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The purpose of this article is (o examine once more the question of whether or not
any memory of the Achaemenids had been preserved in the carly Sasanian period.!
The Middle Persian treatise Karnamag T Artaxstr 1 Papakan (History of Ardasir son of
Papak? is a linle composition dating from the sixth-century and containing
romantic accounts of the rise of ArdaSir, birth and growth of $apiir I and the carly
days of Hormazd 1. That the extant work is taken from an older account is evident
from the opening sentence: “The following is witten in the Karmamag of Ardasir
son of Pipak."} The introduction 1o the work informs us that “afier the death of
Alexander the Roman, there ruled in [what had been] the Empire of Iranians
(Eransadr) 240 Petty Kings (Kadag X*adayany™ of whom the Arsacids ruling over
“Ispahiin, Pars and the neighboring regions™ were the most prominent.’ The story
then recounts the rise of Ardadir whose father Sisin descended from Diri son of
Dird, the vanquished opponent of Alexander. As the rightful inheritor of the ancient
Persian: Kings, ArdaSir sirove to restore their throne and empire. When translating this
romance in 1878, Theodor Noldeke commenied on the designation “Alexander the
Roman” as follows:6

I have no doubt that the Iranians had not kept any memory of their own from
Alexander. All lranian accounts of him (in Tabarl, Etychius, Firdausi and so on)
are derived from the Greek (Alexander] Romance (Pseudo-Callisthencs) ... it is
decisive that Alexander in Pahlavi [literature] is likewise always has the epithet
“the Roman™. Therefore, the name [of Alexander] had become known (o the
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Iranians only after the Romans - not the Greeks or Macedonians - came to be their
political and religious opponents. The Zoroastrian priests had then transferred
their hatred for the Romans - and perhaps also their hatred for Christianity - to the
person of Alexander and had made him the destroyer of their scripture.

In the same year N&ldeke published his exceedingly scholarly annotated
translation of the portion of Tabari’s history which covers the Sasanians and their
Arab contemporaries.” That account begins with the tracing of the ancestry of
Ardadir to Dara son of Dard son of Bahman son of Spandyar son of Gostasp, the
Kayanid patron of Zoroaster. According to Tabari, ArdaSir:

"

Rose up in Persis p to seek ge for the blood of Dard, son of Dara
grandson of Spandydr, whom Alexander fought and whom two of his own
chamberlains dered. As he explained, Arda3ir wanted to restore the kingship to
the legitimate family, and put it back exactly as it had been during the time of his
forefathers who had lived before the Petty Kings, and to bring the empire back under
one head and one king again.3

Here once more Noldeke voiced the opinion that “as is well-known”, the Iranian
traditional history had no recollection of the Achaemenid history save for the
name of the two Daras, i.e., Darius, and what it recounts of the last Dara and of
Alexander is merely taken from the Greek Alexander Romance. Néldeke further
argued that since the Easterners considered the Seleucids and Arsacids as Petty
Kings installed by Alexander to deprive the Iranians of unity, Ardasir was now
pretending to bring back the unity and organization of the ancient empire which
Alexander had destroyed.?

Nbldeke’s unrivalled mastery of the Iranian history and tradition was such that his
opinion became canonized and vastly influenced later literature. 10 Tt received
evident support when Ndldeke himself proved that the Greek version of the Pseudo-
Callisthenes Alexander-Romance had been translated into Middle Persian in the last
decades of the Sasanian period.!! The Middle Persian version has not survived but a
Syriac recension of it made in the same century has.12 It does indeed seem to be the
source of a good deal of Iranian traditions on Dara and Alexander. 13

Now, Noldeke was a first class historian, well-familiar with Iranian and Sasanian-
based sources and equally at home with classical scholarship. He knew the testimonies of
three classical sources - two of them contemporaries of Ardair - which paralleled that of
Tabari. He must also have been familiar with yet another piece of analogous evidence,
the statement in the Letter of Tansar.'4 Yet he chose to ignore them, regarding them as
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later or unfounded. Subsequent scholars took notice, and found the paralielism too
1ling. Here are the testimonies Herodian y of LXXX 4.2):

[Ardair] boasted that he would win back everything that the ancient Persians had
once held, as far as the Grecian Sea, claiming that all this was his rightful inheritance
from his forefathers.

It must be emphasized that Dio’s account has reached us only in a summary made
by a near contemporary, Xiphilinus. The more detailed statements are found in
Herodian. He gives the content of a report on Ardasie’s rise sent by the govemors of
Syria and Mesopotamia to the emperor Severus Alexander as follows (V12.2):

[Ardasi] believing that the entire maintand facing Europe contained by the Acgean
Sea and the Propontis Gulf (the whole of what is called Asia) belonged to him by
ancestral  right, he was intending to recover it for the Persian empire. He alleged that
from  the rule of Cyrus, who first made the Median empire subject to the Persians, up
1o Darius, the Last of the Persian kings, whose kingdom Alexander of Macedon had
destroyed, the whole country as far as lonia und Caria, had been under the

government of Persian satraps, So it was his right to restore and reunite the whole
empire as it had once been.

Herodian also attributes the following utterances to the Persian envoy (V14.5):

The Romans and their ruler must abandon Syria and the whole of Asia opposite
Europe, allowing Persian rule to extend a5 faras lonia and Caria and the peoples
contained within the Agean-Pontus seaboard. For these were the traditional
possessions of Persians.

Zonaras (XI1 15) also speaks of Arda8ir's threat “to recover all territories that
belonged to the Persians from their ancestors”. But this seems to be derived from Dio
and Herodian and, therefore, of no independent value. That the memory of the
Achaemenids was lingering on is also evidenced by the letter of $apir Il to the
emperor Constantius (Ammianus MarceHinus XV 5.3-10):
| Shapur, King of Kings, partner with the Stars, brother of the Sun and Moon, to my
brother Constantius Caesar offer most ample greeting _ Since therefore the consideration
of truth ought to be free and untrammelled, and it befits those in high station to speak as
they feel, I shall state my proposal in brief terms, recalling that what | am about to say |
have often repeated. That my forefathers' empire reached as far as the river Strymon
and the boundaries of Maccdonia even your own ancient records bear witess; these
lands it is fitting that I should demand, since (and may what I say not scem arrogant) |
surpass the kings of old in magnificence and array of conspicuous virtues.
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Another contemporary of $apir, the well-informed historian and orator Libanits, also cites
SEpﬁr’s threat that he would prepare for war against the Romans more adequately
than “his forefathers Darius and Xerxes had” in their campaign against the Greeks
(Orations 59.65).

Quite independently of these we have the testimony of the Letter of Tansar,'5 a New
Persian translation of a Sasanian treatise on statesmanship originally composed in the
time of Ardadir himself!6 and much amplified and embellished in the sixtk-century,!7
gives the following testimony regarding the endeavors of Ardagir: 18

So today the King of kings has cast the shadow of his majesty over ell who have
acknowledged his pre-eminence and service and have sent him tribute, and has
protected their borders from attack by his own men. Thereafter he shall dsvote all his
thoughts to waging war on the Romans and pursue his quarrel against the people; and
he will not rest till he has avenged Dérd from the Alexandrites (1d kfna-yi Dara na-
khwahad as Iskandaridn), and has replenished his coffers and the treasury of state,
and has restored by the capture of descendants of his soldiers the cities which
Alexander laid waste in Iran. And he will impose on them tribute such zs they have
ever paid our kings for the land of Egypt and Syria ...1?

These testimonies seemed decisive. In the meantime, numismatists and art historians
saw clear evidence of Ardadir’s familiarity with Achaemenid art, I istory and
organization. The picture of Ardadir, his brother Sapiir and their father Papak were
discovered engraved on the wall of the Harem of Xerxes in Persepolis, indicating the
close connection they felt with that monument. Persepolitan sculptural and architectural
pattems were discovered in the monuments of Ardair at Firiizabad or those of his son
Sapdr 1 in BRapir.2® When the trilingual inscription of Sapiir I on the walls of the
Achaemenid tower wrongly known as the Ka‘bah of Zoroaster was uncovered in the
1930s, remarkable thematic and ideological similarities between it and thz trilingual
inscription of Darius the Great at Behistun were revealed 2! The Pahlavi inscription of
Sapar Sakaniah, a brother of Sapiir II, on the north wall of the south portico of Darius’
palace in Persepolis in which the prince prayed for the souls of the departed ancestors
who had built “this Sad-sitin” further confirmed the idea that the early Sasanians did
remember their Achaemenid forebears.2? Finally, the letter of Sapir If to Censtantinus
was taken as evidence of the knowledge of “ancient records”. It gradually seemed
logical to consider the claim somewhat seriously?? and regard the Sasanians as “the
Heirs of the Achaemenids.”24

Then in 1971 there appeared an article by Ehsan Yarshater entitled: “Were the
Sasanians Heirs to the Achaemenids?” A fter a thorough investigation of the available
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evidence Yarshater came to the conclusion that the answer must be negative. If there
were  heirs to the Achaemenids, they were the Arsacids. His reasonings were so well
documented and persuasive that the article became a classic, and its ideas widely
accepted? and-as one might expect- taken to the extreme by enthusiastic
adherents26 and misused by others not active in Sasanian studies.27 Let us see his
arguments:

1. That the Sasanians had not retained a memory of the Achaemenids is shown
by the fact that their tradition knows nothing of Achaemenid history, not even the
name of the founder of the dynasty Cyrus.28 Instead, it attributes “their monuments
to Jamshid, Rustam, Soloman and others."29

2. Achaemenid traditions (names such as Bagdat, Artax3tar, Daryiv/Darius
and motifs such as fire altars, winged-man) were preserved in Persis “long after
the conquest of Alexander”; but “there is no evidence that these elements Jasted
long enough to be transmitted to the Sasanian period, except in a small
measure,”30

3. “The myths and legends of western and southern Iran” (e.g., the birth and rise
of Cyrus and the horse oracle on the accession of Darius) “also disappears from
memory”. If similarities are formed between those legends and the stories of Zal and
Kay Khosrow and Darab, they are “due 1o the recurrence of a pattern rather than the
preservation of western traditions,”3!

4. The legends of the Kayanids and Pesdadian kings had spread into western
Iran already during the Achacmenid period. These were blended with the memory
of the last days of the Persian empire and resulted in the inclusion of the names
Ardasic and Dard in the list of the Kayanid kings.?2 Later came the association of
Spandyir and other Kayanids with western Iran, The Sasanian sources had given
the place of the Achaemenid kings (shom they did not know) to the Kayanids,*
Thus when they claimed heritage from the ancient Kings of Iran, they meant from
the Kayanids - not from the Achaemenids. Herodian's mention of Cyrus and
Darius as the ancestors claimed by Ardasir is a mere Grecization: Ardasir (and
later Sapar IT) would have referred to their royal ancestry, meaning l|.w Kn.yanid
Kings, but Roman officials “amplified the references by pedantically mmm?g at
least the name of Cyrus.”34 Similarly, Herodian's assertion that ArdaSir .cla:‘lv’ed
heritage from “Cyrus the king who first made the Median me‘" PeCn s 4
Roman fabrication, it “could hardly be attributed to the Persians of the Sasanian

i n3s g
'"“?.s'm Jews and Syriac scholars did preserve the memory of the Achacmenids and
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even of Medes. But there is no evidence that the Sasanian scholars would have
wished to use alien sources in their national history. Unlike them, however, Muslim
scholars did.36

6. The Arsacids had already made claims to the heritage of ancient Persian kings.
They had already shown Iranian “nationalism” against Roman aggression. They had
already been good Zoroastrians. Close examination of the sources shows that
Arda¥ir was merely continuing the imperial policy of the Parthians. There was no
question of a revolutionary trying to “restore” ancient Persian empire. It was a
Persian prince trying to dethrone the Arsacids and rule as the successor to the
Kayanid kings.37

The more one ponders on Yarshater’s reasonings the more convinced one
becomes of their soundness. His case is not strengthened by the speculations38 that
Herodian must have followed Dio and embellished his account so that we have
merely one Roman testimony, that the Letter of Tansar is late, that Ammianus has
fabricated - or altered - the letter of Sapir IIl. Nor does the argument3? that the
Jewish and Syrian authors knew of Cyrus and other Achaemenids and hailed
Khosrow Il as “a new Cyrus™¥0 weakens Yarshater’s case. Not only did he know of
these parallel traditions within the Sasanian realm, he also anticipated the argument:
these non-Iranian traditions have left no trace in Sasanian historiography.4! Thus,
Yarshater’s arguments stand.

Yet there are indications that the early Sasanians did know of the Achaemenid history.
These indications are as follows:

1. Mani called Ardadir I Dara-Ardadir.¥2 Now, we know that all of the
Achaemenids since Xerxes bore the names Darius or Ardasir.43 The adoption of the
double name must have been a conscious attempt at linking the Persian prince with
the House of the Achaemenids.*! That the name of Cyrus was not used is not
decisive. Even during the Achaemenid period no king adopted it again.43

2. Ardasir portrayed himself on the wall of the Harem of Xerxes and on the rock
of Nagsh-i Rustam, not far from the monument of Darius and his tomb. He also
adopted as the symbol of his authority a throne (depicted on the reverse of his coin)
which copies the Achaemenid throne as known from Persepolis and the sculptured
representation on the royal Achaemenid tombs.46

3. Some of Ardalir’s statements so closely recall the wordings of the inscriptions of
Darius that it is impossible to assume mere coincidence, or to allege “oral
traditions” - a device employed to absurdity in some recent studies of the Iranian
ideologies and the Sah-ndma. Thus we may compare a claim quoted from TabarT
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(above) with one of Darius the Great at Behistun.We put them side by side:

Darius:¥7

The kingdom which had been taken
away from our family, that [ putin
its place; 1 reestablished it on its
foundation ... As before, so [ brought
back what had been taken away.

Darius: 4

bestowed the kingdom upon me;
Ahuramazda bore me aid until | got
possession of this kingdom: by the

Ardasir:

Ardatir wanted fo restore the
Kingship to the legitimate family,
and put it back exactly as it had
been during the
forefathers.

time of his

And on the question of God selecting the rightful King:

Ardasic 49

God has conferred upon me the
crown I am wearing, and He is the
one, too, who has made me King
over the lands Ihave scized and

67

favor of Ahuramazda [ hold this
Kingdom.

has borne me aid in vanquishing
Kings and rulers.
Mas'iidi quotes™” a picce of ArdaSir's inaugural speech which outlines his beliefs and aims:

Know ye that we shall strive to dispense justice, promote good deeds, preserve fine
memorials, prosper fands, show affection to people, maintain what is good in the
country and regain what has been taken from it Rest assured, therefore, that my
Justice will affect both the mighty and the weak...

These words recall those of Darius the Great carved on his tomb at Nags-i Rustam

(DNb. 5-15):3!

Proclaims Darius, the king: By the favour of Auramazdd 1 am such a kind that I am
friendly to right, (but) I am not friendly to wrong. (It is) not my desire that the weak
one might be treated wrongly for the strong one's sake, (and) that (is) not my desire
that the strong one might be treated wrongly for the weak one's sake.

What (is) right, that (is) my desire. To the man following Falsehood I am not
friendly. I am not hot-tempered. Whatever occurs to me in a quarrel, | firmly hold
back in my thinking; [ am firmly in control of myself.

Oral transmission of ideas alone is insufficient to account for such similarities, but

the existence of Aramaic versions of the Achacmenid documents would explain them.
Just as certain similurities between the statements of Darius the Great and those of
Kanishka the Great have led to the belief that the Kushans might have used Aramaic
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translations of Old Persian documents,52 so can we argue (particularly in the light of
what will be said below, under 4) that in Persis Aramaic documents could have been
preserved and understood by scribes serving Persis kings and early Sasanians.

4. At the court of the early Sasanians, Greek was understood to the extent that royal
inscriptions were composed trilingually: in Middle Persian, Parthian and Greek. Recent
studies have demonstrated that the Neo-Babylonian cuneiform was also understood and
copied well into the second century A.D.,53 and that even in the third century A.D.
there were still scholars who could understand “Chaldean” and write it in Greek
alphabet.>¥ Hence, Achaemenid documents in Aramaic or “Graeco-Babylonian”
could have been available to the secretaries of Ardasir [ and Sapir 1.

5. The silence of the Iranian “National History” compiled in the sixth-seventh
centuries cannot be used as evidence for the ignorance of the early Sasanians of the
Achaemenid history. For the same authorities who compiled the “National History”
did not know Arda3ir’s grandfather, had no knowledge of Kartir and his activities,
or of Narse’s conflict with the supporter’s of Bahrim Sakan3ah, and had very little
knowledge of the wars of Sapiir I with the Romans all of which they could read in
Pahlavi inscriptions and even see on the Nagsh-i Rustam and Pauikuli monuments.
When they neglected such available sources how can we expect them to remember
Cyrus and Darius, Persepolis and Ecbatana? On the other hand, Ardasir’s imitation
on his coins of the throne of Darius, his claims attested in Greek and Iranian
sources, and his depiction of himself, his father and brother on the wall of the
Harem of Xerxes at Persepolis, and Sapiir I's copying (in the KZ inscription) of the
format and thematic style of the Behistun inscription of Darius the Great, $apur 1I's
claim to the Achaemenid territory (Ammianus Marcellinus 17.5, 5), and his boasting
according to Libanius that he would prepare for war against the Romans more
adequately than “his forefathers Darius and Xerxes had” in their campaigns against

Greeks, all suggest that the early Sasanians had a fair knowledge of their Achaemenid
predecessors and had not yet mixed them up with the Kayanids.

6. On his investiture rock-reliefs, Ardasir represented himself as the agent of God:
Ahuramazda selected him and bestowed the kingship on him so that, in the words of
Dénkard: “His Majesty (9y bay) Arda¥ir King of Kings son of Papak rose up for the
restoration of the Iranian kingship (baz arastarih Eran-xwadath).”55 This “selection”
was in fact long awaited. During the Achaemenid period, people had come to believe
in a world history covering four empires: The Assyrian, the Mede, the Babylonian and
the Persian, and their conviction was that the Persian empire would last forever.
Alexander’s conquest dashed this belief, and it then became a fervent hope of the
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Iranians to “resurrect” the Persian empire. When the Romans succ.eeded the
Macedonians, the Iranians predicted that soon “a Greek King” \\oulld Sy an:;
reestablish the rulership of “Asia” (“Asia” was a synonym of the Persian empire).”
The early third century A.D. saw the peak of such prophecies, z?nd Ardasir took
advantage of that to represent himself as the restorer of Iranian kingship. '

The foregoing discussion leads to one direction only: we must reconcile
Yarshater's sound reasonings with the contradictory evidence adduced here. He is
absolutely correct as far as the later Sasanian chroniclers are concemed, but it can
no longer be denied that the early Sasanians did have some memory of the
Achaemenids. This memory was lost with the rise of the “State Religion” under
Sapar 11 in the following way. In the fourth century A.D. Zoroastrianism and Iranian

ignty were th when Christianity became the official religion of the

Roman empire. Now Roman Caesars were looked upon as the guardians of
Christians everywhere, and Iranian Christians began siding with the enemy against
their own sovereign.57 Sapir I1 reacted*® by promoting Zoroastrianism to the “State
Religion”$%. Henceforth the mobads were the partners of the crown. To this clergy,
the history of the past was what had been immortalized in the Yasts of the Avesra,
namely, the legends of PEididian and Kayin kings, the last of whom was Kay
Vistasp, patron of Zoroaster. It became necessary for the scholar priests to create a
link between Kay Vistasp and Ardair | of the Sasanian house, Ardasir's claim to
the heritage of Dara and ArdaSir (see above) furnished the evidence, and Kay
Vistisp was made the predecessor of an Ardair (-Bahman) who was the father of
Déra the Elder. This Dari was then made the father both of Dari whom Alexander
vanquished as well as of Sasin, the remote ancestor of Ardasir I. Thus Ardasir [ had
“risen up in Firs to avenge the blood of his paternal cousin Dard.”

As I have shown elsewhere, it was during the fourth and fifth centuries that the
process of compiling the national history into a coherent account began:

Indeed from the fourth century, old names such as Za T, Kawid, Jimdsp, Kits and
Xusrau, began to be used by members of the Sasanian family. This and the fact that the
ancient  royal title Kavi (KL or KD/) appears on coins in addition to the usual Sasanian
honorifics (e.g. KDI YZDKRT! MLKAN MLKA = Kai Yazdigard Sahangah)o!, both
point (o the currency or revival of the old stories.

By the time of Xusrau And$ravdn the history of ancient Iran was definitely
compiled in a coherent form and kept in the treasury as a national document.

This work, cntitled X*addy-namag “Book of Kings” was supplemented with
account of later periods under Khosrow I1 and Yazdigard 111, and became the main
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source of all early Islamic histories on ancient Iran.62 It was in this “National
History™ that there was no place for the Achaemen ids.
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