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Abstract
Polychrome slip-painted ceramics attributed to Nishapur, distinguished by 
their unique iconography, are recognized as among the most prominent artistic 
achievements of the Samanid period in the Near East. Despite significant 
advancements in scholarly research regarding the provenance and semantics 
of these motifs, certain pictorial scenes remain inadequately interpreted. One 
such scene depicts a game of Chovgan (polo), illustrated on a polychrome 
ceramic vessel currently housed in the Asian Art Museum. Although previous 
attempts have sought to interpret this image through historical sources, its 
social and cultural significance during the third and fourth centuries AH 
remains shrouded in ambiguity. Consequently, the primary objective of this 
study is to re-examine and critically analyze this depiction within the broader 
social, cultural, and political context of the Samanid era. To achieve this, 
the study employs Erwin Panofsky’s iconological approach as its analytical 
framework, interpreting the results in light of contemporary historical and 
literary texts from the Samanid period. Guided by this research problem 
and method, the study addresses two primary questions: 1) How does the 
depiction of Chovgan on Nishapur ceramics reflect the symbols of military 
and social skills characteristic of the Samanid era? 2) What symbolic and 
cultural meanings associated with educational, aristocratic, and political 
concepts of the Samanid period are embedded in the image of Chovgan on 
Nishapur ceramics? The research method employed is historical, utilizing 
an analytical-comparative approach based on library-based data collection 
and synthesis. The interpretation, grounded in this analytical-comparative 
frameworٌk, posits that the depiction of Chovgan on Nishapur ceramics 
is not merely a representation of leisure activity; rather, it functions as a 
symbol of martial and social competencies within the Samanid aristocracy. 
Furthermore, the image implicitly conveys concepts related to political 
power, bravery, and aristocratic social identity. The findings indicate that 
Chovgan, beyond representing physical exertion, was integral to the social 
and political structures of the Samanid era, as evidenced by its portrayal on 
Nishapur ceramics.
Keywords: Slip-painted Pottery, Nishapur, Chovgan, Iconography, 
Samanid Period.
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Introduction
Polychrome slip-painted ceramics produced in northeastern Iran during 
the third and fourth centuries AH, contemporaneous with the Samanid era, 
constitute some of the most prominent examples of ceramic art from this 
period. Despite the distinctive manufacturing technique employed in these 
vessels, known as the slip-painted/engobe method (Fehérvári, 2000: 50; 
Blair & Bloom, 2004: 122; Watson, 2004; Kiani, 1978: 15), and despite 
extensive research conducted on the production history and provenance 
of these works, most scholars still attribute their manufacture to Nishapur 
(Wilkinson, 1973: 3, 138–139; Fehérvári, 2000: 63; Watson, 2004: 248), 
Samarkand (Wilkinson, 1961: 105; Cooper, 2000: 89; Lane, 1948: 12), Sari 
(Cooper, 2000: 89; Lane, 1948: 12; Wilkinson, 1961: 105), and Kerman 
(Fehérvári, 2000: 61–63; Allen, 1988: 60). Consequently, the diversity and 
intricacy of the motifs executed on these slip-painted vessels, including 
floral, geometric, anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and narrative scenes, 
have attracted significant scholarly attention (Ettinghausen & Yarshater, 
2000: 141). Nevertheless, a precise analysis of the implicit meanings and 
the relationship between these narrative scenes and the social and cultural 
contexts of that period remains lacking. 

The scene of the Chovgan game is one of the most significant narrative 
images attributed to Nishapur slip-painted ceramics, depicted on a bowl 
currently housed in the Asian Museum of Islamic Art. Although studies 
have been conducted by scholars such as Askari Alamouti (2016) relying 
on historical texts regarding this narrative scene, a comprehensive and 
methodological interpretation of the meanings embedded in relation to the 
cultural and social context of the era still requires deeper re-examination 
and reflection. The present study endeavors to conduct a more profound 
re-examination and analysis of this narrative image -the Chovgan game- 
within the social, cultural, and political foundations of the Samanid era, 
utilizing Erwin Panofsky’s iconological method1. This method consists of 
three stages: pre-iconographic description (precise and scientific description 
of visual details), iconographic analysis (examination of the structure 
and relationships of visual elements), and iconological interpretation 
(discovery of semantic layers in connection with historical and cultural 
contexts) (Panofsky, 1980: 34; Mokhtarian, 2011: 7, 13). This analytical 
framework enables us, beyond understanding the aesthetic conventions of 
the image, to uncover the meaning embedded within it. 

Based on what has been mentioned, the primary objective of this 
research is to elucidate the implicit meanings in the image of the Chovgan 
game on the Nishapur slip-painted vessel. These concepts, in addition to 
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representing a leisure activity, symbolize military skills and social agency 
among the aristocratic classes of the Samanid era. This article seeks to 
reveal the relationship of these motifs with the political, cultural, and 
social concepts of the period and, through iconographic analysis and the 
use of historical sources, uncover the meanings embedded in the Chovgan 
scene to achieve a deeper understanding of the social and military context 
of the Samanids. 

Research Questions: Based on its primary hypothesis, this study 
addresses two main questions: 1) How does the narrative scene of the 
Chovgan game on the Nishapur slip-painted vessel serve as a symbolic 
representation of military and social skills in the Samanid era? 2) What 
symbolic and cultural meanings associated with educational, aristocratic, 
and political concepts of the Samanid era are embedded in the depiction of 
the Chovgan game on Nishapur slip-painted ceramics?

Research Method: This research employs an analytical-comparative 
approach based on historical sources and library-based data collection, 
conducted in three continuous stages. In the first stage, the polychrome slip-
painted vessel under study is documented. To this end, its visual details, 
forms, figures, ornaments, and compositional elements are represented 
and recorded using CorelDRAW software to provide an accurate basis 
for analysis and to prevent subjective or undocumented interpretations. 
In the second stage, an iconographic analysis of the narrative scene is 
performed according to Erwin Panofsky’s approach. During this phase, 
the compositional structure, the depiction of figures, and the relationships 
between visual elements are examined to identify the semantic foundations 
and narrative structure of the scene, thereby moving beyond mere 
descriptive analysis. In the third stage, an iconological interpretation is 
provided based on historical and literary sources related to the concept of 
the Chovgan game during the Samanid and pre-Samanid periods. In this 
phase, by examining written texts in Pahlavi, Arabic, and the Shahnameh, 
the cultural and social themes of the Chovgan game scene are re-examined 
and extracted in connection with the educational, aristocratic, and political 
concepts of the Samanid era.

Literature Review
Following Charles Wilkinson’s excavations in 1973 and the transfer 
of some Nishapur findings to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, studies 
on polychrome slip-painted ceramics gained greater coherence and 
breadth. Since then, researchers have examined these artifacts from 
multiple perspectives. In the realm of technical and technological 
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classification, Wilkinson, in his book Nishapur: Pottery of the early 
Islamic period, analyzed decoration techniques, coloring, and surface 
appearance, investigating pictorial patterns including human and animal 
motifs (Wilkinson, 1973). Subsequent scholars such as Watson (2004), 
Fehérvári (1973, 2000), and Lane (1948) continued his work, proposing 
new approaches to classification. Additionally, Karimi and Kiani (1985) 
and Morgan (2005) analyzed the types and techniques of such ceramics, 
while Nouri (2014) and Ziaei-Bigdeli (2017) focused on conservation and 
authentication, conducting comparative studies on museum collections.

In the field of content and visual studies, the scope of research is even 
more extensive. Notable studies include those by Firouz (1966), Zick-
Nissen (1973), Fitzherbert (1983), Rogers (1995), Kiani (2001), Grube 
(2005), Daneshvari (2007), Mirzaei and Moradkhani (2019), Shayeganfar 
and Nouri (2016), Pancaroglu (2013), Samanian and Bahmani (2013), 
Azadbakht and Tavousi (2012), Changiz and Rezalou (2011), Khaledian 
(2008), Ahmad-zadeh et al. (2018), Ataei et al. (2012), Quchani (2005), 
Salehi-Kakhki and Nouri (2016), Changiz and Bolkhari-ghahi (2016), 
Akbari-shaketayi and Taghavi (2018), and Samavaki (2021). The synthesis 
of these studies indicates that the origins of Nishapur ceramic motifs can 
be traced to connections with Sassanian traditions and pre-Islamic myths, 
astrological symbolism, the link between anatomical decorations and local 
Khorasan traditions and Central Asian myths, the influence of literary and 
religious sources, the reflection of Mithraism rituals, the echo of shared 
religious festivals, the connection of symbols with native and ritual 
traditions, dating and epigraphic studies, and the examination of religious, 
numerical, animal, and religious, social, and cultural mythological themes.

In the research by Askari Alamouti (2016), in an article titled “Re-
reading the Content of Nishapur Ceramic Motifs in the Fourth Century 
AH with a Focus on Religious Beliefs and Astronomical Predictions,” the 
slip-painted vessel depicting the Chovgan scene was examined. Based on 
the repeated presence of bird motifs, he read the narrative scene as being 
connected to Mahdavist discourse and, more particularly, to the figure 
of Abu Muslim Khorasani. However, this interpretation is questionable; 
the connection between the bird motif and Abu Muslim Khorasani is not 
substantiated in his analysis, nor is its link to the narrative nature and 
socio-ritual function of the Chovgan game convincing. The mere presence 
of the bird element cannot serve as a basis for relating this scene, which has 
a recreational, ritual, or aristocratic nature like Chovgan, to Mahdavist or 
messianic concepts, as Chovgan in pre-Samanid traditions was primarily 
associated with military exercises, the upbringing of princes, and symbols 
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of political power. Therefore, Askari Alamouti’s analysis requires revision 
and a clear distinction between motifs with religious functions and scenes 
with independent socio-ritual functions. Generally, a review of existing 
literature indicates that while there is an abundance of studies on the 
provenance of motifs, the practical and semantic domains related to games 
and socio-sports activities of the Samanid era have received less attention, 
highlighting the necessity of this research.

Ultimately, the combination of the three stages mentioned above 
provides a context in which the narrative scene of the Chovgan game on 
the Nishapur slip-painted ceramic is re-read not only in terms of form and 
image but also from semantic and cultural identity perspectives prevalent in 
the Samanid era, clearly revealing its relationship with the social structure 
of that period.

Iconographic Analysis of the Chovgan Motif 
A noteworthy example among polychrome slip-painted ceramics attributed 
to Nishapur is a bowl that directly depicts a game, specifically Chovgan 
(Fig. 1). In this image, we observe a high-ranking Samanid rider wearing 
courtly attire, including a tunic, trousers, tall boots, and an ornate crown. 
He is depicted riding a galloping horse, holding a mallet in his right hand 
and the reins in his left. Beneath the horse’s belly, a rooster is depicted, 
while the scene is surrounded by motif-based decorations such as leaf 
patterns, inscriptions, and geometric designs, whose semantic functions 
will be examined in the iconographic analysis section. Before entering 
Panofsky’s three-stage process, it is necessary to provide an overview of 
the characteristics and manufacturing technique of this ceramic vessel to 
establish a basis for the systematic analysis of its imagery. The ceramic 
vessel under discussion in this study (Fig. 1) bears a strong resemblance in 
manufacturing technique and decoration style to the slip-painted ceramics 
excavated from Nishapur (Table 1: Figs. 1–3), which date to the third and 
fourth centuries AH. One of the manufacturing and decorative styles of 
ceramics in these centuries is the slip-painted method, which encompasses 
a diverse range of types (Karimi and Kiani, 1985: 16).

Wilkinson, the excavator of Nishapur, classifies slip-painted ceramics 
into six types based on decoration technique and motifs:

1. Slip-painted ceramics with painted decoration on a buff-colored 
background (polychrome type);

2. Polychrome slip-painted ceramics on a white background;
3. Black slip-painted ceramics on a white background;
4. Slip-painted ceramics on a colored background;
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5. Black slip-painted ceramics that yield a yellow hue;
6. Imitation gold slip-painted ceramics (Wilkinson, 1973).
Slip-painted ceramics were produced in the kilns of Nishapur, 

Samarkand, Sari, Kerman, and other production centers (Wilkinson, cited in 
Ettinghausen et al., 1997: 64-65; Fehérvári, 2009: 11; Watson, 2004: 205). 
Despite the abundance of slip-painted ceramics, an appropriate sequence 
and dating have not yet been provided. Wilkinson proposes a timeframe 
for these vessels in the third and fourth centuries AH (Wilkinson, 2000: 
139). Allan, based on architectural evidence and historical clues, dates the 
Lashkari Bazar site to the third century AH and suggests a timeframe of the 
third and fourth centuries AH for the ceramics from this site, emphasizing 
the overlap between the Lashkari Bazar ceramics and the polychrome slip-
painted ceramics of Nishapur (Allan, 1988: 60–66). Bulliet also believes 
that polychrome slip-painted ceramics from Nishapur emerged as a 
subsequent stage after the common epigraphic vessels (Bulliet, cited in: 
Grabar, 2005: 45).

The polychrome slip-painted ceramics, which are the subject of this 
research, are among the types reminiscent of Nishapur slip-painted 
ceramics and are considered one of the most exquisite ceramics of the 
third and fourth centuries AH (Grube, 2005: 45). They feature motifs 
such as floral, geometric, anthropomorphic, and zoomorphic designs 
(Ettinghausen and Grabar, 2011: 308; Whitehouse, 1992: 310). Three 
examples of these ceramics are presented in Table 1 (Figs. 1–3), which 
show considerable similarity to the bowl in the Asian Art Museum 
(Fig. 1) in terms of manufacturing technique, glaze, motif drawing, and 
compositional elements.

Among the similarities between this bowl (Fig. 1) and other examples 
(Table 1: Figs. 1–3) are the following: The depiction of hair and its 
arrangement at the back of the head (Table 1: Figs. 1–3); the style of 
crown depiction (Table 1: Fig. 3); clothing coloration (Table 1: Figs. 1, 3); 
similarity in boot depiction (Table 1: Figs. 1–2); similarity in horse and its 
decoration depiction (Table 1: Fig. 1); the type of bird and its drawing style 
(Table 1: Figs. 1–2); and the type of drawing and decoration of surrounding 
motifs, including floral patterns, evil eye symbols, and pseudo-inscriptions. 
These visual similarities suggest that the bowl in Figure 1, housed in the 
Asian Art Museum, belongs to the third and fourth centuries AH and the 
Nishapur style, and can be attributed to Nishapur, falling under the study 
of this cultural tradition.
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1) Pre-iconographic Description
The central portion of the image, set against a background completely 
covered in light mustard pigment, depicts a rider mounted on a robust 
horse. The face of this high-ranking rider is rendered in a three-quarter 
profile, while his body is shown frontally and his legs in a lateral view. 
He possesses large, triangular eyes, continuous eyebrows that meet in 
the middle, a broad nose, and small lips. The rider’s straight black hair 

Fig. 1: Depiction of the Chovgan game, 
illustrated on the slip-painted ceramic vessel 
attributed to Nishapur (Authors, 2025).  

Table 1. Examples of polychrome slip-painted 
ceramics attributed to Nishapur in other 
museums (Authors, 2025).  
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Bowl with the motif of a horseman holding a 
mallet, Registration No. 1956.153, Asian Art 
Museum (URL: 1) 

The drawing of the bowl motif (Authors, 2025). 
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Fig. 3: Bowl with the motif of 
a winged human, Registration 
No. 40.38.290, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (URL: 3) 

Fig. 2: Bowl with the motif of 
a horseman holding a weapon, 
Registration No. 3909 
(National Museum of Iran) 

Fig. 1: Bowl with the motif of a 
horseman holding a goatling; 
Registration No. 1967.93, 
Denver Art Museum (URL: 2) 

 
  

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 
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is decorated with a four-petaled flower in a mustard color, gathered at the 
back of his head. On his head rests an oval-shaped headband in mustard 
color, symbolizing a royal crown. His neck is buff-colored and broad. The 
rider wears a light green tunic with long sleeves and a round, V-neck collar. 
The mid-section of the V-neck collar down to his waist is covered in a 
yellow-colored glaze. His torso, from the mid-section to the lower body, 
is clad in a yellow belt, simple and unadorned trousers, and a light green 
background. He also wears a black, pointed-toe boot decorated with a 
vertical buff-colored line and a rich yellow glaze. The rider’s foot is placed 
inside the horse’s stirrup. His hands are raised; simultaneously, his left 
hand holds the horse’s reins, and his right hand holds the polo mallet. The 
long handle of the mallet and the horse’s reins are also covered in a light 
green glaze.

The horse, depicted with a robust and sturdy physique and relatively 
short legs, is shown in a semi-profile view. Its fixed forward gaze, furrowed 
eyebrows, pointed ears, and short muzzle, combined with its head held 
low, lend it an aggressive appearance. The horse’s mane is decorated 
with horizontal black lines on a buff-colored background. The horse has a 
long, apparently braided tail in buff color, in which vertical and horizontal 
black lines with green glaze are visible. Its black body is adorned with 
narrow buff-colored bands and irregular circles in rich yellow and light 
green glazes. The saddle features two sections, upper and lower, in buff 
and rich yellow colors, separated from each other by black horizontal lines 
on a yellow background. On the rich yellow background, non-geometric 
decorations with small black dots are visible, while the yellow-buff 
background features solid black dots with green and yellow glazes, along 
with a light green border. Beneath the horse’s belly and legs, a rooster is 
depicted in a semi-profile view with spread wings. The bird’s head is buff-
colored, with wide, staring eyes, a small, pointed beak, and a triangular 
comb. Its body and legs are black. The rooster’s wings are buff-colored 
and feature a combination of vertical and curved black lines, covered 
with decorative green and yellow glazes. Due to the improper angle of the 
photograph, the rooster’s tail is not visible in the image. Surrounding the 
central main image are multi-petaled and spiral flowers, evil eye symbols, 
large Kufic lines, and geometric motifs in the shape of two nested triangles, 
covered with green and yellow glazes. On the sides of the outer triangle, 
curved lines are present, with an evil eye symbol at its apex.

2) Iconographic Analysis:
Based on the pre-iconographic descriptions provided, the motif on the slip-
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painted ceramic under study (Fig. 1) depicts a non-military activity, showing 
significant differences from similar examples related to battle and hunting 
(Table 2: Figs. 1–3). In this bowl, the rider is depicted wearing courtly 
attire, including a tunic, trousers, tall boots, and a crown. Furthermore, 
the size of the figure and its central placement within the image frame 
indicate the rider’s importance and social status. Unlike the warrior and 
hunter examples (Table 2: Figs. 1–3), no combat instruments or hunting 
equipment—such as swords, spears, axes, shields, bows, or slings—are 
observed on the vessel in Figure 1. The absence of these elements suggests 
a departure from war-centric and hunting-centric traditions, pointing 
instead to a non-military and recreational activity. Another noteworthy 
aspect is the posture and movement of the rider, which is a significant 
feature. In the bowl shown in Figure 1, the rider is depicted in motion, 
galloping in a festive-like setting, and clearly carrying a stick with a curved 
head resembling a polo mallet. The considerable visual similarity between 
this rider’s action and the game of Chovgan, a sport common in ancient 
Iran, reinforces this interpretation, without directly engaging in cultural or 
historical analyses.

Table 2. Warrior and hunter motifs illustrated 
on polychrome slip-painted ceramics attributed 
to Nishapur (Authors, 2025).  
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Fig. 1: Bowl with the motif 
of a horseman holding a 
weapon, Registration No. 
38824 (Bonyad Museum). 

Fig. 2: Bowl with the motif of 
a horseman holding a weapon, 
Registration No. 325 (Reza 
Abbasi Museum). 

Fig. 3: Bowl with the motif of a 
horseman hunting, Registration 
No. 1344 (Reza Abbasi 
Museum). 

   

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 

The drawing of the motif 
(Authors, 2025). 

 

  
A) Etymology of Chovgan
The term Chovgan (Cogan) in Persian has its roots in the Pahlavi language. 
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It appears in various forms, such as Cwpgn or Copagan, in different 
sources. This word is likely cognate with Cop, meaning wood, and refers 
to the initial tool used for striking the ball (Azarnoush, 2013: 13). In 
Pahlavi texts, this word appears in forms such as Copagan or Cowagan 
in the treatise of Khusrow and Ridag (paragraph 12) and Copigan in the 
Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Papagan (Part 1, paragraph 29) (Jamasp-Asana, 
1992: 73; Anonymous, 1950: 5, 101). In these texts, Chovgan referred to 
the stick used to drive the ball, and the name of the tool was subsequently 
generalized to refer to the game itself (Azarnoush, 2013: 13).

In addition to its Pahlavi roots, the game of Chovgan was known in 
Arabic texts by the term Sulajan (mace/staff). From the second century 
AH, this term appears in Arabic poetry and literature. It was used in 
various forms, such as al-lu‘ab al-sualjan (the game of the mace), al-darb 
bi’l-sulajan (striking with the mace), or darb al-kura bi’l-sulajan (striking 
the ball with the mace). Gradually, the word kura (ball) replaced sulajan, 
and the expression al-darb (or al-lu‘ab) bi’l-kura (striking/playing the 
ball) became common. In the sixth century AH, this term underwent a 
further Arabization that made it more Persian-like, and the Ayyubids 
used it in the form Gukan or Gawakan. This word replaced sulajan and 
gradually became prevalent throughout the Arab world. Additionally, the 
title Jukandar, derived from the Persian pattern Chovgandar (Chovgan 
player), was used at the same time as an aristocratic governmental title 
(Ibid: 15–16).

B) The Origin of Chovgan as a Sport
The Pahlavi text Khusrow and Ridag mentions the game of Chovgan 
alongside equestrian skills and archery from horseback, emphasizing that 
proficiency in Chovgan was an indicator of the military and educational 
training of the nobility (Jamasp-Asana, 1992: 72–73). The Karnamag-i 
Ardashir-i Papagan also states that Ardashir learned skills such as 
horsemanship and Chovgan from his father in childhood and later from 
Ardavan, the Parthian king. This indicates that Chovgan was valued 
in aristocratic and royal courts, particularly among the Parthians and 
Sassanians, prior to Islam (Anonymous, 1950: 5–6).

In pre-Islamic historical sources, there is no direct visual or textual 
evidence of Chovgan from the Achaemenid period. Only indirect references 
by al-Tabari, as reflected in Tarikh-i Bal‘ami, suggest an awareness and 
application of Chovgan during this era (al-Tabari, 1996, Vol. 2: 489–
490; Tarikh-i Bal‘ami, 1974, Vol. 2: 694–695). This scarcity of evidence 
suggests that while Chovgan likely existed, it was not prominent in the 
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official records of that period, and its status was primarily transmitted 
through later narratives (Azarnoush, 2013: 44–45).

In the Sassanian period, more documented and reliable evidence 
exists in Pahlavi and historical texts, indicating that Chovgan held 
special importance within the aristocratic and educational structures. 
The Karnamag-i Ardashir-i Papagan explicitly states that proficiency 
in Chovgan and horsemanship was part of the necessary education for 
princes and nobles. This game was not merely a pastime but served as a 
means for practicing martial skills and strengthening physical and mental 
abilities (Anonymous, 1950: 5–6). Cultural and literary reflections are 
also clearly observed in Persian epic texts, particularly in the Shahnameh, 
spanning the period from the legendary Kianian dynasty to the Sassanians 
(Ebrahimipour, 1974: 2). Ferdowsi refers to the game of Chovgan in verses 
concerning Goshtasp (verses 613–635) (Ferdowsi, 1996, Vol. 5: 47–49), 
Siyavash (verses 1321–1377, 1770–1773) (Ferdowsi, 1990, Vol. 2: 289–
292, 322), and Rostam (verses 8–16) (Ibid: 104). In these contexts, the game 
is depicted alongside concepts such as knighthood, martial skill, and royal 
status (Azarnoush, 2013: 37–44). Furthermore, Shahnameh mentions the 
playing of Chovgan during the reigns of Sassanian kings such as Ardashir 
and Hormizd (verses 253–259) (Ferdowsi, 2005, Vol. 6: 210–211), Shapur 
II (verse 21) (Ibid: 292), Bahram (verses 113-114, 165, 118, 2022–2026) 
(Ferdowsi, 2005, Vol. 6: 369, 373, 424, 568), and Khusrow Parviz (verses 
912–924) (Ferdowsi, 2007, Vol. 8: 70–71). This indicates the continuity of 
its importance in the cultural and social memory of Iranians.

These literary sources, alongside historical texts and social reports such 
as Tarikh-i Qom, Waqa’i‘-i ‘Abbasi, and local narratives, demonstrate that 
the game of Chovgan was not limited to royal courts but was prevalent 
among the nobility and even broad segments of society, provided that 
horses and equipment were available (Azarnoush, 2013: 60). In Tarikh-i 
Qom, the game is referred to as Goybazi (ball game). Its definition states 
that a ball is a round sphere used in Chovgan, played in groups between 
two teams of riders, with the objective of driving the ball into a goal. Each 
player held a mallet, passed the ball to one another, and threw it into a goal. 
This game contributed to the training of horsemanship skills as well as 
leisure and social interaction (Qomi, 2006: 694).

Additional historical and literary sources provide substantial evidence 
of the importance of Chovgan among Iranians and the elite. Beyhaqqi 
reports that Chovgan was not merely a pastime for the aristocracy but also 
a component of political and social relations within the court and local 
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spheres. The way the game was played and the orderliness of the playing 
fields reflected the power and status of the individuals involved (Beyhaqqi, 
2001: 152). Similarly, Hamawi highlights the role of Chovgan in the power 
structure and court ceremonies, emphasizing that nobles participated in 
the game regularly to maintain their physical fitness and martial skills 
(Hamawi, 2002, Vol. 2: 848–849). Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi narrates that 
observing Chovgan matches in the fields of Khorasan and other regions, 
accompanied by technical skills, social order, and the presence of servants, 
had an educational aspect and demonstrated social authority (al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi, 1997, Vol. 9: 359). Ibn al-Esfandiar also records fatal incidents 
during Chovgan games in Tabaristan and Gorgan; despite the physical 
risks, these incidents highlight the mobility and skill required for this sport, 
underscoring its importance in martial training and the empowerment 
of the aristocracy (Ibn al-Esfandiar, 1987: 288–295). Azarnoush further 
emphasizes that Chovgan in these regions was regarded as a serious and 
dynamic activity, not limited to leisure (Azarnoush, 2013: 62).

Alongside horsemanship and chess, Chovgan has always held a special 
place as part of the acceptable customs and techniques in the educational 
and training system of the Iranian nobility. The account of Hasan ibn-Sahl 
indicates that the education and practice of Chovgan and other aristocratic 
sports were considered not only for entertainment but also as an inseparable 
part of etiquette, art, physical education, and martial skills, thereby 
enhancing the importance of this sport in the social and cultural structure 
(Hasri, 1998, Vol. 1: 150; Azarnoush, 2013: 60). In these narratives, the 
connection between Chovgan and horsemanship, as well as horse control, 
transformed it into a symbol of skill, physical ability, social status, and 
political position. Mastery of this sport indicated an individual’s command 
over their physical capabilities and their social standing.

This perspective is further reinforced by Ibn al-Nadim, who reports 
that during the second and third centuries AH, field games and equestrian 
and archery competitions, including Sulajan (Chovgan), were of interest in 
legal and literary sources and were considered part of the martial skills and 
sports of the Iranian nobility (Ibn al-Nadim, 2002, Vol. 2: 362). He also 
identifies Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Yahya ibn Abbas al-Suli as a skilled 
literary figure and chess player who, in the presence of al-Mutawakkil and 
other nobles, was engaged in teaching literary and sports competitions 
(Ibid: 248, 256). This evidence indicates that Chovgan and other field 
games were recognized, from the early Islamic periods, as part of military 
education, physical training, and the cultural status of the aristocracy.
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Furthermore, evidence suggests that Chovgan was continuously 
prevalent in various regions of Iran, including Khorasan, Tabaristan, 
Transoxiana, Guilan, and Gorgan, and was occasionally used as part of 
martial and educational skills during wars and local conflicts (Azarnoush, 
2013: 62). For example, in 312 AH, incidents resulting from Chovgan 
games in Tabaristan were reported in the presence of the king and local 
ministers, indicating that even in tense situations, Chovgan was maintained 
as a symbol of authority, skill, and military training (Ibn al-Esfandiar, 1987: 
288–289). Similarly, in 323 AH, it was reported that Chovgan games were 
held by emirs and local forces, and dangerous incidents occurred during 
them, again highlighting the importance of skill and physical training in 
this sport (Ibid: 295).

Given all these historical, literary, and social evidence, it can be concluded 
that the game of Chovgan in Iran, both pre-Islamic and during the Islamic 
period, was more than a simple pastime or entertainment. It held a special 
place in society and among the nobility and princes as a symbol of skill, 
physical ability, social status, and cultural and educational dimensions. 
This deep-rooted and rich tradition provides the background for analyzing 
the reflective role of Chovgan on the Nishapur slip-painted ceramic in 
the subsequent iconological analysis stage, within the framework of the 
culture, educational, and political system of the Samanid era; a context 
where skill, status, and aristocratic identity are simultaneously reflected. In 
the slip-painted bowl in question (Fig. 1), an image of the Chovgan game is 
likely visible, in which an aristocratic horseman, based on his attire, crown, 
and depiction style, clearly belongs to the Samanid nobility. This figure is 
playing Chovgan and holding a polo mallet; an act for which no direct and 
comparable visual example has been reported in pre-Islamic visual sources 
up to the date of this research.

The combination of this sports scene with symbolic motifs such as the 
rooster and protective elements like evil eye symbols indicates that the 
image is not merely a representation of a recreational activity but is situated 
within a symbolic framework. Therefore, this imagery can be analyzed 
within the social and cultural context of the third and fourth centuries AH, 
a period during which the game of Chovgan had a prominent place in the 
culture of the Samanid elites as a symbol of skill, social status, aristocratic 
education, and political identity. In this framework, the image on the bowl 
is a visual reflection of the educational, martial, and aristocratic concepts 
reported in the historical and literary texts of this period. The following 
section presents the iconological interpretation of this bowl.
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C) Iconological Interpretation
During the Samanid era, Chovgan was recognized as one of the 
prominent and common sports among the aristocracy and princes. Its 
importance was such that books and manuals were compiled to instruct 
on its proper execution. Ibn Qutayba, in his work Oyun al-Akhbar, citing 
a Pahlavi code of conduct (whose original text is no longer extant), refers 
to instructions regarding the handling and swinging of the mallet and 
striking the ball. Although the original text is lost, the game was intuitively 
understandable, and it involved technical nuances for correct execution 
(Ibn Qutayba, 2000, Vol. 1: 217). Onsur al-Ma’ali Keykavus Ziyari also 
mentions safety limits and principles of the game in the Qabusnameh, 
emphasizing that even occasional Chovgan activities must be conducted 
with caution, and that the number of players and their arrangement in 
the field should be such as to minimize the risk of fatal injury (Onsur al-
Ma’ali, 1956: 82–83). These points indicate that Chovgan in this period 
was not merely a pastime but an integral part of the military training and 
physical education of the nobility.

Multiple historical evidence also reveal the social and political 
significance of Chovgan. Narratives from Samanid emirs, including Nasr 
II and Ahmad ibn Isma’il, indicate that Chovgan was held in important 
centers such as Bukhara and Herat. In Bukhara, fields such as Rigestan 
were recognized as the official venues for this sport, and competitions were 
held in the presence of nobles and emirs. These competitions, in addition 
to their recreational aspect, demonstrated the ability, skill, and status of 
the players before authorities and spectators (Tha’alibi, 2001, Vol. 4: 85; 
Anonymous, 1987: 329; Hamawi, 2002, Vol. 1: 317). The potential lethality 
of the game, evidenced by the death of one Samanid emirs, highlights its 
dual role as a dangerous pursuit and a key marker of aristocratic identity 
and social prominence (al-Narshakhi, 2008: 134; al-Gardizi, 1984: 354; 
Ibn al-Athir, 2005, Vol. 12: 5078). These points underscore the importance 
of Chovgan as an activity transcending mere entertainment, serving instead 
as a symbol of skill, status, and social power.

From an iconological perspective, the peripheral elements of the 
Chovgan motif (Fig. 1), such as the rooster and protective symbols, carry 
specific symbolic meanings. The rooster in these motifs symbolizes victory 
and courage (Yahaqqi, 1990: 179–180), while protective symbols like the 
evil eye emphasize the safety of the players and the ritualistic aspect of 
the game (Shakur-zadeh, 1984: 176–274). Consequently, the depiction of 
Chovgan on the Nishapur slip-painted ceramic is not merely a representation 
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of physical activity; rather, it signifies the connection between skill, social 
status, military education, and the culture of the Samanid elites.

Historical narratives indicate that the prestige and reputation of players 
were directly linked to the observations and assessments of emirs and 
nobles. For instance, Ahmad ibn Isma’il and other Samanid emirs not only 
attended the matches but also followed them with precision, paying close 
attention to the players’ skills and courage. Based on these performances, 
the status and credibility of individuals within the court and society were 
established (Hamawi, 2002: Vol. 1: 317). Mastery in Chovgan served as a 
symbol of capability, horsemanship, and ball control, reflecting the player’s 
social status and bravery. Its role extended far beyond that of a mere sport.

Based on this evidence, it can be concluded that the Chovgan motifs on 
the Nishapur slip-painted ceramic (Fig. 1) reflect the culture, education, 
skill, and aristocratic identity of the Samanids. These motifs simultaneously 
present the sport, social status, military education, and symbolic elements 
such as the rooster and the evil eye within a coherent visual framework, 
highlighting the importance of this sport in Samanid society as a symbol 
of power, courage, and social credibility. This analysis completes the third 
stage of Panofsky’s method, establishing the image of Chovgan, alongside 
the previous two stages (formal description and primary iconography), as 
a semantic and cultural representation of a recreational activity among the 
elites of the Samanid era.

Conclusion
This study, through the iconographic and iconological analysis of slip-
painted ceramic, has for the first time formulated the connection between 
the visual components of a sporting activity and the semantic system of 
the Samanid court. The fundamental contribution of this research extends 
beyond the identification of the motif’s subject (the Chovgan game) to the 
discovery of the image’s dual function as an “instrument for legitimizing 
aristocratic identity” and a “representation of martial skills framed as 
entertainment”. The findings indicate that the depicted scene is not merely 
an imitative representation of reality; rather, it is a sophisticated combination 
of courtly elements (such as attire and crown) with protective symbols 
(such as the rooster and evil eye signs). This combination emphasizes 
the symbolic aspects of the game, highlighting concepts such as courage, 
victory, and safety. These symbols reinforce the role of the Chovgan game 
as an emblem of victory, social power, and political authority, offering an 
interpretation presented here for the first time. This reveals a new pattern 
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of “authority figuration” in Samanid ceramics. From a social perspective, 
the innovation of this research lies in demonstrating that Chovgan in this 
period served as an “internal educational and training system” for the 
ruling class, which, through this ceramic vessel, was transferred from the 
physical space of the Chovgan field to the symbolic space of functional 
vessels.

Therefore, the analysis of this motif demonstrates that, contrary to 
previous approaches, the Nishapur-related ceramic was not merely a 
decorative object, but a visual document of the connection between 
physical skills, political status, and the military structure of Samanid 
society; an aspect that had been overlooked in prior studies of Nishapur 
ceramics. Relying on historical and literary evidence, this study proves 
that the Chovgan motif on this vessel is the essence of the Samanid 
worldview in relation to power and skill. Its primary innovation lies 
in providing a structured analysis of the transmission of the ruling 
ideology’s concepts to the ceramic art of the third and fourth centuries 
AH.
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Endnote

1. Until the mid-twentieth century, iconography and iconology were often used interchangeably, 
but Panofsky established a clear distinction between them (Panofsky, 1955: 26). Iconography 
deals with the identification and explanation of obvious elements, themes, and motifs in a work of 
art; that is, what is directly visible in the image. In contrast, iconology is built upon iconographic 
findings and, with a deeper perspective, interprets hidden meanings, beliefs, values, and the 
worldview of the culture in which the work of art was created (Taheri, 2017: 25; Panofsky, 1955: 
26). In Panofsky’s words, where iconography stops, iconology continues its work (Zeimaran, 
2013: 214), striving to reveal fundamental principles that constitute the intellectual infrastructure 
of a nation, a historical period, an artistic school, or a religious and philosophical system (Taheri, 
2017: 25).



Vol. 15, No. 47, 2026237
Archaeological Research of Iran

References
- Ahmad-zadeh, F., Hosseini, S. H. & Zanganeh, L., (2018). “An study 

and identification of animal motifs on Nishapur ceramics (3rd and 4th 

centuries AH)”. Jelveh-ye Honar, 10(19): 7–20. https://doi.org/10.22051/
jjh.2017.7365.1027 (in Persian) 

- Akbari-shaketayi, N. & Taghavi, A., (2018). “Reading concepts of 
change and continuity in Samanid ceramic motifs”. Nameh-ye Honar-
ha-ye Tajassomi va Karbordi, 11(22): 85–103. https://doi.org/10.30480/
vaa.2019.1422.1172 (in Persian) 

- Al-Gardizi, A. H. b. D., (1984). Zinat al-Akhbar (Tarikh-e Gardizi) 
[The Adornment of Histories (History of Gardizi)]. (A. H. Habibiy, Ed., 
Vol. 1). Tehran: Nashr-e Donya-ye Ketab. 

- Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, A. b. A., (1997). Tarikh Baghdad, Aw Madinat 
al-Salam [History of Baghdad, or the City of Peace] (M. A. Atta, Ed., Vol. 
9). Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya. 

- Allen, T., (1988). “Notes on Bust (Continued)”. Iran, 27: 57–66. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/4299817 

- Al-Narshakhi, A. M. b. J., (2008). Tarikh-e Bukhara [History of 
Bukhara] (A. N. Qobavi, Trans., M. Modarres Razavi, Ed., 3rd ed.). 
Tehran: Entesharat-e Tus. (in Persian)

- Al-Tabari, M. b. J., (1996). Tarikh al-Tabari (Tarikh al-Rusal wa al-
Muluk) [The History of Al-Tabari] (A. Payvand, Trans., Vol. 2). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Asatir. (in Persian)

- Anonymous. (1950). Karnamak-i Ardashir-i Papagan [The Book of 
Deeds of Ardashir son of Papag] (M. J. Mashkur, Ed.). Tehran: Ketab-
forushi va Chapkhaneh-ye Danesh. (in Persian)

- Anonymous. (1987). Tarikh-e Sistan [History of Sistan] (M. Sh. Bahar, 
Ed., 2nd ed.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Padideh-ye Khavar. (in Persian)

- Askari Alamouti, H., (2016). “Re-reading the content of Nishapur 
ceramic motifs in the fourth century AH with a focus on religious beliefs 
and astronomical predictions”. Khorasan-e Bozorg, 7(25): 15–28. https://
dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.22516131.1395.6.25.2.8 (in Persian) 

- Ataei, M., Mousavi Haji, S. R. & Koulabadi, R., (2012). “Slip-painted 
decorated pottery (Types, spread, dating)]”. Negareh, 7(23): 71–88. https://
negareh.shahed.ac.ir/article_56.html (in Persian) 

- Azadbakht, M. & Tavousi, M., (2012). “Continuity of Sasanian 
silverware motifs on Samanid Nishapur ceramics”. Negareh, 7(22): 
57–71. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.renene.2012.04.048 (in Persian) 



238
Archaeological Research of Iran

Beik-Mohammadi et al.; An Iconographic and Iconologic Analysis...

- Azarnoush, A., (2013). Tarikh-e Chovgan [History of Chovgan] (1st 

ed.). Tehran: Nashr-e Mahi. 
- Bal’ami, A. M. b. M., (1974). Tarikh-e Bal’ami [Bal’ami’s History] 

(M. Parvin Gonabadi, Ed., Vol. 2). Tehran: Chapkhaneh-ye Tabesh. (in 
Persian)

- Beyhaqqi, I. b. M., (2001). Al-Mahasin wa al-Mosavi [The Beautiful 
and the Equal] (A. Adnan, Ed.). Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya. 

- Blair, S. & Bloom, J., (2004). “Decorative art”. In: M. Hattstein 
& P. Delius (Eds.), Islamic art and architecture (pp. 118–123). 
Konemann. https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.
T041771 

- Changiz, S. & Bolkhari-ghahi, H., (2016). “Analysis of numerical, 
geometric, and animal symbols in a ceramic from Nishapur (with emphasis 
on religious themes of the 4th century)”. Khorasan-e Bozorg, 7(25): 1–14. 
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.22516131.1395.6.25.1.7 (in Persian) 

- Changiz, S. & Rezalou, R., (2012). “Symbolic evaluation of animal 
motifs in Nishapur”. Honar-ha-ye Ziba-Tajassomi, 15(47): 33–44. https://
doi.org/10.22059/jfava.2012.24375 (in Persian) 

- Cooper, E., (2000). Ten thousand years of pottery. British Museum 
Press. 

- Daneshvari, A., (2007). “Cup, branch, bird and fish: An 
iconographical study of the figure holding a cup and a branch flanked by 
a bird and a fish”. Journal of Islamic Studies, 18(2): 299–302. https://doi.
org/10.1515/9781474471428-011 

- Ebrahimpour, M. T., (1974). Chovgan. Tehran: Chapkhaneh-ye Bank-e 
Melli-ye Iran. (in Persian)

- Ettinghausen, R. & Grabar, O., (2011). Honar va Memari-ye Eslami 
(1) [Islamic Art and Architecture (1)] (Y. Ajand, Trans., 8th ed.). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Samt. (in Persian)

- Ettinghausen, R. & Yarshater, E., (2000). Ouj-haye Derakhshan-e 
Honar-e Iran [Shining Peaks of Iranian Art] (H. Abdollahi & R. Pakbaz, 
Trans.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Agah. (in Persian)

- Ettinghausen, R., Sherrato, U. & Bembaci, W., (1997). Honar-e 
Samani va Honar-e Ghaznavi [Samanid and Ghaznavid Art] (Y. Ajand, 
Trans.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Mowli. (in Persian)

- Fehérvári, G., (2000). Ceramics of the Islamic world in the Tareq 
Rajab Museum. I. B. Tauris. 

- Fehérvári, G., (2009). Sofalgari-ye Jahan-e Eslam dar Muz-e Tariq 
Rajab-e Kuwait [Ceramics of the Islamic World in the Tareq Rajab Museum, 



Vol. 15, No. 47, 2026239
Archaeological Research of Iran

Kuwait] (M. Shayesteh-far, Trans.). Tehran: Moassese-ye Motale’at-e 
Honar-e Eslami. (in Persian)

- Fehérvári, G., (1973). Islamic pottery: A comprehensive study based 
on the Barlow Collection. Faber & Faber.

- Ferdowsi, A., (1990). Shahnameh [The Book of Kings] (J. Khaliqi 
Mottaghi, Ed., Vol. 2). California: Mazda Publishers. (in Persian)

- Ferdowsi, A., (1996). Shahnameh [The Book of Kings] (J. Khaliqi 
Mottaghi, Ed., Vol. 5). California: Mazda Publishers. (in Persian)

- Ferdowsi, A., (2005). Shahnameh [The Book of Kings] (J. Khaliqi 
Mottaghi & M. Omid-salar, Ed., Vol. 6). New York: Bonyad-e Miras-e 
Iran. (in Persian)

- Ferdowsi, A., (2007). Shahnameh [The Book of Kings] (J. Khaliqi 
Mottaghi, Ed., Vol. 8, 1st ed.). Tehran: Markaz-e Daeratul-Ma’arif-e 
Bozorg-e Eslami. (in Persian)

- Firouz, S., (1966). Sofal [Ceramics]. Tehran: Chapkhaneh-ye Bahman. 
(in Persian)

- Fitzherbert, T., (1983). “Themes and images on the animated buff 
ware of medieval Nishapur”. Unpublished master’s thesis. University of 
Oxford, Faculty of Oriental Studies. 

- Grube, E. J., (2005). “Sofal-e Eslami [Islamic Ceramics] (F. Haeri, 
Trans., 1st ed.). In: Sofal-e Eslami (Vol. 7 of the 10-volume selected 
collection of Islamic Art compiled by N. Khalili). Tehran: Entesharat-e 
Karnak. (in Persian)

- Hasri, I. b. A., (1998). Zahr al-Adab wa Thamar al-Albab [The Juice 
of Literature and the Fruit of Intellect] (Y. A. Tayil, Ed., Vol. 1). Beirut: 
Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya. 

- Ibn al-Athir, E., (2005). Tarikh-e Kamel [The Complete History] (H. 
R. Azhir, Trans., Vol. 12). Tehran: Entesharat-e Asatir. (in Persian)

- Ibn al-Nadim, M. b. I., (2002). Al-Fihrist [The Index] (M. R. Tajaddod, 
Trans., Vol. 2). Tehran: Entesharat-e Asatir. (in Persian)

- Ibn Esfandiar, M. b. H., (1987). Tarikh-e Tabaristan [A History 
of Tabaristan] (A. Eghbal-Ashtiani & M. Ramazani, Trans.). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Padideh-ye Khavar. (in Persian)

- Ibn Qutayba al-Dinwari, A. b. M., (1997). Oyun al-Akhbar [The Eye 
of History] (Y. A. Tayil, Ed., Vol. 1). Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya. (in 
Persian)

- Jamasp-Asana, M., (1992). Matn-e Pahlavi: Tarjomeh, Avanevesht 
[Pahlavi Texts: Translation, Transliteration] (S. Aryan, Rep.). Tehran: 
Nashr-e Ketabkhaneh-ye Melli-ye Jomhuri-ye Eslami-ye Iran. (in Persian)



240
Archaeological Research of Iran

Beik-Mohammadi et al.; An Iconographic and Iconologic Analysis...

- Karimi, F. & Kiani, M. Y., (1985). Honar-e Sofalgari-ye Dor-e Eslami-
ye Iran [The Art of Islamic Ceramics in Iran] (1st ed.). Tehran: Markaz-e 
Baastan-shenasi-ye Iran. (in Persian)

- Khaledian, S., (2008). “The influence of Sasanian art on Islamic 
ceramics”. Baastan-shenasi, 8: 19–30. (in Persian) 

- Kiani, M. Y., (1978). Pishineh-ye Sofal va Sofalgari dar Iran [The 
History of Ceramics and Potterymaking in Iran]. Tehran: Nasim-e Danesh. 
(in Persian)

- Kiani, M. Y., (2001). Pishineh-ye Sofal va Sofalgari dar Iran [The 
History of Ceramics and Potterymaking in Iran] (2nd ed.). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Nasim-e Danesh. (in Persian)

- Lane, A., (1948). Islamic pottery from the ninth to the fourteenth 
centuries A.D., in the collection Sir E. Hitchcock. Faber and Faber 
Limited. 

- Mirzaei, B. & Moradkhani, A., (2019). “Reflection of Mithraism 
in Nishapur ceramic motifs in the Samanid era”. Rahpuyeh-ye Honar/
Honar-e Tajassomi, 2(1): 47–57. https://doi.org/10.22034/ra.2019.241844 
(in Persian) 

- Mokhtari, B., (2011). Ahamiyyat-e Iconography dar Pajoohesh-haye 
Ostoureh-shenakhti [The Importance of Iconography in Mythological 
Research] [Weblog post]. Retrieved July 17, 2020. (in Persian) 

- Morgan, P., (2005). “Samanid ceramics, types and techniques”. In: 
Sofal-e Eslami [Islamic Ceramics] (F. Haeri, Trans., pp. 51–102). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Karnak. (in Persian) 

- Nouri, N., (2014). Investigation and comparative study of the 
polychrome slip-painted pottery collection of the Bonyad Museums 
Cultural Institute. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Art, Isfahan. 
(in Persian) 

- Onsur al-ma’ali, K., (1956). Qabus-nameh [The Book of Qabus] (A. 
Abd al-Majid Badawi, Ed., 1st ed.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Ibn Sina. (in 
Persian)

- Pancaroğlu, O., (2013). “Feasts of Nishapur: Cultural resonances of 
tenth-century ceramic production in Khurasan”. In: M. McWilliams (Ed.), 
In harmony: The Norma Jean Calderwood collection of Islamic art (pp. 
74–85). Harvard Art Museums. 

- Panofsky, E., (1955). “Iconography and iconology: An introduction to 
the study of Renaissance art”. In: Meaning in the visual arts: Papers in and 
on art history (pp. 3–22). Doubleday. 



Vol. 15, No. 47, 2026241
Archaeological Research of Iran

- Panofsky, E., (1980). Studien zur Ikonologie: Humanistische Themen 
in der Kunst der Renaissance. DuMont. 

- Quchani, A., (2005). Katitbeh-ha-ye Sofal-e Nishapur [Inscriptions 
on Nishapur Ceramics]. Tehran: Reza Abbasi Museum Publication. (in 
Persian)

- Rogers, J. M., (1995). Sofalgari dar Honar-ha-ye Iran [Ceramics in 
the Arts of Iran] (P. Marzban, Trans.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Foruzan. (in 
Persian)

- Salehi-kakhki, A. & Nouri, N., (2016). Sofal-e Golabeh-i Monaghash-e 
Rangarang (Muz-e Bonyad-e Tehran) [polychrome Slip-Painted Pottery 
(Bonyad Museum, Tehran)]. Tehran: Entesharat-e Beyn-ol-Melali-ye 
Giva. (in Persian)

- Samanian, S. & Bahmani, P., (2013). “Studying the identity of 
Nishapur during the first few centuries”. Armanshahr Architecture & 
Urban Development, 5(10), 14–21. 

- Samavaki, S., (2021). Les céramiques buff de Nishapur: L’étude 
iconographique des céramiques polychromes à décor figuratif, IXe–Xe 
siècles. Independently published. 

- Shakur-zadeh, I., (1984). Aqayed va Rosum-e Mardom-e Khorasan 
[Beliefs and Customs of the People of Khorasan] (2nd ed.). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Sarv. (in Persian)

- Shayeganfar, N. & Nouri, N., (2016). “The investigation of the role 
of horse in ancient Persian and its continuity in Neyshabor pottery in 
Samanid era”. International Journal of Humanities and Cultural Studies, 
3(2): 2060–2071. 

- Taheri, S., (2017). Neshaneh-shenasi-ye Kohan-olgo-ha dar Honar-e 
Iran-e Bastan va Sarzaminhaye Hamjavar [Semiotics of Archetypes in 
Ancient Iranian Art and Neighboring Lands]. Tehran: Nashr-e Shora-
afarin. (in Persian)

- Tha’alabi, A. M. b. M., (2001). Yatimat al-Dahr fi Mahasin Ahl al-Asr 
[The Lonely One of the Age on the Merits of its People] (A. Shams al-Din, 
Ed., Vol. 4). Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya. 

- Watson, O., (2004). Ceramics from Islamic lands. Thames & Hudson. 
- Whitehouse, D., (1992). “Ceramics XIII, The Early Islamic Period, 

7–11th centuries”. In: E. Yarshater (Ed.), Encyclopædia Iranica (Vol. V, pp. 
308–311). Mazda Publishers. 

- Wilkinson, C. K., (1961). “The glazed pottery of Nishapur and 
Samarkand”. Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, 20(3): 102–115. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3257933 



242
Archaeological Research of Iran

Beik-Mohammadi et al.; An Iconographic and Iconologic Analysis...

- Wilkinson, C. K., (1973). Nishapur: Pottery of the early Islamic 
period. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

- Wilkinson, C. K., (2000). Rang va Tarh dar Sofalineh-ye Irani: Ouj-
haye Derakhshan-e Honar-e Iran [Color and Design in Iranian Ceramics: 
Shining Peaks of Iranian Art] (H. Abdollahi & R. Pakbaz, Trans.). Tehran: 
Entesharat-e Agah. (in Persian)

- Yahaqqi, M., (1990). Farhang-e Asatir va Entesharat-e Dastani dar 
Adabiat-e Farsi [Dictionary of Myths and Story Publications in Persian 
Literature] (1st ed.). Tehran: Entesharat-e Moassese-ye Motale’at va 
Tahqiqat-e Farhangi. (in Persian)

- Yaqut al-Hamawi, Y. b. A., (2002). Mu’jam al-Udaba [Dictionary of 
Literati] (A. Aytī, Trans., Vol. 1–2). Tehran: Entesharat-e Sarv. (in Persian)

- Zeimaran, M., (2013). Mabani-ye Falsafi-ye Naghd va Nazar dar 
Honar [Philosophical Foundations of Criticism and Opinion in Art]. 
Tehran: Naghsh-e Jahan. (in Persian)

- Ziaei-Bigdeli, L., (2017). “Nīshāpūr figural buff ware pottery: Facing 
unprovenanced objects”. Master’s thesis, Rutgers University. ProQuest. 
(Order No. 10799451) 

- Zick-Nissen, J., (1973). Iran und Turkestan: Unterglasurdekor. 
Islamische Keramik, Hetjens-Museum. 

- Asian Art Museum. (2023). Collections. https://searchcollection.
asianart.org/collections 

- Denver Art Museum. (2023). Object 1967.93. https://www.
denverartmuseum.org/en/object/1967.93 

- Metropolitan Museum of Art. (2023). The Met Collections. https://
www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/ 

URL 1: https://searchcollection.asianart.org/collections (accssed date, 
2023/1/8)

URL 2: https://www.denverartmuseum.org/en/object/1967.93 (accssed 
date, 2023/1/8)

URL 3: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search (accssed 
date, 2023/1/8)



47

ht
tp

s:
//n

bs
h.

ba
su

.a
c.

ir 
یه:

شر
اه ن

ایگ
ی پ

شان
ن

14
04

م، 
ـــــــ

ـــــــ
دهـ

نـــز
پا

رۀ 
دو

 ،4
7

رۀ 
ما

ـــــــ
شــــــ

ان
یر

ی ا
اس

شن
ان‌

ست
ی با

ها
ش‌

وه
 پژ

می
 عل

مۀ
لنا

ص
ف

P.
 IS

SN
: 2

34
5-

52
25

 &
 E

. I
SS

N
: 2

34
5-

55
00

فصلنامــۀ علمــی گــروه باستان‌شناســی دانشــکدۀ‌ هنــر و 
معمــاری، دانشــگاه بوعلی‌ســینا، همــدان، ایــران.

CC حق انتشار اين مستند، متعلق به نويسنده)گان( آن 
است. 1404 © ناشر اين مقاله، دانشگاه بوعلی‌سینا است.

استفاده  نوع  هر  و  منتشرشده  زير  گواهی  تحت  مقاله  اين 
غیرتجاری از آن مشروط بر استناد صحیح به مقاله و با رعایت 

ج در آدرس زير مجاز است.  شرايط مندر
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 
4.0 International license (https://creativecommons.

org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

 https://doi.org/10.22084/nb.2026.32314.2844 :)DOI( شناسۀ دیجیتال
تاریخ دریافت: 1404/06/07، تاریخ بازنگری: 1404/09/27، تاریخ پذیرش: 1404/10/01

نوع مقاله: پژوهشی
صص: 221-243

تحلیل آیکنوگرافیک و آیکنولوژیک نقشِ بازی چوگان در 
سفال‌های نخستین سده‌های دوران اسلامی: بازتاب فرهنگی 

و اجتماعی در دورۀ سامانی

چکیده
ســـفالینه‌های گلابـــه‌ای رنگارنـــگ منســـوب بـــه نیشـــابور بـــا نقـــوش منحصربه‌فـــرد خـــود، 
ــود  ــوند. باوجـ ــناخته می‌شـ ــامانی شـ ــار هنـــری دورۀ سـ ــته‌ترین آثـ ــوان یکـــی از برجسـ به‌عنـ
نقـــوش،  ایـــن  معنـــای  و  منشـــأ  بـــه  مربـــوط  مطالعـــات  در  قابل‌توجـــه  پیش‌رفت‌هـــای 
ــی  ــد‌ه‌اند. یکـ ــیر نشـ ــت تفسـ ــل و درسـ ــور کامـ ــوز به‌طـ ــری هنـ ــای تصویـ ــی از صحنه‌هـ برخـ
از ایـــن صحنه‌هـــا، تصویـــری از بـــازی چـــوگان اســـت کـــه بـــر یـــک ســـفالینۀ رنگارنـــگ بـــه 
ــود  ــه، باوجـ ــن صحنـ ــود. ایـ ــه‌داری می‌شـ ــیا نگـ ــر آسـ ــوزۀ هنـ ــده و در مـ ــیده شـ ــر کشـ ‌تصویـ
تلاش‌هـــای پیشـــین بـــرای تفســـیر آن براســـاس منابـــع تاریخـــی، هنـــوز در زمینه‌هـــای 
اجتماعـــی و فرهنگـــی ســـده‌های ســـوم و چهـــارم هجری‌قمـــری در هالـــه‌ای از ابهـــام قـــرار 
دارد؛ بنابرایـــن، هـــدف اصلـــی ایـــن پژوهـــش، بازخوانـــی و تحلیـــل دقیق‌تـــر ایـــن تصویـــر در 
بســـتر اجتماعـــی، فرهنگـــی و سیاســـی دورۀ ســـامانی اســـت. بـــرای این‌منظـــور، از رویکـــرد 
آیکنوگرافـــی ارویـــن پانوفســـکی به‌عنـــوان چارچـــوب تحلیلـــی اســـتفاده شـــده و نتایـــج 
برپایـــۀ متـــون تاریخـــی و ادبـــی و منابـــع مکتـــوب هـــم‌دوره بـــا ســـامانیان تفســـیر می‌گـــردد. بـــا 
ح اســـت:  توجـــه بـــه مســـئله و روش پژوهشـــی، پرســـش‌های اصلـــی ایـــن پژوهـــش بدین‌شـــر
1( چگونـــه تصویرســـازی بـــازی چـــوگان بـــر ســـفالینۀ نیشـــابور، نمادهـــای مهارت‌هـــای 
نظامـــی و اجتماعـــی دورۀ ســـامانی را بازتـــاب می‌دهـــد؟ و دیگـــر 2( کـــدام معانـــی نمادیـــن 
ـــا مفاهیـــم آموزشـــی،  ـــد ب ـــر ســـفالینۀ نیشـــابور در پیون ـــازی چـــوگان ب و فرهنگـــی در تصویـــر ب
ح اســـت؟ روش ایـــن پژوهـــش تاریخـــی بـــا رویکـــرد  اشـــرافی و سیاســـی دورۀ ســـامانی مطـــر
کتابخانـــه‌ای  گـــردآوری داده‌هـــا بـــه شـــیوۀ  تحلیلی-تطبیقـــی و مبتنی‌بـــر مطالعـــات و 
اســـت. تفســـیر ایـــن پژوهـــش مبتنی‌بـــر رویکـــرد تحلیلی-تطبیقـــی انجـــام گرفتـــه اســـت 
ـــر ســـفالینۀ نیشـــابور، نه‌تنهـــا بازنمایـــی یـــک فعالیـــت تفریحـــی  ـــازی چـــوگان ب ـــر ب کـــه تصوی
اســـت؛ بلکـــه به‌عنـــوان نمـــادی از مهارت‌هـــای رزمـــی و اجتماعـــی در طبقـــات اشـــرافی 
ــط  ــم مرتبـ ــی مفاهیـ ــور ضمنـ ــر به‌طـ ــن تصویـ ــن، ایـ ــد؛ هم‌چنیـ ــل می‌کنـ ــامانی عمـ دورۀ سـ
بـــا قـــدرت سیاســـی، شـــجاعت و هویـــت اجتماعـــی اشـــرافی را بازتـــاب می‌دهـــد. برآینـــد ایـــن 
ـــمانی،  ـــت جس ـــک فعالی ـــدن ی ـــر نمایان ـــوگان، علاوه‌ب ـــازی چ ـــه ب ـــد ک ـــان می‌ده ـــش نش پژوه
به‌عنـــوان بخشـــی از ســـاختار اجتماعـــی و سیاســـی دورۀ ســـامانی در ســـفالینه‌های نیشـــابور 
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