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The portals of historical buildings, especially mosques and schools, often feature
diverse symbolic and textual elements. Symbolic forms include geometric patterns and
motifs, while textual elements employ various scripts, with banna'i (architectural)
script being among the most commonly used. A review of studies on the architectural
history of schools in Isfahan reveals limited attention to the characteristics of banna'i
scripts in school architecture. This study focuses on the thematic content and placement
of inscriptional patterns on the portals of historical schools in Isfahan, aiming to
classify their features and highlight similarities and differences. The research is
fundamental in purpose and retrospective in nature, employing a historical-analytical
method with a comparative approach, combining quantitative and qualitative analyses.

Initially, field observations identified 23 historical schools in Isfahan, from which five
were purposefully selected for their use of banna'i script decorations on their portals.
Data collection involved both archival sources and field studies, including
photographing the inscriptions and rendering them in 2D (AutoCAD) and 3D (3ds
Max) software. The selected samples were compared based on five factors: inscription
placement, background form, thematic content, script type, and the surface area
allocated to decoration. The analysis revealed significant similarities and differences in
the thematic content and placement of banna'i inscriptions on the portals of historical
schools in Isfahan. Key distinguishing features include their formation themes,
placement, script types used, and the extent of surface area dedicated to these
decorations.

Research Objectives:

1. To examine the characteristics of banna'i motifs used in the thematic content
of historical schools in Isfahan.

2. To analyze the placement of banna'i inscriptions on the portals of these
schools.

Research Questions:

1. What are the recurring motifs in banna'i inscriptions on the portals of historical
schools in Isfahan?

2. Are there notable similarities in the surface area proportions allocated to
banna'i inscriptions across these portals?
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Introduction

In the portals of some historical buildings, especially mosques and schools, various
concepts have generally been employed in two forms: symbolic and textual. Symbolic
forms include geometric knots and motifs, while textual forms utilize various scripts,
among which banna'i (architectural) script is one of the most frequently used. The city
of Isfahan, known as the "Dar al-EIlm of the East,” hosts more than twenty historical
schools. ldentification and examination of the portals of these schools reveal that
banna'i scripts, alongside other decorations, are among the most recurrent motifs
employed by past designers.

On the other hand, a review of architectural history research on Isfahan’s schools shows
that the characteristics of banna'i scripts in school architecture have been less studied.
Therefore, the present research, for the first time, addresses the banna'i inscriptional
decorations on the portals of historical schools in Iran, especially in Isfahan, from the
perspective of latent themes and placement. This approach provides a framework to
reveal similarities and differences in this domain.

The study is fundamental in purpose and retrospective in temporal scope. The
methodology is historical-analytical with a comparative approach, combining
guantitative and qualitative methods. Initially, through field observations of 23 existing
historical schools in Isfahan, five samples were purposefully selected where banna'i
inscriptional decorations are present on the portals. Data collection is based on
documentary sources, field studies, and direct observations by the authors, including
photographing the banna'i inscriptions and digitally drawing them using 2D AutoCAD
and 3D 3ds Max software. Finally, the samples were compared based on five factors:
inscription placement, background form, applied themes, script types used, and the
proportion of surface area dedicated to these decorations.

Regarding prior research, no independent study has yet been conducted specifically on
this topic. However, some articles have addressed banna'i inscriptions in various
buildings. For example, a comparative study of the architecture and decorations of
Ghiathieh Khargerd and Chaharbagh schools in Isfahan (Khani et al., 2012) examined
these two schools comparatively. Another study focused on the inscriptions of Dar al-
Ehsan school in Sanandaj, emphasizing Persian poetry in the inscriptions (Zarei, 2013).
A related article analyzed the tile inscriptions of Chaharbagh school, identifying various
scripts including Nastaliq, Kufic, and banna'i, and interpreted Safavid-era beliefs
reflected therein (Kianmehr et al., 2011).

Various studies have introduced banna'i script and its application in historical buildings.
For instance, "Design and Execution of Patterns in Iranian Islamic Tilework" collected



and transcribed inscriptions (Mahrovan Nagsh, 1982). Another research introduced
banna'i script types and features (Zamershidi, 1982). The "Atlas of Scripts" categorized
scripts by legibility (Fazayeli, 1983). Studies on the role of Quranic, Hadith, and prayer
texts in Islamic inscriptions, especially during Timurid and Safavid periods, have also
been conducted (Shaistefar, 2001). The influence of Shiism on inscriptional themes has
been explored in limited Isfahan monuments (Shaistefar, 2009).

Single-building studies include investigations of Shiite themes in the inscriptions of
Vakil Mosque in Shiraz (Shaistefar, 2009) and the evolution of banna'i script in Safavid
architecture focusing on Hakim Mosque in Isfahan (Zamershidi, 2011). Contemporary
applications of Kufic and banna'i scripts in logo design have also been studied
(Zamershidi et al., 2016; Khorasani et al., 2017). Finally, formal analysis of banna'i
script and content analysis of Quranic inscriptions in Goharshad and Hakim mosques
have been performed (Shaheidi, 2010; Abdollahi-Fard et al., 2019). A study similar in
method to the present one analyzed inscriptions and decorative elements of
Khwarazmshahi Grand Mosque in Gonabad (Sheikhi et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Analysis of the banna'i script inscriptions on the portals of historical schools in Isfahan
revealed that the most frequently recurring Quranic themes, in order, are: sacred names,
invocations (dhikr), surahs, and finally the well-known hadith of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) stating, "I am the city of knowledge and Ali is its gate" (see Table
3).

The second category of frequently repeated motifs created by the banna'i scripts
includes geometric shapes such as rectangles, various types of lozenges, stars with
different numbers of points, shamsas (sunburst motifs), and lines used in the spandrels
of the portals that lack a specific geometric form. Among these, the most recurrent are
rectangles, octagons, lozenges, non-Platonic geometric forms, various stars, and
shamsas.

In the five analyzed school samples, the simple banna'i script was used more than other
types of banna'i scripts by the designers (see Figure 12). The complex banna'i script
was employed in all schools except for the Jaddeh Bozorg School (see Figures 14-15).
Among the samples, only two schools—Nimavard and Kasehgaran—feature the
interlaced banna'i script (see Figure 13). Another type of banna'i script called the "dome
stem" was found above the entrance door of Kasehgaran School, which was not used in
other schools (see Figure 16). The banna'i script in the ma ‘qali style was applied in
Nimavard School on the side and front facades (see Figure 17).



Furthermore, the analysis showed that the surface area allocated to banna'i inscriptions
on the portals of Isfahan’s historical schools does not fall within a specific numerical
range. This indicates that factors such as the type of decoration, construction methods,
architect’s taste, and client’s preferences influenced the extent of surface area dedicated
to these inscriptions (see Table 4). Among the samples, Kasehgaran School allocated
the largest surface area of its portal facade to banna'i script decorations (see Table 5).
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