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Introduction





  Iran: The land and the people




  In the last few decades Iran has been at the centre stage of world affairs, more in the international news perhaps than some other major countries. The revolution of February

  1979, the establishment of the Islamic Republic, the hostage-taking of American diplomats in November 1979 and subsequent stand-off with the United States, the 1980–8 war with Iraq, the

  international conflict over Iran’s nuclear policy and the resulting sanctions against it – these are but some of the key events that explain Iran’s present situation and the

  negative attitude of Western powers towards it.




  But interest in this fascinating nation is not just a modern phenomenon. Iran boasts thousands of years of history. It is an ancient land of the utmost variety in nature, history, art and

  architecture, languages, literature and culture. Until the early twentieth century, Iran was known in the West as Persia. When the Greeks first came across the Iranians, Persian Iranians were

  ruling the country as the Persian empire, and they called it ‘Persis’. Just as when the Persians first came into contact with Ionian Greeks, they called the entire Greek lands

  ‘Ionia’.




  In parts of Iran, civilization goes back several millennia, and includes that of the ancient, pre-Persian Elamites. Aryan tribes arrived in the land in the third and second millennium

  BCE in more than one wave of immigration. Nomadic Iranian tribes settled across the Iranian plateau, and by the first millennium BCE, Medes, Persians, Bactrians and Parthians populated the western and central part, while the Iranian Pashtuns and Baluch settled in the eastern parts of the plateau. There were still

  other Iranian peoples, such as the Scythian and Alan tribes, the former of which later harassed various Persian empires with their border raids.




  Originally, Iranians were more of a race than a nation, the Persians being only one people among many. Afghanistan and Tajikistan also belong to the wider Iranian entity in historical as well as

  cultural terms, and the Iranian cultural region – sometimes described as Persianate societies – is even wider than the sum of these three countries, extending to parts of northern

  India, Central Asia, the Caucasus and Anatolia. Persian is just one of the Iranian languages: there have been many others, of which Kurdish, Baluchi and a few other languages, as well as Pashto,

  Ossetic, and so on still survive as living tongues, while other languages are also spoken in Iran, notably Turkish and Arabic. On the other hand, other varieties of Persian are spoken both in

  Afghanistan and Tajikistan, such that the people of the three countries can understand each other in conversation as well as literary communication. Many more Persian dialects are spoken in Iran.

  ‘Farsi’ is the Persian word for the Persian language; the correct English word is ‘Persian’.




  As mentioned above, Persia was only part of Iran, in that the Persians made up one of the Iranian peoples. Yet at times it had an even wider meaning than Iran because what was historically known

  as Persia or the Persian empire not only included a much wider territory than present-day Iran, but also encompassed non-Iranian countries and peoples such as Egypt.




  The country and its peoples




  Today’s Iran is part of the much larger Iranian plateau, the whole of which was at times included in the Persian empire. The country is vast, bigger

  than Britain, France, Spain and Germany combined. It is rugged and arid, and except for two lowland regions is made up of mountains and deserts. There are two great mountain ranges, the Alborz

  (Elburz) in the north, stretching from the Caucasus in the north-west to Khorasan in the east, and the Zagros, which extends from the west to the south-east. The two great deserts, Dasht-e Kavir

  and Dasht-e Lut, both in the east, are virtually uninhabitable. The two lowland areas are the Caspian littoral, which is below sea level and has a subtropical climate, and the plain of Khuzistan in

  the south-west, which is a continuation of the fertile lands of Mesopotamia and is watered by Iran’s only great river, the Karun.




  Thus land is plentiful but water is scarce, an issue that has played a major role not just in influencing the character and system of Iranian agriculture but a number of key sociological

  factors, including the causes and nature of Iranian states and the relationship between state and society. The spread of mountains and deserts naturally divided the Iranian population into

  relatively isolated groups. But aridity played an even greater role in this, and at the level of the smallest social units. In most of the country, cultivation and flock-keeping was possible only

  where natural rainwater, a little stream, a subterranean water channel known as qanat, or a combination of these, provided the minimum necessary water supply.




  The typical Iranian village – small, isolated and almost self-sufficient – was a product of the dryness of the land, the general lack of water typically putting a long distance

  between a village and its nearest neighbour. The village thus became an independent social and productive unit, too small to provide a feudal base, since that would require a surplus of production

  much above the sustenance of the peasantry to provide for a feudal lord, his court and his retinue. The villages were far too distant from each other to provide such a base taken together. The

  aridity of the land and the remoteness of the social units to which it was related thus combined to prevent the rise of a feudal society and state the like of which prevailed

  throughout a long stretch of European history.




  Feudalism describes a system which, with a good deal of variation through time and place, stretched for a thousand years from the fall of the Western Roman empire to the rise of the Renaissance

  and absolutist states of Europe, although some of its features survived beyond that, and in the case of Russia it both came late and was abolished too late.




  Some people may still be surprised to learn that Iran was never a feudal society. The reason for this is that feudalism is often thought of simply as a traditional system in which there are

  landlords and peasants. These are certainly some of the basic features of the feudal society, but not all. If feudalism were to be described by these features alone, it could be claimed that

  virtually every society from the dawn of civilization until recent times has been feudal. This was not true even of Europe, where the feudal system flourished for ten centuries, being preceded by

  the classical Graeco-Roman system and followed by the Renaissance and absolutist states and other systems following them.




  In a feudal society, landlords formed the ruling classes, which were first and foremost represented by the state. The state was thus dependent on and representative of the ruling classes. In

  Iran, it was the landlords and other social classes who depended on the state because the state nominally owned the whole of the land, actually owned parts of it and assigned the rest to various

  landlords and tax farmers, from whom it could take land away whenever it wished. Thus, in Iran, the state stood over and above the social pyramid and looked upon the whole of society, both high and

  low, as its servants or ‘flocks’. In general, Iranian states had the power of life and property over their subjects regardless of their social class, a power that not even the

  absolutist states of Europe – which flourished only for four centuries for the continent taken as a whole – ever possessed.




  State and society




  Feudal landownership in Europe was free and independent of the state. Land was owned by a long-term and continuous aristocratic class even beyond the feudal period. That was

  not the case in Iran precisely because landlords were basically creations of the state and did not have any independent rights of ownership, only the more or less temporary

  privilege of enjoying its benefits. This privilege could be withdrawn if and when the state so wished, as long as it had the physical power to enforce it. Landlords could not automatically

  pass their estates on to their descendants. They did not form a continuous class because their possession normally lasted for a relatively short period, passing to others at the will of the state

  and its officials. This does not exclude the long-term existence of autonomous nomadic tribes and principalities, which the state was not able to subdue. The point is that within the confines of

  the power of the state long-term and continuous peers and aristocratic classes did not and could not exist.




  In every type of European society, even in the absolutist or despotic states of Europe between 1500 and 1900, the power of the state was to a greater or lesser extent constrained by laws or

  deeply entrenched traditions. For example, it was not normally possible even under the absolutist rule of the English Tudors, the French Bourbons, the Austrian Hapsburgs, and so on for a prince, a

  member of the aristocracy, a leader of the church or a member of the bourgeoisie to be killed at the whim of the king without charge, hearing and trial. In Iran, on the other hand, all power was

  concentrated in the hands of the state, and more specifically the shah.




  In principle, the shah had the power of life and death over every member of society, from princes of the blood and the chief minister downwards. He could expropriate any prince, vizier, landlord

  or merchant so long as he had the physical power to do so at the time: no independent law or custom existed that could stop him. Thus, the most central characteristic of

  government – and of all social power – was that it was arbitrary, unimpeded by any established written or unwritten laws outside itself.




  This does not mean that government was necessarily centralized, or that there was extensive intervention by the state in everyday living, which is characteristic of modern states everywhere. It

  simply means that, in all the areas in which the state had the will as well as the physical means to act, it could do so without restraint from any external body of laws or entrenched traditions.

  It was a system the like of which never existed anywhere in Europe, except for very short periods, although similar systems may have prevailed in some other Asian societies.




  All power and fortune emanated from the shah, and all life and possession was at his will. He was God’s vicegerent on earth and several cuts above all other human beings, including his

  sons and other princes. Even if he was the first son of the previous shah, which often he was not, his fundamental legitimacy was not due to that or even to his belonging to the ruling dynasty. It

  came directly from Divine Grace, called farr. Thus, Persian shahs did not draw their legitimacy from an aristocratic and/or priestly class, but directly from God by possessing the

  farr or Divine Grace. This concept of kingship survived into Islamic times, when both the term farr and such titles as Shadow of the Almighty, and Pivot of the Universe, were used

  to describe the shah’s glory.




  State–society conflict




  The Iranians were typically opposed to their rulers, precisely because their life and property was in the ruler’s power. But they nearly always welcomed a ruler who

  emerged in the midst of chaos and stamped it out, although shortly afterwards the society went back to its habit of adopting a negative attitude towards the state. And they became increasingly

  rebellious whenever the state was in trouble. There was a fundamental antagonism between state and society throughout Iranian history, putting aside a few short-term

  exceptions: the state tended towards absolute and arbitrary rule (estebdad); the society tended towards rebellion and chaos. One of four situations normally prevailed in Iranian history:

  absolute and arbitrary rule; weak arbitrary rule; revolution; and chaos – which was usually followed by absolute and arbitrary rule.




  It was never clear who would succeed a ruler because it was Divine Grace, not primogeniture that was the basis of legitimacy, and in practice this could be claimed by anyone who managed, often

  by force, to succeed. That was why almost invariably there was conflict over succession, sometimes resulting in civil war among different claimants. He who won had the Divine Grace by virtue of his

  victory.




  Absence of law of the kind that existed throughout the history of Europe did not mean that there did not exist rules and regulations at any point in time. It meant that there were no enduring

  laws or unshakable traditions by which the state was bound. Regarding judicial laws, for example, the shari’a supplied an extensive and elaborate civil and criminal code in Islamic

  times. The restrictive factor, however, was that they could be applied only so far as they did not conflict with the wishes of the state. That is why the state could deal out such punishments

  against persons, families or whole towns which had no sanction in shari’a law; and how the condemned could sometimes escape punishment if they could make the shah or the local ruler

  laugh at the right time.




  Society, on the other hand, tended to be rebellious precisely because of its endemic rejection of the state, even though in every short term there existed methods of legitimation and bargaining

  between state and society. It was not perpetually engaged in rebellion, which was not possible except on the occasions when the state was considerably weakened by domestic or foreign factors or a combination of both. But society did not regard the state’s rule as legitimate, and therefore often viewed it as an alien force. Voluntary cooperation of

  society with state – as opposed to enforced submission – was a rare occurrence in Iranian history.




  Traditional Iranian revolutions were intended to remove an ‘unjust’ ruler and replace him with a ‘just’ one. Thus in practice they were focused on removing the existing

  ruler rather than the overturning of the system of arbitrary rule, which, until the nineteenth century, was believed to be natural and therefore unavoidable. This became the central objective only

  at the turn of the twentieth century in the Constitutional Revolution, and it had been inspired by the realization in the nineteenth century that European governments were based in law.




  However, it must be stated that none of the above arguments is ‘ahistorical’, implying that Iranian society remained stagnant throughout history. On the contrary, because of the

  short-term nature of the society, change was more frequent than in European history. What persisted as the norm in Iranian history was the arbitrary nature of power, exactly as law had always

  existed in Europe as the basis of state power.




  The short-term society




  All this gave rise to the ‘short-term society’. A shah was not sure that his favourite son would succeed him after his death. A minister, governor or other official

  knew that at any moment he might lose his post, together with his property and frequently his life as well. A rich man was not sure if he could hold on to some or all of his wealth vis-à-vis

  the ruler, governor or other powerful persons. Hardly anyone could be sure that his position or possessions or both would be passed on to his descendants, for example, a minister’s grandson

  becoming an important person and a merchant’s a well-to-do man. Hence, seldom if ever were decisions made according to long-term considerations. The Persian expression

  ‘Six months from now, who is dead, who is alive?’ summed up the general attitude towards time, prediction and planning.




  Nomads and ethnicity




  No discussion of Iran’s history, economy, society, polity or culture may be complete without taking full account of its nomadic peoples, beginning with the Persians who

  built its first empire to the Qajars who ruled until the twentieth century. Looking for greener pastures, a variety of Iranian as well as Turkic peoples of different origins were attracted to the

  region from the north, north-east and east, and once they were established they had to face the menace of other incoming or native hordes. Both aridity and the pressure of population in their own

  lands were causes of nomadic migration to Persia, and water scarcity within Iran was the cause of the internal movements of nomads from their winter to their summer quarters and back again every

  year. It was these nomads who from the beginning created the Iranian states, since they were both martial and mobile and could gather the surplus product of a vast territory to establish powerful

  central states.




  Historically, Iran has been the crossroads between Asia and Europe, East and West. People and goods as well as beliefs and cultural norms have passed through the country, usually but not always

  from the East to the West. Its peculiar geographical location gave rise to what may be termed ‘the crossroads effect’, both destabilizing and enriching the country; at once making its

  people hospitable and friendly towards individual foreign persons and highly self-conscious vis-à-vis foreigners in general; both making the acquisition of foreign ways, habits, techniques

  and fashions desirable, and yet making the fear of the foreigners’ designs normal, although the tendency towards xenophobia and suspicion of foreign conspiracies has

  been at least in part a product of arbitrary rule and the habitual alienation of the society from the state.




  One product of the crossroads effect is the fact that Iran now inhabits a variety of ethnic and linguistic communities. No reliable statistics are available, but it is likely that a century ago

  the native Turkic speakers outnumbered the native Persian speakers, though that is no longer so if only because of the high growth of bilingualism, such that most native Turkic or Arabic speakers

  also use Persian like a native language. The Turkic speakers are mainly concentrated in the north-western region of Azerbaijan – bordering Turkey and the Caucasus – as well as the

  north-east.




  The Kurds are an Iranian people and their language is an Iranian language. Today, about five million Iranian Kurds form a minority of other Kurdish people who live in Turkey, Iraq and Syria.

  They live mainly in the Kurdistan region in the highlands of the Zagros in western Iran. The Kurds are largely settled, but the tribal structures still survive among many Kurdish communities. The

  majority of Kurds are Sunni Muslims.




  Iranian Arabs are almost entirely located in Khuzistan, next to the Iraqi border. Arab tribes settled in other provinces in the early days of Islam, having lost their identity through the

  passage of time. Iranian Arabs are Shi’a. The Baluchis, on the other hand, are Sunni and live in the south-east on the Pakistani border. Their language is Iranian and their region is one of

  the least developed parts of the country. Parts of greater Baluchistan are in Pakistan and Afghanistan.




  This does not exhaust the list of ethnic and linguistic Iranians, which includes small numbers of Armenian, Assyrian and Jewish peoples. Lors and Bakhtiari, for example, are still partly tribal.

  There are still others, such as the people of Laristan on the Persian Gulf, who speak an entirely independent Iranian language.




  Iranianism




  Yet although ancient and medieval Iranian empires sometimes included even more diverse peoples than at the present time, a quality and characteristic of Iranianism

  (Iranian-ness or Iraniyat) always distinguished the country from its neighbouring lands and peoples. It was not nationalism in any modern sense of the term, but consciousness of a social

  and cultural collectivity which made the country and its peoples different and distinct from their historical neighbours: Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Turks, Chinese and Indians.




  The factors which bound them together and determined the shared identity of Iranian-ness have not been the same throughout the ages, although some of them have always played an important role in

  it. Three factors have been most important in this since medieval times. One is the Persian language as the lingua franca and the medium of high literature and culture, which often went beyond

  Iranian borders and even became the official and cultural language in other countries such as Mogul India. Another factor is Shi’a Islam which is unique to Iran as a state, is followed by the

  great majority of Iranians and has aspects and implications that are deeply ingrained in Iranian culture since ancient pre-Islamic times. The third factor is territoriality, the fact that, despite

  national expansion and contraction through the ages, which for many centuries led to the formation of several states in Iranian lands, there was a fairly distinct Iranian territory, at least as a

  cultural region.




  Conspiracy theories




  Iranians seldom take things – events, phenomena, opinions, suggestions – at face value. On the contrary, they are more inclined to believe

  that appearances are deceptive and that the truth is hidden beneath them. This trait is best known and most conspicuous in the conspiracy theories concerning politics, and is by no means exclusive

  to Iran and, in recent times, has even spread to some Western societies, although in Iran and a few other Eastern countries it tends to be deep-rooted, strong and widespread.




  The constant interference of Imperial Russia and Britain in Iranian politics over a large part of the last two centuries, followed by the influence between 1953 and 1979 of the United States,

  played an important role in intensifying such theories. In the twentieth century, in particular, the belief that the slightest event in the life of the country was caused and manipulated by the

  hidden hand of the British became so widespread that almost everyone, from shah and minister to teacher and taxi driver, tended to believe that their country was little more than a pawn in the

  hands of the British or Ingilis-ha, who masterfully – indeed magically – plotted and executed some of the minutest happenings regarding the least important issues in Iranian

  society. My Uncle Napoleon (Da’i jan Napoleon) is a famous Persian satirical novel which has brilliantly portrayed this problem.




  Personalism




  Few foreign observers have failed to comment on what they describe as ‘Iranian individualism’. They certainly refer to something special in Iranian attitude and

  behaviour, but it has never quite been defined clearly, and the term itself is misleading in that it may be confused with the liberal individualist movement of Europe. Let us for the sake of

  convenience call this Iranian ‘personalism’, rather than ‘individualism’. There are two sides to this phenomenon. On the one hand, Iranians unusually tend to be detached

  from one another if they are not related by family bond or friendship. That is, the sense of social cohesion and regard for unknown individuals among Iranians at

  large is not very strong. Exceptions to this rule occur in rare circumstances such as a revolution, in which Iranians become passionately attached to each other even if they are perfect strangers,

  for the sake of the common objective of bringing down the state. In such circumstances they behave and act as one big family.




  The other side of personalism runs in the opposite direction and results in unusual care for, and attachment to others. Iranians are uncommonly close to members of their own family, extended

  family, clan and close friends, and would help, defend and even make sacrifices for them when they are in greater or lesser need.




  In any realistic analysis of Iranian society, it is vital to take into account this deep-seated personalism in all its manifestations. For it both results and is reflected in an extraordinarily

  strong sense of security and degree of protection within the clan and familiar community, and a markedly strong sense of insecurity and vulnerability outside it, among strangers in society at

  large.




  Iranians, as a people, are intelligent, inventive and artistic. They are versatile and adaptable to different situations. They love fun, gaiety and outdoor activity. They

  almost make an art of eating, and Persian cuisine is one of the best in the world. They enjoy fiction, tales, jokes and rumours. They tend to accept rumours and anecdotes spread against the state

  without question, and are experts at making the funniest jokes at the expense of those who wield power and authority, especially the government.




  A leading modern poet once wrote in a verse: ‘Our life is poetry, legend and myth’. And – although there is much more to Iranian life – poetry, myth, legend, mysticism

  and religion form a substantial part of everyday living. Emotion has the upper hand among Iranians and reason takes a lower seat in forming opinions. An average Iranian is more likely to be

  convinced of the truth of a statement if it is justified by an anecdote, an appropriate verse or an extraordinary and extra-rational explanation than by mere logical

  argument or empirical evidence.




  These fundamental aspects of Iranian culture and society, both ancient and modern, will be explored in the following chapters, as they need to be borne firmly in mind for a realistic

  understanding of this ancient and complex country.
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  Ancient Persia




  Iran is a very old country. Dozens of prehistoric sites across the Iranian plateau point to the existence of ancient cultures and urban settlements in the fourth millennium

  BCE, and there are records of numerous ancient civilizations living on the plateau before the arrival of the Aryan tribes. One of the main civilizations was Elam, to the

  east of Iraq, which started from around 3000 BCE. Later the Elamites were absorbed into the Persian empire.




  The Persian empire was the very first world empire. Founded more than two and a half thousand years ago in 550 BCE by Cyrus the Great, it covered vast swathes of what are

  today the Middle East, Central Asia and the eastern Mediterranean. Until Alexander the Great brought about their downfall in 330 BCE, the Achaemenid dynasty ruled myriad

  peoples subsumed under the mighty Persian banner. Great cities rose from the rocks, while opulent palaces and audacious monuments ensured that their legacy remained in the memory even after the

  empire had crumbled. Following Alexander’s death, successive dynasties would rebuild the empire but none would achieve the same magnificence.




  Achaemenid Persia (550–330 BCE)




  Of the various Aryan nomads who, looking for new pastures, began to move into the Iranian lands from the north-east and north-west sometime in the second millennium

  BCE, the Medes and the Persians were destined to form, respectively, a local and a world empire. At the beginnings of the eighth century BCE the

  Iranian Median tribes managed to unite under the leadership of one of their chiefs, Dayukku (Greek, Deioces). He thus became the founder of the nascent Median state, which,

  from its inception, had to struggle for survival against powerful neighbours such as Assyria, Armenia and the Scythian nomads, who were also Iranian by race. The Median capital city was Ecbatana,

  built on the site of the modern Hamadan. In time, the small city would expand into an empire.




  The Medes spoke a north-western Iranian language simply referred to as the Median language. They had an ancient Iranian religion (a cult of the god Mithra, which later became a major Roman

  deity) with a priesthood known as magi (which we know of from the three kings in the Christmas tradition); although during the reigns of the last Median kings, Zoroastrianism was becoming

  increasingly popular in the west. Evidence of the history and culture of the Median state is scant, but the few archaeological sites and textual sources that have been discovered demonstrate the

  lasting impact that the Medians had on Iranian culture.




  Meanwhile, sometime in the eighth century the Iranian Persian tribes moved down from the north-west and, by the late sixth century BCE, had already established, through

  the dynastic line of Achaemenid (a legendary Persian chief), a Persian kingdom in the south and south-western parts of modern Iran. Born around 600 BCE, in 550 BCE Cyrus the Great (600–530 BCE) captured Media, defeating his own maternal grandfather in the process and uniting the Medes and the Persians.




  Herodotus tells the story that after the birth of Cyrus, Azhdahag (Greek, Astyages) the last Median emperor had a dream that his magi interpreted to mean that his grandson would eventually

  overthrow him. Immediately upon hearing the prophecy he ordered his steward to kill the infant boy. The steward, however, couldn’t bring himself to murder. Instead he asked a herdsman to do

  it for him, but the herdsman disobeyed and kept the child, raising him as his own. By the time Cyrus was ten years old, it was clear from his attitude and behaviour that he

  could not be a common man’s son. Hearing rumours of the boy’s superior character, the old emperor summoned his steward. Confronted with the truth, the steward confessed that he had not

  killed the boy. Angered, the king wrought terrible revenge, seeking out and killing the old steward’s real son, then tricking him into eating the corpse’s flesh. Yet in a strange twist

  of fortune, Cyrus was allowed to return to his real parents. This is clearly a legend, the likes of which have been told about other fabled and historical figures, but it may not be entirely

  without historical interest.
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  The Achaemenid empire




   




  Having subjugated the Medes, Cyrus then embarked on a career of conquest. In 547 BCE he attacked and conquered Lydia and much of Asia Minor, including some of its Greek

  cities. Two years later he turned his attention to the east to secure his frontiers there from nomadic violations, and conquered vast territories in the process. But the jewel in his imperial crown

  came with the conquest of Babylon in 539 BCE. It was the oldest surviving civilization in the region and included Mesopotamia, Syria, Phoenicia and Palestine. By 530

  BCE, the year of his death, Cyrus had created the first global empire.




  The fairness and moderation with which Cyrus treated the conquered people is the stuff of legend, and has been fairly extensively covered in the Old Testament. The Cyrus Cylinder – now in

  the British Museum – on which is proclaimed the freedom of the subject peoples in matters of religion and culture is sometimes described as the first charter of human rights. While

  ‘human rights’ is a modern concept no more than a few centuries old, the Cylinder does reflect moderation and toleration by a supreme overlord in a generally immoderate and intolerant

  age. Cyrus even went as far as worshipping the great god Marduk of the Babylonians. He also famously released the Jews from captivity and ordered the rebuilding of the temple at Jerusalem, which

  had been destroyed by previous conquerors. A letter from Cyrus to the Jews, quoted by Josephus, the first-century Romano-Jewish historian, demonstrates this tolerant attitude

  perfectly:




  

    

      

        I have given leave to as many of the Jews that dwell in my country as please to return to their own country, and to rebuild their city, and to build the temple of God at

        Jerusalem on the same place where it was before. I have also sent my treasurer . . . and . . . the governor of the Jews, that they may lay the foundations of the temple. I require also that

        the expenses for these things may be given out of my revenues. Moreover, I have also sent the vessels which [the Babylonian] king Nebuchadnezzar pillaged out of the temple, and have given

        them to . . . the treasurer, and to . . . the governor of the Jews, that they may have them carried to Jerusalem, and may restore them to the temple of God . . . I permit them to have the

        same honour which they were used to have from their forefathers, as also for their small cattle, and for wine and oil . . . The priests shall also offer these sacrifices according to the laws

        of Moses in Jerusalem; and when they offer them, they shall pray to God for the preservation of the king and of his family, that the kingdom of Persia may continue. But my will is, that those

        who disobey these injunctions, and make them void, shall be hung upon a cross, and their substance brought into the king’s treasury.


      


    


  




  Cyrus also made his mark on the landscape. Apart from the original Achaemenid capital, Anshan, and those of the conquered empires, Cyrus built his own capital, Pasargadae, some

  120 kilometres from the modern city of Shiraz. The archaeological site covers 1.6 square kilometres and includes the tomb of Cyrus, the fortress of Tall-e Takht, sitting on top of a nearby hill,

  and the remains of two royal palaces and gardens. To stress Cyrus’ lordship, carved above the gate was a message in Old Persian – Elamite – and Babylonian: I, Cyrus, the king,

  an Achaemenian. The gardens are the earliest known example of the Persian chahar bagh, or four-fold garden design, looking somewhat like modern tree-lined

  boulevards. Now in ruins, Pasargadae represented Persian art at its best during the period. Architectural and decorative borrowings from Babylonia, Egypt and other foreign lands were infused with

  the original Iranian arts to produce a unique composite effect, an artistic wonder that some scholars have even put above the much more majestic and less ruined complex at Persepolis.




  According to Xenophon, Cyrus created the first postal system in the world, and this must have helped with intra-empire communications: he was not only a conqueror but also an empire-builder.

  Almost nothing is known about Cyrus’ personal beliefs, but Xenophon reports that in religious matters he followed the guidance of the magians at his court.




  Around 530 BCE, Cyrus the Great died. He had rushed to the east to face intruding nomads of Iranian origin when he was struck down in battle. He was succeeded by his

  first son, Cambyses. According to legend, before setting out to conquer Egypt in 525 BCE, Cambyses had his brother Bardiya secretly murdered for fear that he might revolt in

  his absence. Having conquered Egypt, and heard that in Persia an impostor named Gaumata had claimed to be Bardiya and usurped the throne, he was charging back when he died of a dagger wound on the

  way. The usurper ruled for some three years until, in 522, Darius (Persian, Dariyush), a high-born Achaemenid, and his fellow plotters succeeded in overthrowing him. It is worth noting that this

  account follows Darius’ version of events. There is however some doubt as to whether or not the ‘usurper’ himself had not been the real Bardiya.




  Thus began Darius’ strong rule (522–486). A very able administrator, he divided his vast empire into twenty satrapies or governorates, each with a governor or satrap and a military

  commander whose activities were checked by a secret intelligence service, overseen by Darius.




  The king’s power was absolute and arbitrary, and the satraps enjoyed the same kind of power in their satrapies. The empire, as shaped by Cyrus, was truly vast and made

  up of numerous peoples who spoke many languages and worshipped according to various cults and religions. Thus it is not surprising that the social organization was not centralized, and that the

  people lived within their own local customs and culture. Persian definitions of justice meant that the satraps and other state officials were not to exercise their powers beyond what the king

  regarded as legitimate. And, as explained in the Introduction, the king’s power was limited by no law or custom, only by the physical limits to his power.




  One of Darius’ most significant achievements was to fix the coinage and introduce the Darik or Zarik gold coins. The tax rate was standardized, though it varied from the richer to poorer

  satrapies. Each satrapy was assigned a gold and silver quota, which in some cases, such as Babylonia, was too heavy and led to economic decline. Tax farming was introduced, a policy which persisted

  in various forms down to the nineteenth century, whereby the province’s revenues would be contracted to a rich and powerful tax farmer against a fixed annual payment by him to the state. Then

  an efficient method of filling the state treasury, in effect it delivered the people to the mercy of the tax farmer.




  Not only was Darius a very able civil and military ruler, but he was also a man of vision and grandeur, conscious of building monuments to his name and leaving his version of events to

  posterity. Around 518 BCE he began building the complex of palaces known as Persepolis, some 70 kilometres north-east of Shiraz. It was a structure dedicated to power, to

  glory and to art. Persepolis was the newest and most important capital of the empire, the others being at Babylon, Ecbatana and Susa. At Susa Darius also built a monumental palace, of which,

  unfortunately, no part still stands. Usually on the move, the king and his retinue could then winter in Susa, spend the spring in Persepolis and go to the cool elevations of Ecbatana during the

  summer.




  Archaeological evidence suggests that the earliest remains of Persepolis date from just four years after the accession of Darius. Consequently, some scholars have suggested

  that it was Cyrus who chose the site of Persepolis, with Darius continuing the plan and Xerxes (Darius’ son) bringing it to completion. However, it was certainly Darius who ordered the

  construction of Apadana Palace, the Debating Hall and the main imperial Treasury and its surroundings. Further construction of the buildings on the Terrace at Persepolis continued until the

  downfall of the Achaemenid dynasty.




  Apadana was the greatest and most glorious palace at Persepolis, and was used for the King of Kings’ official audiences. It was a marvel of architecture, ornately decorated and lavishly

  adorned. The work began in 515 BCE and was completed thirty years later. The palace had a grand hall in the shape of a square with seventy-two columns, thirteen of which

  still stand on the enormous platform in the surviving ruins of the city. The columns carried the weight of the vast and heavy ceiling. Their capitals were made from animal sculptures such as

  two-headed bulls, lions and eagles. The columns were joined to each other with the help of oak and cedar beams. The walls were tiled and decorated with pictures of lions, bulls and flowers.

  Darius’ name and the details of his empire were written in gold and silver on plates which were placed in covered stone boxes in the foundations under the four corners of the palace. The

  external front views of the palace were covered with pictures of the Immortals, the king’s elite guards.




  But perhaps no less spectacular as a feat of civil engineering was the construction of the royal road from Susa to Lydia, the capital of Sardis. It had 111 stations (where the royal party could

  break their journey), was patrolled by army units, could be travelled between its two ends in three months, which was very fast for the time, and was used by the king’s couriers to receive

  information and convey commands. Almost equally impressive was the construction of a canal in Egypt (already begun before the Persian conquest) from the Nile to the Red sea,

  thus connecting the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean and anticipating the Suez Canal.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Nineteenth-century drawing of the Apadana, Persepolis by Charles Chipiez. (Source: Charles Chipiez, via Wikimedia Commons)




   




  Regarding religion, in his expansive inscriptions on Mount Bisotun in the modern province of Kermanshah, Darius proclaimed himself victorious in all battles during the period of upheaval,

  attributing his success to the ‘grace of Ahura Mazda’. Some historians take this as evidence that he was a Zoroastrian, since Ahura Mazda is the supreme deity in the Zoroastrian faith.

  But other evidence makes this unlikely. First, Zoroastrianism could not have been the state religion or else Darius, like Cyrus, would not have tolerated and sometimes even paid tribute to other

  people’s cults and gods. Second, Zoroaster’s name is not mentioned in any of the inscriptions. Third, the Achaemenid kings, including Darius, were buried in tombs contrary to the strict

  Zoroastrian rule that the dead be exposed to the elements. Fourth, Ahura Mazda was also one of the pre-Zoroastrian Iranian triad, Ahura Mazda-Mithra-Anahita. The interest in whether or not the

  Achaemenids and the Parthians after them were Zoroastrians arises from the fact that the prophet Zoroaster or Zarathustra predates them, and that, as mentioned below, it became the state religion

  under the Sasanians, the last dynasty to rule Persia before the advent of Islam.




  Like Cyrus, Darius too was a conqueror though not of the same scale. Darius’ war with Athens followed his subjugation of the Ionians and the conquest of some Aegean islands. The decisive

  battle was fought at Marathon in 490 in which the Persians were defeated. From the point of view of the Persian empire this was a relatively minor setback, but from the vantage point of Europe as

  the inheritor of the Greek civilization, it was a historic event.




  Xerxes (486–465 BCE) had been viceroy of Babylon when his father died and he succeeded to the imperial throne. He possessed nothing of the genius of his father or

  of Cyrus the Great (his maternal grandfather). The victory of Athens had led to a series of revolts in Asia Minor as well as Egypt, which, typically of Iranian history, had

  been worsened merely because of the death of the great shah.




  In 480 BCE Xerxes the Shahanshah (King of Kings) gathered the greatest army the world had yet seen and crossed the Hellespont, broke the heroic resistance of the Spartans

  at Thermopylae, captured Athens and set fire to the Acropolis. Despite this crushing defeat, the Greeks refused to give up. Instead they concentrated their fleet on Salamis and defeated the King of

  Kings’ forces at sea before his own eyes, watching as he was from his throne placed on the shore. This critical victory ended Persian ambitions for further advances in Europe.




  Xerxes was an ill-tempered ruler with proclivities to impulsive and cruel behaviour. He was assassinated in a palace coup, and, unsurprisingly, the assassin was his own son.




  The Achaemenid empire was to survive for more than 130 years after the death of Xerxes before Alexander the Great conquered it. But although the empire remained unrivalled in its vastness and

  power, it had already passed its peak and was never to attain the glory that its founders had brought to it. The rest of the Achaemenid rule was generally distinguished by two series of events:

  court intrigues, assassinations and struggles for succession; and frequent rebellions, often in more than one province at a time. Bloodletting became virtually a regular feature of the court and

  the royal family. Some of the satrapies in effect passed out of the Great King’s rule.




  During this period, several king-emperors ruled the empire. They were often incompetent and their rules were seldom of long duration. The beginning of the end came when Philip, ruler of Macedon,

  who had annexed some Greek territories, began to be recognized as the leader capable of standing up to the Persians. At first Philip moved cautiously and concluded a peace treaty with Artaxerxes

  III (359–338 BCE). The Greeks were not so fortunate, and not long afterwards, in 338 BCE, Philip attacked and put an end to Greek independence.

  In the same year the strong Persian king was poisoned to death by his general, Bagoas.




  Bagoas went on to poison Artaxerxes’ son as well, leaving the succession to the ill-fated Darius III (335–330 BCE), a relative. Darius

  III would have been poisoned by Bagoas too, had he not moved swiftly and poisoned Bagoas first.




  Philip of Macedon had gathered a strong army for the invasion of Persia when he fell victim to assassination and was succeeded by his young son Alexander. Leading an army of 40,000 men,

  Alexander went on to conquer Persia’s Greek colonies. Having been defeated twice in the battles of Granicus and Issus, Darius’ peace offerings were rejected by Alexander. He lost the

  final battle in 331 and fled to Ecbatana, where he was killed by two of his satraps. The gateway to Susa and Persepolis was then open to Alexander’s forces, but, due to conflicting historical

  accounts, it is not clear whether Persepolis was burned intentionally or by accident. Thus the mighty Persian empire crumbled even more swiftly than it had been built.




  The Achaemenids built an empire and created a world civilization. Never before had such diverse and distant peoples and lands been brought under one rule. The achievement is made even more

  impressive when we consider the sheer diversity of ethnicities, religions, languages and cultures that thrived as part of the empire. This diversity, combined with massive expenditure by the

  central government on buildings, in addition to the luxury consumption of the upper classes, led to the emergence of a distinct Persian style of art in architecture, sculpture, decoration and

  craft, which even spread to foreign lands such as India.




  The Hellenistic interlude (306–c. 150 BCE)




  Alexander died in 323 BCE, and within twenty years his vast empire had been divided up between Macedonia (including Greece) led by Zeos the Great, the

  Ptolemys of Egypt and the Seleucids of Iran. This is the beginning of Greek cultural influence in Iran: although not ruling Greece, the Seleucid culture was largely

  Hellenistic. The Seleucids basically adopted the Achaemenid system of administration and, as before, the state owned all the land. Where they diverged from the Achaemenids was in building

  Greek-style cities. The Seleucids founded many new cities and also rebuilt some old cities under new names. These were run along the lines of the Greek polis, with its assembly of peoples,

  its council and its officials appointed annually.




  At first, the Seleucids adopted Darius’ principle of a centralized state, but later necessity compelled them to loosen their grip in the style of Cyrus the Great. Various Greek colonies

  had already been founded as far east as Bactria (Afghanistan). Greek as the official language as well as the language of the upper classes replaced Aramaic, the official language under the

  Achaemenids. Many Greeks and Macedonians married Persian women and settled in Persia. Thus Hellenization took place without compulsion or a special official policy for its promotion. Indeed, it was

  a two-way process since the intermingling and intermarriage of the two peoples also led to the Persianization of some Greeks, even in matters of religion. The place least affected was Persis or

  Persia proper, which, being the heartland of the old civilization and not on the major trade routes, maintained its linguistic, cultural and religious character better than most other Iranian

  provinces.




  Achaemenid art was inevitably interrupted because the patronage of art passed on to the Seleucid court, the Greek settlers and colonies in Persia, and the Hellenized Persian upper classes. The

  resultant style was neither Greek nor Persian art but hybrid forms of both, which reflected a conscious or unconscious artistic compromise.




  The vast Seleucid empire, stretching from the Mediterranean to Jaxartes (Persian, Syr Darya) and Indus (Sind), made up of various Iranian and non-Iranian peoples proved more difficult to

  unite as one political body than the Achaemenid empire. After all, the Seleucids were outsiders in Iran. By the middle of the third century BCE they

  had effectively lost control over Bactria and Parthia in the east, while the Romans were gradually advancing from the west. After losing Mesopotamia to the Parthians about a century later, they

  were reduced to little more than a monarchy made up of a couple of provinces which were in effect mostly independent. Shortly thereafter, and without much of a fight, they were absorbed into the

  Roman empire like the rest of the Greek monarchies, and the Seleucid empire was over.




  Arsacid Parthians (247 BCE–CE 224)




  Long before the fall of the Seleucids, however, two brothers of Iranian Scythian origins managed to dislodge them in the northeast of their empire in 247 BCE, shortly after the Bactrian Greeks had declared independence from them. Arsaces (Persian, Arshak or Ashk) was a chief of the Scythian Parni tribe whose rebellion led to the defeat

  of the local Seleucid forces and the conquest of Parthia. The Parthians themselves had originally been a nomadic Iranian people who raided the eastern marches of Achaemenid Persia until they

  settled in Parthia and became subjects of that empire. At about the same time, Arsaces’ brother Tiridates (Persian, Tirdad) managed to wrest Hyrcania (Gorgan) out of Seleucid hands and went

  on to build a new capital named after his brother Ashk (cf. Ashgabat or Ashkabad, the capital of modern Turkmenistan).
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