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Abstract

Carpets, like other works of art, have always reflected the intellectual, cultural, and visual transformations of
society and have provided a platform for representing ideas, beliefs, and social conditions. As one of the
important manifestations of the artistic developments of the Qajar era, pictorial carpets included diverse
themes such as images of kings, ancient Iranian works, epic and romantic stories of classical Iranian literature,
images of women, and religious themes. The love story of Khosrow and Shirin, by the poet Nizami Ganjeh
of the sixth century AH, played a significant role in the formation of these carpets. This study seeks to answer
why and how the scene of Shirin bathing and Khosrow’s gaze was represented in Qajar pictorial carpets, and
what connections this representation had with the social, cultural, and aesthetic contexts of the Qajar era?
The research aims to analyze the explicit and implicit implications of the motif of Shirin, through an
iconological analysis of three Qajar pictorial rugs. This research is fundamental in purpose and its method is
descriptive-analytical. Data collection was done through a library research and the samples were three Shirin’s
Bathing rugs. The findings show that the close connection between literature and image led to the depiction
of many literary stories on artworks. The high potential for visualizing the story of Khosrow and Shirin made
it an ideal subject for representation on carpets. The representation of Shirin’s bathing scene on rugs was
influenced by the cultural and social conditions of the Qajar period and the emergence of the myth of the
foreign woman as an idealized woman and carrying implications of the changing position of women in the
visual mentality of that period.
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Introduction

Like other works of att, carpets have always been a reflection of intellectual and cultural transformations and
a medium for expressing the ideas and conditions of society. During the Qajar period, a new movement and
style emerged, with the image becoming the central theme of the carpet. Various themes, such as literary
stories, religious and mystical topics, depictions of kings, ancient Iranian artifacts, beautiful women, animals,
and Western themes were featured on the pictorial carpets of this period. Among the literary stories depicted
on these carpets is the love story of Khosrow and Shirin, which dates back to the Sassanid period and was
written by the 6th-AH poet Nezami Ganjavi. This story significantly influenced the creation of pictorial
carpets of that era. During the Qajar period, women were subject to strict dress codes and veiling, and the
depiction of Shirin’s semi-naked body in the scene of Shirin's bathing and Khosrow’s gaze contrasted with
the real-life position of women in the religious society of that time. This study examines the motif of Shirin
in three Qajar pictorial carpets with the theme of Shirin’s bath using Panofsky’s theory. The research question
is why and how the scene of Shirin bathing and Khosrow’s gaze was represented in Qajar pictorial carpets,
and what connections this representation had with the social, cultural, and aesthetic contexts of the Qajar
era? These rugs are considered texts in the studies of Iranian cultural and artistic history that reflect their
society and time; Therefore, the significance of research lies in the careful examination and analysis of these
carpets, as they not only recount the social, cultural, and political conditions of their time but also facilitate
an understanding of the perspectives and ideas of their creators or patrons.

Materials and Methods

This study examines three pictorial carpets from the Qajar period with the theme of Shirin’s bathing. The
research is fundamental in terms of purpose and descriptive-analytical in terms of method. data was collected
through library documents, electronic books and articles, direct observation of images, and note-taking. The
statistical population is the pictorial catpets of Khosrow and Shirin from the Qajar period, and three carpets
from the late Qajar period were selected as the sample of the study. The sampling method is non-random,
and the data analysis is qualitative. The reason for selecting Panofsky’s iconological approach is to understand
the underlying concepts in the motif of Shirin on these three carpets.

Results

In the study of the motif of Shirin in the three carpets depicting Shirin’s bathing from the Qajar period with
Panofsky's views, the first phase of findings showed that in all three carpets, Shirin is depicted semi-naked
and seated, with a cloth wrapped around her waist, covering her up to her knees. In carpets 1 and 2, Shirin
has dark black eyes, eyebrows, and long, thick hair, which is reminiscent of the Qajar women’s image.
However, in the third carpet, Shirin has light brown eyes, eyebrows, and long hair, and her face does not
closely resemble that of Iranian women. In the second phase, since Nezami Ganjavi's poem of Khosrow and
Shirin is the hypotext for the image of Shirin’s bathing on these carpets, a comparative study of the poem
with the motif of Shirin was conducted. The findings showed that Shirin’s depiction in carpets 1 and 2 does
not match the poem, as she is portrayed with a red-colored cloth, but the third carpet is in accordance with
the poem, as the cloth around her waist is blue. The presence of Shirin's maid in carpet 2 does not align with
the poem, but the presence of Shirin’s horse in this carpet does. In carpet 2, Shirin is depicted with connected
eyebrows, like the women of the Qajar period, and it seems that the designer or weaver has blended some
characteristics of their own time with the main elements of the story while remaining faithful to the text. In
carpet 3, Shirin's face and other elements, such as the motif of the swastika depicted on the lower throne
beneath Shirin, may indicate her Armenian background. Further examination shows that before the creation
of these pictorial carpets of Shirin’s bathing in the Qajar period, scenes from this story had already been
depicted in illustrated books, calico curtain, lithographed books, and tiles.

Discussion

The interpretation of the third phase indicates that the Qajar artist, in depicting Shirin’s character on the
carpets, remained faithful to Nezami’s narrative .However, this depiction acted contrary to the lived
experiences of women in the Qajar period. The representation of Shirin in the pictorial carpets depicting her
bathing scene carries implications of the formation of the myth of the foreign woman and the change in
aesthetic taste under the influence of Western culture and part of the patriarchal visual ideology of this period,
which turns the female body into a spectacular object.

Conclusion

The research findings indicate the factors such as the expansion of relations with Europe and its influence,
the interest of the Qajar kings in Western culture, the prevalence of photography, lithography, and the arrival
of prints, photographs, and postcards of European women in Iran, have led to the influence of Western
culture and the formation of the myth of the foreign woman. The formation of the myth of the foreign
woman during the Qajar period led to a change in aesthetic standards, and the foreign woman became the
standard and model of the ideal woman. The emergence of the myth of the Western woman during the Qajar
period elevated Shirin’s figure as an Armenian and Western woman, contributing to the frequent depiction
of scenes from Nezami’s Khosrow and Shirin over other classical Iranian literary stories on pictorial carpets.
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The strong connection between literature and imagery led to the illustration of many literary stories on works
of art. Nezami's natrative style, which portrays various scenes from the story, made it an ideal subject for
depiction on carpets. In these carpets, it is apparent that the Qajar artist added or altered elements from their
time, possibly unconsciously, as being influenced by the spirit of the time ,and had seen cultural and social
elements reflected in the artworks of earlier periods and their contemporaries. These tugs exhibit a
representational and unprecedented view of women, which indicates a change in the position of women in
the visual mentality of the Qajar period.
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Saruq, Arak, 71 X 79 cm, 1338 AH (Nazmiyal Antique Rugs, n.d.)
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Table 1. Comparative Study of Nezami’s Khosrow and Shirin with the Motif of Shirin in Carpets No. 1, 2, and 3
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Figure 3. A. Shirin Bathing: Herat School, 931 AH, Sheikhezadeh, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
(Metmuseum, n.d.); B. Tabriz School, Safavid period, 946 AH, Khamsa-ye Tahmasbi, Sultan Muhammad, British
Library, London (British Library, n.d.); C. Shiraz School, Safavid period, 955 AH, Freer Gallery, Washington, D.C.
(Smithsonian, n.d.)
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Figure 4. A. Shirin Bathing calico curtain, 180 X 123 cm, Isfahan, early 14th century AH, private collection (Tanavoli,
1989, p. 64); B. The Meeting of Layla and Majnun calico curtain, 240 X 135 cm, Isfahan, early 14th century AH, private
collection (ibid., p. 67)
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Figure 5. A. Lithograph of Shirin Bathing and Being Seen by Khosrow, 1264 AH (Kazemi, 2007, p. 58); B. Lithograph
of Shirin Bathing, 1269 AH (Khamsa-ye Nezami, 1269, p. 67); C. Lithograph of Shirin Bathing, Isfahan, 180 X 123 cm,
early 14th century AH, private collection (Tanavoli, 1989, p. 64)
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Figure 6. A. Tile panels of Shirin Bathing, Moghaddam House (Ebrahimzadeh & Soheili, 2020, p. 14); B. Tile panel
of Shirin Bathing, Central Arched Portal of Eram Garden Palace, Shiraz (Panjebashi & Dolab, 2020, p. 308)
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