Tracing the visual representation of ‘Ashura narrative in
Mirza ‘Ali-Qoli Kho'’i’ works (Case Study: Story of Deir and
Raheb)

ISSN (P): 2980-7956
€10.22034/JIVSA.2023.381843.1040 ISSN (E): 2821-2452

Mostafa la’l Shateri *(®
Email: mostafa.shateri@yahoo.com

Citation: 1a’l Shateri, M. (2023), Tracing the visual representation of ‘Ashura narrative in Mirza ‘Ali-Qoli Kho'i’ works
(Case Study: Story of Deir and Raheb), Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies of Visual Arts, 1(2), P, 104 - 114

Received: 16 January 2023
Revised: 27 February 2023
Accepted: 30 February 2023
Published: 15 March 2023

Abstract

The visual creation of Shiite narratives in line with its universal understanding is one of the topics that became in-
creasingly popular during the Qajar period due to the collective will. Undoubtedly, one of the main reasons for this
trend was the arrival of the lithography industry and the possibility of placing illustrations in parts of the text. Based
on the surviving works, Ashura narratives are considered one of the most popular content types of illustrations in lith-
ographic books. In the meantime, Mirza ‘Ali-Qoli Kho'i (activity period: 1263-1272 AH) as the first known artist in this
field, was often responsible for illustrating the first illustrated works in this field. The purpose of the present research,
relying on the descriptive-analytical method, is to answer the question that among the Ashura visual narratives of
Asrar al-Shahade by Borujerdi, which was published for the first time in 1268 A.H,, the story of Deir and the Raheb is
to what extent influenced by the content roots of creation (early pre-text: narratives historical and hadith, the middle
pre-text: Rawzat al-Shuhad3, the contemporary pre-text: Asrar al-Shahadeh) and in the meantime, how did Kho'i re-
flect on it? The findings indicate that Borujerdi’s seventh Majlis of Asrar al-Shahadeh entitled “In the Story of Deer and
Raheb” comprises four parts: (1. The arrival of the accursed Shimr at Deir and Deirani’s investigation of the condition
of the heads of that group, 2. The Raheb coming out of his house and seeing the prophets, 3. The arrival of the Amir
al-Mu’'minin and the conversation of the blessed head of the Seyyedo al-Shohada with his mother, 4. Talking to the old
Raheb with the blessed head of Hazrate Seyyedo al-Shohada and accepting Islam). According to the poetic narrative
of the events and Kho'i has created 3 images related to the 1st and 3rd sections. In the meantime, the image of part 1
largely corresponds to the early pre-text and the images of part 3 correspond to the middle and mostly contemporary
pre-text, so that this flow can be considered as the result of the popular beliefs and readings of the mass of the society,
which has been accompanied by distortion.
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1.Introduction

With the establishment of the Safavid government in
Iran and the declaration of Shiism as the official reli-
gion, a suitable space was provided to express the life
events of Shiite Imams in various literary and artis-
tic genres. During the Qajar period, this attitude ap-
peared more and more in the field of verse literature,
and with the arrival of the printing industry in Iran,
a favorable environment was created for its public
presentation, as the works produced were released
from monopoly and were published in numerous
numbers and made available to the audience. In the
meantime, one of the capabilities of lithography was
the possibility of using illustrations in the form of sep-
arate pages or part of the text. This ability (transmit-
ting the message of written narratives through visual
media) was considered a privileged advantage for
the Qajar community, which was generally illiterate.
Among the lithographic illustrated books, the works
related to the life of the Imams and especially the in-
cident of Karbala were always welcomed. Among the
illustrators of lithographic books with the Ashura
theme, Mirza ‘Ali-Qoli Kho'i is the first known artist in
this field, and his production works became a model
for illustrators of his time and after him. Among the
illustrations of this artist, which appeared for the
first time in the book Asrar al-Shahadeh in 1268 A.H.,
there is a reference to the story of Deir and Raheb.

2.Research Review

Subsequently, in order to know the intended content
of Kho'i (artist’'s mental roots) in the production of
this image collection, three written pre-texts can be
considered: 1. Basic pre-text (historical-hadith narra-
tives up to the 7th century A.H. which are relatively
free from distortion). 2. Middle text (Rawzat al-Shu-
hada by Kashefi, which is often accompanied by dis-
tortions). 3. The contemporary text (the poems of
Asrar al-Shahadeh by Borujerdi, whose illustrations
are next to its contents). Meanwhile, the ruling norms
(paratext) have also been an influential factor that
should be considered. Based on the mentioned cases,
this research has analyzed the visualizations.

3.Research Methodology

The current research, relying on the descriptive-ana-
lytical method and interdisciplinary approach, seeks
to explore the roots of the creation of the visual nar-
rative of the story of Deir and Raheb. Therefore, it has
tried from various artistic-historical angles, firstly, the
introduction of lithography to Iran and the brief in-
troduction of Mirza ‘Ali-Qoli Kho'i and the book Asrar
al-Shahadeh. Then the written texts are described in
three levels (basic pretext, middle pretext and con-
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temporary pretext).In the end, the impact of each of
the pretexts on the intended images is measured and
the accuracy of the content of the illustrations is also
examined.

4.Research Findings

The findings indicate that Borujerdi’s seventh Majlis
of Asrar al-Shahadeh entitled “In the Story of Deer
and Raheb” has four parts: 1. the arrival of the ac-
cursed Shimr at Deir and Deirani’s investigation of
the condition of the heads of that group; 2. the Raheb
coming out of his house and seeing the prophets; 3.
the arrival of the Amir al-Mu’'minin and the conver-
sation of the blessed head of the Seyyedo al-Shohada
with his mother, and 4. talking to the old Raheb with
the blessed head of Hazrate Seyyedo al-Shohada and
accepting Islam. According to the poetic narrative of
the events, Kho'i has created 3 images related to the
1st and 3rd sections. In the meantime, the image of
part 1 largely corresponds to the early pre-text and
the images of part 3 correspond to the middle and
mostly contemporary pre-text, so that this flow can
be considered as the result of the popular beliefs and
readings of the mass of the society, which has been
accompanied by distortion.

5.Conclusion

In the depiction of the Majlis of the caravan reaching
Deir, despite the use of three pretexts, norms (pa-
ratext) and artistic authority, one can recognize the
crystallization of the basic pretext in the other two
pretexts. In the illustration of the Majlis, entrusting
the head of Imam Hussain to the Raheb, in the image
of the presence of Hazrate Zahr3, the middle and con-
temporary pretexts and then the norms, and in the
image of the presence of Imam ‘Alj, only the contem-
porary pretexts and then the norms have been con-
sidered. It seems that using the cultural, social and
military norms that prevailed in the Qajar period in
order to create compatibility and connect the mind of
the audience as much as possible with the narrative
elements and artistic authority can be considered to
fill the information gaps mentioned in the three pre-
texts. However, the first part of the story of Deir and
Raheb is largely based on historical and hadith texts
(basic pre-text); in other words, it has the originality
of written and subsequently visual content. Howev-
er, in the narration of the presence of Hazrat Zahrj,
along with a group of women, the report of Rawzat
al-Shuhada was used by Borujerdiin the composition
of Asrar al-Shahadeh, and subsequently by Kho'l in
the illustration. This topic was mentioned for the first
time in Rawzat al-Shuhada and it was not mentioned
in any source before that. After that, Borujerdi also
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mentions the presence of Imam ‘Ali and his compan-
ions, as if for the first time in a text related to the
story of Deir and Raheb. Therefore, in depicting the
two recent Majlis, Kho'i created a work based on the
reports entered for the first time and most likely to be
inaccurate, and he has actually represented the scope
of distortion in the story of Deir and Raheb for the
first time in a visual medium. Apparently, from the
Qajar period onwards, the second part of the story
of Deir and Raheb, which was distorted, was trans-
formed into a collective belief and continued. As until
the contemporary period, this attitude has been con-

tinued in addition to visual arts, in other types of art
such as drama.
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