14

Rahpooye Honarha-ye Sana’ee Quarterly
Vol. 4, Issue 11, No. 1, Spring 2024

Review of Old Woman and Sultan Sanjar Paintings
Based on Panofsky’s Opinions in the Safavid
School

Zaynab Moradian Gojeh-Baglo', Nouri Asieh?

Received: 2023/12/09, Accepted: 2024/01/29
Doi: 10.22034/rac.2024.720775

Abstract

Makhzan al-Asrar is one of the five famous Masnavis of Nizami Ganjavi, which
contains various stories and anecdotes in moral, social, political, etc. fields. Ni-
zami displayed his poetic intuition in Makhzan-ul-Asrar and considered it the
introduction to composing this venerable work. The moral themes in Nizami's
ghazals are mixed with mysticism. In his odes, Nizami mostly presents moral
concepts and advice, recommends abandoning the world, solitude, patience, con-
tentment, goodness, generosity, and criticizing worldly people. The poetic form
of this famous poet is the ode, and he played a fundamental role in its growth and
development, especially in its romantic type. Makhzan-ul-Asrar is written as a
Masnavi and in the mystical and moral stories genre. One of the famous stories
in this work is the story of "The Old Woman and Sultan Sanjar," which contains
symbols of wisdom, morality, and the philosophy of life. The painting of the Old
Woman and Sultan Sanjar in the Safavid school is one of Iran's artistic master-
pieces. Several paintings with this story can be seen in the Safavid period, all of
which show an open space and nature, in which Sultan Sanjar is riding a horse,
and several people on foot and horseback are seen next to him. Each painting
is in different colors, but their content is the same. Various topics have been de-
picted in the copying of literary books in historical periods, and several painters
have also depicted the aforementioned story. In this research, an attempt is made
to examine and analyze the illustrations in the Safavid school with the analytical
perspective of Erwin Panofsky's iconology. The word iconography is derived
from combining the words icon, meaning image, and graph, meaning writing.
Iconology, as an approach and method, is fundamentally concerned with analyz-
ing works of art, especially visual works of art, in a way that helps the general
and specific audience understand these works and, in this way, helps establish
the aforementioned connection. It has also opened a new path in art studies to
analyzing and interpreting works of art by proposing new and diverse approach-
es to art historical topics. Panofsky is one of the art theorists who worked in the
20th century. He examines and criticizes images and artistic effects in depth in
an analytical manner. Erwin Panofsky considers iconology a branch of art his-
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tory that deals with the content and meaning of a work of art as the opposite of
form and has expressed its understanding and interpretation in works of art in
three different semantic formats. This research will examine the story's form and
content based on the illustrations. The question raised in this research is, what
is the relationship between the form and content of the illustrations based on
Panofsky's views? This article was conducted in a descriptive-comparative man-
ner, and the information was collected using a library method. The results show
that the existing paintings from different periods mainly depict the poem's first
verse related to the story of "Sultan Sanjar and the Old Woman." In Panofsky's
opinion, they are not only outstanding works of art but also a deep understanding
of symbology and religious meanings is clearly visible, and they can be placed
in the context of the history of Iranian art and its effects on world culture. As an
art historian, especially in Islamic works of art, Panofsky was able to apply his
critical and analytical perspective conceptually and symbolically, contributing
to a better understanding of the works of art. The color of clothes in Islamic
art not only indicates the social status of individuals but also plays a role in re-
flecting individuals' spiritual and psychological characteristics. In this painting,
Sultan Sanjar's clothes are orange and green, symbolizing his power, wealth,
and prestige. Also, his body shape and clothes are designed mostly in a straight
and elongated way, an example of the king's power. In contrast, the old wom-
an's clothes use softer and more subdued colors, such as white and blue, which
symbolize simplicity and social poverty. The shape of her body and clothes use
soft, curved lines so that all of these patterns and colors reflect society's different
social and class differences.

Keywords: Erwin Panofsky, Iconology, Painting, Sultan Sanjar, Old woman
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