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Assessing Persian Kingship in the Near East:  
An Introduction

Jason M. Silverman and Caroline Waerzeggers

This volume results from an international symposium of the same name 
held in Leiden, the Netherlands, on 18–20 June 2014. The symposium 
grew out of a recognition that the various disciplines which deal with Ach-
aemenid hegemony offer starkly different assessments of Persian kingship. 
While Assyriologists treat Cyrus’s heirs as legitimate successors of the Bab-
ylonian kings, biblical scholars often speak of a “kingless era” in which the 
priesthood took over the function of the Davidic monarch. Egyptologists 
see their land as uniquely independently minded despite conquests, while 
Hellenistic scholarship tends to evaluate the interface between Hellenism 
and native traditions without reference to the previous two centuries of 
Persian rule. This discrepancy prompted us to seek a broader context for 
assessing interactions with the experience of Persian kingship, and to dis-
cover how much these differing assessments were due to diversity within 
the empire and how much they were due to disciplinary assumptions.

The issue of Persian kingship in fact highlights how sequestered the 
various specialists who deal with the Achaemenid Empire often remain. 
Though the value of comparative perspectives for the Persian Empire 
and the ancient Near East more broadly is widely recognized,1 real cross-
pollination between the specializations is difficult. The symposium and 
this volume attempted to bring together in dialogue as broad an array of 
scholars as possible. A deliberate emphasis on representing the major sub-
disciplines as well as more peripheral or less commonly discussed regions 

1. Especially thanks to the active effort at promoting integrative approaches to 
the Persian Empire by the Achaemenid History workshops (Leiden: NINO) and the 
conferences published in the Persika (Paris: de Boccard) and Classica et Orientalia 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz) series.

-1 -
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2	 silverman and Waerzeggers

and cultures guided the initial invitations and the call for papers. The fields 
of Assyriology, Egyptology, Iranology, Classics, and Biblical Studies were 
represented. It is to be regretted that despite our best efforts neither East-
ern Iran nor India were able to be included, nor were the Arsacids. The 
structure of the three days of the conference was by geographical area, 
and this remains in the volume. We hope the variety here will encourage 
increased cooperative work within Achaemenid studies.

Kingship is as much cultural and social as it is political. In practi-
cal terms this means any interactions between rulers and the ruled must 
always negotiate historical and cultural legacies as much as expediencies 
of realpolitik. It follows from this that any assessment of the impact of a 
political system—in this case that of the Persian kings—requires both an 
understanding of previous systems and the resulting legacy among subse-
quent systems. While political allegiance or rebellion are of course impor-
tant elements, the real impact on society is much broader. The questions 
we hoped to address therefore included such ones as how did recollection 
of past experiences of kingship inform positions vis-à-vis the reigning (and 
later the defunct) Persian monarchy? How did the experience of Persian 
kingship affect discourse on “native” kingship in the Hellenistic successor 
states? What were responses in terms of memory and the conceptualiza-
tion of “ideal” kingship as it was informed by cultural expectations?

To provide a framework for these questions around Persian kingship 
we chose the anthropological concept of political memory. “Memory” car-
ries important contemporary methodological and ethical implications, in 
terms of historiography and public commemoration.2 Additionally, a few 
biblical scholars working in the “Persian Period” have already appealed to 
“memory” as a concept, mostly spearheaded by Ehud Ben Zvi and Diana 
V. Edelman. In these studies, the concern has largely been the texts of 
the Hebrew Bible, often with an eye towards questions of Judaean iden-
tity.3 Our concern in this book, however, is with “memory” as a concept 

2. See, e.g., Paul Ricœur, Memory, History, Forgetting (trans. K. Blamey and D. 
Pellauer; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).

3. E.g., Ehud Ben Zvi, “On Social Memory and Identity Formation in Late Per-
sian Yehud: A Historian’s Viewpoint with a Focus on Prophetic Literature, Chroni-
cles, and the Deuteronomistic Historical Collection,” in Texts, Contexts and Readings 
in Postexilic Literature: Explorations into Historiography and Identity Negotiation in 
Hebrew Bible and Related Texts (ed. L. Jonker; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 95–148; 
Ehud Ben Zvi and Christoph Levin, eds., Remembering and Forgetting in Early Second 
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useful for social history. The idea of collective memory as a sociological 
concept is often credited to Halbwachs,4 who closely linked group iden-
tity and collective memory. Memory is an important element in cultural 
identity, but its social implications cannot be restricted to identity per se.5 
More modern approaches to collective memory, which Barbara A. Misztal 
has called “dynamics of memory” approaches, rather emphasize the com-
plex interactions between historical events, power ideologies, and social 
values represented in memory.6 This means the past is indeed shaped by 
the needs of the present, but within the constraints of historical givens 
and a variety of social realities. For investigations into the Achaemenid 
Empire, therefore, social memory provides an angle to view long-term, 
dynamic interactions between the ancient cultures of the ancient Near 
East and their Persian overlords. These are not restricted merely to issues 
of “ethnicity” or instrumental politics—both of course important—but to 
the shaping of social values and worldviews as well, both present politics 
and the sort of politics deemed possible. Moreover, Paul Ricœur’s distinc-
tion between memories which are of singular events and those which are 
“paradigmatic” is particularly useful for this volume’s theme.7 The import 
of political memory is not restricted to the recollection of particular events 
remembered for changing what is deemed normal, but also the memory 
of the very concept of what is typical or normative. The issue is, in this 
context, not merely one of historical reconstructions of single events, but 
how the past was used socially to shape society and its understanding of 
its past, in the past.

Temple Judah (FAT 85; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012); Diana V. Edelman and Ehud 
Ben Zvi, eds., Remembering Biblical Figures in the Late Persian and Early Hellenis-
tic Periods: Social Memory and Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); 
Diana V. Edelman and Ehud Ben Zvi, eds., The City in Biblical Memory (Winona Lake, 
Ind.: Eisenbrauns, forthcoming).

4. Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (trans. L. A. Coser; Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago, 1992); Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and 
Cultural Identity,” New German Critique 65 (1995): 125; Barbara A. Misztal, Theories 
of Social Remembering (Maidenhead: Open University, 2003), 51; Ricœur, Memory, 
History, Forgetting, 120; Anne Whitehead, Memory: the New Critical Idiom (London: 
Routledge, 2009), 123.

5. Though it is still closely linked in some scholarship, e.g., Assmann and 
Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity.”

6. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering, 67–74.
7. Ricœur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 23.
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4	 silverman and Waerzeggers

This volume comprises revised presentations from the 2014 sympo-
sium plus an additional contribution by Melanie Wasmuth, this introduc-
tion, and an overall critical assessment by R. J. van der Spek, who was also 
present at the symposium. We regret that not all of the participants of the 
symposium were able to contribute to this publication, especially with the 
resulting loss of discussion of certain areas of the empire (sadly even the 
heartland itself), but we trust the ones collected here profitably explore the 
issues from a variety of perspectives.

The collection begins with a discussion of the Kingdom-cum-Satrapy 
of Lydia. Eduard Rung considers the notable lack of Lydian independence 
efforts through two topics; two early appointments by Cyrus the Great 
(Tabalus and Pactyes) and the early (and only attested) Lydian revolt by 
Pactyes. In his analysis, native elites were totally replaced from the Lydian 
administration following the revolt leading to the memory of Croesus’s 
kingdom losing any local political effectiveness.

Björn Anderson discusses the problematic issue of Persian Arabia. 
Noting the difficulties in assessing Arabia as it existed under the Achaeme-
nids, Anderson instead turns towards later memory of the Persians among 
the Nabatean elite. He sees the imperial artistic program of the Achaeme-
nids recalled in several motifs and designs in Petra. Even in this much later 
era, he sees the Achaemenids as providing some of the tools whereby the 
new rulers could assert their claims to legitimacy.

Three contributors discuss memory within Babylonia. John P. Nielsen 
surveys how the reign of Nebuchadnezzar I played a role in elite Baby-
lonia’s engagement with the Persian rulers, in particular, his campaign 
against Elam. This memory was flexible enough to reflect their changing 
fortunes and perspectives, even as the role of Marduk grew through time. 
Geert de Breucker reads the Babylonian tradition of historiography as part 
of an elitist Babylonian attempt to define their identity in the wake of the 
loss of political indepedence. In a similar vein, Caroline Waerzeggers uses 
memory as a framework to offer a new interpretation of the Nabonidus 
Chronicle as a literary text about the past addressing concerns in a post-
Persian, Hellenistic present.

The two periods of domination in Egypt are addressed by four schol-
ars. Olaf E. Kaper presents new evidence for Petubasis III from the Dakhla 
Oasis, analyzing it as the background for Cambyses’s “lost” army from 
Herodotus and as the reason for Darius I’s intense interest in the Oasis. 
Květa Smoláriková discusses Udjahorresnet as a key mediator between the 
Egyptian past and the Persian present, with reference to the necropolis in 
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which he was buried. Melanie Wasmuth argues that the use of iconogra-
phy evinces differing strategies of political representation between Egypt 
and the heartland under Darius I, and finds echoes of his strategy under 
Artaxerxes III. Colburn takes up the period of the second Persian domi-
nation, noting that much of the received memory of this period has been 
filtered through Ptolemaic eyes. He thus seeks to nuance the negative por-
trayal through discussion of the tomb of Petosiris.

Seth Bledsoe deals with the Aramaic literature found at Elephantine. 
He reads both the story and the proverbs in Ahiqar, which discuss the 
Assyrian king and kingship, in the context of a Persian military colony. 
He argues this provides evidence for some of these mercenaries’ complex 
views on the Persian king.

Two contributors deal with the use of the Achaemenids in Hellenistic 
and Roman discourse. Benedikt Eckhardt analyzes four post-Achaemenid 
dynasties: the Fratarakā of Fars, Antiochus of Commagene, the Mithri-
datids of Pontus, and the Hasmoneans. He argues that while all four used 
constructions of Achaemenid policy as self-justifications, they were fab-
ricated for their immediate usage rather than being surviving memories. 
Alesandr V. Makhlaiuk narrates the Roman inheritance of Greek Oriental-
izing perspectives on the Persians, and their myriad uses within Roman 
attempts at justification and self-definition.

Yehud’s interaction with the Persians is the focus of five contributions. 
Ian Douglas Wilson reads the competing visions of kingship within the 
Hebrew Bible within an Achaemenid context: seeing at least three strands 
of thought vis-à-vis foreign (Persian) kings, amongst other debated per-
spectives. For him, this is not a matter of schools, but of debates within a 
narrow set of Yehud elites. Christine Mitchell reads Chronicles’ depiction 
of kingship in the context of Darius I’s model of kingship. Positing a con-
nection with Aramaic scribal training, Mitchell finds thematic and termi-
nological affinities between the visions of kingship found in both, though 
the two visions are not identical. Lisbeth Fried compares the intermar-
riage ban in Ezra-Nehemiah with the Law of Pericles in Athens to argue 
the reasons were primarily fiscal, and were imposed by the Persians to 
maintain monetary control. Kiyan Foroutan objects to recent attempts to 
read Neh 2 as evidence concerning Zoroastrianism, and instead focuses 
on what it says about Judaean views on the Achaemenid kings. Jason M. 
Silverman argues that the development of Messianic expectations in later 
Second Temple Judaism reflects the influence of Persian ideas of kingship, 
rather than the ideology of the Iron Age monarchy.
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6	 silverman and Waerzeggers

The volume closes with a synthesis and evaluation of the sympo-
sium and this collection by van der Spek. He is particularly struck by 
the varied uses of memory, ones which defy a broad pattern due to the 
contingent nature of their deployment. The Persian Empire nevertheless 
has had a powerful impact on the course of history, and will continue to 
challenge scholarship.

Though this volume focuses on a seemingly narrow topic—the 
memory of Persian kingship—it traverses a rich terrain of material, and 
it highlights the benefits to more regional specializations of taking the 
broader imperial context seriously. We hope this volume will help spur on 
even more collaborative work on the Persian Empire.
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