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it provides ample richness for examining the social history through the lens of artistic works.
Iranian painting, primarily focused on narrative, courtly, or mythological themes, with its
short background, reflected aspects of Safavid social life in the paintings of the era of Shah
Abbas | and the Isfahan school. Though single-figure painting, or “takngar,” had its origins
before the Safavids, it was solidified in the works of Reza Abbasi (died 1044 AH /1634 AD),
one of the most important painters of the Isfahan school. This research aims to investigate
how Reza Abbasi depicted themes and social classes in his single-figure paintings. The
findings of this study indicate that Reza Abbasi, a skillful artist of the Isfahan school, lived
among the people beyond his presence at the court and, more than other painters of this
period, managed to portray various social classes, genders, occupations, and especially some
social behaviors or everyday situations of his time in his single-figure paintings.
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1. Introduction

The era of Shah Abbas I (996-1038 AH / 1617-1659 AD) is considered one of the significant
periods iin the social history and artistic flourishing of the Safavid era in Iran. In this regard, it
provides ample richness for examining the social history through the lens of artistic works. Iranian
painting, primarily focused on narrative, courtly, or mythological themes, with its short
background, reflected aspects of Safavid social life in the paintings of the era of Shah Abbas I and
the Isfahan school. Though single-figure painting, or “takngar,” had its origins before the Safavids,
it was solidified in the works of Reza Abbasi (died 1044 AH /1634 AD), one of the most important
painters of the Isfahan school.

This research aims to investigate how Reza Abbasi depicted themes and social classes in his single-
figure paintings. The findings of this study indicate that Reza Abbasi, a skillful artist of the Isfahan
school, lived among the people beyond his presence at the court and, more than other painters of
this period, managed to portray various social classes, genders, occupations, and especially some
social behaviors or everyday situations of his time in his single-figure paintings.

Research methodology

This research, employing a historical and analytical approach and relying on library and museum
sources, examines the representation of social elements in the single-figure paintings of Reza
Abbasi.

Conclusion

The paintings of women and youth by Reza Abbasi, due to their abundant beauty in Iranian
painting, receive greater attention and are subject to buying and selling. In these paintings, both
noble and seductive women are depicted. The depictions of youth range from beautiful and virtuous
individuals to subjects of sensuality. The varying appearances and fluctuations in the dervishes,
from tranquility and calmness to agitation and various forms of attire and body language, have
provided a rich repertoire for Reza Abbasi. Furthermore, it is essential not to overlook Reza
Abbasi’s previous association with this class. The lives of commoners and their everyday activities,
occupations such as woodcutting, military service, hunting, and begging with various facial
expressions, are depicted, encompassing religious themes (such as pilgrims to Mashhad) to
humorous matters (such as a man’s foot being grabbed by a bear). Reza Abbasi’s interest in
fishermen and battles has led to the creation of some of his finest designs depicting such individuals
and their fighting styles. Reza Abbasi’s courtly companionship with the best calligraphers of his
time, namely Mir Emad Qazvini and Ali Reza Abbasi, has prominently featured the important
profession of calligraphy in his works. Westernization in Reza Abbasi’s works reflects the
abundance of Iran-West interactions in the Safavid era and became associated with Iranian motifs
in his works. Many of these paintings align with descriptions and reports found in written historical
sources regarding the social classes and conditions of that period. The presented diagram in the
article also attests to the diversity of social classes depicted in Reza Abbasi’s single-figure
paintings. The scatter plot of various social classes in Reza Abbasi’s single-figure paintings
indicates that scribes have the highest representation, while soldiers and Europeans have the least
representation and impact in the paintings, with scholars and dervishes, commoners and women,
sodomites and fishermen, youth and nobility lying between these two extremes. This statistical
society can somewhat shed light on the painter’s interest in various social classes of Safavid Iran.
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Ultimately, in the absence of sufficient content in Safavid Iranian historiography regarding social
elements and classes, examining Iranian painting works is essential for understanding the
developments in Iran’s social history

Discussion

The Safavid era’s patronage of the arts was not disconnected from the legacies of preceding
dynasties, yet the Safavids revitalized and expanded the realm of artistic endeavors. Among various
art forms, painting experienced growth during this period. Iranian painters of the Safavid era, while
still continuing some artistic traditions in certain works, also engaged with fresh themes. This was
particularly intensified with the relocation of the Safavid capital from Qazvin to Isfahan and the
type of artistic support and management under Shah Abbas I. Numerous factors influenced the
change in the tastes of artists, patrons, and admirers of painting in the Isfahan school, but all these
aspects were complemented with the emergence of Reza Abbasi, the renowned painter of this
period. Reza Abbasi, in addition to his distinctive personality and behavior while living in the court
during one period of his life, spent another period engaging with the people and social classes of
his time, reflecting these diverse experiences in his various works. Despite the extensive social
transformations during the reign of Shah Abbas and the various accounts by Western travelers and
chroniclers, the reflection of these changes in Persian historiography of this period is scant. Visual
sources, including painting and single-figure artworks of the Safavid era, are among the most
important.
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