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Abstract

The Qajar period is considered the last era of widespread use of literary, historical, and religious themes in
Iranian tile decoration, adoring religious and secular buildings with scenes from epic, lyrical, and historical
narratives. Some of these appear in the Golestan Palace courtyard tiles. On the eastern and southern walls,
two panels depict a Horseman Fighting a tiger and a lion. A prominent example on the eastern wall shows a
Horseman fighting a Tiger which is an archetype from Mesopotamian civilizations, But in Iranian art is
known as the Fight of Bahram with the Lion. This theme, vividly depicted in historical sources, epic tales,
and Persian lyrical literature, heled symbolic significance and appeared in various forms until the Qajar era.
The large scale and placement of this panel likely conveyed beyond decoration. The main purpose of this
research is to introduce, analyze, and interpret the Fight of Bahram with the Lion icon on the tile frame of
the eastern wall of Golestan Palace, using historical sources to uncover its Symbolic values. The main
question of the research is: What ate the characteristics of the narrative scene of Bahram's Fight with the
lion in the tile frame on the eastern wall of Golestan Palace’s courtyard, and what symbolic values do they
contain? Using Erwin Panofsky’s three stages—description, analysis, and iconological interpretation—this
study offers a new reading of this ancient motif in Qajar decorative arts. Based on library and field research,
findings show that the Bahram's fight with the lion theme was used in Qajar decorative arts, since the era of
Fath Ali Shah, for political and military purposes and legitimize the monarchy. Over time, this symbolic motif
entered historical texts, where the title "Bahram" and his fight with the lion became associated with Fath Ali
Shah and other Qajar rulers.
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Introduction

Since ancient times, the people of Iran have adorned their handicrafts with a diverse range of motifs, including
animal, human, geometric, and plant designs. These decorations often derived from singular sources such as
religious, political, cultural, mythological, or literary beliefs. Frequently, these themes, shaped by the thoughts
of traditional artisans, were simply executed on various objects. Upon examining ancient tiles, it becomes
apparent that tile artists adhered to this same tradition. In the remains of pre-Islamic civilizations, motifs
featuring animals and humans were extensively employed to embellish tile surfaces. With the advent of Islam,
tile artists incorporated plant and geometric motifs, alongside Arabic and Persian inscriptions, to decorate
both the exterior and interior surfaces of religious and secular buildings. This decorative tradition persisted
through the Qajar era. By blending both old and new patterns, tile designers during the Qajar period
established a distinctive style within Iranian tile art that warrants attention and further study. The Qajars,
originally from Turkmen tribes, migrated across Syria, Iran, and the Caucasus at the beginning of the Mongol
invasion (Pakravan, 1998, p. 30). In the 9th century AH (15th CE), the Qajar tribe of the Qizilbash supported
the Safavid dynasty (Amanat, 2021, p. 15). In the late 18th century (12th century AH), Agha Mohammad
Khan succeeded in founding the Qajar dynasty (Pakravan, 1998, p. 37-43). Upon consolidating power, the
Qajars did not establish a radically new order but rather imposed their authority on the existing status quo,
appointing their own officials to key government positions in place of those of the previous regime (Floor,
1986-1987, p. 20). They placed greater emphasis than other dynasties on establishing their dominance, both
within Iran and beyond, utilizing art to display their power and importance to the populace (Floor,
Tchelkovsky, Ekhtiar, 2002, p. 30). For this purpose, the Qajars employed vatious art forms such as carving
stone, glasswork, plaster, tilework, carpets, and oil painting. One of the prominent themes in their artistic
endeavors was the depiction of a human fighting a predatory animal (lion, tiger, or leopard), a motif rooted
in the mythologies, history, and art of Mesopotamia and pre-Islamic Iran. The theme's enduring presence in
the decorative arts of post-Islamic Iran, particularly during the Qajar period, can be attributed to its poetic
rendering in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh. The Qajar kings’ admiration for the Shahnameh (Pakravan, 1998, p.
294-295) and other historical texts (Asef, 1978, p. 456) suggests that these artistic representations were more
than mere imitations of epic stories—they likely carried specific symbolic messages. Tile artists utilized the
story of Bahram’s Fight with the Lion to decorate the eastern and southern walls of the Golestan Palace,
with the most prominent depiction being located on the eastern wall, both in terms of scale and design style.
The main aim of this research is not only to introduce and understand the Fight of Bahram with the Lion
icon in the tile frame of the eastern wall of the Golestan Palace but also to analyze and interpret it based on
historical sources in order to uncover its deeper symbolic meanings. The primary research question is: What
are the key characteristics of the narrative scene of Bahram’s Fight with the lion in the tile frame of the
eastern wall of the Golestan Palace courtyard, and what symbolic values does it convey?

Materials and Methods

This research will adopt the iconological methodology proposed by Erwin Panofsky. Using this approach,
the depiction of a man fighting a lion in the tile frame of the eastern wall of Golestan Palace will be analyzed
through three stages: pre-iconography, iconography, and iconology. In order to understand and analyze this
subject thoroughly, it is essential to engage in a comprehensive review of relevant literature corresponding to
each stage of description, analysis, and interpretation. Ultimately, by identifying and reevaluating the symbolic
concepts present in the Man and Lion fight motif within Iranian art, the study will shed light on the reasons
behind its usage and its evolution during the Qajar era.

Results

The findings in response to the research questions reveal that one of the recurring themes in Iranian artwork
from pre-Islamic times to the Qajar era is the depiction of a human battling a predatory animal (lion, tiger,
of leopard). In the Qajar period, Fath Ali Shah sought to fortify the legitimacy of his reign by commissioning
artworks that would resonate with various segments of society, from courtiers to commoners. Although the
motif in the tile frame on the eastern wall of the Golestan Palace does not specifically depict the Qajar kings,
its strategic placement between the Shams-ol-Amara Palace and the main building served to convey a clear
political, social, and military message to the people, provincial rulers, and the Qajar nobility, affirming the
Qajars' right to rule Iran.

Discussion

The eastern wall of the Golestan Palace, positioned between the main building and the Shams-ol-Amara
Palace, is adorned with two rows of seven-colored tiles. The lower tile frames are large and altar-shaped,
while the upper rows are smaller and rectangular. These frames are decorated with a variety of motifs,
including cast iron leaf designs (London), Golfarang, vases, fruit baskets, oriental landscapes, as well as
depictions of lions, tigers, dragons, and a range of other animals, such as deer, gazelles, peacocks, parrots,
and swans. Among these, one tile frame stands out due to its distinct pattern, which departs from the other
motifs and draws inspiration from Iranian epic or historical literature. This article will explore the origins of
this motif in Iranian history, literature, and art, and discuss the intent behind its design by the Qajar rulers.
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Conclusion

Iconography secks to answer the question of why a particular work of art was created and why a specific
subject was chosen by its patron. In this method, works of art are seen as historical documents, providing
insight into the social developments of their time. One of the most persistent themes in Iranian art, from
pre-Islamic times through the Qajar era, is the depiction of a human fighting a predatory animal (lion, tiger,
ot leopard). After the advent of Islam, the historical accounts of Bahram-e-Gut's ascension to the throne and
their depiction in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh ensured the continued popularity and endurance of this motif.
Throughout the Qajar period, Fath Ali Shah utilized artists to create works that would resonate with both
the elite and common people. Although the tile depicting the Fight between the horseman and the lion does
not directly resemble the Qajar kings, its placement between the Shams-ol-Amara Palace and the main
building conveyed a clear political, social, and military message to the people, provincial rulers, and the Qajar
government.
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Table 1: A summary of the three stages of iconological interpretation (Panofsky, 1401, p. 58-59)
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Figure 1. The Sultan's tile frame, decorated with a mihrab-vase & fight design of a human with a tiger
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Figure 2. The narrow border at the bottom of the Sultan's tile frame, decorated with a mihrab-vase & fight design
of a human with a tiger
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Figure 3. The main vase and its base in blue and white
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Figure 4. An hexagonal medallion, decorated with a scene of a horseman in fight with a tiger
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Figure 5. The large white finial, decorated with a design of a vase and a cluster of European flowers.
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Figure 6. The brown space beneath the arch, decorated with European flowers
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Figure 7. The designs of a vase, a peacock, and oval medallion
decorating several buildings by the lakeside, on the left side of the tile frame
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Figure 8. The designs of a vase, a peacock, and oval medallion
decorating several buildings and a church by the lakeside, on the right side of the tile frame
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Figure 9. Ornamental birds and delicate scrollwork in the European style, featuring decorative motifs
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Figure 10. The depiction of hunting in Qajar-era art. A part of the tile frame on the southern wall of Golestan
Palace
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Figure 11. The fight of Gilgamesh with a lion on the seal of the King of Kish - 2600 BC, Royal Cemetery of Ur
.(Gilgamesh, n.d.)
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Figure 12. Bas-relief of Ashurnasirpal II killing a lion, Nimrud (Kalhu). 850 BC, British Museum
(Assyrian Reliefs Nimrod, 2011)
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Figure 13. Darius the Great hunting lions. Achaemenid seal, 5th century BC. British Museum
(British Museum, n.d.)
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Figure 14. A scene of a banquet and fight with a lion, late 4th century BC. Istanbul Museum (Ghirshman, 2011, p.
48)
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Figure 15. Silver plaque, fight of Hormizd I or Shapur II with a lion, 4th century AD. Tehran Museum (Ghirshman,
2011, p. 208).
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Figure 16. Silver plate decorated with a scene of the banquet of Bahram Gur; the two lions in the lower part of the
frame refer to the crowning of Bahram Gur. 2nd and 31d centuries AD, Hermitage Museum (Pope & Ackerman, 2008,
p. 208)
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Figure 17. The crowning of Bahram Gur among the lions, a work by Abd al-Wahhab, from the Shahnameb of Shah
Tahmasb, 10th AH/16th AD (Canby, 2014, p. 290)
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Figure 18. fight with a lion, hunting carpet from the Poldi Pezzoli Museum, Milan
(Pope & Ackerman, 1977, p. 1118)
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Figure 19. Carving of the fight of Fath-Ali Shah with a lion, Cheshmeh-Ali in the Rey region, photo by Abdollah
Qajar (Published archive of Golestan Palace)
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p. 119)
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Figure 21. fight of a Qajar prince with a lion, oil painting, preserved in the Emery Collection
(Falk, 1393, p. 49)
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