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Extended abstract

Within the scope of Islamic art—particularly in the visual culture of Iran—
numerous objects that initially served simple, utilitarian purposes have, over
time, transcended their material functions to become vessels of profound
mystical and religious meanings. One such object is the tabarzin (a battle
axe), which has evolved far beyond its martial origins. Once a weapon
of war, the tabarzin gradually assumed a symbolic role within religious
beliefs, Sufi practices, and esoteric traditions, eventually transforming into a
richly meaningful and emblematic artifact. Among the remaining historical
examples of the tabarzin, a unique piece from the Qajar period preserved
in the National Museum of Krakéw in Poland has drawn considerable
scholarly attention. Originally designed as a hybrid of an axe and a spear,
the tabarzin was employed in ancient Iranian cavalry for breaking through
enemy armor. Later, in Sufi rites and among dervishes, it became a symbol
of spiritual power and valor. This Qajar steel tabarzin is a compelling
embodiment of mystical, mythological, and Shi‘i concepts materialized
in the form of a ritual object. Through techniques such as gold inlaying
and diverse ornamentation, the weapon reveals significant artistic and
ceremonial attributes. Measuring 86.5 cm in total length, with a blade edge
0f24.4 cm and a head width of 10.5 c¢m, the axe features a large, curved, and
pointed blade adorned with gilded patterns and arabesque motifs. The metal
shaft is intricately carved and decorated with golden inlays. At the junction
between the blade and handle, one finds an engraved lotus flower. On the
front, the axe displays a horned dragon’s head with an open mouth, within
which lies a demonic figure depicted with a human body and two horns. At
the topmost section is a flame-shaped plaque showcasing miniature enamel
portraits of Imam Ali and his sons Hasan and Husayn, encapsulated within
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a solar disk bearing a human face and golden embellishments.

The tabarzin under discussion, with its intricate design, rich symbolism,
and extensive inscriptions, stands as a quintessential example of ceremonial
weaponry from the Qajar era. Beyond its technical mastery and aesthetic
refinement, it serves as a compelling entry point for exploring the interplay
between visual elements and religious belief. Though ostensibly a weapon,
this artifact transcends its material function, employing imagery and
allegory to express themes of spiritual journey and Shi‘i cosmology.

In this context, the analysis of such an object is not only significant from a
historical or aesthetic perspective but also becomes a scholarly necessity.
The study of these types of artifacts allows for a deeper understanding of
how Shi‘i, mystical, and mythological thought took shape within artistic
forms, demonstrating how abstract metaphysical ideas became embodied
through tangible, symbolic objects. Furthermore, a deeper exploration of
this artifact’s semantic layers addresses the scholarly gap in integrative
analyses of symbolic systems in Qajar-era ritual objects.

This research is fundamental in nature and adopts a descriptive—analytical
methodology. Data collection has been based on documentary sources. The
selected object—namely, the Qajar-era fabarzin preserved in the National
Museum of Krakow—has been purposefully chosen as a distinguished specimen
of symbolic and conceptual significance among dervish axes. The analytical
approach is qualitative, focused on iconographic and symbolic interpretation
supported by mystical texts and art-historical sources. This methodology aims to
reveal the semantic depths, interpret visual codes, and uncover the interrelations
between art and religion in the cultural context of the Qajar period.

This study centers on the question of how the Qajar tabarzin housed in the
National Museum of Krakow can be examined through a multidisciplinary
approach—integrating art history and religious studies—to uncover its
semantic and cultural dimensions. The research seeks to illuminate the
interplay between form, content, and belief, aiming to construct a holistic
understanding of the artifact’s significance within Shi‘i culture and Iranian
mysticism. The central research question asks: In what ways does this
particular tabarzin embody mystical and religious concepts, and what layers
of spiritual journey, cosmological structure, and sacred narrative emerge
through its interplay of imagery and meaning?

The findings suggest that Sufis, guided by divine love and genuine
knowledge, prioritize the inner dimensions of Islam as central to their
spiritual path. Their practices are rooted in the Qur’an, hadith, and the
Prophetic tradition, which emphasize purification of the heart and liberation
from the ego. From the Sufi perspective, the Prophet Muhammad, the
infallible Imams, and saints are chosen figures whose emulation leads the
seeker safely through the hazards of the mystical journey. Accordingly, the
artifact under study is both aesthetically and technically remarkable, crafted
to visually express core Sufi doctrines through symbolic representation of
profound mystical truths.

Since the mystical world pertains to inexpressible spiritual experiences,
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symbolism serves a crucial semantic function in representing abstract
concepts. Islamic mysticism perceives the universe as imbued with
concealed meanings, accessible only through inner vision. Such ineffable
experiences can only be conveyed through metaphor and symbolic imagery.
In this view, a symbol renders the intangible perceptible. Sufis regard the
material world as a shadow of the spiritual realm. While the Absolute
cannot be visualized, the artist, through allegorical and symbolic imagery,
leads the viewer beyond the tangible toward metaphysical reality. Symbols
thus serve as vessels for eternal truths and gateways to the inner world.
Essentially, the artist behind this piece has sought to embody the obstacles
along the spiritual path through metaphorical forms rooted in ancient
Iranian mythological narratives. Within the belief system of Sufism, the
function of the tabarzin symbolizes the struggle against the base self (nafs
al-ammarah)—a notion that echoes Rumi’s assertion that “the mother of all
idols is the idol of the self.” Consequently, the mystic must, like Abraham,
destroy these inner idols to achieve ultimate bliss and salvation. The
harmonious interplay of ornamentation and imagery in the fabarzin creates
a visual network that reflects the path of human transcendence.

The results demonstrate that this Qajar-era tabarzin is far more than a
decorative or military implement. It possesses a symbolic and complex
structure embedded in the ideological framework of Shi‘i thought, Islamic
mysticism, and Iranian mythology. The analysis of its visual and symbolic
components—including anthropomorphic, celestial, supernatural, and
botanical motifs and inscriptions—reveals the tabarzin as a ritual and
visual text that embodies themes such as the struggle with the self, spiritual
journey, the emergence of the perfect human, and the link between the
physical and metaphysical realms.

The synthesis of these motifs with Shi‘i iconography, calligraphy, and
formal arrangement indicates the artist’s deep understanding of the
symbolic and metaphysical traditions in Iranian—Islamic art. Ultimately, the
study concludes that the fabarzin reflects key concepts in Shi‘i metaphysics
and represents a mystical worldview based on oppositional forces, inner
purification, and sacred unity. A comprehensive and nuanced understanding
of suchartistic works is achievable only through interdisciplinary approaches
that integrate aesthetic, cosmological, and spiritual meanings within their
historical and cultural contexts.
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