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Spotlight # 2 – The Behistun Inscription
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Archaeological Spotlight:  The Behistun Inscription:
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The Behistun Inscription.  The Behistun inscription is a carved relief, a royal proclamation carved by Darius I on the great cliff known as “Mountain of the Gods” which celebrates his initial victories when taking power and consolidating the empire.  Etched on a cliff face about 100 meters off the ground along the road between modern cities of Hamadan (Iran) and Baghdad (Iraq), near the town of Bisotun.  It originally was built on the trade route between Babylon and Susa.

Below the inscription are two Parthian reliefs, those of Mithridates II and Gotarzes II.  These are badly worn and have been defaced by a later Safavid inscription.  Currently, it is apparently covered by scaffolding.

The monument consists of four parts: The primary panel depicts king Darius, his bow carrier Intaphrenes and his lance carrier Gobryas.  Darius overlooks ten representatives of conquered peoples, their necks tied.  One of these figures, badly damaged, is lying under Darius' feet.  Above these thirteen people is a representation of the supreme god Ahuramazda. 

Underneath is a panel with a cuneiform text in Old Persian, telling the story of the king's conquests.  This text has a length of about 515 lines.  A third panel tells more or less the same story in Akkadian (the language spoken in Babylonia and more or less the standard language in the ancient Near East).  A fourth panel has the same text in Elamite (the language of the administration of the Persian empire).  This translation of the Persian text has a length of 650 lines.

Significance of the Find:  The huge inscription known as the Behistun Inscription was discovered on the side of a cliff along a caravan route in what is now southern Iran.  Large figures of Persian soldiers and what are obviously a king and his attendants are carved into the cliff-side three hundred feet above the base.  From a distance it would appear that the surface of the cliff behind the statues is smooth.  It was the archaeologist Sir Henry Rawlinson who finally scaled the cliff to inspect the carvings.  In fact, what appears to be a smooth cliff-face contains a lengthy inscription in a cuneiform script.  The inscription is actually in three languages:  Old Persian, Babylonian and Elamite.  It turned out to be the Rosetta Stone of Mesopotamian languages.

When translated, the inscription included the introductory statement, “I am Darius, great King, King of Kings, the King of Persia.”  This is the same Darius who allowed the Jews to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem.  His decree is found in Ezra 6:1-12.  The inscription includes the following:  “I settled the people in their place, the people of Persia, and Media, and the other provinces.  I restored that which had been taken away, as is was in the days of old.  This did I by the grace of Ahuramazda.”
Ahuramazda is the god of Zoroastrianism – a religion that still survives in Iran.  This letter is in the same spirit as that found in Ezra, in which Darius decreed that the Jews should return to Jerusalem and rebuild their temple, using funds from the royal Persian treasury.

Coming Next Issue:  The Black Obelisk of Shalmanezer III
One of four panels of the Behistun Inscription, a carved relief depicting King Darius who allowed the Jews to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem (Ezra 6:1-12).





A second image of the Behistun Inscription, the so-called Rosetta Stone of the Mesopotamian languages.








