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Abstract

Introduction: The Safavid period marks a peak in Iranian visual arts, especially miniature
painting, supported by political stability and royal patronage that produced numerous illustrat-
ed Shahnameh manuscripts. Frontispiece illustrations, often double-page compositions with
refined illumination, vibrant colors, and extensive gold, served beyond decoration as state-
ments of royal authority and legitimacy. They frequently depicted battle, festivity, or mytho-
logical scenes affirming dynastic grandeur. The Qur’anic narrative of Solomon (Sulayman)
and Bilqis became a favored frontispiece subject from the mid-ninth/fifteenth century. As a
prophet-king commanding humans, jinn, animals, and winds, Solomon embodied the ideal of
combined spiritual and temporal power. The Safavid Shiraz school, rooted in Inju and Timurid
traditions, reached refinement in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. While absorb-
ing influences from Tabriz, Mashhad, and Qazvin, it retained distinctive traits: naturalism,
meticulous detail, vibrant costume, crowded compositions, ultramarine-gold palette, and a
modular grid-based structure integrated with text. Many dispersed Shiraz manuscripts remain
understudied. This article examines two anonymous frontispiece pairs of Solomon and Bilqs:
one from a Shahnameh dated 940-950 AH / 1533—-1543 CE in the David Collection, Copen-
hagen, and another from a Shahnameh dated 990-1000 AH / 1582—1592 CE in the Freer Gal-
lery of Art. These previously unexamined works illuminate the visual language, symbolism,
and inter-school dynamics of Safavid Shiraz painting.

Purposes & Questions: The principal aim is to identify shared features and distinctive differ-
ences in visual elements, symbolism, and school influences in the two frontispiece pairs. The
study examines how Shiraz artists imaginatively reinterpreted the Solomon-Bilqis narrative
through visual and symbolic means, how compositional and iconographic choices evolved
over the fifty-year interval, and how earlier traditions— Ilkhanid, Timurid, and early Safavid
styles of Tabriz and Qazvin—shaped their formal and symbolic vocabulary. Three research
questions guide the inquiry: (1) How is the artist’s imaginative interpretation of the Solomon
and Bilqis narrative manifested through visual and symbolic motifs in each pair? (2) What
commonalities and unique differences appear in visual compositions, figural types, architec-
tural settings, and treatment of supernatural beings? (3) In what ways have earlier painting
traditions influenced the stylistic, structural, and symbolic qualities of these Shiraz works?
Addressing these questions advances understanding of the Safavid Shiraz school’s identity
within Persian manuscript painting and highlights frontispiece imagery as a vehicle for the
intertwined ideals of kingship, prophecy, and divine favor.
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Methods: The research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology grounded in iconogra-
phy and supported by library investigation. Iconographic analysis decodes layered meanings
of motifs—thrones, angels, demons (div), animals, birds, architecture, and landscape—while
comparative analysis identifies formal, compositional, and symbolic correspondences and di-
vergences. Each pair is examined independently for composition, geometry (hidden frame-
works, golden-section divisions, index-square placement of principal figures), figural typolo-
gy, color symbolism, and fidelity to the Qur’anic account in Siirat al-Naml. The pairs are then
compared, and their relation to selected earlier and contemporary manuscripts (Shahnameh of
Shah Tahmasp, Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp, Shahnameh of Shah Ismail II, and Shahnameh of
Qavam) is assessed to trace influence. Sampling was purposeful: the two double-page frontis-
pieces were selected from a corpus of approximately twenty-five Solomon-Bilqs illustrations
for their shared Safavid Shiraz attribution, use of gold and silver, and status as opening pages
of Shahnameh manuscripts.

Findings and Results: Comparative analysis reveals clear contrasts illuminating continuity
and change within the Safavid Shiraz school. The David Collection frontispieces (ca. 1533—
1543 CE) project Solomon’s regal power through a resplendent throne with arabesques and
dragon heads, dense demons, rich animals and birds (hoopoe, simurgh, predator and prey at
a silver pool), elaborate architecture with star-and-cross tiled floors, and a golden sky. These
features echo Ilkhanid and Timurid conventions of lavish royal imagery. Bilqis appears veiled
and contemplative, emphasizing wisdom; demons around her suggest temptation. Silver
marks water and gold marks celestial elements. By contrast, the Freer Gallery frontispieces
(ca. 1582-1592 CE) adopt a restrained composition privileging Solomon’s spiritual authority
and the ideal of the just ruler uniting religion and governance. The outdoor setting features
spongy rocks, blue sky with swirling clouds, and paired Safavid carpets. Angels display nat-
uralistic [ranian faces, some wearing bork headgear; one dances amid musicians, introducing
Sama. Demons are fewer and distant; animals are largely omitted from Bilgis’s page. Bilqis
reclines unveiled and relaxed, aligning with Shiraz naturalism. Solomon’s calm posture, Irani-
an features, and subdued palette underscore a spiritual ideal of kingship. Both pairs use Shiraz
network composition, placing principal figures in index squares above the midline. Shared
motifs—thrones, angels with golden flames or fruit, animal-headed demons, the simurgh,
and gold-ultramarine symbolism—demonstrate iconographic continuity. Differences reflect
chronological development: the earlier works retain stronger Mongol-Timurid traits and
denser supernatural populations; the later works show greater naturalism, open space, and
integration of Safavid courtly fashion. Inter-school analysis confirms that David Collection il-
lustrations draw on dragon and rocky-landscape conventions of Aqa Mirak and Tabriz artists,
while Freer illustrations affiliate more closely with later Shiraz and Qazvin works, including
the Shahnameh of Qavam.

Keywords: Solomon, Bilqgis, Miniature, Shahnameh, Safavid Shiraz School, The David Col-
lection, The Freer Gallery
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Figure 1. Two Preview Pages from a Shahnameh, Safavid Shiraz, 940-950 AH (Sulayman og Bilqis pa troner, ca. 1540-1550)
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Figure 3. Pool and Examples of Pavement in Figure 1
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Figure 4. Depiction of Solomon in Figure 1
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Figure 2. Examples of Architectural Decorations in Figure 1

(ol IS 5 olars Slin T G aa S L 58 oIS
slagasas ok g0 so il 5 Glabl @as
@ Jagpll wlaal 518 e Ll 5 pulas
SES & 5 5u bt gl J sl cule; o
BE < éJ‘Jé <5|J|A 9 ua_LaC.\ﬁ.-A =R
ok oasa Jals w ol oo O ol F sy sas
T IRCV T PN S LS SR RN -Sy SN VAR X
a5 ulae ok 98 50 (s 98 95y s
é)dﬁdﬁ@f‘ﬁ‘)wﬁ#}&u&h&:
b iKY g0 slyea @ (S0 glesd als
ST ol o ool 5 S8 e 5 5 ol o]
SBJQLHPL:JL:JJ&O\&M‘A&S‘&!&Q&
@il 5o 4 (O) o S Wl S ._\..uTJ.a UTJ:Q
@l@ugm‘amagaﬁwjgrﬁz‘,w
C)T\);—'))JJ‘JJ‘\}?TJJ&MJ‘M&#&L@%&
6.\‘)“)‘53.8_’\4@ f's.‘:q AYa. :A:‘JAY\9§ *A.AJ: ‘ﬁ‘,S
QJ)LC ‘GALo BXT-CN (TV o AYAA 8 MLJ;J
‘Ualt.ub‘ (SALA:\ &JKL\Q.\*‘JJ ‘QE‘JJJMJ:‘
Ca.a.u‘ uTJﬁJ C_\‘JJ..:JAJLAL:?JJ :th:;—").:to‘.m‘.s.‘.w
25 Glee (B ba (YL il 5 (lasls a5
QJJB;&JS;&J%J]JLQ«@&‘JAK‘QM&HJ:
Onl o8 Sl s 4 s Lyl Sl dbla)

Rl pmm pealic Aul bl
Sobadlinslas JK5 o e 151
lialit) g sham b 3 i il
I8 (5258 IS 5 s 4o gane

PRI



0,55 ok dalilai
dals eKJ}':J,&A oSl

el 8393 53l Gl 0e O3l )
[P FEQVRITE YON PN
ale :.&5. il JBn el il o
L O el g8 5 SH G
o) qalaalll all ooy S
QAN o ) g ed o WA (e

(¥4 oo ATAA (236 51 JB 4

\Y
V0 Sl VA s jlas

V6,185 5o laskis 555 Ls s ol ual Py guas
Figure 6. Asif ibn Barkhiya, Solomon’s Vizier, in Figure 1
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Figure 7. Depiction of Gabriel in Figure 1
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Figure 8. Depiction of the Demons in Figure 1
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Table 1. Analysis of the Visual Elements and Symbolism of the Miniatures in the David Collection (Analysis by the

(Sulayman og Bilgis pé troner, ca. 1540-1550)

Authors, Based on (Sulayman og Bilqis pa troner, ca. 1540-1550)
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Figure 9. Safavid Carpet, Metropolitan Museum of Art
(Carpet with a Compartment Design, First half 16th century)
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Figure 10. Miniature 2: Two Opening Pages from an
Tllustrated Shahnameh, Safavid Shiraz, 990-1000 AH, Freer
Gallery of Art, United States (Bilgis enthroned, ca. 1580 CE.;

Sulayman og Bilgis pa troner, ca. 1540-1550)
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Figure 12. Asif ibn Barkhiya, Solomon’s Vizier, and
Examples of Men’s Headgear in Miniature 2
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Figure 11. Depiction of Bilgis in Miniature 2
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Figure 14. A Dancing Angel amid the Gathering in Miniature 2
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Figure 13. Women’s Headgear in Miniature 2

sola @M Gl Glala oo s @
G S Mlans WS e Jan ld L 1, oK
osaa ol s e Sl s Ko
Olie LLS ) sl laales oy Ho bl dlaics
O e el 1y Slac] Slosa so ool 5 saele
Ohsgoes b Gl my oull I8 Qs s
99,18 Hsaa Gulas 5 (VE s seal) « S,
iiead Hlson Jla 59 utils sew bl o 4
leslivwl o @as HUS Koo b g0 4S s o
ol ) o uls S0k a8 ) (S
conal ik (sLas ae S el oS S o sl
(2 o s @besae odl Sblss o
Fore (g slas sae ()l gieds HUI 5 Lo A 5 S
o235l 3 oudls b L e slas,IS o il
el sadesliioal 5l die 5 e U1 (S
LS‘):“\‘L..“'“JJJJ bosine daliald ) glas o
el st e Ul

Gl Soaub GKLL,8 bga oull 5 o
G OB 5 LS ol g el b0t gems
9GS b S llass OB s
OB Aase b (ol Jla o Gaseal S 5
Gle 5o ol (ol dacls (VE asead) ool
5 oidor wdly Telaw sl Wl e S Gulae
S ee el (a5 50 oS s

ol 5 S 53 533 5310 i gea) lanles 51K o
e ala Lagy T e § ga wilsads 5 geme il
Olis gean il Glasla 51 g5l 58 5 (ras5al
clins 5 oa S lad ) daal dagl ol



Figure 15. An Example of the Depiction of Demons in
Miniature 2
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Figure 16. Another Example of the Depiction of Demons in
Miniature 2
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Table 2. Analysis of the Visual Elements and Symbolism of the Miniatures in the Freer Gallery of Art (Analysis by the

(Bilgis enthroned, ca. 1580 CE.; Sulayman og Bilqis pa troner, ca. 1540-1550)

Authors, Based on (Bilqis enthroned, ca. 1580 CE.; Sulayman og Bilqis pa troner, ca. 1540-1550)
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Figure 17. Compositional Pattern in Two Illustrations from the Shahnameh Preview in the David Collection (Composition
Analysis by the Authors)
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Figure 18. Golden Ratio Pattern in Two Pages from the Shahnameh Preview in the David Collection
(Composition Analysis by the Authors)
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Figure 19. Compositional Pattern of the Miniatures in the Shahnameh Preview at the Freer Gallery
(Composition Analysis by the Authors)
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Figure 20. Golden-Ratio Division Pattern in Two Preview Pages of the Shahnameh in the Freer Gallery of Art
(Composition Analysis by the Authors)
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Table 3. Comparative Analysis of the Visual Elements in the Solomon Miniatures of the
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Table 4. Comparative Analysis of the Visual Elements in the Bilqgis Miniatures of the
David Collection and the Freer Gallery of Art
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Table 5. Summary of the Comparative Analysis of Solomon and Bilqis Miniatures from the David Collection and the

Freer Gallery of Art, Attributed to the Safavid Shiraz School
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Table 6. Examination of the Influence of Earlier Schools on the Miniatures in the David Collection
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Table 7. Examination of the Influence of Earlier Schools on the Miniatures in the Freer Gallery of Art
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