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Purpose: Female motifs on bronze headpieces from Lorestan are among
the depictions that have been mostly studied descriptively, and their
symbolic meanings have been less independently and systematically
analyzed. This study, focusing on different types of female figures on
headpieces, seeks to reinterpret the symbolic position of the female body
in the cultural context of the Iron Age of Lorestan and to examine the
possibility of the continuity of its expressive patterns in contemporary
artistic readings.

Method and Research: “The research method is qualitative and based
on visual content analysis and uses Panofsky's three-stage model of
iconology at the descriptive, iconographic, and iconographic levels. The
data include bronze shields decorated with female figures, which have
been analyzed with an emphasis on physical elements, body position,
approach to nudity, and association with symbols such as pomegranates.
The final interpretation is made in connection with cultural symbolic
readings and with reference to the archaeological context of the region.
Findings and Conclusions: “The results of this study show that the
depiction of women in bronze sanjaks from Lorestan in the lron Age,
beyond the decorative aspect, was related to concepts such as fertility,
childbirth, and ritual functions. The diversity in the way the female body
is depicted, from semi-nude figures to abstracted symbolism, reflects the
differences in the cultural expression of these concepts in different social
contexts. A comparative analysis with contemporary art shows that some
formal and pictorial features of these motifs, without assuming direct
historical continuity, can be seen in contemporary works of art as
reinterpreted.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Women, as at least half of society, are of a rank and position, and the power base and system
of domination are very decisive in defining their status, position, and boundaries. As can be
seen throughout Iranian history, women's images are abundant. The necessity of recognizing
the female motif in the Lorestan region is undeniable; because this issue can largely reflect the
beliefs and concepts related to the female gender in Iron Age society and reveal the social,
cultural position, and the prevailing view of women in this period. Accordingly, the present
study examines and analyzes the archaeological findings of the Iron Age of Lorestan that
contain female motifs or manifestations of female representation, and pays attention to why
and how these motifs appeared. Also, these motifs are compared with the female motifs used
in handmade and hand-woven items in the Lorestan region in the last century.

Methodology

This research, adopting an expanded qualitative approach and emphasizing qualitative content
analysis, studies selected examples of Iron Age bronze artifacts and contemporary artifacts of
the region and seeks to discover and interpret the layers of meaning hidden in the female
motif. The analytical framework of the research is based on Erwin Panofsky's three-stage
model of iconology, which includes the stages of pre-iconography (description of formal
elements), iconography (identification of conventional themes and subjects), and iconology
(deep semantic interpretation based on cultural, social, and historical contexts). In order to
strengthen the third stage of analysis, field data were also used. In this regard, the sampling
was carried out in a mixed and criterion-based manner; meaning that the selection of artifacts
with symbolic importance was carried out through purposive sampling and the selection of
local people was carried out through criterion-based sampling.

Discussion

Within the framework of the third stage of Panofsky’s iconology, female motifs are examined
not only as visual elements, but also as carriers of cultural meanings and mental structures. At
this level, archetypal analysis allows for the connection between the findings of the Iron Age
of Lorestan and contemporary examples and shows that the continuity of motifs is conceptual
rather than formal. In Jung’s thought, an archetype is a fundamental structure in the collective
unconscious that is reproduced through the repetition of symbols and behaviors in different
cultures. This reproduction does not necessarily mean formal stability, but rather indicates the
continuity of meaning in variable forms. From this perspective, the female motif in Iron Age
works and its later manifestations in the native art of Lorestan is amenable to archetypal
analysis. A comparative study of the data shows that the female archetype in Lorestan can be
identified in the form of several main formulations. First, the archetype of the woman
associated with fertility and childbirth, which was represented in the form of figurines and
shields with an emphasis on fertility symbols in the Iron Age, and in the contemporary era, it
appears as a woman in labor on kilims. The change from a metal ritual object to a functional
art represents a transformation of the medium and form, while the symbolic function and
ritual belief have continued. The second formulation is the archetype of the mourning woman,
which has continued in Iron Age figurines with the act of scratching the face and in the
contemporary era on tombstones. The continuity of this motif shows that mourning rituals and
their visual representation have deep roots in the cultural memory of society and, despite the
change in the expressive context, have maintained their meaning and symbolic function.

Conclusion
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The findings of this study show that the female motif in Lorestan art cannot be interpreted
simply as a pictorial or decorative representation, but rather this motif had a meaning-making
and ritual function in the cultural system of the society. Female representations in various
works, whether in symbolic or realistic forms, express a coherent visual logic in which art has
acted as a medium for establishing social values, beliefs, and rituals. Analysis of Iron Age
data shows that the low frequency of the female motif is not a sign of exclusion or
marginalization, but rather a conscious selectivity in representing the sacred. The focus of this
motif on objects with a ritual function, especially the bronze shields of the Sorkhdom site of
Lori, indicates a direct connection of the image of the female with the concepts of fertility,
birth, and the continuation of life. The way women are depicted, from symbolic nudity to the
highlighting of sexual organs and their association with male symbols, confirms the central
position of the fertility goddess in the belief system of this period. In contrast, the presence of
a female musician on some bronze vessels shows that the role of women in Iron Age art had a
social layer in addition to the ritual dimension. In the contemporary period, although the
methods of representation have changed, comparative analysis of the data indicates that the
semantic structure of the female motif has continued. The transfer of the image of a woman
from a naked body to a skilled reproductive body, especially in the form of a weaver,
indicates a change in symbolic form without a conceptual break. The representation of women
in labor on contemporary kilims, which are given as ritual gifts to the bride, reflects the
continuity of the same fertility logic that is previously observed in Iron Age ritual objects.
Furthermore, the motif of the mourning woman on contemporary tombstones, especially in
the form of face-scratching, shows that ritual patterns associated with death and loss have also
continued in a transformed but meaningful form.
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