Journal of Islamic Crafts

Reasons of Formation of the Illustrated Manuscript during the era
of Akbar Shah, Looking at the version of Darab-nama

Fahimeh Saravani

PhD in Art Research, Faculty of Arts, Al-Zahra University, Tehran, Iran.

Abolghasem Dadvar*

Professor, Department of Art Research, Faculty of Art, Al-Zahra University, Tehran, Iran.

Abstract

Painting and literature are deeply intertwined. There are
different branches of painting such as the Gurkanian
school of India which flourished with the support of the
Mongol kings and was guided by Persian masters. After
the Safavid court gave up its extensive support for art,
the painting school of Tabrtiz declined and some artists
of the Safavid court migrated to India by the invitation
of the Gurkani rulers. The presence of these artists and
their supervision of Gurkani's book design wotkshops
resulted in the transfer of many aesthetic achievements
of painting to the new school of Gurkani and as a result,
Persian illustrated books were produced, one of which
is Darab-nama, a narrative and epic work by Abu Tahir
Tarsusi that had not been illustrated before in any of the
Iranian schools. The present article, in a descriptive-
analytical manner, addresses the question: “What were
the reasons for and how this illustrated book was
formed?” and “How did the way of managing the
painting studio and the taste of the king affect the
works?” The findings of the study reveal that Akbar
Shah’s interest in narrative and illustrated books was due
to a disease that made it difficult for him to read and for
this reason, the largest number of illustrated books in
the Gurkani School, among other kings of this dynasty,
belong to his time. Despite the large number of works
of Akbat's court, and the participation of artists such as
Basawan, the first painter of the court, Darab-nama's
drawings are still weak and the lack of coordination
between the images sometimes makes it difficult to tell
if the drawings belong to one single book. Overall, the
artistic policies and the conditions of Akbar Shah's
painting studio caused the artists to constantly change
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their work methods in terms of subject matter and style
without achieving any coherence and harmony during
his reign. While Darab-nama paintings are not very
compatible with each other and it is not possible to
distinguish whether all these works are from the same
collection or multiple collections, they can be divided
into two categoties based on quality: medium and weak.
As previously mentioned, this inconsistency in the
quality of the works is a result of the absence of a single
supervisor and the presence of multiple factors involved
in one workshop. When Humayun arrived, he intended
to bring Iranian painters to his court, but his short reign
in India led to Akbar Shah establishing the "Mughal-
India" school according to his personal views and the
policies of his court. Akbar Shah believed that native
Indian painters should also be involved in the process
of its formation, because Akbar Shah wanted this style
to be rooted in the soil of India and spread and continue.
While many Indian painters were trained under the
supervision of Iranian masters, the inclusion of Indian
elements into this style of painting was inevitable and
supported by Akbar Shah. The "Indian and Iranian"
style of painting, which was founded by Humayun,
gradually evolved into the "Indian Mongols" school,
which can no longer be called mere imitation.
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