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Comparative Analysis of the Visual and Semantic...

Introduction

Iranian miniature painting, as one of Iran's
most prominent visual arts throughout history,
has always been a comprehensive mirror of
Iranian and Islamic beliefs, wvalues, and
worldview. Among the subjects that have
attracted attention in Iranian miniature painting
from the past to the contemporary era is the use
of religious and Quranic teachings and the
depiction of the stories of the prophets. The
Quranic story of Prophet Solomon (AS) and his
meeting with the Queen of Sheba (Bilgis),
narrated in Surah An-Naml, verses 20 to 44,
with emphasis on divine power, divine
knowledge ('ilm al-ladunni), and prophetic
sovereignty, has been the source of valuable
artworks across different historical periods.
The present study, employing Edmund
Feldman's four-stage model, conducts a
comparative analysis of two paintings of this
story: first, a miniature belonging to the Haft
Awrang manuscript of Ibrahim Mirza from the
Mashhad School of the Safavid era, and
second, a contemporary work by Master
Mahmoud Farshchian. When a narrative is
represented in two different historical contexts
and two distinct visual systems, its visual
elements, compositional organization, formal
relationships, and semantic significations will
inevitably differ. The primary objective of this
research is to analyze the differences and
similarities of these two works at the levels of
description  (visual elements), analysis
(principles of design), interpretation (signs and
mystical concepts), and judgment (qualitative
evaluation).  Accordingly, the research
questions can be formulated as follows: What
are the characteristics of visual elements and
formal relationships in the two studied
paintings based on the description and analysis
stages of Feldman's model? How has the
difference in the visual organization of the two
works influenced the manner of narrative
representation and the formation of their
semantic significations? Based on the evidence
derived from the description, analysis, and
interpretation stages, what differences and
similarities can be identified in the
representation of the narrative of Solomon and
Bilgis in the two studied works? The
significance of this research lies in its focus on
Iranian miniature painting, as one of the most
important manifestations of Iranian and
Islamic art, examining the representation of the
narrative of Solomon and Bilqis within two
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distinct visual systems and revealing the
differences in the organization of visual
elements, formal relationships, and semantic
significations of the two works. In this context,
the Quranic narrative of Solomon and the
Queen of Sheba is considered as the religious
background of the subject.

Materials and Methods

The present study is qualitative in approach
and descriptive-analytical and comparative in
method. Data was collected through library and
documentary sources. In this research, two
paintings of "The Meeting of Prophet Solomon
and Bilqis" were selected based on their shared
subject matter across two specific historical
periods and were qualitatively analyzed to
facilitate a more precise examination of their
visual and semantic elements. The research
samples were purposefully selected. The
process of analysis and comparison was
conducted in four stages based on Feldman's
model. In the first stage, observable
elements—including figures, animals, plants,
architecture, inscriptions, color, line, and
frame—are identified and described. In the
second stage, the relationships among these
elements are examined based on composition,
balance, rhythm, movement, contrast, unity,
proportion, and visual hierarchy. In the third
stage, the semantic significations of the
elements are interpreted based on evidence
from literary texts, religious sources, previous
research, and their connection to the visual
structure of the work, maintaining a distinction
between observation and inference. In the
fourth stage, rather than making a wvalue
judgment about the superiority of one work
over the other, the degree of coherence
between form and content, the compositional
organization, the clarity and manner of
narrative organization, the correspondence of
visual elements with the narrative context, and
the continuity or transformation of certain
miniature  painting  characteristics  are
examined. Subsequently, the findings from the
four stages are compared across the two works.
Discussion and Findings

The findings across Feldman's four stages
reveal that: In the Description stage, the
Mashhad-school =~ miniature  features a
fragmented  frame, multiple  figures,
architectural and decorative elements, and
poetic inscriptions; while Farshchian's work
has a vertical and open frame, focuses on the
two main characters, and includes fluid lines
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and diverse animals (lion, panther, gazelle,
monkey, rabbit, hoopoe, peacock). In the
Analysis stage, the Mashhad miniature
employs a circular composition, visual
pathways between main figures and
architectural elements, and eye movement
across different parts of the painting.
Conversely, Farshchian's work, with a vertical
organization, asymmetrical distribution of
visual masses, curved relationships between
figures, and visual movement derived from
body orientation and gaze, creates a more fluid
organization. In the Interpretation stage, the
Mashhad miniature adopts a narrative-oriented
approach by incorporating four distinct
narratives (transfer of the throne, meeting,
judgment, and petition) within a single frame.
In this painting, the green color of Solomon's
garment is associated with concepts such as
prophethood, wisdom, and mystical wayfaring,
and Bilqis's posture can evoke a reading of the
journey from earthly power to divine truth. In
Farshchian's work, the focus on a central
situation (the moment of meeting) and the
removal of sub-narratives provide the basis for
an emotional and mystical reading. The hoopoe
in this work is associated with the concept of
messengership in the Quranic narrative, and
the presence of the angel and demon
emphasizes  Solomon's dominion  over
supernatural forces. In the Evaluation stage, the
main feature of the Mashhad miniature is the
link between its multilayered narrative
structure and the dense organization of visual
elements, consistent with the narrative-
oriented approach of the Safavid period. In
contrast, the distinguishing feature of
Farshchian's work is the transformation of
narrative organization and the conversion of
part of the narrative capacity into formal and
kinetic relationships. This work, utilizing
multi-layered coloring, localized lighting, and
multidimensional perspective, offers an
innovative and personal reading of an ancient
narrative.

Conclusions

The comparative analysis of the two paintings
based on Feldman's model demonstrated that
both works are thematically connected to the
narrative of Prophet Solomon (AS) and Bilqis,
yet they differ in terms of narrative source,
visual organization, and the formation of
semantic significations. The Mashhad-school
miniature, with its direct connection to Jami's
text, organizes a multilayered narrative through
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the juxtaposition of multiple figures,
architecture, inscriptions, and natural elements.
In contrast, Farshchian's work, by focusing on
the main characters and a central situation,
employs curved lines and a vertical
organization to create visual continuity and
movement. The findings indicate that a single
narrative theme can manifest in distinct forms
within two different visual systems through the
selection and organization of visual elements.
This research demonstrates that Iranian
miniature painting, while preserving its
conceptual and symbolic roots, has been able
to create a new language tailored to the visual
taste of different periods. Furthermore,
Feldman's four-stage model, as a systematic
framework, enables precise and scholarly
comparison of artworks from different periods.
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