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Abstract

The theoretical foundations of the Iranian carpet involve a pictorial reading of its
aesthetic, formal, and content structures, through which the arrangement of motifs
has produced various designs. Therefore, establishing a bilateral relationship
between formal and thematic dimensions presents a research challenge in
understanding the diversity of this structure. The main question of this study is how
the formal and content components of the Iranian carpet are formed and how they
relate to each other; thus, it seeks to answer how, according to the theoretical
foundations of the lIranian carpet, the convergence of its formal and content
structures occurs. Using a qualitative, descriptive-analytical method, the study
matches the two dimensions of form and content in the carpet’s structure based on
Panofsky’s iconological approach. According to the research results, the Iranian
carpet is an image of the exemplary world that represents religious and mythological
teachings. Given the importance of contemplation in nature, a paradisiacal world
derived from the concept of the garden-and ultimately the primordial garden of
paradise-is depicted; hence, a reciprocal relationship between religious themes and
the formal structure of various designs (spandrel-and-central-medallion, framed, all-
over, hunting scene, mihrab-like, etc.) is evident. Studying the lIranian carpet
through an iconological approach examines, on one hand, the perceptible form based
on the symbolic value of images, and on the other, the cultural and religious content,
with an emphasis on otherworldly spatiality in pictorial form. This is achieved
through a visual reading of a set of homogeneous forms. The findings show that in
the pictorial reading of Safavid carpets, diverse designs, along with the arrangement
of abstract motifs (arabesque and khatai) and naturalistic motifs (vegetal and
animal), each possess layers of meaning that, beyond their decorative function,
convey symbolic cultural and religious themes.

Keywords: Iranian carpet, Safavid period, Safavid carpet, Iconology, Symbolic
motifs, Primordial garden of paradise.

Introduction

Theoretical foundations are among the most important components for
understanding Iranian-Islamic arts, including the Iranian carpet. Like other Iranian-
Islamic arts, it arises from conceptual and semantic foundations and is expressed
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through symbolic images. These concepts have manifested in various pictorial
expressions of designs and motifs that are known as the aesthetic structure of the
Iranian carpet; thus the imagery presented in the Iranian carpet is symbolic and
cryptic and, drawn from myths, conveys religious and transcendental realities and
concepts. In the Safavid era, due to the prevalence of Shi‘ism and Sufi thought, the
use of carpets in a naturalistic manner based on symbolic concepts was common.

In this study, Panofsky’s iconological approach is used to provide a pictorial
reading of the lIranian carpet across three fields: formal description, symbolic
analysis, and cultural and religious interpretation. Studying and reflecting on the
theoretical foundations of the Iranian carpet by examining the elements and motifs
found in various Iranian carpets, as well as considering their subjects and on
historical and cultural contexts, is beneficial.

The aim of this research is to understand the theoretical foundations that
influence the pictorial reading of various designs and motifs in Iranian carpets. The
importance of addressing the subject of pictorial reading and the representation of
the carpet’s symbolic image based on Panofsky’s approach lies in its meaning-
centered orientation, which aligns with the conceptual and semantic imagery of the
Iranian carpet.

Methodology Relevant

This qualitative research uses a descriptive-analytical method. Relevant books and
articles were reviewed, and images and sample carpets were collected from online
sources and museum websites. The study samples were selected from Safavid period
museum carpets in Iran and worldwide.

Discussion & FindingsMethodology

The present research is qualitative and uses a descriptive-analytical method to study
the subject. In this context, books and articles related to the topic were reviewed,
and images and examples of the carpets under study were collected from internet
sources and museum websites. The study samples were selected from Safavid period
museum carpets in Iran and around the world.

Discussion & Resalts

The theoretical foundations of the Iranian carpet are rooted in the ritual and religious
beliefs of Iranian-Islamic culture. Due to these shared theoretical bases, continuity
and coherence are evident in its imagery. Panofsky’s method allows us to recognize
the Iranian carpet not only as a decorative object but also as a multilayered cultural
text that combines aesthetics, religious symbolism, and mythology. The symbolic
and enigmatic language of the Iranian carpet has led to diverse narratives expressing
a common concept through various designs and motifs. Based on the first stage of
visual analysis, the Iranian carpet displays an aesthetic structure with diverse designs
and motifs, including a variety of lacing-and-medallion (lachak o toranj), repeated-
frame, mihrab, hunting-field, all-over, and other patterns, as well as different types
of abstract and naturalistic motifs. In the second stage — the presentation of formal
elements with symbolic values and the visual analysis of the formal structure — two
groups of motifs, abstract and naturalistic, have created variety in the designs, each
carry symbolic depiction. Thus, the use of arabesques and khatai motifs, along with
related elements such as the water lily and cypress tree, carries a symbolic
expression akin to light and unity in multiplicity. In contrast, naturalistic motifs,
including various flowers and animals, symbolize the beauty of nature, reflecting an
eternal concept derived from nature and the primordial garden of paradise. In the
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third stage, the hidden meaning of the formal structure is clarified; the semantic
structure of the Iranian carpet is analyzed. The role of meanings and concepts
derived from myths and religions, as well as the influence of the garden — and
ultimately the primordial garden of paradise — are evident in the formal structure and
the diversity of symbols used in the varied designs and motifs of Iranian carpets. By
studying samples of Safavid-period carpets, one can observe the symbolic pattern of
the Iranian garden in various sensory forms, serving as a source of inspiration for
Iranian artists and emphasizing a transcendent meaning. The earthly manifestation
of paradise and primordial bliss can be seen in Iranian gardens, and their pictorial
and visual representation in the arts — especially in the Iranian carpet — can be
associated with the concept of the primordial garden of paradise.

Conclusion

Based on Panofsky’s threefold approach to image analysis, the visual reading of the
Iranian carpet reveals that the structure of the primordial garden of paradise
corresponds to a variety of carpet designs and motifs. Paradise is depicted as having
an eternal, primordial source of water, and the movement of water in paradise — and
the design of such a garden — was geometrically ordered, with rectangular or square
networks and water channels. Various trees and plants, especially flowers, were
planted to form the precise shape of a garden or orchard. This garden and orchard
structure is visually evident in Iranian carpets through various garden designs and
both abstract and naturalistic motifs. Among these, different types of designs — such
as lacings-and-medallions, repeated-frame, hunting-field, and mihrab — manifest
paradise and the primordial garden with motifs that portray the battle of good and
evil in the quest for eternal union and the supreme paradise. Various patterns with
diverse abstract and naturalistic motifs, along with the carpet’s central elements —
such as a central medallion or the geometric divisions of an Iranian garden in
geometric frames — are also reflected in the peripheral borders of the Iranian carpet,
which serve as the limits and enclosure of the heavenly garden-carpet, arranged with
trees and flowers. The relationship between the aesthetic formal structure and the
semantic structure of the Iranian carpet is evident in the arrangement of abstract
elements — for example, the order and placement of arabesques that function as
directions of movement and path indicators — and in the arrangement and size
variation of flowers and the order of their composition which cause a person to
circulate in an immaterial space and be liberated from this world, journeying
through pristine, exalted nature from which one originated. Also, through the use of
naturalistic motifs, sublime and divine beauty is represented in the visible elements
of nature.
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