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Introduction

Iranian painting (negargari), as one of the most complex and systematized
manifestations of visual art in the Islamic world, has traditionally been examined
from aesthetic and semantic perspectives. Beyond formal and symbolic
interpretations, however, paintings may also be understood as visual documents
reflecting the cultural, social, and material structures of their time. Each painting
preserves information about the lived world of artists and society, including clothing,
tools, handicrafts, architectural organization, and decorative systems.

Wood, as a major material in Iranian applied arts, has survived in relatively few
authentic historical examples due to its vulnerability to environmental conditions. As
a result, indirect investigation through historical sources—especially paintings—
becomes essential. The illustrations of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp provide an
important opportunity to examine varieties of wooden ornamentation and the
relationship between decorative arts and Safavid aesthetics. Accordingly, this study
aims to identify and analyze the formal and technical characteristics of wooden
decorations depicted in these paintings. The research addresses two questions: (1)
what formal types of wooden ornaments are represented, and (2) which technical
methods were employed in their execution?

Research Background

Previous scholarship has frequently treated Persian painting as a historical source for
identifying crafts and material culture. Kashani Ilkhchi and Babaei Fallah (2023)
quantitatively examined wooden objects in the Baysunghuri Shahnameh
illustrations. Other studies—Vandeshari and Salimpour (2021), Fasihi-Nia and
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Shahsavarani (2013), Shirazi and Shadloo (2009), and Hasouri (1997)—focused
mainly on carpet designs depicted in paintings. Architectural elements in Persian
painting were analyzed by Torkaman and Armaghan (2022), Tehrani et al. (2013),
Janipour et al. (2013), Ansari and Saleh (2012), and Soltanzadeh (2008).
Moghanipour and Rahmani (2019) investigated Timurid crafts through a
Baysunghuri Shahnameh illustration, while Mojabi and Fanaei (2010) examined
textile craftsmanship in Persian painting. Studies of Safavid wood arts by Maleki
Golandooz and Mohammadi (2012), Kianmehr et al. (2003), Sedigian and Sharahi
(2023), and Nejad Ebrahimi et al. (2017) analyzed surviving wooden works.
Nevertheless, focused research on wooden ornamentation through the Shahnameh of
Shah Tahmasp remains limited.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical approach. Data were collected through
two primary methods: (1) library and documentary research to establish theoretical
foundations and review previous scholarship, and (2) field research, including the
design of an observation checklist and interviews with master craftsmen in
traditional wood arts.

The statistical population consisted of all illustrations in the Shahnameh of Shah
Tahmasp. For detailed analysis, 26 paintings were selected based on image quality
and clarity of wooden decorative elements. Selection criteria were established
according to two principles: certainty regarding the wooden nature of depicted
material and the diversity and abundance of wooden ornamentation within each
image.

Data collection was conducted in two stages. First, an observation form was
designed to record visual and technical characteristics of each painting. Second, the
collected data were reviewed and validated through consultation with three expert
woodcraft masters to enhance reliability. Both quantitative and qualitative analytical
approaches were employed in interpreting the findings.

Discussion and Conclusion

The examination of 26 illustrations from the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp
demonstrates that representations of wooden objects and decorations in this
manuscript exhibit considerable formal and technical diversity and can therefore
serve as a reliable visual source for understanding the condition of wood arts during
the Safavid period. The study reveals that the highest frequency and complexity of
wooden ornamentation appear in scenes centered on royal courts, kings, or
ceremonial spaces. Royal thrones, pavilions, and verandas overlooking open spaces
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contain the richest decorative programs, indicating that the extent of ornamentation
corresponds directly to spatial hierarchy and symbolic importance.

In contrast, paintings depicting public or non-courtly narrative settings display
significantly fewer wooden decorations, which are typically limited to simple and
functional elements such as railings or gates. This distinction suggests a conscious
visual hierarchy reflecting social and political values embedded within Safavid
artistic representation.

Technical analysis identified a total of fifty-seven distinct decorative motifs. These
were primarily executed through three principal woodworking techniques: geometric
latticework (both openwork and solid forms), carving (monabbat), and marquetry
(mo‘arraq), either independently or in combination. In addition to these dominant
techniques, limited examples of jowk work, khatam inlay, profile cutting, and
turning were also observed. The predominance of latticework and carving
corresponds closely with historical evidence from the Safavid period and confirms
the prominent status of these techniques within contemporary wood arts.

From a formal perspective, geometric motifs—particularly triangular ground-pattern
knots—alongside arabesque (eslimi) designs constitute the most frequently repeated
decorative patterns. Such repetition indicates that painters relied on established
ornamental models prevalent in Safavid wood decoration. This visual consistency
aligns closely with surviving historical wooden artifacts, including carved pulpits
and decorated wooden doors, suggesting a strong correspondence between painted
representations and actual artistic practices of the period.

Overall, the findings confirm that Persian painting, beyond its aesthetic function, can
operate as a significant documentary source for reconstructing lost or deteriorated
material arts. The illustrations of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp thus provide
valuable insight into the formal vocabulary, technical practices, and aesthetic
principles governing Safavid wooden ornamentation.

Keywords: Wooden arts, Safavid, Tahmasbi’s Shahnameh, Iranian painting, Gereh
Chini.
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