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Abstract

The stucco art of the Sassanid period is of great importance in the history
of Sassanid art because this art was not only to decorate buildings but their
creation was associated with religious purposes. One of the most important
subjects of stucco art in the Sassanid period is the motifs of God Bahram,
which are found in ancient sites such as Hajiabad, Tepe Hissar, Umm Al-
Zaatar, Chal Tarkhan, Nizamabad, Tepe Mill, Kish Palace, Tell Daroz,
Barz Qawaleh, Jahangir in Ivan and stucco pieces have been obtained from
unknown sites. Although the study of various researchers and archaeologists
on the plaster works of the Sassanid period has been done since the
early 1930s, so far little research has been done on the identification of
stucco plaques associated with the god Bahram. Therefore, there are still
ambiguous aspects about the various incarnations of the god Bahram in the
stucco art of the Sassanid period. In this article by descriptive-analytical
library method, the following questions were asked: 1.Which incarnations
of the god Bahram have been used on the stuccoes of the Sassanid period?
2. According to the study of stucco motifs of the Sassanid period, which
incarnations of the god Bahram were more important? By studying the
stucco pieces of Sassanid sites by descriptive-analytical library method,
it can be said that the incarnations of God Bahram on Sassanian stucco
plaques include: the Stucco plaques of rams, horned goats, bulls, boar
heads, hawks, and especially hawks’ wings and Stucco pieces with a
combination of motifs consist of human torso with wing, winged ram, and
winged horse. The windblown ribbon and the hawk’s wing are the most
important among the incarnations of the god Bahram.
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Introduction

Vayo and Varthraghna (Vorofrayna) are considered to be one of the oldest
common deities of the Indo-Iranian period (Dhala 1998:134). Vayo has the
same name in both Avesta and Vedas, and in the time of the unity of the two,
he was a god who ruled over the space between the dome of the sky and the
earth (Vakili 2016: 67). In Avesta Yasht 15 (Yt 49-52), there is talk of the
god Vayo or wind, who asks the Prophet to praise him as well (Dhala 1998:
38). The Zoroastrian revolution had two major effects on the ancient gods of
time and place, such as the god of the wind: First, he turned them into two
opposite poles of good and evil and introduced a new manifestation called
the god Bahram instead of the Vayo. Bahram in Pahlavi and modern Dari
Persian is a modified form of Varthraghna. A word in the Avestan language
that means resistance-breaker or militant-breaker. This word is composed
of two parts, Varthra and Aghna. Varthrghna in Avesta, the same Vrtrahan
in Veda means dragon slayer, which was a title for the warrior god, Indra
(Vakili 2016: 121-120). In the Avesta, VoroBrayna has all the characteristics
of an ancient warrior god, the personification of a force that shatters and
overcomes any resistance or defense, an irresistible offensive force which
displays its strength in attack. For this reason, he is associated with
Vanaintt Uparatat “Conquering Superiority” (Yt 14.0, 64) and is venerated
as yazatangm zay0.tdmd “‘the most highly armed of the gods” (Yt 14.1),
amavastomo “the most endowed with attacking might” (Yt 14.3) (Gnoli and
Jamzadeh 2012: 510-514). Varthraghna or Bahram is one of the Indo-Iranian
gods who are responsible for victory and overcoming the enemies and has
maintained his position in the minds of Iranians in different periods. The role
of the god Bahram (Wahran) is to help the soldiers who praise him on the
battlefield and ask him for help. The god Bahram appears in different forms
and enters the battlefield with the god Mihr to overcome the enemies and
support the truthful and righteous (Dhala 1998: 152). Therefore, Bahram
can be considered a very changed and adorned form of the god of wind and
storm (Vakili 2016: 125). Vorofrayna was one of the principal gods of the
ancient Iranian pantheon and his cult was spread throughout the Iranian and
Iranianized world, probably from the beginning of the Achaemenid era. As
regards the cult of Vorofrayna among the peoples of the Iranian plateau, the
prestige which Vorafrayna enjoyed with the Karmanians, who worshipped
him as their only god, is noteworthy. In the Seleucid and Parthian era,
i.e., under the influence of Hellenism, Vorsfrayna was interpreted in
Greek fashion as Ares and as Herakles, who also passed on to him certain
iconographical features (1st cent.bc.). In the famous sanctuary of Nimrud
Dagh provides explicit evidence of this in the sequence of the three divine
names: Artagnes (Vorofrayna), Herakles, Ares (Gnoli and Jamzadeh 2012:
510-514). It is during the Sasanian period that wahram is noted as the
generic name of the principal fires. According to J. Duchesne-Guillemin, it
may be the Bahram fire that is represented by the altar seen on the reverse of
some coins, and by the head in the altar flames (Duchesne-Guillemin 2008).
In BahramYasht (Yt 2-27), the ten incarnations are mentioned for the god
Bahram / Varthraghna: 1. an impetuous wind, reminiscent of his relationship
with Indra and Vayo, 2. a bull with horns of gold, 3. a white horse with ears
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and muzzle of gold, 4. a camel in heat, 5. a boar, 6. a youth at the ideal age
of fifteen, 7. a falcon or bird of prey, Vorofrayna, 8. a ram, 9. a wild goat
and 10. an armed warrior' (Hinnells 2005: 83). Varthrghna or Bahram has a
close relationship with Farr (Xvaraneh) and he carries the unique title of the
owner of Farrah (Soudavar 2003: 28).

Even though a lot of time has passed from the study of various researchers
and archaeologists on the stuccoes of the Sassanid period and various topics
have been studied, but no research has been done on the motifs of God
Bahram on the Sassanian stuccoes. Therefore, there are still vague and
unknown aspects about the importance, position, and role of God Bahram in
the stucco art of the Sassanid period. In this article by descriptive-analytical
library method, the following questions were asked: 1. Which incarnations
of the god Bahram have been used on the stuccoes of the Sassanid period?
2. According to the study of stucco motifs of the Sassanid period, which
incarnations of the god Bahram were more important?

Findings

The research findings include the motifs of the god Bahram and its related
embodiments in the art of plastering during the Sassanid period. The art
of stucco of the Sassanid period is of great importance in the history of
Sassanid art because this art was not only to decorate buildings but their
creation was associated with religious purposes. The economic prosperity
of the Sassanid period and the creation of palaces and aristocratic buildings
as well as the artistic features of stucco motifs and the method of working
with plaster increased the demand for plastering and its use in Sassanid
period buildings (Pope 1938: 631). Based on the available evidence, the art
of plastering was done cautiously in the early Sassanid period but reached its
peak at the end of this period (Shipman 2004: 160). The application of these
plasters has been in decorating the arches, the base of the columns, the stems
of the columns, the capitals, and the decorations attached to the walls (Ayazi
and Miri 2006: 8). Thompson attributes this increase in the use of stucco in
Sassanid and post-Sassanid buildings to its economic efficiency (Thompson
1976: 64). One of the most important subjects of stucco art in the Sassanid
period is the motifs of God Bahram, which are found in ancient sites such
as Hajiabad, Tepe Hissar, Umm Al-Zaatar, Chal Tarkhan, Nizamabad, Tepe
Mill, Kish Palace, Tell Daroz, Barz Qawaleh, Jahangir in Ivan and stucco
pieces have been obtained from unknown sites. The incarnations of the god
Bahram that can be seen on Sassanian stucco plaques include: the Stucco
plaques of ram, horned goat, bull, boar head, hawk and especially falcon’s
wing and Stucco pieces with a combination of motifs consist of human torso
with wing, winged ram, and winged horse.

Conclusion

Religious texts of the Sassanid period show that the god Bahram / Varthraghna
had ten incarnations: first, it is like an impetuous wind, which starts from the
period of Ardashir I in the form of a windblown ribbon and continues until
the end of the Sassanid period. Therefore, wind-blown ribbons are a symbol

1. http://www. avesta.org/ka/yt14sbe.htm
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of impetuous winds and the first incarnation of the Izad Bahram in the art
of the Sassanid period. The second manifestation of the god Bahram is in
the form of a golden horned bull. The bull is one of the less common motifs
in the art of the Sassanid period and in addition to the second incarnation
of the god Bahram, it is also used with the symbols of the goddess Anabhita,
Tishter, and the god of the moon. Therefore, it cannot be said with certainty
that the bull plaster motifs belong to the god Bahram. Considering that other
incarnations of the god Bahram have been used extensively in Chal Tarkhan
and Kish since the fifth century AD, so the plaster pieces of bulls in these
two sites can be attributed to the manifestations of the god Bahram. The
third incarnation of the god Bahram in the art of the Sassanid period is used
in the form of a winged horse, which is a combination of two manifestations
of the god Bahram, namely the horse and the hawk wing. Winged horse
plaster plaques have been identified only in the sites of Tell Daroz in Iraq and
Jahangir in Ilam province. Based on the seals with winged horse motifs, it
can be said that the use of such motifs is more in the fifth and sixth centuries
AD. The fifth incarnation of the god Bahram, the sharp-toothed boar is one
of the specific symbols of the god Bahram, and it can be said with certainty
that the boar heads belong to the god Bahram. Boar heads have been used in
the sites of Tepe Hissar, Chal Tarkhan, Nizamabad, Kish, and Barz Qawaleh,
and therefore the prevalence of boar in the stucco art is from the fifth century
AD. The sixth incarnation of the god Bahram, ie a 15-year-old youth, can
only be seen in the ChalTarkhan, which is used in combination with the wings
and Dastar. Although Thompson mentions it as a guardian angel, the young
man’s emergence from within the wing confirms that such plaster plaques
belong to the god Bahram. The seventh incarnation of the god Bahram is the
falcon, which is displayed in the art of the Sassanid period in the form of
pair wings. Falcon wings first appeared on the crown of Bahram II from the
third century AD and were widely used in the art of this period until the end
of the Sassanid dynasty. These wings have been used extensively as a special
symbol of the god Bahram alone or in combination with other incarnations
of the god Bahram in the art of the Sassanid period. Falcon wings have been
obtained on the plaster plaques of Nizamabad, Tepe Mill, Kish, Umm Al-
Zaatar in Ctesiphon, and Chal Tarkhan. The eighth incarnation of the god
Bahram is in the form of a ram with long and twisted 'horns, which has been
used extensively individually or in combination with wings and Dastar in
the art of the Sassanid period. Most ram plaster plaques have a wind-blown
ribbon tied around the animal’s neck. Ram is the protector and guardian
of Farr and royal fortune. Ram plaster plaques have been identified from
Kish, Chal Tarkhan, Nizamabad, and Tepe Hissar. The ninth incarnation of
the god Bahram is a horned male goat. Horned goat plaster plaques have
been obtained in an unlimited number of unknown places. Therefore, the
first incarnation of the god Bahram, ie the wind-blown ribbons as a symbol
of impetuous wind, and the seventh incarnation of the god Bahram, ie the
hawk wings, are more important than the other items attributed to the god
Bahram. After them, the eighth and fifth incarnations of the god Bahram, ie
ram and boar head, have more frequency and importance in the stucco art of
the Sassanid period.
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Table 1. Images of stucco plaques of ram (Author, 2023).
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Table 2. Images of goat stucco plaques (Author, 2023).
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Table 3. Images of plaster plaques of boar’s head and boar (Author, 2023).
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Table 4. Pictures of Plaster plaques of falcon and falcon wings (Author, 2023).
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