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Abstract

Sasanians created more than thirty rock reliefs during their reign, most of which are
loacated in their homeland of Pars. The study of Sasanian monumental rock reliefs has a
long tradition and these fascinating monuments have been subject of scrutiny from many
different perspectives. Nevertheless, one major issue still remains relatively unattended:
how did these reliefs appear to ancient viewers? This broad question can be considered
from at least two different angles: firstly, the relationship between the reliefs and their
built and natural environment and secondly the original appearance of the reliefs, which
now appear as grey rocky surfaces to us, when they were created and during their time of
splendor. While the issue of polychromy in the Achaemenid rock art and architecture has
been subject of intensive studies, apart from few brief references, this subject has not
attracted much attention among scholars of Sasanian art and archaeology. Were these
monuments decorated with color in their original form? If so, what colors were most
commonly used? Can we reconstruct the colorful appearance of these reliefs? While
empirical evidence of coloring has not been thoroughly documented on Sasanian reliefs
yet, examination of several literary evidence as well as application of polychromy in
other forms of Sasanian art, such as wall paintings, textiles, mosaics and stucco
decorations can provide valuable indirect data on the subject and elucidate the Sasanian
palette. Based on a such variety of evidence, as well as the long tradition of polychromy
in ancient Iran at least from the Neo-Elamite period up to the Qajar era, it seems fairly
rational that Sasanian rock reliefs were indeed colorful images standing out against their
rocky background. Considering the close relation between three domains of wall painting,
stucco decorating and rock reliefs, colorful appearance of Sasanian rock reliefs can be
reasonably reconstructed.
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Intuoduction

Creation of rock reliefs is deep-rooted in royal traditions of ancient Iran. When Ardashir |
(224-241 AD) rose to power in the early 3" century AD, natural and built landscape of
southwest and western Iran was already transformed into a gallery of reliefs. Sasanians
created more than thirty rock reliefs between the 3" and 7" centuries AD, most of which
are located in their homeland of Fars.

Sasanian rock reliefs have been examined from many different aspects. Nevertheless,
one major issue still remains fairly unattended: how did these reliefs appear to ancient
viewers? This broad question can be considered from at least two different angles: firstly,
the relationship between the reliefs and their built and/or natural environment and
secondly the original appearance of the reliefs, which now appear to us as grey rocky
surfaces. While the issue of polychromy in the Achaemenid rock art has been subject of
intensive studies, it has not attracted much attention among the scholars of Sasanian art
and archaeology. Were Sasanian rock reliefs decorated with color in their original form?
If so, what colors were most commonly used? How we can reconstruct the colorful image
of these reliefs? While empirical evidence of coloring has not been documented on
Sasanian reliefs yet, examination of available literary evidence as well as evidence of
polychromy in other forms of Sasanian art, such as wall paintings, textiles, mosaics and
stucco decorations can provide valuable data on this issue and relatively elucidate the
Sasanian rock art polychromy. The earliest evidence of coloring on an ancient Iranian
rock relief is reported on Eshkaft-e Salman (SS II) and Kul Farah (KF 1V) Neo-Elamite
rock reliefs (Dieulafoy, 1885: 266 cited in Nagel, 2013: 603; Alvarez-Mon, 2013: 216,
note 31). Coloring and gilding of the Achaemenid stone reliefs, sculptures and
inscriptions was also subject of great scrutiny (Lerner, 1971, 1973, 1976; Tilia, 1978: 29-
70; Nagel, 2010; 2013, Aloiz et. al., 2016). Although 17"-19" centuries European
travelers reported about traces of color and gilding on Persepolis and Nagsh-e Rostam
inscriptions and reliefs, it was E. Herzfeld who paid a particular attention to this subject,
provided the first colorful reconstruction of some reliefs in the 1920s and conducted
further observations in the 1930s (Herzfeld, 1941(1391S): 220, Fig. 64; Nagel, 2010:
67ff, 2011; 2013: 601-605) (Figs. 1-2). Thanks to further developments of such
investigations during later decades, a relatively large body of information is now
available about polychromy of Achaemenid rock art particularly in Persepolis and Nagsh-
e Rostam. These two sites are of particular importance for the subject of the present study
considering the common origin of Achaemenids and Sasanians in central Fars and the
latter’s homage to ancient monumental remains of Persepolis and Nagsh-e Rostam.
Traces of color on Achaemenid stone reliefs were surely more visible in the 31 century,
where early Sasanians visited and resided in Persepolis occasionally or created their
reliefs and inscriptions in Nagsh-e Rostam. As regards the key issue of polychromy in
Sasanian rock reliefs we shall point to several evidence. Sasanian graffiti at Persepolis
have been considered roots of Sasanian rock reliefs imagery. Callieri believes that they
were incised line drawing filled with color and should be considered components of
larger colorful scenes (Callieri 2003). If we accept this idea, then Persepolis Sasanian
graffiti are not only forerunners of rock reliefs in terms of their imagery but also as
regards the issue of coloring the images. Additionally, few mentions and statements have
been presented by scholars of Sasanian art about traces of color on Tag-e Bostan reliefs
and the coloring of reliefs in the large grotto (Pope, 1930: 20; Morgenstern, 1964: 1373;
Porada, 1965(1354S): 302) as well as the existence of a plaster coating on some of
Bishapur rock reliefs that was more likely colored (Herrmann & Howell 1981, 21-22;
1983, 12-13). Traces of plaster coating covered with red color was also identified on
Sasania rock of Rag-e Bibi relief in Afghanistan (Grenet, F. 2005(13865): 66). Apart
from these brief notes, no other major study has investigated this issue. Nevertheless, it
can be confidently stated that Sasanian rock reliefs were colored panels in continuation of
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earlier traditions.Literary evidence can shed light on the subject of polychromy of
Sasanian rock reliefs in two ways. Firstly, there are early Islamic historical sources such
as Al-Tanbih wa al-Ishraf by Mas’udi and Tarikh-e Sini Muluk al-Arz wa al-Anbiya by
Hamza al-Isfahani, both from 10" century AD, that talk about the exiastance of some
illustrated books recording the deeds and lives of Sasanian kings and queens and
including colorful paintings of them (Mas’udi: 99-100; Hamza: 46-48). Hamza gives a
detailed account of these paintings, figures’ poses as well as colors used in their royal
apparel as if he has seen the book himself (Table 1). Such books point to the importance
of painting and the art of royal imagery in the Sasanian period. Secondly, we shall refer to
a fascinating account of Ibn-e Fagih who points to the colorful appearance of Tag-e
Bostan reliefs that was still visible in the early 10" century AD (Ibn-e Fagih: 30-31).

In addition to written sources, other forms of Sasanian art, such as wall paintings,

textiles, mosaics and stucco decorations offer remarkable information about coloring
compositions, common colors and polychromy in Sasanian visual arts. This information
can be used in an inductive approach to reconstruct the colorful appearance of Sasanian
rock reliefs. Wall painting from Tepe Hesar, Ctesiphon, Haji Abad, Dura-Europus, Susa
and lvan-e Karkheh, Firuzabad and Kuh-e Khwajeh, stucco decoration from Ctesiphon
and Nezam Abad, mosaic panels from Bishapur as well as Sasanian textiles or their
represenations in other materials are examined here in terms of their polychromy and
colors used in their backgrounds and designs (Figs. 4-6).
Like their Parthian predecessors, Sasanian stucco decorations were colored to give a vivid
and colorful look to monumental buildings. While geometric and floral designs dominate
Sasanian stucco decorations, designs and motifs similar to rock reliefs iconography such
as horse riders and are examined in particular in terms of their coloring. According to
Kroger, due to their polychromy, Sasanian stuccos were closely linked with wall
paintings but their multidimensional nature connects them to the art of sculpting as well
and so, colorful Sasanian stuccos stand between wall paintings and polychrome
sculpturing or art of rock reliefs (Kroger 1982(1396S): 263, 333). Additionally, it has
been suggested that some of Bishapur’s rock reliefs were also covered with a layer of
plaster and colored. So, the practice of color application on plaster surfaces and stucco
decorations is particularly important for investigating and reconstructing polychromy of
Sasanian rock reliefs. A number of plaster and mud reliefs were also discovered in Kuh-e
Khwajeh showing three horse riders, a lion attacking a horse, as well as two fronting men
exchanging diadem. Traces of color were reported on them (Ghanimati, 2013: 886; Stein,
1928, 1I: 912). These are invaluable evidence pointing to the tradition of coloring relief
scenes in Sasanian figurative art tradition. Examination of the aforementioned evidence
show that certain colors were favorable and dominant is Sasanian visual arts. Different
shades of blue, red and white were the most common colors. Backgrounds were mostly in
blue and turquoise or less in ochre and red. Horses were usually brown. Red and purple
were used widely to show the color of royal garments including the shoes. Jewelry were
colored in yellow. Hairs, beard and mustaches were in black, brown or dark gray whiles
skins were colored in pink. To conclude, although empirical evidence of color has not
been documented yet on Sasanian rock reliefs, based on a variety of evidence, as well as
the long tradition of polychromy in ancient Iranian rock reliefs at least from the Neo-
Elamite period and its continuation up to Qajar era - as attested by the colored Qajar relief
in the larege grotto of Tag-e Bostan-, it is truly sensible to suggest that Sasanian rock
reliefs were colorful images standing out against their rocky background and putting all
these evidence together, we might be able to propose a reasonable reconstruction of the
once colorful appearance of Sasanian rock reliefs (Fig. 7).
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Figure 1: A- Herzfeld watercolor reconstruction of the winged figure, Persepolis Throne or

Hundred-Column Hall (Nagel, 2010: 114; Fig. 4. 12); B- Tilia’s colorful reconstruction of the
winged figure (Tilia 1978: PI. A, Fig. 1)
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Figure 2: Watercolor drawing of the King and his attendants, Persepolis Central Building
(Tripylon) northern doorjamb (Herzfeld, 1933: 488; Krefter, 1989, Taf. 1).
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Hall (Ghirshman, 1962: 147, Fig. 186)
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Figure 6: A & B- Colorful reconstruction of Khosrow Il costume at Tag-e Bostan (Riazi, 2003:
Figs. 174-175).
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