


PERSIAN ARTISTS IN MUGHAL INDIA

demonstrate that this approach was particularly
popular in India during the reign of Akbar.?

Methods of producing colored and decorated paper
were also carried to India, principally by artists trained
in  Mashhad and Herat.’* Both the taste for
ornamented paper and the skills needed to create it had
been transmitted to Iran from China in the course of
the fifteenth century.!' In India, gold-painted paper
was used to frame the text pages of several manuscripts
copied for Akbar, but decorated paper was more widely
used for the borders of album pages. Particularly lavish
are the borders of Jahangir’s albums.!?

MIR “ALI AL-HARAVI AND THE TIMURID
STYLE OF NASTALIQ

The calligraphy of Mir Ali al-Haravi, active in
Herat, Mashhad, and Bukhara from the late fifteenth
century to 1545, was highly esteemed at the Mughal
courts. Appreciation of Mir “Ali’s work is evident from
references by Mughal authors and from the many
examples preserved in Indian collections. Abu’l-Fazl
describes him as the perfector of a style of calligraphy
associated with Sultan Ali Mashhadi and as one who
has  “left many masterpieces.”™ ¢Abd al-Baqi
Nihavandi is even more lavish, describing Mir “Ali as
“‘the qibla of the scribes’ (giblat al-kuttab).'*

Another index of Mughal enthusiasm for Mir ‘Ali’s
calligraphy is its extensive use in Mughal muragga‘s or
albums where it was customary to alternate calligraphy
with paintings and to arrange them so that facing pages
with calligraphy specimens alternated with pages bear-
ing paintings. In the muragga‘s now in Tehran and
Berlin that were arranged for Jahangir, most of the
calligraphy is by Mir ¢Ali." His work also
predominates in the muragqa® assembled for Shah Jahan
and now divided between the Metropolitan Museum
and the Freer Gallery.'® Complete manuscripts copied
by Mir ‘Ali were also in Indian collections.!?

Mughal appreciation of Mir “Ali’s work appears to
combine a genuine enthusiasm for his style with the
view that he epitomizes the achievements of Timurid
calligraphers. In his history of nasta‘liq script, Abu’l-
Fazl emphasizes the style favored in Timurid Herat.
Initiated by Mir “Ali al-Tabrizi, this mode was intro-
duced to Herat by his students Ja‘far and Azhar. There
it was further refined by Sultan “Ali al-Mashhadi and
perfected by Mir “Ali al-Haravi.!®

This historical progression from Mir “Ali al-Tabrizi
to Mir “All al-Haravi described by Abu’l-Fazl is
paralleled by the calligraphy samples preserved in
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Jahangir’s albums. The Tehran muragga® contains
pages signed by Mir “Ali al-Tabrizi, Ja*far, and Azhar,
as well as examples by Sultan ‘Al al-Mashhadi and
Mir ‘Ali al-Haravi.!® These various scribes are further
linked by the inclusion of pages on which the scribe
records that he is using the style of his teacher or
predecessor. The muragga® contains a page written by
Jafar in the script invented by his teacher Mir Ali al-
Tabrizi as well as a calligraphic exercise executed by
Mir “Ali al-Haravi in the style of Mir ‘Ali al-Tabrizi.?°
The pages preserved in Jahangir's muragga® thus give
concrete evidence of the historical progression des-
cribed by Abu’l-Fazl.

An examination of those album pages demonstrates
that Mir ‘Ali al-Haravi was strongly influenced by the
style of his predecessors, but that he also developed a
personal idiom. Overall the Herat calligraphers are
noted for the balance they achieve between a careful
shaping of individual letters and a sense of flow in the
combination of words in a line or of lines on a page. In
comparison with earlier scribes of the Herat tradition,
Mir “Ali al-Haravi has a bolder sense of rhythm and
makes greater use of parallel forms to give visual drama
to his text. He is remembered for his skill in the
transcription of gitas, short excerpts from poetic texts
often mounted as album pages.?! Frequently he com-
bined two texts on a single page, writing the principal
one across its center in a bold diagenal scheme and
using the second executed in a delicate nasta‘liq to
frame the central zone*? (fig. 1).

The historical record confirms Mir ‘Ali’s importance
as a calligrapher in the Herat tradition, but it does not
completely explain his extraordinary impact on the
development of calligraphy in Mughal India. Both the
style of his nasta‘liq script and his scheme for arranging
texts on a page were imitated by Mughal scribes.?® Mir
‘Ali does not appear to have had any personal ties with
the Mughal dynasty, although he did compose a pane-
gyric praising Babur as ‘‘the honor of Timur's
family.”” He may have served the Timurids of Herat as
a chancery scribe, but he is best remembered for his
long association with the Shaybanid rulers of Bukhara,
where he lived from ca. 1528 until his death in 1544-
45,7 During his residence in Bukhara, Mir “Ali was
chief scribe in the manuscript workshop of ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz b. “Ubaydallah where painters and illuminators
were also employed.?® During this time Mir ‘Al was
also active as a teacher of calligraphy; his most famous
pupil was Sayyid Ahmad al-Mashhadi who later served
Shab Tahmasp in Tabriz. 26






