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The Achaemenid Persian Empire (550-330 BCE) was a vast and complex sociopolitical

structure that encompassed much of modern-day Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Israel,

Egypt, Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan and included two dozen distinct peoples who

spoke different languages, worshiped different deities, lived in different environ-

ments, and had widely differing social customs. This book offers a radically revised

approach to understanding not only the Achaemenid Persian Empire but imperial-

ism more generally. Drawing on a wide array of textual, visual, and archaeological

material, Elspeth R. M. Dusinberre shows how the rulers of the empire constructed a

system flexible enough to provide for the needs of different peoples within the con-

fines of a single imperial authority and highlights the variability of their responses.

This book examines the dynamic tensions between authority and autonomy across

the empire, providing a valuable new means of considering imperial structure and

development.

Elspeth R. M. Dusinberre is Associate Professor in the Classics Department at the

University of Colorado Boulder. She has published articles in the American Journal

of Archaeology, Ars Orientalis, Anatolian Studies, and the Annual of the American

Schools of Oriental Research. She is the author of Aspects of Empire in Achaemenid

Sardis and Gordion Seals and Sealings: Individuals and Society.
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PREFACE

WHY BOTHER?

“Why should people care about this book?” a scientist friend recently asked me.

The answers to this are not limited to the simple “because it’s so interesting!” —

which was my first response. The subject matter is interesting: how imperialism

worked in the Achaemenid Empire; how people were folded into the empire;

how that affected their lives and the ways they defined themselves; what dif-

ferences and similarities are observed across the Anatolian peninsula and what

explains those trends. Some of the artifacts recovered are exceptionally beauti-

ful, a feature that conveys little information to a scholar but makes them a great

pleasure to look at — this surely had an impact on their use and resonance in

antiquity, even as it does today. Beyond this, though, I think it is important to

understand how this ancient empire functioned — and not only because it can

help us understand other ancient empires and the ways they were similar to or

different from the Achaemenid. The book also matters because imperialism is

scarcely a thing of the past.

Many of the problems people face in a situation that requires interaction with

an empire remain fundamentally similar even if solutions to those issues change

with time, geography, and cultural background. The actions of imperial author-

ity in Achaemenid Anatolia, the ways people living in Anatolia reacted to or

took on aspects of authority within an imperial context, the impact the empire

had on how people lived and expressed themselves: these are important and

valuable in analyzing modern societies too. Understanding autonomy and the

situations in which people act autonomously within an empire matters as much

as understanding the actions and motivations of top-down authority. When and

where was autonomy granted by authorities? When did a person or group of

@® xvii
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PREFACE

people act autonomously without the authority to do so? What were the effects

of these actions? It is extraordinary that enough material concerning Anatolia

in the Achaemenid period is preserved that we can consider these behaviors in

antiquity. If we wish, it can allow us a glimpse into our own lives as well.

A NOTE ON EVIDENCE

An enormous amount of evidence exists concerning Achaemenid Anatolia. It

includes literary documents, archives, and inscriptions in Anatolia and else-

where. The residua of satrapal palaces have been unearthed, and so has the

everyday detritus of non-elite people. Mortuary assemblages, structures, and

art have been found across Anatolia. Sculptures, sealstones, paintings, and ter-

racottas afford glimpses into people’s lives and priorities. Sealed bullae attest

to archives, military structures show us the army, temples indicate gods, and

coins demonstrate ideology and practice combined in a single artifact. Ceramic

assemblages indicate people’s dietary behaviors and how they developed; com-

paring the assemblages used by living people with those interred with the dead

can illuminate ideologies. Because I have organized this book by behaviors and

actions rather than by material or region, these different categories of evidence

are repeatedly revisited to shed light on each issue. This is important because

sometimes we have little direct evidence for, say, the co-option of local elites

into the new imperial authority, but by combining the understanding gained

through the study of Greek historical texts, mortuary sculpture, the architec-

ture of power, and imagery on sealstones we can get a sense of what was hap-

pening and how.

There is currently more evidence for considering the lives of the elite in

Achaemenid Anatolia than the non-elite, and this book reflects that bias. For

instance, published mortuary material showcases the elite. Even a cemetery

like Deve Hiiytik, not one exclusively of the wealthy, is skewed in publication

toward its more “valuable” contents (metals and jewelry rather than potsherds

and skeletons), those being the materials for which people were willing to pay at

the time it was dug. Recent excavations in Turkey are beginning to rectify this

bias, but as yet the material is not fully available for study. This book therefore

necessarily considers the lives and deaths of the elite in greater detail than those

of the non-elite, although I have made every effort to include as much non-elite

material as possible.The nature of the evidence varies according to place. Little

mention is made in textual sources of Paphlagonia in the Achaemenid period, for

instance, although there are archaeological remains. Grave stelae are common in

some parts of Anatolia and so far unseen in others. Evidence for religious prac-

tice in Achaemenid Armenia is hard to find, although much evidence exists in

other parts of the peninsula; evidence related to domestic architecture is hard

to find in the published literature at all. Greek literary sources have a great deal

xviii @®
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PREFACE

to say about Lydia. The coins of Cilicia have been particularly well published.
Intensive and extensive regional studies have been conducted in parts of Lydia
and Hellespontine Phrygia, with recent exemplary publications. Tombs with
painted interiors have been published from Lydia, northern Lycia, and south-
western Phrygia. Gordion has had its entire ceramic assemblage discussed in
detailed publications, by excavators who were already familiar with Iranian as
well as local and Greek assemblages. These exigencies have an impact on what
we can say about different areas. I have tried to weave together as much infor-
mation as possible, to explore particular behaviors and to trace some of those
issues to which different Anatolian regions found similar or sometimes different

responses.

WRITING THIS BOOK

My love affair with Achaemenid Anatolia began during my first season exca-
vating at Sardis, just after I graduated from college, when a sherd turned up in
my trench of a cup shape I had never seen before, painted with narrow hori-
zontal stripes in lively white and red. When the project director, Crawford H.
Greenewalt, jr., next came by I asked him what it was. “That,” he said, “is a
sherd of the so-called Achaemenid bowl.” I was hooked. This feeling was rein-
forced in the following months when I began graduate school and took first a
course on ancient Near Eastern archaeology and then a seminar on Achaemenid
art with Margaret Cool Root. The clincher was the moment in February that year
when Greenewalt sent me a picture of the impression left by an Achaemenid-
period cylinder seal from Sardis (IAM 4581) and then allowed me to write my
seminar paper on it for Root. I love that seal; it still makes my heart go pitter-
pat every time I see an image of it. From that study came first an appreciation
of Achaemenid art and then a fascination with the ideology and practice of
the Achaemenid Empire. The years I have spent working in Turkey since have
served only to increase my love of Anatolia and interest in Achaemenid imperi-
alism. This book is thus the culmination of twenty years of research.

Research and writing were made possible thanks to an ACLS/SSRC/NEH
International and Area Studies Fellowship, a Loeb Classical Library Foundation
Fellowship, and a University of Colorado Graduate School Faculty Fellowship.
A series of three-dimensional digital maps with exceptional resolution were
made by Professor Karl Mueller of the Department of Geological Sciences at
the University of Colorado Boulder; their creation was funded in part by a
University of Colorado Faculty Research Fund, a University of Colorado Dean’s
Fund for Excellence Grant, and a University of Colorado Kayden Research
Award. I wish I could thank adequately all those who have helped me with their
thoughts and expertise; they include Catherine Alexander, Annalisa Azzoni,
Tomris Bakir, Elizabeth Baughan, John Boardman, Pierre Briant, Nicholas Cabhill,
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