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Abstract

Problem Statement: One of the most prominent manifestations of identity
representation in premodern societies, particularly within Eastern traditions,
was the outward appearance of individuals, especially the grooming and
styling of hair and facial features. During the Safavid period in Iran (907—
1135 AH), a significant era marked by the consolidation of Shi‘i identity, the
expansion of urbanization, and the flourishing of painting and manuscript
illumination, men’s hair and facial grooming assumed meanings extending
far beyond individual aesthetics and acquired social, political, religious, and
class-related significance (Bashrabadi, 1397: 52). In other words, the manner
in which hair, beard, moustache, and other visible bodily features were styled
in visual artworks of the period functioned as visual markers through which
an individual’s social position and lifestyle could be identified.

The visual arts of the Safavid era—from manuscript painting and illustrated
codices to tilework motifs, ceramics, and even descriptions recorded in travel
accounts—serve as valuable mirrors reflecting the lifestyles of various strata
of society. Courtiers, religious scholars, Sufis, merchants, and members of
the urban middle class were each represented with distinct styles of facial
and hair grooming, carrying implications concerning social class, worldview,
and even political or ideological inclinations (Ibid.: 102). For example,
men associated with the royal court were commonly depicted with long
and carefully groomed hair, sparse or closely trimmed beards, and elegantly
shaped moustaches, reflecting both Persian aesthetic sensibilities and, at
times, influences derived from Turco-Mongol visual conventions (Pirniya,
1391: 88). In contrast, religious classes such as Shi‘i clerics were portrayed
with long and full beards, broad foreheads, and without moustaches, a visual
pattern aligned with religious teachings and juridical attitudes toward facial



grooming (Shahid, 1350: 73).

At the same time, the presence of Sufis
and dervishes in Safavid paintings—
particularly in illustrated manuscripts such
as the Mathnawi-ye Ma nawi or the Divan
of Hafez—demonstrates the importance of
mystical aesthetics in shaping masculine
grooming styles. In these works, Sufis are
often depicted with shaved faces, partially
shaved heads, and thin moustaches,
sometimes without beards, reflecting
ascetic discipline and indifference toward
worldly concerns within mystical thought
(Ibid.: 54). Such diversity in grooming
practices can be observed not only in
paintings but also in the travel narratives of
writers such as Jean Chardin and Engelbert
Kaempfer, both of whom described in
detail the appearance of Iranian men in
marketplaces and religious gatherings
(Gaw, 2019: 141).

Given that Safavid painting and visual
art possessed a symbolic and discursive
nature, analyzing male facial grooming
within these works effectively constitutes
an examination of a visual language
through which social relations, structures
of power, and lifestyles in Iran between
the tenth and twelfth centuries AH may be
understood.

Diversity in hair and facial styles was not
merely an aesthetic or personal matter;
rather, it expressed collective identity,
class affiliation, religious beliefs, and even
political orientations (Shahid, 1350: 21).
This was particularly significant within
the Safavid urban structure, where courtly,
religious, and commercial spaces were
sharply differentiated, and male appearance
played a crucial role in representing one’s
position within this socio-spatial order.
Research Methodology: The methodology
of this study is based on a qualitative and

descriptive-interpretive approach, focusing
on the analysis of surviving Safavid murals
as visual sources for understanding the
styles of men’s hair and facial grooming
across different social classes. Initially, a
collection of murals preserved in major
Safavid palaces, mansions, and religious
buildings—such as Chehel Sotoun Palace,
Ali Qapu Palace, and Hasht Behesht
Palace—was selected and examined in
terms of composition, facial expression,
hair arrangement, beard styling, and bodily
appearance.

Subsequently, drawing upon the method
of social semiotics and a historically
contextual interpretive approach, each
image was re-examined within its specific
social, cultural, and class context in order
to investigate the relationship between
masculine grooming and concepts such as
power, masculinity, asceticism, and labor.
Finally, the visual data were compared
with written historical sources and Safavid
travel accounts so that the conclusions
of the study could rest upon documented
historical evidence.

Research Objective:This study aims to
analyze the representation of men’s hair
and facial grooming in the murals of the
Safavid era during the reign of Shah Abbas
I through a comparative examination of
three social groups—courtiers, craftsmen/
merchants, and religious figures. The
study seeks to uncover the underlying
discourses embedded within these visual
representations, including concepts of
power, masculinity, asceticism, and social
class.

Research Question: How were men’s hair
and facial grooming represented among
different social classes in the murals of the
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Safavid era under Shah Abbas I, and what
notions of power, status, or identity were
reflected through these representations?

Conclusion:An  examination of the
murals produced during the reign of Shah
Abbas I demonstrates that men’s hair and
facial grooming in these artworks carried
diverse social and cultural significations
directly associated with class position
and social function. The analysis of visual
examples, particularly from the palaces of
Chehel Sotoun Palace, Ali Qapu Palace,
and Hasht Behesht Palace, revealed that
within courtly spaces male figures were
represented with meticulously groomed
appearances, narrow moustaches, and
carefully maintained beards. These
features frequently appeared alongside
luxurious garments, ornamental belts, and
formal facial expressions, collectively
conveying notions of authority, etiquette,
and the ordered structure of royal power.
Within this social stratum, the body and
face formed part of the performative
system of authority, and outward grooming
functioned in the service of reinforcing
social prestige.

By contrast, in sections of murals
depicting urban or communal scenes,
men were represented with more natural
and occasionally unrefined appearances,
including thick beards, disheveled hair, or
less orderly grooming. Such figures were
often portrayed in contexts of everyday
interaction, conversation, Or economic
activity. This mode of representation,
observable in murals from Chehel Sotoun
Palace and several other buildings in
Isfahan, clearly reflects the artisan and
bazaar classes, whose appearances
embodied values such as honesty, labor,
and practical masculinity. In this group,
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facial aesthetics distanced itself from
luxury and moved toward realism and an
emphasis on natural physicality.
Among figures associated with clerics and
religious classes, there appears a deliberate
avoidance of ornamental display and a
tendency toward simplicity. Long beards,
gathered hair, and calm faces marked
by spiritual composure stand in evident
contrast to aristocratic or urban figures.
These portrayals, particularly within
murals connected to religious or ascetic
settings, symbolized piety, dignity, and
spiritual distinction.

Overall, the findings derived from the
analysis of Safavid murals indicate that
the visual arts of the era of Shah Abbas I
functioned not merely as representations
of beauty, but also as instruments for
encoding class and cultural distinctions.
Although courtly visual conventions
occupied the dominant position, the
inclusion of figures from non-elite social
groups within certain scenes reveals the
artist’s awareness of the social diversity
of the period. Consequently, hair and
facial grooming in these murals should
be understood not only as aesthetic
phenomena, but also as communicative
elements through which power, status,
and spirituality were redefined through the
visual details of the body. This conclusion,
grounded directly in the visual evidence
analyzedthroughoutthestudy,demonstrates
that the murals of the Abbasid-Safavid
period functioned as visual texts carrying
multilayered meanings that both reflected
and reproduced the social structure of
Safavid Iran.

Keywords: Men’s Facial Grooming,
Safavid miniatures, power discourse,
social class, facial aesthetics, masculinity
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Figure 1. Shah Abbas I with a long moustache. Fragment
of a mural from the Ali-Qoli Aqa Bathhouse, Isfahan (1031
AH). Source: URLI.
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Figure 2. Courtly men at a banquet. Mural painting from

Chehel Sotoun Palace, Isfahan (1033 AH). Source: URL2.
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Figure 3. Mural depicting Shah Tahmasp I alongside
Humayun in Chehel Sotoun Palace (1033 AH). Source: URL2.
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Figure 4. Bazaar men restraining a lion in Nagsh-e Jahan Square (1073 AH). Source: URLI.
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Figure 6. Youth and Dervish, attributed to Reza Abbasi,
second half of the seventeenth century. Source: URL3.
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Figure 5. The Mourning over the Body of Jesus Christ, by
Reza Abbasi, early seventeenth century. Source: URL3
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