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Abstract

Purpose: Illustrated Iranian Shahnamas are among the most significant
examples of the art of book decoration, in which the interplay between deeply
rooted artistic traditions and the individual creativity of artists is clearly
manifested. The present study aims to identify and compare the
manifestations of creativity and innovation in three outstanding
manuscripts—the llkhanid Shahnama (Demotte), the Baysunghur Shahnama,
and the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama. It seeks to demonstrate how innovation in
the art of book decoration within these manuscripts is realized through the re-
creation of visual elements while remaining within established traditions. The
study primarily focuses on three key components—page layout, ornamental
design, and color application—as the principal domains through which
creativity and innovation are articulated.

Method: This qualitative study employs a descriptive—analytical and
comparative approach. Data were collected through library-based research
and the visual analysis of selected images from the three Shahnama
manuscripts. The analytical process examines and compares geometric page
structures, compositional strategies, the type and diversity of decorative
motifs, chromatic harmony, and the organization of text and image as
indicators of innovation.

Findings: The findings indicate that each of the three Shahnamas presents a
distinct model of creativity within the framework of Iranian book decoration.
The Demotte Shahnama (llkhanid period) is characterized by dynamic
compositions, a wide variety of motifs, and a bolder use of color; the
Baysunghur Shahnama (Timurid period) places greater emphasis on
geometric order, visual balance, and structural coherence; and the Shah
Tahmasp Shahnama (Safavid period) represents the pinnacle of innovation
through the complex integration of motifs, chromatic richness, and the
precise harmony between text and image. Comparative analysis reveals that
the creative differences among these works stem from artists’ individual
interpretations of shared traditional principles.

Conclusion: The results demonstrate that creativity in illustrated Iranian
Shahnamas does not imply a rupture with tradition, but rather emerges
through the re-creation and diversification of established patterns. The
comparative examination of these three majors Iranian Shahnamas shows
that innovation in the art of book decoration is a conscious and systematic
process, closely tied to the historical and cultural context of each work, and
that it has played a crucial role in the continuity and vitality of Iranian book
arts.
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Introduction

The art of Persian manuscript illumination represents one of the most
sophisticated traditions in Islamic art, with illustrated Shahnamas
occupying a particularly prominent position within this heritage.
These monumental epic manuscripts not only preserve the national
epic of Iran but also serve as exceptional documents of artistic
evolution across different historical periods. The interplay between
deeply rooted artistic conventions and the individual creative agency
of illuminators, calligraphers, and painters manifests distinctly across
various schools of Persian painting. However, the precise mechanisms
through which creativity and innovation emerge within the framework
of established traditions have remained insufficiently explored in
scholarly literature. The central research problem addressed by this
study concerns the identification and comparative analysis of creative
expressions in three landmark Shahnama manuscripts, each
representing a pivotal moment in the development of Persian book
arts. While previous scholarship has extensively examined these
manuscripts individually from art historical perspectives, systematic
comparative investigation focusing specifically on manifestations of
creativity across the llkhanid, Timurid, and Safavid periods remains
limited. This study seeks to fill this gap by examining how artists
working within different historical contexts negotiated the relationship
between tradition and innovation, thereby contributing to our
understanding of creative processes in traditional Islamic book arts.

Purpose

The primary objective of this research is to identify, analyze, and
compare the manifestations of creativity and innovation in three
outstanding illustrated Shahnama manuscripts: the Ilkhanid Shahnama
(commonly known as the Demotte Shahnama), the Baysunghur
Shahnama, and the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama. The study aims to
demonstrate how innovation in the art of book illumination within
these manuscripts is realized through the re-creation and
reinterpretation of visual elements while maintaining continuity with
established artistic traditions. By focusing on three key components—
page layout, ornamental design, and color application—as the
principal domains through which creativity and innovation are
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articulated, this research seeks to develop a comprehensive framework
for understanding artistic creativity in Persian manuscript traditions.
Additionally, the study aims to elucidate the relationship between
individual artistic expression and collective traditional practices,
revealing how each manuscript represents a distinct model of creative
engagement with shared visual vocabulary and compositional
principles.

Method

This qualitative study employs a descriptive-analytical and
comparative approach, combining art historical analysis with
systematic visual examination. Data were collected through library-
based research and the detailed visual analysis of selected images
from the three Shahnama manuscripts. The sampling strategy involved
the selection of representative pages from each manuscript, ensuring
comprehensive coverage of diverse compositional types, decorative
schemes, and subject matters. The analytical framework encompasses
multiple dimensions of visual organization: geometric page structures
including text block proportions, margin configurations, and framing
devices; compositional strategies encompassing figure placement,
spatial arrangement, and narrative presentation; the typology and
diversity of decorative motifs including vegetal, geometric, and
epigraphic elements; chromatic harmony, pigment selection, and color
relationships; and the integration and organization of text and image
as unified visual fields. Comparative analysis was conducted
systematically across these parameters to identify both shared
conventions and distinctive innovations.

Findings

The comparative analysis reveals distinct patterns of creativity and
innovation characteristic of each manuscript. The Demotte Shahnama,
produced during the Ilkhanid period in the fourteenth century,
demonstrates remarkable experimentation in compositional structures
and pictorial space. Its paintings exhibit dynamic arrangements with
figures distributed across multiple spatial planes, innovative
approaches to landscape representation, and a notable variety in
decorative motifs that reflects the eclectic visual culture of llkhanid
Iran. The color palette demonstrates boldness and experimentation,
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with unexpected chromatic combinations and varying degrees of
saturation that contribute to the expressive power of the paintings.
This manuscript represents a period of creative ferment in which
artists actively explored new visual possibilities while maintaining
connections with earlier traditions.

The Baysunghur Shahnama, produced in the Timurid royal
workshop during the early fifteenth century, embodies a different
model of creativity characterized by refinement, systematization, and
structural coherence. The manuscript displays meticulous attention to
geometric page organization, with precisely calculated proportions
governing the relationship between text block, margins, and painted
surface. Compositional strategies emphasize balance and clarity, with
figures arranged in carefully structured groupings that enhance
narrative legibility. The decorative vocabulary demonstrates
sophisticated development of Timurid ornamental traditions, with
intricate  arabesques, precise geometric patterns, and elegant
calligraphic elements integrated into unified designs. Color
application emphasizes harmony and subtlety, with carefully
calibrated relationships between hues that create visual cohesion
across the manuscript.

The Shah Tahmasp Shahnama, created in the Safavid royal atelier
during the sixteenth century, represents the culmination of Persian
manuscript illumination traditions and demonstrates the most complex
integration of innovative elements. Page layouts achieve
unprecedented sophistication through the seamless integration of text
and image, with painted surfaces extending into margins and
decorative frames that create unified visual fields. The manuscript
exhibits extraordinary richness and diversity in ornamental design,
combining elements from Timurid, Turkmen, and early Safavid
traditions into syntheses of remarkable complexity. Color application
reaches new levels of chromatic sophistication, with masterful
handling of pigments, subtle gradations, and complex color
relationships that enhance both decorative effect and narrative
expression. The precise coordination between textual and visual
elements demonstrates the culmination of centuries of development in
Persian book arts.
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Conclusion

The findings of this comparative study demonstrate that creativity in
illustrated Iranian Shahnamas does not manifest as rupture or rejection
of tradition, but rather emerges through the conscious re-creation,
reinterpretation, and diversification of established patterns and
principles. Each of the three manuscripts examined presents a distinct
model of creative engagement with traditional visual language: The
Demotte Shahnama exemplifies experimental innovation during a
period of artistic formation; the Baysunghur Shahnama demonstrates
systematic refinement and structural elaboration within a highly
organized workshop context; and the Shah Tahmasp Shahnama
represents synthetic innovation through the complex integration and
transformation of diverse traditional elements. The comparative
examination reveals that innovation in the art of Persian book
illumination is a conscious and systematic process, deeply embedded
in the historical, cultural, and institutional contexts of each work. The
creative differences among these manuscripts stem from individual
artists' interpretations of shared traditional principles, demonstrating
that tradition provides not constraint but rather a vocabulary and
grammar through which creative expression can be articulated. This
study contributes to broader understandings of creativity in traditional
arts, revealing how innovation operates through dialogue with
established practices rather than through their abandonment. The
findings have implications for art historical methodology, suggesting
the value of systematic comparative approaches for understanding
creative processes in manuscript traditions, and for contemporary
discussions of creativity in Islamic art, challenging assumptions about
the relationship between tradition and innovation.
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