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Abstract

Anthony Welch'’s “The Artists for the Shah” stands as one of the most significant and meticulous-
ly researched scholarly works in the field of Persian painting, particularly with regard to the Sa-
favid period, while simultaneously providing a foundation for comparative analysis among the
prominent painters of this era. Beyond its examination of leading artists, the book investigates
the history of album-making (muraqga‘) and the emergence of non-courtly patrons, classifying
them according to their social status. A critical analysis of this book is therefore essential for a
more rigorous understanding of the transition of painting from the Qazvin school to the Isfahan
school, as well as for introducing key artists such as Siyavush Beg, Sadiqi Beg, and Riza Abbasi.
Moreover, engagement with this work is particularly important for understanding how various
forms of patronage entered and reshaped the artistic sphere during this period. The present
study first addresses the significance of critiquing Welch'’s book and the context of its composi-
tion, and then examines its content through categorized analytical components. Finally, formal
and substantive critiques are presented with reference to specific chapters and the sequential
frameworks employed in the study of Safavid painters. The findings demonstrate that The Art-
ists for the Shah constitutes a valuable resource for investigating the economic, political, social,
and cultural dimensions of the Safavid period, as well as the nature of royal patronage. Further-
more, the book offers an exemplary methodological model for studying the works of Siyavush
Beg, Sadiq1 Beg, and Riza ‘Abbasi, for analyzing Safavid patrons, and for conducting comparative
studies of Sadiqi Beg and Riza ‘Abbasi. In addition, the unprecedented patronage of merchants
and even artists themselves during this period provides a foundation for future research on this
significant phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

During the Safavid era, following Shah Tah-
masp’s accession to the throne and the trans-
fer of the capital from Tabriz to Qazvin, artists
began producing works within the cultural
and social environment fostered by the court.
Artistic production during this period reflects
significant transformations in pictorial style
as well as in subject matter. Toward the end of
Shah Tahmasp’s reign, amid political and social
changes, royal support for artists declined, and
artistic activity was compelled to follow new
trajectories. After Shah Tahmasp’s death, his
successors, Ismail Mirza and Sultan Mohammad
Khodabandeh, ascended the throne and adopt-
ed a more conciliatory approach toward artis-
tic affairs. With the accession of Shah Abbas I
and the relocation of the capital from Qazvin to
Isfahan, a new artistic movement emerged, in
which Riza ‘Abbasi may be regarded as a defin-
ing figure. The lives of prominent artists of the
Safavid zenith—such as Siyavush Gorji, Sadiqt
Beg, and Riza ‘Abbasi—clearly demonstrate
the decisive role of patronage in shaping both
the scope and quality of Iranian painting in the
late tenth century AH/sixteenth century AD.
Patronage during this period was not confined
to monarchs such as Shah Tahmasp and Shah
Abbas [, but also included princes, court elites,
high-ranking officials, local administrators, and
wealthy merchants. At the same time, atten-
tion gradually shifted away from luxury manu-
scripts toward single-page paintings, drawings,
and calligraphy. Consequently, an art form once
restricted by cost and religious convention to
a narrow elite became accessible to a broader
segment of society. Following a brief overview
of the general themes of Welch’s book, the sig-
nificance of reviewing this work will be dis-
cussed.

2. Literature Review

Numerous studies have addressed Safavid
painting, including Gandjey’s (1975) “A Note on
the Life and Work of Sadeghi Beg: A Poet and
Painter of the Safavid Era,” published in Islam
(Berlin), and Guest’s (1949) Shiraz Painting in
the Sixteenth Century, published in Washing-
ton, which examines the characteristics of the
Shiraz style. Other scholars—such as Binion
(1933), Blochte (1929), Grobe (1962), Mart-
kau (1912), Martin (1912), Robinson (1974),
Gray (1930), and Stchakin (1959)—have con-
tributed studies on Iranian art and Iranian (or
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Muslim) painters. Following the publication
of Welch’s book, several important works ap-
peared, including Titley’s (1983) Iranian Min-
iature Painting and Its Influence on Indian and
Turkish Art, which analyzes developments
in fourteenth- to sixteenth-century painting
and its influence on Ottoman and Mughal art.
Sheila Canby’s major contributions—Iranian
Painting (1993), Reza Abbasi: The Rebellious
Reformer (1996), Kings, Poets and Legendary
Heroes (2000), and Shah Abbas: Remaking
Iran (2009)—examine Safavid painting, the life
and work of Riza ‘Abbasi, later Iranian dynas-
ties, and Mughal India. Additionally, Thaxton’s
(2001) article “Album Introductions and Oth-
er Documents on the History of Calligraphers
and Painters,” published in Muqarnas, presents
Persian texts with English translations, docu-
mentary materials, and travel literature from
the Timurid and Safavid periods. Babaei and
Lockman’s (1989) Iranian Drawings in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art examines thirty-three
drawings by Iranian artists held in the muse-
um. Numerous other relevant studies fall be-
yond the scope of the present review.

3. Research Methodology

Using a descriptive-analytical approach, this
study first examines the significance of criti-
quing Welch’s book and the context of its com-
position. It then analyzes the content through
categorized components, and finally presents
formal and substantive critiques with reference
to specific chapters and the author’s analytical
framework.

4. Findings

Among the many books devoted to Safavid art,
The Artists for the Shah is particularly signif-
icant for its comprehensive examination of
artists within their historical contexts and its
detailed consideration of the political, social,
and cultural forces shaping their careers. Con-
sequently, the book has been widely reviewed
and critiqued. Notable assessments include
those by Skelton (1977), Gurney (1978), Dane-
shvari (1979), and Christie (2025), all of whom
emphasize the coherence of Welch’s narrative,
his integration of artistic and biographical anal-
ysis, and his focused treatment of a critical pe-
riod within Safavid history.

Accordingly, this book merits review for several
reasons:

Welch begins with a structured overview of
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Safavid history, enabling both general and spe-
cialist readers to contextualize artistic develop-
ments.

The book represents one of the earliest com-
prehensive studies to examine artists’ biogra-
phies in close relation to historical events.
Through a clear narrative structure, Welch ex-
plains the social forces underlying the stylistic
transition from the Qazvin to the Isfahan school.
The comparative analysis of Sadiql Beg and
Riza ‘Abbasi deepens understanding of stylistic
change during this period.

The systematic classification of Safavid patrons
and their modes of support constitutes a major
contribution.

Finally, the study of lesser-known artists en-
riches the broader understanding of Safavid
artistic production.

5. Conclusion

Anthony Welch’'s The Artists for the Shah ex-
amines the political and artistic climate from
the final years of Shah Tahmasp’s reign (954
AH/1547 AD) to the accession of Shah Abbas
[ (1006 AH/1598 AD). In addition to outlining
political, social, and cultural conditions, Welch
provides in-depth analyses of the lives and
works of Siyavush Gorji, Sadiql Beg, and Riza
‘Abbasi. His approach is neither superficial nor
purely descriptive; rather, it integrates courtly
status, social context, personal temperament,
and visual analysis to illuminate each artist’s
oeuvre. Welch adopts a philosophically in-

formed view of art history, identifying political,
economic, and social causes behind artistic de-
velopments. This comprehensive perspective
offersreaders a clear and coherent understand-
ing of Safavid artistic change. The book’s most
significant contribution lies in its comparative
analysis of Sadiqi Beg and Riza ‘Abbasi, through
which Welch explains both mutual influences
and broader stylistic transformations. Over-
all, The Artists for the Shah remains a reliable
and indispensable reference for understanding
artistic change in the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies AH/sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries AD, particularly the characteristics of the
Qazvin school and its transition to the Isfahan
school.
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Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies of Visual Arts, 2025,4(9), 83-98
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