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Abstract:

The pictorial carpets of Kerman produced during the 13th century AH (corresponding to the Qajar period through the early Pahlavi era) constitute an important
part of Iran’s visual and cultural heritage. These carpets feature diverse designs and motifs derived from a variety of visual sources. Identifying and classifying
these sources is essential for achieving a more accurate understanding of the processes of design formation and visual narration embedded in these carpets.
The primary objective of this study is to identify, trace the origins of, and categorize the pre-texts that influenced the design of Kerman pictorial carpets during
the 13th century AH. This research was conducted using a qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach. Data were initially collected from library sources,
visual documents, and museum collections. Subsequently, selected samples of pictorial carpets were analyzed and compared with historical visual sources in
order to identify and classify their corresponding pre-texts. The findings indicate that the designers of Kerman pictorial carpets in the 13th century AH drew
inspiration from a broad spectrum of visual sources. These sources include pictorial works associated with classical Persian literature, religious imagery,
lithographic illustrations, European paintings, portraiture, images of monarchs, and natural landscapes. Such images were reflected either directly or indirectly
in carpet designs and, in some cases, were creatively integrated with indigenous artistic elements. Furthermore, the diversity of themes and stylistic
characteristics represented in these images demonstrates that Kerman carpets served not only practical purposes but also expressive, artistic, and cultural
functions. Visual pre-texts played a pivotal role in shaping the content and imagery of Kerman pictorial carpets. Their examination provides valuable insights
into the design processes, cultural influences, and dominant artistic styles of the period. This study may serve as a foundation for broader interdisciplinary
research in the field of visual arts and material culture.
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Extended Abstract

The pictorial carpets of Kerman in the 13th century AH, corresponding broadly to the late Qajar period and the beginning
of the first Pahlavi era, constitute one of the most significant visual and cultural phenomena in the history of Iranian carpet
weaving. These carpets are not merely utilitarian woven objects, but complex visual texts in which narrative, symbolic,
religious, literary, political, and transregional meanings are encoded through image, color, composition, and motif. Kerman, as
one of the major urban centers of carpet production, experienced profound artistic and economic transformations during this
period, especially under the influence of expanding trade networks, the rise of export-oriented production, the intervention of
foreign companies, and the growing circulation of printed, photographic, and imported visual materials. In this context, the
pictorial carpet emerged as a distinctive medium capable of translating pre-existing images into the textile structure of the
carpet. The present study is based on the concept of “pre-text,” understood as the prior visual, literary, religious, historical, or
cultural source that informs the design and meaning of a later work. From this perspective, Kerman pictorial carpets can be
read as intertextual and intervisual artifacts, shaped by the transformation of manuscript illustration, lithographic imagery, court
photography, religious iconography, European painting, postcards, imported packaging, and literary narratives into woven
form. The theoretical importance of such an approach lies in moving beyond purely formal or technical descriptions of carpet
design and toward a deeper understanding of the sources, mechanisms, and cultural conditions through which images entered
carpet production and were reconfigured within the aesthetic language of Kerman weaving (15, 19, 27, 28).

The research was conducted through a qualitative, descriptive—analytical method, relying on library sources, historical

documents, museum materials, visual archives, and comparative image analysis. Selected examples of Kerman pictorial carpets
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from the 13th century AH were examined in relation to possible pre-texts, including Persian manuscript painting, lithographic
illustrations, royal portraits, imported postcards, European pictorial models, religious images, and decorative motifs derived
from textile and shawl traditions. The method was based on identifying correspondences between carpet compositions and
earlier visual sources, classifying these sources according to thematic and formal characteristics, and interpreting how they
were adapted, simplified, transformed, or hybridized in carpet design. The study also considered the broader historical
background of Kerman carpet production, particularly the decline of shawl weaving, the transfer of shawl motifs into carpets,
the emergence of professional designers, and the influence of export markets on taste, color, and subject matter. The historical
development from the so-called Termeh period to the Baharestan and Gobelin-influenced phases shows that Kerman carpets
were deeply affected by both local design traditions and external market demands. Foreign companies, commercial agents, and
international exhibitions contributed to the standardization and international circulation of Kerman carpets, while the
introduction of synthetic dyes, lithography, photography, and European imagery created new possibilities for figural and
narrative representation (1, 7, 13, 14, 22).

The findings indicate that the pre-texts of Kerman pictorial carpets may be classified into several major groups: literary,
religious, historical—political, pictorial, European/imported, and decorative—textile pre-texts. Among literary sources, the
Shahnameh and the Khamsa of Nizami occupy a central position. Epic scenes such as the battles of Rostam and Esfandiyar or
Rostam and Sohrab, as well as romantic and courtly narratives such as Khosrow and Shirin, Layli and Majnun, or episodes
from Haft Peykar, were transformed into concentrated visual compositions. In these adaptations, the sequential temporality of
literary narrative was often condensed into a single dramatic moment, resulting in a form of visual summarization. The
Shahnameh pre-texts generally appear in heroic—martial or courtly—ceremonial types, while Nizami-related pre-texts tend to
generate garden scenes, romantic encounters, and lyrical atmospheres. Religious pre-texts include images of the Imams, scenes
related to the Karbala event, miracle narratives, and symbolic Shiite iconography, often marked by halos, devotional
inscriptions, sacred colors, and hierarchical arrangements of figures. These images reveal the educational, ritual, and devotional
functions of carpets in addition to their decorative role. Historical-political pre-texts include portraits of Qajar rulers,
ceremonial court scenes, royal hunting compositions, and representations of power that visually reproduce social hierarchy and
dynastic legitimacy. Thus, the carpet becomes a medium through which literary memory, religious identity, and political
authority are simultaneously represented (2-6, 17).

The pictorial pre-texts of these carpets further demonstrate the intermedial nature of Kerman carpet design. Persian miniature
painting provided models for multi-layered composition, flat color surfaces, simultaneous narration, and carefully framed
scenes. Lithographic images, widely circulated during the Qajar period, offered accessible and reproducible models for
religious, literary, and popular narratives; their strong outlines, inscriptions, and framed formats were particularly suited to
translation into carpet structure. Photography introduced a new visual language of realism, especially in official portraits and
full-length representations of rulers and celebrities. In Kerman carpets, this influence can be seen in more naturalistic faces,
formal postures, detailed clothing, and centralized portrait compositions. Imported European visual materials, including
postcards, luxury packaging, and Gobelin-like designs, also had a marked impact on pictorial themes, especially in female
portraits, floral compositions, European-style figures, and decorative landscapes. These foreign pre-texts did not simply replace
local traditions; rather, they were selectively absorbed into indigenous design systems and combined with Persian ornamental
structures, including arabesque, khatai motifs, garden imagery, and shawl-derived patterns. This hybridization is particularly

evident in the transition from traditional Kerman carpets with dense floral designs and strong color contrasts to later
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compositions marked by limited palettes, Europeanized flowers, framed portraits, and imported pictorial conventions (8, 10,
21, 29-32).

The typological analysis further reveals that Kerman pictorial carpets can be grouped according to dominant subjects and
visual structures, including royal carpets, religious and dervish carpets, celebrity carpets, female-figure carpets, literary—
miniature carpets, animal and natural-scene carpets, and carpets inspired by European or Gobelin models. Royal carpets
typically feature kings, crowns, ceremonial posture, ornamental borders, and symbolic signs of power. Religious and dervish
carpets employ mystical imagery, devotional poetry, symbolic objects such as the kashkul, tabarzin, staff, and dervish crown,
and in some cases images of sacred figures. Celebrity carpets depict philosophers, poets, scientists, and rulers in circular, oval,
or mihrab-like frames, often reflecting the circulation of global visual culture in late Qajar and early Pahlavi Iran. Female-
figure carpets, especially those inspired by imported postcards and packaging, indicate a shift in the visual representation of
women from traditional, literary, or symbolic roles toward Europeanized, exoticized, and sometimes eroticized imagery.
Literary—miniature carpets preserve the relationship between Persian narrative traditions and pictorial composition, while
animal and natural-scene carpets reflect the continuity of Iranian garden imagery, bird motifs, cypress trees, boteh forms, and
pastoral or tribal themes. This variety demonstrates that Kerman pictorial carpets were shaped by multiple audiences,
production contexts, and channels of visual transmission, ranging from urban workshops and elite commissions to export
markets and popular visual culture (11, 16, 24-26, 33, 34).

In conclusion, the typology of pre-texts in 13th-century AH Kerman pictorial carpets shows that these works should be
understood not only as artistic objects but also as visual documents of cultural memory, social transformation, and media
exchange in Qajar and post-Qajar Iran. Their imagery was formed through the interaction of indigenous traditions, literary
narratives, religious beliefs, dynastic representation, imported visual culture, and commercial taste. The transformation of
earlier images into woven compositions reveals the creative agency of Kerman designers and weavers, who did not passively
reproduce models but actively adapted, condensed, restructured, and localized them according to the technical logic of carpet
weaving and the aesthetic expectations of their audiences. The diversity of pre-texts also explains the stylistic plurality of
Kerman pictorial carpets: some remain close to manuscript and miniature traditions, some reflect lithographic or photographic
models, and others show the influence of European painting, Gobelin design, postcards, or luxury packaging. By identifying
and classifying these pre-texts, the study provides a framework for understanding the narrative, symbolic, and intermedial
dimensions of Kerman carpets and opens a path for broader comparative research on Iranian pictorial carpets in other weaving
regions. This approach can contribute to art history, carpet studies, visual culture studies, and interdisciplinary research on the

movement of images across media, materials, and cultural contexts.
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