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Abstract

Islamic art, characterized by its distinct cultural, religious, and social dimensions,
has long served as a symbolic medium for conveying religious and societal
concepts. Within this tradition, Islamic gravestones integrate artistic and spiritual
elements, frequently featuring motifs such as the bow. As an emblem of weaponry
and military prowess, the bow carries deep symbolic significance. Khalkhal County,
known for its ancient history and rich cultural heritage, is an important area for the
preservation of such gravestones. The Archaeology Museum of Khalkhal houses a
diverse collection of gravestones that reflect the region’s artistic and cultural variety.
This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach, combining library research
with field investigations to document and analyze bow motifs on five gravestones
of box-shaped and cradle-shaped forms. Findings reveal that the bow motif, beyond
its aesthetic qualities, symbolizes the link between the earthly and spiritual realms
and represents resilience against the passage of time. These motifs are frequently
accompanied by decorative elements such as floral designs, vegetal forms, and
geometric patterns, creating a complex visual language for expressing religious and
cultural ideals. Comparative analysis with examples from other regions indicates that
gravestones featuring bow motifs are predominantly box-shaped and often paired
with depictions of swords. The study emphasizes the necessity of preserving and
documenting such artifacts, which act as vital symbols of the cultural and historical
identity of Islamic society and play a central role in transmitting religious and social
values.
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Introduction

Islamic funerary art, as a profound and symbolic facet of Islamic culture, reflects societal values,
religious beliefs, and aesthetic principles through its visual elements (Grabar, 1992; Ruggles,
2011). Among these elements, the bow motif occupies a prominent position, symbolizing strength,
bravery, and the link between the material and spiritual realms (Kazempour & Shokrpour, 2021).
Islamic tombstones adorned with bow motifs serve as more than mere grave markers; they embody
the cultural and historical narratives of the communities that produced them (Charaee, 2008).
This research focuses on Islamic tombstones preserved in the Archaecology Museum of Khalkhal
County, a region notable for its rich material culture and historical artifacts. It examines the artistic,
cultural, and symbolic dimensions of the bow motifs found on these tombstones. Specifically, the
study seeks to analyze the design and symbolism of bow motifs, explore their broader associations
within Islamic cultural and spiritual contexts, and compare them with similar motifs from other
Islamic regions (Mohammadian et al., 2020). Through this comparative lens, the research aims to
deepen the understanding of Islamic funerary art and highlight its role in safeguarding intangible
cultural heritage (Setarnezhad & Afkhami, 2021).

Methods

This descriptive—analytical study investigates weapon motifs, particularly bows, depicted on
Islamic gravestones in the Archaeology Museum of Khalkhal County. Data collection involved
both library research and fieldwork, including photographic documentation and motif analysis
using CoreDRAW software. Five gravestones featuring weapon motifs were selected for detailed
examination. To interpret and compare the motifs with those found in other Islamic regions, the
study applied content analysis and comparative analysis. The research tools included photography,
digital illustration software (CorelDRAW), and bibliographic resources. Fieldwork was
constrained by several limitations: the physical degradation of motifs, restricted access to certain
gravestones, and the paucity of specialized scholarly resources. All procedures adhered to ethical
research standards, including obtaining official authorization from the museum for photography

and documentation.

Findings

The bow motifs on the tombstones of Khalkhal serve as profound visual representations of the deeply
embedded cultural, religious, and spiritual values of Islamic societies. These motifs are intricately
carved with remarkable detail and are frequently accompanied by decorative elements such as
floral designs and geometric patterns, forming a rich, multi-layered symbolism. In certain cases,
the bow is paired with additional martial symbols, such as swords or prayer niches (mihrabs) which
both enhance visual appeal and reinforce symbolic meanings of strength, protection, and divine

guardianship (Setarnezhad & Afkhami, 2021). The symbolism of the bow extends far beyond its
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aesthetic function. It identifies the deceased as both a defender of the faith and a protector of societal
values, signifying their contributions to the defense of their community (Charaee, 2008). Within the
broader framework of Islamic cosmology, the bow also resonates with concepts of cosmic balance
and resilience, suggesting a spiritual dimension that emphasizes endurance in the face of hardship
(Kazempour & Shokrpour, 2021). In this regard, the motif reflects not only martial prowess but
also the enduring strength of the soul, transcending physical death. Consequently, the tombstones
of Khalkhal function as more than markers of death; they are integral components of the region’s
cultural landscape, underscoring the community’s unique identity while simultaneously echoing
broader Islamic funerary traditions observed elsewhere. The careful use of durable materials and
sophisticated carving techniques demonstrates the community’s respect for its heritage and its
commitment to preserving cultural continuity (Grabar, 1992). Comparative analysis with similar
motifs from regions such as Azerbaijan and Central Asia reveals shared cultural themes martial
strength and spiritual resilience alongside distinctive local stylistic expressions. Such regional
variations in artistic practice contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of shared cultural
values (Kleiss, 1969). The bow motif reached its height during the Ilkhanid and Safavid periods,
reflecting its central role in the socio-cultural structures of these eras. Its continued usage in these
periods underscores the enduring significance of the motif within Islamic art and society (Nicolle,
1996). Ultimately, the bow motifs on the tombstones of Khalkhal are not merely ornamental. They
stand as powerful symbols reflecting the intersection of martial, spiritual, and cultural values that

have shaped the region’s identity and affirmed its place within the broader Islamic world.

Conclusion

The bow motifs on Islamic tombstones in Khalkhal embody a synthesis of art and spirituality,
symbolizing the connection between the material and spiritual realms of life and death. These
tombstones, adorned with intricate designs and decorative elements such as floral, vegetal, and
geometric patterns, convey messages of strength, stability, and the bond between heaven and earth.
In all examined cases, the bas-relief designs are accompanied by mihrab motifs, underscoring
the spiritual and religious significance of these works. Across different historical periods, these
motifs served as markers of the social, cultural, and religious status of the deceased, reflecting
the prevailing beliefs of the Islamic community of the time. Comparative analyses reveal that
such designs were shaped by cultural, social, and religious transformations over the centuries,
offering valuable insights into the historical and artistic evolution of the region. The preservation
and documentation of these tombstones not only safeguard cultural heritage but also advance our

understanding of the cultural and spiritual connections that define Islamic history.
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Fig. 1: Tombstone No. 1, Khalkhal Archaeology Museum (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 2: Tombstone No. 1, Mihrab motif on the upper surface of the tombstone (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 3: Tombstone No. 2, Bow and arrow with curved corners (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 4: Tombstone No. 3, Bow motif with geometric designs (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 5: Tombstone No. 3, Geometric motifs and a mihrab design (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 6: Tombstone No. 4, Bow motif and mihrab design (Author, 2024).
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Fig. 7: Tombstone No. 5, Depiction of a bow and arrow together with a sword (Author, 2024).
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Tab. 1: Tombstones bearing bow and arrow motifs from Northwest Iran (Author, 2024).
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Tab. 2: Tombstones bearing bow and arrow motifs from Northwest Iran (Author, 2024).
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