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JAEKOPATUBHE MUCTELTBO

Adam Lech Kubik

On some religious aspects of East Iranian figurative
mace/scepter heads of Kushan era

A certain group of Iranian maces with anthropomorphic and zoomorphic heads is con-
sidered. Decorating of objects in the context of Iranian beliefs, affected by Hellenistic ideas
during the Pre-Sasanian period in Iran is characterized. Particular attention is paid to bird
headed scepter / mace that personify the semantics of authority and religion being an important
part of the regalia.
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Apnam Jlex Kyoik

IIpo nesiki peairiiini acnexkTn CxigHux ipaHcbKUX MeTaOPUYHUX HaBepIIb OyJIaB/
ckinerpis Kymanckoro nepiony

PosrnsmaeTses meBHa rpymna ipaHChKHX OynaB 3 aHTPOMOMOPGHHMHU Ta 300MOP(PHUMH
HaBepIIIMH. XapaKTepU3yeThCs 03400JICHHS 00’ €KTIB y KOHTEKCTI ipaHCHKHX BipyBaHb, L0
3a3HaJIM BIUIMBY €JUTIHICTHYHUX iIeH MpOTIroM JocacaHigcskoro nepioxy. OcobnmBa yBara
NPUAUIAETECS CKineTpaM/OynaBaM 3 HaBEpUIAM NTaXiB, 10 YOCOOIIOIOTh CEMaHTHUIl BIAAN
Ta peirii, OyIy4YH BaKJIMBOIO YACTHHOIO peraii.

Kniouosi cnosa: naBepiis, OyliaBy, eJUTIHICTHYHI 11e1, TocacaHIICKU Iepiol, aHTPOIIO-
MopdHuii Ta 300MophHuH, Kyrancpka gepxasa

The maces with the anthropomorphic and zoomorphic heads were known in the
Achaemenid period and occasionally appeared in Assyrian art' in the forms of the
demon Pazuzu (with an example of the mace found on Greek island of Samos)>.
However surprisingly, one may observe a relative decline of such a form of regalia
in the art of the Sasanian period. Among the discussed maces, in the context of
development of the said type, an important role is played by the depictions coming
from the art of the Kushans. They constitute a certain bridge between traditions of
Pre-Sasanian and the finds of the Late Sasanian Iran®.
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Various aspects of Hellenistic in Iran were studied by J. Cribb, R. Gobl, A. S. Me-
likan-Chirvani, M. J. Olbrycht, M. T. Allouche Le Page; Iranian beliefs in contex: R.
Foltz; Maces/Sceptres/Clubs: P. O. Harper, J. Doostkhah, H.-V. Herrman, I. L. Izma-
jlov, U. Jantzen, M. M. Khorasani, A. L. Kubik, P. R. S. Moorey, M. M. Spagnoli;
Kushan: R. Bracey, J. Cribb, R. Gobl, A. Maricq, S. Meenakshi; Kushan Archaeology:
K. Abdulaev, L. Stanc¢o, Pugachenkova, Z. V. Rtveladze; Gupta: R. Balasubramanian,
N. Mahajan, E. M. Raven, P. Tandon.

The analysis embraced Iranian maces with anthropomorphic and zoomorphic
heads from the Sasanian to the Safavid periods*. The objects of this type have a very
special place in the beliefs, visual culture and the traditions of Iran®. The article tack-
led the problem of the development of the said maces with special emphasis on the
iconographic transformations and mutual influences between literature (oral or writ-
ten), artworks and archaeological finds. The subject is a complex one and practically
any evolutionary change within the described group requires detailed discussion.

As was correctly pointed by M. M. Spagnoli there is no way to avoid associating
clubs and maces from the Kushan art with the Hellenistic portrayals of Heracles®. The
subject of great popularity of the motif of Heracles in the period after the conquest
of Alexander the Great has been already discussed numerous times. It reflected not
only direct transition and visualization of the personage but his attributes as well’.
It is clearly observable on an example of one of the greatest heroic personages of
Iranian imagery — Rostam®.

Similarly the motifs borrowed from the Hellenistic culture can be noticed in the
numismatics of the Kushan state. Direct transfers of Indo-Greek formulae is clearly
visible in the coinage of Vima Kadphises®, minted most likely under direct influence of
the coins of the Euthydemids. As rightly pointed out by M. M. Spagnoli the vast major-
ity of the Kushan coins contain a kind of association with Heraclean iconography. It
is difficult to state whether this is a direct reference to the very person of Heracles or,
alternatively, the local rulers of post-Alexandrian era were referring to the attributes
of Zeus and Heracles claiming their own descendancy from the Heraclids'®.

One of the most intriguing group of the Kushan iconography are the depictions
of the bird headed maces/scepters. They are most commonly found on the depictions
of Huvishka'!. They are more seldom in the form of the long scepters which in turn
gain popularity in the art of the Gupta dynasty India. Among the Kushan illustration
we may clearly find two types. The first one shows the bird with a U-shaped body,
with a short tail raised upwards. The second type shows the bird with a narrow tail
turned downwards. The very convention of showing the bird above a protracted right
hand (as on the depiction of Huvishka) is most likely of the Hellenistic origin. A coin
published by R Bracey is also extremely important here'. It shows the bird of prey
above stretched right hand of Yama (Iamsho) whose left hand rests on the long scepter
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Tab I. From the left:

1. Tetradrachm of Alexander the Great, showing Zeus, Syria, after: Zlotnik Y.

A Hoard of Alexander the Great from the Region of Syria // Israel Numismatic Research. —
2010. — No5. — Plate 4. nr. 4.

2. Bactrian attic tetradrachm of Antialkidas, showing Zeus, after: Jakobsson J.
Relations between Indo-Greek Kings after Menander // Journal of the Oriental Numismatic
Society. — 2070. — Ne 191. — Fig. 3.

3. Kushan coin of Huvishka, showing Yama (lamsho), after: Bracey R.

Bird Symbolism on the Coinage of the Kushana Kings // Journal of the Numismatic Society
of India. — 2009. — Ne 71. — Iamsho.

4. Kushan coin of Huvishka, after: Bracey R. Bird Symbolism on the Coinage
of the Kushana Kings // Journal of the Numismatic Society of India. — 2009. — Ne71. —

The stages of the die xiil, Bl.

5. Kushan coin of Huvishka, showing Mahasena, after: Bracey R. Bird Symbolism
on the Coinage of the Kushana Kings // Journal of the Numismatic Society of India. —
2009. — Ne71. — fig. from «the ‘Other’ Bird Standardy figures.

6. Gupta Coin of Candragupta 111, after: Tandon P. Horseman Coins of
Candragupta 111 // The Numismatic Chronicle. — 2013. — Nel73. — Fig. 1, a, crescent.

or a spear. It is clear that referring to the iconography of Zeus appears not only on
the coins of Alexander the Great but also on the coinage of his Seleucid, Bactrian
successors later adopted by Indo-Scythians!3. It must be noted that on the Hellenistic
depictions, except the eagle, the personage of Nike — the goddess of victory, appears
above the hand of the father of the gods. It is hard to state if that would be the process
of blending in of the similar symbolisms, but it must be mentioned here that it is
possible to refer the bird of prey with the Iranian virtory god — Verethragna who was
called in Bactrian Orlagno'®. It is interesting to interpret the depictions of the U-shaped
bird as a rooster'®. It might represent the Iranian/Avestan cult of Sraosha leading the
souls through the Cinavand bridge'®. What seems interesting is that the silhouette
of the rooster appears (not unlike another symbol known from the maces — namely
the hand) on the finds of the Kushan luxury items which were initially incorrectly
understood by the present author as bone maces/sceptres!”.

It must be pointed out that the long scepters with the bird-shaped finials were
absorbed into Gupta iconography, on so called Garuda standard's. However, they went
a specific evolution — the bird of prey is shown frontally in Gupta iconography, and
the scepter itself is shown beside the main personage and is not held by the man.
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Despite the fact that zoomorphic maces or scepters did not enter the canon of
Sasanian art., they survived until the post-Sasanian period in the eastern Iranian lands
and in the shape of the short scepter (in the hand of Godnes) they re-appear on the
6-7th century ossuary from Uzbek site Kaska Darya®.

The maces or the scepters with bird shaped heads are, as was shown above,
the borrowing from the Hellenistic culture adopted to the tradition of Iranian zoo-
morphic and anthropomorphic maces. It is hard to say whether or not these scepters
were physically used as there are no clear archaeological finds known to the current
Author of the bird-headed maces/scepters or whether or not they were just an icono-
graphical motif. It is interesting to note that they disappear under the reign of the
Sasanians and re-appear after their fall in the shape of the short scepters. Their post-
Sasanian form cannot be directly associated with the long scepters of the Guptas. It
may reflect a universal, commonly recognizable meaning of the bird headed maces/
sceptres in Eastern Iran where it was revived after several centuries of absence in
the short period between the fall of the Sasanians and the raise of the Islamic era.
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