The animal motifs on the tile decorations of Allahverdi Khan Dome portico in the Holy
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Introduction

Throughout the history of Islamic art and architecture, particularly in the early centuries, the
decoration of religious buildings in Iran faced numerous limitations due to the presence of
various hadiths and narrations prohibiting the depiction of living creatures. This is evident in
the scarcity of animal motifs in the decorations of buildings such as mosques and mausoleums.
The portico of Allahverdi Khan Dome, one of the most significant structures within the Holy
Shrine of Razavi from the Safavid era, stands out as it was built under the command of
Allahverdi Khan as his mausoleum. It features nearly five hundred animal motifs, including
realistic and mythological designs, presented in intricate tilework on its walls. Based on studies,
analyses, and examination of existing documents, as well as comparisons of some of the
representational motifs formed on the tiles, it is possible to identify a representation of diverse
religious beliefs in the selection and arrangement of images on the tiles. Given the religious
prohibitions on depicting living creatures, understanding the religious principles that
influenced the formation of such representational images is essential. Investigating and
comprehending the religious discourse that led to the presence of living creature images,
especially in the decorations of the Holy Shrine of Razavi, and redefining the extent and manner
of interaction between art and religion in Safavid religious architecture are among the
objectives of this research. This study employs a historical-comparative approach with a
descriptive-analytical method, utilizing both library and field research methods. The study
population includes all animal motifs on the tiles of the Allahverdi Khan Dome portico during

the Safavid period.

Several studies have been conducted on the tilework of buildings associated with the Holy
Shrine of Razavi and the distinctive structure of Allahverdi Khan Dome. For instance, Khan-
Hosseynabadi and Eshraghi (2018) in their article, "Symbolic Concepts of Animal Motifs in
the Tilework of Allahverdi Khan Dome from the Safavid Era in the Holy Shrine of Razavi,"”
introduced and analyzed the symbolic meanings of bird and other animal motifs in this portico.
They aimed to identify, categorize, and explain the symbolic meanings of each motif by
detailing their precise locations and numbers. Shahrami and Sheykhi (2020) in their article,
"Study and Interaction of Inscriptions and Birds Depicted on Allahverdi Khan Portico in the

Complex of Imam Reza Shrine," attempted to translate the inscriptions on the tiles and correlate



them with bird motifs to explain the symbolic reasons for choosing these motifs. Their analysis
focused on mystical interpretations based on the inscriptions found in the building.
Additionally, Zamani et al. (2022) in their article, "Comparative Study of the Formation of
Allahverdi Khan Portico in the Holy Shrine of Razavi Based on the Existential Philosophy of
Mulla Sadra," explored the architectural form of the dome and portico from a foundational and
philosophical perspective. They viewed the octagonal shape, symmetry, and central position of
the dome as influenced by Mulla Sadra's existential philosophy and the concept of unity.
Ranjbaran et al. (2024) in their article, "Rethinking Form and Concept in Representational
Motifs of Living Creatures on the Tiles of Imam Reza Shrine in the Safavid Era, with Emphasis
on Allahverdi Khan Dome," introduced the animal motifs present in the shrine from the Safavid
era and discussed how these motifs were formed. They concluded by introducing the
illustrations from Qazwini's book, "The Wonders of Creation,” as a visual source for the
selection and arrangement of animal images on the tile decorations of this portico. As noted,
the diversity of motifs and the substantial differences in the motifs within the portico indicate
the presence of a distinct discourse in the design and construction of this building. Researchers
will strive to examine the various religious reasons influencing the formation of these
decorations, focusing on the inherent characteristics of Allahverdi Khan's prior Christian
beliefs and the official Shi’ah beliefs of the time.

Conclusion

Considering the points presented, it appears that various factors have influenced the
formation of decorations featuring animal images on the tiles of Allahverdi Khan Dome
portico. Reasons such as the impact of literary texts, particularly Zakariya al-Qazwini's
book "The Wonders of Creation," have been used in arranging and selecting bird and
animal images. However, in general, religious beliefs have played a prominent role in
this composition. The shared themes of Mulla Sadra's existential philosophy and
Allahverdi Khan's prior beliefs as a Christian convert (influenced by the figurative art
of the Eastern Orthodox Church) can be observed in the composition and selection of
motifs on the intricate tilework (peacock, Simorgh, dragon). Even the orientation of
these images towards the east of the building reinforces these similarities and indicates
a kind of devout awareness in the interaction between the patron, architects, and artisans
involved in constructing and decorating the portico.

Given the concepts and points expressed in the inscriptions of this building and its role
as a pathway to the sacred shrine, it seems that the use of living creature images was



intended to deepen and complete religious teachings, redefine the earthly paradise in
funerary architecture, and manifest the divine in all aspects of the building. This was
likely influenced by the overlap of common concepts in Shia teachings of the Safavid
era and the visual models present in Allahverdi Khan's Christian beliefs, as well as being
generally influenced by religious beliefs and archetypes.
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