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Introduction

Iranians have been familiar with the art of metalworking since ancient times, and as early as the fourth
millennium BCE, they had discovered the existence of various metals (Hatam, 2009: 149). The use of
metal in the land of Iran, similar to some regions of the Middle East, dates back to the Neolithic period—
when humans first came to know and utilize pure metals (Tohidi, 2007: 30).The art of Iranian
metalworking continued to evolve throughout the rise and fall of various monarchies, undergoing
significant transformations during certain periods—one of the most notable being the era of the Seljuk
Turks (Razani et al., 2010: 55). With the rise of the Seljuks in Iran (429 AH / 1037 CE), a brilliant period
of Islamic metalwork began (Hatam, 2009: 150).Seljuk metalwork originated from tribal, Iranian, and
Islamic traditions. The creations of this period played a fundamental role in the final formation of
classical Islamic art patterns in Iran and neighboring countries. Understanding the metalwork of this era—
when, for the first time after Islam, the unity of religion and state emerged—is a turning point in
comprehending the development of Iranian art. Although metalworkers in the Islamic society faced
certain restrictions, Seljuk artisans found admirable ways to foster and elevate this art within the
framework of their cultural traditions (Moradi, 2016: 2).What is particularly noteworthy is the extensive
use of animal motifs in the decoration of metalwork from this period. The purpose of this research is to
examine the reasons behind the prevalence and acceptance of animal motifs in Seljuk metalwork
decorations, drawing upon historical sources and content analysis of these ornamental designs.
Accordingly, the main research question is: What were the reasons for the frequent use or increase of
animal motifs in the decorative metalwork of the Seljuk period.

Methodology

This study has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical method, based on both fieldwork and library
research. By relying on content analysis of decorative motifs and their comparative study with the
information provided in historical sources, the research aims to address the main research question. The
research data consist of metal vessels preserved in the Reza Abbasi Museum and the National Museum of
Iran.

Conclusion

The nomadic Turks, who lived in the steppes and whose livelihood was closely intertwined with nature,
regarded the living creatures around them as sacred symbols. By examining the content of historical texts,
it becomes evident that one of the most significant cultural phenomena in the history of these steppes was
the emergence of the art of creating small animal sculptures and depicting living beings—an art that
gradually acquired distinctive refinement and style (Grousset, 1989: 28).As discussed earlier, the use of
decorative motifs in artworks can be examined from both naturalistic and mythological perspectives. The
Seljuk Turks, as nomadic tribes before their arrival in Iran, lived in direct connection with nature and its
elements. This relationship was so profound that animals transcended their practical role as sources of
food and materials, becoming part of the Turks’ mythical beliefs and even their calendar systems.
Therefore, it can be concluded that nature and its creatures played a significant role in the everyday life
and mythological worldview of the Seljuk Turks.Furthermore, a study of the artistic evolution of
decorative motifs in Iran shows that the use of animal motifs was common even before the advent of
Islam. Similar to the Seljuks, animals held symbolic importance in the daily life and mythological
imagination of ancient Iranian peoples and rulers. Although the rise of Islam transformed many
mythological concepts, in certain historical periods—particularly in the Seljuk era—the use of animal
motifs in artistic decorations, especially in objects of daily and courtly life, continued under the patronage
of rulers and elites.The Seljuks, despite their nomadic background and tribal traditions, maintained a
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direct relationship with animals on both material and spiritual levels. Their arrival in Iran, where animals
already held symbolic and mythological significance, created fertile ground for the fusion of tribal
traditions with Iranian artistic thought. As a result, during the Seljuk period, the use of animal motifs in
art—especially in metalwork—reached its peak.It appears that the selection of specific birds and their
placement on various objects during this period was deliberate. For instance, the duck, symbolizing
worldliness and material desire, was engraved on silver basins, while other birds such as peacocks and
parrots, regarded as symbols of health and vitality, were depicted on objects like incense burners
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