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THE PERSIAN IDEA OF KINGSHIP
ur most important internal source of information about
the Persian Empire is a group of inscriptions commissioned by several kings. The most extensive and informative
of these is the inscription that Darius had carved into a cliff
face at Behistun (Beh-HISS-toon), high above the road leading from Mesopotamia to northwest Iran through a pass in
the Zagros mountain range. It is written in three versions—
Old Persian, the language of the ruling people (quite possibly being put into written form for the first time); Elamite,
the language native to the ancient kingdom lying between
southern Mesopotamia and the Persian homeland and used
in Persia for local administrative documents; and Akkadian,
the language of Babylonia, widely used for administrative
purposes throughout western Asia. The multilingual inscription accompanied a monumental relief representing Darius
looming over a line of bound prisoners, the leaders of the
many forces he had to defeat in order to secure the throne
after the death of Cambyses in 522 B.C.E.
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I am Darius, the great king, king of kings, the king of
Persia, the king of countries, the son of Hystaspes, the
grandson of Arsames, the Achaemenid . . . from antiquity
we have been noble; from antiquity has our dynasty
been royal . . .
King Darius says: By the grace of Ahuramazda am I
king; Ahuramazda has granted me the kingdom.
King Darius says: These are the countries which are
subject unto me, and by the grace of Ahuramazda I
became king of them: Persia, Elam, Babylonia, Assyria,
Arabia, Egypt, the countries by the Sea, Lydia, the
Greeks, Media, Armenia, Cappadocia, Parthia, Drangiana,
Aria, Chorasmia, Bactria, Sogdiana, Gandara, Scythia,
Sattagydia, Arachosia and Maka; twenty-three lands in
all.
King Darius says: These are the countries which are
subject to me; by the grace of Ahuramazda they became
subject to me; they brought tribute unto me. Whatsoever commands have been laid on them by me, by night
or by day, have been performed by them.

King Darius says: Within these lands, whosoever was a
friend, him have I surely protected; whosoever was hostile, him have I utterly destroyed. By the grace of Ahuramazda these lands have conformed to my decrees; as it
was commanded unto them by me, so was it done.
King Darius says: Ahuramazda has granted unto me
this empire. Ahuramazda brought me help, until I gained
this empire; by the grace of Ahuramazda do I hold this
empire.
King Darius says: The following is what was done by
me after I became king.
lengthy description of the many battles Darius and his
supporters fought against a series of other claimants to
power follows.
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King Darius says: This is what I have done. By the
grace of Ahuramazda have I always acted. After I became king, I fought nineteen battles in a single year and
by the grace of Ahuramazda I overthrew nine kings and I
made them captive . . .
King Darius says: As to these provinces which
revolted, lies made them revolt, so that they deceived
the people. Then Ahuramazda delivered them into my
hand; and I did unto them according to my will.
King Darius says: You who shall be king hereafter,
protect yourself vigorously from lies; punish the liars
well, if thus you shall think, ‘May my country be
secure!’ . . .
King Darius says: On this account Ahuramazda
brought me help, and all the other gods, all that there
are, because I was not wicked, nor was I a liar, nor was I
a tyrant, neither I nor any of my family. I have ruled
according to righteousness. Neither to the weak nor to
the powerful did I do wrong. Whosoever helped my house,
him I favored; he who was hostile, him I destroyed . . .
King Darius says: By the grace of Ahuramazda this is
the inscription which I have made. Besides, it was in
Aryan script, and it was composed on clay tablets and on

parchment. Besides, a sculptured figure of myself I made.
Besides, I made my lineage. And it was inscribed and was
read off before me. Afterwards this inscription I sent off
everywhere among the provinces. The people unitedly
worked upon it.
his is an extremely important historical document. For all
practical purposes, it is the only version we have of the
circumstances by which Darius, who was not a member of
the family of Cyrus, took over the Persian throne and established a new dynasty. The account of these events given by
the Greek historian Herodotus, for all its additional (and often suspect) detail, is clearly based, however indirectly, on
Darius’ own account. While scholars have doubted the
truthfulness of Darius’s claims, the inscription is a resounding example of how the victors often get to impose their version of events on the historical record.
The Behistun inscription is certainly propaganda, but that
does not mean that it lacks value. To be effective, propaganda
must be predicated on the moral values, political principles, and
religious beliefs that are familiar and acceptable in a society,
and thus it can provide us with a window on those views. The
Behistun inscription also allows us to glimpse something of
the personality of Darius and how he wished to be perceived.
Another document, found at Persepolis, the magnificent
ceremonial center built by Darius and his son Xerxes, expands on the qualities of an exemplary ruler. While it purports to be the words of Xerxes, it is almost an exact copy of
an inscription of Darius from nearby Naqsh-i Rustam, where
Darius and subsequent kings were buried in monumental
tombs carved into the sheer cliff. This shows the continuity
of concepts through several reigns.
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A great god is Ahuramazda, who created this excellent
thing which is seen, who created happiness for man, who
set wisdom and capability down upon King Xerxes.
Proclaims Xerxes the King: By the will of Ahuramazda I
am of such a sort, I am a friend of the right, of wrong I
am not a friend. It is not my wish that the weak should
have harm done him by the strong, nor is it my wish that
the strong should have harm done him by the weak.
The right, that is my desire. To the man who is a follower of the lie I am no friend. I am not hot-tempered.
Whatever befalls me in battle, I hold firmly. I am ruling
firmly my own will.
The man who is cooperative, according to his cooperation thus I reward him. Who does harm, him according
to the harm I punish. It is not my wish that a man should
do harm; nor indeed is it my wish that if he does harm
he should not be punished.
What a man says against a man, that does not persuade me, until I hear the sworn statements of both.

What a man does or performs, according to his ability, by that I become satisfied with him, and it is much to
my desire, and I am well pleased, and I give much to
loyal men.
Of such a sort are my understanding and my judgment: if what has been done by me you see or hear of,
both in the palace and in the expeditionary camp, this is
my capability over will and understanding.
This indeed my capability: that my body is strong. As
a fighter of battles I am a good fighter of battles. When
ever with my judgment in a place I determine whether I
behold or do not behold an enemy, both with understanding and with judgment, then I think prior to panic,
when I see an enemy as when I do not see one.
I am skilled both in hands and in feet. A horseman, I
am a good horseman. A bowman, I am a good bowman,
both on foot and on horseback. A spearman, I am a good
spearman, both on foot and on horseback.
These skills that Ahuramazada set down upon me, and
which I am strong enough to bear, by the will of Ahuramazda, what was done by me, with these skills I did,
which Ahuramazda set down upon me.
May Ahuramazda protect me and what was done
by me.
QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How does Darius justify his assumption of power in the
Behistun inscription? What is his relationship to Ahuramazda, the Zoroastrian god, and what role does divinity
play in human affairs?
2. How does Darius conceptualize his empire (look at a
map and follow the order in which he lists the
provinces), and what are the expectations and obligations that he places on his subjects? What does his
characterization of his opponents as “Lie-followers” tell
us about his view of human nature?
3. Looking at the document of Xerxes from Persepolis,
what qualities (physical, mental, and moral) are desirable in a ruler? What is the Persian concept of justice?
4. To what audiences are Darius and Xerxes directing their
messages, and in what media are they being disseminated? Given that Darius himself is, in all likelihood,
illiterate, and that so are most of his subjects, what is
the effect of the often repeated phrase: “Darius the
King says”?
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