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In 2004, a relief was discovered outside of Iranian borders in the far
northeast of Afghanistan in a place that was the ancient way to enter
the Indian subcontinent. According to the rules and conventions of
art in ancient times, as well as the clothing of the main person present
in the relief, it was identified as a Sasanian work. The relief was
urgently examined and scanned by the French archaeological team
present in Afghanistan and also issued in French and English articles
in 2005 and 2007, respectively. Due to the destruction of the relief's
face and crown, it cannot be confidently attributed to one of the
Sassanid kings. However, Francis Grenet believes that this relief
belongs to Shapur I. Unfortunately, it is not possible to see and
examine the relief up close due to the political and military situation
in the area where the relief is located which has been involved in
several conflicts between the parties during past years. This study
deals with the comprehensive investigation of Rag-i Bibi relief and
the comparison of its parts with other Sasanian reliefs, as well as the
analysis of the political and cultural background that caused the
creation of such a work out of the main centers of Sassanid reliefs of
this period. It is concluded that the presence of Bahram II as the
Hunter King in the center of the relief is probably more correct.
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Introduction

In 2002, relief was discovered in the extreme
northeastern of Afghanistan out of the Iranian border
in the place where the entrance of the ancient route
to the Indian subcontinent was. This relief was
identified as a Sassanid work according to the rules
of art in the ancient era (Fig. 1), as well as the
covering of the main person in the scene as the
centrality of creating this relief. The relief was
urgently examined and scanned by the French
archaeological team who were present in
Afghanistan. Although it cannot be definitively
attributed to one of the Sassanid kings, due to the
disappearance of the king's face and crown, Francis
Grenet certainly believes that the relief belongs to
Shapur | (Fig. 2).

Creating relief with governmental themes in
ancient Iran has a great history before Islam. Elamites
and Lulobis are the pioneers of this artistic tradition
(Rawlinson, 1839: 35; Saraf, 2008). This
governmental tradition continued in the Achaemenid
and Parthian periods. During the Sassanid era,
Ardeshir Babakan the founder of the Sassanid
dynasty, chose the art of making relief as the official
art of his court in order to convey his ideological
themes to others. In the Sassanid period, the reliefs
played a key role in conveying the visual legitimacy
of the Sassanid kings to the viewers. Meantime,
hunting relief actually tries to depict the king's
superiority over the strongest elements of nature.

Methodology
Two methods have been used in order to write
this study:

a) Comparative comparison of Rag-i Bibi relief
with other reliefs and works of art of the Sassanid
period to identify the Hunter King as the main
character of the relief by analyzing the data.

b) Using the documentary method to understand
the reasons for the creation of the relief in the
origin of the Sassanid dynasty (now Fars
province).

Discussion

The relief of Rag-i Bibi is located on Khumri
Bridge in Afghanistan for the first time, it was
introduced by Najibullah Razzaq an Afghan
journalist to the Archaeological scientific circle in
2002 (Mousavi Haji & Sarfaraz, 2017: 15).
According to Grenet’s article, the relief belongs
to Shapur I of Sassanid. It was done in the last
years of Shapur 1 and after the victory over
Valerian for three reasons:

A) The end of the ribbon above and on the left
side of the relief is recognizable. It can
undoubtedly recreate a half-crown in the hand of
anaked boy. Its example can be seen in the motifs
of Shapur I in Bishapur 2 and 3 (the scene of
Shapur's victory over the Romans).

B) In the view of the position, The Kushan king
or nobleman is placed exactly where Valerian
stayed in other motifs of Shapur I.

C) The presence of decorative metal medallion
on the saddle, bit, and snaffle actually plays the
role of a family emblem in which its example is
visible in the relief of Nagsh-e Rostam 6
(Shapur's victory over the Romans) (Hassani,
2014: 195).

The relief is located on the Khomri Bridge near
Surkh Kotal which is one of the most famous
Kushan sites. However, researchers have a lot of
disagreement about when this region was fully
occupied and dominated by the Sassanid kings
(Khanmoradi & Haddadian, 2016: 51).

Although many researchers believe that the
relief of Rag-i Bibi in Afghanistan's Khumri
Bridge is only a relief of royal hunting (Grenet,
2005), relief is actually a confirmation of the
political and cultural territory of Iran in the
Sassanid period. In this relief, the king tries to
prove his dominance over Kushan, Sakhstan,
India, and the sea coast by emphasizing the
geographical features of plants and animals.
According to the stylistic evidence, such as the
depth of the relief, the naturalism used in the
sculpture, the rhinoceros, the mango tree, and
also the elements such as the double quiver
hanging on the leg of the king, it seems that the
sculpture was created by local sculptors and
under the supervision of one or more royal
supervisors. The relief has a cross-rotational
composition (Thompson, 2008: 334) which is
similar to the relief of Sar Mashhad in Kazerun.
The Hunter King is carved in the center of the
relief, which is bigger than the other characters.
The rider holds a bow forward with his left hand
and shoots at a big animal that has a body
covered with scales and runs away in the
opposite direction (Azarnoush, 2007: 66).
Unfortunately, the main part of the king's body,
which is the center of gravity and the center of
the relief, has disappeared with the passage of
time and the relief has a lot of damage. It can be
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said that the position of the king during shooting
is fixed in all motifs of hunting with a bow. It is
noteworthy that the only king who holds a bow
in the Sassanid reliefs is Bahram II in the relief of
Tang-e Chogan, who is welcoming the Arabs
(Herrmann, 1970: 67). The harness and saddle are
similar to those depicted in other Sassanid reliefs

and works of art and only wool ornament
hanging at the end of the chain is missed. Grenet
believes that this part was attached to the bas-
relief with plaster. Using plaster and painting in
the art tradition of Kandahar was very common
in Kushan and Surkh Kotal was one of the main
centers (Herrmann, 1977: 88).

Figurel: The relief of Rag-i Bibi

The medallions of Rag-i Bibi relief in the
harness of the King's horse is one of the main
reasons that researchers have attributed the relief
to Shapur I, while the first examples of reliefs in
the Sassanid era refer to the coronation of
Ardeshir I. During Shapur I and his successors,
the king or elders were sculpted on horseback on
reliefs and later on hunting plates and also other
works. The medallions have a lot of variety and
never follow a specific pattern in the period of
any king. Thus, it is far-fetched to accept that the
medallions are family emblems as well as the
emblem of Shapur L. There is a person standing
behind the king's horse. He is the only one who
does not carry a weapon. He is depicted from the
front as like Kushan rulers, and he undoubtedly
wears their clothes as well. The presence of a
subject on foot in front of the victorious king,
who is depicted as a horseman can be considered
as a long-standing tradition in the sculpture of
relief. It is clear that the placement of the
standing Kushan person is similar to the
placement of Valerian in the Relief of Shapur I in
Naghsh-e Rostam. However, Valerian has been

sculptured behind and next to Shapur's horse in
the two reliefs of Tang-e Chogan. At the same
time, his hand is in the king's hand as a sign of
captivity, and also in the relief of Darab-Gerd in
front, while Shapur's hand is on the head of the
Roman emperor as a sign of Valerian's captivity.
Further, he is depicted facing the king in relief of
Darab while Shapur's hand rests on the Roman
emperor's head as a symbol of Valerian's
captivity. On the other hand, Valerian is shown
in profile in all relief but Kushan person is
depicted from the front. It means that the Kushan
person is subordinate to the king and is guiding
the king to hunt rhinoceros and he is not captive.
The first rider who follows the emperor wears a
close-fitting coat and a hat like Sassanid nobles.
The reliefs of the Cavalries’ battle in Nagsh-e
Rostam, among which there are two reliefs
attributed to Bahram 1II, a flag that is a
combination of balls and waving ribbons can be
seen. If we consider the Sassanid noble in the
Rag-i Bibi relief as a flagman, a good parallelism
is created with the mango tree on the opposite
side of the relief. On the other hand, we
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encounter the element number eight in the
prominent figure by drawing an imaginary line
leading to the opposite side of the relief. Grenet
considered the ribbon-like form to be the end of
the angel's ribbon. He refers to the presence of

the naked angel of victory in the reliefs of Shapur
I in Bishapur, while the angel of victory in the
two reliefs of Bishapur is in front of the king's

face and is flying towards him, not behind his
head and at the end of the relief.

Figure 2: 3D scan of the relief of Rag-i Bibi (Grenet, 2005: 243)

Conclusion

The relief of Rag-i Bibi is similar in all details to
the relief of Sar Mashhad of Kazerun With the
exception of the type of hunting, which is a
reason to show the geography of the North
Indian subcontinent and such a composition
cannot be seen in any of Shapur I's reliefs. The
placement of the standing Kushan person is
similar to the Valerian in relief of Shapur I in
Nagsh-e Rostam. Valerian is standing in profile,
But the Kushani person is depicted from the
front. It means that the Kushan person is a
subject of the king and is guiding him to hunt
rhinoceros and is not the king’s captive like
Valerian. The end of the ribbon, which was
definitely considered by the introducers of relief
as the ribbon of the naked boy cannot play this
role Considering the remaining space in the
frame of the relief and also the direction of the
movement of the naked boy in both reliefs of
Shapur I in Tang-e Chogan But it could be a part
of the flag ribbon that is carried by the attendants
riding on the horses. The decorative stud is

relatively similar to the one used by Shapur in
the Relief of Naghsh-e Rostam. Thus, the
researchers have considered it as the Shapur’s
family emblem. However, there are different
numbers and types of these studs in the reliefs of
Shapur I. According to the reasons, it is
concluded that there is doubt in the definitive
attribution of the Rag-i Bibi relief to Shapur I. We
attribute this relief to Bahram II who created a
diverse range of eminent characters, visual
advertising, and reliefs during his reign.
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