The Metamorphosis of Cow-man Motif in the Art of Lorestan
and Mesopotamia from the 2" to the 15 Millennium B C

ISSN (P): 2980-7956
@910.22034/JIVSA.2023.367742.1028 ISSN (E): 2821-2452

Mandana Mahmoodi'® , Bita Sodaei 2"(®
“Corresponding Author: Bita Sodaei Email: bita.sodaei@iau.ac.ir
Address: Department of Archaeology, Islamic Azad University of Varamin, Tehran, Iran

Citation: Mahmoodi, M. & Sodaei, B. (2023), The Metamorphosis of Cow-man Motif in the Art of Lorestan and Meso-
potamia from the 2nd to the 1st millennium B C, Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies of Visual Arts, 1(2), P1- 16

Received: 30 October 2022
Revised: 12 January 2023
Accepted: 15 March 2023
Published: 15 March 2023

Abstract

Lorestan is a mountainous region in the east of Mesopotamia which achieved the highest levels of met-
allurgy in the 8th and 7th centuries BC. The bronze works of Lorestan in this period included the mixed
roles of imaginary creatures, which, while being beautiful, were formed on the basis of deep beliefs and ex-
pressed the common beliefs in the region. Therefore, in order to accurately understand the motifs and their
meaning, it is necessary to study the paintings symbologically. One of the recurring mythological images
in the art of the ancient societies of Lorestan and Mesopotamia is the motif of a cow-man. Since the motifs
in works of art represent common beliefs and faiths among the people of ancient times, it is necessary to
study them in order to understand the religious ideology of ancient societies. The purpose of this research
is to identify the visual relationship between the role of cow-man motifs in the ancient art of Lorestan and
Mesopotamia in order to examine their development and the evolutionary process of religious ideas in the
art of the concerned societies. The study is based on archaeological evidence. The method of this research
is descriptive and comparative and it collects library resources (documents and electronic). The pictures
were accessed through the museum and the museum’s website. The results show that the cow-man figure
is a symbol of the primitive gods of ancient societies which entered the art of modern societies due to the
beliefs of Animism and Totemism. Overtime, with the expansion of human thought and awareness, we wit-
ness a change in the way they are represented in the sense thatin the images of both societies, the animal’s
head and body are gradually disappearing in pale patterns, and the images of the gods are displayed in a
realistic and human form; the horn remainsas a divine symbol of power in the headdress of the gods,
and their difference is in the way they are performed which is derived from regional beliefs.
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1. Introduction

Examining the historical roots in the culture, beliefs
and faiths of societies, we come across narratives
and myths that play a colorful role in the formation
of the visual culture of past nations and civili-
zations. According to a narrative, the content of
mythology shows customs, ethnic traditions, reli-
gious beliefs and cultural approaches of societies
that have been expressed in art. The study of the
visual art of societies can be a suitable platform
to show the evolutions of a society>s culture. One
of the mythological motifs on the bronze pin heads
of Lorestan during the end of the second millen-
nium to the first millennium BC is the cow-man.
Examining the religious sources of Avesta, Iranian
mythology, and oral traditions of the region reveals
that evil beings are referred to and categorized as
demons. This research studies mythological images
in the light of demon worship and the etymology of
demon worship among Indians and Iranians. A com-
parative study of Lorestan’s bronze pin heads with the
art of Mesopotamia in the light of Divan’s self-work
and archetype reveals the significance of these motifs.
The main goal of this research is to identify the
visual relationship between the mythological cow-
man motifs in the ancient societies of Lorestan and
Mesopotamia based on the oral and mythological
traditions of the regions in order to investigate
their development and the evolutionary process of
religious ideas in the art of these societies. Since
mankind has long used symbols to show their be-
liefs, and art is a current which helps symbols to
be realized in society, studying symbolic motifs in
the works of art can help one to understand the re-
ligious beliefs of societies. The research questions
are: 1- by examining the mythological motifs with
an emphasis on the role of the cow-man in the pin
heads of Lorestan, how can they be considered a
symbol of demons or horned gods ? 2- by examin-
ing the mythological motifs with an emphasis on
the horn in the period from the second millennium
to the first millennium BC, do we witness material
and content changes in them? Understanding the
common beliefs and faiths among ancient people
through the motifs in their works of art requires one
to accurately study a work, its meaning and content,
pictures and narratives based on symbology.

2. Research Methodology

The research method in this article is descrip-
tive-adaptive the process of which comprises the
analysis of the artistic motifs on the bronze works
of Lorestan and the cylinder seals of Mesopotamia.
It uses a library-museum information collection
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tool; thus, in the beginning, the bronze works of
Lorestan were examined with an emphasis on the
motif of cow-man (human -animal ),and 114 bronze
objects of Lorestan were examined, among which
46 works had mythological motifs with animal-hu-
man motifs; 17 samples were used in this research.
For the comparative study of Gilgamesh motif, the
cylinder seals of two catalogs of Noel (1934) and
William and Moory (1940) were examined. Then,
the motifs were analyzed based on iconography in a
comparative way.

3. Research Findings

By examining mythological motifs in Lorestan
bronze works dating from the beginning of the
second millennium to the first millennium BC
(1800 to 600 BC) and Mesopotamia art from (3000
to 1100 BC), we witness a gradual evolution of
these motifs several separate stages. However, these
developments in the studied societies are not the
same in terms of time. First of all, in the art of both
societies we see animal and animal-human gods
which have appeared in art based on the beliefs of
Animism and Totemism of ancient societies. Since
the Akkadian period, the Lorestan region has been
under the political influence of Mesopotamia. Their
artalso influenced them, and this caused the appar-
ent similarity between the designs of these regions.
The acceptance of these motifs in Lorestan can be
accounted for as follows: since the people of this
region were familiar with demons and human-ani-
mal hybrid beings, when they encountered cow-
man and Gilgamesh motifs due to the political and
cultural relations between the two regions, these
motifs evoked the horned demons of the region, so
they accepted them and used them in art. But over
time, they domesticated them; in this period, men
realized the power of their thinking and thought
and started to innovate and show their ability to
think; therefore, they show their gods with a hu-
man face and an animal body. The human head is
the symbol of human thought and thinking power
which can be seen in Akkadian seals (2200- 1500
BC) (Table 5) and bronze works of Lorestan
(1400 - 1100 BC) (Table 1-2-3). From Neo Sumer
to Kassite period (1450- 1100 B C) in Mesopotamia
and from the middle of the first millennium BC
(700 - 600 BC) (Table 4) in the art of Lorestan,
we see another metamorphosis in these images in
such a way that the images of humans and animals
are separated from each other and only the horn
remains as a symbol of the past gods in their
head covers. It is stated in the mythological narra-
tive of Neo Sumer that humans are created with
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an appearance similar to gods which are immortal,
so that they can fulfill the duties that belonged
to the gods before (Kramer, 2004, p. 93); and it is
also mentioned in Babylonian mythology that gods
created human beings in their own image to serve
them (Hook, 1990, p. 37). Thus from this time, with
the development of human thought and thinking, his
view of animal-type god and demi-gods changes,
and hybrid gods become human gods, and the role
of the cow-man in artdisappears, and only the horn
as the symbol of these gods in art and religious
iconography in the first millennium BC remains in
place (Table 6). The research shows that the theme
of the fourth group of bronze pin heads of Lorestan
has many similarities with the myth of Gilgamesh.
Some of the researchers attribute this thematic
similarity to the Kassites, and their differences in
the way they are displayed and performed, which
have been displayed in alocal style under the influ-
ence of the beliefs and faiths of the region.

4, Conclusion

Human beings always express their innermost
thoughts through symbols, and art is a flow via
which symbols can be realized, and thus the trans-
mission of messages through images is formed
in societies. By examining the historical roots of
the beliefs and faiths of societies, we come across
myths and religious narratives that have left a lot
of influence in the lives of people in the past, and
played a colorful role in the formation of their
image culture. The creation myths of Mesopotamia
and the myth of Gilgamesh are among the narra-
tives that originated from the beliefs and mytholog-
ical thought of the society and were expressed in
art. By examining the traditions of Lorestan region,
we see the closeness and correlation of these tra-
ditions with Mesopotamian mythology which are
displayed in their art. In this way, we witness con-
ceptual art in the inscriptions of ancient societies. By
examining the mythological images in the form of
animal-human, cow-man motif in the studied socie-
ties, the research shows that during the period from
1800 to 600 BCin the art of Lorestan and Meso-
potamia from 3000 to 1100 BC, we see a transfor-
mation in these images, although the case societies
are temporally different from one another. The course
of their evolution is as follows: 1- From the an-
cient Sumerian period, (Jamadat al Nasr to Ur) in
Mesopotamia, (3000 - 2550 BC ), the motifs of the
cow-man are in the form of animals which are seen
standing on two legs fighting with other animals in
Mesopotamia. In the art of Lorestan, ( 1800 - 1500
BC ) cow-man is shown in the form of a demon.

2- During the Akkadian period, (2200 - 1500 BC) in
Mesopotamia and Lorestan (1400 - 1200 BC), the
image of cow-man was shown along with plants,
snakes and goats, which are similar in appearance
to those in Mesopotamia; but there isa difference in
the subject. 3- During the period of ancient Babylon
and Kassite (1400-1100 BC) in Mesopotamia, chang-
es were observed in their myths which expressed
that humans were created like gods. Therefore, in
the images of this era, the motifs of the cow-man
have been removed, and the images of Gilgamesh
with a horned helmet on his head can be seen
in some cylindrical seals fighting with a warrior.
However, in the art of Lorestan in the period of
900-800 BC, the subjects of a cow-man with a
human head and an animal body fighting with a
lion can be seen which is displayed locally. 4- In
the middle of the first millennium BC (700- 600
BC), gods with human faces and horned hats are
seen in the art of Lorestan. In this group, there is
a thematic similarity such as taming wild animals,
fighting with lions, and supporting domestic ani-
mals which is taken from the myth of Gilgamesh.
The researchers believe that the existence of these
patterns in Lorestan is caused by the Kassiet, but
the difference in implementation is still observed.
In the end, it can be said that the role of the cow-
man as the source of the human-animal based on
the archetype existed in the art of both societies.
And the apparent similarities are influenced by the
political and commercial relations of the regions
with each other, and the difference in implementa-
tion is due to the regional beliefs that have been
displayed locally.
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