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ABSTRACT 

In Search of Xerxes: Images of the Persian IGng 

Thesis submitted by Emma Elizabeth C lough for the degree of Ph.D. in tbe 

Department of Classics and Ancient History at the University of Durham in 

2003. 

The fi gure of Xerxes, the Persian king who invaded Greece in 480 BC, is known 

to us primarily through Greek sources and the western inheritors of the Greek 

tradition. Little Persian evidence from Xerxes' reign survives and our perceptions 

are, therefore, informed by the image of the king constructed by hi s enemies 

whose experience of the Persian Wars was a key moment in their own self­

definition. As a result, Xerxes is perceived as the antithesis of all that the Greeks 

represented: the barbarian despol, a figure to be both feared and mocked. This 

leads to the marginalisation - both literal and symbolic - of the king even in 

sources where we might expect him to play a key role in the Persian Wars 

narrative. My thesis examines the creation and perpetuation of a cultural 

repertoire within which Xerxes is othered and deprived of a subjective voice. 

After an examination of the scant Persian evidence for Xerxes' rcign, it considers 

the Greek sources of the fifth and fourth centuries BC, beginning with Acschylus 

and Herodotus and moving into di scussion of the diverse presentations of 

Timotheus, Ctesias and the orators and philosophers of fourth-century Athens. 

Later Greek sources - primarily Diodorus and Josephus - are then studied, 

before an analysis of the Xerxes-traditions in Roman thought. Finally the figure 

of Xerxes in Greek writing of the second sophistic period is considered. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In Searcb of Xerxes 

On 9th April 2003 the world witnessed one of the most striking images of recent 

years. In a gesture of triumph US troops in Baghdad's central square toppled a 

giant statue of the former Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein, from the plinth on 

which it stood. Exhilarated crowds of waiting Iraqi citizens added their own 

expressions of contempt for the recently ousted leader, pelting the statue with 

stones and treading upon the smashed figure. The scene was a reflection of others 

seen all over Iraq, where posters featuring Saddam were defaced with slogans, 

statues riddled with bullet-holes, and his royal palaces and headquarters - once 

significant as centres of his power and wealth - were bombed and looted. 

The symbolism of these actions is not difficult to interpret. By defacing and 

destroying physical representations of the hated oppressor, troops and civilians 

attempted to erase all trace of the tyrant who had terrorised his own people and 

who was said to be a threat to world stability. This was damnalio memoriae in 

action; newspapers and television broadcasts made sure that the whole world saw 

it happen. Saddam Hussein was presented as the antithesis of all that civilisation 

represents - a brutal and torturous dictator who would stop at nothing in his 

pursuit of power. Tellingly, the US~led campaign to bring him down was labelled 

'Operation Iraqi Freedom'; the coalition forces were presented as upholders of 

liberty, justice and moral rectitude. 
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As the opponent of all that is 'right' and 'good', Saddam Hussein is a latter·day 

representative of the ideological construction of ' self and 'other' which has its 

ancient counterpart in a war which took place almost two and a half thousand 

years ago. For the ancient Greeks, the universal enemy who came to represent a 

threat to Hellenic culture was Xerxes, the Persian despot who, in an attempt to 

deprive her of heT freedom. invaded Greece in 480 Sc. His invasion was to be a 

defining moment in the creation orthe Greeks' own identity. Whilst the 

circumstances of the 2003 'war on terror' and Xerxes' campaign of 480/479 BC 

differ in many ways - not least in that Xerxes headed an aggressive invasion, 

whilst Saddam's own territory was attacked - the cultural responses to the two, in 

which the enemy leader has been symbolicalJy effaced, are strikingly similar. 

The invasion of Greece by Xcrxes sparked a tradition which was to continue for 

centuries, and at first glance the king appears to be an all-pervasive presence in 

ancient literature dealing with the Persian Wars. On closer inspection, however, 

it will become clear that Xerxes has himself been obliterated 10 a degree which is 

far more extreme than anything yet inflicted on the figure of Sad dam Hussein. 

In contrast to the scenes in Baghdad in 2003, the destruction of the physical 

symbols ofXerxcs' reign did not take place until long after hi s death, with 

Alexander the Great's invasion of Persia and destruction of Persepolis. Already 

by that time, however, a cultural repertoire had been established in which 

Xerxes, by means of various strategies, was consistently demonised. olhered, and 

banished to the very fringes of discourse relating 10 his invasion of Greece. The 

process had begun in the 470s BC. with the dramatic productions ofPluynichus 

and Aeschylus in the immediate aftennath of the Greeks' victory. and was to 
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continue for centuries, with western inheritors of the Xerxes-tradition buying 

wholeheartedly into the orientalising ideology. The process is one which 

continues even today. The fact that the perpetuation of the Persian Wars tradition 

was monopolised by the Greek victors - no insight on the invasion from the 

Persian viewpoint has survived - has meant that no alternative to this obliteration 

of an objective perspective is available to us. 

The way in which western intellectuals think about the east was changed for ever 

by Edward Said's groundbrcaking work. Orielltalism (1978), in which he 

examined the ideological construction of the Orient by the West. It is a sad irony 

that Said himself died a week before this thesis was completed. Although his 

study was based primarily upon post-colonial imperialist narratives, he identified 

Aeschylus' Persae as a foundation text of orientalism. writing that in this play 'It 

is Europe that articulates the Orient; this articulation is the prerogative, not of a 

puppet master, but of a genuine creator, whose life-giving power represents, 

animates, constitutes the otherwise silent and dangerous space beyond familiar 

boundaries' (p. 57). The observation is one which can be applied to every Greek 

ideological construction of the figure ofXerxes himself. 

The significance of the Persian Wars in relation to Hellenic ethnic self­

consciousness has been much-discussed since the publication of Edith Hall's 

Inventing the Barbarian in 1989, and several studies have dealt with the 

formulation of Greek identities in relation to particular texts or genres - for 

example, Hartog's The Mirror of Herodotus (1988), Harrison's The Emptiness of 

Asia (2000), on Aeschylus' Persae, and Loraux's 1986 study of the conventions 
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of the funeral oration, The fnvetf/ion oJ Athens. Meanwhile, Miller's Athens and 

Persia (1997) examines the cultural impact of contact with Persia on Athens 

itself. The figure of the Persian king resurfaces on occasion in all of these works, 

yet scholarship has so far neglected to produce an exploration of the way in 

which the reception ofXerxes himselfhas been shaped by responses to the 

Persian invasion. Works which do deal specificall y with Xerxes - Hignett 's 

Xerxes' Invasion o/Greece (1963) and Bum's 1984 Persia and the Greeks. for 

example - tend to view his expedition from a largely historical perspective, 

although recentl y Pierre Briant's hugely valuable contribution to Achaemenid 

studies, From Cyrns to Alexander (English translation 2002) has paved the way 

for an approach which considers the ideological fac tors contributing to the way 

in which the ancient source material constructs the figure of the Persian king. 

rather than seeking simply to extract historical 'fact' from the ancient narratives. 

Whilst the brilliant work of He le en Sancisi ~Weerdenburg has examined aspects 

of the presentation of the king with an eye to the ori entaii sing ideology of the 

Greek sources l there remains a need for a diachronic study which looks at the 

cultural construction of the image of Xerxes as a continuous process throughout 

antiquity, considering the varying generic and historical agendas of authors 

influenced by the Xerxes~traditions. As I will argue here, those traditions are the 

literary equivalent of the modem-day destruction of Saddam Hussein's statue. 

My search for the Persian king is one which wi ll result not in the discovery of the 

'real' Xerxes - nor does it purport to attempt such a feal - but which will, I hope, 

bring to light a remarkable process of cultural damnalio memoriae. 

I See especially Sancisi-Weerdcnburg 1987 (a), 1989 and 1999. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Xerxes In His Own Write? The Persian Evidence 

It is by now well-acknowledged that our understanding ofXerxcs is limited 

almost entirely to what we are told by sources originating from outside the 

Persian empire. Their primary concern is the king's humiliating defeat at the 

hands of the Greeks, and we are there fore forced to try to reconstruct events from 

the poi nt of view of the victors - never was the old cliche that history is always 

told by the winners more true than in this instance. Before embarking upon an 

analysis of the Greek and later western traditions surrounding the figure of the 

Persian king. however, an insight into what litt le evidence does remain from the 

Persian side of events is crucial. We must ask whether it is possible to see 

beyond the portrayal of Xerxes by the triumphant defenders of Greece, and 

examine whether the limited Persian sources from the period of hi s reign 

contribute anything w hich can help to produce an image of the 'real' Xerxes. 

From the reign of Xerxes we have no personal records, no diary, not even a 

comprehensive inscription detailing his life's works. Nor has any sort of 

chronicle written by a contemporary Persian survi ved (or even one composed 

after the king's death) giving an account of his life from the perspecti ve of an 

'insider'; we are therefore left to deduce what we can from the inscriptions, 

building works and reliefs which remain from his reign. As noted by Brianl 

(2002, p. 5 18), there is a significant reduction in the number of available sources 

on the Persian empire from the reign ofXerxes on; far fewer Babylonian and 

Egyptian documents have survived than from previous periods, and the 



6 

archaeological evidence. the Persepolis treasury tablets I and the royal 

inscriptions tell us only about the building activities ofXerxes. 

The situation is complicated too by the modem historiographicai tradition 

relating 10 the interpretation o[Xerxes' inscriptions. As Sancisi· Weerdenburg has 

pointed out, scholars have too often tended to seek confirmation in the Persian 

sources for what they 'know' ofXcrxes' reign from the Gre~k sources. She gives 

the following enlightening example: 'lfwe know from a (clearly novelistic) tale 

in the Histories that Xerxes had a love-affair. .. this 'fact' can be used to interpret 

Xerxes' building policy which leads furthennore to the 'conclusion' that is 

understandable that the 'Harem' was Xerxcs' most impressive building,.2 Of 

course this then has implications for the interpretation of Xerxes as an intolerant 

and brutal tyrant, as contrasted with the less extreme picture of his father 

presented by Aeschylus, for example.) This tendency to look from the outside in, 

rather than to begin with the Persian material, is the result of centuries of 

conditioning and is hard to undo. This chapter will ask whether it is possible 10 

hear the voice ofXerxes himself in the Persian sources. 

I The Persepolis treasury tablets detail payments for labourers working at the s ite. For those 
which dale from the reign ofXerxes sc:e Cameron 1948, pp. 98-191 (nos. 10-75). The docwnenlS 
un shed little light on the figure of the king hlmself; as Cameron (p. 9) writes, 'Contrary to 
expectations, the documents from the treasury oflhe royal city of Persepolis . .. are nOI of a 
political nature. There arc no treaties, chronicles, annals. letters to or from satraps. or edicts 10 

distant outposts of the realm Instead, they are specifically ~Treasury" docwnents' . 
1 Sancisi-Weerdenburg )989, p. 55 1. Root 1979, pp. 101 -3 describes the 'harem' ofXerxes and 
notes that il has beeD labelled as such on1y because the building is located in a relatively secluded 
position on a low level of the terrace, and because it has a series of identical small companments 
in its western extension. There is no independenl Persian testimony to corroborate this view. 
l See below, pp. 44-7. 
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Darius and the 'creation' of an Achaemenid ideology 

Xerxes' father Darius has left us with far more inside evidence from his reign 

than his successor; it is a necessary preliminary to any study of Xcrxes' 

inscriptions that we must take a brief look at those of Darius in order to give us 

an insight into the traditions within which Xerxes was working. Darius has left us 

with an account of the events early in his reign ; this appears in the fonn of an 

extensive inscription and reliefs found high on a rock face at Sehistun. Alongside 

this numerous other inscriptions from Dmus' capital Persepolis and his tomb at 

Naqs-i Rustam have survived, as well as a vast quantity of written materials in 

the fonn ofthc Pcrsepolis fortification tablets; these record economic 

transactions, court accounts and private correspondence.4 Like the treasury 

tablets ofXerxes' reign, these give a fascinating insight into the economic 

workings of the Persian empire but shed little light on the figure of the king 

himself. 

It appears from the inscriptional evidence which remains that Darius laid claim to 

the creation of a new ideology of Achaemenid kingship. Darius was not, of 

course a descendant of his predecessors Cyrus and Cambyses but, as the 

Behistun inscription records,S had succeeded to the Persian throne after 

overthrowing a usurper. In order to establish himself and his descendants on that 

throne he seems to have invented ways of justifying his position. Thus he 

combined an allegiance to the traditions of the past with innovations in his style 

~ Hallock 1969. pp. 13-69 summarises the content of the Persepolis fortification tablets. 
s DB 1.26-6 1. For inscriptions discussed and translations quoted in this chapter, see Kent 1953; 
the only exception is XPI, which was discovercd aftcr Kent's volume was published. For XPI, see 
Ghanb 1968 and Kuhr11995. p. 681 , 
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ofk.ingship. For example, Darius' inscriptions used many of the traditional 

formulae found in earlier Near Eastern texts, and his administrative records 

continued to use the Elamite language;6 he also stresses in the Behistun 

inscription his link with the Achaemenid dynasty. citing his genealogy as 

evidence that, like Cyros, he could claim a familial link with the eponymous 

founder Achacmenes and commenting that 'For this reason we arc called 

Achaemenians. From long ago we have been noble. From long ago our family 

had been kings.'7 These assertions of continuity. however, were accompanied by 

several important innovations. Most obviously. Darius founded a new capital at 

Persepolis, instead of using Cyros' capital, Pasargadae. Where the inscriptions 

were concerned, Darius continued to use the Elamite and Babylonian languages 

but also added what we now know as Old Persian to make his writings trilingual . 

It is even thought that he may have claimed to have been the inventor of this 

Janguage.8 The repeated invocation of the god Ahuramazda in the inscriptions 

also seems to have been one ofDarius' own panicular contributions to the 

official ideology of the Achaemenid dynasty. 

It must be strcssed here that any of the royal inSCriptions cannot necessarily be 

taken as evidence for an individual king's personality; they represent the official 

line, and as such are carefully manufactured pieces of propaganda, designed to 

project a particular image. This will becomc crucial when we come to investigate 

the inscriptional evidence from Xerxes' reign . In spite of thi s, however, Darius' 

6 On these examples of continuity with the past S~ Cameran 1955, pp. 87·8. 
1 DB 1.1 .8 . 
• DB 4.88·92 . This interpretation rests on the translation orthe word dipimaiy 8S meaning 'script', 
rather than the inscription itself. See Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1999, p. 92 for a lucid summary of the 
evidence; she writes that, 'Most. .. now seem 10 agree that Darius referred 10 the scripl and bad 
given orders 10 create a new type ofvmting for his own language'. 
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Bchistun inscription does come far closer to presenting an inside account of the 

events of his reign than anything found from the reign ofXerxes. The inscription 

consists of five columns, totalling four hundred and fourteen lines of text, which 

report the events of the first three years of Darius' reign, describing his accession 

to the throne and the resistance he overcame, listing the provinces over which he 

gained control and inc luding the names of individuals who took part as well as 

the locations of battles, and the months in which these took place. All of thi s was, 

of course, accomplished by the favour oftbe supreme god, Ahuramazda; Darius 

is said to be a follower of the 'true' (that is, Persian) way and to be opposed to all 

those who follow the Lie (apparently defined primarily as the rej ection of 

Ahuramazda). The inscription was accompanied by a relief depicting Darius as 

receiving the submission of individuals representing the countries which he had 

subdued, and observed by the winged figure of Ahuramazda hovering above. 

In the light of the specifi c infonnation which it gives, and the apparent attention 

10 chronology, cause and effect, the Bchistun inscription has been seen as 'the 

only text in old· Persian that is usually understood as a historiographical tex t, .9 

Although several of Darius' other inscriptions make reference to the areas over 

which the king ruled, 10 these do not give specific details which allow us to locate 

events in their historical context. Other documents refer to building worksll or 

restate the ideology of th e Achaemenid dynasty in general lenns, referring to the 

protection of Ahuramazda and Darius' commitment to maintaining the true way 

• Sancisi. Weerdenburg 1999, p. 93. 
10 OPe, OPh, DNa. 
11 OPa, osr, DSj, DSo, DZe. 
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and opposing the Lie. 12 As we shall see, the inscriptions of Xerxes follow a very 

similar pattern. 

Like father. like son 

Like the inscriptions of his father, those of Xerxes are all written in the first 

person, as though the king himsclfwere speaking. This use of the 'I' voice might 

al first suggest that we have the authentic and personal pronouncements of 

Xerxes himself. It soon becomes clear that, as with Darius, the issue is not so 

straightforward; here the sense that we are reading not individualised statements 

by a particular king but fonnulaic ideological proclamations is even more 

ex treme. Of the inscriptions which survive, several consist only of one or two 

lines and were found on small items such as cylinder seals or other objects made 

from metal or precious stonc. XPi. for example. comes from a small object made 

of lapis lazuli and reads simply 'Doorknob of prec ious stone, made in the house 

of Xerxes the king'; XH was inscribed on a silver pitcher and says that it was 

'made in the house of Xerxes the king'. Obviously such items, which declare only 

their origin and ownership, are of little use in helping us to learn much of Xerxes 

himself, and so I shall concentrate on the longer inscriptions which have been 

found on buildings. The majority of these extended inscriptions have been found 

in the palace complex at Persepolis, and tend to refer primarily to Xerxes' 

building activities. They are written in the cuneifonn script of Old Persian and, 

like Darius' works, are usually accompanied by translations into other languages 

- Elamite and Akkadian . One inscription, however, stands out in that it is 

IZ DPd, DNb, DSj, DSk, DSs. 



concerned not with bui lding works but with the figure of the king himself. This 

was found near Perscpolis in 1967 and is now denoted as XPI. A translation of 

the text reads as follows: 

11 

A great god is Ahuramazda who created thi s excellent work which onc 

sees; who created happiness fo r man; who bestowed wisdom and energy 

upon Xcrxes the king. Says Xerxes the king: by the favour of Ahuramazda 

I am of such a kind that I am a friend to what is right, I am DO friend to 

what is wrong. 

It is not my wish that to the weak is done wrong because of the mighty. it is 

not my wish that the weak is hurt because of the mighty, that the mighty is 

hurt because of the weak . What is right, that is my wish. I am no friend of 

the man who is a follower of the lie. I am not hot-tempered. When I feel 

anger rising, I keep that under control by my thinking power. I control 

finnly my impulses. 

The man who co-operates, him do I reward according to hi s co-operation. 

He who does hann, him I punish accord ing to the damage . It is not my wish 

that a man does harm, it is certainly not my wish that a man ifhe causes 

damage be not punished. What a man says against a man, that does not 

convince me, unti ll have heard testimony (?) from both parties. What a 

man does or performs according to his powers, satisfies me, therewith I am 

satisfied and it gives me great pleasure and I am very satisfied and I give 

much to fai thful men. 

I am trained with both hands and feet. As a horseman I am a good 

horseman. As a bowman 1 am a good bowman, both afoot and on 

horseback. As a speannan J am a good spearman. both afoot and on 
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horseback. And the skills which Ahuramazda has bestowed upon me and I 

have had the strength to use them, by the favour o f Ahuramazda, what has 

been done by me, I have done with these skills which Ahuramazda has 

bestowed upon me. \3 

Here we are presented with a portrait of a king who apparently perceives himself 

as favoured by the supreme god, Ahuramazda. He shows himself to be concerned 

to maintain this relationship by acknowledging the god's role both in his own 

fortunes and in the creation ofthc building upon which the inscription was 

carved, and also by denouncing anyone who follows the 'Lie', that is, who reject'i 

Ahurarnazda. Xerxcs' se lf-image here is one of a just and upright ruler, who 

secks fairness for his subj ects, whether weak or strong. Furthermore, he gives us 

an insight, it seems, into his own perceptions of hi s personality - he is a man of 

self-control rather than rash impulse, yt:t at the same time he does not suffer 

gladly those who fail to di splay their loyalty to him as king. Finally. we are 

presented with a king who is trained in the arts of war - horsemanship, and the 

use of the bow and the spear. 

It seems too good to be true; here we have what looks like a personal 'mission 

statement' of the king, a stone speaking to us in the very words of Xcrxes 

himself, and giving us an insight, which has been denied to us by the Greek 

sources, into the mind of the ruler. Were this inscription to exist in isolation, we 

might well be content that we had at last found something to present the king's 

own point of view. This is not, however. the case. A mere superficial glance at 

the evidence reveals that this is no original manifesto designed to assert thi s 

1l The translation used here is that of Kuhrt 1995. p. 681. 
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king's individuality. Far from it; in fact. the inscription is an almost verbatim 

repetition of one created by Xcrxes' father Dartus, that which is now denoted as 

DNb. and which was found on Dartus' tomb at Naqs-i Rustam. The name 'Darius' 

has been replaced by 'Xerxes', and little else has been altered. 14 

Rather than being evidence for an indi vidual king's personality - or at least for 

the image of himself which he desired to project 10 the public - the inscription of 

Xerxes thus takes on new meaning as a statement emphasising continuity with 

the past, so much so that the words of that past have not even been adapted by 

the new king. By using the wording of his father's inscription, Xerxes was 

stressing the strength of his link with the Achaemenid dynasty, announcing to his 

readers that he was following on from his father's rule and demonstrating his 

allegiance to the traditions of the past. As Kuhrt (1995. p. 681) has noted. 'The 

fact that both kings had the same text inscribed verbatim shows that the 

sentiments expressed central and eternal tenets of Persian kingship - not the 

character traits of an individual monarch'. Xerxes, then, was laying claim to the 

characteristics which he was expected to possess, rather than giving an insight 

into his true personality. 

The association of successor and predecessor seems to have begun to have been 

cultivated even during Darius' own reign, before the accession of Xerxes to the 

throne. Here the artistic evidence is helpful. A relief, IS originally thOUght to be 

from Darius' palace at Persepolis, and later moved to the treasury there, depicts 

I. Gharib 1968 presents a comparison of the language ofXPI and DNb; the differences are mainly 
~rammat ical and he suggests that both may have been copied from the same original draft (p. 55). 
! See Root 1979, plate XVII (= Boardman 2000, fig. 4.13). 
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Darius, scated and surrounded by attendants. His crown prince stands behind 

him. The relationship of the two figures is indicated by the simi larity of the 

gannents they wear, their beards and crowns; the heir to the throne is facially 

almost an exact carbon copy of his father. This figure, standing behind the 

throne, can be identified as royalty also by the fact that he is, like Darius, raised 

slightly upon a pedestal and his relative height differentiates him from the other 

surrounding figu res. This is an image also found elsewhere on the palace remains 

at Persepoiis, notab ly on door jambs. 16 The heir to the throne was thus presented 

as personifying a continuation of his father's rule even before he took up his role 

as king. The point is even more noteworthy if we consider that there appears to 

have been some question over the inheritor of the Persian throne; one of Xerxes' 

inscriptions alludes to this by noting that Darius had other sons, but that he was 

chosen as the favourite. l1 Even when there may have been some debate as to the 

identity of the king's successor, this did not matter in terms of artistic 

representation. These images are not intended as realistic portraits depicting an 

individual's characteristics, but rather are styli sed depictions of the ideal Persian 

king; in this sense they work in exactly the same way as the formulaic 

inscriptions. As Sancisi· Wccrdenburg (1 989, p. 558) has pointed out, the 

problems caused in trying to identi fy the various kings on the reliefs illustrates 

this point well : 'if indi vidual kings are indeed portrayed, it is above all the 

unchanging traditional aspects o f kingship that were emphasised and expressed' . 

16 For example Root 1979, plate XXVa, and Boardman 2000, fi g. 4.16. 
17 XPr27-35. Herodotus (7.2-3) also suggests that the issue of the succession was subject to 
dispute . 
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This emphasis on continuity with his father's reign manifests itself in a number of 

ways in several of Xerxes' other inscriptions. One very simple way in which the 

father-son link is stressed is for Xcrxes to refer to himself explicitly as 'son of 

Darius', or to make mention oftmy father Darius'; this is a method which is 

adopted in the majority of the surviving inscriptions. ls As mentioned earlier, one 

of the inscriptions, XPf, also makes specific mention of the succession question 

and thus stresses the king's familial links: 

Saith Xerxes the King: My father was Darius; Dmus' father was Hystaspes 

by name; Hystaspes' father was Arsamcs by name. Both Hystaspes and 

Arsames were both li ving, at that time - thus unto Ahuramazda was the 

desire - Darius. who was my father, him he made king in this earth. When 

Darius became king, he built much excellent (construction). 

Saith Xerxes the King: Other sons of Darius there were, (but) - thus unto 

Ahuramazda was the desire - Darius my father made me the greatest after 

himself. 

When my father Darius went away from the throne, by the will of 

Ahuramazda I became king on my father's throne. When I became king, I 

built much excellent (construction) . What had been built by my father, that 

I protected, and other building I added. What moreover I built, and what 

my father built, all that by the favour of Ahuramazda we built.19 

By giving his genealogy here, Xerxes emphasises hi s connection with the past; 

he alludes also to the unusual nature of his father's accession to the throne by 

noting that both Dmus' father and his grandfather were still alive when he 

I1 Sce XPa 9-10, XPb 19, XPc 11 , XPd 13, XPe 3, XPf 13-14, XPg 6, XPh 11, XPj 3. XPk I. 
XSa 2, XSc 2, XE 19, XV 17. 
19 XPfI5-43. 



16 

became king. Xerxes stresses too that he was his own father's favourite for the 

sllccession and in this way underlines the legitimacy of his own position. Of 

course, he notes repeatedly, all of this was accomplished too with the approval 

and help of the Achaemenids' supreme god, Ahuramazda; in referring to this as 

well Xerxes reinforces his bonds with the dynasty. Briant (2002, p. 520) has also 

pointed out in relation to this inscription that, in contrast to the account of the 

succession given by Herodotus (7.2-3), Xerxes makes no mention here of the 

influence of his mother Atossa in detennining the succession; he suggests that, 

had she exercised the sort of power claimed for her by the Greek historian, 

Xerxes could not have failed to note it here. Whether it is likely that an official 

Persian account would have mentioned such influence does seem questionable, 

but this nonetheless provides us with an example of one of the ways in which 

Greek sources have seiC{;ted their material to give a negative slant on Xerxes' 

reign ; in this case they often choose to build up a picture of the Persian king as 

subject to the manipulation of the women at hi s court. 

Significantly in this inscription too, Xerxes refers to the building works 

undertaken by his father and by himself. Once marc the stress is on continuity; 

this king is finishing what his father started. As many of Xerxes' other 

inscriptions have been found on his building works they are often similar to this 

one in noting that these architectural projects are an extension of those initiated 

by Darius. XPg 3-14, for example, from a plaque from a palace wall at 

Persepoiis, explicitly states that 'By the favour of Ahuramazda, King Darius my 

father built and ordered (to be built) much good (construction). By the favour 

also of Ahuramazda I added to that construction and built further (buildings).' 
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Similarly, XPa 1I ~ 17 claims that the building ofPcrsepolis was a project jointly 

carried out by Xerxes and his father: 'By the favour of Ahuramazda, this 

Colonnade of All Lands I built. Much other good (construction) was built within 

this (city) Pcrsepolis, which I built and which my father built. Whatever good 

construction is secn, all that by the favour of Ahuramazda we built' Once again 

we see what appears to be a conscious effort on Xcrxes' part to align himself with 

the posit ive aspects of his father's reign and to place hjrnself in the dynastic line; 

this king becomes an extension of Darius. 

The archaeological evidence from Susa has shown that there too, as well as in 

Persepolis, Xerxes continued with his father's work; a recently- found inscription 

(XSd) confinns that he was responsible for the completion of the Darius gate 

there. The pattern is followed on the one inscription ofXerxcs found outside 

Iran, at Lake Van in eastern Turkey, too : there, Xerxes declares: 'King Darius, 

who was my father - he by tbe favour of Ahuramazda built much good 

(construction), and this niche he gave orders to dig out, where he did not cause 

an inscription to be engraved. Afterwards, I gave order to engrave this 

inscription' (XV 16-27). Again, Xerxes shows that he has continued where his 

father left off. As Briant (2002 , p. 254) has pointed out, references to buildings 

that are exclusively Xerxes' own are rare. 

Just as Xerxes adopted and built upon the physical structures created during the 

reign onus father he also took the words inscribed upon those buildings and 

made use of them in his own inscriptions. The wholesale appropriation which we 

saw in XPI is the most extreme case, although elsewhere lengthy fonnulaic 



18 

chunks are extracted from the inscriptions of Darius for use in those of his son. 

Often Xerxes simply replaces the name arhis father with hi s own name, using in 

particular the religious invocations of Ahuramazda. and the royal titles 'the Great 

King, King of Kings. King of countries containing all kinds armen, King in this 

great earth far and wide'. These fannulae feature repeatedly in Xcrxes' own 

inscriptions, so that a large proportion of each usually simply repeats the words 

of Oarius.20 These fannulae are usually very similar in format to the opening 

words ofOarius on the royal tomb at Naq~-i Rustam (DNa). The fi rst fifteen 

lines of that inscription read as follows: 

A great god is Ahuramazda, who created thi s earth, who created yonder 

sky. who created man, who created happiness for man, who made Darius 

king, one king of many, one lord of many. 

1 am Darius the Great King, King of Kings, King of countries containing all 

kinds of men, King in this great earth far and wide, son of Hystaspes. an 

Achaemenian, a Persian, son of a Persian, an Aryan, having Aryan lineage. 

Xerxes' inscriptions frequently appropriate this section of the inscription, simply 

adapting it to make it relevant to Xcrxes himself rather than to Darius. By using 

the very words of his father, making the same links with Ahuramazda, and 

appropriating the same royal titles Xerxes was again able to create an impression 

of continuity, thus appearing to give further legitimacy to his own power. 

If the traditi ons of the Achaemenid dynasty were to some extent invented by 

Darius, then, it appears that his son took upon himself the initial responsibility of 

maintaining them. In doing so he was only one of many Persian kings who 

~ See, for example, XPa 1· 11 . XPb 1.21 , XPc 1.9, XPd )· )4, Xpe, xpr 1. 15, XPh 1·13, XVI-
16. 
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followed on from Darius' lead. Later inscriptions of the successors ofXcrxes 

demonstrate that they too went on to utilise the fannulae established by Darius. 

An inscription of Artaxerxes I found at Persepolis (A IPa), for example, utilises 

the fonnulaic references to Aburamazda and describes this king as 'son of Xerxes 

the king, grandson of Darius the king'. Whilst Darius was rare in that he created a 

new ideology for his dynasty it should be stressed that Xerxes was far from 

unique in simply taking lrus over for his own rule. Darius H, successor of 

Artaxerxes, went on to employ the same formulae ; DlSb, for example, 

appropriates the list of Teya! titles used by this king's predecessors, as well as 

announcing that he built a palace by the favour of Ahuramazda and in 

continuation of the work of his own father. The practice of stressing such links 

with the past continues too in the extant inscriptions of Artaxerxes 11 and 

Artaxerxes rn. 

The evidence so far, then, appears to suggest Xerxes' intention to consolidate 

Dmus' rule; with these inscriptions the Persian king proclaims his intent to live 

up to the standards set by his father and to maintain the stability of the 

Achaemenid royal rule. One inscription, however, has been seen in the past as 

offering a possible exception to these ideological resemblances between Xcrxes 

and Darius. The so·called daiva-inscription from Persepolis (XPh) features the 

only country-list found in anywhere in Xerxes' inscriptions, and refers to a revolt 

among one of these countries. Ahuramazda, says Xerxes, helped him to restore 

order in that country. He then speaks of a place where daiva, false gods, or 

demons, were being worshipped; he, however, put a stop to this by destroying the 

sanctuary of the false gods and instituting the worship of Ahuramazda and Acta 



(the true - that is, Persian - way). All of this was, of course, accomplished as a 

result oflhe favour of Ahuramazda. As this is a crucial text in the debate on the 

character ofXerxes, it is worth quoting in full : 

20 

A great god is Ahuramazda, who created this earth, who created yonder 

sky. who created man, who created happiness for man, made Xerxes king, 

onc king of many. one lord of many. I am Xerxes the Great King, King of 

Kings, King of countries containing all kinds armen, King in this great 

earth far and wide, son of King Darius, an Achaemcnian. a Persian, son of 

a Persian, an Aryan, having Aryan lineage. 

Saith Xerxcs the King: By the favour of Ahuramazda these are the 

countries of which I was king, these are the countries which I seized 

outside of Persia; I ruled over them; they bore tribute to me; what was said 

to them by me, that they did~ my law - that held them firm; Media. Elarn, 

Arachosia. Armenia, Drangiana, Parthia, Aria, Bactria. Sogdiana, 

Chorasmia, Babyionia, Assyria, Sattagydia, Sardis, Egypt, Ionians, those 

who dwell by the sea and those who dwell across the sea, men of Maka, 

Arabia, Gandara, Sind, Cappadocia, Dahac, Amyrgian Scythians, Pointcd­

Cap Scythians, Skudra, men of Akaufaka, Libyans, Carians, Ethiopians. 

Saith Xerxes the King: When that I became king, there is among these 

countri es which are inscribed above (one which) was in commotion. 

Afterward Ahuramazda bore me aid; by the favour of Ahuramazda I smote 

that country and put it down in its place. 

And among these countries there was (a place) where previously false gods 

were worshipped. Afterwards, by the favour of Ahurarnazda, I destroyed 

that sanctuary of the demons, and I made a proclamation, "The demons 
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shall not be worshipped!" Where previously the demons were worshipped, 

there I worshipped Ahuramazda and Arta reverent(ly). 

And there was other (business) that had been done ill ; that I made good. 

That which I did, alii did by the favour of Ahuramazda. Ahuramazda bore 

me aid, until I completed the work. 

Thou who (shalt be) hereafter. if thou shalt think, "Happy may I be when 

living, and when dead may I be blessed, "have respect for that law which 

Ahuramazda has established; worship Ahuramazda and Arta reverent(ly) . 

The man who has respect for that law which Ahuramazda has established, 

and worships Ahuramazda and Arta rcverent(ly), he both becomes happy 

while living. and becomes blessed when dead . 

Saith Xerxes the King: Me may Ahuramazda protect from hann, and my 

royal house, and this land: this I pray of Ahuramazda, thi s may 

Ahuramazda give to me! 

This inscription has been used by historians as proof that Xerxes broke with his 

father's supposed policy of tolerance by becoming more despotic and persecuting 

followers of religions other than his own. To the list of his negative 

characteri stics - weakness, immorality and cruelty - this inscription has been 

thought to add evidence of hi s bigotry. Once again preconceived ideas based on 

the hostile Greek sources are to blame for this reading of the inscription. The 

idea that Xerxes' behaviour was more extreme than that ofms father can be 

traced back as far as Aeschylus' Persae, where the younger king is criticised for 

hi s youthful rashness and compared unfavourably to the dead Darius (see below, 

pp. 44-7). 
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