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Abstract

This study examines the role of Safavid miniature painting (1501—1736) as a strategic instrument for reconstructing
Iranian identity and legitimizing dynastic authority. Focusing on two emblematic works—The Ark of Noah and The
Ship of Shiism, both produced under royal patronage—it explores how visual elements were employed to reflect and
shape the cultural—political values of Safavid ideology. To elucidate this process, the research adopts the framework
of social semiotics proposed by Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen. Derived from Michael Halliday’s systemic—
functional linguistics, this model provides a rigorous structure for analyzing visual communication by emphasizing
how social and cultural contexts produce meaning. It enables analysis across three dimensions: the representational
(how subjects and events are depicted), the interactional (how the image engages viewers), and the compositional
(how visual elements are arranged to create overall meaning). This approach facilitates an understanding of how
specific visual codes within Safavid art conveyed ideological messages that served the dynasty’s political and reli-
gious agenda. The analysis of The Ark of Noah reveals a deliberate contrast between the ordered, secure interior of
the ark—where Noah, haloed and centrally positioned, guides his followers—and the chaotic, storm-swept floods
beyond. The dichotomy functions as a metaphor for Safavid rule: the state appears as a divinely ordained vessel of
salvation amid external disorder. The use of halos, hierarchical composition, and spatial centrality underscores the
sanctified nature of leadership, while the turbulent waters surrounding the ark symbolize external threats to Shiite
unity. Noah’s imagery parallels the Imam-like authority ascribed to Safavid shahs, thus visually naturalizing the con-
cept of divine kingship through theological analogy. Similarly, The Ship of Shiism depicts the Prophet Muhammad
and Imam Ali steering a ship that carries a diverse Shiite community. Their enlarged scale and radiant golden halos
mark supreme authority and spiritual command. The passengers gathered under a unified banner represent communal
cohesion, while the dark and restless waters may be read allegorically as rival powers—such as the Ottomans—
whose instability contrasts with the serenity and harmony of Shiite leadership. Rich applications of gold and lapis
lazuli sanctify the narrative and fuse the political sphere with spiritual legitimacy, reinforcing the Safavid state’s por-
trayal as the guardian of Shiite faith. These findings demonstrate that Safavid painting extended far beyond aesthetic
expression; it actively shaped cultural perception and collective memory. Semiotic choices—halos, chromatic con-
trasts, spatial hierarchies, and emblematic symbolism—worked to naturalize the dynasty’s claim to divine right and
gradually cement Shiism as the core of Iranian identity. The paintings served as dynamic ideological constructs rather
than passive reflections. They visually engineered cohesion and loyalty, linking salvation with obedience to Shiite
authority and the Safavid throne. Through such imagery, Safavid rulers transformed art into a political language—one
capable of legitimizing power, fostering unity, and embedding theological narratives within the national conscious-
ness. Ultimately, these visual texts attest to art’s powerful role in Safavid statecraft, illustrating how aesthetics and
ideology intertwined to shape the sociopolitical fabric of early modern Iran for generations.
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