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THE WOODWORKING CRAFT AND ITS PRODUCTS IN IRAN

Although most of Iran is denuded of forests, this was 
not always the case. Many parts of the country that now 
are deserts or treeless plains were forested during the 
first millennium BCE.1 Even now, some areas are still 
reasonably well endowed with forests that traditionally 
have given rise to local woodworking crafts. The use 
and working of wood required craftsmanship that over 
time developed into a variety of specialized arts. The 
artisans, the tools they used, and the motifs and forms 
that they developed and applied were not peculiar 
to Iran alone. In fact, the motifs were not restricted 
solely to woodworking but were also used in other 
ornamental building crafts such as plasterwork (gach-
k¸rº), tilemaking (k¸shº-k¸rº), mirrorwork (¸}ina-s¸zº), 
and stone masonry (¥ajj¸rº). Much of the woodcarving 
and carpentry of Iran therefore is very much like such 
work in India, Central Asia, Turkey, and the countries 
of the Arab Middle East, and consequently the tools 
used were in most cases also similar if not identical.2 
This is what one would expect in areas that have a 
shared history and culture dating from pre-Islamic 
times, in which woodcarvings, murals, and wooden 
ceilings were normal architectural decoration.3 The 
similarity in design and motifs of woodcarvings and car-
pentry objects during the Islamic period was fostered 
by the common cultural and religious context of Islam, 
which begat a large range of geometric ornamental 
patterns, a development facilitated by the progress 
made in mathematics in the Abbasid Empire. Finally, 
the working methods and forms of organization of the 
various woodcrafts were also very much more alike 
than not.4 It is against this background that, in the 
first part of this study, I discuss what is known about 
the woodworking craftsmen of Iran, and in the second 
part I review some of their major products. Before 
doing so I shall briefly consider the kinds of trees 
that were used as the raw material for construction 
and woodworking.

TIMBER

Trees that supplied timber were generally large, 
although in many places they were cut at increas-
ingly younger ages due to a timber deficit. Hans Wulff 
has collected a list of species preferred for various 
uses by carpenters around 1950.5 Most of these are 
indigenous, but certain kinds of expensive hardwoods 
have always been imported, because they never grew 
in Iran. Under the Achaemenids, for example, rose-
wood (Pterocarpus and Dalbergia) was imported and 
made into chairs and bedsteads; other imported woods 
included ebony and sandalwood.6 In the tenth century, 
the Ýud¢d al-{@lam recorded the importation of teak 
(ª¸j), sandalwood, ebony (¸ban¢s) and a variety of other 
woods, some of which, such as camphor and Brazil wood, 
were aromatic.7 In the same period, al-Istakhri noted 
the sale of cypress timber from Afghanistan through-
out Khorasan. Timber also came from Pushang, where 
juniper ({ar{ar) trees grew, as well as from Samarqand, 
while Khwarizm mainly imported East European timber. 
Teakwood, used in the construction and decoration of 
the homes of the wealthy in Baghdad, was imported 
from India. This expensive wood was also used to build 
residences for rich merchants in Siraf; one such multi-
storied house allegedly cost 30,000 dinars, a fortune in 
those days. Erica wood (khalanj)and boxwood (shamsh¸d) 
trees from Mazandaran supplied the raw material for 
furniture and utensils.8 Samarqand supplied other 
towns not only with timber but also woodworking: the 
maqª¢ra (screened area), minbar, and mihrab of the 
Great Mosque in Bukhara, for example, were ordered 
around 1000 from Samarqand, where they had been 
carved and decorated.9 

Timber was so expensive that old houses were often 
taken apart in order to reuse their beams and planks. 
Ahmad b. Nuh b. Ahmad b. Isma{il Sam{ani (tenth cen-
tury) brought to Bukhara the timber from a palace his 
grandfather had built at Varakhsha “and used it to build 
a mansion which he made at the gate of the fortress of 
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Bukhara.”10 Around 1100, the governor Tughrul Beg 
bought the mosque of the village of Sharq, destroyed 
it, and “brought its wood to Bukhara and built a reli-
gious school….”11 The doors of the Friday mosque of 
Bukhara had been taken from villas of rich people liv-
ing outside the city who had refused to become Mus-
lims.12 In eleventh-century Fars, Abu Ghanim, son of 
{Amid al-Dawla, similarly reused timber from the house 
that the late {Azud al-Dawla had built in Shiraz to con-
struct the fortress of Pahan-Diz.13 This kind of recycling 
activity continued until modern times, for even when 
peasants moved they took the doors, rafters, and win-
dows of their old homes with them.14 During the medi-
eval period various kinds of wood were supplied from 
Georgia and Tabaristan, in particular the hard khalanj 
wood. Timber from Taraq (?) and Jurjaniyya near Isfahan 
also was used.15 In the early fourteenth century, wal-
nut boards (takhta-i girdig¸nº) were ordered for one of 
the royal buildings in Azerbaijan,16 while timber from 
Tabaristan was sold in the bazaar of Isfahan.17 In the 
fifteenth century and earlier, timber for the construc-
tion of houses of the rich in Herat came from Badqeys 
(Badgish). The wood used was from the juniper tree 
(avirs), which yielded a light but hard wood, and which 
the peasants of that region found it to their advan-
tage to plant.18 The shoots of the arghav¸nº, or Judas 
tree (Cercis soliquastrum), were sold at the head of the 
Bazar-i Malik in Herat and were used for basketry and 
the making of ladles and the like.19

Although in some regions there were important 
local stands of wood, the main forested region of 
Iran was (and remains) the Caspian provinces. How-
ever, due to the inaccessibility of those provinces, 
with their lack of roads and swampy terrain, their tim-
ber resources were hardly used, apart from providing 
the materials to construct housing for area inhabit-
ants and to make woodcarving and carpentry prod-
ucts. It is not clear whether Shah Safi I (r. 1629–42) 
had timber transported from these parts to Shamakhi 
to build ships;20 more likely, given the proximity, he 
procured it from Georgia, northwestern Azerbaijan, 
or the Talish region. A century later, in 1736, Nadir 
Shah indeed had timber transported all the way from 
Mazandaran to Bushire to build his Persian Gulf fleet—
a huge and very expensive undertaking and also an 
exception to the rule.21

In the nineteenth century, Shushtar cornel wood 
(kun¸r) was used to make doors, sashes ({urusº)  windows, 
middle parts (miy¸na) of water pipes, and the like.22 
The plane tree (chin¸r) more than any other was used 

for doors, lintels, struts, and sometimes roofing.23 The 
wood of the t¸ghun or tukhm (Celtis caucasia) was con-
sidered valuable for household furniture, but mainly 
for spoons and bowls.24 The wood of the walnut tree 
(jawz) was highly valued for the manufacture of the 
commonly used large wooden dishes and platters.25 
According to Ernst Höltzer, writing around 1890,

These kinds of wood [walnut and plane] are most suitable 
for that purpose [i.e., the making of furniture]. Plane 
wood is very solid and long lasting. They [carpenters] 
therefore prefer to use it for pieces that are exposed to 
the elements, such as doors, windows, and pillars. Old 
plane trees generally display beautiful grain. Because of 
its low cost, poplar is commonly used. Plane and walnut 
wood is becoming rarer and more expensive, because 
every year these have to be taken from more remote 
places, and because the newly planted trees are cut when 
very young.26

Other types of popular wood, such as oak, walnut, and 
boxwood, were exported in relatively large quantities 
from the Caspian provinces after 1870.27

WOODWORKING CRAFTSMEN

Who crafted the wood just discussed? The category of 
woodworkers has always extended beyond carpenters: 
the texts mention woodcutters, sawyers, carpenters, 
turners, box makers, several kinds of woodcarvers, 
makers of a variety of specialized items, and inlay-
ers.

Woodcutters

Woodcutters—those who cut the trees that provided 
the raw material for all woodworking needs—were not 
the same as firewood cutters (hayzum-kash), who gener-
ally were interested only in brushwood. Woodcutters 
transported the timber to rural or urban sales points 
in various ways.28 Those who engaged in this activity in 
the forested Caspian regions were not professionals but 
rather peasants or carpenters from nearby towns, who 
did this as a sideline to make additional money. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Afzal 
al-Mulk, a government official, observed the situa-
tion in Sari:

Everything is expensive here. For example, they buy forest 
timber from these parts, and in addition they pay the cost 
of transportation of a ten-day journey (manzil) to have it 
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reach Tehran, where carpenters make doorsills, tables, 
and other items from it. The carpenters here cut the 
timber free of charge in the forest and take it to Sari and 
make planks from it that they turn into very bad doors 
and tables, [because] they make them from uncut (ghayr 
majz¢m), warped, and crooked planks. In this condition 
they sell them for more than in Tehran, although the 
Tehrani carpenters transport the boards and planks over 
a ten-day journey. They [also] pay a large amount for 
the wood and boards and make really good, elegant, 
and solid doors and sell them cheap.29

Elsewhere in Iran, too, carpenters themselves usu-
ally felled and sawed the trees in addition to work-
ing the resulting planks and boards (fig. 1).30 This 
held true in particular for urban locales: not only was 
timber brought in from the rural areas, but trees in 
the immediate vicinity were cut by local carpenters. 
Until recently Persian towns did not look like heaps of 
brick and concrete; as late as the 1930s, a visitor’s first 
impression of a Persian town was of a large conglom-

eration of trees interspersed with houses.31 Trees in 
and near towns and villages were privately owned; for 
example, when carpenters in Shamiran wanted to cut 
more trees than they had bought, the owner called the 
police.32 Because tree felling was not a true profession, 
the manner in which timber was obtained was rather 
wasteful. According to Höltzer, writing about 1890 in 
Isfahan, “Sawmills do not exist, nor do woodcutters 
who know how to fell trees. The carpenters do the 
sawing and felling themselves, but they do not cleave 
[the wood]. For that job there are wood splitters, who 
rather than cut the wood with their heavy axes, tear 
it forcibly and split it apart using an inserted wedge, 
in a way that is a shame to see.”33 The large Caspian 
forests were mainly government property, but they were 
difficult to penetrate, so that their timber resources 
were hardly exploited until recent times. It was only 
after 1870 that foreign concessionaires started to mine 
them for their oak, walnut, and boxwood. As has 
occurred elsewhere in the world, bad management 

Fig. 1. Arab woman and sawyers near Dizful. (After Jane Dieulafoy, La Suse [Paris: Hachette, 1888], 270)
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and easier access to these forests have led to their 
degradation and reduction in size.34

Sawyers

As mentioned above, the sawyers (arrih-kash, ch¢b-bur) 
were also woodcutters and carpenters. In teams of 
two, they came with their equipment—sawyer’s jack, 
two-handed saw, adze, and marking tools—to wher-
ever their services were needed and cut the client’s 
timber on the spot into beams, planks, or boards. 
If required, they then proceeded to make whatever 
the client wanted. The French mission at Shush, for 
example, had a group of sawyers come to cut planks; 
the sawyers then transformed themselves into carpen-
ters and wheelwrights and made the oxcarts to trans-
port archaeological finds from Shush to the coast for 
shipment to the Louvre in Paris.35

Nowadays, of course, planks, beams, and boards are 

produced in sawmills that deliver their products via 
wholesale and retail dealers to the woodworkers (fig. 
2). The first sawmills were introduced into Iran at the 
beginning of the twentieth century;36 their number 
grew in the 1930s and thereafter. By 1920 there were 
already three specialized timber supply shops in Teh-
ran that sold planks, boards, and similar items. These 
shops, known as ch¢b-s¸zº, each employed a master, an 
apprentice, and a boy.37 Special types of wood were 
and are still imported.38

Carpenters

The term “carpenter” (najj¸r, dur¢dgar) denotes a range 
of woodworking activities. As mentioned above, the 
carpenter also oftentimes was woodcutter and sawyer 
as well, in which case he usually made rather mediocre 
and coarse products. This certainly held true for vil-
lage carpenters, who at harvest  time received a fixed 

Fig. 2. Lumberyard at Tabriz. (After Thomas Gaskell Allen, Jr. and William Lewis Sachtleben, “Across Asia on a Bicycle,” The 
Century: A Popular Quarterly 48, 3 [July 1894]: 393)
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fee, known as najj¸rº, for any needed repairs performed 
throughout the year.39 In addition, there were also vil-
lage woodcarvers or nomadic gypsies who made bowls, 
pitchers, combs, canes, pipes, ladles, and spoons. 

In urban areas in particular, carpenters could be 
called upon to make builders’ joinery, furniture, 
wooden locks, frames for weavers’ looms, agricul-
tural implements,40 and, in modern times, carriages for 
motorized or animal-drawn vehicles. The more adept 
were at once carpenters, joiners, and cabinetmakers. 
Different craftsmen sometimes performed these func-
tions, however, since making joinery and furniture, 
for example, required more skills than being a con-
struction carpenter. Höltzer observed that the craft 
of carpenter and joiner 

is a many-sided and flexible one, for these people here 
are very skilled and make both the coarsest and the finest 
[items]. Today they make a broom, tomorrow the scaffold 
of a very large porch. The next day you see them work-
ing at windows and doors or at the difficult and delicate 
[task of] inserting glass pieces and arabesques.41 

If a Persian householder needed a table or bench, 
the carpenter took his workbench and tools with him 
and crafted the item at the client’s house, right under 
his eyes, rather than in a shop.42 The carpenter’s 
job included making planks, boards, and beams. To 
measure where to cut, he used a string and chalk 
or red oxide. His main tools were saw (arrih), plane 
(randa), chisel (muqar), heavy wooden chisel (iskana), 
hammer (chak¢sh), and adze (tºsha),43 which is why 
those involved in the construction business also were 
referred to in the sixteenth century as ahl-i tºsha.44

 Wulff‘s detailed description of carpenters’ practice 
in the mid-twentieth century also reflects how they 
worked in earlier times. However, there is older doc-
umentation that sheds new and interesting light on 
the carpenter’s working methods. Raphaël du Mans, 
who lived in Iran from 1647 until his death in 1696, 
recorded that the work of the carpenters of Safavid 
Iran was

…not that bad, in particular their large windows in com-
partments, such as windowpanes, window panels, and 
window frames. The most beautiful wood that they use 
is plane wood or tchenar [sic: chin¸r], which is hard and 
marbled; walnut, oak, service-tree [Sorbus domestica] and 
pear wood are hardly used. They all work seated, without 
a workbench, without a clamp to hold the plank that they 
want to plane, and without a peg to hold it when they 
plane it. They hold it with their legs and hands. […] 

With the right hand they push the plane, which is not 
open in the middle like ours, but on the side, like the 
rabbet-plane in France. Their handsaw is better than ours; 
it is made like our pilot handsaw. They do not have the 
adze here, [nor] the sawhorse, etc., but they use a tool 
called tiché [sic: tºsha], which is made almost like a small 
adze, the head of which they use as a hammer.45

When engaged in joinery (ittiª¸l), the Persian crafts-
man performed this task differently from his European 
counterpart. According to Justin Perkins, “Joiners, 
in Persia, always sit when they work, like tailors in 
America, holding their work in the lap; and in place 
of a workbench and vise, they support their boards 
and mouldings, while planing and jointing them, with 
their feet.”46 S. G. W. Benjamin, the first US ambas-
sador to Iran, noted that the Persian carpenter “draws 
the saw towards him in cutting wood.”47

 Of particular interest is the 1842 report of the Scot-
tish engineer James Robertson, who had been involved 
in various mining and factory schemes in Iran in the 
1830s:

The art of carpentry, as understood in this country [Great 
Britain], can scarcely be said to exist in Persia, the great-
est efforts in this department being therefore confined 
to the construction of flat roofs of inconsiderable span; 
and this might be expected, from the circumstance of 
timber being there exceedingly scarce.
 For forming roofs a species of poplar is generally 
employed, but for other purposes, oak, chestnut, plane, 
and the other kinds of hardwood are used. The hard 
timber, as sold in the bazaars, is all of small scantling, 
as it has been brought from the forest on the backs of 
mules or camels.
 In accordance with the invariable custom of all East-
ern artisans, the carpenter sits upon the ground while 
at work. Instead of a bench, a strong stake is driven 
down before him, leaving about 10 inches above the 
ground, and upon this he rests his work, and keeps it 
steady with his feet. The facility with which the work is 
executed, in such a disadvantageous position, has always 
been a subject of surprise to European workmen. In 
the royal arsenals, however, English tools are used, and 
a better system of working has been introduced, under 
the superintendence of British officers; but in the native 
workshops, the workmen are still to be seen squatted on 
the ground; and, when it is considered that they have 
been accustomed to this position from their infancy, and 
that their tools are of such a nature as to act with effi-
ciency when used in this way, it is scarcely to be expected 
that any alteration in their mode of working could be 
effected by mere example.
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 One of the principal tools is the frame-saw. This is 
somewhat like the English pit-saw, but less in size, and 
it is used by drawing backward and forward; the timber 
being supported at one end. In using the hand-saw, the 
board to be cut up is placed against the stake already 
noticed, and kept steady with the foot; and as the teeth 
point backward towards the handle, the weight of the 
body assists in giving effect to the instrument. These saws 
are thin and light, as they have not to resist a thrust like 
ours. The adze is a most useful tool, and I have noticed 
English workmen in Persia using it in preference to the 
axe or paring-chisel for light work.
 The planes used, are depicted in the annexed figures. 
As the plane-irons have no covers, the planes are used 
across the grain of the wood.
 The hammer is represented on the margin. The nail, 
instead of a head, has part of the thick end beat out thin, 
and this is turned over with the hammer as the nail is 
driven down. The bow and drill is a good instrument, 
and is used as a brad-awl, gimblet, and brace-and-bit.
To this list many smaller tools might be added. Those 
represented, are drawn on a scale of one inch to the foot.48

Robertson, who was a careful observer and a man 
knowledgeable about woodworking, clearly recognized 
the advantage of some of the Persian carpenters’ tools 
(fig. 3) over those of the Europeans, and the effective-
ness, given their circumstances, of Persian carpenters’ 
different working methods.

Nevertheless, in general, Europeans did not think 
much of the expertise of Persian cabinetmakers, view-
ing their work as shoddy and coarse. In the 1670s, 
Chardin opined, “The Persians have but indifferent 
Carpenters; the Reason of it is, because, of the little 
Wood there is in Persia, and of the little Timber they 
commonly use in Building.”49 Della Valle related that 
when, in June 1618, he wanted to obtain a litter for 
his wife Maani, so that she might travel more comfort-
ably than on the stretchers women customarily used for 
travel by camel, he was unable to find any carpenter 
who knew how to make one. He therefore was obliged 
“to make a paper model of a litter, and to attend dil-
igently to the work itself [being done], as much the 
making of the wooden frame with its iron fittings, as 
later of the furnishings. It was eventually made, and 
it turned out to be very commodious and pretty.”50 In 
the mid-seventeenth century, and undoubtedly also in 
earlier times, the royal court boasted among its many 
workshops a carpentry studio (najj¸r-kh¸na), which  was 
under the najj¸r-b¸shº , the chief carpenter. During the 
reign of {Abbas II (r. 1642–66) this function was occu-
pied, exceptionally, by a European-trained Armenian , 

Jacob Jan , who had also introduced an Armenian print-
ing press to Persia . The position of najj¸r-b¸shº contin-
ued to exist under {Abbas II’s successors.51 However, in 
contrast to the wood-related guilds of Ottoman Istan-
bul, which were prominent participants in the annual 
parade, showing off their products and tools to the 
royal court and the public alike, the guilds of Safavid 
Iran did not play such a public role.52

At the end of the eighteenth century, G. A. Olivier 
observed that Persian furniture “is neither so  beautiful 
nor so complex as in Europe; nevertheless you see quite 
nice pieces of joinery, cabinet-work, and marquetry.”53 
Although Persians too were aware of the qualitative 
difference between European and Persian carpentry, 
they were not yet interested in acquiring European 

Fig. 3. Persian saws and planes. (After James Robertson, “On 
the Mechanical Arts of Persia,” The Practical Mechanic and 
Engineer’s Magazine 2 [Nov. 1842]: 52)
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skills. For example, Robert Mignan noted the presence 
in Tabriz of an Italian carpenter whose main occupa-
tion, despite his craft, was producing excellent wine.54 
The reason may have been that there was as yet no 
great demand for chairs, tables, and other pieces of 
European furniture. It was nevertheless the realization 
of qualitative difference and need for modernization 
that made Mirza Taqi Amir Kabir (prime minister of 
Nasir al-Din Shah [r. 1848–96]) decide to send Hay-
dar {Ali to Paris in 1852 to be trained as a carpen-
ter and turner (najj¸r va kharr¸«).55 On his return to 
Iran about a decade later, Haydar {Ali was appointed 
chief carpenter of the royal court (najj¸r-b¸shº). Like 
other students who had returned from their studies 
abroad, he founded a workshop (k¸rkh¸na-i najj¸rº), 
which was built next to the newly opened Tehran Mil-
itary High School, or D¸r al-Fun¢n.56

The results of this transfer of technology were judged 
in various ways. Persians and some Europeans lauded 
Haydar {Ali’s work and that of his trainees. An Aus-
trian observer opined, 

The Persians undeniably possess great manual dexterity 
and a notably pronounced talent for imitation. A cer-
tain Haidar Ali learned the art of cabinetmaking some 
years ago in Paris and became court carpenter after his 
return. Many of his apprentices, since he taught them his 
craft, have set up their [own] shops. After the example 
of European pieces, or even drawings, they now make 
sofas, chairs, desks, sideboards, etc., that, notwithstand-
ing the defects that these pieces of furniture display, 
arouse admiration.57

These were carpenters who had received training in 
new techniques and tools, however; carpenters who 
had not continued to work in the traditional way. With 
the latter group, Benjamin was not at all impressed: 

To-day the average Persian artisan has neither rule, com-
pass, nor spirit-level. He is commonly ignorant of the 
fact that the diameter is the third of the circumference; 
his gimlets and augurs are prods turned by a bow-string; 
he has no hatchet, but only an adze, and no carpenter’s 
bench. If he desires to plane a board he puts it on the 
ground; and if he would saw a block of wood he squats 
on the ground and holds it between his toes, drawing 
the saw towards him. Wood is scarce, and with such tools 
hard to work. If pillars are to be constructed, the trunks 
of poplars are raised, simply stripped of their branches 
and bark. They may be crooked, but that matters not; 
the master workman tells his subordinate to shape the 
post into an elegant pillar with gatch [plaster]. Depend-
ing only on his eye and the skill of his hand, this simple 

artisan moulds the plaster round the trunk into a fluted 
shaft and crowns it with a graceful capital and cornice, 
showing a lively inventive fancy.58

This may be the reason that some European craftsmen 
settled in Tehran to cater to the needs of the Persian 
elite and the European community. For example, a 
certain Kriyanov, a Russian, had a cabinetmaker’s 
shop near the Park-i Dawlati in Tehran in the mid-
1880s.59

 Contrariwise, Höltzer and C. J. Wills, both living 
in Isfahan, had a rather favorable opinion of Per-
sian carpentry. Höltzer wrote, “When I came to Iran 
seventeen years ago, they could not make a chair, a 
table, or a similar item; now these same people turn 
out already quite well-made inlaid furniture of wal-
nut or plane wood.”60 This did not mean, however, 
that Höltzer was uncritical of the carpenters’ working 
methods. He noted, 

A serious enemy of the carpenter is the heat. Everything 
splits that has not been lying in an aerated and shady 
place to dry slowly. Woe to the furniture that is imported 
here from Europe. You all of a sudden hear a loud noise 
and find, when assessing the damage, that the piece of 
furniture that has been used with much care has a large 
crack. My own various trials show that poplar wood needs 
about four to five years [of drying]. An American method 
is said to use an artificial technique.61

It may also be surmised that distance from Tehran 
affected quality: the farther away a locale from Tehran, 
the less likely it was to have craftsmen who had been 
exposed to, let alone trained in the use of, European 
methods and tools. In one of his consular reports, 
Percy Sykes commented, 

A capable Indian carpenter would make a good living and 
would probably find openings for other Indian artisans. 
It is extremely difficult to get even the roughest table 
or box constructed, while chairs are quite beyond the 
Kerman carpenter. To take another trade, every khan 
and merchant possesses a watch, but there is not a single 
competent or even fairly competent individual to mend 
watches or clocks.”62

The same seems to have been the case in Yazd, the 
largest town near Kerman. The British missionary 
Napier Malcolm observed, 

Tables in Yezd are made in the roughest fashion, but the 
legs are nicely turned, the Yezd carpenters being greatly 
inferior to the turners, who are entirely distinct from them, 
and who produce very good work with the simplest class 
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of hand-lathe worked with a bow. The carpenter, on the 
other hand, is incapable of putting up a shelf straight. 
He never dovetails, and he disguises the inaccuracy of 
his joints with plentiful deposits of clay.63

That there were no good carpenters in Sari, accord-
ing to Rukn al-Dawla, writing around 1906, seems to 
contradict the idea that distance from Tehran was the 
determining factor for shoddy work. Sari had much 
exposure to Russians and regular commercial contact 
with Tehran, apparently without positive impact on 
the working methods of the carpenters there.64

Data on the number of carpenters and other wood-
workers are scarce. In Isfahan around 1890, there 
were 122 carpenters and joiners and eighty turners. 
In nearby Julfa there were ten carpenters and join-
ers, who had fifty assistants.65 Twenty years earlier the 
number of carpenters in Isfahan had been at least 
twice as high; according to Mirza Husayn Khan Tah-
vildar, writing in 1877,

The guild of carpenters (najj¸r): in comparison with 
former times they have declined to half [their number]. 
Because it is of simple construction [sarham-bandº] and 
easy to make [sah¢lat-i amr], non-European (n¸-firangº) 
work is now commonly used. Some of the fine work 
(n¸zuk-k¸rº) does not exist any more. The old mosaic work 
(muraªªa{-s¸z) is still very solid and in good condition and 
can be found in sashed ({urusº) and normal windows. The 
framework (ustukhv¸n-bandº) that they make today does 
not differ much from the old work. They have adopted 
the modern European style for color and lacquer and 
grace of geometrical form. Nowadays [the importance 
of] their craft has increased.66

There were probably carpenters in every town, forming 
one of the larger groups of craftsmen. In the 1820s 
Erevan (in eastern Armenia) had five Muslim and 
seventy-three Armenian carpenters, of whom sixty-
four were immigrants. In the ma¥alls (districts) of 
Erevan there were one Muslim and 234 Armenian 
carpenters, of whom 181 were immigrants.67 In nearby 
Tabriz, some 252 carpenters were recorded in 1867.68 
Around 1870 there were nineteen carpenters in Qum.69 
In 1883, there were thirty-six carpenters in Maydan-i 
Gusfand, one of the seven quarters of Qazvin, where 
the total number of carpenters was clearly higher.70 In 
Tehran in 1886, eighty-six master carpenters employed 
415 apprentices (sh¸gird), and the total number of 
workers was 498.71 However, not every carpenter was 
a cabinetmaker (mubl-s¸z). {Ayn al-Saltana recorded 
in his diary in 1898, “Previously the making of pieced 

curtains (parda-d¢zº) and cabinetmaking (mubl-s¸zº) 
was limited to one young Armenian; now more than 
twenty shops have opened.”72 By 1920, Tehran had 
413 master carpenters, who employed 424 apprentices 
and 275 errand boys (p¸d¢), the increase in numbers 
due to the growth of the capital.73 At that time there 
were 110 master carpenters in Isfahan as well as thir-
teen so-called European-style carpenters or cabinet-
makers (najj¸r-i firangº-s¸z).74 Like other trades and 
crafts, the carpentry business was usually a family affair, 
where sons followed in the footsteps of their fathers. 
In Ardakan, for example, H. G. Migeod, quoting the 
unpublished notebooks of F. Stolze, observed that a 
number of carpenters had been engaged in this craft 
for at least three generations (fig. 4).75 

Turners

For specialized components of the items he made, 
the carpenter turned to other craftsmen, such as the 
woodcarver and the turner (kharr¸«), whose craft had 
existed from before the reign of Darius (522–486 BCE). 
The first written appreciation of the turner’s craft, 
however, is from Chardin in the 1670s: 

The Turner’s Trade is one which the Persians under-
stand very well. They have no Frame for Turning, as 
we have; their way consists only in a Trendle, to which 
they fasten whatever they intend to Turn, and a Thong 
that goes twice round the Trendle, and which a Boy 
holds with both Hands, pulling now one end of it, then 
another end, turning the Piece about. But when they 
have but small Pieces to Turn, the Workman needs no 
help, for with one Hand he stirs the Axis with a Bow, 
and with the other Hand he holds the piece of Wood. 
They use no Wimbles as we do, but they use Gimblets 
of several Sizes, which are instead of them, and which 
they turn with the same Instrument as they do Wood; 
‘tis a piece of Iron flat and sharp at the End, shaped 
like a Rib, that it may cut the better, hafted in a round 
Handle filled with lead to make it weighty, about which 
they put a Strop that goes quite round it. They hold fast 
the Gimblet with the left Hand, on the piece of Wood 
they intend to bore, and turn it with the Right Hand. 
That is their mechanick way of Turning and Boring. 
[…] They make Children’s Cradles extraordinarily well. 
The Persian Turners, are unskill’d in the turning of an 
Oval; ‘tis a Figure, the working whereof they are utterly 
unacquainted with.76

The turners, according to Du Mans, used the bow as 
in Spain (fig. 5), but not the lathe (marche à pied) as 
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in France; he also confirmed that they did not know 
how to turn ovals, nor did they have the screw, nor 
could they achieve equilateral, rose-shaped, or wicker-
worked figures. Du Mans further noted,

They cover columns very well with lacquer that resembles 
Chinese varnish by moving their wooden piece rapidly 
and without interruption over the poppets by means of 
the bow, while holding lacquer or Spanish wax above 
it; it becomes hot, and while turning it gets covered 
unequally; then, with a piece of porous palm tree they 
spread it out all hot as it is, and then, to give it the 
shine that it displays, they polish it with a bit of oil on 
a piece of skin.77

There also was a chief turner (kharr¸«-b¸shº) at the court 
of the Safavids.78 According to Höltzer,

Everything in woodwork that needs to be round goes 
to the turner. The carpenters have no clue how to do 
that, or they feel awkward doing so, because the turning 
is done with hand and feet. The turning contraption is 
the same everywhere; it consists of a small rectangular 
frame as horizontal foundation and a spindle. On this 
frame two movable chocks have been fixed with iron 
pins, so that everything has to be turned between these 
pins. The turner, who sits in front of his contraption, 
centers the designated piece of work using his eye, drills 
it deeply, and clamps it between the pins. Then he takes 
his fiddle bow, usually too long, which consists of a 1 or 

2 cm wide piece of leather and a crooked piece of ash; 
he turns the leather, which can be held fast and loos-
ened from the bow, one time around the work piece. In 
this way he makes it turn round as he likes, to and fro; 
only he must not forget to keep the belt tight, which is 
not too difficult, because he has both hands available 
for that. With the toes of his right foot, the other leg 
crooked as support, or also with both feet, the master 
holds the chisel. This is either hollow or pointed and 
must have a short point. In this manner are achieved 
beautiful coarse pieces, and fine ones whereby the work 
is not fast and swift, nor very precisely performed. Once 
I had one of the most expert turners take on the task of 
making some skittle balls, and both of us had a difficult 
time making them in this way both round and of equal 
size.79

Tahvildar, when describing the turners’ guild (kharr¸«), 
wrote: “Apart from the middle part of the water pipe, 
which is better made in particular in Rasht, turners’ 
wares are better made in Isfahan than in the rest of 
the country. Most of the Isfahani turners are now 
working in Tehran.”80 There were fewer turners than 
carpenters in the towns. Erevan had only four Muslim 
turners and no sawyers and filers.81 In 1883, there 
were eight turners in Maydan-i Gusfand, one of the 
seven quarters of Qazvin.82 In Qum there were seven 
turners around 1870 and fifteen by 1886.83 In 1920 
or thereabouts, there were fifteen master turners in 

Fig. 4. Carpenty without a bench. (After Hermann Norden, Under Persian Skies [Philadelphia, n.d. (1928)], 232)
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Isfahan, and twenty-four in Tehran; the Tehran masters 
employed nine apprentices and eleven boys.84

The turner, in addition to making the legs of tables 
and chairs, made anything that had to be round or 
curved, including “such articles as penholders and potato 
mashers.”85 A turner would also make wooden utensils 
(ladles, bowls, pitchers, cradles, spinning wheels, etc.) 
both for the population of the town where he resided 
and for the villages in its hinterland.86 In Kirmanshah, 
many of these products were made by a group of wan-
dering gypsies who were locally referred to as kharr¸« 
(turner), although their products were allegedly not 
as good as those made in Kurdistan.87

Carvers

The branch of woodworkers engaged in carving in -
cluded a variety of craftsmen, of whom the embossers 
(munabbat-k¸r)88 were probably the most important. 
The products they made ranged from dervish bowls 
(kashkul), chests (ªand¢q), and frames for chess or 
draught boards (takhta-i shatranj and takhta-i nard) 
to wooden spoons (q¸shuq), printing-blocks (q¸lib), 
Qur}an stands, and lattice panels (girih) on doors and 
windows (fig. 6). Most of these crafts were both rural 
and urban, the major exception being the spoon carv-
ers, who were probably all rural. Woodcarving likely 
grew out of the making of wooden bowls and figurines: 
wooden implements have been found in the Pazyryk 
tombs as well as in the so-called Timber Grave cul-
ture of the Bronze Age, on the shore of the Caspian 
Sea.89 In the tenth century, Amul produced wooden 
implements such as ladles, combs, plow handles, 
scales, bowls, platters, deep plates, and the like.90 In 
the same period, the forests of Tabaristan supplied 
wood from which vessels and platters were made in 
towns such as Qum and Rayy.91 During the Ilkhanid 
period, Rayy remained the main center for furniture 
production, for which wood from Tabaristan (includ-
ing highly prized khalanj wood) and from the Isfahan 
region was used.92 

The craft of the q¸shuq-tar¸sh, or wooden spoon carver, 
also existed in Safavid times.93 In the nineteenth cen-
tury and earlier, ornamental sharb¸t spoons were one 
of the specialties of village woodcarvers. Carved with a 
common knife, these spoons were thin and fragile with 
long, broad handles ornamented in a variety of fine 
network patterns by means of small files. According to 
R. B. Binning, “the only woods used for these spoons 
are the goolabee (pear) and shimshad (box[wood]).”94 

Fig. 5. Persian hammer, bow, and drill. (After Robertson, 
“Mechanical Arts of Persia,” 52)
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Fig. 6. (a) Much-used carpentry pattern; (b) typical carpentry pattern, Golestan Palace, Tehran; (c) common carpentry pat-
tern. (After Jav¸d Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº dar mi{m¸rº va dur¢dgarº [Tehran, 1356/1977], 32, 39, 43)

(a) (b)

(c)
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The same village woodcarvers also made carved wooden 
boxes (ja{ba), which were as beautifully executed as 
the spoons. Wills mentions only the use of pear wood 
for both spoons and boxes.95 

The best-known production center, probably already 
recognized in medieval times for its woodwork, was 
that of Abadeh, situated north of Shiraz on the road 
to Isfahan.96 In the mid-nineteenth century, an anon-
ymous source recorded that “Abadeyee Sournieree, 
n. of Shiraz… is celebrated for the manufacture of 
wooden spoons.”97 In 1878, Migeod, citing Stolze, 
reported that in Abadeh several families of spoon 
carvers (q¸shuq-tar¸sh) had been engaged in this craft 
for at least three generations.98 Wills, referring to the 
same time period, wrote that “The Abadeh carvings…
are still to be had; but the work is deteriorating, and 
the attempt to copy European drawings is destroying 
its originality.”99 I{timad al-Saltana mentions Jaz, one 
of the villages of Abadeh, as a producer of spoons and 
boxes and also notes that people in the Bavanat dis-
trict made spoons and boxes (ja{ba).100 According to 
Binning, spoons “cut of wood, nearly as thin as paper, 
the long handles of which are carved in a variety of 
patterns […] are made in numbers at Sabunat, a vil-
lage some leagues distant from Sheerauz,” as well as 
in Qumisheh.101 E. Orsolle reported that the children 
of Kawsar, on the road to Gulpaygan (northwest of 
Isfahan), made exquisite wooden spoons that were 
much used in Iran.102 Abadeh, Gulpaygan, and Riza-
yeh are still known for their thinly carved pear wood 
sherbet spoons. Another center was Rasht, which still 
produces all kinds of wooden implements. Wooden 
pitchers (julla) and measuring ladles with side handles 
are ubiquitous in the Caspian seaboard and the Elburz 
communities, in particular the village of Alasht.

Another group of woodcarvers specialized in making 
blocks for the printing of cotton or chintz (qalamk¸rº). 
The three most ancient molds in the block-printed 
cotton industry of Iran are engraved on stone and, 
together with pottery of the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies, were among archaeological findings in the city 
of Nishapur.103 These three molds are different in size 
and form from the wooden ones that later came to 
be used exclusively. In 1877, Tahvildar mentioned “…
the guild of the woodcarvers (q¸lib tar¸sh): they are 
embossers (munabbat-k¸r) who engrave flowers and 
butas (shrub designs) on wooden molds for the cal-
ico workers (qalamk¸r-s¸z).”104 Among its many work-
shops, the Safavid court had one headed by the chief 
embosser (munabbat-k¸r b¸shº), which is an indication 

of the artistic importance of this craft.105 In 1886, 
there were eighteen master block carvers in Tehran, 
who employed seventy-two apprentices, thus totaling 
ninety workers.106

Trunk makers

Another specialized form of carpentry was that of the 
trunk makers, of whom there were different kinds. 
Trunks were already being made in the seventeenth 
century and doubtless much earlier. According to 
Chardin, 

The Trunk-makers Work is likewise perform’d very Slov-
enly; their Trunks, which stand on four Feet of white 
Wood, are very light, and are overlaid with black Skins, 
both within and without, the Fore-Part of them is adorn’d 
with Figures, cut out in Leather of several Colours; they 
put them in Sacks of Goats hair, the bottom whereof is 
lin’d with Leather, and so load their Horses easily with 
them. All their trunks are Padlock Trunks, for they have 
no other Locks.107

According to Du Mans, the wooden frames of these 
trunks were so flimsy that if kicked they would fall 
apart. Therefore the frames were covered with leather 
that was fixed to them with glue made from a pulver-
ized plant. Apart from trunks, or ªand¢qs, the Iranians 
also made travel cases, or yakhd¸ns.108

Although leather trunks, some of them with fig-
ural representations, were still being produced in the 
Qajar period, newer materials such as tin had made 
inroads by that time. This is reflected in the vari-
ety of trunk-making craftsmen. Tahvildar, writing in 
1877, described the various groups making trunks or 
boxes in Isfahan:

The guild of trunk-makers (ªand¢q-s¸z): they are a group 
in Isfahan that makes big and small chests in the Euro-
pean style. For coating they use many-colored figured 
tin. It is elegant, neat, and solid and much better than 
the latest European work. 
 The guild of the makers of small boxes (mijrº-s¸z): the 
same description as above. 
 The guild of tin-box makers (q¢tº-s¸z): the same descrip-
tion [as above]. Sugar boxes, tea caddies, workboxes with 
many compartments (haz¸r bºsha), and others are made 
of real plane-tree wood here. They gild with a paintbrush 
around the defects (jawharh¸) in the wood; the surface 
is painted with fish-glue color (ª¸rºsh¢m), saffron color, 
and varnish (rawghan-i kam¸n), which give [the boxes] 
solidity and splendor, and their price is [accordingly] 
high.109
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In 1890 or thereabouts, there were ten makers of 
small boxes (mijrº-s¸z) in Isfahan but only eight around 
1920.110 In Isfahan around 1920 there were sixteen 
master trunk makers (ªand¢q-s¸z), while in Tehran at 
that time there were thirty-seven, who employed thirty 
apprentices and thirty-two errand boys.111 Because of 
the lack of timber, not only were trunks and boxes 
made of leather and other materials, but wooden boxes 
were also imported.112 Nowadays, of course, large and 
small metal boxes abound. 

Other woodworking crafts

There existed quite a few niche woodworking crafts—
for example, cane making— that were not practiced 
everywhere. Cane makers ({aª¸-s¸z)113 also made canes 
to order from wood brought by prospective clients. 
{Ayn al-Saltanah, for example, mentions that when 
he bought three sticks from Sayyed {Asa-saz, he also 
took him some that he had picked up in the Alamut 
region to be turned into proper canes.114 In some 
parts of the country there was a preference for canes 
made of certain types of wood. According to Aitcheson, 
“Throughout Afghanistan, not so noticeable in Persia, 
the priests carry a rod or staff of the almond [Prunus 
amygdalus] as a sort of emblem; these rods, with those 
of the tamarisk, are made into handles or hafts for 
whips, as a protection against snakes.”115 Around 1920, 
some six masters (chatr-s¸zº and {aª¸-s¸zº) in Tehran 
employed four apprentices and three errand boys 
(p¸d¢).116

Rayy was known for its production of fine combs 
during the Ilkhanid period.117 Comb makers, or sh¸na-
tar¸sh, also were noted in the Safavid period.118 Around 
1890 there were as many as twelve comb makers (sh¸na-
s¸z) in Isfahan.119 Because Islamic law considers horn 
impure and thus not to be used, combs were made 
from wood, in a primitive manner. With an iron adze, 
the body of the comb was cut from pear or boxwood; 
then it was placed in a jack, sharpened, and rounded 
at the edges. The teeth were made with saw and file, 
after which the comb was polished somewhat with a 
scraper or shell; it was then ready for sale.120 

Other wood craftsmen included the makers of musi-
cal instruments (t¸r-s¸zº).121 Around 1920 no fewer 
than twenty-eight masters (t¸r-s¸z) employed nineteen 
apprentices and eight errand boys in Tehran.122

In the nineteenth century, the craft of carriage 
 making was relatively new (fig. 7). The carriage maker 
made the frames, coachwork, and wheels of simple 
farm carts as well as wagons and carriages for the 
elite. The wheel had been known since ancient times, 
shown not only by statuettes of animal-drawn carts but 
also by the finds at Pazyryk of actual carts—“primi-
tive affairs mounted on solid wheels hewn out of tree 
trunks”—and others made of birch wood that “could 
be dismantled and slung on pack animals for trans-
porting across unsuitable ground.”123 Carts were rare 
in Islamic Iran prior to the 1880s, however, and were 
mainly concentrated in Northwest Azerbaijan, although 
they were also used near Isfahan.124 The army had 
used wheeled conveyances known as {arr¸ba for trans-

Fig. 7. Transporting treasures from Shush to the Persian Gulf. (After Dieulafoye, “Excavations at Susa,” 18)
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porting cannons since the early Safavid period.125 In 
1884 I{timad al-Saltanah writes that during Nasir al-Din 
Shah’s first thirty years of reign the craft of carriage 
making (k¸liska-s¸zº) was introduced into most of Iran, 
and the use of droshkies and carriages became gen-
eral.126 Consequently, wagon making also became part 
of the urban economic scene. By 1920 or thereabouts, 
there were six master wagon makers (k¸liska-s¸z) in 
Isfahan and sixteen in Tehran, the latter employing 
twenty-four apprentices and six errand boys.127

Inlay work

Inlay work (khatam-bandº or khatam-s¸zº), a veneering 
process in which small pieces are set on a base and 
glued or nailed into place,128 was applied to a large 
variety of wooden implements, such as doors, ceil-
ings, windows, boxes, and mirrors. Dawlatshah first 
mentions inlay work in reference to Sultan Ahmad 
b. Avi (ca. 1382), whom he describes as “a master in 
several branches of art [including] khatam-bandº.” At 
about that time, Timur had Dilgusha, his palace in 
Samarqand, equipped with inlaid doors. Other early 
examples include a carved wooden box of Ulugh Beg 
with inlaid polychrome marquetry (ca. 1420–49); wal-
nut doors overlaid with bone and various woods by 
Habib Allah in 999 (1591), now in the Staatliche 
Mu seum in Berlin; a panel from Bukhara with poly-
gonal panels and floral ornaments in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum; and a cedar pulpit with polygons and 
silver detail, dated 1114 (1702), in the Lamban Mosque 
in Isfahan.129 Inlay work also prospered in Safavid 
and Zand times.130 Around 1811, Sir William Ouseley 
wrote, “mosaick-work … ensured considerable profit 
to many artists of Shiraz and Ispahan.”131 Some forty 
years later Binning opined that inlay work “is much 
used in ornamenting boxes, mirrors and other knick-
knacks; and its manufacture is, I believe, peculiar to 
Sheerauz.”132 Polak also mentioned that sometimes 
inlay work was applied to chairs and tables of the 
nobles.133

As an art form, however, inlay slowly but surely fell 
into disuse due to the changing taste of its main con-
sumers, the elite, who came to prefer fashionable Euro-
pean implements to traditional Persian ones. This had 
serious consequences for the craftsmen. In 1877, Tah-
vildar, referring to the situation in Isfahan, which with 
Shiraz was the only producer of inlay work, wrote,

The guild of the makers of inlay work (khatam-s¸z): [the 
members of] this guild used to be very numerous. What 

has remained of the khatam work of the old masters 
on jewelry boxes, lecterns, chairs, mirrors, frames, and 
doors of rooms and buildings attests to their art. Most 
of the old items have been collected and taken away. 
The Europeans still buy some. This guild has become 
less important compared with former times. Their work 
is of inferior quality, because it is not much in demand. 
As the situation is now, khatam is only marketable in 
villages in Iran and in small quantity in Turkey (R¢m 
va Isl¸mb¢l).134

Wills, who stated that khatam-s¸zº was practiced in Shiraz 
and Isfahan, further remarked that “love and handker-
chief boxes are made for the European market, and 
tables, chairs, chess, backgammon boards, and mirror 
frames for the wealthy Persians. The Shiraz work is 
the best.”135 Benjamin waxed enthusiastic about what 
he considered a Persian art par excellence: 

No object seems too singular and difficult in shape to be 
attempted by these clever artificers; and the amount of 
surface covered with minute designs in mosaic is equally 
remarkable. Chairs, tables, sofas, boxes, violins and guitars, 
canes, and picture-frames may be found overlaid with an 
exquisite casing of inlaid work, so minute sometimes that 
thirty-five to forty pieces may be counted in the space of 
an eighth of a square inch. Sometimes, especially in the 
old inlaid work of Persia, the mosaic is even more delicate. 
I have counted four hundred and twenty-eight distinct 
pieces in a square inch on a violin which is completely 
overlaid in this exquisite detail of intricate geometric 
designs in mosaic.136

Inlay workers also settled in Tehran. They were prob-
ably from Isfahan, whence many other craftsmen 
had come. In 1886, there were in Tehran thirteen 
master “Makers of inlaid Ivory and other Boxes,” who 
employed twenty-seven apprentices, for a total of forty 
workers.137 Radimsky, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, observes that the main center of production 
of inlay work was Shiraz, while some work was also 
done at Isfahan and Tehran. He further notes that 
Persian inlay work was not only done on flat surfaces, 
but also on curved ones such as candelabras, chairs, 
and tables. Like Tahvildar, Radimsky opines that the 
quality of the work left much to be desired.138 The 
downturn of the Persian economy and the unsettled 
state of politics after 1906 were not propitious for 
the inlay workers, who saw their market shrink even 
further. By the 1920s, only six master inlay workers 
remained in Isfahan, in addition to three in Tehran, 
who employed ten apprentices (sh¸gird). Unfortunately, 
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there are no statistical data available for Shiraz to 
gauge decline there.139

 Riza Shah (r. 1925–41) brought the craft back 
from the brink of extinction when in the 1930s he 
employed seventy of the remaining craftsmen to dec-
orate his newly built Marble Palace as well as much of 
the furniture therein. Members of the elite predict-
ably followed his lead, and the tradition of inlay dec-
oration continued under his son, Muhammad Riza 
Shah (r. 1941–79). The inlay-ornamented rooms in 
the Sa{adabad and Marble palaces in Tehran are mas-
terpieces of this art. As a result, the craft of khatam-
s¸zº has rebounded, and with renewed demand from 
a middle class that has experienced rising incomes, 
its future seems assured.140 

WOODWORKING PRODUCTS

In the foregoing I have surveyed the crafts of the car-
penter and his specialized colleagues. In this section I 
review a selected number of these to shed more light 
on the relevance and role of the woodworkers in Per-
sian society. I feature the following three groups based 
on Tahvildar’s description of the carpenter’s range 
of techniques: n¸zuk-k¸rº (fine ornamental work) as 
applied to chairs, tables, and bedsteads; ustukhv¸n-bandº 
(framework) as demonstrated in ceilings, and muraªªa{-
s¸zº (mosaic work) as realized in windows, doors, pul-
pits, and tombs.141 The reason for this choice, apart 
from the availability of remaining material,142 is also 
the fact that all three groups required similar skills. 

Chairs and tables

Chairs predate the Achaemenids. The best-known Per-
sian example is depicted in the reliefs in the throne 
hall, council hall, and treasury of Persepolis: the legs 
of the wooden throne shown there are very well turned 
and have leaf-wreath [embellishment] and torus-
and-scotia molding.143 Assyrian and Urartian models 
inspired the style of Achaemenid thrones and stools.144 
Elsewhere in the Persian Empire chairs were also used; 
on many Kushan and Guptan coins, for example, the 
goddess of plenty sits on a high-backed chair.145

Although the texts tell us little about chairs and 
stools for some 800 years from the early Islamic era 
until the Safavid period, they were present during 
this time. In the tenth century, stools (kursº) made 
in Qum were well known and were copied in Ker-

man.146 The caliph at Baghdad and local rulers sat on 
chairs (kursº).147 Chairs and stools have been depicted 
in a variety of Persian miniatures, the oldest appear-
ing to date from 1386 and 1396; both are found in 
manuscripts made in Baghdad under the Jalayirids.148 
Another chair is pictured in a manuscript made in 
Mazandaran in 1446.149 Stools are more frequently 
represented than chairs, and quite a few appear in 
Persian manuscripts of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries.150 The English merchant Jenkinson was 
offered a stool to sit on when received by Shah Tah-
masp I in 1562.151 The type of chair prevalent at the 
time probably was “a wooden X chair, a Savanarola 
chair such as were common in contemporary Renais-
sance Europe, particularly in Italy.”152 Both stools and 
chairs are also depicted in seventeenth-century Safa-
vid manuscript paintings,153 one of which, by Muham-
mad Zaman, shows a European lady seated in a deli-
cate chair with low arms and a low back. In another 
miniature by the same painter, the chairs have high 
backs and arms154 and are similar to the ones pre-
sented to Russian czars. Shah {Abbas I sent a wooden 
throne-chair, gilded and jewel-studded, to Czar Boris 
Godunov in 1604. According to Vladimir Loukonine 
and Anatoli Ivanov, “The form of the low back pass-
ing into the downward-sloping armrests and […] the 
openwork side-walls that blend into the decoratively 
shaped legs” were characteristic of Iranian furniture 
of that period.155 Zakhary Sadarov presented another 
painted, gem-studded, and gold-and-silver-chased 
wooden throne-chair to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich on 
behalf of a group of Armenian merchants from Julfa 
in 1660. Different from the 1604 model, it had a high 
back and arms and a footrest. Like the earlier chair, 
however, it was partly covered with velvet. Both chairs 
were used for enthronements of the czars until the 
end of the nineteenth century and are now in the 
Kremlin Armory.156

Chairs and stools were also present in seventeenth-
century Iran at the royal court, where European envoys 
were customarily given them to sit on during official 
audiences. In 1651, for example, the Dutch ambassa-
dor Cuneaus was offered a stool or small chair,157 and 
in 1701, the Dutch ambassador Hoogcamer was seated 
during his royal audience on a small chair inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl,158 probably of the type described by 
Englebert Kaempfer, on which the Swedish ambassa-
dor and his suite were seated: “A wooden stool, artfully 
inlaid with pearls…which was hardly one span high, 
proved to be even more uncomfortable than sitting 
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on the floor, had we been able.”159 Chairs were used 
in Armenian monasteries and churches, for example 
at Ejmiatsin in Armenia, New Julfa (Isfahan),160 and 
the Church of Saint Stephanos in the now-abandoned 
village of Dar-i Sham, in the Poldasht section of Maku 
(West Azerbaijan), which has two inlaid Safavid chairs, 
as well as a wooden door with wrought iron details.161 
Stools or chairs were also used by preachers and pan-
egyrists in Safavid times,162 and in the 1740s Jonas 
Hanway was offered a chair when he was received by 
the governor of Astarabad.163 A painting of the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century shows a princess 
sitting on a tall chair with a curved back.164

The use of chairs persisted during the Qajar period. 
In Isfahan, reported James Justin Morier, “Chairs of 
an old fashion, like those in the sculptures at Perse-
polis, were prepared for us…,” and Ouseley described 
such chairs as “much (resembling) those…fashion-
able some centuries ago in France and England.”165 
In 1817, prior to the arrival of the Russian embassy, 
Moritz von Kotzebue recorded that “Chairs covered with 
red velvet had been expressly made for the Embassy. 
[…] His Majesty requested the Ambassador to seat 
himself on a chair, which was placed opposite the 
throne, an honour which, as well as the permission 
to wear boots, has never yet been shown to any other 
person.” (The British translator of Von Kotzebue’s nar-
rative pointedly notes that “Sir Hardford and Sir Gore 
both sat in chairs opposite the shah’s throne.”)166 Fur-
thermore, when the Russians were invited to dinner 
by one Mirza Ja{far, probably a minister, he did not 
allow them, all wearing boots, to tread on the carpet 
on which he was sitting, “and, consequently, they did 
not enter within the inner walls of the tent, but sat 
outside on chairs, while the British, in cloth boots, 
were seated close to the prime minister, on the car-
pet.”167 After the protocol treaty with Russia, a great 
diplomatic victory, all ambassadors henceforth were 
accorded the honor of being allowed to sit on a chair 
in the shah’s presence.168

The introduction of the chair did not change the 
rules of etiquette. According to Benjamin, “When the 
host and guest are of equal rank, chairs or cushions 
are arranged in corresponding position opposite the 
refreshment table.”169 Nevertheless, chairs were not 
yet important in Persian life, because ordinary peo-
ple sat on the floor. It was only among the elite who 
had come into contact with the West that chairs were 
used, mainly for the comfort of visiting Europeans.170 
In Urmiyyeh, for example, the use of chairs remained 

restricted to American missionaries, who had come 
there in 1835. According to Mary Jewett, one of these 
missionaries since 1873, “One day some American ladies 
were entertaining a company of Muslim ladies. Politely 
the rocking chair was offered. They did not know how 
to sit on it, one sitting too much on the edge so the 
chair tipped forward, another sitting too far back so 
the chair tipped backward. They were frightened and 
went away to tell that we had a machine for making 
christians [sic].”171 Persian men as well as women had 
trouble sitting on chairs; C. J. Wills wrote that chairs 
were “only used by the rich, great, or Europeanised, 
and it is a common thing for a visitor, if on familiar 
terms, to ask to be allowed to sit on his heels, as the 
unaccustomed chair tires him.”172

It became fashionable, however, for Iranians to be 
depicted with chairs and, later on in the nineteenth 
century, to be shown actually sitting on them,173 which 
demonstrates that chairs and other European furniture 
had slowly made inroads into Persian high society. This 
also meant that Persian carpenters had to change their 
ways. According to Jewett, “Formerly chairs were 
imported; now native carpenters have learned to make 
chairs, tables, cupboards, desks, bedsteads, many nec-
essary things and things ornamental.”174 These newly 
developed skills were doubtless also due to the pres-
ence in Urmiyyeh of the missionaries among whom 
Jewett counted herself, and the fact that they had 
established a vocational school there.

Tables also became popular among the modernizing 
elite of Iran towards the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Tables had existed in the early Islamic period;175 
in Iran, tabourets, sideboards, and refreshment tables 
were used to hold drinks and the like that were to 
be handed out to the lord of the household and his 
guests. However, tables still were felt to be an intruder 
in households whose occupants lived in traditional 
fashion, sitting on the floor. Malcolm, a British mis-
sionary, nicely described this dilemma for the upper 
crust of Yazd society around 1900:

Many of the Yezdis use little tables about three feet by 
two, and standing about twelve inches high. These are 
used only for tea-things. But tea is generally made by 
an inferior, standing at a tall table in the corner of the 
room. These tables are rather larger, not less than four 
feet by two. They stand as high as an English sideboard, 
and have a rough border of curved or dog-tooth pattern 
falling down from the slab, so that they very much suggest 
a rough dressing-table. They are often brought in and 
out of the rooms as they are wanted. People who wish 
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to be thoroughly European in their manners sometimes 
have a larger table of the same kind permanently in the 
room, surrounded by a few bentwood chairs, which are 
brought from Bombay, or folding-chairs with cane seats, 
which I think they bring from Isfahan, and about which 
the less said the better. Such a table is always covered by 
a white cloth, the most fashionable variety being a Turk-
ish bath-towel. These chairs and larger tables are no real 
part of Persian plenishing, while the tea-tables are being 
constantly carried backwards and forwards, and are not 
necessary to the equipment of the room.176

Although many tables and chairs fell short of what 
Europeans considered good craftsmanship, there 
were nevertheless Persian carpenters who produced 
excellent tables, which knowledgeable Europeans were 
honest enough to draw attention to. Some of the best 
specimens, preserved in the Hermitage, are indeed a 
testimony to the skill of those who made them.177

The increased interest in European carpentry tech-
nique and furniture brought into being not only Euro-
pean-style carpenters but also cabinetmakers (mubl-s¸z). 
Around 1920, there were eight master cabinetmakers 
in Isfahan and fourteen in Tehran, who employed 
twenty-three apprentices and ten boys.178 In Safavid-
period Isfahan the cabinetmakers and carpenters had a 
section in the bazaar that still bears their name. Now-
adays, among many kinds of woodworkers, makers 
of modern furniture predominate, but there are still 
carpenters who cater to less affluent rural and urban 
markets, making doors, window frames, ladders, tradi-
tional bedsteads, etc. Their clientele has maintained 
a mostly traditional lifestyle, using kilims, cushions, 
carpets, and mats as their main furnishings. Consum-
ers of modern furniture—tables, chairs, upholstered 
furniture, and other European-style items—mostly 
belong to modernizing urban groups. Those who buy 
chairs usually first purchase folding metal ones. Cab-
inetmakers often contract out such work as carving 
and turnery.179

Ceilings

Although wooden beams have been used in Persian 
architecture since at least 6000 BCE, the use of carved 
and ornamented wood began at a much later date. In 
the more wooded Persianate regions, timber was more 
freely used in construction. In Panjikent (Tajikistan), 
for example, entire houses were built of wood, while 
in Azerbaijan, in eleventh-century Oren-Kalla, only 
the ceilings of houses were of timber.180 In general, 
however, because of the scarcity of wood, ceilings of 

public buildings were not made of wooden beams 
but rather of brick. Wood usually was used only “in 
a structural or semi-structural fashion…to knit the 
fabric closely together…[and] to support portions of 
the structures.”181 One of the buildings constructed by 
Ulugh Beg in Samarqand was known as the Masjid-i 
Muqatta{ (Carved Mosque) because its ceiling and 
walls were covered with islºmº (traditional vegetal scroll 
patterns) and chinoiserie pictures formed of segments 
of wood.”182

Some surviving ceilings, such as the ceiling over the 
porch in the Chihil Sutun, have elaborate mosaic com-
positions of stars and polygons, often highlighted with 
paint and gilding (fig. 8).183 The making of paneled 
ceilings was the province of the joiner and was usually 
referred to as q¸b-s¸zº or q¸b-k¢bº.184 Chardin described 
the joiners’ manner of working as follows:

The Joyners: they are very skilful, and very ingenious in 
composing all sort of Inlaid-work and Mosaick-work, and 
they make noble Ceilings in that Kind; they fit them all 
on the Ground, and when they are done, they raise them 
up over the top of the Building, on the Columns, that 
are to bear them up: I have seen a whole one of four-
score Diameter, rear’d up, with the help of a Machine, 
like the draught I present you with on the other side, 
not knowing whether our European Workmen have any 
such; the Persians use no other, and they raise every 
thing with a Pully; they make also Lattices and Rails very 
well. The Joyners sit on the Ground at their Work, their 
Planes are not like ours, for they thrust the Shavings 
out of the Sides; and not out of the Top, which seems 
to be a more expeditious way; their ordinary Wood is a 
white Wood, very soft, and without Knots; and therefore 
very easy to be wrought; they have excellent Wood, that 
comes out of Hercania, in long Boards, like the Norway 
Deal Boards.185

But this was not the normal way to construct ceilings; 
ordinarily, it sufficed to span the walls with beams or 
poles, which were then covered with mud.186 Only 
palaces and mansions of the rich boasted ceilings cov-
ered with painted or plaster ornamentation. Even fine 
residences were not all finished thus. According to 
Benjamin, for example, a villa named Arajib, occupied 
by the first American Legation in Persia in 1884, was 
“a very fair example of the average country villa of 
a Persian gentleman.” As its first resident, Benjamin 
commented:

Strange to say, the ceilings of all these apartments were 
of the rudest character, the undressed timbers of the flat 
roofs being covered by neither lathing nor plastering; 
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and both for looks and in order to prevent insects from 
dropping on our heads we were obliged to cover them 
with chintz nailed from one end of the room to the 
other. The custom of leaving ceilings in this unfinished 
state is very common in the rural districts of northern 
Persia. It is alleged that the rains and snows of winter 
and spring in the neighborhood of the mountains are 
so liable to cause the flat roofs to fall in, that it would 
only be a useless expense to add a finished ceiling to 
them.187

Ceilings that were finished were covered with plaster-
work, painted and lacquered beams (juvak-k¸rº) (fig. 
9), or mosaic panels composed of hexagons, stars, 
and other geometric shapes made with wood of dif-
ferent colors, generally known as girih-s¸zº. This last 
technique is known from the fourteenth century but 
undoubtedly existed prior to that date.188 

Windows 

The technique used for ceilings was also employed in 
making windows ({urusº) and pulpits and hence in-

volved the same craftsman (q¸b-s¸z). To facilitate his 
work, the carpenter relied on a cardboard model of the 
window with paper replicas of the glass pieces glued to 
it.189 Such models were based on pattern books in the 
form of scrolls («¢m¸r) widely used by architects and 
builders in Iran and the Ottoman Empire; these con-
tained ground plans, patterns, muqarnas vault plans, 
and the like, as is clear from a few surviving samples.190 
The window carpenter filled the wooden lattices with 
clear or colored glass. Rectangular window frames were 
usually fitted with pointed arches, and large ones were 
made up of three or more moveable panels. Over 
time lattices became more intricate and pieces of glass 
thinner, yielding denser and more complex composi-
tions of stars and polygons. During the Qajar period, 
curvilinear and floral patterns became popular, and 
mirror-mosaic (¸}ina-k¸rº) was added to heighten the 
decorative effect (fig. 10).191 W. R. Holmes described 
how the window was then put into place:

Windows in Persia are generally made of stained glass 
put together in very small pieces, of different size and 

Fig. 8. (a) Pattern of the Ala Qapi ceiling (Isfahan); (b) much-used pattern for ceilings in houses of the rich. (After Shaf¸}º, 
Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 96, 187)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 9. Juvak-k¸rº ceiling in the pavilion of the Bagh-i Naranjistan, Shiraz. (Photo by Gholam Reza Vatandoust)
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colours, and forming what we should call a kaleidoscope 
pattern. The manner of putting them up is curious. The 
wood-work, having been already made of several hundred 
small pieces, corresponding with each other in the desired 
pattern, is fixed in its place before the glass is put in. 
This is not done with putty; but the glazier, beginning 
from the bottom of the frame, takes it to pieces, and 
then joins it together again, inserting, as he goes on, 
each bit of glass into the particular groove formed in 
the wood-work for its reception. When finished, these 
windows are sometimes very beautiful; but as the glass 
does not fit tightly in every place, if there be any wind, 
it makes a continual jingling noise, and the air passes 
through the crevices.192

Europeans generally admired the visual artistry of 
these windows. Edward Eastwick, for example, remarks: 
“These painted windows are exceedingly tasteful, but, 
as there is no such thing as putty in Persia, the glass 
soon falls out, and is continually rattling with every 

wind.”193 Benjamin, who also much admired such 
windows, remarks on the windowmakers’ working 
methods:

Everything is open to the public. The carpenter, finding 
his shop too contracted for the window-sash he is framing, 
lays it on the pavement on the shady side of the street, 
heedless of the passers-by. These carpenters of Tehran 
are a curiously independent guild, requiring so little for 
a livelihood that much of their time is spent in smoking 
and sleeping; and these habits are encouraged by the 
custom that allows them to claim an advance for a job, 
ostensibly to pay the cost of the materials. If lazy, which 
is doubtless the case, they spend this money in smoking; 
and after that they are forced to make shifts to purchase 
the needed wood and nails, which adds to the already 
long delay in completing the work in hand.194

Because a large window often took up the whole 
side of a room, it was necessary to support the wall 

Fig. 10. Seven-sash stained glass window, Qajar period. Sanandaj Museum. (Image from: http://www.kurdonline.com/photo/
stock-pictures.php?image=ata-khan_habibi400.jpg)
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Fig. 11. (a) {urusº window of the Amini house, Isfahan; (b) {urusº of the tomb of Aqa, Tehran. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-
s¸zº, 286, 193, 128, 102)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 11. (c) {urusº in the Qanbar {Ali Khan Mosque, Tehran; (d) common type of {urusº. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 286, 
193, 128, 102)

(c)

(d)

above it with a substantial beam immediately over the 
window. Usually the center of the window consisted 
of larger panes, either plain or colored, framed by 
the latticework areas. The patterns used were similar 
to those used in woodcarving, stucco, and tile work 
(fig. 11). Towards the end of the nineteenth century 
the making of this kind of windows waned: “The Per-

sians are giving them up for what they imagine are 
French windows, which, being made of wet wood, never 
shut properly. The only way to buy the old windows is 
to pick them up second hand, when some khan (or 
great man) is Europeanizing his house, or at least de-
orientalizing it.”195
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Woodcarving: columns, doors, pulpits, tombs

Woodworking may have found its pinnacle in minbars, 
and joinery in window grillwork and tomb shrines 
(nakhl). The d¸r-s¸z or ¸l¸t-s¸z was a carpenter expert 
in making door and window joinery and other similar 
woodwork.196 However, it was not he who gave these 
objects their lasting appeal, but rather the woodcarver, 
fretter, and marquetry maker (fig. 12).

The combination of plasterwork with woodwork 
is an artistic tradition that predates Islam, as is evi-
dent in the carved wood found in the Zarafshan Val-
ley (Tajikistan). The columns of Kurut, Obburdon, 
Fatmev, and Urmitan, the mihrab of Iskudar and the 
wooden frieze from Obburdon, all in Tajikistan, are 
representative of this tradition during the early Islamic 
period. Most of these columns date from the Samanid 
period (ninth and tenth centuries), although those 
from Urmitan, and the mihrab from Iskudar, are of 
later date. These wooden decorations present images 
of living beings interlaced with floral, geometric, and 
epigraphic motifs. The capitals of the columns include 
representations of animals, fish, and birds as well as 
floral ornamentation. Geometric and epigraphic motifs 
dominate the Iskudar mihrab.197 Excavations of the 
palace of the afshºns (rulers) of Usturushana, which 
dates from the seventh to the ninth century, produced, 
among other things, about 200 fragments of charred 
carved wood. Among them were several sculptures 
in the round of people and birds, as well as numer-
ous friezes and panels depicting humans, sirens, ani-
mals, and birds. Other friezes represented the heads 
of humans belonging to various ethnic groups, and a 
unique tympanum represented the struggle between 
the forces of good and evil embodied in the images 
of the prince Faridun, the blacksmith Kava, and the 
evil shah Zahhak with two serpents on his shoulders. 
One of the better-preserved ninth-to-eleventh-cen-
tury palaces is located in Khulbk (now Kurban-Sha-
hid), the capital of the Southern Tajikistan province 
of Khuttal. Its main halls were decorated with plaster 
and wood fretwork and murals. In the wooden Haz-
rat-i Baba Mausoleum (eleventh to twelfth century), 
archaeologists found oddly shaped columns displaying 
fantastic birds and images of snakes harking back to 
pre-Islamic art traditions. The Hazrat-i Baba fretwork 
bears a clear resemblance to the decorations of the 
tenth-to-twelfth-century columns in the Upper Zaraf-
shan, the wooden mihrab from Iskudar, and the clay 
mihrab in Asht.198 

 It would seem that none of these forms of wood-
work were as yet utilizing the panel technique of 
girih-s¸zº, the basis of which is a lattice frame either 
left plain or filled with wooden insets, colored glass, 
or other materials. Although this technique, as men-
tioned above, undoubtedly was used prior to the four-
teenth century, there are no wood examples surviving 
from before that time. Among the earliest examples 
are the balustrade of the pulpit in Na}in, dated Rajab 
711 (October–November 1311), and the side panels 
on a pulpit from Fars dated 771 (1369), now in the 
Iran Bastan Museum. Girih-s¸zº remained a popular 
decorative technique for palaces, mosques, and pri-
vate homes in the centuries thereafter.199 Other carved 
decoration occurs in particular on the wooden doors, 
cenotaphs, and grilles (zuv¸rh¸) of shrines, usually 
combining strapwork (qa{b-bandº) and painting and 
displaying either geometric or floral designs. The 
same types of designs also can be found on cenotaphs 
inscribed with Qur}anic texts, the name and genealogy 
of the deceased, and the names of the founder and 
the carpenter. Shrines in the Gilan and Mazandaran 
regions, some dating back to the fourteenth century 
but most to the first half of the sixteenth, are partic-
ularly rich in such decorative woodwork (fig. 13). The 
oldest carved wooden door, dated 706 (1306–7) is in 
the Imamzada Qasim (in Do Hazar, Gilan); it features 
strapwork and knots (qa{b va girih).200 

 Carpenters are mentioned several times in connec-
tion with construction or renovation of buildings in 
the early fourteenth century.201 Timur captured many 
craftsmen, among them carpenters whom he put to 
work decorating his palaces and other buildings and 
the furnishings therein. In particular the many carved 
wooden doors, panels, and wooden Qur}an stands 
made during that period stand out for their excel-
lent artistry.202 Olearius marveled at the woodwork 
of the Talar-i Tavila, a typical example of a Safavid 
public palace.203 The tradition of adorning houses 
with all kinds of woodwork, sometimes displaying the 
full array of woodworking techniques, was continued 
under the Qajars. Many of the surviving palaces and 
villas in Tehran, Shiraz, Kashan, and other cities are 
a testimony to the skill of Persia’s woodworkers (fig. 
14).204
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Fig. 12. (a) Entrance door of the Amini house, Isfahan; (b) common motif; (c) pattern much seen in places of pilgrimage; 
(d) common pattern. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 254, 199, 225, 233)

(a)

(b)

(c) (d)
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Fig. 13. (a) Pattern of the tomb of Imamzada-i Hashim; (b) 
pattern on the tomb of Aqa, Tehran. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i 
girih-s¸zº, 28, 54)

CONCLUSION

Despite the fact that Iran was and continues to be 
relatively poor in forest cover, the craft of woodworking 
achieved a high level of artistry throughout the centu-
ries. Although due to the perishability of the material 
relatively few wooden objects have survived, those that 
remain demonstrate that wood played an important 
role in decorating buildings and providing people 
with necessary household utensils. Much attention was 
paid to enhancing the innate attractiveness of wood 
through woodcarving, inlay, fretwork, turning, and 
marquetry. Woodworkers were either general crafts-
men or specialists in a particular aspect of the craft. 
While not all were outstanding, some left their names 
on masterpieces. Given their limited range of tools, 
it is amazing that they were able to turn out so much 
that still evokes our admiration. Contemporary masters 
of the craft continue to make wonderful products. In 
Sanandaj, Kurdistan, for example, woodworkers make 
outstanding backgammon boards using fine-grained 
walnut. In Rizayeh, in northwestern Azarbaijan, they 
produce excellent carved and inlaid works. Craftsmen 
in Gulpaygan excel at carving and fretwork, while in 
Abadeh they still make fine low-relief carving. In Rasht, 
on the shore of the Caspian Sea, as well as in Dizful, 
Khuzestan, woodworkers make beautiful lathe-turned 
items. Traditional inlay work (khatam) is still being 
produced in Shiraz, Isfahan, and Tehran. All these 
centers of excellence attest to the lasting heritage of 
the Persian woodworking tradition.
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Fig. 14. (a) Pattern of the entrance door, teahouse of the Haram of Imam Riza, Mashhad; (b) pattern in the Madrasa-i Chahar 
Bagh, Isfahan; (c) pattern of a window in the Naraqi house, Kashan. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 293, 49, 50)

(a) (b)

(c)
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