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-Abstract: b h

A semiotic analysis and examination of the symbolic motifs of the“ided ing in
Achaemenid reliefs can reveal new dimensions in the representation ro*pow‘?r and
the legitimacy of the monarch. This approach enables a more prec derstanding of
the visual and ideological mechanisms of the Achaemenid ‘period, expanding our
comprehension of why and how the concept of the ideal king emerged in ancient Iran.
The aim of this study is to analyze the deployment of semiotic systems in constructing
royal discourse and shaping the king’s identity. The research'is based on a library-based
methodology grounded in archaeologica‘eviden with anal focused on visual
elements and the semiotic structures of the klﬁ ure. Key motifs—including the
four-winged man in Pasargadae, hybrid creatures, winged symbols, fire, bow, and lunar
symbols—are examined. Additionally, the position of the king’s body as the center of
authority is analyzed in banquet'scenes, royal thrones, and battles with demonic beings.
The findings indicate that these reliefs were not ly reflections of royal discourse
but served as instruments' for reproducing and consolidating the monarch’s authority.
The interplay between religion, po ,‘and the king’s body in the visual and textual
sources of the period underscor critical role of semiotic elements in legitimizing
the throne. The results d strate that Achaemenid art, through semiotic mechanisms,
establishedithe ideal king axis of political and religious authority, simultaneously
rearticulating royal charisma within the visual framework of the era.
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Despite the importance of Achaemenid monuments, previous scholarship has predominantly
concentrated on descriptive, stylistic, aesthetic, and, in some cases, historical approaches to
Achaemenid art, while comparatively little attention has been devoted to the systematic
analysis of signs and the visual mechanisms through which royal discourse is constructed.
This imbalance has led to a partial and fragmented understanding of the ideological,
political, and cultural dimensions embedded in royal representation within Achaemenid
visual culture.

A close examination of motifs and the relational networks among them reveals how visual
signs functioned to consolidate royal authority, legitimise kingship, and transmit imperial
ideology across the empire. The present study aims to analyse the motifs of the ideal king in
Achaemenid art, with particular emphasis on the royal body, symbolic creatures, ritual
elements, and cosmic signs across four major sites: Persepolis, Pasargadae Nz:gsh Rostam,
and Bisotun. The central research questions are as follows: ‘

V. Which signs are employed in the visual representation of the 1deal

Y. What symbolic meanings and concepts are associated with these mg&

Y. How does a network of signs construct a trans-temporal imperiakyis scourse‘7

¢, In what ways do these representations contribute to the stabilisation of political

legitimacy, divine glory, and cosmic order?
-Materials & Methods J
This research adopts a qualitative, library- I!ised methodology gr ed in archaeological
evidence, with its analytical framework centre e visual elements and semiotic
structures of the royal figure. The analysis focuses on reliefs and monuments from four
principal Achaemenid centres*-Pasargadae, Persepolis, Nagsh-e Rostam, and Bisotun—
each of which conveys a unified, message of royal legitimacy through distinct visual
contexts. -
The analytical process was eonducted in three stages:
V. Identification of recu‘ng signs and-extraction of key visual elements related to the royal
body, symbolic creatures, ai 1 scenes;
Y. Interpretation of “each sign swithin its cultural and religious context, with particular
attention to its functlo yal representation;
Y. Network-based an: ive analysis of signs in order to elucidate the formation of a
iscourse and the consolidation of legitimacy, divine glory, and

Discussion & Resul

The analyses confirm that Achaemenid reliefs and rock carvings are not simple reflections of
the king’s physical“presence, but rather constitute complex networks of signs and meanings
with multiple, overlapping functions. Within this visual system, the king functions as the
central axis through which absolute power and divine glory are articulated, conveyed by
monumental scale, central placement, controlled bodily gestures, royal garments, and
Crowns.

Symbolic creatures such as the fish-man and bull-man occupy complementary positions
within the articulation of cosmic order and the confrontation with chaotic forces. The
fish-man symbolises life-giving waters and regenerative cosmic powers, while the bull-man
embodies raw natural strength and chaotic potential. Their interaction with the king
expresses fundamental oppositions—light and darkness, truth and falsehood, order and



chaos—thereby revealing their semiotic role in maintaining cosmic balance and royal
legitimacy.

Ritual and cosmic symbols, including the fire altar, bow, eight-pointed star, winged figure,
and solar imagery, further reinforce the king’s status as the axis of cosmic order and the
bearer of divine glory. Through this dense and carefully structured network of signs,
Achaemenid art functions as an ideological and mediatic instrument of power, transforming
visual representation into a mechanism for the reproduction and stabilisation of imperial
authority.

- Conclusion

A

The findings demonstrate that Achaemenid art constructsiithe ideal¥king ‘ough a
sophisticated and coherent combination of signs in which the royal body occupies a.central
and organising position. All surrounding elements derive their meanin% ntatien from
the king’s presence. The interaction between cosmic, ritual, and s 1c comﬁan&ts
visualises both the political and military structure of the empire ‘and the metaphysical
foundations of kingship.

The king is represented not merely as a terrestrial ruler, but ‘as the embodiment of divine
glory and cosmic order. Through posture, gesture,iscale, attirejand ated iconographic
conventions, he emerges as the central nod withéiane network of signs that signifies
absolute power, divine legitimacy, and the sta*g n of world order. This semiotic
configuration provides a coherent framework for the reproduction of royal discourse and the
reinforcement of kingship legitWy at the collective level.
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