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Article type: Throgghout history, ﬂags. hgve serveq as prprninent symbols .of power,
Research Article identity, and cultural affiliations, playing an irreplaceable role in shaping
social and political structures. This study examines the religious motifs and
inscriptions on the flags depicted in the Shahnameh of Tahmasp and seeks to
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the motifs and inscriptions on these flags? To what extent were the painters
of the Shahnameh of Tahmasp faithful to the original text of Ferdowsi's

A 6 May' 2025 Shahnameh in their flag designs? The aim of this study is to conduct a

ccepted: . . . . . L .

12 May 2025 detailed analysis of the religious motifs and inscriptions on the flags in the
Shahnameh of Tahmasp, particularly in terms of their influence by the
beliefs, values, and cultural and religious characteristics of the Safavid
period. This research also seeks to identify the differences and similarities

. between the motifs in this artistic work and the historical examples of
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. o Safavid-era flags. The study employs a descriptive-analytical approach and a

Safavid painting, s . . :
bibliographic research method. Data is gathered from reliable sources and
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Flags historical and museum documentation, with the data analyzed and interpreted

Stan d,ar ds through comparative and descriptive analysis. The results of this research can

Religious inscription

contribute to a better understanding of the interaction between art, history,
and culture during the Safavid era, particularly in terms of how these concepts
were reflected in the art of the time, especially in religious and political
illustrations. The findings indicate that the flags depicted in this version of
the Shahnameh are more influenced by visual examples and cultural and
religious concepts of the period than by a faithful representation of Ferdowsi's
Shahnameh. In fact, these motifs are more reflective of the social, cultural,
and religious conditions of the Safavid period than merely being images
faithful to the narratives and descriptions of the Shahnameh.
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Extended Abstract
Flags and standards, as potent visual symbols across various cultures, have long conveyed meanings that
extend beyond their ceremonial or military functions. In Islamic societies—particularly in Safavid Iran—they
played a pivotal role in projecting political authority, religious legitimacy, and communal identity. These visual
signifiers, incorporating diverse elements such as animal motifs, vegetal patterns, symbolic colors, and
religious inscriptions, became instruments for transmitting the ideological narratives of the state.
This study focuses on the illuminated Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, one of the most distinguished
masterpieces of Safavid painting, and examines the depiction of flags within its illustrations, analyzing the
religious and cultural meanings embedded in them. Commissioned during the reign of Shah Tahmasp I and
created through the collaboration of the most celebrated court artists of the era, this manuscript is not only an
aesthetic treasure but also a historical document reflecting the cultural and religious ideologies of the Safavid
regime.
Within the manuscript, flags frequently appear in battle scenes and heroic narratives, bearing features that
render them valuable sources for exploring the visual representation of state ideology. The central research
question investigates the extent to which the inscriptions and religious symbols on the flags reflect the
dominant religious beliefs and official culture of the Safavid era. It also questions whether these visual
elements are faithful to Ferdowsi’s original descriptions in the Shahnameh, or whether they are shaped more
by the historical, political, and religious context of the manuscript’s creation.
This study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative approach to examine the motifs and inscriptions on
the illustrated flags. Its primary aim is to analyze the cultural and religious influences of the Safavid period on
the design and composition of these motifs within both military and ceremonial frameworks—particularly
where the flags function as markers of cultural and religious identity. The research also evaluates the degree
of fidelity that the illustrators of the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp maintained toward Ferdowsi’s literary
descriptions and explores the dynamic interaction between the manuscript’s literary content and its visual
program.
Data were collected through historical texts, scholarly articles, physical and digital versions of the Shahnameh
of Shah Tahmasp, and museum collections. The selected examples were purposefully chosen and include flags
depicted in the manuscript and historical or museum-held counterparts bearing similar religious, symbolic, or
martial features. Selection was based on visual characteristics, cultural and religious iconography, and
relevance to the socio-political context of the Safavid period.
The analysis follows a comparative methodology, focusing on the forms and motifs of the flags, the religious
and cultural themes they embody, and the broader socio-political influences of the Safavid era on their artistic
formulation. One key analytical dimension is the comparison of these images with Ferdowsi’s text to assess
the representational fidelity and ideological function of the illustrations.
To address the research questions, the flags depicted in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp were first catalogued
and categorized into three main types based on their visual features:

1. Flags bearing animal motifs (e.g., lion, dragon, simurgh),

2. Flags with abstract-vegetal designs, and
3. Flags inscribed with religious or literary texts.

These categories were then compared with Ferdowsi’s narrative to assess the extent to which the visual
elements align with or diverge from the original epic. The findings reveal that while some illustrations show a
degree of textual fidelity, many flags diverge significantly, incorporating religious inscriptions and Shi‘ite
symbols that are absent from Ferdowsi’s poem. This divergence indicates that the manuscript's illustrations—
particularly the flags—were not only partially faithful to the literary source but were also heavily influenced
by the ideological, religious, and political discourses of the Safavid state.

Moreover, a comparison between these illustrated flags and surviving Safavid banners held in museums and
private collections demonstrates clear visual and textual parallels, suggesting that the artists drew inspiration
from contemporary real-life examples. Thus, the flags in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp can be interpreted
as symbolic representations of Safavid religious identity and political structure, articulated through the medium
of art.

A notable finding is the extensive presence of Shi‘ite symbols on the flags. Given the Safavid establishment
of Shi‘ism as the official religion of Iran, the inclusion of inscriptions associated with the Ahl al-Bayt and



broader Shi‘ite themes reflects an intentional ideological effort to legitimize the Shi‘ite monarchy. In this way,
the portrayal of mytho-heroic figures bearing ideologically charged flags suggests a fusion of mythical and
religious legitimacy.

The results of this research highlight that in Safavid manuscript painting—especially in royal commissions
such as the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp—illustrators were not merely visual interpreters of literary texts.
Their work carried layered meanings and functioned as visual manifestations of power and religion. These
flags, rich with symbolic, cultural, and religious significance, may thus be considered valuable visual
documents for the study of art history, Shi‘ism, and the sociology of art. This analysis enhances our

understanding of how political authority employed visual language and how myth, religion, and art intersected
in historical contexts.
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