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The Reflection of Romantic and Mystical Narratives in
Qajar Tile Paintings: A Case Study of the Works of Ali
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Abstract

The Qajar period should be considered as one of the most
significant and innovative eras in the history of Iranian art,
an age in which traditional artistic heritage and emerging
modern currents converged. The tile paintings of this
period not only show the aesthetic taste and technical
mastery of artists but also serve as a medium for reflecting
literary themes and narrative traditions. Among the diverse
themes used, romantic and mystical narratives have a
particularly prominent position. Ali Muhammad Isfahani,
one of the most distinguished artists and tilemakers in this
era, utilized his expertise in painting and tilework to
produce works that harmoniously integrate khatayi and
eslimi patterns  and  Persian = miniature  painting.
Accordingly, this study seeks to address two primary
questions: First, which romantic and mystical narratives
are reflected in Qajar tile paintings? Second, what visual
techniques and stylistic features did Ali Muhammad
Isfahani employ to depict these themes? The present
article is an attempt to analyze the role of romantic and
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mystical narratives within the tile paintings of this artist.
Using a descriptive-analytical approach, this study draws
on library and archival resources. The findings show that
Isfahani, by merging his skills in painting and tile
painting, has been able to visualize the themes of the
classical Persian literature, particularly narratives from
Nezami’s Khamsa in the form of tile paintings. Using
varied geometric compositions such as oval and
rectangular frames, adherence to principles of perspective,
and the creation of visual depth, he has been able to reflect
romantic and mystical narratives in his works artistically
and effectively.

Keywords: Tile painting, Qajar era, Romantic and Mystical
narratives, Ali Muhammad Isfahani, Composition.
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The Reflection of Romantic and Mystical Narratives in
Qajar Tile Paintings: A Case Study of the Works of Ali
Muhammad Isfahani

Extensive Abstract

Introduction: As an innovative and influential era in the Iranian art
history, the Qajar period is marked by the integration of earlier artistic
traditions with new currents and external influences. Tile painting, which
previously had primarily religious and public applications, was
extensively used for expression and representation of diverse themes
including literary and narrative subjects within palaces, mansions, and
aristocratic residences. A prominent manifestation of this development is
the representation of romantic and mystical stories on tiles, forging a
profound connection between classical Persian literature and the visual
arts. Ali Muhammad Isfahani, a master artist in the late Qajar period
renowned for his command of design, painting, and tile painting
techniques, created works that adeptly translate literary narratives into
visual form through tile panels. Despite the existing studies on Qajar
tilework, a notable gap remains in the systematic and precise analysis of
the narrative and aesthetic representation of these themes, particularly in
the works of a prominent artist like Ali Muhammad Isfahani. The present
study aims to address this gap by examining the place and methods
through which romantic and mystical narratives are reflected in the tile
paintings of this artist. The primary research questions addressed in the
present study are: 1) Which romantic and mystical narratives are
reflected in Qajar tile paintings, specifically in the works of Ali
Muhammad Isfahani? 2) What techniques, visual characteristics, and
compositional strategies did the artist employ to represent these themes?
Method: This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, and the
related data was gathered from library and documentary sources,
including specialized books, articles, image archives, and museum
records. The sample population included tile panels attributed to or
confirmed to have been painted by Ali Muhammad Isfahani in the
Golestan Palace collection. From over 120 pieces, seven tile panels
were selected as case studies through purposive sampling based on
specific criteria: bearing an inscription or signature reading “the work
of Ali Muhammad Isfahani,” dating from 1250-1270 AH, featuring
romantic or mystical themes, and being in suitable condition with
accessible, high-quality archival records. The sample included five
works with romantic-mystical themes and two with purely mystical
themes. Data analysis employed an interdisciplinary approach (artistic,
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literary, and historical), utilizing systematic analytical tables to examine
technical features, composition, and narrative content.

Findings:The findings indicate that romantic and mystical themes
drawn from classical Persian literature, particularly the narrative poems
from Nezami’s Khamsa (such as Leili and Majnun and Khosrow and
Shirin) as well as mystical tales, feature prominently and effectively in
Ali Muhammad Isfahani’s tile paintings. By integrating his skills in
painting and tile painting, the artist successfully transformed these
literary narratives from text into image. The key visual and technical
characteristics observed in these works include: the use of varied
geometric frames and compositions, such as ovals and rectangles, to
organize scenes; the application of perspective and shading to create
visual depth and realistic spatial arrangement; the integration of
decorative eslimi and khatayi patterns with narrative elements and
human figures; and the intelligent use of colors such as lapis lazuli blue
and turquoise, which enrich the wvisual appeal while preserving
traditional identity. These features not only demonstrate the artist’s
technical mastery but also reflect his narrative and literary view in
creating visual artworks.

Discussion and conclusion: Analysis of the selected tile paintings by
Ali Muhammad Isfahani indicates that this Qajar artist has skillfully
recreated romantic and mystical narratives, which are deeply rooted in
Iranian culture and identity, in a visual language and within a new
format (non-religious decorative tile panels in palaces). This
representation transcends mere ornamentation, conveying cultural
meanings, expressing the artist’s worldview, and reflecting the literary
and aesthetic tendencies of the Qajar period. Isfahani’s success in
creating these works stems from his ability to connect Persian painting
traditions (particularly the Qajar school) with advanced tilework
techniques, as well as his profound understanding of narrative literature.
This study demonstrates that Qajar tile paintings, especially those
created by masters such as Ali Muhammad Isfahani, serve as valuable
resources for understanding the dynamic interaction between literature
and visual arts in the Iranian modern history. Future studies are
recommended to conduct comparative studies of these works with
illustrated manuscripts from the same period, perform sociological
analyses of the audiences for such tile paintings in both religious and
secular buildings, and undertake more detailed technical studies of the
materials and techniques used in their creation.

Keywords: Tile painting, Qajar era, Romantic and Mystical
narratives, Ali Muhammad Isfahani, Composition.



