


    symbol, pattern 
& symmetry 





LON DON •  NEW DELHI •  NEW YORK •  SY DN EY

   symbol, 
pattern & 
symmetry 

 the cultural 
signifi cance 
of structure 
 Michael Hann 



    Bloomsbury Academic  
 An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc 

50 Bedford Square    
 London  
 WC1B 3DP  
 UK  

     www.bloomsbury.com  

   Bloomsbury is a registered trade mark of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc  

 First published 2013 

 © Michael Hann, 2013 

 Michael Hann has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act, 1988, to be identifi ed as the author of this work. 

 All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval 
system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers. 

 No responsibility for loss caused to any individual or organization acting 
on or refraining from action as a result of the material in this publication 
can be accepted by Bloomsbury Academic or the authors. 

  British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data  
 A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 

ISBN:  978-1-4725-3900-7

    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data  
 A catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress. 

 1385 Broadway  
 New York  
 NY 10018  
 USA 



   To Nell and Peter Hann 





   contents 

  acknowledgements  xiii

  list of illustrations  xv

  preface  xxxi

  1 stylistic diffusion, adoption and adaptation  1

 the process of diffusion  3

 components of diffusion, adoption and adaptation  7

 motifs, symbols and symbolism  12

 a nine-point framework  13

 summary  14

 discussion topic  14

 further reading  15

  2 geometric patterns of culture  16

 principles, concepts and constructions  16

 geometric analysis in the visual arts  29

 a small addition to a systematic analytical framework  33

 summary  34

 discussion or assignment topics  38

 further reading  38



viii contents

  3 cradles of civilization and initiators of trade  40

 the development of international trade  40

 motifs and compositions  41

 the royal standard of Ur and other treasures (cs 1)  42

 Neo-Assyrian sculptures (cs 2)  49

 the Ishtar Gate (cs 3)  61

 the Cyrus Cylinder (cs 4)  65

 the Babylonian map of the world (cs 5)  66

 discussion or assignment topics  68

 further reading  68

  4 facilitators and intermediaries in lands to the east  69

 ancient trade networks ( BCE )  69

 examples of intermediaries  70

 Chinese dragon motifs (cs 6)  71

 the Oxus Treasure (cs 7)  83

 steppe art (cs 8)  84

 Gandhara sculptures (cs 9)  86

 discussion or assignment topics  96

 further reading  96

  5 cultural interaction and exchange  97

 networks  97

 textiles  98

 the Pazyryk Carpet (cs 10)  99

 Hagia Sophia (cs 11)  102

 the ship cloths of Sumatra (cs 12)  108



contents ix

 discussion or assignment topics  112

 further reading  113

  6 stupas and mandalas  114

 Buddhist stupas (cs 13)  114

 Tibetan thangkas (cs 14)  118

 Buddhist symbols and other imagery (cs 15)  123

 discussion or assignment topics  129

 further reading  129

  7 mosques and minarets  130

 the Umayyad origins of Islamic visual arts  130

 relevant periods, caliphates and dynasties  132

 motifs, symbols and patterns  134

 Islamic star tilings  (cs 16)  134

 mosque tilings of Shiraz (cs 17)  140

 discussion or assignment topics  149

 further reading  149

  8 Islamic Spain  150

 Umayyad origins  150

 achievements in various visual arts (manuscripts, textiles, 
ceramics, metal and wood)  151

 mudéjar visual arts  152

 Great Mosque of Cordoba (cs 18)  152

 Alhambra palace complex (cs 19)  159

 discussion or assignment topics  167

 further reading  167



x contents

  9 Safavid Persia  168

 architecture  168

 manuscripts  168

 carpets 169 

 other textiles  170

 ceramics  170

 a Safavid prayer rug cartoon (cs 20)  170

 the Ardabil Carpet (Victoria and Albert Museum) (cs 21)  176

 Shiraz tiling façades (cs 22)  177

 discussion or assignment topics  183

 further reading  183

 10 Ottoman Turkey  184

 calligraphy and manuscript painting and binding  185

 carpets  186

 other textiles (including embroidery)  188

 ceramics  188

 motifs and symbols from Ottoman times (cs 23)  188

 Iznik pottery (cs 24)  194

 symmetry analysis of motifs and patterns (cs 25)  195

 discussion or assignment topics  204

 further reading  204

 11 India and Pakistan  205

 architecture  206

 miniature paintings and manuscripts  206

 textiles  206



contents xi

 other visual arts  207

 the temple cloth of the mother goddess (cs 26)  208

 Kashmiri shawl motifs (cs 27)  215

 Shalimar Gardens (cs 28) 220 

 Sindhi ajraks (cs 29)  224

 discussion or assignment topics  229

 further reading  229

 12 unity in diversity: the visual arts of Indonesia  231

 monuments  231

 visual art forms and techniques  232

 motifs, symbols and patterns  232

 Borobudur (cs 30)  233

 Javanese batiks (cs 31)  240

 Indonesian ikats (cs 32)  251

 Prambanan temple complex (cs 33)  259

 discussion or assignment topics  266

 further reading  266

 13 the visual arts of dynastic China  268

 motifs and symbols (cs 34)  270

 ancient bronzes (cs 35)  280

 discussion or assignment topics  285

 further reading  285

 14 east of east: Korea and Japan  286

 Korea  286

 Japan  287



xii contents

 Korean roof tiles, stone lanterns and pagodas (cs 36)  288

  katagami  stencils (cs 37)  293

 discussion or assignment topics  298

 further reading  298

 15 conclusion  300

 discussion topic  301

  references  303

  index  315

 plates 324



O’Neill, Barney O’Neill, Jim Large, Moira Large, 

Kieran Hann, Roisin Mason, Tony Mason, Donald 

Crowe, Dorothy Washburn, Doris Schattschnei-

der, Jay Kapraff, Michael Dobb, Keum Hee Lee, 

Haesook Kwon, Young In Kim, Sophie Nurse and 

Simon Longman, editorial and production staff 

at Berg, as well as gallery staff at the British Mu-

seum, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Ulster 

Museum (Belfast), the National Museum of Korea 

(Seoul), Leeds Museum, Walters Art Museum 

(Baltimore), the Art Institute of Chicago, the Met-

ropolitan Museum of Art, and the following stu-

dent contributors: Ashley Warren, Alice France, 

Deasy Camiladini, Mohammad Rizki, Herry Putra, 

Septia Andini, Menur Ardanareswari, Desiree Btari 

Siregar, Mega Saffi ra, Olivia Listyani, Fadhila A. 

Arimurti, Menur Ardanareswari, Ni Putu Padmi, 

Sari Astiti, Hasri Haryani Direja, Anastasia Anette 

Djauhari and Andhieza Tsalashra. 

 The author accepts responsibility for all omis-

sions, inaccuracies and incorrect statements. Last, 

and by no means least, gratitude and thanks are 

extended to Naeema, Ellen-Ayesha and Haleema-

Clare Hann. Every effort has been made to extend 

acknowledgement where it is due and the author 

apologizes in advance should such acknowledge-

ment be omitted. Unless otherwise specifi ed, pho-

tographic images were produced by the author. 

 The author is indebted to Ian Moxon for his con-

structive review, useful commentary and helpful 

advice; his instinct for identifying errors, simple or 

complex, subtle or blatant, was crucial to the de-

velopment of the manuscript to this book. Thanks 

are due also to Chaoran Wang, Kevin Laycock, 

Jean Mitchell, Emelia Clay, Roy Daykin, Alice 

Humphrey, Kholoud Batarfi , Joseph Lyons, Josh 

Caudwell, Victoria Moore and Marjan Vazirian for 

their substantial efforts in assisting with the pro-

duction of large quantities of illustrative material. 

Gratitude is extended also to David Holdcroft, 

Christopher Hammond, Jeremy Hackney, Hywel 

Coleman, Dirk Huylebrouck, Margaret Atack, Rory 

McTurk, Jill Winder, Briony Thomas, Ben Whita-

ker, Edward Spiers, Margaret Chalmers, David 

Geekie, X. (Roger) Lin, A. Nagori, Ian Murphy, 

Hong Zhong, Jae Ok Park, Young In Kim, Myung-

Sook Han, Sookja Lim, Catherine Docherty, Cig-

dem Sini, Caroline Mason, Annmarie Sanderson, 

Nicola Kirby, Biranul Anas, Behnam Pourdeyhimi, 

Myung-Ja Park, Kyu-Hye Lee, Chil Soon Kim, Jin 

Goo Kim, Mary Brooks, Peter Speakman, Kenneth 

Jackson, Percy Grosberg, Gerald Leaf, Damian 

O’Neill, Gordon Thomson, Sangmoo Shin, Eun 

Hye Kim, Patricia Williams, Biranul Anas, San-

dra Heffernan, Barbara Setsu Pickett, Kahfi ati 

Kahdar, Eamonn Hann, Teresa Hann, Mairead 

   acknowledgements 





  10  Alcazar, Seville 

  11  Nasir-al-Molk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran 

  12  Nasir-al-Molk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran 

  13  Hagia Sophia, Istanbul 

  14  ‘Big Buddha’, Lan Tau Peak, Hong Kong 

  15  The ‘Blue Mosque’, Istanbul 

  16  Alhambra palace complex, Granada 

  17  Tiling details, Moshir Mosque, Shiraz, Iran 

  18  Detail of Tibetan thangka, water-based pig-

ment on cotton, probably nineteenth century 

  19  Detail of Tibetan thangka, water-based pig-

ment on cotton, probably nineteenth century 

  20  Pair of Qing dynasty snuff bottles 

  21  Detail of a griffi n-headed bracelet (one of a pair) 

  22  Detail of embroidered textile, eighteenth cen-

tury, Gujarat, India 

  23  Four princesses playing polo, ink, opaque 

water colour and gold on paper 

  24  Taj Mahal, India 

 Graphic and scanning work associated with geo-

metric and other images is by Chaoran Wang (CW), 

Kevin Laycock (KL), Emmelia Clay (EC), Joseph 

Lyons (JL), Victoria Moore (VM), Alice Humphrey 

(AH) and Alice France (AF). Photographic contri-

butions were made by Marjan Vazirian (MV), Josh 

Caudwell (JC), Hywel Coleman (HC), Ashley Warren 

(AW), Sophie Nurse (SN), Mairead O’Neill (MO’N) 

and Roy Daykin (RD). Unless stated otherwise, ad-

ditional photographic material is by the author. 

 plates 

   1  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidery 

   2  Detail of Javanese batik 

   3  Wall tiling, Alhambra palace complex, Granada 

   4  Detail of processional lion, Ishtar Gate recon-

struction, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin 

   5  Alhambra palace complex, Granada 

   6  Alhambra palace complex, Granada 

   7  Alhambra palace complex, Granada 

   8  Great Mosque of Cordoba 

   9  Great Mosque of Cordoba 

   list of illustrations 



xvi list of illustrations

  25  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidered silk 

  26  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidered silk 

  27  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidered silk 

  28  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

tapestry-woven silk fabric 

  29  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidered silk 

  30  Detail of nineteenth-century Qing dynasty 

embroidered dragon-robe fabric 

  31  Early twentieth-century engraved copper roller 

printed textiles 

  32  Early twentieth-century engraved copper roller 

printed textiles 

 fi gures 

  1.1  Detail of traditional brickwork, entrance to 

National Museum, Seoul  p. 1

  1.2  Detail of an exterior portal of the Great 

Mosque of Cordoba, Spain  p. 2

  2.1   Vesica piscis   p. 17

  2.2  Equilateral triangle construction  p. 17

  2.3  Hexagon construction  p. 18

  2.4  Four circles over one  p. 18

  2.5  Equilateral triangle  p. 18

  2.6  Isosceles triangle  p. 18

  2.7  Right-angled triangle  p. 19

  2.8  Regular pentagon  p. 19

  2.9  Regular hexagon  p. 19

  2.10  5-4-3 triangle  p. 19

  2.11  36-degree isosceles triangle  p. 20

  2.12  Ten 36-degree isosceles triangles  p. 20

  2.13  Equilateral triangle grid  p. 20

  2.14  Regular hexagon grid  p. 21

  2.15  Square grid  p. 21

  2.16  Square and root rectangles  p. 21

  2.17  Diagonal to the half and construction of the 

golden-section rectangle  p. 22

  2.18  Whirling-squares rectangle  p. 22

  2.19  Square with Brunes Star–type divisions  

p. 22

  2.20  Brunes Star with intersection points  

p. 23

  2.21  Schematic representations of symmetry 

operations  p. 24

  2.22  Schematic illustration of dx motifs  p. 25

  2.23  Schematic illustration of cx motifs  p. 26



list of illustrations xvii

  2.24  Schematic illustration of the seven frieze 

patterns  p. 27

  2.25  Schematic illustration of the seventeen 

classes of all-over pattern  p. 28

  2.26  Queen of the night, plaque of baked 

clay, from early second millennium  BCE , 

Mesopotamia  p. 33

  2.27  Square template with four-direction refl ec-

tion axes  p. 34

  2.28  The role of symbolism  p. 35

  2.29  Symmetry identifi cation  p. 36

  3.1  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 43

  3.2  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 43

  3.3  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 44

  3.4  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 44

  3.5  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 44

  3.6  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 45

  3.7  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 45

  3.8  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 45

  3.9  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 46

  3.10  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 46

  3.11  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 46

  3.12  Royal Standard of Ur detail  p. 47

  3.13  Ram in the Thicket  p. 48

  3.14  Ram in the Thicket  p. 48

  3.15  Queen’s Lyre  p. 49

  3.16  The Royal Game of Ur (detail)  p. 50

  3.17  Winged bull and lion with human heads, 

from Nimrud  p. 50

  3.18  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 51

  3.19  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 51

  3.20  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 52

  3.21  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 52

  3.22  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 52

  3.23  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 53

  3.24  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nimrud, 865–860 

 BCE   p. 53

  3.25  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 54

  3.26  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 54

  3.27  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 55



xviii list of illustrations

  3.28  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 55

  3.29  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 56

  3.30  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 56

  3.31  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 57

  3.32  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 57

  3.33  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 57

  3.34  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 58

  3.35  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 58

  3.36  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 59

  3.37  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 59

  3.38  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 60

  3.39  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 60

  3.40  Neo-Assyrian relief detail, Nineveh, 645–

635  BCE   p. 60

  3.41  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 61

  3.42  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 61

  3.43  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 62

  3.44  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 62

  3.45  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 63

  3.46  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 63

  3.47  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 64

  3.48  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 64

  3.49  Detail of Ishtar Gate, 575  BCE   p. 65

  3.50  Cyrus Cylinder, sixth century  BCE , Babylon  

p. 65

  3.51  Cyrus Cylinder, sixth century  BCE , Babylon  

p. 66

  3.52  The Babylonian map of the world, middle of 

the fi rst millennium  BCE   p. 66

  4.1  Dragon with phoenix  p. 72

  4.2  Dragon  p. 72

  4.3  Dragon  p. 72

  4.4  Dragon  p. 73

  4.5  A dragon as an architectural feature, Shang- 

hai  p. 73

  4.6  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 73

  4.7  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 73



list of illustrations xix

  4.8  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 74

  4.9  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 74

  4.10  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 75

  4.11  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 75

  4.12  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 75

  4.13  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 76

  4.14  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 76

  4.15  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 77

  4.16  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 77

  4.17  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 78

  4.18  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 78

  4.19  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 79

  4.20  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 79

  4.21  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 80

  4.22  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 80

  4.23  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 81

  4.24  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 81

  4.25  Dragon, detail from nineteenth-century 

textile  p. 82

  4.26  Gold model chariot, fi fth to fourth century 

 BCE , Oxus Treasure  p. 83

  4.27  Detail of gold armlet (one of a pair), fi fth to 

fourth century  BCE , Oxus Treasure  p. 84

  4.28  Bronze object depicting confronting ani-

mals, third to fi rst century  BCE , steppe art, 

Ordos area, Mongolia  p. 85

  4.29  Bronze object depicting confronting ani-

mals, third to fi rst century  BCE , nomadic or 

steppe art, Ordos area, Mongolia  p. 85

  4.30  Bronze object depicting fi ghting animals, 

third to fi rst century  BCE , nomadic or steppe 

art, Ordos area, Mongolia  p. 85

  4.31  Bronze object depicting fi ghting animals, 

third to fi rst century  BCE , nomadic or steppe 

art, Ordos area, Mongolia  p. 86

  4.32  Bronze object depicting fi ghting animals, 

third to fi rst century  BCE , nomadic or steppe 

art, Ordos area, Mongolia  p. 86

  4.33  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 87



xx list of illustrations

  4.34  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth cen tury 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 88

  4.35  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 88

  4.36  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 89

  4.37  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 89

  4.38  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 90

  4.39  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 90

  4.40  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 91

  4.41  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 91

  4.42  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 92

  4.43  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 92

  4.44  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 92

  4.45  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 93

  4.46  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 93

  4.47  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century 

 CE , Gandhara region  p. 94

  4.48  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century  CE , 

Gandhara region  p. 94

  4.49  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century  CE , 

Gandhara region  p. 95

  4.50  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century  CE , 

Gandhara region  p. 95

  4.51  Buddhist sculpture, fi rst to fourth century  CE , 

Gandhara region  p. 95

  5.1  Outline drawing of Pazyryk Carpet  p. 100

  5.2  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 103

  5.3  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 103

  5.4  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 104

  5.5  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 104

  5.6  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 105

  5.7  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 106

  5.8  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 106

  5.9  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 107

  5.10  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 107

  5.11  Hagia Sophia interior detail, Istanbul  p. 107

  5.12  Sumatran ship cloth, early twentieth 

century  p. 109

  5.13  Drawing of Sumatran ship cloth, by Hasri 

Direja, Bandung, Indonesia  p. 110

  5.14  The depiction of a rigged ship, Borobudur, 

Java, Indonesia  p. 111



list of illustrations xxi

  6.1a  Plan of Sanchi, India  p. 116

  6.1b  Plan of Gyantse Kumbum, Tibet  p. 116

  6.1c  Plan of Thuparama Dagaba, Sri Lanka  

p. 116

  6.1d  Plan of Shwezigon Paya, Myanmar  p. 116

  6.1e  Plan of Pha That Luang, Lao  p. 116

  6.1f  Plan of Bodhnath Mahachaitya, Kathmandu  

p. 116

  6.2  Thangka, water-based pigment on cotton, 

possibly nineteenth century, Tibet  p. 118

  6.3  Thangka, water-based pigment on cotton, 

possibly nineteenth century, Tibet  p. 119

  6.4  Thangka, water-based pigment on cotton, 

possibly nineteenth century, Tibet  p. 119

  6.5  Thangka, water-based pigment on cotton, 

possibly nineteenth century, Tibet  p. 120

  6.6  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 120

  6.7  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 120

  6.8  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 120

  6.9  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 121

  6.10  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 121

  6.11  Detail of thangka,  water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 121

  6.12  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 122

  6.13  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 122

  6.14  Detail of thangka, water-based pigment 

on cotton, possibly nineteenth century, 

Tibet  p. 122

  6.15  Buddhist initiation cards, possibly fi fteenth 

century, Tibet  p. 124

  6.16  Small Buddha, coastal resort, Hong 

Kong  p. 125

  6.17  Big Buddha, Lan Tau Peak, Hong Kong  

p. 126

  6.18  Buddhist precious objects: wheel and end-

less knot  p. 127

  6.19  Buddhist precious objects: vase and para-

sol  p. 127

  6.20  Buddhist precious objects: fi sh and 

lotus  p. 128

  6.21  Buddhist precious objects: conch shell and 

canopy  p. 128



xxii list of illustrations

  7.1a–f  Stars from overlapping polygons  p. 135

  7.2  Stages of construction of eight-point 

star  p. 136

  7.3a–e   Various twelve-point star constructions  

p. 137

  7.4  Islamic tiling  p. 138

  7.5  Islamic tiling  p. 138

  7.6  Islamic tiling  p. 138

  7.7  Islamic tiling  p. 139

  7.8  Islamic tiling  p. 139

  7.9  Islamic tiling  p. 139

  7.10  Islamic tiling  p. 140

  7.11  Islamic tiling  p. 140

  7.12  Vakil Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 141

  7.13  Vakil Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 141

  7.14  Vakil Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 141

  7.15  Vakil Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 142

  7.16  Vakil Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 142

  7.17  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 143

  7.18  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 143

  7.19  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 144

  7.20  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 144

  7.21  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 145

  7.22  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 145

  7.23  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 145

  7.24  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 146

  7.25  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 146

  7.26  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 147

  7.27  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 147

  7.28  Nasir-al-Mulk Mosque, Shiraz, Iran  p. 148

  8.1  Exterior portal, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 153

  8.2  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 153

  8.3  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 154

  8.4  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 154

  8.5  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 155

  8.6  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 155

  8.7  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 155

  8.8  Interior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 156

  8.9  Exterior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 156

  8.10  Exterior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 157



list of illustrations xxiii

  8.11  Exterior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 157

  8.12  Exterior details, Great Mosque of Cordoba  

p. 158

  8.13  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 159

  8.14  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 160

  8.15  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 160

  8.16  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 161

  8.17  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 161

  8.18  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 161

  8.19  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 162

  8.20  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 162

  8.21  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 163

  8.22  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 163

  8.23  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 163

  8.24  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 164

  8.25  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 164

  8.26  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 165

  8.27  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 165

  8.28  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 166

  8.29  Alhambra palace complex, Granada  p. 166

  9.1  Silk prayer rug cartoon  p. 171

  9.2  Silk prayer rug cartoon detail  p. 172

  9.3  Silk prayer rug cartoon detail  p. 172

  9.4  Silk prayer rug cartoon detail  p. 173

  9.5  Silk prayer rug cartoon detail  p. 173

  9.6  Silk prayer rug cartoon detail  p. 174

  9.7  Ardabil Carpet  p. 176

  9.8  Shiraz façade photographs and redrawn 

component designs  p. 178

  9.9  Shiraz façade photograph and redrawn 

component designs  p. 179

  9.10  Shiraz façade photograph and redrawn 

component designs  p. 179

  9.11  Shiraz façade photograph and redrawn 

component designs  p. 180

  9.12  Development of original design from Shiraz 

façade  p. 181

  9.13  Development of original design from Shiraz 

façade  p. 181

  9.14  Development of original design from Shiraz 

façade  p. 182

  9.15  Development of original design from Shiraz 

façade  p. 182

  10.1  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 191

  10.2  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 191

  10.3  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 191



xxiv list of illustrations

  10.4  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 192

  10.5  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 192

  10.6  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 192

  10.7  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 193

  10.8  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 193

  10.9  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 194

  10.10  Detail of Ottoman embroidery, nineteenth 

century  p. 194

  10.11  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 195

  10.12  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 196

  10.13  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 197

  10.14  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 198

  10.15  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 198

  10.16  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 199

  10.17  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 199

  10.18  Tugra of Süleyman the Magnifi cent  

p. 200

  10.19  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 200

  10.20  Turkish ceramics from Iznik, sixteenth 

century  p. 201

  10.21  Turkish prayer rug drawing  p. 201

  10.22a–h   Turkish or Turkoman motifs showing 

one- or two-direction refl ection sym-

metry  p. 203

  11.1  Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 208

  11.2  Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 209

  11.3  Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 209

  11.4  Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 210

  11.5   Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 210

  11.6   Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 210

  11.7   Detail of temple cloth of the mother 

goddess, block-printed on cotton, 

early twentieth century  p. 211



list of illustrations xxv

  11.8   Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 212

  11.9   Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 212

  11.10  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 213

  11.11  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 213

  11.12  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 214

  11.13  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 214

  11.14  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 215

  11.15  Detail of temple cloth of the mother god-

dess, block-printed on cotton, early twen-

tieth century  p. 215

  11.16  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 216

  11.17  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 216

  11.18  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 217

  11.19  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 217

  11.20  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 217

  11.21  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 217

  11.22  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 218

  11.23  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 218

  11.24  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 218

  11.25  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 219

  11.26  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 219

  11.27  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 219

  11.28  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 219

  11.29  Kashmir shawl detail  p. 220

  11.30  Open page of sample book used by 

nineteenth-century European producers  

p. 220

  11.31  Shalimar Gardens, Lahore, Pakistan  

p. 221

  11.32  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 221

  11.33  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 222

  11.34  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 222

  11.35  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 223

  11.36  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 223

  11.37  Tiling detail, Shalimar Gardens complex, 

Lahore, Pakistan  p. 224



xxvi list of illustrations

  11.38  Sindhi ajrak with typical design  p. 225

  11.39  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 225

  11.40  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 225

  11.41  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 226

  11.42  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 226

  11.43  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 227

  11.44  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 227

  11.45  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 228

  11.46  Block-printed cotton with ajrak-type 

designs  p. 228

  12.1  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 234

  12.2  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo- 

nesia  p. 234

  12.3  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 234

  12.4  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 235

  12.5  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 235

  12.6  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 235

  12.7  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 236

  12.8  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 236

  12.9  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 236

  12.10  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 237

  12.11  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 237

  12.12  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 238

  12.13  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 238

  12.14  Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, Indo-

nesia  p. 239

  12.15  Borobudur Museum courtyard, Java, 

Indonesia  p. 239

  12.16  Plan of Borobudur Buddhist temple, Java, 

Indonesia  p. 240

  12.17  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 241

  12.18  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 241

  12.19  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 242

  12.20  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 242



list of illustrations xxvii

  12.21  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 243

  12.22  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 243

  12.23  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 244

  12.24  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 244

  12.25  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 245

  12.26  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 245

  12.27  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 246

  12.28  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 246

  12.29  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 247

  12.30  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 247

  12.31  Detail of Javanese batik  p. 248

  12.32  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 251

  12.33  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 251

  12.34  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 252

  12.35  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 252

  12.36  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 253

  12.37  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 253

  12.38  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 253

  12.39  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 254

  12.40  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 254

  12.41  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 254

  12.42  Detail of Indonesian ikat  p. 255

  12.43  Detail of Indonesian double ikat from 

Bali  p. 255

  12.44  Detail of Indonesian double ikat from 

Bali  p. 256

  12.45  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 259

  12.46  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 259

  12.47  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 260

  12.48  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 260

  12.49  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 261

  12.50  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 261

  12.51  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 262

  12.52  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 262

  12.53  Prambanan temple complex, Java.  p. 263

  12.54  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 263

  12.55  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 264

  12.56  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 264

  12.57  Prambanan temple complex, Java  p. 265

  12.58  Performance of Ramayana ballet, Trimurti 

open-air theatre, Prambanan temple com-

plex, 2011  p. 265

  13.1  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 271

  13.2  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 271



xxviii list of illustrations

  13.3  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 272

  13.4  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 272

  13.5  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 273

  13.6  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 273

  13.7  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 274

  13.8  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 274

  13.9  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 275

  13.10  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 275

  13.11  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 276

  13.12  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 276

  13.13  Detail of Qing dynasty textile  p. 277

  13.14a–h   Each of the eight Taoist symbols is 

associated with an immortal spirit in 

human form. The symbols are tube 

and rods (a), gourd and staff (b), cas-

tanets (c), fan (d), fl ute (e), fl ower bas-

ket (f), lotus (g) and sword (h).  p. 278

  13.15   Bronze ritual vessel, Shang dynasty, 

twelfth century  BCE   p. 281

  13.16   Bronze ritual vessel, Shang dynasty, 

twelfth century  BCE   p. 281

  13.17   Bronze ritual vessel, early to mid 

Western Zhou period, eleventh to 

tenth century  BCE   p. 282

  13.18   Bronze ritual wine vessel, early 

Eastern Zhou period, eighth to sev-

enth century  BCE   p. 282

  13.19  Bronze bell, early Eastern Zhou period, 

seventh century  BCE   p. 282

  13.20  Bronze bell, Eastern Zhou period, seventh 

century  BCE   p. 283

  13.21  Bronze mirror, Han dynasty, 206  BCE  to 

222  CE   p. 283

  13.22  Bronze fi gure mounted on a mythical 

beast known as a chimera, Han dynasty, 

206  BCE  to 222  CE   p. 283

  13.23  Bronze bell, Qing dynasty, 1644–1912  

p. 284

  13.24  Bronze bell, Qing dynasty, 1644–1912  

p. 284

  14.1  Korean roof tile  p. 288

  14.2  Korean roof tile  p. 288

  14.3  Korean roof tile  p. 288

  14.4  Korean roof tile  p. 289

  14.5  Korean roof tile  p. 289

  14.6  Korean roof tile in use  p. 289

  14.7  Korean stone lantern, Seoul  p. 290

  14.8  Korean stone lantern, Seoul  p. 290

  14.9  Korean stone lantern, Seoul  p. 291

  14.10  Korean stone lantern, Seoul.  p. 291

  14.11  Korean stone stupa, Seoul  p. 292

  14.12  Korean stone pagoda, Seoul  p. 292



list of illustrations xxix

  14.13  Korean stone pagoda, Seoul  p. 292

  14.14  Ten-story pagoda, Goryo period, four-

teenth century  p. 293

  14.15  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 294

  14.16  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 294

  14.17  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 294

  14.18  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 294

  14.19  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 295

  14.20  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 295

  14.21  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late-nineteenth to 

early-twentieth century  p. 295

  14.22  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 295

  14.23  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 296

  14.24  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 296

  14.25  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 296

  14.26  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 296

  14.27  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 297

  14.28  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 297

  14.29  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 297

  14.30  Japanese  katagami  (stencil) used for re-

sist printing on textiles, late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century  p. 297





publication entitled  Structure and Form in Design , 

the present author reviewed and discussed a 

range of geometric concepts and principles which 

are summarized also in this present publication. 

In the former case the focus was largely (though 

not entirely) on the needs of student design prac-

titioners, and in this present case the focus is on 

analysis in the visual arts, with a coverage which 

deals with a wide range of cultural and historical 

material, including textiles, ceramics and other 

designed and crafted objects as well as notable 

buildings and monuments. The intention is to en-

courage student readers to create a connection 

between basic geometric structures (including 

symmetry arrangements) and the visual arts de-

sign and architecture. A series of 37 case studies 

(denoted by initials cs) is presented in chapters 3 

to 14. 

 It should be noted that often in general texts 

concerned with developments in the visual arts 

and design the immense contributions made by 

Egyptians, Greeks and Romans are an early focus, 

and sometimes the starting point for discussion. 

This book steps outside this well-worn conven-

tion and focuses attention on developments to 

the east of the Mediterranean. The choice of sub-

ject matter has been infl uenced by a number of 

factors. Cultures and countries located along the 

trade routes from west to east, from the Medi-

terranean to China, Korea and Japan, offer ideal 

platforms from which to consider diffusion in the 

visual arts. Relevant objects are well represented 

 This book explores and analyses the origins, de-

velopment and diffusion of symbols, motifs and 

patterns in visual art forms across a selection of 

(predominantly non-European) cultures and his-

torical periods. The focus is on explaining and 

illustrating the nature of various visual art forms 

and how they may be classifi ed, analysed and 

compared, particularly with reference to their un-

derlying structural characteristics, though, where 

appropriate, commentary relating to thematic 

content is also included. The universal importance 

of visual symbolism is recognized and the role 

played by geometric structure as a means of en-

coding meaning is discussed. 

 The book embraces a number of academic 

traditions, develops insights proposed by vari-

ous eminent observers and suggests methodolo-

gies of value to modern scholars concerned with 

structural analysis in the visual arts. An emphasis 

is placed on showing how the visual arts are un-

derpinned invariably by strict geometric structure 

and on explaining how reference to such struc-

tures can allow classifi cation and comparison of 

data from different cultural or historical sources. 

The topics selected for the series of case stud-

ies refl ect some of the research interests of the 

author and his research students over the past 

few decades. Research data and information 

from past reviews, student projects, conference 

presentations, exhibition booklets and catalogues 

have been developed, updated or supplemented 

and associated with new material. In a 2012 
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in museums and galleries and are often well dis-

played on museum websites. The British Mu-

seum and the Victoria and Albert Museum (both in 

London) were inspirational jointly in the devel-

opment of lecture material to service the lecture 

course from which this publication springs. It is 

hoped that students will be inspired to visit both 

of these great institutions, or provincial or other 

national museums which may be more acces-

sible. Many of the geographical zones covered 

are of course accessible (in the physical sense) to 

modern- day students. Another factor in the se-

lection of case-study material was the ready ac-

cess to large quantities of unpublished material 

held at the University of Leeds International Tex-

tiles Archive (ULITA), a resource largely unknown 

to scholars worldwide. It is also worth remarking 

that the selection of topics covered has been very 

much geared to the preferences and interests ex-

pressed by students over the past decade. 

 It should be noted that assigning dates and giv-

ing precise geographical boundaries to events or 

developments in the ancient world is problematic 

and is a source of controversy among scholars. To 

ensure a degree of consistency (and, it is hoped, 

dependability), reference is made throughout to 

dates, periods and geographical bound aries as 

specifi ed, at the time of writing, by the British Mu-

seum (scholarly and exhibition publications and 

website pages). 

 The organization of this book is as follows. 

Chapter 1 reviews the nature of stylistic adop-

tion and diffusion, and Chapter 2 presents an 

appraisal of concepts relating to structure and 

form in the visual arts with a particular focus on 

the nature of geometric symmetry and the value 

of this and related concepts to the classifi cation of 

visual art forms. Each subsequent chapter (Chap-

ters 3 to 14 inclusive) consists of an introductory 

section and this is followed by a series of case 

studies which relate to the theme of the chap-

ter. Each of these case studies focuses on one 

particular object, a group of related objects or a 

monument of some kind. Each case study offers 

scope for development as a student dissertation 

(especially at undergraduate level). Where appro-

priate, key literature is listed and relevant objects 

and monuments are identifi ed. A series of topics 

or questions, suited for discussion or as a basis to 

guide the development of student assignments, 

is included at the end of chapters. These can be 

adjusted, developed, edited, lengthened or short-

ened, depending on the requirements of a par-

ticular class. 

 Selections of well-known symbols are identi-

fi ed, their thematic or symbolic content explained 

and, where appropriate, underlying geometric 

structures recognized. Geometrical concepts and 

principles are illustrated by simple line drawings 

and by reference to various classes of designed 

object, comprising ceramics, textiles and carpets, 

metal and wood work, architectural motifs, sym-

bols and other fi gures, patterns, tilings and other 

forms of regularly-repeating structures, as well as 

fl oor plans, sections and façades of a selection of 

notable buildings or building complexes. Consid-

eration is given to symbols, motifs, patterns and 

signs from a range of cultures including Babylo-

nian, Neo-Assyrian, Persian, Moorish, Turkish, 

Indian and Pakistani, Southeast Asian, Japanese, 

Korean and Chinese. Common characteristics 

are highlighted and accounted for, and the appar-

ent relationship between geometry and culture is 

debated. 

 A particularly important characteristic of this 

book is the emphasis on geometric analysis. 

Consideration is given to forms of visual art, mo-

tifs, symbols and patterns, and their apparent 
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diffusion from one cultural context or historical 

period to another. The book demonstrates how 

the consideration of underlying structure, particu-

larly geometric symmetry, can be used to analyse, 

classify and compare data from different histori-

cal and cultural contexts. A small contribution is 

made also to the debate on how geometric struc-

ture has been used to encode meaning in various 

cultural settings. 

 The objectives are, fi rst, to explain and illus-

trate how simple and complex motifs, surface de-

signs, regular patterns, product and architectural 

forms, cross-sections and other constructions are 

underpinned by a strict geometric structure and, 

second, to show that identifi cation of this under-

lying geometric structure can act as a basis for 

classifi cation, analysis and comparison. The aim 

of the book is to introduce a simple and readily us-

able means of classifi cation, appropriate to struc-

tural analysis in the visual arts and design, and to 

show how such a system of classifi cation subject 

to the availability of suitable and representative 

data can be used to develop unique method-

ological perspectives allowing (for example) inter-

cultural comparisons, identifi cation of origins, or 

the pinpointing of periods of cultural adherence, 

continuity and change. Classifi cation in the visual 

arts, based on consideration of symmetry char-

acteristics, using categories formulated by math-

ematicians, is well established. However, despite 

the efforts of scholars from a range of disciplines, 

this means of classifi cation has not been readily 

picked up by the wider population of art and de-

sign analysts and historians, anthropologists and 

archaeologists. The means of classifi cation pre-

sented in this book does indeed rely on symme-

try identifi cation, and is based on a simple square 

template which can be used as an aid to detect 

the presence of refl ection symmetry in nonrepeat-

ing compositions. Formal mathematical content is 

thus kept to an absolute minimum and appropri-

ate literature is identifi ed throughout. 

 It should be noted also at this stage that the 

term  decorative art  is avoided in this book; rather 

the term  visual art  is used instead. This is due to 

the fact that in the popular mind motifs, symbols, 

patterns and visual compositions of one kind 

or another, all lumped under the title  decorative 

arts , are deemed purely decorative or ornamental 

in function and somehow not worthy of serious 

scholarly attention. Washburn (2004: 49) observed 

that the titles of the renowned works by Owen 

Jones ( The Grammar of Ornament , 1987[1856]) 

and Flinders Petrie ( Decorative Patterns of the An-

cient World , 1974 [1930]) implied that surface pat-

terns served the purpose of embellishment and 

decoration rather than communication. Further to 

this she commented that ‘non-representational 

patterns not only decorate, but also act as visual 

voices that, in conjunction with verbalized speech 

and song, communicate important cultural infor-

mation’ (Washburn 2004: 49). This perspective 

that underlying structure encodes information is a 

theme which occurs several times in the present 

book. Each case study (cs) gives an introduction 

to the subject, and is designed to act as a starting 

point for students interested in developing exper-

tise in the relevant area. 

 MAH, Leeds, 2013  





  1 

 stylistic diffusion, adoption 
and adaptation 

 The image presented in   Figure 1.1   was taken in 

2009 in Seoul, Korea, a city located at the far east 

of Asia, and the photograph shown in   Figure 1.2   

was taken in 2007 in Cordoba (Spain), a city lo-

cated in the south-west of continental Europe. 

  Figure 1.1   depicts modern ornamental brickwork 

which reproduces a key pattern (also known as 

a fret pattern), considered by Koreans to be tra-

ditional to Korea. Meanwhile,   Figure 1.2   portrays 

Arab-infl uenced brickwork showing a number of 

key patterns (located in the arches shown in the 

image), regarded by Western architectural histo-

rians as characteristic of southern Spain. Clear 

similarities are evident in the two images. It is the 

contention here that some form of diffusion of 

ideas, maybe operating in a time frame extending 

over several centuries and also involving several 

intermediary locations, ensured the similarities of 

the designs.   

 Similar designs depicted in different contexts 

and created at different times may result from one of 

two causes and, on occasion, from a combination 

 Figure 1.1  Detail of traditional 
brickwork, entrance to National 
Museum, Seoul



2 symbol, pattern and symmetry

of the two: (1) a process of diffusion which may 

be followed by a degree of independent develop-

ment or (2) processes of independent discovery, 

construction, evolution and development. The 

author’s position is that a vast range of designs 

resulted at least in part from a process of cultural 

diffusion, though, at the same time, in many in-

stances something local and familiar also was im-

posed to allow the new to sit comfortably with the 

old.  Cultural diffusion  is the process by which cul-

tural traits, material objects, ideas, artistic styles, 

inventions, innovations or patterns of behaviour 

are spread from one social or geographical con-

text to another. Such a process is a key aspect 

of  globalization , a term coined in modern times to 

refer to the increased interconnectivity between 

countries, generally expressed through trade and 

facilitated through developments in technology 

and communication. Many examples of visual art 

forms from different cultural or historical domains 

exhibit similarities in terms of structure, form and 

thematic content, and are attributable to a com-

mon identifi able source. A process of diffusion 

seems clearly at work in such instances. However, 

it may well be the case that key-type motifs and 

patterns such as those illustrated are examples 

from a class of designs developed largely on an 

independent basis across many cultures, time 

zones and geographical locations. 

 In cases where it is clear that diffusion has oc-

curred and that motifs, symbols, designs, patterns 

or visual compositions of one kind or another have 

been transmitted from one culture to others, the 

great challenge for the analyst is to identify the 

road of transmission; this, when considering his-

torical material, is exceedingly diffi cult. Wittkower, 

in his renowned work  Allegory and the Migration 

of Symbols , recognized the challenge: ‘In consid-

ering the transplantation of forms, designs and 

styles, we are faced with a triple challenge, from 

the simplest cases—the trading of objects and 

the migration of artisans—to the assimilation and 

 Figure 1.2  Detail of an exterior 
portal of the Great Mosque of 
Cordoba, Spain
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adaptation of imported material, and then to its 

complete transformation’ (1977: 14).  1   

 Wittkower observed that there was a substan-

tial quantity of symbols and motifs, from many time 

periods and produced across a wide geographi-

cal area, which had origins ‘lost in the early dawn 

of history’ (1977: 14). Examples of such symbols 

include: key-type motifs, the tree of life, eagles 

or other birds of prey, mythical heroes taming or 

hunting wild beasts, circular devices seemingly 

associated with the sun, various dragon motifs 

and a wide range of mythical beasts often created 

from a mixture of physical attributes of various ani-

mals. Of particular note are certain basic geomet-

ric fi gures: the circle, the square, various types of 

triangle and rectangle, the hexagon and the pen-

tagon. Selections of symbols are identifi ed in vari-

ous parts of this book and, where possible, an 

account of their signifi cance is given. Such com-

mentary relies largely on examining the thematic 

content of relevant symbols and making compari-

sons between different geographical zones. Also 

of importance in this book are the identifi cation and 

explanation of various underlying structures which 

can be associated with forms of visual art; these 

structures and their classifi cation are explained in 

Chapter 2. 

 The objectives of this chapter are to review 

 aspects of diffusion and adoption in the visual arts 

by identifying the main literature and by proposing 

a framework which will assist in the classifi cation 

of the illustrative material and case studies that 

follow. 

 the process of diffusion 

 Prior to discussing the process of diffusion, it 

is worth remarking that there is a substantial 

quantity of literature which focuses on the na-

ture of independent discovery, invention and 

innovation. These important issues, and their 

associated concepts and explanations, may 

be of some use when considering changes in 

the visual arts; relevant literature and perspec-

tives were considered previously by the author 

in the context of technological change (Hann 

1982: 3–8).   The consideration of the processes 

by which a particular idea or physical object can 

transfer from individuals, groups, production units 

or centres of power of one type or another (physi-

cally located in place A or culture A) and be in-

troduced,  accepted, adopted, adapted, applied 

or used by other individuals or groups (located in 

place B or culture B) has intrigued scholars from 

various  disciplines since the nineteenth century. 

 Anthropologists were early participants in the 

diffusion debate, and several of the relevant theo-

retical perspectives are associated with eminent 

scholars from this academic discipline. The word 

 diffusion  has been used to refer to the spread of 

ideas or innovations of various kinds, and has be-

come associated with a school of anthropology 

which (in its early years) proposed that civilization 

spread from one culture to others and that human 

beings largely lacked the inventiveness to stimu-

late independent development. At the extreme 

end of this perspective were those scholars who 

considered Egypt the source for all other ancient 

 civilizations. This type of diffusion, which focussed 

on one source only, became known as  helio-

centric  diffusionism . Wider-ranging diffusion per-

spectives were forthcoming, and these included 

cultural circles or cultural areas. 

  Cultural diffusion  is best considered as the 

process by which cultural traits, material objects, 

artistic ideas, techniques, styles, motifs and sym-

bols are spread between individuals or groups 


