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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The present study aims to interpret the symbolic meaning of
the inverted ribbon attached to the royal bow on Sasanian silver plates and
to examine its connection with the deity “Vayu” and the reinterpretation of
the myth of “Arash the Archer.” The central research question is how Vayu
and the myth of Arash are represented in the visual depiction on these silver
plates and what symbolic and political layers are embedded in the reversed
direction of the royal bow’s ribbon. To address this question, Friedrich Schlei-
ermacher’s hermeneutic approach was employed, emphasizing understanding
the linguistic and symbolic layers of the image, reconstructing the historical
context, and uncovering the intent of the “visual author,” thereby enabling a
precise interpretation of visual signs.

In the political theology of the Sasanian period, art was a fundamental tool for
legitimizing royal power, and the deliberate choice of symbols carried polit-
ical and religious messages. Among metal artifacts, only the king and crown
prince are depicted with bow and arrow, implicitly linking these images to the
myth of Arash. A key element of this representation is the small, wind-inflated
ribbon, which, unlike other ribbons in the image, blows in the opposite direc-
tion and conveys a meaning beyond mere decoration.

This study follows a descriptive-analytical method, based on textual sources
and field examination of ten silver plates selected according to three criteria:
the presence of bow and arrow, depiction of the king as hunter, and appear-
ance of ribbons. Hermeneutic analysis indicates that the inverted ribbon vis-
ually embodies the divine force of “Vayu,” a deity revived during the Sasani-
an period, whose presence in art can be identified through wind-like elements.
This sign represents Vayu’s supportive power guiding the king’s arrow and
transforms the hunting scene into a ritual-political reenactment of the myth of
Arash. Consequently, Sasanian silver plates can be regarded as “visual texts”
in which myth, theology, and politics are integrated in a coherent and pur-
poseful structure.
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Sasanian art represents one of the most complex symbolic systems in the
history of Iranian art, where images were not merely depictions of reality
but consciously employed to convey political, religious, and mythological
concepts. Among the artworks of this period, silver plates occupy a promi-
nent position, as royal hunting scenes are carefully composed and, alongside
decorative elements, convey layers of meaning and symbols of power. One
less-explored feature of these works is the presence of ribbons on weapons,
crowns, and sometimes the bodies of royal figures. The ribbon attached to
the king’s bow-especially when blown in a direction opposite to the overall
flow of the image-is superficially simple but deeply symbolic, offering new
insights into the semantic system of Sasanian art.

In Iranian cosmology, wind and its invisible force have long carried divine
and mythological significance. The deity “Vayu,” symbolizing wind, transi-
tion, boundaries, and the mediating force between life and death, is present in
ancient Iranian traditions, but in the Sasanian period, his position in religious
and political texts was revived, giving him a central role in official theology.
Simultaneously, the myth of “Arash the Archer,” recounting the delineation
of Iran’s borders through the arrow shot, is a foundational element of collec-
tive Iranian identity. The role of wind in guiding Arash’s arrow and its con-
nection to Vayu is of particular importance within the Iranian mythological
framework. This conceptual convergence of bow, arrow, wind, and territorial
boundary provides a basis for tracing this connection in official Sasanian art.
The significance of this study lies in the fact that previous research on Sasa-
nian silver plates has largely focused on describing hunting scenes, stylistic
analysis, or technical aspects, whereas the symbolic role of the wind-inflated
ribbon and its relation to Vayu and the Arash myth has not yet been examined
from a semantic or hermeneutic perspective. Analysis of this symbol reveals
hidden layers of Sasanian political theology, demonstrating that royal hunting
scenes were not merely displays of the king’s skill but also ritualistic reenact-
ments of legitimizing mythological structures.

The revival of myths in this period, by reanimating the heroic spirit and
demonstrating divine support for the king-especially from Vayu and Tish-
trya-produced imagery reminiscent of Arash the Archer on silver plates. Fur-
thermore, it was necessary for these newly emphasized elements to manifest
in other social and religious domains of the time; hence, the presence of Vayu
in reliefs and silver vessels is observable. The distinctive artistic language of
the period facilitated communication between royal legitimacy and the public.
Sasanian art, beyond visual display, was deeply intertwined with the religious
and political structures of its time. Analysis of hunting plates shows that these
works were not merely decorative but conveyed religious and governmental
messages. Sasanian kings employed this art to reinforce their legitimacy, with
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