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Abstract

Introduction: In the history of Iranian painting, illustrated copies of the Shahnameh
have consistently attracted the attention of artists and royal patrons. Following the
flourishing tradition of manuscript illustration during the Safavid period and the tran-
sitional Afshar and Zand periods, the Qajar school is one of the major schools of Ira-
nian painting that emerged at a significant historical moment, coinciding with broader
cultural transformations and increasing contact with Europe. The Qajar period began
with the coronation of Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar in 1795 AD and ended with the
fall of the dynasty in 1925 AD after the reign of seven rulers. In contrast to artistic
restrictions in many Islamic regions, painting and manuscript illustration continued to
develop during this period. The influence of European landscape painting and changing
visual attitudes contributed to the emergence of a distinctive pictorial culture in Qajar
Iran. Although artistic production varied across the period, the reign of Fath Ali Shah
Qajar is often regarded as a particularly productive phase. During this time, numer-
ous Persian manuscripts were produced and illustrated. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, as one
of the most important literary and historical works of Persian culture, was frequently
copied and illustrated. Under the patronage of Fath Ali Shah and Mohammad Shah,
manuscript illustration—particularly Shahnameh painting—experienced renewed de-
velopment. Shahnameh painting involves the visual representation of the stories, char-
acters, and major events of the Shahnameh through painting, illumination, geometric
and arabesque designs, the application of gold, and other decorative techniques. As
a visual medium, it has played an important role in preserving and transmitting the
narratives and concepts of the Shahnameh across generations. A copy of Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh, written and illustrated in the thirteenth century AH, is currently preserved
in the Manuscript Museum of the Central Library of the University of Isfahan under
accession number 12453. The manuscript was probably produced during the final years
of the reign of Naser al-Din Shah Qajar and the early years of the reign of Mozaffar
al-Din Shah Qajar.

Purposes & Questions: The aim of this research is to introduce and examine a pre-
viously unstudied illustrated copy of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and to analyze its visual
and formal characteristics in relation to Qajar painting and book arts. This manuscript
consists of two volumes, 613 folios in Nastaliq script and sixteen illustrations executed
in watercolor. It was owned by Mohammad Baqir bin Mohammad Taqi Aqanajafi Isfa-
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hani, known by the pen name “Olfat,” and is therefore referred to as the Shahnameh of
Olfat. The manuscript was copied by Musa al-Musawi in a traditional four-column lay-
out. Based on direct examination of the manuscript and relevant documentary sourc-
es, this study seeks to identify its codicological and visual features. Accordingly, the
research addresses the following questions: 1) What are the identifying components of
the Shahnameh of Olfat manuscript? and 2) What are its distinctive visual and formal
characteristics in the illustrated scenes?

Methods: This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach. Data were collected
through library and field research based on direct access to the manuscript. The study
focuses on the identification and analysis of the manuscript’s visual structure, pictorial
features, and stylistic characteristics.

Findings & Results: The findings indicate that the manuscript contains both cal-
ligraphic text and pictorial illustrations. The text is written on ochre-colored paper,
while the illustrated folios are executed in watercolor. The paintings display a relatively
simple and direct visual language, with limited attention to fine detail. Although the
identity of the painter remains unknown, the execution of certain visual elements sug-
gests that the illustrations are likely the work of one painter. The compositions are gen-
erally organized into three spatial levels: foreground, middle ground, and background.
The backgrounds typically consist of blue skies with white and gold cloud formations,
while the main narrative unfolds in the central pictorial space. Landscape elements,
architectural forms, and ornamental details are rendered in a simplified manner. The
palette is limited, dominated by blue and orange tones, and the works are characterized
by broad color fields, high horizon lines, and schematic figural representation. Overall,
the illustrations rely on simplified visual interpretations of epic themes and show only
partial adherence to the narrative details of the Shahnameh text.

Keywords: Iranian painting, Qajar period, manuscript illustration, Shahnameh of Fer-
dowsi, Shahnameh of Olfat.
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Figurel. The front cover of the Shahnameh-ye Olfat
belonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 2. Four-column Nasta’liq script, Shahnameh-ye

Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of

Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 4. An example of folio numbering using the
rakabeh (catchword) method in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat
belonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 3. Mention of the name of Imam Ali (AS) in the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of
the University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 7. An example of alphabetical
indexing for miniature painting titles in
the Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to
the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 6. An example of miniature
painting titles in the Shahnameh-
ye Olfat belonging to the Central

Library of the University of Isfahan

(Photographed by the authors).

Figure 5. An example of marginal
marking/notations in the illustrated folios

of the Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to
the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors)
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Figure 9. The opening page of the second volume of the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of
the University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 8. The opening page of the first volume of the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of
the University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 11. Preliminary sketches of seated figures for the
illustration “Bahram Chubineh and Hormoz Consulting,” from
the Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the
University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 10. The closing page of the first volume of the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of
the University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Table 1. Titles and images of the scenes in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of ISR REIRARTY
Isfahan (Photography and classification by the authors).
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Figure 12. Preliminary sketches of figures for the illustration
“Shiruyeh Ascending the Throne,” from the Shahnameh-ye
Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 15. Depiction of a tree in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat
belonging to the Central Library of the University of Isfahan
(Photographed by the authors).
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Figures 18 & 19. Depiction of clouds and sky in the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the
University of Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figures 13 & 14. Vegetation (plant life) in the Shahnameh-ye
Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figures 16 & 17. Depiction of mountains in the Shahnameh-
ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 21. Depiction of a woman in the miniature titled
“Khosrow goes hunting and Shirin sees Khosrow from the
palace” in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat (Central Library of the
University of Isfahan) (Photographed by the authors).
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Figure 20. Decorative details of the king’s garment in the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat (Central Library of the University of
Isfahan) (Photographed by the authors)
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Figure 22. Depiction of a woman in the miniature
titled “Sa’d bringing the throne and crown to Imam Ali
(PBUH)” in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the
Central Library of the University of Isfahan
(Photographed by the authors)
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Figure 24. The Simurgh in the miniature titled “Sam

abandons his son, Zal, on Mount Alborz” in the Shahnameh-

ye Olfatbelonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors)
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Figure 23. Depiction of a horse in the Shahnameh-ye Olfat
belonging to the Central Library of the University of Isfahan
(Photographed by the authors)
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Figure 25. The Simurgh in the miniature titled “Sam
abandons his son, Zal, on Mount Alborz” in the Shahnameh-
ye Olfatbelonging to the Central Library of the University of
Isfahan (Photographed by the authors)
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Table 2. Visual analysis of surface extent and the relationships among elements in the illustrated scenes of the
Shahnameh-ye Olfat belonging to the Central Library of the University of Isfahan (Analysis by the authors).
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