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I. Introduction: Defining Elam, Land and People 
 
The civilization of Elam, which flourished for nearly three millennia in the southwestern corner 
of the Iranian plateau, represents one of the most significant and enduring cultures of the 
ancient Near East. Positioned at a critical juncture between the alluvial plains of Mesopotamia 
and the resource-rich highlands of Iran, Elam developed a unique and resilient identity, 
characterized by a complex interplay of indigenous traditions and foreign influences. Its 
history is a long and intricate narrative of political consolidation, imperial ambition, cultural 
innovation, and eventual transformation. To comprehend the trajectory of Elamite civilization, 
one must first understand its fundamental geographical duality, the identity of its people, and 
the historiographical challenges inherent in reconstructing its past from sources often written 
by its rivals and enemies. 
 
Geographical Duality: The Lowlands and the Highlands 

 
The geography of Elam was the single most important factor in shaping its history, economy, 
and political structure. The kingdom was composed of two distinct and complementary 
environmental zones: a low-lying, hot alluvial plain in the west, and a rugged, temperate 
mountain range to the north and east.1 

The western lowlands, a region known in later periods as Susiana (modern Khuzestan), formed 
a natural extension of the Mesopotamian plain. Watered by the Karun and Karkheh rivers, this 
area was exceptionally fertile and ideally suited to large-scale irrigation agriculture, which 
supported a dense, urbanized population.1 The principal city of this region was Susa, founded 
as early as 4200 BCE, which served for most of Elam's history as its primary political, cultural, 
and economic center.1 Due to its proximity and similar environment, Susiana was in constant 
contact with Mesopotamia, leading to profound cultural, technological, and political 
exchange.5 

Bordering this plain to the east were the Zagros mountains, a region referred to here as the 
Elamite Highlands, which corresponds to the modern Iranian province of Fars. This highland 



zone, centered on the city of Anshan (modern Tal-i Malyan), was characterized by 
intermontane valleys suitable for pastoralism and limited farming.1 Crucially, the highlands 
were rich in the natural resources that the Mesopotamian lowlands lacked: timber, stone, and 
metallic ores like copper and tin.1 This region was home to a more conservative, semi-nomadic 
population that preserved indigenous Elamite traditions with greater tenacity than the 
cosmopolitan urbanites of Susa.1 

This geographical duality was not merely a physical feature but the central organizing 
principle of the Elamite state. The constant tension and symbiosis between the agrarian, 
Mesopotamian-influenced lowlands of Susa and the pastoral, resource-rich, and culturally 
indigenous highlands of Anshan drove the development of Elam's most distinctive features. 
This dynamic is explicitly reflected in the primary royal title used during the kingdom's height: 
"King of Anshan and Susa," a declaration that the monarch's authority rested on the 
unification of these two disparate realms.1 The unique federal political structure of the 
Sukkalmah period was a direct institutional response to managing this duality, and the Elamite 
economy functioned by channeling highland resources through the lowland plains to markets 
in Mesopotamia.1 Elamite culture itself was a product of this dynamic, representing a 
continuous negotiation between foreign influences absorbed in Susa and native traditions 
maintained in the highlands of Anshan. 
 
The Elamites: Identity and Terminology 

 
The name "Elam" is an exonym, a name given by outsiders. It derives from the Sumerian term 
elam(a) and the later Akkadian elamtu, which was understood in Mesopotamian languages to 
mean "The Heights" or "high country," a clear reference to the mountainous eastern portion of 
the land.6 The Elamites themselves referred to their land as 
Haltamti or Hatamti, a name that appears to have had a similar meaning, though it is 
sometimes translated as "land of the gods".3 

The Elamites were most likely the indigenous inhabitants of the region, with cultural roots 
extending deep into the Neolithic period of the Zagros foothills.10 They were ethnically and 
linguistically distinct from their Semitic- and Sumerian-speaking neighbors in Mesopotamia. 
Their language, also called Elamite, is a linguistic isolate with no confirmed relatives, a 
testament to their unique and deeply rooted local origins.2 

 

Historiographical Challenges: Reconstructing Elam 

 
The study of Elamite civilization is fraught with significant historiographical challenges. Unlike 
Egypt or Mesopotamia, Elam produced a relatively small corpus of indigenous historical 
narratives. For long stretches of its history, particularly the Old and Neo-Elamite periods, the 
political narrative must be reconstructed almost entirely from the written records of its 



Mesopotamian neighbors.12 These sources—royal inscriptions, chronicles, and letters from 
Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, and Assyria—are invariably biased. They typically portray Elam as a 
hostile and aggressive power, a perennial enemy to be subdued.13 Military conflicts are 
described in detail, while periods of peaceful trade or cultural exchange are often ignored. 
This creates a skewed perspective that must be critically evaluated and balanced with the 
available archaeological evidence and the limited number of surviving Elamite inscriptions to 
produce a more nuanced history.15 

The following chronological table provides a framework for the history of Elam, 
contextualizing its major periods and events alongside those of its Mesopotamian neighbors. 
 
Period Dates (BCE) Key Dynasties / 

Rulers 
Major Events in 
Elam 

Contemporaneous 
Events in 
Mesopotamia/Ass
yria 

Proto-Elamite c. 3200–2700 (Pre-dynastic) Emergence of 
Susa as an urban 
center; 
development of 
Proto-Elamite 
script and 
administrative 
network across 
the Iranian 
plateau.16 

Uruk Period; 
invention of 
proto-cuneiform; 
rise of Sumerian 
city-states.18 

Old Elamite c. 2700–1600 Awan, Shimashki, 
Sukkalmah 
(Epartid) 
Dynasties.3 

First recorded war 
with Kish (c. 
2700).4 
Subjugation by 
Akkad and Ur III.20 
Sack of Ur by 
Kindattu (2004).1 
Rise of the 
Sukkalmah federal 
state.7 

Early Dynastic 
Period; Akkadian 
Empire (Sargon, 
Naram-Sin); Third 
Dynasty of Ur 
(Shulgi); Old 
Babylonian Period 
(Hammurabi).20 

Middle Elamite c. 1500–1100 Kidinuid, Igihalkid, 
Shutrukid 
Dynasties.5 
Untash-Napirisha, 
Shutruk-Nahhunte
.3 

"Elamization" 
policy; 
construction of 
Chogha Zanbil (c. 
1250).3 Shutrukids 
sack Babylon, end 
Kassite dynasty, 
and bring spoils 

Kassite Dynasty in 
Babylonia; rise of 
the Middle 
Assyrian Empire 
(Shalmaneser I, 
Tukulti-Ninurta 
I).21 



(e.g., Hammurabi's 
Stele) to Susa.23 

Neo-Elamite c. 1100–539 Hubanid Dynasty 
and later kings.26 

"Dark Age" (c. 
1100-800). 
Protracted conflict 
with Neo-Assyrian 
Empire.12 Alliances 
with Babylon 
against Assyria.6 
Internal 
fragmentation and 
civil wars.15 
Ashurbanipal 
sacks Susa (c. 
646).4 Persians 
take over 
Anshan.23 

Second Dynasty 
of Isin 
(Nebuchadnezzar 
I defeats Elam c. 
1100).5 
Neo-Assyrian 
Empire (Sargon II, 
Sennacherib, 
Ashurbanipal).27 
Neo-Babylonian 
Empire.21 

 

II. The Dawn of a Civilization: The Proto-Elamite Period 
(c. 3200–2700 BCE) 
 
Long before the rise of the historical Elamite kingdom, the Iranian plateau witnessed the 
emergence of its first indigenous civilization. The Proto-Elamite period, spanning roughly from 
3200 to 2700 BCE, was not a precursor but a fully-fledged complex society characterized by 
a network of urban centers, a sophisticated administrative system, a unique and still largely 
undeciphered script, and a highly distinctive artistic tradition. This era laid the cultural and 
organizational foundations upon which later Elamite society would be built. 
 
The Rise of Susa and the Urban Network 

 
The city of Susa, founded on the fertile Susiana plain around 4200–4000 BCE, was the 
crucible of this new civilization.1 By the late 4th millennium BCE, it had grown into a major 
urban center, supported by intensive irrigation agriculture and a thriving craft economy 
specializing in high-quality ceramics, stonework, and metallurgy.1 

The Proto-Elamite period, archaeologically designated as the Susa III period, saw a 
remarkable phenomenon: the rapid expansion of a shared material culture and administrative 
technology from Susa across a vast expanse of the Iranian plateau.17 Archaeological 
excavations at sites as distant as Tepe Sialk near modern Kashan, Tepe Yahya in Kerman, and 



Shahr-e Sokhteh in Sistan have unearthed Proto-Elamite tablets, seals, and characteristic 
pottery.29 This "Proto-Elamite horizon" suggests the existence of a cohesive and integrated 
network, likely a political or economic union, that connected disparate communities across 
the plateau through a common administrative system.29 

 

Proto-Elamite Administration and Writing 

 
The engine of this network was a sophisticated administrative apparatus designed to manage 
production, storage, and trade. This system evolved from simpler Neolithic methods, utilizing 
geometric clay tokens to represent commodities. These tokens were then enclosed in sealed 
clay envelopes (bullae) to secure transactions, a practice that led directly to the invention of 
writing.18 To make the contents of a bulla visible without breaking it, scribes began impressing 
the tokens on the outside; eventually, they realized that impressing abstract signs for the 
tokens onto a flat clay tablet was more efficient, giving rise to the world's first accounting 
documents.19 

The Proto-Elamite script, which emerged around 3200–3100 BCE, developed in parallel with 
the proto-cuneiform script of neighboring Mesopotamia.18 While the two systems share 
underlying concepts, such as the use of a sexagesimal system for counting, the Proto-Elamite 
script is graphically distinct.19 It is a logographic system, with signs representing whole words 
or concepts, and was used almost exclusively for administrative purposes: recording 
quantities of grain, livestock, textiles, and allocations of rations to laborers.35 The script is 
written in a linear style, unlike the hierarchical boxes of early proto-cuneiform, and is 
composed of largely abstract signs.34 Despite over a century of study, the Proto-Elamite script 
remains undeciphered, its linguistic content a mystery.10 

 

The Enigma of Linear Elamite 

 
A second, and distinct, indigenous writing system known as Linear Elamite appeared much 
later, in use for a brief period between approximately 2300 and 1850 BCE.16 Its relationship to 
the older Proto-Elamite script is uncertain, though some signs show a clear graphic 
evolution.31 For decades, Linear Elamite also resisted decipherment. However, a major 
breakthrough was announced in 2020 by a team led by French scholar François Desset. 
Based on the analysis of a set of inscribed silver vessels, they claim to have achieved a 
near-complete decipherment, identifying Linear Elamite as a purely phonetic, syllabic 
script—one of the oldest of its kind in the world—that records an early stage of the Elamite 
language.36 This discovery is of monumental importance, as it provides direct access to the 
Elamite language from a native script for the first time and opens the door to potentially 
understanding personal and divine names recorded in the older Proto-Elamite texts.38 

 



Distinctive Artistic Traditions 

 
The art of the Proto-Elamite period is as unique as its script, showing no direct parallels with 
the contemporary art of Mesopotamia or any other region.10 Its most striking characteristic is 
the central role of animals, which are rendered with a remarkable liveliness and naturalism. 
Unlike in Mesopotamian art, human figures are rare and secondary; instead, animals appear to 
be the primary protagonists of the mythological and narrative scenes depicted on cylinder 
seals and other objects.10 These animals, from bulls and lions to mountain goats, may have 
served as symbols for different human groups or as stand-ins for deities or people in telling 
myths and legends.10 

The craftsmanship of the period was extraordinary, as exemplified by a small silver statue 
known as the "Kneeling Bull Holding a Spouted Vessel," dated to c. 3100–2900 BCE.10 The 
figure, a bull in a human-like kneeling posture, is clad in an ornamented textile and carefully 
holds a vessel, suggesting a role as a participant in a ritual act. This masterpiece, along with 
the dynamic and complex scenes on Proto-Elamite cylinder seals, reveals a sophisticated and 
imaginative iconographic world that was entirely their own.16 

The Proto-Elamite phenomenon was not a colonial offshoot of Mesopotamia but a powerful, 
indigenous system of economic integration that arose in parallel. Its rapid spread across the 
Iranian plateau and its equally rapid decline suggest a specific economic basis for its 
existence. It appears to have been a specialized hegemony whose power derived from its 
control over the vital overland trade routes that funneled raw materials from the highlands to 
the burgeoning cities of the Mesopotamian plain.40 This trade-based polity, however, proved 
brittle. When new maritime trade routes were established through the Persian Gulf several 
centuries later, bypassing the overland network controlled by the Proto-Elamites, their 
economic advantage evaporated, and the vast, interconnected system quickly collapsed, 
paving the way for the rise of new political configurations in the subsequent Old Elamite 
period.40 

 

III. The Old Elamite Period (c. 2700–1600 BCE): 
Forging a Kingdom 
 
Following the collapse of the Proto-Elamite trade network, southwestern Iran entered a new 
historical phase characterized by the formation of a more conventional territorial state. The 
Old Elamite period was a long and formative era during which Elam coalesced into a 
recognizable kingdom, engaged in a prolonged and often violent dialogue with the great 
powers of Mesopotamia, and developed a unique and remarkably stable system of 
governance. 
 



The Dynasties of Awan and Shimashki 

 
The historical record for Elam begins around 2700 BCE with an entry in the Sumerian King List 
noting that King Enmebaragesi of the city-state of Kish "carried away as spoil the weapons of 
Elam".4 This event marks the first recorded war in history and the beginning of a millennium of 
complex interactions between Elam and Mesopotamia. 
The earliest Elamite polities known from textual sources are the dynasties of Awan and 
Shimashki.3 These kingdoms, whose rulers are listed in a king list found at Susa, are known 
primarily through the lens of Mesopotamian inscriptions that record their conflicts.20 This was 
an era defined by cycles of invasion and rebellion. The powerful Akkadian Empire, founded by 
Sargon the Great (c. 2334 BCE), campaigned deep into Elamite territory, conquering Susa and 
incorporating it into its empire.10 A treaty written in Elamite between the Akkadian king 
Naram-Sin and an Elamite ruler of Awan, one of the earliest texts in the language, illustrates 
the complex relationship of vassalage and negotiation that characterized the period.6 After 
the collapse of Akkad, Elam fell under the sway of the Sumerian Third Dynasty of Ur, whose 
kings, particularly Shulgi, re-conquered Susa and installed governors.13 

Elamite independence was forcefully reasserted in 2004 BCE. In a pivotal event in ancient 
Near Eastern history, the Shimashki king Kindattu, in alliance with the people of Susa, led an 
army into Mesopotamia, captured the city of Ur, and took its last king, Ibbi-Sin, captive.1 The 
sack of Ur brought the Sumerian empire to a definitive end and established the kingdom of 
Elam as one of the preeminent military and political powers in the region.1 

 

The Sukkalmah Dynasty (c. 1970–1600 BCE): A Unique Political System 

 
In the centuries following the destruction of Ur, power in Elam passed to a new line of rulers 
known as the Epartid dynasty, or more commonly, the Sukkalmah dynasty.3 This period 
represents a high point of Old Elamite political stability and influence. The rulers adopted the 
title 
Sukkalmah, a Sumerian term meaning "Grand Regent," which had previously been used by 
provincial governors under the Ur III empire. The Elamites, however, repurposed this title to 
signify supreme and independent authority, a subtle but clear declaration of their new status.3 

The most remarkable feature of this period was its unique system of governance, a tripartite 
federal structure that institutionalized power-sharing among the ruling family.6 This system, 
which appears to have been designed to manage the persistent duality between the lowland 
and highland regions of the kingdom, consisted of three primary ruling positions: 

1.​ The Overlord (Sukkalmah): The supreme ruler of the Elamite federation, who resided 
in the federal capital of Susa.7 

2.​ The Viceroy: The overlord's younger brother, who was the heir presumptive to the 
throne. He often governed from the dynasty's city of origin in the highlands, likely 



Anshan, acting as a co-ruler.7 

3.​ The Prince of Susa: Typically the son of the overlord, he governed the district of Susa 
and was third in the line of succession.7 

Succession followed a complex but regular pattern: upon the death of the overlord, the 
viceroy would ascend to the supreme position. The Prince of Susa would remain in his post, 
and the next-oldest brother of the new overlord would become the new viceroy and heir.44 
This system, combining elements of fraternal and avuncular succession, was a sophisticated 
political solution to the core challenge of the Elamite state. By institutionalizing a balance of 
power between the lowland capital of Susa and the highland heartland, and between the 
king's brothers and his sons, the system prevented the kingdom from fracturing along its 
natural geographic and cultural fault lines. While it sometimes broke down, its longevity is a 
testament to its effectiveness in ensuring a degree of internal cohesion that allowed Elam to 
project its power externally.7 

The following diagram illustrates this unique political structure: 
The Elamite System of Succession (Sukkalmah Period) 
1. The Overlord (Sukkalmah) 
- Supreme ruler of Elam 
- Resides in the federal capital, Susa 
Upon death, is succeeded by the Viceroy 
↓ 
2. The Viceroy 
- The Overlord's younger brother and heir presumptive 
- Co-ruler, often based in the highland heartland (e.g., Anshan) 
Becomes the new Overlord 
3. The Prince of Susa 
- The Overlord's son 
- Governor of the district of Susa 
- Third in line of succession; remains in office after succession 

 
Elam as a Great Power 

 
Under the stable governance of the Sukkalmahs, Elam became a dominant force in the 
complex geopolitics of the early second millennium BCE. It was a period of great prosperity, 
and Elamite kings were recognized as equals by the other great rulers of the age.1 
Contemporary texts from the city of Mari on the Euphrates reveal that the Elamite king 
Siwe-palar-huppak was considered the most powerful monarch of his time, his influence 
exceeding even that of the famous Hammurabi of Babylon.1 For a time, Elam controlled large 
swathes of Mesopotamia and was the leading power in a broad coalition of eastern states. 
This supremacy was eventually challenged by Hammurabi, who, after consolidating his power, 



defeated the Elamite forces around 1764 BCE and briefly reduced the kingdom to a state of 
vassalage.1 However, Elamite resilience once again proved decisive; after Hammurabi's death, 
his empire quickly crumbled, and the Elamite kingdom regained its full independence and 
strength, a position it would maintain until the migrations of the Kassites and others brought a 
period of widespread disruption and obscurity to the region around 1600 BCE.5 

 

IV. The Middle Elamite Period (c. 1500–1100 BCE): The 
Imperial Zenith 
 
After nearly two centuries of relative obscurity following the Kassite migrations that disrupted 
the political landscape of the Near East, Elam re-emerged with renewed vigor around 1500 
BCE.5 The Middle Elamite period represents the civilization's "golden age," an era of 
unprecedented military power, cultural self-confidence, and monumental architectural 
achievement. A series of ambitious and capable dynasties transformed the old Elamite 
federation into a centralized, expansionist empire that challenged and, for a time, dominated 
its Mesopotamian rivals. 
 
The Rise of New Dynasties: Kidinuid, Igihalkid, and Shutrukid 

 
The political structure of the Middle Elamite period marked a decisive break with the past. The 
old Sukkalmah title and its associated federal system of power-sharing were abandoned. New 
dynasties—the Kidinuid (c. 1500–1400 BCE), Igihalkid (c. 1400–1200 BCE), and Shutrukid (c. 
1200–1100 BCE)—adopted the more assertive and unitary title "King of Anshan and Susa".1 
This titular change signaled a fundamental shift toward a more centralized state, with power 
concentrated in the hands of a single monarch. Concurrently, the complex system of fraternal 
succession was increasingly replaced by a more conventional patrilineal system, with sons 
succeeding their fathers, a structure better suited to the demands of dynastic stability and 
military campaigning.7 

 

The Shutrukid Dynasty: Military Conquest and Imperial Glory 

 
The apex of Elamite power was reached under the Shutrukid dynasty, founded by 
Shutruk-Nahhunte (r. c. 1184–1155 BCE).3 He and his sons, Kutir-Nahhunte and 
Shilhak-In-Shushinak, were formidable military commanders who turned Elam into the 
dominant power of the Near East.5 Taking advantage of the decline of the Kassite dynasty in 
Babylonia, the Shutrukids launched a series of brilliantly successful campaigns into the heart 
of Mesopotamia.3 



In a move of profound symbolic and political significance, Shutruk-Nahhunte invaded 
Babylonia, sacked its major cities, and carried off its most sacred and iconic monuments as 
war booty to his capital at Susa.5 Among these trophies were the Victory Stele of the Akkadian 
king Naram-Sin and, most famously, the stele bearing the Law Code of Hammurabi. These 
artifacts were discovered thousands of years later by French archaeologists in the ruins of 
Susa.5 This was not mere looting; it was a calculated act of cultural appropriation, a transfer of 
historical legitimacy from Babylon to Susa, declaring Elam the new center of the civilized 
world. Shutruk-Nahhunte's successors completed the conquest, with Kutir-Nahhunte ending 
the Kassite dynasty for good around 1155 BCE.3 Under Shilhak-In-Shushinak, the Elamite 
empire reached its greatest territorial extent, with his armies campaigning as far north as 
modern Kirkuk and controlling most of Mesopotamia east of the Tigris River.5 

 

The Assertion of a National Identity: "Elamization" 

 
This period of military supremacy was accompanied by a conscious and deliberate cultural 
project of "Elamization".3 The rulers actively promoted a distinct national identity, moving away 
from the heavy Mesopotamian cultural overlay of previous centuries.3 The Elamite language, 
referred to in texts as "Anzanite," was elevated in status, increasingly replacing Akkadian as 
the language of royal inscriptions and official documents.1 The native Elamite pantheon of 
gods was promoted through state patronage, culminating in the construction of magnificent 
new temples and religious centers.1 This cultural revival was the ideological counterpart to the 
political and military expansion, forging a unified Elamite identity to match its new imperial 
status. 
 
Case Study: The Sacred Complex of Chogha Zanbil (Dur Untash) 

 
The most spectacular expression of this new cultural and religious confidence is the sacred 
complex of Chogha Zanbil, known in antiquity as Dur Untash ("the fortress of Untash").3 Built 
around 1250 BCE by King Untash-Napirisha of the Igihalkid dynasty, this vast religious city was 
established in the heart of the Susiana plain, about 40 kilometers southeast of Susa.3 

At its center stands a colossal ziggurat, a five-level stepped temple-tower that is the largest 
and best-preserved example of its kind in the world.22 The architectural and engineering skill 
displayed at Chogha Zanbil is extraordinary. The structure was faced with millions of baked 
bricks, many of them inscribed with dedications, and was originally adorned with shimmering 
glazed brickwork.3 The complex also featured sophisticated water supply and drainage 
systems and a series of underground vaulted tombs for the royal family.22 

The military triumphs of the Shutrukids and the monumental construction at Chogha Zanbil 
were not isolated events but rather two facets of the same overarching state project: the 
creation of a unified, centralized Elamite empire. The plundering of Babylon's cultural 



treasures was a symbolic act designed to transfer the mantle of imperial legitimacy to Susa. In 
a similar vein, Chogha Zanbil was a profound political act. By dedicating the central ziggurat 
jointly to Inshushinak, the primary god of the Susiana lowlands, and Napirisha, the great god 
of the highlands, Untash-Napirisha was creating a new federal sanctuary.22 This religious 
complex was designed to unite the diverse cults of his kingdom under a single, 
state-sponsored umbrella, thereby forging a common national religious identity that could 
supersede old regional loyalties. This ideological project was intended to provide the spiritual 
foundation for the new, unitary imperial state that was replacing the older, federated model of 
the Sukkalmahs. The fact that the city was largely abandoned after the death of its founder 
suggests that this ambitious ideological project was perhaps less durable than the military 
conquests that followed, hinting at the persistent strength of regionalism within the Elamite 
world.24 The imperial zenith was brilliant but brief. The resurgent power of Babylon under 
Nebuchadnezzar I (c. 1125–1104 BCE) led to a defeat for Elam, the capture of Susa, and the 
return of the stolen statue of the god Marduk to Babylon.5 Following this reversal, Elam 
entered another long period of decline and obscurity, its imperial moment at an end. 
 

V. Society, Governance, and Economy 
 
The structures that supported Elamite civilization for millennia were a direct reflection of its 
unique geography and its position as both a rival and a partner to Mesopotamia. Elamite 
society was hierarchical, its political system evolved from a unique federal model to a 
centralized empire before fragmenting, and its economy was a dynamic mix of intensive 
agriculture and lucrative long-distance trade. 
 
The Structure of Elamite Society 

 
Elamite society was organized hierarchically, with the king and the royal family at its apex. 
Below them was a powerful priesthood that administered the temples and their extensive 
landholdings, and a class of nobles and high-ranking officials who governed the provinces 
and led the armies.16 The administrative backbone of the state was a class of scribes, who 
managed the complex accounting of the economy.16 The bulk of the population consisted of 
farmers, herders, artisans, and laborers. 
One of the most distinctive features of Elamite society appears to have been the relatively 
high status of women, particularly those of the royal court. Queens and royal priestesses 
played active and public roles in political and religious life.16 The life-size bronze statue of 
Queen Napir-Asu from the Middle Elamite period, one of the masterpieces of ancient Near 
Eastern art, attests to the prominence of royal women.50 Furthermore, the system of 
succession in earlier periods contained strong matrilineal elements, where sovereignty was 
often hereditary through the female line, with a new ruler frequently being the "son of a sister" 



of a previous monarch.5 This suggests that kinship and power were traced through women in 
ways that were distinct from the patriarchal systems of Mesopotamia. 
 
The Political System: Federation and Centralization 

 
The Elamite political system was not static but evolved significantly over its long history, 
adapting to changing internal and external circumstances. Its evolution can be understood as 
a continuous negotiation between the centrifugal forces of regionalism, rooted in the 
lowland-highland divide, and the centripetal forces of royal authority. 
For much of the Old Elamite period, the dominant model was the unique tripartite federalism 
of the Sukkalmah dynasty. As detailed previously, this system of institutionalized 
power-sharing between the overlord, his brother (the viceroy), and his son (the Prince of 
Susa) was a remarkably effective mechanism for balancing the interests of Susa and Anshan 
and ensuring internal stability.1 This political stability was perfectly suited to managing a 
prosperous "gateway" economy based on the peaceful administration of trade routes. 
The Middle Elamite period witnessed a dramatic shift to a centralized, expansionist monarchy. 
The breakdown of the Sukkalmah system and the adoption of patrilineal succession created a 
more conventional and militarily effective state structure, enabling the imperial conquests of 
the Shutrukids.7 This political transformation reflects a corresponding shift in the economic 
model, from one based on trade to a more predatory economy based on military conquest, 
the acquisition of booty, and the extraction of tribute. 
Finally, in the Neo-Elamite period, under immense external pressure from Assyria, the central 
authority collapsed. The kingdom reverted to a decentralized and fragmented state, 
composed of multiple petty principalities and rival kings ruling different regions.12 This political 
fragmentation represented the failure of both the federal and imperial models and proved 
fatally vulnerable to Assyrian military power and diplomatic manipulation. The evolution of 
Elam's political structure and its economic model were thus intrinsically linked, with each 
phase of political organization reflecting the dominant economic strategy of the era. 
 
The Economic Engine 

 
The Elamite economy rested on three pillars: agriculture in the lowlands, abundant natural 
resources in the highlands, and its strategic control of interregional trade routes. 
Agriculture and Resources: The fertile plain of Susiana, like southern Mesopotamia, 
supported intensive agriculture based on a network of irrigation canals.1 This agricultural base 
fed the urban populations and provided a surplus for the state. However, the region was 
susceptible to climatic fluctuations, and textual records document severe famines caused by 
drought, which at times paralyzed the country and forced the Elamites to import grain from 
Babylonia.52 In stark contrast, the Zagros highlands were rich in the very resources 
Mesopotamia lacked: timber for construction, stone for monumental building, and metal ores, 



including copper, lead, and tin.1 

Trade: Elam's most crucial economic role was that of a commercial intermediary. Its strategic 
location made it the gateway between the civilizations of Mesopotamia and the vast resources 
of the Iranian plateau, Central Asia, and even the Indus Valley.3 For millennia, trade routes 
funneled goods such as lapis lazuli from Afghanistan, tin from Central Asia, and other luxury 
items through Elamite cities like Susa on their way to Sumer and Babylon.6 This control over 
long-distance trade was a major source of wealth and power for the Elamite state.14 Recent 
research, reinterpreting Neo-Assyrian letters and archaeological evidence, has highlighted the 
importance of riverine and maritime commerce, especially during the Neo-Elamite period. The 
Elamites possessed a fleet of specialized vessels for navigating the rivers and the marshlands 
of the Upper Persian Gulf, engaging actively in a commercial network that was previously 
thought to be in decline.14 This trade was not always peaceful; Elamite officials used a 
combination of diplomacy and military threat to ensure the passage of their grain ships from 
Babylonia, demonstrating the close link between commerce and state power.14 

 

VI. The Elamite Worldview: Religion, Art, and 
Language 
 
The cultural and intellectual world of the Elamites was a rich and complex tapestry woven 
from deeply rooted indigenous traditions and centuries of interaction with the neighboring 
civilizations of Mesopotamia. In their religion, art, and most fundamentally in their unique 
language, the Elamites maintained a distinct identity that set them apart from their 
contemporaries. 
 
The Elamite Pantheon and Religious Beliefs 

 
Elamite religion was polytheistic, with a large and evolving pantheon that eventually included 
over 200 named deities.3 The earliest forms of belief appear to have been animistic, with a 
focus on the veneration of natural elements like sacred trees, mountains, and celestial 
bodies.3 Over time, a more structured pantheon developed, headed by a group of major gods 
whose prominence often shifted with the political landscape. 
Among the most important Elamite deities were Inshushinak, the patron god of Susa, who also 
served as a judge of the dead in the underworld; Napirisha, a great earth god associated with 
the highlands of Anshan; Kiririsha, a powerful mother goddess who was considered the 
consort of both Inshushinak and Napirisha; and Humban, a sky god who was the special 
protector of the kings.3 The serpent was a particularly potent and recurring symbol in Elamite 
religious iconography and rites.55 

As with other aspects of their culture, the Elamites engaged in a process of religious 



syncretism, absorbing and adapting deities from the Mesopotamian pantheon into their 
own.54 To create ideological cohesion across their geographically and culturally diverse 
kingdom, Elamite kings often promoted divine triads that brought together gods from different 
regions. For example, a triad of Inshushinak, Humban, and Kiririsha united the primary deities 
of the lowlands and highlands.55 This practice reached its zenith with the construction of the 
federal sanctuary at Chogha Zanbil, which provided temples for the gods of both Susa and 
Anshan, as well as numerous lesser local deities.22 

 

Artistic Expression and Architecture 

 
Elamite art is a fascinating blend of Mesopotamian influences and strong, distinctive local 
traditions.3 While they adopted forms and techniques from their western neighbors, Elamite 
artists consistently infused their work with a unique style and iconography. 
Cylinder Seals: As in Mesopotamia, the cylinder seal was a major medium for artistic 
expression. Elamite seals, however, are often distinguishable by their specific stylistic 
features. Old Elamite seals frequently include a tree at the end of a ritual scene or depict an 
offering table laden with a bird or fish, details not found in contemporary Babylonian seals.56 
Figures in Middle Elamite seals are often rendered with characteristically narrow waists and 
hair swept upward 'en brosse'.56 

Metalwork: The Elamites were exceptionally skilled metallurgists, and their bronze work is 
among the finest of the ancient world. The life-size, hollow-cast bronze statue of Queen 
Napir-Asu (c. 1250 BCE) is a technical marvel, weighing nearly 1,800 kg.50 Another 
masterpiece is the bronze model known as the 
Sit-Shamshi ("sunrise"), which depicts a religious ceremony with two naked priests 
performing a ritual at dawn, providing a unique, three-dimensional glimpse into Elamite 
religious practice.50 The famous "Luristan bronzes," found in the Zagros mountains to the 
north of Elam, show stylistic affinities with Elamite art, suggesting a shared cultural sphere in 
the highlands.50 

Rock Reliefs: A uniquely Elamite art form was the monumental rock relief, carved into cliffs 
and rock faces in the Zagros highlands. Sites like Kul-e Farah and Shikaft-e Salman feature 
large-scale reliefs depicting royal processions, animal sacrifices, and musicians, offering an 
unparalleled window into the courtly and religious life of the highland Elamites, away from the 
Mesopotamian influence of Susa.3 

Architecture: While few Elamite cities have been extensively excavated, the surviving 
monuments attest to a sophisticated architectural tradition. The ziggurat and temples at 
Chogha Zanbil are the primary examples, showcasing advanced techniques in bricklaying, 
vaulting, and the use of decorative glazed tiles.22 Excavations at Haft Tepe have revealed large 
funerary complexes with vaulted underground tombs, demonstrating an early mastery of the 
arch.57 At Tall-i Malyan (Anshan), archaeologists have uncovered parts of a monumental 
Middle Elamite building featuring a large central courtyard surrounded by a columned 



corridor, an early precursor to a common feature in later Iranian architecture.59 

 

The Elamite Language 

 
The most fundamental element of Elam's distinct identity was its language. Elamite is a 
linguistic isolate, meaning it has no demonstrable genetic relationship to any other known 
language family, including the Semitic languages (like Akkadian), Sumerian, or the 
Indo-European languages (like Hittite or Old Persian) that surrounded it.2 It is an agglutinative 
language, in which complex words are formed by stringing together morphemes, and it 
possessed a unique grammatical structure.36 

A long-standing and compelling, though still unproven, hypothesis suggests a distant 
relationship with the Dravidian languages of southern India, forming a proposed 
"Elamo-Dravidian" language family.34 This potential link could be the result of deep ancestral 
connections or, perhaps more likely, intense contact during the period of trade between the 
Iranian plateau and the Indus Valley Civilization.11 

The resilience of the Elamite language, combined with the development of two indigenous 
scripts (Proto-Elamite and Linear Elamite) before the widespread adoption of Mesopotamian 
cuneiform, underscores the deep-rooted autonomy of Elamite culture. While Elam existed in a 
state of constant dialogue with Mesopotamia—borrowing its primary writing system for much 
of its history, syncretizing its gods, and adapting its artistic motifs—it consistently maintained 
a distinct linguistic and cultural core. This persistence suggests that Mesopotamian influence, 
while significant, was often a superficial layer adopted for the practical purposes of 
international communication and the expression of royal prestige. The true foundation of the 
civilization was a strong, independent highland tradition, preserved and embodied most 
profoundly in its unique and ancient language. 
 

VII. The Neo-Elamite Period (c. 1100–539 BCE): Decline 
and Transformation 
 
The final centuries of Elamite independence were a period of prolonged crisis, decline, and 
ultimately, profound transformation. Following the collapse of its Middle Elamite empire 
around 1100 BCE, Elam entered a long "dark age" for which few historical records survive.1 
When it re-emerged on the international stage around the 8th century BCE, it was a weakened 
and fragmented kingdom facing a formidable new adversary: the expansionist Neo-Assyrian 
Empire. The ensuing struggle, compounded by internal political instability and the arrival of 
new peoples on the Iranian plateau, would lead to the destruction of the old Elamite state and 
pave the way for the rise of Persia. 
 



A Kingdom Under Siege: The Conflict with Assyria 

 
From roughly 743 to 646 BCE, Elamite history was dominated by a relentless and brutal 
conflict with Assyria.12 Elamite kings pursued a consistent foreign policy of attempting to 
check Assyrian power by forming anti-Assyrian coalitions, frequently intervening in 
Mesopotamian affairs by supporting Babylonian and Chaldean rebellions against their 
Assyrian overlords.6 This policy led to a series of major wars. Key confrontations, such as the 
indecisive but bloody Battle of Halule in 691 BCE and the decisive Elamite defeat at the Battle 
of the Ulai River in 653 BCE, were memorialized in vivid detail in the reliefs of Assyrian royal 
palaces.27 

 

Internal Politics and Fragmentation 

 
The intense external pressure from Assyria exacerbated and was in turn fueled by chronic 
internal political instability. The Neo-Elamite period was marked by a chaotic and rapid 
succession of kings, with frequent usurpations, assassinations, and debilitating civil wars 
between rival claimants to the throne.15 The Assyrians became masters of exploiting this 
disunity, skillfully playing one Elamite faction against another, supporting pretenders, and 
fomenting rebellion to weaken the kingdom from within.15 As a result, the centralized authority 
of the state collapsed. The kingdom appears to have fragmented into a collection of 
semi-independent principalities, with local rulers in cities like Madaktu and Hidalu acting as 
petty kings, sometimes in defiance of the nominal overlord in Susa.12 

 

The Devastation of Elam 

 
The long conflict reached its tragic climax in the campaigns of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal 
(r. 668–627 BCE). Following the Elamite defeat at the Ulai River in 653 BCE, where King 
Teumman was killed and beheaded, the Assyrians sacked Susa for the first time.27 The final, 
devastating blow came in a series of campaigns culminating around 646 BCE. Determined to 
eliminate the Elamite threat once and for all, Ashurbanipal's armies again captured Susa and 
subjected it to systematic destruction. In his royal annals, Ashurbanipal boasts of leveling the 
city, desecrating its temples and royal tombs, carrying off its treasures and people, and, in a 
final act of symbolic annihilation, sowing the land with salt to render it barren forever.4 While 
likely an exaggeration, this campaign effectively shattered the political and economic heart of 
the Elamite lowlands. 
 
The Arrival of the Iranians 



 
Simultaneously, a major demographic shift was transforming the Iranian plateau. For 
centuries, Indo-European-speaking peoples—the Medes and the Persians—had been 
migrating from the north and settling in the Zagros highlands.3 By the 7th century BCE, the 
Medes had established a powerful kingdom in the north, which would play a key role in the 
final overthrow of Assyria.23 

The Persians, led by the Achaemenid clan, settled in the traditional Elamite highland heartland 
of Anshan.27 As the central Elamite authority in Susa weakened and then collapsed under the 
Assyrian onslaught, a power vacuum was created in the highlands. The nascent Persian 
kingdom was perfectly positioned to fill this void. The early Achaemenid rulers, the ancestors 
of Cyrus the Great, took over the region and adopted the ancient local title, "King of Anshan," 
effectively becoming the new masters of the Elamite highlands.23 

The fall of Elam was therefore not a simple event of foreign conquest. It was a comprehensive 
state collapse brought about by a fatal convergence of three interconnected factors: 
unsustainable external military pressure from Assyria, which it could not match; chronic 
internal political weakness, which Assyria skillfully exploited; and a fundamental demographic 
transformation of its highland territory. The Assyrian destruction of the Elamite lowland state 
directly enabled the Persian takeover of the Elamite highland state, a pivotal moment in world 
history that set the stage for the rise of the Achaemenid Empire. 
 

VIII. The Enduring Legacy: Elam's Influence on the 
Achaemenid Persian Empire 
 
The destruction of Susa by Ashurbanipal in 646 BCE did not mark the end of Elamite 
civilization, but rather its final and most profound transformation. Elam was not extinguished; 
instead, its people, its territory, and its sophisticated administrative traditions were absorbed 
and repurposed to form the essential foundation of the Achaemenid Persian Empire. The rise 
of Persia is best understood not as the conquest of Elam, but as the takeover and dramatic 
scaling-up of the Elamite state apparatus by a new, dynamic dynasty that emerged from 
within the Elamite world itself. 
 
From Anshan to Persia: The Elamite Roots of the Achaemenid Dynasty 

 
The Achaemenid Empire grew directly from Elamite soil. Its founders, the ancestors of Cyrus 
the Great, were rulers of Anshan, the ancient highland capital and eastern heartland of 
Elam.64 The title used by Cyrus and his predecessors, "King of Anshan," was a direct 
continuation of a prestigious Elamite royal title, grounding their legitimacy in a local tradition 
that stretched back more than a millennium.63 The emergence of the Persians can thus be 
seen as a power shift within the traditional Elamite political sphere, from the old lowland 



center of Susa, shattered by the Assyrians, to the new highland power base of Anshan, now 
under Persian leadership.66 

 

Continuity in Administration 

 
The most significant and enduring legacy of Elam was administrative. Building a vast, 
multicultural empire required a sophisticated bureaucracy, and the Persians, who had no prior 
tradition of complex state administration, adopted the existing Elamite system wholesale.67 
This continuity is evident in several key areas: 

●​ Official Language: Elamite was one of the three official languages of the Achaemenid 
Empire, used alongside Old Persian and Babylonian in monumental royal inscriptions. 
The famous trilingual inscription of Darius I at Behistun, which was the key to 
deciphering cuneiform, includes a complete Elamite version of the text.10 

●​ Bureaucratic Language: More importantly, Elamite was the workhorse language of the 
imperial administration in the Persian heartland. The thousands of administrative clay 
tablets unearthed from the archives at Persepolis—the Persepolis Fortification Tablets 
and Persepolis Treasury Tablets—are written almost exclusively in Elamite cuneiform.66 
These documents, which record the intricate details of the empire's economic 
system—the collection of taxes, the payment of rations to workers of all ethnicities, and 
the movement of goods—prove that the day-to-day business of the Persian empire was 
run by an Elamite-speaking (or at least Elamite-writing) scribal bureaucracy.65 The 
Persians provided the new political leadership, but the machinery of their empire was 
fundamentally Elamite. 

 
Cultural and Religious Acculturation 

 
Elamite cultural traditions also persisted and were integrated into the new Persian world. 
Under Darius I, the ancient city of Susa was magnificently rebuilt and became one of the 
primary administrative capitals of the Achaemenid Empire, alongside Persepolis, Babylon, and 
Ecbatana.1 Elamite artistic styles and iconographic motifs survived on cylinder seals used by 
the Persian administration, demonstrating a clear continuity in visual culture.66 Elamite gods 
continued to be worshipped in Susiana, and their cults received rations from the Persian state, 
as recorded in the Persepolis tablets.66 Some scholars have argued that certain Elamite 
religious concepts, such as the importance of divine triads and the notion of 
kiden (a sacred, protective aura), may have influenced the development of early Iranian 
religion before the full ascendancy of Zoroastrianism.55 

 

The Final Absorption 



 
Over the centuries of Achaemenid rule, the distinct Elamite identity gradually faded as the 
Elamite people and language were assimilated into the dominant Persian culture.23 The 
Elamite language likely fell out of use as an administrative tool after the conquests of 
Alexander the Great, replaced by Aramaic and Greek. However, a semblance of regional 
identity persisted. In the Hellenistic and Parthian periods, the region of Susiana re-emerged 
as the semi-independent kingdom of Elymais, which survived as a distinct political entity until 
it was finally absorbed by the Sasanian Persian Empire in the 3rd century CE, bringing the long 
history of Elam to a close.4 The legacy of Elam, however, had already been secured, woven 
inextricably into the administrative and cultural fabric of the Persian empire that succeeded it 
and, through that empire, the wider history of the world. 
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