‘ I. 131-40: CuSTOMS OF THE PERSIANS

[I31] The following are certain Persian customs which | can describe from personal
knowledge. The erection of statues, temples, and altars is not an accepted practice amongst
them, and anyone who does such a thing is considered a fool, because, presumably, the Persian
religion is not anthropomorphic like the Greek. Zeus, in their system, is the whole circle of
the heavens, and they sacrifice to him from the tops of mountains. They also worship the
sun, moon, and earth, fire, water, and winds, which are their only original deities: it was later
that they learned from the Assyrians and Arabians the cult of Uranian Aphrodite. The

Assyrian name for Aphrodite is Mylitta, the Arabian Alilat, the Persian Mitra.

[132] As for ceremonial, when they offer sacrifice to the deities | mentioned, they erect no
altar and kindle no fire; the libation, the flute-music, the garlands, the sprinkled meal —all these
things they have no use for; but before a ceremony a man sticks a spray of leaves, usually
myrtle leaves, into his headdress, takes his victim to some purified place and invokes the deity
to whom he wishes to sacrifice. The actual worshipper is not permitted to pray for any
personal or private blessing, but only for the king and for the general good of the community,
of which he is himself a part. When he has cut up the animal and cooked it, he makes a little
heap of the softest green stuff he can find, preferably clover, and lays all the meat upon it.
This done, a Magus (a member of this caste must be always present at sacrifices) utters an
incantation over it in a form of words which is supposed to recount the Birth of the Gods.
Then after a short interval the worshipper removes the flesh and does what he pleases with

it.

[133] Of all days in the year a Persian most distinguishes his birthday, and celebrates it with a
dinner of special magnificence. A rich Persian on his birthday will have an ox or a horse or a
camel or a donkey baked whole in the oven and served up at table, and the poor some smaller

beast. The main dishes at their meals are few, but they have many sorts of dessert, the various



courses being served separately. It is this custom that has made them say that the Greeks
leave the table hungry, because they never have anything worth mentioning after the first
course: they think that if the Greeks did, they should go on eating. They are very fond of

wine, and no one is allowed to vomit or urinate in the presence of another person.

If an important decision is to be made, they discuss the question when they are drunk, and
the following day the master of the house where the discussion was held submits their
decision for reconsideration when they are sober. If they still approve it, it is adopted; if not,
it is abandoned. Conversely, any decision they make when they are sober, is reconsidered

afterwards when they are drunk.

[134] When Persians meet in the streets one can always tell by their mode of greeting
whether or not they are of the same rank; for they do not speak but kiss —their equals upon
the mouth, those somewhat superior on the cheeks. A man of greatly inferior rank prostrates
himself in profound reverence. After their own nation they hold their nearest neighbours
most in honour, then the nearest but one —and so on, their respect decreasing as the distance
grows, and the most remote being the most despised. Themselves they consider in every
way superior to everyone else in the world, and allow other nations a share of good qualities
decreasing according to distance, the furthest off being in their view the worst. By a similar
sort of principle the Medes extended their system of administration and government during
the period of their dominance: the various nations governed each other, the Medes being the
supreme authority and concerning themselves specially with their nearest neighbours; these

in their turn ruling their neighbours, who were responsible for the next, and so on.

[135] No race is so ready to adopt foreign ways as the Persian; for instance, they wear the
Median costume because they think it handsomer than their own, and their soldiers wear the

Egyptian corselet. Pleasures, too, of all sorts they are quick to indulge in when they get to



know about them — a notable instance is pederasty, which they learned from the Greeks.

Every man has a number of wives, and a much greater number of concubines.

[136] After prowess in fighting, the chief proof of manliness is to be the father of a large family
of boys. Those who have most sons receive an annual present from the king —on the principle
that there is strength in numbers. The period of a boy’s education is between the ages of five
and twenty, and they are taught three things only: to ride, to use the bow, and to speak the
truth. Before the age of five a boy lives with the women and never sees his father, the object
being to spare the father distress if the child should die in the early stages of its upbringing.

In my view this is a sound practice.

[137] | admire also the custom which forbids even the king himself to put a man to death for
a single offence, and any Persian under similar circumstances to punish a servant by an
irreparable injury. Their way is to balance faults against services, and then, if the faults are
greater and more numerous, anger may take its course. They declare that no man has ever
yet killed his father or mother; in the cases where this has apparently happened, they are quite
certain that inquiry would reveal that the son was either a changeling or born out of wedlock,

for they insist that it is most improbable that the actual parent should be killed by his child.

[138] What they are forbidden to do, they are forbidden also to mention. They consider
telling lies more disgraceful than anything else, and, next to that, owing money. There are
many reasons for their horror of debt, but the chief is their conviction that a man who owes
money is bound also to tell lies. Sufferers from the scab or from leprosy are isolated and
forbidden the city. They say these diseases are punishments for offending the sun, and they
expel any stranger who catches them: many Persians drive away even white doves, as if they,

too, were guilty of the same offence. They have a profound reverence for rivers: they will



never pollute a river with urine or spittle, or even wash their hands in one, or allow anyone

else to do so.

[139] There is one other peculiarity which one notices about them, though they themselves
are unaware of it: all their names, which express magnificence or physical qualities, end in the

letter S (the Dorian ‘san’). Inquiry will prove this in every case without exception.'

[140] All this | am able to state definitely from personal knowledge. There is another practice,
however, concerning the burial of the dead, which is not spoken of openly and is something
of a mystery: it is that a male Persian is never buried until the body has been torn by a bird
or a dog. | know for certain that the Magi have this custom, for they are quite open about it.
The Persians in general, however, cover a body with wax and then bury it. The Magi are a
peculiar caste, quite different from the Egyptian priests and indeed from any other sort of
person. The Egyptian priests make it an article of religion to kill no living creature except for
sacrifice, but the Magi not only kill anything, except dogs and men, with their own hands but
make a special point of doing so; ants, snakes, crawling animals, birds —no matter what, they

kill them indiscriminately. Well, it is an ancient custom, so let them keep it.

1 Persian names end in ‘s’ only in their Greek transliteration, which shows that H. did not know Persian.



