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The fish motif, as one of the types of aquatic motifs alongside the element of
water in Iranian painting, has various and multi-layered symbolic meanings.
This motif, which has been represented in various forms in the history of
Iranian art; in addition to its visual aesthetic aspects, has symbolic meanings
that are linked to the religious, mythological, and cultural beliefs of Iranian
society. In this article, the symbolic themes of the fish motif in selected
paintings from the Ilkhanid to Safavid schools have been examined. The aim of
the research, in addition to stating the history of the implementation of the fish
motif in Iranian art works and reviewing the structural features of this motif; is
to examine the symbolic meanings of the aforementioned motif in selected
paintings from Iranian painting schools. The question here is: What symbolic
themes and visual features did the fish motif have in the paintings? In addition,
in which parts of the history of Iranian art can the roots of these symbolic
meanings be found? How has the visual evolution of the fish motif in paintings
been? The collection of this material has been done through a library and
documentary method, with a historical approach and in a descriptive-analytical
manner. The results of the research show that, in Iranian painting, the fish is
not only a symbol of life, blessing, and stability, but also acts as a mediator
between the earthly and spiritual worlds and has played an important role in
explaining the worldview of Iranian artists. Although this motif has not played
a frequent role in painting, in cases where it has been used, it has often played
a key role in the visual narrative of the painting, such as: the fish motif in the
painting of Prophet Yunus (AS) and the whale. The findings indicate that the
fish motif in paintings acquires a special meaning in accordance with the
narrative context and overall theme of the scene. However, in a more general
view, this motif is an influential and meaningful element in the compositional
structure of the paintings, and its presence, often beyond its decorative aspect,
carries symbolic concepts that add to the semantic richness of the work.
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1. Introduction

This research examines the origins, visual evolution, and symbolic meanings of the fish motif
in Iranian painting. The fish motif, as one of the symbolic elements related to water, life, and
fertility, has long had a special place in Iranian culture, mythology, and art. This motif has
appeared in Iranian paintings not merely as a decorative element, but also as a multifaceted
and meaningful sign that is deeply connected to the mystical and cultural worldview of
Iranian artists. The main goal of this research is to identify and analyze how the symbolic
meanings of the fish motif have crystallized in Iranian painting schools from the Ilkhanid to
Safavid periods and to explain its visual and conceptual evolution in this historical context.

The main questions of the research are formed around the following axis: What symbolic
meanings did the fish motif have in paintings? In what mythological and cultural sources can
the roots of these meanings be traced? And what changes in form and function has this motif
undergone in the transition from different schools of Iranian painting? To answer these
questions, the research method is based on a historical and descriptive-analytical study, and
the data were collected through library, museum and illustrated manuscripts. The research
population is a collection of selected paintings from the Ilkhanate, Timurid and Safavid
schools in which the fish motif has a significant presence. The findings show that the pictorial
and symbolic roots of the fish in Iranian art can be traced back to the Achaemenid and
Sasanian periods, where this creature was often depicted in connection with the god of water,
blessing and fertility. In Iranian myths, the fish is the embodiment of knowledge, procreation
and divine wisdom, and in mystical literature it has become a symbol of the soul seeking truth
and liberation from material attachments. Such mythological and mystical backgrounds were
reflected in later periods of Iranian painting, and the fish often appeared in paintings as a
mediator between the earthly world and the world of meaning. In the Ilkhanid and Timurid
schools, influenced by religious and mythological narratives, the fish motif took a central
place, especially in scenes such as the story of Prophet Yunus (AS). In these periods, artists,
with a more realistic approach, depicted the formal details and natural textures of the fish's
body with unparalleled precision in order to emphasize the narrative and symbolic aspects of
the work, in addition to its visual beauty. In these paintings, the fish symbolizes salvation,
resurrection, and return to spiritual life. From the Safavid period onwards, although the
presence of this motif in painting decreased, it still played a role in visual compositions as a
symbol of blessing, peace, and harmony of nature. During this period, the symbolic function
of the fish is transferred from the narrative axis to the decorative margin of the work and often
appears alongside natural elements such as water, plants and birds.

A comparative analysis of pictorial examples shows that the fish in Iranian painting has
undergone a transformation not only on a formal level but also on a semantic level. In the
early periods, this motif served more religious and epic narratives, but in later periods it has
become a symbol of peace, contemplation and unity with nature. In both respects, the fish
motif has played a key role in the connection between text and image and has enriched the
conceptual richness of the works. Its presence in marine scenes or next to springs and the tree
of life is a reminder of the continuity of Iranian thought between water, birth and immortality.

The results of the research show that although the fish motif does not play a quantitatively
frequent role in Iranian painting, wherever it has appeared, it has had a central and meaning-
making role. This motif has tended from formal realism to metaphorical and mystical
expression throughout its historical course, and has acted as a bridge between man, nature,
and the sacred in the visual structure of the paintings. In the paintings, the fish symbolizes the
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continuity of life, the continuity of faith, and the eternal movement towards truth, and
therefore it can be considered a visual embodiment of the searching spirit of the Iranian artist.

Finally, the research concludes that the fish motif is not only a decorative element, but also a
fundamental component in explaining the Iranian-Islamic worldview in the art of painting. An
examination of its evolution from the Ilkhanid to the Safavid periods reveals the stability of
symbolic concepts and changes in representational methods; a change that has progressed
from a focus on narrative to an internal and reflective expression.
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Image 1, right: Fish figure — man, Pasargadae Gate. Source: (Adeli, 2011: 54).

Image 2, left: Fish statuette made of gold, Oxus Treasure, from the ancient site of Takht-e¢ Qobad,
Achaemenid period, 4th century BCE. Source: (Adeli, 2011: 55).
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Image 3: Fish motif carved on the rubble stones of the Anahita Temple, Kangavar. Source: (Adeli, 2011:
57).
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Image 4: Fish motif at the foot of the Tree of Life, on a chased silver plate, The Hermitage Museum, St.
Petersburg. Source: (Adeli, 2011: 57).
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Image 5: A collection of Iranian illustrated manuscripts featuring fish motifs, from the 4/-
Sabah collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyyah, National Museum of Kuwait. Source: (Adamova, 2015).
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Image 6: Depiction of water in a composition from the book Manafi'-i Hayavan, held in the Morgan
Library & Museum, New York, Museum Item No: MS M.500.
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Image 6, left: Painting of travelers at sea, held in the Archives of the School of
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), https://digital.soas.ac.uk/DJAM000257/00001

Image 7, right: Rescue at sea, a story from Saadi's Gulistan, held in the Chester
Beatty Library, Museum Item No: Per 119.15.
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Table 1. Selected miniatures from various Iranian schools featuring depictions of water in their
composition. Source: (Authors, 2024).
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Table 2. A Study of the Fish Motif in Selected Miniature Paintings from Different Periods of Persian
Miniature Art. Source: (Authors, 2024).
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