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Abstract

In the context of traditional Iranian art, we encounter the depiction of a mythical
creature known as the unicorn, which, after the legendary creatures Simurgh and
the dragon, has been widely represented. In the hierarchy of mythical animals
in Chinese mythology following the Qin dynasty, the Qilin is ranked as the third
most powerful creature after the dragon and the phoenix. In Iranian art, the ini-
tial designs of this creature emerged and became popular during the Timurid and
Safavid periods. Among the most prominent representations of this motif are the
illustrations found in the Khamsa of Nizami, which this research aims to explore
and analyze. To identify the identity of this imaginary creature, its form has been
compared and contrasted with examples from natural history (both extinct and
extant) and mythological history. The motif of this fantastical creature, in terms
of morphology, bears the closest resemblance to natural history animals such as
the giraffe and the rhinoceros. It appears that the Qilin is an abstract conception
of ancient extinct animals like the rhinoceros and the giraffe of Central Asia,
such as Elasmotherium, Iranotherium, and Sivatherium. In the illustrations of
the Khamsa of Nizami, the head of this creature is depicted as that of a dragon,
and its skin is often adorned with spots, stripes, or left plain. The authors sug-
gest that the motif of this unicorn-like creature is a metaphorical representation
derived from ancestral and human origin stories, abstracted from its natural and
ancient counterpart, the Iranian rhinoceros (Iranotherium).

The Qilin (Kylin/Kirin) motif, despite its significant visual presence in Persi-
anate arts, has remained one of the least identified and least analyzed hybrid
creatures represented in Iranian manuscript illumination. Although the Qilin is
broadly associated with East Asian visual and literary traditions, its adaptation in
the Persian context—particularly in the lavish margins (tashir) of the Khamsa
of Shah Tahmasbi—presents a unique morphological configuration that differs
notably from its Chinese antecedents. This study offers a comprehensive mor-
phological and bio-anatomical examination of the Qilin motif as it appears in the

1.Assistant Professor, Faculty of Handicrafts, Tabriz Islamic Art University, Iran (Corresponding
Author). Email: m.mirshafiee@tabriziau.ac.ir @® 0009-0000-9676-4395

2.Ph.D. Student in Islamic Arts, Faculty of Handicrafts, Tabriz Islamic Art University, Iran.
Email: nasimart1400@gmail.com

3.Master’s Student in Iranian Painting, Faculty of Visual Arts, Tabriz Islamic Art University, Iran.
Email: reza_akheratkhah@gmail.com

17



18

Rahpooye Honarha-ye Sana’ee Quarterly
Vol. 5, Issue 17, No. 3, Autumn 2025

Shah Tahmasbi Khamsa, seeking to uncover its potential zoological inspirations
and reconstruct the historical, cultural, and biological logic behind its formation
in Safavid visual culture.

Employing a descriptive—analytical methodology grounded in biological mor-
phology, this research investigates the anatomical structures, body proportions,
head formation, horn shape, dermal patterns, and behavioral signifiers of the
Qilin motif in the manuscript’s tash‘ir illustrations. The analysis is based on
high-resolution comparisons of the Qilin figures with a range of extant and ex-
tinct species, including the Asian rhinoceros, the giraffe and its prehistoric an-
cestor Sivatherium, the legendary Siberian rhinoceros Elasmotherium, and the
fossil remains of Iranotherium, discovered in the Maragheh fossil beds. Through
this cross-disciplinary approach—drawing from paleontology, animal morphol-
ogy, art history, and comparative iconography—the study aims to determine
which real or mythical creatures most closely resemble the Safavid Qilin and
to what extent the motif reflects inherited cultural memory, fossil encounters,
artistic imagination, or a synthesis of these forces.

The findings demonstrate that the Safavid Qilin diverges significantly from the
Chinese Qilin, which traditionally symbolizes prosperity, cosmic order, and be-
nevolent rulership and is visually associated with deer-like or ox-like bodies
combined with dragon heads and flamboyant flame-like appendages. In the Ira-
nian tradition, however, the Qilin appears structurally heavier, more grounded,
and more zoologically plausible. It possesses a robust herbivorous body, cloven
hooves, a dragon-like head, and a central frontal horn. Its skin appears in three
recurring categories—plain, striped, or spotted—suggesting variations derived
from observational memory rather than purely ornamental design. These charac-
teristics collectively position the Iranian version of the Qilin closer to prehistoric
megafauna than to mythical Chinese imagery.

A particularly compelling match emerges between the Qilin and prehistoric rhi-
nocerotids, especially Elasmotherium and Iranotherium. Elasmotherium, often
referred to as the “Siberian unicorn,” possessed a massive frontal horn, a large
skull, and a body size comparable to a mammoth. Its long coexistence with early
human communities suggests that it may have entered oral traditions as a terrify-
ing yet majestic one-horned creature. Meanwhile, the Iranotherium, whose fossil
remains were recently recovered in the Maragheh region of northwestern Iran,
provides a geographically plausible source of inspiration for ancient Iranian art-
ists. Paleontological research indicates that Iranotherium was one of the largest
rhinoceros species of its time, possessing a heavy body structure and cranial
features that could easily inspire the stylized depictions appearing in Persian
manuscript illuminations.

The study further explores and rejects certain popular associations. For example,
while Western scholarship sometimes equates the Qilin with the unicorn, there is
limited morphological compatibility between the two. The unicorn of European
medieval lore is essentially equine, slender, and symbolically tied to purity and
chastity—attributes incompatible with the robust, semi-draconic Iranian Qilin.
Similarly, although the giraffe has historically been associated with the Qilin
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in East Asia—most notably after Zheng He’s voyages, when giraffes were pre-
sented to the Ming court—the elongated neck and delicate frame of the modern
giraffe do not correspond well with the more compact and muscular Safavid rep-
resentations. Only the prehistoric Sivatherium, a massive relative of the giraffe
with dual cranial ossicones and a powerful body, exhibits partial overlap, though
even this resemblance remains secondary compared to rhinocerotids.

The research also analyzes the iconographic role of the Qilin within the Khamsa’s
illumination program. The creature appears primarily in the manuscript’s mar-
gins, engaged in various dynamic compositions such as combat scenes, predato-
ry chases, or simply as isolated figures intertwined with vegetal arabesques. The
flames rendered beneath its limbs, a hallmark of Persian composite creatures,
emphasize its supernatural vitality rather than its zoological deficits. Its repeated
appearance—more frequent than many other mythical animals—suggests not
only aesthetic value but also symbolic importance within the Safavid artistic
imagination. Here, the Qilin may have served as an emblem of power, cosmic
protectiveness, and controlled savagery—qualities admired and idealized in roy-
al Safavid patronage contexts.

By systematically comparing anatomical structures across species, the study
identifies a strong network of bio-cultural correspondences. The Qilin’s cloven
hooves align with herbivores such as cattle or giraffids; its robust torso aligns
with rhinoceroses; its horn placement matches Elasmotherium and occasionally
the ossicone pattern of giraffids; its dermal textures resemble spotted or striped
megafauna; and its dragon-like head reflects a hybridization between observed
animal forms and established Persian cosmological imagery. Together, these el-
ements produce a creature that is scientifically grounded, culturally symbolic,
and visually coherent.

Ultimately, the study concludes that the Qilin in the Shah Tahmasbi Khamsa
is not an invention of pure fantasy, but rather a biologically and culturally in-
formed synthesis of prehistoric memory, artistic stylization, and trans-regional
iconographic exchange. The morphological parallels between the illustrated Qi-
lin and extinct rhinocerotids, reinforced by paleontological discoveries within
Iran, strongly indicate that the creature likely originates from ancestral encoun-
ters with now-extinct megafauna, whose physical remnants may have survived
long enough to influence cultural imagination and artistic representation. The
presence of this motif in Safavid art thus reflects a deep visual memory rooted
in natural history, filtered through aesthetic conventions, and transformed into a
symbolically resonant mythical being.

This study contributes to broader scholarship by highlighting how Persian man-
uscript illumination integrates empirical observation with mythopoetic vision. It
underscores the need for interdisciplinary approaches—particularly between art
history and paleobiology—to decode hybrid creatures in Islamic art. Moreover,
the findings open pathways for reevaluating other fantastical motifs in Persi-
anate visual culture, suggesting that many such forms may encode long-forgot-
ten ecological knowledge or fossil-based cultural memory.
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