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Abstract

Mural painting, which is used to decorate and beautify the space, has always been popular in Iran. Among
the different methods of mural painting, there is a type of mural painting that is executed on canvas and is
drawn on canvas and then installed on the wall, which is called " canvas-marouflage mural ". The purpose of
this article is to give a glimpse of this type of murals in Iran from the point of view of location, age, physical
condition, subjects of painting, method and technique of installation. Following this goal, the tomb of Sheikh
Safiuddin Ardabili has been studied more because of having the highest volume of this style of murals. This
research attempts to identify canvas-marouflage murals in Iran and aims to answer these questions: What is
the status of canvas-marouflage murals in Iran in terms of subject matter and execution method? What are
the formal and thematic charactetistics of the plant motifs and insctiptions used in the murals of Sheikh Safi's
tomb, and how do they relate to the religious and mystical function of the building? The research method in
this article is qualitative, conducted in a descriptive-analytical manner, and the method of collecting data is
based on library data and field observation of the tomb of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardebili. This research showed
that the canvas-marouflage murals should be read as cultural and social texts. This means that each color,
each pattern, and each inscription is not only part of the beauty of the work, but also carries a message that
finds meaning in the Safavid religious and political discourse. Examining the structural, aesthetic, symbolic,
and functional dimensions of these works and their relationship to the Safavid cultural policy elevates the
position of the murals in the history of Islamic art from “side decorations” to “central elements in the
production of meaning.”
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Introduction

Canvas-Marouflage Murals are a type of wall painting that is drawn on canvas and then mounted on a wall.
They have a special place in the history of Iranian art due to their different technical and executional features,
such as the possibility of performing the work in a workshop and the dual identity between portable painting
and architectural decorations.

These types of murals have been less studied in Iran in terms of their execution and nature, and the gap in
various studies about them is quite noticeable. In this research, in addition to a brief introduction to canvas
murals in Iran, the tomb of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardebili was studied from the perspective of the subject matter
of the works. The main questions are: What is the status of canvas-marouflage murals in Iran in terms of
subject matter and execution style? What are the formal and thematic characteristics of the plant motifs and
inscriptions used in the murals of Sheikh Safi's tomb, and how do they relate to the religious and mystical
function of the building?

Materials and Methods

This article is a qualitative research that was conducted through a descriptive-analytical manner and the data
collection method was based on library data and field observation. The study population of this research is
Iranian canvas-marouflage murals. Among which, through a non-random manner, the murals of a number
of historical monuments in Iran, including the Soltaniyeh Dome in Zanjan, the Ali Qapu Mansion, Ashraf
Hall, Hasht Behesht Mansion, the Chutches of Maryam Moghaddis (PBUH) and Vank in Isfahan, the
Golestan Palace in Tehran, the tomb of Molla Esmaeil in Yazd, the Imamzadeh of Hossein (PBUH) in
Qazvin, and Seyyed Hamzeh (PBUH) in Tabriz, were selected as the samples of the study which were then
analyzed. The main emphasise was on the tomb of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardebili because it has the largest
volume of this type of mural.

Results

The analysis of the canvas-marouflage murals of the Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardebili collection does not remain
only at the level of an artistic element, but also finds meaning in various social, cultural and political layers of
the Safavid period. These works, like other elements of Islamic handicrafts, are not merely aesthetic products,
but also bear symbolic and epistemological implications. What makes this collection special is its place in the
nexus between the eatly Sufism of the Safavid dynasty and the official policy of the central government. In
the following, analyses are presented at four levels: structural, aesthetic, symbolic, and functional.
Structurally, the raw materials of these fabrics often include high-quality materials that are used in the warp
and weft, giving the works a luxurious and royal appearance. Such a use of valuable materials is not only
decorative, but also indicates the sanctity of the place and its connection with the government apparatus. The
symmetrical structure and rhythmic order in the repetition of motifs created a visual coherence that, in line
with the architecture of the complex, created a sacred experience for the pilgrim.

The aesthetics of the canvases in the Sheikh Safi collection are manifested above all in the choice of colors
and patterns and the way they are combined, which were mentioned in the previous section. In terms of
composition, the use of axial symmetry and the repetition of motifs has created an orderly and relaxing
atmosphere. Plant and geometric motifs are repeated in the form of interconnected networks that lead the
audience to understand the concepts of cosmic unity and harmony. These features show that the design of
these fabrics was not the result of individual taste, but rather the product of a systematic intellectual and
aesthetic system. It should be noted that aesthetics here is not limited to visual pleasure. Rather, it serves the
pilgrim’s mystical experience; in such a way that colors and patterns intensify the spiritual atmosphere and
guide the viewer’s gaze from worldly appearances to the sacred truth.

Symbolism plays a fundamental role in Sheikh Safi’s canvas-marouflage murals. Each of the visual and written
elements carries a specific message that finds meaning in connection with mysticism and Shiism. The Aslimis
and Khatais symbolize the Garden of Paradise. The use of shapes such as the sun, the bergamot, and polygons
indicate cosmic order and divine light. The Shamsa, as a symbol of the sun, has always signified the
manifestation of divine light in Islamic and Iranian tradition. Many of these fabrics are decorated with verses
from the Quran and blessed admonitions. Verses such as “Allah is the light of the heavens and the earth”
not only add to the sanctity of the place, but also establish the Shiite identity of the complex. The choice of
Thuluth or Naskh script also adds to the grandeur and formality of these messages.

The function of the canvas-marouflage murals in the Sheikh Safi complex was multi-layered and multi-
purpose. In terms of ritual function, they gave the space a sacred meaning. From the functional perspective
of identity, they reflected the Shiite and Safavid identities. Since the Safavids are rooted in the Sufi order, they
use mystical symbols alongside Shiite elements, showing a dual identity that served political legitimacy. From
the perspective of media function, in the Safavid era, when modern media did not exist, textiles and visual
arts acted as media that conveyed ideological and political messages to the audience. In terms of space-making
function, the arrangement of motifs in different complexes guided the pilgrim's gaze; from entering the
complex to reaching the mausoleum and then directing the pilgrim's gaze to the space under the dome. This
visual guidance transformed the pilgrimage expetience into a spiritual and mystical path.
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Discussion

What distinguishes this research from previous studies is its multi-layered approach. While most previous
research has focused solely on technical aspects, this article has shown that the canvas murals should be read
as cultural and social texts. This means that each color, each pattern, and each inscription is not only part of
the work’s beauty but also carries a message that finds meaning in Safavid religious and political discourse.
This new perspective doubles the value of the present study because it elevates the position of the murals in
the history of Islamic art from “peripheral decorations” to “central elements in the production of meaning.”
As a result, Sheikh Safi’s canvas-marouflage murals are not only a testament to the skill of Safavid artists, but
also a document of the state’s cultural policy and Shiite identity.

Conclusion

The canvas-marouflage murals of the Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardebili collection are more than just a work of art;
they are cultural and social texts that not only have visual beauty, but also carry religious, political, and mystical
messages. They have been powerful media in the service of the Safavid government that have helped establish
religious and political legitimacy. In other words, these works are a living document of the connection
between art, religion, and politics in Safavid-era. Their careful and layered study opens a new window to
understanding the role of the industrial arts in shaping Iranian-Islamic culture and identity. The present study
attempted to redefine the contribution of this type of mural in the history of Islamic art by rereading these
visual texts and showing that islamic crafts, like architecture and painting, was able to be placed at the heart
of the political and religious discourse of the Safavid era.
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Figure 2. canvas-marouflage murals of the Soltaniyeh Dome in Zanjan (Hamzavi, 2019:67)
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Figure 3. Aali Qapu Mansion, Isfahan(Amin al-Roayaei, 2019)

Figure 4. Ashraf Hall, Isfahan (Hamzavi et al., 2016, 135)
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Figure 5. Saint Mary Church (PBUH), Isfahan (Saint Mary Chutch, n.d)
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Figure 6. Hasht Behesht Mansion, Isfahan(Amin al-Roayaei, 2018)
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Figure 7. canvas-marouflage murals of Golestan Palace, Tehran(Jandi, n.d)
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Figure 8. Written Inscription from the tomb of Mullah Ismail in Yazd (Soleimani, 2017, 67)
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Figure 9. Written inscription of Imamzadeh Hussein (AS) in Qazvin (Hamzavi etal., 2016, 13)
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Figure 10. Written inscription of the tomb of Seyyed Hamza (AS) in Tabtiz (Hamzavi et al., 2016, 138)
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Table 1. Status, execution method, and image of canvas-marouflage murals studied in Iranian buildings
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Figure 11. Overview of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili's collection(World Base of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili, 1402)
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Figure 12. Inside the Allah Allah Dome and the Canvas-Marouflage Murals of Sheikh Safi's tomb(khostavi, 2025)
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Figure 13. Mural of the dome of the tomb of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili. A. The image on the right shows the eight-part division
of the outer wall, B. The image on the left shows the inner wall.
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Table 2. Motifs used in the canvas-marouflage murals paintings of the tomb of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili
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