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Clothing in the Achaemenid Empire functioned as a multidimensional system
that combined biological protection, social differentiation, cultural identity,
and political symbolism. Previous studies on Achaemenid dress have largely
relied on Greek literary sources and visual representations, particularly reliefs,
metopes, and historical narratives, which predominantly depict elite or courtly
contexts. As a result, the clothing of non-elite social groups has remained
understudied, and modern interpretations have often been shaped by external
and ideologically charged Greek perspectives. The discovery of naturally
mummified human remains—known as the Salt Men—from the Chehrabad
salt mine in Zanjan has provided rare and direct archaeological evidence of
clothing associated with individuals from working and middle social strata.
Several of these individuals date to the Achaemenid period and preserve
exceptional organic remains, including textiles, trousers, leather boots, belts,
and accessories. This study aims to reassess Achaemenid Persian dress through
a comparative analysis of these material remains and Greek textual and visual
sources, in order to evaluate the relationship between lived reality and cultural
representation. The research demonstrates that Achaemenid clothing, as
evidenced by the Salt Men, was primarily functional, technologically
advanced, and well adapted to environmental and occupational conditions. In
contrast, Greek representations often emphasize exaggerated and symbolic
elements intended to reinforce cultural and ideological distinctions between
Greeks and Persians. By integrating material culture with critical readings of
classical sources, this study offers a more balanced reconstruction of
Achaemenid dress and highlights the importance of interdisciplinary
approaches in the study of ancient clothing and identity.
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Persian Dress in the Achaemenid Period: A Comparative Study of the Chehrabad Salt Men and...

Extended Abstract
1. Introduction
Dress has long been recognized as a form of non-verbal communication that reflects cultural values,
social hierarchy, economic structures, and ideological frameworks. In the Achaemenid period (ca. 550—
330 BCE), clothing played a significant role in expressing imperial identity and social order across a
vast and culturally diverse territory. However, scholarly reconstructions of Achaemenid dress have
traditionally depended on elite imagery from royal reliefs and on Greek literary and artistic sources,
which often present the Persian world through a lens of political rivalry and cultural opposition.
This reliance on external representations has produced a skewed understanding of Persian clothing,
emphasizing luxury, ceremonial display, and symbolic excess while neglecting the practical and
everyday dimensions of dress. The absence of well-preserved organic materials has further limited the
ability to study clothing as a lived material system. The Salt Men of Chehrabad fundamentally alter this
situation by providing direct archaeological evidence of garments worn by individuals outside the royal
or courtly sphere.

2. Research Aims and Questions
The primary aim of this study is to reconstruct Achaemenid Persian dress through a comparative
analysis of material and representational evidence. The research addresses the following questions:
1 What were the functional, technological, and material characteristics of Achaemenid clothing
as revealed by the Salt Men of Chehrabad?
2 How is Persian dress represented in Greek textual and visual sources, particularly in classical
reliefs and metopes?
3 To what extent do Greek representations correspond to, distort, or reinterpret the material
reality of Persian clothing?
4 How did clothing function as a marker of identity, social status, and cultural difference in both
Persian and Greek contexts?

3. Methodology

This research employs an interdisciplinary and comparative methodology combining archaeology,
textile analysis, art history, and classical studies. The primary archaeological data derive from the
preserved garments of the Chehrabad Salt Men, including woolen tunics, trousers, leather boots, belts,
and cloaks. Published laboratory analyses of fibers, weaving techniques, dyes, and sewing methods
form the basis for evaluating technological sophistication and functional design.

These material data are compared with Greek literary descriptions by authors such as Herodotus,
Xenophon, Strabo, and Plutarch, as well as with visual representations found in classical Greek art,
including the Parthenon metopes, reliefs from the Acropolis, and battle scenes depicting Persians. The
Greek sources are analyzed critically, with attention to their historical context, narrative purpose, and
ideological framing.

4. Results
The analysis of the Salt Men’s clothing reveals a coherent and highly functional system of dress.
Garments were typically made of dense woolen textiles, often arranged in multiple layers to provide
insulation and durability. Trousers and long-sleeved tunics allowed for mobility and protection, while
leather boots with complex construction techniques were well suited to uneven and cold environments.
Decorative elements, such as embroidery and colored threads, were applied selectively along seams
and structural points, suggesting that ornamentation complemented rather than replaced functionality.
These findings indicate a sophisticated understanding of textile technology and bodily movement,
as well as an emphasis on practicality and environmental adaptation. Importantly, they demonstrate
that advanced clothing technologies were accessible beyond the royal elite and extended to working or
middle social groups.

5. Discussion

In contrast to the material evidence, Greek visual representations of Persian dress often emphasize
exaggerated features such as elongated garments, heavy folds, ornate patterns, and distinctive headgear.
These elements functioned as visual markers of cultural otherness and were embedded within a broader
ideological discourse that opposed Greek ideals of simplicity, nudity, and moderation to Persian luxury
and excess.



While Greek artists and authors possessed a degree of empirical knowledge about Persian
clothing—evident in recurring elements such as trousers and long tunics—this knowledge was
selectively reshaped to serve political and cultural narratives. Persian dress became a symbolic
language through which Greeks articulated concepts of identity, power, and difference, particularly in
the aftermath of the Greco-Persian Wars.

The comparison highlights a fundamental distinction between lived reality and representational
strategy. The Salt Men reflect clothing as a practical and adaptive system, whereas Greek
representations transform dress into an ideological tool.

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Achaemenid Persian dress cannot be fully understood through elite
iconography or Greek representations alone. The Salt Men of Chehrabad provide unparalleled material
evidence for reconstructing everyday clothing and reveal a system characterized by functionality,
technological sophistication, and social inclusivity. When juxtaposed with Greek textual and visual
sources, these findings expose the ideological processes through which Persian dress was reinterpreted
and symbolized in classical art.

By integrating archaeological data with critical analysis of external representations, this research
offers a more nuanced and balanced understanding of Achaemenid clothing as both a material practice
and a cultural symbol. The results underscore the value of interdisciplinary approaches and highlight
the potential of material culture to challenge long-standing, representation-based narratives in the study
of ancient societies.
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