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The Divine Word on the Screen: Imaging the Qurʾan in Iranian Cinema 

 

Nacim Pak-Shiraz 

The vast financial support available for the production of ‘preferred’ films in Iran has led to 

the recent emergence of a genre that can loosely be referred to as ‘religious epics’ within 

Iranian cinema. Whilst the genre has had a long history in western cinema, particularly in 

Hollywood, it is a new development within Iranian cinema. Much has been written on the 

Biblical epic within western cinema and particularly Hollywood cinema, but no academic 

attention has been paid to films that derive their narratives from the Qurʾan. Indeed, even the 

term ‘Qurʾanic epic’ did not exist as conceptual category until recently.1 Academic attention to 

Iranian cinema both inside, and particularly outside, Iran has largely concentrated on art 

house films with little discussion on commercial cinema2 and nothing at all on epic or 

Qurʾanic films. 

 Studies of the Qurʾan, on the other hand, have so far mainly focused on its textual 

analysis within strictly theological and jurisprudential fields. In studying the Qurʾan and the 

arts the usual approach, as Grabar argues, focuses either on what the Qurʾan receives from the 

society that adorns it or what it gives to objects, buildings and the arts more generally. A third 

approach, little explored and which Grabar calls the hermeneutics of the Qurʾan for the arts, 

‘explains why visual creativity became what it is within Islamic culture’ and has the potential 
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to lead us into the ‘cultural context and rhetorical forms which surrounded [the works of art], 

and thus into a deeper understanding of whatever constitutes the particular genius and the 

many facets of Islamic art.3 

 No study has thus far examined how cinema has been employed as a new medium in 

engaging with the Qurʾan. My research aims to initiate this debate within both film studies 

and Islamic studies. I have already investigated the emergence of the Qurʾanic epic as a genre 

in Iranian cinema and examined the challenges of negotiating the balance between religious 

authenticity and dramatic effectiveness in creating Iranian religious epics.4 In this chapter, I 

will analyse the first Iranian Qurʾanic epic, The Kingdom of Solomon (Mulk-i Sulayman, 

Shahriar Bahrani, 2010), to investigate the active partnership of theologians and filmmakers 

in creating an authentic interpretation of the Qurʾanic discourse. 

 I will first provide an overview of the film and then locate my study within earlier 

depictions of Solomon, including Islamic manuscript illustrations, medieval commentaries 

and Hollywood representations. I will then study how the film claims to provide a 

contemporary reading of Solomon’s story by emphasising the centrality of the Qurʾan as a 

resource, allowing it to rectify what it deems contradictory to the scripture in earlier 

narratives. I will then examine how the film claims to have attained a religious function — 

not as an attempt to simply retell ancient religious history but, more importantly, to present 

an image of the future. Finally, I will evaluate the Shiʿi elements embedded within the film, 



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 3 

particularly in the characterisation of Solomon and the challenges to his authority as a 

parallel to Ali, the first Shiʿi imam. 

 Kingdom of Solomon is the first ‘big-production’ film to have secured the largest 

funding in the history of Iranian cinema at the time of its making.5 The film was also first on 

a number of other fronts. In an unprecedented move, the budget for the film was approved 

and obtained from the Majlis, the Iranian parliament. Being one of the first Iranian films to 

employ large-scale digital and computer-generated images (DGI and CGI), the special effects 

were outsourced to Hong Kong.6 Furthermore, the production team prided itself on being the 

first film to maintain the centrality of the Qurʾan to the filmic narrative and thereby create a 

truly Qurʾanic film. 

 A number of research groups — including the Taha Qurʾanic Research Group headed 

by Hujjat al-Islam Saeed Isfahanian and a historical research group — were employed for the 

making of this film. Isfahanian explained to me that in the first instance, it was important to 

arrive at the main text of the story of Solomon and so they began with the Qurʾan.7 This 

research began about two years before the shooting of the film. The 20 or so members of the 

Qurʾanic research group alone ranged from high-standing clerics acting as consultants on the 

project, to divinity students from the Universities of Tehran and Imam Ṣādiq who worked as 

research assistants on the film. Moreover, this collaboration extended beyond the research 

period. At the request of the producer and director, Isfahanian was also present as a 
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consultant during filming. The film’s official website included an overview of this extensive 

research in 11 documents amounting to about 100 pages which, however, have since been 

taken down.8 Bahrani, the director of the film, also emphasised the meticulousness of both the 

underpinning research and the artistic value of the film. The screenplay was revised 39 times 

and reduced from 150 pages to 60 pages to remove the narrative’s heavy reliance on dialogue 

and better utilise the medium’s artistic potential in conveying its message.9 The film was 

nominated in nine categories at the 28th Fajr International Film Festival in 2010 and won five 

awards.10 

 

Earlier Depictions of Solomon 

When Iranian cinema took seriously to making religious epics, it had to consider audience 

familiarity with these stories. In creating a Qurʾanic epic on Solomon, Iranian filmmakers 

were faced with the challenge of not only producing something new but also negotiating the 

pre-existing narratives and images that informed the ideas and expectations of many of their 

viewers. These ranged from Qurʾanic references, narratives of the classical period of Islam, 

and medieval illustrations, to Iranian folklore and twentieth-century Hollywood biblical 

epics. In this section I will highlight some of these earlier narratives and images to identify 

common tropes through which Solomon has been imagined. 
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Illustrations of Solomon in Painting 

 In early Muslim depictions of Solomon, certain imageries and motifs dominate these 

representations, providing us with an insight into how earlier artists and patrons had imagined 

him. In researching these depictions, I examined 11 representations of Solomon across five 

centuries (Table. 1). These included one contemporary miniature painting by the acclaimed 

artist Mahmoud Farschian and ten illustrations from the eight Persian manuscripts listed 

below: 

1. Mirâj Nâmeh (unknown artist, 1436, Herat)11 

2. Timurid manuscript (unknown artist, late fifteenth century, Persia)12 

3. Firdawsī’s Shāh-nāmah (unknown artist, c. 1540-1550, Shiraz)13 

4. Firdawsī’s Shāh-nāmah (unknown artist, c. 1540-1550, Shiraz)14 

5. Firdawsī’s Shāh-nāmah (unknown artist, sixteenth century, Shiraz)15 

6. Firdawsī’s Shāh-nāmah (unknown artist, c. 1575-90, Shiraz)16 

7. Miniature painting (Shaykh Riḍa Abbāsī, 1664, Isfahan)17 

8. Dīwān of Hāfiz (unknown artist, 1796, Kashmir)18 

All eleven illustrations depict Solomon with a halo, a clear reference to his position as the 

prophet-king. He is always depicted on a throne unless he is in the company of other 

prophets, as in the Mirâj Nâmeh, where he is standing in front of the Prophet Muhammad, or 

sitting on the floor, as in the Dīwān of Hāfiz, with the prophets Joseph and Jacob. When 
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Solomon is not depicted with other prophets, the jinns are the most recurring image 

accompanying him. The expanse of his kingdom and power is reflected in the diversity of 

races and cultures present in his court depicted through the different skin colours, headgear 

and robes of the courtiers. Except for the Mirâj Nâmeh and the Dīwān, animals and birds are 

included in all of the manuscripts, alluding to his gift of comprehending the speech of birds 

and animals. Six of the ten illustrations include angels, emphasising the strength of his 

retinue and power. As such, these depictions underscore Solomon’s prophethood and his 

unique powers over the natural and supernatural worlds. 

 Solomon’s encounter with Bilqīs, the Queen of Sheba, has captured the imagination 

of many of the artists illustrating Solomon. The three sixteenth-century manuscripts of the 

Shāh-nāmah include elaborate paintings of Solmon and Bilqīs as double-page frontispieces 

depicting each of the monarchs on a separate page sitting on their thrones. Angels, jinns, 

mythical birds and animals surround them. In all three illustrations the Simurgh is only 

depicted with Solomon but many more angels accompany Bilqīs, including an angel flying 

towards her holding a halo in two of these manuscripts. Farshchian’s 20th-century painting 

includes all of the above imagery and motifs but brings Solomon and Bilqīs onto the same 

page, with Bilqīs holding out a flower to Solomon and a hoopoe hovering between them. A 

rainbow of mythical creatures, simurghs, translucent angels, people of different races, harp-

playing jinns, demons, wild beasts, deer and peacocks surround the lovers. The fluid brush 
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strokes coupled with the smiles on the faces of all these disparate characters create the 

harmony, unity and love that the artist intends to illustrate. Like many of the earlier 

depictions of Solomon, Farshchian highlights the extraordinary, the glamour and the power 

of Solomon and his love story with Bilqīs. These are recurring elements within the story of 

Solomon. Interestingly, there are no depictions of the popular concept of his ‘ flying carpet’ 

or any other flying objects in these paintings that would refer to Solomon’s control of the 

wind. In one of the Dīwān paintings, his throne is carried by demons. 

 Although the Shāh-nāmah itself does not carry the story of Solomon, it is illustrated 

as frontispieces in three of the manuscripts discussed above, and scholars have drawn links 

between the Shāh-nāmah and Solomon. Some argue that with the coming of Islam, pre-

Islamic Iranian myths were appropriated into the new religious narrative. Fatemeh Modarresi, 

for example, compares the characteristics and narratives surrounding the mythical ancient 

Iranian king, Jamshīd, with those of the Islamic prophet, Solomon.19 Tracing fourteen 

similarities between the two figures, Modarresi concludes that when the Iranians encountered 

the Muslim narratives of Solomon’s glory and magnificence, many understood them to have 

been the same figure. Consequently, some Iranian-Islamic texts attributed Solomon’s 

characteristics to Jamshīd and vice-versa.20  

 

Solomon in Ṭabarī and Hollywood 
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To recreate the filmic image and narrative of Solomon, contemporary Iranian imagination 

drew not only from the Iranian-Islamic tradition but also upon the western genre of religious 

epics. While they had inherited the Muslim heritage of narrating stories of the prophets, they 

also found themselves largely bound by the western cinematic codes and conventions of the 

epic genre. One of The Kingdom of Solomon’s significant aims, therefore, was to rectify these 

pre-existing images both within western as well as Muslim narratives. As such, one of the 

eleven documents of the Taha Qurʾanic Research Group was dedicated to listing the 

discrepancies between the Islamic and non-Islamic sources on Solomon. These comprised no 

less than 26 topics. Here, I will locate The Kingdom of Solomon within some of these pre-

existing narratives and highlight its focus on a contemporary retelling of this ancient story. 

These narratives include two western epics on Solomon, Solomon and Sheba (King Vidor, 

1959) and the television movie Solomon (Roger Young, 1997), as well as the traditional 

Islamic narratives of Solomon found in the work of the ninth-century Persian historian, 

Ṭabarī. 

 Solomon and Sheba centres around the romance between the title characters. It begins 

with the appointment of Solomon as David’s heir and ends with Solomon regaining his 

throne from his brother Adonijah who had defected to the Pharaoh, and Queen Sheba’s 

‘conversion’ and return to her realm. The film has been criticised for ‘its irreverent and 

irrelevant digressions from the biblical text and its inevitable concentration on a vapid 
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romantic plot.’21 Solomon, on the other hand, is a part of the Bible Collection miniseries and 

so it contends a more authentic depiction. This film also starts with the rivalry of the two 

brothers but ends with the disintegration of Solomon’s kingdom soon after his death. 

 The romance with Sheba drives the plot of Solomon and Sheba with only very brief 

references to Solomon’s many harem wives. Solomon, however, includes a series of the 

king’s marriages and his many children from these unions, a reference to the biblical account 

of his 700 wives and 300 concubines. Sheba is only introduced in the second half of the film. 

Solomon’s mother, Bathsheba, is far more developed in Solomon, and particularly for her 

role in securing Solomon’s succession, than in Solomon and Sheba, where she appears briefly 

as a passive character with a marginal role. 

 In the Islamic context, the qisas al-anbiyāʾ is another major source filling in the gaps 

for narratives on the Muslim prophets. As ‘the legends of the pre-Islamic prophets’ it ‘is the 

title of several works relating the lives of the prophets of the Old Testament, the story of 

Jesus, and some other events into which pious heroes or enemies of God are involved.’22 

Equally, The History of Prophets and Kings (Ṭaʾrīkh al-rusul wa’l-mulūk) by Abū Jaʿfar 

Muḥammad Ṭabarī (839-923) is one of the most influential works informing Muslim 

understandings of the lives of the pre-Islamic Prophets. As Bosworth notes, ‘In form it is a 

universal history, dealing firstly with the Creation, the Old Testament patriarchs and 
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prophets, the rulers of ancient Israel and of the ancient Persians, and the culmination of the 

prophets before Muḥammad, Jesus, before arriving at the history of the Persian Sāsānids.’23  

 Stories of Solomon in these early sources are surrounded with romance going back to 

his conception. Unlike the Judaeo-Christian sources, which recount David’s adultery with 

Bathsheba,24 traditional Muslim sources have commuted his transgression from adultery to 

lusting for Uriah’s wife. Thus, according to these sources, David ensures that his commander, 

Uriah, is sent to battles that would not see his return, allowing David to marry the 

commander’s widow, Bathsheba.25 The Qurʾanic reference used in the sources to refer to this 

episode is itself very brief, with no direct reference to David’s transgression but to his greed, 

for which he ultimately repents and is forgiven by God.26 

 Ṭabarī emphasises the magnitude of Solomon’s kingdom in a number of places: ‘It is 

said that there were only three kings (in all of history) who ruled over the entire earth and all 

its people. Nimrod b. Arghu, Dhū’l-Qarnayn, and Solomon b. David.’27 Just as the Taha 

Qurʾanic Research Group refers to the Qurʾan to narrate the story of Solomon so, too, does 

Ṭabarī intersperse his history of Solomon with Qurʾanic verses, thereby underlining the 

authenticity of his chronicles. These sources, however, expand and dramatise the Qurʾanic 

verses. Ṭabarī narrates accounts of Solomon’s army, claimed to be one hundred parasangs 

long, with each quarter comprising humans, jinns, wild animals and birds.28 Solomon’s 

‘flying object’ was pieces of wood put together that could hold all of the above and more, 
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carried by the wind, which was subservient to Solomon, a reference to Q. 38:37.29 A slight 

switch in the numbers of wives and concubines of the Israelite sources turns them into three 

hundred wives and seven hundred concubines.30 

 The details that Ṭabarī draws from different sources allow him to fill out the silences 

in the Qurʾan, which does not concern itself with providing comprehensive narratives of the 

prophets.31  As such, a whole chapter is dedicated to the story of Solomon and Bilqīs, with 

rich details such as the divine memory-wipe of everyone but Solomon after Bilqīs 

blasphemously challenges him to state God’s colour.32 The manipulation of time and space in 

this narrative are reminiscent of sci-fi films, an irresistible if anachronistic reading. Another 

entertaining detail is the origin of the first depilatory paste, made by the demons on the orders 

of Solomon who was keen to marry Bilqīs but nonetheless repulsed at seeing the reflection of 

her extremely hairy legs.33 The wrath of God upon Solomon and the subsequent loss of his 

kingdom is the result of the idolatry of one his wives. But this only lasts for forty days, the 

same length as the wife’s worship of her father’s statue, which she had placed in his palace. 

Unlike Sheba’s idolatry in Solomon and Sheba, the wife in Ṭabarī’s narration is not 

Bilqīs/Sheba but the daughter of a powerful king whom Solomon had defeated and killed.34 

The connection between Ṭabarī’s narrative and the Qurʾan, however, becomes quite tenuous 

for these episodes, and Qurʾanic quotes to support the storyline are few and far between. 
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Contemporary Interpretation of the Qurʾan through Filmic Discourses 

The Kingdom of Solomon provides an alternative narrative to the dominant understanding of 

the story of Solomon. In doing so it counters not only religious understandings about a 

prophet perceived to have been miscast in earlier sacred texts but also challenges what it sees 

as the misuse of this narrative in the global political sphere. According to the consultant 

cleric Isfahanian, this fresh approach to the Qurʾan and Solomon, devoid of any 

preconditioned ideas based on the Judaeo-Christian traditions, or even their own hāwzah or 

popular tales, provided the research group with a new perspective on Solomon. The Qurʾan, 

Isfahanian said, is not a storybook and, therefore, does not dramatise events. Rather, it is a 

book of ‘recognising signs’ or ‘ayah shināsī’. Studying it, he continued, revealed that the 

Qurʾan focuses on three main stages of Solomon’s kingship: his initial ordinary realm, its 

elevation after his prayer for an unrivalled kingdom, and the testing period in-between. This 

explains the film’s emphasis on the various challenges to Solomon’s kingdom rather than the 

usual focus on the romance between him and Queen of Sheba. Accordingly, and despite the 

fact that the most sequential Qurʾanic verses on Solomon relate to the Queen of Sheba (in 

Sūrat al-Naml), the events of their encounter are deferred to the final part of the trilogy.35 

 Isfahanian distinguishes their approach to the creation of the narrative from that of 

other Iranian religious films. According to him there are three different approaches to the 

making of religious films: The first is a historical approach. These are films made by 
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filmmakers and producers who are believers but who rely on history rather than the Qurʾan in 

creating their narratives, resulting in films that are not ‘bona fide religious films’. The two 

television series of Imam ʿAli (Davud Mirbaqeri, 1997) and The Loneliest Warrior 

(Tanhātarīn Sardār, Mehdi Fakhimzadeh, 1997) are examples of such films.36 Isfahanian 

argues that these films have a ‘historical’ rather than a ‘religious’ fabric. The second group of 

films attain more depth because they move away from the dominance of history over 

religious texts. Some of these, Isfahanian says, have been more successful than others, citing 

the television series Saint Mary (Maryam-i Muqaddas, Shahriar Bahrani, 2002) as having 

achieved more depth than Joseph the Prophet (Yūsuf-i Payāmbar, Farajollah Salahshoor, 

2008) in its reliance on the Qurʾan. The third approach is a new wave within Iranian cinema, 

which starts with The Kingdom of Solomon. This, Isfahanian maintains, is a new layer in 

religious cinema. It is a rewriting of history that comes from the depths of the Qurʾan, with 

other sources being secondary to it. Nonetheless, in creating the six-metre-long timeline from 

Adam to Jesus, sources other than the Qurʾan were not ignored either. The research groups 

incorporated information not only from traditional sources but also from the latest scientific 

approaches, including developments in DNA research and archaeological findings. However, 

the film maintains the centrality of the Qurʾan and as such claims to be a departure from 

dominant ideas about Solomon, not simply within the West but also within Muslim societies, 

which have also drawn much of their ideas about Solomon from Judaeo-Christian texts. 
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 Mojtaba Faravardeh, the film’s producer who also worked with the screenwriting 

team, explained in our meeting in August 2013 that even though they had aimed to arrive at 

the origins, they recognised that the film was still limited to being an account from their  

understanding of the Qurʾan. However, ‘what we do claim is that our resource is the Qurʾan. 

The artist therefore engages with the Qurʾan through the medium of film.’ The Kingdom of 

Solomon, he continued, is not a religious or historical film, but ‘we can call it a Qurʾanic film 

because it is based on the Qurʾan’. Were they to claim The Kingdom of Solomon as a 

historical film, Faravardeh believed that many would disagree with them; not because the 

film’s narrative is ahistorical but because the bulk of the available sources rely heavily on 

Judaeo-Christian sources, which contradict the Qurʾan and, therefore, the film’s historicity. 

 Artists, according to Isfahanian, can use their imagination based on their 

understanding of the Qurʾan and other religious texts. Religious imagination, he argues, has to 

happen within a particular framework, which is not necessarily limiting. In fact, when 

appropriately equipped ‘it enables you to soar to the heavens. Only those who rely on their 

ego are limited’. For Faravardeh, The Kingdom of Solomon does not claim to be the most 

perfect or complete narrative on Solomon but the result of their understanding of the Qurʾan. 

Even the tafsirs (hermeneutics of the Qurʾan), he contended, are a result of the imagination 

and understanding of those thinkers from the sources. However, many great scholars 

including the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Grand Ayatollah Abdollah Javadi-
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Amoli and Ayatollah Jaʿfar Sobhani had watched this film. None of them reproached the 

filmmakers for using the Isrāʾiliyāt sources. The next section will examine both the 

continuities and discontinuities of these earlier portrayals in The Kingdom of Solomon. 

 

Rectifying the narratives on Solomon 

In discussing the foundational theories of The Kingdom of Solomon, the Taha Group argue 

that it is imperative to rely on ‘authentic texts’ to understand the events surrounding 

Solomon’s life because of alterations in the ‘sacred texts of certain religions’.37 Even though 

they are not named, the reference to the other two monotheistic traditions who share the 

figure of Solomon in their religious texts is clear. As such, right from the beginning the 

research group establishes its departure from the Judaeo-Christian narratives on this prophet. 

This concern about the alteration of earlier sacred texts is a recurrent theme within the film. 

The discussion concludes that we need to refer to the Qurʾan because it is the ‘most authentic, 

genuine, comprehensive religious, ethical and historical text that is accepted not only 

amongst all religious groups within Islam but also the unbiased of the world.’38 Invoking the 

hadīth thaqalayn, the research group further emphasise that after the Qurʾan, the words of the 

authentic hadiths of the divine guides (hādiyān-i ilāhī), that is, the imams and ahl al-bayt, 

equally demand our reflection, and so ‘by God’s command we are to obey his Prophet’s 

bidding as evident in verse 7 of chapter 59’: And whatsoever the messenger giveth you, take 
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it. And whatsoever he forbiddeth, abstain (from it)…’39 My examination of the sources across 

all the documents revealed a strong reliance on accounts related from the twelve Ithnāʿasharī 

imams. 

 As discussed in the previous section, one of the predominant motifs in the illustrations 

of Solomon is his throne, emphasising his position as the prophet-king. This stress on his 

kingship is given much prominence in The Kingdom of Solomon as the title itself attests, as it 

does in the background documents prepared by the Qurʾanic research group, which further 

reinforces its significance in creating the filmic narrative. In studying the concept of kingship, 

the research group boasts of undertaking a comprehensive study of 442 volumes of hadith 

across 187 titles, as well as 1010 volumes in 205 titles of tafsir from both Shiʿi as well as 

more general sources. 

The Taha Group’s study revealed that the Qurʾan uses four different terms to refer to 

kingship: dawlat, imārat, derivatives from the root of ḥakama, and derivatives from the root 

of malaka.40 They further expand on each of these terms with examples from Qurʾanic 

verses.41 After having studied all 1452 sources, the study claims to have not found any 

reference to dawlat, ḥukūmat or imārat in reference to Solomon. Only mulk and its derivatives 

were used in reference to the kingship of Solomon. The Qurʾan, according to this study, 

speaks of gracing four divine kingships; those of Joseph, Saul (Ṭālūt), David and Solomon.42 
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Solomon becomes the focus of the film, Faravardeh explained, because of all the divinely 

approved kingdoms in the Qurʾan, it is Solomon’s that is the most complete and precise. 

 In other words, it was the focus on kingship that led to the selection of the story of 

Solomon rather than the selection of the story of Solomon that led to the focus on kingship. 

Interestingly, in referring to Solomon’s kingship, the Taha group also used the Persian word 

‘pādishāhī’, a term that the Islamic Republic often used pejoratively and synonymously with 

ṭāghūt (non-Islamic forms of governance)43 to attribute tyranny and injustice to earlier Iranian 

kingships from whose domination it claimed to have freed Iranians. In the discussions 

regarding Solomon, however, pādishāhī becomes a religious imperative. Even as the 

kingdoms of prophets are studied in the context of Qurʾanic verses and sayings of the imams, 

no mention is made of the rulership of the imams themselves other than in a brief footnote 

stating that the discussion of rulership of the Prophet should be undertaken together with the 

analysis of the kingdom of the ahl al-bayt at the end of time. Although the link between the 

worldly and spiritual authority of Solomon to that of the wilāyat-i faqīh is not directly 

referenced, it is easily deduced. Taha’s use of resources is further revealing, including texts 

by the eighteenth-century mujtahid, Mulla Aḥmad Narāqī, who lived during Fatḥ ʿAlī Shāh 

Qājār’s reign. It was he who proposed the concept of wilāyat-i faqīh, and the leadership of 

the clergy. Here, though, he is quoted to substantiate arguments regarding the three different 

worlds, jabarūt (which is free of matter, form and time), malakūt (which is free of matter and 
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time), and mulk (which is the world of matter), and not directly or necessarily on wilāyat-i 

faqīh.44 

 The Kingdom of Solomon establishes Solomon’s loving relationship with his wife, 

Miriam, who is expecting their first child from the very beginning. Unlike the western 

versions, Solomon is clearly in a monogamous relationship—there are no references to other 

wives or a harem for that matter. Even though God has granted his prayer for an 

unprecedented kingdom, Solomon leads a modest life with his mother, wife and extended 

family as an ordinary man in their living quarters at the court. In all three films under 

discussion, Solomon asks for divine help to attain the wisdom to rule. In Solomon and Sheba, 

he asks for ‘an understanding heart’ and ‘discerning judgement’, in The Bible Solomon for 

the ability to rule justly and in The Kingdom of Solomon, an unparalleled kingdom. In all 

three, too, he builds a temple, though it is destroyed in Solomon and Sheba as a result of 

God’s wrath at Solomon attending the pagan rituals of Sheba. she plays a marginal role in 

Solomon and Sheba, appearing only at David’s bedside and then very briefly in some shots at 

Solomon’s side. 

 Whereas the Bible series of Solomon emphasised the role of his mother by presenting 

Bathsheba as a shrewd politician who secured Solomon’s succession, in Solomon and Sheba 

she plays a marginal role, appearing only at David’s deathbed and then very briefly in some 

background shots. The Kingdom of Solomon, however, is keen to portray her as a pious 

woman by Solomon’s side who takes on a pivotal role in times of crisis. As Faravardeh 
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emphasised, one of the film’s aims was to rectify the existing misconceptions about her in 

both western literature and Muslim tradition, which refer to her adulterous relationship with 

David, resulting in Solomon as an illegitimate child. In The Kingdom of Solomon, when 

Solomon and his brothers are absent, away fighting the enemy, Bathsheba heads the family 

and leads the people of Jerusalem to calm during the unrest. When the kingdom comes under 

the attack of the Jewish tribes, she takes up arms to defend the kingdom alongside other 

warriors. In their documentation, the Taha Qurʾanic Research Group emphasise the 

significance of her role in Solomon’s education after his father’s death and refer to her as the 

‘hidden teacher’ (muʿalim-i pinhānī).45 There is, therefore, a stark difference in this depiction 

of Solomon’s mother from the usual narratives of lust and betrayal that surround her. 

 For Isfahanian, the Qurʾanic film counters the Judaeo-Christian texts, which have 

stripped Solomon of his prophethood and rendered him an illegitimate child. Solomon 

outside the Qurʾan is a diminished Solomon. Instead of focusing on his kingdom in its 

entirety, attention is placed on the later part of his kingdom and that of Queen of Sheba. 

Solomon has been misunderstood and remains unknown to most. This misperception, 

according to Isfahanian, is not limited to western narratives—even the research communities 

of Iranian society, he said, do not know Solomon as he is and the film, therefore, strives to 

rectify this. 
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 Unlike Jewish accounts and western films, which depict the rivalry of Solomon’s 

brothers, particularly with his brother Adonijah, in The Kingdom of Solomon they are 

Solomon’s greatest allies. Indeed, Isfahanian asserted, since the starting point had been the 

Qurʾan, ‘falsifications in the Judaeo-Christian texts could be easily contradicted, such as the 

enmity of Solomon’s brothers towards him.’ He explained that the previous scriptures were 

right about Solomon having brothers but as Q 34:13 demonstrates, there was no animosity 

between them. Indeed, where the Qurʾan says, Work ye, sons of David with thanks! this is a 

reference to a practical gratefulness and the fact that the brothers were working for him. As 

such, Isfahanian continued, the Qurʾanic film rectifies the prevailing narratives about 

Solomon and his brothers. 

 As with the manuscript illustrations, while the jinns and demons are depicted in The 

Kingdom of Solomon, they have no place in the western films. Although religious 

iconography is far more prevalent in the Judaeo-Christian tradition than in Islam, it is 

interesting to note that Solomon’s relation with the supernatural such as with the demons 

does not appear to be the case for depictions of Solomon in the classical period. Sarit Shalev-

Eyni notes that apart from the 14th-century manuscript of The Tripartite Mahzor produced in 

the south of Germany, ‘almost no depictions of Solomon and the demons exist outside the 

Islamic domain’ and equally even though these ‘Islamic legends … are firmly rooted in 



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 21 

earlier Jewish sources, the visual representations produced between the thirteenth and 

sixteenth centuries have no earlier pictorial sources in Jewish or Christian art.’46  

In The Kingdom of Solomon, the jinns possess people and the only way to fight them 

is through piety and obedience. The supporting documents of the film state that even though 

the jinns have always existed, their catastrophic impact happened during Solomon’s time. 

What has made that time different from other periods is the physical appearance of the jinns 

on earth, ‘a theory which resolves many of the questions that may appear regarding the jinns 

and their existence across time and period.’ 47 They then reference a number of Qurʾanic 

verses in support of this argument, including Q. 2:102, Q. 21:82, Q. 34:12-13 and Q. 38:36-

38.48 As such the film reinforces the Muslim narratives regarding the existence of demons and 

jinns. 

 

The religious function of the film 

In The Kingdom of Solomon, the emphasis is on authenticity, not simply of historical sources, 

but of the centrality of the Qurʾan as the only authoritative source. In this way the filmmakers 

claim that because they synthesised a wide range of sources and repackaged it in an 

accessible format, they are producing the closest and most authentic narrative on Solomon. 

Audiences, therefore, do not need to go through the thousand volumes that they had to.49 The 

researchers, including the Taha Qurʾanic Research Group, were not simply consulted but 
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actively involved with the scriptwriting and engaged throughout the filming process to ensure 

the authenticity of the final product. The claim to authenticity was the starting point of the 

film with dramatic effectiveness relying heavily on the visual effects it employed. 

 In fact, this conviction extends to the religious role of the film itself. Of course, this 

function is not unique to the Qurʾanic epic. The father of biblical epic, ‘Cecil B. DeMille, 

maintained that he had embraced a religious purpose, to show the truths of the Bible, when he 

made The Ten Commandments in 1956.’50 I was intrigued to know whether Isfahanian 

considered viewing the film as a religious act. His response was an emphatic yes; in his view, 

watching The Kingdom of Solomon was by far the most powerful tool to convey the Qurʾan to 

its audience. He said:  

I may read the verses on Solomon once and have a particular take on them 

and later take distance from them. But then I may sit and watch 110 

minutes of film and in this 110 minutes I do not just see a verse but tens of 

verses.… I’m not hearing tens of verses that I may forget, I’m not reading 

tens of verses which I may forget after a few months, I’m seeing these tens 

of verses. More importantly, those who have created this film have 

discovered the relationship between these verses, they have come to live in 

this atmosphere, to find out the mystery of the verses and see their 
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relationships with each other. Thus, a lasting sense will be transmitted to 

me.... It can be far more influential than reading the Qurʾan tens of times.  

Isfahanian averred that the closer the film is to the Qurʾan, the more it becomes an image of 

the Qurʾan. As such, ‘watching it is worship, working towards it is worship, and its influence 

is religious’. Isfahanian went on to say how the film had improved the understanding and 

ritual practices of friends and relatives of people he knew. He continued:  

… In the year that Saint Maryam was released we had a meeting with the 

Supreme Leader. He said, ‘I had read Sura Maryam over 1000 times, I had 

taught it, discussed it, but when I saw the film I understood aspects that I 

had not realised before.’ What is this because of? It is a characteristic of 

art. When the various elements are scattered, the understanding of it 

becomes difficult. If they are put together in an artistic way, of course in 

full loyalty to the text, there are things that get discovered that the 

interpreter of the Qurʾan says that he had not discovered in reading the 

verses, in discussing them or teaching them. It is a huge deal that an 

interpreter and the religious leader of a country says this out of humility. It 

says a lot about the religious influence of art. 

 

Depicting the future of the world 
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The importance of Solomon is not simply that his was a perfect kingdom in the past or that it 

is relevant today but, more interestingly, that it provides a model for the future. This finding 

emerged from my study of the Qurʾanic research group’s documents, and was reinforced 

during my fieldwork in Iran. As one of the documents clearly states, the example of Solomon 

illustrates that politics and religion can exist side-by-side and that this type of divine religion 

can shoulder the responsibilities of managing society.51 There is hope, it states, that we can 

learn from the most distinctive state (ḥukūmat) described by the Qurʾan to strengthen the 

principles/foundations (mabānī) of the blessed Islamic Republic and as our supreme leader 

states in this way step towards a bright(er) future: In a way that the state (ḥukūmat) of Imam-i 

Zamān will be established and to build our lives today in that direction’.52 

 In our own discussion, Faravardeh, the film’s producer, stated that the film was a 

contribution within the field of Shiʿi Islam and that the West was presenting its own utopia. 

He continued: 

However, after a very long time a religious and Shiʿi government has 

finally appeared — imperfect as it maybe. The film is a reflection on how 

a centrally-governed world or a rulership should be. Instead of presenting 

our own model, which would be derived either from the Greek traditions 

or from Muslim philosophers and theologians (mutakallimīn), all of whom 

present their own understanding of religion and religious rule, we have 



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 25 

gone to the origins. The imams did not have their own rule, and when they 

did, they were killed by despots. Whenever the imams were asked about 

when they would rule, the response would be ‘Towards the end of time’.  

 

Faravardeh also elaborated that the Qurʾanic narratives about the prophets were not 

simply stories within the Qurʾan. Instead, the Qurʾan focuses on particular instances of their 

lives and that, in fact, they provided us with a vision and understanding of the future. It was 

thus imperative to access and present this understanding. According to him, the West not 

only dominates the writing of history but also pronouncements about the future. These, 

however, are ‘their understanding of the historical facts, which, in turn, are directed by their 

liberal-democrat policies and presented to societies’. Through various fields including film, 

he continued, the West is trying to portray and predict the future. Contrary to my expectation 

that this referred to western sci-fi films, Faravardeh illustrated his point by recounting 

examples such as The Chronicles of Narnia, Harry Potter, Avatar, and Lord of the Rings. 

These examples revealed a concern not with the impact of scientific developments on the 

nature and quality of human life, but with western definitions of the supernatural dimension 

in the world. As such, these kinds of films were considered far more serious contenders to the 

Shiʿi religious definitions of both the mystical and the future of the world. For Faravardeh, 

the stories in the Qurʾan, including that of Solomon, provide a glimpse of the future. The 
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filmmakers focused on Solomon because, of the four divinely-approved kingdoms in the 

Qurʾan, Solomon’s is the most complete and precise. It is the story of a prophet who strived 

to create a divine kingdom and maintain justice and equality amongst the people.53 

Accordingly, his rule about 3000 years ago is the model of leadership of the end of time, a 

point not obvious in an ordinary viewing of the film.54  

 In the documents, the research group state that from the beginning of the history of 

humanity, kingship and leadership have been desired by many. As such, ‘many were those 

who upon reaching it or in wishing it have ended up in the bottom of hell and how few there 

are of those who have endeavoured to accomplish the divine aims and Solomon is one of the 

few of the latter group.’55 After being appointed as prophet and messenger of God, the 

divinely appointed king wanted to clearly demonstrate the establishment of a divine 

kingdom.56 In Faravardeh’s own words: 

You can say that Solomon was born in 950 BC, but Solomon’s kingdom 

was not just something relevant to that period [and] which ends in that 

time…The Qurʾan states the story of Solomon to allow us to understand 

the future…We do not claim our version to be the most perfect but we do 

claim that this is our understanding of the Qurʾan and that the Qurʾan 

narrated this story so that we are presented with the events of the end of 

time and that we have a version of the end of time. 
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Furthermore, according to Isfahanian, the film sends an international message that Solomon 

is not an exclusively Israelite figure but a prophet who belongs to Muslims too. He asserted 

that, ‘in fact, of the 6236 Qurʾanic verses, nearly 950 are about Moses and the Israelite 

prophets and kings, which means that they belong to us and are relevant to us as Muslims.’ 

He went on: 

It is essential for humanity to look at Solomon in this age. It demonstrates 

a shared sacred tradition that can encourage dialogue rather than the 

prevailing tension between religious groups. However, Solomon is used as 

the foundation of an oppressive state. Israel states that they are celebrating 

the third millennium anniversary of his rule to legitimate their claim to the 

land. However, Solomon was not prepared even to step on ants and was a 

righteous man. 

Clearly, the film’s political message is as important as its religious narrative if not more so. 

Nonetheless, the film is framed as an alternative to aggression and as a means of dialogue 

that allows the establishment/filmmakers to highlight commonality over difference.  

 

Shiʿi Elements within The Kingdom of Solomon  

The film’s Qurʾanic perspective of Solomon is informed by a Shiʿi understanding of the 

Qurʾan and other sources. As Faravardeh explained, Shiʿi Islam has contributed significantly 
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to the reporting and historiography of the past as well as presenting accounts of the future. 

And as mentioned earlier, Faravardeh regards The Kingdom of Solomon, therefore, as a 

contribution to the field of Shiʿi Islam. However, the film is not simply a Shiʿi reading of the 

Qurʾanic narrative. The very construction of the figure of Solomon closely resembles the 

character and life of  Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, and the first Shiʿi imam. 

The main challenge for the filmmakers was refraining from using sources other than the 

preferred Shiʿi narratives.   

 The plot in The Kingdom of Solomon revolves around the dissension within 

Solomon’s kingdom. In western filmic tradition, tribal objections to Solomon and the 

sundering of their unity is the result of Solomon’s associations with his pagan wives and for 

allowing them to hold their sacred rites within his kingdom, and in some narratives such as in 

Solomon and Sheba, even going so far as to participating in them. This ultimately incurs the 

wrath of God who destroys the temple Solomon had built for him. In the Iranian film, the 

tribes are led by corrupt Jewish rabbis who collaborate with magicians and do not shy away 

from using evil to achieve their goals. When Solomon warns them of the threat of the demons 

and jinn and asks for their help, they challenge his claims to have heard the voice of God, not 

only proclaiming that none of the Jewish tribes believe in his prophethood, but also 

dismissing David’s Psalms. Furthermore, they admonish him for claiming to be able to create 

God’s kingdom on earth or to go to war against jinns and demons. 



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 29 

 The conflict within the kingdom reflects the dissension within the early Muslim 

community on matters of leadership and authority. The challenges to Solomon’s kingdom 

parallels much of the opposition faced by Ali, the first Shiʿi imam and the fourth Muslim 

caliph. The dismissal of Solomon’s spiritual and political role as his people’s legitimate 

leader reflects the challenges posed to Ali’s leadership of the Muslim community after the 

death of the Prophet. Ali, too, had lacked the support of the majority of the ruling class, thrice 

bypassed before finally taking over a turbulent community. The complaints of the Jewish 

tribe in The Kingdom of Solomon about David having appointed a 9-year-old is strikingly 

similar to the narrative in Muslim tradition of a boyhood Ali being the first male to publicly 

acknowledge Muhammad’s mission and recognise his prophethood.57  Like Ali, Solomon is 

only left with a few loyal companions. 

 One of the documents prepared by the Taha research group listed all the Qurʾanic 

verses referring either directly or indirectly to Solomon and his prophethood in order to build 

a picture of his life.58 Even though there is great emphasis on the primacy of the Qurʾan as the 

film’s key resource, the dearth of its references to Solomon’s life story has enabled the 

filmmakers to be creative in their reading of the story. When I questioned Faravardeh about 

the basis of the animosity of the Jews against Solomon, which is not referenced in the Qurʾan, 

he referred to Q. 2:101-103 and stated that ‘they’ refers to the Jews when the Qurʾan says: 

And they followed [instead] what the devils had recited during the reign of Solomon. It was 
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not Solomon who disbelieved, but the devils disbelieved, teaching people magic and that 

which was revealed to the two angels at Babylon, Harut and Marut….59 Faravardeh argued 

that as it was Jews who lived there during Solomon’s time, the reference to ‘they’ in the 

Qurʾanic verse is clearly to the Jews. 

 Throughout the film, Solomon’s enemies employ sorcery to do evil. Solomon also 

condemns the rabbi’s defence of usury as accepted practice within the Torah as falsification 

of the sacred book. The invocation of the concept of tahrif here is obvious.60 Solomon also 

foretells what is to unfold on the Jerusalem stone, including the night journey of the Prophet 

(mi‘rāj), and the victory of Māhdi at the end of time. In this way he is not simply a Jewish 

prophet but a Muslim one with added Shiʿi resonances. 

 Miriam and Solomon’s relationship in the film is comparable to the one between Ali 

and his wife Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet. Even though Solomon’s polygamous 

marriage is well-recorded, the film depicts him in a monogamous relationship with Miriam 

just as Ali remained monogamous until the death of Fatima. Moreover, the death of Miriam 

also resembles that of Fatima. According to popular Shiʿi belief, Fatima’s death was a result 

of the injuries she sustained in her rib whilst being pregnant. Umar had bashed the door to her 

home into her side in trying to force Ali to come out and pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr, who 

became the first caliph and which they initially disputed. In The Kingdom of Solomon Yazar, 

the chief rabbi, uses magic to kill the pregnant Miriam to exert pressure on Solomon to 
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abdicate his rule. Unlike the western films, there are no scenes of Solomon enjoying his 

harem; instead we see his pain at losing Miriam. 

 The dissension led by the chief rabbi in Jerusalem against Solomon and his men also 

closely parallels an important historical event during the caliphate of Ali and arguably led to 

‘Ali’s undoing’.61 When Solomon’s soldiers rise up against the opposing group led by the 

dissenting tribes and are about to defeat them, Yazar the chief rabbi, holds up the Torah and 

asks if the soldiers are going to fight the word of God. Just as Solomon’s men put down their 

weapons, Yazar’s men attack them. Similarly, during the battle of Ṣiffīn, Muʿāwiyya led the 

Syrian army against Ali and ‘when it seemed…that ʿAlī was gaining the upper hand, some 

Syrians held up the copies of the Qurʾan on their lances, an indication that they were ready for 

arbitration’.62 

 Another example is the inclusion of illīyā or the nūr of Ali in the film. Isfahanian 

stated that according to various Sunni and Shiʿi texts, some humans are special and existed as 

light before the physical creation of the world. From the Qurʾan, he continued, we know that 

one of these ‘Alin lights is Ali, known as illīyān. The proof, however, is a particular 

interpretation of the Qurʾanic verses 2:31-32 regarding the teaching of names to Adam. That 

which was beyond the understanding of the angels, Isfahanian argues, was the name of the 

light. In the film, along with the appearance of the heavenly light as divine aid, Solomon is 

bestowed with the power to control demons and jinns through this light which gets embedded 
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in his ring. It is after this period that the demons and jinns begin to materialise, emerging out 

of the bodies of Solomon’s enemies as in Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) and its sequels, complete 

with screeching and accompanying goo. This Iranian Islamic cinematic imagination of devils 

has thus ultimately relied on previous western images of horror and evil incarnate. 

 Whilst the film intimates these parallels between Solomon and Ali, the Taha group 

establishes a far more direct link expanding Ali’s relationship not just with Solomon but with 

the monotheistic prophets at large. A sixteen-page document titled ʿAmīr al-Muʾminīn ʿAlī 

(AS), the Teacher of the Prophets’ outlines how Ali accompanied the prophets in non-

material form and was their educator. It cites Hajj Mulla Hadi Sabzevari’s Sharh-i duʿa 

Sabah attributing the following to Ali: ‘I accompanied all the prophets unseen and 

accompanied the Prophet in a visible form.’63 

 Ali’s role as an educator of prophets is further emphasised with reference to khuṭba 

taṭanji-yi from Mashāriq al-Anwār, and ʿAlī wa Khuṭab-i Nādira: ‘We accompanied Adam 

and Noah and Moses and Jesus and David and Solomon and we were with them and amongst 

them and with the prophets. Thus all of them are towards us and take steps within us and 

through us (are granted eminence and grace).’64 The Taha research group further argue that 

the connection of the prophets with the ahl al-bayt is a serious matter that is mentioned in 

scriptures, narratives and historical texts. Strangely, however, the document continues, its 

enormity has led to it being ignored and at times even denied.65 These associations have been 
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referred to in a veiled manner, such as references to the ‘Holy Spirit’ and its support of the 

army of the prophets and discussions regarding illīyā.66 Under the heading ‘Ali as the teacher 

of Solomon’, a quote from Bihar al-Anwar has been provided: 

I am the one who carried Noah in his ark on my Creator’s command, I am 

the one who took out Jonah out of the fish’s belly with God’s permission, I 

am the one who opened the sea for Moses on my creator’s command, I am 

the one who took out Ibrahim out of the fire by God’s permission, I am the 

one that with God’s permission run the rivers waters, opened its springs, 

planted its trees…and I am Khizr, that knower of Moses, and the teacher of 

Solomon the son of David.67 

Ali’s elevated status is not substantiated only through Shiʿi sources. For example, the 

document invokes an old manuscript of the Zabur ‘that is with Ahzān Allāh Damishqī the 

leader of the Christians’ and quoted in al-Haram magazine:  

Obedience to his eminence that is called Illī is obligatory and obedience to 

him rectifies all the deeds of the world and religion. That great personality 

is also referred to as ‘Ḥadār’. He is the helper of the lonely and the lion of 

all lions. His strength and power are great and his birth shall be in 

‘Kaʿāba’. It is obligatory on everyone to rely on him and to be obedient to 

him like a slave. Whoever has an ear will hear, whoever has an intellect 
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and intelligence will understand, whoever has a brain and a heart will see 

him, for as the time passes he will not return.68 

The document also references non-religious sources, such as an archaeological find in Russia 

reported in the London Weekly Mirror. The accompanying footnote is cited as follows: 

 the London Weekly Mirror magazine of an article titled Ali and the prophets, p. 43. 1 

February 1954. In 1951 a group of Russian mining experts found an ancient piece of 

wood with inscriptions on it. On 27 February 1953 a committee of 7 archaeologists 

begun studying this piece of wood and after 8 months declared that this was from 

Noah’s ark.69 

A number of online news articles cite this magazine article almost verbatim.70 This is the 

translation of the inscription from the find, rendered in Persian on the 16-pager: 

Oh my God, my helper, 

In your kindness and mercy and for the sake of the Holy essences, 

Muhammad and Illīyā and Shabar and Shabīr and Faṭima, hold my hand, 

these five holy persons who are higher than anyone else and to whom 

respect is obligatory, and all the world has been erected for them. Oh God! 

Through their names help me. You can guide everyone to the right path. 

The Shi‘i reading of Solomon and his kingdom, both subtle and apparent in the film, was 

certainly a challenge to one of its other ambitions – reaching a global audience. When I asked 
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the producer about maintaining the balance between a universal and Shiʿi outlook in the 

film’s marketing and appeal to audiences, he paused for a long time before laughing out loud 

saying: 

The reality is that we are Shiʿi guys and even though we have that 

universal outlook, we also have our own Shiʿi approach to events and stand 

by it. This is our belief. Fundamentally, we are making these films to say 

these things. There are some parts of it that some may not understand, but 

it doesn’t matter. 

 

Conclusions 

The Qurʾanic film in Iranian cinema is an ambitious project aiming to achieve a number of 

social, religious and political objectives. What is rare and refreshing about the approach of 

this developing genre is that it is unapologetic and confident in deriving its narrative from 

sacred sources rather than trying to validate itself by claiming historical authenticity. 

The Kingdom of Solomon attempts to wrest control over the monotheistic prophets out 

of what its producers perceive to be a Judaeo-Christian monopoly on the subject. This 

includes the west’s influence on the Islamic narratives, which have in turn informed popular 

Muslim understandings of the figure of Solomon, not least on Solomon’s mother and the 

focus on his harem. In part, the film aims to rectify these narratives in offering up its own 
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version, which it claims to derive independently from the depths of the Qurʾan. The Kingdom 

of Solomon, therefore, aims to replace the popular texts that shape people’s understanding of 

the Qurʾanic stories, and particularly the laity, who do not study the Qurʾan in a scholarly 

fashion. Equally, it wants to present an authentic and original text devoid of any 

contamination, as its producers see it, by untrustworthy sources and, as such, compete with 

existing Muslim scholarly work. In providing an understanding of the Qurʾan, it ensures that 

it offers its own Shiʿi interpretation whilst trying to maintain its universal appeal to both 

Sunni-majority-Muslim and non-Muslim societies. However, these objectives are secondary 

to the political undercurrents of the film on two levels: on the one hand it emphasises perfect 

leadership as a combination of religious authority and political power — a reference to the 

concept of wilāyat-i faqīh, and on the other, it aims to discredit perceived Jewish political 

claims to the figure of Solomon and reclaim him as a Muslim prophet in a continued chain of 

prophets and imams.  

 This research on the Qurʾanic epic also demonstrated the clergy’s participation in the 

productions of sacred history outside their usual framework. This suggests an evolution of 

both the delivery of Shiʿi religious discourse and the Iranian cinema industry. The religious 

strata who had initially condemned cinema as a corrupting agent within Iranian society are 

now at the forefront of employing it, not only as an educational tool as Ayatollah Khomeini 

had proposed in the early days of the Revolution, but also as an effective religious discourse 
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that competes with the traditional religious discourses. This formerly western medium has 

now not only been validated as a medium of relating religious content but also been elevated 

to taking on a religious function—in the right hands. 

 This epic’s very focus on the kingdom of Solomon is also a departure from popular 

Muslim and non-Muslim narratives of Solomon. Creating a religious epic meant working 

within the demands of the cinematic genre. While the genre’s demand of entertainment in this 

film is simply outsourced to Hong Kong studios in its implementation of digital effects, its 

real emphasis is the reconstruction of ‘true’ history with a clear political message. Even in the 

context of scholarly Muslim takes on the Qurʾan’s narration of events surrounding the 

prophets’ lives, the film aims to distance itself from merely telling a story. In other words, it 

is a departure from approaches such as qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ, which are not presented as visions of 

the future. Finally, if The Kingdom of Solomon is also partly a reaction to western films 

divining or attempting to exercise control over the future of humanity, as Faravardeh implied, 

then it is also a kind of epic that is different from biblical films, where such futurism is 

entirely absent. Even as both biblical and Qurʾanic epics focus on stories shared with the Old 

Testament, Qurʾanic films such as The Kingdom of Solomon offer not only a Muslim version 

of these stories, but also a fascinating new development in the epic genre itself.  

  



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 38 

Notes 

                                                

1 Nacim Pak-Shiraz, ‘The Qurʾanic Epic in Iranian Cinema’, Journal of Religion & Film 20 

(2016), pp. 1-25. 

2 See, however, Nacim Pak-Shiraz, ‘Imagining the Diaspora in the New Millennium 

Comedies of Iranian Cinema’, Iranian Studies 46 (2013), pp. 165-184, DOI 

10.1080/00210862.2012.758477; and ‘Comedy in Iranian Cinema’ in Parviz Jahed, ed., 

Directory of World Cinema: Iran 2 (forthcoming). 

3 Oleg Grabar, ‘The Qurʾan as a Source of Artistic Inspiration’ in Fahmida Suleman, ed., 

Word of God, Art of Man: The Qurʾan and its Creative Expressions (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2007), pp. 37-38. 

4 Pak-Shiraz, ‘The Qurʾanic Epic’. 

5 Majid Majidi’s Muhammad: The Messenger of God (2015), however, has since trumped all 

previous Iranian productions both in terms of scale and investment; see Nacim Pak-

Shiraz, ‘Representing Muhammad on Screen’, forthcoming.  

6 Ibid. 

7 Unless otherwise stated, all references to Saeed Isfahanian and Mojtaba Faravardeh are from 

my interviews with them in August 2013.  



Nacim Pak-Shiraz  

 39 

                                                                                                                                                  

8 See http://kingdomofsolomon.com. I had downloaded these resources on 11 January 2013 

but they are no longer available online. They were titled as follows: 

1. Survey of verses referring to Prophet Solomon in the Qur’an (Iḥṣāy-i 

kulli-yi ayāt-i marbūṭ bi Sulaymān dar Qurʾan) 

2. The chronological order of the Qurʾanic verses referring to Solomon 

and the reasons for it (Taqaddum wa taʾkhur zamānī āyāt-i Sulaymān 

wa addilih-yi ān) 
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11 Mirâj Nâmeh translated as The Miraculous Journey of Mahoment reproduced from the 

Illuminated Manuscript Supplément Turc 190, Bibliothèque Nationale, with 
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Year 2002 Object Number 2002.50.37, 

http://www.harvardartmuseums.org/collections/object/143112?position=0, accessed 26 
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18 Dīvān-i Ḥāfiẓ,Walters Ms. W.636, 

http://www.thedigitalwalters.org/Data/WaltersManuscripts/html/W636/description.html

.This eighteenth-century collection of poems (dīwān) contains forty-eight illustrations, 

four of which are of Solomon. Its illustrations differ in details and scale from the other 

six manuscripts and the contemporary painting, which are larger, more delicate, 

detailed and with more characters and images. 
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19 Fatemeh Modarresi, ‘Ustūrah-i Jamshīd bā nigāhī bi sarguzasht-i Sulaymān-i Nabī’, 

Majalla-yi dānishkadah-i adabīyāt ‘ulūm insānī, Year 2, no. 1 (Spring and Summer 

1385Sh/2006), pp. 9-35. 

20 Fatemeh Modarresi, ‘Ustūrah-i Jamshīd’, p. 33. 

21 Jon Solomon, The Ancient World in the Cinema. Revised and expanded ed. New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 2001, p. 171.  

22 T. Nagel, ‘Ḳiṣaṣ al-Anbiyāʾ’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (EI2), Brill Online, 

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/kisas-al-anbiya-

SIM_4401, accessed 3 December 2013. 

23 C. E. Bosworth, ‘al- Ṭabarī, Abū Ḏj̲afar Muḥammad b. Ḏj̲arīr b. Yazīd’, EI2, Brill Online, 

http://www.brillonline.nl/subscriber/entry?entry=islam_COM-1133, accessed 7 

December 2007. 

24 ‘So David sent messengers, and took her; and she came to him, and he lay with her’ (2 

Sam. 11:4, RSV). 

25 Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Tāʾrīkh al-rusūl wa’l-mulūk translated as The 

History of al-Ṭabarī, vol. III: The Children of Israel by William M. Brinner (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1991), pp. 144-150.   
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26 When they entered to David, and he was terrified of them, they said: ‘Fear not: We are two 

disputants, one of whom has wronged the other: decide now between us with truth and 

treat us not with injustice, but guide us to the even Path; This man is my brother, He 

has nine and ninety ewes, and I have (but) one: Yet he says “Commit her to my care” 

and is (moreover) harsh to me in speech’; (David) said: ‘He has undoubtedly wronged 

thee in demanding thy (single) ewe to be added to his (flock of) ewes: truly many are 

the Partners (in business) who wrong each other: not so do those who believe and work 

deeds of righteousness, and how few are they?’... And David gathered that We had 

tried him: he asked forgiveness of his Lord, fell down, bowing (in prostration), and 

turned (to Allah in repentance); So We forgave him this (lapse): he enjoyed, indeed, a 

Near Approach to Us, and a beautiful place of (final) Return (Q. 38:22-25). 

27 Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Tāʾrīkh al-rusūl wa’l-mulūk translated as The 

History of al-Ṭabarī, vol. II: Prophets and Patriarchs by William M. Brinner (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1987), pp. 49-50.  

28 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol. III, p. 154. 

29 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol III, p. 153; So we made the wind subservient to him, that ran his 

command softly, wherever he made light upon (Q. 38:37). 

30 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol. III, p. 154. 
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31 The only exception being the story of Joseph, with the eponymous Sura 12 of the Qurʾan 

entirely dedicated to this prophet.   

32 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol. III, pp. 161-162. 

33 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol. III, pp. 162-163.  

34 Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh, Vol. III, pp. 166-167. 

35 Faravardeh, August 2013.  

36 These televisions series were based on the lives of the first and second Shiʿi imams 

respectively. For details on the making of Imam ʿAli and the director’s efforts to 

maintain the balance between religious authenticity and dramatic effectiveness, see 

Pak-Shiraz, ‘The Qurʾanic Epic’. 

37 Taha Qurʾanic Research Group, ‘Mabānī nazarī mabḥath-i mulk-i Sulaymān’, p.1 

38 Ibid. 

39 All Qurʾan translations are from Quran.com, which variously include those by Pickthall, 

Sahih International or Yusuf Ali.  

40 In ‘Mabānī nazarī mabḥath-i mulk-i Sulaymān’, p. 3, the Taha research group state that the 

four terms referencing kingship in the sayings of the imams are: dawlat, imārat, 

ḥukūmat and mulk. An illustrative example is provided for each of them: (a) Dawlat: 

Citing Imam Bāqir from p. 472 of Tūsī’s al-Ghaybat: ‘Our government is the last of the 
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governments. And there will never be a government established unless others before us 

have ruled as kings; this is because when they see our ways/conduct (sīra) they do not 

say if we ruled we would have conducted ourselves in their ways; and this is the word 

of God that the end belongs to the people of piety’. Also, from Imalī Sudūq, p. 489, 

Imam Ṣādiq: ‘For all people there is a dawlat for which they are awaiting it; Our 

government shall appear at the end of this long period. (b) Imārat: From Nahjul 

Balāgha, Khutba 40, p. 82, Imam Ali: ‘People have no option other than having an 

ʿamīr, he is either a righteous person or he is sinful (fājir).’ (c) Ḥukūmat:  From Tafsīr 

kanz jamiʿl fawāʾid wa taʿwīl al-āyāt al- zāhīra. p. 763, Abā al-Ḥasan (AS): [on the 

judgement day] God has the permission of our ḥukūmat. (d) Mulk: From Kafī, vol. 1, p. 

471, Imam Bāqir: ‘O people, to which way are you hastening? To which way has it 

been decided for you? God has guided the first of you with us and the last of you will 

also be taken to the end by us. If for you there is a short rule here in this world, for us 

there is a long rule in the future, and after our mulk and pādishāhī, there is not other 

mulk, as we are the people of the end, God has said that the end is for the people of 

piety.’  

41 From the root of the word ‘dawla’ only two times: (a) …Such days (of varying fortunes) We 

give to men and men by turns… (3:140) [The Qurʾānic term used here is nudāwilha] (b) 
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What Allah has bestowed on His Messenger (and taken away) from the people of the 

townships belongs to Allah to His Messenger and to kindred and orphans, the needy 

and the wayfarer; in order that it may not (merely) make a circuit between the wealth 

among you. So take what the Messenger assigns to you, and deny yourselves that which 

he withholds from you. And fear Allah; for Allah is strict in Punishment. (59:7) [dawla 

bayna’l aghnīyā]; From the root of the word ‘imāra’ just once: (a) Then when they 

opened their baggage, they found their stock in trade had been returned to them. They 

said: ‘O our father! what (more) can we desire? This our stock in trade has been 

returned to us: so we shall get (more) food for our family; we shall take care of our 

brother; and add (at the same time) a full camel’s load (of grain to our provisions): 

this is but a small quantity.’ (12:65); From the derivatives of the letters H K M, 210 

instances in 189 verses. Of these, 3 verses refer to the ḥukm of Solomon: Q. 6:89, Q. 

21:78-79. Interestingly, the term ḥukūmat has not been used in any of these verses; 

From the derivatives of M L K, 114 instances in 102 verses which include: (a) 20 

instances of malik and other similar terms such as al-malik, malika, malīk, al-mulūk, 

mulūka, mālik, mālikun. (b) 49 instances of mulk and other similar terms: al-mulk, bi’l-

mulk, bi-mulkinā, mulkā, mulkihī (c) 45 instances of other derivaties of M L K which 

include amlak, tamalluk, tamallukuhum,…. See ‘Mabānī nazarī mabḥath-i mulk-i 
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Sulaymān’ p. 5.  

42 Only one verse is identified (Q. 12:101) in reference to the kingdom of Joseph, and three 

verses for that of Saul (Q. 2:246-248).  

43 See Ruhollah Khomeini, Wilāyat-i faqīh, tr. Hamid Algar as Governance of the Jurist 

(Velayat-e Faqeeh): Islamic Government (Tehran: The Institute for Compilation and 

Publication of Imam Khomeini’s Works, 2006), p. 23. 

44 ‘ʿAwālim wa taqaddum wa taʾkhur ān’, p. 6. 

45 ‘Nigāhi ijmālī bi dāstān-i Sulaymān dar Qurʾan’, p. 1.  

46 Sarit Shalev-Eyni, ‘Solomon, his Demons and Jongleurs: the Meeting of Islamic, Judaic 

and Christian Culture’, Al-Masaq: Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean 18:2 (2006), 

p. 150. 

47 ‘Dalāʾil mādī shudan-i jin wa shayāṭīn dar zamān-i Sulaymān’, p. 3.  

48 ‘Dalāʾil mādī shudan-i jin wa shayāṭīn dar zamān-i Sulaymān’, pp. 1-16. 

49  See p. 13.  

50 See Constantine Santas, The Epic in Film: From Myth to Blockbuster (Maryland and 

Plymouth: Rowman and Littlefield, 2008), p. 74, where Santas refers to the ‘Special 

Features’ in The Ten Commandments, DVD Disc two (Paramount Pictures, 2006). 

51  ‘Nigāhi ijmālī bi dāstān-i Sulaymān dar Qurʾan’, p. 2. 
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52  Ibid.  

53 ‘Mabānī nazarī mabḥath-i mulk-i Sulaymān’, p. 2. 

54 Faravardeh, August 2013.  

55 ‘Mabānī nazarī mabḥath-i mulk-i Sulaymān’, p.3. 

56 Ibid., p.2 

57 Despite disagreements between Sunni and Shiʿi sources placing Ali as either the second or 

third Muslim convert, most early sources refer to him being second to Khadija and 

between the ages of nine and eleven. See Robert M. Gleave, ‘ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib’, EI3, 

Brill Online, 

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/entries/encyclopaedia-of-

islam-3/ali-b-abi-talib-COM_26324, accessed 16 May 2015. 

58 ‘Iḥṣāy-i kulli-yi ayāt-i marbūṭ bi Sulaymān dar Qurʾan’, pp. 1-8.  

59 Sahih International translation, available, amongst others for comparison, at 

quran.com/2/102, accessed 8 January 2016. 

60 Tahrif is commonly understood ‘amongst Muslim authors, especially from the 5th/11th 

century up to modern times’, as a concept ‘which accused Jews and Christians of 

having deliberately falsified the text of their own respective Scriptures.’ See Hava 

Lazarus-Yafeh, ‘Taḥrīf’. EI2, Brill Online, 
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http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/entries/encyclopaedia-of-

islam-2/tahrif-SIM_7317, accessed 17 May 2015 

61 Gleave, ‘ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib’, EI3. 

62 Ibid.  

63 ‘Amīr al-muʾminīn ʿAlī (AS), Muʿalim-i anbiyāʾ’, p. 4.  

64 Ibid.  

65 Ibid., p. 3 

66 Ibid.  

67  Ibid., p. 8.  

68 Ibid., p. 7. This issue of the magazine is cited as being published in Cairo, Dhu’l-Qaʿda 

1374 [July 1955]. However, I was unable to locate this publication in any leading 

library database.  

69 Ibid., p. 5, fn. 3. I was also unable to locate this text. I would like to thank Shenxiao Tong 

for his help in trying to identify this and the previously cited resource.  

70 For example see:  

https://www.facebook.com/notes/moula-ali-as-mushkil-kusha/ahl-ul-bayt-as-and-prophet-as-

noahs-ark/10150535314231328, accessed 26 August 2015;  
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http://muslimvillage.com/forums/topic/45517-prophet-noah-pbuh-invokes-allah-with-

blessed-names/, accessed 26 August 2015; and http://www.ya-

hussain.com/int_col1/int_coll_net/noahsark.htm, accessed 29 January 2016.  
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