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Tile painting is one of the most significant decorative elements of Iranian
architecture, contributing greatly to the magnificence of historical buildings.
Qajar-era tile paintings are particularly important due to their thematic
diversity and their connection with the cultural and social contexts of their
time. A considerable number of these works have survived in the historical
houses of Shiraz. The representation of mythical, religious, epic, and social
figures in these paintings reveals the narrative capacities of tile art during this
period. However, various aspects of these visual narratives, especially the
methods of characterization, have received limited scholarly attention.This
study aims to identify and explain the components and approaches of
characterization in Qajar-era tile paintings by examining the visual
representation of the story of Prophet Joseph (peace be upon him) in the
historical Atarvash House in Shiraz. The research seeks to answer the
question: On what criteria is characterization in this visual narrative based?
The data were collected through documentary and library research, and the
artworks were analyzed using a descriptive-analytical approach based on the
visual features of the tile paintings. The findings indicate that the painters
constructed the visual narrative by emphasizing the roles of characters and
selecting key moments of the story. However, the characters are represented
mainly according to their narrative functions, while individual differences,
emotional expressions, and psychological characteristics are less
emphasized.
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Extended Abstract

Qajar-era tile paintings represent one of the most significant visual expressions of Iranian art,
reflecting the interaction between religious narratives, popular culture, and artistic traditions. These
paintings, which were widely used in architectural decorations of shrines, religious buildings, and
public spaces, transformed narrative subjects into visual compositions through the integration of
color, form, gesture, and symbolic elements. Among these narratives, religious and Qur’anic stories
played a central role in shaping visual imagination. The representation of characters in these works
is not merely a matter of physical depiction but functions as a complex system of visual signs through
which moral, spiritual, and narrative meanings are conveyed. This study examines the process of
characterization and visual narration in Qajar tile paintings, focusing on the tilework of the Shrine of
Imamzadeh Sultan Amir Ahmad as a case study. The research explores how characters are
constructed visually and how their roles, relationships, and narrative functions are communicated
through artistic elements. The main objective of this research is to analyze the methods of character
representation in Qajar tile paintings and to investigate the relationship between visual structure and
narrative meaning. The study seeks to answer the following questions: How are characters created
and distinguished in Qajar tile narratives? What visual elements contribute to the identification of
narrative roles? How do compositional structures, gestures, clothing, and symbolic attributes
participate in the formation of character identity?This research employs a descriptive-analytical
method based on visual studies and narratological approaches. The theoretical framework is primarily
based on concepts of visual narration and character analysis, particularly the actantial model of
Algirdas Julien Greimas. Through this approach, characters are examined not only as depicted figures
but also as narrative agents who perform specific functions within the visual story. The study analyzes
the relationship between subject, object, helper, opponent, sender, and receiver and considers how
these narrative positions are translated into visual forms.The analysis focuses on selected tile panels
from the Shrine of Imamzadeh Sultan Amir Ahmad, examining visual characteristics such as facial
expressions, body posture, spatial arrangement, clothing, attributes, and interactions between figures.
These elements are studied as components of a visual language that constructs meaning beyond the
literal representation.

In Qajar tile paintings, characterization emerges through a combination of aesthetic conventions and
narrative requirements. The artist does not portray figures randomly but organizes them according to
their symbolic and narrative significance. Heroes, sacred figures, opponents, and secondary
characters are differentiated through specific visual strategies. Clothing, color selection, physical
position, and gestures contribute to defining the moral and narrative identity of each figure.The
representation of characters in these tile paintings demonstrates a close connection between
storytelling and visual composition. The placement of figures within architectural space creates a
sequence of visual events, allowing viewers to follow the progression of the narrative. In this context,
the tile surface becomes a medium where time, action, and character relationships are transformed
into a spatial arrangement. The application of Greimas’s actantial model reveals that characters in
these paintings operate within a structured narrative system. Each figure functions as part of a broader
network of relationships rather than as an isolated image. The hero’s movement toward a goal, the
presence of obstacles, and the assistance provided by supporting characters are expressed through
visual interactions and compositional organization. The study also shows that Qajar artists adapted
traditional narrative patterns to the visual language of their period. While maintaining connections
with earlier Iranian painting traditions, they introduced new approaches influenced by contemporary
cultural conditions. The result is a distinctive form of visual storytelling in which religious narratives
are communicated through accessible and emotionally engaging imagery.



The findings indicate that characterization in Qajar tile paintings is achieved through several
interconnected strategies:
1. Physical differentiation: Facial features, posture, scale, and gestures are used to distinguish
characters and establish their identities.
2. Symbolic representation: Objects, clothing, and visual attributes function as signs that
communicate social, religious, and moral meanings.
3. Narrative positioning: Characters gain significance through their placement and relationships
within the composition.
4. Visual translation of action: Movements and interactions between figures transform static
images into dynamic narratives.
The study demonstrates that Qajar tile paintings should not be considered merely decorative works
but rather visual narratives with complex structures. Their characters act as carriers of meaning and
contribute to the transmission of cultural memory and religious concepts.
Characterization in Qajar tile paintings represents a sophisticated interaction between artistic form
and narrative structure. Through the combination of visual signs, compositional principles, and
storytelling techniques, these works create a visual language capable of expressing complex
narratives. The tile paintings of the Shrine of Imamzadeh Sultan Amir Ahmad reveal that character
construction is a fundamental element in transforming religious stories into visual experiences.By
applying visual narratology and Greimas’s actantial theory, this research provides a framework for
understanding how Iranian artists translated narrative concepts into visual structures. The study
highlights the importance of examining traditional artworks not only from aesthetic perspectives but
also as systems of communication that preserve historical, cultural, and symbolic meanings.
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