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The break-line verse:
Link between text and image in early Shahnameh manuscripts

Dr. Farhad MEHRAN

(Former Associate Prof. at University of Neuchatel)

The purpose of this article is to study the relationship between text and image in early illustrated

manuscripts of the Shabnameh. An examination of all existing folios of two dispersed Shabnamelh

manuscripts attributed to the fourteenth century (AD) indicates that in most cases the verse closest

to the image is precisely the verse that best describes the central scene in the picture. Given the
importance of this verse, it has been given a special name, that is, "the break-line verse."

Evidence seems to indicate that calligraphers may have used break-line verses as signals to
communicate with painters about the exact scene to be illustrated in the space provided on the page.

It is further argued that in many instances the irregular and odd-shape frames seen in many
Shabnameh paintings may have resulted from the efforts of calligraphers and painters to place the
"break-line verse" in an appropriate location with respect to the image.

The two particular fourteenth century Shabnameh manuscripts, generally known as First and
Second Small Shabnamehs, were selected for this study because in the early 14" century illustrated
cycles of Shabnameh had not yet stabilized; thus the relationship between images and "break-line verses"
in manuscripts of that period may be assumed to be the result of efforts at communication between

the calligrapher and the painter rather than anything else.
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