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A Formal Analysis of the Human Motif in
Iconographic Rasht Embroideries of the Qajar Period

Abstract:

In Qajar fabrics, the diversity in motif design is not significantly evident. Fol-
lowing the initial years of the reign, the representation of human motifs dis-
appeared from textiles, and floral forms emerged as the dominant themes.
In the Qajar era, compared to the Safavid period and previous eras, human
motifs were woven to a significantly lesser extent, sometimes appearing
only as minor elements. This constitutes one of the defining features of
fabric weaving in the Qajar period.Fabric production with human motifs in
the Qajar era relied on supplementary techniques such as various needle-
works or block printing, which were not part of the initial fabric weaving
process. When examining surviving artifacts with floral motifs, the appear-
ance of a human figure is rare and can be interpreted as part of a narrative
design.. Similar to illustrating a book, these fabrics tell stories. Some fabrics
created using block printing depict religious themes or narratives from the
Shahnameh. However, finding human motifs in the diverse needleworks of
thattimeis of little use, as the needlework artists prioritized floral motifs ac-
cording to the prevailing taste of the era. Despite sparse distribution, narra-
tive human motifs accompanied by animal and floral forms are significant
and have been studied in previous studies. One of the few fabric decora-
tion methods where the human motif was employed as a design principle
is Rasht crochet. The design styles of Rasht crochet align with the prevalent
visual style of royal portraiture during the reign of Fath Ali Shah Qajar. Rasht
embroidery, as a method for enhancing and embellishing fabrics, encom-
passes numerous samples that have survived from the Qajar era. Its appli-
cations include sewing royal robes, horse blankets, and utilitarian items like
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wall hangings. This article aims to analyze the utilization of human forms in Qajar textiles created using the Rasht crochet

technique.To address this question, the study focuses on analyzing the human motifsin Rasht Embroidery textiles and their

indications. This qualitative research is conducted within a historical context and employs a descriptive-analytical approach

along with documentary research. The study utilizes note-taking and image analysis as its primary methods. The study uses

targeted sampling to examine various male and female forms in the textiles. The fixed variable is the human motif and man-

ifestation in Qajar Rasht Embroideries, where the human body takes on a dominant and definitive form. The dependent

variable explores how this representation relates to the visual characteristics of Qajar-era art, enabling discussions and

theorizing. The historical study reveals that among the various methods of fabric production and enhancement during the

Qajar period, block printing and Rasht crochet are among the few decorative techniques that incorporate human motifs.

Block printing primarily employs this kind of depiction in religious or literary narrative stories. In contrast, Rasht Embroidery,

despite havingafew survivingartifacts with narrative stories, predominantly features single figures. Itisimportant to note
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that crochet existed in various forms in Rasht, Isfahan, Mashhad, and Mahabad, but a specific type associated with Rasht
was known as Rasht Embroidery, even if executed by artists from other regions. This complementary fabric technique, rec-
ognized in Qajar artifacts by its prominent red color, had diverse applications and was typically adorned with floral motifs.
However, there were special examples of Rasht Embroidery that depicted the human body as a single figure, serving as wall
hangings or interior decorations. The curtains in the first half of the Qajar era pay homage to the court portraiture style in
meticulous detail. They embody the stillness of the figures and their symmetrical composition, employing warm colors such
asred, navy blue, green, and gold. The affected manner, and hand gestures, including one hand resting on the waist and the
otherhand curved more or less to maintain theimage's symmetry, are characteristic features. Additionally, precious objects
like gold daggers and swords, pearlrosaries, flowers, and goblets are present, each contributing to the overall manifestation
in their way. The analysis of ten samples of Qajar-era Rasht Embroidery wall hangings reveals a preference for depicting
men's faces over court ladies. It is likely that in the creation of such artifacts, similar to paintings, the frequent depiction of
the Shahand princes aimed to reinforce the power of the monarchy. In the targeted sampling conducted for this study, seven
samples depict Fath Ali Shah and Qajar princes, while only two depict court ladies. The embroidered images of Qajar ladies
appear to be entirely allegorical, and unlike the princes and kings, no specific individuals can be identified as their subjects.
Furthermore, these images often emphasize characters from literary stories and reflect the aesthetic principles of the Qajar
period observedin otherartforms. One of these artifacts complements the embroidered image of a Qajar prince in a paired
combination. Although the main focus of this study is on the "Qajar era" in general, it is evident that representing human
forms in this art form was a common method of fabric decoration during the reign of Fath Ali Shah Qajar. Nine of the study
samples belong to that period and only one was made in the era of Nasser al-Din Shah - in the artistic style of Fath Ali Shah's
reign - to be presented to the representative of the Russian government. Details of this type of wall hanging reveal a special
proximity between the mihrab design and iconographic Rasht embroideries. This feature can be traced to the nature of the
humanbody andits directionality, as well as being influenced by the framings of Qajar figural paintings. Examples are figures
in usually red or navy blue clothes with gold and pearl ornaments, as well as crowns or Qajar aigrette hats in the male type,
and pearl tiaras adorned with various jewels in female forms. These artifacts display power which in male representation is
often further emphasized by the perpendicularity of the framing being highlighted by the upright sword along the human
body. Thefigure'shavingagold dagger orsword, pearlrosaries, or goblet or flowerin hand, signifies prosperity and self-suffi-
ciency, adding to the association with Qajariconographic paintings. Indeed, two late examples of Rasht embroidered fabrics
that were examined, featuring a courtlady and prince as a pair of wall hangings, can be compared to the theme of two lovers
commonly found in Qajar period paintings. Rasht crochet stands out as one of the few supplementary textile techniques
capable of representing human motifs on a large scale. This type of representation, due to its application as wall hangings
and the orientation of the image focusing on human figures, aligns with the visual conventions of the time, particularly ver-
tical framing and a mihrab composition. The iconographic Rasht embroidered wall hangings were created during the reign
of Fath Ali Shah, corresponding to the artistic characteristics of his period, especially court portraiture. They adhere to the
structure, style, color scheme, and decorative details prevalent during that era. Male figures, such as the Shah and princes,
are easily identifiable in these artworks. However, when it comes to female representations, they are depicted in allegorical
formsratherthanspecificindividuals.

Keywords: Qajar Period, Fath AliShah, Rasht Embroidery, Wall Hanging Textiles, Human Motif
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