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Abstract

Monumental sculptures are considered significant artistic artifacts, primarily associated
with ritualistic and religious contexts, and possess a long historical tradition. The creation
of such commemorative and symbolic sculptures often aimed to represent the divine or
transcendent status of their subjects. Within the cultural history of Iran, the tradition of
sculpting with this approach dates back to the Neolithic period as exemplified by the
“Venus of Sarab” and witnessed a substantial increase from the third millennium BCE
onwards. This practice reached its height during the Elamite civilization, coinciding
with the emergence of multiple deities and rulers. These sculptures were frequently used
as votive offerings in temples or as grave goods in the burials of high-status individuals.
The commemorative stone statue housed in the Nahavand Museum is one such artifact,
yet its origin and precise nature remain unclear due to its non-archaeological discovery.
Consequently, numerous ambiguities surround its contextualization. The main objective
of this study is to examine the nature of this stone sculpture through an iconographic and
chronological analysis. It seeks to address key questions regarding its material essence,
function, artistic style, and usage, assuming it belongs to the Elamite period within the
cultural domain of Simashki. To achieve more accurate contextualization and dating,
the research employs comparative analysis with similar contemporaneous examples,
aiming to enhance the understanding of Elamite art particularly during the Sukkalmah
period in the Central Zagros region. This study adopts a qualitative methodology,
utilizing a historical-analytical approach supported by library-based sources. To evaluate
the research propositions, references are made to the sculptural styles of the Elamite
civilization and comparative Mesopotamian examples. The findings suggest that the
Nahavand stone statue, based on its formal and visual characteristics, can be classified
as a monumental sculpture dating to the Sukkalmah period (second millennium BCE),
and most likely originates from the greater Simashki region.
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Introduction

What emerges more prominently in the archaeological data from western Iran during
the Elamite period is not so much the material culture uncovered through excavations,
but rather the names recorded in Babylonian and Assyrian inscriptions. Just as western
Iran particularly Ecbatana served as a political center during the rise of the Medes and
Persians, the discovery of this sculpture in Nahavand, alongside the limited number
of Early Elamite finds from sites such as Giyan, may indicate the existence of cultural
complexity even prior to these later civilizations. Alternatively, it could reflect a
syncretic cultural expression influenced by Elamite traditions during the period of
Kassite domination, especially considering the stylistic affinities of the sculpture under
study. These possibilities warrant deeper examination and reflection. This discussion
is situated within that very context: sculpture, as an integral component of cultural
heritage, provides a valuable lens through which to understand the shifting cultural and
political boundaries between Elam and Mesopotamia. The identification of Elamite-
period artifacts particularly from the early Elamite era (Sukkalmah period) in western
Iran, such as those associated with the early historical levels of Giyan V and Susa III,
offer clues to the southern cultural sphere’s influence in this geography. Given that
the sculpture analyzed in this study conforms stylistically to the early Elamite artistic
tradition, it may represent a cultural artifact of that historical period and geographical
reach within the Central Zagros. Accordingly, this paper aims to present further evidence
of cultural contact or homogeneity between the northern parts of the Central Zagros
and southern Elamite regions. Such a discovery might suggest the presence of one of
the two models of Elamite governance autonomous or centrally controlled in western
Iran from the late third millennium B.C. onward. Just as the cemetery seals of Susa
reflect religious and ritual activities, this commemorative sculpture may also reveal
similar ideological functions (cf. Hole, 1985: 21-24). To date, various artifacts seals,
ceramics, figurative art, and paintings have contributed to our understanding of cultural
convergence across different regions of Iran. Among these, sculptural objects offer a
unique window into such interpretations. Place names such as Karin-Dash (modern
Kermanshah), Shushur (in Iraqi Kurdistan), Elipi (Lorestan), Huni-Hur (Bakhtiari
Mountains), and Simash (Khorramabad) (Majidzadeh, 1992), reflect the wide territorial
reach of the Elamite State in western Iran. Therefore, the identification of this statue
in Nahavand invites a reconsideration and deeper exploration of the Elamite presence
in the region. To validate and further analyze these claims, the following sections of
the study will provide a brief historical overview of Elamite sculpture and its stylistic
characteristics, along with comparative examples. Ultimately, the goal is to determine
the ritual and religious function of such an object, and to define its precise nature within
this historical-cultural framework.

The Nahavand Commemorative Statue
The Nahavand stone idol, carved from limestone, stands approximately 37 centimeters
in height and 11 centimeters in width at its base, where two back-to-back seated bulls
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support the sculpture. The figurine is composed of several components, each potentially
bearing symbolic significance. The figure of the goddess, from the tip of her conical,
woven headdress to her feet (which rest upon the backs of the two bulls), measures 24
centimeters in height. The statue is carved from a single block of stone but has suffered
visible damage, including fractures at the goddess’s neck and feet. The goddess wears a
tiered, pleated robe, intricately carved to cover the full length of her body, and a conical
headdress woven in relief. The structured, layered nature of the clothing, along with the
serene and formal depiction of the face, indicates the symbolic and sacred function of
the figure. Her hands are positioned near the abdomen, possibly holding a vessel or an
object though due to surface erosion, this remains uncertain. As noted, the goddess is
depicted standing frontally atop two bulls, which are positioned in profile but rendered
in full-face from the side view. This double-faced sculptural technique is strikingly
similar to the posture and composition of the bull capitals used in the Apadana Palace at
Susa during the late first millennium B.C. (see: Fig. 20). A hole located behind the bulls’
heads suggests that the statue may have been mounted on a base, suspended, or used in
conjunction with a ritual element. A significant aspect of this sculpture is the rendering
of the hands, which align with long-standing traditions in Mesopotamian and Elamite
sculpture. These gestures are often associated with religious or ritual symbolism, as
seen in various comparable examples (see: Figs. 7 and 8). This tradition derives from
Sumerian representations of goddesses and priests shown in acts of reverence during
religious ceremonies often bearing symbols of fertility and divine favor. Comparable
Elamite statues depict deities holding vessels or sacred plants at the level of the torso
or chest (see: Figs. 21 and 22). However, due to wear and erosion, it is unclear whether
the hands in this statue are simply clasped over the stomach or if they originally held an
object, as is evident in other Elamite figures, such as the well-known limestone statue
from Susa believed to represent the goddess Napirisha, divine protector of Ontash-
Napirisha. The Nahavand figure also closely resembles motifs seen in Elamite Middle
Period representations, particularly in warrior or deity helmets. These helmets often
portray divinities wearing tiered garments. The gesture of worship is replicated in
smaller attendant figures, while the central deity holds a vessel from which two streams
symbols of the waters of life flow (see: Fig. 22), (Naeimi Taraei, ef al., 2017: 152—-153).

Conclusion

Commemorative stone statues are among the artistic artifacts primarily associated
with ritual and religious themes. As discussed throughout this study and supported by
comparable examples, such representations have a long-standing tradition dating back
to the third millennium B.C. and the early Sumerian dynasties. The creators of these
monumental works often aimed to confer divine or transcendent status upon the figures
depicted. From the third millennium onward, the production of such statues experienced
notable growth, culminating during the Elamite civilization with the proliferation of
divine and royal figures. These statues were often used as votive offerings in temples
or placed in elite burials as funerary objects. The motif of deities overpowering or
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standing atop powerful beasts such as bulls or lions is a common iconographic tradition
in the art of the ancient Near East, especially in Mesopotamia and Elam. Given its
frequency and variety, this theme likely originated in Mesopotamia and subsequently
permeated into Elamite cultural and artistic expressions throughout the third and second
millennia B.C. Among the most significant examples are statues and iconographies from
early Babylon and Middle Elamite, to which the Nahavand stone statue also belongs.
The primary objective of this research was to analyze the Nahavand stone sculpture
through an iconographic lens and to determine its temporal and geographical context.
However, the precise origin and nature of this statue remain uncertain due to the lack
of a well-documented archaeological context. Thus, this study approached the object
cautiously, focusing primarily on its stylistic and iconographic features rather than its
exact provenance. Across various mythological traditions from India to Mesopotamia
and Iran gods and goddesses are frequently depicted riding or standing upon animals,
not merely as mounts but as symbolic extensions of their divine attributes. For instance,
Vishnu rides the mythical eagle Garuda; Shiva mounts the sacred bull, Nandi; and
Durga stands or rides upon a tiger or lion, symbolizing triumph over evil. Similarly,
Mesopotamian deities such as Inanna (Ishtar) and Marduk are shown riding or standing
on powerful animals like bulls and lions Inanna, for instance, is sometimes shown
standing atop a lion, signifying dominance over nature and primal force. In this context,
the Elamite goddess depicted in the Nahavand statue, standing upon two bulls, appears
to draw upon similar iconographic conventions shared among neighboring eastern and
western civilizations. The findings of this study suggest that, based on its visual and
stylistic attributes, the Nahavand stone statue should be classified as a commemorative
sculpture dating to the Sukkalmah period (second millennium B.C.). Geographically, it
is likely associated with the broader territory of Simashki. Given the presence of major
Elamite sites such as Tepe Giyan in the region, it is plausible to trace the northern extent
of Elamite cultural influence into the area of Nahavand.
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Fig. 2: Statue of a bull excavated from Chogha Zanbil,
dating to the Middle Elamite period (©National Museum
of Iran, sourced from: https://irannationalmuseum.ir).
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Fig. 3: Rock reliefs from Kul-e Farah (Panels 2 and 3) depict the presence of bull imagery and sacrificial scenes,
reflecting the ritualistic aspects of Elamite art (Sarraf, 2005: 106).
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Fig. 5: Elamite clothed goddess from Susa, made of fired clay, Sukkalmah period, Louvre Museum, height: 37
cm (left) (Mohammadifar, 1996: 271; Image 67); Elamite clothed goddess from Susa, made of unbaked clay,
Sukkalmah period, Louvre Museum, height: 38.5 cm (right), (Ibid: 272; Image 68)
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Fig. 6: Bronze figurines representing an Elamite goddess and the Mesopotamian god Enki (first half of the 2nd
millennium BCE). (© The Louvre Museum), (https://nl.pinterest.com/pin/564990715726196723).
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Fig. 8: Plaster figurine excavated from Mari, Damascus  Fig. 7: Plaster figurine of a man from Tell Asmar,

Museum (Mortgat, 1998: Fig. 80). Baghdad, Iraq Museum (Mortgat, 1998: Fig. 58).
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Fig. 9: Pottery bas-relief of the winged Ishtar standing on two back-to-back goats from Larsa (2" millennium
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Fig. 10: Ishtar (Adda) figure with a lightning bolt symbol before Ishtar, standing on an elevation, with its back to
Marduk, holding a sword and worshipers before it (left), Adda (right), Akkadian seals. (Hayes Ward, 1910: 165).
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Fig. 11: The water god Enki (Ea) or Shamash standing on two back-to-back mythical creatures (Hayes Ward,
1910: 372).
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.(©Staatliche Museen zu Berlin-Vorderasiatisches Museum).
Fig. 12: Sumerian cylinder seal and impression from the Early Dynastic IIIA period (circa 2500 BCE), depicting a
seated god on two back-to-back bulls (©Staatliche Museen zu Berlin - Vorderasiatisches Museum).
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Fig. 13: Image of a clay plaque depicting the armed Inanna/Ishtar standing on a lion.
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Fig. 14: Bronze statue of a four-faced god standing with one foot on the back of a ram (possibly a god of wind
and storm), (©Oriental Institute Museum, Chicago), (https://oi.uchicago.edu/collections/highlights/highlights-
collection-mesopotamia).
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Fig. 15: Clay bas-relief of the ‘Queen of the Night’ (left) and color reconstruction (right), dating to 1800-1750 BCE,
early Babylon, excavated from southern Iraq (©British Museum) (sourced from: https://www.khanacademy.org/
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Fig. 16: Bronze tablet excavated from Tell al-Hawa (Potts, 2004: Fig. 7.4).
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Fig. 17: Seal impression from the Neo-Elamite period (Susa IlIa), (Amiet, 1973; Potts, 2006: 459).
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Fig. 19: Commemorative stone statue from Nahavand in the artistic style of the Sukkalmah period, featuring
a multilayered headdress and pleated skirt, with hands clasped in front of the abdomen (possibly holding an
object?). The Fig. stands on two back-to-back horned bulls (ONahavand Cultural Heritage Museum; image by
the Author, 2018; drawing by: Mahdi Perestar-Shahri).
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Fig. 20: Bull capital from the Apadana of the Palace of Apadana, Susa (©Louvre Museum).
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Fig. 21: Design and image of an Elamite clay bas-relief (Potts, 2004: 221; Fig. 7.5).
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Fig. 22: Elamite bronze helmet from the Reza Abbasi Museum, with a detailed image of the upper body and
postures of reverence (Naeimi Taraei et al., 2017: 151-152; Fig. 1 & 2).
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