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Abstract

During the reign of Shah Abbas, I and beyond, Isfahan emerged as a preeminent cultural and political center
within Safavid Iran, shaped by the relocation of the capital, the resettlement of thousands of Armenians in
the New Jolfa district, and increasing interactions with Europe. This period witnessed the rise of a vibrant
capital adorned with architectural masterpieces, including mosques, palaces, bridges, and residences. The
historic homes of New Jolfa, particularly the Sokias House, stand out for their intricate decorative schemes,
which reflect a synthesis of Safavid architectural traditions and European artistic influences. This study
examines the murals of the Sokias House, focusing on their stylistic connections to European painting, with
particular emphasis on the engravings of the seventeenth-century French artist Francois Mazut. Through a
combination of archival research, field observations, photography, and comparative analysis, this paper
categorizes the house’s adornments and explores the broader impact of European art on Safavid mural
painting. Limited access to primary sources necessitated reliance on secondary literature, travelogues, and
firsthand documentation of the site. The findings underscore the profound influence of French gravure
techniques on the Sokias murals, offering new insights into the cross-cultural exchanges of the Safavid era.
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Introduction

The historic residences of Isfahan represent a pinnacle of Safavid architectural artistry, blending indigenous
design with foreign influences (see Figure 1). Among these, the Sokias House in New Jolfa exemplifies this
fusion, distinguished by its authenticity, its role as a site of European artistic exchange, and its designation in
1977 as Iran’s first restoration school (Razani, 2010). Likely constructed during the reign of Shah Abbas II
(r. 1642-1660), the house reflects a period of intensified trade with Europe, which facilitated the influx of
European paintings and prints into Isfahan’s markets (Azhand, 1990). These imported works reshaped local
aesthetic preferences and inspired the integration of European techniques into Safavid interior decoration,
particularly in murals (see Figure 3). The German traveler Olearius (1989) describes a hall in New Jolfa
resembling the Sokias House, noting its Europeanized features (p. 556). This article investigates the murals
of the Sokias House, aiming to identify their primary sources of inspiration and assess their similarities with
European engravings, notably those of Francois Mazut. The research addresses two central questions: (1)
What are the principal influences behind the Sokias House murals? (2) How do these murals correspond to
the imported paintings and engravings of the period? By situating the Sokias House within the broader
context of Safavid-European artistic dialogue, this study illuminates the emergence of a hybrid visual culture
in seventeenth-century Iran.

Research Method

This study employs a mixed-method approach, integrating analytical, descriptive, historical, and comparative
techniques. Data were gathered through library research, including reviews of scholarly articles, historical
documents, and travelogues, supplemented by field investigations of the Sokias House. On-site
documentation involved detailed photography and observation of the murals, enabling firsthand analysis of
their composition and style.

The Decorations and Wall Paintings of the Sokias House

The Sokias House preserves an exceptional array of Safavid decorative arts, encompassing murals, gilding,
brickwork, wood carving, and plasterwork (tongbori) (Karapetyan, 1968, p. 123; Moteghi, 1996; Razani&
Almasi Nia, 2013) (see Figure 4). Its murals can be classified into seven distinct categories: (1) miniature
paintings in opaque and transparent watercolor, (2) figurative oil paintings in a Europeanized style, (3) floral
motifs on gilded backgrounds, (4) floral and animal compositions, (5) monochrome animal paintings (tasheri),
(6) pastiglia and gilding decorations, and (7) painted wood ornamentation (Jahangiri, 1997, pp. 19-21). These
categories reflect a sophisticated interplay of Persian and European artistic traditions, with the Europeanized
oil paintings standing out as a hallmark of cultural exchange.

Europeanization in Iranian Painting

The Safavid period marked a turning point in Iran’s engagement with European art, catalyzed by Shah Abbas
I’s economic reforms around 1600 CE. These policies opened Iran to international trade, ushering in
European capital, culture, and artistic practices (Floor et al., 2002, p. 30). During Shah Abbas II’s reign,
European painters—particularly Dutch and French—settled in New Jolfa, drawn by shared Christian ties
with the Armenian community (Azhand, 2006, pp. 187—193). The Armenians, active in trade with Europe,
became conduits for European painting techniques, as exemplified by the artist Minas, who mastered
portraiture, religious themes, and landscapes in a Western idiom.

European prints and paintings flooded Isfahan’s markets, influencing local tastes and prompting Iranian
artists to adopt Western techniques and motifs—a phenomenon termed farangisazi (Europeanization)
(Hosseini, 2005, p. 16). While Safavid painters cautiously adapted these imports, often “Iranizing” them to
align with local traditions, the result was a distinctive eclectic style paralleling that of the Isfahan School of
Painting (Sharifzadeh, 1996, p. 162). This shift also reflected a broader cultural transition from mystical to
secular themes, mirroring changes in societal attitudes during the Safavid era.

Frangois Mazut and His Works

Francois Mazut, a seventeenth-century French artist, is renowned for his engravings, including the series The
Four Times of Day (1650—1660), executed with engravers Gabriel and Imber (see Figures 5-10). These works
depict aristocratic figures in local attire, often holding mirrors, capturing the elegance and daily life of the
French elite. Historical evidence suggests that copies of this seties reached Isfahan, influencing the Sokias
House murals (see Figures 6—7; Table 1). In 1665, during Shah Abbas II’s reign, Louis XIV of France sent
engravings—including Mazut’s works—as diplomatic gifts to Iran, which were subsequently emulated by
Iranian artists (Kanbay, 2000, p. 61). Mazut’s gravures, characterized by their linear precision and thematic
richness, provided a template for the Europeanized murals of Safavid interiors.

Results

The Sokias House murals are distributed across two key spaces: the Ivan (columned porch) and the Cross-
shaped Hall.
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Ivan (Columned Porch): This section features 20 life-sized oil and watercolor paintings arranged in two rows
along the eastern and western facades. Six paintings occupy alcoves, while four adorn the arch surfaces (see
Figure 8). Themes include individual portraits of men and women in European and Iranian attire, an Iranian
prince with a servant smoking a hookah, a teacher in a classroom, French-style party scenes, and a veiled
woman with a wine glass—possibly a maid honored in the artwork. Additional scenes depict feasting,
entertainment, and aristocratic figures distinguished by ornate clothing and hierarchical positioning (Aghajani,
1980, pp. 160-175) (see Figures 9-11). Notable compositions include an Indian-inspired figure with dagger
and striped trousers (Figures 12a—b) and a lady holding a military portrait (Figure 12c). While Creswell (1968,
p. 35) attributes these works to Dutch influence, their stylistic affinity with French painting, particularly
Mazut’s engravings, is unmistakable (Karapetyan, 20006, p. 1306).

Cross-shaped Hall: This area contains murals likely imported or inspired by seventeenth-century European
travelers. Creswell (1968, p. 68) argues they were painted on-site, citing the figures’ postures; though their
facial features atre distinctly European. Alcove paintings by local artists appear less refined, contrasting with
two life-sized European figures: a man with a gun, bird, and dog in the western section, and a woman in red
velvet holding prayer beads and a pomegranate in the eastern section (see Figures 13-14). These
compositions closely resemble Mazut’s Gravure Episodes of the Era, sharing details such as clothing,
accessories, posture, and accompanying dogs.

Conclusion

The Sokias House stands as a testament to the architectural and artistic heritage of New Jolfa’s Armenian
community, with its murals reflecting a profound engagement with European art. Comparative analysis
reveals that Frangois Mazut’s engravings, particularly The Four Times of Day, served as a primary influence,
with striking parallels in figure depiction (three-quarter views, European hairstyles, and jewelry), thematic
elements (hunting, nobility, and domestic scenes), and props (weapons, birds, and dogs). Some murals may
also portray real inhabitants of the house, adding a biographical dimension. Challenging prior claims of
English influence, this study highlights the dominance of French gravure techniques in shaping the Sokias
murals, underscoring their significance within the Safavid-European artistic dialogue.
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Figure 3. Plan, three views and a section of the three-dimensional plan of Sokias house and the place of

the studied paintings (KKaraptian,1968)
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Figure 4. A General Overview of the Decorations of the Sokias House
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Figure 5. Engraving "Four Times of the Day," Gabriel Eibern, 1650 AD. The printed works in the form

of engravings made by engraving and chisel are bound in dimensions of 29.5 x 38.2 cm.
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Figure 6. (A) The Loving Couple, Painter Engraver of Francois Mazut's Work / Summer Season (Potta

Polonica, n.d.) (B). The Loving Couple, Lacquer Painting on the Cover of the Khamsa of Nizami Copied

by Wahhabi Sajavandi, from the Paintings of Frangois Mazut dated 1003-5 AH/1595-7 AD, the

illustrations Isfahan, mid-17th century (Diba, Akhtiar, 1998). (C). The Lovers, Unknown Attist, Isfahan,

Sokias Main Hall, Oil on Plaster. (D). The oldest image of the artwork in 1977, indicating extensive

damages, especially in the area of the eyes of the personages. (Isfahan Cultural Heritage Archive)
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Figure 7.(A). The Loving Couple, Autumn Season, Painter Engraver Attributed to Francois Mazut (Porta

Polonica, n.d)(B). the Loving Couple, Lacquer Painting on the Cover of the Khamsa of Nizami copied

by Wahhabi Sajavandi, inspired by the paintings of Francois Mazut (Sotheby's, n.d.) (C). The Lovers,

Unknown Artist, Isfahan, Sokias Main Hall, Oil on Plaster.(D). The oldest image of the work in 1977,

which indicates extensive damage, especially in the area of the eyes of the personages. (Isfahan Cultural

Heritage Archive)
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Table 1. Comparative study of visual signs in three works of couple in love with male and female

figures
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Figure 8. A. The western facade of the Ivan of the Sokias House, B. Image of an Armenian woman on

the western facade of the Sokias House's Ivan
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Figure 9. (A) Noon graver . from the Four Parts of the Day series by Francois Mazut (Mazut, n.d.), (B).

Feast painting on the western facade of the Ivan of the Sokias House, (C). Feast painting on the western

facade of the Sokias House's Ivan
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Figure 12. A. Wall paintings on the eastern facade of the Ivan of the Sokias House, B. Painting of an

Indian man holding a glass in the upper row of the eastern facade of the Sokias House's Ivan, C. Probable

painting of Queen Elizabeth in the 17th centuty in the lower row of the eastern facade of the Sokias

House's Ivan
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Figure 11.A. Francois Mazut the Graveur in his quadruple times of the day series and its elements in
the wall painting of the Sokias House. B. A man in European clothing with a gun in hand, accompanied

by his dog: Alcove in the upper part of the Cross-shaped Hall, western facade
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