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Abstract

The Mandaeans, also known as the Mandaean Sabians, are one of the ancient
religious communities present in the geographical territory of Iran, and the city
of Ahvaz is regarded as an important spiritual center of the community.
Throughout history, this community has preserved its religious and ritual
traditions while also maintaining aspects of its material culture and traditional
skills. Among these cultural practices, Mandaean enamelwork in Khuzestan is
one of the significant manifestations of the community’s material culture and
traditional art. In addition to its aesthetic and technical dimensions, this art
reflects religious beliefs, cultural identity, historical experiences, and the
geographical lifeworld of the Mandaean community. Despite the historical and
cultural significance of this art, the motifs used in Mandaean enamelwork and
the symbolic concepts associated with them have not yet been systematically
and independently examined. Therefore, identifying these motifs, explaining
their symbolic meanings, and examining their relationship with the cultural
identity of the Mandaecan community constitute the central problem of the
present study. The research aims to identify and analyze common motifs in
Mandaean enamelwork in Khuzestan, explain their associated concepts, and
examine their role in representing the cultural and historical identity of the
community. The study adopts a historical approach and employs a descriptive-
analytical method. Data were collected through documentary studies, field
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Copyright© 2026. TMU Press. This open-access article is published under
BY NC

the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International License which permits Share (copy and redistribute the
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observation, face-to-face interviews with master enamelwork craftsmen, and
the examination and analysis of selected enamelwork objects. The participants
consisted of four Mandaean enamelwork masters, each with more than forty
years of professional experience, who were selected through purposive
sampling. Interview data, field observations, written sources, and examined
artworks were transcribed, reviewed, coded, and organized into major
categories. The data obtained through different methods and sources were then
compared and integrated to identify recurring concepts, relationships, and
meanings associated with the motifs. The findings indicate that the motifs and
symbols used in Mandaean enamelwork can be classified into three principal
groups: religious, environmental, and historical-identity-related motifs. Motifs
such as water, the as flower, and the flag are closely associated with Mandaean
religious beliefs and rituals and represent concepts including purity, life,
blessing, continuity, and the preservation of religious traditions. Water, in
particular, occupies an important position in the ritual and symbolic world of
the Mandaeans and is consequently reflected in their artistic expressions. In
contrast, motifs such as the date palm, boat, traditional reed shelter, camel, and
birds reflect the geographical lifeworld, climatic conditions, natural
environment, and some traditional occupations of the Mandaean community in
Khuzestan. These motifs demonstrate the continuous interaction between
artistic production and everyday experience and indicate that the surrounding
environment has contributed to the formation of the community’s visual
language. A third category includes motifs associated with historical memory
and place-based identity. Representations such as the White Bridge of Ahvaz,
Taq Kasra, and the mosque reveal connections between Mandaean
enamelwork, historical memory, the broader cultural environment, and the
artists’ sense of place. Accordingly, these motifs demonstrate that Mandaean
enamelwork is not limited to the representation of religious concepts but also
incorporates elements of the historical and cultural landscape in which the
community has lived. Thus, the motifs found in this art are not merely
decorative elements; rather, they function as a visual language through which
the relationships among religion, environment, history, and identity are
represented and communicated. The findings further show that contemporary
Mandaean enamelwork, while retaining important religious components, has
incorporated motifs corresponding to lived experience and place-based
identity. Through this process, it has developed into a dynamic system for
reproducing and reshaping the community’s multilayered identity. The study
therefore emphasizes that continuity and transformation are not opposing
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processes in this artistic tradition. Instead, preserving established motifs
alongside new representations demonstrates the capacity of Mandaean
enamelwork to respond to changing social conditions while maintaining
connections with inherited religious meanings, collective memory, and cultural
experience in Khuzestan today. Nevertheless, the continuity of this heritage
faces challenges, including the declining number of master craftsmen,
restricted transmission of specialized knowledge and skills, expansion of
industrial production, and reduced support for traditional handicrafts.
Consequently, preserving Mandaean enamelwork requires more than
conserving existing objects and technical methods. It also requires systematic
documentation of motifs and their meanings, recording the knowledge and
experiences of master craftsmen, and strengthening the transmission of this
heritage to younger generations. In conclusion, Mandaean enamelwork in
contemporary Khuzestan should be understood as an important material
expression of the community’s religious, historical, environmental, and cultural
identity. Its preservation can contribute to maintaining both artistic knowledge
and the cultural memory embodied in this distinctive tradition.
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