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In Islamic art, inscriptions on wooden minbars (pulpits) are vital conduits for
conveying religious, political, and cultural messages across generations. This
study examines the evolution of inscription themes on Iranian wooden minbars
from the Seljuk to the Qajar periods, focusing on 31 selected examples.
Utilizing a qualitative approach, the research combines descriptive-analytical
and comparative methods. Data collection involved library research, field
surveys, and online resources. The study emphasizes inscriptions
contemporary with each minbar's construction, acknowledging challenges such
as limited access and preservation issues. The study of inscriptions on Iranian
wooden minbars from the Seljuk to the Qajar periods reveals a clear evolution
in thematic content, closely tied to broader religious, political, and cultural
shifts in society. In the earlier centuries (4th—7th AH), inscriptions primarily
featured Quranic verses with a strong emphasis on monotheistic beliefs,
reflecting the era's spiritual intensity and ruler patronage. As time progressed,
especially from the Safavid period onward, the emergence of Shi'a themes,
hadiths, and invocations became more prominent, aligning with the
institutionalization of Shi'ism in Iran and the state's use of religious art for
political legitimacy. By the Qajar era, a notable transition toward religious
poetry in inscriptions indicates an effort to communicate spiritual ideas more
accessibly to the general population. The use of the Persian language and
elegant Nasta'liq script in these poetic inscriptions further supports this trend.
Overall, the inscriptions not only serve as decorative or religious texts but also
as historical documents that reflect the dynamic interplay between religion,
power, and artistic expression in Iran’s Islamic heritage.
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1. Introduction

Inscriptions on works produced by Muslim artists, regardless of script, execution method, or overall
structure, contain information and transmit ideas and thoughts across generations. Inscriptions, generally
associated with religious and sometimes political themes, occupy designated spaces for written
communication. Wooden minbars (pulpits) exemplify the close relationship between function and
inscribed content. Originally designed to enhance the speaker's connection with the audience, the minbar
evolved throughout Islamic history into a specialized space for interpreting religious principles.
Consequently, it became a powerful political and religious tool, its surfaces frequently adorned with
inscriptions on diverse themes. These texts reflect the prevailing beliefs and thoughts of their time,
offering valuable insights into the religious, social, and cultural contexts. They represent a fusion of
Islamic spirit and the artistic sensibilities of Iranian craftsmen. This research classifies the content of
inscriptions on historical wooden minbars in Iran from the Seljuk to the Qajar periods. The central
research question is: What was the range of content in the inscriptions on Iranian wooden minbars from
the Seljuk to the Qajar periods, and what themes did they encompass? This research is significant because
most studies on minbars focus on structure and decoration, with fewer investigations (often case-by-case)
exploring the diverse themes of the inscriptions. This study aims to establish a clear trajectory of themes
and historiography within the broader context of Islamic wooden art in Iran, thus highlighting the need for
this research.

2. Research Methodology

This fundamental research employs a qualitative approach, utilizing descriptive-analytical and
comparative methods to examine the selected samples. Data was collected through library and
documentary research, field surveys, and online resources. The study's population comprises 31 minbars,
selected through targeted sampling. It is acknowledged that some wooden minbars have been lost
throughout history, their numbers unknown. Therefore, there may be unrecorded or inaccessible examples
not included in the study's population. The analysis focuses on inscriptions contemporary with the
minbar's construction. Due to limitations such as protective glass, low lighting, and space constraints,
some images were captured at suboptimal angles and with poor lighting.

3. Discussion of Results & Conclusions

A strong emphasis on Quranic verses, supplications, and invocations is evident in the 4th and 5th
centuries AH. Many scholars consider these two centuries a golden age of Islamic art due to the
strengthening of religious beliefs and the support of rulers for religious expression. The prevalence of
these themes likely served as a means for Muslim rulers to promote their beliefs through art. The political
and economic stability of this period, marked by the rise of dynasties like the Samanids and Seljuks,
facilitated investment in art and architecture. Consequently, rulers, seeking to disseminate religious
teachings, commissioned and constructed religious buildings and works such as wooden minbars.

These same themes reappeared in the subsequent period (6th and 7th centuries AH), though with less
intensity. Art in this era was employed to legitimize rule and reinforce established teachings. The
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construction of mosques, schools, shrines, and magnificent religious buildings reflects the importance of
religion in society and the patronage of rulers towards religious art.

While religious themes were again emphasized by most inscription writers in the 8th and 9th centuries
AH, topics such as hadith, prayers, and invocations gradually appeared alongside Quranic content.
Several factors may explain this shift. The Safavid dynasty's establishment of Shi'ism as the official
religion of Iran led to the manifestation, development, and expansion of religious art. Shah Abbas's use of
art to consolidate power and legitimize his rule exemplifies this trend.

From the 12th century until the late Qajar period, religious (and predominantly religious) poetry held the
highest prevalence among other themes. Considering the Qajar era as a transitional phase from traditional
to modern education, the increased use of religious poetry in inscriptions can perhaps be attributed to a
confluence of factors, including religious culture and social conditions. Poetry likely offered a more
accessible means of conveying religious concepts in simple and fluent language to the common people.
The use of Persian language and the Nasta'lig script in some poems supports this claim.

4. Conclusion

In the 4th and 5th centuries AH saw the use of Quranic verses with monotheistic themes on minbars.
Despite the flourishing of Persian and Arabic language and literature, literary texts were rarely used on
minbars during this period. This trend continued until the rise of Shi'a governments in Iran. From the
Safavid era onward, Shi'a themes were prominently inscribed on minbars. Gradually, in subsequent
centuries, the themes of wooden minbar inscriptions shifted towards the relationship between humanity
and God, and spirituality. Prayers and hadith were used more frequently compared to previous centuries.
This pattern changed again in the Qajar period, with inscriptions featuring poetry becoming more
common than Quranic verses.
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