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The rock reliefs of Sar-e Pol-e Zohab pass have been the focus of numerous
scholarly publications over the past two centuries. From the very beginning,
the strategic importance of this passage in the western Zagros mountains
was clear to the visitors. It has always been one of the key points of the
communication route between the Iranian plateau and the Mesopotamian
plain and therefore had a special political and economic strategic
importance. The presence of cuneiform inscriptions in Akkadian on two of

these reliefs has provided valuable insights into their historical context.
Among them, the relief inscribed by the Lullubi king Anubanini is the most
well-known, owing to its inscription, which explicitly attributes the
monument to him. However, analyzing these texts has not always been
straightforward due to their height and the challenging accessibility of the
inscriptions. In particular, the second inscription, whose author remains

unidentified, has only been studied once, and many aspects of its translation
remain ambiguous. Despite these uncertainties, various hypotheses put forth
in recent decades regarding the ruling king and interpretations of the
inscription have often been accepted as historical facts. This article aims not

only to provide a comprehensive description of all the reliefs at the site and
their scholarly history but also to critically assess the translation of the
inscriptions and the assumptions underlying these interpretations. By doing
so, it seeks to clarify the historical accuracy of these hypotheses for Iranian
scholars. Ultimately, this contribution underscores the necessity of further
research, particularly on the second inscription (relief Sar-e Pol-e Zohab I),
to deepen our understanding of these significant relics in ancient Iranian
history."
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1. Introduction

The Alvand River flows through the Sar-e Pol-e Zohab Pass in the westernmost mountain
ranges of the Zagros in Iran towards Mesopotamia. Since ancient times, the pass has played
an important strategic role in the border area between the Iranian plateau and the
Mesopotamian plain and occupied a key position in the route connecting the two regions.
Control of the pass was therefore of particular economic and political importance.

The morphological features of the pass and its strategic role offered the best conditions for
the installation of rock reliefs, through which the local kings emphasized their claim to this
area and propagandistically displayed their victories over foreign peoples. There are a total of
five reliefs on both sides of the pass, one of which dates from the Parthian period. The other
four reliefs are significantly older. Two of them also have an inscription, although only one
has the name of the king well preserved as (An)Nubanini. In the inscription, (An)Nubanini is
referred to as the king of Lullubum. It has been pointed out that, in view of the deification of
the Zagros rulers in this period, the name of the king could be read Nubanini. The reading
Nuba-ili is also possible. In this case, Nuba could have been a local god.

The reliefs were studied very early by various researchers. Most recently, Barthel Hrouda
treated them in great detail and published important photographs of the reliefs taken by Leo
Trimpelmann. The inscriptions were edited and translated on the basis of the photographs by
D. O. Edzard. The relief of (An)Nubanini (Sar-e Pol-e Zohab II) shows a ruler in a skirt,
armed with a bow and axe, placing one foot on a lying enemy. Opposite him is a goddess,
described in the relief inscription as IStar/Inanna. She is depicted with weapons on her
shoulders and holding two bound men by the rope. Below the relief, six standing bound
prisoners are depicted, the leader of which wears a headdress with vertical grooves. K. M.
Ahmed points out the similarity of the headgear to the variants on the Hurrian seal
impressions and assumes that the captives could be Hurrian peoples.

Historical evidence about (An)Nubanini and his reign is still lacking today, meaning that
exact dating is not yet possible. Previous attempts at dating are therefore based on
iconographic or philological criteria. Based on the iconographic features, the depiction of the
(An)Nubanini relief has been dated from the end of the Akkad period to the time of the Third
Dynasty of Ur. Some scholars even argue in favor of dating it to the Isin-Larsa period or even
to the Old Babylonian period.

Recently, I was able to examine the relief. Thanks to a tip from Mrs. Malihe Mehdiabadi,

who was involved in the restoration of the relief, the names of the defeated man and the leader
of the bound prisoners could be found on their arm. They read: "x?7-ba-§im-ti?1 and i-mi-
rsa?t.
Apart from these names, it was also possible to recognize some cuneiform signs in the
inscription itself that have not yet been taken into account in the publications. It turned out,
for example, that the text ends with a curse formula that only occurs in the inscriptions of
Iddi(n)-Sin from Simurrum. It reads: ki-ma Sa-ma e-bu-ri-im e-li um-ma-ni-Su lu ma-ru-us
(Like rain on the harvest, it may be difficult for his troops).

In the case of the other inscribed relief (Sar-e Pol-e Zohab I), M. F. Walker had assumed
that it could be attributed to Iddi(n)-Sin or his son (An)Zabazuna because of the similarities
that can be observed in the curse formula of the text and in the inscriptions of Iddi(n)-Sin.
Based on this assumption, D. Frayne added the name of (An)Zabazuna in the first column of
the inscription of Sar-e Pol-e Zohab I and arranged the inscription among the texts from
Simurrum. We now know that the similarity of the curse formula of Relief 1 with the
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inscriptions of Iddi(n)-Sin cannot be used as a convincing argument for the attribution of
Relief I, because (An)Nubanini also used a characteristic curse formula of Simurrum in his
inscription (Relief II).

In an inscribed stela of Iddi(n)-Sin recently found near Sulaymaniyah, Ahmed assumes that
the name of (An)Nubanini can be read at the end of the first column. The name has not been
completely preserved, so that only the last three cuneiform signs are recognizable. If this
assumption is correct, then (An)Nubanini would have reigned before Iddi(n)-Sin. Walker and
Frayne's speculation about Relief I in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab and the attribution of this relief to
Iddi(n)-Sin or his son (An)Zabazuna has been perceived as historical fact in recent years. It is
possible that it was indeed a relief of the aforementioned rulers from Simurrum. Nevertheless,
it must be borne in mind that this assumption is not certain. A direct examination of the
inscription on Relief I could verify this hypothesis and clarify whether the pass at Sar-e Pol-e
Zohab was really used by both (Anu)nubanini and the kings of Simurrum to erect the victory
monuments.

The composition of the figures is similar in reliefs II (of (An)Nubanini), III and IV in Sar-e
Pol-e Zohab and in the monuments of Iddi(n)-Sin, in which they depict the victorious ruler in
front of a goddess. In contrast, relief I in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab was made without the image of
the goddess according to the scheme of the Naram-Sin stela. In summary, it can be stated that
the (An)nubanini relief is very close to the monuments from Simurrum. This assumption is
supported by the recently discovered curse formula, which also appears in the inscription of
Iddi(n)-Sin, the king of Simurrum. Relief I, had a similar inscription, but shows iconographic
differences. The previous arguments are not sufficient to place this relief in a historical
context. A more detailed examination of the image and the inscription is necessary for this

purpose.
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“Und gerade wie in Bozen das Tor der Alpen, 6ffnet sich hier dem Wanderer das Tor
von Iran, das Tor von Asien iliberhaupt. Wir stehen mitten auf der grofen und
einzigen natiirlichen Strafle, die seit der Morgenddmmerung der Geschichte vom
Mittelmeer {iber die babylonischen Ebenen nach Hochland von Iran und weiter tiber
den Pamir und Tibet, das Dach der Welt, oder durch Ost-Turkistan nach dem fernen
China fiihrte. Berichtet schon die Brennerstrale von einer alten, ruhmvollen und
herzbeklemmenden Geschichte, so kiindet dieses Tor von Asien fast die Geschichte
der alten Menschheit: Fiinf Jahrtausende ist diese Strafie alt. Fiinf Jahrtausende
haben ihre Schrift in diese Felswinde geschrieben. Und wiahrend wir die
Felsdenkmale am Tore von Asien betrachten, erstehen die finf Jahrtausende wieder
zum Leben. Es ist, als haben ihre Schopfer das leidenschaftlich erstrebte Ziel
erreicht: die Vergénglichkeit alles Irdischen zu tiberwinden, den Tod zu besiegen und
ihren Namen und ihren Ruhm in alle Ewigkeit zu verkiinden, durch Denkmale
dauernder denn Erz.”



YYf YA 2le oylosds AFY lno) g sml oF 5yl 8 Jlw (o, pole sliiung

bulyd o Cusl (b e @ly 3 S (o0 Cummo ol I e o (lojlyy
o it aste Sluogad S0 S)le 4wl 0)gl Wy 1)y o ddlaie oLl
Kl S il dbogoe ol (Simyd sl Sy @ pS SSS p 1) (ol i
Cd w2 ldl i byl Y
dgioe caidlaie (g (SlinsS e 4 olpl O )3 (L)) (glael) 4l 4y i L
ly 33,5 5ol Wi )S 5 aailisg, ppme doyd haid o STy anb ;5 logas 5 cul
o 253 5 5 63,55 ot 8 Sl (3o o 53 ol ) o558 cazila e a3
o)y o oS 1Y ooy 4335 bl slaoly b atlia T s s e <
S pSinia |y oot Lyl (gd b Alg5 e bt 39590 4LSIS (slmokuw jI Lnoly
WP Jlo 3 glpl 0pf dilate (cw)p plin (il &7 €5 (lgion 500l
dibie Ll Llpd (slnoy &5 038 i |y (b)) laoly &ly 1> (o2Mhe
O 335 el b daily )3 gl i3S o ]38 ool 3550 Sy Jle Gl ) 5 bl
aw Gyl OM Caons & 58 g g yle Byl el g slisle)S g Clad ddlate
b oo 5l Olad o I oS am3 00 ()55 daogS” 4y 5l (835 (gl |y jeae
£3Y o 2 5 sl %03 Sile & iasie e oltileS & colegyd g 0
03)5 oo Wl (L)l a5 (gl (i ool 9 )30 o oo 51 1l 0392
Sy &y 095 e &S 0390 Vgl 39, lr oo Blypy o) ol
oy dbd 29y 4 U 00,8 5L gyl Gy slaciid

235 ly oo dome jlpd 5l Al gyl kb & 5150 0535 e Sl &
s 3 ol 31550 gm0 51y oS ppllnn slatidy e 5 cnyle
S Shy Olsie oS a8 | g el S0 sgm g wB3g) O gyt
B ojlsen Clad o &5 0ud cage Shy (il 25 oo yae ol Ll
Q@ guxo cpl p s e S ] g5k o ol M8 o bls)l pllas jo ol
s 85 sl 1 sl 039y il 3blie oy ookl bl bl ine
Gilises oals dul, e ) Wlodgy LigS (o » Sy csly dibio plSs oS
2 e S abul e cpl croysro o505 pl Slod Wil 4 ole, 55K
)5 B o > 505 305 53 5 (o o Cams 53 0S5 33 gpuine
g 3l 5 Ay asds O ol egMe ilords  plolis Mo i pgd B,l5e
@ el cnl 3l 3529 ¥ Bled o) S 5 3 Brdoser Cwew Sk



Sbd b s gl S Yo

*5_\’\ //_\x

uLm.) J)).w » ‘Jbo)l.ii&u L;)S)I,e J.>u :) Rpal
Figure 1: Location of the reliefs in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab.
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“Here, upon either side of the river are tablets sculptured on the rock, two on the
right bank and one on the left; the execution is most rude, and they are now nearly
obliterated yet sufficient is still visible of their design to denote with certainty a
Sasanian origin.”
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“It represents a figure in a short tunic and round cap, armed, with a shield upon his
left arm, and a club resting upon the ground in his right, who tramples with his left
foot upon a prostrate enemy; a prisoner with his hands bound behind him, equal in
stature to the victor king, stands in front of him, and in the background are four
naked figures kneeling in a suppliant posture, and of a less size, to represent the
followers of the captive monarch; the platform upon which this group is disposed is
supported on the heads and hands of a row of pigmy figures, in the same manner as
we see at the royal tombs of Persepolis.”
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Figure 2: The first drawings of the relief II at Sar-e Pol-e Zohab
(Right: Rawlinson, 1865: 436; Left: Flandin, Coste, 1851: P1. 208 A).
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Figure 3: Flandin and Coste's drawings of reliefs I, III, IV and Parthian (Flandin,
Coste, 1851: PI. 208).
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Figure 4: Drawing of the Sar-e Pol-e Zohab pass in 1840 (Flandin, Coste, 1851: PL
207).
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Figure 5: Drawing of structures at Sar-e Pol-e Zohab in 1840 (Flandin, Coste, 1851:
PL. 206).
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Figure 6: Two of the earliest drawings of relief II at Sar-e Pol-e Zohab (Right: De
Morgan, 1896: Fig. 148; Left: De Morgan, Scheil, 1893: Fig. 6).
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Figure 7: De Morgan's published image of inscription of the relief II (De Morgan,
1896: PI. XI).
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“From the Akkadian inscription we may infer the time of Naram Sin of Akkad as the
date of the rock-sculpture.”
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Figure 8: Two drawings by Herzfeld (Left: Herzfeld 1920, Fig. 1; Right: Herzfeld,
1941: Fig. 297).
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Figure 9: Drawing and photograph of the relief I (Herzfeld, 1920: Abb. 2 & Taf. IV,
left).
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Figure 10: Drawings from the last decades of the (An)Nubanini relief (Left: Hrouda
et al., 1976: Taf. 5a; Right: Vanden Berghe, 1983: Fig. 1).
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Figure 11: Relief I at Sar-e Pol-e¢ Zohab (Right: Hrouda et al., 1976: Taf. 1; Left:
Postgate, Roaf, 1997: Fig. 6).
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Figure 12: Inscription of the relief I at Sar-e Pol-e Zohab (Hrouda et al., 1976: Taf.
6a).
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Figure 13: Relief IT (" Anubanini") in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab (drawing by the author).
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Figure 14: Details of Relief II in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab (photos by the author).
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Figure 15: Details of Relief II in Sar-e Pol-e Zohab (photos by the author).
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Figure 16: Names written on the arms of the defeated people (Right: Person lying
under the foot of the king; Left: The front captive in the bottom row).
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Figure 17: Copy of the inscription of the relief II at Sar-e Pol-e Zohab by the author
(with minor changes: Mofidi-Nasrabadi, 2004: Fig. 5).
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Figure 17 : The scene of the victory of Naram-Sin over the Lulubians in the
Zagros region (Strommenger, Hirmer, 1962: Taf. 122).
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Figure 19 : Reliefs from the Western Zagros region; 1: Darband Gavar (Postgate,
Roaf, 1997: Fig. 5); 2: Sheikhan (Postgate, Roaf, 1997: Fig. 4); 3: Stele of Iddi(n)-
Sin (Shaffer et al, 2003: Fig. 6).
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