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An Aesthetic and Conceptual Investigation of Safavid Era Brass 

Vessel Inscriptions (Victoria and Albert Museum, London) 

Abstract  

Traditional art works in different centuries of Iran's history, especially after the advent of Islam, 

have significantly reflected the ritual-religious views of their artists. This is clearly evident in 

the art of metalwork, which reached its peak of prosperity during the Safavid period. The use 

of decorative calligraphic inscriptions, which after Islam (with the emphasis of this religion on 

reading and writing), was widely used in most of the arts, also in metalwork of the Safavid era, 

not only for the purpose of decoration, but also for the purpose of expressing two important 

principals of national identity and the promotion of the Shi’ah belief. The metalwork of this 

age was formed based on the old traditions of this art, the skill of the metalworkers of this 

period, and based on the view of the Shia religion among the rulers and society of that day; 

moreover, it frequently contained the blessed names of the Almighty, verses and chapters of 

the holy Quran, the blessed names of the Infallible Imams, particularly Hazrat-e Ali (PBUH), 

the vicinity of the names of those who ordered the works, the name of the creator of the work, 

the name of the scribe and calligrapher, the date of creation of the work and finally Persian and 

Arabic poems. It is noteworthy that the content of the calligraphy of the inscription of the work 

has always been closely related to the function of the container. In this research, the 

inscriptional illustrations of eight brass vessels with different uses available in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum (London) have been examined aesthetically. The motive for this selection is to 

identify the decorative elements and concepts of the phrases of these inscriptions and their 

influence on the religious views of the Safavid period. 

Research aims: 

1. Examining the calligraphy of inscriptions on Safavid brass vessels in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum (London) concerning their calligraphy and aesthetic principles by the artists of the 

Safavid period. 

2. Exploring the decorative and conceptual features of the phrases included in the inscriptions 

of Safavid brass vessels and the influence of the religious views on their content and themes. 

Research questions: 
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1. What are the decorative aesthetical values, forms and themes of Safavid inscriptional 

decorations?  

2. What themes and contents do the inscriptions on the Safavid brass vessels in the Victoria 

and Albert Museum (London) contain, and is there a connection between the function and 

content of the artworks? 
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Introduction 

Since the beginning of the use of metal in the 8th millennium BC, metal objects have always 

been used as part of the essential equipment of mankind, due to its stability, durability, material 

resistance, lack of impact and the fact that it is unbreakable. Metalworks are used as a 

significant evidence to portray scientific, historical and archeological achievements of 

understand human civilization (Hayder Abadian, Abbasifard, 2009: 10). Metalworking as a 

crafting art has constantly had a vital place among other art industries since the distant past. 

Likewise, decoration in Iranian art has also had a unique stance and has undergone many 

changes and transformations in various branches of arts duringvarious periods of history and 

reached its peak of perfection and richness during the Islamic era. "One of the characteristics 

of Islamic decorative art is that a decorative design can be applied on any surface, including 

metal and provides a fine-looking decorative background that covers the entire surface" 

(Vaziri: 1994: 56) 

Detailing is one of the characteristics of Iranian decorative art; clearly visible in the art of 

metalwork. In general, the decorative themes of Iran during the Islamic era can be divided into 

five groups, which include: "herbal motifs, geometric motifs, human motifs, animal motifs, and 

decoration with calligraphy and inscriptional designs" (Mohammad Hassan: 1989). "The art of 

metalwork flourished in North-Eastern Iran, Khorasan and beyond the Nile and was able to 

become more prosperous with the inspiration of other arts such as calligraphy, painting, 

inlaying and by mixing different styles and applying herbal, animal and human arrays" 

(Ferasat, 2005: 62). In the intervening time, besides its decorative role, calligraphy manifested 

the spirit of Islamic art and played an imperative role in expressing the artist's tendencies and 

feelings. One of the ways to understand Safavid era metalwork, besides the use of decorative 

elements and motifs, is taking into account its inscriptions and transcripts. As mentioned, apart 

from the splendor of the inscriptions, their themes include meanings and concepts that reflect 

the social, religious and cultural conditions of the time they were written, and on the other 
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hand, represent the creativity of metalworking artists and the emergence of their spiritual purity 

(Ferasat, 1999: 79). 

The use of calligraphy and inscriptional design on metal reached its ultimate during the Safavid 

period. In this period, the expression of mystical and religious themes using calligraphy on 

metal became more widely used, the artists and metal workers of the Safavid period were 

inspired by the two principles of Shiism and nationalism that were prevalent in the society 

during that period. In this sense, Persian script, especially Nastaliq, was applied as an 

alternative to the Arabic script (Wilson, 1998: 78). 

In the extensive researches that have been carried out on the art of metalworking in the Safavid 

era. Such researches include comprehensive studies carried out by Malekian Shirvani, as well 

as the books "Islamic Metalworking Art" written by Shahram Heydar Abadian and Farnaz 

Abbasi Fard and "Metalworking of the Seljuk and Safavid Periods" written by Mohammad 

Afrogh. and the articles "Examination of the themes of the calligraphy of candlesticks and 

lanterns of the Safavid era" written by Maryam Ferasat; "Qur'anic calligraphy in carpet 

weaving and metalwork of the Safavid period" written by Zahra Shariat, Book of the Month of 

Art, and "Examination of form, decoration and content in metalwork art of the Seljuq and 

Safavid periods" written by Alireza Nowrozi Talab and Mohammad Afrogh, Nonetheless, no 

comprehensive research has been carried out concerning the topic of aesthetical inscriptions on 

Safavid brass vessels preserved at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. This article, 

accomplished via a documentary and library method, intends to primary identify the historical, 

cultural and religious contexts of the Safavid period and the metalworks of this era, and then 

to examine the aesthetics of the inscriptions of nine brass works with various functions 

preserved at the mentioned museum.  

Conclusion 

In general, in metal objects of the Safavid period, herbal decorations and inscriptions are the 

most applied decorative elements and animal, human and geometric motifs are applied at the 

least. In this period, plant motifs in the form of arabesque, Khatai and vine leaves abundantly 

form a large part of the decorations of metalwork. According to the popularization of 

nationalism and revival of Iranian identity by the Safavids, the popular and mostly applied 

script of that time, the Nastaliq script, was the bride of Iranian scripts, which was in harmony 

with herbal motifs and Islamic designs, and represents the genius of the metalworking artist in 

the aesthetics and combination of calligraphy in perfect harmony with decorations. The dishes 
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are visible and convey the meaning of the word beautifully to the viewer and reader. In this 

period, the most used metals were brass, steel, and copper, and gold and silver were used in 

court and decorative cases. The content of the calligraphy of the inscriptions of these works, in 

terms of the dominance of Shiite thought and national identity, include most of the Shiite 

religious themes, Quranic verses, hadiths, Salawat-e Kabireh or praise of the Fourteen 

Infallibles, praise-like sentences, expressions of devotion to the Imams, prayers of Joshan Kabir 

and Nad-e Ali, as well as verses and Persian poems; also, the applied themes are spiritual, epic 

and to some extent lyrical. In all cases, the themes used in the line drawings of the inscriptions 

were related and coordinated with the function of the vessel. 
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