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The Newfound Footprints of a Discrete Decoration
Type on the Column Capitals at Persepolis: An Outline
Fahimeh Homayoun?, Siroos Zare®, Younes Zare‘, Hamid Fadaei?

Abstract

Diverse techniques were evoked to embellish the rock cut reliefs at Persepolis. A specific feature on the column
capitals at this complex entails a sort of decoration that today we can only hazard a guess about it based on a
series of disparate holes. Holes were commonly used on the reliefs for measuring and copying the motifs, and
attaching additional embellishments. Yet, this paper focused on the function of a certain type of drilled slant-
ing, shallow double holes in small diameter that occur all over the tripartite column capitals at Persepolis. The
paper concluded that the holes in question were possibly used to hang uncertain lightweight ornamentations.
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Introduction

Stone and mudbrick formed the main building
materials at Persepolis. The former was em-
ployed for terracing and construction of gate-
ways, stairs, etc. The remaining parts of the
palaces were completed with mudbrick. The
builders of the complex have left decorations
on the employed materials, viz. stone slabs and
mudbricks. Carved and applique patterns on
glazed bricks and carved motifs on stones are
among these decorations.

Achaemenian decorations on stone are not
limited to carving and polishing of the motifs,
and in cases this technique has been comple-
mented with other techniques such as painting
and inlaying (Fig. 2) (Roaf 1994, 23). Apart
from these, one can now speak about a new-
found category of ornaments that are today
inferable from a series of drilled small, double
holes that are mainly attested on the column
capitals. These holes, possibly created for the
attachment of additional decorative elements
in the architectural space, have been mostly
identified on displaced stone slaps that are out
of their original context, a fact that makes the
present study rather complicated. Therefore,
while being attentive to the spatial diversity of
the stone slabs bearing these holes, we will put
forward assumptions about their use in light of
archaeological evidence.

The paper aims to introduce a certain cate-
gory of holes on the stones at Persepolis which
remain almost untackled in the previous publica-
tions.

Research questions considered here in-
clude:

1. What was the function of these holes?

2. On which structural elements/parts
were they made?

3. What kind of objects/materials were
threaded through them?

Hypotheses consist of the following:

1. Some flexible objects/materials were
seemingly passed through these holes.

2. They were drilled into different ele-
ments/parts such as doorways and columns.

3. Possibly, objects of metal or organic fib-
ers were reeved through these holes.

It is noteworthy that parts of the stone
blocks bearing the holes in question have been

addressed recently as part of the project Organ-
izing the Stones Deposited at the Stone Store of
Persepolis. In the present study, apart from those
identified in the mentioned project, further slabs
with similar holes scattered across the Persepolis
complex are examined and compared. The study
thus adopts both field and library methods.

Achaemenian Art

As a crucial component of every culture, art has
played an integral role across the history. The
virtuosity and spirit typical of Iran attained its
most perfect quintessence in decorative arts, i.c.
arts that the secret underlying their sway arises
from the allure of patterns (Pope 2007, 5).

As one of the frequent assertions about
the ingenuity of and inspirations from Achae-
menian art throughout historical periods in
Iran, Razmjou puts that (2017, 718),

“This is likewise in evidence in Achaeme-
nian architecture. The wealth of financial and
human resources at hand, coupled with astute
management practices, order and Achaemeni-
an’s peculiar worldview imparted an unprece-
dented character on the surfaced masterpiec-
es in art and architecture. Iranians managed
to make the most of these facilities, and were
even able to integrate artistic and architectural
traditions of other cultures into their artistic
elements in an astute and elegant way in the
creation of these works of art.”

An aspect of Achaemenian art unparal-
leled throughout the history of Iranian art is
its ability to fabricate a coherent and integrat-
ed art system, manifestations of which are not
infrequent during, in particular the latter part
of, this period. Yet, the degree of coherence it
displayed in reproducing the same patterns is
such that this art has always been praised as a
sublime art (Nobari er al 2010, 34)

In general, Achaemenian art, while materi-
alized into royal buildings, exhibits the imperial
spirit and rules outside the purview of human-
ity. This architecture provoked a luxurious and
magnificent vision in the shape of regular and
neat geometric forms (Ghafouri 2002, 179).

Decorations
With respect to the palaces of Persepolis, some
scholars have interpreted the surviving dec-
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orations to have been either architectural or
elements meant to enhance structural perfor-
mance (Motamedmansesh 2015, 21). Even A.
Godar ventured to claim that Achaemenians
realized that a work would qualify as aesthetic
only if it went beyond merely adorning a build-
ing (Godar 1965, 118). Many decorations em-
ployed at Persepolis are at the same time func-
tional, strengthening the above assumptions.

The decorations at Persepolis represent
the works of artisans recruited from all across
the empire to construct a royal complex oth-
erwise known as the Palace of the Nations
(Moghtader et al 2020, 237). An inscription at
the complex informs us that (Sharp 1967, 99),

“The gold was brought from Sardis and
from Bactria, which here was wrought. The
precious stone lapis lazuli and carnelian which
was wrought here, this was brought from Sogdi-
ana. The translucent precious stone (opaque—
seemingly turquoise), this was brought from
Chorasmia, which was wrought here.

The silver and the ebony were brought
from Egypt. The ornamentation with which
the wall was adorned, that from lonia was
brought. The ivory which was wrought here,
was brought from Ethiopia and from Aracho-
sia... .
The goldsmiths who wrought the gold,
those were Medes and Egyptians. The men who
wrought the wood, those were Sardians and Egyp-
tians. The men who wrought the baked brick,
those were Babylonians. The men who adorned
the wall, those were Medes and Egyptians.”

Explicit references to decorations and
their provenances in this inception evince their
prominent place in Achaemenian architecture
and their importance for the king, The primary
type of decorations consists of those worked
in sculpting technique on the palaces’ walls and
gateways.

Pointing

“There is evidence for the use of ‘pointing’
on the animal capitals at Persepolis. ‘Pointing’
is a method of copying where the surface of
the original model is measured from three or
more fixed ‘points’ and these measurements
are transferred on to the copy by means of di-
viders. The final surface was reached in a few

selected places first and then the areas between
were removed instead of the final surface be-
ing reached gradually all over as in freehand
carving, The process of construction is thus
entirely different from freehand carving, but in
fact after the marks of the points have been
removed, the final result can be almost indis-
tinguishable [Fig. 1]. On most of the capitals
a number of holes made by a pointed instru-
ment, such as the end of a pair of compasses
or dividers, can be seen. Some of these ‘point-
ing holes’ are found in the same positions on all
bull capitals, on the underside of the knees, on
the jaw, on the nose and on the forehead. Oc-
casionally ‘pointing holes’ also appear on the
shoulders” (Roaf 1983, 100-101).

At Pasargadae, the central holes of the
12-petaled flowers are likewise believed to be
pointing holes left by a pair of compasses’
end (Mousavi and Ataie 2013, 113). Therefore,
shallow round holes probably represented such
points.

Holes for Decorations on the Walls
Column is the predominant element of Achae-
menian art. The columns were mostly wooden,
but in more public palaces they were made of
stone (Herzfeld 2002, 245).

Achaemenians adorned their stone re-
liefs in three ways. One was attaching precious
metals in the form of crowns, collars, brace-
lets, etc., to the original slab through the holes
made on both sides of the latter (Tilia 1978,
77). The second entailed dexterous cutting of
the patterns of clothes, crowns and hats with
needles, as evidenced on the gates of the Palace
of Darius the Great (Tachara) and the Harem.
And the third is painting, examples of which
are found at the Tripylon and the Hall of Hun-
dred Columns (Shahbazi 2005, 243).

In the northern and southern gates of
Tachara, the engraved collars, bracelets, crenate
crown and the king’s beard originally contained
inlays of gold and precious metals that are now
missing (Sami 1969, 42).

The king’s crown was cladded in a gold
sheet affixed through wide head nails, an obset-
vation corroborated by the existence of small
holes. The holes on the neck and the chest and
on both sides of the wrists were for the at-



176 Journal of Iran National Museum, Vol 3, Nos. 1 & 2, (Seties 4 & 5), 2022

Fig. 1. Pointing holes at the center of a relief and a
column capital.

tachment of necklaces and bracelets (Schmidt
1953, 222).

In situ instance of such decorations is only
represented by a single attestation on the north-
western gate of the Hall of Hundred Columns.
An ornamental item belonging to a crown re-
covered at the storerooms of the Apadana Hall
is now housed at the National Museum of Iran
(Figs. 2 and 3).

Probably, wooden doors were also encased
in sheets of gold or other metals (Sami 1969,
15). The bronze sheets bearing motifs in re-

lief, possibly combined with gold and silver,
perhaps adorned the wooden doors (Schmidt
1953, 171) (Fig. 4).

Holes for Attaching Decorations on Cap-
itals

The component of the Column and the decora-
tions installed on it were first described and de-
signed by Flandin(Flandien,1851:PL 120( (Fig; 5).

The uppermost part of the column cap-
itals in the Achaemenian buildings consist of
the foreparts of two bulls, man-bulls or grif-
fons, legendary animals with the head of an
eagle and body of a lion. The most common
form is a pair of addorsed kneeling bulls. In
cases, this part of the capital directly sits on the
shaft and the base (Boardman 2000, 77).

Immediately beneath the animal capital
occurs a cubic element with wide flutings and
double volutes that are somewhat reminiscent
of ITonic capitals.

The third part, coming below the cubic
part, consists of overhanging palm leaves in re-
lief. At Persepolis, this part of the capitals also
bears other decorative elements, such as bead-
and-reel molding (Boardman 2000, 77) (Fig. 6).

Fig. 2. Holes for the attachment of ornaments.
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Fig. 3. A metal fragment left in the holes related to the earring and necklace at the Hall of Hundred Columns.

B

Egyptians also made use of palm leaf, pa-
pyrus plant, and lotus in their capitals, and this
composition of the Egyptian capitals was im-
itated in Achaemenian art (Velayati 2010, 92).

A number of dislocated stone reliefs scat-
tered on the surface of the site bear large numbers
of holes. Most of them have been considered in
the previous studies, which have ascertained their
functions. Among them are shallow holes that
were used as part of the measurement system.

Another category of holes, which occur in
rare cases on the stone slabs surviving within
the complex and form the main subject matter
of the present paper, are a pair of, probably
drilled, small holes. Generally measuring 3 mm
in diameter and 5 mm in depth, these double
holes tilt towards each other and contain no
vestiges of metal or other materials. The paired
holes converge at the bottom (Fig. 7). All in-
stances of these double holes identified to this
date occur on the column capitals. The only
known intact example relates to a bull capital
in the court of the Hall of Hundred Columns
and a lion capital in the eastern Apadana. In
both cases, two slanting holes are visible on the
undetside of the muzzle.

In the upper part of the capital in the shape
of a double animal or human protome, these

decorative drill holes occur on several parts,

Fig. 4. Gold and bronze ornaments.

including hair curls and the eyebrow and other
body parts of the animal (Fig. 8). Such holes are
also attested on the second, voluted, part. At this
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Fig 5. Curtain design on the head board.

B C

f%ig. 6. Line drawings of different parts of a capital (after Schmidt 1953, 113).

part, they are exclusively found on the carved
lotus, on which a drilling mark occurs (Fig. 9).

Related holes are also in evidence on the
lowest part of the capital, where they are not
restricted to any certain point. Slabs with perti-
nent holes on the lowest part of the capital are
much less in frequency than those on the upper
and middle parts (Fig, 10).

Given the fact that these drilled double
holes meet at the bottom, and that they have
thus far failed to produce any traces of metals,

plausibly a thin metal rod or thread was passed
through them to allow attaching other embel-
lishing items (textile or fiber). Since this hole
type is found only in the upper elements close
to the ceiling, and given the columns consider-
able height which possibly made any type of
decorations attached to them practically imper-
ceptible, one might conjecture that these holes
were meant to affix decorations that hung down
from the column. Such decorations could have
been used to mask stone surfaces that were not
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Fig, 7. Holes for attaching decorations on animal’s eye-
brow on a capital.

Al

Fig. 8. Decorative holes on the upper part of the capital.

Fig. 9. Holes for attaching decorations in the second,
middle, part of the capital.

7l

Fig. 10. Holes for attaching decorations on the lowest
part of the capital.

polished and fine-dressed. Given the fact that
quite large holes were made for attaching such
lightweight items as a bracelet or a metal or
stone crown, examples of which were recorded
on half finished slabs, it is possible that dec-
orations hanging from the double holes were
part of a compensatory measure to offset the
unpleasant effects of those larger holes. There-
fore, it is improbable that these shallow holes
of a small diameter were designed to carry any
heavy objects. Possibly, surfaces originally pro-
jected to be entirely decorated or finished, had
remained partially undecorated or rough cut
for uncertain reasons (Fig. 11).

Loops for Hanging Decorations

A series of line drawings in Schmidt’s book
and metal ornaments currently in display at the
Persepolis Museum propose an alternative pos-
sibility that the concerned small diameter holes
found in different parts of the capitals received
metal loops related to installing additional dec-
orations. Further positive evidence for this as-
sumption comes from the canopies above the
king in the Hall of Hundred Columns, the au-
dience relief, the Tripylon, and from the large
assemblage of burnt textiles recovered in the
excavations of Persepolis.

Conclusions

Carved motifs were used to embellish the palaces
at Persepolis. Columns in the palaces of public
character were fashioned of stone. Not compla-
cent with the scrupulous enterprise of sculpt-
ing and stone cutting, the Achaemenians would
add further flavor to their mesmerizing palaces
through painting or embedding crowns or brace-
lets of prized stones or metals into their stone
reliefs. Yet, they adopted a different approach
towards the ornamentation of their columns, or

e ™
Fig. 11. A partially finished stone slab with holes.
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Fig. 12. Metal loops probably used for installing
decorative items.

at least a few columns were embellished in a dis-
crete way. Decorations that once graced the col-
umns are now only represented by a few holes
of small dimensions. While vestiges of metals are
existent within the holes used for attaching dec-
orations on the stone reliefs, no such traces are
found in the holes on the column capitals. This
observation suggests that the latter small holes
were not meant to affix molten metals. Since the
capitals stood some 15 to 20 m above the floors
of the palaces, the rather small decorations that
garnished them would prove rather indiscernible.
On the other hand, these holes would not afford
to carry the weight of metal decorations of large
dimensions. Hence, a more plausible scenario is
that these holes were used to suspend items of
textile or light ornaments.
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