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Abstract

The mural paintings of religious buildings from the Qajar era are considered among
the most important sources for the study of Islamic art in Iran - especially religious
symbology. Among these, the gazelle motif can be referred as a symbolic element
carrying multiple and multilayered meanings. The present study aims to analyze the
functions of the deer motif in the narrative structure and symbolic system of the works.
Using a qualitative approach and the iconography and iconographic method of Ervin
Panovsky, it has attempted to explain the classifiable patterns of the deer motif in the
murals of religious buildings of the Qajar era from two thematic and semantic
perspectives, and to recognize the function of this motif in the narrative structure and
symbolic system of religious murals of this era. The findings of the study indicate that:
1- The deer motif is classified into six semantic patterns and eight thematic patterns:
aesthetic-decorative (ornament), allegorical-mystical (desert), narrative-religious
(deer guarantor of the deer, deer and the prophet, deer and Sultan Qais), allegorical-
ritual (battle), allegorical-symbolic (deer and lion), and local narrative-mythical (deer
hunting). 2- Among the functions of this motif, considering the narrative context of
the work, are: representing sacred concepts, intercession, purity, oppression, and the
confrontation between good and evil. The results of the research also indicate that the
deer motif in religious murals of the Qajar era has a multilayered nature and is
dependent on the narrative context, which has a special place in the symbolic system
of religious art of this period. This iconographic analysis has been able to clarify the
semantic layers and visual functions of this motif and show the effective role of animal
paintings in conveying religious concepts.
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Introduction

The art of mural painting in Iran during the
Qajar era is considered one of the most
important sources for understanding the
beliefs, as well as cultural and religious
values, of people in this period. The motifs
and symbols employed in these works
convey latent meanings that function
beyond mere visual aesthetics. Animal
motifs, including the gazelle, have long
been used in Iranian art as instruments for
representing moral, social, and religious
concepts. Despite the significance of this
motif, a precise analysis of the thematic
and semantic patterns of the gazelle and its
position within the narrative structure and
symbolic system of Qajar religious murals
has not yet been presented. Moreover, the
relationship between this motif and the
religious, cultural, and social concepts of
that society has not been systematically
examined.

This study has been conducted to address
the following questions: Into what thematic
and semantic patterns can the gazelle motif
in the murals of Qajar religious buildings
be classified? What functions does this
motif perform within the narrative
structure and symbolic system of Qajar
religious wall paintings? The objectives of
the study are: (1) To identify and classify
the thematic and semantic patterns of the
gazelle motif in the murals, and (2) to
analyze the functions of the gazelle motif
within the narrative structure and symbolic
system of the artworks based on
Panofsky’s iconographic approach, and to
elucidate its impact on the representation of
religious and cultural concepts.

Materials and Methods

The present study is fundamental—
theoretical in terms of purpose and
historical and descriptive—analytical in
terms of nature and method. The research
sample consists of 15 murals from 12
historical and religious buildings in Iran
dating to the Qajar era, including eight
murals belong to saqqanehs (Saqanefars)
and seven from sacred shrines.

Geographically, eight murals are located in
Mazandaran Province (Mahmoudabad,
Juybar, Amol, Babol, and Babolsar), three
in Gilan Province (Amlash, Astaneh-ye
Ashrafiyeh, and Lahijan), and four in
Isfahan Province (Haruniyeh, Kashan, and
Isfahan).

Discussion and Findings

The analysis of the gazelle motif was
conducted at three levels. First, its formal
characteristics and visual placement within
the pictorial composition were examined
(pre-iconographical level). Second, the
narrative, allegorical, and symbolic roles of
the gazelle were identified (iconographical
level). Finally, its semantic and symbolic
functions were interpreted within the
broader cultural and religious context
(iconological level).

An example of Jomalof

analysis from the allegorical-mystical GieaerKhorasan Handicrafis

semantic pattern and the desert thematic
pattern is presented below: A depiction of
the story of Layla and Majnun, where
Majnun forming companionship with
animals such as the gazelle. The
compositional structure is as follows: 1.
Central figure — Majnun: His emaciated
face, seated posture on the ground,
distraught gaze, and ascetic demeanor
indicate that the artist intended to convey
Majnun’s isolation and spiritual suffering.
This mode of representation is common in
illustrated manuscripts of Nizami Ganjavi
and in Qajar art. 2. Animals surrounding
Majnun: Birds, deer, and other animals
depicted around him serve a role beyond
mere decoration. They are Majnun’s true
companions in the desert and symbolize
nature’s submission to the purity and
sincerity of his love. In literary sources,
Majnun is described as a “friend of
animals” and “intimate with wild
creatures”. 3. The role of the gazelle
beside Majnun: (A) In the narrative of
Layla and Majnun, both in literature and
painting, the gazelle typically conveys the
following meanings: Symbol of beauty
and delicacy, recalling Layla: Many
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poets liken Layla’s eyes to those of a
gazelle. Thus, the presence of the gazelle
beside Majnun may function as a visual
metaphor for Layla’s image; even in the
heart of the desert, Majnun remains
surrounded by the “memory of Layla”. (B)
Sign of Majnun’s spiritual purity: The
gazelle, a delicate and timid animal, sits
calmly beside him. This tranquility
suggests that Majnun has attained a level of
spiritual refinement and sacred love such
that even wild nature trusts him. (C)
Reflection of the concept of liberation:
In Iranian culture, the gazelle symbolizes
freedom and release from worldly
constraints. This idea of liberation
corresponds to Majnun’s spiritual state—
detached from the material world and
sustained solely by love and remembrance.
(D) Symbol of spiritual companionship:
In the Majnun narrative, animals act as his
companions, and the gazelle in particular
symbolizes the confidant of his solitude
and a manifestation of divine mercy.
Overall, by placing the gazelle beside
Majnun, the Qajar artist visualizes a
connection between earthly love and
mystical love, a connection that constitutes
the main axis of the Layla and Majnun
narrative.

Conclusions

In response to the first research question,
regarding the thematic and semantic
patterns into which the gazelle motif in the
murals of Qajar religious buildings can be
classified, the findings indicate that this
motif can be identified within six semantic
patterns and eight thematic patterns,
including: aesthetic—decorative
(ornamental), allegorical-mystical
(desert), narrative—religious (Imam Reza as
the Guarantor of the Gazelle, gazelle and
the Prophet, gazelle and Sultan Qays),
ritual-allegorical (combat), allegorical—

symbolic (gazelle and lion), and local
narrative-mythological (gazelle hunting).
Each of these patterns is shaped in
accordance with the visual structure,
composition, and narrative content of the
scene, reflecting the diversity and broad
interpretative potential of this motif.
regarding the second research question,
concerning the functions of the gazelle
motif within the narrative and symbolic
context of these murals, the findings
demonstrate that the gazelle performs a
function beyond mere decoration and acts
as an active element within the pictorial
narrative. Depending on the narrative
context, the motif can convey sacred
concepts such as intercession, divine
protection, and association with religious
figures, or it may represent ideas such as
purity, innocence, the confrontation
between good and evil, and the reflection
of ritualistic and mythological beliefs.
Thus, the nature of the gazelle motif in
Qajar  religious murals is  fluid,
multilayered, and context-dependent,
occupying a distinctive position within the
symbolic system of religious art and within
the religious, mystical, and cultural beliefs
of Iranian society.

Analyzing the deer motif through
Panofsky’s iconological approach enables
a more precise understanding of its hidden
semantic layers and visual functions,
demonstrating that animal motifs in Qajar
religious art play a fundamental role in
conveying doctrinal and belief-based
concepts. Based on the results of this study,
it is suggested that future research
undertake comparative analyses of other
animal motifs in religious murals from
periods before and after the Qajar era, and
employ interdisciplinary approaches, such
as anthropology, ritual studies, and cultural
semiotics, to deepen the understanding of
their meanings.
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