
PERSIA, GREECE, AND THE ACHAEMENID 
SUCCESSION CRISIS

From Cyrus and Bardiya to Darius, Xerxes, the Persian Wars, and the dynasty's collapse

Comprehensive working report - evidence, source criticism, hypotheses, and test results

Scope: This report reconstructs the historical sequence discussed in our investigation. It distinguishes 
contemporary evidence from Darius's royal narrative, later Greek accounts, and modern inference. It does not 
treat the Gaumata story, the real-Bardiya alternative, or any murder hypothesis as settled fact.

Executive synthesis
The Achaemenid Empire did not begin with a stable constitutional law of succession. The first unmistakable rupture 
occurs in 522 BCE, after Cambyses II died and a ruler recognized as Bardiya/Barziya held power. Darius I and six 
Persian nobles killed that ruler. Darius's Behistun inscription says the man was not Bardiya but a Magian impostor 
named Gaumata; modern scholarship has long debated whether the killed ruler may instead have been the genuine 
Bardiya, son of Cyrus. Whatever the identity, Darius emerged from an elite coalition, faced widespread resistance, and 
monumentalized a detailed legitimacy narrative at Behistun. [H1-H3]

Darius later selected or at least was represented as selecting Xerxes over older sons. Xerxes united Darius's reigning 
line with the bloodline of Cyrus through his mother Atossa. His accession then became a famous precedent: generations 
later Parysatis explicitly invoked Xerxes's case in arguing that her younger son Cyrus the Younger should outrank his 
elder brother Artaxerxes II because Cyrus was born after Darius II became king. [H4-H6]

1. Evidence hierarchy
Tier Evidence type How used
A Contemporary royal inscriptions and dated 

Babylonian documents
Best for what was publicly claimed and for 
chronology; royal inscriptions are still partisan.

B Administrative/archaeological records Best independent control where preserved.
C Herodotus, Xenophon, Ctesias, Plutarch, 

Diodorus
Valuable traditions, but later, sometimes 
contradictory, literary and political.

D Modern reconstruction Necessary synthesis; must remain explicit 
about uncertainty.

2. Cyrus, Cambyses, and the first succession
Cyrus II conquered Babylon in 539 BCE. The Cyrus Cylinder is written in Babylonian religious-political language and 
says Marduk chose Cyrus and granted him kingship; the same imperial ruler is presented in Jewish tradition as 
authorized by YHWH, the God of heaven. This demonstrates adaptive imperial religious vocabulary, not by itself that 
Marduk, YHWH, and Ahuramazda were simply three linguistic forms of one name. [H7-H8]

Cyrus made his elder son Cambyses king of Babylon for a short period. The Babylonian chronicle preserves Cambyses's 
participation in the New Year ritual in 538 BCE; later he was removed from that Babylonian kingship for unknown 
reasons, but remained Cyrus's heir and succeeded him as Great King. [H9-H10]



3. 522 BCE: Bardiya, Gaumata, and Darius
The central disputed event is the transition from Cambyses to Darius. Darius says Cambyses had secretly killed his 
brother Bardiya; a Magian named Gaumata then impersonated Bardiya, took the throne, and was killed by Darius and six 
Persian nobles on 29 September 522 BCE. Darius then became king. Behistun names the six collaborators and provides 
Darius's genealogy, divine authorization, and a long account of rebellions. [H1-H3]

The revisionist alternative holds that the reigning man may have been the real Bardiya. That model removes the palace-
recognition problem: relatives, servants, officials, and nobles accepted him because he was in fact Cyrus's son. Under 
this model, Darius's 'impostor' account becomes a post-coup legitimacy narrative. Encyclopaedia Iranica explicitly notes 
that some historians have regarded 'Gaumata' as an invention of Darius and Bardiya as the man actually removed. This 
remains contested, not proven. [H1]

Question Official model Real-Bardiya model
Why did the palace accept the ruler? Gaumata convincingly impersonated Bardiya; 

secrecy and suppression prevented exposure.
Because the ruler was Bardiya.

Why did Darius kill him? To restore legitimate rule. To seize rule from Cyrus's direct line.
Why Behistun's elaborate genealogy? Normal royal legitimation after crisis. Needed to legitimize a branch change.
Why widespread rebellion? Instability after removal of an impostor. Resistance to a new ruling settlement.
What remains unresolved? Independent proof of Gaumata's physical 

identity.
Independent proof Darius knowingly killed 
Bardiya.

4. The seven-man coalition
Darius publicly names Intaphrenes, Otanes, Gobryas, Hydarnes, Megabyzus, and Aspathines as his partners. Their 
families became deeply embedded in imperial power. Gobryas was simultaneously Darius's brother-in-law and father-in-
law; Darius married Gobryas's daughter, and Gobryas's son Mardonius married Darius's daughter and became one of 
the dynasty's most important generals. Darius also tied himself by marriage to other elite houses and to the daughters of 
Cyrus. [H11-H12]

Later Greek tradition says Darius executed Intaphrenes after suspecting him of conspiracy. That cannot prove a witness-
cleanup theory, but it illustrates the structural danger: a ruler who reached power through an aristocratic coalition had 
obvious reason to fear another coalition doing the same thing.

5. Darius's marriages as legitimacy architecture
 Atossa - daughter of Cyrus II.
 Artystone - daughter of Cyrus II.
 Parmys - daughter of Bardiya.
 Daughters of major allies including Gobryas and Otanes.
 Subsequent intermarriage among these houses tied the coup coalition, Darius's family, and Cyrus's line into one 

ruling network. [H12]

6. Darius to Xerxes: the succession problem
Darius had older sons before he became king, notably Artobazanes by a daughter of Gobryas. Xerxes was a later son by 
Atossa, daughter of Cyrus. Herodotus remembers a succession dispute between the older-son claim and Xerxes's claim. 
Xerxes's own XPf inscription says Darius had other sons but made Xerxes 'greatest' (mathista) after himself; after Darius 
left the throne, Xerxes says he became king by Ahuramazda's favor. [H4-H5]

This is not a surviving decree by Darius. It is Xerxes's later statement about Darius's preference. Yet it has a plausible 
dynastic logic: Xerxes united Darius's reigning line with Cyrus's direct bloodline through Atossa.

7. The Van inscription



At Van/Tuspa, Darius ordered a monumental niche cut into the cliff but did not leave an inscription. Xerxes later placed a 
trilingual inscription there. It declares Ahuramazda made Xerxes king, gives him full Great King / King of Kings titulature, 
and then explicitly says Darius ordered the niche but did not inscribe it; Xerxes ordered the present inscription. [H13]

Unresolved hinge: if XV is post-486 BCE, it is straightforward dynastic completion. If it could be shown to 
predate Darius's death, full sovereign titulature while Darius lived would require a co-regency, authorized 
elevation, or a more aggressive succession claim.

8. Persian Wars and Xerxes's royal brothers
Xerxes entrusted royal brothers and close relatives with enormous military authority. Ariabignes died at Salamis; 
Achaemenes governed Egypt and commanded Egyptian forces; Masistes governed Bactria and commanded in the 
Greek invasion. These appointments weigh against a simple model in which Xerxes immediately exterminated all rival 
brothers.

Masistes is nevertheless important. His name derives from an Iranian form related to 'greatest/supreme' and may 
originally have been a title; a scholarly hypothesis has identified Herodotus's Masistes with Plutarch's Ariamenes, 
Darius's oldest son, though this is not established. Herodotus's elaborate account of Xerxes's quarrel with Masistes is 
regarded as substantially fictional, but modern scholarship allows a historical conflict ending in Masistes's downfall. [H14]

9. Xerxes's assassination and the next succession
Xerxes was assassinated in 465 BCE in a court conspiracy associated with Artabanus/Artapanus. The sequence is 
disputed, but Xerxes's son Darius was killed in the crisis and Artaxerxes I emerged as king. Artaxerxes then faced further 
rebellion, including a royal challenge in Bactria. [H15]

10. Repetition of the Xerxes precedent
The clearest proof that Xerxes's accession became precedent occurs under Darius II. His elder son Arsaces, later 
Artaxerxes II, had been born before Darius's accession; the younger Cyrus was born after accession. Parysatis preferred 
Cyrus and repeatedly invoked Xerxes I: Xerxes had not been Darius I's firstborn, but had been born after his father's 
accession. Cyrus ultimately raised an army and died at Cunaxa in 401 BCE attempting to displace Artaxerxes II. [H6]

11. Later succession degradation
Transition Pattern Evidence caution
Xerxes I -> Artaxerxes I Assassination; elder royal son killed; 

Artaxerxes emerges.
Ancient narratives disagree on details.

Artaxerxes I -> Darius II Contested succession; Greek sequence and 
Babylonian dating do not align neatly.

High source complexity.

Darius II -> Artaxerxes II Younger Cyrus invokes Xerxes precedent, 
rebels militarily.

Strong mechanism-specific evidence.

Artaxerxes II -> Artaxerxes III Designated co-ruler Darius executed for 
conspiracy; Ariaspes/Ariaratus dies; younger 
Ochus succeeds.

Ariaspes suicide story comes through late 
narrative.

Artaxerxes III -> Arses Artaxerxes reportedly poisoned by Bagoas; 
Arses installed.

Late source tradition.

Arses -> Darius III Arses and children killed; Bagoas installs 
Darius III; Darius later eliminates Bagoas.

Late but consistent kingmaker tradition.

12. Greece and the imperial endgame
The Persian Wars did not immediately destroy the empire. Xerxes's failed invasion of Greece in 480-479 BCE was 
followed by another century and a half of Persian power. But Greek and Macedonian military development, repeated 



western conflicts, and the dynasty's internal succession instability coexisted. Alexander III eventually conquered the 
empire in the 330s BCE. Internal weakening and external conquest are not mutually exclusive explanations.

13. Historical conclusions
1. 522 BCE is the clearest early institutional rupture.
2. The identity of Darius's victim - Gaumata or genuine Bardiya - remains disputed.
3. Behistun is both uniquely valuable historical evidence and a self-justifying royal narrative.
4. Darius integrated Cyrus's line and the coup coalition through marriage.
5. Xerxes plausibly functioned as a dynastic bridge between Darius and Cyrus.
6. Xerxes's non-firstborn accession became a documented precedent later claimants reused.
7. Post-Xerxes succession repeatedly became violent, factional, and increasingly vulnerable to court intervention.
8. Nothing currently proves Darius was murdered, Xerxes forged his father's designation, or Xerxes killed Darius to 

take the throne.
9. The strongest unresolved forensic questions remain the identity of Bardiya/Gaumata, the chronology of Van XV, and 

the documentary status of Xerxes before 486 BCE.
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