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Abstract:

Examining the relationship between individualism and religious experience in religious—Islamic miniature painting constitutes one of the
most significant topics in the field of comparative art studies. Religious miniature painting in the Safavid period—particularly in the works
of Sultan Muhammad—provides an exceptional opportunity for analyzing this relationship. Sultan Muhammad, who was active at the court
of Shah Tahmasp, produced a substantial portion of his works in the form of official royal commissions; however, under the influence of
mystical movements, he succeeded in developing a personal and distinctive style and mode of expression within religious miniature painting.
The purpose of the present study is to investigate how the artist’s individualism emerges in his religious works and how it influences the
religious experience of the viewer. This research employs a descriptive—analytical method and qualitative content analysis of miniature
paintings attributed to Sultan Muhammad in order to identify the components of individualism in the representation of the sacred. The findings
indicate that Sultan Muhammad, through creative use of composition, transcendent colors, and the emphasis of details, conveys a mystical
and personal experience of the sacred to the audience. Accordingly, individualism in the religious miniature painting of Sultan Muhammad
provides a foundation for the deepening and redefinition of religious experience within the domain of Safavid visual art.
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Extended Abstract

The relationship between individualism and religious experience constitutes a central question in the study of religious—

Islamic art, particularly within the visual culture of the Safavid period, where miniature painting functioned not merely as
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courtly decoration but as a complex medium of metaphysical meaning, spiritual pedagogy, and aesthetic communication.
During this period, artistic production operated within an institutional framework supported by royal patronage, yet
simultaneously absorbed powerful currents of Islamic mysticism that encouraged the articulation of inward, experiential
spirituality. Among the leading figures of this epoch, Sultan Muhammad occupies a singular position as an artist whose works
reveal a profound synthesis between official religious representation and personal spiritual vision (3). Previous scholarship has
explored aspects of Safavid miniature painting in relation to mysticism and symbolism, noting especially how increased
attention to detail, natural forms, and emotional expression reflects deeper metaphysical concerns (1). However, the specific
role of artistic individualism as a mediator of religious experience in Sultan Muhammad’s work has remained under-theorized.
The present study addresses this gap by investigating how Sultan Muhammad’s distinctive artistic language transforms
religious imagery into a vehicle of subjective spiritual encounter, thereby redefining the relationship between artist, artwork,
and viewer within the framework of Islamic sacred aesthetics (2). Drawing upon philosophical conceptions of individualism
that emphasize the experiential uniqueness of the human subject (4) and critiques of early modern subjectivity (5), this research
situates Sultan Muhammad’s production at the intersection of mystical epistemology, Safavid political theology, and the visual
transmission of religious meaning.

Unlike Western modern individualism, which prioritizes autonomy and self-assertion, Islamic artistic individualism emerges
through self-transcendence and alignment with metaphysical truth. In the Islamic tradition, the artist does not seek personal
expression for its own sake, but rather refines the self in order to serve as a conduit for divine manifestation. This conception
of individualism is inseparable from the epistemological foundations of Islamic mysticism, in which knowledge of the divine
arises through inner purification and contemplative experience (11). Thus, individual creativity in Islamic art is not a deviation
from tradition but its internal deepening. Sultan Muhammad’s miniature paintings exemplify this synthesis by maintaining
strict adherence to symbolic conventions while simultaneously revealing personal interpretive nuance through color harmonies,
compositional dynamism, and meticulous attention to detail (6, 7). These features do not function as aesthetic ornamentation
alone; they constitute a semiotic system through which spiritual states are communicated. The metaphysical principles of
“order” and “mystery” described by Schuon as the dual foundation of sacred art (12) are visibly present in Sultan Muhammad’s
work, where geometric coherence coexists with transcendent luminosity. The disciplined structure of his compositions reflects
cosmic order, while his symbolic manipulation of color and light discloses the ineffable realm of divine presence (13). Through
this synthesis, individualism becomes a form of spiritual authorship, transforming the miniature from mere illustration into
contemplative experience.

The development of Sultan Muhammad’s artistic language was deeply embedded within the institutional culture of the
Safavid court. The royal workshops of Tabriz, supported by Shah Ismail and later Shah Tahmasp, created an unprecedented
environment of technical excellence, intellectual exchange, and spiritual ambition (8, 9). The integration of artists from diverse
regional traditions allowed for the emergence of a unified yet dynamic aesthetic system, culminating in masterpieces such as
the Shahnameh of Shah Tahmasp (10). Sultan Muhammad, as chief painter and director of the royal atelier, occupied a position
that allowed him to reconcile political patronage with spiritual introspection. The Safavid ideological commitment to Twelver
Shi‘ism further intensified the metaphysical stakes of religious imagery, transforming miniature painting into an instrument of
both theological affirmation and political legitimacy (18). Yet within these constraints, Sultan Muhammad cultivated an
unmistakable personal style, demonstrating how institutional art can serve as a framework for individual spiritual exploration.

This creative autonomy is further illuminated through Michel Foucault’s theory of power—knowledge relations, wherein artistic
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production reflects the ideological structures of its historical context while simultaneously generating new forms of subjectivity
(14). Sultan Muhammad’s art thus represents a site of negotiation between collective religious discourse and personal mystical
insight.

Religious experience, understood as the lived encounter with the sacred, constitutes the phenomenological core of this
investigation. Scholars of religion have consistently emphasized that such experience transcends doctrinal knowledge and ritual
observance, manifesting instead as an inward awareness of divine presence (19). From William James’s psychological
interpretation of religious emotion (19) to Otto’s concept of the numinous (20), the literature underscores the affective and
transformative character of spiritual experience. Sultan Muhammad’s miniatures function precisely within this experiential
domain. Through symbolic orchestration of visual elements, his works generate conditions of contemplation that guide the
viewer toward transcendence. The viewer’s role becomes participatory, as meaning is not passively received but actively
constructed through perception and interpretation (22). Hermeneutic theory further supports this dynamic by recognizing the
co-creative function of the viewer in the emergence of meaning (24). In Islamic sacred aesthetics, this participatory encounter
is not relativistic but oriented toward metaphysical truth, making the viewer’s experience both personal and universally
anchored.

The Mi‘raj miniature by Sultan Muhammad exemplifies the convergence of individualism and religious experience at the
highest level of artistic and spiritual synthesis. Executed within the Khamsa of Nizami under Shah Tahmasp’s patronage
between 942-947 AH and later transferred to the British Museum (32, 33), this work transcends narrative illustration by
orchestrating a visionary journey of ascent. Its spiral composition draws the viewer’s gaze from multiplicity toward luminous
unity, enacting visually the mystical doctrine of return to the divine. The profusion of angels, the symbolic presence of the
Buragq, and the central radiance surrounding the Prophet’s form construct a metaphysical topography through which the viewer
undergoes a contemplative ascent (34). Color plays a decisive role in this transformation: the harmony of gold, azure, green,
and white establishes a chromatic theology that aligns sensory perception with metaphysical meaning (35). Here, artistic
individualism manifests not through stylistic deviation but through the personal intensity of spiritual vision that animates each
formal decision.

This study demonstrates that individualism in Sultan Muhammad’s religious miniature painting functions as a spiritual
methodology rather than a purely stylistic phenomenon. Through disciplined mastery of form, symbolic innovation, and
profound engagement with Islamic mysticism, Sultan Muhammad transforms miniature painting into an experiential bridge
between artist, viewer, and the divine. His work reveals how individual creativity can deepen collective religious meaning
without violating sacred tradition. By integrating personal mystical insight into the institutional language of Safavid art, he
redefines religious imagery as a living space of spiritual encounter. Consequently, Sultan Muhammad’s legacy confirms that

within Islamic sacred art, individualism is not opposed to transcendence but is one of its essential instruments.
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