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Abstract

Gold filigree jewelry, as one of the most distinctive expressions of traditional Iranian arts, embodies a
combination of technical skill, aesthetic sensibility, and profound cultural meanings. This art, with a history
spanning several centuries in cities such as Zanjan and Isfahan, employs visual elements including line, rhythm,
symmetry, and arabesque and vegetal motifs to create delicate and harmonious works. The present study aims
to analyze form and motifs in post-Islamic Iranian gold filigree jewelry and to apply the findings in the design
and fabrication of a contemporary jewelry piece. The research was conducted using a desctiptive-analytical
method with a qualitative approach. Data were collected through field observation, examination of museum
specimens, and library resources. In the first stage, the formal structures and decorative motifs of selected filigree
pieces were analyzed based on Gestalt theory. The extracted criteria were then applied in the process of designing
a new jewelry collection, which was subsequently fabricated. The findings indicate that in post-Islamic filigree
jewelry, form emerges from the interaction of line and space, and motifs, beyond their decorative value, carry
cultural identity and symbolic meanings. Revisiting these characteristics in contemporary design can lead to
creations that maintain a connection to tradition while introducing innovation. The outcome of this study is a

jewelry collection that reinterprets filigree aesthetics in a language aligned with contemporary needs.
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1. Introduction

Jewelry has historically served as one of the most significant cultural and artistic expressions across human
civilizations, embodying aesthetic values, social status, and cultural identity. In Iran, the art of jewelry-
making has maintained a continuous tradition characterized by sophistication, symbolic meaning, and
cultural values from antiquity to the present day. Among the diverse types of traditional Iranian jewelry,
gold filigree occupies a uniquely distinguished position, representing a sophisticated synthesis of technical
mastery, artistic sensibility, and deep cultural significance.

Filigree craftsmanship stands as one of the oldest Iranian handicrafts, with its roots extending back to the
Achaemenid and Sasanian periods. However, the art reached its peak of flourishing during the post-Islamic
era, particularly throughout the Safavid period. Cities such as Zanjan and Isfahan became renowned centers
where Iranian master craftsmen produced exceptional works by combining technical skill with artistic taste.
Filigree involves the creation or decoration of metal objects using extremely thin wires or strips, forming
beautiful and diverse shapes. The delicate wires are connected through minute soldering points, requiring
exceptional precision and skill. The primary products of filigree workshops include jewelry pieces, jewel
boxes, and small vessels, with goldsmiths being the principal creators of these works due to their specialized
expertise in working with precious metals.

Despite the rich visual and cultural heritage of this art form, recent decades have witnessed a decline in the
prominence of traditional filigree in the contemporary jewelry market. This shift can be attributed to
changing consumer preferences and the influence of imported design styles. In this context, the
reinterpretation of aesthetic principles and the analysis of formal structures and motifs in traditional works
can provide a foundation for the revival of this art within contemporary design frameworks. The present
research seecks to document the visual elements of filigree while offering a model for contemporary
designers to draw inspiration from Iran's artistic heritage in creating new works that maintain meaningful
connections with tradition while embracing innovation.

This research examines six distinct filigree works spanning various Islamic periods, including the Samanid,
Seljuk, Timurid, Safavid, Afsharid-Zand, and Qajar dynasties. The study aims to address two primary
questions: first, what formal and motif-based characteristics can be identified as distinctive aesthetic
elements in Iranian gold filigree jewelry; and second, how can these characteristics be utilized in the design
and production of contemporary jewelry to maintain the crucial connection between tradition and
innovation.

2. Research Methodology

The methodology employed in this study is descriptive-analytical with a qualitative approach. Data
collection was conducted through three complementary channels: library research, field observation, and
the examination of selected museum specimens. The selection of the six filigree pieces was based on their
representativeness, evolutionary significance, technical innovation, superior decorative techniques, and
richness of form and motifs relative to their contemporaries. These works were drawn from museum
collections in Iran and internationally.

In the first analytical stage, the formal structures and decorative motifs of the selected pieces were examined
using the theoretical framework of Gestalt psychology. This approach was chosen because Gestalt
principles offer a comprehensive method for understanding how viewers perceive visual works as unified
wholes rather than mere collections of discrete elements. The analysis focused on form, rhythm, symmetry,
proportion, and the interplay of visual elements within each piece, as well as the relationships between
positive and negative space.

The extracted design criteria and patterns derived from these analyses were then systematically applied in a
practical design process. A contemporary jewelry collection comprising six pieces was designed and
fabricated based on these criteria, enabling empirical assessment of the applicability of the extracted
principles in contemporary design contexts. This practical implementation phase serves as a bridge between
theoretical analysis and applied design, demonstrating how traditional aesthetic principles can inform the
creation of new works that honor their heritage while addressing contemporary needs.

3. Discussion

3.1. Aesthetic Principles in Post-Islamic Filigree Jewelry

The aesthetic sensibility of Iranian gold filigree jewelry is founded upon a sophisticated integration of form,
motif, thythm, proportion, and the meaningful interconnection between structure and signification. These
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principles transcend purely decorative functions, serving as expressions of Iranian cultural identity and
heritage. The visual experience of these works is shaped through the harmonious interaction of multiple
elements, including line, space, symmetry, and pattern, which collectively create a unified aesthetic whole.

A fundamental characteristic of post-Islamic filigree is that form emerges from the dynamic interaction
between line and space. The fine gold wires, meticulously arranged and soldered, create intricate patterns
that simultaneously define both positive forms and negative spaces. This reciprocal relationship between
solid and void contributes significantly to the delicate, airy quality that distinguishes filigree from other
metalworking techniques. The forms themselves demonstrate considerable diversity, ranging from
geometric and vegetal to animal-inspired shapes, each carrying specific cultural and symbolic significance.

3.2. Formal Analysis of Selected Specimens

The analysis of the six selected filigree pieces reveals a remarkable evolution and diversity in formal
approaches across different Islamic periods. During the Samanid period (specimen 1, from 4th century AH
Gorgan), jewelry featured composite forms combining geometric, vegetal, and animal elements. The
necklace incorporated glass beads, five Islamic coins, openwork spheres, and bird pendants, demonstrating
a rich synthesis of materials and techniques spanning 35 centimeters in length.

The Seljuk period (specimen 2, from 5th-6th century AH Gorgan) continued this tradition of composite
forms, featuring two birds positioned at the center surrounded by nine mushroom-shaped crenellations.
The placement of these birds facing each other, with one inclined slightly forward and the other backward,
suggests possible gender differentiation and represents an early instance of symbolic representation through
formal positioning.

During the Timurid period (specimen 3, from 10th century AH Isfahan), a hexagonal volumetric form with
a dome-shaped top emerged, combining filigree with openwork and granulation techniques. This prayer
case measured 5 centimeters in height and 2.5 centimeters in diameter, demonstrating the integration of
functional purpose with sophisticated decorative treatment.

Safavid period jewelry (specimen 4, from 10th-12th century AH Iran) introduced the crescent-shaped form
in earrings, representing a continuation of ancient jewelry traditions while incorporating new technical
innovations. The hollow openwork spheres were designed to reduce weight while maintaining visual
richness. This period is particularly significant for the introduction of twisted and rolled filigree strips in
new configurations, including spirals, almond-shaped motifs, and small boteh (paisley) forms.

The Afsharid-Zand period (specimen 5, from 12th century AH Iran) further refined the crescent earring
form, adding thirteen hollow, fixed vessel-shaped pendants. This specimen demonstrates the sophisticated
use of filigree decorative bands and granulation techniques, creating rich textural surfaces through the
application of small gold spheres and twisted wires.

Finally, the Qajar period (specimen 6, from 14th century AH Isfahan) introduced the boteh-jegheh form, a
vegetal motif resembling a bird's feather or a curved cypress branch. This form was adapted for a head
ornament (jegheh) incorporating chains and a clasp, demonstrating the continuing evolution of motifs while
maintaining connections to earlier traditions.

Across all periods, the study reveals that filigree forms were primarily derived from natural, vegetal, animal,
and occasionally human sources, subsequently abstracted and stylized through artistic interpretation. The
consistency in employing rhythmic repetition and symmetrical arrangements across periods testifies to the
fundamental importance of these organizational principles in Iranian aesthetic sensibility.

3.3. Motif Analysis through Gestalt Principles

Applying Gestalt theoretical frameworks to the motif analysis of selected filigree pieces reveals distinct
patterns and principles governing their decorative composition. The visual elements of form, line, texture,
and rhythm work in concert to create coherent, perceptually unified works that engage viewers through
both immediate visual impact and sustained contemplative engagement.

Vegetal motifs constitute the most prevalent decorative element, representing stylized abstractions of
natural plant forms. These arabesque patterns, characterized by continuous, rhythmic lines inspired by
spiraling vines and stems, trace their lineage to Sasanian art. Through the application of Eastern artistic
principles including repetition and symmetry, these motifs achieved a refined aesthetic sophistication
featuring floral elements, leaves, wings, and representations of the tree of life. The rhythmic movement of
spirals and the careful attention to the interplay between positive and negative space create a distinctive
visual richness that characterizes Persian decorative arts.
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Geometric patterns in filigree range from simple parallel lines and repeated forms to intricate, interwoven
compositions. These patterns serve both decorative and organizational functions, providing structure to
the surface while often carrying symbolic and mystical meanings. Examples observed in the specimens
include regular five and six-pointed stars, concentric circles, hemispheres, and intricate openwork grids.
The careful calibration of scale between larger structural elements and smaller decorative details
demonstrates sophisticated understanding of visual hierarchy.

Animal motifs, particularly birds, appear prominently in several specimens, representing important
continuities from pre-Islamic Iranian art. Birds with folded wings, adorned with delicate granulation and
filigree patterns, serve as central focal points in the composition. These representations carried significant
symbolic weight, often associated with spiritual and protective meanings. The naturalistic yet stylized
treatment of these animal forms demonstrates the artists' technical skill while maintaining symbolic
resonance.

The combination of multiple motif types within single works creates rich visual experiences. For example,
specimen 1 incorporates vegetal, animal, and geometric elements alongside glass beads, coins, and
openwork spheres, demonstrating a sophisticated understanding of compositional complexity. The
integration of granulation (zerch-kari) with openwork and twisted wires further enriches the textural and
visual variety of the works.

3.4. Technical Innovations and Material Considerations

The technical sophistication of Iranian filigree reflects centuries of accumulated knowledge and innovation.
A fundamental challenge in filigree production is the impossibility of creating precise molds, as thin wires
naturally resist casting. This limitation necessitated the development of highly refined hand-working
techniques, including the creation of twisted and rolled filigree strips, granulation (the application of tiny
gold spheres), and openwork construction.

The use of gold as the primary material carries both aesthetic and cultural significance. The brilliant golden
surface created striking contrast with the dark hair of Iranian women, enhancing the visual impact of the
jewelry. The perceived warmth and value of the material, combined with its practical advantages of
malleability and resistance to tarnish, made it the preferred medium for high-status jewelry. Texture,
achieved through the careful manipulation of surface through granulation, twisted wires, and openwork,
created tactile and visual interest, preventing the works from appearing flat or monotonous.

Technical innovations can be traced through the chronological sequence of specimens. The introduction
of rolled filigree strips during the Safavid period allowed for new formal possibilities, including spirals,
almond shapes, and small boteh forms. The deliberate creation of hollow forms through openwork and
careful construction techniques demonstrated consideration for wearability and comfort, as solid gold
jewelry would otherwise become prohibitively heavy.

3.5. Symbolic Meanings and Cultural Significance

Beyond their decorative and material value, the motifs in Iranian filigree jewelry carry deep symbolic
meanings rooted in cultural, religious, and spiritual traditions. Vegetal motifs often reference paradise and
divine creation, while geometric patterns may represent cosmic order and divine harmony. The tree of life,
appearing in various forms, symbolizes continuity, renewal, and connection between earthly and spiritual
realms.

Animal motifs, particularly birds, frequently carry protective and auspicious meanings. The placement of
paired birds facing each other may reference creation myths or symbolize union and harmony. The
persistence of these symbolic associations across different Islamic periods, even as political and religious
contexts evolved, testifies to the deep cultural roots of these visual traditions.

The small dimensions of jewelry pieces prevented direct narrative representation, yet through the strategic
use of symbolic forms and motifs, these works acquired ritual and talismanic value. They were often
believed to provide protection against misfortune or to bring good luck to their wearers. The primary
purpose of the goldsmith artists was therefore not merely aesthetic pleasure or intellectual amusement, but
the creation of objects carrying profound cultural and spiritual meanings that required interpretation and
explanation.

3.6. Application to Contemporary Design
The practical application of the extracted design criteria to the contemporary jewelry collection
demonstrates the viability of translating traditional aesthetic principles into modern creations. The design
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process employed fundamental jewelry design principles including balance, rhythm, proportion, and
harmony, while maintaining formal and motif-based connections to filigree tradition. The resulting
collection comprises six pieces: a pair of earrings, a necklace, a bracelet, a ring, and a brooch.

The design concept was based on rhythmic repetition and symmetry of leaf forms, sequentially arranged
from small to large, creating a shape reminiscent of wheat or grain. A key innovation in this design was the
elimination of clasps and fasteners, simplifying the forms while maintaining functionality. The dimensions
of the pieces were carefully calibrated for wearability and contemporary aesthetic sensibility.

The fabrication process followed traditional Zanjan filigree techniques, involving multiple stages including
wire preparation, framework construction, waxing to facilitate working, fine motif application, soldering,
and final polishing. The use of 25-micron wire for filigree strips, 110-micron wire for leaf walls, and 200-
micron wire for central stems demonstrates the continued application of traditional material specifications.
The motifs employed included the full vocabulary of traditional filigree elements: boteh-jegheh, almond
shapes, buds, single and double cutls, and seven-pointed motifs.

The collection represents an effort to create jewelry that preserves the aesthetic essence of Iranian filigree
while addressing contemporary needs and tastes. By eliminating mechanical fasteners, simplifying forms,
and applying traditional motifs in systematic, rhythmic arrangements, the pieces achieve a contemporary
expression while maintaining clear visual connections to their historical antecedents.

4. Conclusion

This research has systematically examined the formal structures and motifs in post-Islamic Iranian gold
filigree jewelry, demonstrating that the aesthetic appeal of these works emerges from the harmonious
integration of form and motif, rhythm and symmetry, and the meaningful connections between structure
and symbolic representation. The analysis of six representative specimens spanning the Samanid to Qajar
periods reveals a continuous tradition characterized by technical sophistication, formal diversity, and
cultural richness, while also showing evolution and innovation across different periods.

The Gestalt-based analysis reveals that the beauty of these works is not merely the sum of individually
attractive components, but rather the result of systematic organization in which the whole transcends the
sum of its parts. The visual elements of form, color, material, and texture, combined with the principles of
rhythm, balance, and proportion, work together to create unified perceptual experiences that engage viewers
through multiple sensory and cognitive channels.

The practical application of the extracted design criteria to the creation of a contemporary jewelry collection
confirms the viability of utilizing traditional aesthetic principles in modern design contexts. The resulting
works successfully maintain connections to Iranian cultural heritage while addressing contemporary needs
and tastes, suggesting a promising direction for the revival of this endangered traditional art form.

The study contributes to the documentation of Iranian visual culture while providing practical guidance for
contemporary designers seeking to draw upon traditional artistic principles. Future research might explore
the application of these principles in digital design contexts, investigate regional variations in filigree
traditions, or conduct comparative studies with filigree traditions from other cultures. Ultimately, this
research suggests that by revisiting and reinterpreting the aesthetic foundations of traditional Iranian filigree,
contemporary artists and designers can create works that honor their cultural heritage while making
meaningful contributions to the continuing evolution of this remarkable art form.
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