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PETER CHELKOWSKIL

NARRATIVE PAINTING AND PAINTING

RECITATION IN QAJAR IRAN*

The large-scale paintings on wall and on canvas that
depict mainly religious Shiite martyrology and are
now referred to as naive, primitive, folk, or coffechouse
paintings were first produced in Qajar times, wid not,
as is often argued by Tranian and Western scholars, at
the end of the Safavid perod. They are, however, the
result of some eleven hundred years of gradual evolu-
tion and development in Shifite mourning rituals,

In Iranian art and culture the peaple and the court
have always lived in close proximity, but since the
artistic flow went from rustic and tribal w urban and
courdy, in the final product of this amalgam the folk
aspects were usually hidden in courtly appearances, In
the case of the paintings | will consider here, however,
the situation was reversed. It was the folk Shifite
mourning rituals and related arts that were encouraged
and supported by the court and well-to-do, after
Shifism hecame the state religion of Tran. The Karbala
mourning rituals proved to be an effective means for
spreading Shitism across the land, and they retained
their popular fatures and appeal, Only during the time

by the often crude and clumsy brush strokes of the
ta'siza painters, their work should still be studied
because it struek sut against Islamic taboos and restric-
tions concerning figural representation of the holy per-
sonalities and brought Iran into a very interesting pan-
Asiatic painting recitation tradition.

Painting religious personalities for the masses was a
major development in Islamic art, To understand is
meaning, purpose, iconography, and technique we
must look 10 Shi%ite martyrology and its related rituals.
In 680 a battle took place in the desert of Karbala in
what is now Iraq. There the ritual and myth of Imam
Hussein, which persist in all the 3hifite communities.
originated. Hussein, the champion of the Shitites, the
son of “Ali and the grandsos the Propher Mubam-
mad, was, according to tradition, en his way to join the
eommunity at Kufa when he, his band of scventy-two
followers, and his entire family were overtaken by the
hordes of the Sunni caliph Yazid and killed in a bloady
battle on chat arid desert on the day of "Ashura, the
tenth of the month of Muharram, All Shifites, but

Marrative Fainting and Pai
in Qajar Iran
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