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Abstract

The pearl motif stands out as one of the most prominent and widely used decorative
elements in Sasanian art, with its diverse reflections evident in the cultural and artistic
works of the era. This study aims to explore the significance and position of this motif
in Sasanian decorative arts, analyzing it as one of the most notable designs employed
in royal ornaments and as a sacred or meaningful symbol. The research adopts a
fundamental approach, utilizing descriptive and comparative-analytical methods, with
data collected through library-based studies. Findings reveal that the use of the pearl
motif in Sasanian art extended beyond mere decoration, serving as a symbolic, spiritual,
and royal element. The analysis indicates that the motif was deeply connected with
Zoroastrian beliefs, representing farr-e izadi (divine glory). This symbolic motif was
extensively featured in various decorative arts, including silk textiles, gold and silver
vessels, coins, and architectural adornments such as stucco and wall paintings. The
use of the pearl motif emphasized themes such as royal legitimacy, divine sanctity,
and the aspiration for increased divine favor, ultimately leading to greater prosperity
and success. The results highlight that the pearl motif, by bridging religious and social
values, became a cornerstone of Sasanian decorative arts and a powerful symbol of the
interconnectedness between humanity, the divine, and the royal order during this period.
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Introduction

The motif of the pearl in Sasanian art stands out as one of the most prominent and widely
used elements in the artistic decorations of this period. Beyond its decorative aspects, it
served as a symbol of spirituality and royalty. Despite its significance, existing studies
have not comprehensively analyzed its meanings and applications. The symbolic use
of pearls in art emphasized royal legitimacy, divine sanctity, and the attainment of
khvarenah (divine glory) and greater prosperity. This paper demonstrates how pearls, as
a significant symbol, established a profound connection between humans, deities, and
the royal system.

Despite the importance of pearls in the Sasanian era, current research lacks a
thorough analysis of their meanings and functions in Sasanian art. This study explores
the roles of pearls in Sasanian art, examining their association with the spiritual and
social values of the time. It also highlights how this symbolic element reflected the
relationship between humans, divine beings, and the royal order. The primary goal of
this research is to analyze the significance and role of the pearl motif in Sasanian art.
It aims to show how this motif, beyond its decorative purposes, embodied spiritual
and social meanings and served as a symbol of khvarenah and royal legitimacy in
artistic works.

This study also investigates the various applications of the pearl motif in Sasanian
decorative arts, including textiles, vessels, coins, and architectural ornamentation.
It examines its connections to Zoroastrian beliefs and its impact on the social and
religious values of Sasanian society. Moreover, it analyzes how the pearl motif was
used to emphasize royal legitimacy and to secure prosperity and well-being, while also
exploring the bond between humans, divine entities, and the royal system as reflected
in artistic works.

The key research questions are: What symbols and functions does the pearl
represent in Sasanian art? How are the most significant visual manifestations of the
pearl motif related to the spiritual values of the Sasanian era?

In response to the first question, the hypothesis suggests that the pearl motif in
Sasanian art transcended its decorative nature, symbolizing spiritual and royal values
that reflected the religious and social beliefs of Sasanian society. For the second question,
it is hypothesized that the visual expressions of the pearl motif, through specific designs
and compositions, were closely tied to spiritual and ideological values and served as a

symbol of khvarenah and royal legitimacy in artistic creations.

Identified Traces

Since Sasanian art was primarily intended for the court and was entirely official, its
artistic elements were naturally aligned with royal objectives. Pearls, intrinsically
associated with farrah (divine glory) in both tangible and abstract forms, were used

extensively in Sasanian art for decorative and symbolic purposes.
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One of the primary uses of pearls was as royal adornment. They were frequently
seen in various types of jewelry, royal garments, crowns, and in the decorations of royal
rings. A notable decorative element was the design of one or two strands of pearls, often
interspersed with square jewel-encrusted pieces. This motif seems to have been one of
the standard designs used in various decorations.

Among royal jewelry, there was a necklace that appeared to hold a distinctive value
compared to other jewels. It consisted of a single strand of gems or pearls ending in
a flowing ribbon, with three large gemstones or three royal pearls in the center. This
necklace seems to have held a status akin to that of the royal ring. In Sasanian art, such
necklaces were either worn by kings and deities or by specific animals on their necks
or beaks.

Pearls were also used as symbolic elements in architectural decorations. Pearl-
encrusted medallions and circular frames were among the most common features in
Sasanian decorative and symbolic art. Beyond their aesthetic function, these pearl
frames had two meaningful aspects: first, they surrounded sacred and pre-defined
symbolic elements in Sasanian religious and philosophical thought, emphasizing their
significance and sanctity; second, elements that were not inherently sacred gained new
meaning when placed within these frames, sometimes carrying a message from the king
and ultimately attaining a spiritual and transcendent quality. The concept of a sacred

halo, like the pearl motifs, was also related to the notion of farrah (Sodavar, 2017: 19).

Conclusion
The motif of pearls in the Sasanian period can be explored from both an artistic and
decorative viewpoint, as well as from a mythological and religious perspective. Since
Sasanian decorative art was dedicated to celebrating the finest creations of the divine,
pearls, with their sacred status as symbols of Mithra, Anahita, and other deities associated
with water, became one of the most prominent decorative elements. In Sasanian art,
pearls were never used purely for ornamental purposes; rather, they were imbued with
deep religious meanings, transforming them into a widely used and sacred motif.

Pearls were among the most common embellishments in Sasanian handicrafts and
architectural decorations, serving as a visual representation of farrah. The various forms
in which pearls manifested farrah included not only the usual jewelry worn by priests,
courtiers, nobles, and aristocrats but also a specific type of necklace comprising a strand
of jewel-encrusted pearls, with three large gemstones or royal pearls in the center. This
special necklace, in addition to symbolizing power, was presented by sacred animals
such as the peacock, duck, ram, and winged horse as a sign of the king’s legitimacy and
divine selection as ruler.

Finally, pearl-encrusted solar rings were transformed into a sacred halo around the

heads of kings and deities, symbolizing divine presence and spiritual power.
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Tab. 2: Pearls as Royal Jewelry (Authors, 2023).
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4: Seal of a Sasanian Nobleman,
British Museum  (Ghirshman,
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(FA YA (obyd) ooyl il ccy

3: Pearl Necklace of Kartir, Naqsh-
e Rajab, Fars Province (Daryai,

Gl S pdymld S Y
YA iog) S Wb 0j5e

2: Statue of Shapur II, Kish, 1:
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Coin of Peroz with Pearl

2011: 241) 2004: 68)

Iraq, Field Museum, Earrings (484-459 CE), (Sarafraz
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Chicago (Pope, 2020: 122)

& Avarzmani, 2015: 119)
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7: Standard Pearl Design (Riazi, 2003: 132)

S35 OB L el Byl i £
Harper, 1978:) .p V=5 biuw oy lg 10 5
(129
6: Section of a Silk Fabric with
Lozenge and Pear]l Motifs, 6"-7"
Century CE (Harper, 1978: 129)
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5: Depiction of Khosrow Parviz’s Pearl-Adorned Attire
(Riazi, 2003: 52)
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9: Fragment of a Silk Carpet, Hunting Scene
from Tag-e Bostan, 7% Century CE

(Fukai, 1984: 123) luwglb , abl 5 1szeljsnl g gy slagl A
8: Crowns of Khosrow II, Ahura Mazda, and Anahita at Taq-e Bostan (Fukai, 1984: 123)

Herzfeld, 2002: 339

@22y 99 b il «sbged Al Y 9

(LB 35,55) olisyelse o s lgre
12: The Royal Ring, Taq-e Bostan, Featuring
Two Rows of Pearls and Gemstones
(Authors).
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(Ibid: 108)
11: A part of the Reconstructed Hunting
ground at Taq-e Bostan (Ibid: 108)

Olgle 5> podgmmi palm 4l Ve

(Fukai, 1984: 109)
10: Border of Khosrow II's Robe at Taq-¢
Bostan (Fukai, 1984: 109)

(¥YD YAVl ) ool ¢ LS juudl i b )5 gl ol ¢ Sl gty i 3l (b Y
13: A Fragment of a Sasanian Capital Relief Depicting a Goddess Presenting the Royal Ring, Isfahan (Herzfeld, 2002: 335).
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Tab. 3: Evidence of the Khvarenah Pendant Motif on the Neck of Sasanian Kings and Deities (Authors, 2023).
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(Fukai, 1984: 108)

2. Image of Khosrow II in the Hunting ground of Tag-e

Bostan, wearing the Khvarenah necklace (Fukai, 1984: 108)

4 ol o 2 lal ame ol Oty i@ ) ase )
Harper & ) opdp (ol sloyid 8590 ¢ ylisia)] cpV ()8 ¢ sl olisl
{(Meyers, 1981: 221

1. A part of a Sassanian plate depicting the scene of the
Khvarenah pendant being presented to the Sassanian king, 7™
century, Armenia, Museum of Asian Art, Berlin (Harper &
Meyers, 1981: 221).
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(https://phoenixancientart.com) (g4 )lg yo

4: Bronze statue of Shapur II with the Khvarenah necklace
and pearl jewelry (https://phoenixancientart.com)
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3: Part of a Sassanian capital relief depicting a goddess with the
distinctive Khvarenah necklace, Isfahan (Hertzfeld, 1381: 335).
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Tab. 4: Evidence of the Divine Glory Necklace Motif in Sasanian Period Animal Imagery (Authors, 2023).
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(www.hermitagemuseum.ir)

3: Part of a Sasanian Plate, Partridge
and Pearl-Decorated Band on Beak, 7™
Century CE, Hermitage Museum.
(www.hermitagemuseum.ir)
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2: Sasanian Silver Bowl with Pheasant
Motif, 7" Century CE, Kelardasht,
National Museum of Iran (Ghirshman,
2011: 216).

(oyo i b Slole gloyd dwls )
(Jaafarnia, 2015: 5) .o Y=F (19,8

1: Sasanian Silver Bowl with Duck
Motif, 6"-7" Century CE. (Jaafarnia,
2015:5)
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6: Reconstruction of a Sassanian Fabric
with a Ram Motif Wearing a Necklace,
6"-7" Century, Lyon Museum, (Riyazi,
2003: 347).

b lype il )3 ugelb (28 s peS 0
igloy Agdjp dbgmo it 3 pgS Aw
Karamian & Farrokh, ) liw) cusags

(2017:78

5: Plaster Relief of Peacock Motif in a
Pearl-Encrusted Halo with Three Gems
in Its Beak, Barz Qawaleh Ramavand,
Kuhdasht, Lorestan (Karamian &

Farrokh, 2017: 78)
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oM soyad
(https://www.patreon.com/ )
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4: Silver Plate with Partridge Motif,
Wyvern Private Collection, London.
(https://www.patreon.com)
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(Www.museecernuschi.org) )b ¢ oy

8: Part of a Sassanian Fabric with a Winged Horse Motif, 338-
596 CE, Cernuschi Museum, Paris.
(Wwww.museecernuschi.org)
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https://archaicwonder.tumblr.com .sY

7: Sassanian Plate with a Ovis Motif and Ribbon with Three
Pearls on the Neck, 7™ Century
(https://archaicwonder.tumblr.com)
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Tab. 5: Evidence of Pearl Motif in Artistic Works and Architectural Decorations (Authors, 2023).
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(177. Fig4
3: Sassanian Stucco with Boar Head Motif in a
Pearl-Embellished Frame, 6th-7th Century CE,

Tepe Hissar, Damghan, Pennsylvania
Museum. (Pope, 1938, 177. Fig.4)
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(www.depts.washington.edu)
2: Sassanian Stucco with Ram Motif,
Tran/Iraq, 6™-7th Century CE, Museum of
Islamic Art, Berlin.
(www.depts.washington.edu)
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1: Sassanian Stucco, Ctesiphon, 6"
Century CE. (Ghirshman, 2011: 189)
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Tab. 6: Evidence of the Pearl Motif in the Sacred Halo Imagery of the Sasanian Period (Authors, 2023).
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