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Mythological analysis of artworks of the most prominent fields of analysis
in the art. Joseph Campbell's monomyth theory of the hero's journey in
myth criticism has a special capacity for adaptation to literary and artworks.
The Qajar Cartouche carpet in the Carpet Museum has twenty-five frames
that describe the life of Rostam and his battles. Some of them can refer to
the triple cycle (departure, approach, and return) of the hero's journey myth
in their literary motif. This article, with the aim of analyzing the mythology
of the Qajar terracotta carpet, answers the question that which of the studied
carpet frames are compatible with Joseph Campbell's myth of the hero's
journey? The research is qualitative and the research method is analytical-
descriptive. Data were collected through library research, and analyzed
using an inductive qualitative content analysis approach. The result is that
this carpet has irregular stages of three distinct cycles of single myth of the
hero's journey in eleven frames. The first cycle is Haftkhan-e-Rostam,
showing two stages (departure and approach) in six frames, the second
cycle is the battle of Rostam and Akvan Div, showing the visual
presentation of the second stage (approach) in two frames, and the third
cycle is the battle of Rostam and Esfandiyar, showing only the second stage
(approach) in three frames. Rostam is the Iranian hero of Shahnameh and
What was important to the carpet designer and weaver was the display of
his martial abilities and conquests. Therefore, according to the findings, the
monomyth system of the hero's journey is not evident in all frames.
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Extended Abstract

During the Qajar period (1209—1344 AH), Iranian carpet weaving did not enjoy the prominent status it
had in the Safavid era, since royal workshops were no longer established with the same strength, nor
did court patronage of artists in this field continue as vigorously as before. Nevertheless, court-related
demand remained active for various purposes, such as commissions by statesmen for personal use, as
gifts for princes, and for decorating royal palaces, as well as commissions connected to sacred sites,
including the endowment of woven textiles. One noteworthy feature of Qajar carpets was the
emergence of pictorial imagery. In this period, pictorial carpets entered the field as a recognized genre
with considerable strength and richness. The Qajar Cartouche carpet preserved in the Carpet Museum
of Iran, according to its date of production, is associated chronologically with the reign of Fath-Ali
Shah Qajar and geographically with Tabriz, the city of the crown prince. Although this carpet contains
independent illustrated compartments, it differs in subject matter from other pictorial carpets produced
during the Qajar era and features the simultaneous use of both compartmental and pictorial systems.
Careful attention to the visual subjects used in it reveals a narrative and story-centered structure.
Moreover, the titles and texts inscribed in the carpet indicate that the designer and weaver intended
stories related to the life of Rostam, the hero of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Given the presence of
mythological motifs in parts of Ferdowsi’s epic, the author has found it appropriate to apply Joseph
Campbell’s monomyth theory of the hero’s journey to the narrative compartments of this carpet in
order to analyze it from a mythological perspective. Campbell’s monomyth of the hero’s journey
consists of three main stages: departure, initiation, and return. In mythic narratives, the hero’s journey
begins with leaving his homeland in order to accomplish a task whose results affect both his own life
and that of others. The compartment carpet preserved in the Carpet Museum was selected as the case
study because it presents a set of illustrated narratives from Rostam’s life, following the literary text of
the Shahnameh and reflecting the pattern of the hero’s journey. The main research question, however,
is which of the compartments possess the necessary coherence and correspondence with the three
stages of the theory. Using an analytical-descriptive method and a myth-critical approach, this article
seeks to answer the question of which compartments of the carpet under study conform to Joseph
Campbell’s monomyth of the hero.

This research was conducted using a qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical method. Its
main objective is to read and analyze a Qajar compartment carpet with epic themes based on Joseph
Campbell’s theory of the hero’s journey. In this regard, the function of this theory in the visual
representation of a woven textile, in comparison with similar narrative texts, has been examined and
analyzed. The required information was gathered through library research and the study of reliable
sources. In order to determine the statistical population and select a representative sample relevant to
the theoretical model of the research, purposive non-random sampling in the form of selective
sampling was used. According to the theoretical framework of the hero’s journey the Qajar cartouche
carpet preserved in the Carpet Museum of Iran was selected as the case study.

The selected sample is a dated cartouche carpet that, according to its inscription, was woven
between 1220 and 1224 AH. It appears to belong to the reign of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar and was probably
woven over a period of four years due to the unusual nature of its design and pattern. The carpet
contains pictorial compartments with various subjects. At the top of the carpet, an inscription reading
“Commissioned by the pilgrims and the Kahnamoui workshop, 1220-1224" is visible. The carpet is
known to have been woven in Tabriz by a weaver from the Master Nezamidoost family. The carpet
under discussion, with its compartmental design, is one of the main structures of Iranian carpets. The
term “Cartouche” is usually used for some Iranian carpets, and perhaps Indian ones, whose design
consists of repeated panels within the field. In this type of design, the compartments are generally
rectangular or lozenge-shaped and contain various decorative motifs. This sample was selected because
of its remarkable narrative and visual structure, such that the pictorial and storytelling themes in each
compartment place it within the category of cartouche -pictorial carpets. The visual narratives reflected
in this carpet, which depict the life and heroic deeds of Rostam, the Iranian champion, form the basis of
the analysis.

In analyzing the data, a qualitative content analysis approach with an inductive orientation was
adopted. In this method, the images and narrative elements present in the carpet were first observed
carefully. Subsequently, the visual and narrative content of the carpet was analyzed piece by piece. The
images and visual narratives were then compared with the main and subsidiary stages of Campbell’s
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“hero’s journey” theory, including the stages of departure, initiation, and return. Finally, by comparing
and analyzing the relationship between the images and the stages of the hero’s journey, the epic
narrative pattern represented in the carpet was elucidated and interpreted. Given the visual, symbolic,
and non-linear nature of the Qajar compartment carpet, the stages of the hero’s journey in this study
have been analyzed as selective representations across three major narrative clusters. This approach
enables an understanding of how the hero’s journey pattern functions within a unique visual text;
consequently, not all stages (departure, initiation, return) are necessarily observable in their entirety
within each cluster.

The comparative analysis of the twenty-five illustrated compartments of the carpet with the
narratives of the Shahnameh, particularly the stories of Rostam, revealed that although three major
narratives—Rostam’s Seven Labors (Haft Khan), the battle with the demon Akvan, and the
confrontation with Esfandiyar—are thematically compatible with the stages of the hero’s journey, this
correspondence is not reflected at the visual and narrative-structural level of the carpet. The first cycle,
corresponding to Rostam’s Seven Labors and comprising compartments three, four, five, seven, and
nine, covers the stages of departure and initiation. The second cycle, related to Rostam’s battle with the
demon Akvan in compartments eighteen and nineteen, only represents the initiation stage. The third
cycle, based on the confrontation with Esfandiyar as reflected in compartments twenty-two, twenty-
three, and twenty-four, primarily focuses on the initiation stage.

Thus, the visual selections indicate that the designer and weaver of the carpet, rather than pursuing a
linear and complete reconstruction of the hero’s journey stages, followed a logic based on the selection
of'iconic and symbolic epic scenes. Their aim was to create a commemorative work that glorifies epic
grandeur, such that strict adherence to the chronological and narrative sequence of the Shahnameh
stories was of lesser priority compared to the visual display of the hero’s power, valor, and triumph.
Accordingly, the Qajar cartouche carpet, as a visual text, serves more to symbolically represent epic
themes and consolidate heroic identity within its pictorial compartments than to fully narrate a
complete myth.
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