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Abstract

Religious narratives have consistently served as a significant space for reinterpretation within the context of
a nation's art and culture. Among these narratives, the Mi'raj (assention) that is the ascension of Prophet
Muhammad in Islam has been a central theme for many artists seeking to reimagine it. This theme is not
exclusive to Islam and holds a special place in various other religions, including Christianity. One such
example is Dante’s Divine Comedy, which is partly influenced by the concept of Mi'raj in Islam. A key
element explored in Mi'raj-literature is the representation of women, depicted in Hell as symbols of sin and
torment, and in Paradise as embodiments of sanctity and light. This research adopts a comparative-analytical
approach to investigate the influential factors in the portrayal of women in Hell across two Mi'raj-manusctipts
including The Mi'raj-nameh of Mir Haydar and Gustave Doré’s illustrations of Dante’s Divine Comedy. The
data collection method involved library, archival, and online resources, with a purposive and non-random
selection of images specifically depicting women in hell from both texts. To advance the objectives of the
study, John Berget’s theory of the Male gaze, and and Linda Nocklin's gender and feminist theory on the
representation of women in religious art have been utilized. with the aim of analyzing the role of women as
significant and impactful figures in religious art. The central question posed is: What cultural and religious
factors contribute to the differences in the portrayal of women in Hell in these two works? The findings
indicate that although the two versions differ substantially in their representations of women in Hell due to
variations in the societal and religious outlooks of the time there are shared elements, such as the types of
sins committed by women, the attitudes and behaviors attributed to them, and the artists' goals in depicting
Hell and the role of women in their contemporary societies. These commonalities arise from the shared
essence of sacred religion and art, which, despite differences in context and representation, reveal striking
similarities in their portrayal.

Keywords:
Religious Art, Femal Representation, Divine Comedy, Mirajname

* Corresponding Author: shayesteh@modares.ac.ir

NonCommetcial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0 license)

@ @ @ ©2025 by the Authors.This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
A https:/ /creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0



https://jih-tabriziau.ir/article-1-391-fa.html

[ DOI: 10.61882/jic.9.2.391 ]

Downloaded from jih-tabriziau.ir at 10:36 +0330 on Tuesday June 16th 2026

Introduction

Since the emergence of religion and the impact of religious teachings on the human mind and soul,
these teachings have always served as a source of inspiration for artists in their artworks, often
leading to the recreation of these teachings. The collective interpretation and inspiration drawn by
human societies from religions have led to the creation of works to represent religious stories
throughout different periods, which share significant similarities with each other. However, the
differences in geography, environment, and the prevailing religion in a particular region have
resulted in visual differences in the created works. One such story is the Ascension (Miraj) and the
religious space it represents, which is actively present in many religions. According to verses 75 of
Surah Al-An’am, 57 of Surah Maryam, and 46 of Surah Al-Qasas, Prophet Ibrahim ascended to the
heavens of this world, Idtis to the heavenly paradise, and Musa to Mount Sinai. In other religions,
such as Zoroastrianism, this event has also been addressed, with the description of Zoroaster’s
mental ascension and his visit to heaven and hell being reflected in the Gathas. The story of the
Ascension has been repeated in narratives and traditions throughout different periods, with varying
yet consistent aspects. An example of such narratives is the Ardaviraf Nama and the ascension of
the Sassanian priest Ardaviraf, who, after drinking wine and becoming intoxicated, travels to the
spiritual realm and records his journey. Religions, each within the social and cultural context of
their time, have addressed this topic in different ways. The two religions of Islam and Christianity,
in their respective discourses, display many similarities, but there are elements that cause differences
in the representation of these stories. These elements include political, governmental, social,
cultural factors, specific artistic features, and the beliefs of people in different periods. On the other
hand, the depiction of women and the representation of women’s roles in art have been present in
many periods, though under certain conditions, men and patriarchal governments have been
involved in this representation. This male-dominated art, which has existed in most governments
and periods of human life, depicted women and the recreation of women in art according to the
perspective of those who created it, reflecting the conditions in which they lived in society.
Therefore, by studying the art of each period, the type of creation of individuals, nature, and various
subjects in that era, one can obtain a general image of that period, the way of life of its people, and
their religious beliefs.

In line with these points, the present research aims to apply a comparative-analytical approach to
two illustrated versions of religious ascension narratives: the Mir-Heydar Ascension Manuscript
from the Timurid period and Dante's Divine Comedy illustrated by Gustave Doré in the 19th
century. Both versions are prominent examples among the illustrated religious manuscripts in terms
of their illustration, clear depiction of women, and the coherence between text and illustration. This
study aimed to investigate the factors influencing the depiction of women in both versions, as well
as the art created within them. The question is: What cultural and religious factors have influenced
the differences in the representation of women in Hell in the two aforementioned works? The two
selected versions, in reimagining the role of women in heaven and hell, share many similarities, and
the need for this study arises from the lack of comparative research between Islamic and Christian
art in this area. For this purpose, the number of illustrations depicting women in Hell from both
versions was studied. Only three illustrations in the Mir-Heydar Ascension Manuscript featured
women, while six illustrations in the Divine Comedy depicted women in central roles. Three
illustrations from each manuscript were analyzed in this study. The method of data collection is
both library-based and online, with the goal of highlighting the role of women as an important and
influential element in culture, art, and divine religions.

Materials and Methods

This study aims to analyze and compare the depiction of women in two versions of religious
ascension narratives: Miraj nameh by Mir Heydar and Divine Comedy by Dante, illustrated by
Gustav Dore. The data collection method involves library, archival, and online sources. To advance
the article’s objectives, the study employs John Berget's theoty of the Male gaze, Pietre Bourdieu's
concepts of reflection and artistic field, and Pollock's feminist theory on the representation of
women in religious art. The selection of data is purposeful and non-random, focusing on
illustrations of women in Hell from both versions. In Miraj nameh, three illustrations from the
depictions of Hell specifically relate to the sins of women, while in the Divine Comedy illustrated
by Dore, six illustrations focus on women. Due to their semantic closeness, three illustrations from
Miraj nameh and three from the Divine Comedy will be compared and analyzed.
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Results

The illustrations in the two manuscripts are shaped by a range of factors, including religious motifs,
societal beliefs, and the individual imagination of the (male) artists. However, these influences do
not manifest equally across both works—one is more heavily informed by religious doctrine, while
the other reflects the personal perspective of the illustrator. The divergent depictions of women
cannot be solely attributed to differences between Islamic and Christian traditions; rather, they are
largely a product of patriarchal structures embedded in both societies. These dominant ideologies
influence the portrayal of women, who are frequently condemned for gender-specific behaviors—
such as gossip, promiscuity, and improper conduct—rather than for moral or legal transgressions
of a more universal nature. The male authorship of both manuscripts further reinforces a gendered
perspective, often resulting in a depiction of women through the lens of the male gaze, with
emphasis on their physical beauty even in scenes of punishment. Notably, many of the punishments
llustrated in the Miraj-nameh lack grounding in Quranic or Hadith sources and are instead
reflective of patriarchal cultural attitudes and the gendered worldview of the artists.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that although the two versions differ substantially in their representations of
women in Hell due to variations in the social and religious outlooks of the time, there are shared
elements, such as the types of sins committed by women, the attitudes and behaviors attributed to
them, and the artists' goals in depicting Hell and the role of women in their contemporary societies.
These commonalities arise from the shared essence of sacred religion and art, which, despite
differences in context and representation, reveal striking similarities in their portrayal.
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Figure 1. Immodest women, source: Herat, Timurid period, 850 AH, page number 123, edition number 190,
Bibliothéque Nationale de France. Supplement turc 190. (gallica, n.d)
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Figure 2. Francesca and Paolo, Second Floor of Hell, Dante's Divine Comedy, translated by William Krieger,
religious manuscript, 19th century Italy, 1870, page number 97, edition number 11198991. Berlin Museum.
(sammlungen, n.d)
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Figure 3. shameless women, source: Herat, Timurid petiod, 850 AH, page number 124, edition number 190,
Supplement turc 190 (gallica, n.d Bibliothéque Nationale de France
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Figure 4. A prostitute and a flatterer women, Dante's Divine Comedy, translated by William Krieger, religious
manuscript, 19th century Italy, 1870, page number 267, edition number 11198991. Berlin Museum. (sammlungen,
n.d)
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Figure 5. Adultery women, source: Herat, Timurid period, 850 AH, page number 128, edition number
190, Bibliothéque Nationale de France. Supplement turc 190. (gallica, n.d)
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Figure 6. Criminal Myrrha, Dante's Divine Comedy, translated by William Krieger, religious manuscript, 19th
century Italy, 1870, page number 389, edition number 11198991. Berlin Museum. (sammlungen, n.d)
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3. And as the wings of starlings bear them on In the cold season in large band and full, So doth
that blast the spirits maledict; It hither, thither, downward, upward, drives them; No hope doth
comfort them for evermore, Not of repose, but even of lesser pain.” (Alighieri, Dante, 1867:21)

4. O living creature gracious and benignant, Who visiting goest through the purple air Us, who
have stained the world incarnadine, If were the King of the Universe our friend, We would pray
unto him to give thee peace, Since thou hast pity on our woe perverse.Love, that on gentle heart

doth swiftly seize, Seized this man for the person beautiful That was ta'en from me, and still the
mode offends me. Love, that exempts no one beloved from loving, Seized me with pleasure of
this man so strongly, That, as thou seest, it doth not yet desert me; Love has conducted us unto

one death; Caina waiteth him who quenched our life!" These words were borne along from them
to us” (Alighieri, Dante, 1867: 22)

o ) Al 5] gl ol B3 il LN ey 5T Bl 5 025 Uy (58550 (3 > &
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6. Then said to me the Guide: "See that thou thrust Thy visage somewhat farther in advance, That
with thine eyes thou well the face attain Of that uncleanly and dishevelled drab, Who there
doth scratch herself with filthy nails, And crouches now, and now on foot is standing. Thais
the hatlot is it, who replied Unto her paramour, when he said, 'Have 1 Great gratitude from
thee?’—'Nay, matvellous;' And herewith let our sight be satisfied."( (Alighieti, Dante, 1867: 77)

7. Then said to me the Guide: "See that thou thrust Thy visage somewhat farther in advance, That
with thine eyes thou well the face attain Of that uncleanly and dishevelled drab, Who there
doth scratch herself with filthy nails, And crouches now, and now on foot is standing. Thais
the hatlot is it, who replied Unto her paramour, when he said, 'Have 1 Great gratitude from
thee?’—'Nay, marvellous;' And herewith let our sight be satisfied."( (Alighieri, Dante, 1867: 77).

8. And he to me: "That is the ancient ghost Of the nefarious Myrrha, who became Beyond all
rightful love her fathet's lover. She came to sin with him after this manner, By counterfeiting
of another's form; As he who goeth yonder undertook, That he might gain the lady of the herd,
To counterfeit in himself Buoso Donati, Making a will and giving it due form."( Alighieri,
Dante, 1867:126)
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