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Abstract

Problem Statement: The Shahnameh, the monumental epic of the eminent poet Abolgasem
Ferdowsi, is an epic and, at the same time, didactic literary work that has consistently
attracted audiences from around the world. One of the prominent narratives in this epic is
the story of “Fereydun Striking Zahhak,” which recounts the lives and actions of heroes
who oppose oppression, such as Fereydun and Kaveh, who seek to imprison and destroy
an anti-hero such as Zahhak, the serpent-shouldered tyrant, and bring him to justice to
establish truth and justice. Given that the actions and behavior of Fereydun, Kaveh, and
Zahhak constitute the basis for conveying meaning, audiences from different cultures and
traditions can derive a didactic and moral lesson from the Shahnameh. The transmission of
this didactic quality is further enhanced through miniature painting. Accordingly, Persian
miniaturists paid particular attention to this literary text and illustrated many of its stories.
Among these, the story of Zahhak's imprisonment and his tragic fate has been represented
with considerable frequency.

The Shah Tahmasp Shahnameh preserved at the Metropolitan Museum of Art under
accession number (1970.301) is one of the illustrated manuscripts that represents a
remarkable treasure of the literary heritage of humanity, both in terms of the volume and
dimensions of its collection and in terms of its aesthetic qualities dating from the early
Safavid period. Unlike the Baysunghur Shahnamelh, it did not enjoy a fortunate history and
underwent a number of regrettable displacements. Eventually, only part of it returned to the
country, while the remainder was dispersed among prominent and influential museums and
anonymous private collections in different parts of the world.

The present study examines the Qur'anic inscriptions and invocations inspired by them in
the painting “Fereydun Striking Zahhak.” The significance and necessity of the present
research lie in providing an example through which the written heritage of Islamic Iranian
literature can be viewed as a rich repository that has an intrinsic compatibility with Persian
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miniature painting. The manner in which these
two domains are related to one another may help
resolve certain research questions and reveal
the implicit connections among art, literature,
mysticism, and miniature painting.
Accordingly, this study examines the relationship
between Qur'anic verses and the expressions
appearing in the various inscriptions of the
painting, as well as their description, analysis,
narrative sources, and interpretation. It also
analyzes all calligraphic inscriptions associated
with the architectural structures depicted in the
painting, including Qur'anic verses, Qur'an-
inspired invocations, and quasi-narrative traditions.
In addition, the calligraphic inscriptions that are
not associated with the architectural structures,
including the poetic texts of the painting that
provide the narrative of the story, are examined.
Therefore, an attempt has been made to answer two
questions: First, what relationship exists between
the calligraphic inscriptions of Qur'anic verses
and invocations and the narrative of the painting?
Second, for what reasons did the artist refrain from
writing the Qur'anic verses verbatim and instead
employ invocations inspired by the Qur'an?

The principal objective and endeavor of this
study is to identify, to the extent possible, the
semantic and interpretive implications connecting
the sacred text with works of Iranian miniature
painting. Based on the examination of the Qur'anic
inscriptions and the invocations inspired by them,
as well as the frequency of certain expressions
within the pictorial composition, it appears that
there are meaningful relationships among the
verses inscribed in the painting, the expressions
employed, and the narrative as a whole. Therefore,
the present research seeks to establish a connection
between these two seemingly disparate but
essentially corresponding domains in order to reach
desirable results and provide more substantiated
answers to shared unanswered questions in the
fields of art and Qur'anic studies.

This issue can also be pursued in other miniature
paintings and may contribute to the discovery of
the profound yet often concealed roots of Islamic
wisdom and mysticism in Persian miniature
painting. It is therefore necessary for researchers to
address this subject. In this regard, the books The
Biology of Text (2014) and Conceptual Metaphors
and the Spaces of the Qur'an (2022), written by
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Alireza Qaemi-Nia, may be useful. Qaemi-Nia
analyzes the narrative structure of the text by
viewing narrative as a structured system and
paying attention to its fundamental elements. He
makes subtle references to the manner of narration
in various Qur'anic verses, which are useful for
advancing the objectives of the present research.
The present study therefore addresses the
relationship between the Qur'anic verses and
invocations employed and the narrative of the
painting, explains the predominantly logical
relationship between them, and investigates the
reasons for the artist's modification of Qur'anic
verses and the creation of particular invocations in
the painting under consideration.

To conduct a more profound examination of the
relationship between the verses and invocations, the
authors have scrutinized the verses and expressions
both from the perspective of Arabic grammar and
from the perspective of “narratology,” to achieve
a developed perspective encompassing Arabic
grammar, narratology, and rhetoric, and covering
all aspects of the relationship between the verses,
invocations, and the narrative of the painting.
Accordingly, the inscriptions of Qur'anic
invocations in the painting “Fereydun Striking
Zahhak,” folio f.36v of this manuscript, have been
examined. The research questions are therefore
as follows: What relationship exists between the
calligraphic inscriptions of Qur'anic verses and
invocations and the narrative of the painting? For
what reasons did the artist refrain from writing
the Qur'anic verses verbatim and instead employ
invocations inspired by the Qur'an?

Research Objective: This research aims to explain
the semantic and content-based relationship
between the Qur'anic inscriptions and invocations
employed in the painting “Fereydun Striking
Zahhak” and its narrative. It also seeks to clarify
the possible reasons for replacing the Qur'anic
verses in their original form with invocations
derived from Qur'anic themes and to reveal the
role of this choice in reinforcing the religious,
mystical, and semantic concepts of the painting.
Research Questions:

1.What relationship exists between the calligraphic
inscriptions of Qur'anic verses and invocations and
the narrative of the painting “Fereydun Striking
Zahhak™?

2.For what reasons did the artist refrain from



writing the Qur'anic verses verbatim and instead
employ Qur'an-inspired invocations in the
inscriptions of the painting?

Research Method

The present research is qualitative in nature and
employs a descriptive-analytical and interpretive
method using narratology, drawing upon library-
based sources, including physical sources
(available books) and digital sources (images and
relevant websites). The present study is based
on documentary research concerning folio f.36v,
entitled “Fereydun Striking Zahhak,” from the
Shah Tahmasp Shahnameh, accession number
(1970.301), preserved at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and attributed to Sultan Muhammad Arraqi.
The identification of sources was carried out
through the study of relevant articles and books
and the preparation of research notes, as well as
searches in databases and museum websites and
the examination of the miniature under study.
Conclusion

By examining the verses, invocations, and
expressions used in the painting, we observe that
“Ya Mufattih al-Abwab” is a nominal sentence. As
is known from the perspective of Arabic literary
grammar, nominal sentences (sentences without
a verb) possess greater strength, extension, and
permanence than verbal sentences (sentences
containing a verb). Therefore, architects and
builders employed them in architectural structures
because of the superiority described above, and
miniature painters likewise reflected this practice.
In this painting, Sultan Muhammad, by placing the
invocation “Ya Mufattih al-Abwab,” derived from
verse 50 of the blessed Surah Sad, above the door
through which Fereydun enters, emphasizes God's
assistance in Fereydun's victory and identifies God
as the cause of his victory, represented through
the inspiration of Sorush to Fereydun. As can be
observed, the relationship between the invocation
employed and its function within the painting is
entirely clear and evident, and the artist identifies
with Fereydun and expresses a wish for his victory.
Sultan Muhammad, according to his particular
requirements, arrived at the invocation “Ya
Mufattih al-Abwab” by adding “Ya” at the
beginning of the verse and omitting “-ah”
[from Mufattahah] and “lahum.” The resulting
invocation possesses a metaphorical signification;
in this scene, God is being addressed and is present

within the depicted scene (see Table 3).

The verses, invocations, and expressions used in
the calligraphic inscriptions associated with the
architectural structures have been considered from
two perspectives:

First: Examination of the verses and sentences
derived from them from the perspective of Arabic
grammar: By examining the invocations used in
the painting, we observe that they are derived from
the Holy Qur'an (Sad: 50), such as “Ya Mufattih
al-Abwab.” This expression is also among the
frequently occurring expressions in architectural
inscriptions in miniature painting. It is a nominal
sentence and, as is known from the perspective
of Arabic literary grammar, nominal sentences
(sentences without verbs) possess greater strength,
extension, and permanence than verbal sentences
(sentences containing verbs).

The authors believe that, considering the teaching
of Arabic morphology and syntax in schools and
educational institutions and the relative command
of Arabic among most people during the Timurid
and Safavid periods, it is highly probable that the
tradition of using nominal sentences in Muslim
buildings and architectural structures (inscriptions/
calligraphic epigraphy) became widespread
among architects and builders because of the
superiority and precedence mentioned above, and
that miniature painters subsequently reflected this
practice.

In fact, both the architectural artist and the
miniature painter, through the use of nominal
sentences, seek to exert a greater influence on their
audience.

Second: Examination of the verses and sentences
derived from them from the perspective of
narratology and rhetoric: It appears that because
the artist is unable to depict God directly within the
miniature, he therefore employs affirmative means
such as calligraphic inscriptions of invocations
and verses (predominantly in the third person, or
invocations that address God directly) to suggest
the presence of God within the painting.

It is as though the principal function of calligraphy
in Islamic art is often contingent upon precisely this
purpose: to remind the viewer of God's presence
everywhere through an affirmative means. This is
the fundamental and essential function of this art,
and it can be observed that miniature painting has
likewise preserved this function.
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However, in the inscription of the painting
under examination, the artist has made certain
modifications to the Qur'anic verses, removing
some words and adding the vocative particle
“Ya” to the verse, thereby transforming it into
an invocation with metaphorical signification.
God is thus made the addressee and is directly
invoked, becoming present within the scene. Here,
too, we encounter the affirmative function of the
inscriptions of invocations.

In this manner, by addressing God through the
inscription of the invocation, the artist directly
demonstrates God's presence to the viewers. The
author of these lines believes that the effectiveness
of third-person singular verses and invocations
is considerably greater for the aforementioned
reasons, and that by depicting verses and
invocations within the miniature, the artist creates
a form of visual invocation whose admonitory
function remains in effect for as long as the
painting exists.

On the other hand, the artist does not merely
seek to establish a simple relationship between
the divine names and the viewer; rather, the artist
seeks to place God at the center of the viewer's
attention and encourage the viewer's invocation
not to remain merely verbal, but to turn toward
God with one's entire being and establish a living
and existential relationship with God.

In the most idealistic state possible, the artist seeks
to inspire in the viewer a sense of apprehension
and longing toward God, enabling the viewer to
develop a particular existential state in relation
to God and, consequently, to initiate and create a
living and existential relationship between God
and the viewer of the artwork.

The artist serves as the link between God and
the viewer of the artwork, and this constitutes
the principal function of the Qur'anic verses and
invocations present in Iranian miniature painting.

Keywords:  Shah  Tahmasb  Shahnameh,
narratology, Qur'anic invocations, Fereydun,
Zahhak.

Table 1. List of collectors of the miniatures of the
Shah Tahmasp Shahnameh (Table designed by the
authors).

Figure 1. Fereydun Striking Zahhak, Shah
Tahmasp Shahnameh, folio f.36v., artist: Sultan
Muhammad, scribe: ?, Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York (Welch, 1976, p. 113).

Table 2. Description of the calligraphic inscriptions
associated and not associated with the architectural
structures in the painting Fereydun Striking
Zahhak (Table designed by the authors).

Table 3. Analysis of the narrative structure of the
Qur'anic verses in the painting (Table designed by
the authors).
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1-The Metropolitan Museum of Art

2-Narratology

3-Metropolitan Museum of Art

4-Focalization

5-Focalizer

6-Stuart Cary Welch (1928-2008)
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