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Elymais was one of the independent states in southwestern Iran during the Seleucid and Parthian
periods. Understanding and studying this kingdom is crucial for comprehending the broader
historical and archaeological landscape of ancient Iran. Despite the considerable amount of
research and archaeological excavations conducted over the past century, our knowledge and
understanding of the Elymaeans still remain incomplete, fragmented, and filled with numerous
uncertainties. Therefore, undertaking a thorough investigation of this ancient kingdom—
particularly by focusing on the various intra-regional dimensions of Elymaean society in
comparison to external and neighboring communities—is essential for achieving a holistic view
of their political structure, social organization, and cultural identity. Given the numerous
ambiguities surrounding this independent kingdom, relying solely on one or a few sources will
not be sufficient. It becomes necessary, then, to examine, analyze, and interpret all the relevant
sources collectively and in conjunction with one another. Thus, becoming familiar with and
identifying the full range of sources related to this ancient civilization is the initial and
foundational step toward enhancing our scholarly knowledge and facilitating further, more
nuanced studies. The objective of this research is to introduce and systematically categorize
Elymaean-related sources and to critically review the existing studies through the following
questions: What are the sources for Elymaean studies, and how are they categorized? What
kinds of information can each source type yield? Additionally, this study examines, to the extent
possible, the thematic and informational nature of the sources discussed.
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Introduction

After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, political, cultural, and social changes in the Near
East led to the emergence of independent and semi-independent states across the region. One of
the significant kingdoms in southwestern Iran during this period was Elymais, considered
descendants of ancient Elam. The Elymais kingdom existed as an independent entity under the
influence of the Seleucids and Parthians from the Battle of Ipsus (301 BC) until the rise of Ardashir
I of the Sassanid dynasty (224 AD). Despite efforts by the Greeks and Parthians to control the area,
Elymais managed to maintain its autonomy (Salaris, 2017: 3).
Most historical documentation related to the Elymaeans comes from Greek and Latin sources,
which present challenges such as author biases and the fragmented nature of the information.
Additionally, the scarcity of archaeological data has led researchers to over-rely on classical texts,
often neglecting the limited but valuable material evidence. Despite a century of archaeological
activity in Iran, our understanding of the Elymaean civilization and its material culture remains
incomplete. Most studies on the Elymaeans have been fragmented or have focused only on specific
aspects of this kingdom. One reason for the neglect in Elymaean studies is inadequate source
analysis, which is essential for conducting comprehensive research and addressing focused
questions.
Interest in Elymaean studies has increased in recent years, accompanied by targeted excavations in
the region. This research aims to collect and systematically present resources and studies related to
the Elymaeans, in order to facilitate and promote further research in this area. The main research
questions addressed are:

1. What are the sources relevant to Elymaean studies, and how can they be classified?

2. What types of information can be derived from each category of Elymaean sources?

Research Method

This qualitative study aims to provide fundamental insights through a library-based data collection
method. It involves a comprehensive review of historical texts and archaeological field reports,
employing a descriptive-analytical approach.

Results
The sources related to Elymaean studies can be broadly categorized into three main groups:

1. Historical Texts:
Historical texts, particularly the writings of classical Greek and Roman historians, serve as
primary sources for Elymaean studies due to the influence of Hellenistic culture and the
focus on western and southwestern Iran during this period. Classical sources recognize the
Elymaeans for their strong resistance to Persian and Macedonian-Greek rule (Salaris,
2017:2). Notable historians such as Pliny, Strabo, Appian, Polybius, and Justin provide
valuable information about the Elymaeans and their territory. However, these sources are
often silent for certain periods, necessitating the use of additional resources. Late
Babylonian astronomical records offer significant insights into the final years of Seleucid
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rule and the onset of Parthian dominance (Potts, 2002: 343-344). Jewish sources—
particularly the Hebrew Bible, which mentions Elam and the Elymaeans approximately 50
times (Jahangirfar & Goshtasb, 2017: 30)—as well as later Jewish writings such as those
by Josephus Flavius, also provide important information about this people and their
historical context. Chinese sources, though less explored, can provide additional insights
into the Parthian period in Iran.

2. Archaeological Data: Archaeological investigations have uncovered material remains of
the Elymais across Khuzestan, Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari, Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad,
parts of Fars Province, and along the Persian Gulf (Moradi Norozi, 2013: 2). Studies
indicate that the architectural and artistic traditions in Elymais were culturally distinctive
in the ancient Near Eastern landscape during the Seleucid-Parthian period. Among the most
important material evidence are architectural remains—such as religious structures (sacred
platforms) and funerary architecture (tombs)—as well as rock art and coinage. Rock art,
the most prominent surviving artistic expression of the Elymaean civilization, includes
scenes of worship and prayer, tribute and official appointments, feasting, and hunting.
Coins issued by Elymaean kings also provide valuable insights into the political, economic,
religious, and cultural conditions of the kingdom.

3. Contemporary Research: The third category consists of recent scholarly works on Elymais,
including reports from archaeological surveys and excavations, as well as studies on the
history, religion, rituals, art, and architecture of the kingdom. This category also
encompasses numismatic and linguistic research, particularly those focusing on Elymaean
inscriptions.

Concolusion

This study has demonstrated that a wide range of written sources and material evidence contribute
to our understanding of the political, social, economic, cultural, and artistic dimensions of the
Elymais kingdom. Historical texts—especially the writings of Greek and Roman historians—serve
as primary sources for Elymaean studies. However, researchers must contend with limitations such
as fragmented information and the complete absence of references during certain periods.
Moreover, the political nature of these texts and the authors' unfamiliarity with the region introduce
potential biases and inaccuracies, warranting a cautious and critical approach to their interpretation.
Other classical and sources, including Chinese chronicles, Jewish writings, Babylonian
astronomical diaries, Islamic texts, Syriac literature, and the Bible, offer additional perspectives
that can help correct or supplement Greco-Roman narratives. Archaeological findings, particularly
the coinage of Elymaean kings, also provide valuable insights into the kingdom’s political
authority, economic structure, and religious culture. However, numismatic studies face their own
challenges, such as the difficulty of definitively attributing certain coins to specific rulers.

Numerous Elymaean sites have been identified and excavated across southwestern Iran. While
most excavations have concentrated on lowland areas, the highland zones remain underexplored.
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The people of the Zagros region left behind various monuments that, although initially influenced
by Elamite, Hellenistic, and Parthian traditions, ultimately evolved into a distinctive Elymaean
artistic style. Studying key aspects of Elymaean art—particularly architecture and rock reliefs—is
vital for understanding the identity of this civilization and its interactions with neighboring cultures.
In sum, achieving a comprehensive understanding of this independent kingdom requires familiarity
with the full spectrum of available sources, as well as their careful comparison and critical
evaluation.
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