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Achaemenians, the Persian Gulf and the Persian Navy
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Abstract

The ancient people of southwestern Iran, including the Elamites and then the Persians, have
long realized the importance of road and sea communication and transportation between the
East (Indian subcontinent) and the West (Southern Mesopotamia, the Arabian Peninsula, and
the Levant) and benefited a lot from trade along this route. But the Persian Gulf, which was
Iran’s largest maritime border and area and was the ancient route of such communication,
had a special place in the political, military, economic and ideological landscape of the Ach-
aemenid Kingdom - the most important and largest kingdom emerging from the southwest
of Iran; Because controlling it and passing through it leads to the conquest of distant and un-
known lands, which brought ideological prestige as well as rich human and material resources
to Persian conquerors. The mention of some people living on the shores of the Persian Gulf in
the royal inscriptions and Persepolis fortification tablets as well as the writings of Greek his-
torians and geographers show that they were not unknown and unaffected people in the fate
of the Achaemenid Kingdom, and as the cultural materials found on the shores and islands
of this bay reveal, there have been stable and extensive interactions between them and the
central government of Persia. The creation and construction of royal-administrative centers
in the hinterlands of the Persian Gulf, such as Tamukkan/Tadce (present-day Borazjan region),
shows the precise and calculated planning of the first Achaemenids to take advantage of the
strategic position of the Persian Gulf and its special capabilities to dominate the farthest east
and west of the world. This was provided by a powerful navy that made the conquest of Athens
and Memphis possible in the farthest western borders and had revealed what seas and deserts
the “Persian spear” had crossed to establish solidarity, harmony, order and welfare (pax Ach-
aemenidica) in the whole world.
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Introduction

The Kingdom of Persia, which emerged
as an independent and powerful in
southwestern Iran in the 7" century BCE
under the Achaemenid rule, played a
significant role in the extensive commu-
nication and exchange networks previ-
ously developed by the Elamite kingdom.
This kingdom connected various regions,
including Mesopotamia, the Arabian
Peninsula, and the Indian subcontinent.
The achievement of this extensive ex-
change system was e remarkable in terms
of wealth and prosperity of the Elamite
city-states and the kingdom of Persis. The
Persian Gulf held a key position in this
communication system.

This article intends to examine the
significance of the Persian Gulf in Ach-
aemenid policies and the relationship
between its inhabitants and the central
government. It will also explore the Ach-
aemenid measures to establish domi-
nance over the Persian Gulf, the forma-
tion of a powerful navy, and signs of the
political and cultural presence or influ-
ence of the Achaemenid Empire on the
shores and islands of the Persian Gulf.

Discussion

Although there is little information re-
garding the military and commercial ac-
tivities of Iranians in the Persian Gulf re-
gion during the time of Cyrus the Great,
the Persian Gulf held a significant place
within the ideological framework of early
Achaemenid kings (Teispids).

Cyrus the Great’s initiative, followed
by his successors, to establish a royal-ad-
ministrative complex in the city of Ta-
mukkan along the shores of the Persian

Gulf may reflect the forward-thinking at-
tention of the early Persian kings toward
this maritime area and the strategic posi-
tion they envisioned for it in their polit-
ical, military, economic, and ideological
strategies and the unknown land beyond
it, including ambitions for influence over
Africa and the Indian subcontinent.
Tamukkan is referred to four Baby-
lonian texts related to the era of Cyrus,
which mention about sending groups of
workers and some supplies from Bab-
ylonia to this city, apparently for con-
struction purposes. Greek sources also
mention Ta6ce (= Tamukkan) and agree
that this city was located off the coast of
the Persian Gulf, accessible by ships and
serving as a royal-administrative center.
Furthermore, information from Arrian
and Strabo (citing Nearchus) regarding
the location of this center is likely relat-
ed to a cluster of early Achaemenid col-
umned sites in the Dashtestan region,
with the city of Borazjan being its center.
The most famous early Achaemenid
sites attributed to Cyrus, identified in the
Borazjan plain during the 1970s and 2000s
and believed to correspond with ancient
Tamukkan/Tadce, include: the Charkhab
Palace south of Borazjan; the Sang-e siyah
Palace approximately 12 kilometers north
of Borazjan; and the Bardak-e Siyah Palace
northwest of Borazjan. Ismail Yaghmaei, a
pioneering excavator of archeological sites
in this region, notes that in his first season
of excavations in Dashtestan, he discov-
ered clear signs of more than twenty Ach-
aemenid palaces and halls, most of which,
are now either completely destroyed or
left with remnants. These structures do
not appear to have been mere residences



"\

SINUS PERSICUS | u“}'{'r‘ﬁfu"r’?“

but were likely part of a permanent ad-
ministrative center.

The manpower, supplies, and signifi-
cant amounts of silver sent from various
corners of the Achaemenid Empire to Ta-
mukkan, along with the exceptional den-
sity and richness of early Achaemenid
remains in the Borazjan region, testify
to the fact that early Achaemenids paid
special attention to developing coastal
areas of the Persian Gulf and establish-
ing a large administrative and support
center in this region. This was essential
for advancing and comprehensively con-
trolling military, political, and economic
activities directed toward the Persian
Gulf, its coasts and islands, and even be-
yond.

Cambyses, who aimed to conquer
Egypt across the seas and deserts, was ap-
parently the first Achaemenid king to es-
tablish a royal Persian navy to achieve his
goal, utilizing ships built in royal work-
shops and employing rowers and sailors
from obedient coastal peoples. Thus, he
became the “Lord of the Seas.”

The Achaemenid navy reached a high-
er status and greater capabilities during
the reign of Darius the Great. According
to Herodotus, Darius dispatched sever-
al naval expeditions to various locations
during his reign. Beyond the military, po-
litical, and economic objectives of these
maritime explorations, there was also an
ideological aspiration behind these ac-
tions: identifying routes to expand their
kingdom beyond the known world, where
the seas served as boundaries, and ulti-
mately establishing order and coherence
within those realms. Darius and Xerxes,
based on the ancient archetype of the

conquering hero (drawing on models such
as Gilgamesh, Sargon of Akkad, and even
Jamshid who expanded his territory with
royal insignia), needed to transcend the
conventional borders of the known world
that shaped their realm (the expanse be-
tween the upper and lower seas) by dig-
ging canals (e.g. from the Red Sea to the
Nile), bridging (e.g. in the Bosporus Strait
over the Black Sea and in the Dardanelles
over the Aegean Sea), and even sending
exploratory naval groups (to India and Af-
rica). They would conquer the maritime
borders of the world (The maritime area
of the Persian Gulf -Indian Ocean- Red
Sea on one side and those of the Black
Sea -Marmara-Aegean-Mediterranean on
the other) and triumphantly step onto un-
known lands beyond them (such as India,
Africa, the land of the Scythians north of
the Black Sea, Central Asia, and the Attic
Peninsula).

Darius opened a new maritime route
by completing a canal linking the Red
Sea to the Nile, facilitating military move-
ments and maritime trade exchanges.

It is likely that since the time of Dari-
us, the Persian Gulf has been referred to
as “the Persian Sea.” However, as far as
we know, it was Hecataeus of Miletus,
a Greek geographer, who first used the
term “Persian Sea” in a written source
around 500 BCE.

During Xerxes’ reign and his cam-
paign against Greece (480/479 BCE), the
royal navy consisted of ships manned by
sailors from Phoenicia, Palestine, Cyprus,
Cilicia, Egypt, lonia, Pamphylia, Doria,
Lycia, Hellespont, and Caria.

It seems that during the Achaemenid
period, the coasts and islands of the Persian
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Gulf were part of the fourteenth satrapy
of the Achaemenid Empire. According to
Herodotus, this satrapy included the Sagar-
tians, Sarangians, Thamanaians, Outians,
Mpykians, and inhabitants of the islands in
the Erythraean Sea (Persian Gulf), who col-
lectively paid 600 talents in tribute. While
the first four groups lived in Iranian territo-
ry, the Mykians (OP: Maka) were residents
of Oman. The traditional notion that
these mentioned place in Achaemenid
texts were located in Makran in southeast-
ern Iran and southwestern Pakistan lacks
convincing evidence.

Although no names of Iranian islands
in the Persian Gulf are mentioned in the
existing Achaemenid texts (royal inscrip-
tions and Persepolis Fortification Tab-
lets), Arrian cites several of them based
on Nearchus’s naval expedition account
(325 BCE), which likely correspond to
the islands of Qeshm, Kish, Hormuz,
Hengam, Greater Tunb, Hindurabi, Farur,
and Lavan. Herodotus also recounts that
tribes from these islands participated as
part of the Achaemenid army during Xe-
rxes’ campaign against Greece.

The effects of the political and cultur-
al dominance of the Achaemenid Empire
have also been discovered and identified
in the islands and coastal regions of Ara-
bian shores of the Persian Gulf, such as
the artifacts found at the Tell Khazneh
site on Failaka Island in Kuwait.

It seems that the Oman Peninsula
(Elamite: Makkas) in the southern Per-
sian Gulf was a very important territory
in the political, military, and economic
landscape of the Achaemenids. Oman
is mentioned several times in the Perse-
polis Fortification Tablets and in Achae-
menid royal inscriptions.

Bahrain has long been a significant
center in the Persian Gulf. This island
played a crucial role in trade between
Babylon, the Oman Peninsula, and the
Indian subcontinent, serving as a ware-
house for exported and imported goods
as well as a marketplace. The magnificent
palace built with stone in the main area
of the Qala’at al-Bahrain (IVc—d periods)
is believed to be contemporaneous with
and related to the Achaemenids.

Conclusion

Cyrus the Great, by referring to and re-
lying on his ideology of kingship and
pragmatic strategies, took calculated and
forward-looking initial steps to exploit
the military, political, and economic ca-
pabilities of the Persian Gulf and to de-
velop them by establishing bases along
its coasts and hinterlands. Cambyses, re-
lying on the resources and preparations
made, established the royal Persian navy,
which enabled him to extend his territo-
ry’s borders to North Africa and conquer
new lands beyond known plains and seas
through its overwhelming power. Finally,
Darius sought to connect his vast empire,
which stretched from Sind to the Nile,
through a systematic road network and
maritime routes that served both mili-
tary and commercial purposes, creating
what could be termed “the Proto-global-
ized world.” Furthermore, through their
diplomacy and peace-promoting policies
(pax Achaemenidica), the Achaemenid
Empire created a favorable environment,
under which, cultural and scientific ex-
changes flourished through the Persian
Gulf between Babylonia and India, fos-
tering connections and closeness be-
tween these two regions.
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