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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Many archaeological findings are also considered works of art, and the primary data on these
objects often enter the field of art research through archaecology. Therefore, interdisciplinary
collaboration between archaeology and art studies can significantly enhance our understanding. In
excavations at the Toul cemetery in Talesh, a small golden object was discovered, which was
referred to in written sources as a “cup.” However, no reliable evidence has been presented so far
to confirm this attribution. Its significant differences in size, form, and decorative elements from
other known cups raise doubts about this classification. This research, through library studies,
interviews with locals from the village of Toul, and descriptive-analytical comparisons, aims to
determine the true nature and function of this object.

Literature Review

Khalatbari (2004), in his book on archaeological excavations in Talesh, briefly mentions this object
as a cup. Ghavami (2015) introduced the object from an archaeological perspective as the “Golden
Cup of Toul.” Abbasi Roodposhti (2015) studied the form and motifs of Talesh artifacts to uncover
their underlying beliefs. Abdoli (2012, 2024) discussed the language, literature, history, and culture
of the Talesh people. The current study stands out for applying an interdisciplinary approach to
reevaluate the identity of the golden object.

Methodology

This is an exploratory research. Primary data were collected through library research and
interviews with local villagers. The study sample includes the golden object of Toul, and two other
artifacts: the Hasanlu Cup and the Marlik Cup. A descriptive-analytical method was employed to
compare visual and symbolic features of these three artifacts.

The Golden Object of Toul

This object was found near the skeleton of a woman. Its rim is flat and partly damaged, surrounded
by a raised band. The body of the vessel is divided by three horizontal bands, with additional raised
decorations around the base. Vertical lines run from the rim to the base, intersected by small
concentric circles with central dots—motifs that repeat across the surface. The circular base
features a design of interwoven snakes enclosed in a circle.

Connection to Neighboring Civilizations

Khalatbari noted similarities between this object and the golden artifacts of Marlik. Negahban
described the Marlik cemetery as belonging to an elite class from a civilization that dominated
northern Alborz and the southern Caspian region, possibly from the 14th to 10th century BCE.
Marlik’s influence on surrounding regions, including Talesh, is plausible. Prada (2004) stated that
Marlik leaders could obtain precious metal artifacts either locally or as war spoils. The Hasanlu and
Marlik cups show similarities in structure, technique, and motifs. Hasanlu, a Mannaean capital, was
important during the 8th century BCE and was contested by the Urartians, who used Talesh’s
mountainous terrain as a route into Mannaean territory.

Urartian inscriptions found in Mannaean lands suggest that by the second half of the 8th century
BCE, Talesh had become a frontier region involved in conflicts. Numerous graves in Tull—some
containing mutilated human and horse remains—support this view. The geographic and political
significance of Toul strengthens the case for cultural exchanges with the Mannaeans.

Dating and Current Location

The Marlik Cup dates to the 10th—11th centuries BCE, while the Hasanlu Cup is from the 8th
century BCE. Both are held at the National Museum of Iran. A bronze bracelet inscribed with the
name of an Urartian king (766—789 BCE) was discovered alongside the Toul object, suggesting a
similar date. The golden object is currently housed in the Rasht Museum of Archaeology.

Physical Features and Material

The Marlik Cup is 17.5 cm tall with a 12 cm diameter. The Hasanlu Cup measures 20 cm in height
and 28 cm in diameter, weighing 950 grams. The Tull object is significantly smaller, at 9.8 cm in
height and 5.8 cm in diameter, and weighs only 80 grams. All three are made of gold.

Decorative Motifs

The Hasanlu Cup features human and animal motifs with mythological and heroic themes. The
Marlik Cup displays zoomorphic and floral motifs with symbolic meanings. In contrast, the Toul
object is adorned with geometric elements—parallel vertical lines, curves, and circles.



The base of the Hasanlu Cup shows four rams around a checkered square, while the Marlik Cup
features geometric motifs. The Toul object depicts four intertwined snakes enclosed in a circle.
Discussion
The smaller size, distinct form, and simpler decoration of the Toul object suggest it may not be a
cup. The base design, however, shares symbolic similarities with the other two artifacts. According
to Barthes (1996), circular motifs often symbolize eternity. In ancient belief systems, especially in
solar cults like Mithraism, circles symbolized divinity and immortality.

The sun god Mithra was central in Iranian mythology before Zoroastrianism. In Mithraism, the
sun was the sixth of seven sacred stages. The circles with central dots on the Toul object may
represent the sun and divine immortality. Circular bands at the object's midsection and base may
also symbolize the sun’s halo.

The interwoven snakes may carry dual symbolism—both divine and demonic, representing
death and rebirth, healing and harm. In ancient myths, snakes guarded paths to immortality, sacred
springs, and treasures. The circle enclosing the snakes could signify protection from evil, as
proposed by Eliade. In Mithraic imagery, snakes often appear wrapped around the sun god,
indicating their sacred role.

If the Toul object dates to the 8th—7th centuries BCE, Mithraic worship may have existed in
Talesh at that time. The discovery of haoma-drinking vessels in the Marlik area supports the
presence of Mithraic rituals in northern Iran. The Avesta, dating from the second millennium BCE,
also references Mithra as a deity of friendship and contracts.

The flat-rimmed, perforated design of the Toul object suggests it may have had an attachment,
further undermining the “cup” hypothesis. Its features and context point instead to a ritual fire
container (a fire altar). Aryan Iranians revered fire as divine and used it in burial rites. In
Mithraism, fire held purifying powers. Reliefs in the Bandiyan Fire Temple show fire altars similar
in shape to the Toul object. Circular motifs with central dots also appear on the garments of figures
performing Mithraic rites in the same temple.

Conclusion

The motifs and dimensions of the Toul object suggest it is not a cup. Its small size supports the
hypothesis that it was used in ritual ceremonies to hold a flame. The object was found in a tomb
with distinct architectural and burial features, indicating high-status individuals, possibly followers
of Mithraism. It may have been placed in the tomb to purify the soul of the deceased or as part of a
funerary rite. A missing component might have

been lost due to the violent and chaotic conditions suggested by other mutilated burials. The
tomb’s incomplete architecture also supports the idea of a rushed burial during conflict.

Given the lack of similar artifacts in other Talesh cemeteries, this golden object might have been
a unique gift, perhaps received by the local ruler from invading powers in exchange for
cooperation. Talesh's mountainous terrain made invasion difficult, adding strategic value to the area
and its leaders. This study aims to provide a foundation for further research into the symbolic
meaning and artistic identity of funerary objects in the Toul cemetery.
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