
THE XERXES CURSE - REVISED

The 522 Precedent, Bardiya Rupture, Xerxes Repair, and a reusable succession exception

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

The word 'curse' is metaphorical here: an institutional/path-dependent succession problem, not a claim of 
supernatural causation. This edition incorporates the backward test before Darius, the Bardiya/Gaumata 
problem, the Van inscription, royal-name questions, the Masistes hypothesis, and the post-Xerxes succession 
series.

Abstract
The original hypothesis - that Xerxes I created Achaemenid succession instability - fails because violent irregular 
succession already existed in 522 BCE. The revised hypothesis is stronger: 522 demonstrated that a coalition could kill a 
recognized ruler, declare him illegitimate, establish a new king, and then fix the victorious legitimacy narrative in 
monumental form. Darius's regime subsequently fused itself with Cyrus's bloodline and the great Persian houses. Xerxes 
may have been the dynastic repair: son of Darius and Atossa, daughter of Cyrus. Yet his preference over older sons 
created a memorable exception to simple seniority. That exception later became explicit precedent when Parysatis used 
Xerxes's accession to promote Cyrus the Younger over Artaxerxes II. The 'Xerxes Curse' is therefore the downstream 
ambiguity created when multiple competing rules can plausibly produce a rightful king.

1. The three-layer model
Layer Date Model
The 522 Precedent 522 BCE Elite coalition can replace a sovereign and 

retrospectively establish legitimacy.
The Xerxes Repair 486 BCE Darius's line reunites with Cyrus's direct 

bloodline through Atossa's son Xerxes.
The Xerxes Curse After 486 The exception to eldest-son priority becomes a 

reusable political precedent.

2. Why 522 matters more than Xerxes as a starting point
If the slain ruler was genuine Bardiya, Darius's rise represents a direct branch replacement of Cyrus's line. If the slain 
ruler was Gaumata, 522 still demonstrates an elite-led deposition followed by a new monarch and an enormous 
legitimacy campaign. Either way, the political technology existed before Xerxes.

Behistun is especially important because it is an early example of the winner creating a durable, multilingual account of 
why the removed ruler was illegitimate and why the new ruler was divinely authorized. [X1-X2]

3. Why the real-Bardiya hypothesis remains viable
 The reigning man was recognized administratively as Bardiya/Barziya.
 A true Bardiya naturally explains recognition by palace and imperial officials.
 Darius had no straightforward direct right to Cyrus's throne and therefore needed powerful legitimacy arguments.
 Darius married Cyrus's daughters and Bardiya's daughter after accession.
 Darius faced large-scale resistance and had to suppress multiple claimants.
 Against the hypothesis: Darius's contemporary inscription explicitly identifies an impostor Gaumata, and later 

traditions retain an impostor story.
 Result: plausible and longstanding scholarly alternative, not proven fact. [X1]



4. The Xerxes repair hypothesis
Xerxes was uniquely positioned to heal a legitimacy problem because his father was Darius and his mother Atossa was 
Cyrus's daughter. If Darius's ruling branch needed Cyrus-derived legitimacy, Xerxes was the most powerful biological 
bridge available. This provides a non-conspiratorial explanation for why an older son could be passed over.

Yet XPf itself reveals that the issue needed explanation: Xerxes says Darius had other sons and made him 'greatest' 
after himself. Whether that statement preserves Darius's genuine designation or a later Xerxean legitimacy claim cannot 
be independently settled from XPf alone. [X3]

5. Van XV and durable succession messaging
Darius ordered a blank monumental field cut at Van/Tuspa. Xerxes's inscription explicitly says Darius did not place 
writing there and Xerxes ordered the surviving text. That text proclaims Xerxes Great King, King of Kings, and king by 
Ahuramazda's action. [X4]

No one cuts a monumental inscription field without anticipating some use, but there is no evidence that Darius had 
already approved a particular final text. The unresolved date of the carving is decisive. A pre-486 date would make the 
inscription a declaration of full sovereign identity while Darius was alive; a post-486 date makes it normal succession 
propaganda.

6. Royal names and accession
Xerxes is the Greek form of Old Persian Xshaya-rsha, an Achaemenid throne-name meaning approximately 'ruling over 
heroes/men.' Darius (Darayavaush) is likewise treated as a royal throne-name. Later Achaemenids demonstrably 
changed personal names on accession, but the birth names of Darius I and Xerxes I are not securely preserved. 
Therefore the first appearance of the royal name and royal titulature is potentially useful, but a pre-accession occurrence 
would be needed to make it decisive. [X5-X6]

7. The Masistes problem
Masistes, a full brother of Xerxes and satrap of Bactria, bears a name related to 'greatest/supreme' and possibly to the 
succession term mathista. A scholarly hypothesis identifies Masistes with Ariamenes, whom Plutarch calls Darius's 
oldest son. Herodotus gives the succession rival another name, Artobazanes. The identification remains speculative. 
[X7]

If they were the same man, the apparently vanished senior rival would instead survive as a powerful provincial and 
military figure who later came into fatal conflict with Xerxes. That would be important; it is not yet established enough to 
use as a premise.

8. Mechanism-specific positive test: Cyrus the Younger
This is the strongest result in the entire 'curse' model. Parysatis explicitly used Xerxes's accession as precedent to argue 
that Cyrus the Younger - born after Darius II became king - should outrank the elder Artaxerxes II, who had been born 
before accession. Cyrus later raised an army and tried to take the throne. [X8]

This moves the Xerxes precedent from modern pattern-recognition to demonstrable ancient political 
argument: later Achaemenids themselves reused the Xerxes succession logic.



9. Post-Xerxes recurrence
Generation Crisis Why it matters
Xerxes -> Artaxerxes I Xerxes assassinated; royal son Darius killed; 

Artaxerxes emerges.
Violence directly determines succession.

Artaxerxes I -> Darius II Contested transition with conflicting 
Greek/Babylonian chronology.

Royal title follows winner, not a transparent 
rule.

Darius II -> Artaxerxes II Cyrus the Younger invokes Xerxes precedent 
and raises an army.

Direct reuse of exception.

Artaxerxes II -> Artaxerxes III Co-ruler Darius executed; next candidate dies; 
younger Ochus succeeds.

Designation fails to end contest.

Artaxerxes III -> Arses -> Darius III Bagoas becomes kingmaker, installs and 
removes kings.

Succession authority partly externalized from 
dynasty.

10. What the 'curse' is - and is not
Claim Status
Xerxes murdered Darius to become king. Unsupported.
Darius never intended Xerxes to succeed. Possible but contrary to surviving Xerxean and Greek tradition; 

unproven.
Xerxes's accession was politically unusual. Strongly supported.
Xerxes's accession became precedent. Directly supported by Cyrus-the-Younger tradition.
Xerxes began all Persian succession violence. Falsified by 522 BCE.
522 created a durable model of retroactive legitimacy. Strong structural inference.
Darius killed the real Bardiya. Plausible longstanding hypothesis, unresolved.
The dynasty increasingly resolves succession by intrigue/force. Strong descriptive pattern.
The pattern is literally supernatural. Not tested by historical evidence.

11. Falsification criteria
1. Find contemporary evidence independently proving the killed 522 ruler was Gaumata and known as an impostor 

before Darius's coup; this sharply weakens the real-Bardiya branch.
2. Show Xerxes's succession followed a routine, unambiguous rule used consistently before and after him; this 

weakens the 'exception precedent' model.
3. Show the Cyrus-the-Younger use of Xerxes precedent is a late literary invention with no credible transmission; this 

weakens the strongest positive test.
4. Show comparable explicit succession-precedent arguments were already normal before Xerxes; this weakens 

causal uniqueness.
5. Securely date Van XV after Darius's death; this removes the strongest pre-accession royal-claim possibility.
6. Securely date Van XV before Darius's death; this would substantially strengthen a co-regency or pre-accession 

royal-claim model.

12. Current verdict
The revised model survives in a narrow, historically defensible form. The Achaemenid dynasty was already vulnerable to 
violent legitimacy disputes in 522. Darius's reign then constructed a new dynastic settlement tied to Cyrus's house and 
powerful Persian families. Xerxes likely strengthened that settlement biologically and politically, but the very mechanism 
that made him a strong bridge - selecting a non-firstborn son on superior dynastic grounds - supplied later princes with a 
reusable exception. The 'curse' is therefore best understood as institutional ambiguity: once several incompatible rules 
can all produce a plausible rightful king, succession disputes are likely to be settled by palace power, armies, or whoever 
survives.
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