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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The representation of sacred figures in Persian manuscript painting has always carried meanings
that extend beyond visual narration. Among these figures, Imam Ali (AS) occupies a central
place in Islamic memory, Shiite devotion, and Persian artistic imagination. He is repeatedly
represented as a symbol of courage, justice, divine legitimacy, and spiritual authority. The
Khawaran-Name, one of the most important illustrated epics of Persian painting, is especially
significant in this regard. The manuscript presents Imam Ali (AS) in a wide range of scenes,
but despite the narrative diversity, his visual representation is built on a limited number of
repetitive figural patterns. These repeated forms are not merely aesthetic or technical choices;
they participate in the construction of meaning. The present study argues that repetition in these
images functions as a semiotic device that helps transform Imam Ali’s visual figure into a
culturally shared and mythic sign. The study is grounded in Roland Barthes’ semiotic theory,
especially his distinction between denotation, connotation, and myth. In Barthes’ view, myth is
a second-order system of signification through which culturally produced meanings are
naturalized and made to appear self-evident. The main question of the research is therefore:
how do repetitive visual patterns of Imam Ali (AS) in the Khawaran-Nama contribute to the
stabilization of implicit, cultural, and mythological meanings?

Methodology

This research follows a qualitative approach with a descriptive-analytical method. The data
were collected through library research and direct visual analysis of the illustrated manuscript
of the Khawaran-Nama preserved in the Golestan Palace Museum. The entire manuscript
contains 115 illustrations, and 74 of these were selected purposively because they showed
recurring representations of Imam Ali (AS). The selection focused on repeated figural traits,
including body posture, orientation of the torso and head, hand position, mounted or unmounted
depiction, the presence or absence of a sword, and clothing features such as the turban and robe.
The analysis proceeded on three levels. First, denotative meaning was identified: what is
directly shown in the image. Second, connotative meaning was examined: what cultural or
symbolic associations emerge from the visible form. Third, the process of myth-making was
studied, namely how repeated visual signs become naturalized and begin to function as stable
cultural truths. Roland Barthes’ semiotic framework provided the main theoretical basis of the
analysis. It enabled the study to move from the visible structure of the image to the cultural and
ideological meanings embedded in that structure.

Discussion

The analysis shows that Imam Ali (AS) in the Khawaran-Nama is represented through several
recurring iconographic patterns. These include his depiction on horseback in battle, on
horseback in moments of confrontation, seated in calm or instructional situations, standing in
moments of encounter, fighting without a horse, and appearing in contemplative or observing
positions. In addition, clothing elements such as the large turban, robe, and other religious
garments recur throughout the manuscript and contribute strongly to the construction of
meaning. In battle scenes, the repeated forward-leaning posture, angled torso, and active arm
movement create a visual sense of energy, movement, and struggle. At the denotative level,
these forms show a warrior entering combat. At the connotative level, however, they signify
more than physical action. They suggest sacred struggle, divine support, moral certainty, and
the triumph of truth over falsehood. In Barthes’ terms, the image does not simply represent a
fighter; it naturalizes the idea that Imam Ali (AS) is the visible embodiment of justice. The
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repetition of such combat poses across different scenes strengthens this meaning. A single
image may indicate action, but repetition transforms action into identity. The viewer gradually
learns to associate this posture with a stable moral and religious meaning. A similar pattern is
visible in non-combat scenes. When Imam Ali (AS) is depicted seated or standing calmly, the
image shifts from martial force to authority, dignity, and guidance. These scenes communicate
spiritual leadership and legitimate command rather than battle alone. The repeated use of a large
turban and formal religious clothing further intensifies this reading. Clothing functions here as
a semiotic marker of sanctity, prestige, and distinction. It visually separates Imam Ali (AS)
from ordinary figures while also making his authority legible within the manuscript’s visual
language. The presence or absence of a sword is also meaningful. When the sword is shown, it
usually signifies combat, justice, and the struggle against evil. When it is absent, the image may
emphasize spiritual power, composure, or contemplative authority. Thus, even small variations
in visual design shape the meaning of the figure. The manuscript repeatedly builds Imam Ali’s
identity through such variations, but the overall effect remains consistent: he emerges as a
sacred hero whose image is stabilized through repetition. This repetition is crucial in Barthes’
sense of myth-making. The repeated visual forms do not simply duplicate one another; they
transform historically and culturally produced meanings into something that appears natural
and obvious. Imam Ali (AS) is therefore not only illustrated as a historical or literary figure but
also constructed as a cultural-religious symbol. The manuscript’s repeated iconographic logic
makes his sacred status visible and familiar, and thereby strengthens his place in collective
memory.

Conclusion

The findings of this study show that repetitive iconographic patterns in the Khawaran-Nama
are fundamental to the manuscript’s semiotic structure. These patterns are not accidental or
merely decorative; they are meaningful visual strategies that contribute to the formation of
religious and cultural identity. Through repeated bodily forms, clothing codes, and
compositional arrangements, the manuscript produces a stable image of Imam Ali (AS) as
warrior, imam, and sacred authority. Using Barthes’ semiotic framework, the study
demonstrates that these repeated images move from denotation to connotation and finally to
myth. In this process, Imam Ali’s visual representation becomes a naturalized symbol of justice,
courage, spirituality, and legitimate leadership. The Khawaran-Nama therefore shows how
Persian manuscript painting uses repetition not only to maintain visual coherence but also to
construct and stabilize sacred meaning. Visual recurrence is thus a central mechanism through
which mythic identity is produced and preserved in the manuscript’s artistic narrative.
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