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Mirroring Attar’s Poems in the Painting Sheikh San’an and the Christian Girl
of the Qajar Era through Erwin Panofsky’s Theory of Iconography

Elaheh Panjehbashi?

Abstract

Paintings influenced by literature are among instances of the relationship between art
and literature in interdisciplinary studies in connection with comparative literature.
During the Qajar Era, due to the court’s penchant for lyrical and mystical stories,
there was an increase in attempts at illustrating such concepts more than ever before.
This approach can be seen in the painting Sheikh San’an and the Christian Girl of
the Qajar Era as a specimen without figure, introduced at Christie’s auction. The
purpose of this research is to investigate the mystical themes of Attar’s poetry and
the ways in which they are pictorially and symbolically reflected in this painting. The
significance of the present research is due to the literary and artistic importance of the
painting and the influence of mystical literature in its drawing method, painting style
and symbolic concepts. The main question of the research deals with how Attar’s
poetry has influenced the elements of symbolism in the painting and what influence
the painting has had on the art of Qajar court portrait painting, and also, how it can
be studied through Panofsky’s lens. The present study is a qualitative research and its
methodology is descriptive analytical, based on the iconography of Ervin Panofsky
in reading the meaning concealed in the artwork. Based on the results, this painting
shows the fusion of the achievements of mysticism, literature and the art of painting.
The central theme is a mystical-romantic theme, common to the Qajar painting
style and is a representation of the glory of love and mysticism. The painting can be
comparably adapted to the three stages of Panofsky’s reading, and the latent content
of this apparently romantic and mystical story depicts the trial not assigned by the
Christian girl but by God to test the Sheikh’s faith.

Key words: Qajar era, portraiture, iconography, Sheikh San’an and the Christian
Girl, Attar, semantics; Panofsky.
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