Sourndal of Sslamic At Oditudhes

www.sysislamicartjournal.ir

Comparative Analysis of Selected Illustrations of Kalila wa Dimna in the
Schools of Persian Painting of the Islamic Period

Samaneh Malekpoor Afshar ® *1, Mojtaba Yazdanpanah ® 2

*I (Corresponding author) Master of Arts in Iranian Painting, University of Art, Tehran, Iran. samaneh_malekpoor.1993@yahoo.com
2 Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Art, Kerman University of Art, Kerman, Iran. myazdanpanah51@uk.ac.ir

Article Info

Research Article

Issue 62

Volume 23

Page 84 to 107

Submission Date: 2025/12/31
Review Date: 2026/04/05
Acceptance Date: 2026/06/13

Publication Date: 2026/06/22

Keywords

Kalila wa Dimna,

Persian Painting,

Schools of Painting of the Islamic
Period,

Text-Image Relationship,

Didactic and Allegorical Literature.

Cite this article

Malekpoor Afshar, S., &
Yazdanpanah, M. (2026). Comparative
Analysis of Selected Illustrations of
Kalila wa Dimna in the Schools of
Persian Painting of the Islamic
Period. Islamic Art, 23(62), 84-107.

E dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.
*******.****.**.**.*.*/

ABSTRACT

This research aims to comparatively analyze the illustrations of the book Kalila wa Dimna
within the context of Iranian-Islamic book illumination art, focusing on the dialogic relationship
between text and image, and examines the visual evolution of two allegorical tales—the Lion
and the Bull and the Lion and the Hare—across the schools of Persian painting from the
medieval centuries to the Timurid period. Its main question is how the visual language of these
illustrations in different schools formulates key concepts of political and ethical philosophy, and
what relationship these formulations have with the historical context and Iranian-Islamic
thought of each period. The research method is descriptive-analytical with a historical-
comparative approach. Data were collected using library sources and an examination of
authoritative illustrated manuscripts of Kalila wa Dimna from the Islamic period, and then
comparatively analyzed with a focus on page composition, text-image arrangement, coloring,
and the style of animal depiction. The findings indicate that while narrative structures continued,
the visual formulation of these two tales evolved from a direct and dynamic representation of
power struggles in the Ilkhanid period toward a symbolic and more developed formulation of
concepts such as justice, wisdom, and ideal order within the aesthetic framework of the ordered
garden of the Timurid period. This transition is not only a stylistic change but also a reflection
of the transformation in political thought and the deepening of the Iranian-Islamic approach to
art as a didactic medium.

Research Objectives:

1. Identifying and classifying the most important illustrated manuscripts of Kalila wa
Dimna in the schools of Persian painting and explaining the course of aesthetic and
structural evolution in the visual representation of the two tales of the Lion and the
Bull and the Lion and the Hare.

2. Comparative analysis of these illustrations based on the theoretical framework of the
text-image relationship, symbolism, and historical context, with the aim of discovering
how political and ethical concepts are formulated in the visual language of each period.

Research Questions:

1.  What are the distinctive stylistic and structural features of the illustrations of the two
tales of the Lion and the Bull and the Lion and the Hare in the major schools of Iranian-
Islamic painting, and how are the key concepts of political and practical wisdom
(power, justice, intellect, deception) formulated through visual elements in them?

2. What relationship do the observed visual formulations establish with historical
developments, the Iranian-Islamic intellectual context, and the patronage patterns of
each period, and what picture do they present of the continuity and transformation of
didactic art in Islamic civilization?

This article is derived from the thesis titled "A Study and Analysis of the Illustrations in the Book Kalila and Dimna During
the Islamic Era" by Samaneh Malekpour Afshar, submitted under the supervision of Dr. Mojtaba Yazdanpanah at the Saba
Faculty of Art and Architecture.
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Introduction

Animals, with their allegorical and symbolic function, in addition to enriching the
content and appeal of stories, serve as a means for expressing didactic and ethical
purposes in literary works (Abbaszadeh & Jabbari, 2015: 111). The use of animals as
narrative characters in stories and tales has long been one of the important and widely
used methods employed by writers and storytellers to convey ethical, social, and
educational concepts (Elyasi & Mahmoudi, 2019: 34). The element of allegory and
deception in literary narratives has provided a context for the creation of symbolic
images in Persian painting (Hormozani et al., 2021: 617-639). Many works in didactic
literature accompanied by allegory have appeared in poetry and prose, each carrying an
ocean of knowledge (Kazerooni & Baniani, 2015: 133). Works in which authors, by
employing allegorical expression and narrative structures, have explained ethical,
social, and philosophical concepts (Yousefi, 2025: 146). Didactic and allegorical
literature, especially animal stories, in the history of Iranian-Islamic culture has been
not only a means of entertainment but also a medium for transmitting political, ethical,
and educational wisdom. Among the world's didactic texts written in the fable style,
two works—Aesop's Fables in the Western tradition and Kalila wa Dimna in the Eastern
tradition—have been more closely linked with ethical and wisdom themes than other
works (Isfahani Imran, 2000: 9). Kalila wa Dimna, despite the many transformations it
has undergone throughout the history of its creation, is considered one of the enduring
works in the field of didactic literature in the history of Iranian and world literature
(Dehghan & Samani, 2014: 59). A work whose roots go back to the Indian collection
of tales, the Panchatantra, was translated into Pahlavi during the reign of Khosrow
Anushirvan by the physician Borzuyeh, then rendered into Arabic in the form of the
famous work of Ibn al-Mugqaffa, and finally, with the translation of Nasrallah Munshi
in the sixth century AH, became one of the central texts of Persian literature (Griindler
et al., 2020: 242-246). At the level of visual arts as well, this work, from the medieval
centuries to later periods, has been one of the most illustrated texts of the Islamic world
and has produced a vast collection of Arabic and Persian illustrated manuscripts from
about the sixth to the ninth century AH; manuscripts that, from the Baghdad and
Mesopotamian school to the schools of Shiraz, Tabriz, and Herat, well reflect the course
of the evolution of Iranian-Islamic painting. The high value of the lessons of statecraft
and ethics embedded in the stories of this work ensured its endurance over the centuries,
although the language and overall form of the text were adjusted to correspond with
changing literary preferences (O'Kane, 2003: 336).

Codicological and art-historical studies show that many of the early patterns of
illustration in the Baghdad, Seljuk, and Ilkhanid schools were developed in the context
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of Kalila wa Dimna illustrations and were reinterpreted in different ways in later
periods, especially in the Shiraz, Jalayirid, and Timurid Herat schools. The research of
Samanian and Pourafzal (2015), focusing on Shiraz manuscripts of the Injuid and
Muzaffarid periods, shows how the political and artistic developments of this period are
reflected in the visual structures of the illustrations (Samanian & Pourafzal, 2015: 72—
73). Also, Akhavan (2011), through a comparative examination of illustrations of the
eighth and ninth centuries AH, has addressed the stylistic and narrative transformations
in the illustration of selected tales of Kalila wa Dimna. Alongside these specialized
studies, classical and contemporary research in the history of Persian painting—by Gray
(2006), Tajvidi (1973), Pakbaz (2008), Bayani (1975), and Azhand (2020 and 2007)—
have outlined the general framework of the evolution of Islamic painting schools and
have directly or indirectly referred to illustrated manuscripts of Kalila wa Dimna.
Moreover, more recent research on page structure, visual geometry, and the system of
organizing image and text in Iranian manuscripts provides the possibility of a more
precise analysis of composition, spatial arrangement, and the text-image relationship in
these works (Safari & Aqa Safari, 2023: 176).

Despite this valuable research background, there is still a gap for an integrated study
that specifically examines the course of Kalila wa Dimna painting in different periods
of post-Islamic Iran with a focus on image and visual narrative, and the systematic
analysis of Kalila wa Dimna illustrations as independent and complex visual texts that
are not merely decoration or repetition of the text but active bearers of didactic concepts
and reflections of the intellectual-political developments of the context of their
production has been largely neglected. Therefore, this research seeks to fill this
analytical gap by employing the theoretical framework of the text-image relationship
(intertextual study) and visual semiotics of Islamic art (with emphasis on symbolic and
abstract codes) to comparatively analyze two central tales: the Lion and the Bull and
the Lion and the Hare. The selection of these two tales is because they respectively
represent two fundamental models of power crises: the tale of the Lion and the Bull
symbolizes the conflict of power within the structure of government (the dispute among
ministers or the weakening of loyalties) and the collapse of order from within; while the
tale of the Lion and the Hare symbolizes the confrontation of the apparently weak
intellect (the people/subordinates) with tyrannical power (the ruler) through trickery
and prudence. Accordingly, the main question of the research is: How does the visual
language (consisting of composition, color, symbolic states, and actions) in the
illustrations of these two tales in different schools of Iranian-Islamic painting formulate
political and didactic concepts, and what relationship do these visual formulations
establish with the historical context and Iranian-Islamic thought of each period? The
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answer to this question, on the one hand, leads to a deeper understanding of the place
of Kalila wa Dimna in the intellectual system of Islamic art, and on the other hand,
provides the possibility of proposing new horizons in theoretical studies of Islamic art,
especially in the analysis of the illustration of allegorical texts.

Conclusion

The book painting of Iran in the context of Islamic civilization, when encountering a
text such as Kalila wa Dimna, shows how the art of illustration has gone beyond the
level of mere accompaniment to the text and has become an arena for the visual
formulation of concepts such as intellect, justice, political prudence, and philosophical
ethics. This research, by tracing the course of Kalila wa Dimna painting from the
Baghdad school and the earliest Arabic manuscripts to the Persian Bahramshahi
manuscripts in the Jalayirid, Shiraz, and especially Timurid Herat schools,
demonstrated that the Islamic painting of Iran has been able to re-read the Indian-
Pahlavi roots of this work within the framework of monotheistic aesthetics and Islamic
didactic literature; in such a way that the speaking animals, while preserving their
mythological and allegorical origin, have become bearers of the language of ethics,
manners, justice, and politics in Iranian-Islamic culture.

The comparative examination of the illustrations of the tale of the Lion and the Bull and
the Lion and the Hare in the illustrated manuscripts of Kalila wa Dimna, which was
carried out relying on the threefold theoretical framework: the dialogic relationship
between text and image, symbolism as the visual language of political wisdom, and
attention to visual cycles and historical context, clearly showed that the stylistic
transformation in the transition from the Seljuk and Ilkhanid schools to the Timurid was
not merely a change in form but a means for reconstructing meaning and reinterpreting
didactic-political concepts in new historical contexts.

In the tale of the Lion and the Bull, we witness a transition from a direct and dynamic
representation of violence and instability in the Ilkhanid period (with centralized
compositions, tense figures, and the elimination of the text margin) toward a symbolic
formulation of the order that restrains chaos in the Timurid period. In this period, the
scene of battle is adorned in the form of an ordered garden, which is the visual
embodiment of Iranian-Islamic ideas of justice (justice as balance) and practical
wisdom. This transition reflects the transformation in political thought from a warning
against sedition toward presenting an ideal model of wise governance.

In the tale of the Lion and the Hare, the path has advanced from a narrative emphasis
on the power gap and the mechanism of deception in the earliest examples (with
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exaggeration in the scale of the lion and the use of tricks such as dual display) toward
more complex and multi-layered visual structures in the Timurid period. In this period,
the well transforms from a symbolic circle into a believable structure with depth and
reflection, displaying the contrast between appearance and inner reality. This
transformation elevates the tale from a simple ethical allegory to a deeper visual
reflection on knowledge, self-deception, and the victory of intellect over pride.

The comparative examination of the illustrations of the tale of the Lion and the Bull and
the Lion and the Hare in different examples showed that the Iranian painter, in each
period, established a measured balance between fidelity to the narrative and its symbolic
formulation. In the scenes of the lion and bull grappling, from the Ilkhanid manuscripts
to the more complex Jalayirid and Timurid compositions (for example, the scene of the
lion and bull struggle in the Jalayirid manuscript Istanbul F.1422), the arrangement of
bodies, the placement of Kalila wa Dimna in the margin of the battlefield, and the
organization of trees, hills, and clouds are not merely a representation of an event but a
visual formulation of the relationship of power, sedition, advice, and the responsibility
of the ruler. Similarly, in the tale of the Lion and the Hare, the simultaneity of showing
inside and outside the well, the presence of reflection in water, and the contrast of
surface/depth (for example, in one of the Timurid Herat illustrations) show how the
multi-dimensional logic of the Persian painting space makes possible the visual
representation of the deception of appearance, self-awareness, and the fall of oppression
within a single frame; a logic that is harmonious with the didactic and monotheistic
spirit of Islamic arts. On the other hand, the analysis of the composition structure and
visual elements in this study showed that the aesthetic system of Iranian-Islamic
painting, when encountering Kalila wa Dimna, is based on several stable principles: an
independent and transtemporal space in which different planes of the event are seen
simultaneously; symmetrical, balanced, and at the same time dynamic compositions;
the spiral and diagonal movement of lines that guides the gaze toward the semantic
center of the scene; and the measured use of flat and golden colors for sky and water
that separates the allegorical world of the story from natural reality and transfers it to
the realm of meaning and contemplation. The continuity of the role of myth and allegory
in these illustrations shows that ancient myths, as a semantic reserve, have been
absorbed and Islamized in the semiotic system of Islamic art; in such a way that animal
forms and scenes of conflict carry messages about justice, prudence, consultation,
avoidance of oppression, and the danger of whim and desire.

Beyond the historical analysis, this research has achieved important theoretical and
methodological implications that shed light on the study of Iranian-Islamic art. First,
the present comparative analysis concretely proves that the illustrations of Kalila wa
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Dimna should be considered active and autonomous visual texts that enter into a
dialogic conversation with the written text. These illustrations are not passive
reflections but visual interpretations that, by choosing the narrative moment,
composition, and emphasis on certain characters, enrich the political and ethical
concepts of the work and sometimes offer a new reading of it. In light of this view, the
second theoretical achievement of the research is the presentation of a model for the
deep connection of formal and semantic levels in Islamic art. This analysis showed how
the aesthetics of form—from the geometric order of the garden in the Timurid period to
the exaggeration of scale and movement in the Ilkhanid period—has served to express
and deepen concepts such as justice, power, intellect, and deception. In other words,
beautiful and ordered form in this artistic tradition has never been an end in itself but a
powerful medium for embodying and educating perception toward truth and practical
wisdom. Third, this research has traced the process of the symbolic Islamization of a
pre-Islamic literary-artistic heritage. The present study has revealed that animal forms
and narratives originating from the Indian tradition, in the context of Iranian-Islamic
culture and through visual devices, have found new meaning and have become bearers
of concepts aligned with the intellectual and ethical system of Islam.

These findings, in turn, open new horizons for interdisciplinary studies. In the field of
art history, the approach employed, which considers the illustration as a meaning-
making agent in the historical context, provides a method for the dynamic analysis of
other Islamic illustrated texts. For comparative literature and intellectual history studies,
it highlights the under-examined capacity of visual art in reflecting and even shaping
the transformations of political and ethical concepts in Islamic civilization. Also, in the
field of Islamic education and ethics, this research provides concrete and tangible
examples of how high art can act as an influential educational medium and transform
abstract concepts of practical wisdom into a sensory and visual experience—a strategy
that can be contemplated in contemporary educational systems. In the final analysis, it
can be said that the tradition of Iranian-Islamic painting, when encountering a text such
as Kalila wa Dimna, has been an unparalleled laboratory for the creative integration of
literature, wisdom, aesthetics, and the political. The study of the evolution of these
illustrations, beyond re-reading a chapter of art history, is an exploration of the complex
mechanisms of meaning production at the heart of Islamic civilization. The continuation
of this research path, for which this article is considered a foundation stone, can lead to
a deeper and more dynamic understanding of the role of image in shaping culture,
cultivating taste and thought, and transmitting fundamental concepts in the Islamic
world.
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