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Abstract

The Halkari technique is a refined art form used in the decoration of illuminated manuscripts and rare books.
It flourished during various historical periods, particularly in the Safavid era. This study focuses on the 1558
Quran manuscript housed in the Chester Beatty Museum, analyzing its Halkari decorations to explore the
evolution of this technique during the Safavid period. Using a library-based, descriptive-analytical approach,
the research examines Halkati works from the Safavid Shiraz school, with the 1558 Quran selected as a case
study due to its documented origins and the signature of a renowned Shirazi artist. This manuscript
exemplifies the sophistication of Halkari, featuring harmonious designs applied to the text and margins with
Eslimi and khatai motifs. The balanced use of gold, azure, white, black, and crimson colors, combined with
precise symmetry, reflects the unique aesthetics of the Safavid period. The study reveals that Halkari played
a prominent role in Safavid illumination art, creating visually stunning and symmetrical compositions. The
1558 Quran stands as a testament to the artistic innovation and enduring traditions of the Shiraz school,
highlighting the transformative yet continuous nature of Safavid art.
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Introduction

Halkari, one of the most sophisticated decorative techniques in Persian manuscript illumination, is among
the most intricate and refined artistic methods used to embellish handwritten books and luxurious
manuscripts. This technique evolved through various historical periods and reached its peak during the
Safavid era. The present study aims to introduce and analyze the characteristics of Halkari in the illumination
of Safavid-era manuscripts, with a particular focus on Quranic manuscript No. 1558 from the Chester Beatty
Library. This manuscript is an outstanding example of Halkari within the Shiraz School, demonstrating the
aesthetic and technical mastery of Safavid attists.

Methodology

Using a descriptive-analytical approach and library resources, this study examines the artistic and technical
aspects of Halkari during the Safavid period. The selection of manuscript No. 1558 was intentional due to
its authenticated documentation and the signature of a renowned Safavid-era artist from Shiraz. In this
manuscript, Halkari is applied in a balanced manner throughout the text and margins, featuring Islimi
(arabesque) and Khatai (floral) motifs executed in gold, lapis lazuli, white, black, and crimson. These elements
reflect the distinctive aesthetic sensibilities of Safavid-era illumination.

The central research question is: What are the defining characteristics of Halkari in Safavid-era manuscripts,
particularly in manuscript No. 1558 from the Chester Beatty Library?

Results

This research indicates that Halkari was a significant element in Safavid illumination, contributing to the
creation of symmetrical and harmonious compositions that showcase both continuity and artistic
transformation. The analysis of this manuscript highlights the role of Halkari in preserving past artistic
traditions while simultaneously introducing innovative elements that distinguish Safavid-era illumination
from earlier styles.

One of the key findings of this study is that Halkari in manuscript No. 1558 not only preserves previous
artistic traditions but also introduces innovations in color composition and ornamental arrangements,
marking the emergence of a new stylistic approach within the Shiraz School. The aesthetic choices made in
this manuscript illustrate a blend of traditional decorative methods and experimental designs, aligning with
the broader artistic trends of the Safavid period.

A close examination of manuscript No. 1558 reveals the high level of technical skill involved in Halkari, as
seen in the precise execution of Khatai and Islimi motifs. The use of vibrant colors, particulatly the striking
contrast between gold embellishments and deep lapis lazuli backgrounds, enhances the manuscript’s visual
impact.

Discussion

One of the notable aspects of this manuscript is the balanced application of Halkari in both the text and the
decorative margins. The deliberate symmetry and repetition of motifs reflect a deep understanding of
compositional harmony, which is a hallmark of Safavid manuscript illumination. The integration of multiple
decorative techniques, including fine outlining and intricate detailing, ensures that this manuscript remains a
cohesive artistic masterpiece.

The significance of Halkari within the broader context of Safavid manuscript illumination extends beyond
its visual appeal. It stands as a testament to the artistic and cultural advancements of the era, highlighting the
role of royal patronage in fostering elaborate decorative techniques. The artists responsible for manuscript
No. 1558 were not merely craftsmen but rather highly skilled artists who worked within established artistic
traditions while simultaneously pushing the boundaries of innovation.

Furthermore, the stylistic elements observed in this manuscript indicate a conscious effort to establish a
distinctive visual identity in Safavid illumination. The combination of traditional Persian motifs with subtle
influences from Ottoman and Mughal art reflects the dynamic exchange of artistic ideas during this period.
Beyond its artistic significance, the role of Halkari in manuscript No. 1558 highlights the profound spiritual
and symbolic dimensions of Persian illumination. The meticulous attention to detail in decorative elements
was not merely for enhancing visual appeal but was intended to create a sacred ambiance in harmony with
the religious nature of the text.

Conclusion

By examining the specific features of Halkari in manuscript No. 1558, this research addresses broader trends
in Safavid manuscript illumination. The findings suggest that while this decorative technique adhered to
established artistic traditions, it also incorporated new elements that reflected the evolving tastes and
preferences of the period. The continual refinement of Halkari throughout the Safavid era underscores its
enduring significance within Persian artistic heritage, highlighting its role in shaping the visual culture of
manuscript decoration.
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The precise craftsmanship involved in Halkari reflects not only the artistic expertise of the Safavid
lluminators but also the philosophical and spiritual foundations that underpinned their work. The
interweaving floral motifs and arabesques symbolize a harmonious cosmic order, reflecting Persian artistic
ideals that transcend mere ornamentation.

Moreover, the widespread use of Halkari in manuscripts from the Safavid period underscores the role of
artistic workshops in developing and refining decorative techniques. The study of manuscript No. 1558
within the broader historical and cultural context reveals the interconnected nature of Safavid art,
demonstrating influences from Persian miniature painting, architectural decoration, and textile design.
Ultimately, this research confirms that Halkari played a crucial role in defining the visual identity of Safavid-
era manuscripts, with manuscript No. 1558 serving as an outstanding example of artistic excellence. The
continued study of manuscripts like No. 1558 allows for deeper insights into the artistic and cultural history
of Iran, ensuring that the legacy of Persian manuscript decoration continues to inspire future generations of
artists and scholars.
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Figure 4. Qur'an inscribed by Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni; the first two pages illuminated with an eight-pointed star and
chalipa design, dated 980-995 AH / 1572 CE (Ulug, Taj al-Din Haydar: p. 189)
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Figure 5. Fragment of the Qur'an, Chester Beatty Library, mid-16th century (Wright, 2009: p. 135)
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Figure 6. Opening folios of the Qut'an, Chester Beatty Library, mid-16th century (Wtight, 2009: p. 135)
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Figure 7. Surah al-Baqarah folios, Qut'an, Chester Beatty Library, mid-16th century (Wright, 2009: p. 135)
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Figure 8. Middle folios of the Qur'an, Chester Beatty Library, mid-16th century (Wright, 2009: p. 135)
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Figure 11. Middle folios of the Qut'an, Chester Beatty Library, mid-16th century (Wright, 2009: p. 144)
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Table 1. Directional Khatai flowers in hal-kari technique, 1558 manuscript
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Table 3. Khatai buds and leaves in hal-kati technique, 1558 manuscript
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Table 6. Colors used in the hal-kari technique of the 1558 manuscript
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