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The Safavid kings drew on shi’ism to unify their territory and 

to bring about political division between neighboring territories 

and that of their own. Nevertheless, they seem to have 

encountered certain difficulties in this scheme. To overcome 

these problems and establish further concrete legitimacy, they 

began to support and promote art and artists, though modifying 

their relationship with them as demanded by the circumstances 

and the needs of their state. Inevitably, this kind of behavior led 

to inconsistent, at times even paradoxical, behavior on the part 

of the rulers. Among these rulers, King Tahmasp is particularly 

apt for the present study. Despite being an ardent patron of 

Persian miniature in the first decade of his reign, not only did he 

publicly renounce this art but he also notoriously continued to 

mistreat artists for the rest of his life. This paper asserts that it is 

the weakness and, later on, the absence of one of the sources 

for political legitimacy that accounts for King Tahmasp’s 

inconsistent and paradoxical behavior. Thus, King Tahmasp’s 

renunciation of this art and his repentance for having supported 

it must not be viewed merely as a transformation of his personal 

religious beliefs; rather, it must be interpreted in relation to his 

political power. His support for and attention to the huge project 

of illustrating “Shahnameh” must be assessed in a similar fashion 
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as well. In other words, art and religion were 

two effective tools wielded by King Tahmasp 

to enhance his political power. Accordingly, 

having “Shahnameh” illustrated and warming 

up to religious scholars and clergymen after 

his repentance served to bring about royal 

and religious legitimacies respectively. The 

authors of the present study aim to explicate 

the religious and political contexts of King 

Tahmasp’s reign, and to examine the rise and 

fall of Persian miniature.

The researchers who have paid attention to 

politics and religion in the era of Safavid, such 

as Andrew Newman(1), RulaJurdiAbisaab(2)

and Amir Arjomand(3) didn't care to the effect 

of politics and religion on arts in particular on 

painting. Those who have heeded to history 

of Safavid art like Kanbi(4) although have allo-

cated an introduction in their studies to politi-

cal and religious conditions, but they haven't 

surveyed the influence of the mentioned cir-

cumstances on the arts. Perhaps there are 

two exceptions. The first one is Hilinborand's 

paper(5), «ShahnameShahi's Portraiture». In 

this case, he uses the images of Tahmasp-

Shahname in his political issue and regarding 

the denotation of the paintings, introduces this 

master piece of painting as an image of his 

period political conditions. The second one 

is Kenbi's essay “the Safavid Painting”(6) that 

surveys the painting of Safavids in the field of 

Political and religious issue in the first century 

of this reign. But none of these two research-

ers notices the role of legitimate giving the 

painting of TahmaspiShahname against the 

religious legitimate which was left by Shah 

Tahmasp

 In favor of Shi’i  jurisprudent, the study 

intends to investigate this aspect of painting art 

relation and religion & Politics. It also studies 

the face of two kinds political legitimate, on 

the base of religion and Shahname painting in 

Shah Tahmasp's times. 

King Tahmasp, the second king in the 

Safavid Dynasty, ascended to the throne in 

Tabriz in 930 AH. At the time, Shi’ism had 

come to be officially accepted, enabling Iran to 

regain political unity. A painter and calligrapher 

himself, King Tahmasp was particularly 

interested in book illustration and, as a result, 

admitted an increasing number of artists to the 

court. Notably, “Shahnameh”was illustrated 

at his command with 258 illustrations, which 

In favor of Shi’i  jurisprudent, 
the study intends to investigate 

this aspect of painting art 
relation and religion & Politics.
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subsequently came to be called “The King 

TahmaspShahnameh”. This unprecedented 

and rather odd action on the part of the 

king has recurrently kindled the curiosity of 

historians and made them probe into the 

motives behind it. This curiosity is justified 

by the fact that during a reign of more than 

50 years, King Tahmasp adopted varying, at 

times contradictory, polices on art and artists. 

In the first decade of his rule, for instance, he 

fervently pursued artistic aspirations, but then 

he repented, banning all arts, and shifted his 

attention to religion. Considering the extent 

to which the Safavids were influenced by 

Shi’ism, the present study aims to analyze the 

role of King Tahmasp’s religious tendencies in 

the popularity of Persian miniature during his 

reign.

Our contention is that although Safavid 

rulers had initially drawn on Shi’ism to unify 

their territory and to bring about political divi-

sion between the adjacent territories and that 

of their own, they were perfectly aware that 

Shi’ism alone could not guarantee undisputed 

legitimacy for their rule. Naturally, they sought 

other sources of legitimacy. Besides religion, 

therefore, they attempted to employtwo fur-

ther sources by introducing themselves as the 

spiritual leaders of the Sufi order, and claiming 

to be descended from the dynasty ruling over 

the ancient (pre-Islamic) Iran(7). These three 

sources were incorporated to varying degrees 

in that if one diminished, the others were em-

phasized and consequently strengthened. 

This explains, for instance, why after King Is-

mail’s defeat in Chaldoran and the decline of 

his spiritual authority as the Sufi leader among 

Ghezelbash tribes, he had to resort to Persian 

miniature. The illustration of “Shahnameh” 

which began in his reign and came to fruition 

in King Tahmasp’s reign can be viewed as 

his attempt at establishing royal legitimacy 

(i.e. claiming divine right by relating himself 

to the dynasty ruling over the ancient pre-

Islamic Iran). As mentioned earlier, Shi’ism, 

with its tenets concerning Imams and lead-

ership, could never grant the Safavid rulers 

unquestionable legitimacy. Whereas people 

might have paid little attention to how devout 

their king was, they were deeply affected by 

the guidelines with which their religious leader 

provided them(8). Consequently, Safavid kings 

felt a need for the active presence of religious 

leaders and scholars both to confirm the reli-

gious suitability of Safavid rulers at kingship 

King Tahmasp adopted varying, 
at times contradictory, polices 

on art and artists.
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and to provide them, though implicitly, with le-

gitimacy(9).

King Tahmasp’s repentance and resorting to 

Shi’ism must be viewed as a scheme to derive 

religious legitimacy. He pursued two goals 

through this action: firstly, to show people that 

he was qualified for kingship; and secondly, 

to derive further legitimacy by displaying 

obedience to religious leaders and scholars. 

Thus, the relationship among Shi’ism, politics 

and art, far from having anything to do with 

the king’s personal taste and belief, ought to 

be studied with a view to religion as a source 

for political legitimacy; further, the interplay of 

other sources for political legitimacy must be 

taken into account to explain how and why the 

Safavid kings were forced to turn to another 

source when one source diminished.

Based on this foundation, the present 

study contends that the popularity of Persian 

miniature in the reign of King Tahmasp was 

impacted by Shi’ism as a source of political 

legitimacy when other sources were either 

diminished or absent, and that the King’s 

repentance and resorting to Shi’ism must be 

considered as a scheme to derive religious 

legitimacy.

2. Political Context: The Rule of King 

Tahmasp

The eldest child to King Ismail I and the 

founder of the Safavid dynasty, Tahmasp-

Mirza, given the middle name AbulFath, was 

born in Shahabad, a village located in Isfa-

han, on DhilHadja 26, 919 A.H.(10). Only two 

years of age, he was appointed by his father 

as the ruler of Khorasan in 921 A.H.. A man 

named AmirkhanMoslou was selected to 

mentor the young prince and to take charge 

of the affairs in Khorasan(11). Subsequently, 

King Ismail appointed Amir Ghiasuddin Mo-

hammad as a “Lord Chancellor of Khorasan 

and Head of judges, scholars, etc.” and to tu-

tor the young prince(12). During his residence 

in Harat, Amirkhan did much to improve the 

circumstances in Khorasan through selecting 

ministers such as Madjd al din Mohammad 

Kermani and Mawlana Amir Samarkandi(13). 

After the Uzbeks attacked Harat, however, 

TahmaspMirza and Amirkhan were both 

called on to move to Tabriz. TahmaspMirza 

continued to reside in Tabriz from 928 A.H. 

until the death of King Ismail. After the demise 

of his father on Rajab 19, 930 A.H., Tahmasp-

Safavid kings felt a need for 
the active presence of religious 

leaders and scholars
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Mirza ascended to the throne(14) when he was 

only 10 years, 6 months and 23 days old(15), 

beginning his long rule which was to last until 

his death in 984 A.H.

King Tahmasp spent seven years under 

Amir Ghiaseddin’s tutorship in Harat, being 

trained in whatever was deemed necessary 

for a prince. After he moved to Tabriz, his 

father discovered great talent in him for the 

arts, and thus appointed Sultan Mohammad 

Tabrizi and Behzad, both of whom were “at-

tendants of the royal library”, to instruct the 

young prince(16). Mir Khalil and KhawdjaAbd al 

Aziz have also been mentioned by some his-

torians to have been the king’s instructors at 

some point(17). According to SadeghiBeyk(18), 

the 10th-century painter, poet and chronicler, 

TahmaspMirza was in possession of an innate 

gift for the arts. Most researchers ascribe the 

culmination of art in his reign to the presence 

of artists such as Sultan Mohammad Tabrizi 

and Behzad as well as to the king’s own fas-

cination with it; nonetheless, the fact that he 

later on repented and renounced art, shifting 

his attention from art and artists to religion and 

religious leaders, indicates the extent to which 

his interest in art at the beginning of his reign 

was politically charged.

3. Religious Context: King Tahmasp’s 
Repentance

Although the king had been instructed in 

Shi’ism by Amir Ghiasudin Mohammad—one 

of the most brilliant scholars of Khorasan—

ever since he was a child, a review of King 

Tahmasp’s biography before his repentance 

will provide few or no traces of such a religious 

upbringing.  According to historical accounts, 

until the age of 20 (939 A.H.), the king did not 

avoid actions deemed sinful by religion, in-

dulging himself in revelries and debaucheries, 

and spent his time listening to fortune tellers, 

drinking wine and smoking hashish(19). In 940 

AH, however, he repented of his sins and fa-

mously decreed, “These mandates are hence-

forth to be observed throughout the realm by 

everyone, according to which drinking wine, 

gambling and prostitution shall be eradicated 

from our realm, and should anyone violate this 

law, he or she will be punished severely.”(20)

On the surface, King Tahmasp’s repen-

tance was brought about by the Shia leaders 

and scholars of the Safavid court and their 

a review of King Tahmasp’s 
biography before his 

repentance will provide few or 
no traces of such a religious 

upbringing
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increasing influence. Ever since King Ismail 

(ruling from 907-930 A.H.) declared Shi’ism 

as the official religion of the kingdom, there 

had been an urgent need for a Shia leading 

authority who could deal with the innumerous 

Sunni scholars. This need was met when King 

Tahmasp invited a number of Shia scholars 

from Iraq, Bahrain and JabalAmel to Iran(21). 

A significant religious-political movement en-

sued their arrival in the Safavidworld which 

paved the way for the generation of a new 

title, the “head” of religious scholars. This was 

certainly a position of utmost importance in 

the religious-political hierarchy of the Safa-

vids, responsible for fighting the opponents of 

Shi’ism(22). Several sources credit Mohammad 

JabalAmeli (b. 968 A.H.), one of the invited 

scholars, with having played the biggest role 

in King Tahmasp’s repentance. Coming from 

JabalAmil in Lebanon, Mohammad JabalAmili 

initially became the pishnamaz (a religious 

leader behind whom congregations say their 

prayers) of King Tahmasp’s army, and partici-

pated in repelling the first attack by Sultan Su-

laymanOsmani (an Ottoman king) in 939-940 

A.H. This Shia scholar claimed to have had a 

vision during this battle in which he had been 

told by the Prophet Muhammad that, “If the 

king repents of his sins, God shall grant him 

effortless conquer of many lands. “ Moved by 

this news, the king is said to have repented”(23).

Similarly, Mohaqiq Karaki was another 

such Shia scholar invited to Iran who started 

to teach and compile Hadith and Fatwas in 

the king’s campaign. Although MohaqiqKaraki 

did not believe the Safavid rule to be lawful 

and legitimate, he maintained that the Safa-

vid rulers were promoting Shia religion and 

instructions, and that the religious scholars’ 

success was possible only by their support(24). 

Subsequently, he gained so much power that 

the king himself began to seem to be Karaki’s 

assistant. According to Khawnsari, when the 

king was putting Karaki in charge of the realm 

and giving him unlimited power, he said, “You 

are more deserving of being the king and I am 

merely one of your servants, obedient to your 

orders”(25). The king’s subservience to the in-

terests of Shi’ism went too far. Becoming ever 

stricter in religious matters, he ordered the rul-

ers of the various parts of his realm to adopt 

a similar attitude to the point that people who 

Although MohaqiqKaraki did 
not believe the Safavid rule to 

be lawful and legitimate, he 
maintained that the Safavid rul-
ers were promoting Shia reli-

gion and instructions,
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violated the rules against indulging in music 

and wine would be brought to the scaffold. 

Part of his decree read, “Entertainers of all 

sorts, including storytellers and all those who 

accompany the entertainers, are hereafter 

law-breakers”(26). By the same token, playing 

any and all musical instruments was banned, 

and violators had their hands cut off(27). Sufi 

orders had an equally hard time as well(28). The 

carved stone tablets put up in mosques and 

public places attest to the importance of these 

mandates(29).

These harsh policies fanned the flame of 

religious dissent between the Sunni and the 

Shia, and had a significant impact on the arts 

too. As biographers of the Sunni figures of the 

period indicate, those who refused to convert 

to Shi’ism were tenaciously persecuted. No-

tably, Mir Ala al Din HusainiGhazvini’s fam-

ily was among these victims(30) whose prop-

erty and possessions were confiscated by 

law, and whose safety was jeopardized. To 

avoid torture, Mir Ala’eddin and his brother, 

Mir Abd al Latif, were forced to seek refuge 

in Homayun’s court in India. Ubiquitous during 

the reign of IbnBatuta, many of the monaster-

ies, convents, etc., which enabled dervishes 

among others to practice their religions, were 

demolished in this period(31).

As was mentioned before, not only the 

king’s repentance but also his attitude toward 

art and artists was shaped by the religious 

scholars of the court. One such scholar of 

influence was Mohaqiq Karaki who deemed 

the depiction of countenance in paintings 

religiously unlawful(32). Therefore, King Tah-

masp’s renunciation of Persian miniature 

might have been caused by Karaki’s fatwa. 

Abdi Beyk Navidi Shirazi, one of the histori-

ans in the court of King Tahmasp, memora-

bly remarked that after the king’s repentance 

circumstances grew so strict and somber that 

Imam Zaman (the 12th imam in Shi’ism) was 

expected to arrive any day(33). Thus he syco-

phantically commented, “May his rule lead to 

and join that of the 12th Imam”(34). Abdi Beyk-

NavidiShirazi pointed out elsewhere that even 

though 40 years had elapsed from the king’s 

mandate, no one dared commit a “sin”. Hav-

ing witnessed the decapitation of many a law-

breakers, everyone knew that any violation of 

rules was punishable by death(35). The king’s 

intolerance and severity persisted, and even 

the Christian inhabitants of Iran such as the 

Armenians and Gorjis were persecuted from 

King Tahmasp’s renunciation 
of Persian miniature might have 
been caused by Karaki’s fatwa
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959 to 961 A.H.(36). Famously, on learning that 

Antony Jenkinson who was there to deliver 

the queen of England’s letter to the king was 

a Christian, King Tahmasp immediately ex-

pelled the ambassador from the court(37).

Undoubtedly, these strict measures af-

fected art and artists, forcing numerous paint-

ers and Persian miniaturists, among others, 

to emigrate abroad. One such artist was Ka-

mal al-Din HusainiiHarati (b. 973), an accom-

plished calligrapher and a master of nasta’liq 

in particular, who moved from Harat to Mash-

had and then to Qom to join King Tahmasp’s 

campaign. However, upon realizing that he 

was not at all welcome there, he immediately 

left the court, disillusioned, never to return(38).

Despite the severity with which every-

one was expected to adhere to religion and 

its binding commands, the king, marvelously 

enough, did not consider himself bound to do 

so and disobeyed the rules with impunity. After 

his repentance, for instance, although he pre-

tended to be staunchly, 

even exaggeratedly, 

religious, he broke the 

oath he had made by 

the Quran and sanc-

tioned the execution 

of Muslims, including 

that of his own brothers 

and their sons, with no objection on the part 

of those around him(39). Therefore, his repen-

tance ought to be viewed not as a genuine, 

personal transformation of his beliefs, but as a 

strategic move that he had to make in order to 

manipulate the presence of religious scholars 

in the court and attain further legitimacy.

4. Vogue and Decline of Persian 
Miniature

The development of Persian miniature in 

the reign of King Tahmasp can best be traced 

by dividing his long rule into two periods of 

before and after his repentance.

a) Before Repentance

Interested in painting and calligraphy, King 

Tahmasp began getting lessons in his ado-

lescence(40).  According to Iskandar Beg Mun-

shi(41), the king not only “befriended and was in 

close contact with” artists and their circles, but 

he also practiced paint-

ing whenever he was 

undisturbed by “the de-

mands of kingship and 

the affairs of his state”. 

Being fully supported 

by the king, artists were 

The development of Persian 
miniature in the reign of King 

Tahmasp can best be traced by 
dividing his long rule into two 
periods of before and after his 

repentance.
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enabled to explore and innovate which led to 

the perfection of art in this period(42). Prior to 

this, influenced by Mongolian paintings, art-

ists depicted the countenance, the eyes and 

eyebrows in particular, in imitation of Chinese 

models; after Behzad’s innovations in this pe-

riod, however, the essence of the paintings 

drifted away from Chinese models to the na-

ture and life of contemporary people. Having 

mastered natural imitation, he produced life-

like paintings of the face and popularized an 

unprecedented painting style. Variously re-

ferred to as Realistic or Naturalistic, this new 

style became the vogue, enticing most of the 

artists of its day.

Thus, it can be concluded that the Safavid 

School was founded upon the style popular-

ized by Behzad and his followers. Moreover, 

besides supporting artists, King Tahmasp 

himself gave painting a try and created works 

which indicate his minute attention to detail(43). 

In 931 A.H., for instance, he embarked on il-

lustrating a long work of poetry titled “Ball and 

Polo”(44) by Arefi in collaboration with the art-

ists of the court such 

as Mir Mosavvar, Doust 

Mohammad and Agha 

Mirak(45).

N e v e r t h e -

less, the illustrated 

“Shahnameh”remains the masterpiece of 

the period. Comprised of 258 illustrations in 

380 sheets, the most significant work of art in 

the reign of King Tahmasp is the illustrated 

“Shahnameh”, alternatively called “The King 

Tahmasp Shahnameh”(46), which was brought 

about by the collaboration of the most accom-

plished artists of the court such as Sultan Mo-

hammad, Agha Mirak, Mir Seyyed Ali, Mirza 

Ali and Mozaffar Ali(47). Among the most beau-

tiful illustrations was “Kiumars’s Royal Meet-

ing Hall” by Sultan Mohammad, the supervi-

sor of the project, which, according to Stuart 

Welch(48), took three years to finish and went 

far beyond the other 257 illustrations in terms 

of detail and variety of color. Subsequently, 

however, Sultan Mohammad was replaced by 

Mir Mosavvar. This can be traced to the king’s 

preference for the style of Harat (in which Mir 

Mosavvar excelled) over that of Tabriz (at 

which Sultan Mohammad was competent)(49).

In addition to illustrating “Shahnameh”, the 

artists of the court produced several other 

works, though, of course, of a lower stature. A 

famous example would 

be “SorkhanBeigSofre-

chi” by Mir Mosavvar 

which is now kept in 

the British Museum(50). 

Further development in 

Interested in painting and cal-
ligraphy, King Tahmasp began 
getting lessons in his adoles-

cence
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these single illustrations led to the advent of 

albums(51). Among artists who made such al-

bums was DoustMohammad who compiled 

single illustrations accompanied by pieces of 

calligraphy and put together an album survey-

ing the development of art from the 8th century 

to the 10th century A.H.(52).

b) After Repentance

The king’s repentance in 940 A.H. made its 

impacts on artistic activities felt only gradually. 

That is why (and how) Nezami’s “Khamseh” 

managed to be illustrated with 14 illustrations 

by 5 artists in the court working in collabora-

tion from 946 to 949(53) A.H. Nonetheless, in-

hibitions persisted, preventing artists such 

as Sultan Mohammad from pursuing certain 

projects the way they wished; for instance, 

at some point in the illustration of Nezami’s 

“Khamseh” when the artists were working on 

an illustration titled “Khosrow’s Glimpse of 

Shirin Bathing”, a number of religious fanat-

ics reprimanded the king for permitting such 

unlawful activities. Inevitably, under such cir-

cumstances an artist such as Sultan Moham-

mad had to limit himself to projects which 

were neither disadvantageous to the state nor 

unfavorable to the king, and yet attempt to 

stay true to his art. Consequently, he started 

to employ subdued and gloomy colors as well 

as to develop a tendency towards concealing 

figures in rocks, clouds and tree trunks.(54) Fur-

ther, besides creating more fanciful depictions 

of nature, he reduced the number of figures in 

his paintings; and finally, to appease the reli-

gious fanatics, he illustrated the Prophet Mu-

hammad’s ascension to Heaven(55).

As the king grew ever stricter after his 

repentance, artists found it increasingly dif-

ficult to tolerate the hostility with which he 

treated them. However, because the king’s 

repentance was tactical, he seemed unable to 

abandon his personal interest in art. Accord-

ingly, after the illustration of Nezami’s “Kham-

seh” was completed, he ordered that a huge 

book titled “Fahlnameh”or “The Book of Divi-

nation”—ascribed to Imam Sadegh—be illus-

trated. This book combined verses of Quran 

and Hadith from the Prophet Muhammad with 

instructions on how to react when one comes 

across a bad or good omen in the book(56). Little 

information is available about the book owing 

to the fact that several illustrations are miss-

That is why (and how) Nezami’s 
“Khamseh” managed to be il-

lustrated with 14 illustrations by 
5 artists in the court working in 

collaboration
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ing, the last page has been lost, and the illus-

trations are not numbered. Welch, however, 

maintains that there is a connection between 

the king’s private life from 947 to 962 A.H. and 

the making of this book; and, moreover, that 

the increasing severity with which the king ad-

hered to religion is reflected in the obsessive, 

superstitious nature of this book. That is why 

despite being illustrated by Agha Mirak and 

Abdolaziz, two accomplished illustrators, the 

illustrations lack coherence and consistency. 

Whereas some depict significant historical 

events, the rest illustrate lesser-known inci-

dents which may have been adapted from folk 

tales(57).

Considering the circumstances, these art-

ists seem to have sacrificed their own inter-

ests to those of the king, and to have drawn 

inspiration from subject matters that were ap-

pealing to the king. King Tahmasp’s religious 

harshness not only influenced the work of 

these artists, but it also caused many of them 

to go into exile or seek a safe haven else-

where. Among these, artists such as Mir Mo-

savvar, Mir Seyyed Ali, Abdolsamad, Doust 

Mohammad, Molana Farsi, Darvish Moham-

mad, Ghasem Mazhab, Fakhr Sahhaf and 

Ostad Younes Zargar are usually mentioned, 

though there is dispute among critics, some of 

whom contend that only four(58) of the artists of 

the court accompanied by Homayoun went to 

India,(59)and the rest of whom assert that they 

were no more than two(60). Regardless of such 

disputes concerning the names and number 

of these artists and whether Homayoun in-

deed made any invitation, the free intellectual 

and religious atmosphere presiding over In-

dia since the time of Zahir al-Din Mohammad 

Babor, which was in sharp contrast to that of 

Iran, must have enticed artists into emigrat-

ing to India. In retrospect, these emigrations 

are responsible for the wonderful link between 

Iran’s artistic traditions and those of Gourkani 

India. These artists disseminated the Iranian 

style and techniques through not only produc-

ing works of art, but also teaching and running 

calligraphy workshops(61). Later on, in the reign 

of Akbar, these cooperations and collabora-

tions culminated in the emergence of a new 

style, namely the Indian-Iranian style(62).

After the king’s repentance, when Ghazvin 

replaced Tabriz as the capital city(63), a need 

was felt for Persian miniature, not least for il-

As the king grew ever stricter 
after his repentance, artists 

found it increasingly difficult to 
tolerate the hostility with which 

he treated them.
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lustrating the walls of the palace. Since the 

court had been depleted of artists, the king 

himself made illustrations on several walls of 

the Ivan-e ChehelSotun Palace(64) (The Forty-

Pillared Portico Palace) such as “The Feast 

of Yousef and Zoleykha” and “Citrus Served 

to Gentlewomen of Egypt and Women”, and 

Mozaffar Ali, one of the king’s servants, un-

dertook the “illustrations of Homayoun’s court 

and the feast hall of Ivan-e ChehelSotun”. 

This undertaking on the part of the king, how-

ever, must not be interpreted as the restora-

tion of the king’s interest in art because con-

siderably fewer artists were active then than in 

the past, particularly the beginning of his reign 

when numerous calligraphers, among other 

artists, were employed in producing manu-

scripts. In addition to Mozaffar Ali, Agha Mirak 

was among the scarce artists who continued 

to paint during this period through his friend-

ship with the king, and helped complete the 

illustrations of Haft Orang in the court of Ebra-

himMirza in collaboration with several artists 

in Mashhad(65).

In the final years of King Tahmasp's life in 

981 A.H., the manuscript of “Garshasbnameh” 

was illustrated. Mozaffar Ali once again did a 

masterly job of painting the first of the eight 

illustrations. Also, Sadeghi Beyk and Zeyno-

labedin undertook two of the illustrations of 

this project(66).

Conclusion:

	 Supported by the king, the most 

significant work demonstrating Iranian culture, 

“Shahnameh”, was illustrated by the most 

accomplished artists of the court in the first 

period of King Tahmasp's reign. This interest 

in “Shahnameh”, a secular work advocating 

Iranian language and culture as well as reviving 

the history and tradition of kingship in ancient 

(pre-Islamic) Iran, is in close connection 

with the Safavid rulers' attempts at gaining 

legitimacy by claiming to be descendents 

of the dynasty ruling over ancient Iran and 

subscribing to the notion widespread in ancient 

Iran of kings being God's representatives on 

earth. This argument acquires even more 

cogency when one considers that after King 

Ismail's defeat in Chaldran, and the decline of 

his legitimacy and authority as the Sufi leader 

among Ghezelbash tribes, other sources of 

After the king’s repentance, 
when Ghazvin replaced Tabriz 
as the capital city, a need was 
felt for Persian miniature, not 

least for illustrating the walls of 
the palace.
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legitimacy had to be sought. Similarly, King 

Tahmasp's repentance and the shift in his 

attention and endeavors from art and artists to 

religion and religious leaders, far from being 

a mere transformation of his personal beliefs, 

was a scheme to gain legitimacy by having 

religion on his side. 

The king's religious extremism after his 

repentance brought about a decline in Persian 

miniature. Before the king's repentance, artists 

faced no limitations and needed to take no 

precautions in making kingly illustrations. This 

is attested by the fact that a group of artists 

visiting the court of EbrahimMirza, the king’s 

nephew, painted illustrations on the walls of 

Haft Orang in a spirit reminiscent of that of 

“Shahnameh”. After the king’s repentance, 

however, not only did a considerably smaller 

of number of artists work on illustrating 

Nezami’s “Khamseh”, but they were also 

obligated to avoid all possible indiscretions, 

to limit themselves to dark and subdued 

colors, and to select subject matters which 

posed no social or religious inconveniences. 

Further, Persian miniature drifted away from 

the kind of realism popular in the first period of 

his reign towards more fanciful depictions of 

nature, and so illustrations of religious works 

such as “Fahlnameh” increased in importance 

and popularity. The king’s repentance and 

his subsequent severity towards artists, all of 

which aimed at gaining the support of religious 

leaders, paved the way for the emigration of 

artists to states such as India and the Ottoman 

Empire where Persian miniature was to find 

new supporters and take a different path.

The king's religious extremism 
after his repentance brought 

about a decline in Persian 
miniature.
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