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For two hundred years, from the second half of the sixth century to the 330's BC the Persian dynasty of the Achaemenids was ruling Anatolia and Armenia as part of an enormous empire stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to Afghanistan and India. The Great Kings Darius I. and Xerxes I. even tried to conquer Greece and the northern Black Sea territories but failed with the exception of Thrace which became part of their dominion for a period of time. The Pontic Greeks could take advantage of the situation by arranging themselves with Persian supremacy which might have been a tempting alternative to joining the Attic-Delic League. 

As the Great Kings in Persepolis were loosing interest in their north-western border their satraps had to handle the situation by keeping a balance of powers in going into changing alliances with fractions of Greeks and probably Scythians as well. This was a stable solution and the satraps were so apt in playing on the Anatolian plan that a desire for independence arose.

From 400 BC onwards with the well documented rebellion of Kyros, a series of internal struggle started to weaken parts of the empire. This became beneficial to the peripheries, for example the Bosporan Kingdom, and led to a new level of acculturation at the cost of the Persians in the first half of the 4th century. In a kind of globalization the established Greek polis-communities were destabilized during the same period as well, so that finally nobody could resist the new rising power of the Macedonians.

What side-effects had the long lasting Persian presence on the inhabitants of Asia Minor and on the Black Sea region in particular? Especially if the Persian kings generally were not intending to interfere deeply with local cultures as long as their desires for taxes and military service were fulfilled. This question has recently been the subject of several international conferences: 

The report of the “Colloque sur l´archéologie de l´empire achéménide” held at Paris in 2003 (Persika 6, 2005) provides an excellent overview of the state of field-research in the whole empire.
 “The Achaemenid Impact on Local Populations and Cultures in Anatolia. (6th – 4th cent. BC)” This conference was held at Istanbul in 2005 (forthcoming).  It treated monuments in Turkey and gave a perspective of what kinds of influence affected the shores of the Black Sea.

In Georgia the already traditional “Vani-conferences” and the “Achaemenid and Postachaemenid conferences” makes the south-eastern corner of the Black Sea a most important reference-point.

A new Aarhus project

The Aarhus Centre for Black Sea Studies is currently working on this acculturation-process from a distinctive Pontic perspective. In the territories outside the Empire, new meanings and values were attached to Persian precious objects in Thracian, Scythian and Caucasian surroundings. In all these regions in the vicinity of the empire a process of state-formation took place to a certain degree.
Historical Sources

Nearly all historical information on the Persian Empire, and the Pontic area in particular, is reported by Greek authors and seen through their eyes. Only very general facts can be deduced from official Persian monuments and no clay tablets of western origin are known at present. Therefore it will be epigraphical, onomastic and numismatic studies that provide new knowledge about the degree and mechanics of influence: Was there for example a Persian navy operating in the Black Sea or an intensive exchange of diplomats between the satraps and the local rulers? What about taxation, military service, and the employment of mercenaries within the Empire and outside its borders? 

Archaeological research
For more than a century, the archaeological community has known about the inventories of spectacular kurgan-burials around the Black Sea. Precious objects and imported Greek vases easily find their way into publications. Nowadays, thanks to modern excavation techniques, we learn more about unspectacular materials and contexts of graves, cemeteries and settlements. The still unevenly distributed intensity of research, with a major focus in the former Soviet Union, makes the peripheries of the Persian Empire better known than the provinces and centres. Nevertheless, the excavated residences of the satraps in Sardeis and Daskyleion offer an insight, where and how the influencing magnates were situated. The same is true on a lower hierarchical level for a system of palaces currently under investigation in Transcaucasia.
The Black Sea: an appendix of the Empire or a Persian lake?
In contrast to the Mediterranean, the Black Sea had no prosperous cities or provinces to offer like Egypt, Phoenicia and Syria. What were then the interests of the Great Kings in the western and northern Pontic zone if not just the desire or pressure to conquer every part of the known world?

After 479 BC it seems as if the Great Kings acknowledged the fact that the coast and the Caucasus formed the natural borders of the Empire. The satraps, on the other hand, could not avoid getting involved in Black Sea affairs to keep the achieved border-line safe.

They had to integrate the Greeks as regular inhabitants of their province into the Persian administrative system. Did they achieve this by leaving sea-bound trade completely to them? Are the Anatolian Greeks then the main “persifyers” as active bearers and transmitters of a mixed Graeco-Persian-Anatolian culture? 

The adoption of Persian fashions and identities and the nature of Persian influence
To sum up: What can be labelled Achaemenid? What kinds of influence can be found?

At present we cannot trace a strong Persian ethnic element in Anatolia but only a limited ruling class using architecture, ceremonies, silver-vessels, dresses and weapons in imitating the royal courts in Iran to a limited scale. Powerful symbols are of course always fashionable.

Characteristic objects like rhyta, omphalos-bowls and gold covered akinakai existed already in the 7th century before they were borrowed by the Persians. They were found in graves of elites inside and outside Anatolia in the same way as later the artefacts we now term “achaemenid”. Where lay the differences in number, context and distribution? What kinds of effect can be deduced from the pattern of settlements, cemeteries and artefacts? This will answer the question of how far Achaemenid influence reached into Persian and non-Persian territory.

Organisational details 

The conference is going to be held at Sandbjerg Manor, the guest house of University of Aarhus, near Sønderborg. Travel expences and full accommodation will be covered by the centre. For questions about access from Copenhagen or Hamburg or for any other organisational matter, please contact: Jane Hjarl Petersen: klajhp@hum.au.dk
Approximately 18 lectures will be given with a summing-up discussion for every historical period. The language used in lectures and discussion will be English.

An abstract of half a page should be send in, preferably before everybody leaves for summer-fieldwork.

The results of the conference will be published as a volume of Black Sea Studies (BSS).

Please remember, that the process of obtaining visa for citizens of non-EU countries needs to be started on 1st of October at the latest. 

Please reply as soon as possible by sending an e-mail to Jens Nieling: klajn@hum.au.dk especially if you will not be able to attend the conference.
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