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The Representation of Women and Musical Instruments in the Qajar
Period Based on Feminist Reading; The Case Study of Three Works by

Abu al-Qasim

Abstract:

A This research is based on feminist criticism of
the representation of women along with musical
instruments in three works by Abu al-Qasim, the
painter. He was an Iranian painter in the Qajar pe-
riod and one of the leaders of the style of court
portraiture, who mostly depicted women the musi-
cian and dancer of the court of Fath Ali Shah Qa-
jar. The reason for choosing the feminism approach
is to study and analyse how women discriminated
in the text of the work and in general at the level
of societies. In this approach feminist criticism is a
suitable method for gender-oriented studies and es-
pecially for investigating the position of women in
the works of art. Here the aim of writers is to dis-
cover gender meanings hidden in paintings in order
to reflect on the position of women in these works
and how they are reflected in the paintings. Because,
most of the patrons and painters of these paintings
were men, musician women has been studied as the
subject of the work and the female musician as the
artist within the text of the paintings. The main re-
search question about the position of women and
how the painter or the audience of the paintings
deals with them as the subject of the paintings is
stated as follows: What is the role and function of
the women who are represented in these examples?
Are these women depicted and known as artists and
musicians? It so, why there is no name and address
of them as artists available? In contrast to if this is
not the case, how can you come to a conclusion by
studying the paintings, what exactly is the position
and role of women in these works? It should be ac-
cepted that whatever this possible role is, it is not a
representative image of a female as an artist-mu-
sician. In order to prove such an idea, the authors
have used written sources (historical approach) in
addition to reading the images to compensate the
information shortcomings . The sources inform
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about the condition and position (chrono-
logical era) of female as musicians at the
time of the creation of the paintings, which
is Qajar period. Among these sources Sasan
Fatemi’s detailed studies on Qajar music,
including the format of" the book “Celebra-
tion and Music in Iranian Urban Cultures”
(Fatemi, 2013), the study of the status of
women in this period by Afsaneh Najmaba-
di in the form of the book “Mustached
Women and Beardless Men” (Najmabadi,
2016) and also an article in The context of
women depicted in Qajar paintings with the
title of “representation of female musicians
in the Qajar painting” (Sadat Kashani, Rah-
bar and Rizvani, 1400). In the meantime
the mentioned works have more authority
and proximity to the subject of the present
research. The collection of these sources
and works shows the mostly inferior posi-
tion of the female gender in various social
and cultural affairs. The conditions in the
flow of Qajar art and music are still dom-
inant, except for exceptional cases. Based
on this information together and also the
icons of the works, such a hypothesis has
been formed that women in this paintings
Rather than being a representative image
of a female musician, are depicted as a sex-
ual object. In other words, the Qajar woman
is depicted as a sexual object or at best, a
low level artist. Around her there are ob-
jects and phenomena that strengthen the
hypothesis of the existence of this sexual
view. This hypothesis using from the sym-
bolic signs based on the iconological study
of the samples, which are identified as sup-
porting elements of the hypothesis. In the
first step, an analysis from the perspective
of the signifier and the visual symbols of
the studied examples is introduced and pre-
sented so that one can have a general for-
mulation of the visual dimensions of the
works before entering the content topics.
At The next stage of feminist reading of
various components related to the paint-
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ings has been studied. These components
are: the performance environment (where
the paintings are located), observing the at-
mosphere and the cultural context prevail-
ing at the time of the creation of the work
through the review of history studies and
matching them with the discussed paint-
ings. The audience in two dimensions, first,
the audience within the text of the painting
because of the signs seem that the work is
related to the paintings of assemblies and
ceremonies, and secondly, the audience of
the work who is outside the context of the
painting who is the same customer or audi-
ence of the work. The type of instruments
depicted and the importance of instrument
selection in the final sexual expression.
Most of the time instruments are chosen for
figures to hold, shows the sexual appeal of
the figure from the point of’ view do not en-
danger the viewer’s feeling toward the sex-
ual joy reflects from the women’s position
in the paintings. The shape and posture of
the bodies and also the way of showing the
body in relation to the instrument in gener-
al, in front of the viewer; The design of the
body is such that the height of the woman
is elongated, the waist is very narrow, the
lower body Voluminous and outstanding
in a very specific way, it has presented an
ideal image of a very desirable and attrac-
tive woman. Also Examining non-musical
elements such as foods in the image such as
pears, pomegranates, wine and visual mes-
sages, the hidden meaning of them, all of
which carry the meaning of cheerfulness
and the non-seriousness of the subject of
the work, is “woman as a musician”, the mo-
tifs on the carpets and the space of works,
finally the type of covering, the way of face
painting tempting and flamboyant make-up
by a woman, whose exaggeration is another
sign of prioritizing attractiveness, shows
that the sexuality of figure is more import-
ant over everything else. Studying these el-
ements which have been analyzed through



the article makes it possible to prove the hy-
pothesis. In this way, each of the mentioned
elements have been described, analysed and
interpreted in order to finally, can support
the desired hypothesis or try to reject it. A
detailed study of the musical, para-musical
and even non-musical elements included in
the text of the paintings or around it shows
that the combination of these multiple fac-
tors could not have been accidental, and all
in all, it confirms the hypothesis that these
women are more than to be able to be a
musician and be portrayed through their
artistic character, seems they are sexual ob-
jects for that patron(s)/audience(s) of the
painting above all to create visual pleasure.
In the end, even choosing these women as
the subjects of paintings seems to be a sign
of sexual discrimination. It is the gender
that governs the space of production and
display of the work. This study can be done
on a wider scale with the study of different
works in order to provide a more accurate
formulation of the position of women and
musical instruments in the Qajar period.

Keywords: Woman, Music, Qajar, Painting,
Abu al-Qasim the Painter, Feminism.

Vol.6 No.10 Spring — Summer 2023



