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• Part One : The world before Cyrus 

 

The Iranian Plateau, the Medes, and the 
Emergence of Persian Power 

If Mesopotamia may be regarded as the 
cradle of the world's earliest urban 
civilizations, the Iranian Plateau must be 
considered one of the most important 
historical crossroads of the ancient world. 
This vast region, extending from the 
Caucasus Mountains and the Anatolian 
Plateau to the frontiers of Central Asia and 
the Indus Valley, served not only as a 
geographical bridge but also as a meeting 
ground of diverse cultural and political 
worlds. 

 

 

 



Unlike Mesopotamia, where great rivers and 
fertile lands facilitated the rise of centralized 
urban societies, the natural environment of 
the Iranian Plateau with its towering mountain 
ranges, expansive plains, vast deserts, and 
varied climates gave rise to societies founded 
above all on mobility, adaptability, and tribal 
bonds.  

These characteristics would later play a 
crucial role in the development of Iranian 
political power. 

Linguistic, archaeological, and historical 
research indicates that the Iranian peoples, a 
branch of the larger Indo-European family, 
gradually settled across the Iranian Plateau 
during the late second and early first 
millennia BCE.  

 

 



Contrary to older theories that emphasized 
sudden invasions, these migrations were 
most likely a gradual process extending over 
several centuries, during which various 
Iranian groups dispersed throughout different 
regions of the plateau. 

Among these groups, two peoples gradually 
attained particular importance :  

the Medes in northern and northwestern Iran, 
and the Persians in the southwestern part of 
the plateau, in the region that would later 
become known as Pars or Fars. 

The earliest historical references to the 
Iranian peoples appear in Assyrian sources. 
Assyrian kings, particularly Shalmaneser III 
and Sargon II, mention in their inscriptions 
peoples bearing names similar to the Medes 
and Persians, who inhabited territories east of 
the Assyrian Empire.  

 



Although these sources were written from the 
perspective of their adversaries, they 
demonstrate that by the eighth century BCE, 
the Iranian tribes were gradually emerging as 
significant political and military forces in the 
region.  

The Assyrians, themselves the greatest 
military power of their age, had recognized 
that their eastern territories were no longer 
merely the domain of scattered tribes, but 
were becoming centers of new and rising 
powers. 

Among these peoples, the Medes were the 
first to establish a relatively enduring form of 
political unity. Our knowledge of the 
formation of the Median state remains limited 
and, at times, contradictory.  

Herodotus refers to a ruler named Deioces, 
who united the Median tribes and founded 
the first centralized Iranian state.  



However, many modern historians argue that 
Herodotus' account, although it may preserve 
genuine traditions, appears overly systematic 
and orderly. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that by the seventh 
century BCE, the Medes had become a major 
regional power and, together with the 
Babylonians, played a decisive role in the 
downfall of the Assyrian Empire.  

The fall of Nineveh in 612 BCE under the 
leadership of Cyaxares marked not only the 
end of the Assyrian Empire but also the 
beginning of a new era in the history of the 
ancient Near East. 

The Medes, who until then had occupied the 
margins of great powered politics, suddenly 
emerged as one of the principal actors in 
regional affairs.  

 



Their realm expanded across large portions of 
the Iranian Plateau and into western and 
northern territories, bringing for the first time 
a substantial part of the Iranian lands under 
the authority of a single political entity. 
Although our knowledge of the political 
structure of the Median state remains limited, 
it appears that this government combined 
Iranian tribal traditions with certain 
administrative elements inherited from earlier 
Near Eastern states. 

During the same period, the Persians in 
southwestern Iran, in the regions of Pars and 
Anshan, were gradually consolidating their 
own power.  

Unlike the Medes, who rose rapidly to 
prominence, the Persians followed a slower 
but more enduring path. Living in close 
proximity to the ancient civilization of Elam, 
they benefited over the centuries from its 
administrative, economic, and cultural 
traditions. 



Many scholars believe that one of the key 
factors behind the future success of the 
Achaemenids was precisely this ability to 
absorb and integrate diverse traditions.  

The Persians not only preserved the cultural 
and political heritage of the Iranian peoples, 
but also drew extensively upon the 
achievements of non-Iranian civilizations. 

Among the numerous Persian noble families, 
the Achaemenid dynasty gradually acquired a 
position of particular prominence.  

Although our knowledge of the earliest 
generations of this dynasty remains limited, 
both Achaemenid and classical sources 
indicate that Achaemenes, Teispes, and their 
successors succeeded in establishing a 
significant political position in the region of 
Pars.  

 

 



During the reign of Teispes, Achaemenid 
authority in Anshan and Pars was 
consolidated, and the dynasty became one of 
the leading aristocratic houses of 
southwestern Iran. 

Unlike many local rulers who perished in 
regional struggles, the Achaemenids 
managed to strike a balance between loyalty 
to greater powers and the preservation of 
their own local autonomy. 

At the beginning of the sixth century BCE, 
when Median power had reached its zenith 
and Babylon, Lydia, and Egypt each 
controlled substantial portions of the known 
world, few could have predicted that the next 
great transformation would arise not from 
Nineveh, Babylon, Sardis, or Memphis, but 
from a mountainous land in the southwest of 
the Iranian Plateau. 

 



Yet history has repeatedly shown that great 
powers often collapse precisely when they 
consider themselves invincible, and that new 
forces typically emerge from the peripheries 
rather than from established centers of 
power.  

Pars stood on the threshold of such a 
transformation, and at the heart of this 
transformation stood the Achaemenid 
dynasty, a house that, in the next generation, 
would bring forth a ruler who would alter not 
only the destiny of Iran, but also the course of 
the history of much of the ancient world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

• Part Two: The Background of a Legend 

 

The Achaemenid Dynasty and the Birth of 
Cyrus 

If the political and historical conditions of the 
world before Cyrus had created the 
circumstances necessary for the emergence 
of a new empire, one fundamental question 
still remains :  

how did a figure such as Cyrus arise from 
among dozens of noble houses and hundreds 
of local rulers? 

The answer to this question lies not only in 
the personal genius of Cyrus himself, but also 
in the history and standing of his family.  

No king attains power without political, 
social, and familial foundations, and Cyrus 
was no exception.  



He was the heir to a dynasty that had ruled 
southwestern Iran for generations before his 
birth, interacted with the great powers of its 
age, and gradually secured a distinguished 
position among the Persian tribes. 

Yet, as with many great figures of the ancient 
world, the history of Cyrus' family and the 
circumstances of his birth have become 
intertwined with legend, myth, and political 
narratives, to the extent that it is sometimes 
difficult to distinguish historical reality from 
collective memory.  

To understand Cyrus, one must first examine 
the Achaemenid dynasty and the world into 
which he was born. 

 

 

 

 

 



Achaemenes, Teispes, and the Formation 
of the Achaemenid Dynasty 

Although the name of Cyrus the Great 
achieved unparalleled fame in the history of 
the ancient world, his family had been 
present on the political stage of the Iranian 
Plateau for centuries before his birth.  

Unlike many ancient rulers who derived their 
legitimacy solely from military power or 
political success, Cyrus inherited a dynastic 
tradition whose roots, at least in the political 
memory of the Achaemenids, extended back 
through earlier generations. 

As with many aspects of early Iranian history, 
however, reconstructing the history of the 
Achaemenid family presents considerable 
difficulties, as the available sources are 
limited, at times contradictory, and often 
shaped by political and ideological 
objectives. 



The most important Iranian source 
concerning the genealogy of the 
Achaemenids is the Behistun Inscription of 
Darius the Great.  

In this inscription, Darius traced his ancestry 
back to Achaemenes in order to establish his 
own political legitimacy, presenting him as 
the common ancestor of the royal house. 
According to this account, Achaemenes was 
the founder of the dynasty that later became 
known as the Achaemenid Empire. 

Modern scholars, however, remain divided 
over the historical reliability of this claim. 
Some believe that Achaemenes was indeed a 
historical figure, while others argue that his 
role and status were amplified during the 
reign of Darius in order to strengthen the 
political legitimacy of the royal dynasty.  

 

 



Despite these disagreements, there is little 
doubt that by the seventh and sixth centuries 
BCE, a powerful Persian ruling house existed 
in southwestern Iran, one that the world 
would later come to know as the 
Achaemenids. 

Following Achaemenes, the name of Teispes 
appears in both Achaemenid and classical 
sources.  

Teispes may be regarded as the first relatively 
historical figure of the Achaemenid dynasty, 
having succeeded in expanding his authority 
over the regions of Anshan and Pars.  

Anshan, formerly part of the ancient Elamite 
civilization, possessed considerable political 
and economic importance, and control over it 
strengthened the Achaemenids' position in 
southwestern Iran. 

 



It appears that during the reign of Teispes, the 
Achaemenids drew not only upon Persian 
tribal traditions but also upon the 
administrative and political heritage of Elam, 
a characteristic that would later become one 
of the strengths of the Achaemenid Empire. 

After Teispes, the Achaemenid family appears 
to have divided into two branches:  

the Anshanite branch, from which Cyrus the 
Great and his descendants emerged, and the 
Parsa branch, from which Darius the Great 
later descended.  

Although the details of this division remain 
the subject of scholarly debate, what is 
important is that by the beginning of the sixth 
century BCE, the Achaemenids were no 
longer merely local tribal chiefs, but had 
become recognized as one of the leading 
political families of the Iranian Plateau. 

 



In the next generation, a ruler named 
Cambyses I, the father of Cyrus the Great, 
governed Pars.  

Unlike his son, Cambyses I occupies only a 
modest place in historical sources, and our 
knowledge of his reign remains limited. 
Nevertheless, the available evidence 
suggests that he succeeded in maintaining 
political relations with the Median state and 
consolidating the position of the Achaemenid 
dynasty within the regional balance of power. 

In Greek historical tradition, Cambyses is 
presented not only as the ruler of Persia but 
also as the husband of Mandane, the 
daughter of Astyages, the last king of the 
Medes. If historical, this marriage would have 
possessed great political significance, 
establishing a familial connection between 
the Median royal house and the Persian 
aristocracy. 



The question of the marriage between 
Cambyses and Mandane, however, remains 
one of the subjects of debate in modern 
historiography.  

Herodotus presents this marriage as part of 
his broader narrative concerning the birth and 
rise of Cyrus, but some contemporary 
scholars believe that the story may have been 
elaborated later to explain Cyrus' political 
legitimacy and connect him to the Median 
royal family.  

On the other hand, the absence of conclusive 
evidence against the marriage has led many 
historians to refrain from rejecting its 
historicity entirely. 

 

 

 

 



In any case, whether Mandane was truly the 
daughter of Astyages or whether this 
connection was added to historical tradition 
at a later date, there is little doubt that Cyrus 
grew up in an environment in which Persian 
and Median political and cultural traditions 
interacted closely. 

At the beginning of the sixth century BCE, the 
world of the Near East appeared outwardly 
stable.  

The Medes were the most powerful state on 
the Iranian Plateau, the Babylonians were 
regarded as the heirs to the glory of 
Mesopotamia, Lydia was the wealthiest 
kingdom of western Asia and Egypt continued 
to preserve its millennia old authority. 

In such circumstances, the birth of a child 
into one of the noble families of Persia would 
have seemed to his contemporaries an 
entirely ordinary event. 



No one could have predicted that this child, 
who was probably born sometime between 
approximately 600 and 576 BCE, would within 
less than four decades bring not only Media, 
but also Babylon, Lydia, and much of the 
known world under his rule. 

Yet while modern historians debate the 
genealogy and political status of Cyrus' 
family, ancient traditions chose a different 
path. In the collective memory of the ancient 
world, the rise of a figure such as Cyrus could 
not be understood as an ordinary event. 
Consequently, legends emerged surrounding 
his birth stories of royal dreams, prophetic 
visions, a child threatened with death, and a 
destiny ordained in advance. 

Although these legends are not historical in 
the strict sense of the word, they reveal how 
the peoples of the ancient world understood 
and narrated the greatness of Cyrus.  



To better understand this phenomenon, we 
must turn to the most famous account of 
Cyrus' birth: the story of Astyages, Mandane, 
and the prophetic dreams of the Median king. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Astyages, Mandane, and the Legend of 
Cyrus' Birth 

In the history of the ancient world, the births 
of great rulers were rarely portrayed as 
ordinary events.  

From Sargon of Akkad to Alexander the Great 
and Augustus of Rome, historical and literary 
traditions often sought to associate the 
emergence of extraordinary figures with 
supernatural signs, heavenly prophecies, and 
miraculous events.  

Cyrus the Great was no exception. 

The most famous account of his birth was 
recorded by Herodotus, the fifth century BCE 
Greek historian.  

Although this account raises serious 
historical doubts, its importance as a 
reflection of ancient conceptions of kingship 
and historical destiny is undeniable. 



According to Herodotus, Astyages, the last 
king of the Medes, once dreamed that a 
stream flowed from the body of his daughter 
Mandane, flooding not only the city of 
Ecbatana but all of Asia.  

The Magi and interpreters of dreams 
understood this vision as a sign that 
Mandane's son would one day rule over all of 
Asia. 

Alarmed by this prophecy, Astyages decided 
to marry Mandane not to one of the powerful 
Median nobles, but rather to Cambyses, ruler 
of Persia, whom he regarded as politically 
harmless and lacking in ambition. 

Yet Astyages' fears did not end with his 
daughter's marriage. Herodotus recounts that 
he experienced another dream.  

This time, a vine grew from Mandane's womb 
and spread across the whole of Asia.  

 



The interpretation remained the same :  

Mandane's son would one day overthrow his 
rule. 

Consequently, when Cyrus was born, 
Astyages ordered that the infant be killed so 
that the threat foretold by prophecy might be 
eliminated forever. 

The execution of this order was entrusted to 
Harpagus, one of the most prominent 
commanders and courtiers of Media. 
Unwilling to bear personal responsibility for 
the child's death, Harpagus delivered the 
infant to a royal shepherd named 
Mithradates, instructing him to abandon the 
child in the mountains. 

According to Herodotus, however, the 
shepherd's wife had recently lost her own 
child and persuaded her husband to raise the 
Persian infant in place of their deceased son. 
Thus, Cyrus was saved from death and spent 
the early years of his life among a rural family. 



Herodotus then recounts a story that appears 
in many legends concerning the great rulers 
of the ancient world.  

According to his account, while playing with 
other children, Cyrus assumed the role of 
king and punished one of the sons of the 
Median nobility for disobedience. This 
behavior brought the incident to the attention 
of Astyages, who, after observing the child, 
became suspicious because of his 
appearance and kingly demeanor. 

Subsequent investigation revealed the truth, 
and Astyages discovered that his grandson 
had survived. 

This time, however, Astyages decided to spare 
Cyrus' life, believing that the prophecy had 
already been fulfilled, since the boy had 
already played the role of king in his 
childhood games.  

Instead, his anger fell upon Harpagus, who 
had failed to carry out his original command. 



Herodotus relates that Astyages committed a 
horrific act :  

He killed Harpagus' son and served his flesh 
to his father at a banquet.  

This event would later become the motive for 
Harpagus' revenge and one of the causes of 
the downfall of the Median kingdom. 

Although this account is one of the most 
famous stories of ancient history, most 
modern historians do not accept it as a 
precise record of historical events.  

Indeed, many elements of the narrative 
including prophetic dreams, the miraculous 
survival of an infant, and the recognition of a 
hero during childhood appearing in the 
legendary biographies of numerous historical 
and mythical figures. 

 

 



The account of the birth of Sargon of Akkad, 
the story of Moses' childhood in Jewish 
tradition, the legend of Romulus and Remus 
in Roman history, and even certain traditions 
concerning Alexander the Great all exhibit 
striking structural similarities to the story of 
Cyrus' youth. 

For this reason, most scholars today regard 
Herodotus' account not as an exact record of 
events, but as a reflection of the political and 
cultural memory of the ancient world. The 
narrative demonstrates that, in the eyes of 
ancient peoples, the greatness of Cyrus was 
so evident that it could not be explained by an 
ordinary birth.  

They sought instead to interpret his later 
achievements through the concepts of 
destiny, fate, and divine will. 

At the same time, rejecting the legends does 
not necessarily require rejecting all historical 
reality.  



Many historians believe that a political reality 
may indeed lie behind these stories.  

Cyrus may genuinely have possessed ties to 
the Median royal family, he may have spent 
time at or been educated within the Median 
court, and the political rivalries between 
Median and Persian elites may later have 
been recast in legendary form. 

What can be stated with greater confidence, 
however, is that Cyrus was neither an 
anonymous shepherd nor a child who 
miraculously rose to power. He was the heir 
to one of the most important political families 
of Persia, a family that at the time of his birth, 
was preparing to play a far greater role in the 
history of the world. 

 

 

 



Sometime during the closing years of the 
seventh century BCE or the beginning of the 
sixth century BCE, a child was born into the 
Achaemenid dynasty whose name would 
eventually spread far beyond the borders of 
Iran and become one of the most recognized 
names in world history. 

Yet what transformed Cyrus into a great ruler 
was neither the prophecies of magicians nor 
the legends of his childhood, but the world in 
which he was raised a world in which Persian 
tribal traditions, the political legacy of the 
Medes, the ancient cultures of the Near East, 
and the harsh realities of power and war all 
contributed to the formation of his character. 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Three: The Formation of a Prince 

 
The Formation of Cyrus' Character 

Now that we have moved beyond legend and 
royal genealogies, we arrive at a more 
fundamental question:  

How did Cyrus become Cyrus? 

For while birth and lineage may determine an 
individual's social position, it is character, 
education, culture, and experience that 
shape great leaders.  

Unfortunately, unlike many later historical 
figures, we possess no direct information 
concerning the childhood and youth of Cyrus. 
No personal recollections survive, no teacher 
records his instruction, and no contemporary 
text describes the years of his upbringing. 

 



Nevertheless, through an understanding of 
Persian society, Iranian culture, and the 
political structure of the world in which he 
lived, it is possible to reconstruct a plausible 
picture of the environment that shaped 
Cyrus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Persian Society, Education, and the 
Worldview of a Future King 

Although historical sources remain silent 
regarding the childhood and youth of Cyrus 
the Great, this silence does not render us 
entirely incapable of reconstructing the 
environment in which he was raised.  

As with many figures of the ancient world, 
including Homer, Zoroaster, and even 
Alexander the Great. 

A substantial part of their early lives must be 
understood through the societies and 
cultures that formed them.  

Likewise, by studying Persian society and the 
Iranian world of the sixth century BCE, we 
may arrive at a clearer understanding of 
Cyrus' character. 

 

 



Before he became a conqueror of empires, 
Cyrus was the product of a particular culture. 

A culture in which martial skill, loyalty,  

self discipline, and political responsibility 
were regarded as fundamental virtues. 

Persian society during the age of Cyrus still 
retained its tribal and aristocratic character. 
Unlike the urban states of Mesopotamia, 
which relied upon complex bureaucracies 
and centralized administration, Persian 
society was founded upon kinship ties, 
personal loyalty, and cooperation among 
noble families.  

Persian rulers were not merely political 
leaders, they were also the military and social 
leaders of their tribes. 

For this reason, the sons of prominent 
families were prepared from an early age for 
military, political, and administrative 
responsibilities. 



The most significant descriptions of Persian 
aristocratic education come from Xenophon 
and, to a lesser extent, Herodotus.  

Although Xenophon's Cyropaedia is a 
philosophical and didactic work rather than a 
strictly historical account, many scholars 
believe that portions of his description of 
Persian society reflect genuine Iranian 
traditions. 

According to these sources, the education of 
noble youths rested upon three fundamental 
principles :  

Horsemanship, Archery, and Truthfulness. 

Herodotus writes that the Persians taught 
their sons, from the age of five until twenty, 
three things: to ride a horse, to shoot with the 
bow, and to speak the truth.  

Although this statement appears simple, it in 
fact reflects the political and moral worldview 
of ancient Iran. 



In Iranian culture, the horse was not merely a 
means of transportation, but a symbol of 
status, mobility, and military power.  

Much of the military success achieved by the 
Iranians in subsequent centuries stemmed 
from their mastery of cavalry warfare. 
Archery, likewise, was an essential skill for 
warfare on the Iranian Plateau and in the 
surrounding regions. 

Yet perhaps the most important principle was 
the concept of truthfulness itself.  

In Iranian tradition, falsehood was regarded 
not merely as a moral failing, but as a threat 
to political and social order.  

This idea appears clearly in Achaemenid 
inscriptions, particularly those of Darius the 
Great, where the king repeatedly asks Ahura 
Mazda to protect the kingdom from enemies, 
famine, and the Lie. 



In addition to military and moral education, 
Cyrus was likely exposed to a variety of 
political and cultural traditions.  

If the traditions concerning his familial 
connections to the Medes are accepted, he 
may have spent part of his youth in an 
environment where Persian and Median 
traditions interacted closely.  

Even if these accounts are regarded as 
legendary, there can be little doubt that the 
Persian aristocracy maintained close contact 
with Median, Elamite, and Mesopotamian 
elites. 

As a result, Cyrus encountered from an early 
age a world characterized by ethnic, 
linguistic, and cultural diversity. 

An experience that would later be reflected in 
his policies toward the many peoples and 
nations of his empire. 



From a religious perspective, the question of 
Cyrus' beliefs remains a subject of scholarly 
debate.  

Unlike Darius the Great, Cyrus never explicitly 
mentions Ahura Mazda in the inscriptions that 
survive from his reign.  

This has led some scholars to exercise 
caution regarding the precise nature of his 
religious convictions. 

Nevertheless, many elements of Achaemenid 
political and moral culture, including the 
emphasis on order, truth, justice, and the 
divine legitimacy of kingship are consistent 
with Iranian religious traditions and with 
teachings that later became associated with 
Zoroastrianism.  

At the same time, Cyrus' religious policy 
demonstrates that he viewed the world not 
through the lens of religious exclusivity, but 
through the practical considerations of 
politics and respect for local traditions. 



Alongside education, culture, and religion, 
political experience also played a crucial role 
in shaping Cyrus' character.  

He grew up in a world whose great powers, 
although outwardly formidable, were in fact 
confronting profound internal challenges.  

The Medes faced problems of political 
cohesion, the Babylonians struggled with 
religious and political tensions, Lydia had 
become overly reliant upon its wealth, and 
Egypt was preoccupied with preserving the 
legacy of its ancient past. 

Cyrus likely recognized from an early age that 
true power lay not merely in military force, but 
in understanding the weaknesses of one's 
enemies, securing the loyalty of allies, and 
adapting effectively to changing 
circumstances. 

 



For this reason, when Cyrus emerged as ruler 
of Persia in the middle decades of the sixth 
century BCE, he was not simply the heir to a 
local throne. He was the product of 
generations of political, military, and cultural 
experience, a man raised at the intersection 
of Iranian tribal traditions and the ancient 
civilizations of the Near East. 

Soon, he would be given the opportunity to 
demonstrate his abilities in the greatest test 
of his life: a confrontation with the Median 
Empire and with the king who, according to 
ancient tradition, had once wished for his 
death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Four: The March to the Throne 

 

The Fall of Media and the Rise of Cyrus 

By the middle of the sixth century BCE, no 
event altered the balance of power in the 
ancient world more profoundly than the fall of 
the Median Empire.  

For more than half a century, the Medes had 
been regarded as one of the great powers of 
the Near East, extending their influence from 
the Iranian Plateau to the frontiers of Anatolia.  

Yet, just as the Assyrian Empire had 
previously collapsed despite its outward 
strength, overwhelmed by internal and 
external pressures, the Median state also 
suffered from internal weaknesses that 
ultimately paved the way for the emergence 
of a new power. 



At the center of this transformation stood the 
man whom history would later know as Cyrus 
the Great. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



From Persian Prince to Ruler of Iran 

In the middle of the sixth century BCE, the 
Near Eastern world existed in a state that 
simultaneously displayed the apparent 
stability of its great powers while concealing 
unmistakable signs of political and structural 
decline. 

Among these powers, the Median state, 
which had become the dominant power of 
the Iranian Plateau after the fall of Assyria, 
appeared stronger than ever.  

Astyages, the last king of the Medes, had 
inherited a kingdom that had exercised 
authority over much of Iran and its 
surrounding regions for nearly a century. 

Yet, as history has repeatedly demonstrated, 
political power often stands closest to 
collapse precisely when it appears to have 
reached its greatest height. 



Our knowledge of relations between Persia 
and Media in the years preceding Cyrus' revolt 
remains limited. It appears that although the 
Persians enjoyed a considerable degree of 
internal autonomy, they generally remained 
within the political sphere of Median 
influence, and the Achaemenid rulers 
including Cambyses I and later Cyrus, defined 
their position within the broader Median 
political order. 

This relationship, however, seems to have 
rested less upon direct domination than upon 
a network of political, military, and familial 
obligations. 

Around 553–550 BCE, Cyrus, who at that time 
ruled Pars and Anshan, rebelled against 
Astyages.  

Ancient sources offer differing explanations 
for the causes of this revolt.  

 



 

Herodotus, in keeping with his narrative style, 
attributes the decisive role to Harpagus, the 
Median general, who, seeking revenge against 
Astyages, persuaded the Median nobility to 
support Cyrus. 

According to this account, Harpagus secretly 
communicated with Cyrus, encouraged him 
to rebel, and at the decisive moment brought 
a significant portion of the Median forces over 
to his side. 

Although the accuracy of the details of this 
story remains uncertain, many modern 
historians believe that Herodotus' account 
reflects an underlying political reality.  

The Median state, like many ancient 
kingdoms, was probably far from internally 
unified, and some among its nobles and 
military commanders may have been 
dissatisfied with Astyages' rule. 



 

Through political skill and strategic insight, 
Cyrus succeeded in exploiting these divisions 
and presenting himself not merely as the 
leader of a local rebellion, but as a legitimate 
successor to the existing political order. 

One of the most important contemporary 
sources for these events is the Nabonidus 
Chronicle, a Babylonian text that records the 
political developments of Cyrus' era. 

This Babylonian document confirms that 
Astyages marched against Cyrus, but that a 
portion of his own forces revolted against him 
and delivered him into Cyrus' hands.  

The significance of this account lies in the 
fact that, unlike the Greek narratives written 
decades or even centuries later, it was 
composed almost contemporaneously with 
the events themselves.  



It suggests that the fall of Media was, at least 
in part, the result of internal crisis and the 
collapse of elite loyalty. 

Following Astyages' defeat, the city of 
Ecbatana, the Median capital, fell into Cyrus' 
hands.  

Yet what proved more significant than the 
victory itself was Cyrus' treatment of his 
defeated adversary. 

Unlike the prevailing practices of many 
ancient empires, which often accompanied 
the fall of a dynasty with the complete 
destruction of its royal family and political 
elite, Cyrus pursued a different policy.  

It appears that he not only preserved the 
administrative and political structures of the 
Median state, but also incorporated many 
Median nobles and officials into his new 
political order. 



This policy, which would later become one of 
the defining characteristics of his rule 
throughout the Achaemenid Empire, played a 
crucial role in consolidating his authority. 

For this reason, the conquest of Media should 
not be viewed merely as a military victory. 
What occurred between 553 and 550 BCE 
was, in reality, a transfer of the center of 
political power from Media to Persia. 

A transfer achieved not through the complete 
destruction of the previous order, but through 
its absorption and reconstruction. 

Unlike many conquerors throughout history, 
Cyrus did not build his power upon the ruins 
of his enemies.  

Instead, he sought to incorporate their 
political legacy into the service of a new 
imperial system. 

This event also marked a turning point in the 
history of both Iran and the ancient world. 



Before this time, Persia had been only one of 
several regional powers on the Iranian 
Plateau.  

After the fall of Media, however, Cyrus 
became the ruler of the largest state in the 
Near East. 

In less than a decade, he had transformed 
himself from a local ruler into a leader who 
would determine the fate of the four great 
powers of the ancient world. 

Yet the victory over Media was only the 
beginning. 

To the west, the wealthy kingdom of Lydia, 
under the rule of Croesus, watched with 
growing concern the rise of this new eastern 
power. To the south, Babylon remained the 
strongest state in Mesopotamia, while farther 
west, Egypt observed these developments 
with close attention. 



None of these powers yet realized that the 
man who had only recently assumed the 
crown of Media would soon alter the 
boundaries of the known world itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Five: From Kingdom to Empire 

 

The Conquest of Lydia and the First 
Expansion of the Empire 

If the fall of Media transformed Cyrus into the 
greatest ruler of the Iranian Plateau, the 
conquest of Lydia elevated him into one of the 
most significant figures of the ancient world. 

Beyond the Anatolian Plateau lay the Kingdom 
of Lydia, renowned for its legendary wealth, 
extensive trade networks, and powerful 
military.  

Lydia regarded itself as one of the most 
secure and formidable states of its age. At the 
head of this kingdom stood a man whose 
name would become synonymous with 
wealth and magnificence throughout history :  

Croesus, the last great king of Lydia. 

 



Croesus, Delphi, and the Clash of Two 
Worlds 

In the middle of the sixth century BCE, if one 
had asked the peoples of the ancient world 
who was the wealthiest and most powerful 
ruler in western Asia, many would 
undoubtedly have named Croesus, King of 
Lydia. 

The Kingdom of Lydia, centered on the city of 
Sardis, occupied western Asia Minor and had 
become one of the richest states of its time 
owing to its favorable geographical position, 
abundant mineral resources, and extensive 
commercial networks. The fame of Croesus' 
wealth was so widespread that his name has 
remained, even into modern times, a symbol 
of legendary prosperity. 

Yet, just as Median power had ultimately 
failed to withstand Cyrus, the wealth and 
prestige of Lydia also proved insufficient to 
halt the expansion of the new Persian power. 



Unlike many of his contemporaries, Croesus 
was well aware of political developments in 
the East. The fall of Media to Cyrus had not 
only disrupted the regional balance of power 
but also represented a direct threat to Lydia's 
security and interests. For many years, the 
Medes had served as a buffer between Lydia 
and the powers of the East, and that barrier 
had now disappeared. 

Consequently, Croesus decided to seize the 
initiative before Cyrus could fully consolidate 
his authority. 

Herodotus recounts that, before embarking 
on war, Croesus consulted the renowned 
sanctuaries and oracles of the Greek world, 
especially the Oracle of Delphi. According to 
this account, the priests of Delphi informed 
him that if he attacked Persia, he would 
"destroy a great empire." Croesus interpreted 
this prophecy in his own favor, unaware that 
the empire destined for destruction might be 
his own. 



Although historians remain skeptical 
regarding the historical accuracy of this story, 
the tale of Delphi illustrates a recurring theme 
in history: the danger of rulers placing 
excessive confidence in their own power, 
wealth, and personal judgment. 

After securing the support of certain Greek 
states and establishing relations with Egypt 
and Babylon, Croesus marched eastward 
around 547 or 546 BCE and entered the 
former territories of the Median Empire. 

The first major confrontation between the two 
sides occurred at Pteria, in Cappadocia. 
Ancient sources describe this battle as fierce 
but indecisive. After the engagement ended, 
Croesus, following the military conventions of 
the time, expected that military operations 
would cease with the onset of winter and that 
he would be able to resume the conflict the 
following campaigning season with renewed 
forces. 



Cyrus, however, acted contrary to his 
opponent's expectations. 

One of the defining characteristics of his 
military leadership was his ability to exploit 
opportunities rapidly and avoid prolonged 
wars of attrition.  

Without delay, he pursued the Lydian army 
and advanced toward the heart of enemy 
territory.  

This decision, both bold and unexpected from 
a military perspective, proved decisive in 
determining the outcome of the war. 

The final battle took place near Sardis, the 
capital of Lydia.  

Herodotus reports that Cyrus employed 
baggage camels against Lydia's famous 
cavalry, reasoning that horses were frightened 
by the smell of camels and would lose their 
discipline in battle. 



Although the precise details of this account 
remain debated, the broader point illustrates 
Cyrus' skill in employing unconventional 
tactics and exploiting the weaknesses of his 
enemies. 

Ultimately, the Lydian forces were defeated, 
and Croesus was compelled to retreat to 
Sardis. 

The fall of Sardis was one of the most 
significant military events of the sixth century 
BCE. The city, renowned for its formidable 
natural and artificial defenses, fell to Cyrus' 
forces after a relatively brief siege. 

Ancient sources provide differing accounts of 
Croesus' ultimate fate.  

Herodotus relates that Cyrus initially 
intended to burn him alive, but later 
abandoned this decision and even retained 
him as an advisor.  



Other sources likewise suggest that Croesus 
survived the fall of Lydia. 

Although the accuracy of these details cannot 
be established with certainty, what matters 
more is the image these traditions present of 
Cyrus' conduct :  

That of a ruler who, unlike many conquerors 
of the ancient world, did not regard the 
complete destruction of defeated enemies as 
a necessary consequence of victory. 

The conquest of Lydia had consequences that 
extended far beyond the annexation of a 
single kingdom. 

First, the immense wealth and economic 
resources of Lydia came under Cyrus' control. 

Second, the Greek cities of Asia Minor, which 
had previously existed under Lydian 
influence, now found themselves confronting 
the rising Achaemenid power. 



For the first time, direct relations were 
established between the Iranian and Greek 
worlds and relations that would profoundly 
shape the history of both the eastern and 
western Mediterranean for the next two 
centuries. 

Third, the conquest of Lydia demonstrated 
that Cyrus' victory over Media had not been 
an accident or merely the result of internal 
political crises. Rather, it revealed the 
emergence of a commander and statesman 
capable of governing and expanding a great 
empire. 

After the fall of Sardis, Cyrus was no longer 
merely the ruler of Iran and Anatolia.  

He now governed a substantial portion of the 
known world, and his reputation extended 
from the shores of the Aegean Sea to the 
plains of Mesopotamia. 

Yet his greatest challenge still lay ahead. 



To the south stood the Babylonian Empire, 
heir to thousands of years of Mesopotamian 
civilization. Culturally and politically, Babylon 
remained the most important power of the 
ancient world. 

The confrontation between the empire of 
Cyrus and Babylon would represent not 
merely a conflict between two states, but a 
collision between two great historical 
traditions.  

A confrontation that would permanently 
transform the history of the ancient Near 
East. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Six: Governing an Empire 

 

Eastern Iran and the Consolidation of 
Imperial Frontiers 

Before Cyrus could turn his attention toward 
Babylon, it was necessary for him to secure 
the eastern regions of his newly established 
empire. Contrary to the common perception 
that regards Cyrus primarily as the conqueror 
of Media, Lydia, and Babylon, a substantial 
portion of his military and political activity 
was devoted to the eastern territories of the 
empire from Bactria and Sogdiana to the 
regions bordering Central Asia.  

These lands would later play a decisive role 
not only in the expansion of the Achaemenid 
Empire but also in the fate of Cyrus himself. 

 

 



Although the conquest of Media and Lydia 
had made Cyrus famous throughout the 
ancient world, the consolidation of his power 
could not be achieved through victories in the 
west alone.  

Every great empire, if it is to endure, requires 
secure frontiers, and Cyrus understood well 
that without control over the eastern 
territories, the newly established 
Achaemenid state would remain permanently 
vulnerable. 

For this reason, in the years between the 
conquest of Lydia and the campaign against 
Babylon, much of his military and political 
attention was directed toward the eastern 
regions of the empire.  

This vast area extended from the eastern 
Iranian Plateau into Central Asia and included 
territories such as Parthia, Hyrcania, 
Drangiana, Aria, Bactria, Sogdiana, and the 
lands inhabited by the Scythian peoples. 



Unlike Babylon and Lydia, which possessed 
centralized governments and well-defined 
political institutions, eastern Iran consisted of 
a complex mosaic of peoples, tribes, and 
local kingdoms, each with its own social and 
political structures. 

Some of these regions, such as Bactria, were 
important economic and cultural centers, 
while others, particularly the Scythian 
territories, were organized around nomadic or 
semi nomadic tribal societies. This diversity 
made the administration and control of these 
regions one of the greatest challenges facing 
any ruler. 

Our direct information concerning Cyrus' 
eastern campaigns remains limited.  

 

 

 



Unlike the conquest of Babylon, which was 
documented by Babylonian sources, or the 
war against Lydia, which was recorded by 
Greek historians, much of the history of 
Cyrus' eastern conquests must be 
reconstructed from scattered references in 
classical sources and the interpretations of 
modern historians. 

Nevertheless, there is broad scholarly 
agreement that by the end of his reign, Cyrus 
had succeeded in bringing much of the 
eastern Iranian Plateau and its neighboring 
regions under his control or political 
influence. 

Among these territories, Bactria occupied a 
position of particular importance. This region, 
corresponding roughly to parts of modern 
Afghanistan and Central Asia, had long 
served as one of the principal crossroads 
linking Iran, India, and Central Asia.  



Control of Bactria provided the Achaemenids 
not only with substantial economic and 
human resources but also with strategic 
command over eastern commercial and 
military routes. 

It appears that Cyrus succeeded in 
incorporating this region into his empire, 
either through direct military campaigns or 
through agreements with local elites. 

To the northeast, the regions of Sogdiana and 
the territories of the Scythian peoples 
presented different challenges. Unlike 
sedentary agricultural states and urban 
societies, the nomadic and semi-nomadic 
communities of Central Asia possessed a 
high degree of mobility, making complete 
domination over them exceptionally difficult. 

 

 



Nevertheless, the available evidence 
suggests that Cyrus succeeded in bringing at 
least part of these territories within his sphere 
of political influence and extended the 
frontiers of his empire to the farthest reaches 
of the East. 

The significance of Cyrus' eastern policy 
extended beyond mere territorial expansion. 
He understood that an empire of such vast 
dimensions could not rely solely upon 
military force. 

For this reason, he pursued in the East the 
same policy he had previously employed in 
Media :  

cooperation with local elites, respect for 
existing institutions, and the creation of 
networks of political loyalty rather than the 
wholesale destruction of established 
systems.  

 



This approach, which would later become 
one of the defining characteristics of the 
Achaemenid Empire, made possible the 
administration of territories characterized by 
an unprecedented degree of ethnic, linguistic, 
and cultural diversity. 

It was during this period that the defining 
feature of Cyrus' political genius became 
increasingly evident. Many conquerors 
throughout history have succeeded in 
acquiring territory, but only a few have 
transformed their conquests into a durable 
political order. 

Cyrus, unlike many rulers before him, sought 
not merely to expand his domains but to 
create a political structure capable of uniting 
diverse peoples and states within a common 
framework. For this reason, his empire was 
not simply a collection of conquered 
territories but a political system founded 
upon cooperation, legitimacy, and stability. 



By the late 540s BCE, Cyrus ruled a realm 
stretching from Central Asia to the shores of 
the Aegean Sea. Yet the most prestigious and 
influential power of the ancient world still lay 
beyond his authority: the city of Babylon, 
which for more than two thousand years had 
been one of the greatest political, religious, 
and cultural centers of human civilization.  

Its name had become synonymous with 
civilization, law, learning, and imperial 
grandeur. 

If the conquest of Media had made Cyrus the 
ruler of Iran, and the conquest of Lydia had 
elevated him into a world power, then the 
conquest of Babylon would make him one of 
the greatest rulers in the history of the ancient 
world. 

 

 

 



• Part Seven: From Emperor to Legend 

 

Nabonidus, the Crisis of Legitimacy, and 
the Last Great Empire of the Ancient Near 
East 

By the middle of the sixth century BCE, no city 
in the ancient world could rival Babylon in 
historical prestige, architectural splendor, or 
cultural significance.  

If Egypt symbolized antiquity and Assyria 
represented military power, Babylon 
embodied civilization, learning, and kingship 
itself.  

For more than two thousand years, the city 
had repeatedly fallen and risen again, yet it 
had never lost its position as one of the 
principal centers of the ancient world. 

 



When Cyrus, having consolidated his 
authority over Iran, Central Asia, and Anatolia, 
turned his attention southward, he 
confronted a state that was not merely a 
political power but the heir to a substantial 
portion of human civilization's historical 
legacy.  

Yet behind the immense walls of Babylon, 
crises were developing that cast doubt upon 
the future of this empire. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Nabonidus, the Crisis of Legitimacy, and 
Cyrus' Entry into the Capital of the World 

In the final decades before the conquest of 
Babylon, the Neo Babylonian Empire, despite 
its outward magnificence, faced profound 
political and religious challenges. Its ruler, 
Nabonidus, occupies a distinctive place in 
Babylonian history.  

Unlike many of his predecessors, who derived 
their legitimacy from the support of traditional 
institutions and especially from the 
priesthood of Marduk, Nabonidus pursued 
policies that alienated significant segments 
of Babylon's religious and political elite. 

He displayed a particular devotion to the 
moon god named Sin, and this increasingly 
strained his relationship with the priests of 
the great temple of Marduk, the most 
important religious institution in Babylon. 



One of Nabonidus' most controversial actions 
was his prolonged residence in the oasis of 
Tayma in northern Arabia.  

For nearly a decade, he remained absent from 
the center of his kingdom, effectively 
entrusting the administration of Babylon to 
his son, Belshazzar. 

Historians continue to debate the precise 
reasons for this decision.  

Some attribute it to religious motivations, 
while others regard it as the result of political 
and economic considerations.  

Regardless of the cause, this extended 
absence weakened royal authority and 
increased dissatisfaction among the 
Babylonian elite. 

At the same time, Cyrus was observing 
developments within Babylon with great 
attention. 



Contrary to the image presented in some 
Greek sources, which portray him merely as a 
military conqueror, historical evidence 
suggests that Cyrus possessed a 
sophisticated understanding of political and 
psychological legitimacy.  

He recognized that Babylon could not be 
conquered by the sword alone; the city also 
had to be prepared internally to accept a new 
political order. 

For this reason, it appears that Cyrus and his 
advisors were aware of the growing 
dissatisfaction among the Babylonian elite 
and sought to present themselves not as 
destroyers of Babylon, but as restorers of 
order and justice. 

In 539 BCE, Cyrus initiated his military 
campaign against the Babylonian Empire.  

 



The most important military engagement of 
the war occurred at Opis, on the banks of the 
Tigris River. Babylonian sources, particularly 
the Nabonidus Chronicle, report the defeat of 
the Babylonian forces in this battle, although 
they provide few details concerning the 
engagement itself. 

What is clear, however, is that after the defeat 
at Opis, organized Babylonian resistance 
rapidly collapsed, opening the way for the 
advance of the Achaemenid forces. 

A few days later, the important city of Sippar 
surrendered without significant resistance, 
and Nabonidus fled. Finally, in October of 539 
BCE, the forces of Cyrus, commanded by 
Ugbaru, governor of Gutium, entered 
Babylon. 

What is particularly remarkable is that, 
according to Babylonian sources, the city was 
taken without major fighting and without 
destruction.  



Unlike many great conquests of the ancient 
world, the fall of Babylon was not 
accompanied by large scale massacres, the 
destruction of temples, or the devastation of 
urban institutions. 

Several weeks later, Cyrus himself entered 
Babylon. 

The Nabonidus Chronicle reports that the 
people of the city welcomed him and that he 
established peace within Babylon.  

Although such statements, as part of the 
official political language of the period, must 
be interpreted with caution, it nevertheless 
appears that a substantial portion of the 
Babylonian elite regarded the new regime not 
as a political catastrophe but as a solution to 
existing crises. 

The conquest of Babylon represented the 
culmination of Cyrus' political and military 
career. 



He now ruled not only Iran, Anatolia, and 
much of Central Asia, but also the very 
heartland of Mesopotamian civilization.  

Yet the significance of this victory lay not 
merely in the extent of the territories 
conquered. 

For the first time in history, a vast portion of 
the known world. 

From the Indus River to the shores of the 
Mediterranean had been united under a 
single political authority. 

Nevertheless, what remained most enduring 
in historical memory was not the conquest of 
Babylon itself, but the manner in which Cyrus 
chose to present his victory. 

Unlike the Assyrians, who celebrated their 
triumphs through displays of violence and the 
destruction of their enemies, Cyrus sought to 
portray himself as a legitimate king, a restorer 
of order, and a guardian of ancient traditions. 



The most important testimony to this policy is 
a clay inscription composed shortly after the 
conquest of Babylon, known today as the 
Cyrus Cylinder, a document that is not only 
the most significant surviving text issued by 
Cyrus himself, but also one of the most 
famous political documents of the ancient 
world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Eight: The First Charter of Human 
Rights 

 
The Cyrus Cylinder: Politics, Legitimacy, 
and the Most Famous Document of the 
Achaemenid Empire 

Among all the surviving artifacts and 
documents from the reign of Cyrus the Great, 
none has achieved greater fame than the 
Cyrus Cylinder.  

Discovered in Babylon in 1879, this clay 
cylinder bears an inscription written in the 
Akkadian language and cuneiform script, 
composed to commemorate the conquest of 
Babylon and the establishment of Cyrus' rule. 

 

 

 



In the modern era, the document has 
sometimes been described as the world's 
first charter of human rights, while others 
have interpreted it as an example of the 
political propaganda employed by ancient 
monarchs. Regardless of these debates, the 
Cyrus Cylinder remains one of the most 
important sources for understanding Cyrus' 
political thought and methods of governance. 

The text begins by describing the troubled 
condition of Babylon during the reign of 
Nabonidus. The author of the inscription, who 
was most likely a Babylonian scribe, portrays 
Nabonidus as a ruler who had disrupted the 
traditional religious and political order, 
thereby provoking the displeasure of both the 
gods and the people. 

The narrative then turns to the rise of Cyrus, a 
ruler chosen by Marduk, the chief god of 
Babylon, to restore order and justice.  



In the inscription, Cyrus presents himself not 
as a foreign conqueror, but as a legitimate 
king who enjoyed the favor of Babylon's gods. 

This aspect of the text reveals one of the most 
significant characteristics of Cyrus' political 
strategy.  

Unlike many earlier conquerors, he did not 
attempt to destroy the religious and political 
beliefs of the peoples he subdued.  

Instead, he sought to establish his legitimacy 
within the framework of their existing 
traditions. 

In Babylon, he was presented as the chosen 
servant of Marduk. In Jewish tradition, he was 
portrayed as an instrument of the divine will. 
In Iran, his legitimacy rested upon Iranian 
political and cultural traditions. 

 

 



This capacity to adapt to diverse cultural and 
political systems was one of the principal 
factors behind the success of the 
Achaemenid Empire. 

In later sections of the Cylinder, Cyrus speaks 
of restoring the statues of the gods to their 
sanctuaries and allowing various displaced 
peoples to return to their homelands.  

These passages later played an important 
role in shaping the image of Cyrus as a 
tolerant and just ruler. 

At the same time, contemporary scholars 
emphasize that such actions should be 
interpreted within the context of the political 
traditions of the ancient Near East, rather 
than through the lens of modern concepts of 
human rights and statehood. 

Nevertheless, the historical significance of 
the Cyrus Cylinder is no less important 
because of reactions against exaggerated 
modern interpretations.  



The document demonstrates that Cyrus 
consolidated his authority not solely through 
military conquest, but also through the 
creation of political legitimacy, respect for 
local traditions, and cooperation with the 
elites of conquered territories. 

It may indeed be argued that the secret of 
Cyrus' success lay less in his ability to 
conquer empires than in his ability to govern 
them. 

Now that the Achaemenid Empire stretched 
from Central Asia to Babylon, and from the 
Iranian Plateau to the shores of the 
Mediterranean, an important question 
emerges : 

How did Cyrus govern this unprecedented 
empire? 

 

 



The answer to this question leads us to an 
examination of his political philosophy, 
administrative system, and methods of 
governance qualities that may have secured 
his place in history even more firmly than his 
military conquests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Nine: Organizing the Largest 
Realm of the Ancient World 

 
How does one man govern the world? 

Many rulers throughout history have 
succeeded in conquering territories, but only 
a small number have managed to establish a 
durable political order after conquest.  

In reality, the true test of a conqueror lies not 
on the battlefield, but in the administration of 
conquered lands. From this perspective, 
Cyrus' greatest achievement may not have 
been the defeat of Media, Lydia, and Babylon, 
but rather the creation of a political structure 
capable of uniting, for the first time in the 
history of the ancient world, a multitude of 
peoples, languages, religions, and traditions 
within a single system of government. 

 



The Achaemenid Empire, as it took shape 
under Cyrus, was not merely a collection of 
occupied territories. Rather, it represented an 
attempt to create a comprehensive political 
order founded upon cooperation, legitimacy, 
and stability. 

One of the most important characteristics of 
Cyrus' rule was his political pragmatism. 
Unlike many earlier empires, particularly 
Assyria, which had based their authority on 
the cultivation of fear and the complete 
destruction of their enemies, Cyrus 
understood that governing vast territories was 
possible only through the participation of 
local elites. Consequently, in most conquered 
regions, he preserved existing administrative 
structures and, instead of eliminating the 
ruling classes, incorporated them into the 
new imperial system. 

 



This policy can be clearly observed in his 
treatment of the Median aristocracy, the 
elites of Lydia, and the priests and 
administrators of Babylon. 

Although the satrapal system in its fully 
developed and organized form was probably 
established during the reign of Darius the 
Great, many historians believe that its 
foundations were laid during the reign of 
Cyrus. Given its vast geographical extent and 
cultural diversity, the empire could not be 
governed directly and centrally from a single 
capital. 

As a result, the delegation of authority to local 
governors, the preservation of indigenous 
institutions, and the creation of networks of 
political loyalty became fundamental 
principles of Achaemenid rule. 

Another defining feature of Cyrus' government 
was its cultural and religious flexibility. 



In the ancient world, religion and politics were 
rarely separate spheres, and political 
legitimacy was generally linked to divine 
approval. Cyrus understood this reality well. 

In Babylon, he presented himself as the 
chosen ruler of Marduk.  

In the Iranian lands, he drew upon native 
religious traditions.  

In his policies toward the Jews, he appeared 
as a ruler who fulfilled the will of their God. 

This policy did not arise from religious 
indifference, but rather from a profound 
understanding of the role that religion played 
in maintaining political and social order. 

The most famous example of this policy is his 
authorization for some of the Jewish exiles in 
Babylon to return to Jerusalem and his 
support for the rebuilding of their temple.  

 



The books of Ezra and Chronicles in the 
Hebrew Bible portray Cyrus as a king who, by 
the command of God, made possible the 
return of the exiles. 

Regardless of the precise historical details of 
these events, their significance lies in the fact 
that they contributed to the emergence of an 
image of Cyrus as a just and tolerant ruler, not 
only in Iran and Mesopotamia, but also within 
other religious and cultural traditions. 

In the military sphere, Cyrus also introduced 
innovations that played a significant role in 
his success.  

The Achaemenid army during his reign, unlike 
the more homogeneous armies of some 
earlier states, consisted of numerous peoples 
and ethnic groups. 

 

 



Persians, Medes, Elamites, Babylonians, 
Lydians, and many other peoples participated 
in the military structure of the empire 
according to their own traditions and 
capabilities. This diversity not only increased 
military effectiveness but also strengthened 
the sense of political participation among the 
empire's subject populations. 

Economically, Cyrus inherited, and developed 
the commercial and administrative networks 
of the ancient world.  

His realm, stretching from Central Asia to the 
Mediterranean, created unprecedented 
opportunities for economic and cultural 
exchange. 

 

 

 

 



Although many of the most famous 
Achaemenid economic reforms, such as 
extensive monetary standardization and the 
development of imperial communication 
networks, were implemented during the reign 
of Darius, the foundations of these systems 
were established under Cyrus through the 
political integration of the empire's diverse 
regions. 

Yet perhaps the most important aspect of 
Cyrus' political thought was his 
understanding of legitimacy. 

Unlike many earlier rulers, he did not base his 
authority solely on military power. In every 
region, Cyrus sought to present himself as the 
heir to, and protector of, the existing political 
order rather than its destroyer. 

In Media, he was the successor of the Median 
kings.  

In Babylon, he was the ruler chosen by 
Marduk.  



Among the Persians, he was the legitimate 
leader of the Achaemenid dynasty. 

This ability to adapt to different traditions was 
one of the principal reasons for the durability 
of the Achaemenid Empire and one of the key 
features that distinguished it from many 
earlier empires. 

Thus, if one were to summarize the secret of 
Cyrus' success in a single sentence, it might 
be said that he was less a conqueror of 
territories than an architect of political order. 

He understood that enduring power is 
achieved not through the destruction of one's 
enemies, but through their incorporation; not 
through the imposition of a single culture, but 
through the management of diversity; and not 
solely through fear, but through the creation 
of legitimacy. 

Yet the reign of Cyrus had not yet come to an 
end. 



After the conquest of Babylon and the 
consolidation of his empire, he once again 
turned his attention toward the eastern 
frontiers, regions that had previously formed 
part of his expansionist policy, but which 
would now become the setting for the final 
and most mysterious chapter of his life. 

It was in these distant lands that Cyrus, after 
nearly three decades of rule and after 
transforming the political map of the ancient 
world, encountered a fate whose details, even 
after two and a half millennia, remain the 
subject of debate and controversy among 
historians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Ten: The Enigma of a Conqueror's 
End 

 

The Death of Cyrus 

The Final Campaign and a Mystery That 
History Has Never Fully Resolved 

Among all the events in the life of Cyrus the 
Great, perhaps no subject has generated as 
many contradictory accounts, legends, and 
interpretations as the circumstances of his 
death.  

Unlike the conquest of Babylon, which was 
recorded by contemporary sources, or the fall 
of Media, which can at least be reconstructed 
from several historical traditions, historians 
investigating the final years of Cyrus' life are 
confronted with a collection of conflicting 
narratives. 

 



 

Herodotus, Ctesias, Xenophon, and other 
ancient authors each present a different 
account, and as a result, the death of the 
founder of the Achaemenid Empire has 
become one of the most debated subjects in 
the history of ancient Iran. 

Among these accounts, the most famous is 
that of Herodotus. However, as we shall see, 
many modern scholars consider the 
alternative narrative provided by Ctesias to be 
historically more plausible. Understanding 
this disagreement is important not only for 
reconstructing the final days of Cyrus' life, but 
also for evaluating the historical sources 
upon which our knowledge of him depends. 

 

 

 

 



The Final Campaign: Herodotus, Ctesias, 
and the End of the Founder of the 
Achaemenid Empire 

Around 530–529 BCE, when the Achaemenid 
Empire extended from the Mediterranean 
coast to the frontiers of Central Asia, Cyrus 
the Great once again turned his attention 
eastward. 

At first glance, this decision may appear 
surprising.  

He ruled the largest empire of the ancient 
world, had defeated all his principal rivals, 
and had firmly established his position as the 
most powerful ruler of his age. Yet for a 
monarch who regarded the security of his 
frontiers as essential to the survival of the 
empire, the eastern regions remained a 
potential source of danger. 

 



The nomadic and warlike peoples of Central 
Asia, known in ancient sources by various 
names such as the Scythians, Massagetae, 
and Derbices, lay beyond the direct control of 
the empire and were capable of threatening 
the security of its eastern borders. 

The most famous account of Cyrus' death is 
that preserved by Herodotus.  

According to his narrative, Cyrus undertook a 
campaign against the Massagetae, who were 
ruled by a queen named Tomyris. 

Herodotus provides a lengthy and dramatic 
description of this conflict.  

According to his account, Cyrus employed a 
military stratagem to defeat part of the 
Massagetae army and captured Spargapises, 
the son of Tomyris. This victory, however, 
proved temporary.  



Tomyris reorganized her forces and, in a major 
battle, defeated the Persian army and killed 
Cyrus himself. 

Herodotus then recounts the famous and 
dramatic episode in which Tomyris placed the 
severed head of Cyrus into a vessel filled with 
blood and declared: 

"Drink your fill of the blood for which you were 
never satisfied." 

Despite its enduring fame, this account has 
long been regarded with skepticism by many 
historians. The story of Tomyris, with its 
dramatic elements, personal vengeance, and 
moral conclusion, closely resembles the 
literary and narrative structures that 
Herodotus employed elsewhere in his work. 

The limited information that survives 
regarding the Massagetae portrays them as a 
fierce nomadic people, and some ancient 
traditions describe their leaders in highly 
negative and even sensationalized terms. 



Furthermore, no surviving Babylonian or 
Iranian source confirms the specific events 
described by Herodotus. 

Indeed, Herodotus himself acknowledges 
that multiple traditions concerning the death 
of Cyrus existed and that he had chosen only 
one of them to present. 

For this reason, some historians have argued 
that it is difficult to imagine the ruler of the 
world's greatest empire being decapitated by 
a nomadic tribe without causing a profound 
political crisis within the empire itself. 

In contrast, Ctesias, the Greek physician who 
served at the Achaemenid court in the fifth 
century BCE and who may have had access 
to certain Persian court traditions, offers a 
different account. 

According to Ctesias, Cyrus was wounded 
during a campaign against an eastern people 
called the Derbices, who probably inhabited 
regions in eastern Iran or Central Asia.  



During the battle, Cyrus was thrown from his 
horse and sustained severe injuries. Although 
the Achaemenid forces ultimately achieved 
victory, Cyrus himself died several days later 
from the wounds he had suffered. 

Although the account of Ctesias is not free 
from historical difficulties and exaggerations, 
many modern scholars consider it more 
plausible for several reasons. 

First, the death of a warrior king during a 
campaign on the empire's eastern frontier is 
more consistent with the historical pattern of 
expansion and consolidation characteristic of 
ancient empires. 

Second, unlike the narrative of Herodotus, 
the account of Ctesias lacks obvious 
dramatic and moralizing elements. 

 

 



Third, historical evidence indicates that the 
northeastern and eastern frontiers of the 
Achaemenid Empire were indeed unstable 
and prone to conflict, and the personal 
participation of the king in such campaigns 
would not have been unusual. 

Xenophon, in the Cyropaedia, presents an 
entirely different account. In his work, Cyrus 
dies not on the battlefield, but peacefully, 
after delivering wise final instructions to his 
sons and companions. 

However, since the Cyropaedia is primarily a 
philosophical and didactic work rather than a 
historical narrative, most historians interpret 
this account as a reflection of Xenophon's 
political and ethical ideals rather than as a 
factual description of Cyrus' death. 

 

 



Regardless of which account one accepts, 
what can be stated with reasonable 
confidence is that Cyrus died around 530 or 
529 BCE, during or shortly after one of his 
eastern campaigns. 

His death occurred neither in a luxurious 
palace nor in peaceful retirement, but in 
connection with the very activity that had 
defined most of his life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Preserving and Expanding the Empire 

After his death, the body of Cyrus was 
transported to Persis and buried in the tomb 
that still stands today at Pasargadae. 

The successful transfer and burial of the king 
itself suggests a considerable degree of 
political stability within the empire after his 
death. 

This tomb, which has survived for more than 
two and a half millennia, remains one of the 
most important surviving monuments of the 
Achaemenid world. 

Greek historians, particularly Arrian and 
Strabo, recorded descriptions of the tomb 
and reported that it bore an inscription with 
the following meaning : 

"O man, I am Cyrus, who founded the empire 
of the Persians and ruled Asia, Do not, 
therefore, begrudge me this monument." 



Although the precise authenticity of this 
inscription remains a matter of scholarly 
debate, its spirit accurately reflects the place 
that Cyrus occupied in the historical memory 
of the ancient world. 

With the death of Cyrus, one of the greatest 
chapters in ancient history came to an end. 
Yet the empire he had founded not only 
survived, but under his successors would 
reach the height of its power. 

Cambyses, his son and heir, now became 
ruler of the greatest empire in the world and 
inherited the responsibility of preserving and 
expanding the legacy of a father who, in less 
than three decades, had transformed the 
political map of the ancient Near East. 

 

 

 

 



• Part Eleven: The World After Cyrus 

 

Cambyses, Darius, and the Consolidation 
of the Achaemenid Empire 

The death of Cyrus the Great, unlike that of 
many founders of empires, did not lead to the 
immediate collapse of the political system he 
had created. This fact, perhaps more than 
anything else, demonstrates the success of 
his efforts to establish a durable structure of 
government. Nevertheless, the transfer of 
power in an empire that stretched from 
Central Asia to the Mediterranean was itself a 
major test for the system that Cyrus had built. 

The question now arose: was the Achaemenid 
Empire merely the product of Cyrus' personal 
genius, or had he truly succeeded in creating 
a political foundation capable of surviving 
after his death? 

 



A Legacy That Became an Empire 

The death of Cyrus the Great around 530 or 
529 BCE marked the end of the life of the 
founder of the Achaemenid Empire, but not 
the end of his political project. Unlike many 
ancient empires that collapsed or fragmented 
after the death of their founders, the structure 
that Cyrus had established proved sufficiently 
resilient to survive its first major challenge : 
the transfer of power. 

This fact alone constitutes one of the 
strongest pieces of evidence for Cyrus' 
political success, for empires founded solely 
upon the personality of a single ruler rarely 
survive his death. 

Following the death of Cyrus, his son 
Cambyses II ascended to the throne.  

 

 



Unlike his father, Cambyses has often 
remained overshadowed by the reputation of 
the founder of the empire, and ancient 
sources, particularly the Greek historians 
frequently present a contradictory and 
sometimes negative portrait of him. 
Nevertheless, historical evidence suggests 
that he was a capable ruler who succeeded in 
achieving one of the greatest political 
ambitions of the ancient world: the conquest 
of Egypt. 

In 525 BCE, the Achaemenid army defeated 
the forces of Pharaoh Psamtik III at the Battle 
of Pelusium, and Egypt, the last great 
independent power of the ancient Near East, 
was incorporated into the Achaemenid 
Empire. 

With this victory, the empire founded by Cyrus 
expanded from the Indus River to the Nile and 
from Central Asia to the shores of the 
Mediterranean.  



For the first time in history, a substantial 
portion of the known civilized world had been 
united under the authority of a single state. 

Nevertheless, the reign of Cambyses was also 
marked by crises. 

Greek sources, especially Herodotus, provide 
accounts of unusual and even irrational 
behavior on his part.  

However, many modern scholars treat these 
narratives with caution, arguing that some of 
them may have been shaped by the political 
propaganda of later periods. What can be 
stated with greater confidence is that the 
sudden death of Cambyses in 522 BCE 
plunged the Achaemenid Empire into a 
serious crisis. 

Following his death, a man known in 
Achaemenid sources as Gaumata and in 
Greek sources as the "False Smerdis" seized 
power.  



 

The official Achaemenid account, preserved 
in the Behistun Inscription of Darius, claims 
that this individual falsely impersonated 
Bardiya, the brother of Cambyses.  

However, modern historians remain divided 
regarding the true nature of these events. 
Some accept that Gaumata was indeed an 
impostor, while others have suggested that he 
may have been the victim of a political coup. 

In any case, the crisis of 522 BCE marked a 
turning point in the history of the Achaemenid 
Empire. 

At this moment, Darius I, who belonged to 
another branch of the Achaemenid family, 
seized power and, through the suppression of 
numerous rebellions, succeeded in 
preserving the unity of the empire.  

Darius not only saved the empire of Cyrus 
from collapse, but transformed it into the 



most organized and powerful state of the 
ancient world. 

Indeed, if Cyrus was the founder of the 
Achaemenid Empire, then Darius must be 
regarded as its ultimate architect. Many of the 
institutions that are today associated with the 
Achaemenids, including the organized 
satrapal system, the extensive network of 
royal roads, financial and administrative 
reforms, and the imperial bureaucratic 
structure reached their mature form during 
the reign of Darius. 

Yet it must be remembered that none of these 
achievements would have been possible 
without the conquests and foundational 
policies established by Cyrus. 

In the decades following the death of Cyrus, 
the Achaemenid Empire became the largest 
and most complex state in the world.  

 



 

From Egypt to Central Asia, and from Anatolia 
to the Indus Valley, millions of people 
speaking different languages and practicing 
diverse cultures and religions lived under a 
single imperial authority. 

This empire was unprecedented not only in its 
geographical extent, but also in its cultural 
diversity and in its ability to govern that 
diversity. 

Perhaps the most important legacy of Cyrus, 
however, lay not in the borders of his empire 
or the number of territories he conquered, but 
in the model of government that he created. 
He demonstrated that an empire could be 
governed not only through fear and violence, 
but also through political legitimacy, respect 
for local traditions, and the participation of 
diverse elites. 



This model, in varying degrees, influenced not 
only his Achaemenid successors but also 
many of the great empires that followed. 

Over time, the name of Cyrus transcended 
the boundaries of political history and 
became part of the cultural memory of 
numerous peoples and civilizations.  

The Greeks regarded him as an ideal ruler, the 
Jews remembered him as a liberator and an 
instrument of God's will, the Iranians revered 
him as the founder of one of the greatest 
states in their history.  

And modern historians have studied him as 
one of the most influential figures in world 
history. 

To understand the true significance of Cyrus, 
therefore, one must look beyond the events of 
his life and death and ask a broader question: 
how was his legacy shaped within historical 
memory, and why, after more than two and a 



half millennia, does his name continue to 
endure? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Part Twelve: The Legacy and 
Historical Significance of Cyrus 

 
From Ancient King of Kings to a Global 
Figure 

If many of history's great rulers gradually 
faded into the margins of historical memory 
after their deaths, the fate of Cyrus the Great 
was markedly different.  

He secured an enduring place not only in 
political history, but also in the religious, 
philosophical, literary, and cultural traditions 
of numerous peoples. 

A distinction achieved by few figures of the 
ancient world. 

 

 

 



Few individuals in ancient history occupy 
such a prominent position simultaneously in 
the historical memory of nations, religious 
traditions, political philosophy, and modern 
scholarship as Cyrus the Great.  

Many powerful rulers, despite their 
remarkable achievements, eventually 
became merely historical figures.  

Cyrus, however, followed a different path.  

He continued to exist not only in political 
history, but also in the historical imagination 
and cultural memory of diverse civilizations. 
From the ancient Greeks to the authors of the 
Bible, from Islamic historians to modern 
scholars, each generation and each 
civilization has constructed its own image of 
him. 

The earliest, and perhaps most influential, 
historical image of Cyrus emerged in the 
Greek world.  



Herodotus, although his narratives are 
interwoven with legend and storytelling, 
portrayed Cyrus as an extraordinary individual 
and a great ruler who, through intelligence, 
courage, and political skill, succeeded in 
defeating the greatest powers of his age. Yet 
the image that exerted the greatest influence 
on Western intellectual tradition was that of 
Xenophon. 

In his famous work, the Cyropaedia, 
Xenophon depicted Cyrus not merely as a 
historical figure, but as the model of the ideal 
ruler. 

A king who embodied wisdom, justice, self-
restraint, courage, and political skill. 

The influence of the Cyropaedia extended far 
beyond the ancient world. During the 
Renaissance and the European 
Enlightenment, the work attracted renewed 
attention and influenced the political thought 
of philosophers and statesmen.  



Niccolò Machiavelli, although he discussed 
different models of leadership in The Prince, 
regarded Cyrus as one of the greatest 
founders of states.  

Later, thinkers such as Montesquieu and even 
some of the Founding Fathers of the United 
States were familiar with works concerning 
Cyrus and considered him an example of 
successful and enlightened rulership. 

In the Jewish tradition, the status of Cyrus 
became even more exceptional.  

In the books of Ezra, Chronicles, and 
especially Isaiah, Cyrus is portrayed as the 
ruler who, through the will of God, delivered 
the Jewish people from Babylonian captivity 
and permitted their return to Jerusalem and 
the rebuilding of the Temple. 

In the Book of Isaiah, he is described with the 
unprecedented title of "the Lord's anointed". 



A designation that in the Hebrew scriptures 
was normally reserved for the kings of Israel. 
This made Cyrus one of the very few non 
Jewish rulers to occupy a wholly positive and 
exceptional position within Jewish sacred 
texts. 

In the Islamic world, although the name of 
Cyrus does not appear explicitly in the 
earliest Islamic sources, from later centuries 
onward some Muslim scholars and 
commentators sought to identify him with the 
figure of Dhul-Qarnayn mentioned in the 
Qur'an. This theory has attracted 
considerable attention, particularly in the 
modern era, although scholars continue to 
disagree regarding its validity. 

Regardless of whether this hypothesis is 
accepted or rejected, the very existence of 
such a discussion demonstrates the extent to 
which the figure of Cyrus has been 
incorporated into diverse religious and 
cultural traditions. 



In Iran, the historical memory of Cyrus 
followed a more complex trajectory. 

After the fall of the Achaemenids, and 
especially during the Islamic period, many 
historical details concerning him gradually 
disappeared from popular memory and were 
replaced by legendary and epic traditions. 
However, from the nineteenth century 
onward, and especially during the twentieth 
century, advances in archaeology and 
historical scholarship brought renewed 
attention to Cyrus as the founder of the first 
Iranian empire and one of the greatest figures 
in Iranian history. 

In the modern era, the image of Cyrus has at 
times expanded beyond historical reality and 
become a cultural, political, and even moral 
symbol. Some have described him as the first 
defender of human rights, while others, in 
reaction to this interpretation, have argued 
that modern concepts should not be 
projected onto the ancient world. 



Nevertheless, regardless of these debates, 
one undeniable fact remains :  

Compared with many rulers of his own age, 
Cyrus pursued policies based on the 
incorporation of local elites, respect for 
cultural traditions, and the creation of 
political legitimacy, qualities that were 
exceptional in the history of ancient empires. 

From the perspective of world history, the 
significance of Cyrus cannot be reduced 
merely to the extent of his conquests.  

He was the first ruler to govern a large portion 
of the known world not simply through 
military force, but through the establishment 
of a comprehensive political order. 

The Achaemenid Empire, founded by Cyrus, 
offered a model of multiethnic and 
multicultural governance whose influence 
can be traced in many later empires, from 
Alexander and the Seleucids to Rome and 
even certain modern states. 



For this reason, more than two and a half 
millennia later, Cyrus remains more than 
merely a historical figure.  

He has become part of the shared memory of 
human civilization. 

A ruler whose life and legacy transcended the 
boundaries of geography, language, and 
culture and became one of the most enduring 
names in world history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Conclusion: The Man, the Ruler, and 
the Legend 

 

Reconstructing the life of Cyrus the Great is 
more than the biography of a single individual; 
it is the study of a decisive moment in the 
history of human civilization. 

He was born into a world divided among 
several great powers. 

A world in which Assyria had fallen, the 
Medes had risen to power, Babylon had 
regained its ancient splendor, and Egypt still 
preserved its millennia old heritage.  

In such a world, few could have predicted that 
a ruler from the land of Persia would 
transform not only the political order of the 
Near East, but also the course of world 
history. 

 



 

During nearly three decades of rule, Cyrus 
succeeded in conquering Media, Lydia, and 
Babylon, securing the eastern frontiers of 
Iran, and establishing the first universal 
empire of the ancient world.  

Yet what distinguishes him from many 
conquerors in history is not merely his 
military success. 

The true significance of Cyrus lies in his ability 
to transform military victories into a durable 
political order, an order founded upon 
legitimacy, cooperation, cultural flexibility, 
and respect for diverse traditions. 

Nevertheless, like many great figures of 
history, Cyrus stands at the boundary 
between history and legend.  

Parts of his life, from the stories surrounding 
his birth to the various accounts of his death, 



remain shrouded in ambiguity and conflicting 
traditions. 

Perhaps this very ambiguity forms part of the 
secret of his enduring legacy.  

For Cyrus exists in history not only as he truly 
was, but also as successive generations have 
imagined him. 

For the Greeks, he was the ideal ruler; for the 
Jews, the chosen liberator, for the Iranians, 
the founder of the first great empire, and for 
modern historians, one of the most influential 
figures of the ancient world. 

Each of these portrayals contains a portion of 
the truth, yet none alone can fully explain the 
complexity of his character. 

After more than twenty-five centuries, his 
stone tomb still stands on the plain of 
Pasargadae. 

A silent reminder of a man who once ruled 
over a large part of the known world. 



His empire vanished long ago, but his name 
endures. 

Perhaps this endurance, more than any 
military victory or political conquest, 
constitutes the greatest legacy of Cyrus the 
Great. 

And perhaps this enduring remembrance 
itself, is the resurrection of every human 
being upon this earth :  

to be remembered with honor is, in a sense, 
to dwell in paradise, while to live in such a 
way that one is cursed long after the body has 
vanished is to endure a kind of hell. 

 


