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ABSTRACT

The passage of Siavash through fire represents the proof of his innocence against the
devilish temptation of Sudabeh, the wife of Kaykavus, depicted in the Shahnameh of
Tahmasp by Abdolvahab in the Second Tabriz School. Decoding the visual elements
of this painting, with the aim of understanding the painter's perspective in creating such
an innovative work for greater audience comprehension and the dominant ideology of
the Safavid society, has been a subject that the painter addressed in this work with
numerous innovations. The objective of the present research is to identify the hidden
aspects within the visual elements of this painting preserved in the Shahnameh of Shah
Tahmasp, as well as to examine the element of fire and light within it. In this study, the
author attempts to analyze the specific painting related to this subject in this exceptional
manuscript through documentary studies and a descriptive-analytical method. The
questions are: What symbols has the painter employed in the painting of Siavash
Passing Through Fire in the Shahnameh of Tahmasp? What concepts are associated
with light and fire in this painting? The findings indicate that the painter, with an
understanding of the prevailing societal atmosphere and the hidden concepts and
symbols within the painting, in a way elevated his work beyond mere illustration. In
this regard, the audience, through observing realism, color, surface, and other visual
elements, derives understandings beyond the surface. The symbols in the painting are
rooted, on one hand, in ancient culture and, on the other, correspond with the literature
and ideology of the contemporary society. Furthermore, the use of gold to depict fire
has bestowed an Abrahamic-like sanctity and luminosity upon this illustration, and
Siavash's innocence is displayed with emphasis on the white color of his garment.

Research Objectives:

1. Identifying the hidden aspects within the visual elements of the painting of
Siavash Passing Through Fire preserved in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp.

2. Examining the element of fire and light in the painting of Siavash Passing
Through Fire preserved in the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp.

Research Questions:

1. What symbols has the painter employed in the painting of Siavash Passing
Through Fire in the Shahnameh of Tahmasp?

2. What concepts are associated with light and fire in the painting of Siavash
Passing Through Fire in the Shahnameh of Tahmasp?
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Introduction

Art flourished during the Safavid era, and many of its rulers were patrons, connoisseurs,
and some even practitioners of art. Shah Tahmasp, son of Shah Ismail, held a special
regard for cultural and artistic activities, which fostered the growth and sublimation of
art in Iran during his reign. Among these, the art of bookmaking reached a high and
distinguished level in this period (Savory, 1385: 125). The Tabriz school of painting
began in this era, and its most prominent work is the illustrated manuscript of the
"Shahnameh of Tahmasp," which was initiated during the reign of Shah Ismail by his
command; however, his life did not last long enough for him to see the outcome of his
cultural decree. The bulk of the work was completed during the reign of Shah Tahmasp.

Shah Tahmasp is a patron and supporter of the art of book decoration in Iranian history.
He held artists in high esteem and personally supervised their work. Sometimes he
would appoint an artist to one of the governmental centers in the provinces, and at other
times, he would dismiss an artist from a province (Qomi, 1383: 92). However, this
situation did not last long, and in the final years of his reign, he ceased his support for
art and artists, and the prosperous era of art at his court declined.

One of the Shahnameh's stories, which transcends mere narrative and exists as a myth
among Iranians with an aura of heroism, is that of Siavash. Siavash is the son of Kay
Kavus, the headstrong Kiani king. After his birth, Rostam takes him to Zabul, teaching
him the ways of chivalry, refinement, warfare, and feasting. Upon his return, Sudabeh,
the wife of King Kavus, falls for Siavash. However, he, having learned modesty,
chastity, purity, and virtue, does not succumb to sin and is consequently accused by
Sudabeh. By order of his father Kavus, Siavash passes through fire to prove his
innocence and emerges triumphant from this ordeal. This story has been illustrated by
many artists; Abdolvahab is one of these artists who executed his painting in the Second
Tabriz School and within the manuscript of the Shahnameh of Tahmasp with utmost
beauty. How the artist has managed to reveal hidden and symbolic concepts in his work
through visual elements is an issue examined in this research using documentary
sources. The questions are: What symbols has the painter employed in the painting of
Siavash Passing Through Fire in the Shahnameh of Tahmasp? What concepts are
associated with light and fire in the painting of Siavash Passing Through Fire in the
Shahnameh of Tahmasp?

According to the investigations conducted so far, no independent research on the
specific subject of this study has been undertaken; however, related studies on Siavash
in the Shahnameh within the domain of Persian miniature painting have been observed,
as outlined below.
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Ramazan Mahi and colleagues (1389) in the article "The Manifestation of
the Var Ritual in the Painting of Siavash Passing Through Fire" examined a painting
from the Shahnameh of the Injuids on the subject of Siavash passing through fire and
concluded that although the roots of the belief in Var have faded throughout history, its
manifestation in the art of illustration has always remained a persistent tradition.

Aghabeigi and colleagues (1399) in the article "Examining the Symbol of the Uniquely
Created Bull and the Nature of Siavash in the Shahnameh and its Reflection in the Stone
Reliefs of Persepolis" refer to the myth of plants growing from the blood of the innocent
Siavash and analyze the connection between the uniquely created bull and Siavash in
mythology.

Furthermore, one can refer to the article "Examining Paintings of Siavash Passing
Through Fire Based on Gérard Genette's Theory of Transtextuality," written by
Fatemeh Mahvan in 1398. Also, the article titled "Thematic Analysis of Several
Examples of Paintings of 'Siavash Passing Through Fire' in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh,"
written by Zavieh and colleagues in 1389, shows that the Iranian painter did not merely
illustrate the story but interpreted its foundation, essence, and meaning, depicting it with
a spiritual essence so that through his art, everyone could benefit from understanding it.
From this perspective, visual characteristics do not openly reflect reality; rather, they
are engaged in "meaning-making," and accessing their truth will not be without
difficulty (Zavieh et al., 1389: 93).

The article titled "Narratological Analysis of the Painting 'Siavash Passing Through
Fire' from the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp, Based on Propp's Model," in 1399,
concludes that the nature and frequency of the narrative's actantial roles change
according to the characteristics of the target medium (miniature painting). In fact, the
miniature artist, based on the capabilities and limitations of the target medium as well
as his own artistic taste, emphasizes certain plot developments in the story that do not
have high frequency in Ferdowsi's narrative (Meghnapour et al., 1399: 154).

The present research is fundamental in terms of objective and form, and qualitative in
terms of content. Data analysis is based on a descriptive-analytical nature. The statistical
population of the research is the paintings of the Shahnameh of Tahmasp, from which
one work has been selected purposively. In this regard, the author examines the
elements, as well as the symbolic and mystical concepts in the painting, and then their
connection with literary-mystical layers and contexts is specified for the purpose of
decoding.
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Conclusion

In Persian miniature painting, beyond the visual appeal and beauty of the work, the
internal mindset and contemplation of the painting have been paramount. To such an
extent that the connection of these images has transformed this very simplicity and
unadorned quality of the works into a cipher for them. The viewer, willingly or not,
becomes captivated by this simplicity amidst its surge and, at the peak of this
artlessness, searches for a meaning within them—a search that ultimately guides them
towards a transcendent world. These superficial movements from one horizon to
another never lead the viewer's eye astray. Despite all the effort the painter invests in
the inner meaning of their work, they also seem to know how to guide the viewer's eye
and gaze through color, surface, and design so that they do not leave the painting's frame
empty-handed but gather provisions from the higher realm and from the scene of the
work. Perhaps the viewer's presence in the world of archetypes (alam-e mesal) is only
possible through this path, and the presence of all elements alongside the human figure,
which reduces the focus solely on the human, might be another reason for this principle.

The painting of Siavash Passing Through Fire is not merely pure illustration but is
replete with mystical symbols that correspond with the literature and ideology of the
contemporary Shiite society. Fire is not only burning and evil but is celestial and
luminous. By using gold in it, the artist, in a way, has equated Siavash with the prophets
of Islam, bestowing luminosity and sanctity upon it. The blue color of the earth and the
wavy clouds contrast with the golden sky, showcasing the darkness and light of human
existence in the worldly realm. The intensity and scale of the fire are such that they have
illuminated the sky, reminding one of the Quranic verse that God is the observer and
witness over all affairs. Siavash, with his white garment, demonstrates his innocence to
all, and his immortality is manifested through the cypress trees. Water, which in Islamic
culture symbolizes purity and sanctity, is depicted in the lower part of the painting in
such a way that colorful plants have grown and flourished through it, collectively
evoking the immortality of Siavash to the audience.
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