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ABSTRACT

Eating in the open air is a ritual engrained in Iranian culture, a
tradition that dates back 3,000 years to the Zoroastrian practice
of sizdah bedar, from the lavish picnics prepared for kings to
ordinary folk's love of eating in nature. The picnic itself is related
to the Persian Garden, which is often the backdrop of these
feasts, a place of symbolic importance in the Iranian imagination,
embodying their love and enjoyment of the natural world.

This simple and joyous practice still lives on strongly and
affects our urban lives in present society. Around the picnic
“sofreh,” class lines blur, political restrictions are loosened and
gender divides disappear. The art of the Iranian picnic has its own
accessories and creates spatial organizations that are unique to
Iranian culture. The picnic is a key aspect of Iranian life so far

understudied.
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1. Artwork of the Shah
Tahmasp Hosting
the Mughal Emperor
Homayun
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1 Why Study Picnics?

The study of picnics does not enter into the usual categories
of thinking, and because it has to do with leisure activities and
eating habits, it has always been degraded into a secondary
and unimportant subject. However, picnic planning and
activities, in various cultures, are also the mark of a specific
civilization; picnic has anthropological dimensions to it, and it
also has definite spatial characteristics which make it worthy
of study by any architect; those dimensions and characteristics
give the picnic ethic and aesthetic values which qualify it for
philosophical reflection.

Etymologically the word “pique-nique” first appears in
French in the 16th century to designate the sharing of the
price of a meal. But events similar to what we know as picnics
today, existed in antiquity and were referred to as banquet and
symposium in Greece and as sizdah bedar in Persia, which will
later be explored in detail. The word “picnic” was adapted
by many other languages and also slipped into Persian while
creating other words derived from it, like “gaze picniki”
referring to the special cooking device with a small gas capsule
often used in picnics.

There are not many references to picnics in western history
books since it was not judged to be an important subject, but
in Persia where the least activities of kings were recorded in
history, there are many descriptions of royal picnics. During
the travels and hunting parties of kings and princes, it was
usual practice to send off sentinels, servants and cooks ahead
of the king’s arrival to choose an ideal site, raise the tents and
prepare the food. There are so many Persian paintings from
Timurid and Safavid eras depicting such scenes. Shah Tahmasp
Hosting the Mughal Emperor Homayun from the Chehel
Sotoun Palace is a very good example because it shows all the
various layers of activities taking place in princely picnics (Fig. 1),
no matter if they were indoors or outdoors.

In France as well, picnics were mostly reserved for
aristocrats, especially during their hunting parties. The
paintings which depict picnics in Versailles and other
palaces have a ludic and sensual quality to them which was
certainly appealing to an aristocratic lifestyle of idleness
and entertainment usual in pre-revolutionary France, with
a Jean Rousseau twist of idealization of peasantry and life
in Nature. But in the 19th century many historic facts came
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together to make the picnic a more important phenomenon
not just in France, but in most of Europe: urbanization
making more and more people live in apartments in cities;
industrialization, which as a counter-effect creating a hygienic
movement where people were more and more concerned
about health; transportation systems allowing people to travel
by train to suburbs and further away; reduction of work
hours giving more leisure time to the labor force; and finally
democratization: it can be said that the motto of the French
Republic — Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite — is totally embodied
in the picnic. In Emile Zola’s novels, an abundance of picnic
scenes are narrated in detail, praising the beauty of the sites,
the purity of the air and the sense of freedom it gives. Nature
being the same for the rich and the poor, the picnic became a
fantastic tool for reaching social justice.

In 19th-century France, the praising of picnics reached such
heights that most impressionist painters dedicated several huge
canvases to the subject, and of course the most famous one is
Edouard Manet’s painting which many critics consider as the
turning point which ushers in Modern Painting. The original
title for the Le Déjeuner sur I’Herbe was La Partie Carrée or
Le Bain (Fig. 2). This painting of Manet is important not only
because it marks the beginning of Modern Painting but also
because it creates a new aesthetics which praises nature and
a new style, Naturalism, was born, which would spread in all
arts, Emile Zola being its precursor in literature, and the epi-
center of this style is none other than PICNIC!

2 What Is a Picnic?

All the paintings and novels depicting picnics show that
it is a search for a form of exoticism achieved by submerging
oneself in Nature; Nature is the vegetal world as opposed to
the city which is a mineral world. Picnic is an art of living, a
lifestyle which is close to nomadic ways of living. Picnicking
induces a mixture of sensual and intellectual pleasures. If
eating is a necessity in daily life, in the picnic it becomes a
pleasurable exception, and if ordinary joys associated with the
body, because of eating, are guaranteed in a picnic, other levels
of enjoyment are also procured to the spirit by being in an
idyllic landscape.
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2. Le Déjeuner sur ' Herbe
by Edouard Manet
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3. Haft Sin on the Battlefield,
a tabletop arrangement
of seven symbolic items
traditionally displayed
at Nowruz, the Persian
new year
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Thus the setting chosen for a picnic is always full of
meaning; it has to be perfect for all the activities which
constitute a picnic, so it cannot be a place in the wilderness.
When I saw the film Out of Africa where the protagonists
Robert Redford and Meryl Streep picnicked a good dozen
times, one of their picnics reminded me of our life in the
Islamic Republic of Iran, especially during the 8-year
war with Iraq: Redford and Streep are picnicking in the
wilderness, with folding table and chairs, but nonetheless
there is a bucket of ice with a bottle of champagne on
the side of the table, and a lion passes by.... There is this
sense of imminent danger all around, which makes the
picnic all the more thrilling, just as we would party every
night during the war, because we did not know where the
next bomb would hit Tehran (Fig. 3).

But this is a very rare form of picnic, most of the time
people choose quiet and safe places, and at the same time
away from the beaten tracks or the areas specially designated
for picnics, in order to have more privacy and be able to mark
a territory for themselves. For the lapse of one day, a public
space which does not belong to them is appropriated by the
picnickers, a day during which they wish to forget their daily
problems and the harsh conditions of urban life.

They settle in this chosen spot in nature with all the
necessary accessories for a picnic. Nevertheless a picnic is
not exactly taking out your house outside of the home, it is
a totally different experience: foods are prepared differently
from when we eat inside, and it takes a lot of ingenuity to be
able to transform the usual utensils to objects fit for a picnic....
Brand designers lent a hand for creating all the accessories
necessary to the picnic, from Chanel to Louis Vuitton, but all
in all the most important accessory of the picnic choreography
is the cloth which is laid out on the ground, and it is too
bad that in English there is only one word to designate it,
“tablecloth,” so inadequate since most of the time there is no
table. For example, in Iran, we first lay down a carpet and
then we spread the tablecloth on it. It is precisely this cloth
which defines the space of the picnic since it creates a circle for
everyone to sit around. This cloth is the symbol of closeness
to Nature since we can feel the earth underneath, and also of
conviviality, generosity, sharing and opening up to others, with
the ensuing elaboration of a new ethics.

Each culture has its own criteria for choosing a good
picnic site and its own accessories: therefore the choreography
of picnics varies from one culture to the next. But in Islamic
countries, and of course in Iran, picnic owes its origins to
national festivities, which have their own rituals.
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3 Iranian Picnic Culture

The founding rituals of picnics in Islamic countries are
the Nzaha Feast in Morocco, the Sham-el-Nessim in Egypt,
the Seven Thursdays in Syria of which the “green Thursday”

coincides with Faster"

and the sizdah bedar in Iran, which are
all celebrations of the rebirth of Nature, a symbol of the relation
of man to the nourishing Mother Earth. Sizdah bedar, literally
meaning thirteenth day out, is the most notorious picnic festival
in Persian culture, taking place on the 13th day of spring in the
Jalali Calendar — 3rd or 4th of April — and has been profusely
written about by Zoroastrian scholars because its practice

dates back to Zoroastrianism. According to one legend, King
Jamshid — himself a legendary king in Ferdowsi Tusi’s Book
of Kings, had declared on that day, that the weather is clement
enough for his people to go out in Nature and enjoy themselves
for a whole day. According to another legend, thirteen being an
ominous number, people should leave their homes and spend
the day outside for fear that something evil might happen to
them; this second legend, which appears in the Torah, refers to
an earthquake and other natural catastrophes which took place
in Antiquity in Egypt on the 13th day of the year and caused
millions of death....

The rituals of Sizdah bedar are part of the Nawruz festivities,
the New Year that begins on the spring equinox in Iran. Nawruz
literally means “new day” in Persian and the rites and customs
associated with it begin at least two weeks before and go on for
two weeks afterwards, ending with the grand picnic on the 13th
day.

Sizdah bedar’s planning begins days ahead: people who own
gardens or farms outside of cities, usually go there; but less
fortunate people have access to yilag’s, the green areas outside of
town which belong to the public domain and are left for grazing
pastures during the tribes’ nomadic travels. All Iranian towns
did and still have such yilaq areas. These were all pleasant green
pastures with trees and streams (Fig. 4), which were always open
to the public, and people often go there for picnicking during all
year and not just on the 13th day of the year. So the planning
of sizdah bedar goes through choosing the location of the site,
then the number of people who are coming, and finally the
organization of who is bringing which food.
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Preparation of a picnic
in Pahlavan Garden, in
Mehriz, a suburb of Yazd,
Iran
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5. Picnic by Hemat
Highway, Tehran, Iran
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4 Design of Public Spaces for Picnics

There are no tables and chairs as is usual in western
parks, or barbeque pits at an elevated height to use standing
up. For us Iranians everything happens on the ground, even
the braziers are on the floor and we squat down to grill
our kebobs. And it is enough to have some greenery and a
platform to lay down our carpet and sofreh on it to have a
picnic on it, and the addition of running water makes it an
ideal picnic site.

So much value is placed on vegetation and greenery in our
culture that even if it is by a highway, people will choose it
as picnic site (Fig. 5). In picnic areas where the trees have not
grown yet to provide enough shade, or on the Caspian Sea
where it often rains, the municipality provides a roof on top
of the platform where the picnickers often pitch tent and
spend the night as well.

Before leaving the picnic site, two more rituals are
performed: the sabzehs have to be thrown into a stream
which will carry it off God knows where, and the young
girls who are not married yet must tie some blades of grass
and sing: sizdah bedar, saaledigar, khaneyeshohar (thirteenth
day, next year, in my husband’s house).... In general people
make vows on that day and pray for a year of fertility and
abundance.

Sizdah bedar is also observed by most Iranian
expatriates, which shows how attached they are to
these rituals and how it is a strong identity-giving
phenomenon. In general Iranians are very fond of
picnicking and I think that the Persians invented the
picnic. Generally, there are three cultures in which people
lay out a cloth on the floor and eat on the ground:
the Persians, the Indians and the Arabs. In all Western
cultures we have seen tables and chairs from antiquity
till now. These pieces of hard furniture came to us from
Western civilizations, while we only had soft furnishings,
like thin mattresses, cushions, pillows and quilts and of
course the ubiquitous sofreh. Even in the royal banquets

2l'and all the Persian miniatures,

depicted by Kaempfer
show that royal banquets also use a sofreh laid out on
the floor. In Chinese-Japanese-Korean cultures people do
sit on the floor, or preferably on cushions, but the food is
served on very low tables. So the legacy of Picnic belongs
to one of those three cultures, Persian, Indian or Arab, and

of course I am inclined to think that the Picnic came from



HPRR IR T AR, AU A B WUt et i A 4R
MR Bz —, SRR T 22 2k A O B RO T A AR B0 5 e i
SRR —TC T, TR RS 1A

P AR PE D7 S AR A, I X T A AR PR A e AR T R
LT E/NTAERD, PR R NTRETT 4G 1T X B AR A S A, K
HYEFF AT AT . AR, X i R B P T 21— XL
THRRIBLA 5 S0 B . DOTAERE L b Skt %0, 4260KIE F Itk
le) P S fif O AEBE 2 4R Ay (1El6) o X — BTz T
HBEE A 2 205 i A I v, D A 22 A B RO BRI T SRR
HU

BRI AE P R R AR, B NREE B,
B AR, fE iz BT T AR B A AP et . S
BRI, AATIARRS Rl , R T A S L A A o DI AR bl S B AR Y
HAEG T, HENZE T EE R 2= A S 5t At B
S, WIS, b — e A EP AR IR Y B (AN B ) AR
TP TR N AN WS AL K — S AR BT O, AT
BTN | AR bk T (1817 .

BB, DTN ERE WARDE R B AR . FRATEE A
JRECE SR FAER IR, RITIRRAR, T TORERMEPR | 2
BER . BEAR . SR, dn R AR BN SRR, EE] T PR AL
WY, RWHRAE— R O5 R Z /N ), NS A e mi4E
FIPRIA, AT IR —E R A . B 7B, RICHRAH
L R E AR o

016

Persia, not only because Zoroastrianism is one of the most
ecological religions in the world, but also because there is a
reverence towards Nature in pre-Islamic Iran which is unique
and which created the Persian Garden.

The Persian Garden has a long history and has influenced
other garden designs in the world. Seven to eight thousand years
ago, people on the Iranian plateau busied themselves working
on wild plants in order to tame them and reproduce them, and
they took this activity to scientific and aesthetic heights quite
unimaginable. The Persian Garden begins in the central water
basin, a shallow pool, from which four canals run in the four
directions and divide the garden into four quarters (Fig. 6). This
paradigm is woven into carpets, drawn into Persian miniatures,
and has been the starting point for many garden and city
designs.

By creating a perfect Nature in the Persian Garden, Persians
were actually endeavoring to tame Nature and create a Heaven
on earth, and thus they had to enclose it within walls in order
to keep the chaotic world of Nature out. The Persian Garden is
the ideal place for picnicking, but unfortunately Persian gardens
have mostly belonged to kings and princes or other wealthy
people. However, by custom, many of these princely gardens
were open to the public on special occasions, and namely
on sizdah bedar. But with the growth of population and the
disappearance of many Persian gardens, parks, forests and other

green areas are now more commonly used for picnicking (Fig. 7).

Picnicking in other periods in Iran depends a lot on the
course of Nature: we go to see various trees blossom: the
almond trees are the first to blossom in Iran, then the sour
cherries, the cherries, nectarines, the apples and finally the pears.
So every time some of these trees are in blossom, it is a good
excuse for picnicking and napping in the perfumed air of these
heavenly gardens. Then every time the fruits are ripe becomes
another good excuse for picnicking and picking them up, and
there are many rituals for fruit picking in Iran.
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Shazdeh Garden, an
archetypal Persian
Garden in the middle of
the desert in Kerman
Province, Iran
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7. Typical picnic sites in

Mellat park, Tehran,
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We are one of the rare countries which have white mulberry
trees, toot, and it is impossible to pick up these mulberries
which are so small and fragile, so we lay down a huge piece of
clean canvas material under the tree and several children climb
up on it to shake the branches and make the berries fall on the
cloth. Then we gather the berries in large plates and eat them
in great quantities, before swallowing dough, watered down
yogurt.

Iraj Afshar, our most prestigious Iranian Studies scholar,
once told me about Nasser al Din’s habits when it came to
eating sour cherries: the King’s cook would prepare a boiling
pan of caramel and walk around the garden behind the King
who would pick sour cherries from the tree, dip them in the
hot caramel and then eat them! I think this is the pinnacle of
hedonism!

The strangest phenomenon in Iranian culture is that the
picnic also takes place in cemeteries, mausoleums or other
religious sites. People first pray and mourn in family, then they
picnic, eat and relax, and finally they give out offerings of food
to the people around. Eating diminishes sadness and is a must

in all mourning ceremonies in Iran and is a symbolic way of

nourishing body and soul.

~3 © Omid Akhavan
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5 Picnic and Social Culture in Iran

Maybe there is no single word in Persian to designate “picnic”
because it has so many dimensions to it, from the sizdah bedar
which is the ur-picnic to blossom seeing, to fruit picking to
mourning ceremonies.... Hafez uses the word “golgasht” in
one of his poems to mean going to a picnic in a garden full of
flowers. But all of them have a hedonistic dimension, for which
Iranians are so reputable, and all of them have a structuring
function at a social level and at a family level.

For everyone, at every social level, picnic means search of
freedom: freedom of space, freedom of behavior, and freedom
from constraints. It is a prosaically enjoyable event, and there
is no protocol to it, all the social barriers are let down, all
the usual rules of courtesy and politeness no longer apply,
and a new form of sociability develops here. Everyone is
equal around the tablecloth, there is no up or down where
the elders would usually sit at the top. New relationships
are established between the family members and it is mostly
women who take the initiative for planning a picnic — the
roles between men and women are reversed — the women
decide and the men implement: they drive, they make the
barbecue, and they carry the stuff....

The mothers have a central role, they maintain the
tradition and gather the family members; they are the
nourishing anchor points. They settle around the tablecloth
and most likely will not move from it all day long, while
the others come and go. The mother is the pillar, the one
who distributes the food and makes sure everyone is served
well. In western cultures, the epicenter of the picnic is the
barbecue, which is taken care of by the men, but in ours it is
the tablecloth which is dominated by the women. However in
both of them the barbecue is a male space: it is the men who
make the fire and grill the meat, which is done further away
from the main area of the picnic because kebobs just make
too much smoke.

The sense of conviviality and hospitality is well
established both in the East and the West; however in Iran
the picnic is more of a family affair: it is an occasion for
extended family members to bond. In cultures where there are
strict rules of public / private penetrability, suddenly during
the picnic day it is all right to do many forbidden things.
Even the authorities recognize this, since they have created
bicycle paths for women in Chitgar Park — the biggest park
on the western edge of Tehran, whereas in general women
are not allowed to ride bicycles. In urban contexts women
and men are segregated — in buses, in the metro, in the
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Mohammad-Reza
Shajarian is an
internationally and
critically acclaimed
Persian classical
singer and composer of
Persian music.
Mohammad-Reza Lotfi
was a Persian classical
musician renowned for
his mastery of the Tar
and Setar.

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
saying: As soon as there
is life there is danger.
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entrances of governmental buildings.... But in the picnic,
segregation gives way to leniency, by the people as well as the
authorities. Transgression of bodily proximity even allows
light flirting; the picnic space is the equivalent of the disco
for us, and music is also an important element in our picnics,
as can be seen in the royal paintings of the Safavid and Qajar
eras. Music, which is a taboo subject in Islam, is tolerated in
picnics, in all its forms. I remember a picnic in Zardeband —
a river running east of Tehran, where Shajarian® was singing
and Lotfi® was playing the tar when little by little all the
animals around joined the music: the roosters, the donkeys
and of course all the birds.... So it is this sense of sharing and
having fun in nature, which strengthens family ties, whether
it is East or West. But in the Islamic Republic of Iran, picnic
has achieved another dimension that is a sort of contestation
or protest. Because the original codes of conduct have become
lenient in picnics by tradition, today’s Iranian youth uses

the picnic as a space for engaging in all sorts of forbidden
activities and expressing their protest: dressing in daring and
colorful fashions, playing loud music, mixing the sexes and
flirting.

One of the most favorite picnic spots of Tehrani’s is the
various levels of the Alborz mountains which define the
northern edge of Tehran: they go mountain hiking in the early
morning and then have a lavish breakfast or brunch picnic
and are elated by this sense of freedom sharing. But picnic is
an ephemeral situation, giving a short taste of nomadic life
and fleeting freedom. In our life in Iran, it is a moment when
we come up from the bottom of the polluted well to take a
breath of fresh air, and this too has its dangers. Picnic has
an unforeseeable dimension in all cultures, a storm might
gather, rain might fall in a downpour, but in today’s Iran, it is
even more unforeseeable, because some group who controls
social behavior might spring up from any corner and disrupt
the feast.... However, to reverse Ralph Waldo Emerson’s

saying®?| I think that where there is danger, there is life. LAF
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