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Research Article Introduction
Art, as the shared language of civilizations, has always reflected the values, beliefs, cultures,
and social conditions of nations. In the history of Iran, the visual arts have not only expressed
the aesthetics and sensibilities of artists but have also served as a mirror of social, religious,

Article history: and political structures across different historical periods. One of the most significant periods

Received: 12 October 2025 of transformation in Iranian art is the Qajar era, a time when art moved beyond the exclusive

domain of the court and entered the public sphere. In this context, coffeehouse painting, as

a form of popular art, represents not only the religious and epic beliefs of the people but

Accepted: 20 February 2026 also a symbol of collective identity and folk culture. Within this framework, the depiction

Available online: 21 August 2026 of clothing, as a cultural signifier in Ashura paintings, plays a central role and contributes to

a deeper understanding of the identity, social class, and semantic world of narrative figures.

Ashura coffeehouse painting is not merely a reflection of the social and cultural conditions

of society in the late Qajar period and the early Pahlavi era; it also indicates transformations
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Keywords: in art as it shifted from exclusivity and courtly patronage toward popularization. With their
Coffechouse Painting, epic and religious themes, these paintings gained a distinctive place among the people and
Ashura, gradually became one of the most important means of expressing religious narratives and
Types of Garments beliefs. Hossein Qollar and Mohammad Modabber, as two artists who developed distinctive
’ styles in this field, each depicted garments on human figures in his own manner. Although
Hossein Qollar Aghasi, their works share similarities as a result of belonging to the same historical period, they also
Mohammad Modabber. display notable differences. The present study therefore seeks to identify these similarities
and differences and to compare the representation of human clothing in the works of these
two artists.
Materials/ Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach to
examine the types of clothing worn by human pictorial elements in Ashura coffee-
house paintings, based on a case study of five works by Hossein Qollar-Aghasi and
five works by Mohammad Modabber. The data analysis method is qualitative, and
the data were collected through library and archival research. The study sample was
selected purposively and comprises a number of coffechouse paintings related to the
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theme of the Event of Ashura, drawn from the works of two prominent artists of this artistic genre and
selected on the basis of their distinctive features and the diversity of the garments depicted.

Discussion and Findings

Overall, the typology of clothing worn by human-centered Ashura figures in a selection of works by
Hossein Qollar-Aghasi, in view of the significance of their roles and symbolic status, is as follows: 1.
Imam Husayn: depicted with a green turban and headcloth, a long cloak, a red qaba (robe) with a white
shirt underneath, a short-sleeved jacket or short cloak fastened at the waist, and black boots, without
any form of battle attire. 2. Hazrat Abbas: shown in green armor and a helmet adorned with feathers and
arabesque motifs, with forearm guards, high boots, blue trousers, and garments embellished with gold
ornamentation, signifying martial grandeur. 3. Hazrat Qasim: depicted in battle dress similar to that of
Hazrat Abbas, including a green helmet, a short patterned cuirass, blue trousers, and black boots. The
decorative elements on the forearms and lower legs simultaneously convey delicacy and epic heroism.
4. Hazrat Ali Akbar: represented at times in martial attire, including a feathered helmet and ornamented
armor, and at other times in a brown cloak and a plain white, undecorated shirt. This attire combines man-
ifestations of warriorly valor with the religious outlooks of the Qajar period. 5. Hazrat Zayn al-Abidin:
depicted with a green headcloth and cloak, devoid of ornamentation, reflecting the religious beliefs of
this period. 6. The women of Karbala: shown wearing long, sleeved chadors, either black or white, and
full face veils, signifying dignity and reflecting the beliefs and perspectives prevailing in Qajar society.
7. Ibn Sa‘d: depicted with a cylindrical cap, a patterned tunic, and an ornamental belt, indicating a com-
bination of aristocratic and military dress. 8. Shimr: shown with a pointed helmet, undecorated armor, a
shawl wrapped around him, black boots, and plain trousers, symbolizing a harsh and warlike character. 9.
The Christian figure and Sultan Qays: depicted in dark suits and European-style hats, markedly removed
from both the temporal setting of the Ashura narrative and the dress of Qajar society. Their appearance
resembles Western-style clothing.

Overall, the typology of clothing worn by human-centered Ashura figures in a selection of works by
Mohammad Modabber, in view of the significance of their roles and symbolic status, is as follows: 1.
Imam Husayn: depicted with a green headcloth and garments in shades of white, red, and yellow; at times
wearing a long cloak or a short-sleeved jacket together with a shirt or long qaba (robe), and at other times
dressed in an ensemble consisting of a half-length cuirass, a red tunic, green trousers, and yellow boots.
2. Hazrat Abu al-Fazl: shown in fully martial attire, including a green helmet with a red feather, armor
decorated with geometric motifs, a red or green tunic, loose trousers in blue or green, boots, and patterned
forearm guards. 3. Hazrat Qasim: depicted in battle dress consisting of a helmet, green armor, a purple
tunic, red trousers, and yellow boots. 4. Hazrat Ali Akbar: shown in martial attire, including green armor,
a green or purple tunic, blue or green trousers, and boots. 5. Hazrat Zayn al-Abidin: depicted with a green
headcloth, a golden cloak, and a long white qaba, in entirely non-martial attire. 6. The women and girls
of Karbala: represented respectively with black and white chadors and face veils, and, in some cases,
without chadors, wearing only long garments and shawl-like headcloths in green, pink, and purple. 7.
Ibn Sa“d: depicted with a golden cloak and a sleeved qaba over a brown tunic, generally without martial
attire. 8. Shimr: shown in fully martial dress, including a helmet, a half-length cuirass, a red or green
tunic, blue trousers, and yellow or red boots.

Conclusions

This study, with the aim of conducting a comparative analysis of the types of clothing worn by human
pictorial elements in Ashura coffeehouse paintings, undertook a close examination of the works of two
prominent painters of the coffeehouse school, Hossein Qollar-Aghasi and Mohammad Modabber. More
specifically, it investigated the similarities and differences in the human-centered garments depicted in
selected Ashura-themed works by these two artists, and the extent to which such clothing was shaped
by the cultural, social, religious, and aesthetic conditions of the artists” own time. The findings may be
presented in several sections.

Headgear: In Qollar-Aghasi’s works, the headgear of the figures is varied and serves a symbolic func-
tion. The green headcloth and turban worn by sacred figures such as Imam Husayn and Imam Sajjad
symbolize purity, sanctity, and affiliation with the family of the Prophet. By contrast, ordinary people
and common warriors wear shawls or agals on their heads. Ibn Sa‘d’s headgear differs from the other
examples: it is a cylindrical cap around which a headcloth has been wrapped. The headcloths and turbans
worn by grandees and nobles are typically made of patterned, striped, or ornamented fabrics. Ordinary
people and soldiers, by contrast, wear shawls or agals. Christian figures, such as the Nasrani, wear hats
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in a Western style, such as the shapo hat, which is incongruous with the time of the Ashura narrative but
consistent with the period in which the paintings were produced. Likewise, the Kabuli dervish is depicted
with a pointed cylindrical hat of a distinctive style. At the same time, there are differences in the design
of the hats worn by non-Muslim figures and dervishes, reflecting the artists’ individual perceptions of
ethnic, religious, and class affiliations. For example, in Qollar-Aghasi’s works, the use of the shapo hat
for Christian figures creates a kind of temporal disjunction, perhaps intended to emphasize foreignness
or Western influence, whereas in Modabber’s paintings these figures are rendered with feathered Europe-
an-style hats that contain traces of a Western visual idiom.

Cloak (‘aba): In Qollar-Aghasi’s works, Imam Husayn most often wears a short white cloak with short
sleeves, fastened at the waist with a green sash, and he is not equipped with martial armor. By contrast,
in Modabber’s paintings, the long, open-front cloak is common, worn not only by the Imam but also by
other grandees and nobles. Qaba and undergarment: In the works of both painters, a long gaba (robe)
appears beneath the cloak, designed either open at the front or closed in front and secured with a waist
sash. Beneath the qaba is a white shirt. In some panels, this form of dress appears without the outer cloak
and functions as the common attire of ordinary people, monastery monks, and other social groups. Tunic:
In the works of both artists, this garment is worn by various figures. It appears first on ordinary people
and common soldiers and also serves as an underlayer beneath military armor; it is likewise worn by low-
er-ranking soldiers and common folk. In most cases, however, the tunic is decorated with striped patterns.
Trousers and pants: Most figures wearing tunics are shown with loose trousers. By contrast, Christian
figures typically wear straight-cut pants.

Martial dress: Martial clothing in the panels of both artists is highly similar. The form and color of the
armor in both the forces of good and evil are also almost identical. The helmets likewise resemble one
another structurally; however, the cloth wrapped around the helmets of Imam Husayn’s companions is
green, whereas among Shimr’s troops it is red. The color of the trousers among the Imam’s companions
is usually green, blue, and red, while purple is also used in the enemy camp. Women’s dress: In the
panels of both painters, women are depicted wearing sleeved chadors and, in most cases, face veils. In
Qollar-Aghasi’s works, the color of the chadors is predominantly black and, in a limited number of cases,
white; however, in Modabber’s works, more varied colors such as orange and purple can also be seen in
the dress of young girls.

Overall, this study shows that human clothing in Ashura coffeechouse panels should not be regarded mere-
ly as secondary or decorative elements, but rather as meaningful signs of social status, religious affilia-
tion, and narrative function. In the works of both artists, certain items of dress—such as the qaba, waist
sash, shirt, tunic, and sleeved chador—resemble the actual clothing of the artists’ own time. Although
these elements do not correspond to the historical forms of dress associated with the time of Ashura, they
were common within the cultural and social context of Tehran in the late Qajar and early Pahlavi periods.
These similarities may be attributed to several factors: the use of contemporary clothing to dramatize
the narrative and create an emotional connection with modern viewers; the absence of strict adherence
to historical documentation and a reliance instead on oral tradition, storytelling, and collective memory;
and the influence of popular and religious coffeehouse art, which is more committed to expressing sym-
bolic and emotional meanings than to providing a historically realistic representation. Accordingly, the
garments depicted are in many cases a fusion of the clothing current at the time the works were created
and even of elements drawn from modern European dress, thereby bringing the cultural and temporal
atmosphere closer to the artists’ own period. Nevertheless, although many clothing structures are shared
by the two artists, subtle differences in color, form, ornamentation, and suitability to the characters reveal
the presence of individual style and distinct perspectives on identity, sanctity, and heroism within the
narrative framework of Ashura.
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