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Introduction

The art of mural painting in the Qajar era, beyond its decorative functions and physical
architectural ornaments, developed in an organic connection with literary texts and
formed a complex network of intermedial interactions. In this historical period, cultural
and social transformations led to the birth of new patterns in visual representations, such
that "the painting of the Qajar period, while preserving some previous visual traditions,
tended toward a kind of more narrative and popular representation" (Pakbaz, 2000:
142). In this context, the highly frequent narrative of "Yusuf and Zulaykha," which in
the Masnavi of Abd al-Rahman Jami attained its rhetorical, romantic, and
epistemological perfection, served as a rich pre-text for visual formulations in this
period and brought about an intertextual dialogue between literature and the visual arts.

Despite the fundamental importance of these visual texts, a critical review of the
research background reveals that the encounter with Qajar murals has often remained
trapped in the grip of art-historical reductionism, formal aesthetic descriptions, or at
most a linear and one-sided comparison of image with literary text. The fundamental
problem of this research is rooted precisely in this theoretical and methodological gap;
reductionist readings reduce the artwork to a passive object. Whereas, understanding
how to move from an object-oriented aesthetic encounter to a "hermeneutic experience"
requires adopting a reception-oriented and interpretive (or hermeneutic) approach in
order to show how these works transcend the temporal and spatial limitations of their
own and, as open texts, continue in the semantic horizon of the present audience.

To move beyond this theoretical impasse, the present research has based its analytical
framework on the components of the "philosophical hermeneutics" of Hans-Georg
Gadamer. In Gadamerian thought, understanding an artwork is not the reconstruction
of the author's psychological intention or the discovery of a meaning frozen in the past;
rather, "understanding is always a kind of participation in an event of tradition in which
the past and the present are constantly interwoven" (Gadamer, 2010: 374). In this
framework, meaning does not have a static nature; rather, it is born through the
"dialectic of question and answer" between the historical horizon of the work (the Qajar
mural and Jami's Masnavi) and the horizon of the interpreter's pre-understandings. The
emergence of this new and fluid meaning depends on a process that Gadamer refers to
as the "fusion of horizons"; an event in which "the horizons of the interpreter and the
text are joined together in a shared realm of understanding" (Palmer, 1998: 192).

In this research, we attempt, by going beyond reductionist readings, to analyze how the
literary context of Jami's Masnavi is translated into visual form in Qajar murals. This
study seeks to demonstrate that Qajar muralists were not merely passive illustrators of
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Jami's text; rather, through an interpretive reading, they organized the visual structure
of the works in such a way as to provide a ground for the formation of a continuous
dialectic with the literary tradition. The main question of this article is how the Qajar
artist, relying on their cultural and artistic pre-understandings, translated the literary text
into a visual image and, in this process, what layers of meaning were added to the visual
rendering of the work. In line with the realization of this aim, from the research
population consisting of 35 identified Qajar-era murals with this theme, 8 significant
works were selected through purposive sampling so that, through a qualitative and
phenomenological analysis, the manner of the continued existence of these works in the
realm of the audience's understanding could be examined and reflected upon in depth.

Conclusion

The present research, moving beyond reductionist art-historical and formalist
approaches, demonstrated that approaching Qajar murals requires a transition from a
passive encounter to a "hermeneutic and ontological experience." The hermeneutic
analysis and layer-by-layer reading of eight significant works from the narratives of
"Yusuf and Zulaykha" showed that the relationship between Jami's mystical Masnavi
and the paintings of the Qajar era is by no means based on a linear, faithful, and one-
sided adaptation or illustration; rather, the Qajar artist, as an active interpreter, through
the re-articulation of signs, has created a visual text that stands in a continuous dialectic
with its literary subtext. In this process, the murals transcend the position of a merely
decorative object and, as "open texts," provide the ground for the formation of a deep
interpretive dialogue.

The outcome of the analyses based on Gadamer's six steps reveals that the central core
of this meaning-generation lies in the strategy of "conscious anachronism" and the
localization of myth. The Qajar muralist, by merging the sacred realm of the narrative
with the everyday objects of their lifeworld (such as the architecture of aristocratic
houses, courtly attire, and felt hats), has eliminated the aesthetic and historical distance
between the source text (the ninth century) and the audience (the Qajar visual episteme).
These visual devices are not deficiencies in historical representation; rather, they are
precisely the point of intersection and "fusion of horizons" in which Jami's verbal
metaphors (such as the battle between multiplicity and unity, or the struggle between
determinism and free will) are distilled into existential and tangible significations in
everyday life.

On the other hand, the application of Gadamer's theory in this research showed that
understanding these works depends on activating the "dialectic of question and answer"
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in the realm of the contemporary audience's understanding. The visual structure of these
paintings—from the suffocating closure of the frame in the depiction of the brothers'
envy to the reductionist scale of the market and bodily gestures signifying passivity
before the absolute—all call the audience to an existential challenge. In this hermeneutic
cycle, the abstract concepts of the Sufis have become figural codes in order ultimately
to enact the deconstruction of concepts such as captivity/freedom and fall/redemption
in the interpreter's lifeworld. The results of the research indicate that the Qajar murals
of Yusuf and Zulaykha, beyond mere illustrations, are hermeneutic and interpretive
renderings of Jami's Masnavi. This translation from text to image not only conveys the
story's content but also adds new layers of meaning to the work within the cultural and
artistic context of the Qajar era. This study showed that the process of translating text
into image in these works represents a complex dialectic between literary tradition and
artistic innovation; a dialectic in which, from Gadamer's perspective, the horizons of
understanding of the artist and the audience merge with the semantic horizon of the text
and image and lead to the creation of a unique artistic rendering.

Ultimately, the fundamental achievement of this research is that it shows that Qajar
mural art is the manifestation of an "ontological event"; an event that does not confine
the meaning of the story of Yusuf and Zulaykha to Jami's historical past or the painter's
time, but by creating new meaning, reproduces the necessity of reflecting on the
boundaries of subject-centered consciousness and submission before truth in the
interpreter's present. Accordingly, adopting reception-oriented approaches in Iranian art
studies not only restores theoretical dignity to these visual texts but also proves their
immense capacity for the continuation of their semantic life in the contemporary world.
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