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Behind the curtain there was a face like a moon
Like the shining sun, full of colour and scent.
Rustam spoke to her, asked her name:
‘What are you seeking in the darkness of night? What is your desire?’
‘Tahmina is my name’ was how she replied.
‘Sorrow has cut my heart in two.
Daughter of the king of Samangan am I, and
From the stock of leopards and panthers.

There is none so royal in the whole world as me —
Beneath the wheel of the firmament there are very few like me.
No man has ever seen me beyond the curtain
No man has ever heard my voice.’

Rustam and Tahmina, from Firdausi’s Shahnama
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Detail of wind-whipped trees against a golden sky, from an unfinished Shahnama attribut-
able to Sultan Muhammad, Safavid Iran, Tabriz, c. AD 1515-22. Opaque watercolour
and ink on paper. Rustam sets out across the dangerous province of Mazandaran to
rescue the shah, Kay Kavus. Overcome by fatigue, Rustam lies down in a pasture that
turns out to be a lion's lair. As the hero sleeps,the lion returns and attacks Rustam's horse
Rakhsh, who ultimately tram ples the beast to death.
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