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Abstract

Problem Statement: The Shahnameh, as a literary and cultural monument that reflects Iran’s national
identity, has captivated scholars, artists, and the general public for centuries. It has been transcribed
and illustrated in numerous versions throughout Persian history, each reflecting the visual and cultural
aesthetics of its time. Particularly in the Qajar era, with the introduction of lithographic printing, a new
era of image-text relationships emerged in Iran. At the beginning of lithographic printing, illustrations
were sparse. However, within a short span of time-roughly a decade-the incorporation of visual imagery
into lithographic books became widespread, leading to the ereation of a substantial number of illustrated
publications on various literary and historical topics.

Among the earliest illustrated lithographic editions of the Shahnameh , the version published in Bombay
in 1262 AH stands out. It was the first to merge Ferdowsi’s epic with images in lithographic format.
Five years later, the first Iranian lithographic Shahnameh -illustrated by Mirza Ali-Qoli Khouei-was
published, which not only marked a milestone in Iranian book illustration but also established a distinct
visual tradition. Although Khouei was evidently influenced by the earlier Bombay edition, his unique
artistic vision and visual style earned him a prominent place in the history of Persian lithography. His use
of composition, character expression, and symbolic elements distinguish his work from mere replication
and place it firmly within the tradition of Persian miniature painting with a modern lithographic twist.
In order to provide a focused and detailed investigation, this research narrows its scope to examine
the visual representation of Rakhsh, the legendary horse of Rostam. This approach allows for a precise
analysis of both visual and literary elements and their interaction in one of the most iconic motifs of
the Shahnameh . Through a case study of the 1267 AH lithegraphic edition illustrated by Khouei, this
research aims to explore the structural and compositional portrayal of Rakhsh, focusing on how closely
the visual elements align with the epic’s verses. In doing so, it sheds light on the relationship between
visual storytelling and literary narrative in Qajar-era Iran.

Research Objective: The edition published in 1267 AH (housed in the Astan Quds Razavi Library, under
registration number 43431), illustrated by Mirza Ali-Qoli Khouei-whose active years spanned 1263—
1272 AH-is one of the most elaborate and visually refined examples of Shahnameh illustration in the
lithographic tradition. The primary objective of this study is to analyze the visual presence of Rakhsh
within this edition, and examine how the illustrations interact with and interpret the literary depiction
of Rakhsh in Ferdowsi’s verses.

By focusing on this single character-a legendary horse whose symbolism extends beyond the literal-
this research intends to explore questions of visual symbolism, emotional expression, and intertextual
fidelity. Through this lens, it offers insights into the broader artistic strategies employed by Khouei
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and the ways in which visual elements served to
reinforce or reimagine the narrative structure of
the Shahnameh in lithographic form.
Research Question: This research poses several
interconnected questions:

What are the stylistic and symbolic features of
Rakhsh’s illustrations in the 1267 AH lithographic
edition of the Shahnameh ?

How does the relationship between Ferdowsi’s
poetic descriptions and the visual depictions
manifest?

In what ways are the physical, emotional, and
psychological dimensions of Rakhsh rendered in
the illustrations?

To what extent does Khouei's representation of
Rakhsh reflect traditional aesthetics, and how
does it innovate within the lithographic medium?
Research Method: The study employs a descriptive-
analytical methodology. Data were gathered from
a combination of library archives and visual
documentation. The core corpus consists of nine
illustrations from the 1267 AH edition in which
Rakhsh is present. These images were selected
based on the presence of the horse in key narrative
moments, including scenes of battle, loyalty,
sorrow, and death. A comparative visual-literary
analysis was conducted, cross-referencing the
textual descriptions with their corresponding
visual renderings. In addition, the illustrations
from the 1262 AH Bombay edition were studied
to understand the visual influence it may have
exerted on Khouei’'s works. The comparative
analysis enabled the researcher to trace. patterns
of continuity and divergence between the two
editions.

Findings: A review of the visual compositions
shows that Khouei maintained a  strong
adherence to the textual source material while
also infusing his illustrations with symbolic
ornamentation and emotional expression. Rakhsh,
in Persian mythology and especially in Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh , is not merely a battle horse but
a figure endowed with mystical attributes and
heroic agency. He is portrayed in the verses as
a supernatural steed with features such as iron
hooves, fiery presence, swiftness equal to the
wind, and a radiant appearance likened to saffron
and roses.

Khouei captures these traits with meticulous visual
cues. For instance, Rakhsh is often shown adorned

with decorative headgear, neck rings, elaborately
patterned saddles, and flowing manes-all of which
enhance his noble and mythical image. In certain
scenes, especially those of heightened emotion
or tragedy, Khouei skillfully modifies Rakhsh’s
posture, eye expression, and body language to
align with the narrative tone. For example, in
the battle against Sohrab, Rakhsh is drawn with
a sorrowful gaze, mirroring Rostam’s emotional
turmoil. In contrast, during the encounter with
Sorkheh, his eyes are wide and intense, conveying
a thirst for vengeance.

The emotional range represented in these images
indicates that  Khouei went beyond literal
representation and sought to personify Rakhsh,
assigning him psychological depth. His ears,
teeth, eyes, and general stance are carefully
adjusted to reflect the narrative moment-whether
in battle, in moments of danger, or during acts of
loyalty and sacrifice. Particularly striking is the
final illustration, where both Rostam and Rakhsh
are buried together, symbolizing their eternal
unity. Khouei's depiction of this scene powerfully
reinforces the theme of existential interdependence
between the hero and his horse.

Furthermore, while Khouei drew inspiration from
the earlier Bombay edition-especially in terms
of compositional structure and physical posture
of Rakhsh-he expanded upon those models with
additional decorative details and deeper emotional
expressiveness. Khouei’s illustrations often
push the boundaries of the Bombay templates
by integrating traditional Persian motifs with
personal artistic flair.

In conclusion, the findings of this study demonstrate
that « Khouei's visual narrative of Rakhsh in the
1267 AH lithographic Shahnameh is both faithful
to Ferdowsi’s literary text and uniquely expressive
in its own right. The illustrations offer a multi-
dimensional portrayal of Rakhsh, highlighting
not only his physical form but also his emotional
and symbolic significance within the Persian epic
tradition.
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Figure 1: The Battle of Rostam and Afrasiyab (Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh'’s Presence in the Battle of Rostam and Afrasiyab (Source: Authors)
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Figure 4: Rostam’s Battle with the White Demon (Shahnameh, 1262
AH)

S g oy S sLuses Sy bbby L B o
690 Bly0 @ Laipl yo dS sai 00 S (g 4 s,
ol iy CBlio @ g o0 dbdiu Casydd s aS Cawl
B slagngS aSiliz wab olugblses o0
S5 o3 13 B o g BT
sl aguds aiile il o i w8 iy
oy sladls 5 )lwdl 0,5 50 wlinps JLigless
@ 18)S 0y 03 (3 WY dolialin (gu e uS)yi 5l Sogs . un
suSolzl gus Soogrluailas JLs , bU sloa g
4 i a8l g Oz Yoo plig (s b

Cwlais) SIS

(WY ielinlin) apgun gao b ity 3y :Y 135005
Figure 3: Rostam’s Battle with the White Demon (Shahnameh, 1267
AH)
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Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Story of Rostam’s Battle with the White Demon (Source: Authors)
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Figure 6: Rostam’s Combat with the King of Hamavaran (Shahnameh,
1262 AH)
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Figure 5: Rostam’s Combat with the King of Hamavaran (Shahnameh,
1267 AH)
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Table 3: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh'’s Presence in the Combat of Rostam and the King of Hamavaran (Source: Authors)
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Figure 8: The Killing of Alkos by Rostam (Shahnameh, 1262 AH)
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Figure 7: The Killing of Alkos by Rostam (Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 4: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Killing of Alkos by Rostam (Source: Authors)
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Figure 10: The Battle of Rostam and Sohrab (Shahnameh,
1262 AH)
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Figure 9: The Battle of Rostam and Sohrab (Shahnameh,
1267 AH)
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Table 5: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Battle of Rostam and Sohrab (Source: Authors)
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Figure 12: The Killing of Sorheh (Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Figure 11: The Killing of Soreh (Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 6: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Killing of Soreh (Source: Authors)
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Figure 14: Rostam and Akvan Div (Shahnameh, 1262 AH)
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Figure 13: Rostam and Akvan Div (Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 7: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Encounter between Rostam and Akvan Div (Source: Authors)
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Figure 16: The Battle of Rostam and Esfandiar
(Shahnameh, 1262 AH)
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Figure 15: The Battle of Rostam and Esfandiar
(Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 8: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Battle of Rostam and Esfandiar (Source: Authors)
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Figure 18: The Killing of Shaghad and the Death of Rostam
(Shahnameh, 1262 AH)
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Figure 17: The Killing of Shaghad and the Death of Rostam
(Shahnameh, 1267 AH)
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Table 9: Comparative Analysis of Rakhsh’s Presence in the Killing of Shaghad and the Death of Rostam (Source: Authors)
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