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ABSTRACT	

This	article	examines	the	Safavid-period	artistic	tradition	as	a	visual,	poetic,	and	musical	
manifestation	of	Sufi	thought,	focusing	on	the	concept	of	inner	struggle	(nafs)	as	its	central	
axis.	Rather	than	treating	Safavid	art	as	a	purely	decorative	or	courtly	phenomenon,	the	
study	argues	that	Safavid	visual	culture	functioned	as	a	systematic,	ever-present	reminder	
of	spiritual	discipline	and	inner	warfare.	Through	the	recurring	symbolism	of	the	Phoenix	
and	the	Dragon,	alongside	parallel	structures	found	in	poetry	and	the	seven	principal	
mugham	modes,	Safavid	art	transformed	Sufism	into	lived	form.	The	Phoenix	is	interpreted	
as	both	the	multifaceted	deception	of	the	ego	and	the	possibility	of	rebirth	after	
annihilation,	while	the	Dragon	is	understood	not	as	evil	but	as	a	guardian	of	inner	
boundaries	and	determination.	The	article	demonstrates	that	Safavid	art	represents	not	the	
birth	of	Sufism,	but	its	visualization,	consolidation,	and	elevation	into	daily	life.	
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1.	INTRODUCTION:	FROM	SUFISM	TO	FORM	

Sufism	did	not	originate	in	the	Safavid	period;	rather,	it	reached	one	of	its	most	visible	and	
structured	artistic	expressions	during	this	era.	The	Safavid	state,	founded	upon	a	Sufi	order,	
provided	an	unprecedented	environment	in	which	mystical	thought	could	be	translated	into	
visual,	architectural,	musical,	and	material	culture.	Under	Shah	Ismail	I,	himself	a	poet	and	
mystic,	and	later	under	Shah	Abbas	I,	Sufi	concepts	were	not	merely	preserved	but	
embedded	into	court	culture,	urban	space,	and	artistic	production.	

This	article	proposes	that	Safavid	art	represents	the	moment	when	Sufism	moved	decisively	
from	inward	doctrine	to	outward	form.	Art	became	a	means	of	constant	spiritual	
remembrance	rather	than	simple	aesthetic	pleasure.	The	recurring	motifs,	particularly	the	
Phoenix	and	the	Dragon,	were	not	narrative	illustrations	but	symbolic	structures	intended	
to	engage	the	viewer	in	self-reflection	and	inner	vigilance.	

	

	



	

	
2.	NAFS	AND	INNER	STRUGGLE	IN	SUFI	THOUGHT	

In	Sufi	philosophy,	the	primary	battleground	is	not	external	but	internal.	The	nafs,	or	ego-
self,	is	described	as	mutable,	deceptive,	and	persistent,	capable	of	assuming	countless	forms	
in	order	to	divert	the	seeker	from	truth.	Spiritual	progress	therefore	depends	upon	
continuous	awareness,	discipline,	and	struggle.	

Art,	within	this	framework,	serves	a	pedagogical	and	mnemonic	function.	Visual	symbols	act	
as	reminders	that	the	struggle	with	the	self	is	constant	and	unavoidable.	Safavid	artists,	
deeply	embedded	within	this	intellectual	environment,	encoded	these	reminders	into	

objects	encountered	daily—textiles,	carpets,	metalwork,	and	architectural	ornamentation.	

	

	

	



	

	
3.	THE	PHOENIX:	MULTIPLICITY,	DECEPTION,	AND	REBIRTH	

The	Phoenix	occupies	a	central	place	in	Persian	Sufi	symbolism.	In	Farid	al-Din	Attar’s	
Conference	of	the	Birds,	the	Phoenix	is	revealed	not	as	an	external	being	but	as	the	
collective	reflection	of	thirty	birds,	representing	multiplicity	and	unity	simultaneously.	This	
metaphor	allows	the	Phoenix	to	be	understood	as	the	many	disguises	of	the	nafs,	each	
alluring	and	convincing.	

At	the	same	time,	the	Phoenix	carries	a	second,	equally	important	meaning:	annihilation	and	
rebirth.	Through	fire	and	self-destruction,	the	seeker	transcends	ego	and	emerges	
transformed.	This	dual	symbolism	explains	why	the	Phoenix	appears	in	Safavid	art	in	
fragmented,	composite,	or	hybrid	forms	rather	than	as	a	single,	fixed	image.	

	

	



	

	
4.	THE	DRAGON:	GUARDIAN	OF	INNER	BOUNDARIES	

Contrary	to	simplistic	interpretations,	the	Dragon	in	Safavid	symbolism	should	not	be	read	
as	an	embodiment	of	evil.	Instead,	it	represents	vigilance,	boundary,	and	inner	strength.	The	
Dragon	functions	as	a	guardian,	preventing	the	uncontrolled	spread	of	ego	and	maintaining	
spiritual	discipline.	

The	confrontation	between	the	Phoenix	and	the	Dragon	is	therefore	not	a	moral	dichotomy	
but	a	dynamic	tension	between	temptation	and	awareness.	The	persistence	of	this	motif	
across	Safavid	art	underscores	the	belief	that	inner	struggle	does	not	end,	even	at	advanced	
stages	of	spiritual	development.	

	

	

	



	

	

	
5.	HIDDEN	SYMBOLISM	AND	THE	PRINCIPLE	OF	VISIBLE	SECRECY	

One	of	the	defining	characteristics	of	Safavid	symbolic	language	is	restraint.	The	Phoenix	
and	Dragon	are	rarely	depicted	in	explicit	mythological	form.	Instead,	they	appear	disguised	
within	ornamental	patterns,	fragmented	figures,	or	abstracted	motifs.	This	approach	
reflects	a	core	Sufi	principle:	truth	is	not	declared,	but	recognized.	

Such	“visible	secrecy”	ensured	that	symbols	remained	accessible	without	becoming	didactic	
or	profane.	Only	those	prepared	to	see	would	truly	perceive	their	meaning.	

	

	

	

	



	

																																						
6.	SYMBOLS	EVERYWHERE:	ART	AS	CONSTANT	REMINDER	

Safavid	symbolism	was	not	confined	to	elite	manuscripts	or	palace	walls.	It	appeared	on	
carpets,	saddlebags	(khorjin),	metal	vessels,	weapons,	and	architectural	surfaces.	This	
ubiquity	reflects	the	Sufi	understanding	that	the	nafs	operates	in	all	circumstances—rest,	
labor,	power,	and	vulnerability	alike.	

By	placing	symbolic	reminders	throughout	daily	life,	Safavid	art	transformed	ordinary	
objects	into	instruments	of	spiritual	awareness.	

	

	



	

	

	
7.	THE	STRUCTURE	OF	SEVEN:	STAGES	OF	LOVE	AND	DISCIPLINE	

The	concept	of	seven	stages	recurs	throughout	Sufi	thought:	stages	of	love,	states	of	the	
nafs,	and	paths	toward	perfection.	This	structural	logic	extends	into	Safavid	art	and	theory,	
particularly	within	courtly	aesthetics	and	miniature	painting	traditions.	

The	recurrence	of	seven-part	compositions	and	progressive	visual	rhythms	reflects	a	
conscious	alignment	with	spiritual	hierarchy	and	movement.	

	

	

	

	



	

	

	
8.	MUGHAM:	THE	SOUND	OF	INNER	STRUGGLE	

The	seven	principal	mugham	modes	of	Azerbaijani	music	parallel	the	same	spiritual	
architecture.	Mugham	is	not	music	of	comfort	but	of	yearning.	Its	lamentation,	tension,	and	
climactic	release	mirror	the	seeker’s	confrontation	with	the	self.	

The	vocal	calls,	sighs,	and	invocations	within	mugham	are	not	directed	outward	but	inward	
and	upward—appeals	for	divine	assistance	in	overcoming	ego.	Mugham	thus	becomes	the	
sonic	equivalent	of	the	Phoenix	–Dragon	struggle.	

	

	

	



	
9.	WORD,	SOUND,	AND	IMAGE	AS	A	SINGLE	SYSTEM	

Safavid	culture	unified	visual	art,	poetry,	and	music	into	a	coherent	spiritual	language.	The	
imagery	of	carpets,	the	verses	of	mystical	poetry,	and	the	emotional	arcs	of	mugham	all	
articulate	the	same	truth:	the	greatest	struggle	is	internal,	and	remembrance	must	be	
constant.	

Art	in	this	context	is	not	illustrative	but	participatory—it	draws	the	observer	into	the	
process	of	awareness.	

	

	

	
10.	CONCLUSION	

Safavid	art	represents	the	moment	when	Sufism	was	fully	translated	into	form.	Through	
symbolic	imagery,	structural	harmony,	and	musical	expression,	inner	struggle	became	
visible,	audible,	and	tangible.	The	Phoenix	and	Dragon	are	not	relics	of	myth	but	living	
metaphors	of	the	human	condition.	

Safavid	artists	did	not	invent	Sufism;	they	gave	it	body.	In	doing	so,	they	ensured	that	the	
reminder	of	inner	struggle	would	remain	ever-present,	woven	into	the	fabric	of	daily	life.	

	

	



	


