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Inside and outside, picture and page:  
The architectural spaces of miniature painting
M a r g a r e t  S .  G r a v e s

Readers of this catalogue will be struck by the number of painted images of architecture from the Islamic 

world that do not follow the axonometric projection and linear perspective that have become widely accepted 

– following the Italian Renaissance – as standard models for the artistic portrayal of a building. Nor do these 

paintings look like technical drawings. While many of the depictions of Mecca and other sites of pilgrimage 

shown in group 1 combine the conventions of ‘plan’ and ‘elevation’ to maximum effect for the conveyance of 

important information, they do so without rigidly following a technical schema. In a different pictorial mode, 

many of the more elaborate book illustrations of architecture that are shown here merge multiple simultane-

ous viewpoints within a single painted image, juxtaposing complex elements, planes and panels of decorative 

pattern on the surface of the page to form structures that seem at times ready to slide apart before the viewer’s 

eyes. This capacity to create images of architectural space that have been refracted through the prism of the 

senses – and indeed the imagination – is a unique and remarkable aspect of the book illustrations created in 

the Islamic world, and one that frequently interacts in a highly sophisticated manner with the parameters of 

the page itself.

A r c h i t e c t u r e  a s  F r a m e  i n  E a r l y  I l l u s t r a t e d  M a n u s c r i p t s

As has often been noted, the illustrated book, that most exclusive of painted surfaces, underwent a dramatic 

series of developments in Iran and the surrounding lands during the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. This 

explosion of artistic activity codi!ied an utterly unique painterly idiom that was to have a lasting resonance 

within the representational arts of India and Turkey as well as Greater Iran: the miniature painting. No single 

precise spark can be isolated to explain this florescence of the illustrated book as an artistic medium – and as 

a vehicle for the rare!ied display of wealth, status and even political and religious legitimacy. The accelerated 

spread of improved paper-making technologies in the Middle East from the ninth/tenth centuries apparently 

acted as one spur,1 and the late thirteenth-century stimulus received from the Chinese arts that were carried 

westwards following the Mongol conquest of Central Asia and the Iranian plateau can certainly be identi!ied 

as another.2 However, historical accounts also testify to the widespread existence of major libraries and the 

circulation of illustrated books of various kinds throughout the Middle East prior to the Mongol invasions, 

and we must ultimately accept that the surviving manuscripts tell only part of the story.

Painted illustrations had long accompanied certain types of text in the Arabic-speaking world, with 

the manuscripts produced at Baghdad and Mosul in the !irst half of the thirteenth century generally regarded 

as the apex of this particular genre of book art. This painting tradition, which continued to appear in certain 

contexts throughout the following centuries, is often strikingly different from what was to come in Greater 
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Figure 1. A blood-
measuring device. From 
a dispersed illustrated 
manuscript of the 
Book of Knowledge 
of Ingenious Devices 
copied for Nasir al-Din 
Muhammad ibn Tulak 
al-Hasani al-Malik 
al-Salihi; Cairo, codex 
dated 755 H/1354 CE 
(AKM 11).

Iran in the fourteenth and !ifteenth centuries.3 Many of the illustrated Arabic works concerned are scienti!ic 

texts, with single-!igure illustrations perhaps best described as diagrams (!ig. 1). More complex compositions 

involving !igures in architectural settings are also found in some manuscripts of this group: within these, 

architecture is generally conceived of as a square or rectangular box which orders the content of the image 

along a single plane and more or less coincides with the edges of the picture space. Such architectural images 

frequently follow a simple tripartite structure with two smaller cells flanking a larger central area, the compo-

sition floating on the page between lines of text.4 Normally such images contain no indication of recessional 

space, and the whole – !igures, props and architectural framework – will be frontally oriented and painted on 

a blank background, forming a self-contained two-dimensional unit that exists entirely on the single plane of 

the page surface, without suggestion of depth or hidden space.5 

A similar conception of interior space is evident in many of the 

paintings found in the illustrated copies of the Maqamat (‘Assemblies’) of 

al-Hariri that survive from thirteenth-century Mesopotamia. This episod-

ic picaresque tale, while replete with puns, verbal ingenuity and theatri-

cal opportunities for those who read the texts aloud, might not at !irst 

glance appear to offer much to the artist. The painters of the Maqamat 

manuscripts met that challenge by exploiting the multi-locational nature 

of the tales to create a rich procession of scenes and settings from the 

known world of their time, journeying through mosques, marketplaces, 

caravanserais, libraries, courtrooms, encampments, schools, ships, palaces 

and hovels. Within this rich urban milieu, varied exterior views of archi-

tectural types emerge, including some spectacular façades.6 However, the 

architectural outline of the interior scenes more often than not adheres to 

the tripartite ‘frame’ structure already established in the scienti!ic texts, 

underscoring a notable distinction between occupied architectural space 

as visualised from the inside, and the ‘portrait’ of a building as viewed from 

the outside.7 Populated architecture is principally present in the Maqamat 

manuscripts as a two-dimensional device for framing and ordering hu-

man activity, with !igures painted onto a largely blank background and !illing from top to bottom spaces that 

are delineated by arches, columns or mere double lines.8 While this notion of architecture as a box for the 

containment of !igures on a blank background may also be met with on occasion in the Persianate miniature 

painting tradition, the unusual example of this phenomenon in !igure 2 (which presents a remarkable chinoi-

serie arch) frames a historical personage rather than forming part of a narrative event, and in !ifteenth- and 

sixteenth-century Persianate book illustration such images are very much the exception rather than the rule.9

A very signi!icant re!inement seen in some Maqamat illustrations of the thirteenth century is the 

simultaneous presentation of internal and external space, with !igures framed within a fairly standard tripar-

1
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tite interior space while a brick wall containing a closed doorway, viewed from the outside, is presented to 

the immediate right or left.10 While the internal and external aspects of the architecture have not often been 

truly integrated in such scenes, and merely stand next to each other, the closed door – viewed from the exte-

rior – reminds the viewer that the interior it accompanies is open to their eyes only because the illustrator has 

wished to show them something within. This early exploration of painting’s capacity to show architecture not 

as it appears from a !ixed standpoint, but as it is experienced temporally – as the audience makes the imagined 

transition from outside to inside – is a critical development in the architectural world of miniature painting, 

and the same principle can be seen at work in countless later manuscripts of the Persianate tradition. The de-

vice was notably to come into its own in !ifteenth-century representations of hierarchically strati!ied spaces, 

where exclusion was repeatedly used to delineate social difference.11

P e r s i a n a t e  M i n i a t u r e  P a i n t i n g  a n d  t h e 

C o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  S p a c e

Whatever the reasons may have been for the apparent boom in illus-

trated books produced in fourteenth-century Greater Iran, surviving 

illustrated manuscripts and fragments from the Mongol period, such 

as the ‘Small’ Shahnamas of c. 1300 (cat. nos 36 and 47), al-Biruni’s Chro-

nology of Ancient Nations (copied 1307–8),12 the extant sections of Rash-

id al-Din’s Compendium of Chronicles (copied c. 1310–1315),13 and the 

so-called Great Mongol Shahnama (copied c. 1335),14 testify to the luxu-

rious extent of Mongol court patronage. Their stylistic maturity may 

also indicate the pre-existence of earlier painting traditions otherwise 

unknown. These manuscripts, and others created for various vassals 

and successors of the Mongols such as the Injus of Shiraz (cat. nos 37, 

54 and 94), exemplify the exuberance of the artists at work during the 

formative period of Iranian miniature painting. Many of the key texts 

were written in Persian, which is signi!icant in itself. The earlier resur-

gence of literary Persian and the proliferation of historical writing in Persian during the Mongol period in Iran 

appears to have provided some additional impetus towards an illustrated manuscript tradition in Greater Iran, 

most obviously in the numerous illustrated manuscripts of the Shahnama of Firdawsi.15

A critical development in the illustration of architecture within book painting stems from the chang-

ing relationship in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries between the painted image and the text with 

which it shares the page. Where the illustrations of many of the thirteenth-century Arabic prose works had 

‘floated’ on the page between lines of text that traversed almost the entire width of the leaf, the earliest surviv-

ing illustrated Persian text – a copy of the romance poem Warqa wa Gulshah thought to have been produced in 

Figure 2. The last 
>Abbasid caliph, 
al-Mu>tasim. From a 
dispersed illustrated 
manuscript of the 
Majma> al-Tawarikh of 
Hafiz-i Abru; attributed 
to Herat, Shah Rukh 
period, c. 1425 (AKM 89).
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Figure 3. Cat. no. 47, 
Bahram Gur at the 
house of Mahiyar the 
jeweller (detail). Folio 
from the dispersed 
‘Second Small 
Shahnama’; western 
Iran, c. 1300.

early thirteenth-century Anatolia – frames its horizontal strip images within a bordered text block composed 

of two columns.16 Subsequent to this development, the illustrated manuscripts of the Mongol and Timurid 

periods in Greater Iran were most commonly arranged in text columns of an even breadth, four or six of them 

to a page in the case of many poetic texts, with each column and the outer edges of the entire text panel being 

carefully bordered with inked, ruled lines (for just one example, see cat. no. 94). Even when the text was not 

arranged in columns, the entire text block was normally bordered (!ig. 2). By inserting an image into what was 

essentially a text grid, the artist had to work within a framed picture space, a technical convention with major 

implications for the conception of the image itself. The picture space of Persianate miniature painting thus 

came to operate as a window set within the text, through which the viewer could see the narrative events that 

were displayed for his bene!it. This sense of a world beyond the page, rapidly capitalised upon by artists in the 

fourteenth century through the use of cropping (see cat. no. 37) and !igures who enter from ‘stage right’ and 

‘stage left’ (!ig. 3), was matched by an exploratory interest in the possibilities of the gridded page for creating 

dramatic emphasis through the shaping of the picture space (see cat. no. 36) and the imagined extension of the 

grid to order pictorial composition (cat. no. 97).

The move to a framed window within the text grid was immensely signi!icant for the depictions 

of architecture that grew up in this illustrated world. Freed by the advent of the framed picture space from 

the necessity of functioning as a frame itself, the architectural image was eventually at liberty to develop in 

new directions. That said, early fourteenth-century painting most commonly continued to show exterior 

views of architectural structures as frontal depictions, anchored to the horizontal baseline of the picture 

space. While the painters of the time were apparently interested in architecture as a narrative element, and 

willing to allow architecture a central position in those paintings that required it (cat. no. 36), architectural 

presence is frequently limited to a kind of stage backdrop, while the setting of interior scenes is sometimes 

rendered in a form of shorthand. The frequent inclusion in Inju paintings of a backdrop of hanging textiles 

to indicate that the whole scene is set in an interior is one example of this (see cat. no. 54), while the more 

re!ined paintings of Mongol patronage might indicate the brick architecture behind the hanging cloth, but 

without clearly elaborating the interior space (!ig. 3).

As the medium matured, so too did the representational conventions used in the depiction of ar-

chitecture. The gradual shift that took place towards the end of the fourteenth century from a horizontal 

to a vertical picture format allowed horizons to be 

raised, freeing both !igures and buildings to move 

away from the baseline of the frame and into the 

picture space. Depth could be explored as never 

before. While a great many different schools and 

styles of miniature painting flourished under 

Timurid patronage and elsewhere in Greater Iran 

during the !ifteenth century, certain principles of 
3
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Figure 4. Jamasp visits 
Isfandiyar in prison. 
Folio 292v from a 
manuscript of the 
Shahnama of Firdawsi, 
copied by Mahmud 
ibn Muhammad ibn 
Mahmud al-Jamali; 
Shiraz, dated 861 H/1457 
CE (AKM 268).

architectural representation can be regarded as more or less shared characteristics across the genre at this 

time.17 Chiefly, a longstanding interest in depicting different types of building (mosque, palace, fortress and 

so forth) was complemented by a movement towards multiple simultaneous viewpoints, oblique perspectives 

in combination with frontally oriented passages, and an increasingly complex vision of structural space built 

from decorated planar surfaces. The expanding and opening out of architectural space in this manner allowed 

the built environment to become an integral part of the human story within miniature painting, eventually 

going far above and beyond the narrative requirements of the episode being illustrated.18 Architecture thus 

conceived was also capable of representing temporal duration (a point already raised with regard to the si-

multaneous representation of interior and exterior space), with 

the viewer moving their gaze from one aspect of the building to 

another through time as well as space, just as the dramatic ac-

tion taking place within the painted structure would also, some-

times, elapse through time.19

Above all, the Persianate painting tradition of the !if-

teenth century articulated an architecture of the mind and the 

senses: that is, a visual ‘description’ of the built world as it was 

experienced and imagined through time and space, rather than 

an objective snapshot. Often, and particularly in the manu-

scripts commissioned by the elite, this generated an architec-

ture of effect and spectacle, forming a visual counterweight to 

the hyperbolic descriptions of buildings found in Persian poetic 

texts.20 But the flexibility of the architectural image was no less 

pushed to its limits in manuscripts created for minor patrons 

or the open market, such as the mid-!ifteenth-century ‘Teign-

mouth’ Shahnama. The full-page palatial structure that domi-

nates the image of Kay Khusraw’s abortive apotheosis in that 

manuscript is startlingly audacious in its portrayal of architec-

tural space (cat. no. 55), and even the less dramatic interpreta-cat. no. 55), and even the less dramatic interpreta-), and even the less dramatic interpreta-

tions of architectural settings, such as the prison scene shown 

in !igure 4 or the further pages illustrated in cat. nos 96 and 97, suggest a creative mind tussling with the 

problem of representing three-dimensional space upon the two-dimensional page. The extension of floor 

into wall, as seen in !igure 4 in the blue tiled surface which is both punctuated by a central window and cov-

ered by Isfandiyar’s rugs, is a common enough trope in miniature painting of the !ifteenth century and later. 

But in this case the paradoxical blue surface combines with the oblique angles of the wall panels above, and 

those of the repoussoir outer surfaces of the building, to give the whole space a disconcerting concertinaed 

effect. Is this a frontal elevation of a panelled wall, or a receding space? At the same time, a sophisticated but 

4
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Figure 5. Cat. no. 53, 
Haftvad’s daughter and 
the worm (detail). Folio 
521v from the dispersed 
Shahnama of Firdawsi 
created for Shah 
Tahmasp; Tabriz, Iran, 
c. 1540.

playful relationship between the structure of the image and the structure of the text block is a further nota-

ble aspect of the Persianate miniature painting of the !ifteenth century. Thus, in the text of the Shahnama 

the prison of Isfandiyar is located upon a mountaintop, a setting that is indicated here by the rocks that grow 

out of the text block below. 

T h e  S i x t e e n t h  C e n t u r y :  N e w  D i v e r g e n c e s  i n  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  R e p r e s e n t a t i o n

The transition to a vertical image format opened the way for the creation of spectacular full-page composi-

tions in imperial manuscripts, a trend that arguably reached its zenith in Iran on some of the pages of the 

Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, such as the famous painting of the village of Haftvad (cat. no. 53). Here, the only 

remnants of the text block are tiny floating banners in the upper left and lower right corners of the page, 

while between these grows a multifaceted architectural assemblage that encompasses all of urban life (!ig. 

5). But although almost the entire surface is given over to illustration, the picture is not loose on the page; 

rather, through the maintenance of the picture frame a complex and knowing relationship has been formed 

with the blank page. Margin invasion – the partial extension of pictorial elements beyond the picture frame 

– is one of the most intriguing features of Persianate miniature painting, and from the !irst tentative forays 

beyond the picture frame in the Warqa wa Gulshah illustrations this often witty and always striking device 

was in wide use.21 It is as if this particular painterly idiom required the imposed discipline of the picture 

frame in order to flaunt that very restriction, allowing painters to demonstrate their mastery of the spa-

tial ambiguities of picture and page. And naturally, within this re!ined milieu the relationship between the 

structures of the painted world and the structures of the page was subject to manipulation in other ways. 

Even when text was a relatively minor component of the illustrated page it could still play an architectonic 

role, as can be seen in the comic detail of seven men clambering onto a small text panel for safety from the 

rampaging lion behind them (!ig. 6). In some other, less luxuriously 

executed contexts the text block occupies a far larger proportion of 

the page but remains in dialogue with the architectural structures 

of the painting, through obliquely angled text panels that form walls 

and canopies (cat. no. 108),22 sections of text that have been sand-

wiched horizontally between painted domes and chambers, forming 

pavilions of poetry (cat. no. 102), or later compositions that construct 

architectural chambers within the text block itself (cat. no. 109).

During the sixteenth century the huge popularity of the il-

lustrated book at Islamic courts far beyond those of Greater Iran led 

the depiction of architecture in new directions. While the illustrated 

manuscripts of Sultanate India had incorporated traits seen earlier in 

Persianate painting, such as the horizontal strip format (cat. no. 95), 
5
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Figure 6. Cat. no. 84, 
Khusraw killing a 
lion outside Shirin’s 
tent (detail). Painting 
probably intended for 
a Khamsa of Nizami; 
Tabriz, Iran, c. 1525.

the painting style that came into vogue during the Mughal rule of the 

late sixteenth century in India was markedly different in appearance. The 

Persianate tastes that had been carried to the new empire by the Mughals 

themselves (descendents of the Timurid house), and by the painters from 

Greater Iran who sought employment at the Mughal courts, were gradually 

yoked with both pre-existing Indian models of representation and tech-

niques such as linear perspective and shaded modelling that were circulat-

ing through European prints and drawings.23 This representational model 

brought a greater sense of spatial continuity to the depiction of architec-

ture, with buildings gaining heft, solidity and logical depth. Paintings for 

the Mughal elite tended to be more or less full-page, with a less fanciful 

relationship with the text block than was sometimes to be seen in Safavid 

painting. A very common compositional arrangement of late sixteenth-

century Mughal painting is that of a courtyard viewed from an elevated 

perspective, with a gated wall in the foreground (social exclusion continuing to be an important trope of the 

elite arts), the narrative content of the episode expressed through !igures arranged in the middle ground, and 

an architectural structure of some kind in the background.24 Although the architectural settings of such im-

ages most often seem to have been recessional and enclosing in nature (see cat. no. 65), the architectural façade 

also makes an appearance from time to time, as in !igure 7. Shades of the Persianate model of architectural 

representation can be seen in this palatial image, constructed from many different types of surface. Rather 

than starting from a structural model, the artist has arranged passages of brick, tile, carpet, painted and carved 

decoration, balustrades, niches, arches and columns into a glittering, symmetrical architectural edi!ice. 

Persianate book painting was also instrumental in the formation of an illustrated manuscript tradi-

tion at the Ottoman court in Istanbul. By the second half of the sixteenth century Ottoman painters had 

fully synthesised Persianate styles with other traditions of depiction to create their own model for miniature 

painting, directed towards their own purposes. Illustrated dynastic histories were extremely popular at the 

Ottoman court, as were romance narratives amongst some patrons, leading to the creation of a range of new 

imagery depicting historical battles and the cities of the Ottoman world as well as more whimsical and fan-

tastical scenes (cat. no. 91).25 The wider imperial appetite for depictions of identi!iable buildings and places, 

particularly as a means of expressing the Ottoman domination of territory through ambitious building pro-

grammes, is undoubtedly at work in the spectacular full-page images of real structures that can be found in 

some later sixteenth-century Ottoman manuscripts.26 Something of this topographical strain can even be 

identi!ied in certain representations of fantastical structures, such as the mythical city of Dar ül-Bekam in 

cat. no. 39, where one has the sense of viewing a complete, more-or-less spatially logical structure from an 

elevated external viewpoint – a model of architectural representation that has little to do with fourteenth- and 

!ifteenth-century Persianate painting.27

6
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Figure 7. Yahya and 
Ja>far al-Baramaki 
in the courtyard of a 
palace. Folio from a 
dispersed illustrated 
manuscript of the 
Akhbar-i Barmakiyan, 
mounted as album page; 
India, c. 1595 (AKM 127).

Figure 8. Mah Pervin 
finds prince Ruzbih 
behind the witch’s 
cave. Folio 115v from an 
illustrated manuscript 
of the Tuhfet ül-leta<if  
of >Ali ibn Naqib 
Hamza, created for 
the Ottoman emperor 
Murad III; Istanbul, 
dated 1002 H/1593–4 CE 
(AKM 280).

But at the same time, a quite different model of architectural space is also 

apparent in many Ottoman depictions of internal space. Although closely related to 

Persianate painting through the simultaneous presentation of multiple perspectives, 

and spatial construction from ornamented panels, such images have less of the in-

tricate play of projection and recession that typi!ied the !inely decorated surfaces of 

Timurid and early Safavid painting – perhaps as a result of the large scale and very 

high rate of illustration seen in many imperial Ottoman illustrated manuscripts. The 

interior architectural settings that are employed in Ottoman narrative paintings of-

ten appear rather flatter and more simply composed than those of the Persianate tra-

dition, with a brighter palette including many pastel shades, and they frequently give 

the impression – enhanced by the common use of large groups of overlapping !igures 

of almost uniform appearance – of being arranged on the surface of the page, rather 

than receding into a space beyond. Even where a form of spatial recession is explicitly 

indicated, as in the device of the three stairways seen in !igure 8, the effect is contra-

dicted by the discontiguous gridded arrangement of the various panels of repeating 

decoration that make up the rest of the architectural setting: the perceptual impres-

sion of a pattern upon the page seems to overwhelm that of a constructed space.

Finally, the great emphasis placed on architectural decoration and surface 

within the constructed spaces of miniature painting is in some circumstances an arti!icially heightened 

refraction of real-world structures, rather than pure invention. 

A certain dissolution of structure into decorated surfaces was 

also enacted in the true architecture of the periods in which the 

paintings were made: think of the tile and brick patterns that 

articulate the fourteenth-century tomb towers of Iran, trans-

muting solid surfaces through the play of colour, cast shadow 

and reflected light, or the shimmering, textile-like tile revet-

ments of Ottoman imperial mosques and palaces. The world of 

miniature painting also alerts us to the !ictive nature of many 

architectural conceits within those real structures – applied 

arch forms that could have been translated into weight-bearing 

structures, engaged columns and capitals that support nothing. 

The architecture of miniature painting uses an artistic idiom 

that was fashioned from these conceptualisations of architec-

ture and ornament in order to negotiate, continually and in-

geniously, the spatial dialectics of inside and outside, page and 

picture, surface and depth.

7
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7  Asma Serajuddin, ‘The Representation of Architecture in the Manu-
script Painting of the Abbasid Period’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of 
Bangladesh, 20/3 (1975), pp. 31–40; Marianne Barrucand, ‘Architecture 
et espaces architectures dans les illustrations des Maq!m!t d’al-Hariri 
du xiii siècle’, in Robert Hillenbrand (ed.), The Art of the Salj"qs in Iran 
and Anatolia (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda, 1994), pp. 79–88.

8  There are of course some exceptions to this rule: for example, a more 
complex rendering of internal space can be seen in one of the mosque 
scenes from the St Petersburg manuscript (p. 41), illustrated in Barru-
cand, ‘Architecture et espaces architectures’, !ig. 78.

9  Sheila Canby has proposed a different reading of this image: see Princ-
es, Poets and Paladins: Islamic and Indian Paintings from the Collection 
of Prince and Princess Sadruddin Aga Khan (London: British Museum, 
1998), p. 31.

10 For example, the painting from the !ifteenth maqama, illustrated in 
O.G. Bolshakov, ‘The St Petersburg Manuscript of the Maqamat by al-
Hariri and its Place in the History of Arab Painting’, Manuscripta Ori-
entalia, 3/4 (1997), pp. 59–66, !ig. 3a. The formula is repeated in other 
manuscripts of the Maqamat, for example, Barrucand, ‘Architecture et 
espaces architectures’, !ig. 79.

11 Robert Hillenbrand, ‘The Uses of Space in Timurid Painting’, in Lisa 
Golombek and Maria Subtelny (eds), Timurid Art and Culture (Leiden: 
Brill, 1992), pp. 76–102, esp. p. 87.

12 See Teresa Kirk, ‘The Edinburgh al-Biruni Manuscript: A Holistic Study 
of its Design and Images’, Persica, 20 (2004–5), pp. 39–81.

13 David Talbot Rice and Basil Gray, The Illustrations to the ‘World History’ 
of Rashid al-Din (Edinburgh: University Press, 1976); Basil Gray, The 
World History of Rashid al-Din: A Study of the Royal Asiatic Society Manu-
script (London: Faber & Faber, 1978); and Sheila S. Blair, A Compendium 
of Chronicles: Rashid al-Din’s Illustrated History of the World (London: 
Nour Foundation, 1995).

14 See Oleg Grabar and Sheila S. Blair, Epic Images and Contemporary 
History: The Illustrations of the Great Mongol Shahnama (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 1980), and the various colour illustrations in 
Glenn D. Lowry and Susan Nemazee, A Jeweler’s Eye: Islamic Arts of the 
Book from the Vever Collection (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian, 1988), 
nos 7–14.

15  Sheila S. Blair, ‘The Development of the Illustrated Book in Iran’, Mu-
qarnas, 10 (1993), pp. 269–270.

16 Now held in the Topkapi Saray Museum, H. 841; illustrated in Eleanor 
Sims, Boris Marshak and Ernst J. Grube, Peerless Images: Persian Paint-
ing and its Sources (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 2002), 
cat. nos 4, 57, 140, 166. 

17 See also Michele A. De Angelis and Thomas W. Lentz, Architecture in 
Islamic Painting: Permanent and Impermanent Worlds (Cambridge, MA: 
Fogg Art Museum/AKPIA, 1982), pp. 10–11.

18 Hillenbrand, ‘The Uses of Space’, pp. 77–81.

19 On temporal duration in miniature painting see Hillenbrand, ‘The Uses 
of Space’, pp. 77–78; and David Roxburgh, ‘Micrographia: Towards a 
Visual Logic of Persianate Painting’, RES, 43 (2003), pp. 12–30, esp. pp. 
26–27. On the separate but relevant subject of conflated narrative events 
within single images that illustrate legends described in the Shahnama, 
as depicted on ceramics and metalwork in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, see Marianne Shreve Simpson, ‘Narrative Allusion and Meta-
phor in the Decoration of Medieval Islamic Objects’, in Herbert L. Kes-
sler and Marianne Shreve Simpson (eds), Studies in the History of Art Vol. 
16: Pictorial Narrative in Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Washington D.C.: 
National Gallery of Art, 1985), pp. 131–149, esp. pp. 133–138.

20 See Julie Scott-Meisami, ‘Palaces and Paradises: Palace Description in 
Medieval Persian Poetry’, in Oleg Grabar and Cynthia Robinson (eds), 
Islamic Art and Literature (Princeton: Markus Weiner, 2001), pp. 21–54.

21 Hillenbrand, ‘The Uses of Space’, pp. 84–92; Barbara Brend, ‘Beyond 
the Pale: Meaning in the Margins’, in Robert Hillenbrand (ed.), Persian 
Painting: From the Mongols to the Qajars (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000), pp. 
39–53.

22 An early example of this device can be seen in a leaf from a Khamsa 
of Nizami from Shiraz, dated 813 H/1410–11 CE (illustrated in Robert 
Hillenbrand, Imperial Images in Persian Painting [Edinburgh: Scottish 
Arts Council, 1977], p. 47).

23 For just one text amongst many on this subject, see Gauvin Bailey, The 
Jesuits and the Grand Mogul: Renaissance Art at the Imperial Court of In-
dia, 1580–1630 (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1998).

24 See Canby, Princes, Poets and Paladins, pp. 120–121, on this composi-
tional type.

25 On topographical images in Ottoman histories see J.M. Rogers, ‘Itiner-
aries and Town Views in Ottoman Histories’, in J.B. Hartley and David 
Woodward (eds), The History of Cartography, Volume Two, Book One: 
Cartography in the Traditional Islamic and South Asian Societies (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 228–255. On the narrative 
imagery of romance and prose stories during this period see Serpil 
Ba"ci et al., Ottoman Painting (Istanbul: Ministry of Culture and Tour-
ism, 2010), pp. 186–211).

26 See for example a painting of the Süleymaniye Mosque, dated 987 H/ 
1579 CE (illustrated in Elaine C. Wright, Islam: Faith, Art, Culture [Lon-
don: Scala, 2009], p. 149), and the illustrations of the Selimiye Mosque 
and Hagia Sophia in the #ehname-i Selim Han completed under Murad 
III in 1581 (Topkapi MS A. 3595; illustrated in Emine Fetvaci, ‘The Pro-
duction of the #ehname-i Selim Han’, Muqarnas, 26 [2009], pp. 263–315, 
!igs. 17 and 41). 

27 Although the four metal horsemen make the image unique, the overall 
depiction of the Dar ül-Bekam citadel may certainly owe something to 
various topographical images of towns and fortresses seen in Ottoman 
histories: for examples see Rogers, ‘Itineraries and Town Views’, !igs 
12.17–12.19, and Ba"ci et al., Ottoman Painting, pp. 156, 177.
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Folio 26r from a dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!; 
copied by the scribe %asan ibn Mu$ammad ibn >Al! %usayn! al-Maw"il!, 
for the Inju vizier of Fars %#jj! Qaw#m al-Dawla wa’l-D!n %asan
Shiraz, Iran; manuscript dated Ramadan 741/February 1341
Opaque watercolour and ink on paper
Page: 37.1 x 29.9 cm
AKM 29
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 68; Simpson 2000, p. 236 (not ill.)

Within the early passages of the Shahnama, Manuchihr, 
the ruler of Iran, heard of the love of Zal, the son of his 

favoured paladin Sam, for a young princess called Rudaba 
who was a descendent of the evil king Zahhak. Manuchi-
hr, here holding an animal-headed mace, was predictably 
displeased by this news. Calling his viziers around him, he 
held forth on the dangers that this alliance might repre-
sent to the stability of the throne of Iran: what if the young 
couple were to have a son who, as the seed of Zahhak, 
might grow up to bring strife and misery to the country 
and threaten its very rule? Eventually Manuchihr asked for 
Sam to be summoned back from war to discuss his son’s 
dangerous romance, and, although many more events and 
negotiations took place before the marriage was approved, 
love did eventually win the day. Zal and Rudaba were mar-
ried and Rudaba bore a son, Rustam, who went on to be-
come the principal hero of the Iranian national epic. 

Like cat. no. 54, this illustrated page comes from a 
now-dispersed manuscript of the Shahnama of Firdawsi 
commissioned in 1341 CE by a vizier of Fars during the 
period of Inju rule (c. 1325–1357), and thus represents a 
relatively early stage in the history of the illustrated man-
uscripts of the Shahnama. A reconstruction of the manu-
script has been undertaken by Simpson, who estimates 
that there may have been as many as 140 paintings in the 
codex before it was dismembered in the early twentieth 
century (Simpson 2000).

The illustrations of the four known dated Inju Shahna-
ma manuscripts are, like those of the so-called ‘Small 
Shahnama’ manuscripts of the early fourteenth century 
(see cat. nos 36 and 47), often of an oblong horizontal for-
mat set into the text block and covering the entire width 
of the written area of the page. However, more complex 
stepped formats are also met with frequently amongst 
these manuscripts, and in all of these the division of the 
page by the text columns is used as a means of creating 
a grid. At times the elaboration of the image space can 

be used to echo aspects of the narrative. In another page 
from the same 1341 Inju Shahnama, showing the aban-
doned infant Zal rediscovered in the nest of the Simurgh 
(the fabulous bird of Iranian mythology) by his father Sam, 
the picture space takes a step down with each column, 
from left to right, and thus echoes Zal’s descent as he steps 
down from the lofty eyrie of the Simurgh to his father’s 
arms below (Jenkins 1983, p. 98). Elsewhere in the same 
manuscript, secondary illustrated panels are lowered part-
way into the text columns below the main pictorial space, 
to depict wells and sunken pits that constitute important 
sites for the narrative (Simpson 2000, pp. 226–228). 

The use of symmetrically stepped compositions for 
enthronement scenes like that seen here, meanwhile, is a 
characteristic shared by the Inju Shahnama manuscripts, 
the Small Shahnama manuscripts and the Great Mongol 
Shahnama thought to have been created at Tabriz, Iran, c. 
1335 (Sims 2006, pp. 275–276). The stepped frame of such 
images enables a greater compositional emphasis to be 
built up towards the centrally positioned enthroned ruler; 
additionally, the peak of Manuchihr’s throne in this image 
breaks through the upper edge of the picture frame, call-
ing even greater attention to the young ruler’s crowned 
head.

94 MAN#CHIHR INFORMED OF THE ROMANCE BET WEEN 
Z$L AND RUD$BA
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Am!r 
Khusraw Dihlav!
Sultanate India; first half of the fifteenth century
Opaque watercolour and ink on paper
Page: 34.2 x 26.4 cm
AKM 14
Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, p. 28 (no. 2); Brac de la Perriere 2001, p. 26

95

The jewel-like colours, elegant clothes and decorative ar-
chitectural details of this painting belie the rather grue-
some subject matter of the story. Of the thirty-four known 
illustrations from this manuscript of the Khamsa of Dih-
lavi, this painting is one of six extant images that belong 
to the !irst poem in the quintet, the Matla> al-anwar (‘The 
Ascent of Lights’; see cat. no. 19 for an image from a dif-
ferent poem in the same manuscript). The painting on 
the present folio shows a beautiful woman who was de-
sired by a king. A messenger was sent to fetch her, and the 
woman – correctly understanding the king’s intentions to 
be less than honourable – asked the messenger what the 
king wanted of her. When he replied ‘your eyes’, the chaste 
woman promptly plucked out her own eyes and gave them 
to the messenger. Shocked by the messenger’s story, the 
king repented of his impure advances, and the virtues of 
chastity are expounded in the poem.

The page has been patched at some point in its histo-
ry, with strips from other leaves pasted in to repair it, and 
missing sections of text have been re-written. The king’s 
castle at the right hand side, now presenting what seems 
to be an emphatically closed door to the viewer, would 
originally have appeared rather different. The blue central 
panel decorated with a tessellated pattern of interlocking 
arches has been pasted on, and it appears to be a remnant 
from a page of illumination taken from elsewhere in the 
codex prior to its dispersal: the same design is visible on an 
illuminated page from the same manuscript, the frontis-
piece to the A<ina-i Iskandari or ‘Mirror of Alexander’ (Brac 
de la Perriere 2001, p. 32). Another leaf from this manu-
script, in the Freer Gallery, Washington D.C., shows a large 
door of the same appearance, presumably also pasted in 
(ibid., p. 29). 

Because of these alterations – which are sadly not 
uncommon in manuscripts that were dismembered for 
sale on the art market in the earlier part of the twentieth 
century – it is hard to know what the original appearance 
of the architectural component of the scene would have 

been. The !igures occupy an outdoor space, with a large 
flowering plant between them and a graded green and yel-
low ground suggestive of a garden, while the architectural 
block on the right dominates the scene and protrudes loft-
ily out of the picture space and into the surrounding page. 
That the messenger has just emerged from the building is 
indicated by the ornate half-door, certainly a part of the 
original composition, that has opened out towards the 
viewer. The separation of distinct spaces with prominent, 
frontal images of doorways both half-open and closed is a 
device met with very frequently in Persianate miniature 
painting, where it is often employed to underscore the dis-
tinction between the closed spaces of the privileged few 
and the outside world, and a similar device can be seen in 
other examples of Sultanate painting (see the Candayana 
manuscript from the !irst half of the sixteenth century in 
Leach 1998, p. 15).

THE CHASTE WIFE DELIVERS HER EYES TO THE KING’S MESSENGER
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Folio 334r from an illustrated manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!; 
manuscript copied by Ma$m$d ibn Mu$ammad ibn Ma$m$d al-Jam#l!
Shiraz, Iran; dated 1 Rabi> al-Awwal 861/27 January 1457

Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 38.2 x 28.4 x 10.7 cm
AKM 268

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Robinson c. 1953, 
p. 8 (no. 15; no ill.); A. Welch 1978b, pp. 12–22; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 
57–60; Robinson 1991, pp. 16–17 (not ill.)

Often referred to as the ‘Teignmouth Shahnama’ after 
the former owner who took it to Britain, this manuscript 
contains !ifty-three illustrations in a volume that totals 
556 folios (two more of these paintings are illustrated in 
cat. nos 55 and 97). Although not executed for a royal pa-
tron, the manuscript must have been highly regarded, for 
it has survived complete and in good condition. We know 
nothing concrete about the artists, and little more about 
the scribe than his name, although he was apparently 
responsible for the copying of two other manuscripts, 
dated 1453 and 1463 (Welch – Welch 1982, p. 57). His clear 
and balanced nasta>liq script can be seen in the four text 
columns that hang above the architectural space of the 
present image. While !ifty-three paintings is a sizeable il-
lustrative programme by any measure, it is by no means 
unusual for illustrated manuscripts of the Shahnama to 
contain vast numbers of paintings: the earliest known il-
lustrated Shahnama manuscripts are thought to have had 
a picture every two or three pages (see cat. no. 47, and 
Sims 1992, p. 44). 

The story of Humay and Darab is one of motherhood 
renounced and ultimately regained. In order to secure 
rule for herself, Humay, the widow (and daughter) of King 
Bahman cast away her own infant son Darab in a wooden 
chest on the Euphrates, accompanied by a distinctive jew-
el, and pretended that he had died. A childless launderer 
and his wife discovered the child and adopted him. The 
boy’s noble bearing was apparent from an early age and 
he eventually joined the Iranian army, receiving many 
honours for his great bravery in the war against the army 
of Rum (Anatolia). Upon hearing the singular story of 
Darab’s discovery as a baby, an army general who thought 
highly of the young soldier sent Queen Humay a letter 
describing the tale of Darab’s adoption by the launderer, 
accompanying his letter with the ruby which Humay had 
placed in the chest with Darab when he was set adrift so 
many years before. Humay, upon seeing this jewel, broke 
down and wept, realising that the heroic young soldier 

she had observed some days before whilst surveying her 
troops was none other than her own son. Finally, mother 
and son were reunited in the privacy of a closed court 
without public audience. After emotionally embracing 
him and showering him with jewels, she placed her son 
on a specially constructed throne and renounced the 
crown in his favour. 

In spite of the audience of courtiers and advisors that 
watch from the right-hand side, the closeted intimacy of 
Humay’s reunion with her son is emphasised by the half-
closed door in the margin space to the left, from behind 
which a further !igure quietly observes the scene. The 
stepping of the text block adds compositional interest as 
well as dynamism to the painting: unusually, rather than 
allowing the lines of the text columns to absolutely dic-
tate architectural form, the partially receded space of the 
palace hall is constructed using planes that do not quite 
fall in line with the text columns. A similar treatment of 
architectural planes in relation to the text block can be 
seen in the 1440 Shahnama of Muhammad Juki (Hillen-
brand 1992, p. 77).

QUEEN HUM$Y EMBRACES HER SON D$R$B96
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Folio 86r from an illustrated manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!; 
manuscript copied by Ma$m$d ibn Mu$ammad ibn Ma$m$d al-Jam#l!
Shiraz, Iran; dated 1 Rabi> al-Awwal 861/27 January 1457
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 38.2 x 28.4 x 10.7 cm

AKM 268

Publ: Soucek 2000, p. 272. Other folios from the same manuscript: 
Robinson c. 1953, p. 8 (no. 15; no ill.); A. Welch 1978b, pp. 12–22; Welch – 
Welch 1982, pp. 57–60; Robinson 1991, pp. 16–17 (not ill.)

Other paintings from this manuscript are shown in cat. 
nos 55 and 96. The !ifty-three painted illustrations of the 
manuscript, as well as its double-page illumination (fols 
8v–9r), owe much to the traditions of book painting in 
Shiraz as they had evolved under the patronage of the 
Timurid prince Ibrahim-Sultan, who was governor of the 
city from 1414 until his death in 1435. However, the manu-
script was created after the city had passed into possession 
of the Turkman dynasty and a new style of painting had 
begun to emerge. This new style was termed the ‘Turkman 
Commercial’ style by Robinson, because many of the man-
uscripts produced in this tradition seem to have been cre-
ated for sale on the open market. Robinson further classes 
this speci!ic manuscript as a ‘mixed style’ production, i.e. 
one that merges Timurid Shiraz and Turkman Commer-
cial traits (Robinson 1991, p. 26).

The sole romantic episode granted to the hero Rustam 
in an otherwise eventful life that spanned several hundred 
years, Tahmina’s visit to Rustam’s chamber was a perenni-
ally popular episode of the Shahnama for illustration and 
the present composition has been repeated many times. 
Tahmina was the daughter of a king who had provided 
Rustam with shelter and comfort when he lost his trusty 
horse Rakhsh while out hunting. In the night her long-
ing for the heroic warrior overcame her and she came in 
secret to his bedchamber, with a slave carrying a taper, to 
offer herself to him. The couple were quickly married and 
Tahmina bore Rustam a son, called Suhrab. Rustam is de-
picted here at the moment of waking from his slumbers 
to spy Tahmina standing in the doorway, as her servants 
light the room. 

While the decoration of the chamber employs many of 
the standard tropes of palace architecture as depicted in 
miniature paintings – the central window opening onto a 
blossoming tree on a gold ground, blue-and-white fresco 
paintings of trees and animals, repeating tilework of vari-
ous patterns and colours, and the simultaneous frontal 
presentation of walls and floors – other aspects of the 

room are more unusual. The pointed panels of blue tile 
topped by a dado, which seem to merge floor into wall, are 
unusual in their shape. The use of rather spatially confus-
ing pointed arch shapes in the painting immediately pre-
ceding this one (see cat. no. 55) suggests that the artist was 
experimenting with angled forms as a means of indicting 
depth within the two-dimensional medium of the painted 
page. Although the two blue peaked panels that dominate 
Rustam’s chamber might initially seem to represent panels 
of wall tile arranged in an unusual shape, it is more likely 
that we should view these as depictions of the far corners 
of the floor: the scattering of Rustam’s quiver of arrows 
and trademark tigerskin coat on the point of one of these 
arches is comprehensible only if these are to be under-
stood as lying on the floor in a corner, rather than floating 
halfway up a wall. The play of spatial recession is contin-
ued in the projecting column containing the entranceway 
in which Tahmina stands hesitantly in the margins of the 
text, while Rustam reaches out with a gesture that will se-
cure her role in the Iranian national epic.

TAHM %NA ENTERING RUSTAM’S CHAMBER 97
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Folio 41v from an illustrated manuscript of the Anw!r-i Suhayl" 
(‘Lights of Canopus’) of %usayn ibn >Al! al-W#>i% al-K#shif!;  
copied by Na>!m Mu$ammad al-%usayn! al-Tabr!z! for &#diq! Beg; 
illustrations attributed to &#diq! Beg
Qazwin, Iran; dated 13 Safar 1002/8 November 1593
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 30.1 x 20.3 x 8 cm
AKM 289

Publ: AKTC 2009a, p. 196 (no. 149); AKTC 2009b, p. 196 (no. 149); AKTC 
2010a, pp. 196–197 (no. 154); AKTC 2010b, p. 296 (no. 127). Other folios 
from the same manuscript: Robinson 1972, pp. 50–56; A. Welch 1976, pp. 
125–145; Jones – Michell 1976, no. 621; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 100–105; 
Falk 1985, p. 113 (no. 80); Canby 1998, pp. 70–72 (no. 43); Grube 2000, p. 
112 (fig. 4); Sims 2002, p. 184; Melikian-Chirvani 2007, pp. 446–447 (no. 
180); AKTC 2007a, p. 136 (no. 103); AKTC 2007b, p. 138 (no. 103); AKTC 
2008a, pp. 208–211 (no. 79); AKTC 2010b, p. 251

Like cat. no. 51, this painting is one of 107 in an illustrated 
manuscript of the Anwar-i Suhayli or ‘Lights of Canopus’. 
The manuscript was commissioned by the well-docu-
mented Safavid court painter Sadiqi Beg, and the illustra-
tions are also thought to have been painted by him. The 
stories in the text are drawn from an ancient tradition of 
animal fables !irst recorded in India and translated and re-
written at various points in their history, with additional 
stories from a variety of sources added in along the way. 
Kashi!i (d. 1504), the author of the Anwar-i Suhayli, stated 
that he wished to beautify the existing versions of the 
animal fables and make them more compatible with the 
tastes of his own day, although his Persian version of the 
tales is in fact rather complex in structure (Brockelmann 
1978). The textual framework for the stories is provided by 
an Indian king who consults his court philosopher about 
the proper conduct of rule in a variety of situations; the 
philosopher responds to each question with a moralis-
ing fable featuring animal protagonists, each fable in turn 
framing other stories and sub-stories.

In this remarkable and innovative image a mouse, who 
is ultimately to pay the price for his largesse, has caught 
his !irst sight of the unparalleled riches of which he would 
eventually boast far and wide: a stream of grain falls like a 
beam of light through the floorboards of a farmer’s barn 
into the dark space beneath. Having discovered this treas-
ure-trove of food, the mouse unwisely accepted the flattery 
of other mice, who came from far and wide to eat the grain 
he had discovered. Eventually a famine broke out, the farm-
er found his corn store was depleted and moved its contents 
elsewhere, and the other mice all fled. The foolish mouse 
awoke from sleep to !ind himself friendless and without 
food, and dashed his own brains out in despair. 

Like other stories in this text, the morals of the tale 
are straightforward: avoid the company of flatterers, and 
spend only in proportion to your income. However, the 
painted image of the grain store is extraordinary, and 

probably without parallel in images of architecture from 
any artistic tradition. The unique idiom of Persianate 
miniature painting, which constructs architecture from 
flat panels of colour and decoration, has been taken to an 
extreme, almost abstract in its evocation of architectural 
space. The frontal presentation of flat external surfaces, 
including the locked door, has enabled the artist to cre-
ate a powerfully non-naturalistic illustration of a closed 
building, penetrated only by the mouse under the floor-
boards, and the artist has exploited the conventions of this 
unique representational style to reveal both internal and 
external space simultaneously. Meanwhile, the narrative 
component is maintained as the immediate focus of the 
picture through the strong colour contrast between the 
black background of the subterranean space, the light grey 
mouse and the !ine golden hail of the falling grain.

THE MOUSE DISCOVERS THE FARMER’S GRAIN STORE 98
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Detached folios 1v–2r from an illustrated manuscript of the D"w!n of 
Sul'#n Ibr#h!m M!rz#; illustration on folio 23r signed by >Abdull#h al-
Muzahhib, frontispiece illumination signed by >Abdull#h Sh!r#z!, also 
known as >Abdull#h al-Muzahhib
Qazwin or Mashhad, Iran; dated 990 H/1582–83 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 23.9 x 16.8 cm
AKM 282

Publ: Simpson 1997, p. 301. Other folios from the same manuscript: 
Marteau – Vever 1913, pp. 122, 124; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 94–98 (no. 
30); Falk 1985, p. 111 (no. 77); Canby 1998, pp. 63–64 (no. 38); Canby 
1999, p. 87; Newby 2004, p. 170; AKTC 2007a, p. 77 (no. 46); AKTC 2007b, 
pp. 74–75 (no. 46); AKTC 2008a, pp. 110–111 (no. 35)

The signature of the illuminator >Abdullah Shirazi is 
written in two equal parts across the two pages of this 
illuminated frontispiece: it is contained in tiny script 
within the framing bands that surround the main pan-
els. >Abdullah Shirazi was employed in the kitabkhana 
(book-production atelier) of Sultan Ibrahim Mirza for 
twenty years, presumably up to Ibrahim Mirza’s murder 
in 1577, and he was characterised by the chroniclers of 
his time as a witty man who was close to his employer. 
>Abdullah Shirazi’s work on this posthumous collection 
of the poetry of Ibrahim Mirza, which must have been 
undertaken at the behest of the volume’s patron, Ibrahim 
Mirza’s daughter Gawhar-Shad, certainly suggests a con-
tinued attachment to Ibrahim Mirza even after the Safa-
vid prince’s death at the hands of his cousin Shah Isma>il 
II (r. 1576–77; see also cat. nos 76 and 110). Qadi Ahmad, 
onetime clerk of Ibrahim Mirza, reported that >Abdullah 
Shirazi retired and served as a carpet-spreader at Mash-
had after his employer’s death, although if this is true he 
must have come out of retirement at least once to work 
on this project (Simpson 1997, pp. 300–301).

Full pages of complex, non-pictorial illumination 
are often referred to in studies of luxury manuscripts 
as ‘carpet pages’, because of their resemblance to tex-
tile coverings. Here, the use of compositions which are 
symmetrical along horizontal and vertical axes, and ar-
ranged around a large central cartouche with smaller 
pendant panels at top and bottom, framed within borders 
of scrolling vegetal designs, connects illuminations such 
as this double frontispiece with the so-called ‘medallion 
carpets’ that came to particular popularity in Safavid Iran 
and Ottoman Turkey (see cat. no. 101). The general simi-
larity to textiles seems in this case to be enhanced by the 
outer frame of repeating cusped forms in gold and blue, 
from which !ine lines decorated with small geometric 
pendants project into the blank space of the margin like 
a fringe. A formal connection between book illumination 

and carpet designs is evident in both the overall compo-
sitions of the central medallion type in both media, and 
in individual motifs such as the scrolling ‘cloud-band’ 
designs borrowed from Chinese art – arranged around 
the central inscription cartouches of this image – which 
appear in comparable positions in carpet design (for ex-
ample see a Turkish carpet, c. 1600, in Spuhler 1987, p. 
208). The comparison can also be extended to include the 
medallion designs of leather bookbindings, !irst created 
in Egypt and Syria of the Mamluk period, which had by 
the sixteenth century gained such universal popularity in 
the Islamic world (see cat. no. 100).

ILLUMINATED DOUBLE-PAGE FRONTISPIECE99
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Turkey; late sixteenth or seventeenth century
Red morocco leather with gilt tooling
57.7 cm x 29.8 cm
AKM 389
Unpublished

The art of Islamic bookbinding is generally agreed to have 
developed initially from Coptic traditions in Egypt. Books 
of the early Islamic period tended to be horizontal in for-
mat, with bookbindings made from wood encased in leath-
er: these had flaps that covered the edges of the book, as 
if containing it within a box. As the vertical codex format 
took hold of manuscript production from the eleventh 
century onwards, bookbinding evolved into a standard 
form with a flat spine and a single fore-edge flap (called a 
lisan), which wrapped around the front edge and under the 
front board when the book was closed and stored flat. This 
remained the norm until the modern period, when book-
binders began to imitate European bindings. Bindings of 
the type with a fore-edge flap are lighter than the early box-
like forms, and were normally made from pasteboard (sev-
eral sheets of paper glued together) covered with leather, 
which was then decorated by carving and indenting with 
pointed tools, stamped designs and gilding. 

By the time the !irst Ottoman imperial bindery was 
established, during the reign of Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512), 
a fairly standardised design for bookbinding decoration 
had been established across the Islamic world. This was 
based around a central medallion, normally ovoid and 
often with pendant motifs at top and bottom, bordered 
within a rectangular frame and accompanied by four 
corner quadrants. Forerunners of this design can be seen 
in some bindings from fourteenth- or !ifteenth-century 
Syria or Egypt (Haldane 1983, p. 51), but the composition 
really took hold in Iran in the !ifteenth century, and had 
become a near-universal form for the decoration of Is-
lamic bookbindings by the end of the sixteenth century. 

The rather elegantly restrained design of the present 
binding, with its gilded centre medallion containing a 
horizontally symmetrical design of !ine scrolling vegetal 
ornament in reserve, and its corner quadrants like gilded 
brackets, is typical of Ottoman bookbinding styles of the 
later sixteenth century and is rather calmer than many of 
the earlier Iranian interpretations of the same composi-
tion (see Aritan 2008, p. 81, and Aga-Oglu 1935, p. 14). The 

relationship between book illumination and the design of 
bookbindings has been noted by various authors (Etting-
hausen 1969, p. 297; see also cat. no. 99). At the same time, 
this particular composition, so widespread in bookbind-
ing, can also be compared with one of the best-known 
forms of carpet design in the Middle East (see cat. no. 101).

BOOKBINDING100
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Iran; probably early seventeenth century
Silk warp and weft with z-spun wool knotting (asymmetric open to the left)
Approx. 213 x 152 cm
AKM 820
Publ: AKTC 2010b, p. 305 (no. 133)

This carpet, which is one of a pair (its partner is in a private 
collection in North America), belongs to a category known 
as ‘hunting’ carpets because such pieces include depic-
tions of animals in combat, and sometimes – although not 
in this case – also show mounted !igures of hunters. Here 
the !igural elements are restricted to the main !ield of the 
rug, surrounding the central lobed medallion in arrange-
ments that are symmetrical across both axes, and they 
include lions bringing down bulls, further bulls possibly 
lying prone, and affronted pairs of leopards and mythical 
beasts. Less common in the context of Iranian hunting 
carpets is the inclusion of the pairs of dragons that deline-
ate the corner quadrants of the central panel, holding be-
tween them in their mouths some form of animal mask: a 
related design can be seen on the central axis of an early 
sixteenth-century hunting carpet in the Victoria and Al-
bert Museum (Stanley 2004, pp. 54–55). The rather large 
eyes and stumpy feet of the dragons are a world away from 
the terrifying serpents borrowed from Chinese art, pos-
sibly a result of the complications involved in transposing 
an intricate design from a painted to a woven format. The 
imagery of the hunt is an all-pervading subject in imperial 
Iranian art, most often represented through the depiction 
of beautifully dressed mounted riders evenly arranged 
through a fantastic !ield of plants, with at least one hunter 
depicted at the point of bringing down his prey. Here the 
emphasis lies entirely on the animals themselves, but the 
image of the lion bringing down the bull is itself a very 
ancient symbol of kingship in the Middle East (Hartner – 
Ettinghausen 1964, pp. 164–170). 

As has already been mentioned in cat. nos 99 and 100, 
a comparison can be drawn, based on the underlying com-
position of a central medallion and four corner quadrants 
contained within a rectangular frame, between various ex-
amples of book illumination, bookbinding decoration and 
carpet design in the late medieval/early modern Islamic 
world, particularly in Timurid and Safavid Iran, and Otto-
man Turkey. While the design of the present carpet is per-
haps dominated by the pictorial animal motifs, the under-

lying composition can nonetheless be connected with the 
common ‘central medallion’ design of bookbinding, and 
indeed bookbindings decorated with animals are known 
from the Timurid period onwards. A similar form of ovoid 
central medallion with pendants can also be seen in Timu-
rid woodcarving (see cat. no. 68), and Allan has noted the 
similarities between the medallion designs of Safavid doors 
and those of Safavid carpets and bookbindings, adding yet 
another medium into the very wide application that was 
given to this general design (Allan 1995, pp. 127–129). While 
compositions of this type are obviously much too general 
and widespread to suggest any direct relationship between 
these particular examples, the repetition and adaptation of 
the general pattern across several media may hint at the 
close proximity of some forms of elite artistic production, 
with craftsmen in one medium perhaps periodically look-
ing over the shoulders of those in another.

CARPET101
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Folio 227r from an illustrated manuscript of the Khamsa of Ni%#m!; copied by 
P!r %usayn ibn P!r %asan al-K#tib al-Sh!r#z!, illustrated by Ghiy#th Muzahhib
Shiraz, Iran; dated 20–30 Rabi> al-Awwal 934/14–24 December 1527
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper 
Manuscript: 33.4 x 21.5 x 5.5
AKM 270

Publ: A. Welch 1978b, pp. 47–59 (not ill.). Other folios from the same 
manuscript: Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 74–76; AKTC 2009a, pp. 194–195 
(no. 148); AKTC 2009b, pp. 194–195 (no. 148); AKTC 2010a, pp. 194–195 
(no. 153); AKTC 2010b, p. 289 (no. 119)

The Haft Paykar (‘Seven Portraits’), fourth piece in Ni-
zami’s Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of !ive long poems, and one of 
the greatest literary works of medieval Persian, is a frame 
story containing tales nested within each other. The pre-
Islamic hero Bahram Gur visited seven princesses on seven 
consecutive nights, each of them telling him a story. The 
seven princesses, hailing from the seven earthly climes, 
are each characterised by the different colours of their 
pavilions, and the whole construct is a complex series of 
metaphors for the seven planets of Islamic cosmology, the 
seven days of the week, the seven stages of life and the 
path towards enlightenment, as well as a glittering series 
of love stories. From the time of its completion around the 
turn of the thirteenth century, the !ive-poem Khamsa has 
remained one of the most popular works ever written in 
Persian, and the sheer number of illustrated versions of 
the text that survive from the fourteenth century onwards 
attests to the composition’s continued popularity with 
artists (see Dodkhudoeva 1985 and Graves 2002). 

Among the poems of the Khamsa it is the Haft Paykar 
that has generated one of the most instantly recognisable 
cycles of images in Persianate miniature painting. The 
repeated compositions that show Bahram Gur visiting 
each of the colour-coded pavilions in turn have proved 
a source of delight for book-painters from the earliest il-
lustrated manuscripts of the text onwards (see also cat. 
no. 108). The standard model for these scenes is a pal-
ace interior in which Bahram Gur and the princess sit 
or recline on a dais, very often with a dome above them, 
while greater or lesser numbers of attendants wait on 
them. However, the great appeal of these images lies in 
their colour theming. Turning the pages of a manuscript 
containing illustrations of all seven pavilions reveals a se-
quence of architectural variations upon the single theme 
of luxurious pleasure, each differentiated from the others 
through the dominance of one colour (a complete cycle 
can be seen in Adamova 1996, pp. 142–153). 

Repetition in such instances was by no means regard-
ed as a sign of artistic poverty: the repetition of compo-

sitions between one manuscript and another was an im-
portant element of Persianate miniature painting, with 
painters re!ining and elaborating pre-existing composi-
tions as a demonstration of both painterly skill and their 
understanding and aesthetic judgement of the traditions 
of the medium (Adamova 1992, pp. 73–74). Here, as in so 
many other pages from illustrated manuscripts, the art-
ist has used the grid created by the columns of the text 
block to order the symmetrical composition of the inte-
rior scene, which is made up of discrete panels of tilework 
and patterned textile in sparkling colours, dominated by 
rich reds. The integration of the architectural setting and 
the text block is completed by the capping of the text col-
umns with a dome, complete with a golden !inial, turning 
the rather long and narrow passage of illustration and text 
block into a continuous, towering pavilion.

BAHR$M G#R IN THE RED PAVILION102
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Paintings and illuminated panels mounted onto an album page
Agra, India; c. 1628
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 36.2 x 24.2 cm
AKM 151

Publ: Stchoukine 1935, pp. 192–197 (no. 1); Colnaghi 1976, no. 90; Das 
1978, pp. 139–140, pl. 33; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 212–215 (no. 70); 
Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 92–93 (no. 41); Okada 1992, fig. 34; Canby 
1998, pp. 145–147 (no. 108); AKTC 2007a, p. 117 (no. 83); AKTC 2007b, p. 
118 (no. 83); AKTC 2009a, p. 232 (no. 173); AKTC 2009b, p. 232 (no. 173); 
AKTC 2010a, p. 248 (no. 190)

Although scholars are not in complete agreement about 
the precise dating of this Mughal family tree, it is generally 
accepted that the two genealogical sections in the middle 
and bottom of the page were once part of a larger genea-
logical composition and now come out of order, while 
the upper section is composed of three vertical sections 
of illumination taken from different sources. The richly 
coloured, jewel-like roundel portraits that appear in the 
central section of the page – and hence take compositional 
precedence – show Jahangir, the fourth Mughal emperor 
of India (r. 1605–1627), and his sons and grandsons, some of 
them mere toddlers. In the bottom section, which would 
presumably once have been located somewhere above Ja-
hangir and his male line, the central roundel shows Miran 
Shah (1367–1408), one of the sons of Timur himself, with 
his sons and grandsons arranged around him. 

As Miran Shah was in fact the great-great-great-
great-great-grandfather of Jahangir, these genealogi-
cal snapshots may once have been part of a much larger 
scroll showing the descent of the Mughal emperors of 
India from the great warlord Timur, via the relevant line 
of the Timurid dynasty (the Central Asian forefathers of 
the Mughal dynasty). The Miran Shah section exhibits an 
earlier style of painting than that of the Jahangir section. 
While it is quite possible that the Miran Shah paintings 
purposefully historicise their fourteenth- and !ifteenth-
century subjects, a tiny inscription on this section names 
the painter Dhanraj, who was active in the Mughal work-
shops up to about 1610. Thus, the Miran Shah panel appar-
ently predates the Jahangir section, and the whole piece 
as it appears now can be understood as an adaptation and 
continuation of an earlier genealogical tree (Canby 1998).

Judging from the two remaining genealogical sections, 
the visual depiction of the royal lineage was fairly simply 
worked out in this context. The monarch who succeeded 
to the throne would occupy the central roundel in each 
section, with the other male descendants arranged to the 
right and left of the all-important central line of inherit-
ance. Presumably the line that extends downwards from 

Jahangir and now connects with Miran Shah would origi-
nally have ended in a roundel containing the image of Ja-
hangir’s son and heir Shah Jahan (r. 1628–1657); if so, this 
would make Goswamy and Fischer’s dating of the piece to 
c. 1630 quite probable, although, as Canby has pointed out, 
there are also certain factors that could be used to infer a 
date prior to Jahangir’s death. 

The adaptation that has resulted in the Jahangir sec-
tion taking centre stage in something that is now the size 
of an album page, with the Miran Shah panel appearing as 
a sort of pendant of prehistory, has also housed the whole 
genealogical structure within a quasi-architectonic frame. 
The upper section of the page, where Jahangir’s immediate 
forebears were presumably once located, has been orna-
mented with a central cartouche and two slightly smaller 
flanking panels of illumination; A. Welch attributes these 
on stylistic grounds to manuscripts from c. 1580 Qazwin 
and !ifteenth-century Herat respectively. As he also points 
out, the tripartite arrangement of these panels of illumi-
nation emphasises the vertical structure of the pictorial 
genealogies presented below. However, it also seems pos-
sible that whoever arranged the illumination at the head 
of the page had an architectural model in mind: the image 
of a large central dome mounted on a drum and flanked 
by smaller domes comes to mind, and the arrangement 
marks out the ‘house of Jahangir’ as just that – a house.

MUGHAL PICTORIAL GENEALOGY103
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Calligraphy and illumination mounted onto album page
Iran or possibly India; central section late sixteenth century
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
37.9 x 27 cm
AKM 486
Publ: AKTC 2007a, p. 44 (no. 14); AKTC 2007b, p. 41 (no. 14)

The !irst Sura of the Qur’an, Surat al-Fatiha, is very short, 
and in luxurious Qur’an manuscripts it is often the sub-
ject of a stand-alone illuminated composition across a 
double-page. This may also reflect the very frequent us-
age of Surat al-Fatiha as a spoken prayer. Signalling the 
start of the sacred text with rich gilding, vegetal orna-
ment and elaborate calligraphy, such illuminated pages 
were sometimes collected in albums, or were even made 
especially for album pages in the !irst place. This page has 
been attributed to Iran, but there is also a possibility that 
parts of it may have been produced in India, by an Irani-
an calligrapher working in the atelier of the Mughal em-
peror Akbar. Calligraphic samples from Iran and Central 
Asia were certainly collected by the Mughals, but in ad-
dition to this a number of artists from the Safavid court 
made their way to the Mughal lands after Shah Tahmasp 
began to withdraw his patronage of the arts in the lat-
ter part of his !ifty-two year reign (1524–1576). Further-
more, it has also been proposed that >Abdullah Khan of 
Bukhara (r. 1583–1598) sent artists to Akbar’s court at La-
hore, providing yet another avenue by which the Iranian, 
Central Asian and Indian traditions mixed in the Mughal 
imperial arts (Foltz 1998, pp. 78–79).

The text of this Sura has been written in nasta>liq 
script, a ‘hanging’ form of cursive script in common use in 
Safavid Iran and Mughal India for the copying of Persian 
literary texts and poetry, but less frequently encountered 
in Qur’an manuscripts. The scalloped edges given to the 
reserve !ields around the lines of nasta>liq can also be seen 
on an earlier calligraphic album page with a section of 
Surat al-Fatiha also in the Aga Khan Museum collection 
(AKM 484): that piece was copied by Ishaq al-Shahabi di-
rectly from a sample by the great calligraphic master Mir 
>Ali Harawi (c. 1476–1544), whose work was assiduously 
collected by bibliophiles. The calligraphic traditions de-
veloped by Mir >Ali during his court career at Herat and 
subsequently Bukhara set the tone for succeeding genera-
tions of calligraphers and were particularly influential in 
India (Blair 2008, p. 432). 

As well as the script itself, aspects of the illumina-
tion of this piece can be linked with earlier traditions in 
Iran and the surrounding areas: the scrolling cloud-bands 
(themselves a borrowing from Chinese art) in blue and 
mauve that lie on the vegetal ground between the reserve 
!ields in the main calligraphic panel are similar to the 
cloud-bands that decorate a calligraphic sample of c. 1534 
by Mir >Ali (ibid., p. 431). However, an even closer parallel 
can be seen in the pink and blue cloud-bands that deco-
rate the large cartouches of a page of illumination from a 
Qur’an manuscript completed for Akbar at Lahore in 981 
H/1573–74 CE (ibid., p. 542). The cartouche that decorates 
the top of the framed panel of calligraphy on the present 
example, which has been taken from an earlier source, 
gives the whole composition the sombre appearance of a 
domed monument – one of the most widespread forms of 
funerary architecture in the late medieval Islamic world – 
although it may be that this effect is unintentional.

ALBUM PAGE WITH S$RAT AL-F%TI%A104

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM06.indd   328 31.10.2011   22:44



T
R

E
A

S
U

R
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 A
G

A
 K

H
A

N
 M

U
S

E
U

M

329

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM06.indd   329 31.10.2011   22:44



A
R

C
H

I
T

E
C

T
U

R
E

 I
N

 I
S

L
A

M
I

C
 A

R
T

S

330

Iznik, Turkey; 1570s
Glazed fritware with polychrome underglaze painting against white
15.5 x 75 x 1 cm
Inscription: Sura 12 (Yusuf), verse 64
AKM 698

Publ: AKTC 2008a, p. 72 (no. 16); AKTC 2009a, p. 53 (no. 23); AKTC 2009b, 
p. 53 (no. 23); AKTC 2010a, p. 55 (no. 24); AKTC 2010b, p. 87 (no. 38)

The art of beautiful writing was certainly not limited to 
the page: on many occasions the building became the 
surface of inscription, adding another dimension to the 
relationship between architecture and the written word. 
The sacred text of the Qur’an lies at the heart of Muslim 
religious belief and practice, and it is natural that Qur’anic 
inscriptions should have formed such an important visual 
expression of cultural identities across the Islamic world. 

The inscription of Qur’anic texts on buildings can take 
a number of forms, such as carving in stone or wood, or 
mosaic inlay, but tile panels with painted inscriptions al-
low a particularly close interaction with calligraphic prac-
tice. Tile production of this type rose to prominence in 
Ottoman Turkey. The association between luxury ceramic 
production and Ottoman imperial patronage, which cen-
tred on the famous ceramic manufacturies at Iznik, east 
of Istanbul, was most clearly realised in the production of 
colourful tile revetments for the mosques, palaces, bath-
houses and so forth that were commissioned by succes-
sive Ottoman rulers and high-ranking of!icials, creating 
an unmistakable visual identity for the state all across the 
Ottoman Empire. Iznik tiles were often decorated with 
elaborate and fantastic floral motifs, and made much use 
of brilliant blue, turquoise, and, after the 1550s, a highly 
distinctive tomato-red that stands slightly proud of the 
surface of the tile (see cat. nos 34 and 61). 

The present frieze, although brightly coloured, is 
more sombre in execution than some other Ottoman 
tile panels, as be!its its sacred message, and is without 
adornment beyond the red outline of the inscriptive car-
touche and lobed turquoise spandrels at each end. The 
bright white of the inscription stands out vividly against 
the rich cobalt blue of the background, aiding legibility 
from a distance – a requirement for architectural inscrip-
tions if they are to proclaim their message widely. It may 
well have formed part of the decoration of a mosque or 
some other religious institution, such as a madrasa, and 
quite possibly was once part of a larger series of inscrip-
tive friezes. The Arabic inscription, written in a graceful 

cursive script, reads ‘God is the best guardian and He is 
the most merciful of the merciful’. 

The scalloped ends of the cartouche in which the in-
scription is contained can be directly compared with the 
inscriptions seen on a lunette tile panel in the Darwish Pa-
sha Mosque in Damascus, datable to 1574 (Carswell 1998, 

p. 113). However, the colouring and the elegant thuluth 
script of the present tile frieze are more closely matched 
in another lunette inscription panel, the white-on-cobalt 
inscription by Mulla Hasan in the Selimiye mosque at Ed-
irne, 1572; thus a date in the 1570s also seems likely for the 
Aga Khan Museum’s panel (Denny 2004, p. 17).

INSCRIPTIVE TILE FRIEZE IN THREE PARTS105
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Iran; fifteenth or early sixteenth century
Carved plane-tree wood
138 x 52 cm
AKM 635
Publ: AKTC 2007a, p. 159 (no. 129); AKTC 2007b, p. 160 (no. 129); 
Makariou 2007, pp. 194–195 (no. 71); AKTC 2008a, pp. 250–251 (no. 98); 
AKTC 2009a, pp. 186–187 (no. 143); AKTC 2009b, pp. 186–187 (no. 143); 
AKTC 2010a, pp. 186–187 (no. 148)

First register:
In the eyes and brows of my beloved I confided heart and soul
Come, come contemplate the arch and the window!
Say to the guardian of Paradise: the dust of this meeting place […]
Second register:
[…] do not falter in your task, pour the wine into the cup!
Beyond your hedonism, your love for moon-faced beings,
Amongst the tasks that you accomplish, recite the poem of Hafiz!

In both textual content and graphic skill this wooden pan-
el of !ine thuluth script on a plain ground is very closely 
related to the calligraphic arts of the book. The panel, sold 
on the London market in 1995 alongside a partner panel 
of the same dimensions (current location unknown), con-
tains verses from a ghazal (a romantic poem, normally of 
between !ive and twelve short verses) by Ha!iz, perhaps the 
greatest Persian master of the ghazal genre. Like the other 
panel sold in 1995, each register of this piece contains one 
full bayt (‘verse’ or distich) and one half-bayt of the ghazal, 
with each half-bayt contained within a plain rectangular 
frame. The !irst verse of the ghazal was contained on the 
partner panel, while the present panel carries the !inal line 
of the poem in its second register: the whole poem was 
presumably written out as a frieze of calligraphic panels 
of uniform size and shape, possibly extending horizontally 
around a room (Makariou 2007, p. 194). 

The style of the calligraphy is reminiscent of that seen 
on wooden elements from Mazandaran, an area of north-
ern Iran located on the coast of the Caspian sea and fa-
mous for its sweet wood (see cat. no. 68). An inscription 
comparable with this one can be seen on a panel from a 
wooden door thought to date from 1468, but unlike this 
piece, the inscription of the door panel is set against a 
ground of twining palmettes (A. Welch 1979, pp. 130–131). 
A wooden panel now in the Louvre bears a religious in-
scription in a similar, if rather more simply arranged, form 
of thuluth on a plain ground; that piece has been attrib-
uted to late-!ifteenth or sixteenth-century Iran on the ba-
sis of script style, and a similar date can be ascribed here 
(Anglade 1988, pp. 152–153).

By the time of Ha!iz’s death in 1389 or 1390 his fame 
had already spread throughout Iran and beyond, and sev-
eral manuscript copies of his greatest work, the Diwan, 
survive from the !ifteenth century. Thematically, Ha!iz’s 
works explore the major tropes of Persian mystical poetry, 
chief among them being love and wine-drinking, and the 

sensuality of these verses would make them more !itting 
for a secular setting than a religious one. Verses by Persian 
poets appear within tomb architecture of the Timurid and 
Safavid periods, but these have normally been chosen for 
their direct relevance to the themes of death and world-
ly impermanence (O’Kane 2009, pp. 119–134), while the 
present poem describes a nocturnal meeting between the 
poet and his beloved, by the light of the moon (de Fouché-
cour 2006, pp. 971–972). If we extend Ettinghausen’s argu-
ment that the decoration of a room may directly reflect 
the activities that took place there, architectural decora-
tion made up of verses like those of the present panels 
might suggest an intimate salon or pavilion for entertain-
ments featuring poetry and drinking (Ettinghausen 1972, 
p. 35; Brookshaw 2003, p. 201). Just as panels of poetry 
were integrated into images of architecture in illustrated 
manuscripts, so architecture itself could be a surface for 
the inscription of poetic texts, and therefore the means of 
enjoying poetry.

WOODEN PANEL WITH VERSES BY %$FI&106
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Iran; main panel of calligraphy dated 933 H/1526–27 CE  
Signed Sul'#n Mu$ammad Khand#n 
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on papers
Page: 30 x 19.4 cm
AKM 326
Unpublished

Dust Muhammad – a Safavid calligrapher and author 
of the famous 951 H/1544–45 CE preface to the Bahram 
Mirza album, in which he lists and describes some of 
the greatest artists, calligraphers and illuminators as-
sociated with the Iranian court – cited the calligrapher 
Sultan Muhammad Khandan as one of the masters of 
nasta>liq script. The central panel of nasta>liq on this al-
bum page has been signed and dated by Sultan Muham-
mad Khandan, who was, according to Dust Muham-
mad, a gentle and pleasant character, who wrote solidly 
(mustahkam) and ‘with [an] essential quality’ (bi-kayfiyat 
nivishtand; Roxburgh 2001, pp. 152–153). As Roxburgh 
has observed, parallels are frequently drawn between 
the calligrapher’s personality and his artistic skills, plac-
ing good writing as ‘a testimony to the calligrapher’s pa-
tient training, perfected skill and character’, and hence 
the quality of Muhammad Khandan’s nasta>liq script 
could be read by contemporary audiences as a reflec-
tion of personal qualities beyond mere technical ability 
(Roxburgh 2005, p. 279). 

The increasingly celebrated role of calligraphers and 
painters at the Iranian and Central Asian courts was mir-
rored in the rise of the album (muraqqa>), a phenomenon 
that seems to have started amongst the imperial courts of 
Iran from the !irst decades of the 1400s, and later spread 
to India, Turkey and Central Asia. These bound manu-
scripts initially contained samples of painting, calligra-
phy and illumination cut from existing manuscripts and 
pasted into new assemblages on album pages. Eventually 
the vogue for album-making led to a new category of ar-
tistic production in the form of calligraphic samples and 
single-leaf paintings created speci!ically for the context 
of the album, giving rise during the Safavid period to an 
open art market that encompassed wealthy merchants, 
administrative of!icials and other members of the richer 
‘bourgeoisie’ amongst its clientele, rather than being lim-
ited to court patronage as most luxury manuscript pro-
duction had been. The work of acknowledged masters 
such as Sultan Muhammad Khandan was thus assidu-

ously collected and displayed in these albums as a sign of 
status and good taste, as well as buying power. 

Nasta>liq, a script type said to have been ‘invented’ by 
Mir >Ali Tabrizi in the late fourteenth century, is described 
by Shah Quli Khalifa as ‘the most tender, sweet-smelling 
herb in the garden of calligraphy’ (ibid., p. 189). It is one of 
the so-called ‘hanging’ scripts best suited to the calligraph-
ic requirements of written Persian: the hanging nature of 
the script lends it a pronounced slant that was exagger-
ated into writing on the diagonal by various calligraphers, 
notably Mir >Ali al-Harawi (d. 1544), and sixteenth-century 
assemblages that use both slanted and straight panels of 
nasta>liq are widespread. The form is particularly associ-
ated with the qit>a, a calligraphic sample giving a short 
fragment of poetry or prose, written in diagonal lines of 
nasta>liq within a vertical composition. In this instance, 
the slanted panels that lend a structural, almost three-
dimensional quality to the calligraphic assemblage are 
reminiscent of the painted panels used to construct archi-
tecture within Persianate miniature paintings, or of the 
interplay between the text block and the architectural im-
age evident in certain manuscripts (see cat. no. 108).

ALBUM PAGE OF CALLIGRAPHY AND ILLUMINATION107
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni%#m!
Shiraz, Iran; manuscript dated 948 H/1576 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, silver and gold on paper
Page: 26.5 x 30.2 cm
AKM 67
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 168 (not ill.)

Like cat. no. 75 and two other detached leaves in the Aga 
Khan Museum collection, this painting comes from a dis-
persed Shirazi manuscript of the Khamsa of Nizami which 
has been dated by A. Welch to 948 H/1576 CE. One of the 
other pages from this manuscript (AKM 66) also comes 
from the Haft Paykar, the fourth poem in Nizami’s !ive-
poem masterpiece, and it depicts Bahram Gur in the black 
pavilion of the Indian princess on very similar terms to 
those used in the present image of the Chinese princess in 
the sandalwood pavilion. 

The seven pavilions, containing seven princesses from 
the seven climes of the earth, were visited in turn by Bah-
ram Gur over the seven nights of a week, and the princess 
of each pavilion told Bahram Gur a story that in its turn 
contained other stories. That complex fantasy has here 
been turned into a repeated image of two !igures convers-
ing in a domed architectural space while being waited 
upon by attendants, but the repetition of a standard com-
position across several or even all seven of the colour-cod-
ed pavilions of the Haft Paykar is all part of the fun of this 
highly codi!ied tradition of book painting, with the reader 
meeting the same !igures and the same structures over 
and over again, each time with slight variations in compo-
sition and a different colour scheme. 

In this image, the muted yellow of the sandalwood 
pavilion that houses the Chinese princess is most obvi-
ous in the dome extending into the margin space and the 
frame of the upper part of the painting, but the colour is 
picked up in the clothes of the principal !igures and some 
attendants. The image of the black pavilion from the same 
manuscript follows the same formula, with the identify-
ing colour also largely limited to the dome and the robes 
of Bahram Gur and the princess. As in other illustrations 
from this Khamsa manuscript, the painter of the present 
scene has played with a complex construction of angled 
panels within the text block to enhance the feeling of an 
architectural space that emerges from behind the text. 
The upper panel of the text block forms a ‘canopy’ that 
partially extends over the open space of the pavilion, and 

the cropping of the attendants on the left with the text 
block contributes to the sense of a space that lies beyond 
what we are being shown. While versions of the ‘seven 
pavilions’ composition seen in other manuscripts use the 
dome of the pavilion to cap the text block and rein it into 
the illustration (see cat. no. 102), in this instance the an-
gled upper panel of the text partially obscures the dome, 
leading to the sensation that the text is almost engul!ing 
the architectural space of the painting.

BAHR$M G#R IN THE SANDALWOOD PAVILION108
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Recto and verso of a folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma 
of Firdaws!, with illustrations attributed to Mu>!n Mu"avvir
Isfahan, Iran; 1666–67
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 36.2 x 22.2 cm
AKM 442
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 208 (not ill.)

Thought to be from one of a number of Shahnama manu-
scripts illustrated by Mu>in Musavvir in the mid-seven-
teenth century (Farhad 1990, n. 10), this single page with 
illustrations on each side exempli!ies the interrelationship 
formed between the architectural image and the written 
page in Persianate miniature painting. Hailing from the 
rival nations Iran and Turan, Zal and Rudaba had heard 
from afar of each other’s beauty. These long-distance 
descriptions inflamed them both so much that Zal ap-
proached Rudaba’s castle at dusk one night, encouraged 
by Rudaba’s maidservants, with the express intention of 
looking upon her face. Rudaba, watching from the roof 
of the palace, called out to Zal as he approached and let 
down her hair for him to climb up; but after kissing her 
hair, he used a lasso to scale the wall and enter her pa-
vilion, where slave girls attended them as he and Rudaba 
!inally embraced. 

Although their love met with much initial discourage-
ment on both sides, their subsequent marriage resulted in 
the birth of Rustam, a principal !igure of the Shahnama 
and the national hero of Iran: thus, these images show 
the romantic beginnings of one of the most important 
events in the Iranian national epic. The textual descrip-
tion of Rudaba’s palace is somewhat overshadowed by the 
descriptions of the principal !igures, particularly Rudaba 
herself, who is compared with gardens, flowers and pre-
cious stones. The wall paintings of willowy trees in Ruda-
ba’s chambers in both of these images may refer to the 
paradisal garden that she embodies in the written text, as 
well as possibly reflecting a real type of fresco decoration 
also depicted in other Shahnama manuscripts illustrated 
by Musavvir (see AKTC 2010b, p. 302). 

The opposition of inside and outside which forms 
such an important aspect of Timurid and later miniature 
painting, and the role of the text-block in helping create 
a distinction between internal and external space, is par-
ticularly clearly drawn in this pair of paintings. At Zal’s 
approach, the castle is a beguiling but locked space: Zal’s 

position in the margins of the text, and the closed door 
and external wall that project towards him, underscore his 
separation from Rudaba. Turning the page, however, the 
tenderness of Zal’s !irst encounter with Rudaba is shown 
not just through the poses and proximity of the !igures as 
they gaze at one another, but also in the shift to an in-
ternal view: the palace, with Zal and Rudaba contained 
within it, is now a hollowed-out space, its internality and 
enclosure within the text block underlined by the internal 
doorway of a hanging curtain in the left panel. As Zal and 
Rudaba have come to occupy the same story within the 
text, so they share the same space upon the page.

Z$L APPROACHING RUD$BA’S PALACE;  Z$L INSIDE 
RUD$BA’S PALACE

109
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Folio 43v from an illustrated manuscript of the D"w!n of Sul'#n Ibr#h!m 
M!rz#; illustration on folio 23r signed by >Abdull#h al-Muzahhib, 
frontispiece illumination signed by >Abdull#h Sh!r#z!, also known as 
>Abdull#h al-Muzahhib
Qazwin or Mashhad, Iran; dated 990 H/1582–83 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 23.9 x 16.8 cm
AKM 282

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Marteau – Vever 
1913, pp. 122, 124; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 94–98 (no. 30); Falk 1985, p. 
111 (no. 77); Simpson 1997, p. 301; Canby 1998, pp. 63–64 (no. 38); Canby 
1999, p. 87; Newby 2004, p. 170; AKTC 2007a, p. 77 (no. 46); AKTC 2007b, 
pp. 74–75 (no. 46); AKTC 2008a, pp. 110–111 (no. 35)

This volume, with its !ine illustrations and illumination, 
was commissioned by the daughter of Sultan Ibrahim 
Mirza following her father’s murder in 1577 and contains 
poetic verses written by Ibrahim Mirza himself. It is not 
clear how many artists were responsible for the six single-
page paintings and the double-page !inispiece (see cat. no. 
76) of the manuscript; it is possible that these are the work 
of several different painters (Welch – Welch 1982, p. 97). 
However, >Abdullah al-Muzahhib (>Abdullah ‘the gilder’), 
a painter and illuminator from Shiraz who is mentioned in 
Qadi Ahmad’s records as a long-term employee of Ibrahim 
Mirza, left a signatory inscription on a rock in the painting 
on folio 23r (ibid.). Furthermore, a micro-inscription in the 
illuminated double-frontispiece names >Abdullah Shirazi 
as the artist of those two pages (cat. no. 99). >Abdullah al-
Muzahhib was also known by the name >Abdullah Shirazi 
and there can be little doubt that the two signatures refer 
to one and the same man, who was also one of the artists 
of the famous Haft Awrang manuscript created for Sultan 
Ibrahim Mirza at Mashhad in 1556–1565, so it is possible 
that he is responsible for all the painting in the present 
manuscript (Simpson 1997, pp. 300–301, 421).

It always pays to examine miniature paintings 
minutely, and close scrutiny will sometimes reveal the 
means by which text and image have reached an accord 
upon the page. In order to accommodate the last letter 
of the inscription in the upper text panel, the decorative 
brick edging that frames the outermost edge of the large 
iwan (a large arched chamber open onto a courtyard) in 
this painting has been broken off for a few millimetres. 
Although this is probably the result of a minor miscalcu-
lation between artist and calligrapher, it has the interest-
ing effect of causing the text panel to appear as if it is lo-
cated behind the architectural structure, an aspect that is 
enhanced by the leaves of the tree overlapping the other 
end of the panel. The lower text panel has also been sub-
tly incorporated within the composition of the painting. 

Utilising the convention of Persianate miniature paint-
ing that commonly portrays dishes in side elevation re-
gardless of their position within the scene, the artist has 
placed a golden dish of pomegranates right on top of the 
lower text panel, as if it were a table. 

Finally, the dynamic interrelationship between the 
painted image and the largely blank space of the page 
around it is another notable characteristic of book paint-
ing that is exploited in this folio. Within the extremely !ine 
gold illumination that decorates the borders of this page – 
typical of Iranian book-paintings from the third quarter of 
the sixteenth century and quite possibly also executed by 
the painter al-Muzahhib – a gold fox looks upwards from 
the lower left-hand corner. Within the painted image, two 
further foxes of very similar appearance have been smug-
gled into the palace, where they appear in the fresco paint-
ing decorating the back wall of the iwan.

A  YOUNG PRINCE AND COMPANIONS FEAST AT NIGHT110
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Album page with painting, calligraphy and illumination
Iran; painting probably seventeenth century, assemblage later
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 34.7 x 23 cm
AKM 423
Publ: AKTC 2007a, p. 166 (no. 139); AKTC 2007b, p. 166 (no. 139)

Like the album page of calligraphic samples seen in cat. 
no. 107, the practice of mounting paintings, drawings and 
even preparatory sketches into albums also led to new and 
sometimes rather startling assemblages. Images were of-
ten framed within unrelated samples of calligraphy culled 
from various manuscript pages, with illuminated sections 
pasted in to !ill spaces or sometimes drawn anew to !in-
ish off the composition. The overall effect may sometimes 
look rather strange to the modern viewer, particularly in 
the case of pages like this one that are not of the very high-
est quality, but the phenomenon can be situated within 
ideas that were current in Safavid Iran concerning the al-
bum as a space for gathering and arranging artistic infor-
mation (Roxburgh 2005, pp. 309–315). 

Albums of paintings and calligraphy !irst came into 
vogue at the Iranian courts during the early decades of 
the 1400s, where they were used to represent a story of art 
history for the enjoyment of the most privileged members 
of society. This connoisseurial practice spread to India 
under the Mughals, as well as Central Asia and Ottoman 
Turkey, and brought with it a market for single-leaf draw-
ings and paintings that could also be included within the 
pages of the album. Some of the best-known painters of 
the Safavid era, such as Riza >Abbasi (d. 1635) and Mu>in 
Musavvir (active c. 1635–1697), produced a great number 
of single-page paintings, many of them genre portraits 
showing courtly types such as wise sages, young dandies 
or artists and musicians. 

The young man in this painting plays a tar, a type of 
long-necked lute used in Iran and the surrounding areas 
and played by plucking the strings. It has been suggested 
that his high conical hat may indicate that he is a der-
vish (AKTC 2007a); other unusual aspects of his out!it, 
which the painter has closely observed, include the tas-
selled garters under his bulbous bare knees. While an in-
terest in the speci!ics of costume is not unusual in the 
single-page portraits of the Safavid era, less common is 
the arch shape that frames the boy’s !igure. The arch was 
probably added after the other various elements of the 

assemblage had been arranged on the page, as a means 
of balancing up the composition and !illing in some of 
the blank space that had to be left at the top of the main 
panel to accommodate the young man’s lofty hat. It is not 
a common motif within Safavid album painting, but the 
image of the arch as a decorative surround for a human 
!igure has a very long and widespread application in Is-
lamic art, and indeed elsewhere. In this instance the arch 
forms a quasi-architectural frame for the young man that 
presents him as if mounted in a niche or seen through an 
arched doorway.

YOUNG MAN PLAYING A TAR111
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Southern India; nineteenth century
Ink on paper
20.9 x 13.5 cm
AKM 909
Publ: S.C. Welch 1976, pp. 17, 79 (no. 38)

The arrangement of calligraphed words, phrases or verses 
to form an image or design – an artistic device sometimes 
known as a calligram – was a fairly widespread practice in 
the Islamic world since at least the !ifteenth century. In 
this instance the lines of text which make up the ‘image’ are 
the basmala, followed by the last lines of the sixty-eighth 
Sura of the Qur’an, Surat al-Qalam (‘The Pen’). Thus, the 
entire panel reads: ‘In the name of God, the Compassion-
ate, the Merciful. The unbelievers would almost trip thee 
up with their eyes when they hear the Message; and they 
say, “Surely he is possessed!” But it is nothing less than a 
Message to all the worlds’. 

The use of a rather mannered square Ku!ic script for 
this composition reflects that script’s role as one of the 
!irst to be used for the transmission of the Qur’anic mes-
sage in both manuscripts and architectural inscriptions: 
over time, Ku!ic was superseded for most purposes but it 
retained something of an air of sanctity through its early 
association with the divine Word, and continued to be 
used down the ages for Qur’anic inscriptions in certain cir-
cumstances. At least four other examples of this particular 
calligraphic form are known, all of them extremely similar 
in appearance to this example, and all of them created us-
ing the same text. These are held in a private collection 
(James 1988, pp. 174–175), the Khalili Collection, London 
(Vernoit 1997, p. 23), the Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge, 
MA (De Angelis – Lentz 1982, p. 18), and the collection of 
Edwin Binney (A. Welch 1979, pp. 198–199). The last of 
these is almost but not quite identical with the present ex-
ample, and A. Welch has suggested that one may be a copy 
of the other, or the pair may represent a competitive test 
of skill between two masters.

The arched form given to the composition has been 
compared to a mihrab, the niche that indicates the direc-
tion of prayer in Islamic religious buildings (S.C. Welch 
1976, p. 79; see cat. no. 12). However, this may well be the 
result of a tendency in Western art history to read speci!i-
cally religious imagery into every possible facet of the arts 
of the Islamic world, rather than any reflection of the cal-

ligrapher’s intentions: beyond a pointed arch-shaped up-
per section there is little to suggest the form of the mihrab, 
and indeed the humped lower section of the composition 
would seem to argue against such a reading. The arch is a 
decorative form with a very wide application, and ‘not eve-
ry niche is a mihrab’ (Allen 1995, n.p.). However, the form is 
certainly rather architectonic, and the proposal that such a 
striking image may have had an apotropaic function, like 
an arrow or a marker warding off the evil eye, is certainly 
plausible. The use of Qur’anic texts as talismans to protect 
the owner from harm is a very longstanding and wide-
spread practice that can be observed in the arts of many 
different Islamic cultures.
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