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Act 1. An Empire is Born



The Achaemenid Empire





Iran before the 
Achaemenids: Elam

 Practically no historical information on Elam until 
the mid 8th century BC

    Elam as ally to Babylon in campaigns against 
Assyria
Divided Elamite polity between Susa, Madaktu, and 
Hidalu leads to infighting
Aššurbanipal sacks Susa in 646 BCE
Little known about the following period, but it 
appears that Elam was divided among small 
kingdoms.
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Perspectives on the Neo-
Elamite Period

• Appearance of Iranians in the first millennium BC

• Par-su-aš and An-ša-an mentioned in Sennacherib’s 
Eighth Campaign, 691 BCE.

• Iranian names in Elamite, e.g., NE Ku-ud-da-qa-qa 
< OIr. *Kauta-ka ~ MPers. kōdag  (Zadok 2001)



The Achaemenid Empire

The Achaemenid Empire ruled Iran and vast areas of Asia 
from 549 BC (when Cyrus conquered the Median Empire) 
- 330 BC (when Alexander the Great captured Persepolis).

Cyrus the Great conquered the Median, Neo-Babylonian, 
and Lydian Empires, and continued to expand his Empire 
into Central Asia when he was killed fighting the Scythians.

His successor Cambyses continued to expand the empire 
into Egypt; Darius I & Xerxes I engaged in warfare against 
the Greeks (the “Persian Wars”).



The extent of the Achaemenid empire





The Achaemenid Rulers
559-530 - Cyrus the 
Great

529-522 - Cambyses

522 - Smerdis (Bardiya)

521-486 - Darius I the 
Great

485-465 - Xerxes I

464-424 - Artaxerxes I

424 - Xerxes II

424 - Sogdianus

423-405 - Darius II

404-359 - Artaxerxes II

358-338 - Artaxerxes III

337-336 - Arses

335-330 - Darius III

http://mcadams.posc.mu.edu/txt/ah/Herodotus/Persia.html%2523Smerdis
http://mcadams.posc.mu.edu/txt/ah/Herodotus/Persia.html%2523Smerdis


Sources for Achaemenid History

Royal inscriptions – typically trilingual (Old Persian, Babylonian, and 
Elamite) – the most important of which are found at Bīsotūn, Naqsh-e 
Rustam, Persepolis, and Susa.

Classical historians (Herodotus & Ctesias, Xenophon, historians of 
Alexander), as well as contemporary Greek papyri & inscriptions.

Elamite documents found at Persepolis (the “Fortification” and “treasury” 
tablets).

Economic documents (esp. neo-Babylonian tablets).

The Elephantine archive detailing the life of a Jewish colony in Achaemenid 
Egypt.



Neo-Elamite Seal, from Potts 1999
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Mount Bisotun/Behistun

Watercolor by Sir Robert Ker Porter

Drawing by Sir Henry Rawlinson



The Bisotun Inscriptions



Darius at Bisotun §§2-3 

Dārayavauš (Darius), the king, announces: 
My father was Vištāspa (Hystaspes).  

Vištāspa’s father was Ạršāma (Arsames).  
Ạršāma’s father was Ariyāramna (Ariaramenes).  

Ariyāramna’s father was Čišpi (Teispes).  
Čišpi’s father was Haxāmaniša (Achaemenes). 

 
King Dārayavauš announces: 

For that reason we are announced as Haxāmanišiyas 
(Achaemenids).

From the first we have been distinguished. 

From the first our family have been kings.    

 e Achaemenids
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Act 2. Zoroastrianism in 
the Achaemenid Empire



Were the Achaemenids Zoroastrians?

Cyrus the Great refers to the gods Marduk and Nabû in his “Cyrus 
cylinder” inscription:
I am Cyrus, king of the world, great king, strong king, king of Babylon, 
king of Sumer an Akkad, king of the four quarters, son of Cambyses the 
great king, king of Anšan, grandson of Cyrus the great king, king of 
Anšan, descendant of Teispes, the great king, king of Anšan, of eternal 
lineage, whose kingship Bēl and Nabû love, whose kingship they desire 
for their hearts’ pleasure.



Were the Achaemenids 
Zoroastrians?
Darius praises Ahuramazdā in his inscriptions: DNa 1-8
A great god is Ahuramazda, who created this earth, who created 
yonder sky, who created man, who created happiness for man, who 
made Darius king, one king of many, one lord of many.

Xerxes claims to have destroyed places where daivas were 
worshipped: XPh 35-41
And among these lands there was a place where previously daivas 
were worshiped. Then, by the greatness of Ahuramazdā, I destroyed 
that den of daivas and proclaimed: “The daivas are not be 
worshipped!” Where previously the daivas had been worshiped, 
there I worshiped Ahuramazdā according to the Order up on high.





IRAN: Persepolis - Ritual Objects of Polished 
Green Chert, Left: Mortar; Right: Pestle, 

From the Treasury.

bprkn byrt’ lyd NN1 sgn’ (rb’) NN2 ‘bd (‘bdw) znh 
 

In the parkān (precinct?) of the fortress, for NN1, the (grand) 
segan, NN2 made (is the maker of ?) this abišāwan (pestle). 

Year *leader XX.

bprkn byrt’ lyd mtrp’t sgn’  ’twn ‘bdw hwn zy gll  ’bšwn’  pyrk znh lyd 
dtmtr gnzbr’ zy bhrḥwty qdm mhdt ’pgnzbr’ 

’škr šnt x iii iii ii
 

In the parkān of the fortress, for Miθrpāt, the segan, Atwn is the 
maker of(?) this stone hāwan (mortar) pyrk abišāwan (pestle) 

for Dātmiθr the treasurer, who is in Haraxwatī (Arachosia), before 
Māhdāt the subtreasurer.

Year *leader XX.

 Aramaic at Persepolis



The Achaemenid Kings and Their Gods 1

On Darius’ tomb at Naqsh-e Rostam

Ahuramazdā is the great god (baga vazrka)

who set in place this earth, who established yonder sky,

who set in place man, who established peace for man,

who made Darius king, one king over many, one commander of many...

King Darius announces:
By the greatness of Ahuramazdā, I ruled over these lands which I seized in addition to 

Persia. 

Darius at Hamadan
This is the royal command that I hold ...

which Ahuramazdā gave me, he the greatest among the gods.



Were the Achaemenids 
Zoroastrians?
Later inscriptions and Persepolis Fortification tablets list numerous other 
gods: A2Sa lists Anahita & Mithra in addition to Ahuramazda; 
Fortification tablets list Spenta Armaiti, the Arda Frauuashis, 
Nairisangha, etc.

Numerous formulaic parallels between the OP inscriptions and the 
Avesta (as examined by Skjærvø).

Principal sacrifice discussed in the Fortification tablets is referred to in 
Elamite as lan, a libation ceremony known from pre-Achaemenid Elamite 
times; what this ceremony constituted in Achaemenid times is still 
unknown. However, the tablets attest the Old Iranian word for libation 
dauça (Av. zaothra) and the word yašta- “sacrificer.”



The Achaemenid Kings and the Avesta



e Frawarānê

I shall now choose to sacrifice to Ahura Mazdā (awarānē mazda-yasnō) 
as a Zarathustra-son = in the tradition of Zarathustra (zaraθuštriš)

discarding the bad gods (vi-daēwō) 
and taking Ahura (Mazdā) as my guide (ahura-tkaēšō)

The Achaemenid Kings and the Avesta



Xerxes at Persepolis (daiva inscription)

And among these lands there was a place where previously daivas (bad gods) received sacrifices 
(yadiya-).  

Then, by the greatness of Ahuramazdā, I destroyed that den of daivas and proclaimed:
“The daivas are not receive sacrifices!”

Where previously the daivas had received sacrifices, there I sacrificed to Ahuramazdā 

according to the Order in the  height.
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Xerxes at Persepolis (daiva inscription)

And among these lands there was a place where previously daivas (bad gods) received sacrifices 
(yadiya-).  

Then, by the greatness of Ahuramazdā, I destroyed that den of daivas and proclaimed:
“The daivas are not receive sacrifices!”

Where previously the daivas had received sacrifices, there I sacrificed to Ahuramazdā 

according to the Order in the  height.

e Frawarānê

I shall now choose to sacrifice to Ahura Mazdā (awarānē mazda-yasnō) 
as a Zarathustra-son = in the tradition of Zarathustra (zaraθuštriš)

discarding the bad gods (vi-daēwō) 
and taking Ahura (Mazdā) as my guide (ahura-tkaēšō)

The Achaemenid Kings and the Avesta

Old Persian artācā brzmaniy  from Avestan “artā(t) hacā brzmani”



Act 3. Memories of 
Persepolis



The End of the 
Achaemenids

• The Persian Empire under Darius III falls to the armies 
of Alexander the Great after the Battle of Gaugamela in 
331 BCE.

• Alexander and his successors, the Seleucid dynasty, 
continue to employ many Achaemenid administrative 
institutions, as do new states in the Achaemenid 
periphery (e.g., Aśoka in India).

• With time, only echoes of the Achaemenids continue in 
Iran, and by the Persian Shāhnāma, only Dārā and Dārāb 
son of Dārā are mentioned, presumably Darius I & III.
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The Past as a Site of Contention: Islamist 
Reactions to the 2500th Anniversary

• On June 22, 1971, the Ayatollah Khomeini 
addressed the celebrations. “Since its inception 
to the present time, the Iranian monarchy has 
befouled history […] It may be effective if we 
make our protests known to the Islamic 
countries which plan to take part in these vile 
festivals, if we ask them not to partake in these 
sordid celebrations, not to participate in the 
murder of the Iranian nation […] Let them know 
[…] that the Muslims are repelled by the very 
notion of monarchy.”



The Past as a Site of Contention: Islamist 
Reactions to the 2500th Anniversary

• On June 22, 1971, the Ayatollah Khomeini 
addressed the celebrations. “Since its inception 
to the present time, the Iranian monarchy has 
befouled history […] It may be effective if we 
make our protests known to the Islamic 
countries which plan to take part in these vile 
festivals, if we ask them not to partake in these 
sordid celebrations, not to participate in the 
murder of the Iranian nation […] Let them know 
[…] that the Muslims are repelled by the very 
notion of monarchy.”

• In 1988, the Ayatollah Khamenei visited 
Persepolis. He observed “two distinct attributes 
lying side by side. First,  the art,  elegance and the 
superb ability” which were employed. “On the 
other hand, next to it lies exploitation and brute 
force. […] We must recognize these monuments 
as a valuable treasury in which we can see history 
and humanity, Iran and Iranians, together with 
their legacy. We must preserve them.” (cited in 
Allen 2005, p. 184).
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Falsified Translations of the 
Cyrus Cylinder

• A false text began to be circulated, on the internet and in print,  incorporated into the main text of the 
Cyrus Cylinder (After § 8) [presented with typos intact]: “Now that I put the crown of kingdom of Iran, 
Babylon, and the nations of the four directions on the head with the help of (Ahura) Mazda, I announce that I 
will respect the traditions, customs and religions of the nations of my empire and never let any of my governors 
and subordinates look down on or insult them until I am alive. From now on, till (Ahura) Mazda grants me the 
kingdom favor, I will impose my monarchy on no nation. Each is free to accept it and if any one of them 
rejects it,  I never resolve on war to reign. Until I am the king of Iran, Babylon,  and the nations of the 
four directions, I never let anyone oppress any others,  and if it occurs,  I will take his or her right back 
and penalize the oppressor. And until I am the monarch, I will never let anyone take possession of 
movable and landed properties of the others by force or without compensation. Until I am alive,  I 
prevent unpaid,  forced labor. To day,  I announce that everyone is free to choose a religion. People are 
free to live in all regions and take up a job provided that they never violate other's rights. No one could 
be penalized for his or her relatives' faults. I prevent slavery and my governors and subordinates are 
obliged to prohibit exchanging men and women as slaves within their own ruling domains. Such a 
traditions should be exterminated the world over. I implore to (Ahura) Mazda to make me succeed in 
fulfilling my obligations to the nations of Iran (Persia), Babylon, and the ones of the four directions.” 
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prevent unpaid,  forced labor. To day,  I announce that everyone is free to choose a religion. People are 
free to live in all regions and take up a job provided that they never violate other's rights. No one could 
be penalized for his or her relatives' faults. I prevent slavery and my governors and subordinates are 
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traditions should be exterminated the world over. I implore to (Ahura) Mazda to make me succeed in 
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• Shirin Ebadi’s Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech: “I am an Iranian. A descendent of Cyrus The Great. 
The very emperor who proclaimed at the pinnacle of power 2500 years ago that he would not reign 
over the people if they did not wish it. And he promised not to force any person to change his religion 
and faith and guaranteed freedom for all. The Charter of Cyrus The Great is one of the most important 
documents that should be studied in the history of human rights.”


