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Abstract

Problem statement

-Why was the story of Sheikh Sanan and the Christian girl chosen for illustration in
Haft Tanan?

-What is the reason for placing the only female figure at the center of attention of the
main hall of the building and at the center of the other male figures?

-Why is the image of the woman in question painted on the exterior of the building?
Research Questions

The portrayal of women in any historical period serves as one of the most critical
indicators for understanding the social, cultural, and political structures of that era.
During the Zand dynasty (1163-1209 AH/1751-1794 CE), the scarcity of written
sources and direct documentation on the status and roles of women elevates the
importance of analyzing artistic and literary works as indirect yet invaluable resources.
The mural Sheikh San ‘an and the Christian Maiden at Takyeh-ye Haft Tanan in Shiraz
is among the rare visual artifacts from this period that depicts a woman in a public
space. Derived from Attar Nayshaburi’s mystical-romantic poem, this work, with its
inherently intertextual nature, enables a deeper analysis of women’s position in the
patriarchal society of the Zand era. The lack of historical sources on Zand-era women,
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the socio-political constraints on their public presence, and the absence of intertextual
analyses in visual works from this period underscore the necessity of this research.
This study aims to reconstruct the image of women during the Zand period through an
intertextual reading of the aforementioned mural in relation to historical, social,
literary, and cultural texts. By examining the interplay between the mural’s form and
content, it seeks to reveal the contradictions inherent in the depiction of women across
public and private spheres, demonstrating how the artwork reflects the patriarchal
discourse dominant in society at the time. The mural’s location in Takyeh-ye Haft
Tanan—a public, religious site built under the order of Karim Khan Zand, which
served as the burial place for mystics and Sufis—adds socio-political significance to
its analysis. This space not only functioned as a religious-mystical site but also as a
tool for legitimizing the political authority of the Zand dynasty. The choice to depict a
story with a mystical-romantic theme centered on a woman raises questions about the
political and cultural intentions of the ruling elite.

Employing the theory of intertextuality, this study treats the mural as a text that derives
meaning through its interaction with pre-texts (such as Attar’s narrative) and con-texts
(including the socio-political conditions of the Zand period). This approach allows the
image of women to be analyzed not merely as a visual element but as a reflection of
power dynamics and gendered relations within the society of that time. By situating
the mural within broader discourses of authority, spirituality, and gender, the research
illuminates how art functioned as both a product and a critique of the patriarchal
frameworks governing Zand-era Iran.

Research Method

The present study employs a qualitative approach, utilizing descriptive-analytical and
historical methods. Data collection combines library research and field investigations.
The research population consists of the mural “Sheikh Sanan and the Christian girl”
located in the Haft Tanan of Shiraz, which was selectively examined, with the sample
size equivalent to the entire statistical population. The analysis adopts intertextuality
theory as its theoretical framework. According to this theory, the mural is treated as a
visual text and analyzed in relation to literary texts (e.g., Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr),
historical sources (e.g., documents and travelogues), and social contexts (e.g., gender
structures of the Zand era).

Data were gathered from diverse sources, including historical texts such as Rostam al-
Tawarikh and travelogues by European visitors like William Franklin and Carsten
Niebuhr, which provide insights into the social conditions and women’s attire of the
period. Additionally, visual works from other Zand-era monuments, such as the murals
of the Kolah Farangi Mansion and Divankhaneh, were examined for comparative
analysis. The methodology involves a comparative study of the mural’s form and
content with the original narrative, as well as an exploration of the cultural and political
influences of the Zand period on the selection and portrayal of this artwork. To better
contextualize the position of women, their clothing and grooming practices during the
Zand era were analyzed using visual archives and travelers’ descriptions.



Results

The findings of the study reveal that the selection of the story of Sheikh Sanan and the
Christian Girl for visual representation in the Haft Tanan was driven not only by its
mystical-romantic theme but also by its unique narrative structure and an ending that
starkly contrasts with its beginning. Superficially, the painting presents a woman-
centric image: the Christian Girl is depicted at the center of the main hall, elevated
above male figures, with a proud and commanding gaze directed at the viewer. This
visual composition initially suggests reverence for women and their elevated status in
Zand-era society. However, an analysis of the story’s content and the social context of
the period reveals a deliberate contradiction between form and meaning. In Attar’s
original narrative, the roles of the woman and man are reversed by the end: the woman
falls to the ground, converts to the man’s faith, and ultimately dies in defeat. This
conclusion reaffirms male superiority and dominance over women, reflecting the
patriarchal discourse prevalent in Zand-era society.

Historical and social investigations indicate that Karim Khan Zand, despite projecting
an image of female advocacy through measures such as establishing the Kharabat
district and enforcing strict codes to protect women’s honor, maintained a dualistic
approach. In public spaces, women faced severe restrictions, and their presence was
tightly controlled. Paintings in the private quarters of structures like the Kolah Farangi
Mansion and Divankhaneh, which depict women nude or semi-nude in alluring poses,
reflect a voyeuristic gaze toward women in private settings. In contrast, the depiction
of the Christian Girl in Haft Tanan, adorned in lavish European-style attire, not only
fails to represent an Iranian woman but also distances itself from the social realities of
Zand-era women by portraying her as a non-indigenous figure. This choice
underscores the Iranian male’s reluctance to depict Iranian women in public spaces
and reinforces their confinement to the private sphere.

An analysis of the Christian Girl’s attire yields significant insights. Unlike the typical
clothing of Zand-era Iranian women—transparent tunics, loose trousers, and full-body
veils—her dress follows 18th-century European fashion, resembling Italian Baroque
styles. This visual disjunction not only emphasizes the character’s non-Iranian identity
but also suggests the painter’s potential exposure to European sources. Nevertheless,
stylistic elements such as flowing hair, pearl jewelry, and kohl-lined eyes align with
Zand-era beauty standards for women.

Ultimately, the study demonstrates that the painting of Sheikh Sanan and the Christian
Girl functioned as a political-cultural instrument. While its superficial woman-centric
imagery reflects Karim Khan’s efforts to project a pro-women image, its hidden
narrative, emphasizing masculine dominance, reinforces the prevailing patriarchal
discourse. The placement of the female figure on the exterior facade of the building
served to legitimize the regime and display a performative respect for women.
However, the social reality of Zand-era women remained confined to private spaces
under patriarchal structures. This duality exposes the regime’s conscious strategy to
balance personal desires with social stabilit
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Figure 13. Placement of the Christian girl above the figures of all men, Haftanan, Shiraz (Source: The authors, 2024).
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Figure 16. Arxaliq garment, Zand period, after

the book The Italian Embassy in Tehran, late

eighteenth century CE (Source: Gheibi, 2006:
530).
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Figure 17. Headgear of the Zand period, Bahram
Gur and Azadeh, oil on canvas, Brooklyn

Museum, accession no. 1997.108.6 (Source:
URLS3).
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Figure 14. Detail of women’s trousers fabric with
a moharramat (striped) pattern, silk and cotton,

17th—19th centuries CE, Brooklyn Museum,
accession no. 23.21 (Source: URL1).
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Figure 15. Women’s trousers from the Zand
period with a moharamat (striped) pattern;
Reclining Beauty, oil on canvas, by Mohammad

Bager, 1173 AH / 1759-60 CE, Zand period
(Source: URL2).
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Figure 20. Women's jewelry of the Zand period
depicted in Reclining Beauty; oil on canvas by
Muhammad Bagir, 1173 AH/1759-60 CE
(Source: URLS).
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Figure 18. Headgear of the Zand period, Lady
with a Cat, oil on canvas, 1751-1794 CE, Zand
period, Shangri La Museum of Islamic Art
(Source: URL4).
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Figure 19. Zand-era attire consisting of chador
and chaqchur, after the book The Italian

Embassy in Tehran (Source: Gheibi, 2006, pp.
544-545).
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Figure 28. A canvas frame matching the form of
a niche in the interior architectural space, the
Kolah Farangi Mansion in Bagh-e-Nazar,
Shiraz, Zand period (painter)
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