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About the Book



PERSIANS


The Age of the Great Kings


The Great Kings of Persia ruled over the largest empire of antiquity, stretching from Libya to the Steppes of Asia, and from Ethiopia to Pakistan. At the heart of the empire was the fabled palace-city of Persepolis where the Achaemenid monarchs held court in unparalleled grandeur. From here, Cyrus the Great, Darius, Xerxes, and their heirs passed laws, raised armies, and governed their multicultural Empire of enormous cultural diversity.


The Achaemenids, however, were one of the great dysfunctional families of history. Brothers fought brothers for power, wives and concubines plotted to promote their sons to the throne, and eunuchs and courtiers vied for influence and prestige.


Our understanding of the Persian Empire has traditionally come from the histories of Greek writers such as Herodotus – and as such, over many centuries, our perspective has been skewed by ancient political and cultural agendas. Professor Llewellyn-Jones, however, calls upon original Achaemenid sources, including inscriptions, art, and recent archaeological discoveries in Iran, to create an authentic ‘Persian Version’ of this remarkable first great empire of antiquity – the Age of the Great Kings.
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A bowl of wine is the Mirror of Alexander –


Look, it displays the state of King Darius’ realm to us.


– Hafez









To my students, past and present,
for joining me on the journey back to Persia.
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Prologue



Persepolis 488 BCE




If now you should think: ‘How many are the countries which King Darius held?’, look at the sculptures of those who bear the throne, then shall you know, then shall it become known to you: the spear of the Persian man has gone forth far; then shall it become known to you: the Persian man has delivered battle far indeed from Persia.


Inscription from the tomb façade of Darius the Great





At the Nowruz festival in the spring of 488 BCE, the time in which the Persians celebrated their New Year with feasting, partying, and gift-giving, Darius, Great King, King of Kings, King of All Lands, the Achaemenid, sat on his throne in the heart of his palace-city of Persepolis and magnanimously received the homage of his empire. Huge bronze trumpets ripped the air with triumphant fanfares and an orchestra of drums, cymbals, and sistra, accompanied by harps and lyres, created a rhythmic march which heralded the commencement of the glittering ceremonies that were central to the joyful festival. Foreign diplomats had travelled from far and wide to Persepolis in order to bring Darius their tribute: from Libya they came, from Pakistan, from the southern Eurasian Steppe, Egypt, Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, Syria, and India; they came carrying gold, turquoise, lapis lazuli, wool tapestries, silk coats, cotton tunics, and spices, and leading horses, camels, sheep, and even lions into the lofty throne room. They prostrated themselves on the floor in abject humility in front of the Great King, grasped the hem of his robe, and loyally kissed his feet.


Darius the Great took enormous satisfaction in surveying his empire in this way, as ambassadors and diplomats paraded before him, one delegation following another in strict formation, displaying the bounty of so many far-off lands. He must have smiled at his success, for he was indeed a mighty king, the unrivalled ruler of the Seven Climes. The evidence of his prowess was right there, marching before his eyes. So what if squalid little Greece had avoided capture and remained out of reach? There would be other opportunities to bring that wretched outpost of civilisation under heel. Besides, proof of the success of his empire-building was parading before him, and if evidence were needed of its good order and efficiency, Darius only had to observe the spectacular – and very well-disciplined – presentation ceremony in which his subject peoples so readily participated. For they were not humiliated slaves, thrust to the ground in oppression and trembling in terror before their overlord, but willing partners in a glorious imperial enterprise. They enthusiastically offered Darius their loyalty, their service, and their tribute. Or so he chose to believe.


The diplomatic gift-giving ceremony was so intrinsic to his understanding of empire that Darius had it represented in painted stone reliefs on the staircases which led up to his massive throne hall at Persepolis, the so-called Apadana. At nearby Naqsh-i Rustam, on the façade of his rock-face tomb, which he had commissioned in preparedness for the day when it would inevitably be needed, Darius had his artists sculpt a variation on the same theme. He was shown in the act of worshipping his divine protector, the god Ahuramazda, standing on a throne platform (a takht, as it was known in Persian) which was raised high above the heads of representatives of the different peoples of the empire in a joyous act of reciprocal collaboration. It was a visual celebration of the diversity of Darius’ empire. An inscription carved into the rock in Old Persian cuneiform lettering invited the viewer to count the figures who represented the various geographical regions which made up the empire (each one clothed in ‘national costume’ to make the point clearer). To make sure that none were missed, the artist carefully labelled each of them:




This is the Persian; this is the Mede; this the Elamite; this is the Parthian; this is the Areian; this is the Bactrian; this is the Sogdian; this is the Chorasmian; this is the Drangianian; this is the Arachosian; this is the Sattagydian; this is the Gandaran; this is the Indian; this is the drug-drinking Saca; this is the Pointed-Hat Saca; this is the Babylonian; this is the Assyrian; this is the Arab; this is the Egyptian; this is the Armenian; this is the Cappadocian; this is the Sardian; this is the Ionian; this is the Scythian from across the sea; this is the Thracian; this is the sun-hat-wearing Ionian; this is the Libyan; this is the Nubian. This is the man from Maka. This is the Carian. (DNe)





The royal rhetoric propounded on Darius’ tomb emphasised the notion that all conquered nations were united in service to him, the Great King, a warrior king whose ‘spear has gone forth far’, whose laws they obeyed, and whose majesty they upheld. Darius the Great was thusly lauded not only as the ‘Great King’ and ‘King of Kings’, but also ‘King of countries containing all kinds of men’, ‘King of many countries’, as well as ‘King in this great earth far and wide’. All subject peoples were put under Darius’ rule and he made it clear that he would tolerate no trouble or brook no resistance: ‘What I said to them,’ he stated with gravitas, ‘that they did, as was my desire.’ Yet by projecting an image of harmonious cooperation, Darius propounded that his empire worked best when it pulled together and was unified in purpose. The empire functioned well when all the peoples he ruled bought into his notion of ‘family’. When they cooperated, they unequivocally benefited from the security of a Pax Persica – a ‘Persian Peace’.


In the Nowruz celebrations of 488 BCE, when the 62-year-old Darius sat upon his throne and received the ambassadors’ homage and accepted their much-valued gifts, he was accompanied by his son and chosen successor, Xerxes. This young man, good-looking, independently minded, and pious, had already served in the empire’s administration as a satrap, or regional governor, in Parthia, where he had honed his skills as a bureaucrat (there was nothing Darius admired more than a good record-keeper) and as a judge. Aged thirty, Xerxes was now back at court at his father’s side and was functioning as the Achaemenid heir-elect. He was not Darius’ eldest son, however; nor was he even a second son. No, for Darius had many sons who were much older than Xerxes. These men had been born to the numerous women of his harem, but Xerxes was the first boy born to Darius after he had ascended Persia’s throne and so it was fitting that the Achaemenid empire should pass to him, the first royal baby born into the purple. Besides, through his esteemed and clever mother, Atossa, Xerxes carried the blood of Cyrus the Great in his veins; this alone qualified him, more than any of his brothers, for the kingship. Darius was confident that the Achaemenid line would flourish under Xerxes, whose own principal consort, Amestris, had already borne a brood of healthy boys and who herself was to prove to be a contentious dynastic matriarch. In the spring of 488 BCE the Achaemenid family’s future was secure.










Introduction



This is a history of ancient Persia. It is unlike other histories of Persia (not that there have been many). This history uses genuine, indigenous, ancient Persian sources to tell a very different story from the one we might be familiar with, the one moulded around ancient Greek accounts. This story is told by the Persians themselves. It is Persia’s inside story. It is the Persian Version of Persia’s history.


What emerges is new. Far from being the barbarians of the Greek imagination, the Persians emerge here as culturally and socially sophisticated, economically strong, militarily powerful, and intellectually gifted. The Persian Version (a phrase I borrow from the title of a 1945 ‘conflict poem’ by Robert Graves) grounds us in a new reality. It provides us with an original, sometimes startling, understanding of Persia’s place in antiquity and highlights Iran’s contribution to world civilisation.


In this book, we will travel through time and space, plotting the rise, spread, and consolidation of the Persian empire from its modest beginnings as a tribal society in south-western Iran to the time it dominated the earth as history’s first great superpower. We will examine the lives of its monarchs, the Great Kings of Persia, the autocratic rulers of the mighty Achaemenid family, and explore the way in which dynastic politics affected the governance of the empire at large. As we encounter a rich panoply of memorable characters – kings, queens, eunuchs, soldiers, prisoners, tax-collectors, and concubines – we will pause to explore the world they inhabited: their religious ideas, their political thoughts, their territorial aspirations. We will discover how and where they lived, what they ate, how they dressed, what they thought, and how they died. This book is both a political history of ancient Iran’s first great empire and a socio-cultural exploration of the world of the Persians.


The creation of the Persian empire made possible the first significant and continuous contact between East and West and prepared the ground for the later empires of antiquity. Its importance in the conception of what a successful world-empire should be cannot be overstated. The Persian empire opened up, for the first time in history, an international dialogue, for, by and large, the Persians were enlightened despots. They employed a surprisingly laissez-faire attitude towards their imperial authority. Unlike the Romans or the British who were to follow them as enthusiastic imperialists, the Persians had no desire to impose their language upon conquered peoples. British settlers, soldiers, merchants, and administrators carried the Queen’s English to every continent and forced it on captive nations. From Britannia to Syria, the Romans employed Latin as the language of business, finance, and law and order; to be anybody in the Roman empire, Latin was required. The Persians never forced their language on subject peoples. They preferred to utilise local languages for their decrees and they employed Aramaic as a form of lingua franca throughout the imperial territories to help facilitate effective – unbiased – communication. In the realm of religion, too, the Persian kings were careful to appear as active upholders of local cults, if only to ensure control of the wealthy sanctuaries and the adherence of powerful priesthoods. Even in small administrative regions, the Persians granted temple privileges and acknowledged the support their local gods had given them. Nor was a Persian ‘look’ imposed upon the architecture of the empire in the way that, under the Romans and the British, a visual brand was employed across their realms. This remarkably modern and enlightened mindset can be summed up by a single Old Persian word that Darius the Great used to describe his empire: vispazanānām – ‘multicultural’.


Ancient Persian imperial inscriptions delight in emphasising the diversity of the empire (although they always privilege Persia at its heart). As an inscription of Darius puts it, ‘this is the kingdom which I hold, from the Saka who live beyond Sogdiana, from there all the way as far as Ethiopia, from India, from there all the way as far as Sparda’ (DPh). Another text, found at Persepolis, demarcates Persia as the centre of the world, but shows that the empire was bestowed on Darius as a gift by Ahuramazda, ‘the Wise Lord’, the chief deity of the Persian pantheon, who entrusted the king with this most precious present:




Ahuramazda is a great god. He made Darius king and gave to King Darius the kingship of this wide earth with many lands in it – Persia, Media, and the other lands of other tongues, of the mountains and the plains, of this side of the ocean and the far side of the ocean, and of this side of the desert and the far side of the desert. (DPg)





Darius and his successors controlled an empire which stretched out of Persia to the Mediterranean Sea in the west, and to India in the east. It extended south to the Gulf of Oman and far north into southern Russia. The empire encompassed Ethiopia and Libya, northern Greece and Asia Minor, Afghanistan, and the Punjab up to the Indus River. It was rich in countless farmlands. Barley, dates, lentils, and wheat were grown, and the lands of the empire groaned with precious materials – copper, lead, gold, silver, and lapis lazuli. There was no kingdom on earth to rival its wealth.


The Persians ruled the largest of all ancient-world empires. All more remarkable then is its rise to greatness. It ascended out of a minuscule tribal territory in what is now the modern province of Fārs in south-west Iran. In the Old Persian language, the area was known as ‘Pārs’ or ‘Pārsa’. This was later heard by the ancient Greeks as ‘Persis’ and it is that name which has come down to us as ‘Persia’. The ruling family of the Persian empire, the focus of this book, was the Achaemenids, who took their name from an eponymous founder, ‘Achaemenes’, an alleged ancestor of both Cyrus the Great and Darius the Great. ‘Achaemenes’ was also a Greek rendering of a Persian name: ‘Haxāmanish’, which in turn was derived from the Old Persian words haxā-, ‘friend’, and manah, ‘thinking power’. Formed of a patronymic, the dynasty was known to the speakers of Old Persian as ‘Haxāmanishiya’ – ‘Achaemenids’.


Throughout this study, personal names will be encountered in their Latinised forms (the exception is for individuals known only through Persian sources; an appendix of names appears at the end of this book). This is an expedient, if not necessarily happy, solution to the question of finding a way to refer to our history’s principal players. After centuries of familiarisation, we are more at home with ‘Darius’ (the Latinised version of the ancient Greek ‘Dareîos’), than the genuine Old Persian ‘Dārayavaush’. This is a pity, because Persian names were rich with meaning and acted as powerful statements, designed to reflect the nature and status of their bearers. Moreover, important Persian customs and values were reflected in personal names too, giving us a good insight into the Persian mindset. Dārayavaush, for instance, means ‘holding firm the good’, a reflection of his kingly role for certain. Xerxes’ true name was Xshayarashā, meaning ‘ruling over heroes’, while the four kings known to the Greeks and Romans as ‘Artaxerxes’ bore the Persian name Artaxshaça – ‘whose rule is ordained by Truth’. Cyrus was always Kūrush – ‘humiliator of the enemy’, an interesting moniker for a king whose reputation has been built on justice, tolerance, and kindness.


The process of the Latinisation of Persian names is highly suggestive of the way in which Persia’s history has been appropriated by, and then written from, a wholly Western perspective. That we speak of a ‘Darius’ and not of a ‘Dārayavaush’ is a sad indictment of the corrupting process of Western historiography and the crushing of a genuine Persian cultural distinctiveness.


Names and naming are important when it comes to Persian history. Take the name ‘Persia’ itself. Its use can be highly controversial. What was once known in the West as ‘Persia’ is now ‘Iran’ (or the Islamic Republic of Iran, to give the country its correct title). In today’s West, and in parts of the Middle East, Iran is often viewed as a pariah state, a war-mongering troublemaker in the most unstable region of the world. Iran is conceived of as the avowed enemy of the West and of American imperialism especially. For Westerners, Iran is the harbinger of Middle Eastern terrorism and the byword for social oppression. ‘Iran’ has become a dirty word. Through its association with the Islamic regime which governs the modern nation state, Iranian culture is demeaned and condemned too. The Iranians are well aware of how their image is being played out to the world through news headlines, TV documentaries, magazine articles, and the ubiquitous presence of social media platforms. Many Iranians have pride in the name of their country, but are embarrassed by the connotations it has accumulated since the Islamic Revolution of 1979. Feelings regarding the terms ‘Iran’ and ‘Persia’ are in a constant state of flux, and in everyday discourse these two words often overlap and might be used synonymously. Among the post-1979 émigrés who have settled in America or Europe, it has become usual to use ‘Persia’ to denote a ‘better’ place and time and a more sophisticated cultural identity than what is now being offered by the government of the Islamic Republic. It might be thought that a simple formula – ‘Persia’ for the pre-Islamic period and ‘Iran’ for the Islamic era – would be a pragmatic solution to the problem of terminology. But no, such a simplistic labelling does not suffice.


It was on 28 December 1934 that a British minister in Tehran, Sir Hughe Montgomery Knatchbull-Hugessen, wrote to George Rendel, the Head of the Eastern Department of Britain’s Foreign Office, to say that ‘We have just received an absurd note from the Persian Government.’ He expounded: ‘it is asking us to speak of “Iran” and “Iranian” instead of “Persia” and “Persians”.’ Having mulled over the request, Rendel was compelled to write back to Knatchbull-Hugessen: ‘I understand the person originally responsible for this is Herodotus, who, not being able to foresee the sensitivities of the modern Persian, was insufficiently polite in his references to this country.’


During the Nowruz celebrations in March 1935, Reza Shah, the first ruler of the short-lived Pahlavi dynasty (1922–79), declared that the antiquated word ‘Persia’ should cease to be used in reference to the country he ruled. He opted instead to adopt the word ‘Iran’. Reza Shah was aware that, in the Western imagination, ‘Persia’ had remained, since the time of Herodotus, synonymous with images of decadence, luxury, and a certain backwardness of thought. Western travellers to Persia expanded on the old image and crafted in their reports and memoirs a fantastical land of mystery, dark shadows, places of intrigue, despotic rulers, enslaved women, and wealth beyond imagination. Reza Shah knew about the clichés. He wrote that, ‘Whenever the word “Persia” is spoken or written, it immediately recalls to foreigners the weakness, ignorance, misery, lack of independence, disorderly condition, and incapacity which marked the last century of Persian history.’


In 1935 the Shah had no word to describe the Western appropriation of his country’s image, for it was not until 1978 that the Palestinian born scholar Edward Said famously broached a theory that Reza Shah might have been able to use: ‘Orientalism’. This idea describes a method by which Western imperialist discourse has represented the ‘colonies’ and cultures of the Middle Eastern world in a way that would justify and support the West’s colonial enterprise. Put more succinctly, Orientalism is an idiosyncratic means of representing ‘Otherness’. ‘The Orient’ was almost a European invention, and has been, since antiquity, a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences. Reza Shah recognised that the connotations of the word ‘Persia’, derived from a Greek term, undermined Iran’s potential within the modern world. ‘Iran’ derives from the Middle Persian ērān, which was used to refer to the Iranian peoples and, by extension, to their empire itself. The peoples and places outside of Iran, such as Greeks and Romans, were called anērān (‘not-Iran’). Reza Shah thought ‘Iran’ a fitting title for his country, a name rooted to the land, the history, and the people.


So, what word should we use – ‘Persia’ or ‘Iran’? ‘Persia’ can be used to describe the realms ruled by a number of monarchs, beginning with Cyrus II in the sixth century BCE. Since that name refers to a specific land in the south-west of the Iranian plateau which was the homeland of the Achaemenid tribe, it describes, in a very narrow sense, the Achaemenid empire too. So, what about ‘Iran’? This too is an acceptable term. From the perspectives of ethnicity, geography, and history, there has been, since time immemorial, a ‘Greater Iran’ which extends from southern Russia, the Ukraine, and the Danube Basin, right across the Caucasus Mountains, the Caspian, and towards the vast plains of Central Asia and the rugged region of north-west India. In this discourse, the Achaemenid empire (‘Persia’ in the narrowest sense) is, to all intents and purposes, a proxy for this ‘Greater Iran’. Both ‘Iran’ and ‘Persia’ will be used throughout this book. No judgement is passed on either word.


*


If the Persian empire was such a world-dominating, era-defining entity, then why have the ancient Persians not been given the place in history they warrant? This oddity can be partly explained by the fact that until the early nineteenth century nobody had access to any genuine Achaemenid-period textual sources. It was Henry Rawlinson of the East India Company who in 1832 deduced that the Old Persian cuneiform language was a phonetic script and successfully deciphered it. In 1837 he finished his copy of the Bisitun Inscription, a long text commissioned by Darius the Great, and sent a translation of its opening paragraphs to the Royal Asiatic Society. But the second part did not appear until 1849 and the uptake of Old Persian among scholars was slow. True, the decipherment of Old Persian was the key that was needed to crack the codes of Elamite, Babylonian, and ultimately Akkadian (the language of the Assyrians), and scholarship quickly turned its attention to the rich literary and epigraphic heritage of Mesopotamia, leaving Persian studies to lag behind pitifully. Meanwhile the scholarly discipline of Assyriology blossomed and flourished.


As a consequence, the Persian empire only entered into the Western historical consciousness through two diverse outside sources: the Hebrew Bible (‘Old Testament’) and the works of classical Greek and Roman authors. By and large, the biblical texts championed the Persians. It was the Great Kings of Persia who freed the Jews from their Babylonian exile and allowed them to return home to build a new (second) temple in Jerusalem on the site of King Solomon’s original place of worship. In the Bible, the Persians are God’s servants, a cooperative and supportive superpower championing the Jewish right to a homeland. The classical authors, however, depict Persia in an almost wholly negative light. The Great Kings are shown as lustful, capricious, mad tyrants, and the empire is regarded as an oppressive challenge to the Greek ideals of ‘freedom’ (whatever that meant). The Greeks represent the Persians as cowardly, scheming, effeminate, vindictive, and dishonourable. They are the epitome of barbarianism.


The Persians and their vast empire exerted a remarkable hold over the Greek imagination. The Greeks were obsessed with their powerful eastern neighbours. Greek art contains an endless catalogue of images of the Persians, showing them as pampered despots and defeated soldiers, and Greek literature overflows with details about all kinds of diverse Persian exotica. There are references to Persian-sounding (but fake) names, references to tribute, to law, truth-telling, hard drinking, and gold. The Greeks speak of citrus fruit, camels, horses, peacocks, roosters, lion-hunting, gardens, and road systems measured in parasangs. They tell of great wealth, pride, hauteur, and a luxurious lifestyle exemplified by expensive clothes and textiles, fine food and drink, luxurious tableware, fans and fly-whisks, and ivory furniture. There are queens, concubines, harems, and eunuchs, impalement, crucifixion, and many hideous forms of drawn-out torture. This limitless directory of ‘Persianisms’ helped to mould Greek self-identity, although it said very little about the reality of Persian life. Athenian society during the classical age was self-crafted to be a mirror image to Persian civilisation. The Athenians, it seems, were best aware of their ‘Athenianness’ when they imagined looking back at themselves through Persian eyes. In the fifth book of his Histories, for instance, Herodotus described King Darius’ reaction to the burning of Sardis, a Persian-held city, during the Athenian-abetted Ionian revolt. Paying little mind to the Ionians themselves, the Persian king was focused, from the start, says Herodotus, on the Athenians:




Darius asked who the Athenians were, and after getting his answer he called for his bow. After taking it and loading an arrow, he shot it up towards heaven, and as it flew into the sky, he exclaimed: ‘O Zeus, may it be granted to me to take vengeance on the Athenians.’ When he had said these things, he commanded one of his attendants to remind him three times whenever a meal was put before him, ‘Sire, remember the Athenians.’





Only a Greek – and a pro-Athenian one at that – could have composed such a scene. It is very unlikely that Darius ever gave much thought to the far-off Athenians; he had far more important things on his mind, like Scythia and India. But the story informs us very clearly of the Athenians’ sense of puffed-up pride and inflated self-importance. To visualise themselves as the Great King’s nerve-wracking nemesis gave the Athenians a sense of worth.


Herodotus took this idea further. According to him, it was the memory of Athens’ support of the Ionian Revolt that motivated the Persian campaigns against Greece in 490 and 480 BCE. The latter expedition is particularly notable because even though Xerxes had by this time succeeded his father as monarch, Herodotus continued to emphasise the depth to which Athens penetrated into Darius’ memory. It was the latter invasion which was the focus of Aeschylus’ great tragic drama Persians of 472 BCE, in which Xerxes is characterised as a monstrous tyrant who attempts to crush the freedoms enjoyed by Athens and the Greek city states. The subsequent fortuitous repulsion of the overwhelming forces of the Achaemenid despots became something to celebrate in poetry, drama, art, and in new narrative histories, such as that which was crafted by Herodotus.


On closer examination, Herodotus’ Xerxes is a character of intense complexity. His blustering brutality alternates with childlike sulkiness and unexpected, mawkish, explosions of tears. One of the most significant and unexpected incidents in the Histories, which has the sensitive subtlety of truly great fiction writing, comes when Xerxes, reviewing the armada of ships he has amassed for the invasion of Greece, breaks down and weeps genuine tears. He is ‘overcome’ (as Herodotus explains) ‘by pity because he ponderd the brevity of human existence’ and finds it all too upsetting. For a despot, whose casual indifference to humanity is highlighted throughout the Histories, to have such empathy towards the certainty of death is a remarkable psychological invention on the part of Herodotus. The nightmare of a psychopathic leader (one minute up, the next down) at the head of a brutally centralised authoritarian state has become an image that has unsettled liberal democrats ever since Herodotus first created it. But it has very little to do with the real Xerxes of the ‘Persian Version’.


That is not to say that Herodotus’ view of Persian history should be completely written off as a bunch of concocted morality tales. No; Herodotus was, after all, born a subject of the Persians – his home town of Halicarnassus was part of the Persian empire – and he must have had some understanding of how (parts of) the empire worked. He certainly recorded Persian stories that were circulating during his lifetime and it is possible to extract from the Histories genuine, informative, and illuminating Persian materials. This process has to be handled carefully though. Herodotus’ chief agenda was to hold up that mirror to the Persians. The reflection which came back showed the Persians to be the converse – the very antithesis – of the Greeks. The Persians were the ultimate ‘Other’.


There were further Greek authors writing at roughly the same time as Herodotus. Some of their works were enriched by more direct engagement with the Persians. Xenophon, for instance, had marched from Greece to Babylon as part of a mercenary army in the pay of Prince Cyrus the Younger in 401 BCE. His works, the Anabasis (‘The Expedition’) and Cyropaedia (‘The Education of Cyrus’), are useful first-hand accounts of a soldier’s view of the Persians, although Xenophon too could not help but give a somewhat pejorative reading of his subject matter. Of more direct use are the writings of Ctesias of Cindus, a Greek doctor who served as a royal physician at the heart of the Persian court during the reign of Artaxerxes II. For seventeen years Ctesias was stationed in close proximity to the royal family and learned to speak Persian. He conversed with Achaemenid nobility and gathered first-hand accounts of their family histories and dynastic traditions. His mammoth bestseller, the Persika (‘Persian Things’, which sadly survives now only in fragments), presented a unique history of Persia from an insider’s point of view. Ctesias transmitted stories, fables, and legends which were being told, recited, and performed within the halls of Persia’s elite. Once thought by scholars as little more than a spinner of tall-tales, Ctesias is now recognised for making an important contribution to our understanding of how ‘history’ was approached by the Persians.


From around 550 BCE to the age of Alexander the Great in the 330s BCE, each successive generation of Greeks had its own particular way of reconfirming, as needed, Hellenic identity against the ever-changing yet ever-present Persian threat. The Greek obsession with the Persians focused on minimising their credibility as a superpower. Denigration of the Persians – by vilification or lampooning – was intended to cauterise the wounds of anguish and fear provoked by the threats and realities of being neighbours of an empire whose territorial ambitions were very real and which showed no sign of ever abating. In order to increase Greek morale, a series of what might be termed ‘cathartic’ images were created on stage, in sculpture, and in the other arts. These disparaged, degraded, and belittled the Persians and confirmed Greek (especially Athenian) pre-eminence. One such object is a red-figured wine-jug dated to the mid-460s BCE. Known as the ‘Eurymedon Vase’, it shows a humiliated Persian soldier bending forward from the waist. His backside is offered up to a grubby Athenian squaddie who stands with his erect penis in his hand, rushing forward in order to penetrate the Persian’s rear. The painted rape scene (for that’s what it is) was created as a ‘commemorative issue’ at the time the Athenians celebrated a victory over Persian forces at the battle of the River Eurymedon in Asia Minor in 467 BCE. It was used at some kind of drinking party, probably a soldiers’ get-together. As the jug was passed around a group of hoplites – the Greek equivalent of GIs – so the wine flowed and the dirty jokes began to fly. So too was the Persian on the vase manhandled from soldier to soldier. As each drinker gripped the jug, he replayed the drama of the scene: ‘Now I am Eurymedon’, he boasted. ‘Look at me, buggering this Persian!’ The vase image is a perceptive visualisation of soldiers’ humour, although it is highly likely that the scene reflected a lived reality. After all, the post-battle rape of defeated soldiers has never been just a drinking-game fantasy. The Eurymedon vase was an expression of the Athenian zeitgeist of the 460s BCE. It was a well-aimed joke on recent unexpected but fortuitous political and military events which demonstrated the natural superiority of the Greeks over the barbarian Persians.


[image: illustration]


Figure 1. A Greek hoplite prepares to violate a Persian soldier. ‘Eurymedon Vase’, Attic red-figure oinochoe, a wine jug attributed to the circle of the Triptolemos Painter, c.460 BCE.


Where does this image of a humiliated, defeated, defunct Persia take us? It takes us directly to the era of the European Enlightenment, when intellectuals began to theorise as to why the West had become so dominant in the world order and had been so successful in the spread of white civilisation. They came up with a radical theory: European superiority came not from Christianity, as had previously been thought throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance, but from a cultural tradition that began in ancient Greece. The Greeks, they stipulated, invented freedom and rationality. Rome then spread these precious gifts across Europe in a series of civilising imperial conquests. Other cultures on the fringes of Greece and Rome were barbaric and the worst and most threatening of all barbarians were the Persians, with their quest for world domination. This was contrary to the natural order of white supremacy. The concept was given voice by Charles-Louis de Montesquieu in his Persian Letters of 1721: ‘Liberty’, he wrote, ‘was intended for the genius of European races, and slavery for that of the Asiatics.’ The Scottish historian John Gillies expanded on this thought in 1787, maintaining that the Persians ‘enslaved the Greeks of Asia Minor and for the first time, threatened Europe with the terrors of Asiatic despotism’. Across the decades and into new centuries, it became the ‘White Man’s Burden’ (as Rudyard Kipling put it) to spread the benefits of freedom-giving Hellenic culture all over the globe, for the betterment of all races and to keep the barbarian at bay.


In September 1889 George Nathaniel Curzon, a young British Member of Parliament with a big destiny, began a three-month tour of Persia (his sole visit to the country). As he strolled around Persepolis, he was moved by what he encountered, regarding the ruins as a ‘solemn lesson of the ages’. The ‘lesson’ of course was one of hubris – the Persians, he certified, were unable to understand that they ‘did not have the qualities needed to maintain an empire’, nor to govern it effectively. Persia’s long decline and fall were inevitable, Curzon opined, but it needed a Greek of Alexander’s stature to bring about its predestined end. Curzon noted in his stately two-volume work Persia and the Persian Question (often regarded as history’s longest job application; the post was the coveted job of Viceroy of India) that he found Persian and Indian resistance to Western colonialisation baffling: ‘the normal Asiatic would sooner be misgoverned by Asiatics than well governed by Europeans’, he wrote, somewhat bewildered.


Curzon was a successful product of the locus classicus of a distinctly British form of philhellenism: the English elite public-school system. These all-male institutions, factories of privilege, where senior judges, top civil servants, and Foreign Office diplomats were conveyor-belt manufactured, traditionally embedded Classics at the core of their curricula. Ancient Greek language and literature were considered the cornerstones of education and Greek was used to inculcate the next generation of Britain’s imperial administrators. Significantly, knowledge of Greek language and history circulated only among this most privileged of Britain’s (mostly male) elite. Winston Churchill famously said that he would allow schoolboys to ‘learn Latin as an honour, and Greek as a treat’. Yet sitting behind this familiar bon mot was Churchill’s commitment to the use of the Classics as a means of social distancing. It was a powerful device which could be relied upon to keep the classes well apart and, by extension, add to the processes of empire-building by initiating only the top brass of society into its mysteries. The classicist H. D. F. Kitto, himself a product of the British public-education system and the author of a (still bestselling) 1951 introduction to Greek history, invited his readers ‘to accept . . . as a reasonable statement of fact’ that the Greeks ‘had a totally new conception of what human life was for, and showed for the first time what the human mind was for’.


What has emerged from this long legacy of imperialised philhellenism is a series of damaging premises and a harmful conclusion – that classical Greece was an exceptional moment in world history and that the West has unquestionably benefited from being the heir to Greek culture. That legacy has shaped national histories. Writing in 1867, the British philosopher and political economist John Stuart Mill claimed that, ‘even as an event in British history’, the battle of Marathon, fought between the Greeks and the Persians in 490 BCE, ‘is more important than the battle of Hastings’. He declared that ‘the true ancestors of the European nations are not those from whose blood they are sprung, but those from whom they derive the richest portion of their inheritance’. Westerners saw themselves as the direct heirs of the miracle of Greek civilisation. It was logical for them to thereby affirm that Western culture must be exceptional too. By deduction, cultures deprived of the legacy of classical Hellenism had to be lesser civilisations in terms of rational thought and governance, unity of purpose, intelligence, and ambition. The old Greek image of a decadent and despotic Persia was repurposed to represent the inadequacies and inabilities of all non-Europeans.


This perverse understanding of a hierarchy of cultural competence is still propounded. An eminent German scholar of the Greco-Roman world, Hermann Bengston, for example, has rooted his academic career in promoting this hackneyed myth of Western superiority. He recently found the compulsion to write that:




The ramifications of the Greek triumph over the Persians are almost incalculable. By repulsing the assault of the East, the Hellenes charted the political and cultural development of the West. With the triumphant struggle for liberty by the Greeks, Europe was first born, both as a concept and as a reality. The freedom which permitted Greek culture to rise to the classical models in art, drama, philosophy and historiography, Europe owes to those who fought at Salamis and Plataea. If we regard ourselves today as free-thinking people, it is the Greeks who created the condition for this.





We can add to this the voice of Andrew Bayliss, a historian at Birmingham University, who in 2020, on the anniversary of the Battle of Thermopylae, fought in 480 BCE between Xerxes’ Persians and the combined forces of the Greek city states, advocated that:




Thermopylae’s greatest legacy was the so-called ‘Golden Age’ . . . Had the Persians succeeded in permanently destroying Athens they would have snuffed out the fledgling Athenian democracy, and we would not today marvel at the magnificence of the Parthenon on the Athenian acropolis, or be able to read the great works of literature by the like of . . . Thucydides . . ., Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes . . . and Plato. None of this would have been possible without the inspiration that [the Spartan king] Leonidas and his men provided in their stand for freedom.





These sentiments are as flawed as they are spurious. The Persians were never out to destroy ‘democracy’ (whatever ‘democracy’ means in its ancient context). In fact, many Ionian Greek city states continued to practise ‘democracy’ under Persian rule – after all, the Persians recognised the Ionian Greeks’ dislike of autocratic tyrants and they happily replaced them with democracies. Had the Achaemenids brought the mainland Greeks into their empire, they doubtless would have tolerated democracy there as well. They might even have encouraged it. A Persian victory over Sparta – the most oppressive freedom-denying slave state of antiquity – would have been a win for liberty. It would have put an end to Sparta’s terrorist-like hold over the rest of Greece. The idea that the Persians inhibited and held back Europe’s cultural development is absurd.


Since the era of the Greco-Persian Wars, the Persians themselves have been at the receiving end of a historiographic smear campaign in which they have been cast as the tyrannical oppressors of the free world. The Western intellectual commitment to the promotion of its own supposed singularity and superiority has been very damaging for the study of Persia’s history. It is time to rectify the long-standing injurious distortion that the Persians have suffered by giving ear to a genuine ancient Persian voice.


*


How, then, can we access the Persian Version when it seems that the source materials work against us? After all, the Persians never wrote narrative history in the way that the Greeks did. There was no Persian Version of Herodotus, Thucydides, or Xenophon. Does that mean that the Persians had no sense of their past? Did they not contemplate their place in the progress of history? The absence of a historical narrative does not equate to the idea that the Persians did not understand or respond to their history. The Persians knew their history, but they chose to remember it differently. The Persian past was transmitted through songs, poetry, fables, and legends. It was a performed history.


A notable feature of the rich oral culture of the ancient Near East in general was a positive dislike for exact facts or specific dates. Persians, Babylonians, and Assyrians comprehended their past in terms of their myths, especially creation stories, and the grand tales of gods, heroes, and kings. Kingship as a manifestation of divine will stood at the centre of the Near Eastern concept of historical progression, and the actual details of historical events were of less interest than the pattern by which the past was explained in relation to mythic events. ‘History’ was the result of the activities of the gods who set events in motion. The ancient pursuit of a coherent pattern in understanding history meant that a sense of ‘what really happened’ in ‘history’ was gained only in light of the outcome of events. Hindsight was the defining factor in the Near Eastern understanding of the historical process. For the Persians, the history of their empire was set in motion by the gods. Their quest for territory was successful because Ahuramazda had ordained it should be so. So, can we find a bone fide Persian record of the Persian past? The answer to that question is a simple ‘yes’.


The Persian Version is everywhere. We cannot pick and choose our sources, so while materials may not be found in one continuous narrative format, Persia’s insider history can be pieced together from diverse and scattered sources. It has taken historians of the ancient world a long time to recognise that the Persians can be approached from their own indigenous materials. Now that we have recognised this, the Persians can be liberated from the classical tradition.


Persian history is an enormous jigsaw puzzle which requires patient assemblage and some clear-headed collaboration. Some pieces are missing, and there are gaps around the edges, but, on the whole, the picture which is emerging from the real Persian evidence is illuminating. It is also a tremendously exciting field of exploration in which a dizzying assortment of sources can be – and will be – encountered.


Let us start with the language of ancient Persia. The Achaemenid Persians spoke an early form of modern Farsi (or ‘New Persian’) called ‘Old Persian’. It was written in cuneiform script, the old, time-honoured Mesopotamian form of wedge-shaped writing. In written form, it could either be pressed into wet tablets of clay or carved into hard surfaces, such as stone, lapis lazuli, alabaster, and even silver and gold. It was a language used for the composition of public, official, and royal statements, and virtually all the surviving Old Persian texts have been found inscribed onto buildings and other royal monuments. They are often accompanied by a translation of the same text into another language – Akkadian, Egyptian, or Elamite. The Old Persian inscriptions tend to be repetitive in character, propounding royal ideology and promoting imperial power. One exception, the so-called Bisitun Inscription of Darius I, is inscribed on a rock face overlooking the main highway between the Mesopotamian plain and Ecbatana (modern Hamadan) in Media. It provides more of a narrative history of Darius’ accession to the throne, as we will go on to explore. The repetitive inscriptions reiterate ideological statements and they are important sources for our understanding of how the Achaemenid kings saw themselves. The Old Persian texts proclaim the heroic and militaristic qualities of the monarchs and place their successes within the shadow of Ahuramazda, the great god of the Achaemenids. Other cuneiform texts in Elamite and Akkadian strengthen our knowledge of Persian history, and Egypt too has also offered up information on Persian rule in localised hieroglyphic and demotic texts. Inscriptions written in Greek, Lydian, and Phrygian attest to the geographic spread of the empire and to the diversity of languages spoken within its borders.


The most widespread of all the tongues of the Persian empire though was not Old Persian, but Aramaic. This ancient Semitic language had been widely in use throughout the Near East in the eighth century BCE and had been employed by the Assyrians as an effective method of international communication. The Persians used it as a language of diplomacy and administration, so that it served the same purpose as Latin would later do in the Middle Ages by becoming the lingua franca of the Persian empire. All educated men, diplomats, and scribes were well-versed in Aramaic, and its efficacy as a bureaucratic tool can be seen in the fact that the language was still functioning in the Near East well into the Hellenistic period and beyond (Aramaic was the language which Jesus of Nazareth spoke in Roman-occupied Judaea of the first century BCE). Aramaic was easy to read and write (it was a fluid cursive script) and it could be scribbled in ink onto papyrus, wood, pot sherds, bone, or other easily portable surfaces. For this reason, Achaemenid-period Aramaic documents have been discovered as far afield as southern Egypt and eastern Bactria (modern Tajikistan and Uzbekistan). It was a truly universal language.


Our understanding of the cuneiform languages of the Near East means that we have access to materials unique to Persia. Digging at Persepolis in the 1930s, archaeologists unearthed a trove of documents which were written and stored at the centre of the Achaemenid bureaucracy. Known as the Persepolis Treasury texts and the Persepolis Fortification tablets (after their places of discovery), some 30,000 baked-clay tablets were unearthed, dating to between 492 and 458 BCE – that is, from late in the reign of Darius I into the early years of king Artaxerxes I. Most were written in Elamite cuneiform, the language of the Persian chancellery, and dealt with economic transactions (mainly food rations), although a couple of them are in Aramaic, Phrygian, Old Persian, and even Greek. Both the Elamite and the Aramaic tablets carry the impressions of cylinder seals (usually of one or two seals but sometimes more) which were stamped into the wet clay. The tablets and the seals provide a remarkable insight into life and work at Persepolis and its immediate environs in the fifth century BCE, providing a Who’s Who of people living and working in and around the palace and evidence for the functioning of the administrative system. They record all sorts of food rations to workers (men, women, and children), priests and religious authorities (some of which was used for sacrifice), to the Persian nobility, and to the royal family. The tablet collection is an incredibly rich database for understanding the complex bureaucracy of the Achaemenid administration, highlighting taxation methods, storage systems, landholdings, diet, settlement organisation, and travel routes – the intimate materials of Persian life completely unrecognised in the Greek sources.


Archaeology is a major field in contemporary studies of ancient Iran. Fieldwork undertaken in Iran since the 1930s has cast much-needed light on the material culture of the Achaemenid period, with excavations at Persepolis, Pasargadae, Susa, and Ecbatana – the great imperial centres – taking much of the attention. The archaeological exploration of the imperial territories has been less systematic, although more attention is now being given to Achaemenid-period archaeological levels at places like Sardis and Dascylium in Turkey, as well as sites in the Levant and Central Asia. Recent excavations in Georgia are unearthing evidence of close contact between the Persian heartlands and this peripheral area of the empire, and in recent years Egyptologists have turned with increasing enthusiasm to the remains of Egypt’s Persian dynasty, uncovering previously unknown sites in the Nile Delta and the Kharga oasis. As the archaeologists uncover and evaluate more evidence for the diversity of life in the imperial provinces, so our picture of the nature of the Persian empire increases.


Exploration of Achaemenid art, emerging from the archaeology, confirms that it was an eclectic mix of styles and motifs drawn from different parts of the empire, fused together to produce a distinctive and harmonious ‘Persian’ look. Egyptian and Assyrian motifs (like winged discs and winged genii, pediment designs, and even methods for depicting the human figure) were frequently melded together, so that Achaemenid art can be said to reflect in material form both the diversity and the unity of the empire as a whole. The art of the Achaemenid empire served a primary purpose: it confirmed the royal ideology of the unity of the empire and promoted the image of the monarch. In a way, all Achaemenid art was royal art, since the motifs created for the glorification of the king are found time and again in almost all Persian material artefacts. These range from vast rock-cut sculptures – such as those found at Bisitun or the tombs of the kings at Naqsh-i Rustam and Persepolis – to minuscule engravings found on gemstones and seals.


*


Using the rich assortment of source materials in order to understand the Persian Version of Iran’s ancient past can only be a good thing. But we must recognise that this approach too has its problems and pitfalls. The sources created inside Iran, by and for the Persians and their subject peoples, are not free of hyperbole, bias, or falsehoods. Beneath every indigenous Persian source – text, image, or artefact – there lies an imperial agenda. The Persian Version of history projects its own variety of historical spin.


Thus, on the surface, Darius’ royal inscriptions stress that all is good throughout his empire:




I am Darius the Great King, King of Kings, King of all Nations, King of this Earth, the son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid. King Darius says: when Ahuramazda made me king of this earth, by the grace of Ahuramazda, I made everything orderly. (DSz)





But was all as ‘orderly’ as he insists? Was the empire really a land of harmony? A land of plenty? The imperial territories were a contiguous land mass, true, and, on the surface, the empire certainly benefited from the unity of the Persian system (roads were excellent and communication infrastructures were very advanced and served the empire well, as we will see in more detail later). Yet the Persian empire was unnervingly vulnerable at its frontiers, which were, geographically, very far removed from the imperial heartland in Iran. The borderlands and outlying hinterlands were frequently the sites of rebellion against the monarch or his governors. Moreover, the empire’s population, huge as it was, was mainly composed of peasants, illiterate, unskilled, and eking out a living through subsistence farming. Most people lived in abject poverty and their meagre plots of land contributed little to the wealth of the empire. Nor did the vast stretches of land comprised of inhospitable, barren deserts, salt lakes, windswept tundra, or rocky mountain faces bring anything to the empire’s benefit. Uninhabitable, ill-suited to transport, and certainly non-profitable, these territories were an undiscardable burden to the Persian empire as a whole.


It is crucial that we recognise from the outset that Darius, like all Persia’s Great Kings, was in the business of spin-doctoring. He ran a well-organised and effective propaganda campaign and commissioned inscriptions and images less to inform than to persuade. Darius the Great was an adroit propagandist. On the walls of his palaces at Persepolis, Susa, and Babylon, he cleverly commissioned a picture of the world as it never was in actuality. The Persian empire was created – as all empires are – through military conquest. The realities of building and keeping an empire, even one as (on the surface) tolerant as Persia’s, meant doing some pretty horrific things. Bloodshed and violence are the hallmarks of any forced occupation, of any kind of imperial enterprise, and in this respect the Persians were not exempt from committing atrocities as part of the process. Soldiers trained to kill willingly committed extreme violence in the name of Persian imperialism. The Persians could prove to be merciless when crossed or challenged, and rebellious subjects and states were treated with ruthless suppression. Whole populations were uprooted from their homelands and deported to different locales across the empire. Their cities, towns, and holy shrines were burned and destroyed. Looting and the gratuitous destruction of livestock was commonplace, as was the taking of hostages, children, and female prisoners, often raped and sold as slaves. There was torture and mutilation: hair torn from the heads of prisoners, beards ripped out of the skin, the gouging out of eyes, the lopping off of noses, the slitting off of ears, the beatings, the sodomy, the countless violations. Whole populations were put to the sword.


Yet while news of this violent Persian military expansion was striking terror into the hearts of people throughout the Near East and the Mediterranean, at Persepolis and the other palatial sites, artists from across the empire were creating fantasies in limestone, gold, and marble for Darius. Elegantly sculpted and painted propaganda advanced his vision of imperial harmony. The paradox between the actuality of empire-building and the art and rhetoric of the Pax Persica cannot be ignored. But to give the Persians their due, even to have conceived of an empire which ran to this harmonious ideal was something unparalleled in the ancient world. The Assyrians and Romans never reached that level of self-awareness. Nor did the British. The dream of a Persian Peace stands as a tottering tribute to the ancient Persian mindset.


The Achaemenids reigned supreme over their empire. They had no contemporary peers and there were no contenders to their territorial ambitions. Despite (as we will explore) internal revolts, frontier problems, succession struggles, murders, and even regicides, the Achaemenid empire held on to its enormous territories and diverse subject populations for more than two centuries. The Persian empire never underwent a slow process of decline and eventual collapse, nor did it follow any familiar ‘Rise and Fall’ scenario that might be construed for other empires. When its end came, with the conquests of Alexander of Macedon in the late 330s BCE, it was swift and totally unexpected. Darius III, the final Achaemenid Great King, ruled an empire that was as functional, wealthy, and secure as it had been 150 years earlier.


The question which inevitably arises of these facts, therefore, is not why did the Persian empire come to an end, but rather how did it stay successful for so long? There is one fundamental answer to that question: the Achaemenid family never lost its exclusive hold on the kingship. The Persian empire never had to contend with opposing dynasts who put the unity of the state in danger. The Achaemenids ran their empire as a family business which, under careful management, matured, stabilised, and returned dividends over time. Each king passed on to his chosen male successor the skills needed for good rulership. The dynasty’s women carefully guarded the purity of the bloodline and maintained the efficacy of a royal breeding programme by producing sons to serve as satraps and army officers, and daughters to marry into elite Persian families or to be brides to foreign princes. Therefore, the vitality of the foundation period of the empire under Cyrus the Great and Cambyses II never gave way to stagnation or terminal decline, but was kept buoyant through repeated imperial consolidation. There were rebellions within the imperial house, it is true, but they focused only on who should sit on the throne as the head of the Achaemenid family ‘firm’, not on establishing separatist states.


The Achaemenids were a family of kings. The king was a glorified version of a family father. They referred to themselves as a vith, which is an Old Persian word meaning ‘dynasty’, ‘house’, and ‘household’. Like all royal dynasties, the Achaemenids very often amplified the everyday troubles of family life. They presented all sorts of human desires, failings, and strengths, albeit in exaggerated form. Among dynastic relatives, rivalry was far more common than affection, and hostility was a lot more familiar than love. Such experiences had a consequence on the maintenance of the Persian empire at large, as this book will show. At the centre of our study is the powerful, monolithic concept of ‘dynasty’ itself. We will explore the history of ancient Persia through the prism of the Achaemenid family because it was the kings’ character traits, together with the ways in which they interacted with their family – parents, wives and concubines, sons, daughters, and siblings – and the larger circle of the Persian elite that defined the way in which the empire worked. The minutiae of family dynamics could have a profound, sometimes grave, impact on the maintenance and success of the empire as a whole. What happened within the family, and how events played out in the private quarters of the royal palaces, ultimately resonated throughout the whole imperial sphere.


*


This book tells the history of the Persians from the time of their arrival on the Iranian plateau, around 1000 BCE, to the moment in 330 BCE when their great empire was captured, held, and garrotted by the forceful hand of Alexander of Macedon. This will be a story of empire-building, and imperial ambition. It is also the story of one of the great dysfunctional families of history. The Achaemenids easily outmatched the familial sagas of the Yorkists and Lancastrians of Shakespeare’s imagination, the Borgias of the Vatican, or the Romanovs of Russia. The story of the Achaemenids is an epic soap opera of naked ambition, betrayal, revenge, and murder – to all intents and purposes, their history is Robert Graves’s I, Claudius in a Middle Eastern setting. Today the study of the Achaemenid dynasty and its empire is expanding and flourishing as never before. Textual studies of indigenous Persian sources continue to appear, and the archaeology of the empire is still producing unexpected finds which constantly force scholarship to rethink and remould our definitions of empire. This is a good time to explore the world of the Persians.










PART ONE




ESTABLISHING EMPIRE






 


 


 


Who were the Persians? How did they set about creating an empire and why did they do it? In this, the first part of our investigation into the world of the ancient Persians, our attention will be on narrative history. We shall cover some 900 years in all, beginning with the origins of the Persians in Central Asia and their subsequent migration into the Iranian plateau. Moving steadily west and finally settling in the south-west of Iran, the nomadic Persians, divided into tribes ruled by what we might call khāns (a traditional title given to clan chiefs and officials in Central Asia), found themselves brushing up against some ancient indigenous peoples, including the culturally sophisticated, sedentary, city-living Elamites. Elam was one of the most significant of Mesopotamian societies and had strong cultural links to the great players of the Near Eastern world – the Babylonians and the Assyrians. Sources prove that, over the years, the Persians and the Elamites cemented a binding relationship and that Elam became an important ally of the early Persians, especially in the area of Anshan, a fertile region of the lower Zagros Mountains ruled by a powerful tribe under the leadership of a man named Teispes. So strong was this cultural bond that the Persians began to look to Elam as a model of successful power.


Other Eurasian peoples moved into Iran at the same time as the Persians. These included the Medes, first cousins to the Persians, certainly, but more warlike and territorially ambitious (at least in the early days) than the Persians. The khānates (or tribes) of the Medes occupied the north-west of Iran, abutting against the mighty Assyrians of northern Iraq. A period of hostilities between the Medes and the Assyrians came to a head in 614 BCE, when the Median tribes, united under the rule of King Cyaxares, joined in alliance with Assyria’s southern enemy, Babylon, and sacked the Assyrian capital of Nineveh. As Assyria fell, Median hegemony grew. Soon Cyaxares annexed former Assyrian territories and expanded Median control over peoples living to the west, up the natural border of the Hylas River in Anatolia. Cyaxares then looked south, to Anshan and to the Persians. He saw there rich territory, ripe for conquest.


In Part One of this study, we explore what happened when these two tribal peoples clashed, and we study evidence to show how the Persians began to fight back, consolidate their powers, and, ultimately, turn the Median supremacy on its head. We will look at the remarkable rise to power of Cyrus the Great and examine his methods of conquest and settlement, and we will end our narrative at the point when Egypt – wealthy, ancient, sophisticated Egypt – was subsumed into Persia’s expanding empire by Cyrus’ son, the much-maligned Cambyses II. Part I is the story of the foundation of Persian identity and the birth of Persian imperialism. It describes the events which led to Persia becoming the world’s first superpower.










1



The Medes and the Persians


Some 5,000 years ago, nomadic tribal peoples from Central Eurasia settled on the Iranian plateau. They were pastoral migrants whose main occupation was cattle-rearing. Cattle were the centre of their world, their most valuable possessions, and, as the ultimate life-sustainers, their protection and care were an almost religious duty. The nomads who herded their cattle into common pens or cowsheds belonged to the same gotra, a very ancient term meaning ‘descent from a common ancestor’. In other words, the nomads primarily identified themselves in tribes or ancestral clans and it was tribal order which brought a sense of harmony to their fragile existence. Cattle-raiders were despised. They were forces of evil who disrupted the order of life and shattered tribal confidence, and so they were pursued, punished, and killed. The Eurasian migrants could be warlike when so prompted.


The migratory nomads identified themselves as arya, ‘Aryans’, an ethnic language label for groups of people who circulated in the geographic region known as Āryāvarta – ‘Abode of the Aryans’ – a vast topographical area which stretched for thousands of miles throughout Central Asia. Many philologists agree that arya originally meant ‘hospitable’, ‘noble’, ‘household’, or ‘lord’, words that all emphasise the communality and hierarchical structures of nomadic communities. The word (and the concept) ‘Aryan’ has nothing to do with race. Today we tend to marginalise the term because of its sinister connection to extreme fascist ideology. The Nazis hijacked ‘Aryan’ in the late 1920s and, as a gross perversion, used it as a sinister ethnic concept which expressed Caucasian, specifically Germanic, racial superiority. ‘Aryan’ has meaning only as a linguistic idiom. ‘Aryan’ forms the etymological source of the name ‘Iran’.


These Aryans – or Proto-Iranians, as they are more familiarly called now – spoke Old Avestan, the oldest preserved language of the Iranian sub-branch of the Indo-European family, and the sister language of Sanskrit. It was the direct ancestor of Old Persian. Especially close semantic similarities can be found in the ancient languages of Avestan and Sanskrit, a demonstration of the common origins of the Aryans of Iran and India. Consider this word-list and notice the common sound-values:






	English


	Avestan


	Sanskrit







	horse


	aspa


	asva







	cattle


	pasu


	pasu







	cow


	gav


	go







	earth


	bumi


	bhumi







	man


	nar


	nar







	woman


	jani


	jani







	brother


	brater


	bhrata







	son


	puthra


	putra







	daughter


	dugedar


	duhitar







	army


	haena


	sena








The earliest datable evidence for an Old Avestan-speaking branch of Proto-Iranians dates to about 1300 BCE, about the time that these Aryan peoples began to move south, away from their traditional homelands in Central Asia. As they did so, the mass migration split, with some settling in India and others in Iran. India plays a crucial role in the Aryan story and is intricately linked to our growing knowledge of the nomadic migrations, particularly so in the religious ideologies that underpinned later Iranian and Indian cultures. The holy prayers, hymns, and rituals contained in the Avesta, the sacred teachings of the early Iranian Aryans, find ready reflection in the Rig-Veda, the most important compendium of religious teachings in the early Indian world. The Avesta and the Rig-Veda emerged from a common ancestor.


Based on linguistic analysis we know that these early settlers were part of the family of Indo-European speakers. The Avestan and the Sanskrit spoken by those early Aryans finds reflection in many other languages, including Greek, Latin, English, French, Welsh, and a staggering 440 others. Any speaker of a contemporary European language who is intent on learning modern Persian should take heart in knowing that the language is quite straightforward. They will soon encounter familiar vocabulary and find that words and sounds are shared across time and space by this user-friendly linguistic family:




pedar (father; Latin pater); mader (mother; Spanish madre)


dokhtar (daughter; German tochter); bardar (brother; Welsh brawd)


mordan (to die; French mourir); bordan (to carry; Spanish portar)


nārange (orange; Spanish naranja); div (devil; Italian diavolo)





All in all, there are around 265 Persian cognate words that work this way.


Like all other major population movements past and present, the impetus for the Aryan migration was a matter of survival. Climate change, overpopulation, and a lack of resources in ancestral homelands, combined with the military ambitions of warlords and kings, created a perfect storm of discontent and forced people to migrate. The relocation of the Proto-Iranians happened in at least three successive stages or phases, with each movement taking on a very different character. The first type of migration was represented by the slow infiltration into Iran of cattle-breeding families who voluntarily uprooted themselves from their ancestral lands and made the laborious journey into the Iranian plateau. These people had no masterplan but were content to wander until they found a space for themselves which offered safety and good animal grazing. In general, they established friendly relations with the local populations and offered no threat to the sedentary societies in whose territories they resided.


The second type of migration was a mass exodus of tribes headed by a well-organised army of warriors. During this second wave of migration, many thousands of people moved simultaneously in vast columns of human life and trundled slowly, mile after mile, step after step, into Iran. Their scouts and warriors cleared the paths of any hostile resistance. Most people went on foot, carrying bundles on their backs; they led mules and donkeys weighed down with everything needed to set up home. Camels portered the tents and the carpets that would provide accommodation, and there were huge carts too, pulled by powerful, lumbering long-horned oxen, piled precariously high with food and provisions, bronze cauldrons and wooden chests. On top were perched young infants, too young to walk, and happy for the opportunity to hitch a ride and a nap. The older children were tasked with herding the animals – goats, sheep, and cattle, as well as young foals – and to keep them at a safe distance from the many perils of the journey: the ravines and rockfalls and rivers, as well as the lions, leopards, foxes, and wolves which were commonplace throughout Eurasia and Iran. Everywhere there was the sound of tinkling, ringing, and clanging bronze bells tied around the animals’ necks, creating a moveable pastoral symphony. To help them with their herding duties the children were aided by dogs – the tall, powerfully muscled mastiff-types whose names – ‘Expeller of evil’, ‘Catcher of the enemy’, ‘Don’t think, bite!’, ‘Bitter of his foe!’, or ‘Loud is his bark!’ – belied the fact that with the youngsters they were soft and playful and soppy.


Finally, the last phase of the migration was characterised by the massive movements of the equestrian nomads. It must have been quite a spectacle to behold as thousands and thousands of horsemen and their steeds thundered across the terrain. These peoples lived in the saddle. They had no buildings, nor did they have need for them for their lives were spent on horseback. It is clear that the Proto-Iranians could be a bellicose lot and we must resist being swayed into thinking that they were eco-friendly pastoral pacifists. The Steppe horsemen who entered into Iran were fierce. Their tribes and clans clashed violently and fought constantly, particularly when drought or snow ruined the pastures and killed many of their livestock, so that the raiding of other tribes’ animals became a necessity. The Avesta provides us with a rich vocabulary of the fighting techniques and weaponry available to them, including: army (spāda), battle line (rasman), archers (thanwani), bowstrings made from gazelle gut (jiyā), quivers with room for thirty arrows (akana), slings (fradakhshanā) and sling-stones (asan fradakhshanā), as well as helmets (sārawāra), belts (kamara), horse saddles (upari-spāta), horse whips (ashtra), and swift battle horses (arwant). It was their mastery of the horse and, via the use of the bronze bit, their ability to form cavalry units freed from cumbersome chariots that allowed the early Proto-Iranians to move swiftly to occupy new territories.


The Eurasian horse nomads and their Persian descendants were masters at shooting with bows and arrows from horseback. Their main technique was to shoot a volley of arrows while galloping at a breakneck pace straight towards the enemy and, at the last moment, to do a pivot turn while continuing to shoot arrows back over their horses’ rumps as they galloped off. Only a well-balanced rider with substantial experience and horse knowledge could execute such a strategy, especially when this remarkable feat was achieved without a saddle or stirrups. With only reins and the grip of the thighs a good horseman could control the horse’s movement and even shoot several arrows at the same moment, all in a line and aimed at the enemy with pinpoint precision. This so-called ‘Parthian shot’ (as it later became known) was enabled through the use of a small, versatile composite bow. A technological tour-de-force, the bow was a compact little killing machine. It revolutionised cavalry warfare and played no small part in the Eurasian takeover of Iran and in the subsequent building of a Persian empire.


Warrior aristocrats distinguished themselves through the possession of horses. As an obvious symbol of status and wealth, horses were closely connected to tribal ideology and to the model warrior image. The importance of horses among the nobility is especially evidenced by the fact that many nobles bore names compounded with the Old Persian word for ‘horse’, aspa – such as Vištāspa (‘possessing racing horses’), Satāspa (‘having hundreds of horses’), and Aspabāra (‘borne by a horse’).


Taking a course to the east following the Oxus River, some of these horsemen emigrants settled in the oases of the hill country – these became what was called in Old Persian the Baḫtriš (Bactrians) and the Suguda (Sogdians). Others wandered further south, hugging the mountains and hills of what is now the border between Iran and Afghanistan – these were the Harahuvatiš (Arachosians), the Haraiva (Areians), and the Zranka (Drangians). The final group of peoples entered onto the Iranian plateau proper, setting up bases in the north-east – the Parthava (Parthians); the central northern area near the Elburz Mountains – the Māda (Medes); and within the western Zagros Mountains – the Pārsa (Persians).


Of course, humans had been settled on the Iranian plateau long before the Eurasian tribes made their entry there. People were already living in Iran as early as 10,000 BCE. By 6,000 BCE they had created successful agricultural communities and small townships which developed into well-defended walled cities, typical of Near Eastern settlements in Mesopotamia. There were Kassites, who had settled in the green river valleys of the Zagros, and the Uxians, who controlled the Zagros lowlands close to Susa; there were Lullubians in south-eastern Kurdistan, Gutians, who inhabited the snow-capped high Zagros range, Manneans in north-eastern Kurdistan, and Hurrians in the craggy northern Zagros near Lake Urmia.


The most important and culturally influential of the sedentary peoples of the plateau were the Elamites, who lived in the vast flat plains of the south-west of Iran. The Elamites were a distinguished and venerable people. They had occupied the area of the lower Zagros from as early as 3,000 BCE, which made them one of the longest-lasting and most culturally significant peoples of Mesopotamia. They had their own language and employed their own form of cuneiform script, although, curiously, the Elamite language had no linguistic relatives in the Mesopotamian region. Our knowledge of Elamite vocabulary and grammar is not terribly developed, and in many respects Elam is the Mesopotamian civilisation still awaiting discovery.


The Elamites were master builders. Their greatest architectural wonder is situated near Elam’s great walled capital of Susa (modern Sush on the Iran-Iraq border): the magnificent ziggurat of Choga Zanbil (Dur-Untash, or City of Untash, in Elamite), a towering 53-metre-high step-pyramid temple complex dated to 1250 BCE. This is where the gods of the Elamite pantheon were worshipped in numerous sanctuaries. Set amid sacred groves planted with divine trees, the hallowed site included a royal quarter, where three monumental palaces have been unearthed. The ziggurat itself was thought of as the earthly abode of Inshushinak, the bull-god of Susa, a deity much beloved by the Elamite king Untaš Napiriša, whose masterpiece Choga Zanbil truly was. Today it stands as the best-preserved ziggurat in existence, a monument to Elamite ingenuity and political might.


Throughout their history, the Elamites had fought fiercely for their autonomy. They witnessed many aggressive incursions from the Babylonians and the Assyrians but, at times, they had ruled much of the fertile crescent themselves, plaguing Babylonia with raids and guerrilla-style attacks. Elam refused to kowtow to the authority of the last great Assyrian ruler, Ashurbanipal, and the city of Susa was reduced to rubble as a consequence. But with the fall of Assyria in 612 BCE, Elamite culture witnessed a remarkable revival and Susa was lovingly rebuilt, glazed brick on glazed brick. Elam was an important player in the history and culture of Mesopotamia. It was a centre of Mesopotamian thought and identity although it mustered its own ambitions for self-identity and independence.


The sedentary indigenous peoples of Iran welcomed the early Eurasian nomads with extraordinary equanimity, and, by and large, the two groups worked harmoniously together. It quickly became apparent that the nomadic lifestyle had advantages over that of famers and urbanites. Their portable wealth – the precious livestock herds and flocks which they maintained with such devoted care – could be gathered together quickly and moved elsewhere in the face of attack or the threat of violence. At times of war, however, farmers simply endured the destruction of their crops while urban settlers contended with brutal military sieges, the inevitable demolition of walls, the plundering of goods, and the taking of lives. In peacetime, nomads exchanged wool and meat for farmers’ grain and vegetables, but when harvests failed, the nomads could live self-sufficiently on their meat and dairy products and, in exchange for food, they forced farmers and metropolitans to provide them with other desirable commodities such as gold, iron, incense, spices, lapis lazuli, turquoise, and even women. From this advantageous position the nomads operated a lucrative protection racket which quickly developed into a kind of tribute-taxation system.


The most successful of the Eurasian peoples who settled on the Iranian plateau were the Medes and the Persians. In the popular imagination, these two Iranian peoples are often moulded into one, as though they were, in every way, a single unit. This was not the case. Although they shared a common DNA and many cultural norms and values, the Medes and the Persians had distinctly idiosyncratic identities, and found themselves operating in radically separate geopolitical contexts, which resulted in the formation of two very different mindsets. To understand the way in which the Medes and the Persians developed their identities we need to examine the formative histories of these key players in Iran’s early civilization and discover how their worlds became intertwined.


*


The many tribes that made up the Medes settled in, and ruled over, a huge swathe of land in the north of Iran, some 14,000 square miles of mountains and valleys wedged between the southern Black Sea and the Caspian Sea. They moved about these difficult spaces, endlessly driving their flocks of sheep and goats and herds of cattle and horses to find good grazing, trying always to avoid the bad weather, which could be apocalyptic. The Medes were expert horse-breeders. The stocky, hardy little horses they bred thrived well in the alfalfa-rich pastures of Media. The premium horses were bred in the area of Nisaea, and these magnificent little steeds, universally regarded as the nimblest of beasts, became celebrated for their bravery and tenacity. An official writing from far-off China was impressed enough to note that Chinese horses could never rival those of Nisaea. He commented on the fact that they excelled in climbing up and down mountains and crossing ravines and torrents They were, he confirmed, the perfect animals for life in the mountains.


The Medes had little knowledge of the world beyond the immediate pressing concerns of nomadic life. Alongside horse-breeding, they raised and tended their sheep, goats, and cattle for meat and milk and for the dung which they dried and used as fuel for burning. The animals provided them with the wool and cowhide which they used for clothes, tents, horse-bridles and other trappings, as well as carpets. They simply herded the animals around the broad valleys and the steep ravines. Each mountain valley had its own tribe, ruled by a khān (tribal leader) who, when not moving with his flocks, stopped in a small stone fortified residence surrounded by domestic tents and animal pens. One of these khāns was Cyaxares, whose lands were located around Ecbatana, today the city of Hamadan, about four hours’ drive west of Tehran. Here he and his tribe dwelt in colourful tents, or gers, portable yurt-like structures that were so central to nomadic life. The Medes never built cities and had no interest in sedentary living; instead, when Cyaxares resided at Ecbatana, his tribe accompanied him and established themselves across the plain in tents and pavilions made from textiles. The tents sprawled out endlessly across the landscape towards the distant horizons.


The Medes relished congregating together. They enjoyed feasting, music, gambling with dice, horse-racing, hunting, singing, and storytelling. No doubt Cyaxares knew something about his ancestry through the storytelling of the bards, those singer-historians who carried the memory of the past within them, turning journeys, skirmishes, and weddings into epic tales of quest, war, and romance. If Cyaxares knew anything of his Eurasian heritage, it would have come down to him in epic verse performed at a campfire.


Cyaxares was a formidable leader. A born warrior, he made certain that his tribe was well-prepared for action. Under his leadership, they had successfully repelled the incursion of Scythian forces into Median territory, although Cyaxares had employed some underhanded ways of ensuring their defeat. He invited a number of the Scythian chieftains to a banquet, at which he made them drunk and then systematically murdered them. By 625 BCE, Cyaxares had removed Scythians from Median lands while learning new fighting techniques from them. With his tribal army reorganised on Scythian precedents, Cyaxares turned it into a lethal striking force.


By the time Cyaxares died in 584 BCE, he had made Media a wealthy and powerful kingdom. By the standards of the day, the Medes were not really empire-builders and they never moved fully to kingship. But they did successfully operate a system of chiefdom-leadership which encouraged a tradition of tribal alliances and congregational authority. Astyages, Cyaxares’ son, succeeded to his father’s position as nominal ‘King of Media’ without contest and took the reins of power, determined to maintain and expand the boundaries of Media. Astyages’ Iranian name was, suitably, Rishti Vaiga – ‘spear-hurler’.
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