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Elephants entered Western Asian history in 
the Hellenistic period; earlier Achaemenid 
references are late and likely reflect ethnic 
diversity in the army facing Alexander. 
Actual military use began with the 
Hellenistic dynasts and expanded under the 
Sasanians. Though used in warfare and 
executions, elephants remained marginal in 
Iranian visual culture, with rare depictions 
in sigillography and Taq-e Bustan. In Central 
Asia, elephant imagery ranged from 
naturalistic to stylised, shaped by Kushan 
and Buddhist influences. Linked to royal 
power and narrative art, these motifs spread 
via Sogdiana to Tibet and China.

Elephants in Central Asian and Iranian Art 
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Dr. Pavel Lurje is a research fellow and curator 
at the State Hermitage Museum in St. 
Petersburg. He earned his PhD in Iranian 
languages from Saint Petersburg State 
University in 2004, focusing on Sogdian 
toponymy. From 2004 to 2009, he was a 
postdoctoral fellow at the Austrian Academy of 
Sciences, culminating in the Dictionary of 
Sogdian Proper Names (2010).

Since 2010, he has led the Hermitage’s 
Panjakent archaeological expedition in 
Tajikistan and, since 2020, the Central Iranian 
archaeological expedition. His multidisciplinary 
approach combines written sources, 
archaeology, and related fields to illuminate 
pre-Islamic and early Islamic Central Asia.
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