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Abstract

The Agha Seyed Hossein and Seyed Ebrahim Kia Shrine are one of the historical and
religious landmarks in Langroud, housing the tombs of the Kiai family, a Shia dynasty,
specifically Seyed Hossein and his brother Seyed Ebrahim Kia. Seyed Hossein Kia,
due to his affiliation with the Seyed Kiai family and the charitable deeds he performed
in the region, was honored by the local people after his death (9th century AH) through
the construction of a mausoleum around his grave. Numerous sources suggest that this
mausoleum forms the foundation of the current structure of the Agha Seyed Hossein
shrine. According to the head of the shrine's trustees, the original structure, which
existed before the fire around 1235 AH, was about 700 years old and bore architectural
resemblance to buildings from the Ilkhanid period. Additionally, a marble inscription
on the western side of the building states that the current structure was restored and
rebuilt in 1268 AH by a merchant from Gilan named Haj Hassan. One of the most
significant decorations of this structure is its tilework, which spans various centuries
and is considered among the oldest tilework in Gilan. The tiles can be categorized into
four main groups based on their themes: geometric and floral patterns, animal motifs,
human figures, and inscriptions.

The aim of this research is to identify and introduce the tilework motifs of the Agha
Seyed Hossein and Seyed Ebrahim Kia Shrine in Langroud and to explore the
symbolic meanings of these motifs. The main research questions are: 1) What are the
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types of tilework motifs found in the shrine of Agha Seyed Hossein and Seyed Ebrahim
Kia? 2) What symbolic meanings are associated with these motifs? This qualitative
study utilizes descriptive-analytical methods, with data gathered from both library
sources and fieldwork.

In the southeastern section of the shrine, a rectangular building stands, with a water
reservoir (sagha-khaneh) situated in its northern part. On the interior eastern wall, there
are four tile panels arranged in two rows, which display the name of the tilemaker and
the subject matter of the panels. These tiles, depicting themes from the Battle of
Karbala, represent a form of popular and religious imagery from the Qajar period,
executed in the style of coffeehouse paintings with localized perspective and a degree
of naturalism. Some of the motifs are skillfully rendered, while others appear more
crudely executed, reflecting the influence of lithographic illustration and the theatrical
traditions of ta'zieh (religious passion plays) that were common during that period.

The Eiwan (porch) of the shrine is adorned with tile skirting that features a variety of
techniques and dates back to different historical periods. The square tiles with floral
and geometric motifs, executed in the haft rang (seven-color) technique, likely date
from the Qajar era. The oldest parts of the structure include the internal skirting tiles,
which feature motifs that suggest they were salvaged from another building after the
Langroud fire during the Qajar period. These tiles may date back to the llkhanid or
Timurid periods and are likely the oldest tiles in Gilan. The intricately patterned
octagonal tiles were crafted using the underglaze technique. There are two types of
octagonal tiles in this section: the later blue-and-white tiles, which can be attributed to
the Safavid period, and older ones with a cream background and black and green
motifs, likely from the 7th or 8th centuries AH. The influence of llkhanid and Timurid
motifs is evident in these tiles, particularly in the use of animal motifs, which resemble
those found in Ilkhanid and Timurid ceramics.

The motifs on the tiles fall into four categories: floral and geometric patterns,
inscriptions, human figures, and animal motifs:

1. Floral and Geometric Patterns: The floral motifs on these tiles are the most
diverse. The exterior skirting of the Hosseinieh section of the shrine is adorned
with haft rang tiles featuring floral and geometric motifs, devoid of human or
animal figures, and attributed to the Qajar period. Each tile contains four
rosettes connected by two eslimi (arabesque) branches at the corners, enclosing
an octagon at the center. A naturalistic rosebud, along with two crescents, is
depicted within the octagon. The interior skirting tiles, dating from the 7th to
the 11th centuries AH, feature floral motifs either independently or in
combination with human, animal, and inscriptional motifs. Some of the floral
designs are rendered in a greenish hue, similar to the sabk-e saz style, where
flowers are arranged on a delicate curved skeleton of serrated leaves, with
highly detailed petals.

2. Inscriptions: Among the tiles in the shrine, only two bear inscriptions. One of
the tiles is signed "Created by Khalil bin Ahmad, tilemaker," indicating the
artist’s signature. The other inscription repeats the phrase "Ya Ali" five times
on an octagonal tile, explicitly reflecting the Shi’a faith of both the artist and
the patron who commissioned the shrine.

3. Human Figures: There are two tiles depicting human figures surrounded by
floral motifs, reminiscent of Safavid-era paintings, specifically single-page



illustrations from the Safavid period. The rounded faces and almond-shaped
eyes of the figures are influenced by Chinese artistic traditions, while the
clothing is distinctly Persian. The garments of the men and women depicted
reflect the Timurid influence on early Safavid fashion.

4. Animal Motifs: The animal motifs on the tiles are highly diverse, featuring
various birds such as parrots, pheasants, peacocks, and other local species
perched among trees. Two tiles depict lions: in one, the lion is solitary among
plants, while in the other, the lion is engaged in a hunting scene, attacking a
gazelle and a rabbit amidst decorative foliage. These lion motifs highlight the
animal’s majesty, power, bravery, and ferocity. Six tiles feature rabbits
frolicking among the floral patterns, with one tile depicting a scene of a chase
between the rabbit and other animals. The dragon motif on one of the tiles,
symbolizing benevolence and positive energy, is heavily influenced by
Chinese art. Unlike the other tiles, which feature floral arabesques, this tile is
adorned with cloud motifs. Overall, this tile shows the most significant
influence from Chinese art.

The findings indicate that the tilework in this shrine dates from the Ilkhanid, Timurid,
Safavid, and Qajar periods. The sagha-khaneh includes Qajar-era tile panels depicting
scenes from the Battle of Karbala, rendered in a simpler style than formal Qajar court
art yet deeply rooted in local traditions. After the fire in Langroud during the Qajar
period, the interior skirting tiles, the oldest decorative elements in the shrine, were
transferred from another building. Most of the animal motifs depict various birds such
as parrots, peacocks, and pheasants. Other animal motifs, such as lions (sometimes
symbolizing Imam Ali), rabbits, and gazelles, reflect the mythical beliefs of the region.
The dragon motif is heavily influenced by Chinese art, while the floral motifs in most
tiles resemble the Saz style. Human motifs show the influence of Chinese facial
features combined with Persian attire, particularly from the early Safavid period. Two
tiles contain inscriptions: one bearing the artist's signature and the other featuring the
phrase "Ya Ali," reflecting the Shi’a beliefs of both the artist and the patron.

Keywords: Tomb of Agha Seyed Hossein and Seyed Ebrahim Kiya, Al Kiya, Shia
Art, Tiling
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