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Visual Analysis of Kamal al-Din Behzad’s ‘Shaikh Mah-
neh and the Villager’ Folio from an Illustrated Manuscript
of Attar’s ‘Conference of the Birds’*
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While serving literature through the art of book illustration and also by
the grace of its unique features and the philosophy with which it is woven,
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existing between literature and painting and their concomitance becomes RN T .
more controversial when the painter goes beyond sheer painting of ro-
mantic poems, epics or scientific texts and tries to illustrate the abstract
mystical concepts.

Due to the distinctive character of such types of literature and the com-
plexity involved in the translation of its concepts into proper images,
painters of different periods have paid little attention towards the depic-
tion of such notions; for that reason, illustration of such literary genres are
rarely found in Iran.

Of the remaining literary texts of this genre is Attar «Conference of the
Birds). Brimming with texts capable of being transformed into pictures
and enjoying a rich symbolical ambience, Attar «Conference of the Birds»

is one of the exceptions among mystical texts that has attracted the atten-
tion of artists.

The Metropolitan Museum ’s «Conference of the Birds» is one of the few, rarely illustrated manuscripts of this text. Due
to the unique artistic quality of its paintings, this manuscript is considered as one of the most valuable illustrations sur-
viving in Iranian painting and is of course of prime importance in terms of research. Thus, the methodological analysis
of the aforesaid pictures within its historical context may open up new possibilities to study the cultural characteristics
of its era.

The current study focuses on the analysis of one of the Kamal al-Din Behzad’s fine paintings called <Shaikh Mahneh
and the Villagen. Belonging to the Herat School of miniature, the painting was created during the adolescence of the
artist at the time of the reign of Hussein Bayqara. It is one of Behzad three paintings in this priceless version of Attar’s
«Conference of the Birds» which has received little attention to date.

On this basis, and given the importance and value of the aforementioned manuscript in general and this painting in
particular, conducting of the present study deems necessary. Through studying the prevailing religious and mystical
traditions of the time as well as the religious ideologies of the artist, the author has attempted to analyze and identify
the symbols used in the image and their association with the text.

To this purpose, the painting has been divided into two sections based on composition. A list of substantial similarities
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and differences of the elements employed both within the image and the narrative text has been devised followed by a
discussion to prove the theoretical assumptions right or wrong.

The research has been conducted through descriptive-analytic method and data collected through desk studies. It pri-
marily questions the artist's adherence to the text and then surveys the origin of the symbols and visual elements used
therein. The questions include: will the translation of a mystical text into an image necessarily result in a mystical im-
age? Do the personal, religious beliefs of the painter play a role in the selection and use of symbols? Has the artist, tak-
ing note of the social and political conditions of the society, made use of special and sometimes controversial symbols
to convey a particular concept? The answers to these questions and more of this sort, as well as various assumptions
attributed to each symbol that will be discussed in detail, helps the reader to understand the miniature better.

Hence, in addition to the abovementioned points, this study examines the effects of religious beliefs and social condi-
tions related as well as the neighboring cultures in the selection of symbols and their drawing.

The results indicate that the artist's doctrines and religious views has a major role in creating this image and each of the
elements and symbols used therein is in line with and completely related to the text. Moreover, it is rooted not only in
Sufi beliefs but also the artist's religious ideas as a Sufi-oriented painter.
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