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AFTERWORD

It is, perhaps, inevitable that a series of five lectures given on diverse aspects of
a particular domain, in this case kinship, do not lend themselves to a conven-
ient, all-encompassing conclusion. This study began with the potential spread of
diverse ceramic styles via exogamous marriage patterns and has concluded by
examining heraldic devices as individual and family markers. Examples of these
and other social practices across several millennia have been interrogated using
insights from the rich literature of social anthropology and, occasionally, com-
parative law. Some practices, deemed aberrant or exceptional, have been shown to
reflect patterns that are attested all over the world, across space and time. Yet the
aim was never to single out a practice, pair it with a similar one from another cul-
tural context, and thereby uncover a hidden relationship, as a nineteenth-century
diffusionist might have done. Rather, it was simply to demonstrate that practices
like the preferential marriage patterns of Achaemenid royalty or the privileged
position of the sister’s son in Elamite royal succession have very real analogues in
both ancient and modern societies and were not exceptional but can be accounted
for through recourse to the anthropological literature.

The point here has been to underscore the fact that the peoples of ancient Iran,
in all periods, may be productively considered through the same lens used to view
any culture, and the surest means to arriving at a better comprehension of the
social practices of the past is to tap the vast body of social anthropological and
historical literature that has been growing for more than two centuries. Archaeolo-
gists and historians who focus too strictly on material remains, literary produc-
tion, or religious ideology risk ignoring the salient features of kinship relations
in ancient Iran. This is not a call to privilege the views of anthropologists over

97
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98 AFTERWORD

those who study the tangible, literary, epigraphic, and archaeological records of
the past. It is, rather, a challenge to treat the Iranian evidence with the full arse-
nal of analytical tools at our disposal. Unlike F. W. Kénig, who seemed to exult
in his rejection of comparative anthropological data when discussing the sister’s
son in ancient Elamite, we have no excuse for not recognizing that the answers to
many of the questions that fascinate us are there, if we only make an effort to look
for them in the right places. Finding those answers requires casting a wide net
and that means, by definition, moving out of the confines of one’s own specialty.
This requires an open mind, curiosity, patience, and perseverance. Scholars of the
twenty-first century benefit every day from the use of search engines and the avail-
ability of millions upon millions of pages of searchable, digitized scholarly books
and articles, making it easier than ever to uncover comparative material that can
help illuminate the most intractable historical problems. Our understanding of
Iranian antiquity can advance in directions that are today unknowable, and were
yesterday almost unthinkable, when barriers between fields are struck down and
the horizons of our inquiry are truly opened up. This presents a challenge for those
who have an aversion to leaving their comfort zone, but for others, it provides a
road map to a far more exciting way of approaching the past than most of our
illustrious academic forebears ever could have envisioned. That, after all is said
and done, is what makes scholarship worth pursuing.
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Some Aspects of Feudalism
in Ancient Iran

When we come to late antiquity there exists a large body of excellent studies
on kinship terminology, close-kin or incestuous marriage (Pahlavi xwedodah/
xwedodad), the great aristocratic families, and social organization by a distin-
guished group of scholars including Arthur Christensen,! Touraj Daryaee,’
Paul Frandsen,” Saghi Gazerani,' Bodil Hjerrild,” Heinrich Hiibschmann,®
Maria Macuch,” Katarzyna Maksymiuk,® Anahit Perikhanian,” Parvaneh
Pourshariati,'* Darab Dastur Peshotan Sanjana," Prods Oktor Skjerve,'> Yuhan
Sohrab-Dinshaw Vevaina,'®> Edward William West,'* and Jézef Wolski.!> Rather
than reviewing material already fully explicated by these scholars, I have chosen
to revisit a topic that has been connected with the Achaemenids, Arsacids, and,
particularly, the Sasanians since the nineteenth century—namely, the concept of
feudalism in ancient Iran.

1. Christensen 1936, 311-30.
2. Daryaee 2013.

3. Frandsen 2009.

4. Gazerani 2016.

5. Hjerrild 2003, 2006.

6. Hiibschmann 1889.

7. Macuch 1991, 2007, 2010, 2014, 2017.
8. Maksymiuk 2015.

9. Perikhanian 1983.

10. Pourshariati 2008, 2017.
11. Sanjana 1888.

12. Skjeerve 2013.

13. Vevaina 2018.

14. West 1882.

15. Wolski 1967, 1989.
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FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN 73

FEUDAL TRAITS IN ANCIENT IRAN

Few specialists in medieval European feudalism have probably spent a great deal
of time considering the historical debates about feudalism in pre-Islamic Iran. Yet
this is a topic of considerable scholarly antiquity in Iranian studies. Nineteenth-
century scholars, for example, who relied principally on the data provided by
Herodotus and Xenophon, did not hesitate to deem the Achaemenid socioeco-
nomic system feudal. When the Belgian universal historian Frangois Laurent wrote
in 1861 that nothing characterized the Persian monarchy so much as its dependent
satrapies, he went on to assert that this was feudalism minus the hierarchical prin-
ciple of organization that defined feudal régimes in Europe.'® Similarly, in 1882,
the French Semitist and historian of religion Ernest Renan claimed that the entire
Persian Empire was one vast feudality."”

One of the first scholars to offer a broader sketch of what he understood by
Iranian feudalism was the Danish Iranologist Arthur Christensen (fig. 12). In 1907,
he argued that the origins of feudalism in Persia were to be found in the seven
“clans privilégiés,” one of which was the Achaemenids.'® Below these, in rank, were
a series of vassals," some of whom had been given land as hereditary fiefs by the
great king, although their relationship to the satraps was unclear. Nevertheless,
Christensen believed that feudalism remained undeveloped in the Achaemenid
era, in part because the Achaemenid kings had a standing army—relieving them
of the necessity of relying on levies raised by their vassals—as well as a centralized
system of administration.?

In the Achaemenid case, much depends on the interpretation of OP bandaka in
the Bisotun inscription. Konig considered the bandaka to be literally the “bound,’
in the sense that they were bound to the throne of Darius through vassalage.”!
Bandaka was translated as “servicemen or vassals” and “bound ones” by Geo

16. Laurent 1861, 485. Cf. Held 1863, 334n280.

17. Renan 1882, 4.

18. Christensen 1907, 6. Already in 1879, however, Néldeke (1879, 437) had stressed that the
notion of seven clans or “houses” was simply a convention, albeit one attested in the Arsacid and Sa-
sanian periods as well. Cf. Xenophon’s account of the trial of Orontas “before the seven ‘best’ Persians
of Cyrus’s [the Younger] entourage.” See the discussion in Tuplin 2010, 51-52, 59n5. Marquart (1895,
635) noted that, according to Tabari, Kai Wistasp installed seven hereditary feudal lords, making each
one the ruler of a province. The number seven here is suspect, at best. For a discussion of groups of
seven “witches, other demons and monsters, gods,” in Sumerian and Akkadian literature and religion,
see Konstantopoulos (2015, 15). One is also reminded here of the seven journeys across seven moun-
tains in the Sumerian poem Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta (Vanstiphout 1983, 40-41) or the seven
“brother warriors” in Gilgamesh and Huwawa (Civil 2003). Obviously, the number seven in these
cases has a strong folkloric flavor.

19. Christensen 1907, 6-7. Cf. Christensen 1936, 14.

20. Christensen 1907, 7.

21. Konig 1938, 57n4.
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FIGURE 12. Arthur Christensen (left foreground) and Henri Massé at the Ferdowsi millennial
celebration in 1934. Photograph by the British poet and dramatist John Drinkwater. © 2020 The
Nelson Collection of Qajar Photography; used with permission of John Ferreira.
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FIGURE 13. Jacques de Morgan (1857-1924). Wikimedia Commons (public domain).
Widengren;* “subordinate/vassal” by Iris Colditz;** and “bondsman” by Wilhelm
Eilers.** As Ernst Badian noted, “OP bandaka, one ‘bound’ to a superior, especially
the King . . . is the term that Darius I uses throughout the Bisutun inscription
to designate his senior army officers, most strikingly even a member of the ‘six
families’ that had assisted in his coup détat and hence held the highest position in
the Persian aristocracy”” Widengren emphasized that, when looking at compar-
able Neo-Babylonian terms, the simple translation “servant” or “slave” would be
incorrect because it failed to indicate the semantic field of the term with its con-
notations of a military subordinate. This view is echoed by Wouter Henkelman,
who stressed that “in Bisottn [Elamite] libar-uri (sg., equivalent of OPers manteta
bandaka) is used for Darius’ generals and seems to denote ‘my follower; ‘my vas-
sal’ rather than ‘my servant”’* Darius also called Dadarsi, satrap of Bactria, and
Vivana, satrap of Arachosia, mana bandaka.”

For Jacques de Morgan (fig. 13), “the great vassals or companions of the supreme
chiet” in the Achaemenid Empire consisted of a class of nobility to which

22. Widengren 1969, 13-14.

23. Colditz 2000, 110.

24. Eilers 1988.

25. Badian 2000, 250.

26. Henkelman 2003, 105.

27. Schmitt 1991, 63 [DB III 13] and 65 [DB III 56].
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76 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

the younger branches of the royal family and the principal chiefs of tribes which had
taken part in the conquest belonged. The seigniors themselves in their provincial
governments surrounded themselves with their principal subordinates, descendants
of those who had served under their ancestors at the time of the invasion. After the
conquest each of the chief vassals was granted or received a territory proportionate
to the importance of his tribe, and the same was done for each of the clans, then for
the families. Thus a kind of complete hierarchy was established from the owner of a
village or a group of tents up to the supreme master.®

This was a characterization that, while flatly contradicting Laurent’s perception of
a lack of hierarchy, seems to owe just a bit too much inspiration to land tenure in
late Qajar Iran as witnessed firsthand by Morgan.”

In a similar vein, the German ancient historian Hermann Bengtson wrote
that if one wished to identify the essence of the Persian Empire, it was as a kind
of feudal state, even though it changed through time. The feudal-vassal system,
organized down to the smallest unit, he suggested, served mainly to guarantee
military service. The sovereignty of certain families, from which the highest rank-
ing bureaucrats were drawn, was also typical of Achaemenid feudalism, he wrote.
Individual satrapies often remained in the hands of the same family for multi-
ple generations,” giving rise in some cases to satrapal revolts since the satraps
assumed the role of great feudal lords.”" For Ernst Herzfeld, however, the origin
of feudalism in Iran, a millennium before it appeared in Europe, according to his
chronology, lay in the notion that Ahura Mazda distributed to rich and poor alike
their share of land and wealth. In this sense, then, Darius was the feudal “Liege
Lord,” comparable to the much later “shadow of God.”*

The provision of a fixed number of days of mounted military service in return
for a fief or feudum has often been cited as a foundational principle of vassalage.*®
The granting of land in return for service was not, of course, an invention of the
European Middle Ages. The same phenomenon is attested in the ancient Near East
in many different settings—for example, in Mesopotamia* and Egypt.*® Geo Wid-
engren noted in 1956 that the provision of a fixed number of cavalrymen, archers,
and chariot drivers in return for land could be found in the second millennium BC

28. De Morgan 1914: 580.

29. Christensen (1934) noted, in his review of Hiising 1933 on feudalism, that analogies to more
recent Persian and Turkish social systems, separated by thousands of years from the Achaemenid
example, were unreliable.

30. Cf. Kbnig 1924 and 1926b on the Persian noble families. Examples of “dynastically occupied
satrapies” included Phrygia, where the Pharnakids ruled; Caria, under the Hecatomnids; and
Cappadocia, where the family of Anaphas was in power. See Klinkott 2005, 47.

31. Bengtson 1937, 115.

32. Herzfeld 1938a, 153.

33. See, e.g., Prestwich 2003, 301; Reynolds 2017, 5.

34. For one relatively recent discussion, see Brinkman 2006.

35. See, e.g., Winckler 1901b, 47, 79, 117, 160; Koschaker 1935b, 18-19; Bengtson 1937, 115-16;
Brundage 1956; Widengren 1969, 8-12; Lafont 1998; and Jansen-Winkeln 1999.
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at Nuzi.*® In fact, Codex Hammurabi $27 stipulated that so-called ilku-land—that
is, land for service—that had been assigned to a soldier or, interestingly, a fisher-
man, who had subsequently been taken captive, could be reassigned to someone
else, but if the original holder of that land returned, it would be restored to him,
along with his service obligation.” In her exhaustive review of feudalism in the
ancient Near East, Sophie Démare-Lafont cited only the Babylonian evidence
when dealing with the Achaemenid period, where, indeed, numerous attestations
of land-for-service or its alternative, silver-for-service, are attested.® Widengren,
however, also noted that, judging by the testimony of Xenophon, the character
of these fiefs seems to have changed by the late Achaemenid period and become
instruments of financial speculation in the hands of craftsmen and workers who
no longer supplied manpower for the military.* Apart from the fact that Xeno-
phon’s testimony cannot always be taken at face value,” the evidence cited by
Widengren was, again, almost exclusively from the Achaemenid satrapy of Baby-
lonia. More recent studies of Achaemenid feudalism have stressed the importance
of vassalage and the pledge of loyalty or homage through proskynesis rather than
fiefs,*! but Christopher Tuplin, to name just one scholar, has criticized the notion
that Achaemenid feudalism emerged in the same way as it did in early medieval
Europe, concluding that infantry were generally more important in the Achaeme-
nid military than cavalry and that the Achaemenid socioeconomic context was
“radically different” from that of Europe over a millennium later.*

In fact, since the early nineteenth century, many scholars have expressed the
view that the most compelling evidence of feudal relations in ancient Iran dates
not to the Achaemenid but to the Arsacid and Sasanian periods. The renowned
professor of Semitic languages at the Collége de France Etienne-Marc Quatremére
(1782-1857), for example, considered the petty kings of Armenia, Media, Elymais,
Adiabene, Bactria, and Gordyene all vassals of the Arsacid king who were obliged
to march when he required them and to accompany him into battle, fighting
beneath the Arsacid banner, even if, in some cases, their own power surpassed
that of their sovereign.* Similarly, in the posthumously published fragments of his

36. Widengren 1956, 108.

37. Roth 1995, 86; Badamchi 2019, 150.

38. Lafont 1998, 620-28. On feudal aspects of Achaemenid Babylonia, see also Cardascia 1983;
Stolper 1985, 25196, 27-28, 54, 59, 69, 105, 150.

39. Widengren 1956, 109. The literature on these fiefs is extensive. As van der Spek (1985, 255),
paraphrasing Dandamaeyv, wrote, “the fief system declined because the fiefs, in the course of time,
were divided by inheritance, so that they became too small to support a soldier. . . . It seems that the
obligation to serve in the army could be bought off with silver” Cf. Dandamaev 1992, 16.

40. See, e.g., the discussion of the tendentious nature of Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, which was
written, in the opinion of Christesen (2006), to argue for military reform in Sparta, not as a biogra-
phy of Cyrus the Great.

41. See, e.g., Petit 2004. Cf. also Petit (1990, 248-51) for a discussion of feudality and vassalage.

42. Tuplin 2010, 58.

43. Quatremere 1840, 341.
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history of the Arsacids, Jean-Antoine Saint-Martin (1791-1832) reminded readers
that, according to Strabo, Iran was governed by vassal kings of the Arsacid great
king and that one such vassal within the Arsacid feudal structure in the early
third century was none other than Ardagir, founder of the Sasanian empire.*
As Iris Colditz observed, although Widengren emphasized the comparability of
Iranian and European social institutions, and consequently posited a developed
form of feudalism in Iran, this applied only to the Arsacid period. Hans Heinrich
Schaeder, however, proposed that not until the Sasanian period did a fully feudal
society emerge.” In his 1943 study of Sasanian art, Kurt Erdmann suggested that
forms of “knighthood” were developed in Iran long before they were in the West,
which, he believed, owed much to Eastern influences later transmitted to Europe
by returning crusaders.*® Even so, Touraj Daryaee has expressed some reserve,
noting that, while “the characteristics of land tenure or feudal’ makeup in the Near
East and in particular in Iran have similarities with European feudalism . . . there
are major differences as well.”¥” But rather than throwing the baby out with the
bath water, Josef Wiesehofer has suggested that “although former studies on Sasa-
nian ‘feudalism’ very often drew unjustified and wrong parallels between Sasanian
Iran and the medieval European monarchies the theoretical parameters of studies
on late medieval and early modern courts proved to be quite useful for cutting a
swathe through the source material on the Sasanian court and on power and ‘state-

building’ in Sasanian Iran*®

MARKERS OF NOBILITY

One feature of feudal society implied by the system of vassalage is the existence
of a class composed of families whose wealth and land, as well as loyalty to a
sovereign or his/her heirs, persisted through time—in other words, a form of
hereditary nobility. Arthur Christensen conceived of ancient Iranian society, in
the Avestan tradition, as reflected in the Gathas, as four-tiered, consisting of the
house (nmana-), village (vis-), tribe (zantu-) and province (dahyu-). In his opin-
ion, during the Achaemenid period, the king occupied the position of chief of
the land, while the positions formerly held by tribal chiefs were now the domain
of satraps. Below them came the clan chiefs (visbadh) and heads of families or
households (manbadh),” which were identified eponymously, as Antoine Meil-
let emphasized, by their heads’ names.”® In the Arsacid and Sasanian periods,

44. Saint-Martin 1850, 50-51, 174.

45. Colditz 2000, 111n18.

46. Erdmann 1969, 73.

47. Daryaee 2010, 401-2. Toponyms containing diz-, however, point to the existence of castles or
fortifications (e.g., diz-pul, mod. Dizful). Cf. Hiibschmann 1897, 19.

48. Wiesehofer 2010, 143.

49. Christensen 1936, 13, 15.

50. Meillet 1925, 23.
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FIGURE 14. A
drachm of Vologases
III (after Pellérin
1767, Pl. 1.13).

however, we encounter both these magnates, and the names of great families, like
the Suren, Karin, and Mehran, that dominated Iranian society for centuries.”

In discussing the significance of kinship ties in medieval Europe, which he
believed had been over-estimated, David Herlihy found that the vast majority
of charters recording land transactions from the eighth century onward rarely
reflected “the permission or agreement of kinsmen’; moreover, “whatever the
strength of family sentiment or the moral weight of the obligation to demand ven-
geance, the extended kinship group had little visible importance as an economic
administrator, at least in regard to the management of land” In fact, family names
were rare until the late tenth century and remained so for the next few centuries.
“Apart from the high aristocracy, there seems little consciousness of member-
ship in an identifiable kinship group, and little memory of a common ancestry.”>
In Sasanian Iran, however, we are certainly justified in considering families like
Suren, Karin, and Mehran exceptional, powerful kinship units, evidence of which
Herlihy only saw much later in Europe.

In Western scholarship, examples of signs used by Parthian and Sasanian noble
houses have been known since the earliest drawings of Arsacid and Sasanian coins
and reliefs began appearing in publications by Enlightenment scholars,* even if
these often went unremarked upon. Examples include those published in the Sup-
plement to Joseph Pellerin’s Recueils des médailles, from 1767 (fig. 14), and Carsten
Niebuhr’s report on his 1765 visit to Fars, published in 1778, in which drawings
of the Nags-e Rostam I and VI rock reliefs™ show such devices on the headgear of
two of the attendants (fig. 15).

By the early nineteenth century, greater attention was being paid to these
devices. In the 1822 account of his travels, Sir Robert Ker Porter commented on
the very same heraldic devices on the rock reliefs at Naqs-e Rostam that Niebuhr

51. These have been discussed extensively in the Iranological literature. For the names Suren and
Karin, see, e.g., Schmitt (1983); and Pourshariati (2017). The Mehran family boasted the famous
general Warahran Cobin; see, e.g., Maksymiuk (2015, 191; and Syvinne and Maksymiuk (2018, 28, 30).

52. Herlihy 1970, 67-68.

53. See, e.g., Pellerin 1767; Niebuhr 1778.

54. These are modern numberings and follow those used in Vanden Berghe 1983.
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FIGURE 16. Nags-e Rostam I, by Sir Robert Ker Porter (after Ker Porter 1821, 1: between 548
and 549).

had illustrated half a century earlier. Nag$-e Rostam I (fig. 16), depicting the inves-
titure of Ardasir, includes “a beardless youth, wearing a high round-topped cap, on
which is some distinguishing mark,” which, Ker Porter thought, seemed “to place
him in the same rank with the figure half covered with the scroll in the bas-relief
of Shapoor” On Naqgs-e Rostam VI (fig. 17), showing Sabuhr I's triumph, the bust of
Kerdir appears wearing “a round-topped cap . . . with a sort of badge on its side,
like part of a flower” Finally, on Naqs-e Rostam II (fig. 18), which shows Warahran
IT with members of his family and other dignitaries, the headgear worn includes
some with “a crescent, with a small circle over it,” or “the crescent only,” or “again
a mark on it not unlike that on the fanning attendant” depicted on another relief
there.”® Generally, Ker Porter suggested, “the different flat marks™® seen on the
headgear of these reliefs “are likely to have been badges of the respective rank or

function of the wearer””’

55. Ker Porter 1821, 541, 551, 559.
56. By this he meant they were carved in low relief.
57. Ker Porter 1821, 561.
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FIGURE 18. Nags-e Rostam II, by Sir Robert Ker Porter (after Ker Porter 1821, 1: between 556
and 557).
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These marks quickly found their way into studies such as Adalbert de Beau-
mont’s 1853 monograph on the origins of European heraldry.*® Even if Richard N.
Frye’s comparison between pre-Islamic camel brands and European coats of arms
seems somewhat stretched,” it is undeniable that the use of signs to mark property
and to identify families, lineages, clans, dynasties, and high-ranking individuals

is historically widespread in both space and time.®® There exists a great variety of

what have been called variously “heraldic devices,”®" “tamgas,”s* “émblems,”® or, to

use their ancient, Middle Persian name, “nisan,”* and it has often been argued that

these were the equivalent of later European familial Wappenzeichen,® “wappenar-

tigen Zeichen, or blasons.”” Here, following Robert Gobl, I will refer to these as

tamgas, a word signifying “seal” in Old Turkic and “printing plate” in Mongolian.®
It has been suggested, though, that these are secondary meanings, the primary
being “a property-mark™ used by a family or clan on livestock, where it appears as

58. Beaumont 1853, 51-53, 109-10.

59. Frye 1987, 17. He was, of course, not the first to draw attention to camel brands. See, e.g.,
Gennep 1902; and Artin Pacha 1902, 182-220, 235, 239-40, 242, with a bibliography.

60. The literature on this subject is voluminous. See, e.g., Beaumont 1853; Homeyer 1870; Andree
1889, 74-85; Artin Pacha 1902; Meyermann 1904; and Gennep 1905.

61. Bivar 1959; Bivar 1970, 399.

62. Nickel 1973; Gobl 1976, 83; Yatsenko 2010a, 2010b; Manassero 2013.

63. Bromberg 1990, 1; Shokoohy 1994.

64. Gobl 1976, 83.

65. Erdmann 1969, 55, 73; Gobl 1976, 83.

66. Herzfeld 1926, 254.

67. Ghirshman 1946, 11. Cf. Ghirshman 1956, 73-74.

68. Erdal 1991, 378. For a possible Alanic etymology, see Manassero (2013, 60). Discussing the
Kalmucks, Pallas (1776, 65) noted the use of a signet ring with the personal tamga in signing an oath.
On the Mongols, Pallas (1776, 189) noted that the Khan signified his approbation of the decisions of
his council with his signature or the impression of his seal (tamga) in red or black ink.

69. Laufer 1917 117. Doerfer (2011) noted that “the famga ‘mark of ownership’ originally identi-
fied the communal property of a kinship group or tribe. It occurred chiefly as a cattle brand but also
on such objects as vases; it was also scratched on stones bearing inscriptions. It contrasted with the
togra (Middle Turkish tugrag), an individual’s symbol (later often represented by a device of reign,
valid for the respective ruler). After the Turks acquired a chancellery practice, tamga came to mean
‘the stamping of a document as the ruler’s property;, hence ‘originating from the ruler, hence ‘seal.”
Discussing the Kirghiz-Kaisak, Jochelson (1928, 129-30) noted:

The subclan crest or tamga may be regarded as its symbol. The crest is used as a property
mark and is branded on the left side of the animal, i.e., the side from which the rider mounts,
or cut on various belongings, as well as on the graves of deceased members of the clan. The
tamga, represented by geometric designs, may correspond to a totem. Some of the Kirghiz of
the Middle Horde have tamgas representing a “bird’s rib” (urdas bii), a comb (tarak), and a
forked stick (salak). The antiquity of these symbols can be judged from the fact that they may
be seen on the old Nestorian monuments and on the monument to Khan Kul-Jegi in the valley
of the Orkhon, on which the inscriptions are in old Turkic characters, dating from 732 A.D.

Gobl (1971, 100) isolated symbols and tamgas as one iconographic category on Sasanian stamp seals.
These he described as that which one often called “heraldic devices,” and marks of authority.
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abrand, and on other objects.” Such signs appear as status markers” on, for exam-
ple, the headgear of certain individuals depicted on the Sasanian reliefs described
above, only when and if a particular family, lineage, or clan assumed a leading role
socially and politically.”? Thus, this was a further development from the original
function and meaning of the tamga.” In 1971, G6bl argued that despite the fact that
the term tamga was only attested long after the Sasanian period, it was neverthe-
less the best descriptor available for those heraldic devices that already appeared
on the helmets and headgear of early Sasanian elites and that, like heraldic coats of
arms, served as unique, unambiguous identifiers of individuals.”

The literature on tamgas has a long history. In Rasid al-Din’s history of the
Oghuz, we find a reference to the fact that Oghuz told his son Kiin-Han that
each of the twenty-four sections of the Oghuz should have its individual sign and
tamga in order that their rank, function, and title might be recognized and so as
to avoid internal strife.” Similarly, according to the so-called political and military
institutes of Temur, the world conqueror gave a dozen of his elite troops each a
distinctive mark or tamga.” In 1928, Ernst Herzfeld suggested that tamgas were
abstractions—abbreviated and simplified versions of originally figural depictions
derived from the property ownership marks of previously nomadic peoples—that
had evolved into clan or lineage markers, variants of which might be used by
individuals or families. In this sense, he believed, they truly did mirror European
heraldic devices. Whereas distinctive crowns or headgear were used to identify
kings and gods, tamgas (“blasons”) were used to identify persons.” Tamgas have
also been interpreted as abbreviated titles or designations of rank.”

TAMGAS ON SASANIAN RELIEFS

Already visible on the drawings of the Naqs-e Rostam reliefs published by Niebuhr
and Ker Porter in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the entire cor-
pus of tamgas depicted on Sasanian rock reliefs was collected more than fifty years

70. As G6bl (1967, 203) noted, a tamga was a personal property mark, belonging to a family or
clan. It was, first and foremost, a brand used to distinguish the horses, cattle, and sheep of one house-
hold from another.

71. Janichen 1956.

72. As Gennep (1905, 106) noted, the transformation of a property mark into an armorial one
only occurred where there was a social differentiation between nobles and commoners—for example,
among the Kirgiz.

73. Go6bl 1967, 204.

74. Gobl 1971, 109-10.

75. Jahn 1969, 45. Cf. Anonymous 1860, 112; and Nickel 1973, fig. 14.

76. Davy 1781, 309; Langlés 1787, 151; Csiky 2006, 462.

77. Herzfeld 1928, 130. Cf. Steindorff in Horn and Steindorff 1891, 1.

78. Yatsenko 20103, 113.
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FIGURE 19. Firazabad I, by Eugéne Flandin, 1851-54. Etching by Auguste Alexandre
Guillaumot. New York Public Library Digital Collections. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org
/items/510d47e2-8f8c-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.

ago by Erich F. Schmidt.” Those seen on Ardasir I's battle relief at Firazabad, where
three pairs of combatants appear, have attracted particular attention (fig. 19).%° The
lead combatant is Ardasir, shown unhorsing the last Arsacid king, Ardavan or
Artabanus. Herzfeld was particularly struck by the tamga covering Ardasir’s
horse,® which Roman Ghirshman thought represented the ring and ribbons, or
crown and diadem, given by Ahuramazda to the king in investiture scenes.®

The crown and diadem® shown in investiture scenes are not confined to the
reliefs of Ardasir, however, as those commemorating the investitures of Narseh,
Sabuhr I1, and Xosrow II clearly show. For Richard N. Frye, the tamga’s placement
on the horse ridden by Xosrow II in the great grotto at Taq-e Bostan IV (fig. 20)
was also telling. As he noted, “Since a tamgha was used by Turks and Mongols
in branding horses, it is perhaps not inappropriate that the first of the Sasanian
signs [first by virtue of its use by Ardasir, founder of the Sasanian empire] is also
found on the flank of a horse on a Sasanian relief at Taq-i Bostan.”* In fact, in 1938,
Herzfeld had suggested that the presence of Ardasir's “Diadem-Zeichen” on the
horse identified since the time of Hamd-Allah Mostawfi (c. 1281-1344) as Shabdiz,
“black as night,”® Xosrow’s famous steed, could imply that Ardasir, the founder of
the Sasanian Empire, had also established a royal stud, from which Xosrow’s horse

79. See Schmidt 1970, table s.

80. Hinz 1969, 115. For excellent illustrations and discussion of the entire relief program, see also
Gall 1990.

81. Herzfeld 1926, 254.

82. Ghirshman 1946, 9.

83. Kaim 2009, 405.

84. Frye 1963, 176.

85. Mostawfi called Taq-e Bostan the “Stall of Shabdiz” See the discussion in d’Anville (1761, 162);
and Silvestre de Sacy (1793, 235-36). Cf. Potts 2018b, 587; Potts 2022¢, 251; Thomas 1873a, 84; Jackson
1920, 12.
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FIGURE 20. Taq-e Bostan IV, by Eugéne Flandin, 1851-54. Etching by Auguste Alexandre
Guillaumot. New York Public Library Digital Collections. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org
/items/510d47e2-8f61-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.

FIGURE 21.
Vologases IV &
tetrachalkon from
Edessa. BMC 96,
Sellwood 84.134.
Used with permis-
sion of wildwinds
.com, ex cngcoins
.com, Auction 88,
Sept. 2011.

came several centuries later, bearing what had originally been Ardasir’s brand.*
If this device was, in fact, derived from the crown and diadem used in investi-
ture ceremonies, then its appearance at Firtiizabad may reflect Ardasir’s desire to
underscore his legitimacy when appearing in battle, even though he was the chal-
lenger and not, at that point, the legitimate king.

Roman Ghirshman, who called the device on Ardavan’s horse “the emblem of
the Parthian king, a ring placed upon a support,” also noted that it was attested
on the coinage of the Arsacid kings Vologases III*” and IV (fig. 21), as Herzfeld had

86. Herzfeld (1938b, 108) suggested that Ardasir’s tamga became almost a family sign, used by his
son Sabuhr I, alongside his own; both were used by his grandson Narseh, as if he wanted to declare
his legitimate right to the throne, and later by Warahran (I1I) and Sabuhr II. Then, after a long gap, it
reappeared on Xosrow’s mount.

87. Ghirshman 1946, 8-9n3, referring to Morgan, Numismatique orientale, p. 168, fig. 180C.
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already observed.® It is also emblazoned on Ardavan’s headgear at Naqs-e Rostam.
In a slim monograph heavily criticized by Robert Gobl for its superficiality, the
German archivist Hans Jdnichen noted that the same device appeared on the coin-
age of Phraates IV and Vologases I, as well as Vologases II,* and it has been cho-
sen by Fabrizio Sinisi as the logo for the Sylloge Nummorum Parthicorum.”

A straightforward interpretation of these co-occurrences would suggest a
familial relationship between all of these rulers, including Ardavan, but this would
be incorrect since we know, for example, that Phraates IV belonged to the Sina-
trucid line—that is, the descendants of Sinatruces who came to power around 78
BC and were probably descendants of Mithradates I. The “House of Vologases I
or Vologasids,” however, represented a rival line, descended from Artabanus II
and his brother Vonones, which perhaps originated with Mithradates I1.** Given
the animosity between these two extended families, one would not expect them
to have shared the same tamga. As for the episodic, discontinuous appearance of
the tamga on Arsacid coinage, Sinisi has suggested, following the late David Sell-
wood, that this reflected political expediency. These scholars have argued that the
decision to illustrate the tamga on coinage was “associated with phases of political
unrest, when Vologases allegedly decided to distinguish his issues from the coins
struck by the rebels challenging his authority”*

Turning again to the Firtizabad relief: Ardasir’s son, the crown prince Sabuhr,
is shown riding a horse covered with a different tamga than that of his father, one
that adorns his quiver as well. Herzfeld referred to Sabuhr’s tamga as the Arsacid
ankh-sign embellished with a crescent moon,” while Ghirshman called it a cres-
cent mounted on a ring support.** In his 1963 review of G6bl’s publication of the
Sasanian coins in the royal numismatic collection in The Hague, Frye discussed
the tamgas of both Ardasir and Sabuhr: “Inasmuch as the tamgha of Ardavan . . . is
similar to that of Sapar, minus the crescent on the circle, we may suggest that the
sign of Sapiir is that of a noble Arsacid family, close to that of Ardavan, from whom
Sapiir’s mother came.”” Frye is alluding here to the different traditions surround-
ing the filiation of Ardasir’s wife, identified variously as Ardavan’s daughter (by
Tabari), a cousin (according to the anonymous Nihayat ul-arab), or as the daugh-
ter of an unnamed Arsacid nobleman (thus Dinawari).” In 1985 Frye’s hypothesis
was repeated by David Sellwood, Philip Whitting, and Richard Williams, who saw

88. Herzfeld 1938b, abb. 4.

89. Janichen 1956, pl. 26. This had already been observed by Herzfeld 1938b, 108.

90. Fabrizio Sinisi (pers. comm.) confirms that the tamga on coins attributed by David Sellwood
to Vologases IV appears on coins reassigned to Vologases III in Sinisi (2012, 63n251).

91. See the discussion of these familial/dynastic lineages in Olbrycht (2016).

92. Sinisi 2012, 63.

93. Herzfeld 1938b, 108.

94. Ghirshman 1946, 10n2. Thomas (1873b, 32) called this “the sun and moon in conjunction”;
Hinz (1969, 119) considered it a ring on a T-shaped support surmounted by a crescent moon; and
Bivar (1970, 399) referred to it as the “cap-device”

95. Frye (1963, 176) is following a suggestion first made in Herzfeld (1938b, 108).

96. See Pourshariati (2008, 45-46) for a discussion of these sources.
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88 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

two possible explanations for the origin of Sabuhr’s tamga, which they unhesitat-
ingly called a “dynastic symbol” The first was that it was derived from Ardavan’s
tamga, as Frye had suggested more than two decades earlier. The second was that
it had “Gondopharean precedents,”” a notion that goes back at least to Herzfeld’s
1938 paper on Taq-e Bostan® and that both Saghi Gazerani and Marek Olbrycht
have recently revived, suggesting that the tamga on Sabuhr’s horse and quiver is
the same as that used as a “dynastic mintmark on Gondopharid coinage”—that
is, the issues of the eastern Indo-Parthian state that ruled in Arachosia, Drangiana,
and Sakastan during the last century BC and first century AD.” Related to this
hypothesis, Olbrycht has further speculated that Farn-Sasan, the last king of the
Gondopharid dynasty, was actually Ardasir’s father. Although he did not make
the connection explicitly, Olbrycht implied that the Gondopharid tamga and that
found on Sabuhr’s horse and quiver are testimony to this familial tie. Gazerani,
in contrast, following Herzfeld, suggested that the “Gondopharid symbol,” as she
calls it, was “a symbol of the house of Suren,”'* the members of which were consid-
ered instrumental in bringing Ardasir to power, according to Olbrycht.

There is a problem with this hypothesis, however, which Herzfeld, Gazerani,
and Olbrycht all appear to have glossed over. Simply stated, the Gondopharid
tamga and the tamga of Sabuhr I are not graphically identical. The open circle
in the middle of the Gondopharid device is topped not by the crescent seen on
Sabuhr’s horse and quiver but by two diagonal lines, either meant to be read as
individual lines or as a V atop an open circle. Particularly given the lunar associa-
tions of crescents, whether in combination with other elements, as seen here, or
on their own, and their potential religious significance, I would be very reluctant
to ignore the graphic differences between these two signs.'”

Finally, we come to the third Sasanian nobleman depicted at Firazabad who
wears headgear decorated with a floral symbol, a tamga that appears on his horse
as well. Ghirshman suggested this figure was the page,'” who is also shown hold-
ing a fly whisk behind Ardagir at Nags-e Rostam.'*

A TAMGA ON THE HEADGEAR OF WARAHRAN 1V

Besides appearing on Sasanian reliefs, tamgas are visible on a large number of Sasa-
nian seals and coins, where they are often referred to as “Beizeichen” (symbols).'*

97. Sellwood, Whitting, and Williams 1985, 34.

98. Herzfeld (1938b, 108) called it the sign of the dynasty of Sirén Gundopharr of Sakastan.

99. Olbrycht 2016, 24. For the use of this famga by the Gondopharids, called “the Gondopharid
sign,” see also Shenkar (2017, 176).

100. Gazerani 2016, 22.

101. For a very different interpretation of this device, see Soudavar (2009, 427-28).

102. Herzfeld (1926, 254) called him the Knappe, or squire, of Ardasir.

103. Ghirshman 1946, 11. Sarre and Herzfeld (1910, 69) wrote that the sign on the headgear was
probably an indicator of rank.

104. See, e.g., Alram and Gyselen (2003); and Schindel (2004).
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One particularly fine object, a large convex bezel made of amethyst, shows the
bust of a Sasanian nobleman wearing a kolah, the typical royal headgear,'® with
a tamga on it. The accompanying Pahlavi inscription identifies the individual as
the prince “Warahran [IV, r. 388-99] Kirmansah [‘king; i.e., governor, of Kerman],
son of Sabuhr [III] the Mazdaean, King of Kings of Eran and An-Eran, who is of
the race of gods” The seal has been known since the eighteenth century and
offers an important window on the origins and development of scholarship in this
field, as well as the history of collecting and connoisseurship and the repurposing
of ancient objects in modern times.

The story begins in 1761, when the German gem engraver Johann Lorenz Natter
(1705-63), from Biberach in Swabia,'”” catalogued the gems and seals in the col-
lection of the 4th Duke of Devonshire.'®® The Devonshire collection, kept to this
day at Chatsworth (Derbyshire, UK), was begun by the 4th Dukes grandfather
William, 2nd Duke of Devonshire, who succeeded to the title in 1707 and amassed
a large coin collection. Both the 3rd and 4th dukes added to the collection. In a
catalogue dating to 1908, the then Chatsworth librarian and later assistant director
of the British School at Rome, Eugénie Sellers Strong (1860-1943), speculated that
“the 4th Duke had relied on [Baron Philipp von] Stosch for many of his acquisi-
tions, and Stosch was certainly familiar with the collection, for some of his opin-
ions were quoted by Natter” in his unpublished catalogue of 1761.'” Baron Philipp
von Stosch (1691-1757), who spent much of his life in Florence and Rome,'?
amassed what was almost certainly the largest collection of engraved gems and

105. For a discussion of this headgear, see Gyselen (1989, 152).

106. Ouseley 1801, 17-18. This was immediately confirmed by Silvestre de Sacy (1801, 358). Cf.
Gyselen 1989, 160, no. Z2 and pl. 2.z2. On the basis of the “exquisite naturalism of the portrayal and
the appearance of the eye and beard,” Harper (1974, 69; cf. Harper 1978, 142) suggested that this seal
depicts Warahran I, not Warahran IV. Responding to this, Bivar (1985, 34) wrote that if this was cor-
rect, then Warahran I “too, prior to his imperial accession, will have held charge of Kirman province
as Kirmanshah,” but this is unlikely. As Shahbazi (2016) stressed, Warahran I, son of Sabuhr I, was
Gélansah—that is, king/governor—of Gilan near the Caspian Sea, according to the Ka'ba-ye Zardost
inscription. Warahran IV, the son of Sabuhr III, however, was Kirmangah. See Klima 2016. Herzfeld
(1924, 1:77-79 and fig. 35; also Herzfeld 1924, 2: fig. 140) discussed the seal briefly, noting its resem-
blance to another amethyst seal of Warahran I in St. Petersburg, which differed only in the more
rounded form of the kolah. The inscription on the St. Petersburg exemplar reads “Warahran, the great
$ah” See Zakharov 1933, 270.

107. For his career, see Dalton (1915, xlix, with refs). Among his other clients were Catherine the
Great, Christian VI of Denmark, and William IV of Orange. According to Mariette (1750, 144), Nat-
ter went from Rome to England and then to Iran, attracted by “Thamas-Kouli-Kan”—that is, Nader
Shah. This was contradicted by Natter himself, who wrote, “From Italy I came to England; and went
from hence with Mr. Mark Tuscher to Denmark, Sweden and Petersburgh. But never was at the Court
of Thomas Kouli-Kan, where Mr. Mariette has left me to seek my Fortune.” See Natter 1754, xxx.

108. Scarisbrick (1986, 252n27) cited Natter’s Catalogue des pierres gravées de la fameuse collection
de Monseigneur le Duc de Devonshire, of 1761, p. 32, no. 27, where it was called a “very singular engrav-
ing” The manuscript of Natter’s catalogue is held at Chatsworth.

109. Scarisbrick 1986, 241.

110. For the history of his collection, see, for example, Hansson (2014) and Pietrzak (2018).
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90 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

FIGURE 22. The Warahran IV gem cast
(after Tassie and Raspe 1791, 2: no. 673).

FIGURE 23. The Warahran IV gem cast.
Collection of the author; photo by the
author.

impressions—3,444 originals and glass-paste copies and more than twenty-eight
thousand impressions—in the world at that time.'"* After von Stosch’s death, no
less an important figure in the history of archaeology than Johann Joachim Winck-
elmann (1717-68) catalogued his collection. But von Stosch’s adopted nephew and
heir, Heinrich Wilhelm Muzell-Stosch (1723-82), who inherited his uncle’s estate,

111. Hansson 2014, 21.
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FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN 91

was not interested in keeping or expanding the collection and was instead eager
to convert the collection into cash."? Accordingly, in 1766, he sold the vast major-
ity of von Stosch’s engraved gems to Frederick II of Prussia,"* while most of the
twenty-eight-thousand-plus gem impressions or casts were acquired by James
Tassie (1735-99) in Edinburgh. The catalogue raisonnée of this collection, which
Tassie published in 1791, together with Rudolf Erich Raspe, author of The Surpris-
ing Adventures of Baron Munchausen, includes an engraving of a sulfur cast of the
Warahran IV seal (fig. 22) and gives its provenience as the von Stosch collection.'"*
Recently, a cast of this very same gem (fig. 23) was offered for sale.'

As for the seal itself, its provenience prior to entering the Devonshire collec-
tion is unknown. On the one hand, it may be that the original Sasanian gem was
acquired by the 4th Duke of Devonshire from von Stosch’s estate after his death
in 1757 but before 1761, when Natter catalogued it at Chatsworth,''¢ and in this
way the gem was not among the roughly three and a half thousand gems that
went to Frederick II of Prussia. On the other hand, we know that, so great was
von Stosch’s eagerness “to have, if not originals, at least a copy of each known
ancient gem,”'"” that he may only have owned the impression, later acquired by
Tassie, and never possessed the gem itself, in which case it must have entered the
Devonshire collection from another, unknown source. Where the Warahran seal
may have originated prior to its arrival in Europe is unclear, although in discussing
Parthian and Sasanian seals circulating in the late eighteenth century, Tassie and
Raspe observed that they “come generally from Bassora”!'®

In any case, the engraving of the gem published by Tassie and Raspe in 1791
attracted the notice of Sir William Ouseley (1767-1842), and a decade later he
addressed himself to “the Pahlavi inscription on a very curious sulphur described
in Mr. Tassie’s Catalogue of Gems, (No. 673,) as belonging to the Collection of

112. As Hansson (2014, 25) noted, “Muzell-Stosch, who wanted to travel in the Orient and else-
where, immediately started negotiating the sale of everything with potential buyers”

113. Hansson 2014, 29. The Persian seals in the catalogue do not include the Warahran seal. See
Winckelmann 1760, 28-32; and Schlichtegroll 1798. Hansson (2014, 26n86) claimed that “the Chris-
tian and Persian gems went to the Cavaliere Francesco Vittori,” but this is based on a misreading of
Justi (1871, 24), who wrote only that the collection of Christian gems was sold after the baron’s death,
without making any reference to the Persian material.

114. Tassie and Raspe 1791, 1:66, no. 673. As Raspe wrote, “Sulphur of Stosch implies an impres-
sion taken from and preserved in that numerous collection of Sulphurs which the late Baron Stosch
formed, and which, post varios casus, at last has found its way into Mr. Tassie’s cabinet.” See Tassie and
Raspe 1791, u:1xiv.

115. It is unclear whence this cast derives. A complete set of the casts is held in the Victoria &
Albert Museum. The photograph of the Warahran IV seal, made by the Beazley Archive in Oxford, is
unfortunately partially in shadow.

116. Talbot 1861, 301-2.

117. Pietrzak 2018, 122.

118. Tassie and Raspe 1791, 1:67. This, of course, was only their point of sale, not their place of
origin.
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92 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

Baron Stosch”*** Ouseley, however, said nothing about the device shown clearly
on Warahran’s headgear, nor did Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1758-1838), the
eminent French Semitist and Persian scholar, in his review of Ouseley’s work,
which appeared in the same year.'® In 1815, the Tassie impression and Ouseley’s
publication of it were again discussed by Silvestre de Sacy. This time he noted
that Warahran'’s headgear bore a symbolic device or monogram, but he made no
attempt to explain it.””! Meanwhile, as Natter’s catalogue of the Devonshire collec-
tion from 1761 was unpublished, unlike the cast of the seal in the Tassie collection,
the existence of the gem itself was presumably known only to the duke and whom-
ever he may have shown it to.

This all changed in 1856, however, when the 6th Duke of Devonshire, a bachelor,
had it set, along with eighty-seven other ancient gems, by the London jeweler C. E
Hancock in what has become known as the Chatsworth or Devonshire “parure”
This elaborate set of jewelry was made to be worn by Countess Granville, the wife
of the duke’s nephew Earl Granville, at the coronation of Czar Alexander II in
Moscow on 7 September 1856, which they attended as representatives of Queen
Victoria. The set of seven pieces, incorporating eighty-eight ancient gems, con-
sisted of a comb, bandeau, stomacher, necklace, diadem, coronet, and bracelet.
A contemporary description of it lists “a very fine Oriental Amethyst Intaglio” as
the seventh stone in Hancock’s comb. Five smaller gems were set in a row above
three larger ones, the central one being the Warahran IV seal.'? As a writer in the
Manchester Guardian noted on 28 February 1857, “the comb has an elegant form
in outline; its chief gem placed in the centre is a large, pure and lustrous oriental
amethyst, on which is carved the head of the Persian King of the ancient Sassa-
nian dynasty with the high cap of sovereign, and at the side is an inscription in
this oldest known form of Persian. This gem is undoubtedly antique, the line of
kings deriving their dynastic name from Sassan, the grandfather of Artaxerxes™*
(i.e., Ardasir).

Within a decade, Edward Thomas referred to the gem as “the Duke of Devon-

2124

shire’s well-known amethyst,”'** and it quickly entered the literature as “the highly-

2125 <.

prized amethyst belonging to the Duke of Devonshire,”'* “the great Devonshire

amethyst,”'* “the celebrated Devonshire Amethyst,”'*” and a “magnificent amethyst

119. Ouseley 1801, 17.

120. Silvestre de Sacy 1801, 358.

121. Silvestre de Sacy (1815, 214) noted that the headgear was adorned with a symbol or mono-
gram that he was at a loss to explicate.

122. Hancock 1857, 5. Cf. Scarisbrick 1986, 247.

123. Anonymous 1857.

124. Thomas 1866, 241 and pl. 8 for an engraving of the seal.

125. Thomas 1868a, 349.

126. King 1872, 1:62.

127. Thomas 1873, 10.
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FIGURE 24. The Warahran IV gem (after
Thomas 1868a, 350).

intaglio”'*® Nevertheless, when discussing the Devonshire gem, Thomas lamented
that he had “vainly sought to obtain a thoroughly satisfactory representation”
and was consequently forced to publish a “woodcut,” which “gives a very artistic
rendering of the general details”’* This was later superseded by a more accu-
rate engraving by a Mr. Williams, with the initials AMW?” beneath it (fig. 24)."*°
This can only have been Alfred Mayhew Williams (baptized 1832),"*! one of the
sons of Samuel Williams (1788-1854), the noted “Engraver on Wood.”***

The very fact that Warahran’s seal is made of amethyst is significant. Prior to the
discovery of extensive amethyst mines in Brazil, the stone was extremely rare,'*
and most of the amethyst consumed in the Roman world derived from mines in the
Eastern Desert of Egypt.'** Given its purple color, amethyst was a “favourite stone
for ruler portraits,” like the fine intaglio of Gallienus in the British Museum.'* It
is also interesting that “a dramatic revival of gem engraving, including the use of
large amethysts and sapphires of fine style,” occurred in the fourth century during
the reign of Constantine."* It has been suggested that in the Sasanian world, seals
like the Devonshire amethyst, in the form of “large convex bezels,” were typical of
senior officials and “may have been a royal prerogative.”’” Given the political situ-
ation, it is unlikely that amethyst in late fourth-century Iran, when Warahran IV

128. Westropp 1874, 88-89.

129. Thomas 1868a, 350.

130. Thomas 1873, 10; originally published in Thomas 1868b, 350.

131. Williams and his four siblings were all baptized in 1832. His date of death is unknown. See
Brake and Demoor 2009, 678.

132. Anonymous 1854; Lewer 1917; Avery-Quash 2004.

133. Liile 2011, 1.

134. Meredith 1957; Shaw and Jameson 1993; Harrell et al. 2006; Hirt 2010, 110.

135. Zwierlein-Diehl 2011, 154 and pl. 28.

136. Spier 2011, 193.

137. Gyselen 2007, 19 and note 77.
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94 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

reigned, was sourced in Egypt. Either India or Sri Lanka, where sources also exist,
is a more likely origin."*

In discussing the tamga on Warahran IV’s headgear in 1868, Thomas mistook
the “highly-prized amethyst belonging to the Duke of Devonshire” and the cast,
published by Tassie and Raspe in 1791, for two different seals, noting that on the
Tassie cast the “Parthian helmet is adorned with the self-same device as is seen on
the more valuable gem,””** but he made no attempt to identify or characterize it.
A decade later, Andreas David Mordtmann (1811-79) characterized the device on
Warahran IV’s headgear as a Zoroastrian symbol.'*

It is tempting to suggest that the device is composed of Middle Persian letters
in Warahran IV’s name, perhaps combined with an epithet, but this remains to be
worked out. More complex monograms, which differ from the tamgas found on
Sasanian rock reliefs, are combinations of letters, often in mirror image, upside
down, or at an angle, and can actually be read, as G6bL,"*! Menasce,'** Adhami,'*
and, more recently, Gyselen and Monsef'** have shown. More than sixty years ago,
Hans Janichen documented seventy-five different monograms on Sasanian stamp
seals,'* and this number would certainly be greater today. These, as Richard N.
Frye pointed out, “were usually representations of names, although the principle
that all Sasanian monograms on seals represent the name or legend on the rim
of the seals is in many cases demonstrably false”'* In fact, in his 1798 treatise
on monograms, Johann Christoph Gatterer noted that monograms, whether on
coins, flags, walls or tapestries, seals or documents, could be nominalia, titularia,
or verbalia (names, titles, or words) or a mixture thereof."”” Sasanian monograms
may not represent just one such category.

138. For the Indian and Sri Lankan sources, see, e.g., Gourley and Johnson 2016, 29-31.

139. Thomas 1868b, 111.

140. Mordtmann 1876, 199. Gyselen (1989, 165) made no attempt to interpret the tamga and
simply referred to it as a symmetrically composed monogram.

141. Gobl 1967; 1976, 85-87 and pl. 48.

142. Menasce 1959. Yatsenko (20104, 123) maintains, however, that “it is very difficult to interpret
them as monograms containing name letters (as it was traditionally thought not long ago), for it is
practically impossible to find within them any letters from the Pahlavi alphabet. But they are easily
‘divided’ into two or three elements, each of them being in most cases identical to the signs of other
Iranian peoples. . . . I can suggest that in this case they are compound signs made up of the symbol of
the father’s clan together with the symbols of the families of the mother and the father” It is possible
that the so-called anthropomorphic (?) motifs incised on some of the ceramics from Achaemenid
Dahan-e Goleman are tamgas. See Zehbari, Afarin, and Haji 2015, 226 and esp. fig. 22.47-53.

143. Adhami 2012.

144. Gyselen and Monsef 2012. Very different interpretations have sometimes been suggested,
resulting in polemics. See, e.g., Soudavar (2014, 373-74) vs. Gyselen and Monsef (2012).

145. Janichen 1956, pl. 23.

146. Frye 1970, 266.

147. Gatterer 1798, 119.
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MEANINGS AND SIGNIFIERS

Scholars have viewed the significance of monograms and tamgas in very differ-
ent ways over the years. Whereas monograms have often been seen, implicitly or
explicitly, as ciphers for personal names and titles, even a cursory survey of the
literature on monograms in the non-Iranian world shows that multiple interpre-
tations are often possible,'*® and monograms may be intentionally ambiguous.'*
Tamgas, however, often appear to be nonreferential abstractions, one notable
exception being the tamga on the headgear of the priest (mobed) Kerdir, which
resembles a pair of scissors or shears.'™ In theory, either device, whether tamga
or a monogram, could have functioned like heraldic devices of medieval Europe,
particularly those seen on the horses of Ardavan, Ardagir, Sabuhr, and the page
at Firazabad. It is striking, though, that the nearly three dozen surviving Sasa-
nian rock reliefs were commissioned by just nine of the thirty-one rulers attested
between 224 and 651—namely, Ardasir I, his son Sabuhr I, and great-grandson
Warahran II, Narseh, Ohrmazd II, Sabuhr II, Ardasir II, Sabuhr III, and Xosrow
I1. Furthermore, of those nine rulers who left rock reliefs, only two were depicted
with a famga on their headgear or other equipment: Ardasir I and Sabuhr I. The

148. To cite just one example, nearly a dozen different explanations, all inconclusive, have been
advanced to decipher the so-called TP (tau-rho) monogram on Herod the Great’s year 3 coinage.
See Jacobson 2014, table 1.

149. As in the case of Lady Mary Wroth's (1587?-1651?) “many-sided monogram,” the letters of
which “give us the first and last initials of four successive generations of Sidneys, beginning with
Wroth’s great-grandfather and ending with herself: William Sidney (WS), Henry Sidney (HS), Robert
Sidney (RS), and Mary Sidney Wroth (MSW). These additional secondary significations would not
have eluded Wroth, nor would the fact that the letters can also spell ‘Philip; reflecting her literary
uncle. . . . These interpretations are possible readings rather than necessary or primary ones.” See
Braganza 2022, 144.

150. For his much-discussed tamga, in the form of scissors or shears, see Eilers (1974 and 1976)
and Skjaerve (2011/2012), where a host of possibilities are entertained, none of them ultimately satisfy-
ing. Mackenzie, on the one hand, suggested that Kerdir’s tamga might have been a pair of shears or
scissors because these symbolized “his family’s trade” See Mackenzie 1999, 257. Skjerve, on the other
hand, suggested that, if Kerdir was a eunuch, as has sometimes been inferred from his beardlessness
(e.g., Hinz 1969, 228; Lerner and Skjeerve 2006, 116; Skjerve 2007), then “the shears could have been
a badge of honor,” although castration by scissors, as opposed to a razor, knife, or red-hot metal rod
(Wilson and Roehrborn 1999, 4324), appears highly improbable. Certainly, Kerdir’s tamga does not
resemble Roman castration clamps (for which see, e.g., Francis 1926, figs. 1-7). Grenet (2011, 127),
however, argued persuasively that eunuchs could not be Zoroastrian priests, citing Yast 5.92-93 and
17.53, which require “physical integrity;” and suggested instead that being clean-shaven was a precau-
tion against polluting the sacred fire by having one’s beard catch on fire, a real danger since the recita-
tion of prayers by the priest was performed very close to the flames. This sort of precaution recalls the
amusing story of the British officer Henry Lindsay (Bethune), charged with training ‘Abbas Mirza’s
artillery, who could not convince his trainees that it was safer to be clean-shaven than bearded when
working with explosives. “One day, however, the chance explosion of a powder-horn in the hands of a
gunner carried off the better part of the holder’s beard, and Lindsay availed himself of the circum-
stance to gain his end.” See Goldsmid 1880, 159.
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96 FEUDALISM AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS IN ANCIENT IRAN

other figures who bear tamgas are unidentified Sasanian elites or dignitaries asso-
ciated with Ardasir I, Sabuhr I, and Warahran I, as well as the last Arsacid king
Ardavan IV or V, the priest (mobed) Kerdir, and an unidentified opponent of
Ohrmazd I1. None of the Sasanian magnates or officials depicted alongside Sabuhr
I at Darab, however, has a tamga on his headgear. So, in brief, the selectivity we
see in the distribution of tamgas on Sasanian reliefs would not suggest that these
played the same role as the heraldic insignia of European knights did, and their
significance for the characterization of Sasanian society as feudal is thus in need of
qualification. Their episodic and, indeed, inconsistent use in Iranian late antiquity
raises many questions. If they are deemed markers of feudalism, then many more
societies of the first millennia BC and AD will have to be considered candidates
for that designation as well. However important even the selective use of tamgas
on the Iranian plateau may have been, it is an undeniable fact that on the steppes,
from Inner Asia to Hungary, famgas were more widespread in space and time than
they ever were in Iran during the Arsacid and Sasanian periods.

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:12 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



University of California Press

Chapter Title: Descent and Marriage in Achaemenid Iran

Book Title: Aspects of Kinship in Ancient Iran

Book Author(s): D. T. Potts

Published by: University of California Press. (2023)
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/jj.6047947.9

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

@@@ This book is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). To view a copy of this license,

visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

University of California Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Aspects of Kinship in Ancient Iran

JSTOR

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



4

Descent and Marriage
in Achaemenid Iran

With the Medes and Persians we leave the realm of what are often considered
the aboriginal peoples of the Iranian plateau and lowland Khuzestan and enter the
Indo-European or Indo-Iranian realm. The evidence from the earlier and mid-first
millennium BC raises a number of important questions, only a few of which will
be considered here.

MEDES, ACHAEMENIDS, AND THE TRIBAL QUESTION

The ancient historian Albert Ten Eyck Olmstead considered the Medes “essen-
tially nomadic, though they had been settled long enough in the mountains to
have taken on some of the characteristics of a sedentary people” Nevertheless,
the Neo-Assyrian sources make it clear that the Median landscape was dominated
by towns, villages, and fortresses overseen by bél ali (city lords).? Discussing “the
Median people’—for which he uses the Greek noun ethnos (¢8vog)—Herodotus
(Hist. 1.101) lists the names of six Median genea (yévea), tribes or descent groups:
the Busae, Paretaceni, Struchates, Arizanti, Budii, and Magi. In analyzing Herodo-
tus’s use of the terms ethnos and genos, Christopher P. Jones noted that “while he
might mean the second to be a subdivision of the first”—that is, the genea (tribes or
descent groups) to be subsets of the Median ethnos (people or nation)—“he could
equally well be referring to these six groups as hereditary” or, as he put it, “united
by birth,” or “a genetic group and not an ancestral one”® As Karen Radner stressed,
however, much of modern scholarship “prefers to see Herodotus’s Medikos Logos
as largely fictitious and cautions against its use as a historical source™

Olmstead 1951, 244.
. Radner 2003. Cf. Potts 2014, 69.
Jones 1996, 317, 318.
. Radner 2013, 454. Cf. Helm 1981.

AW on o
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50 DESCENT AND MARRIAGE IN ACHAEMENID IRAN

Herodotus, of course, also famously wrote, “There are many tribes in Persia,’
and he went on to name the Pasargadae, the Maraphians, and the Maspians, upon
whom all the other Persians “hang” (Hist. 1.125). The Achaemenids, by which he
presumably meant the descent group of the eponymous Achaemenes, were part
of the Pasargadae, a “Konigshaus” in the words of Hans Heinrich Schaeder.” In
describing the Achaemenids, Herodotus used the term phratry (phreétre; epatpia),
and it is striking that no other social or demographic category discussed in his
work was identified in this way. Some years ago, the ancient Greek historian Pietro
Vannicelli noted, “Phrétreé is generally translated ‘clan, but this translation does
not really help in understanding the definition given by Herodotus” Vannicelli
went on to note that the genos—possibly a descent group, as mentioned above—
was a subset of the phratry in normal Greek usage.® Lewis Henry Morgan consid-
ered the phratry to be “a brotherhood, as the term imports, and a natural growth
from the organization into gentes. It is an organic union or association of two or
more gentes of the same tribe for common objects”” This is actually the opposite
of what Herodotus implied when he called the Achaemenid phratry part of the
Pasargadae genos.® Moreover, genos was the term used for tribe when Herodotus
and Ctesias discussed the Mardoi.’

But as Sarre and Herzfeld noted in 1910, the question of clans and tribes in
ancient Iran is complicated.'” They cited the great German Iranologist Friedrich
Carl Andreas, who suggested that the record of Darius I's descent given at Nags-e
Rostam (DNa)—son of Vistaspa, of the Achaemenid clan, a Persian, son of a
Persian, an Aryan, of Aryan lineage"'—was a direct reflection of Avestan social
terminology, from family/house (nmana), village/clan (vis-), and tribe (zantu-)
to land (dahyu).”> Emile Benveniste and Arthur Christensen both believed this
quadripartite division of Iranian patriarchal society was essentially territorial,’®

5. Schaeder 1936, 748.

6. Vannicelli 2012, 266n29.

7. Morgan 1877, 88.

8. This point was emphasized by Waters (2004, 96). This recalls Herodotus’s use of the terms
ethnos and genos, for, as Jones (1996, 315) noted, “an ethnos is sometimes a subdivision of the genos,
and sometimes the contrary.” In British anthropological discourse, as Fortes (1953, 25) observed
many years ago in discussing unilineal descent groups, “British anthropologists now regularly use the
term lineage for these descent groups . . . to distinguish them from wider often dispersed divisions of
society ordered to the notion of common—but not demonstrable and often mythological—ancestry
for which we find it useful to reserve the label clan.”

9. Andreas 1904, 95. Cf. Herodotus, Hist. 1.125; and for Ctesias, see Lenfant 2004, 93-95, 103. On
the Mardians, see the long discussion in Potts 2014, 94-99.

10. Sarre and Herzfeld 1910, 16.

11. See Kent 1950, 138: “son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenian, a Persian, son of a Persian, an Aryan,
having Aryan lineage.” Cf. Lecoq 1997, 219; Schmitt 2009, 100.

12. Sarre and Herzfeld 1910, 16; Meillet 1925, 23.

13. Benveniste 1932, 125; Christensen 1936, 13.
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FIGURE 8. Darius I's relief at Bisotun (photo: courtesy of W.EM. Henkelman).

whereas, for Antoine Meillet, it was political.'* Andreas, in contrast, believed it was
both: vis could refer to a territorial entity, in this case the clan’s village or habitat,
or it “may signify the people themselves”®

DARIUS I'S GENEALOGICAL CHARTER

The term Haxamanidiya, or Achaemenids, used by Darius, has been called a
“Sippenbezeichnung,*® or “pro-patronymic”” It was used both by Herodo-
tus (Hist. 1.125) and Darius I in his Bisotun inscription (DB I §$1-2; see fig. 8).
There, the newly minted Persian king traced his descent via Hystaspes, Arsames,
Ariaramnes, and Teispes—establishing a link to Cyrus via Teispes—back to the
eponymous Achaemenes.

Much has been written over the years on the veracity, or otherwise, of the lin-
eage given by Darius. Pierre Briant, for example, wrote of Darius’s insistence, “not
without falsification,” of his filiation or, more correctly, his descent.'® One relevant

14. Meillet 1925, 23.
5. Herzfeld 1937, 937.
16. Shayegan 2010, 176116.
7. Schmitt 2002, 364.

18. Briant 1996, 1:535. Cf. Kent 1946, 212, who speculated “that Ctesias gave . . . [a] falsified ac-
count of Cyrus’s origin at the request of Artaxerxes II, who was seeking in every way to discredit
the line and even the very name of Cyrus”” Vallat (1997, 429-30) gave a rather tortured explanation,

=

=
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52 DESCENT AND MARRIAGE IN ACHAEMENID IRAN

point has been largely overlooked in the debate over Darius’s claims, however. As
Bronislaw Malinowski pointed out, a genealogy should be viewed as “a legal char-
ter rather than an historical record””® Echoing this point, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown
noted, in 1935, that genealogy is “fundamentally a jural concept”® Similarly, as
Meyer Fortes stressed, “If there is one thing all recent investigations are agreed
upon it is that lineage genealogies are not historically accurate. But they can be
understood if they are seen to be the conceptualization of the existing lineage
structure viewed as continuing through time and therefore projected backward
as pseudo-history”* In fact, Paul and Laura Bohannan found the Tiv of north-
ern Nigeria “rearranging their lineage genealogies to bring them into line with
changes in the existing pattern of legal and political relations within and between
lineages”* This certainly reminds one of Darius I and, when read with DB I §§1-2
in mind, the observations of Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, Fortes, and the Bohan-
nans strongly suggest that a literal reading of the genealogy of Darius I misses the
point, nor does its biological accuracy, or otherwise, bear any relation to its real
intent. Darius I's genealogical charter is, as foreshadowed in chapter 1, a record
of “arrangement and alignment, in the first place a principle of political design”*

DARIUS I'S CHOICE OF XERXES AS HIS SUCCESSOR

As Evelyn Cecil noted in discussing primogeniture in feudal Europe, “For a time,
before primogeniture was fully established, a lord had been able to bestow his feud
on whichever of his sons he thought proper”” Cecil was decidedly of the opinion,
however, “that primogeniture in the West has been of the highest political value in
averting internal discord and civil war. . . . There is no recorded parallel to the infa-
mies attending some of the Ottoman successions. The Shahs of Persia and earlier
Indian princes were scarcely more discriminating than their imperial brothers of
Turkey. Unscrupulous family murder commonly inaugurated their reigns”*

The issue of primogeniture in royal succession, as opposed to property or titu-
lar inheritance, arises in the case of Darius I's choice of his son Xerxes as his desig-
nated successor. In 2015 Richard Stoneman discussed this topic at length.* His two

seeking to harmonize all of the names given in the genealogies of both Darius and Xerxes, but it
requires so many unverifiable assumptions that it is hardly credible.

19. Fortes 1953, 2728, paraphrasing Malinowski 1926, 56.

20. Quoted in Fortes 1953, 28.

21. Fortes 1953, 27.

22. Quoted in Fortes 1953, 27-28.

23. Sahlins 1965, 106.

24. Cecil 1895, 87, 79.

25. Stoneman 2015, 23-26.
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main sources, Herodotus (7.2-3) and Justin (2.10.1-10), are largely in agreement.
According to Herodotus:

Before Darius became king, he already had three sons from his earlier wife, the
daughter of Gobryas; after he became king, he had four more by Atossa, the daugh-
ter of Cyrus. The eldest of the first three was Ariobazanes, and Xerxes of the second
family. As they were not from the same mother they were at odds with each other:
Ariobazanes claiming that he was the eldest of all the children and that it was cus-
tomary among all mankind for the eldest to have precedence, while Xerxes claimed
that he was the son of the daughter of Cyrus, and it was Cyrus who had established
freedom for the Persians.

Justin differs in naming Ariaramnes as the eldest of Darius’s first group of children,
rather than Ariobazanes, noting that Ariaramnes

claimed the throne by reason of his age: order of birth and nature itself had estab-
lished this law among all people. But Xerxes wanted to move the debate, not to the
issue of rank, but to the timing of their birth. In his view, Ariaramnes was certainly
Darius’ first-born, but while Darius was still a subject, whereas he was the first-born
of Darius as king. For that reason, his older brother was entitled to claim the private
property which their father had owned, but not the throne; but it was he who was
the first child born to his father affer his accession to the throne. . . . Even were it to
be supposed that the two brothers had equal rights because of their father, he would
still win out because of his mother and paternal grandfather.®

Thus, the justification for Xerxes’s succession implied by Justin was his pedigree
rather than, as has sometimes been argued, the influence of his mother Atos-
sa.”” The sources agree in recognizing Darius’s second wife, Atossa, as a daughter
of Cyrus the Great, whereas Darius I's “earlier wife,” as Herodotus put it, was a
daughter of Gobryas.” I suggest that filiation and descent were the decisive fac-
tors in the promotion of Xerxes over Ariobazanes, not the fact that Darius I was
king when Xerxes was born but not when Ariobazanes was born. A parallel situ-
ation occurred more than two thousand years later in Fath ‘Ali Shah’s choice of
‘Abbas Mirza—his second,” third* or fourth* son, depending on which source
one believes**—as crown-prince, over his eldest son Mohammad ‘Ali Mirza. This
has always been explained by the fact that the mother of Mohammad ‘Ali Mirza
was a Georgian slave, whereas that of ‘Abbas Mirza was Asiya Khanom, daughter

26. Quotes taken from Kuhrt 2007, 245-46.

27. On the basis of the Persepolis Fortification texts, Henkelman (2010b) disputed the power and
influence of Atossa.

28. She was possibly Apame. See Kuhrt 2007, 173n1 and 245n4.

29. Johnson 1818, 169; von Hammer 1819, 281; Anonymous 1834, 322.

30. Tancoigne 1820, 72.

31. Eichwald 1837, 551; Hasan-e Fasa’i (Busse 1972, 36).

32. An anonymous author (1873, 715, 717) lists him as the firstborn son of Fath “Ali Shah, but this
is contradicted by all other sources.
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of Fath ‘Ali Khan Devellu, a high-born Qajar whom Fath ‘Ali Shah had married at
the behest of his uncle and predecessor on the throne, Aqa Mohammad Shah.** As
James Silk Buckingham wrote in 1830, Fath ‘Ali Shah’s eldest two sons, Mohamad
Vali Mirza and Mohammad ‘Ali Mirza, “are the offspring of the king by Georgian
women; the third is by a high-born female of the Kujur tribe, and is therefore cho-
sen to succeed the King”**

SISIGAMBIS, MOTHER OF DARIUS III

A curious case of kin relations in the late Achaemenid period is afforded by an
episode recounted by both Diodorus and Quintus Curtius. En route from Susa
to Persepolis Alexander’s progress was impeded in the mountain territory of the
Uxians, whose governor (praefectus regionis) Madates/Medates initially put up stift
resistance to the Macedonian advance. Eventually, Alexander was forced to seek
refuge in a mountain citadel, from which he only emerged thanks to the interven-
tion of Sisigambis, the mother of Darijus II1.*®

Alexander’s relationship with Sisigambis is described at length by Quintus Cur-
tius. Under severe pressure, the Uxians appealed to her to use her good offices with
Alexander to pardon “both those who had been taken prisoner and those who had
surrendered” (Hist. Alex. 5.3.15). This personal intervention has led Ali Bahadori,
in a recent article on the Achaemenid Empire and what he calls the tribal con-
federations of southwestern Persia, to assume that both Sisigambis and Madates
were Uxians, which made her “an ideal person to negotiate with Alexander** This
inference, however, is flatly contradicted by the ancient sources, which show that
Sisigambis was a granddaughter of Darius IT and probably a daughter of Ostanes/
Ustana, brother of Artaxerxes II, and hence his niece.” She was thus a first cousin
of Artaxerxes IIL.%*

Diodorus (17.5.5) says that Darius IIT “was the son of Arsanes”; hence, Arsanes
was Sisigambis’s husband, and “grandson of that Ostanes who was a brother of
Artaxerxes, who had been king”—that is, Artaxerxes II. The credit for unravel-
ing the complex filiation and descent of Sisigambis goes to the ancient historian
Otto Neuhaus, whose 1902 article on this subject has yet to be superseded.?® One

33. Busse 2011.

34. Buckingham 1830, 415-16n*. Cf. Eichwald 1837, 550n*.

35. On the question of her name, see Badian (2000, 244), who wrote, “We do not know his moth-
er’s name. She is consistently called Sisyngambris in Diodorus and usually Sisigambis (with manu-
script variants) in Curtius. Neither of these authors is known for accuracy over (especially Persian)
names and neither form has found a convincing etymology.” For further discussion see also Badian
2015; Yardley and Heckel 1997, 136-37. Justi (1895, 304), s.v. Ziovyyauppig, offered no etymology.

36. Bahadori 2017, 173.

37. Neuhaus 1902: 621, 617.

38. For a chart showing Achaemenid filiation, see Briant (1996, 2:793).

39. Neuhaus 1902.
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explanation of Sisigambis’s efforts on behalf of Madates is given by Quintus Cur-
tius, according to whom Madates was married to Sisigambis’s niece, specifically the
daughter of her sister “and thus was a near relative of Darius” (Hist. Alex. 5.3.12).
Diodorus, however, calls Madates a suggenes (ovyyevrg), or kinsman, of Darius
III (17.66.4)." As anyone can appreciate who has ever delved into the terminology
for cousin, nephew, and related kin terms in Greek and Latin or Indo-European
languages more broadly," Bradford Welles’s identification of Madates as Darius’s
“cousin” in his Loeb Classical Library translation of Diodorus glossed over and
unnecessarily confused their relationship.*> Rather, the translation “kinsman” is
more appropriate given that Madates was not a blood-relation of Darius’s but was
married to a first cousin of Darius III's and was therefore what we would more
accurately call a cousin-by-marriage.*

One further point about Sisigambis deserves mention. According to Quin-
tus Curtius (Hist. Alex. 10.5.23), she had eighty brothers, all of whom, along with
her father, were killed by Artaxerxes III. In the account given by Valerius Maxi-
mus (Memorable Doings and Sayings 9.2, ext. 7), the deed was even worse, for
Artaxerxes III “buried his sister (also his mother-in-law) Atossa alive head down-
ward and killed with darts his uncle along with more than a hundred sons and
grandsons, left at his mercy in an empty space; not provoked by any injury but
because he saw that they had a great name among the Persians for uprightness
and bravery”* Justin (10.3.1), however, said, “Possession of the throne was given
to Ochus [Artaxerxes III], who, dreading a similar conspiracy [to that perpetrated
against his father Artaxerxes II], filled the palace with the blood and dead bod-
ies of his kinsmen and the nobility, being touched with compassion neither for
consanguinity, nor sex, nor age, lest, apparently, he should be thought less wicked
than his brothers that had meditated parricide”* Neuhaus interpreted this mass
murder as the politically motivated elimination of all members of the Achaemenid
house and court—regardless of age, sex, or degree of relationship—who posed a
potential threat to Artaxerxes IIT's possession of the throne,* arguing persuasively
that all three accounts reported on one and the same event.* The only divergence

40. For the different uses of this term, see the discussion in Briant (1996, 1:321-22).

41. Szemerényi 1977, 166-69.

42. See Welles 1963, 309.

43. Waterfield 2019, 461: “Madetes (or Madates) was not just a Kinsman in the honorary sense,
but was married to the daughter of the sister of Darius’ mother”

44. Cf. Frémion and Soulerin 1834, 255; Neuhaus 1902, 621.

45. Translation from Watson 1853.

46. Neuhaus 1902, 610: “Bekanntlich leitete der Grosskonig Artaxerxes ITI Ochos seine Regierung
durch ein grausiges Blutbad ein, indem er alle Mitglieder des Achamenidengeschlechtes und des
Hofes, von denen er in irgend einer Weise Gefahr fiir den Bestandt seiner Herrschaft befiirchten zu
miissen glaubte, ohne Riicksicht auf Blutsverwandtschaft, Alter und Geschlecht abschlachten liess”

47. Hall (1989, 188) and Thomas (2018, 69—70n374) stress that although Greek readers would have
been shocked by such events, they were familiar with comparable ones in the mythical history of Hellas.
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in the accounts concerns the figure of eighty brothers of Sisigambis, according
to Quintus Curtius, whereas Valerius Maximus wrote of more than one hundred
children and grandchildren of Sisigambis’s father. The numbers here are impres-
sive, and we should note that Justin also says that Artaxerxes II had 118 sons, three
by “lawful wedlock” and 115 by his concubines (Justin 10.1.1).

Although these numbers may seem wildly exaggerated to twenty-first-century
readers, data from the Qajar period show that they are perfectly plausible. Fath
‘Ali Shah, for example, had four legitimate wives and 154 secondary wives who
bore him a total of 265 children, 159 of whom died in infancy and 106 of whom
reached maturity. Six of these predeceased him, leaving him with one hundred
children—fifty-five sons and forty five daughters—at the time of his death.” As
for orchestrating the murder of eighty or one hundred potential rivals, it should
be remembered that in 1725, after the flight of Tahmasp Mirza (later Tahmasp II),
and the death of Shah Soltan Hoseyn, the Afghan ruler Mahmud had, by some
accounts, no fewer than three hundred Safavid nobles and their children or,
according to others, 105 nobles, as well as three uncles and seven nephews of Shah
Soltan Hoseyn murdered in a single event,* thereby almost entirely extinguishing
the Safavid line.

PREFERENTIAL MARRIAGE AMONG
THE ACHAEMENIDS

Some years ago, the ancient historian Maria Brosius declared that “Persian kings
.. . established their connections with the Persian nobility through a deliberate
marriage policy, but she remained vague on how this was actually effected.” By
contrast, in a study published more than thirty years ago on kinship in the early
Achaemenid period, Clarisse Herrenschmidt identified several cases of preferen-
tial marriage involving both cross-cousins and parallel-cousins.”'
Chronologically, the earliest case adduced by Herrenschmidt was the alleged
cross-cousin, mother’s brother’s daughter’s marriage between Cyrus the Great’s
son and heir, Cambyses, and his matrilateral cousin Phaidyme (Hist. 3.68), the
daughter of Cambyses’s maternal uncle Otanes—that is, his mother Cassandane’s
brother. The problem here is that this Otanes was almost certainly not the brother
of Cyrus’s wife Cassandane. Rather, Herodotus seems to have confused the identi-
ties of several homonymous Otanes. For although he says that Cyrus’s wife Cas-
sandane was the daughter of the Achaemenid Pharnaspes (Hist. 2.1; 3.2) and that
Pharnaspes, in birth and wealth the equal of the foremost Persians, also had a son
named Otanes (Hist. 3.68), the Bisotun inscription (DB IV §68) identifies Otanes’s

48. Anonymous 1873, 714.

49. Lockhart 1958, 198; Potts 2022b, 1:34, 71 [three hundred nobles and their children], 77, 78 [105
nobles slain, three uncles of Shah Hoseyn and seven of his nephews], 294n750.

50. Brosius 2010. Cf. Bigwood 2009, 331n114.

51. Herrenschmidt 1987.
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father as Thukhra.®> Moreover, other sources, such as Ctesias (F 9 §§1-2), iden-
tify Cambyses’s mother not as Cassandane but as Amytis, a daughter of the Mede
Astyages,” while Deinon and Lyceas of Naucratis (Athenaeus, Deipnsophistae
13.560e—f = Deinon F 11 = Lyceas FGH 613 F 1) identify her as an Egyptian princess
named Neitetis.”*

The second cross-cousin marriage to which Herrenschmidt drew attention
appears genuine. This involved Mardonius, the son of Gobryas (Herodotus, Hist.
3.70; DB IV §68), and Artozostre, the daughter of Darius I (Hist. 6.43)> by an
unnamed wife.”® Gobryas was a staunch ally of Darius and his brother-in-law. He
was married to an unnamed sister of Darius. In Herrenschmidt’s opinion, “there
is every reason to think that for the Persians who reported these marriages to
Herodotus, they were highly significant”*” At one level, this is certainly true. But
Herrenschmidt neglected to point out what a more recent paper by John Hyland
explores—namely, the marriages of Gobryas with Darius I's sister (Herodotus, Hist.
7.5.1) and of Darius I himself with his brother-in-law Gobryas’s daughter (Herodo-
tus, Hist. 7.2.2). These marriages, Hyland argues, reflected “the probable agency of
Hystaspes, Darius’ father, in arranging both unions before Darius emerged as a
contender for the throne,” rather than an attempt by Darius himself, after becom-
ing king, to consolidate power through marriage. Thus, Hyland sees the marriage
in the context of “the aspirations of Hystaspes and Gobryas under Cambyses”* But
although Hyland noted that the marriage of Mardonius and Artozostre “extended
their familial connection in the next generation,” he neglected to point out that
this was a classic cross-cousin marriage. From the standpoint of Mardonius, this
was a marriage with his mother’s (unnamed) brother’s (Darius I) daughter (Arto-
zostre); while from Artozostre’s perspective, it was a marriage with her father’s
(Darius I) sister’s (unnamed) son (Mardonius). Moreover, in highlighting what
he called the aspirations of Hystaspes and Gobryas, Hyland overlooked one of the
most salient features of marriage as “a systematically organised affair which forms
part of a series of contractual obligations between two groups,” as opposed to a
marriage representing “the whims of two persons acting as private individuals,” to
cite Edmund Leach. “The social groups which ‘arrange’ such a marriage between
themselves are, in almost all societies, of essentially the same kind. The core of
such a group is composed of the adult males of a kin group all resident in one
place” More precisely, Leach argued that, whereas he did not wish to imply that

52. Cf. Briant 1996, 1:123 and 147. See Scott 2005, 492-93 on the seven Otanes mentioned by
Herodotus and DB and the likelihood that two or more of these references apply to the same person.

53. Lenfant 2004, 109.

54. See the discussion in Henkelman 2011, 596n61.

55. In PFa 5, dated to March 498 BC, she received flour rations at several places in western Fars,
viz. Liduma, Bessitme, and Kurdu$um. See Kuhrt 2007, 599n4.

56. Scott 2005, 492.

57. Herrenschmidt 1987, 54.

58. Hyland 2018, 31, 32.

59. Hyland 2018, 33.
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“women have no part to play in the arrangement of a marriage or that remotely
situated kinsfolk are wholly ignored,” he believed that “the corporate group of
persons who have the most decisive say in bringing about an arranged marriage
is always a group of co-resident males representing, as a rule, three genealogical
generations, namely: the old men or grandfathers, the normal adults or fathers,
and the young adults or sons,” and in normal circumstances, membership in such
a group “is defined by descent as well as residence”

Unfortunately, the many lacunae in our genealogical information on the Per-
sian nobility render too much speculation on the details of such a hypothetical
arrangement pointless. We do not know, for example, whether any kinship ties
existed between Hystaspes or his father, Arsames, and Gobryas and his father,
Mardonius (the elder), but the fundamental point made by Hyland still stands
with respect to the participants in the marriages of Darius, Mardonius, and
Artozostre—namely, that this was less about them than it was about their elders
and the alliances they wished to forge by employing, in the case of Mardonius and
Artozostre, the vehicle of cross-cousin marriage.

Turning to parallel-cousin alliances, we find that although Herrenschmidt
found these to be extremely rare in the totality of Greek literature concerned with
the Achaemenid Persians, she did identify one within the Achaemenid descent
group: the marriage between Darius,” eldest son of Xerxes (and thus a grand-
son of Darius I) and Amestris, to Artaynte (Aptadvtn),®* a daughter of Xerxes’s
younger brother—that is, Darius’s paternal uncle, Masistes (Maciotng) and his
unnamed wife (Herodotus, Hist. 9.108.1).%> The melodramatic novella built around
this marriage packs much more of a punch than a simple kinship diagram of a par-
allel-cousin union might suggest and has all of the suspense of an opera. Indeed,
Drew Griffith called the story “a quasi-Sophoclean tragedy of error*

The story runs as follows: although married to Amestris, Xerxes fell in love
with his brother Masistes’s unnamed wife.*> Out of respect for his brother, Xerxes

60. Leach 1951, 24.

61. For Darius, who never succeeded his murdered father, Xerxes, but whose reign was instead
usurped by his brother Artaxerxes I, see Schmitt 2011b. Griffith (2011, 310) thus erred when he identi-
fied him as “the future Darius I1”

62. For the name, see Schmitt 2011a, 114, §72.

63. Herrenschmidt 1987: 54.

64. Griffith 2011, 312. The story was, in fact, dramatized; see, e.g., Jodrell’s (1822) The Persian
Heroine: A Tragedy.

65. Larson (2006, 241-42) noted:

Within the social context surrounding respectable women’s names . . . Herodotus” omission of
the names for Kandaules’ and Masistes’ wives emphasizes anxiety for their personal and famil-
ial aidés. This interpretation accords with two of the interrelated reasons Herodotus gives for
purposeful omission of names elsewhere in his work: namely, that his logos requires the omis-
sion and that anonymity marks the unnamed with respect. . . . Finally, by omitting the names
of respectable women from . . . narratives concerning the abuse of tyranny, Herodotus not only
exculpates these women from direct blame, but further implicates the male protagonists as
responsible parties in their own destruction and the downfall of their dynasties.
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accepted the refusal of his advances by Masistes’s wife. As a kind of recompense,
however, he married off his son Darius to Masistes’s daughter Artaynte as a way
of maintaining access to the object of his desire. Thus, this was not a parallel-
cousin marriage with a “rational” political or economic motivation; rather, it was
an amorous one, albeit involving Xerxes’s amour rather than that of his son Dari-
us. While sharing his palace at Susa with Darius and Artaynte, Xerxes lusted after
his daughter-in-law, and they began a relationship. Meanwhile, Xerxes received a
beautiful robe from his wife, Amestris, who had woven it herself. Unfortunately,
he made the mistake of appearing in it when next he saw Artaynte. Being “pleased
with her;” Xerxes swore a “blind oath,””” offering Artaynte anything she asked for.
When she demanded the very robe Amestris had given him, Xerxes became fear-
ful lest her being seen wearing it would provide proof of his affair. Consequently,
Xerxes offered Artaynte cities, gold beyond measure, and an army for her own
command. Still, she insisted on having the robe.®®

Learning of this, Amestris became convinced that this was not Artaynte’s doing
but her mother’s, and on Xerxes’s birthday, when the king granted gifts to those
who petitioned him, Amestris asked for Artaynte’s mother. Xerxes, as Herodo-
tus says, “nodded down”®—that is, acquiesced—and the unfortunate woman was
borne away (fig. 9). Then, with the help of some of Xerxes’s guards, Amestris “cut
off the woman’s breasts and threw them to dogs, and her nose and ears and lips
likewise, and cut out her tongue, and sent her home thus cruelly used” (Herodo-
tus, Hist. 9.112).

Anticipating the evil that Amestris might perpetrate, Xerxes tried to convince
his brother Masistes to abandon his wife, even offering him one of his own daugh-
ters in marriage. Masistes, however, refused, replying, “What wicked word do you
say to me, bidding me divorce my wife, who gave me sons and daughters, one of
whom you married to your son, and who besides is very much to my mind—you
bid me divorce her and marry your daughter?” (Herodotus, Hist. 9.113).”° Sensing
that something terrible was going to transpire, Masistes then rushed home and,
after finding the mutilated body of his wife, he immediately set out with his sons for
Bactria, where he hoped to raise a rebellion against his brother. Xerxes, however,
had him pursued and killed. The unnamed, mutilated mother of Artaynte, one
assumes, died from her wounds. Herodotus, however, never revealed the fate of
Artaynte herself.

66. For an excellent discussion of the entire episode, see Miiller (2006, 290-300). Cf. the long
treatment in Hazewindus (2004, 83-128).

67. Fletcher 2012, 31.

68. Sancisi-Weerdenburg (1983, 29) cites Plutarch, Artaxerxes 5.2, on the prohibition against
anyone but the king wearing the royal robe and suggests that the robe = kingship in this instance, for
“the robe is surrounded by emotional feelings that completely hide its original meaning.”

69. Griffith 2011: 310.

70. Cf. the discussion of this and other dramatic devices in Lang (1984, 46).
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FIGURE 9. The mistreatment of Masistes’ wife (Mishandeling van de gemalinne van Mazistes,
schoondogter des Persischen Koning Darius, by Jan Luyken, 1699. Etching on paper. H: 193 mm;
W: 154 mm. Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-44.754. https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain
/zero/1.0/deed.en.

Unsurprisingly, commentators have read this story in many different ways.
Although Heleen Sancisi-Weerdenburg proposed that it “originates from Per-
sian oral tradition,” Drew Griffith suggested that it was inspired by the myth of
Zeus and Semele.”! Erwin Wolff placed it in the genre of “harem love stories,”

71. Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1983, 28; Griffith 2011, 311.
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whereas other scholars have compared it with the tales of Salomé and Esther.”
The whole episode has been understood as a dire portent of Xerxes’s ultimate
downfall via assassination, a deed committed by Artabanus, the commander of
his bodyguard, but pinned on Xerxes’s son Darius, for which the latter paid with
his life after his younger brother Artaxerxes I found out and killed him, accord-
ing to Ctesias.”” Herrenschmidt noted that “the particular arrangement of this
marriage and the bloody conclusion [of the story] might lead to the thought that
patrilateral parallel-cousin marriages were forbidden.” Although she rejected this
viewpoint, she nonetheless thought that, unlike cross-cousin marriages, parallel-
cousin unions were decried by the lineages that were injured by them; hence, the
story of Masistes would be, if not a myth serving to illustrate the interdiction of
parallel-cousin marriages, then at least a stark illustration of the evils brought
about by the practice.”

Many commentators have suggested that the story “The King’s Amour, or the
Death of Masistes,” as Reginald Walter Macan called it,”* is an embellished tale of
lust and revenge intertwined with a genuine attempt on Masistes’s part to raise a
rebellion in Bactria and overthrow his corrupt brother Xerxes in the aftermath
of the Persian defeat at Salamis.”® Although Artaynte herself disappears from
view just as things start to get violent, we should not lose sight of the fact that,
from the perspective of young Darius, Artaynte was his father’s (Xerxes) brother’s
(Masistes) daughter—that is, his parallel-cousin.

Parallel-cousins and parallel-cousin marriages have been the subject of many
studies. For example, in his examination of parallel-cousin marriage in Iraqi
Kurdish society, the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth noted that paral-
lel-cousins paid a reduced brideprice compared to more distant kin or unrelated
marriage partners, leading him to ask, “What are the advantages gained in this sys-
tem by giving one’s daughter to a brother’s son which compensate one for the loss
of the brideprice?””” The compensation, he decided, was first and foremost politi-
cal, since Kurdish villages were “characterized by a constant struggle for political
power on the part of a majority of the adult men, at times even women,” and “a
man can expect political support only from his agnatic relatives, those who by
descent belong to his political sub-section,” which segments “consist primarily of
brothers, sons, and brother’s sons. . . . If a man alienates his nephews by refusing
them their traditional rights, he loses their political support. If he, on the other

72. Wolff 1964, s5.

73. Jacoby Frg. IIL.C. p. 464, frgs. 13-14, §§33-34. See Lenfant 2004, 127; Schmitt 2011b. In the
alternative account given by Aristotle (Politica 1311b), Artabanus killed Darius and then Xerxes.

74. Herrenschmidt 1987, 55 and note 2.

75. Macan 1908, 812.

76. See the discussion in Miiller (2006, 297-99). On the impact of Xerxes’s assassination on the
young Herodotus in 465 BC, see Wolft (1964, 53-54).

77. Barth 1986, 168.
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62 DESCENT AND MARRIAGE IN ACHAEMENID IRAN

hand, gives them his daughters in marriage, the ties are reinforced and lineage
solidarity maintained.””®

Decades later, the Dutch scholar Martin van Bruinessen stressed that in Kurd-
istan, “there is a clear preference for marriage with the father’s brother’s daugh-
ter. . . . In fact, a girl’s father’s brother’s son,” like Darius, son of Xerxes, “has the
theoretical right to deny her to anyone else. . . . And if a father’s brother’s son”—
think Darius—“proposes, the girl’s father”—think Masistes—“finds it difficult, if
not impossible to refuse him. . . . It is evident that a consistent practice of this
marriage type leads to extreme segmentariness. . . . Whereas cross-cousin mar-
riage . . . cements multiple relationships between lineages, the strict endogamy
resulting from father’s brother’s daughter marriage only enhances the segmentary
character of the lineages. . . . The lineages are completely isolated; there are no
affinal relations to soften the potential conflicts between them”” Herrenschmidt’s
assessment of the Masistes story as an illustration of the evils of parallel-cousin
marriage ignored all of these important considerations, and the Kurdish example
suggests that parallel-cousin marriage is a tried and true strategy deployed to forge
and strengthen political alliances.

It may be argued, of course, that the ultimate tragedies in the story of Xerxes,
Darius, Amestris, Masistes, his wife, and Artaynte play out on a very different
plane: Xerxes brought about the destruction of his brother’s family and was even-
tually murdered; Masistes and his sons attempted to launch a rebellion and were
all killed. The tragedy of brother-to-brother rivalry is, however, somehow banal
in the context of Iranian history when, as noted earlier, Safavid, Qajar, Arsacid,®
and of course Achaemenid, holders or contenders for the throne, did not hesi-
tate to eliminate their rivals by the dozens, or the hundreds, although this usually
occurred prior to or in the process of consolidating power. Perhaps the significance
of parallel-cousin marriage, in the case of Darius and Artaynte, lies rather in the
strengthening effect it would have had, but for Xerxes’s eros, in bolstering a seg-
mentary lineage and shoring it up against potential threats from not-quite-so-near
kin. After all, as the Dhund in Pakistan said, “Marriage with dada potri (FBD)
[father’s brother’s daughter] is a good marriage—if my brother has a daughter and
I have a son, I will always ask for her in marriage before I ask outside. With this
kind of marriage everyone is known to everyone else; I know if my brother and
his daughter are good people or not and so with this marriage there is no trouble

78. Barth 1986, 393.

79. Bruinessen 1992, 72.

80. Thus, Tacitus, Annals 11.8: “Parthia was in a distracted state, the dispute about the sovereignty
having withdrawn all attention from minor matters. For the Parthian King Gotarzes, among other
cruelties, had put to death his brother Artabanus, as well as his wife and son”; and Annals 12.10: “the
tyranny of Gotarzes . . . was intolerable alike to the nobles and to the people. He had slain his broth-
ers, his relations, near and distant, nay, even their pregnant wives and little children. A sluggard at
home, unfortunate in war, his cruelty was but a cloak for cowardice” Cf. Karras-Klapproth 1988, 39.
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afterwards. In a similar vein FBD marriage is seen as fostering good relations
between two brothers”®!

Yet another issue raised in this story is that of a girl's marriage with her paternal
uncle. According to Herodotus (Hist. 9.111), Xerxes demanded of his brother, “you
must live no longer with her who is now your wife. I give you my daughter in her
place; take her for your own; but put away the wife that you have, for it is not my
will that you should have her” This was, of course, a measure of extreme despera-
tion on Xerxes's part, an offer made to avert what he rightly sensed would be a
catastrophe, both for himself and his brother’s family.

And what of the phenomenon of “niece marriage”? Two of Darius I's nieces—the
unnamed daughter of his sister and brother-in-law Gobryas, and Phratagune,
the only child of his brother Artanes—became his wives.®* According to Herodo-
tus (Hist. 7.224), “this Artanes was brother to king Darius, and son of Hystaspes
who was the son of Arsames; and when he gave his daughter in marriage to Darius
he dowered her with the whole wealth of his house, she being his only child” In the
so-called Levitical Degrees which hold a prominent place in Rabbinical Law, such
marriages were not only permitted but considered meritorious, the only caveat
here being that they usually involved the marriage of a brother with his sister’s
daughter rather than a brother with his brother’s daughter, as proposed by Xerxes
to Masistes.*”” There is a memorable scene in Robert Graves's Claudius the God in
which Vitellius recommends that Claudius marry his niece Agrippinilla. Claudius
protests, “But, Vitellius, she’s my niece. I can’t marry my niece, can I?” Vitellius
replies by saying hed be happy to approach the Senate for their consent and con-
tinues: “And why shouldn’t uncle and niece marry? The Parthians do it, and theirs
is a very old civilization. And in the Herod family there have been more marriages
between uncle and niece than any other sort” This gives Claudius pause, and he
replies, “That’s right. . . . Herodias married her uncle Philip, and then deserted him
and ran off with her uncle Antipas. And Herod Agrippa’s daughter Berenice mar-
ried her uncle Herod Pollio, King of Chalcis. . . . Why shouldn’t the Ceesars be as
free as the Herods.” To this Vitellius says that in contrast to brother-sister incest,
“it may well be that our very earliest ancestors allowed uncle and niece to marry;
because there is nowhere any disgust expressed in ancient classical literature for
Pluto’s marriage with his niece Proserpine”*

Clarisse Herrenschmidt suggested that the uncle-niece marriage arranged by
Artanes between his daughter Phratagune and his brother Darius was intended
to conserve Artaness wealth within the narrowest confines of the Achaemenid
dynasty, since a cross-cousin marriage would have placed that wealth in the hands

81. Donnan 1988, 128.

82. Scott 2005, 492.

83. Zschokke 1883, 50. Cf. Michaelis 1793, 310, §117.
84. Graves 1935, 480.
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of the spouse’s family.** But such a basic economic argument was not among those
traditionally considered by biblical and Talmudic scholars. In the East, according
to Johann David Michaelis, the relationship with the brother’s daughter was not
considered as close as that with the fathers sister, a point underscored by the fact
that in Muslim societies, relatives who could see an aunt unveiled could only see
a daughter veiled.® In his famous study of ancient Israel, Heinrich Ewald con-
tended that in contrast to Roman society, a father’s reputation was less injured by
a marriage between an uncle and a niece than by an aunt and a nephew.” None
of these justifications is particularly satisfying; and, as Moses Mielziner noted in
1901, whereas Roman Catholic canon law, as well as English statutory law, prohib-
ited uncle-niece marriage, “in other Protestant States of Europe such marriages
are allowed. In some of the States of this country [the United States],” he wrote,
“as in Ohio, Illinois, Michigan and Louisiana, they are unlawful by statute,”*® but
elsewhere they were not prohibited. In fact, whereas uncle-niece and aunt-nephew
marriages are today prohibited and considered a class E felony, such marriages
were legal in New York until 1893.%

The renowned Scottish anthropologist and folklorist Sir James G. Frazer dis-
cussed uncle-niece marriage among the Hovas of Madagascar:

The king generally married, not his sister, but her daughter, his niece, and the chil-
dren whom he had by her were the heirs to the throne in virtue of a twofold right,
since they inherited the blood royal from their mothers as well as from their fathers.
It is possible that a similar motive may explain the leave granted by some peoples to
an uncle to marry his niece in the case in which the niece is his sister’s daughter. Such
a marriage would serve the same purpose as marriage with a sister and would be less
shocking to traditional sentiment.”

No mention is made here of a king marrying a brother’s daughter.

INCESTUOUS MARRIAGE
IN THE ACHAEMENID PERIOD?

The matter of uncle-niece marriage, which was sanctioned in the Bible but deemed
too close for comfort in the late nineteenth-century West, brings us to the broader
topic of close-kin or incestuous marriage. In 1645 the first edition of Pierre Du
Ryer’s French translation of Herodotuss Histories appeared; and, unsurprisingly,
it soon became a source for enterprising authors in search of new material. One
writer who delved into Herodotus’s portrayal of the Persian past was the young

85. Herrenschmidt 1987, 56.

86. Michaelis (1786, 320) decided that if Mosaic law did not expressly forbid a type of marriage, it
was deemed acceptable. Cf. Michaelis 1793, 312, $117.

87. Ewald 1866, 262.

88. Mielziner 1901, 40.

89. Harris et al. 2018, 177.

90. Frazer 1935, 525-26.
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poet and playwright Philippe Quinault (1635-88). Two plays with strong roots in
Herodotus appeared in 1656: La mort de Cyrus and Le mariage de Cambise were
identified by their author as a “tragedy” and a “tragi-comedy” (figs. 10, 11).”!

Discussing Quinault’s dramatic works, William Brooks suggested that
“Quinault takes from his source a few ideas and names—Gobryas, Prexaspes,
Megabyzus, Otanes, Phaedima, Parmys—and invents the rest, including infant
substitution and the salacious thrill of possible incest.”® Thus, early in act 2, scene
1 of Le mariage de Cambise, Atossa, the historical Udusana of the Persepolis For-
tification texts”—whom we know was a daughter of Cyrus and therefore a sister
or half-sister of Cambyses—tells her sister Aristonne (obviously a name recalling
Artystone, the historical Irtastuna)® that regardless of how charming the crown
might be in her eyes, she dare not touch the hand that offered it. Although Cam-
byses was so dear to her that he could not please her more, to call him lover was
repugnant to her and to the designation of him as brother; and as attractive as
marriage with him might seem to be, it must be odious, an insult to nature, an
offense to the gods.”

In Cambyses’s case, it would seem, the incest theme was not Quinault’s inven-
tion. Nevertheless, scholars have debated long and hard whether it was Herodo-
tus’s. According to him, Cambyses had not one but two incestuous relationships
with siblings, although the veracity of his claims has been questioned. First, as
noted above, we are not certain who Cambyses’s mother was. She may have been
Cassandane (Herodotus, Hist. 3.2), Amytis,” or Neitetis. Herodotus called Cyrus’s
Egyptian wife “the new-comer from Egypt” and alleged that, as an Egyptian inter-
loper, her presence prompted Cambyses’s decision, when he was only ten years
old, to one day conquer Egypt, by way of avenging his own mother Cassandane’s
honor (Hist. 3.3).”” Second, neither Herodotus (Hist. 3.88, 7.69) nor any other
source reveals who the mother or mothers of Atossa and the unidentified second
daughter®® of Cyrus were, who were said to have married Cambyses.”” Herodotus

91. Parfaict 1746, 196; Fieux 1780, 287.

92. Brooks 2009, 181. Cf. Gros 1970, 283-84, who also commented on Quinault’s “deformation of
history”

93. Hallock 1969, 117; Henkelman and Kleber 2007, 169. Both later married Darius I, but it was
the younger sister, Irtastuna/Artystone, not Udusana/Atossa, who “was indeed considered as leading
in “Teispid affairs,” a point underscored by the importance of her son Ir§ama/Arshama. See Henkel-
man 20104, 703.

94. See Henkelman 2010a.

95. Quinault 1659, 17.

96. Lenfant 2004, 118, F13.11.

97. Bichler 2001, 210.

98. As Lenfant (2019, 34) noted, “For his part, Ctesias mentions Rhoxane as a wife who gave birth
to a child without a head (F 13.14). The reader does not know whether that woman is meant to equate
with one of the sisters mentioned by Herodotus, but it is worth noting that she is the only wife of
Cambyses to be mentioned in Ctesias’ fragments.”

99. Von Clef3 1864, 49.
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FIGURE 10. Title page of Philippe Quinault, La mort de Cyrus, by Caspar
Luyken, 1697. Etching on paper. H: 119 mm; W: 66 mm. Rijksmuseum,

RP-P-1896-A-19368-1118. https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain
/zero/1.0/deed.en.
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FIGURE 11. Title page of Philippe Quinault, Le mariage de Cambise,
by Caspar Luyken, 1697. Etching on paper. H: 118 mm; W: 66 mm.
Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1896-A-19368-1119. https://creativecommons.org
/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en.
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68 DESCENT AND MARRIAGE IN ACHAEMENID IRAN

was explicit in asserting that the younger of the two sisters whom Cambyses mar-
ried, and whom he killed in Egypt, was a full sister (Hist. 3.31).'” The fact that
Atossa was not identified in this way may be at the root of the belief, sometimes
found in the literature, that she was a half-sister, but this remains conjectural.'®*
Nor is there any reason to suggest, as the Lutheran theologian Christian Matthiae
did in 1699, that Atossa and her unnamed sister were coerced into marrying Cam-
byses.'”

Although few commentators on Herodotus and the Persian empire have ques-
tioned the accusation of royal incest on the part of Cambyses, this has changed in
recent years. Maria Brosius, for example, wrote:

Against the accusation of Cambyses’ incestuous marriages stands Herodotus own
statement that Cambyses was married to Otanes’ daughter Phaidyme, as well as Cte-
sias’ reference to a wife named Roxane (FGrH 688 F13), whom he does not identify
as a sister. Furthermore, the fact that the accusation of incest is listed in a series of
sacrilegious acts committed by Cambyses, all of which are to emphasize his insanity
and hubris, should caution against their existence. They derived from a common
Egyptian source hostile to Cambyses, and some of these atrocities, such as the killing
of the Apis bull, have been proved to be untrue.'”®

Cambyses’s alleged incest could, of course, be a case of slander, but if genuine, it
would hardly be unique. For example, according to the Karlamagnus Saga, Char-
lemagne had an illicit liaison with his sister Gille and failed to confess this to the
Abbot Egidius until the angel Gabriel brought a letter from God exposing it and
ordering Charlemagne to give his sister to Milon d’Anglers in marriage. Char-
lemagne made Milon the Duke of Brittany, and seven months later Gille gave
birth to Charlemagne’s illegitimate son, the future hero Roland.'* Other medi-
eval sources simply say that Charlemagne suffered under the weight of a great,
unnamed sin all his life.'*

Rather than dismissing Herodotuss account of Cambysess two incestu-
ous alliances,'” some scholars have tried to understand them in an Egyptian or
ancient Iranian cultural context. For example, in 1866, Adolf Rapp suggested that,
in making Cambyses the creator of the tradition of brother-sister marriage among

100. For an Egyptian perspective on this episode, see Griffith 2009.

101. Wiesehofer 2001, 84; Henkelman and Kleber 2007, 169; Binder 2008, 310; Bigwood 2009, 323.
Michaelis (1786, 169) saw a major distinction in Cambyses’s behavior. Herodotus qualified Cambyses’s
unnamed wife as his sister via both of his parents—that is, not a half-sister. When Herodotus said that,
prior to Cambyses, marriage with the sister was an unknown custom among the Persians, Michaelis
felt he only meant marriage with a full sister but that marriage with half-sisters had occurred.

102. Matthiae 1699, 113.

103. Brosius 2010. Cf. Hoffmann 1981, 179-80; Posener 1936, 30-47 and 171.

104. Paris 1865, 378-80.

105. Farnsworth 1913, 213-14.

106. Thus, as Bigwood (2009, 323) queried, “Even if we largely disbelieve Herodotus’ account,
does this mean that no part of it is based on what actually happened? . . . Likewise, we should not
automatically reject Cambyses’ second sister-marriage as wholly untrue.”
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the Persians, Herodotus was trying to show that this was a component of the Per-
sians’ Zoroastrianism,'”” and in 1879 Philip Keiper proposed that Herodotus was
simply trying to fix the practice in space and time for his audience.'® Wilhelm
Geiger, however, attributed Cambyses’s incestuous marriages to the fact that he
wished to keep the royal blood pure from admixture with other families,'” a view
later expressed by Franz Cumont as well."® In 1956, K. M. T. Atkinson argued
that Cambyses’s marriage to his unnamed full sister, “whom he took with him
to Egypt,” was “in accordance with Egyptian royal tradition but by no means in
accordance with Persian”''! Citing Yima’s incestuous relationship with his twin
sister, Yimak, in Bundahisn 23.1, Hoffmann and Vorbichler suggested that sibling
marriage was a pre-Zoroastrian religious act unappreciated by Herodotus’s Greek
audience.'? In marrying his sister, Cambyses, they argued, was mirroring the
mythological act of Yima, the first man, and his sister.!”* An entirely speculative
scenario was envisaged by Herrenschmidt, who suggested that brother-sister mar-
riage in the Persian royal family indicated a reluctance to engage in the normal,
exogamous exchange of women and might reflect friction between the Teispids
and other noble families."*

The German ancient historian Ernst Kornemann, in contrast, was much more
interested in, why, among all Indo-European-speaking peoples, the Persians, at
least the royal house, followed a pattern of explicit endogamy, in contrast to the
Romans, who strictly rejected it? He concluded that such a practice was a holdover
from the pre-Indo-European and pre-Semitic population that had left a memory of
sibling marriage in the mythology of various peoples living around the Mediterra-
nean, a practice perpetuated only by the Persians and Egyptians.'”® Ernst Herzfeld
entertained similar views. What he termed “the endogamy of the Achaemenids”
was not an ancient Iranian practice, he claimed, but rather an inheritance from
the regions “Ureinwohnern” or aboriginal population—that is, the Elamites, who
practiced unbridled brother-sister marriage, according to E. W. Konig, as discussed
(and debunked) in chapter 3.1

107. Rapp 1866, 112.

108. Keiper 1879, 15.

109. Geiger 1882, 246. Cf. Sanjana 1888, 99-100n2.

10. Cumont 1924, 61.

1. Atkinson 1956, 176. Cf. Gritz 2004, 227n66. Note that Cambyses also adopted an Egyptian
throne name. See Posener 1936, 12.

112. Carnoy 1917, 315. Cf. the discussion in Skjaerve 2012 and the literature cited there. It is not
mentioned in the Avesta and is consider “another stock argument for brother-and-sister marriage”
See Gray 1915, 457n3.

113. Hoffmann and Vorbichler 1980, 96; Hoffmann 1981, 189-90. Cf. Prasek 1913, 6. For an
exhaustive review of creation myths involving brother-sister incest see Moore (1964, 1310).

114. Herrenschmidt 1987, 57.

115. Kornemann 1925, 356.

116. Herzfeld 19384, 255. Cf. Herrenschmidt 1987, 58.
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My own inclination is rather to try to understand the rare but well-attested
practice of royal brother-sister marriage in a broader context. As with cross-cousin
and parallel-cousin marriage, or succession to high office by a ruler’s sister’s son,
the anthropological literature has much to contribute to a better understanding
of brother-sister marriage. In 1929, the British anthropologist Brenda Z. Seligman
suggested that the brother-sister incest taboo “not only prevents rivalry between
brother and brother and between sister and sister, but it removes a second sphere
of rivalry between father and son,” thereby minimizing the risk of disharmony,
fission, and violent conflict in a family.'"” According to Reo Franklin Fortune’s
alliance-based approach to incest,'"® the prohibition “is adopted not because of its
internal value to the family, but because the external value of the marriage alliance
is essential to social structure” Seligman rejected this logic, however, arguing
that “rather than providing a new theory of incest, Fortune shows a principle for
the retention of its laws and offers a sociological basis for exceptions. It would
seem that society tolerates incest when the social structure has nothing to gain
from its prohibition. This, however, is only partially true. Supernatural sanction
has come to aid the enforcement of the law, and does not easily fade as soon as
the social structure has no need for it” In fact, as Seligman stressed, in most non-
Western societies “no punishment is prescribed” in cases of incest. Rather, incest
triggered what she called a “supernatural sanction” that brought about “disease
or death,” the latter of which often took the form of suicide.’?® Although neither
Herodotus nor Seligman cited Cambyses as a case in point, after reading this last
statement by Seligman, I could not help but think that, for medieval and later read-
ers of Herodotus, Cambyses’s childlessness, alleged madness,'* and early death all
constitute powerful arguments for seeing divine sanction as the ultimate result of
his incestuous behavior.

But another perspective, raised by James Frazer (1854-1941) of Golden Bough
fame, is also relevant. In discussing the Banyoro, a Bantu-speaking group located
near Lake Albert on the present-day border of Uganda and the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Frazer noted: “To the rule of exogamy observed by the totemic clans
of the Banyoro there was one remarkable exception. Princes might cohabit with
princesses and have children by them, though in such cases the couple necessarily
belonged to the same totemic clan. . . . However, this cohabitation was not mar-
riage” Citing John Roscoe, Frazer continued:

117. Seligman 1929, 246.

118. See Tylor 1889, 266-68; Leavitt 2013, 46. In fact, although Tylor is seen as providing an
alliance-oriented refutation of the incest taboo, he was actually contrasting the virtues of exogamy
over endogamy. Endogamy does not necessarily equate to incest.

119. Seligman 1935, 90.

120. Seligman 1935, 90-92.

121. McPhee 2018.
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The rule . . . was for princes and princesses to live together promiscuously and not
to regard each other as husband and wife, though the king might take a princess and
keep her in his enclosure. He might even cohabit thus with his full sister and beget
children by her. . . . Similarly we . . . find that among the Bahima the princes were
allowed to marry their own sisters. What is the reason for these remarkable anoma-
lies? . .. A simple and highly probable explanation of the marriage of a king or chief
with his sister was long ago suggested by J. F. McLennan. Under a system of mother-
kin a man’s heirs are his sister’s sons, and, accordingly, where that system prevails, it
is the king’s sister’s son, not his own son, who succeeds him on the throne. . . . Ac-
cording to immemorial tradition a king’s heirs were his sister’s sons; hence, if he only
married his sister, her sons would also be his; the system of maternal descent would
be combined with paternal descent; time-honoured usage would be respected, while
the natural instincts of a father would also be satisfied.

Clearly, McLennan, followed here by Frazer, fell into the same trap as F. W. Konig
did when writing about Elamite incestuous marriage and, I fear, with as little suc-
cess. But at least it puts Kénig in good company, intellectually speaking.

In conclusion, I would reiterate that Herodotus and most of his readers might
have been surprised by Lewis Henry Morgan’s distinction between classificatory
and descriptive kinship terminology, as discussed several times above. As Mor-
gan wrote in Ancient Society, “consanguinei are never described, but are classified
into categories, irrespective of their nearness or remoteness in degree to Ego; and
the same term of relationship is applied to all the persons in the same category.
Thus . . . my own sisters, and the daughters of my mother’s sisters are all alike my
sisters”'?* The thrust here should be obvious, particularly since Herodotus speci-
fied that Cambyses’s first wife was a “full sister” The possibility must at least be
entertained that all other “sisters” were potentially classificatory sisters—that is,
what we would call cousins. If that is the case, then the charge of brother-sister
incest in Cambyses’s case may be false, and the question is less Why incest? than
What kind of cousin marriage might have been involved, parallel or cross?

122. Frazer 1935, 523-25. Frazer was referring to McLennan 1865.
123. Morgan 1877, 394.
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Problems in the Study
of Elamite Kinship

An investigation of Elamite kinship and social structure necessarily relies, first and
foremost, on the cuneiform sources found in Iran, which means, principally, those
from the site of Susa in Khuzestan (fig. 5). Susa, however, is far from a straightfor-
ward case for the simple reason that its population was mixed, containing many
Akkadian-speakers;' thus, the social institutions attested there may not have been
representative of Elam more broadly.

From the fourth millennium BC onward, Susa and other settlements in
Khuzestan probably received immigrant settlers from southern Mesopotamia,
who, if they did not bring about a political takeover, at least contributed demo-
graphically to a more mixed population than would otherwise have been the case.
The influence of Mesopotamian customs seems to have been strong in the mid-
third millennium BC as well, culminating in the conquest and annexation of Susa
and its hinterland by the Akkadians in the twenty-fourth century BC.? With the
exception of a brief period when Puzur-Insusinak seized power after the demise
of the Akkadian empire,’ and prior to the city’s conquest by Ur-Namma of Uy, c.
2100 BC,* Susa was effectively an eastern Mesopotamian city, and it was not until
the early second millennium that other dynasties of eastern origin—Simaski, the
sukkalmah, and eventually the Middle Elamite kings—stamped their authority on
the region and effectively incorporated Susiana and the highlands of Ansan in
what is today Fars province and the adjacent mountain valleys into one state. This
is what Father Vincent Scheil (fig. 6) presciently referred to in 1901 as the ethnic

1. See De Graef (2019, 93-98) on the onomastic and other evidence from Susa of cultural mixing
and hybridity.

2. For a convenient summary of the political history of Susa, see Potts 2016, with further
literature.

3. Steinkeller 2013.

4. Marchesi 2013.

30
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FIGURE 5. Susa (photo courtesy of the Susa World Heritage Site Archive, ICHTTO,
Khuzestan).

dualism of Elam, a topic to which Pierre Amiet® and Frangois Vallat returned in
the 1970s and 1980s.

Vallat suggested that, because of centuries of Mesopotamian political, cul-
tural, and demographic influence, most of the population of Susiana were Semitic
speakers.® The late Wilfred G. Lambert wrote of the “Akkadianization of Susiana,”
just before and after its conquest by the Ur III state.” But as Ran Zadok later noted,
“quantifiable proof of it exists only in the OB [Old Babylonian] period when the
rich documentation provides a sizable prosopographical sample”® More recently,
the Belgian Assyriologist Katrien De Graef questioned this assessment of Susian
society, noting that “only ca. 45% of the personal names” in texts from sukkalmah-
era Susa “can be identified linguistically and etymologically with certainty as
(Sumero-)Akkadian,” while a “small part (ca. 15%) can be identified as Elamite and
a fairly large part (ca. 40%) is uncertain, hybrid or foreign” Moreover, scholars

. Scheil 1901, vii; Amiet 1979a, 1979b.
. Vallat 1980.
Lambert 1991.
. Zadok 2011, 127-28.
. De Graef 2019, 93.

v

o o N o
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FIGURE 6. Vincent Scheil (1858-1940) (Bibliothéque Interuniversitaire de la Sorbonne; used
with permission under the Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike 3.0 license).

of ancient law and legal institutions have repeatedly emphasized areas in which
Susian law differed from that practiced in contemporary Mesopotamia.'” In what
follows, my remarks on Elamite kinship will touch on four areas: filiation, descent,
the avunculate, and marriage.

ELAMITE FILIATION

Filiation in ancient Elam has been discussed for almost a century. Both filiation
and descent are obviously important, and we may expect them to appear in dif-
ferent contexts. As Katrien De Graef pointed out, Atta-husu is “called ‘son of Kin-
dattu’ in one text but ‘sister’s son of Silhaha’ in all other inscriptions.”"! The former
is a statement of filiation, the latter, as discussed below, of descent. But if kinship is
a cultural construct rather than a diagram of biological filiation, then so, too, are
individual designations like father and mother in classificatory systems, as dis-
cussed in chapter 1.

A rather naive example of automatically assuming biological filiation wher-
ever the term father appears and of completely ignoring the cultural context of
its usage is afforded by an analysis of the late twelfth century BC Elamite king,

10. See, e.g., Cuq1931; Klima 1963; Korosec 1964; Koschaker 1932, 1933, 1934, 19353, 1936; Oers
2010, 2013; Badamchi 2018a, 2018b, 2019.
11. De Graef 2012, 541.
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Hutelutus$-Ins$usinak, and the Elamite royal family, published in 1985.* In a brick
inscription commemorating the renovation of the temple of “Insusinak of the
grove,” Hutelutus$-Insusinak calls himself “beloved son of Sutruk-Nahhunte, of
Kutir-Nahhunte and of Silhak-In$usinak,” three kings who reigned before him. Is
this a recitation of filiation or descent? Was Elamite kinship terminology classifica-
tory or descriptive? In fact, as we know from other inscriptions, Sutruk-Nahhunte
was the biological father of Kutir-Nahhunte and his brother Silhak-Insusinak,
and Silhak-In3usinak was the biological father of Hutelutus-Insusinak. Hence, in
straightforward, descriptive terms, Hutelutus-Insusinak’s grandfather was Sutruk-
Nahhunte, and his paternal uncle was Kutir-Nahhunte. Yet one scholar has written
of Hutelutus-Insusinak’s “triple paternity” because of the fact that he calls himself
son of all three of the kings named in the inscription, as if all three were his “father”
This has prompted some wild speculation involving Sutruk-Nahhunte’s daughter,
Nahhunte-Utu, who, it has been suggested, gave birth to Hutelutus-Insusinak by
her own father in the first alleged case of father-daughter incest in Elamite history;
subsequently married Kutir-Nahhunte; and, following his death, her deceased
husband’s brother, Silhak-In$uginak. This scenario, it has been argued, explains the
fact that Hutelutus-InSusinak refers to himself as the son of three different male
forebears. It is more than likely that if a social anthropologist had read Hutelutus-
In$usinak’s brick inscription,' he or she would not have leapt to such a convoluted
conclusion but would have pointed to the literature on classificatory vs. descrip-
tive kinship systems, discussed in chapter 1, in which numerous males, in addition
to Ego’s own biological father, may be referred to by a single term translatable
as “father”

Whereas descriptive systems retain “specific terms for members of the imme-
diate family, and other terms for more distant, collateral kin,” classificatory sys-
tems do not “reflect natural degrees of kinship, but lumped together relationships
of different kinds under one term” As a result, “the same word might refer, for
example, to father, father’s brother, father’s brother’s son, and also perhaps to other
relatives, confusing different kinds and degrees of biological relatedness.”** In both
the Crow and Cherokee kinship systems, for example, the sons and grandsons of
Ego’s father’s sister are all called “father” This can result in some of these “fathers”
being chronologically younger than Ego. In the Chickasaw system, the son of Ego’s
father’s brother is called father, and this father’s sons are called “little father”'* The
organizing principle of the kinship system is the classification of all relatives into
one of four clans, those of Egos mother, Ego’s father, Ego’s mother’s father, and
Ego’s father’s father. “In the father’s matrilineal lineage (and clan), for example,
all men are ‘fathers,” while “all women of the father’s generation and below are

12. Vallat 1985. Cf. Hiising 1905, 250; and Waters 2000, 26.
13. See, e.g., Vernier 2005. Many more works are cited below.
14. Kuper 1985, 10-11.

15. Eggan 1937, Fig. 1.
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‘father’s sisters, those above being ‘grandmothers’ or ‘father’s sisters, all husbands
of these women are ‘grandfathers, all children are ‘father’s sisters’ and ‘fathers.”*¢
An even more extreme example can be found in the well-documented, so-called
“Hawaiian” kinship system, which is widespread in Polynesia. In the Hawaiian
system, all male uncles of Ego, whether on the mother’s or the father’s side (i.e.,
mother’s brothers and father’s brothers), are called “father” or, in Ira Buchler’s
terms, are “structurally equivalent to the kin type Father”'” In the Iroquois system,
in contrast, the biological father and all of his brothers are referred to as “father”
by Ego.

My purpose in mentioning these systems is not to suggest a specific
ethnographic parallel to the situation displayed in Hutelutu$-In$usinak’s case,
where Ego refers to his biological grandfather, father, and uncle all as “father;” but
simply to show that there is nothing surprising in the application of one socially
constructed term to different biological relatives in Ego’s family and no need to
assume incest or brother-sister marriage in order to account for the fact that Ego
calls multiple individuals “father” Given that the biological relationship of the
relatives named by Hutelutu3-In$usinak is known—Sutruk-Nahhunte was his
grandfather, Kutir-Nahhunte was his patrilateral uncle, and Silhak-In$uginak was
his father—it appears certain that we are dealing with a classic case of classificatory
kinship terminology.

One final aspect of filiation on which I wish to comment briefly is the use of
the patronymic. This is attested in inscriptions of all sorts. In a well-known text
of Silhak-Ingusinak’s reporting on, among other things, his restoration of the tem-
ple of Insusinak at Susa, the Elamite king names all of his predecessors who had
restored or renovated the temple. In many cases, the king is identified as PN1, son
of PN2."® Similarly, on Middle Elamite (late second millennium BC) cylinder seals
from Haft Tappeh, one of the most common seal legends is “PN1, son of PN2, ser-
vant of PN3 or Deity 1”*° Even briefer legends of the form PN1, son of PN2, such
as “Huban-kitin son of Sutur-Nahhunte” or “Kitepatin son of Pinririra,” appear on
later Neo-Elamite seals.?’ In the late Neo-Elamite era (mid-first millennium BC),
as the inscribed objects from Kalmakarra cave clearly show, this sort of identifi-
cation was the norm. There we find the formula PN1 + Patronymic (son of PN2)
repeated many times, for example *Hamfri§ son of *Tapala-; Unzi-kilik, son of
*Hamfrig; Ahtir, son of *Hamfris; Untas, son of Huban; and so forth. In these
cases, filiation is stated, presumably, for purposes of identification—to make it
easier to distinguish homonymous individuals bearing the same name, in this case
*Hamfri$—and would seem to satisfy a strictly utilitarian requirement. But apart

16. Eggan 1937, 45.

17. Buchler 1964, 291.

18. Konig 1965, 110.

19. Mofidi-Nasrabadi 2011, 296-298. PN = personal name.
20. Amiet 1973, 30, no. 40; Vallat 2002.
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from the fact that the use of patronymics was obviously helpful in cases where
more than one individual had the same name,*' the use of the patronymic may also
have been a marker of social status. In this case, the phrase “son of PN2” functions
like a title. Certainly, all of the individuals whose names appear on the Kalmakarra
objects were of high status. This is implied by the fact that all of the objects on
which their names were inscribed were made of either gold or silver. But the name
Unsak is also attested in Neo-Elamite texts from the Acropole at Susa, without a
patronymic,” and one wonders if this was not just because the name appeared
in a short economic text, where there was no need (or room) for specificity, but
because the socioeconomic status of the individual named was low.

ELAMITE DESCENT AND ASCRIBED
GROUP AFFILIATION

Three issues concerned with the broader topic of descent have attracted atten-
tion in scholarship on the Elamite sources: descent and ascribed group affiliation;
descent and succession; and the avunculate.

The topic of descent and ascribed group affiliation was raised in 1907 by Vin-
cent Scheil in a discussion of the use of the gentilic Unsakpera in some Acropole
texts from Susa. Scheil interpreted this term as “someone of the gens of Unsak” or,
more simply stated, “the Unsakian”* But since Unsak is a personal name rather
than a toponym, the term Unsakians did not denote the residents of a geographical
locale but rather “the people” of Unsak, in the sense of his descendants. This illus-
trates what Ridiger Schmitt termed the Propatronymikon—an ancestral name
derived from that of an eponymous ancestor that indicated tribal or lineage mem-
bership rather than filiation.* In 2002, Frangois Vallat suggested that Unsakpera,
while derived from a personal rather than a geographical name, designated mem-
bers of a nomadic tribe, the eponymous founder of which bore the name Unsak.”
We have no way of verifying the truth of this assertion, but it is clear that compa-
rable tribal designations current among the Chaldaean and Aramaean tribes of
southern and southeastern Babylonia in the first millennium BC did not apply
exclusively to nomadic groups.” Similarly, contemporary urban Babylonian kin-
groups organized by descent from an eponymous ancestor and called names like

21. Henkelman 2003, table 2.

22. Scheil 1907, 62, no. 68, line 11; 68, no. 79, line 4; and 128, no. 143, line 2.

23. Scheil 1907, 9.

24. Schmitt (2002, 364) wrote: “(wenn statt der Vatersangabe die Abstammung von einem friih-
eren Ahnen bezeichnet wird). Alternative Namenzusitze sind die Angabe der Sippenzugehérigkeit
(mittels Pluralgenetiv der Sippenbezeichnung) oder die der lokalen Herkunft (etwa des Wohn- oder
Geburtsortes).”

25. Vallat 2002.

26. Brinkman 1968.
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36 PROBLEMS IN THE STUDY OF ELAMITE KINSHIP

Sumu-lubsi and Egibi, after “the personal name of the lineage’s supposed ancestor,”
were certainly not nomads.”’

DESCENT AND SUCCESSION

A striking manifestation of descent as a justification for the right of succession is
found in the “Berlin Letter” Published in 1986 by the late Jan van Dijk,* this liter-
ary text from Babylon, of Neo-Babylonian date, purports to be a letter to the Kas-
site court from an Elamite king who was married to a daughter of the Kassite king
Meli-sipak (1180-72 BC). In it, the Elamite complains bitterly that, by virtue of his
descent, he should be seated on the Kassite throne. In the text, not all of which is
preserved, the writer, whom we may call Ego, enumerates at least four generations
of ancestors who had married Kassite princesses, identified not by name but as
“daughter of Kassite King X,” one of whom was a daughter of “the mighty King
Kurigalzu?” Thus, matrilineal descent from a long line of Kassite princesses and, by
extension, kings, coupled with patrilineal descent from four generations or more
of Elamite kings belonging to what has ex post facto been termed the “Igihalkid”
dynasty, after the presumed founder of the dynasty, Igi-halki, were invoked by Ego
to justify his claim to the Babylonian throne. “Why I, who am a king, son of a king,
seed of a king, scion of a king, who am king (?) for the lands, the land of Babylonia
and for the land of Elam, descendant of the eldest daughter of mighty King Kuri-
galzu, (why) do I not sit on the throne of the land of Babylonia?” he complains. “I
sent you a sincere proposal, you however have granted me no reply; you may climb
up to heaven [but I'll pull you down] by your hem, you may go down to hell, [but
I'll pull you up] by your hair! I shall destroy your cities, demolish your fortresses,
stop up your (irrigation) ditches, cut down your orchards, [pull out] the rings (of
the sluices) at the mouths of your (irrigation) canals,” he threatens.

Because of their well-known campaigns against Babylonia, either Sutruk-
Nahhunte or his son Kutir-Nahhunte have previously been considered the most
likely author of this letter. Recently, however, Susanne Paulus has suggested that the
writer was Kidin-Hutran II, whose Babylonian campaign in 1224 BC, recounted
in a text known as Chronicle P, resulted in the overthrow of Enlil-nadin-$umi, an
Assyrian puppet who had been installed by the Assyrian king Tukulti-NinurtaI fol-
lowing his defeat of Kastiliasu I about a year earlier. This illegitimate king’s occupa-
tion of the Babylonian throne, Paulus suggested, was the trigger for Kidin-Hutran’s
rage at having his rightful succession usurped by someone with no just claim to
kingship.” In 2017, Michael Roaf reassessed all of the data in the Berlin Letter,

27. Nielsen 2011, 1-2, with extensive bibliography.

28. Van Dijk 1986. The principal later studies on the letter are Goldberg 2004; Quintana 2010;
Paulus 2013; Potts 2016; and Roaf 2017.

29. For previous scholarship see van Dijk 1986.
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including alternate suggestions by Jeremy Goldberg.** Roaf concluded that contra-
dictions between Kassite and Elamite chronology and succession, as recounted on
the Silhak-In$usinak stele, were irreconcilable but could be attributed to the fact
that the Berlin Letter is a literary rather than historical work. For my purposes,
however, it is still significant, for the Berlin Letter offers a perfect example of what
the American anthropologist G. P. Murdock termed “double descent”—that is, “a
combination of matrilineal and patrilineal descent, the two modes of affiliation
being followed concurrently” In such cases. Murdock continued, “there are neces-
sarily at least two coexistent and intersecting sets of kin-groups—lineages, sibs, or
moieties—the one matrilineal and the other patrilineal”*' Moreover, the data pre-
sented in the Berlin Letter is precisely the opposite of the “genealogical amnesia,’
to borrow Clifford Geertz’s phrase,* that is often deployed to fabricate or falsify
alliances and descent groups.” Rather, notwithstanding its literary character and
Roaf’s comments, the text deploys descent in an unambiguous fashion to justify
the writer’s claim to rightful succession.

THE AVUNCULATE

The third aspect of descent to be discussed here is the avunculate, a topic that has
loomed large in the study of Elam since the late nineteenth century. The Dutch
scholar Jan N. Bremmer referred to the avunculate as the “more cordial, affec-
tionate relationship between the mother’s brother . . . and the sister’s son.”** The
convoluted history of its treatment in Elamite studies began even before the first
discovery of cuneiform tablets at Susa. In 1884, Theophilus G. Pinches, the great
British Museum cuneiformist of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
published a discussion of a text known as Babylonian Chronicle 1. There we read,
“In the fifth year of Merodach-Baladan [II, i.e., 717 BC], Ummaniga$ [Huban-
nika3 I], king of Elam, died, and was succeeded by Istar-hundu [Sutruk-Nahhunte
I1], his sisters son”®

More evidence of relevance appeared when Scheil published several texts
from Susa, in one of which the late second millennium BC, Middle Elamite ruler
Humban-numena was identified as sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 39m). The extant
Elamite royal inscriptions, most particularly a large, fragmentary stele of Silhak-
In$usinak’s (c. 1155-25 BC) excavated at Susa in 1902 and known as EKIT 48, identify

30. Goldberg 2004.

31. Murdock 1940, 555, 557.

32. See Geertz 1964.

33. As Digard (1987, 18) noted, “genealogical amnesia” is a device deployed in the ex post facto
fabrication of alliances, affiliations, and political regroupings justified in terms of descent.

34. Bremmer 1976, 65.

35. Pinches 1884, 199. Full references for what follows are found in Potts 2018a.

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:07 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



38 PROBLEMS IN THE STUDY OF ELAMITE KINSHIP

no fewer than eleven rulers in the sukkalmah period (early second millennium
BC) as “sister’s son of PN”:%

Idaddu [, sister’s son of Hutran-Tepti (EKI 48)
Attahusu, sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 48; UAA 191)
Kuk-Kirwas, sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 38)
Sirukduh 1, sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 48)
Siwepalarhuhpak, sister’s son of Sirukduh (EKI 3 and 48)
Kuduzulus, sister’s son of Sirukduh (UAA 195)
Temti-Agun, sister’s son of Sirukduh (UAA 196)
Kuk-Nasur II, sister’s son of Temti-Agun, sister’s son of Silhaha (UAA 198;
EKI 38a)

9. Sirukduh II, sister’s son of Kuk-Nagur II (UAA 199)
10. Temti-halki, sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 48; UAA 200)

11.  Kuk-Nasur IV, sister’s son of Tan-Uli (EKI 48)

PN VR R Dd e

In the later second millennium BC, during the Middle Elamite period, only
Humban-numena was identified as sister’s son of Silhaha (EKI 39m), while in the
early first millennium BC, during the Neo-Elamite period, as shown by Pinches,
only Sutruk-Nahhunte IT was called sister’s son of Huban-Nikas 1.7

The sister’s son has been a figure of special significance all over the world, from
antiquity to the modern day. Had Pinches or Scheil looked into the extensive lit-
erature on this topic already available in their lifetimes, they would have found
ample evidence of this phenomenon and simply added Elam to the long list of
cultures in which the sister’s son enjoyed preferential status. Unfortunately, this
was not the case. Rather, the course of the discussion of this topic was completely
distorted in 1926 by F. W. Konig, who alleged that the sister’s son in Elam was
the male offspring of a sibling marriage between the Elamite ruler and his bio-
logical sister.’® The fundamental logic or illogic followed by many of the scholars
who have written on this topic may be reduced to three simple propositions: first,
Elamite royal inscriptions identify more than a dozen kings (noted above) who are
identified by the epithet “sister’s son of X”; second, as “normal” royal succession
“always” passes from father to son, the sister’s son must have been a son born of a
king’s own sister—that is, a product of incestuous sibling marriage; and third, the
stipulated filiation from a female, identified as the presumed previous ruler’s sister,
implies matrilineal succession.

36. Taken from Soldt 1990, 587.

37. Grayson 1975, 75; Pinches 1884, 199.

38. Konig 1926a. Cf. Konig 1964. See also Vallat 1996, 300: “fils que le roi NP a eu avec sa propre
sceur”” Cf. Frandsen 2009, 123: “the son whom the king had with his own sister” Waters (2006, 502)
even invoked incest as the root cause of the health problems (stroke, mysterious death) suffered by
several Neo-Elamite kings who were brothers—that is, Huban-haltas II, Urtak, and Teéumman. Gorris
(2014, 74) showed, however, “that Huban-haltash II died of a natural cause and that Urtak & Tepti-
Huban-Inshushinak I [Teumman] were most likely murdered.”
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FIGURE 7. Hanni and his family in the rock relief of Eskaft-e Salman II (photo: courtesy of
Javier Alvarez-Mon).

Fundamentally, as the comparative study of political institutions around the
world quickly demonstrates, the assumption that succession naturally passes
from father to son is a completely ethnocentric notion. This flawed assumption,
exacerbated by a complete indifference to and ignorance of the large body of lit-
erature on the historical importance of the sister’s son, spawned the theory of
incestuous, brother-sister marriage between Elamite rulers and their sisters. Yet,
although Francois Vallat could not conceive of an Elamite monarch willingly
ceding succession to his sororal nephew rather than his biological son,* and Wal-
ther Hinz considered “Geschwisterehe” a defining characteristic of the Elamite
state,* these views are completely unsupported by the evidence. There is nothing
in the phrase “sister’s son” that justifies an assumption of incest; in fact, before the

39. Thus, to paraphrase Vallat (1996, 300), it would seem at the very least curious for a rich and
powerful man to favor his nephews at the expense of his children, above all in the Orient, where, to
this day, the son embodies not only a form of insurance in old age for the parents but the guarantor of
their well-being in the hereafter.

40. According to Hinz (1964, 76), brother-sister marriage, levirate (see below), and a tripartite
division of authority defined Elam. Nothing like it ever existed on Earth, he believed. Wider reading
would have disabused Hinz of the mistaken belief that such institutions had never existed anywhere
on Earth but in Elam.
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Achaemenid period, there is no undisputed evidence of any royal incest in Elam.
The only possible exception to this statement occurs in a Neo-Elamite inscription
accompanying the rock relief of the local ruler (kutur) Hanni of Ayapir, son of
Tahhi, at Sekaft-e Salman IIIB, near Malamir (fig. 7).*' The text refers to Huhin
rutu Sutu hanik urina, which scholars have translated variously as “Huhin, his
wife-and-sister;** “my beloved sister-wife;”** and “my beloved spouse-sister”** The
Spanish Elamologist Enrique Quintana has suggested, however, that the expres-
sion rutu Sutu should not be understood as “spouse-sister” but rather as lawful or
true wife.*

In fact, if, as suggested above, the Elamite kinship system was classificatory
rather than descriptive, then the term sister may denote a potentially large array of
female relatives. Yet even a more literal understanding of the term need not imply
that Ego was the son of an incestuous union between a king and his biological
sister. Innumerable cases scattered widely in both time and space attest to the pref-
erential position enjoyed by the king’s sister’s son, both in royal succession and
in nonroyal cases of inheritance, around the world. Out of the abundant literary,
historical, and anthropological attestations of the sister’s son may be selected just
a few examples.

To begin with the extant body of Western literary evidence, Cti Chulainn,
Beowulf, Tristan and Parzival, to name just a few literary figures, are all identi-
fied as “sister’s sons” in the epics in which they appear. Critical studies by E J.
Gummere,* W. O. Farnsworth,*” C. H. Bell," T. J. Garbaty,* R. H. Bremmer,* and
T. O Cathasaigh® clearly demonstrate both how common and how important this
social category was in medieval Europe. Moving from the realm of literature to his-
tory, we find many examples of sister’s sons enjoying special status. In the kingdom
of Ellipi, just to the north of Elam in what is today Luristan, two brothers, Nibé and
Agpabara, who were the sons of the sister of king Dalta, disputed the succession
to the throne upon Dalta’s death in 708/7 BC.** By contrast, Dalt&’s own son, Lutt,
was not considered a candidate for the succession. Roughly a thousand years later

41. EK176. For the relief and earlier bibliography, see Waters 2000, 82-85; and Alvarez-Mon 2019,
38, 44-46.

42. Stolper 1987-90, 278.

43. Glassner 1994, 222. Cf. Grillot 1988, 53n21: Huhin, spouse-sister, my beloved.

44. Cf. Hinz 1962, 112.

45. Quintana 2010, 52n40: “my beloved true wife”” Cf. Konig 1965, 161: Huhin, my chosen/beloved
lawful spouse. Soldt (1990, 588) queried whether Hanni was in fact married to his sister.

46. Gummere 1901.

47. Farnsworth 1913.

48. Bell 1922.

49. Garbaty 1977.

50. Bremmer 1980.

s51. O Cathasaigh 1986.

52. Fuchs 2003, 130.
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Charlemagne’s sister’s son Roland appears;” and in the early eighth century, the
Orkhon inscriptions honoring Kiil Tegin and his brother Bilgd Kagan were erected
by Yolig Tegin, their sister’s son.** Among the Picts, succession to kingship ran
through the sister’s son.*® Tancred, who took command of the First Crusade after
the capture of Bohemund of Antioch in the early twelfth century, was Bohemund’s
sister’s son.”® In India, the fifteenth-century Italian traveler Ludovico di Varthema
found that “the kings of Calicut appointed the sister’s son as heir to the throne,
being sure that they two were of the same blood,”” and, in fact, the uncertain
paternity of a king’s son—that is, the suspicion that the queen or king’s consort
had been impregnated by someone other than the king—is often invoked as an
evolutionary argument in favor of the preferential position of the sister’s son for,
even if a king could not be certain that he was the real father of a male child born
of his wife, the king always knew with certainty that the child of his sister was of
his own blood.*®

Among the vast number of ethnographic examples illustrating the importance
of the sister’s son that could be cited, just a few will be noted here. In 1811, the
French Orientalist Etienne-Marc Quatremére observed that, among the Bedja,
who lived in parts of what is today Eritrea, Sudan, and the eastern desert of Egypt,
succession passed from a chief to his sister’s son, and he went on to compare this
custom with what he had read in an unpublished manuscript entitled a “Relation
of What Passed in New-France, on the Great St. Lawrence River, In 1634, by the
Jesuit missionary Paul Le Jeune (1591-1664), who had observed the same prac-
tice among the Algonquin and Huron.” In 1877 the renowned nineteenth-century
American scholar Lewis Henry Morgan said of an Ojibwa chief who died around
1840: “His son could not succeed him. . . . The right of succession belonged to his
nephew, E-kw# -ka-mik, who must have the office. This nephew was a son of one
of his sisters”® Similarly, in the Delaware tribe, the son of a deceased chief was
disallowed from succeeding his father because “he was of another gens”—that is,
a consanguineous group descended from a common ancestor, distinguished by
name and bound by blood ties—as a result of which the chief “was succeeded by
his nephew . .. a son of one of the sisters of the deceased” chief, who was considered
to belong to the same gens.*" And similarly, in Fiji, as Lorimer Fison wrote to Mor-
gan in 1879, “My father’s sister is my mother and calls me her son, my mother’s

53. Farnsworth 1913, 199-200.

54. Ross 1930, 864.

55. Zimmer 1894, 218. Cf. Kornemann 1925, 357.

56. Tritton and Gibb 1933, 72, 74.

57. Cited in Farnsworth 1913, 232; and Garbaty 1977, 224.
58. Fortunato 2012, 494o0.

59. Quatremere 1811, 136n1.

60. Morgan 1877, 170-71n3.

61. Morgan 1877, 63.
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brother is my father, and calls me his son. And in that tribe the chief’s sister’s son
succeeds to the exclusion of the chief’s own son.”*2 Moreover, among the Trobriand
islanders, “The chief was succeeded by his sister’s son. His own son had no place in
the new dispensation—unless he was married into the new chief’s family. There-
fore as an infant he was betrothed to his father’s sister’s daughter, making him the
brother-in-law of the next chief”® The same was true throughout Melanesia, where
R. H. Codrington found that “succession to property of all kinds is regularly and
properly with the sister’s son”** While these examples could be multiplied many
times over, they suffice to demonstrate that, far from being an aberration occa-
sioned by royal sibling marriage, succession to high office and inheritance by the
sister’s son is a phenomenon attested in societies all over the world and in many
different periods. Just one final historical example should be mentioned though,
which, had more scholars paid attention to it, could have pointed the way toward
an understanding of the avunculate in Elam well over a century ago.

In his Germania (20.4), the Roman historian Tacitus (c. 56-120 AD) wrote,
“Sister’s children [Sororum filiis] mean as much to their uncle [avunculus] as to
their father, some tribes regard this blood-tie as even closer and more sacred
than that between son and father, and in taking hostages make it the basis of their
demand, as though they thus secure loyalty more surely and have a wider hold on
the family” In 1748 Montesquieu famously commented on this passage in book 18
of his De lesprit des lois. There he wrote that Tacitus’s remark explained the par-
ticular love that early Frankish kings had for their sisters and the children of their
sisters, such as Gunthram and his nephew Childebert,* who, according to Greg-
ory of Tours, were regarded as the king’s own children and the king’s wife as their
own mother.®® A few years later, in 1755, the French historian Jean-Philippe-René
de La Bléterie (1696-1772) published a translation and commentary on Tacitus
in which he asked, why, in certain Germanic city-states, a father gave preference
to his sister’s son rather than his own children. Was it because paternity is often
“equivocal,” as he put it? He went on to express no surprise that this should be the
case in Asia and Africa. But, in light of what Tacitus wrote about the sanctity of
marriage among the Germans, he was surprised to find preferential succession by
the sister’s son there, although he decided that perhaps not all Germanic societies
were as moral as the most noble ones described by Tacitus.”

In 1887, when the German ancient historian Hugo Winckler published his own
edition, together with J. N. Strassmaier, of Pinches’s Babylonian Chronicle 1, nam-
ing Sutruk-Nahhunte 1T as his uncle Huban-nika$ I's successor, he immediately

62. Stern 1930, 272-73.

63. Kuper 2008, 726.

64. Codrington 1889, 312.

65. Brehaut 1916, 212-13, bk. 9.20.
66. Montesquieu 1845, 243.

67. La Bléterie 1755, 162-64.
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thought of the Tacitus passage on the sister’s son, although he did not say this
at the time. Fourteen years later, in 1901, however, in his review of Scheil’s first
volume of Akkadian texts from Susa,®® which included inscribed bricks of Kuk-
Kirwas, Temti-halki, and Attahu$u in which the phrase “sister’s son of Silhaha”
appeared, Winckler drew his readers’ attention to the Tacitean passage on the
sister’s son. There, Winckler noted that he had first thought of the association
between the Elamite sister’s son and the passage in Tacitus when he edited the
Babylonian Chronicle with Strassmaier in 1887.% The new texts from Susa, Winck-
ler suggested, showed that the passage in the Chronicle was not an aberration and
justified drawing a parallel with Tacitus. Had Winckler’s insight been followed, we
should have been spared more than a century of scholarship invoking brother-
sister incestuous marriage in the misinterpretation of the sister’s son in Elam. Yet,
as we have seen, F. W. Konig’s salacious perspective captured more attention than
Winckler’s judicious approach.

There remain two outstanding questions, however, that must be addressed. The
first concerns the use of the epithet “sister’s son” by rulers who lived long after their
named uncle. It is entirely possible that Attahugu, the first Elamite to identify him-
self as Silhaha’s sister’s son, may actually have been Silhaha’s biological nephew.
But the Middle Elamite ruler Humban-numena, who also called himself “sister’s
son of Silhaha,” lived centuries later and was separated from Silhaha by the reigns
of at least eight kings. How can this be explained? Perhaps an insight from medi-
eval Germanic epic will be useful.

In 1922, Clair Hayden Bell noted that the terms for maternal uncle and nephew,
Oheim and neve, were sometimes applied “as complimentary titles of people who
bear no blood relationship to the speaker, and even more frequently . . . in the
sense of a distant relative in general.””® But in addition to establishing descent, such
an association may be a device to enhance the epic stature of Ego, as in Beowulf,
whose titular hero boasts of his famous kinsmen.” Similarly, an observation by the
American anthropologist G. P. Murdock is potentially enlightening with respect to
the “sister’s son” in Elam. Commenting on the matrilineages of the Bantu-speaking
Venda, documented by the British anthropologist H. A. Stayt, Murdock noted that
these “are linked primarily with the ancestor cult””> A reference to “sister’s son
of Silhaha” by a king who lived seven hundred years later than Silhaha may have
served a similar function—that is, to ally Ego with the charisma and heroic quali-
ties of an ancestor, whether biologically related or not, in order to confer a benefit

68. Scheil 1900.

69. Winckler 1901a, 449.
70. Bell 1922, 78.

71. Garbaty 1977, 228.

72. Murdock 1940, 555-58.
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on Ego, “a quasi-evolutionary, selective advantage out of all proportion to biologi-
cal reality””

The second question concerns the relationship of the epithet “sister’s son,” suc-
cession, and matrilinearity. This idea originated in Winckler’s review of Scheil’s
first volume of Akkadian texts from Susa mentioned above. There, Winckler sug-
gested that the status of the sister’s son in Elamite royal succession was a marker
of matriarchy and residual polygamy.”* Four years later Georg Hiising described
Elamite succession as matrilineal,” and in his influential, if flawed, 1926 article on
matrilinearity and succession in ancient Elam FE W. Konig interpreted ruhu Sak
as an epithet for male descendants of the female founder of the Elamite dynas-
tic line.”® In fact, “Elamite Matriarchy” formed an entire chapter in Ernst Her-
zfeld’s posthumously published collection of studies that appeared in 1968 as The
Persian Empire. Among the topics covered there were “Matrilinear Succession in
Elam,” “Matriarchal Family Excludes Brother-Sister-Marriage,” and “Adoption’
in Matrilinear Succession.””” Although he was critical of both Kénig and Koschaker,
the Soviet Azeri Orientalist Yusuf B. Yusifov maintained, in 1974, that in the early
second millennium BC, the “matrilineal principle of succession” had prevailed,
whereas in the Middle Elamite period, it was superseded by “the patrilineal prin-
ciple of succession.””® And as recently as 2018, Behzad Mofidi-Nasrabadi suggested
that the prominence of figures whom he interpreted as royal Elamite women on
early second-millennium BC cylinder seals “probably arises from the significant
social role of women in the Elamite community and could go back to a matrilineal
form of social organization often proposed for the early era of Elamite history.””
None of the Elamite evidence, however, demonstrates that Elam, in any period,
was a matriarchal society or observed strict matrilineal succession. Moreover, an
abundance of anthropological and literary evidence shows that the avunculate and
matrilinearity are not necessarily linked. Robert Lowie, for example, found “the
avunculate among patrilineal Melanesians, such as Torres Strait Islanders,”® and
H. A. Stayt noted that among the Bantu-speaking Venda, where the matrilineage
exerted “a stronger emotional and personal influence” on individuals than the
patrilineage did, “descent, succession, and inheritance” were all reckoned through
the father’s side.®' Similarly, in the twelfth-century romance Perceval le Gallois, by
Chrétien de Troyes, the male protagonists are “physically and politically supreme

73. Potts 2018a, 544.

74. Winckler 1901a, 449.

75. Hiising 1905, 250.

76. Konig 19263, 536.

77. Herzfeld 1968, 259-74.

78. Yusifov 1974, 331. For a different perspective, see Quintana 2016.

79. Mofidi-Nasrabadi 2018, 245.

80. Lowie 1918, 532. This point was also echoed by Oswald Szemerényi, albeit in the context of
Indo-European kinship terminology. See Szemerényi 1977, 184.

81. Stayt 1931, 185.
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... yet filiation” was reckoned “on the side of the woman.”*> We should also note,
as R. S. P. Beekes did in 1976, that the important passage in Tacitus’s Germania,
discussed above, while stressing the importance of the sister’s son, went on to say
that “a man’s own children are his heirs and successors, and there is no power of
bequest”®

THE LEVIRATE

The final topic to be addressed here is levirate marriage, not because it is some-
thing for which we have good evidence but simply because it has been identi-
fied since the early twentieth century as a characteristic of ancient Elam. In 1905
Scheil published a short dedication to the deity Manzat, inscribed on a stone door
socket, in which the Elamite king Hutelutu$-In$usinak identified himself as son
of Kutir-Nahhunte and Silhak-In3usinak.** When he published a full edition of
the text in 1911, Scheil suggested that Hutelutu$-Insusinak had identified one bio-
logical and one adoptive father, adoptive in the sense that if Kutir-Nahhunte and
Nahhunte-Utu were his biological parents, then following the death of his father,
Kutir-Nahhunte, Silhak-Insusinak became Hutelutus-Insusinak’s adoptive parent
by marrying the latter’s mother.® Kénig believed, however, that from a juridical
perspective, the marriage of a widow by the deceased’s younger brother was a form
of adoption.®

In 1933 the great Austrian comparative legal scholar Paul Koschaker became the
first scholar to classify Silhak-In$usinak’s marriage with his brother’s widow as a
case of levirate."” The locus classicus of the so-called law of levirate is Deuteronomy
25:5-6, which enjoins one brother, in the event of the death of another who is mar-
ried but childless, to “go in unto her, and take her to him to wife, and perform the
duty of an husband’s brother unto her. And it shall be, that the firstborn which she
beareth shall succeed in the name of his brother which is dead, that his name be
not put out of Israel”® It is important to recognize, however, that the biblical law of
levirate has a close parallel in the Middle Assyrian laws (§30), where we read that
in the event of the death of a married son, “the father who presented the bridal gift
[brideprice]”—that is, the widow’s father-in-law—if he “so pleases, he shall take

82. Nitze 1912, 299.

83. Beekes 1976, 45.

84. Scheil 1905 = EKI 65. Cf. the discussion at the beginning of this chapter.

85 Scheil 1911, 70.

86. Konig 1964, 226. Cf. Burrows 1940, 5. Michaelis (1786, 184) maintained, however, that levirate
was not a form of adoption. For a cross-cultural study of adoption see Goody 1969.

87. Koschaker 1933, 59. Cf. Koschaker 1935a, 72-73.

88. I quote here from the King James Version. For just a few of the many discussions of this text
published over the years, see Zschokke 1883, 125-26; Mielziner 1901, 54-58; Greenspahn 1994, 52-54;
and Volgger 2002.
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his daughter-in-law . . . and give her in marriage to his (second) son”® A similar
provision, though with extenuating ramifications,” appearsin the Hittitelaws, where
we read (§193), “If a man has a wife, and the man dies, his brother shall take his
widow as wife. (If the brother dies,) his father shall take her. When afterwards
his father dies, his (i.e., the father’s) brother shall take the woman whom he had”*!

The biblical evidence of levirate has been discussed for centuries. To cite just
a few of the many studies that are relevant to this subject, in the twelfth century,
the Sephardic philosopher Moses Maimonides (1138-1204) examined levirate
in his commentary on the Mishneh.”? In 1639, the law of levirate was discussed
by Johannes Buxtorf (1564-1629) in his Lexicon Chaldaicum Talmudicum et
Rabinicum,” and in 2009 Devora Weisberg published a book on the levirate in
ancient Judaism. In 1915 and 1916, respectively, the Indo-Iranian philologist and
rabbi Isidor Scheftelowitz and the American linguistic anthropologist Edward
Sapir both wrote at some length on the levirate. Scheftelowitz, on the one hand,
believed that the law of levirate in ancient Israel arose on “agro-political grounds”
to prevent the diminution of a family’s landholdings by a widow’s exogamous mar-
riage that resulted in her property passing to another family.** Sapir, on the other
hand, examined the institution and associated kinship vocabulary among the
Upper Chinook of Washington State and the Yahi or Southern Yana of Northern
California. He cited cases where the terms for paternal uncle and stepfather are
identical, as are the terms for a man’s brother’s son and a man’s stepson, or a man’s
brother’s daughter and a man’s stepdaughter. In fact, as Sapir reported, his Yahi
informant “made it perfectly clear that he himself looked upon the facts”—that is,
the kinship terms—“as simply another way of saying that it was customary for the
widow to marry her former husband’s brother and for the widower to marry his
former wife’s sister”* In contrast to Scheftelowitz, Max Weber argued that the levi-
rate was a response to the very real threat of the extinction of a tribe through the
death of its warriors and an attempt to ensure that a family was not left defenseless

89. Puukko 1949; Roth 1995, 164; Lafont 1999, 152n74.

90. Thus, Tylor (1889, 253) argued that “the word ‘levirate, from levir = husband’s brother, has
become the accepted term for this institution, but its sense must in most cases be extended to take in
a series of kinsmen, among whom the brother-in-law only ranks first.”

91. Hoffner, in Roth 1995, 236. Cf. Lafont 1999, 176~77 and note 20.

92. Pocock 1655, 55; Lewis 1725, 269—72; Fiirstenthal 1842, 32. Note Rowley (1947, 77), who stressed
that “while the later scholasticism of the Talmud may preserve some ancient traditions, it cannot be
implicitly trusted to throw light on customs which were already obsolete when the book of Ruth was
written, needing to be explained to the reader as customs that formerly held in Israel”

93. Buxtorf1639, 928, “Leviratio, Affinitas talis.”

94. Scheftelowitz 1915, 255. Cf. Westbrook 1991, 76-77: “We are of the opinion that all three bibli-
cal sources reflect an institution with a single legal object: to prevent extinction of the deceased title
to his landed inheritance”

95. Sapir 1916, 329-30.
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in the event of a husband or father’s demise.”® In contrast, Yusifov believed that
Silhak-In$uginak married his brother’s widow “in order to weaken . . . possible
claims to the throne,” presumably from a rival who interposed himself in the line
of succession such that “this marriage . . . was caused by . . . necessity, not by the
formal observation of the custom of levirate™”

To his credit, Scheftelowitz cited a wide range of ethnographic parallels to illus-
trate the widespread, if not necessarily uniform, application of the law of levirate.*®
It is unnecessary to delve too deeply into this material, but perhaps one example
from the Mota of Melanesia will show just why the custom, whether in its pur-
est form or in a variant involving a kinsman other than a younger brother of the
deceased, is so common. Among the Mota, as R. H. Codrington noted,

the Levirate obtains as a matter of course, so far as that a woman who has
become the widow of one member of a family connexion remains as the wife of an-
other member of the same. A wife is obtained by a certain payment, towards which
the near relations of the bridegroom, both on the father’s and mother’s side, con-
tribute; it is arranged, therefore, in case of death to which the member of the family
connexion it will be most convenient and economical that the widow should pass,
whether brother, uncle, or cousin of the deceased, of course of his own kin.”

And as Leslie White emphasized, “families became units in the cooperative pro-
cess as well as individuals. Marriages came to be contracts between families, later
between even larger groups. The individual lost much of his initiative in courtship
and choice of mates, for it was now a group affair” Thus, with both levirate and
its counterpart sororate, in which a deceased female’s sister marries her former
brother-in-law, White observed, “the group character of marriage is manifest.
Each group of consanguinei supplies a member of the other group with a spouse.
If the spouse dies, the relatives of the deceased must supply another to take his or
her place. The alliance between families is important and must be continued; even
death cannot part them”'®

The discussion of the levirate in Elam was prompted in large part by EKI 60 and
65, in which Hutelutu$-In$usinak identified himself as son of Kutir-Nahhunte
and Silhak-In$uginak. The evidence I have reviewed here shows that there is noth-
ing inherently implausible about the existence of the law of levirate in Elam, given
its attestation in the Hittite, Middle Assyrian, and Deuteronomic laws. Two points,
however, raise doubts about the use of Hutelutus-Insusinak’ stated filiation as evi-
dence of levirate in Elam. The first is the absence of evidence in earlier legal texts

96. See Hellmann and Palyi 1923, 47-48.

97. Yusifov 1974, 326.

98. Tylor (1889, 253) noted that “the levirate appears in its various forms among one hundred and
twenty peoples in my list, or about one in three in the world”

99. Codrington 1889, 308. Similarly, there are numerous variants of levirate in Africa that go
beyond the original biblical legal definition. See the papers in Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950.

100. White 1948, 425.
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from Susa!®!

of any reference to levirate marriage there. The second, more funda-
mental concern, arises from those texts in which Hutelutus$-In§usinak is identi-
fied as son of Sutruk-Nahhunte (his biological grandfather), Kutir-Nahhunte (his
paternal uncle), and Silhak-Inusinak (his biological father), not just of his puta-
tive biological (pater) and levir fathers. In view of everything said above about clas-
sificatory vs. descriptive kinship terms, we should be very wary of interpreting the
statement that Hutelutu$-In$usinak was literally or biologically the “son” of these
“fathers,” thereby automatically imputing the institution of levirate to the Elamites.
Until additional evidence becomes available, it would be prudent to reserve judg-
ment on the existence of the levirate in ancient Elam, particularly at Susa.

101 See Sadafi 2013; and Badamchi 2018a.

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:07 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



University of California Press

Chapter Title: Aspects of Kinship in Iranian Prehistory

Book Title: Aspects of Kinship in Ancient Iran

Book Author(s): D. T. Potts

Published by: University of California Press. (2023)
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/jj.6047947.7

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

@@@ This book is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). To view a copy of this license,

visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

University of California Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Aspects of Kinship in Ancient Iran

JSTOR

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:03 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



2

Aspects of Kinship in Iranian
Prehistory

As noted above, whereas social anthropologists can interview their informants,
archaeologists and ancient historians cannot. In one respect, this is an obvious
disadvantage. In another sense, however, it leaves the door wide open for specu-
lations that can be difficult to refute, debunk, or at least be shown to be implau-
sible, once enshrined in the literature. Given the absence of written sources, any
reconstruction of the social organization of the earliest sedentary societies in the
Near East, particularly in Iran, is always going to be speculative. Even at a biologi-
cal level, assuming human skeletal remains from cemeteries could be recovered
from which DNA could be extracted, or teeth were excavated which preserved
epigenetic traits to establish kinship,' we might be in a position to tell that people
were related, but this is to be expected in any relatively small community, and such
analyses would not tell us how they were related or what kind of kinship patterns
were present. Although Ernst Herzfeld claimed that “Back to prehistoric times
goes the fourfold graduation of Iranian social order into nmana- ‘house; vis- ‘clan;
zantu- ‘tribe; and dahyii- ‘people,”” we have no way of verifying this claim and, a
priori, it seems more likely that the pre- or non-Iranian groups inhabiting Iran in
prehistory were not organized according to the same principles as later Iranians
were, at least according to the Avesta. Nevertheless, some categories of finds from
Neolithic and Chalcolithic contexts (c. 8000-3500 BC) have been adduced in dis-
cussions of society and social relations, albeit in a rather oblique fashion, and these
provide us with our first material for examination here.

1. See, e.g., Alt and Vach 1991 for the method. For an illustration of the study of epigenetic traits
to identify relatedness among individuals in a Bronze Age collective burial in the Oman peninsula,
see Alt et al. 1995.

2. Herzfeld 1937, 937.
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14 ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY

APPROACHING THE SOCIAL ASPECT OF CERAMICS

Nonarchaeologists who have even a passing acquaintance with Near Eastern
archaeological literature dealing with some portion of the last eight or nine thou-
sand years are probably aware of the outsized significance of ceramics in the study
of the ancient Near East. The reduction of a mass of ceramic data, often compris-
ing thousands and thousands of broken pieces of pottery, coupled with tens of
thousands of both qualitative and quantitative observations on them, into a coher-
ent typology of forms and decorations that may be taken as the ceramic signature
of a site, and then compared with the ceramic signatures of other sites, is among
the primary aims of such studies. To say that work like this is labor-intensive, often
tedious, and frequently an end in itself is an understatement.

The difficulty, of course, arises in attempting to convert typological data into
social insights. When I was a student, a powerful reaction set in against the notion,
often derided as hopelessly simplistic, that pots equal people—in other words, that
the ceramic assemblage of a site, as a cultural signature, characterized the site’s
inhabitants and could be used to identify those people and chart their interac-
tions, trade, conquests, and movements through space and time. Deploying a sort
of neo-Boasian logic, it was argued that material culture, language, and “race,” by
which we might today say biological group affinity, varied independently of each
other.> Hence, people who belonged to linguistically and biologically different
groups, might still use similar material culture. Conversely, they might belong to
the same biological or linguistic group but use different sorts of material culture. The
warning was, therefore, clear: do not assume that a pottery style or assemblage,
by which we understand the totality of forms, decorative modes, and functional
categories in a site, stratigraphic unit, or region, was necessarily coterminous with
a discrete human social unit, whether a small village, a federation of clans and
families, or an entire nation.

Despite this sort of admonition, however, archaeologists have often found
it almost impossible to decouple a ceramic style or its regional distribution at a
series of contemporary sites, within a circumscribed area, from the notion of
a social group. For example, it may be tempting to conflate so-called Lapui pot-
tery, a fourth-millennium BC assemblage first identified on the Marv Dasht plain,*
with a concrete ancient community, even if modern archaeologists no longer use
labels based on the chief characteristic of the pottery of a region in a particular
period, like “the buff-ware culture,” or the “gray-ware culture” Nor would most
archaeologists today interpret the diverse wares present at a single site as evidence
of distinct “cultures” In the past, however, they did just that. For example, Don-
ald E. McCown (1910-85) suggested in 1942 that the “light-toned pottery” and

3. See, e.g., Boas 1940.
4. Sumner 1988.
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ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY 15

the “red ware” of Tappeh Sialk I “typify two different cultures”” In some cases,
such pseudosocial, group identifications were further refined and conceptualized,
for example, as tribes or part of a confederation of tribes, without even defining
just what a tribe is.° More commonly, however, the explicit characterization of
a ceramically-defined “group” as a band, lineage, tribe, clan, community, people,
and so forth is left unstated, even when the identification of a ceramic assemblage
or stylistic horizon with some form of human group is implicit.

In contrast, technological ascriptions are entirely justifiable, but whether or
not they translate into demographic “signatures” is another matter altogether.
Thus, for example, in 1965, when the late Robert H. Dyson Jr. identified an early
“software horizon” in Iran, he correctly highlighted the widespread occurrence of
a shared technology of pottery vessel construction by hand and of firing at low
temperatures,’ a technology later investigated by Pamela Vandiver, who called it
“sequential slab construction” because of the use of individual slabs of clay to build
up the body of a vessel.® Although Dyson scrupulously avoided conflating this
technocomplex with a “people;” some scholars discuss ceramic assemblages, even
such technologically defined types, as if they were living and breathing organisms
rather than expressions of particular makers and diverse human groups employing
a common technology. A particularly striking example of this is found in the work
of Donald E. McCown. When discussing period 14 at Tappeh Sialk, for example,
he wrote that “the red-ware culture began to influence the light-ware culture of
Siyalk I. .. [and] by the time of Siyalk II the red-ware culture was predominant
and had eliminated the use of light ware® In more recent scholarship, too, an
organismic analogy is sometimes implicit. Assemblages and styles may stand iso-
lated; they may integrate; they may hybridize, as if a process of ceramic natural
selection were at work, an unseen hand shepherding this material along over cen-
turies, even millennia. The fundamental difficulty, of course, is that archaeologists
are often capable of identifying and describing phenomena for which they can
offer no explanation. When explanations are proftered, however, it is incumbent
on us to consider whether they are either necessary or sufficient.

Following a time-honored practice in North American archaeology, some
ceramic assemblages, ware groups, or stylistic/decorative groups are named after
so-called type sites—that is, the sites where they were first recorded, or where they
were particularly well-represented, or after villages or towns close to those sites.
This approach is not universal in Iran, but some American archaeologists have
used it. These include Joseph Caldwell at Tal-e Iblis in Kerman province;'° Robert

5. McCown 1942, 2.

6. On the tribe as a political construct see the discussion in chaps. 3 and 4 below.

7. Dyson 1965, 217.

8. Vandiver 1987.

9. McCown 1942, 2.

10. See, e.g., Caldwell (1967, 114) for types such as Bard Sir Painted, Iblis Plain, Lalehzar Coarse, etc.
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16 ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY

H. Dyson Jr. at Hasanlu in the Urmia basin;"' Frank Hole, Kent V. Flannery, and
James Neely on the Deh Luran plain;'> and William M. Sumner at Tal-e Malyan in
the Marv Dasht plain of Fars. In the case of prehistoric Fars, for example, Sumner
suggested that “the presence of Jari, Kutahi, Bizdan, and possibly local styles in
Kazerun and Sarvestan implies a degree of cultural isolation in the plains of the
valleys of Fars””® On the basis of later research by the Mamasani Archaeological
Project, this view was queried by Lloyd Weeks and his coauthors, who pointed
to the presence, at some sites in the area, of shells from the Persian Gulf, copper
from the central Iranian plateau, obsidian from eastern Anatolia and southern
Armenia, and bitumen from Khuzestan or Iraq—all of which speaks against the
notion of cultural isolation.'* Moreover, they also stressed the fact that Kutahi ware
has been found near Shiraz, while Jalyan and Bizdan wares are attested in Fasa
and Darab. This, too, suggests anything but cultural isolation. But there is a fur-
ther line of inquiry raised by Sumner that I believe has been overlooked but may
prove productive.

It is a widely held belief that before pottery manufacture became industrial-
ized and potting became a full-time profession, it was situated physically in the
individual households of families, what Max Weber called the Hausgemeinschaft,"”
where pottery was made by and for one or more household’s own use. It need not
follow, of course, that, on a technical level, each household potter used perceptibly
different methods to fashion their pottery. On the contrary, at any given point in
time, within one region, there was probably always broad uniformity in manufac-
turing technique, with some measure of personal idiosyncrasy, experimentation,
or a desire to do things differently accounting for elements of regional variation.
Decoration, of course, varied as well. Within a community, there may have been
broad norms and mental templates on which potters based their designs, as well as
variation that reflected individual tastes, artistic ability, physical coordination, and
sensibility. Taken out of a community context, and compared with the products
of another village or kin-group, pottery styles may have seemed even more dis-
tinctive and distinguishable, not because potters tried consciously to express their
group identity but because the way they approached their work and the way in
which they had been taught by their kith and kin combined to produce a distinc-
tive potting signature. Hence, where different styles as defined by archaeologists
appear alongside each other—for example, in the same archaeological stratum or
series of strata at one site—I would interpret this not as a sign of isolation, as
Sumner suggested, but of the colocation of divergent styles made by individual

11. See, e.g., Voigt and Dyson (1992, 174-75) for types such as Hajji Firuz Ware, Urmia Plain,
Pisdeli Painted, etc.

12. See, e.g., Hole, Flannery, and Neely (1969, 116-22, 162-63) for types such as Jaffar Plain,
Khazineh Red, Memeh red-on-red, and Bayat Red.

13. Sumner 1977, 303.

14. Weeks et al. 2006, 20.

15. Hellmann and Palyi 1923, 41.
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ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY 17

potters in one community. The question is, what circumstances might lead to such
a situation?

Obviously, barter or exchange is one mechanism that could effect a spread of
stylistically distinctive pottery between communities, but in societies where goods
produced in the household stayed, for the most part, in the household, the appear-
ance of diverse styles in one and the same settlement might instead indicate the
presence of individuals from different communities, not because of trade and
exchange but because of marriage patterns. In other words, the practice of exog-
amy could create a situation in which diverse styles that show no apparent relation
to each other appear alongside one another at an archaeological site.

Reinhard Bernbeck queried precisely this sort of hypothesis thirty years ago
in his study of the Neolithic pottery from Qale Rostam in the Bakhtiyari moun-
tains, near modern Lordegan. As Bernbeck pointed out, three assumptions pre-
vailed in Americanist investigations of ceramic production and kinship: first, that
ceramic production was, in most cases, a female activity;' second, that the crafts
of pottery making and decoration were passed on from mother to daughter; and
third, that a unified ceramic assemblage, with respect to form and decoration over
time, implied that women (i.e., the makers of the pottery) remained in their origi-
nal settlements after marriage and did not move to those of their husbands, if in
fact exogamy was practiced. In other words, regardless of whether marriage was
endogamous or exogamous, if stylistic continuity characterized a site over a period
of decades or centuries, then residence was most probably matrilocal. To put it
another way, the ceramic repertoire of the site was reproduced by female potters
from generation to generation in the same locale."”

But for purposes of interrogating the more remote past, my concern is not so
much whether pottery was made by men or women. Rather, the main issue is
whether the ceramic assemblage of an archaeological site is stylistically, in form
and decoration, relatively homogeneous—that is, whether or not the decora-
tive patterns appear consistent within a particular design vocabulary. I raise this
because the situation at Tol-e Nurabad in western Fars, c. 6000 BC, for example,
evidences extreme variability (fig. 2)."® There, pottery that is enormously diverse,
from a decorative point of view, appears in the same stratigraphic and therefore
chronological context.

Such a situation could suggest exogamy. On one hand, if men made the pottery,
then this degree of diversity could imply that they went to live in the home vil-
lages or settlements of their wives—an exogamous, matrilocal residence pattern—
bringing with them their own suite of decorative patterns, which they painted on
pottery manufactured for household use. If, on the other hand, women made the

16. See Bernbeck 1989, 186. With respect to industrial-scale ceramic factories, in ancient Meso-
potamia, where these are attested in a wealth of cuneiform sources from the last century of the third
millennium BC (Ur III period), the potters were men. See, e.g., Waetzoldt 1970-71; Sallaberger 1996.

17. Bernbeck 1989, 188. Cf. Allen and Richardson 1971.

18. Weeks et al. 2006.
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18 ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY

FIGURE 2. Painted Neolithic pottery from Tol-e Nurabad in Fars, Iran. TNP 1432 (left) and
TNP 1480 (right). Photo by the author.

L

FIGURE 3. Painted Neolithic pottery sherd from Tol-e Nurabad in the hands of a modern
archaeologist with a clay object that may have been used to apply pigment. Photo by the author.

pottery, as seems more likely based on ethnographic evidence from around the
world, then the diversity seen at Tol-e Nurabad would imply that women went
to the home villages of their husbands, continued to make pottery for their new
households, and thereby introduced new decorative patterns (fig. 3). Marriage
may therefore have been exogamous and residence patrilocal. We may not be able
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ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY 19

to determine whether residence in a given prehistoric situation was patrilocal or
matrilocal, but the high degree of ceramic variation within an assemblage like that
of Neolithic Tol-e Nurabad strongly suggests an exogamous marriage pattern.

In 1971, William Allen and James B. Richardson III argued that the
determination of residence patterns from archaeological evidence was fraught
with difficulty. Indeed, in discussing a Pacific example, they cited the case of two
anthropologists studying the same community, and interviewing the same house-
holds, who came to diametrically opposed views on the question of whether resi-
dence in that community was patrilocal or ambilocal (i.e., mixed, in which some
married couples resided matrilocally while others resided patrilocally).'” They also
stressed the enormous divergence between ideal norms—what people say they
do—and what people actually do. They questioned “the assumption that one can
recover any uniformly prescriptive or preferential rules of residence”” In fact, they
suggested that, “given the multiplicity of obstacles that confront . . . archaeolo-
gists in their attempts to make meaningful statements about prehistoric kinship
systems, it seems justified to conclude that unless extremely detailed historic data
exists, the analysis of kinship is best left to the ethnographer”® All of this should
be heeded, and cautionary tales abound, but it is, at one level, irrelevant, in my
opinion, since the degree of variation seen in an assemblage like Tol-e Nurabad is
consistent with population admixture. So long as pottery production in the Neo-
lithic was a household activity, exogamy seems likely to have played a role in the
distribution of diverse ceramic styles within one community rather than aesthetic
sensibilities that varied wildly from household to household or intervillage and
interregional exchange.

In some situations, archaeologists working in Iran have suggested that some
painted decorative styles represent “hybrids”—that is, a fusion of two distinct tra-
ditions. This has been suggested in the case of pottery recovered in Chalcolithic
graves at Hakalan and Dum Gar Parchinah in the Pusht-e Kuh, Luristan. More
precisely, it has been suggested that “the hybrid style of some painted pottery ves-
sels, not found elsewhere, may not only be attributed to the practice of interre-
gional marriages; assuming women were active in pottery production, it also fits
nicely with the mobile characteristic of . . . migratory tribes”?' Setting aside for
the moment this reference to “migratory tribes,” of which there is no evidence
in this instance,? it is intriguing that, whereas I have just pointed to residence
patterns and exogamy as mechanisms that could account for the appearance of
utterly distinctive painted pottery types at a site, through the arrival of their mak-
ers, whether men or women, in the communities of their spouses, here hybridity
is interpreted as a possible result of exogamy. Furthermore, it has been suggested

19. Allen and Richardson 1971: 44—45.
20. Allen and Richardson 1971, 45, 51.
21. Alizadeh 2008, 18.
22. Potts 2014, 16-20.

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:03:03 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



20 ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY

that “if women were active potters or pot painters in prehistory . . . interregional
marriages in patrilocal societies certainly would lead to the spread of specific
pottery styles that in the course of time would become either diluted or would
undergo hybridization”? While this may, in theory, be possible, such an explana-
tion would require that a potter from an outside community adopted some of
the stylistic conventions of his or her new family or group and combined these
with his or her own conventional patterns. Certainly in the case of Neolithic Tol-e
Nurabad, hybridity is not the issue, but rather the colocation of completely differ-
ent styles in one and the same stratigraphic level, suggesting that, if potters from
outside communities changed their places of residence, they continued to make
pottery as they had always done and did not fuse the styles of their new home with
those of their traditional practice.

Regardless of how close to the mark or otherwise these speculations on ancient
pottery production in Iran may be, we cannot escape one obdurate fact, namely,
that the potters and painters of ancient Iranian ceramics will forever be anony-
mous. One qualification to this statement, however, is prompted by the widely
documented, if far from universal, practice of inscribing or painting so-called pot-
ter’s marks on pottery. Many years ago I undertook a study of the incised marks
on pottery from Tappeh Yahya as part of my dissertation. Shortly after I published
a paper on these,?* another study appeared by the French prehistorian Genevieve
Dollfus and the linguist Pierre Encrevé discussing painted potter’s marks on fifth-
millennium BC pottery from Tappehs Jaffarabad, Bendebal, and Jowi in Susiana.”

At the time, I was interested in the possibility that the potter’s marks of Tappeh
Yahya preserved some graphic similarities with so-called Proto-Elamite or Susa III
writing, attested at Susa and elsewhere, including Tappeh Yahya, which were
transmitted via Baluchistan to the Indus Valley, where similar signs were attested
in the Harappan script.”® This is not a suggestion to which I would adhere today;
in fact, if T were to reanalyze the potter’s marks of any ancient Iranian site now, I
would work from considerably different premises.

Many scholars have assumed that pottery was marked by prehistoric potters
prior to firing in communal kilns so that their products would be easily recog-
nizable and retrievable. As a corollary, some scholars have suggested that marks
made, whether painted or incised, after firing indicated ownership. In 1983, for
example, the late K. C. Chang pointed out that, at several sites in China, certain
potter’s marks were specific to particular areas within a site, leading him to suggest
that these were not the marks of potters but were rather “markers and emblems
of families, lineages, clans, or divisions of these”* This is analogous to the tamga

23. Alizadeh 2006, 26156.
24. Potts 1981.

25. Dollfus and Encrevé 1982.
26. See also Potts 1982.

27. Chang 1983, 85.
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used much later by steppe groups and Iranians, a subject treated in the final chap-
ter of this study. A somewhat similar explanation has been proposed for the marks
on Susiana pottery published by Dollfus and Encrevé and attested at Choga Mish
as well. Given that more than two hundred potter’s marks were found at Choga
Mish, it has been suggested that these were not the marks of individual potters but
rather marks that “indicated household or corporate groups who either had their
vessels baked in a common fire, or else identified their vessels in common storage
facilities, of which there is no evidence”?® This, however, seems highly unlikely. In
this regard, it is interesting that, in a wide-ranging review of nonindustrial ceramic
production around the world, the late Carol Kramer found that whereas “some
potters use identification marks . . . even in the absence of such marks, potters can
usually identify their own products and often those made by other potters in their
community as well,” while others “use identifying marks only when firing jointly
with another potter” Another type of marking, which probably did not obtain
in ancient Iran, at least in the prehistoric era, was the marking of pottery with the
name of a customer (i.e., a purchaser). This implies a market and professionaliza-
tion of pottery manufacture that only came about much later in time.

EXOGAMY IN THE PREHISTORIC RECORD

We turn now to another way in which ceramics in ancient Iran have been inter-
preted. Exogamous marriage patterns have also been invoked to account for the
geographical distribution of a single, largely homogenous and easily recognizable
category of ceramics: the so-called Bakun A pottery. Named after the Chalco-
lithic site of Tal-e Bakun near Persepolis (fig. 4), investigated in the spring and
summer of 1932 by Alexander Langsdorff and Donald E. McCown,* the Bakun A
ceramic assemblage, dating to the early fifth millennium BC,* is dominated by
a distinctive, well-fired, black-painted buffware. This, however, was not produced
in individual households. Rather, it was made by highly skilled potters who had
access to well-controlled kilns and were capable or replicating their products on
a reliable basis. Although it has been suggested that “interregional marriages, an
important factor in forging interregional alliances through kinship, could also
be considered as a contributing factor in the spread of some classes of pottery;*
in the case of the very fine Bakun A pottery, its spatial distribution, according
to one interpretation, corresponded to “the locations of summer/winter pas-
tures of the tribes of Qashqai, Bakhtiari, Khamseh, Mamasani and Boyr-Ahmadi

28. Alizadeh 2008, 10.

29. Kramer 1985, 82.

30. Langsdorff and McCown 1942.

31. Some of the best-dated deposits with classic Bakun pottery were excavated at Tol-e Nurabad.
These date to c. 4800-4000 cal. BC. See Weeks, Petrie, and Potts 2010, 257 and table 16.1.

32. Alizadeh 2006, 17.
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FIGURE 4. Tal-e Bakun A. Photo courtesy of Parse-Pasargadae Foundation Archive, ICHHTO,
Fars, Iran.

confederacies”; hence, Abbas Alizadeh argued that “nomadic tribes . . . dispersed
Bakun A culture over vast areas”

One wonders, of course, where these hypothetical nomads acquired the fine
Bakun A-type pottery they are alleged to have carried with them all over Fars,
since it has not been suggested that it was actually made by them. Nor is the use
of pottery characteristic of the very nomadic groups cited as models for fifth-
millennium behavior. The French anthropologist Jean-Pierre Digard, who lived
with and wrote extensively on the Bakhtiyari, noted that they used only containers
made from organic materials, such as wood, along with wool, skin, hair, and fleece,
whereas pottery was “totally absent” in their lives.**

SOCIAL ENDOGAMY?

The architectural and glyptic record at Tal-e Bakun has also prompted some schol-
ars to speculate on the practice of social endogamy at the site. It has been suggested
that “a change in social structure that we can barely see archaeologically, i.e., a
separation of kinship from economic and political considerations,” occurred at the
site, and that “the internally specialized nature of the settlement at Tall-e Bakun
A and the system of control exercised by some to limit access to certain parts of
the community is . . . indicative of the presence of at least two class-endogamous
strata”** Furthermore, in an effort to interpret the presence of sealings produced

33. Alizadeh 1988, 28.
34. Digard 1975, 120.
35. Alizadeh 2006, 17.
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by three different stamp seals in Building IV at the site, it has been argued that
“since Tall-e Bakun A was a prehistoric society in which kinship ties may still have
been strong enough to be a major factor in the workings of the socioeconomic
organization, it can be postulated that Building IV belonged to a father, who car-
ried Seal 1, and his two children, who carried Seals 3 and 5.°® We have here a series
of inferences that may be restated as follows: first, the social order at the site con-
sisted of two strata that were “class-endogamous,” by which one may assume that
marriage was restricted to members of one’s class and did not occur across the two
hypothesized “classes” of Bakun A society; and second, seal impressions produced
by three different stamp seals, found in one particular building, can be attributed
to a male and two of his children, whether male or female.

With respect to the first of these inferences, social-class endogamy is a well-
attested phenomenon. In his posthumously published Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Max
Weber identified class endogamy—a situation in which daughters from élite clans
married only their social equals—as one of the factors that contributed to the
breakdown of the patriarchal Hausgemeinschaft.’” More recently, as van Leeuwen
and Maas noted, “social endogamy refers to marrying within the same class—and
thus assumes the existence of a limited number of discrete classes—while social
homogamy refers to marrying someone of approximately the same status—and
thus assumes the existence of a continuous status scale”® One doesn’t need to
have seen Downton Abbey or read Anthony Trollope or Jane Austen to be able
to conjure up many examples of both social endogamy and social homogamy. But
as van Leeuwen and Maas correctly observed, the assumption of discrete classes is
integral to the concept of social endogamy, and it surely stretches credulity to infer
the existence of two social classes at Tal-e Bakun A simply because someone sealed
off the door of a storage room, thereby implying that some individuals had access
to its contents while others did not.

Equally suspect, moreover, is the above-cited inference about seal ownership.
The assumption was based on the recovery of sixty-three door sealings in Building
IV, the impressions of which were made by three different seals. Of these, Seal 1
accounted for thirty-six sealings, Seal 5 for fifteen, and Seal 3 for twelve.*® Any infer-
ence about a potential familial relationship between the owners or, rather, users
of these three seals must confront a significant chronological consideration. In
fact, the recovery of these sealings in one archaeological “horizon” at Tal-e Bakun
A by no means indicates that they were all produced and used contemporaneously,
particularly as the horizon in question has been dated to a four-century-long

36. Alizadeh 2006, 88.

37. See Hellmann and Palyi 1923, 58: “Der Bruch erfolgte durch die stindische Endogamie, indem
vornehme Sippen ihre Tochter nur an Gleichgestellte verheirateten”

38. Van Leeuwen and Maas 2005, 1.

39. Alizadeh 1988, table 1; Alizadeh 2006, table 31.
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period, from 4500 to 4100 BC.* Thus, many alternative scenarios could be
invoked to account for the presence of sealings from three different seals in one
building (Building IV). The seals could have all belonged to one individual who,
in the course of a lifetime spanning decades, used three different seals, either suc-
cessively or concurrently. Alternatively, they could have belonged to three indi-
viduals, whether united by kinship ties or unrelated, who were responsible for the
building in three successive centuries. Theoretically, ownership or stewardship of
the building may have changed hands multiple times during the 400 year occupa-
tion of Tal-e Bakun A, and multiple generations may have separated the users of
each seal. These are just a few of the considerations that must be considered in
seeking to understand seal ownership at Tal-e Bakun.

NEOLOCAL RESIDENCE

In addition to patrilocal and matrilocal residence, another pattern not yet con-
sidered in this discussion is neolocal residence—that is, the situation in which a
man and wife move away from their parental homes and natal villages and estab-
lish an entirely new residence. This raises an intriguing point about archaeological
site formation that is often overlooked. Archaeologists are very familiar with the
concept of virgin soil—that is, the ground surface on which the initial occupation
of a settlement occurred—but we are not generally in the habit of considering
the demographic implications of that first occupation of a site, which may in fact
imply a neolocal residence pattern in the sense that the human actors involved
had to have come from somewhere else before settling on virgin soil. The popula-
tion implications are unclear, however, and need not necessarily reflect population
growth and the fission of a preexisting settlement, with some inhabitants moving
away to found a new one. As Arnold Wilson observed in 1908, “the Persian habit
of deserting villages and houses, and of rebuilding houses, when necessary, upon
new sites, is too well known to require mention

A new settlement or resettlement, of course, need not only occur at the start of
a site’s life. Archaeological sites are routinely abandoned, sometimes permanently,
but often for an interval of time ranging from months or years to centuries or even
millennia. The underlying causes of such periodic abandonments are many and
varied, and in the premodern era we generally have few indicators, apart from
signs of past earthquakes or paleoclimatic data suggesting drought, that would
have induced the inhabitants of one site to leave it and establish residence else-
where.”? In the nineteenth-century literature, however, vivid descriptions of set-
tlement abandonment caused by cholera epidemics, plague, war, drought, and

40. Alizadeh 2006, 5. Previously the Bakun A phase had been dated to 4100-3700 BC. See
Alizadeh 1988, 17.

41. Wilson 1908, 157.

42. See, e.g., Berberian et al. 2012, 2014.
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famine exist.** These phenomena undoubtedly played a role in the remote past
as well, not only drastically reducing populations periodically but causing major
demographic shifts as some groups left their homes to establish new ones from
scratch, while others joined existing settlements, swelling their numbers, and still
others resettled on top of previously abandoned, unoccupied settlements. Neolo-
cal residence patterns probably lurk behind some of the frequent stratigraphic and
architectural discontinuities observed by archaeologists, for instance in the case
of architecture built on a completely different orientation to that beneath it follow-
ing a period in which a site had lain abandoned.

DETECTING DOWRIES ARCHAEOLOGICALLY

A further, marriage- and hence kinship-related feature has also been invoked in
discussing the prehistoric cemeteries of Hakalan and Dum Gar Parchinah exca-
vated by the late Louis Vanden Berghe. In an effort to understand the distribution
of diverse objects found in the tombs there, it has been suggested that “such objects
(at least some of them) may have been part of the ‘dowries” acquired through inter-
regional marriages, an important factor in forging inter-regional alliances through
kinship”* To the best of my knowledge, neither dowry nor brideprice have else-
where been invoked as mechanisms that could account for the spatial distribution
of material culture in ancient Iran, although they have been in Mesopotamia.”” As
such, these are interesting concepts to consider here.

“Dowry,” as Jack Goody and Stanley Tambiah noted half a century ago,
“can be seen as a type of pre-mortem inheritance to the bride”* A dowry was
traditionally given from father to daughter, without intermediaries taking a share.
The evolutionary anthropologist Laura Fortunato and her colleagues have noted
that “in monogamous societies characterized by uneven resource distribution . . .
parents can increase their inclusive fitness by securing a high-status husband for
their daughters” As a result, “forms of female-biased parental investment such as
dowry are more common in these societies than elsewhere”®” Like bridewealth or
brideprice—the transfer of wealth by the bridegroom and his family to the bride
and her family—the movement of goods as dowry with a woman in a patrilocal
situation could certainly, after a woman’s death or the death of her descendants
and heirs, result in the appearance of what might be considered foreign items,
particularly jewelry (earrings, finger rings, or torques), in the grave.” But many
items in ancient Mesopotamian dowries, on which we have written records from

43. See, e.g., Potts 2014, 305-7 with refs.
44. Alizadeh 2008, 18.

45. See, e.g., Brereton 2016, 204.

46. Goody 1973, 1.

47. Fortunato et al. 2006: 356.

48. Roth 1989/1990, 2, 17-19, 33.
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26 ASPECTS OF KINSHIP IN IRANIAN PREHISTORY

the third through the first millennium BC, were made of perishable materials and,
consequently, have left no trace archaeologically. These include various items of
clothing and other textiles, leather bags, reed baskets, and animal-hide rugs, not to
mention wooden tables, chairs, chests, beds, combs,* and spoons, as well as slaves
and oil.*® Moreover, in some cases land—a field or a date grove—constituted part
of a bride’s dowry.’" In other cases, however, items that would have been useful,
if not absolutely essential, seem never to have typically formed part of a woman’s
dowry. As Stephanie Dalley noted in discussing Old Babylonian dowries in Mes-
opotamia of early second-millennium BC date, “Although the basis of a dowry
was to provide the needs of a domestic woman, none of these dowries include
knives. . . . Mirrors also are not found. . . . A sieve . . . is not found. . . . Not every
woman took spindles or a loom to the new house”*

In thinking about the archaeological correlates of dowries, however, we must
remember that the diffusion of goods could also be effected in other ways. As the
Dutch Assyriologist Marten Stol noted, “as early as the betrothal some or all of
the dowry would be made over to the man,” a practice that could result in the
appearance of what were originally dowry objects in both male and female graves.
Similarly, the law code known as the Laws of Lipit-I$tar ($24), dated to the nine-
teenth century BC, stipulates that the dowry of a man’s second wife could only be
inherited by that woman’s children, not those of the first-ranking wife,* thereby
potentially effecting the even wider dispersal of goods into the graves of both
male and female descendants of the mother. Moreover, according to the Codex
Hammurabi (§162), a woman’s dowry became the property of her children upon
her death and reverted neither to the woman’s father who had originally given it
nor to her husband.” We should note, however, that the payment of brideprice or
bridewealth by a man’s family to his bride-to-be and her family could have had a
similar long-term effect to a dowry—that is, shifting material from one commu-
nity to another. This will not necessarily be discernible archaeologically, however,
particularly in societies where a great deal of wealth may take the form of herds,
slaves, or land, all of which are attested as brideprice.” Be that as it may, the cases

49. Wicks (2019, 195) has suggested that the “combs and multiple mirrors” in tomb JuT1 at Jubaji
of Neo-Elamite date may have included “dowry items.”

50. Stol 2016, 19; Dalley 1980, 57, 60, 61; Wunsch 2005, 376; Wunsch 2007, 244-45.

51. Wunsch 2005, 371-74.

52. Dalley 1980, 55-56. Compare what Soheila Shahshahani wrote about the Mamasani of western
Fars: “Women are at the centre of making a household take its particular identity. This is done by the
most basic necessities of a household. . . . The dowry of a woman contains the goods which make a
house a Mamassani one” (Shahshahani 2003, 93).

53. Stol 2016, 134.

54. Roth 1995, 31.

55. Roth 1995, 112.

56. Stol 2016, 118.
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of Dum Gar Parchinah and Hakalan are particularly ill-suited to a discussion of
dowry, or any kind of property transfer, because although twenty prehistoric buri-
als were excavated there, not a single one has been sexed. We can hardly discuss
an institution like dowry when we have no idea whether any of the interments at
Dum Gar Parchinah and Hakalan were in fact those of females. Moreover, with the
possible exception of some inscribed objects, foreign objects acquired originally as
bridewealth or dowry are probably impossible to distinguish from those obtained
through barter or exchange. Tempting as it might be to talk of dowry in the fifth
millennium BC, many obstacles stand in the way of an intelligent assessment.””

A FEW WORDS ON THE NOTION OF “TRIBE”

The last topic to be treated here is the tribe as a social construct. As noted above,
some scholars have invoked nomadic tribes as the agents of the dispersal of Bakun
A culture “over vast areas” and asserted that “we can reasonably demonstrate the
presence of nomadic tribes”® Nor is such a mechanism limited to Fars, where
Tal-e Bakun is located. Rather, in discussing ceramic parallels between sites in
the Diyala, the Jabal Hamrin, and the Pusht-e Kuh regions of late fourth and early
third millennium BC date, it has been suggested that these were the “result of a
coalition and close contact among the mobile pastoral tribes in this region”** Let
us look at the term tribe, particularly in view of the fact that scholars who invoke
tribes and draw parallels with modern groups like the Qasqa’i and the Bakhtiyari,
rarely if ever define the term.

Although few of my colleagues not concerned with cuneiform law would begin,
in the first instance, with the notion of Hausgemeinschaft, literally a house and
the land appertaining to it, whether communally owned and worked or not, of
a single family,** in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, this is more or
less what most of us probably have in mind when thinking about the smallest
unit of social organization in Neolithic and Chalcolithic Iran. Even if the evidence
from Tal-e Bakun does not warrant the assumption of social classes, other sites
bear witness to significant disparities in wealth. In the fifth millennium BC cem-
etery at Tol-e Chega Sofla on the Zohreh plain, excavated by Abbas Moghaddam,*'
rich offerings were found in some graves. These included alabaster vessels; seals;
copper-bronze weaponry, vessels, disks, and beads; and gold rings, beads, and
disks. Cranial modification was also attested, and although we do not know what
this means, and whether or not it was a status marker, it was clearly a sign of

57. For bridewealth in the later Sumerian sources see Greengus 1990.
58. Alizadeh 1988, 28.

59. Alizadeh 2010, 371.

60. Koschaker 1933, 72n1.

61. Moghaddam 2016, 2018, 2020.
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distinction.® Differential access to wealth, as evidenced by smaller and larger
multiroomed houses or movable property—we can know nothing of land owner-
ship or herd size—is reasonable to assume given the pronounced variability in
mortuary assemblages. But it is important to recognize that all of this evidence
pertains to sedentary communities. And thus the question must be asked: where
do tribes fit into this discussion?

In his classic study Nomads of South Persia, the Norwegian anthropologist
Fredrik Barth described the tribe (il) as an agglomeration of descent groups or sec-
tions (tira). These in turn were made up of herding units, usually two to five tents,
or families, which banded together and had “freedom of association” on migra-
tions and at campsites comprising ten to forty herding units.®® In a sense, the tent of
the nomad offers a parallel to Weber’s Hausgemeinschaft. Writing on the origins
of the Basseri, Barth noted that, according to their own oral tradition, they had
coalesced out of two distinct groups: the Weis, who originated in Khorasan, and
the “Ali Mirzai, who believed they originated locally, in Fars. Yet some sections
had different traditions, claiming Qa$qa’i and even Arab descent.** The fact that
tribes are not necessarily composed of genetically related, linguistically homoge-
neous groups that originated in one area and sprang organically from a kin-related
set of people recalls the late Pierre Oberling’s definition of Turkic tribes. “Tribe,” he
wrote, “is a political rather than an ethnic concept. A ‘tribe’ is a group of families,
or clans, whose only bond is their pledge of allegiance to a common chief. . . . Indi-
vidual tribes tended to be ephemeral,” he noted, whereas “the tribal system itself
displayed great resilience”® Scholars who have invoked the existence of tribes in
prehistoric Iran have failed to articulate any details in their conception of what
a prehistoric tribe might have looked like, but underlying their discussions is an
unstated tenet corresponding to a broad social dichotomy that can be stated suc-
cinctly: sedentary communities had one kind of social structure, whatever that
may have been, whereas putative nomads were organized as tribes. Given our cur-
rently available range of data from later Iranian prehistory, it is difficult, albeit not
to say impossible, to see how one might discern those societal features that, for a
Barth or an Oberling, characterize tribes in prehistory. Moreover, it is clear, from
historical studies of Kurdish tribes, that not all tribes were nomadic; some were
sedentary.® Whether they had originally been nomadic is beside the point. The
question is, can tribal social structure, if by that we mean divisions into descent
groups and sections, as well as loyalty to a chief, be maintained in a sedentary

62. For the phenomenon more broadly in prehistoric Iran—for example, at Ganj Dareh, Ali Kosh,
Tepe Abdul Hosein, Choga Sefid, Choga Mish, and Seh Gabi—see Daems and Croucher (2007);
Croucher (2010); and Lorentz (2010).

63. Barth 1961, 22, 25, 38.

64. Barth 1961, 52.

65. Oberling 1964, 98.

66. Sykes 1908, 453, 458-59; Soane 1914, 42, 109, 172, 223, 382.
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situation? The answer seems to be most definitely yes. That sedentism and tribal-
ism are not incompatible concepts is well-illustrated elsewhere in the Near East—
for example, in Yemen, where, as the late Robert B. Serjeant used to stress, “Tribes-
men living in an urban situation could do so for generations without losing their
tribal status”” Whether the population of Tal-e Bakun A or any other prehistoric
community in Iran was organized in a way that might resemble the later tribes of
Iran is impossible to say. We have too little data to discern quarters in settlements,
a feature often associated with settled tribes living in towns and cities. Moreover,
most of the material culture commonly recovered in excavation—mudbrick archi-
tecture, ceramics, groundstone, personal ornaments, seals—is simply unsuited to
the differentiation of tribal from nontribal social structure. The prudent approach,
as I have tried to follow in assessing the likelihood of nomadism in prehistory,
is surely not to project a form of social organization onto a prehistoric situation,
whether in Iran or anywhere else in the world, for which the evidence simply
doesn’t exist. Descent groups almost certainly existed in Iran’s earliest sedentary
communities, but their precise character remains elusive.

67. Lewcock 1986, 37.
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Money Is to the West What Kinship
Is to the Rest

I chose to focus on kinship and social organization in the Yarshater Lectures
because I am fundamentally interested in the interactions of people in antiquity,
much more so than in the plans of their houses or the temperature at which their
pottery was fired. To be sure, there is a considerable body of studies that examines
individuals in relation to Elamite law;' the institution of levirate marriage;* the
sister’s son in Elamite royal titulature and succession;’ matrilinearity in Elam;*
the Achaemenid tribes;> Achaemenid, Parthian, and Sasanian noble families;® the
social and economic position of women;’ marriage in Iranian late antiquity;® and
the question of incest and close-kin marriage more generally.’ I will touch on
many of these topics because there is yet more to be said on them. Studies explic-
itly devoted to kinship systems, in contrast, are notably few and far between.!
Yet, as the American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins observed in 1976, “money
is to the West what kinship is to the Rest”"! Even though this was a very glib,

1. See, e.g., Cuq 1931; Koschaker 1932, 1934, 19353, 1935b, 1936b, 1941; Scheil 1939; Klima 1963;
Koro$ec 1964; Oers 2013; Badamchi 2018a, 2018b, 2019.

2. Yusifov 1974; Grillot 1988.

3. Glassner 1994; Quintana 2010; Potts 2018.

4. Konig 1926a; Koschaker 1933; van Soldt 1990.

5. Von Gall 1972; Briant 1990.

6. Neuhaus 1902; Christensen 1907, 1936; Konig 1924, 1926b; Herzfeld 1937; Jones 1996; Pourshari-
ati 2008; Maksymiuk 2015; Hyland 2018; Orlov 2018.

7. Keiper 1879; Neuhaus 1902; Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1983; Larson 2006; Brosius 2010; Carter 2014;
Matsushima 2016.

8. Gray 1915; Hjerrild 2003; Macuch 2007; Daryaee 2013.

9. Sanjana 1888; Cumont 1924; Kénig 1964; Bigwood 2009; Frandsen 2009; Macuch 2010;
Skjeerve 2013.

10. Perikhanian 1970; Herrenschmidt 1987; Macuch 2003, 2017.

11. Sahlins 1976, 216.
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2 MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST

almost tongue-in-cheek, throwaway line, Sahlins’s observation encapsulates the
widely perceived difference in the standing of kinship in Western vs. non-Western
societies and the underlying assumption, whether justified or not, that so-called
“traditional” societies are more tightly bound by ties of kinship than Western,
industrialized ones. Although I think this dichotomy is far too reductionist, I am
not concerned here with modern social formations but with ancient Iranian ones.

SOME PRELIMINARY THOUGHTS
AND CLARIFICATIONS

Traditionally, the study of kinship has been the domain of social anthropologists
and sociologists who, unlike archaeologists and ancient historians, can actually
interview informants. Kinship is far more deceptive than it might seem at first
glance, for it is less about determining the identities of an individual’s biological
relationships than it is about revealing and appreciating socially constructed ones.
As A. R. Radcliffe-Brown noted in 1950, “Two persons who are kin are related in
one or other of two ways: either one is descended from the other, or they are both
descended from a common ancestor.” But descent is first and foremost “the social
relationship of parents and children, not . . . the physical relation”'? The impossi-
bility of speaking to those whose kinship categories and systems we might wish to
study has undoubtedly dissuaded many historians, philologists, and archaeologists
from devoting much time to the topic. Yet there is plenty of evidence in the ancient
sources of kinship relations in different ancient Iranian settings, as I will show, and
this evidence makes sense only when it is treated like any other body of ethno-
graphic data and interpreted in light of the innumerable anthropological studies
that have been published in the course of the past 150 years, notwithstanding the
objections of some scholars in the past who explicitly and almost proudly avowed
an unwillingness to consult relevant anthropological literature for insights into
ancient kinship systems. To cite just one example here: in 1926, a year in which the
likes of Ruth Benedict, Franz Boas, R. B. Dixon, Melville J. Herskovits, Alfred L.
Kroeber, Ralph Linton, Robert H. Lowie, Bronislaw Malinowski, Margaret Mead,
Elsie Clews Parsons, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, and a host of other extraordinarily
important social anthropologists were active, Friedrich Wilhelm Konig (1897-1972;
fig. 1) had the temerity to proudly declare, in a study of alleged Elamite matri-
linearity, that he had intentionally resisted any impulse to draw ethnographic
parallels with other cultures that might bear on the issue, for he believed it neces-
sary to first extract everything that the Elamite “sources” had to offer. Then, and
only then, when his conclusions were firmly based on the Elamite evidence, could
he and should he present comparisons with other cultures that, he did not doubt,
would cast matters in a different light. To do otherwise, he believed, would only

12. Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950, 13.
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FIGURE 1. Friedrich
Wilhelm Konig.
Photographer
unknown. Archive
of the University of
Vienna, 106.1.2650.

prejudice his understanding of the Elamite evidence.” It is unfortunate, however,
that despite his recognition of the potential importance of ethnographic studies to
his own work, Konig never moved beyond the initial study of the Elamite source
material to actually test his conclusions against the abundant anthropological
and, in this case, literary analyses of scholars studying precisely the same
phenomenon in various times and places.

Notwithstanding the reluctance of Kénig and others of his ilk to engage with the
anthropological literature in seeking to understand kin relations in ancient Iran,
it should be obvious that people are the actors in history, and we don’t really need
the prosopographical studies of ancient historians, the multiple career-line analy-
ses of sociologists, or the collective biographies of modern historians to validate

13. Konig 19264, 529.
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4 MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST

this premise." Nor should it be the case that the consultation of comparable evi-
dence from other times and places necessarily “corrupts” one’s understanding of a
particular historical phenomenon. This is tantamount to ignoring all precedents
pertaining to a given law in legal or judicial practice. In fact, I cannot think of a
situation in which we shouldn’t apply exactly the opposite approach and scour the
literature for similar expressions of a particular social practice, making every effort
to understand it to the best of our abilities.

A further problem is endemic to the study of the ancient world. Because archae-
ologists and art historians tend to study material culture, and philologists tend to
study literary and epigraphic sources, things like ceramic shapes and decoration,
architecture, iconography, grammar, phonology, and loanwords often assume lives
of their own and become, as objects of study, ends in themselves, leaving little
time or space to draw conclusions about the people who created them. Similarly,
the nature of the available ancient written sources in and about Iran means that,
although they might wish it were not the case, ancient Near Eastern historians
have often, faute de mieux, given military, political, and religious history priority
over other fields. There are, of course, exceptions. Some economic historians have
been at pains to stress the importance of family relationships in trading concerns,
for example.” Yet, by and large, these sorts of studies are few and far between, and
the decision to devote the Yarshater Lectures to kinship and society is a reflec-
tion of my very basic desire to get at the people who made the artifacts and who
used the loanwords that we study—not necessarily as individual actors but as
members of kinship units or social groups. This is what primarily motivates me
to examine Iranian archaeology and history in the light of kinship and modes of
social organization.

In prioritizing the people behind the artifacts, the kinship system behind
the stele, or the society behind the archive, I am only doing what others have
long advocated. For example, in his obituary of the Australian prehistorian Vere
Gordon Childe, Robert J. Braidwood famously wrote more than sixty years ago,
“Although Childe loved the artifacts he could understand, he never forgot the

14. Stone 1972, 46.
15. For a later but well-illustrated example, see Baladouni and Makepeace (1998, xxxiv):

As opposed to the single, large, hierarchically organized joint-stock company, such as the Eng-
lish East India Company, the Armenian trading house was a network or alliance of organi-
zations centered around a notable merchant, the khoja, who was at once business financier
and entrepreneur. These widely spread but highly interrelated individual enterprises operated
under an ethos of trust. Trust, and the shared moral and ethical norms underlying it, helped
the Armenian trading houses to avoid the relatively rigid and costly operation of the hierarchic
system of organization practiced by the English. Seen in this light, trust served as a human
capital, but one that could not be acquired through a rational investment decision. It accrued
to the Armenian merchant community as a result of their collective sociopolitical experiences
over many generations. Based on family kinship and trusted fellow countrymen, the Armenian
trading house did, indeed, rely on trust as its principal means of organization and control.
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‘Indian behind the artifact’ and scolded his colleagues roundly if they did: e.g.,
‘Menghin insists so strongly on an axe as an expression of a historical tradition that
the reader may forget that it is an implement for felling trees”*¢ Actually, Braid-
wood’s choice of this quotation was perhaps maladroit, for it would seem to warn
against forgetting the functional, technical purpose of an artifact rather than the
social context in which it was manufactured or its human maker. In any case, for
the Austrian prehistorian Oswald Menghin’s name here, one could easily substitute
those of a multitude of archaeologists and art historians specializing in ancient
Iran who, like Childe, “love” their cylinder seals, ceramics, rock reliefs, silver ves-
sels, statuary, and inscriptions but, like Menghin, often ignore the people who
fashioned or used them. By contrast, in the words of the Michigan anthropologi-
cal archaeologist Kent Flannery, “the process theorist is not ultimately concerned
with ‘the Indian behind the artifact’ but rather with the system behind both the
Indian and the artifact”"” To be very clear, nobody who has ever read a word I have
written would classify me as a “process theorist,” but I am interested in systems,
albeit social rather than processual ones. But let us also be realistic: we are, after all,
dealing with periods, the most recent of which is separated from our own time by
over a millennium. Therefore, what we can expect to reveal, at the level of kinship
and social organization, is necessarily fragmentary and shadowy—bits of a web
of social relations rather than links in a well-preserved chain of kinship relations.

What I attempt in this volume might be characterized as historical anthro-
pology, anthropological history,'® or “retrospective ethnography,” although since
Charles Tilly characterized this last approach as one that seeks “to recreate crucial
situations of the past as a thoughtful participant-observer would have experienced
them,”* then it is clear that my own endeavor is nothing of the kind. Rather, my
aim is to highlight those kinship, familial, and social structures, however poorly
they may be represented in the written and archaeological record, that have tended
to be sidelined or, if acknowledged at all, misunderstood, in previous studies of
ancient Iran. Before continuing any further, however, a few words about the scope
and chronology of this work are in order.

Iran is much more than a toponym. As Gherardo Gnoli showed so eloquently
more than thirty years ago, Iran is, first and foremost, an idea.” No matter how
much one parses the nomenclature of the Elamite, Achaemenid, and Sasanian
royal inscriptions, or the classical sources on Persia, Iran remains an utterly
anachronistic term in the discussion of any period prior to the appearance of the
Achaemenid Empire in the mid-first millennium BC. Mesopotamian cuneiform
sources abound in toponyms east of the Tigris, and while only a relatively small

16. Braidwood 1958, 734.

17. Flannery 1967, 120.

18. For these two terms see, e.g., Kalb et al. 1996.
19. Tilly 1984, 380.

20. Gnoli 1989.
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6 MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST

number of these can be located with confidence, they leave us in no doubt that
the area occupied today by the Islamic Republic of Iran was widely populated,
culturally diverse, and anything but unified. To be sure, some regions were larger
and more densely inhabited than others, but the only thing they have in common
with Iran as we know it is their location east of the Tigris; north of the Persian
Gulf and Arabian Sea; south of the Caucasus, the Caspian Sea, and the plains of
Turkmenistan; and west of the mountains of Afghanistan and eastern Baluchistan.
In other words, to use the term Iranian when discussing the archaeology and early
history of the regions falling within the boundaries of modern Iran is to adopt a
convention, and an anachronistic one at that. No Marhasian prince of the third
millennium BC, Elamite scribe of the second millennium BC, or Median chieftain
of the first millennium would have understood the term Iran. When, therefore,
archaeologists and historians categorize a particular site and its finds, or a particu-
lar region, as “Iranian,” this reflects an underlying assumption about what may or
may not be included under this rubric, which almost always reflects the modern
boundaries of the nation-state of Iran rather than any form of past cultural unity.
Yet so ingrained have those boundaries become in our conception of Iran since the
early nineteenth century that it is inordinately difficult to escape their strictures.
Chronologically, therefore, all periods prior to the appearance of the first individu-
als in cuneiform sources with etymologically Iranian names can be considered
pre-Iranian. Yet Iranian archaeology, as it has developed over more than a century,
has appropriated the prehistoric, pre-Iranian, and non-Iranian Paleolithic, Neo-
lithic, Chalcolithic, Bronze and Iron Age assemblages from sites across Azerbaijan,
Kurdistan, Luristan, Khuzestan, Fars, Kerman, Baluchistan, Khorasan, the Cen-
tral Plateau, and the circum-Caspian provinces, within the boundaries of modern
Iran, deeming them the subjects of Iranian archaeology and ancient history. One
may well ask, though, in what sense the Neolithic levels at Ganj Dareh in Luristan
or the Bronze Age levels at Konar Sandal South in Jiroft are “Iranian”? The short
answer to this question is “in no sense” We are fully justified in designating the
totality of the prehistory of the Iranian plateau and its immediately adjacent lands
West Asian or ancient Near Eastern, but to call it Iranian is to make a leap of faith
and to impose a much later concept on sites and finds dating to periods in which
the concept of Iranianness did not yet exist. Thus, by this definition, at least half
of the subject matter I deal with in the pages that follow, concerning prehistoric
and Elamite evidence, must be classified as “pre-Iranian”

The focus here on aspects of kinship that, in an Iranian context, have been
understudied and often misunderstood also deserves a few words of further expla-
nation. Kinship is a venerable term in anthropology and ethnology, and it has a
tendency to conjure up “traditional,” “primitive,” or “tribal” societies—all deeply
flawed terms—which we somehow know differed from complex agricultural and
urban societies. Kinship triggers in some an expectation that the societies in which
it is most important have a seemingly endless array of terms for mother’s brother’s
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MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST 7

sister’s sons, and so forth. Kinship, visualized and concretized as a series of dia-
grams of marriage patterns, descent groups, and moieties, was dear to the hearts of
many a Victorian and early twentieth-century scholar. Yet kinship is just as much
with us today as it was with our ancestors. It constitutes a lens through which
societies can be studied, and it will be the principal arc running through this book.
This is not to say that competing forms of allegiance and group membership that
crosscut biologically or socially based units and were not strictly based on kin rela-
tions haven’t also played their part in human history or that all collective action
in the societies examined here was based on kinship.” But it is important to move
beyond simple characterizations of kinship ties as the glue that bound premodern
societies together and to seek to understand those specific situations and institu-
tions alluded to in ancient sources that have too often, in previous scholarship,
been treated as aberrations largely because of an ignorance of comparative cases
from later periods and other cultures around the world.

This study was never intended, however, to present a catalogue of kinship
terms in Elamite, Old Persian, and Middle Persian, along the lines of Oswald
Szemerényis 1977 monograph on Indo-European kinship terminology** or
R. S. P. Beekes’s detailed analysis of terms for uncle and nephew in the
Indo-European and proto-Indo-European languages.” Instead, I have tried to
identify cases that illustrate a particular principle recognized in the anthropology
of kinship but that has been overlooked or misunderstood. Some of these cases are
attested only once in our admittedly fragmentary source material from the past.
Others occur repeatedly, suggesting a pattern of kin-related practice that, far from
unique, is attested in other cultures around the world as well, even if this has not
always been appreciated. The scope ranges from prehistory, when the evidence
is certainly sparse and always equivocal as well as controversial, to late antiquity.

To begin with, however, it may be helpful to clarify certain fundamental con-
cepts that are frequently confused as they feature in subsequent chapters. At the
heart of what David Schneider termed “the universe of kinship”* are two con-
cepts: filiation and descent. Although often used interchangeably, these terms are
not synonymous and are often used incorrectly in the historical literature. While
the Oxford English Dictionary defines filiation as the “fact of being the child of
a specified parent,” filiation is necessarily bilateral or, as some scholars prefer
to say, equilateral. As the British anthropologist Meyer Fortes noted more than

21. Similarly, in the case of Merovingian Franconia (Franken), White (2005, 86), for example,
stressed that “in feuds waged by kings and nobles . . . pre-existing family groups did not spontane-
ously organize themselves to avenge injuries against one of their members. . . . Instead, feuds were
occasions for constituting groups of kin to achieve multiple political purposes.”

22. Szemerényi 1977. For a brief survey of kinship terms in New Persian see Bateni 1973.

23. Beekes 1976.

24. Schneider 1967, 65.
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8 MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST

sixty years ago, filiation “is essentially the bond between successive generations”*
Descent, however, as Fortes stressed, “can be defined as a genealogical connexion
recognized between a person and any of his ancestors or ancestresses.” Filiation
and descent, he went on to stress, are “two analytically distinct institutions”*

In surveying the literature, we find it clear that many French- and German-
speaking authors have not observed the strict distinction between filiation and
descent favored by Anglophone anthropologists. The use of filiation when descent
is in fact meant typifies exactly what Edmund Leach tried to clarify in a paper
addressing Claude Lévi-Strauss’s use of filiation rather than descendance.”” The
same pattern can be observed in the works of some Assyriologists, who have been
known to use filiation synonymously with or in place of descent, as understood in
the Anglophone anthropological literature, when in fact German Filiation should
be distinguished from Deszendenz.*®

The difference between these two terms is, moreover, extremely important. As
Schneider emphasized, “Filiation originates in the domestic domain, descent in
the politico-jural domain” Descent “has to do with a category of culturally dif-
ferentiated statuses,” some of which “are abstracted from a genealogical mesh or a
universe of kinsmen . . . defined by a particular culture, and constituted as a single,
conceptual category”” In Marshall Sahlins’s words, “Descent is not recruitment
but arrangement and alignment, in the first place a principle of political design,
exercising arbitrary constraints on the suppositions of ancestry”*® Descent may
be unilineal and either patrilineal or matrilineal—that is, determined through the
line of male or female ancestors—or it may be bilineal/bilateral—that is, deter-
mined through both ancestral lines. In questions of succession and inheritance,
Fortes noted, descent “establishes what might be called a right to a place in the
queue of potential successors”!

But we would also do well to bear in mind what Sahlins wrote more than fifty
years ago:

25. Fortes 1959, 206.

26. Fortes 1959, 206.

27. Leach 1977.

28. Thus, speaking of a sequence of ancestors, rather than just ego’s parent(s), Paulus (2013, 432)
wrote of the Filiation of a series of Elamite kings, where, in fact, the German term Deszendenz
(descent) is meant. Similarly, when Paulus referred to gaps in the filiation of Elamite rulers men-
tioned in the so-called Berlin Letter, it is important to note that, by definition, more than one gap, or
two if the names of both parents are expected, necessarily implies descent, over multiple generations,
as opposed to filiation, which concerns only ego and his/her parent(s). When Paulus says that the
Berlin Letter (about which more below) invokes filiation as an argument for legitimate rights to
succession to the throne, she clearly meant descent in the Anglo-American anthropological sense of
the term. See Paulus 2013, 431.

29. Schneider 1967, 65.

30. Sahlins 1965, 104-6.

31. Fortes 1959, 208.
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MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST 9

In major territorial descent groups, there is no particular relation between the de-
scent ideology and group composition. . . . The ideology of descent has a career of
its own, largely independent of internal contradictions in recruitment. . . . Facts
of life overcome norms of membership. And if the facts be known, the ancestry
is mixed. . . . Purity of lineage has been undone. . . . Therefore, a serious objection is
in order to the popular tactic of perceiving structural principle (“jural rule”) as the
outcome of how people are associated on the ground and in fact. In the conventional
wisdom, structure is the precipitate of practice. . . . But immediately we shift our
sights to the major descent system, the received wisdom falls to the ground.”

This perspective will be helpful when we turn to the question of matrilinearity in
ancient Iran, specifically in Elam, a topic on which simplistic conclusions have fre-
quently been drawn based on evidence that, instead of testifying to the uniqueness
of Elamite social structure, simply needs to be understood in light of comparative
evidence from around the world.

One aspect of kinship systems that has gone largely unrecognized in most stud-
ies of Elamite, Achaemenid, Arsacid, and Sasanian society is the very important
distinction between what Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-81) termed classificatory vs.
descriptive kinship terminology. Although a voluminous body of literature, much
of it critical, has sprung up since the nineteenth century on the validity of this dis-
tinction, its fundamental utility remains, as argued cogently by Leslie White and
Meyer Fortes,” among others. To put it simply, classificatory relations are socially,
not biologically, defined. As Elman Service emphasized sixty years ago, “no one
has succeeded in showing that there is, in fact, a simple direct correlation between
an actual genealogical form of a society and a particular kind of kinship terminol-
ogy” Moreover, paraphrasing Radcliffe-Brown, Service observed, “kinship terms
are used in address and reference as denotative of social positions relevant to inter-
personal conduct. They are, therefore, a form of status terminology”** and are not
always to be taken literally in the sense of biological relations between parents,
children, siblings, parents’ siblings, and so forth. In other words, in classificatory
systems, fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers, aunts, and uncles are socially, not bio-
logically, defined. As Morgan noted in describing the Malayan system, “my father’s
brother is my father; his son and daughter are my brother and sister . . . and I
apply to them the same terms I do to my own brothers and sisters. . . . My father’s
sister, in like manner, is my mother; her children are my brothers and sisters. . . .
My mother’s brother is my father; and his children and descendants follow in the
same relationships as in the previous cases”” To cite another example, among
the Tallensi of northern Ghana, as Jack Goody noted, where “sister’ can refer to

32. Sahlins 1965, 104-6.

33. White 1958; Fortes 1969, 20-21.
34. Service 1960, 750.

35. Morgan 1868, 444-45.
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10 MONEY IS TO THE WEST WHAT KINSHIP IS TO THE REST

clan females as a whole,” the rule of exogamy is so strong that a taboo exists against
marrying even distantly related classificatory “sisters”

As demonstrated below, the distinction between biological and socially con-
stituted parents and siblings, or members of different generations more broadly,
has enormous implications for our understanding of many situations attested in
ancient sources. Ignorant of the reality and significance of classificatory kinship
systems, Western commentators have often naively assumed that every reference
to a father, mother, brother, or sister implies the narrow, biological definition of
such terms, as it would, generally speaking, apply in modern Western societies.
Once that simplistic equivalence is stripped away, however, many problems that
have plagued scholars for centuries can be resolved, such as the case of the Elamite
king Hutelutu$-In$usinak (c. 1120 BC), who refers to himself as the “son” of three
different ancestors. In the same way, when descent is viewed as an organizing
principle, rather than the projection of a biological diagram, then the question
is not whether a family tree is fabricated or falsified, a charge that has sometimes
been leveled at certain ancient Iranian rulers, nor is the issue at stake “genealogical
amnesia” vs. accurate recording. Rather, descent is a blueprint of recruitment and
inclusion, as Sahlins stressed. We should keep this perspective in mind when we
look at some of the Elamite and Old Persian evidence, in particular, for, as Fortes
pointed out, paraphrasing Bronislaw Malinowski, “a genealogy is, in fact . . . alegal
charter and not an historical record”” This sounds like a sentiment with which
Darius I would have concurred.

Turning now to preferential marriage patterns, these are often intimately linked
to kinship and feature in several of the chapters herein. A favorite topic of anthro-
pologists all over the world, like kinship studies in general, preferential marriage
patterns have received less attention in the study of Near Eastern antiquity, except,
it seems, when it comes to incest or so-called next-of-kin marriages. Two forms of
preferential marriage, so-called cross-cousin and parallel-cousin marriage, have
generated an enormous body of literature since the nineteenth century. Cross-
cousins, a term coined by E. B. Tylor (1832-1917),% are the children of siblings of
the opposite sex (that is, brothers and sisters), whereas parallel-cousins are the
children of siblings of the same sex (that is, of a set of brothers or a set of sisters).
This classification is linked to the concept of the “moiety;” since cross-cousins
are by definition members of opposite halves or moieties of a group, whereas
parallel-cousins, like siblings, are always members of the same half.** For Tylor,
“cross-cousin marriage is part and parcel of exogamy; and exogamy is the surest

36. Goody 1956, 302.

37. Fortes 1953, 27-28.

38. Tylor 1889, 263. Cf. Crawley 1907.
39. Urban 1996, 100.
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means of building alliances for social groups faced with “the simple practical alter-
native between marrying-out and being killed out”*

Marriage preferences, however, are rarely strictly binary. Adam Kuper noted
what all of us have probably observed in our own social circles: “Sustained alli-
ances between a few families in the same ecological niche gave the members of
these clans a powerful competitive advantage”' Yet as Malinowski’s South African
student Isaac Schapera observed in the case of the Tswana of Botswana, while
cross-cousin marriage was preferred, any cousin would do, and although matri-
lateral cross-cousin marriage was common throughout Tswana society, Tswana
nobles opted when possible for patrilateral parallel-cousin marriage—that is, with
the father’s brother’s daughter. As Kuper wrote, “In both cases, the reason was very
similar. Men tried to reinforce relationships with powerful kin. For a commoner,
these were often mothers’ brothers. For a noble, the best-placed relatives would
be fathers’ brothers”™? In fact, there is perhaps no better illustration of this, as
Kuper pointed out, than the Rothschild family, who, from 1824 to 1877, witnessed
the marriages of thirty-six patrilineal descendants of the pater familias Mayer
Amschel Rothschild, thirty of which involved cousins and twenty-eight of which
were first and second cousins. “First or second cousins related through the male
line only”* This means that a staggering 78 percent of those marriages involved
parallel-cousins.

THE NEXT STEP

The topics just adduced all feature in the following chapters, where I discuss a
range of issues extending from succession and endogamy to dowry, brideprice,
residence, the definition of tribe, patronymics, the avunculate, the levirate, and
feudalism. As noted above, the lectures on which this text is based were never envi-
sioned as a comprehensive presentation of kinship terms, let alone an exhaustive
inventory of all kin-related data in ancient Iran. Rather, the aim was to highlight
instances in the sources where our understanding can be deepened by drawing
on insights from the work of some of the giants of social anthropology, as well
as data from non-Iranian historical and literary studies. This attempt—for it is
nothing more than that—should not be seen as an effort to privilege the data or
conclusions of anthropology over those of the diverse branches of ancient Iranian
studies. Nor is it a thought experiment. In deploying insights from anthropology,

40. Tylor 1889, 265, 267. In Fredrik Barth’s opinion, “This fact of exogamy has important implica-
tions, e.g. for the development of dispersed clans and normalizing of a ‘daughter’s son’ relationship as
a mechanism for grafting foreign lineages to the dominant lineage of an area” (Barth 1986, 389).

41. Kuper 2008, 721.

42. Kuper 2008, 727.

43. Kuper 2008, 728.
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I simply mean to open the way toward a better understanding of some of the Ira-
nian data that may have gone unnoticed, underappreciated, or simply misunder-
stood over the years and to broaden the perspectives of historians, philologists,
and archaeologists for whom the social fabric of past societies has, at times, been
given less emphasis than it deserves.
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The five chapters in this study represent lightly revised versions of the Biennial
Ehsan Yarshater Lectures delivered at UCLA between 2 and 11 March 2020 under
the auspices of the Pourdavoud Center for the Study of the Iranian World. I am
indebted, first and foremost, to Professor Rahim Shayegan, the center’s direc-
tor, for the invitation to deliver these lectures and to the many friends and col-
leagues at UCLA who made the experience so memorable. Particular thanks go to
Dr. Marissa Stevens of the Pourdavoud Center who organized so many things for
my wife, Hildy, and me and made our stay so pleasant. For their generous assis-
tance with images and information used in this work, I would also like to warmly
acknowledge Javier Alvarez-Mon, Alireza Askari Chaverdi, John Ferreira, Wouter
Henkelman, Brian Kritt, Dane Kuhrt, Fabrizio Sinisi, and Nikolaus Schindel. The
comments of three anonymous readers on the original manuscript are also grate-
fully acknowledged.

Since their inception the Yarshater Lectures have been delivered on a wide range
of topics, both ancient and modern, encompassing many different subfields of Iran-
ian studies. I freely acknowledge that choosing a suitable topic was a considerable
challenge, and it took some time before I settled on the broad theme of kinship.
Although I had previously done some work on the avunculate (Potts 2018a), I had
not worked extensively on kinship. Nevertheless, although it may not seem like an
obvious choice of subject, kinship embodies the kind of historico-anthropological
research that I enjoy, a branch of research that was absent from my education in
what is termed “anthropological archaeology” at American universities. My own
academic trajectory within Iranian studies has been characterized by many swings
and roundabouts since I first began in the early 1970s as a student working on the

Xi
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xii PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Bronze Age archaeology of southeastern Iran. From that time onward, my inter-
ests have steadily expanded and grown increasingly historical, to the point where
they now encompass all periods of the pre-Islamic past, as well as the postconquest
periods, right through the Qajar era (see Potts 2014, 2022a, and 2022b). I am far
from expert in all of the periods in which I take an interest, but a fascination with
Iran, as opposed to the discipline of archaeology per se, led me, many years ago,
to begin pursuing a very different path from the one that my teachers and fel-
low students in anthropology probably anticipated. Instead of cleaving closely to
the processual creed of American anthropological archaeology as taught to me
between 1971 and 1980, I began moving into the domain of history, often assisted
by epigraphic and literary sources, even before completing my dissertation. This
inclination only intensified as a result of contact with Assyriologists in Copenha-
gen and Berlin between 1980 and 1991, when I became increasingly aware of the
extraordinarily rich body of literary and epigraphic sources that offered a very
different way of seeing the past than that in which I had been schooled. Since
the mid-1990s, my work on the Elamites, Achaemenids, Seleucids, Arsacids, and
Sasanians, as well as on nomadism and Safavid and Qajar history, has only pulled
me further and further away from my American anthropological roots. Trips to
Iran in 1995, 1996, and 2001 introduced me to both the architecture and the his-
tory of Safavid and Qajar Iran, and more recent work on eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century Iranian history has broadened my perspectives even further.
In thinking about what I might present, I had several considerations in mind.
In the first place, I had no interest in offering something that might be broadly
characterized as “traditionally archaeological’—that is, relating to excavations,
typology, style, iconography, and so forth. Rather, I wanted to address issues that
concerned the people of ancient Iran, drawing on a wide variety of sources, prin-
cipally written, as opposed to their material culture. Moreover, I wanted to do
something that was comparative, in the sense that it would illustrate how patterns
observable in data from Iran belonged to a wider body of comparable material
from outside Iran. In addition, like much of my work, I wished to offer a dia-
chronic perspective, presenting cases drawn from many millennia of Iranian his-
tory. Specifically, I wanted to illustrate how a cross-cultural approach to Iranian
data could help illuminate what have too often been viewed as peculiarly, even
idiosyncratically, Iranian cultural practices. Finally, I wanted to attempt something
in which the late Professor Yarshater would have taken an interest. Although I am
neither a student of Persian literature nor Iranian linguistics, to name just two of
his many fields, I was privileged to spend some precious hours with Professor Yar-
shater in his apartment on Riverside Drive and at the Encyclopaedia Iranica offices
at Columbia over the past two decades, occasionally having lunch with him and
talking about all manner of things. I remember well how honored I felt the first
time I received an invitation from him to contribute to the Encyclopaedia Iranica
and how much I looked forward to finally meeting him several years later. To sit

This content downloaded from 119.13.56.86 on Sun, 01 Sep 2024 04:02:57 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS Xiii

with him in his office, aware of his immense erudition, was positively thrilling and
only confirmed in my own mind that Iran and Iranology, rather than archaeol-
ogy per se, were what mattered most to me. Little did I know at the time that the
expansion of my interests from the archaeology of Bronze Age Iran to Safavid and
Qajar history would only strengthen my resolve to devote as much of my scholarly
energy to Iran as possible in the years to come.

But in addition to reflecting on Professor Yarshater, the invitation to deliver a
series of lectures bearing his name prompted another kind of reflection. The intel-
lectual history of Iranian studies has always been a subject of enormous interest
to me, and I can think of dozens of intellectual companions in ancient Iranian
studies who are never very far from my thoughts, scholars like Friedrich Carl
Andreas, Wilhelm Eilers, Alfred von Gutschmid, Walter Bruno Henning, Ernst
Herzfeld, Albert Houtum-Schindler, A. V. Williams Jackson, Ferdinand Justi, Josef
Markwart, Vladimir Minorsky, Theodor Noéldeke, William Ouseley, Henry Raw-
linson, Vincent Scheil, Marc Aurel Stein, Wilhelm Tomaschek, Riidiger Schmitt,
and Ran Zadok. They, too, crowded my mind when I began to seriously consider
the prospect of delivering these lectures. And what could be more intimidating
than to stand, metaphorically speaking, opposite such an array of extraordinary
scholars and contemplate how in the world one was going to bring something wor-
thy to this lecture series? One obvious ploy would be to concentrate on epigraphic
and archaeological evidence that postdates the lifetimes of most of these scholars.
Yet in my experience, even when new evidence appears, as soon as one seeks to
integrate that with what is already known, one finds scholars of the past two or
three centuries who have already dealt, in some fashion, with many of the same
problems raised by the new data.

One field, however, which most of these scholars neglected to exploit in seek-
ing to understand the Iranian evidence, is social anthropology. Thus, it gradually
dawned on me that a diachronic perspective on issues associated with kinship,
broadly speaking, was something that might be worth pursuing. Moreover, as a
refugee from American anthropological archaeology, I was particularly attracted
to issues of kinship. For all of the rhetoric of this field, there is often precious little
anthropology, in the sense of classical subjects like kinship, in what American stu-
dents are taught under the rubric of anthropological archaeology. Certainly, my
own teachers had no interest in demonstrating how we might deploy the volumi-
nous literature on kinship from social anthropology to better understand societies
of the prehistoric or early historic past. Yet in my reading of the epigraphic and
literary evidence pertaining to ancient Iran, I had on many occasions encountered
issues that seemed ripe for elucidation using anthropological sources. Once I had
decided on this course, it remained only for me to identify a suitable number of
instances where this was the case and to stitch them together into five lectures. My
choice of topics was highly idiosyncratic, but, first and foremost, they were ones in
which I was myself interested.
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Xiv PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The printed form of my Yarshater Lectures differs from the spoken form only
in the insertion of a few more references, some rewriting, and the removal of quo-
tations in French and German originally contained in the footnotes. These lectures
certainly never pretended to be the last word on ancient Iranian kinship and social
organization, but I hope that, by their example, whether as something to follow or
as a subject for criticism, they will stimulate others to undertake further studies
of this kind and thereby advance our understanding of Iran’s past, in all its com-
plexity, messiness, obscurity, and vibrancy, using insights gained by generations of
anthropologists and historians. I am only too aware of the deficiencies in my own
preparation for this sort of work, whether on an anthropological, historical, or
philological level. But to paraphrase the Enlightenment scholar Jean Hardouin, I
didn’t get into this business just to say what others had already said before me (see
Grafton 1999, 264n95).
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SERIES PREFACE

D. T. Potts’ Aspects of Kingship in Ancient Iran is the inaugural volume of the newly
established series Iran and the Ancient World, which supports original research
foregrounding the interconnection of ancient Iran with other cultural expanses
in antiquity.

The present volume represents the revised version of five lectures held at
the University of California, Los Angeles in March 2020 as part of the Biennial
Ehsan Yarshater Lecture Series. The publication of this volume was also made
possible by support from the Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at
New York University.

The Series Editor would like to acknowledge and thank the above institutions
for their generous contributions.

M. Rahim Shayegan
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