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Rereading and Analyzing Inscription in the Paintings of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp

Rereading and Analyzing Inscription

in the Paintings of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp

Abstract:

About one-third of the 258 paintings of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp
depictimages of architectural buildings corresponding to their subject mat-
ter. These buildings primarily include palaces, magnificent government
structures, fortifications, and fortresses. Although the Shahnameh’s sto-
ries are set in pre-Islamic times, the artist considered the characteristics of
aristocratic buildings from the Timurid and Safavid eras. These structures,
which the artist had frequently encountered in his surroundings and per-
hapseven livedin due to proximity to the court, influenced his depictions.

In addition to various tiling, plasterwork, and mural painting motifs, the
aristocratic buildings of that era were adorned with calligraphic inscrip-
tions. Similarly, the artist incorporated decorative motifs alongside writing
to embellish his depictions of these buildings. This article focuses on these
inscriptions, aiming to re-read and catalog all the texts before analyzing
theirformatand content.

Quantity and Quality of Inscriptions

The 258 paintings in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp can be divided into
two groups based on their settings. The larger group, depicting events in
natural environments, generally lacks inscriptions and falls outside this ar-
ticle’s scope. The second group dedicates part or all of the scene to architec-
tural spaces. This group containsinscriptionsonwallsordoors.
Approximately 80 of the Shahnameh’s paintings depict architectural struc-
tures adorned with various patterns. Among these, rectangular frames are
used for decorative purposes: 22 paintings feature frames filled only with
motifs, 20 have empty frames without writing or decoration, and 38 con-
tain inscriptions of prose or poetry. This article primarily focuses on these
38 paintings.

In the selected paintings, inscriptions are written with a brush and paint
rather than a reed pen and ink. As a result, their creation is more painterly
than calligraphic. However, the high quality of the lines demonstrates the
artist’s mastery of calligraphy principles.

Placementand Position of Inscriptions

An examination of all paintings containing text reveals that the inscriptions
occupy nearly fixed locations, much like calligraphic inscriptions on real ar-
chitecturalstructures.

Since most scenes occur on the iwan, the primary inscription—Ilarger in scale and more refined in calligraphy—appears
above the iwan. Smaller inscriptions are placed on the arch beneath the iwan or above doorways and windows, which are
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ideallocationsforinscribed texts.

Relationship Between Inscriptions and Subject Matter

A study of the relationship between inscriptions and the paintings’ themes reveals two distinct groups: one in which the in-
scriptionsare unrelatedtothe painting’s subjectand another where the text complements theillustration and story.
Inscriptions Unrelated to the Subject Matter:

In this larger group, inscriptions are valued primarily for their visual appeal rather than their meaning. The text, like other
decorative elements, is meant to be “seen” rather than “read,” as it has no connection to the painting’s theme or depicted
characters.

Thetextsfallintofour general categories: short prayer texts, praises of Sultan Shah Tahmasp, notable verses of Persian litera-
ture (especially from Hafizand Saadi), and texts related to the construction of buildings.

Inscriptions Related to the Subject Matter:

In this smaller group, the inscriptions and the painting’s theme are interconnected and complementary. Here, the paint-
er-calligrapher not only demonstrates artistic skill but also a deep understanding of the interplay between text and image,
requiringastronggrasp of literature to harmonize the two.

Empty Frames Without Text

Out of the 80 paintings dedicated to architectural structures, 20 contain empty or unwritten frames. These frames were
designed forinscriptions, but for unknown reasons, they were left blank. The significant number of unwritten frames—con-
stituting a quarter of the architectural paintings—and their scattered distribution throughout the book suggest that the
Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp was never fully completed. The absence of a colophon reinforces thisassumption.

The empty frames indicate that the inscriptions were added separately from the paintings. This reduces the likelihood that
the calligrapher and painter were the same person. It also suggests that the texts’ content had little influence on the overall
structure ofthe workand was decided upon after theillustrations were completed.

Summary of Findings

Thefindings of thisresearch can be summarized as follows:

Theinscriptions were later additions and were not part of the initial painting design.

Theywere created using a painterly method by a painter-calligrapher, not by a specialist calligrapherusingareed pen.
Thevarietyand high quality of the inscriptionsindicate that the Shahnameh’s painters were skilled calligraphers.

The repetition of the same texts in paintings with different subjects highlights a limited range of themes and a degree of for-
mulaiccomposition.

Theinscriptions reflect the patron’s (the Shah’s) preferences, prioritizing his attention and satisfaction.

While the buildings and inscriptions were influenced by the artists’ surroundings, the selection of literary content aligned
withthe court’sdominanttastes, favoring poets like Saadiand Hafiz.

The qualitative variety of the verses demonstrates the painter-calligrapher’s relative freedom in choosing texts, with mini-
mal oversight.

The frequent use of architectural terminology in the texts reveals a literary awareness combined with a sensitivity to visual
andtextual elements by the painter-calligrapher.

The presence of 20 unwritten frames scattered throughout the manuscript confirms the incomplete state of the
Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp.

Keywords: Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, Inscriptions, Painting, Architecture
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