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Abstract

Safavid-period mihrab prayer rugs, characterized by the arch form and symbolic motifs such as hanging lamps, Qur’anic
inscriptions, and arboreal elements such as the cypress, constitute a visual articulation of sacred space and religious-ritual
concepts deeply embedded in Iranian culture. While previous scholarship has addressed the semiotic, geometric, and formal
aspects of Persian rugs, the symbolic significance of the mihrab arch form has not been comprehensively examined through
Panofsky’s iconological methodology, nor systematically compared with the mihrabs of Safavid mosques. This omission has
resulted in an incomplete understanding of the formal, symbolic, and conceptual relationships between mihrab rugs and
Safavid sacred architecture. The present study seeks to elucidate the role of the arch form in conveying religious, metaphysical,
and cosmic meanings and to investigate its structural and symbolic correspondences with mihrabs in Safavid mosques, notably
the Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque and the Imam Mosque in Isfahan. The central research question asks: How does the mihrab
arch form in Safavid prayer rugs function as a vehicle for cosmic and religious concepts, and how does it relate iconologically
to the mihrabs of contemporaneous Safavid mosques? Employing a qualitative research methodology grounded in Panofsky’s
three-tiered iconological framework, this study draws upon visual analyses of museum-held prayer rugs, historical texts, and
semiotic interpretations. The findings demonstrate that both Safavid mihrab rugs and mosque mihrabs rely on a shared
system of religious and cultural symbols, operating as multilayered visual constructs that simultaneously reinforce local
identity and disseminate the spiritual and cultural values of the Safavid era beyond its geographical boundaries. Furthermore,
the portability of mihrab rugs facilitated the democratization of sacred space, enabling personal devotional practices and
contributing to the propagation of Shi’i identity within the Safavid sociopolitical context. Through an interdisciplinary
iconological analysis, this research reconsiders the position of mihrab prayer rugs within Safavid visual culture and highlights
their role as mediators between architecture, ritual, and portable sacred art, thereby opening new avenues for iconological
studies in Iranian art history.
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Introduction

The Safavid period (1501-1736 CE) marked a golden era of Persian art, during which carpet weaving became
a refined art form combining aesthetic beauty with deep spiritual meaning and conveying religious and cosmic
concepts. Mihrab carpets, characterized by a central arch design, created sacred spaces that mirrored the
architectural mihrabs found in Safavid mosques, such as the Sheikh Lotfollah and Imam Mosques in Isfahan.
The arch form, rooted in pre-Islamic chahartaq architecture, evolved from ancient Mithraic sanctuaties and
Sasanian fire temples into a meaningful structural element conveying mystical and metaphysical ideas through
textile art. Decorative motifs such as the cypress tree, symbolizing eternity and spiritual balance; the hanging
lamp, inspired by the Qur’anic Verse of Light (Qur’an 24:35) and representing divine illumination; and Qur’anic
inscriptions embodying sacred authority all contributed to the carpets’ rich symbolism. These features elevated
mihrab carpets from mere functional objects to ritual and contemplative works of art. Mihrab carpets were
not confined to mosques; they were also present in aristocratic homes, royal palaces, and markets, becoming
embodiments of the Safavid period’s religious, cultural, and political identity. Their portability enabled
the extension of sacredness into everyday life, democratizing spirituality. For example, during Muharram
ceremonies, mihrab carpets were used in private homes to create a devotional atmosphere, transforming
secular spaces into sacred ones. The carpets were also exported to the Ottoman Empire, demonstrating their
role in cultural diplomacy. Using Erwin Panofsky’s iconological approach, this study explores the symbolic role
of the arch form and its connection to Safavid mosque mihrabs, offering insights into the visual culture of the
Safavid period.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employs a descriptive-analytical approach based on Erwin Panofsky’s iconological
framework. The research focuses on Safavid mihrab carpets preserved in major collections, including the
Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York), the Museum of Islamic Art (Doha), and the National Museum
of Iran. The selected carpets were chosen for their verified Safavid attribution, clear structural design, and
availability of high-resolution images. Data collection involved visual analysis of the carpets, along with
historical sources such as the travelogues of Jean-Baptiste Chardin and Jean Tavernier, and semiotic studies
of Islamic visual culture. The analysis followed Panofsky’s three-tiered model. In the pre-iconographic phase,
visual components such as the arch design, cypress tree, hanging lamps, and Qur’anic inscriptions were
identified without interpretive meaning. In the iconographic phase, symbolic interpretations were explored
through references to religious, philosophical, and mystical sources, including the Qur’an, Rumi’s poetry, and
Ibn Arabi’s writings. The iconological phase situated these symbols within the historical, theological, and
ideological context of the Safavid period, focusing on Shi’i doctrine and mystical cosmology. This structured
approach enables a systematic transition from visual description to cultural interpretation, shedding light on

the relationship between mihrab carpets and their architectural counterparts.

Results

The arch form in Safavid mihrab carpets, distinguished by pointed or semicircular arches, serves as the central
visual and symbolic feature. Embellished with motifs such as the cypress tree, lamp, and Qur’anic inscriptions,
it creates a sacred space that directs the worshipper’s gaze toward the carpet’s center, mirroring the qibla
orientation of mosque mihrabs. The cypress tree, symbolizing eternity and the connection between earth
and heaven, and the lamp, referencing the Qur’anic Verse of Light, represent divine illumination and spiritual
enlightenment. Qur’anic inscriptions, such as Ayat al-Kursi, often placed at the apex of the arch, further

elevate the carpet’s ritual function, transforming it into a portable sacred space for prayer. Unlike fixed mosque
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mihrabs, the portability of these carpets allowed the sacred experience to extend beyond ritual spaces into
aristocratic homes, palaces, and commercial markets. For instance, during Muharram ceremonies, these carpets
played a crucial role in creating a religious atmosphere in private settings, effectively recreating sacred spaces
outside the mosque. The variation in arch forms—from pointed to lobed desighs—combined with precise
geometric proportions and rich palettes of red, blue, and green, generated a harmonious visual and spiritual
effect. Woven from durable wool and silk, these carpets featured dense textures and contrasting colors, evoking
a sense of spiritual grandeur. Their export to the Ottoman Empire, as documented in historical accounts,

highlights their role in disseminating Shi’i identity and mystical thought beyond Iran’s borders.

Discussion

The arch form in mihrab carpets, rooted in pre-Islamic chahartaq architecture, carries profound symbolic
significance, representing the qibla, cosmic unity, and the connection between earth and heaven. Similar to
mosque mihrabs, it directs the worshippet’s gaze toward the divine, evoking a sense of spiritual elevation and
transcendence. Motifs such as the cypress tree, symbolizing the perfect human and eternity within Islamic
mysticism, and the lamp, associated with divine light, further reinforce these mystical concepts. Qur’anic
inscriptions, including Ayat al-Kursi, add an additional layer of spiritual protection, intensifying the carpet’s
sacred function. In contrast to the fixed, intricately tiled mihrabs of mosques, which create formal communal
sacred spaces, mihrab carpets, through their portable and tactile nature, extended spiritual influence into non-
ritual settings such as aristocratic homes. This mobility democratized the sacred experience, particularly during
the Safavid period, when Shiism, as the state religion, was promoted through visual culture. The export of these
carpets to Ottoman courts, as noted in historical accounts, underscores their role in cultural diplomacy. In the
Safavid worldview, which blended Shiism with Islamic mysticism, the arch form embodied spiritual ascent and
divine unity. Its symmetrical, upward-curving structure mirrors the concept of mi’raj (spiritual ascension) in
Islamic mysticism, particulatly in the writings of Ibn Arabi. The cypress tree and lamp, symbolizing the perfect
human and divine knowledge, resonate with the Safavid emphasis on existential unity. The connection between
mihrab carpets and mosque architecture is evident in their visual parallels and shared cultural functions. By
extending spirituality into diverse contexts, mihrab carpets strengthened Shi’i identity and facilitated cultural

interaction.

Conclusion

The analysis of the arch form in Safavid mihrab carpets highlights its role as a powerful medium for conveying
religious and cosmic meanings linked to architectural mihrabs. The symmetrical curves of the arch create a
sacred space, directing the worshipper toward the gibla, akin to mosque mihrabs. Motifs such as the cypress
tree, lamp, and Qur’anic inscriptions imbue the carpets with symbolism related to eternity, divine light, and
sacred revelation, transforming them into ritual and mystical objects. Their portability allowed mihrab carpets
to extend spirituality into non-ritual spaces, reinforcing Shi’i identity, while fixed mosque mihrabs conveyed
religious authority in communal contexts. This study reveals that both mihrab carpets and architectural
mihrabs, through shared visual and symbolic elements, facilitated sacred experiences at individual and collective
levels. However, the research is limited by its reliance on museum specimens and the lack of documentation
regarding the carpets’ everyday use. Future studies could examine the economic impact of Safavid carpet
weaving, compare the arch form with that of Ottoman mihrab carpets, and explore broader cultural exchanges.
Additionally, investigating the influence of the arch form on mystical experiences through psychological or

phenomenological approaches could offer new petrspectives in Islamic art scholarship.
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Table 1. Application of Arches in Safavid Era Mosque Architecture. (Bagherzadeh, 1397: 77, 79, and 81, and Field Research, 1404)
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Table 2. Structural Study of Some Mihrabi (Prayer Niche) Carpets from the Safavid Period
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Table 3. Application of the Main Elements of Mihrabi Catpets in the Carpet Sample of (E) in Table2
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Table 4. Comparison and Adaptation of Elements Used in the Researched Mihrabi Carpets Table 2
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Table 5. Variation in Arch Form of Mihrabi Carpets in the Studied Samples
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Table 6. Diverse Application of Lines in the Inscriptions of Mihrabi Carpets Related to the Arch-Shaped Niche of the Mihrab
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