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Abstract:

Architecture constitutes a prominent part of the history of Iranian art, which has always attracted considerable attention, leaving behind
remarkable masterpieces. The architecture of the Achaemenid period represents one of the most brilliant eras in the architectural history of
Iran. This architecture is adorned with valuable motifs whose contemplation allows for a deeper understanding of the spirit of art and
architecture of that age. It appears that the figures and motifs in the architecture of this period, in addition to their external manifestations,
embody deeper meanings and concepts intimately connected with the human psyche. The present study aims to decode these motifs through
a psychoanalytic approach, analyzing the architectural representations of the Achaemenid period based on the views of the Swiss psychologist
Carl Gustav Jung. According to Jung, the human psyche consists of three levels, the deepest of which is the collective unconscious. Jung
referred to the contents of the collective unconscious as archetypes, which are reflected symbolically in literary and artistic works. He
conducted extensive studies on symbols and maintained that everything in the world can acquire a symbolic meaning. This research seeks to
align Jung’s theory concerning the manifestation of archetypes in the form of symbols with the motifs of Achaemenid architecture and
attempts to answer the question of how the influence of the collective unconscious can be interpreted in these architectural motifs and in what
ways the archetypes are reflected in them. The research method is analytical-comparative, and the data are qualitative in nature, derived from
documentary and library sources. The findings indicate that the motifs of Achaemenid architecture, beyond their decorative aspect, contain
symbolic meanings rooted in archetypes and the memories of the collective unconscious. These symbols are reflected in architectural design
through abstract and composite representations of animals, plants, numbers, and sacred shapes.
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Extended Abstract

The study entitled Reading the Motifs of Achaemenid Architectural Works Based on Jung’s Archetypal Theory investigates
the symbolic depth of Achaemenid architectural motifs through the lens of analytical psychology. Iranian architecture has long
served as a mirror of the nation's cultural and artistic identity, and the Achaemenid era represents one of the most remarkable
epochs in this continuum (1). The architectural works of this period are adorned with rich motifs that not only possess aesthetic
significance but also carry profound spiritual and psychological connotations. These motifs, which once represented clear
cultural messages to contemporary observers, have over time become semantically obscured (2). While extensive studies have
been conducted on the typology and technical aspects of Achaemenid architecture, fewer efforts have explored its symbolic
and psychological dimensions (3). Building upon the theories of Carl Gustav Jung, this research interprets Achaemenid motifs
as manifestations of archetypal imagery—universal forms embedded within the collective unconscious of humankind. Jung’s
psychoanalytic model divides the psyche into three layers: the conscious mind, the personal unconscious, and the collective
unconscious, the last of which contains inherited memories and mythic symbols. The study assumes that these archetypal
structures are materialized in artistic and architectural representations as symbolic expressions that transcend temporal and
cultural boundaries (4). Accordingly, this paper aims to elucidate how these archetypes manifest in Achaemenid architectural

designs and to uncover the ways in which the collective unconscious influences the symbolic formation of these motifs.
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The research draws upon an interdisciplinary framework combining art history, psychoanalysis, and comparative
symbolism. Its methodological foundation rests on analytical-comparative inquiry with qualitative data derived from
documentary and library sources. By juxtaposing Jung’s theory of archetypes with the symbolic elements present in
Achaemenid art, the study identifies specific motifs whose recurring presence signifies the psychological underpinnings of
Iranian spirituality. In this framework, the archetype serves as a bridge between the individual and the collective, mediating
unconscious patterns through artistic creation (5). Previous studies on Iranian architecture have mainly highlighted stylistic and
structural characteristics (6-8), whereas the present research integrates Jungian psychoanalytic insight to decode the mythic
essence of architectural ornamentation. The research acknowledges early references to Achaemenid mythological creatures by
Ker Porter and Ussher in the nineteenth century (9, 10), followed by more comprehensive works such as Briant’s seminal study
of 2002 (11). Nevertheless, the psychological reading of Achaemenid iconography remains underexplored. By applying Jung’s
conceptual apparatus, particularly his interpretation of symbols as psychic condensations of collective memory (13), the study
situates architectural motifs within the broader cultural system of Iranian myth and ritual.

The conceptual foundation of this research rests on two principal Jungian notions: the collective unconscious and the
archetype. The collective unconscious, as the deepest stratum of the psyche, is a repository of ancestral experiences and
universal patterns of thought shared among all humanity (14). Archetypes are the primordial images inhabiting this domain—
timeless templates of meaning that find expression through symbols, myths, and art (15). Jung asserts that symbols are the
language of the unconscious, allowing the intangible to manifest in perceptible form (16). Artistic creation, therefore, represents
a dialogue between the conscious and unconscious dimensions of the human spirit (17). In this context, Achaemenid
architecture functions as a collective mirror reflecting the archetypal heritage of ancient Iran. Through symbolic figures—such
as the winged human, the lion, and the lotus—Achaemenid artists externalized profound metaphysical concepts like rebirth,
cosmic order, and divine kingship. This approach aligns with Jung’s assertion that all cultural symbols ultimately trace back to
psychic prototypes existing within the collective unconscious.

The study’s analytical focus extends to specific motifs in Achaemenid art that exemplify the symbolic transference of mythic
narratives from earlier Iranian traditions, particularly Mithraism and Zoroastrianism. Mithraic worship emphasized cosmic
dualities—light and darkness, life and death—through ritual symbolism (18, 19). lconographically, the slaying of the bull by
Mithra represented the cyclical process of death and regeneration, a theme later echoed in the Achaemenid depiction of the lion
attacking the bull (21). Similarly, Zoroastrian theology introduced the moral dichotomy of Spenta Mainyu and Angra Mainyu,
corresponding to good and evil forces shaping the cosmos (25, 26). These religious philosophies collectively informed the
symbolic language of Achaemenid architecture, where motifs such as the sun disk, winged figures, and floral emblems
encapsulated the interplay between divine order and material creation (27). The recurrence of sacred natural elements—fire,
water, air, and earth—reflects the ancient Iranian reverence for cosmic harmony (23, 30, 31). Symbolic depictions of trees,
mountains, and celestial objects on Achaemenid reliefs embody not only mythological but also archetypal dimensions, serving
as visual mediators between the earthly and the divine (28, 34).

Furthermore, animal figures such as the lion, bull, and eagle constitute archetypal embodiments of power, fertility, and
transcendence within the Achaemenid symbolic lexicon. The lion represents solar vitality and royal authority (35, 38), the bull
signifies fertility and life-renewal (39), and the eagle conveys divine vision and spiritual ascent (41). These motifs functioned
as metaphors for the cyclical nature of existence and the hierarchical order of the cosmos. Other symbolic creatures, such as

the dog, goat, and rooster, encapsulated moral and cosmic principles drawn from Indo-Iranian mythic archetypes (26, 42, 45).
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The recurrence of these animal symbols across multiple Achaemenid sites demonstrates a deliberate codification of archetypal
imagery intended to evoke the universal language of myth. Even numerical and geometric symbols—particularly the numbers
four, seven, and twelve—encode metaphysical correspondences relating to the elements, planetary spheres, and zodiacal cycles
(23, 34). Circular and cruciform forms, as observed in the Nagsh-e Rustam tombs and royal iconography, signify wholeness,
infinity, and cosmic balance (44, 46). Such recurring geometric archetypes affirm Jung’s thesis that symbolic structures in art
express the psychological need for integration and self-realization.

A comparative reading of Achaemenid architectural sites such as Pasargadae, Persepolis, and Susa reveals a coherent
symbolic program uniting the empire’s monumental art. The winged figure of Cyrus at Pasargadae, the lion-and-bull motif of
the Apadana staircase, and the lotus blossoms adorning the columns and capitals collectively exemplify the projection of
archetypal themes onto architectural space (12, 47). These motifs were not merely ornamental but functioned as sacred signs
mediating between kingship and divinity. For instance, the twelve-petaled rosette—a recurring pattern across the Achaemenid
palatial complex—represents cosmic continuity and eternal prosperity (23). The winged solar disk, emblematic of Farrah Izadi
(divine glory), denotes the bestowed legitimacy of the king’s authority (44). Similarly, the integration of animals and human-
animal hybrids, such as the lamassu-like gate guardians with eagle wings and lion bodies, embodies the synthesis of intellect,
power, and divine protection. Each symbolic composition corresponds to a specific archetype—»be it the Hero, the Father, or
the Self—illustrating Jung’s proposition that art externalizes internal psychic dynamics. The Achaemenid artists, by translating
these archetypes into material form, not only immortalized their theological worldview but also inscribed the collective memory
of an entire civilization into stone.
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