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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the circulation of art objects created in Safavid and 

twentieth-century Iran and examines them in the context of a complex and 

multilayered notion of identity. The network of cultural communications of these 

objects suggests a more multicultural and heterogeneous understanding of Iranian art 

and culture in both Safavid and twentieth-century Iran. This dissertation avoids the 

binary distinction between West and East. Instead, I examine objects' material and 

conceptual fungibility and mutability as essential factors that inseparably intertwine 

different geographies, cultures, and historical frameworks. Thus, an object's 

movement reveals cultural and political aspects that are not conceivable through 

studies that only focus on the product in its original cultural context. In this 

dissertation, I investigate art objects as communicative materials that bridge notions of 

"self" and "other" in Iranian multicultural society. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In his description of Shah Abbas I's reception of gifts from the Mughal and 

Russian ambassadors in 1618, Italian traveler Pietro Della Valle (1586–1652), who 

attended the event, wrote: 

The gift of the Indian came first: and they were twenty-nine camels, 

loaded with bags, filled with, I do not know what; but I imagine with 

draperies or fine linens, works of India. A large and beautiful pavilion, 

carried by many, in many pieces with its golden beams. I do not know 

how many swords and other jeweled weapons. More than a hundred, 

like basins, filled with turbans, of the kind worn in Persia, like 

everyone in India does: and in each basin, there were five or six of 

them. These, which I call basins, are not basins of any metal; but 

certain things wide and round like our basins, made of painted wood 

and illustrated, like they use in Persia, to send gifts, from whatever 

great person. A large animal tusk, carried by two men; and it must have 

been, either of an elephant or of a fish; both the one and the other are 

prized here, to make knife handles and other weapons. There were still 

other trifles, which I did not see so well.1 

As a diplomat who had visited several unveiling ceremonies, Della Valle's 

description is evidence of the vast circulation of luxurious objects among courts in the 

 
1 This translation from Italian is by Dr. Sarah Cantor, Lecturer and Italian Language Foundations 

Director, Department of Classical & Modern Languages & Literatures at Texas Tech University. The 

Italian text is also included: Venne prima il presente dell’ Indiano; e furono, Ventinove cameli, carichi 

di sacchi, pieni, non sò di che; ma m’imagino, di drappi, ò telami fini, lavori d’India. Un padiglione 

grande, e bello, portato da molti, in molti pezzi, con le sue haste dorate. Non sò quante spade, e altre 

armi gioiellate. Più di cento, come bacili, pieni di turbanti, di quelli, che si usa di portare in Persia, che 

tutti in India si fanno; & in ogni bacile, ve ne erano cinque, ò sei. Questi, che dico bacili, non son bacili 

di alcun metallo; ma certe cose spase, e rotonde, come i nostri bacili, fatte di legno dipinto, e miniato, 

che si vsano in Persia, per mandar presenti, fin da qualsivoglia gran persona. Un dente grand di animale, 

portato da due huomini; e doveva essere, ò di Elefante, ò di pesce; che l’uno e l’altro si stima quì, per 

farne manichi di coltelli, e di altre armi. Altre bagatelle vi erano ancora, che io non vidi così bene. 

Pietro Della Valle, Viaggi di Pietro della Valle il Pellegrino ... descritti da lui medesimo in ... lettere 

familiari ... Divisi in tre parti, cioè La Turchia, La Persia, e l'India, vol. 4 (Rome, 1650 -1663), 450. 
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early modern period. Many of these ceremonies have been well recorded by historians, 

diplomats, and travelers as Safavid shahs often invited ambassadors from both rival 

and allied courts to such events.2 Yet, there took place a circulation of objects on a 

much larger geographical scale and of a greater volume outside courts, which has 

mostly been out of historians' sight.  

Whether produced in royal workshops or bazaars or circulated as gifts, booty, 

or merchandise, objects adopted new meanings in new cultural and geographical 

environments. They resultingly functioned and were interpreted differently from their 

original culture. Tracing the transfer of an object among courts or bazaars thus 

facilitates understanding the meanings attached to it. An example of such changes in 

meaning is the uncommon movement of a pair of Safavid carpets, known as the 

Emperor's Carpets, in the late seventeenth century. These sixteenth-century carpets 

arrived in the Habsburg Royal House a century later through the mediation of the 

Russian Tsar, Peter the Great (r. 1682–1725).3 Indeed, the object was received and 

perceived differently than if it had arrived directly from the Safavid court. The 

mediation of Russians turned the gift into a document of trilateral cooperation between 

Iran, Russia, and Austria, against their common enemy, the Ottomans. 

This study explores art objects created in and after the Safavid period and 

circulated up to the twentieth century in networks of cultural interaction. Studying "the 

 
2 Notably, the public display of diplomatic gifts was a strategy to demonstrate the extent of a ruler’s 

power and his political influence. 
3 Sheila Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, edited by Maryam Ekhtiar (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

2011), 259. 
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social life of objects" 4 and their internal and cross-cultural mutability and movement 

enriches our interpretation of the works of art, their stylistic development, and their 

regional iconographic and visual nuances. Thus, by relying on this notion that objects 

are produced to move, we can write a different kind of art history, focusing on routes 

rather than roots, and not only examining works of art in a frozen time.  

To avoid decontextualizing objects, I examine the mobility and mutability of 

objects as central factors. The trajectories that an object takes in its social life change 

and transform the meaning and perception of that object.  The works in this study are 

located within the network of global interactions and the multicultural context of 

seventeenth to early-twentieth-century Iran. While Safavid multiculturalism was 

familiar to travelers and historians in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with 

individuals such as Della Valle, who wrote that even in his own household (in 

Isfahan), ten different languages were spoken, including Italian, French, Latin, Greek, 

Spanish, Turkish, and Arabic, this richer history has tended to be obscured by 

attention to the Iranian “nation” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.5 Such a 

multicultural environment expedited cross-cultural and cross-media interactions 

among artists and artisans. In the twentieth century, international factors were 

influential in the formation of calligraphic painting and the revival of Safavid art, 

despite attention to Iran as a nation. 

 
4 I borrowed this idea from Arjun Appadurai, who argues that things like humans have social life. See 

Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 3. 
5 Pietro Della Valle, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, Translated by Shoae al-din Shafa (Tehran: 

Elmi Farhangi, 1992), 456. 
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This study locates the material and conceptual status of objects in their cultural 

and physical mobilities. Many objects in this study traveled with no or limited 

metadata6 in uncontrolled and nonpredetermined itineraries. Forgeries and the illegal 

transmission of objects have always hindered the determination of routes, 

provenances, and even the original culture of an object. Methodologically, this 

dissertation relies on various approaches from object biography to prosopographical 

examinations of collections of objects that lack metadata and have unknown roots and 

routes.7 Also, to achieve the most precise results, I use stylistic and iconographic art-

historical methods, particularly for locating the real identity of unknown artists, such 

as Turabi Beg Khurasani, and to examine the impact of Safavid art on contemporary 

calligraphic painting. 

The issue of provenance and cross-cultural movement of objects, particularly in 

the early modern period, have become important topics of study among art historians. 

Among the new generation of historians of Islamic art, Sinem Casale has published on 

the notion of gift exchange between the Ottoman and Safavid courts. Particularly in 

her doctoral dissertation Gifts in Motion: Ottoman Safavid Cultural Exchange,1501-

 
6 Metadata, commonly “data about data,” is often used in digital fields, but it is not limited to and 

cyberspaces. For example, a recorded data on a paper about an object is also defined as metadata. See 

Miguel-angel Sicilia, Handbook of Metadata, Semantics, and Ontologies (Singapore: World Scientific 

Publishing Company, 2013), 2. In museum studies, metadata refers to information that defines and 

describes a work or collection. Katherine Burton Jones and Paul F. Marty, eds., Museum Informatics: 

People, Information, and Technology in Museums (New York: Routledge, 2012), 107. 
7 Prosopographical methodology becomes necessary for the objects with unclear provenances. For 

instance, it is mostly applicable to a group of sixteenth-century brass copies of the Ming dragon-

handled porcelain jugs. There are many dragon-handled jugs surviving from the late Timurid and early 

Safavid Periods. However, a sizeable gap exists in records of provenance, patronage, and circulation. 

While a few of these objects bear scripts indicating royal patronage, the origin of many is unclear. 

Additionally, the movement pattern of a large group of these jugs contradicts the idea that they were 

produced in royal workshops. 
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1618 (2012)8 and the article "Iconography of the Gift: Diplomacy and Imperial Self-

Fashioning at the Ottoman Court" (2018),9 Sinem extensively discusses the cultural 

relationship between the two courts. Sinem's works perceptively illustrate the political 

and cultural atmosphere of the sixteenth-century Ottoman court. Yet, the term “gift 

exchange” does not really apply in her context, as she mostly examines the one-way 

movement of objects from the Safavid to the Ottoman courts. While Sinem's emphasis 

on the political sovereignty of the Ottomans in this often one-way transportation 

cannot be denied, it can easily overshadow the cultural, linguistic, and historical 

complexities, which were often independent of political factors. My study, in contrast, 

does not focus solely on court objects but also explores the "bazaar objects."10 

In recent years, there has been significant scholarship studying objects in their 

mutability and mobility. Objects in Motion in the Early Modern World (2016), a 

special issue of the journal Art History edited by Meredith Martin and Daniela 

Bleichmar, included thirteen articles by art historians from different areas of 

expertise.11 Objects discussed in this volume are carefully chosen based on their global 

movement in the early modern period. The most relevant part of this work to my 

research is the introduction by the editors, in which they explain how objects are 

transformed, interpreted, and sometimes resisted in their different forms of mobility. 

 
8 Sinem Arcak, “Gifts in Motion: Ottoman Safavid Cultural Exchange,1501-1618,” PhD diss., 

(University of Minnesota, 2012). 
9 Sinem Arcak Casale, “Iconography of the Gift: Diplomacy and Imperial Self-Fashioning at the 

Ottoman Court,” in The Art Bulletin, vol. 100 (March 2018). 
10 In this dissertation, objects created outside of the royal workshops is called bazaar objects. 
11 Meredith Martin and Daniela Bleichmar, Objects in Motion in the Early Modern World 

(Chichester: Wiley, 2016),  
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In the early modern period, artists and artisans materially and conceptually gestured to 

the movement of objects in their artistic creations. As a result, they often used visual 

elements and iconographies or modified their materials to meet the tastes of their 

international audiences. Indeed, what makes the study of object circulation captivating 

is that objects are active in their mobility. The meaning and even materiality of an 

object become uncontrollable and unpredictable when an object is in motion.  

Besides art historians, scholars from various fields have explored the 

circulation of objects in different historical settings. For instance, scholars such as 

Arjun Appadurai and Igor Kopytoff in The Social Life of Things have questioned the 

definition of objects as commodities, which vary in use and exchange value as they 

circulate in the close system of the economy.12 Appadurai's work connected 

anthropology to the social sciences, economics, and history. He suggests that objects 

have a social life and need to be explored as mobile cultural products, in which their 

mobility across cultures determines their economic and socio-political values.13 

Kopytoff also examines the way objects move in and out of value as they circulate 

through different contexts.14 Appadurai and Kopytoff's multidisciplinary theories are 

pertinent to my investigation of object circulation in the early modern period, 

particularly as many objects discussed in my study were produced in the bazaar and 

vacillate between gift and commodity. 

 
12 Igor Kopytoff, “The cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life 

of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, edited by Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013), 64. 
13 Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 57. 
14 Igor Kopytoff, “The cultural Biography of Things,” 64-90. 
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Although many sumptuous art objects that survived from the Safavid period 

were created in royal workshops, bazaar objects, such as blue and white ceramics, 

comprised a notable volume of Safavid products that circulated globally. Safavid 

ceramics have been comprehensively discussed by scholars. Among them is Liza 

Golombek's study of Safavid ceramics Persian Pottery in the First Global Age: The 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (2014). This book, based on the author's library 

research and fieldwork, explains stylistic, technical, and iconographic characteristics 

of Safavid products in different regions, particularly blue and white ceramics. In 

Persia and China (2002), more specifically focused on blue and white ceramics, 

Yolande Crowe chronologically classified Safavid blue and white ceramics (in the 

Victoria and Albert Museum) based on their functions, forms, techniques, and 

decorations. Both Golombek's and Crowe's works are significant studies in Safavid 

ceramics, and I have benefited from their stylistic classifications in my research. Yet, 

what makes my study different is that I explore Persian blue and white ceramics in 

their global movements. 

The objects in this dissertation vary from portable artifacts to visual art, mainly 

painting and calligraphy. There are many academic publications on Safavid illustrated 

manuscripts and single-page works. But without referring to the works of David 

Roxburgh and Sheila Canby, any research on Safavid art would be incomplete. The 

Persian Album, 1400-1600: From Dispersal to Collection (2004) by Roxbourgh, and 

Canby's The Rebelious Reformer (1996) are two notable sources on Safavid albums 

and single-page works. Roxburgh, in his study of early modern Persian albums, 
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addresses many complex issues sorrounding dating, origin, and style. Although my 

research is not about albums, Roxburgh's methodology has helped me analyze 

dispersed folios from unknown albums. Canby, on the other hand, in The Rebellious 

Reformer, deals with a single artist, Reza Abbasi, one of the prominent Safavid artists. 

In this book, Canby stylistically and chronologically analyzed almost all works 

attributed to Reza Abbasi. The second chapter of this dissertation explores Reza 

Abbasi's works for non-court patrons, mainly his portraits of young boys, albeit in a 

different context from Canby's study. 

Besides histories of Islamic art, contemporary and early modern histories of the 

Safavid period comprise a significant part of my sources. A recently published work, 

The Safavid World (2021), edited by Rudi Matthee, includes thirty chapters 

investigating various aspects of the empire, from its formation as a Sufi order in the 

fourteenth century to its end in the early eighteenth century. Mathee’s global approach 

to Safavid society and religion has been influential for my study. For example, I have 

found Mathee’s argument of the relationship between the Qizilbashes and the 

Bedreddinis (a Sufi branch in Bosnia, as most likely behind the circulation of the 

Safavid manuscripts in the Balkans convincing.15  

General historical texts, written in the Safavid period, have a central 

importance to this study due to their presentation of first-hand content. I categorize 

these sources into two groups: those which engage with the history of the Safavid 

Empire in general, and the regional histories that examine limited geography (a city or 

 
15 Rudi Matthee, ed., The Safavid World (New York: Routledge, 2021), 42. 
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province). Among the first group are Alsan ut-Tawārīkh (احسن التواریخ), written by 

Hassan Rumlu in 1577, which includes the history of Safavids from Shah Ismail I to 

Shah Ismail II (1487-1577); Noqawat al-Āthār Fī Dhekr al-Akhyār (  نقاوۃ االثار فی ذکر

 by Afoushteh Natanzi in 1598, which covers the Safavid history from the last ,(االخیار

year of Shah Tahmasp's reign (d. 1576) to the first ten years of Shah Abbas I's reign 

(1588-1629); and finally, Dastūr-i Shahryārān (دستور شهریاران), by Muhammad 

Ibrahim Nasiri in 1698, which focuses on the reign of the last Safavid ruler, Shah 

Sultan Hussein (1668-1722). Among the second group, Jami’-i Mufīdī (جامع مفیدی) on 

the history of the City Yazd during the Safavid era and Tārīkh-i Guilan (تاریخ گیالن) are 

significant sources that often discuss local guilds, artists, and artisans. 

More than their Iranian colleagues, Western diplomats and historians showed 

interest in luxury products. One of the most comprehensive travelogues is a ten-

volume travelogue Travels in Persia, which recorded the visits of Jean-Baptiste 

Chardin (1643-1713) to Iran between 1666 and 1677. Another notable source is 

Travels by Pietro Della Valle (Viaggi di Pietro Della Valle) by Della Valle, who was 

in Iran from 1617 until 1623. Finally, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier's book on his voyages 

to Iran (started in 1632 and ended in 1668), The Six Voyages of John Baptista 

Tavernier (first published in 1676) pictures the courts of three Safavid Shahs: Safi, 

Abbas II, and Suleiman. Chardin and Tavernier were both gem merchants, and on 

many occasions, they gave detailed descriptions of exquisite objects. 

Even though Western representatives had first-hand experiences of Safavid 

Iran, their perceptions were limited. European representatives spent most of their time 
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in the court and the houses of the nobility. Thus, due to this skewed perspective, and 

their inherent prejudices (effortlessly visible in their chronicles) and limited contact 

with society, Europeans were often unable to comprehend the depth and complexity of 

Iranian culture. For example, Della Valle's only advisor in the search for astronomical 

texts was the court astrologist, Mullah Jalal. Unable to get valuable resources, he 

argued that scientific sources were very rare in Iran.16 But during the years that Della 

Valle was in Isfahan, several polymaths, such as Mīr Dāmād (d. 1632), lived in the 

city, possibly only a few miles away from his house. 

The circulation of objects was rarely recorded in general histories and 

travelogues. Yet, documents such as letters, testaments, marriage documents, decrees, 

and governmental orders allow the tracking of the legal and illegal movement of 

luxury objects. For example, a report by the Tehran Police Department from 1914 

about a robbery of the royal library (Figs. 1-1 and 1-2) disclosed the names of several 

dealers involved in the illegal transmission of illustrated manuscripts to the West. This 

report untangles many uncertainties about the illegal circulation of Safavid 

manuscripts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 In the late Qajar period (1789-1925), numerous copies of Safavid art were 

produced for Western clients. These works blur the boundaries between fake and 

original, and make a new understanding of forgery necessary. I follow contemporary 

studies that go beyond the modern definition of forgeries as non-original products and 

address copies in their social, cultural, and historical contexts. A more global 

 
16 Della Valle, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, 98. 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

11 

understanding of forgery is also, sensitive to the difference in understanding of forged 

objects in Western and non-Western cultures. This dissertation relies on two academic 

publications that specifically examined the issue of forgery in the nineteenth century: 

Manufacturing a Past for the Present: Forgery and Authenticity in Medievalist Texts 

and Objects in Nineteenth-Century Europe (2015), an special issue edited by Gábor 

Klaniczay and János M. Bak and The Deceivers: Art Forgery and Identity in the 

Nineteenth Century (2006) by Aviva Briefel. 

 Finally, the last group of resources are about calligraphic painting, as a genre 

that emerged in the mid-twentieth century. compared to Safavid art, published 

scholarship on contemporary Iranian art is relatively limited, though in the last 

decades, it has received more attention from scholars. Many works, such as 

Contemporary Iranian Art: From the Street to the Studio (2014) aimed to connect art 

and politics in Iranian post-revolutionary art. A deeper approach to writings on Iranian 

art has emerged, in which scholars have become more interested in social and cultural 

complexities, in works of art. Freshteh Daftari, Ruyin Pakbaz, Hamid Keshmirshekan, 

and Abbas Daneshvari have all discussed many socio-political and cultural aspects of 

contemporary Iranian art. Regarding calligraphic painting there are at least two 

distinct approaches, which are conspicuous in the works of Pakbaz and 

Keshmirshekan. Pakbaz, in his Encyclopedia of Art (2002), implicitly categorized 

calligraphic painting within the larger field of painting and traced its roots in the Qajar 

period, particularly in the works of Ismail Jalayer (1846-1903). Keshmirshekan, on the 

other hand, in Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives (2013), locates the genre 
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in the calligraphic sphere and argues that its root is traceable in the early medieval 

period.17 My study, however, argues that calligraphic painting dates back to the 

Safavid period and focuses on its global circulation from the 1960s to the 2000s.   

The first chapter of this dissertation examines the cross-cultural circulation of 

material culture as an interpretive form of communication by tracking the movement 

of gifts and booty among courts. In such global circulation, I argue how an art object, 

such as a Persian manuscript, was received and perceived differently in various 

cultural and geographical terrains. Objects in this study are examined in their 

mobilities based on the multicultural nature of early-modern globalization. This study 

avoids reducing inter-court exchange to simply being a tool of political propaganda. 

Instead, I examine multifaceted layers of meaning attached to a work by considering 

many connotations, such as language and literature, socio-economy, and religion, 

knitted around objects and accrued during their global movement. This chapter 

engages with different types of objects, from sumptuous carpets to fine manuscripts 

circulated in Islamic empires and European royal houses. 

The second chapter investigates the movement of art objects and artifacts 

produced outside of court workshops for local and global markets. The accessibility 

and fungibility of such products accelerated their global circulation and cultural 

impacts. The works in this chapter are divided into two sections. The first part 

comprises Safavid brass works and blue and white ceramics, influenced by Chinese 

 
17 Hamid Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives (London: Saqi, 2013), 128-

132. 
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products, such as dragon-handled jugs and Ming blue and white porcelains. In this 

chapter, the notion of “counterfeit,” which is often used to describe Persian copies of 

Chinese porcelains, does not refer to the unoriginality or inferiority of Safavid 

ceramics. The second part discusses the works of two early seventeenth court artists, 

Reza Abbasi (1565–1635) and Sadiqi Beg Afshar (1533–1610), created for non-court 

patrons. I study these works in the multicultural context of Isfahan during the reign of 

Shah Abbas I, based on the complex and multilayered notion of identity in such an 

atmosphere. 

In the late nineteenth century, the market demand for Persian art, particularly 

early modern illustrated manuscripts and single-page paintings, exponentially grew in 

the West. In this environment, numerous high-quality copies or falsifications of 

Timurid and Safavid specimens inundated the Western market. Deeply rooted in 

forgeries of sixteenth-and-seventeenth century works, a tendency towards reviving 

Safavid art was formed, chiefly among artists in Isfahan, including Mirza Agha Imami 

(1881–1955) and Musavvar ul-Mulki (1891–1978). Thus, the third chapter of this 

dissertation engages with the forgers and revivers of Safavid art in the early twentieth 

century. The first section examines the authenticity of two works attributed to Mira 

Ali Heravi (1465–1544), one at the Library of Congress and the other sold at Christie's 

auction house in London in 2006. The second part analyzes the works of Turabi Beg 

Khurasani, one of the revivers of Safavid art in the early twentieth century. Turabi Beg 

Khurasani is a pseudonym of an unknown artist who created emulations of Safavid art. 

For decades, Turabi's masterly technique misled art historians to consider him as a 
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seventeenth-century artist. Indeed, this study evaluates Turabi's works beyond the 

modern notion of forgery (i.e. the fake-authentic binary). Also, I aim to discover 

Turabi's real identity by analyzing his style and tracing the global circulation of his 

oeuvres.  

In the last chapter, I investigate calligraphic painting (in Farsi Naqashi-Khat), a 

genre that appeared in Iranian art discourse around the 1960s for describing the works 

of those artists (mainly belonging to the Saqqa-Khaneh art movement) who used 

calligraphic elements in their works. I argue that calligraphic painting as a modern 

genre begins in the sixteenth century. For example, Gulzar, talismanic, and 

zoomorphic compositions (often used in contemporary calligraphic painting) are 

traceable to early modern period examples (including Mir Ali Heravi's or Zayn al-Din 

Mahmud's works). Tracing the evolution of calligraphy into “modern” Safavid-period 

calligraphic painting in the 16th century and up to the 1960s-2000s, this chapter then 

argues for the circulation of calligraphic painting in the 1960s Saqqa-Khaneh 

movement and slightly after, as part of the search for Iranian identity.  

Overall, the dissertation argues that the circulation of Safavid objects from the 

16th to 20th century reveals a more multifaceted and heterogeneous identity than has 

been provided by conventional notions of national identity. My rationale for selecting 

objects goes beyond factors such as global recognition, luxuriousness, and, “authentic” 

cultural values. Instead, the routes an object has journeyed, the cultures it has 

encountered, and the ambiguities involved in such dislocations are more critical. 
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Map 1-1 

Iran in the Safavid Period 
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Figure 1-1 

Tehran Police Department, Report on Robbery of the Royal Library, 1914. 
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Figure 1-2 

Tehran Police Department, Report on Robbery of the Royal Library, 1914. 
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CHAPTER II 

INTER-COURT EXCHANGE IN THE SIXTEENTH AND 

SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES 
 

Introduction 

One of the major Iranian dynasties after the emergence of Islam, the Safavid 

dynasty (Map 1-1), was founded by Shah Ismail in 1501. The significance of the 

Safavid Empire in Iranian history is their rulers' endeavor to unify the Persian-

speaking territories and to knit together these regional cultures with an 

uncompromisable notion of Shiism.1 Many scholars mark the period as the beginning 

of modern Iran.2 Forcefully converting the majority of Iranians who were Sunni 

Muslims to the Twelver Shiism,
3 establishing a central government, and forming and 

developing a mercantile economy are the main characteristics of this period. 

Safavids invested in cultural diplomacy with the world through the inter-court 

exchange of art and luxury products. This chapter particularly explores the global 

circulation of the Safavid arts and artifacts by tracking the movement of gifts and 

booty between courts. I examine the works as communicative materials that tended to 

bridge the notions of "self" and "other." This unification is conspicuous in Farangi-

Sazi (in the manner of Europeans), a new genre of art that emerged in the Safavid 

period. In this case, this study aims to avoid the binary distinctions between the West 

 
1 Douglas E Streusand, Islamic Gunpowder Empires: Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals (New York: 

Taylor & Francis, 2018), 137. 
2 H. R. Roemer, “The Safavid Period,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, 7 vols, edited by Peter 

Jackson and Lawrence Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 6: 189. 
3 Hassan Beg Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, ed., Abdul Hussein Navaei (Tehran: Babak, 1979), 85. 
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and East and see the material and conceptual fungibility and mutability of objects as 

essential factors that inseparably intertwine different geographies and cultures.  

The works explored in this study vary from visual arts and manuscripts to fine 

carpets. Even though there are scholarship about some of these works, such as the 

Anhalt Carpet and the copy of Jalal u Jamal, many ambiguities exist surrounding the 

provenances and acquisitions of such objects. For example, many older histories 

posited the acquisition of objects, like the Anhalt Carpet, as booty, which tends to cast 

both the acquiring and delivering countries in a militaristic and primitive light. 

Furthermore, the illegal transmission of objects has always created barriers in 

determining the routes, provenances, and even the origin culture of an object. 

Eventually, many Safavid textiles and manuscripts arrived in the Balkans and 

Western Europe through Ottoman mediations. Nevertheless, there are generalizations 

in the current literature that lack persuasive evidence, which necessitates further 

academic explorations. For example, since the Balkans was under the control of the 

Ottomans during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the arrival of any Safavid 

manuscripts in the region is attributed to the Ottoman mediation. In such 

interpretations, the resistance of Sufis against the Ottomans and their direct 

relationships with their Sufi colleagues in Iran (as an important factor in the 

circulation of Persian manuscripts in the Balkans) has been neglected.  
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 Notably, in the case of Persian manuscripts in Bosnia, these generalizations 

seem particularly ineffective, as many Sufis in the Balkans experienced a direct 

relationship with their colleagues in Iran.4  

Booty or Gift: From Herat to Istanbul 

 In the early years of the sixteenth century, artists who worked at the Timurid 

court in Herat created a copy of a Persian love story Jalal u Jamal by the Poet 

Muhammad Nazl-Abad (d. ca. 1451). Composed in a classical poetic form called 

Masnavi,5 the story is about the prince Jalal, who fell in love with Jamal (daughter of 

the king of Peris). The poet communicates complex mystical concepts during his 

expression of the romantic stories between Jalal and Jamal. 

Based on the information on the colophon by the calligrapher (Sultan Ali 

Qa'ini), the book had been produced in the court workshop in 908 A.H. (1502–1503). 

In this period, Herat was under the control of Sultan Husayn Bayqara (1438–1506), 

who remained in power until his death in 1506.6 There are thirty-four paintings in this 

book, which the first four paintings are depicted in the Herat School, and the rest with 

some aspects of Turkman style, such as bright and rich colors and elongated figures. 

The Turkmen style was more prevalent in western Iran, mostly in Tabriz. The stylistic 

differences indicate that more than one artist had been engaged in the production of 

 
4 See Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, “Who Really Were the Kizilbash? A Rethinking of the Kizilbash 

Movement in Light of New Sources and Research,” in The Safavid World, edited by Rudi Matthee 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2021), 42. 
5 Masnavi is a form of poem, in which each couplet of the poem has its own rhyme (قافیه). See 

Maymanat Mīr Ṣādiqī, Vajeh Nameh-i Honar-i She’ri (Tehran: Mahnaz, 1994). 

 
6 Ghiyath ad-Din Moḥammad Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, edited by Muhammad Dabir Siyaqi 

(Tehran: Khayyam, 2001), 4: 179. 
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this manuscript. The technical differences (in composition and the representation of 

human figures) between the first four illustrations and the rest shows a drop in the 

quality of the works.  

What makes this work distinctive from other Timurid manuscripts is more than 

the mythical complexities of the story or its artistic qualities. Indeed, the stylistic and 

technical shifts in this work indicate the unusual circulation of this manuscript in the 

early modern period. Jalal u Jamal is a perfect example of an unfinished work that is 

finished along its geographical journey. Furthermore, the manuscript itself can 

demonstrate the socio-political and power transitions in Iran's beginning of the 

sixteenth century. A significant complexity surrounding this object is how this 

unfinished manuscript moved in the early sixteenth century and the reasons behind 

such movements. 

The first painting (Fig. 2-1) shows King Lohras (the father of Jalal), seated on 

the throne and flanked by courtiers, who are his viziers, according to the text. The 

figures in this painting are represented in Timurid costumes and turbans. Except for 

the king, the viziers wear short colorful caps, wrapped in relatively big white turbans, 

which were common in that period. The form of Turbans changes from the fifth 

illustration; long caps appeared for the first time in the Timurid art. The text does not 

say anything about these figures with new caps. For example, in the painting Jalal 

Killing the Dragon (Fig. 2-2), an illustration in Turkman style, the artist depicts a 

common heroic theme in Persian literature, a battle between the leading character of 

the story (Jalal) and a mythical creature. What makes this page different from the 
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previous ones is Jalal's clothing and more specifically the unprecedented forms of the 

cap. These types of caps and turbans had never been shown in other manuscripts from 

the Timurid period: a turban with a long baton similar to what Turkic tribes (the 

Safavids) in the northwest of Iran wore. Safavids were the main external threat to 

Bayqara’s throne. Therefore, the artist’s choice to depict Jalal in Safavid clothing 

would not have been palatable for the Timurid patron. 

Since Safavids were politically new rivals for Bayqara and his appointees in 

the northern cities in Khurasan, the appearance of figures in Safavid headgear, a cap 

with a long twelve-sided red baton attached to the top, in a Timurid manuscript 

requires explanation. Bayqara welcomed Safavids' enemies in his court; among them 

was Murad Beg, the ruler of Yazd who was defeated by Shah Ismail I (the founder of 

the Safavid Empire) and fled to Herat in 1504.7 Thus, the production of this 

manuscript would not have been encouraged by Timurids. Consequently, art historians 

argue that these figures with Safavid caps may have been added later in Tabriz.8 For 

instance, Sheila Canby argues that Muhammad Husayn Mirza (Bayqara's son), who 

revolted against his father and joined the Safavid court in 1504, may have taken the 

manuscript to Tabriz.9 A problem with this argument is that from 1500, when 

Muhammad Husayn Mirza revolted against his father and captured Astarabad, he was 

in the city until 1504.10  

 
7 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 111. 
8 Jon Thompson and Sheila Canby, ed., Hunt for Paradis: Court Arts of Safavid Iran, 1501-1576 

(Torino: Skira, 2003), 74.  
9 Ibid. 
10 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 75-102. 
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 Herat fell to the Uzbeks in 1507, a few months after the death of Bayqara. 

Badi' al-Zaman Mirza, Bayqara's son, fled from Herat and took refuge in the court of 

Shah Ismail I in Tabriz.11 This hypothesis that Badi' al-Zaman Mirza might have taken 

the manuscripts to Tabriz in 1507 and that figures with Qizilbash12 caps may had been 

added later in Tabriz does not seem convincing. Badi' al-Zaman Mirza arrived in 

Tabriz in 1507, while a couple of these paintings (showing figures in Quzilbashes' 

clothing) had been created in 1504 and 1505. For example, the painting Jalal 

Reaching the Bird's Gunbad was dated A.H. 910 (1504–05) by the artist; in this 

painting Jalal has been depicted in a Safavid turban. Therefore, I suggest that the 

manuscripts most likely arrived in Tabriz in 1504.  

In the late Timurid period, a significant number of Shias lived in Herat. Among 

them were artists, artisans, and those thinkers who had found the court of Bayqara a 

refuge from the religious intolerance in other Khurasan cities.13 Thus, it is probable 

that the rise of the Safavids, as a Shiite government in Tabriz, attracted Shiite courtiers 

in Herat, who most likely took the manuscript to Tabriz. In this case, the immigration 

 
11 Ghiyath al-Din Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, ed., 4 volumes, Muhammad Dabir Siyaqi, Vol. 4. 

(Tehran: Khayyam, 2001), 392. 
12 The term Qizilbash is a Turkish term, consists of Qizil (literally means red) and Bash (head). 

Qizilbashes wore a twelve-sided red cap, which symbolically referred to their belief in the Shia twelve 

Imams. See Abolala Soudavar, “The Early Safavids and Their Cultural Interactions with Surrounding 

States,” in Iran and the Surrounding World, edited by Nikki R. Keddie and Rudi Matthee (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 2002), 89. Qizilbash tribes included nine Turkic speaking tribes that 

united under Sultan Heidar in the fifteenth century to form the Safavid military structure. See B.S. 

Amoretti, “Religion in the Timurid and Safavid Periods,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 6, 

edited by Peter Jackson and Lawrence Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 629-

30. 
13 For instance, Mullah Hussein Kashefi is one of the prominent figures that left Sabzevar (a city in west 

Khurasan) and fled to Herat, as he was attributed to Shiism. See Mullah Hussein Wae’z Kashefi, 

Jawahir al-Tafsir, edited by Javad Abbasi (Tehran: Markaz-i Mirās-i Maktoob, 2000), 21-22. 
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of artists and the nobility from Herat to Tabriz seems to have been started before the 

fall of Herat to the Uzbeks in 1507.  

  The representational shift in Jalal u Jamal prefigured enormous changes in 

Iran’s political atmosphere: the emergence of a new empire, the Safavids, in the 

northwest of the country, far away from the Timurid court, which in less than a 

decade, expanded from the Black Sea to Afghanistan.14 Yet, despite the significant 

differences between the Safavids and Timurids, they both venerated Sufi beliefs. Thus, 

one of the reasons behind such an inter-court movement of Jalal u Jamal (and its 

completion in the Safavid court) can be its importance as a Sufi text. 

In May 1507, one year after the death of Bayqara, the Uzbek ruler, Muhammad 

Khan Sheibani defeated Timurids and entered Herat. As Iranian historian Khandmir 

(1475–1534) wrote, Sheibani and his commanders looted the court and treasury and 

took them to Samarkand.15 Bayqara's sons who did not resist, such as Badi' al-Zaman 

Mirza and Muzaffar Husayn Mirza, left the court and fled to Tabriz and Astarabad, 

respectively.16 Resultingly, numerous illuminated manuscripts and artifacts were 

dispersed by the invaders and fugitives. 

Barbara Schmitz suggests a clever hypothesis that, at first examination, 

appears plausible. She argues that the Turkman style paintings may have been added 

to the manuscripts in Shiraz, particularly as the Turkman style continued in the city 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In both Timurid and Safavid periods, 

 
14 Herat and Georgia fell to the Safavids in the first decade of the Safavid empire; however, capturing 

Gandara did not happen until 1537. See: Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 360. 
15 Khwandamir, Habib al-Seyar- Vol. 4. 379. 
16 Khwandmir, Habib al-Seyar, 4: 379. 
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Shiraz was an important center for the production of illustrated manuscripts. However, 

in late 1503 and early 1504, Shiraz was thrown into a turmoil; Safavids captured the 

city and killed many Sunnis, including jurists, rulers, and thinkers.17 In this 

environment, most potential patrons were involved in or impacted by the war. Thus, 

funding such an art project seemed less possible. Furthermore, the Turkman style was 

also executed in the northwestern of Iran, mainly in the capital, Tabriz. 

Swedish diplomat Carl Gustaf Löwenhielm (1790–1858) acquired the 

manuscript in Istanbul and donated the book to the Upsala Library in 1839.18 What is 

not clear here is the provenance of the object between 1504 and 1839. How and when 

did the object arrive in Istanbul? By relying on this argument that Badi' al-Zaman 

owned the manuscript, one can argue that after the fall of Tabriz to the Ottomans in 

1514, Badi' al-Zaman, who took refuge in the Ottoman court, had carried the 

manuscript to Istanbul. But this argument does not seem valid because Jalal u Jamal 

had arrived in the Safavid court in 1504, three years before Badi' al-Zaman fled from 

Herat. Thus, Badi' al-Zaman was not the owner of this manuscript to take it to 

Istanbul. It is possible that the manuscript remained in the Safavid court until the mid-

sixteenth century (during the reign of Shah Tahmasp) and was sent to the Ottoman 

court as a gift later (Map 2-1). 

Like the copy of Jalal u Jamal, a late Timurid agate cup is another object that 

bridges three early modern Islamic dynasties (Timurids, Safavids, and Ottomans). 

 
17 Hasan ibn Hasan Fasaei, Farsnameh Naseri, edited by Mansour Rastgar Fasaei (Tehran: Amir 

Kabir,1999), 370-371. 
18 Birsel Karakoç, eds. Turcologica Upsaliensia: An Illustrated Collection of Essays (Leiden: Brill, 

2020), 26. 
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Here, materiality plays a significant role in the circulation of this object. In the early 

20th century, Sakisian, an Armenian dealer of Islamic art, obtained a wine cup of 

Sultan Husayn Bayqara (Fig. 2-3) in Turkey.19 Perhaps, the cup was moved by Badi' 

al-Zaman to the Ottoman court.20 Another hypothesis is that the Ottomans obtained the 

cup in the sack of Tabriz in 1514. 

The cup is a carved agate (عقیق) with yellow and orange hues. Four cross-form 

medallions and a calligraphic band around the rim decorate the cup. The band was 

comprised of Persian poems on wine and medallions were filled with Arabic 

inscriptions in praise of Bayqara. The sign "Behboud" on the bottom of the vessel is 

the royal signature of the Timurid sultan, which has been stamped on his coins as well 

(Fig. 2-4).21 Agate symbolically is an important stone in Islamic culture, and it is used 

for prayer beads and rings; using this stone for the sultan's cup perhaps represents the 

combination of state and religion in the Timurid court. Both Safavids and Ottomans as 

orthodox believers practically demonstrated such relationships between state and 

religion, which indicates the importance of agate objects for both courts. 

Agate is a religiously valuable stone for both Shiite and Sunni Muslims. There 

are numerous hadiths attributed to the Prophet and Shiite Imams in Islamic texts about 

the importance of this stone. Sunni Muslims (here the Ottomans and Timurids) 

referred to hadith scholars, such as Ibn al-Jawzi and Al-Tabarani, and Shiite Muslims 

referred to jurists, such as Al-Kulayni and Majlisi. Also, hadiths on agate are common 

 
19 Abolala Soudavar, Abou Soudavar, Beach, and Milo Cleveland, Art of the Persian courts: Selections 

from the Art and History Trust Collection (New York: Random House Incorporated, 1992), 93. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid.   



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

27 

in Shiite and Sunni sources. Al-Tabarani in Al-Mu'jam al-Awsat ( ع االوسطالمجم ) narrates 

indirectly from the Prophet that Agate brings bliss (سعادت ) to its owner.22 Likewise, 

Majlisi in his commentary on Man La Yahduruhu al-Faqih (  روضة المتقین فی شرح من ال

 ,says having agate with you while traveling makes the trip safe.23 Perhaps ( یحضره الفقیه

such religious factors were crucial in carrying the object to Tabriz and eventually to 

Istanbul by Badi' al-Zaman.24 

Here, the material is an influential factor in defining the cultural and political 

values of an object in both Ottoman and Timurid courts. What makes the circulation of 

this agate cup different from other Timurid artifacts is the unusual combination of 

religious factors (such as the importance of agate in Islam) and irreligious (such as 

drinking wine) involved in the movement of this work.  

The fall of Herat also resulted in a vast immigration of artists because all artists 

who worked in royal workshops had lost their financial support. Therefore, they 

moved to the Uzbek, Safavid, and Ottoman courts. The fall of Herat occurred two 

decades before the foundation of the Mughal Empire by Babur. Thus, artists' 

movement to India was less susceptible.25 Qazi Ahmad Munshi wrote that artists, such 

 
22 Al-Tabarani, Al-Mu'jam al-Awsat, Vol. 7. ed., Abul Moa’z Tariq Bin Awad Allah Bin Muhammad 

(Cairo: Dar al-Haramayn, 1995) 6691. 
23 Muhammad Taqi, Majlisi, Rawzat ul-Muttaqin fi Sharh-i Man La Yahzaruhu al-Faqih), vol. 7 (Qom, 

Bonyad-e Farhang Islami Kushanpour, 1986), 645. 
24 Additionally, for Badi' al-Zaman, perhaps, the Uzbek's looting of the intimate belongings of his father 

(such as this agate cup as a symbolic object) was tantamount to losing his family's royal dignity. 
25 At the time, Babur ruled in Turkistan (Transoxiana) and was incapable of defeating the Uzbeks. With 

the support of the Safavid army, Babur vanquished his enemy (Rumlou 166), and finally in 1526, he 

established the Mughal Empire in India. 
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as Bihzad, Mirak, Haji Muhammad, and Qasim Ali remained in Herat until 1510, 

when Shah Ismail defeated the Uzbeks and entered the city.26 

One of Bihzad's early paintings under the Safavids was the portrait of the poet 

Hatifi (Fig. 2-5). Bihzad made this portrait in 1511. Previous commentators probably 

concluded that the portrait was made in Herat or Tabriz because these two cities were 

well-known centers of art production.27 Most likely, I argue, Bihzad created this work 

in Khargerd (a small town in Khurasan), during Shah Ismail's subsequent campaign in 

Khurasan against the Uzbeks. Bihzad had visited Hatifi when the poet was in Herat as 

a young man. Hatifi's uncle, Abd ul-Rahman Jami, was a prominent Sufi and poet at 

the court of Sultan Husayn Bayqara. According to Majalis al-Nafais (مجالس النفائس) by 

Mir Ali-shir Navaei, Hatifi learned poetry techniques from his uncle28 Jami in Herat. 

Therefore, most probably Bihzad vizited Hatifi in Khargerd. 

Hatifi’s main literary work, influenced by the Khamsa of Nizami (1141–1209), 

is also called Khamsa (literary quintet).29 Nizami's Khamsa includes five poems: 

Makhzan ul-Asrar, Leyli-o Majnoun, Khosrow-o Shirin, Haft Peykar, and 

Iskandarnameh. Hatifi, however, replaced Iskandarnameh with Timurnameh, which 

was an epic work about the bravery and conquests of Timur (1336–1405). Shah Ismail 

 
26 Qazi Ahmad Munshi, Gulistan-Honar, ed., Ahmad Suheili Khwansari (Tehran: Bonyad-i Farhang-i 

Iran, 1973), 135. 
27 Sheila Canby, Princes, Poets & Paladins: Islamic and Indian Paintings from the Collection of Prince 

and Princess Sadruddin Aga Khan (London: Trustees of the British Museum, 1998), 42. 
28 Amir Alishir Navaei, Majalis al-Nafais, edited by Ali Asghar Hikmat (Tehran: Manouchehri, 1984), 

62. 
29 The Khamsa of Nizami is the first Khamsa in Persian literature, written in the twelfth century. After 

Nizami, several Iranian Poets, such as Hatifi and Amir Khosrow Dehlavi, composed Khmasas, almost 

in the same poetic structure as Nizami’s work. 
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probably intended to visit Hatafi in order for the latter to compose a poem about the 

ruler’s triumphs, similar to Timurnameh which Hatafi composed in 1491.30 Hatifi died 

in 1521 and left his books on Shah Ismail I, Ismailnameh unfinished.31 

Hatifi spent most of his life in his hometown Khargerd. Bihzad's portrait of 

Hatifi was produced for the shah when he visited the Shia poet in his house in 

Khargerd.32 Hatifi was unusually represented in a Qizilbash turban, known as Taj-i 

Haidari (like figures in the manuscript Jalal u Jamal). The turban might have come 

from the artist's imagination or was worn by Hatifi to introduce himself as a Safavid 

soldier to his dignified guest. The painting was taken to Tabriz when Shah Ismail left 

Khurasan in 1511. This painting was relocated (along with many other single 

paintings) to Hamedan by the Safavid prince Bahram Mirza, who was appointed the 

governor of Hamedan by his brother Shah Tahmasp in 1546.33 Most possibly the court 

artist Dust Muhammad added the blue background, the border and the calligraphy to 

the painting. Dust Muhammad was a calligrapher and librarian in Shah Tahmasp's 

royal library.34 Dust Muhammad moved to Hamedan and compiled an album for 

Bahram Mirza. He included the portrait of Hatifi by Bihzad. The text on the top states 

"the Portrait of Maulana Abdullah Hatifi and below the portrait says, "a work by the 

master, Bihzad." Safavid rulers and princes were aware of the artistic value of 

 
30 According to Majalis al-Nafais, Hatifi composed the Timurnameh in 1491. 
31 Sa’dullah Asadullahyev, Introduction to Shirin u Khosrow, by Abdullah Hatifi (Moscow: Eastern 

Literatures Publication Institute, 1977), LI. 
32 Ibid., X-XI. 
33 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, edited by Abdul Hussein Navaei (Tehran: Nash-i Ney, 1990), 

214. 
34 Sheila Canby, The Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp: The Persian Book of Kings (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2014), 18. 
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Bihzad's paintings but the importance of this small portrait for a Safavid ruler was due 

to its subject, the Sufi poet. 

Even though Hatifi is a less known poet today, in the sixteenth century, he was 

a recognized poet and Sufi in Safavid, Ottoman, and Mughal territories. For example, 

Babur, the founder of the Mughal Empire, mentioned Hatifi's literary works in his 

memoirs Baburnama.35 During his campaign against Muhammad Khan (or Sheibak 

Khan in the Safavid texts), Shah Ismail stopped in Khargerd to visit Hatifi.36 This 

painting shows that Bihzad had accompanied the shah in this meeting. Compared to 

many works by Bihzad, this painting is very modest with a flat background and no 

elaborate designs nor complex composition. Therefore, the importance of this painting 

for Shah Ismail, Shah Tahmasp, and eventually Prince Bahram Mirza was mostly due 

to its subject (the poet) rather than its artistic value. Understanding the roots and 

nature of the Safavid dynasty helps to appreciate the importance of the portrait of 

Hatifi (a prominent Sufi) for Safavid patrons. 

The Safaviyeh (Safavid) was a Sufi order established by Sheikh Safi al-Din 

Ardabili, Shah Ismail's ancestor, in the early 14th century. A century later, the order 

turned into a political movement through attracting followers mostly from regional 

Turkic tribes called Qizilbashes.37  Based on such tradition, the portrait of Hatifi with a 

Qizilbash turban was important for Safavid rulers, as it was made during a moment 

when the young Safavid dynasty needed Sufi legitimation and Hatafi was a prominent 

 
35 Zahir al-Din Muhammad, Baburnama, translated by Mirza Muhammad Malik ul-Kuttab (India: 1891) 

p. 115. 
36 Sa’dullah Asadullahyev, Introduction to Shirin u Khosrow, X. 
37 Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, 4: 472 
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Sufi. Prince Bahram Mirza, who owned the album, died from typhoid in 1549.38 

Perhaps, after his death, the album (as a royal manuscript) was sent back to Tabriz or 

Qazvin (the Safavids' second capital). Eventually the album ended up in the Ottoman 

court. There is no evidence showing the arrival of the album in Istanbul. However, like 

many Persian manuscripts, it might have been sent as a diplomatic gift during the 

reign of Shah Tahmasp.39 

As previously mentioned, Hatifi had socio-political importance for the 

Safavids and for the identity contexture they began to weave. Still, a more precise 

image of the Safavid period requires understanding the multiculturalism of the court 

and society in this era. Such a complex notion of identity (which was not limited to 

Sufism) embodied itself more in albums than single works (at least in the sixteenth 

century). The portrait of Hatifi was mounted in an album along with other works. 

Like the Muraqqa’ (Farsi for album), which refers to a patched costume or 

attire woven from different patches, Safavid albums were composed of various pieces, 

and had varying degrees of chronological, geographical, and stylistic unity. Although 

the first Persian albums were composed in the Timurid period,40 the Safavid albums 

(via writing prefaces and arranging the pieces visually and conceptually) demonstrate 

a purposeful unification of complex heterogeneities.  

Even though Safavids made great effort to religiously homogenize Iranian 

society, they soon realized that its risks were greater than its benefits. Iran's 

 
38 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, 207. 
39 Roxburg, The Persian Albums, 1400-1600: From Dispersal to Collection, 316-317 
40 Ibid., 38. 
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multiculturalism was an important factor that helped the Safavids to develop their 

international trade economy.41 The Safavids' overemphasis on international trade 

changed the meaning of the word “Qizilbash” from what was originally a political and 

religious entity to merchant, as was the case in Russia.42 Thus, in this complex 

environment, the inclusion of the portrait of Hatifi in an eclectic album (the Bahram 

Mirza Album) represented a much more profound picture of the Safavid court. 

Furthermore, sending albums and illustrated manuscripts as gifts to the courts of 

Ottomans or Mughals promulgated such a unified notion of identity. 

In short, the Bahram Mirza Album was unbounded in the late nineteenth or 

early twentieth century likely by Swedish art historian and collector F. R. Martin in 

Istanbul (who later attributed the folios to the Bellini Album).43 Many of the album’s 

folios arrived in the United States by Martin and were sold to the Western museums 

and collectors. In 1929, the portrait of Hatifi was sold to Armenian collector Armenag 

Sakisian,44 and later became a part of the Aga Khan Collection. Martin damaged the 

complex artistic identity of the album by dismembering it. Through publishing and 

 
41 For instance, Pietro Della Valle (1586 –1652), an Italian traveler who visited Iran during the reign of 

Shah Abbas I, wrote about the multicultural atmosphere of the Safavid capital, where people around the 

world had come together and shaped a culturally diverse population. He added that even in his own 

household, ten different languages were spoken, including Italian, French, Latin, Greek, Spanish, 

Turkish, and Arabic. Pietro Della Valle, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, Translated by Shoae 

al-din Shafa (Tehran: Elmi Farhangi, 1992), 456. 
42 B.S. Amoretti, “Religion in the Timurid and Safavid Periods,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 

6, edited by Peter Jackson and Lawrence Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 

630. 
43 Art historian David Roxburgh questions the validity of Martin’s argument and claims that the Bellini 

Album comes from Martin’s imagination. Roxburgh’s claim seems justifiable, particularly as he 

identifies the origin of several paintings (including a Florentine etching of Iskandarbeg from the Yaqub 

Beg Album) that Martin attributed to the Bellini Album. David J. Roxburgh, “Disorderly Conduct?: 

F.R. Martin and the Bahram Mirza Album,” 32. 
44 David J. Roxburgh, “Disorderly Conduct?: F.R. Martin and the Bahram Mirza Album,” Muqarnas, 

no. 15 (1998): 55. 
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promoting single folios from the album, Martin and his Western colleagues 

constructed a new image of the Safavid identity. 

From Herat to Bukhara 

After Herat was seized in 1507, the Uzbeks attained Sultan Husayn’s library, 

and they took numerous manuscripts and albums to Samarkand and Bukhara. The 

impacts of the Herat School on artistic productions in these two cities require more 

scholarly investigation, as it appears that art production in Samarkand and Bukhara 

was relatively independent from Herat (at least before the invasion of Herat in 1507). 

Samarkand and Bukhara were significant centers of art productions during Timur's 

rule and those of his successors, and subsequently under the Uzbeks (Khanate of 

Bukhara). 

During the early Safavid period the relationship between the Safavids and 

Uzbeks was full of tension. However, the Uzbeks had constructed strong ties with the 

Safavid’s main enemy, the Ottomans.45 A copy of Khamsa of Nizami dated 1500 from 

Transoxiana indicates the regional characteristics in representation and composition. 

The existence of another copy at the Tupkapi Saray Museum46 can reveal the mutual 

relationship between the Uzbeks and Ottomans.47 

 
45 Carl Max Kortepeter, “Complex goals of the Ottomans, Persians, and Muscovites in the Caucasus, 

1578–1640,” in  

New Perspectives on Safavid Iran, edited by Colin P. Mitchell (London: Routledge: 2011), 63. 
46 Soudavar, Art of the Persian Courts, 206. 
47 Such diplomatic and cultural connections seemed critical for both sides, particularly because of their 

common Shia enemy, the Safavids. Iranian art historian Abulala Soudavar argues that the similarities 

between these two copies reinforce this hypothesis that both were depicted by the same artist. Soudavar, 

Art of the Persian Courts, 206. 
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Khamsa (literary quintet) is a collection of five narrative poems by a twelfth-

century Iranian poet Nizami Ganjavi (Nizami of Ganja). This epic and romantic 

collection comprises five independent long poems (Masnavis): Makhzan ul-Asrar, 

Leyli-o Majnoun, Khosrow-o Shirin, Haft Peykar, and Iskandarnameh. There are 

several copies of Khamsa from Timurid, Safavid, Mughal, Ottoman, and Safavid 

courts. One of the most splendid examples of Khamsa is a copy produced in the early 

sixteenth century at Shah Tahmasp’s Royal Library.48 This manuscript is known as 

The Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp. The Khamsa was not completed until the mid-

seventeenth century, when, under Shah Abbas II’s patronage, Muhammad Zaman 

created illustrations for the empty spaces.49 

By comparing two paintings of the story of the night journey, depicted in the 

Khamsa and an Uzbek copy of Bustan of Sa’di, this section explores the relationship 

between the two courts in the early sixteenth century. Furthermore, this section 

assesses arguments surrounding the provenance and origin of these two works, 

particularly the Bustan, which art historians, such as Sheila Canby and Christiane 

Gruber, attribute to Bukhara.50 I argue that the illustrations were done in Samarkand, 

not Bukhara. 

 
48 Shah Mahmoud Nishapouri calligraphed the Khamsa. Among the painters who contributed to the 

production of this manuscript were Bihzad’s pupils and those who had moved from the Timurid court in 

Herat to Tabriz to work at Shah Ismail’s library. Notably, Bihzad's pupils in Tabriz comprised the art 

body of the Safavid court during the reign of Shah Tahmasp. Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom, eds., 

Grove Encyclopedia of Islamic Art & Architecture, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 240 
49 Ibid. 
50 See Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 199; Christiane Gruber, “Between Logos (Kalima) and Light 

(Nūr): Representations of the Prophet Muhammad in Islamic Painting,” Muqarnas, Vol. 26 (2009): 239. 
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Sultan Muhammad's painting of the prophet Muhammad's night journey (the 

Mirāj in Arabic) to heaven (Fig. 2-6) is one of the most prominent paintings of 

Khamsa. The painting shows the prophet on his mythical vehicle (Buraq) in heaven 

while being surrounded by nineteen angels, each presenting a gift to the prophet. The 

only angel with a fire-like halo to the left of the image is the archangel Gabriel, who 

according to the text brought the prophet the mythical vehicle and accompanied 

Muhammad to heaven.51 In this folio, the clouds are depicted beneath the prophet 

which shows he is entering a new sphere. Like many Islamic portraits of sacred 

figures, the face of Muhammad has not been depicted.  

 Persian poets and Sufis in the medieval period, such as Sa'di, Molavi (Rumi), 

and Attār, paid extensive attention to the night journey, as a mystical and symbolic 

story. An example of such devotion is a folio of a Bustan of Sa'di from the early 

sixteenth century at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fig. 2-7). Even though this 

manuscript was likely produced in the Uzbek royal workshops, there are notable visual 

similarities between this painting and one in Khamsa by Sultan Muhammad, 

particularly in drawing of the angels and Buraq. The number of angels in both 

paintings is nineteen, which indicates the symbolic importance of the number. 

According to the Quran, the number of angels that guard the hell (Jahannam) are 

nineteen.52 During his journey, the prophet visited Jahannam and saw sinful people 

engulfed in fire, suffering severe torments. For instance, in a copy of Nahj ul-Faradis 

 
 سر بلندیش را ز پایۀ پست   جبرئیل آمده براق به دست  51

See Nizami Ganjavi, Haft Peykar, edited by Muhammad Roushan (Tehran: Seday-i Muāser, 2015), 19. 

 
 .See: The Quran, 74: 30 ,َعلَْیَها تِْسعَةَ َعَشرَ  52
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 from the Timurid court in Herat (today at the David Collection in (نهج الفرادیس)

Copenhagen), there are five paintings showing the Prophet's visit to Jahannam. 

However, in Sultan Muhammad's painting and the Uzbek version of Bustan, the 

number of angels may refer to Islamic cosmology which combines seven planets and 

twelve zodiac bodies, indicating the same iconography in different courts. 

Nevertheless, in Bustan, colors are relatively muted, and on the bottom, the 

artist has depicted three people in contemplation (or napping) in an interior space. The 

representational style and color composition are reminiscent of the Herat School. 

Besides the more complicated composition of Sultan Muhammad's painting (created in 

Tabriz), another difference compared to the Uzbek painting is that the prophet's face is 

covered. 

Artists in two different geographies used a similar representational style and 

iconography. The Bustan was calligraphed in 1514 by Sultan Muhammad Nur in Herat 

and painted between 1525 and 1535 possibly in Bukhara,53 while the Khamsa was 

produced between 1539 and 1543 in Tabriz. The question here is, does it show the 

relationships between the two courts? Any diplomatic relationship between Safavids 

and Uzbeks in 1525 seems improbable. Shah Ismail died in 1524, and his son 

Tahmasp, who was ten years old, came to power. Under Ubaydullah Khan, the Uzbeks 

took advantage of such political instability and made four campaigns against the 

 
53 Sheila Canby argues that the illustrations may have been added to the manuscript in Bukhara. See: 

Sheila Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, edited by Maryam Ekhtiar (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

2011), 199. 
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Safavids between 1524 and 1534.54 Yet, due to the superiority of their artillery, the 

Safavids defeated the Uzbeks. For a short period, the Uzbeks had control over 

Khurasan, which resulted in the displacement of works and artists, such as the 

calligrapher Mir Ali Heravi, to the Uzbek court. 

According to the colophon, Sultan Muhammad Nur calligraphed the book in 

1514. In this period, Herat was under the control of the Safavid governor Zeynal 

Khan-i Shamlou,55 and the growing tensions between the Safavids and Uzbeks 

prevented any inter-court exchanges. In 1514, a famine impacted cultural productions; 

Rumlu wrote that in Herat, people ate human flesh.56 In this situation, affected by the 

widespread famine, court patronage may have been limited (if not stopped). Thus, 

artists, such as Sultan Muhammad Nur, may have relied on patrons from the northern 

cities in Greater Khurasan or Transoxiana. Due to the political conflicts between the 

Safavids and the Uzbeks (the Khanate of Bukhara), the movement of the book to 

Samarkand (which in 1514 was under the control of Babur) was more probable. 

Many iconographic similarities between this folio and Sultan Muhammad’s 

paintings are derived from religious texts; however, the roots of some formal 

resemblances are found elsewhere than in religious narrations. Although Tabriz is 

located in the western part of Iran and geographically is far away from Central Asia, 

there exist many cultural and ethnic affinities between these two regions. For 

centuries, Turkmens (who were originally from Central Asia) had ruled over Tabriz. 

 
54 Madhavan K. Palat, Anara Tabyshalieva, History of Civilizations of Central Asia: Development in 

Contrast: From the Sixteenth to the Mid-Nineteenth Century, (Paris: UNESCO, 2003), 250. 
55 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 182. 
56 Ibid, 196. 
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For example, before the Safavids, Tabriz was the capital of the Aq Qouyunlu (1378–

1503) and Qara Qoyunlu dynasties (1374–1468), and Sultan Muhammad was raised 

during the Aq Qoyunlu period and was inspired by the Turkmen style.57 Most 

importantly, the central role of Herat in this inter-court connection must be considered. 

Thus, the similarities between the two paintings of the Night Journey (in Tabriz and 

Transoxiana) can be related to certain aesthetic tastes developed through the 

circulation of the works of art and artifacts created in Herat. Even though the 

provenance of the Bustan particularly in the early modern period is unknown, it likely 

ended up in the Mughal court a few decades after its production. Notably, in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this manuscript has been circulated in Indian 

aristocratic families for centuries before obtained by the Metropolitan Museum.58 The 

circulation of the manuscripts in the Mughal territories also reinforces my hypothesis 

that the illustrations were added in Samarkand (not in Bukhara, the Uzbek capital). In 

contrast, fewer ambiguities surround the origin and provenances of the Khamsa of 

Shah Tahmasp, which remained in Iran until the early twentieth century.59 The Tehran 

 
57 Sheila R. Canby, The Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp: The Persian Book of Kings (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2014), 15. 
58 “The Mi'raj or The Night Flight of Muhammad on his Steed Buraq, Folio 3v from a Bustan of Sa`di,” 

metmuseum.org, accessed January 20, 2021, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452670 
59 The Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp survived the Afghan invasion of Isfahan in 1722 and remained in the 

royal libraries during the Afsharid, Zand, and Qajar dynasties until the early twentieth century. After the 

fall of Isfahan many precious manuscripts were dispersed and probably this copy of Khamsa was 

among them. According to Iranian librarian Nasrin Marjani, In the Afsharid era, Nadir Shah appointed 

Mirza Mehdi Khan Astarabadi as the head of the royal library. Astarabadi gathered many disseminated 

manuscripts, but since there is no document or index survived from this period, it is almost impossible 

to identify if the Khamsa was stolen by the Afghans. In the 1750s the Khamsa was moved to Shiraz, the 

capital of the Zand dynasty. During the reign of Fath-Ali Shah (1797–1834), Haj Muhammad Husayn 

Khan Amin al-Dawla moved the library to Isfahan and finally the Khamsa along with other manuscripts 

ended up at the Gulistan Palace in Tehran. Nasrin Marjani, “A Study of the Royal Library at the 

Gulistan Palace,” in Payam-e Baharistan, no 27 (Spring/Summer 2016): 200-202. 
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Police Deputy Chief in the early twentieth century, Abdullah Bahrami, extensively 

discussed the illicit movement of Persian manuscripts, including several copies of 

Khamsa and portable objects, to the West in the early twentieth century.60 

In short, tracing the inter-court movement of manuscripts, mainly from Herat 

to other courts (in the Safavid, Mughal, and Uzbek territories), is still inadequately 

 
Marjani argues that after the death of Nasir al-Din Shah in 1896, his son Muzaffar al-Din, who was the 

crown prince and the governor of Tabriz, inherited the throne. Muzaffar al-Din Shah replaced many 

senior officials with his deputies from Tabriz. Among them was Mirza Ali Lisan al-Dawla, Muzaffar al-

Din Shah’s librarian in Tabriz, who was later appointed as the head of the Royal Library in Tehran. 

Marjani, “A Study of the Royal Library at the Gulistan Palace,” 203. 

According to Abdullah Bahrami (the Tehran Police Deputy Chief in the early twentieth century), Lisan 

al-Dawla remained in this position during the reign of Muhammad Ali Shah as well. During his 

headship, many manuscripts including the Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp were stolen from the royal library. 

Lisan al-Dawla benefited from the Shah’s long absences (he visited Europe for three times during his 

ten-year rule), and domestic political issues, particularly the constitutional revolution. Lisan al-Dawla 

mentioned in his confession that the Qajar shahs never stepped in the library. Abdullah Bahrami, “The 

Story of Robbing the Royal Library: Based on Abdullah Bahrami’s Memories,” Nameh-ye Baharestan, 

no. 1, (2004): 301. 
60 According to Abdullah Bahrami’s memo (the Tehran Police Deputy Chief in the early twentieth 

century) half of the royal library was stolen by Lisan al-Dawla. Bahrami also mentioned the name of 

several dealers (Mirza Azizallah Khayyat, the Jewish dealer Mirza Yaqub, and Arshak-i Armeni), who 

took the books to embassies to sell for a better price. However, the Jewish dealer, Mirza Yaqub had 

decided to take a copy of Khamsa of Nizami to the United States to sell for 50.000 tomans. This copy of 

Khamsa most likely was not the Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp as it had forty-five paintings. A day after the 

confiscation, the son of Mirza Yaqub (Nimat) and a European diplomat went to the Police department 

and claimed that the book belonged to the embassy; yet their claim remained unanswered. They might 

have acquired the book later though a corrupt courtier. Bahrami argued that the police had seized 

several ceramics from a group of Jews that illegally excavated a historical site in Varamin. According to 

Bahrami, two of the objects were lusterware with images of riders and animals. He mentioned that one 

was a broken bowl with similar images and the pieces were carefully glued. The British Embassy’s 

secretary and translator Sydney Churchill came and asked for the two lusterwares. The Swedish head of 

Police Johan Carl Gustaf Westdahl had no choice except to deliver the objects to the British Embassy. 

Based on Bahrami’s description of the design of ceramics, the objects were two minai ceramics from 

the Seljuk period. Interestingly, the description matches with a Seljuk minai bowl at the British 

Museum (Fig. 2-8). The bowl was decorated with five figures (three of them are riders), four birds, and 

two mythical animals. The bowl was owned by British collector Harvey Hadden (d. 1931) and was sent 

on loan to the British Museum after his death in 1931. Thus, even after the confiscation of stolen 

properties, European diplomats acquired the objects illegally from high-ranking court officials and the 

Swedish head of Police. When Lisan al-Dawla was arrested, police found only four relatively small 

boxes of manuscripts (portable by one man), including a copy of Khamsa, several Mughal manuscripts, 

and a copy of Shahnameh. Yet, thousands of manuscripts (about half of the royal library) were stolen 

during his headship. Abdullah Bahrami, “The Story of Robbing the Royal Library: Based on Abdullah 

Bahrami’s Memories,” Nameh-ye Baharestan, no. 1, (2004): 297-299. 
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addressed. For example, in the case of Bustan, art historians seem to overlook the 

political conflicts61 and issues such as famine. Notably, there is no evidence to support 

this idea that the book was illustrated in Bukhara. Instead, due to cultural and 

diplomatic interactions between Babur (the ruler of Samarkand) and Safavids, I argue 

that the addition of illustrations in Samarkand is more probable. 

Perception of Persian Epics in the Ottoman Court 

An ambitious project in the early Safavid period was a copy of the Shahnameh, 

known as the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp. This epic work is perhaps the most 

illustrated literary text in the history of Persian art. The Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp 

is a sumptuously illuminated manuscript with 258 paintings by the court artists of the 

early Safavid period. Many well-known artists, including Sultan Muhammad (the head 

of the royal library and workshop), Aqa Mirak, Mir Musavvar, and Dust Muhammad 

contributed to this project. The Shahnameh was completed in the early 1530s in Tabriz 

and remained in the royal library until 1568, when Shah Tahmasp sent the manuscript 

as a gift to the court of Sultan Selim II in Istanbul.62 For centuries, the paintings were a 

source of inspiration for the Ottoman artists. In the early nineteenth century, the 

Shahnameh was still part of the royal collection at the Topkapi Serai Palace. After 

changing hands, the book was obtained by Baron Edmond James de Rothschild in 

 
61 In the first two decades of the sixteenth centuries, Safavids made several campaigns against the 

Khanate of Bukhara. In this period, Bubur, with the support of Safavids, was involved in the wars with 

the Uzbeks in Bukhara. Regarding the Mughal-Uzbek relationship see Murari Kumar Jha, “South Asia, 

1400-1800: The Mughal Empire and the Turco-Persianate Imperial Tradition in the Indian 

Subcontinent,” in Empire in Asia: A New Global History: From Chinggisid to Qing, edited by Brian P. 

Farrell, Jack Fairey (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018), 141- 170. 
62 Norah M. Titley, Persian Miniature Painting and Its Influence on the Art of Turkey and India, 83. 
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1903 and stayed in the Rothschild family until 1959, when it was sold to Houghton. 

Eventually, in 1970, the book was unbounded and sold to private collections and 

museums.63 Shahnameh is one of a few literary texts that in the late medieval and 

early modern periods was continuously copied and illustrated in Iran, Turkey, India, 

and Central Asia.  

How was a literary emblem of Farsi-speaking population in the Iran admired in 

the Ottoman court, where many courtiers were unable to read the manuscript? There is 

a common opinion among many Iranian scholars, as they make a connection between 

the text and national identity of the Persianate culture. For example, Iranian writer 

Shahrukh Meskoub (1924-2005) wrote that “the Persian language is the manifestation 

of Iranian identity."64 Nevertheless, there are criticisms against such interpretations.65 

By proposing such a reductive approach, Meskoub and his colleagues neglect Iran’s 

multiculturalism and the fact that a large population of the country does not speak 

Farsi. Thus, the importance of Shahnameh is (and was) beyond only its language. 

Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century audiences had different interpretations, as many of the 

courtiers (in Istanbul, Bukhara, and Agra) were unable to fully appreciate the language 

of Shahnameh. All of these empires were ruled by kings, and Shahnameh narrates epic 

stories about mythical, heroic and historical rulers of Greater Iran. Each of these rulers 

whether in the Mughal, Safavid, or Ottoman courts assimilated or attributed 

themselves to Shahnameh’s main characters.  

 
63 Sheila Canby, The Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp: The Persian Book of Kings, 18 
64 Shahrukh Meskoub, Iranian Identity and Persian Language (Tehran: Farzan, 2006), 17. 
65 See Mehrzad Broujerdi, تراشیدم، پرستیدم، شکستم (I Carved, I Worshiped, I Brock) (Tehran, Negah-i 

Muaser, 2010), 21-24. 
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Perhaps, after many military successes against Europeans and Safavids, 

particularly after the battle of Chaliran (1514), the Ottoman sultans saw themselves in 

the Shahnameh's protagonists. In a copy of Shahnameh produced in the 1590s in the 

Ottoman court of Murad III (r. 1574–1595), mythical and heroic characters were 

depicted in the Ottoman turbans. The scenes and paintings must be approved by a 

special committee of high ranked courtiers. Lale Uluc writes, in illustrating the 

Shahnameh of Selim Han dated 1581, the Ottoman artist, Lokman provided samples to 

acquire approval from the grand vizier Mehmet Pasha, and finally the sultan.66 This 

action shows the importance of the book for Ottoman rulers. A similar situation 

conceivably took place in the Safavid court.  

Illustrated stories from Shahnameh were also relevant to the social and 

political atmosphere of the Safavid empire in the 1530s. Kay Khosrow Beheading 

Afrasiab in the Name of Siyavush (Fig. 2-9) is an appropriate example. The artist 

represented the battle scene between the Iranian Shah, Kay Khosrow and the Turanian 

king, Afrasiab. Turan is a term in Shahnameh referring to the historical territories of 

Turks in central Asia. According to Ferdowsi, Siyavush, a son of Kay Kavous and 

father of Kay Khosrow, was sent to a war with Afrasiab, but he fell in love with 

Afrasiab's daughter and refused the war.67 Eventually, he was unjustly killed by 

Afrasiab. 

 
66 Lâle Uluç, “The Shahnama of Firdausi in the Lands of Rum,” in Shahnama Studies II, edited by 

Charles Melville and Gabrielle van den Berg (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 173 
67 Abul-Qasim Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, edited by Yevgeny Bertels and Abdul Hussein Nushin (Moscow: 

Eastern Literatures Publication Institute, 1960), 3: 76. 
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This painting narrates Kay Khosrow's revenge on Afrasiab and was relevant to 

the Safavid-Ottoman relationship. In the late 1520s and early 1530s, when artists at the 

Safavid court were working on this project, the first series of wars between Shah 

Tahmasp and Sultan Suleyman had already started. One of the major wars between 

Iranians and Turks was a battle, fifteen years after the Battle of Chaliran, when Shah 

Ismail, Shah Tahmasp's father, was defeated by Ottomans. Notably, this is not the only 

painting depicting wars between Iran and Turan. Devoting many paintings to this 

subject represented this inimical relationship between the two neighbors. Nevertheless, 

in the seventeenth century, when the Safavid shahs were reluctant to start new wars 

against the Ottomans, romantic, hunting, and polo-game pictures frequently appeared 

in the copies of Shahnameh. An example is a copy of Shahnameh from the late 

sixteenth or early seventeenth century (Fig. 2-10) at the Walters Art Museum. Such 

changes in the themes also indicated a relatively prosperous society. 

In diplomatic exchanges, military power and superiority determined the value, 

sumptuousness, and the direction of the movement of gifts. In the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, the direction of luxurious illuminated manuscripts has been 

one-way, from the Safavid to the Ottoman courts; it can also be the unparalleled 

Safavid mastery in the production of illuminated manuscripts, which made the transfer 

of the Ottoman illustrated books to Tabriz or Qazvin less desirable. Tracing the early 

modern roots of illustrated manuscripts discloses that Iran had occupied a central 

position in this network. Indeed, the Ottoman and Mughal courts were two major 
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destinations of Persian manuscripts, but during the reign of Shah Tahmasp, the 

Ottoman court was the main destination.  

The perception of Shahnameh in the Ottoman court was mostly based on 

Turkish translations. According to Lâle Uluç, many Persian works in literature were 

translated by Turkish scholars; among them were four versions of Shahnameh and 

several translations of Khamsa of Nizami.68 In addition to the Ottoman Sultans, 

courtiers and nobility also collected Persian manuscripts, particularly Shahnameh. At 

least five copies from the Safavid period in non-royal collections survived.69 

Shahnameh, as a source of inspiration impacted the Ottoman literary atmosphere along 

with many other historical epics, such as Suleymannameh, Shahanshahnameh, and 

Iskandarnameh. The mythical and heroic stories about Iskandar (Alexander the Great) 

were popular in the medieval and early modern Islamic civilization and were not 

limited to Iran. Two notable literary examples are Iskandarnameh (the Book of 

Iskandar or Alexander the Great) by Nizami and a section devoted to the life and death 

of Iskandar in the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi.  

A sixteenth-century copy of the book Iskandarnemeh by the Ottoman poet 

Ahmadi Sivasi is at the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Science. The origin of 

the manuscript is not clearly known. The Hungarian art historian Ivan Szanto argues 

that the manuscript had been produced in Iran. Most possibly the book arrived in 

Hungary in the sixteenth century during the expansion of the Ottoman empire into 

 
68 Ibid., 160. 
69 Ibid., 161. 
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Europe.70 Even though the artistic style is evidently Safavid (particularly in the 

painting Iskandar Kills the Dragon), this possibly does not constitute enough 

evidence. Perhaps, the manuscript had been produced in the Ottoman territories by an 

Iranian artist, mainly as the book is in Turkish language.  

Heroic and mythical stories about Iskandar were admired by both Safavid and 

Ottoman authorities. In the Islamic tradition, Iskandar possesses a semi-sacred 

characteristic. Some sources, particularly those versions of Iskandarnameh written in 

the medieval period, narrated Iskandar as a prophet-king. For example, Nizami in 

Sharafnameh emphasized the prophecy of Iskandar and wrote: 

  71نبشتند تاریخ اسکندری" "از آن روز کو شد به پیغمبری 

The history of Iskandar was recorded  from the day he became a 

prophet.72 

 

This divine combination of religion and state in one person corresponded to the 

notion of kingship in both Safavid and Ottoman empires, thus facilitating the reception 

of the Shahnameh and other historical epics in the Ottoman empire. For example, 

Venetian diplomat Vincentio d'Alessandri, who visited Iran during the reign of Shah 

Tahmasp, wrote about people who believed that the shah's healing power as a 

descendant of Ali, the first Shia Imam (599–661). To benefit from the healing power, 

they worshiped and kissed the threshold of his palace.73 This situation remained 

 
70 Ivan Szanto, Safavid Art and Hungary: The Esterházy Appliqué in Context (Piliscsaba: Avicenna 

Institute of Middle Eastern Studies, 2010), 28-29. 
71 Nizami Ganjavi, Sharafnameh, edited by Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran: Armaghan, 1937), 71. 
72 Translated by the author. 
73 Vincentio d'Alessandri, “A Narrative of Italian Travels in Persia, in the Fifteenth and Sixteen 

Centuries,” in Travelogues by the Venetians in Iran (Safarnameh-ye Venizian dar Iran), translated by 

Manouchehr Amiri (Tehran: Khwarazmi, 1999), 474. 
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unchanged until the reign of Shah Abbas I, who unlike his grandfather limited such 

superstitious exploitations; still, he had also benefited from this tradition by 

establishing a permanent cookery next to the Sheikh Safi's Shrine to make free food 

for Sufis, who sanctified the Shah.74 Spanish diplomat Don García Figueroa (1550–

1624) narrated a story on people's faith in the Shah's supernatural power. According to 

Don García, when the shah sent the ambassador sweets and jam, an ill weaver woman 

in their neighborhood requested to use some of the sweets for healing.75  

In this context, Iskandarnameh reinforced such impressions about kingship, 

despite the fact that the stories were not based on true historical events. In a copy of 

Shahnameh from Shiraz from the mid-sixteenth century, Iskandar was depicted while 

visiting the Kaaba (Fig. 2-11).76 In this circular composition, the Kaaba is located 

almost at the center on a circular paved ground. A group of armies stand outside the 

pavement near the margins of the page and surround the central part, where Iskandar 

and several worshipers are praying to God. At the top and just above the interior 

rectangular frame, two figures are depicted on a mountain. The figures are flanked by 

two minarets in different architectural styles; the one on the left with a cone pinnacle 

is more similar to the Anatolian style and the right one is in the Persian style. The 

proximity of these two architecture types may indicate the unification of different 

 
74 Pietro Della Valle, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, 370. 
75 Don García Figueroa, The Travels of Don García de Silva Figueroa: The Spanish Ambassador in the 

Court of Shah Abbas I, translated by Gholamreza Samiei (Tehran: Nashr-i No, 1984), 359. 
76 Kaaba, located at the center of the Masjid al-Haram or the Great Mosque of Mecca, is Islam's most 

sacred architectural monument. The Arabic term “Kaaba” literally means cube, as the building is in a 

simple cubic form, without almost any architectural decoration. For more information see Simon 

O'Meara, Ka’ba Orientations: Readings in Islam's Ancient House (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2020). 
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religious sects in the locus of divine presence. Similarly, as a prophet whose symbolic 

status has replaced his historical and geographical position, Iskandar is not limited to a 

particular group or ethnicity, which facilitated the circulation of literary works on 

Iskandar in many Islamic territories. 

Islamicized images of Alexander of Macedonia were not Safavid inventions. 

Many of these vignettes were formulated in the early Islamic centuries and possibly 

from the imagination of poets such as Ferdowsi. Also, this distorted characterization 

of Alexander entered into religious texts as well. In Falnemeh-e Jafar Sadiq, a Shiite 

divinatory text, the author included stories about Iskandar, such as Iskandar 

Constructs a Wall against Yajuj and Majuj. This story is both mythical and religious. 

The painting is based on a questionable interpretation of the Quran, as Iskander was 

interpreted as "Zul-Qarnain."  

فََهْل نَْجعَُل لََك َخْرًجا َعلَٰى أَْن   "قَالُوا یَا ذَا اْلقَْرنَْیِن إِنَّ یَأُْجوَج َوَمأُْجوَج ُمْفِسدُوَن فِي اْْلَْرِض 

تَْجعََل بَْینَنَا َوبَْینَُهْم َسدًّا."
77  

They said, O Zul-Qarnain, indeed, Yajuj and Majuj are corrupting on 

the earth, so we can pay you to install a barrier between us and them.78 

 

According to the Quran, one who built the wall was Zul-Qarnain (one who has two 

horns). In such cases, the Quran does not distinguish between the mythical (a horned 

ruler)79 and historical character. This symbolic language leaves space for different 

 
77 The Quran, 18: 94. 
78 Translated by the author. 
79 In Islamic civilization, locating the real identity of Zul-Qarnain is controversial as the Quran has 

depicted him as a king with two horns. Wearing horned helmets had been a tradition among kings in 

Mesopotamia, as Naram-Sin of Akkad (r. 2261-2224 BC) was represented wearing a horned helmet. 

Regarding the identity of Zul-Qarnain, many interpreters of the Quran discuss that he must have been 
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interpretations. For instance, modern interpreters of the Quran, such as Abd al-Mun'im 

Nimr and Syed Abul ʻAla Maudoodi, argue that Zul-Qarnain was Cyrus the Great.80  

The name of Cyrus was not mentioned in Shahnameh nor other medieval 

period texts, which resulted in his existence being forgotten in the medieval and early 

modern periods. The seventeenth-century Iranian scholar, Muhammad Hossein ibn 

Khalaf Tabrizi wrote that Zul Qarnain was Afrīdūn (Fereydun), a king in Ferdowsi's 

Shahnameh.81 Fereydun was the ruler of the world82 and the nearest historical 

character to him is Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Achaemenid dynasty, one 

whose portrait has been carved in Persepolis with two horns. Whether Zul-Qarnain is 

Iskandar or Fereydun, the mythical and semi-god characters in Iskandarnameh and 

Shahnameh were admired by the Safavid and Ottoman rulers. Concerning Sivasi's 

Iskandarnameh, whether produced in Iran or Turkey, the accompaniment of the 

Safavid visual style and Ottoman text illustrates the intercultural connections between 

the two courts in the sixteenth century, mainly during the reign of Shah Tahmasp. 

The image of Iskandar as a King-prophet or semi-god character was a 

representation of Shahs in the Safavid period, who had knitted a form of sanctity 

around their kingship. This type of holiness had a long history in the Safavid lineage, 

 
Cyrus the Great, who liberated Jews in Babylon. See Syed Abul ʻAla Maudoodi, Sūrah al-Kahf to ar-

Rūm, edited by Abdul Aziz Kamal (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 2003), 43-47. 
80 Ibid., 47. 
81 Muhammad Hussein ibn Khalaf Tabrizi, Burhan-i Qati’ (Tehran: Ibn-i Sina, 1963), 148. 
82 According to Ferdowsi, Fereydun was the ruler of the world and divided his territory (the world) 

between his three sons. 

 سه بخش کرد آفریدون جهانبه   نهفته چو بیرون کشید از نهان 

 سیم دشت گردان و ایران زمین  یکی روم و خاور دگر ترک و چین

See: Abul-Qasim Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, edited by Yevgeny Bertels and Abdul Hussein Nushin 

(Moscow: Eastern Literatures Publication Institute, 1960), 1: 90. 
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as their dynasty was rooted in a Sufi order. For instance, Sheikh Haidar (1459–1488) 

was the first to combine Sufi elements and regality.83 After the foundation of the 

empire, Shah Ismail and Shah Tahmasp fostered this spiritual notion of kingship. 

Italian diplomat Vincenzo d'Alessandri who visited Iran during the reign of Shah 

Tahmasp, pointed out that the shah was viewed as a sacred character. For example, 

d'Alessandri wrote that the water with which the king washed his hands was taken by 

people for healing.84  

The image of the shah as a holy figure was not limited to a specific king. For 

instance, German physician and diplomat Engelbert Kaempfer narrated a similar story 

about Shah Suleiman's court (1648–1694).85 Still, in the sixteenth century, such a 

relationship between the people of the society and the shah was more prevalent than in 

the seventeenth century. In the early Safavid period, this image of kingship was 

promoted because the court relied on taxes and agricultural sources. D'Alessandri 

stated that Shah Tahmasp received one-sixth of all crops from peasants and 

landlords.86 He also sold the clothes (as healing) he wore to courtiers and the wealthy 

at exorbitant prices.87 In Persian history, kingship was seen as a sacred entity and a 

shah as the shadow of God on earth (ظل هللا فی االرض).88 This image was reinforced in 

the sixteenth century, because the Safavid rulers attributed their lineage to the Prophet 

Muhammad. In such an environment, the story of Iskandar as a king-prophet was used 

 
83 Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, 4:424. 
84 Amiri, Travelogues by the Venetians in Iran, 474. 
85 Kaempher, 269. 
86 Amiri, Travelogues by the Venetians in Iran, 476. 
87 Ibid., 469. 
88 See Abu Hamid Ghazali, Naṣīḥat al-Mulūk, edited by Jajal Homaei (Tehran: Majlis, 1938), 39-40. 
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to consolidate the country and legitimize the Safavid dynasty (particularly in the 

sixteenth century). 

Similarly, in the Ottoman court, sultans legitimized the monarchy by 

promulgating their status as sacred figures.89 Contemporary with Shah Tahmasp, 

Suleiman I (1494–1566) pictured a similar image of himself in the Ottoman Empire.90 

In contrast, in the seventeenth century, this image of the shah as a sacred figure 

became relatively weakened, as people saw less piety in their rulers. Additionally, 

shahs, including Abbas I relied less on peasant tributes (as they developed an 

international trade network). As a result, they saw less need to promote this view of a 

kingship. Persian epic works, such as Shahnameh and Iskandarnameh, illustrate an 

otherworldly picture of kings, often conforming to religious values. As a result, such 

acculturated texts were simply adapted to indigenous royal structures and interpreted 

based on local traditions in any Islamic empire. Nevertheless, the popularity of the 

Persian illustrated manuscripts in the Ottoman territories facilitated and accelerated 

the dissemination of Persian art and literature in European states, particularly the 

Balkans. 

From Iran to the Balkans: Persian Manuscripts in Bosnia 

Diplomatic exchanges between the Safavid court and European states had 

always conditioned the transmission of luxury products. However, the arrival of 

Persian manuscripts in the Balkans was not predetermined, as the Ottomans' control 

 
89 Rahimi, Babak, ed., The Wiley Blackwell History of Islam (Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell, 2018), 388. 
90 Ibid. 
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over this area restricted Iran's access to the region. Thus, two crucial questions are 

how Persian manuscripts arrived in Eastern Europe and, more importantly, how they 

were interpreted in this new environment. Indeed, in their cross-cultural movement, 

literary and religious texts were transformed and mutated into new forms. Yet, the 

quality of this mutation, which is also internal, needs to be addressed. For instance, the 

arrival of a Safavid Shiite text in the Gazi Husrev Madrasa in Sarajevo (a Hanafi 

school) is more than just the geographical transportation of an object.  

Regarding the circulation of Persian art in the Balkans, Ottoman mediations 

had always been an essential factor. Likely, the objects acquired as booty or gifts by 

the Ottomans were transported in Eastern Europe by Turkish officials and nobility. 

Still, the large volume of Persian manuscripts in libraries across the Balkans raises 

questions about the nature of the connections between Iran and Eastern Europe. 

Notably, the political and religious hostilities between the Safavids and Ottomans 

reduced the possibility of any direct link between the Balkans and Iran. Nevertheless, 

Iranian officials in the Ottoman courts existed who may have had significant roles in 

such transmissions.   

During the Safavid period, many courtiers betrayed shahs and joined the 

Ottoman army. The traitors' political status varied from princes, such as Alqas Mirza 

(1516–1550), Shah Tahmasp's brother, to prominent Qizilbash warriors, such as 

Ulameh Beg (ca. 1490–1556).91 Both took refuge in the Ottoman court; Alqas Mirza 

 
91 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 311. 
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made unsuccessful campaigns against his brother,92 and Ulameh joined the Ottoman 

army in its expansion to Europe. Most probably, many objects were moved by traitors 

who deserted one side to join another, particularly during periods of political tension. 

Ulameh (1492–1552) was influential in introducing Safavid art and material 

culture to Hungarians.93 Ulameh also played an important role in motivating Sultan 

Suleiman against the Safavids. After capturing Tabriz in 1540, the Ottoman sultan 

appointed him as the governor of the city. Both the city of Tabriz and the court was 

looted by Ulameh,94 but there is no evidence showing what manuscript or artifacts 

were sent to Istanbul by Ulameh. This campaign was not successful and the Safavids 

defeated the Ottoman army. A year later, Ulameh became the governor of Bosnia and 

stayed in the position until 1547.95 

Ulameh was a Qizilbash from the Takkalu tribe, historically followers of 

Sheikh Safi, the founder of the Safavid Sufi order. Thus the development of Sufi 

orders in the Balkans by Qizilbashes facilitated the transmission of Persian 

manuscripts into the region.96 The transmision, however, had already been started, 

during the reign of Gazi Husrev Beg (r. 1521–1541). Before the rule of Ulameh, many 

imported manuscripts were religious and philosphical texts and were mostly not 

illustrated. An example is a copy of the book Sharh-e Hikmat-ul Ayn ( ح حکمۃ العینشر ) 

 
92 Ibid., 407-418. 
93 Ivan Szanto, Safavid Art and Hungary: The Esterházy Appliqué in Context, 27-28. 
94 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, 71-72. 
95 Ivan Szanto, Safavid Art and Hungary: The Esterházy Appliqué in Context, 35. 
96 Ibid. 
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by Mirak Bukharaei (ca. 1250–1350)97 at the Gazi Husrev-Beg Library in Sarajevo. 

Sharh-e Hikmat-ul Ayn (A Comentary on Hikmat-ul Ayn) by Mirak is one of many 

commentaries written on Hikmat-ul Ayn by Kātebi Qazvini (1204–1277) on Sunni 

theology ( کالم سنت). Mirak's manuscript, however, is one of the first philosophical 

Shiite interpretations of Kātebi's work.98 

The name and stamp of the donor are on the colophon (Fig. 2-12), that shows 

the book was donated in 883 H. (1478–79) by the Muslim governor of Bosnia, Gazi 

Husrev Beg. According to the colophon, Gazi Husrev donated the manuscript to an 

Islamic madrasa (للطالبین العابدین). Mirak's commentary engages with Islamic Peripatetic 

philosophy (فلسفه مشائی) and comprises various aspects of Aristotelian philosophy, 

mainly metaphysics and physics. The text has been an important source in Shiite 

jurisprudence schools in Iran.99 Gazi Husrev (غازی خسرو) was a governor and military 

leader, and there is no evidence identifying his depth of knowledge in Islamic laws. 

Yet, Gazi Husrev founded several Islamic madrasa, mosques, and libraries, which 

indicates that he was likely a well-educated person. Therefore, he (and his appointees) 

may have been familiar with the sources he acquired for the madrasas. Thus, regarding 

 
97 The date of birth and death of Mirak Bokharaei has not been recorded in historical texts. Yet, since 

there is a copy of his commentary dated 1392-93 (795 A.H.), it seems he lived in the thirteenth and 

early fourteenth centuries. 
98 Mirak in his commentary, which was composed in the early fourteenth century, used the 

commentaries of Jamal al-Din Hilli (1250-1325) and Qutb al-Din Shirazi (1236-1311). After Mirak, 

many Shiite scholars, such as the Safavid thinker Ghyath al-Din Dashtaki, also wrote commentaries 

either on Kātebi’s or Mirak’s works. See Jafar Zahedi. Introduction to Sharh-e Hikmat-ul Ayn, by Mirak 

Bukharaei (Mashhad: Ferdowsi University Press, 1975), 14-16 
99 Zahedi. Introduction to Sharh-e Hikmat-ul Ayn, 13. 
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Mirak’s text, perhaps the author's philosophical approach (not the Shiite content) had 

been important for Gazi Husrev as a Sunni Muslim. 

There are many ambiguities regarding the movement of this manuscript in the 

sixteenth century. First, it is not clearly known how this book reached Bosnia, or if the 

owner ever visited Iran, but Gazi probably received the collection through Ottoman 

mediation, or as gifts from other local Iranian or Anatolian governors. More 

importantly, as mentioned in the colophon, Gazi Husrev donated the manuscript in 

883 H. (1478–79). Notably, this date is very controversial because Gazi Husrev was 

born in 1480,100 two years after the donation date in the colophon. The misleading 

colophon may have been added later, most likely after the sixteenth century, by one 

who did not experience sixteenth-century Bosnia. Gazi Husrev was a patron of art and 

funded many architectural monuments, including a caravanserai and an Islamic 

madrasa, in Bosnia.101 It is probable that librarians have exaggerated and generalized 

Gazi Husrev's role to most Islamic manuscripts moved to Bosnia.  

The date 883 H. seems to be the date the copy was produced, not when the text 

was donated to the library. This copy of Mirak's work most likely was donated by 

Ulameh to Gazi Husrev's newly established madrasa. In 1537, four years before his 

tragic death in a war, Gazi Khosrow opened an Islamic madrasa in Sarajevo.102 After 

 
100 Cathie Carmichael, A Concise History of Bosnia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 

26. 
101 Safet Krkić, Role of Waqfs in the development of cities in Bosnia and Hercegovina (Bosnia and 

Herzegovina: Vijeće Kongresa bošnjačkih intelektualaca, 1999), 8-9. 
102 Edib Smolo, “The Role of Waqf (Endowment) in Economic Development of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina: A Historical Overview and Future Prospects,” in Revitalization of Waqf for Socio-

Economic Development, Volume I, edited by Abd el Rahman Elzahi Saaid Ali, Khalifa Mohamed Ali, 
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the death of Gazi Husrev, the Ottoman Sultan, Suleiman I appointed Ulameh Beg as 

the governor of Bosnia. Ulameh was an influential figure in looting Tabriz and the 

Safavid court, and resultingly, in introducing Persian art to the Balkans. 

The influx of Persian manuscripts to the Balkans, such as Mirak's book, 

spurred the heterogeneous development of Persian Sufism in the Balkan region in the 

sixteenth century. Here, a simple dichotomy between Sunnism and Shiism is not 

applicable. The entanglement of religious, philosophical, and literary concepts 

(embodied in works such as Sharh-e Hikmat-ul Ayn) is not easily unraveled, as such 

works are the result of centuries of intellectual crossbreeding and exchange of ideas 

among thinkers. The reception of Safavid philosophical and religious manuscripts led 

to the formation of an indigenous form of mysticism in the Balkans, evident in the 

works of Ali Dede Bosnavi (d. 1598–99).103 

Besides religious texts, literary works also comprised a notable portion of 

Persian books in the Balkan libraries. An examples is a copy of Divan-e Hafiz in the 

Gazi Husrev beg Library in Sarajevo (Fig. 2-13). The manuscript is undated but the 

style of the paintings, and particularly the form of turbans, shows that the book had 

been produced in sixteenth-century Iran. The manuscript was illustrated modestly with 

only five illustrated folios. Unlike many illustrated manuscripts from the early Safavid 

period, its pages lack any "tadhhib" (literally gilding, but the term is used for vegetal 

 
and M. Kabir Hassan, Revitalization of Waqf for Socio-Economic Development (Cham: Springer 

International Publishing, 2019), 93. 
103 For more information about Sufism in the Balkans, particularly Bosnia see Ines Aščerić-Todd, 

Dervishes and Islam in Bosnia: Sufi Dimensions to the Formation of Bosnian Muslim Society (Leiden: 

Brill, 2015). 
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or animal decoration in the margins). The book's date of creation, like its provenance, 

is unknown, but the representational style, particularly in costumes (including 

turbans), and compositions are reminiscent of early Safavid art in Tabriz. For instance, 

one of the paintings shows two lovers on a picnic with a group of three musicians at 

the bottom in the foreground, a cupbearer, and possibly a gulam at the middle zone 

accompanying the lovers. In a compositionally similar theme from a copy of Divan of 

Hafiz (at The Harvard Art Museums) attributed to Sultan Muhammad, created in 

1530, there are two lovers and a cupbearer at the center and a group of musicians at 

the bottom (Fig. 2-14). Yet, there are notable differences between these two folios. In 

Sultan Muhammad's painting the landscape is open, colors are more naturalistic, and 

the margin is gilded. In contrast, in the Sarajevo copy, the landscape is lavishly 

covered with gold. Besides visual and technical discrepancies, the fashion of figures 

and designs of costume are similar to those in many early sixteenth-century paintings 

in Tabriz. Thus, the Sarajevo copy was most probably produced in Tabriz around the 

same time. This manuscript along many others arrived in the Balkans in the 1540s, 

when Ulameh was the governor of Bosnia. 

After the fall of Tabriz to the Ottomans in 1540, Ulameh was appointed the 

ruler of the city. However, following the death of Gazi Husrev in 1541, the immediate 

successor, Ulameh, moved to Sarajevo. As a result, Sufism penetrated in the Balkans 

mostly by Qizilbashes such as Ulameh and other survivors of the Takkalu tribe.104 

 
104 The early years of Shah Tahmasp’s rule coincided with a civil war between the Qizilbashes tribes, 

particularly Takkalu, Roumlu, Shamlou, and Ustajlu. In this period many of Takkalue people were 

massacred and a large number, including Ulameh, fled to the Ottoman court. See Mahmoud ibn 
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Many of these survivors joined the Ottoman army and later settled in the Balkans and, 

along with the existing Bedreddinis community, formed the main body of Sufism in 

the region. The Bedreddinis were the followers of Sheikh Bedreddin (d. 1420), who 

had visited Ardabil (the center of the Safavid Sufis) in the fifteenth century (before the 

formation of the Safavid Empire).105 This relationship suggests that the circulation of 

Iranian material culture and mystical ideas in Europe, mainly in the Balkans, is much 

more convoluted than it appears and cannot be easily simplified as the Ottoman's 

mediation. 

The arrival of Persian Sufi literature in the Balkans led to the development of a 

very complex cultural interchange within the region, particularly in Bosnia. This 

cultural hybridity manifested itself in the works of the next generations of Slavic 

thinkers, such as Fevzi Mostarac (ca. 1670–1747). Another example is Bulbulistan by 

Bosnian poet Fevzi, who was influenced by the Gulistan of Sa'di and composed his 

work in Farsi. In short, in the Balkans, a new type of political identity emerged from 

Sufism, which defined itself against the Ottoman political and religious 

homogenization of the region.106 Cultural and political milieux were impacted by the 

influx of Sufi texts from Iran to Bosnia. 

 

 

 
Hedayatullah Afoushteh, Nuqavat al-Asār fi Zikr al-Akhyār, edited by Ehsan Ishraqi (Tehran: Elmi 

Farhangi, 1994), 180-217. 
105 Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, “Who Really Were the Kizilbash? A Rethinking of the Kizilbash Movement 

in Light of New Sources and Research,” in The Safavid World, edited by Rudi Matthee (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2021), 42. 
106 Ibid. 
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From Isfahan to Western Europe 

A magnificent sixteenth-century identical pair of carpets,107 known as The 

Emperor's Carpet (Fig. 2-15), likely woven during the reign of Shah Tahmasp (1524-

1576), arrived in the Habsburg Royal House in 1698.108 Before arriving in Habsburg, 

the carpets were the property of the Russian Tsar, Peter the Great (r. 1682–1725). It is 

probable that the carpet was presented to the Habsburg emperor, Leopold I (1640–

1705) as a gift.109 In this section, I explore the circulation of this object in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries and examine how it was perceived at the House of 

Habsburg. 

The elegant weave, dimensions, and high-quality materials used in these 

carpets indicate that it was produced in a royal workshop. Art historian Richard 

Ettinghausen attributes the production of the carpets to the city Herat in Khurasan.110 

The design includes animal and vegetal motifs that are Interwoven skillfully. Animal 

motifs vary from gazelles and tigers to mythical creatures such as dragons. The margin 

includes ornamental floral patterns and is separated from the central design by a 

calligraphic band. The calligraphic band comprises a poem, written in Nasta'liq script, 

describing the beauties of spring. The subject of the poem is conveyed in the intricate 

 
107 Weaving carpets in pairs has been common in Iran. Another example of is the Ardabil carpets, a pair 

of carpets, woven in the mid-sixteenth century. See Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom, eds., Grove 

Encyclopedia of Islamic Art & Architecture, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 27. 
108 Habsburg, a European monarchy during the medieval and early modern period, ruled over a vast 

geographical domain, including Austria, Luxembourg, Belgium, and parts of Eastern Europe. Martyn 

Rady, The Habsburg Empire: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 1-2.  
109 Sheila Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 259. 
110 Richard Ettinghausen, “Islamic Art,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 33, no. 1, 

(Spring, 1975): 32.  
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floral and animal patterns. Though art historians, such as Canby, have attributed the 

carpet’s poem to Zahir al-Din Faryabi (1156–1201),111 I argue that the author is in fact 

the poet Salman Savoji (1309–1375).112 

The use of a Persian poem in Nasta'liq script indicates that the carpets were 

most likely produced for a Farsi-speaking user (in this case, the Safavid court), not for 

a Russian or Western client. It is not known how the carpets were acquired by the 

Russian Tsar, but most likely they arrived in Russia in the seventeenth century, as in 

the sixteenth century, Iran's cultural and political interactions with Russia were 

limited. In the seventeenth century, diplomatic interactions between Russia and Iran 

began to increase. Iranian historian Muhammad Ma'soum Khwajagi recorded many 

visits of Russian ambassadors from Shah Safi's court.113 Even though the relationship 

between the two states became full of tension, particularly after the invasion of Iran's 

coastal cities of the Caspian Sea in 1662, Russian ambassadors were still active in 

Isfahan. An example that demonstrates such long-standing diplomatic connection is 

the portrait of Russian ambassador Andrey Priklonskiy, in the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, painted by Ali Quli Jabbadar in 1674, during the reign of Shah Suleiman.114 

 
111 Sheila Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 259. 
112 Salman Savoji, Divan of Salman Savoji, edited by Abolghasem Halat (Tehran: Nashriyat-i Mā, 

1992), 226-227. 
113 See: Muhammad Ma'sum Khwajagi sfahani, Khuldsat al-siyar (Tehran: Entesharat-i Elmi, 1989),98, 

154, 235, 285, 287, 290. 
114 "Portrait of the Russian Ambassador, Prince Andrey Priklonskiy" metmuseum.org, accessed 

February 1, 2021, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/448463?rpp=30&pg=2&ft=Iran&pos=42 
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The ambassador was successful in his purposes as, in the late Safavid period, Iran's 

export of silk to Russia exponentially grew.115  

 There is no record indicating that Priklonskiy had been involved in the 

movement of the carpets to the Tsar's court. Historical texts, such as travelogues and 

Safavid adminstrative manuals, seldom describe the patterns and visual details of gifts, 

which make identifying the carpets through these documents difficult, if not 

impossible. A hypothesis concerning the movement of the carpets is that these objects 

arrived in Russia through a Safavid ambassador to Moscow before the harmonious 

relationship between Russia and Iran soured. In 1650 (two years before the invasion of 

Iranian ports by Russians), Shah Abbas II sent fifteen carpets along with many other 

luxury products to the court of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich (r. 1645–1676).116 Thus, it is 

probable that the Emperor Carpets were part of the gift to Mikhailovich, and were 

owned by his successors, Feodor III and Peter the Great. 

  The Habsburg relationship with Russia, however, was more diplomatic than 

economic. Both states' sovereignties were in danger from their common enemies, the 

Ottoman and Swedish empires. In the 1690s, the tension between the Ottoman empire 

and the Habsburgs, over Hungary and Transylvania, reached its culmination.117 

Habsburg sought allies against the Ottomans and developed its diplomatic relationship 

with both Persia and Russia. The Habsburg empire helped Russia to modernize its 

 
115 Beverly Lemire, Global Trade and the Transformation of Consumer Cultures (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2018), 45-46. 
116 Amy Bogansky, Interwoven Globe:The Worldwide Textile Trade, 1500-1800 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2013), 78-79 
117 Marie-Janine Calic, Elizabeth Janik, The Great Cauldron: A History of Southeastern Europe 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2019), 140. 
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military and institutions and motivated Peter the Great to campaign against the 

Ottomans in Crimea.118 In this situation, cultural exchange between the House of 

Habsburg and the Russian court, and resultingly, the transmission of such luxurious 

carpets to Vienna was more probable than ever. Selecting and sending a sumptuous 

Persian carpet by the Russian Tsar to the Habsburg court functioned equivocally and 

was interpreted as a tripartite political interaction. Here, the object is active in its 

mobility, politically and culturally connecting the three courts.  

Another example of Safavid luxury products which indirectly arrived in 

Habsburg during the Safavid period is a textile fragment from a Safavid royal tent 

(Fig. 2-16). The object was neither a royal gift nor a piece of merchandise; instead it 

was booty from Ottomans during the war of 1683.119 The subject depicted on the 

textile is a fictional hunt, shown through a recurring pattern of a man in Safavid 

costume killing a dragon with a rock. The story is taking place in an orchard, and two 

recurring birds are also depicted among tree branches. The style, composition, and 

figure’s costume all indicate that the textile is Safavid. The object was produced 

around 1540,120 in a royal workshop most likely in Tabriz. The object was produced 

about fifteen years before the changing of the capital city from Tabriz to Qazvin (due 

to the conflicts with the Ottomans). I propose that this royal tent arrived in Istanbul as 

booty after the fall of Tabriz to Sultan Suleyman or his commander, Ulameh. There is 

evidence that Ulameh was likely the one who brought this tent to Europe: First, 

 
118 Ibid., 145.  
119 Ekhtiar et al., Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art in The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 244. 
120 Ibid. 
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because the author of Takmelat ul-Akhbar wrote that when Ulameh captured Tabriz, 

he took the embroidered royal tent out from the Farrash-Khane-i Saltanati (the royal 

carpet house).121 Second, immediately after losing Tabriz, Ulameh moved to the 

Balkans, and Europeans acquired this object after defeating the Ottomans in Vienna.122  

In the seventeenth century, the Habsburg empire developed its political and 

trade relationship with Iran, and Persian art was well-recognized at least at the 

Habsburg Royal House in Vienna. The penchant for Persian art reached its climax 

during the reign of Emperor Leopold I. For example, Peter Lambeck (1628–1680), 

who was a librarian in the court of Leopold I from 1663 to 1680, acquired seven 

sixteenth-century illustrated Persian manuscripts in Istanbul for the Imperial 

Library.123  

In the Safavid Era, the association between Persia and the Habsburg empire 

extended into political cooperation against their common enemy, the Ottomans. One 

person who played a pivotal role to foster the diplomatic relationship between the 

Safavid and Habsburg empires was Pedrus Bedik (d. 1684), an Armenian diplomat. In 

the mid-seventeenth century, Pedrus was hired by the Pope to accomplish a political 

mission against the Ottomans in Persia and later received a prestigious position in 

Vienna from Leopold I.124 Whether or not the diplomatic effort by Pedrus succeeded, 

 
121 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, 72. It is also possible that the Ottomans had received the tent 

from local rulers as a gift. For example, Muzaffar Sultan (d. 1537), the governor of Guilan, who 

supported Sultan Suleyman against Shah Tahmasp, may have presented the tent to the sultan. 

According to Abd ul-Fattah Foumani, Muzzafar Sultan had received an embroidered tent from Shah 

Ismail I. See Abd ul-Fattah Foumani, Tarikh-i Guilan (Rasht: Shahpour High School, 1935), 8. 
122 Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 244. 
123 Szanto, Safavid Art and Hungary: The Esterházy Appliqué in Context, 28. 
124 Ibid. 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

63 

the Safavid shahs were reluctant to start a new war against their powerful Ottoman 

rival. What happened instead was an influx of luxury Persian products into Western 

Europe. 

Collecting Persian art by the Habsburgs was not limited to the Imperial House 

in Vienna. Many regional rulers and aristocrats also made significant collections of 

Persian art, particularly textiles. Among them are Rudolf II, who was the ruler of 

Bohemia and a member of the Habsburg house, and Ferdinand of Tyrol.125 Both 

collections became open to the public in the early seventeenth century. Thus, the 

transformation of private collections to the public took place in Habsburg before other 

European states.126  

Rudolf II likely received a considerable part of his collection as diplomatic 

gifts from Shah Abbas and Persian ambassadors in Prague. In the early years of his 

reign, Shah Abbas dispatched many envoys to European states to consolidate Iran's 

economic and diplomatic relationship with Europe. Meanwhile, Shah Abbas sent 

several diplomats, including Mehdi Quli Beg and Zeynal Khan Shamlou, to the court 

of Rudolf II in Prague.127 Safavid diplomatic gifts to their Western colleagues included 

mostly luxury textiles and gems and rarely Persian manuscripts.128  

 
125 Barbara Karl, “Persian Arts in 19th Century Vienna,” in The Shaping of Persian Art: Collections and 

Interpretations of the Art of Islamic Iran and Central Asia, edited by Yuka Kadoi and Iván Szántó 

(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 110. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Sabina Dvoráková, “The Reception of Persian Art in the Czech Lands,” in The Shaping of Persian 

Art: Collections and Interpretations of the Art of Islamic Iran and Central Asia, edited by Yuka Kadoi 

and Iván Szántó (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 157-58. 
128 Many Persian manuscripts in European royal libraries were acquired indirectly from the Istanbul 

market or by travellers and ambassadors in Persia directly in bazaars. According to Czech historian 

Sabina Dvoráková, Rudolf II enlarged his collection by purchasing objects from Islamic lands through 

his ambassadors. Friedrich von Kreckwitz (d. 1594), Rudolf II's ambassador in Istanbul, purchased 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

64 

European states, and more specifically Western Europe, were notable markets 

for Persian carpets, and many of the best Safavid carpets survived in this region. An 

example is the Anhalt carpet, a medallion carpet from the early sixteenth century, 

today held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fig. 2-17).129 The yellow background 

makes the Anhalt carpet a unique example of this type. In this period, designers 

mostly used red or indigo blue for the background of medallion carpets. Except for 

recurring forms of peacocks, all ornamental motifs are floral. The carpet is known as 

the Anhalt Carpet because it was owned by the Duke of Anhalt in the 1680s.130 

Perhaps, this carpet was a gift from Shah Suleiman to foster Iran's diplomatic ties with 

Germany. This assumption seems less likely the case because in the last decade of 

Shah Suleiman's reign, the shah suffered from a mental illness, spent most of his life 

in the harem, and was always drunk.  

Despite the shah's condition, Europeans attempted to develop their relationship 

with Iran. In 1683, Charles XI of Sweden sent Engelbert Kaempfer, a German 

 
more than two hundred Persian manuscripts' folios for him. Dvoráková, “The Reception of Persian Art 

in the Czech Lands,” 157. 

Still, due to linguistic differences, manuscripts comprised a small part of the collections of Persian art in 

Western Europe. Indeed, Italian states were exceptions, since many Iranian and Armenian traders 

resided in Venice. In Rome, the establishment of the Oriental Press by the Medici family was an 

influential factor in the influx of Persian and Arabic manuscripts to the city. Giambattista and Girolamo 

Vecchietti, two brothers, were among those who travelled to Persia in the early seventeenth century to 

purchase manuscripts. The Vecchietti brothers brought Persian manuscripts in literature, science, and 

religion to Europe. Susan Mokhberi, The Persian Mirror: French Reflections of the Safavid Empire in 

Early Modern France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 27. 
129 The term Anhalt refers to the Duchy of Anhalt, a German duchy located in the central part of 

Germany. By the end of the sixteenth century, Anhalt, as a powerful supporter of protestant religion, 

was well-recognized among the world empires. Ole Peter Grell, Brethren in Christ: A Calvinist 

Network in Reformation Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 131.  
130 Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 258. 
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physician, to Iran to induce Shah Suleiman to attack the Ottomans.131 Indeed, such 

political effort was in vain because the shah was reluctant to accede to such conditions 

and jeopardize his reign. Europeans soon realized that Iran had lost its former 

prosperity and political influence in the world. Yet, European companies, particularly 

Dutch companies, continued economic pursuits in Iran; their commercial fleet shipped 

luxury products and raw silk to Europe. Thus, It is more likely that the Anhalt Carpet 

was acquired by Kaempfer or other German diplomats in Iran and sent to Germany 

through the Dutch fleet. In 1685, Kaempfer himself also left Iran from Bandar Abbas 

via the fleet of the Dutch East India Company.132  

A hypothesis by art historian Sheila Canby suggests that the carpet was 

acquired in a campaign against the Ottomans.133 This hypothesis is based on the fact 

that the object entered Anhalt in the late seventeenth century. In this period, European 

states, such as the Habsburg empire, Germany, and Venice, made several campaigns 

to free Hungary from the Ottomans. Additionally, this hypothesis is based on another 

unproven hypothesis that the carpet had arrived in Ottoman territories either as a gift 

or spoil. 

What has been neglected by art historians is that during the war between the 

Europeans and Ottomans, the diplomatic and economic relationships between Iran and 

the West continued unceasingly. Dutch and British commercial fleets were always in 

 
131 Laurence Lockhart, “European contacts with Persia, 1350—1736,” in The Cambridge History of 

Iran, edited by Peter Jackson, vol. 6. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 402. 
132 Engelbert Kaempfer, The Travels of Kaempfer, translated by Keykavoos Jahandari (Tehran: 

Khwarazmi, 1984), 9. 
133 Sheila Canby, “Iran and Central Asia,” 258. 
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traffic between Iranian, Indian, and European ports. For example, in 1686, when the 

war in Hungary had reached its peak, the Dutch ambassador to India in Golconda, 

Laurens Pit, was involved in collecting and shipping works of art. Among them was a 

portrait of Shah Suleiman.134 The artist is unknown, but it is either by an Iranian artist 

for his Indian patron or by an Indian artist from an original Safavid version. 

Additionally, inter-court exchange was not limited to conventional diplomatic 

gifts and tributes. A notable concept is the tradition of giving “Khala’t” (خلعت دادن), a 

complicated concept that is not always located in the gift category. Khala’t is literally 

a robe of honor, given by shahs when a shah accepted a representative (whether a local 

ruler or international diplomat), but in some cases, it was given in exchange for 

something more valuable.135 In the Safavid period, Khala't was not limited to clothing 

and comprised various luxurious commodities. For instance, Safavid shahs gave 

representatives luxury clothes along with their accommodation fees (sometimes paid 

through opulent textiles and luxury objects instead of money). Giving Khala’t was a 

symbolic form of political and cultural communication between the giver and the 

reciever. Chardin wrote on one of these Khala’t giving ceremonies, when Shah 

Suleiman accepted the French, British, and Russian ambassadors in 1674. Chardin 

pointed out that the Khala’ts that the ambassadors received from the shah included 

textiles, gold coins, horses, and jeweled swords.136  

 
134 Soudavar, Art of the Persian Courts, 355. 
135 According to d'Alessandri, Shah Tahmasp often gave his clothes (as Khala’t) to courtiers at 

exorbitant prices. Amiri, Travelogues by the Venetians in Iran,469. 
136 Jean Chardin, Travelogue (Siyahatnameh-i Chardin), Translated by Muhammad Abbasi, (Tehran: 

Amir Kabir, 1956), 3: 305-308. 
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Kaempfer, as a high-ranking diplomat, similarly, must have received Khala’ts 

from the shah. In his meticulous description of an unveiling ceremony, Kaempfer 

wrote that the supervisor and the head of Boyutat-i Saltanati (royal houses) carefully 

recorded all gifts as the shah’s reciprocal gifts worth twice the value of what he 

received.137 Indeed, for Kaempfer, who had decided to change his route to East Asia 

instead of returning to Europe, shipping his Khala’ts (and possible gifts for the House 

of Habsburg and Duchy of Anhalt) to Germany through the Dutch fleet in Bandar 

Abbas was more rational. 

Ulyimately, gifts, whether in the form of an inter-court exchange or Khala't, 

are profoundly political activities. As French scholar Marcel Mauss argued, gifts 

create obligations,138 which both the Safavids and their European colleagues sought in 

their mutual relationships. Luxury textiles, such as the Anhalt or Emperor's Carpet, 

were communicative materials, in which the visual and conceptual dimensions of the 

object were legible for both the Habsburgs and Russians, even though they don’t 

understand Farsi.139 Thus, functional and decorative aspects of these carpets should 

not prevent understanding these artifacts' socio-political importance. The circulation of 

material culture in the Safavid era facilitated bridging the "self" and "other," mainly 

Europeans. Perhaps, more than any form of art, this unification exhibited itself in an 

emerging art form called Farangi-Szi (or in the manner of Europeans). 

 
137 Kaempfer, The Travels of Kaempfer, 270. 
138 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: 

Routledge, 2002), 50. 
139 For more information about the legibility of Islamic textiles see Rebecca Sauer, “The Textile 

Performance of the Written Word: Islamic Robes of Honour,” in Communication and Materiality, 

edited by Susanne Enderwitz and Rebecca Sauer (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), 113-228. 
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Dutch Prints in Isfahan and the Emergence of Farangi-Sazi  

In this section, I examine domestic and international factors involving the 

emergence of a new artistic genre, known as Farangi-Sazi in the seventeenth century. 

Although the influence of European prints in the advent of this style has been 

discussed extensively, art historians have neglected the role of Christian women in the 

Safavid court in this intercultural transmission of artworks. The history of the Safavid 

art has been under the shadow of powerful shahs, such as Shah Tahmasp and Shah 

Abbas I, but particularly in the seventeenth century, women were active in cultural, 

economic, and even political activities. 

A controversially named album from the sixteenth century is the Bellini Album 

by F. R. Martin. The album was named after Gentile Bellini (1429–1507), a Venetian 

painter, as a painting in this album was attributed to him.140 The Bellini Album 

consisted of both Western and Islamic artworks. A considerable group of artworks are 

Dutch prints. There is no evidence showing whether the prints came from Safavid 

albums or the Ottoman royal collections. Since many of these prints had Christian 

themes, who was the audience of such prints, especially in an Islamic court? There had 

been potential audiences for such artworks at both courts. However, it is more 

probable that the prints had been removed from the Safavid albums, mainly due to the 

international amity between Safavids and European states.  

 
140 The album included works assembled from various known (such as the Ya'qub Beg and Bahram 

Mirza albums) and unknown albums in the Ottoman court in the nineteenth century. According to 

David Roxburg, the works in the Bellini album were chosen from notable albums, cut and trimmed 

based on the new binding in the seventeenth century during the reign of Sultan Ahmad I (1603-1617), 

and unbound during the rule of Abdulaziz (r. 1861-1876). David J. Roxburgh, “Disorderly Conduct?: 

F.R. Martin and the Bahram Mirza Album,” Muqarnas , 1998, Vol. 15 (1998): 32. 
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During the Safavid period, Armenian traders resettled in Isfahan, specifically 

in New Julfa (an Armenian neighborhood in Isfahan). Thus, art historians have argued 

that such artworks were imported or copied for Armenians (mostly Christians),141 but 

they mostly neglected Georgian queens and noblewomen in the court. Women were 

likely behind such productions, particularly as there is no name or stamp of the patron 

on most of these paintings as was often the case for men. Additionally, harem women 

in the Safavid court, from its foundation by Shah Ismail in 1501 to the fall of Isfahan 

in 1722, were primarily Orthodox Christians from Georgia, who often prayed with 

icons. Thus, queens and harem women were potential clients for such biblical scenes 

in the Safavid era. 

Safavid shahs such as Tahmasp, Abbas II, and Suleyman came to power at a 

young age. Thus, the void after they came to power (in all three cases) was mostly 

filled by the shah’s mother, who had already come out proudly from a hidden political 

collusion (and sometimes a bloody battle) in removing all potential rivals. Thus, the 

mother of the shah played an important role in consolidating power and unifying the 

court and society around the new ruler.142 Among these powerful mothers were Anna 

Khanum (the mother of Abbas II), Nakihat Khanum (the mother of Shah Suleyman), 

and Sultanum Begum (the mother of Ismail II). Additionally, there were powerful 

princess and noblewomen, including Maryam Begum, Sultan-Agha Khanum, and Pari 

Khan Khanum. All aforementioned women were Christians of Circassians origin (or 

 
141 Anthony Welch, Shah ʹAbbas & the Arts of Isfahan (New York: Asia Society, 1973), 117. 
142 Nasrullah Falsafi, Zendegi-ye Shah Abbas-i Aval (The Life of Shah Abbas I), vol. 1 (Tehran: 

University of Tehran Press, 1968), 22, 31, 38, 43. 
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raised in a harem dominated by Christian women). Particularly in the late Safavid 

period, women became more powerful and less bound to the harem. However, it 

seems that women’s contribution to political affairs began in the early seventeenth 

century. Don Garcia, who has meticulously described a meeting between Shah Abbas 

and European and Ottoman ambassadors, mentioned the presence of a woman in the 

meeting (Della Vale also attended the same meeting).143 It is probable that she was  

Zainab Begum (d. 1640),144 the daughter of Shah Tahmasp. Zainab Begum was one of 

the most influential women in the mid-Safavid period.145 

Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605–1685) was a gem merchant who made six 

voyages to Iran during the reigns of Shah Safi, Shah Abbas II, and Shah Suleyman. In 

a meeting with Shah Abbas II in 1664 (two years before the death of the shah), 

 
143 Don García Figueroa, The Travels of Don García de Silva Figueroa: The Spanish Ambassador in the 

Court of Shah Abbas I, 273. 
144 During the reign of Shah Abbas, Zainab Begum was the head of Amlak-e Khasah (Crown lands) in 

Kashan. See Fazli Beg Ḵuzani Iṣfahāni, Afzal al-Tawariḵh, MS Or. 4678, British Library, London. See: 

Kioumars Ghereghlou, “ZAYNAB BEGUM,” Encyclopædia Iranica, online edition, 2016, available at 

http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/zaynab-begum. 

Zainab Begum funded at least two caravanserais, one along with Kashan-Isfahan Road and one about 

55 miles south of Qazvin in the way of Isfahan. Della Valle calls it Arasanj Caravanserai, but the 

caravanserai is located in Hajib (a small village 15 miles from Arasanj). Della Valle, Voyages de Pietro 

della Valle La Perse, 435. 

The first caravanserai is one that Don Garcia had seen during his journey with the Spanish ambassador 

to Qazvin to visit Shah Abbas. The ambassador and his companions spent the night in a royal garden in 

the town. This garden and its building had been possibly built by taxes from crown sectors (Amlak 

Khassa) which were under the control of Zainab Begum. The artist that was hired to decorate the 

building was an Italian painter (Don Garcia named him as Jules). Jules was not a royal artist and he 

lived in Kashan and Qazvin (not Isfahan), which reinforces this hypothesis that he was hired by Zeynab 

Begum, who was in Kashan. Don Garcia wrote that the main hall was decorated with women figures in 

Italian style by Jules. The women, according to Don Garcia, had worn Christian clothes like Greeks. 

Don Garcia, The Travels of Don García de Silva Figueroa: The Spanish Ambassador in the Court of 

Shah Abbas I, 235.  

The building and its painting do not exist anymore and, as a result, judging the degree of mastery 

exerted by Jules is impossible. 
145 See: Husayn ibn Mortaza Husayni Astarabadi, Tarikh-i Saltanati: Az Sheikh Safi ta Shah Safi, edited 

by Ehsan Ishraqi (Tehran: Entesharat-i Elmi, 1987), 56-58. 

http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/zaynab-begum
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Tavernier wrote that Shah Abbas II showed him Persian and Mughal paintings, 

particularly a miniature from India, which Tavernier identified as the portrait of 

Mughal emperor Aurangzeb (1618–1707).146 When the discussion switched to 

European paintings, the shah sent his ghulam (literally a servant boy) to the harem to 

bring two European style paintings. This story shows that women in the Safavid court 

(who were mostly Christian) were important clients of European paintings and prints 

(such as those Martin attributed to the so-called Bellini Album). 

The growing production of Christian icons and European-style painting by 

Iranian artists, such as Jabadar and Muhamad Zaman, might be related to changes in 

court patronage and political structure in the late Safavid period. However, the influx 

of European style paintings and prints to Iran began in the early seventeenth century, 

when international merchants, ambassadors, and travelers from China to Portugal 

converged in the new Safavid capital, Isfahan.147 As a result, a new market was 

formed for European prints, mostly from the Netherlands and France. The circulation 

of Persian manuscripts in the West shows that Europeans were more interested in 

Persian paintings and manuscripts in lieu of purchasing Dutch or French prints in a 

secondary market. Instead, besides artists, local people, mostly Armenians and 

Georgians living in Isfahan and other large cities, were the main consumers of such 

prints. Particularly, artists used prints as their models, and in consequence a new form 

of art known as “Farangi-Sazi” was born in the Safavid period. 

 
146 Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Safarnameh-i Tavernier (Travels of Tavernier), translated by Hamid Arbab 

Shirani (Tehran: Niloofar, 2004),150-151. 
147 Aimée Froom, ed., Bestowing Beauty: Masterpieces from Persian Lands: Selections from the 

Hossein Afshar Collection (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 121. 
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The painting European Lady by Ali Quli Jabbadar dated 1674 is a example of 

this new genre (Fig. 2-18). The artist depicted a woman in European fashion; her curly 

brown hair and sumptuous satin clothing suggests that the model had been a European 

lady. In the background of the painting, there is a man in European costume with a 

dog in a green landscape. All these features suggest that the artist used Western 

paintings or prints as his model. Art historian and curator Aimee Froom has identified 

the model, which was an engraving by French artist Peter Aubry (1621–1669).148 

Jabbadar’s painting is not a pure copy of the original as he made many changes in the 

figure as well as the background. Additionally, the Persian style floral patterns in the 

margins can be seen as a type of localization of the work. A large number of such 

paintings were produced in the late Safavid period but their patronage is unknown. 

Jabbadar and Muhammad Zaman, two masters of Farangi-sazi, were active in 

the late Safavid period, during the reigns of the last three shahs: Abbas II, Suleyman, 

and Sultan Husayn. Royal artist Jabbadar was the grandson of Qarajaghay Khan (the 

commander of chief of Abbas the great) and was originally from Georgia.149 There are 

two paintings by Jabbadar with Georgian inscriptions at the Saint Petersburg museum. 

His Georgian origin, artistic style, and Christian background made him a favorite of 

princesses to illustrate biblical stories for them. Muhammad Zaman also adopted and 

localized European representational techniques and combined it with Persian artistic 

 
148 Ibid. 
149 Yaqoub Azhand, “Ali Quli Jabbadar, the Librarian,” Nashriye-i Honarhay-i Ziba, no. 16 (winter 

2004): 84. 
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tradition. This approach is visible in the three illustrations he added to the Khamsa of 

Shah Tahmasp, under Shah Suleiman in 1675. 

The late Safavid era was a period of economic and political decline. Both 

shahs, Abbas II and Suleyman, spent most of their reign in drunkenness. Muhammad 

Mostowfi, the author of Zobdat ul-Tawarikh, illustrated Shah Suleyman as the most 

atrocious of Safavid kings, who was always drunk and melancholic and did not leave 

the palace in his last seven years of rule, lest anyone take his place.150 For three days 

after the death of Shah Suleyman, no one dared to approach his body, as courtiers 

thought the shah might be drunk, and finally officials asked Maryam Begum to go to 

the king’s bed.151  

In this situation, in the last years of Shah Suleyman’s reign, artists such as 

Jabbadar and Zaman (who had been deprived of the shah’s patronage) became more 

involved in the production of biblical scenes. A notable example of such paintings is 

“The Return from the Flight into Egypt,” by Muhammad Zaman, dated 1689 (Fig. 2-

19). This painting was created in the period when Shah Suleiman was suffering from 

mental illness and indulged in alcohol. The painting, which is based on a Flemish 

engraving, shows the Virgin, Joseph, and Jesus returning to their homeland.152 The two 

rows of inscriptions on the top and bottom indicate the date and place of production. 

However, there is no information indicating the patron. The painting was owned by 

 
150 Muhammad Mohsin Mostowfi, Zubdat ul-Tawarikh, ed., Behrooz Goudarzi (Tehran: University of 

Tehran Press, 1996), 113-114. 
151 This story has been recorded in many historical texts on the late Safavid period. See Mostowfi, 

Zubdat ul-Tawarikh, 113; Nader Nasiri Moghaddam, Introduction to Dastour Shahryaran, 25. 
152 “The Return from the Flight into Egypt,” harvardartmuseums.org, accessed October 5, 2020, 

https://harvardartmuseums.org/art/216250 
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F.R. Martin in 1912,153 which raises many questions about the previous owners of the 

painting. Many exquisite Persian manuscripts in the Western museums were once part 

of F.R. Martin’s collection, as such are several paintings by sixteenth-century artist 

Shaikh Zadeh (unbounded pages from an early sixteenth-century Khamsa of Nizami), 

today at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Many of these paintings were produced for 

the Safavid royal libraries in Herat and Tabriz. Martin acquired the main body of his 

collection of Persian manuscripts and single-page illustrations in Istanbul. 

 Tracing the movement of Persian manuscripts can also reveal many 

ambiguities about Muhammad Zaman’s paintings. Based on a report by the Tehran 

Police Department in 1914 (Fig. 1-1), the Ottoman ambassador was involved in the 

robbery from the royal library and the transmission of thousands of illustrated 

manuscripts and paintings to Istanbul (where Martin was accumulating his collection 

of Persian art).154 Thus, Martin’s illegal acquisition of many Persian manuscripts can 

reinforce this hypothesis that Muhammad Zaman’s painting also belonged to the royal 

library. Additionally, Muhammad Zaman was a court artist during the reign of Shahs 

Abbas II, Suleiman, and Shah Sultan Husayn. He depicted many biblical scenes, when 

the court was under the influence of Maryam Begum (his possible patron), who also 

according to historical texts collected Christian icons.155 The increasing influence of 

 
153 Ibid. 
154 F. R. Martin, The Miniature Paintings and Painters of Persia, India, and Turkey from the 8th to the 

18th Century, 56. 
155 Jean Antoine Du Cerceau, The History of the Revolution of Persia: Taken from the Memoirs of 

Father Krusinski (London: The Golden-Buck, 1728), 128-129. 
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women in court becomes evident when Maryam Begum resisted a demand for 

forbidding wine by Muhammad Baqir Majlisi (1927–1699), a prominent Shiite jurist.  

A notable change in the late Safavid power structure was the growing power of 

Shiite jurists in the Safavid court. Some of the most influential jurists in the history of 

Shiism, such as Mulla Faiz Kashani, Muhaqqiq-i Khwansari, Shaykh-i Ameli, and 

more importantly Mohammad Baqir Majlisi, lived in this era. Majlisi was 

contemporary with Shah Suleyman and his son Shah Sultan Husayn, and in 1694, he 

crowned Shah Sultan Husayn.156 The influence of Majlisi was evident in the Safavid 

court as Shah Sultan Husayn banned wine, tobacco, and many artistic activities based 

on Majlisi’s demand. According to Muhammad Ibrahim, the author of Dastur-i 

Shahryaran, playing musical instruments became illegal throughout the empire.157  

Majlisi’s inflexible interpretation of Shi'ism and his hatred against the visual 

arts is conspicuous in his book Hilyat ul-Muttaqin. In this book, Majlisi collected 

many Hadiths (sayings of the Prophet Muhammad and Shiite imams) in rejecting 

representational art and more specifically human figures.158 The prohibition did not 

last long and was mostly resisted by women in the court, particularly by Maryam 

Begum.159 French priest Jean-Antoine du Cerceau (1670–1730) Wrote that Maryam 

 
156 Muhammad Ibrahim Zain ul-Abedin, Dastur-i Shahryaran, edited by Muhammad Nader Nasiri 

Moghaddam (Tehran: Mahmoud Afshar Foundation, 1994), 19. 
157 Ibid., 43. 
158 Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Hilyat ul-Muttaqin (Qom: Nashr-i Loqman, 1990), 448. 

159 Notably, Maryam Begum funded at least two significant architectural monuments in Isfahan: a 

mosque and one school approximately a thousand feet towards the south of the Shah Abbas Mosque. 

The school recently was demolished by authorities to erect a hotel. Except for the name of Maryam 

Begum, still, the names of women rarely were inscribed on entrance tile works, as frequently appeared 

the names of men. The role of women in the late Safavid courts has been either neglected or discussed 

negatively. Almost all notable architectures from Shah Sultan Huseyn’s period were built by women or 
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Begum had strong Christian beliefs and respectfully gathered images of the Virgin 

Mary.160 Maryam Begum, who was the great aunt of Shah Sultan Husayn, had a key 

role in Shah Sultan Husayn’s rise to power.161 Maryam Begum resisted Majlisi’s 

demand and urged the shah to change his order.162 

Almost all historical texts had emphasized Shah Abbas II and Shah 

Suleyman’s overindulgence in wine. An important question here is why did Maryam 

Begum oppose Majlisi’s demand, since in the early modern period, women rarely 

drank alcohol? All Safavid shahs used alcohol and no Shiite jurist before Majlisi had 

objected. Indeed, Maryam Begum’s objection was more about the intention behind 

such demands and its political consequences. It seems, Majlisi was more concerned 

with the growing power of Christian princesses in a Shiite court than the shah’s 

consumption of alcohol.  

In this situation, the resistance of Maryam Begum became more meaningful, as 

Majlisi followed several targets: returning women to the harem; strengthening the 

place of jurists in the court; marginalizing Sufis, who were always considered as 

Jurists’ rivals in the court; and preventing the production of representational art 

(particularly biblical scenes). In this battle, however, Majlisi failed and the production 

of Farangi-Sazi continued by royal artists, such as Jabbadar and Muhammad Zaman 

during the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn. 

 
courtiers, not the shah. Among them are Nimavard Madrasa by Zainab Begum, the Chahar Bagh School 

and Madar-Shah Caravanserai funded by Elena Khanum, Shah Sultan Husayn’s mother.   
160 Du Cerceau, The History of the Revolution of Persia, 128-129. 

161 Mostowfi, Zubdat ul-Tawarikh, 115. 

162 Moghaddam, Introduction to Dastour Shahryaran, 28. 
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In short, Farangi-Sazi was more than simply reproductions of biblical scenes or 

even adaptation and localization of European techniques and iconographies into 

Persian painting.163 Instead, the visual dialogue hidden in the nature of Farangi-Sazi 

represented the complicated cultural and political structure of the late-Safavid court: 

where power was divided (even if not evenly) between Muslim Shahs and Christian 

princesses; where Christian noblewoman, such as Elena Khanum (the mother of Shah 

Sultan Husayn) built mosques and madrasas, and shahs funded or supported Christian 

churches.164 

Conclusion 

Tracing the inter-court circulation of objects in the Safavid period indicates 

that the materiality and conceptuality of an object are formed, transformed, and 

translated based on its cultural and geographical mobility. In many cases, the 

trajectories that these objects took, such as the unfinished copy of Jalal u 

Jamal and Bustan of Sa'di, were not predetermined and controlled. Additionally, illicit 

activities involved in the circulation of works have reinforced this generalized notion 

that most of these works were booty. 

 
163 Amy Landau defines Farangi-Sazi as an adaptation of European techniques (mainly perspective) and 

iconography into Safavid painting. See Amy S. Landau, “From Poet to Painter: Allegory and Metaphor 

in a Seventeenth-Century Persian Painting by Muhammad Zaman, Master of Farangi-Sazi,” Muqarnas, 

28 (2011): 103. 
164 For example, Christians in Isfahan had the support of Shah Abbas II, who supported them to erect 

six new churches in the city. Furthermore, Shah Abbas II occasionally attended Armenians’ religious 

ceremonies. David Blow, Shah Abbas: The Ruthless King Who Became an Iranian Legend (London: 

I.B. Tauris, 2014), 233. 
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The transmission of Bayqara's agate cup indicates that the embedded 

spirituality in a material facilitates its cross-cultural movement. The agate cup was an 

example that demonstrated a very complex and equivocal combination of religious 

(material) and irreligious (functional) aspects of an object. Such objects were mostly 

of political importance to their new owners. Similarly, Persian epics in the Ottoman 

court and Sufi texts in the Balkans strengthened and developed a convoluted socio-

political identity in both regions. However, such an identity in the Balkans was less 

official and inextricably linked to a new form of Sufism.  

This chapter demonstrated that the cross-cultural movement of objects in the 

early modern period intertwined cultures, geographies, and societies, in which identity 

becomes a knitted multifaceted entity. Farangi-Sazi is a notable example of such 

multicultural identity, fostered by Isfahan’s culturally diverse atmosphere, where 

according to Della Valle, ten different languages were spoken in his household. 
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Map 2-1 

Global circulation of the illustrated manuscript Jalal u Jamal, from Herat to Upsala. 
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Figure 2-1 

Page from Jalal u Jamal, King Lohras on the Throne, 1503.  

Uppsala University Library. 
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Figure 2-2 

 Jalal Killing the Dragon, 1504-1505, Iran. 

Uppsala University Library. 
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Figure 2-3 

Agate Cup of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, 1470. Herat. 

The Sakisian Collection. 
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Figure 2-4 

Sultan Husayn Mirza Bayqara’s Silver Coin, Herat. 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 2-5 

Kamal Al-Din Bihzad, Portrait of Hatifi, 1511. Khargerd. 

The Aga Khan Museum. 
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Figure 2-6 

Sultan Muhammad, The Night Journey, 1539-1543, Tabriz. 

The British Library. 
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Figure 2-7 

The Night Journey, 1525-1535, Bukhara or Samarkand. 

Calligraphy by Sultan Muhammad Nur, Herat. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 2-8 

An Illustrated Minai Ware, 12th century, Iran. 

The British Museum. 
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Figure 2-9 

Page from the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, Kay Khosrow Beheading Afrasiab in the 

Name of Siyavush, Tabriz. 

Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. 
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Figure 2-10 

A folio from the Walters Shahnameh, Ardashir Recognizing Shapur During a Polo 

Game, Seventeenth Century, Iran.  

Walters Art Museum, Baltimore. 
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Figure 2-11 

Page from Shahnameh, Iskandar Visits the Kaaba. Mid-16th century, Shiraz. 

Khalili Collection. 
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Figure 2-12 

Colophon from A Commentary on Hikmat-ul Ayn by Mirak Bukharaei, 1478-79, Iran. 

The Gazi Husrev-Beg Library in Sarajevo. 
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Figure 2-13 

Page from Divan of Hafiz, Lovers' Picnic, 16th century, Tabriz. 

The Gazi Husrev-Beg Library in Sarajevo. 
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Figure 2-14 

Page from Divan of Hafiz by Sultan Muhammad, Lovers' Picnic, c. 1530, Tabriz. 

The Harvard Art Museums. 
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Figure 2-15 

Left: The Emperor’s Carpet, second half 16th century, 299 by 133 ½ in., Herat. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

Right: The Emperor’s Carpet, second half 16th century, 293 by 137.7 in., Herat. 

The Vienna Museum for the Arts. 
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Figure 2-16 

Textile Fragment from a royal tent, ca. 1540, Tabriz 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 2-17 

The Anhalt Medallion Carpet, first half 16th century, Iran 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 2-18 

Ali Quli Jabbadar, A European Lady, 1674, Qazvin, Iran. 

The Afshar Collection. 
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Figure 2-19 

Muhammad Zaman, The Return from the Flight into Egypt, 1689, Isfahan. 

The Harvard Art Museums.  
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CHAPTER III 

FROM COUNTERFEITS TO ORIGINALS: BAZAAR OBJECTS 

ON TRADE ROUTES IN THE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH 

CENTURIES  
 

Introduction 

 In 1594 a group of Dutch merchants established one of the major European 

trade companies, "the Compagnie Van Verre or Company for Far Distance Lands."1 

Two years later, when Dutch traders arrived in Bantam (an Indonesian port town), 

they encountered a large group of Muslim merchants, many from Iran, who marketed 

their goods, such as silk and ceramics in the town.2 Thousands of miles away from 

their home, Iranian merchants traded their silk and ceramics with Javanese, possibly 

for spices and batik fabrics. This story indicates the scale of Iran's cross-cultural 

interaction with the world, particularly East Asia, in the early modern period. Until the 

Procrustean interferences of Europeans (colonialism) in the seventeenth century, a 

well-established cultural and trade network in Asia, particularly between Iran and 

China, functioned based on common interests.  

After the invasion of Iran by Chinggis Khan in the thirteenth century and the 

establishment of the Ilkhanid dynasty in Iran (1256–1335), Iran's political contact with 

China expanded exponentially. This political connection soon grew into cultural and 

 
1 Holden Furb, Rival Empires of Trade in the Orient, 1600–1800 (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1976), 31. 
2 Fernand Braudel, The Wheels of Commerce, translated by Siân Reynolds (London: Book Club 

Associates, 1983), 120. 
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trade interactions and continued throughout the Timurid (1370–1507) and Safavid 

periods (1501–1722). In China, mainly during the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368), 

Iranians were active as tax collectors, court astronomers, and local governors.3 An 

example of an artwork that shows contact with Iranian culture is Mongol Rider with 

Administrator, a painting on silk from the Yuan dynasty (Fig. 3-1). This painting 

represents two riders, one in frontal pose and one in profile. A Mongol rider, 

represented in profile, follows a high-ranking administrator (frontal), who, according 

to Abulala Soudavar, is a Persian tax collector.4 American historian Morris Bossari 

argues that the court of Yuan appointed Muslims (mostly Persians) to financial 

administration posts.5 

Such intercultural and trade collaborations resulted in the influx of Chinese 

blue and white porcelain in Iran. Chinese blue and white ceramics, influenced by 

Persian ceramics, developed in the Yuan and Ming periods and were reintroduced to 

Iranians in the 1320s.6 The reintroduction of such products profoundly impacted 

ceramic production in Iran. In the Safavid period, a specific type of blue and white 

ceramics, known as dragon-handled jugs, affected both Persian ceramics and 

metalworks brass works (Figs, 2-2 and 2-3). 

 
3 Morris Rossabi, “The Muslims in the Early Yuan Dynasty,” in China under Mongol Rule, Langlois, 

edited by John D. Langlois, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 263. 
4 Abolala Soudavar and Milo Cleveland Beach, Art of the Persian Courts: Selections from the Art and 

History Trust Collection (New York: Random House Incorporated, 1992), 30. 
5 Ibid, 258. 
6 Yolande Crowe, Persia and China: Safavid Blue and white Ceramics in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 1501-1738 (Kiribati: Thames & Hudson, Limited, 2002), 9. 
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This chapter aims to explore the local and global circulation of art and artifacts 

produced for the bazaar (not the court) in the Safavid period. The objects in this 

chapter vary from brass works and ceramics to paintings. The first section includes 

late Timurid and early Safavid brass works, many of which were emulations of the 

dragon-handled porcelain jugs and Persian counterfeits of Chinese blue and white 

ceramics. Although the term counterfeit in this study is applied to Persian copies, 

emulations, and imitations of Chinese products, it does not refer to an inauthentic 

work, as Golombek argues pure copies were rarely produced in Iran (in very small 

scales for few patrons who were connoisseurs in Chinese ceramics).7 

Besides artifacts, many court artists created art for non-royal patrons. This 

chapter investigates Sadiqi Beg Afshar (1533–1610) and Reza Abbasi (1565–1635), 

two well-known Safavid masters who created numerous paintings, mostly single-page 

works for international and domestic markets. Free from the court's strict regulations, 

these works of art perfectly demonstrate Safavid multiculturalism and metaphorically 

oscillate between ethical norms and immorality. 

Globally in Motion: Safavid Metalworks  

The production of luxurious portable objects in the fifteenth century reached its 

climax in the court of Sultan Husayn Bayqara (1438–1506) in Herat. The court of 

Bayqara was a locus that attracted artists, artisans, thinkers, and scientists, all of whom 

 
7 Lisa Golombek and Eileen Reilly, “Safavid Society and the Ceramic Industry,” in Persian Pottery in 

the First Global Age: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, edited by Lisa Golombek, Robert B. 

Mason, Patricia Proctor, and Eileen Reilly (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 21. 
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came together from all over the empire. Bayqara, like other Timurid rulers, was a 

Hanafi Muslim,8 but he tolerated non-Sunni Muslims.9 

Nevertheless, one of the finest metalworks from the late Timurid period is a 

decorated brass jug inlaid with silver and gold (Fig. 3-2). The vessel was probably 

produced in Herat for a wealthy client (or for export) as suggested by the silver and 

gold inlay. Except for a band of inscription that separates the neck from the belly, the 

object was decorated with ornamental floral patterns organized in recurring 

medallions. The animal form is the Chinese dragon-shaped handle. What makes this 

object different from many Timurid metalworks is the inscription. The text is a prayer 

attributed to the Prophet Muhammad that confirms the "Imamate" (religious 

leadership) of Ali ibn Abi-Talib (the first Shiite Imam). Indeed, there are many Shiite 

hadiths that are confirmed by the Sunni sources, but a hadith that denies the legitimacy 

of the Sunni doctrine was not tolerated.10 The hadith on the subject is: 

تِکَ  ّ َسيَْنَجِلي، بِنُبُوَّ ّ َو َغم  د،   نَاِد َعِليّاً َمْظَهَر اْلعََجائِِب، تَِجدْهُ َعْوناً لََك فِي النََّوائِِب، ُكلُّ َهم  یا ُمَحمَّ

 بَِوالیَتَِك یَا َعِليُّ یَا َعِليُّ یَا َعِلي.

Call Ali, who is the manifestation of wonders, you will find him as 

your aide in troubles; every concern and sorrow will go away through 

 
8 The Sunni Islam includes four major schools: Hanafi, Hanbali, Shafi’i, and Maliki. The Hanafi 

Muslims follow Abu Hanifa (699-767), a prominent Sunni theologian. Josef W. Meri, ed., Medieval 

Islamic Civilization: An Encyclopedia (New York: Routledge, 2006), 702. 
9 J. F. Standish, “Persian Influence in Mughal India,” The Islamic quarterly, vol. 12, (1968): 164. 
10 Sunni texts reject the authenticity of this hadith. They argue that one is a polytheist (مشرک) if he 

believes that calling on the name of Ali is a cure for calamities. See, Ahmed Raza Khan Al-Barelvi, 

Hayat ul-Amwāt-o fi Bayān-i Samāa’ ul- Amwāt, edited and translated to Arabic by Anvar Ahmad Khan 

al-Baghdadi (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʻIlmīyah, 2014), 223. 
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your prophethood, Muhammad, [and] your friendship (Valayat),11 O, 

Ali, O Ali, O Ali.12  

 

This hadith, particularly since the Safavid period, has been echoed in Shiite 

sources. The prominent Shiite jurist, Muhammad Baqir Majlisi (1627–1699), cited the 

hadith in his book Bihar al-Anwar, a comprehensive source of Shiite hadiths.13 

Regardless of the truth or falsity of the saying, this hadith was widely inscribed on 

portable objects as well as architectural monuments, such as the Shah Mosque of 

Isfahan. Propagating such hadiths that focus on the key role of Imamate in Shiism, had 

direct effects on the religio-political identity that the Safavids fabricated to legitimize 

their kingship. Particularly in Shiism, Imamate is a divine position. Through 

connecting their lineage to the Shiite Imams (and subsequently to the Prophet)14, 

Safavids introduced their monarchy as a divine entity.15 Thus, this religiously 

symbolic object seems not to be produced for the Timurid court, which had Sunni 

 
11 The Arabic term vali and its action noun valayat are two highly loaded concepts in the history of 

Shiism. Shias believe that a vali is a successor of the prophet, one who rules the Islamic state. Thus, 

both terms vali and valayat refer to the notion of Imamate in Shiism. Sunnis, on the other hand, reject 

such interpretation and believe that vali means friend. This hadith on the vessel, however, aims to prove 

the Shiite version. 
12 The translation of the hadith is by the author. Although Canby, in Masterpieces from the Department 

of Islamic Art, provided a fine translation of this hadith, I avoided her version. She translated the term 

“Valayat” to companionship, which does not demonstrate the complexities of this concept in Shiism. 
13 Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 9 (Beirut: Dar at-Taa’ruf al-Matbuat, 2001), 44. 
14 Safavids allocated privileges to the Prophet’s descendants (Sayyids) in any social classes. Sayyids 

enjoyed special political and financial privileges that were not comparable to those of the Timurid 

period. Italian historian Biancamaria Amoretti wrote that in the Timurid period, Sayyids were granted 

[limited] financial benefits. See Biancamaria S. Amoretti, “Religion in the Timurid and Safavid 

Periods,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 6, edited by Peter Jackson and Lawrence Lockhart 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 617. 
15 Scholars question the validity of this connection, as until the mid-fifteenth century, Safavids were 

Sunni Muslims, and their family tree, which connected them to the Shiite Imam, was fabricated later. 

See Benjamin J. Kaplan, Katsumi Fukasawa, and Pierre-Yves Beaurepaire, eds., Religious Interactions 

in Europe and the Mediterranean World: Coexistence and Dialogue from the 12th to the 20th Centuries 

(New York, Routledge, 2017), 280. 
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rulers. It was likely a trade object to sell in a market in the Safavid territories, where 

the majority of people were converted to the Twelver Shiism. This saying attributed to 

the Prophet also appeared on many objects in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries.16  

Besides the Shiite inscription, the form of the vessel was also new and not seen 

before the Timurid era. The closest examples to these bronze works are Chinese belly 

pot ceramics produced in the Ming period (Fig. 3-3). There is a large quantity of blue 

and white ceramic pots from Jingdezhen, which demonstrate identical forms. These 

porcelain jugs were mass-produced for both domestic and international markets. The 

spread of Chinese products in Iran, particularly during the Ilkhanid and Timurid 

periods, impacted the artistic production on the Iran. Hence, Iranian taste was also an 

influential factor in shaping the artistic production in Jingdezhen. Not only did 

Chinese potters rely on the cobalt ore imported from Persia,17 but also they used Farsi 

and Arabic inscriptions. The precisely written Arabic and Farsi texts and detailed 

Islamic patterns indicate an intercultural collaboration between Chinese potters and 

possible Muslim designers in Jingdezhen's and Dehua's workshops (Fig. 3-4).18 Such 

carefully decorated and inscribed porcelains tended to meet the taste of their Muslim 

 
16 An example is a ring from the early years of the Safavid dynasty, in which the same text was 

inscribed on the jade stone . See: “Seal Ring with Inscription,” Metmuseum.org, accessed, May 21, 

2021, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/446273. 

 
17 Adam Theodore Kessler, Song Blue and white Porcelain on the Silk Road (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 506. 
18 In a late-sixteenth-century example from Dehua (Fig. 3-4), the plate is entirely designed with Islamic 

texts. The carefully and accurately written inscription indicates the presence of Muslim potters and 

designers in Dehua. 
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clients. Thus, Ming ceramics likely did not seem so foreign to the Timurid and Safavid 

clients.  

The cross-cultural interaction between China and Iran (mainly during the Tang, 

Yuan, and Ming dynasties) manifested itself in the blue and white ceramics that 

simultaneously carried both Chinese and Persian characteristics. Notably, the 

production of underglaze blue and white ceramics has a long history in Persian 

culture.19 Archaeologist and historian Adam T. Kessler argues that, during the Yuan 

dynasty, the blue and white ceramics were seen as alien to Chinese people, and that 

the technique was introduced by Persians.20 Kessler's theory conforms to what Iranian 

historian Ata-Malik Juvaini (1226–1283) wrote about the relocation of thousands of 

Iranian artisans by Chinggis Khan to China.21 In this case, the Ming porcelains in the 

Timurid and subsequently the Safavid courts were not interpreted as culturally alien 

materials.  

These Persianized Chinese iconographies effortlessly match the taste of Post-

Ilkhanid Iran, where almost all dynasties had their ethnic roots in Central Asia (an area 

that is geographically and culturally located between Iran and China). As a result, the 

cross-cultural movements and adaptations allowed trans-media transferences and 

multicultural forms of these objects. Perhaps the role of Iran as a cultural and 

iconographic mediator between China and Europe governed the choice of both the 

original ceramics and brass emulations. The cross-breeding among Iranian and 

 
19 Adam Theodore Kessler, Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 505. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ata Malik Juvaini, Tarikh-i Jahan-Gushay (The History of The World Conqueror), 3 volumes, ed., 

Muhammad Ghazvini(Tehran: Arghavan, 1991), 1: 95. 
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Chinese cultures in early modern globalization was embodied in the form of such 

aesthetically complex works. The cosmopolitan nature of these products facilitated 

their global circulation. The late Timurid and early Safavid brass jugs, even after 

centuries since their production, were globally inspiring and influential. 

The aforementioned brass jug with silver and gold inlay was acquired by the 

New York silversmith Edward C. Moore (1827–1891). He was born into an artisan 

family, and his father, John C. Moore, was also a well-known silversmith. Edward 

Moore gathered a vast collection of Islamic objects, including Safavid and Timurid 

metalworks.22 However, the way he accumulated his collection, and more specifically 

this Timurid jug, is unknown. According to Elizabeth Kerr Fish, Edward Moore made 

at least three European voyages in 1855, 1874, and 1878. Perhaps, he purchased the 

object himself in Paris or London or through the dealers he knew, such as Samuel P. 

Avery or Siegfried Bing.23 

Even though the provenance of this object is obscure, its impact on nineteenth-

century American silverwork is clearly visible. In a set of tableware, designed by 

Edward Moore between 1866 and 1867, currently, at the Philadelphia Museum of Art 

(Fig. 3-5), the artist used the Timurid jug as his model. Moore, particularly in 

designing the form of handles and the way they are attached to the body. The 

 
22 The number of his Persian metalworks donated to the Metropolitan Museum of Art indicates the 

importance of his collection of Timurid and Safavid works. For more information about his donation to 

the museum see https://www.metmuseum.org/search-

results#!/search?q=Edward%20C.%20Moore%20collection&orderByCountDesc=true&page=1&search

Facet=Art 
23 Elizabeth Kerr Fish, “Moore and Tiffany Islamic-Style Silver, c. 1867-1889,” in Studies in the 

Decorative Arts, vol. 6, no. 2 (Spring-Summer 1999): 46-48. 
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American copy, however, shows a stylistic departure in the use of heterogeneous 

elements, such as pseudo-Kufic patterns, Latin letters, and Persian vegetal motifs. The 

use of pseudo-Kufic decorations in dividing the surface of an object into several 

sections was common mostly in North Africa and Syria, chiefly in the Burji Mamluk 

period (1382–1517).  

Most likely the source of inspiration for such patterns was Moore's collection 

of Mamluk metalworks, such as a lidded box from the fifteenth century (Fig. 3-6). 

Moore's tableware indicates how the circulation of objects interweaves not only 

culturally-diverse geographies but also historically-different iconographies. Safavid 

and Timurid jugs attracted European collectors, even in the early modern period. 

Among these collectors were John Henderson (1797–1878), who bequeathed several 

Timurid and Safavid jugs to the British Museum, including a dragon-handled jug from 

the same period (1450–1500).24 

The early dragon-handled jugs were produced in different materials and 

different geographical locations from Turkistan to India. Perhaps the Ming ceramics 

arrived in the early fifteenth century and were dispersed over the entire Timurid 

territories. These dragon-handled jugs were produced in great quantities in bazaars 

from central Transoxiana to Anatolia. Still, it is not clearly known if they were used 

for a ceremonial function. In a painting attributed to Bihzad from the late fifteenth 

century (Fig. 3-7), a group of people is shown entertaining in a garden.25 On the 

 
24 “Jug,” Britishmuseum.org, accessed May 10, 2021, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1878-1230-730 
25 This painting is currently located at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts (Accession Numbers: 14.569). 
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bottom of the painting, there is a decorated table with several vessels placed on it: two 

relatively small belly pots (most probably in brass) and five goblets. Goblets were 

often used for serving wine, and brass jugs also were used in wine-drinking 

ceremonies. This juxtaposition of goblets and jugs is evident in many Timurid and 

Safavid paintings.26 Furthermore, the material type of a vessel, as a cultural, religious, 

and even political factor, was important in determining the function of a vessel. For 

instance, there are specimens of dragon-handled jugs from the Timurid and Safavid 

periods made from black jade (nephrite) for wealthy patrons. Symbolically, in early 

modern Iran, nephrite jade was considered to have medicinal qualities.27 This notion, 

fostered after the Mongol invasion of Iran, was likely influenced by Chinese medical 

philosophies that associated the stone with protection and immortality.28 

There is a jug at the Topkapi Museum made of black jade with ornamental 

designs in gold and a calligraphic band around the neck, indicating the name of Shah 

Ismail I. Indeed, Chinese porcelains were always praised in Islamic territories. 

However, it seems that what made the dragon-handled jugs popular were the Timurid 

decorative and material alterations to the forms presented by Ming vessels. 

Furthermore, both Safavids and Ottomans saw the late Timurid multicultural society 

as an ideal model.29 The Timurids founded a multicultural society, which covered a 

 
26 For example, jugs and goblets were depicted together in paintings such as Shapur Returning to 

Khusrau by Mirak’s in the Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp and The Feast of Sada in the Shahnameh of Shah 

Tahmasp by Sultan Muhammad. 
27 Cenap Çakmak, Islam: A Worldwide Encyclopedia (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2017), 802. 
28 Jing Wang, The Story of Stone (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), 112. 
29 Christine Woodhead wrote about the impacts of the Timurid cultural atmosphere on the Ottomans in 

the early sixteenth century.  Christine Woodhead, The Ottoman World (New York: Routledge, 2012), 

155. 
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vastly diverse geographical and cultural territory expanded from the Kunlun 

Mountains in northern China to Anatolia. This cultural diversity continued until the 

last years of the empire, even when their territories remained limited to the eastern part 

of Iran. Notably, a significant number of Jade mines located in the Kunlun Mountains 

were under the control of the Timurids.30 Safavids, however, never expanded their 

territories into the western part of China; they inherited Timurid multiculturalism and 

extended it through their trade relationship with the world. 

The decline of the Timurids in Central Asia resulted in a vast dislocation of 

artisans to the Safavid mainland. Therefore, it is always difficult to distinguish 

between those vessels produced in the early sixteenth century under Safavids and 

those in the late fifteenth century in Herat. The numerous examples of these jugs from 

the sixteenth century, particularly of different quality and craftsmanship, indicate that 

these objects were mostly produced in bazaars (chiefly in Tabriz). The prevalence of 

such vessels in the Ottoman lands was also related to the dislocation of craftsmen, 

especially metalworkers, to Istanbul after the fall of Tabriz in 1514.31 

The influence of Safavid brass jugs is conspicuous in Ottoman metalworks. In 

the sixteenth century, Ottoman artisans imitated Persian copies of Ming jugs. A single-

handled belly-pot from the Victoria and Albert Museum (Fig. 3-8) represents the 

movement of such metalwork throughout the Ottoman territories.32 This vessel is not a 

 
30 Susan Whitfield and Ursula Sims-Williams, eds., The Silk Road: Trade, Travel, War and Faith 

(Chicago: Serindia Publications, 2004), 44. 
31 Arash Khazeni, Sky Blue Stone: The Turquoise Trade in World History (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2014), 45. 
32 Accession Number: 158-1894.  
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court object as it lacks technical subtleties in decoration and construction. Unlike the 

Timurid techniques that included casting, engraving, and gilding, the Ottoman jug was 

produced simply with the repoussé technique on brass. The belly and the neck of the 

jug contain interwoven floral patterns and the transitional space between the neck and 

belly, as well as the rim, had been left undecorated. The notable technical differences 

between the lid and the main body indicate that two artisans were involved in the 

production of this jug, or perhaps the lid was added later.33 

In short, the numerous examples of dragon-handled jugs from the late fifteenth 

and early sixteenth centuries reinforce this hypothesis that a large number of these 

works were produced in bazaars, particularly as the technical and material qualities of 

many of these products would not meet royal taste. The functional and physical 

interchangeability of Ming jugs made them suitable for various purposes. Thus, the 

Timurid and Safavid metalsmiths copied the Ming jugs and produced delicate brass 

vessels, which circulated globally (Map 3-1). These brassworks profoundly impacted 

creative production in other cultures, such as the Mughal and Ottoman empires. The 

material fungibility and, more importantly, the accessibility of bazaar objects 

facilitated and accelerated their global movement. 

Chinese Porcelains and Persian Counterfeits 

Ming blue and white ceramics, as luxury objects, became popular in Safavid 

Iran. Iranian noblemen and the wealthy purchased luxurious objects, such as expensive 

 
33 “Jug, ca. 1500,” Collections.vam.ac.uk, last modified September 22, 2003, 

https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O84385/jug-unknown/ 
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porcelain vessels, as a sign of affluence. They often built a specific room with many 

decorative niches corresponding to the forms of porcelain pieces, called Chini-khaneh. 

In less-affluent families, these plasterwork spaces became limited to a few niches. For 

example, in the house of Sheikh Bahaei in Isfahan, the Chini-khaneh has been reduced 

to a few spaces around the fireplace (Fig. 3-9). 

The Safavids borrowed and developed the idea of Chini-khaneh from the 

Timurids. It seems that Ulugh Beg was likely the first one who created a Chini-

Khaneh.34 Particularly in the early seventeenth century, such intricate architectural 

structures perfectly embodied the complexities of Safavid's cultural and socio-

economic identity. In Chini-Khaneh, Persian art and mostly Chinese blue and white 

porcelains were unified to form a new and hybrid architectural space. Indeed, the 

popularity and resultingly sizeable importation of Chinese porcelains among Iranians 

greatly influenced the formation of such architectural spaces, as well as the emergence 

of counterfeits. 

Counterfeits of Yuan and Ming imports were limited neither to Iran nor the 

Safavid period; imitation began in the fourteenth century, and it comprised a vast 

geographic region from Central Asia to North Africa.35 Yet, the penchant for Chinese 

pieces in Iran resulted in high-quality counterfeits of the blue and white porcelains in 

Iran. All these show that the potential market for potters who produced blue and white 

tableware varied from royal houses to domestic and international bazaars. 

 
34 Mehreen Chida-Razvi, “From Function to Form: Chini-khana in Safavid and Mughal Architecture,” 

in South Asian Studies, vol. 35, no.1, (2019): 82. 
35 Lisa Golombek, Robert B. Mason and Patty Proctor, “Safavid Potters' Marks and the Question of 

Provenance,” in Iran, Vol. 39 (2001), pp. 207-236, p. 207. 
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Additionally, a notable portion of blue and white ceramics arriving in European ports 

through Dutch and British companies was Persian. Conspicuously, British companies 

benefited from various trade facilities and customs exemptions. For example, three 

decrees, dated September 2, 1617 (Fig. 3-10), July 1684 (the day is not mentioned), 

and August 12, 1695, stated that British traders were free to sell and take any 

commodities from Iran's protected territories (Mamalik-i Mahrouseh Iran).36 

An important question here is why, among many types of Chinese porcelains, 

did Iranian potters mostly imitate blue and white ceramics? First of all, the long 

history of blue and white ceramic production in Iran was an influential factor, 

particularly as Iranian potters were experts in its technical procedures. As a result, this 

genre met domestic taste. Second, a significant part of Chinese ceramics produced 

during the Ming Period, which arrived in the Safavid territories, were blue and white 

ceramics.37 Also, the international market for these products, mainly in Europe, seems 

to be more important in the production of counterfeits. The production of Safavid 

counterfeits reached its apex in the seventeenth century, after the end of the Ming 

dynasty in 1644, and particularly after 1659, when the production of blue and white 

ceramics completely ceased in China.38 In this situation, the Europeans' demand for 

Persian counterfeits grew. For example, between 1652 and 1683, the Dutch company 

 
36 The documents are currently at the Iranian Parliament Library. Tehran: The Iranian Parliament 

Library (MS 5032/1, IR10-38334).  
37 Crowe, Persia and China, 20. 
38 Ibid, 9. 
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"Vereenigde Oost Indische Compagnie" demanded Iranian potters to produce 

counterfeits of Ming porcelain for the European market.39 

In contrast to their British rivals, the Dutch companies were not exempt from 

tariffs, but they actively shipped Persian counterfeits to Amsterdam. According to 

Chardin, Shah Abbas II scoffed at Hubert de Layresse, a Dutch trade company 

representative, who presented the shah fifty-six china pieces. "What are these, I have 

heard that Dutch traders mix Iranian and Chinese porcelains and send them to the 

Netherlands," the shah said. Chardin also mentioned that chinawares were produced 

everywhere in the Safavid empire, and the distinction between Iranian and Chinese 

pieces was impossible.40 Yet, major cities that produced the finest tableware were 

Mashhad, Tabriz, Nishapour,41 and Kerman.42 

Based on the market, Safavid counterfeits can be classified into three groups: 

for the neighboring empires (mainly the Mughal), for the European clients, and finally 

for domestic use. Tracing the history of the movement of Persian ceramics (here blue 

and white wares) in Europe is difficult, because many of these products arrived in 

Europe through their colonies, particularly India. Notably, the main importer of 

Iranian ceramics (including counterfeits of Chinese porcelain) was India.43  

 
39 Ibid, 21. 
40 Jean Chardin, Travels in Persia, translated by Muhammad Abbasi, (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1956), 4: 

332-333.  
41 Lisa Golombek, Robert B. Mason and Patty Proctor, “Safavid Potters' Marks and the Question of 

Provenance,” 
42 Chardin, Travels in Persia, Vol. 4, 332. 
43 Ibid., 334. 
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A blue and white ewer (Fig. 3-11), decorated with Chinese-style landscapes 

and dated 1027 H (1616–1617) has been part of the collection of a nineteenth-century 

British collector,44 George Harding. It is likely that the name of the potter and painter 

have been inscribed in Farsi, which indicates that this type of object was produced for 

both Iranian and Indian markets. The ceramic was produced in Mashhad by Mahmoud 

Mi'mar Yazdi and painted by Zari. In the Safavid Period, Iran was the main ceramic 

provider for India's market;45 therefore, the imitation of Chinese inscriptions seemed 

unnecessary. Secondly, the form of the ewer is similar to Indian metal ewers, which 

shows many of these ceramic versions were produced for Indian clients.46 This vessel 

was repaired in the nineteenth century with the spout replaced by a metal one. The 

engraved patterns on the metal spout are similar to those of engraved brass ewers from 

nineteenth-century Iran (Fig. 3-12). This object, however, was likely acquired by 

British officials or engineers working in Iran in the late Qajar period. George Harding 

was a London-based dealer at 18 St James's Square,47 who most probably did not visit 

Iran. Among 462 objects that Harding sold to the British Museum, there were only a 

few Iranian artifacts. Perhaps, Harding had received the ewer and other Persian objects 

from British dealers of Persian art, such as Sir Robert Murdoch Smith (1835-1900).48  

 
44 The object is currently at the British Museum (Museum number 1902,0521.1). 
45 Chardin, Travels in Persia, 3: 334. 
46 “ewer” The British Museum, accessed January 20, 2021, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1902-0521-1 
47 Aileen Dawson, The Art of Worcester Porcelain, 1751–1788: Masterpieces from the British Museum 

Collection (Lebanon: University Press of New England, 2009), 186. 
48 In the nineteenth century, one of the main collectors and dealers of Persian ceramics was Sir Robert 

Murdoch Smith, who worked as an engineer in the Indo-European Telegraph Line in both Iran and 

India. Murdoch also was hired by the South Kensington Museum (the Victoria and Albert Museum) to 

purchase Persian art for the institution. See Crowe, Persia and China: Safavid Blue and white Ceramics 

in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1501-1738, 13-14. Indeed, Not every object shipped to England by 
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Many Persian counterfeits in India were acquired by British collectors and 

dealers in the nineteenth century, particularly during the colonization of the 

subcontinent.  For example, Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks (1826–1897) was a well-

known art collector who was invited to develop the British Museum's collection of 

antiquities. Notably, Franks's parents were both art collectors, and his father was the 

governor of the East India Company.49 Franks donated several Safavid blue and white 

ceramics to the British Museum; among them is an underglaze dish, which includes a 

black marginal band of Persian calligraphy.50 Based on the inscription, I conclude that 

the dish was produced for a non-Western patron or market. Consequently, a large 

number of blue and white ceramics with Persian inscriptions arrived in the British 

Empire indirectly through India. 

The second group of Persian counterfeits contains Chinese marks or 

inscriptions. Blue and white tableware with pseudo-Chinese marks were produced 

mostly for Western markets. In his description of a caravanserai in Isfahan, known as 

Lale Beg Caravanserai  )لََل بيگ), Chardin wrote that in this "magnificent caravanserai", 

traders sold ceramics from Kirman and Mashhad, which appeared the same as 

Japanese and Chinese porcelains. From Lale Beg Caravanserai, Dutch traders 

 
Murdoch was acquired legally. Particularly one of Murdoch’s most active staff in collecting artifacts 

was Sydney Churchill, one who illegally acquired several Seljuq lusterwares, and his name was 

recorded in the memoires of Abdullah Bahrami (the Tehran Police Deputy Chief in the early twentieth 

century. See Abdullah Bahrami’s Memories,” Nameh-ye Baharestan, no. 1, (2004): 299. 
49 David M. Wilson, “Franks, Sir (Augustus) Wollaston,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, last 

modified 29 May 2014. 

https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-

10093 
50 For this item see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1896-0626-5 
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purchased and shipped the Iranian ceramics to Amsterdam as Chinese.51 In an absolute 

copy of Chinese ceramics (in decoration and the form of the vessel), currently at the 

Keir Collection, dated the late seventeenth century (Fig. 3-13), the potter has copied 

the polygonal form of the dish, as well. The ceramic is a pure imitation of a Chinese 

product, and there is no Persian element depicted on this object. The expansion in 

producing such counterfeit porcelains in Iran was the result of the growing European 

demands in the mid-seventeenth century (after the fall of the Ming dynasty). As 

Chardin wrote, traders shipped Iranian ceramics to Amsterdam as Chinese products. It 

is not clearly known if the Persian blue and white ceramics were treated as luxury 

objects in Iran. Yet, most likely the lucrative international market for such works also 

affected their local prices. 

The third group comprises the ceramics produced for the domestic market. By 

the mid-seventeenth century, Iranian potters juxtaposed and, in some cases, replaced 

Chinese landscapes and motifs with Persian decorative elements. These products 

varied in form, decoration, and quality to meet the needs of the diverse Iranian market. 

A vastly produced type of vessels for the local market was the pear-shaped bottle that 

were mostly used for serving wine in banquets. Indeed, according to the Islamic texts, 

wine and other alcoholic drinks were forbidden. However, despite such religious 

prohibitions, in the Safavid period, the production and consumption of wine were 

common among Iranians. Chardin remarked that almost everyone in Iran drank wine; 

he argued that people confronted no legal barriers because the Safavid shahs indulged 

 
51 Chardin, Travels in Persia, 6: 179-180 
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in wine.52 Also, there is a hadith with no clear sources (or most likely an Arabic 

proverb that people thought should be a hadith), saying "people are on the religion of 

their kings" (الناس علی دین ملوکهم).53 Therefore, potters saw the market for porcelain 

goblets and bottles as lucrative. Thus, the more affordable counterfeits became 

prevalent throughout the empire. Many of these bottles contained both Chinese and 

Persian decorations. An example is a bottle created in the 1650s, currently at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fig. 3-14).54 Similar to Ming porcelains, the technique 

used in the bottle is underglaze, decorated with Chinese-style birds and clouds. The 

main pattern is a flying crane among tiny Chinese-style clouds, repeated on both sides 

of the bottle, which are divided by Persian ornamental medallions. The Persian motifs 

are painted with ochre pigment that contrast the cobalt images. Lisa Golombek argues 

that this polychrome technique was invented in Kirman, in which potters carved the 

ornamental patterns into the surface of the vessel and filled them with red or ochre.55 

Golombek added that this technique was used in Islamic architecture, particularly in 

the architectural projects of Shah Jahan in India.56 The history of cultural and 

economic relationships between western India and eastern Iran, in cities like Bam and 

Kirman, is traceable in the ancient and medieval periods.57 Therefore, such mutual 

 
52 Ibid., 4: 278-290. 
53 Persian poet and Sufi Sa’di also cited this hadith (or proverb) in Gulistan. See: Muslih-al-Din Sadi, 

Gulistan, edited by Muhammad Javad Mashkour (Tehran: Iqbal, 1963), 4. 
54 New York, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Accession Number: 14.64.2). 
55 Lisa Golombek, “The Safavid Ceramic Industry at Kirman,” Iran, 2003, Vol. 41 (2003), 262. 
56 Ibid. 
57 During the Safavid period caravans also were unceasingly in traffic between the two states. For 

example, Malik Shah Husayn Sistani, the author of Ihiya ul-Moluk, visited a caravan in Sistan in 1582, 

with around 10,000 camels, which carried wares from India to Bam and Kirman.  The size of the 

caravan, which connected small towns and villages to large commercial cities, indicated the scale of 

interaction among the Safavids and Mughals. Additionally, in the sixteenth century, a large group of 
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relationships resulted in the visual and technical similarities that Golombek astutely 

mentioned in her analysis of Kirman's blue and white ceramics. 

The juxtaposition of Persian and Chinese motifs and regional innovations in 

techniques and color compositions suggests that Persian potters did not seek pure 

imitation of their Chinese models. This interpretive combination of heterogeneous 

Chinese and Persian forms and the addition of ochre to blue can be seen as a 

representation of Iranian mysticism. The juxtaposition of blue and ochre symbolically 

represents the unity of the earth and heaven in Sufism58: when the will of God and the 

will of man are in harmony.59 Here the object goes beyond the counterfeit definitions 

and frameworks. 

In the seventeenth century, Chinese porcelain, as a sign of luxuriance, found its 

way into Persian literature. For example, medieval poets, such as Sa'di and Hafiz, 

referred to "golden" objects, such as "saqar-i zarrin" (the golden goblet) as a way to 

connote luxuriance. This material shift from gold to porcelain is visible in the 

paintings of banquet scenes created in the seventeenth century. In fifteenth- and 

sixteenth-century paintings, bottles of wine were often golden metalworks; in the mid-

 
Iranian artists immigrated to India, and they were influential in the flourishing of the Islamic art and 

architecture in the subcontinent. See Malik Shah Husayn Sistani, Ihiya ul-Moluk, ed., Manouchehr 

Sotoudeh (Tehran: Bongah-i Tarjomeh va Nashr, 1965), 220. 
58 Sufism or Islamic mysticism is a method of understanding God, universe, and the relationship 

between human and truth, through spiritual purification and inner and intuitive esoteric journey (  سير و

 Sufism emerged in the early centuries of the Islamic civilization, but it reached its apex in .(سلوک باطنی

the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Alessandro Bausani, “Religion in the Saljuq Periods,” in The 

Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 5, edited by John. A. Boyle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1986), 296.There is not a standard definition of Sufism, as it developed in various forms and 

geographies. Also, from its beginning, Sufism was embodied in works of art, literature, and even 

philosophy. 
59 Hazrat Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message of Hazrat Inayat Khan: The Unity of Religious Ideals (Leiden: 

Library of Alexandria, 2020), online. 
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seventeenth century, however, the porcelain vessels frequently appeared in paintings. 

Similarly, in literature, poets, such as Saib Tabrizi (1592–1676) and particularly Bidel 

Dehlavi (1642–1720), almost always used the adjective Chini (porcelain) for the 

goblet. For instance, Saib Tabrizi in a philosophical poem used the porcelain bowl as a 

metaphor of eminency (however, the poet maintains that reaching that level of dignity 

is attainable through humility): 

زوال خاکساری برده ام ره به عيش بی   
 هر سفالی کاسه چينی است فغفور مرا60

I have found out the pleasure of Indestructible humility, 

where any clay dish is a porcelain bowl to my inner Chinese emperor.61 

 

Beyond the importance of the domestic market for ceramists, the Safavid 

potters had learned about the value of Ming ceramics in the West. In the seventeenth 

century, two major European destinations for Persian blue and white ceramics were 

England and the Netherlands, as the fleets of both states were always in traffic 

between Indian ports and Hormuz in the Persian Gulf. 

Safavid potters, in many cases, did not intend to introduce their works as 

originally Chinese because they often combined Persian scripts and Chinese 

landscapes. At least, Farsi scripts often appeared on vessels produced for Iranian and 

Indian clients. Potters, most likely, were persuaded by European dealers to imitate 

Chinese marks to meet European market taste. Dealers, however, sold such copies as 

original to their Western clients. Historical texts reveal that Iranian potters (who 

 
60 Saib Tabrizi, The Divan of Saib Tabrizi, edited by Muhammad Ghahriman, 2 volumes (Tehran, Elmi 

Farhangi, 1985), 1: 79. 
61 This translation (from Farsi) is by the author. 
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admired Ming ceramics) saw these copies as emulation not imitation. For instance, 

Chardin wrote about a competition between potters of Yazd and Isfahan in creating 

Ming-style ceramics.62  

There has been a long history of cultural interaction between Persia and China. 

The cultural exchange between the two empires can be traceable at least in the early 

years of the formation of the Slik Road.63 However, the Mongol invasion of both 

China (began 1205) and Iran (began 1220) gave more breadth to such exchanges. The 

spread of Chinese products during the Ilkhanid era and the impact of Chinese culture 

on Persian artistic production have been extensively debated by scholars. Yet, a less 

discussed issue is the dislocation of Persian artists and craftsmen to Eastern China by 

the Mongol invaders. These artists and artisans most probably impacted the 

development of Chinese ceramics in the Yuan and Ming dynasties, mainly the 

production of blue and white ceramics. For instance, countless Chinese porcelains 

with Arabic and Persian inscriptions, especially with high linguistic accuracy, indicate 

the presence of Iranian artisans in Chinese workshops. Furthermore, there are scholars 

who believe Chinese potters learned decorating techniques with cobalt pigments from 

Persian potters.64 According to Juvaini, who was a grand official in the Ilkhanid court, 

after the invasion of Samarkand, Chinggis Khan relocated about thirty thousand artists 

and artisans mostly from Samarkand to the east.65  

 
62 Chardin, Travels in Persia, 4: 334. 
63 For more information see Xinru Liu, The Silk Road in World History (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2010), 62. 
64 Kessler, Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road, 505. 
65 Ata Malik Juvaini, Tarikh-i Jahan-Gushay (The History of The World Conqueror), 3 volumes, ed., 

Muhammad Ghazvini(Tehran: Arghavan, 1991), 1: 95. 
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The artistic evaluation of Safavid blue and white ceramics based on 

contemporary and often Western notions of authenticity and forgery has been 

ineffective. Many of these approaches do not consider how Ming models developed 

through time via cross-cultural interactions with the Islamic world, particularly Iran. 

Also, the regional characteristics and changes in the form, decoration, and colors (such 

as black in Mashhad and ochre in Kerman) suggest that Iranian potters localized the 

Ming porcelains. These emulations met the taste of Iranian clients, and as a result, 

were produced vastly in non-royal workshops. However, it seems that in some cases, 

royal artists and architects, such as Mahmoud Mi'mar Yazdi (a prominent Safavid 

architect during the reign of Shah Abbas I) had been engaged in producing blue and 

white ceramics. 66  

Court Artists and Non-Royal Patrons 

The shift from royal to non-royal patronage was not a new phenomenon and 

not limited to the Safavid era, as artists have always worked for different clients. Yet, 

exploring this shift becomes essential because the alternative shift between the court 

and non-royal patronage visually and conceptually impacted artistic production and, 

more importantly, augmented the multidirectional circulation of works. Thus, I aim to 

re-interpret the works of art created in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries based on patronage shifts. This section focuses on works for non-royal 

patrons by two prominent royal artists, Reza Abbasi and Sadiqi Beg Afshar, which 

exemplify the results of these changes. 

 
66 Sheila Canby, Shah Abbas: The Remaking of Iran (London: The British Museum, 2009), 107. 
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The works and lives of both Reza and Sadiqi Beg, as two significant artists in 

the court of Shah Abbas I, have been extensively discussed by scholars. This study, on 

the other hand, examines the intervals, when they were forced to leave the court, and 

engaged with society. Notably, there are many ambiguities about the patronage and 

provenances surrounding the works of Reza and Sadiqi Beg. As such, Sadiqi Beg's 

rare paintings in European style raise many questions about dating and patronage. 

Similarly, Reza left many unanswered questions in his series of nudes or cupbearers, 

often attributed to courtiers (in subject matter and patronage) by art historians. 

Religiopolitical Proclivities as an Influential Factor in Patronage Shift 

From the early years of the foundation of the Safavid dynasty by Shah Ismail I, 

artistic production had a significant place in the courts. Notably, the Safavids' first 

vizier, Amir Najm al-Din Masoud Gilani, was a skillful jeweler.67 Artists very soon 

converged towards the Safavid capital from the Aq Qoyunlu court (1378–1503), but 

the most prominent artists came from the Timurid court in Herat. In 1510, after 

defeating the Uzbeks in Herat, Shah Ismail took Bihzad, Mirak, Haji Muhammad, and 

Ghasem Ali to Tabriz.68 Shah Ismail appointed his son, Tahmasp, as the governor of 

Khurasan.69 The young prince spent his childhood at the court in Herat, a cultural 

center during the Timurid period. Shah Tahmasp, who was educated in a very 

culturally fertile atmosphere, became enthralled by Persian art and literature. During 

 
67 Ghiyath ad-Din Moḥammad Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, 4 voulums, ed., Muhammad Dabir Siyaqi 

(Tehran: Khayyam, 2001), 4: 490-491. 
68 Qazi Ahmad Munshi, Gulistan-i Honar, ed., Ahmad Suheili Khwansari (Tehran: Bonyad-i Farhang-i 

Iran, 1973), 135. 
69 Hassan Beg Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, ed., Abdul Hussein Navaei (Tehran: Babak, 1979), 212-213. 
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his time in power, he commissioned many illustrated manuscripts, including the 

Khamse of Nizami and the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi. Shah Tahmasp later forbade 

artistic productions at his court after deciding that art was sinful.70 

There is no evidence to indicate precisely when the shah rejected the 

production of visual arts based on religious grounds. It seems that the decision was 

made in the early 1560s, as there are murals by Muzaffar Ali in the shah's new palace 

in Qazvin, built in the 1550s.71 According to historical texts, Shah Tahmasp's rejection 

of art was related to the country's unstable political conditions, particularly during the 

wars with the Ottomans. For instance, Abdi Beg Shirazi, the author of Takmelat ul-

Akhbar, wrote that in 1534, during a war with the Ottomans (the war of 1532–1555), 

Shah Tahmasp listened to Sayyed Muhammad Jabal Ameli (a Shiite jurist and the 

Imam of the Royal Army),72 who believed, based on a dream, that the Shah would be 

triumphant in any battle if he atoned for his sins.73 Indeed, like many jurists, Jabal 

Ameli did not see representational art as religiously appropriate. According to 

historical text, Shah Tahmasp was superstitious and often made his important 

decisions based on his dreams.74 However, it seems that the shah was temporarily 

 
70 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, edited by Abdolhossein Navaei (Tehran: Nashr-e Nei, 1991), 

76-77. 
71 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 141; Maryam Ekhtiar, ed al., Masterpieces from the Department of 

Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 208; 

Jon Thompson and Sheila R. Canby, Hunt for Paradise: Court Arts of Safavid Iran, 1501-1576 (New 

York: Skira, 2003), 19. 
72 Ibid, 76. 
73 Abdi Beg Shirazi, Takmelat ul-Akhbar, 77. 
74 D'Alessandri argued that Shah Tahmasp abolished the royal tributes throughout his empire, only 

based on a dream. Vincentio d'Alessandri, “A Narrative of Italian Travels in Persia, in the Fifteenth and 

Sixteen Centuries,” in Travelogues by the Venetians in Iran (Safarnameh-ye Venizian dar Iran), 

translated by Manouchehr Amiri (Tehran: Khwarazmi, 1999), 469. 
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impressed by such dream interpretations, as royal patronage continued until the early 

1560s, when the shah expelled all artists from the court. Shah Tahmasp's repentance 

dispersed painters, and consequently, those calligraphers who worked in the Royal 

Library (except for Dust Muhammad).75 Among them was Shah Mahmoud 

Nishapouri, the calligrapher of the Khamsa of Shah Tahmasp. Qazi Ahmad wrote that 

Shah Mahmoud moved to Mashhad and made a living by creating art for local 

clients.76  

In 1576, the death of Shah Tahmasp I plunged the country into political 

turmoil and turned Iran into a battleground of the Qizilbash tribes. In less than two 

years, the Qizilbashes enthroned two of Shah Tahmasp's sons, one after another, Shah 

Ismail II (b. 1537– d. 1577) and Khodabandeh (1532–1596).77 Ismail II endeavored to 

revive the Royal Library and bring the dispersed artists together again. However, a 

copy of the Shahnameh under his patronage was left unfinished78 as his reign did not 

last more than sixteen months.79 Khodabandeh, on the other hand, showed no interest 

in arts, particularly painting.80 In this situation, the production of illuminated 

manuscripts, which required royal patronage, drastically decreased, and painters 

became more reliant on the bazaar and international market.81 Thus, the extensive 

 
75 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan Honar, 99. 
76 Ibid., 88. 
77 Muhammad Mohsin Mostowfi, Zubdat ul-Tawarikh, edited by Behrooz Goudarzi (Tehran: University 

of Tehran Press, 1996), 83-88. 
78 Sheila Canby, The Rebellious Reformer: The Drawings and Paintings of Riza-ye Abbasi of Isfahan 

(London: Azimuth Editions, 1996), 12 
79 Mahmoud ibn Afushteh-i Natanzi, Nuqawat ul-Athar, edited by Ehsan Ishraqi (Tehran: Intesharat-i 

Elmi va Farhangi, 1994), 61. 
80 Canby, The Rebellious Reformer, 12. 
81 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan Honar, 119. 
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production of single-page works may have been the result of the shift in patronage. 

Except for a few calligraphers who worked as scribes and administrative officers, 

many calligraphers left the court. For instance, Khwajeh Majd al-Din Ibrahim, who 

was the counselor of Pari Khan Khanum (1548–1578), Khodabandeh's sister, 

abdicated and for twenty years lived in isolation in Qazvin.82 As a well-known 

calligrapher in his time, he most likely received projects from the bazaar or individual 

clients. Furthermore, in this period, traders were active in transmitting Persian 

paintings and calligraphy to India. Among artists whose works were shipped to India 

by merchants were Mir Mui'zz ud-din Muhammad83 and Sadiqi Beg Afshar.84 

Sadiqi Beg: From the Royal Library to the Bazaar 

From 1588 to around 1599, when he was cast out from the court, Sadiqi Beg 

was the head of the Royal Library in Isfahan.85 In the last decade of his life, Sadiqi 

likely relied on traders who sold his works in India. Iranian historian Mirza 

Muhammad Nasrabadi (1618-1678) narrated a story about Sadiqi beg, which 

reinforces this hypothesis about his international clientele. "Merchants buy every page 

of my drawings for three tomans to take to India, do not sell them for cheap,"86 said 

the court artist and librarian Sadiqi Beg to poet Mullah Ghorouri. In the early years of 

the seventeenth century, in a coffeehouse in Isfahan, Ghorouri was reading a poem 

 
82 Ibid., 52. 
83 Ibid., 119. 
84 Mirza Muhammad Nasrabadi, Tadhkareh-i Nasrabadi, edited by Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran: 

Armaghan, 1938), 40 
85 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 153.  
86 However, Nasrabadi’s story does not match the historical facts because he argues that the event 

occurred during the reign of Shah Abbas II, while Sadiqi Beg lived during the reign of Shah Abbas I. 

Nasrabadi, Tadhkareh-i Nasrabadi, 40. 
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praising the court artist Sadiqi Beg. Bored of the praise, the humble artist immediately 

left the coffeehouse but returned regretfully (due to his harsh behavior toward the 

poet) with ten drawings and five tomans for the poet.87 

Sadiqi beg accompanied Shah Abbas I in several campaigns and composed 

Fathnameh-i Abbas (an epic work in the style of Shahnameh of Ferdowsi) for the 

shah. Despite his prestigious role in the court, Sadiqi Beg produced art for the bazaar 

and non-court patrons. One of the examples of the influence of European art on 

Persian painting in the late sixteenth century is a painting by Sadiqi Beg, titled Figures 

from Annunciation (Fig. 3-15).88 The painting represents two carefully modeled 

figures in European style before a plain background. Sadiqi Beg writes at the bottom 

of the painting (in space between the two figures) that "these two portraits are done in 

the manner of European masters." The artist may have used a European print as a 

model. However, a likely assumption is that Sadiqi Beg had copied this biblical scene 

from a European painting.89 Many Western artists worked in Iran to create murals for 

churches or paintings for the Christian minority, particularly during the reign of Shah 

Abbas I. Don Garcia mentioned an Italian artist who worked in Kashan and Qazvin.90 

Additionally, Sadiqi Beg as a court artist most probably met European artists who 

 
87 Ibid. 
88 Figures from Annunciation is currently at the Harvard Museums (Object Number: 1999.289). 
89 In the medieval and early modern periods, Muslim audiences were familiar with biblical stories (such 

as Annunciation, the infancy and ministry of Jesus, miracles of Jesus, and resurrection), as a chapter in 

the Quran (sura) is dedicated to Virgin Mary. The representation of Christian motifs and stories in 

Persian painting is traceable in the Ilkhanid period, particularly in manuscripts, such as Jami al-

Tawarikh.   
90 Don García Figueroa, The Travels of Don García de Silva Figueroa: The Spanish Ambassador in the 

Court of Shah Abbas I, 235. 
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worked in the shah's palaces or artists who accompanied the Western ambassadors and 

representatives.91 

Sadiqi Beg created this painting for Khwaja Ghiath-i Naqshband, whose name 

is on the painting, which suggests that Muslim patrons collected Christian artworks.92 

Khwaja Ghiath was one of the most well-known brocade weavers in the Safavid 

period.93 According to Sadiqi Beg, Safavid princesses and kings were Khwaja Ghiath's 

main clients.94 Nasrabadi also narrated a story about a brocade that Khwaja presented 

to Shah Abbas I.95  

 
91 Pietro Della Vale, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, translated by Shoja’ al-Din Shafa (Tehran: 

Elmi Farhangi, 1991), 46. 
92 Even though the name of the patron appeared on the painting Figures from Annunciation, the date of 

creation is unknown. The Arthur M. Sackler Museum has dated the painting to around 1590, when 

Sadiqi was the head of the Royal Library in Isfahan. Perhaps, Khwaja Ghiath ordered the painting on 

one of his visits from the court in Isfahan. Sadiqi Beg, however, in Majma’ al-Khavas, briefly described 

that he met Khwaja Ghiath in Yazd, Khwaja’s hometown. Sadiqi Beg wrote that in his return from the 

defeat of Astarabad, he was invited by Khwaja Ghiath to his home in Yazd. Nevertheless, he did not 

clarify which battle he attended, as the Safavids had several campaigns in Astarabad against the Uzbeks 

and Turkmens. During the reign of Shah Tahmasp, the Safavids confronted the Uzbeks and Turkmens 

in Astarabad several times. See Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 515-516. In 1568, Sadiqi Beg was possibly 

in the Safavid army, when Turkmens defeated Safavids in Astarabad.  Yet, it seems Sadiqi Beg referred 

to a battle during the reign of Khodabandeh (1577–1587). See Iskandar Beg Munshi, Alam Aray-i 

Abbasi, ed., Mehdi Soheili (Tehran: Islamiyah, 1938). 

All of these increase the complexities of dating this work. The painting was signed as “Librarian 

Sadiqi” (صادقی کتابدار), which shows that this painting was not produced before the reign of Shah Abbas 

I, because only during the reign of Shah Abbas I was Sadiqi the head of the Royal Library. If Sadiqi 

visited and created paintings for Khwaja Ghiath during his new position as librarian, why, in his entry 

on Khwaja Ghiath, did he refer to a memory at least twenty years old? Sadiqi, in Majma’ al-Khavas 

(written in 1608, two years before his death), never mentioned Khwaja Ghiath as his patron. 

Furthermore, two calligraphic bands were added to the painting (at the top and bottom), and it seems 

that this painting (recto) was added to an album. The next page (verso) is a Nasta’liq colligraphy 

(verso), created in 1629.  It is difficult to pinpoint the date and place that the album was composed, but 

by relying on the date of the calligraphy, it cannot be sooner than 1629. In this case, possibly Sadiqi 

created this painting around 1599, before his removal from the Royal Library.  
93 Muhammad Mufid Mostowfi Bafqi, Jami’-i Mufīdī, edited by Iraj Afshar (Tehran: Asatir, 2005), 1: 

426-431; Sadiqi Beg, Majma’ al-Khavas, 187-188; Nasrabadi, Tadhkareh-i Nasrabadi, 49. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Nasrabadi, Tadhkareh-i Nasrabadi, 49. 
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The weaver may have married a Georgian woman, as it was very common in 

the Safavid era, and ordered the painting for his beloved. On many occasions, Safavid 

shahs divorced some of their many harem women (who were mostly Christians) and 

presented them to their governors, courtiers, and the nobility as wives.96 For instance, 

one of Shah Abbas's wives married Muhammad Khan Shams al-Din Lou, the governor 

of Ganja.97  Khwaja Ghiath, as a revered artisan and poet in Shah Abbas's court, had 

likely received such a gift from the shah.  

Although the Harvard Museum dates the work to 1590,98 there are many 

uncertainties surrounding the dating and provenance of this painting, as it remained at 

the court and was mounted in an album likely in the early years of Shah Safi's rule. 

Thus, Khwaja Ghiath may never have received the painting, which suggests that the 

work was created not before than 1599 (when the artist was expelled from the court 

and was not able to give the painting to his patron). 

This painting shows that, in works created for non-royal patrons, court artists 

such as Sadiqi Beg had more artistic autonomy in including visual and iconographic 

elements of other cultures. Such works perfectly represented the cross-cultural contact 

in broader society instead of inter-court diplomatic relationships. In addition, oeuvres 

like Figure from Annunciation, offer a platform for a better understanding of late-

sixteenth-century Iran's multicultural identity. 

 

 
96 Della Vale, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, 259. 
97 Ibid. 
98 "Figures from the Annunciation (painting, recto; calligraphy, verso) (Sadiqi Beg), 1999.289,” 

Harvard Art Museums collections online, https://hvrd.art/o/217206. Accessed on Jun 14, 2021. 
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Reza Abbasi and Isfahan's Multiculturalism 

One of the most prominent Safavid artists, Reza Abbasi, born in 1565, was the 

son of the court artist Ali Asghar Kashani. Qazi Ahmad wrote that "Reza deserves that 

our age be proud of him because he has no rival in illustration, portraiture, and 

representation."99 Reza was eleven years old when Shah Tahmasp died. Thus, he did 

not experience the courts of both Shah Tahmasp and his son Ismail II. Moreover, 

during the reign of Khodabandeh (1578-1587), when Reza was a young artist, the 

court rarely invested in artistic production. During this period, Reza most likely sought 

non-royal patronage in Qazvin. As Reza was a talented artist, he very soon found his 

way to the court of Shah Abbas I (1588-1629).100 However, his presence at the court 

was not without challenges, and he left the court to live and work elsewhere several 

times. Qazi Ahmad pointed out that Reza Abbasi spent his time in companionship 

with people he called "unfortunates" (نا مرادان) and "salacious people" (لوندان).101 

Seventeenth-century historian Valeh Isfahani also narrated a similar story that Reza, 

like Sadiqi Beg, lived in poverty with wrestlers and dervishes (قلندران). It seems Reza's 

lifestyle was not acceptable to the court's strict policies.  

The works that Reza created in these intervals102 are unique documents about 

social life in the Safavid period, particularly in Isfahan. An important issue that needs 

 
99 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 149. 
100 The seal of Shah Abbas I is visible in one of the early works of Reza, a portrait of a woman in 

Qazvin style. see: Sheila Canby, The Rebellious Reformer, 30-32. 
101 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 150. 
102 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, due to strict rules many court artists distanced themselves 

from the court. Safavid historians, such as Iskandar Beg, Qazi Ahmad, and Sadeqi Beg, wrote about 

many artists, such as Muhammad Amin Jadval-Kish, who chose Sufic and dervish-like lifestyles, away 

from the court and bazaar.102 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 148. A number, however, were forced to 
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to be addressed is the uncertainty about the provenance and patronage of such 

works.103 Except for the portraits of dervishes, this obscurity surrounding patronage 

and identity of models is evident in the case of nudes, cupbearers, and young boys. 

This section examines Reza's paintings of nudes and young boys, in which the artist 

goes beyond the court's restrictions104 and makes contact with different visual cultures.  

 
leave the Royal Library, due to forging the royal stamps, such as Mulana Abd ul-Aziz. Other artists, 

such as Aqa Reza, Abu Masoum Mirza,102 and Sadiqi Beg were dismissed for other immoral or 

improper behavior. Ibid., 140-149. 

Morality was an essential prerequisite for calligraphers and illuminators (Mudhahib) who created 

religious texts. Quran and Islamic texts comprised a substantial percentage of manuscripts produced in 

the court. Self-purification and probity were essential factors for those who calligraphed and decorated 

such texts. For example, there is a sixteenth-century document by the Safavid Munshi Qazi Abdullah 

Khoei, located today at the Malek Museum in Tehran, indicating that Mulana Hassan Mudhahib was 

appointed as the head of the royal bookbinders by Shah Tahmasp due to his piety. “Qazi Abdullah 

Khoei's license for Mullah Hassan Madhhib (پروانچه قاضی عبدهللا خویی برای مالحسن مذهب),” 

Malekmuseum.org, accessed June 1, 2021. 

This example shows that Safavid rulers, who considered themselves as descendants of the Prophet 

Muhammad, valued the self-discipline and piety of artists. Mulana Hassan was in that position for a 

short period as, according to sadiqi Beg, his apparent wickedness did not remain hidden long. Sadiqi 

Beg wrote that, in Shah Ismail II’s court (r. 1576–1577), Mulana Hassan forged the shah’s stamp and 

most likely was expelled from the Royal Library. Sadiqi Beg, Majma’ al-Khavas, translated by Abdul 

Rasoul Khayyampour (Tabriz: Akhtar-i Shomal, 1948), 257.  

Thus, the document by Qazi Abdullah contradicts to what Sadiqi Beg wrote later in Majma’ al-Khavas 

(written in 1608, during the reign of Shah Abbas I). Sadiqi Beg introduced Mulana Hassan as a 

dishonest person, who attempted to kill his father and committed adultery with Qasim Beg’s Georgian 

bondwoman. Sadiqi Beg, Majma’ al-Khavas, 257-58. 
103 Although the name of the models and patrons are absent in this group of works, they most likely 

were produced for non-court patrons. According to Chardin, it appears that in the seventeenth century, 

society had become economically prosperous, and new classes of the nobility and wealthy were 

forming. Chardin stated that highly valuable brocades were consumed domestically and even by 

ordinary households. Chardin, Travels in Persia, 4: 358. In this environment, artists, such as Reza and 

Sadiqi beg, who left the court, were able to find new patrons in society. 
104 Thus, many artists who were expelled from the court were likely reluctant to return, particularly as 

they were always required to follow the court’s strict rules. Sam Mirza Safavi (1517–1567) wrote about 

the punishment of Zamiri Hamedani by Shah Tahmasp, as the shah had interpreted Zamiri’s poem as 

irreverent. Sam Mirza Safavi, Tohfa - ye Sami, edited by Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran: Armaghan, 1935), 

124-25. 

 Sadiqi Beg also cited the event in Majma’ al-Khavas and added that Shah Tahmasp banned the poet 

from the court. Sadiqi Beq, Majma’ al-Khavas, 178. This condition affected everyone who worked at 

the court. Therefore, artists, such as Abu Masoum Mirza (a painter and bookbinder), who lusted after 

“gol’uzaran” (well-favored women or perhaps boys), preferred working in the bazaar instead of the 

court. Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 149. 

Qazi Ahmad used the term “gol’uzaran” (the term metaphorically compares beautiful faces to the 

beauty of roses) and did not clarify that he meant women or beautiful boys. Sexual relations with young 

boys were common (and in some periods legal) in the Safavid era. See: Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 
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Reclining Nudes 

One of Reza's first paintings of nudes, Reclining Nude105 (Fig. 3-16), was 

created in the 1590s. The work is a single-page painting with a very unusual subject (a 

nude woman) from the late sixteenth century.106 The painting is reminiscent of 

Giorgione's Venus (1510) that shows the artist was inspired by Italian engravings, 

particularly by Marcantonio Raimondi. In this painting, Reza depicts a sensual nude 

female, what Canby believes was not a taboo in Safavid culture,as she mentions two 

other examples of nude females in the Khamsa of Nizami and Qisas al-Anbiya (Story 

of the Prophets) from the sixteenth century.107 In both cases, artists had represented 

literary and historical stories, but in Reclining Nude, it seems there is no literary 

connotation. A voluptuous nude figure is depicted alone in a reclining position with 

her eyes closed. The woman is lounging along a creek, whose originally silver waves 

have been oxidized over time. Even though the figure is wearing a costume over her 

belly and upper legs, the very transparent drapery hardly covers her body. 

Yet, a literary connotation has been neglected by art historians, including Esin 

Atil and Canby. 108 They have often overlooked or misread a paper with a barely-

 
149. Sadiqi Beg in his description of Mulana Bayani wrote about his sexual relationship with underage 

boys. See: Sadiqi Beg, Majma’ al-Khawas, 271. 
105 This work is currently at the Freer gallery (Accession Number F1954.24) 
106 The calligraphic bands and the decorative margin may have been added later, when this portrait was 

included in an unknown album. 
107 Canby, The Rebellious Reformer, 32. 
108 Both art historians did not recognize that the text is a verse by Anisi. See Canby, The Rebellious 

Reformer; Esin Atil, “Reza Abbasi and his recumbent nude by water’s edge,” Art and Culture 
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legible text (some words faded away) in the nude's left hand. The text is a verse from 

Masnavi-i Mahmoud u Ayaz109 by a lesser-known sixteenth-century poet Ali Quli Beg 

Anisi. In Mahmoud u Ayaz, Anisi narrated romantic stories between Sultan Mahmoud 

of Ghazni (971–1030) and his male slave Ayaz. Reza's selected verse seems to be 

about thoughts of a lover (Mahmoud) who sees his beloved (Ayaz) in a deep sleep: 

 نمی شد سير چشمش از شکر خواب

 110می دید در خواب مگر دیدار خود

As she could not wake up from her sugared sleep, 

 she may have been dreaming of herself. 

Notably, the pronoun āo (او) in Farsi refers to both she and he. In this painting, 

the pronoun is read as she and in the story of Ayaz as he. Reza Abbasi used linguistic 

flexibility to increase the semantic ambiguity of his painting. 

Through this approach, Reza masterfully connected Persian literature to 

European visual culture. Additionally, by referring to Anisi's poem, Reza chose a 

similar approach to what Timurid and early Safavid artists, such as Sheikh Zadeh, 

used in illustrating Khosrow Seeing Shirin Bathing (Fig. 3-17).111 Artists like Sheikh 

Zadeh did not represent the female figure completely nude and were more implicit in 

their expressional approach. In the seventeenth century, restrictions on depicting nude 

females were reduced, mainly because Safavid shahs, such as Safi, Abbas II, and 

 
Magazine, (2003): 78-79; Esin Atil, The Brush of the Masters: Drawings from Iran and 

India (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1978), 56. 
109 Masnavi is a form of poem, in which each couplet of the poem has its own rhyme (قافيه). Anisi 

composed Mahmaud u Ayaz in the form of Masnavi. See Maymanat Mīr Ṣādiqī, Vajeh Nameh-i Honar 

Shairi (Glossary of Poetic Art), Tehran: Mahnaz, 1994. 
110 Lutfali Beg Azar, Atash-Kadeh-i Azar, ed., Sayyed Jafar Shahidi (Tehran: Nashr-i Ketab, 1958), 11. 
111 This painting is currently at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Accession Number: 28.22). 
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Suleyman, were not as pious as Ismail I and Tahmasp. Portraits of erotic pages, 

sensual young boys, and nude females without any textual reference to literary works 

became prevalent. In this case, Reza's painting, with its semantic ambiguity, marks an 

implicit beginning of this trend. Despite many artists of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries who offered an unbalanced combination of European and Iranian 

heterogeneous elements, Reza's Reclining Nude genuinely complies with historical 

tendencies in Persian painting. 

Reclining Nude is a complex and multifaceted work, combining Safavid 

Sufism, the multicultural nature of Isfahan, and Italian Renaissance art. A significant 

fact, neglected by many art historians, is that Sufism in the Safavid period, mainly in 

literary works, bore no resemblance to Sufism in the Middle Ages. Iranian literary 

critic Shafiei Kadkani argues that, in contrast to the medieval period, literary works 

(often poetic texts) were involved with worldly and sensual forms of love.112 Thus, I 

would argue that Reza's use of Anisi's poem is more related to politics than the notion 

of love in Sufism.113 

 
112 Muhammad Reza Shafiei Kadkani, Persian Literature from the Time Jami to the Present Day, 

translated by Hojatullah Asil (Tehran: Nei, 1999), 30-31. 
113 It seems, that the selection of Anisi’s poem by Reza Abbasi was more related to politics than Sufism. 

According to Lutfali Beg Azar (1722–1781), Anisi was in the service of Ali Quli Khan, the governor of 

Herat. Lutfali Beg Azar, Atash-Kadeh-i Azar, 10-11. Both Anisi and Ali Quli Khan supported Abbas 

Mirza (Shah Abbas I) for the throne. See Mullah Jalal al-Din Munajim, Tarikh-i Abbasi, edited by 

Seyfullah Vahid Nia (Tehran: Vahid, 1987), 36-37.  

Ali Quli was killed by the Uzbeks in 1589, and Anisi fled to the Mughal court. As he grew up in Ali 

Quli Khan’s family, Shah Abbas had an affinity for both Anisi and Ali Quli Khan, and they saved his 

life from attacks by their powerful rivals, such as Ismail II and Murshid Quli Khan (the governor of 

Mashhad, who supported Khodabandeh for the throne). See; Nasrullah Falsafi, Zendegani-i Shah Abbas 

I, 3 volumes (Tehran, University of Tehran Press, 1965), 1: 142-144; Lutfali Beg Azar, Atash-Kadeh-i 

Azar, 10. Therefore, choosing Anisi’s poems was a political decision by Reza Abbasi as a court artist.  
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Although the circulation of Reza's paintings in the early modern period is 

unknown, many of his works were exchanged among people in Iranian society until 

the late nineteenth century. According to Iranian artist Mirza Agha Imami (1881–

1955), during this period, Western dealers frequently visited local brokers, bazaars, 

and artists' workshops for Reza's works.114 Reclining Nude also arrived in the West 

around the same time, likely through the mediation of dealers in Istanbul.115 

Young Boys and Cupbearers  

In the last decade of his life, Reza created many single-paged portraits of 

young boys, often in sensual positions or manners (eg. fig. 3-18). . The common idea 

that Reza Abbasi's single-paged paintings of boys and young women are portraits of 

courtiers 116 is questionable. The lack of names and titles of the figures weakens the 

theory that the artist chose his models among courtiers, especially the courtiers known 

as "Khwaja-Sarayans" (خواجه سرایان). Khwaja-Sarayans were young boys (mostly 

Georgian slaves) appointed as servants in the Safavid court. This group of courtiers 

was entitled to a highly respected appellation, "Muqarrab Khaqan" (مقرب خاقان) or 

"Muqarrab Hazrat" (مقرب حضرت), as they always had been close to the shah.117 Artists 

in the court were not allowed to simply neglect to inscribe such titles on their works.  

 
114 Jalaluddin Homaei, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, edited by Mahdukht Banu Homaei (Tehran: 

Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, 1996), 325. 
115 This single-page work is currently located at the Freer Gallery of Art in Washington DC (Accession 

Number: F1954.24). Charles Lang Freer (1854–1919) most likely purchased the painting during his 

visit of Istanbul in 1908. Freer made extensive travel to the Middle East and Europe to collect art; in 

1908, he visited to Istanbul, Aleppo, and Cairo. See Marilyn Jenkins, Raqqa Revisited: Ceramics of 

Ayyubid Syria (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 26. 
116 Sheila Canby hypothesizes that the subject for these group of portraits were courtiers. Sheila Canby, 

The Rebellious Reformer, 144. 
117 Mirza Samia, Tadhkarat ul-Molouk, ed., Muhammad Dabir Siyaqi (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1999), 18-

19. 
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Addressing the identity of these figures requires comprehending the cultural 

shift in early seventeenth-century Iran. The rise of Abbas I to power was an immense 

change in the Safavid cultural and political atmosphere. Shah Abbas I changed the 

capital from Qazvin to Isfahan, and he relocated Armenians and Georgians to the 

Safavid heartland. Armenians were settled in a new neighborhood in Isfahan called 

New Julfa. Della Valle wrote that Armenians in Isfahan played a significant role in 

trading silk between Iran and the West.118 However, Georgians were not as fortunate 

as Armenians,119 as they were sent to the silk farms in the northern cities, as slaves to 

the court and houses of the nobility, and as sex laborers in coffeehouses.120 

The coffeehouses in Iran opened in the late-sixteenth century, most probably 

during the rule of Shah Abbas I.121 The rapid increase in the number of coffeehouses 

 
118 Della Vale, Voyages de Pietro della Valle La Perse, 443. 
119 Safavid historian Mostowfi described the invasion of the Georgian capital, Tbilisi, by Shah Tahmasp 

in 1541. He wrote that the Shah invaded the city, killed many people, and left Georgia, returning to 

Tabriz with thousands of women and children taken captive. Mostowfi, Zubdat ul-Tawarikh, 76-77. 

Kwandmir also described the invasion of Georgia by Shah Tahmasp. See: Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, 

4: 572. 

Similarly, during the Safavid-Ottoman wars, in 1616, Shah Abbas made a campaign to reconquer some 

Georgian cities. According to Malikshah Hussein, the shah violently entered Tbilisi to suppress an 

uprising, and he massacred the people and relocated about 200,000 Georgians to Iran. He wrote that 

100,000 beautiful Georgian girls and boys were sold in Shirvan. Malikshah Hussein Sistani, Ehya ul-

Molouk, edited by Manouchehr Sotoudeh (Tehran: Bongah-i Tarjumeh va Nashr, 1965), 508-510. 

In the seventeenth century, Shirvan was a small town with an insignificant market. Therefore, it seems 

that the slaves were sold to non-local traders from Tabriz, Isfahan, and Qazvin. This violation against 

the Georgians was ignored by the Shiite Jurists, especially Sheikh Bahai, who was present in Shah 

Abbas’s campaign against Georgia.119 Bastani Parizi, The Politics and Economy in the Safavid Age, 

227. 
120 Chardin, Travels in Persia, 4: 278. 
121 Rudi Matthee, The Pursuit of Pleasure: Drugs and Stimulants in Iranian History, 1500-1900 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 146. 

This argument that the introduction of coffee to Iran and the Ottoman territories was not before the 

fifteenth century is questionable. For example, the word “coffee” has been repeated for three times in 

Divan of Shams written by Persian scholar Jalal al-Din Mohammad Rumi (1207-1273). See Jalal al-Din 

Mohammad Rumi, Divan of Shams, edited by Badiozzaman Forouzanfar (Tehran, Nashr-i Rād, 1995), 

1: 148, 2: 848, 2: 942. 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

136 

in the seventeenth century was the result of urbanization and the economic prosperity 

of large cities. Coffeehouses in the seventeenth century were socially and politically 

complex urban structures, particularly in Isfahan.122 Coffeehouses were meeting places 

for politicians, scholars, poets, musicians, and Sufis, as well as a place where people 

gathered to consume opium, drink coffee and wine, and entertain themselves with 

young boys. In short, people in Safavid coffeehouses indulged in a peculiar 

combination of pleasure and continence, rationality and sensuality, and wisdom and 

banality. Such a dynamic view of society was perfectly embodied in the works of 

Reza. For instance, in Reclining Nude, Reza depicted a nude woman in European style 

while using Persian visual vocabulary and referring to a literary work about romantic 

relationships between Sultan Mahmoud and his male page. As with the combination of 

bitterness and pleasure in coffee, Reza's portraits of nudes and young boys (likely 

Georgian boys in coffeehouses) are a skillful blend of ambivalent concepts such as 

sensuality and asceticism. 

 Reza Abbasi created many of his portraits of young boys and women in the 

final decade of his life.123 Historically, almost all of these paintings were created after 

the invasion of Georgia in 1616 and the dislocation of young Georgian boys and 

women to the Safavid mainland, particularly the capital. Many of these boys were 

purchased to serve in coffeehouses as sex slaves. Spanish ambassador Don Garcia 

Figueroa wrote about one of his meetings with Shah Abbas in a coffeehouse in Isfahan 

 
122 See Farshid Emami, “Coffeehouses, Urban Spaces, and the Formation of a Public Sphere in Safavid 

Isfahan,” Muqarnas, vol. 33 (2016): 177-220. 
123 Canby, The Rebellious Reformer, 144. 
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and described his disgust at a sensual dance by two underage boys, who had been 

dressed in a very salacious manner.124 Don Garcia about these boys wrote: 

No image of seventeenth-century coffeehouses was depicted by artists, such as 

Reza Abbasi, Moi'n Mosavvar, or Muhammad Qasim. Still, there are many portraits of 

pages and cupbearers in open landscapes. This thoughtful placement of figures in a 

landscape (instead of a coffeehouse) simultaneously refers to European painting 

(particularly Venetian art) and Persian literature. There are countless descriptions of 

lovers and beloveds in a landscape in Persian Poems. For example, the twelfth-century 

Persian poet Khaqani Sherwani wrote: 

 نگارا، گر چنين زیبا ميان باغ بخرامی

 125کالهت الله برگيرد، قبایت سرو در پوشد

O' darling, if you walk in a garden so beautifully, 

 the tulip will take your cap, and the cedar will wear your cloak.126 

 

In one example of such cupbearers, dated June 2, 1620 (four years after the 

invasion of Tbilisi), Reza Abbasi painted a young boy serving coffee in a landscape 

(Fig. 3-18). The young boy is dressed neatly in the Safavid fashion, and his dress is 

decorated with a recurring bird motif. While kneeling on the ground and holding a tray 

with three cups of coffee, the boy offers one of the cups to an imaginary recipient. The 

boy wears a hat over his long and curly hair and is too young to have a beard. The seal 

on the painting has been abraded. Thus, the owners of this painting in the seventeenth 

century are unknown. Furthermore, compared to many portraits of young boys, this 

 
124 Figueroa, The Travels of Don García de Silva Figueroa: The Spanish Ambassador in the Court of 

Shah Abbas I, 342-43. 
125 Khaqani Sherwani, Divan, edited by Ali Abdul-Rasouli (Tehran: Marvi, 1978), 737. 
126 The translation is by the author. 
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figure was less sensual and was depicted elegantly, which made it desirable for the 

court. 

Youth with Three Cups (Fig. 3-19), created in 1629 (seven months before the 

Kneeling Page), shows the same physiognomy, hairstyle, and cap as Kneeling Page, 

but in a more sensual manner. Also, the boy in this illustration wears a costume that is 

identical to the one in fig. 3-18. The rendering of the same subject in two slightly-

different ways suggests that the artist created the work from a model, not his 

imagination. In both paintings, the servants carry a tray with three cups of coffee while 

presenting one of the cups to someone absent from the viewer, perhaps to the artist. 

Similarly, both servants are depicted in a landscape, not a coffeehouse. There is no 

indication of the identity of either figure. The text on the painting indicates the name 

of the artist, Reza Abbasi, and the date of production (Dhu al-Qadah 20, 1039 [July 

11, 1629]), while the model's name is unknown. 

Thus, why did the artist avoid including his model's name? Artists, including 

Reza, often did not include the name of the model if the sitter was well-known, such 

as Shahs and Imams. Also, in depicting famous literary characters, such as Rustam, 

artists use symbolic elements to show the identity of figures. Furthermore, in single-

page portraits of lower-class people (such as dervishes), Reza inscribed the 

individual's identity on the painting. However, he did not follow this tradition in his 

series of cupbearers and pages. 

These models mostly appear in clothes with bird motifs. The meaning of this 

pattern has not been interpreted by art historians. Yet, the study of textile patterns in 
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Safavid paintings shows that birds mostly appeared on textiles worn by women (Fig. 

3-20). Consequently, the re-appearance of such patterns on the robes and trousers of 

young boys could be related to their role as sex laborers, who, according to Chardin, 

appeared like women.127 

Many of these young Georgian boys worked in coffeehouses, whose numbers 

were growing in all big cities. Mirza Muhammad Nasrabadi, who lived during the 

reign of Shah Abbas II and Suleyman, wrote about Mirza Sadiq Gouya (a poet and 

pupil of Mullah Sultan Hussein), who left Isfahan to open a coffeehouse in Kashan.128 

Nasrabadi described the atmosphere of coffeehouses in the seventeenth century and 

wrote about many artists and poets who visited coffeehouses frequently. Furthermore, 

as Chardin pointed out, customers could take young boys everywhere they preferred, 

which would have provided Reza the chance to use them as his models. Another 

hypothesis that suggests the models were Georgian boys is that all of these models had 

no facial hair. In the Safavid period, Georgian pages and cupbearers in both court and 

coffeehouses served in their positions until they began growing facial hair.129 

Nevertheless, Reza's young boys can be interpreted as Shahid-Bazi in Persian 

literature (and Sufism). The term comprises two words, Shahid and Bazi; Shahid in 

Persian literature refers to a beautiful boy, and Bazi means game. In Sufism, however, 

 
127 coffeehouses were especially infamous places where beautiful Georgian Boys, from ten to sixteen, 

served and entertained. Having their hair like the women, they dressed lustfully, and customers took 

them everywhere they wanted. These Coffee-Houses were, in reality, nothing more than Shops for 

Sodomy. Chardin, Travels in Persia, 4: 278.  
128 Mirza Muhammad Nasrabadi, Tadhkareh-i Nasrabadi, edited by Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran: 

Armaghan, 1938), 112. 
129 Mirza Samia, Tadhkarat ul-Molouk, 19 
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Shahid-Bazi is a complicated concept, which directly connects divine love to earthy 

love. Thus, some Sufis, through gazing at the creature (a beautiful boy), sought the 

beauty of the creator.130 Similarly, it seems in Reza's portraits of young boys, the gaze 

itself has more importance than the subject of the gaze. 

In short, Reza's works of young cupbearers demonstrated a multidimensional 

image of Isfahan's cosmopolitan atmosphere in the seventeenth century. These 

portraits oscillate between the religious norms and immoralities, and between the Sufi 

notion of Shahid-Bazi and conventional sexualities. Similarly, in contrast to Chardin's 

notion, Safavid coffeehouses presented a multifaceted combination of social relations 

of the people in the Safavid era, which included moral norms as well as anomalies. 

Conclusion 

The nature of early modern globalization is demonstrated by Chinese-style 

decorations on Persian blue-and-white ewers that resemble Indian brass ewers, mainly 

when these objects were shipped to Europe by Dutch and British traders. When 

Jingdezhen blue-and-white ceramics arrived in Iran, potters and metalsmiths, 

particularly brass workers, imitated the form and design of such objects. The dragon-

handled brass jugs with intricate patterns soon became popular throughout the empire. 

The skillful adaptation of Chinese elements by Safavid artisans combined with Persian 

pictorial and conceptual components is a perfect example of an object's mobility.  

 
130 Stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe, eds., Islamic Homosexualities: Culture, History, and Literature 

(New York: New York University Press, 1997), 118. See also Arin Shawkat Salamah-Qudsi, Sufism 

and Early Islamic Piety: Personal and Communal Dynamics. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2018), 248. 
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The Safavids rose to power when the international trade network was 

expanding. Also, their investment in international trade accelerated the emulation of 

Chinese porcelain and facilitated the global circulation of Persian artifacts. As a link 

between the Mughal and Ottoman territories, the Safavids soon became a critical 

player in the global economy. This geographical link profoundly impacted Iran's 

cultural environment, resulting in an efflorescence of artistic production, urbanization, 

and relative prosperity in Iran. The cosmopolitan structure of the Safavid society is 

visible in Reza Abbasi's and Sadiqi Beg's art, mainly in the works they created for 

their non-royal patrons. The shift in patronage freed artists from the court's strict rules 

and led to more technically and conceptually diverse works, particularly the creation 

of erotic images. Both Reza and Sadiqi had a complex notion of identity, clearly 

visible in Safavid coffeehouses, where people from different social classes, ethnicities, 

and religions gathered, communicated, and entertained.  
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Map 3-1 

Global circulation of the Timurid and Safavid Brass Jugs (Influenced by Ming 

Porcelains) 
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Figure 3-1 

Persians in China, Yuan Dynasty, watercolor on silk 

Christie’s, Nov. 1988. Lot. 12. 
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Figure 3-2 

Dragon-Handled Jug with Inscription, late 15th– first quarter 16th century, Herat. 

 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3-3 

Blue-and-white porcelain jug, Ming dynasty, early 15th century. 

The British Museum. 
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Figure 3-4 

Porcelain with Islamic Inscriptions, late 16th century, Dehua, China. 

The Asian Civilizations Museum, Singapore. 
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Figure 3-5 

Edward C. More, Silverworks (influenced by Persian brass works), 1866-1867. 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3-6 

Lidded Box of Muhammad al-Hamawi, Edward C. More Collection. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

149 

 
Fig. 3-7 

Brass jugs depicted in Royal Entertainment in a Gardena, attributed to Bihzad, late 

15th century, Herat. 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Figure 3-8 

Dragon-handled Jug, 16th century, Constantinople. 

The Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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Figure 3-9 

Niches for Chinese pieces, the house of Sheikh Bahaei, 17th century. Isfahan. 
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Figure 3-10 

A Safavid Decree on British Traders, September 2, 1617. No. 1532- 6592 فن. 

Iran Parliament Library. 
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Figure 3-11 

Blue and white ceramic, ewer, 1616-1617. Mashhad, Iran. 

The British Museum. 
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Figure 3-12 

Qajar engraved ewer, 19th century. Iran.  

The Barakat Collection, London. 
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Figure 3-13 

Polygonal Dish, 17th century. Iran.  

The Keir Collection. 
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Figure 3-14 

Bottle with Flying Cranes, 1650s, Kirman, Iran. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3-15 

Sadiqi Beg, Annunciation (or Figures from the Annunciation). c. 1590, Isfahan, Iran. 

Arthur M. Sackler Museum. 
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Figure 3-16 

Reza Abbasi, Reclining Nude. c. 1590, Isfahan, Iran. 

The Freer Gallery of Art. 
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Figure 3-17 

Sheikh Zadeh, Khusrau Seeing Shirin Bathing", Folio from a Khamsa (Quintet) of 

Nizami 

1447–48. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Figure 3-18 

Reza Abbasi, Kneeling Servant, 1630, Isfahan. 

The Gulistan Palace Collection, Tehran 
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Figure 3-19 

Reza Abbasi, Youth with Three Cups, 1629, Isfahan. 

Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan Collection, Geneva. 
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Figure 3-20 

Reza Abbasi, Female Figures and Bird Motifs. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FORGERS AND REVIVERS OF SAFAVID ART IN THE EARLY 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 
 

Introduction: 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, forgeries of early modern 

Persian painting and calligraphy inundated the Western market. In many cases, the 

numerous high-quality fakes made the distinction between falsifications and originals 

impractical. In this period, the unprecedented amounts paid by the Western dealers, 

collectors, and diplomats for Safavid and Timurid art (particularly when most Iranians 

starved from famines), motivated artists to forge classical works. 

Scholars have always been more concerned about the validity of paintings, 

while calligraphic works have received less scrutiny. One reason less attention was 

paid to these forgeries is that Western scholars, mainly in the early twentieth century, 

did not know enough about calligraphy and its nuances. There are several factors 

involved in the prevalence of fake calligraphic pieces: firstly, compared to Persian 

paintings, copying a calligraphic piece is easier, mainly due to its limited materials. 

Calligraphy has been produced in Iran for centuries. Secondly, copying the works of 

grandmasters is an essential part of the learning process in calligraphy. Thirdly, in 

contrast to Persian painting, calligraphy developed extensively in Qajar period (1789–

1925), so there were many calligraphers who were technically skilled enough to 

produce copies of Safavid master artists.  
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One of the most prominent calligraphers in Iranian history is Mir Ali Heravi 

(1465–1544). The works attributed to Mir Ali are numerally countless and stylistically 

diverse. Some of these attributions are incorrect, given the many technical 

discrepancies among the works. This chapter examines two dismembered album folios 

ascribed to Mir Ali Heravi, one at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. and 

another that was sold to an anonymous collector at Christie's Auction London in 2006 

and now at a private collection. 

The next section of this chapter engages with forgeries of Safavid paintings by 

Turabi Beg Khurasani. The name Turabi Beg Khurasani is a pseudonym of an artist 

active in the early twentieth century, who I will propose is Hussein Bihzad in my 

chapter. Turabi was likely one of the main revivers of Safavid painting in the late 

Qajar period, but his masterly technique has misled art historians into considering him 

as a seventeenth-century artist.  

Since 2008, when Marianna Shreve Simpson published an article on early 

twentieth-century copies of the Safavid paintings in the journal Muqarnas, going into 

detail on Turabi Beg Khurasani,1 the debate over Turabi's works and identity has 

somewhat ended. Although Simpson did not judge Turabi's works according to a strict 

fake/authentic binary, she did not delve into the wider socio-cultural stakes of such 

forgeries. Here, the common definition of the term "forgery," as a work produced to 

 
1 Marianna Shreve Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures: Classical Persian Painting in The Early 

Twentieth Century,” Muqarnas, 25.1 (2008): 359-394. 
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pretend to be what it is not,2 is unable to reveal the many historical and social 

complexities when the work was created. Based on the simple definition of forgery, 

wider social ramifications of forgery are not considered.3  

This study, instead, locates forgery within the larger context of early-twentieth-

century Iran to examine the reasons behind such copies of Safavid art and reveals why 

society came to value these so-called un-original works. Here, Turabi was likely the 

most important character among Safavid revivers, whose works require re-

interpretation. Thus, in this chapter, I go beyond the claims of un-originality of 

Turabi's painting, explore his works as not only as part of the continuation of Safavid 

art in the early twentieth century but also as original in their time of production (in the 

early twentieth century). Additionally, through tracing the global movement of 

Turabi's paintings and analyzing his style, I aim to discover Turabi's real identity. 

The Western Market and Forgeries of Mir Ali Heravi's Calligraphy 

An Introduction to Nasta'liq Script  

In the fourteenth century, Iranian calligrapher Mir Ali Tabrizi invented a new 

script, known as Nasta'liq (Fig. 4-1). Tabrizi called his invention Nasta'liq because he 

created it from the combination of two older scripts: Naskh and Ta'liq.4 Compared to 

both of these, Nastaliq is more flexible and rounder than Naskh (Fig. 4-2) and more 

 
2 János M. Bak, Patrick J. Geary and Gábor Klaniczay, eds., “The Long Shadow of Ossian: Editors’ 

Preface,” in Manufacturing a Past for the Present: Forgery and Authenticity in Medievalist Texts and 

Objects in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Leiden: Brill, 2014), VIII.  
3 For more information see Jonathan Hay, The Value of Forgery.” Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 

no. 53/54 (Spring and Autumn, 2008): 5 –19. 
4Abdulhaq Sabzevari, Ta’lim ul-Khotout, Ms. No. 91073- 15527. The Parliamentary Library of Iran, 

Tehran, Iran. 
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regulated than Ta'liq script. Ta'liq was a less-controlled script, which made it difficult 

to read, particularly as, in many cases, letters are interwoven, and each word is 

attached to the previous one (Fig. 4-3). Nasta'liq, on the other hand, relied more on 

Naskh's geometric regularity. 

From the early years of Nasta'liq's foundation, two geographic styles 

developed independently, one in Khurasan (the eastern style) and the other in the 

northwest of Iran, mainly in Tabriz (the western style). The eastern style is also known 

as Jafar u Azhar (جعفر و اظهر),5 emerged in Herat and Sultan Ali Mashhadi and Mir Ali 

Heravi were the most important masters of this style. The western style appeared in 

the court of Aq Qoyunlu, under Sultan Yaqoub's patronage (r. 1478–1490). Abd ul-

Rahman Khwarazmi and his sons Abd ul-Karim and Abd ul-Rahim were the main 

masters of this style.6 This study mainly focuses on the eastern style, and the works of 

Mir Ali Heravi, as one of the most celebrated artists from the late Timurid and early 

Safavid period. 

Mir Ali Heravi 

Mir Ali Heravi, one of the most famous calligraphers of Nast'liq script, lived in 

Herat and worked at the court of Bayqara. His family name, Heravi, refers to Herat, 

the artist's hometown. In his early life, Mir Ali was under the shadow of the 

grandmaster Sultan Ali Mashhadi. He learned calligraphy from Zayn al-Din 

 
5 Jafar u Azhar refers to the style of Jafar Tabrizi (one of Mir Ali Tabrizi’s pupils), who moved to the 

Timurid court in Herat. Jafar’s most prominent student in Herat was Zahir al-Din Azhar, who developed 

his master’s style. See Habibullah Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat (Isfahan: Masha’l, 1983), 448.  
6 Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat, 448. 
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Mahmoud, one of Sultan Ali's students,7 and soon became a master in Sultan Ali 

Mashhadi's style. Eventually, Sultan Ali Mashhadi did not distinguish between Mir 

Ali's works and his own.8 Iranian calligrapher and scholar Habibullah Fazayeli wrote 

that until the rise of Mir Emad Qazvini in the late sixteenth century, Mir Ali was 

considered the most important calligrapher of Nasta'liq script.9 

Late Timurid and early Safavid historical documents indicate that Mir Ali was 

respectfully treated in the Timurid and Uzbek courts.10 Khwandmir mentioned Mir 

Ali's poetic tastes and cited several poems by him in Habib al-Siyar.11 Both Kwandmir 

and Qazi Ahmad attributed Mir Ali's lineage to the Prophet Muhammad.12 Amir Ali-

Shir Navaei (1441–1501), the Timurid vizier and scholar in Majalis al-Nafais 

emphasized Mir Ali's Sufi approach and pointed out that Mir Ali distanced himself 

from the court and chose loneliness to worship God.13 Navaei's description of Mir 

Ali's isolation from the court seems questionable.14 According to Majalis al-Nafais, 

Mir Ali had reached a level of mastery in calligraphy that no other artist had reached.15  

 
7 Hassan Beg Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, edited by Abdul Hussein Navaei (Tehran: Babak, 1979), 185. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat, 476. 
10 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 185. 
11 Ghiyath ad-Din Moḥammad Khwandamir, Habib al-Siyar, 4 volumes, edited by Muhammad Dabir 

Siyaqi (Tehran: Khayyam, 2001), 4: 617-618. 
12 Qazi Ahmad Munshi, Gulistan-i Honar, edited by Ahmad Suheili Khwansari (Tehran: Bonyad-i 

Farhang-i Iran, 1973), 78. 
13 Amir Ali Shir Navaei, Majalis al-Nafais, edited by Ali Asghar Hikmat (Tehran: Manouchehri, 1984), 

100. 
14 Perhaps, Navaei referred to another Mir Ali, as it was a common name in the fifteenth century. 

Another hypothesis is that in some copies of Majalis al-Nafais, “Mir Ali” is a spelling error because, in 

one copy of the book, the name Shir Ali was recorded instead of Mir Ali. See Navaei, Majalis al-

Nafais, 100. 
15 Ibid. 
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Contrary to Majalis al-Nafais, other historical texts recorded that Mir Ali was 

in the court until the death of Bayqara in 1506; then, he periodically visited 

Mashhad.16 After the fall of Herat to the Safavids, Shah Ismail appointed Khwaja 

Habibullah Savaji (d. 1527) as his vizier in Khurasan.17 Khwaja Habibullah supported 

Mir Ali, and after the death of Khwaja, he remained in Herat under the patronage of 

Sam Mirza, the Safavid prince (1517–1567).18 The Uzbek invasion of Herat in 1528 

resulted in Mir Ali's forced relocation to the Uzbek court in Bukhara. Mir Ali stayed in 

Bukhara until he died in 1544.19  

Forgeries of Mir Ali Heravi's Calligraphy 

Mir Ali is one of the most copied calligraphers in the history of Persian 

calligraphy. During his lifetime, he was well-known in the Safavid, Mughal, and 

Ottoman courts, and rulers and princes, such as Ibrahim Mirza (a Safavid prince and 

the ruler of Khurasan in the sixteenth century), collected his works.20 Thus, many 

calligraphers copied or signed their names as Mir Ali. In his writings, Mir Ali 

expressed his dissatisfaction with this problem. For example, he complained that one 

of his students, Khwaja Mahmoud Siyavushani calligraphed and signed his name as 

Mir Ali. In a poem, Mir Ali wrote that he regretted teaching Khwaja Mahmoud 

everything that he knew about calligraphy: 

 بود شاگرد این حقیر فقیر  خواجه محمود گرچه یک چندی 

 تا خطش یافت صورت تحریر   بهر تعلیم او دلم خون شد 

 هر چه دانستم از قلیل و کثیر  یاد دادم به او ز قلت عقل 

 
16 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 79-82. 
17 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 228. 
18 Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat, 474. 
19 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar,83. 
20 Ibid., 107. 
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 گر چه او هم نمیکند تقصیر   در حق او نرفت تقصیری 

 21جمله را میکند به نام فقیر  ک هرچه او می نویسد از بد و نی 

 

Although Mir Ali expressed his dissatisfaction with Khwaja Mahmoud's copies 

of his works, signing the name of another artist was not always illegitimate in the early 

modern period. For example, calligraphers, such as Mir Ali, permitted their most 

talented pupils to use their signature.22 Granting the right of signature gave the student 

credibility, signifying they had reached a level of mastery. Thus, forgery in many non-

Western cultures does not necessarily come with negative connotations. Furthermore, 

there is a tradition in the process of learning calligraphy, known as Naql (نقل کردن), in 

which a calligrapher copies a work of a grandmaster. Here, the best Naql is the most 

similar one to the original work. The prominent Timurid calligrapher Sultan Ali 

Mashhadi discussed Naql's procedures and criteria.23 These examples blur the 

boundaries between forgeries and originals in early modern Persian calligraphy. 

In the mid-seventeenth century, artists in the court of Shah Jahan compiled an 

album, which included several Nasta'liq folios signed by Persian calligrapher Mir Ali 

Heravi. The album originally comprised fifty pieces of painting and calligraphy,24 

 
21 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 185-186. 
22 Annemarie Schimmel, “The Calligraphy and Poetry of the Kevorkian Album,” in The Emperors' 

Album: Images of Mughal India, edited by Welch, Stuart Cary (New York: Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, 1987), 34. 
23 Sultan Ali Mashhadi in Serat al-Sotour explains the Naql in a poem: 

 جهد کن تا نکوبی آهن سرد  هرخطی را که نقل خواهی کرد

 نه که چون بنگری تغافل کن  حرف حرفش نکو تأمل کن

For the whole poem see Sultan Ali Mashahdi, Serat al-Sotour , Tehran, the Iranian Parliament Library 

(MS 3079. IR 30495) fol. 9 v.-10  

 
24 Forty-one folios of the album are currently at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the rest are 

located at Freer Gallery of Art in Washington DC. Rashmi Viswanathan, “The Shah Jahan Album,” In 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

170 

commissioned by the Mughal emperors Jahangir (1569-1627) and Shah Jahan (1592–

1666), his son.25 An example currently at the Metropolitan Museum of Art is an 

illustrated page with Persian and Turkish poems (Fig. 4-4).26 The central part is a 

poem in Nasta'liq script in the chalipa format,27 signed by Mir Ali. This chalipa 

comprises an unusual three-verse moral poem by Persian poet Ibn Yamin (1286–

1368). The degree of mastery in the calligraphy of this piece indicates that it was done 

by a grandmaster like Mir Ali. 

 عزت خویشتن نگه دارد مرد باید که هرکجا باشد 

 آنچه کبر و منی است بگذارد خود پرستی و ابلهی نکند 

 28سر مویی ز خود نیازارد بطریقی رود که مردم را

 

A true man must maintain his dignity wherever he is; he must avoid 

conceit and foolishness and leave what arrogance and idiocy are; he 

must behave in a way that does not cause the slightest inconvenience to 

people.29 

 

The space between verses is illuminated by gold and illustrated with flora and 

fauna, including gazelles and sheep. The central part is surrounded by a calligraphic 

margin of two poems in Farsi and a verse in Turkish (one hemistich on the top and one 

at the bottom). The Persian verses were chosen from two ghazals (a love poem) by 

Badruddin Halali Joghatai (1470–1529). The poet of the Turkish verse is unknown. 

Two floral margins border the calligraphic band. It seems that the outer floral border 

 
Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–, last modified 

April 2010, http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/empe/hd_empe.htm. 
25 Ekhtiar et al., Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art in The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 358.  
26 The work’s accession number is 55.121.10.4. 
27 Chalipa is a calligraphic design, in which hemistiches are written diagonally. A chalipa often 

includes two verses (four hemistiches), however, sometimes the numbers of verses are more than two. 
28 Ibn Yamin Faryumadi, Divan, edited by Husseinali Bastani Rād (Tehran: Saianei, 1965), 399. 
29 This translation is by the author. 
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was added in the seventeenth century, as the recto of the page, which is a seventeenth-

century portrait, comprises the same marginal decoration. The recto is a portrait of 

Saif Khan by Indian artist Nanha (c. 1582–1635). Also, a border visually similar (but 

technically different) to the verso's calligraphic margin surrounds the portrait. The 

stylistic differences between the two bands suggest that at least two calligraphers had 

been involved in the formulation of the album. The calligraphy in the band around Mir 

Ali's chalipa is technically more robust (possibly written by Mir Ali himself or 

another grandmaster). This calligraphic margin may help to trace the movement of the 

painting to the Mughal court.  

Badruddin Halali Joghatai was a poet in the court of Bayqara and remained in 

Herat after the fall of the city to the Uzbeks. Unlike Mir Ali, who was relocated to 

Bukhara by Ubaydullah Khan, Halali was killed in 1530 by the Uzbek ruler on the 

suspicion that he was a Shia Muslim.30 Thus, the hypothesis that this folio was created 

in Bukhara (under the patronage of the Uzbeks) remains less probable, as zealous 

Sunni Muslims did not tolerate Halali's works. This folio was more likely produced in 

Herat, either in the court of Bayqara (d. 1506) or in Tahmasp Mirza and Sam Mirza's 

courts (1511–1530). Indeed, the calligraphy's composition is not original, as all 

couplets were cut and pasted on a new page. This can be seen in the edges of each cut 

couplet pasted by the artist who composed the album (Fig. 4-5). This method was 

similarly applied to the central part and the signature. The visual aspects of the 

 
30 Zabihullah Safa, Tarikh-i Adabiyat dar Iran (The History of Literature in Iran), 5 volumes (Tehran: 

Ferdows, 1999), 4: 433-434. 
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couplets are diagonal but not compositionally parallel. Also, the spaces between each 

pair are not equal. Additionally, the signature was cut and pasted, and the border 

crossed the signature's first letter "M" (م). This evidence suggests that this folio is a 

combination of several pieces by different artists, as the central part and the border are 

not stylistically alike. 

The different pieces of this page may have arrived in the Mughal court 

separately, possibly at different times. Particularly ambiguous is the date when the 

central part arrived in India. However, after the fall of Herat in 1528, the royal 

collection was dispersed among rivals, and court artists fled from Herat to Tabriz, 

Bukhara, Mashhad, and Agra. In this situation, tracing the provenance of an art object 

becomes difficult, and in the case of Mir Ali's art, more problematic. There is 

ultimately not enough evidence to secure the work's provenance. The signature itself 

does not even prove that Mir Ali created this piece. Distinguishing fakes from 

originals is a critical issue surrounding Mir Ali's work. 

 

Mir Ali met his student Khwaja Mahmoud in Bukhara (the Uzbek capital), but 

he left Bukhara for Balkh, a city on the border of three empires: the Safavids, Uzbeks, 

and Mughals.31 In the early sixteenth century, Balkh was under the control of the 

Mughal Empire. Thus, it is possible that Khwaja Mahmoud, who, according to Qazi 

Ahmad, had close relations with the Sultans,32 created and sent this calligraphy to the 

Mughal court as Mir Ali's work. Indeed, Khwaja Mahmoud was not the only 

 
31 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 84. 
32 Ibid., 85. 
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calligrapher who copied Mir Ali's oeuvres, as the market for Mir Ali's works was 

lucrative. 

Furthermore, many calligraphers moved to the Mughal court, such as Mir 

Mui'zz ad-Din Muhammad, who lived in Iran but mainly produced for the Indian 

market. 33 Mir Muhammad Baqir (Mir Ali's son) also moved to India to work at the 

court of Humayun (1508–1556).34 Thus, he possibly took the chalipa (attributed to 

Mir Ali at the Shah Jahan Album) to the Mughal court. Despite all, the central part is a 

masterfully calligraphed work of such delicacy that only a few calligraphers in the 

sixteenth century were able to create. Thus, if this calligraphy is a forgery, it must 

have been created by one of Mir Ali's mightiest pupils. 

As part of the Shah Jahan Album, this piece was sent to England during the 

British colonization of India. The provenance of the album until the early twentieth 

century is unknown. In the early twentieth century, Scottish art dealer Jack S. Rofe 

acquired the album, and on December 12, 1929, he sold it through Sotheby's London 

office to Hagop Kevorkian, an Armenian-American collector.35 From an appeal filed 

by Rofe against Kevorkian, we know that Kevorkian was not satisfied with the quality 

of the album and withheld some of his payment to Rofe.36 Rofe had sold Kevorkian 

forty-eight folios (out of fifty) from the album, including Persian paintings and 

 
33 Ibid., 119. 
34 Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat, 478. 
35 "Page of Calligraphy Illuminated with Animals and Plants in a Field of Flowers: Folio from the Shah 

Jahan Album,” Metmuseum.org, February 20, 2021. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451287 
36 Jack S. Rofe v. Hagop K. Kevorkian, New York Supreme Court: Appellate Division-First 

Department, 105, N.Y. 1080, (1934), 37. 
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calligraphies.37 Indeed, Mir Ali's work was among these folios, which were finally 

purchased by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1955 from Kevorkian.38 

Even though Mir Ali's calligraphy was not impeccably reorganized and 

mounted in the Shah Jahan Album, the structure shows strong indications of the more 

rounded and fluid Khurasani style. Among numerous works attributed to Mir Ali, 

there are several examples in museums around the world, such as this folio and an 

album page in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Fig. 4-6), which were likely created 

by Mir Ali.39 Both folios are stylistically similar, which indicates that the same artist 

penned these works. The page at the Victoria and Albert is a poem by Mir Ali, 

praising Mughal Emperor Babur (1483–1530). This work was signed as "The poor40 

and sinful Mir Ali al-Katib al-Sultani in Bukhara's royal house (دارالفاخرة)." Mir Ali 

arrived in Bukhara in late 1529 and Babur died in December 1530. Thus, Mir Ali must 

have penned this page in the first year of his stay in Bukhara. In this case, the stylistic 

similarities between this work and that in the Shah Jahan Album indicate that their 

dates are not significantly removed from each other. 

Similarly, the calligraphy that arrived in the Mughal court and was mounted in 

an album during the reign of Shah Jahan, and the border and calligraphy were 

illustrated by the court artist, Daulat (Fig. 4-7). The album is known today as the 

Minto Album (1845–1914), as it was once the property of Lord Minto, the viceroy of 

 
37 Ibid. 
38 See "Page of Calligraphy Illuminated with Animals and Plants in a Field of Flowers" 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451287 
39 The object’s accession number at the museum is IM.12-1925. 
40 The word “poor” is a humble title that represents one’s religious humility before God. 
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India between 1905 and 1910.41 Thus, it is likely that he had obtained the album 

during his term of authority in the colony. The album was dismembered in England, 

and folios were sold in the Sotheby's 1925 auction to the Victoria and Albert 

Museum.42  

Both V&A's and Metropolitan Museum of Art's folios are in harmony with 

calligraphic standards of the sixteenth century and the continuation of the aesthetic 

and technical developments of Khurasani style (whose leading artist was Mir Ali). 

Therefore, searching for the originality of such folios, which were created in a cultural 

atmosphere where masters granted their signatures to their competent pupils, is 

excessive. Particularly the MMA and V&A pieces bear traces of Mir Ali's style. In 

other words, these examples do not pretend to be what they are not. They are authentic 

and can be classified as Mir Ali's works, even if another artist produced them. Forgery 

and authenticity change over time; what is considered unauthentic today may have 

been seen as authentic in the early modern period.43 For instance, a sixteenth-century 

artist, like Mir Ali, was able to pass his signature legitimately to his students (such as 

his son Mir Muhammad Baqir). Therefore, it was probable that a collector (like Shah 

Jahan) commissioned the student (Mir Muhammad Baqir, who was in India) to create 

works with the master's signature. 

 
41 For more information about Lord Minto in India see Pardaman Singh, Lord Minto and Indian 

Nationalism, 1905-1910 (Delhi: Chugh Publications, 1976). 
42 “Painting,” Vam.ac.uk, last modified September 18, 2007, 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O139291/painting-unknown/painting-daulat/ 
43 János M. Bak, Patrick J. Geary and Gábor Klaniczay, eds., “The Long Shadow of Ossian,” xvii. 
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Although in this study I do not posit a strong distinction between original and 

fake, such an approach is indispensable for works re-produced outside of their cultural 

context to intentionally deceive their mainly Western clientele. I use the V&A's and 

MMA's examples as specimens to assess the authenticity of Mir Ali's works in the 

Library of Congress and the Warren Hasting Album. 

Mir Ali's Work at the Library of Congress 

A page from an unknown album, signed "the poor Mir Ali al-Katib" (Fig. 4-8) 

is one of the works attributed to Mir Ali Heravi at the Library of Congress.44 This 

signature is common in Mir Ali's works, as he signed in various ways, including "Mir 

Ali," "the Poor Mir Ali," "Mir Ali al-Katib," "Mir Ali al-Katib al-Sultani," or "the 

Poor and sinful Mir Ali."  

In this page the central panel, which was signed by Mir Ali, includes three 

verses written diagonally in Nasta'liq script. Generally, diagonal compositions 

comprise two verses (Quatrain) that in Persian calligraphy are known as chalipas. The 

poem is a ghazal (a love poem) describing the charm and beauty of a beloved: 

 به کعبه ره چه نمایی که کعبه خانه توست 

 حریم کعبه من خاک آستانه توست

 فسون چشم تو بگرفت ملک دلها را

 میان مردم عالم کنون فسانه توست

 خیال لعل تو از دل برون چگونه برم

 بر خزانه دل داغها نشانه توست که 

 

 
44 Mir 'Ali Al-Katib, Three Bayts Verses to a Loved One, Washington DC., The Library of Congress 

(Control Number 2019714661). 
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The lyric is unknown, but it seems that the poet was influenced by one of 

Hafiz's ghazals with the same rhyme and meter.45 Still, there are notable literary 

differences between these two ghazals, as Hafiz's poem is formally richer and 

conceptually more complex. This poem is likely from a Timurid or early Safavid poet. 

Calligraphers such as Mir Ali have always calligraphed the works of their 

contemporary penmen, even mediocre and less-famous poets. The central panel is 

framed by a band of calligraphy, which includes verses by Hafiz (1315–1390) and 

Amir Khosrow Dehlavi (1253–1325).46 

Since the right and left margins are not equal, it seems that this work was 

detached from an unknown album. The margin is decorated with floral and semi-

geometric flat patterns in cut-out style, in which the pattern is cut from a colorful 

paper and pasted on the work. In the Timurid period, artists used the paper-cutting 

technique for both decorations and texts. An example of a work that uses such a 

difficult and time-consuming technique is the Divan of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, in 

which artists carefully cut out all the words and pasted them on a new background. In 

contrast, the margin of Mir Ali's work is executed roughly, and ink stains are visible in 

different areas on the central panels, particularly around the signature. All these 

suggest that the piece was not part of a luxury album or produced for a prominent 

 

 کرم نما و فرود آ که خانه خانه توست  رواق منظر چشم من آشیانه توست  45

See Hafez, Divan of Hafiz, edited by Muhammad Ghazvini and Qasim Ghani (Tehran: Quqnous,1998), 

ghazal no. 34. 
46 Amir Khosrow Dehlavi was a thirteenth-century Indo-Persian poet. His father was a regional Amir in 

Balkh and fled to India after the Mongol invasion of Iran. The title Dehlavi refers to Delhi, Amir 

Khosrow’s hometown. For more information see Safa, Tarikh-i Adabiyat dar Iran (The History of 

Literature in Iran), 3: 773-786. 
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patron. The whole composition of the page was created by the album makers, as 

calligraphic lines were cut from different pages and mounted in the album (Fig. 4-9). 

What is uncommon about this piece is that both central panel and frame were written 

with the same-size pen.  

In Persian calligraphy, there are differences between the pens that are used for 

writing textbooks (kitabat) or those for couplets (chalipa). Calligraphers, particularly 

Mir Ali wrote chalipas with a larger size of the pen's nib, known as qalam-e qat'a'. 

Regarding the size of the nib, pens are divided into seven categories: qubār (less than 

1/2 mm), khafi (1/2-3/4 mm), kitabat (3/4 – 1 ½ mm), sar-fasli (1 ½ - 2 mm), qat'a' 

(2-6 mm), jali (6mm-2cm), and katibeh (2 cm and above).47 

Notably, on this page, there are slight differences between the main text and 

the border, and both were written with the kitabat pen. Indeed, a grandmaster like Mir 

Ali, who often preferred larger pens, seldom (if ever) wrote a qat'a' or chalipa with the 

kitabat's pen. The use of a kitabat pen alone does not sufficiently prove the 

genuineness of this work. A technical comparison between this work and the page in 

the Victoria and Albert Museum (the V&A) can help to evaluate the originality of the 

work. Formally, there are notable discrepancies between the two folios. These 

incongruities are evident in the form of connection of letters to one another, the 

fluidity in extension and elongation of the letters, how the words are set on the 

baseline, and even the form of the letters. For instance, in the V&A's folio, the words 

 
47 See “Qalam,” in Markaze Takhasosi Khat, Reysac.blogfa.com, accessed, June 19, 2021, 

http://reysac.blogfa.com/page/ghalam 
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are set perfectly according to the baseline, and the extensions are very smooth. In the 

Library of Congress's page, the artist has not considered the baseline as a grandmaster 

would always do. There is another notable difference, which is barely conspicuous in 

the letter "lam" (L) and the word "Mulk" (Fig. 4-10). In the V&A, this letter, 

particularly the round part of the letter, is penned flawlessly, while in the Congress's 

work seems carelessly written, in which the round form is closer than it must be. Also, 

the word "Mulk" is stronger and more fluid in the V&A's folio. 

One can argue that the type of ink, quality of the paper and pen, or, more 

importantly, the date of the works are determining factors; Mir Ali may have written 

the Library of Congress piece in his youth. There are always significant factors that 

cause great artists, such as Mir Ali, to create mediocre art. Still, this argument does not 

apply here as the work was signed as Mir Ali al-Katib. The title al-Katib was given to 

royal artists, who reached the highest level of mastery in their work. Furthermore, 

another reason that suggests that the piece at the Library of Congress is Mir Ali's work 

is that the calligrapher neglects the baseline or Kursi (کرسی). Baseline is one of the 

important principles in Persian calligraphy, in which words and sentences must be set 

carefully on the Kursi, what a grandmaster, such as Mir Ali, never denied. 

In addition, there are two words, one on the outer border and one on the edge 

of the signature's space in the calligraphic frame, and a number (101) in the signature's 

frame (Fig. 4-9), which are all irrelevant to the entire work. The word in the frame is 

hardly legible as it is mostly faded away, but the rest "mād" (ماد) is visible. The next 

word is read as "every world" (هرجهان), which is uncommonly located on the 
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decorative margin (Fig. 4-8). Why did the album makers write such ambiguous words 

on an album page? 

Writing a single word on the margin is meaningful in the production of 

manuscript but not album pages. In the medieval and early modern periods, writers did 

not number pages. Instead, they put the first word of the next page on the corner of the 

previous page (Fig. 4-11). This method helped the binder to place the detached papers 

in order and the reader to find the desired pages. The use of this method in album 

production seems futile because each calligraphic piece is independent (and yet it is 

used). Moreover, pages are sometimes set in an album based on some kind of visual, 

stylistic, or chronological order. 

Close examination is necessary to understand the presence of such irrelevant 

words. Unlike many album pages where the album maker carefully cut around pieces 

and pasted them on the new page, in this folio, some calligraphic bands were cut in 

half and then mounted in the album (Fig. 4-12). There is no explanation for why one 

should one cut a highly valuable masterpiece into two parts and then paste them 

together. The only reason behind such decision is that the text was added when all 

paper fragments were set on a new page. 

Mir Ali as a royal artist had access to high-quality paper, produced in the royal 

workshops or even the bazaar. Thus, there is no justification for using such paper 

fragments, which would have negatively affected the quality of the work. This 

evidence indicates that the work is a forgery, which was most likely produced in the 

late nineteenth or early twentieth century by a mediocre calligrapher. An artist who 
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forges a sixteenth-century calligraphy first needs plain original paper, which was 

hardly available in the twentieth century unless he used inexpensive and un-illustrated 

manuscripts. These manuscripts were cheaply available in the early twentieth century.  

Thus, the artist fragmented the plain borders and, in some cases, used ink to 

cover some letters, but since the word "every world" (هرجهان) was big, the calligrapher 

avoided covering it with ink. The calligrapher neglected to cover this word, 

particularly as the Western clients of these works were not familiar with such complex 

nuances. Furthermore, the market for so-called Oriental art was lucrative enough that 

it motivated artists to hastily produce forgeries as much as they could, as there were 

always inexpert clients.  

Mir Ali's Work in the Warren Hasting Album 

 On October 9, 2006, a calligraphic leaf by Mir Ali (Fig. 4-13) was sold at a 

Christies' auction in London to an unknown client.48 The work is penned in the 

chalipa format with three diagonal verses and a couplet placed vertically on the left 

side of the chalipa. This work was signed as "the Poor Mir Ali," a signature that Mir 

Ali Heravi used to sign his works. The poem is a ghazal by Hafiz,49 that was written 

with qat'a' pen.  

 This chalipa is illustrated modestly on a gold-sprinkled page, and a relatively 

narrow floral band frames the calligraphy. Also, a triangle, decorated with ornamental 

patterns, on the upper right corner of the chalipa compositionally corresponds to the 

 
48 Christie’s, Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, 9 October 2006, London: Live Auction 7263, Lot. 

117. 
49 Hafiz, Divan of Hafiz, ghazal 488.c 
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triangular frame of the signature. This work was sold in the auction as a single page; 

however, the auction house maintained that this work was part of a dismembered 

album, known as the Warren Hastings Album. The auction house's rationale is the 

floral border of the work, in which the golden floral patterns are set on a blue 

background. In a few examples from the so-called Warren Hastings Album (offer for 

sale at the Sotheby's on Wednesday, November 27, 1974), paintings were framed with 

golden motifs on blue bands.50 But the page may not have been part of an album; that 

there were no calligraphic folios in the Sotheby's auction would support this. 

Furthermore, Christie's conclusion does not reduce the ambiguities surrounding this 

work, and they failed to address the provenance of the work nor take into account the 

place of the work within the long history of calligraphy. A further interpretive 

difficulty of the piece is that the size of the paper has been changed, and the outer 

border is not available, thus making a comparison with the other disperse. The 

auctioneers attributed this folio to the Warren Hasting Album because of the similar 

form of borders (blue border with decorations in gold). However, they have neglected 

to account that many calligraphic works from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

comprise similar frames. An example is a Siah-Mashq (literally black practice) by Mir 

Imad, from a Safavid album (Fig. 4-14), currently at the Academy of Science in Saint 

Petersburg.51   

 
50 Sotheby’s, Phillipps: Medieval and Oriental Manuscripts: Indian and Persian Miniatures. part IX, 

London: Sotheby’s and Co, 1974), p. 118. 
51 Saint Petersburg Muraqqa, Saint Petersburg, the Academy of Science (fol. 74v). From Maryam 

Ekhtiar, “Practice Makes Perfect: The Art of Calligraphy Exercises (Siyāh Mashq) in Iran,” in 

Muqarnas, 2006, vol. 23 (2006), pp. 107-130. 
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The auction house's data seems inadequate, which functions as a barrier to 

explore the provenance and originality of this work. Based on the signature (the Poor 

Mir Ali), the auctioneers argue that the work was created by Mir Ali Heravi. Still, 

stylistically there are notable differences between this work and Mir Ali's oeuvres. An 

example is the signature, which is different in both the MMA's and V&A's folios (Fig. 

4-15). In the Christie's work, the letter "Lam" (ل) is penned longer and the extension of 

"ya" (ی) is shorter, which is never seen in other Mir Ali's works.  

In Persian calligraphy, and particularly Nasta'liq script, the style of a 

calligrapher is visible in many aspects, such as the composition, the form of 

extensions, and round letters. These criteria can help determine a forgery or the origin 

of an unsigned work. A comparison between the round letters in Mir Ali Heravi's 

works and in the Christie's folio can enable verification of the work as authentic. The 

round letters in the Christie's folio are significantly different from those in Mir Ali 

Hervai's works. For example, the round part of the letter "Lam" (ل) in the Christie's 

leaf is tighter, while it is notably wider in the V&A's work (Fig. 4-16). Additionally, 

the extensions of letters and movement of the pen on the paper is much smoother in 

the calligraphy at the V&A. The calligraphy in the Christie's leaf is more stylistically 

similar to the western Nasta'liq style, which is more angular. In the eastern style, and 

mainly in Mir Ali Heravi's style, words are rounder. 

Comparing the letter "Lam" in the Christie's work with one of Mir Ali Tabrizi's 

chalipas in Bayani's Collection (Figs. 3-1 and 3-16) confirms my hypothesis that this 

folio was penned in the western style. The style of writing this letter is identical 
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between the two works, which suggests that the signature refers to Mir Ali Tabrizi (the 

main founder of Nasta'liq script) not Mir Ali Heravi. Also, the quality of this work can 

represent the preliminary stage of development of Nasta'liq script,52 which 

significantly distances itself from the more mature style of Mir Ali Heravi. This 

similarity is evident in the signatures as well. The composition of the signatures in 

both the Christie's and Bayani folios is not entirely identical but in the same style (Fig. 

4-17). The connections and the forms of the letters are alike, but the only difference is 

the extension of the letter "ya" (ی), which can be varied. 

In contrast to the auction house's claim, this chalipa does not belong to Mir Ali 

Heravi, as substantial technical differences exist between Mir Ali's works and this 

folio. Additionally, this work exhibits some characteristics of Tabrizi's calligraphy 

(such as curved forms and signature) but the attribution of the work to Tabrizi is also 

difficult. Nasta'liq script during Tabrizi's time (the fourteenth century) lacked the 

complexity that it had in later periods. An example of Tabrizi's calligraphy is a chalipa 

at the Mehdi Bayani Collection (Fig. 4-1). This chalipa was most likely written in the 

last decade of Tabrizi's life, as the poem is by the calligrapher about his aging. 

Compared to the Christie's specimen, this work is not technically strong.  

All this evidence points to the conclusion that the Christie's folio is a forgery of 

Mir Ali Tabrizi's work. The artist who created the work has unintentionally left some 

qualities that were developed in the late Timurid and early Safavid periods. It is 

 
52 This work carries some advanced characteristics in composition and round forms, which are seldom 

conspicuous in the early specimens of the script. 
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probable that the piece was penned by a twentieth-century master, and the auction 

house's vague information about the provenance and the history of the piece reinforce 

this hypothesis. Although this folio does not seem original, it is important to consider 

that a work's authenticity should be determined in its cultural and social context. In 

this case, copies of Mir Ali's work by his students reflected the social context of 

Khorasan in the early sixteenth century. In contrast, twentieth-century copies of early 

Safavid calligraphy artistically were ineffective and retrospective, as Nasta'liq script 

developed and was standardized during the Qajar period by artists such as Mirza Reza 

Kalhor (1829–1892) and Mirza Gholam Reza Esfahani (1830–1887). The Library of 

Congress's and Christie's folios rely on a twentieth, not sixteenth century, the 

definition of authenticity is being reconfigured to pass as originals in the Western 

market.  

Turabi Beg Khurasani and Forgeries of Safavid Paintings 

In this section, I explore Turabi Beg Khurasani, one of the revivers of Safavid 

art in the early twentieth century. As Nasta'liq script dramatically developed during 

the nineteenth century, Safavid schools of painting were abandoned and forgotten. 

Instead, Qajar artists were increasingly involved with European naturalism, which was 

also supported by the court of Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848–1896).53 In spite of the 

abandonment of Safavid painting, several artists (including Turabi), via a wide variety 

 
53 Doris Behrens-Abouseif and Stephen Vernoit, eds., Islamic Art in the 19th Century: Tradition, 

Innovation, and Eclecticism (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 240. 
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of objects such as pen boxes, carpets, and Persian paintings, independently made 

practical efforts to revive Safavid art in the late Qajar period.  

The 19th-century revival of Safavid art was deeply rooted in forgeries of 

sixteenth-and-seventeenth century works. It is not surprising that the movement was 

formed in Isfahan by artists such as Mirza Agha Imami (1881–1955) and Muhammad 

Hussein Musavvar ul-Mulki (1891–1978). These artists, like other people of Isfahan, 

could still see the glory of the past through seventeenth-century architectural 

monuments. They mostly learned Persian painting (mainly the School of Isfahan) 

through making copies of Safavid murals. For revivers of the Safavid art, there was an 

inextricable link between forgery (or the production of copies) and identity, perhaps a 

nostalgic form of identity. The works of Turabi need to be interpreted in the social 

context of the early twentieth century. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, numerous Persian 

illustrated manuscripts and single-page works arrived in the West. In addition to 

dealers and collectors, European diplomats also became involved in this market, which 

dramatically impacted the monetary value of works. Iranian artist Mirza Agha Imami 

described the frequent visits of Europeans to his studio for works of Bihzad, Reza 

Abbasi, and Sheikh Zadeh.54 Europeans mostly benefitted from Iran's unstable 

economic and political situation, and formed connections with courtiers, who had 

access to royal libraries. 

 
54 Jalaluddin Homaei, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, edited by Mahdukht Banu Homaei (Tehran: 

Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, 1996), 325. 
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In 1906, Iranians revolted against the Qajar Monarchy to limit the imperial 

power in favor of a parliamentary government.55 The revolution had intensified an 

already difficult economic situation. The dysfunctional late-Qajar court lost control of 

the political situation during the crisis. Although Iran declared neutrality during World 

War I, shortly after the revolution, the country unintentionally entered into the war.56 

The British army occupied the southern part of the country, and Russians captured 

northern cities. The result of the war for Iranians was the Great Famine of 1917, which 

lasted for two years. Iranian artist Hussein Bihzad, who experienced the famine, 

visited people who sold their doors and windows for a loaf of bread; many artists died 

in severe poverty.57 The revolution, World War I, and the famine did not stop the 

transmission of Persian art to the West; instead, they functioned as accelerators.  

During the revolution, thousands of people, mostly merchants from the bazaar, 

took sanctuary in the British Embassy in Tehran and remained there for twenty-one 

days until the shah agreed to their demands. Even though British diplomats and traders 

had been active in Iran from the early seventeenth century, it seems that sheltering 

these people during the revolution fostered connections between diplomats (and 

British collectors) and these people from the bazaars, such as dealers, artists, and 

 
55 Ali Gheissari, “Iran’s Dialectic of the Enlightenment: Constitutional Experience, Transregional 

Connections, and Conflicting Narratives of Modernity,” in Iran's Constitutional Revolution of 1906 and 

Narratives of the Enlightenment, edited by Ali M. Ansari (London: Gingko Library, 2016), 15. 
56 See Turaj Atabaki, Iran and the First World War: Battleground of the Great Powers (London: 

I.B.Tauris, 2006), 5-7. 
57 Narges Beigmuradi, Gumnam-i por Avazeh (The Famous Anonymous) (Tehran: Padyab, 2015), 67. 
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bookbinders (those who were expert in old manuscripts). Indeed, the British and other 

European embassies were involved in conveying Persian manuscripts to the West.58 

Of the many Persian manuscripts in the West that were acquired in the first 

decades of the twentieth century (such as sumptuous copies of Khamsa of Nizami, 

Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, and Kalīlah va Dimnah),59 are a copy of the Khamsa of Amir 

Khosrow and a Safavid album, which arrived in the United States in the 1920s. Art 

historian Marianna Shreve Simpson has written about the album and the manuscript 

by Turabi beg Khurasani.60 The album included seven paintings by Turabi and was 

purchased in 1922 by John Fredrick Lewis (and is now at the Free Library in 

Philadelphia).61 The Khamsa arrived in the United States in 1925, brought by Robert 

Garrett, and currently is at the Princeton Library.62  

This copy of the Khamsa was penned in Herat, dated 1524 when Herat was 

governed by the Safavid prince Sam Mirza (1517–1566) and Habibullah Savaji.63 

 
58 Indeed, the reasons behind the movement of Persian illustrated manuscripts to the West varied from 

personal tastes and museums’ investments in so-called oriental art to the profitable market for such 

products. For example, the South Kensington Museum (currently the Victoria and Albert Museum) 

hired agents, such as Sir Richard Murdoch Smith, to purchase Persian arts and artifacts in Iran. See 

Crowe, Persia and China: Safavid Blue and white Ceramics in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1501-

1738, 14. 

Although many European states were involved in the market, the British political influence at the court 

and other governmental institutions made them the leading player. See Abdullah Bahrami’s Memories,” 

Nameh-ye Baharestan, no. 1, (2004): 299. 
59 In the British Library alone, there are over 11,000 Persian manuscripts, such as the Khamsa of Shah 

Tahmasp, and a luxurious copy of Kalīlah va Dimnah with sixty-seven illustrations, dated 1308, from 

the House of Inju in Shiraz. According to the library website, a large number of these manuscripts were 

acquired from British government officials and diplomats. See “Persian manuscripts” in Bl.uk, accessed 

June 30, 2021, https://www.bl.uk/collection-guides/persian-manuscripts# 
60 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures: Classical Persian Painting in The Early Twentieth Century,” 

359-394. 
61 Ibid., 359. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Rumlu, Ahsan ut-Tawarikh, 242-243. 
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Both Sam Mirza and Habibullah were prominent art patrons; Habibullah was 

particularly a patron of Mir Ali Heravi.64 We can conclude that the paintings were 

added later to the manuscripts, because of the way the figures and landscapes make 

reference to seventeenth-century artists. For example, the main figure in folio 2a from 

the Khamsa (Fig. 4-18) is depicted in the style of Muhammad Zaman and Shaykh 

Abbasi. The main character in a hunting scene, from the story of Khosrow and Shirin, 

wears a turban, similar to those worn in the seventeenth century. The artist used 

relatively richer colors for the main figure (compared to almost monochromatic 

surroundings) and more naturalistic modeling, particularly in depicting a horse, to 

emphasize the importance of the central figure, who is the king Khosrow. This folio is 

reminiscent of Muhammad Zaman's painting of a hunting scene, titled as Bahram Gur 

Killing a Dragon (Fig. 4-19), currently at the British Library.65 However, the 

composition of Turabi's works is more complicated, and resembles the sixteenth-

century paintings produced at the court of Shah Tahmasp I.66  

This similarity to 16th-century styles is conspicuous in the architectural 

decorations, vegetal patterns, bushes, and the forms of rocks. On the other hand, the 

attire, faces, and animals suggest the influence of seventeenth-century artistic 

achievements on Turabi's work. There is no evidence proving that Turabi had seen this 

 
64 See Fazayeli, Atlas-i Khat, 474. 
65 In the seventeenth century Muhammad Zaman added three paintings to the Khamsa of Shah 

Tahmasp, including Bahram Gur Killing a Dragon. London, the British Library (Or 2265), fol. 203v. 
66 For example, the composition of The Tavern Scene (in both Princeton Khamsa and Philadelphia 

Album) is based on the painting by Sultan Muhammad (with same title) in a Divan of Hafiz created for 

the Safavid Prince Sam Mirza in 1526 -1527. For Turabi’s work see Princeton, University Library, 

Islamic Manuscripts (MS  84G), fol. 54b. Sultan Muhammad’s folio is at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art (Accession Number: 1988.430 + L.2019.55). 
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work by Muhammad Zaman, but in his rendition of the story King Dara and the 

Herdsman 67 (Figs. 3-20 and 3-21), we know that Turabi copied the portrait of The Old 

Shepherd by another seventeenth-century artist Reza Abbasi.68 Turabi added this work 

to a Timurid copy of Bustan of Sa'di, currently at the Doris Duke Foundation.69 Basil 

William Rubinson suggested that Turabi lived in the sixteenth century, dating one of 

the artist's works to 1575.70 Turabi's technique convinced modern scholars, such as 

Robinson, that he painted in the 16th century. 

Through a close examination, Simpson argued that the artist did not follow a 

common early-modern principle in illustrating manuscripts, in which paintings that are 

set between two chapters (here masnavies) are always double-paged compositions.71 

Rather, in this Khamsa, Turabi painted a single work on a plain page between 

chapters. Simpson made a comparison between the Princeton and Philadelphia works 

(Fig. 4-22) to show that both manuscripts were executed by the same artist. All seven 

works in the album, she argued, are identical to those of the Khamsa. The visual 

elements in all fifteen folios are an eclectic combination of works of artists from the 

late fifteenth to the late seventeenth century. Simpson concluded that Turabi was not a 

Safavid artist; instead, he belonged to a generation of late-nineteenth century artists, 

 
67 Princeton, University Library (MS 84G), fol. 130b. 
68 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures: Classical Persian Painting in The Early Twentieth Century,” 

373-383. 
69 Basil W. Robinson, The Kevorkian Collection: Islamic and Indian Illustrated Manuscripts, Miniature 

Paintings and Drawings (New York: Trustees of the Kevorkian Foundation at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 1953), 54. 
70 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures,” 379. 
71 Ibid., 361. 
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who revived the Safavid style in Iran.72 However, Simpson was unable to locate the 

real identity of Turabi. 

Recognizing Turabi's identity requires, firstly, tracing the circulation of the 

works signed by him in the early twentieth century, particularly those folios that 

arrived in Philadelphia and Princeton. Secondly, a close stylistic examination of works 

of prominent artists who were active in that period becomes necessary. Turabi's works 

show that the artist had reached a degree of mastery enough to convince many 

distinguished experts, such as Basil Robinson, that Turabi was a seventeenth-century 

master. Indeed, not many artists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

were able to create such works. 

Revivers of Safavid Art in the Late Qajar Period 

Late-Qajar forgeries of early modern paintings arose from the works of 

revivers of Safavid art. Here, determining the boundary between forging and 'normal' 

practicing becomes extremely difficult. Although many artists copied the works of 

Reza Abbasi and other prominent Safavid artists for the Western market, they likely 

did not sell their copies as originals. These artists used the term "Qadimi-Sazi" for 

their work,73 which refers to a work created to resemble a work in the past. 

Nevertheless, the term does not convey the same meaning as forgery, as it does not 

necessarily pretend to be a work that it is not.  

 
72 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures: Classical Persian Painting in The Early Twentieth Century,” 

378-379. 
73 Mirza Agha Imami used the term for the works, he created for the British Embassy. See Homaei, 

History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 323. 
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This study avoids generalization, as there were different motivations behind 

the formation of this movement. Yet, in many cases, the distinction between Qadimi-

Sazi and forgery is impossible. For instance, in Turabi's portrait of an Ascetic (Fig. 4-

23),74 there is a note in the top right corner of the painting, supposedly by Turabi, that 

"this is also one of Turabi Beg Khurasani's miracles."75 Although it is not clear if the 

text was written by Turabi himself or later by dealers, we can conclude that whoever 

added the text was knowledgeable in the history of early modern Iran.76 Revealing the 

real identity of Turabi (as the most competent reviver) may help to clarify the concept 

of forgery in the early twentieth century. This chapter makes a stylistic comparison 

between Turabi's oeuvres in the Princeton Khamsa and the Philadelphia album with 

those of his contemporaries. In this comparison, the circulation of works will emerge 

as an essential factor. 

In the late Qajar period, prominent artists who revived Safavid art, particularly 

the Isfahan School, were Mirza Agha Imami (1881–1955), Hadi Tajvidi (1893–1939), 

Musavvar ul-Mulki (1891–1978), Karim Tahirzadeh Bihzad (1888–1963), and 

Hussein Bihzad (1894–1968). Among these revivers, Taherzadeh was a well-known 

artist in various art forms, such as painting, carpet design, bookbinding, and ceramics, 

 
74 Tehran, Reza Abbasi Museum (Inventory Number 633). After Simpson, “Mostly Modern 

Miniatures.” 
75 This kind of arrogant signature is rare in Persian art, as artists often used titles, such as sinful or poor, 

to show their humility. It is possible that such signatures were added later by dealers. 
76 Gholbaba Kukaltash was an Uzbek official who lived in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. He had familial ties (برادر رضاعی) with the Uzbek ruler Abdullah Khan (r. 1583-1597) and 

was appointed as the ruler of Herat for a short period in the late sixteenth century. See Muḥammad Yar 

ibn Arab Qaṭaghan, Musakhkhir al-bilād: Tarikh-i Sheibaniyan, edited by Nadireh Jalali (Tehran: 

Miras-i Maktoub, 2007), 430. 
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but he did not live in Iran in the early twentieth century. Taherzadeh was in Istanbul 

until 1929 when he returned to Iran and was appointed as the head of designers of the 

Carpet Institution and the Director of the School of Past Crafts (مدرسه صنایع قدیمه).77 

Furthermore, Taherzadeh's rich palette of vivid colors, which most likely grew out of 

his carpet design style, contrasts with the dull and limited colors in Turabi's works. 

Thus, it doesn't seem likely that Taherzadeh would have used the pseudonym Turabi. 

One of the artists who was profoundly influenced by the Isfahan School was 

Hadi Tajvidi. He was born in Isfahan and became familiar with Persian painting in his 

hometown. He learned the foundation of Persian painting from Agha Muhammad 

Ibrahim (Musavvar ul-Mulki's master), and portraiture from Ahmad Naqqash-Bashi.78 

Tajvidi's most prominent teacher in Isfahan was his uncle, Mirza Agha Imami. In 

1906, the artist left Isfahan forever and resided in Tehran. He opened his studio at 

Majma' ul-Sanayei', an educational and production institution dependent on the Qajar 

court. Majma' al-Sanayei'and Dar al-Fonoun were two modern schools that were 

established during the Qajar period.79 In Majma' al-Sanayei', artists and artisans 

produced specifically for the court. Tajvidi's move to Tehran resulted in his 

acquaintance with Kamal al-Mulk, the head of Dar-al-Fonoun. He registered at Dar-al-

 
77 Jamshid Mehrpouya, “Ustad Hussein Taherzadeh Bihzad,” in Muzeh-ha, no. 8 (1988): 15.  
78 Marziyeh Parouhan, “Ustad Hadi Tajvidi: Halqe-ye Itesal-i Honar Negargari Sunati be Nasl-i 

Emrouz,” in Adabestan, no. 39 (1993): 26. 
79 Dar al-Fonoun and Majma’ al-Sanayei’ were founded during the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-

1896). For more information see Shahram Yousefi far, “Majma’ al-Sanayei: Tajrubeh-ye No Garayi da 

Mashaqil Kargah hayi Saltanati,” in Ganjineh Asnad, no. 83 (Fall 2011): 43-64. 
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Fonoun as a student and continued as an instructor until 1932, when he won a 

competition for an artist to teach at the School of Past Crafts.80 

Tajvidi's works demonstrate artists' adaptations of sixteenth-century Persian 

art, particularly by Bihzad and Sultan Muhammad. Yet, there is no evidence showing 

his engagement in reproducing and forging old manuscripts. Similar to Turabi, Tajvidi 

painted architectural spaces crowded with many people of different ages and sexes. 

For instance, in his famous painting Sultan Mahmoud and Ferdowsi (Figure 3-24), the 

composition is filled with more than thirty figures surrounding the Sultan. The same 

story was depicted in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp in the sixteenth century (Fig. 

4-25).81 Since there are similarities in the compositions, it is most likely that Tajvidi 

had seen published catalogs of the Safavid work. Still, Tajvidi's rendition is more 

personal and less reliant on the original. It is also influenced by Renaissance 

perspective and naturalism. A significant difference is visible in the rendering the 

attire and faces, which in Tajvidi's works are less flat. This three-dimensionality shows 

the influence of Kamal al-Mulk and his students at Dar al-Fonoun, where Tajvidi 

studied and taught for more than two decades. Notably, this characteristic does not 

exist in Turabi's art. Compared to Turabi's oeuvres, Tajvidi's portraits are more diverse 

and expressional modes are varied. Additionally, the palettes of the two artists are 

different, as Turabi's subdued works lack Tajvidi's favorite colors: light purple, violet, 

and variations of blue. Tajvidi extensively used saturated tones of lavender and blue in 

 
80 Ibid. 
81 Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (Inventory Number: I 5/82). 
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many artworks he created. In view of these differences, we can dismiss Tajvidi as a 

candidate for the mysterious Turabi. 

Mirza Agha Imami was one of the first revivers of the Safavid art tradition in 

the late Qajar period. Many prominent twentieth-century artists were directly or 

indirectly his students. Mirza Agha Imami belonged to a family whose ancestors were 

involved in artistic production for centuries. From the late Timurid period onwards, 

his family introduced many renowned artists to the Iranian art scene. Among them are 

calligraphers Abu Saeed Imami (in the court of Shah Tahmasp), Ali ibn Jafar Imami 

and Muhammad Jafar Imami (contemporary with Shah Abbas I), and Mirza Ali Naqi 

(who lived in the eighteenth century).82  

Mirza Agha's first teacher was his father, Muhammad Hussein, an expert in 

rendering bushes and vegetal patterns. According to Iranian historian Jalaluddin 

Homaei, Mirza Agha's father was reluctant to produce portraiture due to religious 

concerns.83 Thus, Mirza Agha may have learned the foundation of this art from Mirza 

Ahmad Naqqash, in whose workshop he studied for two years.84 Mirza Agha Imami 

had told Homaei that his greatest master in Persian art was the Safavid mosques and 

palaces in Isfahan, where he copied the murals and decorations.85 Mirza Agha 

polished his technique by making sketches from the works of seventeenth-century 

artists and artisans who decorated the monuments. Nevertheless, Mirza Agha Imami's 

main fame was in bookbinding. He revived Timurid and Safavid bookbinding, 

 
82 Mehdi Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami (Isfahan: Tarahan-i Honar, 2011), 19. 
83 Homaie, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 321. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid., 322. 
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particularly the technique of leather filigree and burning methods. He still was young 

when he opened his bookbinding chamber in Muhammad Sadiq Khan Caravanserai.86 

At the time, Mirza Agha was not fully familiar with the intricacies of Persian painting. 

Mirza Agha Imami explained that "One day a British scholar came to my studio and 

asked if I can work for her in mapping A'li Qapu Palace and copying its decoration."87 

After this meeting, Mirza Agha moved to Tehran and worked for the British Embassy 

for two years. 

Making copies from murals in the Safavid architectural monuments and 

working with European scholars and most likely collectors and dealers resulted in a 

shift in Mirza Agha's artistic life. The artist argued that this event led him to create 

artworks similar to those of the old masters (qadimi-sazi) and learn their techniques.88 

Yet, Mirza Agha did not mention whether he forged manuscripts or used his own 

signature. Iranian poet and politician Adib Broumand, who published several articles 

on Mirza Agha, claimed that the European market for Timurid and Safavid paintings 

motivated Mirza Agha to revive the style of Safavid artists.89 Even though the market 

for classical Persian art was lucrative, it was insignificant for those by revivers, such 

as Mirza Agha and Tajvidi. Many artists like them may have produced forgeries 

instead of personal creations. It seems Mirza Agha also had been involved in this 

 
86 Homaie, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 322. 
87 See Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami, 22; Homaie, History of Isfahan: Arts and 

Artists, 322-323. 
88 Homaie, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 323. 
89 Abdul Ali Adib Broumand, “The Art Family: Mirza Muhammad Mehdi Imami known as Mirza 

Agha,” Iran Newspaper Monthly Appendix, October 2001, 13. Also see Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of 

Mirza Agha Imami, 22. 
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market, at least during his youth. Based on what Adib Broumand wrote about Mirza 

Agha, it is probable that Mirza Agha created the Philadelphia and Princeton works.   

Adib Broumand wrote that Mirza Agha created forged manuscripts during the 

two years he was in Tehran. Mirza Agha's years in Tehran coincided with the 

Constitutional Revolution, during which the demand for classical Persian paintings 

grew. In Tehran, while working for the British Embassy, Mirza Agha also was a 

disciple of Sanie' Homayoun, a prominent illuminator ( مذّهب). According to Adib 

Broumand, Sanie' Homayoun received manuscripts from dealers, and Mirza Agha 

added the paintings at the beginning and the end of each book (most likely 

frontispieces and the plain pages between chapters).90 Mirza Agha worked in Sanie' 

Homayoun's studio for two years, sometime between 1905 and 1908, when the artist 

was around twenty years old. Mirza Agha mentioned that he was naïve and young 

during that period, and he saw that situation as a bridge to fame. He complained that 

the projects for the Embassy and Sanie' Homayoun did not bring him any fame or 

wealth.91 Yet, the more valuable outcome of these projects was his acquisition of 

familiarity with the technique of the grandmasters, such as Bihzad and Reza Abbasi.  

Mirza Agha returned to Isfahan and continued his works and his very modest 

lifestyle. The old Mirza Agha was famous for his self-righteousness and spirituality. 

Iranian artist Mahmoud Farshchian (Mirza Agha's pupil) emphasized Mirza Agha's 

piety, noting he wore religious costumes while creating art. Farshchian wrote that 

 
90 Adib Broumand, “The Art Family: Mirza Muhammad Mehdi Imami known as Mirza Agha,”13. 
91 Homaei, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists,.323  
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ordinary people always came to the studio for advice from Mirza Agha, as they knew 

him as a spiritual man.92 Therefore, if Mirza Agha signed as Turabi, it is most 

probable that he made those works during his youth, mainly when he lived in Tehran.  

In an interview with Homaie, Mirza Agha said that European, Muslim, and 

Jewish dealers purchased his art objects and took them to the West, but he never made 

clear the type of objects that he sold or gave away.93 Mirza Agha was a versatile artist 

who created luxury lacquer pen boxes, pyrography, painting, and designed carpets and 

tile works. During a short stay in Isfahan, he was able to work on, and learn from, old 

manuscripts. Art dealer Iskandar the Armenian, who had a collection of sixteenth and 

seventeenth manuscripts, hired Mirza Agha to repair the illustrations.94 Still, there is 

no concrete evidence suggesting that Mirza Agha added paintings to these 

manuscripts. 

Comparing Turabi's and Mirza Agha's works can help determine if Mirza Aga 

and Turabi were the same artist. The two artists copied The Old Shepherd by Reza 

Abbasi, 1632-33 (Fig. 4-21). The rendition of the old shepherd by Turabi is visible in 

the scene of King Dara and the Herdsman in both the Philadelphia and Princeton 

copies (Figs. 3-20 and 3-26). Similarly, Mirza Agha borrowed the figure in one of his 

works (Fig. 4-27). First, there are significant differences between the original work by 

Reza Abbasi and those of Turabi and Mirza Agha. Reza Abbasi's lines in the drapery 

and around the figure are smoother and fluid. The rendition of the face is more 

 
92 Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami, 9. 
93 Homaie, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 323. 
94 Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami, 43. 
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realistic and expressive, and the animals' anatomy is depicted differently; Reza Abbasi 

painted each tuft of wool carefully using the point of his brush. Mirza Agha, on the 

other hand, was satisfied with a general execution of the figures and animals. 

Particularly the technique he used in depicting animals is more like Tasheir (animal 

motifs that artists used to decorate the border of folios and sometimes in stucco 

decorations in architecture). Mirza Agha probably became familiar with this technique 

by copying the architectural decorations in Safavid palaces. This type of decoration is 

conspicuous in many early modern paintings of buildings. For instance, in a folio from 

the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp by Abd al-Samad, The Assassination of Khosrow 

Parviz (Fig. 4-28), the artist used the same approach in the decoration of the 

tympanum with animal motifs. 

In contrast to Mirza Agha, Turabi depicted both the shepherd and animals 

more naturalistically. For example, the body of the shepherd, and more specifically, 

the form of the shoulder in Turabi's work shows that Turabi was a more skilled artist 

in depicting human figures. Perhaps Mirza Agha created his rendition of the old 

shepherd in his youth and the ones in the Philadelphia and Princeton works later. 

While the historical date of production is usually important, in this instance it is less 

so, because the folio was depicted after 1912, when Mirza Agha Imami was at the 

peak of his artistic career. Turabi and Mirza Agha borrowed the figure indirectly from 

European publications, and the first publication containing Reza Abbasi's work (also 

Bihzad and Shaykh Zadeh, as Turabi had copied their works) is F. R. Martin's book 

The Miniature Painting and Painters of Persia, India, and Turkey, published in 
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1912.95 Additionally, Turabi and Mirza Agha created works based on Bihzad's and 

Sultan Muhammad's paintings. 

Mirza Agha's rendition of Bihzad's Building the Mosque of Samarkand (Figs. 

3-29 and 3-30) demonstrates his mastery in setting a crowded composition; however, 

his depictions of the horse and human figures is less skillful than the great masters of 

the sixteenth and seventeenth century. Figures in this work lack the fluidity and 

delicacy of Bihzad's pen, and the paucity of any details in the perfunctorily depicted 

horse distances this work from the works of Safavid artists. For example, Qasim ibn 

Ali, an artist in the court of Shah Tahmasp, illustrated a relatively similar scene in 

which a chariot is towed by two horses (Fig. 4-31). In the background, there is a group 

of four riders, one riding a white horse. A comparison between the two white horses in 

this folio and Mirza Agha's work reveals significant technical differences. Mirza Agha 

was a great master in illumination, pyrography, bookbinding, and lacquer art, but his 

copies of the Timurid and Safavid masterpieces are not as strong as his other works. 

Turabi, on the other hand, created works that effectively convinced many experts in 

Persian painting to see them as originals, or at least seventeenth-century copies. Thus, 

it is unlikely that Mirza Agha is the artist who masqueraded as Turabi. 

Among all revivers of classical Persian painting, no one produced more 

forgeries than Hussein Bihzad. He was born in 1894 in Tehran. His father, Mirza 

Fazlullah, made lacquer pen boxes for a living. Inspired by his father, Hussein always 

drew and spent his time making paintings and very soon was evicted from school 

 
95 Simpson, Mostly Modern Miniatures,” 382. 
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because he made a caricature of his teacher.96 Hussein was eight years old when he 

became a disciple of Mulla Ali Qalamdan Saz in Majma' al-Sanaye', who made pen 

boxes. In the same year, Mulla Ali and Hussein's father died of cholera, and Mulla 

Ali's pupil, Hassan Peykareh Saz, tutored Hussein.97 The young artist spent most of his 

income on art supplies and practiced in his free time at Majma' al-Sanaye',98 and 

meanwhile, he studied painting and illumination at Mirza Abulqasim's studio.99 

Hussein's first commission was a single-page painting in the Safavid style, 

created for Armenian dealer Iskandar for three tumans. This amount was about a 

month's income from working at Peykareh Saz's workshop.100 In an interview with 

Abulfazl Mir Baha, Hussein said that dealers looked everywhere for old Persian 

paintings and manuscripts to sell to European clients. When there were no more old 

manuscripts, dealers commissioned forgeries. Thus, Hussein, like other artists, 

changed his style to create works similar to those of three hundred years before.101 

The growing international market for classical Persian painting and 

manuscripts caused Hussein to leave Peykareh Saz to work independently. Hussein 

was eighteen years old when he became independent after working for Peykareh Saz 

for ten years.102 Iskandar the Armenian, also Mirza Agha's client, in this period, asked 

 
96 Muhammad Naseripour, Life and Works of Master Hussein Bihzad (Tehran: Soroush, 1998), 14-15. 
97 Narges Beigmuradi, Gumnam-i por Avazeh (The Famous Anonymous) (Tehran: Padyab, 2015), 59-

60. 
98 Muhammad Naseripour, Life and Works of Master Hussein Bihzad, 15. 
99 Mirza Abulqasim was a nineteenth-century artist who was a master in depicting vegetal motifs and 

landscape, most likely in the Qajar style. See Homaei, History of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 339. 
100 Hussein received one hundred Shahis (one tenth of a tuman) from Pekareh Saz. See Homaei, History 

of Isfahan: Arts and Artists, 339. 
101 Abulfazl Mirbaha, Yadnameh-i Bihzad (Tehran: Farhang va Hunar, 1971), 85-86. 
102 Naseripour, Life and Works of Master Hussein Bihzad, 16-17. 
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Hussein to make copies of some illustrations in manuscripts.103 This makes it likely 

that Mirza Agha only repaired the folios. Though there is no evidence showing the 

type of manuscripts or single pages that Hussein copied for Iskandar, this only shows 

the mastery of the young Hussein in forging old manuscripts. 

The Great Famine of 1917 impacted Hussein's life; he suffered from poverty 

and illness, possibly ague, a type of malaria, when Fotouh ul-Saltaneh (a Qajar general 

from Tabriz) visited the artist at his studio. Fotouh ul-Saltaneh nursed Hussein at 

home until he regained his health. Hussein said that Fotouh ul-Saltaneh had an 

unillustrated old Khamsa with plain spaces for paintings. Before visiting Hussein, 

Fotouh ul-Saltaneh had held a contest among all artists he knew in Tehran, but the 

works he received were not satisfactory. Hussein said he made a scene for the book 

that persuaded Fotouh ul-Saltaneh that he was the artist who could finish the book.104 

For this one-year project to create eight illustrations for this manuscript, Hussein 

received 200 tumans, and they agreed to divide the profit into two parts after taking 

the manuscript to Europe together.105 Similar to Turabi's Khamsa, this manuscript 

comprises eight paintings. Thus, is this manuscript the same Khamsa by Turabi at the 

Princeton Library?  

Mir Baha pointed out that Hussein illustrated a copy of Khamsa of Nizami for 

Fotouh ul-Saltaneh, while the Princeton copy is a Khamsa by Amir Khosrow. Sticking 

close to Nizami, Amir Khosrow re-narrated Nizami's stories in the same order. Also, 

 
103 Ibid. 
104 Mir Baha, Yadnameh-i Bihzad, 87. 
105 Ibid. 
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he closely imitated the poetic forms and metrics, which makes it difficult for even an 

expert in Persian literature to distinguish between the two works.106 Hence, it does not 

seem likely that Hussein, who was expelled from school (most likely in second or 

third grade), would have been able to understand the differences between stories. Even 

though Hussein was familiar with Persian literature, as he created illustrations for 

classical literary works, egregious spelling errors in his writing indicate that he was 

most likely unable to distinguish nuances between the two Khamsas.107 In this case, 

these similarities may have caused Hussein to consider the Khamsa of Amir Khosrow 

as the Khamsa of Nizami. However, it is probable that Hussein had only mentioned 

the title Khamsa, and Mir Baha had thought that the manuscript was the Khamsa of 

Nizami.   

Tracing the movements of manuscripts and artists provides tantalizing clues to 

the identity of the Khamsa's illuminator. Notably, Turabi's and Hussein's works were 

both created between 1914 and 1920. Hussein finished the manuscript in early 1918, 

and in the same year, he and Fotouh ul-Saltaneh left Iran for Europe through Georgia 

and Turkey. Yet, in Tbilisi, Fotouh ul-Saltaneh, without informing Hussein, changed 

his route and took the work to Europe alone. Mir Baha and other sources cited that the 

book was sold in London for 8,000 liras.108 Fotouh ul-Saltaneh died shortly after 

 
106 For example, the stories of Khosrow and Shirin in both Khamsas were written in Bahr-i Hazaj 

 a set of metrical classifications in Persian and Arabic Poetry. For more information ,(مفاعیلن مفاعیلن فعولن)

about Bahr-i Hazaj see Shams Qays Razi, Al-Mu’jam fi maa’yir Asha’ar al-Ajam, edited by 

Muhammad Qazvini (Tehran: Tehran University Press, 1957), 94-95. 
107 A page of Hussein's memoirs (by his pen), published in Naseripour’s book, contains several spelling 

errors. See Naseripour, Life and Works of Master Hussein Bihzad, 13. 
108 In the twentieth century, the British used pounds not liras, but the sources used the monetary unit 

lira. In Iran, however, the term lira was sometimes used for pound. See Robert R. Locke, French 
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returning from Europe, and Hussein did not receive his share. According to Hussein, 

Fotouh ul-Saltaneh was severely ill. Thus the artist avoided mentioning the Khamsa 

and his share during the visit with his partner. 

In London, Fotouh ul-Saltaneh may have sold the manuscript to a notable 

dealer, such as Bernard Quaritch Ltd or Maggs Bros. Ltd. Bernard Quaritch, 

particularly, was a leading book dealer of medieval and early modern manuscripts in 

London.109 In 1925 in London, Robert Garrett (1875–1961) purchased a copy of 

Khamsa with eight illustrations. On July 15, Garrett bought manuscripts from Bernard 

Quaritch, Ltd.,110 and, on July 17, he also visited Maggs Bros, where he acquired a 

copy of a fifteenth-century Slavonic missal leaf.111 Still, there is not enough evidence 

proving that this Khamsa was the same one that Fotouh ul-Saltaneh sold in London. 

Thus, a stylistic comparison becomes necessary to determine if Turabi Beg Khurasani 

was, in fact, Hussein Bihzad. 

Hussein Bihzad's Style 

Compared to his contemporaries, who used diverse palettes, Hussein relied 

more on drawing. He saw architectural decorations and floral motifs used to ornament 

 
Legitimists and the Politics of Moral Order in the Early Third Republic (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2015), 101. 
109 Among many illustrated Persian manuscripts, once owned by Bernard Quaritch, Ltd., is a sumptuous 

copy of Bustan of Sa'di, dated 1606, currently at Calouste Gulbenkian Museum. Also, the first 

translation of Khayyam's poems and F. R. Martin's The Miniature Painting and Painters of Persia, 

India and Turkey were published by this company. 
110 For instance, among manuscripts that he purchased from Bernard Quaritch, Ltd. on 15 July 2021 is a 

fifteenth-century copy of The Regiment of Princes, today at the Princeton University Library (Garrett 

MS. 137). “The Regiment of Princes,” Catalog.princeton.edu, accessed June 5, 2021, 

https://catalog.princeton.edu/catalog/10886536 
111 “Slavonic missal leaf: Roman rite,” Catalog.princeton.edu, accessed June 5, 2021, 

https://catalog.princeton.edu/catalog/11226047 
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attire and objects as secondary elements. While many artists concealed their structural 

weaknesses in drawing behind the excessive use of colorful and decorative patterns, 

Hussein preferred almost monochromatic compositions. This approach, however, was 

not admired by more traditional artists (who did not want to deviate from classical 

Persian painting). For example, Hushang Jazi Zadeh (b. 1933), who belongs to the 

next generation of artists, believed that rich colors are an inseparable part of Persian 

painting, an opinion that did not accord with Hussein's style.112 

During his thirty years of copying classical works, Hussein Bihzad painted 

many folios and single-page paintings. This body of work can be divided into two 

groups. The first group comprises pure copies, in which the artists used the rich 

palettes of masters such as Sheikh Zadeh and Kamal ul-Din Bihzad. The second group 

includes those subdued works that the artist created freely inspired by the works of the 

Timurid and Safavid artists. The personal style of Hussein is more visible in the 

second group, which he created for domestic Iranian collectors. 

Hussein argued that the extensive use of colors in classical works resulted in a 

visual disruption. Thus, in the second group, he reduced the number of colors and 

compensated for this lack by using different qualities of lines. This latter technique is 

called Qalamgiri,113 in which the artist expressively redraws lines, mainly by outlining 

in various widths. Still, most opposition against Hussein targeted his works post-1933 

(after he visited the Louvre Museum). In this period, he entered European perspective 

 
112 Beigmuradi, Gumnam-i por Avazeh, 131. 
113 Qalamgiri is an important part of Persian painting and is not Hussein’s invention, but he reduced 

colors in favor of qalamgiri (drawing). 
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in his works and significantly reduced his palette to a few colors.114 Regardless of 

opposition to his theory about color, there are similarities between his subdued 

paintings and Turabi's works. 

Hussein's genius in Persian painting is visible even in the works he created 

during his youth. For example, in 1906, when the artist was twelve years old,115 he 

created a painting (most likely a forgery of a seventeenth-century Safavid or Mughal 

art), representing a young couple sitting in a canopied seat (Fig. 4-32). Hussein 

produced this work in the workshop of Peykareh Saz, where, for the first time, he 

faced European and Iranian dealers who were looking everywhere for Safavid and 

Timurid paintings. Perhaps this painting was based on folios and manuscripts that 

dealers, such as Iskandar the Armenian, had brought him so that he could work on 

them. 

In this painting, the rendition of the face and crown of the female figure is 

similar to those of Shirin's attendants in both Princeton and Philadelphia folios of 

Shirin Visiting Farhad in the Mountain by Turabi (Fig. 4-22). Yet, the figures in the 

folios are more anatomically accurate than the painting of the couple, mainly because 

Hussein depicted the Philadelphia and Princeton works about a decade later. The 

technique of rendering faces in the folios and the 1906 painting are reminiscent of 

Shaykh Abbasi's or Mughal paintings, as the artists' styles locate somewhere between 

 
114 After returning from Paris, Hussein, influenced by European art (mainly Classical works at the 

Louvre), became more involved with perspective and muted colors. See Beigmuradi, Gumnam-i por 

Avazeh, 115, 119. 
115 This painting is not dated, but Mir Baha, who interviewed Hussein, argued that the artist created this 

painting when he was twelve years old. See Beigmuradi, Gumnam-i por Avazeh, 202. 
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flat and three-dimensional rendering. This approach becomes even more conspicuous 

in Hussein's works created in the 1930s. 

In depicting the folio Shirin Visiting Farhad in the Mountain, Turabi had 

examined images by the sixteenth-century artist Sheikh Zadeh, particularly Farhad 

Carves a Milk Channel for Shirin (Fig. 4-33), currently at the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art.116 In contrast to Sheikh-Zadeh, Turabi used different tones of his limited colors 

and avoided Sheikh-Zadeh's rich hues. Also, the composition in Turabi's work is 

crowded with many figures, modeled carefully. Turabi must have become familiar 

with Sheikh-Zadeh's painting through Western publications in the early twentieth 

century.  

In 1912, Martin published some part of his collection in The Miniature 

Painting and Painters of Persia, India, and Turkey, but he did not include Sheikh-

Zadeh's painting in the book. Turabi most likely had seen Sheikh-Zadeh's work in the 

Cochran Collection published in 1913. American collector Alexander Cochran 

purchased Sheikh-Zadeh's painting from F.R. Martin117 and published it in the 

Metropolitan Museum Art Bulletin.118 These publications were brought to Iran by 

Western dealers and diplomats and were seen by artists such as Hussein, who were 

subsequently compelled to create forgeries. According to Iranian scholar Muhammad 

 
116 Accession Number: 13.228.7.5. 
117 "Farhad Carves a Milk Channel for Shirin," Metmuseum.org, accessed, May 20, 2021, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/446595. 
118 William R. Valentiner. "The Cochran Collection of Persian Manuscripts." Museum of Metropolitan 

Art Bulletin, old series, vol. 8 (1913). pp. 80–86. See also “Farhad Carves a Milk Channel for Shirin," 

folio 74 from a Khamsa (Quintet) of Nizami” in Metmuseum.org, accessed June 18, 2021, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/ 
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Ali Karim-Zadeh, Mirza Ali Asghar Khan Amin al-Sultan, the Qajar grand vizier, 

owned twelve catalogs of Iranian arts.119 Mirza Agha's students Hussein Eslamian 

(1911–1981) and Mahmoud Farshchian also confirmed the arrival of the Western 

catalogs in that period.120 Thus, Turabi had access to Sheikh-Zadeh's painting through 

the monochromatic images published in the bulletin and other publications after 1913. 

Hence, despite similarities in composition and naturalism, because Turabi had not seen 

the actual painting, he could color the work more freely. In Turabi's painting, Sheikh-

Zadeh's rich and saturated colors were replaced by extensive subdued ochres and 

different greens. 

  Among artists who lived in the early twentieth century, no one had a more 

subdued palette than Hussein. In depicting Shirin Meets Farhad (Fig. 4-34), in the 

same period that Turabi created his forgeries, Hussein used an identical palette to 

Turabi. His painting was dominated by ochre, pale greens, and very subdued purples. 

Another significant similarity between the young Hussein and Turabi is the repetition 

of faces. Many figures from the group of female servants, who follow Shirin, are the 

same in form, although they differ in detail. In all fifteen folios (in the Princeton 

Khamsa and Philadelphia Album) Turabi repeated similar physiognomies (Fig. 4-35). 

Hussein, similar to Turabi, predominantly used ochre and pale greens unless he 

forged a sixteenth-century artist, such as Sheikh Zadeh, Bihzad, or Sultan Muhammad. 

Still, in forging such paintings, Hussein habitually used his limited palette. In 

 
119 Vafa Mehr, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami, 42. 
120 Ibid. 
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Khosrow Seeing Shirin Bathing (Fig. 4-36), Hussein altered Sultan Muhammad's 

version of the story (Fig. 4-37). Indeed, the Safavid artist is well-known for his 

mastery in using rich colors, while Hussein, in his forgery of Sultan Muhammad's 

painting, did not apply the grandmaster's colors, except in the human figures and 

horses. The green in Hussein's work is more like Turabi's painting than the original 

piece. Both Turabi and Hussein applied similar artistic approaches in their forgeries or 

falsifications. Like Turabi, Hussein often created his own design and color 

compositions and avoided pure copies of the works of well-known artists.  

Khamsa was one of the first classical books that Hussein illustrated in the 

1910s. Turabi also created illustrations for Khamsa's stories in this period. During his 

two-year partnership with Fotouh ul-Saltaneh, Hussein created many compositions for 

the Khamsa, and eight were added to the manuscripts. Fotouh ul-Saltaneh deceived 

Hussein and took the book to London for sale, while Hussein still had the rest of the 

compositions, which were most likely seven folios. After realizing his partner's 

betrayal, the young artist, unable to find another vintage Khamsa, decided to create an 

album and mount the paintings in that. The seal of the Iran Customs Service on folios 

indicates that the album was shipped from Iran to the West in 1339 H (1920–1921).121 

Simpson mentioned that Lewis purchased the album from a dealer named Hussein 

Khan, but she argues that there is no more information about the dealer.122 Hussein 

 
121 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures,” 381. 
122 Ibid. 
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Khan was probably a pseudonym, as the dealer was selling a forgery, or Hussein Khan 

may have referred to the artist's real name. 

 A notable question here is how and through whom did Hussein send the album 

to the United States? After an unsuccessful partnership with Fotouh ul-Saltaneh, 

Hussein returned to his studio in early 1919. In this period, he worked for two 

significant clients: Sadr ul-Mamalik (the minister of the Royal Court) and Abdullah 

Khan Rahim-Zadeh (an officer in an American Missionary Organization). Abdullah 

Khan worked with Hussein for seven years. Mir Baha wrote that Hussein's clients 

purchased paintings through Abdullah Khan.123 Naseripour argues that Abdullah Khan 

also took Hussein's works to the United States for sale.124 

In short, all the evidence, including dates, color compositions, the naturalism 

of repeated facial types, the number of illustrations in both Khamsas, and the 

provenances of manuscripts, leave no question that Hussein Bihzad and Turabi Beg 

Khurasani are the same artist. For more than four decades, Hussein created numerous 

copies of the Safavid and Timurid specimens, but his works are not easily categorized 

based on a definition of forgery that makes a firm distinction between fake and 

authentic. In both the Princeton and Philadelphia folios, Hussein created novel works, 

as his 'monochromatic' color compositions are not visible in the works of any sixteenth 

or seventeenth-century artist. In early-twentieth-century Iran, Hussein's innovations 

 
123 Mirbaha, Yadnameh-i Bihzad, 119. 
124 Naseripour, Life and Works of Master Hussein Bihzad, 23. 
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need to be seen against the Persian painting tradition, where bright and saturated 

colors played an essential role in the composition.  

Conclusion 

The arrival of the Safavid arts and artifacts in the West dates back to the early 

years of the foundation of the Safavid Period. Safavid metalworks, ceramics, and 

manuscripts were largely shipped to Europe by the British and Dutch traders. Still, in 

the late nineteenth century, Iran's political and economic instabilities accelerated the 

movement of Persian arts to the West. In such volatile circumstances, artists and 

artisans were involved in reproducing copies, falsifications, and emulations of early 

modern masterpieces. In this lucrative market, local dealers, such as Iskandar the 

Armenians or Fotuh ul-Saltaneh, played a significant role, primarily by providing 

artists with original specimens and catalogs of works. 

Calligraphers faced fewer problems in forging the works of early-modern 

grandmasters. Mir Ali Heravi was one of these grandmasters whose pieces were 

copied possibly more than any other artist. The forgeries of Mir Ali vary significantly 

in style and technique, which has made it difficult to distinguish fakes from originals. 

However, examples such as the Library of Congress's and Christie's chalipas, lack any 

characteristic of a grandmaster's work. For instance, the work (Fig. 4-13), sold at the 

Christie's, comprises both western and eastern styles of Nasta'liq script.  

           In more professional copies, artists used original manuscripts, which deceived 

many scholars and experts. Among such works is a copy of Khamsa of Ami Khosrow 
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painted by Turabi Khurasani and penned by Ali al-Husseini, a sixteenth-century 

calligrapher.125 Many of Turabi's works, which were inaccurately attributed to the 

seventeenth century, arrived in the United States in the third decade of the twentieth 

century. These works were either shipped directly from Iran, such as the Philadelphia 

album (purchased by Fredrick Lewis), or indirectly from dealers in London, such as 

the Princeton Khamsa (purchased by Robert Garrett). Turabi, however, was one of the 

revivers of the Safavid art in the late Qajar period. Indeed, not many artists in that 

period could create such strong forgeries that deceive experts. Historical and technical 

evidence suggests that the artist, who signed as Turabi, was Hussein Bihzad. Tracing 

the circulation of Hussein's works in the early twentieth century and making a 

comparison between Hussein's and Turabi's styles supports this claim. 

Although this research does not neglect the importance of the growing 

international market of Islamic art in the late Qajar period, analyzing the copies of 

Safavid art questions the validity of the Western notion of forgery. Significantly, such 

copies need to be interpreted in the social context and political atmosphere of late-

nineteenth-century Iran. The MMA's and V&A's copies of Mir Ali Heravi's pieces and 

Hussein's paintings in the Khamsa and Philadelphia album are located outside of the 

modern, Western definition of forgery. As a result, any attempt to prove the 

authenticity or fakeness of these works is futile, as such works do not pose themselves 

as initially created by grandmasters, such as Mir Ali or Safavid painters. What is 

 
125 Simpson, “Mostly Modern Miniatures: Classical Persian Painting in The Early Twentieth Century,” 

360. 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

213 

overlooked in many art historical analyses, including Simpson's article, is the 

mediating role of dealers and collectors and changes that sometimes they made in the 

works. For example, the text on the painting Ascetic (mentioning Gholbaba Kukaltash, 

a late sixteenth century official in the Uzbek court) and the signature Turabi Beg 

Khurasani (which does not match his handwriting) were added by the dealers who 

commissioned the works, not Hussein. Such notable alterations to Hussein's works 

have significantly impacted art historians' analyses and interpretations. 
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Figure 4-1 

Mir Ali Tabrizi, Calligraphy in the Nasta'liq Style, 14th century, Iran 

Bayani Collection. 
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Figure 4-2 

Mirza Ahmad Neirizi, Quranic Text in the Naskh Script, late 17th or early 18th century, 

Iran. 

Malik National Museum. 
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Figure 4-3 

Darvish 'Abdullah Munshi, Letter in Ta'liq Script, 1505–6. Iran 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-4 

Mir Ali Heravi, a page of calligraphy illuminated with animals and plants in a field of 

flowers", folio from the Shah Jahan Album. ca.1535–45.  

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-5 

Mir Ali Heravi, Folio from the Shah Jahan Album (detail). verso: ca.1535–45.  

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-6 

Mir Ali Heravi, A Poem on the Emperor Babur, 15th century, Bukhara. 

The Victoria and Albert Museum.  
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Figure 4-7 

Daulat's Signature, the work of Daulat (عمل دولت). 17th century, the Mughal period. 

The Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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Figure 4-8 

Mir Ali al-Katib (Heravi), Chalipa framed by a Calligraphic Band from an Album. 

The Library of Congress. 
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Figure 4-9 

Mir Ali al-Katib, Chalipa (detail). 

The Library of Congress. 
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Figure 4-10 

A comparison between the same letters and words in the V&A’s (top) and the Library 

of Congress’s chalipas (bottom). 
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Figure 4-11 

A single word on the margin shows the first word of the next page. From a treatise 

about calligraphy. 

The Parliamentary Library of Iran. 
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Figure 4-12 

A calligraphic band (cut in half). 

The Library of Congress. 
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Figure 4-13 

A Chalipa attributed to Mir Ali Heravi, sold at the Christie’s Auction London on 

October 9, 2006. 

Private Collection. 

 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

227 

 

 

Figure 4-14 

Mir Imad Qazvini, Siah Mashq with Gold and Blue Border, 17th century, Iran. 

The Academy of Science, Saint Petersburg. 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

228 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-15 

The Signature (Mir Ali) in the Christie’s and the MMA’s folios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

229 

 

Figure 4-16 

The letter “Lam” in the Christie’s, Mir Ali Heravi, and Mir Ali Tabrizi’s works.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-17 

The Signature (Mir Ali) in the Christie’s and Bayani’s folios. 
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Figure 4-18 

Turabi Khurasani, Hunting Scene, early 20th century. 

Princeton University Library. 
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Figure 4-19 

Muhammad Zaman, Bahram Gur killing a Dragon, 1675/76, Iran. 

The British Library London. 
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Figure 4-20 

Turabi Khurasani, King Dara and the Herdsman. Early 20th century,  

Free Library of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 4-21 

Reza Abbasi, The Old Shepherd, 1632–33. 

National Library of Russia, Saint Petersburg. 
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Figure 4-22 

Left: Turabi Beg Khurasani, Shirin Visiting Farhad in the Mountains, early 20th 

century, Iran. 

Free Library of Philadelphia. 

 

Right: Turabi Beg Khurasani, Shirin Visiting Farhad in the Mountains, early 20th 

century, Iran. 

Princeton University Library. 
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Figure 4-23 

Turabi, Ascetic, early 20th century, Iran. 

Reza Abbasi Museum. 
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Figure 4-24 

Hadi Tajvidi, Sultan Mahmoud and Ferdowsi, 1936, Iran. 

Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. 
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Figure 4-25 

Unknown Artist, Sultan Mahmoud and Ferdowsi, Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, 1525, 

Tabriz, Iran. 

Museum of Islamic Art, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 
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Figure 4-26 

Turabi Khurasani, King Dara and the Herdsman (detail). 

Free Library of Philadelphia, Lewis P 268. 
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Figure 4-27 

Mirza Agha Imami, The Old Shepherd, the early twentieth century, Isfahan. 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 4-28 

Abd al-Samad, Tashe’er from The Assassination of Khosrow Parviz, ca.1535, Folio 

742v from the Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-29 

Left: Mirza Agha Imami, Building a Mosque, early twentieth century. 

From Vafa Meher, Life and Works of Mirza Agha Imami. 

 

Figure 4-30 

Right: Bihzad, Building the Great Mosque of Samarkand, 1488, from Zafarnameh. 

John Hopkins University, Baltimore. 
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Figure 4-31 

Qasim ibn Ali, Isfandiyar's Third Course: He Slays a Dragon (detail), 1530. Tabriz, 

Iran. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Figure 4-32 

Hussein Bihzad, A couple Sitting in a Canopied Seat, 1906. 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 4-33 

Sheikh Zadeh, Farhad Carves a Milk Channel for Shirin, Herat. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-34 

Hussein Bihzad, Shirin Meets Farhad (detail), early 20th century. 

Museum of Decorative Arts, Tehran. 
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Figure 4-35 

Turabi Khurasani, King Dara and the Herdsman. early 20th century. 

Free Library of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 4-36 

Hueein Bihzad, Khosrow Seeing Shirin Bathing, 20th century. 

Behzad Museum, Tehran. 
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Figure 4-37 

Sultan Muhammad, Khosrow Seeing Shirin Bathing, 16th century, Iran. 

The British Library, London. 
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CHAPTER V 

CALLIGRAPHIC PAINTING  

IN THE CONTEMPORARY PERIOD 

An Introduction to Calligraphic Painting (Naqashi-Khat) 

Naqashi-Khat (literally calligraphic painting, in Farsi) is an ambiguous term, 

as it can comprise a wide range of artistic production and is located in two distinct 

fields: painting (Naqashi) and calligraphy (Khat). The term appeared in Iranian art 

discourse around the 1960s for describing the works of artists such as Reza Mafi and 

Muhammad Ehsaei, who used elements of calligraphy as the basis of their artistic 

creations. Today, the term is mostly applied to paintings that incorporates some 

elements of calligraphy. According to Iranian art historian Ruyin Pakbaz (b. 1939) 

"Naqashi-Khat is a term that describes a type of writing along with coloring, which 

benefited from techniques of calligraphy."1 Yet this definition does not cover all forms 

of calligraphic painting, as color is not an essential component in many examples in 

this genre. Indeed, Naqashi-Khat is a capacious term, as it encompasses a wide variety 

of forms., Calligraphic elements are rarely recognizable in many cases.  

Eyn+Eyn, dated 1970 (Fig. 5-1), is a work by one of the pioneers of 

calligraphic painting, Hossein Zenderoudi (b. 1937). In Zenderoudi 's work, the artist 

creates a sense of movement by repeating a round form (which draws stylistically 

from the Farsi alphabet). Yet even though these elements in the work are based on 

 
1 Ruyin Pakbaz, The Encyclopedia of Art (Tehran, Frahang-i Moāser, 2002), 584. 
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Nasta'liq script, they do not comprise specific words or letters. Additionally, colors are 

restricted to mostly black and white. 

The inherent obscurity of calligraphic painting attracted artists across Islamic 

lands, creating different branches. The importance of calligraphy in Islam facilitated 

the appreciation and expansion of this genre beyond the boundaries of Iran, mainly in 

Arab states. Nevertheless, religious proclivities did not play a substantial role in the 

development of calligraphic painting in Iran. The Many uncertainties in the definition 

arise from this genre's nature, as it easily oscillates between painting and calligraphy. 

Although artists and art historians accept Pakbaz's definition, some scholars fit this 

genre within the more encompassing field of calligraphy. For instance, Hamid 

Keshmirshekan argues that Naqashi-Khat (calligraphic painting) is merely a new 

approach among calligraphers, who tend to distance themselves from "classical" 

calligraphy.2 He prefers the use of the term “Neo-Calligraphy”.3 According to Pakbaz, 

and following Keshmirshekan, early examples of calligraphic painting are found in the 

Qajar period, mainly in the works of Ismail Jalayer, and one may connect 

contemporary calligraphic painting to early examples of decorative Kufic script or 

Siah-Mashq works (literally black practice). However, in this chapter, I argue that 

“modern” calligraphic painting began during the Safavid period, when it formally, 

technically, and even conceptually broke with "classical" calligraphy and opened new 

 
2 Hamid Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives (London: Saqi, 2013), 128-129. 
3 Ibid. 
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horizons for cross-media artistic production. This chapter will also examine the global 

circulation of calligraphic painting before and after the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 

Furthermore, this chapter addresses the international factors involved in the 

development of calligraphic painting, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s. In the mid-

twentieth century, the influx of Western artistic culture into Iran facilitated and 

accelerated the shift from classical Persian calligraphy to calligraphic painting. 

Despite the fact that Many calligraphers (mostly those who had an academic 

background in art), along with their painter colleagues, were proficient in the language 

of abstract art, it was only in the early 2000s that calligraphic painting became known 

on the international art market. While the government had supported calligraphy and 

calligraphic painting after the revolution as indigenous forms of art, contemporary 

calligraphic painting only flourished when Western auction houses such as Christie's 

opened salesrooms in the Middle East. 

Calligraphic Painting and its Historical Developments 

Unlike Pakbaz, who argues that the first specimens of calligraphic painting do 

not date back to earlier than the works of Ismail Jalayer (1846-1903),4 I explore 

calligraphic painting as a modern phenomenon that reaches back to the sixteenth 

century. Examining works by Safavid artists can prove this hypothesis that examples 

of modern calligraphic painting are traceable back to the Safavid era.  

 
4 Pakbaz composed an Encyclopedia of Art in Farsi (published in 1999). In his entry on Naqashi-Khat, 

he argued that Jalayer’s works are the first examples of this genre. Pakbaz, The Encyclopedia of Art, 

584. 
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First, a little more on Jalayer’s work and career. Jalayer was a painter and 

calligrapher in the court of Nasir al-Din Shah (1831-1896). Like many Qajar artists, 

his style is located someplace between the flat Persian and three-dimensional 

European styles. He studied art at Dar ul-Fonoun (the first modern educational 

institution in Iran, established in 1851), becoming familiar with Western art.5 As a 

result, Jalayer's works comprise both Western and Iranian visual elements. An 

example of his work is a composition, created in the 1860s (Figs. 5-2 and 5-3), 

currently at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.6 

The poem, written in Nasta'liq script, is likely by Jalayer himself, praising the 

Qajar king, Nasir al-Din Shah.7 Jalayer fully decorated his backgrounds with various 

pictorial elements, such as human figures, landscapes, and animals. He filled each tiny 

space between the letters and lines of calligraphy with various scenes, such as hunting, 

pastoral, and musical activities. The imprecise perspective of these architectural 

monuments and the hunting and pastoral scenes seems intentional, and not a mistake 

 
5 Muhammad Ali Karimzadeh Tabrizi, Ahvāl va Asār Naqqashan Qadim Iran (Life and Works of 

Iranian Old Painters), 3 volumes, vol. 1 (London: Interlink Longgraph, 1984), 77.  
6 Accession Number: 2018.26. 
7 Indeed, Jalayer was not the first Qajar artist who combined calligraphic compositions with pictorial 

elements. Such approaches were common among many Qajar painters and calligraphers. In a 

calligraphic piece, penned by (or for) Ghulam Hussein Qajar (Fig. 5-4), the decorative patterns and 

human figures form the letters and words. Ghulam Hussein Qajar, known as Shahab ul-Sultan, was the 

grandson of the Qajar crown prince Abbas Mirza (1789-1833). Mohsen Ehteshami, “Royahay-i Tasviri: 

Negahi be yek Khat-Neveshteh-ye Qajari,” Payam Baharistan, no. 5, (Fall 2009), 1003. What makes 

this modest work akin to contemporary calligraphic paintings is the way the text was written. Unlike 

classical works, this piece was not calligraphed with reed pens. Instead, it was painted with brushes, and 

a painter created the work in a painterly manner. 

Both Jalayer's and Ghulam Hussein's approaches were not novel in nineteenth-century Iran. For 

example, the metamorphosis of calligraphic forms into animal or vegetal motifs or using the art of 

painting to decorate calligraphic pieces conspicuously goes back to the medieval period, such as an 

epigraph in the Damghan mausoleum (Fig. 5-5). However, there are notable stylistic differences 

between Ghulam Hussein’s work and those of the medieval period. Ghulam Hussein’s style seems to 

have been invented in the early modern period. 
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on Jalayer’s part. Though Jalayer blended or harmonized the calligraphy with the 

background imagery, overall there is a disjunction between the calligraphy and the rest 

of the work, between word and image. This disjunction characterizes “modern” 

calligraphic painting.  

The poem8 indicates that this piece was created for the Qajar court and most 

likely belonged to the Gulistan Palace Collection (five works by Jalayer are currently 

at the Gulistan Palace Museum). In the last years of the Pahlavi dynasty, this work was 

acquired by American lawyer John Augustin Westberg who regularly visited Iran 

between 1968 and 1979. Westberg was an active member of the Shaybani Society of 

International Law and, more importantly, the Cosmos Club in Washington D.C.9 The 

club was established in 1878 for distinguished individuals in art and science; among 

them were renowned art historians Richard Ettinghausen and Arthur Upham Pope.10 

Ettinghausen presented a lecture at the Cosmos Club on March 29, 1955 entitled In 

Pursuit of Art Treasures in Iran.11 It is not known how Westberg obtained an art object 

that belonged to a royal collection. Yet the harmonious relationship between Iran and 

the United States in the Pahlavi period was a significant factor, in allowing many 

diplomats and officials to receive luxurious gifts from the court. Thus, Westberg may 

have received the work as a gift. Other examples of similar gifts reinforce this 

 
 زهی شمع شبستان خالفت/  نهال بوستان پادشاهی  8

ی عالم پناه یفروغ شاه  /همچو ماهت نیبتابد از جب    
9 “Obituaries: John Augustin Westberg,” The Washington Post, Mar 27, 2001, accessed July 22, 2021, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/2001/03/27/obituaries/8bb9d71d-efcf-49ba-b673-

fe2641746fe2/.  
10 For more information, see the official club website at https://www.cosmosclub.org/ 
11 Report on the National Collection of Fine Arts Including the Freer Gallery of Art (Washington 

D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1957), 84. 
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hypothesis, such as an Italian ambassador's acquisition of a portrait of Nasir al-Din 

Shah by Jalayer in the mid-twentieth century.12 

The disjunction between word and image in Jalayer's work was not novel. In 

the sixteenth century, an elaborate style developed independently from classical 

calligraphy, in which the vacillation between painting and calligraphy became more 

conspicuous.13 This new style was significantly different from classical calligraphy 

because, firstly, the painter and calligrapher were the same person. Secondly, the work 

was characterized by its calligraphic less-legibility. Many of these new compositions 

were zoomorphic and mainly based on Thulth script14. One of the early examples of 

such compositions is an album page attributed to Mir Ali Heravi15 containing the 

Shiite hadith "Nad-i Ali" (Fig. 5-6). 

In this zoomorphic work, the hadith, which praises Ali ibn Abi Talib (the first 

Shiite Imam), is composed in the form of a lion. In Shiism, lion is a symbol of Ali, and 

many titles ascribed to Ali, such as Haydar, Asad, Ghazanfar, and Hezabr, refer to his 

lion-like courage.16 The lion's legs and body are outlined carefully by smooth 

extension of letters. The text is calligraphed in gold on a cobalt-blue background that 

forms the two-dimensional body of the animal, and the spaces between words and 

letters are decorated with colorful floral patterns. In zoomorphic works, calligraphic 

 
12 This portrait was sold at the Christie’s London on 28 Apr 2003. See 

https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-4083235 
13 Sheila Blair, Islamic Calligraphy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 206), 449. 
14 Thulth is one of the major Islamic scripts, derived from Kufic, but in contrast to Kufic, Thulth is a 

round script. 
15 Sheila Blair argues that the signature Ali may refer to Mir Ali Heravi. This attribution, however, has 

not been demonstrated by evidence. 
16 See Ibn Shahr Ashub, Manaqib-i Al-i Abi Talib, 4 volumes (Qom: Entesharat Allameh, 1960), 1: 297.  
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components function as pictorial elements. Similarly, in calligraphic paintings, the 

composition relies on the painterly repetition of a calligraphic form. In this situation, 

in contrast to Pakbaz, who saw the works of Jalayer as the first specimens of 

calligraphic painting, the Safavid zoomorphic compositions provide an earlier 

example. And despite word and image seemingly merging in a seamless way in Mir 

Ali Heravi’s work, we could say that the painting is mobilized by the disjunction 

between word and image. 

In addition to zoomorphic compositions, talismanic works are another Safavid 

innovation. Modern calligraphic painting branched into various subdivisions, as artists' 

sources of inspiration varied from Siah-Mashq17 and zoomorphic compositions to 

qubārs (micrographic works) to talismans. Qubār literally means "dust," but in 

Persian, calligraphy refers to any script written by a pen whose nib is less than a half 

millimeter.18 Notably, many talismans were also written with a qubār pen. A talisman 

sometimes comprises the entire Quran, which requires it to be penned as tiny as 

possible. Such micrographic works were often produced in the Safavid period. 

The belief that talismans and amulets protect the owner or the wearer 

physically and spiritually led to the production of numerous talismans in the Islamic 

world. People from warriors and politicians to patients and travelers wore talismanic 

 
17 Siah-Mashq (literally black practice) was initially a practice for warming up before penning the main 

work. Calligraphers penned letters and words repeatedly on a paper sheet, in which sometimes the text 

became illegible. Siah-Mashq became an independent genre in the sixteenth century, and calligraphers 

used it to create artistic compositions. Besides Gulzar and zoomorphic works, Siah-Mashq also 

significantly impacted contemporary calligraphic painting, particularly as the legibility of the text is less 

important than its compositional structure. 
18 “Qalam,” in Markaze Takhasosi Khat, Reysac.blogfa.com, accessed, June 19, 2021, 

http://reysac.blogfa.com/page/ghalam. 
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shirts. Also, the portability of these objects facilitated their rapid penetration into all 

Islamic cultures from India to Spain. Talismanic objects were produced in different 

forms, such as shirts, scrolls, rings, and swords. Such writing was often geometrically-

composed and painted with fictional creatures or ornamental patterns. A common 

compositional structure, created mostly in Iran, was to divide the objects with many 

narrow calligraphic bands. An example of this approach is a late seventeenth-century 

talismanic shirt from Greater Khurasan (Fig. 5-7). The upper part of the shirt is 

partitioned into vertical bands of the same size, and the Quranic texts are penned 

vertically within the bands. Despite the calligraphy being smoothly integrated into the 

shirt’s vertical design, the shirt is mobilized or activated by the minimal tension or 

disjunction between the words and the overall geometric image.  

Among contemporary artists who create similar compositions to early modern 

talismans is Nasrollah Afjé’i (b. 1933). He uses the qubār pen more than his 

contemporaries. In his works, Afjé’i benefits from the dynamic characteristics of 

Persian calligraphy and composes calligraphic elements to create a sense of movement 

and optical illusion. Similar to talismanic scrolls and shirts, Afjé’i painted his work 

Untitled (Fig. 5-8) using sequences of calligraphic bands, written mostly with a qubār 

pen. Even though the composition is based on the harmonious use of analogous 

elements, variety has been attained by using different nib sizes. In his works created 

after 2010, Afjé’i deviates from the vertical and horizontal structures in favor of more 

dynamic compositions. His new body of work is mostly rich in color and, more 

importantly, has vibrant movements. In another untitled work created in 2018 (Fig. 5-
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9), the wavy calligraphic bands resemble the lines in a wrinkled Qajar talismanic chart 

(Fig. 5-10).  

The last group of pictorial writings, called gulzar (گلزار), though invented in 

the Safavid era, really developed during the Qajar period. Gulzar, literally a flower 

garden, is a decorative style in calligraphy, in which letters and words are ornamented 

with flowers.19 There is no example of gulzar before the sixteenth century.20 Yet, it is 

probable that Timurid artists (at least in the court of Bayqara) used this technique, as 

one of the first examples is a composition by Zayn al-Din Mahmoud.21 He was a late 

Timurid artist, and Mir Ali Heravi was his pupil.22 The composition (Fig. 5-11) 

includes two interwoven calligraphic lines in the Thuluth script. To make the 

inscriptions legible, the artist used two different colors, blue and black, on a gold 

background. Both inscriptions and background are decorated with floral ornaments. 

This technique, particularly during the Qajar period, was developed by artists such as 

Jalayer. In the contemporary period, those artists from calligraphic backgrounds who 

were drawn to calligraphic painting, such as Jalil Rasouli, demonstrated more 

inclination towards the gulzar technique. 

In short, many technical and visual characteristics of contemporary 

calligraphic painting originated in the sixteenth century. Yet we might think of the 

“modernity” of calligraphic painting, dating from the Safavid era, as based on a 

 
19 For more information, see Sheila Blair, Islamic Calligraphy, 452-54. 
20 Here, explaining the distinction between gulzar and medieval decorated calligraphic pieces becomes 

necessary. Gulzar inherently relies on painting, while in decorated and illuminated pieces, the painting 

is secondary. 
21 Ibid., 452. 
22 Qazi Ahmad, Gulistan-i Honar, 79. 
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disjunction between word and image. Cross-media interactions in the works of Safavid 

artists paved the way for contemporary artists. Also, the tendency to revive the Safavid 

art in the late Qajar period led to the reemergence and development of calligraphic 

painting. In this period, European naturalism and, more importantly, the advent of the 

printing industry (both lithography and letterpress printing) in Iran had an enormous 

impact on artistic creations in this genre.  

Lithography and the Development of Calligraphic Painting 

In this section, I argue that the emergence of the printing industry and 

newspapers (as Western phenomena) resulted in a departure from classical calligraphy 

towards Western painting. This event was influential in the development of 

calligraphic painting in the twentieth century. The appearance of the first newsprints in 

the Qajar period impacted artistic production, and more importantly, the art of 

calligraphy. The classical Nasta'liq script was profoundly complex and not appropriate 

for the printing industry. Transcribing manuscripts in classical Nasta'liq was time-

consuming, and the excessive character extensions exacerbated the problem, 

particularly as the ink used for printing was different from that used by calligraphers. 

Thus, the viscosity of printing ink did not allow calligraphers to pen their extensions 

properly. Here, the simplification of Nasta'liq script became necessary. Muhammad 

Reza Kalhor (1829-1892) was the artist who solved this issue by changing nib cuts, 
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reducing extensions, and simplifying connections between letters/words (by 

eliminating unnecessary intricacies).23  

Kalhor's innovations facilitated the printing process and were an important 

factor in the development of lithographic printing in Qajar Iran. Calligraphers and 

painters significantly benefited from this technological shift, as they became less 

reliant on court patronage.24 Also, the shift resulted in developments in calligraphy, as 

more people were attracted to this art. Compared to illuminated manuscripts, 

newsprints required a different collaboration between painters and calligraphers.25 

Firstly, the audience was not limited to the nobility and intellectuals. Thus, 

illustrations and texts needed to be more direct, to cater to a more popular audience. 

Secondly, the production process was faster, which required artists to avoid extensive 

elaborations often. Thirdly, monochromatic papers and the need for graphic images 

caused calligraphers and painters to participate in tighter collaborations. For instance, 

such interactions are evident in designing the logos of newspapers (Fig. 5-12). 

 
23 Muhammad Hussein Khan Etemad ul-Saltaneh, Rooznameha-ye Mirāt ul-Safar va Ordouha-ye 

Homayoun (penned by Mirza Muhammad Reza Kalhor), edited by Iraj Afshar and Abdullah Foradi 

(Tehran: Gulshan, 1984), 6. 
24 Kalhor himself, who was in friction with the Qajar court, made a living through penning Sharaf, a 

newspaper published between 1883-1892. Abdollah Foradi wrote that Kalhor was a dissident of the 

Qajar dynasty, and he mostly rejected commissions from the court of Nasir al-Din Shah. See 

Muhammad Hussein Khan Etemad ul-Saltaneh, Rooznameha-ye Mirāt ul-Safar va Ordouha-ye 

Homayoun, 7. 

 
25 Art historian Farshid Emami has explored the lithographic images and manuscripts in the context of 

artistic creation in the Qajar Period. For more information see Farshid Emami, “The Lithographic 

Image and its Audiences,” in Technologies of the Image: Art in 19th-Century Iran, edited by David J. 

Roxburgh and Mary McWilliams (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Art Museums, 2017), 55–79. 
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In Sharaf, 26 an illustrated newsprint, two prominent Qajar artists, Kalhor 

(calligrapher) and Abu Turab Qafari (painter), worked together. Each page of the 87 

issues of Saraf that have survived can be said to be a work of art. Even as a 

conservative newspaper, Sharaf participated in a revival of the glorious past and 

fostered the idea of nationalism among Iranians.27 In the Qajar period, more liberal 

newspapers such as Habl ul-Matin (published in Kolkata), Sur-e Esrafil (in Istanbul), 

and Musavat (Tehran and Tabriz) played a more significant role in the spread of 

nationalist ideas. These often nostalgic interpretations of the past were transformed 

into a new form of national identity during the Constitutional Revolution (1905-

1911).28 

The friction between Western values and traditional Iranian institutions (such 

as religious institutions) formed Iran's cultural and political atmosphere from the late 

Qajar period onward. This often-ambivalent combination of European values and 

Iranian beliefs was visible in traditional institutions (such as schools of jurisprudence) 

and modern organizations (such as the press).29  

 
26 However, Sharaf was a conservative newspaper and, on many occasions, supported the court, but the 

shah did not direct it. Furthermore, comparing Sharaf to more liberal newspapers, such as Sur-e Esrafil 

(published in 1907), does not seem fair, as Sharaf was published long before the Constitutional 

Revolution. 
27 Between 1885 and 1887, Sharaf published around twenty historical articles on the liberation of Iran 

from Arab domination in the early Islamic periods. “Inteza’-i Mamalik-i Mahrouseh Iran az Taht-i 

Saltanat-i Arab,” Sharaf, (August 1885-January 1887), no 32-50, DS 316/ آ  2 ش  4, 1261, Iran Parliament 

Library, Tehran. 
28 See Ali Pirzadeh, Iran Revisited: Exploring the Historical Roots of Culture, Economics, and Society 

(Switzerland: Springer, 2016), 81. 
29 For example, the relationship between Sayyed Abdollah Behbahani (a prominent Shiite jurist in the 

late Qajar period) and the British ambassador Sir Arthur Hardinge has been recorded by historians. 

Mangol Bayat, Iran’s First Revolution: Shiism and the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1909 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 27. Behbahani, a Shiite theologist, turned his support from the 

court (a traditional entity) to favor restriction of the monarchy by modern institutions, such as the 

parliament. 
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As a modern entity which had brought together two philosophically different 

artists (a painter influenced by European art and a classical Persian calligrapher), 

Sharaf itself represented such a complex notion of identity. Thus, as previously 

mentioned, each artist carried this cultural hybridity within himself. Abu Turab's style 

conspicuously oscillated between Western and Persian art. Kalhor, on the other hand, 

showed no deviation from classical Persian calligraphy towards Western art 

discourses. He was a follower of the Safavid grandmaster Mir Emad Qazvini (1554- 

1615), but his fundamental changes in Nasta'liq script were unprecedented, at least 

since the Safavid period.30  

This hybrid form of identity is evident in calligraphic painting after the 

introduction of newspapers to Iranian society. Twentieth-century artists of calligraphic 

painting delicately juxtaposed European-style paintings and classical Persian 

calligraphic pieces. Similarly, contemporary artists use Persian calligraphy based on 

Western fundamentals of art.31 To repeat, calligraphic painting as a modern genre 

emerged in the Safavid period. Socio-political changes in the late Qajar period 

impacted the revival of this genre. Indeed, this hybrid notion of identity demonstrated 

itself in the mid-twentieth century in the works of artists belonging to the Saqqa-

Khaneh Movement.  

 

 

 
30 Both Kalhor and Abu Turab died long before the Constitutional Revolution: Abu Turab in 1890 and 

Kalhor in 1892. 
31 Rushd editorial board, “Interview with Muhammad Ehsaei (آیینه ای روبروی پنج دهه هنر نقاشی-خط),” 

Amuzesh-i Honar Rushd, no. 2 (Winter 2014), 5-17. 
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Saqqa-Khaneh and Calligraphic Painting 

In this section, I engage with works of artists who belonged to the Saqqa-

Khaneh Movement and saw Persian calligraphy as a source of inspiration. These 

artists used calligraphic painting in a multicultural way, which facilitated its global 

circulation.  

The introduction of a new generation of Iranian artists in the 1962 Biennial of 

Tehran heralded a significant shift in the country's art scene. In the same year, works 

of these young artists were sent to be exhibited on a tour in the United States from 

New York to Oregon. The exhibition included artists such as Parviz Tanavoli, Hussein 

Zedehroudi, Behjat Sadr, and Mansour Ghandriz, who consciously demonstrated 

visually and symbolically Iranian pictorial elements in their formally-modern works. 

These artists worked differently, stylistically and materially, but they shared one 

priority: an interest in national identity. Through digging into the history of Iran, from 

the ancient to the Qajar period, their representations of indigenous material culture 

varied from Shiite visual symbols and Persian calligraphy to Achaemenid 

cuneiforms.32  

Iranian art critic Karim Emami (1930-2005) was the first to use the term 

Saqqa-Khaneh to describe the movement.33 Saqqa-Khaneh consisted of two words: 

Saqqa (a water bearer) and Khaneh (house), and it referred to public structures for 

serving people potable water. Such structures are in the memory of the third Shiite 

 
32 For more information on Saqqa-Khaneh, see Hamid Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New 

Perspectives (London: Saqi, 2013), 93-127. 
33 Rose Issa and Ruyin Pakbaz. Iranian Contemporary Art (London: Booth-Clibborn, 2001), 17.  
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Imam Hussein ibn Ali (626-680), who was killed in Karbala after being deprived of 

water. Emami used the term Saqqa-Khaneh because of the pictorial similarities in 

color and form between Saqqa-Khaneh structures and the works of Faramarz Pilaram 

and Zenderoudi. For instance, in his painting The Hand (Fig. 5-13), currently retitled 

at the Grey Art Gallery as Mah Mottasel Naboud be Merrikh (The Moon was not 

Attached to the Mars),34 the background is covered with texts written within the 

spaces of geometric charts, similar to talismanic books. The central part is surrounded 

by a black border with Farsi text in gold, written freely and somehow carelessly. The 

hand refers to the story of Abu al-Fadhl (648-680), Imam Hussein's brother, who was 

killed in the battle between Imam Hussein and the Umayyad Khalifa Yazid I (647-

683). According to Shiite sources, Umayyads cut Abul Fadhl's arms when he was 

bringing water for the children.35 As a result, the single hand became an instance of 

Shiite iconography and also was used as a symbolic element in Saqqa-Khaneh 

decoration. 

Shiite iconography (like the hand of Abul Fadhl) is also a main part of 

Pilaram's works, particularly in a series of paintings titled Mosques of Isfahan (Fig. 5-

14), which the artist created in 1962. Both Pilaram's and Zanderoudi's works were 

acquired by American collector Abby Weed Grey, who had visited Iran several times 

 
34 New York, New York University, Grey Art Gallery (Object Number: G1975.38). 
35 For more information about Abul Fadhl and the Battle of Karbala see Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Jila-

ul-Ayoon (جالء العیون), edited by Sayyed Ali Emamian (Qum, Sorour, 2008) 678-682. 
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in the 1960s and 1970s and arranged exhibitions for Saqqa-Khaneh artists in the 

United States.36 

Persian calligraphy was a notable source for most Saqqa-Khaneh artists. For 

example, Zenderoudi, Pilaram, Ghandriz, Sadiq Tabrizi, Parviz Tanavoli extensively 

used calligraphic elements in their artistic creations. Although Pilaram's and 

Zanderoudi's inclination towards calligraphy was more obvious than other Saqqa-

Khaneh artists, they were not calligraphers. Instead, they merely used calligraphic 

elements in their artistic creations. 

Influenced by calligraphic compositions, particularly those by Zenderoudi and 

Pilaram, many artists in the 1960s turned to painting. Two of the first pioneers of 

calligraphic painting during this period are Reza Mafi and Ehsaei. Their acquaintance 

with Saqqa-Khaneh artists, mainly Zenderoudi and Tanavoli, drew both artists into 

calligraphic painting. One of Ehsaei's first exhibitions was a group show with 

Zanderoudi and two other artists in 1969 at Seyhoun Gallery in Tehran, where Mafi 

exhibited his work for the first time.37 Additionally, Ehsaei has acknowledged the 

influence of Tanavoli in his tendency towards calligraphic painting.38 Notably, Mafi 

was influenced by the Qajar calligrapher Mirza Ghulam Reza Isfahani (b. 1829- 

d.1886-87), and Ehsaei by the Safavid grandmaster Mir Emad Qazvini. In their early 

works of calligraphic painting, both artists seldom moved beyond the strict boundaries 

 
36 Shiva Balagh and Lynn Gumpert, eds., Picturing Iran: Art, Society, and Revolution (London: I.B. 

Tauris, 2002), 17-18. 
37 Rushd editorial board, “Interview with Muhammad Ehsaei,” 5. 
38 Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives, 142. 
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of Nasta'liq script (Fig. 5-15), and they only added colors to their calligraphic 

compositions.  

Overall, Saqqa-Khaneh artists benefited from the disjunction of word and 

image in calligraphy painting in their works. The calligraphic text was not tightly 

bound to the imagistic dimension of the painting. These works also seemed conscious 

of their distance from classical calligraphy; remember that they were recovering what 

they felt was “national” culture. They opened new horizons to more painterly 

innovations and accelerated the global movement of calligraphic painting (mostly by 

the court and Americans). Furthermore, Saqqa-Khaneh artists influenced the new 

generation of artists of calligraphic painting. 

II. The Circulation of Calligraphic Paintings 

This section traces the circulation of calligraphic painting in two distinct 

periods: from the 1960s until the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and after the Revolution. 

In the first period, calligraphic painting is addressed in the context of the Saqqa-

Khaneh art movement. However, this study explores calligraphic painting as a genre 

independent of the Saqqa-Khaneh Movement in the second period, after the 

Revolution. 

The Circulation of Calligraphic Paintings in the 1960s and 1970s 

The 1962 nationwide exhibition of Saqqa-Khaneh artists in the United States 

introduced Saqqa-Khaneh to the world as a modern art movement. Leading art 

museums such as the Museum of Modern Art in New York (MoMA), acknowledged 

the movement and acquired and exhibited works by its artists in the movement’s early 
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years. For example, My Father and I, dated 1962, by Zenderoudi, and Laminations, 

created in the same year by Pilaram, were purchased by MoMA in the 1960s.39 But 

The circulation of such works in the West also needs to be seen based on the Iran-

United States relationship and the “modernization theory” that was promoted during 

the Kennedy administration (1961-1963) and the presidency of Lyndon Johnson 

(1963-1969). 

In the mid-twentieth century, during the height of the Cold War, United States 

policy shifted towards promoting the modernization of so-called developing countries 

(particularly in the Middle East), to prevent the influence of communism.40 Indeed, 

Middle Eastern countries, particularly Iran, as major oil producers were put in the 

spotlight of American policymakers. After being selected for the presidency, Kennedy 

led the United States' foreign policy in the direction of modernization.41 As the first 

step, Kennedy appointed Walt Whitman Rostow, a prominent pioneer of 

modernization theory, as his national security advisor. Rostow had offered an 

economic model to counter the one of the Soviet Union.42 

 
39 Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, K+L+32+H+4. Mon père et moi (My Father and I), 1962, New York, 

Museum of Modern Art (Object Number: 317.1962). 

Faramarz Pilaram, Laminations (Les Lames), 1962, New York, Museum of Modern Art (Object 

Number: 313.1962). 

 
40 The shift of power in Cuba and the United States’ problems in Vietnam intensified the unrealistic 

Kennedy’s fear of communism. As a result, The United States’ allies in the Middle East, such as Iran, 

were aware of this fear and exaggerated the threats of the Soviet Union. For mor information see April 

R. Summitt, “For a White Revolution: John F. Kennedy and the Shah of Iran,” Middle East Journal, 

vol. 58, No. 4 (Autumn, 2004): 561-562. 
41 Ben Offiler, US Foreign Policy and the Modernization of Iran: Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon and the 

Shah (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 14. 
42 Ibid, 13. 
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American historian Nils Gilman argues that Rostow's economic theory had a 

politics.43 According to reports provided for Kennedy by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Iran 

under the Shah was unstable, and any financial aid from the United States should be 

postponed until the Shah's agreement for internal reforms.44 One of the Shah's major 

internal reforms, which included nineteen parts, was called the White Revolution 

 The revolution comprised cultural, socio-political, and economic 45.(انقالب سفید)

reforms, such as the abolishment of feudalism, the provision of free education, and 

ensuring women's right to vote.46 Some of the White Revolution's proposals were 

attacked by religious leaders, particularly Ayatollah Khomeini, as they interpreted 

them against Islam.47 Shiite clerics' harsh reaction to the reforms was due to the fact 

that the modernization process targeted many social and cultural norms that had been 

in place for many centuries. Nevertheless, in January 1963, Iranians voted for the 

reforms, and for the first time, Iranian women participated in an election.48 The reform 

 
43 Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 190. 
44 April R. Summitt, “For a White Revolution: John F. Kennedy and the Shah of Iran,” in Middle East 

Journal, no. 4 (Autumn, 2004), 564. 
45 The White Revolution was relatively effective in improving the quality of welfare and public health 

in Iranian society, mainly in large cities. Still, in the countryside, people lived in poverty, and the 

private sectors guzzled the profits from the reform, primarily in sectors owned by families linked to the 

court. See Ervand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran, 134. 
46 Talinn Grigor, “Tehran: A Revolution in Making,” in Political Landscapes of Capital Cities, edited 

by Jessica Joyce Christie, Jelena Bogdanović, and Eulogio Guzmán (Boulder: University Press of 

Colorado, 2016), 375. 
47 Ali Ansari, The Politics of Nationalism in Modern Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2012), 179. 
48 Hammed Shahidian, Women in Iran: Gender Politics in the Islamic Republic (London: Greenwood 

Press, 2002), 43. 
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was an important achievement in furthering and actualizing modernization theory for 

both the Kennedy administration and the Shah.49  

 Iranian historian Ali Ansari calls the nascent nationalism amplified by the 

White Revolution a "nationalism without nationalists," which was reified in the Shah's 

character and decisions.50 In other words, it was a state-driven nationalism. The White 

Revolution and the oil boom resulted in the court's vast investments in cultural 

production; many of these were banal imitations of Western products.51 At first it 

might not have seemed that the Saqqa-Khaneh movement would benefit from state 

investment, as its artists were searching for what they considered to be authentic 

“Iranian” identity.52 And yet the Saqqa-Khaneh movement, while deploying Iranian 

cultural elements, was also influenced by Euro-American discourses. For instance, 

Masoud Arabshahi and Tanavoli combined pre-Islamic pictorial elements with modern 

painting. Their approach was (unintentionally) aligned with the Shah's desire for 

bridging Achaemenid civilization and modern forms of monarchy, paradoxically with 

the spirit of the modernization theory. The culmination of this desire was the Shah's 

speech in front of the tomb of Cyrus the Great on October 12, 1971, as he saw 

 
49 Iranian historian Ervand Abrahamian argues that the White revolution increased inequality in the 

country, mainly between Tehran and the countryside. The share of peasants in the countryside was 

insignificant, as they obtained almost no land. The landlords, who had lost their lands, received 

significant benefits from the government, such as exemption from taxation and low-interest loans. In 

short, the Shah and Kennedy’s bombastic reform project did not measure up to expectations. See 

Ervand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 133-

145. 
50 Ansari, The Politics of Nationalism in Modern Iran, 168-169. 
51 Ibid. 
52 See Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives, 126. 
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reaching “the Gates of Civilization”53 (for him modern civilization) through the 

revival of ancient cultural values. 

 Similarly, in the United States, any step taken by the Iranian government 

towards modernization was praised and propagated, as it demonstrated the success of 

modernization theory. Also, Americans sometimes astutely used art and cultural 

programs to further their modernization policies in Iran. For instance, according to a 

letter from then-Acting Secretary of State George W. Ball to Lyndon Johnson, Ball 

wrote about an exhibition of Iranian art at the National Gallery in Washington D.C.. 

Bell suggested that the president should unofficially invite the Shah to open the show. 

He also mentioned the possibility of awarding the Shah an honorary degree from the 

University of California in Los Angeles. Ball proposed that during this visit, the 

president should persuade the Shah to continue social reforms.54 

 Equally, the 1962 exhibition of Saqqa-Khaneh artists, which took place in New 

York, Washington D.C., Chicago, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, Michigan, Minnesota, 

California, Idaho, and Oregon,55 was the result of a close collaboration between the 

United States Information Service (USIS) and the art collector Abby Weed Grey. The 

collector's activities in promoting modern Iranian art in the United States were 

 
53 Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran, 134. 
54 George W. Ball, “Memorandum from Acting Secretary of State Ball to President Johnson,” in 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968: Iran, vol. XXII, edited by Nina D. Howland 

(Washington: 1999), 12-13. 
55 Shiva Balagh and Lynn Gumpert, eds., Picturing Iran: Art, Society, and Revolution, 34. 
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complementary to the USIS's policies.56 The shows were funded by the U.S. 

government and have been recorded in the USIS's records provided for Congress.57 

 Indeed, there were many factors in the emergence, development, and 

circulation of the Saqqa-Khaneh movement. These factors varied from the domestic 

(including court patronage, the Cultural Renovation in the 1950s and 1960s, and the 

Tehran Biennials) to international influences (such as the influx of Western cultural 

products and the United States' social and cultural policies in Iran). The Iran-America 

Society and the United States Educational Foundation in Iran supported Saqqa-

Khaneh artists in Iran and the United States by holding exhibitions, financial support, 

and providing art residencies (Figs. 4-16 and 4-17).  

Saqqa-Khaneh artists, on the other hand, received extensive support from the 

government and the court because their emergence, coincided with the rise of 

Kennedy to power. For Rostow and other theorists, modernization must transpire in all 

levels and areas, particularly in culture, where a break with traditional values occurs.58 

One could say that the Saqqa-Khaneh movement were manifestations of 

modernization theory in Iranian art discourse. In calligraphic painting, artists broke 

with traditional Persian calligraphy. An example of such works is Ehsaei's Untitled, 

created in 1974 (Fig. 5-18), in which artists abandoned calligraphic rules to achieve a 

 
56 “Guide to the Papers of Abby Weed Grey: 1922-1978,” nyu.edu, last modified July 13, 2019, 

http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/archives/grey/bioghist.html. 
57 For instance, in 1964, the same exhibition of the Saqqa-Khaneh artists (14 Contemporary Iranians) 

was funded by the government and has been recorded in governmental documents. See Departments of 

State, Justice, and Commerce, the Judiciary, and Related Agencies Appropriations for 1965: Hearings 

Before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Appropriations, Eighty-eighth Congress, Second Session 

(Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1964), 357. 
58 Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America, 7. 
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modern composition. In this work, the artist replaced the black ink of calligraphy with 

several rich and saturated colors applied on a flat surface. This vibrant composition is 

reminiscent of American Pop art. Similarly, in many Saqqa-Khaneh specimens, 

religious and historical elements became emptied of their complex meaning in favor of 

a formal reduction. Regardless of Iran's multiculturalism, Saqqa-Khaneh was 

introduced as "a national art."59 This type of cultural homogenization, which neglects 

ethnic diversity, was echoed by modernization theorists, who sought such cultural 

solidarity.60 Both Saqqa-Khaneh and calligraphic painting were admired and 

propagated as manifestations of a nationalist cultural modernism in Iran. As a result, 

the success of the Saqqa-Khaneh art movement must be seen in the light of the 

political framework of the late Pahlavi period.  

The Islamic Revolution in 1979 brought an end to the Iran-United States 

relationship, modernization theory, and any cultural activities fostered by the Shah and 

the United States, such as the Saqqa-Khaneh movement. Many artists, such as 

Arabshahi, Zenderoudi, and Naser Ovissi, moved to the West, mainly to the United 

States and France. The revolution, however, invigorated younger artists who were 

involved with calligraphic painting. 

The Circulation of Calligraphic Paintings After the Islamic Revolution  

The origins of contemporary calligraphic painting are found in the work of 

Saqqa-Khaneh artists. A notable difference between the Saqqa-Khaneh artists and 

 
59 Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives, 128. 
60 Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America, 16. 
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those of post-1979 calligraphic painting is that the first group saw calligraphy as one 

of many inspirational sources. In post-Saqqa-Khaneh calligraphic painting, on the 

other hand, calligraphy is the main, structuring element. 

After the revolution, Saqqa-Khaneh abstraction was seen by the Iranian 

government as retrograde and conservative (with regard to the Iranian Revolution), 

while only calligraphic and figurative painting could uphold the values of the 

Revolution. Thus, the revolutionaries viewed modern Iranian art as an imitation of 

Western cultural products, which needed to be purged from Iranian art discourse. Not 

surprisingly, the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art (TMOCA) was one of the first 

target of young revolutionaries. They installed a banner with the phrase "the museum 

belongs to the people and must represent the people's culture."61 The culture of the 

people, mentioned in the banner, meant nothing but figurative art, influenced by 

Soviet and Mexican social realism. After the revolution, the first show at the TMOCA 

was an exhibition of photographs of murals by Diego Rivera and Alfonso Siqueiros.62 

The enthusiasm for figurative art did not subside after the establishment of the 

new government. The eight-year war between Iran and Iraq (1980-1988) and the 

government's unceasing endeavor to Islamicize the war and revolution were driving 

forces behind figurative art. Unaware of the fundamentally modern nature of 

calligraphic painting, this genre was assumed by many to align with post-

revolutionary anti-modern ideologies. But one benefit of the ideological change is that 

 
61 See Talinn Grigor, Contemporary Iranian Art: from the Street to the Studio (London: Reaktion 

Books, 2014), 108.  
62 Ibid., 109. 
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calligraphic painters such as Mafi, Ehsaei, and Pilaram, were allowed to remain in the 

country and continue their artistic careers. In an article published in 1983, a few 

months after Pilaram's death, Pilaram was introduced as an artist who used art to 

promote religious ideals, unlike other modern artists in the Pahlavi period.63 Other 

artists of calligraphic painting, such as Mafi and Rasouli, received similar attention.  

There was almost no private market for artistic productions outside of 

governmental support of calligraphy and calligraphic painting. Until the rise of 

reformists in 1997, artists whose artistic creations were not aligned with the 

government's ideology had limited chance to be exhibited at TMOCA or other art 

institutions. Reformists changed this atmosphere and supported the private sector and 

non-governmental artists. In this period, calligraphic painting entered into a new, more 

painterly, phase. Still, the market for calligraphic painting remained nascent until the 

mid-2000s, when Western investors showed inclinations towards modern and 

contemporary Middle Eastern art. 

In 2006, Christie's opened a branch in Dubai, and subsequently, other auction 

houses, such as the Sotheby's and Bonhams, entered the Middle East. These events 

were influential in introducing contemporary Iranian art to international dealers and 

collectors and freed Iranian artists and galleries from the state's strict and cumbersome 

ideological taste. However, artists were required to meet their new clients' tastes and 

expectations, mainly from the West and the Arab States of the Persian Gulf. Not every 

 
63 “Be Yad-i Pilaram: Naqqash va Khattat-i Moaser (in the Memory of Pilaram: The Contemporary 

Painter and Calligrapher), in Faslnameh-i Honar, no. 5 (Fall 1983): 199. 
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artist could benefit from such a lucrative, and seemingly ideology-free market, and not 

any type of art could be absorbed by the new Western clientele. More than established 

artists, young artists were required to switch to producing works that were 

immediately interpretable by Westerners. 

The growing market for Middle Eastern art also impacted the Iranian art scene, 

as the number of art galleries in Tehran dramatically grew from less than thirty in the 

late 1990s to about 200 in 2020.64 The same situation was visible in Dubai, Abu 

Dhabi, and Doha. The place of Iran in this new market was (and still is) substantial. In 

April 2008, Christie's held its second auctions of contemporary Middle Eastern Art in 

Dubai. In this event, Zenderoudi, Tanavoli, and Ehsaei earned over 36% of the total 

sale.65 Tanavoli's The Wall sold for 2.8, Zenderoudi's Tchaar-Bagh for 1.6, and 

Ehsaei's calligraphic painting for 1.16 million dollars.66 Importantly, the works by 

these artists were either calligraphic paintings or influenced by Persian calligraphy. In 

Christie's next auctions, calligraphic painting was allocated the main part of the sale. 

Notably, those works only indirectly showing the influence of calligraphy, such as 

Mansoureh Husseini's and Koorosh Shishegaran's works, came after calligraphic 

painting. There are many factors involved in the market's tendency towards 

calligraphic painting, particularly as clients also varied culturally and geographically. 

 
64 For more information about art galleries in Iran see Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, “United States 

Economic Sanctions on Iran and Their Impacts on the Middle Eastern Art Market,” Arts, vol. 9, Iss. 4 

(2020): 3-4. 
65 “International Modern and Contemporary Art,” Christie’s.com, accessed August 2, 2021, 

https://www.christies.com/en/auction/international-modern-and-contemporary-art-

21945/?filters=&page=3&searchphrase=&sortby=lotnumber&themes=. 
66 “10 years of Christie’s Dubai,” Christie’s.com, last modified March 4, 2016, accessed August 2, 

2021, https://www.christies.com/features/10-years-of-Christies-Dubai-7149-3.aspx. 
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In the Arab world, calligraphy is profoundly linked to religion. Thus, the lucrative 

market for calligraphic painting in Dubai and Doha is not surprising. Yet, one could 

say that the interest in calligraphic painting by Western collectors was a market-

created demand. 

The market's interest in calligraphic painting impacted artistic production in 

Iran and motivated young artists to create (or imitate) similar works. Here, it becomes 

necessary to distinguish between the pioneers of calligraphic paintings, such as Ehsaei 

and Afjé’i, and these young artists producing in the 2000s.  

Muhammad Ehsaei is one of the most nationally and internationally celebrated 

artists of calligraphic painting. Ehsaei studied art at the University of Tehran.67 In 

calligraphy, he was a pupil of Sayyed Hussein Mirkhani (1907-1982), a prominent 

calligrapher of the Nasta'liq script.68 He started learning calligraphy when he was ten 

years old through copying the works of prominent Safavid calligraphers Mir Emad 

and Ali Reza Abbasi. He explains that after classes, he went to Ālī Qapu, a Safavid 

palace in Qazvin, and made copies of the front gate's inscriptions by Ali Reza 

Abbasi.69 Ehsaei's strong background in calligraphy and painting and his familiarity 

with Mafi and Zenderoudi drew him to calligraphic painting. 

In his early work, created in the 1960s and 1970s, Ehsaei rarely deviated from 

calligraphic rules (except for a few cases, such as fig. 5-18, in which he was 

influenced by Tanavoli). In contrast, the inclination towards more free and painterly 

 
67 Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art: New Perspectives, 141-42. 
68 Rushd editorial board, “Interview with Muhammad Ehsaei,” 7. 
69 Muhammad Ehsaei, “Seir-u Solouki dar Khat va Khoshnevisi,” 127. 
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compositions often appears in the works he created since the late 2000s. In a series of 

compositions, mostly involving religious phrases (Fig. 5-19), he painted by freely 

moving the brush on the canvas. But the works that sold at Christie's sales were his 

early, less painterly calligraphic works.  

Like Ehsaei and Mafi, Afjé’i had a strong background in calligraphy. 

However, unlike them, his knowledge of Western art was limited. Thus, his works 

tend to be calligraphy than painting. Afjé’i's familiarity with calligraphic painting and 

Saqqa-Khaneh art goes back to the early 1970s,70 almost a decade later than Mafi and 

Ehsaei developed the genre. Another difference between Afjé’i and his contemporaries 

is the artist's use of various scripts, such as Nasta'liq, Shekasteh Nasta'liq, Reyhan, and 

more specifically, Kufic. Although Ehsaei used Thuluth and Reyhan, he seldom 

created compositions based on the Kufic script.  

During the 1980s, Afjé’i was the only pioneer of calligraphic painting that 

actively participated in official exhibitions and events. He said that, since 2010, he had 

faced difficulties in working with galleries and mostly with his dealer due to Afjé’i’s 

support of governmental policies and his participation in religious exhibitions.71 Yet, 

Afjé’i, as a well-known artist, was always present in the Middle Eastern art market. He 

applies viable colors masterfully to his calligraphic elements. A tendency toward 

decorative art is conspicuous in Afjé’i's works. In his last works, which are based on 

numerous tiny calligraphic bands (Fig. 5-9), the artist creates wavy and illusionistic 

 
70 Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art, 148. 
71 Nasrullah Afjé’i, “I Won’t Hold Exhibitions in Iran Anymore (دیگر در ایران نمایشگاه برگزار نمیکنم),” 

Ilna.News, last modified December 9, 2017, https://www.ilna.news/.  
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movements. In contrast to Ehsaei, in the work of Afjé’i, the legibility of words and 

letters is an essential factor, even in his texts written with the pen of qubar.  

Calligraphic painting crossed the geographical border of Iran and influenced 

artistic creations in other Islamic countries. Unlike the Saqqa-Khaneh movement that 

linked modernism to nationalism and Iranian identity, calligraphic painting relies on a 

common visual language that comprises the entire Islamic world. The prohibition of 

representational art in some Arab states and religious communities was another 

influential reason for this genre's popularity outside of Iran. Also, Arab artists mostly 

used the Thuluth script, which carries more religious connotations. In Iranian 

specimens, on the other hand, Nasta'liq and Sekasteh Nasta'liq, two specifically 

Persian scripts used mostly for literary and non-religious texts, appear frequently. 

Rozita Sharafjahan, the owner of Azad Art Gallery in Tehran, argues that 

Christie's move into the Dubai art market changed the structure of the Iranian art 

market. According to Sharafjahan, the sudden shift in the direction of the art economy 

in 2006 resulted in massive investments in Iranian art.72 She argues that the Dubai 

market has also had negative impacts on Iranian art. Since Western auctions were held 

in Arab states, because economically-powerful, led to the dominance of Arab taste in 

the Iranian art market.73 This argument appears accurate as many collectors of Middle 

Eastern art, such as Tony Salame, Amer Huneidi, and Basel Dalloul, are from Arab 

countries. Yet, it seems Sharafjahan neglects the reality that a large number of 

 
72 “In Tehran: A Conversation with Iranian Gallerists,” Art Journal Online, last modified February 22, 

2019, accessed April 2019, http://artjournal.collegeart.org/?p=10857. 
73 Ibid. 

http://artjournal.collegeart.org/?p=10857
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collectors of Middle Eastern Art are not Arab. Many London and New York-based 

collectors and dealers are clients of contemporary Iranian art. Furthermore, similar to 

those artists who adapt themselves to the global art market, many art dealers and 

collectors, whether Arab or not, also follow market trends. 

Calligraphic painting can show the generalized notion of the Middle East to the 

Western viewer, for whom everything is believed to be an Islamic element. In this 

reductive process of meaning, the Western audience most probably does not (or does 

not want to) distinguish between a Persian classical poem in Nasta'liq and a Quran 

verse in Thuluth script. Here, the Western viewer prefers amusement instead of 

complexity. In many examples of contemporary calligraphic painting, artists use 

elements that their western clients immediately digest and which are based on pre-

determined formulas. Nigerian artist Olu Oguibe has argued that in the West-Africa 

relationship, the right of self-definition and “author-ity” belongs exclusively to the 

West.74 Oguibe's theory is also applicable to the West-Middle East relationship. 

In the last two decades, approaches towards an exotic mixture of visual 

elements have disproportionally grown among Iranian artists. In many cases, such 

incongruous combinations of elements hardly fits together visually and conceptually. 

As such, the works of artists, such as Mohsen Ahmadvand, Khosrow Hasanzadeh, and 

Shadi Ghadirian, represent a loose conglomeration of numerous Western and Iranian 

cultural elements. For instance, in his painting, The King is Happy with His New Dress 

(Fig. 5-20), Ahmadvand depicted an androgynous character in Qajar-style clothing. 

 
74 See Olu Oguibe, The Culture Game (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 13. 
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The figure is reminiscent of the founder of the dynasty Agha Muhammad Khan (1742-

1797), who was a eunuch; other Qajar shahs had either long beards or mustaches. 

Except for the black ink, the artist’s use of red and green ink makes easy reference to 

the Iranian flag. Red and green also connote the battle of Karbala, in which Imam 

Hussein and his followers are always depicted in green and his enemies in red. It’s 

more like the iconographic incongruity – east versus west – is obvious and appealing 

to a Western viewer, because of its touch of iconoclasm (ie. rebelliousness and an anti-

authority stance). 

Such use of Euro-American Pop Art and dull attempts to juxtapose 

unbridgeable eighteenth-century Persian motifs to twentieth-century American pop 

culture is visible in Iranian art discourse since the mid-2000s. The reduction of 

meaning and neglect of the semantic weight of visual elements have become prevalent 

even in more "traditional" forms of art, such as calligraphic painting. Many artists 

from the younger generation intentionally push calligraphic painting into the realm of 

kitsch art to meet the taste of their international clients. 

For instance, in the works of Javad Yousefzadeh (b. 1973), calligraphic forms 

are reduced to purely decorative elements (Fig. 5-21). The young generation of artists 

has an academic background in art, which shows in their skillful manipulations of 

Western art motifs in favor of the market trends. The Western market for Middle 

Eastern art, more specifically Iranian art, has shown interest in political (or pseudo-

political) issues and simply decorative Persian elements. For such a market, a secular 

poem by Forough Farrokhzad (a modernist Iranian poet) in Shirin Neshat's works can 
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easily be located in the same category as the repetition of the word Allah in Ehsaei's 

oeuvres. 

Contemporary calligraphic painting is one of the best examples of "self-

Otherization" in Iranian art, in which the artist redefines himself/herself within the 

reductive framework set by the Western audience for him/her as an Iranian artist.75 

This not only comprises the works of many young artists, but it also includes a few 

established artists, such as Afjé’i and Rasouli. While Afjé’i and Rasouli are two 

masters of Persian calligraphy, their compositions lack the necessary complexity 

expected from an artist at this level of mastery. 

Afjé’i says that he will never hold an exhibition in Iran anymore and argues 

that he only works with his dealer in Dubai, Shahin Pour-Maleki.76 According to 

Afjé’i, his dealer takes his works from Dubai to England and the United States.77 The 

economic sanctions against Iran made the situation difficult for artists and dealers to 

ship works or transfer money between Iran and the world. Thus, dealers in Dubai 

facilitated such transactions. For instance, A work by Afjé’i arrived in New York and 

was finally sold to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, indirectly via four dealers.78 A 

few Iranian art galleries hence opened branches in Dubai, New York, and London to 

bypass the sanctions. All these suggest that, unlike Sharafjahan's claim, Arabs were 

not the only (or even the main) clients of Iranian calligraphic paintings. Thus, for an 

 
75 I borrow the term self-Otherization from Oguibe, who maps the west’s attitude towards contemporary 

African art. See Oguibe, The Culture Game, 14. 
76 Afjé’i, “I Won’t Hold Exhibition in Iran Anymore (دیگر در ایران نمایشگاه برگزار نمیکنم),” Ilna.News, last 

modified December 9, 2017, https://www.ilna.news/.  
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
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artist like Afjé’i, meeting the taste of his American clients becomes essential, as he 

mentions that 80 percent of his works are formed based on his clients' taste, who are 

not in Iran.79 

If for Zenderoudi and Mafi, calligraphic painting was mostly the result of 

nationalist inclinations and the search for Iranian identity, the international stimulus 

plays a significant role in directing Afjé’i's art. Thus, the image of calligraphic 

painting that contemporary artists (including master Afjé’i) have created is of an 

Iranian art form that has little depth. Rather, they foster the Western definition of 

Iranian art, or what the West expects to see from Iran. Self-othering or self-exoticizing 

are the characteristics of the works of many contemporary artists: those who simplify 

the complex political issues for the Western viewer, those who offer an exotic 

combination of unrelated elements, and finally, those artists who empty the art of 

calligraphy of its deep formal and spiritual (and even its political) roots and turn it into 

a simply decorative pattern. 

In this game, artists are outsiders (or others) regardless of their geographical 

boundaries. A Middle Eastern artist in New York or London follows the same pre-

determined rules that Afjé’i or Ahmadvand do. Thus, as Chicano artist Guillermo 

Gómez-Peña has remarked, the old dichotomy between the First and Third world, 

continues to exist within Western global cities.80  

 
79 Afjé’i, “I Won’t Hold Exhibitions in Iran Anymore,” Ilna.News, last modified December 9, 2017. 

https://www.ilna.news/. 
80 Oguibe, The Culture Game, 160. 
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Sara Rahbar's Living Beneath Your Blood-Filled Skies (Fig. 5-22) exemplifies 

such a dichotomy between the third and first world. Rahbar, one of the most exhibited 

Iranian diasporic artists, was born in Tehran in 1976 and moved to the United States in 

1982. She studied art in London and New York and currently works in New York 

City.81 In her Flag series, such as Living Beneath Your Blood-Filled Skies, Rahbar has 

pasted (through patches and embroidery) calligraphed religious texts on a torn 

American flag. The text is in gold and indicates the name of Shiite holy figures, 

including Fatimah (the daughter of the prophet Muhammad and Imam Ali's wife) and 

Abul Fadhl (Imam Hussein's brother). The composition of the text is somehow similar 

to calligraphic painting and is also like traditional Siah-Mashq (literally black 

practice). Yet, the artist has uncommonly combined Nasta'liq and Thuluth scripts. 

Plainly the work indicates that the artist is showing that her identity oscillates between 

the two cultures. In another example of this series (Fig. 5-23), Rahbar uses the same 

approach and juxtaposes American and Persian cultural elements: a Safavid-style 

painting on an American flag.82 The uncanny presence of a Safavid painting (showing 

two lovers) on an American flag is more exotic than Living Beneath Your Blood-Filled 

Skies. 

Although Rahbar has lived in the West for about four decades and perhaps has 

no clear memory of Iran, she uses the same iconographic approach as Ahmadvand 

 
81 Sara Rahbar, “Biography,” sararahbar.com, accessed August 10, 2021, 

https://www.sararahbar.com/biography. 
82 The painting is similar to Muhammad Tajvidi’s paintings of lovers. Tajvidi was the son of Hadi 

Tajvidi, one of the revivers of the Safavid painting in the early twentieth century. See more information 

in chapter three on the revivers of the Safavid art in the late Qajar period. 
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does. Both artists have been involved in the play of self-othering by using ambivalent 

imageries with no common ground. Such an iconographic attitude initiates from this 

fact that the market does not differentiate between Tehran-based and New York-based 

Iranian artists; both are Middle Eastern and are expected to indicate their origin in 

their works through exotic or political elements. 

Except for a few examples, contemporary calligraphic painting has followed 

the path of imitation and mannerism. In many cases, the works presented at the 

international market and institutions are barely meaningful as calligraphic paintings. It 

is equally true to say that they are mostly colorful Siah-Mashqes. Many works of Ali 

Shirazi and Jalil Rasouli are effortlessly classified in this category. For instance, the 

work Untitled (Fig. 5-24) by Ali Shirazi can be considered classical Siah-Mashq, 

penned with white acrylic. Yet, using the white ink was common in both Safavid and 

Qajar periods (Fig. 5-25). The artist's notable innovation is the circular composition, 

which makes it different from other classical specimens.  

The works of Shirazi and Rasouli can be considered in the domain of 

calligraphic art, as they lack many characteristics of calligraphic painting. Regardless 

of such classifications, Rasouli and Shirazi's oeuvres are sold on the Western market 

as calligraphic paintings. An Iranian viewer, even with a basic knowledge of art, sees 

these examples as calligraphic works. However, the Western market tends to disregard 

indigenous definitions and profound historical and cultural links. As Oguibe says, in 

this unequal relationship, one who possesses "the right to author-ity" is not the 

indigenous artists or culture.  
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Conclusion 

Although calligraphic painting was introduced as a modern genre to Iranian art 

discourse in the 1960s, it dates back to innovations in the Safavid period (including 

Siah-Mashq, zoomorphic texts, and gulzar). Thus, unlike many art historians that see 

the compositions of the Qajar artist Ismail Jalayer as the beginning of the calligraphic 

painting, I posit that all Jalayer's work must be examined as the continuation of 

Safavid specimens, created when sixteenth-century artists broke with the rules of 

classical calligraphy. 

The influence of Safavid art is evident in the works of contemporary artists 

such as Ehsaei, who is profoundly inspired by the works of two Safavid grandmasters 

Mir Emad and Ali Reza Abbasi. Nevertheless, political and cultural changes in Iranian 

society in the mid-twentieth century impacted the Iranian art scene and calligraphic 

painting. The nostalgic nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s, which was supported by 

the court and external forces, mostly the United States, for social reforms and 

modernization of the country, resulted in a significant shift in the Iranian cultural 

atmosphere. Even though both the Iranian court and the United States federal 

government supported and propagated modern artists, mainly the Saqqa-Khaneh 

movement (whose many artists used Persian calligraphy as the basis of their works), 

the circulation of calligraphic paintings remained at a nascent stage until the end of the 

twentieth century. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, calligraphic painting developed in a relatively secular 

environment (it was profoundly influenced by Western art), but its eclectic 
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characteristics caused it to adapt itself quickly to the new cultural changes after the 

Islamic Revolution. However, the new environment sterilized calligraphic painting 

and reduced it to a tool of propaganda during the revolution and Iran-Iraq war. In this 

shift, the traditional structure of this calligraphic genre intensified and weakened its 

modern structure. In other words, the textuality and legibility of the written text 

replaced its formalistic relations of visual elements. Still, the hypertrophy of the 

calligraphic part was not an irreparable problem. 

For about two decades after the revolution, calligraphic painting lay in a 

dormant state. Its abnormal development was mostly the result of external factors, 

such as the Western market's interest in this art. Furthermore, the market for Iranian 

art, and particularly for calligraphic painting, was (and still is) out of its normal 

condition. The United States' sanctions against Iran impacted the Iranian art and art 

market. As a result, the shipment of works became more complicated, and many hands 

became involved in this journey. Therefore, often the younger generation of artists 

created their works based on the market and dealer's tastes, who took the works 

indirectly (mostly through Dubai) to the West. 

In short, contrary to popular belief, contemporary calligraphic painting is less 

Iranian than many other contemporary works created by Iranian artists. The market's 

expectation has turned this art into a banal imitation of the pioneers of this genre and 

the Safavid and Qajar Siah-Mashqes, without considering the fact that the cultural 

needs of contemporary Iran are neither similar to those of Iran under the Qajar nor 

Safavid monarchies. 
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Figure 5-1 

Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Eyn + Eyn, 1970, acrylic on canvas, 76.8 x 51.2 in. 

Sotheby's London, April 21, 2016. 
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Figure 5-2 

Ismail Jalayer, calligraphic composition, ca. 1860, Iran. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4-3 

Ismail Jalayer, calligraphic composition (detail), ca. 1860, Iran. 
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Figure 5-4 

Ghulam Hussein Qajar, A Quranic Text, 1883, Iran. 

Mohsen Ehteshami Collection 
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Figure 5-5 

Decorative Kufi from the mausoleum of Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ibrahim, 11th 

century, Damghan, Iran. 
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Figure 5-6 

Attributed to Mir Ali Heravi, Album Page with Zoomorphic composition, 16th century, 

Iran. 

Istanbul University Libraries.   
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Figure 5-7 

Talismanic Shirt, late 17th century, Central Asia. 

The Khalili Collections 
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Figure 5-8 

Nasrollah Afjé’i, Untitled (detail), ca. 2000s, 35in by 35in, acrylic on canvas. 

From Artibition.net. 
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Figure 5-9 

Nasrollah Afjé’i, Untitled (bottom is a detail), 2018, 15 in x 39 in. 

Private collection. 
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Figure 5-10 

Qajar talismanic chart on Vellum (detail), 19th century, 23.6 x 14 in. 

The Shakerine Collection. 
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Figure 5-11 

Zayn al-Din Mahmud, a religious text in gulzar mode, 16th century, Iran. 

Istanbul University Libraries. 
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Figure 5-12 

Logos of the Qajar Newspapers: Mellat-i Jarchi, Paytakh-i Iran, and Kokab-i Dari, 

Qajar Period, Iran. 
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Figure 5-13 

Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, The Hand (Mah Mottasel Naboud be Merrikh) 1960-61. 

Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection. 
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Figure 5-14 

Faramarz Pilaram. Mosques of Isfahan, 1962.  

Grey Art Gallery, New York University Art Collection. 
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Figure 5-15 

Left: 

Muhammad Ehsaei, Siah-Mashq, late 1960s- early 1970s, mixed media on cardboard. 

Millon & Associes, October 22, 2012. 

From www.invaluable.com. 

 

Right: 

Reza Mafi, Untitled, 1972, mix media on panel. 

Christies Dubai October18, 2016. 

  

http://www.invaluable.com/
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Figure 5-16 

Invitation Card, Naser Ovissi Solo Show, supported by the United States Educational 

Foundation in Iran, July 19, 1962. 

From the Azari Family Collection. 
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Figure 5-17 

Exhibition Catalogue, The Iran-America Society, 1968, Abbasabad Cultural Center, 

Tehran. 

From the Azari Family Collection. 
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Figure 5-18 

Muhammad Ehsaei, Untitled, 1974, Oil on canvas, 47 1/4 x 31 1/16 in. 

Artist Collection. 
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Figure 5-19 

Muhammad Ehsaei, from The Eternal Alphabet Series, 2011, auto paint on canvas. 

Private Collection. 
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Figure 5-20 

Mohsen Ahmadvand, The King is Happy with His New Dress, 2008, pen, crayon, and 

ink on paper. 

The Afkhami Collection.  
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Figure 5-21 

Majid Yousefzadeh, Love is a Secret as Big as God’s Embrace, 2020, acrylic on 

canvas. 

Artist’s Collection. 
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Figure 5-22 

Sara Rahbar, Living Beneath Your Blood-Filled Skies (Flag#9), 2007, mixed media. 

The Artist’s Official Website. 
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Figure 5-23 

Sara Rahbar, Tomorrow We will Fall in Love All Over Again (Flag #36), 2008-12, 

mixed media. 

The Artist’s Official Website. 
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Figure 5-24 

Ali Shirazi, Untitled, 2014, acrylic on canvas. 

Bonhams London, April 20, 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Ahmad Rafiei Vardanjani, December 2021 

310 

 

 

Figure 5-25 

Mir Emad Qazvini, Siah Mashq, 1598, white ink on black paper, Isfahan. 

The Parliamentary Library of Iran. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation, by tracking the movement of objects in Safavid and 

twentieth-century Iran, I suggested that objects have dynamic social lives in their 

cross-cultural mobility. Contrary to the popular belief that objects are passive things 

that are subject to the will of the maker or the consumer, objects are active. Objects do 

not merely carry and convey their creators' intentions when they cross geographical 

and cultural borders. In other words, a mobile object is always in an uncontrolled and 

indeterminate sphere of interaction and interpretation.  

Objects materially and conceptually transform, and this transformation 

unceasingly continues over time, in which a work acquires new meaning and loses 

some of the meaning that it previously carried.1 As such, the Portrait of Hatifi by 

Kamal al-Din Bihzad (discussed in Chapter one) is an example of complex social life. 

In the early sixteenth century, an image of Hatifi, as a prominent Sufi, with a Safavid 

turban (Taj-i Heidari), was used by the young Safavid dynasty as a tool of propaganda 

to acquire legitimacy. When the dynasty was stabilized politically and culturally in the 

mid-sixteenth century, the work was mounted in an album, which demonstrates the 

complex and multilayered notion of identity that the Safavids knitted around 

themselves. From the twentieth century onward, the portrait indeed did not carry the 

same meaning and acquired new connotations. In this period, , the work was venerated 

 
1 Daniela Bleichmar and Meredith Martin, eds., Objects in Motion in the Early Modern World 

(Chichester: Wiley, 2016), 22. 
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due to its well-known artist, Bihzad. The subject of the painting, the once-famous Sufi 

poet Hatifi is now almost unknown to contemporary Iranians, except for a few experts 

in early modern Persian literature. While accepting the importance of the culture of 

origin, I argue that art objects, such as the Portrait of Hatifi, reveal more by attending 

to their varied movements.  

Based on this notion that works of art are mobile things that transform over 

time, older stylistic and historical taxonomies require re-imagining. In this case, the 

Safavid specimens and twentieth-century works discussed in this dissertation are 

technically and visually well-connected, even if they are from two historically distinct 

periods. Indeed, the abrupt end of the Safavid Empire in 1722 did not result in an 

immediate stop to art production in the Safavid style. In many cases, such as Hussein 

Bihzad's works, paintings by Safavid revivers were the modern continuation of early-

modern works. 

As previously mentioned, objects are not decontextualized from their culture of 

origin. The homogenization of culture often prevents us from understanding the 

iconographic complexities of a work., many heterogeneous factors have been involved 

in the formation and transformation of Iranian objects created and circulated in these 

two ages of globalization. Iran's multiculturalism has played a critical role in its 

cultural interaction with the world and subsequently in the global circulation of 

Persian art, particularly in the modern period. 

My observation of the movement of objects in both periods suggests that, 

unlike contemporary Iranian art, Safavid objects moved in a wider volume and across 
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greater geographical distances. The idealized image of Safavid art in the international 

market was a crucial factor. The idealization of Safavid culture, which began after the 

fall of the Safavid empire, coincided with a generalization of interpretation and the 

reduction of a heterogenous society into a palatable image for Western audiences. This 

tendency, caused mainly by the international market, accompanied the reemergence of 

Safavid art in the twentieth century. 

In the late nineteenth century, the dysfunctional Qajar dynasty was unable to 

govern the country properly. Following such systematic inefficiencies and the 

weakened central government, the interference and influence of foreign governments, 

such as Russia and England, in Iran increased. Although Europeans never colonized 

Iran, the British had control over the southern part of the country in the late Qajar 

period and had significant influence in the court, governmental entities, and religious 

institutions.2 As discussed in chapter four, during the Constitutional Revolution (1905-

1911), the British Ambassador to Tehran, Sir Arthur Hardinge, worked closely with 

the Shiite theologist Sayyed Abdollah Behbahani to restrict the power of the Qajar 

monarchy.3  

British interference in Iran coincided with the growing interest in collecting 

Persian art, particularly Safavid art, in the West. In this period, colonialist thoughts 

and the unequal balance of power between Europeans and Iranians resulted in a one-

 
2 For more information about Iran-Britain relationship in the Qajar period, see Lyman Stebbins, British 

Imperialism in Qajar Iran Consuls, Agents and Influence in the Middle East (London: I.B. Taurus, 

2016). 
3 Mangol Bayat, Iran’s First Revolution: Shiism and the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1909 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 27. 
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way movement of art objects to the West. Many of the finest Safavid manuscripts and 

carpets were shipped to Britain by art dealers, such as Sir Robert Murdoch Smith (b. 

1835–d. 1900).4 Similarly, in the United States, many members of the Cosmos Club, 

such as Arthur Upham Pope and later John Augustin Westberg, were active in 

acquiring Persian art.  

Instead of the familiar opposition between West (colonizer) and East 

(colonized), I argue that imperialist tendencies were responsible for reviving classical 

Persian art in the early twentieth century. The works created by Safavid revivers 

flooded the Western art market, often introduced as original Safavid works by the 

dealers or ascribed as fake by scholars. This dissertation argues that all these 

attributions by dealers and collectors and so-called discoveries by scholars (about the 

fakeness of twentieth-century specimens) led to a neglect of works created in this 

period. Safavid revivers in the late Qajar period and artists who invented calligraphic 

painting in the 1960s in fact demonstrated novel ideas, and their creations should not 

simply be categorized as forgeries in the Western definition. Overall, examining the 

production and circulation of Iranian art in both Safavid and twentieth-century Iran 

reveals a more multifaceted and heterogeneous identity than is provided by 

conventional notions of national identity.  

 

 

  

 
4 For more information about Robert Murdoch Smith, see Leonard Helfgott, “Carpet Collecting in Iran, 

1873-1883: Robert Murdoch Smith and the Formation of the Modern Persian Carpet Industry,” in 

Muqarnas, vol. 7 (1990): 171-181. 
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