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Introduction

The study of ancient textiles as cultural commodities transferable across geographical
boundaries and their continuity over time has consistently attracted scholarly interest.
Proper understanding of textiles requires examining this art-industry from perspectives
such as art history, anthropology, archaeology, and technology. The technique of
drawing and arranging rapports—a term in textile design based on mathematical
knowledge—forms the primary visual structure in textiles. A rapport defines the
relationship of a set of designs along the length and width that are suitable for repetition
and multiplication. At this stage, the design is analyzed and additional motifs are added
around it (Hosseini, 2018: 153). Textile design, including the analysis of main forms
and rapport methods, varies in each period according to differing cultural, religious, and
social currents, since motifs are influenced by the prevailing beliefs of the society.

Textile design, especially in the Sasanian period, besides reflecting the dominant
religion and Iranian identity, also mirrors the influence of various cultures, the
continuous life of diverse traditions, and sometimes heterogeneous elements in its
history. In examining textiles, the significant role of design in their development,
expansion, and continuity cannot be overlooked. Naturally, the conceptual foundation
for creating the main structure of textiles began with fabric design, the type of motifs,
and the choice of rapport, involving both artistic and mathematical calculations
intertwined with contemporary beliefs. Sculptures, coins, textiles, and small objects
such as seals and silver plates provide a reliable account of the artistic achievements of
the Sasanians in Iran, more so than what is known about their predecessors (Moori,
1978: 58).

Sasanian textiles, besides their commercial use, held great political value as royal gifts.
These textiles featured diverse motifs, generally enclosed within circular medallion
forms. Numerous examples of these medallions appear in post-Sasanian artworks,
Islamic period artifacts, Central Asia, China, Syria, Egypt, and Western Christian
European art, indicating their popularity across these regions and eras (Taheri, 2015:
40). Many of these textiles bore mythical animal motifs (similar to salamanders),
considered among the most popular Sasanian designs, typically enclosed within pearl-
bordered rings frequently seen on textiles of this period (Schulz, 2016: 94). There is
formal continuity and color diversity in Sasanian textiles; for instance, in the city of Gur
around the central tower, depictions of four Sasanian princes in aristocratic attire with
varied colors are visible (Khosravi, 2019: 136).

During the Islamic period, the Illkhanids were influenced by Iranian art and culture
(Ghaibi, 2008: 350) and encountered Chinese art through textiles. The continuation of
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Sasanian religion into the Islamic era allowed Zoroastrians, despite the collapse of the
Sasanian political system, to maintain the unity of their intellectual system for a long
time and influence Islamic civilization’s intellectual framework through their scientific
achievements. Zoroastrian minorities and recent converts who were formerly
Zoroastrians acted as carriers of ancient knowledge and culture into the new Islamic
civilization (Ziaei et al., 2020: 165). These factors contributed to the cultural continuity
of forms and motifs alongside various fields of knowledge. In addition to creativity in
inventing and drawing human, animal, plant, and geometric motifs within Sasanian
medallions, the influence of Sasanian textile design on various Islamic periods is
significant, such that centuries later, its reflection can be observed in medieval Islamic
textile art.

Several scholars have examined the symbolic and ideological significance of Sasanian
textile motifs and their influence on later periods. Feltham (2010), in his article "Lions,
Silks, and Silvers," focused exclusively on Sasanian silk textiles and confirmed the
presence of similar examples after the advent of Islam. Compareti (2010) interpreted
many Sasanian motifs—such as outstretched wings, stars, crescents, and hanging bands
on crowns—as symbols of the glory and grandeur of the Sasanian empire, ultimately
linking many of these motifs to the Mazdean (Zoroastrian) religion, with numerous
examples visible in surviving Sasanian rock reliefs. Qolikhani et al. (2020) analyzed the
symbolic motifs and ideologies in Sasanian rock reliefs, arguing that these motifs do
not merely depict historical events, imperial grandeur, and rituals but also symbolically
express the politics and ideology of the period. Sadeghpour Firouzabad (2016), in the
article "Symbolic Analysis and Recognition of Common Motifs in Sasanian and Buyid
Textiles," introduced shared motifs and decorative elements in textiles from these two
periods and examined them from a semiotic perspective.

Compareti (2018) conducted authenticity studies of ancient Iranian decorative textiles
based on archaeological evidence and private collections. In 2020, he further argued,
based on recent archaeological and art historical research, that although the decorative
patterns of Sasanian-era Iranian works likely originated in Central Asia (a geographical
subset of the Sasanian realm), certain uniquely Iranian composite creatures—such as
the Sasanian Simurgh—became widely popular across Eurasia from the 7th century CE
onward. The presence of other Iranian motifs, including wild boar heads, winged horses,
and birds with pearl-bordered rings on their beaks or necks, in rock reliefs and luxury
objects (textiles, metalwork, glass, etc.) serves as a reliable tool for more accurate dating
of archaeological finds across a vast region encompassing interconnected civilizations
such as Iran, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Tibetan Plateau.
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Saberi and Mafi-Tabar (2020) examined the symbolism of galliform birds (rooster,
duck, peacock) in Sasanian textiles through the iconological framework of Erwin
Panofsky. Their findings suggest that these motifs can be interpreted as symbols of
divine glory (farr-e izadi), royal fortune, auspiciousness, and prosperity, which the
textile owner would desire to endure and increase. Previous research has largely focused
on introducing and interpreting motifs and their role as a foundation for Sasanian textile
designs influencing other civilizations and periods. However, medallions, the design of
Sasanian animal motifs on textiles, and their reflection or possible continuity in Ilkhanid
textiles—topics specifically addressed in the present study—have been less explored.

Conclusion

The research findings indicate that Ilkhanid weavers created works whose decorative
forms closely correspond to the animal motifs of Sasanian textiles, which serve as the
comparative standard. Some textiles share similarities with Sasanian examples not only
in motifs but also in content and style. These resemblances suggest multiple factors
shaping the visual connection between motifs of the two periods, one of which is the
cultural and commercial interaction with the Far East present in both eras. Both periods
employ common animal motifs; however, Sasanian examples tend toward abstract
forms, whereas Ilkhanid motifs are closer to naturalistic representations. Animals such
as the boar, Simurgh, rooster, and horse likely carried ritual significance. llkhanid
textiles, featuring more naturalistic animal forms, also introduced motifs like griffins,
double-headed eagles, and winged lions, which, like their predecessors, combine
decorative structure with ritual content.

Notably, the boar motif stands out as a distinctive emblem in Sasanian textiles, rarely
seen in later periods. Conversely, the double-headed eagle motif has persisted
continuously from earlier eras and became one of the most common motifs across the
Iranian geographical sphere during the Ilkhanid period.

Furthermore, Sasanian medallions are predominantly circular and usually contain a
single motif, whereas llkhanid medallions often feature pairs of animals arranged
symmetrically within diverse medallion shapes set against densely decorated
backgrounds filled with vegetal motifs. The color palette of Sasanian textiles is
considerably more varied than that of the Ilkhanid period, where color is primarily used
as a technical device for patterning and visual analysis.

Ilkhanid textiles exhibit more elaborate ornamentation, complex compositions, greater
formal variety, and the combined use of multiple animal and epigraphic motifs. The
dominance of technical weaving techniques over color diversity in Ilkhanid fabrics
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reflects the growth and advancement of knowledge, art, and industry in textile design
over several centuries.

Overall, the conceptual and cultural foundations of textile design in each period, rooted
in successive cultures, laid the groundwork for subsequent textile traditions. Prevailing
rituals, beliefs, and cultural-commercial exchanges shaped Sasanian textiles, and
because societies dynamically connect with their successors, they form the intellectual
basis for the future. The continuity of ancient Iranian culture after Islam, alongside
social transformations, technological progress, and the cultural-religious context of the
Ilkhanid society, ensured that many artifacts maintained formal and semantic
correspondences with their distant Sasanian predecessors. In some cases, even the most
detailed observations cannot distinguish Sasanian textiles from other ancient or Islamic
period textiles.

Nevertheless, characteristic features of Sasanian textiles include relatively sparse
backgrounds with scattered vegetal, geometric, and animal motifs; medallions
predominantly circular with semi-circular or geometric borders; and richly detailed,
mostly solitary animal motifs within medallions. In contrast, llkhanid textiles are
marked by densely filled backgrounds with vegetal motifs; medallions of varied and
dense forms; animal motifs often monochromatic or lacking detail, arranged in pairs
and symmetrically; and sometimes accompanied by epigraphic motifs, all contributing
to the textile’s identity and linking it to Ilkhanid design traditions.
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