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Abstract

Introduction: Iranian visual culture encompasses a wide range of artistic and aesthetic
elements that distinguish it from many other cultural traditions. Among these elements,
marginal decoration occupies a significant place and has played an important role
throughout the history of Iranian art. Beyond manuscript production, the concept of the
margin can also be observed in architecture, pottery, carpets, textiles, and other visual
arts; Where supplementary and peripheral elements contribute to the overall meaning
and aesthetic coherence of the work. Within the tradition of Islamic book arts, marginal
decoration developed as an essential component accompanying the main text and im-
age. Rather than functioning merely as a decorative addition, it served as a visual thresh-
old through which the viewer entered the world of the manuscript. In the production
of illuminated manuscripts, scribes, painters, and illuminators carefully organized the
page, establishing a balanced relationship between the central text and the surrounding
margins. Although marginal decoration possessed its own visual identity and decora-
tive autonomy, it remained conceptually connected to the principal content. Depending
on the manuscript and historical period, marginal decoration appeared in diverse forms,
including illumination, tash‘ir motifs, marbled patterns, vegetal ornaments, decorative
frames, grids, and linear compositions surrounding the written and pictorial text. The
concept of the margin presupposes the existence of a center. Consequently, the viewer’s
encounter with the text often begins through the visual language of the margins. The
creation and arrangement of marginal space require artistic knowledge and aesthetic
sensitivity, since the margins must complement the central composition without over-
whelming it. In this respect, marginal decoration performs several important functions:
it introduces the visual field, guides perception, establishes harmony, and invites the
viewer into the artwork. As an integral component of artistic composition, the margin
possesses its own identity, role, and meaning while simultaneously reflecting broader
cultural values and worldviews. Throughout the Ilkhanid, Timurid, and Safavid peri-
ods, marginal decoration became increasingly sophisticated and visually significant.
During the Safavid period in particular, marginal decoration gained such prominence
that it came to be regarded as a distinct artistic practice within the tradition of Iranian
manuscript arts. Artists devoted considerable attention to embellishing manuscript bor-
ders, transforming margins into spaces of artistic creativity. The framing of visual and
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textual content through margins contributed to the establishment of order, balance, and
unity within the composition and reflected the enduring human tendency to organize
and define spaces of visual attention.

Purposes & Questions: This study seeks to identify and analyse the aesthetic capaci-
ties of marginal decoration within the tradition of Iranian Islamic book arts, with par-
ticular emphasis on the Ilkhanid Tabriz, Timurid Herat, and Safavid Tabriz schools.
The central research question is: What aesthetic qualities and visual functions can be
identified through the examination of marginal decoration in the book arts of these
three major artistic schools?

Methods: In terms of purpose, this research is fundamental in nature and adopts a de-
scriptive—analytical approach based on documentary and library sources. The research
population consists of selected masterpieces associated with the Ilkhanid Tabriz, Timu-
rid Herat, and Safavid Tabriz schools. Five significant manuscripts were purposively
selected for analysis: The Demotte Shahnameh, the Baysonghori Shahnameh, Saadi’s
Bustan, the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, and the Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp. From
these manuscripts, twenty illustrations containing notable examples of marginal deco-
ration were selected and analysed.

Findings & Results: The findings demonstrate that marginal decoration is not merely
a decorative device but a meaningful aesthetic concept deeply rooted in Iranian culture,
philosophy, and worldview. Its significance extends beyond ornamentation and reflects
fundamental principles underlying Iranian artistic thought. The analysis indicates that
marginal decoration contributes to the creation of a protected visual space, emphasizes
the central subject, establishes compositional balance, and directs the viewer’s gaze
toward the interior of the pictorial field. Through these functions, the margin mediates
the relationship between the viewer and the artwork while preparing the visual expe-
rience of the main text and image. The examined examples further reveal the artists’
adherence to several recurring aesthetic principles characteristic of Iranian art, includ-
ing the aesthetic principle derived from the traditional belief in the inauspiciousness
of the square form, hierarchical organization, visual order, proportional relationships,
and the application of coherent color systems. Together, these principles create harmo-
ny between the central composition and its surrounding space. Marginal decoration
also provides a zone of visual calmness that separates and simultaneously connects the
viewer to the principal content of the manuscript. The study suggests that the aesthetic
role of marginal decoration should be understood as an active and meaningful compo-
nent of visual structure rather than a secondary or peripheral element. By functioning as
a mediator, guide, and organizer of visual experience, marginal decoration contributes
significantly to the artistic unity and cultural meaning of Iranian manuscripts. Given the
relatively limited scholarly attention devoted to this subject, the present research high-
lights an important yet underexplored dimension of Iranian visual culture and offers a
framework for further studies on the aesthetic and conceptual functions of margins in
Islamic book arts.

Keywords: Marginal decoration, Aesthetics, Book arts, Ilkhanid Tabriz School, Timu-
rid Herat School, Safavid Tabriz School.
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China (Klimkeit, 1982/2017, p. 160)
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(Firdawsi’s Shahnama: Alexander fights the Rhinoceros of
Habash, ca. 1330)

Figure 2. Alexander Fighting the Rhinoceros, Demotte
Shahnameh, Tabriz, 8th century AH. Collection: Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston (Firdawsi’s Shahnama: Alexander fights

the Rhinoceros of Habash, ca. 1330)
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Figure 3. Detail of Alexander Fighting the Rhinoceros

‘s:\AJL;A J‘J:!

1900 dalialis 3 a8 S b juiSeal a )y 0,1S3
DS S o) I 5 S iy ) 3
430.“.3‘).) &l b.A.AT_)J _}3\9.5@3 “ ._\fﬁa.u u.gu‘ B
OIS (ssemts 5 o0adS M 511 pa sadied
Gs\,i}ipb;\,’;UljrmdamJJm;L;lmm‘
(Y s350a3) 955158 sl S5 (598 92 50 0l

O cusanl g (Hls) dadila slaculils

ool aiile dais 1l Hu o g co sualiine 4S5 5oy Lan
el 5 oie Hlas o las K8 SlAL 550 CaSe aS
J:\AJ:\AAJ&C&‘JAA;“C\A;JL)BGAA_}CQJJAQ
Lasl 53 Ol dn 5 oo 13 s sl 80 S suldi] s g3
Cu.u%):s ‘g..\kl.;.o OJ‘J 4%\93 “LJJA JL?g‘ JJEZ\A‘L)
|t 58, HIS 4 T 50 ST 5 g g g0 000 S
@S pgo0 salie 5 hal (s rms Soa3 e o
G084 eokiss | cblae ol 58158 LB sl b
Jr@‘wwﬁ‘dﬂw‘ﬁ‘;‘.@‘@d‘)ﬂs
Sl bé.il:)f:\)é‘s ‘SL.}LA‘)AALKQ ‘;?J\;Si

Sl olaol (sl b sacds aieyia 8,8 ol
JJJ&J‘)SGJ\A*MCA.‘[A‘}“JQ‘::Q:GH

ol 2led o2 s eusd ASJus K Leals
slacia 51 (S Joamn aag38l e s ha LB
9 85 bt QLaSJsan 5 sum o))
JJJ;} L:s.“..i‘. J.\‘b..\)s JL;f‘ ua\,..m (:)f‘ BL LS"""%
Olsll Ko s sl 3 Sk ¥ B G5 L

(VG AYVY s ble) (ilousis oo

oS g dacdila (slagsiSaluol § Lacsu

0 b s slacadls 0 55 SesKE 5 (Ko
8,80 Lag) glhladn Hu 4SS cl J80 ol
S s sladas 5o (B0 Gy cueal oul
JMie G asase OIS elhst el LKA
iS55, 025bad) (e solic gusdenslins
e i AL ol BBl et Ha4S cudl
OO ol s 350 Jalse O (Sl suiS s S
S0 Ebatila S e 5 el 5 e B Sl
(YAY .o AYM W 0 h) (ol dndn

gy o 20850V (24 933 Cpl oo IS, sbts
(S u‘.L.uy (g8l Lolialiy (o gou 4oliali
poleal s rcalaghs diaed 5 enlogh woliald
5 (0] bl slacabls Slialy’ il s
WP SO RTINS [ VR JUVII S PR REVPVY
wala slag Sdals 5 lacas 5 lauls S5,
ot b sl QU sl OS]l sudiJalas
Jalad o) 50 1) s a5l (6,150) dpad S Jalas



g S350 8. 5 g
(Yeo .o AYAV (3 1) 6,8l LISl 5o s 50 (3.0 AAY 2l 52
Figure 4. Joseph Escaping from Zulaykha, Saadi’s Bustan,
by Behzad, Herat, 893 AH. Held in the Dar al-Kutub, Cairo
(Azhand, 2008, p. 245).
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Figure 5. Detail of Joseph Escaping from Zulaykha
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Figure 6. The Binding of Zahhak by Fereydun, Baysunghur

Shahnameh, Herat, 9th century AH. Collection: Golestan
Palace Museum Library
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Figure 7. Detail of The Binding of Zahhak by Fereydun

Joaa b glad luie yia.cdsnsl o alasia KKaa
g0 oblie ubida S olad e ila
456‘44\9§4{M|GJ)SAJ\AL|‘;:;PJ\A:1|JUTEA§E3
b go ishana B 0y 50 L shd ol s b

83 4 abadin S8 5 8,0 ol Ho aie i



d.;.mé.hﬂv' ‘x)ﬂ¢6}mLAQJcML3ALL(Q‘)A\9:SQl§)L:A‘EJm3
SO0k s ten ) geis eSS
Figure 8. The Court of Gayumars, Shah Tahmasp’s
Shahnameh, Tabriz,
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Figure 9. Detail of The Court of Gayumars
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Figure 10. Sultan Sanjar and the Old Woman, Khamsa of
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Figure 11. Detail of Sultan Sanjar and the Old Woman
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Table 1. Results of the Analysis of the Demotte Shahnameh Paintings Based on the Artwork Analysis Indicators
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Table 2. Results of the Analysis of the Paintings of Saadi’s Bustan Based on the Artwork Analysis Indicators
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Table 3. Results of the Analysis of the Baysunghur Shahnameh Paintings Based on the Artwork Analysis Indicators
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Table 4. Results of the Analysis of the Shah Tahmasp Shahnameh Paintings Based on the Artwork Analysis Indicators
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Table 5. Results of the Analysis of the Shah Tahmasp Khamsa Paintings Based on the Artwork Analysis Indicators
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