
Our current world assumes that 
culturally distinct states with 
unique national histories 
determine the units in the 
international system. 

Yet our ideas of  “national 
history” fit poorly the complex 
reality of Iran and Persian 
history.

Maybe our model is wrong...



Linguistic diversity 
within modern Iran

Persian related language groups in the 
region



News to me.



Greater Persia ?



Historic bias against nomadic/tribal culture?



Physical Diversity 
as well



Salt Desert - Dasht e Lut 



Mount Demavand, north of Tehran



Namal Forest, Elborz Mountains



Golestan Province, Elburz Mountains



Narin Castle, Yazd. Aechemenid Era



The Azadi 
Tower, (1971)  
commemorating 
2500 years of the 
Iranian nation 



Inside and on the top of the Azadi Tower



(of course the real one is in the British Museum)

And in the Azadi Museum – The Cyrus Cylinder









The world preceding Cyrus: the Elamites interacted 
with Mesopotamia, but developed separately. (The 
Persian scholars  would not like the map on the left, 
more of a Western biblical map)

Elamites



Elamite Ziggurat of Chogha Zanbil (Susa) c. 1250 bce





Chogha Zanbil now 
and then (?)



645-635 BCE. Typical 
Assyrian  Inscription: 

"The city of Hamanu, a 
royal city of the land 
of Elam, I besieged, I 
conquered, its booty I 
carried off."



"Susa, the great holy city, abode of their gods, seat of 
their mysteries, I conquered. I entered its palaces, I 
opened their treasuries where silver and gold, goods 
and wealth were amassed. . . .I destroyed 
the ziggurat of Susa. I smashed its shining copper 
horns. I reduced the temples of Elam to naught; their 
gods and goddesses I scattered to the winds. The 
tombs of their ancient and recent kings I devastated, I 
exposed to the sun, and I carried away their bones 
toward the land of Ashur. I devastated the provinces 
of Elam and, on their lands, I sowed salt.“

— Ashurbanipal (of Assyria) 647bce

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ziggurat


Of course, the 
Elamites not the only 
city punished by 
destruction…The 
Assyrians also 
destroyed Jerusalem

• 722 bce 1st Some 
Israelite tribes in Assyria

• 586 bce destruction of 
Jerusalem, forced 
deportations to Babylon

Tissot, the Flight of the Prisoners, 1901?





Assyrian reliefs



Illustration based on scene from life of Cyrus in Herodotus

Long fascination with Cyrus’ 
challenge – he appears in the 
Jewish scriptures, the Greek 
historians, 19th c. Art…





Apart from building a massive 
empire, also known for:

• Administrative system of Satraps (like viceroys)

• Multicultural empires – but also spread of “Persian cultural 
realm”

• Peaceful conquest of Babylon and imperial tolerance (?)

• Liberation of the Jews, contribution to the 2nd Temple

•  Imported Artisans for construction, engineering

Cyrus a popular subject of 19th c. 
European Artists



The Faravahar (above) found in various versions 
from Egypt through Assyrian world, denoting 
divine Kingship. 
The image at left, associated with Cyrus, shows 
influence of Egyptian and Assyrian elements.



It seemed much 
about Cyrus might 
have been 
hyperbole, but  
then in 1879  the 
Cylinder Unearthed 
and translated

(Publicity from 2014 
exhibit in India)



Transcription 
of Cyrus 
Cylinder 

 (pretty 
different in 
tone from 
predecessors - 
no talk of 
sowing with 
salt here...)



Behistun Inscription of Darius-The Rosetta Stone of Cuneiform



Translation of texts 
succeeded in 1840s.

A world of military 
adventurers, 
missionaries, gentlemen 
archaeologists from the 
West appearing in Persia



Cyrus almost a cult 
figure in the West. a 
preIslamic Christ-like 
figure.

D.W. Griffith featured 
Cyrus’ liberation of 
the Israelite captives 
of Babylon in the 
1916 film, 
Intolerance. 
https://www.youtube
.com/watch?v=AgQpI-
jpJao
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After Cyrus, the Achemenid’s most known for Darius’ 
ceremonial city of Persepolis



Persepolis, 3d 
recreation tour  
https://www.youtu
be.com/watch?v=N
hboQlZ-18c

4 minute tour of 
Persepolis  
https://www.youtube
.com/watch?v=s7VPO
uV3WV8
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Persepolis 
Relief



Aechemenid arm aand that has 
lost its inlay, from the Oxus 
Treasure collection, British 
Museum. 

We can get just a glimpse of the 
glories of Persepolis now.



Cyrus Keeps appearing 
in the most unlikely 
contexts, like this 2019 
article in The Iranian. 
(Diaspora online 
magazine) 
https://iranian.com/2019/04/16/trum
p-cyrus-the-great/
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Even Ahmadinejad praises Cyrus!



Iran celebration at Cyrus Tomb, 2015 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-8QwyWHGFU

120 years ago 
Cyrus hardly 
figured in the 
national memory, 
but today he is 
seen as the 
“Father of Persia”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-8QwyWHGFU


Things to read on Cyrus’ era: 

2016 article on the role of Cyrus in Modern Iran 
https://thediplomat.com/2016/02/discovering-cyrus-the-greats-secrets-in-modern-iran/

Article on Women in the Aechemenid Empire: 
https://www.ancient.eu/article/1492/women-in-ancient-persia/#:~:text=Cyrus%20estab
lished%20the%20Persian%20paradigm,of%20women%20of%20every%20class.

2019 article in The Iranian on what Trump could learn from Cyrus. (Diaspora online 
magazine) https://iranian.com/2019/04/16/trump-cyrus-the-great/
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Iran Beyond the Revolution - Weekly Topics

Week 1. Cyrus and the creation of a Persian “Founding Father”
Week 2: Zoroastrianism, Judaism in and after Persia, and Alexander the Great
Week 3. Ferdowsi’s Shahnemeh and the Sassanids
Week 4. The Persianizing of Islam
Week 5. The Persianizing of the Turkic Invasions
Week 6. The Persianizing of India
Week 7. The Qajar Dynasty
Week 8. The Pahlavi’s and the creation of Iranian “National” History


