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This paper describes a copy of the Iskandarnāma of 
Nizami from the Majlis Library1 in Tehran for the first 
time and discusses its various features, together with 
comparable examples from the same period. It then 
attempts to interpret one of its illustrations, hoping to 
fulfill what David Summers called “the most basic task 
of art history,” namely, “to explain why works of art look 
the way they look.”2

The Tehran Iskandarnāma is a significant document 
since the medallion on its opening folio (fol. 2r) bears a 
legend specifying that it was prepared for the treasury 
of Ibrahim Mirza: Bi rasmi khizāna al-kutub Ḥaḍrat 
al-Mawlā al-Ṣulṭān al-a‘ẓam Ibrāhīm Mīrzā khallada 
Allāh mulkahu (by the order of the library of His Maj-
esty the Great Sultan Ibrahim Mirza, may God make his 
kingship eternal) (fig. 3 [figs. 1–8 are placed together at 
the end of the article]). It also ends with a colophon that 
provides the date 839 (July 27, 1435–July 15, 1436) and 
the name of the scribe, ʿAli Katib (fol. 101r [fig. 8]).3 It is 
not an unknown manuscript; Francis Richard lists it 
among the manuscripts prepared for Ibrahim Mirza.4 It 
has not, however, been the subject of closer examina-
tion, and the three illustrations in it have remained 
unpublished.

	The date 839 helps us to identify the dedicatee of the 
manuscript as Abu’l-Fath Ibrahim Sultan b. Shah Rukh 
b. Timur, who was the Timurid governor of the prov-
inces of Fars, Kirman, and Luristan during the period 
between 817 (1414–15) and his death on 4 Shawwal 838 
(May 3, 1435),5 just over two months before the begin-
ning of the year cited on the colophon of our manu-
script. By then he had been succeeded by his son, ʿAbd 
Allah, who was three or four years of age at the time,6 
as the nominal governor of the area. At the same time, 

the grandfather of the child governor, the Timurid ruler 
Shah Rukh (r. 1409–47), had sent an amir from Herat, 
Shaykh Muhibb al-Din Abu’l-Khayr b. Shaykh al-Qarra⁠ʾ i, 
to assume control of the real gubernatorial power.7 Ibra-
him Sultan’s death and the accession of ʿAbd Allah did 
not create a break in Shiraz manuscript production,8 
which continued without interruption even after the 
latter lost the governorship of the area in the interne-
cine fighting among the Timurid princes that followed 
the death of Shah Rukh in 1447.

For the Timurids, like other Turkic and Turko-Mon-
golian dynasties stemming from Central Asia, ostenta-
tious expenditure on and conspicuous consumption of 
the arts were significant symbols of power. The accu-
mulation of cultural prestige, as manifested through 
patronage of the arts, implied control over immeasur-
able sums of money as well as dynastic authority and, 
by extension, suggested the legitimacy of rule.9 

The Timurid princes were refined individuals and 
their courts, including that of Ibrahim Sultan at Shiraz, 
appear to have been cultural showplaces for their occu-
pants. Ibrahim Sultan was a man of letters whose “activ-
ities as calligrapher and historian” are considered to 
have been “his most enduring legacy.”10 

The Timurid historian Dawlatshah (d. 1488) noted 
that he was an accomplished calligrapher,11 while the 
sixteenth-century Safavid author Qadi Ahmad remarked 
that he was “a recognized master of the thuluth style.”12 
And according to Qadi Ahmad’s Ottoman counterpart, 
Mustafa ʿÂli (d. 1600), when Ibrahim Sultan copied the 
work of the renowned calligrapher Yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi 
(d. 1298) and sent it to the bazaar to be sold, no one 
could tell the difference.13 Five extant copies of the 
Koran transcribed by the prince bear evidence of his cal-
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which are unfortunately not known, though it is 
reported to be almost the same size as the Khamsa of 
Nizami copied by the same scribe.27 Ibrahim’s name is 
associated with two more manuscripts that bear their 
scribes’ names. The first is an unillustrated copy of the 
Kulliyyāt of Saʿdi dated 829 (1425–26), with an illumi-
nated dedication specifying that it was copied for the 
treasury (khizāna) of Sultan Mughith al-Din Abu’l-Fath 
Ibrahim (fols. 1v–2r).28 Its colophon specifies that it was 
copied by the scribe Muzaffar b. Abdallah, at the order 
of his master, Khwaju Giyath al-Din Muhammad Fara-
jallah, but was intended for the sultan.29 The second is 
a copy of the Koran dated 823 (1420) and copied by 
Maḥmūd al-mulaqqab bi-Quṭb  al-Mughīthī al- Ṣulṭānī.30 
The scribe’s use of the words “al-Sulṭānī” as well as his 
nisba (element of a name indicating relation or origin), 
“Mughīthī,” indicates that he was in the service of Mugh-
ith al-Saltana va al-Din Ibrahim Mirza.31

A treatise called the ʿ Anīs al-nās (The Good Compan-
ion) dedicated to Ibrahim Sultan contains some addi-
tional circumstantial evidence that he accorded unusual 
privileges to authors. It was written around 830 (1426–
27) by an otherwise unknown author named Shujaʿ,32 
who declared in this work that when he was imprisoned 
he was told that writing a book for the prince of Shiraz 
would save him—this was why he wrote the treatise 
and was consequently released from prison.33

The Tehran Iskandarnāma dedicated to this biblio-
phile prince that is the subject of the present paper is 
the fifth illustrated manuscript associated with Ibrahim 
Sultan’s patronage. At 18 cm × 11 cm (fig. 2), it is small 
and, unfortunately, not in good condition, showing evi-
dence of having had some water damage. The text, writ-
ten on a rectangular surface 12 cm × 9.3 cm, is in an early 
nastaʿlīq, in four columns of nineteen lines. The rubrics 
are in gold thuluth script delicately edged in black over 
a background of floriated islīmī (foliate arabesques) 
scrolls (fig. 5). The text block and the columns are ruled 
in gold and edged in black. At the end of the manuscript, 
the text is written in diagonal sections so that the col
ophon could be placed at the bottom of the last page. 
The colophon, on folio 101r, is in tawqīʿ script (fig. 8). 
This is not unusual, however, since writing the colophon 
in another script was a common enough practice. Two 
other extant manuscripts completed between 1435 and 

ligraphic skills,14 while he is reported to have person-
ally designed the inscriptions of the two madrasas he 
founded in Shiraz, as well as others.15 

Ibrahim Sultan was also a notable patron of the arts 
of the book, with a surviving corpus that testifies to his 
ample patronage.16 Besides the Tehran Iskandarnāma, 
four illustrated manuscripts are associated with his 
patronage. The earliest is the so-called Anthology of 
Baysunghur, since it bears an illuminated medallion 
(shamsa) in the name of “Abu’l-Ghāzī Bāysunghur 
Bahādur Khān.”17 It was copied in Shiraz, however,  
in 823 (1420), by a scribe named Mahmud al-Katib  
al-Husayni, and its illustrations are stylistically similar 
to those of manuscripts made for Ibrahim Sultan. Con-
sequently, it is generally agreed that Ibrahim Sultan had 
commissioned it as a gift for his brother Baysunghur (d. 
1434).18 The second, an undated copy of the Shāhnāma 
of Firdawsi, is unquestionably connected with the 
prince, since it bears a dedication in his name.19 The 
third is a dispersed copy of the Ẓafarnāma of Sharaf  
al-Din ʿAli Yazdi (d. 1454) dated Dhu ’l-Hijja 839 (June 
16–July 15, 1436). This is the illustrated history of the life 
and conquests of Timur (r. 1370–1405), commissioned 
by his grandson, Ibrahim Sultan, who requested that the 
author himself come to his court to supervise the com-
pilation and writing of the work. The text appears to 
have been completed by 821 (1418–19), but the dispersed 
copy dated 839 is the earliest example known to be 
extant.20 The fourth is the Anthology of Prose Texts, 
now in Istanbul,21 which contains an abbreviated ver-
sion of the Kalīla va Dimna, as well as selections from 
the Marzubānnāma and Sindbādnāma. Although the 
colophon of the manuscript is lost, a shamsa, which 
includes the legend “Abu’l-Fatḥ,” has been partially pre-
served on folio 1r, and folio 205v has a prayer or a eulogy 
for “Abu’l-Fatḥ Ibrāhīm Ṣulṭān.”22

Ibrahim Sultan commissioned unillustrated volumes 
as well. Among these are a Masnavī-i maʿnavī of Jalal  
al-Din Rumi dated 822 (1419–20),23 a Jāmiʿ al-ṣaḥīḥ dated 
832 (1428–29),24 and a Dīvān of Amir Khusraw Dihlavi 
dated 834 (1430–31).25 Two further manuscripts were 
copied for him by a scribe named Bayazid al-Tabrizi  
al-Sultani: the first is a copy of the Khamsa of Nizami, 
dated 831 (1427–28)26 and the second a copy of the 
Khamsa of Amir Khusraw Dihlavi, the whereabouts of 
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1608 donation (waqf) he made to the Safavid shrine of 
Shaykh Safi al-Din in Ardabil. This manuscript’s three 
illustrations, signed by Nur al-Din Muhammad Musav-
vir, are in a style that developed during the reign of Shah 
ʿAbbas I, with the male figures wearing a type of turban 
that was fashionable around the year 1600. Its binder, 
Muhammad Salih al-Tabrizi, who signed his name on 
the doublure of the flap, is unfortunately otherwise 
unknown. A second Safavid binding that can be dated 
to the same period (and which is now in the Louvre 
Museum) also has a similar large khatāʾī and serrated 
leaf design.41

 Stylistically, the Tehran Iskandarnāma is consistent 
with the date supplied in its colophon. The decoration 
was never completed, however. The title is missing from 
its heading, the illumination of which was also left 
unfinished (fig. 4). The illustration depicting “Iskandar’s 
seventh battle with the Rūs” lacks rulings (fig. 7), and 
there are sections that have not been colored in, such 
as the crowd of attendants behind the throne in the 
painting “Iskandar conversing with Aflatun (Plato)”  
(fig. 5). This may well have been due to the death of its 
patron some months before the completion of the 
manuscript.42

The three illustrations that remain in the manuscript 
in its present condition are stylistically close to the ones 
in Ibrahim Sultan’s two well-known manuscripts, 
namely, the Oxford Shāhnāma of Firdawsi43 and the dis-
persed Ẓafarnāma of Yazdi, completed in the same year, 
839 (1435–36), as the Tehran Iskandarnāma.44 The com-
positions are reduced to a few major elements, each 
contributing to the internal balance and cohesion of the 
images. This is in contrast to the stylistically additive 
approach seen in the illustrations of the manuscripts 
completed in Shiraz in the second half of the 1430s and 
the 1440s, which tend to submerge the compositions in 
an increasing accumulation of subsidiary detail. Each 
of the illustrations of the Iskandarnāma also retains the 
contrast between figures and ground that is character-
istic of the paintings dating from Ibrahim Sultan’s 
period. 

The first and the third illustrations (according to their 
present placement within the manuscript), showing 
“Iskandar conversing with Aflatun” and “Iskandar’s sev-
enth battle with the Rus,” have generic settings and their 

1437 in the Shiraz style of the period have colophons 
written in a script that is different from the one used for 
their texts. Both of these colophons have floral golden 
decorations on either side, similar to those flanking the 
colophon of the Tehran Iskandarnāma. The first of these 
manuscripts is a Khamsa of Nizami dated 839 and cop-
ied by the scribe ʿAbd al-Rahman al-kātib in nastaʿlīq 
script, with the colophon in thuluth.34 The second is a 
Shāhnāma of Firdawsi dated 840 (1436–37) and copied 
in nastaʿlīq by ʿImad al-Din ʿAbd al-Rahman al-kātib,35 
possibly the same scribe who copied the previous man-
uscript, with its colophon in tawqīʿ.36 

Besides the wear and tear it displays, the Tehran 
Iskandarnāma has severe textual problems as well. 
Although its leaves are numbered in sequence, some 
are missing and those that are currently bound together 
were mixed up during a rebinding process. When the 
text is compared with the published version of Nizami’s 
Iskandarnāma,37 it is interrupted in sixteen instances, 
some with lacunae, which are specified in the appendix 
(after figs. 1–8).38 As a result, none of the manuscript’s 
three illustrations are in their proper order within the 
text. The three paintings represent “Iskandar convers-
ing with Aflatun” on folio 42v (fig. 5), “The contest of 
Rūmī and Chīnī painters” on folio 63r (fig. 6), and “Iskan-
dar’s seventh battle with the Rūs” on folio 97r  
(fig. 7). These works are also in bad condition, with some 
water damage and cracked pigment.

The Tehran Iskandarnāma must have been rebound 
after being subject to water damage, since the binding 
itself, which appears to date from the end of the six-
teenth century, does not show any evidence of it (fig. 1). 
It is of dark brown leather with a central medallion dec-
orated with large pressure-molded khatāʾīs (stylized 
lotus motifs) and serrated leaves on a gold background. 
A similar design was used on both the outer covers and 
the doublures of the binding of a copy of the Qirʾān 
al-Saʿadayn of Amir Khusraw Dihlavi now in the Calo-
uste Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon.39 The colophon of 
the Qirʾān al-Saʿadayn specifies that it was copied by 
Sultan Muhammad Nur and completed in 921 (1515–
16),40 but the binding appears to date from a later refur-
bishment of the manuscript, possibly just before 1608. 
This was when it also received the endowment seal of 
Shah ʿAbbas I (r. 1587–1629), identifying it as part of the 
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is from an undated manuscript of the Khamsa of Nizami 
in the Topkapı Palace Museum Library that is attributed 
to the middle of the fifteenth century.53 The Topkapı 
Collection has three further copies of Nizami’s Khamsa 
that include this scene, increasing the total number of 
known versions to seven.54

The version in Ibrahim Sultan’s Iskandarnāma, which 
seems to be either the earliest or at least one of the ear-
liest representations of the scene, appears to contain a 
personal reference to its Timurid patrons, Ibrahim Sul-
tan, who commissioned the work, and his young son, 
who had become the nominal governor of Shiraz at the 
time of its completion. Of the three illustrations that 
remain in the Tehran Iskandarnāma, “The contest of 
Rūmī and Chīnī painters” is the only one that was fin-
ished. It is also the most significant, since it is the only 
one that continues the practice of full-page paintings 
seen in the copies of the Shāhnāma of Firdawsi and the 
Ẓafarnāma of Yazdi produced for the same prince.

An unusual feature of the miniature is that it appears 
to include a biographical note for Ibrahim Sultan. It con-
tains not just Iskandar, who was the designated judge 
of the contest, but a second crowned figure as well, who 
is absent in every other known depiction of the inci-
dent. Iskandar is clearly the younger of these two rul-
ers, since he is the one staring up at the image and its 
reflection on the walls of the specifically constructed 
vault. The older king must be the Khaqan of China, since 
the incident occurs when Iskandar is visiting him. The 
Chinese emperor is standing in an unmistakably defer-
ential pose, with his hands folded in front of him. He is 
also submissively casting a sideward glance at Iskandar, 
thus guiding the spectators’ gaze toward the young  
king. Members of lesser rank usually assume a similarly 
subservient pose in contemporaneous Timurid illustra-
tions. An example can be found in the Ẓafarnāma illus-
tration showing Timur holding a feast after his conquest 
of Delhi in December 1398.55 In the image from the Teh-
ran Iskandarnāma, Iskandar’s two attendants, one of 
whom stands directly behind Iskandar holding his 
mace, highlight his higher status in comparison with 
the Chinese emperor, who lacks this noteworthy royal 
signifier.

The interpretation of an artist’s work based on his 
biography has long been a staple of Western art histor-

subjects can only be determined through the accom
panying explanatory texts (figs. 5 and 7). Depictions of 
Iskandar’s various battles with the Rūs are more com-
monly seen than either of the other two subjects. The 
first one, “Iskandar conversing with Aflatun,” seems to 
be the earliest representation of this scene and does not 
appear to have become popular later. The Tajik scholar 
Larisa Dodkhudoyeva lists only two others, both of a 
later date,45 and the Topkapı Palace Museum Library in 
Istanbul has a further example, again of a later date.46

The second illustration, “The contest of Rūmī and 
Chīnī Painters,” however, depicts a specific tale in the 
Iskandarnāma, which takes place during Iskandar’s visit 
to China, when a disagreement occurs about the supe-
riority of Rūmī (Greek) or Chīnī (Chinese) painters  
(fig. 6). To settle the argument, painters from both 
groups are asked to execute paintings on either side of 
a vault especially constructed for this purpose and 
divided down the center by a curtain. The Rūmī artists 
paint their side, while the Chīnī artists burnish theirs. 
When the curtain is raised, Iskandar, who was asked to 
be the judge, is puzzled, since the paintings appear to 
be the same. The Rūmī are ultimately declared superior 
in painting (ṣūrat-garī), while the Chīnī are declared 
superior in burnishing (ṣaql).47 

Although Nizami implies that each excels in its own 
way, the earlier authors Ghazzali (d. 1111) and Jalal al-
Din Rumi (d. 1273) used the same story as a spiritual par-
adox to demonstrate “the superiority of the mystical 
experience over acquired knowledge.”48 In both of these 
earlier versions, the reflection is judged to be superior 
to the painting, even though Ghazzali’s version, like that 
of Nizami, has the Chīnī artists polish their side, while 
Rumi reverses the roles to depict the Rūmī artists pol-
ishing.49

This story was only rarely illustrated: Dodkhudoyeva 
lists only three manuscripts that contain this image.50 
The earliest one, from the Chester Beatty Library in 
Dublin, is an Anthology with two dates, 838 (1434–35) 
and 840 (1436–37), which is from roughly the same time 
as the Tehran Iskandarnāma.51 The next two images of 
the contest can both be attributed to western Iran under 
Qaraqoyunlu Turkman rule. The first, from a copy of the 
Khamsa of Nizami now in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York, is dated 853 (1449–50).52 The second 



AN ISKANDARNĀMA OF NIZAMI PRODUCED FOR IBRAHIM SULTAN 239

son, and sometimes even with a particular event in the 
life of the subject.61 In modern studies, it is generally 
accepted that the noble personages depicted in the 
frontispieces of the manuscripts prepared for Timurid 
princes depict those works’ respective patrons.62

Representations of historically identifiable persons 
are especially prominent in Ibrahim Sultan’s Ẓafarnāma 
dated 839 (1435–36), since its illustrations are of histor-
ically recorded incidents. Several of its images are con-
nected to events in which Ibrahim Sultan participated. 
Soucek convincingly presents a case for one of the 
double-page paintings from the Ẓafarnāma (fols. 
413v–414r), which shows Ibrahim Sultan marching at 
the head of the Timurid army “with drums beating and 
banners flying,” to quote Yazdi’s words.63 

This particular incident took place in the immediate 
aftermath of Timur’s death during his Chinese cam-
paign of 1405, a year that was “pivotal in Ibrahim’s life,” 
according to Soucek. Only eleven years old at the time, 
he had been assigned a large territory to rule in China, 
which, though never previously conquered by the Timu-
rids, Timur had hoped shortly to occupy. Ibrahim Sul-
tan was to accompany the Timurid army to claim his 
territory as soon as it was invaded. When Timur died 
unexpectedly, his amirs placed Ibrahim at the head of 
the military until an older and more able prince could 
reach them. Ibrahim led the army, impersonating 
Timur, and even slept in Timur’s tent with his horsetail 
standard at its entrance, if only for a short while, before 
the campaign was abandoned.64 The text on the left-
hand page of the Ẓafarnāma illustration describes 
Ibrahim leading the Timurid army on this occasion. 
Although the prince depicted has a beard, which would 
belie Ibrahim Sultan’s youth, according to Eleanor Sims 
the face of the princely figure in the illustration had 
been repainted with this beard and mustache, probably 
the result of a later intervention. Other images from the 
Ẓafarnāma also have personal connections to Ibrahim. 
One example is the representation of Amir Shaykh  
Nur al-Din, the seasoned officer chosen to accompany 
Ibrahim during the Chinese campaign and the only 
Timurid amir depicted in any of the manuscript’s illus-
trations.65 

Furthermore, Soucek has persuasively argued that 
the scene in one of the double-folio representations 

ical methodology. More recently, within the field of 
Islamic manuscripts, images have been thought to 
include biographical material related to their patrons.56 
Within this context, Ibrahim Sultan is an excellent sub-
ject, since he intended to have his own biography 
recorded. First, though, he had his grandfather Timur’s 
biography, the Ẓafarnāma, completed. In this work, the 
author Yazdi recounts how Ibrahim Sultan requested 
that he come to Shiraz from the central court of his 
father, Shah Rukh, at Herat for this project, which was 
to be the first of a trilogy of histories, to be followed by 
similar biographies of Shah Rukh and Ibrahim Sultan 
himself.57 In the preface Yazdi explains the methodol-
ogy employed in compiling the Ẓafarnāma and states 
clearly that Ibrahim Sultan himself was involved in the 
process of writing, “with the cooperation of a numerous 
concourse of scholars and men of talent, who, in those 
days, were gathered for that particular purpose in the 
service of the Mirza in Dār al-Mulk Shiraz.”58 The prince 
is described as having “spent great sums” collecting and 
editing various accounts of Timur’s life from archives 
and libraries.59

Including historically identifiable depictions of mem-
bers of the Timurid dynasty and court circles in the illus-
trated manuscripts of the period had become popular 
in the Timurid cultural sphere. A number of scholars 
have suggested that various scenes from royal manu-
scripts produced in the Mongol and Timurid-Turkman 
worlds contain personal references to their patrons.60 
The concept of the affiliation of a work of art as a trace 
of the individuals involved in its production (artists, 
designers, and patrons) may be important in this case 
as well. 

According to Priscilla Soucek, who has developed a 
theory of the relationship between image and referent 
with specific regard to portraits, the seemingly generic 
portraits found in Timurid princely manuscripts, and 
especially in their frontispieces, meet the criteria of a 
true portrait. She maintains that although they were not 
individualized portraits, they “would nevertheless have 
been recognized by contemporary viewers as the depic-
tion of a specific person” and “could have evoked in the 
spectator a memory of that person.” She also points out 
the importance of the setting of the portrayal, since it 
allowed the viewer to link the image with a specific per-
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not only in its own time but also as an active participant 
in the production of culture. It implies that to under-
stand the historically mediated meanings of images, one 
has to consider its sources of influence, reception, and 
interaction with changing audiences in its post-produc-
tion afterlife.70

To understand what a work of art meant at the time 
of its production, it is necessary to consider its recep-
tion.71 Manuscript illustrations, which can only be 
viewed after the preliminary actions of actually holding 
a book and turning its pages, tend to provoke certain 
questions: Who is to see all this? What is the social or 
interpersonal dimension of such images? And finally, 
what is the nature of the viewer’s gaze? 

Images were clearly not created with a future audi-
ence in mind. Their makers had their own concerns, 
their own messages. For the Tehran Iskandarnāma, the 
primary viewer was presumably its patron, Ibrahim Sul-
tan, the initiator of the project, as well as his young son, 
who had replaced him as the governor of Shiraz by the 
time the manuscript was completed in 839 (1435–36). 
Although it is debatable whether it is possible to “see 
through” the surfaces of a work of art to its meaning, it 
seems plausible to consider that in viewing the Iskandar­
nāma images, or perhaps displaying them before others, 
the gaze of the owner of the manuscript would in part 
be the gaze of satisfaction, or rather, of contemplation 
of the imagined extent of his power, which was some-
how embodied in the picture as long as the manuscript 
lasted.72 In shared viewings in court gatherings (sing. 
majlis) by small groups of courtiers, intimates, and/or 
family members, it would reflect the residual glory of 
the important role he played for their gaze as well.73

	In the image of “The contest of Rūmī and Chīnī paint-
ers” discussed above, the message of the image appears 
to be inverted. Although the subject of the scene is a 
painting contest narrated in the text, in the image the 
foregound theatricality of the older emperor of China, 
who is depicted in a submissive role with respect to the 
young Greek/Timurid prince, represents a competi- 
tion that is more important than the one between the 
painters of the two realms taking place in an uncertain 
space within the image (beyond, above, in another 
room, etc.). The image interprets the text in a way that 
flatters the viewer into a conviction of his—or his 

found in Ibrahim Sultan’s Shāhnāma and depicting the 
prince in battle, corresponds to the descriptions of the 
battle near Salmas found in Timurid historical sources.66 
This long battle, of at least two days’ duration, took 
place in Dhu ’l-Hijja 832 (September 1429) against the 
Qaraqoyunlu army, and Ibrahim himself led the charge. 
Contemporary sources stress the role of Ibrahim Sultan 
and his troops from Fars in eventually forcing the Turk-
man army, led by one of the Qaraqoyunlu princes, into 
retreat. The prince on the right-hand page of the battle 
scene from the front matter of Ibrahim’s Shāhnāma can 
therefore be interpreted as Ibrahim Sultan leading his 
troops to victory, while on the left, Iskandar b. Qara 
Yusuf, biting his finger in consternation, turns back to 
glance at his men, who are depicted facing the viewer, 
as if uncertain whether to advance or retreat.67 

In the discussion of works of art for which there are 
no known extrinsic documentary sources, the work of 
art itself must be brought as evidence into an art histor-
ical argument. Rather than dealing with the formalist 
devices of sources or influences that have for a very long 
time been at the center of art historical argument, a con-
sideration of both the conceptual relationship of the 
work as a trace of its patron and its reception may 
enrich our understanding of it. According to Mieke Bal, 
in the study of texts and their illustrations, the theoret-
ical question of what can be rendered in which medium 
is a crucial one. She maintains that texts are never fully 
illustrated, nor are the corresponding images ever fully 
understood with reference to the text, and insists that 
images are themselves readings. They do not function 
as a re-telling of a text, but a use of it. In other words, 
an image does not replace a text but is one.68 

Poststructuralist theory emphasizes that images are 
cultural constructs freighted with social and personal 
meanings. They comprise value-laden references that 
are reused and reworked in building the visual culture 
of a society.69 Looking at a work of art synchronically 
rather than diachronically helps the viewer to achieve 
a historical reconstruction of the likely meaning of the 
discernible codes that it has at any given instance and 
to base an additional interpretation on this reconstruc-
tion as well as on one that is provided by the accom
panying text. This perspective allows the art historian 
to analyze the meaning-making phase of a work of art 
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prepared at his court, with almost all of its paintings 
depicting identifiable “living or once living people.”77 
The artistic corpus of his court comprises independent 
and highly original creations that arose out of the local 
tradition of Shiraz and proved inspirational for the 
manuscripts that followed, inducing a long-lived impact 
on the subsequent workshop/scriptorium (kitābkhāna) 
traditions of the city. The small Tehran Iskandarnāma 
copy prepared for this calligrapher prince reasserts his 
interest in personalized manuscripts, confirming his 
role as a trendsetter while also subtly reminding the 
viewer of his military and political aspirations.78

Department of History,
Boğaziçi University, Istanbul

 

ancestor’s—own superiority by helping him create an 
eidetic space that will transport him away from the real 
time and space of reading Nizami’s words, into the 
Timurid (eternal) time and space of inward vision.74 It 
thus creates a personal lieu de mémoire for Ibrahim Sul-
tan,75 who had been promised the rule of an extensive 
territory in China on what was to become the last mil-
itary campaign of his grandfather Timur.76

Among the Timurid princes who patronized the pro-
duction of illustrated manuscripts, Ibrahim Sultan holds 
a particularly interesting place, since illustrated manu-
scripts prepared for him show his concern for person-
alized manuscripts as well as significant inventiveness 
in their illustrations. As we have seen, especially impor-
tant was the illustrated version of Yazdi’s Ẓafarnāma 
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Fig. 1. Binding, outer cover. Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 61866. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Majlis Library)

Fig. 2. Binding, doublure. Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 61866. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 3. Dedication medallion. Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 61866, fol. 2r. (Photo: 
courtesy of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 4. Heading illumination. Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 61866, fol. 2v. (Photo: 
courtesy of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 5. “Iskandar conversing with Aflatun (Plato).” Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 
61866, fol. 42v. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 6. “The contest of Rūmī and Chīnī painters.” Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library,  
Ms. 61866, fol. 63r. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 7. “Iskandar’s seventh battle with the Rūs.” Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library,  
Ms. 61866, fol. 97r. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library)
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Fig. 8. Colophon. Nizami, Iskandarnāma, dated 839 (1435–36). Tehran, Majlis Library, Ms. 61866, fol. 101r. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Majlis Library)
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al-kātib aḥsana Allāh aḥwālahu (The book of the words 
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of Shaykhs Nizami Ghanjavi, may God’s mercy be upon 
him, may God illuminate his grave, was completed with 
the divine aid of God, the Sovereign, the Bestower, on 
Thursday, the eleventh day of Jumada I of the Hijri year 
839 [December 2, 1435]. The weak slave, the one in need 
of God’s mercy, ʿAli al-Katib, may God beautify his state, 
wrote it).
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Manuscript
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pages:
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