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Napir-Azu Queen of Elam 1,500 B.C.

(the wife of King Untash-Gal).

The artist carved the skirt finely to imitate rich embroi-
dery; tiny disks engraved on the bodice suggest spangles.
The statue has a bronze core and although the head and
the arms are missing weighs 1,800 kilogrammes, and
stands 1.29 metres.

Excavated at Susa and exhibited at the Louvre.
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Mapir-Azu Queen of Elam 1,500 B.C,
{the wife of King Untash-Gal),
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1. Goddess of Susa
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Parthian Period |
(250BC.- 224AD)
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Statue found at Pelmyra - Louvre Museum

§ -
L/f F

" 4 £ . i .- -

-f:,i‘.fJK!dﬁ:{ Aol S
VR R -
Fﬂ.!h‘.d!dkjde’:J Vr,l/f}',:-:",‘#lf-:ul-'{

6, Ammiat



GO

Parthian |l

LSS W R S PERT U S -
Statue found at Hatra — Baghdad Museum

'JL.jf ¥
. 5= g o S -~
=Bl =l ..f-:’d%:,,;,;-yi:,f
Ol e T

7. Ubal (daughter of Jabal]



JLl bl

-
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(224-652AD)
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After Islam
(12th Century AD)
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(1501-1722 AD)

e -

ER i [P -
e IS 3
; .

Ak
’

i

Skt foge g3 Flgr GA PG A Al e Sl g e
Travellers Account of Corneille le Brun

df'f‘;!tiﬂ; %0
R T £k L Tt
IR i

w,.f.:u)ﬁ{,rdy_i -'-fg}-:‘?.c.rlf};;;r:

12, Pari-Khan-Khatoun (Queen of Shah Esmail 1)
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13, Lady with Turban
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Zandian Period |
(1750-1796 AD)
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Qajar Period |

(1796-1925AD)
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21, Delshad Authentic dress from private collection
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22, Chador-K armari Authentic dress fram private collection
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33, Baluch Tribal costume from private collection
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41.  Old and New Inspiration
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ILLUSTRATIONS

The 45 full colour plates of the dresses are accompanied by a poem
in Persian and captions in both English and Persian. The fashion
parade is arranged according to Persian order, from right to left.
To follow the chronological order turn to Plate 1.



Reconstructing the historical models from stone carvings, silver
and gold was a highly stimulating, instructive as well as expensive
task. It was made possible through the high generosity of the
Club’s members and the wholehearted cooperation of master
craftsmen and skilled dressmakers.

Ten of Tehran’s leading seamstresses were engaged in making the
dresses, two shoemakers worked from patterns while samples were
given to milliners and jewellers for authentic reproduction of the
ornamentation. To a great extent authentic ornamentation was
borrowed from private collections. The textiles were derived
when possible from private collections or handloomed in work-
shops. Among the handwoven materials were rich Persian brocades,
crepe, velvet, silk, taffeta, muslin, and light wool known under
such names as ““aba’’ and ‘‘barak’’ cloth. The decision taken on
colours was well researched, for an attempt was made to provide
avariety in the presentation while being true to the known facts
on dyes and colour combinations. Extensive use was made of a
master workshop capable of intricately detailed painting of designs
on materials to serve as borders and trim, reproducing ancient
needlework. Nine of the dresses were rendered to exact replicas
in this fashion, while five were trimmed with pearl-studded em-
broidery to match the historical patterns.

Naturally, some difficulties were inevitable. The Elamite dress
posed the problem of the material that may have been used five
thousand years ago. No claim can be made to our having solved
the problem, but the material chosen preserves the unique form
of the design. There are some striking resemblances between the
Sassanian dresses worn more than 15 centuries ago and dresses
which are in the current Iranian fashion today, but cyclical move-
ment in fashions is not surprising, Iranian designers always draw-
ing upon lran’s ancient civilization and culture for inspiration.
Moreover, some similarities can be noted between lranian designs
and those of other countries during the same period, examples
which illustrate the ancient process of cross-fertilization of cultures.
This process is clearly apparent today as cultural influences travel
far and wide, and the impact of western styles can be seen in eas-
tern countries alongside the tendency of the west to adopt with
great enthusiasm the culture and fashions of the east. Our age is
succeeding in breaking down cultural barriers to create a more
universal society.

The collection of dresses depicted in this volume was first publi-
cally shown in the presence of Her Majesty Empress Farah. Also
in attendance at the performance were the nation’s cultural
leaders and 700 distinguished guests. The presentation was great-
ly welcomed, the Minister of Fine Arts and Culture Mr. Pahlbod

designating it as an outstanding cultural event, second in impor-
tance only to the Parade before the portals of Persepolis. He di-
rected a documentary film to be made of the dresses. A second
presentation was made, this time before an audience of 1,000 spec-
tators. The dresses were then put on permanent display at Teh-
ran’s Ethnological Museum in the Golestan Palace, where they
form the nucleus of what will become the Costume Museum of
Iran.

Houri Mostofi Moghadam
President

International Women’s Club of lran
Sept. 1973



RESEARCH
CHALLENGE

Thisvolumeis a modest attempt to stimulate further research into
the history of women’s attire in Iran. It documents an initiative
undertaken by the International Women's Club of Iran. Our task
was not simply to research the history of design in our country,
but to render these designs into actual models and to display them
in a manner that would bring history to life before a large and dis-
criminating audience.

To achieve this purpose it was necessary to choose from historical
examples those styles which upon expert advice most closely
evoked the spirit of an age. In doing so, we found we were fre-
quently breaking new ground in the study of Iranian history
while assembling documentation which had been largely over-
looked, in some cases for thousands of years.

The inspiration for this work derived from the preparations in
1971 for the festivities which marked the2,500th Anniversary of the
Founding of the Persian Empire. During this period great interest
was generated in all aspects of Iranian civilization as a treasured
part of the world’s cultural heritage. The Executive Committee
of the International Women's Club decided upon this study of
Iranian women'’s attire as its contribution.

As a preliminary step it was necessary to review the documents
and the literature available. This was largely carried out at Iran’s
Iran Bastan Museum and its fine library. Having established
the feasibility of the project, we received the encouragement and
moral support of the Minister of Culture and Fine Arts who pro-
vided us with further access to documents, and who enabled us
to prepare the dresses with the guidance of his advisor, Mr. Yahya
Zoka. As the work progressed we became indebted to the co-
operation of the trustees of the British Museum, the Victoria and

Albert Museum, the Louvre, and the Hermitage Museum. Our in-
debtedness was further extended to the Boston, the Baltimore,
the Freer and the Pennsylvania Art Galleries. We have drawn
freely from the studies of Professor Roman Ghirshman to travel-
lers accounts including the works of Corneille Le Brun, Louis
Dubeux, Chevalier Chardin, and finally, with profound gratitude,
the work of the late Arthur Upham Pope. Neediess to say, we
are deeply grateful for this cooperation, but take all responsibility
for any faults as our own.

Out of more than one hundred examples, 20 authentic designs be-
longing to 12 distinct periods of lranian history spanning the
Elamite culture to the Pahlavi Dynasty were chosen for careful
reconstruction. To these were added 25 dresses, each an authentic
survival from its period of history. Thus the collection comprised
both originals and closely researched reconstructions.






splendid needlework, handwoven cloths and natural dyes, for the
woman in the mountains and the often barren plains sought vivid
colour to relieve some of the monotony of life. The plainer the
surroundings, the more vivid the colours she chose but with that
mastery of harmonious colour blending for which the products of
her loom are famous around the world (Figs. 28, 29, 30, 31, 32,
33, 34).

With the Pahlavi dynasty, which ushered in modern Iran, profound
changes took place in women's dress. Among the most sweeping
changes was the tearing away of the veil on the 17th Dey 1935,
bringing women into public life. The secularization of the law
permitted still further changes in family and social life, while the
goal of becoming a progressive, industrial state sharply changed
the nation’s outlook.

In this modern outlook, fashion was strongly influenced by Euro-
pean clothing. The many separate items that made up the
outfit of the well-dressed woman traditionally gave way to the one
piece dress, the length of which was to be decided by the fashion
of the day (Figs. 35 and 36).

The change at the beginning was sharp and exaggerated. But it was
in keeping with the fresh attitude sweeping Iran. The earlier mode
of dress reflected traditions which in many cases had to be over-
come in order to achieve social and political growth. The end of
the veil was the first major breach into the walled society, and it
was not a big jump from that to the concept of universal public
education for both boys and girls, and with this the foundation of
a modern economy.

The more deeply the modern movement took root and the more
the Iranian woman felt her social position and status improve, the
more confident she became in the new attire. Her innate ability
to make herself beautiful did not fail (Figs. 36, 37, 38, 39, 40,
41, 42, 43, 44, 45).

The hastening of change brought about by the White Revolution
in 1963 completed the processes started in the early Pahlavi era.
The Revolution from the Pahlavi Throne not only brought the
vote to women, it created the necessary conditions for full parti-
cipation in all aspects of public life on an equal footing with men,

Today modern attire for women is so well established that a fruit-
ful new synthesis is being achieved with the styles of the Iranian
past. It is a creative process in which the Iranian woman with her
contemporary outlook seeks in her own culture those elements
which she finds beautiful, which she can use to make a cultural

statement about herself today, and in which she can find expres-
sion of herself. In this development Empress Farah has led the
way. The Empress’ genuine interest in traditional Iranian fabrics
and needlework has encouraged designers to research Iranian styles
and led to the revival of fabrics and crafts in a manner suited to
the modern outlook. In this synthesis, the Iranian woman is in an
enviable position in the world. She is able to draw upon an ex-
tremely rich heritage, and with her good taste and mastery of
colour, carry the non-verbal language of clothing to new heights
of eloquence.



Changes in fashion were rapid. The transparent blouse might have
a round collar, replacing the square or the V-shape, while the long
sleeves might be worn loose or tightly fastened by tiny buttons.

The jacket worn over the dress and skirt, might come down to the
hips,a garment known as an archalock, deliberately left unhutton-
ed to show the shirt and necklaces. Before going out of fashion, this
jacket might go through several stages of fashion style relating to
the cuffs, a pear-shaped cuff called sambuseh becoming popular,
the more elaborately embroidered, the more gold and silver work-
ed into the design, the better. Then it would go out altogether, a
short jacket of a different type being worn. The jacket, called
nim-taneh, with its tight sabre sleeves, was worn above a trouser-
skirt that had come into fashion, (the tomban). The tomban be-
came the rage, made either of rich brocade, velvet, cashmere,
taffeta, or an embroidered cotton mesh which would usually be
lined to give it body. It was gathered around the waist by a draw-
string to cleverly form beautiful pleats (Fig. 20).

Then, fashion abandoned the trousers. The mini-skirt came in,
brought back from the visit of Nasr-edin Shah to the ballet in
Europe. It competed with starched petticoats and boned corsets,
triumphing when the body stocking came into fashion. Now the
fashionably dressed woman wore leotards under a mini-skirt, while
over her face she wore a mesh veil (Fig. 21). Of course, she conti-
nued to put on her chador and gaiters when she went out in public
but added a new fashion to the veil by starching it. The mini-skirt
was still worn, but it was decided to give it a covering, the chador
kameri. This was a half-chador, imitating the long skirts which
were the fashion in Europe in the early 1890s, fastened around
the waist to cover the mini-skirts under. Soon, the chador kameri
and the jacket were made of the same material for a more harmo-
nious ensemble. The material was sometimes cashmere or velvet,
but the favorite material became a kind of satin which was called
Madame. (Fig. 22 & 23).

In contrast to the dress of fashion-conscious upper class urban
society, the attire of the large ethnic or religious minority groups
remained relatively conservative, change coming slowly. Among
the Zoroastrians and the Armenians, as among the Kurds, the
Qashqai, the Bakhtiari, the Lurs, the Turkoman tribes, the Shahasa-
vans and the Baluch, the brilliant patterns and needlework of the
past were retained. Thus, in corners of the cities, in population
pockets deep in the mountains, in thousands of villages, the re-
mote past was kept alive. Scattered in the far reaches of the land
was a repository of Iranian fashion over the centuries in regional,
tribal and religious minority attire.

Among the Zoroastrians the woman of large girth, ample in all her
parts, a fertile mother figure, was the feminine ideal. Her clothes

tended to accentuate this ideal. Soon after the birth of a daughter
the child’s wedding dress was started. It required years of patient,
painstaking work to complete the intricate embroidery that made
the wedding dress a work of art. The traditional outfit was com-
posed of many pieces. Over the head, covering the hair, a small
triangle of woven cloth called a lachak was worn. Over this was
draped the maknou, a long shawl, about a meter wide and three
meters in length. Fine ones were, like the most brilliant tilework
in Iran, in haft rang or seven colours, Draped over the head, fas-
tened beneath the chin, then folded back to be pinned over the
head, the maknou cascaded down the woman's back in a brilliant
stream of colour. The headdress was completed by a square of
cloth usually violet or an off-shade of purple called pigeon-
breast which was folded and worn as a triangular scarf over the mak-
nou. The peraneh the dress itself, on which so much labour had
been spent, was wide and full with a delicately embroidered yoke
above panels of striped brocade, taffeta or satin. The broad cuffs,
hemline and neckline were festooned with intricate needlework.
In chill weather, a behari or nimcheh, a long coat in velvet or bro-
cade, was worn over the dress. The shaval, or wide trousers, drawn
in at the waist under the dress, were baggy at the knees and tight
round the ankle. Jerob or popel, types of stockings, along with
orsey, the typical shoes, completed the attire (Fig. 24 & 25).

The Armenians wore several distinct costumes.The dress of Arme-
nians of Azarbaijan was closer to the attire of ancient Armenians
but the Armenians of Isfahan adopted the Safavid costume.
Safavid styles have been preserved among many Isfahan Armenians
making their costumes the most authentic modern examples of the
period. There is a distinction between the costume of the urban
Armenians and those who lived in the large group of beautiful
Armenian villages outside Isfahan. There the predominant feature
of women'’s attire was a crimson stole worn as a head and body
covering (Fig. 26 and 27).

Ladies of the Jewish minority in Iran, which has existed for many
thousands ‘of years, have almost always adopted the costume of
the time, changing with the times. But Jews in Iran over the millen-
ia, no matter what the attire, have typically accented the colour
yellow.

Among such hardy tribal groups as the Kurds there are many
variations of the basic Kurdish dress, depending on the region.
But in their costumes, as in the costumes of all the major tribal
groups of the Zagros and Alborz Mountains, ancient epochs of
Iranian attire live on more colourfully than ever in silk batiks and



Veils over the face were made of rich lace or sheer silk. Hair was
grown thick and long. At home it was left loose or falling in tres-
ses over the shoulder. In public it was braided, often being inter-
woven with jewels. Beneath the dress were ankle-length trousers,
like those of the men, made of cotton and tightened at the waist
by a draw-string.

The dress length could change, revealing the trousers so that spe-
cial attention could be paid to them. When the trousers became
part of outer wear they mightbe made of striped material or petite
point on a simple textile. The trousers were worn tight at the
ankles. Women would take a large length of cloth, cut on the cross
and wear it as a cummerbund around the hips, the ends falling just

above the hemline of thedress. A princess wearing such acummer-

bund was permitted by the fashion to carry jewelled daggers,
tucked in on each side. Stockings were not normally worn but in
winter a rich cut of brocade might be fashioned into a sock, trim-
med toe and top with embroidery, often with gold or silk thread.
The shoes were the Na’lane slipper or a type of moccasin in dyed
leather called a Gondareh, which imitated the European shoe.

Ladies wore a special outfit when going out of the house, a rare
occasion for the wealthy. They wore a large white or mauve veil
over which was draped a chador (the same word is used for tent
covering the entire body from head to toe, leaving only a small
space for the eyes uncovered, so that they might see where they
were going.

At the height of the Safavid period, two items of clothing high-
lighted women'’s attire, the shawl and the turban, usually colour-
ful and made of the highest quality material that could be afforded
typically a rich brocade or a beautiful silk (Figs. 13, 14, 15).

In the rapid succession of dynasties following the Safavids, notably
those of Nader Shah and the Zands, there was a movement to-
wards greater simplicity. In the Zand period this simplicity led to
more delicately feminine and seductive attire.

A characteristic of women'’s dress in this period was the prominence
of trousers as the dresses became shorter and more transparent,
showing either much or all of the trousers. Over the dress was an
open-necked jacket with either long or short sleeves. The dress
itself was usually made of fine cotton or silk, in style little different
from the garment worn by the men. But while that of the men
opened at the side, the woman's dress opened in the front from a
button at the throat right down to the navel. The trousers, which
could be either loose or tight, were usually made of striped mate-
rial cuton the cross and richly embroidered, sometimes with semi-
precious stones and pearls in contrasting colours.(Figs. 16 and 17).

With the onset of the Qajar period and the 19th century, skirts
lengthened and pleats reappeared. Soon the dresses reached the
ground and practically no sign of trousers could be seen. Trousers
thus lost their importance, becoming tighter and less elaborate,
The fashion was a shirt and long bell-shaped skirt over which was
worn a jacket. The opening in the front of the shirt could be cut
to the navel. The hem of the skirt was usually richly embroidered
sometimes with pearls and gold and silver thread. A gold or silver
buckled leather belt gathered in the skirt at the waist. Pendants of
rich cloths, called salameh, cut in lozenge shapes, were sometimes
hung from the belt.

On her feet the fashionable woman wore either Na’lane slippers or
Sagheri moccasins with up-turned toes. Some were black, some
brilliant green, yellow or red.

While transparent shirts revealing the full outlines of the body
were worn open to the navel, such seductive attire was never seen
in public. Society went to the extreme, demanding a chador not
only for outside the house, but another kind of chador for inside
the house as well.

The indoor chador was called a chador-namaz, or prayer covering.
The outdoor chador was heavy, usually in black or violet, and worn
with a rubandeh, or thick white veil, with two holes cut out for
the eyes. The white veil could come to the knees. Yet, beneath
this the woman might be wearing a colourful cap or ajewelled tiara,
called an ambarcheh, and the veil might be fastened around the
head by a jewelled brooch, splendid but totally hidden from view.
Moreover, to avoid a possibly indiscreet show of ankie, women
wore a type of gaiter called a shakhchur that created a lumpy foot
for the public. This totally enveloped, veiled and lumpy-footed
public image of women left absolutely everything to the imagina-
tion (Fig. 19).

The more total the public covering, the more fantasy it permitted
in attire the public would never see. Thus, a woman began to dress
for her husband alone in the intimacy of the home.

But perhaps more impertantly, the platform for fashion were the
women of the same social standing with whom they were permit-
ted to exchange visits. Under the dark cloak of the shadowy
wraithe-like, almost monstrous public guise, there existed a lively,
private woman's world, within which attire became more daring
than ever before. In this secret, insulated atmosphere, traditional
attire was developed with fresh innovations, and while most of
the women displayed the restraint of good taste, the period is
noted for some extravagant experiments, with the women of the
court setting the fashion.



menian ideais as the most worthy models. The Sassanians did not
succeed in imitating the Achaemenians, but rather in creating a
vigorous style of their own, which was to have an influence as far
away as China and Japan, penetrating into the art styles of Europe.

The structure of Sassanian society was feudal and the feudal class
lived in great luxury, as reflected in women'’s attire. The styles
show greater variety than ever before and are well documented
in silver engravings, mosaics, reliefs, statues and surviving examples
of textiles.

The typical dress of the period was a loose, long sheath tightened
at the waist, pleated at the knee. |t was quite distinct from stan-
dard Parthian attire. Over the sheath, draped much like a sari,
was a stole of fine material, covering the upper part of the body.
A piece of transparent material, usually a fine muslin, could be
fastened around the waist to serve as an additional skirt, or made of
an elaborately woven silk, draped over the shoulder. Another kind
of dress common to the period fell just below the knees, revealing
a pair of trousers. Many examples of this style can be seen on the
celebrated silver plates of the period. The Anahita relief at Tag-i-
Bostan shows this form of dress under a mantle (Figs. 8 and 9).

The art of weaving developed greatly over these centuries. Wool,
cotton, linen and silk were woven in a variety of colours, often
with very elaborate designs. These materials were imitated in
many parts of the world. Many samples of Sassanian materials
have been found in the museums and churches of Europe.

A great religious and social change came to Iran with the rise of
Islam and its toppling of the Sassanian Empire. The impact on the
material culture of Iran was not strong, for the desert Arabs had
little of this kind to impose on Iran. In fact it was the other way
around. Therefore, as far as clothing is concerned, there were no
great changes for many years. A survey of the change is very diffi-
cult, for human representation was forbidden and the attire of
women is little discussed in the literature of the period.

Nevertheless, certain trends were clear. The length of women'’s
dresses became shorter, the sleeves wider and fuller. Round the
sleeves, indicating adherance to Islam, armbands with Kufic designs
were worn. The hair was worn long, sometimes parted into two
tresses or alternately piled high to resemble the tiaras of the Sassa-
nian past. Outside of the house the women covered themselves
completely with white veils.

Materials up to the 11th and 12th centuries were very much like
the Sassanian textiles, delicate, soft and with exquisite patterns,

but with the appearance of Kufic inscriptions and Arabic influence
on permissable design elements.

At the height of the Abbasid period, popularly reflected in the
stories of the 1001 nights the Sheherazade of the lIranian cities
wore a coat over her dress, open in front and held at the waist by
a belt or scarf. The best representations of this were found on
ceramics at Rey on the outskirts of present-day Tehran, and are
now housed at the Pennsylvania Art Gallery (Fig. 10).

With the coming of the Turks from Central Asia to Iran, and later
the invasion of the Mongols, new ideas were introduced into wo-
men’s fashions. Although these changes were very important, they
did notgreatly alter the basics of Iranian women’s dress. The same
long dresses were worn but now covered with elaborate embroi-
dery. The hair-do reflected Turkish and Mongol styles, styles which
were to extend into the Safavid period (Fig. 11).

The Safavid period embraces the whole of the 16th and 17th cen-
turies, along with the first third of the 18th century. In outlook
it resembles the Sassanian revival, a deliberate modelling on an-
cient Iranian ideals along with the search for unity of principle
within the diversity of the country. But while ancient traditions
and culture were given fresh life, this was done within the context
of Islam, and more specifically, with the Shi’a sect of Islam playing
a nationalistic role. In the Safavid dynasty, powerful kings arose,
among them Shah Abbas the Great who chose Isfahan as his capi-
tal, establishing a sumptuous court and becoming a great patron
of the arts.

In the Safavid period great attention was paid to clothing, the
weaving of rich brocades and velvets, the fashioning of elaborate
ornamentation and the encouragement of artistic handwork of
high taste and refinement. A large part of today’s museum pieces
in carpets and textiles were created during the period. Samples
and descriptions of these brought back to Europe by foreign
travellers established a reputation for Oriental luxury in Iran,a re-
putation which coloured the literature of the West, from Voltaire
and Goethe to Shakespeare and Milton.

The Safavid woman’s dress was a loose, ankle length robe open in
front with sleeves that were tight at the wrist. Like the men, wo-
men wore a mantle as part of their basic dress in public.

Most women wore hats, often a little cap, sometimes a towering
cylindrical headpiece, triangular hairband or a turban. Usually the
hats were held in place by a strap under the chin, The strap, accor-
ding to the wealth of the owner, was made of precious material,
the favorite being pearls (Fig. 12).



A Persian upon dressing, first covered his body with white cotton
underwear. Over this was placed a single garment made up of two
pieces attached at the rear. The upper part was a circular cut of
pleated cloth, the bottom a large, long skirt. The skirt had either
one or two large pleats, permitting a long stride of the legs. The
top of the garment extended from the back over the shoulders and
arms, falling in pleats in the front, the large pleats providing ample
room for arm movement, the side pleats over each arm function-
ing as sleeves. There were no joined sleeves, nor joined trouser
legs; simply a single, loose, pleated garment, draped naturally over
the body (Figs. 4 & 5).

At the wdist a leather belt pulled in all the pleats of the skirt. The
shoes were also made of leather with an interior strap. Designed
into the shoe was a high hidden flat heel to give the wearer added
height.

Making the family clothing continued to be woman’s work, a tra-
dition carried into the highest aristocratic circles. Amasterus, wife
of Xerxes, wove the clothing of her family while her husband ruled
far and wide as King of Kings.

As the empire grew, major trade routes were built, a common
coinage was struck, standard weights and measures were establish-
ed, and an economic census was taken to identify under-develop-
ed areas. As a result trees and crops from one part of the empire
were introduced to other areas, artisans travelled freely setting up
workshops where there was a demand for their wares, and huge
public works were undertaken, including the cutting of the first

Suez Canal and the building of the first bridge across the Bospho-_

rus connecting Europe and Asia. The rise of trade on a world
scaie, along with the free movement of skills and ideas was certain
to affect women'’s attire.

The flow of wealth throughout the empire led to a taste for greater
luxury. People began to distinguish themselves by wearing more
costly fabrics which featured richer ornamentation and the use of
rare dyes. The materials used in Iran had been wool, cotton and
linen. Now silk make its appearance, coming in from a still mys-
terious China, whose people traded with the tribes at the eastern
reaches of the empire. Beautiful materials were created, some-
times using gold and silver threads. Costly purple was the royal
colour, while pure white had religious connotations. The colour
range included lapis lazuli, olive green, turquoise, orange and many
shades of brown. Brilliant experiments were made with various
colour combinations, as can be seen in the mosaics from Susa on
display at the Louvre.

Pan-Hellenism under the successors to Alexander, the Seleucids,

had a century of opportunity, but took little root in Iran. The
outlook of Iran might have turned further to the west, but it in
fact turned further to the East. From the eastern reaches of Iran
the Arsacids arose, creating the Parthian Dynasty, expelling the
Greeks, and ruling Iran for the next 470 years. The Parthians later
defeated the Romans, who had succeeded the Greeks in Asia, es-
tablishing a relatively stable dividing line between Rome and Iran
in the Middle East. Thus, Iran became the East, but beyond Iran
was China and the virtually unknown Far East. lIran between
East and West hecame a centre of influence in its own right, while
culturally receptive to influences from both sides.

Largely because of the later dynastic conflict between the Sassa-
nians and the Parthians, many Parthian records have disappeared.
Only in recent centuries has a true indication of the Parthian
achievement come to light, notably in excavations in the Turko-
man Republic of the Soviet Union and Duro-Europes, Nisa, Hatra,
Palmyra and other points in the Middle East. The emerging pic-
ture runs sharply counter to what the Sassanians would have us
believe of the Parthians. The evidence strongly suggests that rather
than being simple, rude nomads, the Parthians expressed them-
selves in rich culture, no less glamorous than the Achaemenians
who had founded the Persian Empire.

Women's attire during the Parthian epoch remained basically the
same as in the Achaemenian era, the variaticn largely in the head-
dress and accessories. The dress remained full-length, skirts pleat-
ed and wide, with belts worn to tighten the waist. But sleeves now
made their appearance while over the basic Persian dress, a sleeve-
less, open-necked jacket was now worn. Much attention was paid
to the head; the hair was coiffeured, and either headbands or hats
donned. The Parthian hat was pyramidal in shape, holding a dia-
phanous veil in place. The veil could also be used as a cape, draped
from the hat over the back and shoulders, or taken off and tied
around the waist as a sash.

The more elaborate headdresses include the use of beads, coins,
religious symbols such as crescents, stars or Mithraic figures. Mas-
sive necklaces, earrings and rings might complete the attire. Exam-
ples of such headdresses can be seen in the statues found in Hatra
and Palmyra as well as in the frescoes of the Zeus Temple at Dura
Europes and the finds of Nisa. (Figs. 6 and 7).

The Parthians fell in 224 A.D., replaced by the Sassanians who
were to rule for another four centuries until 651 A.D. The Sassa
nian period ushered in a national revival, a reaction against too
much influence from both East and West. The Sassanians attemnp-
ted to find purely lranian cultural inspiration, seeing the Achae-



embracing thevirtual totality of the civilized world. In Iran, there-

fore, the stage was set for the world in which we live today, and in

which we are still seeking workable inter-cultural solutions to en-

hance the quality of life and the dignity of every human being.

Throughout Iranian history certain fundamental aspects of Iranian
attire are clear. lranian women have tended to conceal the body
rather than wear a consciously seductive mode of dress that would
reveal the full contours of the body. This contrasts with the attire
of other ancient cultures, such as the loose tunic of the women
of classical Greece. Given this aspect of concealment, Iranian
clothing tended to be rich in colour, texture and ornamentation.
Cut and stitch became very important as a dress was constructed,
creating problems more complex than with a simple Greek robe or
the Chinese Kimono and sheath. Virtually every invention dealing
with the drapery of cloth makes its appearance at some stage in the
historical pageant of women’s attire in Iran.

In the First Millenium B.C. an Aryan people descended from the
north onto the lranian Plateau. The name Iran derives from these
people, the Aryans. One part of this group settled on the south-
west of the plateau — a region called Parsa or Persis, from which
the name Persia derives. These came into history as the Persians.
Other Aryans, or Iranians, settled in the mountains to the west of
the plateau, an area called Media, the home of the Medes. There
were others, but the Medes and then the Persians were soon to
rule supreme on the plateau. These Aryans came into contact with
an earlier civilization which lived both on the plateau and the low-
land fringe along the rivers which empty into the Persian Gulf.
This was Elam, whose capital, Susa, has been, called ‘‘The Mother
of Cities!” The cultural contact between Persia, Media and Elam
was both profound and fruitful. Upon the rise of the Persian Em-
pire, kings were to alternate residence at three capitals, Persepolis,
the City of the Persians, Ecbatana, Capital of the Medes, and Susa,
ancient Capital of Elam.

Thousands of figurines showing the evolution of women's dress
over a period spanning many centuries provide many examples of
Elamite attire. But the example chosen as representative for the
period is taken from a silver vase, dating from 3,000 B.C. Engraved
on this vase are two figures,one seated, the other standing. The
long gown of the latter is regal but elegantly simple. The material
can only be conjectured, but it may have been a light lambswool
fashioned to suggest a pattern of leaves (Fig. 1).

The folk memory rendered into epic poetry, particularly the
Shahnameh gives a remarkably memorable account of ancient
Iran and one which has become a key part of the nation’s image

of itself. The characters who play major roles in this national epic
are more real to the Iran of today than any ghost of the past resur-
rected by the spade of living scholars. Clay statuettes found in

tombs of the First and Second Millenia reveal details of women's
head ornamentation, jewellery and dress styles in the heroic age
when Roudabeh gave birth to the national folk hero, Rostam.

Roudabeh’s dress has been designed on the basis of this historical

research (Fig. 2).

It was at Media in the First Millenium B.C. that the first major
Aryan kingdom rose in Asia. Among its cultural achievements
were fine architecture and excellent cloth. The finest cloth was
tailored into robes at a royal workshop outside the palace gates.
The court was required to be sumptuously dressed. A tradition
of courtly splendour began to take shape in Iran, a tradition which
was to have a strong impact on women'’s attire, with the court as
an arbiter of taste. One of the more attractive examples of wo-
men'’s attire in the Median style is engraved on a silver box found
in the Oxus Treasure, now on display at the British Museum, |t
shows a long gown worn with a cape, the woman heavily adorned
with gold and silver jewelry (Fig. 3).

To the south of the Medes lay the kingdom of Persia where one
of the greatest leaders in history would rise to carve out an empire.
This was Cyrus the Great. Media was quickly absorbed. But in an
extraordinary move, the Persians accorded the Medes equal status
with themselves. Cyrus understood that through a harmony of
common interest and cooperation, both people could prosper
more than if one people were subjugated by the other. This same
principle was extended to Elam as well as to all Iranians of the
plateau. As a result ancient Iran was united for the first time.
The principle of a king of kings, which is to say a centre of autho-
rity and appeal over areas of self-rule where local customs and
language were maintained, was found to work. In fact, it worked
so well that the Persian Empire soon came to embrace most of the
civilized world, giving mankind its first centuries of security and
peace. It was a period of great cultural exchange in which people
began to learn from each other, respecting each other’s dignity,
acknowledging each other’s contributions in art and technology,
stimulated by each other’s designs, trading textiles and dyes, while
creatively borrowing and raising the artistic level of each nation’s
distinctive attire.

At the beginning of the Persian Empire, Persian dress was simple.
Woven and tailored by the women of the family, clothes were
made of lambswool and fashioned in a uni-sex style, the same basic
garment being worn by both the men and the women.



DRESS IN IRAN

E STORY OF WOMEN'S

Every item of clothing we wear is a cultural statement. To each
shoe, stocking or necklace clings a nimbus of social values. A single
item of clothing, such as a veil, may express a way of life.

The clothes we wear announce what kind of person we take our-
selves to be. Our clothes speak a powerful non-verbal language, a
language as ancient as speech and as idiomatic.

Each civilization has developed its own traditions of clothing, but
within these traditions, as with speech, there are numerous accents,
varying from region to region, from city to city, and even from
village to village. It is hardly surprising, for clothing is one of our
basic forms of self-expression and social communication.

Clothing serves to cover the body for such basic purposes as warm th
and privacy, but even Eve, in the first shock of realizing she had
nothing to wear, did not choose the first leaf in the garden.

Clothes moved quickly from garments of primitive utility into the
realm of conscious design, which is the mainspring of all art. Inter-
related with all the arts, clothing helped to fashion life styles.

The history of clothing is a history of life styles. As a fundamen-
tal part of human history it includes invention, adaptation, tradi-
tion and change.

Many thousands of years ago in Iran the pin and the needle were
part of every woman's basic domestic tools. Thread was spun,
cloth was woven, dyed, cut and sewn. Components of today’s
fashions were already invented and adapted to cultural values.
From archaeological excavations have come a profusion of rings,
bracelets, necklaces, anklets buckles and clasps. Fragments of wo-
ven wool, cotton and flax have been recovered. These show that
at least 3,000 years of experiment and tradition went into the de-
velopment of clothing in Iran before Iran entered the mainstream
of history with the creation of the Persian Empire in the First
Millenium B.C.

Thus, Iran offers a rich field for the study of clothing. Firstly be-
cause the history of Iran spans a vast, continuous period from the
dawn of civilization to the living culture of the contemporary
scene; secondly, because Iranians have been highly conscious of
the social values expressed in clothing, and finally, because Iran has
served as a centre of artistic invention as well as a major cultural
intermediary between East and West. Over ancient Iran the Silk
Route was established, as the first of the great world trade routes.
From the heartland of Iran sprang the first world empire, drawing
together in all its multi-cultural aspects an integrated community



The Club emblem consists of alternating pomegranates
and lotus leaves linked in a circle. The club motto, ““Uni-
ty, Friendship, Service” is inscribed in a decorative style
of Persian calligraphy on the three lotus leaves. It is
derived directly from a Luristan bronze ornament of the
pre-Achaemenian period. The lotus has long been used
in lran and is found as a design motif in ornaments, and
the carved reliefs of Persepolis and Susa, and has influen-
ced the shape of a large group of silver vessels. Together
with the pomegranate it serves as the symbolic’Tree of
Many Seeds” signifying fruitfulness.



The International Women's Club of Iran

The International Women'’s Club of Iran was formed in
1951 under the leadership of Mrs, Henry F.Grady, the
wife of the American Ambassador. Its aim was to estab-
lish friendly relations and good understanding between
the women of Iran and other countries, thus enabling
them to learn more of each other’scultural and historical
backgrounds, particularly of Iran, as well as offering the
opportunity to work together with welfare organisations
to assist Iranian women and children in need.

One of the first results of this international enterprise was
the development of Sangaladj Park from wasteland and
the building of a clinic for mothers and children from
funds raised. Volunteers from the Club have worked in
the clinic since its opening in 1952, and also in the Leila
Clinic and Day Care Centre(!) which was added in 1963
the building of which was donated by H.E. Eng. Ghotbi.
Here, 40 children of working mothers are cared for dur-
ing the day, while twice a week the clinic offers medical
care to babies and nursing mothers, as well as welfare aid,
under the dedicated guidance of Mrs. Nayer Mahdavi(?)

Another important undertaking was the building of the
Convalescent Home(?) for children on land donated by
Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Farah, in 1967, through
the untiring efforts of Mrs. Houri Moghadam, while
presiding over the Club. This home can care for up to
60 children whose stay in hospital has been completed;
however they still need special care before returning to
their homes. Play groups and simple studies are organized
for the children to keep them happy and usefully occu-
pied.

(1) Leila Clinic and Day Care Centre, Jaleh Ave., Koutcheh
Behnam Tel. 319040,

(2)  Mrs,Mahdavi is assisted by Dr. M, Sadr, Mrs, Javidan, Mrs.
Kia, Mrs. Seyrafi, Mrs. Arfa, Mrs, Saleh and Mrs, Lashkari

(3)  Children’s Convalescent Home on Pahlavi Road Tel:
680066 - 680067.

Some of the outstanding past fund raising, cultural and
social activities of the Club have included:

1. International Costume Pageant at the Golestan
Palace.

2. Compiling a directory of social welfare agencies in
Iran (through the efforts of Mrs, Farangis Shadman
and Mrs, Tara Ali Baig, former president and vice-
president of the Club).

3. Song, piano, and violin recitals by national and
internationally famous artists: Mireille Mathieu,
Novin Afrouz and Sivo.

4. National and International fashion shows.

5. Art Exhibitions.

6. International May Fair at the American Embassy.

7. Foundation of a school in the village of Rudak,
which bears the Club’s name, on the occasion of
the 2,500th Anniversary of the Founding of the
Persian Empire.

8. An Historical Pageant of Women’s Dress in Iran, in
the presence of Her Imperial Majesty Empress
Farah.

9. Production of a documentary film with the co-
operation of the Ministry of Culture and Art.

10. Publication of Negar-e-Zan
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"When dressed in a handwoven Persian garment, | feel truly
jubilant and proud’’

Her Imperial Majesty Empress Farah
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