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Abstract

Abstraction is the foundation of Islamic art, encompassing the various forms of Islamic arts
as an intricate network of knowledge and spirituality. This abstraction aims to manifest the
unifying aspect of creation in accordance with Islamic Sharia. The objective of this research
is to investigate the elements of visual abstraction based on "Avicennian Perception"
according to four principles, within the miniature painting of the Prophet's (PBUH)
Ascension by Sultan Muhammad Nigarehgar. This study examines pictorial abstraction
and its expression in the Ascension miniature, posing the fundamental question: "What
interpretations do the four-stage process, based on Ibn Sina's views, and offer in analyzing
the reflection of abstraction in the 'Ascension' miniature?" This research is qualitative and
foundational in its objective. Methodologically, it employs an interpretive approach for
qualitative description and analysis. Information is gathered through documentary and
library-based methods. Considering the role of art interpretation in the concept of
abstraction, and based on Avicennian perceptions, the process progresses from sensory
perception to intellectual apprehension. The four-stage structure—determination (ta'yin),
limitation (tahdid), actualization (ta'ayyun), and abstraction (tajrid)—from the perspective
of Avicennian abstraction, delineates the stages of "sensory, imaginative, perceptive, and
rational” in relation to the five internal senses. It further investigates how this four-stage
structure is represented through the visual characteristics of the Ascension miniature. The
results indicate that the painting's characteristics—two-dimensionality, avoidance of
naturalism, simultaneous multiple viewpoints, absence of material depth and dimension,
color choices, symbolic and pure elements, connection to poetry and literature, brevity in
line and form, and diffused, internal light—are consistent with Ibn Sina's philosophical
outlook. This leads to the creation of an exemplary and abstract realm, which, through
visual elements and by traversing the four stages, aligns with the concept of pictorial

abstraction.

DOI: 10.22034/hg].2026.254625 OPENaAccEss

Vs

|

©Authors retain the copyright and full publishing rights.

~

BY



mailto:tabeereza@gmail.com
mailto:eghbali@shahed.ac.ir
mailto:m.a_rajabi@yahoo.com
mailto:ghazizadeh@shahed.ac.ir

Introduction

The foundation of Islamic art is abstraction—a
concept that encompasses various forms of
Islamic art as an interconnected web of
knowledge and spirituality, designed to
manifest a sense of unity in accordance with
Islamic Sharia. This research aims to examine
the elements of visual abstraction within the
painting of the Prophet’s Mi‘raj (Ascension)—
a work by the master painter Sultan
Muhammad—by applying the four principles
of Avicennan perception (idrak-e Sinavi). The
Prophet’s celestial journey (Mi‘raj) stands as
the most prevalent and exalted religious theme
in the realm of Persian-Islamic miniature
painting, having inspired masterpieces across
the Tabriz I, Shiraz, Timurid Herat, Qazvin,
and Safavid Isfahan schools. Furthermore,
abstraction serves as the core essence and
fundamental basis of Persian-Islamic art;
without an understanding of it, the hidden
dimensions of Persian miniature painting
cannot be identified or articulated. Indeed,
abstraction acts as the benchmark for
discerning and evaluating this art form,
providing the essential mechanism through
which visual concepts are brought into
concrete, objective existence within the
paintings.

An examination of the evolutionary trajectory
and the concept of abstraction (tajrid) within
Mi‘raj (Ascension) paintings reveals that this
genre occupies a preeminent position in both
the realms of Mi‘raj iconography and visual
abstraction. It is argued that the analysis of
Mi‘raj paintings—from the perspective of
visual abstraction—should be grounded in a
framework consistent with the content and
form of traditional Persian miniature painting.
Approaching the subject in this manner allows
for an evaluation of the work rooted in its
specific Iranian cultural context. Furthermore,
by applying a fourfold structural model—
comprising  tajrid  (abstraction), ta‘yin
(specification), tahdid (delimitation), and
ta‘ayyun  (determination)—derived  from
Avicennan (Sinawi) theories of perception, one
can arrive at a nuanced interpretation of the
work. This analytical framework, when applied
through comparative study with other artistic
traditions, can enhance the viewer’s visual
comprehension and shed light on the impact of
visual eclecticism in the post-Safavid.
Materials and Methods

This research examines visual abstraction
(tajrid) and its expression within the Mi'raj
(Ascension) miniature, posing the fundamental
question: "What interpretations arise from
applying the four-stage framework—based on
the theories of Avicenna (Ibn Sina)—to the
analysis of abstraction in the Mi'raj miniature?"
To address this, the visual elements of the
miniature are mapped onto this four-stage
structure (tajrid, ta'yin, tahdid, and ta'ayyun)—
derived from  Avicenna’s theory of
perception—in an effort to uncover the
concepts concealed within the work. This is
necessary because the abstract form and
content of the piece remain ambiguous to many
enthusiasts. A common source of confusion is
the conflation of the term "abstraction"
(enteza") with tajrid; however, while tajrid
evolved within the context of Persian painting
(between the 5th and 11th centuries AH), the
concept of "abstraction" (enteza') emerged in
Western painting (from the late 19th century
onwards).  Despite  certain  superficial
resemblances, these two approaches differ
significantly in terms of their underlying
philosophy, structure, and execution.

Within its abstract structure, the language and
expression of Persian miniature painting
possess latent, enduring layers that have
evolved over centuries into a cohesive
structural unity. As acknowledged by scholars
and Orientalists, this art form—much like
others—is grounded in established principles
and conventions. Indeed, every work of art is
shaped by specific foundational tenets. The
principles of visual abstraction in this
tradition—manifested in its spatial
composition and thematic expression—
encompass a range of distinct characteristics: a
specific compositional arrangement (maqami),
a departure from naturalism, the use of
symbolic, pure, and flat colors, figures that
appear suspended in space, diffused light, a
non-linear treatment of time, a flexible
perspective, and the emphasis on delicate
brushwork (qalam-giri) that creates fluid,
harmonious, and unified curvilinear forms.
Furthermore, the style is defined by
conciseness and brevity, a deliberate avoidance
of realistic representation, and a deep-seated
connection to literature. These defining
features—which establish clear boundaries for
the form—give concrete, tangible shape to an
otherwise abstract world and space.
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To introduce and gain a deeper understanding
of abstract art, one must grasp the essence of
the religion of Islam. Traditionalists analyze
Islamic art from a semantic perspective, tracing
its roots and origins to the spirit of Islam.
Accordingly, this study employs a fourfold
framework  tajrid  (abstraction), ta‘yin
(specification), tahdid (delimitation), and
ta‘ayyun  (determination)—grounded  in
Avicennian (Ibn Sina’s) epistemology, to
analyze the Mi‘raj (Ascension) of the Prophet,
a painting by the artist Sultan Muhammad,
within the context of Islamic abstract art. This
is a qualitative, fundamental study that adopts
an interpretivist approach to describe and
analyze the subject. Data collection is
conducted through documentary and library
research. Given the significance of interpreting
an artwork within the concept of tajrid, the
study draws upon Avicennian epistemology—
which traces the progression from sensory
perception to intellectual apprehension—to
map the fourfold framework (ta‘yin, tahdid,
ta‘ayyun, and tajrid) onto the stages of
"sensory, imaginal, estimative, and
intellectual”" cognition, in relation to the five
inner senses. Furthermore, it examines how
this fourfold structure is manifested through
the visual characteristics of the Mi‘raj painting.
Discussion and Findings

B The results indicate that features such as two-
dimensionality, a departure from naturalism,
the simultaneous employment of multiple
perspectives, the absence of physical
dimension and depth, the use of specific colors
and pure, symbolic elements, an affinity with
poetry and literature, conciseness in line and
surface, and the presence of a diffused,
intrinsic light—all align with the philosophical
perspective of Avicenna (Ibn Sina). This
approach gives rise to an abstract, imaginal
realm (‘alam  al-mithal); through the
application of visual elements—following a
four-stage process—it ultimately corresponds
to the concept of visual abstraction.

With his exceptional skill, the master painter
Sultan-Muhammad created one of the most
exquisite visual interpretations of the Mi‘raj
(Ascension).  Through  his  masterful
composition, use of vibrant colors, depiction of
celestial realms, and the establishment of a
rhythmic, harmonious visual cadence, he
produced a work that stands as a prime
example of "visual abstraction" within the
tradition of Persian miniature painting. In this

piece—which exemplifies Islamic abstract
art—the artist employs visual elements to
transcend the material world, seeking a
connection with the absolute, supra-sensory
reality (God). These elements serve as
instruments that, strictly governed by the
principles of Tawhid (Divine Unity), are
harnessed toward this ultimate objective,
finding concrete expression within the Mi‘raj
miniature.

The mechanism of abstract art—defined
through the fourfold process of ta‘yin
(specification), tahdid (delimitation), ta‘ayyun
(determination), and tajrid (abstraction)—and
its relationship to abstract perception across the
sensory, imaginal, conjectural, and intellectual
stages, as articulated by Avicenna (Ibn Sina),
reveals a profound system of encoding within
the structure of Islamic-Iranian miniature
painting. This system remains unintelligible
without knowledge rooted in the wisdom of
Islamic art.

Conclusions

Although the thought of Avicenna (Ibn Sina)
and the Peripatetic perspective possess a
scientific foundation, the lived experience of
painters in the past undoubtedly differs from
our contemporary understanding—shaped as it
is by the distinct world in which we live today.
Thus, we may refer to Burckhardt, who posits
that "any artistic creation must be examined
according to the laws governing its own
specific existential realm—Ilaws that render it
intelligible and rational." Consequently, a
deeper comprehension of Persian miniature
painting—approached through the lens of
abstraction, a monotheistic horizon aligned
with Islamic Sharia, and a unifying structural
framework—reveals itself to our gaze.
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