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Abstract

The Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh, with the influence of Mongol, Chinese, and Central Asian arts, pre-
sented remarkable innovations in composition, design, and the use of color: This historical and artistic
background gives special importance to the study of color in the illustrations of this Shahnameh, be-
cause color in these works not only has a decorative aspect, but also carries emotional, symbolic, and
semantic messages. The purpose of this research is the analysis of color in three selected illustrations
from the Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh, including “Alexander and the Talking Tree”, “Alexander Builds the
Iron Wall”, and “Alexander Enthroned”’, based on Johannes Itten’s theory and the recognition of the
effect of colors on visual experience and the viewer’s feelings. Considering the aim of the research,
this question is raised: how is the analysis and study of the application of color in the Great Ilkhanid
Shahnameh according to Itten’s color theory?The samples were selected purposefully and based on
the criteria of subject (the theme of battle and wisdom), the preserved quality of the colors, and ac-
cess to reliable versions. Access to the samples was provided through domestic libraries and muse-
ums, and the analysis of colors was carried out based on color contrasts, color temperature, and their
psychological effects. The results show that in the illustration “Alexander and the Talking Tree”, cold
and mysterious colors create a sense of thought, contemplation, and introspection; in the illustration
“Alexander Builds the Iron Wall”, warm and dynamic colors convey a sense of energy, movement, and
collective will; and in the illustration “Alexander Enthroned”, the combination of royal and balanced
colors evokes magnificence, peace, and dignity. These findings emphasize that colors in the Ilkhanid
illustrations not only have a decorative role, but also are a powerful tool for narration and creating a
unique visual experience.
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1. Introduction

The Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh has 57
paintings with themes such as war and
combat, conquest and victory, and mourn-
ing. Among these paintings, narratives
of Alexander’s life are depicted in twelve
paintings. Considering the importance of
the Ilkhanid school in the beginning of the
Iranian painting tradition and the illustra-
tion of various literary texts, the study of
“color” is proposed as one of the most im-
portant visual elements in Iranian paint-
ing. Among these paintings, three paint-
ings; “Alexander sitting on the throne”,
“Alexander and the talking tree”, “Alexan-
der builds an iron dam” are examined due
to thematic convergence, the choice and
use of color in them are examined based
on Iten’s color theory. The importance and
necessity of this research is based on the
findings, understanding the similarities,
differences, and expressing the content
of the paintings with the visual language
of color. Considering this theory, the aes-
thetics of color can be examined from
three aspects: visual, emotional, and sym-
bolic (Iten, 2009). Accordingly, the main
research question is; How is the analysis
and study of the use of color in the Great
[lkhanid Shahnameh based on Iten’s color
theory? The purpose of this research is
to study and analyze the use of color vis-
ually, emotionally and symbolically in the
images of Alexander in the Great Ilkhanid
Shahnameh. It is assumed that, accord-
ing to Iten’s theory, colors have played an
effective role in the selected images and
there are differences in the use of color
visually, emotionally and symbolically be-
tween them. It is important to recognize
the magnificent works of this period not
only because of their literary and artistic
value, but also because of the recognition
of the history of Iranian culture and iden-
tity.

2. Literature Review

Based on the searches conducted, no
source was found that generally and ac-
curately referred to the study of the use
of color in the Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh
based on Iten’s color theory. The book His-
tory of Painting and Drawing in Iran by
Ajand (2000) examined the process of for-
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mation and development of Iranian paint-
ing and showed that this art had specific
stages in terms of technique and content,
but there is no analysis of color in histor-
ical works. Fattahi’s thesis (2014) on the
topic of “Investigating the Role of Color
in Expressing Mystical Themes in Tabriz
School Painting” showed that color plays
an important role in conveying mystical
concepts and that color analysis can clarify
the semantic aspects of the work, although
this research is related to the Tabriz School
and does not include the Ilkhanid period.
The article The Symbol of Color and Its
Sensuality in the Illustrations of the Third
Brotherhood (Beiranvand et al, 2016)
also concluded that color can convey the
sense and meaning of a literary work, but
it has no direct connection with Ilkhanid
painting. The article by Zohreh Taher and
Hashem Hosseini (1400) in examining the
comparison of the use of color in Tahmas-
bi’'s Khamseh and Ebrahim Mirza’s Haft
Aurang based on Iten’s color theory has
shown that a structural analysis of color
in these works is possible, but it does not
cover the time period of the present study.
Based on the content analysis of the exist-
ing sources, each study has addressed a
specific aspect of painting and color, but
so far no study has independently and an-
alytically examined the use of color in the
Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh based on Iten’s
color theory. The innovation of the present
study is that in addition to an independent
analysis of the use of color in this edition, it
identifies the purpose, achievements, and
limitations of previous sources and pro-
vides an analytical and systematic study
based on Iten’s theoretical framework.

3. Research Methodology

This research is descriptive-analytical in
method and data collection method is li-
brary. The samples were selected purpose-
fully and based on criteria with the theme;
battle and wisdom, preserved quality of
colors and access to authentic copies. Ac-
cess to the samples was through foreign
libraries and museums.

4. Findings
Johannes Itten presented his theory of
color in the book The Art of Color and be-
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lieved that: “Color is life; because a world
without color seems dead. Just as a flame
creates light, light creates color. Just as the
melody of a voice gives color and shine to
words, color conveys a spiritual sound to
form.” The painter is interested in the man-
ifestations of color from an aesthetic point
of view and needs knowledge of physiol-
ogy and psychology. Discovering the rela-
tionships between the appearance and es-
sence of color, which is done by the brain
and eye, is one of the painter’s favorite
topics. Visual, mental, and psychological
phenomena are very close in the realm of
color and the art of color. The manifesta-
tions of contrast and their classification
are a good starting point for studying the
aesthetics of color. The mental conditions
of color perception are of particular im-
portance in planning problems of artistic,
architectural, and commercial education
and research. The aesthetics of color can
be examined in three directions: impres-
sion (visual), expression (emotional), and
construction (symbolic). Impression em-
phasizes the visual effects and the appar-
ent and sensory perceptions of colors, ex-
pression focuses on moving beyond visual
levels to express human emotions and ex-
periences, and construction refers to sym-
bolic structures and conceptualization.

5. Conclusion

In the present study, a comparative study
of the use of color in the three paintings
“Alexander Building an Iron Dam”, “Alex-
ander and the Talking Tree” and “Alexan-
der Sitting on the Throne” was conducted
based on Eaton’s color theory. The results
show that despite the similarity in sub-
ject matter and common historical con-
text, the painters of each of these paint-
ings have used different color ranges and
visual effects, which has led to differenc-
es in the expression of the narrative and
visual sensations. The painting “Alexan-
der Building an Iron Dam” uses cold and
gray colors to convey a heavy, hard and
sometimes oppressive atmosphere that is
consistent with the theme of the iron dam
and steadfast resistance. In this painting,
the limited use of warm colors conveys a
sense of seriousness, endurance and rug-
ged power to the audience. The dominant

gray and black colors in the costumes and
structures represent difficult conditions
and an epic and exhausting historical at-
mosphere. In the painting “Alexander and
the Talking Tree”, warmer and brighter
colors such as gold and azure are more
visible, which in addition to creating a
sense of movement and life, contribute to
the symbolic and spiritual atmosphere of
the narrative. These colors, emphasizing
brilliance and life, have formed a poetic
and mysterious atmosphere. The presence
of gold colors indicates the value and dig-
nity of the characters, and the azure color
adds to the peace and spiritual splendor
of the scene. The painting “Alexander Sit-
ting on the Throne” is a combination of
warm and cold colors that has contribut-
ed to the visual balance and excitement
of the scene. The variety of colors of the
clothes, from bright yellows and ener-
getic reds to soft blues and neutral grays,
displays a combination of power, wealth,
and peace. This painting uses a variety of
scattered colors to create a multifaceted
and dynamic space that expresses several
different feelings and narratives. In terms
of the symbolic use of colors, the gray and
black in the Iron Dam painting symbolize
hardship, obstacles, and resistance, while
the gold and azure in the Talking Tree
painting mean glory, wisdom, and life. The
warm and diverse colors of the Sitting on
the Throne painting represent royalty,
power, and social events. In response to
the research question, it seems that each
of these three paintings has expressed its
own feelings and visual concepts with a
different approach in choosing and using
colors. While the Iron Dam painting em-
phasizes more on the sense of endurance
and hardship, the Talking Tree painting fo-
cuses on splendor and spirituality, and the
Alexander the Great’s Throne painting cre-
ates an exciting and diverse atmosphere
with its diverse colors. These differences,
in addition to the distinction in the paint-
ers’ styles and perspectives, also reflect
the social, cultural, and historical condi-
tions at the time of creation of each work,
which indicates the diversity of the use of
color in Iranian painting.
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