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Abstract
Metal locks from the Qajar period, beyond their protective function, possess aesthetic, cultural,

and symbolic values in terms of form, motifs, and technical mechanisms, and their study can
contribute to a more precise understanding of the material culture of this era. The aim of the
present research is to identify, introduce, and classify the structural and visual criteria of the metal
locks of the Qajar period held in the Sarabi-e Aghdam collection in Tabriz, based on their formal
characteristics, motifs, and mechanisms, as well as to elucidate their position within the aesthetic
system in the socio-cultural context of the Qajar period. This research is fundamental in terms of
its objective and descriptive-analytical in terms of its method, with a qualitative approach; its data
have been gathered and examined through direct observation, visual documentation, library
studies, and comparative analysis. The research questions are: what are the structural and visual
criteria that distinguish the different types? What combined patterns can be observed among
form, mechanism, and motifs, and what information do these patterns provide about
manufacturing technology, aesthetic tastes, and symbolic meanings within the socio-cultural
context of the Qajar era? The findings of the research indicate that the locks in this collection can
be classified by form into animal-shaped, vessel-like, geometric, talismanic, composite, vegetal,
and non-figurative groups. In terms of decoration, vegetal, geometric, inscriptional, talismanic,
and combined motifs are the most frequently used. The overall analysis suggests that the Sarabi-e
Aghdam locks are not merely mechanical tools; rather, as multilayered objects, they reflect the
connection between manufacturing technology, artistic taste, and the cultural and religious beliefs
of the Qajar period. Therefore, the typology of these locks can serve as an entry point for re-
examining a part of Iran's metal heritage and visual culture in the Qajar era.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Traditional Iranian metal locks, beyond their protective function, have always carried technical, aesthetic, and

symbolic values. As a dual-function object (utilitarian—display), the lock allows for the simultaneous study of
manufacturing technology and the visual discourses of culture. Previous research has mainly focused on
morphological description and typological recording of specimens, but the systematic link between form,
mechanism, decoration, and function within the historical-social context has been explored far less. Within this
framework, typology is regarded not merely as a list of types, but as an analytical tool for re-reading the patterns
of production, consumption, and meaning in the Qajar period. Drawing on the Sarabi-Aghdam Collection in
Tabriz, this study classifies and analyzes the formal and decorative types of Qajar-period locks. The research
questions are as follows: What structural and visual criteria distinguish the types? What combinatorial patterns
among form, mechanism, and motifs can be observed, and what do these patterns reveal about manufacturing
technology, aesthetic tastes, and symbolic meanings in the Qajar socio-cultural context? Answering these
questions goes beyond superficial description and seeks to transform typology into a historical and semantic
reading. Given the descriptive—analytical nature of the research, no hypothesis is proposed; nevertheless, the
study rests on the assumption that the formal and decorative diversity of the locks in the Sarabi-Aghdam
Collection reflects the coexistence of function, beauty, and meaning in the art of lock-making in the Qajar
period. Despite this importance, previous studies on Qajar metal locks have been limited, scattered, and lacking
a coherent typological framework. A significant portion of these works is held in private collections, and the
difficulty of access to them, the scarcity of documentation, and the lack of information about makers and
production dates have limited the possibility of precise analysis and comparative study. This problem
necessitates adopting a comparative approach based on stylistic and technical evidence in order to attribute these
works to the Qajar period. The main objective of the research is to identify, introduce, and classify the structural
and visual criteria of Qajar-period metal locks in the Sarabi-Aghdam Collection in Tabriz, based on the
characteristics of form, motifs, and mechanism, and to explain their place within the aesthetic system in the
socio-cultural context of the Qajar period. The necessity and significance of the research lie in the fact that
identifying, recording, and classifying metal works held in private collections, in addition to providing scholarly
documentation, contributes to completing studies of Iranian industrial arts and re-reading part of the material
culture of the Qajar period. Developing a typological framework for analyzing the form, motifs, and structural
and technical features of locks can serve as a scholarly reference for the systematic analysis of applied arts in
Iran.

Materials & Methods
This research is descriptive—analytical in type. Data were collected through direct observation, recording of the

formal and technical features of the objects, and photographic documentation. The data-collection instruments
included note-taking (index cards), an artifact specification form, and a camera. The statistical population of the
study comprises 170 Qajar-period metal locks held in the Sarabi-Aghdam private collection in Tabriz. Of these,
20 representative specimens were selected through purposive sampling and served as the basis for detailed
analysis. The specimens were classified and analyzed according to indicators such as overall form, type of
mechanism, material, and decorative motifs. Then, using quantitative frequency analysis and qualitative analysis
of formal and semantic patterns, the relationship among form, function, and decoration was examined.
Subsequently, the findings were compared with specimens and previous studies on Iranian locks in order to
determine the position of this collection within the developmental trajectory of Qajar-period lock-making. This
method makes it possible to move from mere description to a historical and semantic analysis.

Research Findings

In Reza Sarabi-Aghdam’s collection of Qajar locks, the outward form of the locks can be examined from two
perspectives. The first comprises locks whose design emphasizes aesthetics, symbolism, and the reflection of
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cultural and religious beliefs, and which serve a purpose beyond security. The second comprises locks whose
form and structure serve efficiency and optimal performance and which emphasize technical aspects. These two
approaches demonstrate the interplay between function and beauty in lock design across different historical
periods.

In this study, examples of Iranian locks of the Qajar period from the aforementioned collection were selected
and categorized with an emphasis on formal diversity and operating mechanism. The selection of specimens was
based on distinctive features of form and ornamentation, so as to present and analyze a comprehensive view of
the diversity and artistic creativity in the design of these locks. Accordingly, the locks in the collection are
divided into the following types according to the overall form of the body:

e Zoomorphic: such as lion, bird, horse, goat, rabbit, elephant, cat.

Vessel-like or object-like: such as cooking pot, bag, goblet, small chest.

Geometric: such as cylindrical, tubular, frame-like.

Talismanic or symbolic: forms that carry more semantic weight than natural resemblance.
Composite: where two or more formal sources are blended together.

Vegetal (floral): inspired by flowers common in this period, such as the Shah Abbasi flower.
Non-figural: forms that bear no direct resemblance to any living being or specific object.

In this study, the formal classification of the locks was carried out on the basis of visual similarities, the degree
of figural representation, and the relationship between the form of the body and the mechanism.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The findings of this research show that the metal locks of the Sarabi-Aghdam Collection in Tabriz cannot be
understood solely as protective devices; rather, they must be regarded as multilayered cultural and artistic
objects in which function, beauty, and meaning are intertwined (Table 4). In terms of formal typology, the locks
can be classified into zoomorphic, vessel-like, geometric, talismanic, composite, vegetal, and non-figural
groups. This formal order indicates that the choice of shape in Qajar lock-making was not random, but was
shaped by visual, symbolic, and technical logics. Moreover, examination of the mechanisms and metals shows
that the form of the locks was directly related to their material and mechanism. The simultaneous presence of
barbed-spring, coil-spring, and tongue-and-groove mechanisms, as well as specimens without springs, alongside
the use of metals such as iron, steel, brass, and silver, indicates that Qajar artisans chose different technical
solutions depending on function, the expected level of security, and the symbolic value of the object.
Consequently, the typology of locks is not merely an outward classification, but a method for revealing the
relationship among construction logic, material economy, and artistic expression in Qajar material culture. The
analysis of motifs likewise shows that the locks of the Sarabi-Aghdam Collection carry a system of signs and
cultural references. The predominance of geometric motifs, arabesques (eslimi), and written elements, together
with the use of cryptic and talismanic forms, suggests that in this period the lock served a function beyond
security and was elevated to a level of religious and ritual meaning-making. For this reason, the zoomorphic,
cryptic, and frame-like locks are not merely decorative examples, but objects that reflect the Qajar-era attitude
toward protection, auspiciousness, warding off harm, and the display of status.

The findings show that the Qajar-period locks of the Sarabi-Aghdam Collection in Tabriz are a distinguished
example of the coexistence of function, technology, and meaning in Iranian industrial arts. Formally, these locks
can be classified into zoomorphic, vessel-like, geometric, talismanic, composite, vegetal, and non-figural
groups, each of which is organized around a particular relationship between form and mechanism. Thus, the
diversity observed in this collection is not a sign of dispersion, but a reflection of a coherent system of artistic
taste, technical knowledge, and cultural worldview in the Qajar period. The diversity of formal and decorative
types, whether in the form of cryptic and written elements or in the form of figural animal locks, testifies to
Qajar artisans’ awareness of the symbolic capacities of form and motif, and their use of these to express
concepts such as protection, power, hope, fertility, and opening (good fortune). The choice of animals such as
the lion (symbol of power and protection), the horse (symbol of nobility and movement), the goat (symbol of
abundance and fertility), and the stork (symbol of birth and auspiciousness) is rooted in the long-standing
symbolic tradition of Iranian culture and continued in the Qajar period. From a historical and cultural
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perspective, these locks show that the lock-making industry in the Qajar period went beyond mere toolmaking
and became a field for symbolic expression, ornamentation, and the embodiment of beliefs. In this regard,
zoomorphic forms, relying on the Iranian symbolic tradition, and cryptic and talismanic forms, relying on
popular beliefs and religious tendencies, have found a prominent place. Furthermore, the presence of metals
such as iron, steel, brass, and silver, and the use of methods such as casting, hammering, forging, soldering,
welding, and riveting, show that the choice of material and method of manufacture was a function of the
object’s purpose, durability, and visual value. Finally, this research shows that the Sarabi-Aghdam locks should
be regarded as part of the material and spiritual heritage of the Qajar period, a heritage in which security,
beauty, and meaning have crystallized in a single object.
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