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(where Pasargadae and Persepolis are situated) and the
modern province of Fârs. It belongs to the family of the
Iranian languages and according to the dialectological
classification is part of the south-west group of that lan-
guage family4. But the form of Old Persian as it is at-
tested in the official and partly programmatic royal in-
scriptions never was spoken, since it is an artificial form
of language with a lot of stylistic figures, with archaic
forms and words and with several borrowings from an-
other Iranian language which only in a few particular
cases can be determined as of Median origin5. Colloquial
Old Persian as spoken at the time of Darius or his son
Xerxes (486–465 B.C.) was much more advanced anyway
in its linguistic development (e.g., by the
monophthongization of older diphthongs) as one can see
in Old Persian words and names reflected in foreign lan-
guages (its so-called collateral tradition)6.

In the sphere of its use Old Persian is entirely restricted
to the Great Kings, in practice it is the language of
Achaemenid kingship and serves together with the cunei-
form writing system elaborated specially for it7 only the
kings’ prestige and representation purposes. Such purely
representative use of the Old Persian script and language
for decorative purposes as it were can be seen already from
the fact that several of those inscriptions were not at all
meant for reading for the simple reason that they had been
engraved at a dizzy height on inaccessible rock faces or
had been set into the foundations of the royal palaces. But
it is of little importance that texts such as the great inscrip-
tion DB next to Darius’ relief at Mount Bîsutûn (which is
the most famous example of that kind) could not be read,
since Darius himself expressly stated (DB IV 91f.)8 that for
making known his message he sent that text everywhere in
the countries of his Empire, to be precise, sent away copies
of it in the various languages of the subject peoples. We
see this information confirmed by the fragments of a
Babylonian version of DB that have been excavated in
Babylon and by scraps of papyrus with a younger copy of
the Aramaic translation of the Bîsutûn text that came to
light in Upper Egypt. Such Aramaic versions of the royal
texts, written on papyrus or parchment, easily could be
spread over the empire, but as they were written down on
rather transient material, only meagre remains have survived.

The Old Persian language is inseparably combined
with Old Persian cuneiform writing which was of no sig-

nificance in everyday life, but was used only “for show”,
as becomes evident also from the aesthetic criteria fol-
lowed at its creation. We see this assertion reinforced by
the fact that inscriptions are found without exception on
solid objects, mostly on rocks and stone or metallic tab-
lets, some also on other stone objects (vessels, weights)
and more rarely on clay tablets – only quite recently one
single Old Persian text, though unfortunately scarcely
understood, has been detected by Matthew Stolper even
among the many thousands of Elamite administrative texts
from the Persepolis Archive9 –, but obviously Old Per-
sian was never written on parchment, papyrus or similar
stuff, for which other writing materials than hammer and
chisel were used and on which one did scribble in a more
running handwriting. The major part of the royal inscrip-
tions comes from the Empire’s core, chiefly from the royal
capitals in Persis (Pasargadae and, since Darius I,
Persepolis with nearby Naqsh-i Rustam, the cliff with the
royal tombs), Elam (Susa) and Media (Ecbatana = mo-
dern Hamadan). Among the most important texts from
the other countries are Darius’ inscriptions from his Suez
Canal (since a prestigious enterprise like that structure
required appropriate representative appreciation), the in-
scription on the large statue of Darius I, that was exca-
vated at Susa, but as we learn from the text itself, had
been manufactured in Egypt, and also a rock-inscription
of Xerxes from Lake Van obviously ordered on the occa-
sion of a visit of the King in Armenia.

Already these remarks make one thing perfectly clear:
Old Persian was never used for the administration of the
Achaemenid Empire. The official language of the Empire’s
strictly organized administration on the contrary was the
Aramaic language, as it was already in the centuries before.
For in the period of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, when the
small states of the Aramaeans in Syria and Upper
Mesopotamia came under the influence of that Empire and
when on the other hand more and more Aramaeans had
come to Mesopotamia, that the Semitic language had widely
spread and thus had become, especially under King Sargon
II (721–705 B.C.), a lingua franca in the Ancient Near East
and the language of international diplomacy. This develop-
ment was combined with a change in the script used, since
the Aramaeans brought with them their own writing system,
which had been developed from the Phoenician script and
was superior to the age-old cuneiform script, since one

4 A comprehensive handbook of the Iranian languages is Schmitt (ed.) 1989; there are both a survey of the Old Iranian
languages in general (pp. 25–31) and a sketch of Old Persian (pp. 56–85), each authored by the editor.

5 The problems concerning the evidence available for the language of the Medes are dealt with in great detail by Schmitt 2003.
6 A clear example is found in the name of King Xerxes himself, if one compares two-syllable Gk. Xérxçs  and Elam. Ik-še-ir-

ša with four-syllable OPers. Xšaya-ršâ.
7 The history of the monument at Mount Bîsutûn makes it absolutely clear that originally there were planned only Elamite

captions to the figures of the relief and an Elamite inscription; and even the first extension (with the Babylonian versions) did not
yet present Old Persian letterings.

8 A new edition and an English translation of the Old Persian texts of the Bîsutûn inscriptions may be found in Schmitt 1991.
9 This sensational find of an Old Persian administrative record has been edited, very well documented and sensibly com-

mented upon by Stolper and Tavernier 2007.














