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Abstract

For the first time, “Mirza-Babai Esfahani” paid attention to the still life with the curtain
“Yalda Night” in the Qajar period. In this period, under the influence of political,
cultural and social conditions and influenced by factors such as the establishment of
the printing press and the end of the era of book writing, familiarity with the thoughts
of the Enlightenment era, courtiers who were deeply fascinated and intimidated by
Western civilization, familiarity with photography and... the mission and function of art
It underwent substantial changes. And the elements of Western art prevailed over the
tradition of Iranian painting. So we come across an interesting paradox: the first screen
of still life, which is a completely western genre, became the last bastion of resistance of
Iranian painting elements. In this article, based on the historical, descriptive, analytical
method, and by addressing the cultural and political conditions of the Safavid and
Qajar eras, why Iranian painters, despite being familiar with Western works and greatly
influenced by their art, do not pay attention to the genre of nature. Didn’t they die? What
were the reasons for the emergence of this genre in the works of “Mirza-Baba” with a
delay of two centuries? With this aim, the link between the popularization of realism
and attention to nature in the works of Kalk Behzad’s heirs during the Safavid period,
which is considered a turning point in the history of Iranian painting, to the creation of
the first still life scene two centuries after these developments, let’s find.
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Introduction

Countless illustrated books with historical, scientific, religious themes, love and lyrical
mysticism and the representation of royal glory and glory have been left as a memory
of those days; which is the result of the collective work of artists and writers and of
course the result of commissions and royal workshops1, not the product of the free and
creative spirit of the artist as a subject. Iranian painters paid attention to still life for the
first time during the Qajar period and basically in this period, they were able to discover
their creations independently of the orders of the court and by distancing themselves
from the traditions governing Iranian painting, book writing, etc., as independent artists
with genius. From this point of view, it is very important to pay attention to inanimate
nature, especially in the works of Mirza-Babai Isfahani; And in addition to representing
the political, social and cultural situation of that era, it can be considered a turning point
in the history of Iranian painting.

What the authors of this article are trying to analyze and deal with is this point;
Why, despite the fact that Iranian painters were introduced to Western works during the
Safavid era and accepted significant influences from the tradition of Western painting,
they never paid attention to still life? However, due to reasons such as the relative
independence of artists from the court and the emergence of the urban middle class
as new patrons of artists and the familiarity of courtiers and artists with Western and
Gorkan works, we witnessed significant developments in Iranian painting. What were
the reasons for Iranian painters’ attention to still life in the Qajar period? With the aim of
finding the connection line between the emergence of realism and the consideration of
nature in the works of Kalk Behzad’s heirs during the Safavid period as a turning point
in the history of Iranian painting, until the first scene of still life in the two centuries after
those developments.

Still life in Europe, and the fields of its emergence
Still life in the 17th century, which was noticed again in the Protestant Netherlands,
is the result of the freedom of the creative spirit and the genius of the individual and
independent artist. Affected by the political, economic and religious issues of that era,
it flourished. However, the ancient works were created in a different context and with
a different function and could not be the product of the artist’s individual genius and
creativity. As a result of the Reformation - the Protestant revolt against the Church of
Rome (c. 1517) - religious painting in northern Europe suffered a serious decline, thus
European society, even in the Middle Ages, has not seen a stricter position than
Protestant theology in relation to art and the field of aesthetics. Insistence on eternal
salvation and his decisive distinction between the earthly and heavenly spheres, in
addition to depriving the artists of the support of the church without any financial
resources. He had also emptied religious places and churches of all images and statues.
Collecting pre-Christian myths and subjects related to classical art and literature was
considered forbidden. Gardner raises a question in his enduring work “Art in the
Passage of Time” whose answer is definitely considered one of the main factors of
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the developments in the art of that period in Europe and especially in the Netherlands.
“Religious themes, or later classical and historical themes, were the main motivations
for artistic creation during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. What else did the
art world, deprived of these sources, have to enrich the lives of the wealthy Dutch?”
(Gardner, 1381: 523)

The painters who were independent from their employers and the ruling foundations
of the church and created their works by relying on their own taste and creativity; which
was one of the heavy consequences of this independence. Now they had to deal with the
public buyers and attract the opinion of a large number of customers. In this way, Dutch
artists in the 17th century, considering their leisure and independence, and of course in
response to the interests of rich buyers who

wanted paintings to hang on the walls of their houses - understood the signs of
wealth, aristocracy and social status - as the common words of the people Alley and
bazaar can shape the words of a beautiful song, ordinary everyday objects can create a
masterpiece.” (Gumbridge, 2013: 420)

The little Dutch masters simulated the least valuable objects that only have meaning
in the presence of humans or in the lives of humans, so humbly and respectfully; that the
viewer thinks he is watching some sacred objects” (Gardner, 2011: 531).

The first curtain of still life, the last bastion of resistance of Iranian traditions
from Safavid to Qajar

During the Safavid era and according to the political and social conditions of that time,
western traditions influenced Iranian painting. It can be said that Isfahan school painting
was a fusion of western and Iranian traditions. Western elements were carefully used
by Iranian artists. Iran at that time was unified, unified and glorious, and certainly in
such conditions, artists and the middle class are not intimidated by the excitement of the
cultural and artistic elements of the West. Many Iranian traditions were still respected,
and efforts were being made to restore them. Of course, the developments in Iranian
painting were not the result of intellectual developments and had no ideological base;
And just by observing the western painting, it was also manifested in the works of
Iranian artists. For this reason, in many cases, the adaptations seemed incomplete and
clumsy.

There was no still life in Iranian painting before the Qajar period, and although
objects were part of the composition of images, they were not placed in front of the
artist as an independent subject for painting. In the Qajar period, examples can be found
where the objects are not the margins but the entire text of the painting. In the still life
painting by Mirza-Babai Esfahani, pomegranates, pears, watermelons, vases and other
objects are placed together in such a way that they form the main subject of the painting.
These other objects are related to a legend, epic, text and or they are not poems. Their
beauty and their painting aspect is the attention of the painter.” (Kord Noghani, 1397:
108)
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Conclusion

In the early 10th century AD, with the emergence of the Safavid dynasty, we witnessed
significant changes in the political, social and cultural fields, which influenced the art of
that period. And took a new path.

However, realism, naturalistic tendencies, new subjects and styles such as bright
shadow, perspective, depth, as well as the weakening of the relationship between
painting and literature, as a result of the decline of the hegemony of royal workshops
and the rise of the middle class, entered Iranian painting. But the painters of this period
did not pay attention to still life. At that time, Iran was experiencing its period of power
and greatness, and it was not yet so enamored with western traditions that it forgot
all Iranian elements and customs. Although the influence of the court workshops was
reduced; But it still played a decisive role in the evolution of Iranian art. As a result,
Iranian artists still did not have the necessary independence. And still, bibliography is
considered the main painting activity at this stage. Creativity, genius, and individual
independence of the artist as a subject was not limited; who can get rid of all traditions
at once, and create a personal work with completely individual compositions and using
everyday elements. As if it took some time for this process to go through and during the
Qajar period, Mirza-Baba Esfahani recorded the first experience of still life.

It can be concluded that the Iranian artist discovers objects in his new era and this
new art - not industry - whose connection with text and literature has loosened and
gained relative independence, is in search of a subject for the image. The eyes of the
artist - not the craftsman - find this theme in the objects around them and placing them
next to each other in a beautiful way; Undoubtedly, the diminution of the educational
role of the royal workshops and the spread of university and modern education have

been very important in discovering the genius and creativity of the artists of that period.
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Fig. 3: Still Life Painting by Willem Kalf (nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/willem-kalfplanetpompeii.com).
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Fig. 4: Still Life Painting (Shab-e Yalda) by Mirza Baba-e of Isfahani (https://www.pinterest.com).
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