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Given the important and sacred position of the Prophet of Islam and the
Impeccable Imams within the realm of the Iranian people’s beliefs and
spiritual values, religious art in this land starting from the early centu-
ries of the Islamic era developed into a variety of visual subcategories,
each seeking, in a comprehensive, desirable, and aesthetically pleasing
manner, to depict the conduct of those great figures. Razavi art is among
them; it took shape based on the life-story (sirah) of Imam Reza and the
principles governing his lived experience, and includes numerous visual
works such as miniature painting. Among the remaining artworks and
depictions from many historical centuries, the present study conducted
as a case study focuses on contemporary miniatures centered on the his-
torical event of Imam Reza’s arrival in Nishapur and the narration of
the Hadith of the Golden Chain by him. The study aims, through reading
and analysis of these works as specific visual documents of the subject,
to both reveal the thematic expressions of the hadith and show how min-
iature painters have made evident the artists’ appropriation of the Imam’s
thoughts, conduct, speech, and manner of living.

The findings obtained from the description and interpretation of the visu-
al structure of these works based on the theory of Wucius Wong indicate
that although each of the miniature painters chose a particular approach
from realism to abstraction to visualize this event and concentrated on one
of the surrounding themes of the hadith, they nevertheless all endeavored
to create a spiritual and sacred atmosphere through it (inscription-writing
and the design of an angel or angel’s wing in the background) and to ap-
ply visual principles similar to those such as “upright” (rank) perspective,
as well as using gentle colors to depict faces and place the primary form
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(the Imam’s figure) within the key square of their compositional structure. In doing so, they
emphasized the central theme of the hadith: the inseparable bond between divine unity (tawhid)
and imamate. They also portrayed the Imam’s way in confronting the community of Muslims his
pleasant demeanor, kindness, and patience in an appealing manner.

Keywords:
Miniature painting, Imam Reza, Hadith of the Golden Chain, motif, Wucius Wong
theory.

Introduction

With the arrival of Islam in Iran, the art of this land became responsible for
displaying and creating works bearing religious themes and concepts of the
Muslims especially centered on reflecting the life-story of the Noble Prophet
and the Impeccable Imams, motivations for attention to and reflection upon re-
ligious teachings and principles increased, and through this process individuals
were more encouraged toward acting. Therefore, specific visual and architec-
tural works were created under this concept and under titles such as Prophetic
art, Alid art, Fatimid art, Husaynid art, Razavi art, and Mahdavi art, and they
came to fruition.

Among these, Razavi art refers to a set of artworks grounded in the sirah and
the principles governing the lived life of Imam Reza and his pure, sinless an-
cestors up to the Noble Prophet. In other words, it is said to refer to a group of
artworks created based on the teachings of the Qur’an and the sirah of the Im-
peccable Imams with emphasis on a collection of deeds, behaviors, manners,
habits, actions, methods, and even the manner of thought and viewpoints of
Imam Reza. In this regard, miniature painting within the concepts and motifs
of Razavi art has carried out the most extensive visualization across many his-
torical centuries and has left behind lasting depictions. Therefore, the present
study focuses on miniature painting works in the field of Razavi art; further-
more, in order to deepen and pursue more profound analyses, it turns, as a case
study, to contemporary miniatures (over the past five decades) concerning the
narration of the Hadith of the Golden Chain by Imam Reza. It seeks to answer
the question: how have contemporary miniature painters depicted Imam Reza’s
(peace be upon him) narration of the Hadith of the Golden Chain, and on the
basis of which of its surrounding motifs?

Method:

The data collection for this research was carried out using a field method (in-
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terviews with miniature painters) and by drawing on reliable and credible li-
brary electronic sources. The analysis of the data was also carried out on two
pillars: describing the structure of the miniatures, and interpreting them, so
as to understand their semantic and inner layers. This is because the creation
of every artwork is always concerned with two fundamental categories: form
and meaning. These two categories, respectively, constitute the formal and se-
mantic aspects of the work. In this regard, W. W. Wei Sus Wong believes that
analyzing an artwork identifies the purposeful process of its visual creation
and reveals, in the best possible way, the visual embodiment of the essence of
the work whether that essence is a message or a product. To accomplish this
task correctly and effectively, the best approach is to determine how the work’s
principal form is shaped, constructed, positioned, employed, and connected to
the surrounding space in the artwork. To this end, it is necessary to consider vi-
sual principles and rules such as the golden ratio, positive and negative space,
linear arrangement and movement, the prominent square (square indicatrix),
composition, and the communicative elements of the main form, including
size, color, texture, direction, and position. Undoubtedly, their analysis is high-
ly effective in recognizing the highest capacities for organizing an artwork
and in achieving a deep understanding of its conceptual and thematic content,
and it causes the main form to come into view. Therefore, in the present study,
iconography is carried out on the figure/depiction of Imam Reza as the main
form, so that, in connection with other visual principles, it leads to the compre-
hension of the hidden meanings within the works.

Conclusion:

The studies regarding the representation of the content of the hadith of Silsilat
al-Dhahab and its surrounding themes, across the miniatures studied, show that
contemporary miniature painters, while paying attention to the explicit mean-
ing of the hadith namely the principle of tawhid (divine unity) have referred
in various ways to its other aspects as well. They chose specific visual spaces
from depicting tangible and material settings to mystical and abstract spaces
so that they could focus on the thematic dimensions of the hadith. In fact, they
used real or imagination-invoking space in their works so that both the charac-
teristics of the hadith become manifest and the multiple themes drawn from it
can be understood, with an emphasis on the principle of imamate and velayat
(guardianship), under the unity of God’s essence. In the miniatures discussed
here, it was also observed that pictorial overlap in all of them is based on the
figure/depiction of Imam Reza in the form of focal (magami) perspective, ei-
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ther in the prominent square, or in the center of the unity of the other visual
elements of the works. Moreover, other miniature-painting principles and rules
were used so that the works, under the concept of Rezaite art and its vehicle,
could be considered a medium for the depiction of Imam Reza’s conduct con-
cerning a vital subject.
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