Downloaded from jih-tabriziau.ir at 16:54 +0330 on Wednesday June 10th 2026

Journal of Islamic Crafts, 2025; 9 (2): 41-70

Journal of qS[ClmiC Crafts

HH-;:H d. 1 DOL http://dx.doi.org/10.61882/jic.9.2.401 :

Original Paper Open Access

Typology of the Forms and Motifs of Iranian Metal
Pencases from the Beginning of the 4th to the Late 7th
Century AH

Mohadeseh Eslami Aliabadi! ®, Farhad Khosravi Bizhaem™* o
1. MA in Persian Painting, Faculty of Handicrafts, Art University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran
2. Associate Professor, Faculty of Handicrafts, Art University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran

Received: 2025/08/15 Accepted: 2025/11/29

Abstract

The development of book arts during the Islamic period was accompanied by the evolution of its tools,
including pencases. These objects were crafted from stone, wood, and predominantly metal. Despite their
importance, metal pen cases remain relatively understudied, warranting focused scholarly attention. This study
aims to examine the forms and decorative motifs of Iranian metal pencases from the 4th to the end of the 7th
century AH. The research addresses two main questions: How are these pencases classified based on form?
And what motifs do they display? Employing descriptive and analytical methods, the study draws on written
sources and museum collections, analyzing overall shape, framing, and composition. Findings indicate that,
according to cross-sectional shape, pencases fall into two primary categories: rectangular (including rectangular
and medallion-shaped forms) and triangular (elongated trapezoid and pentagon). Among these, the medallion-
shaped type was most commonly used. Motifs are grouped into six categories: plant, calligraphic, human,
geometric, animal, and astronomical. plant motifs, particularly arabesque and composite designs, along with
calligraphic scripts in Thuluth and Kufic, were the most prevalent. Human motifs, depicting hunting, warfare,
music, and dance, appeared less frequently, followed by animal motifs in both realistic and mythical forms.
Geometric designs were mainly applied in borders, while astronomical motifs were exceptionally rare. This
study sheds light on the forms and ornamentation of Iranian metal pen cases, contributing to a deeper
understanding of an understudied aspect of Islamic book arts.
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Introduction

The art of bookbinding in Iran has a long and rich history. It encompasses a vatiety of techniques and
craftsmanship, such as calligraphy, miniature painting, ornamentation, page layout, and the preparation
of materials and tools for writing. Since education and scripture have always held significantimportance
in Islam, scribes and painters would use containers called pencases to transport and preserve their
writing and painting tools, such as pens, ink, scissors, and rulers. Pencases in Islamic book decoration
were crafted from various materials, including stone, wood, papier-maché, porcelain, ivory, and metal.
They were produced in different shapes, including rectangular, cylindrical, and triangular. Cylindrical
and rectangular cases were carried by hand, while triangular cases, which featured a hinge connected
to their lids, could be suspended from a belt. In essence, it is impossible to discuss the art of book
decoration without addressing its tools. Pencases are considered the integral part of the book
decoration process, and to fully understand this art, one must examine them. This study focuses on
metal pencases from the eatly Islamic period, from the 4th to the end of the 7th century AH. The
study aims to identify and classify the different forms of these pencases and analyze and categorize
their decorative motifs. The primary research questions are: (a) How are pencases categorized based
on their structural forms? (b) What decorative motifs are prevalent on pencases from this period? In
order to achieve the goal of the study, first, the forms of the pencases, including cross-sections, sides,
composition, and framing are examined. Then, the motifs are categorized and analyzed.

Materials and Methods

This study is classified as fundamental research, adopting a descriptive and analytical approach. Data
was collected through library research. The temporal scope of the study covers the period from the
early Islamic era to from the 4th to the end of the 7th century AH. Among the more than 50 pencases
examined, 15 samples were selected based on the study's objectives, focusing on the greatest diversity
of forms and motifs.

Results

As shown in Table 1, fifteen metal pencases ranging from the eatly Islamic period, from the 4th to the
end of the 7th century AH, were examined based on their form and motifs. Analysis of the cross-
sections reveals that, throughout the seven centuries studied, metalworkers and craftsmen
intermittently used all cross-sections (rectangular and triangular). The pencase form (8 samples) and
the triangle (7 samples) were the most frequently employed of these cross-sections. Due to its
widespread use, the pencase form continued to be popular even after from the 4th to the end of the
7th century AH, as evidenced by the pencase created by Mahmoud bin Sunqur.
In terms of motifs, plant and scriptural motifs were the most commonly used and appeared in all
samples. Following these were animal motifs (11 samples), human motifs (5 samples), geometric motifs
(5 samples), and astronomical motifs (1 sample). The results show that plant motifs were used in all
samples, either as arabesques or combined with animal heads and birds. These motifs were
predominantly used in the background over which other motifs were layered. After plant motifs, the
second most frequently used motifs were scriptural designs. As shown in Table 1, the inscriptions were
written in Kufic and Towghi scripts. Towghi was used more frequently than Kufic for the inscriptions.
Human motifs on the pencases depicted various scenes such as hunting, warfare, musical performances
and dancing. Samples 6 and 10 paired human heads with writing,d samples 3, 6, 10, and 12 merged
human heads with animal bodies. Pencase 6 featured a human form designed in such a way that the
text was integrated into it, making it difficult to read. Geometric motifs appeared in the border strips
of sample 1 and geometric knots appeared in samples 6, 9, 11, and 13. Pencase 11 was unique in that
its primary motif was astronomy and the zodiac. The twelve signs of the zodiac were depicted on the
outer side of the lid, and the seven stars were shown on the inner side.
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Table 1. Classification of cross-sectional shapes and decorative motifs of the examined pen cases

Pen Cases

Epigraphic Motifs Zoomorphic Motifs

Plant Anthropomo Geometric

Motifs Kufic Towghi rphic Motifs Quea((iisrup Birds Motifs

Astronomical
Motifs

Zodiac
al Stars
Region
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Conclusion

Bookbinding is a diverse and extensive art form in Iran with a history that predates Islam. It
encompasses calligraphy, painting, ornamentation, page design, paper-making, color-making, and
the creation of tools and materials. One subfield of book decoration is pencase manufacturing. In
the past, scribes and painters used pencases to carry, protect, and preserve their writing tools, such
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as pens, ink, knives, scissors, and rulers. In line with the study's primary objective to identify and
classify metal pencase forms in Iran from the eatly Islamic period, from the 4th to the end of the
7th century AH, the results indicate that pencases were made with two main cross-sectional forms:
rectangular (rectangle and pen case) and triangular (triangle, elongated trapezoid, and elongated
pentagon). Throughout the studied time zone, all four cross-sections were used, but the rectangular
form was the most common, both during the study period and in subsequent eras. In terms of
framing, nearly 90% of the samples exhibited horizontal symmetry in their overall design. Both the
rectangular and pencase forms displayed horizontal and vertical symmetry. Meanwhile, triangular,
trapezoidal, and pentagonal forms adhered to horizontal symmetry in their framing. Regarding
motifs, the following were identified: plant, scriptural, animal, human, geometric, and astronomical.
Each motif was used according to its frequency in the samples. The results show that plant motifs
were the most common, while astronomical motifs were the least common. Often, plant motifs
were used in the background with other motifs layered on top. In some samples, plant motifs were
combined with animal motifs to create "animal vines." Human motifs depicting scenes of hunting,
warfare, and music appeared in both standing and seated forms. Sample 6 featured human figures
designed to evoke the notion of writing and text. Geometric motifs appeared as pearl-like designs,
rotating geometric knots, and intertwining patterns. The only astronomical motif present was in
pencase 11 which depicted the twelve zodiac signs on the exterior of the lid and seven stars on the
intetior.
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Table 1. The Collection of Metal Pen Cases and Their Information
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Figure 1. Linear form of metal pen cases A. Pen case 2; B. Pen case 3; C. Pen case 4;

with a rectangular cross-section
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Figure 2. Linear form of metal pen cases A. Pen case 5; B. Pen case 6; C. Pen case 10; D. Pen case 11; E.
Pen case 15; with a rectangular cross-section and rounded corners
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Figure 3. Linear form of the triangular cross-section of Metal Pen Case No. 7
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Figure 4. Linear form of metal pen cases A. Pen case 1, B. Pen case 8, with an elongated trapezoidal

cross-section
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Figure 5. Linear form of metal pen cases A. pen case 9, B. pen case 12, C. pen case 13, D. pen case 14, with an
elongated pentagonal cross-section
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Table 2. Framing of metal pen cases with a rectangular cross-section
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Table 3. Framing of metal pen cases with a triangular cross-section
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Figure 6. Details of samples, A. Pen case 10, Freer Gallery, Washington, D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.); B. Pen case
11, britishmuseum, London (britishmuseum,n.d.); C. Pen case 12, Louvre Museum, Paris
(collections.louvre.fr,n.d.) ; combining floral motifs with bird and animal heads
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Figure 7. a: Persian poetry on the sides of Pen Case No. 4; b: Persian poetry on the bottom of Pen Case No. 4
(Giuzalian, 1968: Plate 5
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Figure 8. The name “Mahmoud ibn Sunqur” on the body of Pen Case No. 11, britishmuseum, London
(britishmuseum,n.d.)
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Figure 9. Details of samples, A. Pen case 6, sothebys Auction House,LLondon (sothebys,n.d.); B. Pen case 10,
Freer Gallery, Washington, D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.), combining calligraphy with human and animal head
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Figure 10. Details of samples, A. Pen case 2 (worthpoint,n.d.); B. Pen case 3 (wotthpoint,n.d.); C. Pen case 4 (Giuzalian,
1968: plate 5); D. Pen case 12, Louvre Museum, Patis (collections.louvte.fr,n.d.); with simple Kufic insctiptions
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Figure 11. Details of Pen Case No. 10 combining Kufic script with animal and floral motifs, , Freer Gallery,
Washington, D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.)
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Figure 12. Kufic calligraphy combined with geometric knotwork and floral motifs, A. Pen case 13, The Walters
Art Museum, Baltimore, USA (art.thewalters,n.d.); B. Pen case 14, Christies
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Figure 13. Details of Pen Case No. 14 combining Kufic calligraphy with a human head, Christies Action
House, London, (christies,n.d.)
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Figure 14. Detail of Pen Case No. 6 featuring a hybrid inscription with human and animal figures, sothebys
Auction House,London (sothebys,n.d.)
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Figure 15. Details of selected samples depicting, A. Griffin, Pen case 10, Freer Gallery, Washington,
D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.); B. Hatpi, Pen cases 3 & 12, (worthpoint,n.d.), Louvte Museum, Paris
(collections.louvre.fr,n.d.); C. Sphinx, Pen cases 6 & 10, , sothebys Auction House,London (sothebys,n.d.),
Freer Gallery, Washington, D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.) ; D. Centaurus, Pen case 11, britishmuseum, London
(britishmuseum,n.d.), motifs
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Figure 16. Details of samples Nos. A.Pen case 10, Freer Gallery, Washington, D.C. (Smithsonian,n.d.); B.
Pen case 11, britishmuseum, London (britishmuseum,n.d.) ; D. Pen cases 12, Louvre Museum, Paris
(collections.louvre.fr,n.d.), featuring animal vine motifs on the surface of the pen cases
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Figure 17. Details of samples Nos, A. Pen cases 6, sothebys Auction House, London (sothebys,n.d.); B. Pen
case 11, britishmuseum, London (britishmuseum,n.d.), depicting human figures playing the frame drum, lute,
and harp
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Figure 18. Details of samples Nos, A. Pen cases 6, sothebys Auction House, London (sothebys,n.d.); B. Pen
case 11, britishmuseum, London (britishmuseum,n.d.), depicting scenes of celebration and drinking
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Figure 19. Details of Pen Case No. 11 depicting the zodiac: right circle-Aries, Taurus, Gemini, and Cancer;
middle circle-Leo, Virgo, Libra, and Scorpio; left circle- Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces,
britishmuseum, London (btitishmuseum,n.d.)
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Figure 20. Interior of the lid of Pen Case No. 11 decorated with the motif of the seven celestial bodies,
britishmuseum, London (btitishmuseum,n.d.)
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Table 4. Classification of cross-sectional shapes and decorative motifs of the examined pen cases
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