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Abstract 

The present study tries to analyze one of the Manichaean silk paintings from the 

Turfan collection in the Asian Art Museum of Berlin representing with the motif of 

the Maiden of Light, the famous goddess who leads the lights to their original land, 

the Paradise of Light. She causes to be released the lights (salvation of lights) 

imprisoned in plants and trees. In this way, the study attempts to see her functions in 

analogy to Anahita and Ishtar. The hypothesis of this research, which is suggested 

here for the first time, is based on this comparison. Here, we will try to compare the 

similarities of these three goddesses by analyzing the human motifs in the silk 

painting of the Maiden of Light and the two electae and to show how much Mani, the 

Babylonian and Iranian, could have been inspired sc. influenced by the myths of his 

own land. 
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Introduction 

Problem statement. Manichaean art reflects the ideas of the Iranian religious scholar and 

artist, Mani, and the visual expression of teachings called "Manichaean" after him. This 

art, which was created by this religious artist in the third century AD and the beginning of 

the Sassanid era, was an inseparable part of the institution of religion, so that in the end it 

was beautiful to the end of its purpose, which was to depict the doctrines of Manichaeism. 

Due to the presence of many abstract concepts in his religion, this art-loving messenger 

personally tried to get help from both mythology and miniature to make his complex 

teaching easier to understand. Contrary to the expression of mythology, which has always 

played a prominent role in conveying religious concepts since the distant past, the use of 

the art of painting to simplify theological and philosophical teachings was quite 

innovative. It depicts the creation of the material world by the hand of the spiritual world 

creator (living spirit) and finally the resurrection of the purified light freed from the 

shackles of the evil material. In fact, Mani used painting in the service of simple teaching 

of the complex myths of his religion and knowledge of philosophy, theology, cosmology 

and anthropology of his teaching. 

The painting analyzed in this research probably depicts the role of the Light Maiden 

of the Manichaeism and two selected ladies of the Manichaean society. This research 

aims to investigate the role of three ladies embroidered on a piece of silk and analyze it 

from an iconographical and iconological point of view. The embroidered silk painting 

was found in the ruins of Kocho located in the Turfan region (Klimkeit, 1982: 47, 

Whitfield, 2004: 314). 

Research Object. The purpose of this research is to examine one of the Manichean 

silk paintings from the Turfan collection in the Asian Art Museum of Berlin, probably 

with the role of a goddess the Light Maiden who guides the fragments of light to the 

source of her existence, the "bright heaven". 

Hypothesis. The hypothesis of this research is based on the premise that the central 

human motif of "MIK III 6251 silk painting" is probably the Light Maiden. Also, the 

similitude of the three goddesses, the Light Maiden, Anahita and Ishtar, are compared to 

show how much Babylonian and Iranian Mani could have been inspired by the myths of 

their land. 

Research background. Albert von Le Coq, who headed the German expedition in 

Chinese Turkestan together with Albert Grünwedel, was the first to describe all the 

artifacts recovered from the Turfan region in 1913 (one year before the end of the 

expedition) in his famous work that published in black and white under the title " 
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Chotscho " (Le Coq, 1913: Tafel 6). After him, Hans-Joachim Klimkeit in his work, 

"Manichaean Art and calligraphy", referred to the description of this painting and called 

its central character "definitely" the Light Maiden goddess (Klimkeit, 1982: 47). This 

book was the only reference for Manichean art researchers until the following years. 

Zsuzsanna Gulácsi, who republished this silkscreen after him, is the last person who 

commented on this famous painting before this article. In his work known as "Mani's 

Pictures", he briefly discussed how silk fabric is woven and the nature of the story that 

this silk painting tells (Gulácsi, 2016: 320,323). 
 

Method 

The famous Erwin Panofsky method was used to read the embroidered silk which is the 

goal of this article. Based on this method, the image of the Light Maiden has been 

analyzed in three parts (1) pre-iconographical description, (2) iconographical analysis, 

and (3) iconological interpretation (Panofsky, 1955: 28-30). Since the recognition of the 

symbolic components of a painting, which also entails knowing the artist and his time, 

requires other investigations and interpretations from other angles, and due to the 

importance of the details that exist in Manichaean art as well as Sasanian art, in addition 

to Panofsky's method, Mieke Bal's method and Georges Didi-Huberman's method are 

also included. 
 

Discussion and conclusion 

Manichean silk painting MIK III 6251, which is one of the most famous works of art of 

the Iranian Manichaeans who migrated to Central Asia, was mainly analyzed by 

applying Panofsky's iconographic approaches. This research argues that the central 

character of this painting is probably one of the savior goddesses of Manichaeism, 

namely the Light Maiden. The result of the research shows that the Light Maiden, under 

her original work, is guiding the pieces of light released from the grip of darkness to the 

boat of the moon, and the lights that go from there with the sun ship to their original 

place, Light Paradise. The article offers a very clear and simple interpretation of the 

presence of two selected ladies in this silk screen painting, which is definitely due to 

their high position that they are depicted quite close to her: those who are in charge of 

the daily work of religion provide the ground for the release of fragments of light. 

Therefore, the article sees the main and general theme of silk painting as the salvation 

and liberation of the fragments of light hidden in the beings of the material world. 

To achieve its second goal, which is to find the origin of the central character of this 

silk painting from an artistic point of view, the article has tried to see the Light Maiden 
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in the context of Sasanian art in a comparative study. The community in which Mani 

grew up was located in the scope of the Sasanian rule, and therefore, when studying 

Mani's artworks, the influence of Sasanian art on the formation of his artworks should 

be considered seriously. The article shows with clear evidence that there are striking 

similarities between the self-work and the appearance of the Manichaean Light Maiden, 

the Sasanian Anahita, and the Babylonian Ishtar, corresponding and very close 

components, whose remarkable similarities, in the opinion of this article, indicate the 

close connection between Manichaean art and Sassanid art. 
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