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Abstract

This study critically examines a Qajar-period oil painting of the
Mi‘raj preserved in the Astan Quds Razavi Museum, focusing
on the symbolic representation of Buraq and the metaphysical
meaning encoded within the composition. Drawing on Seyyed
Hossein Nasr’s philosophical interpretation of sacred Islamic
art, the research analyzes how the painting embodies the
principles of unity, transcendence, and symbolic expression that
define traditional Islamic aesthetics. In Nasr’s view, Islamic art
does not function as a naturalistic imitation of the physical
world; rather, it manifests spiritual realities through form, color,
and hieratic symbolic structure. The painting under examination
incorporates key visual elements, including the veiled Prophet,
the radiant golden halo, Buraq’s hybrid feminine-human and
equine anatomy, the peacock-like tail, and the lion positioned in
the foreground—each operating as a visual conduit for
conveying metaphysical meaning. Through a qualitative
descriptive—analytical methodology, this study demonstrates
that the Qajar artist transformed the Mi‘raj narrative into a
contemplative visual experience, producing an artwork that
functions as a form of dhikr and invites the viewer to ascend
from the material realm toward heightened spiritual awareness.
The findings indicate that despite stylistic transformations
characteristic of the Qajar era, the essential foundations of
sacred Islamic  art—symbolism, transcendence, and
metaphysical orientation—remained fundamentally intact.
Introduction

The Mi‘raj, the miraculous ascension of the Prophet
Muhammad, has long occupied a central position in Islamic
spirituality and visual culture. Artists across various historical
epochs have sought to represent this event in ways that preserve
its metaphysical profundity while simultaneously negotiating
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doctrinal constraints. The Qajar painting analyzed in this study
reflects a distinctive moment in Iranian art during which
traditional symbolic vocabulary intersected with emerging
aesthetic tendencies. By interpreting this work through Seyyed
Hossein Nasr’s theoretical framework of sacred art, the present
study seeks to demonstrate how the Qajar artist translated the
transcendent significance of the Mi‘raj into a symbolic visual
language designed for contemplative engagement rather than
literal narrative representation.

Material & Methods

This research focuses on a single artwork: an oil-on-canvas
Mi‘raj painting attributed to Muhammad Zaman IV, measuring
100.5 x 86.5 cm. The methodological approach integrates
formal visual analysis, iconographic interpretation of symbolic
motifs, and philosophical theoretical mapping based on Nast’s
concepts of unity, imaginal reality, metaphysical light, and non-
naturalistic representation. Data collection is library-based, and
the analytical framework is qualitative and interpretive.
Discussion of Results & Conclusions

The findings reveal that the veiled face of the Prophet reflects
the Islamic principle of avoiding anthropomorphic
representation  while  simultaneously evoking spiritual
transcendence. In Nasr’s philosophical understanding, absence
functions as a potent mode of expressing divine presence. The
golden halo symbolizes the Qur’anic concept of divine Light
(ntr), which Nasr identifies as the ontological foundation of
Islamic aesthetics. Buraq’s hybrid form—part horse, part
human with a feminine visage, and a peacock-like tail—
embodies the imaginal realm (‘alam al-mithal), the intermediate
domain between material existence and pure spirituality. The
crown adorning Buraq signifies spiritual sovereignty, while its
dynamic posture symbolizes the soul’s ascent toward higher
ontological states. The lion, as a symbol of power and
protection, reinforces the sanctity of the scene and resonates
with Shi‘i symbolism associated with Imam ‘Al

The dominant green background signifies paradisal imagery and
prophetic lineage, gold represents illumination and divine
presence, and red conveys vitality and sacred love. The flattened
compositional structure and the deliberate absence of linear
perspective correspond with Nasr’s characterization of Islamic
art as non-naturalistic, timeless, and oriented toward revealing
inner meaning rather than external appearance. The interaction
of positive and negative space cultivates a contemplative
stillness, transforming the painting into a visual act of
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invocation. Accordingly, the artwork exemplifies the defining
principles of sacred Islamic art as articulated by Nasr. It
transcends illustrative depiction and emerges as a medium of
spiritual recollection, guiding the viewer toward metaphysical
insight. The study ultimately concludes that the Qajar painting
preserves the core essence of Islamic sacred aesthetics—
namely, the symbolic articulation of transcendence—despite its
historically conditioned stylistic features.
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