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Exalted is He who took His Servant by night from al-Masjid 

al-Haram to al-Masjid al-Aqsa, whose surroundings We 

have blessed, to show him of Our signs. Indeed, He is the 

Hearing, the Seeing. 

(Al-Isrāʾ/The Night Journey, 17:1)

 1.  By the star when it sets  

 2.  indeed your companion is not astray  

 3.  nor does he speak vainly.  

 4.  It is nothing less than a revelation revealed  

 5.  taught to him by a being of intense power  

 6.  possessing strength. He straightened up  

 7.  while he was on the highest horizon,  

 8.  then he drew close and descended  

 9.  and he was a distance of two bows or closer.  

 10.  He revealed to his servant what he revealed.  

 11.  The heart did not lie in what it saw.  

 12.  Will you then argue with him about what he saw?  

 13.  He saw him another time  

 14.  at the Lote Tree of the Boundary  

 15.  next to the Garden of the Refuge  

 16.  when the Lote Tree was covered by what covered.  

 17.  His vision did not stray, nor was it excessive.  

 18.  He saw some of the greatest signs of his Lord. 

(Al-Najm/The Star, 53:1–17)
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The Ascension of the Prophet and the Stations of His Journey: The Mi rāj and the Three Sacred  
Cities of Islam in Literature, Music, and Illustrated Manuscripts in the Ottoman Cultural Environment, 
ed. Ayşe Taşkent and Nicole Kançal-Ferrari, vol. 1 (Istanbul: Dergâh Publications, 2021).

This essay investigates the Ottoman reception 
of illustrated manuscripts from the Timurid 
and Safavid realms containing narratives and 
depictions of the miʿrāj. Beginning with an 
analysis of a Timurid Miʿrājnāma housed in the 
Topkapı Palace collection and its influence on 
Ottoman book illumination from the late fifteenth 
to the mid-seventeenth century, the essay then 
explores the nature and meaning of Ottoman 
glosses in several Timurid and Safavid illustrated 
manuscripts. Lastly, it discusses the possible 
impact of these manuscripts and their paintings 
on Ottoman book production during the reign of 
Sultan Murād III (d. 1595). 

The famous Timurid “Book of Ascension” 
manuscript, one of the few extant examples 
of a lavishly illustrated miʿrājnāma, was most 
likely produced in 1436–37 for the Timurid 
ruler Shahrukh (r. 1405–47). It is written in 
Chaghatay Turkish and transcribed in Uyghur 

1 Marie-Rose Séguy, The Miraculous Journey of Mahomet: Miraj Nameh, BN, Paris Sup Turc 190, trans. Richard Pevear (New 
York: Braziller, 1977); and Gruber, The Book of Muhammad’s Ascension. See also Christiane Gruber’s “Journey to Inspiration: 
Miʿrāj Texts and Images,” in this volume.

2 The manuscript was acquired in 1672 in an Istanbul bookstore by Antoine Galland, a young French man licensed in 
“Oriental” languages who became secretary to the Marquis Charles-François Olier de Nointel, the new French ambassador 
appointed to the Sublime Gate in 1670 by Louis XIV. For a discussion of his acquisition of the Miʿrajnama—which he 
believed to be an illustrated copy of al-Qazwīnī’s Ajāʾib al-Makhlūqāt (The marvels of creation) written in Kufic, rather than 
Uyghur, script—see his entry for “Thursday, January 14, 1672,” in Antoine Galland, Voyage à Constantinople (1672–1673), 
ed. Charles Schefer (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 2002), 29. For a discussion of the Miʿrājnāma’s arrival in Istanbul and 
its possible influence on the Ottoman artistic and cultural environment during the reigns of Meḥmed II and Bāyezīd II, 
see Gruber, The Book of Muhammad’s Ascension, 336–37; and for its possible influence on the ascension paintings in the 
Siyer-i Nebī manuscript produced for Murād III, see also Christiane Gruber’s essay “Journey to Inspiration: Miʿrāj Texts and 
Images,” in this volume. For an analysis of another manuscript that supposedly arrived in Istanbul at the same time—an 
illustrated Nahj al-Farādis (Pathway to the heavens) written by al-Sarāʾī and probably made in Herat ca. 1465, see Gruber, 

script, and contains over fifty paintings.1 Much 
as the Miʿrājnāma benefited from previous 
textual and pictorial traditions found both within 
and beyond Islamic realms, so too it served 
as a powerful stimulus for the production of 
illustrated manuscripts and paintings related to 
the theme of the Prophet’s ascension. From the 
time of the manuscript’s production in Herat 
ca. 1436–37 until the twentieth century, a wide 
variety of miʿrāj illustrations and texts were 
either directly influenced by this masterpiece or 
loosely inspired by its iconographic vocabulary. 
Indeed, pictorial materials produced over the 
course of the Timurid, Safavid, Ottoman, Mughal, 
and Qajar periods attest to the longevity of this 
much-beloved theme in Islamic bio-apocalyptical 
traditions. Later materials also provide some 
clues about the manuscript’s course after it left 
Herat, arriving in Istanbul by the start of the 
sixteenth century.2

*  Professor and chair, History of 
Art Department, University of 
Michigan.

**  This essay is a shortened and 
slightly updated version of 
the fifth chapter of Christiane 
Gruber, The Timurid “Book of 
Ascension” (Miʿrajnama): A 
Study in Text and Image in a 
Pan-Asian Context (Valencia, 
Spain: Patrimonio Ediciones, 
2008). The editors of the 
present volume would like to 
thank Christiane Gruber for 
granting permission to include 
her text.

Christiane Gruber*

The Mi rājnāma’s Afterlife in the Ottoman Palace Collection: 
Pictorial Stimulus and Verbal Ekphrasis**
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Additionally, the journey of the Timurid 
Miʿrājnāma from Herat to Istanbul forces 
consideration of its possible influence on 
Ottoman paintings of the ascension produced 
by artists in the imperial atelier, who may have 
turned to the manuscript when seeking visual 
inspiration for their own projects. This possible 
practice of pictorial reference is of particular 
importance for the extended ascension cycle 
included in the multi-volume illustrated copy 
of al-Ḍarīr’s Siyer-i Nebī (Life of the Prophet) 
commissioned by Sultan Murād III and completed 
in 1595–96.3 In this specific case, did artists 
turn to the Timurid “Book of Ascension” for 
visual inspiration, and, if so, how were its 
images interpreted and carried over? What 
were the translational procedures employed to 
understand the manuscript’s Chaghatay text and 
its accompanying illustrations? In other words, 
how were Timurid (and Safavid) illustrated 
manuscripts that contain depictions of the miʿrāj 
adapted into their new Ottoman milieu?

There are several possible answers to these 
questions. One peculiar Ottoman practice, 
revealed through a close codicological analysis 
of manuscripts in the Topkapı Palace collections, 
consisted in the addition of descriptive 
inscriptions in Ottoman Turkish to the original 
folios and the insertion of pages into the Timurid 
Miʿrājnāma and Safavid illustrated manuscripts.4 
Some of these Ottoman annotations describe 
a particular painting’s content and hence are 

The Book of Muhammad’s Ascension, 330–36; and Eleanor Sims, “The Nahj al-Faradis of Sultan Abu Sa’id ibn Sultan 
Muhammad ibn Miranshah: An Illustrated Timurid Ascension Text of the Interim Period,” Journal of the David Collection 4 
(Copenhagen, 2014): 88–147.

3 Very little is known about the life of Muṣṭafā al-Ḍarīr. He was born blind (Arabic, ḍarīr) in Erzurum, where he studied, 
and later traveled to Egypt. He is best known for his biography of the Prophet, which he freely translated into Anatolian 
Turkish, basing his work on al-Bakrī’s thirteenth-century version of Ibn Isḥāq’s Sīrat al-Nabī (Life of the Prophet). Al-
Ḍarīr’s text was executed for the Mamluk Sultan Barkuk (r. 1382–89 and 1390–99). For a Turkish transcription of al-Ḍarīr’s 
Siyer-i Nebī, see Mustafa Darîr, Kitab-ı Siyer-i Nebi: Peygamber Efendimizin Hayatı, ed. and trans. Mehmet Faruk Gürtunca, 3 
vols. (Istanbul: Sağlam Yayınevi, 1977); and on al-Ḍarīr and his work, see Zeren Tanındı, Siyer-i Nebî: İslam Tasvir Sanatında 
Hz. Muhammed’in Hayatı (Istanbul: Hürriyet Vakfı Yayınları, 1984), 26–27; Ernst Grube, “The Siyar-i-Nabi of the Spencer 
Collection in the New York Public Library,” in Atti del Secondo Congresso Internazionale di Arte Turca (Naples: Istituto 
Universitario Orientale, Seminario di Turcologia, 1965), 152; and Carol Garrett Fisher, “A Reconstruction of the Pictorial 
Cycle of the Siyar-i-Nabi of Murad III,” Ars Orientalis 14 (1984): 76.

4 For this practice in Ottoman workshops in general, see Zeren Tanındı, “Additions to Illustrated Manuscripts in Ottoman 
Workshops,” Muqarnas 17 (2000): 147–61.

5 Gottfried Hagen, “Translations and Translators in a Multilingual Society: A Case Study of Persian-Ottoman Translations, 
Late Fifteenth to Early Seventeenth Century,” Eurasian Studies 2, no. 1 (2003): 95–134.

6 Gottfried Hagen, “The Emergence of a Pietas Ottomanica,” lecture delivered at the 2nd Great Lakes Ottoman Workshop, 
DePaul University, III, September 23–24, 2005. Hagen’s study analyzes Ottoman biographies of the Prophet in Ottoman 
Turkish, the collecting of Muḥammad’s relics, and the growth of mevlid ceremonies to show the ways in which a particular 
kind of Muḥammad-centered piety emerged in Ottoman lands during the sixteenth century. At this time, Ottoman 
biographies of the Prophet were composed or translated by authors such as Celālzāde Muṣṭafā (Tercüme-i Maʿāric-i 
Nübüvve), Lāmi’ī Çelebi (Şevāhidü’n-Nübüvve), Yazıcıoğlu (Muḥammediye), and Sulaymān Çelebi (Mevlid-i Şerīf or Vesīletü’n-
Necāt). These sīra works are not concerned with dogma and exegesis; rather, they seek in Muḥammad a prophetic model 
worthy of devotion and imitation. According to Earle Waugh, Sufis in particular “internalized” the prophetic exemplum, and 
saw in Muḥammad a spiritual guide as well as a “trailblazer into the secrets of God” (Earle Waugh, “Following the Beloved: 
Muhammad as Model in the Sufi Tradition,” in The Biographical Process: Studies in the History and Psychology of Religion, ed. 
Frank E. Reynolds and Donald Capps, Religion and Reason 2 [The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1976], 64).

essentially ekphrastic in character. Others 
offer a brief synopsis of a painting’s content, 
thus serving as (Ottoman Turkish) textual 
clarifications of pictures that illustrate episodes 
described in Chaghatay or Persian texts.

These glosses to illustrated manuscripts 
facilitated the works’ absorption into Ottoman 
artistic traditions, and they bear witness to 
the sixteenth-century Ottoman practice of 
producing translations, commentaries, and 
supplements to Arabic, Persian, and Chaghatay 
texts considered central to learning the basics 
of a universal Islamic culture.5 The period of ca. 
1550–1600, in particular, witnessed a marked 
increase in Ottoman translations of biographies 
of the Prophet Muḥammad, a kind of enterprise 
that Gottfried Hagen has interpreted as a novel 
form of Ottoman Islamic religiosity.6 Within the 
Ottoman venture of collecting and translating 
texts, especially biographies of the Prophet, the 
Timurid Miʿrājnāma certainly would have served 
as an appropriate pictorial and textual source of 
information on the Prophet and the tale of his 
ascension. At a contextual level, then, the glosses 
in the manuscript also reveal the Ottoman 
fascination with, and embracing of, biographical 
and devotional literature written in a variety of 
Islamic languages.
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CHRISTIANE GRUBER THE MI RĀJNĀMA’S AFTERLIFE IN THE OTTOMAN PALACE COLLECTION

To Istanbul: The Mi rājnāma’s Annotation 
and Interpretation

Abd al-Razzāq Bakhshi

What happened to the Timurid Miʿrājnāma in 
Istanbul, and what was its impact on Ottoman 
writers, scribes, and artists active at Meḥmed 
II’s court? One particular bakhshi7 active in the 
Ottoman palace seems most likely responsible 
for the addition of some of the oldest Ottoman 
inscriptions in the manuscript. This is Shaykhzāda 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq Bakhshi, who composed decrees 
in Uyghur script for Sultan Meḥmed II as early as 
1473. Not much is known about his life, except 
that he was active as a court scribe and wrote or 
copied several works in Uyghur during the last 
decades of the fifteenth century—that is, during 
the reigns of Meḥmed II and Bāyezīd II. He also 
may have come from Samarqand to the Ottoman 
court sometime ca. 1475.8

In addition to transcribing the declaration of 
the Ottoman victory against Uzun Ḥasan (August 
30, 1473), he also copied the following works: 
a Makhzan al-Asrār (Treasury of secrets) of Mīr 
Ḥaydar Tilbe; an ʿAtābat al-Haqāʿiq (Threshold 
of verities) by the author Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn; and 
several Chaghatay poems composed by Luṭfī and 
Sekkākī, which he transcribed in Uyghur script 
and completed on January 30, 1480, in Istanbul.9 

ʿAbd al-Razzāq was not only in charge of 
composing or transcribing works in Uyghur. 
One of his duties as court scribe responsible for 
Uyghur materials included the acquisition of 
materials in Uyghur script from cities as far away 
as Herat, and he requested that Mīr ʿAlī Şīr Nevāʾī 
(d. 1501) send sample Uyghur compositions 

7 A bakhshi (originally meaning “Buddhist priest” in Uyghur Turkish) was a scribe serving at the Mongol and Timurid courts 
“with their knowledge of Chaghatai language and expertise in Uighur calligraphy”; see Tomoko Masuya, “Chinese and 
Turko-Mongol Elements in Ilkhanid and Timurid Arts Part 2: Timurids, Central Asia and Ming China (1370–1507),” in A 
Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture, ed. F. B. Flood and G. Necipoğlu, vol. 2 (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2017), 
654. (e.n.)

8 David Roxburgh, ed., Turks: A Journey of a Thousand Years, 600–1600 (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2005), 438, cat. no. 243.
9 Osman Fikri Sertkaya, İslâmî Devrenin Uygur Harfli Eserlerine Toplu Bir Bakış (Bochum: Ruhr-Universität, 1977), 13–20; 

and Osman Fikri Sertkaya, “Some New Documents Written in Uigur Script in Anatolia,” Central Asiatic Journal 18, no. 3 
(1974): 182. These texts were compiled into an Arabic-Uyghur miscellany, now held in the Süleymaniye Library in Istanbul 
(Ayasofya 4757). See Roxburgh, Turks, 287, 438, cat. no. 243.

10 Similarly, the Ak Koyunlu Turkman ruler Yaʿḳūb Beg (r. 1478–90) also exchanged manuscripts with Mīr ʿAlī Şīr Nevāʾī 
during the heyday of the Herat atelier. Basil Gray, “The Pictorial Arts of the Timurid Period,” in The Cambridge History of 
Iran, ed. Peter Jackson, vol. 6, The Timurid and Safavid Periods (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 864. 

11 Sertkaya, “Some New Documents,” 189.
12 Sertkaya, “Some New Documents,” 189. 
13 Sertkaya, “Some New Documents,” 191; and Eleazar Birnbaum, “The Ottomans and Chaghatay Literature: An Early 16th 

Century Manuscript of Nava’i’s Divan in Ottoman Orthography,” Central Asiatic Journal 20 (1976): 164. The work is also 
cited in Abel Pavet de Courteille, Mirâdj-Nâmeh, Récit de l’Ascension de Mahomet au Ciel Composé A.H. 840/1436–1437 
(Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1882), xiv.

14 Sertkaya, “Some New Documents,” 191.
15 Sertkaya, “Some New Documents,” 191.

that could be used as prototypes at the Ottoman 
court.10 One of the works that Nevāʾī sent to ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq included Chaghatay-language ghazels 
composed by Lutfi transcribed in Uyghur script.11 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq subsequently copied the ghazels 
on a piece of paper bearing a watermark in the 
shape of open scissors. Thus, a Uyghur poem 
executed by ʿAbd al-Razzāq in Istanbul on paper 
imported from Europe certainly stands as a 
symbol of the Ottoman capital as a cultural and 
commercial crossroads.12 

Other manuscripts in Uyghur script sent to 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq include a Kutadgu Bilig (a manual 
on statecraft) copied in Herat in 843/1439.13 
It was brought—along with a letter addressed 
to the scribe also written in Uyghur script—to 
Istanbul in 1474 by a certain ʿAlī b. Yūsuf Bālī b. 
Fenārī, who was then studying in Samarqand, 
Bukhara, and Herat.14 Uyghur verses written by 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq on page 190 of the Kutadgu Bilig 
manuscript prove decisively that the manuscript 
went through his hands.15 In sum, he was in the 
habit of acquiring Uyghur materials through 
intermediaries, writing directly on them, and 
copying them on (European-watermarked) paper 
available to him in the Ottoman palace library. 

Ottoman Inscriptions on the Manuscript’s 

Original Folios

These facts pertain to Shahrukh’s Miʿrājnāma 
in many vital ways, as the work also bears a 
number of Ottoman inscriptions on its original 
folios and on twenty-five pages inserted 
between the manuscript’s original folios. The 
Ottoman inscriptions on the original folios and 
on the inserted pages were noticed by Emel 
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Esin as early as 1966, followed by Michael 
Rogers in 1968.16 In her study, Esin provides a 
helpful, albeit brief, discussion of the Ottoman 
inscriptions and their possible date of execution. 
She dates a series of inscriptions to ca. 1500 and 
another to Sultan Murād III’s reign (1574–95). 
In turn, Rogers supports the identification 
of Istanbul as the locus for the addition of 
the Ottoman inscriptions, and adds that such 
inscriptions indeed must have served as helpful 
commentaries to a text in Uyghur, which 
otherwise could not be have been easily read. 

Esin suggests that the inscriptions were 
added probably at the same time as the 
manuscript’s renovation and rebinding in 
Istanbul. She divides the inscriptions into two 
periods: the first group was executed in a taʿliq 
script around 1500, while the second dates 
to the late sixteenth century and consists of 
Ottoman inscriptions in large cursive (naskh 
or nesih) script. She argues convincingly that it 
was probably during Murād III’s rule that the 
manuscript was rebound and parts of the earlier 
Ottoman inscriptions were truncated at the 
spine.17 Esin’s suggestion that the manuscript 
was rebound during Murād III’s reign bears 
implications for identifying the sources which 
artists in the royal atelier might have used for the 
ruler’s famous multi-volume Siyer-i Nebī (Life of 
the Prophet) executed in 1595–96, as well as for 
other Ottoman illustrated hagiographical or bio-
historical works from approximately the same 
period.

Key in this discussion are the Ottoman 
inscriptions added to the manuscript when it 
arrived in Istanbul at the turn of the sixteenth 
century. Some inscriptions on the original folios 
may have been written by ʿAbd al-Razzāq and/
or someone in his entourage. Aside from those 
on five folios,18 the Ottoman inscriptions on the 
manuscript’s original folios are executed in a 
taʿliq-shikasta script. Some appear quite old, 
while others tend toward the cursive, showing 
a development of script typical of the later 
sixteenth century. All twenty-five pages bearing 

16 Emel Esin, “İsrâ Gecesi: ‘Uygur Mi‘râc-nâmesi’nde Cennet Tasvîrleri,” Türk Kültürü 47 (1966): 111–12; and Michael Rogers, 
“The Genesis of Safawid Religious Painting,” in 5th International Congress of Iranian Art and Archaeology, Tehran-Isfahan-
Shiraz, 11th–18th April 1968, vol. 2 (Tehran: Ministry of Culture and Arts, 1968), 179.

17 Esin, “İsrâ Gecesi,” 111–12. Unfortunately, Esin’s comments about the inclusion and periodization of the Ottoman 
inscriptions were not seized upon by later scholars, possibly because the main theme of this early article in Turkish 
revolves around the descriptions of hell in the manuscript (rather than the history of the manuscript proper).

18 BnF Sup Turc 190, fols. 36v, 38v, 59r–v, and 61r. 
19 See Appendix III in Gruber, The Book of Muhammad’s Ascension, for the Ottoman Turkish annotations.

Ottoman inscriptions inserted between the 
original text folios contain a taʿliq-naskh script 
executed by a single hand and appear to date 
from the last quarter of the sixteenth century. 

The inscriptions largely translate the Arabic 
captions at the top of the original folios, although 
at times they expand on themes described in 
the Chaghatay text. In some cases, they offer 
descriptions of the paintings or opinions on 
the appropriateness of tortures reserved for 
sinners.19 These annotations prove that whoever 
added the inscriptions to the manuscript’s folios 
and inserted new folios attempted to identify 
the paintings by interpreting the main text in 
conjunction with the Arabic captions. As a result, 
it is logical to assume that the person responsible 
for the Ottoman inscriptions was proficient in 
at least three languages: Arabic, Chaghatay, and 
Ottoman Turkish. Based on the extant signed 
and dated manuscripts transcribed in Istanbul 
mentioned previously, the most likely scribal 
candidate with knowledge of all three languages 
and both Arabic and Uyghur scripts is ʿAbd al-
Razzāq. 

If we accept ʿAbd al-Razzāq (or one of his 
contemporaries) as responsible for at least 
some of the Ottoman explanatory inscriptions, 
then it appears that the Miʿrājnāma manuscript 
underwent a first phase of intensive reading and 
analysis by the turn of the sixteenth century. This 
supposition is supported by the fact that ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq actively acquired materials executed 
in Uyghur script, upon which he based his own 
works or into which he added commentaries. 
The importance of this phenomenon—that is, the 
addition of Ottoman translations and explanatory 
notes to the folios of the original manuscript—
cannot be underestimated for the history of 
Islamic book arts.

Ottoman Inscriptions on the Manuscript’s 

Inserted Pages

After its initial reception and the addition of 
Ottoman commentary ca. 1500, the Timurid 
Miʿrājnāma must have remained in the Ottoman 
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imperial library. During the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century—most likely during Murād 
III’s reign (1474–95)—however, it underwent 
renovation and rebinding, at which time at least 
five Ottoman inscriptions, executed in naskh 
script, were added to the original folios.20 The 
binding truncates earlier Ottoman inscriptions 
in its (now tighter) spine. It also may have been 
at this time that an initial shamsa dedicated 
to Shahrukh and a title page were removed. 
Although Murād III’s and his artists’ reasons 
for repairing the volume remain unknown, it 
seems possible that the project was undertaken 
in preparation for the ruler’s major commission, 
the multi-volume Siyer-i Nebī (Life of the 
Prophet). This manuscript included an extensive 
section on the Prophet’s ascension provided 
with illustrations. Although the Ottoman 
paintings vary in style from their precursors, 
this work nonetheless joined a trajectory set 
by the Timurid “Book of Ascension” and other 
manuscripts available in the Topkapı Palace 
collections. In other words, the Siyer-i Nebī did 
not spring ex nihilo.

The manuscript’s second, and final, phase 
of renovation and rebinding probably took 
place at this time. All of the inscriptions on the 
twenty-five inserted folios appear in a similar 
taʿliq-naskh script typical of the late sixteenth 
century, and the inserted pages bear watermarks 
that depict an anchor in a circle surmounted by a 
six-pointed star without a countermark. Papers 
bearing this kind of anchor watermark were 
produced in Venice between 1550 and 1595.21 
Ottomans considered Venetian paper of very 
high quality, and imported it to Istanbul, where 
it was used for the production of manuscripts 
and documents.22 The anchor watermark, which 
firmly dates the paper (and thus the insertion of 
the pages in the Miʿrajnāma) to ca. 1550–1600—
along with the manuscript’s brown Morocco 
leather binding, decorated with a dry-stamped 
central medallion typical of Ottoman bindings 
from the late sixteenth-century—proves that the 
inserted folios cannot have been added during 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s time. The taʿliq-naskh script and 

20 BnF Sup Turc 190, fols. 36v, 38v, 59r–v, and 61r.
21 Vladimir Mosin, Anchor Watermarks, Monumenta Chartae Papyraceae Historiam Illustrantia (or the Collection of Works and 

Documents Illustrating the History of Paper), ed. J. S. G. Simmons and B. J. van Ginneken-van de Kasteele (Amsterdam: Paper 
Publications Society, 1973), 45, 50 (Type Il. IV.2.f), pl. 69 (cat. nos. 793–804). 

22 Mosin, Anchor Watermarks, 51.
23 Lale Uluç, “Ottoman Book Collectors and Illustrated Sixteenth Century Shiraz Manuscripts,” Revue des Mondes Musulmans et 

de la Méditerranée 87–88 (Livres et Lecture dans le Monde Musulman, 1999), 104.

the watermarked papers thus confirm a second 
phase of interaction with the manuscript, which 
most likely occurred during Murād III’s rule.

The twenty-five pages bearing Ottoman 
inscriptions were inserted either immediately 
before or after each painting in the Miʿrajnāma. 
By and large, the inscriptions describe the 
depicted scenes and use a linguistic style similar 
to that of the inscriptions added to the original 
folios. The terminal descriptive expression “that 
is the place,” for example, is used throughout. 
Other phrases referring to locations—such as 
“that is an elevated place” (folio 43v) and “that is 
a noble location” (folio 46r)—are employed, as 
well. For the series of hell paintings, however, the 
inserts (folios 52v–66v) identify the paintings as 
descriptions (ṣifat) of the torments to come on 
the Day of Judgment. Two inserted pages (folios 
58r and 62v) are particularly interesting, because 
they also include the exclamation “God help us!” 
or “We seek refuge in God!,” prayers for safety 
from the tortures depicted on the facing folios. 
Finally, one inscription (folio 62r) describes the 
punishment of women who commit adultery as 
hanging from hooks by their breasts, with the 
final estimation, “It is appropriate and deserved.” 
In these cases, the commentator added protective 
prayers and at least one moral opinion, 
contributing a personal and ethical dimension 
to a codicological practice. The inscriptions 
thus reveal a scribe’s close interaction with the 
manuscript’s images, as well as the paintings’ 
ability to evoke certain religious sensibilities 
from commentator(s) and viewer-readers.

Ottoman Ekphrastic Commentary and 
Illustrated Persian Manuscripts

Over the course of the sixteenth century, many 
other illustrated manuscripts made in Persian 
lands arrived in Istanbul. Although demand 
for Chaghatay-language texts remained strong 
until approximately 1600, most illustrated 
manuscripts imported to Istanbul were written 
in Persian, not Turkish.23 Between 50 and 60 
percent of the two hundred sixteenth-century 
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Safavid illustrated manuscripts now held in the 
Topkapı Palace Library were made in the city of 
Shiraz,24 while others were produced in Herat 
or Tabriz. Many of them arrived as diplomatic 
gifts for circumcision festivals and enthronement 
ceremonies; through Turkman, Timurid, or 
Safavid refugee princes who defected to the 
Ottoman side; via immigrant artists who found 
lavish patronage in Ottoman lands; as conquered 
treasuries at the height of Ottoman–Safavid 
conflict (1514–35 and 1578–90); or through 
purchase and importation.25 

If these manuscripts had been left unfinished, 
they were provided with paintings in Istanbul. If 
the paintings needed repair or repainting, they 
were refurbished in an “Ottomanized” style.26 
If folios were missing, replacement folios were 
added to “complete” a manuscript. If bindings 
were in poor condition or not suited to a patron’s 
taste, they were removed and new covers were 
made to replace bindings that were either 
damaged or démodé. In other words, artists in 
the royal Ottoman workshop (ehl-i ḥıref) not 
only produced new manuscripts but also saw 
their duties expanded to include conservation, 
refurbishment, and repair of older works.27 
The Timurid Miʿrājnāma was one of the many 
manuscripts that underwent this conservation-
cum-commentary process during the sixteenth 
century. 

Collectively, the inserted pages with 
Ottoman comments and summaries immediately 
preceding or following the paintings which they 
describe, or for which they provide a written 
précis, demonstrate a particular Ottoman 
codicological practice that has yet to become 
the subject of scholarly inquiry. Such insertions 
into illustrated manuscripts, moreover, provided 
an important mechanism for transmitting both 

24 Uluç, “Ottoman Book Collectors,” 86, 97. These manuscripts are mostly epic and romantic Persian poems written by Jāmī, 
Niẓāmī, and Saʿdi.

25 Uluç, “Ottoman Book Collectors”; Tanındı, “Additions to Illustrated Manuscripts in Ottoman Workshops”; and Filiz Çağman 
and Zeren Tanındı, “Remarks on Some Manuscripts from the Topkapi Palace Treasury in the Context of Ottoman-Safavid 
Relations,” Muqarnas 13 (1996): 132–48. For example, Shah Quli Khan, Shah Ṭahmāsb’s ambassador to Selīm II upon his 
accession in 1567, offered the Ottoman sultan Shah Ṭahmāsb’s famous Shahnāma-yi Shāhī (The royal book of kings, a.k.a. 
the Houghton Shahnama). Two other Safavid ambassadors followed suit in 1576 (for the enthronement of Murād III) and 
1582 (for Sultan Murād III’s son Meḥmed’s circumcision festivities). 

26 For a discussion of the “Ottomanized” style and the translation process between Persian and Turkish pictorial materials, 
see Serpil Bağcı, “From Translated Word to Translated Image: The Illustrated Şehnâme-i Türki Copies,” Muqarnas 17 (2000): 
162–76.

27 Tanındı, “Additions to Illustrated Manuscripts in Ottoman Workshops,” 147, 157.
28 See TSMK Bağdat B. 282, Ḥāfiẓ-i Abrū’s Kulliyat-i Tārīkh (Compendium of history), produced for Shahrukh in 818–

19/1415–16 (Thomas Lentz and Glenn Lowry, Timur and the Princely Vision: Persian Art and Culture in the Fifteenth Century 
[Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1989], 166, 338–39, cat. no. 46). Ottoman Turkish inscriptions in cursive 
script were added above each painting in the manuscript (and the Prophet Muḥammad’s face was probably painted over 
with gold pigment after the manuscript arrived in Istanbul as well).

textual and visual knowledge in the Islamic 
world. This mechanism may be called ekphrastic, 
because Ottoman inscriptions describe the 
paintings that they accompany; or perhaps it 
could be understood as translational, because 
the Ottoman annotations were necessary for the 
viewer to grasp the meaning of images located 
within texts that were in a foreign language 
or an unfamiliar script. These insertions help 
identify paintings in texts not transcribed 
using the Arabic script, as in the example of the 
Timurid “Book of Ascension” in Uyghur script. 
Such insertions also appear in Persian-language 
illustrated works, such as Niẓāmī’s (d. 1214?) 
Khamsa (Quintet) and Jāmī’s (d. 1492) Haft 
Avrang (Seven pavilions). Inserted Ottoman 
Turkish annotations thus functioned as verbal 
intermediaries from which a reader could 
extrapolate textual information and identify the 
subject of a manuscript’s paintings. 

A number of Timurid and Safavid illustrated 
manuscripts written in Persian and held in the 
Topkapı Palace Library include commentary 
in Ottoman Turkish on pages inserted either 
immediately before or after paintings, or located 
on the original folios.28 The glosses typically 
summarize the events depicted in each painting, 
thereby providing a brief and helpful synopsis of 
a Persian text and its attending illustrations. On 
the other hand, the annotations that comment 
on paintings of the Prophet’s ascension that 
were bound into these manuscripts’ initial 
encomia with praises of God, His Messenger, 
and the miʿrāj fulfilled an entirely different 
purpose. Rather than giving a précis of the 
depicted narrative, the Ottoman ekphrastic texts 
verge on the exegetical. These commentaries 
reveal the uneasy Ottoman reception of the 
illustrated ascension poetic eulogy (miʿrājiyya) 

11.1.1: The Prophet’s ascension with 
inserted Ottoman commentary.  
Ni āmī, Makhzan al-asrār (Treasury 
of secrets). Probably Shiraz, 
1575–76. Topkapı Palace Museum 
Library Istanbul, TSMK R. 877, fol. 
5r. Courtesy of the Topkapı Palace 
Museum.
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included in imported Persian manuscripts. They 
also present material evidence for the manner 
in which Ottoman artists and calligraphers 
struggled to provide historical or narrative 
explanations for ascension images that may 
have seemed, at first glance and without 
intimate knowledge of the Persian text, out of 
place within collections of epic and romantic 
stories.

Two examples of Safavid illustrated 
manuscripts with Ottoman Turkish inserted 
commentaries will be discussed here. The 
first example consists of a manuscript copy of 
Niẓāmī’s Khamsa (Quintet) completed in 1575.29 
The manuscript and its paintings are typical of 
mid- to late-sixteenth-century works produced in 
Shiraz for export abroad. Immediately before or 
after each painting—executed on beige rag paper 
decorated with stenciled gold paintings of animals 
and plants—appears an Ottoman inserted page 
made of glossy white chain-lined paper. All of the 
inserts provide a synopsis in Ottoman Turkish 
of the events depicted, except for one. The insert 
(folios 5r–v) immediately before the painting of 
the Prophet’s ascension (folio 6r) contains a long 
Ottoman synopsis of the miʿrāj written in fine 
Ottoman cursive script on a background of flaming 
gold bundles (figs. 11.1.1–2; cat. no. 31).

The painting of the ascension about which 
the insert comments comes at the end of 
Niẓāmī’s description of the Prophet’s ascension, 
included at the beginning of his Makhzan al-Asrār 
(Treasury of secrets). Nowhere in his eulogy to 
the Prophet does the author reveal any interest 
in the chronology of events, the debates that 
took place over its details, or the reception of the 
story in Hadith literature. His poetical excursus 
has everything to do with mythical and cosmic 
inspiration, and nothing to do with historical and 
exegetical concerns.30 

In a similar manner, the painting 
accompanying this part of the Khamsa is divorced 
from almost all narrative concerns, representing 
the Prophet’s ascension in a patterned image 
befitting the ascension eulogy that had become 
so well established by the end of the sixteenth 

29 TSMK R. 877 (Fehmi Edhem Karatay, Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi Kütüphanesi Farsça Yazmalar Kataloğu [Istanbul: Topkapı 
Sarayı Müzesi Kütüphanesi, 1966], 159, no. 442). The manuscript contains 341 folios measuring 23 (w) × 35.5 (h) cm and is 
written in Persian nastaʿliq at 21 lines per page. The written surface measures 13.3 (w) × 22.8 (h) cm. The colophon (folio 
341r) is signed by the calligrapher Muḥammad Qāṣim b. Sulṭān Maḥmūd ʿAshkābādī and is dated 983/1575.

30 On the allegorical language used in Niẓāmī’s ascension text, see Charles-Henri De Fouchécour, “The Story of the Ascension 
(Mi‘raj) in Nizami’s Work,” in The Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love, and Rhetoric, ed. Kamran Talatoff and Jerome 
Clinton (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 179–88.

century. Here, the Prophet sits on al-Burāq—
his right palm raised in prayer and his face 
covered by a white veil—as he rides through 
the heavens, accompanied by a group of angels 
who extend flaming platters of offerings. The 
swirling composition of wings and movement 
makes the central location of the Prophet less 
noticeable and almost obscures the event that 
transpires. Located in the prefacing eulogy of so 
many Persian poems, it also removes narrative 
visual clues and thus serves more generally as 

an icon of inspiration for praising the Prophet 
of Islam. The facial veil—a pictorial motif added 
for reasons of political ideology, pietism, or 
prohibitionism by the sixteenth century—alters 
the tenor of the composition from an expository 
one to an allegorical one. The rather average 
painting follows the standard laudatory sections 
on the Prophet’s ascension included as incipits to 
Persian poems.
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The Ottoman insert, however, differs in tone 
and character. As the title of the passage shows,31 
the Ottoman text provides not a recapitulation 
of the lyric Persian text, but an analysis of the 
stories (akhbār and rivāyāt)32 about the Prophet 
Muḥammad’s ascension. The text reviews and 
summarizes several relevant sources, all the 
while blatantly omitting any discussion of 

31 The inserted text is entitled Khabar dar miʿrāj-i ḥażrat-i risālat panāh, or “The Story of the Ascension of the Excellent Lord 
Messenger” (TSMK R. 877, fol. 5r).

32 Fig. 11.1.2 (TSMK R. 877, fol. 5v), diagonal line 9.

Niẓāmī’s poem and its symbolic values or motifs. 
Rather, the inserted commentary begins with the 
entirety of Sura al-Isrāʾ (17:1) and quotes several 
Hadiths attributed to Ibn ʿAbbās and Mālik b. 
Saʿsaʿa, who provided core information for the 
elaboration of subsequent ascension narratives. 

The insert’s commentary offers a summary of 
the debates concerning the place from which the 
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nighttime journey began,33 as well as a synopsis 
of Muḥammad’s ascension: first his arrival and 
prayer with other prophets in Jerusalem, then his 
ascension through the heavens—at which time 
he meets John, Jesus, Joseph, Aaron, Moses, and 
Abraham—followed by his arrival at the Lote 
Tree of the Limit (sidrat al-muntahā) and the 
Frequented House (al-Bayt al-Maʿmūr), where 
he successfully selects a cup of milk from among 
three cups (the other two containing wine and 
honey), and his final return to Mecca—at which 
time Abū Bakr confirms his ascension and thus 
gains the honorific title of “The Truthful,” “The 
Upright,” or “He Who Confirms” (al-Ṣiddīq). 
The Ottoman text concludes with a discussion 
of whether the Prophet’s ascent occurred with 
the body (jasad), soul (rūḥ), or both together, a 
concern that characterizes exegetical sources, 
not poetic encomia. In sum, the Ottoman insert 
draws upon a wide variety of sources—the 
Qurʾan, Hadith, exegesis, and biographies—to 
supplement what is missing in Niẓāmī’s poetic 
miʿrāj encomium. 

It appears that a general confusion reigned 
about how to interpret the narration and 
depiction of the Prophet Muḥammad’s ascension. 
The Ottomans continued to understand the 
story as operating along narrative lines (i.e., the 
miʿrājnāma or sīrat al-nabī genre), an approach 
patently at odds with the elaboration of the 
ascension as a symbolic, esoteric prolegomenon 
in Persian poetical works. These two approaches 
define the ascension tale and its depiction in the 
sixteenth century. On one hand, the ascension 
tale could serve as an inspired exordium 
emanating from Persian elegiac expressions; 
on the other, it remained firmly affixed to 
debates in theological spheres and was critical 
to the continual drive toward the creation of a 
normative biography of the Prophet Muḥammad 
and his miracles. 

This particular example and the Timurid 
Miʿrājnāma are not the only manuscripts in 
which inserted pages provide commentary on 
the details of the Prophet’s ascension. Another 
manuscript, a copy of Jāmī’s Yūsuf u Zulaykhā 
(Joseph and Potiphar’s wife) probably made in 
Shiraz during the second half of the sixteenth 
century, also includes glossy white pages with 
Ottoman Turkish commentary, inserted either 
before or after each of the fourteen paintings 

33 That is, from either the house of Umm Hānīʾ or the ḥaṭīm (the semi-circular wall opposite the northwest wall of the Kaʿba).

11.1.2 (cat. no. 31): Ascension scene. 
The Prophet’s ascension with 
inserted Ottoman commentary.  
Ni āmī, Makhzan al-asrār (Treasury 
of secrets). Probably Shiraz, 1575–76. 
Topkapı Palace Museum Library 
Istanbul, TSMK R. 877, fols. 5v–6r. 
Courtesy of the Topkapı Palace 
Museum.

11.2: Inserted Ottoman commentary 
on the Prophet’s ascension. Jāmī, 
Yūsuf u Zulaykhā (Joseph and 
Potiphar’s wife). Probably Shiraz, 
second half of the 16th century. 
Topkapı Palace Museum Library, 
TSMK H.1084, fol. 10r. Courtesy 
of the Topkapı Palace Museum. 
Photograph: Hadiye Cangökçe.
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34 TSMK H. 1084 (Karatay, Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi Kütüphanesi Farsça Yazmalar Kataloğu, 257–58, no. 749). The manuscript 
contains 196 folios measuring 26 (w) × 40 (h) cm. The written surface measures 13.6 (w) × 22.6 (h) cm. There is no 
colophon. The original text is written in Persian nastaʿliq in two (not four) columns. The illustration, heavily cropped and 
separated from its facing Ottoman ekphrastic text, was published in Tanındı, Siyer-i Nebî, min. IV.

it contains.34 One insert (folio 10r), again, does 
not summarize the narrative details of Jāmī’s 
tale about divine love and longing but instead 
provides a disquisition on the theme of the 
Prophet’s ascension. It is inserted immediately 
prior to its corresponding painting (folio 11r), at 
the launch of Jāmī’s narrative (figs. 11.2–3; cat. 
no. 12).

The painting (fig. 11.3) is included in Jāmī’s 
preface praising God, the Prophet, and the miʿrāj. 
The poem describes the Prophet’s journey to 
Jerusalem (al-Aqṣā) and his ascension through 
the skies, where he encounters the planets and 
constellations. The painting is equally expressive. 
Here, a veiled Muḥammad mounts al-Burāq 
with his right palm raised in a gesture of prayer, 
as he traverses skies filled with angels and the 
various constellations mentioned in Jāmī’s poem. 
Venus plays the harp, Jupiter sits on a carpet 
and writes in a book, and the six-armed figure 
of Mars stands up from a chair. A human-faced 
moon appears in the sky, between the purple 
rocky outcrop on the right and the flaming roof 
of an unidentified building in the center. In the 
foreground appears the Kaʿba, cloaked with a 
black brocaded cover (kiswa) pulled back to 
reveal the structure. Around the Kaʿba are three 
small, domed structures and a pavilion with a 
couple sitting on its open-air balcony. These 
buildings are enclosed within a blind arcade 
decorated with blue tiles and abstract designs 
painted on white-washed walls.

An Ottoman scribe attempted to identify 
at least three of the buildings by inserting 
small inscriptions in gold paint immediately 
below the lower horizontal frame. The first 
inscription identifies the rightmost domed 
structure as David’s station (maḳām-i Dāvūd), 
the central inscription states that the painting is 
a description of Holy Jerusalem and the Rock of 
God (ṣıfāt-i Ḳuds-i Şerīf ve Ṣakhra-yi Allah), and 
the inscription on the left identifies the pavilion 
as the al-Aqṣā Mosque (Masjid-i Aqṣā). 

The scribe mistakenly attempted to identify 
buildings on Jerusalem’s Temple Mount rather 
than buildings around the Kaʿba in Mecca. The 
domed structure on the right must represent 
the building over the Zamzam well in Mecca, as 
the chain with the bucket and the opening to the 

11.3 (cat. no. 12): Ascension scene 
with signs of the zodiac and the 
planets (the Prophet Mu ammad 
ascends over Mecca). Jāmī, Yūsuf 
u Zulaykhā (Joseph and Potiphar’s 
wife). Probably Shiraz, second half 
of the 16th century. Topkapı Palace 
Museum Library, TSMK H.1084, fol. 
11r. Courtesy of the Topkapı Palace 
Museum.
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pit show. Instead, the scribe identified it as the 
maḳām-ı Dāvūd, otherwise known as the Dome 
of the Chain (Qubba al-Silsila) on the Temple 
Mount in Jerusalem. The domed structure in the 
center is identified as the Dome of the Rock (the 
building over the “Rock of God”), although there 
is no pictorial representation of the Rock itself, 
a typical motif in Ottoman representations of 
the edifice. Rather, the domed structure must 
represent one of the several domed stations in 
the Kaʿba enclosure. The pavilion on the left, 
identified as the al-Aqṣā Mosque, appears rather 
like the pavilion in which Yūsuf and Zulaykhā 
finally find union in divine love, much as 
Muḥammad ascends and enters into unity with 
God on the night of his ascension.

The Ottoman labels attempt to place the 
miʿrāj within the perimeter of the Temple Mount 
in Jerusalem, reaffirming the role of the Holy 
City within the sacred history of Islam and its 
Messenger. This may be a simple slip of the pen 
or, more likely, may reveal a larger and more 
politically charged attempt to implant the city’s 
fate and presence firmly within contemporary 
political concerns and the Ottoman religious 
imagination. By the sixteenth century, the role of 
Jerusalem within ascension narratives had been 
well established and, with Sultan Süleymān’s 
reign (1520–66), the Temple Mount was restored 
and its role within Islamic history reaffirmed.35 
To represent the ascension of the Prophet over 
Mecca—omitting Jerusalem as the interim, 
earthly stop—would simply not be acceptable to 
an Ottoman commentator.

The Ottoman remarks on the Prophet’s 
ascension inserted into Jāmī’s poem (fig. 11.2) 
are similar in several ways to the text included on 
the inserted page in the manuscript of Niẓāmī’s 
Khamsa (fig. 11.1). The Ottoman précis bears the 
same title as its counterpart, “The Story of the 
Ascension of the Excellent Lord Messenger,” and 
both commentaries begin with a citation of the 
Prophet’s Sayings, in particular those transmitted 
by Ibn ʿAbbās and Mālik b. Saʿsaʿa and included in 
the Hadith manuals compiled by Muslim and al-
Bukhārī. Then follows a rather detailed summary 

35 Jerusalem was under Ottoman rule from 1516 to 1918. Sultan Süleymān, who considered himself the Solomon of his time 
(Süleymānü’z-Zaman), refurbished the exterior of the Dome of the Rock and strengthened the city’s walls. His artists added a 
large inscription dated 951/1545–46 running along the top of the drum on the Dome of the Rock that contains Sura al-Isrāʾ, 
17:1, thus reaffirming the link between the structure and the Prophet’s miʿrāj during the Ottoman period (see Beatrice St. 
Laurent, “The Dome of the Rock: Restorations and Significance, 1540–1918,” in Ottoman Jerusalem, the Living City: 1517–1917, 
ed. Sylvia Auld and Robert Hillenbrand, vol. 1 [London: British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem, 2000], 417).

36 On a similar process in painting styles, see Bağcı, “From Translated Word to Translated Image,” 173.

of Muḥammad’s isrāʾ to Jerusalem and his 
ascension to the throne of God, where he received 
the duty of fifty daily prayers, reduced to five 
through Moses’s intercession. The inserted text 
concludes by praising Abū Bakr, Muḥammad’s 
companion and the first of the rightly guided 
caliphs (al-rāshidīn).

These Ottoman inserts blend doctrinal 
principles drawn from the Qurʾan, Hadith, 
biographies, and exegetical works featuring 
narrative elements from tales belonging to the 
“Book of Ascension” genre. The commentaries 
bear little resemblance to the poetic texts and, 
significantly, to the paintings for which they 
provide the prolonged annotation. By describing 
the Prophet’s ascension in factual and theological 
terms, they remain disjointed from the poetical 
text into which they have been inserted. It is quite 
possible that this disjuncture was purposeful, 
as commentators might have seen it as more 
important to explain the miʿrāj in non-poetic, 
“normative” terms, all the while concluding with 
a praise of Abū Bakr, whom Ottomans (and other 
Sunnis) consider a figurehead of orthodox Islam. 

The tales and paintings of the Prophet’s 
ascension were altered for an Ottoman audience 
through the mediation of inserted texts that 
stress the veracity of Muḥammad’s miracles 
and, by extension, the legitimacy of the Sunni 
community. Given the frequent Ottoman–Safavid 
clashes and the continued entrenchment of the 
Sunni–Shiʿi split over the course of the sixteenth 
century, Ottoman inserts such as these speak 
volumes about various, often subtle ways of 
sustaining religious authority. By combining 
ekphrastic notes, narrative summaries, exegetical 
explanations, and pro-Sunni proclamations, these 
inserted pages serve as powerful intermediary 
tools in the selective appropriation and 
modification of Islamic-Persianate culture and 
art. They translate images into carefully selected 
words and, in the process, interpret the visual 
through the textual.36

Inserting translation-commentaries to 
paintings in illustrated manuscripts that had 
been transplanted to foreign cultural milieus 
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was not an Ottoman practice alone during the 
early modern period: it was part and parcel of 
the interpretation of manuscripts for polyglot 
Muslim societies engaged in trans-regional 
dialogue. There are many more examples of this 
practice in international manuscript collections, 
including the Topkapı Palace Library in Istanbul 
and the Bibliothèque nationale de France in 
Paris.37 For the sake of brevity, however, only two 
select examples drawn from Mughal India and 
Safavid Iran will be discussed here.

When Rashīd al-Dīn’s illustrated Arabic 
copy of the Jāmiʿ al-Tawārīkh (Compendium 
of chronicles), dated 1314, arrived in Mughal 
India via Timurid Herat during the rule of Akbar 
(1556–1605), members of the royal family and 
other owners added notes and glosses in Persian 
that summarize the Arabic text and thus identify 
its attendant paintings. As Sheila Blair has noted, 
these comments describe battle scenes and 
provide summaries of certain tales.38 Some of 
the glosses occur directly above or below the 
text frames, while others are inscribed vertically 
in the left margins.39 Unlike the Ottoman inserts 
accompanying ascension paintings, they were not 
required to conform to a presumed “canonical” 
version or sectarian recounting of particular 
events. Moreover, the Persian translations and 
synopses appear strictly on the manuscript’s 
original folios and not on pages inserted 
into a refurbished and rebound whole. Much 
like the Ottomans inherited Arabic, Persian, 
and Chaghatay texts and rendered them into 
Ottoman Turkish, the Mughals inscribed Persian 
summaries onto the folios of Arabic illustrated 
manuscripts. 

The Safavids also actively engaged in 
pictorial and textual translation. In 1608, for 
instance, Shah ʿAbbās I (r. 1587–1629) received, 
from a delegation of Discalced Carmelites who 
arrived in Isfahan, a picture Bible probably 

37 See BnF Sup Persan 1927, Nazim’s Yusuf u Zulaykha, dated 1227/1812. The manuscript is provided with thirty-four 
paintings in typical nineteenth-century Kashmiri style. Before and after the manuscript’s paintings (including one 
representing the Prophet’s ascension on folio 22r) appear inserted pages which provide comments and summaries of the 
Persian text in eastern Turkish. The inserted comments to the miʿrāj painting (fols. 21r–v) describe the upcoming painting 
(tasvir) in relation to its accompanying text.

38 Shelia Blair, A Compendium of Chronicles: Rashid al-Din’s Illustrated History of the World, the Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art 27 (London: Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press, 1995), 30–32.

39 See Blair, A Compendium of Chronicles, folios 66r–299r (KI–K35).
40 See William Noel and Daniel Weiss, eds., The Book of Kings: Art, War, and the Morgan Library’s Medieval Picture Bible 

(Baltimore: The Walters Art Museum, 2002); and Marianna Shreve Simpson, “Shah ‘Abbas and His Picture Bible,” in The 
Book of Kings: Art, War, and the Morgan Library’s Medieval Picture Bible, ed. William Noel and Daniel Weiss (Baltimore: The 
Walters Art Museum, 2002), 121–41.

41 Simpson, “Shah ‘Abbas and his Picture Bible,” 132, fn 23. It appears that Shah ʿAbbās asked a chamberlain to take a mulla to 
the Carmelites in order to receive information about the depicted scenes.

made for Louis IX of France ca. 1250.40 The 
Bible contained full-folio paintings divided 
into two or four sections and accompanied by 
brief synopses in Latin of the depicted events 
placed at the top and bottom of the folios. 
The shah leafed through the Bible, admired 
its pictures, and then ordered that Persian-
language explanations of the Bible’s illustrations 
be added to the manuscript’s folios so that he 
and his royal entourage could understand the 
subjects of the pictures. The person responsible 
for translating the Latin summaries would have 
been at least bilingual and perhaps active in the 
royal Safavid kitabkhāna. In this picture Bible, 
the Persian translations are loyal to the Latin 
digests, although they omit the honorific titles 
of Old Testament prophets41 and therefore are 
closer in tenor to the Mughal glosses in the 
Jāmiʿ al-Tawārīkh than the full-page inserted 
commentaries produced in the Ottoman book 
atelier. 

These few examples from the sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries reveal that Ottomans, 
Mughals, and Safavids all engaged in translational 
activities when illustrated manuscripts in non-
native languages—Chaghatay, Persian, and even 
Latin—arrived within their milieus. Inserted 
glosses on original folios or inserted pages thus 
belonged to procedures that amount to an early 
modern text-and-image translation movement. 
This cross-regional movement sought to transmit 
both textual and pictorial knowledge in an 
increasingly interconnected, albeit multilingual, 
Muslim world, in which local, vernacular, and 
vehicular idioms did not always share the same 
referential language. In the process, paintings 
did not merely illustrate or enhance a text. In 
a delightful inversion of function, they instead 
served as the visual aids needed to elucidate 
and translate their foreign, and thus obscure, 
verbal counterparts. In the Ottoman case, more 
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specifically, these kinds of procedures also 
helped to transmit basic knowledge about miʿrāj 
texts and images, solidify certain “normative” 
interpretations of the tale, and promote the 
preeminence of the Sunni community.

The Mi rāj Cycle in Sultan Murād III’s 
Siyer-i Nebī 

The pages with commentaries inserted 
immediately before or after each painting in 
the Timurid Miʿrājnāma as well as Safavid 
illustrated copies of Niẓāmī’s Khamsa and Jāmī’s 
Yūsuf u Zulaykhā helped to transfer knowledge 
about ascension texts and images in Ottoman 
Istanbul over the course of the sixteenth century. 
These inserts certainly aided in sustaining the 
Ottoman effort to translate key Islamic texts and 
to encourage Muḥammad-centered piety.42 They 
also seem to have been prompted by the Ottoman 
desire to produce illustrated manuscripts ex 
novo, while Ottoman artists sought inspiration 
from pictorial sources in the safeguard of the 
Ottoman royal library. 

One grand undertaking of the late sixteenth 
century, the five-volume illustrated Siyer-i Nebī 
(Life of the Prophet) commissioned by Sultan 
Murād III and completed in 1596 (a year after his 
death), is the only large-scale manuscript project 
illustrating the biography of the Prophet that was 
produced in Ottoman lands.43 Originally meant as 
a tool for the ruler’s sons’ religious instruction, 
these volumes contained 814 paintings, of which 
200 remain unaccounted for today.44 Unlike other 
Ottoman illustrated manuscripts, which included 
only one or a few images of the Prophet,45 this 
undertaking necessitated a full cycle of images 
that depicted Muḥammad on his prophetic 
mission, engaged in battles, and performing 
miracles from the moment of his birth until the 
day of his death. 

42 Hagen, “Translations and Translators.” Also see his “The Emergence of a Pietas Ottomanica.”
43 Volumes of the work are housed in TSMK (H. 1221–23), NYPL (ms 157), and CBL (T. 419). Other single-folio paintings are 

dispersed in international collections such as LACMA, the Louvre, and MIK.
44 Tanındı, Siyer-i Nebî; Garrett Fisher, “A Reconstruction of the Pictorial Cycle of the Siyar-i Nabi of Murad III,” 75; and Carol 

Garrett Fisher, “The Pictorial Cycle of the Siyer-i Nebi: a Late Sixteenth Century Manuscript of the Life of Muhammad” (PhD 
diss., Michigan State University, 1981).

45 Such works include, for example, Fużūlī’s Ḥadīqat al-Suadā’ (Garden of the blessed) and his Khamsa (Quintet),  
al-Nishābūrī’s Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (Stories of the prophets), anonymous illustrated copies of the Ahwāl al-Kiyāma (Conditions 
of resurrection) in eastern Turkish, Sayyid Luqmān’s Zubdat al-Tawārīkh (Cream of histories), and Aḥmedī’s Iskandarnāma 
(Book of Alexander).

46 See Uri Rubin, “Pre-Existence and Light: Aspects of the Concept of Nur Muhammad,” Israel Oriental Studies 5 (1975): 62–
119. One cannot help but wonder whether the white facial veils added subsequently to Muḥammad’s face in the paintings 
of the fragmentary Ilkhanid Miʿrājnāma might have been added at this time, thereby retroactively “Ottomanizing” the 
Persian pictorial corpus (as suggested in Rogers, “The Genesis of Safawid Religious Painting,” 178). All nine paintings of the 
Prophet Muḥammad in the fragmentary Ilkhanid Miʿrājnāma were conserved in recent years, at which time the a posteriori 

Faced for the first (and only) time with 
the task of illustrating a voluminous bio-
historical narrative for a royal patron, artists 
in the Ottoman workshop must have consulted 
Timurid and Safavid materials held in the royal 
book atelier. In the palace collections, illustrated 
universal histories with sections on the Prophet’s 
life—including the Ilkhanid Jāmiʿ al-Tawārīkh and 
its Timurid successor the Majmaʿ al-Tawārīkh—
must have provided inspiration for the selection 
and composition of specific episodes, especially 
battle scenes and nodal points in the Prophet’s 
career (such as his revelations from God, his hijra 
to Medina, his triumphant return to Mecca, his 
purging of the idols at the Kaʿba, etc.). For the 
tale of Muḥammad’s ascension, more specifically, 
Ottoman artists were fortunate to have at their 
disposal not only the Timurid Miʿrājnāma 
and the fragmentary Ilkhanid Miʿrājnāma, but 
innumerable single-page paintings of the miʿrāj 
included as pictured incipits in Timurid and 
Safavid illustrated epic and romantic tales. 

These many materials provided visual 
patterns for Ottoman painters as they 
experimented with new compositions by 
“Ottomanizing” forms and figures. The most 
evident among these changes is the Prophet 
Muḥammad now appearing with a white facial 
veil and a flaming aureole enveloping his 
whole body, rather than being depicted with 
facial features and a gold nimbus framing his 
visage. This iconographic novelty—which is 
entirely divergent from Ilkhanid and Timurid 
traditions of representing the Prophet—may 
have been prompted by an increase in specifically 
Ottoman Sunni piety, which stressed devotion 
to Muḥammad and exalted his concealed and 
invisible primordial light (nūr Muḥammad), 
itself indicative of his pre-existential flux imbued 
with the sacred traces of God’s creation.46 
The Prophet’s facial veil, moreover, may have 
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11.4 (cat. no. 3): Gabriel announces 
the ascension to the Prophet in 
Mecca (detail). arīr, Siyer-i Nebī 
(Life of the Prophet). Istanbul, 1595. 
The New York Public Library, Spencer 
Collection, Turk. ms. 3 (157, fol. 3r).

11.5 (cat. no. 8): Ascension scene. 
The journey from Mecca to  
al-Masjid al-Aq ā (isrā ) (detail). 

arīr, Siyer-i Nebī (Life of the 
Prophet). Istanbul, 1595 The  New 
York Public Library, Spencer 
Collection, Turk. ms. 3 (157, fol. 5r).

11.6 (cat. no. 10): The Prophet at 
al-Masjid al-Aq ā leads the earlier 
prophets and angels in prayer 
(detail). arīr, Siyer-i Nebī (Life of the 
Prophet). Istanbul, 1595. The New York 
Public Library, Spencer Collection, Turk. 
ms. 3 (157, fol. 6v).
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been selected by Ottoman artists to convey the 
Prophet’s special status, as well as his honorific 
epithets “The Enshrouded One” (al-Muddaththir) 
and “The Enwrapped One” (al-Muzzammil).47

The chapter on the Prophet’s ascension in 
Sultan Murād III’s Siyer-i Nebī is one of the text’s 
most extensive sections, running from folio 
3r to folio 57r in the third surviving volume.48 
Unfortunately, only five paintings remain in 
this section,49 a surprising situation since the 
manuscript includes an average of one painting 
for every three to five pages of text.50 The five 
surviving paintings represent the following 
episodes in the Prophet’s miʿrāj: Gabriel’s arrival 
in Mecca and his invitation to the ascension; 
Muḥammad’s journey on al-Burāq from Mecca 

Ottoman white facial veils were removed. It is for these reasons that Muḥammad’s face has suffered damage and appears 
fainter in tone.

47 Uri Rubin, “The Shrouded Messenger: On the Interpretation of al-Muzzammil and al-Muddaththir,” Jerusalem Studies in 
Arabic and Islam 16 (1993): 99. These two appellations are derived from the titles of chapters (suras) 73 and 74 of the 
Qurʾan and have been interpreted as praise-terms for the Prophet as well as metaphors denoting him as “covered” or 
“loaded” with prophethood.

48 NYPL 157. The manuscript’s ascension section corresponds to the Turkish edition in Roman script printed in Darîr, Kitab-ı 
Siyer-i Nebi, 2:166–226.

49 NYPL 157, fols. 3r, 5r, 6v, and 57r; and MIK I.26/78. Another painting representing Gabriel offering cups of dates and grapes 
to Muḥammad (CBL T. 419, fol. 7v) may also belong to the ascension cycle (see Grube, “The Siyar-i-Nabi,” fig. 3).

50 Garrett Fisher, “A Reconstruction of the Pictorial Cycle of the Siyar-i Nabi of Murad III,” 77. It is possible that some of the 
folios containing ascension paintings were sold, traded out of the palace, or seized during palace rebellions.

51 NYPL 157, folio 3r.

to Jerusalem; Muḥammad’s prayer with other 
prophets in Jerusalem; Moses’s help in requesting 
a diminution of daily prayers from twenty-five 
(rather than fifty) to five; and Muḥammad’s return 
to Mecca and his proving of the truthfulness of his 
miʿrāj to members of the Quraysh tribe.

The first image (fig. 11.4; cat. no. 3)51 offers a 
parallel to the painting of Gabriel announcing the 
ascension to the Prophet in the Timurid Miʿrājnāma 
(folio 3v). However, the composition is reversed and 
its ground is separated into an indoor space and an 
outdoor setting. Indoors, the angel Gabriel is much 
more demonstrative in his affection for the Prophet: 
he not only approaches him, but embraces him 
with both hands. To add to the piousness of their 
encounter, angels en plein air stand in positions of 
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prayer, forming various hand gestures—such as 
the clutching of the two hands at waist level (qabḍ) 
or the raising of the two hands (rafʿ al-yadayn)—
typical of prayer patterns established by emulating 
the Prophet’s own practice (aʿmāl and sunna).52 
Muḥammad is veiled and wears a green mantle and 
white turban, and a caption above him identifies 
him as the Prophet (ḥaḍrat); likewise, Gabriel is 
identified by an inscription reading “Jibrāʾīl,” and 
the remaining angels are marked with the label, 
“this is a group of angels.” The artist(s) intended 
these captions to aid the reader-viewer, in a manner 
that recalls in part the explanatory insertions in the 
Timurid Miʿrājnāma.

The second painting in the ascension cycle 
represents the Prophet Muḥammad riding al-
Burāq, accompanied by Gabriel and a host of 
angels holding a canopy above his head, as they 
travel to Jerusalem (fig. 11.5; cat. no. 8).53 The 
Prophet is identified by the small inscription 
ḥaḍrat above his head, and Gabriel bears his own 
name between his two wings. The composition 
also draws upon the painting of the Prophet’s 
isrāʾ in the Timurid “Book of Ascension” (folio 5r): 
Muḥammad sits on al-Burāq in the middle of the 
scene, with both palms raised as Gabriel leads him 
to the left and hordes of angels accompany the 
protagonists, biting their fingers in astonishment. 
However, a large canopy framing Muḥammad—
now represented with a facial veil camouflaging 
his facial features—both honors and protects him. 

The next painting in the Siyer-i Nebī 
represents Muḥammad’s arrival in Jerusalem, 
where he prays with a group of prophets (fig. 
11.6; cat. no. 10).54 This image appears to 
collapse the third and fourth paintings of the 
Timurid Miʿrājnāma (folios 5v and 7r) into 
one event. Along with the first two paintings in 
the Siyer-i Nebī, it completes a series of three 
paintings that follow the preliminary scenes 
depicted in the Timurid Miʿrājnāma, suggesting 
that Ottoman artists were inspired by the themes 
and sequence, if not the stylistic vocabulary, of 
the paintings in this “Book of Ascension.” In the 
Ottoman painting, the Prophet stands in the 

52 Yasin Dutton, “ʿAmal v. Hadith in Islamic Law: The Case of Sadl al-Yadayn (Holding One’s Hands by One’s Sides) When Doing 
the Prayer,” Islamic Law and Society 3, no. 1 (1996): 13–40. On the performance and benefits of raising the two hands at 
various appointed times in communal prayer, see al-Bukhārī, Kitāb Raf‘ al-Yadayn fī al-Ṣalāh, ed. Badīʿ al-Dīn al-Rashīdī 
(Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm, 1417/1996).

53 NYPL 157, folio 5r; and reproduced in Tanındı, Siyer-i Nebî, min. 38.
54 NYPL 157, folio 6v; and reproduced in Tanındı, Siyer-i Nebî, min. 39.
55 MIK I.26/78.
56 The chair (maqām or kursī) of Moses is described in ascension texts as being made of light (see Frederick Colby, Narrating 

Muhammad’s Night Journey: Tracing the Development of the Ibn ‘Abbas Ascension Discourse [Albany, N.Y.: State University of 

front, with his hands crossed at the waist, as 
he leads rows of prophets and angels in prayer. 
The upright position and qabḍ gesture initiate 
communal prayer in Islamic customs (unlike 
genuflection, as represented in the Miʿrājnāma, 
which occurs later in communal prayer). Perhaps 
this scene was intended to honor Ottoman 
practices of communal prayer as following the 
practice (aʿmāl) and tradition (sunna) of the 
Prophet Muḥammad.

There is a sudden lacuna between the first 
three paintings and the fourth, which represents 
Moses interceding on Muḥammad’s behalf to 
request from God a reduction (takhfīf) of the daily 
prayers from twenty-five to five (fig. 11.7; cat. no. 
16).55 The encounter occurs immediately after 
the Prophet’s colloquy with God and His granting 
to Muḥammad and his community twenty-five 
daily prayers along with three months of fasting in 
every year. This episode corresponds to the takhfīf 
episode in the Timurid Miʿrājnāma (folio 38v), but 
the latter’s composition seems to have been flipped 
from right to left in the Ottoman painting, in which 
the Prophet approaches Moses with the help of 
the angel Gabriel. The painting’s style, heavy use 
of gold, and its vertical format also are dissimilar 
from Shahrukh’s “Book of Ascension,” revealing that 
Ottoman artists used their own pictorial lexicon 
while also relying on older illustrative themes.

Moses, whose bearded face is visible, 
stretches his hands toward Muḥammad in a 
welcoming gesture. All three protagonists, in 
the center of the composition, bear Ottoman 
inscriptions above their heads that identify 
them and their roles in the narrative. Above 
Muḥammad’s head, his golden halo boasts the 
inscription, “The faithful Gabriel and the Prophet 
arrive at the Prophet Moses’s level.” The label 
above Gabriel’s head and on his right wing 
reads, “The Faithful Gabriel, peace upon him.” In 
Moses’s flaming halo, it is explained that “The 
Prophet Moses goes to greet […].” On Moses’s 
chair appears the inscription “maqām-i Mūsā” 
(the place/throne of Moses),56 while several 
angels are described by the inscription “angels” 

11.7 (cat. no. 16): Moses intercedes 
on Mu ammad’s behalf to lower 
the daily prayers from fifty to five 
(detail). arīr, Siyer-i Nebī (Life of 
the Prophet). Istanbul, 1595. Museum 
of Islamic Art, Berlin, 1.26/76. © bpk / 
Museum für Islamische Kunst, SMB.

11.8 (cat. no. 72): The Prophet 
describes his ascension to the 
Quraysh (detail). arīr, Siyer-i Nebī 
(Life of the Prophet). Istanbul, 1595.  
The New York Public Library, Spencer 
Collection, Turk. ms. 3 (157, fol. 57r).
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(malāʾika), and two clouds bear the words “place” 
(maqām). These inserted captions identify the 
figures and the locations in the painting, thereby 
helping the viewer follow the narrative and its 
chief protagonists.

Another substantial gap in the Siyer-i Nebī 
visual program occurs between the fourth and 
the final surviving painting, which depicts the 
questioning of the Prophet by the Quraysh upon 
Muḥammad’s return to Mecca (fig. 11.8; cat. no. 
72).57 In this painting, the Prophet stands to the 
left as he lifts his right index finger toward a 
white-bearded Abū Bakr, seated in the center of 
the composition and flanked on his left by ʿAbbās. 
In the lower right corner appears a standing Abū 
Jahl, Muḥammad’s life-long rival who refused 
to accept the veracity of the miʿrāj: his visage 
has been defaced so violently that the pigment 
has worn off completely and the paper has been 
damaged as a result. Other figures sit in a circle 
around a prayer carpet, gesticulating toward 
one another, enraptured and in conversation 
about the Prophet’s miraculous night journey to 
Jerusalem and his ascension through the skies.

No painting of the questioning of the Quraysh 
appears in the Timurid Miʿrājnāma, whose text 

New York Press, 2008], Appendix B), and in this painting gold paint conveys the throne’s luminosity.
57 NYPL 157, folio 57r; and reproduced in Garrett Fisher, “A Reconstruction of the Pictorial Cycle of the Siyar-i Nabi of Murad 

III,” fig. 16.
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closes instead with a series of hell images and 
a textual description of Muḥammad’s visit to 
Mount Qaf and Moses’s community’s embracing 
of his prophethood. Because this final episode 
in the miʿrāj was not available in Shahrukh’s 
manuscript, Ottoman artists may have turned 
to the composition in the fragmentary Ilkhanid 
“Book of Ascension,” which depicts the same 
subject in a comparative fashion: groups of men 
sit in a circle around the Prophet and engage in 
heated discussions.58 The Prophet is seated on 
a prayer rug on the left, Abū Bakr appears in 
the center with his snow-white beard, and Abū 
Jahl’s face is scratched out, as well. Although the 
Ottoman painting does not represent Gabriel 
bringing a model of the city of Jerusalem, it 
nevertheless maintains an allusion to the city’s 
revelation to Muḥammad, whose right hand 
points toward the sky in a moment of divine 
disclosure. In both paintings, moreover, the stress 
is on a moment of pious sanctity, the announcing 
of Abū Bakr as al-Ṣiddīq (“the Confirmer”),59 
and the physical desecration of the disbelieving 
and malicious Abū Jahl. Interestingly, Abū Bakr 
seems a more pivotal figure in the Siyer-i Nebī: 
his large size and central location clearly set 
him apart, thereby moving the focus from the 
model of Jerusalem to the champion of the Sunni 
community.

In all five surviving ascension paintings 
from Sultan Murād III’s Siyer-i Nebī, a few major 
iconographic changes can be detected. First and 
foremost, Muḥammad is provided with a white 
facial veil and/or canopy, suggesting that his 
prophetic body and primordial light must be 
contained, protected, and applauded. Along with 
the angel Gabriel, groups of angels, prophets, and 
other actors in the story, Muḥammad is provided 
with identifying tags so that the reader-viewer 
can comprehend the picture by interacting with 
the text, or vice versa. Moreover, the figures 
are represented as performing a range of pious 
gestures—such as clutching the hands at the 
waist (qabḍ) or raising both hands in the air 
(rafʿ al-yadayn)—which, like the identifying 

58 For a detail of the painting depicting Gabriel bringing a model of Jerusalem, see Zeynep Atbaş, “Islam’s Sacred Cities: 
Portrayals of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem in Examples from the Topkapı Palace Collection,” in the second volume of this 
book; for the entire painting, see “Muhammad has a miraculous vision of Jerusalem upon his return to Mecca,” Anonymous, 
Miʿrajnama (Book of ascension), probably Tabriz, ca. 1317–35. TSMK H. 2154, folio 107r; the painting is published in 
Christiane Gruber, The Ilkhanid Book of Ascension: A Persian-Sunni Devotional Tale (London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), plate 12, 
accessed February 14, 2020, https://www.academia.edu/456889/_The_Ilkhanid_Mirajnama_as_an_Illustrated_Sunni_
Prayer_Manual_. 

59 In the Ottoman painting, an inscription above Abū Bakr mistakenly identifies him as Abū Ṭālib.

labels, may have been useful pedagogical tools 
for teaching Murād III’s sons normative prayer 
practices as well as the details of Muḥammad’s 
ascension. Finally, and perhaps most explicitly, 
the tale’s dénouement vindicates Abū Bakr’s 
unquestioning belief in the Prophet’s miracle. 

In the last painting of the Siyer-i Nebī’s 
chapter on the miʿrāj, we see a clear connection 
with the concluding remarks on inserted 
commentary pages in the Niẓāmī and Jāmī 
manuscripts discussed previously. These 
both stress Abū Bakr’s (and thus the Sunni 
community’s) righteousness. This final 
element—coupled with Ottoman procedures of 
inserting translations, synopses, and identifying 
labels—supports the hypothesis that inserted 
pages in Timurid and Safavid manuscripts 
functioned as intermediary tools between their 
paintings and those produced for the ascension 
chapter in the Siyer-i Nebī. Painters in the royal 
Ottoman atelier, it appears, mostly drew upon 
the themes in the Timurid Miʿrājnāma and also 
supplemented missing information by looking to 
images of the Ilkhanid Miʿrājnāma. Inspired by 
such paintings, they also experimented with new 
forms, which coalesced to create a new Ottoman 
pictorial language. This “Ottomanization” of the 
Persian visual system was achieved not only 
through the alteration of form but also via the 
transformation and regulation of meaning at a 
time when the Sunni Ottoman community was 
fully engaged in translating and absorbing textual 
and visual materials devoted to Muḥammad, his 
life, deeds, miracles, and, last but not least, his 
heavenly ascension.

Continuities in Mi rāj Texts and Images

This essay has attempted to trace the after-effects 
caused by a specific illustrated manuscript, 
Shahrukh’s Miʿrājnāma, within later Timurid 
and Ottoman pictorial traditions. By focusing 
on the stemmata and afterlife of this magnum 
opus, most especially its imitation and reception 
in various Islamic cultural spheres, it has been 
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possible to gauge the possible extent of its 
influence on Islamic illustrated religious and 
biographical manuscripts over a period of almost 
two centuries.

The images accompanying the Miʿrājnāma 
and other similar texts also can be classified 
as “religious” in terms of their textual genesis, 
their devotional functions, and their didactic 
applications for audiences ranging from young 
to old. Religious images need not be strictly 
divorced from a text, or rendered into text-less 
icons, to be appreciated as potent conveyors of 
pietistic feeling.60 Rather, as suggested by the 
Ottoman reception of the Timurid Miʿrājnāma 
and other ascension images, the textual 
mode served as an essential conduit for the 
appreciation of the visual mode. Conversely, the 
visual mode elucidates the verbal when a text is 
written in a non-native language and therefore is 
in need of translation and elucidation. 

Ottoman procedures of naturalizing Turco-
Persian literary and artistic traditions reveal 
a fastidious and dynamic engagement with 
pictorial materials, an engagement that manifests 
itself at the codicological level in the inclusion of 
glosses and ekphrastic notes on original folios 
or written on pages inserted into inherited or 
appropriated illustrated manuscripts. These 
notes help “textualize” images, such as those of 
the Prophet Muḥammad’s ascension, and this 
blending of the visual and the textual causes the 
emergence of a crossbreed one could call the 
“imagetext.”61 

In examining the miʿrāj image-cum-
paraphrase phenomenon, some of the theoretical 
models offered by scholars of ekphrasis may 
be of some value. For example, as a process of 
“interpretation, mediation, commentary, critique, 
imitation, and countercreation,”62 ekphrastic 
exercises in Western (descriptio) and Arabic 
(waṣf) traditions combine texts and images in a 
perennial dialogue, in which the shortcomings 
of one are successfully supplemented and 
completed by the other.63 In the early modern 
Islamic world, this interartistic discourse seems 

60 Rogers, “The Genesis of Safawid Religious Painting,” 179. Rogers argues that one of the elements of religious art is that it 
must “stand on its own and teach or moralise without benefit of text.”

61 Valerie Robillard and Els Jongeneel, Pictures into Words: Theoretical and Descriptive Approaches to Ekphrasis (Amsterdam: 
VU University Press, 1998), ix.

62 Margaret Persin, Getting the Picture: The Ekphrastic Principle in Twentieth-Century Spanish Poetry (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell 
University Press, 1997), 23.

63 Sumi Akiko Motoyoshi, Description in Classical Arabic Poetry: Wasf, Ekphrasis, and Interarts Theory, Brill Studies in Middle 
Eastern Literatures 25 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004), 6.

to have been of prime importance, because 
only images could communicate effectively 
across linguistic barriers. Once Ottoman writers 
responded by adding verbal clarifications, 
ascension pictures and texts could be transferred 
and naturalized into their new cultural, religious, 
and artistic environment. During the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries in particular, 
this imagetext translational process in Islamic 
societies was an important means through which 
viewers and readers from outside an illustrated 
manuscript’s original milieu could truly “get the 
picture.”




