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Act 1. After the Fall
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70 1 Persepolis was the capital of the Persian kingdom. Alexander described it to the 
Macedonians as the most hateful of the cities of Asia, and gave it over to his soldiers to 
plunder, all but the palaces. 2 It was the richest city under the sun and the private houses 
had been furnished with every sort of wealth over the years. The Macedonians raced 
into it slaughtering all the men whom they met and plundering the residences; many of 
the houses belonged to the common people and were abundantly supplied with 
furniture and wearing apparel of every kind. 3 Here much silver was carried off and no 
little gold, and many rich dresses gay with sea purple or with gold embroidery became 
the prize of the victors. The enormous palaces, famed throughout the whole civilized 
world, fell victim to insult and utter destruction.
4 The Macedonians gave themselves up to this orgy of plunder for a whole day and still 
could not satisfy their boundless greed for more. 5 Such was their exceeding lust for loot 
withal that they fought with each other and killed many of their fellows who had 
appropriated a greater portion of it. The richest of the finds some cut through with their 
swords so that each might have his own part. Some cut off the hands of those who were 
grasping at disputed property, being driven mad by their passions.6 They dragged off 
women, clothes and all, converting their captivity into slavery.
As Persepolis had exceeded all other cities in prosperity, so in the same measure it now 
exceeded all others in misery.
[…]
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72 1 Alexander held games in honour of his victories. He performed costly sacrifices to the 
gods and entertained his friends bountifully. While they were feasting and the drinking was 
far advanced, as they began to be drunken a madness took possession of the minds of the 
intoxicated guests. 2 At this point one of the women present, Thaïs by name and Attic by 
origin, said that for Alexander it would be the finest of all his feats in Asia if he joined them 
in a triumphal procession, set fire to the palaces, and permitted women's hands in a minute 
to extinguish the famed accomplishments of the Persians. 3 This was said to men who were 
still young and giddy with wine, and so, as would be expected, someone shouted out to form 
the comus and to light torches, and urged all to take vengeance for the destruction of the 
Greek temples. 4 Others took up the cry and said that this was a deed worthy of Alexander 
alone. When the king had caught fire at their words, all leaped up from their couches and 
passed the word along to form a victory procession in honour of Dionysius.
5 Promptly many torches were gathered. Female musicians were present at the banquet, so 
the king led them all out for the comus to the sound of voices and flutes and pipes, Thaïs the 
courtesan leading the whole performance. 6  She was the first, after the king, to hurl her 
blazing torch into the palace. As the others all did the same, immediately the entire palace 
area was consumed, so great was the conflagration. It was most remarkable that the impious 
act of Xerxes, king of the Persians, against the acropolis of at Athens should have been repaid 
in kind after many years by one woman, a citizen of the land which had suffered it, and in 
sport.
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Zoroastrian Traditions of 
Alexander

Bundahišn  33.19
Then, during the rule of Dārā son of Dārā, Alexander Kēsar rushed into Iran from Rome. He 
killed King Dārā and annihilated the entire royal family, the Magu’s, and the notables of Iran. He 
extinguished numerous fires, took the Mazdayasnian Tradition and the Zand and sent it to 
Rome, and the Avesta was burned. Iran was divided among ninety petty kings.
Dēnkard III 420
During the disasters that the miserable villain Alexander brought upon Iran, the Tradition, and 
the kingdom, the copy in the Fortress  of Books was burned, and the one in the gubernatorial 
treasury fell into the hands of the Romans. It was also explained in Greek language from the 
awareness that was transmitted by the ancients.
Dēnkard 4.16
The Arsacid Walakhsh ordered a memorandum to be made and sent to the various provinces 
with orders for the safe-keeping of the Avesta and Zand as it had come down in unadulterated 
form, as well as of the teachings, to the extent each had escaped the harm and chaos caused by 
Alexander and the pillaging and robbing by the Romans and were now scattered throughout 
Iran in writing, but also remained authoritative in the oral transmission.
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Tetradrachm of Seleukos I “Nikator” (312-281 BCE)
Following the reign of Seleukos, the Seleucid dynasty maintains 
its capital at Seleucia (in modern Iraq) until it is captured by the 
Parthians under Mithradates I in 240 BCE. The last remnants of 

the Seleucid Empire in Syria were absorbed by the nascent Roman 
Empire under Pompey after 63 BCE.
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Inscription of the Mauryan Emperor Aśoka in Greek and 
Aramaic (from Kandahar)
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Coins from the Kushan Emperor Huvishka (140-180 CE), bearing images of the 
gods Miiro (Mithra) and Šahreoro (Khshathra Vairiia) on the reverse.
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Seleucid relief of Herakles from Mt. Bisotun. Identified with the Parthian hero Warthragn (an 
epithet of Θraētaona)
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Act 1. The House of Arhsak

Parthian Relief of fire offering from Mt. Bisotun.
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Zoroastrian Cosmology according to 
Plutarch (46-120 CE), De Iside et Osidride

46. This is the view of the majority and of the wisest; for some believe that there are 
two gods who are rivals, as it were, in art, the one being the creator of good, the other 
of evil; others call the better of these a god and his rival a daemon, as, for example, 
Zoroaster the Magian, who lived, so they record, five thousand years before the Siege 
of Troy. He used to call the one Horomazes and the other Areimanius, and showed 
also that the former was especially akin, among objects of perception, to light, and the 
latter, on the contrary, to darkness and ignorance, while in between the two was 
Mithres; and this is why the Persians call Mithres the Mediator. He also taught that 
votive- and thank-offerings should be made to Horomazes, but gloomy offerings to 
Areimanius, and those intended to avert evil. For they pound a certain herb called 
omomi in a mortar, invoking Hades and darkness, and then after mixing with it the 
blood of a slain wolf, they take it out to a sunless spot and throw it away. They believe 
that among plants too, some belong to the good god and others to the evil daemon, 
and that among animals some, such as dogs, birds and land hedgehogs, belong to the 
good god, whereas water-rats belong to the bad deity, and for this reason they regard 
as happy whoever kills a great number of them.
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47. But they (the Persians) also relate many mythical details about the gods, and the following are 
instances. Horomazes is born from the purest light and Areimanius from darkness, and they are at war 
with one another. The former (Horomazes) created six gods, the first being god of good will, the 
second god  of truth, the third god of good order, and the others gods of wisdom and wealth, the sixth 
being the creator of pleasure in beautiful things. The other (Areimanius) created an equal number as 
rivals to these. Then Horomazes, having magnified himself to three times his size, removed himself as 
far from the sun as the sun is distant from the earth, and adorned the heaven with stars; and one star, 
Sirius, he established above all others as a guardian and watcher. Twenty-four other gods were created 
by him and put into an egg. Those who were created from Areimanius were of equal number, and they 
pierced through the egg. . . and so it comes about that good and evil are mixed. There will come the 
destined time when Areimanius, the bringer of plague and famine, must needs be utterly destroyed and 
obliterated by these. The earth shall be flat and level and one way of life and one government shall arise 
of all men, who shall be happy and speak the same language. Theopompus says that, according to the 
Magians, for three thousand years alternately the one god will dominate the other and be dominated, 
and that for another three thousand years they will fight and make war, until one smashes up the 
domain of the other. In the end Hades shall perish and men shall be happy; neither shall they need 
sustenance nor shall they cast a shadow, while the god who will have brought this about shall have quiet 
and shall rest, not for a long while indeed for a god, but for such time as would be reasonable for a man 
who falls asleep. Such is the mythology of the Magians.

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to 
Plutarch (46-120 CE), De Iside et Osidride
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Antiochus of Commagene 
(Nimrud Dağ)

I chose to consecrate this place as a sacred seat for all the gods to share, so that 
there may be not only this heroic band of my ancestors which you see 
established by my care, but also the divine semblance of  manifest deities 
sanctified on a holy summit, and so that this spot may be a witness that shall 
not fail to tell of  my piety. Wherefore, as you see, I have set up these divine 
images (agalmata) of Zeus Oromasdes and of Apollo Mithra Helio Hermes 
and of Artagnes Heracles Ares and also of my all-nourishing homeland 
Commagene. And from the same stone, throned likewise among the gracious 
daemons, I have consecrated the features of my own form, and thus admitted a 
new Tyche to share in the ancient honours of the great gods.
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Parthian Relief of Mithradates I from Khong-i Nawrūzī.
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Parthian Relief from Tang-i Sarvak, ca. 1st c. CE.
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Map 2. Central Asia (detail)

Act 3. Zoroastrianism on the Silk Road
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chapter two60

Plate IV. Chinese statuettes representing Sogdians. Ill. 1: Caravaneer (© Musée Cernuschi).
Ill. 2: Merchant on foot (© Musée Guimet). Ill. 3: Groom (© Musée Cernuschi).
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Rooster-priest from the Wirkak Sarcophagus
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known as the chaharom.10 The colonnaded building with the pitched
roof behind the priests may be a fire temple, and the upper scene of
two women with plants standing under a crescent and a circle could
represent the feminine hypostases of Haurvatat and Ameretat – the
two qualities Zoroastrians aspire to in future life. The padan (Av.
paitidana) worn by the priests is unusual, differing from those in
Achaemenid iconography, but close to that depicted on a Sasanian
priest’s seal, now in the Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris. In some parts
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Fig. 17. Ossuary, Mulla Kurgan.
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Ossuary from Mulla Kurgan
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The Chinwad Bridge from the Wirkak Sarcophagus
27


