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Abstract
In the ninth century AH, the patronage of Timurid rulers contributed to the flourishing of

the arts of the book. During this period, the Shiraz ketabkhana (royal manuscript
workshop), under the patronage of Ebrahim Soltan, continued the traditions of manuscript
production established in the preceding period. In contrast, the Herat ketabkhana, under
Baysonqor Mirza, developed a distinct approach through the incorporation of various
artistic traditions. Illumination is also one of these decorations. The present study aims to
identify the stylistic characteristics of manuscript illumination in these two ketabkhana and
to compare them to determine their stylistic similarities and differences. Eight illuminated
manuscripts form the corpus of this study. The illumination of the groups of manuscripts
was analyzed and compared in terms of the placement and composition of illuminated
decoration, framing arrangements, types of motifs, the frames, and the colors employed.
The findings indicate that the two groups of manuscripts are broadly similar in terms of the
placement of illuminated decoration; however, the Shiraz manuscripts generally contain
more extensive illuminated areas. In relation to the frames, the motifs in the Shiraz
manuscripts are finer and more densely arranged, whereas those in the Herat manuscripts
display greater detail. Khata’i motifs are predominant in the Shiraz manuscripts, while
arabesque motifs occur more frequently in the Herat examples. In the Shiraz manuscripts,
illuminated framing arrangements more commonly feature central medallions and flanking
medallions, whereas circular geometric designs are more characteristic of the Herat

manuscripts.
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Introduction

The manuscript workshops of Herat and Shiraz
operated simultaneously but followed distinct
approaches to the arts of the book. During this
period, the Shiraz ketabkhana (manuscript
library/workshop), under the patronage of
Ebrahtm Soltan, continued traditions of
manuscript production established in the
preceding period. In contrast, the Herat
ketabkhana, under Baysonqor  Mirza,
developed a distinctive approach through the
incorporation of diverse artistic traditions,
particularly those of Tabriz. Although
manuscripts produced in the two workshops
share certain features, their differences are
more pronounced. Illumination is one of the
principal decorative components of these
manuscripts. This study therefore examines the
stylistic characteristics of their illumination
and compares the two groups to identify their
similarities and differences.

The research question is: What are the stylistic
characteristics of the illumination of
manuscripts produced in the workshops of
Ebrahim Soltan and Baysonqor Mirza, and
what similarities and differences can be
identified between them? The significance of
this study lies in the fact that the Herat and
Shiraz workshops were two independent,
active, and influential centers of manuscript
production and the arts of the book in Iran.
Although they developed distinct artistic
approaches, they operated simultaneously
under the Timurid dynasty. The findings may
contribute to the identification and
differentiation of wundated manuscripts
associated with these workshops and to a better
understanding of their artistic interactions. The
study focuses on manuscripts produced during
the lifetimes of the two Timurid princes, when
the workshops were under their direct
supervision.

Materials and Methods

The research employs a descriptive, analytical,
and comparative approach. Data were collected
through library research and examination of
digital collections provided by libraries
worldwide. Manuscripts were  selected
according to several criteria. The Shiraz
manuscripts date from 819 to 838 AH,
corresponding to the period of Ebrahim
Soltan’s rule in Shiraz. The Herat manuscripts
date from 823 to 837 AH, from Baysonqor’s
return from Azerbaijan and the arrival of artists
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from Tabriz at the Herat ketabkhana until his
death.

Each selected manuscript contains evidence
linking it to one of the two workshops,
including the presence of a rasm-e khazeneh
(treasury mark), the raqam (scribal signature)
of a scribe active in the workshop, or a
colophon (scribal end note) recording the date
and place of transcription. Based on these
criteria, eight manuscripts were selected: four
from Ebrahim Soltan’s workshop in Shiraz and
four from Baysonqor Mirza’s workshop in
Herat.

The illuminated pages of each manuscript were
then identified and analyzed stylistically. The
two groups were compared in four categories:
framing and composition, types of motifs,
dimensions of illuminated frames, and colours.
The location and distribution of illumination
within each manuscript were also examined.
Discussion and Findings

The shamsa (medallion) frame, identified as a
shamsa of the rasm-e khazeneh (treasury
design) type, occurs in two Shiraz manuscripts
and three Herat manuscripts. In the
manuscripts associated with Ebrahim Soltan,
the shamsa and its internal divisions are
predominantly based on elongated and turanj
(central medallion) forms, whereas those in the
Herat manuscripts are circular. Three Shiraz
manuscripts and one Herat manuscript contain
a serlevha (full-page opening illumination) at
the beginning of the codex. In both groups, the
serlevha comprises paired ansa (projecting
triangular forms) and cartouches (elongated
inscription panels), decoration between the two
cartouches, and an enclosing border. The
principal difference concerns the framing
between the two cartouches: in the Ebrahim
Soltan manuscripts, it consists of turanj and
half-turanj (ansa) forms, whereas in the
BaysonqorT manuscripts it consists of circular
geometric knotwork.

The illuminated opening pages of the text in the
Shiraz manuscripts combine paired or single
ansa forms and cartouches with a border
surrounding the text area. In the Herat
manuscripts, except for the Baysonqori
Shahnameh, the opening pages are decorated
with a single ansa form. In multi-part
manuscripts, the beginning of each section is
likewise marked by a decorated serlevha.

The Shiraz manuscripts also display a
distinctive page layout in which two texts
appear simultaneously on one page, one in the
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margin and the other in the main text area. Two
manuscripts associated with Ebrahim Soltan
and one Baysonqori manuscript contain
decorated colophons. In the Qur’an associated
with Ebrahtm Soltan, the colophon is enclosed
within a rectangular frame, with a waqf
inscription (endowment inscription)
incorporated into two shamsas positioned
above and below the frame. One literary
manuscript from each group also contains a
decorated colophon. Its decoration is triangular
in the Shiraz manuscript, whereas in the Herat
manuscript it consists of two columns flanking
the colophon text.

Comparison of the decorated pages shows that
the manuscripts associated with Ebrahim
Soltan contain a greater extent of illumination
than the Baysonqori manuscripts. In both
groups, the decorative repertoire consists
primarily of khata'T (stylized floral motifs) and
eslimi (arabesque) motifs. Khata't motifs
predominate in the Shiraz manuscripts,
whereas eslim1 motifs are more frequent in the
Herat manuscripts.

The two groups are broadly comparable in
overall dimensions. However, comparison of
manuscript dimensions and the area occupied
by illuminated frames shows that illumination
covers a greater proportion of the page in the
Shiraz manuscripts. Their motifs are also more
densely arranged and consequently more finely
rendered. By contrast, the Herat manuscripts
exhibit greater variety and elaboration in the
details of their motifs.

In terms of color, lapis lazuli and gold
predominate in the backgrounds and major
motifs of both groups, followed by black in
smaller frames. Vermilion, orange, and
verdigris occur in both groups but are used
more extensively and with greater variation in
the  Baysonqori = manuscripts. These
manuscripts also display greater chromatic
diversity, with indigo, pink, and violet
providing additional variation in the floral
motifs.

Conclusions

The comparative analysis demonstrates that,
despite broad similarities in the illumination of
the two groups, clear stylistic distinctions can
be identified. Shiraz manuscripts are
characterized by a greater extent and density of
illumination, finer motifs, and a predominance
of khata’l motifs and turanj-based framing.
Herat manuscripts, in  contrast, are
distinguished by  greater = ornamental
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elaboration, more extensive use of eslimi
motifs, circular geometric framing, and greater
chromatic diversity. These differences indicate
distinct approaches to illumination in the two
Timurid workshops and provide useful criteria
for their stylistic differentiation.
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