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Abstract

Re-examining costume in Persian manuscript paintings provides a fundamental framework
for reconstructing the history of dress and decoding the cultural meanings embedded in
textiles. Despite the significance of clothing in the representation of political authority and
social hierarchy, there remains a research gap concerning the structural and semiotic
analysis of costumes depicted in the Shahnameh, particularly in scenes associated with the
transfer of power. This study comparatively analyzes the semiotic functions of costume in
the illustrations of Zahhak Bound on Mount Damavand from the Timurid and Safavid
periods, together with a Jalayirid manuscript. It seeks to evaluate, from a comparative
perspective, how the design and patterns of the garments depicted in this scene were
interpreted from the Jalayirid and Timurid periods to the Safavid era. The research adopts
a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative approach and draws upon the concepts
of discursive semiotics. The corpus consists of one Jalayirid Shahnameh manuscript (First
Tabriz School), two Timurid manuscripts (Baysunghur and Ibrahim Sultan), and three
Safavid manuscripts (Shah Tahmasp, Rashida, and Qarchagay Khan). The findings indicate
that, at the descriptive level and in comparison with travel accounts, there are no substantial
differences between the two periods regarding the overall structure of layered garments,
skirt length, and the types of undergarments. Technical pattern analysis also reveals a
shorter gaba length and the addition of folded collars during the Safavid period. Finally, at
the discursive-semiotic level, the binary oppositions of “nakedness/clothedness” and
“formality/informality” in the costumes of Zahhak and Fereydun generate a coherent
discourse of domination, subordination, delegitimization, and social hierarchy. This
demonstrates that costume in these illustrations was not merely a realistic representation of
historical dress but was deliberately employed by painters as a visual strategy for
characterization and the polarization of power.
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Introduction

Costume constitutes one of the most significant
visual codes in Persian manuscript painting,
functioning not merely as a decorative element
or a direct reflection of historical reality, but
also as a medium through which social status,
political legitimacy, and cultural values are
communicated.  Within  the illustrated
manuscripts of the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi,
garments often play a central role in the
construction of character identity and the
articulation of ideological distinctions. Among
the narrative episodes depicting the transition
of power, the scene commonly known as
Zahhak Bound on Mount Damavand occupies
a particularly important position. This episode
visualizes the defeat of tyranny and the
establishment of legitimate sovereignty
through the victory of Fereydun over Zahhak.
While previous scholarship has examined
narrative structure, iconography, and stylistic
developments in Shahnameh illustration,
comparatively little attention has been paid to
the semiotic function of costume in shaping
these visual narratives. Furthermore, studies
that compare costume representation across the
Jalayirid, Timurid, and Safavid periods remain
limited. The present research therefore
investigates how garments function as
signifying systems in selected illustrations of
Zahhak Bound on Mount Damavand and
examines the continuity and transformation of
costume design from the Jalayirid and Timurid
periods to the Safavid era. Accordingly, the
central research question asks how the design,
structural patterns, and semiotic functions of
costume can be interpreted in illustrations of
Zahhak Bound on Mount Damavand from the
Jalayirid, Timurid, and Safavid periods.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical
methodology combined with a comparative
approach. Data were collected through library
and documentary research. The corpus consists
of six illustrated Shahnameh manuscripts: one
Jalayirid manuscript attributed to the First
Tabriz School, two Timurid manuscripts (the
Baysunghur Shahnameh and Ibrahim Sultan
Shahnameh), and three Safavid manuscripts
(the Shah Tahmasp, Rashida, and Qarachagay
Khan manuscripts of the Shahnameh). Visual
analysis  focused on the  principal
protagonists—Zahhak, Fereydun, and their

attendants—with  particular  attention to
garment  structure, silhouette, layering,
headgear, trousers, belts, and decorative
features. The reconstructed hypothetical
costume patterns were compared with
descriptions found in travel accounts and
historical studies of Iranian dress. To interpret
the symbolic functions of costume, the study
draws upon semiotic-discursive analysis and
theories of visual signification. Particular
attention is given to the ways in which
garments contribute to the construction of
ideological oppositions and visual hierarchies
within the image.

Findings and Discussion

The comparative analysis indicates a
substantial degree of continuity in the overall
structure of male attire throughout the
examined periods. Layered garments, the qaba
(outer coat), undergarments, loose trousers,

waist sashes, and a variety of head coverings [Jomalof

appear consistently across the
Comparison with historical evidence suggests
that the general organization of dress remained
relatively stable between the Timurid and
Safavid periods. Nevertheless, several formal
modifications can be identified. These include
the gradual shortening of the qaba, the
increased visibility of trousers beneath the
outer garment, and the appearance of folded
collars in  Safavid examples.  Such
developments  correspond to  broader
transformations in courtly dress during the
sixteenth century. More significant than these
formal changes, however, is the semiotic role
of costume in the visual construction of
authority. A systematic  iconographic
distinction exists between Zahhak and
Fereydun throughout the manuscripts. Zahhak
is frequently depicted in a state of partial
undress or in garments lacking ornamentation,
ceremonial features, and markers of rank. His
visual appearance is characterized by
simplicity, vulnerability, and the absence of
courtly attributes. By contrast, Fereydun
consistently appears in richly decorated courtly
attire distinguished by elaborate textiles,
refined tailoring, luxurious accessories, and
prestigious forms of headgear. His costume
functions as a visual signifier of legitimate
kingship and political authority. The attendants
accompanying Fereydun generally follow the
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same structural model of dress but occupy
lower positions within the visual hierarchy.
Differences in ornamentation, textile quality,
scale, and placement within the composition
establish a graded system of rank and social
distinction. Costume therefore contributes not
only to individual characterization but also to
the organization of social relationships within
the pictorial field.

From a semiotic perspective, the illustrations
are structured through a series of oppositional
codes. The contrast between nakedness and
clothedness, informality and formality,
deprivation and magnificence, and illegitimacy
and sovereignty forms a coherent visual
discourse. Zahhak's reduced or simplified attire
signifies the loss of political authority and the
erosion of social status. Fereydun's courtly
costume, by contrast, communicates
legitimacy, order, and divinely sanctioned
kingship. In Safavid examples, these meanings
are reinforced  through increasingly
sophisticated visual devices, including textile
contrasts, jewelry, and
decorative detailing. Costume thus becomes an
active participant in the production of meaning
rather than a passive reflection of historical
reality. The findings further indicate that
painters deliberately manipulated costume
conventions to strengthen the ideological
content of the narrative. Garments serve as
visual instruments through which power
relations are materialized and made visible.
The distinction between ruler and captive,
victor and defeated enemy, is articulated as

much through dress as through gesture,
composition, or facial expression.

Conclusions

The study demonstrates that costume in
illustrations of Zahhak Bound on Mount
Damavand operates as a complex visual
language embedded within the broader
discourse of kingship and political legitimacy
in Persian manuscript painting. Although the
structural components of dress display
considerable continuity from the Jalayirid and
Timurid periods to the Safavid era, important
formal developments—including changes in
the gaba and collar design—can be observed.
More importantly, costume functions as a
semiotic system through which painters
construct ideological distinctions between
legitimate and illegitimate authority. The
visual opposition established between Zahhak
and Fereydun is expressed not only through
narrative context but also through carefully
differentiated forms of dress. Through
contrasts between formal and informal attire,
nakedness and clothedness, and differences in
textile quality and ornamentation, painters
articulated concepts of sovereignty, social
hierarchy, and political legitimacy.
Consequently, costume in these illustrations
should be understood not merely as evidence
for the history of dress but as a deliberate
artistic strategy central to characterization,
visual storytelling, and the representation of
power in Persian manuscript culture.
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