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Abstract

Problem Statement: “Love” has always been one of the fundamental themes of Iranian
culture and art, as evidenced by numerous literary works and artistic productions
throughout history. Persian literature is replete with romantic themes, often imbued with
sacred, mysterious aspects and rich in metaphorical language. Two major treasures of
Persian literature, namely Shahnameh by Hakim Abolgasem Ferdowsi and Khamseh by
Nezami Ganjavi, each in their way, have addressed the theme of love within the mythological
and ancient narratives they have left for us, expressing both its beauties and difficulties
in their poems.: Accordingly, it appears that Iranian miniature painting, which has
flourished in conjunction with Persian literature, also displays distinctive features in its
visual depiction of romantic themes compared to other subjects. Furthermore, considering
that a significant portion of Iranian miniature painting, especially during the Safavid
period, is devoted to illustrating these two important Persian literary works—Shahnameh
and Khamseh—

During the Safavid period, particularly under the rule of Shah Ismail I in 928 AH (1521
CE), the royal workshop in Tabriz, with the presence of many contemporary artists,
reached its peak of flourishing, producing copies of Shahnameh and Khamseh. Some of
the miniatures in these precious manuscripts are dedicated to illustrating love stories,
including miniatures such as “Zal and Rudabeh” and “Rostam and Tahmineh” in
Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, and “Layla and Majnun” and “Khosrow and Shirin” in Nezami’s
Khamseh. Therefore, the main issue of this research is to explore the relationship between
Ferdowsi and Nezami’s narratives and what has been visually depicted in the mentioned
miniatures.

The importance of addressing subjects such as Iranian miniature painting and Persian
literature lies in their significant impact on the form and content of Iranian culture,
inspiring many artists and craftsmen throughout various historical periods. In the fields
of graphic design and illustration as well, studying the relationship between text and
image in Iranian miniature painting can contribute to the generation of creative ideas
for producing works rooted in Iranian culture. Therefore, examining the relationship
between text and image in Safavid period miniatures can be beneficial in achieving this
goal.

Research Objective: The present research aims to investigate and understand the



relationship between text and image in miniatures
dealing with romantic themes during the Safavid
period.

Research Question: What relationship exists
between the narrative text and the images in the
Safavid period miniatures dedicated to romantic
themes?

Research Methodology: This research falls within
the realm of qualitative studies and is conducted
using a descriptive-analytical method. Data
collection is carried out through library studies,
internet research, and observation of Safavid-era
miniatures with romantic themes.

The selected examples for analysis in this article
are: “Majnun Brought in Chains to Layla’s Tent”
by Mir Sayyid Ali, “Khosrow Seeing Shirin at the
Spring” attributed to Mir Musavvir, “Tahmineh
Approaching Rostam’s Bed” attributed to Mir
Musavvir, “Zal and Rudabeh” by Sadiq Beg, “Zal
and Rudabeh” attributed to Shaykhzada, “The
Last Meeting of Layla and Majnun in the Desert”
attributed to Qasim Ali, and “Majnun Visiting
Layla’s Home” attributed to Muzaffar Ali.

In analyzing these miniatures, an accurate
description of the scene and the ongoing events
within the paintingis first provided, followed by an
examination of the characteristics of the depicted
characters. Subsequently, relevant excerpts from
the mnarrative texts (Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh
and Nezami’'s Khamseh) are presented, and the
correspondence between the text and the image is
analyzed, focusing on the extent of the illustrator’s
fidelity to the poets’ narratives.

Conclusion: In this study, seven Safavid-era
miniatures dealing with romantic themes from
Nezami’s Khamseh and Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh
have been selected and subjected to detailed
analysis among many similar works.

The results indicate that in these miniatures (and
other similar ones), significant effort has been
made to remain faithful to the original texts. The
illustrators have generally aimed to reflect the
mood and atmosphere of each romantic narrative
through their composition and setting choices,
selection of color palettes, shading, and depiction
of the character’s emotional states.

Thus, it can be said that the relationship between
textand image in Safavid romantic miniatures has
been considered both formally and symbolically,
and the approach to visual elements differs

fundamentally from that seen in battle scenes or
festive miniatures.

Moreover, it can be stated that these miniatures
possess great delicacy, with their common feature
being the presentation of a gentle and pleasant
visual interpretation of the romantic narratives of
Ferdowsi and Nezami. However, some differences
can also be observed.

Some of these differences stem from stylistic
aspects related to the different schools of miniature
painting during the Safavid period. In each of the
various Safavid painting schools (Qazvin, Shiraz,
Tabriz, Mashhad, and Isfahan), unique visual
traditions and characteristics existed, and their
traces are discernible in the miniatures studied
in this research.

Furthermore, the personal perspectives of some
artists have played a significant role in shaping
these images. For instance, as discussed in the
analysis of Mir Sayyid Ali’s miniature depicting
“Majnun Visiting Layla’s Home,” it was noted that
the artist, due to his interest in portraying rural
and nomadic life, dedicated a significant portion
of the painting to depicting the occupations and
activities of nomads. Consequently, the characters
of Layla and Majnun, who hold central roles in
Nezami’s narrative, are depicted like other
figures, without special emphasis.

In contrast, in other miniatures analyzed in
this study—such as the two attributed to Mir
Musavvir, “Khosrow Seeing Shirin at the Spring”
and “Tahmineh Approaching Rostam’s Bed"—the
illustrator has focused all attention and emphasis
on the main characters and the pivotal action of
the narrative, avoiding the inclusion of elements
not mentioned in Khamseh or Shahnameh.
Ultimately, it can be concluded that Safavid
romantic miniatures, primarily based on
the stories of “Layla and Majnun,” “Khosrow
and Shirin” from Khamseh, and “Rostam
and Tahmineh” and “Zal and Rudabeh” from
Shahnameh, largely exhibit the same features
described by the poets. Just as the poetry of these
two great Persian poets is filled with metaphors
and linguistic subtleties, the miniatures related
to their works have transformed these metaphors
and subtleties into visual expressions that have
been preserved for posterity.

Keywords: Miniature Painting, Text-Image
Relationship, Romantic Themes, Safavid Era
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from Khamsa of Nizami, Safavid Period (Source: asia.si.edu)
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Image 3: The Meeting of Layla and Majnun, attributed to Qasim ‘Ali,
from Khamsa of Nizami, Safavid Period (Source: asia.si.edu)
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Image 5: Tahmineh Approaching Rustam’s Bedside, attributed to
Mir Musavvir, from Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Safavid Period (Source:
Shahnameh.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.Uk)
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Image 6: The Meeting of Zal and Rudabeh, by Sadiq Beg, from the
Shahnameh of Shah Ismail I, Safavid Period (Source: wikimedia.org)
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