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YAEL RICE

AN EARLY FIFTEENTH-CENTURY KHAMSA FROM SHIRAZ IN THE 
BRYN MAWR COLLEGE LIBRARY

A recent visit to the Bryn Mawr College Library in 
Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, occasioned a rare find: an 
unpublished, early fifteenth-century illustrated copy of 
Nizami’s Khamsa (Quintet),1 which, based on stylistic 
and other evidence, seems to have been produced for a 
Timurid patron in the region of Fars. The manuscript in 
question is incomplete, containing only a small portion 
of the Khamsa’s first book, Makhzan al-asrār (Trea-
sury of Secrets), most of the text for Layla va Majnūn 
(Layla and Majnun), about half of Khusraw va Shīrīn 
(Khusraw and Shirin), the first third of the Haft paykar 
(Seven Beauties), and none of the Khamsa’s final book, 
the Iskandarnāma (Book of Iskandar). It is also in some 
textual disarray. At some point, perhaps when the 
manuscript was given its present, nineteenth-century 
lacquer binding, twenty-two folios from the Makhzan 
al-asrār were moved to the end of the volume. The manu - 
script now has twenty-four paintings and two illumi-
nated ʿ unvāns (chapter headings), rendered in a manner 
consistent with artistic production in southwestern 
Iran during the first quarter of the fifteenth century. 
Though lacking a date and precise place of manufac-
ture, the painting program, illumination, and crucial 
information provided in one of the manuscript’s two 
colophons would all point to the patronage of Iskan-
dar Sultan ibn ʿUmar Skaykh (d. 1415), who held the 
governorships of Yazd (1405–7), Shiraz (1409–12), and 
Isfahan (1412–14).2 There is one hitch in this argument. 
A fragmentary, apparently contemporaneous, illumi-
nated ex libris bears the name not of Iskandar Sultan but 
of his cousin, Ibrahim Sultan ibn Shahrukh (d. 1435), 
who assumed the governorship of Shiraz around 1414–
15. My objective in what follows here is to provide a 
description of this newly discovered manuscript and to 
situate it within the larger context of artistic production 

in the spheres of Shiraz, Yazd, and Baghdad from the 
1380s to the 1420s. As will be made evident, the Bryn 
Mawr Khamsa appears to belong to a small corpus of 
illustrated manuscripts created in the vicinity of Shiraz 
during the first two decades of the fifteenth century. 
Finally, I shall address the seeming conflict between the 
ex libris and other pertinent evidence presented by the 
manuscript.

DIMENSIONS AND CONTENTS OF  
THE MANUSCRIPT

The Bryn Mawr Khamsa is of truly miniature size, its 
folios measuring only 10.7 x 7.1 centimeters and the 
written surface 7.4 x 5 centimeters. Each page carries 
four columns of nastaʿlīq script, with nineteen bayts 
(verses)—or thirty-eight misrāʿs (hemistiches). In 
total, there are 183 folios, the majority of a buff color, 
while a small fraction, the product of a later repair, are 
more cream-colored in appearance. Given the incom-
plete nature of the Khamsa’s first four books and the 
total absence of the Iskandarnāma,3 I estimate that the 
manuscript originally had at least double the current 
number of folios. The manuscript opens on folio 3r with 
an illuminated ex libris (fig. 1); the ʿunvān and opening 
text of the Makhzan al-asrār are found on the verso 
side of the same folio. The ex libris and first page of 
the Makhzan al-asrār have been pasted onto opposite 
sides of a shiny, cream-colored paper later in date. Close 
examination reveals that other repairs have been made 
to the manuscript. In addition, many of the paintings 
are patched or repainted, and, in some cases, smeared 
and rubbed to such an extent that the compositions are 
markedly altered.
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Layla va Majnūn

10. fol. 55r: Layla and Majnun in school (fig. 5).

11. fol. 57v: Majnun sees Layla.

12. fol. 60v: Majnun at the Kaʿba (fig. 6).

13. fol. 68v: Battle of the clans.

14. fol. 73v: The old woman brings Majnun to Layla’s 
tent.

15. fol. 82r: Majnun in the desert (fig. 7).

16. fol. 92v: Layla receiving a message from Majnun 
(fig. 8).

17. fol. 101r: Layla and Majnun faint (fig. 9).

18. fol. 107r: Majnun is visited by Salam of Baghdad 
for the second time.

19. fol. 108r: Majnun dies (or mourns?) on Layla’s 
grave.

In its current state, the subjects of the manuscript’s 
paintings are as follows:

Khusraw va Shīrīn

1. fol. 5r: Khusraw debating with Farhad.

2. fol. 8r: Farhad carrying Shirin and her horse.

3. fol. 12r: Khusraw delivering justice (fig. 2).

4. fol. 14r: Khusraw and Shakar banqueting in Isfahan.

5. fol. 15r: Khusraw and Shakar embracing (fig. 3).

6. fol. 18v: Khusraw arriving at Shirin’s palace.

7. fol. 27v: Khusraw and Shirin with musicians.

8. fol. 33r: Khusraw and Shirin consummating their 
marriage (fig. 4).

9. fol. 38v: Khusraw is murdered by Shahriyar.

Fig. 1. Ex libris. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 3r. (Photo: courtesy of 
Bryn Mawr College Library Special Collections)
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Haft paykar

20. fol. 121v: Khavarnaq palace.

21. fol. 131r: Bahram Gur hunting with Fitna (fig. 10).

22. fol. 134v: Battle between Bahram Gur and the 
Khaqan of China (unfinished).

23. fol. 142r: Fairy queen in a garden with a king (from 
the story of “The Princess in the Black Pavilion”) 
(fig. 11).

24. fol. 158v: Mahan and the divs (from the story of 
“The Princess in the Turquoise Pavilion”) (fig. 12).

Fig. 2. Khusraw delivering justice. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. 
Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51,  
fol. 12r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Spe-
cial Collections)

Fig. 3. Khusraw and Shakar embracing. Nizami, Khamsa, 
n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa.,  
Ms. BV 51, fol. 15r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College 
Library Special Collections)
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Fig. 4. Khusraw and Shirin consummating their marriage. 
Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn 
Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 33r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn 
Mawr College Library Special Collections)

Fig. 5. Layla and Majnun in school. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. 
Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51,  
fol. 55r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Spe-
cial Collections)
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Fig. 6. Majnun at the Kaʿba. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn 
Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 60v. 
(Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Special Col-
lections)

Fig. 7. Majnun in the desert. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn 
Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 82r. 
(Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Special Col-
lections)
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Fig. 8. Layla receiving a message from Majnun. Nizami, 
Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., 
Ms. BV 51, fol. 92v. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College 
Library Special Collections)

Fig. 9. Layla and Majnun faint. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn 
Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 101r. 
(Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Special Col-
lections)
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Fig. 10. Bahram Gur hunting with Fitna. Nizami, Khamsa, 
n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa.,  
Ms. BV 51, fol. 131r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College 
Library Special Collections)

Fig. 11. Fairy queen in a garden with a king. Nizami, 
Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa.,  
Ms. BV 51, fol. 142r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College 
Library Special Collections)
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With a total of nine paintings, the Khusraw va Shīrīn of 
the Bryn Mawr Khamsa has a relatively small number of 
illustrations compared with other illustrated Khamsas 
of Nizami dating from this incipient period in Persian 
manuscript production.4 It is possible, then, that the 
now-missing portion of the Khusraw va Shīrīn in this 
manuscript may have once contained additional paint-
ings. The large number of paintings made for the Bryn 
Mawr Khamsa’s Layla va Majnūn, however, is some-
what unusual. The number of Layla va Majnūn illus-
trations (either executed or planned) ranges between 

three and seven in copies of the Khamsa produced 
between the Muzaffarid period (1314–93),5 when Ms. 
5179, a Khamsa now in the Tehran University Library 
is believed to have been copied,6 and the early fifteenth 
century. Not until the 1431 (a.h. 835) Nizami Khamsa 
(now in the Hermitage, Ms. VP-1000), which has thir-
teen Layla va Majnūn paintings, do we find an illustra-
tive cycle comparable to that found in the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa. The overlap in the selection of illustrated 
scenes in the two manuscripts is striking, with seven of 
the ten subjects illustrated in the Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s 
Layla va Majnūn represented in the 1431 Hermitage 
Khamsa. 

 With regard to subject matter, the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa exhibits the standard repetition of select scenes 
from older and contemporaneous manuscripts that one 
expects to find in illustrated early fifteenth-century Per-
sian poetic manuscripts. For example, its version of the 
Indian Princess’s tale of the fairy princess from the Haft 
Paykar finds a precedent in the 1386–88 (a.h. 788–90) 
Khamsa (British Library, London, Ms. Or. 13297), while 
the subject of Farhad carrying Shirin and her horse is 
included in both the 1386–88 Khamsa and the 1410–11  
(a.h. 813–14) Miscellany (Ms. Add. 27261), also in the 
British Library. Indeed, there are a number of corre-
spondences between the Bryn Mawr Khamsa and the 
two anthologies now in, respectively, London (i.e., Ms. 
Add. 27261) and Lisbon (Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, 
Ms. L.A. 161, dated 1411 [a.h. 813]), as is illustrated 
by their inclusion of similarly composed renditions 
of two subjects, the “Battle of the clans” and “Majnun 
in the desert” (compare figs. 7 and 13). Even the then 
rarely seen image of “Mahan and the divs” from the Haft 
paykar finds a match in the Lisbon anthology. 

 Eight of the twenty-four narrative scenes in the Bryn 
Mawr Khamsa are not found in any Nizami Khamsa 
or anthology of poetry dating up to the 1420s.7 Inter-
estingly, several of these unique subjects turn up 
again in the 1431 Hermitage Khamsa (e.g., the “Old 
woman brings Majnun to Layla’s tent” and “Khavar-
naq palace”). As Adel T. Adamova has shown, the 1431 
Khamsa, made in Herat for Shahrukh, bears a close con-
nection to the 1410–11 Miscellany now housed in Lon-
don.8 Whether and how a connection between the 1431 
Khamsa and the Bryn Mawr Khamsa was made manifest 

Fig. 12. Mahan and the divs. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn 
Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51, fol. 158v. 
(Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Special Col-
lections)
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the last quarter of the fifteenth century. It is tempting 
to speculate that the artist’s preoccupation with these 
largely minor events in the tale of Khusraw and Shi-
rin speaks to some palpable connection to Isfahan. On 
the other hand, the selection of these episodes as illus-
trations for the Bryn Mawr Khamsa may simply have 
been a product of the necessary experimentation that 
comes with illustrating a text whose painting cycle had 
not yet been codified.

Adamova has suggested that it was through repeti-
tion and innovation in manuscript painting that the 
Timurid artist paid homage to older artistic traditions 
and displayed his skill at rendering familiar composi-
tions. At the same time, the artist endeavored to dem-
onstrate his ability to update old models and expand 
upon the repertoire of represented subjects. For this 
reason, it is common to find in fifteenth-century Persian 
illustrated manuscripts unique scenes combined with 
time-tested favorites. The artist—or artists—responsi-
ble for the painting cycle in the Bryn Mawr Khamsa 
would seem to fit this pattern of practice well. I say this 
with measured caution, however. Given the paucity of 
extant illustrated Khamsas securely dated (and datable) 
to the late fourteenth and first quarter of the fifteenth 
centuries, as well as the lack of evidence supporting the 
establishment of a standard pictorial cycle by this time, 
it is doubtful that we can say anything conclusive about 
the artistic inventiveness of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa. 
Further, if the manuscript’s unusual illustrated narra-
tive scenes are indeed unique for their time, the rela-
tive inventiveness of the subjects will be colored by the 
manner of their selection (i.e., whether they were con-
sciously chosen in order to demonstrate artistic creativ-
ity, or whether, due to the lack of a codified narrative 
program for the illustrated Khamsa of Nizami, they 
were selected without a thorough knowledge of, or con-
cern for, a larger oeuvre of images).

 There is also the matter of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s 
compositions, many of which bear formal details that 
would rarely be repeated in later works. The same qual-
ifiers that were applied to the issue of narrative scene 
selection are equally relevant here, but at the same time 
one can observe certain idiosyncrasies that point con-
vincingly to a real sense of artistic inventiveness and 
even humor. The painting of “Layla and Majnun in 

is not known. In fact, a concrete relationship between 
the two manuscripts may have never been established. 
Rather, an appreciation for the illustration of certain 
narrative events may have been transmitted from one 
court to another solely through the movement of art-
ists, patrons, and artistic materials. 

 Two additional examples of unusual subjects in the 
Bryn Mawr Khamsa are “Khusraw and Shakar banquet-
ing in Isfahan” and “Khusraw and Shakar embracing.” 
Though the latter work is modeled after a standard type 
that finds its origins in much earlier painting, its sub-
ject matter is new and indeed is not repeated again until 

Fig. 13. Majnun in the desert. Miscellany (anthology), dated 
813–14 (1410–11). British Library, London, Ms. Add. 27261, 
fol. 118r. © The British Library Board. (Photo: courtesy of 
the British Library)
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE MANUSCRIPT

The paintings of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa exhibit traits 
typically associated with manuscript illustrations pro-
duced in Shiraz during the late fourteenth and early 
fifteenth centuries; these include the use of the high 
horizon line, where often one or more spectators are 
found, and the rendering of hill crests and rocky out-
crops as spongy crags. The attenuated figural type also 
links the Bryn Mawr Khamsa to Jalayirid manuscripts 
made in Baghdad, such as Ms. Or. 13297 (figs. 14 and 
15). 

The Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s blue-and-gold illumina-
tion provides a further link to manuscript production 
in Shiraz and the greater Fars region during this period 
(fig. 16).10 Though the palette is limited to just a few pig-
ments, the illuminator has made creative use of the bare 
surface of the paper as a ground for the design, provid-
ing a complement to the dark blue vertical and hori-
zontal bands that structure the entire composition. The 
effect is a sort of optical paradox: the diamond-shaped 
cartouches, comprising gold floral sprays accented by 
occasional dabs of red, appear to hover over a field of 
blue paint, though it is the blue pigment, of course, that 
lies atop the paper, a solid field of color juxtaposed with 
the gold-adorned window of the diamond cartouche. 
The architectonic quality of the illuminated ʿunvān—
its components apportioned into rectangles and lobed 
forms—finds a parallel in the 1397 (a.h. 800) anthology 
divided between the British Library, London, and the  
Chester Beatty Library, Dublin (Ms. Or. 2780 and  
Ms. Per 114, respectively).11 An illuminated ʿunvān 
from an unillustrated anthology (Ms. L.A. 158) in the 
Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon, dated 1412–13 
(a.h. 815–16) and bearing a dedication to Iskandar Sul-
tan, however, draws the most striking comparison with 
that of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa (fig. 17).12 Though dis-
similar in their details, the two ʿunvāns are wholly alike 
conceptually. The same play of surface and pigment that 
is found in the Bryn Mawr Khamsa also figures in the 
illumination of the anthology. The Bryn Mawr Khamsa 
is less than half the size of the Lisbon anthology, yet it 
retains similar proportions to the 1412–13 manuscript, 
suggesting that the illuminator, if indeed the same indi-
vidual was responsible for both books, conceived of the 

school” (fig. 5), for example, features an abstracted white 
field adorned only with a simple geometric design—a 
visual cue meant to signal to the viewer that the scene 
takes place in an interior space. Also clever is the artic-
ulation of hind leg and ear in the representation of the 
wild ass in “Bahram Gur hunting with Fitna” (fig. 10). 
Here, the artist has taken little pains to contort the body 
of the animal in a particularly descriptive or detailed 
manner; rather, he uses the thin line rendered by a fine 
brush to provide for the reader an abbreviated depiction 
of the hero’s well-known hunting feat. A witty tone is 
evoked in the scene of Layla and Majnun fainting upon 
being reunited after a lengthy separation (fig. 9). On 
the horizon, where we would expect to find the human 
spectators, the artist has instead depicted four curious 
animals, most certainly the faithful friends of Majnun. 
Although it is tempting to assume that these creative 
compositional strategies were arrived at for their own 
sake, a combination of other factors such as the folio 
size, the availability of pigments and other materials, 
and the relationship between written and painted sur-
faces surely also played a part in their genesis. 

Questions of artistic inventiveness aside, one can-
not help but comment on the quality of the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa’s illustrations. Even accounting for the minis-
cule dimensions of the painted surface and the dam-
age inflicted upon the images over the centuries (see, 
e.g., fig. 4), the paintings in the manuscript, especially 
when viewed next to Ms. Add. 27261 and Ms. L.A. 161, 
are clearly of a low caliber. Is it conceivable that these 
paintings would have been acceptable to either Iskandar 
Sultan or Ibrahim Sultan? Moreover, why produce sub-
par illustrations for a royal manuscript if better artists 
were presumably on hand? These questions cast light on 
much larger issues, such as the patron’s role in shaping 
a workshop style and aesthetic, and the relative homo-
geneity (or heterogeneity) of an atelier’s artistic out-
put.9 While this complex matter exceeds the parameters 
of this essay, I shall return to these questions, albeit 
briefly, below.
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distinctive style of illumination and painting, would 
seem to argue for a date of around 1409–14 for the Bryn 
Mawr Khamsa, the span of years Iskandar Sultan was 
in residence at Shiraz (1409–12) and Isfahan (1412–
14). The career of a calligrapher or an illuminator may, 
however, span decades; thus, it cannot be ruled out that 
the Bryn Mawr Khamsa in fact predates or even post-
dates this period.

It is crucial to keep in mind the manuscript’s small 
size—a point that is easily lost when viewing images 
of the Khamsa in reproduction. The reduced format 
seems to have provided a creative challenge and outlet 
for artists accustomed to working within more capa-

design as a template whose size could be modulated as 
needed.13 

Of further note is the striking relationship between 
the two manuscripts’ calligraphic hands, which sug-
gests a common calligrapher. The colophon in the Lis-
bon anthology bears the calligrapher’s name, Hasan 
al-Hafiz, who happens to be the same scribe who cop-
ied the second volume of Ms. L.A. 161, also made for 
Iskandar Sultan.14 This is perhaps the most crucial link 
connecting the 1412–13 anthology with the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa, since the name Hasan al-Hafiz is also recorded 
in the latter’s minute colophon for Layla va Majnūn 
(fig. 18).15 This evidence, along with the manuscript’s 

Fig. 14. The youth entrusted with Jamshid’s secrets seeks 
advice from an old woman. Nizami, Khamsa, dated 788–90 
(1386–88). British Library, London, Ms. Or. 13297, fol. 28v. 
© The British Library Board. (Photo: courtesy of the British 
Library)

Fig. 15. Khusraw arriving at Shirin’s palace. Nizami, 
Khamsa, dated 788–90 (1386–88). British Library, London,  
Ms. Or. 13297, fol. 80r. © The British Library Board. (Photo: 
courtesy of the British Library)



yael rice276

Fig. 16. Illuminated ʿunvān for the Makhzan al-asrār. Nizami, 
Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., 
Ms. BV 51, fol. 4r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College 
Library Special Collections)

Fig. 17. Illuminated ʿunvān  for Amir Khusraw 
Dihlavi’s Maṭlaʿ al-anwār. Anthology, dated 815–16 (1412–
13). Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon, Ms. L.A. 158,  
fol. 2v. © Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon. (Photo: 
Catarina Gomes Ferreira, courtesy of the Museu Calouste 
Gulbenkian)

Fig. 18. Colophon for Layla va Majnūn. Nizami, Khamsa, n.d. Bryn Mawr College Library, Bryn Mawr, Pa., Ms. BV 51,  
fol. 111r. (Photo: courtesy of Bryn Mawr College Library Special Collections)
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cious frameworks. In this way, it is truly akin to a sim-
ilarly sized, fragmentary illustrated Iskandarnāma in 
the British Library (Ms. Or. 13529), in which we find 
familiar narrative scenes tucked beneath the text block, 
the identification of subject matter made possible only 
through a reading of truncated forms—foot, tree trunk, 
standard—that protrude into the margins. The paint-
ings in the Bryn Mawr Khamsa are conceived in a com-
parable vein, the concern for the negotiation of space a 
critical ingredient of their conception. 

Though its ratio of folio size to written surface is 
about average for Shirazi manuscripts dating up to 
the middle of the fifteenth century, the truly miniature 
dimensions of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa (written sur-
face: 7.4 x 5 cm) find comparable matches in only a few 
illustrated manuscripts attributed to Timurid princely 
patronage in the Fars region, all of which are undated. 
These include:

1. The aforementioned fragmentary Iskandarnāma 
of Nizami in the British Library (Ms. Or. 13529). 
Folio dimensions: 10 x 6.3 cm; written surface: 
7.6 x 5.1 cm. Attributed by B. W. Robinson to the 
patronage of Iskandar Sultan at Yazd, ca. 1405.16

2. An anthology in the Malek Library, Tehran  
(Ms. 5932). Folio dimensions: 13.1 x 8.8 cm; 
 written surface: 8.7 x 5.9 cm. Attributed by  
B. W. Robin son to the patronage of Iskandar Sultan 
at Yazd, ca. 1405.17

3. Three paintings from an ʿAjāʾib al-makhlūqāt 
(Wonders of Creation) by Qazvini, divided 
between the Musee d’art et d’histoire, Geneva, 
and a private collection. Folio dimensions:  
8.8 x 5.6 cm; written surface: unknown. Attributed 
by B. W. Robinson to the patronage of Iskandar 
Sultan at Yazd, ca. 1405, in one study;18 at Shiraz, 
ca. 1410, in another.19

4. Two masnavīs, formerly in the collection of 
the Marquess of Bute (present whereabouts 
unknown).20 Folio dimensions: 13 x 9 cm; written 
surface: 9 x 6.5 cm. Attributed by B. W. Robinson 
to the patronage of Iskandar Sultan at Shiraz, ca. 
1410, in one study;21 ca. 1412, in another.22

5. An illustrated Majmūʿa-yi ashʿār (Collection 
of Poems) in the Raza Library, Rampur (Uttar 

Pradesh, India) (Ms. M.K. 801). Folio dimen-
sions: 12.4 x 8.3 cm; written surface: 9.2 x 6.5 cm. 
Attributed by B. W. Robinson to the patronage of 
Iskandar Sultan at Shiraz, ca. 1410.23

Given its apparent relationship to this group of manu-
scripts, the Bryn Mawr Khamsa would also seem to war-
rant an attribution to Iskandar Sultan’s patronage and 
a date of production between 1405 and 1412—that is, 
based primarily upon B. W. Robinson’s calculations, 
of course.24 Yet, unlike the four other pocket volumes 
listed here, the Bryn Mawr Khamsa bears an illumi-
nated ex libris that mentions not Iskandar Sultan but his 
cousin and successor in Shiraz, Ibrahim Sultan. 

AN EX LIBRIS FOR IBRAHIM SULTAN?

Thus we turn to this last piece of crucial evidence. The 
ex libris (fig. 1), located on folio 3r, reads:

���ش����جع .1 لا ,The bravest       ا
�ج  .2 �ی�ا �ل�د �ل���م��لک ا �ی �ج�ا

�ش �لوا  the trusting in the King, the    ا
  rewarder
��ج�ی�ا .3 �ل��س��ل��ط��ج�ه و�ل��ل�د ر ا

����ج  the victorious of royalty and the �م��طج
  world 
�ج .4 �ه�می���م ��س��ل��ط�ا �جرا �ی�ج ا �ل�د and religion, Ibrahim Sultan     وا
�ل��ل�ه[ �م��ل��ک�ه .5 ��ل�د ]ا  May [God make] his kingdom  �ج
  eternal25

     
The ex libris would seem to offer unequivocal proof of 
Ibrahim Sultan’s patronage of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa. 
Indeed, there is no reason to discount the possibility 
that the manuscript was created during a transitional 
period after Ibrahim Sultan assumed his post in Shiraz. 
One can, in fact, point to an unillustrated anthology of 
poetry bearing a dedication to Ibrahim Sultan and a col-
ophon dated 12 Jumada I 821 (June 17, 1418) that was 
recently sold at auction.26 Adorned with blue-and-gold 
illumination very closely related to the decorative pro-
grams of both the Bryn Mawr Khamsa and the 1412–13 
Museu Calouste Gulbenkian anthology, the 1418 manu-
script provides concrete proof that illumination (and 
even illuminators) in vogue at Iskandar Sultan’s court 
continued to find favor at the court of Ibrahim Sultan.27
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manuscript, one must subscribe to the notion of a lin-
ear trajectory of stylistic development that allows very 
little room for artistic archaism, individual quirks, or 
other such seeming anomalies. The apparent ease with 
which one might attribute the manuscript to Iskandar 
Sultan’s patronage is further complicated by the possi-
bility that the transfer of Shiraz’s governorship to Ibra-
him Sultan in 1414–15 may have allowed for artistic 
continuity rather than rupture. Thus the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa may very well have been a product of the lat-
ter’s nascent painting workshop in Shiraz, even if sty-
listically its paintings and illumination appear to belong 
to an aesthetic today associated with Iskandar’s patron-
age, not to mention Muzaffarid and Jalayirid illustrated 
manuscripts of the late fourteenth century. Certainly 
the ex libris provides firm evidence that this could be the 
case. The comparatively low quality of the manuscript’s 
paintings may further support this supposition. Of the 
few Shirazi manuscripts dated to the first five years of 
Ibrahim Sultan’s governorship, none is illustrated.28 As 
far as we know, it is not until 1420 (a.h. 823), the date of 
the anthology made in Shiraz for Baysunghur ibn Shah-
rukh (Ms. I. 4628, Staatsbibliothek, Berlin), that Ibra-
him Sultan’s painting atelier produced an illustrated 
manuscript—and a high-quality one at that. Is it pos-
sible, then, that the Bryn Mawr Khamsa was produced 
during a period when Ibrahim Sultan was still gather-
ing painters for his workshop? While some of Iskandar 
Sultan’s illuminators appear to have remained in Shi-
raz through the interregnum, the best court painters 
left for (or were carried off to) Herat to work for Shah-
rukh.29 The Bryn Mawr Khamsa may well represent a 
very early effort on the part of Ibrahim Sultan’s fledg-
ling workshop. In this way, its relative quality may say 
very little about the Timurid prince’s tastes or aesthetic 
judgment, but rather speaks to the multiple facets and 
tiers of manuscript production. One who is trained in 
calligraphy and illumination is not necessarily an expert 
in the arts of illustration.30

To conclude, given the range of potentialities pre-
sented here, two plausible hypotheses may be set forth. 
First, that the Bryn Mawr Khamsa was produced for 
Iskandar Sultan—or for another princely patron within 
the Timurid cultural zone of Fars—between 1405 and 
1414; when the manuscript entered Ibrahim Sultan’s 

 Even so, an argument can also be made that this sign 
of ownership was added to an older manuscript (possi-
bly made for Iskandar Sultan) that was acquired by Ibra-
him Sultan after he had assumed the governorship of 
Shiraz, circa 1414–15. This hypothesis in large part pits 
textual against visual evidence, with the latter presumed 
to be more convincing and compelling than the former. 
Yet the matter of dating artistic style is hardly without 
its problems. Even if one were to describe the paintings 
of the Bryn Mawr Khamsa as “archaic” or “early,” there 
is no way to know if this is an indication of the manu-
script’s date of production or whether it rather speaks to 
the perhaps outdated or antiquated practices of a work-
shop, a group of artists, or a single painter active in or 
around Shiraz between 1410 and the 1420s. In a sim-
ilar vein, while we may surmise that the calligrapher, 
Hasan al-Hafiz, copied the Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s Layla 
va Majnūn around the same time or prior to copying 
the two Lisbon anthologies of 1411 (Ms. L.A. 161) and 
1412–13 (Ms. L.A. 158), there is no reason to exclude 
the possibility that the Bryn Mawr manuscript was actu-
ally copied after 1413. Bereft of any biographical infor-
mation about the calligrapher, we can really only make 
very cursory assumptions about the length of his career 
and, in turn, the period during which he copied the 
Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s Layla va Majnūn.

 Rather than undermining the stylistic and cal-
ligraphic evidence, the ex libris of the Bryn Mawr 
Khamsa brings to the fore the difficulty of basing the 
date of a manuscript upon the identification of a per-
sonal or workshop style, or a particular calligrapher. 
What else can one say about this Khamsa? The dimin-
utive size of the manuscript certainly marks it as dis-
tinct. According to B. W. Robinson, Iskandar Sultan 
had a predilection for pocket volumes, but this assess-
ment is gleaned through stylistic assessment of a small 
body of works that are all, without exception, undated. 
Considering the short span of Iskandar Sultan’s tenure 
as governor in the region of Fars, as well as the insta-
bility of his rule, is it reasonable to presume that this 
Timurid prince’s painters achieved a cohesive and con-
sistent look for every painting, let alone every illustrated 
manuscript, they produced? 

The Bryn Mawr Khamsa certainly presents a conun-
drum. In attributing an approximate date to this undated 
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Priscilla Soucek, Encyclopaedia Iranica (London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul, 1982–), s.v. “Eskandar Solṭān.” 

3. A painting of an enthronement scene now in the Brown 
University Library (Minassian Cat. no. i035) may have at 
some point belonged to the Bryn Mawr Khamsa. The image 
bears many stylistic affinities with the paintings in the Bryn 
Mawr manuscript; it is also of a comparable size (dimen-
sions of painting: 5.1 x 7.3 cm). It is currently mounted 
on an album page with an illuminated ʿunvān bearing an 
inscription reading Kitāb-i Sikandarnāma (Book of the 
“Book of Iskandar”). 

4. Compare, for example, Ms. Or. 13297 (British Library, Lon-
don), which has fourteen Khusraw va Shīrīn illustrations, 
and the late fourteenth-century Keir Khamsa (Keir III.7-27, 
currently on long-term loan to the Museum für Islamische 
Kunst, Berlin), with its nine Khusraw va Shīrīn illustrations. 

5. The number of Layla va Majnūn illustrations in extant 
late fourteenth-century Muzaffarid and early fifteenth-cen-
tury Timurid manuscripts from the Shiraz area is as fol-
lows: five in Ms. 5179, Tehran University Library; three in  
Ms. Add. 27261, British Library, London; three in the 
late fourteenth-century Keir Khamsa (Keir III.7-27, cur-
rently on long-term loan to the Museum für Islamische 
Kunst, Berlin); two in Ms. H. 796, Topkapı Palace Museum 
Library, Istanbul; four in Ms. L.A. 161, Museu Calouste 
Gulbenkian, Lisbon; five in Ms. I. 4628, Staatsbibliothek, 
Berlin; and five in Ms. Or. 12087, British Library, London.

6. According to Norah M. Titley, Ms. 5179 bears a colophon 
with a date of 718 (1318). Titley dated the paintings, which 
were added after the text of the manuscript was copied, to 
between 1356, following the defeat of the Injuid dynasty 
by the Muzaffarids, and 1370 (a.h. 772), the date of the 
Muzaffarid Shāhnāma in the Topkapı Palace Museum 
Library, Istanbul (Ms. H. 1511). See Norah M. Titley, “A 
14th-Century Nizami Manuscript in Tehran,” Kunst des 
Orients 8 (1972): 120–25. Elaine Wright, however, posits 
that the calligraphy and illumination in Ms. 5179 suggest 
Shiraz of the 1380s as an ultimate point of origin. She sug-
gests that the date of 718, which, she observes, is outside 
the triangular frame of the manuscript’s colophon, is of 
questionable authenticity. See Elaine Wright, “The Look of 
the Book: Manuscript Production in the Southern Iranian 
City of Shiraz from the Early 14th Century to 1452,” 2 vols. 
(PhD diss., Oxford University, 1997), 1:135 n. 19.

7. These include: “Khusraw banqueting with Shakar in 
Isfahan” (fol. 14r), “Khusraw and Shakar embracing”  
(fol. 15r), “Majnun sees Layla” (fol. 57v), “The old woman 
brings Majnun to Layla’s tent” (fol. 73v), “Layla receiving 
a message from Majnun” (fol. 92v), “Majnun is visited by 
Salam of Baghdad for the second time” (fol. 107r), “Kha-
varnaq palace” (fol. 121v), and “Battle between Bahram Gur 
and the Khaqan of China” (fol. 134v). 

8. Adel T. Adamova, “Repetition of Composition in Manu-
scripts: The Khamsa of Nizami in Leningrad,” in Timurid 
Art and Culture: Iran and Central Asia in the Fifteenth 
Century, ed. Lisa Golombek and Maria Subtelny, Studies 

collection, a new ex libris was appended to the book. 
The second theory finds the manuscript produced at 
the court of Ibrahim Sultan during the first few years of 
his governorship in Shiraz, when artists, calligraphers, 
and illuminators formerly employed by Iskandar Sultan 
may have looked to the new upstart for work prospects. 
Given the weight of certain evidence—the manuscript’s 
ex libris and the distinctive illumination in the 1418 
anthology also dedicated to Ibrahim Sultan—it is per-
haps prudent to accept the simpler and more straight-
forward explanation that the Bryn Mawr Khamsa was 
made for Ibrahim Sultan early on in his rule of Shiraz. 
With either scenario, one finds the Bryn Mawr Khamsa 
bearing the ex libris of a Timurid prince, a curious 
matter considering the glaring qualitative differences 
between its paintings and those in other royal manu-
scripts made in Fars during the early fifteenth century.

Assistant Curator of Indian and Himalayan Art, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art

NOTES

Author’s Note. I would like to thank Benjamin Anderson for 
introducing me to this small but important treasure in the Special 
Collections at the Bryn Mawr College Library. He also offered 
invaluable assistance by reading and translating pertinent por-
tions of L. N. Dodkhudoeva, Poemy Nizami v srednevekovoi min-
iatiurnoi zhivopisi (Moscow, 1985). I am also grateful to Mari-
anne Hansen, Special Collections Librarian at Bryn Mawr College 
Library, for permitting me access to the Bryn Mawr Khamsa and 
for helping with the presentation of the manuscript in a small 
exhibition co-curated by Benjamin Anderson and myself, which 
was on display in the Rhys Carpenter Library, Bryn Mawr Col-
lege, during the fall of 2005. Eleanor Sims and Ernst Grube kindly 
entertained my various theories about early Timurid painting, 
despite my being such a novice on the subject, and generously 
shared their great knowledge of this body of material with me; 
for this I am extremely grateful. I would also like to extend my 
gratitude to Renata Holod, who kindly cast her sage eye upon 
various drafts of this article, and to the anonymous reader, whose 
perceptive comments provoked me to reconsider and rearticu-
late many of my original assumptions and drew my attention to 
some critical omissions in my bibliography. I, of course, take sole 
responsibility for any errors contained herein.
1. The manuscript’s shelf mark is BV 51. For the sake of clar-

ity, I will refer to it as the Bryn Mawr Khamsa.
2. See Priscilla Soucek, “Eskandar b. ʿOmar Šayx b. Timur: 

A Biography,” Oriente Moderno 15, 2 (1996): 73–87; and 
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London). See B. W. Robinson, “ ‘Zenith of His Time’: The 
Painter Pir Ahmad Baghshimali,” in Persian Masters: Five 
Centuries of Painting, ed. Sheila Canby (Bombay: Marg, 
1990), 8.

17. Robinson, “ ‘Zenith of His Time,’ ” 13, dates the Malek 
Library manuscript (Ms. 5932) to “the same period” as the 
fragmentary Iskandarnāma (Ms. Or. 13529), i.e., to around 
1405. A recent article jointly written by Eleanor Sims and 
Sergei Tourkin examines Ms. 5932 at length, taking into 
consideration the manuscript’s contents and illustrations. 
While the authors attribute the patronage of the small, illus-
trated manuscript to Iskandar Sultan, they stop short of 
providing a concrete date for its production. (Sims, through 
personal communication, places the manuscript’s produc-
tion around 1408.) See Eleanor Sims and Sergei Tourkin, 
“The Ark of Poetry (jong-e ash’ar) in the Malek Library in 
Tehran,” in Muraqqa’e Sharqi: Studies in Honor of Peter 
Chelkowski, ed. Soussie Rastegar and Anna Vanzan (San 
Marino: AIEP Editore, 2007), 183–200.

18. Robinson, “ ‘Zenith of His Time,’ ” 13–14.
19. B. W. Robinson, “Two Illustrated Manuscripts in the 

Malek Library,” in Content and Context of Visual Arts in 
the Islamic World, ed. Priscilla Soucek (University Park, 
Pa.: published for the College Art Association of America 
by the Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988), 93.

20. First published by B. W. Robinson in “Two Persian Manu-
scripts in the Library of the Marquess of Bute,” Oriental Art 
17, 4 (Winter 1971): 333–36.

21. Robinson, “Two Illustrated Manuscripts in the Malek 
Library,” 93.

22. Robinson, “ ‘Zenith of His Time,’ ” 15.
23. Robinson, “Two Illustrated Manuscripts in the Malek 

Library,” 93. The Majmūʿa-yi ashʿār was recently published 
in Barbara Schmitz and Ziyaud-Din A. Desai, Mughal and 
Persian Paintings and Illustrated Manuscripts in the Raza 
Library, Rampur (Rampur and New Delhi: Rampur Raza 
Library and Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 
2006), cat. no. IV.10. Schmitz and Desai date the manu-
script to circa 1410, following Robinson’s lead, and also 
note the close relationship between the Rampur Majmūʿa-yi 
ashʿār and the manuscript formerly in the collection of the 
Marquess of Bute referred to above, with respect to their 
dimensions (both are approximately the same size) and 
illustrations. The authors, however, do not go so far as to 
suggest that the two manuscripts may have once belonged 
to a single larger codex, a possibility that deserves some 
further investigation, especially considering recent revela-
tions regarding Ms. L.A. 161, Ms. F. 1418, and Ms. WMS 
Pers. 474 (see n. 14 above). According to Schmitz and 
Desai, the fihrist (index) of the Majmūʿa-yi ashʿār, which 
was clearly added later, refers to authors and works that 
are currently absent in the Rampur volume, though the 
Bute manuscript’s two masnavīs—the Gul u Nawrūz of Jalāl 
al-Dīn Aḥmad (also called Jalāl Tabīb) and the Bishr u Hind 
of Khātir al-Dīn—find no mention here. Perhaps further 
study will reveal a link between the two manuscripts.

24. My intention here is not to diminish the work of other 
scholars who have researched manuscript painting in early 

and Sources in Islamic Art and Architecture: Supplements 
to Muqarnas 6 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 67–75; and Adel T. 
Adamova, “The Hermitage Manuscript of Nizami’s Khamsa 
Dated 835/1431,” Islamic Art 5 (2001): 53–132.

9. Concerning Iskandar Sultan’s possible role in shaping 
a workshop aesthetic, one should consult Francis Rich-
ard, “Un témoignage inexploité concernant le mécénat 
d’Eskandar Solṭān à Eṣfahān,” Oriente Moderno 15, 2 
(1996): 45–72. I would like to thank the anonymous reader 
for drawing my attention to this important study. 

10. Nevertheless, Zeren Tanındı has presented evidence indi-
cating that this distinctive style of illumination was not 
limited to the region of Fars: see Zeren Tanındı, “An Illu-
minated Manuscript of the Wandering Scholar Ibn al-Jazari 
and the Wandering Illuminators between Tabriz, Shiraz, 
Herat, Bursa, Edirne, Istanbul in the 15th Century,” Turk-
ish Art: 10th International Congress of Turkish Art, Geneva, 
17–23 September 1995, ed. François Deroche (Geneva: 
 Fondation Max Van Berchem, 1999), 647–55. Also see 
Elaine Wright’s dissertation, “Look of the Book,” which is 
forthcoming as a Freer Gallery of Art Occasional Paper. 

11. Elaine Wright has recently argued that while the text was 
copied in 1397, the paintings were only added by Iskandar 
Sultan’s order sometime between 1409 and 1414. See Elaine 
Wright, “Firdausi and More: A Timurid Anthology of Epic 
Tales,” in Shahnama: The Visual Language of the Persian 
Book of Kings, ed. Robert Hillenbrand (Burlington, Vt.: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2004), 65–83. 

12. L’art de l’Orient islamique: Collection de la Fondation 
 Calouste Gulbenkian (exhibition catalogue) (Lisbon: La 
Fondation, 1963), cat. no. 118. As Wright, “Look of the 
Book,” 84, has observed, the illumination in Ms. L.A. 158 
is strikingly similar to that found in an anthology of poetry 
dedicated to Iskandar Sultan and bearing a date of 1412–13, 
but copied by the scribe Ismaʿil: Istanbul, Türk ve İslâm 
Eserleri Müzesi (TİEM), Ms. 2044.

13. The folios in Ms. L.A. 161 measure 28 x 19.5 cm. 
14. Priscilla Soucek argues that Ms. F. 1418 in the Istanbul 

University Library and Ms. WMS Pers. 474 in the Wellcome 
Institute, London, were also once bound with Ms. L.A. 161. 
A comprehensive study of this important body of work(s) 
remains to be published. Future investigations, meanwhile, 
may reveal that this royal anthology is even larger than 
it is currently believed to be. See Priscilla Soucek, “The 
Manuscripts of Iskandar Sultan: Structure and Content,” in 
Golombek and Subtelny, Timurid Art and Culture, 116–31. 
On the nature of the Timurid anthology, see David J. Rox-
burgh’s illuminating essay “The Aesthetics of Aggregation: 
Persian Anthologies of the Fifteenth Century,” in Islamic 
Art and Literature, ed. Oleg Grabar and Cynthia Robinson 
(Princeton, N.J.: Marcus Wiener Publishers, 2001), 119–42.

15. This colophon is located on fol. 111r. Another colophon, 
which does not bear the name of a scribe, is found on  
fol. 43v.

16. B. W. Robinson, “The Earliest Illustrated Manuscript of 
Niẓāmī?” Oriental Art, n.s., 3, 3 (Autumn 1957): 102. In an 
essay published in 1990, Robinson repeated his earlier attri-
bution of Yazd, ca. 1405, for Ms. Or. 13529 (British Library, 
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other documents dated to Ibrahim Sultan’s reign: a black 
seal impression found on fol. 33r of a Turko-Mongol 
genealogy in the Topkapı Album (Ms. H.2152, Topkapı 
Palace Museum Library, Istanbul); and the ex libris on  
fol. 12r of Ibrahim Sultan’s Shāhnāma, ca. 1432–35 (Ms. 
Add. MS 176, Bodleian Library, Oxford University). For 
the former, see David J. Roxburgh, “ ‘Our Works Point 
to Us’: Album Making, Collecting and Art (1427–1565) 
under the Timurids and Safavids,” 3 vols. (PhD diss., Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, 1996), 2:697; for the latter, see 
the Shahnama Digital Index Project, accessed February 2, 
2011, http://shahnama.caret.cam.ac.uk/new/jnama/card/ 
ceillustration:-581987850#.

28. These include al-Risāla al-kubrā fī ’l-manṭiq of Mīr Sharīf 
Sayyid Jurjānī, Ms. Fraser 171, dated 815–16 (1412–13), 
in the Bodleian Library, Oxford University; the Christie’s 
anthology, dated 821 (1418) (see n. 26 above); a copy of 
the Masnavī-yi maʿnavī of Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī, 
Ms. L.A. 168, dated 822 (1419), in the Museu Calouste 
Gulbenkian, Lisbon; and another dīvān, this one bearing 
a date of Muharram 821 (February–March 1418). The lat-
ter manuscript was also sold at Christie’s (Islamic Art and 
Manuscripts, April 29, 2003, lot 106); its present location is 
unknown.

29. Eleanor Sims has observed a similar incongruity in Ibrahim 
Sultan’s Shāhnāma, of which she writes: “…its calligra-
phy is good and the illumination superb, but Ibrahim’s 
Shiraz painters were still finding their stylistic way, and 
many paintings are simple and formulaic in the extreme. 
Ibrahim’s Shahnama is probably the best example of the 
stylistic disparity between the illustrative and illuminative 
components considered acceptable in manuscripts made 
in Shiraz, even at the highest level of patronage”: Eleanor 
Sims, Peerless Images: Persian Painting and Its Sources (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 53.

30. Alternatively, the Bryn Mawr Khamsa’s artist(s) may have 
been more familiar with an older Jalayirid painting mode 
(the manuscript’s illustrations suggest this is the case) and 
not quite up to par or acquainted with the luxury manu-
scripts made for Iskandar Sultan in 1410–11.

fifteenth-century Fars, but rather to draw attention to  
B.W. Robinson’s role in creating a stylistic chronology 
for early Timurid painting. His dating of this particular 
group of undated manuscripts, for example, presupposes a 
relatively stable timeline for the “development” of Iskandar 
Sultan’s painting workshop, a notion that belies the very 
real political instability that plagued this Timurid prince’s 
tenure in Fars. At this point in time, we are unable to state 
definitively whether Iskandar Sultan’s atelier was active in 
Yazd in 1405, as Robinson has suggested in multiple places. 
In fact, the only firmly dated illustrated manuscripts 
attributable to his patronage bear the dates of: 810 (1407)  
(Ms. H. 796, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, Istan-
bul—though it lacks a dedication to Iskandar and is thus, 
according to Soucek [“Illustrated Manuscripts of Nizami’s 
Khamseh: 1386–1482” (PhD diss., New York Univer-
sity, 1971), 255] and Wright [“Look of the Book,” 1:81 
n. 154], perhaps more likely attributed to the patronage 
of Khwaju Jalal al-Din Khwarazmi, who was then govern-
ing Yazd in Iskandar’s stead); 813 (1411) (Ms. L.A. 161, 
Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon; Ms. WMS Pers. 474, 
Wellcome Institute, London; and Ms. F. 1418, Istanbul 
University Library); 813–14 (1410–11) (Ms. Add. 27261, 
British Library, London); and 816 (1413–14) (a fragment 
of a larger encyclopedic work now bound with Ms. B. 411, 
Topkapı Palace Museum Library, Istanbul). Robinson’s 
theory in “ ‘Zenith of His Time’ ” that a single master art-
ist—Pir Ahmad Baghshimali—was responsible for defining 
the characteristic elements of Iskandar Sultan’s manuscript 
illustrations is at once intriguing and difficult to prove, 
especially considering that the period under discussion was 
a mere five years, the course of which was divided between 
Yazd, Shiraz, and Isfahan. 

25. I am extremely grateful to Professor A.H. Morton for kindly 
deciphering and translating this inscription.

26. Christie’s, Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, October 6, 
2009, lot 73. The manuscript is currently in a private col-
lection.

27. The contents of the two ex librises also bear similarities: 
both include the honorific “the trusting in the King, the 
rewarder” [ �ج �ی�ا �ل�د �ل���م��لک ا �ی �ج�ا

�ش �لوا  The same honorific is used in two .[ا
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