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Abstract

The Baysunghur Sahnameh and the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb have rightly been
considered as two unique artistic masterpieces in the history of Iranian painting. To find
out the pure aesthetic values of these two versions, the best method that can be used
is the method of formalistic analysis. In the formalist approach, what is important is
the analysis of formal visual elements that painters have used to convey an aesthetic
feeling or emotion. Therefore, with a formalistic approach, this research examines two
versions of the same story, that is, “Esfandiyar Slays Arjasp” in these two Shahnameh.
Obviously, in this research, elements such as line, shape, color and in general the design
and composition of these paintings have been subjected to formal analysis. Based on
this, the current research has clearly sought to answer this question: in terms of the
formalist approach, what are the similarities and differences between these two common
images of Baysunghur and Shah Tehamasb Shahnameh? Obviously, in order to answer
this question, what are the main features of the painting “Esfandiyar Slays Arjasp” in
the two versions of Baysunghur and Shah Tahmasb based on the formalist approach?
By comparing the mentioned paintings, it was found that The Baysunghur Sahnameh
is richer than Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb in terms of the use of lines appropriate to
the nature of the story, the clear depiction of the story, and the symbolic treatment of
the story. Of course, it is worth mentioning that, on the other hand, Shahnameh of Shah
Tahmasb presents a kind of decorative representation of the story, and therefore, it tried
to make the story appear dramatic. The method of the present research is descriptive-
analytical based on comparing the illustrations of two versions of Shahnameh, and the
data collection method was library.
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Introduction
In Iran’s long tradition of book design, perhaps no work has been illustrated as much
as Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Meanwhile, in the Timurid and Safavid periods, due to the
rise of art-loving and tasteful rulers and the favorable social conditions, we witness the
creation of the most valuable illustrated Shahnamehs. Undoubtedly, the most prominent
illustrated Shahnameh of the Timurid period is the “the Baysunghur Sahnameh” and the
masterpiece of the Safavid period is the “the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb”. These two
irreplaceable masterpieces have been a suitable vehicle for the emergence of Iranian-
Islamic aesthetics. It seems that no approach like the formalist approach can explain the
characteristics of these two masterpieces purely in terms of art and aesthetics.
Accordingly, formalism is an approach to art that emphasizes the importance of
form and its priority over content as the source of the subjective attraction of the work.
Therefore, any formalist analysis of works of art essentially considers the aesthetic
effects created by the design components. These components, which are called formal
elements, form the basis of the artist’s visual language. These components can be
categorized as follows: line, overall shape, space, color, and light and dark. These
components themselves can also be considered to include elements such as balance,
order and proportion, and pattern and rhythm which, together with the first components,
create specific reactions in the audience. The artist brings all these components and
elements together in an arrangement that is called composition. Having said that, our
formalist analysis of the common selected image in the two Shahnamehs of Baysunghur
and Shah Tahmasb in this research will proceed based on the above components and
elements, and in the conclusion section, the necessary results will be obtained from the

comparison of these components in the two mentioned versions.

Discussion

In general, the predominant use of dry, diagonal and angled lines in Baysanghari’s
Shahnameh has caused the atmosphere of confrontation and battle to be shown well.
While the soft and gentle lines of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb are not very
similar to the displayed subject. The asymmetric composition chosen by painters of
the Baysunghur Sahnameh to show this story is completely in harmony with the real
atmosphere of the battle. A battle which, according to the text of the Shahnameh, is
not an ordinary battle of the type of wars fought between two armies; This battle is
mostly a secret operation and it goes step by step according to a predetermined plan
and therefore it is very complicated and calculated. Breaking the space through the
masterly display of the fortress walls with sharp diagonal lines, speaks of the creative
courage of the painters of this version and shows well the difficulty of entering the

fortress and the difficulty of mastering it during the battle. It is precisely for this reason
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that Esfandiyar is forced to enter the fortress as a merchant delegation. In addition, the
fortress described in the story was very strong (it was built only with stones) and it was
located in a mountainous area. The painter has succeeded in creating the feeling of
encountering a complex and unattainable building in the audience with an extremely
masterful display of an uneven castle with a complex plan and steps. On the other hand,
the composition of Tehamasbi’s painting is almost symmetrical and balanced; It is as
if the battle depicted is a normal battle where the people who are at war are concerned
about being in a specific place that the painter has determined for them to maintain the
balance of the scene; If a war is depicted in this scene, this war is not so real, but it is

completely staged and decorated.

Conclusion

The findings of this research with regard to the main question, i.e. the question that
“in terms of the formalist approach, what are the similarities and differences between
these two common images of The Baysunghur Sahnameh and the Shahnameh of Shah
Tahmasb?” It is supposed to:

- In terms of the adaptation of the illustrated story with the verses of the Shahnameh,
it can be claimed that the image belonging to the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb is more
bound to the verses of the Shahnameh. The display of time and clothes of merchants for
Esfandiyar’ soldiers in Shah Tehamasb’s images confirms this claim. But none of these
things are shown in the image belonging to The Baysunghur Sahnameh. Of course, in
the show of the strong and tangled fortress, Baysunghur’s image is more bound to the
verses of the Shahnameh.

- In the painting belonging to the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb, the story of Arjasab’s
murder is depicted by showing his throat being cut by Esfandiyar, while in Baysunghur’s
painting, the mentioned theme is shown by pulling Arjasab down from the throne to the
ground. Therefore, it is possible to refer to the symbolic and metaphorical treatment
of The Baysunghur’s image, in contrast to the explicit and direct expression of Shah
Tehamasbi’s image.

- The composition of Baysunghur’s image is completely in harmony with the subject
of the story, while the composition of Shah Tehamasb’s image is completely balanced
and symmetrical and does not match the depiction of a real war.

- The Baysunghur Sahnameh painter has deliberately and at the same time boldly
broken up the space to show the complex architecture, mountainous location, tangled
and impassable nature of Arjasab fortress. On the other hand, the space shown in shah
Tehamasb version is almost uniform, and apparently only a small part of the complex
space of Baysanghari’s image was chosen for it. For this reason, The Baysunghur

Sahnameh painter has acted more boldly and creatively.
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- The main concern of the painter of The Baysunghur Sahnameh painting is the clear
and clear depiction of the story, and for this reason, the image is divided into three parts
from the bottom to the top, which clearly shows the story step by step, both with uniform
colors and close to each other. Almost the same clothes (two types of military uniforms)
have been used, and it has been avoided to show any extra or dramatic elements. On
the other hand, painting of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasb has more emotional and
dramatic content and apparently has a great desire to dramatize the story and show it

decoratively.
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