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  Introduction 

  Iran represents a cultural  massif  that, while never isolated from its neighbors, demands 
attention in its own right. Th e country’s history and monuments have been objects of 
wonder throughout the ages, exuding an aura that can be as diffi  cult to explain to the 
uninitiated as it is palpable to all who have fallen under their spell. Western students of 
Iranian history and archaeology are apt to trace the origins of this strong attachment 
to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when many European travelers, merchants, 
clerics, and diplomats journeyed to Iran, visited Persepolis, and published etchings and 
descriptions of the site and its monuments that fi red the imaginations of thousands of 
readers (Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1989). Yet it would be na ï ve to think that this fascina-
tion with Iran’s antiquity was a construct of European antiquarianism stretching back 
in time to Herodotus. Long before any European set foot in the ruins of Persepolis or 
gazed in wonder at the rock reliefs and tombs of Naqsh-e Rustam, Sasanian, Buyid, and 
Timurid princes, as well as more than one provincial governor of Fars, had left  visible 
signs of their visits to and regard for Persepolis. Moreover, nineteenth-century accounts 
of European visitors to Iran are replete with anecdotes showing an awareness by tribes-
men, government offi  cials, and other subjects of the Qajar Empire of the antiquity of 
many of the monuments that dotted the landscape, long before their documentation 
and study by Western archaeologists and historians. 

 Th is volume aims to expose readers to some of the diversity and complexity of the 
cultural, archaeological, and linguistic record of pre-Islamic Iran. Whereas the  Oxford 
handbook of Iranian history  (2012) is very explicitly aimed at presenting readers with 
concise overviews of major periods in Iranian history, the present  Handbook  seeks to 
complement narrative history with a diff erent set of studies. Th ese commence (Part I) 
with chapters dedicated to the history of archaeological research in Iran (Mousavi); its 
ancient climate and environment (Jones); and its early occupation during the Pleistocene 
(Conard, Ghasidian, and Heydari-Guran) and early Holocene era, when the basic build-
ing blocks of a herding and farming way of life were established (Weeks). 

 From there we move on to a series of chapters devoted to the beginnings of more 
complex social formations in Iran (Part II). Oft en referred to as the “Chalcolithic” 
or “Copper-Stone Age,” the period between the era of early farming communities 
(Neolithic) and the emergence of true cities and social complexity (Bronze Age) is one 
in which many of the trends that we can follow in later prehistory fi nd their fi rst expres-
sion. Because of Iran’s size and topographic diversity, diff erent traditions of material 
culture—house forms, burial patterns, pottery styles, and so on—arose in diff erent parts 
of the Iranian landmass. For this reason, it is traditional in archaeological scholarship 
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to consider these regions individually, hence the division of this section into chapters 
on northern (Helwing), western (Moghaddam and Javanmardzadeh), southwestern 
(Moghaddam), and southern (Petrie) Iran. Th e same sort of geographical specifi city 
marks the section on the Bronze Age (Part III), which includes chapters on northwest-
ern (Summers), northeastern (Th ornton), western (Potts), southwestern ( Á lvarez-Mon, 
McCall), and eastern (Pittman) Iran. Th e late Chalcolithic and Bronze Age witnessed 
the fi rst extensive use of writing in Iran, and chapters are devoted to the earliest forms 
of writing, documented at Susa and half a dozen other sites across the Iranian plateau 
(Dahl), as well as the use of Akkadian, a Semitic language introduced from Mesopotamia 
that was extensively used at Susa (De Graef). 

 By the late second and early fi rst millennia BC the quality and quantity of data avail-
able, both archaeological and epigraphic or linguistic, mean that additional issues invite 
consideration. Th e archaeological evidence from the diff erent regions of Iran is still 
extremely important, and chapters devoted to the northwest (Danti), west (Overlaet), 
north (Mousavi), southwest ( Á lvarez-Mon), and southeast (Magee) refl ect the availabil-
ity of data from those regions, unlike the northeast which is poorly known (but better 
covered in this time period across the border in Turkmenistan). On the other hand, the 
involvement of western Iran in wider political and military confl icts during the early 
and mid-fi rst millennium, particularly with the Assyrians (Radner, Waters), are topics 
of great complexity that yield insights of the sort unimaginable in studies of the ear-
lier periods that simply lack a comparable number of sources. One by-product of the 
confrontation between the polities of western Iran and Assyria is the attestation of a 
great number of peoples and place names in cuneiform sources that can be attributed to 
Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, and Luristan, even if these can rarely be located with precision. 
Th e analysis of these names off ers a window on the linguistic and, to some extent, eth-
nic make-up of the indigenous populations of those areas (Zadok). Th e same sources, 
moreover, contain etymologically Iranian names, raising the issue of when and whence 
the earliest Iranians reached the Iranian plateau (Witzel). 

 Quintessentially Iranian, the Achaemenid Persian dynasty that arose in the late sixth 
century BC is so rich in content that it demands a section of its own (Part V). Many 
studies of the Persian Empire review the political and military history in great detail 
but the emphasis here is on archaeological, iconographic, linguistic, and religious issues. 
Th e major sites of the Achaemenid heartland—Pasargadae, Persepolis, and Susa—are 
reviewed in detail (Boucharlat, Henkelman), as are the intricacies of royal Achaemenid 
iconography (Garrison). Th e evidence from the east Iranian satrapies (Genito) con-
stitutes another large body of data that complements the traditional western focus in 
Achaemenid studies. Th e use of color on Achaemenid monuments has long been noted 
anecdotally but only recently has it been the object of intensive investigation (Nagel). 
Th e economic administration of the Persian heartland, as evidenced by the Persepolis 
Fortifi cation archive, is highlighted (Henkelman), providing an important corpus 
of data that is entirely diff erent than what we see in contemporary and later Greek 
sources (Brosius). Th e knotty problem of religion in the Achaemenid period, particu-
larly Zoroastrianism, is another important topic (Skj æ rv ø ), while the cuneiform system 
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devised for the Old Persian language spoken by the Achaemenid elite is also treated 
(Tavernier). 

 Alexander’s conquest famously ushered in many important changes in the lands of 
the former Achaemenid Empire. For Iran itself much of the available archaeological 
and epigraphic evidence comes from the western and southwestern parts of the coun-
try (Callieri and Askari Chaverdi). Th e fate of Iran under Alexander’s Seleucid succes-
sors was variable and is dealt with in two chapters (Kosmin, Wieseh ö fer). But the loss 
of Seleucid control over Iran and the arrival of the Arsacids from Parthia, to the east of 
the Caspian, brought about even more changes for the population of Iran. Th e Arsacids 
are known from a variety of monuments and sites (Hauser), both inside and outside 
the modern boundaries of Iran. Th e Arsacids and their contemporaries in southwest-
ern Iran left  a number of important rock reliefs (Kawami) and minted a large number 
of coins (Rezakhani) that constitute an important fi eld in numismatic research. Greek 
speakers and the Greek language continued to play an important role in the region, par-
ticularly in western Iran (Rougemont), but Parthian, Middle Persian, and Aramaic were 
used as well and a variety of epigraphic sources on coins, parchments, stone stelae, and 
rock reliefs have survived (Haruta). 

 For many observers of Iranian antiquity, the Sasanian Empire of late antiquity repre-
sents another high point, every bit as complex and important as the earlier Achaemenid 
Empire. Sasanian Iran is examined here through a number of diff erent lenses. Th ese 
include political ideology (Shayegan) and administration (Miri); calendrical systems 
(Panaino); and ongoing relations with Rome and Byzantium to the west (Edwell). Th e 
material culture of Sasanian Iran is varied and chapters included here treat rock reliefs 
(Canepa), coinage (Schindel), textiles (Bier), architecture (Ghanimati), and luxury sil-
ver vessels (Masia-Radford). Th e volume concludes with an analysis of the Islamic con-
quest of Sasanian Iran (Morony). Many more topics could have been included in this 
volume but the texts published here, and their extensive bibliographies, should serve 
most readers as a solid foundation from which to expand their reading and investigation 
of ancient Iran. 

 One of the perils of working in a fi eld like Iranology is the diffi  cult problem of orthog-
raphy. Th ere are multiple systems of transliteration and one could waste an inordinate 
amount of time trying to harmonize the spellings of all the toponyms, ethnonyms, and 
anthroponyms that appear in a book of this sort. I confess here that my approach has 
been inconsistent and probably unsatisfactory for those of a more philological bent. 
Archaeologists, in particular, become fond of spelling the names of sites in a certain way, 
and that way is normally not philologically correct. On the other hand, historians who 
are not Iranologists are oft en just as happy to write “Shapur” as “Šābuhr” when referring 
to Sasanian kings by that name. And some scholars who might take pains to insert all 
of the correct diacritics on personal names, such as those of rulers, are quite happy to 
abandon these and use conventional spellings for familiar toponyms. All of this adds 
up to a simple admission that there is inconsistency across the chapters in this volume, 
which, however, a few words of explanation may ameliorate. In those chapters concern-
ing manly archaeological topics, I have not scrupulously replaced Tappeh with Tepe or 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Mon Mar 04 2013, NEWGEN

00_Potts_Prelims.indd   xxix00_Potts_Prelims.indd   xxix 3/4/2013   5:44:43 PM3/4/2013   5:44:43 PM



xxx   introduction

vice versa, in the names of archaeological sites, but any multiplication of forms is fl agged 
in the index to avoid confusion. Exceptions concern toponyms in some of the more 
historical chapters (e.g., Chapter 27) in which names are spelled more “correctly” with 
their diacritics. Similarly, in the chapters concerned with the Sasanian period (Chapters 
42–51), the more correct forms of the names of the Sasanian kings are used—thus 
Arda šī r (not Ardashir),  Šā buhr (not Shapur),  Ō hrmazd (not Hormizd), Warahr ā n (not 
Bahram), Narseh, P ē r ō z, Kaw ā d, Xosrow (not Khusro, Chosroes), Yazdgerd, Wal ā x š , 
J ā m ā sp, B ō r ā nduxt, and  Ā darm ī gduxt—but the same rigor has not been applied to top-
onyms. It is hoped that this inconsistency will not prove a distraction for those who care. 
Imposing long vowel markers on all names and achieving orthographic consistency 
would have probably taken more time than the writing and editing of this book. 

 Sydney 
 June 2012  
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     chapter 31 

 eastern iran in the 
achaemenid period   

    bruno   genito    

   Introduction 

 It is well known that archaeological evidence of the Achaemenid period in eastern Iran is 
limited. Th is is as true of excavated material remains as it is of direct and indirect written 
sources, which tend to be both rare and contradictory (cf. Boucharlat 2005 on the Iranian 
plateau; Francfort 2005 on Central Asia; cf. Vogelsang 1992 with regard to the importance 
of the eastern provinces and the scarcity of archaeological documentation compared to his-
torical data). We must also remember that the territorial extent of the Achaemenid Empire 
is ambiguous and in this regard the cultural background of the diff erent provinces, as well 
as relationships between center and periphery, were crucial factors aff ecting the visibility of 
the Achaemenid Empire in its easternost regions (Briant and Herrenschmidt 1989). 

 Similarly, the geographic defi nition of “eastern Iran” requires clarifi cation as well 
because, as a geomorphological unit, the term “Iranian plateau” is not restricted to the 
borders of the Islamic Republic of Iran, but extends far beyond them toward the west 
and the east. In reality, the plateau can be considered as extending roughly from an 
imaginary line joining the Gulf of Alexandretta and Trebizond, to the Pamirs, that is, for 
about 3500 km. In the east the border is marked by the separation between the moun-
tains of Afghanistan and the Indus depression; in the south, by the Indian Ocean coasts 
and the eastern shores of Persian Gulf; in the west by the outer chains of the Zagros 
Mountains extending from the Persian Gulf into the heart of Armenia; and to the north 
by the Caucasus and the Alborz Mountains, pressing up toward the coast of the Caspian 
depression, and eastward toward western Turkestan and the Pamirs. Th e area included 
within these limits comprises roughly 3,000,000 km 2 , about 1,600,000 km 2  of which 
belong to the Islamic Republic of Iran and 635,000 km 2  to Afghanistan, with small por-
tions lying in Iraq, Armenia, and the Cis-Caucasian region, Turkey, and the Republic of 
Azerbaijan. 
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 Th e geographical issue, in fact, is fundamental to an understanding of the complex 
political nature and territorial integration of the Empire across its enormous extent 
(cf. Jacobs 2011 for the most up-to-date analysis of the historical questions of the prov-
inces/satrapies). Moreover, based on lists of “lands” in the Achaemenid inscriptions and 
Herodotus, eastern Achaemenid Iran can be considered as including Parthava, Drangiana, 
and Maka, Gedrosia and Carmania having been recognized as territorially autonomous 
regions only in post-Achaemenid times. More broadly, “eastern Iran” may be understood 
as including areas located in Central Asia and adjacent territories, such as Margiana (Merv 
oasis in south Turkmenistan, never listed as an autonomous province), Areia, Arachosia, 
and Bactriana. Even more easterly regions included Gandhara, Sogdiana, Choresmia, and 
Hindu š . Th e identifi cation of each of the areas mentioned in the Achaemenid and Greek 
sources with precise, present-day geographical units, is notoriously diffi  cult. Th eir vari-
able positions in the lists of provinces and regions, and the sequence of individual groups 
of people on the Achaemenid reliefs, defy easy interpretation and ethnogeographical attri-
bution. In addition, many of the so-called Achaemenid remains in eastern Iran are beset 
by dubious chronology and cultural affi  liation rendering their interpretation diffi  cult (cf. 
Genito 1988d: 157, fi g. 1, where the author scrutinizes issues related to the ethnic, chrono-
logical, and political/dynastic interpretation of the material evidence). Th us at least four 
diff erent aspects of interpretation should be considered when considering the evidence of 
the Achaemenid Empire in the east (Abdullaev and Genito 2011: 11):

    1.     the dynastic—identifiable by inscriptions, coins, and seals;  
   2.     the ethnic—possibly detectable on both physical anthropological and cultural 

grounds;  
   3.     the political/imperial—recognizable both in macroscopic architectural and art 

historical remains and in the material traces of settlement patterns and economic 
investments, e.g. to secure the water supply;  

   4.     the chronological—interpretable in the differing horizons connected to the 
period of Achaemenid politico-dynastic dominion in the area.    

 Most of eastern Iran has always been a frontier zone, both in relation to the steppe 
regions to the north and the desert and mountainous areas to the east. Th e recognition of 
an Achaemenid horizon in this area is more oft en based on chronological contemporane-
ity with the Achaemenid Empire and location within the assumed confi nes of one of the 
Achaemenid satrapies, than on the presence of unequivocally Achaemenid material culture.  

  Iran 

  Parthava 

 Primarily located in present-day Turkmenistan, along the lower slopes of the Kopet 
Dagh mountain range, Parthava was originally a relatively small area, less than 200 km 
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   the achaemenid period

long and perhaps 40 km wide. According to the sources (cf. Isidore of Charax: Wei ß bach 
1916: 2064–8; Miller 1855: 244–56; Schoff  1914) Parthava comprised two diff erent 
subregions; the fi rst, more arid one, in Turkmenistan, and the second in Iran (Man sā  ur 
Gorg ā ni 1971). Although arid, the northern slopes of the Kopet Dagh and adjacent 
plains have supported communities practicing irrigation agriculture for thousands of 
years (Ehlers 1970, 1971). Th e southern slopes of the Kopet Dagh have more vegetation 
and the plains at their base are the proper Parthian homeland, extending southward and 
including much of the upper, fertile Atrek River valley, and the Kuhistan Hills, beyond 
the Kopet Dagh (Arne 1935). Th ese areas today correspond to the Golestan and north-
ern Khorasan provinces in Iran. 

 Parthava appears as Vark ā na in the inscription of Darius I at Bisotun. In the 
Achaemenid lists of lands it appears variously as the 3rd (DSe 21–30; DNa 22–30), 
5th (Darius Statue), 6th (XPh 19–28), 13th (DB I 14–17; DSaa 18–31), or 14th prov-
ince (DPe 10–18). In Herodotus’ army list ( Hist.  7.61–96) the Paricanians appear aft er 
the Gandharians and before the Caspians, while in the “tribute list” ( Hist.  3.90–94) the 
Paricanians belong to the 17th district and the Parthians to the 16th district. Paricania 
may be associated with Hyrcania, between the Hyrcanian Ocean (Caspian Sea) to the 
north and the Alborz Mountains to the south and west. Zadracarta, the capital of the 
satrapy, has been identifi ed by some scholars with Sari city, in Mazandaran, or Qala 
Khandan, the ancient part of Gorgan city (Ehlers 2002). 

 In northern Parthia (southern Turkmenistan) sites such as El’ken (Ka č uris 1967) and 
Ulug Depe (Boucharlat et al. 2005) have Iron Age occupation and may be considered 
regional centers (Ko š elenko 1985: 184–5), while smaller sites thrived as well (Pilipko 
1986). Tureng Tepe (Deshayes 1967, 1968, 1969, 1973), an important site located 18 
km from the modern city of Gorgan, at the edge of fertile foothills of the Alborz and 
the Turkmen steppe, consists of a main  tepe , 30 m high, and a series of lower mounds. 
According to the chronology proposed  i n the long sequence of occupation at the site, 
extending from the fi ft h millennium BC to the Mongol period, the Achaemenid remains 
comprise level VA, and may be assigned to Iron Age IV (Boucharlat and Lecomte 1987: 11). 
Th e ceramics, mainly red wares, display forms (Deshayes 1976: fi g. 10; Cleuziou 1985: 
fi gs. 18, 24) similar to those documented at Pasargadae while the Achaemenid-period 
architecture evinces a marked change from the preceding period, as square mudbricks (35 
 ×  35 cm) replaced rectangular ones (Deshayes 1976: 306; 1979: 33; Cleuziou 1985: 182). 
Located between the Iranian plateau and southern Central Asia, Tureng Tepe is clearly 
related to the Iron Age II–IV cultures on the Iranian plateau. At the same time it clearly 
had ties to Iron Age II in archaic Dehistan (southwestern Turkmenistan), which itself 
represents a local development from the Bronze Age in that region. 

 Located 10 km south of Gonbad-e Qavus, Yarim Tepe contains Iron Age and later remains 
(Crawford 1963) ranging from at least 1100/1000 BC to 200 AD. Architecturally, the most 
remarkable feature is a massive mudbrick wall crowning the site. Some 16 km northeast of 
Gonbad-e Qavus is a cluster of sixteen tombs dating to the fi rst millennium BC that were 
excavated in 2000. Among the ceramics recorded were Iron Age types and some “potsherds 
of the Achaemenid period” (Shahmirzadi and Nokandeh 2001: 3, fi gs. 20–21, pls. 15–16). 
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 Archaeological research in northeastern Khorasan has been very limited. Explorations 
were conducted by the University of Turin in the Atrek valley between 1976 and 1978 
(Venco Ricciardi 1980, 1981a, 1981b). Th ree sites have Iron Age material similar to that 
found in the Yaz Depe horizon in southern Central Asia (Hlopina and Hlopin 1976: 
200–203), not to Iranian assemblages. In the Achaemenid period (Yaz III), a total of 
seventeen sites, some with earlier occupation, were recorded. Th ese are modest in size 
and rarely cluster (Venco Ricciardi 1980: 60–62; 1981a: 98–9). Pottery consists mostly of 
carinated, cylindrical-conical vessels, a widespread type in Central Asia, Afghanistan, 
and eastern Iran dating back to Yaz II. Technically, the material diff ers from that of the 
earlier Iron Age (Yaz I–II): the pottery is wheel turned, smoothed, and unpainted (Venco 
Ricciardi 1980: fi g. E; Cornelio 1981). 

 A survey conducted in 1978 (Kohl and Heskel 1980) in the Dargaz (Darreh Gaz) val-
ley recorded thirty-six sites, the most important of which was Yarim Tepe, covering 8 ha. 
Following occupation in the Bronze Age, “substantial occupation was suggested for the 
Achaemenid period” in this region (Kohl 1996).  

  Drangiana 

 Th e modern Iranian province of Sistan and Baluchistan borders Khorasan province and 
Afghanistan to the north; Afghanistan and Pakistan to the east; the Gulf of Oman to 
the south; Kerman province to the west; and Hormuzgan province to the southwest. 
Th e fi rst historical reference both to the territory around the Hamun Lake and to the 
Helmand River is found at Bisotun (DB I 16; Kent 1950: 116–35; Schmitt 1991; Lecoq 
1997: 83–96, 187–217). In the Achaemenid inscriptions it appears variously as the 5th 
(XPh, 19–28), 8th (DSe, 21–30; DNa, 22–30), 9th (Darius Statue), 14th (DB I 14–17; 
DSaa 18–31), or 15th province (DPe 10–18). According to Herodotus’ tribute list ( Hist.  
3.90–94) Drangiana was inhabited by Sarangians and other peoples, forming part of the 
14th district, while in his army list ( Hist.  7.61–96) the peoples inhabiting the area are 
said to have been the Sarangians, together with the Utians and Sagartians. Th ese are 
listed aft er the Mycii (Maka) and before the Bactrians. 

 Nevertheless, despite its frequent attestation in the sources, the geographical limits 
of Drangiana in the Achaemenid period remain obscure. Of particular importance are 
references to Zarin, the capital of Achaemenid Drangiana, in Ctesias’  Persica ; Isidore of 
Charax’s  Parthian Stations ; and the  Tabula Peutingeriana  (Daffi  n à  1967; Gnoli 1967: 45, 
n. 1; 1993: 584; K ö nig 1972; Gilmore 1888). Yet it is doubtful whether the administrative 
center of the region, though retaining the same name, remained in the same location 
over time and indeed it seems more likely that, because of changes in the ecosystem 
of the region—frequently attested in later periods, for example, in reference to the city 
of Zaranj, capital of the province during the Islamic period (Gnoli 1967: 104, n. 1)—it 
moved more than once. 

 Th e results of the excavations of the Italian Archaeological Mission at Dahan-e 
Ghulaman, for example, suggested that the site should be identifi ed not with the 
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Zarin of Isidore of Charax, but rather, in view of the date of the site, with the Zarin of 
Ctesias (Scerrato 1962, 1966a, 1966b: 11; 1970, 1972, 1974, 1979; Gnoli 1967: 103–7). 
Dahan-e Ghulaman is still one of the most important settlements of the Achaemenid 
era in Iran. Th e plan of a building interpreted as a religious structure suggests it may 
have been a Zoroastrian or even pre-Zoroastraian fi re temple (Genito 1986, 1987, 
1990, 2010a, 2010b, forthcoming a–c). An Iranian team has conducted further inves-
tations at the site, confi rming its importance (Sajjadi and Saber-Moghaddam 2004; 
Sajjadi 2007). 

 Although the foundation of the upper terrace of Nad-e Ali in Afghan Sistan has been 
dated to the Bronze Age (Besenval and Francfort 1994), it is not impossible that it still 
retained a cultic function in the Iron Age, as shown by the dates of materials found in its 
upper part (Ghirshman 1939–42; Dales 1977).  

  Karmania 

 Karmania denoted a region east of Persis, corresponding roughly to modern Kerman 
province (Hinz and Koch 1987: 525ff .). It appears in the foundation tablet of Darius’ pal-
ace at Susa (DSf 9) as the source of  Dalbergia sissoo  wood (the  ja   g‒   tree, also brought from 
Gandhara). In the Persepolis Fortifi cation Tablets Karmania is frequently mentioned 
in connection with travelers to Susa. Th e OP ethnic name is possibly refl ected in the 
Elamite version, which occurs in unpublished tablets (Hinz and Koch 1987: 526ff .), and 
in Greek Karm á nioi (Lat. Carm ā ni ī ) (cf. Francfort 1988; Genito 1996).  

  Maka 

 As Gnoli showed (1987: 512–18), Gedrosia denoted a geographical area within which 
were populations who deemed themselves  Arya , without any political or administra-
tive implications. Several scholars have argued that the Persian satrapy Maka (DB I 
17; cf. DSaa 18–31, DPe 10–18, DS3 21–30, DNa 22–30, Darius Statue, XPh 19–28; 
Herodotus,  Hist.  3.90–94, 7.61–96) was identical to Gedrosia, emphasizing the simi-
larity of the name Maka and modern Makran (Holdich 1896; Pozdena 1975), the 
southeasternmost coastal region of Iran and southwestern Pakistan. However, it is 
more likely that Maka is to be sought in modern Oman, the northern part of which was 
called Maketa in antiquity (Potts 1985). In southeastern Iran and Baluchistan there is 
a general lack of water, and this situation, judging from the Alexander’s diffi  cult cross-
ing of Gedrosia, cannot have been much diff erent in ancient times. It is therefore not 
surprising that Gedrosia is never mentioned in the Achaemenid sources and that its 
capital, Pura, cannot be located with certainty, though it is clear from the Alexander 
biographies that it lay west of the main Gedrosian deserts (Stein 1931, 1943). It should 
therefore be placed in Persian Baluchistan, possibly in the Bamp ū r oasis (Potts 1989; 
Vogelsang 2000).   
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  Central Asia 

 As used here, the term Central Asia denotes the modern states of Afghanistan, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and part of Kazakhstan. As far as the Achaemenid 
period is concerned, one fundamental point must be emphasized: it is very diffi  cult to 
recognize an Achaemenid horizon in the Central Asian Iron Age which comprises a 
1500-year-long unit of archaeological time extending from the Late Bronze Age to the 
Hellenistic period, and sometimes even beyond (Ko š elenko 1985), to the end of the 
Ku š an period in the third and fourth centuries AD (Francfort 2005). 

 Th e political-economic domination of the Achaemenid empire represented the 
fi rst period of imperial political unity in Central Asia and one might have expected a 
large quantity of material remains belonging to military, administrative, and eco-
nomic centers and large towns. Instead, these are almost completely absent. Moreover, 
Achaemenid epigraphic remains in Central Asia are very scarce, consisting of a frag-
ment of an Achaemenid Elamite tablet from Kandahar (Helms 1997); an alabastron of 
Artaxerxes in Bactria inscribed in cuneiform and hieroglyphs (Schmitt 2001); newly 
discovered Aramaic letters from Bactria (Shaked 2004; Naveh and Shaked 2012); and 
an Aramaic ostracon found in the main temple of A ï  Khanoum in a context dated to the 
late third century BC (Rapin 1992: 95–114). 

  Margiana 

 Drained by the river Murghab which originated in the mountains of Afghanistan and 
reached Merv oasis in modern-day Turkmenistan (Gubaev, Ko š elenko and Novikov 
1990), Margu š  was included in one of the other eastern satrapies of the empire (Genito 
1998d). Margiana must have been conquered by Cyrus the Great because he fought 
against the Massagetae, a nomadic tribe living beyond Margiana. According to Darius’ 
inscription at Bisotun, in March 522 BC, following the Magian revolt by Gaumata fur-
ther to the east, the oasis of Margiana revolted as well. Th e leader of the Margian insur-
rection was one Fr â da. Th e satrap of Bactria, D â dar š i, advanced against the rebels, whom 
he defeated on December 28, 521 BC, aft er a march of 300 km through the Karakum 
desert. In the Bisotun inscription, which was engraved immediately aft er these events, 
D â dar š i’s victory is presented as if it was just as important as the victories over the rebels 
in Babylonia or Media. Th e Aramaic version of the text, although severely damaged, 
even mentions 55,423 Margians killed and 6972 taken captive, almost certainly an exag-
geration (Struve 1949a. 1949b). 

 Apart from the excavations carried out at the beginning of the twentieth century by 
Raphael Pumpelly, the fi rst archaeological research in the region of the lower Murghab 
dates to 1946 when the so-called JuTAKE (Ju ž no-Turkmenistanskoj arheologi č eskoj 
kompleksnoj ekspedicii—Archaeological Complex Expedition in South Turkmenistan) 
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was established and undertook its fi rst excavations in the Murghab delta under the 
direction of M. E. Masson. Th e most important sites, grouped by oasis, are: for the 
Iron Age, Takhirbaj, U č -Depe, Ajrak, Aravali Depe, and Taip and for the Achaemenid 
period, Erk Kala. For Iron Age chronology U č -Depe, partially investigated in the 1950s, 
provided, together with Yaz Depe further south, the fi rst sequence of Iron Age through 
Achaemenid ceramic types in Margiana, and the following periodization: Yaz I (900–700 
BC), Yaz II (700–500 BC), Yaz III (500–350 BC). Numerous sites have been identifi ed in 
the Takhirbaj oasis, including Takhirbaj 1, a settlement mound, perhaps a fortress, with 
extensive living areas. Citadels of the Achaemenian period include Erk Kala (Usmanova 
1969a, 1969b; Filanovi č  1973, 1974; Ko š elenko 1985: 228–9) and Gyaur-Kala (Filanovi č  
1974; Usmanova et al. 1985: 226–42), and other Yaz III sites like Starij Kishman (Genito 
2010c). Alignments of sites dated ceramically to the Achaemenid period have been dis-
covered by surveys in the desertifi ed delta (Genito 1998a, 1998b: fi g. 1; 1998c, 2003), 
while some sections of the so-called Wall of Antiochus (Bader et al. 1998) are dated to 
the Achaemenid period. Th e function of this as a perimeter wall of the oasis is certainly 
more convincing than that of a primarily defensive structure, as the sources state. 

 Th e circular plan of Merv has defi nitely a defensive origin, perhaps arising from the 
fact that this made it more easily defensible than a rectangular town, and also perhaps 
because this would allow the interior space to be enclosed in multiple, concentric walls, 
less extensive than that required to encompass the equivalent rectangular area. Some 
trial-trenches have provided partial clarifi cation of the walls. Occupation in the center 
on the highest part of the site dates, on ceramic grounds, to the Yaz I–III (900–350 BC) 
horizon.  

  Areia 

 Areia corresponded to the Hari Rud valley in northwestern Afghanistan. In the 
Achaemenid inscriptions it appears as the 4th (DSe, 21–30; Darius Statue), 7th 
(XPh, 19–28), 15th (DB I 14–17; DSaa, 18–31), or 16th (DPe 10–18) province. In 
Herodotus’ taxation list ( Hist.  3.89ff .), the Areians are listed together with the Parthians, 
Choresmians, and Sogdians, and according to him, the Areians were dressed in the 
Bactrian fashion. In his army list (7.61–96), the Aryans are mentioned aft er the Parthians 
and before the Choresmians. 

 Th e present town of Herat (Afghanistan), presumably the capital of the region, dates 
back to ancient times but its exact age remains unknown. In Achaemenid times, the 
surrounding district was known as OP  Haraiva  and in Classical sources the region 
was called Areia. In the  Avesta  ( Ya   š   t  10.14;  Vid   ē   vd   ā   t  1.9), the district is mentioned as 
 Har   ō   iva . Th e name of the district and its main town are most probably derived from that 
of the Hari Rud (Old Iranian * Harayu ), the main river in the region, which traverses the 
district and passes just south of modern Herat (Vogelsang 2003). Herat dominates the 
productive part of ancient Areia, which was, and basically still is, a rather narrow stretch 
of land extending for  c. 150 km along both banks of the river. Th e city and district of 

31_Potts_31.indd   62831_Potts_31.indd   628 3/20/2013   5:28:08 PM3/20/2013   5:28:08 PM



eastern iran in the achaemenid period   

Areia/Herat occupied an important strategic place along the age-old caravan routes that 
crossed the Iranian plateau. In the texts Areia is grouped with Zranka (modern Sist ā n) 
to the south, Parthava (Parthia) to the northwest, and B ā xtri š  (Bactria) to the northeast. 

 Representatives from Areia are depicted in reliefs at the royal Achaemenid tombs of 
Naqsh-e Rustam and Persepolis. Th ey wear Scythian-style dress and a twisted turban 
around the head. Th is costume is also worn by the representatives from nearby Sist ā n 
(to the south) and Arachosia (to the southeast) and is reminiscent of the dress worn 
by the representatives from almost all of the northern lands strongly infl uenced by the 
Eurasian steppe cultures. On the Darius statue at Susa (Kervran et al. 1972), the repre-
sentative from Areia is also shown wearing a long coat around the shoulders with empty 
sleeves, a type of coat known from Classical sources (Gk.  kandys ) and sometimes also 
worn by the Persians and the Medes, whose origin should be sought among the nomadic 
Scythians of Central Asia (Gervers-Moln á r 1973). Herodotus ( Hist . 7.61ff .) says that 
Areians served in Xerxes’ army against Greece, around 480 BC.  

  Arachosia 

 Arachosia is the Latinized form of the Greek name of an Achaemenid (and later Seleucid) 
satrapy in the eastern part of the empire, corresponding to the middle Helmand valley 
in southwestern Afghanistan. It appears in the  Avesta  ( Vid   ē   vd   ā   t  1.12) in the indigenous 
form Harax v ait ī . In Old Persian inscriptions the region is referred to as  Harahuvati   š  . 
Arachosia was named aft er the name of a river that runs through it, in Greek Arach ō t ó s, 
today known as Arghandabad. In the Achaemenid inscriptions Arachosia appears as 
the 3rd (XPh, 19–28), 8th (Darius Statue), 9th (DSe, 21–30; DNa, 22–30), 21st (DPe 
10–18), or 22nd (DB I 14–17; DSaa, 18–31) province. Th e inhabitants of Arachosia 
were called  Pactians , a name which survives today in the form of Pakhtuns/Pashtun 
(Vogelsang 2002). 

 Isidore of Charax and Ptolemy (Ptolemy 6.20.4–5) provide a list of cities in 
Arachosia, among them an Alexandria on the Arachothos river, a tributary of the 
Helmand (see Allchin and Hammond 1978; Ball 1982), identifi ed with modern 
Kandahar, the name of which would derive from Alexandria, refl ecting Alexander 
the Great’s refoundation of the city on his eastern campaign. Isidore, Strabo ( Geog.  
11.8.9), and Pliny ( Nat. Hist.  6.61) also refer to the city as “metropolis of Arachosia.” 
In his list, Ptolemy also refers to a city named Arachotus or Arachoti, which was the 
earlier capital of the land. Pliny the Elder and Stephen of Byzantium mention that 
its original name was Cophen ( Κωφήν ). Th e famous Buddhist pilgrim Hsuan Tsang 
refers to the name as  Kaofu.  Th is city has been identifi ed with Zhob, which lies just 
east of Kandahar (Vogelsang 1987). 

 Although centered on Zhob and Kandahar, the extent of Arachosia remains unclear. 
According to Ptolemy (Ptolemy 6.20.1; cf Strabo,  Geog.  15.2.9), Arachosia was bordered 
by Drangiana in the west, Bactria in the north, the Indus River in the east, and Gedrosia 
in the south. Strabo ( Geog.  11.10.1), too, suggests that Arachosia extended eastwards as 
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far as the Indus River. Pliny ( Nat. Hist.  6.92) speaks of Dexendrusi in the south. Ptolemy 
(Ptolemy 6.20.3) mentions several tribes of Arachosia by name, including the Pargyetae 
and, to the south, the Sidri, Rhoplutae, and Eoritae. Despite attempts to connect Eoritae 
with “Arattas” of the  Mahabharata  or with the modern Aroras, who populated this 
region and migrated to India aft er partition, the identity of these tribes is unknown, and 
even Ptolemy’s orthography is disputed (“Pargyetae” is given in some manuscripts as 
“Parsyetae” or “Aparytae”). 

 Arachosia is fi rst referred to in the Persepolis Fortifi cation Tablets. It appears again 
in the Old Persian, Akkadian, and elamite inscriptions of Darius I and Xerxes I, among 
the lists of the subject peoples and countries noted above. It is also identifi ed as the 
source of the ivory used in Darius’ palace at Susa. In his Bisotun inscription (DB III 
54–76), Darius says that a Persian was three times defeated by the Achaemenid gov-
ernor of Arachosia, Vivana, who thereby ensured that the province remained under 
Darius’ control. Chronologically speaking, the next reference to Arachosia appears in 
Quintus Curtius who recorded that, under Darius III, the Arachosians and Drangians 
were under the command of a governor who, together with the army of the Bactrian 
governor, contrived a plot against Alexander (Curtius Rufus 8.13.3). 

 Arachosia represents a transitional region on the Indo-Iranian and Central Asia bor-
der. Th e Achaemenid ceramic forms found at Kandahar are more like, if still distinct 
from, those at sites in Iran than those of the northern Yaz tradition (McNicoll 1978; 
Vogelsang 1985; McNicoll and Ball 1996; Helms 1997). Th is might suggest that areas 
south of the Hindu Kush, because of their proximity to the Achaemenid heartland, were 
better integrated into the empire than areas to the north of the Hindu Kush. Th e distri-
bution area of Yaz II and III ceramics was approximately the same as that of the painted 
ceramics of Yaz I, repeating the distribution of the material culture of the Bronze Age 
Oxus Civilization, which occupied the same territory thousand of years earlier.  

  Bactriana 

 Bactriana corresponds to northeastern Afghanistan and southern Uzbekistan. In the 
Achaemenid inscriptions it appears as the 5th (DSe 21–30; DNa 22–30), 6th (Darius 
Statue), 8th (XPh 19–28), and 17th (DB I 14–17; DSaa 18–31; DPe 10–18) province. 
In Herodotus’ tribute list (3.90–94) the Bactrians are mentioned in the 12th district. 
In Herodotus’ army list (7.61–96) they are mentioned aft er the Sarangians and before 
the Sacae Amyrgians. Th e region was subjugated by Cyrus the Great, and from then on 
formed one of the satrapies of the empire. 

 Th e main center is Balkh, in the province and river of the same name, not far from 
Mazar-e Sharif, in a fertile agricultural region. It was a holy city of Zoroastrianism, and 
under the name Bactria it became the capital of Bactriana. In northern Bactria, sites 
with occupation dating from the sixth to the fourth centuries BC are distributed in the 
valleys of Surkhan Darya, Mirshade, Bandykhan Saj, Sherabad Darya and Ulanbulak 
Saj, whose fortifi cations were built in the eighth to seventh or sixth century (Ko š elenko 
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1985: 188). Apart from Balkh, large or signifi cant Achaemenid sites have also been 
found as Kutlug-Tepe, At-Chapa, and Altyn-Dilyar (Kruglikova and Sarianidi 1976: 16, 
fi g. 13; cf. Sarianidi 1985). In northern Bactria Achaemenid remains have been identi-
fi ed by Rtveladze (Rtveladze 1975, 1987) who documented and mapped and described 
fi ve groups of oasis and other sites along the Surkhan Darya, including the major forti-
fi ed sites of Kyzyl Tepe, Tepe Bandykhan, Talashkan Tepe I (Rtveladze and Pidaev 1993), 
and Kyzyl’ča 6 (Sagdullaev 1987b). 

 Altyn 10 in Afghan Bactriana presents two buildings whose plans may be compared 
with those of Persian palaces (Sarianidi 1977: 121–8; 1985), in the fi rst case with col-
umns, and in the second with an anteroom and a corridor surrounding the central court. 
On the eastern Bactria plains of Dasht-i Qala, Taloqan and Bangui are remains of build-
ings with columns related to monumental Achaemenid architecture. 

 Th e Oxus treasure in the British Museum includes antiquities that have been iden-
tifi ed as Achaemenid (Dalton 1964; Barnett 1968; Artamonov 1973; Kuz’mina 1977, 
1979, 2002; Zejmal 1979; Boardman 2003; Muscarella 1987; Litvinskij and Pi č ikjan 
2000: 13–36;  Treasures of ancient Bactria  2002: 200–229; Litvinskij 2002). Mir Zakah 
2 is an important Bactrian treasure that has sometimes been called “Oxus treasure 2” 
(Pi č ikjan 1992, 1997, 1998a, 1998b). Consisting of votive objects dated to between the 
sixth and the second centuries BC ( Treasures of ancient Bactria  2002), it includes statu-
ettes of offi  ciants holding a barsom bundle, numerous plates of gold engraved with rep-
resentations of male and female priests, oft en dressed in Persian or Scythian fashion, 
and a galloping Persian horseman, wielding a spear. Achaemenid-style gold vessels are 
numerous and include phiales, bowls, a lion’s head from a situla, a deer protome from 
a rhyton a lion protome, and torques and bracelets. Obvious similarities to the Oxus 
treasure, Takht-e Sangin and A ï  Khanoum have been noted (Bernard and Francfort 
1978). 

 Takht-e Sangin, a sanctuary located on the Oxus and dedicated to the deity of the 
river, has traces of Achaemenid contact, though the architecture is later. Here one recalls 
a plate bearing the image of a man leading a camel (Pi č ikjan 1992: 32–5, fi g. 143.17) 
and the famous ivory  akinakes  scabbard adorned with a lion preparing to devour a 
deer (Pi č ikjan 1992: 42–8, fi g. 146). A rhyton with a lion protome does not look purely 
Afchaemenid, despite a high dating in the fi ft h or fourth century (Pi č ikjan 1992: 48–9; 
Litvinskij and Pi č ikjan 1994). 

 Although a Hellenistic foundation, A ï  Khanoum has yielded Achaemenid pottery 
in the hero ô n of Kineas, in a context of reuse (Bernard 1973) and fi nds elsewhere in 
the city suggest some Achaemenid activity there (Bernard 1985, 1990). Th ese include 
bronze plaques with rosettes and palmettes (Francfort 1984: 58–9, n. 29, pl. 22.21); sev-
eral Greco-Persian intaglios (Francfort 1984: 78–9, pls. 12 and 35.26; Guillaume and 
Rougeulle 1987: 55, no. 1002, and pl. 18.17, XIV.11); a stone rhyton adorned with a bull 
or a ram (Francfort 1984: 26–7, pl. 14.15); fragments of a painting of lions  en passant  
similar to Persepolis and Pazyryk examples (Francfort 1984: 32–4, no. 19.20, pl. 15.16); 
and a fragment of a typically Achaemenid cylinder seal (Guillaume and Rougeulle 1987: 
72, no. 1247).  
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  Other eastern provinces 

 Th e remaining eastern provinces, such as Sogdiana, Choresmia, Gandhara, and Hindush 
are excluded here due to their distance from the Iranian core of the empire.   

  Further reading 

 Th e eastern Iranian provinces of the Achaemenid Empire are treated in Vogelsang 
(1992) and in the survey of Briant (2002). For detailed issues regarding all of the eastern 
provinces the relevant entries in  EnIr  are invaluable.  
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