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The bear hunting silver plate housed in the Abkhazia Museum stands out as a
distinctive example of artwork from the Sasanian period. Its portrayal of bears
being hunted, alongside the utilization of a lasso as the primary hunting
instrument, renders it a unique specimen among Sasanian hunting vessels. This
study employs an iconographic analysis approach to investigate the scene
depicted on the plate, which has been previously attributed by Lukunin to
Bahram I, the fourth ruler of the Sasanian dynasty, prior to his ascension to the
throne. The objective of this research is to offer a comprehensive analysis of the
entire scene depicted on the plate, followed by a detailed examination of each
motif in isolation. Finally, an evaluation is provided regarding the realism or
symbolism inherent within the scene, drawing upon available information. This
study constitutes a descriptive-analytical inquiry into ancient Iranian art,
drawing upon data collected from both library sources and online visual
repositories.
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1. Introduction

During the Sassanian era, the art scene in Iran experienced significant advancements, not only in
terms of the abundance and diversity of concepts and themes but also in technical and aesthetic
dimensions (Reed, 1992: 83). Notably, the period left behind numerous silver vessels, distinct in
both quality and quantity from preceding eras (Yavari, 2012: 23). Consequently, scholars have
extensively studied Sassanian art, particularly focusing on motifs and visual themes found on
silver vessels. Among these, royal hunting scenes emerge as prevalent and recurrent imagery
engraved on these vessels, garnering attention from scholars across various epochs, including
Edith Porada, Joseph Orbeli, Roman Ghirshman, as well as more contemporary researchers such
as Katsumi Tanabe and Prudence Harper. This article delves into the analysis of one such
vessel, the "Bear hunting silver plate of Abkhazia Museum" (Picture 1), utilizing the
Iconographic Analysis method. While indebted to renowned art historian Erwin Panofsky for
the employment of this method, the authors of this study do not feel compelled to adhere strictly
to all aspects of his methodology.

Upon the inner surface of the plate, the artist intricately portrays a human figure
alongside three animal motifs. Drawing from comparable artworks and relevant historical and
literary sources, this scene is interpreted as depicting a royal hunt by a Sassanian ruler or
nobleman. One may inquire into the prevalence of hunting scenes within the royal preserve as a
favored motif during this period. The ubiquity of such scenes can be attributed to the profound
interest and diligence of Sassanian kings and nobles in hunting wild animals, a sentiment
reflected not only in literary and historical texts but also in prevalent motifs across various
artistic disciplines of the era. For instance, Bahram V, renowned for his zeal in hunting zebras,
and Khosrow II, noted for his vast hunting grounds, exemplify this affinity for hunting among
Sassanian rulers. Even in the face of invasion, such as that by the Arab army during the reign of
Yazdgerd III, hunting remained a prominent pursuit for Sassanian elites. Further investigation
into each motif and image on the plate is warranted. The precise identification of the royal
hunter depicted remains a fundamental inquiry, albeit one without a definitive answer.
Nonetheless, the attribution of this image to Bahram I, the fourth Sassanian king, as proposed
by Veladimir Lukunin, offers a plausible perspective.

Another motif of interest is the horse depicted on the plate. The horse, depicted in a
four-shoe position, conforms to a common representation in Sassanian visual arts. The deep-
seated connection between warriors, kings, riders, and their horses, evident not only in fine arts
but also in literary and historical texts, underscores the significance of this motif within ancient
Iranian culture, particularly during the Sassanian period.

The third prominent icon is the lasso, serving as the primary weapon of the royal hunter
depicted on the "Bear hunting silver plate of Abkhazia Museum." The adept use of the lasso by
the hunter, coupled with his mastery in equestrianism reminiscent of the Parthian shot,
underscores the skill and prowess of Sassanian nobles and high-ranking soldiers. The scene
portrays the hunter's endeavor to capture two formidable bears, likely Asiatic Black Bears,
emphasizing their power and ferocity. Despite its rarity in Sassanian royal hunting silver plates,
the depiction of bears on this plate elevates its significance, given the animal's portrayal as a
demonic creature in Zoroastrian religious texts.
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Fig 3 A (right side): Silver coin of Bahram I, British Museum,
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Fig 4: Sasanian silver plate with the royal hunting scene attributed to Ardashir 11, National Museum of
Ancient Iran, (Farrokh, Khorasani & Dwyer, 2018: 88)
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Fig 5: Sasanian silver plate with the zebra hunting scene, Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg,
https://depts.washington.edu/silkroad/museums/shm/shmsasanian.html
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Fig 7A (right side): Excavated stucco of Ctesiphon with a figure of a bear, The Metropolitan Museum of

Art, (Valtz Fino, 2010: 15)
Fig 7B (left side): Elymaid relief with bear hunting scene, Tang-e Sarvak, Image taken by the authors
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Fig 8A (right side): Bear hunting scene on the Anikowska plate, Pushkin Musesum, (Harper & Meyers,
1981: 222)
Fig 8B (left side): The scene of the royal hunting on the Sasanian silver plate, Museum of Islamic Arts,
Berlin, https://depts.washington.edu/silkroad/museums/mik/miksasanian.html
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