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Ancient Achaemenid seal

Persian naval power

reveals early

C Iranica Desk )

A notable seal impression preserved at
the National Museum of Iran has been
identified as dating to the Achaemenid
period, approximately 492-460 BCE. De-
spite its modest size, the artifact provides
striking evidence of the technological
skill and maritime capabilities of Persian
seafarers more than 2,500 years ago.
The seal was discovered in 1936 during
excavations conducted by the Oriental In-
stitute of the University of Chicago under
the direction of Erich Schmidt, from the
Treasury of Persepolis. The imagery en-
graved on the seal depicts a large vessel
shown in left profile, moving from right
to left. The ship’s hull is distinctly curved,
and at the prow a prominent ram is clear-
ly visible, according to ISNA.

These rams-typically crafted from dura-
ble metals such as bronze were essential
components of ancient naval warfare.
They were designed to strike and punc-
ture the hulls of enemy ships, rendering
them inoperable. Their function closely
parallels that of battering rams used in
land warfare to breach gates and forti-

fied walls. The clear depiction of such a
feature leaves little doubt that the vessel
represented on the seal is a military ship,
likely a war galley.

Further details of the ship reinforce this
interpretation. It is equipped with 22
oars, indicating a sizable and coordinat-
ed rowing crew, as well as a single mast
with a sail that appears to be furled. This
combination suggests a vessel capable
of both oar-powered maneuverability
and wind-assisted travel, reflecting an
advanced understanding of naval design
and function.

To the right of the ship, the image of a
palm tree is rendered with notable care.
Based on its shape and the depiction of
hanging clusters, it likely refers to the
coastal and hinterland regions associ-
ated with the Persian Gulf. Beyond its
geographical implication, the palm tree
also held symbolic meaning in Achae-
menid culture, often associated with roy-
al authority, prosperity, and legitimacy.
Its inclusion in the scene may therefore
carry both geographic and ideological
significance.

Taken as a whole, the composition can
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be interpreted as a visual expression of
Achaemenid maritime dominance. This
interpretation is supported by addition-
al historical evidence. For example, coins

ISNA
featuring images of warships were mint-
ed in the city of Sidon — one of the major
commercial hubs along the eastern Med-
iterranean coast — under the authority

of Persian rulers such as Artaxerxes Il
and Artaxerxes III. These coins point to
a sustained Persian political and military
presence in key maritime regions.
Another piece of evidence is the inscrip-
tion of Darius the Great in Egypt. By con-
structing a canal between the Nile River
and the Red Sea (known as the Canal of
Darius or the ancient Suez), Darius en-
abled maritime communication between
the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf;
arare undertaking that reflects his stra-
tegic understanding of the importance
of the seas. In his inscription, he ex-
plicitly states that ships under his com-
mand passed through this waterway and
reached the Persian Gulf.

Although the seal measures only about
2.5 centimeters in diameter, its historical
significance is substantial. As a clay seal
impression now housed in the National
Museum of Iran, it stands as a valuable
testament to the organization and so-
phistication of the Achaemenid naval
fleet. More broadly, it reflects the central
role that maritime power and sea routes
played in the political strategy and impe-
rial vision of the Achaemenid state.
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Although Khorasan Razavi Prov-
ince is widely recognized as
Iran’s leading tourism hub due to
hosting millions of pilgrims and
tourists and enjoying a prom-
inent religious and historical
status, a significant portion of its
pristine treasures remains hid-
den within the serenity of nature
and the authenticity of rural life.
This ancient land, with its rich
cultural heritage, is now home
to a growing number of desig-
nated tourism villages. Despite
their remarkable potential, these
villages have remained largely
overlooked, overshadowed by
the province’s religious tourism
appeal. Each of these scenic set-
tlements carries a unique iden-
tity rooted in history, vernacular
architecture, natural landscapes,
and traditional customs. Beyond
being travel destinations, they
represent platforms for profound
economic and social transforma-
tion.

Recognizing and investing in
these capacities could not only
serve as a driving force for sus-
tainable regional development
but also provide a strategic solu-
tion to uncontrolled migration,
encourage a return to rural areas,
and create sustainable employ-
ment in local communities.

A tourism and rural development
expert believes that rural tourism
should not be viewed merely as a
marginal recreational option, but
as a strategic necessity for pre-
serving identity, improving rural
livelihoods, and presenting an au-
thentic and multifaceted image of
Khorasan Razavi to both domes-
tic and international tourists.
Hasan Qorbani, in an interview
with ISNA, referring to the grow-
ing trend of rural and sustainable
tourism, said urban residents and
modern travelers are increasing-
ly seeking destinations that offer
authentic and meaningful expe-
riences.

“Today’s modern tourist is not
only looking to visit historical
monuments or enjoy nature,” he
said. “They want to engage with
the culture of host communi-
ties, their way of life, local foods,
handicrafts, and even their ev-
eryday challenges.” He added

Rural tourism emerges as growth driver
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that the villages of Khorasan
Razavi, with their rich back-
ground in agriculture, livestock
farming, nomadic life, handicraft
production, and unique oral and
performing traditions, provide a
highly suitable platform for this
type of tourism.

Discussing the dimensions of ru-
ral tourism potential in the prov-
ince, he pointed to the diversity
of natural landscapes. “Khorasan
Razavi has extraordinary geo-
graphical variety, from mountain-
ous and summer regions in the
north and west to fertile plains
and desert areas in the south.
This diversity creates opportu-
nities for various activities such
as ecotourism, mountaineering,
walking along traditional routes,
birdwatching, and even amateur
astronomy,” he said.

Referring to the unique nature
of areas such as Kalat and Dar-
gaz, the deserts of Bajestan and
Bardaskan, as well as the cultural
regions of Taybad and Khaf and
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the historical sites of Sabzevar
and other cities, he noted that
many of these villages are deep-
ly rooted in history. Their tradi-
tional architecture reflects past
lifestyles and adaptation to local
climate conditions. Villages with
valuable historic fabric or rem-
nants of castles, old water mills,
and ancient ganats can become
attractive destinations for histo-
ry and architecture enthusiasts.
Qorbani also identified living
culture and traditions as another
major attraction.

“The Magami music of Khorasan,
special ritual and religious cere-
monies in certain regions, har-
vest festivals, nomadic and pas-
toral traditions, and indigenous
handicraft skills are inseparable
parts of rural identity that can
become unique experiences for
tourists,” he said.

He further described local agri-
cultural products as an opportu-
nity for developing agritourism.
“The quality of agricultural prod-

ucts in many parts of the prov-
ince, such as saffron, barberry,
cold-climate fruits, and medicinal
plants, provides tourists with the
opportunity to become familiar
with production processes and
purchase fresh organic products,”
he explained.

Qorbani also pointed to key
challenges in rural tourism de-
velopment, including weak in-
frastructure such as a shortage
of standard eco-lodges, quality
traditional restaurants, and ade-
quate communication networks.
Poor accessibility to some villag-
es and lack of sufficient public
transportation also limit tourist
arrivals.

He added that weak branding
and fragmented marketing is an-
other major issue, leaving many
villages and attractions unknown
even to residents of the province.
The absence of a targeted mar-
keting strategy and engaging
content production has resulted
in the loss of this potential.

He stressed the need to develop
a comprehensive atlas of rural
tourism capacities in coopera-
tion with relevant organizations.
He also emphasized the develop-
ment of locally based eco-lodges,
empowerment and training pro-
grams for villagers, creation of
specialized tourism routes, and
stronger inter-organizational co-
ordination.

Explaining the idea of tourism
routes, he said that instead of
viewing each village separately,
thematic routes could be de-
signed — such as a rural taste
route introducing local foods and
products, or an oral history route
focused on storytelling and his-
torical architecture.

He concluded that Khorasan Ra-
zavi has the potential to become
one of the country’s leading rural
tourism hubs, but this requires
comprehensive planning, long-
term vision, smart investment,
and most importantly, belief in
the hidden capacities of these
villages.

Torbat-e Heydarieh, with its 11
tourism-capable villages, stands
out as a prominent example of
rural potential for sustainable
development. This region, blend-
ing tradition and the future, has
taken significant steps toward
achieving rural tourism goals.
The head of the Cultural Heritage,
Tourism, and Handicrafts De-
partment of Torbat-e Heydarieh
emphasized the village-oriented
tourism approach as the key to
sustainable development in the

region. He explained that the city
has 11 tourism villages, reflecting
the vast natural, historical, and
cultural potential of rural areas.
Ali Mohammadi identified one
of the most important achieve-
ments of tourism development
in these villages as reverse migra-
tion. In some villages, residents
who had previously migrated to
cities due to lack of job opportu-
nities are now returning.

He stated that this trend is
the direct result of developing
eco-tourism accommodations,
restoring historical buildings,
and establishing handicraft
workshops in these areas. These
efforts have not only attracted
domestic and international tour-
ists but also brought significant
economic growth to the villages.
Mohammadi noted that today’s
tourists are no longer seeking
repetitive and crowded destina-
tions but are looking for authen-
tic, local, and human-centered
experiences. “Villages naturally
offer such experiences, and we
have tried to identify, revive, and
introduce these capacities to the
tourism sector;” he said.

He added that the potential of Tor-
bat-e Heydarieh’s villages goes far
beyond natural attractions. “Each
village has its own rituals and
traditions throughout the year. In
addition, the region’s climatic and
cultural diversity has led to the
creation of unique local cuisines,
whose taste and aroma form part
of the area’s identity,” he said.
Natural landscapes, mountains,
valleys, rivers, and diverse veg-
etation around the villages pro-
vide a peaceful environment for
tourists seeking escape from
urban noise and pollution. As a
result, accommodation in rural
eco-lodges has recently become
a priority in tourism programs in
the region.

He further highlighted the revival
of the only active historical water
mill in Qaleh Now village as a no-
table example of heritage resto-
ration and tourism development.
Mohammadi expressed satis-
faction with the strong tourist
reception of this water mill, em-
phasizing that the project has
successfully contributed to the
economic revitalization of the
village.



