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Figural representation was, in fact,
an important and established
genre in Islamic art from its carliest

manifestations.

the mwsareverrum—plural of mwsascserr, 2 word that i thes context can sean either
paisters or makeors of figures of living things—whose final abode will be in bell,
and elaborate on its imphcations, while ignonng other hadiths that reflect more
naanced attitedes. This is regreerably the same reference used by religious com.
mentatons and journalsts alike to account for violence againse dlustrators and
cancanansts today.

Since the late seventh century, figures have been banned i whatever mlien
religious scholars controllied (mosques, madrassas, and the like), as evadenced by
the two famoss Umsayyad monaments of the era still standing, the Doene of the
Reck i Jerusalem and the Grear Mosque of Damascus. Bue this atorude should
mot be seen as either obyective or collective. That is, the sources reporting the ban
were not impartially recording a umiversal outlook—far from it. Nor do they
ever make this claim, although subsoquent readers always assume that they do.
Indeed, figural representation was an important and established geare in Islamic
art from its carliest manifestations, incloding the frescoes and statues recovered
from the seventh- and eighth-century Umayyad and Abbasid palaces; the elev-
cnith- to therteenth-century Selpuk and pose-Seljuk figural wall eehiefs; the myriad
illastrations of scentific and hiterary texts in the classcal and medieval penods;
and the development of minmture pasntings i the late medseval age and ther
cffforescence in premodern times (from the sexteenth to the eigheeenth contury)
under the Ottomans, the Safavids of Persaa, and the Mughals of India, Morcover,
the depaction of the Prophet himself seems 10 have been a recurring (f relatively
mirequent) theme in the major Islamic painting schools, both Persian and
Turkish, since the thirteenth century.
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Despire the variety of their peovenances and dates, these Prophetic images
shure a common trait: immoconce. In other words, they do mot seem to have been
made in deflance of the exegercal positions against the depiction of the Prophet.
On the contrary, they soem 10 be expressions of devotion, Consisting primanly of
maniature pasntings dlustrating sories from the Prophet's life, they wore peosum:
ably meant to enbance the effect of the Prophet’s exemplary behavior on their
viewer, the reader of the toxt they dluminate. And in contrast to the common
practice of isserting images of patrons in medieval Western illustratons of Jesus's
u&.cmmdum&umnmmm.om
the vainglory of the patrons who comméssioned them. No assocuation of the
pacrons with the figures of the Prophet is to be found in either image or texr,

Maonz renderings of the Prophet are straightforward depictions of the momen-
tous cvenes in his hie as elaborated i the varous biographies that circulated in the
medieval period: berth, youthful virue, discovery of prophethood in Syra, mar-
riage, revelation, immigration to Mediea, battles, conguest of Mecea, and death,
Miammu&mﬁnﬁaummhism‘
the Night Journey (lsra) to Jerasalem and the Ascension to Heaven (Mi'ray). In
fact, an entire subgenre, the Mi'ray-Namteh (Story of the Ascension), became
popular in ran, with illestrased examples produced between the early fourceenth
and the late nineseenth centary.

Aiming to both educate and amaze, these images combeme simplicity of por-
trayal with dazzling and fanciful detanls that vary depending on the subgect of the
particular image and the school to which it belongs. The range of diversaty is
cearly om view in the Jami” al-tawankh (lierally *Compendium of Chromicles™
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but often referred to as “History of the World ™) compaosed by the lkhamid
vizser Rashid al-Dun (1247<1318) m Tabriz, Persia, around ap 1307, On the
vizser's order, two copies of this text, one w Arabxc and one s Persian, were
made and llustrated cvery year and sent to the emgure’s Oties i present-day
Iran, Irag, Anstchia, Central Asia, and India. A ssmple, alment reportage-iske
example can be found in the first cycle of Prophenic repeesentations incladed in
the Jamr' ai-tawarrkh 1 an snage depsctng a youthful Muhammad before his
mssin, resolving 3 depute between the defferent clans of Meccs abour who
wondhd heve the honor of replacng the Black Seone back o the Ka'ba. The compo-
setaean) shows the mpemsous sobston devised by Mok d: He specad b dosk
om the pround, pot the sacred stane 0o it, and asked 3 representanive of each clan
10 carry ane ude of the dhoak o that they all shased the bonor of returning the

some to i place
The ment swe-aspenng smage of 20 cpuode from the life of the Prophet n
undoubeedly 5 famous lustratvan daving from 1434, portraying his vist 1o the
Sewemth Heaven durimg hus M7 ray. Ths puanting was made in the city of Herae,
= what m sodey Afghanmtan, @ s manuscre peodeced for Shab Reih, the son
of Tamerkane, wivo rifed b vast Comral Assn copure from 1409 10 1447 The
arves smagined the culmmation of the My r, the Prophet's passage o the pees-
ence o the downe, w2 Skd of e laghe (). Seoos goiden Sames, cearky
d—d”(h--.‘ﬁm-hm-*-
sender fwhuch i i face the actusl mesneng of the scem fulaw) m fromt of the
eneees and snsecsibile God. The arsit hus czased any sodcasion of Seemon,
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Im their tocaliy, the images of the Prophets Me commtitute 2 discourse thas »
complementary to yet dutinct from that of the texts they llostraze. Each can be
read as a paraliel telling of the story, with s own accemts, peculiarities, and
symbulium, offering 2 window meo the imapnation and cultural references of
their times. They alvo allow us 1o appreciare a crocal aspect of the peety and
severence for the Prophet that animated the generaticen of Mol patrons who
commissoned and enyoyed collecting these dlustranons. Thus recepervty m lost
i the hardened and ah wal artitudes thar 4 ate discussions of the
Propher’s represemtation today. Sech accomets reyect an entare Islamic puctoeial
tradieion and cling 20 » debwous hadieh, ascribied 10 the Prophet abost two cen-
tunies after hus death, which, had = heen heeded by the sty oe therr patrons,
would have deprived us of an artmex corpus of sublime weonavary. O
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