Serena Vianello
PhD student
Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, Italy

Religious Portraits: British Women and their Encounters with Persian Islam
and Zoroastrianism (excerpt)

Introduction

The word “travel” is surrounded by a wide semantic field, which is studded with culturally
determined meanings and subjective values. As its etymology suggests, it was originally connected
to the hardships of a journey, since it comes from the Old French word “travail”, whose former
meaning was “labour” or “suffering”. Travelling has gradually abandoned this medieval nuance as
transport innovations and mass tourism transformed it into a universal activity. Today, travel is
alternatively associated with leisure, business, package tours, freedom, spiritual quests or
migrations and it has definitely become a global and globalised phenomenon. In any case, travelling
involves the notions of movement and change, which are both the principles and the effects of a
traveller’s encounter with a new and more or less different context. On a journey, the traveller’s
culture, understood as a complex system of signs, “a mechanism for organizing and preserving
information in the consciousness of the community,”' confronts and interacts with other semiotic
systems. They experience new spatial contexts by the use of perceptions and symbolizing thought,
thus creating a phenomenological version of the reality around them and developing their own
cultural identities.

The aim of my investigation is to examine the way nineteenth-century British women, who
travelled to and resided in Persia, negotiated with a completely different cultural space, with
particular reference to sacred space, which consists of meaningful places and objects, myths, rites
and symbols. In 1917 Rudolf Otto proposed the study of the sacred as the numinous experience of a
“mysterium tremendum”, the revelation of something “wholly other” where awe and fascination
intermingle.” This phenomenological approach was adopted by Mircea Eliade, who aimed to
illustrate the sacred and how it differs from the profane. In The Sacred and the Profane he claims
that the sacred reveals itself by means of hierophanies, through which men acquire a fixed point in

space and time.” Therefore, the discovery of sacred space has existential values and implies what
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Eliade calls a cosmogonic moment.* Interestingly, he highlights that profane existence, in its
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homogenous experience of space and time, still presents inevitable “values that to some extent
recall the non-homogeneity peculiar to the religious experience of space,” since men tend to fix
points of unique quality, but sacred time is a sort of eternal mythical present, which is re-actualized
by rites and the experience of sacredness.

Edward Relph draws on Eliade’s conception of sacred space and considers it as a type of
existential space, which is “the inner structure of space as it appears to us in our concrete
experiences of the world as members of a cultural group.”® He points out the fact that existential
space is sacred and symbolic in those cultures which still have not attained widespread
technological advance, while it is of a more geographical and utilitarian kind in highly
industrialised societies.” Therefore, nineteenth-century British citizens travelling to Persia were
undoubtedly amazed at the encounter with a society where religious and spiritual symbols were so
pervasive as well as different from the traditions of their own native culture. As far as religion was
concerned, Persia was a source of interest for travellers because of its variety of creeds. Travelogues
abound with historical and practical information about Islam, Babism, Baha’i Faith, Sufism and
Zoroastrianism. I will focus on the representation of Islam and Zoroastrianism in Gertrude Bell’s
1894 Persian Pictures and Ella Sykes’s 1898 Through Persia on a Side-Saddle and 1910 Persia
and its People, in order to highlight how experiential, cultural and political influences intermingle
in these descriptions. Moreover, I will emphasize how travellers experienced and negotiated with
these creeds through the different signs which they encountered during their journey, particularly

rites and meaningful places.
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