
Safavid Torchstand
Safavid Persia, Late 16th to early 17th century

Brass, engraved and inlaid with black substance
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This columnar torchstand (Persian: mash’al, lit. ‘pillar-candlestick’) is typical of western Persian
metalwork made during the reign of ʿAbbās I (1588-1629), the fifth shah of Safavid Iran.1 The distinctive

form of these torchstands, with their splayed foot, lightly tapered central shaft, and three distinct
sections, derives from 15th century Timurid candlesticks (see V&A 775-1892).2 Though these torch-

stands were repurposed in later periods as candlesticks, and are consequently frequently mistaken as
such, they were designed to be oil lamps.3 The upper flange would have been topped with a domed
cover, which, when reversed, could serve as a receptacle for oil (see V&A 1526-1903 for an intact

example).4

The central shaft is lightly chamfered with 12 facets. Its decorative language derives from Persian
illuminated manuscripts and carpets. Palmettes are encircled by islīmī, a split leaf and vine pattern. The
upper third of the torch-stand is subdivided into two, with the top band decorated by a palmette diaper
pattern, and the lower band five cartouches containing verses in nasta’liq from the thirteenth-century

Bustan by Saadi. The base of the torch-stand is similarly divided into two, with the top band containing
the next verses from the Bustan, and the lower band containing 6 large dodecahedral medallions. A

background of fine hatching, to which a black substance has been added, provides contrast to the shiny
ornamentation. 

https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O38969/candlestick-shamdan-candlestick-unknown/
https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O76932/torch-stand-unknown/


As is typical for these torch stands, the owner, Sultan Dada ( هداد ناطلس  ), is identified in a small cartouche
on the rim of the base. 

The upper band of inscription reads:

تفخن ممشچ  ھک  مراد  دای  یبش 

تفگ عمش  اب  ھناورپ  ھک  مدینش 

تساور مزوسب  رگ  مقشاع  نم  ھک 

تسارچ رھب  زوس  ھیرگ و  [ا ] رت

'I remember one night as my eyes wouldn’t close

I heard the moth say to the candle,

‘I am stricken with love, if I burn ‘tis but right

But why do you weep, why burn yourself out?’5

This inscription is found on several torch-stands, including one in the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(accession no. 29.53) and one in the Victoria & Albert Museum (accession no. 44-1870). It makes
reference to a Sufi allegory in which the moth (the human soul) is drawn in by the light (God). The

metaphor of divine light is reinforced by the light of the oil lamp. Evidence that such torch-stands may
have been used in religious settings is found in the mid-sixteenth century Falnama Tahmasi, which

contains illustrations of torch-stands in a mosque.6

The inscription in the bottom third of the torch stand is a continuation of the same Saadi poem, reading:

نم نیکسم  راداوھ  یا  تفگب 

نم نیریش  رای  نیبگنا  تفرب 

دوریم ردب  نم  زا  ینیریش  وچ 

دوریم رسب  شتآ  مداھرف  وچ 

It (the candle) said ‘O my poor friend,

The honey (i.e. wax), my sweet friend, has departed,

When sweetness departs from me

Like Farhad, my head burns in flames.’

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/448240
https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O114730/torch-stand/


n.b. accession nos are clickable links. 
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