Visual Art Studies of IRAN

Simurgh in Word and Image: A Study on the Capabilities of Verbal
and Visual Media in Illustrating Simurgh in the Sasanian Era

(|

Salva Seifoddin Asl''=" | Samira Royan?

1. Assistant Professor of Painting, Faculty of Art and Architecture, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.Email:
salva.seifoddin@modares.ac.ir

2. Corresponding author: Master student of Painting, Department of Painting, Faculty of arts and architecture, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran. Emai: s.royan@modares.ac.ir

Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: In ancient Iran, images were always associated with verbal narratives; this

Research Article characteristic is particularly evident in the illustration of Simurgh (the
mythical bird). This study compares the description of Simurgh in the verbal
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illustrating Simurgh and elucidates the interaction between words and images
in this specific case. The importance of this topic lies in the long-standing
tradition of these two media accompanying each other in human awareness
and perception of the world. Therefore, this research aims to answer the
question: What role do the verbal and visual media of the Sasanian era play
in constructing the concept and image of Simurgh? The research method is

JEL: descriptive-analytical, and the data collection method is documentary. To

explain the interaction between words and images in constructing the image
Keywords: of Simurgh, the study refers to the views of Perry Nodelman. He believes that
Sasanian Era when images and words refer to a single subject, they sometimes confirm
Simurgh each other's message and sometimes expand it. Simurgh in Sasanian texts is
Word mostly described based on its functions, and the verbal descriptions do not
Image provide much information about its appearance. The research findings
[lustration indicate that the Sasanian depiction of Simurgh not only confirms the verbal

text but also expands it. Additionally, some physical features of Simurgh that
are not mentioned in the text are visible in the image. Furthermore, the image
of Simurgh contains details that visually represent the non-visible
characteristics of this mythical creature.
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Extended Abstract

This essay investigates the intricate relationship between textual descriptions and visual
representations in the portrayal of the Simurgh, a mythical bird deeply embedded in Persian
mythology, particularly within Sasanian art and literature. The Simurgh, a symbol of power,
wisdom, and protection, serves as a case study for understanding how word and image
interact to construct meaning. The essay's objective is to explore how these two mediums—
often treated as separate and distinct—come together to offer a comprehensive
understanding of the Simurgh's significance in Sasanian culture.

In the theoretical Framework, the philosophical and linguistic considerations surrounding
the interaction between word and image is discussed. This research references the idea that
these two elements belong to different realms of perception, which are not always directly
translatable but work together to convey meaning. This interaction has been a focal point in
both philosophical studies and artistic practices. The essay draws on various theoretical
frameworks to explore this interaction, focusing on how words and images convey meaning
differently yet complement each other. The semiotic theories that address the nature of signs,
symbols, and their meanings, have been referenced to argue that words and images belong
to different realms of perception.

Words, by their nature, are abstract and symbolic, relying on shared linguistic
conventions to convey meaning. Images, on the other hand, are more immediate and often
evoke a direct sensory response. This essay emphasizes that while words provide narrative
and context, images offer a visual embodiment of those narratives, allowing for a more
immersive experience. In the context of the Simurgh, this interplay between word and image
becomes essential in understanding the full scope of its symbolic and cultural significance.

Description: The Simurgh appears in various Sasanian texts, often described through its
functions and symbolic meanings rather than its physical attributes. The essay provides an
analysis of these texts, highlighting the Simurgh's role as a protector and a symbol of divine
wisdom. In Sasanian literature, the Simurgh is frequently portrayed as a majestic and
powerful bird, possessing knowledge that transcends the human realm. However, the texts
are often sparse in their descriptions of the Simurgh's physical form, leaving much to the
imagination. This deliberate vagueness in the textual descriptions serves a specific purpose.
By focusing on the Simurgh's functions—such as its role in healing or its association with
the divine—the texts emphasize the bird's symbolic importance rather than its corporeal
form. This approach aligns with the broader Sasanian literary tradition, where symbolic and
allegorical meanings often take precedence over literal descriptions. The Simurgh's
depiction in these texts underscores its role as a bridge between the human and the divine, a
creature whose true form cannot be easily captured in words alone.

While Sasanian texts offer limited physical descriptions of the Simurgh, visual
representations in art provide a richer and more detailed portrayal. The essay explores
various examples of Simurgh imagery in Sasanian art, including reliefs, seals, and
manuscripts. These visual depictions often include specific anatomical features—such as a
peacock tail, eagle-like wings, or a lion's head—that are not mentioned in the texts. The
essay posits that these artistic choices are not arbitrary but are instead informed by the
symbolic meanings associated with the Simurgh. For instance, the inclusion of a peacock
tail in some representations of the Simurgh may symbolize beauty and immortality, qualities
often attributed to the bird in Persian mythology. The lion's head, on the other hand, could
represent strength and dominance, reinforcing the Simurgh's role as a protector. The essay
argues that these visual elements serve to fill in the gaps left by the textual descriptions,
providing viewers with a more concrete understanding of the Simurgh's significance.

Furthermore, according to the artistic conventions of the Sasanian period, artists often
drew on a combination of real and mythical animals to create hybrid creatures like the
Simurgh. This practice reflects a broader cultural and religious context in which the

200

Visual Art Studies of IRAN, Vol 1, Issue 2



201

Simurgh in Word and Image: A Study on the Capabilities of Verbal and Visual Media in...

boundaries between the natural and the supernatural were fluid. The visual depictions of the
Simurgh thus not only complement the textual descriptions but also contribute to the
construction of a multi-faceted symbol that embodies both the physical and metaphysical
qualities attributed to the bird.

The core of the essay is its comparative analysis of how word and image work together
to convey the Simurgh's symbolic meanings. we argue that while the textual and visual
representations of the Simurgh may appear to operate in different registers, they are in fact
deeply interconnected. The words provide the narrative and symbolic context, while the
images offer a tangible embodiment of these ideas.

One of the key points in this analysis is the concept of "interpretive flexibility," where the
meaning of a symbol like the Simurgh can shift depending on the medium through which it
is expressed. In literature, the Simurgh's symbolic functions—such as its role in healing or
its association with divine wisdom—are emphasized, allowing readers to engage with the
bird on a conceptual level. In contrast, the visual representations provide a more immediate,
sensory experience, making the Simurgh's presence more concrete and accessible.

We also explore the limitations and strengths of each medium. Words, for instance, are
capable of conveying complex, abstract ideas, but they may struggle to evoke the same
visceral response as an image. Conversely, images can create a powerful, immediate impact,
but they may lack the nuance and depth of a well-crafted narrative. The Simurgh, as a symbol
that operates on both the physical and metaphysical planes, requires the combined efforts of
both word and image to be fully understood.

In this research, we delve into the dual role of the Simurgh as both a mythological creature
and an artistic symbol. In mythology, the Simurgh is often portrayed as a bridge between the
human and divine realms, embodying qualities that transcend ordinary existence. This
duality is captured in both the textual and visual representations, where the Simurgh is
depicted as a creature of immense power and wisdom, capable of influencing both the
physical and spiritual worlds.

By the way the various symbolic meanings attributed to the Simurgh, including its
associations with fertility, protection, and knowledge are discussed. In some myths, the
Simurgh is said to reside on the Tree of Life, a motif that further reinforces its role as a
guardian of wisdom and a mediator between different realms of existence. This symbolic
richness is reflected in both the word and image of the Simurgh, with each medium
contributing to the construction of a multi-layered symbol.

In the context of Sasanian art, the Simurgh is often depicted alongside other symbols of
power and protection, such as the crown or the royal insignia. These images serve to
reinforce the Simurgh's status as a protector of the realm, a role that is echoed in the textual
descriptions of the bird. The interplay between word and image is particularly evident in
these artistic representations, where the Simurgh's symbolic meanings are both articulated
in the accompanying texts and visually reinforced in the artwork.

The interaction between word and image is crucial in the construction of the Simurgh's
identity in Sasanian culture. The visual elements not only complement the textual
descriptions but also provide additional layers of meaning that would be inaccessible through
text alone. The study underscores the importance of considering both mediums to fully
appreciate the cultural and symbolic significance of the Simurgh. The Simurgh's enduring
presence in Persian mythology and art can be attributed to this dynamic interplay between
word and image. By engaging with both the textual and visual representations of the
Simurgh, one can gain a deeper understanding of its multifaceted symbolism and its role in
Sasanian culture. The essay concludes by emphasizing the need for further interdisciplinary
research to explore the connections between word and image in other cultural and historical
contexts, as these relationships offer valuable insights into the ways in which meaning is
constructed and communicated across different mediums.
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