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Objective: The principal objective of this study is to establish a historical and
archaeological framework for understanding the origins, development, production, use,
and circulation of rosewater in Iran, from antiquity through the Qajar period. By bringing
together archaeological, technological, artistic, and documentary evidence, the study
seeks to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the cultural history of the
rose and Iranian rosewater and its significance within the broader history of Iranian
material and intangible cultural heritage.

Method: This study uses a cultural-historical approach centered on cultural knowledge,
its history and transmission, and tangible and intangible cultural materials. It examines
distillation, rosewater production, and rosewater containers as evidence of technological
and cultural practices in ancient Iran. Through comparative analysis of archaeological
artifacts and historical documents, it identifies continuities and transformations relative
to neighboring cultures. It also explores cultural connections between pre-Islamic and
Islamic Iran through the production, use, and transmission of rosewater and its material
culture. Sources include archaeological artifacts, museum collections, architectural
decorations, and historical documents. Rosewater is treated not merely as a product but
as a cultural phenomenon revealing knowledge, technology, art, and social-economic
exchange across historical periods. The main goal is to establish a scientific and historical
framework for studying the origins, development, production, and use of rosewater in
Iran from antiquity to the Qajar period, contributing to a clearer understanding of the
long-term cultural history of the rose and rosewater in Iran and the region..

Results: Based on the available historical and archaeological evidence, the history of the
Persian rose and the practice of rosewater distillation in Iran can be traced back, at least
tentatively, to the mid-first millennium BCE. Throughout the historical periods under
consideration, rosewater appears to have had not only cultural and medicinal significance
but also religious and ritual functions, including its use in practices associated with
purification and ceremonial contexts.

Conclusions: Its continued use in Iranian religious and cultural traditions, including
Islamic and Zoroastrian contexts, suggests cultural continuity, though rosewater's
functions and meanings varied across periods and communities. Historical texts from the
pre-Islamic, early Islamic, and Safavid periods evidence its production, use, and
circulation as a traded commodity. Archaeological artifacts, rosewater-related vessels,
and architectural decorations further attest to its enduring cultural significance. Together,
these material and documentary sources provide a key basis for examining the Persian
rose and rosewater in Iranian technology, ritual, commerce, art, and cultural history.
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Introduction

This article adopts a cultural-historical approach, understood as a research method within
cultural anthropology and archaeology, to examine the culture of the Iranian rose (Gol-e Sorkh)
from two complementary perspectives.

First, it investigates the material culture associated with the Persian rose, the development
of distillation practices, and the various types of vessels used for rosewater across different
historical periods in Iran. Particular attention is given to archaeological and museum objects,
as well as to representations and decorative elements preserved in historical architecture.

Second, the study examines historical and documentary evidence concerning the production,
use, exchange, and trade of Iranian rosewater. These documentary sources are treated as
important evidence for understanding the economic and social dimensions of rosewater and its
place within wider networks of production and commerce.

By bringing together material and documentary evidence, the research seeks to reconstruct
the cultural history of the Persian rose and rosewater, with particular emphasis on distillation
technologies, artistic traditions, historical ethnology, and commercial practices in Iran. The
material examined includes cultural artifacts preserved in public and private museums in Iran
and in collections abroad, as well as architectural decorations in historical buildings, including
mosques, madrasas, and other institutional structures.

Finally, documentary evidence from merchants' records and commercial archives,
particularly those dating to the Safavid period, will be examined to provide further insight into
the production, circulation, and economic significance of rosewater. By integrating these
different categories of evidence, the study aims to develop a more comprehensive
understanding of the historical and cultural significance of the rose and rosewater in Iran and
to clarify their place within the broader history of Iranian technology, art, commerce, and
cultural heritage.

Method

This study adopts a cultural-historical approach that places cultural knowledge, the history
and transmission of cultural knowledge, and both tangible and intangible cultural materials at
the center of the analysis. Within this framework, cultural indicators associated with distillation,
rosewater production, and rosewater containers are examined as evidence for the development
of technological and cultural practices in ancient Iran. Through a comparative analysis of
archacological artifacts and relevant historical documents, the study seeks to identify both
continuities and transformations in these practices in relation to those of neighboring cultures
(Burke, 2024: 2-3; Eggert, 2010; Assmann, 2007).

This approach further explores the cultural connections between pre-Islamic and Islamic-
period communities in Iran through the production, use, and transmission of rosewater and its
associated material culture. Particular attention is given to archaeological artifacts, museum
collections, architectural decorations, and historical documents as sources for reconstructing
aspects of Iran’s cultural and historical memory. Rather than treating rosewater solely as a
product, the study considers it as a cultural phenomenon through which knowledge,
technological practices, artistic traditions, and patterns of social and economic exchange may
be traced across different historical periods.

The primary goal of this research is to establish a scientific and historical framework for
investigating the origins, development, production, and use of rosewater in Iran from antiquity
through the Qajar period. By integrating archaeological, technological, artistic, and
documentary evidence, the study aims to contribute to a clearer understanding of the long-term
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cultural history of the rose and rosewater in Iran and their place within the broader cultural
heritage of the region.

Background of the Persian Rose and Distillation in Ancient Iran

In historical studies of the Persian rose, Iran has frequently been identified as an important
region in the cultivation, use, and cultural history of the rose. Evidence for the presence and
transmission of roses across the ancient world has been discussed from the first millennium
BCE onward, including regions of Asia Minor, ancient Phoenicia, Thrace, Macedonia, Greece,
and Egypt, as well as areas further east, including India and China (Jaksch, 2012: 7; Laufer,
2018: 8-10; Kafi and Riazi, 2002; Giebelmann, 2004: 54). The precise chronology and routes
of this transmission, however, remain subjects of scholarly discussion and should be evaluated
in relation to the archaeological, botanical, and textual evidence available for each region.

Archaeological discoveries from ancient Iranian sites provide important evidence for the
history of distillation technologies. Among the notable examples are pottery distillation vessels
reported from the ancient site of Kaluoraz in Gilan Province and from the Sagzabad
archaeological site in Qazvin Province (Figs. 1-2). These vessels, including forms described as
Atr Dozdak and comparable alembic-like apparatuses, provide evidence for the development
of distillation technologies in Iran. Their forms and technological principles can be compared
with apparatuses documented in later Islamic periods and with traditional Iranian distillation
systems used for the production of rosewater. In traditional rosewater production, running water
is used to cool the condenser, demonstrating a technological principle that has remained
recognizable in later distillation practices (Nikbakht and Kafi, 2008: 252; Bagheri Ghaleh et al.
2025: 8-9, figs. 10—11; Sezgin, 2003).

Rosewater has also played an important role in Iranian cultural practices, where it has been
associated with ceremonies, festivals, ritual practices, food, and medicine. Evidence for these
different uses extends across several historical periods, although their specific meanings and
functions changed over time (Fragner, 1984: 358). The linguistic history of the rose is likewise
relevant to the study of'its cultural transmission. The relationship proposed between the Avestan
term vardda and later forms associated with Greek wrodon and Latin rosa has been discussed
in previous scholarship (Giebelmann, 2004: 54). Such linguistic evidence may contribute to the
study of the wider cultural history of the rose, although linguistic development should be
considered alongside archaeological and historical evidence rather than treated independently.

The continued use of rosewater in Iranian ceremonial contexts, including Nowruz, mourning
practices, and purification rituals, provides evidence for the persistence and transformation of
rosewater-related traditions across different religious and historical contexts. Such practices can
be examined in relation to both Zoroastrian and Islamic traditions, while recognizing that their
meanings and ritual functions were not necessarily identical in different periods and
communities (Langer, 2012).

Documentation of Cultural Artifacts and Historical Sources

This section presents selected archaeological and cultural artifacts, architectural
representations, and historical documents relating to the rose and rosewater in Iran from
antiquity through the Qajar period. These sources are considered together in order to examine
changes and continuities in the production, use, representation, and circulation of rosewater.
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Cultural Artifacts

1. Sasanian Reliefs and Related Representations

Several Sasanian artistic monuments have been interpreted as containing floral and rose-
related motifs. One example discussed in the literature is a relief at Tang-e Ghandil near Kouh-
e Cheshmeh-Nar in Fars Province, attributed to the reign of Bahram II. The scene has been
interpreted as representing the king together with Queen Shapurdukhtak, with a floral element
presented in a ceremonial context (Herrmann 1983; fig. 8). Such representations are potentially
relevant to the cultural history of flowers in Sasanian Iran; however, the identification of a
particular floral element specifically as a rose should be based on the iconographic evidence
and the relevant specialist literature.

A further example is a painted manuscript page associated with the Chahar Magqala (Four
Discourses) of Nizami Aruzi, dated in the manuscript tradition to the medieval Islamic period
and preserved in the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum in Istanbul. The principal scene depicts
a physician attending to a patient. Of particular interest here is the vessel represented in the
lower-left portion of the composition, which resembles an ibriq (ewer) or a vessel that may
have been used for liquids such as rosewater. Its interpretation as a rosewater sprinkler should
therefore be regarded as a functional identification requiring comparison with securely
identified examples.

This representation can be compared with later rosewater sprinklers, including a gold-inlaid
vessel attributed to the Qajar period and preserved in a museum collection in Tehran (fig. 9).
Such comparisons are useful for investigating the continuity and transformation of vessel forms
associated with the presentation and use of rosewater.

Distillation components and apparatuses dating from approximately the 3rd—4th centuries
AH through later Islamic periods are preserved in several museum and private collections,
including the Khalili Collection, the Museum Angewandte Kunst in Frankfurt, and The
Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig. 10; Sezgin, 2003: 126; Venezia, 2016). These objects provide
comparative material for examining the development of distillation technology and the material
culture associated with aromatic substances.

The Safavid period represents another important phase in the history of Iranian rosewater
culture. Following the establishment of the Safavid state in 1501 CE, major political centers
included Tabriz, Qazvin, and Isfahan. The political consolidation of the state and the
development of urban, commercial, and artistic institutions created conditions in which the
production, consumption, and circulation of various luxury and medicinal products could
expand (Savagheb et al. 2020: 20).

2. Safavid-Era Rosewater Vessels

Rosewater-related vessels attributed to the Safavid period are preserved in a number of
Iranian and international collections, including the National Museum of Iran in Tehran, the
Astan Quds Museum in Mashhad, and the British Museum. These objects were produced in
different materials, including metal, silver, steel, and ceramic. Their forms and decoration
provide evidence for the social and material contexts in which rosewater was stored, presented,
and used. Comparative examination of these vessels can help distinguish objects specifically
associated with rosewater from more general liquid containers and can contribute to the study
of the changing material culture of rosewater during the Safavid period (Hassan Zadeh and
Attar Zadeh, 2024: 29-33; fig. 11).
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3. Qajar-Period Art and Architecture

During the Qajar period, traditions associated with the use and presentation of rosewater
continued in Iranian society. Rosewater vessels made of materials such as copper, ceramic, and
other metals are represented in museum collections and provide evidence for the continued
importance of rosewater in domestic, ceremonial, and social contexts.

Architectural decoration also provides an additional category of evidence. Floral motifs,
including representations that may be identified as roses, occur in the decoration of historical
buildings, including mosques, madrasas, and other public and religious structures in cities such
as Tehran, Isfahan, and Shiraz (Momeni and Masoudi, 2017: 101; fig. 13). These
representations should be examined not simply as decorative motifs but in relation to their
broader symbolic, artistic, and cultural contexts.

Historical Documents

1. Historical Texts

References to roses and rosewater occur in Islamic-period literary and religious texts. Some
narratives concerning the Mi'raj, the ascension of the Prophet Muhammad, associate the rose
with sacred or spiritual meanings (Tabarsi/Mirbagheri, 1365: 44-45). Such textual references
are relevant to the study of the symbolic dimensions of the rose and rosewater, although the
chronological context and textual transmission of each source must be considered carefully.

2. Safavid Commercial Documents

Commercial and administrative documents from the Safavid period provide an additional
and particularly valuable source for investigating the economic history of rosewater. Accounts
associated with Armenian merchants and commercial communities in Isfahan contain
information concerning the circulation and trade of various commodities, including, where
documented, rosewater. These records can potentially illuminate commercial routes connecting
Iran with wider regional and international markets, including the Persian Gulf, India, and
Europe (Denzel, 2024: 12-16).

Taken together, archaeological artifacts, architectural representations, technological
remains, and documentary sources provide complementary evidence for reconstructing the
history of the Persian rose and rosewater in Iran. Their comparative study makes it possible to
investigate not only the history of distillation technology, but also the changing cultural
meanings, uses, material forms, and commercial networks associated with rosewater across
different periods of Iranian history.

Results and Conclusion

Based on the available historical and archaeological evidence, the history of the Persian rose
and the practice of rosewater distillation in Iran can be traced back, at least tentatively, to the
mid-first millennium BCE. Throughout the historical periods under consideration, rosewater
appears to have had not only cultural and medicinal significance but also religious and ritual
functions, including its use in practices associated with purification and ceremonial contexts.

Its continued use in Iranian religious and cultural traditions, including Islamic and
Zoroastrian contexts, suggests a degree of cultural continuity, although the specific functions
and meanings of rosewater varied across periods and communities.

Historical texts from the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, as well as from the Safavid
period, provide evidence for the production, use, and circulation of rosewater and indicate its
value as a traded commodity. In addition, archaeological artifacts, rosewater-related vessels,
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and architectural decorations from different historical periods of Iran provide further evidence
for the enduring cultural significance of the rose and rosewater. Taken together, these material
and documentary sources offer an important basis for examining the role of the Persian rose
and rosewater in Iranian technology, ritual practice, commerce, art, and cultural history.
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1. al-Zahrawi
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Fig. 6: The Use of Rosewater in a Zoroastrian Ceremony, Yazd, Iran (Langer, 2012).
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Fig. 7: Sogdian Wall Paintings from Panjakent, Tajikistan, Now Preserved in the State Hermitage Museum (Azarpay,
1981; Compareti, 2024: 105).
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Fig. 8: The Rose on the Relief of Bahram II, Tang-e Qandil, Fars, Iran. Modified and Prepared by the
Author, Based on: https://share.google/images/Iekm84ULntPDMG3US5).
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Fig. 9: Right: An Illustration from the Chahar Maqala by Nizami ‘Aradi) (Sezgin, 2003: 32, fig. 10); Left: Qajar-period
rosewater sprinkler, Bonyad Museum (Author).
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Fig. 10: Top right: 3794t century AH (9""-10" century CE), (Khalili Collection); top left: Museum Angewandte Kunst,
Frankfurt; bottom: Glass vessels used for rosewater distillation, Nishapur (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York).
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Steel rosewater sprinkler, tentatively dated to the Timurid period; silver rosewater sprinkler, tentatively dated to the
Safavid—early Qajar period (Astan Quds Razavi Museum, Mashhad).
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Copper rosewater sprinkler, Astan Qods Razavi Museum; Safavid lustreware ceramic rosewater sprinkler (British
Museum).
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Fig. 11: Rosewater sprinklers, tentatively dated from the Timurid to the Qajar periods.
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Fig. 12: Qajar-period rosewater sprinklers: right, metal-celadon rosewater sprinkler, Philip Walter
Schulz Collection, Berlin; center, teardrop-shaped rosewater sprinkler, Bonyad Museum, Tehran; left,
teardrop-shaped rosewater sprinkler, Amsterdam Museum (Hossein Qazvini, 2020: 228).
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Fig. 13: Qajar-period architectural decorations featuring rose motifs and rosewater sprinkling scenes: top right,
Abdolhossein Mosque and School, Tehran; top left, Qanbar Ali Khan School, Tehran; center, Mirza Musa School,

Tehran; right, Seyyed Mosque, Isfahan; bottom, a depiction of a rosewater sprinkler on a tile (Momeni and Masoudi,
2017: 101, Figures 7 and 9; Hossein Qazvini, 2020: 228).
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Fig. 14: Nimatnnamah-i Nasir al-Din Shahi: A scene depicting the distillation and production of rosewater from roses
(Javadi and Seraji, 2020: 43).
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Fig. 15: Continuity of traditional rosewater production, Qamsar, Kashan, Iran (Salemi Qamsari & Farhadi, 2010: 173
and 175).
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