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Abstract
An archival photograph from the Qajar period (1896), preserved at t Palage in Tehran,
depicts a rock-cut tomb known as Hulegu Khan’s Cave in northwest tomb features a
relief of a lion and a bull carved on its facade. The relief appear; istinctive, possibly

image carries a symbolic concept and represents a myt cal steuggle. This study aims to
explore the significance of the symbolic relief at the e Khan’s Cave. The authors
propose that this scene depicts a Mithraic theme, amples attested from China
to Europe; its closest parallel in terms of image cut tomb of Myra in Turkey. The

findings indicate that the relief likel ic meaning associated with Mithraism in
its unique eastern and Iranian formgA on of this rock-cut tomb and its relief
is currently unknown, the mo 1 : elief in the god Mithra in northwestern

Iran. This aligns with interp ndlngs from the Zahhak Castle Complex regarding
Mithraic worship in the region.

Keywords: Maragheh, Hulegu Khan’s Cave, Golestan Palace Archive, Qajar Period, Rock-Cut
tomb, Mithra.

Introduction

depicting Abdoliossein Mirza Farmanfarma, the ruler of northwestern Iran, visiting the area near
Maragheh. This historical photograph shows a man-made, roughly square-shaped rock-cut cave
referred to as “Hulegu Khan's Cave” in the image’s brief caption (Fig.1).
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Fig. 1: Hulegu Khan's Cave in Maraﬁeh

of alion and a bull (after: Golestan Palace World Heritage Site).

According to the caption, the cave was
standing beside the cave entrance. While
was located near the Jaghatu River (moder,
location remains unk

vered and exposed at that time. A person is depicted
hotograph’s caption indicates that the monument
day Zarrineh Rud) in the Maragheh region, its current
It has not been reported in archaeological surveys of the area. It is
hich was buried before its discovery during the Qajar period, was
it after being initially unearthed. Given that no trace of the
today, and the only related evidence- a photo from the Golestan
ntly become available to researchers, this study represents the first
han's Cave following its discovery.

e cave, a relief is carved, depicting a bull with crescent-shaped horns on
n the left, facing each other. To fully comprehend the characteristics of this
is important to consider its features, including its rock-cut nature and a relief

the right and a
man-made cave
on its upper facade.

The monument is reminiscent of pre-Islamic rock-cut tombs, many of which have been identified
from the Levant to Iran. In western Iran, rock-cut tombs are mainly attributed to the first
millennium BCE and, with a few exceptions, are undecorated and devoid of relief. Although the
Donalar rock-cut tomb in Paphlagonia, attributed to the Achaemenid period, features a carved
relief of a bull and a lion (von Gall, 1966; Summerer and von Kienlin, 2010), the closest example
to the so-called Hulegu Khan's Cave is the rock-cut tomb at Myra in Turkey, which has a similar
carved relief of a lion and a bull on its fagade (Fig.2, see Texier, 1849: PI. 225). Other comparable
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examples include scenes of lion-bull combat on the Xanthus sarcophagus, the lion tomb at
Xanthus, and on a stone base from Loryma, all located in Asia Minor (Novakova, 2014: figs. 8d,
10; Shear, 1914: pl. IV).
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Fig.2: View of the Myra rock-cut tomb in Tur
pl. 225).

Traces of Mithra in Hulegu Khan’s Cave Relief
The Mithraic cult ha ous adherents in the ancient world, extending from Central Asia to

Mithraism in e relatively distinct imagery associated with the Mithraic cult there, which
differs from that urope. In Roman Mithraeums, the most prominent depiction of Mithra shows
him in human feérm, killing a bull; however, this imagery has never been attested in the Iranian
Mithraic cult (Frey 1978). Apart from the relief of Ardashir Il at Tag-e Bustan (Ghirshman 1962:
190, fig. 233, the reverse of coins from the Parthian kings Mithradates II (Sarkhosh Curtis et al.
2020: 66-67), Orodes II, Paraates IV, and Artabanus II (Sinisi 2017: 24), the Sasanian king
Ohrmazd I (Alram and Gyselen 2012: 143; Grenet 2016), graffiti motifs on plaster at Bandyan-e
Dargaz (Rahbar 2017), and the rock paintings of Daya Cave (Alibaigi et al. 2023), Iranian Mithra
(Mihr) has not been identified in an anthropomorphic (human) form as seen in Roman Mithraism.
However, findings outside present-day Iran, particularly in eastern regions such as northwestern
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Pakistan and Central Asia, reveal seals and coins bearing the image of Mithra. These examples are
most commonly found in the Bactrian and Kushan cultural spheres (Callieri 1990; Grenet 2016).

Scholars believe that Iranian Mithra, unlike his Roman counterpart, who is often depicted as a
young man killing a bull, was typically symbolised by animal images such as the eagle and the
lion from the Achaemenid to the early Islamic period (Zare 2008; see also Vermaseren 2001; Bivar
1998). A notable example is the fighting scene between a lion and a bull depicted in the
Achaemenid reliefs of Persepolis, which may symbolise the conflict between Mithra and a bull.

Bivar suggests that this scene could be a manifestation of the god of death (Bivar 1998; Ataii 2010;
Bahadori 2015). The stone sarcophagus of Yu Hong in East Asia, which is engraved with the image

rock-cut tomb of Myra in Turkey, a scene of a lion-bull fight, similar to t
Khan’s Cave, is carved on the upper facade of the tomb (see Fig.2), clearly
convey a similar concept. David H. Bivar, when comparing scenes_@f lion-bull figh#ing and
tauroctony, proposes that people in antiquity likely viewed these t iti
similar iconographic theme. In other words, the fight between the{hi
carries the same iconographic meaning as tauroctony (Bivar 1998).

bull essentially
Arthur Lincoln

bull, it was never a mere animal fight but was always symhi ious. At a very early date,
it took on an astrological meaning. The bull, the "aut ion afd resurrection,” was killed
by the solar lion, representing the sun’s intense structive heat. Perseus, the
Destroyer, was called the winged lion, and Mithr as'the lion, merely taking the place
of the lion on the back of the bull as angfifhnop ic substitute” (Frothingham 1918: 64).
TN ) g VA o0 77 o D / = T R ,{ > \
% | [ RN D
%w AN Q ‘,iii""k"
0 o )
: )
o=
S
g o/
7 i
)
N )
& g
g |
)
£ R
: PR S0 2 td o BRI

Fig. 3: Relief of a lion and a bull on the stone sarcophagus of Yu Hong, China (after: Grenet 2016: fig. 10).



Iranian Journal of Archaeological Studies

Among the so-called “Greek Imperial coinage”, bronze coins minted in Tarsus during the reign of
Gordian 111 (238-244 AD) prominently feature the Tauroctony scene, which depicts Mithra in
human form (Bivar, 1998). Notably, another bronze issue under the same ruler replaces the human
representation of Mithra with the motif of a lion attacking a bull (Bivar, 1998; fig. 16; cf. Fig. 4).
The coexistence of these two motifs within the same mint and chronological context suggests that
the lion-and-bull combat may serve as a symbolic substitute for the Tauroctony, conveying a
closely related, if not identical, ideological theme.

Interestingly, in the Moci¢i Mithraeum in Croatia, a scene carved on the facade of the cave depicts
Mithra in human form killing a bull (Sanader 2008: fig.14) (Fig.5). Therefore, this suggests that,
in Hulegu Khan’s Cave, the scene of the fight between the lion and the bull also ys the same
thematic message, with Mithra appearing in his animal form, that is, as a lion tly, this
relief should also be considered a symbol of Mithra. In a different interpretati
Mithra should be viewed as a god of death. This might explain his pres

as those found in the Maragheh rock-cut tomb and the Myra cemeterﬁ'n Turkey.

Fig. 4: The reverse of tw Gordian I11 from Tarsus, a) Mithra killing a bull, b) Lion killing a bull (after: Bivar
1998: figs. 15 and 16
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Fig. 6: Map showing the location of rock-cut tombs and stone bases with a symbolic image of Mithra killing the bull
(after: Google Earth 10/10/2025, modified by authors).

Conclusion
The Qajar-period photograph from the Golestan Palace archive reveals the entrance to Hulegu

Khan’s Cave in Maragheh, a pre-Islamic rock-cut tomb in western Iran, where a significant number
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of such tombs can be observed. Above the entrance, there is a relief depicting Mithra in his animal
form, specifically a lion fighting a bull. In Iranian art, Mithra is consistently represented through
animal imagery, particularly that of the lion. Thus, the authors suggest that this tomb is related to
the Mithraic cult, with the closest parallel in imagery found in the rock-cut tomb of Myra in
Turkey. Evidently, this burial tradition, characterised by both large and small rock-cut tombs
adorned with reliefs depicting a lion attacking a bull, was prevalent in Asia Minor. However, there
IS no evidence to indicate that this tradition was common in present-day Iran. Therefore, it appears
that the Maragheh tomb is currently the easternmost known example of this type of tomb that
features a symbolic image of Mithra killing the bull (Fig. 6). If this connection is correct, this tomb,
like the others, should probably be attributed to the Greek-Roman period.

Acknowledgement
We would like to thank the director of Golestan Palace, Ms Afarin Ema
to publish the historical photograph of Hulegu Khan’s Cave.

or granting pefmission

Bibliography

Alibaigi, S., I. Rezaei, F. Moradi, S. Haruta, J. Macginni
2023.“Daya Cave: A Place of Worship for the Mesopsg
Central Zagros Mountain, Iran.” American Journa
https://doi.org/10.1086/724659

Alram, M., & R. Gyselen. 2012. Sylloge Nummor,
Il. Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sgi

Atai, M. T. 2010. “Traces of Mithte
Persepolis.” Bastanpazhouhi

Bahadori, A. 2015. “Persepofitar & : se of Mehrgan.” Ancient West and East
4:51-71. https://doi.org/10.2143/A

Bivar, A.D.H. 1998. The Personaliti ithra in Archaeology and Literature. New York:
Bibliotheca Persica.

#& SH. Khosravi.
Persian Gods in the West
eology 127(3): 419-435.
NS) 2: Ohrmazd 1.-Ohrmazd

rvey of Bull Motif on a Sherd from

Seal in the British
Frey, R. N. 1978.

m.” East and West 40: 79-98. https://www. jstor.org/stable/29756925
in Iranian Archaeology.” In J. Duchesne-Guillimin (ed.), Etudes
es International, Téhéran, du ler au 8 septembre 1975, Acta

Ghirshman, R. Iran: Parthians and Sasanians. London: Hoffman.

Grenet, F. 20167 “Mithra II. Iconography in Iran and Central Asia.” In E. Yarshater (ed.),
Encyclopedia Iranica, Online Edition. Available at: iranicaonline.org/articles/Mithra-
2iconography-in-iran-and-central-asia.

Labbaf Khaniki, M. 2012. “Comparative Analysis of a Particular Form in Troglodytic
Architecture: Iranian Mehrabeh and Roman Mithraeum.” Athar 58(1): 94-108 [In Persian].
Novakova, L. 2014. “Common Themes in Funerary Art: Contribution to the Hellenistic Tomb
Decoration in South-West Coast of Asia Minor.” In M. Novotna, W. Jobst, M. Dufkova, K.
Kuzmova, & V. Varsik (eds.), Anodos, Studies of the Ancient World 11, Proceedings of the



Iranian Journal of Archaeological Studies

International Conference Arts and Crafts over the Passage of time (From the Bronze Age to the
Late Antiquity), Trnava: Trnava University, 223-235.

Rahbar, M. 2017. “Ritual Miniature Motifs on the Ossuaries of Bandyan Fire Temple.” In Sh.
Aryamanesh (ed.), Sarv-e Simin, Distinguished Scholars of Cultural Heritage of Iran (3),
Special Edition in Honor of Simin Daneshvar. Tehran: Research Institute of Cultural Heritage
and Tourism, 209-240 [In Persian].

Sanader, M. 2008. “On the Cults of Antiquity in Croatia.” Vjesnik za Arheologiju i Povijest
Dalmatinsku 101(1): 157-186. https://hrcak.srce.hr/index.php/31106

Sarkhosh Curtis, V., A. Magub, E.J. Pendleton, & E.C.D. Hopkins. 2020. Sylloge Nummorum
Parthicorum (SNP) 2: Mithradates Il. Vienna: Austrian Academy of Scienc

Schmidt, E.F. 1953. Persepolis I, Structures. Reliefs. Inscriptions. Ol
University of Chicago.

Shear, T.L. 1914. “A Sculptured Basis form Loryma.” American Jour
285-296.

Sinisi, F. 2017. “A Seal Imprint from Old Nisa and the (Apolloni hy of Mithra.”
Studia Iranica 46(1): 9-30.

Summerer, L., & A. Von Kienlin. 2010. “Achaemenid Impeg

3. Paris: Nabu.

Texier, C. 1849. Description
https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.4674
Vermaseren, M. 2001. Aeyn-e Mithra i ieu Mysterieux, 2nd ed., Paris-Bruxelles,

1966). Translated by B. Naderzad
Von Gall, H. 1966. Die Papfilag
Beihefte.

Zare, Sh. 2009. “Is Eagle a Zoomorp
[In Persian].

bol of the God Mithra?”” Bastanpazhouhi 3(2): 77-92




