History Of Persian Art in The Islamic Period

Volume 1. Issue 2. Spring & Summer. 2025. Pages 149 to 171.

Research Paper

Research and dating of bricks with sphinx motif surrounded by
Kahanek Sarbisheh - South Khorasan

Hamzeh Hamzeh' ®, Ali Asqar Mahmoodi Nasab™ ®, Mohammad Farjami® ®

!Expert in restoration of cultural works and objects, General Department of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and
Handicrafts of South Khorasan. hamzeh.skchto@gmail.com

2PhD in archaeology, Guest lecturer of archeology department of Birjand University. aliasgarmahmoodi@ya-
hoo.com

3 PhD in Archaeology, General Department of Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Handicrafts of South Khorasan.

farjami20ll@gmail.com

d 10.22080 /HPAIL.2024.26758.1010

Received:
February 3, 2025 Abstract
Accepted:
March 12, 2025
Available online:
April 14, 2025

Legendary creatures are one of the motifs used in Iranian art from the distant
past, which shows the beliefs and tastes of the artists of that era. One of these
motifs is the sphinx, which is a combination of a human head, an animal's body,
and a bird's wing, and it has been popular since the pre-Islamic period, including
in reliefs and metalwork findings of the Achaemenid and Sassanid eras, and in the
Islamic era as well. Various arts, especially in the art of pottery, are used with
many changes. In this research, the role of the sphinx on an motif brick obtained
from the fifth season of the archaeological excavation of the Kahnek area of Sar-
bisheh will be investigated. The purpose of the article is to introduce the site and
describe the details of the brick, and to date it accurately using thermolumines-
cence testing. According to the surface data and the excavations, this area is

Keywords: linked to the third and fourth centuries of the Islamic period until the Safavid
Kahnek Sarbisheh area, period, where the settlement was made from the east to the west side of the area.
Embossed brick, sphin, The following article is based on the descriptive-analytical method and its data
thermoluminescence, has been obtained through research and field collection and library sources and
Seljuk and Timurid. laboratory method (thermoluminescence).
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The decorative motifs used in various
parts of the Islamic era include a wide
range of plant, geometric, inscription, ani-
mal and human designs. In addition to the
aforementioned designs, there is also a
group of motifs, intermediate between an-
imal and human designs, which can be re-
ferred to as the motifs of composite crea-
tures (Hosseini, 2012: 46). The sphinx is
one of these composite creatures that has
been depicted in other societies and civili-
zations in addition to Iran. This creature is
a combination of a human head, a lion's
body with an eagle's wings, and like other
hybrid animals, it is a product of human
imagination. The emergence of this role in
the ancient era of Iran and its continuation
in the Islamic era shows its importance
among Iranians (Sharifzadeh and Feizi
Moghadam, 2018: 54). In this research, the
introduction of the Sphinx design and the
absolute dating of the bricks obtained
from the fifth chapter of the excavation of
the ancient Kahnek Maud site will be dis-
cussed. This area is one of the valuable ar-
eas of the Islamic era in Kahnek village -
Sarbisheh city (South Khorasan province).
According to the excavations and the ob-
tained cultural data, the Kahnek Sarbisheh
enclosure covers the first centuries of Is-
lam to the tenth century of the Islamic era,
however, the peak of the period of settle-
ment in the area coincides with the Seljuk,
Ilkhanate and Timurid rule.

2. Research Methodology

The present article is based on the de-
scriptive-analytical method and its data is
obtained through field study and collec-
tion, library sources and laboratory
method (thermoluminescence).

3. Research Findings

The brick with Sphinx design was found in
the fifth season of Birjand University's in-
ternship exploration in 2017 in trench D
and among the rubble (clay and stone) of
an architectural space related to the archi-
tecture of the castle. This brick measures
13 x 13 cm and is 3.5 cm thick, and the max-
imum thickness of the pattern is one cen-
timeter from the surface of the brick (pic-
ture 1). The brick is red in color with a mix-
ture of sand, sufficiently baked and pre-
pared in a mold, part of the head of the
sphinx is broken in the upper part and the
face of the design is also covered with
soot, and the lower part of the brick is also
broken. In the description of this image,
which is created from the combination of
a human head, a winged lion and a bird's
wing, it can be said: The sphinx is located
in a field covered with plant motifs, the
head of this female creature has a Turkish
face and her hair is curly, relatively long
and hanging on both sides of her head. and
it looks like he is wearing a hat. The face
makeup is done in the usual way of the Sel-
juk period. His delicate wing is stretched
upwards and turns slightly towards his
back, two plant motifs can be seen on the
top of his wing. Its tail, unlike many exam-
ples of the Islamic era, is downwards and
is combined with plant motifs that pass
between the legs and extend to the head.
In general, the drawing of its role has been
done in the same traditional way of the
Seljuk period, that is, the body is in half-
length and the face is full-length. These
designs have been used as decoration in
some works of the Islamic period, espe-
cially on pottery and tiles, but with more
precision in this role of motifs, one can
also understand their symbolic and cul-
tural roots. Therefore, the figurative role
of the sphinx along with the plant motifs in
the brick wall of Kahnek is consistent with
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the symbols of cosmology and astronomy
and constellations that were prevalent in
the middle Islamic world and which are
also rooted in ancient human beliefs. The
flowers and plant motifs around the sphinx
represent the symbol of the journey of the
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sun in the heavens and an idea of creation.
The symbol of the sun is the factor of fer-
tility and the increase of crops, and the
pottery of the middle Islamic period is es-
pecially the Kahnek brick design.

Picture 1: patterned brick of the Kahnek Sarbisheh area (authors, 2018)

4. Conclusion

The engraved brick of Kahnek Sarbisheh
was found in the thermoluminescence de-
partment of the Research Center for the
Protection and Restoration of Cultural-
Historical Artifacts. In this laboratory, a
small amount of about 50 to 100 mg of
brick was sampled and prepared by Fine
Granin method. In thermoluminescence
dating, it was found that the Sphinx of
Kahnek does not belong to the Seljuk and
Ilkhanid period, but to the end of the Ti-
murid period. The sphinx of Kahnek Sar-
bisheh shows the process of transfor-
mation of this role from Seljuk to Timurid
period. The research on the Embossed
brick of Kahnek enclosure shows that if
the relative dating methods in archeology
are combined with the absolute dating
methods, it is possible to express an opin-
ion about the dating and authenticity of
the works with more certainty. The im-
portant point is that in the thermolumi-
nescence method, patterns, glazes or dec-
orations on the brick are unimportant and
complete baking is a condition. But in
comparative studies, the form, shape,

dimensions, role, color and decorations, as
well as the environment from which it was
obtained, are decisive for dating. The re-
sults of these two methods sometimes co-
incide and sometimes they avoid each
other due to the different inferences that
are presented. The brick Embossed with
the design of the ancient sphinx sur-
rounded by Kahnek shows a unique exam-
ple of the transformation of this role in the
art and civilization of Islamic Iran from the
Seljuk period to the Timurid period.
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