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ART IN IRAN, History of

ii. Median Art and Architecture

Median art and architecture. The Median period is one of the least well defined
periods of Iranian Archaeology. To speak of Median Art means, first of all,
mentioning the huge gaps in our knowledge of Median history. We know that
Medes were mentioned in neo Assyrian annals from the year 836 B.C.
onwards; as late as in King Esarhaddon’s vassal treaties (672 B.C.) they are
represented by petty princes: central kingship had not yet been established,
the foundation of which was later ascribed to the legendary judge, Deiokes
(Herodotus 1.96ff.). When the Assyrian empire fell in 615 612 B.C., the Medes
played a major role (D. J]. Wiseman, Chronicles of the Chaldaean Kings, London,
1956, pp. 13, 15, 57). The end of their dynasty is shrouded by legends around
Cyrus the Great (Isaiah; Herodotus; Xenophon).

Apart from these few facts, most of the history and geography of the Median
empire remains obscure. We do not know when the Medes first entered the
Iranian plateau, nor from where they came; accordingly, the many theories
connecting special wares or cultures with the immigrating Indo Aryans,
Medians, or Persians are mere guesswork. Even if we are concerned with
archeological material from the right period—i.e., late ninth to early sixth
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century B.C.—we often do not know whether the place it comes from really
was already Median at that time. The boundaries of the two provinces, Media
Magna and Media Atropatene, were formed by Alexander the Great and his
successors; in the eighth/seventh centuries, however, the greater part of
modern Azarbaijan was definitely part of the Urartian empire, or within the
sphere of influence of its civilization, as shown by the fortresses of Bastam
(Bastam) or Libliuni (W. Kleiss, Archdologischer Anzeiger, 1979, pp. 145ff,;
idem and St. Kroll, AMI 12, 1979, pp. 183ff.) and the reliefs at Dogubayazit (D.
Huff, Istambuler Mitteilungen 18, 1968, pp. 58ff.) or Evoglu (in Bastam I =
Teheraner Forschungen, ed. W. Kleiss, Berlin, 1979, pp. 186f., table 44.1).
Another culturally independent province was that of ancient Mannali,
represented by Hasanla III with its Urartian type city wall and the
(unpublished) cemetery of Ziwiyeh (Ziwlya) with its seals and impressions in
Assyrian and Urartian style. Outside of Media proper, on its southern border,
there is the sanctuary of Surkh i Dum (Sork e Dom) in southern Luristan
(Lorestan) with its peculiar style of seal engravings and its bronze reliefs that
show Elamite influence (O. Muscarella and E. Williams Forte, Journal of Field
Archaeology 8, 1981, pp. 3271f.; the greater part is not published).

It is between these three lands that we have to look for truly Median material:
near to the old route “to Khorassan”, used for the East West trade during the
Iron Age as well (L. Levine in Le plateau iranien et I’Asie centrale des origines
aa la conquéte islamique = Colloques internat. du CNRS no. 567, Paris, 1976, pp.
17ff.), between modern Kermansah and Hamadan, the capital of ancient
Media Magna; probably a large part of the central Iranian plateau north of
there also belonged to Media from the beginning or became Median in the
course of Median history. This would include the material from the
excavations at Godin Tepe in the Kangavar valley, NGS e Jan near Malayer, and
perhaps Sialk near Kasan and Baba Jan in northern Luristan.

These excavations and some adjoining surveys give us some general features
of the architecture and the ceramics of the area. The columned halls of Godin,
Baba Jan, and NS e Jan form an important link between pre Median (Hasanla
IV) and proto Achaemenid (Pasargadae) forms; the temple and fortress at
Pasargadae are unique but may also be called typically Zagros architecture of
the Iron III phase, as attested to on the reliefs of Sargon II. (For a more detailed
evaluation see under ARCHAEOLOGY ii. Median and Achaemenid, with
Figures 6 and 7.)

The pottery shows more diversification. The vessel types, partly derived from
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the earlier Iron Age phases, can be compared from one region to the other; the
wares, however, differ widely and ornaments, incised, painted, or absent, do
not fit into one homogeneous culture. L. Levine has drawn our attention to the
fact that the “festoon” ware at Pasargadae (D. Stronach, Pasargadae, Oxford,
1978, p. 183) is associated with post Achaemenid coins: there seems to be no
candidate for a pre Achaemenid or even early Achaemenid common type of
pottery. The often quoted gray pottery is too early, and found too far north, to
be characteristically or exclusively Median. The painted wares of Sialk B (date:
R. Boehmer, Archdologischer Anzeiger, 1965, pp. 802ff.) and Baba Jan,
stylistically not much related to each other, are perhaps local products of
population groups under Median domination or government.

Pictorial art, however, has so far been excavated in surprisingly small
quantities and rather disappointing quality. The two probably most important
objects, shown in the late 1920s to E. Herzfeld at Hamadan, have not yet been
properly excavated. One is a firman in favor of an Assyrian merchant, in the
name of a king of Abbadana, a petty kingdom known to have been situated
west of the Assyrian outposts; it shows the king himself, as if speaking the text,
in a dress similar to Babylonian dresses from the Late Kassite period (Figure
29). Human figures in a related style can be found on a group of Assyrianizing
bronze quivers in private collections (Calmeyer, AMI 17, 1984, pl. 11). The only
other inscribed object is a cylinder seal, now vanished, with a hero fighting a
monster (Figure 30); the style of both the scene and the inscription is related to
the latest Elamite style at Susa, but the hero’s headdress is the one typical of
the Medes on Achaemenid palace reliefs. From NS e Jan comes an impression
of a cylinder seal in crude, perhaps provincial style with the typical neo
Assyrian motif of an archer and a huge snake (Figure 31), and the bronze head
of the well known Assyrian demon Pazuzu (Curtis, op. cit., pp. 33f., pl. XIII no.
296). Reportedly from the ruins as well as from the vicinity of Hamadan came,
in 1980, cylinder seals in different Mesopotamian styles, amongst them some
of 8th 7th century workmanship. All this shows heavy influence of the
civilizations, but no trace of a genuine Median art.

Local workmanship is seen at least in the bronze jug, fragments of which were
found in 1914 by a French mission on the very top of Mound Hamadan (the
traces of the dig could be located by the present excavator M. Sarraf); it was
reconstructed (Figure 32), but the most important part has been preserved in
the Louvre: the en face figure of a rather crude winged demon or angel
(Calmeyer, op. cit., 1974, Abb. pp. 3ff; ibid., p. 120 n. 27: the spout does not
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belong to the same vessel; cf. Muscarella, op. cit., p. 31, figs. 7f.). Similar bronze
jugs, with the same knobs around the spout, have been excavated in an area
that could correspond to Media or part of it (Figure 33); some others, from art
market, bear related winged figures. One piece from Samos sets the date of the
group to around 700 B.C.

Architectural painting, attested both at Baba Jan and NS e Jan, can be
compared with the not very sophisticated geometric style of the painted Sialk
B. ware. In spite of Herodotus’ description of the rich Medians, especially of
their capital Ecbatana, so far the search for a court style has not led to
convincing attributions. Sometimes, it seems, the search even led to the
production of falsifications. In the case of the rock tombs, H. v. Gall has argued
convincingly that they are much later than was assumed by E. Herzfeld, who
attributed them to the independent Median princes.

Of the other approaches to Median art, only one should be mentioned: R. D.
Barnett has argued, that the so called Scythian style, more precisely the
earliest phase of this style, appears roughly at the same time in southern
Russia (Kelermes; Melgunov), in northern Urartu (Karmir Bliar), and in the
“Treasure” of Ziwlya. Consequently, it would be reasonable to assume that it
also was part of the contemporary (late 8th 7th cent. B.C.) Median art;
especially since exactly the same forms occur on (ethnically) Median objects,
daggers, and pickaxes in the Achaemenid period. So far, however, this theory
has been neither proved nor disproved.

It seems that Median pictorial art was heavily influenced by Babylonians and
Assyrians, Elamite seal cutters (and scribes), and finally perhaps by the
earliest Near Eastern phase of “animal style,” wherever its origins may have
been.

See also MEDIA.
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