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Introduction

Among the various periods of miniature painting, it can be argued that the Safavid era
provides the richest sources regarding artists. The abundance of historical written
sources and painters’ works during this period facilitates research in this field. Access
to existing sources-such as historical books, biographical anthologies (tazkiras), and
muraqgqas-offers substantial information about painters and calligraphers. Moreover,
signed designs and paintings enable detailed studies of the artists. During the Safavid
era, painters and masters, both senior and junior, worked collectively. Contemporary
research, however, has rarely focused on artists individually, and only limited scattered
information about them has been published. Although some non-Iranian scholars have
previously introduced certain artists, a comprehensive and deeper understanding
remains necessary. Clarifying the identity of each painter enhances the recognition and
significance of their works, which in turn aids in identifying artistic styles and periods.
Many works by these painters are dispersed across museums and collections outside
Iran, and viewing these images collectively would provide better insight into their
oeuvre. This study aims to achieve this by examining Muzaffar Ali’s works.

It should be noted that the muragga attributed to Muzaffar Ali has not yet been
introduced or analyzed in Persian sources. Proper introduction of Iran’s historical artists
and painters, befitting their stature, is of special importance. The more dimensions of
their works are studied and researched, the clearer both their explicit and implicit facets
become, and the greater the recognition of their artistic value and legacy. This research
is conducted with a monographic, historical-descriptive approach, relying on library
and archival study of historical documents. Extensive Persian and English sources were
available, and the research involved collecting images of works and evaluating primary
reliable sources such as tazkiras and muraqgas, which required considerable time.
Additionally, foreign libraries and authoritative publications significantly influenced
the analysis and description of the works.

Based on the quality of images obtained from available sources, a qualitative approach
was used to analyze the visual structure of these miniatures. One of the earliest reliable
Iranian sources is Mehdi Bayani’s Ahval va Asar-e Khoshnevisan (Lives and Works of
Calligraphers), published by the University of Tehran in 1966, which briefly covers
Muzaffar Ali’s biography and introduces samples of his calligraphy found in muraqgqas.
Among notable studies on Muzaffar Ali, regardless of any critique, the foundational
research is by Stuart Cary Welch. In the first volume of the Houghton Shahnameh
(Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp), published by Harvard University in 1981, Welch
introduces the Shahnameh painters and Muzaffar Ali, identifying and attributing a set
of unsigned works to this artist. Another important work is Kaghazbari by Yahya Zaka,
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published in 2000, which introduces prominent painters and cutters of the 9th and 10th
centuries AH and discusses Muzaffar Ali’s cutting works, an invaluable contribution
despite lacking images of his works. Scattered references to Muzaffar Ali’s life and
works exist both inside and outside Iran, but no comprehensive independent study has
yet been found. Overall, research focusing on miniature painting with an emphasis on
painters remains limited.

Conclusion

Muzaffar Ali, an artist of the Safavid period, began his career from a young age within
various Safavid courts and reached the pinnacle of his artistic development there. He
enjoyed the patronage of Shah Tahmasp, especially his brother Bahram Mirza, and
Bahram Mirza’s son, Ibrahim Mirza, who were prominent supporters of art and book
illumination. Muzaffar Ali acquired the techniques and secrets of the pictorial arts-
known for their complexity and specialized skills-from his master, Behzad. He applied
these skills throughout his era, incorporating his own innovations and maturing through
years of experience. Most of Muzaffar Ali’s works in the Shahnameh, Khamsa, and
other compositions are considered masterpieces of Iranian painting and are unique in
their kind.

Beyond being an accomplished artist, Muzaffar Ali was a knowledgeable master and
repository of artistic techniques and skills. He played a crucial role in the artistic
transition by transmitting the techniques and skills of previous periods to his disciples.
This transmission encompassed a comprehensive set of traditional teachings in imagery,
design, ornamentation, and even the conceptual essence of this art, which spanned from
the 7th to the 10th centuries AH-from the llkhanid era to the time of Sultan Husayn
Bayqgara in Herat. The pictorial teachings passed on by Muzaffar Ali, a disciple of
Behzad, extended through various libraries and Safavid capitals-from Tabriz and
Khorasan to the library of Shah Ismail II in Qazvin. Muzaffar Ali’s student, Sadeqi
Beyg, who served as the librarian for Shah Abbas in Isfahan, codified these teachings
in a treatise entitled Qanun al-Suwar (The Canon of Images), thereby facilitating the
continuation and extension of this pictorial art tradition.

Muzaffar Ali was a multifaceted artist who applied seven fundamental principles of
painting in his works. From the perspective of contemporary visual arts, in addition to
being a painter, he can be regarded as one of the earliest graphic designers. This is
because he was highly skilled and masterful in calligraphy, cutting techniques, script
styles, page layout, cover design, illumination, gilding, and floral motifs. The designs
he especially employed in the ornamental borders of the Muraqga attributed to him
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(notably the Muragga Amir Hossein Beyg) and other manuscripts significantly
enhanced the qualitative value of Safavid albums and manuscripts.

Considering the manuscripts of this period and comparing the paintings and ornamental
borders of Safavid muraqqas, Muzaffar Ali’s works stand out as among the most
distinguished of the era. His creations are innovative and specific to his time and
represent some of the most brilliant examples of design, painting, and imagery in Iran.
Muzaffar Ali blended the aesthetics of his predecessors with his own taste and
innovation in such a way that each of his works in the manuscripts of this period
embodies all the characteristics of a refined classical Iranian miniature. He was well-
versed in painting, design, and calligraphy and applied these arts masterfully, thereby
effecting a transformation in the pictorial art tradition of his time. His novel
compositions were unprecedented; he did not merely repeat the past but enriched it and
introduced new designs.

Muzaffar Ali played a significant role in shaping the aesthetic of Safavid painting and
design as we recognize it today. His delicate works remain an enduring model of the
pinnacle of Iranian miniature art.
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