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The Mesopotamian Heritage of

Achaemenian Kingship

In a few pages I cannot take up many of
the items I should and would discuss
today, but, if my interpretation of what

all of us expect from the present seminar is
correct, I want to present you in brief with
the main problems of  Irano-Mesopotamian
relationships in order to focus the core of
the subject, in particular, with the hope of
outlining at least some perspectives for fu-
ture research.

As Gherardo Gnoli underlined in a basic
and seminal article published in 1974 (“Po-
litica religiosa e concezione della regalità
sotto gli Achemenidi,” appeared in Gurara-
jamañjarika, Studi in onore di G. Tucci,
Napoli, pp. 23-88 and republished in a
French version translated by J. Duchesne-
Guillemin, “Politique religieuse et concep-
tion de la royauté sous les Achéménides,”
in Commémoration Cyrus, Acta Iranica 2,
Téhéran - Liège 1974, pp. 117-90), a tradi-
tional approach to the Achaemenian King-
ship (but more generally to the Old Persian
and Iranian heritage and cultural history)
has mainly stressed and investigated its so-
called Indo-Iranian or Indo-European back-
ground. Acknowledgement of the Mesopo-
tamian influence on Iranian civilisation did
not prevent scholars such as, for instance,
Geo Widengren,1 who certainly had no
aversions to investigations into Semitic
studies, from a hyper-evaluation of the
risky method of the “Tripartite Ideology” in
the analysis of Iranian culture and history;

consequently we can note in the strictly
Indo-European approach shared by many
scholars a strong limitation in the under-
standing of the cultural interconnections
and mutual influences which distinguished
the seminal history of the Persian oÑkou-
mönh. One of the most striking examples,
which can be shown here as a sort of para-
digmatic case of a restricted Indo-European
approach, is given by the frequent interpre-
tation of the Old Persian divine triad rep-
resented by A(h)uramazda, Anahita and Mi-
thra. The grouping of these three divinities,
mentioned together in the Achaemenid in-
scription only from the time of Artaxerxes
II, 404-359 BC, (and later in the inscriptions
of Artaxerxes III), where Mithra and Ana-
hita are mentioned besides A(h)uramazda,
has frequently been explained as another
testimony to the supposed Indo-Iranian and
Indo-Europaean tripartite ideology; A(h)ura-
mazda as an expression of the priestly func-
tion, Mithra of the warrior function and
Anahita (warlike goddess of fecundity)
with her multifunctional values. But with-
out denying the old background of this di-
vine group and the clear parallels with the
Vedic world (in particular with Mithra and
Sarasvati, while the direct comparison be-
tween Ahura Mazda and Varun. a is more
problematic), we have, on the contrary, a
great number of elements which testify to
the impact on these Achaemenid divinities
of the models and functions played by gods

1 Cf. the objections of Gnoli (1974: 25-26) to some points of the article of G. Widengren, 1959: 244-55.
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like Marduk, Šamaš and by the goddess
Ištar/Nana. For instance, and in only a few
words, because it is not useful to repeat here
all the arguments already collected by
Gnoli (1974: 31ff) but noted by some other
scholars, pairs of gods like Enlil-Ininna
(Ninlil), Aššur-Ninlil (Ištar) and Marduk-
Zarpanitu were closely connected with the
royalty in Mesopotamia. As the Mesopota-
mian kings used to attribute their royal
power and investiture to the supreme god,
Aššur or Marduk, and to the highest god-
dess, Ninlil, Zarpanitu or Ištar, the Iranian
kings in the Achaemenid period, and again
in the Sasanian, used to derive the origin
and source of their own power from Ahura
Mazda (Pahl. Ohrmazd) and Anahita (Pahl.
Anahid). The increasing importance as-
sumed by the goddess Anahita in Achae-
menid Iran deserves the closest attention,
which will be instructive. 

The special consideration given to her in
the official inscriptions of Artaxerxes II is
confirmed by a report of Berossos (FGRH
680 F11), preserved through a quotation of
Clement of Alexandria, who stated in his
Protrepticon, 5. 3:

met¶ poll¶j möntoi ¤steron peri“douj ôtÓn

¢nqrwpoieid¡ ¢g£lmata söbein aŸto›j

Bªrwssoj ôn trÖtV CaldaékÓn parÖsthsi,

to‡to 'Artaxörxou to‡ DareÖou to‡ '/Wcou

eÑshghsamönou, ”j prÓtoj t¡j 'AfrodÖthj

'Anaètidoj to\  •galma ¢nastªsaj ôn Ba-

bulÓni kaà So⁄soij kaà 'Ekbat£noij Pör-

saij kaà B£ktroij kaà DamaskÓƒ  kaà

S£rdesin ÿpödeixe söbein (see Clemen,
1920a: 67).

Berossos shows, however, in the third vol-
ume of his work on Chaldea, that after a long
period of time they (i.e. the Persians) began
to adore anthropomorphic statues, this prac-
tice having been introduced by Artaxerxes
the son of Darius and grandson of Ochus,2

who was the first to set up statues of
Aphrodite Anaitis, which he did at Babylon,
Susa, the two Ecbatanas (in Persia and Bac-
tria),3 Damascus, and Sardis, thus sugges-
ting to those communities the duty of wor-
shipping them (Sherwood Fox - Pemberton,
1928: 72-73).

We have to remember that Herodotus
(Historiae, I, 131), in a very famous chapter
on the Persian religion, expressly noted:

Pörsaj dù oçda n“moisi toioisÖde crewmö-

nouj, ¢g£lmata mùn kaà nho›j kaà bwmo›j

oŸk ôn n“mwƒ  poieumönouj Édr⁄esqai, ¢ll¶

kaà toãsi poie‡si mwrÖhn ôpiförousi, Êj

mùn ômoà doköein, ”ti oŸk ¢nqrwpofuöaj

ôn“misan to›j qeo›j kat£ per oÉ ìEllhnej

eçnai (Clemen, 1920a: 5; see ed. Hude,
1927, vol. I).

I am aware that the Persians observe the
following customs: so far from being in the
habit of setting up statues, temples, and al-
tars, they regard those who do so as fools;
the reason being, in my opinion, that, unlike
the Greeks, they never considered the gods
to be of the same nature as man (Sherwood
Fox - Pemberton, 1928: 3).

In the same chapter Herodotus precisely
stated that part of a series of original Iranian
divinities (Zeus, Sun, Moon, Earth, Fire,
Water, and Winds):

… ôpimemaqªkasi dù kaà tÕ OŸranÖV q⁄ein,

par£ te 'AssurÖwn maq“ntej kaà 'ArabÖwn.

kalöousi dù 'Ass⁄rioi tæn 'AfrodÖthn

M⁄litta, 'Ar£bioi dù 'Alil£t, Pörsai dù

MÖtran (Clemen, 1920a: 5; see ed. Hude,
1927, vol. I).

… They have acquired from the Assyrians
and Arabians the habit of sacrificing also to
Urania. Now the Assyrians call Aphrodite
Mylitta, the Arabians Alilat, and the Per-
sians Mitras4 (Sherwood Fox - Pemberton,
1928: 3).

2 This is clearly a mistake for Mnemon, as noted by
Gray, 1929: 57.
3 See Wikander, 1946: 75-95; Widengren, 1968: 144-45.

4 See Clemen, 1920b: 103-104; Gershevitch, 1967: 24
and in particular 35-36.
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It is obvious that these Greek reports do
not signify that the cult of Mithra and in
particular of Anahita were derived from the
Mesopotamian area, because we know some
Indo-Iranian (and in particular Vedic and
Avestan) traditions on these gods, but that
their cult assumed a political value and
some official aspects which were strongly
infected by syncretistic phenomena. The
custom of worshipping (or in any case the
presence of) anthropomorphic statues of di-
vinities, and in particular of Anahita seems
to be a direct witness of a Mesopotamian
influence, which probably started around
the time of Artaxerxes;5 à propos of which
I do not think, as Briant supposes (1996:
696), that the reference of Dinon (340 BC)6

apud Clement of Alexandria (Protr., 4, 65,
1) to the adoration offered by Medes, Per-
sians and Mages to the ¢g£lmata of Fire
and of Water can be assumed as evidence of
an Iranian habit of worshipping statues al-
ready in the 4th century BC, but it simply
attests to the fact that these peoples con-
sidered the Fire and Water as images of
gods [q⁄ein ôn ÿpaÖqrJ to⁄touj – DÖnwn,
lögei qeÓn ¢g£lmata m“na to\   p‡r kaà

¤dwr nomÖzontaj “Dino says that they (i.e.
Persians, Medes and Mages) sacrifice in the
open air, believing that only Fire and Water
are images of the gods”].7 In any case, in-
fluence of the Mesopotamian iconography
of Ištar on the Persian Anahita is evident in
some seals, rings and tablets.8 The different
temples and sanctuaries of Anahita show
many relationships and cultural and relig-
ious associations, not only with Ištar, but
with Artemis (e.g., Xenophon, Anabasis, I,
6, 7; Strabo, Geography, XI, 8. 4; 14. 16)9

and other female divinities; in particular the
impact of Semitic traditions, not strictly
connected with Ištar (Briant, 1996: 698),
can be assumed in the case of some classical
references, as that of Strabo [Geography,
XI, 16, 532 (chapter 33)] to slaves of both
sexes consecrated to her service in the re-
gion of Acilisene [ôn tÕ 'AkilishnÕ], or to
“virgin daughters of the noblest families
who were given in marriage after they had
prostituted their bodies for a long period in
the precincts of the goddess.” Strabo states
that: “no one disdains to take them to wife”10

[¢natiqöasi d' ônta‡qa do⁄louj kaà

do⁄laj: kaà to‡to mùn oŸ qaumast“n, ¢ll¶

kaà qugatöraj oÉ ôpifanöstatoi to‡ úqnouj

¢niero‡si parqönouj, aåj n“moj ôstà kata-

porneuqeÖsaij pol›n cr“non par¶ tÕ qeÓƒ

met¶ ta‡ta dÖdosqai pro\ j g£mon, oŸk

¢paxio‡ntoj tÕ toia⁄tV sunoikeãn oŸde-

n“j].11

In addition it should be stressed that the
text of the Avestan hymn to Ar!dvi Sura
Anahita “the lofty, mighty, undefiled
(Lady)” (Yašt 5) presents in stanzas 126-
129 a description of the goddess (in particu-
lar of her dress), which seems to be based
on a statue or something similar. This ele-
ment has often been noted12 and, notwith-
standing the differences in dress between
the Iranian goddess and Ištar, it is quite
probable that we have here another witness
of Mesopotamian influence on the Iranian
tradition; we know in fact that Ištar was
specifically dressed for the sacrificial ritual
dedicated to her.13 Without having to accept
such extreme and far-fetched hypotheses as
those suggested by James Hope Moulton
(1913: 114-5, 238-240, 394) and Cornelius

5 See Lommel, 1927: 31; Boyce, 1982: 201-204.
6 See FRrH 690 F28; Clemen, 1920a: 67; 1920b: 86.
7 See also Sherwood Fox - Pemberton, 1928: 72.
8 See Briant, 1996: 264-265; 697.
9 See also Strabo, XV, 3, 14; XVI, 1, 4; Wikander, 1946:
77-78, 83; Widengren, 1968: 202; on the other hand, with
reference to the separate cults of Anahid and Artemis in

Susa and Elymais, cf. Boyce - Grenet, 1991: 37-38,
46-49.
10 See Sherwood Fox - Pemberton, 1928: 35.
11 See Clemen, 1920a: 33.
12 See e.g., Malandra, 1983: 118-119; see also Olmstead,
1948: 471-72.
13 See Leemans, 1952. 
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Petrus Tiele (1903: 255, in note), the former
suggesting that Ar!dvi Sura Anahita was a
Semitic goddess, the latter that by the epi-
thets Ar!dvi Sura the Zoroastrians at-
tempted to translate the Babylonian title
rubat bêlit “exalted lady,” often given to
Ištar,14 we may recall that both the warlike
and fertility functions of Ištar are present in
the Avestan goddess, who, in her turn, poss-
ibly had assumed the characteristics of an
old Iranian divinity (the Heavenly River;
i.e., Ir. *Harahvati)15 but appears also as a
syncretic figure, which perhaps was under
the influence of the Mesopotamian cults.
The image of Anahita in Yt. 5, 128, wearing
“above (the head) a diadem (studded) with
one hundred stars, golden, having eight to-
wers, made like a chariot body, adorned
with ribbons, beautiful (and) well-made,”
(upairi pusaƒ m ban. daiiata ar!duui sura ana-
hita sato.strarhaƒ m zaranaenim ašta.kaož-
daƒ m16 rafa.kairiiaƒ m drafšakauuaitim sri-
raƒ m anu.poifßaitim huk!r!taƒ m), immedi-
ately recalls that of Ištar with her high hat
and the eight-pointed star behind.17 In any
case, as already noted by Malandra (1983:
119), if Ištar rides upon a lion, as a goddess

of war, the Ku$an coins show the goddess
NANA (or NANAIA) on a lion18 or, on the other
hand, dressed as a Greek Artemis,19 with a
bow and quiver. However, if the identifica-
tion of this Nanaia with Anahita in the
Iranian context of the Ku$an culture is pos-
sible, there are some elements which sup-
port more directly the comparison with the
Avestan goddess Aš.i.20 Thus, the icono-
graphy of an “Artemis Huntress with her
head surrounded by a nimbus of long rays,”
as she appears on the coins of Demetrius I
(c. 200-190 BC), could only hypothetically
be connected with that of Anahita, because,
as Boyce and Grenet suggest (1991: 162),
“her rays could just as well be owed to a
development proper to the character of the
Greek goddess herself.” It is necessary,
however, to point out that in any case the
later attested Sasanian denomination of the
planet Venus as Anahid was fixed in the
Achaemenid period and this is another wit-
ness to the same syncretistic process.21 An-
other element which I want to stress is that
the evolution of the Old Persian cult of
Anahita shows a progressively increasing
influence of the Mesopotamian world22 on

14 Cf. Gray, 1929: 58.
15 Av. Haraxvaiti-, which is the name of the “Aracho-
sia”; see also the Vedic river goddess Sarasvati; see in
particular Lommel, 1954: 412-13. Malandra (1983: 120)
suggests a similar situation of cultural syncretism; see
also Benveniste (1929: 27-28, 38-39). In contrast, Ben-
veniste (1929: 62-64) assumed that Av. ar!duui- was the
original name of the goddess.
16 Rightly Boyce - Grenet (1991: 162, n. 42) with ref-
erence to the Av. compound ašta.kaošda- note that the
translation “having eight rays” was suggested ad sensum
by Darmesteter (1892, II: 396 “aux huit rayons,” n. 160),
and uncritically accepted by many scholars. But already
Bartholomae (1904: 216) translated: “achtteilig, achtfach
geteilt,” while Bailey (1979: 63b, s.v. ku$da- “mansion,
palace”), proposed “with eight tiers,” a meaning formally
acceptable and assumed also by Boyce and Grenet. I
wonder if the literal translation “having eight palaces”
refers to the image of seven towers on the crown, which
is closer to the Mesopotamian iconography.
17 Also stanza 85 of Yt. 5 [where Ahura Mazda says:
“Come, descend, O Ar!dvi Sura Anahita, from those stars
to the earth created by Ahura. The brave lords, the mas-

ters of the countries, the sons of the masters of the
countries will sacrifice (or ‘want to sacrifice’) to you”
(aidi pait

é
i.auua.jasa ar!duui sure anahite haca auuat

é
biio

st!r!biio aoi zaƒ m ahuradataƒ m. fßaƒ m yazån. te auruuårho

ahurårho dar′hupataiio pufrårho dar′hupaitinaƒ m); see
Kellens, 1984: 262], deserves closest attention. See also
Benveniste, 1929: 61-62.
18 See Mukherjee, 1969; Rosenfield, 1967: 84, 102.
19 See Rosenfield, 1967: 83-91; Gnoli, 1974: 42; Al-
louche-Le Page, 1956: 112-17, in particular p. 113.
20 See Boyce - Grenet, 1991: 187-88. For a possible
explanation of some similarities between the Avestan
hymn to Anahita and that to Aš.i, see Boyce, 1975: 73;
1982: 203; Rosenfield, 1967: 74-75, 87.
21 It is possible that originally Anahita was, as a celestial
river, associated with the Milky Way according to a fresh
explanation suggested by Witzel 1984: 226 (but cf. Lom-
mel, 1954: 407, n. 6, against the same statement advanced
by Alfred Hillebrandt, 1891: 359 = 1927: 383 = Engl. tr.
1980: 239).
22 I would like to emphasize in particular the Assyrian
role played by Ištar as mother of the King, which has been
analysed by Nissinen (1993: 246), who has emphasised
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Iranian culture. Generally scholars assume
a completely different pattern; the Mesopo-
tamian influence was stronger at the begin-
ning and progressively weaker after the
Achaemenid conquest. My impression is
that this scheme is superficial, and the case
of Anahita attests to an evolution which was
not accepted at the beginning but after a
long period of Irano-Mesopotamian con-
tacts.

Following this brief excursus on Anahita
I want to emphasise that another example of
clear Mesopotamian impact on the royal
ideology and on the related cults of the
Achaemenid society appears in the image of
the symbol of A(h)uramazda, which repro-
duces that of the god Aššur,23 “depicted on
Late Assyrian cylinder seals in the form of
the figure of a king between two outspread
wings in a solar disk, while on the Elamite
cylinder seals the depiction of him was al-
most the same as that of the Achaemenids
later – in an indented crown” (Dandamayev -
Lukonin, 1989: 342).

If, from only these few examples, the
Mesopotamian heritage in Iran appears to
be very significant and an approach which
is too “Indo-European” very blind, I have
unfortunately to note that sometimes also in
Mesopotamian studies parallel forces cause
some damage. I know that the richness of
the Mesopotamian world, the never-ending
discoveries (Ebla, e.g.) prevent some scho-
lars from a useful exchange of information
with colleagues in close fields, such as the
Classical Philologists, the Iranologists, or
the Indologists. In this case I want to stress

one example: the well-known story of En-
kidu not only has many elements in com-
mon with that of the ascetic R. $yasr.n

.ga “(he)
who has the horns of a gazelle” or Ekasr.n

. ga
“the unicorn” in Hindu and Buddhist texts
(see in particular the various versions of the
Mahavastu, attested not only in Sanskrit,
but also in Pali, Prakrit, Tibetan, Chinese),24

but also with some scattered references con-
cerning a white three-legged unicorn ass25

(Pahl. xar i se pay), mentioned in the Aves-
tan literature [(only in Y. 42, 4) as a xara-,
who lives in the middle of the Sea Vouru.
kaš.a] and in the Pahlavi texts like the Indian
and Iranian Bundahišn (ch. XIX = XIV and
passim) and the Menog i Xrad, LXII, 26-27.
Another case is represented, for instance,
by the role played by the Achaemenid Em-
pire in the diversification and diffusion in
India and Greece of many astronomical and
proto-astrological ideas born in Mesopota-
mia, a subject which has been studied by D.
Pingree,26 who has shown, for instance, that
the Atharvaveda list of the nak$atras (the
27/28 lunar mansions) like the calendrical
system attested in the same Vedic collec-
tion was based on Mesopotamian patterns,
such as the first position given to the
Pleiades (MUL.MUL) in the MUL.APIN list.
Among the various influences of the Meso-
potamian world upon the surrounding ci-
vilisations I have tried to analyse the case
of the doctrine of three superposed hea-
vens,27 a tradition which appears in Vedic
India, in the Zoroastrian texts and in some
fragments attributed to the Presocratics
philosophers Anaximander, Metrodoros of

as the basic purpose of this tradition its legitimising
function, and by Parpola (1997: XXVI-XLIV), who, in
contrast, underlines the ontological and mystical mean-
ing of the king as god’s son and chosen one.
23 See also the discussion with additional bibliography
in Root 1979: 169-76, and passim; new considerations in
Dandamayev, 1997: 43, with reference to the possible
Urartian intermediation as assumed by Seidel, 1994: 122.
24 See Della Casa, 1986: 11-24; very useful and import-
ant is the work of M. Restelli, 1992, with a general

bibliography on the subject.
25 See Panaino, “Il mito dell’unicorno nella tradizione
iranica antica,” in 1990b: 3-25.
26 See e.g., Pingree, 1981: 10; 1987a: 614-16.
27 On the subject see Kingsley, 1992: 339-46, in particu-
lar pp. 341-42). A tripartition of the universe and a
tripartite heaven are well attested also in India (Gonda:
1966, passim) and Indo-Iranian connections with Baby-
lonian culture were stressed already by Bousset (1901:
155ff) and Kirfel (1920, pp. 31*-32*). See Panaino, 1995a.
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Chios and Crates. Most interesting is the
direct comparison between Iranian and
Greek sources,28 where, starting from the
lowest level, the peculiar order stars - moon
- sun is attested. À propos we can note that
the tripartition of the heaven is already at-
tested in some Babylonian texts freshly stu-
died by Livingstone (1986: 82-83; 1989: 24,
99), where we find not only three heavens
made of different stones, but that the lowest
sky was that of the stars. It is quite probable
that the Iranians took this subdivision from
the Babylonians, but rearranged it by plac-
ing in the other two heavens the moon and
the sun according to a sort of theological
progression from the less luminous object
to the most splendid and bright according to
the idea of the ascension of the soul from
earth to the Paradise of Ahura Mazda. My
impression is that this concept was simply
known and assumed by certain Greek phi-
losophers, who introduced the spherical and
geometrical model which is absent29 in the
Mesopotamian and Iranian texts. 

I have to note that it is quite difficult to
find knowledge of these problems in the
recent Assyriological literature, as what is
not strictly Assyrian or Babylonian can be
simply dismissed as unimportant. For these
reasons I have greatly appreciated the text
of the letter sent me by Prof. Simo Parpola
about this meeting, because he clearly
stressed the fact that this project was meant
to have a wide range and that it was not to
be restricted to a closed club. What I find
great in the present programme of the State
Archives of Assyria Project of the Univer-

sity of Helsinki is in fact closely related to
the new perspectives it can develop, offer-
ing a basis for a real network, where differ-
ent competencies might finally be har-
monised and more easily shared. This need
is, for instance, very strong in Iranian
studies, where a new trend in scholarly
works fully recognises the importance of
the intercultural relations of the Iranian
area, as is clearly visible, for instance, in
the books of M.A. Dandamayev (Iranians
in Achaemenid Babylonia, Costa Mesa –
New York, 1992),30 V.G. Lukonin (again
with Dandamayev, in their book The culture
and social institutions of ancient Iran,
Cambridge 1989), Josef Wiesehöfer An-
cient Persia, London – New York 1996) and
Pierre Briant (Histoire de l’empire perse,
Paris 1996), and some others. The main risk
to avoid is a sort of hooliganism within our
fields; sometimes I have the impression,
and this impression was very strong when I
was studying Greek and Roman history,
that some scholars identify themselves with
the peoples and civilisations which are the
subject of their own work; thus with the
Nachlaß of the ancient cultures they
become heirs to all the old enemies. In this
way you can have the opportunity to read a
book on the so called “Persian Wars” with-
out a mention of the Iranian sources, or an
edition of Ammianus Marcellinus without
any reference to the original documents of
the Parthians and of the Sasanians (did they
write?). These problems, unfortunately are
frequent between Classicists and Oriental-
ists, at least in some countries, and some-

28 See Burkert: 1963: 104, n. 21; 110-11; West: 1971:
90-91; general bibliography and discussion in Panaino,
1995a: 215-17.
29 In my opinion the existence of astrolabes in the oldest
Mesopotamian tradition, as the knowledge of the circum-
ference of 360 degrees, are not elements sufficient to
attest to the real introduction of a spherical model in the
Akkadian and Babylonian astronomical tablets; this
statement does not imply any negative evaluation with

respect to the Greek world, but simply is a prudent
remark in order to avoid any superposition of different
traditions and ideas. As far as we know, no specific word
for “sphaera” is attested in Akkadian; thus I suggest that
it is better to wait for its appearance, possibly in an
astronomical text, before attributing spherical models to
Mesopotamian astronomy.
30 See also the contribution of Dandamayev, 1988.
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times play their unpleasant role also among
Orientalists. I think that all these difficul-
ties are nonsensical, because an historian
cannot identify himself with the subject of
his studies (if he is not using history for
ideological and political reasons), and that
it is time to accept a historical perspective
in the sense of a “Weltgeschichte” of the
Ancient World, without weak oppositions
between East and West in search of the
highest model of humanity, which in turn
would be identified with Sparta, Rome, At-
hens, Babylon, Assur, Peking, etc. I have to
say that serious Iranology cannot be done
without the continuous help of the Classic-
ists, of the Assyriologists, of the Indolog-
ists, of the Sinologists, and so on.

This does not signify that we do not have
our own field, but that this field does not lay
in a little lake but in an Ocean, where many
waves and storms are present with all the
consequences they can bring with them; for
instance, the recent contribution of Simo
Parpola offered during the Rencontre As-
syriologique Internationale of Venice (July
7-11 1997), and titled The Originality of the
Teachings of Zarathustra in the Light of
Yasna 44, focuses on the possibility that the
construction of an Old Avestan formulary
phrase as “O Lord, what I ask you, answer
me truly” (tat

é
fßa p!r!sa !r!š moi vaoca

ahura) had an Assyrian parallel in the ex-
tispicy formula “O Sun, great lord, what I
ask you, answer me with a true yes” (Šamaš
belu rabû ša ašalluka anna kina apalan-
ni)31; Prof. Parpola suggests as possible a
direct impact of this Assyrian pattern on the
Gaqic one; this is not the place for a syste-
matic analysis of his statement, which I can
share with some nuances and special re-
strictions, but I absolutely agree with Par-
pola on the fact that it is nonsensical to

refuse a priori this comparison because of
the presence of a parallel pattern in the Old
Norse Edda; in other words I believe it is
not methodologically correct to rule out an
Irano-Mesopotamian comparison based on
the prejudice that a far Indo-European par-
allel between two texts separated by about
two thousand years and hundreds and hun-
dreds of kilometres should be preferred to
any direct parallel between a Semitic text of
the first half of the first millennium BC and
an Avestan text more or less of the same age
and from a relatively close area. In fact we
can see some Mesopotamian elements in the
Iranian religious culture and not only in the
Western Iranian area, but also in the Aves-
tan milieu; the statuary description of Ana-
hita cannot be separated by the Avestan
representation of the starry god Tištrya (Si-
rius), who was compared with the star shot
by the best archer of the Arians (Panaino,
1990b), a comparison which is clearly
based on the Mesopotamian representation
of Sirius as an arrow (see Sum. KAK.SI.SÁ;
Akk. šukudu, šiltahu);32 nor can the Iranian
demonology with its monsters and serpents,
as recently noted by Prods Oktor Skjærvø
(1987: 194-95; 1995) also with reference to
the Manichaean mythology,33 be considered
only as an Indo-European heritage. I have
noted in another contribution to be pub-
lished in a Memorial Volume dedicated to
Prof. Ahmad Tafazzoli, that the use attested
among the mediaeval Zoroastrians and the
modern Parsis

of deducing omens through ophiomancy be-
longs to an age-long tradition, probably
going back to the Babylonian milieu, as al-
ready suggested by Gray (1918: 462-464).
Babylonian omen-literature contains in fact
many references to the appearance of snakes

31 See Starr, 1990: XVI.
32 On the Mesopotamian background of the cult of Sirius
(in particular on the representation of the arrow-star) in

Iran see Panaino, 1987a; 1993: 47-59; 1995b.
33 In this case see already Widengren, 1946: 71-73; 93-
95.
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and scorpions, and in particular to the ap-
pearance of snakes in certain months and
days, as it happens in the Parsi Mar Nama
‘The Book of the Snakes,’ a short text (32
couplets), contained in the Persian Revayats
of Dastur Darab Hormazdyar, which can be
compared with a parallel list of omens given
by al-Biruni in his Chronology (tr. Sachau,
1879: 218). In addition, we can quote an-
other Parsi text from the Persian Revayats,
the Borj Nama ‘Book of the Zodiacal Signs’
(in 26 couplets), which shows a possible
Babylonian background34; the present docu-
ment, in fact, stated what the appearance of
the new moon portended in each sign of the
zodiac, as noted by West (1904: 129). Ter-
restrial omens can be connected and com-
bined with celestial omens, as happened in
the Babylonian tradition, where the omens
of the series Šumma alu (terrestrial omens)
were associated with those of the series
Enuma Anu Enlil (celestial omens) in par-
ticular on a monthly basis in the Diaries.
This important aspect of astral and terre-
strial divination exerted a deep influence in
many other traditions; for instance, in
ancient India, as Pingree has clearly shown
in numerous publications. Thus, Gray
(1918: 456-458) quoted two New Persian
masnawis (attested in the Dolgoruki ms. of
St. Petersburg, fol. 57v), the first containing
omens taken from seeing a snake on the
seven week days, the second one omens
taken at the time of the entering or of the
appearance of the moon into the twelve zo-
diacal signs.

This example also attests to the persist-
ence in Iranian culture of Mesopotamian
traditions, which did not disappear under
the Achaemenid power but remained a liv-
ing cultural element of that area. This as-
sumption is again validated, for instance, by
the strong continuity of the ritual of the
“substitute king,” which was still per-
formed for Alexander the Great in Babylon.

In fact, according to Arrian (VII, 17. 1-4)
and Diodorus (XVII, 11.2-3), the Chaldeans
tried to stop the king from entering Baby-
lon, because they saw in the stars bad
omina, and both authors refer to the
presence of a common criminal who was
sitting on the throne of Babylon (Briant,
1996: 746, 882-83); it is clear that this
event, notwithstanding the suspects of
Alexander and the evident incomprehen-
sion of the Greek authors, is connected with
an Assyrian and Babylonian tradition we
know in detail35 and that Arrian’s reference
to “a Persian custom” (kat¶ de tina n“mon
persik“n) was a superposition of different
traditions. On the other hand we cannot
forget that the Babylonian astronomical
schools were respected during the Achae-
menid period and that Mesopotamian astral
sciences strongly developed36 under the
Persians; thus we cannot exclude the possi-
bility that on some occasions the Persian
kings allowed the Babylonian barûs to per-
form such a ritual, and that it was some-
times practiced in Achaemenid Babylonia
despite the fact that we do not have any
direct witness of it; otherwise it would be
unclear why the Babylonian astronomers
had continuously observed the sky37 and
regularly informed the Persian kings about
the results of their observations.

Getting back to our main subject, it was
again Gnoli, in another article (“Babylonian
Influences on Iran,” Encyclopædia Iranica,
vol. III, fascicle 3, London – New York
1988, 334-36), who carefully distinguished
“three periods in the influence of Mesopo-
tamian civilisation on pre-Islamic Iran: (1)
the pre-Achaemenid period: before the con-
quest of Babylon by Cyrus the Great; (2) the

34 See Gray, 1909-10: 340-42 (text and translation);
1918: 464 (ms. Bu, fol. 64).
35 See Parpola, 1983: XXII-XXXII; Reiner, 1995: 8;
Hunger, 1997: 15-17.
36 See Hunger, 1997: 23-42.

37 For instance we have texts of the “Astronomical
Diaries” not only from the reign of Artaxerxes I to that
of Darius III (Sachs - Hunger, 1988: 54-175), but also for
the period of Alexander and the Seleucids to 61 BC

(Sachs - Hunger, 1989; 1996).
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Achaemenid period; before the conquest of
the Persian empire by Alexander the Great;
(3) the Seleucid-Parthian-Sasanian period.”
In this contribution I can briefly deal only
with the second period, leaving aside for
another occasion the first and the third, and,
as the title of my communication indicates,
concentrating my notes on the main prob-
lem of the Mesopotamia heritage of Achae-
menian kingship without entering (or enter-
ing them only for compelling but minimal
references) other subjects such as science,
art, architecture, writing, religion, and so
on, where Mesopotamian influence never
ceased to have an obvious impact on Iranian
culture.

One of the main later (as far as we know)
Assyrian (and perhaps also Egyptian) in-
fluences on the Iranian kingship was rep-
resented by the new institution, founded by
(or at least clearly attested at the time of)
Cyrus II, of the coregency (particularly
studied by H. Frankfort, 1955: 243-44). In
fact it is well known that the Persian king,
after the conquest of Babylon, more pre-
cisely from the month of October 539, was
called, among his other titles (see below),
šar Babili “King of Babylon,” but very soon
the title “King of Babylon” was transferred
to his son Cambyses, who maintained it for
a year, as is clearly shown by some tablets

where we find: “Year 1 of Cambyses, king
of Babylon, son of Cyrus, king of the coun-
tries.”38 This event deserves particular at-
tention, because it shows that with this act
the king designated his successor. In prac-
tice, the coregency represented a sharp
change in the traditional old Persian custom
in which the king was a sort of primus inter
pares, chosen among the members of the
royal clan (perhaps in certain conditions
through a solar omen as in the case of Da-
rius I), and it has been considered (Gnoli,
1974: 62-64) as the culmination of a secular
process of strengthening of the Achaemenid
kingship, by which some traditional ele-
ments of political instability, such as the
lack of the principle of primogeniture,
which might be risky and distabilizing were
eliminated. 

Another specificly Assyrian custom to be
accepted in the Achaemenid royal ceremon-
ial was that of the prosk⁄nhsij, which has
to be connected with the similar laban
appi;39 the introduction of this custom con-
firms the process of the separation of the
King from his fellow “human” nobles as a
sacred person. The direct continuity of
some strictly Assyrian traditions in Achae-
menid Iran is one of the most important
subjects to be investigated40 (and it would
be important to distinguish more precisely,

38 See Briant, 1996: 82.
39 See Hofstetter, 1972: 104-106; Frye, 1972: 102-107;
Gnoli 1974: 25, 63.
40 I would like to point out that during the Tvärminne
Symposium, two scholars, J. Goodnick Westenholz and
G. Lanfranchi, noted that Darius’ formula, in which he
claims to have won in one and the same year 19 battles
(DB IV, 4-6: fatiy darayavauš xšayafiya ima taya adam
akunavam vašna auramazdaha hamahyaya farda pasava
yafa xšayafiya abavam XIX hamaranam akunavam
“Saith Darius the King: ‘This is what I did by the favour
of Ahuramazda in one and the same year after that I
became king. 19 battles I fought’”; see Kent, 1952: 128,
131; Schmitt, 1991: 68), follows and develops an Assyr-
ian pattern. Prof. Lanfranchi has kindly given me the
following information: Naram-Sîn of Akkad (24th cent.
BC) is: “Naram-Sîn, the mighty, king of the four quarters,
victor in nine battles in one year”; (see Frayne, 1993:

112, no. 9, 6-7; cf. no. 10, at p. 113, 13-19; no. 11, at p.
115, 6-8 etc.). Another example is attested in an inscrip-
tion of Samsu-iluna, king of Babylon (and son of Ham-
murabi): “At that time I defeated with weapons, eight
times in the course of one year, the totality of the Land
of Sumer and Akkad which had become hostile against
me” (see Frayne, 1990: 376, no. 3, 39-46). Dandamayev
(1997: 44-46) suggests that a number of “elements of the
Assyrian administration should have been preserved in
former Median provinces of the Assyrian empire even
after the fall of Nineveh,” and mentions in particular the
Persian use of massive deportation, their administrative
system which was very close to the Assyrian one, the
postal service, the strict connection between the king and
the governors of the provinces, the system of feudal land
tenure, etc. On the “gifts” in the Assyrian and Achae-
menid empires see Wiesehöfer, 1996: 63-65, 267.

PANAINO  MESOPOTAMIAN HERITAGE OF ACHAEMENIAN KINGSHIP

43



when possible, what is properly Assyrian
and what Babylonian in Iran); according to
Harmatta (1974) the style of the Babylonian
cylinder of Cyrus is not “Babylonian” at all,
but follows that of the Babylonian inscrip-
tions of Aššurbanapli; in other words it is in
the use of some titles closer to the Assyrian
protocol (see for instance the use of the
titles šàr kiš-šat “king of the universe,”
šarru rabû “great king,” šarru dan-nu
“mighty king,” and šàr kib-ra-ti ir-bi-it-
tim, “king of the four parts of the world”
given to Cyrus; cf. line 20);41 on the other
hand, we have to note, as emphasized by H.
Lewy (1949: 75), that already Nabûna’id
(the only Neo-Babylonian king to do so)
used some typical Assyrian epithets, like
šarru rabû šarru dan-nu šàr kiš-šat, etc. 

If the Persian king was not a god (in fact
he is never defined as baga- “god”42 (in the
sense of “giver”) in the O.P. inscriptions,
while, on the other hand, the Sasanian kings
bear the title of bay “god, divine being”
(which in the Greek texts was translated as
qe“j)],43 he was chosen by A(h)uramazda
from among the other nobles [DNa 31-34:
auramazda yafa avaina imam bumim yau-

datim pasavadim mana frabara mam
xšayafiyam akunauš “A(h)uramazda when
he saw this earth in commotion, thereafter
bestowed it upon me, made me king” (cf.
Kent, 1952: 137, 138)], his kingship came
directly from god (auramazda xšaçam
mana frabara “A(h)uramazda gave the
kingdom to me”), the god A(h)uramazda,
“the greatest of the gods” (mafišta baga-
nam), protects the king and his clan [DPh
9-10: mam auramazda patuv utamaiy vifam
“Me may A(h)uramazda protect, and my
royal house” (Kent, 1952: 136-137)], gives
help [DPd 13: mana auramazda upastam
baratuv “May A(h)uramazda bear me aid”
(Kent, 1952: 136)] and averts [DPd 13-24]44

the enemy armies (haina-), famine (duši-
yara-) and revolt (drauga-, lit. “lie”); thus
the king does everything according to the
wish of A(h)uramazda [DSf 20-22: taya
adam akunavam vašna auramazdaha aku-
navam “What I did, all by the favour of AM
I did”; (see Kent, 1952: 142, 144)]. Be-
tween A(h)uramazda and the King there is
a special union: DSk. 3-5 fatiy darayavauš
XŠ mana AM AMha adam AMm ayadaiy
AMmay upastam baratuv “Saith Darius the

41 See Weissbach, 1911: 4-5; Eilers, 1971: 162, 165 =
1974: 30, 33; Lecoq, 1997: 185; Wiesehöfer, 1996: 44-
45, 258; see also Berger, 1974; Rollinger, 1993: 20-26.
It is important to point out that the adoption of some
Assyrian patterns by the priests of Marduk (Harmatta,
1974: 38-43; see also von Soden, 1989: 285-92) has been
related to their hostility towards Nabûna’id, but it is
impossible to exclude a priori that Assyrian formulas
were already known by the Medes and then, through this
intermediation, by the Persians (see Lecoq, 1997: 76-77);
in addition, we cannot avoid quoting the opposite conclu-
sions of Julius Lewy (1944-45: 488), who assumed that:
“in basing his religious policy upon Harrânian and Assyr-
ian traditions concerning šarrum-kên, the ‘kings of the
totality,’ the ‘Era of the Moon-god’ and the like, Naboni-
dus rejected Babylonian doctrines”; Hildergard Lewy
(1949: 68), however, has suggested that the Babylonian
opposition against Nabûna’id was very conservative “be-
cause some of the religious ideas propagated by him were
considered alien and, more particularly, Aramaean.” On
the other hand I would like to stress that the Persians had
direct contacts with Assyrians: in fact, as Dandamayev
(1997: 43) notes, “Ca. 642 B.C. Cyrus I, the ruler of a
group of Persian tribes, sent to Niniveh as a hostage his

eldest son Arukku with gifts and for some time recog-
nized the sovereignty of Assyria.” I would like to thank
my colleague Prof. Gianni Lanfranchi, who kindly re-
minds me that šarru rabû, “great king” marks the higher
rank of the king than the “other (simply local) kings”
(possibly the equivalent of O.P. xšayafiya vazarka; see
Harmatta, 1974: 32), and šarru dan-nu, “mighty king,”
which is a generic title but derives from the Sumerian
tradition; in addition Cyrus is also king of Babylon (šàr
DIN.TIR

ki = šar babili) and “King of Sumer and Akkad”
(šàr KUR šu-me-ri u ak-ka-di-i) which refers to his lord-
ship over Southern Mesopotamia as original place of the
civilisation. For all these titles see Seux, 1967, passim;
see also Cameron, 1955: 82; Liverani, 1981; Seidl, 1994:
114; Dandamayev, 1997: 44. It is necessary, in addition,
to note briefly that the cult of the Moon in later Babylo-
nian times can have had a certain impact on the Iranian
tradition (see J. Lewy, 1945-46: 425-33; 1962; H. Lewy,
1949: 72ff; Panaino, 1995b: 72-73, n. 57a with additional
bibliography).
42 See Wiesehöfer, 1996: 30.
43 See Bartholomae, 1920: 6-10.
44 See Panaino, 1987b; 1993b.
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King: A(h)uramazda is mine; I am A(h)ura-
mazda’s. I worshipped A(h)uramazda; may
A(h)uramazda bear me aid” (Kent, 1952:
145); DPd 9-11: vašna auramazdaha man-
aca darayavahauš xšayafiyahya “by the fa-
vour of A(h)uramazda and of me, Darius the
King” (Kent, 1952: 136-137); DB IV 46:
vašna auramazdaha utamaiy “by the favour
of A(h)uramazda and of me” (Kent, 1952:
129, 131; but see Schmitt, 1991: 70). These
and some other O.P. expressions show the
strict personal relation which binds the God
and the King. Another aspect of the Meso-
potamian impact on the royal traditions in
Ancient Iran is visible in the ritual for the
New Year,45 for which the monumental
complex of Persepolis was built. Some
scholars suggest that the Babylonian ritual
of the akitu of Nisanu was transferred into
the Iranian festival of the Nawroz;46 we can
simply mention the well known fact that the
Old Persian calendar was based on Mesopo-
tamian patterns.47 Another problem to be

more systematically investigated following
the first considerations advanced by Cassin
(1968: 79, n. 93; 81, n. 101) and Gnoli
(1974: 74-75, n. 317) is the possible link
between the idea represented by the Iranian
(and mostly Avestan) xvar!nah and the
Babylonian melammu (cf. Sum. ME.LÁM).48

These data attest to the deep influence of
Mesopotamian culture on the Achaemenid
kingship, but this is only a small part of a
wider problem because the mutual relations
are many and attested in different aspects
from the intellectual and religious world to
common life. In addition, we have to recall
the special role of the Persian Empire,
which not only was open to these influen-
ces, but which in turn favoured the diffu-
sion from East to West and vice versa of
ideas and traditions; this apparent “scram-
ble” has to be underlined, because it will be
seminal for the diffusion of parallel pat-
terns, which only interdisciplinary research
could bring into focus.
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