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Weaving evolved alongside the fundamental developments in the textile industry
during the Qajar era in Iran, but it was still considered valuable in its traditional
form. Even when manual production declined, it received additional value due to
its rarity. In industrial form, textiles were imported to Iran and were perhaps less
expensive than domestic products that were produced using handicraft methods.
However, they were still valuable given their long-distance shipment. The
purpose of this study was to examine instances of appreciation of Qajar textile
value in travelogues written during the time period.As a result, the main research
question was as follows: How can the significance of clothing and, consequently,
textiles be explained by studying Qajar travelogues? The historical exploration of
Qajar era documents in this descriptive-analytical study revealed that clothing and
textiles were particularly important throughout the Qajar era, regardless of their
nature, type, or application, both for men and women.. Thus, while the textile
industry in its traditional sense declined during the Qajar era, this did not
undermine the preciousness of textiles and, in fact, became a reason for their
further importance and value.
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1. Introduction

Conventional textile manufacturing methods were time-consuming in the centuries before the Industrial
Revolution and its influence becoming widespread. This not only impacted the use of raw materials and
layout but also added to the value of the final product. Textiles were, therefore, defined as precious products.
There were fundamental developments in the weaving industry during the Qajar period in Iran (1796-1925).
However, traditional textiles retained their lure of exquisiteness, particularly because their scarcity raised
the products’ value. On the other hand, low-cost industrial textiles were not considered inexpensive since
they were imported from other European countries into Iran. This was due to the fact that although the
products were fairly priced at their country of origin, they were sold at higher prices factoring in the costs
of transportation and the manufacturer’s profit. As a result, while imported textiles had greater variety and
lower prices than domestic handmade counterparts, they were sold as imported and foreign products with a
high added value. This highlights the importance of studying the value of textiles (both conventionally- and
industrially-made varieties) throughout the Qajar period. Accordingly, this study investigated the
manifestations of the importance and value of textiles during the Qajar period using first-hand historical
records such as travel writing. In this regard, this article sought to answer how the importance and value of
textiles in the Qajar period could be defined and explained using Qajar travelogues. The significance of this
study is that previous research on weaving in the Qajar period has solely focused on the demise of this
industry. Such studies seem to argue that weaving lost its former importance and value during this era and
followed a downward trend. In contrast, this study aimed to illustrate the importance and value of Qajar-era
textiles as a precious artifact by meticulous analysis of historical evidence from this period. After
reviewing instances that indicate the value of textiles in men’s and women’s clothing, using textiles as cash
(for exchange) was also examined. Finally, the conclusion was presented by analyzing the custom of “Khalat
Bakhshi” (gifting honor khalats [robes]) and a number of Qajar popular beliefs about textile.

2. Methodology

In this descriptive-analytical study, more than sixty pieces of Qajar travelogues were studied about half of
which were specifically outlined in this article. The works were selected based on the availability of content
concerning the value of Qajar textiles and including the whole history of Qajar dynasty's one-hundred-and-
thirty-year reign. Moreover, the sources were chosen in such a way that the entire history of Qajar rule over
Iran—from the beginning period (Fath Ali Shah's reign), the middle period (Naser al-Din Shah and Muzaffar
al-Din Shah’s reign), and the late period (Ahmad Shah’s reign and the beginning of Pahlavi)—was covered.

3. Discussion

According to the travelers of the time, the garments worn by the courtiers contributed to the magnificence
of the Iranian court during the Qajar period. As a result, if the Iranians wished to visit their superior, they
would put on a “Jobbeh” (a type of cloak) that covered them from the neck to the heels. Even if someone
did not have such an outfit, they would attempt to borrow it from others for a few hours (Polak, 1989: 108).
At the same time, Iranian women, like males, were accustomed to wearing many garments. In terms of
appearance, the textiles used in women's clothing did not vary significantly from those in men's clothing
until the end of Naser al-Din Shah’s rule and the popularity of “Sardari” (a frock pleated round the waist)
among men. Sometimes, newlywed girls inherited a vest from their great-grandmother as an item of dowry
since women's vests were made of Kashmiri or Kermani Termeh or “Zarbaft” and “Zari” that never lost
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their worth over time (Rahimzadeh, 1983: 83). Such clothing was the most elegant garment for its owner,
as well as their daughter and successors, and it would not, as the expression goes, go out of style. Even now,
silk textiles may be found in houses of old families, and when worn, they are among the most remarkable
and attractive items of women's clothing (Shahri, 2004: 4/ 330). From this perspective, clothing used to have
the same monetary value as cash in exchanges. The best type of this valuable commodity was Shawl, which
caravans brought from Kashmir to Iran. The value of this type of textile did not drop over time, and every
respectable household spent a portion of their wealth to purchase a shawl, which was sometimes pawned in
times of need. The Shawl was so valuable that anytime a senior official wished to offer someone a particular
award for their service, he would send them a roll of Shawls. The shawl had such a high reputation among
Iranians that even if it wore out, its owner would be glad to possess it. In this society, if the Shawl was cut
into tiny pieces, its worth would not fall as it would be sold based on its weight. People cleaned, mended,
and colored old Shawls to be seen new in the eyes of those who could not tell the difference easily. After
shawls, Zarbaft and silken textiles were second in prominence and value, followed by ”Qalamkari” and
chintz. Wealthy Iranians demonstrated their generosity to their subordinates during Nowruz and other
national celebrations according to the old Iranian tradition of gifting cash, clothes, and other presents. This
practice was more common among royalty. Accordingly, the blessed recipient of the king's khalat had to
enter the court while wearing the valuable robe or having draped the shawl round his waist (Polak, 1989:
111- 112). This practice, considered a mark of respect for the monarch, was based on an ancient tradition in
which Iranians wore new garments on the first day of the year. The king, thus, sent Khalats to his courtiers
and diplomats a day before Nowruz, as elders do today to their guests and workers. This gifted khalat often
signified a person's rank and symbolized attaining a higher social and political status among courtiers. In
fact, the individual who got the Khalat would connect themselves with the monarch historically and obtain
legitimacy consequently. Expensive textiles like wool shawls and various varieties of Zari, velvet, “Hareer”,
and even Qadak and Qalamkar were used in these Khalats. Even locations named”’Khalat Poushan” (khalat-
wearers) were constructed, and the Qajar monarchs' inlaid garments are today among the beautiful treasures
of the Golestan Palace Museum in Tehran.

4. Conclusion

Iran underwent numerous political, social, economic, and cultural developments during the reign of the
seven kings of the Qajar dynasty, which lasted 130 years (1796-1925). The period coincided with the
Industrial Revolution in the west, which affected the weaving industry more than other sectors. This
development, in conjunction with many different causes, including trade deals with European countries,
resulted in the importation of western products, especially machine-made textiles, to Iran at the same time
as the collapse of domestic industries using conventional methods. Although this issue impacted the quality
and quantity of textile items in Iran, textiles and domestic clothing remained valuable and precious due to
considering domestic products scarce and the industrial products as imported. In other words, despite
the common assumption, textiles not only remained a valuable and respected commodity, but their worth
probably even increased. The analysis of more than sixty Qajar travelogues, approximately thirty of which
were referenced in this descriptive-analytical research, led to the following conclusions. Textile was
considered a valuable item as presents given to monarchs, princes, ambassadors, and subordinates during
the Qajar dynasty. There were particular rituals or practices for their making and use, and in certain
situations, textiles were used as cash in exchanges and even caused crimes. Possessing much clothing
symbolized prosperity, and certain kinds of clothes were preferable to others, such as shawls, Zarbaft, and
Hareer, followed by Qalamkar, chintz, and Qadak. When it came to textiles, Iranians of the Qajar period
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believed in frugality. Nonetheless, this principle was not always followed by the court women, confirming
the view that textiles had an especial economic value during the Qajar period in Iran. Ultimately, researchers
are recommended to study first-hand historical sources to investigate other neglected topics related to
Iranian weaving art-craft.
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