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Explaining the transition from text to image in the representation of the
events of ‘Ashiira’ requires an understanding of visual discourse—that is, a
language that redefines events and concepts through visual signs and
aesthetic experience. Accordingly, the present study aims to identify the
earliest reflections of the visual discourse of the events of ‘Ashiira’ in written
sources and to examine how textual narratives were transformed into images.
Its central question is: In which sources did these visual representations first
appear, and what formal and narrative characteristics do they possess? The
findings indicate that the earliest representations emerged in six manuscripts
belonging to the Ottoman Baghdad school of manuscript illumination. These
manuscripts are the four copies of Hadigat al-Su ‘ada’ (963, 983, 1009, and
1235 AH), Magqtal Al al-Rasil (988 AH), and Rawdat al-Shuhada’ (1004
AH). Through a descriptive-analytical method, complemented by a
qualitative content-analysis approach and comparative study, it can be shown
that these illustrations were created by anonymous artists in an environment
characterized by a degree of religious tolerance on the part of the rulers and
supported by Sufi groups and local Shi‘i communities. These works did not
serve merely a decorative function in relation to the texts; rather, they may
be regarded as marking the beginning of the formation of a distinct “visual
theology” of ‘Ashiira’. Thus, the manuscripts produced by the Ottoman
Baghdad school provided a context for the emergence of the earliest visual
discourses of ‘Ashiird’ in the history of Islamic art—a discourse that
continued in later artistic genres.
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Introduction

Islamic art, particularly in the form of manuscript illumination, has consistently extended beyond the realm
of aesthetic expression to serve as a medium for reflecting religious and identity-based discourses. In this
context, the gradual transition of the ‘Ashiira’ narrative from the domain of writing to that of image
constitutes a complex process shaped by historical developments. Manuscript illumination, by assuming the
role of the visual interpreter of texts, has acquired a distinctive position in the representation of these
narratives. From this perspective, examining the earliest examples of the depiction of the events of Karbala’
in manuscripts is significant not only for the history of Islamic art but also because it clarifies how a religious
narrative was transformed into a visual discourse with its own language and semiotic system. This
significance becomes even more pronounced in the context of the Ottoman Empire, whose religious
structure was Sunni. The necessity of the present study rests on two foundations. First, it introduces and
analyzes these illustrations as the earliest surviving images of Karbala’ in written sources, thereby
addressing a gap in Islamic art-historical scholarship. Second, understanding the mechanisms underlying
their creation reveals the interaction between Iranian and Ottoman artistic traditions, the role of relative
religious tolerance, and the influence of Sufi groups and local Shi‘i communities. Undoubtedly, neglecting
such research would not only result in overlooking the cultural documentary value of these works but would
also lead to a limited understanding of the processes through which religious concepts were transmitted in
multiconfessional societies

Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative approach based on content analysis and comparative examination to identify
the earliest visual reflections of the events of ‘Ashiira’ in the written sources of the Islamic world. The study
population comprises all illustrated manuscripts relating to the lives of the Shi‘i Imams. Following an
examination of these manuscripts, six were identified as the earliest extant examples containing ‘Ashiira’
illustrations: four copies of Hadigat al-Su ‘ada’ (963, 983, 1009, and 1235 AH), one copy of Magqtal Al al-
Rasil (988 AH), and one copy of Rawdat al-Shuhada’ (1004 AH). The data were analyzed at three levels:
descriptive-iconographic analysis, which examined visual elements such as composition, coloration, the
arrangement of figures, symbols, and spatial setting; narrative-temporal analysis, which determined the
position of each illustration within the sequence of the ‘Ashiira’ narrative; and comparative analysis, which
compared similar illustrations across different manuscripts in order to identify patterns of copying, stylistic
innovations, and narrative developments

Results and Discussion

Within the tradition of manuscript illumination, artists working in courtly or independent workshops
produced manuscripts of varying artistic quality. In illustrated manuscripts such as Hadigat al-Su ‘ada’,
Magtal Al al-Rasiil, and Rawdat al-Shuhada’, calligraphers and illuminators collaborated under the
supervision of master artists. In this process, portions of the text, and sometimes entire pages, were left
blank for illustration, and the illuminator was responsible for transforming the written content into visual
form. Although the calligrapher’s opinion had little influence on the number or quality of the illustrations,
the views of the patron, financial sponsor, and, above all, the workshop supervisor were decisive. This
explains why identical works, such as Hadiqat al-Su ‘ada’, may contain different numbers of illustrations.
In the production of illuminated manuscripts, the text of the work always took precedence, followed by the
quality of the illustrations. The number of illustrations, too, was determined by the preferences of the patron
and the workshop master. Accordingly, manuscripts containing valuable texts and commissioned by
prominent patrons were entrusted to master illuminators, whereas works lacking distinguished financial
sponsorship were assigned to second- or third-rank artists. Although the examination of the manuscripts
under discussion yielded no information about the identities or biographies of their illuminators, given that
these works were produced for cultivated members of the court and with the support of cultural and religious
groups, it is likely that illuminators of an intermediate level of proficiency were employed. The illustrations
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examined here are regarded as the earliest extant depictions of the events of ‘Ashiira’ and the incidents
preceding and following them. The principal sources used by the illuminators were undoubtedly historical-
narrative texts, Rawdat al-Shuhada’, and the text of the work being illustrated.

Conclusion

The earliest visual reflections of the events of ‘Ashiira’ emerged in the mid-tenth century AH within the
Ottoman domains, during the reigns of sultans such as Sulayman the Lawgiver and Murad III. These
illustrations were created in an environment of relative religious tolerance, with the support of Sufi groups—
particularly the Bektashiyya and Nagshbandiyya—and local Shi‘i communities, by illuminators whose
identities remain unknown and who may have been Iranian and Shi‘i. Thus, these works were not merely
products of an artistic tradition; they also reflected a process of cultural dialogue within a multiethnic and
multiconfessional environment—an environment in which the ‘Ashiira’ narrative could transcend the
boundaries of identity and be redefined in an artistic form. A comparative examination of the ‘Ashiira’
illustrations in the six manuscripts of the Baghdad school of manuscript illumination demonstrates that these
earliest visual representations constituted a meaningful mechanism for consolidating religious narratives in
visual form. In this process, the narrative texts of ‘Ashiira’ gradually developed into a visual discourse with
its own language, signs, and narrative logic. Structural and iconographic analysis of the illustrations
indicates that the artists selected moments of heightened dramatic intensity. In some cases, they combined
several scenes within a single frame, creating a condensed and simultaneous narrative in which narrative
time and pictorial time intermingle. This feature, together with the use of iconographic conventions such as
luminous halos, symbolic colors, and facial distinctions between virtuous and villainous figures, indicates
that these works were helping to establish a system of visual signs that would later continue in traditions
such as Iranian coffeehouse painting and the illustration of lithographed books. The further significance of
these illustrations lies in the fact that they reveal the earliest stages in the formation of a “visual theology of
‘Ashiira’”—a theology in which concepts such as martyrdom, victimhood, courage, and righteousness are
consolidated not at the level of the text but through visual structures.
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