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The Evolution of the Unicorn Motif of the in the Shahnamg IN@Strations (14"-16"" Centuries)

Safora Fazlellahi, PHD student, Islamic Arts Department,'Fac of Art and Architecture, Kashan University,
Kashan, Iran (corresponding Author)

Dr Mohamad-Reza Ghiasian, Associate Professor, ic Arts Department, Faculty of Art and Architecture,

Kashan University, Kashan, Iran \ g
|
|

The unicorn has been gpe @ffthe cdMmon animal motifs in Persian arts of the book. Unicorn imagery is
not exclusive to Islamic
civilizations across the Egst and the West. While the western world's familiarity with unicorns is due to
descriptions found igthe OI@ Testament, early Christianity, and Celtic and Scandinavian myths, Muslim
writers and Iranial tgrsMave a more realistic understanding of the animal. This is because they are
aware of the pre

escriptions of this animal can be found in the Shahnama, where the heroes like Gushtasp,
Iskandar, Isfandiyar and Bahram fight against the karg or rhinoceros. Karg in Pahlavi is a word borrowed
from Sanskrit literature and means unicorn. Although in Shahnama the karg is classified as a rhinoceros,
usually the painters have depicted different horned animals such as wolf, lion, gazelle or the Chinese
Qilin. In this article, the author analyzes the description of the Karg in the Shahnameh and compares it
with other Islamic sources. The article examines the evolution of this animal motif in the illustrations of
the Shahnamehs from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries and aims to change the role of the unicorn
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from an imaginary animal to a realistic one. Some pictures of unicorns represent a fictional animal, while
others are closer to the zoological features of the rhinoceros in the real world. To make the discussion of
the evolution of the unicorn motif more engaging and understandable, it may be helpful to add concrete
examples or images, as well as provide a brief introduction or background information on the Shahnama
and its significance in Persian literature and art. The main focus of this article is to investigate how the
depictions of unicorns or rhinoceroses changed over time in the illustrations of Shahnameh books from
the llkhanid to the Safavid era. The article explores three questions related to the motif of the uniégrn in
Shahnameh illustrations from the 14th to the 17th centuries. Firstly, it investigates the formation of the
unicorn motif during this period. Secondly, it examines the connection between the unicorn motif in
Shahnameh paintings and Qilin or Chinese rhinoceros. Finally, it looks into why the painters ofabat
scenes with rhinoceros have not accurately depicted the animal, contrary to accurate and zoological

the field of Iranian painting history and literature and uses library resources
paintings. This study collects eighteen images from Shahnameh that dep
images of the unicorn, some of which are imaginary, while others have a myore rgalistic understanding of
the rhinoceros. For instance, images of the unicorn from around 950 H/15 are closer to the realistic
image of the rhinoceros. However, imaginary images of the unicorn are still depicted in these years,
which can be attributed to painters imitating available models. Thg div@rsity in the unicorn motif can be
attributed to the influence of Chinese pictorial traditions, which make thé®motif of the unicorn similar to
Qilin in some Shahnamehs. Additionally, vague and someti ntradictory descriptions of the
rhinoceros in Islamic texts and Persian literature have rgadg,it difficult for artists to have a comprehensive
and documented understanding of the animal, leading to imagmative depictions. Finally, some writers of
Shahnameh who read and wrote the word "Karg" as "wolf" fa@ve contributed to the development of an
imaginary idea of the unicorn motif.

Keywords: Shahnama, Animal mown'%w.iz noceros, Qilin.
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