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Abstract

According to archaeological documents and evidence obtained in recent years,
before the Aryan tribes dominated the Iranian plateau and formed the Median
kingdom, a people known in history as the Mannaeans lived in the northwestern
regions of the Iranian plateau. Historical sources and the limited documents and
evidence available indicate that these people occupied the northwestern lands of the
Iranian plateau during the first three centuries of the first millennium BC. They were
neighbors of states such as the Assyrians and Urartians and were always in
interaction and conflict with them. Despite invasions of their borders by neighboring
tribes, the Mannaeans managed to record their name in history and leave a lasting
legacy. Unfortunately, our knowledge about them is limited to a few names and
brief references in the Assyrian and Urartian annals. But fortunately, as a result of
archaeological excavations in the years leading up to the 21st century, a number of
glazed bricks were found at the ancient site of Qalaichi, which can help historians
and archaeologists understand the cultural and artistic characteristics of the
Mannaeans. Ancient drawings and images, as first-hand evidence, have always
attracted the attention of historians and archaeologists. The motifs and images
carved on the glazed bricks of the Mannaeans reveal an untold part of Iranian
history. Given the lack of material and written data, such as inscriptions or texts in
the Mannaean language, and researchers’ unfamiliarity with the script and language
of this ancient people, the designs and images they left behind become especially
important. Studying and understanding the culture and religion of the Mannaean
people depends on interpreting the hidden concepts within these motifs. This
research, using a library-based and descriptive-analytical approach, aims to examine,
interpret, and analyze the limited remaining evidence of this ancient civilization.
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Introduction

The Mannaean civilization is regarded as one of the significant yet relatively little-
known civilizations of northwestern Iran during the first three centuries of the first
millennium BCE, playing an important role in the cultural and political
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developments of the region. Emerging in the areas surrounding Lake Urmia, this
civilization occupied a strategic geographical position that transformed it into one of
the major centers of political, economic, and cultural interactions among the great
civilizations of the ancient Near East, including Assyria, Urartu, and the indigenous
peoples of the Iranian Plateau. Despite the historical role of the Mannaeans in
regional developments, the lack of independent written sources and the unknown
nature of their script and language have posed serious challenges to the study of
their intellectual structures, belief systems, and artistic expressions.

Under such circumstances, archaeological data-particularly artistic and visual
remains-acquire increased significance as non-written sources of evidence. These
works not only reflect technical skills and aesthetic values but also function as a
symbolic language of culture, conveying mythological, religious, and social
meanings. Among the archaeological sites attributed to the Mannaean civilization,
the site of Qalaichi, located near the city of Bukan, holds a prominent position.
Excavations conducted at this site have led to the discovery of a valuable collection
of decorated glazed bricks, which were most likely part of the architectural
ornamentation of a ritual or religious structure.

The diverse motifs depicted on these bricks include geometric, vegetal, human,
and animal elements, each carrying specific symbolic messages. Among these,
animal motifs are particularly significant due to their ancient background and the
special roles animals played in the myths and rituals of ancient cultures. In early
civilizations, animals were often employed as symbols of natural forces, deities,
cosmic concepts, and social values. Therefore, iconographic and iconological
analysis of these motifs can provide new insights into the worldview of the
Mannaeans. Focusing on the animal motifs of the glazed bricks from Qalaichi, the
present study seeks to analyze the symbolic meanings of these images and to
elucidate their position within the cultural context of the ancient Near East.

Methodology

The present study is a fundamental research conducted using a qualitative approach
and a descriptive—analytical method. Data collection was carried out primarily
through documentary and library-based research, including the examination of
archaeological excavation reports from the Qalaichi site, studies related to ancient
art and architecture, mythological sources, historical texts of the ancient Near East,
and comparative research on animal symbolism. The research sample consists of
nine glazed bricks bearing animal motifs selected from a total of fifty-one bricks
repatriated from Switzerland and attributed to the Qalaichi site, which are currently
housed in the National Museum of Iran. The selection of these samples was based
on the clarity of the motifs, the state of preservation, and their suitability for
iconographic analysis.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on Erwin Panofsky’s
iconological method, which is considered one of the most authoritative approaches
in the analysis of artworks. This method organizes image analysis into three levels.
At the first level, a pre-iconographic description was conducted, involving the
identification of visual elements, forms, lines, colors, composition, and the postures
of figures without entering into semantic interpretation. This stage aimed to achieve
an objective and precise understanding of the visual structure of the artworks.

At the second level, iconographic analysis was carried out through the
identification of subjects, themes, and conventional meanings of the motifs. At this
stage, the animal images from Qalaichi were compared with similar examples in
Assyrian, Urartian, and other neighboring artistic traditions in order to identify
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shared or divergent symbolic meanings. At the third level, iconological
interpretation focused on uncovering deeper meanings and the ideological, religious,
and ritual functions of the motifs.

Given the absence of direct Mannaean written texts, the study necessarily relied
on comparative sources. Accordingly, Assyrian and Urartian texts, Avestan
literature, Iranian and Greek myths, and the accounts of classical historians were
used as supplementary sources. This comparative approach enabled the analysis of
the motifs within a broader network of regional cultural interactions.

Discussion & Findings

The iconographic analysis of the animal motifs on the glazed bricks from Qalaichi
indicates that the collection includes representations of ibex, ram, lion, horse, eagle,
rooster, and composite creatures such as the winged horse. This animal diversity
reflects a multilayered symbolic system rooted in the mythological beliefs, ritual
practices, and environmental conditions of the Mannaeans.

The ibex and ram are among the most frequently depicted motifs. Characterized
by elongated and exaggerated horns, these animals symbolize fertility, vital force,
power, and a connection with natural cycles. The horn, as an ancient symbol,
represented strength, growth, and association with celestial forces in many ancient
cultures. The visual emphasis on horns in the Qalaichi motifs highlights the
importance of these concepts within the Mannaean belief system.

The lion, as a symbol of power, kingship, and warfare, occupies a prominent
place in the art of Qalaichi. Depictions of roaring or aggressive lions are comparable
to Assyrian examples, where such imagery was commonly used to express royal
authority and the protection of sacred spaces. The presence of this motif at Qalaichi
may indicate the protective function of the bricks and the sanctity of the architectural
space they adorned.

The eagle, depicted with outstretched wings, symbolizes divine glory,
sovereignty, and a connection with the celestial realm. In many ancient cultures, this
bird was regarded as a mediator between humans and the gods. The presence of the
eagle in Mannaean art reflects the transmission of symbolic and ideological concepts
among regional civilizations.

The rooster, as a symbol of awakening, light, and the triumph of brightness over
darkness, possesses a ritual function. The depiction of the rooster with an open beak
evokes the crowing at dawn and the beginning of cosmic order. This motif was
likely associated with purification rituals and the repulsion of evil forces.

The horse and the winged horse are also among the most significant motifs. The
horse symbolizes nobility, movement, the sun, and warfare, and holds a deep
connection with Aryan cultures. The winged horse, as a composite creature,
represents concepts such as rain, fertility, and the linkage between earth and sky,
reflecting the fusion of indigenous Mannaean beliefs with broader mythological
traditions of the ancient Near East.

Conclusion
The results of this study demonstrate that the animal motifs on the glazed bricks
from Qalaichi reflect a coherent and meaningful symbolic system within Mannaean
culture. These images go beyond mere decorative elements and convey profound
religious, ritual, and social concepts, playing a significant role in the transmission of
cultural beliefs and values. The depicted animals symbolize notions such as power,
fertility, legitimacy, protection, and interaction with supernatural forces.

The findings indicate that Mannaean art developed within a context of extensive
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cultural interactions, and that this civilization played an intermediary role in the
transmission of mythological and artistic concepts between the civilizations of the
ancient Near East and the Iranian Plateau. As valuable visual documents, the glazed
bricks of Qalaichi compensate in part for the absence of Mannaean written texts and
enable the reconstruction of aspects of the worldview of this civilization. Ultimately,
the study of these works demonstrates that the Mannaeans made a significant
contribution to the formation of artistic and symbolic traditions of ancient Iran, and
that further detailed investigation of these materials can lead to a deeper
understanding of the cultural foundations of Iranian art.
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