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Persepolis - Chicago - Tehran
The world of the Persepolis Fortification Tablets

Preface

The Persepolis Fortification tablets have been loaned for study to the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago
for eighty-four years, from 1935 until September 2019, and part of them are still under preparation for return. These
documents are unique in their kind, and contain valuable information about the untold historical facts regarding the time
of Darius I. The unique and influential character of Darius, and the documents pertaining to him, have always been
especially noted by archaeologists, historians, linguists, and many other researchers in various fields, since he, according
to Jean Perrot, the well-known French archaeologist, in a way defines an important part of the Achaemenid history.
The National Museum of Iran is very glad that the current Ministry (formerly Organization) of Cultural Heritage,
Tourism and Handicrafts, and the Legal Office of President, in collaboration with the Oriental Institute of the Uni-
versity of Chicago, strove to prevent any political misuse of this world heritage, and return part of this loan to
the National Museum of Iran. We hope to see, in further steps, the return of the rest of the lent objects of this
collection. Here we would like to thank all the respectable people and curators who made an effort to protect and
secure this heritage. We would also like to express my gratitude to professor Christopher Woods, director of the
Oriental Institute, for handling this matter responsibly, and showing that he would not allow the scientific and cultural

position of research be engaged with politics, and who has endeavored to return this loan to its owner.
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The Ancient Inscriptions Department is one of the sections of the National Museum of Iran, in which the majority
of objects belong to Achaemenid period, especially the Persepolis Fortification tablets. The National Museum of Iran
pledges to cooperate with researchers and those interested, in detecting the unknown aspects of this subject, and
believes that gaining a thorough knowledge on this matter, necessitates extensive international cooperation, and taking
advantage of the knowledge and experience of leading researchers.

The ongoing exhibition is a minuscule sample of the documents and information provided by the Persepolis
Fortification Archive. These records, like other cultural riches of this land, are proofs of the profusion and uniqueness
of Iran’s culture, art and history. Undoubtedly, the results of research on this material raises the name of Iran in
the whole world, and is a valuable record in the eternal memory of the heritage of mankind. Now that we have the

opportunity to exhibit this to the public, we hope you will enjoy it.

Dr. J. Nokandeh, General Director of the National Museum of Iran

Dr. M. H. Talebian, Deputy for Cultural Heritage, Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts (MCHTH)
Dr. M. R. Kargar, General Director of the Museum Affairs of Ministry of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts
(MCHTH)
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Preface by the Director of the Oriental Institute
Almost as extraordinary as the discovery of the Persepolis Fortification tablets was the loan of the tablets from the
government of Iran to the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. The loan of this singular discovery from
the foremost ancient site in Iran, a place of exceptional historical importance to the nation and the world, was an
unprecedented act of trust. It created the kind of relationship that has become essential to all modern work on
cultural heritage materials, whether research, publication, museum display, or intellectual exchange.
Now, the return of the Fortification tablets repays that profound act of trust. What returns with these artifacts are the
fruits of research that surpasses the highest hopes of the tablets’ discoverers. This work has laid the foundations for
entirely new ways to investigate and reveal the world of Achaemenid Iran. Tehran, the new home of the Persepolis
Fortification tablets, will be the center of this still young and growing field of study.
I extend my warmest thanks to our Iranian colleagues, in particular to Dr. M. Talebian and Dr. J. Nokandeh, for the
cooperation that made the return of the tablets possible. It is my distinct privilege to thank the people of Iran for
the trust given to the Oriental Institute for many decades and to congratulate the Iranian and other scholars who are
working on this precious material at the beginning of a new chapter in their research.

Prof. dr. Christopher Woods
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Figure 2. Telegram from Herzfeld to James Henry Breasted Figure 1. Ernst E. Herzfeld at Persepolis
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An astonishing discovery

In March, 1933 the director of excavations at Persepolis, Ernst Herzfeld, telegraphed news of an astonishing discov-
ery to the Director of the Oriental Institute, James Henry Breasted, saying “Hundreds probably thousands business
tablets Elamite discovered on terrace.” In fact, there was more to the discovery. Thousands of the tablets had texts in
cuneiform writing. Hundreds had texts in the Aramaic alphabet. A few had texts in other languages and scripts. Most
had impressions of cylinder seals and stamp seals. These were the tablets of the Persepolis Fortification Archive.
The Fortification tablets were written and sealed in the middle of the reign of Darius I, between 509 and 493 BCE.
They were drawn up at towns, villages, fortified storehouses and way-stations in an area that included modern Fars
and parts of Khuzestan, then gathered and processed at Persepolis itself. They are mostly records of the most basic
necessities of life, food and drink. They tell how barley and wheat, wine and beer, fruit, poultry and livestock were
transported, stored, and handed out by a complex organization to support workers, craftsmen, officials, travelers, the
king and his court, and religious activities.

The documents, humble in content and sophisticated in form, have become the most important source of new infor-
mation about the Achaemenid Empire at the height of its power, the reign of Darius I, when it controlled lands from

Egypt to Central Asia and from the Indus to the Mediterranean.
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The Tablets in Chicago

The Persepolis Fortification Archive stands out among

other ancient collections of records for two reasons: the

size and complexity that makes its information so rich;
and its coherence and completeness as an intact exca- P 1852 (g5, ,» 4zl joe PFS 1566 ks ¥ S

vated collection. It was never divided or dispersed. It Figure 3. Impression of PFS 1566", the seal of Abbateya, on PF 1852
was always studied as a single ancient artifact.

In 1935, in an exceptional act of collaboration and trust, the Iranian government loaned the entire Persepolis
Fortification Archive to the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago for analysis and publication. The work was
long and hard, because nothing like this had ever been found in Iran before. After a few years, the task became the
solitary life’s work of Oriental Institute Professor Richard T. Hallock. He brought to bear an uncanny ability to make
sense of an imperfectly understood language, and to find order, patterns and processes in masses of detail. In 1969 he
published more than 2,000 of the Elamite Fortification texts, including the examples exhibited here. With that book
he began to transform every kind of research on the Achaemenid Persian Empire—on its languages, art, institutions,
administration, economy, geography, religion, society, and history.

This transformation grew faster, wider and deeper after 2006, when the Persepolis Fortification Archive Project began
at the Oriental Institute. Beginning as a response to a legal emergency that threatened the future of the Fortification
tablets, the PFA Project convened specialists in Elamite and Iranian languages and cuneiform epigraphy, Aramaic lan-
guage and epigraphy, Achaemenid art and seals, electronic image making and electronic data handling with the mission
of making useful records of the Fortification tablets and making those records available for research.

The PFA Project’s records include conventional, high-resolution, and dynamic digital images; draft editions of texts
and collated editions of known texts; glossaries and grammatical analyses; drawing of seals, identifications of new
seals, and records of their use. At this point, the total of edited Elamite Fortification texts amounts to almost 7000

texts, the total of edited Aramaic texts to about 840, and the number of inventoried seals to over 4000.
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Figure 4. PF 0412 obverse, left edge, reverse with impressions of seal PFS 0001
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Figure 5. Unsealed tablet PF 1372 (left tip, obverse, and right edge)

The tablets in Tehran

The return of the Fortification tablets to Iran and their arrival in their future home, the National Museum of Iran,
provides an occasion to look back at past research and highlight some of the major themes in Achaemenid studies
that are being transformed by these invaluable sources. The 110 tablets in this exhibition have been selected to cover
as many subjects and research perspectives as possible, but they still give only a limited impression of the treasures of
the Persepolis Fortification Archive.

First, nine letters sent by leading administrators give a taste of the scope of the archive and cover themes as diverse as
harvest assessments, a group of gold hammerers, and wine rations given for camels. Next is a survey of tablet formats,
corresponding to different types of documents, bureaucratic function and administrative processes. The physical
properties of the tablets can sometimes help to identify a single scribe, as shown in the third section.

The next two thematic sections (4-5) focus on the courts of king and royal women, and on historical personalities. Related
to this, the following sixth section is about seal impressions on the tablets. These not only function somewhat like signatures
but also represent a ‘language’ of their own. Some were personal seals and reveal choices in seal design by leading Persians;
others identified offices in the intricate bureaucracy or authotized royal officials acting on behalf of the King,

Moving away from the high levels of royal and noble Persians, the next section (7) addresses the labor force that made
possible what is called the “Persepolis economy.” Thousands of dependent workers, with varying positions and sta-
tuses, worked in Achaemenid Parsa in teams ranging from a few to hundreds at the time. Many had come as far away
as Egypt or the Anatolian coast. The records give an astonishing amount of detail about these workers, sometimes
including the names of women who had given life to a little gitl or a little boy and received bonus rations as a reward.
The cighth section concerns some of the most specialized of such workers, scribes, who were vital to the systems
operation, evaluation, and planning;

The “Persepolis economy,” relying on tens of thousands of workers, produced masses of barley, wheat and other
grains, over forty different types of fruit, as well as camels, horses, mules, donkeys, cattle, sheep, goats, geese, ducks,
and many other kinds of poultry. The ninth section shows examples of the staggering levels of production and of the
refined logistic management of crops and livestock.

The centralized, meticulously managed Persepolis economy created vast surpluses that contributed to the maintenance
of the Achaemenid Persian empire as such. Institutional economies centered on Persepolis, Susa and other satrapal
centers were designed to feed the royal court as it moved from one residence to another, a heavy burden which could
not be carried by a single satrapy. In addition, the satrapal economies were charged with the up keep of part of the
royal road network, highlighted in section ten. This system, vital for an empire that spanned a continent, enabled in-
dividual travelers, armed troops, skilled workmen as well as commercial caravans to traverse immense distances safely
and smoothly. Communication speed, exchange of people and commodities were pillars of the empire’s stability and
welfare; the Fortification archive shows how keenly aware of these needs the Achaemenid kings were.

Another beneficiary of surplus production was the divine world (11). The institutional economy not only fed animals,
workers, travelers and officials, but also the gods. The Persepolis Fortification archive thus offers unparalleled views
of the many deities of both Elamite and (Indo-)Iranian background who were venerated side by side in Achaemenid
Parsa, on specific rites and on priests who performed them.

The final section (12) offers a glimpse of a different group of workers: modern epigraphers who carefully read the
many cuneiform tablets, building on, extending and sometimes improving the work of eatlier scholars. Mining the
riches of the Persepolis Fortification Archive takes patient work, often focusing on small but meaningful details. As
this section shows, it can never be the work of a single scholar, but necessarily requires collaboration and teamwork.
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1. The world of Persepolis Fortification Archive in letters
Letters, or more precisely letter orders, are among the most revealing records in the Persepolis Fortification Arhive
since they often concern issues that were special, urgent or irregular in the broadest sense. Many letter orders were
issued by Parnakka, the director of the Persepolis economy and plausibly the satrap of Achaemenid Parsa, or by
Zissawis, his deputy. Unlike most texts in the Persepolis Fortification Archive, orders issued by Parnakka or Zissawis
were first drafted in Aramaic, then translated in Elamite and sent to the addressee. Only the sealed Elamite versions
survive; the Aramaic drafts archived in the office of the director or his deputy are lost because they were written on
animal hides or other perishable materials. The process of composing letter orders can nevertheless be deduced from
the colophons at the end of each text that mention the chancellery officials who drafted, transmitted and translated

the Aramaic order into Elamite.
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2. Document and process

The administration centered on Persepolis oversaw a territory stretching from Ram Hormoz or Behbahan to Neytriz,
managed a complex economy and directed the work of tens of thousands of dependent workers. To do so, it needed
an efficient bureaucracy with rules, hierarchies and fixed procedures. The different formats of the tablets are the most
visible reflection of the way information was handled.

At local centers (way stations, citadels, storage facilities) sealed records were drawn up by local scribes as memoranda
on tongue-shaped tablets. Such simple records document one transaction in a single commodity; they pertain to one
particular place and year. When a scribe prepared a tongue-shaped tablet he tied a knot in piece of string, formed the
clay around the knot, and flattened one edge so that a loop of string came out of one corner of the flattened edge
and entered the other corner. Usually, the seal of the supplier was rolled out on the flattened left edge. The seal of the
recipient was applied to the reverse or any other surface.

Some memoranda were, however, written on unsealed tablets of various shape (ovoid, bullet, etc.) with only one
string-hole. Recent research suggests that at least some unsealed memoranda may have been tied to uninscribed tablets
(tongue-shaped tablets with seals but without text). In other words, the necessary seal impressions accompanied the
memorandum on a separate tablet attached by means of the strings. A reason for doing things this way may have been
that in some very busy offices the main seal was not always available.

The sealed and unsealed tablets can be called primary documentation. Such documents were produced locally, col-
lected periodically, and then, perhaps after a first audit on the spot, transported to Persepolis. This is the reason why
they were found there as part of the Persepolis Fortification Archive.

At Persepolis, accountants would check the primary documentation, summarize it and enter it in registers or “jout-
nals.” Such registers typically list several or many transactions in one commodity at a particular place during a particu-
lar year. They are often written in a more careful hand, usually on rectangular tablets with a 4:5 (height : width) ratio.
Some are particulatly rich in information and offer true micro-histories of economic activities at a particular site.
Accountants or auditors marked approval of these registers with their seals.

Besides registers or “journals,” the Persepolis accountants also produced balanced accounts stating totals of reserves,
yvield and outlays. Accounts were also rectangular, but with different dimensions and easily distinguishable from the
registers. There are indications that registers and accounts were sometimes made in pairs (pertaining to the same year,
commodity and place), but the variation among the accounts is too big to assume this as a general rule. Some accounts
deal specifically with exchange of surpluses, perhaps with people outside the institutional economy.

After the primary documentation (memoranda) and secondary documentation (registers and accounts), a third stage
of information handling existed but is now almost invisible. Its existence is indicated by short Aramaic texts written in
ink on the Elamite tablets. These texts may repeat key terms from the Elamite text or explain them; in a few cases they
correct a total or a date. In the case of registers and accounts, the most frequent Aramaic text is z2s4 or nsyh, “copied,”
suggesting that these documents were again digested and rendered in fair copies written in Aramaic. This conclusion is a

reminder that the large, complex, dense Persepolis Fortification Archive that survives was only part of a larger system.
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3. An individual scribe

liters of flour, allocation from Pirratamka, (a person) named Mauyuna (received): he came from Parsa (Persepolis) 157
to Susa. 5 free men each received 1.5 liter; 10 servants each received 0.5 liter. He (Mauyuna) carried a travel authoriza-
tion from Zissawis. 22nd year, at Uzikurras.

The supplier Pirratamka occurs frequently in the Persepolis Fortification Archive. Most of the records on travel provi-
sions he issued, like the above text (PF 1411, no. 3.1), ate unsealed. This does not mean that Pirratamka did not use
a seal at all — his seal is known from other contexts (PES 0142). This seal is often found on tablets with no text at all
(uninscribed tablets). It is possible that the many unsealed travel texts from Pirratamka were in fact attached to these
sealed uninscribed tablets by their strings.

The unsealed travel records issued by Pirratamka’s office are the work of a single scribe. This is clear from the choice
of certain words, from the scribal hand and from the shape of the tablets. Thus, the six cone-shaped tablets shown

here look very similar.

)b)é 9 ol .¥
e Jlgl 3 ol o gudales bolgils dns 1 lgil 4 Bl SBlas sl ple b ol )by 5l Slociy jelaiea
g5 oolol slaldé iy ¢ e dile ju 1) (oleS Y guame o cidale SIS 05 8l oo (olais] gl g ol o Jal Sllge
Lo 20,5 ooy ol S yoxio [b,0 ol pad 4y a5 090 Slolie (Lo )50 coaloly pMBI solod . 08,5 o 1230 (lg ) LSk
ol yorrdy 0539 SLEST L oo jpo ¢ Jgin (5,10 Slolie .aing bl )l o Ko sblio g diliaXe b ¢ yigd jo doxe Lol
vy gudale lgl b ols dawly o B ol g caiils

Ay o Ll es 4 )by lodle slass a5 8T sl e ol 8,00 Byo a5 YIS polde 5 olg e
la dalhie SO a5 |z il 00y Codiasdy golaidl Hla 5l we g cwlew Gl 5l pe saxie leelSCLll o Lys S s
A5 Gty Jlo olad 9 1y 6T glopdle 5 o8 Candlgioa

30 by as Sl o g ol e eauin il (glos ;S Dlaged s (55L 50 Ololie Cawoay gudalu OIS s a1 51 iy
Siaabp i 5l ool Sloy Alols b cawl oo ,b,0 8 1o i i pds 5ol oo oloul YIS 4153 0,8 oo chbgs Loy
Dalmils daxld 4y 09 Ses g 00t oolel a5 Sl 4y (y5,b,0 5 ol SLST 89,9 o oo

Ml; OS5 g deas ‘J)L:al by oidale O‘sfl.g 3 u.sw a5 aed oo HliS pizmed Al (g5,L SKL
sole Ylais! caadd pl 5 d(lugs]) awgogl 5 (Ugtucs ) dgais pl S (993,10 juad 95 3590 10 yol cpl larials |y 045 4
05 0lol (pl le i 0,8 oo & Bluce lisl ol jedvas ST ails ) 095 loidle ¢y) aw ol 5 plaS 2 0S8 o o ol
WS90 ul.o).o.:b olis o o L LIyl

VY ol - SIS - atem s Persepolis - Chicago - Tehran |13



14

4. King and court

Grain, livestock, wine and beer were issued in large amounts to support the royal court or the separate courts of lead-
ing women of the royal family. Royal provisions also included rare products such as honey, cheese, prepared food and
(fattened) poultry. All these were requesitioned by officials who travelled with the mobile court and made contact with
local administrations in Susa, Persepolis, Ecbatana and elsewhere. The responsible court officials carried seals with
special authority. They were direct representatives of the King or the royal women.

The amounts of commodities disbursed for the table of the King suggest an entourage of tens of thousands of
people. That the court moved between various residences was not only politically but also economically expedient: a
single region would not have been able to support it throughout the year.

Before the royal provisions were received by court officials an immense preparation had already taken place. Stocks
of commodities were built up at places where the court would halt. Its movement therefore must have been planned
long in advance. The sudden appearance of the King and his court at a place that was unprepared would have been
disastrous.

The Persepolis Fortification Archive also reveals that several royal women had their own households, with their own
estates, staff and dependent workers. This is true for Irtasduna (Artystone) and Udusa (Atossa), two wives of Darius,
and for Irdabama, perhaps the King’s mother. Each of these three women had an entourage that travelled with them;

their travels did not necessarily coincide with those of the King,
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5. Historical personalities

In addition to detailed evidence for socio-economic history, the Persepolis Fortification Archive also affords glimpses
of the lives of historical personalities known from other sources. A growing number of Persians known from Book
7 of the Histories of Herodotus can be recognized in the Archive. The importance of such connections goes beyond
simple identification: whereas Herodotus offers an external (and sometimes hostile) view relating to the military
conflict between Persians and Greeks, the Fortification archive presents objective, primary evidence that places the
individuals in an economic and social network. Confronting, comparing and balancing these perspectives has become

an essential method for historical research — a method brought into existence by the Persepolis Fortification Archive.
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Figure 7. Livestock account PF 2009 (obverse and reverse)
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6. A new window on Achaemenid art: seals from the Fortification archive

Officials applied stamp seals and cylinder seals to still-moist clay tablets to complete the records with marks of their
authority and identity. The seals themselves are lost, the Fortification tablets preserving only the impressions. In some
cases, there are many dozens of impressions of the same seal; in other cases, only one. The Persepolis Fortification
Archive Project has catalogued to date just over 4,000 distinct and legible seals. When a full reckoning is made, there
may be as many as 4,500-5,000 distinct and legible seal images preserved in the archive.

The scale of the glyptic phenomenon at Persepolis is breathtaking. One is hard-pressed to identify any other corpus
of ancient art (coming from a single location) that is comparable. The most striking aspect of this visual corpus is its
archival context. That is, the glyptic imagery at Persepolis exists within a complex network of social and administra-
tive relations between hundreds of individuals mentioned by name, office, and/or designation in the archive; those
individuals range in rank and status from low-rank administrators to the Great King, The images occur on tablets that
come from a known and archacologically excavated context and are all part of a single socio-administrative phenom-
enon: what we today call the Fortification Archive. The reign of Darius, with which they coincide, marks one of the
seminal moments in the history of ancient western Asia. The late sixth century BCE saw the emergence and canoni-
zation of most of the visual and courtly protocols of the Achaemenid world. The glyptic from the archive not only
bears witness to this flowering of Achaemenid art but also attests to its origins.

The seal images from the archive also constitute a vast and complex visual network. While many individual seals from
the Portification archive are remarkable works of art, it is the collective intersections of style and iconography among
thousands of seals that will be the defining legacy of this corpus. Embedded in this visual network is a history of
Achaemenid art, the depth and complexity of which we would never have suspected were it not for these seal images.
As such, they will be a source of formal thematic, iconographic, and stylistic studies for generations to come.
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7. The workers who made everything possible

The Persepolis Fortification Archive reflects a centralized redis-
tributive economy in which tens of thousands of workers were
active. In Elamite these are called kurtas, from Old Persian grda-,
the original meaning of which was “household servant, domes-
tic.” By the time of the Persepolis tablets, the word had come
to denote a class of dependent workers. They were neither slave
nor really free. They depended on royal or satrapal government

institutions for their subsistence. At Parsa, they were typically paid

only 2/3 salaries and were expected to find additional sources of
income elsewhere. Occasional gifts of seed to kurtas indicate that
they could have little plots of land to grow their own food. Some
ration lists distinguish between kurtas and real slaves. Although
they are rarely visible in the Persepolis economy, slaves existed;
unlike kurta$ workers they could bought and sold.

(s 53y e d) ol 5 & Lgnye 5,1 0 PF 0702 ctlools 4 JS5 Much of the work organized by the administration at Persepolis

Figure 9. Memorandum PF 0702 on flour for the royal table
(left edge, obverse, and reverse) maintaining roads and irrigation canals, grinding flour, brewing

was labor-intensive: stone-quarrying and finishing, building and
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Figure 10. Impression of seal PFS 0093", with inscription naming Kura$ of Anzan, son of Seses, on PF 0692; drawing by M. B. Garrison

beer, plowing fields, etc. Authorities in Achaemenid Parsa and elsewhere were constantly looking for workers, espe-
cially skilled ones, and they often recruited them from far away. For this reason, Fortification texts sometimes iden-
tify workers as Bactrian, Egyptian, Lydian, Babylonian, etc. The willingness to invest the high cost of bringing large
groups of workers from distant parts of the empire to Persepolis underscores the demand for labor. The labor force
in the Achaemenid empire reflected both the reality of an empire of many peoples, cultures and languages, and the
aspiration to unite all these peoples under a single rule.

Fortification texts about workers usually distinguish men and women, boys and girls. Children receive different
rations according to their age group; adults may receive more than the standard rations if they have special skills or a
leading position. The Archive therefore affords a detailed view of variation and distinction even in the lower levels of
Achaemenid society.

Also noteworthy is the status of women. Women could be team leaders and in some mixed teams they could earn
higher rations than men. This probably means that some types of work were seen as the particular domains of
women, within which they could gain a certain autonomy and status. Weaving and textile production are the clearest
example of a domain where women could take leading roles.

Furthermore, women sometimes rose from the anonymity usually reserved for ordinary laborers in antiquity. The
Achaemenids rewarded mothers with supplementary rations for each child they bore. Some texts give the names of
these mothers, creating a poignant immediacy that is rare in ancient administrative documents.
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8. Scribes
For Persians living in Parsa before the Achaemenid empire, the urban civilization and long writing traditions of Elam
were cultural poles. The early Persians used the Elamite language, written in the Elamite version of cuneiform script,
to express themselves in writing, The seal with the inscription of “Kuras of Anzan, son of Sedpes,” dating to the late
seventh or early sixth century BCE (see no. 6.8), bears witness to this.
It was long believed that native Elamite scribes wrote the Elamite Persepolis Fortification texts, but close analysis
of Achaemenid Elamite suggests rather that it was a Persianized form of Elamite, transformed by speakers of Old
Persian who adopted Elamite as a second language for their written records and perhaps for communicating with the
lowland Elamite urban centers. This late variety of Elamite language is replete with elements derived from Old Per-
sian. They include not only many loanwords and transcribed Persian words, but also Persian syntactical structures that
did not exist in older versions of the language.
Many ethnic labels appear in the Persepolis Fortification Archive, ranging from “Saka,” “Sogdian,” and “Gandharan”
to “Egyptian,” “Skudrian,” and “Greek.” The label “Persian” is not commonly used, because most actors in the Perse-
polis economy were Persians who did not ordinarily need to identify themselves as such. But when it was necessary to
avoid possible confusion, an unambiguous way of referring to scribes writing Elamite texts in cuneiform on clay tablets

was to call them “Persian,” because Elamite was how Persians expressed themselves in writing, To identify scribes writ-
ing Aramaic in alphabetic script, it was usual to call them

“Babylonian scribes,” since Aramaic was widely spoken
and written in Babylonia in the Achaemenid period.

Scribes writing in Elamite and Aramaic operated at differ-
ent levels. The scribes of Elamite texts produced much of
the Persepolis Fortification Archive as we have it. Some
who were better trained sometimes used rare or compli-
cated cuneiform signs or complex Elamite syntax. On the
other extreme were scribes who barely managed to express
themselves in Elamite. Most scribes, however, applied the

same set of conventions with roughly the same vocabulary

. and simplified syntax; this suggests a school system.
PE 0088 (5, 2 (#liys5 s PES 0857s [2ds V) JSs Scribes of Aramaic, often referred to as “writing on

Figure 11. Impression of PES 0857s, seal of Gobryas, on PF 0688 animal hide” (i.e., on leather) wrote drafts of the direc-
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tor’s orders, travel authorizations, official correspondence
and other documents that have perished. An impression
of how such a higher level of administration could have
looked is given by the Ar§ama correspondence from Egypt
(now in the Bodleian Library, Oxford) or the Aramaic
documents from Achaemenid Bactria (now in the Khalili
collection, London). The only remnants of the use of Ara-
maic in Persepolis are the Aramaic epigraphs written on
Elamite texts and the about 840 tablets with mostly very
short Aramaic texts written in ink or incised in the clay.
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9. Production
The vast majority of the Elamite Fortification texts are records of transportation, storage, outlay and consumption of
basic food commodities. Many ledgers and accounts deal with very large volumes of such items. Some of this produc-
tion canbe correlated with the results of palynological research on drilling cores taken from Lake Maharlu and other
bodies of water in Fars. This research shows, among other things, a peak in walnut production during the Achaemenid
period in central Fars and a similar peak in olive production in the Kazeran area.
But how was so much grain and fruit produced and collected? Comparatively few texts arise from administrative
control of production, but one particular class of documents seems to record estimates of crops of fruit still on the
trees or tarmu cereal still in the field. The estimates were carried out by teams of inspectors, represented by the three
or four seals often impressed on such tablets. Several estimates of this kind might be compiled into lists, temporary
working documents prepared to help enter the amounts as revenue in accounts of production from many farms.
Another class of documents records numbers of livestock handled at stockyards. Including sheep and goats (see
tablet 2.9), horses and donkeys, camels, and poultry. Live animals, unlike food and drink, could not be stockpiled.
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Figure 13. Impression of seal PFS 00167, second seal of Parnakka, on PF 0665; drawing by M. B. Garrison

These animal accounts are probably end-products of a system of share-breeding, in which herdsmen delivered some
animals to the officials of the Persepolis economy for use or consumption. Records of the basic operations, however
— of herding, breeding, handling animals, and of the large amounts of wool, hair, and dairy products that the herds
produced — are almost entirely absent from the Fortification Archive.

A large part of the production of the Persepolis economy was not used for subsistence rations. Workers hardly ever
received poultry; fruit rations were very rare. Such commodities appear to have been reserved for the royal court and
thus largely escape the researcher’s view. This is another reminder that that what the Fortification Archive reveals was
part of a still larger economy and society.
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10. The empire at Persepolis: texts on travelers

The royal roads were the main arteries of the empire. Over a network of royal roads that connected Kapisa in
Gandhara to Sardis in Lydia delegations of Saka came from the far northeast, Egyptians travelled through Babylonia,
and Greeks were sent via Ecbatana (Hamadan) to Parsa. Express messengers could reach Susa from the Anatolian
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Figure 14. Impression of accounting seal PFS 0108™ on PF 1986

coast in about twelve days. The level of connectivity of any larger state is a measure of its stability. The more ex-
changes of people and commodities are possible and the faster messages can travel, the more integrated and resilient
the state will become, especially if it a large transnational empire like the Achaemenid.

It is therefore no surprise that the Achaemenid kings and their representatives in the satrapies invested heavily in the
road system. This involved armed troops to guarantee security and maintenance workers to keep the roads passable.
The largest investment was supplying the way stations that lay at distance of a day’s travel (15-25 kilometers, depend-
ing on the terrain) predecessors of the Iran’s mediaeval and later networks of caravanserais. Travelers on official mis-
sions would receive specified daily provisions at each stop until they reached their destination.

Only satraps, deputy satraps and members of the royal house could issue official travel authorizations. No such docu-
ment survives from Persepolis, but the Arsama correspondence from Achaemenid Egypt includes an authorization
written in Aramaic on leather and authenticated by a clay bulla with an impression of the satrap’s seal. The Achaemenid
bureaucracy must have produced many thousands of such documents judging from the volume of travel recorded in the
Persepolis Fortification Archive. The Archive preserves about 1,500 travel texts recording the receipt of travel provisions;
most of these are sealed by the supplier at the way station and by the traveler or the leader of a larger travelling group.
The store masters at the way stations were, in a sense, an embodiment of the Achaemenid empire. They were trained
to recognize the seals of the satraps, even those of far-away provinces. They saw travelers going to and from the most
distant corners of the empire. They witnessed the empire’s richness of languages and cultures. At the same time, they
occupied places in an empire-wide network that applied the same procedures at any other way station on the royal
roads. The unity of the Achaemenid lands depended on them.
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11. The gods of Persia
The Persepolis administration provided food and drink to support cults and cultic personnel, integral parts of the
socio-economic fabric of Achaemenid Parsa. Large sacrificial feasts, for example, were social gatherings at which
lowly workers would receive rare meat rations. Sacrifices were sometimes sponsored by the king, who thus displayed
both his pious attitude to the gods and his munificence to the subjects who benefitted from the offerings. The wine,
beer, grain, fruits and livestock that were offered to the gods were actually consumed by humans after the rite had
taken place. In this way, some sacrifices served as a kind of basic income for cultic personnel.
The gods mentioned in the Persepolis Fortification archive have Elamite and (Indo-)Iranian backgrounds. Only a few,
such as Auramazda, have a connection with the Zoroastrian tradition. Prominent gods include Humban, who had
been an important royal god in Elamite culture; Napirisa, the god of deep, sweet waters long venerated in the Elamite
highlands; and Misdusis, “(she) who donates generously,” a goddess with parallels in the Indian Vedic pantheon.
The mixed divine landscape of the Persepolis tablets has
been explained in different ways. One response was to
assume different religious spheres for different peoples:
a Persian, Zoroastrian state religion and a pragmatically
tolerated Elamite religion belonging to the original inhabit-
ants of southwestern Iran. But close study of the places,
people and technical terms in texts on cultic activity shows
that this approach cannot be accurate. Gods with Elamite
names were venerated side by side with gods with Iranian
names; priests with Elamite or Iranian names or designations
could tend to the cults of gods with both Elamite or Iranian
backgrounds. If anything, the divine landscape shows the
result of centuties of coexistence of Elamites and Persians
and perhaps acculturation of Elamite and Iranian religious
traditions. From this point of view the question “were the

.Achaemenids Zoroastrian?” is an unrealistic simplification
The independent evidence of the tablets deserves full
L prominence. These texts show the realities of cultic prac-
PE 01495 (55, » oS0 8 S &y by po PES 13935 e (285 10 JS5 tises deeply ingrained in an agro-pastoralist society for which
Figure 15. Impression of seal PFS 1393s, a daric, impressed on PF 1495 {}e availability of water, the well—being of animals and crops
and the protection of stocks were vital for survival. Their
bottom-up perspective offers a welcome complement to the
top-down view of the royal Achaemenid inscriptions. This
rare combination is transforming the ways scholars discuss
Achaemenid religion as a phenomenon of its own.
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12. A work without end
Richard T. Hallock started working on the Persepolis Fortification tablets in 1937 and continued, after a break dur-
ing the Second World War, until his death in 1980. At that time, he had published about 2,100 texts and prepared
manuscript editions of another 2,650. To edit almost 5,000 Elamite texts, hardly understood when Hallock started
working, is an accomplishment of titanic proportions, but it nevertheless left many parts of the archive untouched.
The Persepolis Fortification Archive Project estimates that there are 2,500 or more tablets and fragments with useful
Elamite texts and thousands of smaller fragments. Also, there are some 840 Aramaic tablets and up to 5,000 unin-
scribed tablets. None of these had been published before the start of
the Persepolis project.
As Hallock realized, studying such a massive corpus cannot be the
work of a single person but necessitates cooperation of various spe-
cialists. George Cameron, who published another Elamite corpus
from Persepolis, the Persepolis Treasury Archive, complained in 1948
about his academic isolation. “Without doubt,” Cameron wrote, the
“translations would have been improved if they could have received
the attention of at least one more student of Elamite, for two minds
are mutually invigorating and will usually secure an answer, if one can
be found, to a problem that in itself and to one mind seems at times
insolvable. The advent of the war, however, precluded all such con-
tacts and withdrew from scholastic work even those who had begun
to familiarize themselves with the materials at hand. The task there-
fore was a lonely one.”
Hallock, a modest, self-critical and scrupulous scholar, kept correct-
ing his own editions even after their publication. The Persepolis For-
tification Archive project has tried to follow in his footsteps, expand-
ing the views he laid out, taking new steps on paths that he had only
begun to explore, and sometimes correcting his readings. In all this,

the truth of Cameron’s words became ever more apparent: fifteen

years of intense collaboration among specialists of Elamite, Aramaic,
PF 1009 5 Sl & 5l (S Sy, AV S5 and Achaemenid glyptic not only created more inclusive views but
Figure 17. Handcopy by Richard T. Hallock off PE 1009 also blocked many erroneous research paths.
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The future of the past

As scholars working on the Persepolis Fortification Archive are well aware, the exploration of the Archive has only
just begun. Like all research, it proceeds from the known to the unknown, and very much more remains to be known.
The return of the tablets to Iran is an occasion not only to reflect on eatlier and current research, but also to look
ahead. New technologies are entering the field, such as x-ray fluorescence spectrometry (XRF), which can be used to

identify different clay compositions. When XRF scans can be correlated with clay samples from southern Iran they
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can reveal regions where individual clay tablets were produced. Computer-aided cuneiform reading technology is un-
der development as a tool helping epigraphers to decipher damaged passages; 3d scans are becoming increasingly easy
to make and display, much to the benefit of work on the tablets.

The on-going work of editing and translating the Persepolis Fortification tablets is starting to bear fruits in the wider
field of Achaemenid studies. Classical historians, for example, are becoming aware of the vital importance of this
material for the study of the Greek world and its relations with the Achaemenid Persian empire. Archaeologists
working in Central Asia have recognized the relevance of the “institutional landscapes” visible in the Fortification
archive — administrative networks including roads, way stations, storage facilities, citadels, farms, workers’ villages, craft
centers, etc. — as models for interpreting findings contemporary with the Achaemenid period. The results of current
palynological research can give substance and direction to work on the Fortification Archive’s information on fruit
production. Areas until now only dimly seen in historical records will become more visible. For example, Fortification
tablets now being prepared for publication shed a remarkable light on intense exchanges between Parsa and Media,
underlining the importance of northwestern Iran in the Achaemenid period. Administrative and recording systems
and processes will become better understood, as detailed profiles of individual officials and places become available.
Much more can still be discovered in the Archive about Achaemenid religion, livestock breeding, the position of
women, but also on the languages of the Archive and the interactions between them. Lastly, the seals preserved in the
Archive open a new window on not only the study of visual imagery in the Achaemenid period but also glyptic in the
first millennium BCE in ancient Iran.

It is certain that the future of Achaemenid studies lies in the unassuming clay tablets that form the Persepolis Fortifi-
cation Archive. The institution or state that has this precious source also holds the keys to this future. The return of
the tablets from Chicago to Tehran means far more than the transfer of ancient objects: it opens a new chapter in an

intellectual adventure, a chance for the future of Iran’s past.
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Persian translation: Hamaseh Golestaneh, Soheil Delshad, Kiumars Alizadeh, Yazdan Safaee
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