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This catalogue accompanies a seminar held on the occasion
of *Noor o Soor — Banquet of Light”, an exhibition of textiles
al the Manouchehri Passage Museum. The exhibits, which
include 16 large and a number of smaller sequin embroideries,
date back to the 18th and 19th century and constitute part of
the Manouchehri Textile Collection.

This exhibition is the first of a series which aims to display
curalted selections of the Manouchehri Textile Collection,
accompanied by research projects. These efforts will
ultimately culminate in the completion of the Manouchehri
Textile Museum, a venue with the architectural, technical,
and intellectual capacity to host the entire collection which
comprises approximately 800 samples representative of
all weaving and embroidery techniques, spanning over 300
years of Iranian textile art.

The Manouchehri Textile Museum aims to raise greater
awareness for this significant part of Iran’s cultural and
artistic heritage, thus expanding the horizons of researchers,
artists, artisans and designers.
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In the context of textiles, we define sequins as small, thin,
shiny, and mostly circular sheets with a hole for the purpose
of sewing unto cloth, usually in large numbers of identical
shape. Prior to their mass industrial production in plastic,
sequins were mostly made of metal. The origin of their name
can be traced back to the term for “coin” or “money”: “pulak”
(pul - money) in Farsi and “sequin” in English (borrowed from
the French “sequin”, which can be traced across the Italian
“zecca” / mint to the Arabic “sikka” / coin).

The sequins in the Manouchehri Collection, with very few
exceplions, are made from brass alloy, covered with fine
layers of gold and silver. They are mostly circular and flat,
with a diameter of four to six millimetres. Some exhibits
contain a small number of colourful sequins in the shape of
flowers, leaves or shells with a slightly raised convex form.
The metal surface of these sequins has been covered with a
thin layer of paint.

Archaeological excavations in various regions ol ancient
civilization within Iran have led to the discovery of vast
numbers of sequins made of pure gold, the oldest of which
stem from Shush and Marlik, dating back o the second
millennium B.C.
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A variely of melal sequins used in the
Manouchehri Collection
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Gold sequins excavaled [rom archacological siles in Jubaji, Marlik,
Arjan — Nalional Museum of Iran N




SEQUIN AND

CHAIN STITCH EMBROIDERY

In this collection, the curtains classified as “sequin embroidery”
contain pieces with an average size of 190 x 120 cm, adorned
either purely with sequins or with a combination, in varying
degrees, of sequin and chain stitch embroidery. The embroidery
itself is done by hand, using a needle, in a free manner without
constraint o a particular method, allaching the sequin unto
the fabric by two simple stitches from opposing directions,
sometimes using the same stitch for two sequins for efficiency,
thus resulting in a long thread-like sequence with more space
in-between sequins. In the majority of works in this collection,
the outline of the pattern as well as the filling of small shapes
for the purpose of accentuation have been embroidered by
chain stitch. The pinnacle of production for these curtains can
be traced back to the city of Isfahan during the 18th and 19th
century. During the same period, curtains embroidered entirely
by chain stitch were also quite prevalent in Isfahan, characterized
by their liberally designed imagery of so-called “Bazm-o-Razm”,
or “Feast and Fight” ceremonies of classical Persian literature.
These curtains, distinct from their counterparts inherent to the
Caspian city of Rasht, were usually produced by women, either
individually or collectively, by pulling the fabric over a horizontal
frame. In conclusion, the city of Isfahan bears witness to a period
where a variety of household methods were applied to create
large, intricate works, ranging from pure chain stitch embroidery
on one end of the spectrum to pure sequin embroidery on the
other, with a variety of combinations in between.
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CURTAIN

KIALL HANGING

Amongst various works produced
using sequin embroidery during
this period, the curlains are
certainly the most prominent,
whereas we will briefly dwell on
the term “curtain™

Back then, textiles (which included
various fabrics, rugs and kilims)
were  often mounted  above
doorways, and it was common to
use fabric to decoratively cover
walls in formal reception spaces, a
practice referred to in depictions of
palaces as far back as ancient times.
Today, this practice is still alive in
religious Ashura ceremonies and
Shia  Hosseiniveh — congregation
halls, and serves as a simple means
by which the atmosphere of a space
can be temporarily altered to suit
a parlicular occasion. At the heart
of this very tradition lie our sequin
curlains, used to decorate rooms
for celebrations and weddings in
particular: a close observation will
reveal many symbols indicative of
this joyful occasion.
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The decoration of walls in the portico of Chehel

Sotoun Palace, Isfahan, for a formal reception in

the early 20th century —The Cily Photo Museum
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Street decoration for the coronation of Reza Shah

Pahlavi, 1926 — Vila Sackville-Wesl, Passenger Lo
Tehran
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THE TREE OF LIFE

There is one overall molif inherent not just Lo this collection, but
to all sequin embroideries of this particular period, despite their
diversity: the “Tree of Life”.

1. Curtain: the repetition of a framed doorway establishes a
connection between the “inside” and the “outside” of the image,
while the lifting curtain symbolizes the revelation of deeper
meanings and layers.

2. Sun: the sun, or a large lucky star, is placed at the forehead
of the curtain. Smaller slars, particularly on curtains with a dark
background, abound.

3. Lion - Goalt - Fish: most animals featured at the bottom of the
lree are visual representations of constellations. Representing the
rising of auspicious stars, they appear in pairs as the guardians of
the Tree of Life.

4. Birds: a constant element in the curtains, with the peacock
appearing more f[requently than any other species.

5. Crystal Bulb, Samovar: with the passing of time, contemporary
objects found their way into the symbolic space of the curtains.
They provide significant social clues to the furnishings and to the
everyday laste of their time.

6. Iruit Bowl - Rose Water Dispenser - Candelabra - Lamp:
essentials for a celebratory outdoor spread, repeated often within
designs.

7.Flower Vase: in addition to decorating the banquet with pleasant
fragrance and color, they serve as a reiteration of the Tree of Life
symbol, the template of which sometimes contains a flower vase
instead of a tree.

8.Vine: in depictions where a cypress tree is at the centre of both
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image and allention, like waves of light, the winding branches of
vines are often seen climbing across the entire background.

9. Border: like a garden protected by its walls, multiple rows of
flowers take this task upon themselves.

10. Cypress: the central tree featured in all pieces.

11. Flame - Seed: the form of the cypress trees emulates a blazing
fire, with either a sun, a candle, or a lamp illuminating the heart
of some pieces. In its reduced form, the body of the cypress tree
is reminiscent of a plant seed. The lines and bands which repeat
the form of the tree towards its core resemble a husk, carrying
and nourishing its budding seed. Other pieces fealure cypress
trees covered in a chequered surface: a simplified depiction of a
pinecone, with each scale carrying its own future seedling.

12. Root - Bowl: The chalice or bowl from whence the tree of life
grows is usually presented with great emphasis; often in the form
of a boat with its two ends transforming into heads of dragons or
ducks.

13. Mountain: the tree rests on the highest peak of a mountain
formed by a multitude of mountains.

14. Water - Sea: the mountain rises from within the sea.
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Cylindrical stamp depicling a tree upon a mounlain, a
pair of ibexes, and slars. Ashur, 2nd millennium B.C.
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The Tree of Lile is one of the oldest molifs in Iranian culture. Here,
we witness it in its latest version, updated in the 18th century
and featured with only minor alterations on carpets, glazed tiles,
plasterwork, masonry, etc. until the early 20th century. Thus, we
have a prominent example of the survival of an “idea” in the form
of a “motif”. The detailed resemblance of this motif with its most
ancient versions is an astounding testament Lo its endurance across
the twists and turns of history. And yet, let us devote our attention
to an important evolution: it seems as though, with the passage of
time, the hard husk of “the myth” has frayed, and from within its
seed, has found the chance to continue its existence in the form of
a“metaphor”, in a shape proportionate to the wisdom of the times.
The central idea which honours the continuity and burgeoning of
life, while springing from the fount of its own ancient mythology,
traverses surprising distances: with the continuous moulding by
popular culture, the reminders of this motif’s early origins, such as
the “Gaokerena Tree” or other faded shapes from ancient times -
seem far to the eye and unfamiliar to the ear.
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A fragment of woven silk from the Buyid period (945-
1055) depicting a tree of life flanked by a pair of large

simurghs resembling peacocks grasping ibexes in their
N Lalons, and a pair of small goals - Cleveland Museum

Written by: Hoda Arbabi

Translated by: Shanay A. Hubmann
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