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Abstract

In the manuscripts section of the Astan Quds Razavi Library, some of the most
distinguished manuscripts are dedicated to Qurans, the covers of which are of different
varieties and qualities, and represent great and unique developments in the art of book
decoration in Iran. Among the covers that can be examined and have special importance
are the oil covers, on which flower and bird motifs have been executed with remarkable
delicacy and beauty. In the production of such covers, the painter's contribution is much
greater than that of the bookbinder, and in a way, it is considered as an independent work
of art distinct from the entire work. This type of cover emerged in the traditional binding
of the Holy Quran from the late Timurid period, coinciding with the middle of the ninth
and tenth centuries AH (15th and 16th centuries CE), a period regarded as the height of the
flourishing of the art of manuscript decoration. Given the importance of recognizing and
studying the emergence, quality, and function of this artistic element in the production of
the Holy Quran, this study aims to provide a semiotic analysis of motifs of flowers and
birds on the oil covers of Quranic manuscripts, with a focus on dated manuscripts to
examine the themes and semantic layers, as well as the quality of the symbols and flowers
and birds motifs used in the decoration of the oil covers of dated Quranic manuscripts from
the Safavid and Qajar periods held in the Astan Quds Razavi Library. To this end, a
descriptive-analytical method based on Peirce's semiotic theory was employed, and the data
were collected through documentary and library research. As mentioned above, the
research population comprises four oil covers belonging to Quranic manuscripts with
flower and bird motifs and definitive dates, from the Safavid and Qajar periods, held in the
Astan Quds Razavi Library. The results show that, based on Peirce's semiotic theory, the
visual decorations of the selected covers have a composite structure in terms of the types
of signs, with all three types of signs—iconic, indexical, and symbolic—being identifiable

among them.
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Introduction

The flower and plant motif is one of the most
important motifs used in oil covers, which
underwent significant changes from the
Safavid to the Zand and Qajar periods and
gradually acquired its own independent
characteristics. In the Astan Quds Razavi
Library, some of the most exquisite
manuscripts are dedicated to the Holy Qurans,
some of which are decorated with oil covers
and belong to the Safavid and Qajar periods.
These volumes, with the representation of
flower and plant motifs, have remarkable
elegance and beauty, and the contribution of
the painter in them is more obvious than that of
the bookbinder. The present study aims to
introduce flower and plant motifs in the oil
covers of the dated Quran manuscripts of the
Astan Quds Razavi Library from the Safavid
and Qajar periods, and to explore the semiotics
of these motifs. Adopting an analytical
approach, the study introduces several
significant and dated works from these
volumes, and seeks to discover the meanings
hidden in the visual elements of the flower and
plant motifs in these works.

Materials and Methods

This study is developmental in nature and uses
a descriptive-analytical method to examine the
dated oil covers of the Holy Quran in the Astan
Quds Razavi Library. The research information
was collected from library sources and
documentary data in the collection of works in
the Manuscripts Department of Astan Quds
Razavi, using the semiotic approach of Charles
Sanders Peirce.

Extensive field, electronic, and library searches
to identify oil covers of Quranic manuscripts in
the manuscript section of the Astan Quds
Razavi Library led to the collection of new
information in this area. After extensive
follow-up, 228 oil covers of Quranic
manuscripts were made available to the authors
for review. Of these, 20 oil covers had floral
and bird motifs and 208 had floral and plant
motifs. Given the limitations of the paper, this
study examined the information on 20 oil
covers of Quranic manuscripts decorated with
floral and bird motifs. Among these works, the
definitive date of manufacture of the covers is
known in only four cases, which can be used to
evaluate the evolution of motifs and the way
floral and bird motifs are represented in
different periods. Accordingly, the study
population includes four outstanding dated oil
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volumes with codes 2209, 1689, 1656, and
1653, which belong to the Safavid and Qajar
periods. The reason for selecting these copies
was, first, their datedness and their definite
attribution to the historical periods under study,
and then, the high quality of the volumes, the
variety of motifs, and the possibility of
accessing and accurately photographing them
from different angles.

Discussion and Findings

All the flowers in the flower and plant
paintings correspond to their natural species in
terms of color, shape, petal density, and
delicate details that show the volume of the
flowers well, creating a lively and fresh
presence in the flower and plant paintings. In
these works, most of the flowers are Centaury,
Nasturtium, Artichoke, Parsley, Rana, Bodaq,
Hyacinth, Periwinkle, Anemone, wild Tulip,
Daffodil, Carnation, Hibiscus blossoms. From
examining the motifs of the selected volumes,
it can be concluded that flowers such as peony,
nasturtium, parsley, and artichoke are common
among these volumes and are commonly used
in many works.

The visual characteristics of Gol Buteh's works
in four oil volumes selected from the Quranic
manuscripts of the Qajar period are divided
into two general categories: plant motifs and
written motifs. The written motifs in the
margins of volume number four include a
hadith from the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
executed in Raqqa' script and in gold paint. The
plant patterns used in these works are divided
into three categories in terms of symbolic
connotations and semantic load. First, the
common symbolic flowers that are repeated in
all volumes; in addition to their decorative
function, these flowers carry deep cultural and
mystical concepts, including divine and love
symbols.  Second, flowers with less
significance that are seen only in some
volumes; this group is more decorative and
complementary, although they still have some
symbolic load. Third, wild flowers that do not
have a specific symbolic meaning and are
mostly used to create visual balance in the
composition of Gol Buteh's paintings.
Conclusions

According to the research findings, the binding
of Quranic manuscripts has a symbolic and
allegorical charge and is deeply connected to
the concepts of Islamic mysticism. Based on
Peirce's semiotic theory, the visual arrays of
flower and plant motifs in the selected volumes
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are organized in all three types of signs: iconic,
symbolic, and indexical, indicating that the
volumes under study have all three types of
signs; from the perspective of iconographic
signs, most of the species used in these works
correspond to their natural examples in terms
of shape and color, indicating that many of
them are native to Iran and have inspired
painters. From the perspective of symbolic
signs, flowers have deep mystical and literary
meanings in Persian poetry and literature. Also,
from the perspective of indexical signs, the
natural connection between flowers and the
spring season highlights the indexical aspect of
these volumes.
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