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Introduction
The Idea of the Just Ruler in Persianate Art and Material Culture

Negar Habibi
University of Geneva

ORCID: 0000-0003-2498-1758

Abstract

Iranian kings, or those who reigned in lands under Persian linguistic and cultural domination, fol-
lowed the idea of a Just Ruler: a pious king who looked after his subjects’ divinity and spirituality in
parallel to their earthly lives and needs. The Just Ruler extended righteousness and peace among
his people while patronizing the construction of palaces, gardens, and new towns. The idea of a
Just Ruler may be found in Sassanid monumental rock reliefs and written texts and then enriched
and elaborated upon in the Islamic era by philosophers, poets, authors, and artists.

This issue of Manazir Journal focuses on how art and architecture served the representation of the
Just Ruler in Persianate societies from Central Asia to Eastern Anatolia from the 14t to the 19th
centuries. Illustrated books, architecture, and photography show how different kings and rulers
referred to the Persian ideas of the Just Ruler by patronizing new constructions, richly illuminat-
ed books, and in the modern era, employing mediums such as photography and lithography for
nationalizing the king's image.

This introduction was received on 19 March 2023 and published on 9 October 2023 as part of
Manazir Journal vol. 5 (2023): “The Idea of the Just Ruler in Persianate Art and Material Culture”
edited by Negar Habibi.

How to cite

Habibi, Negar. 2023. “Introduction: The Idea of the Just Ruler in Persianate Art and Material Cul-
ture.” Manazir Journal 5: 1-9. https://doi.org/10.36950/manazir.2023.5.1.
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This issue of Manazir Journal investigates the idea of kingship in the Islamic Persianate world from
the 14t to the 19th centuries and examines how it was culturally constructed and artistically rep-
resented. Persianate world refers to the regions under the cultural and linguistic influence of Per-
sian, the language spoken on the Iranian plateau.' These lands stretched from Eastern Anatolia
to Central Asia, passing through today’s Azerbaijan, Iran, Afghanistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbek-
istan.

The idea of a Just Ruler in the Persianate world dates back to pre-Islamic Iran under dynasties
such as the Achaemenid (559-330 B.C.) and Sassanids (224-651 A.D.) from which remain until to-
day monumental architectural constructions or rock reliefs that project the idea of royal ideol-
ogy. After the Muslim-Arab takeover in the 7t century, Muslim philosophers and authors en-
riched several of these ideas. From the 10th century onwards, Muslim dynasties such as Samanids
(819-999) or Ghaznavids (977-1186) started ruling over the large lands of Khurasan and Transox-
iana, while the Abbasid Califates (750-1258) controlled—at least nominally—the major parts of
the Islamicate world from Baghdad and Samarra in today’s Irag. The Samanid dynasty, neverthe-
less, traced their descent from pre-Islamic Iranian kings. Thus, not only did they seek to rebuild
and revive the kingdom based on pre-Islamic Iranian beliefs, but they also revived the Persian
language by patronizing poets and historians who recited, wrote, and translated historical and
Quranic texts into Persian.” The new Persian language was written with the Perso-Arabic alpha-
bet around the 8th-9th century and quickly became the main language of several monarchies and
dynasties and the complementary lingua franca of the Muslim conquerors alongside Arabic dur-
ing its spread throughout the Eastern Iranian world. From roughly the 10t" century, Persian also
became a language of learning and politics in Central and South Asia (Auer), eventually replacing
Arabic as the primary medium for the expression of Sufism (Arjomand, “Persianate Islam”).

Persian thus played an essential role in transmitting new religious and spiritual ideas highly tinted
by Sufism and served as a vehicle for pre-Islamic political ideas and ideals, primarily based on the
Sassanid’s political legacy.

Persian literature and poetry were among the most effective means of reshaping and reviving the
Just Ruler idea. Mythical kings appeared in the histories and epics of Ferdowsi's 11t"-century Shah-
nama (Book of Kings) and Nizami's 12th-century Khamsa (Quintet). Their physical attributes, man-
ners, and behaviours served as immortal models for the kings and emirs or sultans (Melville,
12-13). Patronizing the richly decorated copies of Shahnama became the hallmark of the true king
until the 17t century in Iran, Turkey, India, and Central Asia.’

1. To read more on the Iranian plateau and the dynasties that ruled it, see Daryaee.

2. One may note Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari's (d. 923) Great Commentary of the Quran, or the Persian trans-
lation of his History of Prophets and Kings, as the most significant works translated into Persian. Abu Mansur
Daqiqi (d. 976 or 980) was amon?( a circle of four poets whom the Samanids commissioned to put into
prose the ancient Shahnama (Book of Kings). It paved the way for the later versifications of the Shahna-
ma by Ferdowsi.

3. For a brief art historical survey of Shahnama's illustrated copies, see Habibi, Shahnameh 15-19.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.1
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Persian scholarly texts also passed on the pre-Islamic idea of kingship; written by viziers and
scholars, such as Nizam al-Mulk (1018-1092), or Najm al-Din Razi (1177-1256), to name but a few,
these texts describe both kingly manners and the codes of rule. The idea of Persian kingship
eventually shaped the identity and legitimacy of Muslim rulers in the lands under the cultural
domination of the Persian language (Arjomand; Lambton; Tor).

This issue aims to demonstrate the continuity and vitality of the Idea of a just ruler in the Per-
sianate world. However, we may not permanently analyze the dominant rhetoric or hegemonical
discourses in one particular period. Instead, by analyzing the architectural and artistic produc-
tions in the Persianate societies over six centuries, we examine the shaping and reshaping, fluid-
ity and flexibility of such an Idea. A topic that rarely appears in Persianate art historical studies.

Undeniably, Tamerlane (r. 1370-1405) or Shah ‘Abbas I (. 1587-1629) are among the rulers whose
kingships have almost always been scrutinized alongside their architectural achievements and
constructions (on Tamerlane, see Lentz and Lowry; on Shah ‘Abbas, see Canby). Indeed, studies
and surveys on Persianate art history often focus on one specific dynasty or ruler and their artistic
achievements; the Idea of the Just Ruler and its implication in artistic patronage is not discussed
as much. The Idea of Iran series, for instance, supported by the Soudavar Memorial Foundation,
examines the rise and fall of different dynasties in Iranian lands from the Birth of the Persian Em-
pire (Curtis and Stewart), also known as the Achaemenid Empire, in 550 B.C. to The Contest for Rule
in Eighteenth-Century Iran (Melville). Each volume gives a detailed account of historical, societal
and artistic achievements under the rule of a specific dynasty.* The priority is not, however, specif-
ically given to the Idea of the Just Ruler, but instead on how different kings and emirs dealt with
the Idea of Iran. The main interest of these series is how the Persian language, arts, religions and
society have been reshaped, employed and developed under the new dynastical ideologies and
identities.

One of the most recent studies in which the idea of kingship is examined through architectural
constructions in pre-Islamic, early-Islamic, pre-modern and modern Iran is Persian Kingship and
Architecture: Strategies of Power in Iran from the Achaemenids to the Pahlavis (Babaie and Grigor).
However, the focus is only on architecture, mainly from pre-Islamic eras, and how it influenced
Iranian architecture.

This issue of Manazir Journal hopes to offer another reading of the history of Persianate art and
architecture; we note how the kings and princes, as the ultimate art patrons, used architectural
monuments and artistic productions to place themselves—as the legitimate kings—in the long
historical lineage of Just Rulers in Iranian lands. Thus, the volume offers a comprehensive and
chronological outlook on several rulers from different dynasties by focusing on some of their
artistic or architectural highlights; by reading and analyzing them, the authors present a new
reading of rulers’ perceptions of the Just Ruler, and not merely their dynastical identities.

Azadeh Latifkar's article, “The Reinvention of Padishah-i Islam in the Visual Representations of
Ghazan Khan" (published both in Persian and English), first gives a general review of the Iranian
heritage of the Just Ruler at the end of the 13t" and early 14t" centuries. The Persian bureaucrats

4. The series The Idea of Iran were published from 2005 to 2022 by I. B. Tauris including The Age of Parthians
(vol. 2); The Sasanian Era (vol. 3); The Rise of Islam (vol. 4); Early Islamic Iran (vol. 5); The Age of the Seljugs (vol.
6); The Coming of the Mongols (vol. 7); Iran After the Mongols (vol. 8); The Timurid Century (vol. 9); and Safavid
Persian in the Age of Empires (vol. 10).
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and viziers of the Ilkhanid dynasty (1256-1335) had effectively revived the Persian idea of kingship
by the end of the 13th century for the benefit of their Mongolian masters. It is precisely in this pe-
riod that Ghazan Khan (1271-1304), the sixth Ilkhanid ruler and the first to convert to Islam, em-
ployed the Perso-Islamic heritage to make and propagate his image as the Padishah-i Islam (King
of Islam). He justifies himself both as king of Iranshahr (Iranian lands) and the legitimate succes-
sor of the Prophet Muhammad. Latifkar then analyzes the illustrated manuscripts produced un-
der the reign of Ghazan Khan and examines the idea of Padishah-i Islam reflected in art produc-
tion.

The Ilkhanid dynasty was the Iranian branch of the Mongolian empire founded by Chinggis Khan;
the conversion of Ghazan Khan led to a collective conversion to Islam of many Ilkhanid nobles,
and Yasa, the Chinggisid laws, were replaced by Islamic ones. However, the Chinggisid descen-
dants remained an essential element for the legitimacy of the new rulers’ reigning over Iranian
lands and beyond.” Tamerlane, the founder of the Timurid dynasty (1370-1507) ruling over Central
Asia and Iran some 150 years after the Mongol invasion, declared himself as being a descendant
of Chinggis Khan (through marriage to Chinggisid princesses). He then developed a new idea
of kingship, a combination of Islamic, Iranian, and Mongolian ideas and ideals. Elena Paskelava
shows in her article, “Samargand’s Congregational Mosque of Bibi Khanum as a Representation
of Timurid Legitimacy and Rulership,” how this iconic Timurid monument, built in part by Tamer-
lane himself and his grand-son Ulugh Beg, paralleled the Ilkhanid monuments, not only in their
functions or beauty but additionally as a means to highlight the Timurid idea of kingship in the
territories beyond central Iranian land.

Our inquiry into the embodiment of the Persian idea of the Just Ruler in art and material culture
follows its historical survey in the Safavid era (1501-1733). The Safavids are considered the first
Persian dynasty ruling in Iranian lands since the Arab-Muslim conquest in the 7th century. The
Safavid idea of kingship, their art, and their material culture have been the subject of numerous
studies, making them, perhaps, one of the most investigated subjects in the field of Iranian Stud-
ies. Isfahan, the third capital from 1590 to 1733, has often been the object of insightful research,
as numerous monuments erected under Shah ‘Abbas the Great and his descendants still remain,
more or less, intact (Babayan; Babaie; Emami). However, the first two kings’ (Shah Isma‘il and Shah
Tahmasp) courtly artistic productions deserve further examination in order to shed light on yet
unexplored aspects. Amir Mazyar, in his article “Art as an Image of the Shah; Art, Rhetoric, and
Power in Shah Tahmasp’s Letter to Sultan Selim II,” delves into the very long letter sent to the new
Ottoman Sultan Selim II that was written by the scribes of Shah Tahmasp's court (1524-1576). By
assuming that historical texts serve as a vehicle for several revelations about artistic productions,
Mazyar interprets Shah Tahmasp's letter as a mirror of the ideal king's divine image, true kingly
manners, the profile of his kingdom and the factual meaning of a Just Ruler.

According to pre-Islamic texts, to rule over Iranshahr, a king must have been granted the “royal
divine glory” (farr). The ancient Persian kings' divine charisma was made transitive and spread
throughout the realm of Iran, making it prosperous and luminous (Soudavar, “Farr(ah)’ and The
Aura of Kings). The physical and artistic manifestation of this divine glory is the subject of Negar
Habibi and Shervin Farrdinejad’s contribution. Their article, “The Sacred King in the Shah Tahmasp

5. The Uzbek Sheybanids, for example, were Chinggisid descendants, ruling over western Central Asia from
1428 to 1599.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.1
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Shahnama: The Tree as a Generative Idea of the Idea of Kingship',” traces the pre-Islamic Zoroas-
trian concept of royal divine glory through its visual translations within the Shahnama-yi Shahi in
the 16th century. Reviewing the longue durée idea of Iranian kingship perceived within the Safavid
royal ideology in the reigns of the first two monarchs, Shah Isma‘il (. 1501-1524) and Shah Tah-
masp, they analyze nine paintings of the most luxurious copy of Shahnama to point out how the
artists showed a Just Ruler’s divine glory and dignity.

Despite being successful in international commerce and making Iran one of the grand “gunpow-
der” empires in early-modern Islamicate world, the Safavids were removed from the world map
by the Afghan invasion in the early 18th century. The Afghans, in turn, were overthrown by Nadir
Shah Afshar (r. 1736-1747), one of the Safavid’s commanders-in-chief, who declared himself a new
king and founder of the Afsharid dynasty (1736-1749). Mélisande Bizzoire gives a new account of
these tumultuous moments, whose art production has only recently received adequate attention
(Bizzoire; O'Brien; Motaghedi). In “De la poudre aux yeux : les stratégies artistiques de légitima-
tion des souverains d'Iran (1722-1750),” Bizzoire examines the monuments erected by Ashraf and
Mahmud Afghan, and notably by Nadir Shah in Isfahan, Qazvin, and Mashhad to examine how
they justify these rulers’ ambiguous legitimacy in space and time, reaffirming their rightness as
the Just Rulers in the lands previously governed by the Safavids.

The Qajar era (1789-1925) is also among the periods for which scholars have only recently shown
interest (Diba and Ekhtiar; Roxburgh and McWilliams; Fellinger and Gibson); several unknown so-
cietal aspects and artistic materials from this period are still to be discovered. Two articles in this
issue shed light on two different aspects of this period. In his article “Reflection of Identity in the
Mirror of the Narrative Images: Reproduction of the Idea of the Just Rule in the Portraits of Nasir
al-Din Shah Qajar”, Ali Boozari examines some of the illustrations of One Thousand and One Nights,
the last monumental illustrated book in the Persian bookmaking tradition, where he explores the
idea of the Just Ruler manifested in the portraits of Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar (1848-1896). Boozari's
article develops an interpretation of these paintings based on territorial conflicts and the idea of
the Iranian kingdom and kingship in the middle of the 19th century.

Our survey of the Qajar period continues with “Visualizing Kingship in a Time of Change: Lens-
Based Royal Portraiture during Late Qajar Rule” by Mira Xenia Schwerda, which gives a fresh ac-
count of the royal imagery, especially during the reigns of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah (r. 1907-1909)
and Ahmad Shah (r. 1909-1925). Reviewing Iran’s hybrid social and political adjustments and de-
velopments in the late 19t" and early 20t centuries, Schwerda analyzes royal photographic por-
traitures both printed and painted, produced during this period in order to understand how new
technologies and ideologies reshaped the image of the king and kingship in Iran.

Finally, Hamidreza Ghelichkhani’s essay in Persian is a study of calligraphy in the Persianate world.
In “The Idea of the Just Ruler and the Art Patron in Persianate Calligraphy: The Colophons Made
by Ja‘far Baysonqori and Muhammad Hussein Katib al-Sultan Shirazi”, Ghelichkani explores two
golden ages of Persian calligraphy, that of the Timurids and Qajars, in order to give an account
of how the Just Ruler as an art patron was perceived and praised by the noblest masters of cal-
ligraphy. Furthermore, it addresses the way royal patronage persisted as an integral part of the
characteristics of a Just Ruler during several centuries. His article also gives a detailed report on
both calligraphers’ careers.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.1
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Our issue intends to provide a comprehensive image of the artistic and architectural expression
of the Persian idea of kingship and the Just Ruler across six centuries. The authors give a vivid
account of the longue durée Persian pre-Islamic ideals through consecutive dynasties in Islam-
ic Persianate world. Their contributions offer new perspectives on how, at times, the return to
these ideas was more palpable and tangible and how, at other times, Shiism and other spiritual
schools, the visibility of a ruler, new technologies or imported ideas, completed or reshaped an-
cestral ideas. We are particularly delighted that we could include four articles by Iranian scholars
currently living and working in Iran, Azadeh Latifkar, Hamidreza Ghelichkhani, Amir Mazyar and
Ali Boozari.’ Their essays may serve as a vitrine to newly discovered materials, historical docu-
ments, and the state of scholarly research in Iran. Two of the articles are in Persian (Ghelichkani,
Latifkar), and Latifkar’s text is accompanied by its English translation.”

We may add eventually that this issue focused only on the male rulers. Nevertheless, women as
gueen mothers, princesses and regents played significant roles in Persianate societies as devel-
oped by De Nicola, Matthee, Szuppe and Habibi, to name but a few. Indeed, scholars have started
to pay more attention, and rightfully so, to the role of women in art historical and societal issues.
We hope that these subjects will receive more attention in academic journals concerned with the
study of art and material cultures of the Islamicate world.

6. We are most grateful to our Iranian colleagues who endeavored tirelessly, despite numerous internet
blockages and a tumultuous climate in the universities from September 2022 onwards, to review and re-
send their materials.

7. For Arabic, Persian, and Turkic source material, written in the Arabic script, we have used the International
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) transliteration system in the English articles.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.1
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Abstract

This article discusses how the visualization of Mahmud Ghazan, the sixth Ilkhanid ruler, was em-
ployed to construct and propagate his image as the Padishah-i Islam (King of Islam), thus justi-
fying him both as king of Iranshahr (land of Iran) and the legitimate successor of the Prophet
Muhammad. In a quest for visual translations of the Ilkhanid concept of Padishah-i Islam—an in-
separable combination of the Persian notion of ideal kingship and prophethood—several illustra-
tions from the Diez albums representing Ghazan or events of his reign have been identified, two
of which have become subject to detailed iconographic analyses.

Two approaches to the visualization of Ghazan as Padishah-i Islam can be considered here. The
first is Ghazan’s birth scene where the visual narrative is covered in various formal and seman-
tic layers; transformed into a symbolic narrative of a holy birth associated with those of the
prophets. The second appears in the scene of Ghazan’s enthronement, probably once illustrated
as an unknown manuscript’s frontispiece, the images' composition and components appear as a
visual panegyric poem which applies an elaborate visual language that elevates Ghazan to the
level of a divine king.
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Introduction

Half a century after Hulagu Khan conquered Baghdad in 1258, Ghazan Khan (r. 1295-1304), the
sixth Ilkhanid ruler, proclaimed the Shahadah and converted to Islam. This event occurred during
the Mongol emirs’ assembly which was held while Ghazan was fighting against his uncle, Baidu,
over the throne in 1295. Though Rashid al-din (1247-1318), the Ilkhanid minister and court histori-
an, stated that Ghazan's conversion resulted from “God’s guidance,” according to Charles Melville,
it was additionally a strategic decision aimed at support from the Iranians and new Muslim emirs
such as Nowruz (“Padshah-i Islam” 159-160)." Four months later, Baidu was defeated and mur-
dered by Nowruz, and the Ilkhanid capital, Tabriz, was conquered. Ghazan sat on the throne with
a new Islamic name, Mahmud, and the honorific title Padishah-i Islam.> Following his command,
the Mongols immediately converted to Islam, and a new era began; the churches and Buddhist
monasteries were destroyed and the Chinggis law (Yasa) was replaced by Islamic law (Bayani 213).

It is worth mentioning that the title Padishah-i Islam (King of Islam) was by no means confined
to the Ilkhanid rulers. In several Persian texts from the 12th century onwards, numerous Muslim
rulers who reigned over both eastern and western territories were addressed as Padishah-i Islam,
especially in book dedications.? Furthermore, many titles with a similar meaning, such as Sultan-
i Islam and Malek al-Islam, could be found in such historical texts. It may seem that addressing
Ghazan as Padishah-i Islam was merely a courtly ritual in Islamic lands, but as I discuss below, ap-
plying this title to Ghazan was a conscious political act. Beyond simply legitimizing an alien king to
rule over Iran, the Ilkhans and their Iranian viziers also pursued the ambitious goal of governing
the Islamic world from the heart of the ancient Iranian territory; an ambition that was pursued for
centuries, and the fall of the Caliphate prepared the ground for this goal after six hundred years.

Exploring Ghazan's conversion in the context of the transformations that changed the Islamic
world in the second half of the 13t century could provide us with a more complete picture of
the above-mentioned goal. The conquest of Baghdad in 1258 and the execution of the Abbasid
caliph, al-Musta‘sim, terminated the symbolic role that the Caliphate had played in the medieval
Islamic world for the previous six centuries. The transformation of political and spiritual power
was crucial for Iranian elites who accompanied the Mongols in the conquest of Baghdad. As an Is-
lamic city, Baghdad was built in the territories called the heart of Iranshahr, the ideal realm of Per-
sian ideal rulers. In Iranian political thought, Iranshahr was perceived as the center of the world
and the realm of the ideal kings. Various geographical locations were attributed to it in sources
from the early Islamic centuries. Despite Muslim writers’ disagreement at the time on the pre-
cise boundaries of Iranshahr, Iraq and its center, Ctesiphon, the former Sassanid royal capital, was
widely considered as the heart of Iranshahr (Daryaee and Rezakhani 8-13; Mottahedeh 155-157).

1. Amir Nowruz came from a Mongol family and was among the first Mongols to convert to Islam, and an
influent supporter of Ghazan. He eventually became Ghazan's emir, but was killed on Ghazan's order when
he became a serious pretender to the throne (Bayani 209, 215).

2. In historical texts and Ilkhanid coins, Ghazan was also addressed as “Ruler of the World” (Padishah-iJahan),
"Sultan Supreme” (Sultan-i Muazzam), “Ghazan Mahmud/May God Prolong his Reign” (Ghazan Mahmud
Khallad Allah Mulki), “Ruler of Islam/Emperor, the Supreme, Ghazan Mahmud” (Padishah-i Islam Shahan-
shl?h-i Muazzam Ghazan Mahmud), “Sultan of Islam/Ghazan Mahmud” (Sultan-i Islam, Ghazan Mahmud)
(Allsen 32).

3. These were, for example, Seljuk Sultan Giath al-Din Kaykhusraw (Ravandi 38), Muhammad ibn Sam-i Ghuri
(Ibn Munawwar 8), and Abul Muzaffar Iltetmish of the Mamluk dynasty of Delhi (Fakhr-i Mudabbir 16).
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Consequently, the conquest of Baghdad and the overthrow of the Caliphate became a prereg-
uisite for the Iranian movements of the early Islamic centuries, whose ambition was the revital-
ization of the Sasanian Empire (224-651). Even though it seems that the Mongol invasion made
the ambitious dream of conquering Iranshahr achievable, as Fragner argues, in the context of the
13th century, the revival of an ancient empire was not what the Mongol rulers nor their Iranian
vizier envisioned. Their goal was, instead, to reinvent Iran as a “new regional power” following
former Islamic models, even that of the extinct Caliphate (73). At this critical juncture, Ghazan was
presented as Padishah-i Islam in order to legitimize his rule over Iranshahr and its Muslim resi-
dents (Kamola 59).

In order to rule over Iranshahr, a king must have been granted Farr-i Izadi (divine glory). This an-
cient concept was theorized by Iranian-born thinkers such as Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092) and al-Ghaz-
ali (d. 1111) as the emergence of Turk dynasties in eastern territories caused a decline in caliphal
power. In his book Siyar al-Muluk or Siyasatnama, Nizam al-Mulk stated that the legitimacy of a
king does not depend on being appointed or approved by the caliph but is obtained only by God's
will. His book begins with a brief description of an appointed king:

In every age and time, God (be He exalted) chooses one member of the human
race and, having endowed him with godly and kingly virtues, entrusts him with
the interests of the world and the well-being of His servants; He charges that
person to close the doors of corruption, confusion, and discord, and He imparts
to him such dignity and majesty in the eyes and hearts of men, that under his
just rule, they may live their lives in constant security and ever wish for his reign
to continue (Nizam al-Mulk 9).

These words clearly indicate the revival of the Persian concept of the ideal king, to whom the Farr-i
Izadi is dedicated, as the representative of God on earth (Tabatabai 134, 145). In Nasihat al-Muluk,
a book attributed to al-Ghazali, the author lists embodiments of Farr-i Izadi, including inherent
characteristics (gawhar-i shahi) and acquired skills (hunarha-i shahana):

The divine effulgence [Farr-i Izadi] is expressed in sixteen things; intelligence,
knowledge, sharpness of mind, ability to perceive things, perfect physique, lit-
erary taste, horsemanship, application to work, and courage; together with
boldness, deliberation, good temper, impartiality towards the weak and the
strong, friendliness, magnanimity, maintaining tolerance and moderation,
judgment and foresight in business, frequent reading of the reports of the ear-
ly Muslims, and constant attention to the Biographies of the Kings and inquiry
concerning the activities of the Kings of Old [...] (al-Ghazali 74).

We see in Ghazan’s conversion account in Tarikh-i Banakati, that the process of elevating Ghazan
to the status of the Just Ruler and a ruler who was selected by God is adequately demonstrated.
In this text, written during the reign of Ghazan, he is presented as the savior of Islam. The author
reported an assembly just before the conversion of Ghazan to Islam. There, Amir Nowruz referred
to a prediction made by astrologers and Islamic scholars that a great king would emerge circa
1290 and turned the religion of Islam, which had become “threadbare” (mundaris) by that time, in-
to a “fresh” (taza) religion. Nowruz also pointed out that the signs of the savior king were obvious
in Ghazan. If he converted to Islam he would be the one in authority (Ulu'l-amr), and all Muslims

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.3



Manazir
° ' ° — 37— Azadeh Latifkar

Journal

would owe him obedience (Banakati 454). A few weeks later, following the defeat of Baidu and his
murder in the wars of succession, Nowruz announced Ghazan's victory in numerous letters writ-
ten to different parts of the country and declared that “Ghazan is the Padishah-i Islam” (Melville,
“Padshah-i Islam” 172).

Focusing on illustrated manuscripts, in this article, I deal with the visual representations of Ghaz-
an that aimed to legitimate him as Padishah-i Islam. Art historians who have explored the arts
of the book in Ilkhanid Iran have confirmed the use of the book as a tool in Ilkhanid propagan-
da.* Sheila Blair, who has conducted in-depth research on Ilkhanid manuscripts, especially on a
splendid manuscript of Ferdowsi's Shahnama (Book of Kings) known as the Great Mongol Shah-
nama, and Jame® al-Tawarikh (Compendium of Chronicles), argues that Ilkhanid patrons applied
the history and epic as means to legitimize their domination over Iran. According to Blair, illustra-
tions were not simply a way of beautifying the books or providing a visual narrative of the text.
Moreover, each scene is chosen and painted in a way to express a contemporary political situa-
tion or to propagate a political message (“Development of the Illustrated Book” 270). The Great
Mongol Shahnama is a typical example of interpreting Shahnama scenes as contemporary Mon-
gol history.” Though this idea was later criticized by Blair and Bloom as well as David Morgan for
lack of evidence (Morgan, “Oleg Grabar and Sheila Blair” 364-365; Blair and Bloom, “Epic Images
and Contemporary History” 41-52), the importance of the Shahnama in the Ilkhanid Propaganda
is confirmed by a body of research done on various aspects of Ilkhanid Art.®

In addition to the Shahnama, paintings from Jame®al-Tawarikh, the most important book from the
Ilkhanid era, have been the subject of various research. Exploring the paintings from the Arabic
manuscript of Jame*al-Tawarikh, Ms. Or. 20, now kept in the Edinburgh University Library, Melville
argues that Rashid al-Din supervised the selection of the illustrated scenes. He suggests that the
abundance of paintings describing the Turk rulers compared with the lack of pictures of ancient
kings of Iran was intentional (“Royal Image” 354). Thus, he interpreted the representation of Ghaz-
navids' militancy and the dignity of the Seljuk enthroned sovereigns as an allusion to two phases
of Mongol history: the conquests and the establishment of the empire (356).

It is important to note that previous research was mainly focused on how the Ilkhanids perceived
the history of the ancient kings and pre-Mongol Islamic rulers of Iran. As I will discuss in the fol-
lowing sections, none of the preserved Ilkhanid manuscripts of Jame‘ al-Tawarikh from the 14th
century includes the chapters of Ghazan and his successors. The only images from the 14th cen-
tury that illustrate the Ilkhanid courts are among the fascinating selections of Persian painted
pages in the Diez Albums preserved in the collection of the Oriental Department at the Berlin
State Library.”

4. For a comprehensive account of Ilkhanid book projects, see Azzouna, Aux origines du classicisme 207-363.

5. Grabar and Blair carried on the most important research with this approach; see also Soudavar, “The Saga
of Abu-Sa‘id Bahador Khan.”

6. Archaeological evidence from the Ilkhanid palace at Takht-i Sulayman shows that Shahnama text and im-
age are not restricted to book production projects (Blair, Ilkhanid Palace 242). Moreover, the Shahnama was
perceived as relatin%lran's history, so composing verse histories imitating the Shahnama in form and con-
tent was supported by Ilkhanid and Jalayirid patrons (Melville, Persian Historiography 193-197).

7. There are also similar images in Istanbul album H.2153, probably from the same workshops, but their dat-
ing is debatable (Blair, A Compendium of Chronicles 93-98).
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Scholars of Persian art have explored the Diez Albums since the 1950s. However, the paintings be-
came subjects of extensive studies in the 2010s following their digitisation. The results were pre-
sented at a Berlin symposium in 2013 and published in The Diez Albums: Contexts and Contents in
2016. Three chapters of the book, written by Charles Melville, Yoka Kadoi, and Claus-Peter Haase,
deal with the contents of the images which represent Mongol courts and their court culture.
These images are at the center of my study. As the title of this article suggests, I have specifically
concentrated my focus on the sections of Ilkhanid history where Ghazan, events of his reign, and
measures attributed to him are the main subject, and I have sought for visual evidence that re-
flects them. Iinterpreted the visual evidence in the context of the Ilkhanid political situation, their
reception of the Shahnama as the history of Iran, and their approach to Islamic historiography.

Gawhar and Hunar in Tarikh-i Mubarak-i Ghazani

One essential source that portrays Mahmud Ghazan as the Padishah-i Islam is Tarikh-i Mubarak-i
Ghazani (The Blessed History of Ghazan), an official narrative of the Mongols' history, compiled
by Rashid al-Din as the first part of his Compendium of Chronicles. According to its introduction,
the book’s writing began in 1302 following Mahmud Ghazan’s royal command.? Tarikh-i Mubarak
starts with the history of his Mongol ancestors, a detailed biography of Chinggis Khan, including
his early life, battles, conquests, and reign, followed by chapters narrating the rule of his sons and
grandsons in conquered lands, including Iran. Each chapter consists of three parts (gism): the first
is dedicated to family (wives, children, and the family tree), the second part describes the reign of
each khan, and the third consists of various anecdotes related to their life and reign.

The story of Ghazan is told in the final chapter. The first part begins with a description of Ghazan'’s
ancestry, introducing his wives and children, and continues with accounts of his birth and child-
hood when he was being groomed for kingship with royal knowledge and skills under the super-
vision of his grandfather Abaga Khan. The author’s emphasis on his birth is significant consider-
ing that in chapters dedicated to other Mongol khans, except in the biography of Chinggis Khan,
their birth and early years are not recounted. The second part is dedicated to succession wars,
conversion to Islam, and the events of his reign until his death in 1303. The third part consists of
forty anecdotes about his personality and the political and economic reforms he made during his
reign. Carefully designed, this part aims to fulfill a political idea, to introduce him as a king with
divine glory (Padishah-i farahmand). Numerous anecdotes about his characteristics could be con-
sidered examples of divine glory; his knowledge of various arts, being infallible and chaste, being
eloquent in debate, his adherence to agreements, generosity, courage, and being in service of the
prophet’s family (Rashid al-Din, Tarikh-i Mubarak 161-200). The other group of accounts describes
a set of measures known as Ghazan's reforms (Islahat-i Ghazani) where we see an emphasis on
the implementation of justice (Morgan 101-103).

In the first half of the 14th century several royal workshops were active under the supervision
of Rashid al-Din, in which religious and historical books, especially his own compilations, were
copied, illuminated and illustrated. According to the endowment deed of the Rab*-i Rashidi, man-
uscripts of Jame® al-Tawarikh were produced in these workshops annually and sent to different

8. The book was eventually finished under the patronage of Sultan Uljaitu, Ghazan's brother and successor,
but its title remained unchanged (Rashid al-Din, Tarikh-i Mubarak 8).
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parts of the country (Azzouna, “Rashid Al-din” 192, 196-198). However, today, only three mutilat-
ed manuscripts remain: a copy in Arabic divided between the University of Edinburgh library (Ms.
Or.20) and the Khalili collection (Mss. 727), and two copies in Persian in the Topkapi Palace library
(H. 1653 and H.1654) (Blair, A Compendium of Chronicles 27). None of these copies include the story
of Ghazan.

In the 18 century, some illustrated folios that once belonged to a missing copy of Tarikh-i
Mubarak-i Ghazani were acquired and taken to Berlin by Heinrich Friedrich von Diez, a German
diplomat, orientalist and book lover. These are among the other paintings, drawings and callig-
raphy work now preserved in the Diez Albums. (Diez A, fol. 70-74). Art historians have attributed
these paintings to the Rab*i Rashidi workshops around 1320 through the identification of their
stylistic features (Kadoi 246-247; Blair, A Compendium of Chronicles 93-95). Identifying the subject
of each image and reconstructing the mutilated manuscript is difficult because the images were
cut from their original setting and pasted into an album folio according to their size and col-
or palette. However, comparing the Diez illustrations with those of a 14t"-century manuscript of
Jame‘al-Tawarikh in the French National Library (Persan 1113),9 four images from Diez Albums un-
doubtedly illustrate events from the Ghazan chapter. The first is Ghazan's birth (Diez A, fol. 70,
p. 8, no. 2). The second is the painting that represents men reciting the Quran in luxurious tents
(Diez Afol. 70, p. 8, no. 1). The third is the Ghazan mausoleum as described in the thirteenth anec-
dote of the third part of Ghazan's story (Diez A, fol. 70, p. 13), and the last is a young woman's en-
counter with Ghazan from the thirty-eighth anecdote (Diez A, fol. 70, p.18, no. 2)."° Aside from the
birth scene which will be explored later, the other scenes are related to Ghazan’s royal skills (hu-
nar). The Quran reciting scene is a visual narrative of an event described in detail in the book and
represents his religiosity. The double-page painting of Ghazan’'s mausoleum and related buildings
is a manifestation of abadani, which means development and construction, and it is a prerequisite
to be a just ruler. Moreover, by building a dome over his grave, Ghazan dissociates himself from
his ancestral burial rituals. Again, his being impressed by the mausoleums of Imams and Sufis is
a sign of his religiosity (Azzouna, Aux Origines 209). The last image depicts Ghazan's command to
provide housing for state emissaries and prohibit officers from staying in people’s houses'' which
is also related to his role as an astute and just ruler (Rashid al-Din, Tarikh-i Mubarak 360-356).

The royal lineage is one of the main themes of the Tarikh-i Mubarak-i Ghazani. In addition to the
scenes mentioned earlier, there are four paintings of the Mongol court, one a single page and
three double pages, in the Diez Albums. In each painting, a Mongol khan and his consort are en-
throned flanked by several princes, princesses, courtiers and attendants (fig. 1).

9. The date and place of coBying and illustrating of this manuscript is a point of disagreement between schol-
ars such as Ernst ). Grube, Ernst Kihnel and Francis Richard. While Grube attributed the manuscript to
Tabriz workshops of the first half of the 14t century, Kithnel and Richard insist that it is a production of
Timurids workshops in 15t century Herat. Richard (310) also believes that the illustrations were added
somﬁtime after copying the manuscript. Of the 113 illustrations in this manuscript, 26 belong to the Ghaz-
an chapter.

10. In the Paris manuscript, the mentioned images are as follows: Ghazan’s Birth (210v), Reciting the Quran
(239r), Ghazan's mausoleum (256v-257r), and the encounter of a woman and Ghazan (285v). For some

notes on the Quran recitation and Ghazan's mausoleum scenes, see Melville, “Illustration of Turko-Mongol”
240-241.

11. All translations of Tarikh-i Mubarak-i Ghazani are my own, unless otherwise attributed.
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Figure 1: A Mongol Khan and His Consort Enthroned from Diez Albums, attributed to an unknown manuscript
of Tarikh-i Mobarak-i Ghazani (Tabriz, circa 1320), Ink and opaque watercolor on paper, Staatsbib-

liothek zu Berlin - PK, Diez A fol. 70 S. 22. Image courtesy of Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK Photo
© Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK. URL
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It is assumed that enthroned khans were identified according to the inscriptions once written in
a box on top of the pages (Kadoi 251). The removal of these inscriptions has prevented us from
recognizing the enthroned figures. However, Melville believes that none of these paintings illus-
trate Ghazan's court due to the absence of men in Persian clothing (“Illustration of Turko-Mongol”
237).

Therefore, whether the enthroned sovereign is identified or not, the court scenes demonstrate
the Ilkhanids' attitude toward their history. Rashid al-Din bolstered their enthusiasm for their an-
cestral history and the Persian notion of the ideal king to legitimize Mongol rule over Iran. It must
be taken into account that according to Persian political ideas, to be granted Farr-i Izadi and rule
over Iranshahr, one must be of royal descent (Shahbazi 128). That is why the Iranian kings from
local dynasties in the early Islamic centuries traced their lineage back to Sasanian kings. Even
the Ghaznavids claimed to be descended from Yazdegerd III, the last Sasanian king (Daryaee and
Rezakhani 9). However, Rashid al-Din dealt with Ghazan's royal lineage differently. The Mongols
regard Chinggis Khan as a prophet, a selected man who brought the holy book (Yasa) and a king
sent by the heavens to take command of the Turks and the Mongols (Bayani 16-18). As Rashid
al-Din states in the introduction, what motivated him to write Tarikh-i Mubarak was Ghazan's en-
thusiasm for the history of his ancestors and a need to organize the oral narratives and scattered
documents of the history of the Mongols (8). So, being from the Chinggisid lineage became a le-
gitimizing factor and even Timurids and Mughals built their legitimacy upon their Mongol ances-
try.

The importance of the royal lineage is exemplified in the narrative of the conquest of the Levant
by Ghazan from Tarikh-i Mubarak. There, Ghazan addressed the surrendered residents of Damas-
cus and asked them, who am I? The crowd said, you are the King Ghazan, son of Arghun Khan,
son of Abaqga Khan, son of Hulagu Khan, son of Tolui Khan, son of Chinggis Khan (128). Afterward,
Ghazan asked them about the descendancy of al-Malik al-Nasir ibn Qalawun II, the ninth Bahri
Mameluke sultan of Egypt and the Levant. He asked who his father was; they answered he was
Alfi. He asked who Alfi's father was. Then all of them remained silent. So, everybody knew that the
reign of [the Mamelukes] was accidental, and not by merit (Rashid al-Din, Tarikh-i Mubarak 128)".
Given this, the religious and political aspects of Ilkhanid rule were rooted in the sanctity of the
Prophet Muhammad and the spiritual aspects of Chinggis Khan. Thus, the reign of Ghazan was a
continuation of the reign of the Prophet and Chinggis Khan (Brack 2, 6-7).

From this point of view the Mongol court scenes, which insist on the glory of Ghazan's Mongol
descent, also reinforce the book’s central idea of producing the image of Ghazan as a sovereign
with royal glory.

12. On the importance of Mongol lineage for Ilkhanids also see Brack 159-160.
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The Birth of the Appointed King

It is without a doubt that the birth scene is the most important of the paintings attributed to
Ghazan's story (fig. 2). As mentioned above, the first part of Ghazan's story and the depiction of
his birth are almost unique in this book. At first sight, the painter represents a royal birth using a
plain visual language with stylistic features belonging to the Ilkhanid workshops of Rab*i Rashidli.
The figures are painted on light brownish-yellow backgrounds in relatively elongated rectangu-
lar frames and the interior space is depicted with minimal accessories. A leaning woman wearing
a red robe and no headdress is painted on the left resting her head and shoulders on a golden
pillow while placing her arm in a supportive gesture next to an infant wrapped in a red cloth. Al-
though no facial detail is recognizable due to the distortion of the mother's and child's faces, it
seems that the mother looks towards the right, where three men are sitting. Three women are
seated in the middle of the scene in front of the mother. Besides sitting on chairs, their royal sta-
tus is evident from their red robes, long headdresses called boqtaq, unique to Mongol khatuns
(high-ranked Mongol women), and golden earrings. In this scene, there are also three maids: one
is standing behind the mother wearing a hat adorned with feathers, the second, in similar clothes
and hat, sits on the floor with a bended knee and the third stands in front of the mother and holds
a thurible in front of her. On the right, two men sit in the front and one in the back. They wear
long robes with wide sleeves and white turbans. The men in the front hold round objects, proba-
bly astrolabes, and two other objects similar to hourglasses are in front of them on the floor.

Figure 2: Ghazan Khan's Birth Scene from Diez Albums, attributed to an unknown manuscript of Tarikh-i
Mobarak-i Ghazani (Tabriz, circa 1320), Ink and opaque watercolor on paper, Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin - PK, Diez A fol. 70 S. 8 Nr. 2. Image courtesy of Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK ,Photo ©
Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK. URL
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Figure 3: Ghazan Khan’s Birth Scene from from a manuscript of Jami- al -Tawarikh (the Compendium of
Chronicles) by Rashid al-Din (probably Herat, 15t" century), Ink and opaque watercolor on paper,
Bibliothéque nationale de France, Supplément Persan 1113, fol. 210v. Image courtesy of galli-
ca.bnf.fr / Bibliotheque nationale de France, Photo © Bibliothéque nationale de France. URL

In Tarikh-i Mubarak, Rashid al-Din has referred to “skilled astronomers” being present at the mo-
ment of Ghazan’s birth. They observed the positions of the stars and predicted an extremely bliss-
ful fortune for the newborn and were in agreement that “he would be a great king with extreme
magnificence and majesty” (3). By comparing the abovementioned painting with one of the Jame°
al-Tawarikh folios located in Paris which depicts a similar scene within the section on Ghazan's
birth, there is no doubt about the subject of the Diez painting (fig. 3)."
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Figure 4: The Prophet Muhammad Birth Scene from a manuscript of Jami- al -Tawarikh (the Compendium of
Chronicles) by Rashid al-Din (Tabriz, 1314), Ink and opaque watercolor on paper, University of Ed-
inburgh Library, Or.MS.20. fol.42r. Image courtesy of University of Edinburgh Photo © University
of Edinburgh. URL

Furthermore, the scene is similar to Muhammad's birth scene found in a Jame al-Tawarikh folio
housed in Edinburgh, illustrated around 1308, also in Rab*i Rashidi (fig. 4). Finding no previous
painting of the Prophet’s birth, Blair believes that this painting is influenced by nativity scene
paintings that were provided as models for painters working at Tabriz's workshops. According to
Blair, in the Jame" al-Tawarikh painting, Joseph was replaced by the Prophet’s grandfather, ‘Abd al-
Muttalib, who sat on the right. On the other side, three standing women were painted instead of
the Magi who traveled to Bethlehem to visit the infant Christ (A Compendium of Chronicles 69). In
Gazan'’s birth scene, there are also three men, the astronomers. While there is no other man, this
unusual presence could be related to the Magi in the number and their functions in both narra-
tives that link them to the predictions of the infant's future.

A Nativity scene in a Syriac manuscript from the Vatican Library (Vat. sir. 559, fol 16r) may be
similar to the models that Ilkhanid painters had referred. The manuscript was produced for the
Monastery of Mar Matti near Mossul in 1219, almost 100 years before the birth scene in the Diez
Albums has been painted. Several scenes related to the infant Christ were painted in a single
frame here.'* In the upper part, where the Magi visit the mother and the child, the half-risen ges-
ture of Mary, her gaze at the three men standing on the left, and the newborn lying beside her on
a golden bed are similar to Ghazan'’s birth scene. Textual evidence demonstrates that it was not

13. Another image of Ghazan's birth in a 17th century manuscript of Jame" al-Tawarikh (Ms. IV.1 in Reza library
at Rampur, Uttar Pradesh) resembles the painting of the Paris manuscript (Rice 154). Both scenes have
probably been painted according to a model unavailable now.

14. The image is available online, see: https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.sir.559/0035 (Accessed 30 Aug. 2023).
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merely a visual adaptation and that painting this particular scene according to the nativity scene
was done intentionally. In the paragraphs following Rashid al-Din's account of Ghazan'’s birth in
Tarikh-i Mubarak-i Ghazani, he compared Ghazan with a prophet. First, he pointed to selecting a
wet nurse for newborn Ghazan and then wrote about his ability to talk while still in the cradle.
Both of these can be considered allusions to the prophets Muhammad and Christ. He also com-
pared Ghazan's appearance and deeds with the prophets: he is handsome as Joseph, courteous
as Moses, bright as Christ and well-spoken as Muhammad (6). These implications are not restrict-
ed to the first part of Ghazan's story. In the first anecdote of the third part, he compared Ghazan
with Abraham, who converted to the worship of God in the light of divine guidance, broke the
idols, and destroyed the temples (169).

The Icon

Here I turn to a detailed examination of a single image from the Diez Albums that has a peculiar
iconography (fig. 5). The separated folio, now pasted in Diez A fol. 71, is seriously damaged with most
of the faces, hands, and draperies having lost detail and color. In the center, a man in a golden robe
wearing a white turban is enthroned on a blue throne flanked by two seated men in luxurious robes
and feather hats. Three angels with bare chests and golden wings hover over the throne. The angel
in the middle is directly above the head of the enthroned figure and slightly touches the highest part
of the throne. The most noteworthy elements are the angel’s full-face representation, and the peacock
feather ornamentation on the lower part of her body. While it is unclear if they hold any objects in their
hands due to the severe damage of the image, we see the other two angels point their fingers toward
the throne from either side.

In one of the earliest studies on the Diez Albums, Mehmet Sevket Ipsiroglu assumed it reasonable to put
this royal scene into the category of Seljuk-Mongol style by identifying some stylistic features in the faces
and the throne (Ipsiroglu 12). This category indicates a transitional phase in Persian painting in the
medieval period. During this phase, which began in the second half of the 13t century in Baghdad and
ended with the establishment of the Rashidi workshop in Tabriz, the Seljuk style gradually mixed with
eastern motives. However, the feather hats and generous use of gold, especially in backgrounds, clothes
and accessories, are indicative of the small Shahnamas attributed to Baghdad workshops around 1300
(Simpson, Illustration of an Epic 272). Moreover, some details in painting portraits and draperies also
confirm its attribution to the early 14th century (Haase 280).
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Figure 5: An Enthroned Ruler (Probably Ghazan) from Diez Albums, attributed to a detached frontispiece

from an unknown Manuscript (probably Baghdad or Tabriz, 1300), Ink, opaque watercolor and
gold on paper, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK, Diez Afol. 71, S. 46, Nr. 4. Image courtesy of Staats-
bibliothek zu Berlin - PK ,Photo © Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK. URL
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Illustrating this trichotomous composition in which a ruler is enthroned in the center among his
courtiers and attendants with angles, sometimes holding a ribbon, flying over his throne, in the
opening pages of the manuscripts was prevalent at least from the 12th century in Mesopotamian
workshops (Simpson, “In the Beginning” 213; Blair, “Une bréve histoire” 61). Similar frontispieces
from Ilkhanid manuscripts are known, including the one at the beginning of an illustrated manu-
script of Tarikhnama, now in the Freer Gallery (fig. 6). Both attributed to the early 14th century, the
Tarikhnama frontispiece and the Diez painting have similar features that extend beyond just their
subject matter, such as their composition and the way the enthroned figure is represented.'

Compared with other illustrated frontispieces belonging to the same period, these similarities
confirm that the Diez painting was once illustrated as a frontispiece of an unknown manuscript.
Now a significant question regarding a manuscript frontispiece must be discussed: who is the en-
throned figure?

This question related to the frontispieces’ function as visual dedications praising the patron often
has no straightforward answer especially in the cases like Diez's frontispiece where the painting
is detached from its original setting (Simpson, “In the Beginning” 242). In the case studied here,
as [ argue below, the figure with a turban, holding a bow and enthroned among a group of men
with Mongol feathered hats is most likely Ghazan Khan, Padishah-i Islam. 1 propose primarily an
interpretation of this image since our lack of knowledge about the original manuscript makes it
challenging to identify the enthroned figure. However, as I will argue further, some iconographic
features in this folio will show that a symbolic analysis is not useless.

According to the frontispiece tradition, the figure can be the book’s author or his patron. While
exploring frontispieces from the 12th and 13th centuries, Blair observes a visual convention ac-
cording to which the author’s portraits were painted in three-quarter view, possibly reciting their
book. However, rulers or patrons were portrayed full-faced and in royal settings (Blair, “Une bréve
histoire” 57). Moreover, in the Diez frontispiece, the royal symbols are so evident that it is hard
to identify the seated figure as the author. As mentioned, wearing a turban instead of the usual
crown may be the key to identify the enthroned figure. Does he represent the Prophet Muham-
mad, an Arab ruler or maybe a caliph? The caliph cannot be represented while enthroned among
Mongol emirs and attendants, but whether it represents the Prophet or not deserves more inves-
tigation.

15. For Tarikhnama manuscript dating and Iconography, see Fitzherbert 1-11.
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Figure 6: An Enthroned Ruler on the frontispiece of the first volume of a Tarikhnama (Book of history) by
Bal'ami (probably Baghdad or Mussel, 1300), Ink, opaque watercolor and gold on paper, 42.2 x
28.7 cm, Freer Gallery of Art, F1957.16. Image courtesy of Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Insti-
tution, Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art Collection, Photo © Freer Gallery of Art. URL
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The enthroned Prophet is among the illustrated scenes in some Ilkhanid manuscripts such as the
Freer small Shahname (fig. 7) and the Marzbannama.'® Several considerations regarding these im-
ages must be taken into account. First, both manuscripts are dated around 1300."” Second, both
images are illustrated in the book’s preface, followed by an image of the patron in a royal setting.
Third, the flying angels were only painted over the Prophet's throne. Fourth, in two ways, the en-
throned Prophet, especially in the Freer Shahnama, differs from the enthroned kings in the same
manuscript as he does not wear a crown but a turban covered with a long shawl and is represent-
ed in a three-quarter view. The enthroned kings are represented in frontal view with open chests.
They are seated crossed legs with a boot always visible though wearing a long robe (fig. 8). This
gesture is familiar in several royal images in Ilkhanid paintings as well as in the Diez frontispiece.
In contrast, the Prophet slightly turns to the right as if he is talking to his fellows, and his long
robe covers his feet completely. The three-quarter view presentation is in line with Blair's distinc-
tion between portraying authors and their patrons in frontispieces. Moreover, the painter delib-
erately avoided royal iconographic conventions in representing the enthroned Prophet. A compli-
cated setting accompanied by royal attributes, two lions, and the golden bow distinguishes this
painting from an iconography of the enthroned Prophet.

In the Freer Shahnama and Marzbannama, the Prophet is enthroned among the Rashidun caliphs
as well as his companions. In the Diez frontispiece, several attendants fill the scene and two men
(probably emirs) are seated by the throne while two other men are holding parasols behind the
throne. The hajibs and royal guards also stand in the lower part.

Returning to the main question, how could the turban be interpreted as an attribute of Ghazan
khan? To cast light on this issue, we must have a look at the 1297 events. According to Tarikh-i
Mubarak and Tarikh-i Wassaf, Ghazan was crowned with a turban in Muharrim of 697 A.H. (1297).
While Rashid al-din briefly reported the event (Tarikh-i Mubarak 117), Wassaf provided a more de-
tailed description. In his narration, he pointed to Ghazan's turban with the word Tijan (a plural
form of Taj that means crown) and used the verb motavaj shodan, which means to crown.

Moreover, using highly elaborate language, he pointed to a change in the Mongol emirs’ clothing,
describing that they dressed as believers without mentioning the turban as a part of their new
uniform. Even though by believers’ clothing, he meant that Mongol emirs were dressed in Iranian
robes and turbans, the specific use of the verb “to crown,” indicates that the writer perceived the
turban as a royal crown for Ghazan."®

According to Tarikh-i Wassaf, wearing the turban should be considered a symbolic and strategic
act at a critical juncture as Ghazan was planning his second attack on the Levant. Additionally,
Ghazan's legitimacy at that time had become vulnerable due to the execution of Amir Nowruz. Be-
ing afraid of losing his Muslim supporters, Ghazan exaggerated the importance of Islamic laws,
according to Wassaf. The other significant point in the Wassaf narrative is Ghazan’'s decree that
no one can force Tajiks (here meaning non-Turk or non-Mongol) to wear a Mongol hat.

16. Christiane Gruber has done an extensive study of the enthroned prophet-king, see Gruber 34-81.

17. Marzbannama (Ms. 216) is preserved in Archaeology Museum Library, Istanbul. For the enthroned prophet
scene in its preface, see Gruber 53.

18. For Ghazan's coronation account in Tarikh-i Wassaf I refer to this manuscript, MS.PERS.116, fol. 311v.
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Figure 7: The Prophet Muhammad Enthroned and the Four Orthodox Caliphs from a Shahnama (Book of kings)
by Firdawsi (probably Baghdad, 1300), Ink, opaque watercolor, gold and silver on paper 9.8x11.5
cm, Freer Gallery of Art, F1929.26. .Image courtesy of Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art Collection, Photo © Freer Gallery of Art. URL

Figure 8: Sultan Mahmud Enthroned Among Courties from a Shahnama (Book of kings) by Firdawsi (Probably
Baghdad, 1300), Ink, opaque watercolor, gold and silver on paper, 9.8 x 11.5 cm, Freer Gallery of
Art, F1929.26b. Image courtesy of Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.:
Freer Gallery of Art Collection, Photo © Freer Gallery of Art. URL
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This command was probably issued to gain the support of the Iranians as the leading group of
Nowruz' followers (Bayani 216). At the same time, it shows that the Mongol community did not
abandon the Mongolian hat.

Turning to the three flying angels over the throne, two unusual things become readily apparent.
Illustrating two hovering angles holding a ribbon over the enthroned figure is the standard way
of painting them in the enthronement scenes. This being said, in the Diez frontispiece, there are
three angels over the throne, and none of them holds a ribbon. There are two possible expla-
nations for why the painter has avoided a typical pattern: he used other models or intended to
convey a different message by altering the prevalent pattern.

In the ancient representations of flying angels on Sassanid reliefs, they hold small ribbons as a
sign of victory (Soudavar, Aura of Kings 13). In the 12th and 13th centuries, the short ribbons were
replaced by a much longer ribbon placed in a curved form over the ruler’s head. Its shape bears in
mind the victory arch with two angels on both sides, according to Hillenbrand (210). Furthermore,
in the ancient Near East, the arch and ribbon are associated with casting shadows by a parasol
over dignitaries’ heads (210). This practice continued during the Islamic period and was reflected
in literary texts as a sign of divine endorsement and protection.'

How do we then consider the flying angels with no ribbon in their hands? In Aja‘'eb al-Makhlugat
(Wonders of Creation), written in the 11t century, the author describes Solomon's court in the
ancient city of Istakhr. According to Tusi, two archangels stood over Solomon’s throne, Gabriel on
the right and Israfil on the left (178). This provides us a valuable clue.

As mentioned, something like a peacock tail adorns the lower body of the central angle in the
Diez frontispiece which is a clear symbol of paradise and the sun, both divine symbols in Islam-
ic culture.”® Moreover, Gabriel is described as the peacock of the angels in Persian poetry (Lat-
ifkar 27n42). In a hadith quoted from Muhammad, “Gabriel has six hundred wings [adorned] with
pearls, and he spread them out like peacocks’ feathers” (Al Suyuti 121). Thus, does this textual ev-
idence suggest that the central angel represents Gabriel? In other words, is it convincing to iden-
tify the flying figure supporting the throne of an earthly sovereign as the angel of revelation?

Such an image is not unprecedented in Persian poetry. For instance, in the 12th century, Hasan
Gaznavi praised Bahram shah of Ghazna by depicting Gabriel over his throne (81). In the intro-
ductory verse, the poet describes his patron’s court as a place worthy of Gabriel's presence which
means the divine approval of Bahram Shah. He also points out that God appoints the king to rule
the world from the east to the west (Afaq). Being appointed by God to rule correlates the ideal
kingship with prophethood. This idea was noticed in the early Islamic centuries among Muslim
historians and thinkers such as Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi (Tabatabai 160). In Alvah-i Imadi, he
wrote that pre-Islamic kings such as Fereydun and Kay Khosraw were granted Farr-i Izadi by God
talking to them through the Holy Spirit (Suhrawardi 186-187).'

19. In one of his pane%yric poems, Anvari (d. 1189) enunciates that the parasol over his patron’s head and the
brilliant crown on his head are signs of God's eternal protection:gi yw o / 21 G glop bass 3 olisb sl Gl sld

20. For the iconography of the peacock in medieval Persian culture see Daneshvari 49-64.

21. Tabatabai admires Suhrawardi’s influence on Iran’s cultural continuity by founding the Illuminationist Phi-
losophy (falsafa-ye esraqi) and reviving the political concept of Iranshahr (Tabatabai 153-157).
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In Ghazan's conversion ceremony, Amir Nowruz addressed Ghazan Khan as Ulu'l-amr. This term
is driven from the Quran (An-Nisa 4: 59), where the believers were addressed to obey God, the
Prophet, and “those having authority among you,” referring to “the appointees of the Prophet
representing his authority in his absence” (Blankinship 567). Thus, by addressing Ghazan as Ulu'l-
amr, Nowruz introduces him as the Prophet's successor, which coincides with the concept of the
ideal ruler in the Islamic period (Tabatabai 163). That is why the king is higher in position than
the caliph since the king is God's immediate appointee, and this divine approval is the mentioned
Farr-i Izadi (164). A combination of textual and visual manifestations of divine approval can be
found in the Tarikhnama manuscript's frontispiece. In an elaborated rectangular frame located
on the top, over the head of the enthroned ruler, part of a verse from the Quran (Saad 38: 26)
has been written (fig. 9). This verse is significant in Islamic political thought because it is the only
verse in the Quran in which the word caliph is used in a political sense (Kadi 277-278). Less than
a century before the Mongol invasion, Najm al-Din Razi (d. 1256), a Persian Sufi, had interpreted
this verse in his book Mersad al-ebad to support his idea of the unity between religion and king-
ship (232-244).

According to him, referring to David as God's caliph on earth shows that “kingship is khilafa of God
and that justice is of its essence” and “kingship over men may be joined to the rank of prophet-
hood” (Crone 253).22

Figure 9: An Enthroned Ruler on the frontispiece of the first volume of a Tarikhnama (Book of history) by
Bal'ami (probably Baghdad or Mussel, 1300), Ink, opaque watercolor and gold on paper, 42.2 x
28.7 cm, Freer Gallery of Art, F1957.16. Image courtesy of Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Insti-
tution, Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art Collection, Photo © Freer Gallery of Art. URL. Detail
(cf. fig. 6).

22. Also see Fitzherbert 53-54 on the significance of this verse for the frontispiece.
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Thus, it is evident how the Iranian courtiers apply a prevalent idea to legitimize Ghazan's rule over
Iran. Returning to the Diez frontispiece, though identifying two angels on the right and left sides
is still debatable, I believe this evidence can justify the presence of an angel carrying the divine
message over the king's throne.

The enthroned ruler on the Diez frontispiece is accompanied by two essential attributes of the
ideal king: the bow and arrow, and the lion throne. A king enthroned on the lion throne is among
the popular images in Islamic lands. Though it is impossible to fully determine this image's origin
in Islamic narratives, the lion is related to two kings, Solomon and Bahram 1V, the latter also
known as Bahram Gur. In the story of Solomon, lions appear as the guardians of his throne and
prevent the unjust king from accessing it (Neysaburi 303; Soucek 114). The lion also protects the
royal throne and crown in the narratives of Bahram Gur found in Ferdowsi's Shahnama and Niza-
mi's Haft Peykar (Seven Portraits). To be enthroned as the King of Iran, Bahram Gur had to prove
his legitimacy by getting the crown from the throne guarded by two lions. According to Ferdowsi
and Nizami, he kills the lions with his famous mace. Still, in Persian literature, he is generally
praised for his skill in archery, especially in the story of Bahram and Azade where he stucks a
dear’s ear with its leg. The visual representations of this story were popular in medieval centuries.
In an account of Ghazan hunting in 701 A.H. (1301 A.D.) from Tarikh-i Mubarak, Rashid al-Din com-
pares Ghazan's skills in archery with that of Bahram Gur. He wrote that Ghazan shot a deer with
one arrow and made nine wounds on its body. Then he claimed that after Ghazan's magnificent
shot, the image of Bahram Gur was no longer being painted on walls or in books (Tarikh-i Mubarak
133).

Another piece of evidence is found in Ghazan-Nama, a verse chronicle of the Ilkhanid dynasty,
composed by Nouri Azhdari for Sultan Sheikh Uways, the Jalayirid ruler of Iraq (Nuri Azhdari 6).
Similar to the verse chronicles of the Ilkhanid era, Azhdari imitates the Shahnama in form and
meaning. Though the narratives of Ghazan's reign are at the book’s core, a mythical image of him
is presented as the “philosopher king and just ruler” based on narratives of Iranian kingship from
the Shahnama and the Iskandarnama by Nizami (Melville, “History and Myth" 142). Azhdari's por-
trayal of Ghazan is comparable to the Iranian king-heroes with marvelous deeds, including fight-
ing with beasts, killing a dragon, and obtaining Alexander’s treasure. Portraying him as a drag-
on slayer and being led to royal treasures is reminiscent of Bahram Gur's narrative in Shahnama.
To conclude, reading this image in the light of the analogy between Ghazan and Bahram Gur in
Ilkhanid historical texts, the archer king seated on the lion throne in the Diez frontispiece can be
interpreted as Ghazan. He is portrayed with symbols attributed to Bahram Gur as a symbol of the
ideal king. Additionally, the turban and the revelation angel indicate his legitimacy as a Muslim
ruler. Thus, the memory of Persian kingship is combined with Islamic ideals in Ghazan’s image.

Conclusion

To create and present the image of Ghazan khan as Padishah-i Islam, in addition to Rashid al-din's
extensive programs of historiography, inherited visual traditions and the symbolic structure and
language were used in Ilkhanid royal workshops. Ghazan'’s birth scene, while at first glance a sim-
ple visual narrative of a blessed birth, also proposes a selection of intertextual references that
transformed it from a straightforward visual narrative to part of the symbolic framework in which
the imagery of Ghazan as an ideal king was created. In other words, the juxtaposition of the im-
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age with its history and the historical text created new layers of meaning. The painting functions
similarly to the method that historians such as Rashid al-din used to narrate and orient the events
of Ghazan's reign. Hence the visual and textual narratives integrate as a whole in order to form
the concept of a savior king or ideal ruler.

In addition to visual narratives, the creation of symbolic images of the ideal king is another way
to transmit a political message. As in the case of the Diez frontispiece, no specific narrative has
been visualized. Instead, all of the image components, from the composition to symbolic motives,
express the idea of Padishah-i Islam. The ancient form of a royal figure enthroned on a lion throne
is combined with other motives to create new form and meaning in the sociopolitical context of
the 14th century. Moreover, compared with literature that goes hand in hand with art in Persian
culture, the Diez frontispiece is similar to a panegyric poem praising Ghazan Kan. The visual lan-
guage of the painting and the imaginative expression of the concept of the ideal ruler are identi-
cal to how a poet chooses his words and applies stylistic devices. Therefore, all symbolic and aes-
thetical components of the image or poem follow the particular aim of making a symbolic image
of Ghazan.

These two paintings which represent a king with prophetic features, illustrate the concept of the
ideal ruler in which kingship and prophethood are inseparable. With all of its references, the vi-
sual representation of Ghazan's birth follows the textual and visual narratives in elevating a royal
birth to a divine one. However, the symbolic language used in the Diez Album painting, as is seen
in panegyric poetry, praises Ghazan as an ideal king that has been granted divine approval.
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Introduction

The Bibi Khanum Congregational Mosque founded in May 1399 in Samargand was conceived as
the most monumental expression of Timur's rule (1370-1405). The mosque (fig. 1) was the great-
est building project initiated during Timur's lifetime and still stands today, having been restored in
the 20t" and 215t centuries. It is unlikely that Timur saw its completion as he died several months
after the foundations of the main entrance portal were restructured. Undoubtedly, the building
was completed under Timur’'s successors in the first half of the 15th century. This essay explores
the architecture of the mosque as a representation of Timurid legitimacy related to Ilkhanid ar-
chitectural prototypes in Sultaniyya and Tabriz on the one hand, and as an epitome of Timurid
continuity by evoking Yuan iconography attested by the cultural exchanges between the Timurid
and the Ming courts under Shah Rukh (r. 1409-1447) on the other. More specifically, this article
focuses on the construction of the mosque under Shah Rukh's eldest son and governor of Samar-
gand, Ulugh Beg (r. 1409-1449) as an expression of his ambition for supreme legitimacy in Tran-
soxiana. The mosque is analysed as Ulugh Beg's attempt to forge ancestral and artistic genealogy
that directly related the Timurids and the Mongols via the aesthetic legacy of the Ilkhanids and
the Yuan, thus securing the continuity of the Timurid empire as just successors of Chinggis Khan.
After 1409, Shah Rukh moved the Timurid capital to Herat and Samargand was attempting to pre-
serve its primary role as a cultural and architectural centre across the vast Timurid realm.

Camapkasns. OOmik Burs Baba-XaHa.
'Samarkand. ~ Fnsicht ven Bibi-Chan.

Figure 1: The Ruins of the Bibi Khanum Mosque at the end of the 19th century. Postcard from the private col-
lection of Elena Paskaleva. Publisher: Izdanie A.L. Kirsner, 1920s.
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The architecture of the mosque has been discussed by several scholarly studies (Masson and
Pugachenkova, Bibikhonim, “Shakhri”; Ratiia; Pugachenkova; Man'kovskaia; Barthold,' Four stud-
ies, “Mechet’ Bibi-Khanym”, “O pogrebinii Timura”; Pinder-Wilson; Golombek and Wilber; Lentz
and Lowry; Hillenbrand; Bulatova and Shishkina) that have all stressed on its monumentality. The
massive scale of the Bibi Khanum Mosque has always been associated with Timur's struggle for
power and legitimacy as the studies focus on the grandiose imagery found in both architectural
projects or ruthless military deeds (Lentz and Lowry 36; Manz, “Tamerlane’s Career and Its Us-
es”). Although envisioned during Timur's lifetime as the most significant building in the capital
Samargand, Timur did not live long enough to see the mosque’s completion. Moreover, Timur
may not have witnessed the final stages of the other two monumental structures usually associat-
ed with his rule: the Yasawi Shrine in Turkistan (present-day Kazakhstan) and the Aqg Saray Palace
in Shahr-i Sabz (present-day Uzbekistan). Based on their epigraphy and exterior decoration, the
completion of both monuments can be attributed rather to the 1420s. The only surviving memo-
rials that were completed under Timur are one or two-chamber mausoleums which were built on
a considerably smaller scale. In this sense, the monumentality of the Bibi Khanum Mosque may
have been ascribed to Timur by contemporary historiography (Ibn ‘Arabshah; Yazdi’) and travel-
ogues (Clavijo) in order to magnify his persona as a dynastic founder. However, the architectural
evidence points out at a later completion date and most certainly to an iconographic programme
developed by Timur’s successors in the first half of the 15th century.

Timurid Samarqand at the Turn of the 15th Century

The great Central Asian ruler Timur (ca. 1336-1405), known in the west as Tamerlane, was the
embodiment of Eurasian identity. Through political and military action, Timur created a vast em-
pire that extended from Anatolia to India in the 14t and 15th century. He is also one of the few
mortals to have given their name to a distinct architectural style that was developed by his suc-
cessors on the territories of present-day Afghanistan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbek-
istan. Labelled by architectural historians as “metropolitan Timurid,” this style is characterized by
symmetrical open courtyard compounds with two or four iwans (monumental vaulted portals),
large ribbed double-shell domes on high drums, extensive epigraphic programmes both in the
interiors and exteriors of all structures using a variety of calligraphic scripts ranging from colossal
geometric or floral Kufic to monumental thuluth.> The exteriors were decorated with polychrome
revetments utilizing almost all artistic techniques used in Islamic architecture such as glazed and
unglazed brick, tile mosaic, cuerda seca, carved terracotta and majolica.

Timur aimed to recreate the Mongol empire and gain supremacy over the Islamic world. Although
he was a member of the tribal aristocracy, he was neither a direct descendant of Chinggis Khan,
nor a chief of his own tribe, the Barlas, who lived in Shahr-i Sabz. Without either of these man-
dates, Timur could not obtain the title of a khan, a symbol of sovereignty in the steppe, and could

1. The name Barthold is used in the article according to the common English spelling.

2. Although Yazdi's Zafarnama is the best-known historiographical source on Timur, it was not written during
Timur's lifetime and was based on Nizamuddin ‘Ali Shami's Zafarnama, completed in 1404, the only surviv-
ing chronicle written during Timur’s reign. For more details on Timur’s historiography, please refer to John
Woods (“The Rise of Timarid Historiography”).

3. All author names, titles and Russian words written in the Cyrillic script, have been transliterated according
to the Library of Congress (LOC) system.
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not become a caliph, the supreme spiritual leader of the Islamic realm (Manz, “Tamerlane’s Ca-
reer” 3). Through dynastic marriages to Chinggisid princesses, Timur gained the title of a royal
son-in-law (Mongolian gtiregen) and ruled on behalf of appointed Chinggisid puppet khans who
had little ceremonial authority. Timurid historiography represented him as a supreme leader ini-
tiating enormous building projects and a ruler with supernatural powers; he was referred to as
Sahib Qiran meaning lord of the auspicious conjunction (Chann; Moin). Timur's quest for legiti-
macy has been widely discussed in the seminal works of Beatrice Forbes Manz (The Rise and Rule;
“Tamerlane’s Career”; Power, Politics and Religion) and John Woods (“The Rise of Timarid Historiog-
raphy”; The Timurid Dynasty; “Timur's Genealogy”). Here, I would like to focus on the attempts of
Timur's grandson Ulugh Beg to justify, and at the same time, underline the Mongol lineage of his
rule in Samargand at a time when the main capital of the empire had been moved to Herat.

Ulugh Beg was the eldest son of Shah Rukh (1377-1447) and Gawhar Shad Agha (1376-1457). Nei-
ther of his parents was of a Chinggisid descend. Shah Rukh was born by the Timurid concubine
Taghay Tarkan Agha Qarakhitay (Woods, The Timurid Dynasty 19); Gawhar Shad was the daugh-
ter of the Timurid amir (military leader) Ghiyath al-Din Tarkhan, whose ancestor had obtained the
honorific title of Tarkhan from Chinggis Khan for saving his life (Barthold, Four Studies 43; Manz,
“Gowhar-Shad Agha”). Gawhar Shad was a competent ruler and the most renowned female build-
ing patron of the Timurid dynasty (Arbabzadah). All of her three sons, Ulugh Beg (1394-1449),
Baysunghur (1397-1433) and Muhammad Juki (1402-1445) were intellectuals and patrons of the
arts who left their profound legacy in the major Timurid cities of Samargand, Herat and Shiraz
respectively.

Ulugh Beg's name at birth was Mirza Muhammad Taraghay but very soon he received the
Chaghatay designation Ulugh Beg meaning “Great Prince.” According to Barthold, this Turkic title
was used only for Timur, who was called beg and ulugh-beg meaning The Great Amir (Four Studies
44). It is not clear why Shah Rukh'’s son was given a title that could have been borne only by Timur.
Ulugh Beg was born on 22 March 1394 in Sultaniyya in the ughruq (family camp) of Timur's chief
Chinggisid wife Saray Malik Khanum, who stayed for eleven months in the former Ilkhanid cap-
ital during Timur's five-year military campaign. Additionally, between 1400-1401 and 1402-1403
the queens and the princes lived for a long time in Sultaniyya (Barthold, Four Studies 45). The
young boy was entrusted to Saray Malik Khanum'’s care and most likely remained with his queen
guardian until Timur’s death in 1405 (Four Studies 47).

Saray Malik Khanum was a Chinggisid princess and daughter of the Chaghadayid Khan Qazan
who controlled huge areas of Khurasan in the 13t and 14t centuries. At first, Saray Malik
Khanum was married to Amir Husayn, the supreme amir of the Chaghatays with a residence in
Kabul and later in Balkh. In 1370, Timur dethroned Amir Husayn and was declared the sovereign
governor of the Chaghatay Ulus. Amir Husayn was killed and Saray Malik Khanum became Timur’s
primary wife, who enjoyed exclusive rights and respect in the Timurid family. However, Saray Ma-
lik Khanum was most certainly older than Timur and she had passed the childbearing age by
1370. The other Chinggisid wife whom Timur married in 1378, Tuman Agha, was the daughter of
Qazan Khan's son, Amir Musa, the brother of Saray Malik Khanum; she also remained childless.
It was only on the account of these dynastic marriages to Chinggisid princesses that Timur could

4. Timur's father was called Taraghay. East Middle Turkic was spoken in Central Asia between the 14th and
early 20" centuries.
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use the title of gtiregen that secured him the mandate required in order to rule across Transox-
iana and Khurasan. Yet neither of Timur's Chinggisid wives bore him any children which makes
the attempts of Timur's descendants to fabricate a Chinngisid lineage even more significant.

Timur consolidated his power in 1370 and chose Samarqgand, an important trading hub along
The Silk Road, as the capital of his growing empire. Samargand is one of the oldest cities in the
world situated in the Zarafshan Valley on the territory of present-day Uzbekistan. During the time
of the Achaemenid empire (c. 550-330 BC), Samargand was the capital of the Sogdian governors
and merchants, who continued to control the trade routes from Imperial China to Byzantium until
the 11th century. In 329 BC Samargand was conquered by Alexander the Great and adopted the
Greek name Marakanda. Subsequently, the city was ruled by a succession of Iranian and Turkic
dynasties and by the 10th century had a population of approximately 500,000. Until the Mongol
invasion by Chinggis Khan in 1220, Samarqgand was a thriving urban centre with thousands of
craftsmen and prolific building activity. The Mongol armies devastated the cultural layers accu-
mulated by previous dynasties causing the city to lose, for about a century, its primary economic
and artistic importance in Transoxiana.

Unlike his Mongol predecessors, Timur was focused on establishing control over the sedentary
territories; the cities were his targets. In all subjugated lands he founded permanent garrisons
and military strongholds, assigning governorships to individuals from among his family or loyal
amirs with the governors being responsible for the enforcement of taxation on the settled pop-
ulations. Thus, with an immense wealth flowing toward the newly designated capital from levy
and war spoils, Timur had the means to construct an ostentatious capital city. From across all
conquered provinces and urban centres, he summoned the most skilful craftsmen and artisans
to Samargand. The site to the south of the old Afrasiyab elevation was designated as the new
Timurid city that quickly developed into a monumental capital. Despite the splendour of all new
constructions, the court life took place in the verdant quadripartite gardens surrounding Samar-
gand (Golombek, “The Gardens of Timur” 141). In order to augment the importance of his capi-
tal and to profess its opulence, Timur surrounded it by villages bearing the names of the largest
Islamic capitals: Sultaniyya, Shiraz, Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo (Barthold, Four Studies 41). By
1404 Samargand had one hundred fifty thousand citizens (Clavijo, Embassy to Tamerlane 288).
Timur employed architecture and new urban solutions as a tool to legitimize his rule on a grand
scale and to assert himself as an heir to major Islamic empires.

The Construction of the Bibi Khanum Mosque

According to detailed information provided in the historiographic sources by Ibn ‘Arabshah, Yazdi
and Clavijo, at the end of the 14th century, Timur spent his vast resources on a new Friday
mosque to the south of the Iron gate in Samargand. Timur began the construction of the Bibi
Khanum Mosque after his military campaign in India; the monument meant to commemorate
his conquest of Delhi. Timur set out on his India campaign in March 1398 and gloriously re-
turned to Samarqgand in April 1399. Based on the political link to India and the architectural sim-
ilarities, some scholars (Welch and Crane; Golombek and Wilber 259) have attributed the design
of the Bibi Khanum Mosque to the Jahanpanah Mosque in Delhi, which is also based on the
four-iwan plan, the chosen architectural layout for Timur's own congregational mosque (fig. 2a).
Although researchers usually refer only to the Delhi mosque with domed structures behind the
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iwans, the compound was much larger and consisted of a madrasa, an additional mosque in the
north section, and the mausoleum of Firuz Shah Tughluq (1351-1388). The complex was built dur-
ing the reign of Muhammad Shah Tughluq (1325-1351) or perhaps his successor, Firuz Shah (r.
1351-1388).

This possible Indian artistic inspiration is additionally attested by period sources. A native of Dam-
ascus, Ibn ‘Arabshah (d. 1450) was captured by Timur in 1400 and brought to Samargand; he
wrote the scathing history of Timur’s rule. Although Ibn ‘Arabshah stayed in the capital only for
eight years, his eyewitness rendering of the last years of Timur's reign and subsequent dead pro-
vide a vivid description of the events:

Timur had seen in India a mosque pleasant to the sight and sweet to the eye;
[...] and being greatly pleased with its beauty, he wished that one like it should
be built for him at Samarkand, and for this purpose chose a place on level
ground and ordered a mosque to be built for himself in that fashion and stones
to be cut out of solid marble [...]. (222)

The campaign in India was indeed a huge military and political success for Timur, who brought
back with him not only skilled workers from Hindustan but also ninety-five elephants that drew
enormous carts transporting the massive stones with which the Bibi Khanum Mosque was to
be constructed. The stones were used for the 480 columns, each seven gaz (cubits) high, which
would support the shallow domes of the gallery around the main courtyard; initially the gallery
was supposed to have two storeys (Man'kovskaia and Tashkhodzaev, “Novye istoriko-arkhitek-
turnye” 54). Carved stone was applied in the decoration of the main portal and the dome chamber.
The Timurid court chronicle, the Zafarnama (Book of Victory), by Sharaf al-Din ‘Ali Yazdi, complet-
ed in 1425, (Woods, “The Rise of Timarid Historiography” 100) sheds more light on the auspicious
commencement date of the large-scale project and the manpower required for its completion:

On Sunday, the fourteenth of the blessed month of Ramadan in the year 801
[...], the most skilful engineers and well-trained masters, at the lucky moment
and most propitious time, laid its foundations. The workers and dexterous ar-
tisans, each one of which was the master craftsman of his country and unique
in his realms, made manifest the subtitles if ingenuity and skill in constructing
foundations and lending strength to the structure. Two-hundred men worked
inside the masjid itself, such as the stone-gravers of Azerbayjan, Fars, and Hin-
dustan; and five-hundred persons were constantly in the mountains, cutting
stone to be transported to the city. The various types of craftsmen and artisans
who had been gathered in the capital from all parts of the inhabited world,
each one in his own assignment laboured to his utmost capacity. (Golombek
and Wilber 258)

According to the description of the Bibi Khanum Mosque in Matla*i sa'dayn va majma*i bahrayn
(The Rise of the Two Auspicious Constellations and the Junction of the Two Seas) presented by
‘Abd al-Razzaq Samargandi (1413-1482) quoted in Yakoubovsky (279), masters from Basra and
Baghdad modelled the magsura, the sufas and the courtyard after structures in Fars and Kirman.
Silk carpets covered the open spaces. Craftsmen from Aleppo lit gilded lamps similar to heavenly
stars in the inner domes of the mosque (Yakoubovsky 280).
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The new site chosen and cleared for the mosque (Clavijo, Embassy to Tamerlane 280) could ac-
commodate its monumental dimensions with an open courtyard measuring 109 meters wide and
167 meters long that could hold up to ten thousand worshippers. The building is based on the
four-iwan plan (fig. 2a and fig. 2b). The four-iwan scheme, marking the four cardinal points with
vaulted iwans surrounding a rectangular open courtyard, has been traced back to the Parthian
palaces of Assur (Pope 30) and is associated with the Sasanian period (224 BC-651 AD) (Ardalan
70). Originally, the scheme was used as a palace plan representing royal and divine power. Later,
with the advent of Islam and after the 10th century, the four-iwan plan was widely adopted for
religious compounds such as mosques, madrasas, caravanserais, and domed khanagahs (Sufi
lodges).

Following the palace and madrasa architectural examples of the Seljuks (1037-1307), the
Qarakhanids (the Turkic ruling dynasty of Central Asia between 999-1211 with Samarqgand as their
capital) and the Ilkhanids who all built four-iwan royal monuments, Timur may have chosen the
four-iwan plan in order to embody his ambitions of an heir to the glorious Islamic empires. The
four iwans of the courtyard marked ideally the four corners of the world that were also signified
by the four corner minarets.

Itis unlikely that Timur would have envisaged the overall architectural design and epigraphic pro-
gramme of a monument that could not directly contribute to his claims for imperial rulership
across Iran and Turan. It is also plausible to look for architectural prototypes within the Ilkhanid
capitals that may have influenced the Timurid architectural iconography throughout his reign.
The Ilkhanids, who were descendants of Chinggis Khan, ruled Iran and the adjacent lands in Iraq
and Anatolia from 1256 to 1335. In view of his endeavours to revive the Mongol empire and to
present himself as a legitimate heir to Chinggis Khan, Timur may have followed Ilkhanid architec-
tural paradigms.

In particular, the Congregational Mosque of Bibi Khanum can be analysed in connection with
Ilkhanid mosques and mausoleums, erected in the capitals of Tabriz and Sultaniyya. Tabriz was
the royal capital of the Ilkhanid ruler Ghazan Khan (r. 1295-1304) who converted to Islam in 1295
(Melville). Sultaniyya was the capital of his brother and successor Uljaytu (r. 1304-1316). The archi-
tectural heritage of these Ilkhanid sultans, who were born Christian, and ruled in Iran in the late
13t to early 14th centuries, bridges the artistic vocabulary of Byzantine and Islamic architecture
(Askarov 30-40).

Aspiring to surpass the monumentality of the Ilkhanid capitals posed technological problems to
the Timurid builders. Although the Bibi Khanum Mosque had the largest dome span in the history
of Islamic architecture, according to Ibn ‘Arabshah (223), the mosque was left in ruins after Timur
tried to increase the height of its main entrance.
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Figure 2: a) Plan of the Bibi Khanum Mosque after Man'kovskaia, 1965; b) View of the inner courtyard of
the Bibi Khanum Mosque depicting the main entrance iwan (in the middle) and the side domed
chambers, photographed by Elena Paskaleva, 2019.
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After Timur came back to Samargand in the autumn of 1404, he found out that the main portal
of his mosque was lower than the portal of the adjacent madrasa built by Saray Malik Khanum,
his chief wife. Timur immediately ordered the restructuring of the entrance iwan and demanded
for deeper foundations to be dug. He was fervently supervising the building activities. However,
Clavijo describes the health of Timur at the time (November 1404) as very fragile:

The Mosque which Timur had caused to be built [...] seemed to us the noblest
of all those we visited in the city of Samargand, but no sooner had it been com-
pleted than he began to find fault with its entrance gateway, which he now said
was much too low and must forthwith be pulled down. [...] Now at this season
Timur was already weak in health, he could no longer stand for long on his feet,
or mount his horse, having always to be carried in a litter. [...] Thus the building
went on day and night until at last a time came when it had perforce to stop [...]
on account of the winter snows which began now constantly to fall... (By No-
vember) His Highness was in a very weak state, having already lost all power of
speech, and he might be at the very point of death [...]. (Embassy to Tamerlane
284)

Timur died shortly afterwards, allegedly on 18 February 1405 in Otrar. Given his poor health and
the harsh winter of 1404, it is quite unlikely that the Bibi Khanum Mosque could have been com-
pleted under his reign. Judging by the dilapidated state of the remains in the late 19t" centu-
ry (fig. 1), we can assume that the surviving structures—the main portal and the three domed
units—were undoubtedly constructed under Timur's successors.

The most likely royal patron to have taken over the completion of the Friday mosque, was Timur's
grandson Ulugh Beg who was proclaimed governor of Samargand by his father Shah Rukh in
1409. Any building activity throughout the fight for succession (1405-1409) is rather improbable
as the years were characterized by a depletion of the royal treasury and chaotic struggles for pow-
er within Timur's immediate family.

Ulugh Beg reigned for forty years in Samargand and was able to secure a safe environment in
which the city flourished, allowing for several major building projects to be accomplished. The on-
ly direct reference that links Ulugh Beg with the Bibi Khanum Mosque is the monumental Quranic
stand that adorns the centre of the courtyard since 1875 (fig. 3). The stand was commissioned by
Ulugh Beg and was initially placed in the main sanctuary (Ratiia 32). The text reads: “The great
sultan, merciful khagan, patron of the faith, guardian of the Hanafi madhab, the purest sultan,
son of a sultan, himself son of a sultan, satisfier of the world and the faith, Ulugh Beg Gurgan”
(Lapin’ 9).”

5.1In 1404, at the age of ten, Ulugh Beg was married to his cousin Agha Biki, whose mother was a direct
descendent of Chinggis Khan. Thus, Ulugh Beg could use the epithet Gargan (Mongolian giiregen), “royal
son-in-law,” which had originally been used for Chinggis’ sons-in-law.
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Figure 3: A woman crawling under the Qur'anic stand by Ulugh Beg, photographed by Elena Paskaleva,
2019. Stone, 230 x 200 cm.

The stand was most likely erected for the largest, and unfortunately, dispersed copy of a monu-
mental Quran, often attributed to Baysunghur, but likely created by the calligrapher ‘Umar ‘Aqta
(Ahmad 64). Each page measuring 1.7 by 1 meter contains seven lines of text in the muhagqaq
script which covers only one side of the heavy sheets which were locally produced by ladling pulp
into floating moulds resting in water (Bloom 67). The Quran was thus very heavy and had to be
transported with the aid of a cart.

Ulugh Beg is believed to have memorized the Quran with all seven variant readings. His Quranic
stand as a material expression of piety is made of carved stone in relief and clearly bears his
name. Its rich arabesques and poly-lobed details can be attributed to the iconography of Yuan
porcelain prototypes that may have entered the Timurid court via the active caravan trade be-
tween Central Asia and China. With this in mind, China should not be regarded only as a trade
partner as it was the home of the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) established by Kubilay Khan (d.
1294). Although Chu Yuan Chang, a humble plebeian turned general, succeeded in overthrow-
ing the Mongol dynasty in 1368 and proclaimed himself as emperor, taking the title of Hung Wu
(1328-1398), the significance of the Yuan legacy for the Timurids should not be underestimated.
Under Timur, there were several embassies to Ming China. Even though the exchange of royal
gifts and the intensity of the trade relations increased under Shah Rukh and Ulugh Beg (Rox-
burgh, “The Narrative of Ghiyath al-Din Naggash”), the first Timurid embassy arrived in China in
1387, followed by yearly tributes of horses and camels to the Ming court. The first known Chinese
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embassy to Timur was established in 1395. The Ming chronicles, Ming Shi and the Ta Ming i tung,
and the Ming Geography Shi Si yii ki refer to Samargand as the “city of abundance”, and mention
“a beautiful building set apart for prayer to Heaven” situated in the north-eastern part of the city.’
It is highly probable that they refer specifically to the Bibi Khanum Mosque which had pillars of
“ts’ing shi (blue stone), with engraved figures.” Even today, the stone of the Quranic stand has a
blue-greyish tinge to it. According to the chronicles, “there is in this building a hall where the sa-
cred book is explained. This sacred book is written in gold characters, the cover being made of
sheep's leather” (Bretschneider 258-270). The fact that the Ming chronicles explicitly mention the
location of the richly-decorated mosque and refer to a particular Quran, only stress the impor-
tance of their artistic qualities and their symbolic association with the rulers of Samargand.

Stylistic Ilkhanid Prototypes of the Domed Sanctuaries at the Bibi Khanum Mosque

The primary architectural innovation in the Bibi Khanum Mosque is its open courtyard compound
and three domed sanctuaries: the largest one to the west constitutes the main mosque with two
smaller units to the north and to the south; the exact function of these lateral chambers has nev-
er been identified (Ratiia 31). The main sanctuary contains the giblah (prayer wall towards Mecca)
and the mihrab (prayer niche) situated on the longitudinal axis. However, the giblah of the Bibi
Khanum Mosque is not ideally oriented towards Mecca. One argument for this orientation can
be traced back to Babur who discusses the orientation of the giblah of the Ulugh Beg Madrasa
in Samargand and mentions that it differs “greatly” from the orientation of the Mugatta’ Mosque,
the latter of which was determined astronomically (Thackston, The Baburnama 58). The giblah
orientation of the Ulugh Beg Madrasa is almost parallel to the orientation of the Bibi Khanum
Mosque (the difference between the two is about two degrees). Thus, the orientation of the main
compositional axis can be related to other royal building projects in Samargand constructed un-
der Ulugh Beg.

The architectural design of the Bibi Khanum Mosque is unique not only because of its Timurid ar-
chitecture, but also because it remains the earliest mosque compound in the Islamic world with
three separate domed units. Each unit is based on a square cruciform plan with a domed interior
defined by four axial arched recesses with double-shell domes resting on high cylindrical drums.

For the first time in a Timurid building, the main mosque is situated along the longitudinal axis.
The earliest surviving example of such an arrangement, within a four-iwan plan, is the Ilkhanid
Congregational Mosque at Varamin (commissioned 1322-1323, completed 1325-1326), in which
the domed sanctuary dominates the whole compound (Komaroff 121-123). The concept of a
prayer hall with a prayer niche opposite the main entrance was utilized already in Umayyad and
Abbasid mosques (Blair, “Ilkhanid Architecture” 74).

In late 1404 Timur resided at the madrasa of Saray Malik Khanum while he was supervising the
construction of the Bibi Khanum Mosque (Thackston, A Century of Princes 90). The madrasa of his
chief Chinggisid wife was situated across the road from the mosque, with their main entrances
symmetrically arranged along the new trading route that connected the Iron gate of Samargand

6. Situating the Bibi Khanum Mosque in the north-eastern part of the city can be accurate if we regard the lo-
cation of the mosque in terms of the Timurid citadel. In the present urban plan of Samargand, the mosque
is situated in the north-western quadrant.
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with the new bazaar (Registan) at the beginning of the 15t century. The madrasa was completely
destroyed by the Amir of Bukhara ‘Abdullah Khan II at the end of the 16" century (Man’kovskaia
and Tashkhodzaev, Bibikhonim 15) and only the mausoleum survived (Zakhidov 71). According to
the reconstruction suggested by Ratiia (14), the madrasa was based on the four-iwan plan and
was similar in scale with the mosque. Furthermore, Ratiia proposes that the mausoleum was situ-
ated along its perpendicular axis and incorporated into the centre of the southern wall. Zakhidov
disagrees with this statement and points out the obvious disparity that the perpendicular axis of
the madrasa would have stretched beyond the city wall. The present urban situation proves that
the madrasa was much smaller in scale and the remaining mausoleum was most likely along its
longitudinal axis (fig. 4).

Figure 4: Present view of the Bibi Khanum Mosque (to the right) and the Bibi Khanum Mausoleum (to the
left). Photographed by Elena Paskaleva, 2019.

It is very difficult to determine exactly the plan of the madrasa, yet given its smaller scale, it is
rather unlikely that it followed the four-iwan scheme. It is believed that Saray Malik Khanum her-
self was buried in the madrasa (Zakhidov 60-61). However, the female burials discovered at the
Bibi Khanum Mausoleum in 2005 were of a later date. The trend of a domed funerary chamber
within a royal madrasa was continued down into the 15th century in Khurasan, where the majority
of the nobles in the court of Herat were buried in madrasas that they commissioned themselves
(O'Kane, Timurid Architecture in Khurasan 21).
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Based on the orthogonal proximity of the two buildings, we can conclude that the Bibi Khanum
Mosque formed a kosh with the Saray Malik Khanum Madrasa. The kosh is an architectural en-
semble of two or three buildings oriented towards each other with their main fagades, generally
symmetrically aligned along the same axis, forming a square between them. The earliest exam-
ple of a kosh in Samargand is from the 11" century and is comprised of the four-iwan Qarakhanid
royal madrasa from 1066 built across from the gurkhana (burial chamber) of the Qutham Abbas
shrine at Shah-i Zinda (Nemtseva). It may be possible that the Timurids imitated the composition-
al principle of the kosh in order to stress the continuity of their Turkic empire on the territory of
Transoxiana.

Additionally, there are two important similarities between the Bibi Khanum Mosque and the ar-
chitecture of Ilkhanid capital of Sultaniyya. The first is that Uljaytu’s Congregational Mosque was
built as a kosh across from the madrasa of his favourite wife (Blair, “The Mongol Capital” 145-146).
In 1385, Timur occupied Sultaniyya, which was proclaimed capital by Uljaytu in 1304. It is very
likely that Timur was familiar with the remains of the monumental Congregational Mosque which
did have a four-iwan plan and a domed sanctuary along the main longitudinal axis if we follow
the descriptions by the 17th century travellers Olearius and Struys. The latter was depicted by Ma-
trakci (1537-1538), Istanbul University Library, Yildiz T 5964. fol. 32r (fig. 5).

Figure 5: The Ilkhanid capital of Sultaniyya as depicted by Matrakg in 1535. Istanbul University Library,
Yildiz T 5964, ff. 31v-32r. Image courtesy of Istanbul University Library, photographed by Elena
Paskaleva.
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According to Rogers, Timur “admired” Uljaytu’s mosque and Timur's architects might have been
inspired by it (21). Further Rogers suggests that the Sultaniyya Mosque “was the prototype” of
Bibi Khanum (21). To prove his argument, he analyses the similarity between the entrance iwan of
Uljaytu's mosque flanked with polygonal minarets as drawn by Francois Préault in 1808 (fig. 6 left)
and the impressive sanctuary iwan of Timur's mosque with its massive octagonal pylons (Rogers
21). In the Samargand mosque, the main sanctuary is flanked by enormous decagonal socles and
shafts (fig. 6 right). Agreeing with Rogers, Blair comments that “the portal of Uljaytu’s mosque at
Sultaniyya, known only from drawings by Préault and others, closely resembles the portal of the
mosque of Bibi Khanum” (Monumentality 151).

Figure 6: Left: Sultaniyya, Friday Mosque (1300s), main entrance. Print from Dubeux, Louis. La Perse. Paris:
Firmin Didot, 1841, plate 33; Right: Main sanctuary seen from the east, photographed by Elena
Paskaleva, 2019.

To recapitulate, both Timur and Uljaytu's royal kosh ensembles consisted of a mosque based on
the four-iwan plan and a madrasa; the main mosque sanctuary with a high giblah dome was lo-
cated along the longitudinal axis and both mosques had monumental projecting entrance arched
portals with double buttress minarets. The compounds were paved and covered with multiple
small domes above the galleries.
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The second similarity originates in the complex around Uljaytu's mausoleum (1304-1313) which
was also organised according to the four-iwan plan, whereby the iwans were connected by ar-
cades around the courtyard and the tomb was situated in the south iwan (Blair, “The Mongol Cap-
ital” 144). Blair stresses the fact that Uljaytu’'s tomb complex followed the four-iwan plan of the
Tabriz tomb complexes of Ghazan (d. 1304) and Rashid al-Din (d. 1318). According to Olearius and
Struys, there were an adjacent khanaqah and a madrasa.

In Timur's Congregational Mosque, the corners of the rectangular compound are defined by four
minarets. Sharaf al-Din ‘Ali Yazdi describes them in his chronicle: "In each of the four corners is a
minaret, whose head is directed toward the heavens, proclaiming: ‘Our monuments will tell about
us!” which reaches to the four corners of the world" (Golombek and Wilber 259). Furthermore,
the two monumental gates—the entrance iwan and the sanctuary iwan—are both flanked by im-
posing buttress-like minarets bringing the total minarets to eight. The eight minarets of the Bibi
Khanum Mosque (fig. 7) might metaphorically correspond to the eight minarets of Uljaytu’s mau-
soleum.

Figure 7: An architectural model of the Bibi Khanum Mosque depicting all domed chambers and multiple
minarets. Image courtesy of the Amir Timur Museum in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, photographed by
Elena Paskaleva, 2016.
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Blair discusses the latter as a representation of Uljaytu's striving for broader power and authority
as a protector of the Holy Cities and a leader of the Islamic world, whereby multiple minarets were
interpreted as a reference to the holiest sanctuaries of Islam (Blair, “The Epigraphic Program” 72).
The particular orthogonal organization of the three domed sanctuaries with an open courtyard
compound, so characteristic of the Bibi Khanum Mosque, can be also traced back to Ilkhanid ar-
chitectural examples in Tabriz.

The funerary complex of Ghazan Khan, the Ghazaniyya in the southern district of Shanb in
Tabriz, consisted of a hospice, hospital, library, observatory, academy, fountain, pavilion, and two
madrasas (Wassaf 382-384; Blair and Bloom 6; Wilber 124). According to Rashid al-Din, the idea of
this complex known as the Gates of Piety came to Ghazan after he visited the shrines of Bastami
and ‘Ali (Kamola 92). The tower-mausoleum had a twelve-sided plan and was crowned by a dome
(Godard 263). Wilber visited Tabriz in the 1930s and has reconstructed the mausoleum based on
his measurements and on the contemporary (14t century) accounts of Ibn Battuta and Wassaf
(124-126).

Analysing a miniature from Rashid al-Din’s Jami‘ al-Tawarikh (BnF Supplément Persan No. 1113,
256v-257r), Wilber argues that Ghazan's mausoleum was flanked by a domed madrasa (to the left)
and a domed khanaqah (to the right) (fig. 8).” All three domed buildings were arranged around
a central courtyard. This appears to be what Ibn Battuta describes as well: “We were lodged in a
place called Sham where the tomb of Ghazan...is located. Adjacent to this tomb is a splendid re-
ligious school (madrasa) and a monastery (khanagah) where travellers are fed” (quoted by Wilber
125). Thus, we can conclude that the central complex of the Ghazaniyya consisted of three domed
structures: the main mausoleum on the longitudinal axis, the khanaqah and the madrasa on the
perpendicular axis forming most likely a kosh. This solution of three domed compounds oriented
along two orthogonal axes is almost identical with the plan of the Bibi Khanum Mosque and the
position of its domed chambers.

The Timurid dynastic ensemble of Gur-i Amir (late 14th century to 1440s) follows the same archi-
tectural configuration: the octagonal tomb, in which Timur was subsequently buried, is situated
along the longitudinal axis to the south; the two-iwan, two-storey madrasa to the east and the
domed cruciform khanaqah to the west are located along the perpendicular axis. It is highly prob-
able that the Gur-i Amir complex also followed the architectural plan of the Ilkhanid mausoleums
in Tabriz and Sultaniyya.

The khanaqah as part of the funerary complex testifies the elevated status of Sufism at the begin-
ning of the 14th century. Blair notes that “in Iran, Sufism had become an institutionalized prac-
tice linked to government” (Blair, “Ilkhanid Architecture” 79). Similarly, Sufism was institutionalized
during Timur's reign (Askarov 26-29). As a result, royal khanagahs were commissioned in close
proximity to royal (funerary) madrasas. In Herat of the 15" century, many patrons built joint com-
plexes of madrasas and khanaqahs, whereby the teachers were “moving freely from one to the
other” (O'Kane, “Poetry, Geometry” 23).

7. The manuscript was produced for the Timurid ruler Shah Rukh (1377-1447); it carries an imprint of Shah
Rukh’s library seal on fol. 191a. The text is a coL)y of the first volume of Jami’ al-Tawarikh recording the his-
tory of the Mongols from Chinggis Khan until the reign of Ghazan Khan (r. 1295-1304).
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Figure 8: The Ghazaniyya, Tabriz, representation of the mausoleum (in the centre), adjacent madrasa (Is-
lamic school, left) and khanaqah (Sufi lodge, right). Rashid al-Din. Jami’ al-tawarikh (Compendi-
um of Chronicles), dated ca. 1420-1430, MS Supplément Persan 1113, ff. 256v-257r,, 320 x 230
mm. Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Paris.
URL: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8427170s.r=Persan%201113%2C?rk=21459;2
Accessed 18 Sept. 2023.Image courtesy of Bibliothéque nationale de France, photographed
by Département de la Reproduction.

According to O'Kane, this architectural phenomenon “is strong evidence of the way in which
Sufism had penetrated the fabric of Timurid society in Herat” (23). Likewise in Samargand, the
khanagah-madrasa kosh ensembles were repeated at Gur-i Amir and at Registan Square by Ulugh
Beg.

Timur visited Tabriz in 1385 during his campaign in Iran (Rashidzada 472). He went, in particular,
to the district of Shamb where the Ghazaniyya was situated, and recited a Quranic verse at the
mausoleum followed by a visit to the madrasa and the khanaqah.

The following analysis shows that Timur had first-hand experience with the Ilkhanid monuments
in Tabriz and Sultaniyya. His grandson, Ulugh Beg was born in Sultaniyya and, as shown above,
spent considerable time at the beginning of the 15t century in the city in the family camp of
Timur's chief Chinggisid wife Saray Malik Khanum. Appropriating the architectural monumental-
ity of the Ilkhanid capitals in the Timurid stronghold of Samargand would have reinforced the
Timurid claims as just heirs to the Mongol Empire.
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Epigraphic Parallels between Ilkhanid and Timurid Royal Patronage

Timur saw himself as a reviver of the Mongol Empire. Accordingly, his successors might have
copied Ilkhanid royal epigraphic programs in order to stress the continuity between the Timurid
and the Mongol empires. I would like to focus here on very specific references to ‘Ali that may
have reinforced Timurid claims for just rulership across the Islamic world.

The genealogical references connecting Timur to ‘Ali can be attested only in the extensive Timurid
genealogy presented at Gur-i Amir. There is one inscription on the marble plinth over the tomb
in the crypt, superseded by a lengthy religious text, and one on the jade cenotaph in the main
mausoleum (Semenov, “Nadpisi na nadgrobiiakh”, vol. 2, 49-62; “Nadpisi na nadgrobiiakh”, vol. 3,
45-54). The latter must have been created after 1425 when Ulugh Beg brought the jade piece
from Mongolia in 1424, i. e. about twenty years after Timur's death (Woods, “Timur's Genealogy”
85). A partial English translation of the inscription reads:

[...] And no father was known to this glorious (man), but his mother (was) Alan-
guva. [...] She conceived him through a light which came into her from the up-
per part of a door and it assumed for her the likeness of a perfect man.? And it
(the light) said that it was one of the sons of the Commander of the Faithful, ‘Ali
son of Abu Talib [...]. (Grabar 78)

According to Grabar, these inscriptions can be interpreted as the key to Timurid ideology and
legitimization on three different levels (78-79). Firstly, Chinggis Khan and Timur both have the
same predecessor, the Mongol Amir Tumananay. Timur descended from Tumananay's son Kachu-
lay and Chinggis Khan from Tumananay'’s other son Kaudy. This lineage directly relates Timur to
Chinggis Khan and thus presents him as a legitimate heir to the Mongol Empire. Secondly, Timur's
family tree can be traced down to ‘Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad. Through this
genealogy Timur's rule is legitimized across the whole Islamic world. Thirdly, ‘Ali is a central figure
in the mystical tradition of Sufism which flourished under Timur and his descendants (Muminov
2001). Although Grabar states that “it seems clear that he [Timur] was under strong Shi‘ite influ-
ences” (79), I argue that the references to ‘Ali should not be understood as a Timurid affiliation to
Shi‘ism. They can be rather seen as part of the Timurid family’s attempts to profess themselves as
righteous leaders of the religious community and as the ultimate religious authority across the
Muslim world. As summarized by Woods: “linking the houses of ‘Ali and Chinggis Khan, this claim
combines the two most powerful notions of dynastic legitimacy current in the post-Abbasid, late
Mongol Iran and Central Asia” (Woods, “Timur’'s Genealogy” 88).

Timur's shortened genealogy formed part of the foundation inscription of the Bibi Khanum
Mosque (Sela 15). It was engraved on the arch of the entrance iwan that partially collapsed during
the devastating earthquake on 5 September 1897. These inscriptions were, however, recorded,
translated and published by Lapin’ in 1895 (9-10). At present, the entrance iwan has been rebuilt
with three parallel pointed arches following the earliest photographs. However, the foundation
inscription has not been restored.

8. Quran (19:17).
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Golombek and Wilber have published a translation of the carved stone inscription above the
mosque entrance reconstructed by using photographs from the Turkestan Album:

The great sultan, pillar of the state and the religion, Amir Timur Gurgan b.
Taraghay b. Burgul b. Aylangir b. Ichil b. al-Amir Karachar Noyan, may God pre-
serve his reign, was helped (by heavenly favor) to complete this jami’ in the year
806. (258)

In the Bibi Khanum Mosque, the shahada “There is no God but Allah, Muhammad is the Messen-
ger of Allah” is depicted in Kufic script on the inner side of the vaulted arch of the main entrance
and on the rotated square dado. The same inscription can be found on the madrasa in the Ghaz-
an Khan ensemble in Tabriz (fig. 8). According to Wilber, the madrasa is represented to the left of
Ghazan's Mausoleum on Supplément Persan 1113, 256v-257r; the inscription reads (125):

Al Jogww) 3omo dlll 31 I 3
There is no God but Allah, Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah

Square Kufic inscriptions reading “Ali" executed by glazed brick in the banna-i technique can be
found on several Timurid buildings. At the Aq Saray palace at Shahr-i Sabz, “Ali” can be seen on
the vault of the entrance iwan and at the top of the cylindrical shaft of the northern guldasta. The
Kufic on the entrance vault reads “Allah, Muhammad" in light blue glazed brick and “Ali” in a styl-
ized frame of dark blue glazed brick. The base of the dome of Uljaytu’s mausoleum is embellished
by a circular band comprising trefoils in rectangular Kufic reading “Allah, Muhammad, ‘Ali” (Blair,
“The Epigraphic Program” 44). This similarity is striking and points to the epigraphic and artistic
influences that Ilkhanid monuments might have had on Timurid architecture.

Furthermore, there are at least three other square Kufic inscriptions reading “Ali” on the Bibi
Khanum Mosque: on the back side of the pylons of the main sanctuary and to the right of the
entrance to the sanctuary as a dado reading “Muhammad, ‘Ali". These inscriptions have not been
restored, as can be seen on the earliest photographs of the mosque taken by Bogaevskii from the
1870s and by Sarre from around 1900 (Paskaleva, “The Timurid Mausoleum” 185). Unfortunately,
the exact position of the inscriptions and their proper organisation in a catalogue has never been
published.

Another similarity between the epigraphic programmes of Uljaytu’'s Mausoleum and the Timurids,
who completed the construction of the Congregational Mosque in Samargand, is the usage of
Surat al-Bagarah (Quran 2). When discussing the monumentality of Bibi Khanum, Babur com-
ments that “the inscription on the mosque, the Koranic verse, ‘And Abraham and Ishmael raised
the foundations of the house' etc., is written in script so large that it can be read from nearly a
league away"” (Thackston, The Baburnama 57).

Blair detects partially the same inscription in interlaced Kufic around the interior dome at the level
of the windows at Sultaniyya: “(And when Abra)ham, and Ishmael with him,/ raised up the foun-
dations of the House:/ ‘Our Lord, receive this from us; Thou art/ (the All-hearing, the All-knowing’)”
(Quran 2:127-128; Blair, “The Epigraphic Program” 53). The Throne Verse (Quran 2:255), was also
used on the arch of the north portal at Sultaniyya, as well as on the soffit of the east bay in the in-
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terior (Blair, “Monumentality” 158). As part of the epigraphic restorations between 1991 and 1996,
the two verses of Surat al-Bagarah (Quran 2:127-128) were added on top of the main sanctuary
iwan of the Bibi Khanum Mosque (fig. 9). There is no material evidence (archival photographs or
prints) that illustrate the original inscription. It was lost prior to the documenting efforts of the
Russian archaeologists; the Uzbek restorers used the reference by Babur as a guide (Paskaleva
“Epigraphic Restorations” 10).

The square Kufic inscription around the drum of the main sanctuary dome at Bibi Khanum reads
claJl all (Everlastingness). The same inscription, in a trefoil and repeated five times covers the base
of Uljaytu’s exterior dome at Sultaniyya (Blair, “The Epigraphic Program” 44).

All these examples illustrate a carefully crafted genealogy and selection of key epigraphic pas-
sages from the Quran used in earlier Ilkhanid royal commissions that have been appropriated to
legitimize the Timurid rule beyond the borders of Transoxiana. In the years after Timur's death
and the ensuing struggle for succession, there was an ideological necessity to position the al-
ready weakened empire within a context of global rulership. Additionally, Ulugh Beg's dominion
was marginalized when his father Shah Rukh moved the Timurid capital from Samargand to Her-
at in 1409. Although the newly crafted genealogy linking Timur to Chinggis Khan, as well as to ‘Ali,
has been recorded in subsequent literary sources, the only two buildings that actually display it as
part of their epigraphic programme are the Gur-i Amir Mausoleum and the Bibi Khanum Mosque.
The dating of the inscriptions to 1425 indicates that Ulugh Beg was the royal patron who commis-
sioned them.
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Figure 9: New epigraphic band on the main sanctuary depicting the two verses of Surat al-Bagarah (Qur'an
2:127-128), photographed by Elena Paskaleva, 2019.

Chinese Artistic Influences Introduced by Ulugh Beg

While several authors have translated and commented on the epigraphy of the Samargand mon-
uments built under Timur and Ulugh Beg (Lapin’; Blair, “Monumentality”), there are surprising-
ly few studies on the ways that Chinese influenced Timurid iconography. These references can
be exclusively observed in the architecture of Samargand (Borodina, “Dekorativnaia sistema”;
Paskaleva, “Remembering the Alisher Nava'i Jubilee”). These exchanges have been widely de-
scribed as Islamic Chinoiserie, a process that started much earlier sometime at the end of the
13t century (Kadoi, Islamic Chinoiserie; Crowe “Some Timurdi Designs”: Necipoglu, “From Interna-
tional Tinurid to Ottoman”). However, the Chinese motifs and craftsmanship techniques were not
directly appropriated, and were instead transformed in accordance with local Islamic aesthetics,
availability of materials and pigments, and craftsmanship traditions. The westward transmission
of Chinese designs was further encouraged by the thriving artistic, political and commercial ex-
changes between the Ming and the Timurid courts in the first half of the 15th century. These
creative endeavours resulted in a sophisticated cultural production across the Turco-Persianate
world.
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In Samarqand, there are multiple examples of appropriated Chinese iconographic designs in the
interior and exterior decoration of the major Timurid monuments built during the first half of the
15th century. Unfortunately, the majority of these artifacts have been either lost or were heavily
restored in the 20t" and 215t centuries.

According to Borodina, the papier-maché technique was imported from China and it was applied
for the first time in the Bibi Khanum Mosque in Samarqgand (“Dekorativnaia sistema” 117). The
cotton paper was inexpensive, locally produced and sometimes repurposed for decoration. The
architectural details were pressed into ganch (a form of local gypsum) moulds and consisted of
seven or eight sheets of paper fixed together with starchy vegetable glue. In addition, papier-
maché was the only decoration applied on the interior domes. Each detail of the relief decoration
was separately created and attached with iron nails onto the walls in order to form larger compo-
sitions. The upper surface of the papier-maché ornaments was primed with ganch and gilded; the
papier-maché was used to create a relief surface under the gilding. In separate instances, ganch
reliefs pasted over with paper were also applied under the gold surface. Examples of the latter
practice can be found not only in the Bibi Khanum Mosque but also in the Tuman Agha Mau-
soleum at Shah-i Zinda and at Gur-i Amir.

The Samargand paper was famous for its quality and durability, and was even exported. There
were paper mills and storage facilities along the water canals (aryks) coming out of the Siyob
bazaar in the north-west of Samargand. Borodina suggests that the same type of local paper was
also used for transferring architectural epigraphy onto the walls. At Gur-i Amir, the papier-maché
was introduced during the redesigning of the main interior in the 1420s; the pre-existing con-
tra relief applied during the first stage of construction (early 15t" century) was considered to be
“unimpressive” (Borodina, Report C6931 5). Clearly, the usage of papier-maché can be attributed
to the rule of Ulugh Beg, which proves that the interior decoration of the Bibi Khanum Mosque
was executed under his patronage by using techniques that could have only developed in Samar-
gand in the first half of the 15t" century.

If we further analyse the traces of interior decoration used in all three domed chambers of the
Bibi Khanum Mosque, we can identify the outlines of rectangular arched surfaces framing land-
scape designs and floral ornaments in blue, yellow and red-brown. The remnants are barely dis-
cernible due to fire damage that has caused irreversible loss of the original decoration. In par-
ticular, the southern domed chamber was completely redecorated in 2015-2016 (fig. 10 and fig.
11). In this new visual vocabulary, there are freely drawn plant motives and wispy fruit-laden
trees arranged in parallel polylobed or star-shaped medallions above the dado. However, it is not
very clear whether these were merely transferred from similar decoration from the adjacent Bibi
Khanum Mausoleum or based on actual recoded traces found earlier in the mosque.

The interior wall surfaces of the main mosque are also decorated with fine graphic details high-
lighted in blue over the white stucco surface, including spirals and twelve-pointed stars. We can
identify similarities with other buildings erected by Ulugh Beg, such as the G6k Gunbad Mosque
in Shahr-i Sabz (1435), and several mausoleums at the Shah-i Zinda necropolis including the Dou-
ble-dome Mausoleum (known also as Qadi Zada al-Rumi, c. 1430s). Although the Shah-i Zinda
mausoleums have been extensively restored in recent years, remains of the cobalt blue spiral or-
naments on their white stucco walls and muqgarnas vaults can still be discerned.
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Figure 10: Interior of the southern domed chamber of the Bibi Khanum Mosque before restorations, pho-
tographed by Elena Paskaleva, 2013.

Figure 11: Interior of the southern domed chamber of the Bibi Khanum Mosque after restorations, pho-
tographed by Elena Paskaleva, 2019.
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The above examples were used in the interior decoration of mausoleums and mosques. Although
they can be associated with Islamic representations of the abundance of Paradise, their colour
schemes and geometry is reminiscent of Chinese lobed and quatrefoil medallions. The appropri-
ation of Yuan and Ming designs in the architectural decoration of the Timurid monuments is a
process that started with the arrival of Chinese artefacts into the Timurid artistic workshops and
their transformation via the medium of paper into decorative stylized and geometricized patterns
which could be quickly executed with the dexterity of a brush. Their inclusion led to a form of dec-
oration that was economical and vibrant.

Conclusion

Although conceived by Timur as the greatest large-scale project in his imperial capital Samar-
gand, the Bibi Khanum Mosque remained most likely unfinished by the time of Timur's death
in 1405. By analysing the design of the three domed chambers, framing minarets, and gigantic
iwans, I have stressed the architectural parallels with major royal commissions by the Ilkhanids
in their capitals Tabriz and Sultaniyya. This article also focused on the epigraphy and the Chinese
decorative patterns used in the mosque. My main objective was to show that the Bibi Khanum
Mosque was probably completed under Timur’s successor and ruler of Samargand Ulugh Beg in
the first half of the 15t" century. In order to legitimize his reign and to stage himself as heir to
the Mongol empire, Ulugh Beg skilfully combined the monumentality propagated by the dynas-
tic founder and derived from Ilkhanid architectural models with the reinterpretation of Yuan and
Ming visual vocabulary. The dynastic ideology coded in his buildings in the form of genealogi-
cal inscriptions directly relating Timur to Chinggis Khan and ‘Ali justified Ulugh Beg's mandate to
rule. The Bibi Khanum Mosque can thus be interpreted as an artistic manifesto elevating not only
the building itself but also the capital of Samargand as the centre of Islamic rulership beyond the
realms of Transoxiana.
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Abstract

In 1566, after Sultan Suleiman’s death, Shah Tahmasp (r. 1524-1576) sent condolences and con-
gratulations to Sultan Selim II (r. 1566-1574) along with several gifts, including a magnificent
Quran and an exquisite illustrated Shahnama copy, noteworthy in Iranian art history. However,
the letter accompanying these gifts has often been overlooked, perceived as containing mere
courtesies.

This letter marked a significant exchange between Safavid kings and Ottoman sultans, with par-
ticipation from secretaries across Iran. Its authors aimed to portray an idealized king and their
notable characteristics, demonstrating that the actions of these rulers (Sultan Suleiman, Sultan
Selim, and particularly Shah Tahmasp) aligned with this ideal. Art-related activities were among
these characteristics.

The authors detailed the Safavid king's palace, garden, and the artistic gifts to highlight their con-
nection with the king's ideal image. This article explores the letter as a literary and artistic medi-
um, delving into its intricate rhetoric as a tool for representing royal authority. Additionally, it ad-
dresses how the authors' descriptions of artworks as integral to the king's image conveyed politi-
cal meaning, illustrating how art reflected royal power in public and political spheres.
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The Historical Background of the Letter

After the death of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent in 1566 and the succession of Sultan Selim II (r.
1566-1574), Shah Tahmasp (r. 1524-1576) sent a letter to the Ottoman court condoling the death
of Sultan Suleiman and congratulating the succession of Sultan Selim. During this period, the
Safavid and Ottoman empires enjoyed a relatively stable peace after the signature of the Amasya
Peace Treaty in 1555, which ended years of bloody conflict between the two empires. Shah Tah-
masp's letter was written in response to a message from Sultan Selim. It was a typical diplomatic
missive regarding the relations between the courts and expressed adherence to the provisions of
the peace treaty and interest in its continuation after the death of Sultan Suleiman.

Nevertheless, Shah Tahmasp's letter was unique. According to Safavid historians such as Qadi Ah-
mad Qumi and Rumlu, the Shah summoned scribes and secretaries from all over Iran to write the
letter over a period of eight months (Qumi 477; Rumlu 567). It is the most extended letter written
in the history of Safavid-Ottoman relations with its length reaching seventy cubits (about eighty
meters) (Qumi 478). It was written in a magnificent style and sent to the Ottoman court with the
king's high envoys and numerous precious gifts (Qumi 478).

The caravan, consisting of seven hundred men and nineteen thousand beasts, was greeted glo-
riously upon its arrival in Edirne early in 1568, two years after the death of Sultan Suleiman. Ot-
toman historians and ambassadors from other countries who were at the Ottoman court record-
ed this event and the associated celebrations (Arcak 33-73). Several images of the ceremony have
been depicted and recorded in Ottoman historical manuscripts such as Selim Khan's Shahnamei
by Lokman (Topkapi Palace Library, MS 3595, fols. 53v, 54r). The letter was politically successful,
maintaining good relations between the two empires, and ensured peace which lasted until the
death of Sultan Selim II.

Amongst the gifts sent along with the letter, two splendid works drew the attention of art histo-
rians, namely Mushaf ‘Ali' and Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnama, arguably the most glorious illustrated
Shahnama in Iran. However, little attention has been paid to the letter and its content.” From an
art-historical the perspective, one of the notable aspects of this letter is the description of the gifts
that accompanied it, including Shah Tahmasp's Shahnama and some other art productions related
to Shah Tahmasp’s court workshop. These kinds of descriptions are not very common in histori-
cal texts, and art historians have yet to consider this material. Colin Mitchell's research, published
primarily in his book The Practice of Politics in Safavid Iran: Power, Religion and Rhetoric (2009), is a
rare example of studies on the rhetorical features of Shah Tahmasp's letter and its political signif-
icance and meaning. Mitchell also deals with the letter’s descriptions of artworks and focuses on
the relationship between rhetoric and politics by showing how rhetorical and literary strategies
construct and legitimize the image of royal power. However, his study focuses solely on the rhetor-
ical description of these artworks in relation to royal politics and rhetoric and does not take into
account the independent results about the works themselves and their relationship with politics.
Mitchell concentrates on the political importance of rhetoric, showing how, in this letter, many

1. The Shah's letter does not mention if it is the Mushaf written by the first Shiite Imam, ‘Ali. Other sources do
not precise either (Arcak 62).

2. Only two studies focused on the contents of the letter: Babayan 326 and Mitchell 128-137. Arcak’s detailed
account of the event provides no reference to the content of the letter.
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imaginative metaphors and illustrations serve to legitimize the basis of royal power (128-137), as
if Shah Tahmasp, in the beautiful and literary expressions, reminds the letter’'s readers and his ri-
vals, of the foundations for the legitimacy of his monarchy.

On the basis of Mitchell's research, this article centres on the letter’s descriptions of artworks in
order to understand the political intentions of their creation. In what follows, I examine these
descriptions and bring to the fore the political meaning of the king's image representations. Fur-
thermore, I suggest that Shah Tahmasp's letter, as a piece of rhetoric, may also be considered a
work of art with a political dimension.

The Letter and its Content

In appearance, the letter contains long, tedious, and highly exaggerated praises about Sultan
Suleiman, Sultan Selim, and Shah Tahmasp himself, which are recited repeatedly and can be
found throughout the text. It mainly announces the continuation of good relations with the Ot-
toman court and the establishment of the peace of Amasya. Among the Safavid sources, the
whole letter is recorded only in the Khulasat al-Tawarikh of Qadi Ahmad Munshi Qumi, one of its
authors (Qumi 478).” It is interesting that in a copy of Qumi's book dated some hundred years lat-
er, the scribe did not include the text of this letter and wrote:

This letter was contained in the original manuscript and did not add anything
to the listeners’ ears and intelligence except discomfort and pain. A letter that
is seventy cubits long and is approximately fifty thousand verses and not read
in a meeting does not bring pleasure to the listeners, and the readers do not
benefit from it. Each phrase is repeated a thousand times. Hearing a non-re-
ligious man'’s condolences is nothing but boredom. It was not written for that
reason. (Qumi 478)*

This may be why modern historians and scholars have paid little attention to the letter's content.
However, resituating the letter in the context of the political relations of the early modern era and
the various tools used to shape political relations between governments, brings to the fore its
relevance. One may conclude that the main objective of the kings' prolonged and repeated de-
scriptions and praises is to depict the “image” of the king. The authors, with exaggerated credits
to three sultans and kings, suggest that they are the supreme and perfect example of the idea
of the kingdom. It does not matter if these descriptions do not correspond to reality; the writers'’
conception of the image they create of an ideal kingdom is what is essential. These constructions
are relevant for the understanding of the era’s historical events. It is clear that this constructed
image also had great political significance in its time as the expression of the foundations of royal
legitimacy and of a powerful kingdom. In this article, my concern is not that much the image of
the king than the artistic aspects of the image. When the authors describe their ideal image of the

3. Abdulhosein Navaie, who collected all the letters related to the reign of Shah Tahmasp, does not mention
the letter cited by Qumi. Instead, another relatively shorter text is quoted after Faridun Beg (Navaie
460-471). Did Qadi Ahmad mention the main letter? The answer is hard to say, but other historical sources
highlighted the letter's significant length (see, for example, Rumlu 567). Nonetheless, what we are looking
at here is not about the authenticity of the letter quoted by Qadi Ahmad but rather his descriptions of art-
works and the significant role he considered for them.

4. All translations are my own unless stated otherwise.
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kingdom, they are also referring to the components related to the realm of art. Or in other words,
they valorise art forms as an aspect of the idea of the ideal kingdom. Behind the artworks creat-
ed under the sponsorship of the court, one discovers the hidden political meanings of which this
letter is evidence.The artistic elements mentioned in the letter are the king's rhetoric, his palace
with its paintings, decorations and gardens and Shah Tahmasp's Shahnama.

Royal Rhetoric

The crucial feature of Shah Tahmasp's letter is its rhetoric;” indeed, the main purpose of sending
it was to present and offer royal rhetoric. This is why such a wide range of authors came together
to write it, and that so much time was spent writing it. Thus, this letter was not a long missive
in vain. Rumlu, in a short phrase, describes the letter as “marked by its rhetoric (balaghat)’ (567).
Rhetoric was associated with activities such as poetry, painting, and music and was not exclud-
ed from art as in modern Western art history.® The most basic rhetoric text in the ancient world
is Aristotle's Rhetoric; which clearly correlates to Aristotle’s treatise on poetics, and mutual refer-
ences are made in the two books. The same relationship appears in Islamic tradition and in the
texts of Muslim philosophers such as Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina (Ibn Sina). Outside the Islamic philo-
sophical tradition, rhetoric and poetry were always considered jointly. If poetry was accepted as
an art and placed next to the painting and other mediums, so should rhetoric. Thus, rhetoric is
not only close to poetry but also is related to calligraphy. It suffices to mention the 15th-century
Dastur al-Katib fi tai'n al-maratib (The Guide for Writers to Understand Orders, Shams Monshi 1390), a
critical book and manual on the art of the literal and rhetorical writing (Insha) for royal secretaries.
Calligraphy is the central theme of the second chapter, which is very similar to the calligraphic
treatises of the Safavid period. One may note that Qadi Ahmad Qumi, a master of rhetoric as seen
in the Shah Tahmasp letter, is himself the author of one of the rarest artistic treaties in the Safavid
period, Gulistan-i Hunar, where he recites the detailed descriptions of masters of painting and cal-
ligraphers. There was a close connection between the rhetoricians, calligraphers, and painters in
the Safavid royal court. Therefore, rhetoric can be considered as an artistic medium, and sending
such letters can be understood as sending a very delicate, precise, and eye-catching work of art.
But why then would such a work have been sent to the Ottoman court?

5. I mean the classic definition of rhetoric as given in the Oxford dictionary: “The art of effective or persuaswe
speaklng or writing, espeaally the exploitation of figures of speech and other compositional techniques”.
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2"%"ed., 1989)

6. Even in the 18th century, Kant in his classification of “fine arts included rhetoric and placed it next to poetry

(151). But Hegel excluded it in his list of fine arts in the 19t" century (82-90). Subsequently, rhetoric was
gradually no longer considered much in the histories of art.
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In the letter, rhetoric is mentioned as one of the essential components of the image of the king.
This letter begins with exaggerated descriptions of the characteristics of the young King, Sultan
Selim, and long phrases are used to depict his rhetoric. Such descriptions and praises have no
basis in reality, especially concerning the young king, but it was expected that when praising the
king, part of this praise should be praising of his rhetoric:

Blessed is the wise man [Sultan Selim] who, at the time of his invigorating
speech, blossoms the buds of meanings in the garden of speech and makes the
garden of speech green and watered it by the rain of the cloud of eloquence
and the clear water of rhetoric. From his unique expressions, the breezes of at-
tention and honour and the scents of love and affection blow on the garden of
hearts of sincere believers, and the breezes of divine approval and the fruits of
infinite conquests reach the souls of the faithful lovers. (Qumi 491)

This perfected rhetoric is then attributed to Sultan Selim's letter, which is praised as:

A letter with the smell of amber, whose charming face and musk line represent
the face of Hoor Ein (Houries). Chinese artists envy this letter because of its per-
fected ornament and beauty. And the soul in the description of it sings that:
your literacy drew on the pages of the days the Amber Lines / The case of Fer-
dowsi's zeal and jealousy of Chinese art. (Qumi 493)

The interesting point in this description is the comparison of the art of rhetoric with the art of Fer-
dowsi as a poet, the skill of Chinese painters and the art of calligraphy: rhetoric should be seen as
an artistic medium.

One may also note the key phrase in the middle of the description connecting rhetoric and king-
ship: “The word of the kings is the king of the word (kalam al-muluk, muluk al-kalam)” (492). This
phrase, a very common proverb in Iranian and Muslim cultures, shows precisely that one of the
necessary characteristics of the king is his rhetoric, and that royal speech should be considered
as the king of rhetoric. The reason for this particular emphasis on rhetoric was its place in politics
and ethics in the pre-modern world. As stated in Aristotle’s Rhetoric and continued throughout
the Islamic philosophical tradition such as Ibn Sina's Rhetoric, the most critical qualities of rhetoric
are “deliberative, forensic and epideictic” (Aristotle 1358 b; Ibn Sina 55) i.e., its use in legal, judi-
cial, and ceremonial affairs. Rhetoric is a tool for governing society, and it derives its power from
its influence due to its use of imagination and aesthetic devices. The king must use the power of
the word if he wants to govern the society properly, subdue the people, and put the enemies and
rivals in their place.

From this last point, it is clear that rhetoric is not merely a literary-aesthetic matter. Royal speech
and parole gain power and influence because they effectively cover the political content intended
by the king in the guise of eloquence and rhetoric. The Shah's rhetoric is an aesthetic formulation
of the monarchy’s ideology. It is this special position of rhetoric that should be acknowledged in
the letter of Shah Tahmasp. Here rhetoric has the vital task of showing “the actual image of the
king” as “the ideal image of the king”, and this idealization is achieved through imaginary devices
that form the “rhetoric of the text”, thus consolidating the king's power. Let us now turn to other
artistic components in the letter that describe the king's image.
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The King’s Palace and Garden

Shah Tahmasp's letter to Sultan Selim II begins with many praises of the young Sultan, and con-
tinues by recalling his father, Sultan Suleiman, giving a lengthy description of his last war, in the
middle of which the elder Sultan passed away. By narrating the reaction of Shah Tahmasp and
the Safavid court to the news of the Sultan’s death, the authors bring the narration and attention
to Shah Tahmasp in an interesting way. The beginning of the third part of the letter is dedicat-
ed to Tahmasp, his court, and the description of the gifts that were sent, as a narrative strategy
to draw the image of Shah Tahmasp. What is particularly remarkable in this part, is the number
of descriptions devoted to Sa‘adatabad, the palace and garden of Shah Tahmasp in Qazwin. Sa‘a-
databad (literary the place of happiness) was a small new town founded in Qazwin by the king.
Reviewing the letter's descriptions and other Safavid sources reveals the crucial importance of
Sa‘adatabad for Shah Tahmasp. The city and its extensive urban plan in Qazwin were undoubt-
edly a source of inspiration for Shah Abbas I. and his new capital Isfahan.” Sa‘adatabad’s descrip-
tions commence with the feasts given in Qazwin when the news of Sultan Suleiman’s succession
reached the Safavid capital: “It spread a celebration of happiness on the porch that was founded
by happiness and looked like Iram Palace, which had not been seen there since the construction
of the heavens.” (Qumi 510)

The letter’s authors equate the royal palace and its gardens with Paradise, and the descriptions
of the inhabitants of Sa‘adatabad’s happiness and celebrations that took place continue over sev-
eral pages. The description of the king's palace, garden and their prosperous lives is part of the
king's image and reflects and symbolizes his power, property, peace and the security that his gov-
ernment exudes. The letter’s readers are thus obliged to consider these as part of the purpose
of constructing Sa‘adatabad itself as the palace and its garden provided such a position for Shah
Tahmasp.

While the letter does not pay much attention to the characteristics of the palace’s structure, three
aspects are highlighted: decorations and wall paintings of the palace, the Sa‘adatabad Gardens,
and the palace’s Square. Looking first at a description of the palace's decoration, we see the de-
scription of the paintings on the walls of the palace:

God Almighty. What a wonderful building! What a refreshing palace; Its doors
and walls, with its paintings and decorations, are more beautiful than the Chi-
nese painting; The master painters painted it, and its paintings are rare in the
whole world. They have skilfully unveiled a banquet on the door and wall every-
where in the palace. On its wall flowers are made by plaster and from the clay
flowers bloomed. (Qumi 511)

‘Abdi Beyk Shirazi, the famous Safavid poet in service of Shah Tahmasp's court, gives precise de-
scriptions of the wall paintings in his Jannat-i ‘Adn (Gardens of Paradise), which give us a better
idea of the palace’s paintings. According to ‘Abdi Beyk, they were mainly lyrical scenes that served
as part of the royal pleasure-seeking atmosphere and provided a colourful and attractive environ-
ment. As we shall see, this function of court paintings finds a parallel in the garden'’s function.

7. 0n Shah Tahmasp's Qazwin, see Babaei 47-55.
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The description of the palace’s garden serves as another significant part of Shah Tahmasp's letter
presenting several details:

What can I say about the garden of Saadat? Saadat turns fortune towards me. It
is adorned like the garden of Heaven; in it are fruits of every kind you may wish.
This odiferous garden is like paradise; its water is from the streams of Heaven.
(Qumi 519; Mitchell’s translation)

Further in the letter, the Sa‘adatabad garden is compared with the gardens of Paradise: “Sa‘adata-
bad which is equal to the rose-garden of Iram and the garden of Paradise and similar to heavenly
gardens in the hereafter” (Qumi 520) Shah Tahmasp paid particular attention to the garden in
Sa‘adatabad, and mainly to the construction of the palace. A reason for the importance bestowed
upon this garden by the king is that he ordered ‘Abdi Beyk to describe it in a complete and literary
way. Jannat-i Adn is full of detailed descriptions of Sa‘adatabad, and particularly its gardens (see
Losensky 1-29).

Interestingly, the letter not only describes the garden, its vastness and the variety of its trees and
plants, but also the royal pleasures occurring in these places:

In those paradisiacal fields, where the sun and moon meet, flasks of silver and
goblets of gold are filled with liquor mixed with cloves and cinnamon in com-
memoration of: “And they will be given [in Heaven] a cup of wine mixed with
zanjabil.” [76; Al-Ensan (the Man): 17]. The moon-faced cup-bearers held; gild-
ed porcelain decanters. The decanter was happy with its fortune; because the
hands of the rosy-cheeked ones were on its neck. And the goblet’'s mouth has
stayed open out of happiness; because it has kissed the lips of the coquettish
ones. from every direction, the youthful ones who are like the servants of heav-
en—who have girded themselves with the belt of submission—carry porce-
lain dishes full of fruits [in accordance with 56: 32-33], “and fruit in abundance
whose season is not limited, nor its supply forbidden.” (Qumi 521; Mitchell's
translation)

As it is clear from this passage, the pattern evokes the Islamic texts' descriptions of Paradise,
where all kinds of foods and drinks and all sorts of sexual and non-sexual pleasures that are
usually forbidden and prohibited in Islamic law are found in the garden. As Mitchell highlights:
“Openly hailed as a second paradise, Sa‘adatabad is lauded for much more than its seraphic set-
ting, and we find its denizens cast in a distinctly eschatological light. [...] The soteriological impli-
cations of Tahmasep imperial garden indeed border on self-indulgence.” (Mitchell 132)

All these details found within the text about the Sa‘adatabad garden leave no doubt that the au-
thors of the letter have made its description an essential part of the image of the King and pre-
sent the splendor of his palace in direct competition with the palaces of Ottoman kings. What is
the importance of these gardens for the image of the King? The answer can be found in Jannat-i
Adn: “Shah, who is the shadow of God (zil Allah) in all things; His garden is also an example of Par-
adise.” (Abdi Beyk 157)
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In this verse, it is stated that the king is the shadow of God on earth, and since Paradise, with
its strange descriptions in the Quran and Islamic texts as “the garden of God”, the king, like God,
has a garden similar to him. The attribution of Islamic gardens to paradise has been frequently
mentioned in contemporary research on Islamic art, and is typically accompanied by a mystical
and spiritual meaning. Nevertheless, these Safavid gardens have the opposite meaning, signify-
ing worldly power and earthly pleasures. In Islamic culture, “earthly paradise” has a reprehensible
meaning and is attributed to people like Shaddad, who were enemies of God and were annihilat-
ed by him.® However, the Safavid kings “rightly” own these heavenly gardens with all their plea-
sures because they are the shadow of God on earth. This concept of the king, which originates in
the Persian idea of the Just Ruler, is different from the dominant Islamic image of the Caliphate
(Babaei 11). The concept of kingship was developed in Iran before the Safavids but peaked under
their rule. Thus, Shah's garden as an earthly paradise is a particular part of the image of the Per-
sian king, which serves as a demonstration of his celestial power.

Considering Isfahan's royal gardens, Babaie specifies “the architectural accommodation of feast-
ing [as having] represented a markedly idiosyncratic practice of absolute rule in the early modern
age.” (Babaie 1) Shah Tahmasp's letter confirms this claim. This political content of architecture
was also effective: the vivid descriptions of travellers and foreign ambassadors of the royal gar-
dens and the pleasures they saw in it offer us insight into how they were influenced and im-
pressed by the Shah's image (Babaie 224-239). These descriptions are very similar to the descrip-
tions of Shah Tahmasp's letter of Sa‘adatabad garden and show the gardens of Safavid kings as
an extraordinary and dreamy place and a sign of the Shah's glory, wealth, and power. The third
part of the description of Sa‘adatabad is related to its square, which we will discuss in the next
section, in relation to the royal gifts which accompanied the letter itself.

The Shahnama and Other Gifts

As mentioned above, precious gifts were sent to the court of Sultan Selim II along with the letter.
The most remarkable of these gifts was Shah Tahmasp's Shahnama though magnificent pieces of
jewellery were also offered. According to Ottoman historians and foreign ambassadors who at-
tended the gift-giving ceremony, the gifts looked very dazzling (Arcak 66). Naturally, sending such
gifts was typical between royal courts as a part of political diplomacy. However, this does not nec-
essarily justify Shah Tahmasp's offering of gifts of such quality and rarity. As a masterpiece of Per-
sian art, one would imagine that the royal Shahnama would have been kept in the Safavid royal
treasury. We know that Shah Tahmasp had a taste in arts and even had some training in paint-
ing (Rumlu 488). The most significant masters of painting, calligraphers and illuminators were in
charge of this masterpiece. The king undoubtedly recognized its high artistic, historic, and mer-
cantile value. There are varying theories as to why the Shah offered the royal Shahnama: Qazwini
proposes that it was the king's repentance (231), as a main motivation for the gift. Others, such
as Robert Hillenbrand, suggest that a “change in priorities of Shah” may have been caused by the
good relationship between the two courts, while Arcak argues that the “Safavid Shah intended
to proclaim his superiority as patron of the arts.” (71). Mitchell also suggests that “the presenta-

8. A personage associated with the legendary town of Iram, to whom is attributed its foundation (Webb).
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tion of this unsurpassed Shahnama reinforced clearly the profile of the Safavid ruler as a cultural
patron par excellence to the young ascending sultan” (129). It is therefore interesting to take a
closer look at what the letter says about the royal Shahnama as a gift.

In general, the letter's authors use a narrative technique to describe the royal gifts. Their descrip-
tions come right after “the arrival of the good news" Sultan Selim’s succession to the Safavid roy-
al court, where joy extended beyond the palace and into the “four sides of Saadat Square and
the new bazaar that was built” (Qumi, 514). It is in this bazaar that the shopkeepers and the arti-
sans displayed their excellent goods; the letter continues by describing what was offered in these
shops, which corresponded to the gifts that were sent with the letter:

Each group of artisans decorated their shops separately. The jewellers hung
their jewels beautifully, and every kind of jewel was found in large numbers,
including rubies and diamonds (yaqut, la‘al, dorr). Very expensive swords and
crowns, each worth as much as a country’'s tax, were decorated with various
jewels. (Qumi 515)

In this indirect method of narration, beautiful and praiseworthy rhetoric is used again. On one
hand, the letter enumerates the gifts, describes them in detail and expresses their value, while on
the other, it does not mention that they are gifts, seemingly to hide the boastful character of the
description. Other points can be deduced from this type of expression: unlike the previous two
cases, these gifts are not defined as properties of the king or the royal court but as objects that
are in “Saadat Square” and in its bazaar’s all over the country.

This description attests to the comfort and enjoyment of the palace and garden. It shows that
outside the palace, under the rule of the Shah, all craftsmen and artisans (har senf mardum-i sani*
u sharif) in Iran were so prosperous that such unique gifts were found in every market. There is a
reference to Shah Tahmasp’s position as a supporter and promoter of arts and crafts: “To shorten
the speech: the supreme justice of Shah Adel (Just King) watered the field of hope of friends” (Qu-
mi 519).

These depictions of objects are related to their beauty, value, and price. Their beauty has been
compared with natural and celestial objects: “Pleiades (Suraya) is ashamed of the jewellery neck-
laces, and the sea is ashamed of the beautiful diamonds. The beautiful golden patterns of the
swords are more beautiful than the moon and the sun. Beautiful sweethearts (Butan, i.e., the gifts)
flirt in stores and are at war with each other, but not a real war. Everyone has adorned themselves
with gold, and the heavens are jealous of them” (Qumi 515). However, the most detailed descrip-
tions are dedicated to the Shahnama:

When the atelier of bookbinding was prepared/a great rise arose from the city.
The atelier is like a cypress in the garden/it is a new rose from a rose garden.
From that atelier—that good-natured cypress/the rose garden of paradise is
ashamed what an atelier! which was the envy of the abode of faeries/From the
image [of the atelier], reason was stupefied This youth [i.e., book] sitting in the
atelier/who is [such] an image that reason is perplexed by it The face of this
youth [i.e., book] is so unique/that Bihzad went into a trance by its image when
the dust of the down [on his lip] turns black [i.e., when his script is written]/no
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one will care anymore about the calligraphy of Yaqut in every ornament and
beauty, in every way and manner/piled up a hundred sections [of the book]
From the poems of the well-known Firdausi/who had done justice to the word
in the age. A Shah Namah was proffered/ and his atelier was beautified by this
gift it was gilded and illuminated most gloriously/it was bound with a hundred
ornaments. Its script was written by the master all over/its writing is illuminat-
ed like the light of the eye. From the work of the pupils who have trained with
Zarin-qalam/each page had a design sketched on it one painting was done by
Bihzad/But he departed and left behind regret (Qumi 516; Mitchell's transla-
tion).

This excerpt refers to how the Shahnama was prepared, and in particular, to Behzad's key role. The
latter is described as the one who “painted for kings” (az bahr-i shahan nemudi ragam) i.e., he is a
"painter of kings” (Qumi 516).

Most of these descriptions are related to the beauty of this work, which surpasses all other works
of art before it. Therefore, the significant status of this work was fully confirmed and acknowl-
edged. Although there is no specific reference to the Shah in the various metaphors and similes
that describe this work, one should recall that the title is significant Shahnama (Book of Kings)
and inherently illustrates imperial power. The Safavid kings wanted to show that the Shahnama
was one of the sources of their legitimacy and the letter’s authors distinguished this book as the
highest among all of the other books and gifts. In a letter that is supposed to depict the power of
the Shah and its elements, the description of Shahnama also finds a suitable place: the “Book of
the Shah.” Furthermore, throughout this letter, the content of Shahnama forms one of the prima-
ry sources of imagery that have been used to describe the royal greatness and authority or the
origin of the Shah's legitimacy: the critical figures of Shahnama (Kei khusraw, Jamshid, Fereydun,
Darab and Rustam) are used frequently in order to describe Suleiman and Selim.’

From the point of view of the letter’s authors, who naturally reflected the court's view, this Shahna-
ma had great value and importance. The craftsmanship of the Shahnama showed the skill of the
royal workshop, and the book’s high value and content formed the basis of the legitimacy of the
Safavid kings. The detailed description of the Shahnama's value and its illustration in Shah Tah-
masp's letter, which depict the image of the king, all attest to the political dimension of the Shah-
nama’s production. Thus, one of the primary purposes of sending the royal Shahnama was to re-
mind the young sultan of the ancient foundations of the legitimacy of the Safavid kings and its
continuation.

9. Mitchell considers the prominence of the Shahnama discourse significant in this work and sees it as an al-
ternative to the Shiite discourse, which is practically absent in this letter (134).
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Conclusion

In current research on Islamic art, little value has been given to historical texts and documents by
considering them as works of art. In this article, I have examined one of these texts, a letter, the
study of which reveals the multiple dimensions of Persian art during the Safavid period. As I have
shown, the main goal of Shah Tahmasp’s letter to Sultan Selim II was to depict the idea of the
Shah as understood in the Safavid court. In this depiction, the Shah has a combination of attribut-
es that date back to the image of the Shah in ancient Iran. The king is the shadow of God on earth,
and his vast power and politics are manifested in the actions and works that emanate from him.
The letter depicts various aspects of royal power and implicitly states how each of these aspects
reinforces and expands the idea of the Shah. Some of these works and actions are related to the
realm of royal art and architecture. The content and form of these artworks are described as royal
power. Examining this letter reveals the complex interrelations between power, thought and art
behind the court’s constructions, for which little textual evidence is available. Furthermore, one
should consider rhetoric along with painting, calligraphy, and architecture and understand this
letter as a result of the art of rhetoric as that pursues the same political goals. In the royal court,
patrons of art viewed these works as manifestations of their power, and saw, in their creation and
exchange, forms of empowerment and the expansion of the basis of their legitimacy.
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This paper aims to trace the pre-Islamic Zoroastrian concept of “royal divine glory” (farr) through
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Introduction

In Zoroastrianism, the ancient Iranian religion, the concept of farr(ah) (lit. “glory, (good) fortune”),’
particularly its specific form xwarrah 7 kayan/farrah T kayan (“royal auspiciousness/glory”),” pre-
sents among other things the divine recognition that gives dignity to a king and makes him legiti-
mate to reign over the people and the world (Farridnejad, Die Sprache der Bilder 340-347). Accord-
ing to the Avesta (Yt. 19), royal farr is reserved only for a certain circle of gods and humans, name-
ly Ahura Mazda (the supreme god of the Zoroastrian pantheon), other divine beings (e.g. the
frawahrs® and the Yazatas), the Soshyans (the eschatological redeemers), the prophet Zarathus-
tra as well as the mythical kings of the Kayanid dynasty (Farridnejad, Die Sprache der Bilder 341;
Humbach and Ichaporia, 30-57; Hintze 22). It is clear from this division that the bestowal of the
“royal glory” (farrah T kayan) was of special significance as a symbolic act for the political as well as
religious Sasanian (224-651) kingship ideology during late antiquity (Farridnejad, Die Sprache der
Bilder 341).

One of the last important literary and ideological treatments of the concept of the farrah i kayan
was developed under the Sasanians, as it is stated in the Karnamag 1 Ardax3ir i Pabagan (“Book of
the Deeds of Ardashir, Son of Pabag”), a Middle Persian prose text that narrates the life story of
Ardashir I (r. 224-239/40), his ascent to the throne, as well as the battle against the last king of the
Parthian Empire, Ardawan IV (216-224); a battle which led to Ardashir’s victory and the found-
ing of the Sasanian Empire in CE 224. The visual “translation” of “royal farr" is also attested within
Sasanian royal art, most specifically in the monumental reliefs, which date mainly to the 34 and
4th centuries. The so-called Sasanian “investiture scenes” were one of the most popular themes
of the early Sasanian reliefs, which generally show the kings receiving the symbol of the farrah 7
kayan from the gods as a sign of legitimation and divine confirmation (Farridnejad, Die Sprache
der Bilder 332-333).* These themes remained popular in Iran until the 19t century.’

Being the official state religion of the last great Persian Empire before the advent of Islam,
Zoroastrianism has survived after the fall of the Sasanian Empire as a minority religion with great
cultural and religious impacts on Islamicate Iran as well as the Persianate world. Among the fun-
damental ideas of both religious and cultural importance, Ferdowsi's Shahnama (Book of Kings),
which stands on an older tradition of the previous Shahnama and the Sasanian Khwadaynamags,
was an important source for preserving and transferring the pre-Islamic mythological, cultural,
and religious motives of the older Zoroastrian tradition, including farrah i kayan. For instance, the
myth of Jamshid in the Shahnama,® delivers the central myth, which reflects the character and
function of farr. Jamshid is privileged and legitimized by his divine farr and rules the world, until

1. The paper employs the following language abbreviations: Av. = Avestan, MP = Zoroastrian Middle Persian
(Pahlavi), and NP = New Persian.

2. Av. kauuaém xvaranah-.

3. Av. frauuasi-.

4. For a detailed analysis of the Sasanian investiture reliefs, see Farridnejad, Die Sprache der Bilder 338-359.
5. For some examples in the Safavid era, see Allen and Carey; for Qajar art, see Motaghedi.

6. Av. Yima, with the epithet xsaéta, MP. Jam.
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he loses it through sinful commitments. Indeed, farr is not everlasting and can also be lost. Fur-
thermore, not all the kings have this divine privilege; some, like Jamshid, lost it by their arrogance
and vanity, and some, like Zahhak, never had any at all.

In Ferdowsi's Shahnama, farr appears as a light radiating from the King's face. However, in Persian-
Islamic artistic tradition, enlightened faces belong to the Islamic saints. From the 16th century
onward, particularly, the Prophet Muhammad’s and Shi'i imams' faces were covered with a lumi-
nous veil or fire flame showing their holiness and divinity. The same period coincided with the
emergence of the Safavid dynasty (1501-1733) and the production of one of the noblest and most
majestic illustrated Shahnama in Iranian history.

Created for the second Safavid king, Shah Tahmasp (r. 1524-1576), the royal 16t"-century Shahna-
ma is one of the finest manuscripts produced in the Islamicate world. Although indebted to the
technical and artistic achievements of the previous periods, the visual experience of Shah Tah-
masp's Shahnama generated a new dialogue between different visual forms, people, and natur-
al elements. The manuscript thus provides the most ideal artistic experience seen in Persianate
manuscript paintings, which continued until the modern era (Welch; Hillenbrand, “The Iconogra-
phy of the Shah-Nama-yi Shahi”; Canby). Since the visual manifestation of farr was already used
within Islamic ideas, one may wonder how it has been shown in the Shahnama's profane illustra-
tions. Indeed, one of the very first illustrations of Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnama, on the praise of the
Prophet Muhammad and Ah/ al-bayt (the Prophet's sacred family), portrays them with veiled faces
with golden flames surrounding their heads (foI.18v).7 What were the artist's methods used to
represent the secular idea of farr, which was already engaged and employed as a religious con-
cept?

In looking for an answer, we decided to search for the visual manifestation of the very concept of
“divine glory” by specifically observing its “absence”. To find the idea of kingship perceived with-
in the Safavid royal ideology, we examine the paintings in which the true and legitimate King is
absent. We then compare the outcome with other illustrations of Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnama and
other 16t and 17th- centuries illustrations. Doing so will help us understand how the idea of Iran-
ian kingship and its manifestations are precisely “narrated” in the pictures of the Just Ruler and in
his absence. Reviewing the scenes related to Zahhak's reign, the most tyrannical legendary king
ruling in Iran, and its nine illustrations in Shah Tahmasp's Shahnama seems to be an appropriate
starting point. Zahhak's myth demonstrates, par excellence, the reign of misery and darkness in
the absence of a legitimate Iranian king. It symbolized an age marked by sorcery and the dark
magic of demons and tyrants in the absence of divine farr, which caused long periods of sorrow
and misery.

7. “Parable of the Ship of Shi'ism,” fol. 18v, from the Shahnama (Book of Kings) of Shah Tahmasp, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, MET.1970. 301.1: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/coﬁection/search/
4521107searchField=AccessionNum&amp;ft=1970.301.1&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=40&amp;pos=1. Ac-
cessed 30 Aug. 2023.
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Zahhak’s Story: A Synopsis

A detailed description of the thousand years of reign of terror of the serpent king Dahag®as
well as his demonic genealogy is preserved within the Zoroastrian Middle Persian (Pahlavi) texts,
among others in Dénkard (9.21.12-16) and Bundahisn (31.6). In the Shahnama, Zahhak (an Arabi-
cized form of MP. Dahag) is also portrayed as a demonic and cruel non-Iranian ruler of Iran.

The story of Zahhak begins during the reign of Jamshid, a legendary divinely glorified Iranian king
much appreciated in the Shahnama for granting peace, generating justice and prosperity in the
world, as well as creating artifacts and handicrafts. Near the end of his 700-year-reign, proud of
his long-life achievements, he began considering himself not only the absolute ruler of the world
but its creator. His decline then started as his farr was withdrawn.

Jamshid lost his wisdom and good fortune, and his reign fell in chaos. Meanwhile, in the Arab
lands, located on the western border of Iranian territory, lived a young but diabolic prince named
Zahhak, who began his reign by murdering his noble father under the auspices of Ahriman (“de-
mon,” God's adversary in the Zoroastrian tradition). At the beginning of his reign, Ahriman reap-
peared again and kissed Zahhak's shoulders, where two diabolic and fierce serpents appeared
and to whom young human brains soon became the daily feed. Zahhak also forcibly married
Jamshid's two beautiful daughters (or sisters) after defeating and killing him. Ruling with murder
and injustice for one thousand years, Zahhak one night had a nightmare predicting the birth of
a new king gifted by the lost divine farr, who would put an end to Zahhak’s tyranny and life. The
newborn king’s name was Fereydun®, a descendant of Jamshid. With the help of the heroic rebel
Kava, the blacksmith, Fereydun was able to wrest the kingdom from Zahhak and release the Iran-
ian land from his tyranny. According to the legend, Zahhak is still chained in Mount Damavand,
until the end of time, when he will finally be killed.

Zahhak's Illustrations in the Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp
The Death of Shah Mardas'®

The Shah Tahmasp Shahnama illustrates this story as occurring in a very green garden, just as it
is mentioned in the text: “King Mardas owned a fine orchard, and he would go there in the dawn’s
darkness, to wash his head and body, and to pray.”(54)"

A green garden with cypress and trees in flower (probably almond and peach) are shown here; a
spring-blessed garden attesting to the King's good fortune. He is, however, now lying dead in a
pit dug by Eblis (the Qu'ranic designation of the Devil), who filled the pit in with soil before going
on his way. Two lines of the text on four colons effectively show the soil covering the deep pit. In
a red costume, the King's servant is biting his finger as a sign of wonder and sorrow; he leads the

8. Av. AZi Dahaka; MP. Az[ilJdahag; NP. Azhdaha.
9. Av. Oraétaona, MP. Frédon.
10. Folio 25v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Khalili Collection, London, MSS 1030, https://www.khalil-
icollections.org/collections/islamic-art/khalili-collection-islamic-art-the-death-of-king-mirdas-mss1030-fo-
lio25/. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

11. All translations are by Dick Davis.
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eyes to two cypresses in the garden, who alongside the curving branches of the three blossom
trees point to the real culprit: “the evil offspring son who broke faith with his noble king father”
(54) and became complicit in his murder. This breaking faith from the father is shown very well
in the architectural plan of the King's palace: Zahhak is located in a tidy balcony outside the main
building, whereas a woman belonging to the king’s household is shown inside. The dark blue sky
may show the time of the day, the dawn'’s darkness where the King Mardas used to pray; it may
also serve as a presage, forewarning the reader of the coming dark days.

The Snakes Appear on Zahhak’s Shoulders'

Zahhak is illustrated in the center of the image, framed in a closed and tidy architectural setting
(fig. 1). Leaning on a cushion, the two fierce snakes jump out of his shoulders, threatening the
men gathering around the young king. The latter are probably the doctors giving their opinions
to the miserable king who looks distressed by his anguished brows and eyes, and who is ges-
turing towards the snakes with both hands. Whereas all the men in the palace show their sur-
prise and bewilderment by the hands’ gestures, there is one young man, in the bottom left corner,
grabbing his head with two hands; he is recalling the following verses of the story, where the King
orders sacrificing humans for taking their brains for his snakes.

The scene is undoubtedly very colorful, and the environment seems, at first glance, to be joyful.
Carpets and different types of tiles lavishly decorate the interior of the palace and there are two
magnificent mural paintings on the niches, showing two angels bringing wine and food in the
golden vessels. These angels, the divine messengers, are certainly derived from the pre-Islamic
reliefs, and have been employed several times in Persian-Islamic painting; they are specially seen
in illustrations of the Prophet Muhammad from the 13t to the late 14t centuries, saluting him,
bringing the divine light, perfume, and glory to the God's latest é/u."

They are, however, blocked and stagnated in their frames in this painting with no access to the
seated King; the blue and white tiles and the golden window arch barricade the angels’ descent.
They look somewhat frozen, recalling the “idea” of the Divine who is no longer existent.

The window behind Zahhak shows a barely bloomed tree and a purple hollyhock. The window
frame, however, cuts the tree whose bottom branches, those near Zahhak, are dried and dead. A
look at the flower shows a tragic end as the snake in Zahhak's left shoulder is biting and cutting it
savagely. The dark stormy clouds also announce the woeful fate in the golden outdoor sky.

As is the case for the lavishly decorated pavilion, nature in the garden seems joyful. We are still
in the reign of the Great Jamshid, just like the tree shown in the backside of the painting; even
if Jamshid is now disgraced and his farr is removed, the world enjoys the last moments of peace
and prosperity. However, Zahhak would find the hidden Jamshid and cut him in half, just as the
window's frame behind him cuts the tree.

12. Folio 26v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama (between 1522-1535, Tabriz), attributed to Sultan Muhammad,
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art (TMoCA). Reproduced in Shahnama-yi Shah Tahmasp, Tehran Muse-
um of Contemporary Art, 2021, 29/308.

13. For a detailed study on Prophet Muhammad's images see Gruber, The Praiseworthy One.
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Figure 1: Iblis Kisses Zahhak's Shoulder and the Snakes Grow, folio 26v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama
(between 1522-1535, Tabriz), attributed to Sultan Muhammad, Tehran Museum of Contemporary
Art. Reproduced in Shahnama-yi Shah Tahmasp, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, 2021, 29/
308. Photographed by Mohsen Mohamadkhani for Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art.
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Zahhak Receives the Daughters/Sisters of Jamshid"*

The dragon head shape of the throne's feet and the tiger heads under the balcony on the right
side of the palace may recall Zahhak himself described as a serpentine/Azhdaha/dragon creature
in the Arab Lands (56) and his reign which lasted:

a thousand years, and from end to end the world was his to command. The
wise concealed themselves and their deeds, and devils achieved their heart'’s
desire. Virtue was despised and magic applauded, justice hid itself away while
evil flourished; demons rejoiced in their wickedness, while goodness was spo-
ken of only in secret. (58)

Overall, there are many convoluted arabesques on the decorative program around Zahhak; on
the curtains, the throne, the white cushion, the tiles, and even on the princess’s tunic, as if the
arabesques are tying up her arms and imprisoning her. Just like the snakes are turned toward the
King and encircling him, so are the decorations in the center of the image. The large arabesque
in the lower part of the throne also retreats from the snakes' curves. Outside the center of the
image, the decorations are more geometric and less invading.

The large window is removed, and heavy curtains replace the descending angels seen in the mur-
al paintings; the divine messengers are now literally occulted. Instead, a fine tableau of a golden
jar and flowers on a white background is framed on the left wall. A nature morte, which may recall
the symbolic idea of glorious nature, is now dead and firmly framed.

The garden on the right side of the page is essentially unchanged from the previous scene; the
same trees, maybe as the souvenir of Jamshid’s reign, are recalling other heirs, his daughters. It
even seems that the large chendr (plane tree) behind the palace walls with two main branches al-
ludes to Jamshid and his two daughters/sisters. As we see below, representing a “true” king and/
or the “idea of Iranian kingship” by a tree and their descendants by flowers or the tree's branches
is reiterated several times in other Safavid illustrated books and paintings.

Zahhak’s Nightmare'®

Zahhak, who so far was covered with gold and had the most prestigious and central place in the
illustrations, is now retired in the second plan on the upper left side, as small and weak as oth-
er characters in the composition. He seems undersized in his high walled chamber. Zahhak looks
even more feeble, old with a white beard, and cut off by the balcony’s golden railing. This golden
rectangular is the only majestic part that depicts Zahhak as king; even Zahhak's snakes seem less
frightening. One may also note that the two green supports that hold the balcony outside the
building are no longer decorated by a tiger or dragon’s head.

14. Folio 27v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Khalili Collection, MSS 1030: https://www.khalilicollec-
tions.org/collections/islamic-art/khalili-collection-islamic-art-zahhak-receives-the-daughters-of-jamshid-
mss1030-folio27/. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

15. Folio 28v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama. MIA, MS.41.2007: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Unknown,_Iran,_16th_Century_-_Page_from_the_Shahnama_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg. Accessed 30
Aug. 2023.
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The composition is filled with human figures of the same size as Zahhak, semi-dazed and semi-
shocked by the King's cry. Zahhak is surrounded by his female household and one of Jamshid's
daughters/sisters, Arnavaz. An ornate closed door behind him seems to block access to the King's
chamber, suggesting a complex issue with no apparent solution.

The natural landscape still generates symbolic ideas, facilitating the story’s reading and interpre-
tation. A golden crescent moon shines in the dark blue sky in the middle of spiral white clouds.
This narrow section of nature in the middle of the scene with a cypress and a blossom tree seems
to belong to another space and time than that of the garden outside of the palace on the right
side of the illustration. The contrast of pinkish flowers on the dark blue sky illuminates this small
part of the painting, whereas the trees in the garden, barely bloomed, seem somber and less
magnificent.

In this landscape, one finds the true meaning of Zahhak’s nightmare explained in the accompa-
nying verses: “soon, a new hero will be born; he looks like a tree as high and green as a cypress
heading up to the moon and blossoms like the fruit tree in the Spring” (61). Fereydun, a new king,
will end Zahhak's tyranny, just as the glorified trees spring out in the middle of Zahhak's palace.

Zahhak’s Fate is Told'®

Zahhak's palace, showing the throne room, consists of a high-walled building that surpasses the
upper framework of the text (fig. 2). According to Ferdowsi, Zahhak's palace had walls “shone like
the planet Jupiter in the heavens and were so high that they seemed to reach for the stars” (68). A
high iwan (a large vaulted hall, closed on three sides and open to a court on the fourth) decorated
by blue and polychrome tiles shows a large barely decorated room with white walls. At the center
of the piece stands a huge golden throne whose gray-bearded beholder is now fainted, bare head
with his feet under the throne.

Narrower than in the previous scenes, the building only occupies half of the composition; thus,
more ground is given to nature. A mostly devoid hilly landscape shows only two parterres, and a
dark blue sky occupying the higher part of the scene sits harmoniously with the building's blue
decoration. Nevertheless, a delicate blossom tree is rising behind the barren hill, its pinkish flow-
ers shining in the sky like the stars, recalling the pinkish flower in the last scene. This tree is so
high that it actually reaches the spiral-shaped white clouds. Two cypresses and another flowering
tree complete the outside scene, as if announcing the arrival of the other tree behind the hill.

16. Folio 29v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1970.301.4.
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Figure 2: Zahhak’s Fate is Told, folio 29v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama (between 1522-1535, Tabriz), at-
tributed to Sultan Muhammad, Gift of Arthur A. Houghton Jr., 1970, Metropolitan Museum of Art,
1970.301.4. Photo courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public Domain.
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Zahhak Slays the Sacred Cow Barmaya'’

The golden and feathered-crowned Zahhak, the King leading the carnage, is mounted on a light
grey horse, slaying Barmaya, the sacred cow provided milk to Fereydun for four years. Zahhak's
men are killing other animals. In the upper left part of the painting is a building where Fereydun
once lived, now abandoned, as Fereydun left to settle down on Damavand Mountain. The open
doors, windows, and empty balcony perfectly show the uninhabited house. Zahhak will burn and
raze it after terminating the massacre of the animals. Nonetheless, the building’s garden looks
vibrant, green, and joyful. There are three cypress trees located behind the tall plane tree, only
one of which is ornate with white almond blossoms.

The idea of a tree as a symbol of the true king is again emphasized in this episode. Zahhak (shown
without the snakes) occupies the center of the page, framed by a barren desert hill. However, his
size and colors are not on par with the tall green chendr, the oriental plane tree raised at the top
of the hill just above him. In contrast to the area around Zahhak, there are several flowers and
greenery around the silver river (now oxide), which flows from a spring at the foot of the tree.

All these elements narrate the following chapters of the story; the golden sky announces the glo-
rious days which will be brought by Fereydun and his “Jamshid’s imperial farr”, represented here
by the plane tree. The three cypresses announce in turn the descendants of Fereydun, his three
famous sons: Iraj, Salm and Tour. As Ferdowsi recounts, Salm and Tour become the kings of other
lands in Turan, and murder their younger brother Iraj, the King of Iran, here shown by the blos-
som cypress.

Thus, nature and its elements, mainly trees, seem to substitute the hallowed radiant-faced
king(s), promising the “idea” of a true king. Fereydun, a descendent of Jamshid, is figuratively ab-
sent in this painting, as was Jamshid himself absent in previous pages, but a tall green tree sym-
bolically represents them both. Nature, furthermore, continues to anticipate the story.

Kava Tears up the Letter'®

Zahhak, with a white beard, sits on his golden throne, his black snakes fierce and tormenting him.
Zahhak looks at Kava, standing in a blue tunic with his famous blacksmith leather, tearing up the
testament drafted by Zahhak, which attested to his justice and kindheartedness (fig. 3).

As soon as he leaves Zahhak's palace, Kava gathers men around him seeking Fereydun, and the
decline of Zahhak takes the final turn. Nature in its magnificence, with natural or supernatural el-
ements, announces this near victory. This scene presents the most prosperous and joyful nature
among the illustrations of Zahhak's story. The hill in the garden appears as a most luscious sym-
bol of Spring where the blossoms and many other trees are grown; tufts of grass and flowers
covering the green hill. Not only is the sky golden with blue clouds, but the latter are pointing to
three descending angels. They are no more the frozen images fixed and hung on the walls, but
active and bringing farr and fortune.

17. Folio 30v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Khalili Collection, MSS 1030: https://www.khalilicollec-
tions.org/collections/islamic-art/khalili-collection-islamic-art-zahhak-slays-the-sacred-cow-barmayah-
mss1030-folio30/. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

18. Folio 31v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, TMoCA, 31-V.
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Figure 3: Kava Tears Up Zahhak’s Letter, folio 31v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama (between 1522-1535
Tabriz), attributed to Qadimi, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, Reproduced in Shahnama-
yi Shah Tahmasp, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, 2021, 34/303. Photographed by Mohsen

Mohamadkhani for Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art.
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This painting’s composition recalls another episode from Fereydun's reign.'® In both paintings, the
kings sit on a golden throne surrounded by their men, with a garden on the right side of the page.
Both kings' thrones are under lavishly decorated tents, but where the demons surround Zahhak’s
upper parts of the tents, Fereydun’s tent is attended by angels. The angels are indeed shown in
both paintings. In Fereydun's, they are situated in the interior and the main part of the illustra-
tion, floating in the air and pouring light to Fereydun. However, in Zahhak's scene, the angels are
speaking with an observer behind the hill; they are also situated in the margin of the painting and
not in its interior, delimited by the sections of text. Whereas in Fereydun'’s scene, the angels are
the active actors of the scene, in the Zahhak's, they have a secondary and not yet performed role.

Fereydun Strikes Zahhak with the Ox-headed Mace®

Here, one last shot of Zahhak's palace located in Jerusalem is presented, inhabited now by Ferey-
dun. He removed the evil charms and witchcraft from the palace, and liberated Jamshid’s beau-
tiful daughters/sisters from Zahhak's dark magic. They both are shown sitting on the throne as
they accompany, day and night, the new King of Iran.

The throne chamber is the same as in “Zahhak’s fate is told” (fig. 2); both buildings have a large
and high iwan decorated with blue and polychrome tiles, a white wall behind the throne, and sil-
ver windows on each side of the walls. However, the wall behind the throne in this current scene
shows a slight alteration in its decoration. Whereas the walls behind the throne are entirely white
in the previous scene, here, the scenes of girift-u-gir (lit. caught and stuck) between the lions and
gazelles are painted in blue on the walls. Thus, even if nature is somehow tangibly absent, it vir-
tually exists as an image on the walls, recalling the real fight happening on the bottom side of the
painting where Fereydun strikes Zahhak with his ox-headed mace.

Moreover, the Angel Soroush?' is now literally accompanying Fereydun—as also mentioned in the
text—descending vertically from the sky. Just above his head, as if he recites the divine words, is
written in a masterful Naskh inscription on the top of the arc of iwan: May all your efforts be at
your pleasing, God of the universe protects/bless you (bi kam-i tu bad hama kar-i tu, khudavand-i
giti negahdar-i tu).

The Death of Zahhak™

Zahhak, in blue underwear and red pantaloons, is enchained in a cave on top of the mountain.
The mountain is so high that it reaches the stormy clouds; several dragon heads are hidden in
these clouds, as if they were to soon devour Zahhak. He is simultaneously threatened not only by

19. "Fereydun's mother Faranak sends gifts to her son”, folio 38v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Khalili
Collection, London, MSS 1030, 38b, https://www.khalilicollections.org/collections/islamic-art/khalili-collec-
tion-islamic-art-ten-folios-from-copy-of-firdawsis-shahnamah-made-for-shah-tahmasp-mss1030-folio-38/.
Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

20. “Fereydun Strikes Zahhak with the Ox-headed Mace”, folio 36v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Tabriz,
Freer Gallery of Art, F1996.2: https://asia.si.edu/object/F1996.2/. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

21. SraoSa (MP Srd3) occupies a prominent position in Zoroastrianism as an important yazata (divine being).
His widespread popular appeal led to his recognition in Iranian Islam as the angel Soroush. For Staosa in
Zoroastrianism see: G. Kreyenbroek, Sraosa in the Zoroastrian Tradition, Leiden, 1985.

22. “The death of Zahhak", folio 37v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, attributed to Sultan Muhammad, Agha
Khan collection, AKM155, https://agakhanmuseum.org/collection/artifact/the-death-of-zahhak-akm155.
Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.
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these dragon-shaped clouds but also by the mountain’s rocks encircling and pointing at him; it
is as if the cave will soon be closed by the circular movement of the stones and rocks. Zahhak is
going to be devoured by nature.

The Tree as a Generative Idea of the “Idea of Kingship”: Towards a New Visual Trope

Among the nine illustrations reviewed here, eight contain natural scenes like gardens or wild and
non-constructed landscapes. The main actors in both categories are the plane trees or cypress-
es embraced with blossom, almond, or peach trees. A look at 258 illustrations of Shah Tahmasp's
Shahnama also champions trees as a primordial element in the decorative program of the man-
uscript.”® They arise in the royal gardens or the middle of battle scenes. Not only do they assist
the narration and predict the future, they also seem to be the Kings' hallmarks. They emerge
by the true king and, in some cases, accompany the heroes such as Zal (fols. 73v** or 104r* to
name a few examples). Zal is, indeed, an interesting case; in Ferdowsi's Shahnama, Zal is calling
farr, fortune and grace, the wings of Simurgh—a legendary bird with supernatural powers.” The
bird offered him its feathers by saying: “be always in the shadow of my fortune and grace (saya-yi
farr-i man)" (Schmidt). Simurgh physically accompanies Zal in three folios, mainly at the beginning
of Zal's story when he lives in the mountain with her. Nevertheless, in several other episodes, a
tree, mainly a high cypress, sits right behind the hero, who becomes, in turn, the King of Zabu-
listan. One may also note that Simurgh is closely related to the concept of trees, as reported in
the Zoroastrian texts. He/she is housed on a tree which “has good and potent medicine, is called
all-healing, and the seeds of all plants are deposited on it. When the bird rises, a thousand shoots
grow from the tree, and when he (or she) alights, he breaks a thousand shoots and lets the seeds
drop from them” (Schmidt).

In Shah Tahmasp's Shahnama, trees occupy a considerable space in the royal scenes where the
legendary Iranian kings are represented; in “Kay Khusraw is discovered by Guiv,”*” for instance,
the area surrounding the future king of Iran, son of Siavush, is a greenery scene full of flowers
(fig. 4). The prince’s realm, painted in blue and green, is distinguished remarkably from the bar-
ren white hillock all around. This microclimate around the King shows a flamboyant nature with
hollyhocks, iris, and blossom trees. The Prince is standing on the top of this vegetation by a water
source; he holds a wine goblet or grail in one hand and, with the other, one of the branches of
an interlaced tall blossom tree standing by him. In the Perso-Islamic illustration tradition, several
scenes show seated kings holding a grail in one hand and a scarf or handkerchief in the other.

23. For a general look at Shah Tahmasp Shahnama's illustrations see Canby; see also Shahnama-ye Shah Tah-
masp.

24. "Zal Consults the Magi", folio 73v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, attributed to Sultan Muhammad,
Metrodpolitan Museum of Art, 1970.301.8, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452117. Ac-
cessed on 30 Aug. 2023.

25."Zal Slays Khazarvan", folio 104r from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, attributed to ‘Abd al-Vahhab, Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, 1970.301.15, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452124. Ac-
cessed 30 Aug. 2023.

26. Simurgh, Senmurw (Pahlavi), Sina-Mra (Pazand), is a fabulous, mythical bird. The name derives from Aves-
tan marayd saénd ‘the bird Saéna’, originally a raptor, either eagle or falcon, as can be deduced from the
etymologically identical Sanskrit Syena. See Schmidt.

27.Folio 210v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1970.301.32:
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452141. Accessed on 30 Aug. 2023.
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Figure 4: Kay Khusraw is Discovered by Guiv, folio 210v from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama (between
1522-1535, Tabriz), attributed to Qadimi, Gift of Arthur A. Houghton Jr., 1970, Metropolitan Muse-
um of Art, 1970.301.32. Photo courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public Domain.
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Figure 5: Siavash Passing Through the Fire, folio 166r from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama (between
1522-1535, Tabriz), attributed to ‘Abd al-Vahhab, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. Repro-
duced in Shahnama-yi Shah Tahmasp, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, 2021, 123/214. Pho-
tographed by Mohsen Mohamadkhani for Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art.
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One may read the tree'’s presence and its physical interaction with Kay Khusraw in the same man-
ner, especially by taking into account Ferdowsi’'s words on the young prince: “a handsome young
man, cypress-tall [...] God-given farr was apparent in his stature, and wisdom in his mien.” (370)

Interestingly enough, Kay Kavus, the prince’s grandfather, one of the most avid and impulsive
kings in the Shahnama, not admired by either people or heroes, is seldom shown near any trees.
Amongst twelve episodes concerning Kay Kavus, only five scenes represent trees, but in most of
them, the King is accompanied by a legendary hero or his noble heirs, such as Siavush or Kay
Khusraw. In “Siavush passing through the fire"”®, the infamous king is shown with a dark veil cov-
ering his face and a black glove covering his hands on the right side of the painting (fig. 5). In
contrast, a golden plane tree is on the upper side of the image, in line with the young prince in
the middle of the golden fire.

The paintings in Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnama demonstrate a hegemonic and inclusive vocabulary
regarding the divinity and glory of the legendary kings. Gardens or landscapes sublimely rich in
flowers, rivers and trees, and specially the precise and deliberate position of trees are among the
ways the legendary and mythical kings, those endowed by the divine glory and farr, are repre-
sented and distinguished from ordinary people or rival kings.”

Trees, whether the planes or cypresses interlaced by blossom trees, accompany the kings or
princes in several other Safavid book illustrations and single sheet album paintings. In “Sultan
Sanjar and the Old Woman"” in Shah Tahamsp's Khamsa of Nizami (Quintet)—produced in Tabriz
a bit later than Shahnama between 1539-1543*°—a giant plane tree occupies the upper part of
the painting, standing in the same vertical line as the Sultan. The tree is, however, surrounded by
several rocks, as if they will soon devour the tree (similar to Zahhak's death on the mountain). Sun
is brightening in the upper left side of the painting, but several clouds are covering it. The tree
reveals the ruler, but the rocks and clouds predict the unfortunate end of Sultan Sanjar’s reign.
Although conquering Khurasan, his reign ends soon as he is not a just ruler.

The plane tree also occupies a central place in a folio of Shah Tahmasp's Falnama (the Book of
Omens), produced in Qazvin during 1550-1560 (fig. 6).>' The painting illustrates the death of Dara,
the last Achaemenid king, and the shift of power to Alexander the Great. Whereas the protago-
nists occupy the lower part of the painting and a golden sky the upper part, a robust plane tree
sits in the center of the page. Two flowers rise on each side of the tree, one in blue and the other
in red, recalling the tunics of Alexander and Dara, respectively. According to Iranian literature and
mythology, Alexander was not a foreign king, but one with “Iranian blood” from his father as he
was Dara’s half-brother. One may then wonder if the sturdy tree, with the flowers near its base,
represent the “idea of Iranian kingship” and the power transfer between two true kings.

28. “Siavash passing through the fire”, folio 166r from the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, attributed to ‘Abd al-Vah-
hab, TMoCA.

29. Itis curious to note that the images concerning the Sassanid kings do not faithfully follow the visual tropes
used in the imaginary and mythical parts.

30. “Sultan Sanjar and the Old Woman”, folio 18r from the Shah Tahmasp Khamsa, 1539-1543, Tabriz, British
Library, Or 2265, https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=or_2265_fs001r. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

31. MAH 1971-0107-0034: https://collections.geneve.ch/mah/oeuvre/iskandar-reconfortant-dara-pendant-
que-ses-deux-meurtriers-sont-pendus/1971-0107-0034. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.
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Figure 6: The Death of Dara, folio from the Shah Tahmasp Falnama (between 1550-1560, Qazvin), attributed
to Aga Mirak, Courtesy of the MAH Museum of Art and History, Geneva, Legs Jean Pozzi 1971,
1971-0107-0034. © Musée dart et d'histoire, Ville de Genéve, photographed by André
Longchamp.
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Figure 7: The Discovery of Kay Khusraw by Giv, Isfahan, mid-17th century, Courtesy of the MAH Museum of
Art and History, Geneva, Legs Jean Pozzi 1971, 1971-0107-0361. Image courtesy of Musée d'art et
d'histoire, Ville de Genéve, photographed by André Longchamp.
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Trees as a kingly symbol also appear in several textless album pages; a mid-16t"-century page in
Qazvin style now in Cleveland Art Museum effectively shows Shah Tahmasp kneeling pensively on
a carpet under a willow on the banks of a stream;> it may come from an Indian interpretation
of the same scene now in the V&A.> Another 17th-century page in Geneva's collection represents
probably “Kay Khusraw is Discovered by Giv" (Robinson 140) (fig. 7). Produced in Isfahan in the
manner of Riza-yi ‘Abbasi, one of the figures with armor, helmet and bow seems to be a warrior,
probably Giv, whereas the other figure, coiffed with a golden crown, may be the Iranian Prince.
His manner of sitting with one leg bent, holding a sash in one hand and a crown on the head re-
veal undoubtedly his high rank and kingly position. A curved tree shapes an arc around the king
and presumably attests to his blessed rank.

Tree as a hallmark of the king systematically presented in the early Safavid paintings may be seen,
in a more sporadic way, in other periods before the advent of Safavids. For instance, a copy of
Khamsa dated to 1406-1410 represents Khusraw at Shirin's castle.” Like Sultan Sanjar, a tall plane
tree—perfectly harmonious with Khusraw’s green cap—arises on the same line in the page’s up-
per part. A folio of a 15t-century Khamsa also shows Alexander leaning on a tree while discussing
with the Seven Sages.”

As a symbol of the “idea of kingship”, trees date far beyond the Islamic era in Iran. There is, in-
deed, a significant reference to the close connection between the cypress tree and the notion of
divine kingship as the legitimate patron of the religion in the Zoroastrian tradition. There are a
number of celebrated cypresses, which were also remembered by later Muslim authors in both
Persian and Arabic sources (Farridnejad, “Zoroastrian Pilgrimage Songs” 131-132). The first and
most important of the famous cypresses is that of Kashmar in Balkh-i Bami (in the district of
Tarshiz in Khurasan). This cypress plays a significant symbolic role in the narrative of the founda-
tion of the Zoroastrian religion, commemorating the conversion of King Gushtasp™ by Zarathus-
tra. The narrative is composed by Abu Mansur Ahmad Daqiqi (d. c. 976) in Shahnama, according to
which, the prophet Zarathustra brings a miraculous cypress tree from Paradise which was plant-
ed either by Zarathustra himself or by the newly converted King Goshtasp at the gate of the Fire
Temple of Kashmar. The tree bears an inscription carved in the trunk commemorating the conver-
sion of the King, who embraced the “good religion” (i.e. Zoroastrianism) and became its patron.
This tree became a famous place of pilgrimage, remembered well into the 10t" century and be-
yond (Dahlén 132-33; Farridnejad, “Zoroastrian Pilgrimage Songs” 131-132).

Lionel Bier suggests that “early Muslim rulers looked to their Sassanian predecessors for means
by which to express a concept of kingship in architectural as well as ceremonial terms” (cited in
Babaie 180). A review of the early Safavid paintings suggest that the Safavid kings also looked at
Iran’s pre-Islamic idea of kingship. The Safavid written sources likewise allude to this fact. Shah
Isma'il (r. 1501-24), the first political ruler of the dynasty, connected the legacy of his dynasty to

32. Cleveland Art Museum 1917.1078 https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1917.1078. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

33. V&A 1006AW8736 : https://www.vandaimages.com/1006AW8736-Shah-Tahmasp-I-of-Persia-in-meditation-
by-Sahifa.html. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

34. Freer Gallery of Art, F1931. 36: https://asia.si.edu/object/F1931.36/. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

35. MAH 1971-0107-0015: https://collections.geneve.ch/mah/oeuvre/iskandar-et-les-sept-sages/
1971-0107-0015. Accessed 30 Aug. 2023.

36. Av. Vistaspa.
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the pre-Islamic Iranian kings “by forging a (fictitious) genealogy linking the last Sassanian king,
Yazdegerd III, to the Shi'i third Imam, Hussein, by way of a presumed marriage with the King's
daughter, Shahrbanu” (Matthee, “The Idea of Iran” 85). Shah Isma‘il, indeed, linked himself to pre-
Islamic kings and heroes, such as Fereydun and Jamshid, and gave his children Persian names
from the Shahnama, such as Sam Mirza, Bahram Miraz or Farangis Khanum (Tarikh-i Safaviyan
7, 32).”7 In some Safavid texts, we read that farrah-i izadi radiates Shah Isma'il's face, confirm-
ing his celestial rank, making his enemies—mainly the rival local governors of different Iranian
provinces—attest to his divine kingship (Alam-ara-yi Safavi 400, 487).® We also read that Isma'il is
the chosen king, who is throned with the divine affirmation to become the Khalifat fi al-arz (King
on earth) (Qazvini 7). Shah Tahmasp also continued to be venerated as a god-like figure.39

Nevertheless the Safavid idea of kingship, even after the death of the dynasty’s founder, was an-
imated and legitimized by the correlation of faith and dynasty. Inventing new religious-political
policies and introducing the Twelver Imam Shi’i to Iran as the official state religion, the Safavids
also saw themselves as the inheritors of the legacy of the Shi'i imams. Shah Isma‘il audaciously
asserted that he was synonymous with the pre-existent Mystery of God, the Light of Muhammad,
as well as “engendered from the same metaphysical fabric as ‘Ali, the Prince of the Faithful (Amir
al-Mu‘'menin)” (Gruber 55; Csirkes 371). He, indeed, claimed to be of divine nature in his Divan (in
Turkish), when he says “vell kim ism ile Sah Isma‘ldiir Khatayidiir Alining cakeridtir : The saint/But
he whose name is Shah Ismail, is Khatayi, slave to ‘Al (Csirkes 374-375).

As Twelver Shiism became the official faith, the King was the trustee of the divine, and his man-
date was to be the enforcer of God's will and the executive officer of the Twelfth Imam. However,
as Rudi Matthee points out, “Safavid Iran was salvific in presentation but essentially a dynastic
enterprise” (“The Idea of Iran” 95). Thus, “realm and faith were twinned, al-mulk va al-din tu'aman”
as mentioned in Ahsan al-Tawarikh describing Shah Isma‘il's II (r. 1576-1577) governorship (Rumlu
623). The same source mentioned that “the endurance (istigamat) of a kingdom is not achieved
without the strength (istihkam) of the Shari‘a rules [...] God gives the kingdom to who celebrates
and officializes the religion: ta'vil tu'aman nabud gheyr as an ki mulk, an ra dahad khuday ke din ra
shu‘ar kard.” *°(Rumlu 623)

In his study on Shah Ismail's Divan (Book of Poetry), Ference Csirkes shows how the Safavid shahs
relied on an impressively variegated range of legitimization, including, among others, “Alid mes-
sianic rhetoric (to mobilize their zealot nomadic adherents); Turco-Mongol symbols and apoc-
ryphal legends (to accentuate martial traditions and a sense of loyalty to Steppe); legalistic and
orthopraxis aspects of Twelver Shiite doctrine; ancient, pre-Islamic Iranian notions of divine king-
ship and statecraft” (389).

37. The use of pre-Islamic kings and appeali 3 their legendary power continued till the reign of the last king,
Sultan Hussein (r. 1694-1723), who recalled Jamshid’s and Kay Qobad’s names and powers in his enthrone-
ment’ khutba, see Matthee, The Pursuit of Pleasure 85.

38. The term farrah-i izadi (“divine glory”) replaces in majority of cases the specific form of Zoroastrian farrah 1
kayan (“royal glory”) within the non-Zoroastrian New Persian text.

39. See Matthee, Persia in Crisis 15.
40. See also Matthee, “The Idea of Iran” 95, and note 72.
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The Safavid political ideology makes, indeed, an apparent reference to the notion of pre-Islamic,
precisely Sassanian’s, royal ideology, which is the close connection and correlation between the
state and faith. This is reflected, among other places, in some Pahlavi texts such as the Kdrnamag
T Ardax3ir T Pabagan (KAP) and also The letter of Tansar (LoT from a lost original in Middle Persian).
In KAP, we read: “Know the kingship and religion are twin brothers, no one of which can be main-
tained without the other; for religion is the foundation of kingship, and kingship is the guardian
or religion. Kingship cannot subsist without its foundation, and religion cannot subsist without its
guardian”. In LoT, one reads: “For church and state are born of the one womb, joined together
and never be sundered” (Boyce 109; Gnoli 170).

We may ultimately remind that the middle-Persian term Iranshahr (land of Iran) was introduced
by the Sassanians and was employed many times by Iranian Muslim viziers, princes, and kings.
The Safavids also resuscitated the idea, as is seen in several 16t and 17th century chronicles and
the non-official treaties such as Mukhtasar-i Mufid. Written by Muhammad Mufid Maustufi, this is
one of the rare Safavid geographical works, which shows its author’s keen interest in Iranian dy-
nasties and the formation of an Iranian identity both as an ancestral and Shi'i civilization (21 ). We
may thus conclude that the Sassanian “Idea” of kingship remained palpable in the Safavid era,
manifested in written and artistic sources.

Pictures from the Safavid period not only functioned as a visual intensification of the reading ex-
perience but also, as emphasized by Gruber, “carried within their iconographic makeup subtle
message about a particular Safavid monarch’s nature or the specific religious system that he as-
pired to deploy and implement” (50); we may add to her statement that the early Safavid images
also carried the longue durée idea of kingship that the monarchs sought to reveal: the portrait of
a chosen divine king as the patron and guardian of religion and state. The ancestral Sassanian
Zoroastrian concept of Tree has been used as a new visual trope for showing the King’s divinity
and dignity.

Conclusion

Our study of the royal Shahnama concerns a period in Tabriz, the first Safavid capital, when Shah
Tahmasp was not yet imbued in his newly-created entourage of “imported” orthodox Shi'i theolo-
gians. Though he did not follow his father’s messianic rule and undertook several significant reli-
gious and military reforms, Shah Tahmasp kept some of the ideas of Iranian kingship promoted
by Shah Isma‘il and patronized the production of the most glorious and magnificent copy of what
modern historians call the “Iranian identity card”, Shahnama (Melville 3).

The folios in the Shahnama briefly reviewed here were produced before the King eventually de-
clared repentance for his sins in 1556.** Shah Tahmasp repented, indeed, for the “forbidden acts”
such as drinking and smoking and later issued an Edict of Sincere Repentance in which he out-
lawed the secular arts throughout his lands. However, the longevity of the new visual paradigm
and tropes created before this period is tangible in the artworks produced in later periods. Just as

41. For more reading, see “The Idea of Iran” 93-95.

42. The process of Shah Tahmasp's repentance stretched from 1526 until 1556, see The Pursuit of Pleasure
72-80.
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his heirs, especially Shah ‘Abbas I (. 1587-1629) continued and perfected Tahmasp's geopolitical
reforms, the visual tropes, both in the religious and profane arts introduced by him, continued to
be exercised throughout 17th-century Iran.

According to Gruber, representing Prophet Muhammad and Shi'i Imams with radiant faces, ex-
posing their divine invisible light, and the accompaniment of angels, is one of the main themes
employed in the illustrations commanded by the first two Safavid kings (“When Nubuvvat Encoun-
ters Valayat”). The secular illustrations in the same period borrowed some of the Islamic divini-
ty’s manifestations, especially the angels emitting light, to indicate the glorified chosen king. The
artists, however, systematically employed other idioms, specifically trees, as hallmarks of a true
and Just Ruler. Future research will hopefully elucidate different significations and symbolic mean-
ings and narrations of trees in Iranian religious and historical literature. Moreover, our paper did
not explore the degree to which the 16t™-century Safavids were conscious of the pre-Islamic ruins
by using their visual tropes in contemporary manuscript paintings.* Instead, we pursued the per-
petuated “idea” of kingship from the Sassanian period, where both notions of farr and tree were
commonly used in the Idea of Iranian Kingship.

Nature and its elements have been used in Shahnama illustrations since the 14th century (See Hil-
lenbrand, The Great Mongol Shahnama for instance). However, in the 16t-century royal Shahnama,
they appear as a narrative assistant to facilitate the reading, anticipate the coming episodes, and
eventually use the tree to signify the true king and his glorified divine farr.

43.1n their recent study, Lindsay Allen and Moya Carey analyzed the pre-Islamic carved figures in early
17th-century paintings and showed the visual vestige of the past in the Safavid paintings. Painted as grey
panels with dark outlines, sometimes with white or gild highlights to indicate stonework, these figures
were, according to the authors, “Safavid responses to Achaemenid Persepolis as a semi-exposed, emer-
gent and spoliated ruin” (280).
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ligious monuments portrayed devotion and highlighted distinctions from Sunni restoration and
Turkish influences. Through grand structures, inscriptions, opulence, and generous gifts, rulers
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leave a lasting imprint in people's minds and assert their rightful sovereignty on the world stage.

Keywords

Iranian Art, Iranian History, Nader Shah, Afsharid Period, Artistic Propaganda

This article was received on 11 July 2022 and published on 9 October 2023 as part of Manazir Jour-
nal vol. 5 (2023): “The Idea of the Just Ruler in Persianate Art and Material Culture” edited by Ne-
gar Habibi.

How to cite

Bizoirre, Mélisande. 2023. “De La Poudre Aux Yeux: Les Stratégies Artistiques de Légitimation
Des Souverains d'Iran (1722-1750)." Manazir Journal 5: 125-59. https://doi.org/10.36950/man-
azir.2023.5.7.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.7



Manazir

° ' ° — 126 — Mélisande Bizoirre

Journal

Introduction

En 2006, Ernst S. Tucker publiait un court ouvrage intitulé Nadir Shah's Quest for Legitimacy in Post-
Safavid Iran. 1l y mettait en évidence que Nader Shah (r. 1736-1747) avait été 'un des premiers
souverains a vouloir « définir une Iégitimité politique en Iran dans un contexte moderne ». Pour
cela, il aurait « inventé une tradition », qui reposait sur deux aspects principaux : en premier lieu,
la revendication d'une turcité qui lui permettait de prétendre a une domination impériale aussi
bien sur I'Iran que sur I'Inde, 'Empire ottoman ou |'Asie centrale, ensuite la recherche d'une voie
religieuse médiane en essayant de faire reconnaitre par les sunnites, sans succeés, le madhhab ja*-
fari comme cinquiéme école juridique de lislam. A cela s'ajoute l'exaltation d’'une ressemblance
entre son destin personnel et celui de grands conquérants, Timur et Gengis Khan en téte, com-
paraison destinée a diminuer l'opprobre que pouvaient lui attirer ses origines modestes (Tucker,
Nadir Shah’s quest 9-14)".

S'appuyant essentiellement sur les sources écrites - chroniques contemporaines et plus tardives,
archives indiennes et ottomanes -, Tucker a toutefois en partie laissé de c6té un aspect important
des stratégies de Iégitimations de Nader Shah : l'art et I'architecture. Rien d'étonnant a cela, la
période ayant été quasiment passée sous silence jusqu'ici par les historiens de l'art. « Les hor-
reurs des invasions et leurs conséquences chaotiques n'étaient pas propices au mécénat artis-
tique », considérent ainsi Sheila Blair et Jonathan Bloom dans leur manuel The Art and Architec-
ture of Islam 1250-1800 (Blair et Bloom 182), confirmant l'observation que faisait soixante-dix ans
plus tot Laurence Lockhart dans sa biographie de référence : « Les arts, a I'exception de ceux de la
guerre, n'ont pas fleuri au temps de Nader ; c'était une période ou I'épée était bien plus puissante
que la plume. » (Nadir Shah 276)

Pourtant, un travail de recensement des ceuvres datées ou facilement datables permet de mettre
en évidence la poursuite d'une production artistique non-négligeable apres la chute d'Ispahan
en 1722 et jusqu'a l'arrivée des Zand en 1750 : manuscrits soigneusement calligraphiés et en-
luminés, ceuvres peintes et laquées, huiles sur toile, textiles, architectures civiles, religieuses et
militaires, armes ornées (Bizoirre 86-89, 95-102). Giovanni Curatola a méme proposé d'y voir la
naissance d'un nouveau style, le « baroque indo-persan » (44), tandis que Layla Diba a proposé
de voir dans le XVIII® siécle « le prélude d'une nouvelle ére de I'histoire de l'art persan » (159). Si
la définition d'un style spécifique, qui repose essentiellement sur I'analyse d'un monument, reste
discutable, il existe une réelle continuité dans les arts picturaux entre la fin de la période safa-
vide et le début de la période gajare. Il est par ailleurs probable que des ceuvres céramiques et
métalliques aient également continué a étre produites, bien que 'absence d'indices précis ne per-
mette que rarement de les dater.

Alors méme que la personnalité des souverains qui regnent sur I'Iran aprés la chute d'Ispahan
n‘a presque rien a voir avec celle des dynastes safavides du XVII® siécle, l'activité artistique et ar-
chitecturale est largement due a un mécénat royal ou princier. Elle est en effet essentielle pour
afficher une Iégitimité a régner. L'étudier permet donc a la fois de compléter et de nuancer par-

1. Dans un récent article, Ernest Tucker est revenu sur ces différentes composantes d'une « idée de I'lran »

se|0|gnant de celle des Safavides. I y met en avant une construction idéologique en quatre temps : avant

dprlse de pouvoir par Nader, au moment de son couronnement a Moghan, au moment de la conquéte
ienne et enfin au concile de Najaf (“Nader Shah's Idea of Iran”).
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fois les analyses d’Ernest Tucker. En effet, la stratégie de Nader n'est pas entierement novatrice :
elle se rapproche de celle déployée par les souverains afghans, Mahmud (r. 1722-1725) et surtout
Ashraf (r. 1725-1729), qui souffrent du méme déficit de légitimité que leur rival afsharide®. Par
ailleurs, l'activité artistique met aussi en évidence d'autres stratégies de légitimation chez Nader,
notamment le fait de se présenter en protecteur des populations.

Imposer visuellement sa stature royale : dans l'espace

Les principes de la propagande en Iran dans le second quart du XVIII® siécle ne différent pas fon-
damentalement de ceux de la publicité actuelle : il faut étre vu, et porter une image positive, tout
en faisant passer pour naturelle une position qui ne l'est pas nécessairement. C'est pourquoi une
grande part de la commande architecturale prend place dans des lieux particulierement visibles
et symboliques, notamment dans les grandes villes : Ispahan, Qazvin et Mashhad notamment.

Ces commandes concernent tout particuliérement des palais, lieux du pouvoir par excellence.
Ainsi, Ashraf, second souverain afghan fait-il réaliser a Ispahan un « nouveau jardin appelé
Ashrafabad, qui dominait complétement ses pensées » (Floor, The Afghan Occupation 253). Rostam
al-Hokama, auteur du début du XIX® siecle dont le texte s'appuie sur des récits familiaux, I'évoque
comme un « talar-e chehel sotun » (hall aux quarante colonnes) édifié prés du pont du Shahrestan,
dans les environs du village de Khoraskan (Rostam al-Hokama 168-169, 196). Cette appellation
laisse envisager un pavillon précédé d'un porche a colonnes situé dans un jardin, mais les topoi
littéraires qu'il emploie ne permettent pas plus de précision. L'édifice aurait été, selon le méme
auteur et selon les archives de la Compagnie néerlandaise des Indes orientales (Vereenigde Oost-
indische Compagnie ou VOC), démantelé par Shah Tahmasp II a son retour sur le tréne (Floor, Rise
and Fall 16). Il aurait été retrouvé récemment par l'archéologue ‘Ali Reza Jafari Zand au lieu-dit
Teppeh Ashraf, a environ sept cents métres a I'est du pont, sur un ancien site sassanide.

Le méme souci de visibilité préside sans doute a la réalisation, dans l'iwan® de la madrasa mozaf-
faride de la mosquée du vendredi d'Ispahan, située a l'arriére de I'iwan oriental de la cour, d'une
double inscription en arabe et en persan, ou le nom de Ashraf accompagné du titre « sultan des
sultans » est mis en exergue (fig. 1). Le souverain, dont la position est pourtant particuli€rement
précaire, s'inscrit ainsi a la fois dans un monument emblématique au cceur de la cité, dans une
histoire pluricentenaire et dans la continuité des souverains safavides, imitant une inscription
réalisée pour Shah Soltan Hossein dans la méme mosquée.

Vers 1735, c'est une autre ville remarquable que choisit Nader pour ériger un palais au nom d'Ab-
bas III, dont il est le régent : Qazvin. Ancienne capitale de Shah Tahmasp I¢', elle porte, comme
Ispahan, le titre de dar al-saltaneh (littéralement « demeure de la monarchie »), marque du pres-
tige régalien accordé a une ville. Ce choix peut avoir un aspect pratique : proche du Caucase et de
la Caspienne, Qazvin est plus facilement accessible depuis les champs de bataille quIspahan.

2. Les souverains afghans appartiennent a la dynastie Hotaki, qui dirige la tribu des Ghilzai a partir de Qan-
dahar. Nader, quant a lui, appartient a la tribu turque des Afshar, et met en place la dynastie afsharide.

3. Liwan est une forme architecturale qui tire ses origines de l'architecture iranienne préislamique. Il s'agit
d’'une vaste salle voQtée, ouverte sur un c6té par un grand arc.
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Figure 1: Grande mosquée d’Isfahan, iwan de la madrasa mozaffaride, détail de la double inscription com-
mandée par Ashraf Shah, 1139/1726-27, Mehr ‘Ali Mowlavi (calligraphe) et Ya'qub Khan (potier).
Photographie de Mélisande Bizoirre, 2016.

Mais il permet aussi a Nader de s'inscrire dans une lignée historique tout en s'éloignant de la cap-
itale utilisée par les dynastes safavides depuis plus d'un siécle. Les archives de la VOC nous ap-
prennent d'ailleurs que la cour délaisse alors Ispahan (Floor, Rise and Fall 19).

Détruit au cours du XX& siécle, de méme qu'une grande partie du complexe royal safavide de
Tabriz, le palais nous est principalement connu grace a une longue description du voyageur bri-
tannique Jonas Hanway (I 231). Elle permet de nous représenter un jardin séparé, enclos de murs,
coupé en quatre parties, doté d'un batiment principal ouvert par un iwan. Un harem indépendant
prend place dans l'un des quatre quarts du jardin et posséde des piéces souterraines (serdab).
L'ensemble est construit en briques, orné de verres colorés dans les fenétres (orosi), de stucs ainsi
que de miroirs. A deux reprises, Hanway parle de « goQt indien » pour évoquer les peintures,
probablement pour désigner des décors de fleurs et d'oiseaux (gol-o morgh), déja utilisés au XVII®
siecle.

Comme tout palais, celui de Qazvin est un lieu d'affichage politique a la fois destiné a une propa-
gande intérieure et extérieure. Rien d'étonnant qu'un voyageur comme Hanway s'y promene, pas
plus que d'y voir un ambassadeur russe, comme le signalent les archives hollandaises : « l'ambas-
sadeur russe, qui était fort respecté par Nader, était attendu a Qazvin, ou le palais royal avait été
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embelli. » (Floor, Rise and Fall 52). Néanmoins, ces mémes archives indiquent également que le
palais est finalement trés peu utilisé : « Nader avait fait payer aux habitants de Qazvin le colt d'un
nouveau palais, au total cing mille tumans, en sus de leurs taxes normales. Nader avait dit que le
batiment était trop beau pour lui et qu'il préférait vivre dans une tente. En ce qui le concernait,
les Qazvinis pouvaient bien en faire ce qu'ils voulaient. » (Floor, Rise and Fall 60).

Pour celui qui prendra, quelques mois plus tard, le pouvoir a titre personnel, le prestige régalien
attaché a Qazvin ne contrebalance sans doute pas suffisamment son lien avec la dynastie safa-
vide. Au contraire, le Khorasan, sa région natale, est moins marqué par une histoire politique.
Nader y exerce un pouvoir sans partage dés 1729, puisque Tahmasp II lui confere dés la reprise
d'Ispahan la souveraineté sur les provinces de Mashhad, de Kerman et du Mazanderan (Lockhart,
The Fall 335-336)". La ville sainte de Mashhad, prestigieux centre de pélerinage, est donc au centre
de ses attentions. Vers 1732, année ou il évince Tahmasp II pour prendre la régence de ‘Abbas III,
il y fait édifier un premier pavillon de plaisance, mentionné dans les sources sous le nom de Hasht
Behesht (littéralement « huit paradis »), situé dans le Chahar Bagh (littéralement « quatre jardins »)
(Mervi, vol. 1, 202-203).

Mais il porte surtout l'essentiel de ses efforts sur le mausolée : en 1729, il fait ainsi dorer l'un
des deux minarets de la cour principale, dit minaret de Tahmasp ; en 1732-1733, il commande la
dorure de l'iwan de la cour, connu depuis lors sous le nom d'iwan naderi, et doté d'une longue
inscription a sa gloire (fig. 2) ; enfin, en 1733-1734, il fait édifier un second minaret a limage du
premier. Il est également le commanditaire d'une fontaine et de la dorure du déme, ainsi que
de mobilier, notamment une porte plaquée d'argent. Chacune de ses interventions est soulignée
par une inscription dédicatoire datée (Zarrabi 43-44), et ddment mentionnée par ses différents
chroniqueurs (Mervi, vol. 1, 201-204 ; Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 62 ; Hazin 252).

Pourquoi tant d'interventions au mausolée de Mashhad - auxquelles il faut ajouter plusieurs
dons de textiles, de livres et de mobilier ? Certainement pas par dévotion personnelle. Nader fait
preuve, tout au long de sa vie, d'un complet opportunisme en matiére religieuse, et n'hésite pas
dans le méme temps a dépouiller les tombeaux de leurs waqfs (Sefatgol ; Tucker, Nadir Shah’s
Quest 39). La encore, son désir est avant tout de se poser en souverain, alors méme que son statut
reste ambigu. Ainsi, dans l'inscription de l'iwan doré, il est désigné comme vali malek-e khorasan
(« seigneur du Khorasan »), mais il se donne aussi le titre de tajbakhsh (« le porteur de couronne »)
et se compare & 'empereur moghol, & l'empereur « romain »* et au khagan®. Mohammad Kazem
Mervi souligne par ailleurs le lien qu'il tisse ainsi avec d'illustres timurides : ‘Ali Shir Nava'i, com-
manditaire originel de l'iwan, et Shah Rokh, fils de Timur, auquel il attribue le minaret de Tahmasp.
Aucune mention, par contre, des deux souverains safavides qui ont commandité le minaret et la
dorure du déme, & savoir Shah Tahmasp Ie" et Shah ‘Abbas’, bien que la source soit marquée par
une idéologie pro-safavide.

4. Nader y frappe un monnayage spécifique, anonyme (Album XIX).

5. Méme s'il s'agit d'un topos littéraire, il faut probablement entendre ici « ottoman ».

6. Le terme de khaqan peut s'appliquer a différents souverains turcs ou chinois, mais il s'agit peut-étre d'une
référence aux Khans d'Asie centrale, auxquels Nader s'est trouvé confronté quelques années plus tard lors
de la campagne du Turkestan, au retour de I'Inde.

7. Shah Tahmasp I¢" et Shah ‘Abbas avaient tous deux ordonné la dorure du déme et du minaret de Tahmasp
(Ringgenberg 33-34).
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Figure 2: Iwan doré du mausolée de I'imam Reza @ Mashhad, inscription, 1145/1732-33 et 1146/1733-34 Mo-
hammad ‘Ali ibn Soleiman al-Razavi (calligraphe), Mohammad Taher ibn ostad Masih Shirazi (or-
févre). Photographie de Mélisande Bizoirre, 2016.

Lusage méme des métaux précieux, et notamment de l'or, est symptomatique. Dans l'inscription,
il est mentionné comme une marque de « générosité », mais il permet surtout une visibilité maxi-
male. Tout pélerin arrivant a Mashhad apercoit, de loin, le rayonnement du déme et des minarets,
et tout visiteur du tombeau ne peut étre qu'impressionné par le luxe de I'iwan. On retrouve par
ailleurs cette pratique de la dorure dans deux autres interventions commanditées dans deux
mausolées chiites d'Irak en 1743-1744 : celui de Hossein a Karbala (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahang-
osha 395 ; ‘Abd al-Karim 110) et celui de ‘Ali a Najaf (Mervi, vol. 3, 924-926 ; Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Ja-
hangosha 394-395 ; ‘Abd al-Karim 110 ; Bahreman 65, 74). L'intérét de Nader pour ces monuments
situés en territoire ottoman est la encore purement politique : il s'y trouve en campagne, et en-
tame a cette date des négociations de paix avec Ahmad Pacha, maitre de Bagdad. Au méme mo-
ment, il convoque le concile de Najaf, rassemblement de religieux censé donner sa bénédiction
a l'établissement d'une cinquiéme école juridique, le madhhab jafari, qui permettrait aux Iraniens
d'étre considérés comme musulmans a plein titre par les sunnites. Il s'agit donc avant tout d'une
démonstration de pouvoir dans un moment diplomatiquement sensible. Elle est toutefois en par-
tie atténuée par le fait qu'une partie au moins des fonds est fournie non pas par Nader lui-méme,
mais par ses épouses, méres des princes les plus 4gés : Razieh Soltan Begom a Karbala et Gowhar
Shad Begom a Najaf (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 395).

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.7



Manazir
° ' ° : — 131 — Mélisande Bizoirre

Journal

S'imposer a la vue

Le caractere clinquant de la commande architecturale sous Nader se retrouve dans le lieu qu'il
habite au quotidien : le camp (ordu). Alors que les palais demeurent la plupart du temps des co-
quilles vides, dont la fonction semble purement monstrative, le camp est I'endroit ou le souverain
passe le plus clair de son temps. Son organisation n'est pas spécifique a la période nadérienne ;
elle est largement partagée par les gouvernants de culture turque qui dominent l'est de I'Asie, de
la Chine a I'Tran, depuis les Seldjoukides au moins (Bosworth et Morgan ; O’Kane ; Andrews), et est
congue pour exalter la royauté, notamment grace a la vaste tente d'audience rouge qui en mar-
que le centre. Plusieurs sources fournissent des descriptions de ce camp sous Nader, complétées
par des représentations (Abraham de Crete 70 ; Astrarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 267 ; Hanway 1
245-246 ; Lettres édifiantes et curieuses I1, ap. p. 514)° : elles nous permettent de nous figurer un es-
pace hiérarchisé, mais constamment changeant, en taille comme en matériaux, au gré des événe-
ments, des saisons et de la durée des stations.

Deux occasions cependant se détachent dans I'histoire du camp de Nader : le couronnement
dans la plaine de Moghan dans les premiers mois de 1736 et le retour d'Inde en 1739-41. Dans
ces moments, I'ordu est d'une taille particulierement imposante, et la stature royale est soulignée
par la commande de deux tentes d'apparat. La premiére, celle du couronnement, dite naderi, est
documentée par plusieurs auteurs et une image, qui ne correspondent pas tout a fait. On note
néanmoins des éléments de concordance : il s'agit d'une grande tente barlongue, supportée par
plusieurs rangées de colonnes surmontées de globes dorés ou argentés; son aspect extérieur
simple, en soie rouge, contraste avec le décor interne de tentures, tapis et séparations.

La seconde, réalisée au retour d'Inde, est congue comme un écrin au tréne du paon. Trés nette-
ment, il s'agit de créer un marqueur d'opulence, dont la richesse est visible aussi bien dans les
tissus utilisés, dans l'incrustation de nombreux joyaux et dans la décoration par des images fig-
urées, peut-étre sur le théme de la cour du roi Salomon. La encore, les sources ne concordent
que tres partiellement, s'accordant essentiellement sur le lieu de fabrication (Hérat), la préciosité
et les dimensions gigantesques de l'ouvrage. D'aprés ‘Abd al-Karim, Nader aurait fait détruire une
premiéere version doublée de satin vert « parce que les joyaux n‘apparaissaient pas a leur avan-
tage », pour favoriser une tente rouge sur un modele indianisant (26-28), mais aucun autre au-
teur n'en fait mention (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 347 ; Mervi, vol. 2, 777 ; Vatatzes 275-276 ;
Rostam al-Hokama 216). La tente est tellement lourde quelle ne peut pas quitter Hérat, ou elle
a servi lors des festivités du nouvel an jusqu'a son démantélement dans les années de chaos qui
ont suivi la mort de Nader Shah.

8. Voir aussi les deux cartes du camp de Naderabad: Harvard Map collection, digital maps, hollis ID
009704844, http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:FHCL:595242 ; Stockholm, Bibliothéque nationale de Suede, KoB
E 50 nr 616 (Arne 1947).
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Créées pour mettre en valeur le pouvoir royal, ces deux tentes s'inscrivent plus largement dans
une culture matérielle qui fait la part belle aux pierres précieuses et a l'orfévrerie. On ne revien-
dra pas sur le destin bien connu de certaines pierres remarquables ramenées d'Inde’, mais plus
généralement, Nader s'affiche au milieu du scintillement perpétuel de ses « harnais de chevaux,
fourreaux d'épée, carquois, boucliers, étui a lance et masses d'armes [ainsi que de] sandali, ou
chaises de différentes tailles » (‘Abd al-Karim 26). Jonas Hanway mentionne qu'il dispose de qua-
tre jeux de harnachements faits de quatre types de pierres différentes : rubis, émeraudes, dia-
mants et perles (I 254-255). Cette description fait écho a un portrait équestre conservé au Muse-
um of Fine Arts de Boston (fig. 3) : le cheval y porte une bride, une martingale et une croupiére
ornées de rubis, que mettent en valeur des rangées de perles. Les mémes pierres, accompagnées
d'émeraudes, se retrouvent a l'arriére du tapis de selle, sur les étriers et sur un petit tambour que
Nader porte a l'avant de sa selle, probablement destiné a transmettre des ordres. La selle, quant
a elle, est dotée d'un pommeau orné démeraudes et de diamants, tandis que derriére la jambe
apparait un brocart a décor floral. Les autres représentations de Nader a cheval, présentes dans
une copie illustrée du Tarikh-e Jahangosha datée de 1757, mettent en scéne des harnachements
semblables, dont les pierres varient (Borumand 96, 104, 109, 147, 253, 299, 322, 357).

D'autres portraits représentent Nader en pied, a genoux ou en buste. Eux aussi font la part belle
a la joaillerie : ornements de téte (aigrette et rangées de perles autour du kolah-e naderi'®), de
cou (colliers de perles), de bras (bazuband), de taille (kamarband), armes et objets y sont systéma-
tiguement incrustés de pierres précieuses'' (fig. 4).

Cette démonstration de luxe n'est d'ailleurs pas réservée a la personne du souverain, mais a la
cour tout entiere. Hanway indique ainsi que « Nader, selon la coutume des rois persans, avait
pour politique d'obliger certains, et d'encourager tous les membres de son armée a utiliser des
équipements colteux » et évoque des harnachements, des haches d'arcon, des poignées et four-
reaux de poignards plaqués d'argent ou d'or, ainsi que des étriers d'argent (I 254). Il faut encore
ajouter a cela les textiles a fils d'or et d'argent distribués lors d'occasions spécifiques en tant que
robes d’honneur (khal'at), mentionnés en général par centaines, voire par milliers lors des fétes
du nouvel an persan (nowruz) ou de la célébration de victoires. C'est donc tout l'entourage royal
qui est encouragé a s'accoutrer de luxe, et a exhiber de maniére permanente sa richesse.

Cet usage immodéré de matériaux précieux et brillants était déja présent chez les Afghans, qui
se livrent a de nombreux pillages et exactions afin d'obtenir des tissus ou des vaisselles d'or - bi-
en que certaines commandes ne puissent étre satisfaites du fait de la disparition des tisserands,
tués ou enfuis lors du sieége ou peu apres. Le modéle a imiter, voire a dépasser, est celui des
grandes cours impériales du temps, safavide, moghole, ottomane, voire russe, avec lesquelles
sont échangées régulierement des ambassades, et qu'il s'agit déblouir pour mieux les contréler.
Ce faste curial doit donc étre congu avant tout comme un écran qui permet de revendiquer une
stature royale tout en masquant la fragilité du pouvoir.

9. Citons, pour les diamants, le kuh-e nur et le darya-ye nur, pour les rubis le rubis timur, ou ‘ayn al-nur.

10. Le kolah-e naderi est un couvre-chef a quatre pointes inventé par Nader, Borté essentiellement par les dig-
nitaires afsharides, ainsi qu'a la cour dAhmad Shah Dorrani jusqu'au début du XIX® siecle. On le retrouve
occasionnellement sur des peintures qajares, témoignant sans doute de 'appartenance de son porteur a
la tribu afshare.

11. Janet O'Brien considére aussi cette débauche de bijoux comme une représentation, littérale et symbolique,
de la « luminosité de la gloire divine (farr) de Nader) » (65).
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Figure 3: Portrait équestre de Nader Shah devant une scéne de bataille, peinture et or sur papier, 22,9 x 16,9
c¢m, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 14.646. Photograph © 2023, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Figure 4: Portrait de Nader Shah, Huile sur toile, 1,97 x 1,17 m, Londres, Victoria and Albert Museum,
IM.20-1919 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Valoriser sa personne et sa lignée : un ancrage territorial lié a un parcours personnel

Si la visibilité est essentielle dans la politique de propagande des souverains du second quart du
XVIII® siécle, elle n'est pas leur unique guide. Toutes les commandes architecturales ne sont pas
situées dans des lieux de passage ou de prestige, notamment dans le cas de Nader. Certaines
sont plus spécifiquement liées a son parcours personnel. C'est le cas, par exemple, de deux mon-
uments commémoratifs mentionnés dans les sources, qui n'ont pas d'équivalent connu en Iran:
le monument de la bataille d’'Eghvard et le Mowlud Khaneh (littéralement « Maison (ou pavillon)
de la naissance »).

Le premier a été érigé a la suite d'une bataille décisive dans le Caucase, le 19 juin 1735, par des
Arméniens. Il est mentionné dans une seule source, la chronique d’Abraham de Créte, qui en a
supervisé en partie la réalisation. Ainsi décrit-il le batiment :

Je m'empressai ensuite d'exécuter le pavillon commandé par le khan [Nader]
sur 'lemplacement de sa tente, et dont il m'avait chargé avec le mélik Mertoum
[...]. Lédifice terminé ressemblait a une tente, avec coupole; en-dessous il y
avait une excavation ou les eaux se réunissaient, quand il pleuvait en haut de la
colline ; celles-ci y étaient amenées par un conduit et s'y rassemblaient, comme
dans une glaciére, dominée par I'édifice. Lexcavation était-elle remplie, le sur-
plus s'écoulait par une sorte de canal et s'épanchait dans la vallée. (Brosset II
276)."

Le second commémore, comme son nom l'indique, la naissance de Nader, et se situe au lieu
de cette naissance. On le trouve dans plusieurs sources, mentionné sous le nom de Mowludgah
ou Mowlud khaneh mais selon les auteurs, I'histoire differe légérement. ‘Abd-al-Karim confond
le monument avec la ville de Khivabad, construite par Nader au retour de la campagne du
Turkestan, en 1741 (‘Abd al-Karim 71-72). Au contraire, les deux biographes du souverain ne font
pas le rapprochement, mais ne donnent pas les mémes indications de localisation. Mirza Mahdi
évoque un « magnifique batiment » (‘emarat-e ‘alieh) a « Dastjerd, dans la vallée de Joz », tandis
gue Mohammad Kazem Mervi parle d'« une coupole (gonbad) et une salle d'audience (bargah) im-
menses » dans le bourg de Chavoshi (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 27 ; Mervi, vol. 2, 824). Il n'a
pas été possible de retrouver ce monument, qu'il faut sans doute situer dans la région de Dargaz.

Dans ces deux exemples, au contraire de ceux précédemment évoqués, ce n'est pas le lieu qui ap-
pelle le monument, mais le monument qui crée le lieu. Nader marque symboliquement l'espace
soit juste avant de prendre le pouvoir, soit au moment de son triomphe, au retour de I'Inde et du
Khwarezm, créant son territoire en y imprimant son destin.

Le principal endroit ou Nader impose sa marque est une forteresse naturelle du Khorasan qui
a gardé la trace du conquérant dans son onomastique méme : Kalat-e Naderi (Tucker, « Nader
Shah’s Idea of Iran » 43-47). Certes, la localité était connue et habitée bien avant le XVIII® siecle,
puisqu'elle est considérée comme le lieu ou s'est déroulé un épisode du Shah Nameh (Livre des
Rois), la défaite de Farud, demi-frére de Kay Khosrow. Elle a connu la construction de fortifications

12. Dans sa traduction, Bournoutian propose que la cavité ait été dans la coupole, ce qui semble moins
logique, a moins que I'édicule ait été congu comme un réservoir (Abraham de Créte 45).
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a I'époque ilkhanide, dont témoignent encore plusieurs tours construites sous Arghun Shah (De
Planhol). Toutefois, pour Nader, 'endroit est surtout associé a Timur (Tucker, « Seeking » 334-336) ;
il a d'ailleurs essayé de déplacer la pierre tombale en jade de celui-ci de Samarkand a Kalat, une
opération qui a sérieusement endommagé l'ceuvre, avant que l'idée ne soit abandonnée.

Cependant, méme si pour Nader, cette symbolique est sans doute importante, le site reste rela-
tivement mineur dans l'histoire iranienne, en comparaison des villes citées précédemment. Son
élection par le souverain afshar comme lieu majeur de ses entreprises architecturales s'explique
donc également par d'autres criteres. Le site est particulierement facile a défendre, enfermé entre
de hautes montagnes - au XIX® siécle, plusieurs Britanniques le visitent d'ailleurs avec l'espoir
d'en faire un fort. Mais il est surtout familier a Nader, depuis son enfance, au point que dés 1726,
il proposait déja d'y enfermer son ennemi Fath ‘Ali Khan Qajar. C'est donc pour lui un lieu impor-
tant a de nombreux titres, mais qui demeure suffisamment mineur dans I'histoire pour pouvoir
porter sa marque personnelle et devenir sa ville.

Ainsi, Nader investit-il largement le site, comme en témoignent a la fois les sources et des restes
archéologiques et architecturaux. Malheureusement, les auteurs, notamment Mirza Mahdi, se
contentent souvent de listes peu précises, qui semblent devoir davantage a la littérature qu'a la
réalité. Mohammad Kazem Mervi développe ainsi longuement une histoire autour d'un trésor,
congu pour abriter le butin d'Inde (Mervi, vol. 2, 824-825). Mais le voyageur grec Basile Vatatzes
offre un résumé plus intéressant :

Ce Kalat donc [...], une fois qu'il fut édifié par le shah Nader, offrit aux regards
un spectacle grandiose et d'une grande magnificence, source, dirais-je, d'une
admiration et contemplation qui ne sont pas des moindres. Cela réclamerait un
grand et long discours si 'on voulait décrire en détail les batiments qu'y fit édifi-
er le shah Nader. En effet il fit édifier des temples trés vastes et des palais mag-
nifiques et immenses, tels que jamais auparavant peut étre la royauté des Pers-
es n‘avait eu le bonheur d'en avoir. [...] En outre le shah Nader fit construire, en
ce méme Kalat, son propre tombeau d'une architecture extraordinaire et d'une
magnificence dépassant presque toute autre. [...] En plus de tout cela et en plus
des édifices de toute sorte et de toute magnificence qu'il avait fait ériger a l'in-
térieur de cette forteresse naturelle de Kalat, le shah Nader, pour en renforcer
la sécurité (puisque elle avait été désignée par le shah Nader lui-méme comme
le siege royal de la royauté perse), fit construire dans les deux failles susdites
permettant I'entrée a Kalat douze portes de fer, je veux dire a la fois en fer et
aux serrures impossibles a forcer, séparées lI'une de l'autre par une petite dis-
tance, d'une solidité absolue, en fer massif, impossibles a ébranler. Mais toutes
ces constructions susdites opérées en dernier a Kalat par le shah Nader, furent
menées a bien en a peine cing ans, et pourtant totalement achevées, comme
cela a été expliqué plus haut. (271-272)"

S'il faut faire la part des exagérations, imprécisions et libertés propres a l'auteur, ce texte offre
en quelques lignes, le panorama le plus exact des batiments entrepris par Nader : des édifices
résidentiels, commerciaux et palatiaux en matériaux périssables, mais aussi en moellons, comme

13. Nous remercions vivement René Bondoux pour la traduction de ce passage.
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en témoignent les restes présents & Khesht, au nord de la ville méme de Kalat'*; un tombeau
au coeur de la ville, connu de nos jours sous le nom de Kakh-e Khorshid ; des fortifications, et
peut-étre une mosquée, ou du moins une restauration de la mosquée Gonbad-e Kabud, dont les
origines semblent ilkhanides et qui a été reprise ensuite sous Fath ‘Ali Shah. Le littérateur oublie
cependant un certain nombre d'éléments : des installations hydrauliques (Mervi, vol. 2, 824 ; As-
tarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 376 ; ‘Abd al-Karim 70-71) et surtout la Katibeh naderi (« inscription
de Nader »), qui n'est mentionnée dans aucune source (fig. 5).

Cette monumentale inscription rupestre, située a I'entrée ouest de Kalat, a été reconnue dés 1905
par Percy Sykes comme rédigée pour Nader (574), mais n'a été traduite qu'en 1977 par Tourkhan
Gandjei (Gandjei). Rédigée en turg, elle fait, sur un mode poétique, I'apologie de Nader en juste
roi, reprenant un certain nombre de qualités dévolues aux souverains dans la lignée des modeéles
véhiculés par la culture de cour, notamment par les Miroirs des princes.

Figure 5: Katibeh Naderi, Kalat-e Naderi, vers 1160/1747. Photographie de Mélisande Bizoirre, 2016.

14. Mirza Mahdi mentionne trois lieux qui auraient fait l'objet d'attentions de la part de Nader : Khesht, Gard
et Qushchi. Il parle notamment de palais en bois et en torchis, comparant l'usage de la paille a de l'or. Ses
descriptions, trés littéraires, ne correspondent pas aux restes présents a Khesht : des pans de murs en
moellons. Des restes de batiments sont visibles a la photographie satellite sur plusieurs autres endroits
du plateau, notamment au sud du village de Garu, mais nécessiteraient des investigations archéologiques
pour vérifier leur nature et leur datation. (Astarabadi, Dorreh-ye Nadereh 530-534).
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Nader y est décrit comme la manifestation d’'un choix divin, qui dispose d’'une belle apparence et
de qualités morales, notamment la générosité et la sagesse.

Si la turcité est sensible dans la langue employée, le modéle de l'inscription rupestre monumen-
tale ne doit pas, lui, étre cherché du cété de Timur ou de Gengis : Nader puise dans une tradition
qui remonte a 'Antiquité iranienne, et qui a déja été remise a 'honneur sous les Safavides. Ainsi,
sur le site de Bisotun, se trouve une inscription monumentale énoncant un wagqjf du vizir safavide
Shaikh ‘Ali Khan Zanganeh, évidemment inspiré par les décors antiques du site ; de méme, on
trouve de nombreuses inscriptions safavides, notamment funéraires, sur le site de Haftad Qal‘eh,
prés d’Arak. Néanmoins la Katibeh-ye Naderi reste exceptionnelle tant par ses dimensions que par
son contenu et la qualité de sa réalisation, bien qu’elle soit demeurée inachevée.

Des mausolées pour construire une lignée

Bien qu‘une grande partie de son ceuvre de propagande soit congue autour de son destin person-
nel, Nader ne se pense pas comme un souverain isolé, unique. Comme tous ses pairs, il se situe
lui-méme au cceur d'une lignée et d'une dynastie, qu'il contribue a fonder. Sur ce point encore,
il ne différe pas fondamentalement des souverains afghans qui le précédent. Ces considérations
se manifestent tout particulierement dans l'architecture funéraire. Ainsi, si plusieurs mausolées
de saints font 'objet de restaurations, ceux qui sont édifiés ex nihilo ont tous un rdle politique et
sont, pour la plupart, destinés a mettre en évidence une légitimité dynastique.

Deux de ces tombeaux sont édifiés a la période afghane : celui de Nasrallah, général de Mahmud,
et celui de Mahmud lui-méme. Le premier semble avoir été honoré d'une construction prés du
cimetiére arménien en raison de son aura guerriére, et non pour des raisons familiales, si 'on en
croit le pere Krusinski, qui le présente en outre comme un zoroastrien (II 249-250). Celui de Mah-
mud, quant a lui, est édifié a la suite de sa mort dans des conditions douteuses par Ashraf sur
la rive sud du fleuve Zayandeh Rud, prés du pont Khwaju dans un jardin clos, peut-étre a Sa‘a-
databad. S'il n'est pas certain qu'Ashraf soit directement a l'origine du décés de son prédécesseur,
les deux cousins nourrissaient sans aucun doute de profonds griefs I'un envers l'autre, Mahmud
ayant notamment ordonné l'enfermement d'Ashraf et Ashraf ayant comploté contre Mahmud
pour l'évincer du pouvoir. La raison de I'édification de ce tombeau est donc purement politique,
et vise a affirmer la continuité d'un pouvoir encore trés fragile, ainsi que le note d‘ailleurs Jonas
Hanway :

Mahmud, lorsqu'il fut prés de sa mort naturelle, fut enlevé par violence, ainsi
qu'il a déja été raconté ; pourtant, comme il était le fondateur de la domination
des Afghans en Perse, ils érigérent, au prix d'une dépense considérable, un
magnifique mausolée a sa mémoire (IV 34).

De ces deux tombeauy, il ne reste aujourd’hui que des traces dans les sources écrites. Celui de

Mahmud aurait été détruit par la foule dés le retour des Safavides dans la capitale, en 1729, et les
archives francaises indiquent qu'on aurait édifié a son emplacement des latrines publiques, détail
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repris par la suite par plusieurs auteurs. Le mausolée de Nasrallah doit sans doute étre identifié
a celui du « sorcier Dara Shah »'° que mentionnent les archives de la VOC, et sur lequel Tahmasp
tirait quatre a cinq fois par jour (Floor, Rise and Fall 16).

Nader, pour sa part, est a l'origine de la construction de trois mausolées. L'un, attesté par une let-
tre du pére Bazin, médecin de Nader dans les derniéres années de sa vie, est destiné a sa mére
(Lettres édifiantes et curieuses III 56). Un petit édicule édifié prés de la ville de Lar, dans le Fars, est
connu traditionnellement comme le « mausolée de la mére de Nader », mais l'identification sem-
ble peu probable car le lieu est trés éloigné de I'endroit ou se trouvait alors Nader. L'édifice, sim-
ple tombe carrée sous coupole, de huit par neuf métres de c6té, sans inscriptions, ne trouve par
ailleurs pas de correspondance avec les autres réalisations architecturales de Nader. Lemplace-
ment de la tombe de la mére de Nader reste donc a définir.

Deux autres mausolées construits sur ordre de Nader sont quant a eux connus de visu : I'un est
le Kakh-e khorshid édifié a Kalat-e Naderi (Curatola ; Ghassemi ; Babaie). Sa fonction funéraire,
bien que remise en cause par Giovanni Curatola, ne fait guére de doute. Elle est avérée par trois
éléments : 'usage d'inscriptions coraniques faisant référence au Jugement dernier (sourate 78 al-
naba’, « LAnnonce » ; sourate 37 al-Saffat, « Ceux qui sont placés en rangs », 180-182) ; la mention,
par Basile Vatatzés et Mohammad Kazem Mervi de I'édifice comme un tombeau (magbareh) et en-
fin la proximité de l'architecture avec les mausolées timurides et indiens, tant dans la forme que
dans le décor, ainsi que l'usage d'une coupole cételée qui rappelle la tour funéraire de Radkan, ou
Nader est passé.

Le second serait plus ancien: Mohammad Kazem Mervi mentionne sa construction avec les
autres travaux de Mashhad en 1732-1733 (I 204). Elle est attestée a la fois par les sources (Hazin
252-253; ‘Abd al-Karim 75-76) et par une image prise par Antonio Gianuzzi au milieu du XIX€ sie-
cle, soit apres sa destruction par les premiers shahs gajars, mais bien avant son remplacement
par l'actuel musée Naderi (fig. 6). On y voit dans une cour ou donnant sur une ruelle, une facade
composée d'un iwan principal entouré de quatre arcs latéraux. En 1825, James Fraser, qui visite
la ville, indique que la tombe avait été congue pour les restes de Nader et de son fils, Reza Qoli
Mirza, une information qui n'est pas attestée auparavant, et qui pourrait relever de la légende, de
méme que l'idée que Mohammad Reza Qajar ait pu y déterrer les ossements de Nader, a priori
laissés au lieu de son assassinat (Narrative 462).

La construction de deux tombes n'a pas de sens d’'un point de vue purement funéraire dans une
culture ou le corps garde son intégrité aprés la mort. Leur réle est donc la encore d'inscrire dans
le paysage urbain l'existence de Nader et de sa lignée.

15. Krusinski évoque le personnage en utilisant lui aussi le terme de « sorcellerie » (II 249-250). Il semble qu'un
culte se soit développé autour du tombeau.
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Figure 6: Photo de la tombe de Nader Shah a Mashhad, Antonio Gianuzzi, milieu du XIX® siécle, épreuve sur
papier albuminé, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1977.683.35. Image courtesy of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public Domain.

Portraits familiaux

Lidée de lignée se retrouve dans l'art du livre, notamment dans deux ou trois portraits mettant
en scéne Shah Rokh et son grand-pére Nader Shah, que Marcus Fraser attribue a Mohammad
Reza Hendi (« Muhammad Riza-i Hindi » 189-193). La plus célébre se situe dans I'Album de Saint-
Pétersbourg, ou les deux portraits sont disposés sur une méme page, chacun dans une fenétre,
et se répondent (fig. 7). Cette disposition est présente a cinqg autres reprises dans l'album sur des
pages indiennes, qui mettent en rapport un souverain moghol avec son fils ou son petit-fils'.

16. Shah Rokh, qui a 13 ans au moment de I'assassinat de Nader et du début de la compilation de I'Album,
pourrait avoir été son commanditaire ou son destinataire. A. Botchkareva, soulignant le caracteére impérial
de l'iconographie, estime que 'album aurait pu étre une commande de Nader pour Shah Rokh, mais les
dix marges datées les plus anciennes remontent a 1747-48, soit de 'année méme de la mort de Nader, qui
a lieu le 11 jomada 11, soit en milieu d'année et une est datée 1748-49. Deux ou trois ﬁ)ages portent la date
de 1751-52, puis l'essentiel des marges ont été réalisées entre 1755-56 et 1758-59. Il pourrait s'agir d'une
commande de Shah Rokh lui-méme, ou de I'un de ses partisans, qui aurait été interrompue lorsque celui-ci
a été privé de la vue en mars 1750. Louvrage aurait alors été repris par Mirza Mahdi Astarabadi, qui l'aurait
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Figure 7: Page de I'album de Saint-Pétersbourg avec portraits de Nader Shah et Shah Rokh, Mohammad Reza
Hendi, Peinture et or sur papier, 47,4 x 30,8 cm, Chicago Art Institute, 1919.952. Image courtesy
of the Chicago Art Institute, Public Domain.

doté d'une reliure plus ancienne, prise dans ses propres collections et portant son nom. L'état d'inachéve-
ment de l'ouvrage s'expliquerait par le décés de Mirza Mahdi, dont les traces se perdent en 1758-59 ou
1759-60 (Lockhart, Nadir Shah 294 ; Perry).
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L'album Dorn 489 de la Bibliothéque nationale de Russie recéle également un portrait de Shah
Rokh daté 1752-53 qui pourrait avoir été concu comme un pendant a un portrait de Nader Shah
conservé a la bibliotheque du Golestan, dans l'album 1367 (Atabay III, ap. 280). Enfin, une page
passée en vente a Sotheby’s en 1980'" présente deux hommes agenouillés et en interaction, por-
tant toutes deux le kolah-e naderi, un couvre-chef a quatre pointes inventé par Nader et qui s'im-
pose a la période afsharide. Lhomme a gauche, jeune, semble en conversation avec l'autre, plus
agé, barbu, installé sur un tapis et contre un coussin, tenant un document a la main. Identifié
au moment de sa vente comme un « portrait inachevé de Nader Shah et de son fils », ce por-
trait double, dont on ne connait qu'une reproduction de qualité médiocre, est considéré par Mar-
cus Fraser comme une ceuvre de Mohammad Reza Hendi représentant le souverain afsharide et
probablement son petit-fils (193). Si l'attribution au peintre indien semble pertinente, l'identifica-
tion reste cependant sujette a caution, le personnage agé ne portant aucun symbole de royauté :
ni aigrette, ni ornements de bras, ni armes a la ceinture. Il est possible qu'il s'agisse d’'un digni-
taire de la période, tout comme le secrétaire et historiographe Mirza Mahdi Khan Astarabadi est
représenté dans une autre page (Karimzadeh-Tabrizi II 1008, fig. 94)'®.

Limage de Nader est en effet fixée par plusieurs portraits (O'Brien). Beaucoup sont postérieurs,
réalisés en Inde ou en Iran, ce qui rend l'attribution souvent complexe. Un seul, conservé a I'Her-
mitage (VP-552), est daté 1743-1744 et signé d'un certain Bahram naqqash bashi (Adamova cat.
72). Deux a I'huile sur toile - technique qui ne semble alors maitrisée qu'en Iran - ont été acquis
en Inde et sont conservés en Angleterre : I'un a la British Library (Foster 44) a été acheté au Ben-
gale entre 1760 et 1767 et rappelle fortement les portraits de Mohammad Reza Hendi dans sa
composition ; l'autre, au Victoria and Albert Museum (IM.20-1919) (fig. 8), a pu étre attribué au
méme artiste par Layla Diba (Diba et Ekhtiar 138-139, fig. 19; O'Brien 61-66), mais son attribu-
tion est remise en cause par Marcus Fraser, qui y voit plutdt une ceuvre de la fin du XVIII® siécle
(203-204).

Outre les pages déja mentionnées dans I'Album de Saint-Pétersbourg et I'album 1367 de la biblio-
théque du Golestan, on connait également un portrait équestre conservé au Chicago Museum of
Fine Arts (14.646, fig. 3) et peut-étre un portrait a la chasse'®. Dans toutes ces représentations,
Nader présente une image quelque peu figée, de trois quarts, les yeux tournés vers le spectateur,
un poing sur la hanche, une arme ou un bijou a la main (sauf lorsque le cadrage ne le permet pas),
avec une parure de joyaux particulierement soignée, comme nous l'avons déja évoquée supra. Ce
modele est en partie repris par son successeur, ‘Adel Shah, dans deux portraits restés inachevés
(Soudavar 382, n°® 154 ; Atabay III 321-327).

17.21-22 avril 1980, lot 90.

18. Plusieurs portraits de dignitaires anonymes portant le kolah-e naderi sont également présents dans les col-
lections : British Museum, 1974,0617,0,3.20 et .68 ; Golestan, 1637, fol. 24 ; Genéve, Musée d'art et d'his-
toire, 1971-107/106 ; Christie’s, 28 avril 1998, lot 113. On peut de la méme maniére mettre en doute I'iden-
tification a Nader du personnage recevant un ambassadeur ottoman sur la pa(?e publiée dans I'exposition
Royal Persian Painting (Diba et Ekhtiar 142, cat. 21), qui pourrait étre un haut dignitaire plutoét que le sou-
verain en personne.

19. Christie's, 10 octobre 2006, lot 141.
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Figure 8: Portrait de Nader Shah, le roi de la Perse, (1732-1747). v.1740. Huile sur toile, Foster 44.
127 x 99 cm, British Library, Londres. Courtesy of the British Library Board.
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Les portraits princiers de '¢poque afsharide mettent également en valeur la notion de lignée et
de famille par les femmes, & travers des portraits de couples, sur une méme page ou en regard™.
Les protagonistes, qui tiennent ou s'échangent des objets symboliques - coupes, fleurs - peuvent
rarement étre identifiés avec certitude, et les datations sont souvent soumises a caution. Néan-
moins, la collection David a récemment acquis un portait de couple signé Mohammad Reza Hendi
et daté 1749-50, et qui pourrait représenter Reza Qoli Mirza et son épouse Fatima Sultan (Fras-
er, « Muhammad Riza-i Hindi » 188-190, cat. 1). La réalisation d'un tel portrait sous le regne de
Shah Rokh, leur fils, a évidemment un réle |égitimant, mettant en évidence l'existence du double
lignage safavide et afsharide qui fonde son droit a régner, souligné dans les sources (Tucker, « Ex-
plaining » 96).

Mettre en scéne un projet politique : la religion comme support de l1égitimité

Considérés par nombre de leurs contemporains au mieux comme des pis-aller, au pire comme
des usurpateurs, des souverains comme Ashraf ou Nader ne peuvent pourtant se reposer sur
une légitimité purement lignagére. C'est donc aussi leurs projets politiques qui fondent leur droit
a régner. Ils s'affichent notamment dans les inscriptions qu'ils commandent, et reposent sur trois
piliers : I'€lection divine, l'universalité et 'adhésion populaire.

Linscription que fait réaliser Ashraf dans la Grande Mosquée d'Ispahan en 1727 comporte, outre
son panégyrique, une longue bande calligraphiée a caractére religieux (fig. 1). Elle loue tout
d'abord le prophéte, puis I'imam ‘Ali, les trois califes Abu Bakr al-Siddig, ‘Omar al-Farug, ‘Othman
et enfin I'imam Reza, créant un étrange mélange entre figures imamites révérées par les chi-
ites et califes « bien guidés » appréciés par les sunnites. Les figures des trois premiers califes et
surtout de ‘Omar sont clivantes. Considéré comme al-farug, « 'équitable » dans la culture sunnite,
ce dernier est particulierement mal considéré par les chiites, et son meurtre par un esclave per-
san est célébré chaque année sous les Safavides lors des cérémonies du ‘Omar koshti (meurtre
de ‘Omar)”". Dans une optique de légitimation, les Afghans se posent en effet en champions de
l'orthodoxie sunnite. Mir Vais, le pére de Mahmud, qui est a l'origine de la révolte afghane, n'a-t-il
pas obtenu lors d'un pelerinage a La Mecque en 1708, un décret (fatwa) des autorités de la ville
sainte l'autorisant a se révolter contre la tutelle persane chiite, considérée comme « hérétique » ?
(Tucker, Nadir Shah’s Quest 23) Cette |égitimation par le sunnisme apparait sur les monnaies de
Mahmud et Ashraf Shah, qui portent la forme sunnite de la kalima® (Album pl. 12, n°S 214-220)
et dans les violences exercées contre certains clercs chiites au moment de la prise de pouvoir
(Sefatgol 215). C'est pourtant a un entre-deux que se livre Ashraf en 1727 dans son inscription,
valorisant a la fois des figures du sunnisme et du chiisme duodécimain. Il faut peut-étre voir dans
ce demi-revirement un acte politique de conciliation, visant a la fois a affirmer sa Iégitimité re-
ligieuse sans s'aliéner la population d'Ispahan.

20. Cambridge, Harvard Art Museums, 1960.76 et 1960.77 ; Sotheby's, 22 mai 1986, lot 175. Certains portraits
féminins étaient aussi peut-&tre congus avec un pendant masculin : Christie’s, 10 octobre 2000, lot 95 ; New
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 30.95.174.32.

21. Sur le rituel de malédiction des trois premiers califes (sabb et la'n) mis en place sous les Safavides, voir
Algar. Cette célébration est par la suite I'un des points évoqués au concile de Najaf et sur lesquels Nader
accepte de transiger pour permettre la mise en place de son madhhab ja' fari (Nadir Shah’s Quest 87-89).

22. La kalima est une formule rappelant l'unicité de Dieu: « Il n'y a de dieu que Dieu et Mohammad est son
prophéte ». Les chiites ajoutent ensuite la mention « et ‘ Ali est 'ami de Dieu ».
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Cette voie médiane est en tout cas assumée par Nader dans son madhhab ja fari. Lui aussi n'hésite
pas a jouer sur la corde religieuse pour affirmer son pouvoir, en se présentant comme un croyant
sincere et un protecteur de l'islam. Paradoxalement, ce n'est pas dans l'inscription du mausolée
de Mashhad, mais dans celle, plus tardive, de Kalat, que cet aspect est le mieux mis en valeur, ce
qui s'explique par le mdrissement de son projet impérial. Sur vingt-deux vers, seize ont un car-
actere religieux. Nader y fait acte de foi a la premiére personne, s'exprimant notamment en ces
termes:

Toi qui m'as donné le sultanat et une armée ; toi qui m'as donné la couronne, la
ceinture, la pompe et la coiffe. / Tu es le protecteur de mon pouvoir, et jai placé
mes espoirs en Toi. J'ai déposé ma confiance sincére en Toi et cette croyance est
mon soutien. / Puisse Dieu dégrader ceux qui dénient mon autorité ! Puisse-t-il
aveugler les ennemis qui ne voient pas le soutien de Dieu ! (d'ap. Gandjei).

Alors que les souverains afghans et Nader regardent davantage vers le sunnisme pour des
raisons politiques, Shah Rokh, lui, se pose en rétablisseur du chiisme. Héritier des Safavides par
sa mére, Afsharide attaché au Khorasan par son peére, il choisit naturellement le mausolée de
Mashhad pour affirmer ce revirement en lui offrant en wagqf une grille d'acier (zarih) destinée a
protéger la tombe de Iimam Reza. Portant a chaque entrecroisement un décor de pierres pré-
cieuses cerclées d'or, probablement prises sur le butin de Delhi qu'il s'est accaparé, I'objet est mar-
qué d'une inscription dédicatoire a son nom et datée 1747-48 (‘Alemzadeh 89-90). Cet acte de
dévotion nettement politique fait écho aux premiéres monnaies frappées par Shah Rokh aprés la
mort de Nader ou le prince se désigne comme le « chien du mausolée de Reza » (kalb-e astan-e
Reza), ainsi que dans son sceau, qui porte la mention « de Shah Rokh, pour la religion et I'Etat
safavide » (ze shahrokh bejahat-e din o dowlat-e safavi).

Le projet impérial de Nader

Si l'on en croit Ernest Tucker, le projet impérial de Nader serait né dans les années 1730. D'apres
lui, le traité de Zohab, signé en décembre 1733, constitue le premier témoignage de l'évolution de
Nader sur la question de la légitimité royale, ou il développe le concept d'une descendance « turk-
meéne » qui lui offrirait un droit sur le trone ottoman. C'est a partir de cette date que la turcité
prend une place centrale dans son systéme idéologique et qu'il développe un lien symbolique
avec les grands conquérants turco-mongols, notamment Timur et Gengis (Nadir Shah’s Quest 37).
Comme on l'a vu supra, l'inscription de liwan doré de Mashhad, datée de 1732-1733 et 1733-34,
semble peu ou prou corroborer cette chronologie, puisqu'elle insiste a la fois sur le caractere eth-
nique de Nader, désigné comme « Afshar », et sur une |égitimité impériale consacrée par la turcité
qu'il partage avec 'empereur moghol et le khagan.

Au retour d'Inde, ce projet impérial s'est exacerbé, et s'exprime pleinement dans le style indian-
isant utilisé au Kakh-e Khorshid, son mausolée a Kalat (fig. 9). Alors qu‘a Mashhad, le tombeau
avait été réalisé dans un style persan traditionnel, a Kalat, 'usage d'un grés rouge, le décor sculp-
té et les motifs trahissent nettement une influence indienne, qui transite a la fois par les person-
nes - nombreuses sont les sources qui mentionnent la déportation dartisans indiens® - et par
des éléments matériels, notamment les textiles. Certes, I'indianisme n'est pas nouveau ; il existe
avant la période afsharide en Iran, tant dans la peinture que dans le décor architectural et les ob-
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jets mobiliers, laques ou textiles notamment, au point qu'il est souvent difficile de distinguer pro-
ductions iraniennes et indiennes. Ce goUt continue d'ailleurs d'étre exploré sous Nader par des
artistes persans, comme en témoignent par exemple un plumier signé ‘Ali Ashraf (Smithsonian
Institution, S2014.17.19) ou une copie, par un certain ‘Ali Qoli, d'une page représentant une pirolle
verte (Sotheby's, 18 avril 2007, lot 28). Mais la voie ici suivie differe totalement de ces productions
destinées aux amateurs lettrés. Styles, techniques et motifs sont différents, quand bien méme
ils relévent d'un goQt partagé dans I'ensemble du monde islamique pour les décors de fleurs et
d'oiseaux. Nader importe donc en Iran un petit morceau d'Inde, qui reste sans équivalent, et qui
témoigne des ambitions de celui qui a recouronné de ses mains Mohammad Shah, I'empereur
moghol.
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Figure 9: Kakh-e Khoshid a Kalat-e Naderi, vers 1160/1747. Image courtesy of Wikimedia commons,
CC BY-SA 3.0, photographié par Hamid Hashemi Pour.

23. Reza Shabani propose un relevé quasi exhaustif des sources, notamment indiennes, dans son commen-
taire du Tarikh-e Nadershahi (Mohammad Safi Tehrani et Shabani 354-358).
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Nader, protecteur du peuple ?

Un dernier aspect de la propagande nadérienne semble avoir jusqu’ici moins attiré l'attention des
historiens : le fait que le souverain afshar soit présenté réguli€rement dans les sources comme
un protecteur des populations. Ce caractére transparait tout particulierement dans les textes qui
entourent les restaurations et constructions urbaines : ainsi, a Chiraz en 1730-31, dans une ville
ravagée par les Afghans, Nader aurait donné, selon une source tardive, un chandelier d'or et mille
cing cents tumans pour la réparation du sanctuaire de Shah Cheragh (Fasai 168 ; Tucker, Nadir
Shah 46); la méme année, il aurait également fait réparer le barrage de Shushtar (Astarabadi,
Tarikh-e jahangosha 117 ; Shushtari 88-89). Enfin, en 1735-36, Nader aurait ordonné la reconstruc-
tion du barrage de Merv (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e jahangosha 258-259 ; Mervi, vol. 1, 431 ; ‘Abd al-
Karim 52-53). Dans les trois cas, peu d'intérét politique et idéologique s'attache a ces travaux, si
ce n'est le besoin d'obtenir une reconnaissance locale. Les ouvrages hydrauliques semblent avoir
particulierement attiré son attention, comme le montrent ses réalisations a Kalat et Mashhad
également.

Cet aspect protecteur apparait aussi nettement dans la glose qui entoure ses réalisations ur-
baines. La construction de Naderabad, au sud de Qandahar, est liée a des circonstances mili-
taires ; mais celle de Khivabad, actuellement au Turkménistan, est présentée dans les sources
comme un acte de charité, puisque la ville est destinée a recueillir des prisonniers persans libérés
lors de la campagne du Khwarezm - douze mille selon Mirza Mahdi, trente mille selon Moham-
mad Kazem Mervi, qui indique qu'« on [leur] fit présent de riches et opulents biens, objets, ali-
ments, bétes et bestiaux et autres fournitures indispensables aux hommes », afin de créer une
«ville agréable et prospére » (Astarabadi, Tarikh-e Jahangosha 359-360 ; Mervi, vol. 1, 16 et II,
825-826 ; Mohammad Safi Tehrani 253-254). ‘Abd al-Karim, peu favorable au pouvoir, a cependant
une vision quelque peu différente de la situation ; il précise, plein d'ironie, parlant des prisonniers
rapatriés, « les rares qui, mécontents de leurs maitres, retournerent dans leur patrie, eurent trés
vite raison de se repentir de leur folie » (‘Abd al-Karim 47-48). L'histoire semble donner raison a la
seconde version, puisque le site aride et isolé ne semble étre resté habité que trés peu de temps
et était désert un siecle plus tard.

Un écart encore plus net s'observe entre la réalité et les sources officielles sur les raisons qui
poussent Nader a édifier Aq Su, la troisiéme ville créée par Nader pour remplacer Shamakhi a
'automne 1735. Bien qu'elle soit restée plus longtemps habitée que Khivabad, elle semble avoir
été placée dans un site peu favorable, et non pour le confort des populations™.

La distorsion entre propagande et réalité est I'un des traits les plus évidents de la stratégie
idéologique mise en place par les souverains afghans et afsharides dans leurs commandes artis-
tiques et architecturales. Tous confrontés a un manque de |égitimité, ils utilisent des techniques
semblables dans un méme but : affirmer leur droit au tréne. Pour cela, ils investissent le terri-
toire, se mettent en scéne dans des cadres rutilants et mettent en valeur aussi bien leur personne
que leur lignée.

24. Comparer notamment le récit du Tarikh-e Jahangosha, favorable a Nader, qui évoque un lieu « impropre »
et difficile a défendre (247), et ceux de Abraham de Créte (108-109), Vatatzes (217) et Hanway (I, 387 et 1V,
115-116), qui évoquent une destruction de la ville de Shamakhi par Nader dans un moment de fureur, et
une construction de Aq Su dans un lieu peu propice.
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Ils se posent aussi en rois justes, exhibant dans des inscriptions les qualités souveraines mises
en exergue depuis plusieurs siécles dans la littérature, notamment dans les Miroirs des Princes :
élection divine, protection de la religion, relation privilégiée avec des figures historiques remar-
quables, valeur militaire, justice et sagesse. Ainsi, la ou la royauté est faible, on s'affiche en « sul-
tan des sultans » et on s’habille de vétements tissés d'or ; lorsque le pouvoir est saisi par la force,
on met en valeur la lignée ; et tandis qu'on dépouille les clercs de leurs prérogatives et les institu-
tions religieuses de leurs wagqfs, on se met en scéne en élu de Dieu et protecteur de la religion.

Néanmoins, leur stratégie évolue au gré des événements et manque parfois de cohérence. Elle
n‘atteint pas non plus le méme niveau de complexité. Alors que les Afghans, rapidement défaits,
ne parviennent pas réellement a s'imposer comme champions du sunnisme et souverains a part
entiére, Nader, plus heureux dans les armes, est capable de développer une véritable idéologie
artistique, sensible aussi bien dans les sources que dans ses réalisations matérielles. Privilégiant
souvent l'apparat a l'esthétisme, elle suit un destin personnel aussi bien qu'elle le forge.
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Annexe : inscriptions monumentales

1. Inscription d’Ashraf dans la « madrasa mozaffaride » de la Grande Mosquée d'Ispahan
(d‘ap. la lecture présentée dans Honarfar, 144-145)

Inscription inférieure (en arabe) :

all iy Lo g g clidlg ddslo 8slgus aguil g clasBlg JUodl (e Lwasi g cladlg duilasgll 3583 Ml dllaesdl
S 8 193015 g lgiol (i)l Olbuolys o J3lhus blusl ¢ AT Lle g dde dlll Lo slawlly Go)3 Jo3 das)
il Yo diuls JUis Lo (598 slaitily ol 6 Bguogall Jliodl Lopady Bio y5lios 3l plodl e Lo al
0 Ly 9 JUedl dae oy sy sVl plodl Gle g dic dlll i) Grxuall 1S Il Gerodall ol Gaiimill e
2888)l Gl alodl e o 9)lall poe (uiogoll ol Baimill e all Jow)y déls> Jlallg a8l Jguol péluwdl
Jlsidl sesIl o3l Gle 5SS Ggill (53 Olods Gaindall juol Gasmill Gle dlll Jou) dadds JLadl ho OluwlJlS
NP9 5 (salaall e 4. Laghuss @how 9 G99l ol Gupll Gle (raioball sl el Gle dll Jou dbyls
Louange a Dieu, l'unique, I'éternel, il n'a ni semblable ni égal. J'en témoigne sincérement et nous
attestons qu'll a envoyé son Prophéte, miséricorde pour les habitants de la terre et du ciel, que
la paix et le salut soient sur Lui, sa famille et ses compagnons, la meilleure des famille et les
meilleurs des compagnons, ceux qui ont cru et combattu dans le chemin de Dieu, surtout l'imam
Ali qui est donné en tant qu'exemple par les vertus de sa sincérité et qui est décrit dans le Coran
pour sa piété. Bénédiction sur le vicaire du Prophéte de Dieu, le prince des croyants, Abu Bakr
al-Siddiq, que Dieu l'agrée ; ainsi que sur I'imam, exemple de justice, qui a purifié l'islam de toute
sorte d'infidélité et d'‘égarement, le vicaire du Prophéte de Dieu et certainement le prince des
croyants, Omar al-Faruq; et sur I'imam pieux ; le décent, a l'instar des montagnes culminantes, le
vicaire du Prophéte de Dieu, le prince des croyants, Osman, 'homme au deux lumiéres, le bon;
et sur I'imam de grande générosité, le vicaire du Prophéte de Dieu, le prince des croyants, ‘Ali al-
Reza, le généreux, le fidéle, avec les salutations. Ecrit par ‘Ali al-Mowlavi en 1139.

Inscription supérieure, cartouches sur fond bleu (en arabe) :

Selon l'ordre du sultan, khagan de son temps

Celui dont la majesté n'a pas d'égal en Iran

Celui dont le nom est Ashraf, « sultan des sultans »
Celui qui a submergé le peuple de ses dons

Il a illuminé les serviteurs par sa beauté

En édifiant cette grande mosquée

Il est le généreux, aux faveurs parfaites et bien connues
Ala demande du serviteur Za‘faran et

Ala charge de Ya'qub Khan

Dépassant ses semblables par ses aptitudes

Ecrit par 'humble Mehr ‘Ali al-Mowlavi 1139.
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Inscription supérieure, cartouches quadrilobés sur fond marron (en persan, répété deux fois)

De I'ami sincére, les lumiéres de la vérité

De ['homme] clairvoyant, les mystéres de la justice
Du possesseur des lumiéres, la faveur et la lumiére de la miséricorde
Des lumiéres de ‘Ali, 'amour de la sainteté

— 150 —
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2. Inscription de Nader dans I'iwan doré de Mashhad (en persan)

Cette inscription a été lue par Percy Sykes (1135) et par I'Astan-e Qods-e Razavi. Mohammad-‘Ali
Karimzadeh Tabrizi a aussi publié une lecture de la ligne de signature aujourd'hui disparue (II,
904-905, n® 1072). Nous proposons quelques amendements.
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27. Astan-e Qods : ;)lgiy
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1. Louée soit cette vue magnifique, cette cour devant laquelle méme le sublime paradis est tel
un pélerin en admiration posant le front par terre.

2. Leciel est rempli de bonheur au contact de ce mausolée et le monde des lumiéres obtient de
la lumiére de ce lieu.

3. Lesyeuxdes étoiles brillent au contact de la poussiére de ce lieu, comme un maquillage aug-
mente la noirceur de l'ceil.

4. Jour et nuit, les fidéles placent leur espoir en cet iwan, comme un mendiant qui tend son bol
et espere.

5. Son reflet donne son éclat a la lune et dans chaque brique dorée se distingue la forme du
soleil.

6. Le minaret doré comme le soleil qui s’éléve dans cette cour paradisiaque, c'est le nid de
l'oiseau Amin ou les bras [qui s'élevent] en priere.

7. Ouencore une torche dans des mains de terre, dont la lumiére illumine éternellement la cour
céleste.

8. Vouées soient les ames a ce mausolée car grace a Dieu, la bénédiction est en chemin et le
péché s'éloigne.

9. \Vois la grace de Dieu qui, une larme au coin de l'ceil, fait pousser les fleurs du Pardon a partir
des graines de péché.

28. Sykes : aib LlsusliS e Olas (gl S ; Astan-e Qods @ (s wlbuol b sl 5l Llkas 1) gl KiS
29. Astan-e Qods : Qe
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31. Sykes : slyg3
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10. Eskandar Talei a fondé ici cet édifice, lui I'esclave de Sultan ‘Ali Musa al-Reza.

11. Celui qui place son l'espoir en Dieu pour toute chose est le chien dAmir al-Mu’'menin, Nader

Qoli.

12. Le seigneur (vali malek) du Khorasan, pur et loyal. Sa pure intention est connue de tous depuis
le premier jour.

13. Les yeux ont la faveur de voir I'échanson de la source éternelle de Kawsar, qui tient dans sa
main un verre en or tel un narcisse.

14. De méme, grace a sa présence dans le monde, lui 'Afshar, tout le peuple d'Iran connait 'hon-
neur jusqu'a la fin du Monde.

15. Il a enrichi ce lieu de sa main généreuse. On dit que cet or coule de sa main et c’est bien vrai.

16. Lui qui porte la souveraineté du Monde, face a son sabre, les rebellions et les conflits se ter-
rent.

17. Face a son visage et sa présence héroiques, ni I'Inde, ni 'empereur des Roums, ni le khagan
n‘'ont de mot a dire.

18. Il a été choisi par l'au-dela et en vérité, il est le protecteur de la loi manifeste de Mohammad.

19. Quand dans ce royaume, ses gardiens de la justice font leur ronde, un voleur ne peut rien, et
tous les voleurs sont dans 'embarras.

20. A son époque, les brebis et les loups sont fréres et grace a sa justice, le lion et les bétes sont
sur le méme paturage.

21. Les soldats de sciences se sont sacrifiés (?). Lestrade (sofeh) et le minaret de la cour sainte
sont en or.

22. Grace a Dieu, l'iwan et le minaret ont été achevés, et jusqu'a fin des jours, le vent y soufflera.

23. Dans la langue de la Ka'ba, jai dit que celui qui fréquente ce lieu, voit cent merveilles dans sa
cour et son iwan.

24. Ecrit par Mohammad ‘Ali ibn Soleiman al-Razavi, que Dieu lui pardonne ses péchés, en I'année
mil cent quarante-cing 1145.

Les écritures en thuluth et nasta’liq qui ont été réalisées dans ce magnifique iwan doré sont de
l'esclave pécheur Mohammad ‘Ali al-Razavi, et sa découpe a été permise par les efforts de Mo-
hammad Taher fils de ostad Masih Shirazi, achevé en 1146.
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Inscription de Nader a Kalat-e Naderi (katibeh-ye naderi) d’aprés Gandjei (en turc)32
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32. Traduction de Gandjei, revue par l'auteure avec 'aide de Rafi Khankhajeh
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Tout d'abord loué soit Dieu l'unique, le Premier en tout, 'Omnipotent, I'Eternel, 'Omniscient et le
Sage.

Lui dont la Puissance a créé ce monde et l'espace, Lui dont la Majesté a donné vie a toutes les
mers et a toutes les terres.

Dans les deux mondes Il est Celui qui aide et 'ami de ses serviteurs. Toute création devient mani-
feste a Ses serviteurs par Sa sagesse.

Tous les peuples de la terre ont besoin de son Seuil. Il a donné lumiére et splendeur aux étoiles,
au soleil et a la lune.

Aprés avoir loué Dieu, mon calame a été illuminé par l'eulogie du Sceau des Prophétes, la gloire
du monde.

Le Prophete [...] de la tribu dAhmad Mahmud [...], celui qui est pour Dieu, sur lui le salut et la paix.

Et puisse sa Divine miséricorde étre avec sa famille et ses compagnons, puisse Dieu aider
quiconque les aide.

.....

teurs de faire le panégyrique du roi des rois du monde.
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Le roi des rois, dont le rang est aussi haut que le firmament, et les cieux forment le tréne, Nader
Shah, qui, comme son nom, est sans égal ni pair.

Mais puisqu'il a démontré la puissance de Dieu plus que quiconque avant lui, qui l'appelle la man-
ifestation de Dieu dit la vérité.

Par son sang glorieux, il vient de la souche de Timur, et par sa famille et sa race, il est renommé
dans le monde en tant que roi des rois.

Il a le sens moral du Prophéte, le souffle de Jésus, et I'apparence de Joseph, la connaissance de
‘Ali, la générosité de Hatam et la sagesse de Logman.

Dieu le Généreux lui a offert, en raison de ses capacités, la couronne royale et le tréne, la justice,
la générosité et un tempérament noble.

Quelle que soit la noblesse que je pourrais mentionner, il est parfait. En tous points, les faveurs
divines l'entourent.

Ce roi aux pures dispositions, ayant investi Dieu de toute sa confiance, fait acte de sa croyance
comme suit :

« Cette fortune ne peut étre obtenue par la fleche ou I'épée. Une telle félicité ne peut étre rendue
possible que par la sagesse ou la clairvoyance »

« Toi qui m'as donné le sultanat et une armée. Toi qui m'as donné la couronne, la ceinture, la
pompe et la coiffe »

« Tu es le protecteur de mon pouvoir, et j'ai placé mes espoirs en Toi. J'ai déposé ma confiance
sincére en Toi et cette croyance est mon soutien ».

Puisse Dieu dégrader ceux qui dénient mon autorité ! Puisse-t-Il aveugler les ennemis qui ne
voient pas le support de Dieu ».

[...]
et pour cette raison, les faveurs de Dieu l'ont aidé.

Car c'est certain, il croit en Dieu, et c'est pour cela que Dieu lui a accordé son soutien et ses
faveurs.

Par son pouvoir, Dieu I'a soutenu dans sa supréme position et sa noblesse, Dieu lui a donné ses
succes.

Par chance, nul ne sera éternel, 'univers ne restera pas un arc brillant comme le soleil.

Si la tige d'une fleur recoit la moisissure de Ta faveur, ces poémes seront tout entiers Ton éloge,
pour mon compte, Ta trés humble créature.
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Introduction

Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar (r. 1848-1896), the fourth king of the Qajar dynasty, ascended to the
throne when he was eighteen. He was three years old when his father, Muhammad Shah (r.
1797-1834), succeeded Fath ‘Ali Shah (r. 1834-1847). As the oldest son of Muhammad Shah, Nasir
al-Din Mirza was appointed as the crown prince in 1835, and until his coronation, he was under
the tutelage of his uncle, Bahman Mirza (1810-1883), in Tabriz (Bamdad 246).

After his father's death in 1848, Nasir al-Din Mirza and his tutor and spiritual mentor, Mirza Taqi
Khan Farahani (Amir Kabir) (1807-1852), travelled to Tehran, where he was crowned as Nasir al-
Din Shah on Saturday night (the 22nd of the same month). Before arriving in Tehran, he appoint-
ed Mirza Taghi Khan as Sadr-i Azam (the prime minister), giving him the title Atabak. Nasir al-Din
Shah, who had several literary and artistic interests, was assassinated by Mirza Riza Kirmani in
the Shah ‘Abdul-‘Azim Shrine on 30 April 1896. Henceforth, the era of Qajar cultural glory began
to wane.

The young Nasir al-Din Mirza studied literature, culture, and arts under the tutelage of great
scholars in the Qajar period during his fifteen years stay in Tabriz where he studied science and
the Turkish language. It is there he also became familiar with some Persian literature. During this
period, Nizam al-‘Ulama was his tutor in Tabriz."

As a Qajar prince interested in literature and arts, Nasir al-Din Mirza's uncle, Bahman Mirza, and
his great library in the Arg (Citadel) of Tabriz played an influential role in shaping the mentality of
Nasir al-Din Mirza during his childhood. Appointed as Vicegerent of Azerbaijan (1839-1847), Bah-
man Mirza was a learned Qajar prince whose name, recommendation and support can be seen
in his writing and translation of many exquisite books. He is known as the author of Tazkera al-
Shu‘ara-i Muhammad Shahi (Biography of Poets of the Reign Muhammad Shah) dated 1834 (Bam-
dad 196).

One Thousand and One Nights is considered one of the most important books translated and pre-
pared by order of Bahman Mirza. The book is the Persian translation of the Arabic Alf Laylah wa
Laylah, which is known in English as The Arabian Nights. The book consists of an initial story as
well as a series of interrelated and embedded tales that are told by Queen Shahrazad to the king
whose narration supposedly continues for one thousand and one nights.

Researchers have acknowledged the Iranian origin of the book, tracing its early version back to
Persian literature. Early indications of these origins can be found in the works of two Arab histori-
ans: Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems by Al-Masudi (896-957) and Al-Fihrist by Ibn al-Nadim (d.
995); having added some tales to the book, the Arabic authors and narrators finally titled the book
as Alf Laylah wa Laylah (Atabay). During the Qajar era, however, Bahman Mirza commissioned a
Persian translation of the book. ‘Abdul-Latif Tasouji (1880) translated the work from the Egyptian
Bulaq edition (published in 1835),2 and Mirza Muhammad ‘Ali Isfahani, known as Shams-ul-Shu‘ara
(the Sun of Poets), with the pen-name Soroush, composed some of the poems and added vers-

1. For more information about Nasir al-Din Shah's life, see Amanat, “Court Patronage”; Qeble-ye ‘Alam; and
about Nasir al-Din Shah as an artist, see Tahmasbpour; Ghaziha; Abd-Amin.

2. For more information, see Marzolph, “The Persian Nights“; Marzolph and van Leeuwen.
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es of other poets in the freshly translated text (One Thousand and One Nights 1-2).> Prepared in
1844-1845, the translation was lithographically published in two volumes on 25 October 1845 in
Tabriz.*

The young Nasir al-Din Mirza probably had access to the book, hence its possible important role
in his education. Following the royal tradition when he accessed the throne, Nasir al-Din Shah
established a royal bookbinding workshop and ordered an illustrated copy of One Thousand and
One Nights. Abu Al-Hassan Ghaffari (d. 1865), and his thirty-four apprentices prepared this un-
paralleled and exquisite version under the management of Hussein ‘Ali Khan Mu‘ayyir al-Mama-
lik (1798-1857) in Majma“ al-Sanaya“ Nasiri (Nasiri Center of Art and Craftsmanship) (Yousefifar
42-64).°

Ordering an illustrated version of a fictional tale, such as One Thousand and One Nights in the royal
workshop is an interesting case when compared with previous kingly commands which were pri-
marily concerned with the illustrated exquisite copies of the historical, epic, and heroic stories of
Ferdowsi's Shahnama (Book of Kings) or Nizami's Khamsa (Quintet). More importantly, this copy
remains the only manuscript from the Nasiri Court, the only illustrated manuscript of the Persian
translation of the Arabic Alf Laylah wa Laylah and the only Persian manuscript with 3655 illustra-
tions distributed in 1136 double folios.® Additionally, it is considered the last illustrated manu-
script produced at the Iranian royal court.

The exorbitant cost of the book indicates the significance of this version for the young king; 6850
Tomans, the equivalent to one-sixth of the total cost for the construction, decorations and fur-
nishing of the multi-story Shams al-Imara mansion in Arg-i Shahi (Royal Citadel, today in Gulis-
tan Palace), were spent to make this copy. A newly-found document also refers to the final cost
as being more than the initial amount set in the contract (Bakhtiar 130-132; Boozari and Shafiei
233-251). The young king's interest in this book was known to the courtiers and influential people,
who, in turn, used the illustrated or printed copies as a basis to converse with the young king,
mostly to adulate and venerate the monarchical status and garner the king's attention as well as,
perhaps, to a lesser extent, give the young king admonitions concerning ethics and statecraft.”

3. Alf Laylah wa Laylah, 1261 A.H./1845 A.D., Ali Khoshnevis (scribe), published under the auspices of Bahman
Mirza at the pu Ilshlng house of Tabriz Dar al-Saltana.

4, Afterhthe ascension of Nasir al-Din Shah to power, Bahman Mirza's library was added to the Royal Library
in Tehran.

5. For more information about this copy and Abu Al-Hassan Ghaffari, see Atabay; Zoka; Boozari, “Noskhe-yi
khatti-yi Hezar-u-Yek-Shab".

6. The copy is gathered in six volumes vol.1: 662 illustrations; vol. 2: 531 ills.; vol. 3: 615 ills.; vol. 4: 496 ills.;
vol. 5: 645 ills.; vol. 6: 506 ills. Al Iah wa Laylah, 1269 A.H./1852 A.D. (the end of the ertln% process),
1276 A.H./1859 A.D. (the end of the ustratlng process), 2280 pages. Muhammad-Hussein Kateb ul-Sultan
Tehrani (scribe), erza Abu Al- Hassan Ghaffari, known as Sani® al-Mulk, and his apprentices (painters),
Ghulam-"Ali Muzahhab-Bashi and Mirza Ahmad Muzahhab (illuminators), Mirza Jani Jeldsaz (cover binder),
Mirza Yousef Sahhaf (bookbinder), now held in Gulestan Palace in Tehran (2240, 2241, 2242, 2243, 2244,
and 679). The author is grateful to the Gulestin Palace Library (Tehran), which provided access to informa-
tion and images of the manuscript.

7. This strategy can be seen in the Safavid and Qajar manuscripts. On the image of Shah ‘Abbas in the guise
of the heroes of Shahnameh, see Rizvi. About the image of Fath ‘Ali shah in Shahnama, see Rettig. Also, in
some 19t"-century Persian Ilthographed editions of Nizami's Khamsa (Quintet), Khosrow is occasionally de-
picted as Nasir al-Din Shah.
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To communicate reformist or sycophantic messages, the illustrators or patrons replaced the fic-
tional kings with the portraits of Nasir al-Din Shah—supposedly to ascribe positive traits of the
fictional kings to him. Among the 3655 illustrations in the manuscript of One Thousand and One
Nights, 32 illustrations contain Nasir al-Din Shah's portrait. The present study focuses on the 19
illustrations that reinforce monarchical status and adulate the king's rank. The other thirteen il-
lustrations that are not studied here focused on a more didactic and reformist approach.

Nasir al-Din Shah's Portrait in the Illustrations of the Manuscript of One Thousand and
One Nights

Nasir al-Din Shah's portrait can be seen in historical as well as factual characters in the illustrated
manuscript of One Thousand and One Nights. The historical characters mainly belong to the Arab
lands, though the story is factual. These characterizations which embody the personal traits of
the historical characters were used to make the story more credible. In these stories, the king is
characterized as a famous religious ruler. The artists consciously used this characterization strat-
egy to arrange the illustration elements within a more purposeful discourse. By portraying the
king as a strong and prosperous monarch, they aimed to support the discourse of monarchy.

Nasir al-Din Shah replaces, notably, three sovereigns in the illustrations: the first is the most fa-
mous ‘Abbasid caliph, Harun al-Rashid (. 787-809) in “Mu‘in the Vizier is Standing Before the King”
(Night 35, vol. 1, fol. 145a), and “Caliph is Talking to Jafar” (Night 44, vol. 1, fol. 177a). The second
ruler is Alexander the Great (r. 336-356 B.C.), in “He is the King on a Trip to the Nature for Recre-
ation” and “A Certain Tribe of Poor Folk” (both in Night 461, vol. 3, fol. 207a). The third monarch is
Umar ibn ‘Abd al-'Aziz ibn Marwan (r.717-720), the eighth Umayyad caliph, in “The Judge is Talking
to King Nu‘man” (Night 78, vol. 1, fol. 241a).

The written sources recognize Harun al-Rashid as a powerful, wealthy and just king; Alexander
the Great as wealthy, a powerful warrior and a conqueror; and ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz as a Just
Ruler and Islam-oriented king. Our study presupposes such characteristics as being considered
the essential elements of true kings. Alexander the Great and ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz do not play
active roles as heroes in the tales; they only command their subjects to recite new stories; they
are, though generally, considered as Just Rulers. Harun al-Rashid as well is not actively present in
the tales, yet his imperceptible presence is predominant in the story. We see that the narrative is
shadowed by a cloud of fear and horror attributed to Harun al-Rashid's power, the fear that makes
the two protagonists not daring to unite with one another. As a result, the narrative structure and
this idea of the absolute king reinforce the cliché of Harun al-Rashid as the powerful figure.

While these historical characterizations are present within the manuscript, Nasir al-Din Shah
more often replaces fictional kings and characters with no corresponding figures in the real
world. In various scenes, Nasir al-Din Shah substitutes different kings, imbued with various mean-
ings and symbols. Here we see a true work of artistic valor as the artist adorns the king with
distinct qualities and personal traits in order to arrange the configuration of various discourses.
Concerning the function of character in various stories, the analysis of the illustrations with the
portrait of Nasir al-Din Shah shows two main groups: the passive king and the adventurous king.
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The Passive King

In many of the tales the king is depicted as a passive ruler that lacks any exceptional character-
ization within the text. As a passive ruler, the king is presented only as being the ultimate figure
of the state and a guarantee for its maintenance; he plays only an onomastic role. The illustra-
tions depict the king in an ideal form that does not go beyond the conventional sense of being a
king. Examples of such depictions include the king in the tale of “The Hunchback” (Nights 26-33,
vol.1, fol. 90b-93b), King Nasir in the tale of “Al-Malik Nasir and the Three Chiefs of Police” (Nights
341-343, vol. 3, fol. 175a-176b), and King Pars in the tale of “Ebony Horse” (Nights 354-368, vol. 3,
fol. 41a-57a).

In the first tale, the king (Malik) asks the convicts and the accused, who are from different guilds
and religions, to narrate a story stranger than the one that occurred the previous night (i.e., the
murder of the hunchback). If the king finds the stories attractive, he will forgive them; otherwise,
the convicts are doomed to death. In the second tale, coming to the king to present reports, the
governor (Wali) should recount the strangest events in his administrative division. If the king does
not like the narration, the governor will either return to his division empty-handed or be removed
from his position and power. In the third tale, three sages are asked to present their art and craft
to the king. If the king finds them beautiful, they will be gifted with the opportunity to marry the
princess.

Concerning the first and second tales, the king asks the other characters to narrate a story, which
results in a series of entangled narrations whose end is to be decided by the king. The king asks
others, mainly among his subordinates, to recount a story for him. If the king likes the story, the
subordinate narrator will be either liberated from death punishment or given gifts. Otherwise,
the narrator will be punished.

The two illustrations of the tale of “The Hunchback” depict Nasir al-Din Shah as the king who com-
mands the story. It is about a tailor and his wife who invite a hunchback to dinner. The tailor
places a large piece of fish into the hunchback’s mouth, making him choke. The tailor and his wife
took the hunchback to a Jewish person. This later brings the hunchback to a Christian, and the
Christian leaves him in the street to die, where finally, a night watchman finds him. The day after,
all of the characters involved in the story are arrested and sent to the court in front of the king
for the crime of killing the hunchback. The king asks them to narrate a story stranger than the
tale of “The Hunchback” so he may spare their lives (fig. 1a). They each recount an event of their
own lives, but the king does not appreciate those told by the Jewish or the Christian. However, the
tailor takes his turn to tell a story about a talkative barber (Dallak) known as the Silent Sheikh.
The king summons the Silent Sheikh to the court. After narrating his story, the Silent Sheikh no-
tices the presumably dead Hunchback, puts his hand to his throat, and gets the fishbone out. The
hunchback sneezes and comes back to life. The king forgives everyone (fig. 1b).?

8. For a detailed summary of the tale of “The Hunchback”, see Arabian Nights Encyclopedia 282.
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Figure 1: Above: The Christian, the Governor, and the Tailor are Standing before the King. (Night 26, Vol. 1,
fol. 47a); Below: The Silent Sheikh gets the Morsel out of the Hunchback’s Throat in the Presence of
the King. (Night 33, Vol. 1, fol. 69a). From the Tale of “the Hunchback”. One Thousand and One

Nights, under the supervision of Sani‘ al-Mulk, watercolor, 15 x 7.5 cm (approximately), Tehran,
1859. Courtesy of the Gulistan Palace Library.
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The message of these tales and their illustrations is clear. Nasir al-Din Shah replaces the king in
two sections; one in the middle of the tale, following the hunchback’s death when the king orders
those involved to tell him their stories, and the other at the end when the hunchback comes back
to life.

In both scenes, the king is sitting on the couch with attendees from different professions (the doc-
tor, the tailor, the barber, the military administrator, and the governor) and different faiths (Islam,
Judaism, and Christianity). They are all standing before the king in a humble manner. This posture
is held for only a brief moment as the tale continues and several nights pass for the young king
in these stories. The king (Nasir al-Din Shah in the illustration) is simply a listener, and the other
characters recount their stories. Showing a keen interest in hearing new and innovative stories,
the king is hidden behind a motionless and passive character despite being the initiator and pro-
ducer of the story’'s narrative. With this in mind, one must not forget that while passive, it is the
king who holds the characters’ lives in his hands.

The position of the figures and their physical size, the replacement of the king with Nasir al-Din
Shah, the use of characters from different guilds and religions before the king, and the depic-
tion of the interior space in association with the infinite exterior space are strategies used by the
artist to reproduce the concepts of guardianship (Wali Amr) of all religions and of all guilds, the
discipline of affairs (in the form of courts), the domination of the world, and the royal will con-
cerning the life and death of the masses, thus supporting the dominant discourse of monarchy
(or Saltanat).

In the second story, the tale of “Malik Nasir and the Three Chiefs of Police,” the king, Malik Nasir,
asks his governors in Cairo, Bulag, and ancient Egypt to recount their strangest life events (fig. 2).
Each governor tells a story, the quality of which determines whether or not they can keep their
power and save their lives (Arabian Nights Encyclopedia 224-225).

Again, Nasir al-Din Shah takes the place of another king, whose name is Malik (king) Nasir.
The painter made the best use of the phonological similarity between the two kings, as their
names are Nasir. This strategy is frequently observed in the illustrations of One Thousand and One
Nights; for instance, King Muhammad is portrayed as Muhammad Shah Qajar (Night 33, vol. 1,
fol. 137a). Inhabiting a neutral character King Nasir (Nasir al-Din Shah in the illustration) invites
the governors to narrate a story.

The artist attributes King Nasir's qualities to Nasir al-Din Shah, and endeavours to recall the dis-
course of monarchy by portraying Nasir al-Din Shah as the Caliph and guardianship of all Mus-
lims; he is the monarch of a vast country and still expands his kingdom and earthly domination.
King Nasir represents the absolute sovereign of many governors (including those of Egypt), and
his replacement with the actual Iranian king depicts the latter’s kingship. Nasir al-Din Shah is then
an authoritative king with many yes-men, controlling a vast territory; an image which eventually
concords with hegemonic monarchy discourse.

In the third tale, the tale of “Ebony Horse”, three sages are led before King Pars so they may show
him their newest inventions; the most impressive of which will allow the respective sage the right
to marry the king's daughter. The first sage presents a golden peacock, which flaps its wings every
hour (corresponding to the hour) and sings. The second sage has a silver trumpet that, if installed
above the city gate, blows whenever an enemy enters the city. The king then gives the first and
second sages some gifts and wages.
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Figure 2: King Naser Summons his Governors, and They Narrate; from the Tale of “Al-Malik of Nasir and the
Three Chiefs of Police” (Night 340, Vol. 3, fol. 7b). One Thousand and One Nights, under the su-
pervision of Sani‘ al-Mulk, watercolor, 15 x 7.5 cm (approximately), Tehran, 1859. Courtesy of the
Gulistan Palace Library.

Afterwards, the third sage presents a horse of ebony that can fly and move the passenger to any
location he wishes. The prince, in the presence of his father (Nasir al-Din Shah in the illustration),
volunteers to test the horse (fig. 3). The horse moves into the air and returns. With the advent of
this ebony horse, the love story of the king's son begins (Arabian Nights Encyclopedia 172-174).

In this illustration, Nasir al-Din Shah is depicted as a king interested in scholars and inventions.
The inventions are tools of various kinds, the most important of which is the ebony horse. The
horse is the means by which the prince leaves his royal palace, marries another king's daughter,
and eventually returns. In other words, the horse is an evil symbol, on the one hand, as it removes
the prince from his territory, and on the other, a good symbol as it allows him to marry a princess
from another territory. Supposing the ebony horse is considered a symbol of modern technology,
the prince’s trip can be understood as an attempt to expand the monarchical territory by allying
with another kingdom or, in other words, adding other territories to Iran by using modern tech-
nologies. The illustrations seem to imply that deploying modern technology can guarantee the
monarchy’s survival and the kingdom's expansion.

As an alternative reading, the three sages can be seen as representatives of three major powers:
Russia, England, and France. Within this reading, the peacock clock becomes a symbol of the clock
gifted to Nasir al-Din Shah by Queen Victoria (r. 1837-1901) which was decorated with a statue of
a peacock. The silver trumpet serves as a symbol of Russia that guaranteed the security and es-
tablishment of the Qajar dynasty in the Treaty of Turkmenchay (1828).
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Figure 3: Above: Three Sages are Sitting and Talking before the King; Below: The Third Sage is Explaining the
Characteristics of the Ebony Horse. From the tale of the “Ebony Horse” (Night 354, Vol. 3, fol. 19b).
One Thousand and One Nights, under the supervision of Sani‘ al-Mulk, watercolor, 15 x 7.5 cm (ap-
proximately), Tehran, 1859. Courtesy of the Gulistan Palace Library.
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Finally, the ebony horse may symbolize France, a country believed to have sent many modern
technologies, including military equipment, to 19t"-century Iran. Both interpretations aim to re-
define the discourse of monarchy through the bolstering of the narrative structures surrounding
the ideas of an absolute king and royal marriage.

Showing the new inventions’ significance and the transition from traditional to modern technol-
ogy, the artists also refer to the king's prime minister, Amir Kabir's political goals: deploying new
tools and using the latest science and technology to expand knowledge in Iran. Amir Kabir was
aware of the need for more scientific institutions in Iran and established Dar al-Funun (Polytechnic
School) in 1851. New scientific principles such as engineering, medicine, pharmacy and mining
were taught to young Iranians by several European instructors.

The Adventurous King

The illustrations associated with the tales of “Janshah” and “Taj al-Muluk and Dunya” depict the
king as an active and influential figure, contrasting the passive attitude discussed above. The tale
of “Janshah” narrates how the king of Kabul, Tighmus, although of advanced age, had no son
to succeed him. Therefore, on the advice of his vizier, he married the daughter of the king of
Khurasan. He prepared many gifts, which he sent to her by his viziers and deputies (fig. 4b); the
new queen gave birth to a son, Janshah. (fig. 4a)

In this tale’s illustrations (Nights 496-527, vol. 3, fol. 272b-323a), Nasir al-Din Shah takes the role
of two characters: the king of Kabul in eight illustrations, and his son, Prince Janshah, in one illus-
tration. King Tighmus is described as an absolute king (padishah-i mutlaq) and a compassionate
father who puts great effort into his son’s felicity. Prince Janshah is, in turn, a young and adven-
turous conqueror who finds his beloved wife on his brave journey and makes several conquests.
When represented as Janshah, Nasir al-Din Shah is depicted as dynamic and active, readily accept-
ing the pains and discomfort of the journey required to marry his beloved and finally achieving
his goal after enduring great efforts and conflicts. On his journey, he succeeds in annexing other
territories to his father’s kingdom, epitomizing a warrior and a hardworking and powerful king.

During a hunting expedition, Janshah finds himself lost on an island. Tighmus sends people to
search the island, but in vain (fig. 4c). Upon their return to the king, we learn that Janshah has
fallen in love with a fairy-born woman named Shamsa. She invited the prince to the Castle of the
Jewels without giving him the address. The prince could marry Shamsa only if he could find the
Castle. Janshah returns to his father and consults with him (fig. 4d); the king gathers the mer-
chant, and they start looking for the Castle of the Jewels (Arabian Nights Encyclopedia 238-241) (fig.
4e).

At this point, the story shifts focus since the king of India, King Kafid, a long-time enemy of the
king of Kabul, realizes that the latter is preoccupied with his son. Thus, King Kafid decides to re-
taliate by starting a war. King Tighmus consults with his viziers (fig. 4f) and writes a letter to King
Kafid to dissuade him. Paying no attention to King Tighmus's requests, King Kafid declares war
with a coarse reply to King Tighmus's letter (fig. 4g). After a series of magical tales, King Kafid and
his troops are defeated, and Shamsa is found. King Kafid is brought as a captive to King Tighmus,
but Shamsa, blessed by finding her love, asks for his forgiveness (fig. 4h-i). The two illustrations of
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the Indo-Iranian wars depict King Kafid kneeling before Nasir al-Din Shah, with his hands tied to-
gether, begging him for forgiveness. The Iranian king holds in his hands the life of the Indian one.
The illustration shows the vast Indian territory dominated and controlled by Nasir al-Din Shah.

The exact date of these illustrations has yet to be determined. We can speculate, however, that
they were completed sometime after 1857, when Iran agreed to withdraw from Herat, releas-
ing Afghanistan from the control of the Iranian court. However, the illustrations may have been
completed before the Treaty of Paris (1857) when Iran’s influence had already diminished in
Afghanistan.” In both cases, sovereignty over Afghanistan had been crucial for Iran. The replace-
ment of the king of Kabul and his son and, within the framework of the manuscript, the king of
Khurasan (a symbol of Iran) with Nasir al-Din Shah, can be seen as referring to Iran-Afghanistan
relations and the Iranian king's desire to maintain his power on the Eastern parts of his realm.

The illustrations that present Nasir al-Din Shah as an adventurous king, reviving the discourse of
monarchy, also employ a specific structure called royal marriage. Within this framework, Nasir al-
Din Shah takes the place of both the father and the son. We see the son expanding the kingdom
by marrying a princess from another territory, emphasizing that he is a conqueror who expands
his kingdom.

Through royal marriage, the artist also introduces Nasir al-Din Shah as the king of Iran and
Afghanistan. The continuation of the monarchy throughout the marriage between Janshah and
Shamsa and Janshah's conquests enabled the painter to present Nasir al-Din Shah as the king of
Iran and Afghanistan, endorsing the idea that their union guarantees the survival of the monar-
chy. These illustrations reproduce the discourse of monarchy by deploying the narrative structure
of the true king and tropes such as the wealthy, noble and powerful monarch who ruled Iran and
Afghanistan and also governed India.

In the continuity of the aforementioned concept of royal marriage, the second story in the illus-
trations of the Adventurous King is the tale of “Taj al-Muluk and Dunya” (Nights 107-157, vol. 1,
293a-357a). Here, the main character is a princess, Dunya, and Nasir al-Din Shah replaces all the
central male figures. Besides showing the marriage between two royal families, the artist pre-
sents other essential issues, such as the male child becoming the crown prince, the expansion
of the kingdom and conquests. We also see the love-making scenes between the King and the
Princess, which recall the global conception of the royal marriage. This constitutes the King's iden-
tity, prolongs his descendant, expands his kingdom, and accentuates the nobility embodied in the
idea of his marriage with another royal family.

9. The Treaty of Paris marked the end of the hostilities of the Anglo-Persian War. According to this treaty,
Iran renounced its claim on Herat. The city joined Afghanistan in 1863, which Iran recognized as a country.
Iran also committed to only accepting t%e British Empire as a mediator in the event of a dispute with
Afghanistan. For more information about the relationship between Afghanistan and Iran in the Qajar era,
see Farmanfarmaian; Kazemzadeh; Safari.
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Figure 4: a) He is King Tighmus of Kabul who Has Summoned Fortune-Tellers to Tell his Fortune; b) The King
of Kabul Sends his Vizier to Propose to the Daughter of the King of Khorasan (Night 496, Vol. 3. fol.
134b); c) Sitting on a Chair, Janshah is Sending Slave-Soldiers to Search the Island (Night 499, Vol. 3,
fol. 138a); d) King Tighmus Offers Janshah Consolation; e) The King Gathers the Merchant Looking for
the Castle of the Jewels (Night 513, Vol. 3, fol. 148b); f) The King Summons the Viziers (Night 514, Vol.
3, fol. 150b); g) They Have Brought the Reply to King's Letter, Before His Majesty (Night 515, Vol. 3,
fol. 152a); h) King Kafid is Chained and Brought to King Tighmus (Night 527, Vol. 3, fol. 160b); i) King
Kafid is Led to Before King Tighmus in Order to be Dismissed (Night 527, Vol. 3, fol. 162a). From the
tale of “Janshah”. One Thousand and One Nights, under the supervision of Sani‘ al-Mulk, watercol-
or, 15 x 7.5 cm (approximately), Tehran, 1859. Courtesy of the Gulistan Palace Library.
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The story is about Suleyman Shah of the Green Land, a city near Isfahan, who wishes to have a
noble wife and family. The Shah's vizier advises him to marry the daughter of King Zahr Shah of
the White Land. After the wedding, the king (Nasir al-Din Shah in the illustration) resides in the
court to manage the affairs (fig. 5a). Soon after, the queen gives birth to a son named Taj al-Mu-
luk. Having seen an image of Dunya, the daughter of King Shahriman of Waq Island, the young
Taj al-Muluk falls in love with her. After a series of events, they get married. This advantageous
marriage leads to Taj al-Muluk territory’s expansion and the monarchy’s continuation. In three in-
stances, the artist substituted Nasir al-Din Shah's portraits for the main characters: Taj al-Muluk,
his father and his father-in-law. In one scene, we see Nasir al-Din Shah's portrait twice since he
represents both fathers of Taj al-Muluk and Dunya (Arabian Nights Encyclopedia 406-408) (fig. 5b).

In these illustrations, Sulayman Shah of the Green Land and King Shahriman of Waq Islands rep-
resent kingship in Iran and faraway countries or, in other words, the entire world. Taking the role
of the father, the son, and the bride’s father, Nasir al-Din Shah, called in Qajar sources as Qiblah-i
Alam (Pivot of the Universe), brings faraway territories under his rule through royal marriage.

Of the three illustrations, two incorporate the images of marriage consummation and the birth of
a child. The result of the marriage is a qualified prince who, as a successor, protects and expands
the father’s kingdom. It should be remembered that the crisis of succession plagued Nasir al-Din
Shah. The crown princes, born from a Qajar family and the official wives of Nasir al-Din Shah, were
dying one after another after being appointed as the crown prince."

Before the manuscript had been finished, three crown princes of Nasir al-Din Shah had already
died, and Muzaffar al-Din Mirza was appointed as the crown prince. Therefore, the illustrations
depicting the birth of a son or scenes of marriage consummation refer to the succession and the
ensuing continuation of monarchy within the Qajar family. Using the narrative structure of royal
marriage as the story’s foundation, the painter seemingly tries to allay Nasir al-Din Shah's con-
cern over the durability of the monarchy and expansion of the kingdom and gives him hope of
calmness and success.

Moreover, Taj al-Muluk was, in fact, the daughter of Amir Kabir and ‘Ezzat al-Dowla, Nasir al-Din
Shah's sister. Not soon after her birth, she got engaged to Muzaffar al-Din Mirza by order of the
king's mother. Although Muzaffar al-Din Mirza was not accepted seriously, since there were oth-
er sons in succession order, he was ultimately appointed Nasir al-Din Shah's successor due to his
brothers’ subsequent death. Muzaffar al-Din Mirza and Taj al-Muluk had three children by their
marriage, including Muhammad ‘Ali Mirza who became Muhammad ‘Ali Shah in 1907.

10. Sultan Mahmoud Mirza (1848-1849) from Galin Khanum, appointed as the crown prince in 1849; Mo‘ein ul-
Din Mirza (1851-1856) from Taj Al-Dola, in 1851; Amir Muhamamd Qasem Mirza (1852-1857) from Jeyran
Tafreshi, in 1856; and finally, Muzaffar al-Din Mirza (1852-1906) from Shokouh Al-Saltana in 1857 (Bamdad
53-54; 135-136; 464-467; 120-135).
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Figure 5: a) Sending a Messenger to the King (Night 108, Vol. 1, fol. 147b); b) The wedding Vow Between
Princess Dunya and Taj al-Muluk (Night, 136, Vol. 1, fol. 179a). From the tale of “Taj al-Muluk and
Dunya". One Thousand and One Nights, under the supervision of Sani‘ al-Mulk, watercolor, 15 x 7.5
cm (approximately), Tehran, 1859. Courtesy of the Gulistan Palace Library.
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Conclusion

The narrative structures observed in the illustrations prepare a suitable ground for producing
the discourse of monarchy. Each discourse is itself a micro-discourse constituting the dominant
discourse. Qajar Iran (1789-1925) was characteristically dominated by the absolute monarchy or
kingship (Saltanat), with dissenting voices hardly being heard. Accordingly, the artist(s) of One
Thousand and One Nights joined the dominant discourse by reproducing the ideas and concepts
which reflected absolute monarchy.

Presenting Nasir al-Din Shah as Qiblah-i Alam, the illustrations analysed in this article depict the
king as dominating the people from different professions and religions. The king possesses pow-
er and wealth, and his nobility, legitimacy, protection of Islam, and justice place him in a position
similar to early Islamic caliphs. Identifying Nasir al-Din Shah with Alexander the Great additional-
ly depicts the king as a conqueror who expands his kingdom. In some cases, the royal marriage
with a noble family from another territory leads to the continuation of the king's monarchy and
expansion of his kingdom, again presenting the king as a momentous conqueror through means
not limited to war. Therefore, the illustrations discussed above portray Nasir al-Din Shah as a pow-
erful king in all religious, political, economic, personal, and social terms.

The illustrations emphasize the values associated with the pillars of the monarchy and absolute
rule while marginalizing oppositional, reformist discourse. The dominant discourse of the monar-
chy was constituted by the juxtaposition of signs pivoting around the focal signifier Nasir al-Din
Shah; signs such as power, righteousness, security, wealth, the vast country, the legendary king,
the conquest and expansion of the kingdom, nobility, legitimacy, the continuation of the State,
the crown prince, territorial integrity, eternal luxurious life, royal marriage, and the guardianship
of Muslims. Within this framework, Nasir al-Din Shah is the Pivot of the Universe. The world pivots
around him focused on the institution of the royal court; the meaning system of this discourse
reproduces the traditional conception of power. The authoritative king and absolute ruler are two
elements foregrounded in the discourse of monarchy, and any other form of State and power is
deemed illegitimate or illegal.

Itis not unexpected to observe the reproduction of the discourse of monarchy by the court artists
whose lives and living depended on their cooperation with the institution of monarchy. Given
Nasir al-Din Shah's interest in One Thousand and One Nights since his childhood, not only Sani’ al-
Mulk but also other agents involved, including Hussein ‘Ali Khan Mu‘ayyir al-Mamalik (the stew-
ard or Mubashir), Soroush Isfahani (the poet), and ‘Abdul-Latif Tasouji (the translator), used the
book in order to get closer to and to please this institution, thus reproducing the validity and ar-
guments of the monarchy. Soroush'’s grandiloquent poems on the lacquered cover of the manu-
script and the last page of the printed illustrated version (1855) show his eagerness for the royal
cause. Tasouji's introduction is also full of glamorously laudatory remarks about the young king
as the focal point of monarchy, highlighting his glory, forgiveness, wisdom, greatness, sagacity,
and patronage of the arts.
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Abstract

Despite artistic engagement with photography in Iran almost immediately after the invention of
the daguerreotype in 1839, the field of Islamic art history has had difficulty accepting the mod-
ern period and the medium of photography as part of its discipline. Studies on painted Iran-
ian portraiture have often stopped before the introduction of photography, and only in more re-
cent years has photographic portraiture and its influence on painting been examined. Due to this
nascent state of the field, large gaps exist even on more traditional topics, such as the question of
royal portraiture. This article presents the first examination of photographic royal portraiture and
the visualization of kingship during the Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911). This topic,
in comparison with earlier Iranian painted royal portraiture, has received considerably less atten-
tion. Photographic portraiture, together with printed and painted examples, from the reigns of
the Qajar rulers Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896), Muzaffar al-Din Shah (. 1896-1907), Muhammad
‘Ali Shah (r. 1907-1909), and Ahmad Shah (r. 1909-1925), will be analysed in connection with social
and political developments in order to better understand the development of royal image making
during a time of political turmoil.
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Introduction

Since the beginnings of the Qajar dynasty (1789-1925), royal portraiture communicated the ruler’s
self-image to audiences near and far. Images of the ruler fulfilled different roles in the Qajar pe-
riod: they represented or even stood in for an individual; they had ceremonial functions or were
used in a display of allegiance; some connected an individual ruler to a larger dynasty, history,
or culture; other paintings of rulers referenced historical or mythical figures, sometimes merg-
ing them with the figure of the ruler; they contributed to the legitimisation of the ruler by de-
picting them as divinely ordained or religiously legitimated; and some emphasized the gender
of the ruler and the successful continuation of male lineage. Royal portraiture functioned as a
representation of authority, often underlining political and military power, and many images de-
picted power by emphasizing material richness and grandeur.' Such representations played an
important part in the larger program of the ruler’s or the court's image making, they came in a
variety of sizes and media—not just “miniature” paintings in manuscripts—had varied audiences,
and sometimes the portraiture functioned differently at home and abroad.” Perhaps the most
iconic royal depictions of the Qajar era date to the period of Fath ‘Ali Shah (r. 1797-1834), whose
life-size painted portraits emphasized his long, tapering beard and slim waist, and depicted the
ruler adorned in jewels and armed with dagger and sword, were sent to foreign courts (Diba with
Ekhtiar; Leoni; Rettig). During the reign of his grandson Muhammad Shah (r. 1834-1848), the re-
cipients of these painted gifts reciprocated by sending a technological innovation to the Persian
court that made a different type of portraiture possible: the daguerreotype camera (Schwerda,
“Iranian Photography"”; Tahmasbpour, “Photography”). The cameras sent by the British and the
Russian courts were first operated by an ambitious Frenchman named Jules Richard (1816-1891),
who photographed the young crown prince Nasir al-Din Mirza (r. 1848-1896) and his sister Tzzat
al-Dawla (1834/5-1905) on the 15t" of December 1844, in Tabriz. Sadly, the whereabouts of these
daguerreotype portraits remain unknown (Adle with Zoka; Mahdavi).’ Fourteen years later, an-
other Frenchman, Frances Carlhian (1818-1870), became Nasir al-Din’s personal photography in-
structor. Soon a darkroom with the suitable equipment for the newest photography technology,
the wet collodion process, was set up for the king, the position of court photographer was estab-
lished, and the subject of photography was introduced at Iran’s first polytechnical college, the Dar
al-Funun (Ekhtiar, “Nasir al-Din Shah”; Ringer, 67-108; Gurney and Nabavi).

1. For a bibliography on the topic, see Diba, “Images of Power".

2.1 have used the term “miniature” here to refer to its frequent use in the discussion of Persian painting in
Western scholarship. However, one should critically note that the term “miniature” is neither a literal trans-
lation of the terminology used in the contemporary written sources (e.g. nagqashi [painting], tasvir [im-
age], and timsal [representation]) nor is all of Persian painting in the “miniature” format (e.g., murals).

3. Only a written list confirming the existence of the portrait has been preserved.
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Patron, Collector, and Maker of Photographic Portraiture: Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar
(r. 1848-1896)

Based on the existing published research, if one thinks of photographic royal portraiture in mod-
ern Iran, one is led directly to Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896). The king's own sustained interest
in photography and the portraits he took of his family and surroundings (including a self-portrait
with his wives) have deservedly received wide attention (Behdad, “Royal Portrait Photography”,
Camera Orientalis; Pérez Gonzalez and Sheikh, “From the Inner Sanctum"”; Tahmasbpour, Naser-
od-din; Masoumi Badakhs). He was also a favourite subject of foreign photographers temporarily
residing in or visiting Iran, including the early salt print portraits by the European photographers
Henri de Couliboeuf de Blocqueville (active 1858-1866) and Luigi Montabone (1828-87) (Bonetti
figs. 2 and 11). On his travels outside Iran, Nasir al-Din Shah would seek out famous photogra-
phers, including Nadar, W. & D. Downey, AJ. Melhuish, Herbert Rose Barraud, Abdullah Fréres,
and Count Stanislaw Julian Ostorog (known as Walery), to repeatedly have his likeness taken (Chi
7-22).

An example of the shah's interest in being portrayed is the photograph taken by the British pho-
tographer Herbert Rose Barraud (1845-1896) on the king's third and final trip to Europe in 1889
(fig. 1). In this seated studio portrait, the ruler’s facial expression is regal and serious. Yet while
the face mirrors intense concentration, the shah must have moved one of his hands just before
the image was taken, demonstrating that even the best-planned photograph still includes an ele-
ment of chance. Photographic cards based on earlier portraits of the shah, known as cartes-de-vis-
ite or cabinet cards, depending on the size, were exchanged or given away as souvenirs or tokens
of friendship (Plunkett; McCauley). These photographic objects also became the currency of Victo-
rian celebrity culture, eagerly collected by those who did not have the good fortune of personally
knowing those depicted.

Nasir al-Din Shah actively supported Iranian and Iran-based photographers and commissioned
portraits from ‘Abdullah Mirza Qajar (1850-1909) (Zuka 98-108; Afshar) and Antoin Sevruguin
(1840s-1933) (Barjesteh van Waalwijk van Doorn and Vogelsang-Eastwood; Bohrer; Scheiwiller,
“Relocating Sevruguin”; Sheikh, “Sevruguin va tasvirsazi”; Vorderstrasse). Sevruguin’s striking por-
traits of the king, which depict him at the height of his power, received special academic and cura-
torial attention.” One reason for this was their visual attractiveness, technical skill, and variety. In
addition to more traditional portraiture, some of Sevruguin’'s photographs provide a glimpse into
what might be Nasir al-Din Shah’s day-to-day life, showing him during activities, e.g. on the hunt,
with the barber, supervising the unpacking of boxes in his museum at the Gulistan Palace, etc.’
Another reason for the popularity of Sevruguin's photographs in academic discourse was their
availability: Sevruguin’s images, produced with the wet collodion process and printed on albumen
paper, existed in multiple copies—unlike previous photographic portraits of the king which were

4. It should be mentioned that Antoin Sevru?uin was at the helm of a family studio. His brothers, children,
and wife were involved in the production of his images. While nowadays all these images are credited sole-
ly to him, many were likely produced in a team effort.

5. These photograﬁhs are situated on the border between posed and non-posed. None of them are snap-
shots. Many of them were likely not intended to be shared with the public. Even though these images are
well-known, have been written about, and reproduced countless times, their explicit context, intention,
and usage still requires more research.
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made as only a single copy (daguerreotypes or salt prints)—and travelled the world. While these
images were not affordable for the masses in Iran, copies of the photographs were purchased by
or gifted to the Iranian elites as well as foreigners, who later donated or sold the Sevruguin pho-
tographs to Western institutions, including the National Museum of Asian Art in Washington D.C.°
The photographs were also sent abroad by the court, for example to the Ottoman Empire, and
two albums of Sevruguin photographs are today preserved in the archives of the Yildiz Palace in
Istanbul (shelf marks 11/1255 and 11/1256).

At the same time as Sevruguin’s portraits of Nasir al-Din Shah were taken, Iranian painters, such
as Mirza Muhammad Ghaffari (1848-1941), known as Kamal al-Mulk, made use of photography in
their work (Ashraf with Diba; Diba, “Muhammad Ghaffari”, “Qajar Photography”; Roxburgh). Layla
Diba discusses how in Iran the appreciation of photography by painters differed from photogra-
phy’s reception in the West and how photography functioned as a shortcut to realism: “The en-
thusiastic adoption of photography by Qajar artists and intellectuals as a means of equalling the
achievements of European paintings stands in marked contrast to how photography was received
by the painting establishment in Europe. In Europe, its influence was short-lived and pictorial re-
alism was soon replaced by Impressionism, whereas in Iran ‘realism’ remained the standard to
which all artists were held until the middle of the twentieth century.” (“Qajar Photography” 92)
Additionally, printed portraits of the king and his entourage were also circulated through the first
illustrated newspapers published in Iran (Sattari).

However, Nasir al-Din Shah'’s likeness was not only circulated through print at home, he had also
become a favourite of the illustrated press during his trips to Europe, and many more or less real-
istic depictions of his activities abroad were published (Motadel). With all this material available, it
is unsurprising that the existing scholarship on the history of Iranian photography has until now
prioritised the rich photographic holdings of this period. However, it is worth the time and effort
to examine how portraiture changes and develops after the momentous period of Nasir al-Din
Shah.

6. The National Museum of Asian Art owns a large collection of glass plates and albumen prints by Sevruguin.
The collection consists of several private collections, including the Myron Bement Smith Collection (66 al-
bumen prints purchased in 1928; 98 albumen prints collected in 1934; 695 glass negatives purchased in
1951) and the Stephen Arpee Collection (one album of 99 albumen prints and a collection of 62 loose al-
bumen prints). The majority of the images has been digitized and is available online, https://asia.si.edu/
research/iran-in-photographs/antoin-sevruguin/albums/. Accessed 17 Jul. 2022.
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Figure 1: Herbert Rose Barraud, Portrait of Nasir al-Din Qajar Wearing Formal Attire, 1889, carbon print (Col-
lection of Azita Bina and EImar W. Seibel).
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The Photographic Experiments of Muzaffar al-Din Shah (r. 1896-1907)

Having waited to be crowned king for nearly half a century, Muzaffar al-Din Mirza left Tabriz, the
crown prince’s place of residence, for the capital Tehran in 1896 after his father had been assassi-
nated.” Muzaffar al-Din was infected with his father’s passion for photography early on.? The city
of Tabriz had been the perfect environment for any interest in visual technologies. It was here
that the first daguerreotypes in Iran had been taken and that the printing press had been intro-
duced to Iran. The multi-ethnic city in the north of Iran had also attracted a number of profession-
al photographers, including Antoin Sevruguin and his brothers, who had established their first
studio there. During his long years as crown prince Muzaffar al-Din had his portrait taken in dif-
ferent poses and places, with changing accessories and clothes. One portrait from around 1887
shows the crown prince in a leisurely outfit with checked trousers, standing in a relaxed manner
in front of a painted backdrop depicting a piano in a photo studio in Tabriz (fig. 2). Photographs
such as this one speak to the prince’s creativity, playfulness, and interest in experimentation, but
also to a certain nonchalance or ease that his father sometimes lacked (Tahami and Jalali; Chi
24-33).°

Another example illustrating Muzaffar al-Din Shah’s long-standing passion for photography is the
composite birthday portrait created at the very beginning of his reign (fig. 3). The collage consists
of nine different portraits depicting Muzaffar al-Din as both crown prince and monarch. The in-
scription on the photographic composite portrait explains that the portraits "were taken during
the celebrations of his happy and blessed birthdays." We have evidence for elaborate celebrations
of the birthdays of Qajar rulers from the time of Fath ‘Ali Shah onward, for whom his favourite
daughter Zia al-Saltana (1799-1873) organized the festivities (Brookshaw). Nasir al-Din Shah in-
troduced the modern tradition of photographically capturing royal birthdays and anniversaries of
rule. The composite birthday portrait presented to Muzaffar al-Din Shah in 1897 paid attention to
global photographic trends as re-photographed collages of single photographs had become ex-
tremely fashionable (Elliott 66-83).

7. Nasir al-Din Shah had been assassinated by Mirza Riza Kirmani in 1896. For a discussion of this event and
the photographs taken of the assassin after he had been captured, see Schwerda, “Death on Display”.

8. A number of photographs of the young crown prince exist, including a portrait taken by Luigi Montabone
in 1862 (see Bonetti and Prandi, fig. 15) and a French engraving depicting Nasir al-Din Shah and his son,
based on photographs by Carlhian and Couliboeuf de Blocqueville (Bonetti and Prandi, fig. 14).

9. Alireza Nabipour and Reza Sheikh have made similar observations in their examination of the photograph
albums in the Gulistan Palace: “A significant contrast can be observed between the photographic styles ad-
hered to by court photographers during the Naseri and Mozaffari eras. The two kings differed as to how
they chose to compose themselves in front of the camera. Setting aside official photographs, increased
thematic variation can be observed among photographs of the Mozaffari era. An ease to dare to experi-
ment with new ideas is evident.” (Nabipour and Sheikh 298).
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Figure 2: Unidentified photographer, Muzaffar al-Din Mirza, Tabriz, ca. 1887, unidentified photographic
process (Album Khana, Gulistan Palace). Reproduced in Tahami and Jalali 24.
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Figure 3: Mirza Ibrahim Khan, A Composite Photograph of Nine Birthday Portraits of Muzaffar al-Din Shah Qa-
jar, dated AH 1315/1897, gelatin silver print. Courtesy of Bonhams 1793 Ltd.
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The collage also demonstrated the shah's close relationship with Mirza Ibrahim Khan Sani‘ al-
Saltana (1874-1915), his court photographer in Tabriz and in Tehran, on whom he not only
conferred the title ‘akkas-bashi ([chief] photographer) but in the same year, 1897, also offered
the hand of his wife's sister, Zivar al-Sultan Tal‘at al-Saltana (dates unknown), in marriage (Gaf-
fary). The king's photographer thus became literally part of the royal family. Mirza Ibrahim Khan
(1874-1915) was the son of Mirza Ahmad Sani‘ al-Saltana (b. 1848), who had become Nasir al-Din
Shah'’s court photographer after having studied photography, engraving, and porcelain making
in Europe for seven years (Gaffary). The fourteen-year-old Mirza Ibrahim accompanied his father
to Europe, where he participated in his studies and, after his return to Iran, joined the court of the
crown prince in Tabriz. He and Muzaffar al-Din had therefore known each other for many years
when the latter became king. This familiarity, but also their mutual respect, is evident in the por-
traiture.'

In 1900, 1903, and 1905, Muzaffar al-Din Shah went on trips to Europe and took his photographer
Mirza Ibrahim with him. Unlike his father’s trips, Muzaffar al-Din’s trips were built around long
stays in spa towns like Contrexéville in France or Carlsbad in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire due
to his poor health. Despite this, he had ample time to inform himself about the newest technolog-
ical developments, including the introduction of the picture postcard and the discovery of early
cinematography. The latter was described by the shah with interest in his travel diary (Qajar 146).
This newly found interest resulted in Mirza Ibrahim training as a cameraman and film projector on
their first European trip together, while also documenting the travels photographically (Gaffary).
On the king's second trip to Europe, Mirza Ibrahim again made sure to visually document the
events and the two published travelogues of Muzaffar al-Din Shah (which are yet to be translat-
ed into English) were illustrated with these photographs (Qajar, Safarnama-ye Farangistan: Safar-i
awal; Safarnama-ye Farangistan: Duvvumin safarnama).’’ Mirza Ibrahim also found time to study
new developments in printing on that trip and purchased the necessary equipment to establish
his own printing company after his return to Iran. His interest in technological developments is
also apparent in extraordinarily large-sized portraits, which he made of Muzaffar al-Din Shah. On
one portrait, a beautifully calligraphed inscription tells us that the photograph was taken by Mirza
Ibrahim to document the celebration of Nowruz in March 1898, and an additional, much smaller
inscription, potentially in the hand of the photographer, states that he reprinted the image in the
spring of 1901 after enlarging it fourteen times."* Printing such a large image was technically so-
phisticated and it attests to the careful archiving and reusing of the photographs in the palace.
Today over one thousand photo albums and more than forty thousand photographs are kept in
the photographic archives of the Gulistan Palace, demonstrating both the Qajar passion for pho-
tography and the interest in keeping a record for future generations (Simsar; Tahami and Jalali;
Nabipour and Sheikh).

10. One example for this is a portrait of Muzaffar al-Din Shah with a globe from 1901 by Mirza Ibrahim Khan.
The portrait was sold at Bonhams in 2019, more information, including a reproduction of the image, can be
found here: https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/25434/lot/116/?category=list&length=219&page=1. Ac-
cessed 3 May 2022.

11. The second travelogue even mentions the photographer on the title page (Qajar, Duvwumin safarnama).

12. This portrait depicting Muzaffar al-Din Shah in uniform, his chest sparkling with diamonds, made in
1901, was sold by Bonhams in 2019. More information, including a transcription and translation of
the inscriptions, can be found here: https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/25434/lot/115/?catego-
ry=list&length=219&page=1. Accessed 17 July 2022.
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Figure 4: Enlarged by the court photographer Mirza Ibrahim Khan, A Large-Sized Portrait of Muzaffar al-Din
Shah Qajar, dated 1323/1905, gelatin silver print (private collection). Inscribed: Hasb al-amr-e mo-
barak-e a'la-hazrat-e homayuni ruhana fadahu dar ‘akkas-khaneh-ye mobarakeh agrandisman shod
gholam-e khanazad Ibrahim ibn sani' al-saltanah 1323, 'By the order of the blessed, His Majesty
[Muzaffar al-Din Shah], the monarch—may our soul be sacrificed for him—that was enlarged in
the Royal Photography studio,' signed: 'The servant at court, Ibrahim ibn Sani' al-Saltanah, 1323
(1905-06)".

A second even larger portrait, with the dimensions 119 x 85 cm, confirms that Mirza Ibrahim suc-
cessfully mastered the difficult technical skill necessary to enlarge photos, to which he refers in
the portrait's Persian inscription by using the French name for the process, agrandissement (fig. 4).
The monumental portrait depicts a seated Muzaffar al-Din looking straight at the viewer, dressed
in a western suit with a flower attached to his lapel and his arms resting on a cane. No diamonds
are attached to his chest, nor does his lambskin hat bear embellishments. This life-size portrait
might be similar to his progenitors’ portraits in size, yet it could not be more different. The king's
choice of clothing signifies the increased contact with Europe and the cane, which has filled the
place usually taken by swords and daggers in his forefathers' pictures, points to his failing health.
In addition to the portraits taken of the king by his court photographers, a large number of com-
mercial portraits in the shape of picture postcards had also come into circulation. These were
mainly photographs taken by European photographers and depicting the king and his entourage
during his trips to European spa towns."> Whereas Nasir al-Din Shah's likeness had been dissemi-
nated on the carte-de-visite, at the beginning of the twentieth century the postcard had begun to
take the spotlight and was reaching larger audiences (Cure).
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The stunning and somewhat melancholic portrait of Muzaffar al-Din Shah was taken at the end of
1905 (fig. 4), at the beginnings of a time of revolutionary turmoil. Less than a year later Muzaffar
al-Din Shah would sign the constitution on his deathbed and usher in a new era.

Depicting the Rise and Fall of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah (r. 1907-1909)

While a large number of photographic images exist of his grandfather Nasir al-Din Shah and his
father Muzaffar al-Din Shah, there are comparatively few images taken of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah (r.
1907-1909). The main reason for this might be his very short period of rule during a tumultuous
period in Iran’s history. Similar to the absence of images of the founder of the Qajar dynasty, Aga
Muhammad Shah (r. 1789-1797), a lack of time and resources, and a lack of concrete power, hin-
dered a concentrated form of image making during this later period. Due to this dearth of por-
traiture of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah, most publications on royal Qajar portraiture focus on the rulers
before him and spend little or no space covering his rule or that of his son Ahmad."* Yet, despite
the small number of images, it is worth examining how Muhammad ‘Ali Shah engaged with por-
traiture during his short and intense rule in a politically turbulent period (Shablovskaja).

A small number of official photographic portraits taken of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah after he had been
crowned king exist. Interestingly, the small corpus of images heavily features images related to
the shah’s coronation, which is a break with the image program of his three direct predecessors,
who did not pay much attention to memorializing this event. One example for this is the pho-
tograph of a seated Muhammad ‘Ali Shah, wearing a heavy crown, which was circulated by the
Bains News Service (fig. 5). What this and the other formal photographs of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah
have in common is that they depict a serious looking monarch who appears to be burdened by
the weight of the crown and other regalia and who unlike his predecessors does not seem to en-
joy sitting in front of the lens.

13. While postcards featuring Muzaffar al-Din are in man%/ archives and private collections, they have so
far received little attention. Three examples, showing the shah during visits to spas, from the collection
of the Institute for Iranian Contemporary Historical Studies in Tehran, can be seen here: Muzaffar al-
Din Shah taking healing waters in Belgium, http://www.iichs.ir/Upload/Image/2019/12/Orginal/
b5ffa089_73f6_45ef_b80d_c1995a8644ad.jpg; Muzaffar al-Din Shah taking a walk in the spa's park,
http://www.iichs.ir/Upload/Image/2019/12/0rginal/58b4cba3_8dee_4c28_b5b1_fb07d07e534a.jpg;  and
Muzaffar al-Din Shah gazing from his hotel window, http://www.iichs.ir/Upload/Image/2019/12/0rginal/
f99a0a5e_2037_4647_92c0_135dd7510cff.jpg. All accessed 16 July 2022.

14. This lack of material is also reflected in the lack of academic attention to the portraiture of Muhammad
‘Ali Shah and Ahmad Shah. Whereas Nasir al-Din Shah and Muzaffar al-Din Shah have their own sections
in the catalogue of the exhibition The Eye of the Shah (ed. Jennifer Chi), for example, this is not the case for
their two predecessors, who are reduced to just one image each. The exhibition catalogue Royal Persian
Paintings: The Qajar Epoch, 1785-1925 (ed. Layla S. Diba with Maryam Ekhtiar), concentrates on the period of
Nasir al-Din Shah mostly and the reigns prior to that, despite the all-encompassing title, which would have
suggested that Muhammad ‘Ali Shah’s and Ahmad Shah's reigns would also be treated in detail. These are
just two of many examples.
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Figure 5: Unidentified photographer, Muhammad Ali Shah as the New King, rephotographed, 1907, Bain
News Service (Library of Congress), https://www.loc.gov/item/2004671397/. Accessed 16 July
2022.

2023 | Manazir Journal Vol. 5 | DOI: 10.36950/manazir.2023.5.9



Manazir o o
Lm 188 Mira Xenia Schwerda

Journal

Besides this lack of charm or playfulness, the interest in novelty or modernity that was apparent
in Nasir al-Din Shah's and Muzaffar al-Din Shah's imagery is also absent here—with perhaps the
exception of a velvet jacket emblazoned with Muhammad ‘Ali Shah's image and a painted por-
trait with a photographic background now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which illustrate
some interest in visual and artistic innovation—the formal photographic portraiture of Muham-
mad ‘Ali Shah appears to be almost going backward in time aesthetically and technically.” The
photograph circulated by Bains in 1907 (fig. 5) is fully centered on the large, seated figure of the
shah and emphasizes his power through what he is wearing; the royal robe (khil'at) made from
expensive gold brocade (zaribaf) and the tall, jewel-encrusted crown (Floor). The Kayanid crown,
which features here, was the symbol of the Qajar dynasty and perhaps the best-known item of
the Iranian crown jewels (Amanat). The crown originated from the time of the first Qajar ruler,
Aga Muhammad Shah, and was possibly made to his instructions. The golden dome of the crown
was embellished with gemstones and pearls, likely captured from the Zand dynasty (1750-79).
Aga Muhammad Shah'’s successor Fath ‘Ali Shah later had a new version of the Kayanid crown
made, reusing the same jewels, and keeping the illustrious name. The king frequently wore the
crown on official occasions, and in Abbas Amanat’s words, “The dazzling king in his magnificent
attire and regalia was a reminder to neighbouring powers, including the British, the Russians,
and the French, of the political stability and continuity that had resumed in Iran.” (29) After Fath
‘Ali Shah's reign the crown was only worn at coronation and it nearly completely disappears from
royal portraiture as Muhammad Shah, Nasir al-Din Shah, and Muzaffar al-Din Shah favoured com-
paratively less ostentatious markers of royalty such as the aigrette and bazubandha (armbands).
In contrast, the portrait of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah relies heavily on the symbolism of the crown and
the robe to visualize royal authority and power. The emphasis on the Kayanid crown in the por-
traiture of Muhammad ‘Ali also suggests the possibility of a conscious link to his powerful prede-
cessor Fath ‘Ali Shah. Furthermore, the focus on crown and robe underlines the connection be-
tween political power and material wealth at a time when the royal coffers were actually empty. A
different photograph from this same series, taken in 1907 by an unidentified photographer, was
used for a North American postcard two years later, in 1909, after Muhammad ‘Ali Shah had tried
to abort political reforms and reintroduce absolute monarchy (fig. 6). For the first time since the
period of Fath ‘Ali Shah, the Kayanid crown took centre stage in royal portraiture again. It is as if
the new shah had to visually underline his right to the throne and wanted to connect his rule to
a time where the introduction of a parliament was unheard of. In these two and several similar
photographs, the focus on the oversized Kayanid crown appears to visualize royal authority and
wealth while Muhammad ‘Ali, through his wearing of the crown, seemingly paid homage to Qajar
cultural tradition. Yet, in reality, little wealth and belief in family legacy remained, and so Muham-
mad ‘Ali Shah soon pawned the imperial crown at a European bank in Tehran and, after his de-
thronement in 1909, took those crown jewels that he hadn’t pawned with him into exile (Bayat
107, fn. 32).

15. The velvet jacket, which was sold at Bonhams in 2009, was likely made for a lady of the court at the
time of the coronation, more information and a number of images of the jacket can be found here:
https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/16851/lot/168/?category=list&length=389&page=1. Accessed 17 Jul.
2022. The object at the Metropolitan Museum of Art is a painted portrait on a photographic background,
not a hand-coloured photograph, as examination by the museum’s Paper Conservation Lab has demon-
strated (oil paint on a silver gelatin print), more information can be found here: https://www.metmuse-
um.org/art/collection/search/822467. Accessed 17 July 2022.
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Figure 6: Unidentified photographer, Postcard Depicting Muhammad Ali Shah, published by F. H. Alt in 1909,
collotype postcard. Courtesy of the Collection of Kenneth X. and Joyce Robbins, Maryland.
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The first photograph of Muhammad ‘Ali as Shah, printed in the London Illustrated News in January
1907, featured the by-line Walery, referring to the photographer Count Stanislaw Julian Ignacy
Ostorog (1863-1935) (fig. 7). The photograph depicts Muhammad ‘Ali Shah seated in uniform with
his sword, three of his courtiers are behind him. The photograph lacks the elegance paired with
authority of the first portrait of Nasir al-Din Shah, who is seen focused yet full of interest (fig. 1);
the grandson and his entourage look as if being photographed is a duty, and one that makes
them slightly uncomfortable.

This is also the case for several of the other official portraits of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah. The other
portraits appear to suggest that the shah neither had the time, resources, interest, nor the natur-
al charm needed for successful royal image making.'® Indeed, he would have been hard-pressed
to find a positive audience for such images as his rule faced widespread criticism in Iran and he
was finally forced to abdicate in 1909. This dethronement was not only pursued by the Constitu-
tionalists of Tehran and Tabriz. The religious authorities in Najaf also did not hold back about their
disappointment in Muhammad ‘Ali in a telegram sent to Tehran: “The deposition of Muhammed
‘Ali Mirza, due to his great betrayal of religion, government, and nation, is obligatory by shar‘ [re-
ligious] and qanun [constitutional] law.” (Bayat 106).

Yet despite this relatively small investment in image making compared to his predecessors,
Muhammad ‘Ali Shah's image was distributed around the globe during his brief reign, mainly
through illustrated newspapers and postcards. In 1909, the Ottoman journal Resimli Kitap dis-
cussed the abdication of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah and featured two photographs of him, one with
his father and predecessor, and the other depicting him with his own son and successor (Resimli
Kitap, June 1909, 895). In the following year, the same journal only featured representations of his
predecessor Muzaffar al-Din and his successor Ahmad Shah as personifications of Iranian consti-
tutionalism. The figure of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah had already disappeared, an example of a strate-
gic erasure, which would also be performed in Qajar portraiture (Resimli Kitap, June 1910, 820).

Another interesting example that demonstrates how far his image was circulated and which ap-
pears to foreshadow the brevity of his rule is from the Chinese weekly Dongfang Zazhi (The East-
ern Miscellany) (fig. 8)."” The photograph introduces the then-newly crowned Iranian shah and
visualizes the beginning of his rule by depicting Muhammad ‘Ali in a similar uniform to that of the
previous image, with the sword at his side. As the background has been removed and the image
pasted in the middle, the new ruler appears somewhat forlorn. The caption informs us that this is
"the current king of Persia, Mi-sa." (Bosi jin wang Misa)."®

16. Two photographic prints of portraits from the same time period in the Nelson Collection, which depict a
similarly sombre Muhammad ‘Ali Shah, can be seen here. The first one also features the Kayanid crown:
https://www.thenelsoncollection.co.uk/artists/70-not-known/works/10090/, whereas the second shows
the shah in uniform, https://www.thenelsoncollection.co.uk/artists/70-not-known/works/10084/. Both ac-
cessed 17 July 2022.

17. For a discussion of images of Iran in Chinese periodicals, see Wang. Dongfang Zazhi has been digitized and
is accessible here: https://archive.org/search?query=%E6%9D%B1%E6%96%B9%E9%9B%9C%EB%AA%SC.
Accessed 3 March 2022. I would like to thank Eric Schluessel for his help in going through the journals with
me and translating the captions.

18. Mi-sa might have been adapted from Mirza, which was mistakenly understood to be the new ruler’'s name.
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Figure 7: Walery, The New Shah: Muhammad Ali Mirza, in: The Illustrated London News, 19 January 1907, p. 87
(Widener Library, Harvard University).
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On the previous page of the journal, before the reader turns the page to see Muhammad ‘Al,
another figure bears striking similarities to him: a moustachioed man dressed in a similar cere-
monial uniform, holding a sword (fig. 8). This is This is King Kojong (r. 1864-1907; emperor from
1897), who believed that in order to become a modern nation-state Korea had to engage with
Meiji Japan and the Western powers. Yet in late 1905, Japan took partial control of Korea and later
replaced Emperor Kojong with his son Sunjong, a mere figurehead, in 1907 (Park 226). The replete
visual similarities appear to almost foreshadow Muhammad ‘Ali's dethronement and replacement
with his son, which was later reported, yet not illustrated, under the title “How Regretful the De-
throned Persian King Is (Ke‘ai Boshi zhi Fei-huang)” (Wang, 371, footnote 6).

Figure 8: Unidentified photographers, Muhammad ‘Ali, the New Shah of Iran and Yi Hui, the Former Emperor
of Korea, reproduced in: Dongfang zazhi, no. 4, issue 6 (1907), 8-9. Accessi-
ble here: [https://archive.org/details/dongfangzazhi-1907.08.03/page/n8/mode/2up].
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Even though from an earlier period, the lines from this Muharram elegy appear to describe
Muhammad ‘Ali Shah's situation well, especially his later failed return from exile:"
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The horseman of Heavens is after the King with his small army
woe he’s belligerent and vengeful
Even the Pleiades and Iklil wear armour and helmet, look

consider it look at the rancour of Heaven

As we shall see below the same elegy would later be appropriated in a very different context to
refer to Muhammad ‘Ali's young son, the crown prince Ahmad Mirza, and it will provide us with a
better understanding on how to understand his imagery.

Ahmad Shah (r. 1909-1925) , the Boy King as the Ideal of the Constitutionalist Ruler

After Muhammad ‘Ali and his harem'’s departure into exile in Odessa, his young son Ahmad was
made ruler against his will. He was proclaimed shah in the presence of those who now shared
political power in Iran: The Constitutionalist politicians and mujahidin, the ulama, the remaining
Qajar grandees, and the foreign embassy officials. Azud al-Mulk Nayib al-Saltana, an elderly Qa-
jar prince, was made regent (Bayat 106, fn. 31). On the images of the new ruler his tender age
is directly apparent.”® An Iranian collaged postcard features a portrait of the young shah in the
typical ceremonial uniform, which had been worn by his predecessors, with a sword almost too
large for him and a cap embellished with an aigrette instead of the large, towering Kayanid crown
(fig. 9). In direct contrast with his father, he is depicted as the ideal of a Constitutionalist ruler.
Above the image of Ahmad Shah are two flags and an emblem adorned with the sword-wielding
sun-lion symbolising the Qajar dynasty, directly underneath the flags are florally bordered rec-
tangular fields, which are inscribed with “Souvenir of the Iranian Revolution, 1324-1327" (yadgar-
i rivulusiyuun-i Iran 1324-1327) and “Long live the Constitutional Movement of Iran” (zindabad
mashruta-yi Iran), visually and textually linking the Qajar dynasty to the new political reforms.

19. The translation is taken from Roxane Haag-Higuchi’s article on Muharram elegies, which provides the full
Boem and explains the context of the elegy (61). I would like to thank Houchang Chehabi for bringing this
ook to my attention and for kindly lending me his own copy.

20. For the painted portrait of a rosy-cheeked, young Ahmad Shah by Mir Sayi/)id Husayn Arjangi, known as
Mir Musawvir (Iran, 1910) see Fellinger with Guillaume, 127. A photograph by Sevruguin, which dePicts a
ﬁoung boy in royal uniform and of which countless copies were made at the time, has been identified as

oth a young Ahmad Shah or Malijak, Nasir al-Din Shah's favourite young companion: a digitized copy at
the Brooklyn Museum can be accessed online here: https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/ob-
jects/161206. Accessed 17 July 2022). For a rare photographic portrait, which depicts Ahmad Shah some-
what older (Chi 150).
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Figure 9: Unidentified photographer, Postcard Depicting Ahmad Shah Qajar as a Constitutionalist Monarch,
published by Murad Ibrahim Shalem, Gulistan Store, Lalezar Avenue, Tehran, ca. 1909, collotype
postcard. Courtesy of the Collection of Kenneth X. and Joyce Robbins, Maryland.
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The young shah is surrounded by miniature portraits of some of his royal predecessors in the
shape of stamps, with Muzaffar al-Din, under whose rule the constitution was introduced, taking
pride of place. The young ruler's image is captioned in French as “Constitutionalist king” (roi con-
stitutionnel), followed by a benediction in Persian, which also describes Ahmad as a Constitutional-
ist monarch: “May God protect Sultan Ahmad Mirza, Padishah of the Constitutionalist Movement
of all of the Iranian lands from any calamities” (alahazrat-i humayuni Sultan Ahmad Mirza padishah-
i mashruta-yi kul-i mamalik-i Iran saniha allah ‘an alhadathan). The postcard celebrates Ahmad Shah
as a Constitutionalist monarch and links him as the ruler to the Constitutionalist movement, mak-
ing them inseparable.

At the same time, this postcard as a celebration of political reform is also an example of the en-
gagement with and participation in novel forms of communication and thought, including new
vocabulary, concepts, such as mashruta and rivuluusiyun, and an emphasis on the importance of a
faster, wider communication through the postal service, of which this postcard and the stamps it
features is a part itself.”’ As an example of collage, embracing new forms of art and visual culture,
the postcard is more closely related to those images circulated by Muzaffar al-Din Shah than to
those by Ahmad Shah's direct predecessor, Muhammad ‘Ali. While this postcard was in circulation,
Ahmad Shah was also celebrated as a Constitutionalist monarch in new verse. The earlier Qajar
elegy, previously quoted, had been fully transformed:*

S8 oelle 55,0 )55 )0l Siz Olaaid Oloz olinigad
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Oh young King of Kings, look at the belligerent lions
consider it look at a different world
Look at a nation, completely at ease by virtue of the constitution
consider it look at a different world
Rule, the course of the world complies to your wish
submits to you King Ahmad is your name
In praiseworthiness, regard yourself the prophet’s namesake
consider it look at a different world

(Haag-Higuchi, 61)

21. On photography as a key art form engaging with these novel political and social concepts, see for example
Sheikh 2010, Helbig, Scheiwiller 2017, Pérez Gonzalez 2018, and Schwerda 2020.

22. While the poem has previously been reprinted by E.G. Browne in “Press and Poetry,” it was Eublished there
without translation. The English translation reproduced here is that of Roxane Haag-Higuchi.
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As Roxane Haag-Higuchi writes, “This early Qajar elegy was transformed into a triumphal song
about the end of the period of lesser despotism (istibdad-i saghir) and the enthronement of Ah-
mad Shah in 1909, published in Nasim-i shumal on 1 August 1909. The change of mood is obvious
in the refrain which transforms the fatalistic ‘consider it, look at the rancour of the stars’ into the
optimistic, future-oriented ‘consider it, look at a different world'.” (61). Haag-Higuchi's explanation
may guide us in understanding why images of a young and shy-looking Ahmad Shah were so
popular—there appear to be fewer images of him at a more mature age—as his young age was
linked to a new beginning and to a youthful optimism for the changing world.

At the same time, Ahmad Shah's young age and the introduction of a regent for him also em-
phasized his lack of experience and concrete power; a vacuum that was filled by the parliament
and the Constitutionalist ministers. While the previous postcard closely linked Ahmad Shah to
the Constitutionalist Movement (mashruta) primarily through captions, benedictions, and the title
padishah-i mashruta-yi Iran or roi constitutionnel, a different strategy of political symbolism is fol-
lowed by a contemporary oil painting of Ahmad Shah (fig. 10).”?

The painting by Assad-Allah al-Husayni Nagqgash-bashi, whose work was likely aided or influenced
by photographs, also depicts Ahmad Shah as a Constitutionalist monarch. However, in the portrait
the artist visualized and defined this new kind of kingship by emphasizing the sharing of power
with not only the parliament but also a much more powerful cabinet of ministers. Many earlier
painted and photographic royal portraits had solely focused on the king or, if introducing an en-
tourage, still visualized the king's special position and emphasized his power (e.g. Fath ‘Ali Shah's
ceremonial saf-i salam [greeting queue] portraits) (Diba, “Images of Power” 36-9; Diba, “From the
Miniature”).

In this painting of Ahmad Shah and his cabinet, the king, while still at the centre, has become one
amongst a group. The men that surround him and the crown prince to the left share his space,
and unlike in the earlier ceremonial group portraits from Fath ‘Ali Shah’s reign, Ahmad Shah is not
provided with an additional elevation or other manners of spatial separation. The painting draws
on traditional markers of power and kingship by depicting the men'’s robes of honour or ceremo-
nial uniforms, their jewel-encrusted medals, the black fur caps emblazoned with the sun-lion or
the royal aigrette, while adding new elements, such as the physical closeness of the cabinet to
the king, the older men'’s taller size as compared to the ruler, and the listing of all of the men's
names. Some of the medals contain miniature portraits, which again give Muzaffar al-Din Shah,
the first Constitutionalist king, an elevated position, while purposefully excluding his successor,
the tyrant Muhammad ‘Ali Shah - a novel measure of erasure or ‘cancellation’ that had not taken
place in Qajar portraiture before. The group portrait (fig. 10) and the postcard (fig. 9) also symbol-
ised links to the West and to modernity by being painted in oil or printed in the form of a collage
as a collotype, and visualised new ideas and concepts, which had been introduced to Iran, there-
by commenting on political and social change that took place during the early twentieth century.

23. This painting featured in the exhibition The Prince and the Shah: Royal Portraitsﬁrom Qajar Iran, which took
place at the Freer|Sackler in 2018 and was curated by Simon Rettig. A detailed, high-res image of the paint-
ing can be found here: https://asia.si.edu/object/S2013.4/. Accessed 1 June 2022).
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Figure 10: Assad-Allah al-Husayni Naqqgash-bashi, Ahmad Shah and His Cabinet, Iran, 1910/1915, oil on can-
vas. Courtesy of the National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of the Farough
and Jean Farman-Farmaian Family: Lehla Farman-Farmaian Dowlatshahi, Susan Farman- Farma-
ian Gharib, Valli Farman-Farmaian, and Marjan Farman-Farmaian Hosseinpour, S2013.4
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Conclusion

Lens-based royal portraiture produced in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in Iran
provides a fascinating insight into a period of intertwined social, political, technological, and artis-
tic change. In this article I have demonstrated how the political exigencies of the day, paired with
the personality of different rulers, affected both the style and technology of the imagery. Yet,
at the same time, aesthetic trends and technological developments also influenced royal image
making, or, as in the case of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah, were consciously rejected.

The large body of photographic royal portraiture demonstrates that photography was embraced
by late Qajar rulers. Both Nasir al-Din Shah and Muzaffar al-Din Shah were intrigued by the tech-
nology and had close relationships with their photographers, and in the case of Nasir al-Din Shah
even took photographs themselves. The myriad photographic portraits of Nasir al-Din Shah tak-
en in Iran and abroad provide us with information about how the shah wanted to be seen and
demonstrate his interest in the nuances of staging and posing for portraiture as well as in pho-
tography and printing culture’s technological advancements.

The illustrated European press was fascinated with the lives of the Persian shahs and we know
that Nasir al-Din Shah had European newspapers and travelogues read to him, and followed how
he was depicted abroad. The artists of the French illustrated journal L1llustration devoted three
issues to the Shah's trip to Paris in 1873 and, with artistic liberty, drew how they imagined him
in both the bath and the bedroom, demonstrating the French audience’s interest in the everyday
life of the monarch.”* As mentioned earlier, similar quotidian scenes, which are quite unusual for
royal portraiture, were later photographically documented by Sevruguin; what prompted these
photos or even if the images were meant to circulate beyond the palace is still unknown. Perhaps
they were even inspired by the detailed, yet mostly fantastical reporting of the most mundane de-
tails of the shah's travels in the French and English illustrated press. During the reign of Nasir al-
Din Shah's son, Muzaffar al-Din Shah, it had become easier and faster to reproduce photographic
images, as demonstrated by the many postcards depicting the ruler on his travels, and so a con-
trol of image circulation became even less possible.

It is recorded that Fath ‘Ali Shah contributed to the making of his own image by posing for paint-
ings and directing the artist (Ekhtiar, “From Workshop and Bazaar” 52). While we know that Nasir
al-Din Shah and Muzaffar al-Din Shah commissioned their own photographic likenesses, and
hired and communicated with photographers— in the case of the former also had the skill both
to draw and take photographic images himself—we know less about their concrete involvement
in the making of official portraiture. Furthermore, we have even less information for the last two
Qajar rulers, Muhammad ‘Ali Shah and Ahmad Shah. Relevant accounts by photographers of this
period have also not yet come to light. This is unfortunate as they would provide insight into the
artist's perspective and might change our understanding of specific developments. However, we
do know that the painter Kamal al-Mulk, who had been crucial for the development of modern
painting in Iran and had painted many likenesses of Nasir al-Din Shah, refused to paint Muham-
mad ‘Ali Shah's portrait because the artist was committed to supporting the Constitutional Revo-

24. LTllustration, no. 1586, 19 July 1873. For the discussion of a drawing by Nasir al-Din Shah, which was repro-
duced in an earlier issue of the same journal, no. 1584, 5 July 1873, see Florence Hellot-Bellier 35.
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lution.” Other artists might have shared his belief, which may contribute to explaining the small
number of portraits of Muhammad ‘Ali Shah. While this examination has demonstrated that the
rulers engaged with the arts (specifically the camera) in different ways and that the visual defi-
nition of kingship and power was modified according to the current shah, many open questions
remain: How much did the rulers of the late Qajar period engage with painters and photogra-
phers, did they participate in directing their image? Was this also the case for the young Ahmad
Shah, for example? How far was this kind of image-making centrally orchestrated? Perhaps, more
research will reveal a much more diverse corpus of images, thereby suggesting less royal influ-
ence on image making in the late Qajar period. One avenue to research this question further will
be the engagement with written primary sources, e.g. diaries, letters, and travelogues written by
the rulers, the courtiers, and the artists. Another further avenue will be to investigate caricatures
and other critical imagery, which circulated at the same time as the royal imagery.

Regrettably, the period from Muzaffar al-Din Shah to the end of the Qajar era has, so far, received
little attention from historians of art or visual culture despite the existence of ample source ma-
terial. In the past, this neglect of Qajar art as compared to earlier Iranian art was often based on
the problematic idea of decline and the inaccurate belief that the Timurid and Safavid dynasties
were allegedly being further removed from foreign and modern influences and thus as examples
of a “more purely Islamic or Persian art” more worthy of study (Gruber). During the last few years
this has finally changed as the number of exhibitions and books on Qajar art have demonstrated
(Schwerda, “The Prince and the Shah”). It is to be hoped that both the arts of the Qajar court dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and the arts and popular culture outside of
the court at this time, including the history of photography, will continue to receive more atten-
tion. As this essay has demonstrated, many fascinating questions remain open.

25. “Kamal-al-Molk was a freedom-loving artist and an ardent supporter of the Constitutional Revolution from
the very start, often making sarcastic asides aimed at those opposed to constitutional reform. In spite of
facing severe financial difficulties during this period, Kamal-al-Molk refrained from painting the portrait
of Mohammad-'Ali Shah, heedless of pressure from the courtiers and the monarch’s offer of a substantial
sum for the work.” (Ashraf with Diba, unpaginated)
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