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Abstract

Several local polities and kingdoms in the north, northwest, and west of the modern territory of Iran were lo-
cated on the periphery of the great kingdoms during the Iron Age (circa the first millennium BC). These gov-
ernments were not only in contact with each other but also with the major empires, through war, domination 
or trading – and in some cases with their distant neighbours, too. These local Iron Age societies were large-scale 
producers of various types of metalwork; many of these artefacts were decorated with animals and fantastic 
creatures. Such objects have been found extensively throughout this area and beyond. 
This paper discusses the various zoomorphic motifs used on metalwork in Iran during the ninth to seventh cen-
turies BC in detail and gives a general overview of metalwork produced by Iran’s neighbours.
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which flows in the southwestern corner of the coun-
try. Lake Orumie (in the far northwest) is the coun-
try’s largest water body.

3. The Iron Age in the Iranian Plateau 

The term “Iron Age” is employed to identify the 
cultural modifications introduced around the mid-
second millennium BC;1 this period was followed 
by several changes with respect to the developed 
long-distance trade and early urban culture of the 
Bronze Age. More specialized local traditions are 
attested in the finds assemblages from local ceme-
teries.2 The Iron Age in Iran is generally dated from 
1500 to 550 BC: Iron Age I (1500–1000 BC), II 
(1000–800 BC) and III (800–550 BC).3 Archaeo-
logical studies have shown that during the Iron Age 
metalwork production was a primary activity in the 
Iranian Plateau, especially in the western part of 
Iran, central Zagros region or Luristan, north-west-
ern Iran, Azerbaijan, and northern Iran, Gilan, and 
Mazandaran.4 The largest quantity of these finds 
has come from the Iron Age levels at sites such as 
Hasanlu,5 Sangtarashan6 and Sagzabad7, as well as 
Marlik8 and several other localities. Most of these 
metal objects were found in sanctuaries and graves; 
they were deposited as votive offerings in burials 
(fig. 2).9 Artefact types and shapes, metals and deco-
rations differ from one area to another. However, 
they did have some similarities with the metalwork 
from neighbouring countries.

 

1 Muscarella 2006. 
2 Danti 2013.
3 Muscarella 2006; Overlaet 2005.
4 Haerinck 1988; Pigott 1990; Moorey 1982.
5 Winter 1980, 1989.
6 Oudbashi et Al. 2013.
7 Mortazavi et Al. 2011.
8 Negahban 1996.
9 Fallahian 2013; Overlaet 2005, 2013; Musca-

rella 2006; Danti 2013.

1. Introduction

The use of diverse precious metals in the production 
of artistic and religious zoomorphic artefacts was 
commonplace during the Iron Age in western Iran 
(1500–550 BC). The majority of such zoomorphic 
artefacts were discovered in north, northwest and 
west Iran.

Iron Age craftsmen in Iran used a wide variety 
of animal motifs on these objects. It seems that each 
part of the territory had its own special material, mo-
tifs, shape, and style; the zoomorphic objects discov-
ered reflect the religious concepts of the people who 
created and used them for their ritual ceremonies.

The style of the objects indicates their utiliza-
tion; they include a wide range of functional and 
ritual artefacts. Most of the objects discovered in 
graves had zoomorphic motifs related to ritual cer-
emony scenes, such as a combination of real and 
mythical creatures in battle, real or mythical crea-
ture-plant compositions and real or mythical crea-
ture-plant-human compositions, depicting hunting 
or battle scenes.

Perhaps due to conflicts or other kinds of con-
tact, such as commercial relations, Iran absorbed 
several zoomorphic styles from its western neigh-
bours, and at the same time created its own local ar-
tefacts. This influence has been shown particularly 
with regard to metalwork.

2. The geography of Iran

Geographically, Iran is located in West Asia; it is 
bounded to the north by Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
Turkmenistan, and the Caspian Sea, to the east by 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, to the south by the Per-
sian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, and to the west by 
Turkey and Iraq. 

Iran is a rugged country of plateaus and moun-
tains, dominated by the Elburz Mountains in the 
north, and the Zagros Mountains along its western 
borders. The central and eastern portion is occupied 
by the Iranian Plateau. 

Dasht-e Kavir is a sandy (and salty) desert pla-
teau (fig. 1). The most significant river is the Karun, 
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Figure 1
Map of Iran, https://
store.mapsofworld.com

Figure 2
Important archaeological 
sites where zoomorphic 
objects have been 
discovered in Iran
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occur alone or in relation to other motifs. Most 
objects with such decorations were discovered in 
graves and sanctuaries.

a. Real or mythical creature-creature composi-
tions, in battle or ritual ceremony scenes.

b. Creature-plant motifs, real or mythical.
c. Human-creature compositions, real or mythical, 

with hunting, battle or ritual ceremony scenes.
d. Real or mythical creature-plant-human compo-

sitions, with hunting, battle or ritual ceremony 
scenes.

Objects with zoomorphic motifs were used especial-
ly during ritual ceremonies. Some were discovered 
during systematic archaeological excavations and 
others purchased from the antiquities market. Most 
come from Luristan, in western Iran. The majority 
are bronze ritual objects with diverse zoomorphic 
motifs, such as rhytons, different kinds of plate, and 
statues and statuettes of various animals. Most ar-
tefacts from Luristan were produced by casting. In 
the north and northwest of Iran, gold was the metal 
most frequently used, in ritual plates, buckets, rhy-
tons and so on; the technique of soldering was used 
in these areas. It seems that special objects with dis-
tinctive motifs were created in each area of Iran, us-
ing characteristic materials and techniques.

6. Iran and its neighbours; influences 
and contacts

During the first millennium BC small states in the 
north, northwest, and west of Iran bordered on 
powerful empires such as Assyria, Urartu and Elam. 
These local governments had contacts with the em-
pires in their vicinity.

The art produced in these small polities in Iran 
was influenced by the great empires, but this did 
not lead to the production of exact copies; they 
achieved new and native styles of art. Archaeo-
logical finds indicate that, due to geographical cir-
cumstances, governments in the west, north, and 
north-west of Iran had close relations with Mes-
opotamia and a part of Anatolia. The impact of 

4. Variety of objects

The Iron Age is associated with an increase in 
metal production and the creation of multi-func-
tional and decorative objects. The use of precious 
metals to make artistic and religious artefacts was 
commonplace during this period in western Iran 
(1500–550 BC). Metalwork with a wide range of 
zoomorphic motifs was prevalent in Iran during 
the Iron Age. 

This metalwork influenced Median and later 
Achaemenid production. Some objects had func-
tional and ritual usage. The different decorations 
distinguish objects’ usage. Such objects may be:

a. Functional objects
i. Armaments (sword, dagger, axe head, mace 

head, shield, adze, belt, quiver plate, whet-
stone, handle).

ii. Ornaments (ring, armlet, bracelet, decora-
tive plaque, pin, disc-headed pin and mirror).

iii. Horse gear (horse-harness, trappings and 
horse-bit with decorative cheek-piece, breast-
plate).

iv. Kitchen utensils.

b. Ritual objects
i. Ritual vessels (spouted vessel, rython, beaker, 

bowl, decorative vessel, and plate).
ii. Amulets and idols.
iii. Sculptures and small statues of various animals.
iv. Horse gear (horse-harness, horse-bit with 

decorative cheek-pieces, breastplate).
v. Armaments (sword, dagger, axe head, mace 

head, shield, adze, belt, quiver plate, whet-
stone handle).

vi. Ornaments (ring, armlet, bracelet, decora-
tive plaque, disc-headed pin).

5. Variety of subjects

Zoomorphic motifs are commonly found on Iron 
Age objects. Real or mythological creatures might 
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the Hasanlu bowl shows influences from ninth cen-
tury carved stone reliefs from Carchemish, for exam-
ple a woman with mirror seated on a lion, and gods 
standing on the back of a couchant lion (fig. 4: a and 
4: b).10 The same motifs appeared later in Urartian 
art11 as well. A Babylonian cylinder seal in the Metro-
politan Museum of Art shows a god standing on the 
back of an animal from whose mouth rain or water 
is pouring, as may also be seen on the Hasanlu bowl.  

In addition, according to Lambert the three 
charioteers above the scene might show Hurrian in-
fluence; there are also frequent references to the im-
portance of storm, sun, and moon, gods in the Hur-
rian pantheon.12

The leader of the three men confronting the di-
vine array holds out a goblet or beaker before the 
lead chariot, while each of the two individuals fol-
lowing him brings a ram, presumably for sacrifice. 
This scene is well known from the Hittite and Neo-
Hittite periods to the west and Elam to the south.13

10 Winter 1989, p. 91.
11 Van Loon 1966.
12 Lambert 1978.
13 Dyson 1989, p. 11.

these communications may be discerned on metal 
objects with zoomorphic motifs.

Ritual ceremonies were important, and contact 
with societies to the west led to different gods and 
goddesses reaching Iran. They came on a variety 
of vessels rather than rock reliefs and seals. Several 
vessels with deities were found in the west of Iran, 
which portray special animals, real or imaginary. 

The Golden Bowl of Hasanlu is one of the sig-
nificant zoomorphic objects found in Iran. It could 
be considered a real and mythical creature-human 
composition, with the hunting, battle and ritual 
ceremony scenes. In fact the subjects on the bowl 
are widespread in Mesopotamia. It seems that the 
inhabitants of the Iran plateau and the Zagros 
Mountains acquired such motifs through contact 
with their western neighbours; parallel concepts 
have also been identified in the religions of the An-
cient Near East. We focus here on some of its zoo-
morphic subjects in relation to neighbouring west-
ern cultures (fig. 3).

 The close resemblance of composition and motifs 
between the Hasanlu bowl and items from other ar-
eas needs further systematic study, but scholars have 
debated the question. Muscarella has suggested that 

Figure 3
The decorative scheme of the Hasanlu bowl, based upon the 1974 drawing by M.T.M. de Schauensee. The highlighted area 
suggests the focus of the bowl’s decorative scheme (Winter 1989, p. 90)
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a                                                           b
Figure 4
a – Relief from Carchemish in North Syria showing the sun and moon gods on a lion. (Archaeological Museum, Ankara, 
No. 10078. Photo courtesy of the British Museum, Department of Western Asiatic Antiquities)
b – Relief from Carchemish in North Syria showing a goddess (or priestess) seated on a lion. (Archaeological Museum, 
Ankara, No. 141. Photo courtesy of the British Museum, Department of Western Asiatic Antiquities)

Figure 5
Assyrian bronze plate (Curtis, Reade (eds.) 1995)

Figure 6
Silver beaker from Luristan, 102A Ancient Near 
East, Cleveland Museum of Art
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These subjects are also engraved on several Hittite 
seals.15 A silver beaker attributed to Luristan, kept 
in the Cleveland Museum of Art, is decorated with 
scenes of animals and men in combat in two bands 
(fig. 6). This scene is frequent in Iranian art, appear-
ing for example on a belt at Ziwiye Treasury (fig. 7); 
this belt decoration resembles a hunting scene on a 
belt discovered in an Urartian tomb in Zakim near 
Kars. Its surface is divided into compartments with 
lions, winged horses, bulls and kneeling archers in-
side brackets.16 Several objects with the same subjects 
have been discovered in west, north and northwest 
Iran: a silver cup with hunting scene attributed to 
northwest Iran, said to be from Amlash (fig. 8),17 and 

15 Ward 1899.
16 Piotrovskii 1959, p. 249, fig. 85.
17 Shepherd 1966, p. 40. 

The repetition of zoomorphic motifs in a rough-
ly similar style from piece to piece indicates that a 
common style was shared among the inhabitants. 
Perhaps it was a fairly universal use of symbolism in 
which animals were employed to represent the forc-
es of the universe.

Another zoomorphic motif consists of a combi-
nation of different scenes which appeared on objects 
with different shapes, such as bowls, large plates, 
vessels, disc-headed pins, quivers, and beakers.

Battles between humans and diverse animals and 
ritual ceremonies are common scenes in Mesopota-
mia and also reached Iran; many examples may be 
seen on Babylonian cylinder seals14 and Assyrian rock 
reliefs. An Assyrian plate shows great similarity to 
plates discovered at a number of sites in Iran (fig. 5). 

14 Metropolitan Museum and British Museum collections.

Figure 7
Ziwiye gold belt fragments, Private Collection (Ghirshman 1950, pp. 194- 195, fig. 19)
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tion, there are animal-head finials among the Oxus 
Treasure (fig. 9: d).23

Another bracelet with animal-head finials can be 
seen in Esarhaddon’s relief in the Southwest Palace 
at Nimrud (681-669 BC).24 A similar motif is pre-
sent on the chariot of a king on a relief of Assurba-
nipal in Nineveh, Room C (669-633 BC);25 and on 
a relief of Assurnasirpal II (884-859 BC).26

Rhytons – drinking cups or animal-shaped ves-
sels – are another type of ritual Iron Age object. 
More recent versions consist of the forepart of an 
animal combined with a vessel. A Hittite rhyton 
with a fully antlered stag forepart is rendered beau-
tifully and naturally (fig. 10).27 There are several 
bronze rhytons in the Falak- ol- Aflak Castle Mu-
seum in Luristan which come from the Kalmakare 
Treasure found in Luristan (fig. 11). The rhyton 
foreparts are in the shape of various animals such 
as lion, ibex, horse, bull, and sometimes a combina-
tion of animals (fig. 12). A kneeling bull holding a 
spouted vessel is another similar object, which is at-
tributed to the Proto-Elamite period (fig. 13). This 
silver vessel consists of a kneeling bull wearing hu-

23 Ibid, Pls. Xviii, Xix, Xx.
24 Barnet 1963. 
25 Barnett 1970.
26 Porada 1945.
27 Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 84.

a ritual vessel depicting a warrior with extended arms 
who holds a leopard by the throat with each hand 
discovered at Marlik, north Iran. Later, this subject 
became a prevalent motif on objects and rock reliefs 
during the Achaemenid Empire.

Zoomorphic pieces of jewellery are among the 
more common Iron Age finds from Iran. Brace-
lets were striking jewellery, and there exists a wide 
range, such as a gold bracelet consisting of a circu-
lar tube of gold, jointed in the middle, with a finial 
at each end in the form of a small but wonderfully 
expressive animal head. Bracelets with animal-head 
finials made of bronze have been found in various 
parts of the Near East including Luristan (fig. 9: a).18 
A bracelet with lion-head finials, most highly dec-
orated in the middle joint, was found at Ziwiye19 
(fig. 9: b). On a bracelet from Marlik there are two 
bands around the lions’ necks (fig. 9: c) and they 
have opened mouths.20 This style was used later dur-
ing Achaemenid period, too. A similar inlaid gold 
armlet, belonging to the Achaemenid Period, was 
discovered at Susa.21 A bracelet with animal-head 
finials perhaps came from Persepolis.22 In addi-

18 Pudelko 1933- 1934, p. 85-88.
19 Prada 1962, p. 13.
20 Negahban 1965, p. 319.
21 Dalton 1905, p. 4, fig. 1.
22 Ibid, p. 57, fig. 39.

Figure 8
Silver cup with hunting scene, 
northwestern Iran 
(Shepherd 1966, p. 39)
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Figure 9
a – Armlets from Luristan, National Museum, Tehran, Iran
b – Armlet from Iran (http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/art-in-iran-i-neolithic-to-median)
c – Armlet from Marlik (Negahban 1965, p. 312)
d – Armlet from the Oxus Treasure (Dalton 1905, pl. XX)

a b

c d
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Figure 10
Stag vessel forepart
(Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 85)

Figure 11
Rhytons, Kalmakare Treasure, 
Falak- ol- Aflak Castle Museum, Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran
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Lions or lion-heads guarding or spewing forth 
from their jaws the blade of a weapon have a long 
history in the Near East, beginning in the Early 
Bronze Age and continuing until the Neo-Assyri-
an period in Mesopotamia. They are a regular fea-
ture on the more elaborate bronze axe heads, flange-
hilted daggers and halberds. 30 Although they may 
represent the same subjects, the zoomorphic motifs 
and styles on objects in different regions were each 
created in their own way. Perhaps the inhabitants of 
Iranian Plateau were in contact with their western 
neighbours and this cultural influence left its mark 
on their craft production.

30 Moorey 1991, p. 7.

man clothes, that holds up a vase with its hooves as 
a ritual offering.28 In Khorsabad a rock relief shows 
men drinking from vessels similar to the Kalmakare 
rhyton (fig. 11).29 During the Achaemenid Empire, 
advanced styles of rhytons were made.

In the Near East the axe-head was a tool with a 
wide range of functional and ritual uses. From the 
Near East to the Far East, zoomorphic motifs are 
common decorations on ritual axe-heads from ar-
chaeological contexts. Various scenes are portrayed 
on them, such as battles, ritual ceremonies or en-
counters between different creatures.

28 Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 57.
29 Rawlinson 1870, Pl. Cxxxviii, fig. 1.

Figure 12
Rhytons, Kalmakare Treasury, Falak- ol- Aflak Castle 
Museum, Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran

Figure 13
Kneeling bull holding a spouted vessel 
(Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 57)
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a,b – Axe-heads from Luristan, Falak-ol- Aflak Castle Museum, Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran

c – Spiked axe-head from Luristan, 
Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran, Iran

d – Hurrian axe-head in the form of the forepart 
of a lion (Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 69)

e – Hittite ritual axe-head, Sivas Province (TUR). 
Near East Museum, Pergamon Museum, Berlin

f – Shaft-hole axe head from Bactria-Margiana, 
Central Asia (Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 75)

Figure 14
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of Mesopotamian and Hittite metalwork (fig. 15: b, 
c, f). Hittite figures such as bulls with stags, a stag, 
horse and man may be seen in the collection of the 
Museum of Anatolian Civilizations in Ankara, Tur-
key (15: b, c). There are significant similarities be-
tween Hittite objects and those from Luristan; fu-
ture studies would throw light on this.

 The inhabitants of Luristan produced a large 
number of zoomorphic objects of various kinds. 
Luristan developed a special vocabulary for some 
objects. They created pendants, pins, heraldic-ani-
mal finials, idols – special zoomorphic pins which 
were found at Hasanlu too- and disc-head pins 
(fig. 15: d, e, g).

As horses had a vital role in ancient times, horse 
gear was also significant, and is commonly depict-
ed in Assyrian rock reliefs. During the excavation at 
Hasanlu some Assyrian cheek- pieces, harnesses and 
bits were found which are similar to those shown 
on Assyrian rock reliefs. 35 The cheek-pieces and har-
nesses from Luristan are the most famous Iron Age 
ones from Iran. Abundant zoomorphic horse gear 
of various types is displayed in various museums in 
Iran and all over the world.

Contacts with neighbours appear to have in-
creased during the Iron Age. Even distant neigh-
bours, it seems, were interested in metal objects 
from Iran. Two important finds come from outside 
Luristan. One of these objects was excavated in the 
temple of Hera on the Aegean island of Samos, and 
an openwork pendant of possible Luristan work-
manship was found at Fortetsa on Crete (figs. 18, 
16).36 How and why these two objects travelled 
west remain intriguing questions. Perhaps it shows 
the interrelation of these two areas during the Iron 
Age, but it is curious that so far no other site in Iran 
or the Near East has yielded a single specimen of a 
Luristan bronze (figs. 17, 19).37

 

35 De Schauensee 1989.
36 Muscarella 1977.
37 Segall 1943, p. 72.

Axe-heads in Luristan were different from those 
in the Iranian Plateau. Zoomorphic motifs are rep-
resented on almost all of these weapons (fig. 14: a, 
b, c). These axe-heads generally show western influ-
ences; during the excavation at Hasanlu some axe-
heads were discovered that were partly similar to 
others found in Luristan.

There is a large axe-head of the halberd type, 
with a crescent-shaped blade, in Falak-ol- Aflak 
Castle Museum in Khorram Abad, Luristan prov-
ince (fig. 14: b); the central portion is a lion mask, 
from which a fan-shaped bundle of leaves emanates. 
Along the upper edge of the blade, on either side of 
the lion mask, a row of saw-tooth lines is engraved. 
A tube was added on top to attach the blade to 
the handle; this is adorned with a lion, lying with 
its head towards the top of the weapon, and its tail 
curled towards its back.

There is a Hurrian axe-head decorated with 
a snarling lion (fig. 14: d) which probably comes 
from northeastern Syria and features Hurrian 
cuneiform,31 but is conceptually similar to the 
Luristan axe-heads. The zoomorphic spike on the 
top of a spiked axe-head from Luristan, kept in Reza 
Abbasi Museum, resembles a Hittite axe-head with 
zoomorphic spikes (fig. 14: e).

Perhaps the tradition of such axe-heads came 
from farther afield than Mesopotamia. 32 A silver 
shaft-hole axe is a masterpiece of sculpture, partly in 
the round and partly in relief. Expertly cast in sil-
ver and gilded with gold foil, it portrays the struggle 
for survival of a bird-like creature with a boar and a 
dragon (fig. 14: f).33

A large amount of bronze and silver statues, idols 
and figurines with zoomorphic objects were discov-
ered at Ziwiye, Hasanlu, Marlik, and at several sites 
in Luristan, such as Surkh Dom Lori and Sangta-
rashan. A variety of different animals – for instance 
a stag at bay, crouching leopard,34 ibex and lion – 
and hunting are common motifs (fig. 15: a). The 
style, shape, and sometimes the production tech-
nique of zoomorphic objects in Luristan remind us 

31 Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 68.
32 Yetts 1931.
33 Benzel et Al. 2010, p. 74.
34 Negahban 1965, Pl. Liv- Lv.
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a – Bronze figure of crouching leopard, Marlik, Iran 
(Negahban 1965, Pl. LIV)

b – Hittite figures of bulls and stags, 
Museum of Anatolian Civilisations in Ankara, Turkey

c -Hittite bronze horse and man figurine, 
Museum of Anatolian Civilizations, Ankara, Turkey

d -Idol from Luristan, Falak-ol-Aflak Castle Museum, 
Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran

e -Bronze finial form Luristan, Louvre Museum 
(Lancaster 1952, p. 98)

f -Bronze casting from throne, Nimrud 
(Rawlinson 1870, Pl. LXXIV) 

g -Heraldic animal finials from Luristan, Falak-ol- Aflak Castle Museum, Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran

Figure 15
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Figure 16
Bronze circlet from Crete, Luristan 
(Seagall 1943, p. 73)

Figure 17
Harness ring from Luristan, 
Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran, Iran

Figure 18
Bronze jug from Samos, Luristan 
(Seagall 1943, p. 73)

Figure 19
Bronze jug Sangtarashan, 
Falak- ol- Aflak Castle Museum, 
Khorram Abad, Luristan, Iran
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deduced on the basis of widely accepted examples 
of creature-symbolism.

Although they acquired many zoomorphic mo-
tifs from their western neighbours, at times these 
objects may indicate a more vigorous indigenous 
style and less influence from western craftsmen and 
imported objects from their western neighbours. 
The discovery of zoomorphic objects from Luristan 
in Greece indicates existence of trade contacts and 
cultural influence between different regions in the 
ancient world during the Iron Age. These items of 
metalwork functioned as models for the objects of 
the Achaemenid period.

Conclusion

The first millennium BC marked the apex of Irani-
an metalwork. Numerous metal objects were used 
in ritual ceremonies, which featured animals, real 
and imaginary. Through contacts with their west-
ern neighbours, Iran was influenced by their reli-
gions. Zoomorphic motifs reveal the many cases 
of conceptual similarity between the religions of 
the Ancient Near East and those of Iranian poli-
ties. Metalwork exhibits a wide repertory of zoo-
morphic motifs; the approximate meanings can be 
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