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Abstract:

The unexpected complexity of the depicted scenes in illuminated Shahnameh manuscripts is
determined by many factors and not only by the narration of the story by Ferdowsi. The painters,
long seen as genteel intellectuals, drew on not just the main story but on other cultural references for
visual effect. These illustrations were mostly made by artists commissioned by the royal court, and
created for the king and a few copies for royal libraries, but their compositions do to a large extent
reflect certain elements of popular literature. Some of the subtle motifs woven into the illustrated
manuscripts can actually be linked back to more folkloric readings of the Shahnameh, especially in
the tumar-e naqqali (storytellers' scrolls). We're seeing some significant cases inspired by a close
reading of particulars seen in these images shows the artists both in dialogue with popular narrative
tropes. During the historical period of these manuscripts, popular storytelling was a great rival to the
poetic tradition and one of its most dynamic forms was tumar-e naqqali.
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