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Chapter 19: The Forging of an Empire: The Achaemenid
Persians

A. "Setting the Stage" Introduction

Welcome to the next step in your classical journey. As we study the story of Western Civilization, it is
common to focus on the Greeks and Romans, but no story can be understood from only one side. For the
Greeks to forge their identity, they first had to face a challenge so immense it threatened their very
existence. That challenge was the Persian Empire.

In my own studies, I've always been struck by the sheer scale and genius of the Persians. They were not the
simple "barbarian” villains that their enemies would later paint them to be. They were, as the philosopher
Hegel called them, the "first Historical People"—not the first civilization, but the first to forge a true,
multicultural world empire. Their story is a powerful lesson in statesmanship, logistics, and the timeless
struggle—the agon—of governing a vast and complex world. This empire set the stage for the entire
classical era, and its innovations would be copied by conquerors for the next two thousand years, from
Alexander to the Romans.

B. The First World Empire: The Achaemenid Persians

Objective 1: Describe the origins of the Medes and Persians and the geographic factors that
shaped them.

The Land and the People

History is often shaped by geography, and nowhere is this truer than the homeland of the Persians: the
Iranian plateau. This is not a flat, fertile land but a vast, high, and arid expanse, defined by the rugged Zagros
Mountains. This difficult environment, "politically fragmented in the extreme," did not create unified, settled
states. Instead, it forged a collection of separate, mobile tribes who became superlative horsemen. Their
powerful neighbors, like the Assyrians, did not covet the land for its cities but for its horses, the irreplaceable
"fuel" for their chariot and cavalry corps.

The Medes and Persians were not the original inhabitants of this land. They were Indo-Iranian peoples who
migrated into the region around the 9th century BC. These two closely related groups settled in different
areas: the Medes (or Mada) in the northwest, and the Persians (or Parsa) further south in the region of
Persis (modern Fars).
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The Rise of the Medes

Of these two groups, the Medes were the first to seize greatness. While the Persians remained a collection
of tribes, the Medes were the first to consolidate power. By the 7th century BC, they had built a powerful
kingdom with its capital at Ecbatana (modern Hamadan). They were a true imperial power, competing with
Lydia and Babylonia. Their defining achievement was their central role in the final, shocking destruction of
the Neo-Assyrian Empire. In 612 BC, the Medes, in an alliance with the Babylonians, sacked the "invincible"
Assyrian capital of Nineveh and divided the world's largest empire between them.

This Median "empire" presents a profound historical puzzle. They left behind no written records of their own.
Our entire understanding of them comes from their rivals or their successors. Before the rise of Cyrus the
Great, the relationship was clear: the Persians were vassals of the Median kingdom, paying tribute to the
Median "King of Kings."

The rise of Cyrus the Great and his conquest of the Median and Babylonian Empires.
The Four Powers
The rise of Cyrus the Great occurred in a world defined by a great power vacuum left by the fall of Assyria.

The 6th-century BC world was dominated by four great powers:

1. The Median Empire: Controlling the Iranian plateau and its vital horse tribes.
2. The Neo-Babylonian Empire: Heirs to Mesopotamia's ancient civilization.
3. The Kingdom of Lydia: A fantastically wealthy kingdom in western Anatolia (modern Turkey).
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4. The 26th Dynasty of Egypt: The ancient, wealthy, and eternal power of the Nile.

In this world of titans, the Persians were a minor, vassal kingdom.
The Legend of Cyrus

The birth of the man who would shatter this world is shrouded in myth. The Greek historian Herodotus tells a
"timeless story" of fate. The Median King Astyages, Cyrus's grandfather, dreamed his grandson would usurp
him. He ordered the infant Cyrus killed, but the servant, in a "recognizably mythic fashion," gave the baby to
a humble herdsman. The child's noble arete (innate excellence) was revealed in his childhood games, where
he played at being king with such authority that his identity was discovered. Astyages, believing he had
cheated fate, let the boy live. This hubris (pride) was his downfall; by trying to stop the prophecy, he had, in
fact, fulfilled it.

Biography Brief: Cyrus the Great (c. 600-530 BC)

Cyrus II, known as "the Great," was the founder of the Achaemenid Empire and the very model of
a virtuous king. He was the son of the Persian vassal-king Cambyses | and, critically, the
grandson of the Median Emperor Astyages. This heritage allowed him to be seen not just as a
conqueror, but as a unifier. His historical importance goes beyond his conquests. He is
remembered for his wisdom and a revolutionary policy of clemency and religious tolerance.
Rather than impose Persian gods or customs, he presented himself as a "liberator" who restored
local traditions, most famously allowing the Jewish people to return from their Babylonian
captivity. This policy of magnanimity (generosity of spirit) was not just a moral virtue but a
supremely pragmatic tool of statecraft, ensuring the loyalty of his vast, multicultural empire.

Unification and Conquest
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This was not a conquest; it was a
"unification.” Cyrus, son of a Median princess, masterfully absorbed the Median power structure. He
adopted their capital, took their titles, and used both Median and Persian officials in his new, joint
administration. This instantly doubled his manpower, gave him control of the entire Iranian plateau, and
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transformed him from a minor vassal into a "Great King."
The Fall of Babylon (539 BC)

After conquering Lydia (see below), Cyrus turned to the greatest
prize: Babylon, the "ancient world's capital of scholarship and
science." Herodotus tells a "wonder and awe" story of Cyrus
diverting the Euphrates River and wading under the walls during a
festival.

Cuneiform records, however, tell a different story of political folly.
The Babylonian king, Nabonidus, was an “impious madman" who
had abandoned his capital for years and insulted the city's chief
god, Marduk. Cyrus, a master of propaganda, weaponized this Babylonia
dissent. He was welcomed into the city "without a battle." The a”"é”;}”,j?’,",” o
powerful priests of Marduk proclaimed Cyrus as the chosen of

Marduk, sent to save the city from its impious king.

Objective 3: Analyze the "Policy of the Liberator," including the conquest of Lydia and the
statesmanship of the Cyrus Cylinder.

The Lydian Campaign & the Folly of Croesus

Cyrus's first target after unifying the Medes was Lydia, a "tempting target" of legendary wealth ruled by King
Croesus. This campaign became the ultimate "timeless story" of hubris. Croesus, ambitious to expand,
sought to attack Persia.

Quotable Quotes

The Riddle of Delphi

Before attacking Persia, King Croesus of Lydia consulted the famed Oracle at Delphi. The Oracle
gave him a classic, ambiguous riddle:

“If you cross the Halys River, a great empire will fall."

Croesus, blinded by his wealth and pride, assumed the prophecy meant Persia's empire. He
crossed the river, was defeated by Cyrus, and the "great empire" that fell was, tragically, his own.

History vs. Story: The Fate of Croesus

The aftermath of this defeat presents a fascinating lesson in separating "history" from "story."

e Herodotus's Story (The Moral Truth): Herodotus tells a fable. He claims Cyrus placed Croesus on a
pyre to be burned alive. As the flames rose, Croesus cried out the name of the Athenian sage Solon,
who had once told him to "call no man happy until he is dead.” Cyrus, reflecting on the "“instability of
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fortune," had a change of heart, and the god Apollo sent a miraculous rain to save Croesus, who
became Cyrus's trusted advisor.

e The Cuneiform Record (The Brutal Fact): A contemporary Babylonian text, the Nabonidus Chronicle,
gives a much colder account. It states that in 547 BC, Cyrus "marched to the land of Lydia. He killed its
King."

This contradiction is the lesson. The chronicle likely records the fact: Croesus was executed. Herodotus's
"romanticized" story is a philosophical fable, designed to teach a moral truth about hubris, the virtue of
humility, and the wheel of fortune.

The Edict of Restoration

Cyrus's policy of clemency was most famously applied after his conquest of Babylon. He issued a
"revolutionary" decree concerning the Jewish people, who had been held in the "Babylonian Captivity" for
decades. As recorded in the Biblical Book of Ezra, Cyrus authorized the "tribe of Judah" to return to their
homeland—the "Return to Zion"—and rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. This was an act of superlative
statesmanship. He financed the operation and returned the thousands of sacred gold and silver vessels
stolen by Nebuchadnezzar. In Jewish memory, Cyrus was a "liberator."

Primary Source Spotlight
The Cyrus Cylinder (539 BC)

Discovered in 1879, this
barrel-shaped clay cylinder was a
"foundation deposit" intended to be
read by the gods, not men. The
Akkadian cuneiform text is a brilliant
piece of royal propaganda.

Quote: "I am Cyrus... Marduk...
sought a righteous king... he took
him by the hand, calling him by
name, Cyrus, king of Anshan... |
returned... the gods who had
resided there, to their places... | gathered all their inhabitants and returned them to their
dwellings."

Importance: This text is often called an "accidental human rights charter,” but it is not. It never
mentions the Jews. It is the "Babylonian version" of Cyrus's policy, tailored for a Babylonian
audience, naming their god, Marduk, as his patron. This shows Cyrus's genius: he was the
chosen of Marduk in Babylon, and the "anointed" of YHWH in Jerusalem. This was a pragmatic
and effective tool of multicultural governance, not a modern declaration of abstract rights.
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Expansion under Cambyses Il and his "madness."

The Conquest of Egypt (525 BC)

Cyrus died on campaign and was succeeded by his son, Cambyses I, who inherited the task of conquering
Egypt, the last of the four great powers. The decisive battle was fought at Pelusium in 525 BC.

Extreme Facts

Psychological Warfare at Pelusium

How did the Persians defeat the ancient power of Egypt? According to one account, Cambyses
ll, guided by a defector who knew Egyptian culture, "unleashed psychological warfare." He knew
Egyptians held a deep religious reverence for cats, which were sacred to the goddess Bastet.
Cambyses's forces advanced behind a line of these sacred animals. The Egyptian archers, faced
with an impossible choice, faltered. To fire their arrows would mean killing a cat—a sacrilege
punishable by death and eternal damnation. The Persian line, protected by this divine shield,
broke through the Egyptian ranks.

The "Madness" of a King vs. The "Battle of Narratives”

Herodotus paints a dark portrait of Cambyses, claiming he was a "crazy king" driven mad by hubris. His list of
crimes includes a disastrous invasion of Ethiopia, public mockery of Egyptian gods, and the "greatest crime":
mortally wounding the sacred Apis bull, the living incarnation of a god.

This narrative of Persian madness became staple Greek propaganda. However, archaeological evidence tells
a completely different story. The actual sarcophagus for the Apis bull that died during this exact period has
been found. The hieroglyphic inscription on it does not describe a murder; it shows Cambyses himself,
piously depicted "as King of Upper and Lower Egypt," giving the bull a "full and proper burial" with all
honors.

This is a clear "battle of narratives." The story of "mad" Cambyses is almost certainly slander from
disgruntled Egyptian priests (whose power Cambyses had reduced) and rival Greeks. The reality is that
Cambyses was not mad; he was a Persian pharaoh, continuing his father's pragmatic policy of co-opting
local religions.

Administrative and Logistical Innovations of the Achaemenid Empire.

The central agon of the Achaemenid Empire was its sheer scale. At its height under Darius |, it spanned 5.5
million square kilometers, making it the largest empire of its time. To rule this vast, multicultural territory, the
Persians perfected an administrative model that would become the standard for all future empires.

The Satrapy System

The empire was divided into 20 administrative provinces, or "satrapies." Each was governed by a viceroy
called a satrap ("protector of the province"). This satrap acted as a "mini-king," responsible for maintaining
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law and order, collecting taxes, and raising military levies.

This system created an obvious danger: a powerful satrap might be tempted to rebel. The arete (excellence)
of the Persian system lay in its brilliant solution: a system of checks and balances. Power in each province
was split. The satrap was the civil administrator, but the general of the garrison and the chief financial
official in his province did not report to him. They reported directly to the Great King. To ensure all three
remained loyal, the king dispatched his own personal inspectors, a "secret service" known as the "King's
Eye" or "King's Ear," who reported directly to the emperor. This model was so effective it was later copied by
Alexander the Great and the Roman Empire.

Black Sea

Technology & History

The Royal Road and the Pirradazish

The second innovation that held the empire together was a logistical marvel: the Royal Road.
Perfected by Darius |, this highway was the "main artery" of the empire, stretching 1,677 miles
from the capital of Susa to the far-western outpost of Sardis. This system was designed to
conquer the "tyranny of distance," as a normal journey would take three months.

The Persian solution was the pirradazish, the world's first great postal relay system. This was the
king's private information network. Along the road, 111 posting stations (Chapar Khaneh) were
built, each with a supply of fresh horses. Mounted couriers (Angarium) would ride at maximum
speed from one station to the next, day and night, in all weather. By this relay, the king's
message could cover the 90-day journey in an astonishing nine days.
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As Herodotus wrote in awe: “There is nothing in the world
that travels faster than these Persian couriers."

By the Numbers
The Royal Road

1,677 miles: Length of the road from Susa to Sardis.

111: Posting stations built along the route.

90 days: Standard travel time for an army or traveler.

9 days: Travel time for a message on the royal postal relay.

Persian military, from the Immortals to the imperial levy.

The Immortals

The heart of the Persian military was the elite corps known as the "Immortals."” This was the name given by
Herodotus to the 10,000-strong unit of elite heavy infantry that served as the king's personal Imperial
Guard. The "wonder" of this unit lay in its name: the corps was always kept at an exact strength of 10,000.
The moment a soldier was killed or fell sick, a replacement was immediately called up from a reserve,
creating the psychological effect of a unit that could not be diminished—a force that was, literally,
"immortal."

These soldiers were chosen from the Persian, Median, and Elamite nobility. Their training was famously
rigorous: from age five, they were taught to ride, to use the bow, and, as a core Persian virtue, "to speak the
truth." They were a sight of "wonder and awe," conspicuous for the gold they wore, and armed with a short
spear, a large bow, and a shield made of wicker.
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The Grand Army: Spada and Kara

The Immortals were just the tip of the spear. The full Achaemenid army was a complex force:

e The Spada: The "standing army," the professional, permanent core composed of Persians and Medes.

e The Kara: The full military levy of the empire. When the Great King marched, a "grand army" was
conscripted from all satrapies, creating a superlatively multicultural force of Bactrian cavalry, Sacian
axemen, and Indian archers.

Payment: Rations, Land, and Coin

Payment for this vast army evolved. Early on, soldiers were paid "in-kind" with daily rations of flour and beer.
Veterans were often granted "allotments" of conquered land. The superlative innovation came under Darius |,
who introduced the first great imperial currency. The gold daric and silver siglos were struck specifically to
pay the military, especially Greek mercenaries.

This military machine had a hidden, fatal flaw. Its equipment—light scale armor and, above all, the
wicker-reed shield—was designed to defeat other Near Eastern armies. Against the heavy-bronze-armored
Greek hoplite, the Persian wicker shields would prove to be "no match."

Objective 7: Explain the causes and consequences of the lonian Revolt.

The Agon of Freedom and Tyranny

The "first major conflict between Greece and the Persian Empire" was not a foreign invasion, but an internal
rebellion. When Cyrus conquered lonia, the "independent-minded" Greek city-states of the Anatolian coast
became Persian subjects. The Persian system was to appoint local Greeks as "tyrants" to rule for them. This
created three core grievances: the payment of tribute (taxes), forced military conscription, and, most
importantly, a profound ideological insult to their emerging values of demokratia (democracy) and eleutheria
(freedom).

The Folly of Aristagoras

The revolt (499 BC) was not a noble, popular uprising. It was sparked by the personal folly and ambition of
one man: Aristagoras, the tyrant of Miletus. After persuading the local Persian satrap to launch a joint
expedition to conquer Naxos, the mission failed completely. "Sensing his imminent removal" by the Persians,
Aristagoras made a desperate gamble to save himself: he incited the whole of lonia into rebellion, abdicating
his own tyranny and encouraging the cities to establish democracies.

The Point of No Return: The Burning of Sardis (498 BC)

Aristagoras sailed to mainland Greece for allies. The pragmatic Spartans refused, but Athens, a new
democracy, sent 20 ships. This small fleet enabled an act with world-changing consequences. The joint
lonian-Athenian force marched inland, captured the satrapal capital of Sardis—the former Lydian capital and
symbol of Persian power—and burnt it to the ground.
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This was the point of no return. For King Darius, the lonian revolt was an internal problem. But the burning of
one of his major capitals by mainland Greeks (the Athenians) was an external declaration of war. Herodotus
claims that when Darius heard the news, he asked, "Who are these Athenians?" and then ordered a servant
to repeat to him three times at every meal: "Master, remember the Athenians."

The Fall: The Battle of Lade (494 BC)

The Persian response was slow but overwhelming. The decisive battle was a massive naval engagement at
the island of Lade. The lonian fleet, beset by internal divisions, was "decisively beaten." The aftermath was
brutal. Miletus, the epicenter of the rebellion, was besieged, captured, and utterly destroyed in 493 BC. The
lonian Revolt was crushed, but it had lit a fire that would soon engulf the entire Greek world.

C. Concluding Summary

The Achaemenid Persians, emerging from the rugged Iranian plateau, forged the world's first true empire.
Under the "liberator" Cyrus the Great, they unified the Medes and Persians and conquered the great
kingdoms of Lydia and Babylon. His successors, Cambyses Il and Darius |, expanded this empire to its zenith,
from India to Egypt. This vast, multicultural state was not held together by brute force alone, but by a brilliant
system of arete and prudence: the flexible satrapy system, the "King's Eye" secret service, and the logistical
marvel of the Royal Road. Their policy of pragmatic religious tolerance, seen in the Cyrus Cylinder, ensured
stability. This system, however, faced its first great challenge from the West, as the lonian Revolt—sparked
by personal folly but fueled by a clash of values—brought Athens into direct conflict with the Great King,
setting the stage for the epic Greco-Persian Wars.

D. LEARNING RESOURCES

Key Terms and People

Achaemenid Empire: The first Persian Empire (c. 550-330 BC), founded by Cyrus the Great.
Medes: An Iranian people who established an empire before being absorbed by the Persians.
Persians: An Iranian people who, under Cyrus, created the Achaemenid Empire.

Iranian Plateau: The high, arid homeland of the Medes and Persians.

Agon: A Greek word for a struggle, contest, or challenge.

Arete: A Greek word for excellence, virtue, or reaching one's full potential.

Hubris: Greek word for dangerous pride, arrogance, or overconfidence that defies the gods.
Cyrus the Great: Founder of the Achaemenid Empire, known for his conquests and policy of clemency.
Cambyses lI: Son of Cyrus, who conquered Egypt.

Croesus: The fabulously wealthy king of Lydia, defeated by Cyrus.

Astyages: The last king of the Median Empire, and Cyrus's grandfather.

Satrapy: A province of the Achaemenid Empire.

Satrap: The governor of a satrapy, who acted as a "mini-king."

"King's Eye": The secret service of the Great King, sent to monitor his officials.

Royal Road: The 1,677-mile highway from Susa to Sardis, vital for communication.
Pirradazish: The world's first great postal relay system, used on the Royal Road.
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Immortals: The elite 10,000-man heavy infantry unit of the Persian army.
Daric: A gold coin introduced by Darius |, used to pay the military.

lonian Revolt: The rebellion (499-493 BC) of Greek cities in Anatolia against Persian rule.
Aristagoras: The tyrant of Miletus who instigated the lonian Revolt to save himself.
Burning of Sardis: The 498 BC event that brought Athens into direct conflict with Persia.
Battle of Lade: The decisive naval battle in 494 BC that crushed the lonian Revolt.

Learning Objective

Key Facts/Events

Key People

1. Persian Origins

Medes and Persians were
tribes from the arid Iranian
plateau. The Medes were
dominant first, conquering
the Assyrians in 612 BC.

Medes, Persians

2. Rise of Cyrus

Cyrus revolted against his
grandfather, Astyages (553
BC), unifying the Medes
and Persians. He
conquered Babylon (539
BC) by exploiting the king's
impiety.

Cyrus the Great, Astyages,
Nabonidus

3. Cyrus's Policies

Conquered Lydia after King
Croesus misread the
Delphic Oracle. Showed
clemency to the Jews
(Edict of Restoration) and
propaganda (Cyrus
Cylinder).

Croesus, Cyrus the Great

4. Cambyses Il

Conquered Egypt at the

Battle of Pelusium (525 BC).

Herodotus called him

"mad" (Apis Bull story), but
archaeology shows he was
a pious "Persian pharaoh."

Cambyses Il

5. Imperial Administration

Empire was divided into 20
satrapies. Power was

Darius |
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checked by the "King's
Eye" (secret service). The
Royal Road (1,677 miles)
and pirradazish (postal
system) allowed 9-day
communication.

6. Persian Military

Led by the 10,000
Immortals (an elite,
self-replenishing corps).
The full army was a kara
(levy) from all satrapies.
Darius | created the gold
daric coin to pay soldiers.

Darius |

7. lonian Revolt

Caused by Greek
resentment of
Persian-backed tyrants and
demands for tribute.
Sparked by the folly of
Aristagoras. The Burning of
Sardis (498 BC) by Athens
made war inevitable.
Crushed at the Battle of
Lade (494 BC).

Aristagoras, Darius |

E. COMMAND QUESTIONS

Factual Recall

1. What two Iranian tribes emerged on the Iranian plateau, and which one was dominant first?

2. What was the "great power vacuum" of the 6th century BC, and which four powers filled it?
3. How does the historical account of Cyrus's victory over the Medes (his "unification") differ from a

simple conquest?

mpire Page

4. Contrast the two stories of the fall of Babylon (Herodotus's river diversion vs. the cuneiform record of

Nabonidus's folly).

5. What was the "Edict of Restoration"?

6. What is the archaeological evidence that contradicts Herodotus's story of Cambyses's "madness" in

Egypt?

7. Explain the "checks and balances" of the satrapy system. What was the role of the "King's Eye"?
8. How fast could a royal message travel the 1,677-mile Royal Road, and what was this relay system called?

9. Who were the "Immortals," and why were they called that?
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10. What single event during the lonian Revolt made a full-scale Persian invasion of Greece inevitable?
Critical Thinking

1. Compare and contrast the two accounts of Croesus's fate (Herodotus's story vs. the Nabonidus
Chronicle). Why do you think Herodotus told the story he did? What "truth" was he trying to teach?

2. Was the Cyrus Cylinder a "human rights charter"? Explain why or why not, using evidence from the text
to describe its actual purpose.

3. The Persian military was a massive, multicultural force that conquered the known world. What "hidden,
fatal flaw" did its equipment contain, and why would this matter in a war against the Greeks?

4. Was the lonian Revolt a noble uprising for "freedom"? Or was it, as the text suggests, sparked by the
"personal folly" of one man? Defend your answer.

Favorite Applicable Virtue

1. The text describes the actions of many leaders. Identify a classical virtue (like prudence, justice,
magnanimity, or courage) or a vice (like hubris, recklessness, or injustice) demonstrated by a
person or event in this chapter. Explain how this virtue or vice had a direct impact on historical events.
(Examples: Croesus's hubris, Cyrus's magnanimity or prudence, Aristagoras's recklessness).
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