prior to Darius I  , it is entrenched 
in the modern literature and will be used herein. The label also distin-
guishes the historical period in question and differentiates it from the 
succeeding Seleucid, Parthian, and Sassanian periods in ancient Iranian 
history. As the focus of this book is the Achaemenid period, to avoid 
excessive repetition, when the label “Persian” is used throughout it 
will be understood to refer to the Achaemenid period unless otherwise 
noted.  

  SOURCES 

 As is often noted, but bears repeating, ancient historians cannot choose 
their sources. The issue is not in deciding what sources to use but in 
assessing the usefulness and veracity of anything available. This does not 
mean that all sources are created equal, of course. Signifi cant portions of 
this text are devoted to the problems of historical analysis engendered 
by the paucity of the sources as well as the tendentiousness of those that 
are available. 
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Introduction 9

 Most of the documentary evidence for the study of Achaemenid 
Persia – regardless of place or time of origin – was commissioned by 
the educated elite: members of the ruling class itself, the privileged 
among the conquered or peripheral regions, or the bureaucratic class of 
scribes. Economic and administrative documents, coupled with archae-
ological evidence, often provide vivid pictures of daily life, but these are 
sporadic and generally localized.  3   A brief overview of the main sources 
follows, by way of an introduction to the variety of evidence available – 
as well as the problems associated with their use and interpretation for 
reconstructing Achaemenid history. 

  Archaeology 

 Archaeological research in the core areas of the Achaemenid Empire 
has been uneven. In recent decades, upheaval in the Middle East has 
periodically made excavation diffi cult, if not impossible. Several impor-
tant cities in the ancient Near East have been continuously inhabited 
from antiquity into the modern period – for example, Hamadan   in Iran 
(ancient Ecbatana  ), Erbil in Iraq (ancient Arbela  ), and Damascus   in 
Syria – and excavation opportunities in these areas have been limited, 
regardless of any political considerations. 

 In Iran itself excavations have been focused in the western part of 
the country. In Fars  , the Persian capitals of Pasargadae   and Persepolis  , 
the two most prominent Achaemenid sites, have received the most 
attention. The city of Susa   in Khuzistan was important for centuries 
as an Elamite center; it became one of the Achaemenid capitals, the 
one most frequently referenced in the Greek sources. Recent excava-
tions in the Mamasani   district (Fars), in Georgia (east of the Black Sea 
in the Caucasus Mountains), and other places have provided additional 
insights into Achaemenid-period settlement as well as the infl uence 
and impact of the Empire on local populations. Some of the major cities 
in Mesopotamia, whose histories stretch back for two millennia or more 
before the Persian Empire, remained important through the Achaemenid 
period: Uruk  , Ur  , Nippur  , Sippar  , and most notably Babylon  , to name 
only a few. Excavations have continued intermittently at these sites, by 
teams from various nations, since the nineteenth century. 
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Ancient Persia10

 Proper excavation is both meticulous and laborious, and publication 
of results may take many years. Excavation techniques have advanced 
since the nineteenth century, from what may generously be termed as 
mining operations for luxury goods, monuments, and inscriptions: the 
types of fi nds that would garner attention in museums. Modern excava-
tions employ scientifi c, systematic approaches that are far more expen-
sive and time-consuming, and involve analysis and consideration of every 
fi nd  in situ  (i.e., where it was found in the ground, with context). They 
are replete with technology – computer mapping, ground-penetrating 
radar – the expense and complexity of which make necessary the for-
mation of teams composed of various specialists. Museums worldwide 
display the fruits of these excavations, and their storage areas are often 
bursting with material not yet published or even studied. Researchers 
in the fi eld often speak, only somewhat tongue-in-cheek, of excavating 
their own museums to fi nd the as-yet unanalyzed piece of pottery, or 
the as-yet unread text, that may change perspectives on key problems 
in the fi eld.  

  Written Sources 

 Until the late nineteenth century CE, knowledge of the Achaemenid 
Empire’s history was based almost entirely on Greek and biblical 
accounts. To the Greeks we are indebted for western notions of history-
writing and historiography. The Persian Empire left an indelible impres-
sion on the early Greek historians who chronicled the era, and, through 
them, on their successors in the Roman period and beyond. Herodotus 
and Xenophon provide much of the narrative core of Achaemenid 
Persian history, for better or worse (a bit of each applies). As a func-
tion of the Greek source bias, our knowledge of the Empire dispropor-
tionately emphasizes the western and northwestern parts of it: western 
Anatolia (especially the coast, i.e., Greek Ionia  ) and the Aegean world. 
Eastern Iran and Central Asia were critical components of the Empire, 
as a number of references in the sources make clear, but particulars 
about Persian administration of these regions are scarce. Information 
about these areas is thus more spotty and speculative. 

 The Empire’s sheer, geographical scope is refl ected in sources 
from several languages. The diversity of local traditions – oral and 
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Introduction 11

written – provides multiple perspectives, as well as frustrations, for 
study of the Persian Empire. Many of these traditions and the languages 
in which they were transmitted are poorly-understood, some are sim-
ply lost. The historian of the Persian Empire faces a herculean task to 
gather and sift this disparate evidence. A list of the main languages 
in which relevant source material is preserved is telling: Old Persian, 
Avestan, Elamite, Akkadian (the Babylonian dialect), Aramaic, Hebrew, 
Egyptian  , Greek, Latin, and Phrygian. The nineteenth-century deci-
pherments of Egyptian   (hieroglyphic script) and Akkadian, Elamite, 
and Old Persian (cuneiform scripts) opened new vistas for Persian his-
tory that are still being explored today, especially for new perspectives 
on the Greek material that by necessity has formed the narrative base of 
much of Persian history. 

 The chronology of main events in Persian history is for the most part 
well-settled, but new discoveries frequently supplement, and sometimes 
change entirely, our understanding. Not surprisingly, specialists who 
study the Persian Empire are found in multiple disciplines: Ancient 
History, Archaeology, Classical Studies, Religious Studies, Indo-Iranian   
Linguistics, Assyriology, and Egyptology, among others. 

 The ancient Persians themselves wrote almost nothing – at least, 
nothing that has survived – in the way of narrative history. As with 
many ancient peoples, records of the past were kept alive through oral 
tradition. These “records” manifest themselves in the written sources in 
a number of compelling, but often puzzling, ways. It is easy to under-
estimate, or even ignore, how oral tradition has shaped the historical 
record, but where its imprint may be discerned and contextualized it is 
instructive.  

  Royal Inscriptions and Other Documentary Evidence 

 From the civilizations of Elam  , Assyria  , and Babylonia   – the Achaemenid 
Persians’ imperial predecessors – we possess a variety of public and pri-
vate records. The most common were royal inscriptions and adminis-
trative records. Terse chronicles record signifi cant military or building 
activities of the kings. Not enough of these are extant, however, to enable 
writing a narrative account.   Persian royal inscriptions relay the kings’ 
ideology, the image of their empire and their rule that they wished to 
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Ancient Persia12

project, and it is for these very reasons that they are among the most 
important sources for understanding the Empire. They are intentionally 
formulaic, grounded in the kings’ right to rule absolutely. This type of 
text situates the Achaemenid kings within a long continuum of Near 
Eastern history. 

 Careful analysis of these inscriptions reveals insights into individual 
king’s personalities and priorities. From Darius I   onward, the inscrip-
tions were frequently trilingual, inscribed in three languages, each in 
a different cuneiform script: Old Persian (an Indo-Iranian   language), 
Elamite (linguistic affi liation uncertain), and Babylonian Akkadian 
(an eastern Semitic language). The choice of these three languages, and 
their linguistic variety, testifi es to important aspects of royal ideology 
and tradition. Sometimes an inscription may have been written in other 
languages (e.g., Aramaic, Egyptian  , Greek, or Phrygian), dependent 
upon location and audience. From Darius   I’s reign onward, the royal 
inscriptions also became rather formulaic; nevertheless, slight differ-
ences in wording, emphasis, and occasionally content reveal signifi cant 
details. Further, important cultural messages may be encoded in the 
trilingual inscriptions, based upon slight differences in the various ver-
sions of the same text; for example, the inclusion, exclusion, or modifi -
cation of a key word or phrase in the different editions of the trilingual 
inscriptions may be telling.   

 A variety of administrative documents also exists. The most com-
mon are clay documents written in Elamite or Babylonian cuneiform 
and parchment documents in Aramaic, the latter in evidence from the 
utmost corners of the Empire: northwest Anatolia, southern Egypt  , and 
Bactria  . Type and content vary, from state archival material to records 
of private businessmen who contracted with the crown and private indi-
viduals. These documents typically reveal more about socioeconomic 
history than political history, yet thoughtful analysis offers insight into 
the political as well. They at times provide details about members of 
the extended royal family and other elites who oversaw a complex and 
centralized bureaucracy. 

 Particularly valuable for understanding the central bureaucracy is 
the important trove of Elamite documents found at Persepolis   and dat-
ing to the late sixth and early fi fth centuries. The Persepolis Treasury 
and Persepolis Fortifi cation tablets (pp. 103–108) are also notable for 
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Introduction 13

the iconographic evidence: the wide variety of imagery preserved is still 
being tapped by art historians to assess the symbolism and culture of 
the Persian imperial bureaucracy. Similarly, several private and temple 
archives from Babylonia   offer insights into the workings of the Empire 
in the provinces. Ongoing study of this vast and varied material con-
tinues to supplement and sometimes revise our knowledge of Persian 
history. Up until 2007 it was considered gospel that the Old Persian 
script had been used for royal inscriptions only. The discovery of an 
administrative document written in Old Persian – a document whose 
signifi cance remains elusive – has forced us to reconsider what had been 
one of the most steadfast “truths” in Achaemenid historiography.  4    

  Hebrew Bible 

 Several books in the Hebrew Bible contain important information 
about Persian administration and its concerns in the Levant. As with 
any source, the audience and aim of each must be considered. Many 
Persian kings are portrayed positively in these works, because they are 
set during the so-called Second Temple period in Jewish history, the 
era after the Babylonian Captivity in which Cyrus  ’ conquest of Babylon   
enabled a return of many Jewish exiles and a restoration of Jerusalem   
and the temple of Yahweh.  

  Greek/Classical Sources 

 Far and away the richest sources – in quantity, if not quality – for 
Persian history come from Greek and Roman writers. As noted above, 
the mainland Greeks lived in the shadow of the great Empire. Many 
other Greeks, in Ionia   and the Black Sea region, were its subjects. There 
was no shortage of commercial and diplomatic exchange between these 
various Greeks – most of whom, it should be remembered, lived in 
independent city-states – and other subjects of the Persian Empire in 
the eastern Mediterranean as well as the Persian authorities themselves. 
Many Greeks, especially in the fourth century, served as mercenaries in 
the Persian army. Despite this frequent and varied contact, we cannot 
rely on Greek writers to present an unbiased view of Persian govern-
ment, strategy, or culture. 
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Ancient Persia14

 The phenomenon of narrative,  written  history is traced to the Greeks 
and mainly to Herodotus, the so-called “Father of History,” who lived 
and wrote in the mid-fi fth century BCE. Herodotus is by far the most 
important non-Persian source for this study, the main narrative source 
for the period preceding Cyrus   the Great’s rise through the early reign of 
Xerxes  . Herodotus was an Ionian Greek. He hailed from Halicarnassus  , 
a city on the western coast of Turkey (Ionia  ) that was well-established 
as a nexus of west-east interaction; it was also subject to the Persian 
Empire. Well-read and well-traveled, Herodotus was in a position to 
offer signifi cant insights into the scale and reach of the Empire, and yet 
as a Greek from the western frontier of the Empire, he was far-removed 
from the inner workings of the court and imperial bureaucracy. It is 
diffi cult, if not impossible, to trace where or from whom Herodotus 
gained his information. As with any source discussed herein, the mod-
ern historian must make informed choices about the reliability of the 
information presented. 

 The meaning of the word “history” (Greek  historia ), as Herodotus 
used it, was “observation” or “learning,” especially “learning by inquiry.” 
The task that Herodotus gave himself was not modest: to record the 
cataclysmic – note that this is from a Greek perspective – confronta-
tion between Greeks and Persians, when the Persians invaded Greece in 
480–479 BCE under the command of King Xerxes  . This was a water-
shed moment in Greek and western history, and Greek intellectuals of 
that period and thereafter could not help but react to it and its impact. 
The invasion was, incidentally, far less signifi cant for Persian history. 
But Xerxes’ expedition occupies perhaps one-third of Herodotus’ work. 
Much of the rest is devoted to developments that preceded Xerxes’ inva-
sion and thus helps to explain how and why the expedition came to be. 

 Herodotus’ younger contemporaries Thucydides, Xenophon, and 
Ctesias also authored works helpful to the study of the Persians. The 
Athenian general Thucydides’ masterpiece chronicles the Peloponnesian 
War between Athens   and Sparta   and their respective allies. Thucydides 
periodically shows keen awareness of the Persians’ infl uential and 
important role in the war – in fact, it was Persian fi nancial support that 
ultimately enabled the Spartan victory in 404 BCE – but his concern is 
not with Persia but rather with the Greeks themselves. His work is thus 
not as informative as we would wish for the Persian Empire. 
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