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Abstract

Iran's traditional textile art boasts a rich history; and reaching its zenith during the Sassanid era. The advent
of the Islamic era facilitated the spread of this art to various parts of the world, particularly in the western
Islamic regions. Motifs from the Sassanid period were not only preserved but also imitated in subsequent
Islamic art and textiles, becoming integral decorative elements. The results indicate that motifs, colors, and
backgrounds, types of fiber, textures, weaving methods, and decoration techniques from the Sassanid, early
Islamic and Coptic periods can be categorized into four groups: animal and bird, plant, human, and abstract
and geometric. These categories encompass variations in dull and bright colors, as well as different fibers
such as linen, wool, and silk, and weaving styles like twill and tapestry. Common patterns include symmetrical
medallions, squares, switls, zigzags, and rthombuses. In Sassanid and eatly Islamic fabrics, motifs of animals,
plants, and humans reflect themes of ruling (Shahriari), dominance (Shilshuri), and survival. Conversely,
Coptic textiles primarily emphasize survival. The three motifs of domination, dominance, and survival in
human representations illustrate the rulership discourses of the era, emphasizing the significance of a unifying
ruler for societal prosperity.

Keywords:
Textiles, Sassanid era, Islamic era, Coptic era, Akhmim, Georges Dumzil

* Corresponding Author: asheikhi@art.ac.ir

NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0 license)

@ @ @ ©2024 by the AuthoursThis article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
B https:/ / creativecommons.org/ licenses/by-nc/4.0



http://jih-tabriziau.ir/article-1-336-en.html

[ DOI: 10.61882/jic.8.2.336 ]

Downloaded from jih-tabriziau.ir at 6:22 +0330 on Thursday January 29th 2026

Introduction

The influence of Sasanian art extended from China to the Atlantic Ocean, originating from ancient elements
and inheriting traits from Achaemenid art and Hellenistic culture. Positioned between the Eastern Roman
Empire in the west and India and China in the east, Iran served as a critical trade intermediary. The flourishing
textile industry from the First Dynasty to the 5th century AD made textile exports essential, disseminating
Sasanian designs and weaving methods worldwide, where cloth became a valued trade item and a political
gift. The Copts, indigenous Egyptians of Semitic origin, preserved linen weaving traditions and wete inspired
by Greco-Roman mythology while adhering to Christianity during the Coptic period.

Methodology

This research is qualitative and employs a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative approach. The
statistical population includes available works from the Sasanian, early Islamic, and Coptic periods. The
sampling method comprises accessible cases, which include 25 samples of Sasanian and early Islamic period
fabrics with distributions of 1, 1, 2, 7, and 11 samples from the Cleveland Museum, Metropolitan Museum,
David Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum in London, and the Cooper Hewitt Museum in New York.
Additionally, 25 samples of Coptic period fabrics are sourced from the Metropolitan Museum, Museum
Alamy, Museum of Applied Arts in Belgrade, and the British Museum.

Information was collected from library resources, utilizing images from books and museums that specialize
in Sasanian and early Islamic art as well as the Coptic period. These sources were selected for their visual and
content value in alignment with the research objectives. The analysis of the presented textiles incorporates
Georges Dumézil's mythological approach.

Results

The art of the Sassanid petiod began with Ardashir I's rise to power in 226 AD, marking the end of Parthian
rule. Sassanid textiles, renowned for their intricate designs, were highly prized across Eurasia. Iran
monopolized the silk trade from China and India, exporting it to Rome.

Sassanid kings expanded the industry by bringing weavers from Syria. The textile industry was controlled by
the royal family, which produced seasonal fabrics. After the Islamic conquest, Sassanid textile traditions
persisted, blending with Islamic culture. Umayyad rulers adopted Iranian clothing styles, and Sassanid designs
continued to influence Islamic textiles.

Sassanid textiles featured geometric patterns, peacocks, lions, winged horses, trees of life, flowers, and
mythological symbols. Animal motifs were particularly prominent, symbolizing power, protection, and
fertility. Designs were often enclosed in circular or geometric frames with pearl-embroidered borders. Colors
included white, blue, red, black, green, and yellow, used boldly and vibrantly.

Coptic textiles, especially those from Akhmim, Egypt, were known for their intricate Christian motifs, such
as crosses and saints that depicted biblical stories. These textiles combined Egyptian, Roman, and Hellenistic
influences. Coptic designs included dancers, warriors, lions, griffins, and vines and lilies, often abstracted
over time. Colors like purple-red held social significance, and fibers included linen, wool, and silk.

Coptic textiles reflected a blend of Egyptian, Roman, Greek, and Sassanian traditions. The Sassanians
influenced Coptic art with motifs like birds, roses, and trees. Coptic weavers used techniques such as tapestry
to create detailed designs, often on linen.

Dumérzil's theory of tripartite ideology (rule, wat, and fertility) applies to both Sassanid and Coptic textiles.
In Sassanid art, animal motifs like lions and winged horses symbolized power and protection, while human
figures like warriors represented domination. In Coptic textiles, human and animal motifs often symbolized
survival and fertility. Plant motifs in both traditions represented eternal life and abundance.

Discussion

The Sasanian textile industry flourished through the Silk Road and the Chinese-Indian silk trade, with
Sasanian silk fabrics exported to Rome. Sasanian designs influenced Roman and Coptic textiles, while Coptic
textiles blended Greek, Roman, and Sasanian elements with Christian motifs.

Sasanian Textiles: Featured winged horses, lions, rams, peacocks, mythical beasts, trees of life, flowering
shrubs, four-petaled flowers, and human figures. Colors included white, pea green, black, red, blue, orange,
yellow, purple, and brown, with white being the most common.

Coptic Textiles: Included lions, leopards, vines, roses, water lilies, and nymphsand warriors, as well as
Dionysus. Abstract and geometric motifs (stripes, crescents, circles) were more prevalent in Coptic textiles.
Black was the dominant color during this period.

Sasanian Textiles: Primarily used silk (most abundant), cotton, wool, and linen. Weaving techniques included
twill and mixed warp and weft.

Coptic Textiles: Favored linen and wool, with tapestry weaving being unique to this tradition. Silk was also
used but less frequently.

Sasanian Textiles: Featured symmetrical, medallion, and horizontal designs.

Coptic Textiles: Employed a wider variety of styles, including square, zigzag, swirl, and rhombus patterns.
Georges Dumézil's Theory:
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Dumérzil's tripartite theory divides Indo-European societies into three categoties based on gods and social
functions:

Gods of Rule: Symbolizing power, legislation, and legitimacy.

Gods of War: Representing courage, military power, and chivalry.

Gods of Fertility and Agriculture: Symbolizing reproduction, abundance, and survival.

In Sasanian textiles, animals like horses (power), rams (divine authority), and lions (protection) embodied
domination and survival.

In Coptic textiles, animals like lions and griffins primarily represented survival and fertility.

Sasanian textiles depicted horsemen and warriors, symbolizing domination.

Coptic textiles included soldiers, horsemen, and Dionysus, representing all three actions (rule, conquest,
survival).

In both traditions, plants like vines, roses, and lotuses symbolized survival, eternal life, and fertility

Conclusion

Commonalities and Differences in Motifs, Background Colors, and Patterns in Sasanian and Coptic Textiles:
1.Motifs:Animals and Birds:Commonality: Both Sasanian and Coptic textiles prominently feature animal and
bird motifs. Sasanian Textiles: Include winged horses, rams, lions, bulls, elephants, goats, rabbits, and
mythical creatures like the Simurgh. Coptic Textiles: Feature horses, lions, leopards, fish, rabbits, partridges,
ducks, and mythical creatures like griffins. Difference: Animal motifs in Sasanian textiles are more symbolic
of power and protection, while in Coptic textiles, they often represent survival and fertility.

Plant Motifs: Commonality: Both traditions use plant motifs, but Coptic textiles show greater diversity.
Sasanian Textiles: Include the tree of life, palm trees, flowering bushes, and four-petaled flowers. Coptic
Textiles: Feature grapevines, rosettes, compound flowers, scroll stems, fruit baskets, water lilies, and palm
blossoms.

Human Motifs: Commonality: Human figures appear in both traditions, but with different emphases.
Sasanian Textiles: Primarily depict horse riders, that symbolize domination and chivalry. Coptic Textiles:
Include a wider variety of human figures, such as nymphs, dancers, prisoners of war, hunters, Dionysus,
Maenads, satyrs, and mythological figures from Greek, Roman, and Egyptian traditions.

Abstract and Geometric Motifs: Commonality: Both groups use abstract and geometric designs. Sasanian
Textiles: Feature symmetrical and medallion patterns. Coptic Textiles: Include stripes, clavicles, crescents,
interconnected circles, octagons, and combinations of geometric motifs.

2. Background Colors and Patterns: Colors: Sasanian Textiles: Use moderate and less bright colors, with
white being the most common. Coptic Textiles: Employ bright and intense colors, with black being
dominant. Fiber Types: Sasanian Textiles: Silk is the most common due to Iran's monopoly on the Chinese
and Indian silk trade. Coptic Textiles: Linen and wool are the most common, reflecting Egypt's long history
of linen production and the importance of wool after the Ptolemaic period. Weave Types: Commonality:
Both use twill weave and mixed warp and weft. Difference: Tapestry weave is unique to Coptic textiles.
Decoration Methods: Sasanian Textiles: Symmetrical, medallion, and horizontal patterns. Coptic Textiles:
More diverse styles, including square, rotary, zigzag, and thombus patterns.

3. General Differences: Motif Complexity: Coptic textiles are more varied and intricate, often competing
with painting in their intricacy. Sasanian textiles are simpler, with larger and more symbolic motifs.
Religious and Mythological Themes: Coptic textiles prominently feature Christian religious scenes and
Greco-Roman-Egyptian mythology. Sasanian textiles focus more on royal and heroic symbolism.

Influence and Adaptation: Coptic motifs are often based on Sasanian designs but with added detail and
compositional changes.

4. Comparative Mythology Method (Georges Dumézil): Tripartite Theory: Dumézil's theory divides Indo-
European societies into three functional categories: Royalty (Rule): Symbolizing power, legislation, and
legitimacy. Chivalry (War): Representing courage, military power, and heroism. Craftsmanship (Fertility):
Symbolizing abundance, reproduction, and survival. Application to Textiles: Sasanian Textiles: Reflect the
actions of royalty and chivalry through motifs like horsemen and lions, symbolizing domination and
protection. Coptic Textiles: Emphasize survival and fertility through motifs like vines, flowers, and
mythological figures, while also incorporating elements of royalty and chivalry.

Artistic Goal: Both traditions aim to depict a harmonious society governed by a capable ruler who integrates
the actions of royalty, chivalry, and craftsmanship.
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Table 4. Comparative study of motif and background color and pattern in Sassanid and early Islamic

period textiles with Coptic
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Table 5. Comparative study of the type of fibers, the type of texture, the method of decoration in

Sassanid and early Islamic period textiles with Coptic
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