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Abstract

According to classical accounts, from the reign of Achaemenid Artaxerxes II until a
century after the fall of the Achaemenid Empire, an Iranian family, named Megabyzus,
held the position of Neocoros at the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus. A comparative
study of these accounts alongside archaeological and epigraphic evidence provides
crucial insights into the social, cultural-religious, and political contexts of this
development and its impacts on Anatolia and the Aegean region. The hypothesis of this
study suggests that after the Achaemenid conquest of Anatolia, the cultural-religious
interactions between Iranian settlers and native Anatolians led to the emergence of
syncretic religious systems, particularly centered around Artemis of Ephesus, who
shared many characteristics with the Iranian goddess Anahita. Therefore, from the reign
of Artaxerxes II, coinciding with the elevation of Anahita's status at the royal court,
Artemis of Ephesus gained special prominence at the Achaemenid satrapal court in
Lydia and Caria. Historical narratives and epigraphic evidence indicate that, alongside
these developments, Iranian families assumed the position of Neocoros at key Artemis
temples across Anatolia and the Aegean region. Their involvement provided the
Achaemenid Empire with an opportunity to secure the religious support of native
Anatolians and Aegeans, thereby solidifying its political presence in the region, while
also bringing about profound changes in the cultural-religious landscape and ritual
beliefs of the area.
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Introduction

According to classical accounts from Greek and Roman historians, from the reign of
Achaemenid Artaxerxes II until a century after the fall of the Achaemenid Empire,
individuals bearing the Persian name Magabyzus held the titles of neocoros (temple
guardian) and hiereus (priest) at the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus. These figures were
responsible for overseeing temple operations and conducting religious ceremonies
dedicated to Artemis. Comparative analysis of parallel classical narratives and
epigraphic evidence suggests they were members of a Persian priestly family.
Following the Magian tradition, their priestly roles in the Temple of Artemis were
hereditary, passed from father to son. This study seeks to explore the factors that
enabled Persian families to occupy these positions and the subsequent impacts on
Anatolia and the Aegean. It uses historical, archacological, and epigraphic evidence to

examine the social, cultural-religious, and political contexts of these developments.

Materials and Methods

The research methodology in this study is based on a comparative analysis of classical
accounts, epigraphic evidence, and archaeological findings. The primary sources for this
research are classical texts from the Greek and Roman cultural spheres. To verify and
complement these narratives, a comparative approach has been employed, integrating

them with epigraphic and archaeological evidence.

Discussion& Result

Epigraphic evidence from Achaemenid Anatolia reveals that Persian migrants
introduced their religious and cultural practices to the region and interacted with local
Anatolian populations. This exchange fostered religious affinities and syncretic rituals,
especially in the worship of Artemis, who shared many attributes with the Persian
goddess Anahita. As these affinities grew, Persian elements influenced Artemis’s
worship rituals, incorporating Persian music and prayers recited by priests dressed as
Magi. This integration created a foundation for Persians to assume priestly roles at
Artemis’s temple.

From the outset of Achaemenid rule, Anatolia experienced political unrest. During
the first rebellion, initiated by a Lydian named Pactyes, the priests of the Temple of
Apollo in Didyma, seeking to preserve their status and resources, supported the
Achaemenids and called for the surrender of Pactyes. Didyma’s support for the
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Achaemenids demonstrated that by securing the religious backing of Anatolian temples
and those in the Aegean region, the Achaemenids could strengthen their social base
among the local populations and prevent the masses from joining potential uprisings.
Given the religious convergence that had developed between Iranian migrants and the
native Anatolians, the Achaemenids realized they could leverage the presence of Iranian
priests in Anatolian temples to strengthen their social base and consolidate their
influence in the region. From the reign of Artaxerxes II onward, alongside the elevation
of Anahita’s status at the royal court, Artemis of Ephesus also attained a prominent
position in the court of the Achaemenid satrap of Lydia and Caria. Historical accounts
and epigraphic evidence reveal that during this period, members of Iranian priestly
families assumed the role of neocoros at key temples in Anatolia and the Aegean region.
These priests, through their involvement in charitable and public welfare activities,
gained significant popularity among the local populations. Their presence in this role
provided the Achaemenid Empire with a unique opportunity to secure the religious
support of the Anatolian and Aegean communities, thereby strengthening its political
position in these territories. Simultaneously, their influence profoundly transformed the

cultural-religious landscape and ritualistic traditions of the region.

Conclusion

In Achaemenid Anatolia, the religious convergence resulting from the interactions
between Iranian migrants and the local Anatolian population around the goddess
Artemis facilitated the incorporation of Persian traditions into the worship rituals of
Artemis. As this socio-cultural and religious foundation developed, the Achaemenids
recognized the necessity of garnering spiritual support from the local populace via
temples to strengthen their social standing. Accordingly, during the reign of Artaxerxes
II, simultaneous with the elevation of the goddesses Anahita and Artemis in the royal
court of the king and Satrap of Lydia and Caria, evidence of Iranians serving as priests
in the temple of Artemis at Ephesus emerged.

While there is no conclusive proof that the influence of Persian ceremonies and the
presence of Iranian clergy in Artemis’ worship were directly orchestrated by the
Achaemenid administration, classical accounts highlighting the special regard
Artaxerxes Il and Tissaphernes had for Anahita and Artemis—alongside the depiction
of Artemis of Ephesus on coins minted by Tissaphernes—clearly indicate imperial
support for this trend. The popularity of Iranian priests in the Artemis temple

significantly bolstered the Achaemenid social base in Ephesus, so much so that, after
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the fall of the empire, the locals resisted Alexander’s attempts to rebuild the temple.
Furthermore, the Persian influences introduced through these priests persisted for
centuries after the Achaemenids’ decline, profoundly reshaping the cultural and

religious landscape of Anatolia and the Aegean region.
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