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The Symbolic Evaluation of the Motif of the Horse in the 

Potteries of the Seljuk Period 

Abstract  

In the history of Iranian pottery, the Seljuk period can be mentioned as the golden age of this 

art among the other present arts of this stage. Such potteries are significant for their design 

features and motifs. The motifs of the pottery of this period speak of the creativity and genius 

of the artists of this era and were executed with special skill and artistry. Various motifs such 

as animal, herbal and human motifs are used in the pottery of this period, and each of these 

motifs includes various meanings and concepts. The image of the horse is one of the animal 

elements used in Seljuk period pottery and was widely used in various forms in the pottery of 

this period. The present research has analyzed the symbolic meanings and forms of this image 

in the composition of the pottery of the two cities of Ray and Kashan during the Seljuk period 

by following an analytical and descriptive method. The results of the research show that the 

motif of the horse in the ceramics of the Seljuk period has appeared in various themes such as 

hunting, banquets, court ceremonies and war. Moreover, independently as a symbol, the motif 

of the horse represents freedom, power, speed and beauty and thus such concepts are 

manifested in the form of a horse.  

Research aims: 

1. Acknowledging the themes and symbolic meanings of the motif of the horse in the ceramics 

of the Seljuk period. 

2. Studying the form, position and placement of the horse figure in Seljuk period pottery. 

Research questions: 

1. What symbolic themes and meanings are used in the horse motifs on Seljuk pottery? 

2. What are the visual characteristics of the form, position and state of the horse on Seljuk 

pottery? 
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Introduction 

Pottery, a handmade piece shaped by ancestors, has accepted many roles in its evolution since 

ancient times; in addition, in its evolution, its even and fragile surface has constantly been a 

means of expressing the artist's imaginations and inner feelings. In the making, designing and 

decorating vessels, the element of perfection and beauty is masterfully applied; thus, the pottery 

of the Islamic era can be considered the masterpiece of Iranian pottery art in terms of technical 

innovations and variety of themes. Regarding the history of Islamic pottery, the Seljuk period 

is considered as one of the most brilliant stages of this art. The pottery of this era is one of the 

valuable artistic and cultural works which despite the absence of exemplified written 

documents, presents a clear picture of Iranian art pottery and presents significant variety in 

terms of decoration and shape. Patterns and motifs are used on the potteries of the Seljuk era 

including animal motifs (the motif of horse and rider). Throughout history, the motif of the 

horse has been present in myths and customs of different cultures beholding various concepts 

and meanings.  

Experts consider the modern horse to be the evolution of the original horse, which underwent 

changes in different lands. Its presence and importance can be well understood by passing and 

commenting on Iranian artworks. It was transferred from the Sassanid period with a change in 

forms and decorations from the beginning of Islam then it was used on dishes in the following 

periods according to the characteristics of the artworks of that period. In this research, it is 

sought to investigate and analyze the motif of the horse and its contexts and uses in the art 

pottery of the Seljuk period and to clarify the ambiguities in the field of the effects and causes 

of carving such motifs. Here it is assumed that: 1) the use of horse motifs on Seljuk period 

pottery has symbolic and practical themes 2) the beliefs and views of the potter and the 

supporters of these works have had an impact on the use of this motif 3) in the motifs of the 

Seljuk vessels, elements and themes related to common beliefs before Islam are applied. In this 

regard, the main objective of this research to summarize and analyze the image of a horse on 

Seljuk pottery, particularly the pottery of the cities of Kashan and Ray, as they were important 

and influential centers of pottery making in the mentioned period. 

Regarding prior research on the topic of the horse motif on Seljuk pottery, the following 

researches can be mentioned:  in her article, Farideh Talebpour (2009) has discussed the 

placement of the horse's saddle in the art of ancient Iran, emphasizing its mythological 

importance, Mohammad Hassan Samsar (1963) discussed the importance of the horse and its 

decorations in ancient Iran; also, the different manifestations of the horse, its history in the art 
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of ancient Iran have been considered in a content and structural analysis. Leila Sharifi and 

Adham Zargham (2012) also analyzed the role of the horse from the perspective of form and 

content in the Median and Achaemenes periods, emphasizing its place and formation on 

practical objects and rock paintings. Also, in the Master's thesis of Shervin Faridnejad at the 

University of Tehran (2005), he examined the motif of the horse in Iranian beliefs, myths and 

traditions of the historical era, and its role in Zarinehs, Siminehs, and paintings by considering 

the murals and reliefs of the Sassanid era. In the section of paintings and epic narratives, can 

the article of Amir Rezaei Nabard (2009) can be noted in which the position and role of the 

horse in the works of Mahmoud Farshchian is discussed with reference to its artistic expression 

and its psychological and semiotic concepts. Farzad Ghaemi and Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi 

(2009) pointed out that the role of the horse as the most repeated symbolic animal in the 

evolution of the archetype of the hero through its manifestations in the Shahnameh. 

Based on the nature and method, the current research follows a descriptive-analytical method. 

The technique of collecting information is combined including library sources and research 

records. It is worth mentioning that the statistical population includes 12 earthenware figures 

inscribed with the image of a horse from the Seljuk period from the cities of Kashan and Ray. 

The items have not previously been studied regarding visual and analytical aspects. The 

classification of this pattern on the pottery presented in tables were used as a measuring tool, 

thus, by focusing on the assortment and visual features seen on pottery patterns, it is possible 

to analyze the motifs of horses. 

Conclusion 

It can be said that the pottery works that have been studied in this research are all engraved 

with horse images that are drawn with different colors on the surface of pottery. During the 

detailed examination of the pottery sample, various aspects and faces of the horse motifs were 

extracted and the frameworks and appearances of these motifs were determined and the visual 

details were scrutinized in a table. 

After the investigations that were carried out on the motifs and designs on the pottery in 

question, returning to the original question, it is possible to provide a relatively complete and 

well-reasoned interpretation and description of the causes and factors of the designs on the 

pottery. In response to the research question, according to the inquiries, it can be supposed that 

the artist of this era consciously and with unique elegance and accuracy attempted to draw the 

shapes, moreover, by considered the aesthetical values, the artist sought to preserve realism 
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and concentrate on the intended target. According to the way of designing this role, the potter 

has considered a special design and paid attention to the way it is placed on the surface of the 

vessel, which is usually seen as the central and main motif among other patterns. Considering 

that horse motifs witnessed various symbolic and conceptual aspect in prior periods, the potter 

has applied the same motif by considering similar symbolic expressions. Compensating close 

attention to the placement of this role next to other motifs, as well as concerning its content 

and artistic expression, the variety of artistic expression of the role of the horse is seen in 

various themes such as hunting, banquets, court ceremonies, war and independently as a 

symbol of awareness and knowledge. The knowledge and awareness of the potter artist towards 

the society and the circumstances of that age compared to previous eras in order to present the 

motif of the horse in various concepts, have motivated the potter to revise the motif in terms of 

shape, content and concept and create an intelligent combination of the mentioned motif in 

relation to symbolic and figurative concepts.  

In this period, the potter was not limited to the themes and traditions of prior art and despite 

setting a model and using the original artistic principles, he granted a proper and worthy place 

to the horse and to all decorative motifs of this period; it is noteworthy to mention that this was 

accomplished via his mastermind and by considering the standards of aesthetics and symbolic 

expression that has attracted the attention of various art scholars. As mentioned while 

examining the works, the role of the horse, in addition to its function in the daily affairs and 

personal life of humans, it bestows a symbolic and artistic purpose. That is, the artist has 

avoided the usual and conventional view of the horse and its functions and has looked at this 

animal and its artistic expression from a different angle. The role of the horse in the sample of 

pottery in question is a sign and symbol of freedom, power, speed and beauty. 
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