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CYRUS IV. THE CYRUS
CYLINDER

CYRUS
iv. The Cyrus cylinder

The Cyrus cylinder (British Museum, no. 90920; Walker, p. 158; Budge, pl. XL;
Rawlinson, pl. 35) is a fragmentary clay cylinder with an Akkadian inscription
of thirty-five lines discovered in a foundation deposit by A. H. Rassam during
his excavations at the site of the Marduk temple in Babylon in 1879 (see
Walker, p. 158, citing a letter from Rassam to the British Museum dated 20
November 1879). A second fragment, containing lines 36-45, was identified in
the Babylonian collection at Yale University (Nies and Keiser, no. 32) by P.-R.
Berger. The total inscription, though incomplete at the end, consists of forty-
five lines, the first three almost entirely broken away.

The text contains an account of Cyrus’ conquest of Babylon in 539 B.C.E,,
beginning with a narrative by the Babylonian god Marduk of the crimes of
Nabonidus, the last Chaldean king (lines 4-8). Then follows an account of
Marduk’s search for a righteous king, his appointment of Cyrus to rule all the
world, and his causing Babylon to fall without a battle (lines 9-19). Cyrus
continues in the first person, giving his titles and genealogy (lines 20-22) and
declaring that he has guaranteed the peace of the country (lines 22-26), for
which he and his son Cambyses have received the blessing of Marduk (lines
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26-30). He describes his restoration of the cult, which had been neglected dur-
ing the reign of Nabonidus, and his permission to the exiled peoples to return
to their homeland (lines 30-36). Finally, the king records his restoration of the
defenses of Babylon (lines 36-43) and reports that in the course of the work he
saw an inscription of ASSurbanipal (lines 43-45; cf. Kuhrt, pp. 85-86).

The text was actually composed by priests of Marduk, in an archaizing form
inspired by Neo-Assyrian models, particularly inscriptions of Assurbanipal
(668-27 B.C.E.) drafted in Babylon (Harmatta). The cylinder thus contains a
typical Mesopotamian building inscription placed as a foundation deposit in
the walls of Babylon to commemorate Cyrus’ restorations there (Walker, p.
159).
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