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Abstract

Although wooden artifacts from the Islamic era in Iran are considered prominent and well-known works,
there are many ambiguities which still surround them. While more information has been published regarding
the characteristics and decorative features of these works, less is known about their production centers. This
highlights the necessity of conducting a scientific study aimed at identifying the production centers of Iranian
wooden artifacts during the Islamic period. Due to the broad scope of the topic, this research focused solely
on the Safavid period, specifically studying only wooden tomb chests found in tombs. Wooden tomb chests
are considered among the most prominent examples of wood artistry in the Islamic era, reaching their peak
in Iran and Egypt. These valuable works, primarily produced from the 5th to the 12th century AH, are
considered the manifestation of Islamic wood carving, openwork, and epigraphy. This research was
conducted using a descriptive-analytical method and the data was collected through fieldwork and library
studies. As a result of this research, 49 wooden sarcophagi belonging to various tomb structures were
identified, on which the names of the carpenter artists, along with mentions of some cities or regions, were
inscribed Accordingly, the names of several centers such as Isfahan, Lavasan, Lahijan, Sari, Kasva, and
Khansar were identified as being engaged in producing such works in these regions and during this period.
Among them, artists from some cities such as Isfahan were better known and their productions were
recognized in many regions of Iran, but some artists were also engaged in producing such works only in their
local area, such as the carpenters of Sojas or Eqlid
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Introduction

Wooden coffins are one of the most prominent examples of wood art in the Islamic period,
reaching their peak of development, especially in Iran and Egypt. These valuable works, produced
mainly from the 5th to the 12th centuries AH, are the manifestation Islamic carving art, latticework,
and inscription.

The surviving examples of these chests show a remarkable diversity in construction and decoration
techniques. According to some researchers, Muslim craftsmen used a variety of fine woods such as
walnut, plane, and jujube to make these works, and decorated their surfaces with geometric, floral,
and inscribed motifs using complex carving techniques. These boxes were mainly cuboid in shape
and parts of their surfaces were covered with various decorations. A notable point in these works
was the extensive use of various inscriptions on them. Grabar points out in his studies that Kufic,
Thuluth and Naskh scripts were the most common scripts used in these inscriptions (Grabar, 1973:
178) The inscriptions on these coffins reveal important details such as the creation date, the
deceased's name, and occasionally the attist's name, often linked to their city of residence, like
Isfahani or Lahiji. This information aids researchers in pinpointing production centers across
different historical periods. A key focus for archaeologists is identifying these centers for various
commodities over time. Due to the lack of data on wooden coffin production centers in Iran during
various Islamic periods, the present study specifically aimed to explore the centers from the Safavid
era to the early Afsharid rule (907-1147 AH). The primary aim was to investigate and identify these
production centers of wooden coffins in Iran during the Safavid period

Materials and Methods

The present study was conducted through a descriptive-analytical and classification method. The
findings of this study were derived from field surveys, museum and library studies. With the
explanation that first, through library studies and a review of published documents or unpublished
reports, a relatively general and comprehensive view of the distribution of wooden coffins from
the Safavid period in Iran was obtained; then, through field studies, the current conditions of these
coffins were assessed and, if possible, their complete documentation was carried out. Based on
these cases, 50 tomb chests from the Safavid period were identified, which contained the signatures
of carpenter artists along with the names of various cities or regions.

The findings indicate that during the Safavid period, the production of wooden coffins thrived,
especially in regions like Gilan and Mazandaran, while it was less prosperous in areas such as Sistan
and Baluchestan. The historical significance of carpentry in these centers dates back to the Safavid
era, where artisans not only crafted coffins but also created prominent works like wooden doors
for mosques and tombs. Cities like Isfahan and Sari have a rich carpentry history. Notably, artisans
from Isfahan are recognized for their high-status craftsmanship, with their works found in distant
provinces such as Markazi, Lorestan, Yazd, and Zanjan, exemplified by the wooden chest of the
tomb of Sheikh Zeyn al-Din Ali Khamosh in Yazd. Additionally, signatures of artisans from the
Lavasan region are abundant in Mazandaran and Province.

However, it seems that the productions of some artists were also limited to the city or region of
the artist's own life and did not go beyond it; such as the wooden box of the Imamzadeh Ibrahim
Sojas monument, which was made by artists from the same region (Zipoli, 1975: 133). Considering
these cases, three levels of distribution can be identified based on the dispersion of the productions
of these artists:

A) Local: Production of wooden boxes by artists of a city or region which were used in the same
area, such as the wooden box of Imamzadeh Abdolrahman Eqlid (Mahjor and Eidipour, 2017:
176).

B) Regional: The production of wooden boxes by artists of a city or region who have also produced
such products in the cities or areas surrounding their place of residence, such as the productions
of Saveh artists whose signed works have been identified in the surrounding areas in addition to
the Saveh area, such as the wooden box built by Imamzadegan Hadi Jamzaghan and Qasem
Shahvarogh.

C) Trans-regional: Production of wooden boxes by artists from a city or region, who sometimes
also produce works in other provinces, such as the productions of Isfahan artists, whose
productions have also been recognized in various provinces such as Lorestan and Yazd. The
question arises regarding whether the workshop producing these wooden coffins had a fixed
location or could relocate based on orders. This investigation considered two factors: access to
high-quality wood, primarily walnut, which is not universally available in Iran, necessitate imports.
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The identified production centers, such as Eqlid, Khansar, and Natanz, had favorable conditions
for walnut growth. Additionally, carpentry workshops required specialized tools for crafting and
decorating, indicating the likelihood of fixed locations, a practice evident in traditional Iranian
carpentry today. Thus, most wooden coffins produced during the Safavid period likely originated
from established workshops in specific cities or villages and were transportable when needed.
Notably, these cities and villages were primarily centers of Shiite presence, as indicated by the
connection of these coffins to tombs of Shiite followers; in contrast to regions like Sistan and
Baluchestan and Kurd.

Results

One of the relatively obscure and lesser-known issues in the field of wood-related arts in Iran has
been the identification of the production centers of these works; a topic that has been addressed in
virtually no research. This is what led this research to be conducted with such a goal. To study this
issue, works from a specific period were considered so that better results could be obtained based
on them; therefore, wooden chests from Safavid tombs were subjected to field and library studies.
An important feature of the chests made during this period was the presence of dated inscriptions
and sometimes the names of their makers; This is a topic that allows a better understanding of the
production centers of these works. For this purpose, in the present study, only those chests were
examined that referred to a specific city or region in the suffix of the manufacturer's name. As a
result, 49 chests were identified, which were mainly located in the provinces of Gilan, Mazandaran,
Tehran, Qom, Markazi, and Isfahan. As a result of the research, it was found that during the Safavid
period and in numerous centers such as Isfahan, Lahijan, Lavasan, Kasva, Khansar, and Damavand,
the production of wooden tomb boxes enjoyed a special boom; a boom whose history in these
centers even dates back to pre-Safavid periods. Meanwhile, it became clear that artists from some
centers, such as Isfahan and Lavasan, were probably better known and their works were also found
in other cities and regions. However, artists from some regions were only engaged in producing
works in their cities or regions of residence, such as the artists of Sojas or Eqlid.
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Figurel. Distribution of wooden chests dating from the Safavid period of Iran
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Figure 2. Sample signature of the makers of two wooden coffins from the Safavid petiod
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Figure3. Part of the wooden chest of the tomb of Zayd ibn Ali with the inscription used on it (Izdpanah, 1350:
Vol. 2, p. 117)
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Figure 4. Signature of the Semnan artist used on the body of the wooden box of the tomb of Zayd ibn Ali
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Table 2. Number of identified chests from the reign of each Safavid king
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Table 3. Names of cities or regions written in the suffix of the names of carpenters who produced wooden
grave boxes in the Safavid period
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Figure 5. A number of wooden chest frames from the tomb of Shahenshah of Khorramabad, signedby
Mohammad Mehdi Najjar Isfahani (n.d) :
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Figure 6. Signature used on the wooden box of the tomb of Shahenshah Khorramabad
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Figure7. Signature of the carpenter artist Najjar Khansari used on the wooden door of Imamzadeh Qasem Azna
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Figure 8. A revised design of part of the inscription of the names of the builders of the wooden box of
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Figure9. Part of the wooden box body of the Imamzadeh Qasim Golkhandan monument with the inscription
of the names of its builders (Farhani and Khalilian, 2015: 53)
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Figurel0. Revised design of the inscription of the founders of the fund of Imamzadeh Qasim Golkhandan
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Figurell. Part of the signatures of the artists who made the wooden box of Imamzadeh Abdullah Ashtian
(Sedighian and Shatahi, 1403: 130)
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Figure 12. Modified design of part of the names of the makers of the wooden box of Imamzadeh Abdullah
Ashtian
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Figure 13. Inscription of the name of the builder and the date of construction of the wooden box of the tomb
of Imamzadeh Mansur Ma’muniyeh (Sedighian and Sharahi, 1403: 78)
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Figure 14. Modified design of the name of the Savehian maker of the wooden box of Imamzadeh Mansur
Ma'muniech
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Figure 15. Modified design of the name of the builder of the wooden box of the tomb of Sheikh Abu Al-Wajiyah
Lahijan
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