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Abstract

Applying Jacques Lacan’s concepts to a miniature grounded in religious narrative requires
clarifying their relationship to pictorial evidence and narrative meaning. This study
examines the possibilities and limitations of the gaze, desire and jouissance in interpreting
Kamal al-Din Behzad’s Yusuf Fleeing from Zulaikha. A qualitative interpretive case study
was conducted using the miniature, verses 23—29 of Surah Yusuf with reference to Al-
Mizan, Saadi’s account in the Bustan and Jami’s narrative. The concepts were explained
through theoretical sources, while pictorial evidence was distinguished from narrative
information and the researcher’s inferences. Differences between narratives and evidence
inconsistent with the proposed interpretation were considered. The palace is read as the site
where the gap between Zulaikha’s control over the conditions of the encounter and her
inability to determine its outcome becomes visible. Its openness to the viewer exposes her
attempts at concealment, while contact between the figures combines physical proximity
with the absence of the desired response. Gaze and desire illuminate these relations from
Zulaikha’s position. Jouissance has more limited interpretive value, and the comparison
between Yusuf’s flight and Teresa’s spiritual ecstasy remains an interpretive construction.
The methodological contribution concerns specifying where a concept is applied.
Identifying the subject and relationship under examination, and explaining the evidence
supporting this choice, allows readers to assess the connection between the concept and the

interpretive conclusion.
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Introduction

Applying psychoanalytic concepts to a
historical miniature raises questions about the
relationship between theory and the work’s
particular features. In Behzad’s Yusuf Fleeing
from Zulaikha, these questions concern a story
with a scriptural origin and several literary
retellings. The characters’ actions receive
different meanings in Qur’anic, exegetical and
literary sources. Psychoanalytic interpretation
must account for these differences. Thematic
similarities between seeing, wanting and
suffering and Lacan’s terminology do not
establish an interpretive contribution. This
study examines what the gaze, desire and
jouissance offer for interpreting the miniature
in relation to its Qur’anic and literary
narratives. Previous studies have discussed the
palace’s openness, its narrative sources and
Yusuf’s inaccessibility. The present reading
considers how these features illuminate
Zulaikha’s position: she arranges the encounter
but cannot determine Yusuf’s response or how
her own conduct becomes visible.

Materials and Methods

A qualitative interpretive case study was
undertaken using documentary and library
research. The materials comprise Behzad’s
miniature, verses 23-29 of Surah Yusuf with
reference to commentaries, particularly Al-
Mizan, Saadi’s account in the Bustan and
relevant passages of Jami’s Yusuf and
Zulaikha. Lacan’s writings and scholarly
explanations clarify the concepts. Description
of the architecture, exposed interiors, bodily
contact, directions of movement and viewer’s
position informed an integrated reading
developed through exchanges between image,
narrative and concept. The three concepts
provide thematic focuses within this
continuous interpretation.

The preliminary choice of concepts directed
attention towards particular relationships. Its
influence was examined by accepting the
viewer’s extensive visual access, preserving
narrative differences and limiting unsupported
claims. Credibility was addressed by
identifying pictorial evidence, narrative
information and the reason for applying a
concept. Dependability was pursued through
explaining interpretive decisions, including the
focus on Zulaikha in discussing the gaze.
Distinguishing observation from inference and
identifying each claim’s source supported

confirmability. The miniature’s religious,
literary and pictorial context was described to
support assessment of transferability to other
studies.

Discussion and Findings

Narrative differences inform the painting’s
interpretation. The Qur’an emphasises the
closing of doors, Yusuf’s refusal and flight,
and judgement through his torn shirt. Saadi
foregrounds the covered idol and shame before
a deity. Jami develops the palace, its amorous
pictures and the characters’ dialogue. Not all
these details are depicted. The covered idol and
pictures of union cannot be identified in
Behzad’s miniature. The accompanying verses
and  architectural  inscriptions  supply
information beyond the depicted bodies and
building.

The gaze is examined while acknowledging the
viewer’s extensive access to the palace interior.
The elevated viewpoint and simultaneous
presentation of interior and exterior expose the
secluded encounter. Attention turns to
Zulaikha’s position. Closed doors register her
efforts at concealment, while the building’s
openness exposes those efforts to spectators.
The account of covering the idol clarifies her
attempt to determine the conditions of
visibility. She seeks Yusuf’s attention while
avoiding her deity’s regard. The miniature
makes her persistence visible together with
Yusuf’s flight, giving her conduct a form
different from the desired companionship. The
concept of the gaze addresses this limit to her
control. The religious meaning of divine regard
remains part of the narrative.

Desire is explored through the relationship
between the figures. Zulaikha’s extended hand
and contact with Yusuf accompany his
withdrawing body and hand reaching towards
the door. Physical proximity does not
guarantee a reciprocal response. Jami’s
amorous pictures embody the companionship
she hopes for; Behzad depicts contact
accompanied by flight. The decorated palace
and closed doors make her ability to arrange
the meeting visible, while Yusuf’s escaping
figure marks its limit. Desire clarifies the
difference between access to the desired person
and securing a place in that person’s desire.
Yusuf’s divine attachment, as explained in the
narrative, informs the meaning of his
movement.
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Jouissance has more limited interpretive value.
Zulaikha’s persistence and the tension between
the bodies invite examination of wanting and
suffering, but continued effort does not
demonstrate  satisfaction in  suffering.
Comparison with Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint
Teresa considers the difference between
receiving a  spiritual experience and
withdrawing from human contact. This
comparison encourages reflection on the
religious meaning of Yusuf’s movement. His
depicted posture does not disclose the quality
of his satisfaction or suffering. “Hidden
jouissance” remains an interpretive possibility,
with insufficient pictorial evidence to confirm
it.

Conclusions

The palace is interpreted as the scene where the
gap between Zulaikha’s control over the
meeting’s conditions and her inability to
determine its outcome becomes visible.
Architecture  exposes her efforts at
concealment, while bodily contact combines
proximity with the absence of the desired
response. Gaze and desire illuminate these
relationships; jouissance remains more limited.
The methodological contribution concerns
explaining where a concept is applied.
Identifying the subject and relationship
examined, the narrative contribution and the
pictorial basis of each inference exposes the
researcher’s interpretive decisions to scrutiny.
Acknowledging inconsistent evidence and
distinguishing interpretive possibility from
supported conclusions allows readers to assess
the scope of the reading.
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