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Abstract

Manifestism is one of the important movements of the Sassanid period and
Manifest painting forms a part of Iranian art history. Knowledge of
Manichaean religion and art reveals a part of ancient Iranian culture and
rituals. The religious beliefs of the Manichaeans have been manifested in
the form of symbols and codes in their paintings. Symbolic motifs in
Manichae paintings include human motifs, animal motifs, plant motifs,
geometric motifs, and mixed motifs. This study is aimed to identify
common symbolic and decorative motifs between Manichaean and Sasanian
works. The research question is raised as follows: Which of the symbolic
and decorative motifs in Manichaean paintings are similar to Sasanian
works in implementation and theme? This study raises new issues and
claims in the rooting of Manichaean painting art and tries to prove the
hypothesis that Manichaean art was significantly affected by the art of the
Sassanid period. In previous studies, researchers have pointed out some
common motifs between Manichaean and Sasanian art. However, in this
study, more samples have been studied to identify and solve some
ambiguities and complexities that existed in Manichaean art from Turfan
Oasis. This study has been done using a library-documentary study and
descriptive-analytical method and with a comparative approach between
Manichaean and Sasanian art. By studying Manichaean paintings and
Sassanid works, it can be said that there are motifs such as pearls, lotus
flowers, ducks, grapes, and pomegranates, and some decorative motifs such
as Khatai motifs and wavy bands in Manichaean paintings, which are found
in the artworks of the Sassanid period. The studied samples in Manichaean
paintings have many similarities with Sasanian works in terms of
appearance. In terms of meaning and concept, there is not much similarity
between them in terms of partial theme. However, in terms of the overall
theme, they have something in common in terms of linking Manichaean and
Sasanian motifs with myths.
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1. Introduction

Symbolism is common in Iran as a tool for expressing and conveying religious and cultural
concepts, and this has brought many artworks together in terms of form and meaning. Human,
animal, plant, geometric, and mixed motifs are among the elements that have been used as
symbolic elements since ancient times, and there are many in Sasanian and Manichaean works.
Mani was in Shapur I's court for many years and was safe from the wrath of his enemies during
Shapur's reign. It seems that Manifestism was considered the most popular religious belief
during the Sassanid period. Shortly after the death of Shapur I, Mani was tried and sentenced to
death and executed. After his death, his followers were persecuted by their enemies and
emigrated. There is no artwork by Mani himself because the opponents have burned and
destroyed all his works. However, since Mani's followers considered themselves to be following
the painting tradition of their prophet, they imitated Mani's works in their paintings. The
immigrant Manichaeans took the aesthetics of Iranian painting of the Sassanid period to the
region under the rule of the Uyghurs. In many of the existing works of Manichaean, the most
important influence on Buddhist art and the most Affectability from Sasanian art are visible. For
the first time, Manichaean paintings were discovered in Turfan in 1905. Central Asian texts are
from the period between the 8th and 13th centuries AD. The history of most Turfan texts and
miniatures goes back to the most brilliant period of Uyghur-Manichaean rule, i.e., the 9th to
12th centuries AD. The studied Manichaean paintings are from the period after the Sasanian
period and are related to the 8th to 9th centuries AD.

Manichaean and Sasanian artworks are different in terms of implementation technique, but
many visual and thematic similarities can be seen in their art. By comparing samples of
Manichaean paintings on paper, fabric, and walls with plastering motifs, relief motifs, and
Sasanian metalwork, it is found that pearl motifs, lotus flowers, ducks, grapes, pomegranates,
Khatai motifs, and wavy bands are among the common motifs among them In terms of
appearance, all the symbolic motifs in Manichaean and Sasanian art are almost similar but they
have differences in terms of theme. The symbol of pearls in Sassanid works is the symbol of the
sun tablet, the divine sphere, and power, and Manichean pearls are the symbol of the soul and
are usually associated with people such as gods and angels. In the partial theme, the pearl
symbols in Manichaean and Sasanian art are different, but in terms of the overall theme, they
are close and similar due to their connection with the gods. Regarding the symbol of the lotus
flower, which is seen a lot in Sasanian and Manichaean works, researchers have said that the
Manichaeans adapted this flower from Buddhist art. Despite this, there is one case of Sassanian
and Manichaean lotus flowers, which have some similarities between them.

It can be considered that maybe the Manichaean artists took models from Sasanian art in
addition to Buddhist art in the performance of some lotus flowers. In terms of theme, the lotus
flower was associated with Anahita and Izadmehr in the eyes of the Sasanians, and in
Manichaean art, it is also depicted in connection with gods. In this case, this flower is related to
Sasanian mythology and it is the same in Manichaean art, and it can be said that they are similar
from this point of view. In a Manichaean wall painting, there is an image of a three-trunked tree;
some researchers have said that this tree probably came from Buddhist art to Manichaean art.

Ducks can also be seen in the pond under this tree; it is not mentioned in Manichaean
sources whether this motif was adapted from Buddhist art or not, but considering that there is a
duck motif in Sasanian works, there is a possibility that the Manichaeans took this motif from
Sasanian art. In terms of the theme of the motif of a duck, it inevitably referred to the concept of
the painting of a three-trunked tree in which a duck is depicted. Considering the theme of the
painting, which shows a heavenly environment, ducks may be a symbol of life or heaven in the
eyes of the Manichaeans. If this hypothesis that the Manichaean duck is a symbol of heaven is
true, so, in this respect, it differs from the theme of the Sassanid duck motif, which is the
symbol of Anahita. The grape symbol is also depicted in Manichacan and Sasanian art in
connection with myths, which are common in this sense but differ in a partial theme. Regarding
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the pomegranate symbol, it should be said that it is the fertility symbol of the goddess Anahita
among the Sasanians. However, in Manichean paintings, it is likened to the followers of Mani,
and it is drawn next to a Roshani maiden. In general, considering that two female myths
(Anahita and Roshani Maiden) were painted with pomegranates, it can be assumed that the
ideas of the Sassanids and the Manichaeans about depicting pomegranates may have been close
to each other.

There are decorative elements such as wavy bands and khatai motifs next to the Manichaean
texts, which are a perfect example of Sassanid art. There may be slight differences in the way of
implementation, but the overall design of the decorative motifs is modeled on Sassanid works.
In general, it can be said that the appearance of the symbolic and decorative elements of
Manichaeism and Sasanid have many similarities, but in terms of the theme of these motifs,
both in Manichaeism and Sasanid works, they are sometimes related to religion and sometimes
to mythology, which in general can be an indication of the common world view between
Manichaean and Sassanid artists.
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