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Abstract

This article discusses a rare watercolor portrait of the Qajar prince Hasan-‘Ali Mirza,
which is being nreserved in the Oriental Collection of the Georeian National Museum.
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In this article, we would like to present and briefly discuss a rare and hitherto unpublished Persian
miniature from the very rich and diverse collection of the Qajar period paintings, preserved in the
Georgian National Museum (more precisely it the Oriental Art Fund of the Shalva Amiranashvili
Museum of Fine Arts). On the watercolor miniature, painted on a single piece of paper (Inventory No.
sxm/ag. 132; size: 21x16.5 cm), is depicted a kneeling elderly man with a white mustache and a long
white pointed beard, wearing a black lambskin hat (kolah) pulled down over his eyebrows. On the light
blue and white striped inner clothes, he wears a dark brown kaftan with short sleeves and long fields. He
is leaning his back on two oblong-shaped big pinkish pillows (muttaka’) with vertical stripes and tassels
on one end (Pic. 1). On the painting’s upper right corner (from the viewer), alongside with the man’s
headwear, there is a Persian explanatory inscription in two lines (basically signature of the painter), which
informs us about the person on the portrait and the name of the painter. Although there is no specific date
in the inscription, we consider it to be done by the end of the 1840s or the beginning of the 1850s (on this,
see below). The Persian inscription reads:

Yo G e /) pad) igiSa (51 oma (rdua gl
“Tasvir-e Hasan-‘Ali Mirza-ye makfif al-basar // ‘amal-e Aqa Bala .
“Picture of the blind Hasan-‘Ali Mirza. // The work of Aqa Bala”

As we learn from the inscription, the man in the miniature is Prince Hasan-‘Ali Mirza and his
portrait was painted by Aqa Bala. It is worth mentioning that additional five other miniatures signed by
the same painter of the Qajar period are preserved in the Oriental Collection of Shalva Amiranashvili
Museum of Fine Arts (Georgian National Museum), and four of them have already been published
(Koshoridze, Dgebuadze, Beradze 2013, 439, 442-443, 455, 459-460, Figs. 11, 19, 22; Adamova 2010,
331; Adamova 2010, 390). It must be also pointed out that for professional growth reasons the Iranian
painter Aga Bala paid several visits to Transcaucasia where he got acquainted with the methods and
techniques of European academic painting in Baku and Tbilisi (Karimzadeh Tabrizi 1985, 3; Adamova
1996, 331, Ne 91; Adamova 2010, 390-391, Ne 152; “Aqa Bala Naqqash” 2006).

The question arises: who is Hasan-‘Ali Mirza and why the author of the inscription (most
probably the nainter) calls him “the blind” (makfuf al-basar?

Hasan-‘Ali Mirza (1790-1854), widely known by his title “Shoja‘ al-Saltane”, was one of the

princes of the Qajar royal family, the sixth son of Fath-‘Ali Shah Qajar (r. 1797-1834), who in different
years ruled (as a prince-governor) first Tehran, Bastam and Jajarm (in 1804-1816), then Khorasan (in
1817-1827), and later Kerman and Yazd (in 1828-1835). Hasan-‘Ali Mirza, distinguished by his talents,
courage and military successes, had a very tense relationship with his half-brother, the crown prince
‘Abbas Mirza Nayeb al-Saltane (1789-1833). After the conclusion of the famous Torkmanchay Treaty of



Free University Journal of Asian Studies G. BERADZE

1828, he asked Fath-‘Ali Shah to give him the crown prince’s title “Nayeb al-Saltane”, and declared his
readiness to lead the Iranian army and continue military operations against the Russians. However, the
shah did not accept this proposal and sent Hasan-‘Ali Mirza to Kerman and Yazd as the new prince-
governor of these provinces (Bamdad 1968, 374-375). Hasan-‘Ali Mirza’s elder full brother Hosayn-‘Ali
Mirza Farmanfarma (1789-1835) ruled the province of Fars as a prince-governor since 1799. He, too, like
his younger brother Hasan-‘Ali Mirza, was openly hostile to ‘Abbas Mirza Nayeb al-Saltane and the
latter’s son Mohammad Mirza, who soon became the shah of Iran. Very rich and powerful Hosayn-‘Ali
Mirza considered himself the only real and worthy heir of Fath-‘Ali Shah’s throne, and he often showed
his open disobedience to the countrv’s central authorities.

In the early 1830s, Hasan-‘Ali Mirza Shoja® al-Saltane actively supported his elder full brother

Hosayn-‘Ali Mirza Farmanfarma in his fight for the Iranian throne. After Fath-°Ali Shah’s death (24
October 1834) and Mohammad Shah’s (r. 1834-1848) ascension to the throne in Tehran, Hosayn-‘Ali
Mirza Farmanfarma immediately announced himself as Iranian shah in Shiraz (a formal enthronement
took place on 4 December 1834). At the same time, coins were struck in the name of “Hosayn-‘Ali Shah”
(gold and silver coins in Shiraz and silver coins in Kerman and Yazd), and his name was also read in the
Friday sermon (khutba). The self-styled shah’s reign in Shiraz, however, lasted only some months.
Military groups sent by Mohammad Shah defeated supporters of Hosayn-‘Ali Mirza Farmanfarma. The
rebellious prince was seized and taken to Tehran where he soon died in confinement on 22 July 1835
from cholera (Bamdad 1968, 376-377, 438-442; Hambly 1999; Watson 1866, 282-286; Rezaqoli Mirza
1967, 40ft, 734ff; Khurmuji 1965, 24; ‘Azod ad-Dowle 1997, 209, 251-252; Sepehr 1998, 595-596, 630-
632, 638-640; E‘tezad al-Saltane 1991, 432-434, 439; Khavari Shirazi 2001, 931, 937-938, 976-978;
Jahangir Mirza 1958, 222, 233-234; Fasa’i 1988, 761-767; Hedayat 2001, 8160-8162; Sykes 1915, 427-
428; Poole 1887, Ix, Ixxiv; Rabino di Borgomale 1945, 69; Hambly 1991, 154-155, 164-165, 168, 172-
173; Greaves 1991, 390-391; Calmard 2004; Ghadimi Gheydari 2010, 94, 97, 99-100).

As for the vounger brother and co-fighter of Hosavn-‘Ali Mirza Farmanfarma. Hasan-‘Ali Mirza
Shoja¢ al-Saltane, who is depicted in the Iranian miniature of our present interest from the Georgian

National Museum, he, too, was captured in the same year of 1835 and was blinded in both eyes. The
blinded prince was soon sent from Tehran to Ardabil and confined in the local prison fortress, from where
he was transferred into Tabriz prison in 1837. When Naser al-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896) ascended the
throne, he ordered to release Hasan-‘Ali Mirza from prison and allowed him to live in the capital city of
Tehran; however, due to the blindness and thirteen-years of imprisonment, his health was already
seriously shattered. In addition, it should also be remarked that Hasan-‘Ali Mirza Shoja‘ al-Saltane was at
the same time a poet: he wrote his poems in Farsi under the pen-name “Shekaste” and continued to write
poetry until his death. This unfortunate and ill-fated Iranian prince passed away in 1854 in Tehran, from
where his body was taken to Karbala’ (‘Iraq) and was buried near the sacred shrine of Imam Hosayn.
(Bamdad 1968, 367-378; Ghahreman 2015-2018, I-XXI"; Watson 1866, 283-286; Rezaqoli Mirza 1967,
60ff; Khurmuji 1965, 24; ‘Azod ad-Dowle 1997, 185, 217-221; Sepehr 1998, 638-640, 649; E‘tezad al-
Saltane 1991, 432-434, 439; Khavari Shirazi 2001, 931, 937-938, 979; Jahangir Mirza 1958, 222, 233-
234, 241; Fasa’i 1988, 761-767; Hedayat 2001, 8160-8162, 8173; Mo‘allem Habibabadi 1985, 156-157,
Hambly 1991, 164-165; Ghadimi Gheydari 2010, 94, 97, 99-100).

Most probably, the portrait of Hasan-‘Ali Mirza, which we focus our attention on, must be
painted by the painter Aqa Bala in the last period of the blinded Qajar prince’s biography, between 1848
and 1854, when he was allowed to live in Tehran after his release from prison and where he spent last five
or six years of his life. Our special interest in this miniature increases also the fact that only one graphic
picture of the blind Hasan-‘Ali Mirza Shoja“ al-Saltane, related to the last period of his life, was known to
us until presently. Reference is to a black-and-white portrait of the above blind prince, published by the
late Mehdi Bamdad about fifty years ago from his own or some other private collection (Fig. 2). The
portrait is made by an unknown painter presumably in Tehran in the early 1850s. The blind Qajar prince
is depicted in this painting in similar head-wear, with a similar long white beard, and sitting in a similar
pose, but wearing a long sleeve kaftan and holding prayer beads (tasbih) in his right hand (Bamdad 1999,
377; Qahraman 2015, I). Now this graphic work by an anonymous painter from one of the Tehran
collections is complemented with the above described watercolor portrait, painted by Aqa Bala and
preserved at the Oriental Collection of the Georgian National Museum.

* I am most grateful to Prof. Rouzbeh Ghahreman (University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada) for putting this publication at my
disposal.
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