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Abstract

Beyond their narrative functions, miniatures in historical manuscripts provide significant
potential for reconstructing overlooked aspects of social life-dimensions that are often absent
from written sources but remain visible and traceable through visual representations. The
illustrated Sharafnama of Sharaf Khan Bidlisi, preserved in the Bodleian Library, provides an
important source for studying the material and social culture of the people of Bidlis during the
Safavid period due to its detailed and distinctive miniatures. This research examines how the
manuscript’s miniatures, through their representation of precise visual details, contribute to the
reconstruction of lifestyles, social relations, rituals, architecture, and other aspects of material
culture. In doing so, they present an alternative and previously undocumented narrative of the
region’s local history. The study seeks to extract historical evidence from these visual materials
and analyze them within the conceptual framework of “the image as evidence.” Employing
a qualitative descriptive-analytical methodology, this research is based on archival and library
sources. Theoretically, it draws upon the social history of images and material culture studies,
considering miniatures not merely as artistic representations but as visual primary sources
for understanding everyday life and the social fabric of a historical community. The findings
indicate that the Sharafnama miniatures extend beyond political and formal representations;
they function as visual texts that reveal the daily practices and lived experiences of the people of
Bidlis, thereby uncovering a significant yet overlooked dimension of the region’s local history
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Introduction

Contrary to the prevalent notion that Persian miniature painting primarily
reflects an idealized courtly world, its historical development reveals an
engagement with the tangible realities of human life from its earliest stages.
Examination of human figures in illustrated manuscripts of the late seventh
and eighth centuries AH-such as the Jami® al-Tawatikh, the Jahangushay-i
Juvayni, and the Demotte Shahnama-shows that the human image was not
merely subject to rigid pictorial conventions but emerged from a synthesis
of the artist’s visual memory and direct observation of the material world.
This tendency toward recording lived experience gained greater prominence in
the late ninth century AH with Kamal al-Din Behzad, in whose works bodily
movement, human interaction, and environmental details were represented
with heightened accuracy. The approach was consolidated in the works of
Muhammadi and, subsequently, in Safavid painting through artists such as Riza
‘Abbasi, Sadiqi Beg, and Mu in Musawwir. Their attention to attite, the body,
everyday activities, occupations, and dwellings indicates that miniatures cannot
be regarded solely as decorative artifacts governed by aesthetic conventions;
they also possess the capacity to function as visual documents, reflecting layers
of material culture and social experience.

Amid the production of courtly manuscripts and official historiography,
a parallel body of works addressed more local spheres: regional ateliers and
provincial commissions devoted to regional histories and tribal cultures. Among
these, the illustrated Sharafnama of Amir Sharaf Khan Bidlist (1005 AH) holds
a distinctive place. Its sole illustrated copy, preserved in the Bodleian Library,
follows Safavid pictorial conventions while revealing the material culture, dress,
and ways of life of the Kurds of Bidlis-making it an ideal site for examining
the interplay between central traditions and local realities. The central question
of this study, therefore, is how the miniatures of the Bodleian Sharafnama
employ visual details to represent everyday life, material culture, and social
relations, thereby presenting a distinct and unintended historical narrative. The
study aims to demonstrate the image’s capacity as historical evidence, showing
that miniatures, beyond their decorative function, can contribute to historical
reconstruction and enable a visual history of local and rarely documented
experiences.
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Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach. The research
population consists of the miniatures of the Bodleian Sharafnhama of Sharaf
Khan Bidlisi, among which those illustrations with the greatest potential for
analyzing everyday life, material culture, and regional history constitute the
examined sample. Within this framework, miniatures are studied not merely
as decorative elements but as visual documents. Data were collected through
library and archival research, encompassing the Bodleian miniatures and
scholarly sources on local historiography, material culture, Safavid painting, and
ethnographic studies.

The theoretical framework challenges art-historical formalism, which has long
treated the image as a self-contained aesthetic object, and instead draws on
newer approaches that regard images as anthropological evidence capable of
revealing a culture’s lived experience. Following Peter Burke, images operate as
mediators through which the “traces of the past” may be pursued, preserving
details of material culture and daily life largely absent from official texts and
thus functioning as unintentional evidence. Methodologically, the study follows
Aby Warburg’s concept of the “use of visual evidence as historical evidence”
and, within the framework of microhistory, attends to apparently insignificant
details as repositories of lived experience. Accordingly, the analytical method
is based on an interpretive reading of visual details, treating miniatures not as
transparent depictions of reality but as mediated visual traces of a historical life-
world. Analytical units comprise physiognomy, dress, ornaments, tools, everyday
objects, bodily gestures, interpersonal relations, and the spatial organization of
architecture and scenes-each interpreted both individually and in relation to the
scene’s totality, narrative context, and relevant Safavid historical information.
Among the multiple recensions of the Sharafnama, the Bodleian copy is
deemed particularly significant, as its 25 miniatures and likely production under
Sharaf Khan’s direct supervision render it a key document for the nuanced
reconstruction of the author’s local world. Yet a striking gap persists between
this historical importance and its place in Iranian miniature studies-a neglect
rooted either in insufficient recognition of Sharaf Khan’s role in Safavid culture
or in scholarship’s fixation on royal ateliers at the expense of diverse works
produced beyond these central and highly centralized canons.
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Result and Discussion

This section undertakes a detailed analysis of the Bodleian Sharafnama
miniatures. Of the 25 miniatures in this recension, thirteen directly relate to
the article’s core argument: the capacity of images to serve as evidence for
reconstructing local history and material culture. To preserve analytical rigor,
eight of these thirteen, selected for their richness in material and social
signifiers, undergo detailed examination, while the remainder are cited briefly
as contextual evidence. Unlike prevailing courtly Safavid conventions, these
miniatures gravitate toward the “local lifeworld,” encompassing architecture,
attire, music, games, healing, and social relations; the related table thus functions
not as an inventory but as a roadmap of the case studies. The artist’s meticulous
rendering of garments, turbans, beard arrangements, and male adornments
reveals intra-group distinctions within Kurdish society around Bitlis. In hunting
scenes of Hakkari and the Emirate of Botan, variations in headwear, baggy
trousers, belts, and grooming denote differing social positions, while views
of Hizan contrast ordinary dress with the ornate garments of officials. The
earrings visible on men in several miniatures, corroborated by contemporary
travelogues and surveys of Kurdish male adornment, further function as
cultural signifiers of identity.

Musical instruments appear across scenes of hunting, feasting, and urban leisure,
linking music to ritual, displays of authority, and collective cohesion. The dahol,
zurna, and buq beside the emir in the Hakkari scene, the daf and tanbur evoking
khaniqah and Yarsan traditions, and the ney in the cityscape of Amida together
render this recension a visual source for reconstructing Kurdistan’s cultural life.
Similarly, ramparts, stone masonry, minarets, and settlement layouts align with
historical accounts of stonework in Diyarbakir, Mosul, and Mayyafariqgin, while
depictions of metalwork, carved wooden doors, and ceramic vessels extend
this evidence to regional handicrafts.

Beyond the physical environment, scenes of board games and chowgan,
together with the medical school of Amida and faith healing, recover layers of
quotidian experience, particularly in Aghﬂ, where women’s placement, attire,
and distance from the seat of power articulate gendered positions, suggesting-
albeit cautiously-a relatively greater degree of freedom noted among certain
Kurdish tribes. Collectively, these signifiers, ranging from attire and music to
architecture, games, healing, and the presence of women, enable a more precise
reconstruction of local life in late tenth-century AH Kurdistan and prepare the
concluding assessment of the miniatures” historiographical value.
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Conclusions

Relying on the framework of “the image as historical evidence,” this study
demonstrates that the miniatures of the Bodleian Sharafnama are not merely
derivatives of Safavid aesthetics or decorative additions to the text; rather, they
serve as significant agents in representing regional identity and local social
history. The research reveals that the historical value of this manuscript lies
primarily in its reflection of material culture and social dynamics. Elements such
as local attire, musical insttuments, domestic tools, vernacular architecture, and
healing practices function as important historical signifiers. These details, which
Peter Burke characterizes as “unintended evidence,” disclose information that
remains largely absent from formal textual chronicles. The analysis of micro-
details-including household objects, grooming practices, and depictions of
ordinary people-suggests that these images constitute an “alternative history.” In
this visual realm, the body, space, and objects are not mere embellishments but
carriers of the hidden signs of a community’s lived experience. Consequently,
these miniatures provide a source for “history from below;” capturing the
mechanisms of daily life on the peripheries of power. Methodologically, this
study underscores the importance of “detail-oriented reading,” demonstrating
that shifting from pure aesthetics toward the analysis of material signs enables
the reconstruction of obscured marginal histories from within the image.
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2. Burke, (2005), Workplace Football, Working-Class Culture and the Labour
Movement in Victoria. Burke, (2004), History and Folklore: A Historiographical
Survey.

4. Sigmund Freud
Dy (6 )5u,b pre oo o 3l g WLl 57,6 (YAY) (Carlo Ginzburg) g5 .0

6. Walter Benjamin
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