
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Xerxes I
MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1 Persia Before Xerxes: The Rise of an Empire
Chapter 2 The Royal Lineage: Darius, Atossa, and the Blood of Kings
Chapter 3 Birth and Early Years: A Prince in the Shadow of Greatness
Chapter 4 Heir Apparent: Education, Training, and the Purple Birth
Chapter 5 Succession and the Road to Kingship
Chapter 6 Consolidating the Empire: Suppressing Egyptian Resistance
Chapter 7 The Babylonian Challenge: Rebellion and Retribution
Chapter 8 Rule over Diverse Peoples: Administration and Satrapies
Chapter 9 Religious Policies: Ahura Mazda and the Gods of Babylon
Chapter 10 The Great Ambition: Planning the Invasion of Greece
Chapter 11 Engineering Wonders: The Hellespont Bridges and Athos Canal
Chapter 12 The March Begins: Crossing into Europe
Chapter 13 Thermopylae: The Stand of the 300
Chapter 14 Naval Clashes: Artemisium and Salamis
Chapter 15 Ravaging Athens: The Fall and Burning of the City
Chapter 16 Salamis and Defeat: Collapse of the Persian Advance
Chapter 17 Retreat and Aftermath: The Long Road Back
Chapter 18 The Final Battles: Plataea and Mycale
Chapter 19 Grand Constructions: Persepolis and the Monuments of Power
Chapter 20 The Splendor of Susa and Other Building Projects
Chapter 21 Economics, Taxation, and the Toll of Empire
Chapter 22 Court Life: Family, Harem, and Intrigue
Chapter 23 Portrait of a King: Personality, Temperament, and Legacy
Chapter 24 Assassination and Succession: The Fall of Xerxes
Chapter 25 Xerxes in History and Memory: Interpretations Across the Ages

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Introduction
Xerxes I, often remembered as Xerxes the Great, stands as one of antiquity’s most
enigmatic and influential rulers. As the fourth King of Kings of the Achaemenid Persian
Empire, his reign spanned from 486 BCE to 465 BCE—a period marked by both
immense achievement and profound challenge. His Old Persian name, Khshayarsha,
meaning “ruler of heroes,” encapsulates the grandeur and complexity of his legacy.
Inheriting the largest and most diverse empire the world had seen until that point from
his father, Darius the Great, Xerxes became the guardian of an imperial tradition but
also the architect of his own audacious ambitions.

The reputation of Xerxes in the West is indelibly shaped by the dramatic confrontation
with the Greek city-states—a conflict immortalized in tales of courage, brutality, and
hubris. From the legendary stand at Thermopylae to the burning of Athens and the
cataclysmic naval defeat at Salamis, his Greek campaign has overshadowed the other
aspects of his reign. Ancient Greek playwrights and historians, such as Herodotus and
Aeschylus, often depicted him as a potentate driven by pride and emotion, whose
failures were both a spectacle and a warning to posterity. Yet the image of Xerxes as
merely a tyrant or an overreaching despot belies the intricate reality of his rule.

Within Persia and throughout the vast Achaemenid dominion, Xerxes was not only a
conqueror but also a builder and reformer. The monuments of Persepolis bear witness
to a king who sought to consolidate and project imperial power through enduring
architectural achievement. His decisions in administration, law, and religious policy
continued—and in some cases challenged—the precedents of his predecessors. The
evidence from Persian royal inscriptions and archaeological remains paints a picture of
a sovereign deeply invested in the stability and grandeur of his realm.

Xerxes’ reign was not without turbulence. Early challenges arose in the form of revolts
in Egypt and Babylon, crises that tested his resolve and shaped the policies of his rule.
The immense costs of his military ventures and monumental projects exerted
pressures on the imperial economy, while the realities of governing a mosaic of lands
and peoples demanded both innovation and force. Xerxes’ handling of the religious
landscape, particularly in Babylon, highlights the delicate balance between tradition,
authority, and political necessity.

His later years unfolded amidst courtly intrigue and growing unrest, culminating in an
assassination that would usher in a period of instability. Yet despite his violent end
and the failures attributed to him, Xerxes’ reign stands as a turning point in the story
of Achaemenid Persia—a moment when the empire reached its peak before the long,
gradual path to decline began. His legacy reverberates through history: reviled as a
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foe by his adversaries, remembered by his successors, and reimagined in the cultural
memory of East and West alike.

This biography seeks to examine the life and times of Xerxes I in all their complexity.
By weaving together Persian, Greek, and modern perspectives, it attempts to reveal
the man behind the myth—his ambitions, achievements, failures, and lasting impact
on the ancient world. In tracing his journey from prince to king, from conqueror to
builder, from legend to legacy, we encounter not only the story of a single monarch
but also the broader currents of empire, identity, and power that defined an era.
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CHAPTER ONE: Persia Before Xerxes: The Rise of an
Empire
The stage upon which Xerxes I would eventually stride was not built in a day. It was
the colossal construct of generations, a sprawling tapestry woven from conquest,
diplomacy, and sheer audacity. To understand the world Xerxes inherited, one must
first journey back to the rugged landscapes of ancient Persia, the crucible where a
global empire was forged. Long before Xerxes cast his gaze towards Greece, his
ancestors had embarked on a trajectory that would forever alter the contours of the
ancient world.

The heartland of this burgeoning power was Parsa, a region nestled in the
southwestern part of the vast Iranian plateau. This was a land of stark contrasts,
where formidable mountain ranges gave way to fertile valleys, and arid plains
stretched towards distant horizons. Its challenging geography bred a hardy people,
accustomed to a life that demanded resilience and resourcefulness. For centuries, this
region had existed in the shadow of older, more established civilizations, most notably
Elam to its west, with its ancient capital at Susa—a city that would later become a
jewel in the Achaemenid crown.

The early Persians, an Indo-Iranian people, are believed to have migrated onto the
Iranian plateau sometime in the second millennium BCE, part of a larger movement of
peoples that reshaped the ethnic and linguistic map of the Near East. They were
pastoralists and skilled horsemen, gradually settling and carving out a life for
themselves. Alongside them came their close kin, the Medes, who settled further to
the north and west, in lands that would become known as Media. These two groups,
sharing linguistic and cultural roots, would have a complex and intertwined destiny.

For a long time, the Persians remained a collection of tribes, often paying tribute to
more powerful neighbors. The Medes, however, were quicker to coalesce into a
cohesive political entity. By the seventh century BCE, they had established a
formidable kingdom with its capital at Ecbatana (modern Hamadan). The Median
Empire grew to exert considerable influence, challenging the might of Assyria and
playing a crucial role in its eventual downfall. Under Median suzerainty, the various
Persian tribes lived, biding their time.

The origins of the Achaemenid dynasty, from which Xerxes would descend, are
shrouded in the mists of early history. The eponymous ancestor, Achaemenes
(Hakhamanish in Old Persian), is a figure who straddles the line between history and
legend. Whether he was a literal historical leader who united several Persian tribes in
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the late eighth or early seventh century BCE, or a mythical progenitor invented later to
bestow an ancient lineage upon the ruling house, remains a subject of scholarly
debate. What is certain is that his name became the banner under which his
successors would conquer the world.

Following Achaemenes, tradition names Teispes (Chishpish) as a key figure. He is
credited with expanding Persian influence, possibly taking the city of Anshan from the
Elamites and adopting the title "King of Anshan." This acquisition was significant, as
Anshan was an important Elamite center and its control marked a crucial step in
Persian self-assertion. It appears that after Teispes, the royal line may have split, with
one branch ruling in Anshan and another in Parsa itself, suggesting a decentralized
early Persian polity.

The world stage at this time was dominated by larger, more established powers: the
Median Empire to the north, the Neo-Babylonian Empire in Mesopotamia, Lydia in
western Anatolia, and Egypt on the Nile. The Persians, though growing in strength
under their local kings in Anshan and Parsa, were still relatively minor players, vassals
of the Median kings. Few could have predicted that from this unassuming corner of the
world would erupt a force that would engulf them all.

The catalyst for this dramatic transformation was a man whose name would echo
through eternity: Cyrus, later known as Cyrus the Great. Born around 600 or 590 BCE,
Cyrus II hailed from the Teispid line that ruled Anshan. His early life is embellished
with legends, most famously recounted by the Greek historian Herodotus, involving
prophecies, a grandfather king (Astyages of Media) seeking to kill him at birth, and a
miraculous upbringing by humble shepherds. While these tales make for captivating
reading, their historical accuracy is questionable, likely serving to romanticize and
legitimize his eventual meteoric rise.

What appears more historically grounded is that Cyrus inherited the kingship of
Anshan and, through a combination of political acumen and military skill, succeeded in
uniting the various Persian tribes under his leadership. This unification was the crucial
first step. No longer a fragmented collection of clans, the Persians now possessed a
singular purpose and a charismatic leader capable of directing their energies towards
a far grander vision than merely existing under Median overlordship.

The inevitable clash came with Cyrus's own grandfather, Astyages, the King of Media.
The details of the rebellion are sparse, but it seems Cyrus rallied the Persians and
challenged Median dominance around 550 BCE. According to Herodotus, Astyages's
own army was rife with discontent, and a significant portion, led by a noble named
Harpagus (who had his own grievances with the Median king, if Herodotus's rather
gruesome tale is to be believed), defected to Cyrus. The result was the defeat of
Astyages and the fall of the Median capital, Ecbatana.
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This was not merely a dynastic squabble; it was a pivotal moment in world history. The
Persians, once vassals, had supplanted their masters. Cyrus, however, showed
remarkable statesmanship. He did not seek to obliterate the Medes or their culture.
Instead, he incorporated them into his new, burgeoning empire, often placing Median
nobles in positions of power and adopting elements of Median court ceremonial and
administration. Ecbatana became one of his royal capitals, a signal of this
integrationist policy. The Persian Empire, from its inception, was a Medo-Persian
construct.

With Media secured, Cyrus turned his attention westward, towards the fabulously
wealthy kingdom of Lydia in western Anatolia, ruled by King Croesus. Croesus,
renowned for his immense riches, perhaps underestimated the new power rising in the
east. Misinterpreting a Delphic oracle that famously predicted "if Croesus was to cross
the Halys River, he would destroy a great empire," he launched an attack against
Cyrus. The great empire destroyed, as it turned out, was his own.

The Lydian campaign culminated in the capture of Sardis, the Lydian capital, around
547 or 546 BCE. The specifics of the battles are debated, but Cyrus's victory was
decisive. The tale of Croesus on the pyre, saved at the last moment by Cyrus after
invoking the name of Solon, the wise Athenian, is another Herodotian classic,
emphasizing Cyrus's capacity for mercy, though its historicity is uncertain. What is
certain is that the fall of Lydia brought the vast resources of Anatolia, including its
prosperous Greek city-states along the Ionian coast, under Persian control. This was
the Persians' first significant encounter with the Greeks, an interaction that would
shape centuries of history.

Having secured his western flank, Cyrus then cast his eyes upon the last great Semitic
empire of Mesopotamia: the Neo-Babylonian Empire. Babylon, the ancient city of
marvels, famed for its ziggurats, its Ishtar Gate, and its formidable walls, was ruled by
Nabonidus, a king whose religious innovations had alienated a significant portion of
the powerful Babylonian priesthood, particularly the priests of Marduk, the city’s chief
god. This internal discontent provided Cyrus with a useful opening.

Cyrus's campaign against Babylon in 539 BCE was remarkably swift. The Babylonian
forces were defeated at the battle of Opis on the Tigris, and shortly thereafter,
Babylon itself opened its gates to the Persian conqueror, seemingly without a
prolonged siege. Cyrus made a triumphal entry into the city, not as a destructive
warlord, but, according to his own propaganda and some Babylonian accounts, as a
liberator chosen by Marduk himself to restore order and traditional worship.

The famous Cyrus Cylinder, an Akkadian cuneiform inscription on a clay barrel
discovered in Babylon, articulates this policy. It denounces Nabonidus, praises Cyrus
as a restorer of peace and religious cults, and proclaims his just and benevolent rule.
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He reports allowing deported peoples, including the Jews exiled by Nebuchadnezzar II,
to return to their homelands and rebuild their temples. This policy of religious and
cultural tolerance became a hallmark of Achaemenid rule, fostering a degree of loyalty
among the diverse subject peoples.

With Babylon secured, Persian dominion now stretched from Anatolia and the Levant
in the west to the fringes of India in the east, and from the Caucasus Mountains in the
north to the Persian Gulf in the south. It was an empire of unprecedented scale,
incorporating a multitude of ethnicities, languages, and religions. Cyrus had not just
conquered vast territories; he had laid the foundations for a new kind of imperial
administration, one that sought to govern through a degree of local autonomy and
respect for diverse traditions, rather than wholesale cultural imposition.

Cyrus spent the remaining years of his reign consolidating his vast empire,
establishing administrative structures, and campaigning on his northeastern frontiers
against nomadic Scythian tribes in Central Asia. It was during one such campaign,
against the Massagetae, that he met his end around 530 BCE. The circumstances of
his death are, once again, colored by Herodotus’s dramatic flair, involving the warrior
queen Tomyris and a rather grim end for the great conqueror. Regardless of the
precise details, his passing marked the end of an era.

Cyrus was buried at Pasargadae, a city he had founded in Parsa, in a relatively simple
but dignified gabled tomb that still stands today, a testament to the man who rose
from minor Anshanite royalty to become the founder of the largest empire the world
had yet seen. His legacy was immense: he was not just a conqueror but a unifier and
an innovator in imperial governance, remembered in both Persian and, remarkably,
Greek and Biblical traditions with a degree of admiration.

The immense task of ruling and further expanding this colossal inheritance fell to
Cyrus’s son, Cambyses II (Kambujiya). Cambyses had been groomed for this role,
serving as governor of Babylon during his father’s reign, gaining valuable
administrative experience. Upon ascending the throne, his most significant
undertaking was the fulfillment of what was likely his father’s planned conquest:
Egypt, the last major independent power in the Near East.

The invasion of Egypt began in 525 BCE. Cambyses, showing strategic foresight,
secured alliances with Arab chieftains for desert passage and with Polycrates, the
tyrant of Samos, for naval support. The Persian forces defeated the Egyptian army at
Pelusium and quickly captured Memphis, the Egyptian capital. Pharaoh Psamtik III was
taken prisoner, and Egypt became a Persian satrapy, further extending the empire’s
reach down the Nile Valley. Cambyses assumed the traditional titles of an Egyptian
pharaoh, demonstrating an initial intent to follow his father’s model of respecting local
customs.
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However, Cambyses’s reign is often portrayed in a far darker light than his father's,
particularly by Greek sources. Herodotus paints him as a cruel, impious, and
increasingly unhinged tyrant, prone to fits of rage, ordering the execution of his own
brother Bardiya (Smerdis), and committing sacrilegious acts in Egypt, like wounding
the sacred Apis bull. These accounts contributed to a reputation for madness and
despotism that has long clung to his name.

It is important to approach these narratives with caution. They were written by Greeks,
traditional adversaries of the Persians, and often reflect a biased perspective. Egyptian
sources, while not entirely laudatory, do not uniformly depict Cambyses as the
monster Herodotus describes. Some evidence suggests he initially attempted to
respect Egyptian traditions, though perhaps his patience wore thin or circumstances
led to harsher measures later in his rule. The vast logistical challenges of managing
Egypt and further planned campaigns into Nubia and Libya (which were largely
unsuccessful) may also have contributed to strain and possibly unpopular decisions.

While Cambyses was occupied in Egypt, or possibly on his return journey, a major
crisis erupted in the heart of the empire. In 522 BCE, a man claiming to be Bardiya,
Cambyses’s younger brother (whom Cambyses had supposedly secretly murdered
years earlier), seized the throne. This figure, according to Darius the Great’s later
account in the Behistun Inscription, was actually a Magian priest named Gaumata, who
was impersonating the dead prince. The imposter Bardiya quickly gained widespread
support throughout the empire, partly by promising a remission of taxes and military
service for three years.

News of the usurpation threw Cambyses into a state of despair or fury. The
circumstances of his death shortly thereafter are murky. Herodotus claims he died
from an accidental, self-inflicted thigh wound that mirrored the wound he had
supposedly inflicted on the Apis bull – a neat, ironic, and perhaps propagandistic
touch. Other accounts simply state he died, possibly by suicide, realizing his position
was untenable. Whatever the cause, his demise in mid-522 BCE left the Achaemenid
Empire in the hands of an alleged usurper.

The empire, so rapidly assembled by Cyrus and expanded by Cambyses, now teetered
on the brink of disintegration. Widespread rebellion and uncertainty followed. The true
identity of Bardiya/Gaumata and the legitimacy of his claim remain debated by
historians, but the chaos was undeniable. It was out of this turmoil, this crucible of
imperial crisis, that the next great figure of Achaemenid history would emerge to claim
the throne and reshape the empire once more: Darius, a distant relative of Cambyses
from another branch of the Achaemenid clan. The stage was set for a new act in the
Persian drama, one that would directly lead to the world Xerxes would inherit.
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