






	
PENGUIN BOOKS



IRAN: EMPIRE OF THE MIND




Michael Axworthy was head of the Iran section in the British Foreign Office from 1998–2000. He has written on contemporary Iran and other subjects for Prospect magazine, has debated Iranian affairs on BBC World and is now a lecturer at the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies at the University of Exeter. His first book was the highly praised Sword of Persia.


To my wife Sally

Das Ewig-Weibliche zieht uns hinan



MICHAEL AXWORTHY

Iran:

Empire of the Mind

A HISTORY

FROM ZOROASTER

TO THE PRESENT DAY

[image: image]

PENGUIN BOOKS





PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3

(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland

(a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia

(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,

Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand

(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank,

Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published as Empire of the Mind by HURST Publishers Ltd., 2007

Published under the current title in Penguin Books 2008

1

Copyright © Michael Axworthy, 2007

All rights reserved

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

978-0-14-190341-5




CONTENTS


Acknowledgements

Illustrations

Maps

Preface





	1. 
	Origins: Zoroaster, the Achaemenids, and the Greeks



	2. 
	The Iranian Revival: Parthians and Sassanids



	3. 
	Islam and Invasions: the Arabs, Turks and Mongols: the Iranian Reconquest of Islam, the Sufis, and the Poets



	4. 
	Shi‘ism and the Safavids



	5. 
	The Fall of the Safavids, Nader Shah, the Eighteenth-Century Interregnum, and the Early Years of the Qajar Dynasty



	6. 
	The Crisis of the Qajar Monarchy, the Revolution of 1905-1911 and the accession of the Pahlavi Dynasty



	7. 
	The Pahlavis, and the Revolution of 1979



	8. 
	Iran since the Revolution: Islamic Revival, War and Confrontation



	9. 
	From Khatami to Ahmadinejad, and the Iranian Predicament






Notes

Select Bibliography

Index




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The title of this book, if not the idea of it altogether, is unusual in that it originated at a public event—a panel discussion in front of an invited audience, arranged to inaugurate the Forgotten Empire exhibition at the British Museum in the autumn of 2005. The panel was chaired by the journalist Jon Snow and included the Iranian ambassador, Seyyed Mohammad Hossein Adeli (recalled to Tehran shortly afterwards), Haleh Afshar, Ali Ansari and Christopher de Bellaigue. Neil MacGregor, the Director of the British Museum, made an introductory presentation. The discussion ranged widely but centred on the question of continuity in Iranian history, and on the enduring power of the idea of Iran, the influence of its literary and court culture on the other powers and linguistic cultures of the region, and its resilience over millennia despite war, invasion, religious change and revolution. Then Jon Snow asked the audience to put questions to the panel. I put a question toward the end, to the effect that if, as members of the panel had suggested, the centre of Iranian culture had moved at different times from Fars in southern Iran to Mesopotamia, to Khorasan in the north-east and Central Asia, and to what is now called Azerbaijan in the north-west; and given its strong influence far beyond the land of Iran itself, into Abbasid Baghdad and Ottoman Turkey for example on the one side and into Central Asia and Moghul India on the other, and beyond; then perhaps we should set aside our usual categories of nationhood and imperial culture and think instead of Iran as an Empire of the Mind? The panel seemed to like this suggestion, and someone in the audience called out that it would make a good book. So here it is.

I have benefited greatly from the generous help and advice of a number of people, especially Baqer Moin, Ali Ansari, Willem Floor, Sajjad Rizvi, Lenny Lewisohn, Hashem Ahmadzadeh, Chris Rundle, Touraj Daryaee, Michael Grenfell, Peter Melville, Duncan Head, Haideh Sahim and Mahdi Dasht-Bozorgi, and one anonymous reviewer, who all read all or part of it in advance of publication; but also my father Ifor Axworthy and my sister Janet Axworthy, Peter Avery Frances Cloud and Gordon Nechvatal, Paul Luft, and Paul Auchterlonie, and as well as the other staff at the University Library in Exeter, and at the London Library. I should also thank my other friends and colleagues in the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies in Exeter for their help and support, especially Tim Niblock, Rasheed El-Enany Gareth Stansfield, James Onley and Rob Gleave, as well as Michael Dwyer (simply the best editor it has been my good fortune to encounter), Maria Petalidou and their colleagues at Hurst; my agent Georgina Capel; and (not just last but not least this time) my wife Sally for her unfailing cheerfulness and encouragement.

[image: image]

The author and publisher wish to thank the following for kindly agreeing to reproduce copyright material included in this book. Penguin Books Ltd., for permission to reproduce the quotations from Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, ©Penguin Books Ltd, 1969, and from The Conference of the Birds, by Farid al-Din Attar, translated by D. Davis and A. Darbandi, © Penguin Books Ltd, 1984; Ibex Publishers, Inc., for permission to reproduce the poem on p. 116 from A Thousand Years of Persian Rubaiyat, translated by Reza Saberi, © Ibex Publishers, Inc., 2000; The University of Washington Press for permission to reproduce the excerpt from The Tragedy of Sohrab and Rostam, translated by J.W. Clinton, © The University of Washington Press, 1996.

TRANSLITERATION

The transliteration of names and other terms from Persian into English is an awkward problem, and it is not possible to be fully consistent without producing text that will sometimes look odd. As with my previous book, on Nader Shah, I have used a transliteration scheme that leans toward modern Iranian pronunciation, because I did not want to write a book on Iranian history in which the names and places would read oddly to Iranians. But there are inconsistencies, notably over the transliteration of names that have had a life of their own in western writing: Isfahan, Fatima, Sultan, mullah, for example. Other, less justifiable inconsistencies, of which there will doubtless be some, are in all cases my fault rather than that of those who tried to advise me on the manuscript in its different stages of completion.


ILLUSTRATIONS




	


1.      Image of a bull attacked by a lion, p. 8.



	2.      Darius I presides over his palace at Persepolis, p. 21.



	3.      Alexander attacks the troops of Darius at the battle of Issus, p. 28.



	4.      Bronze statue of a Parthian warrior from Shami, p. 34.



	5.      Rock carving of Ardashir from Naqsh-e Rostam, p. 46.



	6.      Khosraw II, depicted hunting on a dish of gilded silver, p. 67.



	7.      Shah Soleiman, p. 143.



	8.      Nader Shah, p. 158.



	9.      Agha Mohammad Shah, p. 173.



	10.    Fath Ali Shah, p. 178.



	11.    Naser od-Din Shah, p. 201.



	12.    Ayatollah Behbahani, p. 206.



	13.    Ayatollah Tabataba’i, p. 206.



	14.    Kuchek Khan, p. 216.



	15.    Sadeq Hedayat, p. 229.



	16.    Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill, p. 235.



	17.    Mohammad Mossadeq, p. 240.



	18.    Jalal Al-e Ahmad, p. 243.



	19.    Ruhollah Khomeini, p. 249.







MAPS OF IRAN




	


1.  Linguistic, p. xi.



	2.  Achaemenid, p. 16.



	3.  Parthian and Sassanid, p. 50.



	4.  Arab conquests, p. 70.



	5.  Ghaznavid and Seljuk, p. 92.



	6.  Mongols, p. 102.



	7.  Nader Shah, p. 164.



	8.  Qajar, p. 186.



	9.  Modern Iran, p. 264.






[image: image]



… However, when I began to consider the reasons for these opinions, all these reasons given for the magnificence of human nature failed to convince me: that man is the intermediary between creatures, close to the gods, master of all the lower creatures, with the sharpness of his senses, the acuity of his reason, and the brilliance of his intelligence the interpreter of nature, the nodal point between eternity and time, and, as the Persians say, the intimate bond or marriage song of the world, just a little lower than angels, as David tells us. I concede these are magnificent reasons, but they do not seem to go to the heart of the matter…

… Euanthes the Persian… writes that man has no inborn, proper form, but that many things that humans resemble are outside and foreign to them: “Man is multitudinous, varied, and ever changing.” Why do I emphasize this? Considering that we are born with this condition, that is, that we can become whatever we choose to become, we need to understand that we must take earnest care about this, so that it will never be said to our disadvantage that we were born to a privileged position but failed to realize it and became animals and senseless beasts… Above all, we should not make that freedom of choice God gave us into something harmful, for it was intended to be to our advantage. Let a holy ambition enter into our souls; let us not be content with mediocrity, but rather strive after the highest and expend all our strength in achieving it.



Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man

(translated by Richard Hooker)


PREFACE

THE REMARKABLE RESILIENCE OF


THE IDEA OF IRAN


Har kas ke bedanad va bedanad ke bedanad

Asb-e kherad az gombad-e gardun bejahanad

Har kas ke nadanad va bedanad ke nadanad

Langan kharak-e khish be manzel beresanad

Har kas ke nadanad va nadanad ke nadanad

Dar jahl-e morakkab ‘abad od-dahr bemanad

Anyone who knows, and knows that he knows,

Makes the steed of intelligence leap over the vault of heaven.

Anyone who does not know, but knows that he does not know,

Can bring his lame little donkey to the destination nonetheless.

Anyone who does not know, and does not know that he does not know

Is stuck for ever in double ignorance

(Anonymous, attributed to Naser od-Din Tusi (1201-74); anticipating Donald Rumsfeld by perhaps seven centuries.)





Iranian history is full of violence and drama: invasions, conquerors, battles and revolutions. Because Iran has a longer history than most countries, and is bigger than many, there is more of this drama. But there is more to Iranian history than that—there are religions, there are influences, intellectual movements and ideas that have changed things within Iran but also outside Iran and around the world. Today Iran demands attention again, and the new situation poses questions—is Iran an aggressive power, or a victim? Is Iran traditionally expansionist, or traditionally passive and defensive? Is the Shi‘ism of Iran quietist, or violent, revolutionary, millenarian? Only history can suggest answers to those questions. Iran is one of the world’s oldest civilisations, and has been one of the world’s most thoughtful and complex civilisations from the very beginning. There are aspects of Iranian civilisation that, in one way or another, have touched almost every human being in the world. But the way that happened, and the full significance of those influences, is often unknown and forgotten.

Iran is replete with many paradoxes, contradictions and exceptions. Most non-Iranians think of it as a country of hot deserts, but it is ringed with high, cold mountains, has rich agricultural provinces, others full of lush sub-tropical forest, and reflecting the climatic variations, a diverse and colourful range of flora and fauna. Between Iraq and Afghanistan, Russia and the Persian Gulf, the Iranians speak an Indo-European language in the midst of the Arabic-speaking Middle East. Iran is commonly thought of as a homogeneous nation, with a strong national culture, but minorities like the Azeris, Kurds, Gilakis, Baluchis, Turkmen and others make up nearly half of the population. Since the 1979 revolution, Iranian women are subject to one of the most restrictive dress codes in the Islamic world, yet partly in consequence Iranian families have released their daughters to study and work in unprecedented numbers, such that over 60 per cent of university students now are female and many women (even married women) have professional jobs. Iran has preserved some of the most stunning Islamic architecture in the world, as well as traditions of artisan metalworking, rug-making, and bazaar trading; a complex and sophisticated urban culture—yet its capital, Tehran, has slowly smothered itself in concrete, traffic congestion and pollution. Iranians glory in their literary heritage and above all in their poetry, to a degree one finds in few other countries, with the possible exception of Russia. Many ordinary Iranians can recite from memory lengthy passages from their favourite poems, and phrases from the great poets are common in everyday speech. It is poetry that insistently dwells on the joys of life—themes of wine, beauty, flowers and sexual love, yet Iran has also an intense popular tradition of Shi‘ism which in the mourning month of Moharram emerges in religious processions dominated by a mood of gloom, and a powerful sense of betrayal and injustice (within which the oral delivery of religious poetry also plays an important part); and Iran’s religious culture also encompasses the most forbidding, censorious and dogmatic Shi‘a Muslim clerics. It is a country with an ancient tradition of monarchical splendour, now an Islamic republic; but one where only 1.4 per cent of the population attend Friday prayers.

One thing is best explained at the start—another apparent paradox. Iran and Persia are the same country. The image conjured up by Persia is one of romance: roses and nightingales in elegant gardens, fast horses, mysterious, flirtatious women, sharp sabres, carpets with colours glowing like jewels, poetry and melodious music. In the cliché of western media presentation Iran has a rather different image: frowning mullahs, black oil, women’s blanched faces peering, not to their best advantage, from under black chadors; grim crowds burning flags, chanting ‘death to…’

In the south of Iran there is a province called Fars. Its capital is Shiraz and it contains Iran’s most ancient and impressive archaeological sites: Persepolis and Pasargadae (along with Susa, in neighbouring Khuzestan). In ancient times the province was called Pars, after the people who had settled there—the Persians. When those people created an empire that dominated the whole region, the Greeks called it the Persian empire, and the term ‘Persia’ was applied by them, the Romans and other Europeans subsequently to all the dynastic states that followed that empire in the territory that is Iran today—Sassanid Persia in the centuries before the Islamic conquest, Safavid Persia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Qajar Persia in the nineteenth century. But all through that time the people of those empires called themselves Iranians, and called their land Iran. The word derives from the very earliest times, apparently meaning ‘noble’. It is cognate both with a similar word in Sanskrit, and with the term ‘Aryan,’ that was used and abused in the racial ideologies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries1. In 1935 Reza Shah, wanting to distance his state from the decadent, ineffectual Qajar government he had displaced, instructed his embassies overseas to require foreign governments henceforth to call the country Iran in official communications. But many people, including some Iranians outside Iran writing in English, still prefer the term Persia, because it retains the ancient, often happier, connotations. It is not unusual for foreigners to have a name for a country that is different from the one used by its inhabitants: what the English call Germany is called Allemagne by the French and Deutschland by Germans. The Persian word for Britain is Inglistan, which some Scots might resent. Iranians themselves call their language Farsi, because it originated in the Iranian dialect spoken in Fars province (the language is now spoken not just in Iran but also extensively in Tajikistan; as the Dari dialect, in Afghanistan; and has had a strong influence on the Urdu spoken in Pakistan and northern India). My practice is to use both terms, but with a preference for Iran when dealing with the period after 1935, and for Persia for the preceding centuries, when it was the normal word used for the country by English-speakers. In the earlier chapters the term Iranian is used also to cover the non-Persian peoples and languages of the wider region, like the Parthians, Sogdians, and Medes.

There are many books available on contemporary Iran, and on earlier periods of Iranian history, and several that cover the whole history of Iran from the earliest times—notably the monumental seven volume Cambridge History of Iran, and the huge project of the Encyclopedia Iranica, incomplete but nonetheless incomparable for the range and depth of knowledge of Iranian history it pulls together (and much more than history). This book does not attempt to compete with those, but tries rather to present an introduction to the history of Iran for a general readership, assuming little or no prior knowledge. In addition it aims to explain some of the paradoxes and contradictions through the history—probably the only way that they can be properly understood. And beyond that—especially in Chapter 3, which explores some of the treasury of classical Persian poetry—it attempts to give the beginnings of an insight into the way in which the intellectual and literary culture of Iran developed, and has had a wider influence, not just in the Middle East, Central Asia and India, but throughout the world.
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ORIGINS: ZOROASTER, THE ACHAEMENIDS,

AND THE GREEKS

O Cyrus…Your subjects, the Persians, are a poor people with a proud spirit

(King Croesus of Lydia, according to Herodotus)

The history of Iran starts with a question. Who are the Iranians? Where did they come from? The question concerns not just the origins of Iran, but recurs in the history of the country and its people down to the present day, in one form or another.

The classic answer was that the Iranians were one branch of the Indo-European family of peoples that moved out of what are today the Russian steppes to settle in Europe, Iran, Central Asia and northern India in a series of migrations and invasions in the latter part of the second millennium BCE.

This answer at the same time explains the close relationship between the Persian language and the other Indo-European languages: particularly Sanskrit and Latin for example, but modern languages like Hindi, German and English too. Any speaker of a European language learning Persian soon encounters a series of familiar words, like distant friends, just a few of which include pedar (father, Latin pater), dokhtar (daughter, girl, German tochter), mordan (to die, Latin mortuus, French mourir, le mort), nam (name) dar (door), moush (mouse), robudan (to rob) setare (star), tarik (dark), tondar (thunder), and perhaps the most basic of all, the first person present singular of the verb to be, in Persian the suffix –am (I am—as in the sentence ‘I am an Iranian’—Irani-am). An English-speaker who has attempted to learn German will find Persian grammar both familiar and blessedly simple by comparison (no genders or grammatical cases for nouns, for example). Persian (like English) has evolved since ancient times into a simplified form, dropping the previous, heavily inflected grammar of old Persian. It has no structural relationship with Arabic or the other Semitic languages of the ancient Middle East, like Aramaic (though it took in many Arab words after the Arab conquest).

Long before the migrants speaking Iranian languages arrived from the north, there were other people living in what later became the land of Iran (Iran zamin). There were human beings living on the Iranian plateau as early as 100,000 BCE, in what is called the Old Stone Age, and by 6-5,000 BCE agricultural settlements were flourishing in and around the Zagros mountains, in the area to the east of the great Sumerian civilisation of Mesopotamia. Excavation of one of these settlements (at Hajji Feroz Tepe) has produced the remains of the world’s oldest wine jar, complete with grape residue and traces of resin (used as a flavouring and preservative), indicating that the wine would have tasted something like Greek retsina1. Peoples like the Gutians and the Mannaeans are mainly known from their contacts with Mesopotamia. Before and during the period of the Iranian migrations, an empire flourished in the area that later became Khuzestan and Fars—the empire of Elam, based on the cities of Susa and Anshan. The Elamites spoke a language that was neither Mesopotamian nor Iranian, though they were influenced (and sometimes conquered) by the Sumerians, Assyrians and Babylonians, and transmitted elements of their culture on to the later Iranian dynasties. Elamite influence spread beyond the area usually associated with their empire, an example being Tepe Sialk (just south of modern Kashan), which with its ziggurat and other characteristics shows all the forms of an Elamite settlement. The ziggurat at Tepe Sialk has been dated to around 2900 BCE.

DNA-based research in other countries in recent years has tended to emphasise the relative stability of the genetic pool over time, despite conquests, migrations and what look from historical accounts to be mass settlements or even genocides. It is likely that the Iranian settlers or conquerors were relatively few in number compared to the pre-existing peoples who later adopted their language and intermarried with them. And probably ever since that time, down to the present day, the rulers of Iran have ruled over at least some non-Iranian peoples. So from the very beginning the Idea of Iran was as much about culture and language, in complex patterns, as about race or territory.

From the very beginning there was always a division (albeit a fuzzy one) between nomadic or semi-nomadic, pastoralist inhabitants and the settled, crop-growing agriculturalists. Iran is a land of great contrasts in climate and geography, from the dense, humid forests of Mazanderan in the north to the arid, hot Persian Gulf coast; from the high, cold mountains of the Alborz, the Zagros and the Caucasus to the deserts of the Dasht-e Lut and the Dasht-e Kavir; and in addition to areas of productive agricultural land (expanded by ingenious use of irrigation from groundwater) there have always been more extensive areas of rugged mountain and semi-desert, worthless for crops but suitable for grazing, albeit perhaps only for a limited period each year. Over these lands the nomads moved their herds. The early Iranians seem to have herded cattle in particular.

In the pre-modern world pastoralist nomads had many advantages over settled peasant farmers. Their wealth was their livestock, which meant their wealth was movable and they could escape from threats of violence with little loss. Other nomads might attack them but they could raid peasant settlements with relative impunity. Peasant farmers were always much more vulnerable: if threatened with violence at harvest-time they stood to lose the accumulated value of a full year’s work and be rendered destitute. In peaceful times nomads would be happy to trade meat and wool with the peasants in exchange for grain and other crops, but the nomads always had the option to add direct coercion to purely economic bargaining. The nomads tended to have the upper hand and this remained the case from when the Indo-European pastoralist Iranians entered the Iranian plateau for the first time, right down to the twentieth century.

From these circumstances a system of tribute or what a Mafioso in another context would call protection could develop: the peasants would pay over a proportion of their harvest to be left alone. From another perspective, augmented with some presentational subtlety, tradition and perhaps charisma, it could be called taxation and government (just as in medieval Europe the distinction between robber baron and feudal lord could be a fine one). Most of the rulers of Iran through the centuries originated from among the nomadic tribes (including from among non-Iranian nomads that arrived in later waves of migration), and animosity between the nomads and the settled population also persisted down to modern times. The settled population (particularly later, when towns and cities developed) regarded themselves as more civilised, less violent, less crude. The nomads saw them as soft and devious, themselves by contrast as hardy, tough, self-reliant, exemplifying a kind of rugged honesty. There would have been elements of truth in both caricatures, but the attitudes of the early Iranian élites partook especially of the latter.

Medes and Persians

The Iranian-speakers who migrated into the land of Iran and the surrounding area in the years before 1000 BCE were not one single tribe or group. In time some of their descendants became known as Medes and Persians, but there were Parthians, Sogdians and others too (and the people known to modern scholars as the Avestans, in whose language the earliest Zoroastrian liturgies were compiled), who only acquired the names known to us later in their history. And even the titles Mede and Persian were themselves simplifications, lumping together shifting alliances and confederacies of disparate tribes.

From the beginning the Medes and Persians are mentioned together in historical sources, suggesting a close relationship between them from the very earliest times. The very first such mention is in an Assyrian record of 836 BCE, an account of a military campaign by the Assyrian King Shalmaneser III, which he and several of his successors waged in the Zagros mountains and as far east as Mount Demavand, the high, extinct volcano in the Alborz range, to the east of modern Tehran. The accounts they left behind listed the Medes and Persians as tributaries. The heartlands of the Medes were in the north-west, in the modern provinces of Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Hamadan and Tehran. In the region of the Zagros south of the territories occupied by the Medes, the Assyrians encountered the Persians in the region they called Parsuash, and which has been known ever since as Pars or Fars, in one form or another2.

Appearing first as victims of the Assyrians and as tributaries, within a century or so the Medes and Persians were fighting back, attacking Assyrian territories. Later traditions recorded by Herodotus in the fifth century BCE mention early kings of the Medes called Deioces and Cyaxares, who appeared in the Assyrian accounts as Daiaukku and Uaksatar; and a king of the Persians called Achaemenes, who the Assyrians called Hakhamanish. By 700 BCE (with the help of Scythian tribes) the Medes had established an independent state, which later grew to become the first Iranian Empire; and in 612 BCE the Medes destroyed the Assyrian capital, Nineveh (adjacent to modern Mosul, on the Tigris). At its height the Median Empire stretched from Asia Minor to the Hindu Kush, and south to the Persian Gulf, ruling the Persians as vassals as well as many other subject peoples.

The Prophet Who Laughed

But probably rather before the first mentions of the Iranians and their kings appear in the historical records, another important historical figure lived—Zoroaster or Zarathustra (modern Persian Zardosht). That is, he is a historical figure because it is generally accepted that he lived and was not just a man of myth or legend; but his dates are unknown and experts have disagreed radically about when he lived. Compared with Jesus, Mohammad or even Moses, Zoroaster is a much more indistinct figure and little is known for sure about his life (the best evidence suggests he lived in the north-east, in what later became Bactria and later still, Afghanistan—but another tradition has suggested he came from what is now Azerbaijan, around the river Araxes, and others have suggested a migration from the one locality to the other). As a key figure in the history of world religions and as a religious thinker, Zoroaster certainly ranks in importance with those other prophets. But it is also difficult to establish the precise import of his teaching, for the same reason that the details of his life are obscure—because the Zoroastrian religious texts that are the main source for both (notably the Avesta) were first written in the form they have come down to us more than a thousand years after he lived, around the end of the Sassanid era, in the sixth century AD.3 The stories about Zoroaster they contain are little more than fables (though some of them correspond with information from Classical Greek and Latin commentators, showing their genuine antiquity—for example the story that at birth the infant Zoroaster did not cry, but laughed), and the theology combines what are undoubtedly ancient elements with innovations that developed and were incorporated much later.

So although Zoroastrian tradition places his birth at around 600 BCE (and associates him with an Achaemenian Persian prince, Vistaspa) most scholars now believe he lived earlier. It is still unclear just when, but it is reasonable to think it was around 1200 or 1000 BCE, at the time of or shortly after the migrations of Iranian cattle-herders to the Iranian plateau. This view is based on the fact that the earliest texts (the Gathas, traditionally hymns first sung by Zoroaster himself) show significant differences with the later liturgical language associated with the period around 600 BCE; but also on the pastoral way of life reflected in the texts, and the absence in them of references to the Medes or Persians, or the names of kings or other people known from that time. It seems plausible that Zoroaster’s revelation arose in the context of the changes, new demands and new influences associated with the migration; and the self-questioning of a culture faced with new neighbours and unfamiliar pressures. The religion was the result of an encounter with a new complexity. It was to some extent, a compromise with it, but also an attempt to govern it with new principles.

Other evidence supports the view that Zoroaster did not invent a religion from nothing, but reformed and simplified pre-existing religious practices (against some resistance from traditional priests), infusing them with a much more sophisticated philosophical theology and a greater emphasis on morality and justice, in this period of transition. One element to support this is an early tradition that writing was alien and demonic—suggesting that the Iranians associated it with the Semitic and other peoples among whom the migrants found themselves in the centuries after the migration4. Another telling indication is the fact that the Persian word div, cognate with both Latin and Sanskrit words for the gods, in the Zoroastrian context was used for a class of demons opposed to Zoroaster and his followers—suggesting that the reforming prophet reclassified at least some previous deities as evil spirits.5 The demons were associated with chaos and disorder—the antithesis of the principles of goodness and justice represented by the new religion. At the more mundane level they also lay behind diseases of people and animals, bad weather and other natural disasters.

At the centre of Zoroaster’s theology was the opposition between Ahura Mazda, the creator-God of truth and light, and Ahriman, the embodiment of lies, darkness and evil (though in the earliest times Ahriman’s direct opponent was Spenta Mainyu—Bounteous Spirit—rather than Ahura Mazda, who was represented as being above the conflict). This dualism became a persistent theme in Iranian thought for centuries: modern Zoroastrianism is much more strongly monotheistic, and to make this distinction (and others) more explicit many scholars refer to the religion in this early stage as Mazdaism. Other pre-existing deities were incorporated into the Mazdaean religious structure as angels or archangels—notably Mithra, a sun god, and Anahita, a goddess of streams and rivers. Six Immortal archangels (the Amesha Spenta) embodied animal life, plant life, metals and minerals, earth, fire and water (the names of several of these archangels—for example Bahman, Ordibehesht, Khordad—survive as months in the modern Iranian calendar, even under the Islamic republic). Ahura Mazda himself personified air, and in origin paralleled the Greek Zeus, as a sky-god.

The modern Persian month Bahman is named after the Mazdaean archangel Vohu Manu—the second in rank after Ahura Mazda, characterised as Good Purpose and identified with the cattle who were the second class of beings to be created by Ahura Mazda after man himself. Part of the creation myth in Zoroastrianism is the story that, after all was created good by Ahura Mazda, the evil spirit Ahriman (accompanied by six evil spirits matching the six Immortals) assaulted creation, murdering the first man, killing the sacred bull Vohu Manu and polluting water and fire. The importance of cattle to the nomadic early Iranians is shown by the frequent appearance of bulls and cattle in sculpture and iconography from the Achaemenid period—but many of these images may have a more specific religious significance, referring to Vohu Manu.

[image: image]

Fig. 1. This image of a bull attacked by a lion has normally been taken to symbolise Noruz, the Iranian New Year, with spring replacing winter at the spring equinox (21 March). But it may have a more precise Mazdaean significance, referring to the assault of the evil spirit Akoman on the embodiment of Good Purpose (and cattle), Vohu Manu.

The name Ahura Mazda means Lord of Wisdom, or Wise Lord. The dualism went a long way to resolve the problem of evil that presents such difficulties for the monotheistic religions (the origin of evil in the world was Ahriman, against whom Ahura Mazda struggled for supremacy) and at least initially permitted a strong attachment to the ideas of free will (arising out of the necessity of human beings choosing between good and evil), goodness emerging in good actions, judgement after death, and heaven and hell. Some scholars have suggested that within a few centuries, but at any rate before 600 BCE, Mazdaism developed in addition a theory of a Messiah—the Saoshyant, who would be born miraculously at the end of time from a virgin mother and the seed of Zoroaster himself.6 But the dualism implied other difficulties, which emerged later. One such was that of how Ahura Mazda and Ahriman themselves came into existence. To explain this some later followers of the Iranian religion believed in a creator-god, Zurvan (identified with Time, or Fate), who prayed for a son and was rewarded with twins. The twins became Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. This branch of Mazdaism has been called Zurvanism.

It was a characteristic of the new religion that philosophical concepts or categories became personified as heavenly beings or entities—indeed these seem to have proliferated, a little like characters in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. One example is the idea of the daena, which according to one later text appeared to the soul of a just man after his death as a beautiful maiden, the personification of all the good works he had done in life, saying:


‘For when, in the world, you saw someone sacrificing to the demon you, instead, started adoring God; and when you saw someone carrying out violence and robbery and afflicting and despising good men and gathering in their substance with evil actions you, instead, avoided treating creatures with violence and robbery; you took care of the just and welcomed them and gave them lodgings and gifts. Whether your wealth came from near or from afar, it was honourably acquired. And when you saw people give false judgements and allowed themselves to be corrupted with money and commit perjury you, instead, undertook to tell the truth and speak righteously. I am your righteous thoughts, your righteous words, your righteous actions, thought, spoken, done by you.’7



Elsewhere the word daena was used to signify religion itself. Another example is the identification of five separate entities belonging to each human being—not just body, soul and spirit but also adhvenak and fravashi. Adhvenak was the heavenly prototype for each human being, associated with semen and regeneration. The fravashi, though also entities in the spirit world, were more active, associated with the strength of heroes, the protection of the living in life (like guardian angels) and the collection of souls after death (rather like the Valkyries in Germanic mythology). These and other personifications or angels prefigure the role of angels in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, but also have obvious connections to the idea of forms in Platonism, and many scholars believe Plato was strongly influenced by Mazdaism.

Paralleling Ahura Mazda and Ahriman were two principles, sometimes translated as good and evil but more precisely as Truth and the Lie: asha and druj. These terms recur insistently in the Avestan texts, along with the concept of Justice: but also in surviving inscriptions (in old Persian the words became arta and drauga) and in Western classical texts describing Iran or events in Iran. In the centuries after Zoroaster there were different currents and separate sects within the Mazdaean tradition, representing both innovations, survivals from the pre-Zoroastrian religions, and various compromises between them. The priestly class, the Magi (listed by Herodotus as a distinct tribe within the Medes) survived from before the time of Zoroaster and, as all priests do, interpreted and adapted doctrine and ritual to suit their own purposes, while remaining remarkably faithful to the central oral tradition.

The history of the relationship between Iranians and Jews is almost as old as the history of Iran itself, and some scholars believe that Judaism changed significantly under Mazdaean influence in the period of the Babylonian exile (the logical corollary, the possibility of Judaic influence on Mazdaism, seems to have received less attention). After the conquest of the northern Kingdom of Israel by the Assyrians around 720 BCE, large numbers of Jews were removed to Media, among other places, setting up long-lived Jewish communities, notably in Ecbatana/Hamadan. A second wave of deportations, this time to Babylonian territory, took place in the 590s and 580s BCE, under Nebuchadnezzar, who destroyed the temple of Solomon in 586. Babylon came under Persian control in the 530s, and many of the Jews returned thereafter (though most of them not until some decades later). The trauma of the Babylonian exile was never forgotten, and it marked a watershed in Jewish history in several ways. One of the leaders of the return from Babylon, the scribe Ezra, is believed to have been the first to write down the books of the Torah (the first five books of the Bible, the books of Moses). He did so in a new script, the Hebrew script used ever since (that used by the Jews before the exile was different). Post-exile Judaism laid greater emphasis on adherence to the Torah, and on monotheism.

For hundreds of years thereafter, first under the Persian empire and later under Hellenistic rulers, diaspora Jewish and Mazdaean religious communities lived adjacent to each other in cities all over the Middle East. 8 It seems plain that many religious ideas became common currency (the Qumran scrolls indicate some crossover of religious concepts from Mazdaism).9 Another important and creative period for Judaism came later, after the Maccabean revolt against the Seleucids, and later still, when a definitive version of the Talmud was compiled and edited in Mesopotamia in the fourth and fifth centuries AD—again in an Iranian context (under the Sassanid empire). It is a controversial subject, and the relative obscurity of Mazdaism and Zoroastrianism in western scholarship until recent times has helped to conceal the influence of Mazdaism on Judaism, but as further work is done, the more significant it is likely to be found. Perhaps the strongest indicator is the positive attitude of the Jewish texts toward the Persians.

There are a number of contradictions between the later practice of Zoroastrianism, as it has come down to us in the written scriptures, and the apparent norms of the Mazdaean religion at this earliest stage, and many of the problems are difficult to resolve. It is a complex picture. But the concepts of heaven and hell, of free human choice between good and evil, of divine judgement, of angels, of a single creator-god, all appear to have been genuine early features of the religion, and were all hugely influential for religions that originated later. Mazdaism was the first religion, in this part of the world at least, to move beyond cult and totemism to address moral and philosophical problems with its theology, from an individualistic standpoint that laid emphasis on personal choice and responsibility. In that limited sense, if in few others in this context, Nietzsche was right—Zoroaster was the first creator of the moral world we live in. Also sprach Zarathustra.

Cyrus and the Achaemenids

Around 559 BCE a Persian prince called Cyrus (modern Persian Kurosh), claiming descent from the royal house of Persia and from its progenitor Achaemenes, became king of Anshan on the death of his father. Persia and Anshan at that time were still subject to the Median Empire, but Cyrus led a revolt against the Median king Astyages, and in 549 captured the Median capital, Ecbatana (modern Hamadan). Cyrus reversed the relationship between Media and Persia, making himself king of Persia, making Media the junior partner, and Persia the centre of the Empire. But he did not stop there. He went on to conquer Lydia, in Asia Minor, taking possession of the treasury of King Croesus, legendary for his wealth throughout antiquity. He also conquered the remaining territories of Asia Minor, and also Phoenicia, Judaea and Babylonia, creating an enormous empire that stretched from the Greek cities on the eastern coast of the Aegean to the banks of the river Indus—in extent perhaps the greatest empire the world had seen up to that time.

But without romanticising him unduly, and although it took on much of the culture of previous Elamite, Assyrian and Babylonian empires (notably in its written script and monumental iconography), it seems that Cyrus aspired to rule an empire different from others that had preceded it in the region. Portentous inscriptions recording the military glory of Kings and the supposed favour of their terrible war-gods were a commonplace in the Middle East in the centuries preceding Cyrus’s accession. In the nineteenth century an eight-sided clay object (known since as the Taylor Prism after the man who found it) measuring about 15 inches long by 5.5 inches in diameter, covered in cuneiform script, was found near Mosul. When the characters were eventually deciphered, it was found to record eight campaigns of the Assyrian king Sennacherib (705 BCE–681 BCE). An excerpt reads:


Sennacherib, the great king… king of the world, king of Assyria, king of the four quarters… guardian of right, lover of justice, who lends support, who comes to the aid of the needy, who performs pious acts, perfect hero, mighty man, first among all princes, the flame who consumes those who do not submit, who strikes the wicked with the thunderbolt; the god Assur, the great mountain, has entrusted an unrivaled kinship to me… has made powerful my weapons… he has brought the black-headed people in submission at my feet; and mighty kings feared my warfare…

In the course of my campaign, Beth-Dagon, Joppa, Banaibarka, Asuru, cities of Sidka, who had not speedily bowed in submission at my feet, I besieged, I conquered, I carried off their spoils… I approached Ekron and slew the governors and nobles who had rebelled, and hung their bodies on stakes around the city…

As for Hezekiah the Jew, who did not submit to my yoke: 46 of his strong, walled cities… by means of ramps and by bringing up siege-engines… I besieged and took them. 200,150 people, great and small, male and female, horses, mules, asses, camels, cattle and sheep without number, I brought away from them and counted as spoil…10



The way that the pharaohs of Egypt celebrated their rule and their victories was similar, and although Hezekiah, the king of Jerusalem, appears on the Taylor Prism as a victim, some parts of the Bible describing the Israelites and their God smiting their enemies do not read very differently.

By contrast, another not dissimilar clay object, about nine inches by four inches, also discovered in the nineteenth century and covered in cuneiform script, tells a rather different story. The Cyrus cylinder, now in the British Museum, was found where it had been deliberately placed under the foundations of the city wall of Babylon, and has been described as a charter of human rights for the ancient world. This is an exaggeration and a misrepresentation, but the message of the cylinder, particularly when combined with what is known of Cyrus’s religious policy from the books of Ezra and Isaiah, is nonetheless remarkable. The kingly preamble from the cylinder is fairly conventional:


I am Cyrus, king of the world, great king, rightful king, king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four quarters (of the earth), son of Cambyses, great king, king of Anshan, grandson of Cyrus, great king, king of Anshan, descendant of Teispes, great king, king of Anshan, of a family that always exercised kingship…



but it continues, describing the favour shown to Cyrus by the Babylonian god Marduk:


When I entered Babylon as a friend and when I established the seat of the government in the palace of the ruler under jubilation and rejoicing, Marduk, the great lord, induced the magnanimous inhabitants of Babylon to love me, and I was daily endeavouring to worship him. My numerous troops walked around in Babylon in peace, I did not allow anybody to terrorize any place of the country of Sumer and Akkad. I strove for peace in Babylon and in all his other sacred cities…



and concludes:


As to the region… as far as Assur and Susa, Agade, Eshnunna, the towns of Zamban, Me-Turnu, Der as well as the region of the Gutians, I returned to these sanctuaries on the other side of the Tigris, the sanctuaries of which had been ruins for a long time, the images which used to live therein and established for them permanent sanctuaries. I also gathered all their former inhabitants and returned to them their habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon the command of Marduk, the great lord, all the gods of Sumer and Akkad whom Nabonidus had brought into Babylon to the anger of the lord of the gods, unharmed, in their former chapels, the places that make them happy.11



Like the proud declarations of Sennacherib, this is propaganda, but it is propaganda of a different kind, presenting Cyrus in a different light, and according to a different scale of values. Cyrus chose to present himself showing respect to the Babylonian deity, Marduk, and declared that he had returned to other towns and territories the holy images that previous Babylonian kings had confiscated. Perhaps it would have been different if Cyrus had conquered Babylon by force, rather than marching into it unopposed (in 539 BCE) after its inhabitants revolted against the last Babylonian king, Nabonidus. Cyrus was a ruthless, ambitious man; no-one ever conquered an empire without those characteristics in full measure. But we know that Cyrus permitted freedom of worship to the Jews too. He and his successors permitted them to return home from exile and to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem (being accorded in the Jewish scriptures a unique status among gentile monarchs in return).

The logic of statecraft alone might have suggested that it would be more sustainable in the long run to let subjects conduct their own affairs and worship as they pleased, but that policy had to be acceptable to the Iranian elite also, including the priests, the Magi, and (leaving aside the question of Cyrus’s own personal beliefs, which remain unclear) it is reasonable to see in the policy some of the spirit of moral earnestness and justice that pervaded the religion of Zoroaster. The presence of those values in the background helps to explain why the Cyrus cylinder is couched in such different terms from the militaristic thunder and arrogance of Sennacherib. The old answer was terror and a big stick, but the Persian Empire would be run in a more devolved, permissive spirit. Once again, an encounter with complexity, acceptance of that complexity, and a response. This was something new.

Unfortunately, according to Herodotus, Cyrus did not end his life as gloriously as he had lived it. Having conquered in the west, he turned to campaign east of the Caspian, and according to one version was defeated and killed in battle by Queen Tomyris of the Massagetae, another Iranian tribe who fought mainly on horseback, like the Scythians.

The Massagetae are interesting because they appear to have maintained some ancient Iranian customs that may shed some light on the status of women in Persian society under the Achaemenids. There are signs in Herodotus (Book 1:216) that the Massagetae showed some features of a matrilineal, polyandrous society, in which women might have a number of husbands or sexual partners (but men only one). Patricia Crone has suggested that this feature may resurface in the apparent holding of women in common practised later by the Mazdakites in the fifth century AD and the Khorramites after the Islamic conquest12, which might indicate an underlying folk tradition. Mazdaism certainly permitted a practice whereby an impotent man could give his wife temporarily to another in order to obtain a child (it also sanctioned the marriage of close relatives). But in general the custom of Persian society seems to have limited the status of women, following practices elsewhere in the Middle East. Royal and noble women may have been able to own property in their own right and even, on occasion, to exert some political influence; but this seems to have been an exception associated with high status rather than indicative of practices prevalent in society more widely13.

Cyrus’s body was brought back to Persia, to Pasargadae, his capital, to rest in a tomb there that can still be seen (though its contents have long since disappeared). The tomb is massively simple rather than grandiose; a sepulchre the size of a small house on a raised, stepped plinth. This tomb burial has raised some questions about the religion of Cyrus and the other Achaemenid kings (many of his successors were placed in tombs of a different type—rock tombs half-way up a cliff-face). Tomb burial was anathema to later Zoroastrians, who held it to be sacrilege to pollute the earth with dead bodies. Instead they exposed the dead on so-called Towers of Silence to be consumed by birds and animals. Could the Achaemenid kings really have been Zoroastrians if they permitted tomb burial?

Some have explained the inconsistency by suggesting that different classes of Iranian society followed different beliefs; effectively different religions. As we have seen, there probably was some considerable plurality of belief within the broad flow of Mazdaism at this time. But it seems more likely that the plurality was socially vertical rather than horizon-tal—in other words, a question of geography and tribe rather than social class. Perhaps an earlier, pre-Zoroastrian tradition of burial still lingered and the elevated position of all the royal tombs was a kind of compromise. Half-way between heaven and earth: itself a strong metaphor. Around the tomb of Cyrus lay a paradise; a garden watered by irrigation channels (our word paradise comes, via Greek, from the Old Persian paradaida, meaning a walled garden). Magian priests watched over the tomb and sacrificed a horse to Cyrus’ memory each month.14







Cyrus had been a conqueror, but a conqueror with an imaginative vision. He was at least as remarkable a man as the other conqueror, Alexander, whose career marks the end of the Achaemenid period, as that of Cyrus marks the beginning. Maybe as a youth Cyrus had a Mazdaean tutor as remarkable as Aristotle, who taught Alexander.

Religious Revolt

Cyrus was succeeded by his son Cambyses (Kambojiya), who extended the empire by conquering Egypt, but in a short time gained a reputation for harshness. He died unexpectedly in 522 BCE, according to one source by suicide, after he had been given news of a revolt in the Persian heartlands of the empire.

An account of what happened next appears on an extraordinary rock relief carving at Bisitun, in western Iran, about twenty miles from Kermanshah, above the main road to Hamadan. According to the text of the carving (executed in Old Persian, Elamite and Babylonian) the revolt was led by a Magian priest, Gaumata, who claimed falsely to be Cambyses’s younger brother, Bardiya. Herodotus gives a similar version, saying that Cambyses had murdered the true Bardiya some years earlier. The revolt led by Gaumata seems to have drawn force from social and fiscal grievances, because one of his measures to gain popularity was to order a three-year remission of taxes—another to end military conscription.15 Pressure had built up over the decades of costly foreign wars under Cyrus and Cambyses. But Gaumata also showed strong religious enthusiasm or intolerance, because he destroyed the temples of sects he did not approve of.

An Iranian revolution, led by a charismatic cleric, seizing power from an oppressive monarch, asserting religious orthodoxy, attacking false believers, and drawing support from economic grievances—in the sixth century BCE. How modern that sounds. But within a few months, Gaumata was dead, killed by Darius (Daryavaush) and a small group of Persian confederates (a killing that sounds more like an assassination than anything else). The carving at Bisitun was made at Darius’s orders, and it presents his version of events, as put together after he had made himself king and the revolt had finally been put down. The carving itself says that copies of the same text were made and distributed throughout the empire. And what a revolt it had been—Babylon revolted twice, and Darius declared that he fought nineteen battles in a single year. It was really a series of revolts, affecting all but a few of the eastern provinces of the empire. The Bisitun carving illustrates this by showing a row of defeated captives, each representing a different people or territory. Whatever the true nature of the rebellion and its origins, it was no simple palace coup, affecting only a few members of the elite. It was just the first of several religious revolutions, or attempted revolutions, in Iran’s history, and it was no pushover.

Bisitun was chosen for Darius’s grand rock-carving because it was a high place, perhaps already associated with the sacred, close by where he and his companions had killed Bardiya/Gaumata. The site at Bisitun is a museum of Iranian history in itself. Aside from the Darius rock relief, there are caves that were used by Neanderthals 40,000 years ago or more, and by others generations later. Among other relics and monuments, there is a rock carving of a reclining Hercules from the Seleucid period, a Parthian carving depicting fire worship, a Sassanian bridge, some remains of a building from the Mongol period, a seventeenth-century caravanserai, and not far away, some fortifications apparently dating from the time of Nader Shah in the eighteenth century.

Many historians have been suspicious about the story of the false Bardiya. The Bisitun carving is a contemporary source, but it is plainly a self-serving account to justify Darius’s accession. It is confirmed by Herodotus and other Greek writers, but they all wrote later and would naturally have accepted the official version of events, if other dissenting accounts had been stamped out. Darius was not a natural successor to the throne. He was descended from a junior branch of the Achaemenid royal family, and even in that line he was not pre-eminent—his father was still living. Could a Magian priest have successfully impersonated a royal prince some three or four years after the real man’s death? Is it not rather suspect that Darius also discredited other opponents by alleging that they were impostors?

If the story was a fabrication, Darius was certainly brazen in the presentation of his case. In the Bisitun inscriptions, the rebel leaders are called ‘liar kings’, and Darius declares, appealing to religious feeling and Mazdaean beliefs about arta and druj:


[…] you, whosoever shall be king hereafter, be on your guard very much against Falsehood. The man who shall be a follower of Falsehood—punish him severely […]



and:


[…] Ahura Mazda brought me aid and the other gods who are, because I was not disloyal, I was no follower of Falsehood, I was no evil-doer, neither I nor my family, I acted according to righteousness, neither to the powerless nor to the powerful, did I do wrong…



and again:


This is what I have done, by the grace of Ahura Mazda have I always acted. Whosoever shall read this inscription hereafter, let that which I have done be believed. You must not hold it to be lies.



Perhaps Darius protested a little too much. Another inscription in Darius’s words, from another site, reads:


By the favour of Ahura Mazda I am of such a sort that I am a friend to right, I am not a friend to wrong. It is not my desire that the weak man should have wrong done to him by the mighty; nor is it my desire that the mighty man should have wrong done to him by the weak. What is right, that is my desire. I am not a friend to the man who is a lie-follower […] As a horseman I am a good horseman. As a bowman I am a good bowman both afoot and on horseback…16



The latter part of this text, though telescoped here from the original, echoes the famous formula from Herodotus and other Greek writers, that Persian youths were brought up to ride a horse, to shoot a bow, and to tell the truth. Darius was pressing every button to stimulate the approval of his subjects. Even if one doubts the story of Darius’s accession, the evidence from Bisitun and his other inscriptions of his self-justification and the use of religion by both sides in the intensive fighting that followed the death of Cambyses nonetheless stands. It is a powerful testimony to the force of the Mazdaean religion at this time. Even the suppressors of the religious revolution had to justify their actions in religious terms. Although Darius by the end reigned supreme, the inscriptions give a strong sense that he himself was nonetheless subject to a powerful structure of ideas about justice, truth and lies, right and wrong, that was distinctively Iranian, and Mazdaean.

The Empire Refounded

Darius’s efforts to justify and dignify his rule did not end there. He built an enormous palace in his Persian homeland, at what the Greeks later called Persepolis (‘city of the Persians’)—thus starting afresh, away from the previous capital of Cyrus at Pasargadae. Persepolis is so big that a modern visitor walking over the site, wandering bemused between the sections of fallen columns and the massive double-headed column capitals that crashed to the ground when the palace burned, may find it difficult to orientate himself and make sense of it. The magnificence of the palace served as a further prop to the majesty of Darius, and the legitimacy of his rule; but helped in turn to create a lasting tradition, a mystique of magnificent kingship that might not have come about but for the initial doubts over his accession. A dedicatory inscription at Persepolis played again on the old theme:


May Ahura Mazda protect this land from hostile armies, from famine, and from the Lie.



The motif of tribute and submission is also repeated from Bisitun: row upon row of figures representing subjects from all over the empire are shown queuing up to present themselves, frozen forever in stone relief. The purpose of the huge palace complex at Persepolis is not entirely clear. It may be that it was intended as a place for celebrations and ceremonial at the spring equinox, the Persian New Year (Noruz—celebrated on and after 21 March each year today as then). The rows of tribute-bearers depicted in the sculpture suggest that it may have been the place for annual demonstrations of homage and loyalty from the provinces. Whatever the grandeur of Persepolis, it was not the main, permanent capital of the empire. That was at Susa, the old capital of Elam. This again shows the syncretism of the Persian regime. Cyrus had been closely connected with the royal family of the Medes, and the Medes had a privileged position, with the Persians, as partners at the head of the Empire. But Elam too was important and central: its capital, its language, in administration and monumental inscriptions. This was an empire that always, for preference, flowed around and absorbed powerful rivals: its first instinct, unlike other imperial powers, was not to confront, batter into defeat, and force submission. The guiding principles of Cyrus persisted under Darius and at least some later Achaemenid rulers.
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Fig. 2. Darius I presides over his palace at Persepolis—a massive demonstration of imperial confidence, arising perhaps out of an uneasy conscience.

Darius’s reign saw the Achaemenid empire in effect re-founded. It could have gone under altogether in the rebellions that followed the death of Cambyses. Darius maintained Cyrus’s tradition of tolerance, permitting a plurality of gods to be worshipped as before; and maintained also the related principle of devolved government. The provinces were ruled by satraps, governors who returned a tribute to the centre but ruled as viceroys (two other officials looked after military matters and fiscal administration in each province, to avoid too much power being concentrated in any one pair of hands). The satraps often inherited office from predecessors within the same family, and ruled their provinces according to pre-existing laws, customs and traditions. They were, in effect, provincial kings; Darius was a King of Kings (Shahanshah in modern Persian). The empire did not attempt as a matter of policy to Persianise as the Roman empire, for example, later sought to Romanise.

The certainties of religion, the principle of sublime justice they underpinned, and the magnificent prestige of kingship were the bonds that held together this otherwise diffuse constellation of peoples, languages and cultures. A complex empire, accepted as such, and a controlling principle. The system established by Darius worked, proved resilient, and endured.

Tablets discovered in excavations at Persepolis show the complexity and administrative sophistication of the system Darius established. Although some payments were made in silver and Darius established a standard gold coinage, much of the system operated by payments in kind; assessed, allocated and receipted for from the centre. State officials and servants were paid in fixed quantities of wine, grain or animals; but even members of the royal family received payments in the same way. Officials in Persepolis gave orders for the levying of taxes in kind in other locations, and then gave orders for payments in kind to be made from the proceeds, in the same locations. Messengers and couriers were given tablets to produce at post-stations along the royal highways, so that they could get food and lodging for themselves and their animals. These tablets recording payments in kind cover only a relatively limited period, from 509 to 494 BCE. But there are several thousand of them, and it has been estimated that they cover supplies to more than 15,000 different people in more than 100 different places.17

It is significant that the tablets were written mainly in Elamite, not in Persian. It is known from other sources that the main language of administration in the Empire was neither Persian nor Elamite, but Aramaic, the Semitic lingua franca of Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine. The Bisitun inscription states directly that the form of written Persian used there was new, developed at Darius’s own orders for that specific purpose. It is possible that he and the other Achaemenid kings discouraged any record of events other than their own monumental inscriptions, but these are all strong echoes of that Iranian distaste for writing that we encountered earlier in Mazdaism, and it may go some way to explain an apparent anomaly—the lack of Persian historical writing for the Achaemenid period. It is possible that the histories once existed, and that there were poems written down and all sorts of other literature which have since been simply lost. But later Persian literary culture was strongly associated with a class of scribes, and the fact that the scribes in the Achaemenid system wrote their accounts and official records in other languages suggests that the literature was not there either. There was no Persian history of the Achaemenid Empire because the Persian ruling classes either (like the Magi) regarded writing as wicked or (the kings and nobles) associated it with inferior subject peoples; or both. To ride, to shoot the bow, to tell the truth; but not to write it. That said, no histories as such have survived from the Egyptian, Hittite or Assyrian empires either—it is more correct, in the context of the fifth century BCE, to call the innovation of history writing by the Greeks the anomaly.

To ourselves, at our great remove of time, awash with written materials every moment of our working lives, dominated by the getting and spending of money, a human system that was largely non-literate and operating for the most part on the basis of payments in kind, not cash, even if it be a great empire capable of stunning monuments and great sculptural art, seems primitive. But the history of human development is not simply linear. It is not quite right to see the oral tradition of sophisticated cultures like that of Mazdaism as unreliable, flawed or backward, something we have gone beyond. The Persians were not stupidly trying, with the wrong tools, to do something we can now, with the right tools, do incomparably better. They were doing something different, and had evolved complex and subtle ways of doing it very well indeed, which our culture has forgotten. To try to grasp the reality of that we have to step aside a little from our usual categories of thought, for all the apparent familiarity of Mazdaean concepts like angels, the day of judgement, heaven and hell, and moral choice. The Achaemenid Empire was an Empire of the Mind, but a different kind of Mind.

The Empire and the Greeks

In general Darius’s reign was one of restoration and consolidation of previous territorial expansion rather than wars of conquest like those that had been pursued by Cyrus and Cambyses. But Darius campaigned into Europe in 512 BCE, conquering Thrace and Macedonia, and toward the end of his life, after a revolt by the Ionian Greeks of the Aegean coast of Asia Minor, his subordinates fought a war with the Athenian Greeks that ended with a Persian defeat at the battle of Marathon in 490 BCE. This ushered in what the Greeks called the Persian wars, the shadow of which has affected our view of the Achaemenid Empire, and perhaps Persia and Iran and the Orient generally, ever since. From a Persian perspective, the more serious event was a revolt in Egypt in 486 BCE. Before he could deal with this, Darius died.

The standard Greek view of the Persians and their empire was complex, and not a little contradictory. They regarded the Persians, as they regarded most non-Greeks, as barbarians (the term barbarian itself is thought to come from a disparaging imitation of Persian speech—‘ba-ba’), and therefore ignorant and backward. They were aware that the Persians had a great, powerful, wealthy empire. But for them it was run on tyrannical principles, and was redolent of vulgar ostentation and decadence. The Persians were therefore both backward and decadent—at which point we may be irresistibly reminded (via the judgement of that supreme chauvinist, Clemenceau, that ‘America is the only nation in history that miraculously has gone directly from barbarism to degeneration without the usual interval of civilisation’) of the contemporary French view of the United States. Perhaps the view of the Greeks also was better explained in terms of a simple resentment or jealousy that the Persians rather than the Greeks were running such a large part of the known world.

This in itself is a caricature of the Greek view of the Persians, and cannot have been, for example, Plato’s attitude or the attitude (openly, at any rate) of the many Greeks who worked for or were allies of the Persians at various times.18 The Greeks were also an imperialistic, or at least a colonising culture, of pioneering Indo-European origin. Perhaps, as at other times and in other places, the hostility between the Persians and the Greeks had as much to do with similarity as with difference. But in contrast to the Persians the Greeks were not a single unified power, being composed of a multiplicity of rival city-states, and their influence was maritime rather than land-based. Greeks had established colonies along almost all parts of the Mediterranean littoral that had not previously been colonised by the Phoenicians (including the places that later became Tarragona in Spain, Marseilles in France, Cyrenaica in Libya and large parts of Sicily and southern Italy), and had done the same on the coast of the Black Sea. Unlike the Persians again, their spread was based on physical settlement by Greeks, rather than the control of indigenous peoples from afar.

Just as Persians appear in the plays of the great Greek playwrights, and on Greek vases, there are examples to show the presence of the Greeks in the minds of the Persians. As well as vases that show a Greek spearing a falling or recumbent Persian, there are engraved cylinder seals showing a Persian stabbing a Greek or filling him with arrows.19 But it is fair to say that at least initially, the Persians were more present to the Greeks than the Greeks to the Persians. Persian power controlled important Greek cities like Miletus and Phocaea in Asia Minor, only a few hours’ rowing away from Athens and Corinth—as well as Chalcidice and Macedonia on the European side of the Bosphorus. In Persepolis, Susa and Hamadan by contrast, Greece would have seemed half a world away; and events in other parts of the empire, like Egypt, Babylonia and Bactria for example, equally or rather more pressing.

Darius was succeeded by his son, Xerxes (Khashayarsha). The set-piece of Xerxes’s reign in the historical record was the great expedition to punish Athens and her allies for their support of the Ionian revolt, but at least as important for Xerxes himself would have been his successful reassertion of authority in Egypt and Babylon, where he crushed a rebellion and destroyed the temple of Marduk that Cyrus had restored. Xerxes is believed (on the authority of Herodotus) to have taken as many as two million men with him to attack Athens in 480 BCE. His troops wiped out the rearguard of Spartans and others at Thermopylae (when Xerxes asked them to surrender, demanding that they lay down their weapons, the Spartans replied ‘come and get them’), killing the Spartan king Leonidas there in a protracted struggle that left many of the Persian troops dead. Xerxes’s men then took Athens, his hardy soldiers scaling the Acropolis from the rear and burning it, but his fleet was defeated at Salamis, leaving his armies overextended and vulnerable. He withdrew to Sardis, his base in Asia Minor, and his forces suffered further, final defeats the following year at Plataea and Mycale (479 BC). Among other effects of the Persian defeat was the loss of influence on Macedon and Thrace on the European side of the Bosphorus, permitting the subsequent rise of Macedon.

Xerxes’s son Artaxerxes (Artakhshathra) succeeded him in 465 BCE, and reigned until 424 BCE. The building work at Persepolis continued through the reigns of both, and it was under these two kings that many of the Jews of Babylonia returned to Jerusalem, under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah. The latter was Artaxerxes’ court cupbearer in Susa, and both returned eventually to the Persian court after their efforts to rebuild Jerusalem. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah give a different picture of the Persian monarchy to contrast with the less flattering image in the Greek accounts.

The wars that continued between the Persians and the Greeks ended at least for a time with the peace of Callias in 449 BCE, but thereafter the Persians supported Sparta against Athens in the terribly destructive Peloponnesian wars, which exhausted the older Greek city-states and prepared the way for the hegemony of Macedon. At the death of Artaxerxes palace intrigues caused the deaths by murder of several kings or pretenders in succession. In the reign of Artaxerxes II (404-359 BCE) there were further wars with the Greeks, and a sustained Egyptian revolt that kept that satrapy independent until Persian rule was restored under Artaxerxes III in 343 BCE. Palace intrigue and murder had already claimed the lives of several of the Achaemenid kings, but a particularly lethal round of events orchestrated by the vizier or chief minister Bagoas caused the deaths of both Artaxerxes III and his son Arses, bringing Darius III to the throne in 336 BCE.

The Iranians must have changed their way of life considerably over the two centuries between the reigns of Cyrus and Darius III. One indicator of social change (as is often the case) was the constitution of their armies. At the time of Xerxes’ invasion of Greece and before, large numbers of Medes and Persians fought on foot, but by the time of Darius III the armies were dominated by large numbers of horsemen and the previous Assyrian-style big units of spear-and-bow armed infantry (and shield-bearers—sparabara) seem to have disappeared (though there were Greek mercenary infantry, and Persian infantry called Cardaces who may have been young men in training for the cavalry). The impression is that the wealth of empire had enabled the Iranian military classes to distribute themselves across the empire and supply themselves with horses, changing the nature of Persian warfare (though there seems also to have been a deliberate policy of military garrisoning and military colonies, notably in Asia Minor). According to Herodotus, Cyrus had warned that if the Persians descended to live in the rich lands of the plain (he probably had Babylonia particularly in mind) they would become soft and incapable of defending their empire. It is too neat to suggest that this is precisely what happened—it may be somewhat the contrary, that by the time of Darius III taxes had risen too high and the Iranians, having had their expectations raised, had become impoverished and demoralised. But whatever their exact nature, fundamental changes had taken place, and Iran had already moved closer to the social and military patterns of the later Parthian and Sassanid empires.

Macedonia—Strange Fruit

Who were the Macedonians? Some have speculated that they were not really Greeks, but more closely related to the Thracians, or descended from some other Balkan people influenced by the arrival of Indo-European Greeks. They had at the very least come under heavy Greek influence by the time of Philip and Alexander—but even at that late stage the Macedonians themselves made a strong distinction between themselves and the Greek hangers-on who accompanied Alexander’s eastern adventure. In the fifth century BCE, Macedonians were normally, like other non-Greeks, excluded from the Olympic games. But at the same time the Persians seem to have referred to them as ‘Greeks with hats’, and Herodotus too seems to have accepted them as of Greek origin, albeit Greeks of what one might call the farthest shore. Like the Medes and Persians in the time of Cyrus, and many other militant peoples from mountainous or marginal areas, they had a strong sense of their collective superiority, but they also sustained many private feuds among themselves and were notoriously difficult to manage. Their identity probably concealed a variety of origins and influences.

Few stories from the classical world are better known than that of Philip of Macedon and his son Alexander. But often the importance of the father to the success of the son is neglected in favour of the latter’s more dramatic victories. Philip was born in around 380 BCE, became king of Macedon in 359 BCE, and immediately set about the expansion of his kingdom. One essential contribution to the success of Macedon was his training-up of a new, tightly-drilled infantry corps, equipped with a longer spear or pike than was normal in Greece at the time, who in favourable conditions usually swept aside or rolled over conventionally-armed infantry. Having established himself as the prime (if not wholly dominant) power in northern Greece and Thrace, Philip defeated the alliance of Athens and Thebes at the battle of Chaeronea in 338 BCE, and set up the League of Corinth, which established Macedonian hegemony and effectively ended the independence of the Greek city-states. The only exception was Sparta. When Philip demanded their submission, saying that if he came to Sparta he would wreck their farms, kill the people and destroy their city, the Spartans replied: ‘If ’. He and his son left the Spartans alone—perhaps not least for the sake of the legend of Thermopylae.

[image: image]

Fig. 3. Alexander (left) attacks the troops of Darius (centre right) at the battle of Issus—the second of a series of defeats that overturned the Achaemenid Empire.

Philip had other plans in any case—plans to invade the Persian empire. His preparations were quite open, and were justified in pan-Hellenic terms by reference to the Persian desecration of Athenian temples in the invasion of 480 BCE. But before he could put them into effect, he was murdered, in 336 BCE. The circumstances of the murder are murky and were disputed at the time—some have suggested that Alexander and his mother Olympias were involved, but it is possible that the Persians instigated the killing.

Alexander continued where his father had left off. He consolidated his authority in Greece, quickly crushing a rebellion in Thebes, and then crossed into Asia Minor in 334 BCE. He defeated a Persian army at the Granicus river (near the Dardanelles), conquered the towns of the Ionian coast, including the Persian regional base at Sardis, and then marched east. The following year he defeated Darius himself at the battle of Issus (on the Mediterranean coast near the modern border between Syria and Turkey), leading the decisive attack personally at the head of his Companion cavalry (hetairoi). Alexander then marched south, taking the coastal cities, conquering Egypt and founding Alexandria. Moving east again, in 331 BCE Alexander defeated Darius in a third battle, at Gaugamela, near Mosul and Irbil in what is now Iraqi Kurdistan. Darius left the battlefield and was killed some time after by Bessus, the satrap of Bactria.

This is not the place to consider Alexander’s conduct of war in any detail, but Alexander’s military brilliance illustrates something that may appear at first counter-intuitive: the feminine nature of military genius at the highest level. Successful high command has little or nothing to do with masculine attributes: brute force, bravado, machismo, arrogance—little even to do with courage—except insofar as it may be necessary from time to time to advertise these to inspire the troops. Rather it has to do with what one might regard as more feminine characteristics—sensitivity, subtlety, intuition, timing, an indirect approach, an ability quietly to assess strength and weakness (based perhaps on an intuitive grasp for the opponent’s likely behaviour as much as factual information), to avoid the strength, to baffle it, flow around it, absorb its force and strike unexpectedly at the weak spot at precisely the right moment. Military history shows again and again that predictable male behaviour, manifest in frontal attacks and reliance on strength alone, is at best a liability and at worst catastrophically wasteful at the command level. The maximum effectiveness of military force is achieved only by the more subtle methods associated with what one might call a feminine approach. Without making any crass connection to his bisexuality (which has its own very particular cultural context), or any wider points about the virtue or otherwise of his personality, Alexander’s conduct of warfare exemplifies this well.

Alexander continued on to Babylon, Susa and finally Persepolis, which he burned to destruction in 330 BCE after some weeks and months of celebrations. One story says that a courtesan accompanying the army, Thaïs, persuaded Alexander to destroy the palaces while he was drunk, in revenge for the burning of the Athenian Acropolis by Xerxes, and threw in the first torch herself. But it is likely that the destruction was a deliberate political act, to show that the Achaemenid dynasty was over for good. Notwithstanding the destruction of Persepolis, Alexander had been presenting himself at least since Gaugamela not so much as the revenger of Greece but as the successor to the Achaemenians.20 The previous Persian satraps of Babylon and Susa had been confirmed in their posts. From now on he appears to have followed a deliberate Persianising policy, encouraging his troops to marry local women and settling them in colonies. He himself married several Persian princesses, including Statira, the daughter of Darius III, and later Roxana (whose name is cognate with the modern Persian word roshan, meaning ‘light’), daughter of Oxyartes of Bactria. Alexander continued with his campaigns, into the furthest reaches of the former Empire, wiping out all resistance, and then beyond, into India and what is now the Punjab. But his troops grew increasingly weary of the never-ending wars, and disaffected with his perceived pro-Persian policy.

Alexander died in Babylon in 323 BCE, probably of natural causes, after a session of heavy drinking. The succession to his empire was left unclear, and the result was a lengthy series of wars between his generals to divide up his conquests, in which the murderous unruliness of the Macedonians emerged with full force. In these wars Alexander’s secretary Eumenes of Cardia for a time had some success in reunifying the centrifugal elements in support of Alexander’s young son, born to Roxana after his death. But the other generals and soldiers disliked Eumenes because he was a Greek and a scholar, and in 316 BCE he was betrayed and killed. Roxana and Alexander’s son were murdered in 310 or 309 BCE.

Despite his early death, Alexander’s aim, to bring Greek influence into Persia, Persian influence into Greece, and to create a blend of eastern and western civilisations, was realised to a startling extent. But ultimately it failed. Persia was ruled by the descendants of Seleucus, one of Alexander’s generals, for more than a century, and Greek influence persisted after that. They were kings that ruled more in a Persian than a Greek style, and this was arguably the case for the Ptolemies who ruled in Egypt also. When Rome rose to dominate the entire Mediterranean basin, the Roman empire was divided between the Greek east and the Latin west, but still the style of the Greek east showed the influence of the vanished Achaemenid empire, and in turn influenced Romans with imperial ambitions from Pompey to Elagabalus.

Although the Iranians submitted to foreign rule, not for the last time in their history, Greek influence was ultimately passing and superficial despite the presence in the land of colonies of Greek ex-soldiers, and some penetration of Greek culture. The Mazdaean religion persisted and consolidated, and seems to have served as a focus for hostility to the Greeks and to the memory of Alexander.

It is generally recognised that the historical accounts we have of Alexander and his life are partial, written mainly by authors who were writing at second hand, and somewhat in awe of their subject. They are all western accounts, and although there is an eastern tradition of Alexander (Iskander) as a warrior-hero, the Zoroastrian tradition about him is very negative, suggesting a different side to the story. There is little in the western sources about measures Alexander took to establish or consolidate his rule, but the Zoroastrian record says that he killed many Magi, priests and teachers; and that the sacred flames in many fire-temples were extinguished. This may simply reflect the incidental killing and destruction around the plundering by the Macedonian soldiery of the gold and silver of the temples. But it is likely that the Magian priests, proprietors as they were of the religion that underpinned the Achaemenian state and therefore the most likely centre for any continued resistance or revolt, would have been a target for repression in any case. Whatever exactly happened, it is unlikely that the Iranians cooperated as submissively in Alexander’s pacification policies as the western historians later suggested. In later Zoroastrian writings Alexander is the only human to share with Ahriman the title guzastag—meaning ‘accursed’.21
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