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Abstract

One of the esteemed ancient surviving structures of ancient Iran is the ritual city of “Persep-
olis,” which has preserved the and semiotic features of the Achaemenid era. Rock reliefs are
considered a valuable part of the architecture of this. Today, graphic branding based on the re-
liefs and statues of this magnificent historical structure is regarded as one of the preserving the
aforementioned symbols and signs and employing the etymological core and semantic content
can identify Iranian symbology. On this basis, the present research has sought, by using Aby
Warburg’s approach in artistic genealogy, to trace the origin and analyze the language of sign
and sense in the body of this ancient phenomenon, and through the semiology and symbology
of these themes in Achaemenid culture, to examine their translatability in the form of graphic
art. Since Warburg’s approach is based on visual analysis, valuation of images, and evolution
through time, this research seeks to find an answer to the question of how the Achaemenid mo-
tifs of Persepolis have influenced the cultural-linguistic structure of the ideology of signs. The
analysis of frequency-value data also is consistent with and corroborates the findings obtained
via Warburgian analysis. The prominent presence of natural motifs and flowers, as symbols of
fertility, abundance, and cosmic order, represents power and superiority. Geometric patterns
symbolize order and precision, and their structure represents within the then bureaucratic sys-
tem. Motifs such as the silver cup and symbols such as the wheat ear; which represent prosper-
ity and public comfort, enjoy much value in Achaemenid rule. The role of Achaemenid art in
designing national symbols and commercial logos shows the lasting impact of the Achaemenid
visual language in contemporary Iran. The semiological revitalization of traditional symbols
and the preservation of their connection with the heritage of the past is one of the valuable les-
sons that can be learned via the pro-translation study of Achaemenid art.
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1. Introduction

The Achaemenid era occupies a distinguished posi-
tion in the history of Iranian art and civilization, ow-
ing to its unique cultural systems and the intricate
interplay between art and power. Among the extant
monuments of this period, Persepolis stands as a
monumental “visual archive.” Far beyond a mere
historical site, it serves as a physical embodiment
of the worldview, ideology, and authority of the Per-
sian Empire (Soltanzadeh, 2006, p. 68). The reliefs
within this complex—ranging from floral motifs
symbolizing fertility and cosmic order to geometric
patterns signifying bureaucratic precision—demon-
strate a profound integration of art, politics, and
cultural memory. However, decoding this complex
visual system requires transcending purely archae-
ological descriptions and employing rigorous theo-
retical frameworks to uncover latent semantic lay-
ers via translational semiotics lens.

Recognizing this necessity, the present study em-
ploys the semiotic approach of Aby Warburg to
analyze the symbolic and decorative elements of
Persepolis. Through his concepts of Pathosfor-
mel (pathos-formula) and the “afterlife of images”
(Nachleben), Warburg provides a novel framework
for understanding how ideas migrate, survive, and
are reconstituted throughout history. From this
perspective, the reliefs at Persepolis are not merely
reflections of contemporary realities; they contain
psychological and emotional energies that function
as enduring patterns within the Achaemenid cultur-
al context. A fundamental question arises: how were
the pathos-formulas of power, order, and imperial
unity represented... and how did they acquire, and
how have they acquired in their afterlife certain spe-
cific representations as symbological themes within
contemporary graphic art?

As such, the primary objective of this study is to ana-
lyze the semantic and symbolic resonance of decora-
tive elements, such as the lotus flower; the griffin, and
the lion-and-bull motifs. By correlating Warburgian
concepts with archaeological and historical evidence,
this research seeks to decipher the functionality of
the Achaemenid “visual language” in consolidating
power and shaping the perceptions of its contem-
porary and future audience. The significance of this
approach lies in its capacity to delve deeper than the
functional aspects of these motifs, reaching the pro-
found nexus between semiological art and collective
memory. Such an analysis not only elucidates the role
of art in reproducing Achaemenid ideology but also
establishes a basis for understanding the enduring
links between the past and the present, and how such
concepts have persisted in modern visual identities.

*»

Ultimately, this research aims to utilize such an inno-
vative analytical method to decode the mysteries em-
bedded within Persepolis, offering valuable insights
for future studies in the fields of pro-translation se-
miology, semiotic research, art history, and Compara-
tive Civilization Studies.

2. Literature Review

Previous studies in this field have predominant-
ly adopted a descriptive approach, focusing on the
documentation of Achaemenid reliefs and their con-
tinuation in later artistic traditions, and thus differ
methodologically from the present research. Sever-
al scholars have examined the reliefs of the Achae-
menid period and explored the genealogy of their
motifs.

Karimi and Eslami (2023), examined the current
role and latent concepts of Achaemenid symbols in
logos. Their findings indicate that, before the Islam-
ic Revolution, the Faravahar/Ahura Mazda emblem
was widely used, reflecting strong religious beliefs;
however, its use has since declined, while plant and
animal motifs have become more prominent.

In a study on the iconography of the eagle in the
Achaemenid period, Sadeghi et al. (2021) showed
that the eagle with outstretched wings functions as a
universal archetype of divinity, used by Achaemenid
kings to project power and legitimacy. Montazeri et
al. (2023), in their iconographic analysis of vegetal
motifs on seals and coins from Achaemenid, Par-
thian, and Sasanian periods, demonstrated a strong
continuity between vegetal imagery (such as palm,
rosette, lily, pomegranate, oak, and grapevine) and
Zoroastrian religious beliefs, highlighting their sa-
cred and liturgical function. Finally, Zaeiri (2023)
examined the application of Achaemenid rock relief
motifs in the design and ornamentation of women’s
handbags, arguing that by creatively recombining
these ancient forms, contemporary designers can
develop innovative patterns that respond to cultural,
commercial, and social needs.

Looking at Achaemenid motifs through a pro-trans-
lation lens and regarding the potential of such motifs
in the passage of time, there is a close link between
Iran’s contemporary art of logo designing and Iran’s
ancient treasure of motifs in Achaemenid civiliza-
tion. In Mehrpooya’s (Mehrpooya, 2025) words, any
semiological theme, whether linguistic or cultural,
might be regarded as a “cultural-linguistic landmark,”
which refers to the ancient themes, what determines
the “ontological boundaries” of context and its con-
nection with the ancient realm behind that (Mehr-
pooya, 2025, p. 196). The idea of “discursive action”
proposed by Greimas (Greimas, 1987), Mehrpooya
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(Mehrpooya, 1404, p. 190) views the role of “dis-
cursive sign(s)” “not only as a discursive agent con-
fronting the reader/viewer, but identifying subject
recognizing the micro-world connected to the source
context and the meta-context connected to it.” From a
semiotic perspective, Mehrpooya (Mehrpooya, 2025,
p. 197), by highlighting the dynamic role of the dis-
cursive phenomenon “deixis” and its possession of a
reflexive action in connecting a semiotic text with its
space-time habitat and its inhabitants in the past and
future, writes that “deictics”: “as signs that are guides
and identifiers of the context, integrate and connect
the work with itself and its meta-context in the ex-
panse of time and space, whether near or far” In this
connection, Mehrpooya (Mehrpooya, 1404) a semi-
otic element in the context can act as a guiding sign
to establish a special cultural-linguistic connection
between various historical periods.

3. Research Methodology

3-1 The Overall Procedure

This study employs a descriptive-analytical design
informed by a historical-semiotic approach. The data
were collected through a combination of library (doc-
umentary) and field methods. Visual data from the
reliefs of Persepolis were gathered via on-site obser-
vation and photography, supplemented by archaeo-
logical documentation and other reliable reference
sources.

The research population comprises all Persepolis re-
liefs. From this corpus, the study purposefully selected
samples with ritual and symbolic themes for in-depth
analysis. Data-gathering instruments included system-
atic note-taking, visual recording, and comparative
analysis of motifs across reliefs and related contexts.
3-2 Qualitative Methodology

The analysis is primarily qualitative and is conducted
within Aby Warburg’s theoretical framework, with
particular emphasis on the notions of “image histo-
ry” and cultural mentality. Using this framework, the
study examines how recurring visual forms and motifs
operate as carriers of sense, and how they contribute
to the articulation and transmission of symbolic con-
cepts within the Achaemenid cultural context and its
afterlife. The overarching goal of the analytical proce-
dure is to identify and interpret semantic and symbolic
layers embedded in the selected reliefs through close
reading of their iconography and compositional fea-
tures, supported by contextual historical evidence.
3-3 Qualitative Methodology

To determine the distribution and relative frequency of
decorative elements within the Achaemenid reliefs of
Persepolis, this study employed a descriptive-analyti-
cal framework integrated with comparative iconogra-

phy. The primary dataset was derived from systematic
fieldwork conducted within the Persepolis complex—
specifically focusing on the Apadana Palace, the Palace
of Darius, and the Gate of All Nations. To ensure com-
prehensive empirical coverage, on-site observations
and high-resolution photography were cross-refer-
enced with documented archaeological surveys and
photographic archives, notably those provided by the
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago and the
National Museum of Iran.

4. Findings

4-1 Findings of the Qualitative Analysis

The qualitative findings show that Persepolis em-
ployed ancient to form a strong, meaningful visual
identity. Using mythic creatures (e.g.,, winged lion and
Simurgh/griffin), Achaemenid architectural motifs,
and natural symbols (such as lotus flowers and wheat
sheaves), the designers linked contemporary themes
to cultural and historical roots. This connection
strengthened audience feelings of belonging, trust,
and national respect. The symbols also transmitted
long-standing cultural values rooted in Iranians’ col-
lective visual memory—such as capability, support,
rootedness, steadfastness, splendor;, abundance, fertili-
ty, and transcendence—to new generations. Moreover,
the findings suggest that meanings could be recreated
in new contexts through reinterpretation (for example,
replacing a “silver goblet” with wheat ears) to reflect
changing priorities like food and agriculture, without
severing ties to the past. Finally, the use of simplicity,
abstraction, symbolic colors, and basic shapes helped
the visual message endure.

4-2 Findings of the Quantitative Analysis

The classification of reliefs followed a rigorous tax-
onomic approach, categorizing motifs into eight dis-
tinct groups: natural/floral motifs, geometric patterns,
griffins/winged lions, column-capital motifs, rhytons,
Lamassu/eagle figures, wheat sheaves, and silver
chalices. In this analysis, the unit of measurement was
defined as each individual decorative motif identified
within a specific frame or register. To minimize subjec-
tivity and ensure high inter-rater reliability, the count-
ing process was conducted independently by three
researchers, and the final frequency was established
based on the mean of these measurements. (F) of each
motif was calculated using the formula: F= (ni /N) x
100

where ni represents the number of motifs within a
specific category and NN denotes the total number of
identifiable motifs across the study population. The
relative weight of each element, as presented in Table
1, reflects its contribution to the overall decorative
program of the analyzed reliefs.
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derstanding of how the Achaemenid state utilized
repetitive visual formulae—or “Pathosformeln”—to
reinforce specific ideological narratives across the
diverse spatial zones of Persepolis.

5. Conclusion

The semiotic analysis of Achaemenid reliefs at
Persepolis, grounded in the theoretical framework
of Aby Warburg, offers a profound new perspective
on this ancient heritage. The findings indicate that
the Achaemenid visual program was not merely a
collection of decorative motifs but a sophisticated
system of signs carrying, religious, and cultural sig-
nificance. This study demonstrates how the Achae-
menid visual language was purposefully deployed
to legitimize royal authority, stabilize social order,
and manifest the imperial grandeur of the Persian
Empire.

Warburg’s emphasis on Pathosformeln (pathos-for-
mulas) illuminates how Achaemenid artists syn-
thesized visual patterns and symbols derived from
antecedent civilizations to elicit specific emotional
responses. From the guardian griffins to the order-
ly processions of soldiers and representatives of
subject nations, these motifs served as “pathos-for-
mulas” designed to inspire awe, stability, and unity.
Moreover, the Warburgian approach reveals that
these motifs were not copies of older traditions;
rather, they underwent a process of cultural trans-
formation. Achaemenid artists adapted these sym-
bols to their own cultural horizon, imbuing them
with new meanings—a process of cultural migration
that confirms the vital role of art in both reflecting

*»

Table 1: Relative Frequency Distribution of Decorative Motifs

- Natural & Floral Motifs 30% - 35% Includes lotus, rosettes; the most prevalent decorative
category.

- Geometric Patterns 25% -30% Borders, lozenge repetitions, parallel lines; ubiquitous
in all registers.

- Griffins & Winged Lions 15% -20% High symbolic significance; frequently recurring in
capitals and portals.

- Column-Capital Motifs 5% -10%  Including bull-head or composite capitals; define
structural aesthetics.

- Rhytons 3% -5% Visible in gift-bearing processions; less frequent than
static motifs.

- Lamassu & Eagles <3% Lamassu (human-headed bulls) appear less frequently
than griffins.

- Wheat Sheaves <2% Primarily associated with specific ceremonial/festival
narratives.

- Silver Chalices Negligible Rare symbolic ritual objects within specific procession
scenes.

Based on the findings of the quantitative analysis
(Table 1), the natural and floral motifs—especially
the lotus flower—represent the most frequent dec-
orative elements in the Persepolis reliefs, 30% to
35% of the total. Geometric patterns follow closely
at 25% to 30%, showing their broad use in borders
and repeated designs. Griffin and winged lion figures
also, while columns, rhytons, and other ceremonial
symbols are less common. Wheat sheaves and silver
goblets occur rarely. Overall, the reliefs are dominat-
ed by floral and geometric ornamentation, reflecting
both artistic richness and symbolic order.

The quantitative analysis reveals a clear hierarchical
structure in the Achaemenid visual program. Natu-
ral and floral motifs—dominated by the lotus (the
Achaemenid emblem of purity and cosmic order)—
emerge as the most frequent elements, accounting
for approximately 30% to 35% of the total decora-
tive corpus. This suggests a primary emphasis on
themes of fertility and universal harmony within the
architectural program. Geometric patterns follow
closely (25%-30%), underscoring the importance
of structural precision and administrative order.
Conversely, motifs associated with high-status ritual
objects, such as silver chalices and wheat sheaves,
appear with lower frequency, suggesting their role
is subordinate to the overarching symbolic land-
scape. The results are further in the accompanying
Pie Chart (Graph 1) and Bar Chart (Graph 2), which
provide a comparative overview of the distribution
intensity across the selected architectural sites.
This data-driven approach allows for a deeper un-
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the cultural memory and enduring pathos-formu-
las of Iranian civilization. Persepolis, functioning as
a monumental visual archive of ancient emotions
and ideals, continues to offer layers of meaning that
can be uncovered through such rigorous analytical
lenses. Ultimately, this approach moves us beyond
mere descriptive archaeology, fostering a deeper
understanding of the inextricable ties between art,
ideology, and cultural memory across the millennia,
reaffirming the timeless resonance of an ancestral
heritage within the modern national consciousness.
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and shaping the identity of the Achaemenid civiliza-
tion.

The research further highlights that this visual leg-
acy remains in contemporary Iran. The analysis of
modern national and commercial branding—such
as motifs used by major banks, national institutions,
and airlines—reveals a deliberate engagement with
these ancient visual roots. By utilizing “pathos-for-
mulas” such as winged lions, griffins, and floral mo-
tifs, modern designers effectively:

eConstruct Meaningful Identities: Linking contem-
porary functions to historical roots reinforces na-
tional belonging and trust.

eTransmit Cultural Depth: Concepts of power, fertili-
ty, and resilience, deeply embedded in the collective
“visual memory” of Iranians, are effectively trans-
ferred to the present.

eRecontextualize Meaning: The adaptation of
traditional symbols to modern values—such as
transitioning from ceremonial chalices to wheat
sheaves—demonstrates that heritage remains dy-
namic and relevant.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the de-
sign of contemporary visual identities in Iran is a tes-
tament to an intuitive understanding of the power of
the Achaemenid visual language. This represents a
successful endeavor in preserving and transmitting
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