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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

During the Safavid era the Armenian community emerged as one of the
most significant ethnic and religious groups in Iran, distinguished by its
unique cultural and social characteristics. The dress of Armenian women was
not only influenced by local culture and religious traditions but was also
shaped by broader social and political developments of the time. European
travel writers provided valuable information about the clothing and daily life
of Armenian women, making their accounts important sources for historical
inquiry. This study employs a descriptive analytical approach, relying on
library research and the examination of both primary and secondary sources.
It aims to reconstruct, from a historical perspective, the representation of
Armenian women’s dress in the Safavid period through the lens of European
travelogues. The central research question is: How did European travel
writers describe the dress of Armenian women in Safavid Iran? The findings
indicate that European observers perceived Armenian women’s clothing not
merely as everyday attire but as a symbolic marker of their cultural and
religious identity. Furthermore, their dress exhibited notable distinctions from
that of other Iranian women and reflected the impact of prevailing social,
economic, and political conditions in Safavid society.
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realm. The dress of Armenian women in this period
was not merely an external feature or an aspect of

1. Introduction
During the Safavid era (1501-1736), Iran, as one

of the most prominent cultural, political, and
commercial centers within the broader Islamic
world, occupied a distinguished position in
attracting and accommodating diverse peoples and
cultures. Among these groups, Armenians held a
special place in Safavid society; owing to their
long-standing history, distinct cultural traditions,
and particular religious beliefs, they played a
prominent role in Iran’s social and cultural fabric
and contributed to the civilizational richness of the

everyday life, but rather a profound reflection of
their ethnic identity, social status, and religious
affiliations. Their garments and adornments, on the
one hand, functioned as markers of cultural
belonging and social differentiation, and on the
other, were shaped by the political and economic
conditions prevailing in Safavid Iran as well as by
extensive interactions with regional and extra-
regional powers.

European travelers who visited Iran during this
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period serving as external and, to some extent,
independent witnesses carefully recorded their
observations of the lives and appearance of
Armenian women. Their descriptions not only
provide a relatively clear picture of the variety and
specific features of these women’s attire but also
furnish a basis for discerning the deeper layers of
Safavid culture and society.

The aim of this study is to achieve a deeper
understanding of the position of Armenian women
within the social structure of Safavid Iran by
analyzing and reviewing accounts contained in
European travelogues, and to extract the cultural
and social patterns reflected in their dress. Such an
approach can contribute to an improved
understanding of intercultural interactions and the
status of ethnic groups and minorities in the social
history of Iran. The present paper demonstrates
how Armenian women’s dress was presented as a
symbol of this community’s identity and traditions.
The authors also aim, through examination of
foreign travelers’ travelogues, to provide a
comprehensive portrait of the state of Armenian
women’s dress during this historical period (1501—
1736).

The research questions this study seeks to
answer are as follows: 1- How did European travel
writers represent the dress of Armenian women
during the Safavid period? 2- What differences
existed between the dress of Armenian women and
that of other Iranian peoples in this period?

The study’s findings indicate that Armenian
women’s dress, in the view of foreign travelers,
transcended ordinary everyday garments and was
regarded as a symbol of the group’s cultural and
religious identity. Furthermore, the analysis shows
that this dress exhibited significant differences
compared with the clothing of women from other
Iranian groups and that it was formed under the
influence of social, political, and religious factors.

2. Research Metodology

This study is descriptive-analytical in nature and is
organized on the basis of a library-based
methodology, relying on the examination of
primary and secondary sources. The principal data
consist of a corpus of European travelogues from
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries CE that
contain descriptions of the social life and dress of
Armenian women in Safavid Iran. These
travelogues comprise reports by travelers from
various European countries who visited Iran during
the period under study and recorded their
observations. In the first stage, the travelogue texts
were gathered and selected, and passages relevant
to the dress of Armenian women were extracted.

The data were then examined to identify recurring
patterns,  distinctions, and the particular
perspectives of the travelers. Subsequently, to
increase the precision and validity of the findings,
these accounts were compared with historical
sources and recent scholarship in the fields of
social history and the history of dress. The aim of
this approach is to achieve a more accurate
representation of Armenian women’s dress within
the socio-cultural context of the Safavid era and to
elucidate its role in shaping cultural identity and
interethnic interactions in Iran during that period.

3. Discussion

Armenians have maintained close and continuous
ties with Iran since antiquity. From early times, a
range of factors including efforts to secure better
livelihoods and commercial and mercantile activity
facilitated the presence and settlement of
Armenians within the geographical domain of Iran.
However, the consolidation of Armenian
communities into discernible social groups within
the fabric of Iranian society occurred notably under
Shah Tahmasp | (1523-1576) and Shah Abbas | of
the Safavid dynasty (1588-1629). Shah Tahmasp’s
military campaigns in various parts of the Caucasus
brought many captives from Georgian, Circassian,
and Armenian communities into Iran. This process
was further expanded during the reign of Shah
Abbas | through the implementation of diverse
policies. As a consequence of these developments,
Armenians during the Safavid period became
actively engaged across multiple spheres of Iranian
life, particularly in commercial and mercantile
activities throughout the country.

The dress of Armenian women was visibly
shaped by local traditions and the region’s living
conditions. Loose white garments combined with
trousers and an overgarment resembling male attire
signaled an emphasis on practical veiling and the
representation of ethnic identity. Footwear
designed to be sturdy and robust, yet easy to put on
and remove, reflected the importance of everyday
functionality. To European observers, this mode of
dress often evoked the attire of Muslim women in
Spain during the period of Granada. Indeed,
travelers’ accounts provide useful information on
how clothing adapted to climate and livelihood;
nevertheless, these observers wrote from an
external vantage point that was frequently laden
with  generalizations and culturally biased
judgments. It is therefore essential to triangulate
such reports with indigenous sources and visual
materials to guard against ethnocentric appraisals
and directional generalizations.

Jewelry and ornamental items in Armenian
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women’s dress were not merely decorative or
aesthetic; they simultaneously functioned as
markers of social status, portable wealth, and
symbols of familial ties and cultural heritage. In
practice, jewelry served both aesthetic and
emblematic-economic  roles: these  objects
constituted a bridge between family identity and
social standing, and they allow researchers to
reconstruct class relations, cultural values, and
modes of heritage transmission within Safavid
Armenian society.

The representation of Armenian women’s dress
in European travelogues of the Safavid era goes
beyond a straightforward account of clothing.
Those narratives were produced within the context
of cultural interactions, religious mentalities, and
aesthetic judgments; accordingly, they transmit not
only images of Armenian women but also the
Europeans’ perspectives on the Eastern “other.” A
comparative reading of these travelogues reveals
that diplomats were particularly attentive to ethnic
and religious distinctions, since their missions
involved an understanding of cultural relations for
political and religious objectives. In their
descriptions of Armenian women, diplomats
tended to emphasize identity boundaries between
Armenians and Muslims in order to underscore the
distinct position of this Christian community at the
Safavid court.

Travelers and adventurous tourists, such as
Careri, approached the subject from the standpoint
of everyday life and social class. For them, class
differences and the ostentatious display of wealth
through jewelry and clothing were compelling
because such markers were read as indicators of
social structure and the splendor of Iran. By
contrast, missionaries and travelers influenced by
confessional viewpoints such as some Portuguese
or Spanish reporters generally interpreted
Armenian women'’s dress as a symbol of Christian
identity within Iran. These observers stressed the
difference between Armenian and Muslim women
and construed that difference not merely as
cultural, but as evidence of adherence to church
traditions.

One salient point that emerges in these
travelogues is the divergence of aesthetic criteria
across cultures. Although European travelers
sometimes admired the beauty of Armenian
women, their judgments were often shaped by
Eurocentric assumptions. Thus, in the eyes of
European travel writers, Armenian women’s dress
during the Safavid era functioned as a multi-
layered mirror: on one level it displayed lifestyle,
customs, and ethnic identity; on another, it
reflected the evaluative frameworks and

preconceptions of its European observers. The
result of this representational process is a body of
contradictory narratives at times laudatory and
admiring, at others critical and even disparaging.

4. Conclusion

The findings also demonstrate that Armenian
women’s dress was a composite product of
religion, tradition, economic conditions, and
commercial interactions: access to fine textiles and
jewelry through the Jolfa trade networks, as well as
the preservation and transmission of jewelry as
family heirlooms, all shaped the symbolic
character of their garments. Moreover, dress
operated as a tool for preserving identity and for
cultural resistance in the face of pressures arising
from coexistence with other groups and the Safavid
state; by maintaining distinctive dress patterns,
Armenian women reconstituted and represented
their religious and ethnic identities.

Finally, it should be emphasized that a
reexamination of travelogues can both furnish
valuable empirical information about clothing and
reveal how foreign observers, through dress,
produced particular cultural images. Future
research that draws on visual sources, commercial
records, and comparative field studies can supply
finer-grained detail on sewing techniques, patterns
of fabric consumption, and the role of Armenian
women in cultural transmission, thereby deepening
our understanding of the connection between dress
and the social structure of the Safavid period.
Accordingly, investigating these dimensions can
improve our comprehension of cultural and social
relations in this era; more detailed study of the
clothing of various ethnic groups and minorities
and its social effects can open avenues for further
research in Iran’s social and cultural history and
will enable us not only to reidentify Armenian
women’s dress but also to discern how the Western
gaze of the seventeenth century shaped and
presented the East and particularly Safavid Iran to
the wider world.
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