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Abstract:

The fascination with beauty and self-adornment has been a universal practice not only in modern times but also throughout history. A glance at the religious
and traditional ceremonies of early humans in caves reveals how they used body painting as a form of self-expression. Over time, as customs and cultures
evolved across societies, makeup and grooming practices also diversified. In Iranian culture, where the Shia religion holds significant influence, adherence to
religious principles has been particularly important. The makeup practices observed among Iranian women from earlier periods to the present day exhibit
striking differences. Makeup has transformed drastically from what was seen in previous eras and is now incomparable (even extending into theater, cinema,
and television). The concepts of appearing cleaner and more beautiful have merged, taking on a new dimension. One of the key aspects of this research is the
examination and analysis of makeup and theatrical makeup from the late Qajar period to the present day. The study explores how women in Iranian culture
applied makeup, as well as the differences and similarities between historical and contemporary makeup practices, while considering relevant influencing
factors.
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Extended Abstract

The pursuit of beauty and self-adornment has been a universal phenomenon throughout human history, transcending cultural
and temporal boundaries. Early humans engaged in body painting as a form of self-expression during religious and traditional
ceremonies, a practice that evolved alongside societal customs and cultural norms (5). In Iranian culture, where Shia Islam has
played a dominant role, adherence to religious principles has significantly influenced beauty practices, particularly among
women. The transformation of makeup practices from ancient times to the present day is stark, with contemporary makeup
diverging drastically from its historical counterparts, especially as it has expanded into theater, cinema, and television (4). This
study employs a descriptive-analytical methodology, drawing on archival research to trace the history of makeup and theatrical
makeup in Iran from the Qajar era to the Pahlavi 1l period. The research aims to explore the cultural significance of makeup,
its evolution, and its role in theater, while addressing the societal and economic factors that have shaped its use. By examining
historical texts, archaeological findings, and cultural narratives, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of

how makeup has been perceived and utilized in Iranian society, particularly among women and theater performers.
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The definition and cultural significance of makeup have been documented in Persian lexicons and historical texts. Moin's
Persian Dictionary defines makeup as "beautification, adornment, and preparation,” while Dehkhoda's lexicon traces its
etymology to the Pahlavi word "arayeshn," emphasizing its role in embellishment and appearance (1, 2). Cosmetic materials,
as defined by the Oxford Dictionary and the 1984 Cosmetic Control Regulations, include substances applied to the skin, hair,
or nails for cleansing, perfuming, or altering appearance (3). The historical use of cosmetics in Iran dates back thousands of
years, with evidence suggesting that early Iranians employed natural oils, plant extracts, and mineral pigments for both aesthetic
and ritual purposes. Archaeological discoveries in sites like Huto Cave in Mazandaran and Bisotun in Kermanshah reveal the
use of bone tools, colored stones, and animal teeth for adornment, highlighting the deep-rooted tradition of self-beautification
in ancient Iran (5). During the Achaemenid and Sassanian periods, makeup became a sophisticated art, with women and men
using kohl (sormeh), henna, and red ochre (sorkhab) to enhance their features. Notably, historical figures like Darius the Great
and the Parthian commander Surena were known to use cosmetics, reflecting the absence of gender restrictions in ancient
Iranian beauty practices (6).

The Islamic conquest of Iran brought significant changes to cosmetic practices, as makeup became confined to private spaces
and primarily associated with married women. Despite these restrictions, the cultural exchange during the Safavid and Qajar
eras introduced new materials and techniques, particularly through trade with Europe. The Qajar period marked a pivotal shift,
as chemical-based cosmetics from France and Britain replaced traditional plant-based preparations, leading to heavier and more
conspicuous makeup styles (4). This era also saw the modernization of theater, with traditional forms like Ta'zieh and Ruhozi
theater incorporating elaborate makeup techniques. The Constitutional Revolution further accelerated cultural exchanges, as
increased travel to Europe exposed Iranians to Western beauty standards and theatrical practices. However, the forced unveiling
decree of 1935 under Reza Shah and the subsequent Westernization policies disrupted traditional beauty norms, promoting
excessive and often ridiculed makeup trends among women (6). The Pahlavi era's embrace of Hollywood-inspired aesthetics
and the mass migration of rural populations to cities further entrenched Western cosmetic trends, as depicted in contemporary
critiques by intellectuals like Jalal Al-e Ahmad, who lamented the commodification of women's appearance (5).

The concept of the "Seven Tools of Makeup" (Haft Qalam-e Arayesh) encapsulates the traditional Iranian approach to
cosmetics, which included kohl, henna, white lead (safidab), red ochre, wasmeh (indigo for eyebrows), zark (yellow pigment),
and beauty spots (khal) (6). These materials, often derived from natural sources, were reserved for married women, reflecting
societal norms that linked makeup to marital status and maturity. The symbolic number seven, representing perfection in Iranian
culture, underscored the ritualistic and almost sacred nature of these practices (5). Historical texts like the 12th-century Samak-
e Ayyar and medical writings by Avicenna and Biruni document the therapeutic and aesthetic uses of these materials,
highlighting their dual role in beauty and skincare. For instance, yogurt was used as a skin whitener, cucumber as a soothing
agent, and peach as a moisturizer, demonstrating the integration of cosmetics into daily hygiene routines (5). Jewelry and
accessories, such as bronze pendants and glass beads excavated from ancient sites, further complemented these practices,
illustrating the holistic approach to adornment in pre-Islamic Iran ().

The globalization of cosmetics in the 20th century, particularly through European theatrical and cinematic influences,
revolutionized Iranian beauty standards. The Victorian era's minimalist aesthetics contrasted sharply with the bold makeup
trends of the 1920s, which introduced colorful eyeshadows, lipsticks, and skincare products to Iran via trade routes (7). The
Pahlavi era's infatuation with Hollywood glamour, epitomized by actresses like Elizabeth Taylor, further popularized these

trends, as evidenced by the proliferation of beauty salons and imported cosmetics in urban centers (8). However, the 1979
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Islamic Revolution sought to reclaim indigenous beauty norms, rejecting Western excesses in favor of modesty. Despite this,
Iran paradoxically emerged as one of the world's largest consumers of cosmetics, ranking fifth globally and second in the
Middle East by the 21st century (9). The lowering age of cosmetic use, with girls as young as 15 adopting makeup, reflects the
enduring cultural emphasis on beauty, albeit with significant economic and health implications, including skin damage and the
outflow of capital to foreign brands.

In conclusion, the history of makeup and theatrical makeup in Iran reveals a complex interplay of cultural, religious, and
political forces. From ancient rituals to modern consumerism, cosmetics have served as both a personal expression and a
societal mirror, reflecting Iran's evolving identity. The study underscores the need for a balanced approach that honors
traditional practices while addressing contemporary challenges, ensuring that Iran's rich beauty heritage endures without

compromising health or economic sovereignty.
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