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Abstract:

The present study aimed to investigate and elucidate the probable origins of the Shir-o-Shekari painting style in Iran, with particular emphasis
on surviving examples found in the historic houses of Isfahan from the Safavid period to the end of the Qajar period. The research population
comprised the historic houses of Isfahan dating from the Safavid period to the late Qajar period, and the cases examined were selected
purposively using cluster and random sampling techniques. The study adopted a qualitative approach and was fundamental—applied in nature.
Data were collected through library research and field investigations. Data collection instruments and procedures included the examination
of historical documents and sources, direct observation, documentation of architectural and decorative examples, visual analysis, and semi-
structured interviews. The collected data were examined using deductive and inductive approaches, qualitative interpretation, and
comparative analysis of examples dating from the Safavid through the Qajar periods. The characteristics of the works were analyzed in terms
of technique, color palette and tonal qualities, subject matter, spatial composition, and indications of influence from artistic schools and
Western art. The findings indicate that Shir-o-Shekari painting has its roots in Iran’s longstanding traditions of decorative painting and that
the formation of its distinctive identity and coherent structure was associated with the Safavid period and the flourishing of architecture-
related arts in Isfahan. The results also demonstrate that approximately half of the historic houses examined contained architectural
foundations and decorative elements dating to the Safavid period, which continued to evolve during the Qajar period. Furthermore, the
hypothesis that the designation Shir-o-Shekari may be associated with brown unrefined sugar and textiles characterized by a cream-colored
background with brown floral motifs is proposed; however, no direct historical evidence has yet been identified to conclusively substantiate
this hypothesis.
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Extended Abstract

Historic Iranian architecture constitutes one of the most important material manifestations of the country’s cultural, artistic,
social, and environmental history, and historic houses in particular provide a uniquely rich context for examining the interaction
between architectural form, everyday life, social organization, material culture, and decorative arts. Unlike governmental,
religious, and public buildings, historic houses were directly shaped by the lifestyles, family structures, economic capacities,

social positions, cultural values, aesthetic preferences, and behavioral patterns of their occupants; therefore, they should be
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understood not merely as physical structures but as complex cultural documents in which multiple layers of social and artistic
history have been preserved. From this perspective, the architecture of the Iranian house emerged through the interaction of
functional needs, cultural traditions, social relations, environmental conditions, and symbolic meanings, making residential
architecture an important field for reconstructing historical patterns of life and cultural identity (1, 8). Isfahan is particularly
significant in this regard because its transformation into the Safavid capital turned the city into a major political, economic,
commercial, cultural, and artistic center, while its residential architecture continued to develop through subsequent historical
periods. The surviving houses of Isfahan preserve a wide range of spatial organizations, construction techniques, decorative
systems, wall paintings, stucco work, colored glass, mirror work, inscriptions, and ornamental compositions that reveal both
continuity and transformation from the Safavid through the Qajar periods (2, 6). Among the less systematically studied
decorative traditions in these houses is the painting style known as Shir-o-Shekari, characterized predominantly by the
juxtaposition of light creamy or milky grounds with brown, reddish-brown, or related tonal motifs. The conceptual origin,
historical development, and etymology of this decorative style have not been documented comprehensively, and its visual
resemblance to certain forms of stucco decoration has sometimes complicated its identification. The term itself is especially
important because historical lexical evidence indicates that Shir-o-Shekari was also used to describe textiles with white, milky,
or light-colored grounds combined with brownish or reddish motifs, suggesting a possible relationship between the terminology
of material culture, textile appearance, and architectural decoration (3). At the same time, the “sugar” component of the term
raises the possibility that the visual appearance of raw or incompletely refined sugar, which historically exhibited cream-to-
brown tonalities, may also have contributed to the conceptual or chromatic association underlying the name. These
considerations make it necessary to distinguish carefully between the origin of the painting technique, the origin of the visual
idea, and the origin of the term itself, since these dimensions may have emerged from different but interacting historical
processes.

The principal objective of the present study was therefore to investigate and explain the probable origins of the idea of Shir-
o-Shekari painting in Iran, with particular emphasis on surviving examples in the historic houses of Isfahan from the Safavid
period to the end of the Qajar period, while also examining the possible relationships among technique, chromatic organization,
terminology, textiles, sugar, material culture, and residential decorative traditions. The theoretical framework of the study was
based on the premise that the origin of an artistic style should not necessarily be attributed to a single historical cause, but may
instead be understood as a multilayered process arising from interactions among artistic traditions, available materials, trade
networks, cultural practices, visual experiences, and systems of naming. In this framework, the textile hypothesis has relatively
direct linguistic support because historical descriptions identify Shir-o-Shekari fabrics as textiles with white or milky
backgrounds and brown, reddish, or related motifs (3). Such descriptions closely correspond to the dominant chromatic logic
of the architectural paintings identified under the same name and therefore provide a plausible basis for considering the transfer
of a visual and terminological pattern from textiles to architectural decoration. At the same time, the sugar hypothesis remains
relevant because sugar occupied an important place in the material and commercial culture of Safavid Iran. Historical studies
indicate that domestic sugar production had declined significantly before and during the Safavid period, leading Iran to depend
increasingly on imported sugar, particularly from India, while Isfahan became an important node in the movement and
consumption of imported goods because of its political centrality and active commercial networks (4). Sugar was also a valuable
commaodity associated particularly with courtly and affluent patterns of consumption, meaning that its appearance, value, and
sensory qualities were part of the material experience of elite urban life (5). Nevertheless, the study deliberately treated these

two hypotheses differently: the textile hypothesis was regarded as having stronger lexical and descriptive evidence, whereas
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the sugar hypothesis was approached as a complementary historical possibility requiring additional documentary, linguistic,
and material confirmation. The study thus sought not to prove a predetermined origin, but to evaluate the relative explanatory
strength of available evidence concerning how a particular chromatic and decorative idea may have been conceptualized,
named, transferred, and stabilized within the architecture of historic houses.

Methodologically, the research adopted a qualitative, fundamental-applied, historical, descriptive-analytical, and
comparative approach. The research population consisted of historic houses located within the old urban fabric of Isfahan and
dating from the Safavid period to the end of the Qajar period, with particular attention to houses containing identifiable Shir-
o-Shekari decorations. The selection of cases was based on purposive and criterion-based qualitative sampling, supplemented
by cluster and random considerations where necessary to ensure geographical and contextual diversity across historic
neighborhoods. Thirty-eight historic houses were examined, selected according to criteria including the presence of relatively
authentic Shir-o-Shekari paintings, physical accessibility for field investigation, recognizability of stylistic characteristics,
availability of reliable historical or architectural documentation, and accessibility of visual and textual data. The logic of
purposive sampling was consistent with the aim of qualitative inquiry, which emphasizes depth, interpretive richness, and the
selection of information-rich cases rather than statistical representativeness (9, 10). Data were collected through library
research, historical document analysis, direct observation, architectural and decorative documentation, visual analysis, and
semi-structured interviews. The research employed both inductive and deductive reasoning, and the primary analytical strategy
combined qualitative content analysis with comparative examination of historical examples (7, 13). The paintings were
classified and compared according to execution technique, substrate, chromatic qualities, subject matter, spatial composition,
influence of artistic schools such as the Isfahan school, and indications of Western artistic influence during the Qajar period.
The study also drew on interpretive qualitative principles emphasizing meaning construction, contextual analysis, and pattern
recognition in visual and documentary data (11, 12). In addition, the houses were considered through cultural, social, economic,
and political dimensions in order to relate artistic production to ownership patterns, social status, household structure,
architectural scale, and the broader cultural role of residential heritage (14). For the technical investigation of painting materials,
X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy (XRF) was employed to identify elemental composition in the preparation layers of selected
examples, with particular attention to the possible presence of white mineral materials associated with traditional Iranian wall-
painting practices.

The findings demonstrated that Shir-o-Shekari painting was not an isolated decorative technique but part of a multilayered
ornamental system integrated into the spatial and aesthetic organization of historic houses. Approximately half of the houses
examined exhibited architectural or decorative foundations associated with the Safavid period, while many of these features
were continued, modified, or expanded during the Qajar period. The spatial analysis of the thirty-eight houses showed that
certain architectural elements were highly recurrent, with the shahneshin present in all cases, followed by entrances, pools,
gardens, corridors, halls, three-door rooms, and side rooms. This recurrence indicates that Shir-o-Shekari painting developed
within a relatively stable spatial framework in which ceremonial, reception, and visually prominent interior spaces played a
major role. The decorative analysis further showed that Shir-o-Shekari paintings coexisted extensively with line decoration,
stucco work, colored glass, wall painting on plaster, mirror work, gilding, mugarnas, inscriptions, and other ornamental
techniques, confirming that the style should be understood as one component of an integrated decorative environment rather
than as an autonomous artistic practice. Historical and architectural evidence likewise supports the importance of Isfahan’s
residential heritage as a context in which artistic techniques were transmitted and transformed across generations (2, 16, 17).

The material investigation of the preparation layer identified a high concentration of calcium in the XRF analysis, which,



140 S

. & ¢ > e 0,99
S s e

together with field observations and knowledge of traditional materials, supported the identification of a white mineral
preparation associated with so-called gol-e sefid or huntite. This material, characterized by a fine texture, light color, and
suitability for forming a smooth painting substrate, appears to have played an important role in producing the pale background
that visually distinguishes Shir-o-Shekari compositions. The combination of white or cream grounds with darker brown or
reddish motifs strengthens the visual correspondence between the painting style and historical descriptions of Shir-o-Shekari
textiles. At the same time, documentary evidence concerning sugar indicates that Safavid Iran was primarily a consumer and
importer rather than a major exporter of sugar, making any explanation based on “brown sugar exported from Iran” historically
problematic (4). This finding is significant because it requires the sugar hypothesis to be reformulated around the sensory and
material presence of sugar in Safavid urban culture rather than around an unsupported assumption of large-scale Iranian sugar
export.

The comparative interpretation of the findings suggests that the origin of Shir-o-Shekari should be understood through the
interaction of continuity and reinterpretation. From the technical perspective, the style appears to have roots in older Iranian
traditions of wall painting, plaster decoration, architectural ornamentation, and surface treatment, which were already deeply
embedded in the decorative culture of Iranian buildings before the Safavid period. However, the formation of a more coherent
visual identity appears to have been closely associated with the Safavid era, when Isfahan experienced unprecedented
architectural expansion, royal patronage, artistic specialization, and intensified interaction among workshops, artisans, patrons,
markets, imported goods, and different branches of material culture (6). The city’s role as a capital and commercial center
likely facilitated the circulation of motifs, colors, materials, terminologies, and visual conventions between architecture,
textiles, painting, decorative crafts, and consumer goods. In this context, the hypothesis that the name and chromatic concept
of Shir-o-Shekari may have been influenced by textile culture is particularly plausible, because textiles constituted a major
component of social display, household furnishing, trade, clothing, and visual culture, and the term itself is documented in
relation to fabrics with comparable color relationships (3). The sugar hypothesis remains potentially relevant at the level of
sensory association, since unrefined or partially refined sugar could exhibit cream, beige, and brown tonalities and was present
in the consumption culture of affluent Safavid society (4, 5). Yet the absence of direct historical evidence connecting the term
used in painting to sugar itself means that this explanation must remain secondary to the textile interpretation. The findings
therefore support a distinction between the history of the technique and the history of the name: the painting method may have
evolved from established traditions of architectural painting and plaster decoration, while the designation Shir-o-Shekari and
its recognizable chromatic identity may have emerged later through associations with textiles, material goods, and familiar
visual experiences. This distinction is methodologically important because it prevents the misleading assumption that a shared
name necessarily indicates a shared technical origin and allows the phenomenon to be understood as the product of converging
artistic, linguistic, material, and cultural processes.

In conclusion, the study indicates that Shir-o-Shekari painting in the historic houses of Isfahan should be regarded as a
historically layered decorative tradition whose technical roots are embedded in longstanding Iranian practices of architectural
painting and plaster ornamentation, while its distinctive visual identity appears to have been consolidated during the Safavid
period and continued to evolve through the Qajar era. The evidence further suggests that the origin of the term and chromatic
concept may not be identical to the origin of the execution technique. Among the proposed explanations, the textile hypothesis
currently has stronger support because the historical use of the term Shir-o-Shekari for fabrics with light grounds and brown or
reddish motifs corresponds closely to the visual characteristics of the architectural paintings. The sugar hypothesis remains

possible as a complementary explanation related to material experience and color association, but it cannot presently be
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regarded as a definitive historical source for either the name or the technique. The technical findings, including the identification
of calcium-rich white preparation layers associated with traditional white mineral materials, also demonstrate that the visual
effect of these paintings depended on deliberate material choices that reinforced the contrast between pale backgrounds and
darker decorative motifs. Overall, the emergence of Shir-o-Shekari painting is best interpreted not as the result of a single
invention or isolated event, but as the outcome of interaction among architectural traditions, decorative techniques, textile
culture, material commaodities, trade, aesthetic preferences, and the social environment of historic Isfahan. Further historical,
archival, textile, technical, and laboratory investigations are required to determine the earliest documented use of the term,
establish the chronological relationship between textile and architectural applications, compare surviving historical fabrics with
wall paintings, and analyze pigments and preparation layers more systematically. Such research can contribute not only to a
more precise understanding of Shir-o-Shekari painting but also to the broader reconstruction of the relationship between

material culture, everyday life, artistic production, and residential architecture in the cultural history of Iran.
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