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The Use of Clothing and Textiles in Persian Poetic and Prose Texts (From the Early Eleventh to
the Late Fourteenth Century)
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Abstract

Clothing and textiles are among the cultural elements whose study contributes to an understanding of the culture, civilization,
and identity of a nation; at the same time, they have also exerted a notable influence on Persian literature. Accordingly,
various types of clothing and textiles constitute recurring elements in Persian poetic and prose texts produced between the
eleventh and fourteenth centuries. Nevertheless, research on clothing and its influence on literature has received
comparatively limited scholarly attention. For this reason, the present descriptive-analytical study, entitled “The Use of
Clothing and Textiles in Persian Poetic and Prose Texts (From the Early Eleventh to the Late Fourteenth Century),” was
undertaken. The findings indicate that poets and prose writers of the eleventh through fourteenth centuries, like literary
figures of other historical periods, referred to a wide variety of garments and textiles, including hulla (robe), khirga (cloak),
dastar (turban), qaba (robe or coat), atlas (satin), buqalamiin (multicolored or iridescent fabric), parniyan (silken fabric), tiizi
(a type of fine textile), and others. Such references demonstrate the significance of clothing, textiles, and their various forms
in the social and cultural life of the people of that period. Moreover, clothing sometimes functioned as an indicator of social
status, while in other instances it provided poets and writers with a rich source of literary imagery and figurative
representation.
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Clothing and textiles constitute significant

material and symbolic components of human
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civilization, since they simultaneously respond
to bodily needs, environmental conditions,
social organization, aesthetic preferences, and
cultural systems of meaning. In Iranian history
and culture, clothing possesses a particularly
long and diverse tradition, and differences in
garments, fabrics, colors, forms, and modes of
wearing have often reflected distinctions of
social status, occupation, ethnicity,
geography, religion, and collective identity.
The study of clothing therefore extends
beyond the descriptive history of costume and
enters the broader domains of cultural history,
sociology, anthropology, literary studies, and
the history of everyday life. Persian literary
texts provide especially rich evidence in this
respect because poets and prose writers
repeatedly incorporated references to
garments and fabrics into descriptions of
courtly life, warfare, religious practice, Sufi
identity, mourning, celebration, beauty, status,
and metaphorical representation. Clothing,
which initially  functioned primarily as
protection against environmental and climatic
conditions, gradually acquired increasingly
complex cultural, social, and symbolic
functions as human societies developed (4, 5).
In Iranian society, garments could function as
markers of ethnic, geographical, occupational,
political, religious, and socioeconomic
affiliation, while transformations in clothing
could also be associated with broader
changes in cultural behavior and social
organization (6, 7). Against this background,

the present study examines the use of clothing

and textiles in Persian poetic and prose texts
from the early eleventh to the late fourteenth
century, a period characterized by major
political transitions under dynasties such as
the Seljuks, Ghurids, Khwarazmshahs, and
Mongols and by the flourishing of major literary
figures whose works preserved valuable
evidence concerning the material and
symbolic culture of their time.

The study adopts a theoretical, descriptive-
analytical method and investigates examples
of clothing and textile terminology appearing in
selected works of Persian poetry and prose.
The analytical framework distinguishes
between clothing as a material object and
clothing as a literary, social, and symbolic sign.
From a material perspective, clothing may be
defined as garments produced from
substances such as animal skin, plant fibers,
wool, linen, silk, and related materials in order
to cover and protect the human body from
natural and climatic conditions (1). Textile
production, meanwhile, refers to the formation
of cloth through the interlacing of two or more
systems of threads, while textiles themselves
consist of flexible structures created from
networks of natural or artificial fibers whose
type, arrangement, and structural organization
determine the characteristics of the resulting
fabric (2). The literary corpus considered in the
study indicates that such material vocabulary
did not remain confined to descriptions of
practical dress but entered the semantic and
imaginative structures of Persian literature.

Persian literature, with a history extending
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over more than a millennium, transformed
many objects of everyday life into literary
signs, and clothing terms frequently acquired
metaphorical, moral, mystical, aesthetic, or
sociopolitical implications. This interpretive
potential is particularly important because
literature can preserve cultural information that
purely administrative or archaeological
sources may not record. Literary references to
garments, textiles, headwear, robes, military
dress, Sufi clothing, and luxury fabrics
therefore provide evidence not only about
what people wore but also about how clothing
was culturally perceived, socially classified,
poetically imagined, and incorporated into
systems of value and identity (3, 12).

The findings demonstrate that Persian poets
and prose writers employed an extensive
vocabulary of garments and textiles, including
silk, atlas, parniyan, palas, leopard skin, shirts,
robes, armor, leather, hulla, robes of honor,
wool, linen, hats, kamkha, qaba, qasab,
mandil, bagalaman, tdzi, cloaks, veils, velvet,
brocade, sundus, trousers, tirdz, taylasan, and
other forms of clothing and fabric. Some of
these terms refer directly to specific materials
and techniques of manufacture. Silk and silk
fabrics, for example, appear frequently in
Persian poetry, while historical evidence
indicates that spinning, weaving, and textile
production had deep roots in Iranian material
culture (9). Rudaki refers repeatedly to
garments, silk, hats, armor, robes, and related
objects, indicating the familiarity of early

Persian poetry with a broad vocabulary of

dress (8). Ferdowsi similarly employs clothing
and textile terminology in descriptions of
kingship, warfare, heroic identity, and bodily
protection, including leopard skins, armor,
linen, royal garments, and military equipment
(13). Farrokhi Sistani refers to luxury fabrics
such as tazi, qasab, fur, silk, and other
prestigious textiles, demonstrating the close
relationship between poetic description and
elite material culture (16). Manuchehri’s poetry
likewise reflects familiarity with fine fabrics,
including brocade associated with Shushtar
and other textiles employed as images of
beauty and abundance (38). These examples
show that the literary use of textile terminology
can preserve information  concerning
production centers, trade, textile quality, social
prestige, and aesthetic taste, while specialized
lexicographical and historical studies further
clarify the technical meanings of terms
referring to fabrics, robes, and textile
construction (17, 21).

The corpus further shows that clothing
frequently functioned as an indicator of social
role, rank, occupation, religious affiliation, and
institutional identity. In historical prose,
Bayhaqi provides detailed descriptions of
garments such as jubba, durrd‘a, rida’,
Nishapuri turbans, qaba, tazi headwear, felt
boots, and fabrics associated with specific
regions or forms of prestige (24). Such
descriptions reveal that clothing could
communicate status and institutional affiliation
without requiring explicit explanation. The

distinction between military and civilian or
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administrative groups could likewise be
represented through differences in headwear
and dress, as the hat became associated with
military classes while the turban was more
closely connected with scholars,
administrators, merchants, and other civilian
groups (14). Clothing also had important
religious and mystical connotations. Sufi
literature repeatedly refers to woolen
garments, patched cloaks, khirga, and dalq as
visible signs of asceticism, poverty, spiritual
discipline, or affiliation with a mystical path.
Hujwiri associates the clothing of Sufis with the
symbolic vocabulary of wool, purity, and the
ahl al-suffa, while also emphasizing the
importance of dress within Sufi ethical identity
(29). Suhrawardi’s discussion of the khirga
similarly connects the garment with initiation
into the Sufi path and the symbolic
transmission of spiritual authority (36). In a
different social context, Nezam al-Mulk’s
account of petitioners wearing red garments
illustrates how color and dress could serve as
institutional signs through which individuals
became recognizable to rulers and could
publicly communicate particular social claims
(31). Clothing therefore operated as a visible
social language through which rank, devotion,
occupation, grievance, and communal
belonging could be expressed.

The findings also indicate that Persian authors
repeatedly transformed clothing from a
concrete material object into a powerful
instrument of imagery, analogy, symbolism,

and rhetorical representation. Clothing terms

became especially productive in mystical and
lyrical poetry because garments offered poets
a familiar conceptual vocabulary through
which to distinguish appearance from
essence, body from soul, poverty from worldly
prosperity, and outward form from inward
truth. Rumi employs garments in metaphysical
contexts in which the body itself may be
conceptualized as a covering that must be
transcended in the pursuit of spiritual reality;
he also uses dalq, khirga, and other garments
to represent worldly identity, ascetic
appearance, and the mutable external forms
surrounding the soul (30, 35). Attar similarly
depicts mourning through the metaphor of the
‘garment of condolence,” transforming an
abstract emotional state into an embodied
visual image (43). Hafez uses the phrase
“garment of poverty” to juxtapose the outward
appearance of dervishhood with an elevated
spiritual or existential condition, demonstrating
how clothing can become a condensed
metaphor for social appearance and inner
value (44). Poets also employed luxurious
fabrics as images of nature: Qatran represents
trees as if clothed in emerald garments and
adorned with jeweled ornaments, illustrating
the transformation of textile vocabulary into
visual and decorative imagery (28).
Elsewhere, fabrics such as parniyan, sundus,
brocade, silk, and atlas serve as poetic
equivalents for spring landscapes, gardens,
royal magnificence, beauty, and abundance
(10, 40). Thus, references to clothing and

textiles in Persian literature simultaneously
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preserve material-cultural information and
participate in the construction of complex
literary images.

In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that
clothing and textiles occupied a significant
position in Persian poetic and prose texts from
the early eleventh to the late fourteenth
century and cannot be regarded merely as
incidental descriptive details. Their recurrent
presence reflects the importance of dress in
the social, cultural, economic, religious, and
aesthetic life of the period. The literary corpus
preserves references to a wide range of
garments and fabrics, from ordinary coverings
and military equipment to luxury textiles,
ceremonial robes, Sufi clothing, headwear,
veils, and regionally identified fabrics. These
references reveal that clothing could indicate
social rank, professional identity, religious
affiliation, gendered practices, political
position, geographic origin, and cultural
prestige. At the same time, poets and prose
writers frequently moved beyond the literal
function of clothing and used garments and
textles as instruments of metaphor,
symbolism, personification, simile, and visual
imagery. Fabrics could describe gardens,
bodies, spiritual states, sorrow, poverty, royal
dignity, or the distinction between outward
form and inward reality. The study therefore
confirms that the examination of clothing
vocabulary in Persian literature provides an
interdisciplinary means of reconstructing
aspects of Iranian cultural history while also

clarifying the imaginative mechanisms through

which material culture entered literary
expression. Reading these texts through the
lens of clothing and textiles makes it possible
to connect literary form with everyday life and
to understand how tangible objects were
transformed into social signs and poetic
symbols. The persistence and diversity of such
references demonstrate that dress was deeply
embedded in both lived experience and literary
imagination during the period under study,
making clothing and textiles a valuable field for
future research in Persian literary studies,
cultural history, sociology of literature, and the

study of Iranian material culture.
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